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CHAPTER ONE


The Trade





A dispirited clang from the clocktower echoed over Kvenchester’s damp cobblestone streets. A cat chased a rat that disappeared into the dark corner, sandwiched between sagging two-story buildings with crumbling brick mortar. The streets were lit only by the scant rays of the cloud-covered full moon.    

Captain Rosanne Drackenheart flicked open her pocket watch; the hands pointed to one o’clock, as the clock tower had announced. Eyes low beneath a wide-brimmed cavalier hat adorned with a broken feather, she swept her gaze up and down the deserted street. This was the meeting place, wasn’t it? Rosanne bit her lower lip and tapped her foot. 

A distant hollow clang of metal captured her attention. Pushing off the brick wall against which she had been leaning, she scanned the road, searching for the noise source. From behind her, the sound of quick shuffling feet and rustling coats arose. 

“Of course, it’s a trap,” Rosanne sighed. She pressed her lips together, aware of her shallow breath, and fought for calm. Blinking, she allowed her inner turmoil to dissolve as her hand swept over the cold steel concealed within her vest. 

Half a dozen men, armed with batons, knives, and one-handed flintlocks, grinned at her with cruel smiles as they converged on her from both sides of the street, trapping her between them and an alley blocked off by a pile of garbage. Rosanne drew her dagger, displaying it at her side. 

“Come now, sweetheart.” the man in the lead, clothed in a worn leather jacket, gestured towards her weapon. “Join us quietly, and you won’t get hurt.” 

Rosanne let her gaze drift from him to a red-cheeked man reeking of spirits, standing by his side. A third man flashed a grin, revealing two rows of brown teeth. 

Rosanne wrinkled her nose. “Have you boys lost your way? The nearest tavern is by the docks.” She placed a hand on her hip, nodding in the direction from which they had come. Leather-Jacket and Red-Cheeks’ hands twitched, seemingly itching for the opportunity to land the first strike. 

“Gunny wants to see ye,” Brown-Teeth growled, spitting a sizeable droplet onto the ground. 

“Gentlemen, please.” She placed a hand over her chest and tilted her head to one side. “Your employer was supposed to meet me here. He should have sent a note if there were changes to the location. I’m hardly prepared to meet him elsewhere. For my safety, you understand.”

A crow-haired young man smacked his baton into his open palm, fixing her with an unquestionably intimidating leer. The prominence of her cheeks grew as her smile widened, but it was devoid of any pleasantries. She couldn’t shake the stiffness in her face as she realised how monumentally screwed she was against six armed men. Closing her eyes, she offered a silent prayer to whoever would allow her to beat the crap out of these bastards. 

“Tell Gunny his request has been denied.” She hardened her mild-mannered tone and sharpened her gaze.

The men stared at the unimpressive length of her chosen weapon. Uncontrollable chuckles escaped their breaths. Leather-Jacket wasn’t smiling. “Boss said we have to deliver.” 

“Oh, for Terra’s sake,” she muttered under her breath as the men closed in. Red-Cheeks motioned towards the dagger, indicating that she should surrender it. With the hilt of her sheathed dagger, Rosanne whacked his wrist. He clutched his hand with a gasp and stepped back while the others advanced. Rosanne evaded a swinging pipe from Brown-Teeth and deftly slapped her palm against his ear. Dazed, he clutched at his ear, but Rosanne quickly seized his jacket and gave a forceful shove, sending him tumbling into two of his colleagues. Crow brought his baton down hard on her thigh. An explosion of pain blossomed in her side, forcing a cry from Rosanne. As she fell, she grabbed the baton with one hand, pulling Red-Cheeks down with her, and slammed the hilt of her dagger into his forehead. He crumpled to the ground in a pile of writhing movements, blood spurting from his nose. Leather-Jacket seized her by the vest, hoisting her to her feet as if she weighed no more than air. Rosanne kicked out between his legs, and Leather-Jacket squealed as he toppled over. 

A brief flash of light sparked behind her eyes, quickly replaced by encroaching darkness. As her vision swam with dizzying movements, she threw out her hands, only to slam onto the ground. Their coarse laughter echoed around her. Rosanne tried to stand, but confusion and pain sapped her strength, leaving her powerless. The men threw a musty hemp sack over her head and dragged her between two heavyset men. Head spinning, suffocating from inhaling the hemp’s dust, Rosanne ceased her struggle. 

She realised that she should’ve brought backup despite the meeting terms stipulating privacy. Her lieutenant, Farand, had always warned her about the lack of honour among people. Once again, he had been proven right at the worst possible time.

While feigning unconsciousness, she listened in on their evening plans. Her head throbbed, reminding her of when she had downed shots in Georgetown after a dare on her thirtieth birthday. “Never again,” she had vowed. That was until her spring trip into the Grey Veil. After that, she was plagued with a persistent headache, as frequently as she glimpsed the bottom of the whiskey bottles. But the current pain stemmed from different reasons, and she wasn’t even inebriated. She had been sober for quite some time, amassing her wits and courage, all trampled by six twitchy bastards with a major in fist-fights. She would rather be at the inn or the bathhouse than deal with whatever came next. Yet, here she was, being dragged, on the tips of her shoes, into what sounded like the echoing cavern of a warehouse. 

They shoved her into a wooden chair, their hands firm on her shoulders. With the hood yanked off, Rosanne coughed and stared, bleary-eyed, at the blue-white glare of an alchemical lamp. She blinked, clearing the dancing dust from her vision, and spat out a stray lock of hair.

A man sat in a high-backed chair, the light behind him, hands folded on an oak office table sparsely adorned save for a knife and a solitary, untouched red apple. Rosanne raised an eyebrow, questioning the implications of the scene—a snack or torture, which would it be? Squinting against the faint light, she discerned a pale-faced man in his early forties, his features concealed within the deep shadows.

“The famous Demon of the Sky, Captain Rosanne Drackenheart,” he announced, his voice thrumming through the words like a harsh river. Rosanne could tell his gaze roamed from the broken feather that adorned her wide-brimmed cavalier lying on the floor to the skin-tight trousers tailored specifically for her. Leather-Jacket swiped the hat off the floor and placed it on her head with a reassuring pat. 

Ignoring the throbbing pain in her head, she straightened her back and crossed one leg in front of the other. “My reputation precedes me. I’d have you know I prefer flowers and sugared fruits to your brutish thugs. Brandy, perhaps in front of a cozy fire.”

His blue eyes crinkled at her obvious stalling. “The lady desires gifts in a transaction,” he said, giving half a laugh. 

“It sets the mood.” 

His eyes immediately hardened at Rosanne’s stiff-faced, polite smile, the kind she wore whenever she had to deal with men who looked down on her. Regardless of which colony she frequented, men would invariably belittle her achievements, title notwithstanding. Might as well look like she’s humouring them, even when she was a prisoner. However, the man’s lips were as rigid as a stylus, and his scrutinising gaze resembled that of a buyer inspecting a racing horse before purchase. She let the falseness melt away, but the drumming in her head was still present. Screw this charade.  

“I didn’t come here to be inspected like merchandise. I am here to negotiate,” she finally declared. 

“Information pertaining to the southern colonies, I was told?” His tone remained businesslike.  

“Trade routes of the southern Grey Veil, to be more precise, but you didn’t hear that from me,” Rosanne smiled with scarlet-painted lips. Was the effort even worth it after the beating she’d received? 

“And then you show up to carry out said transaction without backup, muscle, or thought…” 

Rosanne let go of an audible sigh. “I try to conduct my business honourably, but I’m not averse to violence should the situation necessitate it.” She cast a glance at Red-Cheeks, who was nursing his broken nose. “Why you deemed it necessary to send half a legion to transact with a single woman is beyond me. Frankly, I feel you’ve overestimated me.” 

“Clearly, I expected something different. Yet, here you are, conducting business as usual, as if the head wound is the least of your concerns.” The man turned his hand, palm-side up, in her direction—a gesture clearly indicative of her condition. 

Rosanne fought the urge to touch the tender spot and remained silent. A sheen of sweat had formed on her face due to the creeping nausea. He was perceptive, or he was too familiar with his men’s style of delivery.  

The man, illuminated by a mysterious rim light, chuckled and leaned forward again, elbows on the table, hands loosely folded. “You may call me Gunny, Captain Drackenheart.” 

The man beside Gunny—bald and built like a fortress—relocated the alchemical lamp to the desk, presumably for effect, Rosanne surmised. She had envisioned a hooked nose or narrow, suspicious eyes, but Gunny proved to be so bland and unremarkable that she would forget his face the moment she looked away. Ashen hair, blue eyes, and composed features weren’t what she had anticipated of the infamous gang boss of Kvenchester. The bodyguard gave him away, though. 

Gunny swiped the apple from the table and sliced it with a knife, creating long strips of peeled red skin. 

“I’m honoured to finally meet you, Gunny,” Rosanne exclaimed, pushing aside the snack-based torture happening before her. A wave from Gunny had his men take a step back, and Rosanne rolled her shoulders. “Now, why did your thugs drag me here instead of honouring the appointed place? Is my word not good enough?” 

He splayed his hands innocently. “You’ll have to forgive my precaution, Captain. I only know your reputation for breaking things.” 

Rosanne flicked her eyes toward the man in the leather jacket. He returned her glance with a surly grimace. 

“You are forgiven,” Rosanne said and returned her attention to Gunny. “Now, that particular information that I seek, do you have it?” 

Gunny let out a laugh. “Nothing bristles your fur, does it? You’re on my turf, surrounded by my men, your crew nowhere in sight, and you have the balls to make demands?” 

