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        We’ve avenged the death of our king and driven the Wyranth back with their tails between their legs. Though it is cause for celebration, there is never any joy in war.

      

      

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 43 of the Month of Duchesses

        25th Year of King Malaky XV’s Reign

      

      

      

      The Liliana’s ground commando team charged toward the Wyranth’s anti-airship artillery piece, which rested at the top of a hill, overlooking the Border River. Rislandia’s infantry would have never arrived before the Wyranth soldiers could whisk it away in a retreat. If our infantry had been able to penetrate through their lines at all. This was where having an airship provided a distinct advantage in battle.

      I watched the battle unfold below through my gyromatic expanding telescope, complete with a crank to allow me to easily zoom or adjust the view. The new telescope was a much better solution than having Lieutenant Colwell run back and forth across the bridge with his binoculars. How my father had tolerated that means of assessing a battle for all the years he’d captained this ship, I had no idea.

      What I saw next made me gasp.

      “Baronette?” Major Edwin Ral asked, concern in his voice. He manned the piloting station.

      “The Wyranth spotted us. Come about!” I shouted back. Typically, I’d argue with him over calling me baronette. The entire crew had taken to calling me by the name during my first mission with them, and it stuck, though technically, King Malaky conferred the rank of baron on me. I ignored it this time. Titles wouldn’t matter if the Wyranth managed to kill us.

      The ship banked, its turbines shifting in power as Major Ral made his adjustments. My weight shifted from one foot to the other, maintaining my balance. In the few months I’d been commanding the Liliana, I’d become accustomed to the way she turned and moved. It saved me from any embarrassing incidents of sliding across the deck into some of the officers.

      Outside the port window, a large cylindrical shell rose through the air. My eyes went wide at the sheer size of it. If the shell had hit the Liliana, I might not have been standing there any longer.

      The shell exploded midair. It burst into tiny pieces, shrapnel flying everywhere—much of it toward us. I cringed and closed my eyes out of instinct. The window absorbed the brunt of the shrapnel, shattering with the blow. Glass and metal bits hit the floor of the bridge, and the wind outside roared.

      This was exactly why we were here. My father, General Theodore von Monocle, received reports that the Wyranth had developed a new exploding artillery weapon. It would give them a distinct tactical advantage over the Grand Rislandian Army, as we still used cannonballs.

      These explosive shells had torn through our infantry in a number of battles in recent weeks, but this marked the first we’d seen it in anti-airship action. It was our job to recover one of the Wyranth’s new artillery pieces so our engineers could pick it apart and figure out how it worked.

      Lieutenant Colwell rushed to my side and placed a reassuring hand on my arm. ”Are you alright?”

      “Yes,” I said, frowning at the shattered glass on the floor. “We’re lucky. Hopefully, our commandos can get to the artillery piece before they fire another shot.”

      “Baronette, I have worse news,” Major Ral said as he guided the ship. He was our best, deft with evasive maneuvers and randomizing the ship’s turns well enough so the enemy wouldn’t be able to uncover a decipherable pattern. It would make it harder to hit us from below.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Look out the starboard side.” He motioned his head toward our intact window.

      I stepped over to the other side of the bridge to get a good look. Our infantry forces were making good headway, but they inadvertently pushed the bulk of the Wyranth forces back to the hill where the anti-airship artillery rested. Right at where our commandos were launching their assault.

      “Rats,” I said, quickly considering our options. “Do you think we could fire our cannons into the Wyranth ranks without hitting our own people?”

      “We can’t guarantee that kind of accuracy from this distance,” Lieutenant Colwell said.

      “Major Ral could take the ship down to closer range,” I said.

      “Which would make us a much easier target for the anti-airship artillery,” Major Ral said.

      I shook my head. “Our forces will be on top of it by the time we descend. We can’t have the Wyranth overwhelm the commandos or we’ll lose everyone. It’s a risk we’re going to have to take.”

      Colwell blinked, then nodded. He wasn’t used to such decisive calls from me. At first, I let the crew manage themselves. They had a lot more experience. I’d fallen into the position because of my father and the way King Malaky granted private ownership of the Liliana. My father had been assumed dead for a long time, and the ownership fell to me via inheritance. Even after I’d discovered my father was still alive, I was allowed to retain possession of the airship. It was complicated, but here I was, with very little military experience outside of a few straight-forward supply missions. My call would be the right one, however. I had to go with my gut instinct.

      “Bringing us in and descending,” Major Ral said.

      The Liliana banked once more. We floated toward the main Wyranth infantry front, sailing through clouds and then below them. The wind gushed through the opening in the bridge, knocking the top hat off my head and blowing my dirty blonde hair into my face. I pushed my hair back and bent to retrieve my hat. The ship moved quickly through the air. The soldiers below reacted by lifting their rifles and firing at us. It was a futile gesture. Rifle blasts from this far up would do little against the Liliana’s thick hull.

      I returned to the telescope, adjusting the crank to get a better view of the situation below. Our presence created enough of a distraction that a good portion of the Wyranth had stopped paying attention to the approaching Rislandian infantry. That was good, but we needed to press the advantage before our people engaged them at close range. “Can you bank our port side downward?” I asked.

      “I can, but if we tip too far it will be dangerous,” Major Ral said.

      “Do it and loop us around so we circle the Wyranth forces,” I said.

      The ship tilted, and I adjusted the telescope to match. We moved into position with our port side nearly parallel with the ground below, right over a large group of Wyranth soldiers. I dashed over to the brass communications funnel. “Port cannoneers,” I said through the funnel, with its long tube extending and amplifying through the various rooms of the ship, “fire all weapons now!”

      The cannoneers did their duty, the six portside cannons all firing at once. The blasts thundered all around me. The ship jolted slightly off-course. Cannonballs raced toward the ground below. When they hit, dirt kicked up, filling the air with dust. Several bodies of Wyranth soldiers went flying. I turned from the telescope so I wouldn’t have to bear witness to the gruesome realities of war.

      “Straighten us out and get us to a higher elevation,” I said.

      Major Ral lifted the ship higher, executing my command flawlessly. The crew really did run like a well-oiled machine.

      The ship rocked with a loud kroom at the bow. It sent us into a tailspin. Major Ral pushed the levers and tried to stabilize us. It was all I could do to hold onto my console for dear life. “What’s happening?” I asked.

      “One of their artillery shells. Looks like it hit the front of the deck. The blast damaged one of the main propellers,” Lieutenant Colwell said.

      “Harkerpal!” I called into the communications funnel. “We have a damaged propeller atop the fore turbine.”

      We spun several more times. I became so dizzy I wanted to vomit. We descended above some treetops on the Rislandian side of the Border River. The bottom of our hull scraped against them before Major Ral managed to stabilize us. “I have to back off the power. We need to land,” he said.

      “Is there somewhere safe to do so?”

      “Not in a war zone!” he shouted.

      I frowned. “We have to do it. Try to land as best you can on our side of the river.”

      “I’m working on it,” Major Ral said.

      The ship passed the trees and came down in a clearing. Even with Major Ral’s skilled hand, there was little he could do to slow our fall. The ship landed hard. I lost my grip on the handrail at my station, falling backward and slamming against the back wall of the bridge.

      I gasped from the pain. It would leave a nasty bruise at the very least. The ship bumped its way to a stop as the turbines adjusted to slow our pace rather than speed us along. A cloud of dirt crept into the bridge through the open window.

      I inhaled some of it and coughed hard before covering my mouth with my red cape so I could breathe more easily. Unlike the others, who wore standard dark uniforms of the Grand Rislandian Army, I had a different attire. A ruffled white shirt, cape, and top hat. It was a ridiculous look but it was how everyone recognized the great Baron von Monocle.

      I’d decided to take on the image of my father as an intimidation tactic to our enemies. I still wasn’t sure about that idea, as it painted a bright target on me, but he’d managed to survive all these years. Maybe there was something to it?

      The ship stopped moving enough for me to stumble back to my station and look out the fore window toward the deck. Harkerpal, our chief engineer, was already there, surveying the damage. He had dark skin and black hair, which went well with his military uniform. One of the propeller blades bent at an angle that would do no good in the air. I moved to the door and stepped outside. Without the harsh winds of the sky, it was a breezy day in the Border River region, a day I would have spent hard at work on my farm back home if I hadn’t been thrust into this strange life. I strode across the deck, acknowledging various members of the crew as I passed. Finally, I arrived at the fore turbine. “Harkerpal,” I said. “Can you repair it?”

      “Zaira!” Harkerpal said, his eyes lighting up. His head bobbed in a way unique to him when he spoke. “I must say, this reminds me of adventuring with your father. Did he ever tell you of the time we had to set down on a volcanic island because the propeller came undone from the turbine’s propeller shaft? We were quite lucky in that incident, but the crew still had to fabricate a makeshift raft to—”

      “Focus,” I said. Harkerpal had a tendency to get lost in stories of the past. It was endearing, but we had to get the ship airborne as quickly as possible. He blinked at my harsh tone. I smiled at him to reassure him. “We have our commandos out there.”

      Harkerpal’s eyes went wide. “Yes, yes. My apologies.” He craned his neck to look up at the propeller. “I’ll need to climb the turbine shaft and see if the blade is malleable.”

      “How long will it take?” I asked.

      “Twenty minutes or so.”

      “Hurry.”

      Over the next several minutes, Harkerpal assembled his engineering team to assist him. He had a leather harness he wrapped around himself as he climbed the turbine’s ladder rungs. At the top, he clipped the harness to a rung and climbed across the large propeller. After poking and prodding it for several more minutes, he called to his engineers on the deck, asking for various tools, which they then hoisted to him by tying them to the slack of the line from his harness.

      I couldn’t do much other than get in the way, so I paced the deck. Did my father ever feel useless when he was in command of the ship? Did Talyen? My mind wandered to thoughts of what the former commanders of the Liliana were doing now. But what would they do in my situation? Provide inspiration for the troops.

      With that thought, I wandered into the mess. Some of the ship’s cannoneers and snipers had the same idea, a number of them conversing with each other.

      My presence garnered the attention of the crew. The conversation stopped. They stiffened and several stood.

      “No, no. This isn’t a formal visit. Uh… at ease,” I said, still getting used to some of the military jargon the others used. The crewmen resumed their seats at their dark wooden tables, across long benches able to accommodate several people. “Harkerpal says we should be ready to fly in twenty minutes,” I said.

      Several of the faces nodded at me, expecting something more.

      I took a deep breath, trying to think of what to say. Most of my formative years had been spent alone, farming with the help of my neighbors, while my father was off adventuring on this very ship. I hadn’t even attended the local school in Plainsroad Village past a very young age. No one taught me to give rousing speeches. What was I supposed to say to them?

      “This is a very important mission,” I said. Those words didn’t seem to resonate with any of the faces staring at me. “You all did good work for the infantry with that last attack volley. I’m sure we’ll be able to break the Wyranth’s spirits with a few more of those, yeah?”

      My voice came across timid, not confident at all. I hated speaking in front of people. What did they want from me?

      Before I could try a second time, the mess door flung open. Harkerpal stood there, with a grin from ear to ear. “She’s fixed!” he exclaimed triumphantly.

      Several cheers erupted from the crew.

      “Okay then,” I said. “Let’s fly!” I started toward the door, but the crew looked at me expectantly. Oh. Right. I raised my fist in the air. “For steam and country!”

      “For steam and country!” the crew shouted back. They followed with claps, hollers, and whistles. For whatever reason, those words always seemed to get them going. I had to remember that in the future.

      “Good work, Harkerpal. Now let’s go get our crew,” I said before jogging out to the deck. Harkerpal went in the opposite direction, presumably back to the engine room.

      I looked up and saw the giant turbine Harkerpal had worked on. Sure enough, the blade had been straightened, though I saw the stress marks from where it had bent. We would probably need a new one fabricated when we returned to Rislandia City.

      “Baronette!” Lieutenant Colwell called to me from the bridge. He waved me over.

      I hurried my step and returned to my post. Lieutenant Colwell held the door for me. “Take us up, Major Ral,” I said when I entered the bridge control room.

      The engine made its loud, whirring noise as the turbines rumbled, the propellers getting up to speed. Within moments, the Liliana lifted off and headed back into the sky. I pressed my eyes to the telescope lens to try to get a better look at the battle. The Rislandian troops vastly outnumbered the Wyranth, and the battle had migrated across the Border River and into Wyranth territory. Though several soldiers still fired back and forth, the tide had turned in our favor. The majority of the Wyranth retreated.

      I rotated the crank to try to find where the anti-airship artillery weapon had been. Were the Wyranth able to retain control over it? If not, we might have to follow them deeper into Wyranth territory. With tired commandos and a damaged ship, I couldn’t see that scenario going well. I held my breath as I scanned for the hill where we’d first seen the weapon.

      Then I found it, along with at least a dozen dead bodies surrounding it. The sight made bile rise in my throat. I hated seeing people hurt or killed, it didn’t matter who they were. Upon a look with a closer zoom, I saw they had shiny silver helmets with the points atop them. Wyranth. I tilted the telescope’s lens up to see our people.

      One of the commandos straddled the barrel of the anti-artillery weapon like it was a horse. He held his hat up in the air and waved it at the airship. Several of the commandos cheered and waved. We’d done it.

      “Bring us to the hill,” I said, biting my lip as I considered how to describe which direction to head. “Turn port about fifteen degrees and head forward until we reach directly across the river. That’s where our people are.”

      “Aye, Baronette,” Major Ral said.

      The ship moved, and we made it. I couldn’t help but let out a sigh of relief. We’d nearly gone down, all because of one Wyranth shell coming too close. With their new technology, we would have to be more careful in the future.

      We arrived soon after, and the battle died down. The deck crew dropped ropes to secure both the Wyranth weapon and to bring our commandos back aboard. We had quite the prize. King Malaky would be pleased. At least, I hoped he would.
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      The crew is uneasy, as one would expect them to be. There is a new king, and we don’t know what to expect. We were pressed to war, but the new leader does not wish to further pursue the death of his father. His restraint is noble, but is it the right move? Only time will tell.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 6 of the Month of Dukes

        1st Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      In the evening, after my father debriefed the crew, I walked through the cobblestone streets toward my apartment, a residence King Malaky had reserved for me a few blocks from the palace. The sun had already set several hours ago, and the way was lit by gas lamps. A few horseless carriages drove through the streets, along with a few more people on horseback, but the markets had closed for the day, and it left the streets mostly empty.

      I was relieved to return home, though it was odd to think of Rislandia City as such. I’d spent most of my nearly seventeen years on a farm in Plainsroad Village. The entire place was razed to the ground by a Wyranth attack earlier this year, leaving nothing to return to. But home was where family was, and I had more people I could consider family than ever. Father was here, as was Captain Talyen von Cravat, or I should say, Talyen von Monocle. It was odd to think of her with that name, but they had been duly wed by the king in a quiet ceremony shortly after our return to Rislandia City from my first mission.

      But I had more friends in the city. Mr. du Gearsmith, James… Oh, James. I frowned thinking about my neighbor from back home who came to the city with me. Why hadn’t he come to greet me upon my return? There was a time when we were nearly inseparable, but since he began his training with the Knights of the Crystal Spire, I’d hardly been able to see him.

      My heart stirred, thinking about him. But what did it mean? When we were kids, it had been a given we would one day marry, combine our families’ farms. But ever since I’d found out I inherited my airship… things changed. James became so aloof, distant. Or maybe I did. There’d really been no time to talk about our situation or how we felt. Why did boys have to be so complicated?

      It was something I couldn’t dwell on. I didn’t want myself to get depressed. Friends often grew apart as they aged. That’s what Talyen said. She told me I’d find some nice young man and settle down, but I didn’t want to think about that, either. When would I find time for love when I spent my days aboard an airship?

      For now, my life would be what it would be. It didn’t feel like it was in my control. I reached my apartment building and climbed the spiral stairs—an artistic representation of the large Crystal Spire itself—on the way to the third story. I shouldn’t complain too much. How many other people had a beautiful apartment with a view, their own airship, and a real purpose in life?

      Reaching into my pocket, I grabbed my keys to the front door, but when I tried to place them in the lock, I found it was already ajar. Did I forget to close it before I left? I tensed. Being forgetful was something I couldn’t afford, not with my pet ferret Toby remaining behind. If he escaped, he could get lost in the city and I might never find him again. “Toby?” I called into my dark apartment. Usually, he would be climbing all over me the moment I opened the door. I stifled a breath and clutched my pant fabric with my hands. Something was wrong.

      I stepped inside my apartment. It was dark, and I had to tread carefully. One would think I’d be able to navigate around my own home, but I spent much more time aboard the Liliana than I did in this apartment. My shin slammed against a piece of furniture, a short table in front of my seating area. The wood tabletop jutted out just enough. I sucked in air and held back from cursing.

      “Ms. von Monocle, my dear, please, allow me to turn on a light. I would have earlier but I didn’t want to alarm you,” a male voice said, one with a strange accent that was oddly familiar.

      Ignoring the pain in my shin, I reached for the pistol at my hip. No more than a second had passed before it was in my hand and pointed in the direction of the voice.

      In that time, he’d turned on the gas lamp on my end table by my couch. The bright light blinded me and forced me to recoil, my free hand covering my face.

      “Please, no need for violence,” the man said.

      I drew my hand away from my eyes. They adjusted, and I saw who was in my apartment. Out of shock, I dropped my pistol. It clanked on the ground but thankfully didn’t misfire. “You… You’re here. How?”

      He was a wiry man, someone who probably would have been attractive were it not for who he was. Like when I had seen him last, he dressed in a black suit with an elegant cut, but this time with a matching black shirt. A yellow kerchief protruded from his coat pocket. He stood, smoothing down his coat. “I must say, you do look even lovelier than the last time I saw you. I suppose being locked in a dungeon doesn’t do much for the skin, now, does it?”

      Before me stood the Iron Emperor, the vile tyrant who had a tight grip on the Wyranth Empire. How did he get into my apartment? And how did he get across the border in the first place?

      I backpedaled toward the door, veering to the side and bumping into my doorframe. A small squeak came from my bedroom, followed by a nose peeking into the room. Toby, my ferret. Now I understood why he hadn’t greeted me at the door. He was hiding from this monster.

      The Iron Emperor held a hand up to me. “There’s no need to be afraid. I mean you no harm. I merely needed to speak with you, and I have no other means to go about doing so. Please,” he said, motioning to my couch.

      I’d been on his couch before, in his palace. He’d brought me in and lectured me, giving me the most bizarre proposition of marriage. It was a scheme to bring Rislandia under his control through the influence of my father. “What do you want?”

      “I told you, to talk. Please.” He motioned to my pistol on the floor. “If you want the gun to make yourself more comfortable, by all means. I’m at your mercy.”

      “I should turn you into King Malaky right now.”

      The Iron Emperor frowned. “If that’s your wish, but perhaps you should hear me out first?”

      I bent down, keeping my unblinking eyes on him, and I allowed my hand to search the floor for my gun. Toby scampered back into my bedroom, seeming not to want to risk a confrontation with this stranger. I couldn’t blame him. I wished I could pick up and run myself. But this was my home, and I had to defend it.

      With the pistol secure in my hand, and pointed at the Iron Emperor, I made my way to a side chair. In no way was I going to sit next to him. “You sit first.”

      He complied with my demand, resuming his place on my couch. He had a musk about him with a hint of cinnamon. It was pleasant but strong if I could smell it from this distance away. The way he held his composure, in spite of my pointing a weapon at him, unnerved me. He maintained an air about his presence like he was in control, even though I should have been. Was this another mind game of his?

      I seated myself on my leather chair and crossed my legs. As much as I would have liked to sink into the comfortable chair, I kept myself leaned slightly forward, ready to spring into action in case he deceived me. I wasn’t confident my pistol acted as much of a deterrent, but it was the best I had.

      The Iron Emperor had a grave look on his face. He seemed as if he didn’t like being here as much as I didn’t like him sitting on my couch. And as much as he was a tyrant, in my limited interactions with him, it wasn’t as if he’d lied to me. If he came here, it had to be for a good reason.

      “I see you’re unconvinced. As a gesture of goodwill, I offer to give you something I allow to very few, only my innermost circle. My real name.”

      I had been wondering about his name since I’d first heard the words Iron Emperor. It seemed such a cold thing to call someone, but it seemed to add to his mystery and authority. The Wyranth were a people led by fear and awe. It made sense. I tried to keep my face straight so I wouldn’t let on how intrigued I was. “Alright, let’s have it.”

      “I am Ivan, the fourth, as a matter of fact. My line doesn’t change our names to fit the office as your King Malaky does, but it is a family tradition.” He inclined his head proudly.

      “Okay, Ivan,” I said, despite a sneaking suspicion in the back of my head I was going to regret this. “I’ll hear you out. But it’d better be a good reason or I’m going to turn you in.”

      “Your sense of honor is notable, Ms. von Monocle. Much like your father’s. A lesser person might hand me over to my enemies regardless, but I digress. I come to you because I have no choice. The Wyranth Empire is in a state of emergency, one I can’t control.”

      “Someone’s controlling the soldiers attacking us,” I said, unable to keep the bitterness from my voice.

      He frowned. “Unfortunately, that’s less the case than one would expect. You see, when you and your father detonated the bomb in Devil’s Mountain, you destroyed more than simply the ancient life form you might refer to as a giant. You also wiped away the source of the serum we used to make our soldiers stronger and more aggressive fighters.”

      “Good,” I said flatly.

      “I’m not finished,” Ivan’s eyes turned icy cold. Colder than they usually were. He breathed in through his nose. “We had a good amount of bottled supply, of course, but much of it was spread across our empire, and the facility you destroyed contained most of our reserves. The problem with the serum is that it’s incredibly addictive. My men are prone to fits of uncontrollable rage when they can’t obtain their next dose. An unfortunate side-effect.”

      He clicked his tongue. “My soldiers are now running rampant. Some are still in their units, but they are pressing the attack under generals who are addicted to the serum themselves. There’s no order, no discipline, only rage.

      “The capital is in chaos, and I don’t have the ability to restore order,” he finished.

      This news left my mouth agape. I’d heard nothing from my father or Talyen about the Wyranth Empire being in chaos. But then, we didn’t typically venture into their territory except in extreme circumstances, like trying to rescue my father. “You want the Grand Rislandian Army to come in and restore order?” I asked, considering the only possibility I could conceive of in his approaching me like this. But why wouldn’t he try to speak to King Malaky?

      Ivan laughed. “I forget you are hardly the creative tactical thinker your father is. I shouldn’t find that amusing, my apologies.” He cleared his throat and brought his hand to his mouth to compose himself. “I realize I’m at your mercy, but this situation has me out of my element as surely as it does you. No, the Wyranth people would never accept an occupying force of Rislandians within our borders, no matter how noble the intentions. They would sooner see me overthrown. No, Ms. von Monocle, I come to you because you have a unique position that could help.”

      I set my pistol down on my chair’s armrest. He didn’t look as if he were going to physically harm me. “I don’t see why I should be inclined to help you.”

      “If we can restore order to my troops, I promise you, it will result in a much less bloody conflict along our border than we have now.”

      There had been an uptick in border battles lately, and casualties. Even worse than when the Wyranth first came after me, and more importantly, my airship. I’d chalked it up to Ivan being angry over our assault near his capital city, but I didn’t have any reason to disbelieve him about losing control of his troops. I’d seen firsthand what the serum had done. The blue substance had overwhelmed my mind, and worse, sent my crewman, Marina Willet, into a craze. “But I’ve had the serum, and I’m fine,” I found myself saying.

      Ivan shrugged. “In large quantities?”

      I frowned. “No, I suppose not. What is it you want me to do?”

      “You know the old stories of giants crossing the Golgmarsh Ocean to the Areth continent?”

      “Of course. My mother told them to me as a child.”

      “There’s often far more to fairy tales than people realize,” Ivan said. “History, philosophy, culture: these have all been studies of mine, as you might recall.”

      “I do,” I said. He gained confidence as it became apparent I wouldn’t harm him, which allowed him to fall into the way he rambled the last time we met, when I was his captive. I waved my pistol to remind him of who held the cards here. “And I think you’d better get to the point. I was looking forward to spending a nice quiet evening with my ferret.”

      If my threat intimidated him, he didn’t show it. His cold eyes met mine.

      It made me shiver.

      Ivan chuckled. “I am quite fond of you, Ms. von Monocle. But upon study and research, I believe the tales of giants across the ocean are real. Which means there may be other peoples, or perhaps the giants themselves, who have studied the scientific properties of their blood. As you are the sole proprietor of an airship in either of our countries, you alone have the ability to find a cure for the madness devouring my land.”

      He paused, sighing. If he was sincere or did so for dramatic effect, I couldn’t tell. His countenance was too practiced, far more refined than I could ever hope to be.

      “I fear if nothing is done, your land will suffer, as well. Civilians won’t even begin to be able to handle the mindless savages my army has become.”

      He didn’t say more. He didn’t need to say more. I loved Rislandia and cared for its people. The final plea was meant to tug at my heartstrings, and it worked. If I hadn’t had personal experience with the serum, the blood, whatever this concoction was that he’d been feeding to his soldiers, I would have thought he was crazy.

      But I had. My thoughts drifted to Marina again. She’d taken a leave of absence after our rescue mission. I hadn’t heard from her since, which was a shame, as despite her past betrayals, she was my closest friend among the Liliana’s crew. The person I could talk and relate to. All of the crew listened to me, but I had a real friendship with her, not a commander-subordinate relationship. Most of the crew, even with me living among them for months, still carried a hero-worship of the von Monocle legend. It drove me crazy at times.

      My eyes darted to the floor. I shouldn’t show signs of weakness with the way the Iron Emperor stared with such calculating precision, but I couldn’t help myself. I was who I was. “I’m going to have to speak with my father and King Malaky.”

      “Of course.”

      “And I can’t tell them this information comes from you.”

      “You saw my people in action. You can honestly note your own observations on how they fought.”

      I frowned. “I still don’t like it.”

      “I didn’t imagine you would.”

      I lifted my head. My eyes met with his once more. He hadn’t moved and barely blinked. How could he be so calm and confident if this threat were as bad as he said? I imagined he would be able to retain his composure even if his palace was burning down with him inside. “I should turn you into King Malaky.”

      With that, he raised his hands in a surrendering motion. “Let me recommend against that particular course of action.”

      “Why should I listen to you?”

      “Because I still have the loyalty of my people. If something were to happen to me, it would exacerbate the threat to Rislandia. You need me home to control those I can, so they don’t decide your people are to blame for even more of their troubles than they already believe.”

      His smugness made me so mad, and it was because he was right. If I thought about the bigger picture, I did need him in control of the Wyranth Empire. It filled my belly with fire to think about how I had him in my grasp and yet was powerless to do anything. He’d known it all along, which was why he could be so confident. Ugh! I took a deep breath to compose myself. “I want more assurances from you.”

      “Such as?”

      “Your word you’ll do your best to pull the troops you can back from the border. I want you to leave Rislandia alone.”

      “Done,” he said without a moment’s hesitation. Ivan stood and smoothed his coat once more. “Thank you, Ms. von Monocle. This has been an enlightening chat, and I do pray for your success. I need it as much as you. I’ll be in touch.”

      “How will you know when I return and if I’ve been able to find anything?”

      Ivan grinned. “Come now. You know from experience I have my spies in places you wouldn’t even begin to imagine.” He gave me a nod and took long strides across my floor to the door. When he grabbed the handle, he stopped himself, turning around to sneak one glance back at me. He turned to his side, which gave his profile a handsome quality. Even thinking that made me sick.

      As if he sensed my thoughts, he said, “The offer of marriage is still open, Ms. von Monocle. I am more interested in the prospect now than ever, given your tenacity and the von Monocle luck you seem to have inherited.”

      “I’d sooner marry a cow turd.”

      He laughed at the insult. “Good evening. I’ll be in touch soon.”

      Before I could say another word, he was out the door and had closed it behind him.

      I leaned back into my leather chair, dumbfounded. What had just happened? How was any of this real? With the invader gone, Toby scampered up onto my lap, pawing and clawing at me. I giggled at my ferret and set my pistol on my end table so I could pet him. “You crazy animal. But maybe you’re smart for hiding. I don’t think he’s lying, but I also don’t think I can trust him.”

      Toby chirped.

      “Yeah.” I sighed.
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      One thing I can say about King Malaky, he listens. He cares more about what I’d like to do with my ship and crew than any leader I could have imagined.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 38 of the Month of Dukes

        1st Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      I hardly slept the entire night. Despite being home, with a warm and fuzzy Toby to curl up with, I couldn’t help but worry. The Iron Emperor had traveled into the heart of Rislandia, into the capital itself, and no one had noticed. He’d gotten past the city guards; broken into my apartment. He was no passive monarch. Those were skills akin to the Knights of the Crystal Spire.

      The more I thought of recent events, the more his story added up. The attacks on the border had grown not only more frequent, but more erratic. There didn’t seem to be any tactical benefit to the way the Wyranth assaulted us. It was a striking difference from the precision with which they used to work. Perhaps the Wyranth Empire truly was out of control after all.

      No matter what I thought, I’d have to speak with my father and King Malaky as soon as I could. But my thoughts drifted to Marina. What if she was suffering from uncontrollable rage like the Wyranth soldiers? How would I even begin to find her? Talyen would know. She kept track of most of the army deployments and leaves, working in tandem with my father. It was the most she could do with her belly swelling from the baby inside.

      That might have seemed strange to me. My father was going to have a baby with a woman who was not my mother. But my mother had been dead for many years now. It didn’t bother me. I liked Talyen, maybe even loved her. Having a little brother or sister would make her something much closer to my mother than my captain. Another thought I didn’t want to spend time on.

      I shook my head as I readied myself, leaving Toby with some fresh food and water. I couldn’t worry. My father loved her, and Talyen loved him. It was real, and it did make me jealous, but not because she was replacing my mother, but because I wished I had that kind of connection with someone. Anyone.

      As I made the walk down to the palace, my thoughts briefly drifted, as they were wont to do, to my neighbor-become-knight, James. This was the second time in as many days he’d been in my head.

      He was my age and was wrapped up in this whole war as much as I was, completely by chance of being around me. I hadn’t spoken to him much in these last six months, with me off on courier missions in the Liliana so often, and him engulfed in combat training. The knights wanted to get him up to speed and were compacting lessons that typically took years into those months.

      None of these thoughts were productive. I didn’t have time for love, didn’t have time for friends. For the Iron Emperor to have come to me like he did, it meant the situation was desperate. The Wyranth were on the verge of collapse. There was no other plausible explanation. Every second wasted meant people could die. It was my burden, and I had to do something about it.

      As I wove through the palace, the guards recognized me, even though I wasn’t dressed in my typical von Monocle flair. Today, I wore a long green dress, with goofy shoulders and ruffles along the chest. It had long sleeves and a long skirt, appropriate for a visitation to King Malaky. I didn’t have to adhere to palace traditions at this point in my relationship with the king, but when I had something important I needed to bring before him, I didn’t want to be a distraction because of the way I dressed.

      I crossed through the ornate palace halls, passing several tapestries of the gear-and-wings shaped crest of Malaky along the way, with several paintings and representations of past kings also adorning the halls. Some of the most beautiful art in all of Rislandia. We had nothing like any of these pieces back in Plainsroad Village. At some point, I would have to stop and give the works of art the attention they deserved, but it wouldn’t be today.

      Eventually, I reached the war room, the place my father and Talyen spent most of their time. There were several large maps on tables, including some nice topological ones with representations of forests, rivers, and mountaintops. It showed all of Rislandia, the Wyranth Empire, and even the neighboring Atrebla kingdom to the east across the Oler Mountains.

      My father was seated at a desk at the back of the room, holding a document away from his face and looking down on it through thin glasses. Talyen was seated beside him. Her belly had grown much rounder since the last time I’d seen her. Several of the officers in the Grand Rislandian Army were hard at work in the room along with them. I stepped directly to my father’s desk with a purpose. “Dad,” I said, still unused to saying the words. Even having him back, I’d had to take off on the airship far too often to be able to spend quality time with him.

      Upon hearing my voice, my father shifted his eyes upward. A big smile broke out across his face. “Zaira, I’m glad you’re here. Weren’t you supposed to have a few days leave after the last mission? Congratulations on your success, by the way.”

      Captain von Cravat, who was still using her maiden name despite her marriage to my father, gave me a friendly uptick of her head. As much as I had felt tense on my way here, I could relax around my father and her. Something about their presence gave me comfort very little else in the world could bring.

      “I am, and thanks,” I said, “but something came up. I wanted to talk to you about the Wyranth.”

      “I see you have a lot on your mind,” Talyen said. “Would you like some tea? Have a seat.” She motioned to a chair in front of the desk.

      “Tea sounds good,” I said, seating myself. Talyen summoned a palace servant over and requested a fresh pot of tea and three cups. I’d had the palace finery before, and it would be easy for a girl to get lost in the ornate trim of their porcelain and the wonderful aromas of the exotic tea blends sourced from all over the world. Most people might be content for a life of experiencing that every day, taking some frivolous role in the palace. With my connections, I had that option. But I needed more.

      When the tea was set, and we’d exchanged pleasantries, my father took a sip and set his cup down carefully on the coaster on his desk. “Let’s have it, Zaira, what’s bothering you?”

      I kept my teacup in my hand, finding comfort in holding something warm. “Where do I begin?” I said, trying to buy time, as I hadn’t figured out how to present the Iron Emperor’s information. I weaved a story as if it were from my own observations from the telescope aboard the Liliana. It incorporated the Wyranth’s aggressive behavior, strange and irrational, just as the emperor had told me. Now distant from the battle, I could see how erratic their behavior had been. They weren’t nearly as formed or disciplined as in past encounters. The story worked well and kept my father and Talyen’s interests. “I have a theory,” I said finally.

      My father raised his brow. “Oh?”

      “I believe when we destroyed the Wyranth’s supply of their giant’s blood, we—”

      The ground shook, making me lose my train of thought. It wasn’t nearly as bad a tremor as it had when I’d first visited the palace, but the vivid memory of an earthquake strong enough to topple buildings made any shake a traumatic enough an event.

      The porcelain tea service on the table rattled like chattering teeth. I gripped the edge of the table with my free hand, clutching the handle of my own teacup so it wouldn’t spill. “What’s going on?” I asked. I’d always assumed the tremors were caused by the giant in Devil’s Mountain. Which meant they should have been eradicated.

      “Looks like we’re still having quakes,” my father said.

      “I know Theo and you aren’t often in the capital, but these have been going on since I was a little girl,” Talyen said. “It’s nothing to worry about. The one you experienced here months ago was one of the worst, but we only have those once every twenty years or so.”

      I nodded to Talyen, but I was still skeptical. She did have more experience in the capital than I did, but I remembered the quake in Plainsroad Village when I’d lived there. It was difficult to explain, but I couldn’t believe these were natural.

      My father took another small sip of his tea as everything settled back to normal. “Where were we? Ah, if I’m not mistaken, you were about to say you believe the Wyranth are behaving more oddly and even more aggressively than usual because they no longer have access to the giant’s blood serum. That it has addictive qualities, and the soldiers are out of control, posing a great danger to Rislandia.”

      My mouth hung agape. “How did you know?”

      Talyen chuckled. “We have eyes and ears all over both our land and the Wyranth Empire. But we’ve also received several reports from our men in the field who have captured Wyranth soldiers over the course of the battle. They’ve been able to observe their prisoners’ behaviors up close and have come to much the same conclusions,” she said.

      “There’s also a matter of Commander Marina Willett. Though she’s been on an indefinite leave of absence, she was captured by the city guard some weeks ago for causing trouble in the High Street Tavern.”

      My heart sank. “Is she okay?” I asked, though I really wanted to find out if she were imprisoned. My one friend of the Liliana’s crew! This was bad.

      “I’m afraid not,” Talyen said, frowning. “She’s been moved to an asylum. Nothing our doctors have tried has had any effect. The withdrawals from whatever this concoction is don’t seem to subside with time. We’ve controlled her outbursts with sedatives, but even when she’s moving more slowly, one can see she’s in immense pain.”

      My father nodded. “I’m sorry, Zaira. I’m aware how much she means to you.”

      I sucked in my bottom lip. “We need to do something about this.”

      “I don’t see what can be done,” Talyen said. “If the best medical professionals don’t have a solution…” She shrugged.

      “I have an idea.”

      Both my father and Talyen’s gazes fixed on me. I didn’t usually speak up at strategy meetings. For the most part, I took my orders and let them make decisions. It was the best way to learn, and I still had a lot of learning to do. But this time, I had some information they didn’t. “I was thinking about the children’s tale about giants. They came from over the Golgmarsh Ocean, right? Over time, they lost their forms and became the strange creature we saw. Remember, Father, how you told me about the Zenwey and the book a shaman let you read? It made it sound as if the giants were real. Maybe if we traveled to where they came from, we could find more information, perhaps even a cure.”

      “Preposterous,” Talyen said under her breath.

      “It’s not,” I pleaded. “If the Wyranth continue like this, what kind of bloodshed will we face? Even if we win, the death toll could be astronomical.”

      “And if we lose, these bloodthirsty savages could overrun the kingdom,” my father said.

      They went silent for a moment. “It’s still too dangerous,” Talyen said. “We haven’t explored the region over the Golgmarsh in many years, and even then, our travels were limited because the peoples there were so aggressive. We can’t send our best weapon and most potent advantage in this war off on some silly adventure.”

      “I disagree,” my father said.

      “Theo?” Talyen gave my father a warning look.

      “Come now, Talyen. This is exactly the sort of plan I would have conceived of a decade ago. In our early days, we used to explore as much as we engaged in battle or ran courier missions. The latter can be handled by horseless carriage, and we have the army and the knights for the former. Besides, Zaira is right about the consequences if we allow these addicted soldiers to go unchecked. If there’s a chance, even if it’s based on a fairy tale, I would err on the side of adventure.”

      Talyen shook her head subtly. “She’s too much like you,” was all she said.

      “It can’t hurt to see,” I said. “How long will it take to get over the ocean?”

      “A few days,” my father said, “but you’ll need time to search and find answers. And I should warn you about what I experienced over there. Don’t venture too far north without assistance. There are strange men, nearly beasts in many ways, who pose great danger. Do you remember them, Talyen, my dear?”

      “I hadn’t joined the crew as of yet,” Talyen said.

      “Ah, right. That was a long time ago. The crew has changed many times since then.” My father’s forehead wrinkled as he thought. “As I recall, the beast-men are to the north, though they were plaguing the southern cities at the southern end of the desert region. I wish we’d brought a cartographer during our journey. The continent was so vast, I can hardly remember the particulars. Maybe there’s something in my logs that may be of use to you. I’ll have a page send them along to your airship quarters.”

      “So I can go?” I asked.

      “Yes,” my father said. “Though we can’t have you on an endless expedition like I used to go on. We should set a time limit.”

      “Three weeks should be enough,” Talyen said. She glanced over the plans my father had been looking at. “We can adjust our near-future battles to incur minimal losses without the Liliana. It will disrupt some of our reserves because we’ll have to use them on supply runs, but it’s manageable.”

      “You always were good with working the details of my plans.” My father grinned. “Zaira, my dear, I think this is excellent. It’s exactly the kind of initiative I hoped you would cultivate. A marvelous idea that speaks as if you had years of adventuring behind you.”

      My shoulders drooped at those words. It was because it came from someone with far more experience. I bit my tongue and took his credit, regardless of whether it was earned or not.

      Excitement teeming from him, my father scooted his chair back and stood. The chair screeched across the tile floor. “Oh, to be young again. Yes, this is exactly the sort of idea I would have come up with.”

      “Where are you going?” Talyen asked.

      “To King Malaky. We’ll need to obtain his blessing on the request.” My father winked at me and bounded out of the room.

      Talyen sighed. “Both of you are far too eager when it comes to getting in over your heads. If something goes wrong across the ocean, you realize I won’t be there to assist you?” She looked at me, genuine concern in her eyes.

      “I know,” I said. The prospect frightened as much as it thrilled me, but I had a hunch it was the right thing to do. My father always told me to trust my gut.

      “The king will sign off on this. If your father is excited about something, he never says no.”

      I nodded. What was I supposed to say? She didn’t approve, understandably. But we had to try, for the sake of Marina and everyone else.

      Talyen moved to the other soldiers, leaving me alone to think. I watched as they strategized various offensives and reinforcements of our border regions, with details down to the number of food shipments the soldiers would need at various posts. I couldn’t imagine myself in that kind of position. I had to handle some of those requests on the airship, but most of the supply requests were standardized depending on how long our missions were supposed to last.

      I found myself drifting off into a daydream of working fields, like I had during the two years my father was missing. As much as those days weren’t nearly as interesting, there was something peaceful to them. I would cultivate and harvest crops, and Mr. Gentry and James would help me in selling them in the market. It was hard work, but not bad, all things considered. Did I really want to get back to that life? It wouldn’t be an option for at least the near future.

      After a while, my father came back into the war room with King Malaky at his side. The king was about my father’s age, graying hair to accompany his salt-and-pepper beard. His face had a warm quality to it that matched his personality—a man who cared about his subjects.

      “Zaira,” King Malaky said.

      I dropped to my knee, as did the others in the room even though they weren’t being addressed. “Your majesty,” I said, keeping my eyes at his intricate crimson shoes with gold laces.

      “You may rise,” he said.

      I did so.

