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Author's Note


Perils of Sea and Sky takes place on an earth-like world not unlike our own in a time that resembles the early 1700s. Mysterious forces surround the oceans in a perpetually foggy hellscape that, while dangerous to any who seek to traverse them, supply the world with the means to make ships airborne. Technological advancements happened well before their time, shooting colonial trade and plasma-based weapons into the age of powdered wigs and piracy.

Welcome to the United Colonies of Terra.
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Chapter one

The Two-Faced Queen





Light spilled into the tavern from the sun-lit streets, the door creaking shut without disrupting the casual mull of patrons caught in banter and plots. Nelson Blackwood covered his nose with his hat to hide the stench of sour sweat and stale beer, far stronger than he was used to. It was the kind of beer one bought when seeking comfort rather than quenching thirst.  

He clutched his faded, red-leather satchel close to his chest with his other hand. Sweat beaded on his forehead, threatening to run down his face and unbalance the thin wires of the spectacles on his nose. Freeing his forefinger from the hat, he pushed them back to their place and fanned himself. 

A woman in her mid-thirties sat hidden under a wide-brimmed cavalier with a broken feather. This was whom he was looking for. “C…captain Drackenheart?” he asked. It came out as a croak, forcing him to repeat himself, this time a little too loudly. 

Her glow and prominence of youth disappeared when she turned her head to look at him. Her lips stretched into a thin line, and her gaze pierced Nelson. He tried not to squirm as she studied his hot-pressed coat, youthful face, and carefully trimmed dirty-blond hair. She wrinkled her nose. 

Unnerved by her silence, Nelson let his eyes wander to the rumbustious group distracting him with boisterous laughter. For a moment, he reconsidered his trip to this ransacked dump at the bottom of the skyport and wondered whether the journey was worth the grime on his shoes. 

Captain Drackenheart set the ale cup down after what was likely a deliberately long chug and belched.  

“My name is N-Nelson Blackwood,” he finally mustered and balanced his hat and satchel in one hand. “I’m a lawyer at Parkson & Blackwood. I have come to you because I’ve heard you might help.” He dug a finger into his cravat and gave it a tug. He didn’t know what to make of this person, the infamous ‘demon of the sky’ whose exploits he had only heard about through whispers. Captain Rosanne Drackenheart’s indifference accentuated her already terrifying reputation, but her current beer-influenced state made Nelson question its validity.

Why was she among Valo’s rabble when she had access to perfectly fine drinking quarters at the skyport’s top disk? This tavern was no place for a woman of her stature and family, even if she downplayed herself to the level of common drunks.

“Get lost, boy.” 

Nelson turned his gaze about the room to see if he had drawn attention to himself, but none of the other patrons were paying him any mind.  

“Please, listen.” He sat down at the table despite her command. A sticky wetness on the stool seeped into his trousers. Nelson shuddered. His blunder drew a chuckle from the relaxed captain as if she anticipated his misfortune. 

Brushing the discomfort aside, he fiddled with the straps on his satchel and produced a photograph. Posed in front of a three-spire mayfly battleship stood a crew and captain dressed in straight yellow lines of the royal navy’s blue jacket. They were dwarfed by the ship. 

“This is Captain Ernest Blackwood of the Retribution. His ship went missing during a reconnaissance six months ago, and no one has heard or seen any signs of the ship or its crew since,” Nelson explained.  

Drackenheart picked up the weathered photograph and gave it an apathetic, half-drunken stare. 

“Mid-sized corvette, light armour plates and three square-rigged masts,” she stated. A bitter smile crept over her lips, and she flicked the photo across the table. “Didn’t think the Royal Defense of Aerospace still used those outdated aero ships for coastal patrol.” Her narrow eyes locked with his. “Listen kid; I’m a merchant ship captain, not some clam-baked marine investigator. You’ll have more luck at the RDA.” Her tone turned snide. “Take the central elevator all the way to the topmost disk. You do know where to find it, right? Good luck.” Drackenheart took another swig from the cup, emptying it. She tipped her hat as she rose to leave, but Nelson blocked her path with his scrawny frame. 

“Please wait. I have exhausted all my options. No one wants to look into the disappearance of the Retribution, and every time I ask, I get the boot.” 

She stared, blinked, and moved around him.

Nelson bit his lip and racked his brains. 

“February thirteenth, Gellivar,” he blurted. 

Captain Drackenheart paused, turned on her heel, and fixed her hazel eyes to Nelson’s cowering shape. Her lips curved into a smirk, daring him to say another word. 

“February sixth, Haddon,” he continued in a whisper and watched her lips tighten with the barest hint of a twitch, and her confidence wither. He cleared his throat. “I hear you sail the Grey Veil and other unconventional routes no sane captain would attempt.” He kept his voice firm. The sudden hushed silence in the tavern alerted Nelson that he had said something he shouldn’t have. The captain snorted and grabbed him by his shoulders, giving them a petulant squeeze, making him wince. 

“Mr. Blackwood, you drunk fool. You can’t jump from the skyport to swim in the ocean. You’ll freeze to death even in the summer if the fall doesn’t kill you first,” she exclaimed with a roaring laugh. The surrounding patrons turned their attention back to their drinks, chuckling at the commotion.  

“Wha—” Befuddled, Nelson squealed in the woman’s strong grip, and he grabbed the table to steady himself. Captain Drackenheart leaned in, so close he could smell the strong stench of sour ale on her breath. 

“Shut your trap before anyone hears you. Meet me at The Captain’s Quarters at twenty hours sharp. That is the only chance you’ll get.” She smacked him merrily on his back, making him tumble to his seat. 

The singular central strap on his satchel broke, opening its expanding compartments and spilling documents everywhere. In his attempts to recollect the yellowed papers, his glasses tumbled toward the grime-stained floor. He caught them with a deft hand. 

In his periphery, Nelson spotted Captain Drackenheart’s amused grin as she tipped her hat to the patrons and exited the building. 

In his momentary distraction, his foot caught in the stool and sent him sprawling to the floor, where his glasses landed in a shallow puddle of stale beer. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Valo Skyport swayed with the high northern winds. The vast, circular, floor-like structures, referred to as disks, were without walls and could house hundreds of ships from many floating docks. Thousands of buildings scattered across the levels. With its three-disk spire, it was considered one of the largest trade ports on the northern coast of Noval, neatly positioned on the Southern tip of Valo’s elongated island. 

The massive skyport would have toppled over if not for anti-gravity technology. Its shadows danced over the factories below, throwing half the industrial district into darkness. On the lower disk, cranes hauled cargo from small and broad ships onto transport belts, their quick rhythmic clacking of gears accompanied by the barking of orders heard all around the port. 

Nelson had never been to this section of the tower before. The dizzying array of winding staircases bypassing packed buildings made him double-take for each corner he rounded in search of the central tower unit connecting the entire structure. 

Along its fringes hovered docks for aero ships of all kinds. Some quays were massive and reserved for men-of-war and large transport vessels, while smaller berths were packed so tightly together that pilots required skill and finesse to dock without causing an insurance claim. 

Nelson squeezed himself into the passenger elevator, a large square platform surrounded by tall, rusted metal bars. A man dressed in a stiff blue and yellow skyport uniform armed with a whistle closed the gate behind him while people shuffled for elbow room. 

The evening bustle was stifling, and people were cranky and prone to snap at each other like chickens in an overfilled coop. The man blew the whistle twice, and the elevator lowered itself to the disk below. Nelson struggled to keep his balance as the elevator came to a bowing halt. 

People pushed past him and stepped on his feet when they scurried off to whatever business they had on the main cargo level. The elevator descended another disk. Nelson stared out at the docks where naval ships rowed in from the seaside, slow-paced and merry compared to their evolved cousins floating above. 