“Ovaries,” she corrected, drawing a pause. When Gunny lifted an eyebrow, Rosanne let out an audible sigh. “They can take quite a beating, you know. But yes, I’ve weathered stormy days before. Your man gave me his word, which I under no circumstances thought of as naive, given your reputation as a businessman who honours his agreements. But it seems my trust was misplaced.” Wrestling with the throbbing pain in her skull, she clicked her tongue in disappointment. 

“Touché, Captain. You talk a good game. I like you.” Gunny said, signalling his men to leave the warehouse. Only the tall, stone-faced guard remained at his side. How different would this meeting have been had she brought Farand along to match bulk with Gunny’s henchman? 

“Talk.” Gunny sliced off a piece of the apple and popped it into his mouth. 

Rosanne adjusted her hat, leaning forward to let her arms rest on her thighs. “I know a shortcut through the Grey Veil,” she announced. A name that would give any sailor pause—a haunted, foggy hellscape plaguing the colonies since their inception. Nestled in the ocean between the east and the west, the Grey Veil acted as a barrier, permitting no one passage. Rosanne had ventured into its depths, and her discoveries left her craving more. No one had ever escaped its depths alive—except for her ship, the MTS Red Queen. 

Gunny halted his peeling, his eyes revealing not surprise but intrigue, then suspicion. 

“Lies,” he scoffed.  

“I arrived from Orvel across the Veil nigh two days ago. The trip took five days.” 

“Orvel is at least seventeen days travel around the Veil. You’re telling me your ship has survived without means of navigation, inside the Veil, and escaped? Your tales are tall, Captain, but your wits have been lost with it.” 

The gleam in Rosanne’s eyes was impossible to contain, capturing Gunny’s attention. “Ever heard of the hangman’s fruit native to Orvel? Hardy little thing, but it doesn’t grow anywhere else. The fruit rots before it even grazes the first wisp of the southern Veil,” she let her voice slow, almost thoughtfully, as she was delivering a point. Gunny’s eyebrow shot up at this, yet he remained quiet. “That’s why northerners favour potatoes.” Unfastening the pouch from her belt, Rosanne tossed it onto the table. Gunny untied the leather string, upending the pouch into his hand. A single, plump hangman’s fruit tumbled out, its skin still a vibrant purple. Having guarded the pouch as if her life depended on it, Rosanne nearly wept with joy at the sight of the fruit’s unblemished, pristine skin. Gunny’s questioning gaze shifted to Rosanne. 

“Taste it,” she prompted. 

With a great deal of reservation, Gunny narrowed his eyes to thin slits. He didn’t break eye contact as he brought the fruit to his lips and bit into it. Purple juice burst from the bite mark, staining the table. He chewed on the fruity meat, nodding his head. 

“This side of the Veil has never seen a hangman’s fruit. I haven’t tasted one in years, yet its unique flavour remains unchanged,” he said thoughtfully. He turned the fruit from side to side in his hand as though he couldn’t quite believe it.

Silence stretched between them while Gunny’s eyes scrutinised her face for any hint of a lie. Rosanne’s smile held firm, extending to the corners of her eyes. She was confident she had him. 

“Why such interest in my southern trade routes, Captain Drackenheart?” Gunny asked at length. 

Rosanne straightened. “They skirt the Grey Veil. I heard one of your ships discovered a cluster of islands.” 

The leather cushion creaked as Gunny relaxed into it once again. “What of it? There’s nothing there.” 

“I hear you’ve dubbed it the ‘Wandering Isles,’ and they haven’t been spotted since,” she pressed.  

“Drunken tales picked up from the tavern, undoubtedly,” he waved it off with a dramatic flick of his wrist. 

Unfazed by his dismissal, she leaned in. “I want to hear all about it.” 

The barest twitch flashed across his brows. “What’s it to you?” 

“A secret route through the Veil in exchange for a location. I stay out of your business, and you stay out of mine.” 

Gunny licked his lips, then gestured to his aide at his side. The shadow-clad figure, moving like a living statue, slipped into an adjoining room, reappearing with a tube containing maps. Uncorking the tube, Gunny spread the map out on the desk. It detailed the southern central colonies, the arid deserts of eastern Ovrack, and the tropical islands along its coast in the Emerald Sea. About a day’s travel west of Ovrack, three small islands were circled in black ink with a question mark. 

“They were rich in anti-gravity minerals, hovering about two hundred metres above sea level.” He pointed to a cluster of broken shorelines. “It would be a viable mining operation; however, like everything else coming from the Grey Veil, they vanished without a trace. You won’t find them there.” 

“Perhaps not, but I’d like to try.” She pulled out a thick stack of papers from within her vest, sliding them towards Gunny, who unfolded them with a keen eye. A look of scorn crossed his face, and he flicked dismissively through the papers spread on the table. 

“Is this a joke?” They were covered with intricate drawings of a box-shaped mechanical device and a list of notes. 

“Ah, I see your confusion.” She turned the papers around and flattened them with her palms. “This device will help you navigate the Grey Veil. If you build it and follow these coordinates, you can enjoy all the hangman’s fruit on this side of the Veil.” 

Gunny exhaled incredulously, his coiffed hair tumbling. He quickly slicked it back with his hand. “Do you realise what this means? If you provide me access across the Veil, there’s no telling how the market will react. What if words get out that the Red Queen knows of safe crossing?” 

Rosanne’s eyes hardened. “The Grey Veil is never safe to cross, not even there. The risk might be lower, yet it persists. I simply provided you with a way to cut through the inconvenient routes.” 

“This information you’re spreading, Captain, is dangerous. If a whisper reached the crown or the inquisition, you’ll be in grave danger.” 

“And now you’re in the know as well,” she countered, unbothered by the indirect threats the crown had held over her head since the dawn of marine trade. Gunny’s jaw danced with tension, and Rosanne knew he understood he had been trapped— and that anyone who had overheard was trapped, too. 

“How do I know you’re not conning me?” His fingers dug into the paper. 

Throwing out her hands in resignation, Rosanne feigned shock. “And what have you given me in return? Some floating islands that no one cares for?”

Gunny’s accusatory tone softened. “The costs greatly outweigh the benefits. What, Captain Drackenheart, would be so valuable that you’re willing to share such secrets with me?” 

Her mirth-filled gaze withered to unfaltering calm. “I find transoceanic trade of little value, yet I possess the means and opportunity. Your islands are of little value to you, yet you know of their whereabouts. It’s a straightforward trade, Gunny. Are you interested in the secrets to crossing the Veil or not?”  

His tongue flicked over his teeth, no doubt considering the benefits of this trade.

“We don’t shoot our own,” he concluded, extending his hand.  

“We share the spoils from afar,” Rosanne replied, shaking it. 

“This secret will be well kept,” he reassured. However, Rosanne’s gaze flickered to his bodyguard. “Oh, him?” Gunny chuckled. The bodyguard opened his mouth and wiggled the stump of his tongue. “There aren’t many who can speak here, Captain. Uphold your end of the deal, and I’ll duly fulfil mine.” 

As she turned to leave, she gave Gunny a slight nod. “Don’t forget to send me a gift in Valo when you return from Orvel. I am a whisky person,” she winked, exiting the warehouse without hindrance.  


      [image: image-placeholder]Expectant eyes turned her way as Rosanne burst through the double doors of the trader’s inn, where the crew of the Red Queen resided. With a thick folded paper between her fingers, she waved a hand and smirked. The tall figure of Lieutenant Farand Duplànte positioned himself next to her, awaiting news. His curls were cropped short and tight to his skull, and his sharp eyes were softened by the neutrality of his expression. He must have visited a barber during her absence. There wouldn’t be any decent ones where they were going. 

“We set sail,” she announced to the room, her hand patting her vest as confusion crossed her face. “Dammit, I’ve lost my handkerchief. Farand, could I—”

Farand promptly retrieved a plain linen kerchief from his jacket and handed it to her. Rosanne wiped off the lipstick she had applied for the sole occasion of meeting Gunny. Realising it was a waste on a man as astute as him, she almost felt foolish, thinking he’d be as easily swayed by her charms as the rest. She knew she wouldn’t need to do this again for a while and settled comfortably into that thought. 

“And the trade?” Farand inquired. 

“Not as smooth as I’d hoped, but I escaped with minor injuries,” she said, massaging a bruised knuckle. Despite the discomfort, she flashed Farand a triumphant grin. “We’ll be sharing the Devil’s passage in the Veil.”

Farand grunted, seemingly unable to keep his deeper undertone of displeasure to himself. “I hope this information is worth it,” he remarked.  

“We’ll find out soon enough. How fast is our allotted route to Kantor from here?” 

“Roughly three days if we cut through the Aster mountains. Nearly five if we opt for safer routes.” 

“The Aster mountains it is.” She nodded, pleased with the plan. “Mr. Lyle!” she summoned. 

A tall man, hair of salt and pepper and with a neatly trimmed moustache, stepped forward with an informal salute. His glasses glinted in the hearth’s ember. “Ready to take off at any time,” he replied promptly.  

“Excellent,” Rosanne blew an excited breath and searched the faces around her. “Pack your bags and get to the ship. We’re leaving immediately.” 

With that, the crew scattered, each attempting to reach the door before the others. Once they’d left, Rosanne’s enthusiasm wilted into a grim frown, and she turned to her lieutenant. 

Observing this change, Farand folded his arms. “Anything amiss?” 

“Where are our watch captains? They were both staying here, weren’t they?” Rosanne questioned more than she inquired. 

“I suspect they made their way to the tavern while your meeting dragged on.” 

