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      Thinking back several days prior to the battle, it amazed me how many troops the Nightmen had mobilized so quickly. They’d taken on a combined force of both the Rislandian and Wyranth armies, no easy task, and we were only victorious because of a strange device Ivan’s scientists had created.

      Our steamboat traveled around the southwestern coast of the Wyranth Empire, churning water behind it, blasting a plume of steam into the atmosphere. The journey took us several days since we’d set out on our expedition from the Wyranth Capital, but we had stopped at each major city along the southern end of our peninsula for Emperor Ivan to ascertain the overall tactical situation in each of his strongholds.

      I still couldn’t shake the sinking feeling in my stomach as I recalled how ruthless the Nightmen had been. When my kingdom of Rislandia had been fighting the Wyranth it had been bad enough, but the Nightmen made our enemies-turned-allies look like they conducted a civilized war by comparison.

      The last several weeks had been more than confusing for me. I’d nearly married the Iron Emperor of the Wyranth in a bid for peace between our nations. I could have been married right now if our wedding hadn’t been interrupted by the Nightmen attack.

      Ivan had to be the most frustrating part of this experience. He’d demanded my hand in exchange for ending the war against my people. But I’d also found out more about his motives in marrying me—I had a bloodline connection to ancient giants, passed down through my mother’s side, which allowed me to activate ancient crystals and use their magical properties. Ivan corrected me and referred to the crystals as “technology we don’t understand,” but it still sounded like magic. Even with his explanation, I had the suspicion he had more complex interests in matrimony than what he’d revealed.

      The sun set over the horizon, casting light of pinks and reds across our western sky. After a few minutes, it dipped below the skyline, the water darkening almost instantly as the light’s reflection disappeared.

      I stood on the side rail, overlooking the water. My crew handled reporting the Nightmen troop counts, leaving me time to think of a plan of how we were going to rid our cities from these invaders. Without an airship, we not only lost the ability to travel quickly across the land, but we’d also lost our greatest weapon and our element of surprise.

      A man in the soft leather armors of a Knight of the Crystal Spire approached, a sword tucked at one side of his belt and a pistol at the other. He had short, brown hair, and deep brown eyes to match, a sturdy jaw and a face to die for—Ethan von Lantern. He and I had been all but guaranteed to be together until I had accepted the Iron Emperor’s offer of marriage.

      Ever since my engagement, he’d been cold to me, distant, angry. I’d betrayed him. The feeling was like someone wrung my heart out inside of my chest. I never wanted to hurt him, but we had reality to consider.

      Even though my wedding had been called off—or rather, postponed—due to the Nightmen attacking our ceremony, I’d avoided talking to Ethan. What could I say? I loved him, I really did, but I had to put our fancies behind us and do what was best for Rislandia. So did he. Couldn’t he see it?

      The scowl on his face told me he couldn’t.

      “Zaira,” he said. The way he spoke my name made me shiver anew.

      His eyes bored into me, looking me over from my golden skirts to my white blouse and red cape, and, of course, the top hat on my head. It was my father’s signature look when he commanded the airship. He’d wanted to present himself in a memorable, flamboyant manner so the enemy would turn him into legend. It had worked, and now I adopted the same look to carry on the tradition of the great Baron von Monocle.

      “Hi, Ethan.” My voice came out far timider than I’d wanted it. I crossed my legs, leaning against the railing like a schoolgirl with a crush who was too afraid to talk to her beau. What was wrong with me? I’d commanded battles. Talking to Ethan shouldn’t bother me.

      “I still don’t get it.” His eyes pleaded with me. He was desperate.

      Boys were the worst when they felt like they had no way forward. I remembered one time back in my hometown of Plainsroad Village when Phineas, a local boy, had a crush on Bridgette. She had none of it, and he followed her around, singing loudly to her, professing his love in poems in public. He looked like a fool, and he wouldn’t stop, badgering Bridgette day after day until finally her father had to run him off with a shotgun. I flushed thinking about poor Bridgette. Though with Ethan, I had a much greater connection. I prayed I wouldn’t have to go through something similar…or worse…with him.

      “Ethan, I’m sorry,” I said.

      He threw his hands up in the air in frustration. “You’re sorry. You can’t help it. You’re doing what’s best for Rislandia, but I can see it in your eyes. You love me. Tell the bloody Iron Emperor you’re taken and be done with it!” He was yelling, and some of the other Grand Rislandian Army soldiers looked over. I would not be able to avoid a scene.

      “This isn’t the time or place to talk about this. There are people watching.” I motioned my head back toward Lieutenant Colwell, who at least pretended to keep his eye on his periscope and ignore us.

      “It’s never the time, nor the place. When will it be? Why can’t we sit down and discuss this like adults?” Ethan crossed his arms. The tension, the frustration, hunched his whole body like he was trying to wrap himself into a ball.

      I wish I could have done something for him. It wasn’t that I was heartless or unsympathetic, but I had made my decision weeks ago. There was nothing to discuss because I had already made my decision. I couldn’t go back on a vow. If a Rislandian couldn’t stand by her word, what good was she?

      My eyes softened anyway. I wanted to tell him I loved him, that everything would be okay, but I knew those words would only encourage him. I couldn’t give him false hope, not when we’d achieved so much between Queen Reina and Emperor Ivan’s negotiations already. If I put a wrench in our negotiations now, our whole land might get overtaken by Nightmen.

      “There’s something happening off the coast,” Colwell finally said, a welcome distraction from my current conversation.

      I brushed past Ethan, moving over to the lieutenant. “What is it?”

      “Hard to say from here, but the Nightmen are unloading something monstrous from their ships. It’s not one of those bat-gliders, nor crates of their exploding bags. Whatever it is has them in a flurry. There’s a leader barking orders at several of the others like it’s urgent.”

      Colwell pulled back from the periscope to let me have a look. I closed one eye and looked through the scope at the shore. Rocky ridges filled the northern coast, but a small sandy path led upward in between two major cliff faces. Nightmen unloaded a giant object from a flotilla. Rocks obscured my view, but it was as Colwell said—they were frantic about whatever they had on the move. Was this some kind of new weapon? I had to find out. I could sabotage it, or at least bring some intelligence back to our generals.

      I returned the periscope to Colwell, before glancing at Ethan. “There’s trouble. We need to get a closer look. Get First Sergeant Wright and a couple of others, and let’s do some recon.”

      Ethan looked at me skeptically, his face tight and his lips pencil thin, but he nodded. He wouldn’t disobey my orders. “This isn’t over,” he muttered, before turning and gathering the small team.

      I didn’t want to risk the entire steamboat expedition. We’d gathered so much data about the Nightmen already, someone had to stay alive to impart our knowledge to my father and his military advisors. However, I wouldn’t be living up to the von Monocle name if I didn’t do something more for our war efforts than carefully obtain intelligence.

      The sun had set, leaving the coastline mostly dark other than the shining of the moon, the perfect time for a stealth mission. Wright ordered two of his soldiers, Fischbein and Trent, to lower the raft to the side of the boat. They prepared it so we could make landfall unnoticed.

      Afterward, Wright lowered a rope ladder to let me descend from the side of the ship, and the two soldiers helped me aboard. Ethan followed, with Wright bringing up the rear. Once secure, we pushed off from the steamship and traversed the waves toward the rocky shoreline.

      We let the current carry us slightly north of where the Nightmen made landfall to not arouse suspicion, pulling up on a shore away from their main landing point. It was dark, and it was hard to walk along the rocky coast, but the soldiers had shown us a clear path up the cliff face to make it to the land above.

      Ethan secured a rope to me, so we could help each other if one of us fell. He probably thought it meant to help me if I fell, but I could hold my own. I’d been on enough missions where scaling cliffs didn’t faze me.

      There was only one steep point on the way up, where I could barely reach the rock hold to lift myself, and I almost missed, but by that point, Wright, Fischbein and Trent had all made it to the top so they could pull me, and then Ethan, by ropes the rest of the way.

      I cast my gaze toward the land beyond, trees, rocks, and hills obscuring my vision in the dark shadows that fell with only a quarter moon to give light. The Nightmen, however, had their torches blazing, unconcerned if they were spotted. It made the job of finding them easy, but now we would have to figure out what to do when we caught up with them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      We crept into the tree line, careful not to make a noise. Five of us could conceal ourselves easily. I brought up the rear of our group, along with Ethan, allowing our more experienced infantry to go on ahead.

      The Nightmen had set up camp in a clearing, hundreds of them surrounding a covered monstrosity. I couldn’t tell what it was even from our closer vantage. It was too dark out. They had parked at least a dozen of their bat-gliders and brought five giant mechanical catapults with them for launching explosive bags.

      Late into the night, they settled down into only having a few members of their guard patrol while everyone else slept. I shuffled in closer.

      Wright turned to me. “We can get a better look at their machine as long as we stay concealed. They’re not expecting any outsiders to be around.”

      “What do we do when we’re there?” Corporal Trent asked.

      “Load it up with explosives and get ourselves out of here. A hit and run,” Ethan said.

      Wright nodded at the idea. “Whatever their large contraption is, we don’t want it roaming around our continent. If we can secure some of their explosive bags and put a trail of gunpowder between them, we can create a perimeter of explosives around the machine and destroy it.”

      “Or at the very least, flip it and render it useless,” Ethan said.

      I nodded. “Let’s do it,” I said. I had a talented team of competent men. This should be a simple mission compared to many of the dangers we’d already faced.

      “We’ll get into their exploding bags first,” Ethan said. “I’ll take point.”

      Ethan trudged the rest of the way through the trees to the clearing before slinking down into the grasses, crawling on hand and knees as to make sure Nightmen patrols did not spot him. I followed, moving when he moved, stopping when he stopped. The patrols passed, giving us access to their camp.

      Their guard proved no problem, and we soon infiltrated their encampment along with the hundreds of sleeping Nightmen. I pulled a cloak over my head, as did my companions, and we walked through the camp quietly, trying not to stir anyone.

      The Nightmen secured their explosive bags in a large tent, covered from the elements. They apparently had no fear of someone infiltrating their camp, with no one to guard their stores of munitions.

      I stood in a line with the others. Ethan grabbed bags and passed them back to us. I held five, as many as I could carry, the bags weighing down heavily on my arms.

      Ethan returned from the tent and motioned toward the larger contraption in the center of the encampment.

      We hurried along to the device, which had a large canvas draped over it. I set my explosive bags down and looked under the canvas, seeing large treads along several wheels. It had the length of twenty men with a height of three men tall. This was one of the biggest pieces of armored artillery I’d ever seen. Technology the Nightmen shouldn’t have had. Where did they get it from?

      I could worry about their logistics later. I had to ensure this thing wouldn’t harm any Rislandians.

      Ethan opened a bag to drip powder all around the vehicle. I set my bags down at one of the wheels, and the others followed my lead. All we needed then was to strike a fire and run.

      At that point, though, the Nightmen patrols shifted, and someone came out of the tent. The Nightman saw us surrounding the vehicle and shouted something in his language. The Nightmen I had encountered before could speak common, but I didn’t know if these were the same we had met or if they were from somewhere else entirely. The Zenwey continent was vast, and there must have been as many Nightmen cities as Rislandian, or perhaps even more.

      “We have to go,” I told Ethan under my breath.

      “We’re almost set up.” Ethan spread the rest of the powder around. We just needed to light the fire.

      More of our enemies poured from their tents. Soon, several Nightmen ran toward us. They grabbed Wright and his men. I backed away from the larger group of them.

      “We have to run. Now.” I turned and hurried back toward the forest, my foot sliding on the dirt as I pivoted to sprint.

      Ethan remained, trying to strike a flame with two stones. The Nightmen approached him, but he maintained his focus to try to light a flame.

      I had made it halfway out of the encampment when I looked back over my shoulder to warn him. “Ethan!” I shouted.

      He made a spark. It lit the explosives on fire as several Nightmen came down upon him. They beat him with the butts of their rifles, but they couldn’t stop the coming chaos. The chain reaction of flame moved across the powder, activating one explosive bag after another. The blasts sounded loud, kicking up dirt and rocks everywhere.

      The Nightmen hurried to stop the explosions by stamping on the fire in between the bags, but to no avail. In their flustered states, they ignored our people. Wright and his men came barreling toward my position, but Ethan remained on the ground after getting hit by the savage blows.

      I couldn’t leave him there. I ran back toward the large contraption, passing my people, hurrying to Ethan’s side as the remaining bags exploded.

      The blast rocked the entire area, throwing me back to the ground. The contraption jettisoned into the air, and it fell on its side, contorted, with several panels crushed inward. Its treads and wheels were all but obliterated, rendering it useless. We’d succeeded in our task.

      My ears rang from the explosion, and the world seemed to spin for several long moments before a pair of hands grabbed me, forcing me to my feet. Even if the Nightmen captured us now, it would all be worth it.

      As my vision settled, I saw the hands that grabbed me were not Nightmen, but Ethan’s. He had made it to his feet, though he had a big gash under his eye. “Let’s get out of here,” he said.

      “Your eye,” I said.

      “It’s not the worst hurt I have. Come on.” He dragged me toward the edge of the encampment.

      The Nightmen realized we were escaping. They shouted at each other, and as we reached our soldiers, gunshots blasted toward us. We ran together, and none of the shots connected, though one bullet came precariously close to my foot, kicking up dirt around me.

      We made it out of the encampment and back into the trees. The Nightmen scrambled after us, teams of soldiers hunting us down.

      Wright took point, leading us through the forest. I was turned around, having no idea which way we ran. I trusted my team to get us through this. Wright had been in these situations dozens of times, but I was out of my element. I much preferred to be on my airship, directing my cannoneers to rain fire down upon a battle. If only I had my airship to swoop down upon us for a dashing rescue!

      But such thoughts would remain mere wishes until Harkerpal could get the new ship running again.

      Twigs and leaves crackled beneath my feet. We weren’t moving stealthily as we did before, but the Nightmen were on our heels. Twigs broke and rocks scratched as the Nightmen pursued us. None stopped to fire at us again, as there was no good line of sight in the darkness, and the Nightmen were too smart to waste ammunition.

      Bat-gliders listed into the air overhead, Nightmen carrying torches to help hone in on our positions. Even though we hid in the forest, the tree line was not thick enough to provide us suitable cover. We were in trouble, with little possibility of a safe escape.

      I’d been in worse situations before, but we needed a plan to deal with the gliders and lose our pursuers. Wright and Ethan had to have been thinking the same thing, but we ran so fast we didn’t have time to talk.

      Explosive bags fell from the air, blasting a tree behind us, landing at its trunk, and causing it to fall over. It crashed toward us, but we had made it far enough ahead as to not get struck by the falling trunk.

      More explosive bags descended from above as the Nightmen threw them from their bat-gliders. The bags hit the forest floors with bangs. They had found us. We were all but boxed in.

      Still, we kept running. We made it to a small creek and moved alongside its bank. I still had no idea where we were geographically, and my legs became heavy, tiring. I wouldn’t last much longer. I could only imagine with Ethan’s wounds how he felt at the moment.

      Another explosive bag hit a tree in front of us. The trunk crackled and fell toward the creek, blocking our way and forcing us to retreat, and then turn to the right.

      The Nightmen ground troops cut us off, their gliders corralling us into the perfect place for their infantry to intercept us. We were stuck with no way out. Guns pointed at us, and we all stopped running, cornered and unable to evade capture.
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      By the time the sun rose, the Nightmen had us all in chains inside one of their tents. Guards stood watch on the outside, and we had nowhere we could go. All of us had shackles around our wrists and around our feet, locked by a key from one of the jailers from the outside. I wanted to run, but the tug of the metal against my ankles made it impossible.

      The tent flap opened, and a Nightman came inside, his beady eyes glaring at us. They kept us in the dark, the natural state for the Nightmen, who lived deep in caverns. Their senses had adapted to a darker environment, which, in hindsight, made it foolish for us to sabotage them in the middle of the night. At least we’d destroyed their weapon.

      “Prisoners,” the Nightman said. “We will be on the move in short order, and you will be conscripted to service our commandants as slaves. If you do not work, you will receive lashes. If that fails, you will be killed. Any attempt to run will result in the same. Now, stand and prepare to meet your new masters.”

      I looked at my men, who searched my eyes for answers. None of them wanted to be enslaved, and I didn’t relish the thought, either. I’d already been taken into slavery by the Nightmen on their continent, forced to work in one of their leaders’ houses. It was hard work, but I imagined service in battle would be a lot worse, and a lot riskier. I had to find a way out of here.

      “I said stand!” the Nightman growled at us again.

      The four of us stood, the shackles clanking as we pushed to our feet. The Nightman motioned for us to head out of the tent, and I led the way, the others following soon after.

      The encampment looked bigger during the day than it had in the evening—or more troops had arrived to grow the place. Tents lined the path we walked for as far as I could see. The weapon we’d sabotaged the night before had been moved, gone from our views. The Nightmen here were preparing for more than just simple raids. What could I do about it? Our own struggles had already ravaged Rislandia and the Wyranth Empire. We’d never fend off an invasion force this large.

      A problem for another time. We had to survive this encampment and get out first. Otherwise, Rislandians might never know what was about to hit us.

      They dragged us out to an area where several Nightmen had gathered around. Their dark blue skin looked so strange, even as I’d spent a long time among them. They were some kind of descendent of actual giants, or at least, stories and records alluded to such. They had the same bodily makeup as real giants I’d fought, who had become mindless creatures stirring up fear and division among Rislandians and Wyranth alike.

      A Nightman walked among them, slight wrinkles on his face, a pointed chin and dark, scraggly hair. I’d seen him back on the Zenwey continent and had been his slave before— Oyette.

      He stopped before me, eyes narrowing in recognition. I’d hoped he hadn’t remembered me, as my people had caused havoc and blown up the entrance to their caves. I should have figured they’d find a way out and want revenge. Is that what this was about?

      He ran a finger through my hair as he looked at me. “You’ll make a good slave. Perfect for domestic work.” Oyette hadn’t recognized me after all. He noted the others. “And sturdy men for carrying supplies. I’ve dealt with many with rebellious spirits before. This will be nothing new to me. You had best give up any notion of defying me now.”

      With those words, Oyette motioned to the others and walked away.

      One of the Nightmen prodded Ethan with the butt of a gun. “On your way to Master Oyette’s quarters, slave. You’ll carry our foodstuffs to the eastern front.”

      “You don’t have animals?” Ethan asked, forced to move along.

      “You are the animals,” the Nightman growled.

      This wasn’t good. I’d been in these situations before. Ethan had too, though Ethan had been taken to the arena to serve as entertainment for the Nightmen, fighting in brutal battles with other slaves. We were fortunate that Oyette or the others hadn’t recognized us. Perhaps to them, all humans looked alike.

      Oyette’s men took each of us by the chains. They were going to split us up, move us to respective areas of the camp for work. If we ended up apart, it could be a long time before we could find our way to get back together again. It would make it difficult for us to escape together. Which is exactly why the Nightmen would split us.