The underside of the first level disk reached over the sprawling vista of factories, marketplaces, and cobbled roads running under the swaying tower. Years of industry had resulted in an accumulation of smoke and grime, coating the underside of the lowest disk; it created a nasty chance of black rain on the hottest of summer days. Splotches of tar littered the streets, and Nelson gingerly watched his step as he hailed a two-seater cab. 

“Dunhill Main Street, please,” Nelson said to the driver as he gave him a bronze quid. The driver pocketed the coin and urged the horse out from the marketplace and up the streets. Nelson settled back to the pleasant sound of the clatter of wooden wheels, hooves on cobblestone, and the crack of the whip as the driver snapped the horse to attention. They travelled north on the island for fifteen minutes before clopping over an arching bridge to the mainland. The skyport pierced the white dotted sky like a needle. The seas below surrounded the island like an inky mirror, with the meandering shoreline between the mountains and the city stretching for miles in either direction. Nelson wouldn’t trade this view for anything in the world.  

At the very top of the skyport stood the communication tower which directed traffic to different docks. If Nelson squinted, he could make out the numerous antennas jutting from the structure’s roof. The topmost disk was pristine and gleaming in the mid-afternoon sun, choked with oncoming traffic of heavy-bowed ships and enormous golden aethersails. 

The cab rolled into the valley between two peaks on the mainland and set him off at Dunhill Main Street, where the city unofficially ended. The living districts with the occasional shop expanded along the coastline. The chill mountain breeze seemed to blow right through him, and Nelson buried his exposed neck in his coat. 

Snow clung to the mountaintops, and the western coastal winds didn’t help the late spring the city suffered every year. He ducked out of the way of a small pack of reindeer which crossed the street. A passing cab driver shouted at the young boy herding the animals. The boy replied in a sharp sing-song tone and stuck up his nose as he ushered the reindeer along, presumably to further in the grassy valley. With many locals clinging to their cultural heritage and lands, letting flocks of reindeer run between the plots was common. Despite the city’s official status and trade hub of the north, if you lived in Valo, you remained a country bumpkin. 

A paperboy at the corner of the two converging main streets waved the latest news. “Fire ravages the capital! Coffee prices expected to rise,” he proclaimed in local 

Novalian, and was immediately surrounded by a group of people vying for his papers.   

Blast. Another fire. Most of the coffee imports came through Ottalo in the south and if another fire ravaged the capital, he couldn’t afford another meeting with unwilling sailors. Coffee was still too expensive for everyday consumption. Yet it resonated well with the Novalian spirit, warm and dark during cold winter months with a dash of bitterness. 

Nelson checked his timepiece; five hours remained until his meeting with the infamous Captain Drackenheart. He had time to assemble all the paperwork the captain might be interested in. She was his last chance to get to the bottom of the Retribution’s disappearance. With a bit of luck, she was mad enough to undertake his task.


      [image: image-placeholder]The Captain’s Quarters was a quaint angular building with broad doors, smartly dressed guards, and black-heeled servants. The austere architecture was a stark contrast to the new-Gothic style the town had taken on in recent years, where every jagged detail of the buildings could end one’s life with the slightest misstep on the spire-rooftops. It was reserved for officially appointed captains of the Royal Navy and Aerotrade Association, which took a certain percentage of their paycheck in exchange for lodging. 

Captain Rosanne Drackenheart caught the doorman staring at her rounded hips. Her tailored trousers fit so snuggly she fooled people into thinking she had changed skin colour. She loved the attention, but she hid her smile beneath her faded-brown hat. 

She ascended two bare staircases, entered a numbered door, and shut it behind her. The one-bedroom apartment doubled as a living room with a designated seating area for guests in front of the tall windows. The ensuite was decent sized for its simplicity but did its job in terms of privacy and hygiene—rather luxurious compared to most living quarters on the skyport. 

Rosanne relieved her feet of shoes and socks, digging her toes into the thick carpet. Despite the outside temperature being shy of twelve degrees centigrade, her tunic was damp. To her, the term cold meant warm and frigid was comfortable, all the makings of a true northerner. Soon enough, she would be up in the sky, and the spring weather promised no light clothing. Spring in the north meant four seasons a day, two if lucky. 

Fanning herself, she unbuttoned the jacket and all other clothing too warm for comfort, strewing them about the room as she moved through it. 

A ship’s horn drew Rosanne to the window. The lumbering hulk of a passenger ship sailed in from higher altitudes to dock at the port. A flow of people exited the broad aeroship as the crew worked quickly to secure the shimmering sails and fetch portable cranes on tracks. Further down the disk rested a two-mast brigantine undisturbed by cranes, crew, and passengers. Its sleek, sharp design and blue painted hull stood out among the late afternoon traffic.

Royal Aero Navy. 

Rosanne fetched the spyglass from her bag, extended the rounded metal tubing and pointed it at the ship. The lens was a blurry mess, and she twisted the dial at the outermost configuration, zooming in on the ship’s letters. The unreadable text made her adjust a second dial.

“RDA Arctic Pride,” she muttered to herself. The brigantine was a lightly armed military ship that kept trade routes free of pirates. Its fresh coat of paint told her it had recently scuffled with another ship. Why else would the RDA invest in a makeover of one of their vessels for any other reason than to cover up the damage? 

Rosanne recalled the young man who had confronted her earlier today. What was his name? Backwash? Blacksack? No, Blackwood. Young, foolish, and a lawyer. 

“Blabbering so openly about the Grey Veil. Does he want to be jailed?” She tapped the spyglass thoughtfully and regarded the Arctic Pride, then averted her gaze to the papers in her satchel. 

After Blackwood’s ambush at the tavern, Rosanne had sobered up in the Magistrate of Trade’s archives digging for any information pertinent to the RDA’s interest regarding trade routes. Her findings were sparse but intriguing.   

Still, something gnawed at her gut. 

The foolish Mr. Blackwood must be desperate to seek out her of all people if the Royal Navy and Aerotrade Association refused to investigate the disappearance of one of their ships. She was keen to learn how he had come across her name and her connection with the Grey Veil, for such information was costly and dangerous. She better hear what this clever bastard had to say. Never underestimate a lawyer. 










  
  

Chapter two

A Fool's Errand





Nelson eyed the terrace building and corrected his spectacles. The sun still clung to the sky above the surrounding mountains despite it being evening. Yawning, he shifted the weight of his bag from one shoulder to the other, waiting for no reason other than to gather courage. The front doors creaked as they opened, and a greying man stepped outside. Caught in his nervousness, Nelson marched towards the door before he lost his mettle. Once inside, he gave the receptionist a wide-eyed glance before the man asked if he needed any assistance.  

“Captain Drackenheart sent for me. Nelson Blackwood is my name.” He stood before the desk while the young man checked a book hidden under a wooden top.  

The receptionist stretched out an open palm towards the staircase. “Right this way, Mr. Blackwood.” 

Nelson was escorted up two floors and down a hallway with identical doors lined up like a hotel. The servant knocked on a door twice, and although Nelson couldn’t hear the approval for entering, the servant clearly did. 

The door swung open in silence, and he stepped aside to let Nelson pass. Rosanne sat on a tall, cushioned chair with her legs crossed. The dainty porcelain cup in her hands looked out of place with her steel gaze, which quickly softened. 

“Mr. Blackwood. Please, come sit.” She smiled and motioned to the chair across the round table. “Bring us coffee. The strong kind,” she ordered the servant, who gave a curt bow and closed the door behind him. 

Nelson clung to his overly large bag as if it protected him from a vicious beast. The beast in question was well-dressed in brown trousers that fit her curves too well. She wore only a simple white tunic under a brown vest, with her mahogany curls loose so they covered most of her shoulders and chest. Without the hat, there was nowhere to hide from her hard eyes. Nelson gulped and took off his coat, then noted that she wasn’t wearing any shoes despite being dressed for a formal meeting. He unlaced his shoes and placed them on the shoe rack next to her boots. 