Rosanne closed her eyes, her lips forming a thin line. “With emphasis on dragged, I assure you. Round up our crew and get them back to the ship. I’ve got maps to study before we leave.” As she turned towards the door, Farand placed a firm hand on her shoulder. Rosanne’s glare held a stern warning to not hold her too long, even if the man was twice her size and could stop her with both hands tied behind his back. 

“Are you certain you want to go through with this?” 

Rosanne sidestepped and brushed off a stray curl that fell across her face. “I got the last piece of the puzzle, Farand. I’m not letting this slip by like a ghost ship at night.” 

The man nodded, albeit a faint sigh of resignation escaped him. “I am only making sure we are ready to pursue this. Expanding our horizon isn’t always a good thing.” 

“Come now, Farand. We stopped believing we’d sail off the edge of the world ages ago. We haven’t spent all summer mapping wind currents to give up now. With this,” Rosanne said, waving the map, “we can delve deeper into the secrets of the Grey Veil. It might even lead us to the origin of whatever takes our ships.” Her lieutenant appeared uncertain but remained silent. “Do you know why Thompson excluded coordinates or measurements in his work?” Rosanne prompted. 

Farand shook his head. 

“Because the island is too massive to simply be nothing. That or my father ordered Thompson to skimp on the details. Hard to tell which.” 

The lieutenant’s expression was replaced with that of resignation. Despite her lack of foresight concerning unexpected obstacles, Farand never lost faith. However, Rosanne knew her words didn’t convince him this time. Instead of questioning her endlessly, he simply said: “I will take your word for it.” 

“Come on, Farand.” She elbowed him. “Have I ever let you down?” 

“One too many times, I fear.” He flashed her a smile that softened his sharp jawline. “What about your better half then?” 

Rosanne stuffed the map back in her vest. “Antony won’t ask questions.” 

“Still. For him to look the other way whenever we conduct our usual business seems…” 

“Naive?” she reflected, hoping that wasn’t the answer, although her decisions had been less than mindful recently. Embarking into the Grey Veil, especially after her recent experience, was certainly one of them. 

“Dangerous or perhaps shortsighted,” he concluded, his tone firm but considerate of her current mindset. Farand truly knew how to read a room, and Rosanne was grateful. 

“He won’t betray our trust merely because he’s on leave from the Royal Defense of Aerospace. Besides, he’s not here for the ship but for me. I owe him that trust, especially after he saved our backsides.”

“I’d say,” Farand chuckled, “this might be the ballsiest move you’ve ever made, Captain. And I say that with reservation.” 

“Ah!” Rosanne lifted a finger, her face alight with humour. “This is the second time tonight I’ve had to remind people that I have ovaries of steel.” Farand’s polite smile didn’t give way to laughter as he looked positively confused and out of the loop as to what had transpired in the warehouse earlier. 

The brief silence ushered in an intrusion of doubt once more as a solemn look swept across her face. “I want this to work, Farand—for him and for me. I can’t afford to lose him like I lost my head last spring. Antony is my lifeline, and I’d appreciate your support in this. Perhaps after this journey, I can finally leave that bloody island behind.” 

His warm brown eyes landed on her, sympathetic in their study of her vulnerability. “A word of warning then, as a friend to another: Guard your heart closer than your career.” 

Rosanne feigned a dramatic gasp, clasping a hand over her chest. “Is that a hint of doubt I hear, Farand?” 

“Just a smidgen.” He echoed her mirth with a rumbling chuckle. “I’d better fetch our watch captains before they find the bottom of their bottles.” 

“Good shout.”  


      [image: image-placeholder]The crew had made a beeline for the tethered galleon at the docks, leaving the streets deserted. Ships weren’t permitted to depart from the towering skyports post-midnight due to low visibility and other arbitrary regulations enforced under the queen’s skytrade monopoly. Consequently, Rosanne had done the next best thing – landing her ship in the water. Once Farand had left the inn, she retrieved her bag filled with modest belongings and proceeded towards her ship. After Gunny’s men had ambushed her, she kept a vigilant eye for potential threats, wary of the gang boss reneging on his word. Yet the alleys were empty, the buildings dark, presenting no threats—apart from her mounting anxiety. 

Two city guards stood at attention on either side of the gangplank leading to the Red Queen. Clutching muskets and swords at their sides, they had safeguarded the ship from street urchins and drunkards that night. Rosanne passed the men a small pouch of coins, after which they resumed patrolling around the docks. 

In the distance, the bell tolled thrice. Lingering by the gangplank, Rosanne searched for the mountain of a man who would be invisible in the darkness if not for his two pale companions. Where was Farand?

Antony DiCroce, the Captain of the Arctic Pride, emerged from below deck, dressed in civilian splendour—a leather jacket and neutral cotton. He rested his elbows on the rail next to her. “Is Mr. Duplànte late?” His accent gave her no hint of worry, yet his eyes were as riveted to the streets as hers. 

“I’m sure it’s nothing.” Rosanne drew in the chill air, letting calm permeate her being before exhaling a smoky wisp that quickly twirled out of existence.  

“Yet, your unease is palpable,” Antony observed, nodding to her foot tapping rhythmically against the deck. Despite herself, Rosanne offered a smile and moved closer, examining him. He had trimmed his shoulder-length black hair for the southern journey, and his olive skin had taken on a tanned hue during the summer. She felt a fleeting pang of envy, considering how quickly she tended to burn, a trait inherited from her ancestors hailing from the central colonies where the sun was piercing and relentless for five months a year. His amber eyes met hers, a silent interaction that soothed the anxious rhythm in her chest.

“I would like to leave this town before anything happens. Everything has gone well so far. A little too well, suspiciously so, and the silence is unnerving,” Rosanne eventually expressed.  

Antony’s hand gently covered hers. “You are never one to accept the blessings of calm,” he remarked.  

His thumb glided over her knuckles, a warm and comforting gesture. Contrary to her previous experiences, it wasn’t suffocating or sweaty as she had always imagined it.

Lifting their entwined hands, he placed a soft kiss on the back of hers. “You used to look at me with such scorn whenever I did this,” he whispered. 

A grimace formed on Rosanne’s face as a blush tinted her cheeks. “I used to at many things,” she admitted, “but circumstances have changed, and I believe I’ve grown to favour such gestures.” 

He appeared to contemplate her words, turning them over in his mind. 

Rosanne licked her lips. “We’re so close, Antony. I know this journey will uncover some secrets of the Grey Veil. I just…”

Antony turned to Rosanne and drew her in, leaving only a small breathing room between them. She flitted her gaze down, anchoring it to the buttons of his open leather jacket, finding it easier to look at than his eyes. 

“Is this too much still?” He chuckled despite the evident disappointment in his voice. Rosanne shook her head, but not in denial. “No…” She squeezed his hands, grappling with her thoughts. Taking a shaky breath, she lifted her hazel eyes to meet his amber ones. “I must be out of my damn mind looking for another island after what happened last spring.” Though not technically a lie, they weren’t the honest words she wanted to share.  

“You were ill-prepared back then. Your fates will be turned from the redundant precautions you’ve taken. You haven’t spent the entire summer planning this expedition to doubt yourself now.” Drawing her into a comforting embrace, he planted a gentle kiss atop her head.  

Exhaling a sigh, Rosanne buried herself against his chest. 

A clamour of voices by the dock caught their attention. Rounding a warehouse came Farand dragging a bladdered Creedy by the upper arm with the assistance of a slightly less intoxicated Dalia on Creedy’s left. The senior watch captain turned to Farand, his voice resonating powerfully enough to carry across to the ship where Rosanne and Antony stood observing them. 

“I tell ya, Mister Duplànte, no one heard me talk about yer mission. I swear!” Creedy slurred, his thinning hair flopping as he stumbled. Dalia promptly clasped a hand over his mouth, her gaze sifting between the streets like a vigilant crane.

“Keep talking, and there won’t be a mission,” she hissed.  

Creedy let out a gormish laugh and waved a hand in front of Farand. “Didya know Dalia is the best ropemaker in the Central United Colonies?”

“I am aware, Mr. Creedy. She’s part of our crew, remember?” 

Creedy recoiled in surprise. “She is? Betcha I could tie that knot quicker than she can say ‘I do.’ Ah, you’re right here.” 

The tall woman rolled her eyes.

They reached the gangplank. Creedy, having surrendered to his drunkenness, let himself be hauled aboard, a scene reminiscent of when Gunny’s goons had dragged Rosanne to the warehouse. 

“He talked?” Rosanne questioned with alarm. 

“Nothing important, Captain. He shuts up easily as long as there’s ale in his mug,” Dalia replied in passing, helping Creedy down the stairs to the hammocks. Rosanne turned to Antony, a relieved smile on her face.  

“That is everyone accounted for. Rouse the night shift. I don’t want to risk using the bell.” 

Antony acknowledged with a nod and vanished below deck. Within a minute, the yawning skeleton crew filed to their posts, ready for orders. She stalked up the stairs to the quarterdeck as quickly as her heeled boots allowed her to without running, eager to be gone from this town. She lifted the intercom from the instrument panel, pushing the side button to open a line to the engine room.

“We’re ready to leave, Mr. Higgs. Fire up the anti-grav.” 

Static interference crackled from the intercom. Rosanne rapped it hard a few times in her hand before redoing the call. A young woman’s voice sparked at the other end. 

“Higgs has turned in for the night, ma’am. Gavin and I are on duty.” Second engineer Ida responded. 

“Copy that, Miss Simonsen. Fire her up.” 

The street adjacent to the tavern—where Farand had unearthed Creedy and Dalia— erupted in activity. A group of men swivelled their heads around, searching until they pointed towards the moored Red Queen.