      I had to think of a way to get my team together, and fast. I pretended to trip and fall over my chains. “Whoop!” I hit the ground, my palms scraping on the rough dirt and rocks below, hair falling into my eyes. It wasn’t the most elegant of poses, and it wouldn’t do much more than buy us a few moments, but maybe it would be enough for Sergeant Wright or Ethan to come up with a better plan. I hoped.

      One of the Nightmen lifted me back up to my feet, pulling me tight by the back of my blouse, nearly cutting off my air as he did so. I gasped.

      “This one is clumsy. She’ll be useless,” the Nightman said.

      Once he released me, I wiped the hair from my eyes. I didn’t like being called useless, but I wasn’t here to impress the Nightmen. I glanced at Ethan, searching him for answers, hoping he would have a plan for our escape, but he looked at me much the same way.

      Wright and his remaining men seemed to have no better ideas. The Nightmen started dragging them away once again, my gesture fruitless and not even delaying more than a few seconds.

      How could I have failed so badly? After all our adventures, why did this have to mark our end? I found myself getting dejected, knowing how ruthlessly the Nightmen acted with their slaves. If we couldn’t get out together, we would be unlikely to ever return to our normal lives. This time, we didn’t have the Liliana and her crew to help save us.

      A commotion sounded at the other end of the encampment. Nightmen yelled. Shots fired. The slavers with me turned their attention elsewhere. They drew their weapons and ran toward the noises, leaving us alone.

      “Well, that’s a freebie,” Ethan said, making his way over to me. “These chains are heavy, but if there’s a commotion, there’s a chance we can get out of here. The forest isn’t too far, and if we can get into dense trees, we can hide.”

      I nodded. “Okay. You lead the way.”

      The noise drew closer. Nightmen shouts continued, many in pain. Bullets hit metal, clanging. Whatever was coming toward us wouldn’t be easily stopped.

      Tents ahead crumpled, and I could see the top of the frame of a machine coming near us. I recognized its copper and silver plating and the long arms with gear rotators over a stocky body. It had weapons, one arm bursting with flames toward the Nightmen unsuccessfully to fighting it. This was our steam mech, which our knights had liberated from Wyranth allies. Now, one of the Knights of the Crystal Spire, my friend James Gentry, drove it.

      The mech whirred as it trounced through the tents. It barreled through, none of the Nightmen able to slow it down. They deployed their bat-gliders, taking to the air with their machines with flapping wings, Nightmen riding them two at a time, one as a pilot and another throwing their explosive bags. They had to be careful in the encampment not to hit their own people, and it seemed like the glider riders didn’t want to risk making any throws. The bat-gliders circled around James’ mech from the air while he tore apart their tents below.

      “Zair-bear! Where are you?” James shouted. He seemed to know I was here, which made sense, because why else would he be tearing through the middle of their camp?

      I didn’t know whether to respond or not. It could put a target over my head and get the Nightmen to treat me like a hostage. It would probably be best to keep quiet, yet head for his direction. I motioned to my men for them to follow me. Even chained, they fell into line.

      We weaved through the tents, and I was happy James and his mech preoccupied the Nightmen.

      He couldn’t be too far off. I wouldn’t have heard his voice otherwise. Rounding a large tent, James’ mech came back into view. He had dozens of Nightmen surrounding him, firing their muskets, attacking his mech with sticks and swords. With one sweep of his mechanical arm, flame bursting from the end, it backed all of them off. Several burned and ran off screaming. The others took defensive positions, scared.

      I crept from behind the tent, waving at James as best I could with my shackles. I didn’t dare get too close, not wanting to be caught up in his attack and catch my hair on fire, either.

      James hit another group of approaching Nightmen with his metal arm, sweeping them aside with ease. Then, he took notice of me and the others.

      “Zair-bear! There you are. I’ve cleared a path. Get out of here. Quickly!”

      I wanted to ask him how he knew I was here, how he’d found us so easily, but there wasn’t time. I had planned to get us out of the Nightmen’s encampment before they separated us and took us into their slave labor groups, and now I had the best opportunity.

      “You heard him. Let’s get going!” I shouted, though I was aware of a Nightman army entrenched all around us. We would still have to be careful to not get shot in the commotion.

      I ran past James as he gave us cover, distracting the Nightmen for the time being. Ethan caught up with me, running by my side. The wind blew my hair back over my shoulders, and I looked to ensure the others were coming with us. They ran as well, but did not keep up with Ethan and me.

      We couldn’t wait for them. It was too dangerous to slow ourselves down. The shadow of the Nightmen’s bat-gliders fell over us as they circled James’ steam mech from the air.

      Our team was lucky. The Nightmen didn’t pursue us. We rushed through the encampment in a blur, hurrying toward tall grasses and trees ahead. There would be cover if we could make it far enough.

      A blast fired behind us, followed by a man yelping in pain. It had to be one of ours, but I couldn’t turn back and look. Guilt and pain swept through my chest as I knew I’d be leaving one of my men behind, something I tried so hard to never do. His sacrifice wouldn’t be in vain. I would avenge him and everyone who lost their lives to these Nightmen if it were the last thing I did.

      The trees became denser, and I ran into a forest. Ethan slowed his pace, both of us out of breath from running as hard as we could for far too long.

      “I think…I think they’re not pursuing us,” Ethan said between gasps of air.

      Sergeant Wright and his men arrived a little later.

      I turned back to him, eyes wide. All I could think of was the man who’d been shot. “Who did we lose?” I asked him.

      Wright grimaced. “Corporal Trent. He was one of my finest.”

      Another one lost to a senseless war. When would it end? I hoped the answer would be soon.
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      I trudged through the forest for hours with Ethan leading the way ahead of me. As a knight, he had been trained in direction and how to be an advance scout. He could get us anywhere and keep us safe from the Nightmen spotting us.

      “Our people can’t be too far off,” Ethan said as he pushed back some foliage to make a path. “The steam mechs are fast, but they’re not so fast that they can traverse much further than a horseless carriage over dirt. I estimate our people must be less than a four-hour walk from here.”

      “But they could be in any direction, couldn’t they?” I asked, making conversation to take my mind off the stress of nearly getting taken into slavery again. If Oyette had taken ownership over me, it would have been a nightmare. I’m sure he would have found out who I was and had me beaten or killed. I never wanted to be captured like that again.

      “Not really. Remember, we came in on the coast. There’s also a large patch of desert, so it makes sense our people would have followed a path similar to ours on land, close enough to a coastal region where we have water, and yet not going into the water themselves or we would have seen them. I’m headed due south as a result.” Ethan kept his pace, eyes focused ahead to keep us safe from any harm.

      He looked so masculine, leading us, keeping his calm under the stress we’d endured. My heart beat a little faster for him. It always did, but we could never go back to our relationship. These fanciful thoughts needed to stop.

      I remembered when he’d set up a date for me, a nice dinner atop the Crystal Spire. No one had ever done anything like that for me. It meant the world to me then, and it still did now. I wished our lives hadn’t become so complicated.

      Maybe his world hadn’t become all that complicated. He was a knight. He had his purpose, his duty, his orders, a singular focus. Me? I’d thought I could get away with being an airship captain my whole life, and then I’d become the bride-to-be for a man I once thought was the worst tyrant ever to inhabit this world. Now I understood he had a different side to him.

      Ivan, the Iron Emperor of the Wyranth, a man who cared about his people and his nation. He wanted to protect it by all costs, and he had such a brilliant mind he was thinking ahead to what resources they needed. Rislandia stood in his way, and it also threatened his domain. Those facts didn’t make his military advances right by any measure, but it was understandable. I also suspected the telepathic emotional manipulation by the giants trying to foster hatred and rage fueled his suspicions of us. His disdain for Rislandia wasn’t entirely his fault. These were strange things to think about, but I did my best to understand our differences so we might finally resolve the problems between our countries.

      Once I realized Ivan considered himself to be fighting for his people, we didn’t seem so different. We both now had the Nightmen threatening us. Our entire ways of life might be upended with these evil blue creatures wanting to take us all as slaves, or worse. Our territorial dispute now seemed silly. And how long had it gone? Since before our last King Malaky and dating back to his father? Before that? Wyranth and Rislandia had been at odds since the first people crossed over the mountains and settled our large peninsula.

      I was no history scholar, but I wondered how things might have been different if our peoples had worked together this entire time. Perhaps we would find out in the future.

      We came to a clearing. The sun beat down its hot rays from overhead, causing my forehead to sweat. The summer months would be coming soon, which I found to be welcome after such a hard winter. Rislandia had lost so much, including last year’s crops and foodstuffs to the war. I hoped this year we would be able to restock and rebuild, but the threat of the Nightmen would likely give us another difficult year.

      Up ahead in the clearing, shining metal glimmered in the sun. I raised a spyglass to take a closer look and saw a standing army of dozens of the Wyranth’s clockwork automatons. They were an invention with which the Wyranth’s hoped to overwhelm our Rislandian human army, creating a war of attrition until we’d simply run out of fighters. They might be the only thing keeping the Nightmen at bay in the coming months.

      Where those automatons were, however, meant their human masters must not be that far behind. I hurried out into the clearing, waving my hands in the air. “Wyranth. Hold your fire! We’re friendlies!”

      Ethan came up beside me, as did Wright. They had looks on their faces like I was running off foolishly, acting before I thought. They were probably right. The Wyranth could have fired on me without a second thought, and I’d have been a sitting duck.

      But they didn’t. Several soldiers came out from barricades behind the automaton army. They wore the dark Wyranth soldier uniforms with pointed silver helmets. With the Wyranth, however, stood other soldiers wearing Rislandian grays, with the crest of Malaky over their right breast as a gold pendent—a gear, crown, and wings— and caps with the same symbol embroidered upon it. Our peoples worked together.

      Once Ethan saw our people, he relaxed his shoulders and moved on ahead to greet them. “At ease, soldiers. I am Ethan von Lantern, Knight of the Crystal Spire.”

      “Privates Barnes and Stevens,” one of our two soldiers replied. “Another knight, James Gentry, went off to find your lot. Our scouting patrols spotted you within a Nightman encampment last evening. Bold of you to go into their camp and sabotage their weapon.”

      “Foolish, you mean,” Ethan said with a laugh.

      “I wasn’t going to question a knight, sir.” The private smirked.

      “Well, thank you. Sometimes we need a little righting of our ship just like anyone else,” Ethan said. He was never arrogant about his abilities, not like James could be. It was adorable, but I couldn’t think about him like that now.

      “But we were successful. That’s what mattered.” I’d thought a lot of my success was due to luck. Ivan had given me the impression there was something about my bloodline which gave me uncanny abilities, but I thought it was superstition. Still, I couldn’t ignore the feel of the instrument he’d made, the ability to move the Earth with mere thoughts when I had been contacted to it. He had these strange crystals which amplified everything, and I didn’t know enough about them to know how they worked.

      “As you say, ma’am,” Private Barnes said.

      “What’s going on out here? What are you doing?” I asked him as I moved over to a log to take a seat. My feet hurt from hours of running. Wright joined me, as did a couple of his men, though Ethan remained standing.

      “We’re scouting the area, ma’am. Queen Reina and Emperor Ivan have ordered joint expeditions to make detailed reports of these invaders’ armies. We’re doing the best we can without getting caught, or, we were…”

      “Until?” I cocked my head curiously.

      “Until Knight Gentry said he saw you captured and came up with a plan to get you out of their encampment.” He looked down the clearing, back toward the Nightmen’s encampment. “Seems like that worked, too.”

      “Seems like it did,” I agreed.

      Suddenly, the forest filled with noise. Birds left their perches, flying off and buzzing away. Animals skittered on the first floor. A rumbling sounded in the distance.  Then, a thud, thud, thud followed.

      I looked in the direction of the noise. A small metallic man-shaped device came running toward us. It grew as it came closer, and I could see James’ steam mech armor. I stood up from the log, waving my hands with joy.

      The automatons activated, the Wyranth officers controlling them, moving them forward and prepping them for battle. However, no one followed James. His prowess had scared the Nightmen, and he’d caught them off guard. He’d made a clean escape, just like we had. Except for the one life we’d lost.

      Once James arrived at the encampment, he opened the chest of the mech, revealing his face and torso, drenched in sweat through his clothes. He looked a little skinnier than he had been in the days before we’d separated. Managing the steam mech must have been taxing on his system.

      “Hey, James,” I said.

      Ethan inclined his head toward his companion before moving over to help James out of the harness and assist him to the ground.

      James landed softly, bending his knees before standing upright again. He shook his legs. “Gets me a little wobbly, spending all day in that thing. They never trained us for this in the knights.”

      “They trained us well enough for any physically strenuous activity,” Ethan said. “Besides, it’s not that bad.”

      “Where’s your suit, anyway?”

      “I believe it’s back in Rislandia City with our engineers for study so they can replicate an entire army of them.”

      “If we find the resources,” I chimed in, stepping up to the two boys. Metal was at a premium. Even though this could be part of the war effort, I didn’t know how much the Queen would allocate toward an experimental mech program. We already had two, a boon enough. What I’d been waiting for, though, was an announcement of a new airship. I would have done anything to get back on the Liliana.

      We’d crashed it back in our battle against an actual giant, a strange creature controlled by the Wyranth to wreak havoc on our country. We took down the creature, but I’d lost the ship. It had been months without it, and I longed to be back in the sky.

      Ivan claimed the failure in the new designs had to do with miraculous crystals, which he swore up and down weren’t magical but were some kind of ancient technology we had lost, which allowed us to tap into connections with the various elements. I wasn’t convinced, but if we needed these crystals to fly, we’d find out soon enough. I just hoped there would be an airship left to fly by the time I got back.

      “If we find the resources,” Ethan agreed. “What we need is a delegation to Atrebla or Nyanzi, to see if they’ll loan us food or materials. This war very well could affect them too. It’s not like our internal conflict with the Wyranth.”

      “If one happens, I’m sure I’ll be sent on the mission,” James said. He didn’t sound thrilled about the prospect. He always wanted to get into the middle of the action, never wanting to be stuck on guard duty for an ambassadorial delegation.

      “You’ll need to go on those missions on the regular if you marry Queen Reina,” I teased. Their relationship had blossomed over the last year, and the kingdom was all abuzz about securing a new heir to the throne.

      James flushed at the prospect. “We’ll see,” he said. He shifted his eyes, took a breath, and then looked back at me. “For now, though, we should get you back. I know you had your mission to go up the coast, but we shouldn’t risk you any more than risking me. Honestly, I think you might be more important.”

      To Ivan, at the very least. I frowned, wanting to be a part of helping our people as much as James did. But maybe I was best suited to being somewhere else. “Fair enough. Not like I can get back to our boat.”

      “Our forces are regrouping at the Wyranth Capital. I know it’s not the most hospitable place in the world for either of us, but it is somewhere defensible, with its position by the mountain, and far enough away from the coast to where we can make a plan of attack with no troubles from our invaders,” James said. His face was so stern, so serious. He had changed so much from the wide-eyed farm boy I’d grown up with. War did that to a person. It made them hard, for better or worse.

      I nodded in agreement. James knew what to do better than me in this situation. I hoped Ivan, Reina, and my father could come up with a better plan than I had to deal with our invaders.

      The Nightmen had seized far too much of this coast. We fended them off at the cove, but this encampment we’d discovered had a larger contingent of their forces than we’d seen before. And we wouldn’t always have the surprise of James pummeling into their camp with a steam mech. Something would have to give if the Nightmen had similar landing parties all up the coast.

      “Let’s rest up, and then we’ll head out at nightfall. It’ll be harder to spot us on the move then,” I said, at least coming up with one useful suggestion. I held up a finger as I thought about our prospect of a long journey. “How are we going to travel? I don’t see any horses or carriages?”

      James merely grinned at me in response.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Our method of travel proved even more ridiculous than James’ grin suggested. He used his steam mech to trudge across the landscape to the southwest, but the Wyranth’s clockwork automatons acted as the rest of our transportation vehicles, carrying sticks with mats draped on them, a tent-like material where we had to sit or lay as they carried us forward. The whole procession gave an air of royalty from ancient yore combined with a game where adults pushed kids into the air on blankets.

      I couldn’t help but laugh, and the same with Ethan. It was nice to see him in good spirits again, but those spirits quickly faded as the bumpiness of the journey stopped being fun rather quickly.

      A couple hours into our journey, my neck hurt from all the jerking back and forth. I tried my best to stabilize myself by holding onto the edge of the mat. The automatons moved with precision, not slowing down, never tiring, and trudging much faster than we could have gone on foot. I saw the efficiency of it, but I wished we had a proper vehicle.

      We came to a small town with a road passing through it, one James said he’d traversed before in his travels as an undercover knight. We stayed at the local inn for the evening, and the next morning, the Wyranth soldiers had secured us regular travel in carriages.

      The carriages took us to the Wyranth capital, a city embedded in the foot of a mountain, with tall points to their buildings, and walls and streets made of stone. The place looked sturdy and daunting, much like the Empire itself. I had become used to its jaded architecture after visiting the city several times.

      The streets weren’t so lively, with much of their populace conscripted for the war efforts. Those efforts had originally been against the Rislandians, but now they were being diverted to our mutual enemy. The hard work and toiling for the war had caused a small rebellion, one Ivan quelled while I was last here. The rebels had looked to me with hope, but I had none to give them. I wasn’t here to topple Ivan’s rule then, any more than I was now. But I could do my best to make sure none of his people were mistreated.

      Automatons stood guard of the streets at every intersection, adding an eerie air to the place. While Ivan had a genuine need for security, having those clockwork creatures everywhere made me feel like I was under constant surveillance. The hair on the back of my neck stood up as their hollow eyes bored into me.

      We arrived at the palace, a red carpet flowing before us with live, human soldiers standing guard. They stood at attention once one had opened the carriage doors, muskets at their side and pointed skyward, feet together, lining each side of the carpet as an honor guard to mark our arrival.

      I hurried inside, leading my people. One attendant at the door saw to our belongings. I talked to the servant and ordered them to get my people rooms. Though I didn’t have any true authority here, the palace guard still treated me like their Queen-to-be, and it allowed me to get what I wanted. I asked them where Ivan was, and they told us in the main reception room, and so I turned back to Ethan and the others.

      “Alright, I’m going to see what the overall situation is. You guys get some rest. It’s been a hard few days, and we might need you at your best since this Nightman situation is progressing.” I gave a stern nod, trying to appear leader-like. We weren’t on an airship anymore, and I technically didn’t have any authority over the soldiers. James and Ethan probably had more, but I was still a von Monocle, and that meant taking charge.

      “Will do,” James said, stifling a yawn. He stretched his arms out over his head and popped his fingers. I hated when he did that. The noise unsettled me.

      Ethan narrowed his eyes at me. “Going to see the Iron Emperor?”