“Miss Dracken—” 

“Captain Drackenheart,” she corrected. 

“Yes, of course. Captain Drackenheart. I have a proposition which might interest you, and I apologize for the inappropriate assault this afternoon.” 

Her cup clinked on the table as she set it down. “Cut to the chase, Mr. Blackwood. You come into a seedy tavern at the lower disk and blabber about the Grey Veil. Let me ask you, are you out of your goddamn mind?” 

Nelson chuckled and let his eyes fall to the floor. The servant returned with the coffee, which he diligently set on the table, refilled Rosanne’s empty cup, and poured Nelson his before leaving no less than a minute after he entered. 

“If I must be frank, yes, I am out of my mind. I have no one to turn to with this matter, and I need someone willing to take risks,” Nelson answered with a wry smile.  

“And you believe I am such a person?” She snorted. 

“You sail the Grey Veil,” Nelson stated. 

“Do I?” Her eyebrows rose dramatically. She sipped the hot brew as she waited for Nelson’s spectacular reply. The young lawyer adjusted his glasses and reached for his satchel.

“Even though I am a lawyer, I only deal with the ledgers and numbers. And by that, I mean pushing papers of trade, both marine and sky, yours included. I know for a fact that you trade on the side.” This response made Rosanne shift her legs. Her left eyebrow was more rounded than its cousin, giving Rosanne a two-faced expression that either promised friendship or murder depending on which side she presented. They both knit together, forming a unison of uncertainty and hostile provocation, and then amusement. 

He produced a brown leather-bound book emblazoned with golden curled script and opened it to a specific page. He set it on the table and pushed the coffee tray to the side. The date was marked on top of each page, and below was a list of aeroships—the columns next to the names listed shipment, tonnage, and approximate value, among other information. 

“March twenty-fourth.” He pointed to the page and singled out the Red Queen. Rosanne’s expression was unimpressed. Nelson produced a second book similar to the first one and stacked it on top of the other as the table was far too small to open both at once. “Same date, same ship. I’m not pointing out that you had dual shipments that day. The wares are different. Their tonnage does not match, as they normally don’t, but the value of these puzzles me. About sixty tons of wheat were loaded off the docks, as it says right here, but I checked the factory papers and only fifty-five tons were delivered.” He brought out a third book, a yearly ledger from a wheat refinery. 

The table creaked. Nelson tapped a finger on the same date in this book.

“Your point, Mr. Blackwood?” Rosanne asked. 

“The day after you registered, five tons of wheat were delivered to Senland, but none were loaded to your vessel from this port, and you had none registered from before.” 

“An error in the papers.” 

“Quite a few errors, in fact.” 

“Maybe I was trading with an off-hamlet on Senland who was too poor to own an official registration with the trade companies. This colony is built on peasants down valued by foreign trade companies who ship cheaper materials. What does it matter if I assist with small shipments that have nothing to do with the Magistrate of Trade? Last I checked, it wasn’t illegal. My ship is my own business, and I have contracts to back up my claims.” Rosanne sipped her coffee without taking her eyes off Nelson. 

The spectacles slid down his nose, and he pushed them back in place for the hundredth time. “To be frank, even the RNAA wouldn’t look twice at something as small as five tons, especially not wheat which has the lowest gross value of all merchandise in today’s economy. Among the wheat you traded at this port, five tons of that were gunpowder. Selling gunpowder outside a Royal port without a license is a criminal offence that can get you permanently suspended and jailed. Your ship doesn’t own such a license.” 

The hot dampness clinging to his forehead only increased at the subtle shift in Rosanne’s posture. The only facial expression he could extract from her serene confidence was just that. Had his words reached through her iron hide? Even her naked feet looked more at ease with toes squished into the fluffy carpet than Nelson felt seated on the soft cushion. 

“Very well,” he said and clamped the books shut, replacing them with a map and small stack of papers, all written trades the Red Queen had done the last two years. Again, Rosanne gave no indication of paying as much as half a glance at the pile, but she did arch a brow at the increasing clutter threatening to unbalance the table. 

Nelson cleared his throat. “The RDA has conducted a thorough cleanup in the off-trade on the inland over the last couple of years. All confiscated materials are listed and reported to whichever law firm handles the final stage of the material distribution, again decided by the RDA. But here’s the interesting part. Among the possessions of several small pirate ships, they found an astounding number of cutting-edge plasma rifles from Haddon across the sea. 

At first, it didn’t seem like much, considering the pirates could have sailed there themselves. What is interesting is where they acquired the weapons. Of all the ships doing trade to the ports where the pirates procured their weapons, your ship was the only one registered in all instances days before the purchases.” 

Nelson paused and scanned the captain, whose gaze now rivalled that of an ice queen. She held the cup between stiff fingers, didn’t drink it, didn’t move it, didn’t do anything. Nelson swelled with a hint of smugness that he managed to unnerve the captain, but he also knew if she were as cold as the rumours said, she easily could slit his throat, smuggle his body out of town, and drop his cold carcass over the Black Ice glacier where he would never be found. 

The slightest tremble of his hand made him aware of how suffocating the air had become. “And the final piece of the puzzle is how you acquired those guns in the first place. February sixth, 1704: the Red Queen took a scheduled voyage to Haddon. Your arrival date to Bogvin was two days earlier than anticipated, meaning you took unconventional routes or had a substantial engine upgrade, which the last ship control didn’t reveal. I have a long list of dates, voyages, port registration, and the merchandise you claimed you sold to small inland towns when you had no papers registered for any voyages there, which the RNAA wouldn’t notice … unless I present them this compilation of evidence.” He tapped the papers, smiling, an expression which quickly faded upon meeting Captain Drackenheart’s glare. 

“This compilation of evidence?” Rosanne echoed. 

“These are only copies.” His smirk returned. “Comparing that information with the illegitimate gun trade fits your schedule. You picked up a shipment of tea in Haddon which you sold in Bogvin on the eleventh. You spent maybe a day looking for buyers for the weapons, then sold them on the thirteenth.” As Rosanne set her cup down on the table, the thin and fragile handle broke off with a pitiful ch-tink. He attempted to match her gaze but felt like a mouse under the clawed paw of a large and hungry cat.    

When she said nothing, he continued, “This is not the way I want to conduct business, but business is the only reason I am here, Captain. This is merely my insurance. It doesn’t even matter if it wasn’t you who did it. I have evidence enough to put you under thorough investigation for months. Years even.”

He could see her tongue moving over her teeth underneath her scarlet lips. “There’s the door, Mr. Blackwood, or if you prefer …” Rosanne gestured with her hand to the closed window. 

Nelson did not relent. “Although I’m sure the view on the way down would be spectacular, I must inform you that I have arranged a compilation of this paperwork to be delivered to the Magistrate of Trade as of tomorrow should I fail to meet my business associates. I need your cooperation on this as much as you need your trade freedom, for what I will ask of you is as far from legal as a man of my occupation should poke my nose into.” 

Rosanne leaned forward and clasped her hands, her lips a thin line. “It must have taken you weeks to find anything remotely linked to the Red Queen. Your bookkeeping is unparalleled for a man of your meagre salary.” She chuckled and downed the rest of her coffee, then refilled the cup.  

Nelson wiped his damp forehead. How a room as cold as this could get so hot was beyond him. “I would never have made the connection had not the warehouse storing the ‘wheat’ caught fire and caused a massive explosion. Of course, the locals blamed the fertilizers they used, but I knew better when I heard the news.” Rosanne stared at him for half a second before replying.