“Shit.” Rosanne hurriedly toggled switches on the instrument panel’s navigation board, rushing through the pre-flight checks. 

“We’ve got company, Simonsen. Light a fire under your asses and get us in the air,” she urged into the intercom, letting the device slap back against the panel. Dalia staggered up the stairs to the quarterdeck. 

“Evening, Captain. Hwang’s in charge of the night shift and … oh fuck.” Her half-drunk stare sobered at the sight of the men hurrying toward them. 

“Friends of yours?” Rosanne asked.  

Dalia offered a wry smile. “Creedy might’ve let slip that we were on to something big and that he lost a hundred and fifty pieces to the cards.” 

Rosanne opened the channel for the aethersails to conduct power to the offline thruster engine despite being in the water. Time was pressing, and the mob was drawing closer. Safety be damned if it got them out of there. “I warned you all to be careful. Money draws attention!” 

“I didn’t think Creedy brought that much! I am just as surprised as you are, Captain,” Dalia exclaimed, turning to the skeleton crew. “Skip the pre-flight checks! Loosen the ropes, secure the plank, and let’s get the hell out of here!” 

The men cheerfully chimed, “Aye!” and scattered to their posts.  

Water sloshed aside as the circular ports of anti-gravity tech lining the Red Queen’s hull activated, creating a protective buffer separating the ship from the gravity’s tether. Deckhands released the ropes anchoring the ship to Dock 18 and hurried aboard, plank in tow. 

A surge of people leapt from the dock, attempting to grasp the Red Queen’s railing, bobbing in the low tide. Rosanne yanked a lever and tilted the wheel towards her, lifting the massive galleon free from sea level. A pair of thugs clung stubbornly to the railing, shouting their protests. Senior able seaman Hwang clobbered one man over the head with a bat just as he came aboard. The man staggered, flipped over the railing, and splashed into the waters with a dramatic cry. Dalia kicked fingers encircling the peg, and the second man disappeared with a panicked yelp.

“Cleared!” Hwang called from the main deck. 

Rosanne let out a puff of air, relieved to have avoided that confrontation. 

The whir of the thruster port covers uncoupling from the panels and sliding into their compartments at the ship’s sides reached her ears. Moments later, the instrument board’s lights flickered green, and the sails, in their hexagonal beauty, shimmered white in the moonlight.  

Rosanne spun the wheel, the hiss of the Red Queen’s fine thrusters humming as the ship pivoted. 

With the sky clear and the two-disk skyport closed for the night, Rosanne didn’t have to request take-off clearance, or deal with the following confusion when a ship needed to be airborne from the marina, a feature unique to the Red Queen. 

A fog bank loomed over the surrounding forests and hills—the perfect cover to slip out of the city unnoticed. Operating on low power, the Red Queen’s rear-mounted thruster panels emitted faint blue flames—easily lost against the backdrop of a star-filled sky. With the moon in its waning phase, they vanished in the blink of an eye.








  
  

CHAPTER TWO


Vetting the Plan





Mid-autumn in Bunnsboroux was a sweltering affair. Despite being merely a hop, skip, and a turn across the bay south of Noval, the woodlands remained untouched by human intervention. Rosanne swatted a mosquito into oblivion, one that had been buzzing around her with its lamenting cello piece. 

Farand handed her a list of names alongside a stack of resumés, which she perused at leisure. Names, experience, education, nationality, language proficiency—her lieutenant’s meticulous notes filled the papers to their edges. With a significant secret at stake, Rosanne had to be selective about the number of positions. With the promise of work, food, and shelter, the silence of desperate men was easily bought. While the rest of the crew revelled in their sizable cut from last spring’s escapades in the Baltansea, Rosanne had invested her share into upgrading equipment. Even after cashing in the insurance policy—claimed due to piracy—the damage to the Red Queen and the loss of goods had the ship’s treasury scraping the bottom. To exacerbate their problems, they had lost Iban Vasilyev, a landman in his first year aboard the Red Queen, to the storms of the Grey Veil; it was a loss and persistent guilt she felt. One would always be too many. His brother, Kristoff, remained under her command. Surprisingly, despite the tragedy, he chose not to return home after losing Iban. Instead, the young man had told her he felt closer to his brother when working on the Red Queen, a bittersweet sentiment Rosanne understood. Plus, he needed the money. A point she didn’t argue against. 

“This man,” Rosanne handed Farand the paper. “Able seaman in the Navy despite four years’ experience. Why?”

He flipped the page over and read his notes on the back. “If memory serves, they passed him up for promotion because of paternity leave, and then the economic crisis hit Bunnsboroux last season.”

Her gaze narrowed. “Did he wear a wedding band?” 

“None that I could see.” 

“Sounds like a bullshit then. Plus, he has assault and battery to his name. We have enough of those already What about this one?” She showed him. 

“Fifteen years serving aboard S.S. Queen Mary—” 

“We’re not hiring anyone who served the crown’s flagship, no matter how desperate they may seem.”

Farand promptly crossed out the name from his notebook with an audible scratch of his pencil. 

Rosanne continued. “How about this one?” She brought out another piece of paper and read from it. “Five years working on a Cintechan schooner, but no qualification papers and not a dime to his name. How did he seem to you?” 

“Mr. Isaac Kavanaugh? Mid-thirties, in decent health, but a tad on the lean side. Found him at the docs with the other ragged sailors, holding a sign that read ‘boat-work.” He illustrated with air quotes.

She snorted a laugh. “He literally held a sign reading, ‘Will sail for money?’” 

Farand pinched his lips together in a poor attempt to suppress his chuckle. “He seems earnest and desperate enough. Speaks Angelsk and Cintech well, understandable in poor Beufranc and a few words of Novalian. Well-mannered, too.” 

“Drinker?” 

“More sober than when Creedy was born.” 

Rosanne snickered. “Did you ask him about the Veil?”

“Asked, grilled, and vetted. He served a ship notorious for sailing outside the regular trade routes in the Central United Colonies, or so he claims. Couldn’t find work due to his ship being sacked by the RDA and no formal papers of servitude outside of his work permit.” 

Nodding, Rosanne gave the paper one more glance. “Place him under Dalia. Creedy’s too temperamental, and I won’t have any of his nonsense on this voyage.” Her steely gaze met his tranquil brown ones. “No squabbles, not even a frown. The first sign of trouble lands you in the brig. I’m done finding creative ways to punish the crew, at least for this voyage.” 

“What about childish name-calling?” Farand’s teasing tone was barely concealed under his breath, which drew a smile from her. 

“I’ll allow it.” 

“I’ll let the crew know.” Farand nodded, seemingly pleased with the new policy, although Rosanne could tell he was relieved to escape detention duty. 

“Before we roll out this wonderful no-tolerance policy to the crew, what did you offer the candidates during the interview?” 

Unfazed by this, Farand replied without missing a beat. “I played it by ear and asked for their preference: cheap beer to those who asked for alcohol and coffee to those who couldn’t ‘possibly’ impose on my wallet.” 

“What did you buy, Mr. Kavanaugh?”

“Coffee.” 

“How did he react?”

“As if he’d tasted the elixir of the gods.” 

Rosanne nodded, looking satisfied. “Give the man new clothes if needed. Wait, can we even budget for that?” She searched for the budget ledger kept in a locked drawer, but Farand beat her to it. 

“I believe we’ve got some spare uniforms from last spring’s shopping spree,” he said.

Stretching from her chair, Rosanne let out a satisfied sigh along with the pops and cracks of her elbow joints. “What would I do without you? You always seem to beat me at my own game these days. I’d say the Grey Veil trips have done you good.” 

Farand remained quiet as a guilty smile crept over his lips. The brief silence prompted reflection of doubt creeping into Rosanne’s mind, and she said: “Do you think following the southern wind current will guide us to the wandering isles?” 

Farand’s thoughtful expression revealed his doubts. The man was known to question his doubts at times, but he was never known to hold fast to them, sometimes even doubting his own indecision. And considering the missions and the treasures they’d garnered from their successful stint in the Veil, it was wise to heed both. “Considering what we’ve learned from the Grey Veil, the unchanging wind currents, and that hidden equipment you’ve got.” He nodded towards the carpet in the middle of her office, indicating the Geographical Positioning Tracker they’d snagged from The Retribution. That little piece of technology was the only reason they could navigate the Grey Veil; without it, this would all be for naught. “The logic is sound. Higgs’ instruments have reinforced what we know and have learned. But if I am honest …” Farand paused with a deep, thoughtful frown. “I do not know.” 

“Your faith in me is truly commendable,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. 

“It’s as much about faith as it is about logic. Your ideas may seem mad, but you always deliver. The crew’s hungering for more.”

“We haven’t wasted our summer for nothing then.” Rosanne rubbed her face, then sat up suddenly, thinking. “Where do the wind currents flow at the coast of Ovrack?”

Farand marched over to the shelves, home to hundreds of map tubes, and fished out a specific one. The map was marked as featuring a Novalian coastal town. Yet, as Farand unfurled the paper, instead of meandering coastal lines, the tremendous undefined blob penned in as the Grey Veil was in its place. He traced a finger over the location of Captain Drackenheart’s request and let out a sound of affirmation. “The wind blows counterclockwise northbound. It veers west, just south of the passage we crossed to Orwell. As for the southern wind currents, they’re mere guesswork.” 

Rosanne scanned the map and nodded. “We’re off to Ovrack then. We dive into the Eastern wind current and let’s see where the winds blow.”

Farand nodded in agreement. 

Unable to hide her excitement, Rosanne burst into a small hop-skip and a fist-clenching dance. Once she regained her semi-calm demeanour, she turned to Farand, who chuckled at her infectious enthusiasm. “Let’s inform the watch captains and engineers.” 