      My lips tightened. I didn’t want to deal with his jealousy. “I have to. We have work to do.”

      “That’s what they call it these days,” Ethan said snidely.

      “Ethan, stop it.” I didn’t want that to be the last thing I said to Ethan, who had always been so kind and caring to me, but I couldn’t think of anything else to say to make the situation better. I spun on my heels and moved into the long hall to the main seating room. My shoes clicked on the floor, and I could hear boots echoing in the corridor behind me as the attendant led the others a different direction. Ethan didn’t come after me, which made me sigh in relief. At least he wasn’t going to make a fool of both of us in this palace.

      I entered the large room, big carved doors adorning it. I’d been there before, one time as a prisoner, when Ivan had tried to convince me to marry him for the first time. He persisted. I had to give him some credit. There was a large bookshelf where Ivan held the works of his favorite historians and philosophers.

      My father sat inside along with Captain Talyen von Cravat, a woman who I owed my life to several times over. She had married my father in recent months. I should start thinking of her as Talyen von Monocle, but it was still hard for me to get her maiden name out of my head.

      Their young child, Lilly, wasn’t with them, which was probably a good thing. Despite our new alliance, it was best not to trust the Wyranth fully. They had been trying to kill us in the weeks before the Nightmen attacked.

      Ivan spoke with my family, with his sister sitting legs-crossed at his side on the couch. They talked strategy, Ivan smoothing out a parchment of a map out on the table between all the chairs. The Iron emperor looked up at me, his dark complexion fatigued compared to the past. He’d always been so strong and sturdy before., It was a different look for him. “Zaira. You’ve returned. I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “I’m glad I’m okay too.” I couldn’t help but let out a small smile. Humor came too far and between these days, and it made me happy to make a little quip. “We went up the coast, ran into Nightman trouble again. They’ve got a big encampment, but our steam mech disrupted them.”

      “It should have been our stream mech,” Ivan said, shaking his head. “But bygones are bygones. Our other scouting parties found similar encampments all the way up the coast. It seems the group which landed at our wedding was more than a simple expedition. They brought an entire continental army over with their boats and fliers. Reports are coming in saying the coast of Rislandia looks much the same.”

      We’d already had Portsgate leveled by the Wyranth armies. Now Shellville and Northpoint were at risk, along with them. Our poor cities, and more importantly, our poor people. They’d endured enough. When would it end?

      “It’s going to take more than we’ve got to repel a force so large,” I said.

      “We’re well aware,” my father said, inclining his head toward me from the couch. Even though he didn’t smile, his brown eyes showed his immense love for me. “It’s good to see you, Zaira.”

      “Likewise.” I gave him a better smile than I did Ivan. He deserved it, after all. I’d thought him dead for so long, and then since rescuing him from the Wyranth dungeons over a year ago, I’d hardly had time to get reacquainted with him. I was always off adventuring, and he had busy work helping King Malaky and then Queen Reina manage the Grand Rislandian Army. This war had stolen so much of our time. I should start referring to it as the last war, since we were about to enter a brand new one.

      I rubbed my hands together. “What’s the plan?”

      My father and Ivan looked at each other briefly. “We were discussing our future strategies,” Ivan said. “As of now, we are in agreement that our combined forces don’t stand a chance against a full invasion force.”

      “That’s not very reassuring.” I sucked in my bottom lip. I’d been worrying about this very prospect. It couldn’t be real. “What do you propose then? We’re not going to abandon and flee our countries, are we?”

      My father shook his head. “A von Monocle doesn’t run.”

      Ivan raised a brow at him. “I seem to recall a few times when—”

      “Except when we need to.” My father chuckled.

      This time, I failed to see the humor in the situation. I crossed my arms over my chest. “There must be some way to defeat these monsters. We’ve been in tough spots before. By Malaky, I’ve been in their clutches before when it seemed hopeless. We made it out.”

      “And your experience with the Nightmen is invaluable,” Ivan said. “Which is why we are going to make sure you’re in command of our new weapon.”

      “An airship, finally?” I said, my eyes growing wide. It’s what I’d wanted for months. Without my ship, my value had to diminish toward the war effort and to Rislandia. Still, I’d have preferred to resume my airbound life under different circumstances. I wanted to fly, to explore, not to have to fight another bloody war.

      “Yes,” my father said. “Our combined engineers have discovered the secret to the flight the original airship engineers had. It turns out Ivan was right. There are some strange crystalline elements and we had them sealed in the Crystal Spire. We’ve shared slivers of those crystals, and they work. We have an airship.”

      “It’s technically under the ownership of the Wyranth Empire, an Empire which I still hope will also be yours in time.” Ivan’s eyes pierced me. He hadn’t forgotten about the wedding, even though we hadn’t discussed it since our original wedding was interrupted by the Nightmen’s attack.

      A shiver ran down my spine. Ivan both frightened and intrigued me. I didn’t know what to think about his proposal. I’d agreed to marry him, but did I have to follow through with it now? Could I?

      “Where’s the ship being built? Can I see it?”

      The two men looked at each other again. Once enemies, they knew each other very well. There was almost a kinship brewing between them. A guarded one, but it was there.

      “It’s in a secure location. It will take some doing to get there,” Ivan said.

      “Then what are we waiting for?” I asked. “Let’s go!”
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      Ivan convinced me to rest and wait until the next day to go see the airship. He’d set me up in my same room I’d slept in before, a familiar space now which was growing to be comfortable. However, I couldn’t sleep. I was too excited. An airship! I’d finally get to fly again!

      I missed the Liliana so much. My original airship upended and became my life all in a short span of time. I loved the captain’s cabin which had been my father’s. I loved the mess hall. I even loved the small cannoneer’s galleys, where two people had to squeeze past each other to get through. Everything about it had a feel that reminded me of home, even more than my house of sixteen years in Plainsroad Village.

      Ivan’s people led Ethan, Wright, my father, Captain von Cravat, and me to a carriage which then took us to the southern coast and a ferry—much like when Ivan had whisked me away to our wedding destination.

      “This time, we’ll head further south to the Isle du Mystere,” Ivan said, motioning to the waves beyond. I couldn’t see an island from this distance, so it must have been a way off.

      We boarded the boat. The steam engine churned a giant wheel to get us going, and we jutted out into the sea. I didn’t understand why the Wyranth tried to make everything sound so grandiose. It could have just been called “Mystery Island” but “Isle du Mystere”? It sounded pretentious.

      I suppose some people thought similar of my title and name, Baron von Monocle. My family had such a long history, however, the title persisted. Maybe it was the same with this island.

      The servants said the trip would take several hours. I walked out on the deck of the ferry, leaning over the railing as the dock disappeared behind us. Waves trickled behind the boat as the wheel pushed water into a thick wake. Any form of motorized travel was truly miraculous, and we took it for granted so often. Just a few decades prior, we would have to have had men rowing oars, or been at the whim of the winds along the coast. Now we could conquer the elements.

      I laughed at my own thoughts. They sounded like something Ivan would say. I’d been around him too much, but maybe it was a good thing. He was a smart man, despite everything we had been through. If I were honest with myself, I liked him more and more.

      “What’s so funny?” Talyen asked as she leaned over on the rails beside me.

      “I’m just thinking about how strange life is. There’s really no point in trying to make sense of it.”

      Talyen’s eyes sparkled at mine. “Oh? What brought on this philosophical thought?”

      I motioned my head out to the sea. “I guess the waves. They keep going on and on, unchanging. It’s such a scene to look at. I don’t know. I’m also thinking about boys, my future. It’s such a mess right now, and I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”

      “That’s almost always how it is,” Talyen said. “Until you figure out what you’re supposed to do.”

      “Gee, that’s a lot of help.”

      She draped her hands over the side, letting them hang in the wind. “I know it’s not easy, and there’s not really a better way to explain it. We all face life choices, decisions we have to make. I remember when I started falling in love with your father. It seemed like a stupid idea. I was a lowborn who worked her way up into getting a noble name through my service, and I was under his command. He couldn’t look at me that way. Fraternizing with the ranks is unheard of. Moreover, he was so wounded from the death of your mother…”

      Talyen shook her head, trailing off.

      I frowned. “I didn’t mean to bring back bad memories.”

      “It’s not bad exactly, it was just a tough time. I had my feelings bottled up and couldn’t admit them to myself. At some point, I had to let go of all of my preconceptions and fly.” Talyen forced a small smile in my direction.

      Oh, how I wanted to fly more than anything. I took a deep breath. “I know what you mean, I think. I still have a lot to decide.”

      “You do. And I know your situation is quite different from mine. My decision wouldn’t shape empires. Everything you do will. But we do have to survive this first.”

      She opened her arms to give me a small hug. I turned to her and squeezed her.

      “Thanks, stepmother.”

      Talyen chuckled. “Don’t call me that. It sounds strange.”

      “It does, doesn’t it?”

      She nodded, drawing back from the embrace. It was the end of the conversation, and she turned to let me to myself and my thoughts.

      I could sense this was going to be a life-changing event. A new airship, one owned by the Wyranth. Ivan trusted me and several Rislandians with this military knowledge, which boded well for relations between our people. But I still had a sour taste about the war, which wouldn’t go away. I’d seen too much death, too much loss. The Gentrys, James’ parents, would never come back. How did he feel about all of this? Did it bother him I was getting close with the leader of the armies that murdered his family?

      My heart sank as I thought about it. No matter what, it was too easy to spiral into dark thoughts and get myself angry. I had to be better than that, look toward the future. What would be best for Rislandia? Even with the past, continuing our hatred of the Wyranth couldn’t benefit us. We needed their help. We needed them as allies. It was simple.

      Simple, yet so complicated when it came to feelings.

      I had to put the past aside. Talyen was right. I had to fly into the future.

      The rest of the ferry ride over to the Isle du Mystere was uneventful. Seagulls flew overhead, following the ship until we reached a certain distance from shore, and more birds returned to zoom over us once we reached the island.

      A big mountain protruded from the shore, with a peak that stretched up above the clouds. Wooden houses were up on stilts along the sands, and a large dock stretched from them into the ocean where Wyranth gunboats sat in slips, along with several other ships which were loading and unloading supplies. Our ferry moved to the end of that dock, guided in by Wyranth soldiers at the end of the pier.

      A structure with a vast array of scaffolding rested just beyond the row of stilted buildings. It stood about four stories high, and it encapsulated a dark metallic object. My eyes drew toward it, as I determined what the structure could be. It was long, tall, and had huge canons attached to its sides. My jaw dropped as I realized what I saw—the Wyranth airship.

      Unlike the wooden, simple boat-like structure which had been the Liliana, this airship had wings. It had large propellers embedded into those wings, attached to a large gear and pulley system which could rotate the propellers and wings directions. It would allow the craft to hover in multiple directions. Much like the wooden ship, the craft looked far too heavy to be airworthy, and that’s where the crystals came into play. Some property about them allowed the airship the power to take flight and defy conventional physics.

      James came up to my side then, furrowing his brow at me before following my gaze to the airship beyond. “We’re going to be flying on that thing, huh?”

      “Looks like it. Are you coming with us?” I turned to him, noting how he’d seemed to have aged over the last year. He’d let a little stubble grow out on his cheeks, not quite a full beard, but it gave him a more mature look, one I am sure he wanted to cultivate for Queen Reina.

      “Maybe as far as Rislandia. I’m going to have to report back to the queen. I think she wants to send a delegation over to Atrebla and see if they’ll help this time. They’d been so stingy before.”

      “I can see why they wouldn’t want to get involved in a fight between us and the Wyranth, but this is different. It’s dangerous for us all. They’ll have to see that,” I said.

      “I hope so.” James dragged his foot across the deck lazily. “I’m not sure I like these missions. I’ve done guard duty before, and even though I had more action, I’m not one for standing around.”

      I gave him a small smile. “How do you think you’ll do when you’re prince then, or king?”

      James shook his head. “I’m trying not to think about titles. My whole life’s goal was to become a knight, and here I am. I never thought I’d be courting the Queen of Rislandia. It’s crazy.”

      “It is.”

      “And yet here we are. Each of us going to marry a monarch.”

      I tensed at the words. I still wasn’t sure what I wanted to do with Ivan, but it was beyond insanity that both of us, farmers from Plainsroad Village, should end up on an adventure that led us to be of such import to entire nations.

      James placed a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t forget you’re Rislandian, okay?’

      I pushed his hand away and then pushed him back. He’d insulted me! “Never.”

      He laughed and held his hands up in surrender. “Okay, okay. Sorry I said it.”

      “You should be, James Gentry. That was the most insulting thing you’ve ever said to me. And you’ve said a lot of nonsense over the years.”

      “Gotta keep you on your toes.”

      The ship rumbled as it docked, not enough for me to lose my balance, but I could feel the ship stop moving under my feet.

      “Looks like we’re here,” James said. “Let’s go exploring.” He took off jogging down the deck and the stairs to the lower level of the ferry, where the ramp to exit would be deployed.

      I followed, but in a much slower and more civilized fashion. Even with all the royalty in the world around James, they’d never beat the country out of him, which was something I appreciated, even if it caused the nobles to look at him sideways.

      After walking down the steps, I met the rest of our party, who had been inside enjoying refreshments, relaxing, and discussing the next steps in the war. My father, Talyen, Ivan and Ethan stood together, waiting for me before they made their way to the ramp.

      Ivan’s sister, Kristina, a dark-haired girl with a mischievous look on her face, came out of the main galley behind them. I’d met her when I’d come down to Wyranth to discuss the wedding the first time, and she had a strange countenance to her, but she loved her brother and looked out for him much like I did for James.

      We reached the dock, and I took a moment to get my land legs about me again after the rocking of the ferry for several hours. I struggled to keep my balance on the shore, wobbling because of the prior rocking of the steamboat along the waves. Soldiers and civilians bustled about in front of us, all busy in preparations for war and what would undoubtedly be a hard winter ahead of us.

      As much as James wanted to explore, and this looked like a very interesting island to carry about an expedition, all I wanted to do was to go directly to the airship. I hurried on ahead of the others, heading in the ship’s direction. She called to me.
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      I walked up a set of spiral wooden stairs to the next level of a rock face, where I saw everything had been built. Ropes and wooden bridges connected the houses, allowing people to come to the main ramp and stairs, which then led up to a higher level with flat ground beyond. Heavy black lava rock, no doubt originally from the mountain beyond, comprised the land. I wondered if it may be an active volcano like the one I’d encountered on the Zenwey continent. I never wanted to be around a volcanic eruption again.

      The airship rested near the edge of that top level, her starboard wing hanging over the air, but with scaffolding raised along the entire thing for the construction crews to do their work. Several men worked on there now, applying coats of paint to some areas, lifting crates into its storage bays and testing several of the rotating mechanisms on the cannons, gun ports, and wings. It had a lot more moving parts than my old airship and looked about three times the size. This airship could house an army.

      Ivan caught up with me, walking with long measured paces, not appearing to rush. He always kept a regal presence to him, especially out in public. “What do you think of her?”

      I stopped before the airship at a distance enough to see down the length of her. I placed my hands on my hips. “To be honest? This doesn’t feel like the Liliana at all. My old ship was warm. It felt like home. This, feels like…” I paused as I searched for the word.

      “A weapon of war?” Ivan offered.

      “Yes, exactly. It feels deadly.”

      “Good. Then it will strike fear into the hearts of our collective enemies.”

      I frowned. The Liliana was a military tool much like this one, but her homely feel was important to me. It was like the Wyranth created a twisted version of my airship That said, the Liliana hadn’t survived. Perhaps this ship would. It would be harder to blast holes into its metallic hull, harder to start fires. Wood may have not been the best idea for construction, but at the time of her design, there had been no surface to air counters to fight the ship. That had changed in recent years, and we had to adapt similarly.

      Still, my heart longed for my old ship. I had become too attached to it.

      “What’s her name?” I asked, glancing over at Ivan.

      He stood looking up at the ship. “We hadn’t named it yet. I was going to leave the honor to you.”

      I considered, turning back toward the ship. I couldn’t rename her Liliana, could I? It felt wrong. My mother was like my old ship, caring, soft, home. This hardened airship had to be named something else, but I couldn’t think of anything. Reina wouldn’t do. It was a Wyranth ship, and they’d probably take exception to it. Same with Talyen. I couldn’t simply name the ship after a Rislandian hero.

      A thought struck me. “Ivan?” I asked.

      “Hmm?”

      “What’s your mother’s name?”

      He inclined his head ever so slightly when he was asked, surprise on his face, though he seemed to know where I was going with this idea, and I could tell he liked it. “Jelena.”

      A classical Wyranth name, one that sounded of the times before our people migrated southward into the peninsula our people shared. The name sounded rugged, sturdy, yet with inner beauty. It could work. “I like it. This ship will be named Jelena.”

      A smile crossed Ivan’s face. He reached out to take my hand, squeezing it softly. “I appreciate your care for history and tradition. You really are something special, Ms. von Monocle.”

      My cheeks flushed. I couldn’t help it. My eyes cast to the side as I found the gesture embarrassing but thrilling at the same time. Unfortunately, my eyes fell upon Ethan.

      His stared at me with stone cold anger.

      I let Ivan’s hand go. “Let’s go explore the ship, shall we?” I asked with a nervous laugh.

      Our whole party circled around to the front of the ship, where the rounded edge came to an opening leading to a ramp into what appeared to be a cargo bay. Several Wyranth soldiers stood around in the cargo bay, monitoring a contingent of clockwork automatons, no doubt ready for deployment from the new airship.

      I stepped inside. Much like the exterior, the new airship, Jelena, felt cold, distant. It wasn’t the warm home of my old airship.

      Ivan breezed past me, sweeping his hand in a grand gesture. “Well, Zaira? What do you think? She is yours if you will have her.”

      I smiled at him. Even though the airship made me uncomfortable, because of its newness, of its difference, I still appreciated the chance to fly again. “Thank you, Ivan. I think I’d like to see the bridge and the engine room first.”

      “Not the mess?” Talyen asked.

      “Or your quarters?” my father asked.

      I tilted my head at Ivan. “Will I be in command of this airship after all? This is a property of the Wyranth Empire.”

      “I would be remiss if I were not to give our new technology to someone with such experience on airships, let alone to the future queen of our empire.”

      A chill ran up my spine when he said those last words. Why did the concept distress me so much? I had been on the precipice of marrying him only a few days prior. We’d almost said our vows. My life was moving too fast before my eyes.

      “Well, thank you, Emperor.” I curtsied before him, as any proper subject would do, perhaps with a hint of irony in my voice before I made my way up the ramp and into the bay. It had two exits in the opposite direction, one further into the hull of the ship, and one up to the next level. But the next level wasn’t mere stairs like we’d had in the Liliana, but a lift platform attached to cables and gears.

      Ivan motioned in the direction of the lift. “This, is a new invention called an elevator, named because it elevates you skyward. Would you like to try it out?”