“I’m more interested in how you managed to find my drinking spots.” She crossed her arms. 

“I never reveal my sources.”  

Nodding, she pursed her lips, stared at the floor for half a second, then gave Nelson her full attention. “Fine. Let’s talk business. What does a lawyer have to do with the disappearance of a warship?” 

Nelson’s heart leapt, but he contained himself from babbling like a fool. He used a moment to gather his thoughts and got comfortable in the chair. “The Captain of the Retribution is Ernest Blackwood, my father. You can imagine why I take this as a personal offence when the matter is swept aside by the RDA.”

“Why do you think that is?” 

At Nelson’s lack of answer, Rosanne reached over and picked out a map from a nearby bookshelf. She unfolded it on the table. It showed the soft arching coastline of Noval, the elongated southernmost inland, and the hundreds of smaller islands dotting the coast. She circled her finger around all the landmass of Noval and the sea between the adjacent landmasses of other colonies. 

“This is the area the Royal Defense of Aerospace covers, roughly the same as RNAA. First of all, the Retribution is a mid-sized corvette with reinforced armour plates, three square-rigged masts, eighteen guns, two plasma cannons, and a total of thirty-five people operating the ship at all times. A ship like that doesn’t disappear without a trace along this coastline, nor is it outgunned or shot out of the sky without alerting the entire country. The Retribution was scheduled to return to Salis after finishing its patrol to Bogvin, but it didn’t. Do you know why, Mr. Blackwood?” 

Nelson was catching up to what the Captain was getting at, but he didn’t understand the details of this long list of information. He shrugged.

“Bogvin has frequently been the ship’s destination before returning to base in Salis. Take another look at the map. What do you see outside of Bogvin?” Nelson leaned forward and searched the map for the coastal town in the south.

“A reef?” he pointed to a jagged set of rocks slanting outside of Bogvin.

“A good observation, but not quite. Look further.” 

His eyes fell on the obscured area marked with long lines in a cloud covering the entire left end of the map. The enormous area was more extensive than Noval and revealed nothing of its contents. “The Grey Veil,” Nelson said in defeat.

Rosanne nodded. “That is the reason why you’re getting the boot. The Grey Veil isn’t only outside the RDA’s jurisdiction—it’s also out of bounds for sanity’s sake. You don’t enter that place and expect to live. There are no stars or sun to guide you, and some unknown force messes with all electrical appliances, making navigation impossible. There are places you can sail within it, but only if you know the area like the back of your hand.” She rose from her seat and gave the young man the briefest glance of sympathy. “Give up this mad quest you have planned, Mr. Blackwood. It doesn’t bode well for anyone to dwell on it.” His eyes had locked back on the map. 

“Two weeks,” Nelson muttered. “I only ask two weeks of your time. I have the funds, and considering the gravity of this mission, I’m willing to be gracious. Please.” 

“Mr. Blackwood, I’m not sure if you’re mad or think you have the biggest fish on the market.” Rosanne rubbed her temples. “You’re asking me to risk my life, my ship, and my crew chasing ghosts who have long since departed this world. Why would I do that? The man isn’t my king, nor is he someone of importance to the trade companies or the military or navy.” 

“Thirty-five people are gone, including my father!” The chair wobbled when Nelson abruptly stood. “You think I like the thought of all those men’s families not knowing what happened to them? Not knowing whether they’re alive or if there’s a body to bury? Maybe it’s not even as hard as you think it is. Maybe the ship will be found within days if you just look! I never asked for the Grey Veil to even be an option. I hoped it wasn’t!” He straightened his back, trying with all his might to balance his desperation with directness. Rosanne folded her arms. “You’re still docked for a while,” he said and reached for his coffee. “Paperwork is slow like that.”  

“I can still trade with the small towns.” She snatched the coffee from Nelson, emptying it without breaking her challenging stare. 

“I can have your license permanently suspended.” He tapped the book. 

“Now you’re being petty.” 

“No, desperate. Everyone I spoke to regarded you highly as a captain, a merchant, and a sailor.” 

She took half a turn with her foot, her lips caught in a stiff line. “How much?” 

“Basic supplies, ordinary day salary for your crew with an added hazard bonus. All expenses will be covered for two weeks, but I need you to do the actual planning. I also have one more request, and that is that I join you on the journey.” 

Rosanne sputtered and quickly regained her composure. “I’m not letting a lawyer aboard my ship to poke about my business.” 

“I need proof of the Retribution’s fate, and you can’t give that to me without towing the entire ship back to port!” A brief silence was followed by the light tapping of fingers against books. Rosanne looked out the window, presumably to the docks. 

“I want to cover all my bases before I decide on anything. This is the thick of the Veil you’re talking about, a place no one has ever returned from. What you’re asking of me is insane, and you’re blinded by your own personal agenda. But considering the lengths you go to get results, you make a good case.” She tapped the books. “After that, I’ll decide if this will be worth my time. No promises.” 

As she spoke, Nelson’s eyes brimmed with hope, and he was on the verge of tears, though he refused to let them fall.


      [image: image-placeholder]Despite the early morning hour, Rosanne was already circling the skyport in a cab. They rolled past long queues of passengers boarding ships travelling south to Bogvin or north to Alteen. Exiting the vehicle, she paid the driver and straightened her waistcoat and faded brown hat. A frown crossed her face when she looked at the building in front of her. 

The Magistrate of Trade stood like a jewel at the topmost disk. Inside, tall arches separated dome-shaped rooms with red carpets crisscrossing between them, and gilded stair railings were standard for every official trade building as a sign of its numerous years of booming business. On nearly every wall hung life-like paintings and heavy drapery, both of which could kill a person if they were to fall from their golden hinges. Blue uniforms and golden buttons decorated the guards standing on each side of every door. They carried one-handed swords, but the men were nothing more than glorified door-openers paid to look nice. 

In the presence of the Magistrate, Rosanne needed to look decent lest she be escorted out by the same handsome men who couldn’t avert their eyes from her when she entered the building. She was met by an aging messenger wearing a knee-cut Prussian blue coat. He asked for her name and state of business with a flat, soulless tone. 

“Captain Rosanne Drackenheart of the MTS Red Queen, here to see Madam Meinstare.”

“One moment, please.” The man turned on his heel and disappeared behind a double door. Rosanne tapped her foot against the carpet and adjusted the cotton waistcoat that cinched uncomfortably tight around her chest. She blew into her shirt as the chill weather wasn’t enough to keep her cool, but the sudden clang of metal inside her coat made her stop and scan her surroundings for people. Reaching into the inner pocket, she adjusted the dagger’s position better suited for a noiseless business meeting. She had no intention of using it and extracted the small tin of mints that she placed in her breast pocket. Weapons of any kind were forbidden in the Magistrate of Trade since the Trade Terror of ‘96, but she wasn’t about to take the chance of going anywhere unarmed on the crime-infested skyport. 

The door opened, and the glorified secretary stepped aside. “Madam Meinstare will see you now,” he proclaimed in a monotonous voice like he had sold his soul to get through another day. Rosanne paid him little attention and went inside. The door shut behind her. She stopped in front of a wooden desk where a small, grey-haired lady was seated, half-drowned in papers to one side, and neatly stacked signed documents to the other. 

“Madam Meinstare.” Rosanne announced her presence out of formality. 

“Captain Rosanne Drackenheart.” The past-retirement bag of bones stabbed a quill into the inkwell and folded her hands, her eyes raising to look at Rosanne. Without moving her gaze from the Captain, Madam Meinstare opened a drawer, plucked out the topmost paper, and smacked it on the table. 

“Openly resisting official summons by the Magistrate.” Her words were sharp like a thorned whip. “Failed to deliver this month’s ledger, again, and subjecting messengers to crude violence. My good creator, Rosanne. You didn’t have to put them in the hospital!” 