As he rolled up the Thompson map, Farand paused and looked at her. “You should tell Captain DiCroce first. I’m sure he’s eager to know where this unofficial romantic getaway of yours is headed.” 

Lingering in the doorway, Rosanne nodded with a sheepish smile. “You’re right. He rarely crosses my mind when we’re on the job. It’s so hard to keep track of folks who aren’t part of the crew.” 

“All part and parcel of the domesticated captain’s wife handbook, isn’t it?” 

A smile spread across Rosanne’s face at Farand’s joviality. “Me or Antony?” 

“I’ll let you two figure that out.” 

Rosanne left behind a trail of laughter as she departed. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Rosanne found Antony on the quarterdeck, deep in fervent conversation with Watch Captain Creedy. Alarm bells rang in her mind, suspecting another tussle between men, their primal instinct pushing them to assert dominance. Yet, when she saw Creedy’s vigorous pointing, she found herself relaxing. The man only waved fists and bared teeth when he itched for a fight. 

“Apologies for the interruption, gentlemen. Might I borrow Captain DiCroce, Mr. Creedy?”

“All yours, Captain.” Creedy waved them off and resumed his duties. 

“Aren’t you shining like the Eastern star in the summer night,” Antony noted. As she pulled him aside, Rosanne found it impossible to contain her grin. 

“We’ve got a promising lead on the islands, but we’ll need the right wind currents to get there. I’m so excited I can’t stand still!” 

“That’s fantastic news!” 

Rosanne shushed him and dropped her voice to a whisper. “We’re holding a meeting later, but until then, don’t tell a single soul. If words get out, we could attract unwanted attention or company. Again.” She watched Creedy and Dalia exchanging friendly banter on the main deck; the two watch captains as thick as thieves, as usual. She hadn’t forgotten Creedy’s loose lips in Queensland.

Antony assured her with a not-so-subtle wink. 

“Now you’ve got to tell me what had Creedy so excited.” 

“Fascinating fellow!” he exclaimed. “I asked about the new sails, and the man gushed about the improved technology and energy output of the design. Frankly, I’m a bit envious, but the sails wouldn’t fit the engine model of the Arctic Pride anyway, so I’ll savour it here while I have the chance.”

Rosanne practically glowed with pride. “Given what our last voyage did to our sails, a double trim was the least I could do.”

“And costly, I imagine. Where did you find it?” 

“The RDA’s scrapyard in Kvenchester has an impressive array of cutting-edge aero-technology We caught ourselves a bargain.” 

“A leftover sail sale, was it?” Antony mused. 

Rosanne let out a chuckle. 

She watched his gaze drift towards the skies, a light of realisation drawing on his face. “So, that’s why I keep seeing ships with mismatched parts stranded on top of the mountains in Noval,” he mused. Rosanne had come across quite a few of those, especially in Noval. Aethersail technology performed poorly in the cold.

“It’s important to check the maintenance log and have top-notch engineers who know their stuff. If you’re planning to skimp on the equipment, at least hire folk who can build steam engines out of barrels and a straw.” 

“I’ve always wondered how you did it, Rosanne. You come back from a near-death voyage, somehow have funds to overhaul your ship, spend months out of work, and then rally the crew for another round of insanity.” If this query had come from anyone outside the ship’s crew, Rosanne would have questioned their motives, but Antony, with a shake of his head, appeared resigned to being kept in the dark. 

“These economic times call for drastic measures,” she said. 

Antony allowed his gaze to drift over the sailors’ new clothes and fresh shoes. “I’m sure that’s what it is.” 

“Listen,” Rosanne said gently, tucking a stray curl behind her ear. “I’ve got a bit of free time. Fancy coming along to my private quarters?” 

Antony let out a thoughtful hum. “Private quarters. Those quarters we have shared for the last two weeks. The quarters especially made for captains. Your quarters?” 

“My quarters,” Rosanne echoed, her smile sweet at Antony’s wit. 

Hooking his arm, he extended it for her to take. “Lead on, my lady. Take my love and affection.” 

The crew let out wolf-whistles at their half-hearted flirtation as they retreated to Rosanne’s private quarters.








  
  

CHAPTER THREE


St. Emmanuel





The grassy plateau that stretched between Bunnsboroux and St. Emmanuel swayed in the wind, resembling an ocean of gold. To the west and east, green forests dotted with yellow and red hinted at an early autumn following a dry spell, but the even-spaced trees of the neighbouring vineyards retained their viridian hue in the heat. The port city of St. Emmanuel was nestled snugly in a cove between the shoreline and the eastern river. The two-disk spire skyport, standing at about half the size of Valo’s, saw significantly less hustle and bustle from incoming traffic. Given their limited space, the disks catered to military, trade, and commercial travel and were strewn with cranes and docks, unlike larger skyports, which often accommodated housing options.    

“Tower, this is MTS Red Queen requesting docking,” Captain Rosanne Drackenheart called over the intercom to the skyport’s central communications unit, which was responsible for directing traffic. 

“Business or pleasure?” a nasal voice enquired. 

“Resupply,” she responded succinctly.

“We’re swamped, MTS Red Queen. You’ll need to wait a few hours. You can join the queue west of the city with the others.” 

Rosanne flicked open her spyglass, spotting numerous dots of aeroships drifting in the high winds above the city. She grimaced, picking up the intercom again. “What about the marina?” she tried. 

A stretch of silence followed before the man returned the call. “Dock 18 is available.”

“Copy that, tower. MTS Red Queen is heading for dock 18.” 

Another pause in the intercom, and Rosanne knew what was about to happen. “The Red Queen is a marine ship?” 

“Both. We’re equipped for water and air docking.” 

“Copy that, MTS Red Queen. Dock 18 is yours.” 

Rosanne managed to quell her surprise at how easy the docking procedure went this time around. Explaining the general workings of her hybrid ship to the tower was typically an arduous task. The Red Queen never failed to turn heads, no matter which city they visited. She could imagine half the tower staff, binoculars pressed against the glass, eager to glimpse the incoming hybrid galleon. 

Farand marched with a straight back up the stairs to the helm, his face a mask of neutrality. 

“How’re the recruit looking?” Rosanne asked, nodding towards the crew assisting Dalia on the quarterdeck. The woman’s focus was absolute as she enthusiastically explained the technology of the Red Queen, and the cap-wearing sailor mirrored her every move. 

“Diligent. Hard-working. He seems happy to have a place to sleep and eat,” Farand replied. 

“Good. I don’t have time to find any replacements. Once we dock, let’s trade our surplus grain and potatoes for supplies better suited for the southern climate and for the long haul.” Rosanne’s gaze lingered on St. Emmanuel, taking in the quaint splendour of its thatched-roof housing district and the ornate sewer grates dotting the winding streets. The most prominent structure, aside from the skyport, was the university. It hadn’t seen any renovations since the days of Queen Mary, when she transformed the city into the trading hub of the central colonies. The school’s Gothic architecture was crumbling, the stones marred with soot stains from the chimneys of neighbouring buildings. 

“We’ve never been further south than Grace’s Point, and now we’re pushing well beyond that.” Tapping the wheel, Farand allowed Rosanne a moment to gather her thoughts, then cleared his throat. “After our near-death experience on the northern island, this doesn’t seem as daunting. No matter where we go, the gold we brought back is enough to soothe whatever troubles the crew might have about our adventures. They may not realise it, but their savings outweigh our own.” His tone carried a hint of bitterness, causing Rosanne to bite her lip to stifle her laughter. He shook his head as though banishing thoughts of the ship’s expenses. “Perhaps the Grey Veil makes the rest of the world seem benign in comparison, turning us into battle-hardened souls, ever greedy for more.”

Rosanne gave a soft snort. “Gold is like an infectious disease. Once caught, it spreads and never lets go until you’ve been sucked dry.”

“We all feel it, captain. It seems we got a better deal out of the journey than our enemies.” 

“Certainly a better outcome than what befell the hulder clan you mentioned. I wonder if anyone knows what happened to them after you killed their queen?” 

Farand looked up, squinting slightly as he recalled the volcanic battle Captain Drackenheart had completely missed while ensnared in the alluring grasp of the Forest Devil. “They functioned as a unified entity, much like a beehive. The tribe likely fell apart now that she’s gone.” 

“Do you ever regret it?” 

Shaking his head, Farand exhaled deeply. “Only in moments of deep contemplation and self-doubt. It was a matter of kill or be killed, and that hulder witch was hellbent on trapping us all. My only regret is that it was us who had to do the deed.” 

“Never the one to dirty his hands.” 

At this, Farand folded his arms, his face hardening with deep lines, jaded even. “It was a question of moral direction. While it brought us out of danger, that we survived meant that they didn’t. I don’t ever wish to find myself in a similar predicament. They weren’t … people like us. Deadly, yes. Capable of empathy, sure. But they weren’t like us.” 

Patting his shoulder, Rosanne offered a weak smile. “Hopefully, this journey will be different. We’re prepared for anything the Grey Veil will throw at us, and we know there are creatures out there, thinking, breathing, living, organised. Maybe this time, we can avoid unnecessary bloodshed.” 

Rosanne could only imagine what how the ordeal had affected Farand. Despite his honesty, she couldn’t help but question if this experience had broadened his moral obligation to encompass other sapient creatures. Not that she doubted his judgement; Lieutenant Duplànte was more than capable of holding his own. Yet, she couldn’t help but wonder if she could make the right choices under similar circumstances. Every entity she’d encountered had been bent on ending her life. 

Except for Yerrik, she realised. 