      I skipped over to the pad and stood atop it. “How does it work?”

      Ivan moved to a control panel and pulled on a lever. The contraption clicked the gears into place and belts moved, lifting the platform upward. I grabbed onto a small brass rail someone had the foresight to install for when someone nearly jumped out of their britches in panic in this situation. I’d flown on an airship before but being lifted on a platform felt so strange.

      Eventually, I made it up to the second deck, light coming in from the portal. I saw a row of rooms, crew quarters, a sign marked armaments. Electrified lights adorned the hallway, making it easy to see day or night.

      “What’s on the next deck?” I shouted, not sure how well the others could hear me down below.

      “Mess hall, situation room, captain’s quarters,” Ivan replied. He could hear me between the decks.

      “And a bridge is separate atop the deck?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Then send me up top, please,” I said. I could go over the other rooms later, but the important action happened on the bridge and on the deck of the ship. I wanted to see her in all of her glory.

      The elevator moved again, and I gripped the handrail once more. I rose past metal plating, wires, copper pipes, and finally, double doors opened above me, retracting into the decking, revealing the sunlight above. The platform ascended all the way to the top, flush with the deck itself.

      The deck had the same dark gray metal coloration as the rest of the ship, but it had a grip to it, rough, making it easy to walk on and not slip. It was an important part of an airship, being able to hold one’s footing while in flight.

      Several Wyranth soldiers tended to some of the machinery up top, including small personal fliers that looked like they were modified from the Wyranth’s batwings. We had about a dozen of them strapped down on the deck. I walked forward to one.

      “What are these?” I asked.

      The soldier looked up, confused at first, before he recognized me. “They’re our new fighters. They can detach from the airship, better for dog fights and quick, precise maneuvers. Part of our new arsenal.”

      I nodded, placing my hands on one of the wings of the fighters. It had a soft, malleable feel to it, something much like I would imagine a bat would have felt. “I hope to get a chance to fly on one of these.”

      “I’m sure that can be arranged,” the soldier said.

      Behind him loomed something else against a wall—four of the mech units James had been wearing. One had some wear to it, the other three looked brand new. The Wyranth must have built more. This would be interesting.

      The platform behind me rose again, clicking against the deck. My friends were on it this time, Ethan stepping forward. “I see my mech is nice and secure. I wondered how you’d get it up here.”

      “It took some doing, but we have excellent crane operators who can lift all kinds of heavy machinery,” Ivan said, approaching me, then whirling around with his arm outstretched to motion to the ship. “Isn’t it wonderful, Ms. Von Monocle? We have the finest in modern warfare equipment. In addition to the canons below, you might note two pieces of artillery on the fore of the ship where we can fire anti-airship ballistics as well. Even if someone creates a wonder such as the Jelena, we will be ready for them.”

      I thought about replying about the dangers of overconfidence, but I thought better. Ivan had a joy in unveiling this I’d never seen before. I didn’t want to ruin the moment. It was nice seeing him happy, more human. Usually, he was so cold and calculating, it was easy to forget there was a man under the mask of the Iron Emperor. I wanted to encourage him to be more human. Maybe it would make me more comfortable with the prospect of being his wife.

      “I hope you’re right,” I said. It was impressive and a little overwhelming. But I wanted to see the place where I could take command, have the ship in flight. “Can we see the bridge now?”

      Ivan led us toward a structure at the back of the ship, which had a bulbous shape, sloped, windows in the front in the form of a long windshield, and then a smaller one in the back to look out the rear of the ship. Men stood inside, one I recognized—Edwin Ral, the pilot of the Liliana.

      I couldn’t contain myself. I rushed on ahead, stepping through the doorway and into the control room where the pilot stood. He looked up in surprise, and I pummeled him with a big hug.

      “Corporal Ral!”

      “Baron!” He hugged me in return and then drew back from the embrace. “You finally made it down here. I’d been hoping we’d be able to see you before our test flight.”

      My eyes lit up with glee. “Test flight? I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      The others caught up with me then, my father stepping in through the doorway first, ducking his head to fit. “Sleek, modern, and much more defensible than the bridge we had on the Liliana.” He knocked on the metallic wall. “Thick plating. Well done. Well done, indeed.”

      I clasped my hands together. My body felt light, like I could leap into the sky itself. And soon, with the help of the airship, I would. “When can we take off?”

      Ivan inclined his head to one of the Wyranth soldiers nearby to request an answer.

      “We’ll have to remove the scaffolding, but it shouldn’t take more than a couple of hours,” the soldier said.

      “Let’s do so, then,” Ivan said. “I know our guests are eager to soar again.”
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      The wait took forever. I still had a lot of the ship to explore, and I traversed through Jelena’s lower decks, getting a guided tour from Ivan who wanted to point out every molding, carving, piece of artwork, and military functionality of each component on the ship. The most interesting feature was the remote cannons which could be triggered by a cannoneer using a series of dials and levers to aim and fire. Being able to aim remotely and not have to crawl into the small spaces to point the cannons allowed our gunners to be in a comfortable position and still do their job.

      The ship also had automatic firing guns, which could be triggered by an officer on the bridge. Everything about this ship sounded far deadlier than the Liliana ever could have hoped to have been. If she could fly as well as her predecessor.

      Kristina stood in the mess hall arguing with Ivan on the Jelena’s airworthiness.

      “One, you shouldn’t be letting your future queen and mother of the Wyranth line go on some dangerous test flight. Two, you certainly shouldn’t be riding on the ship’s first flight. It’s bad enough to let one of you up, but there’s no way both should go. You’re usually so much more level-headed about these things. What’s wrong with you?” She had anger in her eyes, but genuine concern for her brother.

      Ivan rolled his eyes. “I can’t appear weak, like I’m afraid to go up in my brand new airship. I’ve had her under development for nearly a year. Being on the test flight shows confidence and inspired the people. One doesn’t remain an emperor by cowering in fear and hiding from new challenges.”

      “New challenges, no, but this is an experimental ship. You have professionals who work the kinks out before you set foot on it. That’s the whole point of having them.”

      “We’re going, and it’s settled,” Ivan said.

      “Who’s going to prepare the war efforts while you’re gone? We have these strange creatures invading our continent if you hadn’t forgotten.”

      “How could I?” Ivan meandered toward me. “But I have generals for the war effort. They can get along without me for a while.”

      I lingered by the viewport, looking outside and see how the scaffold removals were going. I wanted no part in an argument between and Emperor and his sister. I did my best to act like I didn’t hear anything they said.

      “Well, it’s irresponsible.”

      “It’s progress,” Ivan said, coming up to my side anyway. “Wouldn’t you say, Zaira?”

      “Progress? Oh, uh, it looks like the scaffolds are almost ready. I think we can depart soon.” I faked a smile back at him.

      “Very well. Kristina, if you find this to be dangerous, I will have soldiers escort you off the ship. Should we fail to return, you will be crowned Empress of the Wyranth.” Ivan smirked at her in a way that even made me want to wipe the look off his face.

      “You’re infuriating, do you know that?” Kristina snapped her fingers, bringing a couple of Wyranth soldiers to attention before she headed for the lift. The soldiers followed along with her.

      Ivan let out a deep breath when she’d gone. “I’ve read books by the finest scholars, I’ve commanded successful battles, I’ve grown an empire, and yet I still don’t understand her.”

      I patted Ivan on the arm. “She cares about you. Should we head back to the bridge?”

      He nodded agreement, and we made our way up to the deck and into the metallic bubble at the back of the ship.

      Edwin checked all his instruments, with my father monitoring and Talyen at his side. She had her arm linked with his and looked a little bored while he immersed himself in this new airship’s workings.

      “Just like the old days,” my father said.

      “We’ll see if she flies,” Talyen said.

      “It’s my understanding Harkerpal is down below. If anyone can make her fly, he can.”

      My eyes lit up. “Harkerpal? He’s here?” As much as the man could be obnoxious in the way he loved to tell his stories of the past, I missed him and his loyal, steadfast attitude. I wouldn’t trust many men with my life, but I would trust him.

      “So, I hear,” my father said. “I haven’t gotten to see him yet. Maybe when we’re firmly in the air?”

      “It’s a deal. We’ll head to the engine room after we’ve reached altitude.” My heart beat a little faster, the excitement of being able to go up in an airship finally becoming a reality.

      Corporal Ral twisted dials and moved a few levers. I could hear the steam engine starting below and a soft hum as it pushed the steam up a pipe behind us and out an exhaust. The propellers twirled.

      “All systems go,” Ral said. “Ready for takeoff.”

      “And all the scaffolds are removed?” I asked.

      “They are,” Ivan said, brandishing a trained smile at me. “We can lift off at your command, Captain.”

      An excellent group of people stood on the bridge of the Jelena, even if they weren’t my full crew. I wondered what my main bridge officer, Lieutenant Colwell, was doing now, though. I’d heard he’d settled down with his family and would not be returning to be adventuring any time soon. I couldn’t imagine staying away from an airship, myself. I nodded in firm resolve, glancing out the window ahead. “Take us up, Corporal Ral.”

      The propellers turned faster, becoming a blur, and the ship lifted off the ground. The transition to air was smoother than a takeoff with the Liliana, as we moved straight upward with almost no resistance. The village blow turned small beneath us, the wooden building looking like mere specs in our vision out the back of the ship. I placed my eye on the periscope to get a pleasant view ahead of us, the ship rising over the clouds and the peak of the mountain looming over the Isle du Mystere.

      The men on the bridge clapped together, shaking each other’s hands, congratulating each other as our ship hovered in the sky.

      It was an odd sight to see my father’s hand clasped with Ivan’s. The two had been mortal enemies for as long as I could remember, but both men seemed to have put the past behind them.

      “I can’t believe you’ve done it,” my father said. “After the passing of the original airship designer, none of the best engineers in Rislandia could figure out the secret of making an airship fly. I would have never thought of these strange crystals in a million years.”

      “Surely, if you put your mind to something, you could accomplish anything, Mr. von Monocle,” Ivan said, keeping a humble tone. “I’ve seen you perform what others would deem to be miracles. And though the inspiration was not always direct, it was there.”

      Memories flashed in my father’s eyes, which went cold. He forced a smile regardless. Not all wounds could heal this quickly, but we had more to do than to dwell on all we’d lost.

      “Turn us about and full speed ahead,” I said. If we were going to do a test, we might as well test her full capabilities. “How far can we go?” I glanced back at Ivan.

      Ral used the controls to turn the ship, and we began north to the Wyranth mainland.

      “As far as you want,” Ivan said.

      Talyen cleared her throat. “Might I caution you that the first time you tested an airship, you thrust the ship into the middle of an enemy encampment and the ship was shot down from the air.”

      “This is a far more defensible ship than the wooden one,” Ivan said.

      I grinned. We had permission to go wherever we wanted. I let the ship speed ahead, as we sailed the skies over the ocean. Birds flew below us, our altitude much higher and in a nice position to see all the scenery. From here, the Wyranth shores didn’t look so distant. The ferries moved much slower than an airship.

      Soon we were past the ocean and looking upon the beaches of the Wyranth. The mountain range behind their capital was ahead of us, and our airship flew at full speed. Wind pelted against the front window of our bridge, whistling through small cracks where it hadn’t been sealed all the way, but the ship could fly fast, and she showed no signs of having any troubles.

      “Hard bank left,” I said.

      Ral complied, turning the ship nearly forty-five degrees on its side before we completed the turn.

      “Soft turn right,” I said.

      This time, he roared the ship rather than banked her. She handled amazingly well for her size, much better than the Liliana. I felt like I was cheating on my old ship thinking how much better the Jelena was, but I couldn’t deny the improvements the Wyranth had made on our original vessel.

      We traversed further into Wyranth territory, through the desert on the western side of their empire.

      Up ahead, smoke rose into the atmosphere, creating a black cloud ahead of us. That couldn’t be good. I looked to the others who, while in awe of the airship’s prowess, along with me, became somber when they saw what was ahead.

      “Slow us down, Corporal Ral. Let’s investigate what’s going on here,” I said.

      He slowed the Jelena until she hovered in the air a safe distance from the smoke. My father leaned into the periscope to look, and he stood up straight with a frown across his face.

      “I’m afraid there was a town here in the desert,” my father said.

      “Sandsworth,” Ivan said to himself, understanding what my father implied with his own somber town.

      “Was here?” I asked.

      “Someone razed it to the ground,” my father said. “It’s hard to see through all the smoke, but the buildings look in awful shape, and I could see bodies shot dead who tried to escape.”

      “Any sign of enemy combatants?” I asked, ready to fight if we had to.

      My father shook his head. “Looks like it happened a few hours ago. But there might be survivors.” He turned to Ivan. “This is your land and your ship. I can’t tell you what to do.”

      Ivan considered for a long moment. He cared about his people, but he was also one to make sure that he maintained a perfect strategy. He never rushed into situations, always ensuring he could have the upper hand. His hand clasped the brass rail in front of him, knuckles white as rage filled him. “We have the airship. Let’s mount a rescue mission and find out what happened here.”

      I nodded, hoping Ivan would give us the go ahead.

      “Alright. Corporal Ral,” he said, “take us in. I’m going to alert the crew below decks to prepare for both battle and to deliver aid.”

      I let out a deep breath as I acknowledged those there and headed out of the bridge and toward the lift. I’d wanted purpose again, to get back into action. I’d wanted an airship. I had everything I could have possibly desired, but I didn’t want to be in a situation like this so soon. We had a lot of work to do and, hopefully, some people remained alive for us to help them.
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      Smoke filled the air when we lowered the ramp. I coughed into my sleeve, not ready to have inhaled such toxins. The smoke had a different smell and taste than simple wood burning from a stove, an industrial quality like machinery had melted and burned and created the particles, along with other chemicals. It created a scent which was foul and unnatural.

      I scowled and turned away by instinct, facing Ivan. “That stench…”

      “Ah,” Ivan said, unfazed and stoic in the face of the smoke. “Unfortunately, Sandsworth is a location of production for the fertilizer our eastern farms use to cultivate our crops. There is only so much tillable land in our empire. Our scientists come up with creative solutions. We extract a soft sludge substance from the ground which facilitates our farmers, though it does create a rather unpleasant aroma.”

      “That’s an understatement,” I said.

      “Regardless, I do not believe the substance itself to be harmful, at least in short-term exposures.” He looked to the town beyond, narrowing his eyes.

      It was impossible to see into the town through the smoke. Small silhouettes of buildings peeked through the haze, but we would have to get closer before we could find out the true faith of Sandsworth.

      “Wright and I will take the lead with a commando squad,” Ethan said, stepping up beside Ivan and me. “Royals should probably not venture out into this. We don’t know what we’ll be facing.”

      My lips tightened as I could have smacked Ethan in the face. How dare he act like I should stay behind to be protected? If I didn’t know better, I could swear he was doing it just to irritate me. Ethan couldn’t be that petty. Could he?

      Too many emotions still lingered between us. If this kept up, we wouldn’t be able to work together. But we still had a job to do. The people of Sandsworth—innocent civilians—needed our help, and I would do everything in my power to make sure we provided them assistance.

      “I’m not staying behind,” I said, shifting my gaze to Ivan. As much as Ethan’s suggestion annoyed me, it did have some merit. “Though, perhaps you should.”

      Ivan raised a brow at the two of us. He was smart, observant, and he read people well. I couldn’t tell the thoughts rummaging through his head, but he must have known there was an issue between Ethan and me. “Very well,” he said. “I’ll take command here until you return and make sure the ship is ready for a quick takeoff in the event of an emergency. Though you do have a Rislandian squad here, I must insist on bringing along a Wyranth contingent. These are our lands, and our people might not take kindly to seeing your uniforms. If it’s clear you are with our people, they will be more patient.”

      I nodded. “Sounds reasonable to me.”

      Ethan’s lips tightened, but he made no protest to Ivan’s suggestion and motioned for Wright to follow him. A team of six of our commandos followed them down the ramp. About a dozen Wyranth soldiers joined them. At least Ivan hadn’t deployed the clockwork automatons. Those contraptions gave off too much of a creepy air to be marching down the streets.

      My father remained on the bridge of the ship with Talyen, both content to stay behind rather than engage in a dangerous adventure. It still seemed odd that Ivan had agreed to stay with them without protest. I glanced in his direction.

      He responded by taking my fingers into his, squeezing softly. “Stay safe, Zaira. I hope this gesture shows I have no intention of holding you down nor keeping you from what you love, but I wish you to be an empress to my people.”

      I let out a deep breath. He could be so intense. My cheeks became hot despite myself. How could a woman not enjoy being spoken to in such an elegant manner? “I’ll come back. Don’t worry about me.” Nothing I could say could sound anywhere near as elegant as his words, but I also couldn’t give him what he wanted. Perhaps when we finished all the fighting, and I had time to think about settling down, but not now.

      My fingers slipped from his, and I backed away from him toward the ramp. I stumbled, too focused on Ivan to watch where I stepped. I would have tumbled out of the airship and onto the sands were it not for a pair of sturdy arms grabbing hold of me. Those arms came from someone different. The body I leaned against was tall, lanky, and had a strange musk to him like he’d been working with airship engine oil for far too long.

      “Harkerpal!” I said.

      “Zaira. Why you grow more and more to look like your mother every day.” He bobbed his head up and down as he spoke, as he typically did when I’d seen him. He stroked his beard on his chin. “It’s been months. You know, it was often such a long amount of time between journeys when your father came home to see Liliana. When you were a little girl, he would set a rope ladder from the airship down right in front of the farm there in Plainsroad Village, drop down himself, and have us depart so it didn’t give any reminder to her nor you he might have to leave his family again. I remember on one such occasion when—”

      I placed a hand on his shoulder and shook him softly. He meant well, but he could launch into stories that could take far too long. We didn’t have the time for stories right now. My whole squad had already gone ahead without me, and I knew Ethan wouldn’t let them wait for me.

      “It’s good to see you, and I hope you like this ship and the engines. But I must get going. There may be lives at stake, and I have to go investigate. Catch up later?”

      He nodded his head toward me. “Very well, Baron.”

      I smiled at him. “Thank you. Be back soon.” With that, I spun on my heels and jogged down the ramp. My squad wasn’t that far ahead, and I caught up after trudging through the sands, leaving footprints behind me.

      My people flanked me as we made our way into Sandsworth. Buildings were in disrepair, windows blown out, full walls missing in some places where explosions had hit. The main smoke seemed to come from the central area of the city where a factory spewed out blackness into the air.

      We didn’t have the manpower to put out big fires. The best we’d be able to do is help get civilians away, so they didn’t hurt themselves by breathing in this air for too long.

      There weren’t many people around. Some lay dead in the streets, hit from the blasts that ravaged their buildings. If anyone was here, they must have taken shelter inside, hiding in case of being targeted.

      “Hello!” I shouted. “If anyone’s here, we’re here to help. Come out. It’s safe now.”