      “It’s always good to have you in the palace, especially with your father. The energy level here increases, and it’s good for the morale of everyone,” King Malaky said, his kind eyes on me, scrutinizing. It was much in the way the Iron Emperor looked at me, calculating, yet focused. Was it a quality of kings? “Your father’s told me about your proposed mission across the ocean. We haven’t sent an expedition to the Zenwey continent since your father’s younger days. The people there aren’t nearly as developed as we are, and there wasn’t much opportunity for trade from what we could see. Moreover, there are people far to the north who are very dangerous, as I’m sure your father’s told you.”

      My father nodded.

      King Malaky continued, “I thought it quite an audacious plan at first, but your father spoke sense to me. You’ll have all you need to look for a cure to this addiction caused by these monsters.”

      “Thank you, your majesty,” I said, trying to keep my tone meek.

      King Malaky smiled. “I wish you luck, Zaira. I’m sure you’re sick of hearing this, but you are so much like your father it’s uncanny.”

      My cheeks became hot, and I glanced to the side. I’d heard it so many times before, and I never felt like it was true. He was a great man. Me? I was just lucky to be related to him.

      “Excellent. I wanted to see you personally in case there wasn’t more time before you set off. Theodore, Talyen, make sure she has all she needs for a successful journey.”

      “Of course, your majesty,” Talyen said.

      The king nodded and spun. His thick velvet cape lifted in the air as he turned, giving a regal sense about him, fitting for a king.

      I only hoped I could be fitting of an airship captain on a prolonged mission.
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        We have to keep ourselves quarantined. Already several have died from these strange boils plaguing us. The Sands of Zarma have better protections for their treasures than we originally anticipated.

      

      

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 22 of the Month of Queens

        2nd Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      “Are you sure about this?” Talyen asked me as we strolled through the streets of Rislandia City. It was a beautiful day, toward the end of fall when it’s not too hot nor too cool, the hillsides beyond the city browning, and the leaves had turned vibrant colors.

      “I need to see how bad Marina is with my own eyes,” I said as we walked. Soon, we reached the asylum, an older building, barely refurbished, but with porous metal covering the windows to allow air and light in while ensuring the patients couldn’t escape. At the door stood an armed guard in Grand Rislandian Army grays, who saluted when he saw Talyen.

      She returned the salute. The guard held the door to allow us inside.

      Talyen went ahead of me. Her walk was more of a waddle than it used to be. It must be hard to move around with all the baby weight on the front of her. It made me smile. Seeing her sway to and fro was cute. I wouldn’t dare voice my opinion, however. I could only imagine the glare it would receive.

      She approached the front desk, where a young man listened to our request to see Marina Willett, and thumbed through paperwork to produce her information. He told us to sit tight while he spoke with her doctor before disappearing through a secured door behind his counter. Later, he returned with a dark-haired woman with thick glasses who wore a buttoned-up lab coat.

      “You must be Captain von Cravat and Baron von Monocle?” the woman asked with a smile. She shook Talyen’s hand and then mine. “We don’t get too many visitors here, so we have strict security precautions. I’ll have to ask you to leave any weapons you have at the front counter.”

      Talyen removed her belt, which contained matching sets of twin daggers and pistols. I followed her lead, placing my sword on the desk. The man behind the counter collected the items and deposited them in a bin.

      “Thank you,” the woman said. “I am Dr. Estrella du Clockhand, one of a dozen specialists in brain science here at the Gretoria Asylum. I’ve been assisting your colleague for a couple of weeks now. She’s in very good shape currently and shouldn’t pose any danger. Come, I’ll show you to her and answer any questions you might have.” She motioned the way. The man at the front desk unlocked the door for us to continue into the facility.

      I followed her and Talyen into a thin, white hallway. The doors were tall, with small slots to look in upon the patients’ rooms slightly above my eye level. I stood on my tiptoes to get a glance and saw people in various states of restraint. Some were reading, some were in straightjackets, arms restrained while they rocked back and forth. It hurt in my chest to see people in pain. Farther down the hall, I heard someone screaming and couldn’t help but wince.

      “There are some very troubled people here,” Dr. du Clockhand said, “but I assure you there’s no danger. Most here are self-tortured souls, not those who would hurt others. We do have three Wyranth prisoners who are suffering from the same condition as your friend, however. They are rather aggressive, and we’ve had to keep them restrained, even with the same treatments we’ve given Ms. Willett.”

      “And the treatments are working? Why do you need to keep her here, then?” I asked when we finally stopped at a door.

      Marina sat cross-legged on a cot inside, reading a periodical set on her lap. She looked thinner than the last time I’d seen her, but beautiful all the same, with her long, dark hair and square chin. Her cheekbones were more accented with her thin figure, and she looked very pale, but it was definitely her. The doctors had her in dingy gray, baggy clothes, which covered most of her body.

      Dr. du Clockhand turned the door handle. “Our treatment requires small doses of the Wyranth’s soldier serum, which we have in limited qualities. We’ve prioritized Ms. Willett receiving these treatments because of her service to the Grand Rislandian Army, but we don’t have enough for four patients to receive regular doses. The onset of their aggressive symptoms often appear rather suddenly, so it’s better for her to remain under observation until we can ascertain a pattern to the withdrawal symptoms.”

      “Oh,” I said, biting my lip. “I’ve tried the serum once myself when I suffered from terrible injuries. The Liliana’s medic used its concoction on both Talyen and me. We only had a little, and the Iron—” I caught myself. I almost revealed my secret of having spoken to the Wyranth emperor. “It didn’t seem to have the same effect on us. Maybe it has to be used a few times in order to become addictive?”

      Dr. du Clockhand raised a brow. “Interesting. Regardless, I’d like a sample of your blood before we leave here today. Any lead for a cure for these poor souls is worth a study. Anyway, let’s say hello to your friend.” She opened the door and held it for us.

      Talyen waddled inside and stepped to the side to allow me room. I immediately moved for Marina’s cot. When she saw me, her eyes lit up, sharing in my excitement. She stood, letting her periodical fall onto the cot. I embraced her in a big hug, catching her off guard.

      “Oof,” Marina said, and then laughed. “Zaira, I wasn’t expecting to see you.” She returned my embrace.

      “I wasn’t expecting to see you, either,” I said. Tears flowed from my eyes. I didn’t mean to cry, but I couldn’t quite stop.

      Marina wiped my eyes on her sleeve. “Don’t cry…”

      “I’m just so happy. And it’s you. You seem okay?” I pulled back from her.

      “Yeah. Estrella has done wonders for me. She’s as good as the Liliana’s medic, maybe better.”

      “No one’s better,” Talyen said. She stepped forward. “It’s good to see you, Marina. Are they treating you well?”

      “Aye, Captain,” Marina said. “What’s going on? I can’t imagine you’re visiting for the sake of it.”

      “Well, I did want to see you.” I glanced to Talyen to make sure it was alright to relay the information. She nodded before I said another word. I told Marina everything about the Wyranth, the soldiers’ behavior, and my proposed mission across the Golgmarsh Ocean. “We’re committed to finding a cure. Now that I think about it, we might do well having you with us. If we come across any people who have experience with this blood, they might be able to help you directly.”

      “Zaira…” Talyen warned.

      “I know, it’s a risk.” I turned to her. “But I want Marina to get better. If we can do that faster, it’d be good for all of us. And I know the crew would like to have her back. Everyone misses her.”

      “She couldn’t leave here without specialized care,” Dr. du Clockhand said.

      “Then we’ll bring you with us as well. Our medic wanted to go on leave anyway. We could use a replacement.”

      “She’s not a part of the military, Zaira,” Talyen said.

      “It makes sense to have an expert on the blood-serum with us, though. Think about it. Without someone like Dr. du Clockhand, how are we even going to know what to look for?” I asked.

      Talyen sighed. She leaned her weight on a chair, appearing exhausted from standing. “You’re right. I’m still not sure about Marina, though. She may exhibit the symptoms.”

      Dr. du Clockhand cleared her throat. “This is all very sudden, and I have my work at the facility. That said, the prospect of traveling on a real airship… I’ve always dreamed of going up in the sky.” She quieted, her eyes scanning as if her mind was racing. “I think I can manage it. I would love to volunteer for this mission. I’ll have to talk to my fellows in charge, but I don’t see a problem if it’s only for a few weeks.”

      I grinned at Talyen. “Do I have the Grand Rislandian Army’s permission? King Malaky did say whatever I need.”

      “Fine,” Talyen said. She looked to Dr. du Clockhand. “I am trusting you’ll be able to keep Marina stable. The airship and its crew are some of the most important people to ensure Rislandia’s safety, and we can’t risk anything happening to them.”

      “It won’t be a problem. I’ve managed her symptoms for weeks,” Dr. du Clockhand said.

      Marina remained quiet, watching everyone through this. She’d always been a good observer. It was likely why the Wyranth used her in the first place. But she was loyal to me now. I met her eyes, and she nodded to me, mouthing, “Thank you.”

      It was a good idea to bring her and this doctor along, but more, I wanted to get Marina out of this cell. She belonged out there, adventuring. Things were starting to look up. Maybe I did have some von Monocle luck after all.
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      Harkerpal is making some upgrades to the ship to make her run more efficiently. I’ve only known him a couple of years, but I would trust him with anything.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 17 of the Month of the Fool

        2nd Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      After visiting Marina, I decided to head to the airship landing strip and check on the repairs. The sun was setting on the horizon. A large contraption held the turbine propeller in place as someone welded it into place. Sparks flew off the blade, arcing down through the air. It looked dangerous, especially with a wooden deck down below, but none of the engineers working on it seemed concerned.

      I made my way through the airship to the deck, where Harkerpal and his team worked. A tarp covered the deck, which was probably to protect from the sparks, and the engineers all wore strange-looking glasses and long coats as they stared at the man working above.

      “Takes ten people watching to weld a propeller?” I asked in a light, joking manner as I approached.

      Harkerpal turned to me and immediately jumped backward. “Baronette! Oh, my. We must get you some protective eyewear immediately. I am reluctant to tell you about the mission where the boiler nearly exploded because we had an impure mixture of aether fuel. My young technician at the time went to work on the boiler without proper eye safety.” He clicked his tongue and shook his head.

      I waited expectantly for him to continue. Harkerpal was known for going on at length. He never picked up on the story, leaving me hanging. At the same time, I didn’t really want to ask. The implication was something gruesome.

      Harkerpal bobbed his head a couple of times and then jogged away from me to a tool chest. He produced some lenses and handed them to me. “I’m sorry we don’t have any more protective coats, but this will have to do.”

      “I’m sure I’ll be fine,” I said, putting the glasses on. “How are the repairs coming?”

      “Well as can be expected. We’ve replaced your bridge window and patched and painted the outer hull in the damaged areas. We’re in the process of an engine service down below, but the propeller here has been the most work. We’re very fortunate the king holds a warehouse of parts for our ship. It might take several weeks to fabricate a new one.”

      I glanced upward again, An engineer stood on the platform above. The engineers really did an incredible amount of work to keep us airborne. “I don’t know if you’ve talked to my father or heard yet—”

      “Ah, you want to talk about the Zenwey continent,” Harkerpal said.

      “That’s right.”

      Harkerpal frowned in consideration. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been there. It was one of the early missions. I believe I’m the only person save for your father to still be a part of this crew. Come to think of it, now he’s gone, too. I’m the last remaining of the original crew.”

      “The ship wouldn’t fly without you,” I said.

      He waved me off. “My team would do just fine at this point. But the continent, it’s a dangerous place.”

      I nodded, letting him speak.

      “You have to bear in mind I spent most of my time below decks working. I don’t come up top too often unless there’s something wrong with the turbines. A lot of the adventures your father went on while there, I heard about them. How he saved the tribes from the disease and the volcanic eruption—he was incredible, but I didn’t see it firsthand.”

      The sparks stopped up top, and the engineer gave a thumbs up. The other engineers took off their protective eyeglasses.

      Harkerpal did the same, removing his overcoat as well, tucking it under his arm. “And it’s been a number of years. Have you checked your father’s logs?”

      I shook my head. “He’s having them delivered to me.”

      “I’m not sure how detailed an account he gave, but they should be a help. It is a strange continent. I remember the desert city, Great Jerohm, and the long travel north. Once we crossed the desert, it was a very dangerous place. We shouldn’t go there. There’s no way we would have the manpower to overcome those strange man-beasts.” He scoffed.

      “Man-beasts?”

      “I don’t have a better way to describe them. They looked and acted mostly as men do. They have language, tools—but there is something about them that’s more ferocious in nature. They seized the ship for a time.”

      “My father didn’t tell me that.”

      Harkerpal smirked, walking over to the toolbox, where he set his coat down and his glasses inside. He motioned for me to come over and return mine, so I did so. “The ship’s been overrun and stolen so many times I’m sure they blend together. Your father tends toward being aggressive, you know.”

      “I’m aware,” I said.

      Harkerpal collected the glasses from the other engineers.

      “What they wanted from us was the ability to fly. I gave them some information. I’m not sure if they were able to utilize it or not, but it wasn’t enough to build an airship of this capacity. It was the only way we could escape from them. If what you seek lies beyond the desert, I would recommend against taking such a course.”

      “Maybe we’ll get lucky and find something closer. I remember my father mentioning to me some book from the tribes in the jungle.”

      “The jungle is at the southern tip of the continent. It should be safe.”

      The engineers rolled up the tarp at the bottom of the deck. “I’d best get out of the way. I just wanted to see how things were coming. Thanks for the information, Harkerpal. It gives me at least some picture of where we’re headed and what our plan will be. Better than nothing.”

      “Anytime, Ms. Von Monocle.” He bowed his head to me and helped the others with the tarp.
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        Today, my wife gave birth to a daughter, Zaira von Monocle. I’ve taken a leave of absence from my ship. I’ll be home for the next two months with my dear Liliana and this beautiful child. Perhaps she’ll grow to be an adventurer one day as well.

      

      

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 7 of the Month of Queens

        3rd Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      Two days later, we had everything we needed in order to set off on an adventure across the ocean. The deckhands and cannoneers rose prior to sunrise, loading all of the supplies and ammunition into the cargo hold. I arrived a little bit later. As the captain of an airship—a title that still felt odd to call myself—I probably should have been there early with my crew, but I woke up at a much more natural hour.

      Because of the duration of this mission, I brought Toby along. I didn’t want to leave him in my apartment for weeks, hoping Talyen or my father would remember to check on him. Toby sat perched on my shoulder, sniffing, licking, and periodically scratching me. I was used to his skittishness and ploys for attention.

      “Are you excited for another airship ride?” I asked him. It’d been awhile since he’d come along.

      Toby chirped and pressed his wet nose against my neck, burrowing into my hair.

      When I reached the boarding ramp, I saw Talyen and my father speaking with Harkerpal. They waved me over to them, and I happily joined them.

      “It’s never going to get easy watching the Liliana set off without me,” my father said.

      “It’s not easy for us either, Baron, or should I say, General? I don’t think I’ll ever get used to your new rank,” Harkerpal said. “It reminds me of when I was first promoted to lieutenant. I’d been so used to calling myself ensign, it was impossible for me to break the habit of referring to myself by the old rank. Do you remember the ceremony when you promoted me? It was right after a mid-air engine breakdown where we all thought we would die. I hit the engine as hard as I could with my prismatic spanner and prayed for our lives.”

      “How could I forget?” My father said, chuckling.

      “It seems like ages ago,” Talyen said. She turned and gave a longing glance to the ship. The Liliana had been such a big part of their lives. Even in the short time I’d been aboard, I couldn’t imagine watching it leave without me.

      “Because it has been ages,” my father said. “I can see gray spots in our engineer friend’s hair. You know, we could always use you in the capital if you don’t want to fly anymore.”

      Harkerpal shook his head. “My place is in the air. And besides, the young von Monocle needs me!”

      I smiled. “That I do. How are we doing?”

      “The last of the supplies are being secured now,” Harkerpal said. “You’ll have to ask Lieutenant Colwell on the crew complement.” He narrowed his eyes and glanced around the landing area. “Perhaps he’s aboard already.”

      I followed Harkerpal’s gaze and noted a few people coming toward us from the palace area. It wasn’t Lieutenant Colwell, but Marina, along with Dr. du Clockhand. They were flanked by two soldiers. Dr. du Clockhand stayed close to Marina, clutching a large leather bag with handles that fell over her shoulder. They waved as they approached. “Ho, Captain!” Dr. du Clockhand smiled.

      “We don’t call her Captain,” Harkerpal said before I could get in a word in edgewise. “It’s a long story I’d be happy to tell you, but the crew refers to her as the baronette.”

      “Baron,” I said under my breath, but no one seemed to notice.

      Dr. du Clockhand mouthed the word and extended her hand to Harkerpal. “I’m Dr. Estrella du Clockhand. I’ll be joining you as a medic on this journey. Nice to meet you.”

      “The pleasure is mine,” Harkerpal said, shaking her hand. “And Commander Willett. It’s good to see you again.” His words sounded a little less chipper than usual, despite the pleasantries.

      “You as well,” Marina said.

      “We’d better get Ms. Willett settled aboard. I understand we have special quarters for her as a precautionary measure. We’d better check them out before we get airborne,” Dr. du Clockhand said. She waved before setting off with Marina and the two soldiers.

      Another group approached from the palace. This party consisted of knights wearing mail covered in a crimson cloth tabard with an embroidered crest of Malaky in gold. James and another I didn’t recognize. I inadvertently rocked to the tips of my toes with happiness at seeing James. But who was his companion? I narrowed my eyes.

      A beautiful blonde girl stood beside him, tall, with hair that had the perfect amount of curls flowing halfway down her back, and a figure that made me feel woefully inadequate. She laughed at something James said, in a honey-like tone. It matched her beauty. My throat tightened. So did my whole body. I shouldn’t begrudge this girl because she was pretty. In fact, I had to be kind and courteous to her. Years from now, she would be my liege. The girl laughing with James was none other than Princess Reina, heir to King Malaky.

      The three approached, all of them loose in their manner and full of glee. “I, for one, am excited to have another excuse to get out of the training courtyard. It’s pretty much torture having to be in there,” James said to his knight companion. James was looking well, a little fuller around the arms and shoulders. His dark brown eyes still had their boyish charm to them. And was that stubble on his face? Didn’t these knights shave like proper gentlemen?

      The knight with him did. He was very clean cut, with brown hair properly trimmed. “You’re lucky enough you get to tag along with me,” he said. This knight was slightly taller than James, and a little older as well. Perhaps most important was he had a more muscular tone to him. I’d be able to tease James about that later.

      “Hello, Zaira,” Princess Reina said with a smile. “It’s been awhile. One of these times you’ll have to relax at the palace and take tea. I’d love to hear about all your adventures.”

      “Of course, your majesty,” I said, my throat dry when I uttered the words.

      “Zair-bear’s adventures aren’t that interesting when I’m not there. I did tell you about how I rescued her from the Wyranth dungeon, didn’t I?” James said.

      “Too many times!” Princess Reina giggled.

      “From what I understand, it was a group effort,” the other knight said. His voice was deep, very masculine. It gave me the chills.

      “Who’s your friend, James?” Talyen asked, motioning her head toward the knight.

      “Ah, that’s just Ethan. He’s a journeyman they sent to oversee the mission.”

      “Ethan von Lantern at your service,” Ethan said, bowing his head low toward Talyen, my father, and me. “The knights are having James shadow me for the completion of his apprenticeship.”

      I found myself at a loss for words. This knight standing with James was gorgeous. How come he didn’t tell me the knights looked like this? “I’m glad they sent us two knights. If we run into trouble, we’ll have some good help,” I said, trying to keep as straight-faced as possible.

      The group exchanged nods. “We’d best let you get going,” my father said. He pulled me into an embrace and removed my top hat before kissing me on the head. Then he set the hat back into place. “Stay safe, my darling. And remember to trust your instincts. We von Monocles have a knack for knowing the right course.”

      Talyen lightly touched my shoulder. “I look forward to your report, Captain von Monocle,” she said. The way she said captain felt good, like I was someone important. I appreciated her approval far more than I could tell her.

      Princess Reina sighed. “I suppose I’d better head back with them. Yes, everyone stay safe and do great honor for our kingdom.” She brushed past me to where James stood and gave him a soft kiss, and not in a friendly way either! This was a kiss on the lips. It was short and soft, nothing torrid, but it still left my mouth hanging agape. The princess was kissing James? In public?

      I felt sick and had to turn away.

      “Thanks, Princess,” James said. “I’ll bring you back something nice from… Where are we going again?”

      “Zenwey,” Ethan said, irritation dripping from his voice.

      “Yeah, there,” James said.

      “You’re so thoughtful,” Princess Reina said.

      I didn’t look back at her or the others but trudged straight toward the ship, my step quite hurried to get away from their wanton displays of affection. They were flirting at the ramp of my airship. Disgusting! “I’d better go see Lieutenant Colwell and make sure everything is in order to depart. Okay, bye.” The words rushed out of my mouth. I didn’t stop for a response.

      Part of me wanted to cry, but there was no way I’d allow myself the indulgence as I entered my airship on my first major exploratory mission. This was my moment, not Princess Reina’s. Why couldn’t she see that?

      And why should it bother me? I had no claim on James. He was a childhood friend, nothing more. He’d let me know as much when he started talking about Princess Reina the first time we went to the palace. I’d thought maybe he was just teasing me, but seeing him standing with her like this, it made matters clear. It’s not like we’d spent much time together lately anyway. Since he’d gone into his training, we hardly saw each other at all. Why couldn’t I just be happy for him?

      It was something I had to put firmly out of my mind. I had an airship to command. As I moved through the bowels of the ship, several of the crewmen saluted me. I returned the salute and climbed the stairs up to the main deck. Even though the ship wasn’t in the air, something about being high up settled me. I had a view from above most of the buildings in Rislandia City. The palace still loomed over us, as did the Crystal Spire, but we were above the fray of day to day life. The air felt a little fresher. I forgot about my personal troubles and headed for the bridge.

      Major Ral and Lieutenant Colwell were already there. They’d checked all the systems as best they could. Major Ral ran his pen down a paper list over the flat section of his console. “It looks like we’re all accounted for,” he said.

      “Just what I was going to ask. Is the whole crew aboard?” I asked.

      “Now that you’re here, Baronette,” Lieutenant Colwell said.

      I gave a determined nod. “Excellent. The knights are aboard as well. Prepare the crew for takeoff.”
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        On our first mission back since my leave of absence, we have a simple mission: to deliver a squad of the Knights of the Crystal Spire to the Border River. What their task is, I do not know. They are odd fellows, taking almost too much joy in fighting. But they are as loyal to the king as any of us.

      

      

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 34 of the Month of Princes

        3rd Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      While the sight of speeding across the waters from high above is beautiful, it loses its luster after about the fifth trip. I couldn’t have imagined myself thinking such things several months earlier, but here I was, taking such epic views for granted.

      To be fair, a trip across the ocean was very different from a trip over land. At least with land the topography changes. One often sees farms, roads, rivers, lakes, mountains, cities, and towns. Flying over the ocean gives views of nothing but blue below and blue in the skies above. Inside, there’s the ceaseless whirring of the engines that proves even more monotonous. There were only so many rounds with the crew I could do to break the doldrums. I had to do a few inspection laps each day, but the crew of the airship was comprised of Rislandia’s best. My overseeing did very little to improve their performances.

      On the second day of our journey over the ocean, I moseyed through the corridor on the crew quarters deck, with Toby in tow. Most of the crew slept two or three to a room, but Marina’s room had only a single cot. It had been retrofitted with a wooden bar across the front to lock it from the outside. She could only be let out with assistance. Dr. du Clockhand shared quarters with another member of the crew, adjacent to Marina, and always remained close at hand.

      I approached Dr. du Clockhand’s quarters, which appeared to be vacant at the moment, as she had left the door open. I could watch Marina as well as anyone else, couldn’t I? I grabbed the small knob on the wooden bar and turned it upward to release the door. Toby scampered inside first, pausing and rearing up on his hind legs to sniff the air.

      Inside, Marina read a book on her cot. She glanced at me when she heard the door open. “Baronette!” she said, her eyes lighting up.

      “Hey, Marina. Want to step outside for a bit?”

      “Do I!” She jumped to her knees on the cot and grinned at me. “I knew I’d be mostly confined to quarters, but I have to say it’s been rough. It does remind me a little of when I manned the cannons, though. Up on your bridge, you might forget how cramped it gets.”

      I shrugged. “Do you want to stay in the cramped bed or come with me? Let’s go.”

      We wound our way through the ship and up to the deck, stepping into the open air. A cool breeze whipped at us from the south. I had my hair bunned in my top hat to keep it from flying everywhere. Marina had to keep pushing hers from her face. Several of our commandos watched from their posts at different points on the ship, and others swabbed the deck. Toby stayed faithfully by my side. I think the outside air aboard the ship scared him.

      The only unusual sight occurred in the open area between the two turbines. James stood across from his companion knight, Ethan. If I’d been close to the rails, I might have fallen overboard from shock.

      Both boys were shirtless.

      They circled each other, wooden practice swords in hand. A few of the crew had gathered to watch them and cheered them on. Apparently, they’d been at this for a while. Sweat made James’s skin glisten. Each muscle on his back was so defined. Had he always been so strong? How had I never noticed? Ethan’s form was even more defined. His abs flexed and retracted with each breath. I must say it was difficult to keep my eyes off them.

      Marina stared as well. She caught me taking note and we both laughed. “Let’s get a closer look, hmm?” she asked, moving ahead of me.

      I kept by her side, finding no reason to disagree. Toby moved along with me. Ahead of us, the boys clashed their wooden swords. It made an odd clank rather than the typical shrill of a steel blade’s clash. Their intense facial expressions made me want to laugh. Doing so would cause James to blush and lose his focus, however, so I kept my mouth shut. Despite how he’d made me so upset when he came aboard, I still wanted him to win.

      James swung his practice sword hard at Ethan, who jumped back just in time to dodge the blow. Ethan then swatted at James’s blade to knock him off balance, which worked. Once there was an opening, Ethan lunged, thrusting his blade straight for James’ gut, but James recovered in time to dodge to his left. The crowd cheered. It seemed most rooted for James to win. Ethan towered over him and out-massed him, and we as a group had a penchant for underdogs.

      The boys exchanged blows several times. I noticed James backing up as Ethan pressed forward. James lashed out with a flurry of wild swings. It did no good as Ethan managed to block each attack. Ethan laughed and kept advancing

      “It’s not funny!” James said. His face was reddening, whether from embarrassment or exhaustion, I couldn’t tell.

      “Sure it is,” Ethan said, thrusting forward with a strike that went just under James’ arm.

      Toby squawked at them. Some of the crew laughed at my ferret.

      James retaliated by smacking Ethan’s bicep. The sound reminded me of a paddle striking unruly children in school. It made me wince.

      “Which one do you fancy?” Marina’s soft voice said in my ear.

      I nearly jumped backward, having forgotten she was there. If James was turning red, I must have been as bright as the sun. What an embarrassing question! “Neither,” I said more loudly than I should have.

      It drew the attention of some of the crew as well as James. The momentary lapse in attention allowed Ethan to smack James across the gut with his sword. James yelped. The blow left a mark on him, one that would certainly bruise. “That hurt!” James shouted at Ethan, dropping his wood sword to apply pressure to his belly.

      “You have to keep your focus in battle,” Ethan said, a smug grin on his face.

      “This isn’t battle. Zair-bear was yelling.”

      “And she won’t be yelling in a real battle situation? She’ll be shouting commands at the whole crew here.” Ethan motioned at everyone standing around. “They’ll all be shouting, too. Battle cries or in pain. You have to keep your eyes on your immediate target or this will be the result. And with a real sword, your guts would be spilling all over the deck.”

      James grimaced, rubbing his wound. “You still didn’t have to hit me so hard.”

      “I did. Because you’ll never make that mistake again.”

      The crowd dispersed, returning to their duties. Whether my presence made them want to move or they had tired of the excitement, I couldn’t tell. Marina sauntered toward the two boys. “It was quite pleasurable watching you work, wasn’t it Baronette?”

      The heat came welling back in my cheeks. “They’re very well trained,” I managed to spit out.

      “Talented, I would say,” Marina said. The teasing in her voice was apparent.

      The two boys just looked at us like we were crazy. All four of us burst out laughing.

      When the laughter subsided, Ethan clasped James’s shoulder, craning his neck to take a look at the blow. “It’s not that bad, Gentry. We don’t need to call the medic, do we?”

      James wrinkled his nose. “I’m fine. I’d like to get a big glass of water and my shirt, though. It’s cold out here once you stop moving.”

      “Why don’t we all head into the mess?” Marina asked. “I’d be interested to learn more about what it’s like to be a Knight of the Crystal Spire.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Ethan said. He moved over to where they had dropped their shirts, just at the base of the aft turbine, and picked them up. He handed one to James, and we all moved into the mess.

      Marina shot a wicked look at me. “I’m going to figure it out, you know. You might as well tell me.”

      “Quiet,” I muttered.

      We sat along one of the long benches, and the chef brought us a big pitcher of water with four cups. He also brought us a snack of some carrots and dipping sauce made of oil, vinegar, and garlic. Our fresh vegetables wouldn’t last long through the journey, so we enjoyed them while we could. Toby ran in mad-dash circles around the benches until he smelled the food. He scampered up to the table to sniff the sauce. I offered him a carrot, which he sniffed and lost interest. He only usually wanted meat. I couldn’t say I blamed him.

      “Where are you from, Sir von Lantern?” Marina asked.

      “You can call me Ethan,” he said, waving off her formality. “I’m from Shellville. It’s a little fishing village halfway down Rislandia’s western coast.”

      “Ah, so we just passed your home yesterday?”

      “It’s pretty far to the south from our current course,” he said.

      I scooped Toby into my hands and took him off the table, setting him down on the floor. As much as everyone seemed to enjoy him around, I didn’t like him begging on tabletops. “How did you become a knight?” I asked.

      “My father is the noble who owns most the land surrounding the village. He had connections with the capital through the fishing trade and introduced me one day.” He shrugged. “The head knights saw my potential and asked if I’d like to train in Rislandia.”

      “And you said yes,” Marina said.

      “Only a fool would turn down such an opportunity. How many people get to be knights?” Ethan said.

      James nodded to that as he munched on some carrots. “I still can’t believe I was chosen.”

      “I don’t usually want to give your big head any ideas,” Ethan said, “but you’re well deserving.”

      James smiled.

      I couldn’t help but watch his dimples form. I’d missed seeing his smile all these months. Seeing him happy made me feel light-headed.

      “What’s training like?” Marina asked.

      “The first few weeks are rough,” James said in between bites of food. “They put the new recruits on chore duty. Dishes, cleaning, including latrines. It’s pretty awful. That’s after hard days of running messages back and forth while in full armor. It’s torture.”

      “To be fair, it’s training you to treat armor as a second skin and have your body used to the additional weight in combat,” Ethan said.

      “Still doesn’t make up for the latrine duty,” James said.

      Ethan shrugged. “Someone’s gotta do it.”

      “A lot of the other newer recruits are jealous of me,” James said. “I was put into a faster program where I get to do the fun stuff like sword training and shadowing older knights. Cid personally trained me to start, and I already had an adventure with Ethan where we took down a traitor.”

      “Everything you’ve learned will come in handy if we run into trouble across the ocean,” Ethan said. “We won’t have any backup there, just each other. We all need to be vigilant and careful.” His eyes met mine and locked there.

      His eyes seemed to search my soul. They were such a deep brown, intoxicating and mysterious at the same time. I couldn’t remember a man ever looking at me that way before.

      For a moment, I forgot to breathe. I nearly choked on the carrot I was chewing.

      “I couldn’t help but notice you carry a sword on your hip, Captain von Monocle,” Ethan said after dabbing a carrot stick in the dip, seeming unfazed by our shared moment. “If you would like to train sometime, I’d be happy to oblige.”

      “Thank you,” I said softly, my words coming out sounding more like a little girl than I would have liked.

      Marina’s eyes twinkled with amusement. I shot a glare at her, hoping it would deter her from saying anything embarrassing.

      “I think if Zair-bear wants to train, she’d be better off with me,” James said. He crossed his arms over his chest.

      “We wouldn’t want her learning any bad habits,” Ethan said, his tone edged with arrogance. He shot me a quick wink, but then inclined his head toward James, face stoic.

      James reddened and looked like he was about to strangle Ethan.

      The tension became too much for me. What was going on? I stood. “It’s been fun, but I should probably get back to the bridge. James, would you be a dear and escort Marina back to her cabin when you’re done? ‘Kay, thanks!” I turned and hurried away before something more foolish came out of my mouth.

      Once out of the mess I shut the door behind me and let out a deep breath. My heart beat faster than the turbine engine gears. I let my shoulders sink and closed my eyes. The breeze rushed across my face. Ethan was right about one thing, I did need to be vigilant and careful. Soon enough, we’d be in an unknown land. I couldn’t let myself get distracted by James or Ethan. Marina’s earlier question lingered in my mind. Which one was causing these feelings in me? Whoever it was, I needed it to stop.

      I reopened my eyes and paced toward the bridge, more determined than ever to immerse myself in being the best airship captain possible.
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        The King wishes us to travel across the Golgmarsh Ocean to the savage lands beyond. He means to see if we can increase our trade with foreign nations. I’m not certain the tribes of Zenwey comprehend, but we will do our best.

      

      

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 8 of the Month of Duchesses

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      Two days later, I awoke to a call from the bridge. “Land sighted! Land sighted!” Lieutenant Colwell’s voice echoed through the communications funnel, down through the lower corridors of the deck and into my cabin.

      The noise scared Toby, who scurried from sleeping atop me to hide under the pillows. His fur rubbed against my neck, tickling me. I rolled over, groaning. It was too early for me to be awake, but if land was on the horizon, I needed to be on the bridge.

      After lying there for several minutes, letting the groggy haze melt off me like a morning fog, I finally pushed myself out of bed. The small portal at the end of my cabin revealed a glimpse of a staggering sight. The Liliana hovered just offshore. Waves pummeled the coast, which was comprised of sand but not the kind I’d seen when traveling over Rislandia’s coastal areas. These sands seemed much purer, glistening in their brilliance. The landscape was beautiful to look at, transitioning into shiny obsidian-colored rocks farther down the coast. Those continued a ways until they gave way to an area with trees and palms, with a single tall peak of a mountain beyond, a hulking obsidian behemoth. Smoke protruded from the top of it.

      I hurried to get dressed, ensured Toby was locked securely in my room, and made my way to the bridge. Most of the crew stared over the rails on the sides of the ship and were taking in the views I’d seen from my cabin. We’d made it. I couldn’t help but smile. “Is this Zenwey?” I asked, not sure if anyone could say for certain.

      Harkerpal turned toward me. “It is. Just as I remember it. The sand has that black coloration because it contains pebbles of eroded igneous rock from lava flows, which you can see coming all the way from the volcano over yonder.” He pointed to it. “If you haven’t seen a volcano before, they’re quite fascinating. A sight worth seeing if you ever can manage it. We saw the sight on our very first expedition to Zenwey here. Your father helped evacuate a village of natives to safety. It was difficult with the language barriers, but we managed to teach them the basics of our tongue.” He laughed and shook his head while reminiscing.

      I turned my attention to a scout who peered at the coast through a long brass spyglass. He was methodical in the way he searched. “There’s a flat area fifteen degrees northwest,” he said loudly enough to cut through the casual conversation of the rest of the crew.

      “Major Ral, fifteen degrees northwest to a landing place!” I shouted.

      “Aye, ma’am,” Major Ral confirmed from his piloting position on the bridge.

      The Liliana moved, and the turbines made a clicking noise from the cranking as the gears below deck turned. A few minutes later, we hovered above the spot the scout pinpointed. I leaned over one of the rails with several other members of the crew, enjoying the views of this new land, as well as the fresh air. It was warmer than back home and slightly humid; about perfect. We were missing the seasonal changes back home where it began to get too cold at night.

      The ship dropped in altitude to a place where the crew made a determination whether it would truly be safe to land. It appeared there was plenty of room, and so Major Ral and Lieutenant Colwell made preparations for grounding the ship. The crew moved from the rails, heading to different stations.

      I returned to the bridge and held onto the inside handrail in my place across from Major Ral. The Liliana rocked when she hit the ground, but the landing went relatively quickly.

      “Soft landing,” Lieutenant Colwell said. “Eight out of ten I’d say.”

      Major Ral turned to his superior officer and grinned. “Highest rating yet. But have any prior pilots ever given you a nine or a ten landing?”

      Lieutenant Colwell shook his head.

      “So, what you’re saying is, I’m the best. It’s really eight out of eight.”

      “Whatever makes you happy.” Lieutenant Colwell gave him a pat on the shoulder and jogged out to the deck. “Prepare to drop the ramp for our scouting party.”

      “I want to go along with the scouting party,” I said, picking up my pace to follow.

      Lieutenant Colwell stopped in his tracks, and then he faced me. “That’s not such a good idea.”

      “Why?”

      “Because this is a mostly unexplored area. It might cause a problem to have our captain gone.”

      “If anything, locals could be familiar with the von Monocle visage. I’m going. No more questions about it. Harkerpal already said my father had been here and he had a friendly encounter with locals. We should capitalize on that. In fact, I should bring Dr. du Clockhand along with me. If we find people, they might be able to point us to answers about the giant’s blood.”

      I knew my words came across far too optimistic the moment I said them. Lieutenant Colwell’s face hardened when I said it, but his expression soon turned into a resigned one. “Aye, ma’am,” he said.

      The way he said it made me want to crawl inside my own skin. It was a risky decision, but I was in a precarious position as a new leader. Changing my mind on simple orders could make me look wishy-washy, and I didn’t want to cultivate that image with the crew. It was already tough enough trying to live up to my father’s reputation. Instead of giving in and retracting my order, I nodded. “Very well. I’ll grab the doctor and have the commandos meet me at the ramp.”

      A quick trip through the ship, and I was in the main cargo hold along with the others. The interaction with Colwell might not have meant much, but it still lingered in the back of my mind and shattered my confidence. I had to act like nothing was bothering me. The commandos, the crew, they would all be awaiting my orders. “Everyone ready?” I asked those assembled. Six commandos were with us in all, with Dr. du Clockhand lingering behind them. I recognized three of the commandos: First Sergeant Bartholomew Wright, Sergeant Darminder Babington, and Corporal Fox. The others were new to me. So much of the commando team rotated with regulars in the Grand Rislandian Army, depending on our mission. It made it hard to keep track of everyone except for the few who stuck with us.

      James came trudging into the room. “You should have a knight go with you,” he said.

      I nodded to his suggestion. It seemed sensible. “Did you let Ethan know?”

      “We rolled dice to see who would get to come. It couldn’t be both of us because the ship should have some protection, too. I won the fun job.” He grinned.

      I wanted to laugh, but still felt I should act more commander-like, and so I merely nodded. “Good.” I turned to a crewman who manned the exit ramp’s pulleys. “Let’s open it up.”

      The crewman put all his strength into turning the handle to allow the ramp to descend. Several turns later, it made landfall with a soft thud onto the sandy dirt where we’d landed. The forest wasn’t too far off, and the sun crept upward in the sky. The heat was somewhat of a shock compared to what it’d been like in the air, and the humidity gave a sense of heavy wetness to the air. My clothes clung to me, and I couldn’t tell whether it was my sweat or the air making everything moist.

      The six commandos filed down the ramp. Wright adjusted his pack’s straps to be looser on his sturdy frame. I’m glad I don’t have to carry one of those. I followed them off the ship. My feet sank a little in the sand, making me glad I wore boots and pants instead of my usual flowing skirts with open-toed shoes. My cape stuck to my back. It would have been nice to leave it behind, but I had to maintain my image.

      I let the others lead the way, bringing up the rear with James at my side. We passed through the sand and into some sparse trees, which soon became a thicker forest. Our path took us toward the mountain, which we figured would be a good vantage point to get a different perspective and see if we could find any settlements nearby. Strange birds cawed and flapped their wings, though I couldn’t see them. Hissing noises and other strange growls came from deeper in the forest. It would have made me nervous to be alone, but with this team of commandos, I didn’t need to fear anything. These were the best professionals Rislandia had to offer.

      We walked through the forest for several minutes, with no signs of human life around us. I was drenched, and my hair stuck to my neck and my clothes. It was hard to believe just a few hours earlier I had been enjoying the weather from the deck of the Liliana.

      Sergeant Wright stopped, noting something ahead. He conferred quietly with the others while James, Dr. du Clockhand, and I caught up to them.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Wright pointed toward a tree. It had wrapped vines around it, which upon closer inspection, were not natural. They were wound like rope and jutted outward to form a trap. “If you step on the ground over there, you might end up in a net. Must be a hunting trap,” Wright said. “If something is left and set like this, we can expect a settlement within walking distance.”

      “We’re on the right path then,” I said. Finding signs of human life renewed my energy. I’d be happy to be done with this trek through the jungle.

      The others wasted no time in continuing, even as we were careful to not set foot in the trap concealed in the foliage. We moved somewhat more slowly from that point forward, careful not to inadvertently step into other dangers. Along our way, we spotted two other similar traps, but still no sign of a village.

      Twigs snapped, echoing through the forest. It put everyone on alert. I gripped the hilt of my pistol, palms sweaty.

      For a long while, there was nothing. Then, just as suddenly as we’d heard the sounds, a group of camouflaged people stepped in our path. They wore mud and a green-brown dye on their skin to match the tree bark and plant life around us. More than twenty came out of nowhere. The men wore skirts, which came down to their shins, made of long, dried leaves from the trees above. They each had necklaces with varying amounts of animal bones on them, and hats made of black feathers. They also carried long spears, which they pointed at us.

      The commandos drew their weapons and aimed for the savages in front of us. Even with our guns, we were vastly outmanned. James took a defensive position in front of me and Dr. du Clockhand.