Rosanne wrinkled her nose. “Burly and fractious men don’t strike me as messengers. Quit antagonizing me. It’s irksome and getting old. I have a dozen witnesses who can back me up that your boys pulled their weapons. I responded with less.” 

“A dozen drunks who saw nothing but the bottom of their ale-cups, I imagine. How difficult is it to send the paperwork to the magistrate, even if you are as busy as you claim you are? Your license will be suspended if you miss another month!” 

“Oh, that.” Rosanne’s eyes wandered over the desk. “An unexpected complication with the last shipment gave me some problems with the traders, which caused the delay. You could have given me a heads-up like you do any other ship registered to this port.” Her eyes locked with the Madam’s hawklike gaze. “Instead, you have to make an example of me because you believe it will help refresh the minds of those who don’t follow the magistrate’s rules to the tiniest footnote. Or is this an attempt to put me in my place? I hear that has been a popular topic among the upper class lately. On that note, shall we discuss my pay while we’re at it?”  

Madam Meinstare rubbed her temples. “For the love of Terra. This is not about any of that. I simply require that you deliver the ledger on time as per magistrate rules.” 

“We were a week delayed,” Rosanne argued. “Besides, my crew is still unpaid for their last job.”

“Nonsense. The Magistrate always pays on time.” 

Rosanne fished a document from her jerkin and unfolded it so the Madam could see. “You see the title, Notification of Temporary Suspension? We were banned from sky-trade for two weeks thanks to this. You assured me everything was fine and that my crew would be paid. Instead, I get this nonsense delivered by a pompous bastard with good running shoes. I didn’t have time to stop by before we had to leave.” Rosanne’s livid tone rivalled the madam’s, but Meinstare took the document and skimmed through it. 

She turned her attention back to Rosanne, her hard eyes only giving the barest indication of defeat. “It will take at least three days for the ban to be lifted. In the meantime, you and your ship sit tight while I go through the ledger. You will get paid as soon as possible.” Her tone held nothing close to an apology. 

“And here is your ledger.” From her bag, Rosanne retrieved a thick, leather-bound book with gilded letters “MT” on the front. The madam eyed it with a smile.

“No more warnings, Rosanne. I have a business to run, and you have a ship to fly or sail or whatever it is you do with it these days. Dual trade is a sticky affair and doesn’t belong here or anywhere else.” Madam Meinstare waved a hand as she poured over the ledger.

“Your protocols for trade are insane. I’m grounded too often from your mistakes, and it’s costing me more than I earn.” 

The madam folded her hands and produced her stiffest smile. “If you’re so hellbent on testing my patience, go back to your family business in Salis and leave me in peace. Or you can deliver a formal complaint to Queenstown. I don’t understand why you bother trading in Noval if our system displeases you so.” 

Rosanne scoffed. “Trading outside the Queen's Colonies is against the law, and all your laws are the same no matter which colony I visit. Noval happens to have a more pleasant scenery.” She swept a hand at the Madam’s panoramic windows. 

“Glad you enjoy our humid accommodations then.” 

“Pleasure doing business with you as always, Madam.” Rosanne took off her hat in a sweeping motion. 

“The displeasure is all mine, Captain Drackenheart.” 


      [image: image-placeholder]By the time Rosanne could relax with a hot bath, it was well into the later hours of the non-setting sun. The time spent in archives in both the Magistrate of Trade and the Royal Defense of Aerospace had drained all will she had left to tend to her long list of pressing matters. 

The bathroom door stood slightly ajar, letting steam flow to the nearby window. Two glasses sat beside the tub on a stool, one filled, the other empty, the bottle of dry malt whisky stood on the floor. With numerous pins in her hair to keep everything dry, her short stature allowed her to be nearly submerged if she wished. 

Her mind churned with the lawyer’s words, and the more she thought of it, the less confident she was of worming herself out of this situation. After discussing further details with Nelson, his promise of a payday worth their time was tempting, but in considering the other factors, such as the legality of the work should they be caught, or worse, the danger to their lives, she wasn’t so sure. Nelson had appeared weak, but his resolve made Rosanne question his willingness to doom them all. 

A quick set of raps came from the front door. She asked who it was, and a servant stepped inside, trudged towards the bathroom door with soft carpeted footfalls, and lingered outside.  

“Pardon the intrusion Captain Drackenheart. Captain Antony DiCroce is here.” An unfamiliar servant announced the name with great difficulty; his pronunciation appeared to invoke the visitation privileges of a crow. 

“Send him in,” Rosanne replied without covering her naked form. The bathroom door creaked, and a cold gust preceded her guest. 

“That looks nice.” His mixed accent rang pleasantly. The Captain of the Arctic Pride smiled at her from the doorway, still wearing his blue, gold-buttoned uniform and black tricorn with a golden pin on the side. His hair was a black mess from the relentless winds plaguing the city, but it added charm to his shaven face. The low ceiling made him appear tall, and Antony had to bend his knees to prevent the doorframe from snagging his hat. 

“I didn’t get you anything on such short notice. Forgive me.”   

“You are forgiven when you hop in,” Rosanne purred. Antony chuckled and shrugged out of his clothing. It took him less than a minute to snake his way into the tub without sloshing water everywhere, and he greeted her like he always did by kissing her forehead. 

“How was your trip?” Rosanne asked and leaned back. Antony hadn’t changed much since she saw him last, but it felt like a lifetime ago. His olive skin was paler after spending an extensive amount of time this far north where the sun was weak, and the chill spring weather had made his cheeks rosy. She took in his amber eyes, and the tingle in her abdomen deepened. He adjusted his feet around her and took her hand, massaging it. 

“It’s been quiet these days. Ships with motors unfit for the weather and stranded on mountaintops, settling disputes among upstarts and nobles who do not obey traffic rules … the usual.” He chuckled and grabbed the whisky bottle and filled the empty glass. He took a swig before settling his eyes on her. “I didn’t think you would be in town this week. Did something happen?” 

Rolling her eyes, Rosanne tsked. “The magistrate fucked up my permit for sky-trade, so we’ve been stuck here longer than I wanted. I might have a new job within the next few days. Not trade, but something—interesting.” 

“I’m intrigued. Anything I should know about?” 

Rosanne leaned forward and kissed him on the lips. The way his eyes lit up tempted Rosanne to pull him in but knew that any further activities would invoke the wrath of the cleaning staff were they to spill the entire bath’s content out on the floor.

“Not if you want to keep seeing me here, but it is new and exciting. The pay is good, the adventures many. We’re talking about two weeks tops. Four days if my instincts prove me right. We’ll discuss the details later.”

“There’s always a spot for you among my crew if you’d like to join the navy again so I can see you every day.” 

Rosanne paused a moment, then laughed. “Me, flying straight? I am much too comfortable running my own business.” 

“Fair point. It’s what makes you unique, and I wouldn’t change that about you for anything. My ship leaves tomorrow, and we’ll be stationed south for a while. We return on the seventh of next month.”

“Is that so? Then I’ll see you again at that time.”

“You will. And I’ll bring extravagant gifts like the shameless man I am for not showering you with any today.” 

“Hmm. I’m looking forward to it. I do need something from you, though.” 

“Oh?”

She chuckled and leaned in. 








  
  

Chapter three

Bird's Eye View





As per Captain Drackenheart’s instructions, Nelson packed his warmest clothing in preparation for his crazy journey. Stuffed into a large trunk that had seen better days was a pair of stout leather shoes with fur lining, his thickest winter coat, and more wool sweaters than he hoped necessary. He also packed a spare pair of glasses, rabbit fur gloves, enough books to re-educate himself in maritime laws, and a brand-new journal to document the journey. Perhaps he would uncover things that could work in his favour should he encounter any problems.  