      A man popped his head out of one residence, a place with a bulbous roof very similar to that of the bridge of the Jelena in design. Ivan must have taken the architecture from this place.

      “Rislandians?” His eyes went wide.

      I motioned to the Wyranth soldiers with me. “A joint mission. We’re at peace now.” Word may not have trickled out to everywhere yet as to our hostilities dialing down. I hoped he would believe me.

      He narrowed his eyes at me, but then appeared fully from behind the door. “Never thought I’d hear the day we were at peace with those northern aggressors,” he said.

      I bit my tongue to not respond to his insult. We were here to help these people, after all. “Do you think you can tell us a little of what happened? And what’s your name?”

      “My name’s Cerred.” The man looked up at the sky. “Creatures took to the sky like a swarm. At first, I thought they were birds up in the distance, but then they swooped down, and I could see they were flying machines. They had men on them, but they weren’t exactly men. It’s hard to explain.”

      I knew what they meant. They had been attacked by Nightmen. It was obvious enough, but good to have eyewitness confirmation so we could determine what to do with the information. “And what happened next?”

      “They dropped strange explosives on us. Before I knew it, the entire town was being hit with them. Roofs were shot off buildings, body parts flew through streets, and then they hit the fertilizer factory.” Cerred motioned to the big cloud of smoke at the center of the city.

      Ethan followed the man’s gesture toward the factory, stepping toward us. “Fertilizer can often be used as a weapon, if done right. I’m not so sure I believe our friend when he says the substances here are only used for farming. He’s not exactly the honest type.”

      The way he said those words sounded pointed at me. Why was acting like this? What could I do about Ivan? The Iron Emperor had been honest with me, including revealing far too many of his plans for my tastes. Ethan’s new attitude grated on my nerves. “Regardless of what it was for, it’s harming the people here now. We need to put out the fires.”

      “If we could load up enough water into the airship,” Ethan said. “We could drop it from above.”

      “Not a bad idea,” I said. “But how do we do that?”

      Cerred clapped his hands together. “We have running water from a deep well. It’s just a matter of getting it to your ship.”

      “No, let’s not overcomplicate things. The ship is useful but not in this instance.” Wright inclined his head. “What we need is a bucket brigade. Back home, we had a massive fire, and we had a line of people pass buckets of water down the line to each other and then back to get refilled. If we keep it steady, we can put out the fires. We’ll just need enough people.”

      “I’ll gather up everyone. Most people are hiding from the explosions in the sky,” Cerred said.

      I motioned for him to go. The man left us, running around and shouting, “We have help! We have help! Everyone to the well!”

      “As strange of a situation as this is,” Ethan said. “I prefer to help people who are intent on helping themselves. It makes things a lot easier.”

      I paced back and forth as I waited for the people of Sandsworth to exit their residences. They were hesitant at first, but more flooded into the streets, and eventually Cerred returned to us. “People are on their way. Now what?”

      “Now, we need to get some buckets,” Ethan said. After explaining the basic concept of a bucket brigade, the Wyranth of the town gathered around and put themselves into an assembly line.

      We joined them, spacing ourselves in between the town’s citizens and moving the buckets along one after another, as the Wyranth soldiers who came with us doused the flames. We put out the fire at the chemical plant after nearly an hour of grueling work, but we had helped these people and perhaps saved their town.

      I wiped the sweat off my brow, looking at the building, charred and still nearly destroyed despite our efforts. The good news was the flames wouldn’t spread. The people here would have some relief. I coughed several times from the smoke, my lungs protesting from inhaling it for too long. I wished to get out of here, but we still had more work to do.
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      The people settled back into their homes, and the smoke dissipated. We heard story after story of the explosive bags dropping from Nightman bat-fliers. It was heartbreaking, but I knew this kind of thing was going on across our continent. We needed to put a stop to their advances before we all ended up as Nightmen slaves.

      “There’s nothing else we can do here,” Ethan said, motioning to the people who were surveying all the damage to their city and trying to repair their homes and businesses. “We should probably get back to the ship.”

      “Someone’s coming!” a Wyranth shouted toward the edge of town. The woman had binoculars looking out toward the desert. With the smoke clearing, there appeared to be another wave of dust or smoke coming toward us. It was big.

      I rushed over to the lady, holding my hand out. “Can I see the binoculars, please?”

      The woman handed them over to me.

      I pressed the binoculars to my eyes, the lenses zooming in on the desert beyond. A whole caravan of strange machines was coming at us, along with bat-gliders and a host of Nightmen riding creatures which looked like a thicker horse with no mane and sharp teeth which protruded from their mouths. Their legs were shorter and stubbier than a horse’s, but they moved quickly. They must have been some creature from the Zenwey continent.

      “To the airship!” I shouted to my people, spinning around, and thrusting the binoculars back to the woman.

      “What are we supposed to do?” the woman asked.

      I had little time to decide. I could tell them to hole up in their houses, but that might be just as dangerous as being out here. The Nightmen seemed like they wanted the city, and their attacks appeared to be to soften up the place so they could invade. They might take some of these people as slaves, but we could escort them to safety as best we could.

      “Evacuate,” I said. “Opposite way these people are coming. Are there any towns to the south?”

      The woman bit her lip as she considered. “Vonshaven. We could get there.”

      “Grab all your people and spread the word. Let’s go!” I clasped my hands together and motioned for my team to follow as I hustled back toward the airship. We’d done what we could here, but now we needed to buy these people some time.

      “Evacuate! Evacuate!” The Wyranth soldiers shouted as they followed me. “Come with us to the south. Hurry!”

      We made it back to the Jelena, the ship with its ramp still down, but propellers powered up and running in the event of our quick return. Ivan stood entry waiting for us. He watched with concern as I ran up the ramp to greet him.

      “What’s the matter? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Ivan said.

      “I’ve seen Nightmen, I said. “To the north. They’re approaching the city, but there’s too many civilians here and not enough of us. I think they’re going to attempt to gain a foothold in a city to get a stronghold.” It was the only thing that made sense. They had to have a base of operations to strike from, and this town had production facilities, housing, water, everything they needed.

      “We can’t very well allow that, now, can we?” Ivan asked, pursing his lips and clasping his hands together.

      “Do you think we can stop them with just the airship?” I asked, wondering how he proposed to handle this situation.

      “Just the airship, no. But with my automatons and perhaps your mecha…” Ivan looked to Ethan who had just come up the ramp behind me.

      “You want me to fight for your people?” Ethan asked, crossing his arms. He didn’t look happy to hear it.

      “What happens here could impact the war later. It may well harm your Rislandian comrades if the Nightmen established a base in one of my cities, hmm?” Ivan offered diplomatically. He motioned to one of his men. “Prepare the automatons for deployment. Defensive pattern to the north of the city.” He then looked back at Ethan expectantly.

      “Fine,” Ethan said, dropping his arms. “I’ll suit up. Who’s manning the other three?”

      “We don’t have qualified pilots as of yet. You’ll be on your own.”

      “Better that way anyway. I don’t want to work with the Wyranth,” he grumbled and headed toward the platform.

      Sergeant Wright cleared his throat. “Will we be deploying commandoes along with them?”

      Ivan looked at me. He couldn’t make the call.

      I shook my head without hesitation. “We’ve got enough danger ahead. Let’s let the automatons do their job for now and we’ll place you strategically if we need to.”

      “Good idea,” Ivan said.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Wright said. He led his men to a seating area in the back of the cargo bay so they could strap in for flight.

      Ivan and I headed to the lift and made our way up to the deck. Up there, Ethan had already lowered himself into his steam mech armor, assisted by Wyranth. It was the first I’d noticed a big crane extending from a pole on the deck. It hooked to the back of the mech’s suit and lifted it off the deck and over the side. A twist of the controls from one of the Wyranth, and the crane set Ethan down on the desert sand below.

      I watched in awe at the technology, but I could spare no time for admiring the steam mechs. I hurried back to the bridge and made my way inside where Ral manned the piloting station. My father and Talyen stood with him.

      “Ready for liftoff?” I asked.

      “All systems are go,” Ral said.

      “Close the ramp and take off, then,” I said.

      The Jelena rumbled and whirred, lifting off from the desert sands. She could take off with incredible speed, and soon we flew over the city of Sandsworth.

      The Nightmen had advanced in the time it took us to get airborne, but they were still a way off from the city. Through the periscope, I could spot the automation army making their way northward, crossing paths with the civilians who evacuated to the south. At least this war zone would be mostly depopulated by the time the Nightmen arrived. It made it easier for us to do our jobs without worrying about innocent civilians.

      Talyen surveyed the Nightmen contingent ahead. “They have fliers. They’re going to be able to attack us through the air.”

      “We have our own fliers to counter them,” Ivan said. He leaned into the ship’s communication funnel. “Fighter pilots, prepare for launch.”

      We were testing a lot more than just the airship at this point, though I presumed Ivan had found out if the fighters were air worthy yet, given he had a host of pilots on the ship. Several Wyranth scrambled out onto the deck soon after, taking their place in their fliers.

      “They can launch while we’re in the air?” I asked.

      “It’d be best if the pilot holds us still so they can take off without interference, but my pilots will be good enough to where they can account for the mothership’s movements, given time.”

      Ral got the hint and brought the Jelena into a hovering position in the air. When we’d stopped moving, a dozen of the fighters took off from the deck, gliding into the air at first but then flapping wings to stay aloft just like the Nightmen’s bat-gliders.

      The two airborne forces collided first. The aerial Nightmen had explosive bags, which proved difficult to do accurately against a small airborne target. The bags exploded in the air, missing the target of our ships. Our fighters, by contrast, had automatic guns attached. They fired bullets and ripped into the Nightmen and their gliders.

      Two of the bat-gliders had their wings torn apart, and they dropped from the air like rocks.

      I shivered to myself, realizing just how tenuous remaining in the air could be. We were lucky a lot of this time to have not had opponents shooting at us from the sky. The worst we faced were big monsters below.

      We had enemies on both fronts. The Nightmen from below fired at us with their crude weaponry. The bat-gliders approached our ship. Our fighters kept circling around them, though one of our fighters became caught in a blast from the Nightmen’s explosive bags. It busted the wing off our fighter, and it went tumbling to the ground below.

      One pilot down out of a dozen fighters launched. I didn’t want to lose anyone. But from here, I didn’t know how to prevent it from happening.

      “Can we shoot those bat-gliders down from the deck?” I asked.

      Talyen peered out into the skies. She shook her head after analyzing the situation. “No. You see how the ships are weaving back and forth together? If we fired from here, the risk of hitting one of our own fighters is equal to the probability we’d hit an enemy target. We must let our people do their work and hope they’ll succeed.”

      I hated hearing Talyen’s experienced wisdom, but it was about what I expected. I reached to the back of my neck, squeezing where my muscles tensed. The stress got to me. I didn’t like losing control or letting someone else handle matters. The attitude made for a good adventurer, but I doubted I could be good at planning battles like Talyen, my father, or even Sergeant Wright. I liked to go in headfirst.

      “Let’s surprise them,” I said.

      “Hmm?” Ivan asked, cocking his head at me curiously.

      “We have the bat-gliders engaged. Why don’t we swoop down and launch an attack on the Nightmen below? They’ll never see it coming.” My eyes lit up. I couldn’t tell if it was a brilliant suggestion or not, but I wanted to see what this ship could do.

      Ivan turned his attention to Ral. “Lieutenant, do you have a handle on the ship’s maneuverability to execute such a maneuver?”

      Ral furrowed his brow as he considered. “I haven’t had much time to test too much of her capabilities, but at least the Baron gave me some orders to try harder turns on our way out. I think she handles well. No time like the present for a proper trial.”

      I smiled. “If anyone can do it, he can.”

      Ivan lowered his gaze to the console in front of him with some concern. He’d spent a lot of money and time and resources on this ship. I could only imagine what went through his head before making this decision. “There is, as they say, no time like the present. Go ahead. With Ms. von Monocle’s orders, that is.”

      “Do it!” I shouted, all too excited to get into the action.

      Ral jammed the controls, sending us with the ship’s nose pointed downward to the ground. Sand came right at us before Ral pushed us in another direction and turned the ship hard. Sand blasted from the ground into a whirl, which Ral had done purposefully to obscure the vision of the Nightmen soldiers. The dust cloud kicked up from our propellers, which gave us an advantage.

      I leaned into the communications funnel. “Gunners, target the Nightmen soldiers and fire at will!”

      The sound of cannons blasted through the desert, automatic gunfire following. It rose like a loud roar I had never heard before, as Ral guided us upward to the safety of the air. The Nightmen had nothing that could hit us from our position, other than the bat-gliders.

      Unfortunately, when we reached altitude again, those gliders flew over our deck, dropping several explosive bags.
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      Several large blasts hit our deck. Our forward window shook and rattled. I ducked behind the controls, raising my arm above my head reflexively to avoid shattered glass in my face. I’d shut my eyes for two long seconds before I looked up again. The glass remained unbroken.

      The others ducked along with me. At least I wasn’t the only one cowering in fear. The Nightmen revealed a flaw in our airship, which he hadn’t seen before because we’d never faced aerial fighters. The Jelena could do little to repel such an attack. Our big automatic guns couldn’t move fast enough to keep up with the bat-gliders’ movements.

      Some of the soldiers stood on the deck with rifles drawn, trying to train their weapons on targets. The Nightmen had already moved beyond range. With a metal deck, the explosions had less effect than with a wooden ship, but it left marks on the surface. A couple of crewmen didn’t escape the blasts, either. Our steam mech suits remained free from damage, however. A small reprieve.

      I let out a breath I’d been holding in, eyes searching for answers to the bat-gliders which still hung overhead. They circled around for another pass.

      “We need to stop them somehow,” I muttered.

      “It’s up to our fighter pilots,” Ivan said. He crossed his arms, a somber look on his face as always. Could anything rattle him?

      “If you give me a rifle, I can try to set up to see if I can pick one off,” Talyen said.

      Ivan motioned to one of his soldiers, who handed Talyen a firearm.

      My father raised a brow. “Are you sure you should go out there? We have young Lily at home, and—”

      “We’re in the middle of a war zone. If we don’t get out of here, it won’t matter.” She gave my father a kiss on the cheek as a consolation. Then she nodded and headed outside the bridge.

      Talyen was smart. She didn’t stand in the open and make herself a target. She took position under an overhang, somewhere she wouldn’t be easily spotted. From there, she leveled her rifle and aimed upward.

      The bat-gliders dove toward our deck once more. Two of them flew in our immediate airspace, and they weaved past each other. One of our fighters flew through their flight path and fired guns at one of them, knocking it off course and away from us. I couldn’t tell if it stayed adrift in the air or if it had fallen completely, but the fighter pilot had done his job, regardless.

      It left one more enemy. This one dropped another load of explosive bags on our deck, rocking the ship, vibrating our windows again.

      “Our engineers fabricated this glass to be as shatterproof as possible,” Ivan said this time. None of us ducked for cover like we had before.

      “A nice feature,” my father replied.

      The explosions blew a hole in our deck about ten feet from where Talyen had crouched. She was one of the best sharpshooters the Grand Rislandian Army had ever seen and enjoyed displaying those talents. She maneuvered the barrel of her rifle, trailing the bat-glider as it went by, and then she fired.

      Her shot pelted the pilot, knocking him from his perch atop the glider, and causing him to plummet into the side railing of the Jelena, and then bounce down below. It looked painful, and I winced as I watched the Nightman flail, but Talyen had done the trick. The bat-glider zoomed off into the distance on a straight trajectory.

      My father rushed from beside me toward the bridge door. Talyen sauntered away from her cover with her gun smoking and a wicked grin on her face. She didn’t make it much farther before my father ran over to her to give her a warm embrace.

      Ivan watched the scene with his cool gaze. “They are very much in love, aren’t they?” he asked.

      The question shocked. Ivan rarely talked about emotions. I often forgot he was a real human. Everything, including his marriage proposal to me, had been so calculated.

      There were a lot of reasons he wanted me as his bride. The first, when we were at war, was to create a demoralization blow to the Rislandians by taking one of their heroes from them. The second was because it would bring the owner of Rislandia’s sole airship into his domain. The third, that my familial heritage had some connection to the people who used these crystals, who are said to have the blood of actual giants dating back thousands of years. The giants we encountered had mild telepathic abilities, which could explain a part of how the crystal technology worked, but I was still at a loss.

      Though Ivan had made some grand, sweeping gestures, he had hardly talked about love or romance during the process. It was something separating Ethan and him, as Ethan had doted on me over the last year, being thoughtful, catering to my near every whim. In many ways, I wished Ivan could be more like Ethan.

      The Iron Emperor stared at me, awaiting a response.

      “Y-yes, very much so,” I stammered. I was not a shy person, nor did I have a speech impediment, but the question struck me and caught me off guard.

      “It’s enviable,” Ivan said, lifting his head haughtily.

      What was that supposed to mean? I was grateful Ethan wasn’t standing there with me. Who knows how he would have reacted with Ivan talking about romance, of all things. My cheeks turned hot and so did my ears. I didn’t know what to say, and the silence which hung in the room made it worse.

      Lieutenant Ral smirked and turned to me. “Want me to go find something else to do?”

      “No!” I shouted.

      Ivan raised a brow in my direction.

      “I mean, we need you to pilot the ship.” I tugged at the sleeves of my blouse in a nervous tic, though I knew I had to compose myself. “We still have a battle to navigate.”

      “Right-o,” Ral said.

      The ship turned about once more to survey the battle. Our fighter pilots had made quick work of the Nightmen bat-gliders. The few remaining were on the retreat. My heart leapt at the victory. After so many losses, it was exhilarating to have come out with few casualties.

      Ivan had his eye on the periscope to survey the battle below. It had to be difficult to see through the sand we had kicked up in our maneuver. Suddenly, he righted himself. “It appears as if the forces below are on the defensive. They have scattered and are running. They are an undisciplined lot, despite their ferociousness. My automatons are hunting down those they can, but their primary programming is to defend Sandsworth.”

      My father and Talyen made their way back onto the bridge as Ivan spoke. “We have our first successful test and our first successful battle in our new airship. All in one day. Now that’s efficiency!” my father said. “When we launched the Liliana, we didn’t test her in a combat for several weeks. Congratulations, Emperor.”

      Ivan bowed his head ever so slightly to acknowledge my father’s praise. “These are desperate times. We need to move quickly to defend the empire.”

      “And our kingdom,” I added. Ivan was so singularly focused he could lose sight of the greater good. I clasped my hands together. “Alright. We should pick up our teams below and send word to the fleeing populace that all has been resolved.”

      “Hmm,” Ivan said. “I think it would be preferable to maintain the evacuation and abandon Sandsworth for the time being. We’ll keep a contingent of automatons there to slow the Nightmen’s advances, but this won’t be the last we hear of them. They will press forward, and if their major encampments are on the shores in the west, this is the closest city for them to occupy. They’ll be back with a bigger force before we can mobilize effectively.”