      The warriors shouted something at us, but in a language I couldn’t understand. They pressed forward. My commandos yelled back at them. “Come no closer or we’ll fire!”

      This would not end well.
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      The people of Zenwey are strange indeed, living so close to a smoking volcano. Do they realize how close destruction looms?

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 7 of the Month of Dukes

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      “Stop,” I said to my people. “Don’t fire.”

      Wright turned to me and gave me a look as if I were crazy. “No, Baronette. If they come too close, I’m going to shoot. Use the distraction to run,” he said.

      Before I could say anything else, he fired his gun into the air. A warning shot, but it spooked the native warriors. They readied their spears for actions and hollered, speeding toward us.

      “Time to go, Zaira,” James said. He grabbed me by the wrist and turned tail to run the opposite direction. I fell off balance from the sheer force but managed to recover my footing and follow him. Dr. du Clockhand kept up with me. Not daring to look back, I couldn’t see what the commandos were doing.

      “Hgh!” Someone’s voice echoed through the forest, followed by the crackle of branches and leaves. It may have been one of our people falling. Several gunshots sounded, followed by a howl of pain.

      We ran for our lives, the forest a blur. Several of my footsteps landed awkwardly. It was difficult to keep up this pace in the jungle terrain.

      But that wouldn’t matter for long. I slowed my pace. Another dozen spearmen stood in our paths, ready for us.

      James slid to a stop and drew his sword. Dr. du Clockhand and I held our places beside him.

      The warriors didn’t appear scared of James in the least. They poked toward him with long spears, which he tried to fend off with his blade. While they did, others circled behind us and lunged to secure James by the arms. He dropped his sword without ever stabbing one of them.

      Others grabbed Dr. du Clockhand and me. I didn’t resist. What good would fighting do? They didn’t appear to want to kill us. Not yet, anyway, or they would have.

      One of the warriors had close to thirty animal bones around his neck. He looked older than the others and had red feathers mixed in with the black ones of his hat. Was he their leader?

      The lead warrior looked us over with curiosity. He came close and towered over me. I only came up to his chest, but he lifted my chin with long fingers so I could meet his gaze. His eyes were bloodshot, and he had a mean face. I held my breath, as his gaze lingered for too long.

      He turned and delivered some hand signs to the others. They returned the gesture and one said something in a language I didn’t understand.

      “What do they want with us?” Dr. du Clockhand asked. She sounded afraid. I wished I had some means to comfort her.

      “I don’t know, but we have to find some way to communicate with them,” I said.

      The warriors bound our hands with their vine-ropes and took our weapons. They bid us forward with their spears. Looking around, I saw no real way to outrun them, and so I complied and moved where they led me. James and Dr. du Clockhand did the same.

      It was a good thing Toby wasn’t out here. He’d be frightened half to death. I laughed to myself at the thought. Here I was in a deadly situation and I worried about my ferret.

      The warriors led us back to their full group, where the rest of our team had already been secured by their companions. One of the commandos, whose name I didn’t know, lay dead on the ground, next to a warrior who had a gunshot wound in his chest. I looked away from the bodies, not wanting to see the results of miscommunication between people. Why were our first instincts to point weapons?

      Two of the warriors talked and then demanded our attention. They pointed their arms in the direction we had been headed.

      “I guess we’ve found our settlement,” Sergeant Wright joked.

      “Great,” Corporal Fox said.

      We moved through more thick trees. When it thinned again, I saw huts, built into some of the bigger, older trees. A village was hidden within this forest. They didn’t clear it, but kept themselves concealed. One main construct stood in the middle of all the others, smoke coming from the top of it, through a square-cut hole in the roofing. Though it was made of the same branches, leaves, and stones as the huts surrounding it, it was much bigger. Was this their market or town meeting area?

      The warriors led us directly to its opening.

      A fire burned inside, tall and big, lighting the large room. Several of the villagers sat around the fire, dressed similarly to the men. I saw several women there and was shocked to find they didn’t wear tops, either. James’s eyes nearly bulged out of his head.

      “Don’t stare,” I warned him.

      He evaded the natives’ eyes.

      One of the women stood. She had more bones than any of the others on the rope around her neck. They dangled down to her rather large belly. She was wider than any of the men aboard the Liliana, and her face was wrinkled, drooping like a breed of dog I had once seen. She held her palm up and waved, beckoning some of the soldiers forward. They said something in their language and then grabbed me by the arm.

      “Hey,” I said, surprised by the sudden action.

      The warrior tugged me forward, forcing me to kneel in front of the large woman. She circled me once, stopping at my back and picking up my cape cloth. She felt it as if checking its consistency and then made a tsk noise. When she came back around to my front side, she waved her warrior away. He took three steps back. The woman then placed both arms on mine and nudged me so I would stand.

      Our eyes met. I could tell she searched my soul by the way she looked at me, and I held still, firm, resolved. After a moment she stepped back. “Are you…?”

      My eyes widened. She spoke our language?

      “Are you… Vonmoncal?”

      “Von Monocle!” I said, relief flooding through me. These were the people who had met my father.

      “Zaira,” James said, warning from behind me.

      I ignored him. “I am Baron von Monocle. That’s right.”

      The woman barked something loud in her language, and I found myself with several spears pointed at me. James moved, positioning himself in front of me to defend. “Like I was trying to say, we don’t know these are the friendly ones. Your Da met lots of people,” he muttered through his teeth.

      The woman barked again, and more warriors moved in to grab James. They wrestled him away. Despite his struggles, he couldn’t break loose. The spear points thrust closer to me.

      The woman’s eyes had turned angry, and she was focused on me. She stepped between her soldiers. “Vonmoncal was a man, no woman. You are an imposter, and you will die for your sins.”
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      My heart broke as I traveled their villages. The people of Zenwey are dying by the dozens. We have to do something. I asked the medic if there’s any way we can help. He says he needs more time to analyze their disease. I know I can’t rush science, but the longer we wait, the more people will die.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 9 of the Month of Dukes

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      “You’ve got it wrong,” I croaked, barely managing to breathe with the spear points so close to my throat. They thought I was faking being a von Monocle? The prospect of my father’s identity making me appear as a usurper never occurred to me. “Please, hear me out.”

      The woman exhaled a heavy breath through her nose. She could have been a bull about to charge, watching me with ferocious eyes. Her decision here would seal my fate. But instead of attacking me, she swiped her arms to the side, beating the spears downward so they no longer pointed their tips so close to me. “Speak,” she demanded.

      I took a deep breath to compose myself. From the stories I’d heard my whole life, my father had been in situations like this many times, facing certain death. He always found a way to persuade those pointing weapons at him to become his allies or, at the very least, let him go. Did I have those same abilities? This would be my first test.

      “You’re right, I’m not the von Monocle you know or met. It must have been some years ago, yes?”

      The woman nodded.

      “I’m his daughter. He is safe back home in the kingdom and has, uh, bequeathed his station to me,” I said. Was that the right word? I tried to sound smart, like a noble. I was a noble, but the words didn’t sound natural as they came out of my lips. At least to me.

      The woman stepped closer again. I could feel her breath on my face. It was foul, like rancid meat. When she opened her mouth, she revealed rotted teeth. I tried not to grimace.

      She stared into my eyes for some time and then stepped back again. “She tells the truth.”

      Her warriors lowered their weapons and released James. He dusted himself off as if he’d had no trouble at all. Dr. du Clockhand looked like she was about to faint.

      The native woman motioned to me. “My name is Seeva. Come, share in kava with me and tell us of what brings you from faraway lands to here.” She hobbled over to the large fire and sat on the ground. The fire cast shadows across her face in an ominous manner.

      I glanced to my people. “Can you return our weapons to us? We mean you no harm, I promise. But my men would be much more comfortable with their arms.”

      Seeva barked to the warriors in her language. Two more men came through the opening of the building, carrying the pistols and blades that were taken from my people. They set them on the ground before our lead scout. It was a trusting gesture.

      “Let’s sit with them,” I said to my people before taking a seat beside the older woman. James plopped down beside me, and Dr. du Clockhand daintily lowered herself to my opposite side. The commandos then joined us, as did three of the warriors.

      Another woman entered the building, balancing a wooden rod over her shoulder. Several round clay cups dangled from it, attached by vine ropes. On its other side was a steaming bowl. She carefully set the rod down and removed the items. She handed the cups one by one to James, saying something in her language, which appeared to be a request to pass them around.

      James took the cue and handed the cups one at a time to me. We passed them around until all had been distributed.

      With another command in her language, Seeva drew James’s attention. She held her cup in the air as if to demonstrate, then dipped it in the larger bowl to fill it with some of the steaming liquid. James nodded and reached for the bowl. She handed it to him.

      Each of us proceeded to fill our cups with this kava before passing the bowl around the circle.

      Seeva raised her glass and muttered something in her language akin to a prayer. The warriors and the other woman echoed with a “Sha!”

      I moved my lips as if joining them but didn’t say anything aloud. Seeva inhaled the vapor and took a sip of her drink. She motioned for us to do the same. I drank along with the others. It was a bitter flavor, but very diluted with water. I kept my face as straight as possible, not wanting to insult the people here by showing any distaste.

      “Now, speak. Tell us what brings you here,” Seeva said.

      I began my tale from the beginning, telling her first about the giant we discovered in the Wyranth kingdom, and how its blood had been used for nefarious means to create more aggressive soldiers. I continued with my version of the Iron Emperor’s story, as if they had been my observations. Though I didn’t need to fear telling her about his visit to me, I had my crew here, who didn’t know anything about it. Telling the half-truth grated on me. I hated telling what felt like a lie. It tugged at my core. My crew deserved better. I wouldn’t be able to keep my people in the dark forever. But would they hate me for it?

      “That brings us to the present. We traveled to Zenwey to see if your people had any more word of giants, or perhaps have seen any of this blue serum in these lands?” I blinked, very slowly, realizing I’d been rambling for a long time. The others didn’t seem to notice, but I felt a little tingling sensation in my head. Something made me more relaxed than usual. The flicker of the flames in front of me seemed to slow and double at some points. I looked at the cup of kava. “What… is this poison?”

      Seeva laughed from her gut. Her wrinkles and rolls flapped in a bizarre manner. “Is the kava. Have you no kava in your land?”

      I looked to James. He stared at the fire, grinning like a madman. I smacked him on his arm. “James.”

      “Huh?” He canted his head toward me slowly. “This is good stuff, Zair-bear. We should bring some back for the knights back home.”

      I rolled my eyes and then brought my fingers to my temples to massage my head. I wanted to be back to normal, to get this kava out of my system. I had to be on alert.

      “Don’t worry. The kava is meant to relax,” the woman said. “It’s how we all can speak truth among different people without the me getting in the way, yes?”

      I think she meant ego. Her words made sense. I found myself nodding.

      “Your land is torn by violence. This is no good. We have seen this ourselves. The Nightmen, they do the same to our peoples all through the jungles.” She took in another deep breath through her nose, her nostrils sucking inward in a manner which I couldn’t help but stare at.

      I suppressed a giggle. “I’m sorry. The kava.”

      She nodded again. “I have heard of your giant creatures. We call them Tayzwif. In our language it means… one who returns to the Earth. Yes?” She shook her head. “They do not come from these parts, though. The great volcano, it is not good for their types. You will have to travel farther, but we will help the true daughter of Vonmoncal. He saved our people long ago. Much like your land has a plague, we had our own. They were dying. He brought herbs and strange water in a point…” she mimed as if she were getting a shot in the arm.

      “A vaccine,” Dr. du Clockhand said.

      The woman nodded. “Yes, that is the word he used. We were unsure of prodding our bodies, but it worked.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” I said, my heart warming. Whether the feeling came from pride in my father or the kava, I couldn’t tell.

      “We will help. Yes, we will help.” The woman pushed herself to her feet with a grunt. She said something to one of her warriors. He nodded, leaving the hut.

      Before I could find out what he was going for, an explosion rocked us. Leaves and dust crumbled from the ceiling, filling the air. Whatever it was didn’t hit our building, or we surely would have been dead. But it was close by.

      The warrior rushed back inside, frantic, and shouting in his language.

      The others stood, grabbing their spears, hurrying out of the building.

      Sergeant Wright was the first to his feet. He assisted Dr. du Clockhand while the rest of us stood. “Those are explosive shells,” he said.

      “These people can’t have that kind of technology,” Fox said.

      My crew paused, staring at each other in confusion. The kava slowed us all down, and we couldn’t afford it. But the explosion caused my heart to race. I shook my head to try to make the effects of the drink wear off.

      Seeva frowned. “It is the Nightmen flyers. They’ve found our village. We must disperse into the jungle. Now.”
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      We are traveling along the northern coast searching for anything with medicinal properties. We came across a city in a desert beyond, which the locals call Great Jerohm. They have herbs we can bring back to the Zenwey tribes. The city’s leadership wants weapons from us in exchange. There is apparently a dangerous threat from across the desert to the north. It reminds me of our own troubles with the Wyranth. If I can give up a few guns to save a few souls, perhaps it is worth it?

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 14 of the Month of Dukes

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      Another explosion shook the building.

      “Go!” Seeva shouted, shooing us toward the door.

      My people followed the warriors out of the central building, back to the center of the village. A large shadow fell over me, blocking the late afternoon sun. I looked up, shielding my eyes when the sun returned.

      Hovering above us was a glider of sorts. It had the shape of a bat, with mechanical flapping wings. Black smoke blasted out of the back of it, an excretion from whatever fuel the thing used. The wings were skin-like, thin, but strong enough to carry three men and maintain its lift. The center was made of metal, and it had a front area for a pilot, who was fully clad in black leather with goggles.

      Behind the pilot was a passenger area with two seats. More leather-clad men stood there. The wings flapped to keep them going, straightening into a glide when they needed to turn. When it passed us, I saw the two men in the back pulling back large slings where they shot round bags with feathered tails toward the ground. The bags exploded when they hit. The blasts were small but able to do enough damage to be lethal.

      One of the exploding bags landed on a hut, blowing the roof off it. A woman ran out, screaming. She had blood and dirt all over her face, and she clutched a baby to her breast. The baby cried.

      When I looked up to the sky again, I saw we weren’t facing only one of those strange bats, but a dozen of them. “Rislandians, fire your weapons!” I shouted.

      My command was hardly necessary. The commandos did their best to take cover and already had their guns pointed toward the sky. Pistols wouldn’t be ideal at this distance, which left James and me defenseless. We weren’t prepared for all-out war.

      The commandos fired shot after shot. Some clanked against the metal frames of the bat-gliders but most missed. A few bullets penetrated through the wing substance, which looked to be fairly thin, but the holes did little to slow the Nightmen attacking the village.

      “It’s no use,” one of the commandos said. “We need to get back to the ship.”

      I followed Seeva. She turned. “Listen to your men. You must leave here,” Seeva said.

      “We can help. Once we have our ship, we can strike back from the air,” I said.

      She shook her head. “This is not your battle. We will flee into the jungles. The Nightmen will not find our hiding places, and their fliers will be useless.”

      I bit my lip. I wanted to help them, but there was more to my wanting to stay than pure altruism. Seeva had been about to tell us of their knowledge of the giants’ blood.

      The Nightmen didn’t give me much time to ponder a different course of action. Another explosion rocked the village. We couldn’t stand around like this for long or we’d get hit. Even though I felt bad asking for help while these people needed assistance themselves, I had to fulfill my mission. “You said you could help. The giant’s blood,” I said.

      Seeva frowned. She pointed toward the volcano. “Past our great volcano, a long journey, you will find a desert. It is called the Artacala. The desert is long. Bring much water for you will find none. Most who traverse through unprepared never return. You will find one who lives in the center of the desert. He is the desert heart, a wizard. Find him.”

      “How will I know who he is?”

      She laughed. “There are none others who would brave the depths of the desert as their home. You will know.” The woman turned. “I must return to my people.”

      “You could come with us. We could find a way to protect them?”

      “No, our place is here. This is our jungle. We will defend it against the Nightmen. They will not have our home.”

      I understood. I would feel the same way about Rislandia. It reminded me of the first time I saw the Wyranth encroaching upon Plainsroad Village. The prospect of leaving felt like someone tearing my heart from me. It took Mr. Gentry demanding I go to do so. But I was no Mr. Gentry to this woman. I couldn’t convince her. “Thank you,” I said.

      “Our debt to Vonmoncal is repaid. Remember this.”

      “I will remember,” I said and turned to my people. The commandos were already pushing back into the thicker jungle. I didn’t spare another second with this woman. She ran in the opposite direction.

      The bat-glider pilots were getting more daring, swooping into the village and dropping their explosive bags at closer range. Three huts burst into tiny pieces at the same time, plumes of leaves and hut material shooting into the air. There would be nothing left of this village soon.

      “Let’s go!” I said. When I did, I looked back over my shoulder.

      Nightmen foot soldiers came from the trees beyond the village. They had rifles with bayonets made of animal tusks. These were the first we’d seen without their pilot attire. They had faces of a blue-brown color, with small, sharp tusks protruding out of their lower jaws. These weren’t men at all.

      The sight stilled my breath. I’d seen a giant, I’d heard stories of other creatures like faeries and hobgoblins, but I’d never thought I’d come into contact with a people who looked so monstrous. They were a foot or two taller than the average Rislandian, with broader shoulders and bigger muscles. The ground troops used the shells of some animal as shoulder pads. The same material comprised their helmets, with leather straps holding them to their chins. Were these the beast men Harkerpal said he saw when my father had come to the continent the first time?

      “Stop gawking and move, Zair-bear!” James said, pulling me back toward the forest.

      I ran as hard as I could, too frightened to look back over my shoulder. A gunshot blasted from behind me.
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      We came across this threat to Great Jerohm. A roving band of strange-looking men who look like they are half-beasts. This is a strange continent with many wonders. They were no match for my crew, but it’s solidified my decision to trade the weapons with the people of Great Jerohm. I’ll be returning to the jungles of Zenwey post haste with these herbal medicines.
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        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      Something tugged at my cape. A bullet ripped a hole through it. There was no time to look back or to consider how close it came to hitting me. I burst into a full-speed run, following James, Dr. du Clockhand, and the commandos. We tracked through the jungle without slowing except for the periodic turning to fire our guns at the pursuing Nightmen in hopes of slowing them down.

      A few more shots zipped in our direction. We returned with a volley of our own, but no one appeared to get hit on either side. After several more minutes of hard running, the Nightmen seemed to lose interest in pursuing us. We weren’t their target. The Nightmen were bigger and stronger than us. If they wanted to overtake us, they could have. Their objective had to have been to chase us off to have an easier shot at the villagers.

      We slowed to catch our breaths, regroup, and reload. “We have to do something,” I said. “Those villagers don’t deserve this. If we had the firepower of the Liliana, we might be able to help them.”

      “We’re still several hours away,” Wright said, glancing in the direction we had landed.

      “We could shoot up a flare,” I said.

      “It might lead them to us,” Fox said.

      He was right, even if the Nightmen had stopped actively chasing us. And they were a lot closer than the Liliana was. But we also had the cover of the jungle. If my father was here, I doubted he would have questioned taking care of the villagers, but this crew didn’t have the confidence in my leadership they had in him. I frowned in thought. “We have to do it. The villagers were kind to us, and we stand with our allies.”

      The commandos all muttered their agreements.

      Babington, who’d been quiet on this mission, nodded in grudging respect. He produced his flare gun from his pack and pointed it at a clear area in the sky.

      The flare shot into the air with a bang, crackling as it set off a display of fireworks above us. Now, all we could do was wait, for both the Liliana and the Nightmen to pursue.

      The commandos found some bushes and trees by a large rock to form a more defensible position. I listened to the lead scout and let him direct where we should stand or crouch for the best tactical position. These were the things I still needed to learn, and I was glad I had a crew to handle them.

      James stood guard of Dr. du Clockhand and me while we waited.

      I wiped my hair from my face. It had become matted and dirty over the course of our trip. I longed for a bath, but it would be weeks before I had a real one. Perhaps we could take a day to swim in the ocean before pressing onward. If we managed to get out of here.

      Several minutes later, a rustling came from the deep woods. We’d been quiet the whole time, not wanting to betray our positions more than we already had with the flare gun. With the cover of the foliage, it wouldn’t be easy to spot us.

      Three Nightmen stalked through the forest, barely in our line of sight.

      Sergeant Wright held his hand in a fist, signaling for us to hold our fire for the time being. I kept my pistol trained on the enemy, watching carefully.

      Shadows fell over the forest, the sun on its way down. The creatures talked in a strange language, low and guttural. The sound made me cringe, painful to my ears. When they turned into a shaded area, covering themselves in darkness, their eyes sparkled. They might actually have an advantage in shade over us. Why else would they be called the Nightmen if they didn’t have better vision in darkness?

      As the Nightmen inched closer, Wright opened his palm. He meant us to open fire. The others fired several shots while I aimed my gun at one of the approaching Nightmen. I pulled the trigger, my shot connecting along with bullets from several other guns. My target collapsed. The other two Nightmen fell similarly. We’d managed to take them down before they could see us.

      I moved to stand, but Wright grabbed me by the shoulder and pushed me back into place. He vehemently shook his head and placed a finger over his lips to tell me to be quiet. The others reloaded their weapons. I tried to do so as well, fumbling with bullets in my belt pouch before placing them in the chamber. I heard more fumbling and clicking with weapons, not only coming from my crew, but from deeper into the forest. It dawned on me why the scout kept me from standing—I would have been shot.

      This time, before we could track our enemies and fire, several bullets whizzed by our heads. I ducked behind the log, pressing against it and freezing. Several of the commandos returned fire while I cowered. I couldn’t stop myself from shaking, no matter how hard I tried. What was wrong with me?

      I breathed in and out slowly, like Talyen had told me to do in tense situations. It seemed to help. Maybe that was the difference here, what made me so tense compared to the other times I’d been in similar situations.

      In the past, I’d had Talyen or my father running point, and me staying behind them, keeping to a safe distance. Just like I was now, in my hiding spot behind the mossy log. It had become habit, and not a good one considering my position.

      I had to pull myself together. It meant facing danger, not hiding from it. My crew needed me as an example, not dead weight to protect. With all the courage I could muster, I brought my arms up to a place to rest atop the log. Then I peeked over to try to get a look.

      The Nightmen were scattered in front of us, under cover as well. One in the middle pointed his rifle directly at me. I pulled my trigger and ducked as fast as I could.

      The Nightman’s bullet blasted the top of the log, sending splinters of wood everywhere. If I hadn’t moved, it would have ricocheted and hit me. His next shots pierced a tree trunk behind me with a crack.

      I ventured to look up again. The Nightman I’d fired at collapsed and cried in pain.

      Before I could celebrate, another of the commandos, whose name I didn’t know, took a bullet in the shoulder. He jerked back from the pain, which pulled him out of cover. The Nightmen focused their fire with expert efficiency. My commando was pelted with several bullets, shuddering and spinning as each one hit him. He fell to the ground mere feet from me.

      I squealed, panicked. The noise was embarrassing, and I winced as soon as I realized it’d come from me. Hopefully, the others wouldn’t notice. Even though I did my best to look away from the dying commando, he drew my attention when he opened his mouth as if to say something. No words came out, and his eyes rolled back.

      The image of his lifeless face would stick with me forever. When I had a chance, I’d ask for his and the other dead commando’s names. Someone had to remember them. That is, if the rest of us could survive this mess.

      “Keep your wits about you, Zair-bear. I count at least five more of them, and we need every gun we can get. These guys know how to fight,” James said. While I’d been focusing on our dead colleague, he’d moved next to me. A crouching Dr. du Clockhand stuck by him.

      James was right. I didn’t have time for this. I signed up to be a part of the Grand Rislandian Army, even if it was a different route than most took. I had to act like a soldier. Determined, I clicked a bullet into place and leveled my pistol across the log. The Nightmen were embedded in their positions, staying well-hidden. There weren’t any easy targets.

      A gun poked out from behind a tree to the left. Using only instinct, I fired. There wasn’t time to get good aim before I had to duck again. A shot crackled into the log. Fox seized the moment to fire his rifle at the place where the shot had come from. The Nightman let out a scream. Fox’s shot had connected.

      There were now four of them left against the seven of us. Our numbers were better, but Dr. du Clockhand and I weren’t exactly handy with our guns. We cluttered the field. And these Nightmen seemed to be as good as, or better, shots than our commandos, judging by how close they’d come to hitting us.

      I snuck another glance over the log. One of the Nightmen was doing something other than shooting. He had a sling in his hand with one of their exploding bags.

      “We have to move, now!” I shouted

      I scrambled to my feet and grabbed Dr. du Clockhand. She protested with an, “Ow,” but I couldn’t trust her to move in time. The explosive bag flew over my head. James managed to backpedal away from it. I pushed Dr. du Clockhand and dove, crashing into her as I fell. She yelped.

      The bag exploded behind us. I’d managed to get us just out of the blast range. But then I heard a crackle.

      I turned back to where the bag hand landed. One of the giant trees behind us had a good portion of the bottom of its trunk blown to shreds. It crackled again and fell slowly toward us. It would upend the giant log in front of us at the very least, and from this angle, it would land on our heads. I rolled off Dr. du Clockhand and scrambled on hands and knees from the falling tree’s path. Dr. du Clockhand followed me, as did James.

      The tree toppled. When it fell, the force of it shot dirt and rocks into the air. It broke our cover log in two. Slivers of wood shot everywhere. I covered my face with my cape. Dr. du Clockhand coughed, with no means to conceal her breathing. James took up a defensive posture around the edge of where the big log had been, now protruding into the air with its midsection smashed into the ground.

      We were sitting ducks. The three of us no longer had any good cover, but at least the air was clouded with enough dust it might not be easy to spot us. Save for my red cape, anyway. I cursed myself for wearing this stupid outfit, or even a part of it.

      The sound of reloading guns came from the Nightmen’s direction, but I couldn’t see a thing. I tried to scramble for one of the other trees. Dr. du Clockhand looked very pale.

      “I’ll protect you two. Run,” James said, keeping his weapon trained in the direction of the enemy.

      I hated letting James play the hero, but I saw nothing else I could do. I grabbed Dr. du Clockhand by the biceps and pulled her to her feet. “Hurry,” I said and sprinted away from the fighting with her in tow. Our commandos fired as we moved, providing cover as we slinked behind a tree. It was a thinner one, but we pressed against one another to stay tight to it. Dr. du Clockhand didn’t move, clinging desperately to the trunk. I kept my back against her, discharging a shell from my pistol, and then cocking it back again.

      More crackling sounded from the trees above. Was the whole forest going to fall on us? I looked up. In the commotion, I hadn’t heard the distinct whirring sound growing louder. The sound of turbines.

      The Liliana had arrived.
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      Upon our return to the jungle, a shaman showed me a book she claimed was the true history of the world. Giant men, monsters, and strange beasts. I hope to be able to study these matters more someday.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 20 of the Month of Dukes

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      Rope ladders fell from the sky. Several of our commandos dropped down them like spiders dangling from a web. Gunshots rang out. I couldn’t get a good look at where the Nightmen took cover. The Liliana fired one of its cannons as a warning shot. The resounding boom in the air made my ears ring.

      I peeked around Dr. du Clockhand, who covered her face with her hands. The commandos maintained their suppression fire. A few of our people landed on the ground.

      “Liliana, we’re here!” I yelled at the top of my lungs, hoping they wouldn’t accidentally fire on us thinking we were the enemy.

      Three of the newly arrived commandos flanked my position. “Are you okay, Baronette?” one asked.

      I nodded.

      After several more shots blasted into the forest, the area quieted save for the whir of the airship’s engines. A few moments passed, and then Sergeant Babington shouted, “They’re falling back. Great timing, Liliana!”

      “I can’t wait to put my feet up and throw some dice in the mess,” Fox said, keeping his gun trained forward from his position a few trees beyond.

      “Can’t wait to lose some gold, you mean,” Babington said.

      I stepped back from Dr. du Clockhand to give her some space, letting out a heavy breath of relief. She didn’t move at all, tense as a cornered animal, hands still covering her face. Even after looking my dead crewman straight in the eye, it didn’t faze me. Was I becoming desensitized to all this violence? Dr. du Clockhand had worked in a medical profession, though. Blood shouldn’t frighten her. Or maybe I should have been more frightened.

      We were still in this strange forest, with strange creatures making even stranger noises everywhere. It wasn’t a safe place to explore like we’d thought when we’d been scouting. I had to round my crew up and get everyone back to the ship.

      I trudged forward, trying to appear confident by raising my chin. “Good work,” I said to First Sergeant Wright when he moved back toward us. The commandos gathered around him, and we counted our people to make sure everyone was present before making our way to the rope ladders.

      By the time it was our turn to climb, Dr. du Clockhand had calmed some. She looked up at the rope ladder. “We have to climb that?” she asked, sounding horrified.

      “It’s not so bad,” James said. “Remember how you barely made it the first time we climbed them, Zair-bear?”

      “Are you going to ask me that every time they drop the ladders?” I rolled my eyes and placed my hands on the third-to-bottom rung to steady it. Determined to show the others I had no problem climbing, I began my ascent without hesitation.

      At least the trees obscured how far we had to fall if we slipped. The heights didn’t bother me so much anymore, having become accustomed to flying on an airship. I did, however, find it worrisome we were open targets for any Nightmen who might turn around and fire on our ladders. Wright had assured us they fled, but they could come back. Regardless, we had to get out of the jungle and onto our airship, otherwise we’d never be able to help the villagers.

      I made it up to the ship, and two crewmen assisted me onto the solid wood deck. I looked down, seeing Dr. du Clockhand still halfway up the rope ladder, with James following beneath her. He was saying something I couldn’t hear at this distance with the turbines roaring. I imagined it would be words of encouragement.

      With a quick glance around, I saw the rest of the commandos had boarded the ship already. Instead of their usual jovial mood, they were quiet and grim after the loss of two of their own.

      It took several more minutes for Dr. du Clockhand to make it onto the deck. James crawled up behind her.

      Once everyone was aboard, I jogged to my station on the bridge. “We need to head about forty degrees northwest. There’s a village in the forest under attack.” I moved to the telescope, adjusting it so I could peer toward the volcano. At first, I couldn’t see anything in the night sky other than the dark, looming mass of the volcano, but upon focusing the instrument, I spotted silhouettes of the Nightmen’s bat-gliders. From a distance, they looked like real bats flying through the air. An interesting design, to say the least. “There,” I said, motioning Lieutenant Colwell to come take a look.

      He peered through the lens. “I see it. More like thirty-seven degrees, Major Ral.”

      “Setting course,” Ral said.

      Though I wasn’t exactly precise, I was pleased to be within five degrees of where we needed to go. A month ago, I wouldn’t have been able to determine the general direction. I was improving. It made me smile. “Full speed ahead,” I said.

      The ship lurched as the turbines transitioned from their hovering mode to a forward motion. It’d be a few minutes before we engaged the Nightmen, but my people needed to be prepared. I called into the ship’s communications funnel. “All hands, battle stations.”

      I heard a shouts and hoots come from below deck. The crew loved to get into action. I had more apprehension than they did, but this was their job, what they excelled at.

      We had the element of surprise, as the Nightmen wouldn’t be expecting an assault from the air. “Can our cannoneers fire at the Nightmen—ah, the enemy out there—from a distance without hitting the village below?”

      Lieutenant Colwell furrowed his brow. “I wish we’d had time to upgrade our cannons to some of those exploding shells the Wyranth use. Then it wouldn’t pose a problem. There will be a point where the cannon fire will overshoot an area on the ground below, but we’d have to get to it. We’ve fought battles over land before, our crew will figure it out.”

      I nodded, but I worried for the villagers. They’d been on the run before, and who knew if the Nightmen had already captured them or if they had fled further into the jungle? There was only so much I could control. I suppose it was the nature of commanding an airship.

      All there was left to do was wait. Our ship moved along at tremendous speeds, much faster than any horse or even motorized horseless carriages would ever manage to do. In the sky, it felt like we were moving at a crawl. We passed so many treetops it was impossible to count, yet they all looked the same.

      Despite my impatience, it only was a matter of minutes before we arrived. Looking out the side window from the bridge, I could see the bat-gliders circling an area in front of a ship. The mechanical wings flapped in the air, but they hadn’t turned their attention on us. My cannoneers would have a free shot.

      The Liliana shook as all the port cannons blasted at once. Lead balls flew from the ship, arcing toward the Nightmen’s bat-gliders. A couple of the pilots saw it coming, but most were already set in their course when the shots loosed. Even so, most of our cannon shots missed. The ones that connected, however, were enough to knock two of the gliders out of the sky.

      There were ten of them left. The Liliana’s commandos formed lines on the deck, rifles at the ready. First Sergeant Wright walked the deck, shouting encouragements at them. “Steady!” His voice projected clear through to the bridge.

      There was little I could do but hold my breath. The Nightmen’s ships swooped downward and back up again. They split their forces, half flying at us, and half away. What did they think they were doing? This was going to be an easy fight.

      A straight shot made for much easier targets for our cannoneers and riflemen than when the Nightmen swooped side to side. Even as their wings flapped and they changed elevations, the Nightmen’s movements were easy to predict. Our second volley sent three more of their contraptions crashing. One of those exploded.

      The remaining two bat-gliders headed toward us. The soldiers at the back of their craft whirled their explosive bags in their slings, gaining momentum for their pass. The bat-gliders rose, wings flapping straight upward. Our riflemen fired at them. The volley of bullets missed, floating through the air, harmless.

      The bat-gliders straightened their wings and dove toward us. They picked up with incredible speed. Several of our riflemen ducked, worried they were going to get their heads lobbed off. The real threat came not from the gliders themselves, but from the explosive bags their passengers carried. The Nightmen hurled them onto our deck. One of them smacked against the Liliana’s outer hull and fell from the sky, creating a rumbling in the air.

      The other three connected and exploded.

      Wood splinters flew everywhere. Two riflemen closest to the blast were caught in it. The force pushed them overboard. The others screamed for their fallen brethren. I saw a furor in my crew I hadn’t witnessed before. Most of the riflemen were mid-reload when the bat-gliders swooped overhead. One of the Nightmen’s crafts misjudged its distance and was caught in the spin of the turbine blades. I turned away so I wouldn’t have to watch the men get torn to shreds, but I couldn’t help but hear the crumpling and clanking as the turbine chewed up the bat-glider and spit it out.

      The riflemen pegged the pilot of the other bat-glider with bullets. The Nightman fell forward and tumbled off his craft while it continued onward, gaining speed as it headed for its doom in the forest below.

      I realized I’d been holding my breath and let out a deep exhalation. We’d lost two crewmen in the exchange. Not terrible, considering we didn’t know much about these Nightmen or their capabilities, and they certainly looked destructive enough. Even though I didn’t want to minimize the impact of even one death, facing such odds, we were doing fairly well. We also had three holes in the deck to patch, but the Liliana had been subject to far worse wear and tear in the past.

      “We did it,” I said to myself.

      “It appears so,” Lieutenant Colwell said. He peered at the mountain. “I wonder where the others went, though.”

      “The Nightmen in the forest ran when we confronted them with all our commandos earlier. Perhaps they only like to pick on weak targets. We should see if we can help the villagers. They took a lot of damage with those explosives when we were down there.”

      Lieutenant Colwell nodded.

      I stepped out onto the deck to speak with the crew. They’d lost four of their own in one day’s time and would need a good morale boost. With my lack of experience, I had to be positive for them. It made me feel like I had at least some value. Several of the commandos looked overboard, as if trying to spot their fallen companions. The blast would have killed them before the fall, but I didn’t want to remind them of the details.

      I nodded to First Sergeant Wright. “Good work out here, to you and your men,” I said. My voice came out a lower register than it naturally did, as I was trying to sound more commanding.

      “Good work, indeed. Victory!” Wright shouted, his voice booming far more effectively than mine.

      The crew cheered and clapped.

      Something squeaked. I looked down at my legs and saw my little ferret scampering across the deck. “Toby!” I said, startled. I placed my hand over my chest and crouched. “How did you get out of my quarters?”

      Toby hopped into my arms as I righted myself. It wasn’t good, him escaping in the middle of a battle. I returned my attention to Wright. “Let’s get things patched up and—”

      “Baronette!” One of the commandos shouted. “Look!”

      He pointed to a location in the distance. Another bat-like contraption flapped in the skies, but this one had a thick center like the Crystal Spire itself. A bat-glider, but far bigger. This had to be their troop carrier.

      The other five bat-gliders fanned out in formation behind it. “Back to battle stations!” I cried. The real fight hadn’t even begun.
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      The Zenwey shaman welcomed us into her hut to drink something called kava. My crew seems to enjoy it quite a bit. Perhaps this continent offers friendship and allies. It’s a welcome break from fighting.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron Von Monocle’s Log

        Day 22 of the Month of Dukes

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      The Liliana’s riflemen took their positions again. At least we had some warning before the Nightmen’s large transport descended upon us. Its giant wings flapped much more slowly than the others, bending in the air in a fragile manner. Would those wings be an opportunity for us? Rifle holes wouldn’t do much, but what if they were hit by several cannonballs?

      I turned to head back to the bridge so I could order the cannoneers to try to blast through those thin wings, but Toby squawked, digging his claws into my pants.

      “Toby, you have to let go. I don’t have time,” I said.

      As usual, the ferret didn’t listen. His claws didn’t just go through my pants, his death grip broke skin and stung.

      “Ow!” I said, shaking my leg to try to get him off me. It worked, sending him rolling to the deck. He squawked his protest, but I didn’t have time to deal with it. I wished I could order one of the crew to get Toby back in his quarters, but we needed every rifleman on deck, and it wasn’t as if Major Ral or Lieutenant Colwell were disposable for such a menial task. As much as it worried me to have Toby there, I couldn’t do anything about it.

      I rushed onto the bridge. Toby followed behind me.

      “What’s your pet doing here?” Lieutenant Colwell asked.

      “He escaped from my quarters somehow,” I said, leaning over to speak into the communications funnel. “Cannoneers, we have new incoming targets. Center cannons, aim for the wings of the lead vessel. Periphery cannons try to take out the smaller vessels. Knights, we need you on deck. I have a feeling we’re about to get boarded.”

      “Want me to take evasive maneuvers then? No sense in making it easy on them,” Major Ral asked.

      I nodded.

      The ship turned, our bow headed toward the volcano. Black smoke billowed from the top of the mountain, giving the air a sulfuric smell as we came closer. Major Ral was going to use the mountain itself to try to throw the Nightmen off course. I liked the plan but found myself nervously chewing on my bottom lip as the Nightmen adjusted their course to try to overtake us.

      As we came close to the volcano, far too close for my comfort, the Nightmen finally caught up with us. Our riflemen and cannoneers blasted off their first volleys of this round of combat. One of the bat-gliders crashed into the side of the mountain, exactly as Major Ral intended. We barely managed to slide around the side of it. If I’d reached out through the bridge’s starboard window, I could have touched the jagged rock face. I was glad I wasn’t piloting.

      The larger Nightmen vessel approached us on our port side. They were slightly above us as we rounded the volcano, and they dropped to our altitude. Several of the strangely inhuman Nightmen stood at an opening on the transport.

      The Liliana shook. An explosive bag hit our deck. Our riflemen scattered, some diving away from it, but none looked to be caught by the blast this time. We were adapting, but we might lose the entirety of our deck if we couldn’t do something about the Nightmen throwing explosives.

      My people scrambled to face the larger Nightmen vessel. Despite my grand plan of taking out its wings, none of the cannon fire aimed at them had hit. It looked unscathed. My heart sank.

      James and Ethan ran out of the mess and onto the deck. They had their full mail armor on, and it was breathtaking to watch them move with such grace. Their blades were drawn, but they carried no shields. Instead, they held pistols in their off-hands.

      I reached for my own pistol, ignoring my sword. As much as my father loved the blade, I hadn’t found time to become adequate at wielding it. The sword was heavy, for one thing, and a pistol did damage so much more easily. If any of those creatures came to the bridge, I’d be ready for them.

      Good thing I felt ready, because more than a dozen Nightmen jumped from their vessel onto our deck. The drop wasn’t an easy one, but each of the Nightmen landed the jump. A couple of them were shot immediately by my crew, but the others came too close, grabbing onto the crewmen’s rifles and pulling them into hand-to-hand combat. They seemed to have the upper hand in grappling, being taller and stronger than everyone in my crew.

      The knights were helpful with their sword-work, able to cut down two Nightmen. They had to be as careful not to inadvertently swing their blades into the rest of the crew as the riflemen had to be with stray bullets.

      My people weren’t immune to casualties, either. Their attentions were split, some focusing on trying to bring down the bat-gliders while others dealt with the boarding party. Gunshots from the Nightmen dropped one of my riflemen to the deck, and another explosion from one for their bags blasted on the deck. I turned away so I wouldn’t see my crew in harm’s way.

      “The crew needs every man who can fight,” Lieutenant Colwell said, reaching for his own gun.

      “You’re right. We’ll head out but stay close to the bridge in case they try to seize control of the ship. We need to protect Major Ral,” I said.

      Lieutenant Colwell nodded in agreement and then stepped outside. He lifted his pistol in the air, straightening his arms to aim at the Nightmen’s transport vessel. More of enemies were getting ready to board the Liliana. His shots pelted into the crowd of them at the ship’s opening.

      I followed, realizing he could use some help. When I stepped outside, our riflemen managed to take down two of the bat-gliders, leaving two more trying to weave into a position where they could hurl explosives at us. One of the bags landed atop of the bridge’s roof, exploding and kicking debris onto my back. I didn’t turn to survey the damage but focused on the transport to help Lieutenant Colwell. He’d emptied his chamber and was reloading by the time I fired all the shots in my chamber. I managed to hit three Nightmen.