Nelson still had few to no expectations of the success of this mission. Flying through the Grey Veil was a fool’s errand, and hiring Captain Drackenheart effectively put him under a knife’s edge. Still, he needed proof of the Retribution’s demise, and he needed people who were hardy enough to face dangers, something he wasn’t. 

He and Rosanne reached a consensus through a signed contract of his own making, promising that no one’s throats were to be cut, and no documents were shipped off to the trade associations until the contract expired in two weeks. If something were to happen to Nelson, the same papers he had threatened Captain Drackenheart with would expose her smuggling, and both she, her ship, and her crew would face a lifetime of penalties. The pay for this mission was good, and his generosity about the estimated time for this mission prompted him to pay a fixed salary instead of daily. From what he gathered, the crew had agreed with extraordinarily little qualms when informed about the pay, and for a moment, he thought he might have been too generous. 

Nelson disembarked from the cab on a busy street underneath the skyport and retrieved his battered old trunk secured with cracked leather belts. Rain drizzled in wet mist from the overcast sky, and it being the early morning of dark o’clock, which in Nelson’s world meant anything before eight, it was too early and too cold. He was a true westerner at heart, though to the northerners, anything south of Orland was south regardless of planetary position. 

Despite years living north of the polar circle, the scarce hot weather commonly known as early summer was still not warm enough for him. While he was dressed in wool from top to bottom, the northerners donned summer wear and light shoes. They were so one with nature that they adapted the penguin walk or turned into professional ice skaters when they slipped on ice.

The drizzle turned the wooden docks into a slippery mess, and Nelson’s shoes didn’t agree with his attempt at the northern walk. He slid down the beams as he dragged the trunk behind him, its wheels squealing above the bustle of nearby activity. He passed numerous ships that were too busy unloading cargo to notice the lost lawyer asking for directions. He knew the Red Queen was here somewhere, but the docks were a confusing labyrinth stretching halfway across the island’s shoreline. All he had to go on was a note from the captain telling him to locate pier seventeen, one of the busiest and crowded docks that could house up to fifty ships. 

He approached idle dockworkers and asked if they had seen the ship but only got polite rejections. 

“Might be further down the docks in long-term,” a stout sailor said, pointing his calloused finger south. It made sense, considering the Red Queen had been docked for a while. He wheeled past another three ships loading timber. 

Nelson felt a gentle tug on his sleeve and stared down at a blue-eyed boy of about ten. “Mr. Blackwood?” the lad asked with suspicious wonder. 

“Yes?” 

“Letter from the dragon lady.” The boy handed him a wax-sealed envelope with neat curly writing.

“How did you find me?” 

“The dragon lady told me about a paper pusher with a large trunk and lost look on his face.” 

“Ah, that’s … well …” Nelson couldn’t finish his awkward reply. The boy scurried out of sight. Breaking the seal, Nelson opened the letter. “Third to last dock on southern pier seventeen,” he read, then set off again. 

Only after his feet had developed blisters did he find the Red Queen bobbing in the calm sea where the note had said. Her sails were secured, exposing the multi-decked beauty with men and women crawling on the naked masts strung with ropes. She was a magnificent antique to behold, like a weather-hardened sailor’s wife. The Red Queen was robust, scarred with pieces of ornaments on the low forecastle, and sported an elongated hull accompanied by the faint waft of fish. She was the deepest wooden red Nelson had ever seen on a boat, darkened by the tar used to waterproof the ship for marine trade. She had a single row of gunports on each side with a few cannons on the main deck and a short bowsprit compared to that of modern aeroships. The crow’s nest towered above the rest of the ship, and Nelson did not envy whoever occupied it. He noticed a garish red flag with a centred yellow dragon holding an axe at the fore-top masthead fluttering in the scarce winds, a personal design of the captain’s, no doubt. The ensign on the sterncastle waved the national flag of Noval in red, white and blue.  

“Mr. Blackwood! Glad you could join us,” the red-haired captain hollered from the quarterdeck, her back straight as an arrow and gloved hand raised. 

In boarding the ship, one of the trunk’s wheels made an escape into the waters below, and Nelson dragged the trunk with difficulty. The captain met him on the main deck with her hands folded behind her back. 

“Another thirty minutes, and we would have left without you.” Her smirk sent shivers through his back, but he knew this was one of the captain’s many faces showing her displeasure. Nelson coughed and balanced his trunk, assuring himself the captain kept her icy stare reserved for later times when he was unaware. He knew what his presence aboard the ship meant for her and the crew, and the crew’s unfiltered baleful stares wouldn’t shake his decision, not now or during the voyage.  

“Permission to come aboard the ship, Captain?” he opened the conversation as politely as he could in a barely audible tone and received a slap on his shoulder. 

“Permission granted!” Rosanne’s small hand was surprisingly strong and Nelson, again, had to support himself on the railing to keep from falling over. “Everything is as it should be. Crew, supplies, charts, and the lot are all taken care of. Ever been on a marine ship before?” Rosanne’s voice bombarded the coffee-deprived lawyer, and her smile grew wider for every moment of his slow response. She wore a wool shirt, faded blue waistcoat, sealskin jacket, and thick trousers fit for rainy weather and chill northern winds. Her boots were heeled but not tall, making the woman half a head shorter than him, yet still, Nelson shrunk under her impressive radiance. It was only under the direct shine of the sun that he noticed her hair was in fact dark brown with a hint of red, a vanity dye he hadn’t expected from the same woman who threatened to defenestrate him days prior. 

“Does that one count?” Nelson pointed to a Drakkar replica snaking its way down the bay where the waters were calm. Two rows of aristocratic tourists rowed like their lives depended on it by the words of a hollering guide dressed in furs and leather at the longship’s bow. The square red sail depicting a snake fluttered in the weak winds.

“The Long Worm is a ship, though of archaic design. It’ll do. Well then. As our dearly beloved guest, let me introduce you to the crew. Gather around!” Rosanne called, and the crew dropped whatever they were doing and came to stand in front of her without fuss. 

Nelson had heard terrifying stories of pirates in his youth, retold in the most fearsome tone by his father and anxious mother who, on life and death, told him to steer clear of any who fit the description of scar-faced, peg-legged, and/or gold-toothed cutthroats. This crew was none of those things but a collection of ordinary people. Most were slender or fit for their frame, except for a round-bellied man with a singular pale grey eye. The crew of the Red Queen were slaves to none other than the ship and their salary and didn’t appear to have fought many terrible battles in their days at sea and sky. Their uniforms were personalized but well insulated for the frequent shift in weather, and they still had their limbs where they should be. 

Some were locals judging by their broad faces, short stature, and pale skin. Others were tall and wiry, heavyset and broad, small and limber, with brown eyes, green eyes, or even gold, and hair blond, dark as raven wings, or red like a sunset. Most of the crew appeared young to middle-aged with weather-beaten faces and a clear distaste for lawyers given their expressions. A mountain of a man had the darkest skin Nelson had ever laid eyes on this far north, his stiff, unforgiving eyes scrutinizing him. A tall, wiry man with equally dark skin stood next to him, relaxed and smiling in stark contrast. 

Nelson thought he was looking at the perfect describer’s dictionary in human form given the range of skin tones and features in front of him. People from the southern colonies shied away from the midnight sun cities that could only be found this far north, as the sun’s rays were weak and left melanistic skin lethargic even in the summer. He was even more surprised to see easterners among the crew, considering the Red Queen mostly operated in Noval, a colony notoriously known for little sunlight, strong winds, and bone-chilling winter seasons. Then again, the north stretched around the entire world, and Nelson concluded that he could only blame his ignorance after spending too much time in an office staring at paper rather than people.