      “Should we stay here with the airship, then?” I asked.

      Ivan pursed his lips together. “No. We’ll need to press into greater service and come up with a strategy to best utilize the Jelena. It’s obvious we have a superior weapon to anything the Nightmen have, but our disadvantage is we only have one ship, and we can only be in one place at once. Their superior numbers mean we need to act with precision strikes.”

      “You don’t have more ships in production?” my father asked.

      Ivan chuckled. “The amount of resources it took to cobble this one together was astronomical. The best we might do is also get your Liliana pressed back into service, if your kingdom can manage it.”

      My father crossed his arms, appearing defensive and somewhat insulted by the flatness of his face. “I’m sure we can. If you’ll share your schematics with how you got the engine working for flightworthiness.”

      “Naturally. We are allies, are we not?” Ivan retorted to my father coolly.

      We didn’t need a match of men’s egos over their countries erupting right now. The situation was already precarious enough. “Alright. Moving on,” I said.

      Ral’s eyes went wide. “There’s something up ahead. Look!” He pointed off into the sky in the distance.

      A dot hung in the sky, and it came closer. It looked to be the shape of a man. No flier, no wings attached to him. The air beneath him rippled like he pushed across its density.

      I moved over to the periscope to get a closer look. As I honed-in on his location, I could see it was a Nightman. He hung in the air, moving forward without having to exert any effort.

      “By Malaky, what is this?” I asked to myself more than anyone else.

      “You tell us,” my father said.

      “It’s a Nightman floating through the air. He’s looking down at the city below us. Now, he’s got his hands together, palms up like he’s about to push something.”

      “Helmsman, get us out of here. Full reverse!” Ivan barked with uncharacteristic panic.

      “On it,” Ral said. The ship lurched as it shifted to a full reverse status. I could feel the pressure moving backward, a strange sensation, until I looked up from the periscope and saw us pushing back behind the town.

      The ground seemed to erupt in front of Sandsworth. Sands moved like a parting sea, the very ground giving way. A giant tidal wave of debris erupted over Ivan’s automatons.

      “Ethan!” I shouted, unable to help myself. I pressed my body against the control console, trying to reach out to him even though it was a futile effort. He was so far away I couldn’t do anything about it.

      The sands kept moving like the Nightman controlled the very earth itself. It was the stuff of nightmares. I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t managed similar myself just days before. I recalled the wedding, how we used the device Ivan made from what he called an earth crystal. I was able, with Ivan’s help, to shift the ground and attack the Nightmen in a similar fashion. But this creature was doing it on a level of magnitude of about fifty times stronger than I had. And he didn’t seem to struggle with the power at all.

      The sands swept over the town, knocking buildings over. We had bombs, but the destruction was worse than if we had dropped all of them together. One moment the city of Sandsworth was there, and the next it was gone. All we could do was hang in the air and watch.
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      Sandsworth fell victim to incredible devastation. It was like a giant bomb went off in the whole region. The automatons were swept away along with the buildings. It was a good thing Ivan sent his people away to evacuate, or they would have all been killed.

      Ethan remained down there in his mech suit. My heart pounded thinking of the possibility that he might not have made it out alive. The mech armor was strong. It could have protected him, couldn’t it?

      With so much debris kicked up into the air, I could hardly see anything from the windshield. Whatever that Nightman had done, whatever his powers, he was the most dangerous thing I’d ever seen. Even the giants we fought before didn’t compare to this creature.

      How had he done it? He floated in the air, and then he touched down on the ground as gracefully as one of the Nightmen’s fliers. Could he have possibly manipulated the crystals like Ivan and I had? I turned to Ivan, searching him for answers.

      He remained quiet, hands folded in front of him, watching the chaos outside our bridge.

      “It seems we have a new, imminent threat,” my father said.

      “We should return to the capital and strategize,” Ivan said, pacing behind us. “This changes the face of the war. We must hope there is only one of such creatures out there.”

      Ral kept us in reverse, heading toward the southern portion of the Wyranth Empire, though we remained within the desert. We passed over the evacuating below, now who had their entire lives destroyed. How they must have felt, I couldn’t imagine. At least they had their lives. Ivan would help them rebuild.

      I looked into the periscope to check on them and to see if we were being followed by the Nightman who caused this devastation. The people moved in an orderly line, still little more than tiny specs even with the help of the periscope. An odd shape stood with them, much larger than any of the people present—Ethan’s mech. He’d made it out alive.

      “Halt our reverse course!” I said.

      “Zaira, that creature may come after us. We don’t have the ability to—”

      “You’re right. Hold on.” I looked into the periscope again, this time turning to the north to see the direction of our attacker. No one came through the smoke and plumes. We were left alone to our own devices, at least for now. “Nope, no pursuit.”

      Ivan sighed. “Even without such, we should hurry back. There’s no time for stopping.”

      I stood up to Ivan, my face barely reaching his neck. He was significantly taller than me, but I could hold my own. “Our mech down there, along with Ethan, our knight. We need to pick him up. He shouldn’t be among the Wyranth.”

      Ivan watched me for a long moment and then nodded. “Very well. You can pick up your man, but we must make our way back to the capital. No more delays. I’ll be below, studying our most recent battle maps. Call me if you need me.” His boots clicked on the floor as he left the bridge for the elevator platform.

      Ral stopped the ship, hovering in air and then lowering us down below. I leaned into the communications funnel. “Sergeant Wright, prepare your teams to go intercept Ethan. He’s with the Wyranth refugees. We’ll set down ahead of them so they can’t miss us.”

      Ral set the ship down into the desert, a peaceful descent in what otherwise was a horrific day. The ramps descended, our people went out, and they brought Ethan back.

      When the crane lifted the mech, I waited on the deck for Ethan’s arrival. The mech dangled from a long metal cable, an operator setting him down gently by the other mech units which were secured to our deck. When it landed, Ethan popped the hatch into the compartment. He looked sweaty and tired, no doubt having a hard day from the ground.

      I moved over to help him out of the cockpit from his place nestled inside of the mech’s chest. Once loose, I assisted him to the deck. He wobbled when he landed.

      “Legs get a little shaky when you’re in that thing for hours,” Ethan said.

      “I’m glad you made it back safely,” I said. “Let’s get you down below into the mess so you can relax and get some water, okay?”

      Ethan nodded, though I could tell he didn’t want to do what I told him. He stumbled forward, and I grabbed him by the waist and kept him stabilized, walking him over to the elevator platform.

      “What happened out there?” I asked.

      “I led the automatons to the edge of the city, and then I spotted something coming toward us in the air,” Ethan said, walking along with me until we reached the platform. He stopped on it. “I’ve been in enough of these battles to know strange things happen, and usually none of them turn out good.” He gazed off into the distance. “I figured the automatons could hold their own, and since they’re not real people anyway, they didn’t much need my help. With the strange creature coming toward me, I hustled back through town. The mech can really move. I looped around back to help the people evacuating. It seems to have been the right call.”

      “You’re lucky you decided that,” I said, moving over to the controls and flipping the lever to make the platform descend to the next level. We sank beneath the deck of the ship, and it closed us inside. The platform stopped moving a moment later.

      “I know. I felt the winds at my back as I was making it through town. I made it just in time. Who knows what might have happened?”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re alive.” The compartment opened to allow us out into the hallway leading toward the mess. “Come on.”

      We entered the mess, a few tables there with a windshield out to the front of the ship for a good view, along with a cooking area at the back of the room, separated by a counter. Layout-wise, it was similar to our mess on the Liliana, but everything had a colder metallic design that felt distinctly Wyranth.

      Ethan flopped into one of the chairs, sighing in relief. “My calves are really tight. The way the mech straps you in makes it difficult to relax your legs. It’s hard to explain, but I’m happy to sit.”

      “You’ve earned it. Take a load off,” I said.

      “I used to think maybe at some point I could go back home, help repair my village on the coast and get back to a normal life. But it’s one thing after another, isn’t it?” He shook his head. He’d been upset lately, and I knew I was a large part of the reason why, but the war was probably getting to him too. Ethan had seen so much violence, so much bloodshed. How could anything ever become normal for him?

      “I understand. But we can’t give up. It’ll be a better life, or maybe a better life for our children, or their children. Eventually, something must give,” I said.

      Ethan frowned at my mention of children. I could only imagine what was going on through his mind when I brought up the prospect. “Our lives are very different ones. I know I grew up as a minor noble family, but we rarely left our home. Your family can’t seem to sit still.”

      “It’s nice to travel and see the world.” I smiled to lift his spirits, but he looked at me with an expression that he wasn’t having any of it.

      “Maybe we’re not compatible after all. You mentioned water?”

      I tensed, not wanting to get back into the topic of our relationship again. I told him he’d get some water though, and so I looked around, not sure exactly what I was supposed to do. A Wyranth man stood behind the countertop. It seemed best to go over to him and ask.

      “Hello there,” I said.

      “Hmm?” The man looked up from running a cleaning rag across his counter. He had a long face with a pointed chin, and blond hair which strung just over his ears. He would have been skinny, but from certain angles one could easily see the makings of a belly under a loose-fitting shirt. “Oh, you’re the new captain, right? Von Monocle?”

      “That’s me. What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Stefanos,” the man said. “I’m the ship’s cook.”

      “Nice to meet you, Stefanos. My friend here has had a difficult battle.” I jutted my thumb toward Ethan to show who I was talking about. “And he would like a glass of water. Could you help me with that?”

      “Sure thing.” He filled a glass of water from a small barrel with a tap on it and offered it to me. “Here you go.”

      I took the glass in my hand. “Thank you. Glad it’s not strange with the whole Rislandian on a Wyranth ship thing.”

      Stefanos shrugged. “I’ve seen stranger in my time. I’m happy to be in a spot where I can do something useful, cook some meals, and keep myself fed.”

      “It’s a good attitude,” I said. “Thank you again.” Glass in hand, I turned and headed back to Ethan. I gave him the glass of water. “I should get back and see how long it’s going to be until we land.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Ethan said before gulping down half the glass of water in one move. He relaxed his whole body afterward. “I needed that. Thanks.”

      “No problem.” With that, I nodded my head and headed back to the bridge.

      Once up top, the edge of the desert appeared. The ship moved at incredible speeds, perhaps faster than the Liliana, but I didn’t have any measurements to compare the two. A big mountain loomed behind the Wyranth capital, which meant we would return to the city soon enough.

      I stopped into the bridge room, where my father, Talyen, Ral, and my father had convened.

      “Are we setting down in the capital?” I asked.

      “A few miles outside,” Ivan said. ‘We don’t have a landing strip as of yet. This is the first airship we’ve created, after all.”

      I nodded. Ral brought us to a location outside the capital as Ivan mentioned, a hilled area where we had once landed an airship in the dead of night. We had to sneak into the capital then, a far different experience than the heroes’ greeting we would receive now. What a difference a year made.

      Ivan called in a command to the crew to prepare for landing, and Ral set us down gently. It amazed me at how well he could move the ship and keep her from shaking too much when we touched down.

      After we landed safely and the engines turned off, Ivan led us off the bridge and back out to the exit ramp. Several Wyranth had gathered at the front of the vessel to greet us, horseless carriages behind them. There was an honor guard for Ivan, Wyranth soldiers in black with rifles pointed to the sky, just like the points on their helms. They lined each side of the pathway out of the airship for Ivan to step off.

      I kept close by the emperor, with my father and Taylen beyond us, followed by a larger group composed of Wyranth and Rislandian soldiers. Ethan wasn’t among them. He probably still rested in the mess hall, as our journey hadn’t gone on for too long.

      A man in a blue suit with brass buttons came forward. He had white hair, looking very distinguished.

      “Ah, Novak, my state department chair. I presume by the personal greeting this far out of the city that you don’t bear good news and that this news is rather urgent?”

      “Astute as ever, my liege,” Novak said with a kneeling motion and the bow of his head, though his knee did not touch the ground. “We received a missive from a courier, one of our own soldiers, though he looked like he had been roughed up some.”

      “By our new neighbors from another continent?” Ivan asked with a raised brow.

      “Indeed,” Novak said. “He brought a message to us which stated simply, ‘you have seen our power, now surrender yourselves to your rightful masters or face the wrath of a thousand suns.’”

      I shivered at the talk of a thousand suns. I wasn’t sure exactly what that meant, but it sounded hot and explosive. This came from the Nightmen, who were cave dwellers. They lived in a place of almost no sunlight, in the middle of what otherwise was a much hotter desert than the one we had just been in. The thousand suns must have meant something unbearable.

      “They mean to enslave us all,” I said, recalling how they treated humans in their cavern city.

      “That message was delivered quickly,” Ivan said, turning his view to the northwest. “We should take this threat seriously, though clearly, we will not surrender nor become anyone’s slaves. I’ll fight until my dying breath if I must. Though let’s hope it doesn’t get that far.” Ivan motioned toward the carriage. “Let’s head to the palace and, Novak, assemble my joint chiefs and the council of strategists, as well as our chief historian. We need to get together, assess the enemy and their strategies, and come up with a plan to deliver a decisive blow to them before they decide to do so to us.”
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      While Ivan assembled all his people, I sneaked in a hot bath, brushed my hair, and got myself a nice change of clothes. I exited my room and found a meal prepared for me by the palace chef. Roast chicken with fingerling potatoes and diced squash. Simple but tasty. My father and Talyen joined me for supper, and later Ivan summoned us into his briefing room.

      We got up from our meal, thanking the chef and the staff before we walked across the palace halls. We entered a big room with a long table. Nearly twenty men gathered inside, talking loudly amongst themselves. I couldn’t hear what they said until I made my way closer.

      Ivan had a small gavel, and he banged it on the table to silence everyone. “Let’s come to order. We have guests from Rislandia—the great Baron von Monocle, her father, who once bore the title and now is the general of the Grand Rislandian Army, and Talyen von Monocle, commodore of the Grand Rislandian Air Force. I’ve invited them here to help give us insight into these creatures we now fight.” He motioned his head to me. “Zaira, you have the most experience, do you not?”

      “I suppose I do,” I said, glancing between those at the table, Wyranth and Rislandians alike. I’d become used to talking to large groups ever since I took command of the airship. It was a skill many people didn’t realize how difficult it could be, with all those eyes directed at you, hanging on your words. It could be a lot of pressure.

      “My crew and I visited the Zenwey continent over a year ago,” I said, recalling the events. “We encountered the Nightmen who were attacking a small village on the coast with their bat-gliders. Their tactics appeared to be to swoop down, do damage and create confusion, allowing others to then capture slaves for their city.”

      “Their objective, then,” Novak said, “would be to enslave both of our peoples.” The advisor had a seat directly next to Ivan.

      “It appears to be the case,” Ivan said.

      I waited to make sure there were no more comments, and then continued. “We were taken to an underground city and made to work, though some of my men were taken to the arena to fight and entertain the Nightmen. We escaped with the help of the rest of my airship crew. The entrance had been sealed but obviously not well enough.” I bit my lip as I considered. “Or perhaps there is more than one Nightman city out there. It would make sense. It’s a big continent.”

      My father shook his head. “We’re not in a situation where we have the Nightmen in a single contained place where we can cut them off. They’ve invaded our coast. That doesn’t offer us much help.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Ivan agreed. “But we then encountered them at our wedding. Zaira and I used a device powered by one of the earth crystals I found to use the very ground itself as a weapon. It was effective in driving them back.”

      “And that’s what we encountered at Sandsworth,” I said. “The Nightmen seem to have found a similar weapon, or something even greater. One of them who floated in the air and created waves of devastation with what looked like a mere thought attacked us. With such a weapon, they could take down any of our cities before we might find them.”

      “I still don’t understand who these people are or what they want with us,” Novak said.

      A Wyranth man with a pointy white beard raised a finger. “I may have an answer to their motives.”

      Ivan motioned to him. “Sven, my chief historian.”

      Sven bowed his head toward the table. “I’ve been doing some research on who these people are. Based on reports we’ve read from Ms. von Monocle, the Nightmen descended from the same giants we once found burrowed underground on our continent. Those giant creatures also originated from Zenwey, and there are numerous children’s tales about them.”

      I listened. Ivan had told me my lineage came from these giants. Did I have some distant relation to the Nightmen?

      “Pertaining to the ability to move the earth with a mere thought,” Sven said, stroking his beard, “that may have its roots in ancient times as well. Back before this peninsula was settled, there was a vast empire which had its border with what is now known as Atrebla. The empire stretched over all the rest of our continent, and they had colony expeditions to Zenwey, the Dragonmist Isles, and beyond. During a time of great turmoil, several of their nobles split from the ruling families and came across the Oler mountains to settle in what is now Rislandia.”

      My father nodded. “I’m aware of our history.”

      Sven met his gaze. “When they arrived, legend has it they eventually concluded their magic and wizardry caused their strife, and so they abandoned those ancient ways to lead a more peaceful, meaningful life. I can’t say if this is true or not, but when our archaeologists first discovered these crystals and their immense capacity for power, we speculated they came from these ancient times. The first crystals we came across were embedded in a chest which we found underground. It was clearly manmade, which is why we reached our conclusions as to its origins.”

      Ivan leaned in closer toward his people. “I am very thorough when I discover something of interest, and when my scientists determined these crystals had power, I commissioned teams to research more into that era of our civilizations’ history. Even within the Rislandians of the time, there were those who wanted to maintain their crystal powers, despite others who had their misgivings. The crystal users moved southward and passed down a bloodline that resonates with the ancient objects. This bloodline continued in myself and, of course, in Ms. von Monocle through her mother’s side.”

      This all seemed so planned out. Ivan had been plotting to tell us this for a while, but what did all this history have to do with our plight now? I watched the Iron Emperor with curiosity.

      “If the blood did indeed descend from giants, there seems to be a strain in humanity that can make use of the crystals, and naturally, the Nightmen can do the same,” Novak said. “Which means they probably have more users who can work these crystals. It’s an imminent threat.”

      “One we might not survive,” Ivan said. “Unless we deal with them.”

      “What do you suggest?” my father asked with a raised brow. “Should we try to locate their crystals and assassinate their users?”

      “It would not be a bad idea to coordinate the Knights of the Crystal Spire in such an effort,” Ivan said.

      My father frowned. We weren’t assassins as a people, and the knights had a long-standing tradition of honor. I could see how he didn’t like it, but we had to do what we needed to survive. “I’ll talk to the High Knight, Cid, about the idea.”

      “If we can confiscate their crystals somehow, that would be ideal,” Novak said.

      “There is a better way to handle this, though,” Ivan said, a smug smile forming on his face.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Mutually assured destruction,” Ivan said. “If they are here to enslave us and use our land’s resources, they don’t want us completely destroyed. Nor do they want to risk themselves too much in such an effort. There wouldn’t be profit in it. So, if we pose enough of a threat and cause too much damage, it should drive them back.”