      But they kept coming. How many of them were there?

      I noticed the composition of people on the deck had changed in those few moments. There were nearly as many Nightmen as there were crew.

      My people continued to fight. Major Ral twisted and turned the ship around the volcano. The Nightmen’s pilots managed to keep up with every step. James fought through the crowd, moving to my position. “Zair-bear, you alright?”

      I fumbled with more bullets to reload my weapon. How did the crew do this with such ease? It wasn’t comfortable pushing the metal pieces into each chamber. “I’m fine,” I said, a little more tersely than I should have been with James. He was trying to look after me. When I had the gun loaded, I looked up and gave him a little smile to soften the words.

      His eyes twinkled at me, but he was worried. Oh, James.

      My heart felt like it sputtered for a moment, causing me to inhale sharply. I had to focus on the battle ahead. Both Lieutenant Colwell and I pointed our weapons toward the Nightmen’s ship again, but the Liliana suddenly lost altitude. My stomach rose into my throat, and I felt like I was going to lose my footing on the deck and fly into the air. I steadied myself by spreading my arms out for balance.

      The drop had a similar effect on everyone else on the deck, slowing the fighting for just a moment. It gave my well-trained crew the upper hand. A couple of Nightmen fell from blows or blasts. The ship banked away from the volcano, switching places with the Nightmen’s large transport. They were now closer to the volcano and wouldn’t be able to land more troops on our deck. “Brilliant move!” I shouted, hoping Major Ral would hear me.

      In watching the maneuver, the three of us by the bridge didn’t see a Nightman creeping along the edge. Unlike most of them, he had two curved blades in his hands, and he was charging right for me. I couldn’t lift my gun in time, and the men by me were in no position to protect me.

      As the Nightman drew back his blade, he left himself open.

      Toby leaped from the deck below. He must have had a running start. I wasn’t surprised at the speed, but I was amazed with how high Toby was able to jump. I screamed. I couldn’t help myself, but it distracted the Nightman well enough for him to hesitate.

      Toby latched onto his face, clawing at it like he had at my pant leg a moment before. The Nightman yelled in pain. Dark blood trickled down his cheeks as Toby scratched over and over. My assailant dropped both of his blades from the sheer surprise of the ferret’s actions, pulling his hands toward his face to try to get Toby off him.

      When he did, James moved forward, jabbing his blade through the Nightman’s side. The blade cut deep, and the Nightman convulsed. His arms went slack, and he collapsed. Toby flopped off him, running in a couple of crazed circles before heading back to my side.

      If I didn’t know any better, I would think Toby understood what was going on. But a ferret couldn’t sense things like that, could he? I stared at my pet. “Thank you,” I said to him, even if he couldn’t understand. Unfortunately, I still needed to focus on the battle.

      Without the prospect of Nightmen troops dropping onto the ship, the two bat-gliders became more aggressive. Four explosive bags hit our deck. These struck true on my crew. One sent a Nightman and one of my riflemen flying toward the volcano. “Take out the pilots!” I shouted.

      Several of us aimed and fired toward the bat-gliders, which flew far too close to our deck. It left them exposed. These Nightmen definitely weren’t used to people adept at aerial combat. We hit both of the bat-gliders’ pilots and their ships drifted away, keeping us safe from any more explosives.

      Turning my attention back to the deck, it looked like the fight was becoming manageable. There were far too many of my people lying dead on the deck, but far more Nightmen had fallen. And of the live ones, we had an advantage. As long as their transport couldn’t get to our other side. It was so close to our hull and positioned in such a way our cannoneers couldn’t do anything about it. A design flaw of the cannon compartments below deck, to be sure. There had to be some way to shake the transport vessel away from us.

      Just as the battle looked like it was getting under control, the volcano rumbled and shook. A few of my men yelled, pointing toward it, but I already saw what was going on. Much thicker black smoke spewed from its peak, clouding the deck and making several of us cough. It was disgusting to breathe. It made my lungs burn and my eyes water. I wiped tears away, trying to turn from the smoke. I stumbled toward the bridge, James and Lieutenant Colwell following behind me. It wouldn’t be as bad inside.

      But before I could make it to the door, the volcano erupted.
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      I’ve never seen something so magnificent or so frightening as an erupting volcano. We are evacuating the Zenwey to the lower jungle posthaste, but even with our airship, I’m not certain we can save them all.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 25 of the Month of Dukes

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      The air thickened with heat. Bright red lava shot into the sky along with the billows of smoke, forming a blanket of darkness to blot out the stars and moon. Only the glow of the lava gave any light. Some of the lava splattered into the Nightmen’s transport. It hissed as it hit. Their ship jerked, ramming into the Liliana and pushing us further from the volcano.

      “Major Ral, get us away from here! Hurry!” I shouted to the bridge as if he’d need any motivation.

      He turned the wheel, jerking the Liliana away from the Nightmen’s ship and volcano alike. I stumbled backward as the ship shifted course rapidly forward. The soot in the air became so thick it felt like actual dirt hit my face in between each breath. I covered my face with my cape.

      Hot embers flew through the air, a couple of them hitting the deck. Some of the crew tried to push the molten lava off the deck with their swords in a futile effort. It would have burned through the deck, but our engineers had the ship outfitted with a special fire-retardant coating. Fortunately, the embers cooled before the wooden surface could catch fire.

      I looked back. Lava blasted out of the volcano and fully engulfed the Nightmen’s vessel behind us, still flapping its wings as its insides burned. Its last flap looked labored, almost as if the contraption itself were desperate to escape its fate. A moment later, it was gone.

      I frowned, empathetic for the Nightmen trapped inside. If Major Ral hadn’t switched our positions when the ships were entangled, it very easily could have been us.

      James put his arm around my shoulder. I tensed at the touch. It was so unexpected. I glanced up at him. His face was long, somber. It was very unlike him. His eyes fixed on me.

      “You alright, Zair-bear?” he asked.

      “Yeah. It’s just a lot of people dead.” I turned to the length of the deck ahead of us. Several of my own crew lay on the wood planks, never again to draw a breath. I hadn’t even considered mourning them yet.

      “I know. It’s weird. Joe Briggs over there,” he pointed. “He was a really good shot. Helped me with my aim on my pistol shots. We were just talking in the mess a couple of hours ago.”

      I bit down hard on my lip. I couldn’t focus on the dead like this and let it get to me.

      Before the impact of the deaths could fully set in, the volcano shook again with a violent krak-oom as more smoke filled the sky. Lava shot up higher than before, and wider. The spray would come dangerously close to the Liliana.

      Our ship moved away from the volcano, but not completely out of its range. A small amount of lava splattered onto the deck. This time, flames erupted.

      I shrugged James’ arm off me, as much as I wanted to stay there forever. The ship and crew were my responsibility. I needed to help them. “Someone run into the mess and grab the fire suppression spray pump!”

      Two of the crew moved, hustling toward the mess. I turned toward the volcano. The blasting lava seemed to have settled, and we moved away from it at top speed. It would be unlikely to hit us again. At least there was that.

      The crewmen returned, one holding the container of the fire suppression solution, and one holding the sprayer attached to it by brass coils. They didn’t need to be ordered. The crewman holding the container turned a crank on it, activating gears to push a foamy substance through the gadget. The foam sputtered onto the deck. The fire sizzled and died, smoke and steam wafting into the air, joining the smoke-filled sky and exhaust from our engines.

      I breathed a little easier. Our ship managed to escape from both battle and the elements. Ashes fell like snowflakes onto the deck, forming a white-gray film over the darker wood.

      Toby ran through the ash as if he’d found a new toy. For him, it was all fun. He squeaked and played. I wished I could have mustered the mood to do the same, but my exhaustion set in.

      “We should get you inside, with a hot cup of tea,” someone to my side said.

      I looked over. It was near dawn. The sky was still dark, but light would be coming soon.

      Ethan stood there, surveying the scene on the deck with a somber face. “Come on,” he said, motioning his head toward the mess.

      I didn’t feel like I should leave. The crew looked disheveled, unsure what they should do next. The aftermath of battle. We won, but it didn’t feel like a victory. “The villagers—” I said.

      “There’s nothing we can do right now. We can’t head back toward that volcano,” Ethan said.

      He was right, but it didn’t stop me from heading to the rails to get a better look at the jungle. I narrowed my eyes, trying to pinpoint the place where the village was. The jungle was so thick, and it all looked the same with so many trees. I wouldn’t be able to spot it. Lava flowed down the mountain, and some of the jungle was already ablaze. All I could do was hope the villagers weren’t in its path. If they were, it was too late anyway.

      Ethan placed a gentle hand on my arm. His touch was nice and warm, as James’ had been. I felt guilty for enjoying it.

      “I know you want to help,” Ethan said, his voice lower than before. “It’s a noble sentiment, but your crew shouldn’t see you dejected like this. You’re their leader, and this is a victory. It sends a bad signal.”

      I hadn’t even considered how my moods would project upon the crew. I took a deep breath, trying to turn my face into a stoic expression in spite of the exhaustion and grief weighing down on me. “Yeah, let’s go,” I said.

      He led me away from the rails and across the deck, maneuvering so I could link my arm with him and steady myself with his firm biceps. His stride was so confident it made me feel like a lord or lady entering a ballroom. Which wasn’t so far from reality, as I had to remember I was nobility now, but balls and parties wouldn’t be anywhere near my life for some time to come.

      We turned to avoid a hole in the deck from the explosive bags, and I caught James glowering at us out the corner of his eye. What was that look he gave me? Disappointment? Anger? It made me feel like I was doing something shameful, but I was only following Ethan’s advice. It wasn’t like I was trading kisses, like James did with the princess.

      Anger welled inside me. As we made our way into the mess, I felt it brooding. What right did James have to be angry with me? He’d all but ignored me these last few months. Even if I wanted to have Ethan court me…

      Did I?

      Ethan peeled his arm away as he led me to the benches. Once I’d sat, he disappeared inside the kitchen. I liked the confident way he moved. It was different than the way James carried himself, though James was confident as well. But Ethan’s movements felt more genuine, less like posturing to try to prove he was someone. It made me chuckle as I thought of James’s goofy attempts to appear a proper knight. He was so energetic, it was endearing.

      I realized my thoughts were spinning in circles around Ethan and James. It wouldn’t do at all. Was this what the fatigue of battle did? Was I merely coping by trying to think of anything else at all than what had just occurred on the ship? I barely remembered the details of the battle. It felt like a haze in my mind.

      My eyes drooped closed.

      “Hey,” Ethan’s voice jolted me awake. He bent over the table with an amused grin.

      Warm steam drifted up to my chin. I looked down as soon as the fog cleared from my mind. A tin teacup rested on the table. “I fell asleep,” I said.

      “That you did. It’s natural. Our bodies become hyper-alert during times of battle. It’s instinctive for our protection, but it drains us as well. As a knight, we have to learn how to control it to some extent so we can maximize our energy and use it to our advantage,” Ethan said. He seated himself across from me. “It’s part of our stamina training. The best knights can battle for a couple of days without wearing down.”

      “Did James go through that training?” I asked, placing my hands close to the cup. It was hot, too hot to touch, but the warmth still felt good.

      “He has. We all do. If he wasn’t able to, he would have been expelled during those first few weeks as an apprentice. It takes a lot to be a knight.”

      “He’d always told me farming was just as good as training for war. I thought he was joking.”

      Ethan shrugged. “Who knows? He’s got good raw strength, but he’s not refined with tactics or precise maneuvers yet. It’s part of what I’m supposed to teach him.”

      “You’re not much beyond training yourself, right?”

      “Two years past my promotion to journeyman, but our first duties are to become teachers for the new recruits. I think the frustration of dealing with it so early is supposed to teach us patience, but the elders won’t confirm it,” Ethan said.

      “Well, I’m glad he has such a good person training him.” I gazed into my tea.

      Ethan laughed. “Oh? Why, thank you for the compliment. You know, we’re two of the only three nobles on the ship. It makes it hard to talk to the others sometimes, in the same way that is.”

      I thought about it, counting us, and remembered Dr. du Clockhand also had the name of a noble. The nobility aspect of my life was extremely foreign to me. I didn’t know how I was supposed to act. “Oh?” I repeated his prior question in almost a mocking way.

      He laughed harder. “You’re pretty funny, Baronette.” Ethan stood. “I should go check on James and the others. I just wanted to make sure you were taken care of and calm. The best thing you can do after you enjoy the tea is get some rest. We’ll have plenty of time to deal with the fallout later.”

      “Won’t the others need me?”

      “Good commanders retreat into solitude when they need to. It creates an air of mystery to you and makes you look wise at the same time. Besides, you’ve been up all night. Seriously, get your rest. This is just the beginning of our journey, and it’s already turning out far rockier than we thought it was going to.” He nodded to me, and then turned to leave.

      I considered his words for a long time while I stared at my tea. Could I be a good commander? Ethan didn’t seem to doubt me, nor did the rest of the crew. And I’d led them to victory just now. So why did I still feel so hollow?
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      Can the people of Zenwey catch a break? Just as we evacuated those we can to the coast, we were ambushed by the strange men who were enemies of those in Great Jerohm.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 27 of the Month of Dukes

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      Just as the sun peeked over the horizon, I took Ethan’s advice to get some rest. Toby was happy to snuggle with me in my comfortable bed. My father’s old dresser was still there in the cabin, with all of the old photos atop it in their elegant frames. The closet still had many of his old clothes, as well as mine. He’d never come to reclaim them. It gave the quarters a musky smell that reminded me of him. The room might never feel like it truly belonged to me, but it still brought me comfort. There were so few years when he spent time at home, but those were the safest and fondest of my early childhood.

      Drifting off to sleep came easily, with the whirr of the airship engines providing a constant, soft noise in the background.

      When I awoke again, it was evening. The room was covered in darkness and shadows. I slid out of bed, careful not to disturb Toby too much. He was still fast asleep.

      I was still dressed in my Baron’s attire, cape and all. The cape actually made for a nice extra blanket. But I’d been too tired to undress and had only intended on sleeping a couple of hours. My whole body was stiff. I had no way to tell what time it was without turning on the lamp and waking Toby.

      So, I slipped into my shoes and out of the room, carefully shutting the door behind me to ensure Toby didn’t escape this time. The corridors of the ship were fairly empty, with most of the crew probably recovering as I had been. I could only imagine the stress of being a rifleman on the front lines with those Nightmen creatures in their faces trying to kill them. The one time I was targeted had frightened me enough.

      What was I doing? I left my quarters without any real plan. It depended on how late it truly was. My father always carried a pocket watch with him for this very reason. I’d have to get one of those when we returned to Rislandia City, but at this point, the best place to go would be the mess.

      I made my way up the front stairwell and through the door. The mess was fairly empty, which meant it was late. When I looked at the clock above the big exterior entrance door, it read one o’clock. Very late indeed. I should probably have gone back to bed, but I found myself far too awake for more sleep.

      Two people were seated in a corner: Dr. du Clockhand and Marina. They were huddled over one of the tables with cups of tea in their hands. I made my way over to them, glancing back to the kitchen. They had to have made the tea themselves, the chef was off duty at this hour. “Good evening,” I said to them as I approached the table.

      “Baronette,” Marina said, giving me a weak smile. “Would you care to join us?”

      “Please,” Dr. du Clockhand said, motioning across from her.

      I swung my leg over the bench and sat next to Marina. “You two are up pretty late.”

      “Yeah, couldn’t sleep after thinking about the action I’d missed,” Marina said.

      Dr. du Clockhand chuckled. “I could. I’m beat after tending to so many wounds, but…” she motioned to Marina, “duty calls. Not that I mind. You’re quite pleasant company, Ms. Willett.”

      “You as well, Doctor.”

      “I’m glad you two get along. It must make it easier when you spend so much time together,” I said.

      “Yeah. I’m glad I have Dr. du Clockhand to look after me,” Marina said. “It’d be pretty easy to have a doctor who’s rough, or who doesn’t care. Not many Rislandians are kind to someone who’s been associated with the Wyranth.” She cast her eyes aside.

      I could feel the shame coming from her. Marina had been a spy for the Iron Emperor once upon a time. I believed the serum was what accounted for her betrayal of us, and it turned out I was right. Sometimes you just need to have a little faith in someone, and it goes a long way. Was that the same reason the crew had such faith in me? To try to bring out the best in me? “I’d forgotten you’d doubled your duty as medic,” I said to Dr. du Clockhand to change the subject to something less awkward. In order to take Dr. du Clockhand from her ward, we had to trade our usual medic, one my father liked having around. “Must have been a difficult day.”

      “I’m not usually a combat medic, and we didn’t expect to be in the middle of battles on this mission. I certainly had my hands full. Fortunately, none of the crew who survived were too close to any of those terrible explosions. It was odd being down below during such commotion. I felt rather trapped but didn’t dare go outside.”

      “I’d have given anything to man the cannons,” Marina said. “I miss it, and everyone.”

      “Well, if everything goes well,” I said, “we’ll have you back there in no time. Yeah?” I tried to sound cheerful.

      Marina nodded, though she didn’t seem convinced.

      “I wouldn’t count our chickens. Our lead on the giants is very thin. Who’s to say the natives understood what she was talking about?” Dr. du Clockhand shrugged. “I hope this isn’t a dead end. We don’t even know how far we’re supposed to be traveling.”

      “It’s an adventure,” I said, but I could see those words brought no comfort to the doctor. Not everyone was cut out for this kind of a life. I’d had enough of my own doubts to be able to sympathize with her.

      “Would you like some tea?” Dr. du Clockhand asked, sliding out of her chair. “We have a full pot. I’ll get you another cup.”

      “That’d be—”

      I closed my mouth as the ship sputtered. I felt an immediate drop in altitude and gripped the edge of the table to hold steady. The Liliana’s engines reengaged a moment later, but that couldn’t have been good.

      Then it sounded as if it were hailing outside. Bap-bap-bap-crash! The sounds repeated several times. Did this mean the Nightmen had returned? There was no way the transport could have escaped the lava, and none of their bat-gliders survived to go warn any others.

      I spun around and stood. “I think tea will have to wait. It sounds like I should head to the bridge,” I said.

      “Good idea,” Marina said. “I hope everything’s okay.”

      The engines made the strange sputtering sound again, this time cutting out completely. The ship tipped, lurching forward. I slid across the floor of the mess toward the wall, hopping to stop myself before I crashed into it. Before I did, the ship righted itself. But something wasn’t right. “I’d best hurry,” I said and ran to the door.

      Once outside, I saw the cause of the commotion. Several large, dark masses hurled through the night. They were creatures that had wings like the Nightmen’s gliders. Had the Nightmen copied their design from nature?

      Dozens of bats flew around the ship. As they came closer, their size became apparent. These creatures were as big as humans!

      Some crashed into the turbines and shrieked. Others hit the mess and the bridge walls and roof. We’d flown right into a colony of them from the looks of it. One came flying my way, its eyes glimmering in the starlight. I barely managed to dodge, skidding to the deck and bracing myself with my hands. It’d be difficult to get to the bridge under these conditions, but I had to try.

      Several more giant bats flew past me, and another one became caught in the propeller blades. Its wings split straight through, and the creature screamed. The poor thing was stuck with no way to stop it. Its weight tugged on the propeller, throwing the ship off its precarious balance.

      I picked myself up and ran as fast as I could across the deck, trying to find a safe area away from the bats. The running didn’t help, as the bats must have thought I was some sort of prey. Some came straight for me, extending talons to try to catch me in their feet. I ducked, but one grabbed my cape. It managed to lift me up off the deck.

      I screamed.

      A gunshot blasted. The bat holding me screamed and released my cape. I dropped to the deck, bending my knees to soften the impact of the fall. Fortunately, I hadn’t flown high enough to get hurt. I turned and saw Lieutenant Colwell, who held a smoking pistol pointed above my head. “Thanks,” I said.

      “Let’s get inside, quickly,” he said.

      We hurried over to the bridge without another bat incident, though a couple more crashed against the ship’s hull. Then the engines cut out entirely.

      I stumbled inside, followed by Lieutenant Colwell. Unfortunately, Major Ral wasn’t on duty, but a night pilot I didn’t recognize. He looked incredibly nervous. “I don’t know what’s going on out there. I don’t see anything, and, and, and… please, Baronette, it’s not my fault!”

      “Not now!” I shouted. The ship tipped again, its forward weight causing us to slide forward in the room. I braced on the command station’s rail. “Focus on getting us stabilized.”

      “The forward turbine’s dead. I can’t!” the man said, panicked.

      “Then land us. Get us flat!”

      We dropped in altitude, the dark objects of the giant bats floating away from us as we fell. We were going fast, but no faster than the day I’d crashed the airship on my first flight. My knuckles turned white from my grip on the rail, but I had to have faith in this pilot. I couldn’t expect everyone to be Major Ral.

      The pilot remained focused on his task, spinning the wheel, adjusting the levers and gauges with amazing speed. The ship never leveled out all the way, but the tilt forward wasn’t as bad as it had been.

      There were no trees or mountains around us. The hillsides were shallow, and when I could spot their elevations, I knew we were about to hit the ground.

      The Liliana slammed into the earth.

      My feet came off the floor when the ship bounced. I held the rail tightly, even as my body flailed in the air. The Liliana skidded across the land, bouncing several more times, but to a lesser degree with each move. Once it stopped bouncing, the ship slid, cutting through the sand like a sailing vessel through water. Sand flew everywhere, including into the bridge. My poor lungs couldn’t get a break from contaminated air on this journey. I inhaled dirt, unable to help it as I hung onto the rails for dear life. I spat but couldn’t get the grains off my tongue completely.

      The ship eventually came to a halt, as the resistance of both the sand and a soft incline of a dune in front of us acted as our brakes. Despite the initial hit on the ground, we made it through in one piece. “Well done, Ensign, ah—” It occurred to me I didn’t know the night-shift pilot’s name.

      “Sams. Devon Sams.”

      “Ensign Sams,” I repeated. “You did well.”

      “Agreed,” Lieutenant Colwell said. He frowned as he cast his gaze forward across the ship. “I hope whatever ails us isn’t irreparable.”

      “Only one way to find out,” I said. “And I should do just that.” With a nod, I stepped off the bridge to make my way to the engine room and find Harkerpal.
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      Our airship has sustained some damage. Harkerpal says he can make the repairs to the hull within a week using lumber from the Zenwey jungle.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 28 of the Month of Dukes

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      Harkerpal’s legs protruded from the aft turbine’s maintenance shaft. He snaked around the metal cylinder. His foot slipped on the flooring until he found a place he could stabilize. “Not good. This is not good at all,” he said, his voice echoing through the shaft.

      The other engineers stood around, watching him, not noticing my entrance into engineering.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Ah, not sure yet. Engine’s overheated,” one of the engineers said. “We can’t do much until it cools down.”

      “Hello, Ms. Von Monocle! I’d recognize that voice anywhere,” Harkerpal said from inside the shaft.

      “Are we going to be okay?” I asked.

      “Unsure at this time. I believe we have multiple problems. Reports above said one of the propellers was broken, and it appears there’s something lodged into the shaft, stopping it from moving. It depends on how badly the lower gears are ground. For the engine, we may have lost our capacitor. It’s possible I’ll have to fabricate a new one, but I may need to find the city of Great Jerohm in order to procure what I need,” he said as his legs further disappeared into the turbine shaft.

      “That doesn’t sound good at all,” I said, knowing little of the city he spoke of. I’d seen my father mention the place in his logs as friendly, but not much more.

      “No,” another engineer said, “but if anyone can fix it, it’s the chief.”

      “I’ve faced far worse than this with your father in command of this ship,” Harkerpal said. His feet disappeared up the shaft, out of sight. As he climbed, he made several tink noises that echoed down to us.

      “Be careful,” I said. “How long until we have a full diagnosis?”

      “At the very least, it’ll be several hours before the engine cools down and I can open it up and check on the internal. And… Ahh, I see the problem in the shaft. There’s… Ack!”

      “What’s wrong?” I hurried over to him.

      “Something foul dripped on me. Blood, I think. Are there creatures caught in here? Their bones must be very strong to stop the turbines.” Harkerpal dropped to the floor, ducking to get out of there. “Hand me a rag,” he said to one of his engineers.

      Some black, gooey substance was all over his face. One of the engineers tossed him a cloth that had some oil stains on it. The dirty cloth didn’t seem to bother Harkerpal as he wiped the goo off his face. “Yes, quite a bit of animal particulate caught in there. I believe this is the point in which I delegate some of the duties.” He grinned at his men.

      A couple of the engineers groaned.

      “This is what you signed up for! The life of an engineer.” Harkerpal patted one of them on the back. “Now get to it.” He moved before me and towered over my small frame. “It could be days before we get the ship up and running.”

      “We don’t have days. We’ve only been allotted three weeks before we have to be back in Rislandia. Who knows what could be happening there?”

      Harkerpal breathed in through his nose. His nostrils indented strangely as he did. “I’m not the kind of engineer to overstate the time it takes for a fix. Without supplies, I’m not sure what we can do. Perhaps an expedition on foot to find Great Jerohm?”

      I nodded “If we’re stuck here, we might as well explore. Maybe we can give a better account of this region than the last time the ship was here.”

      Harkerpal smiled. “You sound like your father.”

      I nodded. “Thanks. Keep me informed… unless I’m out exploring myself.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Harkerpal said. “I believe it’s the first I’ve called you that. I remember when Talyen von Cravat first gained that honor. It was a sad occasion, not a happy one, unfortunately. I’m sure you know the story of how your father became lost.”

      “I do,” I said, wrinkling my nose, “and I don’t much want to relive it.”

      “Of course. He is safe in Rislandia City now.” He motioned to shoo me. “Go and lead an expedition. Your presence here distracts my men for multiple reasons.”

      I didn’t ask what he meant by that, nor did I find myself offended to have Harkerpal suggesting courses of action and ordering me away. Despite being in command, I still had a lot to learn, and Harkerpal felt like an uncle to me. A sweet one who could talk my ear off. But his insight was invaluable.

      Part of me wanted to ask him about the Nightmen and their bat-gliders. Having read my father’s logs, it very well could be the threat from the north they mentioned. In the ten years since their expedition, they could have spread further across the continent. It meant we had to get the Liliana repaired and airborne as quickly as possible.

      Walking the corridors, my dread disappeared, replaced with excitement for a possible expedition. Despite it being Harkerpal’s idea, it was something my father would do. Did that mean I wasn’t like my father because I hadn’t been the one to think of it? No, I couldn’t worry about where contributions to the mission originated. What was important was that we had a plan. It would both keep us occupied while we were stranded here, and possibly result in some good findings.

      I walked through the cannon chambers. It was mostly unmanned while the crew slept, except for a lone crewman who kept watch. He saluted me as I passed, and I gave him a nod. I was reminded of the first time I explored all the nooks and crannies of the Liliana. It would be easy to get lost in its bowels, with so many different areas and functions. But its layout made for good efficiency for the crew to get to their stations quickly and to keep invaders from easily reaching the engine room.

      When I reached the stairwell, I found Ethan and James making their way up the steps.

      “Hey, Zair-bear,” James said.

      I followed them to the deck, taking a step aside before pausing to survey our location. The desert air was cool and dry compared to the jungle we’d come from.

      The two knights turned to me. James crossed his arms.

      “Harkerpal says we have multiple problems with the engines,” I said. “It might take days to fix.”

      “That’s not good,” James said.

      “No, it’s not,” Ethan agreed. “So, what’s our plan? We wait?” He gazed toward the dune where our bow rested. “We’re in a desert, and I think a few hours into it by foot. It’s not going to be comfortable when the sun comes up.”

      “Not much we can do about that. But I think we should send out an expedition. Both to look for supplies for our engineers and to see if we can complete our mission by finding information on the giants. The woman in the jungle did say there was a wizard in the desert, right?”

      “She did, but you’re assuming she was sane. She seemed to be drinking a lot of that kava stuff,” James said.

      “I doubt she’d give information that specific out of insanity,” Ethan said.

      James shrugged.

      “Well, we have to pass the time regardless. It’d probably be better to travel during the night so we aren’t burned up by the sun. Which means we should leave quickly to capitalize,” I said.

      “We could wait a day,” Ethan said.

      I shook my head. “I think it’d be bad to waste any more time than we have to.”

      “Might want to split up into a couple of teams. It’ll give us better odds of finding someone out here,” James said.

      “Good idea,” I said.

      Across from us, most of the crew gathered on the deck. Some were pushing the fallen bat-creature bodies overboard, or cleaning the deck otherwise, and others talked amongst themselves. They sounded concerned. I cleared my throat and raised my voice. “Liliana crew!” I shouted.

      My words received some hoots and hollers in return, but everyone stopped their conversations to look at me.

      “Chief Engineer Harkerpal says it will be several days before we can get airborne again, but I don’t want to waste our opportunity here. There is a city, Great Jerohm, somewhere out here in the desert. We need to find this city to see if we can gather supplies and see if we can find people, who may have information on the serum. For this effort, we’re going to send two expeditions. We will leave tonight, so we can use the dark hours to move and avoid the hot sun. We’ll have to be ready quickly.”

      Mutters came from the crew. Some positive, others negative. Someone said, “She really is the Baron’s brood.”

      I smiled at the compliment before scanning the crew. “I’m going to lead one expedition. I’ll go with one of the knights,” I said, pausing to indicate James, “Dr. du Clockhand, Commander Willett, Sergeant Babington, and Corporal Fox.”

      “Ah, pardon me, Captain,” Ethan said. He gave me a coy smile. “The last time I didn’t protest, but I should stay with initiate Gentry as part of my responsibility in assisting his training. I have no doubt this ship’s crew is capable of protecting this vessel, and any expedition will be competent enough without knight assistance.”

      I nodded to Ethan. “Two knights with me, then,” I said. I pointed to First Sergeant Wright, who had stepped forward among the crew. “Wright, you lead the other expedition. Make sure to leave a contingency force here under Lieutenant Colwell’s command.”

      Wright nodded.

      “Okay, crew,” I said, clasping my hands together. “We’ve explored before. This time, our airship is grounded. Not much of a difference. Let’s accomplish our mission for King Malaky and Rislandia.” I drew a deep breath. “For steam and country!”

      “For steam and country!” the entire crew shouted back to me.

      Wright ordered his commandos to the side to break them into teams. I moved proudly through the crew. It might have been my imagination, but they seemed to look at me with more respect than before. Or maybe I felt more confident. I’d made a real decision, and we were going to push our mission forward despite our adversity. It felt good.

      I picked up my pace toward the stairs. We had to get our supplies ready and go before the sun came up.
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      I’ve convinced the crew to explore northward. Many are already eager to return home, but if King Malaky wishes trade and relations, we have a long way to go. The Zenwey tribes are pleasant people, but they have little to offer. I personally wish to see the other side of the desert. Do strange creatures of myth roam these lands?

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 34 of the Month of Dukes

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      My party trudged through the desert for hours, up and down dunes, sand everywhere in sight. We were fortunate to have set out during the night. Even with the cool air and breeze, my back became sweaty under the weight of a large pack. I couldn’t avoid carrying one this time, as we didn’t have any idea how long it would take to reach a destination, or to fail and return to the ship. It meant packing a lot of water, which was heavy to carry. But we had no idea if we’d set out the right way or if we would cross paths with anyone who lived here.

      But dying of thirst was the least of my problems for now. My back was beginning to give under the weight. I couldn’t keep up the pace the trained soldiers and knights could. The others began to increase their lead in front of me and, eventually, I had to say something. “Hey,” I said. “I need a break.”

      The sheer embarrassment of uttering those words made it difficult enough. I’d expected James to rib me over not being able to keep up. He said nothing. The lack of joking somehow made it far worse. The crew knew I was weaker than them. I hated letting them down.

      “Alright, let’s take a break,” Ethan said, breaking the awkward silence. He stopped in his tracks and set his pack down. “This place is as good as any.”

      “Sounds good. You alright, Zaira?” James said.

      I nodded, letting the pack slip off my back and fall to the sand. James must have taken my plight very seriously to not call me “Zair-bear.” He almost never used my name.

      My embarrassment faded quickly with the relief of having the pack off my shoulders. I let out a deep sigh. James sat atop his pack, and I followed his lead with mine. My feet were just as happy as the rest of my body to be relieved of pressure.

      The others sat on their packs along with us. Marina produced a water canteen, one of dozens we carried. She took a swig and passed it around to the rest of us. The stars shone brightly, almost like a blanket of light above us. The breeze was light and refreshing. It had to have been four or five in the morning. The sun would start its ascent in the sky soon enough.

      “How far do we expect to go before turning back for the airship?” Ethan asked.

      I hadn’t planned anything in regards to timing. What was the correct answer to his question? The whole party looked at me expectantly.

      “We’ll see how we do during daytime and monitor our water. When we reach half full, that’s when we should turn back,” I said. Those words came out sounding much surer of myself than I was in reality. Speaking orders came more easily for me than it had a couple of months ago. Maybe I was getting the hang of this command thing.

      “Sounds good.” Ethan peered into the distance in front of us. “We may not find anything, even in that time.”

      “I don’t see any signs of life other than insects,” Babington said.

      Marina winced. “I need to step away for a moment,” she said. Without stopping for anyone’s approval, she walked away from us.

      It reminded me of when she’d disappeared on my first mission with her. When she’d gone to betray us to the Wyranth and given our location away. But there would be no Wyranth here. Should I go with her? I moved to stand.

      Dr. du Clockhand held up a palm to signify me to stop. “No, I’ll go.” She stood and hurried after Marina.

      “Wonder what that’s about,” Fox said, peering after the ladies as they disappeared into the darkness.

      “Women.” James shrugged.

      “I will smack you,” I warned him.

      Everyone laughed.

      The joking served to lighten the mood, and we fell back into conversation for a while. I got to know Fox and Babington better. They were enlisted men with a lot of battle experience on the front lines of our war with the Wyranth. They told us some of their war stories, which were exciting enough by themselves, but I couldn’t help but glance in the direction Dr. du Clockhand and Marina had gone. I hoped they were okay.

      “I still remember the first time I went into combat,” Fox said. “The helmet they gave me was too big and it kept slipping over my eyes—”

      He paused when ground rumbled beneath us. It felt a lot like the earthquakes back in Rislandia. I clutched the pack beneath me, but it didn’t do much to keep me steady.

      “Whoa,” Ethan said.

      When the shaking subsided, I took a moment to compose myself. “Is the entire world shaking?”

      “Well, you did say this is the land of giants from legends,” James said. “If they burrowed into the ground here as they burrowed into Devil’s Mountain, wouldn’t it be the same?”

      “Yeah, that makes sense.” My eyes widened, as I considered the fact that there were still earthquakes going on back home. “The ones in Rislandia City haven’t subsided, even though we destroyed the creature in that mountain.”

      “Now that you mention it, I always thought it was strange that we determined the creature so far away was shaking our city. That means there’s another giant burrowed in our country, maybe two. Plainsroad Village isn’t that close to Rislandia City or the Wyranth Empire, and it shook,” James said.

      “We came all this way and we might have had what we were looking for back home.” I frowned. I should have realized weeks ago that the quakes continuing were due to something more than natural occurrences. But then, no one else in the city had thought it was anything other than normal. Quakes were a part of life for a long time. Were they all due to giants? I couldn’t help but wonder, but I was no scientist. It would be a job for someone else to determine upon our return.

      This ground trembled under us again, thrashing more violently this time.

      James grabbed his pack and hurried to his feet. “Guys, I don’t think we should stay around here much longer.”

      “I agree,” Fox said, slipping his arms through his pack straps.

      We all put our packs back on. The two knights picked up the ones the other women had left. This time the trembling didn’t subside. It shook everything, making it difficult to move. In fact, it felt like the sand was shifting from underneath us.

      I looked down. The sand was giving way. We were sinking in it. “What, by Malaky—”

      James grabbed me by the arm and tugged me to the side. The others hurried to stand.

      “Hey!” I protested, but it was a good thing he grabbed me when he did. The ground sank to incredible depths, and more sand filled in over it. If he hadn’t moved me, I would have been buried by at least ten feet, maybe more.

      The sand followed a similar pattern every few feet. The dune looked like it bulged at points, and then sank back in on itself. The trembles were constant. “I don’t think this is one of our giants. The one we saw couldn’t move.”

      “It’s something,” Ethan said.

      At first it looked like the heaving and sinking sand was moving away from us, but then it circled back.

      “Whatever it is, it’s coming for us!” Sergeant Babington said.

      “Hold still!” A voice boomed.

      I glanced to the top of the nearest dune. Someone stood there, cloaked with a long, flowing robe with a hood concealing his features. He held a rod in his hand, which he lifted high. The top of it had some orb which flickered with electricity inside. It lit his figure so I could see his robes were red, but shadows still concealed his face.

      It was impossible to tell if this were friend or foe, but with how he managed to sneak up on us, if he wanted us dead, we surely would be.

      “Do as he says,” I said in a snap decision.

      Everyone held their places.

      The rumbling came closer to us, and the sand began to sink near my feet again. Whatever this man was going to do, I hoped he’d do it fast. The commandos trained their guns on the ground and fired a couple of blasts. It didn’t seem to do any good other than to hit the sand.

      Electricity surged from the orb at the top of the dune. Bolts of purple and blue spread across the sand. My feet tingled, and my body shook in a far different way than it had from the quake. My heart fluttered, almost like it stopped briefly and restarted again. I gasped and placed a hand on my chest. The electricity spread further, onto a couple of dunes beyond as it dissipated like an ocean wave hitting the shore.

      The ground stopped its caving. The rumbling didn’t quite cease, but it grew less intense.

      Something hissed so loud it was almost a roar, but the sound was unmistakable. It chilled me to the bone. Less than a dozen feet from me, the ground gave way, much more deeply than it had before. If it had done so closer to us, we would have fallen to our dooms, buried alive. Whatever the man at the top of the dune had done, it had changed the course of the sand quakes.

      A snake as big as a house slithered from the hole. It jumped into the air, hissing and screeching.

      The man on the top of the dune redirected his staff, pointing the tip from the other side of the orb directly at the snake. Lightning shot from the staff toward it. The snake was lit up by the electric charge. I could almost see its insides when the bolts connected, a faint, dark bone structure amidst the bright light.

      The snake cried out with its epic hiss again, then flopped onto the sand. A mound of sand flew into the air, rocking us where we stood. This time, the creature slithered away as quickly as it could.

      The shaking stopped, though my body felt frazzled from whatever jolt of electricity the man on the dune had sent through the ground. The commandos didn’t miss a beat, pressing forward and pointing their guns at the man who had just saved us.

      “Hold on!” I said.

      The commandos stopped but didn’t lower their guns. James and Ethan flanked me.

      Marina and Dr. du Clockhand appeared from over another sand dune. “What’s going on?” Dr. du Clockhand called over to us. It caused the commandos to swivel their guns in the women’s direction. My people were so jumpy, but then, they had every reason to be.

      I used the opportunity to trudge through the sand past the commandos toward the man on the dune. “Hello! I’m a traveler to this land. Thank you for saving us from that creature,” I spoke the words slowly, placing a hand on my heart when I gave my thanks.

      The man watched me for a moment and came forward. I didn’t look back at my crew behind me or the women coming over to join them.

      “Hello,” the man said. His voice was deep, raspy, and as I finally saw his face, I noted a gray beard tucked into his cloak. He had a couple of deep wrinkles beneath his eyes and thick eyebrows.

      “You do speak our language,” I said. “I’m Baron Zaira von Monocle, and this is my crew.” I motioned behind me.

      “Juiyan,” the man said. Apparently, he was a man of few words. I wondered how he’d get on with Harkerpal.

      “The pleasure is ours, Juiyan. We were sent by a wise woman at the coast.” I pointed back toward the way we came. “She claimed a great wizard resided in the desert, one who knew of giants in this land?” I spoke slowly, not wanting to agitate the fellow who shot lightning from his staff. “Is that you?”

      Juiyan stared in the direction I pointed. He nodded. “Some have called me such. Come with me.”

      I turned back to my crew, giving the commandos the best “I told you so” look I could possibly muster. I could tell by their eyes they were irritated with me, but they said nothing. “Come on, we’ve found our first hints of civilization. I think we should go with him. Someone catch up Marina and Dr. du Clockhand on what just happened while we walk.” With that, I jogged over to Juiyan.

      He led us without so much as a word. The chatter behind us died after we informed the women of what had happened while they were gone. I still didn’t know what Marina’s problem was, but she didn’t look terribly happy. Was it something to do with the giant blood coursing through her veins? I didn’t want to ask such a personal question in front of a stranger.

      After a while, all the sand dunes began to look the same. The sun crept up over the horizon, first as a little trickle of light, and before long, the giant ball of fire itself. It shone a bright white over the sands, which burned my eyes and made it difficult to see. I thought about the large snake we’d just seen. It was crazy, in retrospect. Had anyone else back home ever seen anything like it? Was this the land of giants? “Juiyan,” I said, breaking some of the awkward silence while we walked. “Do you know of giants?”

      “I’ve heard tales, but not seen one,” he said.

      “Would you mind telling what you know?”

      His face tightened, as if he were annoyed by the questioning. “Old tomes say this was once a fertile land, very unlike what we have now. The giants were said to have inhabited this place. They came down from the Mitis Mountain Range.” He shook his head. “I haven’t thought of giants in a long time. The tomes are in the old language, I have to think on it.”

      “You hear that?” I looked back at the crew over my shoulder. “We’re on the right track. Probably closer than we thought.” Interested, I kept pace with Juiyan. “Can you tell us more? What are you doing out in the desert? It doesn’t seem like a very hospitable place.”