A young, flaxen woman with a tool belt slung on her hips smiled at him. Others looked like they’d rather sulk over a strong drink.   

“Gentlemen and gentlewomen, this is Mr. Nelson Blackwood, our employer. Mr. Blackwood, this is the noble crew serving the Red Queen, and I won’t bother naming them all for you. There will be plenty of time for such formalities later. My stout lieutenant, Mr. Farand Duplànte here” she motioned a hand to the large man “will kick your sorry arse off my ship should he catch you sneaking about places you shouldn’t, so bear it no ill will if you do get a well-deserved drowning for your curiosity. Speaking of cats, has anyone accounted for Senior Petty Officer Ratcatcher?” 

“Asleep in the pantry, ma’am,” the round-bellied man answered heartily.  

“Very well. If everyone is accounted for, hoist our colours and prepare for launch. Dismissed.” And that was that. Nelson’s brief study of the lieutenant revealed broad shoulders under a crisp jacket and tightly coiled hair trimmed close to the scalp, suiting his militant and grim face. He didn’t even get to properly greet Farand before the tall man’s booming voice called the order to unfurl the aether sails, and he whisked himself away to the quarterdeck. A small number of topmen climbed the ratlines faster than Nelson could make them out, and despite the wet ropes, their shoes held firm grips. Ropes were loosened and tightened, flags swapped, and shouts came from all over the ship, but the general mayhem was a highly coordinated beehive. Rosanne spun Nelson around by the shoulders and gave him her most intense stare. 

“Let me give you a piece of advice or an official warning if you like: you are aboard my ship only because my crew and I allow it. At all times, you will be under the careful watch of everyone here and even more closely regarded by Mr. Duplànte. And if you were to poke your nose into something you shouldn’t and plan to use that against us, let me remind you that we are both under oath to keep every piece of business strictly aboard this vessel and not anywhere else. Have I made myself abundantly clear, Mr. Blackwood?” 

“Yes, of course, ma’am.” Nelson nodded hurriedly.

“Well then. Right this way to your guest quarters, and when you’re done, I suggest you join the rest of us. Oh, and do secure your belongings. Rough weather tends to toss all loose items around for sport.” Rosanne pointed to a door leading to the back of the ship and returned to the wheel where she picked up an intercom. Nelson didn’t know why he was surprised to see electrical devices by the wheel, but he quickly thought better of it. The technology wasn’t altogether unfamiliar to him, but he had never been on a hybrid ship before. It was far more wood and rope than he was used to compared to the standard aeroships made of metal and auto-furling sails. 

On his way past the mainmast, he observed two young men in a heated argument pointing to the crow’s nest. 

A tall, lean woman with short-cropped hair pushed between them, barking in a low voice. “What’s this all about then? You lads causing a scene?”

“Olivier always takes first crow! I haven’t tried for crow in any port cities because of that, and my eyes are faultless. I can see just as well over these mountains,” a stocky brown-haired youth complained. 

Olivier scoffed and rolled his eyes. “Because I got excellent hearing and sight,” he countered with a pronounced lisp bordering on illegible. He towered over the other two with his tall and wiry frame skillfully hidden underneath layers of clothing to make him seem broader than he was. 

Narrowing his eyes, the other seaman stared at Olivier’s smug expression. “Dalia, what did he say?”

“Hearing and sight, Norman. You should know it by now. Settle for second crow and get to your other duties. This journey is different than our usual run, so we need you here.” The woman ruffled the young man’s mop of brown hair and shoved him aside, returning to her post by the mainmast. Olivier climbed into the crow’s nest, took out his spyglass and got comfortable. Without the watchful gaze of Senior Watch Captain Dalia, he sent Norman a rude gesture which the youth returned with vigour. Nelson observed this bizarre exchange of flipped birds and simulated throat cutting with strained reservation, yet the others who noticed simply snickered at the commotion.  

The guest cabin was small and sparse. Nails protruded from every piece of furniture like they were subjected to a brutal crucifixion. A small window at starboard faced the docks outside. Nelson glanced out to see a small number of children gathering at the foot of the dock, anticipation glowing in their eyes. He secured his trunk underneath the bed, a square with a thin mattress and flimsy covers that didn’t qualify as a duvet. He returned to the deck.

Captain Drackenheart spared him half a glance as he approached. 

“I hope you are well prepared with shoes and clothing as the high winds can make the ride quite unpleasant,” she said without glancing up from the instrument panels on each side of the wheel. While most aeroships had adapted the modern smaller wheel to assist with the complex navigation of sailing the sky versus the ocean, the Red Queen still had her original double-wheel, an eight-pegged circle of wood in dire need of new lacquer. It stood on a dynamic wooden block that could tilt back and forth. Two table-like slanted panels stood on each side displaying numerous dials: a compass, the local time, topographical map, and altitude meter, among other things Nelson couldn’t recognize. Levers jutted from the floor, and he could only guess what they were for.

“Why are there so many children at the docks?” Nelson motioned to the growing crowd of pre-adolescent youth.

“What? Oh, they are here for the launch. It amuses them. Now excuse me.” She turned her back on Nelson and grabbed the intercom. “Mr. Higgs, de-activate the anti-grav engine.” She released the button on the side and waited. A shudder resonated from the hull. Nelson grabbed onto the ledge and peered over the side. The waterline shied from the ship’s hull as an invisible field formed around it. At the captain’s slightest tilt of the wheel, the ship responded by rising from the waterline, the woodwork groaning and dripping with brine. Children by the docks cheered and hopped in delight. Several workers viewed the spectacle, pausing at their posts to catch a glimpse of the pre-flight preparations. 

“Cleared!” Watch Captain Dalia hollered from the main deck when the ship was a good ten meters from the waterline. 

“Release the thruster ports,” Rosanne ordered over the intercom. A mechanical whirring resonated from below the sterncastle, where two trapezoid covers came apart, flipped, and disappeared into their respective sides to be stored within the ship. Two large panels, each with six circular metallic depressions and one triangular at the bottom, contained blackened metallic pins. 

“Higgs, engine.” Rosanne pushed a few buttons and checked the displays as soon as a small bulb on the panel lit green. Fueled by the thruster engine’s power output taken from the aether sails, their hexagonal-patterned grid shone with waves of energy barely visible to the naked eye and brought to life by a reinforced electric conducting fabric.  

A clang of metal against the starboard had Rosanne leaning over the rail. She let out a stream of colourful curses. “Which idiot lowered the anchor at port? Fix it!” 

Landman Iban hurried across the deck and pulled a lever that retracted the anchor from its watery deep in a series of low clangs. Nelson caught two young men resting by the forecastle stairs as they bumped fists, drawing Iban’s sour expression in their direction. Dalia smacked the two men in the back of their collective heads, but it didn’t deter their conspiratorial grins. Had the lowered anchor been a prank? 

“All clear?” Captain Drackenheart demanded. She received confirmation in the form of ‘Yes, ma’am!’ from the forecastle to the stern. Higgs confirmed on the intercom that all was clear in the engine department, and Rosanne turned the dial of the short-range intercom to switch the channel.

“Tower, this is the MTS Red Queen requesting clearance for takeoff from marine pier seventeen, heading south.”

“We receive, MTS Red Queen. The sky is clear. Stay below half altitude until Vangam,” the radio buzzed. 

“Half altitude?” Nelson echoed.

A middle-aged man with salt and pepper hair accompanied by glasses and a mustache came to stand next to Nelson. “Half of the recommended flying altitude to stay clear of oncoming traffic. We have free skies through Vikran, which is the bottleneck,” the man replied. “Carson Lyle, Master Gunner, at your service.” The man stuck out his hand, and Nelson shook it. 

“Nelson Blackwood, lawyer at Parkson & Blackwood.” 