      It seemed like a reasonable plan, but how long would such a peace last? Until the Nightmen found an even greater weapon? I supposed that would be a problem for later, though my brain hurt thinking about another endless cycle of wars without a truly decisive victory. “Where do you expect this mutually assured destruction to come from?” I asked.

      “An excellent question,” Ivan said, motioning toward Sven.

      The historian produced a scroll, which he laid out on the table. It had symbols I couldn’t read, but a clear map of the world beyond. “We located an ancient writ that spoke of what we now call the crystals. It appears these originated in the Dragonmist Isles and the crystals proliferated from there. There was an ancient druidic sect that used these as a technology to build, to heal the sick, all sorts of useful things. But what’s most intriguing is a talk of the Anafogh, which loosely translates to ‘ultra-crystal.’ This powerful crystal was said to exude control and override all others, drawing upon their powers for forces by which the world has never seen.”

      A big smile drew across my face as I knew what this meant. “We can take the airship to go search from the ultra-crystal and see if we can put an end to this war.”

      My father shook his head. “Which would put our one useful weapon out of commission while the Nightmen continue to advance on us. For a fool’s errand legend.”

      “Father, remember how the story of giants led me to you? There’s validity to these ancient myths,” I told him.

      “This is different. We don’t know anything about this scroll. The giants had been talked about in folklore for generations.” He tightened his lips, none too happy. “Besides, the Dragonmist Isles are too dangerous for an airship. We tried to visit there once, and there are gusts of wind so strong it can slam an airship into rocks and flatten her like a pancake. We can’t risk it just based on a scroll.”

      “I disagree,” Ivan said. “I’ve had my people run an analysis of this war effort, and we simply do not have the manpower, even with our combined resources, to withstand a full assault from the Nightmen. If they truly are all the way up and down the coast with their landing parties, they will overwhelm us. While the airship might help us stall things for a time, if they have crystalline power, there is little we can do to stop them. While this is a wild idea, it poses our best chance for coming out of this alive. Plus, it allows our airship to head elsewhere with some of our best people if we do get overrun, and we can’t stop the Nightmen.”

      “All you have is this plot about the Dragonmist Isles? Nothing else?” my father asked, still sounding irritated. I’m surprised he was so adamantly against this plan. After all, he had been quite the adventurer himself in his youth. Perhaps the war and the years of confinement had soured his taste for such sojourns.

      “There is a mention of an ancient city called Valheim. We can try to have our historians locate that amongst the isles and start there,” Ivan said.

      “Ridiculous,” my father said.

      “Do I have to remind you of all the ridiculous missions you’ve gone on, Father? I heard about the Isle of the Fae.” I nudged him in the side.

      “That was a long time ago,” my father said.

      “It was just a few years ago!”

      “It may be, but these are different times.” My father shifted his head to the left.

      “Regardless,” Ivan said, “it may be our only chance at defeating these creatures. If Zaira is interested…”

      “I am!” I smiled, all too excited to take on this new task.

      “…then that should settle it. The Wyranth will provide her a crew for this expedition, and we will see if we can find this Ultra-Crystal.”

      My father folded his hands on the table. “The Grand Rislandian Army objects to this taking our only airship captain.”

      This wasn’t because of the danger or taking me away, I realized, but it was about control. My father didn’t like losing control to the Wyranth, and I couldn’t blame him. But I had to put a stop to his pride before it blew everything up, and we lost our only chance at winning this war. “I propose a joint expedition. We can have a crew of half Wyranth, half Rislandian, and then it should settle any possible disputes. I’ll want Lieutenant Ral, First Sergeant Wright and his people, Harkerpal, and of course, Ethan von Lantern among the crew.”

      “Those terms are acceptable,” Ivan said before he could get any further argument from my father. “Many of those have worked on the ship or been on the test flight anyway, so they have the experience. I will send a first officer from among my troops to lead, an automaton commander, fighter pilots and three additional mech pilots.”

      I nodded. “Then it’s settled. We’ll stock up and take off in three days’ time.”

      Ivan stood from the table. “Excellent. Thank you everyone for joining us today. Novak, keep me appraised of any further updates you might find from intelligence with these Nightmen. That will be all. Dismissed.”
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      The next evening, I met Ivan for a private dinner in one of his courtyards. It was an area filled with shrubs and flowers, and a fountain that had constant running water on beautiful tiles. The area was lit by candles, providing for a romantic atmosphere as the stars shone down on us.

      A small table stood before us, set for two with a dark tablecloth over it. One of his servants pulled out a chair for me, and I sat, awaiting Ivan’s arrival.

      I smoothed down my dark maroon dress, which matched some of the autumn leaves, which were changing colors. I had a scarf draped around my shoulders for extra warmth.

      Ivan came, speaking with one of his people in what sounded like the tone of an Emperor giving orders before he came through the back doors, held by his servant. He wore a formal suit, looking dapper in the starlight. He moved to the seat across from me and took it, giving a broad smile when his eyes focused on me. “You look absolutely astonishing tonight, Zaira.”

      I flushed, never having heard Ivan speak in such a manner before. He had been full of surprises as of late, but he’d been warming up to me in small increments ever since our proposed wedding. I’d like to think I had a positive influence on him. “Thank you,” I said. “You’re looking handsome yourself.”

      “I’m glad you approve. I am not fond of having my servants groom me. I do so for some state functions, but those are rare. My head butler insisted I look my best.” He shook his head. “Ah, well. Would you like some wine?”

      I rarely drank. Part of me still felt I was too young to really indulge, but it seemed the proper thing to do in a situation like this, and I was certain I was about to have a fine dinner that justified it. “Please,” I said.

      Ivan whisked his hand around in the air, and a servant brought forward a bottle, pouring a glass for me and for the emperor.

      “This is Chateau Rinsteele, a vineyard about twenty miles from our eastern coastline. Our finest. The head vintner is a woman named Sagan who is not only one of the kindest women I’ve had the pleasure of meeting, but a master at her craft.”

      “Mm,” I said diplomatically, knowing nothing about the vintages of wine. There was a crisp redness to it as it settled into the glass. I hooked the stem with my fingers and brought the glass toward me.

      Ivan swirled his glass around, moving the liquid, and I did the same to match him, even though I had no idea why he was doing so. He brought the glass to his face, letting his nose into the glass to take a deep inhalation. “Yes, delightful,” he said before taking a sip.

      I did the same. The scent of it smelled good, somewhat fruity but with an earthy element to it as well. It was complex. I dropped back the glass, letting the wine flow into my mouth and swallowed, trying not to cough before I set the glass down. It tingled on my throat.

      Ivan cocked his head curiously at me. “Something the matter?”

      “No, no. It’s good.”

      “Ah, you drank too much. Small sips, Zaira.” Ivan’s smug smirk crossed his face.

      I didn’t know what I was doing, and it showed. My face flushed even more than it had when Ivan had complimented me, this time with embarrassment. Could I ever get used to polite society life? I’d lived amongst nobility for almost a year and yet I couldn’t grasp all their points of etiquette. Still, when he told me to take a smaller sip, I tried the wine again, and this time I didn’t have so visceral a reaction.

      “Much better,” I said.

      “Indeed,” Ivan said.

      A waiter brought out a couple of small portions on a tray, setting one before me and another before Ivan. Ivan took his napkin and tucked it into his shirt before taking a small spoon and delving into the dish, which looked like it had pastry atop something gooey inside. It was hot, steam wafting from it, and Ivan blew on it before taking a bite, setting his spoon down and sampling the wine afterward.

      “A nice appetizer. I’ve had the chef prepare a five-course sampling of his finest for you, if that would be acceptable.”

      “It’s a bit much for me,” I said. “I’m a meat and potatoes kind of gal.”

      “Undoubtedly, but you still appreciate the finer items in life,” Ivan said.

      “I appreciate and am grateful for everything. I know I’ve been exceedingly lucky.”

      “And you’ll continue to be. I don’t think your luck is a fluke, and I firmly believe you’ll be able to find this ancient ultra-crystal,” Ivan said.

      I glanced off toward the waiter as he walked away. “It’ll be nice to get up on the airship and on a mission again. I’d always hoped to explore, but we keep getting dragged down in endless war.”

      “It will be our working together which will put an end to this. Do you know the ancients, before they settled here, were in a civil war which lasted over a hundred years? One set of mages took power, another fought for control. It sounded like a complete nightmare. It’s why those who were our ancestors finally fled southward.”

      “I can’t imagine what life would have bene like then,” I said. “Even before I realized there were horseless carriages and airships, I benefited from modern life. A nice roof over my head, a modern stove, and look, now you even have lights powered by electricity in your palace.”

      “We’ve come a long way in recent years.” Ivan held his wineglass at an angle, looking into it. “And yet, so much about our natures never changes. These Nightmen merely demonstrate our more savage side. I have no doubt civilization can win out in the end.”

      “There’s something to be said for their relentlessness,” I said, sighing. We paused the conversation to finish our appetizers and then the next course. The third was a plate of meat, much simpler than the first two, and much more to my tastes.

      We continued with more friendly small talk over the course of the meal, and I was stuffed by the time the fourth course came out, which consisted of Wyranth cheeses with accompaniments. Even though I was full, I ate more than my fair share.

      “What’s going to be the fifth after all of this decadence?”

      “It’s a sweet pastry with a berry filling. You’ll enjoy it,” Ivan said.

      “I’m filled to the brim. I don’t know if I can.” I brought my hand to my stomach. I felt like I was going to pop out of my dress.

      Ivan stood then, making his way over to me. He took my hand in his. “These last several weeks, I’ve greatly enjoyed getting to know you, Zaira. You have your own vision, and one which is intoxicating as this wine. You don’t bat an eye when I talk about legends or theories of the past. It’s my thought that our histories go back much further than what’s recorded, our legend and children’s tales are orally passed down from those points, and you never question when I get research into them. Many think I’m crazy when I talk about them.”

      “I know you’re not crazy. I’ve seen crazy. And I’ve seen the legends in real life.” I let him hold my hand, not sure where he was going with his musings.

      “Regardless, you’re a special woman, and I want you to have everything this empire has to offer.” He leaned in and planted a soft kiss on my lips.

      It wasn’t the first time he’d kissed me, but it was different now, more serious. I could hardly move or respond, not sure what I should do or how I should act. I was stunned into silence. I forgot to breathe.

      Ivan pulled back, looking at me inquisitively, as if trying to dissect my thoughts from where he stood. “Do you not appreciate my affection?”

      “It’s not that…”

      Before I could get another word out, he leaned in and kissed me again, this time with more fervent passion. I gasped and then let myself fall into it, returning his kiss. His lips were cool, and yet the motion had a controlled forcefulness. My heart fluttered. I liked how he took control, knew what we wanted. My lips parted naturally when someone cleared his throat at the other end of the room.

      I looked past Ivan to see who stood there, Ivan turning at the same moment. It was Ethan, and he looked like he was going to murder someone.

      “Mr. von Lantern, how may I help you?” Ivan asked.

      “I was coming to discuss the nature of this mission, but I think I’ve changed my mind. I’ll stay on the home front with Rislandia.” He turned on his heels and headed back into the palace, not even sparing a glance in my direction.

      It twisted my heart to be ignored in such a manner, but I could only imagine how he felt. I hadn’t initiated the kiss, I wasn’t sure I even wanted it, but from his perspective, he saw the two of us enjoying a private dinner and sealing off the night in romance. There wasn’t time for this. We shouldn’t be worrying about relationships at a time like this. There was so much to do, and there was no guarantee any of us would live to see another day with the current state of things.

      Some may say that’s a scenario where we should live every moment to the fullest, as I’m sure Ivan was intending to do, but I wanted to maintain focus on the airship, on doing my duty for my country. We couldn’t have anything meaningful under these conditions where so much pressure piled upon us every single day.

      I was not the kind of girl to have a meaningless relationship.

      Ivan furrowed his brow at Ethan’s movements. “I wonder what has gotten into him.”

      I crossed my arms, annoyed. “You, in all of your analysis and reading into people, surely can’t be that dense.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know what goes on in the personal life of Rislandians. Enlighten me.” Ivan returned to his side of the table to take his glass of wine into his hand. He there was very little liquid left in the glass and poured himself more to fill it up.

      “Ethan and I were very close before your proposition of marriage. We were on track to getting married. I swear we’ve talked about this.”

      “We haven’t,” Ivan said, his eyes darkening. “He is a rival for your affections, then.” His tone was so cool, so confident, I wanted to slap him. It sounded as if in his mind he had already won me. He certainly had not, and he wouldn’t if he thought there was going to be entitlement to my hand.

      “He was livid to hear about our engagement. I only agreed for the sake of Rislandia, you know. You offered peace with our people for my hand. I thought it strange.” I still did, though he had explained his reasons for desiring me. It was my genetics, my bloodline from my mother’s side, which allowed me to interact with these crystals that had now become such a large focus in our lives.

      “Of course, you would do anything for your country. Which is why I proposed the engagement. My plan worked rather well, didn’t it?” He sipped his wine and offered me a small smile.

      “You have what you want for the crystals. I had thought, given the circumstances, we would call off the engagement.”

      Ivan made a tsk sound. “Rislandians are short-sighted. It’s the nature of your culture. You are hard workers, which is quite a boon, but you are so focused on the profits of today, or the harvests of the season, that you often fail to look at the long-term scenarios. When I planned to marry you, it was not for a singular interaction regarding crystals, but for something much greater.”

      “Which is what?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “Generations of power. I think not for myself, but for my children, and their children. Even though I have none yet, you offer a better future for them than any woman in either of our nations.”

      The hair raised on my neck at the compliment. It was rather over the top. I both liked the importance, but nearly dropped my jaw with how audacious it sounded. “I’m just another tool to you.”

      Ivan shook his head. “It started as such, certainly, but as you’ve been here, Zaira, I’ve found I’ve grown rather fond of you. It’s not something I anticipated. I am perfectly content to marry and procreate for the good of my empire, but I find you are a rather delightful, intoxicating person.”

      No one had ever described me as such before. Even when Ethan bestowed his affections on me, it never made me sound so seductive. A lump grew in my throat, and I found myself not knowing how to respond again. As I had spent more time with Ivan, I found that I liked him too. He took pride and care in everything he did, and there was such complexity to him, much like the wine we were drinking. It wasn’t a sweet drink that was instantly appealing, like Ethan, but the more I became accustomed to the taste, the more I saw its deep value.

      This was all too heavy for me for the moment. I wanted to enjoy a nice dinner, get to know Ivan more without having such intensity directed at me. I suppose I should have known better. “I should go find him. He’s critical to the mission. It wouldn’t be right without him.”

      Ivan’s eyes narrowed on me, but then he relaxed and took a seat in his chair. “Very well.”

      I’d expected him to put up a fight. He couldn’t have wanted me to go running off to my former lover, could he? But he said nothing. It was that overconfidence again. It was maddening. But I couldn’t fight it. He’d agreed to exactly what I wanted with no protest. I’d be foolish to bicker with him now. “Okay then. I’ll…see you later.”

      “Goodnight, Zaira. Thank you for joining me.” He raised his wineglass to me.

      I nodded and turned to jog into the palace to find Ethan. Perhaps Ivan knew that this would not be a moment between lovers, but it was going to be another uncomfortable talk. I didn’t look forward to it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 15

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      My heels clicked on the floors of the palace. At night, it was so much quieter, with only servants scurrying about, trying to be quiet and not seen as to not disturb their master. It was such a well-run place, everything so clean, neat, orderly, I almost wanted to inject a little chaos into it. Perhaps my presence did just that, and it could explain why Ivan found me “intoxicating.”

      Regardless, I had a mission to find Ethan. But when I did, what was I going to say?

      It was going to be direct. I commanded the airship, and I needed him to help when we reached the Dragonmist Isles. We had no idea what we’d find there, and he was our finest soldier. Simple as that. If only he’d let it be simple. I had a much more difficult conversation coming toward me.

      I found Ethan in Ivan’s library, where he had his couch and host of books, more than I could have imagined seeing anywhere in one person’s abode. I had no doubt Ivan had read them all. Ethan scanned the titles of them, turned face away from the door, near to the fireplace, which had a nice flame lit above some logs.

      “Ethan,” I said, trying to garner his attention.

      He turned to look at me. “This is one fancy place. I can see why you like it.”

      I shook my head as I made my way over to him. “You know that’s not why I’m here. I made a promise for Rislandia.”

      ‘But it’s different now, isn’t it?” Ethan focused on me, searching my soul.

      “It is, but it isn’t.” I shrugged, not sure what I was feeling. I couldn’t explain it to myself, let alone him.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Ethan asked.

      “I don’t know. But that’s not what I’m here to talk about,” I said.

      “Well, we need to figure it out. I can’t be in limbo forever. You were going to marry him for Rislandia. It’s been called off. It hasn’t been rescheduled, has it? What’s going on with it?”

      “Again, I don’t know.” I cast my eyes to the floor.

      “Is there a chance?” Ethan asked, his voice pleading.

      “I don’t think so. I think I’m eventually going to have to go through with it. I gave my word. But we haven’t talked about it. We’re too focused on more important things. The war, our people.”

      Ethan slammed his fist on the ledge of the bookshelf he stood by. “I shouldn’t have been too focused. I should have been bolder, asked the question sooner. I thought we were young and there’d still be time.”

      “I did, too,” I whispered.

      No one could have predicted Ivan’s insistence on having me for his bride. It was beyond crazy. Even crazier was my agreeing to it. But as much as I wanted things to go back to the way they were before, they wouldn’t. Every conversation with Ethan was so awkward, so difficult now. The spark wasn’t there, nor was our relationship together. It was just fighting. I didn’t like it, and neither did he, even though he couldn’t admit that to himself.

      “That’s why I’ll go away,” Ethan said. “I need to get back to the knights, see how I can help.”

      “And that’s why I came here to talk to you. I need you, Ethan. You’re the best soldier we’ve got. You’ve got a mech, too, and I can’t pry James away from Reina’s guard. This is going to be a dangerous mission, and I want you on my ship.” I looked back up at him, trying to be professional, stern, like a captain of an airship should be.

      “I know,” Ethan said, pacing beside the bookshelf. “It’s not going to be the same for us. I’m sorry I’ve been acting like this. It’s a lot for me to process. I don’t know when or if I’m going to get over this. I can imagine myself in twenty years’ time looking back on these moments and still feeling a pain in my chest. We had something real, Zaira.”

      “I know it.” My bottom lip quivered, but I sucked it in so I wouldn’t falter. “Can we put it in the past and work together like adults? There’s no one I’d rather have at my side.” I held out my hand for him to shake. It seemed like the right thing to do.

      Ethan stared at it for an incredulous moment, chuckling under my breath. “You are one of the boldest, strangest people I’ve ever met, and that’s a large part as to why I like you.” He took my hand, shaking it firmly. “I can’t say I’ll be happy or nice about it, but I won’t let my feelings get in the way of doing what’s best for Rislandia. I will do my duty.”