A tightness spread across her chest, a lump rising in her throat, inducing nausea. She thrust aside the memory of the man who had been her saviour, of the creature he was, and suppressed it beneath the lengthening checklist of flight preparations. 

Her profound silence prompted Farand to glance around, and seeing no one nearby, he leaned slightly over. “The nightmares are worsening, aren’t they?” His words pierced her like a blade, and she found herself gripping the wheel until her leather gloves creaked. The pressure in her chest constricted her breathing. She yearned to retreat to her private quarters, but her momentary paralysis only accentuated her reluctance to confront this ordeal Especially now of all times. 

“They are,” she admitted, averting her gaze. 

“Have you talked to anyone about it?” 

Farand’s unwavering friendship had always been a voice of reason and a rock in stormy weather. Rosanne knew she had put things off for far too long. Farand had been patient, assuming command when she faltered or appeared uncertain, supporting her in this mad quest they had embarked upon. However, she wondered if she truly wished to explore the intrusive thoughts that plagued her undistracted mind. Rosanne drew a deep breath. 

“I remember it all so vividly, as though it happened merely an hour ago. Yet the memory feels like a distant dream. It wasn’t torture, and it wasn’t brainwashing,” she said, feeling her insides coil in protest of the thoughts she pulled from memory. After she had been poisoned by Nikor, the humanoid ghoul in the swamp, Yerrik had brought her back from the brink of death. She remembered the shadow-creatures in his hut, fighting yet embroiled in passion, one begging for survival, the other for peace. Rosanne wasn’t sure any of it had happened or if it was another one of Yerrik’s planted dreams. There had been summer meadows as well, with the sun gentle on her face, the air crisp and calming, and laughter she had shared with the forest devil himself. “I can’t even describe it,” she said. “So no, Farand. I am not ready to face it.” Her lips formed a thin, tight line as she scanned the horizon, seeking distractions. 

Farand exhaled, resting against the instrument panel. “I sincerely hope for your well-being, as well as ours, that we never cross paths with such entities again.” Farand’s eyes glided over her stern expression. “Are you going to tell Captain DiCroce about it?” 

She knew her pause lasted too long. Every challenge Farand presented today was difficult to process or answer, but she swallowed the lump in her throat and regained her composure. “I will when the time is right. For now, I need answers from that island. It will change everything. I am certain of that.” The ensuing silence between them served both as a respite from the topic and a silent warning to Farand not to pry. He left it at that. 


      [image: image-placeholder]The marine docks formed a labyrinth of wooden overhangs and aero-vessel canopies anchored to modest-sized towers—perhaps for commercial travel. Before aeroships were the standard, St. Emmanuel was the heart of sailship trade in central Einsbor, and its glory days remained as ghosts of a long-forgotten era. Next to the shipyard, a repurposed beach—riddled with trams and railway tracks emerging from the sea itself —extended into numerous repair facilities dotting the sloping coast. Next to the long-term mooring, the processing docks held their positions at the heart of the waters. Their star-shaped berths, reserved for sizeable shipments, were teeming with cranes and conveyor belts running to the mainland, ensuring more efficient distribution of cargo. Rosanne guided the still-airborne galleon towards the waters in search of Dock 18. She listened to Olivier’s inputs in the intercom as the youth deciphered the waving flags from the lower tower guiding them on to the right path. Sailors and dockworkers paused their activities, their attention drawn to the galleon approaching the modest gangways typically reserved for smaller vessels guided in by rope. Rosanne followed the standard maritime route, with topmen and seamen on either side of the ship vigilantly monitoring for any obstacles that might cause an insurance claim they couldn’t afford.

A dock prowler garbed in blue, his head topped with a flat, round hat, hailed them with a golden whistle, fervently waving his arms to halt their progress. 

“Another whistler, Captain,” Dalia called from the stern, amusement in her tone. She gave a small wave to the man, whose red-faced, confused expression made the noise of his whistle chime in stuttering blusters. He sprinted after the ship but was quickly blocked by a crowd of people amassing by the edge of the water to view the spectacle.  

Rosanne guided the ship down with gentle inclinations of the wheel and foot paddles, allowing the small thruster ports at the keel to adjust the ship’s position with a hiss. With the flip of a switch and locking of a lever, the hum from the thruster engine receded, its echo lost among the bustling dockworkers and the rhythmic clacking of cogwheels from cranes. From concealed compartments at the Red Queen’s stern, a pair of whirring side panels folded over the now-cooled thruster panels. 

A bulb flickered to green above the engine switch, showing the protective covers had effectively sealed the panels into a watertight compartment. Rosanne dipped the ship sufficiently for the anti-gravity to peel away the surface of the water. 

“Contact!” Creedy announced, his limber form hanging precariously over the side of the main deck from the rigging. 

“Disable the anti-grav,” Rosanne commanded over the intercom. The ship shuddered with the shift in external gravity, and the Red Queen gently lowered herself into the water as the anti-grav technology lining her hull receded. Water surged around the vessel, and the Red Queen settled alongside the dock with a bowing halt. 

The whistle slipped from the dock prowler’s agape mouth, left to dangle from the cord around his neck. Dockworkers scrambled to seize the ropes, securing the ship, while the crew busied themselves preparing the gangplank and cargo covers. 

Switching the power relay controls to disconnect the sails from the engine, Rosanne adjusted her wide-brimmed cavalier and disembarked from the ship. She tipped her hat to the dock inspector, who was awestruck by the hybrid ship, then strode off to flag down a cab, ledger in hand. The horse pulling the cab clopped on towards the trade centre, a weather-beaten, poorly maintained three-story angular wooden house. Despite its peeling paint and missing roof tiles, people still flocked to this unassuming building to trade their goods. To the sailors, this place was a veritable goldmine. 

Stale air, laced with smoke, brine, and the less-than-fresh scent of fish, assaulted the captain as she entered through the open front door. The interior was sweltering and damp, thronged with people queuing at the counter to register their shipment, trade for a different type of goods bound for other cities, or cash out. Rosanne joined the back of the line, craning her neck to count the number of people ahead of her. Were she not a seasonal professional, she might have been driven to tears. This would be a long wait. 


      [image: image-placeholder]On the docks, Farand spotted the Red Queen’s cook, Hammond, accompanied by newly promoted Able Seaman Norman, Landman Kristoff, and the recruit, Kavanaugh. They were just returning from their resupply spree, trailing two donkey-pulled carts stuffed with crates and barrels. Farand counted his blessings that they didn’t need to resupply water. His sacred duty was to keep the Red Queen level, and the tedious task of cracking open the ballast to rearrange the water supply was his least favourite pastime. 

“Open the cargo door and hoist the crane!” Farand called out. Deckhands swiftly removed the detachable cargo grate, setting it aside. Beside the main mast, the crane stood firm. Creedy unfastened the safety straps that immobilised it when not in use. Manipulating a small wheel by its base to swivelled the arm, then depressed a lever to extend it. 

From the docks towered another, much larger crane—easily operated by anyone with basic wit and skills. Hwang, seizing the task, prepared the chains to attach to the palls in the cart. 

Farand greeted the wagons at the dock, his eyes meticulously scanning the crates and barrels, their contents, and weights etched in smoke-smelling burns. 

“Move those barrels to the other cart before you secure them with safety nets.” 

“Aye, sir,” Norman responded and hopped on the wagon. Meanwhile, Kristoff and Kavanaugh braced themselves, ready to receive the barrels. Despite the sweltering heat, new hire Kavanaugh kept his hat pulled low over his eyes. A sheen of sweat covered his pale skin in the blistering heat, yet he stubbornly wore his cotton sleeves rolled down. The man would have a heat stroke if he persisted, but a man had his prerogative as long as the job came first. Unlike Kristoff, whose habitual drinking often led him to the wrong hammock, or Creedy, who frequently found himself too hungover to tend to the ropes. Farand’s eyes followed the watch captain, whose steady stride and snappy words rang throughout the docks. A sober day, it seemed.  

Once the supplies were secured, Hwang arrived, dragging chains hooked to the crane, which he then secured around the pallets. The crew then attached guide ropes, preparing to hoist the supplies aboard while skillfully directing the pallets to avoid mishaps. The team then had to switch to using the ship’s crane, which could lower the pallets to the cargo deck. The operation involved ten men from start to finish. Their task was to keep the supplies steady to avoid them knocking into the deck rims covered by the cargo doors, averting any potential disaster of tumbling crates and barrels. Supplies were costly, and human lives were even more so.  

Hammond lumbered aboard, his limp pronounced after his excursion. His hand flew to his side from the short hop from the gangplank to the deck, pressing on the scars from the hulder attack he had suffered months ago, Farand assumed. 

“Are you alright, Mr. Hammond?” he asked. 

“Aye, sir. The scar pulls a bit when I move too much. Pay it no mind.” He surveyed the food supplies. “This should last us a fair bit when it rains.” Hammond stretched his back and grunted; the popping of his joints was audible even from that distance. 

“Nothing too perishable, I hope,” Farand said, crossing his arms.

Hammond handed over the requisition documents. “Just the usual—dried fish, cured meats, ship’s biscuits, beer, flour and so on. My thoughts be since we’re headed to the tropics, we could use salt from the distiller in the storage rooms to absorb moisture.” 

Not the worst idea Farand had heard today. He nodded. “I’ll leave you to it.” Farand flipped through the supply manifest, scanning the items listed. “Hold on, Mr. Hammond. Why have we purchased dried chilli peppers, carrots, and white-stemmed cabbages?