The master gunner’s eyes crinkled. “Keep your hands on the railing until you’re used to the motion of the ship. Then, your sky legs will develop fast enough. And come morning, you will feel pain in muscles you didn’t know you had.” Nelson didn’t reply to the man’s odd advice but diligently kept his hands within grabbing distance of the rail.

Rosanne put on her shabby hat and tugged the goggles around her neck, securing the straps. Then she fitted her gloves, pushed the safety lock on the tallest lever, and brought the entire rod forward. She stepped her shoes into two depressions on the floor, semi-locking them in place at a wide stance, only to step out of them again. She tested the wheel by giving it a few turns before bringing the Red Queen around in a slow pirouette. The ship ascended enough to stay clear of the towering masts from surrounding ships. From the hull, thruster ports hissed to life and brought gentle movements to the ship. 

A loud whistle brought Nelson’s attention to the main deck where someone waved a red flag, and for a moment, he was alarmed at its implications. By the docks, people waved their goodbyes and kids jumped excitedly as they anticipated a kick-off. Instead, Captain Drackenheart brought the lever forward and eased the ship into a gentle thrust, the back panels brimming with stiff blue flames. The Red Queen lurched, increased speed, then climbed. The docks rapidly shrunk as the ship sped by, and to Nelson’s surprise, his hat was still on his head. 

“Pardon my ignorance, Mr. Lyle, but why isn’t the surface of the ship more … windy?”

Lyle chuckled. “That would be the atmos. It maintains air pressure and stability aboard the ship. Think of it as a protective bubble, much like the air which surrounds our world. We can fly higher with atmos, but not every ship can afford the proper models for higher altitudes. They’re absurdly costly. A ship’s engine is only as good as its atmos. Fly too fast, and the crew might suffocate at high altitudes.” Nelson bobbed his head, but the concept seemed strange and alien.

Mr. Lyle pointed to people’s sudden use of goggles. “And those are for speedy voyages when the atmos cannot keep up.”

“Can I assume passenger ships have atmos’ that are less than ideal? I always have to secure my hat whenever I travel to Salis,” Nelson asked. 

“Perhaps.” The older man gave him a conspiratorial wink.   

The Red Queen flew just below the peaks of the surrounding mountains until they closed in on the bay past Vikran, a small gap between the islands where the waters from the sea pressed and flooded around a smaller central island every tide. The dramatic spurs of Copper Mountain stood on their left, another set of frosted tops to the right. In the distance, Vangam was nothing but a small plateau, a geographical reference to where the sky trade routes split two ways, one south and one north-west toward the open sea. The fjords were broad and deep, with towns resting in the crevices of these magnificent hunks of rock. When the land flattened out with the occasional mountain, the Red Queen climbed altitude. Nelson peered over the railing; the ships sailing the waters became ant-sized and sluggish. He saw other aeroships in the distance, turning southeast to follow a different route. 

Mr. Lyle pointed to the large passenger ships and their enormous sails. “Commercial routes are slow and crowded because they primarily rely on the winds to fly.” 

Nelson nodded, fascinated by all the things he observed, mostly the view, then at the bustling topmen having another go at the rigging. 

Captain Drackenheart appeared behind Nelson. “I see you’ve met my master gunner, Mr. Lyle.”  Lyle tipped his hat to her. “Can I still rely on you to shoot Mr. Blackwood at one thousand yards?” Her prim and playful tone didn’t alleviate the subtle threat she used as constant reminders of who was in charge. 

Mr. Lyle nodded. “Indeed you can, ma’am.”

“Good. How’s the altitude treating you, Mr. Blackwood?”

Nelson noticed the steep climb of the learning curve, but if he didn’t acquaint himself with the crew and the captain’s banter, this journey would be a long, arduous affair. “Your good-humoured threats hit me right in the heart, Captain. My sky legs will develop shortly.”

Again, Rosanne flashed her telltale smirk at Nelson’s quick response. “I must pull your leg now and then. Keeps your mind sharp. Speaking of, be kind and join me. I have some matters to discuss with you. Mr. Duplànte, please take the wheel until Salis.” 

The large man nodded, but his thoughts were hidden behind his stone visage. His eyes followed Nelson as he walked with the captain across the quarterdeck to her cabin. 

Then again, Nelson felt many eyes locked on him, including the hawkish stare of the master gunner.


      [image: image-placeholder]The captain’s cabin often served as meeting quarters for more delicate business and easily fit ten people. The writing desk was large and ornate, and everything on it was nailed down or secured with paperweights. A tall bookcase stood against the far wall, filled with leather tomes, charts, and papers. Rosanne glanced at the markings of each tube in search of the right one, popped the cork and unfolded its content on the desk. She secured the map with glass paperweights. 

“I didn’t have time to discuss this matter with you, but the earlier we left Valo, the better. Please have a seat.” She motioned to the chair opposite the desk, and Nelson sat as suggested. “I borrowed these from the RDA. With permission, of course, in case you wondered. I’ve looked over the paperwork you sent me about the Retribution, and I’ll say this while we’re early on: this will not be easy.” 

“Because of the vague nature behind the ship’s disappearance?” Nelson voiced, scrunching his brows together. 

Rosanne bobbed her head. “Not only that. We don’t even know at which port the Retribution last docked. All the information we have is still wherever the ship went to, as the RDA never requested the paperwork after the ship fell off the planet. Either way, this is the charted route the ship was supposed to take. You have a sharp eye for discrepancies. Tell me what you see.” 

Nelson stood from his chair and leaned over the map, tracing the Retribution’s plotted route from Salis to the inland. The route meandered through a complex array of mountains all the way south to Orland and then visited the innermost fjords until it looped back to St. Gerangra to follow the coastline back to Salis. 

“This isn’t the usual route, is it?” 

“I couldn’t find any official documents as to why the Retribution was to take this arduous path, but I have my guesses. The RDA claims another ship took over the Retribution’s patrol route from the north, a larger ship. If I were to guess why this sudden change was done, I’d say the Retribution was hunting pirates.” 

“Pirates? Surely, you’re joking.” Nelson said, unsure whether this was again the captain pulling his leg. However, her firm expression pointed to it being true. 

“The RDA updates the trade routes regularly to keep the traffic flowing and the insurance companies happy. I haven’t heard of much pirate activity in the inland for quite some time. This whole affair raises more red flags than it should.” She rolled the map and stuffed it back into its tube. Nelson’s eyes followed Rosanne to the window, where she peered through the curtains to the black waters. “Regardless of their reasonings, we have to stop by the port in Salis to confirm the route. We should be there in less than two hours if I consider my lieutenant’s reckless flying.” 

Rosanne’s final remark seemingly went unheard as Nelson eyed the map carefully. “So Salis first. Then we trace the entire route? Won’t that take weeks?” 

Rosanne shook her head. “We travel to Orland after Salis. If the Retribution restocked there, we go to the next destination, and so on. But if I’m right, the ship disappeared after its last planned stop in St. Gerangra, and that is probably why the RDA never issued a search party. A warship doesn’t crash or land anywhere in this land without someone noticing it.”

“But if you’re certain it stopped by St. Gerangra, why bother going anywhere else first?”

“Paperwork and formalities, mostly. Orland is the knot of west Noval and has the largest official trade done in Noval and surrounding countries. Knowing why the Retribution was forced to fly this route is for our safety. You gave us ample time to locate the ship, so I use that time wisely to prepare ourselves.”

Nelson found himself nodding. The captain had concocted such a thorough yet simple plan on such short notice, and hearing it brought ease to his discomfort. Rosanne leaned back in her seat. “Now then. With that business concluded, how about you familiarize yourself with the ship and its customs before anything else? The crew is dying to meet you properly.” 

Again, her smile sent shivers through Nelson, and he gulped.       
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