      Maybe it was too many questions, but Juiyan stopped in his tracks. He stared at the sand in front of us for a long time. The rest of my crew gathered around him.

      “I think you annoyed him, Zair-bear,” James said.

      I shot James a glare. My look shut him right up.

      Juiyan drew a line and a half circle in the sand in front of us. I wasn’t sure what he was doing, but I considered all he’d said during the journey.

      I was curious, however, at his strange ways, and of the power he displayed from his staff. “How do you do your magic?”

      “There are not many who can stand living this desert. It takes many resources, and many of those in the primitive areas of Zenwey would call our survival technology magic. But you airship riders know full well that all technology looks like magic to the untrained eye, eh?”

      He was starting to make me feel a little uncomfortable. I couldn’t quite place it, but those were the most words he’d given in any response to what I’d said. I tried to keep my expression as cool and impassive as possible. “I didn’t say anything about an airship.”

      “Surely you did,” Juiyan said. He drew another symbol in the sand with his staff.

      “I didn’t,” I said, stepping backward by habit. The worst thing I could do would be to look too nervous.

      “Ah, well, I saw it in the sky before you began walking. As I said, not many brave these deserts. The daytime gets too oppressive, as you soon would have found had I not saved you from the gagantemidae.”

      What he implied was frightening. He’d been following us for hours, and not one of us noticed. Not my commandos back on the ship, nor the ones with me or my knights. “I thank you for your efforts, but what do you want with us?”

      Instead of answering, he drew a third symbol in the dirt. This time, the ground trembled, and sand began to fall into what looked like a pit. I was getting very sick of quakes. Whether in Rislandia or here, it typically spelled one thing for my crew: trouble.

      The ground shook for far longer than before. I heard a sound like gears ticking, which reminded me of the sound of the turbine engines starting up on the Liliana. These gears ticked more slowly, but also more loudly. There was some contraption embedded in the ground. Whatever it was began to make its way upward from below the surface.

      Stone walls shot upward, four rooms equidistant from each other with a top deck. There were windows in it. Was this his version of an airship? More of the contraption protruded from the ground, and I could see the pulleys and gears on the sidewalls driving the movement. Sand flowed and melted away as it kept getting bigger. A full story of building came into view, filling the area of the aperture in the sand. And then one more. When it finished its ascent, a large gate was in front of us.

      I looked upward. The sun was hidden behind the giant towers of this building, a castle in the sand. It was made of large stones, each about as tall as a man and as wide across, and they blended perfectly with the color of the sand. It had been concealed beneath desert, the perfect camouflage. No wonder this wizard was able to track and follow us so well. He knew how to hide himself like he knew how to hide his domicile.

      The gates to the castle opened into a large narthex, covered so sand wouldn’t get inside. But it was as ornately decorated as any of the rooms in King Malaky’s palace. Different designs, to be sure, and with tapestries that looked more like rugs on the walls than paintings. Sculptures made of brass that looked like they represented stars hanging in the sky. It was breathtaking.

      Juiyan motioned his staff forward. “Please, come inside before it becomes too warm outside to be comfortable. We will lower the castle to be out of reach of the sun’s rays,” he said.

      I looked back to my people, who seemed as amazed by this hidden castle as I was. Ethan shrugged at me, and I took that to mean he didn’t have a reason to say no to Juiyan. I led the way into the castle, and the others followed. The entrance doors closed behind us. The castle shook again as it sank back underground.
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      There’s a castle in the middle of the desert. I sent a landing party, but no one answered. What a strange place. How do they get their water or food? It gets so hot here, it’d be impossible to survive without some kind of outside assistance.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 35 of the Month of Dukes

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      Juiyan led us into a reception area. It was nice and cool inside. Several servants hovered, tending to us. They poured pitchers of some fruit juice I’d never heard of. James wouldn’t let me taste it at first, in case it was poisoned. He brought the glass to his lips to try it. “By Malaky, that’s good,” he said, licking his lips.

      “I would not go to the trouble of such machinations after saving you from the gagantemidae. I wish you in good health, this I swear,” Juiyan said.

      James laughed. “I just told her that ‘cause I wanted to try it first.”

      I nudged James in the side with my elbow. He’d been so good lately, and I didn’t want him to turn back to his childish ways.

      “Oof.” He rubbed the spot but winked at me.

      “Please,” Juiyan said, motioning to several chairs and a sofa. “Make yourselves at home.”

      Servants poured the rest of us glasses of the fruit juice. There was a small fireplace at the end of the room, but it wasn’t lit. Instead of painted art, Juiyan had tapestries and sculptures. The room was lit by gas lamps in the corners that kept the room dim like the stars shining at nighttime in the desert.

      “If you’ll excuse me for a moment,” Juiyan said. He turned and left the room.

      We were left by ourselves, save for the servants, who didn’t seem to pay much heed to us other than to refill our drinks. Some came back later with small snacks comprised of ground nuts in a fruit they called dates. We ate them, and they tasted delicious.

      “I don’t like the feel of this,” James said after a while.

      “Now you tell us,” I said, seated in a chair across from him. We’d been lounging and snacking for more than an hour. But what could we have done? We were stuck out in the desert by ourselves. I rolled my eyes. “He knows something of giants, and we need to get that information.”

      “Agreed,” Dr. du Clockhand said. “Even if this is a strange environment. We should move quickly, however.”

      I glanced from her to Marina, who darted her eyes away from me almost immediately. “Something’s wrong. Isn’t there?”

      “We shouldn’t cause Marina any undue stress,” Dr. du Clockhand interjected.

      “No, it’s okay,” Marina said. She turned to the other woman. “You can tell her.”

      Dr. du Clockhand sighed. “During our walk, our last vial of giant’s blood broke in her pack. We’re out of the samples we acquired, and Marina is past due for her next dose. When we were walking, she said she felt the rage tugging inside of her, but it was different here than it felt back in Rislandia.”

      “I felt like I was being torn in different directions. I still do. A persistent tug like someone’s got their hands inside of me and is pulling my body apart,” Marina said.

      “That’s not good,” I said, biting my lip. What could we do? The information Juiyan had was all the more pressing. I stood from my seat, determined to do something.

      “Where are you going?” Daniel asked.

      “I’m going to go find him,” I said.

      The two commandos stood, but I motioned for them to stop. “No, let’s not come off as aggressive. Juiyan doesn’t like talking, but maybe alone I can get something out of him.”

      My people didn’t like my plan, I could see it in their eyes, but no one argued with me. I really must be getting the knack of this decisiveness thing. At least I felt pretty confident. Using one of the metal sculptures as a mirror, I adjusted my hair before heading out of the room and into the main hallway.

      One of Juiyan’s servants stopped me, a tall man who was well built. “Where are you headed?”

      “I want to speak to Juiyan.”

      “You’ll wait, and I’ll see if he is willing to be disturbed.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “He’s locked us in here, the least he could do is talk to me,” I said.

      The servant huffed and turned back down the hallway. I ignored his instructions to stay put and followed. He didn’t stop me.

      We headed to an enclosed stairwell, which wound to one of the upper levels. It seemed like one of the towers, but I couldn’t be sure from inside. The windows only revealed the metal plating of the contraption that lifted the castle out of the dirt.

      The servant ushered me into a room comprised of gears, levers, devices, and a number of strange-looking contraptions. Juiyan rocked in a chair in front of a control board as he adjusted dials. Steam shot out from piping when he did, but dissipated a moment later. His staff stood upright in a small hole in the flooring. It glowed and pulsed.

      “Master,” the servant said.

      Juiyan spun around, his chair swiveling in our direction. “What is it? Why is one of the guests up here? I could have been—” He stopped and shook his head. “Never mind, it doesn’t matter. Baron von Monocle, how might I help you?”

      The servant gave a strange-looking salute with a straight palm and walked away. I stepped forward, nervous to be intruding into this room. This was Juiyan’s domain, and he knew the inner workings of all the devices in here. If he wanted to hurt me, I would be at his mercy. “My people are struggling. We need more information on the giants.”

      Juiyan frowned, wrinkles showing around the corners of his lips. “I told you of the tomes. I know little more, but I know of others who do.”

      “I don’t mean to be so blunt, but there are people who are going to die, or worse, will fall into torment and insanity if you don’t help us. You may not be in a hurry, but we are!” I said, stamping my feet. I sounded desperate, like I was throwing a tantrum, but the short way Juiyan spoke infuriated me, and I didn’t have time for it.

      He stared at me for a long while with an unreadable expression. I wished I was able to get a glimmer of anything more from him. “There are others who know more. You will find them soon.” With those words, which offered little more help to me, he stood. “Travel through the sands during the day is inadvisable. If you had been caught out there, the sun’s rays would have cooked you alive. If the gagantemidae didn’t pull you underground and feast on you. We will wait until tomorrow. For now, enjoy yourself. Rest. There are plenty of rooms in this castle and plenty of beds.”

      I considered for a moment. With James’s uneasy feeling, this strange room, and the odd sense Juiyan was keeping us here, I didn’t like his proposition. But I also didn’t have much choice. “I’ll tell my crew.”

      “Very good,” he said. “You know the way back? I have more work to do here to keep this castle running.”

      I nodded.

      Juiyan turned back around to his control board and resumed his work.

      With nothing more to say, I made my way back down the winding stairs. Part of me wanted to explore the castle, to see what else there was in here, but Juiyan told me it would just be more rooms. I was tired from the earlier day’s battle, dealing with those giant bat creatures, and running across the desert. Even with the sleep I’d had on the ship, I wasn’t caught up. I could probably sleep for a few more days. The thought of sleeping caused me to yawn as I returned to my people in the reception room.

      “What’d he say?” James asked before I’d even entered the room.

      I sighed from the hallway. “Juiyan says we shouldn’t travel the deserts during the day. It’s dangerous. I tend to trust him on that, if nothing else. He says there are others who know of giants in this area, which is our best lead. He thinks it’s best we should rest here and offered us rooms.”

      “I could use a rest,” Marina said, her voice sounding weaker than usual.

      “Me as well,” Dr. du Clockhand said.

      None of the men echoed agreements, but they all had somber looks on their faces. I wanted to tell them we couldn’t fight our way through everything. Sometimes snacks, a rest, and talking would do just fine. I chuckled to myself.

      “What?” Sergeant Babington asked.

      “Nothing,” I said. “If there’s no disagreement, then it’s settled. We’ll stay here.”

      As if hearing me, the larger servant in the hall appeared from a side door along with several other servants. He bowed his head toward me. “Madame, if you would allow us to escort you to your rooms?”

      “Of course,” I said. “Men and women in separate rooms, if you would be so kind.” I wanted to make sure we maintained propriety in front of these people we didn’t know.

      “There are enough rooms in the castle to host each of you individually, if that would do?”

      I glanced at the others, then back to the servants.

      “I don’t like this, Zair-bear,” James said.

      “I’m inclined to agree,” Ethan said. “Separating wouldn’t be ideal.”

      They’d been tepid this entire time, but Juiyan was our best lead at finding giant’s blood and curing Marina. We had to show some faith in them. I had to make a command decision. This was my role. “That would be excellent,” I said, ignoring the knights’ warnings.

      “Are any of you in need of baths?” the servant asked.

      Those words were enough to get my sweaty, filthy crew to their feet. None protested further. It’d been far too many days since any of us had baths. “I think we’ll take you up on that offer,” I said.
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      We’re coming to the north of the desert, and it’s good to see green again. The people here aren’t so happy to see us, however. They threw spears and cast arrows at both our ship and our landing party. They don’t trust outsiders. I’m afraid we may have very little to offer King Malaky.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 37 of the Month of Dukes

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      The baths drained the energy out of me. I had a good, long soak and did a thorough job of getting all the dirt, sweat, and sand off me and out of my hair, which took some doing. By the time I was out of the bath, my muscles were relaxed and all I wanted to do was sleep. The big servant led me to a room, a modest one with a small bed, but it was comfortable enough. I lost consciousness as soon as I hit the pillow.

      I awoke to someone pulling a cloth bag over my head. My assailant grabbed me by the arms. I screamed and kicked. What was going on?

      The hands that grabbed me were hard and calloused. I couldn’t see a thing through the cloth bag over my head. I heard more screams from the other room. Marina and Dr. du Clockhand, no doubt. Were they taking all the women? No, I heard James cursing. It was all of us. I was dragged out of the room by at least three sets of hands. Whoever was inside the castle, there were a lot of them.

      Was this Juiyan’s plan? I thought I heard his voice further down the hallway, but I couldn’t make out the words. I struggled again and nearly managed to break free of the brutes holding me. They said something in a foreign language, their voices deep. Before I could move again, someone hit me over the head hard enough to knock me out.
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      Something prodded me into consciousness, a stick or something hard that hit my side and made me wince. The cloth bag came off my head, and I tried to focus. It was dark, but we appeared to be outdoors. We were at a higher elevation than several buildings beyond us, a whole city. The buildings had lights coming from them, but there was nothing in the sky—no moon, no stars. Odd.

      When my eyes adjusted, I saw we were surrounded by armed guards, and they weren’t wholly human. Nightmen. Their leader paced in front of us, as if surveying goods instead of people. He said something in their language. Other Nightmen stood by, unarmed, listening to him. They weren’t clad in the Nightmen’s leather battle gear, but finer clothes I couldn’t see much detail in the low light. One of the unarmed Nightmen pointed at Marina. The guards lifted her to her knees, and the Nightman came closer to inspect. He had long fingernails, sharp and contorted. He brought the tip of his nail to her chin to lift her face. Marina squinted and struggled, but the Nightman didn’t react to it. He said something sounding like an agreement and the guards lifted Marina to her feet, carrying her, and following the unarmed Nightman away.

      More unarmed Nightmen stepped forward, and one by one, our crew was subjected to the same scrutiny as Marina. Dr. du Clockhand was taken away next. The men in my party were taken to the side as a group after their inspection, in front of an older Nightman who had some sort of parchment in his hand, which he wrote upon. Once done writing, he led the men in a different direction.

      It left me alone with the leader and several of his guards. He moved closer to me, and I could see he had a scar down his left cheek. The guards pulled me to my feet. I was helpless to resist.

      “Please, we weren’t here to do you any harm,” I said. “We are on a peaceful mission from across the Golgmarsh Ocean, and we are looking for giants’ blood to help our people.” We’d killed several Nightmen in the process, and perhaps this was reparation for that, but I didn’t see any who escaped to warn them of us, unless there had been more in the jungle. Could they have been aware of our transgressions?

      I tried to piece together what had happened while the Nightman leader stared at me and, hopefully, considered what I said. He’d given no indication of understanding our language thus far. But what had occurred? Did Juiyan’s castle get sacked, or had he sold us out to the Nightmen?

      “Your old life is for naught. You are mine now. We purchased you from Juiyan in exchange for our protection over his castle,” the Nightman leader said, finally speaking in words I could understand.

      I blinked. “Huh?” Juiyan had sold us out! I was incensed, but what could I do about it?

      “I own your life. You are my slave. You will work the kitchens as a cleaner. If your work is good, you will be rewarded. If it is bad, you will be punished.” With those words, he turned on his feet. The guards didn’t waste any time, but picked me up by my armpits and carried me after him.

      “I’m no one’s slave. I need to get back to my people. There’s been some kind of mistake!”

      The Nightman leader said nothing further to me, not even his name. The guards carried me down what looked like a pathway across a hilled decline, but everything was made out of igneous rock like the volcano back at the coast. The paths were a little sandier, but nothing adorned the trail to the city.

      The buildings were round in shape, almost like huts, but they were made from stone and rock and had smooth surfaces. There were openings like windows, but with no panes in them. It was warm enough that they probably wanted to circulate air rather than keep the elements out.

      As we traversed through the streets, my arms began to hurt from the way they were carrying me. No one around seemed to pay any attention to us. Several Nightmen moved about the city, along with a scattering of regular humans. It must have not been out of the ordinary to have a girl carried through the streets as a slave. “I can walk myself,” I said, loud enough for their leader to hear.

      He stopped and turned, motioning to his guards, who let me down. “Don’t run,” he said.

      Run to where? I wanted to ask but kept quiet. I couldn’t make heads or tails of wherever we were. I was getting used to the relative darkness, but something still felt so eerie about the place. I didn’t see much cloud cover in the desert the night before, so where did the stars go? As we continued through the city, I glanced upward, trying to get my bearings. There was nothing… or was there?

      I narrowed my eyes, focusing on the sky. Something looked curved about it, the more I stared at it. I had to be careful to keep moving along and not trip. But the sky was certainly curved in an odd shape. And it had ridges on it, and protrusions. My eyes widened. This wasn’t the sky at all, but the top of a giant cavern. We were underneath some sort of igneous rock. “This is a cave,” I said.

      “A hollowed out dormant volcano,” the Nightmen’s leader said. He led us into one of the buildings, a bigger one than many of the others, with several humps all connected together, as if rooms were added as needed.

      The inside was sparse. Their furniture all looked hand-carved, and not by artisans. Stone and wood, a mishmash of whatever they could find rather than any planned decorations. For artistic flare, there were chalk drawings on the wall. As the Nightmen’s leader promised me earlier, he led me into kitchens, large ones.

      He must have been someone important to have to entertain and feed several people.

      All the laborers inside were human, like me. A larger woman, who appeared to be the chief chef, and two younger men under her.

      “This one is for cleaning,” the Nightmen’s leader said of me.

      The chef woman sized me up, huffing. “She’s too scrawny to scrub the floors properly.”

      I opened my mouth to protest the insult but stopped. Did I really want to advocate for my being able to perform hard labor? Still, she underestimated this farm girl-turned-airship-captain.

      “She’s what we received from the new crop. Of the lots I drew, I drew last,” the Nightmen’s leader said.

      “Yes, Master Oyette.”

      “Then I shall leave you,” Oyette said. He spun and departed, his guards along with him. It appeared he trusted us to work. But, as I’d thought before, where would I run to if I had the opportunity?

      The chef tossed me a sopping cloth and pointed to a bucket on the floor across from the countertop. She didn’t give me more of her attention, and resumed chopping vegetables.

      “I don’t see why I should do anything he asks,” I said.

      “Because if you don’t, you’ll be beaten,” the chef said. She didn’t even look up at me. “You’d better get to it.”

      The matter-of-fact way she’d mentioned the beating sent chills down my spine. She wasn’t messing around, nor exaggerating. Her words rang very true, and the prospect of taking such punishment wasn’t something I wanted to test. I dropped to my knees beside the bucket, rag in my hand. It dripped onto the floor.

      The tiles hadn’t been cleaned in a long time. Grime clogged the grout between them. Bits of food and dust were everywhere, and the corners and crevices had gunk from origins I couldn’t even fathom. The tiles were hard and cold to my knees, even through my pants. I was fortunate I hadn’t worn my skirts on this journey. It would have made the misery even worse. I was slightly annoyed that I’d taken my cape off in Juiyan’s castle, but it wasn’t as if the Nightmen would have let me keep it. I had worse things to worry about than lost clothing, however.

      This was bad. Very bad. I was separated from my crew, and I’d have to find them again. Worse, we had no way to contact the Liliana. What would happen when Harkerpal managed to get the ship flying again and we were nowhere to be found? I didn’t know where in the world we were. The rest of my crew would have no clue where to look for us.

      It meant we would have to get out. I didn’t have the faintest idea of how to begin planning such a thing. Ethan might know. I’d have to find him, and the rest of my party for that matter. I scrubbed the floor as I was told. It was hard work, and it made me feel for the deckhands who did similar work aboard the Liliana. At least they were free. If I couldn’t figure a way out of this, free was something I might never be again.
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      Our food stores are running low. We’d expected to be able to trade with the people here. We can keep pressing north for a few more days, but soon, we’ll have to turn back if we can’t find some sort of provisions.
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      The next morning, the chef prodded me awake. I’d been so tired from my first day’s work. All my muscles ached. Despite being fairly active on the Liliana, this kind of toil took it out of me in a different way. I groaned, but she prodded me again. “Okay, okay. I’ll get up,” I muttered.

      Several of the other slaves were stretching and putting their clothes on. I’d slept in the clothes given me, having nothing else to wear.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      The chef shrugged. “We’ve been summoned to the square down the street. Master Oyette wishes to make a demonstration on behalf of the new slaves.”

      It was too early, and my head was too groggy to come up with any explanations for what that could mean. I followed everyone else out the slave quarters, through the main residence, and into the dirt street. Dozens of people gathered, moving toward a large square with multi-story buildings surrounding it. The center had a small pool of water, unadorned by any art. Pure functionality, like most of the rest of what I’d seen of the Nightmen’s city.

      When I arrived, we waited for Oyette to show. More people trickled in. I spotted Marina and Dr. du Clockhand among the crowd, separated from me by several Nightmen and humans alike. None of the men from my crew were present. I thought about going over to the other two ladies, but Oyette’s slaves were all gathered together, and didn’t co-mingle with the others. Drawing undue attention to myself seemed a bad idea. So, I stayed where I was and acknowledged the two women when they saw me.

      The assembled slaves conversed, the volume of the conversation growing until it became a dull roar. Then Oyette made his way through the crowd. People parted for him, allowing him space in the middle of the group. Everyone quieted immediately.

      “Bring forth Wayde!” Oyette shouted.

      Two Nightmen guards brought a haggard man forward. He had a long, unkempt beard, dirt on his face, and tattered clothing. He stumbled into the middle of the crowd. The guards held long staffs that looked a lot like the one I’d seen Juiyan use.

      Oyette paced, circling Wayde. “Slaves, take heed. Wayde refused to do his tasks, refused to report to the mines when ordered. This city cannot function without everyone working their hardest. Our conditions are difficult, and one being slack brings us all down.”

      Wayde stood still, eyes on the ground. He looked too tired to fight.

      “Most of you understand this already, and you are rewarded for your efforts when our fierce warriors bring spoils back from their raids. However, sometimes an example needs to be set.”

      The crowd muttered at his words.

      “Silence!” Oyette shouted.

      Everyone quieted.

      “Wayde, I wish this didn’t have to happen, but you are responsible for your own actions. You are responsible for your own fate.” Oyette lifted his head to the guards with staffs. “Let him be an example for those who fail this great city. Punish him.” Not waiting for the guards to step forward, Oyette walked away in confidence. The crowd parted for him, and he did not spare a glance or any semblance of compassion for his slave.

      The guards moved forward, and their staffs charged with electricity. I remembered the feeling of the electricity through the dilution of the desert. It had given me the most uncomfortable of sensations and made it difficult to breathe. This would not be good.

      In a burst of energy, Wayde tried to run through the parted crowd after Oyette, but he wasn’t fast enough. The guards were on him immediately, and they drilled their staffs into him.

      He screamed. Then he fell to the ground, convulsing.

      I turned away, unable to look on at the horrific torture as a man was broken before us all.
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      We’ve come to a city called Klektiklab. It’s a city of the near-humans we encountered before. The people of this city, at least, didn’t attack us immediately. They seem willing to trade. Their leader, a man by the name of Scattyon, took me to see their games. The entire city crowds into an amphitheater set into the ground, and they watch people beat each other to death. I bit my tongue, but this is the most barbaric thing I’ve ever witnessed.
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      Weeks passed while I toiled in the kitchen cleaning. I lost track of time from the days being so monotonous. Oyette was in and out of his abode but didn’t linger for long at his residence. The chef and the others prepared his and his guests’ meals, but I was rarely assigned to a room anywhere near him. He said I had to earn my place with the staff. It wasn’t a reward I relished.

      They worked me hard, for more hours in a day than I would have posted anyone in my crew. It left my muscles even sorer than the first day, having had no time to recover. My knees hurt from being on the floor and my back ached from the awful position I had to be in. My body couldn’t take many more days of the kind of abuse I’d been forced to put it through.

      I found myself thinking about Toby, worrying. I hadn’t adequately prepared the crew for my extended absence. He must be so panicked aboard the airship. Harkerpal would check on him, though. The thoughts of Toby kept me up at night, exacerbating my weariness as the days dragged on.

      At least the chef warmed to me over the course of those days. It seemed she really wanted to make sure the work was getting done. Little else mattered to her. Her name was Cappa, and she came from the opposite side of Zenwey. She’d never heard of Rislandia or of the Areth continent where I was from. Her two assistants, Mykah and Joedin, were pleasant enough fellows as well, but their companionship didn’t give me much solace.

      The problem was, the daily hard labor left me too worn out to do much investigating into this strange Nightman city. It was big. The streets were lit by gas lamps that brightened during the day hours, but not enough to give a good clue as to the direction of the exits to the giant cavern. Of the errands I’d run, I never reached its edge, though I once saw the inclined ridge where I’d first been introduced to the area. Several of the bat-gliders came to and from the cavern, flying in circles. I thought I’d worked out the direction they were flying, but an aerial entrance might not be the same as one for pedestrians. In my mind, I made a map of everything I saw, trying to memorize it in case the need arose.

      But I found myself falling fast asleep on my hammock in the servants’ quarters each night. We had very little free time, and it meant I never made any attempts to find my crew. I’d been so resolved the first day I’d come to this place, but I found my determination slipping as each day passed. My hope disappeared into the monotony of my labor routine.

      My body adjusted to the hard labor, however. I wasn’t so weary in the morning when I entered the kitchen to help clean the dishes the cooks had already prepared.

      Oyette entered, along with two of his guards. “We will be taking our lunch in the arena today. I have eight guests who need to be prepared for.”

      “No problem,” Cappa said.

      Oyette departed. He didn’t look at or acknowledge me on his way out.

      “Girl,” Cappa said. “There is a cart in the store room. Fill it with eating utensils and napkins for ten. I know he said eight, but better to be over-prepared than under. We’ll finish the meal preparation here, and you will deliver the food to the arena.”

      “I don’t know where it is,” I said.

      “You can’t miss it.”

      I knew better than to ask for help or to argue further. The prior days had given me enough of a clue as to the lack of help I’d receive in any capacity here. Instead, I turned and did as I was commanded. Oyette’s large home was easy to navigate, and the store room was close to the kitchen, filled to the brim with tools and dining ware. The cart was thankfully in front, making it easy to pull out of the room and load. The food wouldn’t be ready for several more minutes, so I took a break in the storeroom to collect myself.

      I’d still seen no sign of the others since the day I’d watched Wayde beaten in the square. Going to this arena, I might have an opportunity to search for them. The Nightmen gave a surprising amount of leeway to their slaves. No guards followed me on any of the errands I’d been assigned to thus far. It made sense, as escape from this giant cavern would be a monumental feat.

      Even so, my nerves prevented me from veering too far off the main street. The warning of the beatings still clung in my head, as did the image of Wayde being broken.

      When the food was ready, I was summoned in, and the chefs loaded the cart. “Head down the main thoroughfare until you reach the end. The arena is a large amphitheater. Most of the city will be there if there is an event going on,” Cappa said. “You might even be allowed to watch some of the fun.”

      I nodded and situated myself to push the cart. I couldn’t imagine what she meant by fun, but if I was able to take a small break from my duties, it would be welcome. Perhaps I would even see some of my crew at the arena. The prospect filled me with excitement, the first of any positive emotion I’d had since coming here.

      When I made it outside, I saw dozens of people in the streets. It was busier than I’d ever seen the city, and everyone headed in the same direction. The population was an even mix of humans and Nightmen, and the mood was joyful. The humans were dressed far less ornately than their Nightmen counterparts in very simple, rough fabric, frayed at the edges. No sign of anyone from my crew as of yet.

      It took longer than usual to make my way down the streets, as the closer I came to the arena, the more the thoroughfare became congested. When I finally arrived, a large structure loomed in front of me. It had entrances all around it, and a gated area leading a large pod-shaped building. Several of the crowd commented on the food on my cart, making jokes about stealing it. I laughed and ignored them along my way. Dozens of Nightmen stood guard of the arena, who I assumed were ushers of some sort. I approached one.

      “I am here to deliver lunch to Oyette and his party,” I said.

      “The councilmen,” the Nightman said. “Of course. Follow me.”

      He led me around to a different passageway and into a small room with several mechanical gears. I stepped onto a platform, pulling my cart on with me. He pulled a lever which caused the platform to rise, making several ticking noises with each movement. The platform was crude and shook me, but it was an effective means of transportation. We reached an upper level and the Nightman pulled the lever again to stop the device.

      The platform stopped in front of an opening to another hallway, which led out into the arena proper. We were up fairly high, and I could see everyone down below. The arena was a bowl made of concrete, with several lines of raised platforms to sit. It didn’t look particularly comfortable, but no one complained. There was one platform protruding from the crowd into a dirt pit below. It had gears and pulleys like the one I’d just ridden on. The Nightman usher led me to four boxes of seats and tables, decorated in luxurious silk cloths. The boxes were all full of Nightmen, and the seats below were beginning to fill as well.

      Oyette was in the end box, along with several of his guests. Oddly, one of those was a human who wore Nightman attire. He was a slender man. The clothes that fit the stronger Nightman race dangled loosely on him. He had brown hair and a thin brown goatee that fit his face rather nicely, providing a handsome, distinguished look to him. That surprised me. Were some of us not slaves? I’d never seen a human treated as anything but property. Though he conversed with the Nightmen, he looked in my direction. I caught his eye and smiled.

      The Nightman usher pulled the cart into the box. “Councilmen, your food has arrived, along with a slave to attend you.” He bowed and left me there.

      Oyette motioned me over. “This is my newest slave. She’s worked very hard, according to the kitchen staff. She’ll be serving us today,” he said to the others.

      I received some curt acknowledgements before they returned to their conversations. Instead of waiting to be ordered, I set up the food in a manner easy enough for them to take what they desired and placed the cart behind the box so it would be out of the way.

      When I turned to re-enter their box, the human was in front of me. I nearly ran into him.

      “Sorry,” I said, turning my head away from him.

      “Don’t be, I surprised you,” he said. “You’re new here? You’re lucky Oyette took you in. Some of the others aren’t so kind to fresh slaves.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say to that. What did he want from me? “He works us hard,” I said diplomatically.

      “I was able to get one from the new batch who came in, as well. She says her name’s Marina?”

      I froze from the excitement of hearing her name and turned back to him. “Marina?”

      “You know her?”

      “She’s one of my—” I stopped myself, having been about to tell him of my crew. How much should I be telling people about my crew, or my ship? If they knew of the Liliana, they might try to find my people and take more slaves. “Friends. She’s one of my friends,” I said. “Is she here?”

      The man shook his head. “I had work for her in my lab. She’s a very smart person.”

      “Yeah,” I said. I wanted to tell him about the giants’ blood, and how she needed help. But if he knew there was a problem, or that she was dangerous, what would happen to her? I didn’t know enough about these people to make any assumptions.

      “Is this your first time to the arena?” the man asked.

      “Mm hmm.”

      “You’re in for a treat. My name’s Rhys.”

      A loud horn blew from below.

      “Come on,” Rhys said, motioning to the box. “Oyette should let you watch most of the festivities. You won’t want to miss it.”

      As I reentered the box, I peered below. Everyone in the box had their eyes glued to several people entering the arena from an opening on one end. More horns blew, some carried flags, and others walked out.

      A Nightman stepped onto the platform in the center. He pulled on the lever, and it lifted into the air. He could survey everything below. His clothes glowed with a pulsing blue light. It was incredible to watch.

      “We celebrate arena day with epic battles and festivities,” he said. His voice seemed to come from everywhere. “You will see the spoils of our latest victories and be astounded!” I looked around and noted receivers lining the boxes and the entire top of the arena. He must have had a communications device like the one I had on the Liliana, except amplified to quite a degree. “Bring forth the contestants who will do battle and prove themselves among our people!”

      The crowd cheered.

      From the opening, came two people. One looked like a Nightman. He wore some leather armor over his shoulders with brass beads over it. His legs were bare, as were his arms and head. He had a long sword in one hand, which he dragged behind him as he made his way to the center of the arena.

      The other was a human, dressed in the same attire as the other, but it was someone I recognized clearly. Sergeant Babington.

      My heart sank in my chest. I had a bad feeling about these arena games.
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      The crew doesn’t trust these people. I don’t trust these people. But we have come to an accommodation for provisions. We need to get out of here soon.
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      The crowd cheered as the two men stepped forward with their weapons ready. Sergeant Babington and his Nightman counterpart looked up to the officiator on the platform.

      “Today, we are treated with a new outsider to test his might against our favorite champion, Takala!”

      Cheers grew into a roar around the arena. Even I, as a person used to the constant sound of airship turbines, was intimidated by the noise. Everyone in the box ignored me, focused on the games below. I could have easily slipped away, but one of my crew was down there on the arena floor. I’d never felt so helpless.

      “To help keep their wits strong in battle, we’ve brought battle potions to the contestants. The potions will keep the fear from them and keep them sharp as our brave warriors who go out into the blasted lands and bring home spoils for our people. When they receive the potion, we will have a moment of silence to honor those who have fallen in combat in the outer-world.”

      The arena became deathly silent. I didn’t dare move while I watched Sergeant Babington and Takala receive their round potion bottles, which each of them drank. Even from this distance, I could tell my commando hesitated ingesting the liquid. Were these concoctions the same the Wyranth soldiers had back home? Those were meant to aid in combat, to make the soldiers battle more ferociously. It sounded very similar. I would have to try to get my hands on some.

      The attendants cleared from the arena, leaving Sergeant Babington standing opposite Takala. The officiator dropped his hands, and both the warriors’ swords sparked with electricity, glowing in the darkened cavern, even with the soft light hitting the arena from lampposts above.

      “Let the battle begin!” the officiator said. The crowd cheered again.

      Takala flicked his sword into a pose where it showed off his muscular form. He had veins protruding from his biceps, which his sparse armor didn’t cover. The armor appeared to be more for show than actual use, leaving wide spots of flesh exposed on the warriors. More sparks flew off Takala’s sword, dwindling onto the dirt below.

      Sergeant Babington circled the Nightman warrior. He was both shorter and less defined than Takala, though judging from the weight of the pack he carried on our journey, he was no slouch. My crew had some of the best training and experience out there, but we were also used to assaulting from the air. There was no deception or element of surprise in this single combat.

      Neither warrior swung a blow for the first minute. They sized each other up, circled, and feinted movements forward. The crowd became all the more tense and chanted for action.

      Takala finally broke the stalemate. He swung his sword hard, as if to slice Sergeant Babington in two. It left the Nightman completely open to retaliation through an exposed torso, but Babington was forced to block the blow. Babington raised his blade above his head, holding it steady against the descending weapon. He held firm for a time, arms outstretched, while Takala pushed downward.

      Babington’s arms shook, and his defense began to waver. Before Takala’s blade could fall, he kicked the large Nightman in the gut, forcing him back. Takala’s blade fell to the dirt.

      It allowed Babington to press forward. Takala recovered quickly and met Babington’s blade with his own. He growled at Babington. It caused the crowd to erupt in a cheer.

      I winced. The crowd was hostile, and the Nightman was bigger, more ferocious. Babington was fighting for his life, but he wasn’t fighting with the desire to kill. If I could see it from this high up, it meant he was in all the more trouble.

      Rhys turned his head toward me. He had a sympathetic expression on his face. Did he know how it pained me to watch this? I forced a small smile in his direction.

      He stepped back from the rest of the group. “As a woman, you probably aren’t used to such savagery. It’s the sport around here. You get used to it over time,” he said.

      I wanted to protest about my experiences, but I kept myself silent again. Betraying too much information about my crew could still be problematic, even if Rhys seemed friendly enough. “I don’t want to see my friend hurt,” I said.

      “Understandable.” Rhys peered out into the arena.

      The two warriors’ swords clashed together again, hissing as the electricity amplified the contact. The men crossed blades two more times in softer blows.

      “Your friend is at a severe disadvantage. Takala is one of the best fighters,” he said.

      “When do they stop the match?” I asked.

      “When one of them dies.”

      My heart sank. The blood drained from my face. Was there nothing I could do to prevent this? Takala advanced on Babington. He kept swinging aggressively, pushing my crewman back farther and farther, until the wall stopped him from retreating further.

      “No,” I said, louder than I should have. Some of the Nightmen in the box turned, to see what the commotion was, but quickly returned their gazes to the battle.

      Another hard blow knocked Babington’s sword from his hands. He balled his fists, but he was helpless against Takala and his electric sword.

      Takala raised his blade above his head, swinging it in a circle and roaring as if he were a lion. The crowd loved every moment of it, erupting in cries of, “Finish him!”

      He didn’t spare another moment. Babington looked so tired, he didn’t even seem all that panicked when Takala’s blade came for his neck.

      I turned away. I didn’t want to see it. I could hear the electricity buzzing and the crowd cheering, but I wanted to vomit. This was so brutal, so awful. Babington was a good member of my crew. By Malaky, I’d barely gotten to know him. It was a shame. I didn’t know if he had a family back home, or anything about him, really. He’d always seemed pleasant enough. I vowed that, when I returned to the Liliana, I would make a point to get to know each member of the crew better, even if it took me forever.

      Tears streaked down my cheeks. I didn’t fight them as they came. I had no pretenses to keep up here. I was a slave, worked from waking until sleep, and I’d just lost a friend. I didn’t care what the Nightmen thought of me.

      Rhys laid a hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he said, voice nearly a whisper.

      “Well then, I had hoped the newcomer would put up more of a fight,” Oyette said.

      “Drayum purchased him, did he not? He’s not the best trainer,” one of the other Nightmen said.

      “I’d be interested to see what Yokum’s humans do against Takala. When are they set to battle?”

      “The first is in a week. Takala is due rewards first,” Oyette said.

      The other Nightman frowned. “Our war parties will be in the outer-world seeking more supplies then.”

      Oyette shrugged. “Such is the way of things. Sport and fun comes second to survival.” He laughed. “I only wish I’d placed some silver on this match. Even with the bad odds, it was easy to choose.” He snapped his fingers. “Girl, clean up,” he said, pointing to the used food plates, but only sparing the slightest of effort to look at me. He had no compassion to him.

      “Yes, sir,” I said, moving to perform my duty. I wiped my tears on my sleeve and picked up after the Nightmen. They socialized for a while longer and cleared from the box. By the time I was done, I was alone. The usher didn’t return to show me out. I’d have to go myself. The work was something to focus on, but I couldn’t help but think about the gruesome death of my crewman. It served no purpose. Slaughtering humans was mere sport for these sick creatures.

      The cart was easier to push with less food weight on it, even though the dirty dishes clanged annoyingly over the bumpy flooring. I pushed it out of the box and found myself surprised to see Rhys. I swallowed, finding a lump in my throat from being so tired and upset, but my mouth was too dry to speak.

      “Are you holding up okay?” Rhys asked. “I could see your friend meant a lot to you.”

      I nodded. “I… have to get back to the kitchens before I’m in trouble.”

      “They won’t miss you too much. The other councilmen went to the tavern to celebrate and drink,” Rhys said. He walked along with me, over to the platform, and down to the lower level after it had arrived. Most of the people had already exited, making the way out much easier than it had been getting inside.

      “Why didn’t you go with the others?” I asked.

      Rhys shrugged. “I wanted to make sure you were okay. I don’t like seeing women in pain.”

      “I’m just a slave.”

      He laughed. “So was I once. It took considerable effort to get to where I am. I’m the only human among the council.”

      “I noticed.” I’d been curious about him, but now I barely wanted to talk. Babington’s death still loomed over me. My shoulders were so tight they hurt.

      We made no more conversation as we walked down the main thoroughfare. Eventually, Rhys paused. I glanced over to him.

      “This is my estate,” he said, pointing to a circular building. It had smoke coming from its chimney—no doubt his own staff was hard at work inside. “If you ever need anything, I’ll do my best to help. Oyette is fair, but hard. You should do well if you work as you did today.”

      “Thanks,” I said, but it came out sounding insincere.

      Rhys nodded to me. “Of course. Now I should return to my own work. Always something to be doing.” He turned to head into his home when the door opened in front of him.

      In a servant’s garb, standing in his doorway with a basket of blankets in her hand, stood Marina.
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      Betrayed! They’ve stolen my airship. The crew and I are stuck, but we’ve been in worse situations before. Never this far away from home, however. Fortunately, I have people around me I can count on.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 43 of the Month of Dukes

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      “Baronette?” Marina asked, dropping her basket onto the ground and rushing toward me.

      I ignored my cart, leaving it in the middle of the street. I pulled her into a tight embrace. “I’m so glad to see you,” I said.

      Marina side-glanced at Rhys. “Likewise. I see you met my, ah, employer?”

      I nodded. “Has everything been okay?”

      “As well as can be, given we’re prisoners.”

      “What about with the…” I trailed off, motioning my head toward her in hopes she would understand I meant her serum addiction. Rhys didn’t need to know more than he had to, in my opinion. The strange councilman didn’t come close to us, or appear to be listening, but it never hurt to remain prudent.

      “No incidents so far. I feel… a little angry, but it might be from the stress of being here. I don’t know,” Marina said. “The work hasn’t been all that bad. Rhys does some amazing things. I think he trusts me. At some point, we should talk.”

      I wanted to complain about my hard work. It wasn’t abusive, but scrubbing floors and cleaning up after chefs was about the worst work I could imagine. It made me long for being back on the farm, which I never could have imagined since inheriting my airship. The fields were hard work, but at least I could manage myself, work at the pace I wanted, and I could be outside. This cave, as large as it was, felt so confining. “Yeah, we should, but I can’t stay too long. They’ll notice I am lollygagging.”

      Marina nodded. “It’s good to have found you all the same. Have you seen any of the others?”

      Should I tell her of Sergeant Babington? It might worry her, and I didn’t want to increase her stress or anger levels. The giants’ blood withdrawals could cause her to lose her mind at any provocation. I hated lying but decided it would be the best course. “No, no one yet. You?”