Hammond rubbed his hands together, his eyes twinkling eagerly beneath hooded wrinkles. “Hwang told me about a side dish that uses fermented cabbages! Potatoes won’t keep forever, and the ice storage melts too swiftly in this heat.” 

Farand’s closed his eyes in a moment of silent exasperation at Hammond’s continual tendency to turn the crew into guinea pigs. “Perishable?” 

“He claims it can be stored for a year.” 

“As long as it keeps us healthy, as the captain says, I will allow it.”

“Gracious captain that she is, I am sure.” Hammond snickered. “I’ve restocked us with chickens, so we’ll have plenty of eggs.” The cook hobbled as he made his way down to the cargo deck with Kristoff, Kavanaugh, and Norman. The recruit briefly looked up from under his cap at the lieutenant as he passed by but quickly cast his eyes down again. Farand dismissed it as nervousness and carried the manifest to the captain’s quarters. Longer voyages always came with their own set of challenges, such as the crew’s health because of their limited diet, but Farand couldn’t deny Hammond’s intent to improve that situation. Farand wasn’t sure how long the journey would last. He knew that anything past a month would stretch their budget thin, but with Hammond’s dietary intervention, there was hope that no one would fall ill this time around. A man could only hope.  


      [image: image-placeholder]Evening descended in indigo waves across the sky, unfurling veils of stars and a sliver of the waning moon. Captain Rosanne Drackenheart exited the trade building, her eyes lined with dark bags and her hair damp, limp and lifeless from sweat. She inhaled the cooler air, allowing the crisp feeling to surge through her like a wave of euphoria. Nights in the south felt colder than those in the north, given the stark contrast between the day’s sweltering temperatures and the cool night air. Rosanne welcomed it despite the shivers racking her body from being thoroughly soaked. 

She hailed a cab back to Dock 18, which was quiet save for a few stragglers leaving a nearby pub. All pubs seemed to reside near the docks—a potential health hazard should anyone fall into the ocean. 

A group of seamen huddled on the forecastle, gathered around lamplight and a couple of card decks. 

“Welcome back, Captain,” Norman greeted her, starting a chain of welcomes from Dalia, Creedy, and Kristoff, who were engrossed in a game of King of the Hill. Rosanne approached, returning the greeting with a fatigue-tinged vigour. 

“Lieutenant Duplànte has retired for the night, but we’ve resupplied, and storages are now full,” Dalia informed, laying a card on the pile amidst collective groans of disappointment. 

With a nod, Rosanne Drackenheart left the crew for their game and retreated to her private quarters. Antony lay in bed, engrossed in a hefty tome, squinting in the dim lamplight from her nightstand. His face brightened at her arrival. 

Rosanne mustered a weary smile. “I’m sorry it took so long.” 

“You could use a bath,” he remarked, neither frowning nor reprimanding her for the scent. 

“If only I had one aboard, I certainly would,” Rosanne replied, locking the door behind her. She shed her clothes, crossing the wooden floorboards in her nudity to join him on the bed. Despite the open windows, the room remained swelteringly hot. “I’m off for a quick rinse, then I’ll be right back here,” she stated, trailing two fingers up Antony’s exposed chest. He was clad merely in his trousers; the heat forbade anything more, and decency demanded nothing less. 

He drew in a breath, his eyes narrowing even as his lips curved upward. 

“A rag and a bucket of water can still pass for a bath, right?” 

Leaning in closer, Rosanne whispered, “The bathing corner can’t fit two.” 

“We’ll just have to squeeze in and draw the curtain then. The door’s locked. I can wash your back while you fill me in on the trade house’s travails, at least till the hot water lasts.”

“I’m afraid we might be out of hot water,” she said, her disappointment feigned. 

“Cold water then,” he proposed. 

“In this heat? It’ll be lukewarm at best.” 

“Water,” he persisted. Rosanne leaned on his chest, her hands gliding over him. Antony set the book aside, gently pushing back a loose strand of hair that had fallen over her face. 

“That sounds wonderful,” she murmured softly. 

He then sat up, head tilting as he studied her. “You’re doing it again,” he said. She knew he had caught on, understanding that something was weighing on her heart, something she wasn’t sharing. “Rosanne, I feel like I’m not there enough for you,” he confessed, his tone sounding absent-minded but carrying a hint of disappointment.  

An alarm flickered in her eyes. He raised a hand, continuing, “What I’m trying to say is, you’ve got a ship to run, a journey to plan, and all the secrecy that entails. I may not be of much help,” he said, his hand caressing her cheek, “but you’ll always find me right here when you need me. I’m currently not working for the RDA, and I have no interest in ruining what we have by prying into your secrets. I simply want our time and experience to extend beyond these four walls.” 

Exhaling her worries, Rosanne traced a hand down his cheek. She leaned in, pressing her lips to his and closing her eyes, allowing the room’s silence to form a shield against the woes of the outside world. Antony’s shoulder relaxed beneath her touch. She was the first to break the contact, tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear. She nestled into his chest, his arms wrapping around her in response. 

“Having you by my side, it’s like a lighthouse when I’m lost in a storm. You’re the ray of sunlight piercing through the storm clouds, the blue sky I search for on lengthy voyages… as cliché as that may sound.” She grimaced slightly. “I wanted you here because this journey will be the toughest one I’ve ever had to face.” Sitting upright, she folded her hands in her lap, idly picking at the dirt under her nails. “I’ve told you about my father, haven’t I?” 

He propped himself up to an almost upright position, setting aside their moment In favour of her need to talk. “In few words, but I understood the implications.”

Rosanne stooped to pick up her hat from the floor, twirling it in her hands. She traced its cavalier shape, a relic by today’s fashion norms, the worn red-brown felt, and the stains and blemishes it had accumulated over the years. 

“By trade, my father was a marine investigator, but at heart, an explorer. He led a skyship, commanding a crew of kindred spirits, equally adventurous. His passion was charting the Grey Veil and uncovering its mysteries. Soon after the official ban on traversing the Veil was imposed, a series of inexpiable phenomena began wreaking havoc across the Baltansea. Ships would vanish without a trace, only to resurface abandoned months later. This was nothing new, but the increase in disappearing ships prompted the RDA to investigate, and they chose my father to lead the task.” She stared down at her hands folded in her lap. “Days turned to weeks. Weeks to months. Still, nothing. Expecting the worst, we dispatched a private search party; unsurprisingly, the RDA flatly refused to lift their arses high enough to even sign the search order. They discovered the Saint Christopher with broken masts, ripped sails, but not a single soul aboard. The ship seemed to have been drifting along the northern coast, likely for weeks, perhaps even months.” 

Her eyes fixated on the fabric as she stroked the worn patches. “This hat was one of the few things recovered from the ship. My mother wanted to burn it, but I took it when no one was looking. He’d always worn this dingy old thing ever since I was a little girl. A piece of my father that always came back to me.” After staring into the bullet hole from her battle with the pirate ship, Blue Dragon, she poked a finger through it. They had sacked the ship and thrown their captain and crew in the Bunnsboroux prison, but it was ultimately their clash that stranded them in the Grey Veil. Without that, she would never have discovered the map Thompson left behind—a hint of her father’s adventures in his final months. Her eyes stung as the press of memories resurfaced. “This journey we’re undertaking into the Veil was my father’s last destination before he disappeared. I want to understand why he mapped out that island and what he discovered. This is the first time I’ve pursued any leads regarding my father’s fate, and I’m not …” Rosanne hitched a breath and wiped away falling tears. 

“I need this, Antony.” Her voice trembled. “And I need you with me. For eighteen years, I brushed aside that depressing part of my history, thinking there was nothing I could do. But then, on the most perilous voyage I’ve ever undertaken, where we all nearly lost our lives, I discovered a clue that might be linked to my father’s disappearance and every victim of the Grey Veil. Now that I have a chance, I’m seizing it, and this continent that Thompson charted—it’s the key.”

Antony pulled her into his embrace. “No matter what happens or what we find, I’ll be there with you. All the way,” he murmured into her hair.  

Rosanne sniffed and buried her face in his neck. “Not so sexy now with all this snot, tears, and teabags under my eyes.” She chuckled and pulled back. 

“I quite like tea and emotional baggage. It’s like cargo. You trade it in for something better,” Antony said, and after a moment added, “after standing in line for five hours in a smelly, damp warehouse by the fishing docks.”  

Rosanne laughed. “As long as the cargo isn’t infested with mice.”

“There are always mousetraps and cats. But first, a bath.” Rolling out of bed, he scooped Rosanne up in his arms. Her face scowled in embarrassment, but she couldn’t hold back giggles as he carried them both to the corner of her quarters where a single bucket, a faucet of water, and the washing rags awaited them.








  
  

CHAPTER FOUR


On Perilous Winds





The  Red Queen broke away from Grace’s Point, between Queensland and Northern Ovrack, continuing southwest towards the open sea. They veered outside of official trade routes and ventured into potential pirate territory. 

Rosanne scanned the horizon, her lips thin with anticipation. Ribbons of mist clung to the ocean, casting a muted glare on the sun. A warm southern breeze accompanied a light, cloud-dotted sky and drew a veil of darkness over the waters. 

“I’ve never appreciated the calm before the storm,” she admitted. 

Farand leaned against the navigational panel beside her, closing his eyes as he drew a deep breath. “It feels like a lifetime ago when we first entered the thick of the Veil and feared for our lives. Our futures and livelihoods were all at the mercy of a paper-pusher half my size.” 

“Those were good times,” Rosanne jested. “We’ve since shed that noose. We can only become victims of our shortcomings and whatever fate has in store for us. Hopefully, nothing too outlandish.”

“Nothing too far from the ordinary,” Farand corrected, a point Rosanne didn’t dispute. 