      “Dr. du Clockhand works for a seamstress about a block that way,” Marina motioned to a side street. “We’ve been able to meet up sometimes. I’ve seen none of the boys.”

      “That’s too bad.”

      “Yeah.”

      An awkward silence fell between us before I took a step backward. “I’m staying with a man named Oyette. He works me hard, but I think I’m getting used to it. If you can come at the end of the day sometime, maybe we can talk a little more.” I turned to Rhys. “Thank you for walking me all this way. I should get going.”

      “I’m glad you could reconnect with your friend,” he said, brandishing a bright smile. “Marina has been invaluable to me.”

      “To me, as well,” I said. Seeing her again made me realize how much I’d missed her. Even with all the problems she’d had because of her addiction, she was the closest thing I had to a best friend. I swallowed a lump in my throat. “I should be going.”

      They both watched me leave as I returned to my cart. The rest of the walk back to Oyette’s, I kept my head down and didn’t acknowledge anyone along the way. The streets were teeming with people. Some seemed drunk, others all too gleeful about the disgusting sport we’d just witnessed. Didn’t anyone here care that a man had just been sent to a gruesome execution for nothing but the sake of entertainment?

      Anger welled inside me. My hands began to hurt as I found myself clutching the cart too tightly. I reached Oyette’s residence and pushed the cart inside.

      The other servants were cleaning, and the chefs had begun preparing the evening meal.

      “Get to work washing those dishes. Then we’ll have a fresh load of pots and pans for you,” Cappa said. Not a “hello” or “how are you?”, just ordering me straight back to work.

      It was so frustrating and dehumanizing. I wanted to throw the dishes at her and run out of there. But I couldn’t do it. There were a lot more of them than there were me, and then a whole city full of hostile Nightmen on top of it. But so many days had gone by, and I didn’t even have a thought about getting my crew out of this dark underworld. That’s exactly what it was, as I thought about it more.

      A real place where stories of the horrors were passed along to children in the form of fables and fairytales for hundreds of years, if not longer. These were the demons and mages and witches and trolls we were warned about when we were young. Just like the story of the giant my mother used to tell me before bedtime, it was all real. When I returned to Rislandia, I’d have to go through some of the old children’s tales and see what else might lurk in the wide world beyond.

      The dishes took a long time to scrub clean. Grease and meat clung to them, and it took all my strength to get the grime off. I kept falling into the pit of despair and frustration, a cycle of thinking about how bad this Nightman city was, and how there was no hope. It was the opposite of what I needed to do. But no plan came to my head on how to fix our situation. I wished Talyen or my father had been there. They would know what to do.

      Unlike the children’s stories of strange creatures, wishes weren’t reality and would never become so. There would be no magical fairy or auntie to come saving us, there was only me. And what could I do?
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      These Nightmen tried to take our people as slaves, but we managed to escape to the foothills. I can see the Liliana, it’s close enough. They’ve got scientists poring over the ship, trying to figure out how she operates. We’ll wait until morning and try an all-out assault.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log
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        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      Cappa had me working so hard for the next week, I had little time to be able to think about my crew. From the moment I woke each morning, I scrubbed floors and handled all the trash the Nightmen produced. They lived off the servants.

      During the course of the week, a couple more raiding parties of those bat-gliders took off and came back. I overheard Oyette’s conversations of their conquests and spoils. This city was comprised completely of a raiding culture. They couldn’t produce much of their own food here, save for several varieties of mushrooms and fungus, which grew in the cavern. They did have a crew of miners who dug to expand the cavernous city as needed. The miners were also how they obtained the stone for their buildings and found lighter metals to create their aerial contraptions.

      Learning of the Nightmen’s logistics didn’t help me any. They preyed on villages like the one we discovered in the jungle. It was how they sustained themselves both with supplies and labor.

      A second arena battle took place during the week, though I wasn’t invited this time. From the way some of the others described it, this event had been far more filled with gore than the first. I was glad not to have to bear witness to such savagery. I did ask some pertinent questions, and at least learned none of my crew was involved.

      It brought me some comfort to know Marina and Dr. du Clockhand were in relatively safe situations, but I’d still seen no sign of Corporal Fox, James, or Ethan. For all I knew, they could be in the mines, or worse, being readied for one of the brutal arena battles. It frightened me to my core to even consider it. As good as they were as fighters, the Nightmen had an edge with their size and speed.

      The work didn’t let up, but I did my best, regardless. I began to receive praise from Oyette and his staff. There was no sign they’d be promoting me to different duty soon, however. But my goal was to be useful, in hopes I’d overhear something to help aid a later escape.

      One evening, when I was asleep on the hard slab in the servants’ quarters, someone shook me awake. When I turned, I saw Oyette’s head servant and attendant, Layto, a man who was typically too busy to talk with me. He relayed orders to people like Cappa, who then delegated to the lower servants.

      “Zaira, you have a visitor. She comes from Councilman Rhys, with a message that the councilman wishes to speak with you. I’ve received permission from Oyette to give you leave,” Layto said.

      I blinked myself more alert and slid off the cot. They didn’t give the slaves any different sleeping clothes than we had to wear during the day, so I was already dressed in the uncomfortable, ugly garb. I slipped into the flat shoes I’d been given on my first day. “Okay,” I said, motioning for Layto to lead me.

      We entered the main residence and proceeded to the front door. Marina stood there.

      My eyes lit up. The sight of my friend filled me with energy. “Marina, your master wants to see me?”

      She nodded. “Thank you,” she said to Layto. He departed. She motioned for me to follow her. We walked down the thoroughfare before saying anything. “I took a little gamble and told Rhys about us.”

      “How much?” I asked, shocked.

      “Everything.”

      “Marina…”

      “Hear me out, Baronette,” she said as we continued down the street. “Rhys is sympathetic. He’s not fully one of them and was originally a slave. He’s a scientist, responsible for the creation of those bat-gliders, as well as the potions their warriors use. Have you seen those?” She paused to look at me.

      “Yeah, at the arena.”

      “And I bet you thought what I thought when you first heard of them.”

      “Giants’ blood,” I said.

      Marina nodded. “It turns out we weren’t too far off. Rhys does some science he calls genetics. He described some of it to me, and it sounds really impressive, but I can’t say I understand it fully. He’s started to help me. He may be our ticket out of here and mean the completion of our mission.”

      “This sounds too good to be true,” I said.

      She shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t think it’ll be easy to leave this place, if it’s even possible. You’ll have to talk to Rhys. Come on.”

      We continued walking until we reached Rhys’s residence, where Marina ushered me inside. It was late in the evening, but it appeared this household kept later hours than Oyette’s did. Most of Rhys’s slaves were relaxing, off duty and unwinding before bed. We didn’t stop in the main lounge, but crossed into the back room of the residence.

      Stepping through a set of double doors revealed a vast laboratory. The ceilings were set high, and it looked different than any other building I’d seen in the Nightmen’s cavern. The roof was still domed, but supported by metals reinforcing the walls. Pipes ran across the top, some leaking steam before they reached valves. There were a number of vials and beakers, along with instruments and gauges for whatever work Rhys did here. There was a glass container in one corner with a small blue blob inside. Rhys had a gas lamp shining down on it, and it heaved as if it were breathing. I couldn’t help but focus on it. Was this a small version of the giants we looked for?

      Rhys bent over a hot stove, with an open flame causing a liquid inside a beaker to boil. He was hard at work and had metal tongs in his hands. After a moment, the liquid changed colors from blue to green. He pulled the beaker from the flame with the tongs and set it aside. Some of the liquid boiled over the top and spilled onto his countertop, but Rhys didn’t seem to mind.

      “Master Rhys,” Marina said, having waited for him to do his dangerous work before speaking.

      Rhys turned around. He had protective goggles over his eyes. He lifted those to his forehead. “Ah, Marina. You’re back with your friend already.”

      “Oyette was amicable to allowing her to come here,” Marina said.

      Rhys nodded and turned his attention to me. “Has everything been well since the arena?”

      “As well as can be,” I said. I was nervous for some odd reason, and couldn’t help but glance at the small blob again. “Marina told you who we are.”

      “That’s right. I’m impressed with how far you’ve come, and to hear your people have developed aerial craft as well. There’s rumors we obtained our basic flight technology from strangers from a faraway land.”

      I remembered reading something similar in my father’s logs, but I just shrugged, uncertain. I’d have to ask Harkerpal about it if we ever managed to get out of here.

      “Our use of our devices has given us quite the tactical advantage in these lands,” Rhys said.

      “Rhys is willing to help us,” Marina said.

      “Oh?” I looked at Rhys hopefully.

      “When I was brought here, I was too young to resent it. The Nightmen have treated me well. I’ve become one of them, in many ways, but if I did not have my talent in the sciences…” he turned to his contraptions and motioned to them, “I don’t know if I would be much more than someone in your position. But where do we begin? We haven’t had an escape attempt here in decades. That’s both a good and a bad thing.”

      “We’ve some experience in escaping,” I said, recalling how less than a year ago, we were trapped in the Wyranth dungeons. This was a very different situation, with no knights to come and free us this time. The ones we had were captured along with us.

      “There are, what, four more of you in the city?” Rhys asked.

      “Yes,” Marina said.

      “And we know where Dr. du Clockhand is, but not the men.”

      Rhys frowned. “If your men were fit as the first one was, I can make an educated guess as to where they’d be placed. They’re likely to be trained for arena combat. Unless they’ve been relegated to mine work.”

      “We’ll have to find them before we do anything,” I said.

      “Agreed, but we can also plan in the meantime,” Rhys said. He moved over to the strange liquid he’d been brewing, placing his hand close to the beaker to see if it had cooled enough to touch before gripping it. “It’s my understanding Marina has been addicted to a serum, which sounds strikingly similar to the potions our warriors are given in battle or in the arena. Our potions have only been used on Nightmen, aside from human arena fighters, who don’t last long, I’m afraid to say. We’ve seen no ill effects over time from use or from stopping use, but it may be due to their unique physiologies. Do you know much about the people here?”

      I shook my head.

      “This is where it gets interesting,” Marina said.

      “Indeed,” Rhys said. He shook the beaker, then placed a stick inside and stirred it vigorously. “You speak of giants, and indeed this desert was at one time a land of giants. Not just giant men, but all sorts of creatures. We have snakes that can swallow a man whole.”

      “I’ve seen those,” I said.

      “Indeed? You’re lucky to have survived,” Rhys said. “The desert itself offers enough to give a scientist more than he could study for the rest of his life. I’ve found a number of ancient fossilized bones.” He set his beaker down and moved to a cabinet, which he opened. From there, he produced a long arching stone, almost like a bow without a string. “This is the rib of one such creature. Extrapolating its genetics, I managed to recreate several of the creatures of the past. It’s difficult to explain the process, but you can see the result.” He pointed the fossilized rib bone to the encased blob in the corner of the room. “We’d found a number of strength-enhancing properties from its excretions, which is how our serum was developed.”

      “Huh. But what does that have to do with the Nightmen?” I asked.

      “Ah, well, the Nightmen share common ancestries. Their legends speak of giants as well, and one who was born too small, named Takala.

      “Like the arena fighter,” I said.

      “Indeed, several of the Nightmen are named after him. It’s very popular, especially among the warriors. Takala fell in love with the High Maiden, someone revered religiously by them. She came from the north, a human woman. Her father would not allow her to wed such a monstrosity, and this made Takala very mad. He worked up some of his larger giant brethren to overwhelm and destroy the village, and in the process, whisked the High Maiden away. This made the realm of men angry, forcing the giants ever south as wars escalated. Takala and his High Maiden fled to the mountains in the north. They gained followers and had many offspring. The people of this cavern are an offshoot of those northern giants and humans.”

      I was stunned beyond words. But it made sense. That was why they were so strong, so aggressive. They had all the properties the Wyranth had who ingested the serums, but naturally. They could take more of it to enhance those natural abilities without the side-effects humans faced.

      Rhys set his rib bone down carefully, and then he moved over to Marina, offering her the beaker. “Here. It should be ready.”

      “Is it safe?” I asked.

      “As safe as can be given the circumstances,” Rhys said. “I added enzymes to the concoction, which should break down some of the properties of the original serum she ingested. The reason there are withdrawals is the serum bonds to blood cells. The body craves more, and it slowly corrupts the system.”

      “I trust him,” Marina said, taking the beaker into her hand. She lifted it to her mouth and guzzled the entire concoction. Afterward, she made the foulest expression, wiping the excess from her lips. She coughed. “That’s disgusting.”

      “How long before we know if it worked?”

      Rhys cocked his head at Marina. “We’ll have to wait a few days and see if her prior symptoms resume.

      “Which should give us time to find the rest of my crew.” I moved over to the blob in the glass case. It breathed in and out, alive, sure as I was. And just as trapped. “But we still haven’t come up with a way to get out of here.”

      “Ah, I may be able to help with that, as well,” Rhys said.

      I turned back to him. “How?”

      “It’s not an easy path out on foot. It’s well guarded and most of the raiding crews are stationed near the opening. But there is an auxiliary exit. It’s set to mechanically open and close for our gliders to enter and exit.”

      “I’d thought as much,” I said. “But how do we get out? Steal a bat-glider?’

      Rhys grinned. “Precisely that.”

      “Someone will notice,” I said.

      “We’ll have to cause a distraction of some sort. Perhaps we make our escape while most people are engaged by the arena battles.”

      “You said us,” Marina said, raising a brow to Rhys.

      “As much as life here is good, as a scientist, I’m interested in seeing other areas of the world. And if you have an entire army facing the symptoms you do, as you’ve said, I’d be remiss not using my abilities to help,” he said.

      “Noble of you.” I wasn’t sure we could trust him, despite Marina’s assurances. Though he was at odds with this culture, the single human among the Nightmen’s elite councilmen. It made sense he would want a new start.

      Rhys clapped his hands together. “First thing’s first. We’ll find your crew. I’ll request your services to Oyette for arena preparations. I’ll say I’m going to visit the fighters in order to help the council with their bets and need an attendant. I’m sure he’ll lend your use for that purpose.”

      “And I’ll see if I can nudge him into requesting clothes so I can see Dr. du Clockhand and let her know of our plans. This might actually work. No one seems to be monitoring us to see if we’re planning escape.”

      Rhys laughed. “It’s unheard of. Life is fairly good here, especially compared to many of the primitive cultures of this continent. Escape would both be too difficult and of little benefit to most here.”

      “I don’t want to spend another day here,” I said.

      We said our goodbyes, and Marina led me back to Oyette’s estate. For the first time since I’d arrived, I’d found some hope.
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      Our assault failed. Five are dead. We’re going to regroup. Hopefully, we can still find a way home.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 1 of the Month of Queens

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      “If Councilman Rhys gets any inclination he’s going to steal you, you remind him who’s the head councilman,” Oyette said, narrowing his eyes at me. “I don’t like this one bit, but it’s good to curry favor with the other councilmen all the same.”

      I kept my mouth shut while he deliberated.

      Oyette waved me away. “Very well. Go to the arena. Any information on the fighters you garner, let me know. Even if it’s information Rhys wants to keep to himself, you understand?”

      “Of course,” I said.

      I bowed my head toward him and turned to depart for Rhys’s residence. When I arrived, he came out of the door alone. “Let’s get going quickly. This request isn’t too odd, but I’d hate to arouse any suspicion in Oyette if we take too long,” he said.

      “Marina’s not going to come with us?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I have an experiment going, which could spoil easily. I need her to monitor it. Besides, I wanted to speak with you alone,” he said, giving a nervous glance over his shoulder before moving forward.

      “Oh?” I found that odd. What could he want with me?

      “You’re Marina’s liege-woman as I understand, yes?” His pace was slow and casual as we moved through the streets.

      “Uh, that’s one way of putting it, I suppose.”

      He nodded to himself. “Good. I’m afraid I must have appeared all too altruistic to you. It’s true I wish to see the world in the interest of science, and also that I wish to help where I can, but I have other motives.”

      My heart sunk in my chest. Of course he did. He was a powerful man and would be giving up a station of luxury to come with us. But if he wanted nobility in Rislandia, it wouldn’t be up to me. I had very little to offer him, unless he wanted to join my airship crew. If the Liliana was even still out there somewhere. Who knew what could have happened in the time we’d spent here? “Like what?” I asked cautiously.

      Rhys bit his lip. He had a nervousness to him that was off-putting. In a sudden move, he grabbed me by the wrist to stop me walking, forcing me to face him.

      I gasped, reflexively trying to push him away.

      He released me immediately. “My apologies, I didn’t mean to be rough. This is just very important. I need to collect myself.”

      Seeing such sincerity and fear in his eyes, I took a deep breath to calm myself. He hadn’t shown anything other than kindness toward us so far. I needed to relax. “I don’t have nearly as much power in my lands as you might think, but you’re welcome to ask whatever you want.”

      “Very well,” he said, casting his eyes downward. “You see, Marina’s done a lot for me since she arrived, far more than any other servant of mine has been able to muster. She’s been far more, an assistant really.”

      “You want to keep her working for you after we’ve left here,” I said. It pained me a little to think of her away from my ship. The last several months without her, while she’d been in the hospital, had left me friendless. I didn’t want to experience that again. “Well, she has her commission with the Grand Rislandian Army. It’s not up to me when her contract ends, but I can put in a good word with the general.”

      Rhys laughed. “No, not that. Not that at all. Marina would never give up her airship adventuring. She loves it, and you, far too much for that.”

      Those words made me feel a little better. I smiled. “Then what is it?”

      He bit his lip. “I want your permission to ask for her hand in marriage. Not now, but when we’re safely away from here.”

      I laughed so hard I nearly doubled over.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You had me so nervous. I can’t believe it. Well, I suppose I can. You’ve only known her for a couple of months at best?”

      Rhys frowned. “I realize this, but I also spend the majority with her at my side, or at least in the room with me. We work together. It’s so nice. She’s very smart, and I feel at ease talking to her.” He scratched his head in a nervous tic. “It’s hard to describe. She makes me feel like no one else could, you know?”

      What he’d described didn’t sound abnormal. It was the way things used to be with James and me. We would see each other almost every day. When we were younger, it’d be playing out back of my parents’ small home, and in later years we would work our fields side by side. He was always there to help me, and we could talk endlessly. How did we never run out of things to say? “Yeah, I know,” I said, my voice sounding all too timid. I cleared my throat. “Anyway, it’s not my decision what she does with her personal life. You’ll have to ask her.”

      “I’ll take that as your permission,” Rhys said, starting to move down the street toward the arena.

      We chatted more about Marina along the way. Once he’d gotten his intended proposal off his chest, Rhys wanted to know more about her. I answered as best I could before we looped around the arena to the facility behind it. We entered a large building, into a front room where several men lounged. Some talked, others cleaned their weapons, and few bothered to glance at us.

      I scanned the room for my team and immediately saw Ethan, reading a book in the corner. I glanced at Rhys. “Do we need permission to be here?”

      He shook his head. “My presence should be good enough.”

      I rushed over to Ethan and stood in front him. He didn’t bother to look up and kept reading. I didn’t say a word and stared.

      Eventually, he glanced upward. And his eyes brightened like Toby’s did when I came home from a mission. I missed Toby so much. It made me frown as I worried about my poor little pet. He had to be so lonely back on the ship. Hopefully the others were feeding him and caring for him.

      While lost in my reverie, Ethan dropped his book on the floor and stood. Somehow, his arms ended up around my waist.

      I couldn’t breathe. Not because he held me to too tightly, but because the feel of his arms around me made my body melt in place. It was a good thing he didn’t let go right away, or I might have fallen over.

      His eyes searched mine, and when they met, it became all the worse.

      “I’m so glad to see you,” he said.

      “You too,” I whispered, still finding myself short of breath.

      Ethan’s arms fell away. How I wished they wouldn’t have. But I turned and saw Rhys staring at us with a little smirk, and my face flushed hot as a pepper.

      I turned back to Ethan. “Where are James and Corporal Fox?”

      “Outside practicing their swordsmanship,” Ethan said. His gaze drifted to an opening in the room, leading to a hallway.

      “Councilman Rhys is going to help us to escape,” I said, lowering my voice. “We need to coordinate. I wanted to find everyone first. I’m glad you’re all in the same place.”

      “You shouldn’t be too glad. We’re being evaluated for death matches against other slaves and some of the Nightmen. Did you see what happened to Babington?”

      I frowned. “Yes. It was terrible.”

      Ethan’s expression turned somber. “Which is why we need to get out of here sooner rather than later.”

      “Can we go see James and Fox practice?” I asked.

      “Sure, follow me.” Ethan moved toward the opening in the back of the room. Rhys joined us, and we made our way through the building, which was comprised of several bunked sleeping quarters for the arena fighters. It opened into a larger tunnel, which led to the arena proper.

      A dozen men stood on the arena grounds, broken up into pairs. They clashed swords as they drilled with one another. “Doesn’t practicing with other fighters give them an advantage?” I asked.

      “You’d gain the same advantage yourself. You can always hold back some of your moves or tricks, but when you’re going into battle, you want to be as finely tuned as you can be. Better to practice than to not, and risk fighting against someone who’s in better condition from training.”

      I nodded, scanning through the groups of fighters until I spotted James and Corporal Fox. They worked together and seemed to be more heavily engaged than the others. Neither held back their blows, and though they practiced with wooden sticks instead of actual swords, it was impressive to watch. James looked far more confident than he had when he practiced on the deck of the Liliana weeks ago. His defense was more on point as well, dodging and parrying everything Corporal Fox threw at him.

      James landed a blow to Fox’s wrist, causing him to curse and drop his sword. Before Fox could recover, James had the point of his stick at the commando’s neck. “Gotcha,” he said.

      I trudged through the soft dirt of the arena floor over to them, with Ethan and Rhys behind me.

      James saw me immediately. “Zair-bear! You’re alive!”

      Fox moved to pick up his sword, allowing us our moment.

      “Of course I’m alive. I was taken the same as you.”

      James grinned. “Yeah, but you working for someone? As someone’s slave? I’m surprised you haven’t been killed.”

      I wanted to jab back that he was more likely to be killed, but in my head, it came out sounding more awful than funny. He was in real danger here, his bright attitude and joking aside. But that’s what I loved about James. He’d always maintained high spirits. Even with the death of his parents, his glumness only lasted a couple of days. He’d worked through it and was determined to use his pain for good. I was proud of him, as much as I’d never said so.

      “Who’s the guy with you?” James inclined his head toward Rhys.

      “Councilman Rhys,” I said.

      Rhys stepped forward and bowed his head toward James. “A pleasure. Zaira has said wonderful things about her crew.”

      “I’m technically not one of her crew,” James said. He plowed his practice stick into the ground and leaned on it. “Did you find Marina and Dr. du Clockhand, too?”

      “Yes,” I said. “That’s what I’m here to talk to you about.”

      James’ expression became serious. “Is he trustworthy?” He motioned to Rhys.

      I glanced at Rhys before turning back to James. “Yes.”

      “How do you know?”

      “He’s got good reasons.”

      “If you say so.” James shrugged. “So, what’s the escape plan?”

      “You shouldn’t say things so loudly,” Rhys said.

      “What, and have the other slaves who have to fight to the death in here overhear me? What do they have to gain by ratting us out?” James asked.

      “Still,” Rhys said.

      “Let’s keep things quiet for a while. I think we should take another week to survey the city, make sure we know exactly what we’re doing and come back ready to do what we need to do,” I said.

      “Great idea,” James said. “Only one problem with your plan.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “I’m set to fight in the arena in three days,” James said. “And I hear they’re going to put me against Takala, just like Babington. I’m not sure I’ll be here in a week.”

      For the first time in my life, I saw fear in James’ eyes.
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      I’ve captured the Nightmen’s leader and brought him into our makeshift encampment in the foothills. Perhaps they will exchange life for ship?

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 2 of the Month of Queens

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      “You said all we had to do was steal one of the fliers and go. I don’t see why we can’t get everyone together and leave tomorrow,” I said, pacing back and forth in Rhys’s laboratory.

      “We have to make preparations. We need to plan, create a contingency, and a distraction. Otherwise, we’ll have this entire city on us,” Rhys said.

      Marina watched us. We’d been going back and forth for several minutes with no resolution. I couldn’t leave James to fight in the arena. He was no match for Takala.

      “Please,” I said. My lower lip quivered.

      “I’m sorry, Zaira. I don’t see a way.”

      I clenched my teeth, and I wanted to stamp my feet and throw a fit, but I held most of that emotion in. This couldn’t be happening.

      Rhys’s eyes softened as he watched me. “If James would sacrifice himself, we could possibly…”

      “Not an option,” I said.

      “Either way, James isn’t likely to get out,” Marina said. Her voice was measured, careful. She had to know how deep my pain was.

      But she also had to know I already realized the danger to James was very real. I couldn’t simply abandon him here. He would never leave me if the situations were reversed. I stared at the throbbing blob creature in the corner of Rhys’s laboratory. It couldn’t move, couldn’t escape. It simply breathed in and out.

      “Is there a way we can help James?” I asked. “I know they give the potions to the fighters at the fight’s start. But is there something stronger you have?”

      Rhys glanced to the blob-creature, following my gaze. “I don’t know. These last two weeks, I’d been focused on ridding the effects of the potions from people’s systems. We could try infusing him with its blood proper, but I’d recommend against it. We still don’t know its full effects on humans.”

      “What effect would it have on a Nightman?” I asked.

      “Incredible strength. It would also create a hardening of the skin, almost like an additional armor. However, it’s very dangerous, even to them. It might overwhelm a normal man’s heart.”

      Would James want to try this? Or to fight on his own? I didn’t trust the whole concept of infusing blood. It sounded all too unnatural. I doubted James would much like the idea, either. I shook my head, mentally rejecting the thought. “No,” I said. “We can’t do it. Maybe I can talk to Oyette, get him to stop the fight? But what could I offer him.”

      “That’d be a difficult task,” Rhys said. “The arena battles are some of this city’s most cherished festivities. It’s a reward for the people for their work as much as it is for the thrill of the battle itself. But!” He held a finger up. “Oyette is unaware of the infusion process I mentioned. It’s something I’ve been developing quietly. Perhaps you can offer it as a boon for the raid warriors who hold him as liege-lord. It would upset some of the balance of power, but… I already am resigned to leaving with you.”

      “You’d let me do that?”

      Rhys side-glanced to Marina, who didn’t seem to catch him in the act. She’d taken to organizing some of his experiments out on the counter. Rhys smiled. “Anything.”

      “You’re too kind,” Marina said.

      I nodded, determined. “I’ll talk to Oyette.”
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      When I approached Oyette’s study, the door was open. The room was filled with books, floor to ceiling, and had a stone desk in the middle, where he had parchment paper, writing utensils, and a gas lamp, which only provided dim illumination. Oyette was hard at work, dipping his pen into an ink fountain and scrawling on the parchment paper. He had glasses on, which looked as if they were about to fall off the tip of his nose.

      “Master Oyette?” I asked in a sweet voice.

      He paused his writing, looking up at me. “I’m quite busy with a proposal to the council at the moment, though I do wish to talk about what you found with Councilman Rhys the other day. He seemed all too eager to have you.” Oyette narrowed his eyes. “He isn’t making a bid for head of the council, is he?”

      “Not to my knowledge,” I said, “but that’s not what I was hoping to speak with you about.”

      He sighed and placed his pen in the fountain. “Spit it out. I don’t have all day.”

      “I wanted to talk to you about the arena.”

      He waved at me dismissively. “Those bets are just for fun. Later.”

      “Not like that!” I said, betraying more panic in my voice than I would have liked.

      Oyette raised a brow. “Oh?” He then lifted his head as if in understanding. “Oh! Yes. One of the humans you arrived with is set to fight, isn’t he? The last one didn’t fare so well. It’s too bad, I was hoping for a little more sport.”

      I bit my tongue to withhold my ire. These were people, and he acted as if they were mere playthings. I took a deep breath to calm myself. He wouldn’t respond well to my anger. “I would like to respectfully request James be exempt from combat.”

      “Oh?” Oyette had a wry grin on his face. Was he amused with me?

      “Yes,” I said, nodding to reaffirm my statement.

      He leaned back in his chair and placed his hands behind his head. “Unfortunately, I can’t simply cancel the event. And it would be difficult to rearrange planned competitors at this late of a date. Our fighters need adequate time to prepare. Facing Takala without preparing? It wouldn’t be fair to them.”

      “It’s not fair to James, either. He’s a human. He doesn’t have the strength or size of your Nightmen fighters.”

      “Are you saying we are a superior race to you humans?”

      “No,” I said firmly. I crossed my arms, beginning to resent his toying with me. “I understand that you don’t respect us as equals, but by the same token, I work very hard for you. You see that, don’t you?”

      “I do, and I try to be fair. You will be rewarded in due time,” Oyette said. “I don’t have a way to put a stop to this. The arena fights themselves are worth a lot of the production of this city. You are valuable to me, and it is appreciated, but you do not have that kind of value.”

      “What if I could come up with it?”

      Oyette laughed. “You are far bolder than almost anyone who’s ever come here, do you know that?”

      I smiled. “I’ve been told that a time or two.”

      He returned his hand to his pen, wiping off some of the excess ink on the side of his well. “No, I’m afraid there’s nothing you could offer me.”

      “I have access to a serum which would make people nearly impervious to cuts. It would provide an edge to your warriors above anyone else’s, both in the arena, and in raids to the outside,” I said.

      Oyette narrowed his eyes at me. “These are matters far beyond you that you’re trifling with, my dear slave.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “And how do you have access to such a thing?”

      “I have what I have. Would it be worth a trade?”

      Oyette set the pen down firmly and stood, looming over his desk. “If you have such a thing and you are mine, everything you have is therefore mine. Do you understand me, girl?”

      “You said you were fair.” He was frightening me, but I held my ground and kept my face impassive.

      “Fairness and patience extends to the point in which it’s tried. It is not your place to test me.”

      “I offered a deal. You were happy to hear me out.”

      He paced behind his desk, running his fingertips along several of the books on the wall before returning his attention to me. His face seemed to become a darker shade of blue, and his eyes filled with anger. The way he looked at me made it clear he would split me in half and it wouldn’t even cause him to blink. “This comes from Rhys. And it’s a trick of his. I should have known better than to let you speak with him. As I am fair, I will not have you beaten and interrogated at this time. But you will not again speak with Councilman Rhys, nor any other councilman without my order. Do you understand me?”

      I swallowed. “Yes,” I said softly. All of my earlier gumption had drained from me.

      “The arena match will proceed, and you will be at my side, doing my bidding. You are dismissed.” Oyette looked down at his desk and did not give me any more attention.

      I hurried away from him before he decided to give me the beating he threatened. This didn’t go as I had planned at all. It made escaping much more difficult if I wasn’t going to be allowed to speak with Rhys. But I had no back up plan, and James faced certain death. Now what?
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      The rest of the city’s council is willing to make the trade, but they also want Harkerpal to give them detailed notes on the workings of the airship. I’m inclined to make the deal so we can get out of here, though I hope I don’t upset the balance of power in this region too badly.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 5 of the Month of Queens

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      Why did Oyette scare me so much? Was it because I saw how brutally his people were willing to attack outsiders, and how careful the slaves and servants acted around him? Or perhaps it was the arena matches and his glibness about them? Something about the Nightmen cut me to my core and instilled enough fear in me that I barely conceived of going against them.

      It might have been the lack of light in the cave. Every day droned on without hope, without even seeing the sun. I’d experienced similar before in the Wyranth prison, but while there, it hadn’t been many days before James had come to my rescue. I had no hope of any rescue here. Lieutenant Colwell and the others likely thought we were long dead. There would be no way to find us in the depths of this cavern.

      Oyette’s cold punishment of his slave in the days I’d arrived still chilled me. The way he’d looked at me in his study had an even greater impact. I could still feel his eyes piercing me, filled with hate. Hate, not for me, but for Rhys. Oyette only saw me as a pawn in a game with betters. To him, I was as disposable as a potato skin, or some other lesser object. That was what caused my fear and inaction, the lack of any semblance of humanity these Nightmen treated people with.

      Two full days passed, and on the third morning I found myself back in the kitchens. Instead of plotting a new plan, I was putting everything I had into scrubbing pots and pans. My heart sank in disappointment, more with myself than anything else. James would be fighting for his life today, and I’d done nothing to help him.

      The other servants took notice of my sulking. I must have been asked, “What’s wrong?” or, “are you feeling okay?” a hundred times over the course of the morning. I grumbled a few replies to say I was fine, even though I was more out of sorts than I could remember being. I imagined James being slaughtered over and over. I couldn’t stop the torture in my own mind.

      Eventually, the food was prepared, and I pushed the cart down the main street toward the arena. I hadn’t known I needed to dread the death of a crewman then. This time, the walk felt like it took ages. I dragged my feet, not wanting to get any closer to the horrors I would have to witness. Before I realized it, my breaths became rapid, and I was crying in the middle of the street. I stopped to wipe the tears away. Everyone stared at me as they passed.

      A hand clasped my shoulder.

      I turned. Rhys stood behind me. I instinctively backed away, bumping into the cart and knocking over some of the plates and food. Fruit rolled into the street. “You! I-I can’t. Not now.” I looked around frantically.

      “Calm down,” Rhys said in a soft voice. He wore a long coat and had a large bag with a strap draped around his shoulder. It clanked with every movement he made. “We should get out of the street where people notice us. Follow me.”

      Several people had seen us already. No one I recognized, but how many of these people had ties to Oyette? It was worrying enough talking to Rhys, but following him…

      On the other hand, he was my only lead in getting out of this place and rescuing my crew. When he hurried down the street, I followed, leaving the cart in the middle of the street. I had no choice.

      Rhys led me down a side street, a wholly different direction from the arena. He looped around a small residential building in front of a much larger structure, stopping there. I turned the corner to go after him. With Rhys, leaning against the wall of the larger building, stood Marina, Dr. du Clockhand, Ethan, and Corporal Fox.

      “You’re all here,” I said, breathless.

      “We are,” Marina said. “Rhys found us all and told us to come. I guess we’re going to make a move after all.”

      Rhys nodded, but his mouth twitched. A nervous tic. He wasn’t confident in this at all.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Oyette approached me this morning,” Rhys said. “He made it clear his station was above mine, and I wasn’t to speak with you ever again. He came rather unhinged and made threats against me I couldn’t take lightly.”

      “I understand,” I said.

      Rhys gathered us around him and set his bag down. The top of it opened, revealing a large vat of what appeared to be the serum, along with another container that contained the blob creature. I stared at it a moment before returning my attention to him.

      “This sounds crazy, but we’re going to try to escape now,” Rhys said. “I know I told you it would be a bad idea, that we needed more planning, and I still believe that wholeheartedly. But what you don’t know is, Oyette’s been getting more aggressive with the council as of late. This is a trend, and I see where this is leading. It’s not going to be safe for humans here soon. Especially for me and those he perceives as friends of mine. He’s suspicious anyway, and we shouldn’t let those suspicions fester.”

      “But we’re still missing James,” I said.

      “I have a plan for that, but it may be the most audacious part of what I’m intending.”

      “My crew here are some of the best out there. If anyone can pull off the impossible, it’s them,” I said.

      The others nodded in agreement.

      “I appreciate your trust. A team of warriors came in from the outer-world earlier this morning. Which means their fliers have also returned. We’ll have no time to perform our typical inspections and repairs, but the machines should be warm and ready to go. Better, the warriors and most of the glider dispatch attendants will be at the arena. It’ll be a skeleton crew at the hangar. What I’d like to do is take three of the gliders, though none of you have piloting experience.”

      “I’ve piloted the Liliana,” I said.

      “As have I,” Marina said.

      “Maybe it’s not the same, but how difficult could it be in comparison to a giant ship?” I asked.

      “It’s not easy,” Rhys said, glancing back toward the larger building, where the flight deck lay beyond. “But none of this will be easy.”

      “We’re not leaving without James,” I said in a warning tone, just to be sure.

      “I promise. We’ll grab him, right out from everyone’s noses.”

      At that moment, cheers erupted from the arena, so loud they filled the entirety of the giant cavern. I couldn’t help but look in its direction.

      “We’ll have to hurry,” Rhys said. “Is everyone in?”

      The others mumbled their agreements before looking to me for guidance.

      I met the eyes of each and every one of my friends, including Rhys, who had more than earned his position as an honorary member of my crew. What was it my father told me before we’d left on the mission? Trust your gut. There were no people in the world I’d trust more than those with me now, excepting Talyen and my father. But these were the best otherwise. I closed a fist and raised my arm. “For steam and country!” I said.

      “For steam and country!” the others echoed.

      Rhys gave a wry smile and picked up his bag. “I’m not sure what that means, but let’s get going.”
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      We were careful this time. My people are back on the ship. We still have their leader hidden away. I’m not taking any risks with these beastlike people before we depart. Harkerpal explained the technologies in details that I would be lying if I said I understood. If we are lucky, it will be over our enemies’ heads as well, and they will never reap the benefits of this technology.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 7 of the Month of Queens

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      My team walked toward the glider dispatch building. Two Nightmen guards stood out front, lazily talking with one another. It was unlikely they’d ever had to do much actual guarding, with everyone in the city frightened into compliance and exhausted by hard labor. It would have taken people with a lot of resolve to try to steal one the gliders out from under the Nightmen. People like us. They couldn’t be ready for Rislandians.

      Rhys moved ahead and talked to the guards in the Nightmen’s language. It didn’t seem to be a friendly exchange, but none of their words sounded friendly, so it was difficult to tell what they said. Suddenly, Rhys produced a stick from under his coat. It lit with electricity as he jabbed it into the first Nightman guard’s stomach.

      The guard convulsed and collapsed, just as I had seen with the slave Oyette had punished when I arrived. The second guard moved to pull a gun. Rhys smacked the guard’s arm with his stick, just in time. The gun fired a bullet into the air, missing entirely. But it would create an awful amount of noise.

      Corporal Fox was the first of my team to move. He was by the collapsed Nightman before I could think of what to do. Next I saw, he had a gun in his hand. Rhys continued to struggle with the other guard, who dodged the blows of the electrified stick. Marina circled around behind them and grabbed the enemy’s arm. The guard misfired again, this time pinging a bullet off the ground. Marina’s maneuver allowed Rhys to drive his stick into the guard’s stomach. The Nightman lost consciousness and fell into Marina’s arms.

      She let him fall the rest of the way down and grabbed the gun off him. She nodded to Corporal Fox, who returned the gesture.

      Rhys led the way through the door. A couple of attendants were inside, cleaning glider parts with rags they dipped in soapy water buckets. The attendants were both human, and both glanced at Rhys as he entered.

      “I’m leading some people through to the hangars. Continue as you were,” he said, his voice sounding much more commanding than it did when he spoke with us.

      “Why aren’t you at the arena, Councilman Rhys?” one attendant asked.

      “Some things are more important,” Rhys said. He motioned us in. We followed him.

      The two humans looked at us curiously, but said nothing as we passed through the building, which was wide open with little furniture inside save for several supply lockers along the back wall. It would be a good staging area for the Nightmen to go out on raids.

      Rhys made his way to an arched opening at the back of the building, which had an overhang beyond. He stopped in his tracks and backpedaled, causing the rest of us to stumble back. “We need to go a different way.”

      “Why?” Marina asked.

      She was answered by several Nightmen coming into view. They walked across the main runway just beyond the building, and they headed straight toward us.

      Rhys froze. “There’s no reason to panic,” he said in a low tone. “They don’t know we’re not supposed to be here. Just let me do the talking.”

      The Nightmen were in their leather-armored garb as I’d seen when they attacked our airship back in the jungle. This group laughed and seemed in good spirits as they entered the dispatch building.

      “Good hunting, Baymet?” Rhys asked to their leader.

      “We brought back many spoils but are eager to get to the arena.” Baymet scanned the rest of us. His gaze lingered on me. “This is a strange group of slaves with you. What brings you here, councilman?”

      “I’m giving these slaves a tour of the city so they might be able to better deliver messages and supplies in crisis situations,” Rhys said. How he managed to keep his voice steady while lying so blatantly was beyond me. I was glad I didn’t have to talk.

      “During an arena match?”

      Another round of cheers erupted from the arena, echoing through the cavern. We had to move quickly.

      “Easier to get around with the streets clear,” Rhys said.

      “Tell them to move aside so we can get through to the arena. We don’t want to miss the festivities,” Baymet said. He growled, and the others moved forward. There had to have been twenty of them, and they were crowding us.

      My people stepped to the side, and I followed. We didn’t want to be anywhere near them. The glares we received gave me chills, but I tried to keep my eyes forward, on the runway. I dared not draw too much of their attention.

      “Raider Baymet,” one of the clearing slaves said. She stopped her work and looked to him.

      “Yes?”

      “Councilman Rhys said just before you entered they weren’t supposed to be here. You should stop them! I think they’re up to no good!”

      I stifled a breath. How could this fellow human have ratted us out like this? It made me both so angry and so scared at the same time. We were vastly outnumbered by trained soldiers. I also found myself angry at Rhys for being so careless. How could he make such a mistake?

      But he wasn’t used to military matters or secrecy. Everyone here talked in front of their slaves. There was no deception because there had never been a need. It wasn’t as if slaves could do anything. Except in this instance.

      “New plan,” Rhys said in a hurry. “Run and follow me!”

      None of us hesitated. We bolted after Rhys out toward the runway.

      The Nightmen weren’t prepared to get into a fight. They took some time to react to what was going on. Baymet barked something in their language and several set up behind us. I didn’t look back, but I heard the sound of cocking rifles.