The intercom buzzed to life. Rosanne picked it up and pressed the button in an attempt to ask the caller to repeat. No matter how insistently she pressed, however, only static filled the speaker. She cast her eyes over the topographical map. Its display remained as blank as the calm sea, showing only interference lines dancing across the screen. 

Farand furrowed his brows. “It’s too soon for the panels to act up. We can’t even see the Veil yet.” 

“Olivier!” Rosanne barked towards the crow’s nest. 

The youth, sporting a burgeoning afro, peered from the bucket of his snug perch. “Report!” she ordered. 

Olivier scrambled for the spyglass, sweeping the horizon for threats. 

“Nothing, Captain!”

Her gaze returned to the horizon, her mind rifling for answers. 

“Could another ship be sending out interference signals?” Farand suggested.  

“You mean like the tactics pirates employ?” Rosanne pulled the thruster lever back to neutral, letting the Red Queen sail on momentum alone. With their eyes trained on the sky and the distant horizon, the crew reached for their weapons, knives ready at hand in a flash. Master Gunner Lyle activated the loading mechanism of his plasma rifle, the weapon humming with latent energy. He pushed his spectacles up his nose, focusing his sharp gaze on the horizon. The topmen remained silent, their eyes darting around the ship. 

A chorus of alarmed shouts came from the staircase leading below deck, trailed by the thudding of numerous feet. With a trembling hand on the flintlock pistol at her side, Rosanne’s heart pounded in her chest. Why now, of all times? Why such a visceral reaction to the mere clamour of feet? She clenched her teeth, and gathering herself, drew her pistol. 

Second engineer Ida Simonsen stumbled up the stairs, her arms flailing as she pursued a small, airborne metal sphere. 

“Catch it!” the petite blonde screamed, tumbling face-first onto the deck. Third Engineer Gavin stumbled past her, his legs tangling as he lunged for the whirring mechanical orb and crashed onto the deck with a thud. The topmen scattered, giving a wide berth to the advancing piece of tech as commotion spread like wildfire. Creedy leapt, stretched out his hand, and closed his fist around the sphere, landing both feet firmly on the floorboards.

“What are you techies up to?” Creedy’s tone shifted from annoyance to amusement as Ida reached for his hand. He deftly evaded her grip, hoisting the sphere well above her head. 

“Knock it off, Creedy! It’s a prototype for tracking wind currents, and I ... need … it!”

“You trying to rob me of my job?” His grin broadened as he continued to wave the sphere around. 

Her petulant frown only stoked his amusement. “It’s for the journey. If we can chart the wind currents ahead of time, we’ll detect any changes before they even hit us. Now cut it out and give it back!” 

The sudden fright brought flashes of their fight against the Blue Dragon from months prior, but today, the only disruption to their activities was a small metal sphere from a science experiment. “Stand down, Mr. Creedy. Let the engineers do their job.” 

Creedy opened his palm, and the small gadget took flight. Ida let out a shriek and chased after it. It drifted towards the port railing, and Ida sprang into the air, catching it just before it left the ship. She keeled over, gasping for breath. 

Gavin frowned at the torn fabric on his knee. “What Ida was trying to explain, Captain, is that she’s come up with a better way to measure wind currents. Mapping winds manually has been a pain in the ass, so we got to thinking.” 

“How so?” Rosanne inquired.

Brushing off his pants, Gavin straightened up. “With a fixed position using the ship as an anchor, we can accurately chart the course of the wind.”

Ida made her way back to the group. “Knucklehead Gavin here opened the door while it was airborne, and out it flew. It followed the aerodynamics of the decks from the ventilation in the engine room. The device worked perfectly; I couldn’t keep up with it, though.” She rubbed her nose and grinned, a tick she always exhibited when she felt she had outdone herself. 

“What about the signal interference?” Rosanne folded her arms, to which Ida’s face turned to a sheepish grin. 

“I’ll have to find a way around it. I still can’t get a proper connection despite the sphere sending out short-wave radio signals, much like the spear that the Blue Dragon used to cripple our engines.”

“That explains the static in the intercom and the topographical map interference.” Rosanne exhaled, feeling a touch foolish for her overreaction. Still, she had never heard of anything like this weather sphere. Their 18th-century technophobia only heightened the crew’s reservation toward any such innovations. The world moved too fast.

“False alarm, everyone. My apologies!” Ida called out. The crew snickered or shook their heads before scattering to their idle posts.  

Rosanne drew a breath again. This far from the Veil, as captain of the Red Queen, she couldn’t believe her overreaction. Yet, considering the dangers they’ve encountered before, everyone remained on edge, expecting another electrical storm that would have them stranded on the northern island. All she could do was pray it never happened again.  


      [image: image-placeholder]Farand could see the captain’s unrest as clearly as hail in midsummer. She didn’t say much about her general thoughts or inner turmoil. She had yet to speak in detail about the events following their disastrous trip to the monster-ridden island just a few months prior. However, she had picked up tells that were hard to dismiss. 

Farand watched as Rosanne descended cautiously to the main deck. She walked slower than usual, and the pressure on her heels lessened as if she wanted to soften her steps. The straight-backed captain, chest always puffed out, chin held high, and a gaze that could pick you apart. But now, even when attempting this faux bravado, she appeared to slump. 

Out of respect, Farand reserved his thoughts to those occasions that might affect them all. He had humoured Rosanne’s mad plan to chart the Veil’s wind currents the moment the Red Queen was airborne again. Even if they didn’t coin a profit from the work, it served as a welcome distraction. The crew bounced back from their ordeal, but it had changed their captain. For once in her life, she’d encountered a foe she couldn’t overcome. And that opponent had appeared human. Now that they were teetering on the brink of a discovery, and Rosanne appeared more self-assured, he felt brave enough to bring up the topic of her captivity and how it affected her, or so he hoped. 

“She’s less on edge now,” Antony said to him, having noted Rosanne’s demeanour on deck. “After the ship’s repairs, she barely had the nerve to step aboard. I never saw her unease until then. If it weren’t for that day, I wouldn’t have known anything was amiss.” 

“She’s a tough woman,” Farand replied, turning the wheel to hold their course steady. The clear sky above was shading into darker blues, with faint specks of stars dotting the horizon. “When you’re out there chasing pirates, what’s it like to know each journey could be your last?” 

Antony’s face twisted into a wry smile. “I don’t dare entertain the thought. Maintaining the trade routes to Noval pirate-free is challenging enough, and we’ve met heavy resistance on a few occasions. When it comes to that, home’s the last thing on my mind. I think of her instead.” He nodded toward the red-headed captain, who was basking in the breeze on the forecastle. “When I imagine a world where I can’t stand by her side, the job turns into second nature, and staying alive becomes top priority. Death will always linger in the back of my mind. Even aboard the Red Queen, I know safety is but an illusion. Especially when we’re headed straight into that.”  The distant wall of the fog marked the beginning of the Grey Veil, and the start of their journey. 

That wasn’t the answer Farand had expected, but it was a welcome one for sure. “You’re a good man, Captain DiCroce. But I can’t help but wonder how you’re able to separate business from pleasure. Or should I say, Rosanne from her trade?” 

Antony threw out both of his arms towards her like he was showcasing a priced possession. “Have you met the woman? She’s a dime in a million! I’m not going to jeopardise what we have because of moral obligations to the law, which, I might add, is unfair.” 

A deep laughter rumbled up from Farand’s chest as he threw his head back. Heads turned in their direction at this unusual sight, but no one raised an eyebrow. “I might not worry so much then. We should have you on our side.” 

“Meanwhile, I’ll be hunting pirates, not those who take certain freedoms to sail through the Veil.” He wiggled his eyebrows, which drew a chuckle from Farand. “Although I’m still curious how you’re navigating the Grey Veil. Perhaps some advanced technology fell into your laps?”  

“Ah, the mysteries of life are many. Navigating the Grey Veil’s just one of them.” Farand’s lips stretched into a secretive smile. 

As the evening sky drew a cloak of darkness across the heavens, cannon fire resounded in the distance. The mirth fell from their faces, eyes now locked towards the noise permeating the air from a few kilometres away. Farand spun the wheel, steering them away from the noise but closer to the mystical world shrouded in the fog. 

Come noon, the Red Queen pulled up before the towering wall of fog that was the Grey Veil. Unlike up north, here, the fog danced with invisible wind currents. 

Rosanne tightened her leather gloves, the material stretching over her fingers as she took hold of the wheel. She ran her eyes over the instrument panel to her left, taking in their altitude, the topographical map sweeping the expanse below them for any landmasses—blank as always—and the green lights indicating the electrical input to the aether sails and, subsequently, the current feeding the engine. Every indicator glowed a reassuring green. 

Rosanne had ventured into the Grey Veil countless times in the past two months, but today, they entered with a specific goal in mind. Today, they dove in, hunting for adventure and answers. 

Antony, clad in fog-repelling, breathable wool—just like the rest of the crew now that they could afford it—watched from behind her. Though the south was hotter, the humidity was hell. Given the rampant diseases and pesky parasites, keeping dry was crucial—especially when the Atmos couldn’t repel the Veil’s forces that negated their standard navigational instruments and ignored the laws of physics. 

“All clear,” Olivier’s voice rang through the intercom, the device clicking audibly in the surrounding silence. The watch captains across the decks responded, raising their hands to signify their readiness. The topmen stood by their designated post, set to crawl up the ratlines at a moment’s notice. The silence bore into Rosanne, making her acutely aware of her shallow breaths.  

She snatched up the intercom, clicking the side button. “Higgs, are you ready for entry into the Veil?” Rosanne asked. 
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