      “Spread out,” Corporal Fox said. “It’ll be harder for them to hit us.

      I moved to keep a good bit of distance between me and Marina, who was on the other side of me. Rhys was still ahead, and he darted for an overhang beyond the runway. It had one of the larger troop carriers like the one that had been splattered by lava in its battle with the Liliana. None of the smaller bat-gliders were there.

      Shots rang out behind us. Several bullets ricocheted off the ground near my feet. One bullet came all too close to hitting me. I gasped when I saw it but didn’t stop running.

      “I thought we were headed for multiple ships?” Ethan asked.

      “No time to get you all to learn to fly these things. We have to get off the ground before the raiders blast us,” Rhys said.

      We reached the hangar. Several of the Nightmen chased after us. We were exposed on the open runway. The hangar had several supply crates, parts on the floor, and vats of aether fuel for the ships.

      Corporal Fox and Ethan immediately took up positions behind the crates and returned fire at the Nightmen. They steadied and took good aim, their shots hit true into the crowd.

      “Where’d you get your gun?” Fox asked Ethan.

      Ethan grinned. “I lifted one off one of those creatures when we ran out the back door.”

      “Stealthy,” Fox said, sounding impressed.

      “Thank you.”

      From the way the Nightmen fell, Fox had been right in telling us to spread out when we’d run, but we were still outnumbered. Marina used the ship as cover and fired blind shots toward the runway. None of them hit, but her shots, along with the others, caused the Nightmen to pause. Slowing their advance was important.

      “Hurry,” Rhys said. “Onto the ship.” He waved his hands frantically to the transport entrance.

      Dr. du Clockhand wasted no time getting inside. I spotted something that could be of use to us and moved for it.

      “Zaira, wrong way!” Rhys yelled.

      Instead of going into the airship, I moved for an open supply crate. I saw several bags inside, and I recognized them for what they were: explosives.

      Marina followed Rhys’s lead into the ship, and the men kept firing. I grabbed two of the explosive bags, one for each hand. They were extraordinarily heavy, but the Nightmen had far greater strength than we did.

      Several gunshots blew into the crates Ethan and Fox used as cover, shattering them. The men dropped back toward the ship.

      I wound my arm around, gaining momentum. Then I chucked the first explosive bag toward the oncoming Nightmen. It didn’t explode. It must have to hit the ground harder in order to detonate.

      The bag had fallen drastically short, closer to us than to them. I’d have to throw these harder.

      Determined, I wound my arm up again. This time I put my whole body into it, taking little jumps forward as I threw. The bag flew through the air in a big arc. Ethan raised his gun and shot the bag in the middle of the air, just as it fell in front of the Nightmen’s faces. The bag exploded. My ears rang.

      Ethan grabbed me by the arm and pulled me hard. I stumbled into the craft, having no time to see what kind of damage my attack did.

      “Everyone in?” Rhys said.

      “Yes,” Ethan said.

      The door to the craft closed, encasing us inside. Rhys sat in the front piloting area, working the controls. This craft had a far different structure than the Liliana. I couldn’t follow what Rhys was doing. The engine started with a rumble, and the wings began to flap.

      “Usually, the gliders are pulled out of their compartments before they take flight. This’ll be tight with the roof overhead. Hang on, everyone,” Rhys said.

      The glider rattled as it took off. It slammed into the ceiling of the hangar. We all went flying in the back.

      “I told you to hold on!” Rhys shouted.

      There wasn’t much to hold onto in the back compartment. I found myself crunched between the wall and Ethan. He gave me the briefest of glances. It was dark inside, but was he blushing?

      I didn’t get the opportunity to think more on Ethan as the glider tilted downward. We all stumbled toward the front. It was a lot of fun actually, and it caused Dr. du Clockhand to laugh.

      Out the front of the craft I could see a Nightman in a position as if he had just thrown something. The unexploded bag I’d dropped on the runway. The Nightman had just picked it up and thrown it at the bottom of our craft.

      It exploded.
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      It feels good to be back in the air. There was no sign of a second betrayal. Harkerpal assuaged my other fears, however. These Nightmen only received eighty percent of the workings of an airship, but Harkerpal left out crucial design elements that allow such a heavy vessel to fly. Hopefully they’ll never be able to decipher the rest.
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      Dr. du Clockhand screamed. She hung by a thread on the glider’s wall fabric. The floor had blown out from under where she was standing. I scrambled over to her, careful not to fall into the hole myself. Rhys didn’t turn back but kept us flying forward and upward. We passed a pile of Nightmen bodies on the runway and sailed over the heads of the living raiders. Some of them raised their rifles toward us and fired. One bullet came through the hull of the glider, pinging off the top of it.

      I slid over to Dr. du Clockhand, careful not to lose my balance and fall through the hole. I found a grip on the wall and held onto it, extending my other hand toward her. “Grab my hand,” I said.

      She lingered over the hole, her feet dangling by a small ledge left at the edge of the craft. “I can’t,” she said. “I’m holding on.”

      “You have to,” I said. She’d eventually get tired and fall. I stretched toward her but didn’t let go of my own handle. None of the others were close enough to help.

      The glider continued to ascend. We were above the domed roofs of several of the buildings, headed toward the arena.

      Dr. du Clockhand finally released her death grip on the thread. She wobbled and extended her hand toward me.

      Her legs swung wildly over the aperture. She screamed again. I was able to grab her hand, and I held on tightly. She had one hand in mine, and one clinging to the side wall’s struts, with her legs dangling over the open air to the city below.

      “Let go!” I said.

      “I can’t!” she screamed.

      I pulled hard on her arm. Her weight would be too much for me to carry, even for the briefest of moments. My feet slipped toward the hole and my arms stretched. My fingers slid from the handle. I still held on, but I wouldn’t be able to for much longer. “Help,” I said breathlessly.

      A moment later, Ethan had an arm around my waist. I nearly died, in multiple ways. His arm was so strong, it felt so good, around me. I shouldn’t be thinking about this! He planted his feet, his body all too close to mine. Every breath I took had that faint, peppery musk of Ethan. It was overwhelming, but in a good way. My body tingled. Despite my arms feeling like they were about to be ripped from my body by Dr. du Clockhand, I could have stayed there forever.

      Ethan tightened his arm around me as he outstretched his other hand and grabbed Dr. du Clockhand’s wrist. He pulled her forward with ease. Her legs dragged across the deck, but she was safe.

      “We’re coming up over the arena soon, people,” Rhys said. “Get ready to extract your friend so we can get out of here quickly.”

      I remembered to breathe again when Ethan released me. As much as we needed to focus, I didn’t want that moment to end. He crouched to ensure Dr. du Clockhand stood and moved out of the way.

      “The hole below might make it easier to extract James. We can pull him inside without opening the large ramp and risking others getting in,” Corporal Fox said. He kept his eyes fixed on the ground below, gun at the ready.

      “Good thinking,” Marina said. She stood on the opposite side of the transport.

      Buildings zoomed past us. The hole in the ship made for a far different viewing experience than looking over the side rails of the Liliana. It was dizzying. I had to look away, and to the front of the craft, where Rhys manned the controls.

      The arena crept into our view. We kept gaining altitude, but it was going to be close as to whether we’d be able to rise over the top of it in time. “Rhys…” I warned.

      “Don’t worry,” he said curtly. He twisted a dial and pulled down hard on one of the levers.

      My stomach flew into my throat as we went into a quick dive, which resulted in us lifting upward even higher. The wings flapped hard. We ascended over the top of the arena wall.

      When the glider passed over, it was just above the crowd’s heads. They could almost reach out and touch us. Most ducked, and several pointed at our glider. A woman screamed.

      The scream was soon drowned out by the cheers of the crowd. They thought we were part of the show.

      We swooped down, and through the front of the craft, the center of the arena came into focus. The battle had already commenced. James stood out of Takala’s reach. Both had their electrified swords in their hands.

      James looked at us, narrowing his eyes in the way he often did when he was confused. Takala saw the opening and charged him.

      “James!” I cried, though with the roar of the crowd, it would have been impossible for him to hear me.

      He was ready for Takala’s attack anyway, and managed to raise his sword to deflect the larger Nightman’s blow just in time.

      “Can you bring us closer to hover near to them?” Marina asked.

      “We have to be careful,” Corporal Fox said. “If we distract James at the wrong moment, it could spell his death. And we don’t want that Nightman fighter getting into our transport.”

      “I’m doing what I can,” Rhys said. “This craft is designed for Nightmen reflexes. I know how to fly, but precise maneuvers are difficult, to say the least.”

      The glider circled around the arena floor, and Rhys tried to bring us to a steady point where we could hover above.

      I was fixated on the battle below.

      Takala didn’t waste any time. He pushed forward, using the bully tactics of his larger size to put James on the defensive. Exactly the way he’d cornered Babington. James had little he could do. He kept falling back, parrying and dodging blows. The Nightman’s flurry of rapid swings gave him no time to mount a counterattack.

      “Can’t we just shoot him?” Dr. du Clockhand asked.

      Corporal Fox laughed. “I was so caught up in the crowd I didn’t even think of shooting.” He pointed his gun through the hole, closing one eye as he focused through the sights of his rifle. “We’ll need to get a better vantage. Preferably one where I don’t risk hitting James by mistake.”

      “I’m trying,” Rhys said.

      Takala overcommitted to an attack. James used the moment to kick dirt into the Nightman’s eyes. Takala stumbled toward the wall but recovered quickly, swiping his blade across where his backside had been, not allowing any sort of opening from his moment of weakness.

      James seemed to anticipate Takala’s move and ran for open space in the center of the arena where he wouldn’t be trapped. He glanced to our ship. I couldn’t tell if he saw us inside or not. When he turned to face Takala again, I realized he had no idea we were there to rescue him.

      “We need to get James’s attention when he’s got a safe moment,” I said.

      The officiator’s voice blared through the stadium. “The glider is stolen! Those are escapees! Stop them!”

      This wasn’t good. We needed to get in and out quickly, but Takala kept too close to James to be able to get him out safely.

      Several of the guards and attendants from the arena’s ceremonies flooded onto the floor. They were armed.

      “We’re about to have incoming,” Rhys said.

      “Pull us up. We’ll lay down suppression fire,” Corporal Fox said.

      The craft moved higher. Ethan, Marina, and Fox fired their rifles multiple times into the crowd of Nightmen on the floor. It caused them to scatter. I wished I’d had the wherewithal to have grabbed more of those explosive bags when we were in the hanger. It would have made a big difference.

      The sound of rifle blasts served to distract Takala. He turned to see what the commotion was, leaving himself exposed for the first time in the fight.

      James took advantage. He lifted his sword high and drove it into the Nightman’s side. Electrical impulses shot from the blade, sparking on Takala. His tunic caught fire.

      “We need to get to James, quickly!” I said. All too many Nightmen were pouring into the arena. If we didn’t act now, we’d never find a safe place below to extract James. He was exposed, even if Takala was wounded.

      “I’ll try to hover over him, but we’ll need to grab him without stopping. We’re about to take some heavy fire!”

      Several of the Nightmen dropped to their knees, forming a line of riflemen. They fired on the glider, most of the bullets connecting with the giant mass of the ship. Some of the bullets ripped through the fabric of the outer hull. A couple of bullets ricocheted off the top of our back compartment.

      I cringed and covered my head.

      “This thing doesn’t offer much protection,” Marina said.

      “It doesn’t,” Rhys said. “It’s meant to drop off and pick up raiding parties, nothing more. We should get out of here as fast as we can.”

      We flew over the place James had just been, and to my surprise, the large Nightman had fallen to the ground. Blood pooled around him, a black color, not the red of humans. The glider flew to where he disappeared from my view, and James was soon under us. “James!” I shouted, trying to compete with the confused roar of the crowd.

      Another round of shots came blasting through the back compartment of the transport. Enough holes in the sides were visible that it was disconcerting, but the structural posts seemed to hold their integrity. I pressed myself against one of those as James looked up.

      Ethan and Corporal Fox hit the deck and maneuvered themselves to hang out the floor of the bottom. They reached their hands toward the arena floor. “Grab onto us, James,” Ethan said.

      James threw his sword aside and hustled to us. We flew just above where he could reach, but he jumped, and the men grabbed him by each wrist. Ethan started to slip toward the hole, so I dove toward him to grab him by the ankle. I pulled as hard as I could, unsure if my smaller form would even help against the weight of James. But he stopped moving forward. Corporal Fox had his leg hooked around one of the posts, secure.

      The men pulled James into the cabin. Ethan moved backward to make room for him.

      Another shot rang out. Corporal Fox cried out in pain. His body went slack.

      Dr. du Clockhand screamed.

      “No!” I shouted, letting go of Ethan when I saw he was back inside the glider. I ran to try to grab Fox, but his body slipped as Rhys pushed the ship into a thrust again. I managed to get ahold of his pant leg, but he was too heavy. I couldn’t maintain my grip. He fell out of the glider. By the way his body flailed limply, he wouldn’t have survived anyway. I wanted to vomit watching my crewman die in front of me. It wasn’t nearly the first death I’d seen up close, but none of them were easy.

      “Hit the deck,” Ethan said. Everyone pressed themselves prone against the floor. I dropped, trusting Ethan.

      This time, a lot more shots blasted through the side of our little cabin. They tore through the fabric covering the side of our glider. I raised my head to see out the new opening. The entire arena floor was filled with Nightmen soldiers, all aiming weapons at us.

      The transport lifted higher, the wings beating rapidly. The crowd roared. Several of the crowd threw their refreshments at us, cups and plates clanging against the transport. Rhys managed to keep his focus on flying, and we soared even higher.

      With all of us ducking from the gunfire, we didn’t see that a Nightman had gripped onto the bottom of the craft. He’d pushed himself fully inside by the time I lifted my head. “Ethan!” I called.

      The Nightman quieted me by kicking me hard in the head. The whole glider felt like it was spinning. I collapsed to the floor and passed out.
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      A week in the air, and we won’t be stopping. The mission was a failure, but the prospect of home is sweet indeed. Not everything can go according to plan, right?

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log
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        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      I awoke to a pungent smell in front of my face. Dr. du Clockhand stood over me, with Marina close at her side, though they both looked slightly out of focus. Ethan cradled a wound on his arm, and James rested against the back wall of the ship. We were still flying through the cavern. My head pounded more than I ever could remember it hurting. I brought my hand to the back of my skull and closed my eyes. “That smells awful,” I finally said.

      “Smelling salts to help wake you,” Dr. du Clockhand said, pulling her hand back. She held a small jar of a foul substance, which she produced from her bag.

      My mind wasn’t working at its usual speed. It took me a while to process what was going on. I opened my eyes again, trying to focus on Dr. du Clockhand, but not finding it any easier than a moment prior. “The Nightman?”

      “We took care of him shortly after he knocked you out. He had a knife, but Ethan subdued him,” Marina said.

      “Not without him getting me good,” Ethan said, then drew breath between his teeth. He looked to be in a considerable amount of pain, cradling a wound just below his ribs.

      “I tripped him,” James said. He smiled at me. “I was worried about you over there.”

      “How long was I out?” I asked.

      “Not long,” Dr. du Clockhand said. “Rhys says we should be on alert.”

      I tried to sit up. Everything was still so wobbly, but I managed to steady myself with Dr. du Clockhand’s help. “Where’d the Nightman go?”

      Marina pointed to the hole in the bottom of the craft. “It wasn’t as if we could keep him here.”

      “Ow,” I said.

      “Got that right.” James laughed.

      “So, what now?” I turned toward the front of the craft, where Rhys dutifully piloted.

      All I could see was rock face in front of us. Rhys kept the craft high in the cavern. The city below dimly illuminated its features.

      “We should reach the exit tunnel soon, if I recall correctly. I’ve never actually been through it before. They don’t let humans out of the city, even in my position. But it should be…”

      A large opening came into view, which was just more rock itself. It was dark all the way through, and we had no light to guide us. Even if my vision wasn’t blurred and spinning, it would have been unnerving and hard to focus.

      We didn’t have any plans for when we did manage to exit the tunnel. We didn’t even know where this underground city was located, and there hadn’t been much time to pack supplies. We could starve or die of thirst very quickly if we didn’t manage to find some provisions. My stomach grumbled at the thought.

      A small explosion sounded outside the craft.

      “What was that?” I said.

      “Nightmen!” James shouted. “They’ve already caught up to us.”

      He pointed to the hole at the bottom of the craft. A squadron of the bat-gliders flew below us. The passengers carried gas lamps to light their view, and they also had their explosive bags in hand. They aimed for the hole in our craft.

      “Is there anything we can use to cover up the damage? If one of those things gets inside—”

      I stopped my warning mid-sentence as one of the bags sailed right through the hole. Marina managed to strike it in the air, using her rifle to whack it downward. She was lucky it didn’t explode on contact, but instead, fell back to the tunnel and detonated there. The cave rumbled. Rocks fell.

      “They’ll collapse this cave entrance,” Ethan said.

      “Hurry,” Marina said to Rhys.

      “I’m trying,” Rhys said. “But I also have to maneuver so we don’t get hit!”

      Several more explosive bags flew our direction. They hit the bottom of the ship without detonating and fell harmlessly into the cave again. The Nightmen’s throws upward weren’t strong enough to create the explosive impact.

      One of the bat-gliders swooped by us. They were smaller, lighter, and nimbler than our transport. The small glider appeared in front of us soon after, slowing its speed to allow us to catch up. One of the Nightmen stood on the back of the vessel. He didn’t appear to have any of the explosive bags.

      “What’s he doing?” I asked.

      “Not good,” Rhys said.

      The Nightman jumped, landing on the cockpit window. It cracked. Rhys maneuvered the craft back and forth to try to shake him, but the Nightman kept his grip on us.

      “They have no fear,” I said.

      “That they don’t,” Ethan agreed.

      A couple of rifle shots sounded from beneath us. We were being circled. Another bat-glider pulled to the side of our craft, and we shook with a clunk.

      “I think another one of them is on top of us!” Rhys said.

      The first Nightman punched through the front window, his fist going through the glass and shattering it. Rhys ducked, but the shards cut him. He cursed.

      “We’re not gonna make it out,” Marina said.

      James rushed the cockpit. As the Nightman broke more glass to try to force himself inside, James pushed him hard. The Nightman wasn’t expecting someone to ambush him with such force, and he lost his grip. He yelled in their guttural language as he fell.

      But that didn’t stop the danger. Another Nightman was above us. He clanked atop the transport. A rip sound came through the fabric. A knife tip stabbed through, opening a hole in the roof just like the one we had below us.

      “They’re going to tear the ship apart before we can make it,” Dr. du Clockhand said. She backed away from where the Nightman was cutting, leaving me beneath it.

      Marina raised her gun to the top and fired three shots. Though we couldn’t see the Nightman, she could guess where he was. At least one of those bullets connected. He howled in pain and fell off the craft.

      I glanced between the hole at the top, and bottom, and then to the side. “There’s a lot more of them coming. They’re surrounding us,” I said.

      “We’re almost there,” Rhys said. “I can see light ahead.”

      “I don’t see anything,” James said.

      “Your eyes aren’t as attuned to the darkness as mine are,” Rhys said.

      “It’ll be worse in the open. Their numbers will give them a big advantage,” Ethan said, frowning. “There has to be some way we can fight them off.”

      More shots fired in our direction. They didn’t pierce the hull, but something connected with the engine. It sputtered.

      “That can’t be good,” I said.

      Our forward momentum slowed. Rhys adjusted the controls to fly as fast as he could. We reached the lip of the cave entrance. For the first time, I could see the stars, the moon, and the outside world.

      The only problem was, the nose of our transport was falling forward with no way to correct our course. We were about to crash to our doom.
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      We had a problem with the engine today and had to set down. Fortunately, it was something we could fix mid-air. The last thing we’d want to do is crash this ship.
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        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      The ground came closer and closer to us. I wasn’t even afraid. I was an old hat at crashing airships by this point. All you had to do was hold on tight, and—

      The Nightman transport hit the ground. It slid and dug in. Sand flew everywhere, which meant the Nightmen’s city was still somewhere in the vast desert. Despite my holding onto the side of the craft, my body bounced up and down. Dr. du Clockhand didn’t get a good grip and rolled around the craft, barely avoiding falling through the hole in the bottom.

      Sand spluttered in through the front and side of the ship. The nose was almost entirely buried, which brought sand flowing in up to Rhys’s waist in the cockpit area.

      Marina coughed as dust filled the compartment. The ramp to exit was lodged into the sand, but fortunately, the hole in the side of the glider gave us an alternative way out. James grabbed Rhys’s bag, slinging it around his neck. Ethan ripped the rest of the siding down to give us an easier way out. He froze when he looked outside the ship. “We’re surrounded,” he said.

      The Nightmen ships circled us. We wouldn’t be any safer in the transport than we would be outside. In fact, it might be worse to be confined. They could hit us with one of those explosive bags and kill the lot of us in one shot. “We need to run, now!” I said, scrambling toward Ethan.

      No one questioned my order. Everyone followed me as I scrambled through the ripped opening in the side of the transport. I stepped into the sand, taking off in the opposite direction of Ethan. We needed to spread out if we hoped to avoid the Nightmen. There was no time to look back and see if the others made it.

      An explosion sounded behind me. I tripped and fell in the sand. The transport’s back compartment blew to pieces, the fabric lining its sides catching fire. We were lucky we’d gotten out when we did. I scanned the area to make sure we’d all made it. Ethan was fine. James and Marina both had their rifles pointed toward the bat-gliders circling us. Dr. du Clockhand was still running.

      Rhys.

      James fired his rifle. The shot knocked one of the Nightmen off the back of one of the bat-gliders. Marina’s shot missed.

      “James, I need your help,” I said. “Ethan, take up firing position with Marina!”

      “Aye,” Ethan said.

      The way he agreed so readily stirred me. Was I finally getting the hang of commanding people? It was something I’d have to think about if we made it out of this situation. I pushed myself to my feet. James set the bag in the sand and followed me. We circled back to the transport, around to the cockpit where Rhys was. At least the front of the transport hadn’t exploded like the back. Flames edged ever closer. Worse, more Nightmen ships kept coming from the cavern. They flooded the sky just as the pack of giant bats did when we’d first crossed into the desert. Some of the first bat-gliders landed not too far from us.

      Rhys was still in the cockpit, collapsed, trapped in sand. “We have to pull him out,” I told James.

      James pushed away some of the remaining glass. The jagged surfaces might still cut him if we weren’t careful, but it was a risk we had to take. James ducked his head in and put his arms around Rhys’s chest. He leaned backward, using all his weight to tug him out of the burning vehicle. I moved to his side, trying to make sure Rhys’s body didn’t drag along the bottom.

      “What…” Rhys whispered weakly.

      “Save your strength,” I said. “You’re going to have to run very soon!”

      We managed to get him out of the compartment and onto his feet. I ducked my head under one of his shoulders, and James did the same on the other. Rhys rested his entire weight on both of us. This was going to be difficult. He was so heavy.

      A click sounded.

      I looked back up again.

      Several Nightmen stood in front of us. Their rifles were aimed directly at us. One of them was Oyette, who gave us a fiery glare.

      “Councilman Rhys. I knew you were manipulating my slaves into leaving this place. You’ve been waiting for your opportunity all these years, haven’t you?” Oyette said through his teeth.

      Rhys opened his mouth, but his voice came out too weak to be heard.

      “We’re people, not slaves. We’re not here to serve you,” I said.

      The conversation was interrupted by several more Nightmen bringing the others toward us. My people had been disarmed and had their arms clasped behind their backs as the Nightmen pushed them forward. The guards said something in the Nightmen’s language, and Oyette spoke back to him before narrowing his eyes on me.

      “If you can’t live in harmony with our ways, where we treat you fairly for your work, then you will die.” He motioned to his men.

      The Nightmen readied their rifles. I tensed, moving closer to Rhys, who I wished was James, but James was on the other side of him.

      Before they could fire, I heard a familiar whirring noise. Then something dropped from above. It hit the sand hard, blasting debris into the air and knocking two of the Nightmen off their feet. One of the other Nightmen shouted, pointing to the sky. Everyone turned to look.

      The Liliana filled the sky above us.
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      We’re back in the sky again. Sometimes I think my luck is the only thing that keeps this ship going.
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      Several more cannonballs fired in our direction, but none landed too close to us. My crew watched from above, making sure not to hit us, or so I hoped. They shot several of the bat-gliders out of the air and caused the Nightmen ground warriors to retreat. My ship rained down destruction like the deadly weapon it was meant to be.

      Almost more importantly, it gave us a distraction.

      I tugged on Rhys, pulling him around our battered transport. It wouldn’t give us much cover, but it was better than the open desert. James followed, providing us cover as he moved. We successfully hid from the Nightmen who had just pointed their weapons at us.

      Ethan also used the distraction to his advantage. He shook himself from his captors’ grips and kicked one in their gut, driving the guard into another who held Marina. She freed herself and both of them moved to protect Dr. du Clockhand.

      Another cannonball hit the ground nearby, but it kept the distraction alive long enough to work in our favor. The Nightmen released Dr. du Clockhand, backing away from the blasts, and the rest of my team ran for our covered position.

      Gunshots followed them, but the bullets sailed harmlessly through the air. Soon, we were all huddled together by the transport. The flames had died down since the original attack, leaving the area singed and smelling like smoke.

      The Nightmen found they had worse problems than recapturing us.

      Ropes descended from the Liliana. Commandos slid down them. The commandos had their guns putting down suppression fire as they descended.

      The Nightmen on the ground had to turn their full attention to the airship, giving us a moment of reprieve.

      “We have to help them,” I said.

      “We’ve got no weapons,” Ethan said.

      “Can we get some? We could run and grab them,” Marina said.

      “Not without risk of getting shot.” Ethan said.

      Shots boomed constantly from the sky and ground. Bullets filled the air. It wouldn’t have been safe to be in the crossfire, as much as I wanted to help.

      Despite our prudence, we didn’t stay out of the fight long. Two Nightmen circled around our side of the craft. James and Ethan rose to meet the challenge. The knights pummeled into the Nightmen warriors, using their fists to try to capture the enemy’s weapons. One of the Nightmen fought back by jamming the butt of his rifle into James’ face, causing him to stumble backward.

      “James!” I cried, unable to help myself, even if it didn’t help him.

      He didn’t react to my cry, but instead, flung himself at the Nightman a second time. They grappled for the rifle while Ethan battled the other warrior. The battle raged, but the focus had been taken away from us.

      Marina moved in to assist James, leaving me with the infirm Rhys and Dr. du Clockhand. “We should see if we can get him up on the airship to look at his wounds,” Marina said.

      I lifted my head to get a view of the Liliana. The cannons still burst at regular intervals. Several of my crew fired their sniper rifles from the deck, and more commandos slid down the ropes to our battleground. Most of the bat-gliders were already out of the air. I didn’t see a way to move Rhys in the middle of the onslaught, however.

      “It’d be best, actually, to set him down so we’re less of an immobile target,” I said.

      Dr. du Clockhand nodded and crouched to ease him into a seated position against the remaining frame of the transport. I assisted.

      Free of Rhys, I scanned the battlefield again. Usually in this instance, I would be looking from above, directing the cannoneers and commandos to do their work. The best thing I could do would be to find my way to the airship, which was easier said than done.

      Several Nightmen fell as my commandos picked them off. My people soon outnumbered the Nightmen on the ground. The remaining bat-gliders in the air still posed a threat, however. One of them dropped explosive bags into a group of my commandos. I had to turn away to not watch the result of it. With the booms of the cannons, I didn’t even hear the bag exploding.

      Ethan, James, and Marina acted as an amazing unit. James managed to grab the rifle from the Nightman and smacked the Nightman in the face with its butt, as he had done to James just moments prior. With the Nightman backtracking, James flipped the rifle around expertly and shot him down. Marina fired a precise shot at the warrior entangled with Ethan. It hit, and the Nightman’s grip on Ethan went slack as he fell.

      The three of them pressed forward, seizing the momentum of the battle. They gunned down Nightmen faster than I could count, careful in each of their movements so they wouldn’t take harm themselves. Marina shot one of the bat-glider pilots, which caused the craft to crash into another midair. Two down for one bullet.

      “Baronette!” one of the commandos from the ship shouted. A team had moved in on our position. The Nightmen saw them and immediately picked off two of my commandos. The team spread out, moving quickly and returning fire. Bullets flew everywhere. It wasn’t safe for me to keep my head up, so I ducked by Dr. du Clockhand and Rhys once more.

      “Are we going to make it?” Dr. du Clockhand asked. She was shaking.

      “I think so. The commandos are on the way, but we still have to be careful.” I heard bat-gliders flying overhead, but they didn’t drop explosive bags on us. We were lucky to not be a primary target. The gliders would continue to be a problem unless the Liliana did something about the cave entrance. It was too bad we didn’t have a large bomb like we did when we infiltrated the Wyranth capital city. I bit my lip. We could still use cannonballs to create a cave-in and seal the rest of the Nightmen inside. Why weren’t the cannoneers doing that?

      They were focused on the immediate battle like the rest of us and probably didn’t know the cave entrance was such a strategic target. I had to get up there somehow. Scanning the skies, I saw the ropes still dangling from the Liliana. It’d be hard to get up to the ship in the middle of the battle without someone targeting and shooting me, but it would be the best way to ensure we made it out of here with minimal casualties. Someone had to put a stop to more Nightmen reinforcing their troops, or we would lose this battle by attrition alone.

      My commandos rounded the destroyed craft, approaching us. Sergeant Wright led the unit. “Baronette,” He saluted. “It’s good to see you again.”

      I returned the salute from where I was at but didn’t dare stand and expose myself just yet. “Sergeant, we’re happy to see you, too.”

      He turned his head toward the battle, moving to a more concealed position. His team fanned around him into position.

      “I need to get to the airship right away. I know it’s not safe. What do you suggest?” I asked.

      Sergeant Wright grimaced. “We have a signal to bring up troops via an emergency rope-pull. It’s very jarring, I have to warn you, but they should be able to get you onto the deck before you draw the attention of enemy fire if we can get you to one of the ropes first.”

      “Watch out!” one of the commandos said.

      An explosive bag dropped by us. Dr. du Clockhand scrambled in the sand, though she and Rhys would be right in the target range on it.

      “No,” I mouthed. There was little we could do.

      In an amazing act of bravery, one of the commandos dove on the bag. Sergeant Wright threw himself on me, pushing me to the ground away from the blast. My head snapped back and hit the ground, which fortunately was padded with soft sand. The sand trickled through my hair. The fall dazed me, the sky above me swirling. I already had the head injury from earlier and this didn’t help.

      The bag exploded. I couldn’t see it through a thick haze of dust and my already spinning vision. My ears felt like they popped from the sound. All I could hear was a high-pitched reeeeeeeeee. All of Sergeant Wright’s weight was on me, and he was heavy. I couldn’t move. Bile rose in my throat. I had to get him off my stomach before I vomited on him.

      Wright rolled off me. Good timing. I wasn’t able to hold in the contents of my stomach any longer. I turned to the side, away from him, to empty it. My mouth tasted disgusting, causing me to heave more.

      I spit out the last of my stomach contents and sat up. The world spun, but I had to focus and fight through it. There was no choice. If someone didn’t get to the airship and warn the Liliana about the cave, we’d never make it out of here. This was my ship, my crew. I had to take responsibility.

      The ground had turned to ash where the bag had exploded. Some of my commandos looked on, horrified. Others trained their rifles to try to find the Nightman responsible. There was too much dust in the air to get a good look at anything now.

      My ears cleared of the ringing, though everything still sound muffled. Wright helped me to my feet. The ringing was replaced by screaming and crying. Dr. du Clockhand had her face buried in Rhys’ chest. The sight must have been more than she could bear. I didn’t have time to console her. This was the danger of war, the problem with battle. Most women didn’t have the stomach for it. I laughed to myself, recalling how I had just vomited. Maybe I didn’t have the stomach for it, either. But I did have the determination.

      “Let’s go. Have your team escort me,” I said.

      “Aye, Baronette,” Wright said. He barked orders to his team, who, despite having lost one of their own, moved to flank me. Their discipline was awe-inspiring.

      The world around me still didn’t feel quite right. I found it hard to keep my balance. With how much my head throbbed, it was amazing I could stand at all. But I wouldn’t let my commandos see the doubt inside of me. Could I even make it to the ship? I blinked, clearing my head so I could consider what else we needed to do. “Make sure someone stays with the others and the bag that’s beside them,” I said. “They’re more important than me.”

      Two commandos stayed behind with Rhys and Dr. du Clockhand, and the rest moved forward. They fired their weapons, clearing a path for me to run to an area beneath the airship. The air was thick with smoke and sand. Running through it stung my eyes. I didn’t stop to see how the battle was unfolding. There was no time, and the world was hazy enough as it was. I had one mission, and I had to make it.

      We pushed forward, and though I couldn’t see clearly, I trusted the men in front of me with my life. They were the best crew in existence, and they would get me there. Tears formed in my eyes from the particles in the air. My lungs burned. I inhaled a cloud of thick smoke, unable to avoid it. The resulting coughing didn’t keep me from moving.

      Another volley of shots rang out, the cannons from the Liliana roaring. We had to be close, given how my hearing had been dampened from the explosion. I looked up.

      Nearly the entire sky was blackened by the silhouette of the airship. The flashing lights from cannons and rifles was the only thing giving the ship away for what it was. A team of commandos stood in front of a rope, holding onto lanterns, and waving me forward. They were just a few feet ahead. I ran toward them.

      Something struck my shoulder. I clenched my teeth. The pain was so intense it caused me to lose my footing. My legs kept moving by instinct, but more stumbling forward than any purposeful movement. I bumped into Wright and fell into the arms of one of the commandos holding a lantern. He dropped the light, and it shattered on the ground, gas pouring out onto the sand.

      My shoulder hurt so badly. I wanted to yell but managed to hold it all inside. They couldn’t know I was hurting. I was their leader. Their morale depended on me.

      The commando held me up. All of my weight was on him. I was unable to stand on my own. It wasn’t fair. I had to get to the ship. “Lift me onto the rope ladder,” I willed myself to say, though I’m not even sure the words came out my mouth. The pain overwhelmed me.

      My face crashed into the commando’s shoulder, but I looked up at him. His eyes were wide with fear and shock. “The baronette’s been shot!” he cried.
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      Flying over the desert, we caught some stray wanderers and gave them a lift. We’ll return to Great Jerohm soon. It always feels good to let our ropes down and bring someone aboard.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 14 of the Month of Queens

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      I finally understood why the pain was so crippling. The stinging in my back was from a bullet wound. I breathed in through my teeth, as even the expansion of my lungs caused more unbearable stinging.

      “Lay her down,” Sergeant Wright said. “By Malaky, we left the medic out there. We could use her now.”

      “No time,” I said. It took every ounce of strength to keep speaking. “I have to go up to the ship. Must… speak with Lieutenant Colwell.”

      “I can send someone up,” Sergeant Wright said.

      “No, I need to be on my ship giving orders,” I said. I’d never taken that tone with my crew before, but now wasn’t the time for questioning. We needed to take action quickly. I couldn’t turn to look behind me, stuck in far too much pain to move, but I imagined dozens of Nightmen bat-gliders coming to join the first wave of warriors. There were only so many the Liliana would be able to handle, and we had no reinforcements.

      “You heard the lady,” Sergeant Wright said. He apparently didn’t need more coaxing to follow my orders. “Get her tied up and have her lifted!”

      The other commandos took the rope and looped it around my waist. “Step over it,” one of them said.

      I did so, and the rope slid all the way up between my legs. They made sure it was tight around me. It wouldn’t be a comfortable ride up to the ship, but I’d be secure. I grabbed onto the rope with one hand, letting my other arm fall slack. The bullet wound in my shoulder hurt so much it made my eyes damp. Everything was already so unclear from the smoke and haze, and the blows to my head, a little blurrier vision didn’t bother me.

      “Ready?” Wright asked.

      I nodded.

      The commandos moved away. Wright put both his pinky fingers in his mouth and whistled loudly. He then picked up one of the gas lamps and waved across his body.

      The rope went taut.

      Before I could take in another breath, I was up in the air. The crew above pulled me upward so quickly it jarred my body, and I struggled in panic out of instinct. The rope ground against my body, burning where it touched. Everything hurt. All I wanted was this day to end, and to get some rest. At the rate in which I ascended toward the clouds, it wouldn’t be too long, but it seemed like an eternity.

      The wind swung me back and forth, causing my nausea to return. I lost my grip on the rope, and my whole upper body flew forward, sending my feet up in the air. The blood rushed to my head, and though the rope held tightly around me, I couldn’t help but have the sensation as if I were going to plummet to my doom.

      I became lightheaded from the pain, and I gasped for air. Breathing didn’t come easy from this position. It exacerbated my pain. I felt like I was going to lose consciousness again.

      Fortunately, my crew pulled me onto the airship, relieving the pressure. I found myself face up on the deck, my back digging into the boards underneath me, pressing on the bullet wound. It hurt so badly that I screamed at the top of my lungs. The deckhands backed away from me as if I were crazy, giving me a little space so I could turn onto my side. Tears streaked my cheeks. My face was flush from all the blood rushing to my head but chilled from the wind. I took a couple of careful breaths to try to settle myself.

      “By Malaky,” someone said. “The baronette’s been shot!”

      Several of the crew muttered to themselves.

      I tried to push myself to sit up, waving an arm in the air.

      “Someone help her,” another of the crew said. Two men bent down to assist me.

      “I need to speak with Lieutenant Colwell immediately,” I said.

      “Shouldn’t we take the bullet out before it gets infected?” a crewman asked.

      “Did I stutter?” For the second time, I’d snapped at my crew, and it had an impact again. They weren’t used to seeing me angry, but I hurt so terribly that I had less patience than my ferret at feeding time. Toby. Oh, how I missed him. Once this was over I would make sure he got the best scraps from the crew’s dinners.

      Footsteps sounded behind me. “You requested me, Captain?” Lieutenant Colwell asked.

      I couldn’t turn to look at him. The wound made it impossible. “Yes, thank you,” I said through clenched teeth, the pain flaring. “There’s a cave just beyond the crashed Nightman transport. The bat-gliders are coming out of it. They have a whole city down there. We have to collapse it or they’ll overwhelm us.”

      “Someone hand me binoculars,” Lieutenant Colwell said. There was some scuffling, and then the voices quieted. The sound of the turbines overwhelmed everything. “Ah, I see it,” Lieutenant Colwell said. “We don’t have an explosive on this mission, unless we can find a way to steal some from our enemies, but even then, it’d take a lot to destroy an opening that size.”

      “Our cannons. We can collapse the cave if we hit it just right. Make the top rock unstable— Ow!” I shouted. The pain became blinding, I leaned forward, wrapping my arms around myself.

      “I see what you’re saying,” Colwell said. “Someone take care of the captain’s wounds. I’ll return to the bridge.”

      Several replies of “Aye, sir,” came from behind me. Footsteps pattered away. I couldn’t look to see what was going on.

      Someone touched me on the shoulder. “I’m Ensign Wandrey, the first assistant medic as part of my duties. I can help you with the wound. We grabbed some of the supplies from the mess. I can numb it a little, but it’s going to sting when it first hits,” the man said, shoving a rag in my face. “This is ether. It’ll help with the pain of it all, as well. Breathe it in, but not too fast.”

      “Please,” I said. My voice sounded weaker than before. I grabbed onto the rag. It was soaked with the ether.

      Wandrey ripped part of the back of my shirt away to get to the wound. He poured a liquid on it, which was freezing in the night air, but it burned like wood in a hot stove when it hit the wound. I yelled and banged my palm on the deck.

      “Sorry, there’s not much I can do,” Wandrey said. He applied some sort of salve behind the wound. I was glad I couldn’t see it.

      The ship lurched forward. We were on the move, no longer in a hovering position. Lieutenant Colwell must have given the orders to the crew.

      The Nightmen’s bat-gliders circled above us. They were more concerned with the ground battle than the airship. Foolish. But then, they probably weren’t used to others contesting their air space. We could say the same, excepting rare instances. I liked to think my people were smarter.

      A searing pain dug into my back. I bit my tongue on accident, only serving to make it bleed. My mouth tasted like salt and iron. My hand was wet from clutching the rag.

      I’d forgotten the ether! Wandrey had begun his removal procedure, and I hadn’t followed his directions. I’d never touched anything like ether before, and I saw how it made injured soldiers go loopy. I didn’t want to lose control, recalling how frightening it had been when the giant took over my mind at the Wyranth capital. But this would be different, wouldn’t it? It would just ease the pain.

      I brought the rag to my mouth and breathed in. It didn’t take more than a snap of fingers’ time for the ether to take effect. It was hard to describe, as the world already had been so hazy to me before. The world spun, but then, it had been spinning before. It was hard to tell with the airship movement and my head injuries. But this felt different. The ether gave me a fuzziness in my mind. Kind of like a soft wool blanket on a cold night. Once you wrapped up in it, you could feel so warm and cozy. Though I couldn’t feel my face, I could tell I was grinning.

      Cannon shots blasted all at once. They sounded like bells to me under the spell of ether. Beautiful bells singing a chorus. When was the last time I’d sung? I couldn’t remember it. My mother always told me I’d had a good voice, and I’d make a great addition to the women’s choir in Plainsroad Village. She’d sung with them a number of times. Such a sweet, beautiful voice. Warm. Like the ether.

      The feeling faded about as quickly as it had come. I snapped out of my reverie as the ship shifted positions to the other side to allow the port cannons to fire.

      “I got it!” Wandrey shouted triumphantly. He reached over my head with his large tweezers to place them in my field of vision. He held a round bullet, covered with blood and gunk. That thing had been inside of me. It made my stomach churn again. “I don’t want to see it,” I said.

      Wandrey pulled his tweezers back. “Give me a second to dress the wound and sew—”

      “No,” I said. “Help me up. I want to see what’s going on with the cave.”

      “It’d be inadvisable to move just yet.”

      “Just do it.”

      Without further protest, Wandrey helped me to my feet. In a lot of ways, my shoulder hurt even worse now than it had when the bullet was in me. The wind hit the area on my back, and it felt like someone was scratching their fingernails into it. I winced, but there were far more important things going on than my comfort.

      “Turn me around and help me to the port side,” I managed to say.

      Wandrey carefully moved me. I had to go slowly, even though the wound was on my upper body. Every shake, every movement, just made it hurt that much worse. We took very small steps across the deck, toward the other side of the ship. The deckhands had gone back to work, some bringing more bullets to the riflemen, some scouting, and others ensuring the deck stayed clean. Many of them stopped to look at me as I moved. I kept my face as expressionless as possible so as to not worry them.

      Eventually, we made it to the other side of the deck. The Liliana was just turning away as I arrived. With how slowly I’d gone, it might have been better to stay on the other side of the ship. But I’d already exerted myself so much.

      The cave was just ahead, and a big cloud of smoke covered it. I couldn’t see anything. There was no way to tell whether it was still open or not. It was not what I’d hoped to see at all.

      “Please, you should really sit back down,” Wandrey said.

      “Just one more moment,” I said. The smoke started to clear. I narrowed my eyes to try to focus. It would have been better if I had binoculars, but by the time it took for me to get a crewman over who had a pair, the ship would have moved again and I wouldn’t be able to see. Were we successful? It looked like—

      “The Nightmen ships are heading toward the deck. Incoming!” someone shouted.
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      Great Jerohm is under siege! We were fortuitous to be back here. The raiders were no match for our cannoneers.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 15 of the Month of Queens

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      Two bat-gliders swooped across the deck of the Liliana. Four Nightmen jumped to the deck. More bat-gliders rushed toward us.

      I could barely move. Wandrey kept me upright and held onto my arm. Despite the pain, I turned. One of the Nightmen wasn’t all too far from us. But that wasn’t good. I had no weapon and no real way to defend myself.

      A firefight erupted, with my crew taking aim for the intruders. The Nightmen drew guns and shot right back. Wandrey and I were in the middle of the crossfire, a dangerous place. The only thing I could do was hit the deck.

      The sudden movement hurt worse than almost anything thus far, with my shoulder wound raw from the surgery Wandrey had performed. I pressed my forehead against the deck, upset with myself. I hated feeling useless in the middle of a fight while my crew risked their lives around me.

      Wandrey crouched beside me, placing a hand on my back, away from my wound. “We need to get inside,” he said. “Can you crawl? We’re not too far from the mess, and the enemy on that side has been vanquished.”

      “I’ll try,” I said, but I still had my head pressed to the deck.

      “More enemies incoming!” the crew shouted. Another round of gunfire came from the opposite side of the ship.

      I pulled myself to my knees and edged forward one hand at a time, with pain so glaring it took everything in me just to give that amount of focus. It took me several minutes to travel a short distance. The battle blazed on around us, but I dared not look. It wouldn’t do me any good, anyhow.

      The door to the mess was close to us. We were going to make it! Once inside I could rest, collapse. Assuming the Liliana closed the entrance to the cavern. The last I saw, it looked like we’d successfully done so, but it was so hard to tell for certain. I needed someone to confirm it for me. “Hey,” I said to Wandrey as I crawled.

      “Yeah?” he said.

      “Can you look up and see if we collapsed the cave?”

      “Now?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      He didn’t seem too happy about it, but he brought himself to his feet. He turned to orient himself. “I don’t see it,” he said.

      “Keep looking.”

      A moment passed, and he rocked to the tips of his toes. “Ah! I see it. Yes, yes they closed it. That’s good, right?”

      “Very.” The relief was enough for me to almost forget my pain.

      But it only lasted a moment. Another bat-glider swooped by us, and a Nightman landed mere feet from my face. His black boots were all too close to my head. “Look out!” I shouted.

      Wandrey turned. There was no other crew near us. We were almost to the mess, and the other soldiers had Nightmen of their own to deal with. Across the deck, my crew cheered and hooted. It sounded as if they had things under control.

      It wasn’t the case for us. The Nightman immediately fired upon Wandrey, shooting him at point-blank range.

      “No!” I cried. The man had saved me, or at least done some work toward healing me, and he was helping me to get inside. If I’d been just a little faster, or not made him stand up…

      Wandrey fell to the deck. His jar of ether, which he’d used to dampen my pain, rolled toward me and hit me in the side. It had the rag inside of it, soaking up more of the liquid.

      The Nightman cocked his rifle with another click, pointing it toward me.

      There was little time to react. Though odds were against my surviving, I didn’t panic. I grabbed the ether-filled rag, jerking it out of the jar. The Nightman fired his gun, but I rolled out of the way. Splinters flew from the deck where the bullet hit. It took every last ounce of strength in me, but I pushed myself to my feet, and then jumped.

      He stepped backward in surprise as I lunged at him. The pain flared so heavily in my shoulder that I yelled with everything I had. I landed square on the Nightman, tackling him to the ground. He dropped the gun in the process, flailing to try to get me off him.

      As he struggled with me, I jammed the rag in his face, covering his nose and mouth. His hands moved to my neck, trying to strangle me. His thumbs pushed inward on my windpipe, and I couldn’t breathe any longer. But I didn’t back away. I kept the rag on his face. Wandrey had warned me not to breathe it in too deeply, and I hoped whatever ill effects it would generate would work on the Nightman, as well.

      His chokehold on me intensified, his hand tight around my throat. If he managed to squeeze any tighter, it might snap my neck. This had to work. I kicked several times, trying desperately to wiggle from his grip and take in air.

      Just as it became unbearable, his eyes rolled back in his head and his arms fell to the deck. The ether had knocked him out.

      I stumbled away from him, taking in breath as if I never had air before in my life. I inhaled so heavily my throat hurt.

      I held my arms out to regain my balance. Then I carefully tapped the Nightman with my toe. He was unconscious, but I wasn’t sure how long it would last. I scrambled away from him and to the mess door. It was cracked open. I pried it the rest of the way and crawled inside.

      Several of the crew were there, the tables overturned to use as cover. They had rifles pointed my direction.

      “Hold your fire!” one of the crew said. “It’s the baronette!”

      Those who pointed weapons at me turned them elsewhere. I was greeted with several fond calls of, “Hello,” and, “Great to see you.” I was with my crew again. Despite all my pain, I couldn’t help but smile.

      Cheers erupted outside. I couldn’t move to see what was going on, but a couple of the crewmen behind the tables moved to help me to my feet. They assisted me to one of the benches and sat me down.

      “That’s one ugly shoulder wound you have,” one of them said.

      “Yeah, I was shot.”

      “I’ve been shot four times,” he said, beaming with pride.

      I laughed. It hurt.

      Someone burst through the door. “We shot the last of those dang bat-things from the sky. We won!”

      Everyone inside the mess cheered and clapped.

      I almost couldn’t believe it. We’d done it. I’d had victories before with the crew under my command, in small battles with the Wyranth, and though I hadn’t led the ship in this one, it felt like this one was the first to truly be mine. “Well, then,” I said when everything had quieted down, “if someone wouldn’t mind escorting me to my bed, I’d be eternally grateful.”
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      Our medic tended to some of the city’s wounded. They will remember Rislandians and vow to be our allies for when we are in need. Though they have nothing to trade now that we would find of use, it’s good to make more friends in this region.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 18 of the Month of Queens

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      Surprisingly, I didn’t pass out for several days like the last time I’d been shot. The hole in my shoulder hurt to the point where I couldn’t get comfortable in bed. Upon her return to the ship, Dr. du Clock-hand dressed my wound and changed it daily to make sure it didn’t get infected. None of it dulled the pain, though part of it was my fault, as I didn’t want to be given anything to make me groggy. My experience with the ether on the battlefield had been enough for me.

      Fortunately, Toby remained with me. The little fur ball was so warm, and I appreciated his loving cuddles. He didn’t squirm around too much, for once, content to be by my side.

      “I missed you, Toby,” I whispered to him.

      He chirped.

      Dr. du Clockhand came by to check on me every few hours. She recommended bed rest while we traveled away from the Nightmen’s underground city and didn’t allow visitors on those first couple of days.

      Harkerpal was one of the first to come after Dr. du Clockhand proclaimed I was well enough to have prolonged visits. He moved to the side of my bed so I could see him. Toby scampered away and into the closet. My shoulder hurt so badly I had to lay on my side. “Good to see you again, Harkerpal. I wasn’t sure I ever would.”

      “We weren’t going to give up the search for you, though I have to admit, with how much time went by, we came close,” Harkerpal said, smiling. He bobbed his head like he always did. “Your father was lost to us on more than one occasion. In fact, the time when he disappeared after the Second Battle of the Border River—I know you’re aware of that one.” He paused.

      I nodded. Usually I stopped Harkerpal before he began his stories, but it’d been awhile, and it was nice to have something to think about other than my aching body.

      Harkerpal continued, “Well, we didn’t give up the search for him easily. So many people died that day on both sides, but the von Monocles have luck running through their veins. Without a body, no one wanted to believe he was dead. Least of all Talyen. We searched for weeks. Though some of the crew were starting to lose hope, we wouldn’t leave you on some strange continent if there was any prospect of you being alive.”

      “How did you find us?” I asked.

      “I managed to find supplies at a place called Great Jerohm and trade some of our gold stores for what we needed, which is why we’re aloft. Very friendly people. They became less friendly when they saw our airship flying around for weeks, but eventually we were able to carry trade goods for them in exchange for information and replenishing our food and water supplies.” Harkerpal motioned his finger as if it were a whirling turbine. “In our search for you, we found a strange man living in a castle in the middle of the desert. Incredible engineering innovation, bringing the castle below ground. An excellent protective measure, as well as good for having to handle the harsh desert climate. His castle was exposed when we flew over, and so we found him. Lieutenant Wright is quite good at aggressive negotiations, let me tell you.” He laughed.

      “I can only imagine.”

      “The man living there let slip that he’d come upon you. He had to deal with the Nightmen who patrol the area, and they extort him for their protection from time to time. You were delivered to the Nightmen as a peace offering, and he never expected to hear from you or our crew again. Once Wright extracted that information, he persuaded the man to spill the rest of the details. We still didn’t have information on where the Nightmen were based. It took some days for us to come across more of those gliders for our spies to track them down. The timing was impeccable, as the crew’s morale was very low. Several people voiced it should be our last search for you and the others. When we completed our last lap around the desert, we came upon your escape from the hidden cave. It seems you have more than enough of the von Monocle luck yourself.”

      “I like to think we make our own luck,” I said.

      “You sound just like him.”

      Silence hung in the room for a moment. I wanted to be my own person in some ways, but the crew meant the comparisons with my father as compliments. It was something I’d have to live with. “Thanks,” I said.

      Harkerpal frowned, his brow furrowing. “I can’t help but think I’m somewhat to blame for your capture. These Nightmen, we’ve come across them before. They were so much further north when we’d last journeyed here, I wasn’t worried about them. It seems they were able to reverse engineer the technology of the Liliana for their strange contraptions.”

      “It’s not your fault, Harkerpal,” I said, sympathetic to his guilt over matters gone incredibly wrong. How many times had I wanted to kick myself for making bad decisions? “You couldn’t have predicted it.”

      Before he could respond, the door to my room opened. I couldn’t quite see from my angle, and I craned my neck. Ethan stood at the door.

      “Am I interrupting?” Ethan asked.

      “Not at all. I should be returning to my engines. I’ll leave you to rest,” Harkerpal said. He bowed his head to me and departed, slipping past Ethan at the door.

      My heart quickened at the sight of Ethan. He probably needed rest as well. His sword arm dangled in a sling. “What happened to your arm? And how’s your side?” I asked.

      Ethan looked down at his arm. “Oh, this.” His head popped back up again and he moved to my bedside. “Yeah, it got a little hairy down on the ground for a while. There were a lot more of the Nightmen than it seemed at first. One of them tried to swing his rifle at my head and knock it clear off. I blocked it with my arm. Broke a bone.” He shrugged. “The knife wound still stings if I move too fast, but with this sling there’s no danger of that.”

      “Well I’m grateful your head is still here.”

      Ethan laughed. “Me too.” With his free arm, he motioned to the corner of my bed. “May I sit?”

      “Please,” I said, my voice barely coming out a whisper. My mouth was so dry. Nerves. But why?

      Ethan glanced to the small window at the back of my room. His eyes darted everywhere but me, like he was intentionally trying not to stare. “I just wanted to make sure you were doing okay.”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      We had so much more to talk about, didn’t we? Then why were words so difficult? I sucked in my bottom lip. “Crazy ordeal we went through.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed. “I still don’t know what to think of it. So many people died just so we could get out of there safely. It… makes me feel a little empty. Alone, even.”

      “That’s exactly how I feel,” I said. It was terrible to think about, and these last couple of days, I’d had all the time in the world to think. Babington, Fox, Wandrey, and how many others? It wasn’t right. I didn’t even know some of the names of those who died, which made matters all the worse. They deserved more respect. “I suppose we should be grateful we’re alive.”

      “Yeah,” Ethan said. He stared at his boots. What was he thinking? Finally, he nodded to himself, and looked up at me. “Zaira… Baronette… Captain…” he cursed under his breath.

      “Zaira’s fine,” I said.

      “Zaira,” he said again, sounding more determined. “When we get back to Rislandia City, would it be alright with you if I took you to tea? Alone, I mean. Just us. To talk. And, uh, get to know each other.”

      I blinked, not expecting the invitation. Was he asking my permission to court me? I gulped, my mouth becoming even drier. Words escaped me. What was I supposed to say? Silence hung in the room far longer than it should have.

      Ethan stood, turning his head away. “I’m sorry if I overstepped.”

      “No!” I said, all too eager. “I mean, no don’t go. Yes, I’d be happy to get tea with you.”

      He seemed to relax, and his lips curved upward, but they stopped. “If I may ask a, ah, personal question?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      “James, are you and he…?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh, even though it wasn’t funny. How many times had I wondered myself about this very question? “No. James and I…” I breathed. “We haven’t talked much since Plainsroad Village to be honest. I think I remind him too much of what he lost back home,” I said. Forced to say the words, it dawned on me that’s exactly what had happened these last several months. It made my heart sink. I should be elated. Ethan wanted to court me. Why wasn’t that enough?

      “Good,” he said, and then shook his head. “I mean, I don’t know what I mean. I apologize again if I’m being too intrusive.”

      “You’re not. It’s okay. I haven’t had much time to think about these things.” I ran my fingers back through my hair. “I’m surprised he hasn’t come to visit me.”

      “Oh, you don’t know?”

      My breath stilled. Was James—

      Ethan waved his free hand. “No, no, I didn’t mean it like that. I’m sorry. My mind isn’t working well for some reason. It happens around you.” A nervous laugh escaped his lips. “He’s fine. Injured, but he’ll recover. He suffered a similar fate to me, except for his leg instead of an arm.” He motioned to his cast. “I don’t think he can get up and move around just yet.”

      “Ah,” I said, relieved for multiple reasons. “Makes sense. Tell him hello for me.”

      “I will.”

      Another awkward pause fell between us. Ethan’s eyes met mine. Dark, caring, strong. I liked those eyes, but I needed to think about a lot of things after this conversation.

      I cleared my throat. “Dismissed, sir knight.”

      Ethan nodded. “Thank you, Captain.” He departed.

      After he left, I let my head fall onto my pillow and my whole body sink into my bed. Tension drained from me like aether from a turbine engine. It felt like it’d been months since I’d been able to relax.
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        We’re traveling back home. I must say I’ll miss this adventure even if it proved fruitless. I wish we’d spent more time and had a cartographer with us. It may come in handy to be aware of the geography of this content at a later date.

      

      

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 20 of the Month of Queens

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      For the next several days, the Liliana flew over the Golgmarsh Ocean. The journey back felt like it took a lot longer than the way there, but I was delighted to be able to get back up on my feet again. Dr. Du Clockhand allowed me out of bedrest and I was happy to be back on the bridge of my ship.

      The slow journey back allowed my shoulder more time to heal. Though it still hurt, after a few days, Dr. du Clockhand didn’t need to change the bandages so often. I could also move my arm around with only a minor annoyance instead of intense pain.

      To keep the crew from stagnating, I ordered them to take inventory of all of the supplies. This way we could know what we needed to restock once we returned to the capital and ready the ship for another mission more quickly. Harkerpal gave me a list of items needing maintenance and repair that was more than three pages long. It took a lot of little bits and pieces to keep an airship’s systems running.

      One evening, Ethan invited me to the deck to watch the stars and the waves and have some good conversation. He still had his cast but moved much more freely than he had in days prior. Rhys and Marina seemed to have the same idea, as they were already standing at the midship port railing, hand in hand.

      “We should probably leave them be and head to the starboard side,” I said.

      “Good idea.” He chuckled, and in an unexpected move, he took my hand.

      His hands were much bigger than mine, very strong, and very warm. I wasn’t sure how to react to the gesture, but I didn’t pull away. It felt good having him hold onto me.

      We moved to the starboard side together, and when we arrived, he didn’t release my hand. The stars cast their light down, shimmering against the water. It was beautiful. I’d missed out on sights like this my entire life, living so far from the ocean. It stilled my breath.

      “The views from your deck never get old,” Ethan said. “You’re very lucky to be in the position you are.”

      “I know,” I said.

      “It reminds me of the top of the Crystal Spire. When it’s not cloudy or hazy from the factories, you can see half the kingdom from there. When it was first built, people said you could see all the way to the Border River. I’m not sure how true that is, but it’s a good distance, regardless,” Ethan said.

      I turned to him. “What happens after this? Do you go back to training with the knights?”

      Ethan nodded. “Whatever they assign me to. Usually after something so intense as this, they give us at least a few days leave. Which is why I hoped I could spend time with you away from all of this.”

      Words escaped me, as they did fairly regularly as of late. I turned back to the view of the ocean. It was nice being around Ethan. More than nice. But we would be living separate lives in service to King Malaky. Was it foolish to even contemplate spending time together? I hadn’t been able to spend time with James, my best friend since childhood, since we’d fallen into our roles. It wouldn’t be any different with Ethan. This wouldn’t end well. Slowly, I pried my fingers from his and let my hand fall by my side.

      “Did I upset you?” Ethan said.

      “No,” I said, “just thinking about a lot of things.”

      Something clanked on the deck behind us. The noise came again and again in a rhythmic fashion, inching ever closer to us. I turned.

      James hobbled across the deck, his crutch making the noise. He glanced across the ship, toward Rhys and Marina, and then back at us. “By Malaky, is everyone pairing up on this ship?”

      “There’s not that many women to go around, to be honest,” Ethan said.

      “I thought you were supposed to be focused on training me,” James said.

      “My training advice for the evening is rest your leg so you can get back to training.” Ethan flashed a grin.

      James rolled his eyes. “You just want smoochy time with Zair-bear.”

      “There’s no smoochy time going on here, thank you very much,” I protested, wrinkling my nose.

      James shrugged. “I’m not stupid.”

      Those words stung. Right to my core. I didn’t know how to respond, and neither did Ethan, apparently. Even in the starlight, his face was flushed. What bothered me more, though, was James. Was he upset? He sounded like it. This was stronger than the friendly ribbing he usually gave me. I didn’t want to hurt him. This was all a bad idea. “I’m sorry, I should be getting back to my room to feed Toby. I’ll leave you two to training.”

      “Wait,” Ethan said, his hand falling upon my shoulder.

      I shrugged it off and continued forward. James held his gaze on me, which I met as I passed him. He didn’t say anything. What was he thinking? Why couldn’t boys just say what they meant? I hated guessing about them. I lifted my skirts so I could move faster. There was no reason to be out on the deck longer than I had to be. I hurried away.

      When I made it back to my room, I closed the door and pressed my back against it, allowing myself time to breathe. My chest felt so constricted, and the deep breaths didn’t help. What was the matter with me? No, what was the matter with those boys? I found myself eager to get back home so I wouldn’t be in a confined space with the both of them.

      Toby rushed out from under the bed, scampering to my ankles, sniffing me and burrowing under my skirt. I moved the skirt aside and picked him up. “Oh, Toby. At least I know you’ll love me forever. And I love you just as much.” I squeezed him against me. He squawked.

      We would be home soon. I couldn’t wait.
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        * * *

      

      “Land ho!” Lieutenant Colwell shouted, his voice carrying across the deck. He stood at the door to the bridge.

      I watched from my place beside him. Major Ral looked through the gyromatic expanding telescope in order to get his proper navigational bearings. He pulled back, slipping around me, and went back to his piloting station.

      With the telescope free, I bent over and pressed my eye to the lens. Land was barely visible in the distance, peeking over the edge of the horizon. We’d finally made it. I couldn’t help but smile, rocking on the tips of my toes from the excitement. We would be home soon.

      My smile faded as we came closer and more of the land became visible.

      The buildings along the water were in ruins. Some walls stood, some were burned. Ash lined the ground. Not a single building remained intact. The beautiful brick dome of Portsgate’s symphonic house had been turned to rubble. There wasn’t smoke rising from anything. It must have happened some time ago, but Portsgate was in ruins.

      “By Malaky,” I breathed.

      “Is something wrong?” Lieutenant Colwell asked.

      “Come look,” I said with a shaky voice. Horrific scenarios ran through my mind. What happened there? “Major Ral, speed us up and prepare to land just outside the city.” I stepped back from the telescope.

      Lieutenant Colwell peered into it. “This isn’t good. What happened?”

      “I don’t know, but we’re going to find out. Tell the crew to prepare a landing party, and for the commandos to be ready for action,” I said.
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      We stopped at Portsgate, one of my favorite cities in Rislandia. The people are so friendly. We received a hero’s welcome. It’s good there’s a mountain range to protect it from the Wyranth, even if it is a little muggy and built near a swamp.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 28 of the Month of Queens

      

      

      5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      We landed on a grassy knoll a short walk from the city. The entire city of Portsgate had been razed to the ground, just as I had seen from the view along the coastline.

      I assembled a full complement of commandos to come with me, though we left a contingent to defend the ship. Despite their protesting, I didn’t allow the injured Ethan nor James to come with us.

      “You’re injured, too,” James said.

      “It’s not the same.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m the captain and I said so. It’s final,” I said, turning away before he could recover from his gawking at the way I’d shut him down. I also had to hide the small smile that crossed my face. When we were kids, playing in the fields of Plainsroad Village, James liked to play knight, and he always made me his squire. Being smaller, I usually accepted the deferential role. Not anymore. It felt good.

      Sergeant Wright saluted me. “The men are ready,” he said.

      I nodded, surveying the twenty commandos assembled, noticing Marina was among them. She had fire in her eyes, and I was glad to have her back. “Let’s go. For steam and country!”

      “For steam and country!” the commandos shouted.

      The ramp descended, and we marched out. My cape lifted in the air behind me as I moved forward. The commandos surrounded me, and they watched me more closely than the last time I’d ventured forth from the airship with them.

      We trudged toward the city, making our way to the main road, the road that led to Rislandia City in the opposite direction. A few abandoned carts and carriages lined it, but there was no sign of any people. The wind blew with a dull whistle. Debris floated by us.

      “Eerie,” I said to myself.

      “You got that right,” Lieutenant Wright said, his forehead wrinkling as he focused ahead of us. “It’s usually so bustling here. Friendly people, Portsgatans.”

      “I hope there’s some of them left,” I said. Those words darkened the moods of those around me. The conversation died.

      We continued along the road until we came to the city. Burned wood, bricks, and rubble were everywhere. Parchment was scattered across the road. We stepped over the debris carefully.

      “Over there, something moved!” one of my commandos shouted. He pointed to a half-remaining brick wall about three blocks down from us.

      “Hurry,” I said, jogging toward where the commando pointed. My people outpaced me, used to moving into full sprints at a moment’s notice in battle. My shoulder still hurt if I moved it too much, which hampered my speed.

      The commandos pressed forward, though a group peeled off to stay with me. I kept my hand on my sword hilt, though my team all had rifles drawn and pointed. The lead group disappeared around the corner.

      A girl screamed. The sound echoed through the dead city.

      I hurried all the faster, hoping none of my men would shoot. The wind rushed through my hair, blowing it into my face. I didn’t hesitate or stop to move it, annoying as it was. At least I’d learned a trick of making my top hat stay firmly on my head in these situations. It was all in the posture. I brought a hand to the brim all the same, just to make sure it didn’t fly away.

      When I rounded the corner, I saw a young girl, ten years old at the most. She sat on the ground, knees against her chest, leaning against the half-wall that stood to her side. Her hair was in knots, tangled and dirty. Her dress looked like she’d had it on for a week or more. It was torn in several places. And she shook, the poor thing.

      I slowed my pace to a brisk walk. “Stand down,” I told my men as I pushed past them. “Can’t you see it’s a little girl?” My people were jumpy, and rightfully so with the condition of this city, but they had to have some sense about them.

      The commandos parted to allow me through. I knelt beside her and touched her arm. “I’m sorry to have frightened you. We’re just trying to help,” I said softly, trying to keep my tone tender but not too patronizing. I wasn’t all that much older than she was, considering. Only seven years or so difference, but what a world of difference those years made.

      “I want my mom,” the girl said through chattering teeth.

      Those words hit me harder than the bullet that penetrated my shoulder nearly a week prior. It made me think of my own mother, losing her at such a young age. “We’ll do what we can to find her. What’s your name, sweetie?”

      The girl loosed her arms from around her knees, her tear-filled eyes staring up at me. “Heather,” she said.

      “Heather,” I repeated. “Do you know what happened here?”

      She frowned, losing focus as if the question sent her into a daze. “Lots of noise. My Da was real scared. He said soldiers were coming. He shut me in the basement and told me not to come out until he came for me. Such big booms.” She shook her head. “My lamp ran out of fuel. It was so dark down there. I heard my Da fighting with the men. They sounded like animals.”

      “Sounds like Wyranth,” Wright said from behind me. “A large force must have come through here to create this kind of devastation.”

      I nodded, recalling the strange whirring machines when they’d come for my hometown. Their artillery could take down whole buildings quickly.

      “I want my mom and Da.” Heather started bawling.

      Frowning, I wrapped my arms around the girl. She cried against my bosom for several minutes. I said no words, and neither did the soldiers around me. They were patient and understood this girl’s loss. “It’s okay,” I finally said. “It’s going to be okay. You should come with us to our airship. We can get you cleaned up and take you to Rislandia City. You’ll be safe there, and we can start looking for your parents.”

      The girl pulled back and wiped her face on her dress. “Airship?” She tilted her head at me, calculating. “Are you Baron von Monocle?”

      I nodded.

      “I thought you were a he.”

      “That’s my Da,” I said, laughing.

      It made her chuckle a little, as well. If I’d accomplished nothing else this day, I was content with having brought her a small joy. “I’ll come with you. But I should leave a note by the basement, in case my parents came back.”

      It wasn’t likely they’d ever come back, not with this kind of destruction. The Wyranth weren’t known for their compassion for civilians. But I wasn’t going to tell this little girl she had no hope. It wasn’t my place. Instead, I stood, offering her a hand up. “Yes, let’s do that. And then we need to get to Rislandia City quickly, so we can tell King Malaky what happened here.”

      She took my hand and stood.

      It occurred to me then that Rislandia City might not be safe, either. As I walked with the girl back toward her former home, I tried to keep my face straight, but the deepest of fears welled inside of me. What if my Da was gone, too? I couldn’t bear to lose him again. Not now.
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      Home is on the horizon again. I’m away so often. I vow soon I’ll make more time for family. There’s nothing more important. Not adventuring, not war. Though I do my duty, my days at home are most treasured of all.

      
        
        An excerpt from Baron von Monocle’s Log

        Day 33 of the Month of Queens

        5th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign

      

      

      

      The sun set across the western horizon by the time the great Crystal Spire of Rislandia City came into sight. It towered over every other building by a substantial margin and was a welcome sight to me when I peered through the telescope. The capital was safe, or at least hadn’t been burned to the ground like Portsgate. We’d cut across the countryside and saw none of the invading Wyranth, another sign I thought boded well. But it only meant they didn’t take the most direct route to the capital. Their soldiers could be marching in other directions, wreaking havoc across our land.

      The thought made me frown.

      “Everything okay?” Lieutenant Colwell asked. He was so perceptive of my moods.

      “I keep thinking about Portsgate. So many people out of homes, maybe dead. It’s not right,” I said.

      “It’s not right, but sometimes these things happen. Hopefully our findings from the Zenwey continent can have an impact, hmm?”

      I hadn’t thought about the giants’ blood for some time. After witnessing painful desolation of one of Rislandia’s formerly great cities, it seemed to lose its importance. But it would make a big difference, wouldn’t it? Or could it have had another purpose? Oh, no.

      “Now I know something’s wrong,” Lieutenant Colwell said, leaning against the wall. “You’ve gone pale as a ghost.”

      “I need some fresh air,” I said. Keeping my eyes low, I brushed past him and hurried outside to the deck.

      A couple of commandos monitored from various sections of the ship, but most of the deck was empty. Just what I wanted. I shut the door to the bridge and stepped to the side of the door. The turbines turned at top speed, pushing us ever toward Rislandia City. The wind blew against my face, but it didn’t bother me. What bothered me was the chain of events that took me—and more importantly, the Liliana—away from Rislandia. I slinked down to a seated position against the front wall of the bridge.

      Ivan, the Iron Emperor, had been the one who drove this mission. He warned me his people were out of control, and he sounded so convincing that it would be the best for both of our countries. And I’d listened to him like a gullible little girl. I banged the back of my head against the wall behind me. It hurt, but I deserved it. What I’d managed to do was to take Rislandia’s most effective weapon of war off the battlefield for several weeks. I’d been a fool.

      The Iron Emperor was a tactical man. When I’d encountered him at his palace, he’d quoted military strategists at me. He was too smart, and was getting a read on me the entire time. He’d manipulated my emotions.

      It was my fault Portsgate was destroyed. If we had been there—

      “Something wrong, Zair-bear?” I heard James say in front of me.

      My eyes were closed tight as I wallowed in my mistakes. A mistake my father wouldn’t have made. The way I’d couched the mission, leaving out the very important detail of the Iron Emperor’s influence, it played on my father and Talyen’s emotions to allow it. I’d even manipulated King Malaky. “It’s all my fault.” I opened my eyes, but couldn’t bear to look up at James, keeping my eyes on his boots instead.

      “Huh?”

      “Portsgate and probably whatever other cities the Wyranth destroyed.”

      “Zaira, that doesn’t make any sense.”

      Did I dare tell him about my meeting with the Iron Emperor? The secret weighed so heavily on my heart it felt like I was going to fall through the deck. “James, I have a confession to make…”

      James set his crutch against the bridge wall and leaned against it. “What’s that, Zair-bear? This is unlike you. There wasn’t anything you could do to save those people. We were away, and we might save everyone because of it, in both Wyranth and Rislandia.”

      “Quiet and listen to me!” I shouted at him, frustrated more with myself than him, but I came across far too scolding. I bit my lip and paused to regain my composure. “James, I—”

      “Land ho!” one of the commandos shouted.

      “Prepare for landing. We’ve reached the city!” said another.

      James offered a hand to help me out. “We can talk again later once we’re in the city. Come on, we need to get to a sturdy place. Major Ral is good at landing the ship, but I still don’t want to go flying off the deck.”

      I took his hand and let him pull me up. His grip was stronger than I remembered. When I came to my feet, I stumbled all too close to him. I pressed my hands against his chest so I didn’t fall into him.

      James lost his footing, hopping on his one good leg. “Careful, Zair-bear. I can’t support your weight right now, even if you are skinny.” He laughed.

      I was in no laughing mood, but something sparked in that moment. Something I didn’t want to think about. It was just like the moment I’d shared with Ethan a couple of days prior. This was so confusing. I couldn’t do anything right.

      Instead of responding, I turned away from him, heading back into the bridge. James followed me, his crutch thudding against the deck with each step. I held the door for him to allow him in but didn’t dare meet his gaze again. I wanted to curl up in a ball like Toby and hide under my bed. Instead, I moved to the handrail inside the bridge and grabbed it. James copied my motion, his hand landing far too close to mine.

      Lieutenant Colwell and Major Ral handled all the landing proceedings. They still had a better handle on ship’s operations than I did. I’d only get in the way, especially with the mood I was in. I remained quiet through the whole landing, which ended smoothly, with only a small bump.

      “Guess I shouldn’t have been worried,” James said softly in a teasing tone.

      “I’m going to find my father immediately,” I said, not directing my comments to anyone in particular. The men must have sensed my mood, as they let me by without saying anything else to me.

      I traversed the stairs and out to the main cargo bay. The ramp descended, and I stomped down from it, followed by several members of my crew.

      The city guard must have alerted a number of people to our arrival. We were greeted by a sizable crowd. Some of the crew ran into the arms of loved ones, others were greeted and departed. I stirred in the whirlwind of it all, looking for my father. I finally spotted him and Talyen together. She’d grown significantly rounder since my time on the faraway continent, her waddles toward me coming with far more labor than before.

      Instead of running to them, I found myself dragging my feet. I didn’t want the confrontation, the inevitable disappointment as to what I’d done. I took a deep breath and forced myself forward.

      My father embraced me, but I kept my arms by my side. He pulled back to look on me as if he never had seen me before. “Oh, Zaira, I’m so happy you made it. You were taking so long we thought we’d lost you. It’s really good you made it back alive. This is quite a blessing. Was the mission a success?” He shook his head, not pausing to allow me to respond. “No, we can talk about that later. In fact, we’ll have to. I hate to do this to you, but you’re going to have to go back up in the air again. Too many Wyranth are drawing near to Rislandia City. I’ve assembled enough of a commando team to replace half of your personnel, as I know they have to be burnt out, but we need the Liliana in action.”

      In my peripheral vision, I saw several of the people gathered were not family members of the crew at all. Some loaded cargo onto the ship, others wore Grand Rislandian Army uniforms.

      “I know you have a full resupply list, like I taught you,” Talyen said, evidently mistaking my moodiness for concern over the ship. I didn’t correct her, “but there’s little time. We tried to give you an approximate supply of what you’ll require, but the good news is, our scientists were able to reverse engineer some of the exploding shells you obtained on your last mission. You’ll be able to pack a much bigger punch than with cannonballs.”

      “Portsgate…” was all I managed to say.

      My father nodded somberly. “We’re aware of what happened. Most of the city’s residents fled to here. Our streets are filled with refugees, but we have more immediate concerns.” He squeezed my shoulder, the bad one. The tension on it hurt, but I didn’t protest. “You’ve done amazing work, Zaira. And hopefully with what you’ve found, our scientists can find a way to spread a cure to the Wyranth soldiers. In the meantime, we need to hold them back.”

      They had no idea what I’d done, how responsible I was for all the kingdom’s troubles. If they knew, they wouldn’t be so quick to send me to handle the fallout from it.

      “The Wyranth have opened the war on two fronts, one traveling along the western coast, the other along the Oler Mountains along our border with Atrebla. They’ve been very successful in speeding their way along the edges of our kingdom and are headed directly for Rislandia City. Our army was deployed along the border river, which we now believe was a feint to keep our people off guard. Unfortunately, without an airship, we just sent our messengers to the south. It’ll be several days before they can get here, at the least,” my father said. His hand fell from my shoulders. “Your timing couldn’t have been better, Zaira. I wish we could spend more time together, so I could hear of your grand adventure, but the kingdom is in peril. We can send our knights to slow the force down to the east, but we need the Liliana to help with the west.”

      This was too much, too fast. It overwhelmed me. The guilt still hung on me like a damp cloak. The Iron Emperor timed this assault because I was gone. I wanted revenge on him more than anything else in the world.

      I’d departed the ship contrite, but as I looked back to it, I had a job to do. There was no time for regrets. I took a deep breath, firming my resolve, and I tightened my fingers into a fist. “You can count on me,” I said. “I’ll show the Wyranth it was a big mistake to mess with Rislandia.”

      My father brought my attention back to him through another embrace. When he pulled back, his eyes twinkled. “I’m so proud of you, Zaira.”

      We said our goodbyes, and I returned to the Liliana. In truth, I’d done nothing to earn his pride. But I would earn it. By Malaky, I swore I would.
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      Like The Blood Of Giants? Please leave a review on Amazon.

      

      The epic battle for the fate of Rislandia concludes in third book in the Adventures of Baron Von Monocle series: The Fight For Rislandia.

      

      Read Now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Rislandian Timeline

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        23rd Year of King Malaky XV Reign – 20 years before the events of For Steam And Country, Baron Theodore von Monocle flies his ship on its first mission to Tyndree on the east coast of Rislandia between Wyranth at High Mesa Castle. He rescued duchess named Liliana, fell in love, and named his airship for her.

      

        

      
        24nd Year of King Malaky XV’s Reign – The Liliana travels to the One-Eyed King’s domain on the Ebony Sands Coast. Theodore convinced the king he’d work for him as a mercenary, was imprisoned in the ruse, and escaped with the help of his crew. Theodore returns to Rislandia and marries Liliana.

      

        

      
        25th year of King Malaky XV’s Reign – King Malaky XV is assassinated by Wyranth. A new airship is commissioned. A big battle occurs, and an uneasy peace is achieved.

      

        

      
        1st Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign – Von Monocle takes the Liliana on an exploratory world tour. The new king wants trade relations and peace, a new positive outlook for the world.

      

        

      
        2nd Year King Malaky XVI’s Reign – On a 2nd exploratory tour, the Liliana travels to the Sands of Zarma, where they find a treasure chest and the crew had a strange disease. The Tyndree Kingdom folds into the Wyranth Empire.

      

        

      
        3rd Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign – Zaira is born. The Atreblan Kingdom sends an expedition around the world to find treasure, and comes back with a supply of aether-fuel (“Black Gold”). The Rislandians desperately need the fuel for their airship fleet, and seek trade. Theodore von Monocle agrees to go to the Island of the Fae to help an Atreblan noble in exchange for fuel (“Baron von Monocle and the Island of the Fae”).

      

        

      
        5th Year King Malaky XVI’s Reign (Zaira is 2) – 3rd expedition across the world. Trade negotiations with the Tribes of Zenway. Theodore comes across a book given by a shaman attached to chief, she told that the Areth continent didn’t have a grasp of true history, the settlers a thousand years ago had forgotten much. The book had legends about giants who roamed the land in ancient times.

      

        

      
        6th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign (Zaira is 3) – Small skirmishes occur with the Wyranth at the border, frightening the Rislandian people. The Airship takes a number of casualties, grating on the crew. Baron von Monocle turns to a young chef’s assistant, Talyen von Cravat, to come up with an idea to help the crew’s morale (“The Battlecry Of The Liliana”)

      

        

      
        7th Year King Malaky XVI’s Reign (Zaira is 4) – Twin Tops Mountains rescue mission in winter (during the month of fools) to save starving dying people.

      

        

      
        8th Year of King Malaky XVI’S Reign (Zaira is 5) – Baron von Monocle travels to the Dragonmist Isles to retrieve a rare flower for his anniversary with his wife.

      

        

      
        15th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign (Zaira is 12) – Wyranth are getting aggressive again after a period of relative peace. Portsgate floods after a recent hurricane.  Zaira’s mother Liliana dies while Theo’s away fighting.  1st battle at Border River.

      

        

      
        16th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign (Zaira is 13) – The 2nd Wyranth War begins.

      

        

      
        17th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign (Zaira is 14) – The 2nd Battle of the Border River. Baron Theodore von Monocle goes missing. Commander Von Cravat leads a counter assault 9 days later. Afterward, von Cravat can’t handle the loss of the Baron and grounds the ship in Loveridge (“Tangled Web”).

      

        

      
        18th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign (Zaira is 15) – Captain Von Cravat tries to get the crew back together and fails.

      

        

      
        19th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign (Zaira is 16) – Zaira von Monocle inherits her father’s airship and mounts a mission to rescue her father based on rumors he may still be alive (For Steam And Country). James Gentry is trained as a Knight and uncovers a Wyranth plot (“Knight Training”).  Zaira takes the airship to the Zenwey Continent in hopes of finding more giant’s blood to help cure the Wyranth soldiers of their addictions (The Blood Of Giants). When she returns, she finds the Wyranth have invaded and she must save her kingdom (The Fight For Rislandia). James Gentry is sent to guard King Malaky and Princess Reina at their retreat (“Guard Training”).

      

        

      
        20th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign (Zaira is 17) – The knights play a prank on James Gentry (“Hazing”). James and Ethan go on a mission into Wyranth occupied territory (“Spy Training”). Zaira is faced with a difficult choice to bring peace to Rislandia. (The Iron Wedding).
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      This last year has been a wild ride. I never expected The Adventures of Baron von Monocle to take off the way it did, with the series now having won an award and become a #1 Amazon Bestseller. I’ve also grown so much as a writer thanks to the work of Jeffro Johnson and the Pulp Revolution. The Blood of Giants is the first book I’ve written where I applied their awesome ideas on how to write exciting stories.

      The first people I have to thank are the readers who make this world such a success. There are no books without you! A few in particular have really pushed my career along like none other. Thank you to Edwin Boyette, Perplyone, Julian Thompson, Lara Luke, Isaac Valenzuela, Kate Adams, and Hans Schantz especially for being there. There’s a few more and if I missed you I’ll try to get you next time!
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