      That was the Ethan I knew. He’d always put his country foremost above himself, just like I did. It was easy before, explaining to him how I would marry Ivan for the sake of Rislandia. Now, we had feelings complicating matters, it made the conversations more difficult. I hoped this would be a turning point nonetheless, where Ethan and I could get past this constant awkwardness between us.

      He released my hand, and I followed up the gesture with a small nod. Silence hung in the air for a long time afterward before I finally broke it. “Well, rest up. We’ll be leaving soon enough, and I want my crew at the ready.” The words sounded hollow coming out of my mouth, talking to Ethan like he was any other member of the airship crew, even though we had been so much together.

      His dark eyes lingered on me. There was a hurt behind them, impossible to get rid of. I hurt too, but I couldn’t let it influence anything, not now. “Goodnight, Zaira,” he said before walking past me to the exit of the room.

      I stayed in the library, not wanting to inadvertently run into him in the hall. It was hard enough dealing with this situation without further complicating it. Why did boys have to be so difficult? One good thing that would come out of marriage was I would never have to deal with a situation like this again.
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      After breakfast the next morning, I rushed to the Jelena. I wanted to get more acquainted with the ins and outs of the airship before I took off on a journey to the opposite side of the world. I still couldn’t quite get the feel of her. She wasn’t warm and exciting like the Liliana had been, no matter how hard I tried to connect. I pressed my hand up against one of the walls on the second deck, holding still there, feeling the resonance of the ship. The engines hadn’t started, so there was no hum, only lifelessness. I could hear other crew talking in different areas of the ship. Ivan and his people had done little work for soundproofing or comfort. The Jelena was rushed into production for the war effort and was strictly functional.

      The elevator lift clicked into place at the end of the corridor, and I saw a familiar face I hadn’t been expecting. A woman stood in Grand Rislandian Army grays with crimson hair flowing down her back and hazel eyes lighting up when they saw me. She couldn’t contain herself as she ran down the hallway toward me. “Zaira!”

      “Marina!” I opened my arms to embrace her immediately. “Where’ve you been?”

      “After the botched wedding, they assigned me on scouting parties just like you. I guess they separated us into different groups. I went up north to Rislandian territory around Portsgate. Were you stationed here?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I took a boat just north of the cove and ran into some Nightmen trouble.” I pulled back from the hug to look at her seriously. “How are things in the north?”

      Her eyes told me exactly how bad things were before she even spoke. She averted them from me. “I’m afraid not good. Portsgate hadn’t even rebuilt, and they’re overrun with those creatures from Zenwey. How are there so many of them?”

      “Zenwey’s a big continent. I think it can fit ten or twenty of our Rislandia-Wyranth peninsulas. Who knows how many underground cities there are out there?”

      “Good point,” Marina said. She gave me a once over. “You look good. You’re filling out a little. I swear you were skin and bones when we first met.”

      I chuckled. “Hopefully not filling out too much. Ivan’s been keeping me well-fed with these five course meals. I can’t believe people eat like this.”

      “Well, if it helps, not all Wyranth do. I think the palace has something special. Didn’t King Malaky do similar?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. I didn’t spend all that much time in the castle. I suppose my father would know better than I do. You didn’t run into any trouble when you were discovering the Nightmen up north, did you?”

      Marina smirked. “No one can catch me unless I want to be caught. You should know better than that.”

      “I wasn’t so lucky down here.”

      “Oh?” Marina raised her brow at me.

      “It was complicated. Like it always is.” I didn’t feel like recounting the whole story, so I motioned Marina to follow me. “I was going to go check out the captain’s quarters. Why don’t you come with me?”

      Marina motioned for me to lead the way. I continued forward until the very end of the row of doors, small compartments where most of the crew had to share their quarters. Guilt swelled in me because I had a full room all to myself. Although the pang in my chest wasn’t bad enough to give up the captain’s quarters. I opened the door at the end, looking inside.

      There was a metal-framed bed with a crimson blanket and golden pillows—Rislandian flag colors. Ivan must have had this made for me. He was really so thoughtful, every detail so fine. The pillows had threads dangling from it, woven together with expert craftsmanship. The room had a dresser with a mirror over it, a small private toilet room, and a window out of the front of the ship to see like one was standing on the deck. This would be an elegant place to sleep. I could hardly believe it.

      “Fancy,” Marina said.

      “It is.” Everything in my life seemed to get fancier the more I went on. Is this what growing up meant? I vowed in my head to remember my roots in Plainsroad Village as a farmer. I wouldn’t get used to this and forget how I used to live.

      Marina walked to the window, looking out on the hillsides and the Wyranth Capital. “I’ve been assigned as part of the Rislandian contingent on the airship as your second officer. Do you know who the first is?”

      “The first is a Wyranth. We’re splitting everything as best we can,” I said. “I don’t think I’ve met the person yet.”

      “Ironic that I come from Wyranth, but I still hail for Rislandia. I’ll probably make the best ambassador between the two peoples.”

      “Maybe, but you’ve always been my right-hand lady. I think it’s going to go great. I’ll miss Lieutenant Colwell for sure, but we’ll forge ahead.” I smiled at Marina.

      “Thanks for having faith in me. It’s always meant a lot.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      The room seemed so empty without my belongings. I had nothing there, but my bags were down below in the cargo bay. A crewman would bring them up eventually. We had two more days before we would leave for the Dragonmist Isles. I glanced around to familiarize myself, but there wasn’t much left to do in the room, so I turned my attention back to Marina.

      “What’s going on with you and Ivan?” Marina asked as she casually looked at my furniture. “Any new developments?”

      I shook my head. “No. Well, yes. Maybe. I don’t know. It’s really complicated. He’s shown interest in me, beyond just for my lineage or my blood or whatever like he used to. It’s been kind of sweet, honestly.”

      “Oh?” Marina’s eyes sparkled at me. She loved this kind of talk.

      “Little things. Like this room.” I motioned to the bed. “See the Rislandian colors? He didn’t have to do that, but he did to make me comfortable. And the other night he had his chef prepare a special meal for me. It’s nice.”

      “I bet it is.” Marina brought a finger to her lips. I could tell she was hunting for office. “What about Ethan?”

      “Ethan and I…” I swallowed. “We’ve come to an understanding is the best way to put it. He’s been so upset ever since I agreed to the marriage with Ivan, but I think it won’t get in the way of anything for the airship functions from here on out.”

      “That’s good. It’s always hard to have to work with lovers.”

      “You’ve done it before?” I asked.

      Marina nodded. “In our training to become spies, there was a man. His name was Sacha. He was strong, brash, handsome in the rugged way. He liked to take risks too, which was never a good thing in the spy game. We flirted. He knew he’d caught my eye, but I could never admit it. Eventually, it turned into nighttime meetings, foolish youthful things.” Her eyes wandered off toward the window and the scenery beyond.

      “It sounds serious.”

      “It was. It became close,” Marina said. “Like I said, it is hard to work with lovers.”

      “What became of it? Were you able to work together, after all?” I asked.

      “He was killed by Rislandians.” Marina shrugged. “Like I said, he was a risk taker. The relationship with me was a risk, too. It still stings when I think of him.”

      “Hmm,” I said. It still stung when I thought of Ethan, too. I wasn’t completely over him, despite my efforts to push myself forward. No man had ever been so sweet, so doting to me as Ethan had. He was a perfect gentleman. He would make someone a great husband someday. I just knew now I couldn’t be his wife. At least, not for the foreseeable future. One never knew what could happen with a war going on.

      “I’m sorry. This is a happy occasion. You have your ship. You have an emperor who wants you. What could be better? Life is good, no?” Marina forced a little smile at me.

      “Life is good. I’m happy to get out and adventure again. I thought we might be stuck in war-mode forever. I know it’s just a brief respite, but it’s a welcome one.”

      “Come on. Let’s go get some tea in the mess,” Marina said. “Get to know some of the new crew.”

      “That sounds like a great idea.” I gave one last look around my new bedroom before following Marina out into the hallway. So much heaviness weighed on my heart, but I had to cast it away and look forward to the future.
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      The next two days flew by. We had to pack supplies and make sure our training on the airship would be adequate for a long journey. I took the crew through some combat exercises in case of an attack. It involved hand to hand drills, swordsmanship and gun operations. Beyond the training sessions, I attended strategy meetings in the wardroom with the Wyranth Generals and my father as they planned where to position their troops for the maximum effort against the Wyranth.

      It left me running ragged. I barely had time for a meal, let alone to think about any of my problems.

      Ivan was busy, too. He didn’t talk to me much at all during that time. The evening where we’d had our meal was our one real chance to address our relationship. He came to greet me as I headed for the airship on the morning of our departure.

      “Zaira,” Ivan said, stepping up to the main palace doors where I stood waiting for the horseless carriage to take me to the Jelena. He took both of my hands and stood in front of me.

      In some ways, I’d hoped he was going to come with us, but I knew he couldn’t. He was an emperor, hero of his people. He couldn’t gallivant away on an airship like I could. It made me think, if I were to become the empress, would I eventually have to be beholden to a palace and stuck groundside? I hoped not. I could only imagine what James was thinking as he became the prince-apparent for Rislandia. He was the only person who could understand what went through my head. I wished he could be with the crew now.

      “Hello, Ivan,” I said as sweetly as I could. “Your hospitality has been pleasant. I appreciate it.” Maybe they were silly words, but I liked to thank him for everything he’d done for me. Even if he had selfish reasons to do so, it never hurt to be polite and grateful.

      “It is my honor to host a woman of such pedigree,” Ivan said. He seemed pleased with my thanks. “I know we haven’t discussed this directly, but you are still in agreement to marry me, aren’t you?”

      The question had been one I’d been happy to avoid so far. I didn’t know what I wanted, but I did give my word to him. All I could do was nod. A promise from a von Monocle had to stand. I couldn’t say if I wanted to marry him, but I wouldn’t go back on an agreement.

      Ivan’s eyes searched mine, analyzing me, dissecting me as they always did. “Very well. I’ve been doing some thinking, and with my interest in these crystals personally, my scientific investment I’ve made into them, and I will be coming with you.”

      Those words shocked me. I had fully expected him to stay. He’d not given any indication he was going to come with us on the ship. It caught me off guard. As much as I had been wishing he’d come with us, it was because I’d thought he wasn’t coming. This led to a lot of complications, especially with Ethan, who wouldn’t take the idea too kindly. However, this was Ivan’s ship. I couldn’t tell him no.

      “That’s great,” I said instead of voicing my thoughts.

      “You don’t want me to come.” Ivan saw through my faltering voice. I couldn’t lie well, and Ivan could see right through me.

      “It’s not that,” I said, trying to be diplomatic. “I worry about how dangerous this is. We don’t know what we’re going to run into. Plus, with you gone, you won’t be leading the battles here.”

      “I have confidence in the work of your father and my generals. As far as the danger, I have been in far more precarious situations before. I roamed my enemy’s countryside myself looking for airship plans. Now, I have both the Wyranth and Rislandians’ finest at my back. I think it will be fine.” He nodded and then proceeded into the cargo bay. “Let’s get to the bridge and oversee the takeoff.”

      There could be no arguing with him. He wouldn’t have it. As much as I was the captain, now I had someone outranking me, at least among the Wyranth.

      Ivan walked with a commanding presence past his people loading in the last of our supplies, along with several of the Rislandian commandos and infantry squads from the Wyranth. Ethan stood among them, and he looked over at us curiously as we moved to the elevator platform. With the two of them on the ship together, tension would mount soon enough, but we didn’t have time to deal with any arguments before takeoff.

      We stepped onto the platform. Ivan maneuvered the controls so we could ascend to the top deck.

      The wind was brisk, blowing both the Rislandian and Wyranth flags off to the east. The Wyranth flag was positioned up top, something which was a small slight toward our people, but it wasn’t enough that I would waste my energy fighting it. I walked forward, clutching my cape around me so it wouldn’t blow too hard behind me, and made my way to the bridge.

      It felt good to be back in uniform as Baron von Monocle. The red cape, the top hat, the white blouse made me look like a thing of legend, much like my father had when he donned the attire. It immediately drew the attention of the crew and deckhands to me, even while the Wyranth Emperor walked along with me. I liked the attention, I won’t lie.

      We entered the bridge bubble—as I’d fondly started to call it—and saluted our officers there. My father and Talyen had stayed behind, leaving me with Lieutenant Ral at the helm and a new bridge officer, a tall Wyranth with flowing brown hair and dreamy blue eyes. He was tall, muscular, the picturesque man if I would have said so myself. The sight of him in his military uniform stilled my breath for a moment.

      He saluted Ivan and then bowed deeply. “Emperor.”

      “At ease, Commander,” Ivan said before turning to me. “Zaira, meet your first officer, Commander Konstantin Plivan.”

      I offered a small smile to him. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “Greetings,” Plivan said. He had a deep, no-nonsense voice. As much as he was beautiful, he would be a stern soldier.

      “I will join the crew as well, though please, even though I am Emperor, treat me as a civilian observer. My chief scientist will board as well in case we need assistance when we find this ultra-crystal.”

      “If we find it,” I corrected.

      Ivan shrugged. “I am a firm believer in willing our reality. Plus, you have the von Monocle luck, do you not, Captain?”

      I straightened a little at hearing the rank bestowed upon me. It was my ship, and that gave me my cue to get us going. I cleared my throat. “Lieutenant Ral, take us up.”

      ‘Aye, ma’am,” Ral said, pushing the levers and starting the engines before adjusting the propeller tilt to allow us to ascend. The engines whirred, the ship shook, and soon we lifted into the air, the Wyranth capital becoming a speck on the ground below us as we reached the clouds.

      The wind became worse as we rose, shaking the ship and forcing us to drift eastward even while we hovered in place. Mild turbulence rocked the ship and made me hold on to the handrail before we reached our cruising altitude.

      “Take us north,” I said, which Ral knew to do anyway, but he awaited my command like a good pilot.

      The ship shifted and moved forward. Clouds became mist over our deck as we hurried over Wyranth and then closer to the Border River. The Dragonmist Isles were far north, up over the edge of the giant Zenwey continent. The flight would take days, at the very least. It had when we took the Liliana to Zenwey, and we didn’t have to traverse over that entire continent, then. The Jelena had greater top speeds, but the journey would be longer.

      With the season being fall in our area of the world, in the north it was going to be spring. It was odd how the world worked in that regard. I didn’t completely understand the science behind the seasons, but I took those who did at their word.

      In the scope of things, Rislandia and Wyranth were such a small portion of the world. I hadn’t been able to explore even a sliver of what was out there, not even that of which my father had already visited. I would have time, though. I hoped.

      It made me wonder why the Nightmen focused on us. The Zenwey continent was so large, they had all the room and resources they needed. It was true, much of Zenwey was covered by a dry desert which made Wyranth’s look habitable by comparison, but the Nightmen had found a way to live in underground caverns.

      They wouldn’t have even known we existed, in all likelihood, if it hadn’t been for my expedition over there. Guilt filled my chest, causing me to wonder if I was responsible for the pain my people suffered now.

      But I couldn’t worry about the past. I’d done what needed to be accomplished when we originally sought information on the giants and their origins. We were successful in finding a serum to cure the Wyranth soldiers of their bloodlust, which had been brought on by giants’ blood, not to mention an incredible scientist in Rhys, the man who had developed the formula and helped us to spread it. He’d gone off to marry our former medic, Dr. du Clockhand. I wondered if they had carved out a nice life for themselves amidst all this madness.

      If only my life could have been so simple.

      But then, I didn’t want simple, did I? I glanced at the bridge beside me. Ral managed the piloting controls still, Konstantin keeping his eyes focused forward like lasers. Ivan paced behind them, no doubt bored and wishing he could have been improving his mind.

      “If you want,” I said, “you could head to the mess. Read a book or something.”

      “I’d feel remiss if I didn’t have a place on the bridge with you,” Ivan said.

      “Most airship flights are pretty uneventful,” I said, motioning in front of us. “We’re the only airship out there, if you don’t count the Nightmen’s bat-gliders, and so it’s just skies and skies ahead. Seriously, we’ve done this before, and I know this is your ship, but we can manage. Trust your captain.” I gave him a small smile.

      “Hold,” Konstantin said. He motioned forward. “A battle’s going on. Northwest about ten o’clock.”

      I shifted my attention out the window. All I could see were a few specks ahead and a bit of smoke in the air. Konstantin had good eyesight if he were right about this. “I can’t see anything. Periscope?”

      Ivan was already on it, looking through the device to get a clear view. “Indeed, the commander is right. Our forces are engaged. Bat-gliders are circling. It appears to be a mixed force of Rislandians and Wyranth, yours coming in from the north and ours from the south. The Nightmen are trying to fight on two fronts.”

      I didn’t know too much about global battle strategies beyond what we’ve done with an airship in the mix, but I understood having to fight on multiple fronts with multiple lines exposed to enemy fire could only be a bad thing or, in this case, a good thing for us. “Are we winning?” I asked.

      “Do you want me to slow us to help?” Ral asked.

      I stood up from the periscope. Ivan’s eyes were on me, as were Konstantin’s. Both men appraised me to see what I was going to say before offering their advice. It put some pressure on me, but I thought of what we needed to do.

      After considering, I shook my head. “No. We’re on an important mission, and we shouldn’t delay. The faster we find this ultra-crystal, the faster we can end these battles. Besides, if we got involved and damaged the ship or took casualties, it might put too much at risk.”

      I hated my logic behind it. I wanted nothing more than to assist the armies down below, but we had a purpose. We couldn’t stop every stretch of the way for every battle or cat stuck up in a tree to rescue. A year ago, I might have made a different decision, but the war had hardened me, focused me.

      Ivan inclined his head approvingly. “I see you’re growing wise, Zaira. I agree with your strategic assessment.”

      It was nice to hear Ivan agreed with me, but part of me wanted to resist it because he agreed. Old habits died hard. But I couldn’t second guess myself. I motioned northward. “Continue full speed ahead, Mr. Ral.”

      “Keep guns at the ready just in case,” Ethan said. He drew his pistol and cocked it, the sound echoing from our end. He motioned his head forward for us to continue onward.
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      We reached the northern coast of Rislandia. Waves pelted against the cliffs ahead, and so I took a trip out to the deck to look over the railing and get a good view of the edge of our country, the land we fought for.

      Ivan followed me, leaving Konstantin and Ral in charge of the bridge. The situation in there had been tense. Ral didn’t much like or trust Wyranth, and I couldn’t blame him, but he had a job to do, and he was going to do it as professionally as anyone. I couldn’t imagine anyone else at the helm of an airship I commanded.

      It was good he was there with me. If I had been in a room of only Wyranth, I think I would have been uncomfortable as well. Ivan did his best to be hospitable, but I couldn’t help but feel a nagging tension in the back of my mind around Wyranth soldiers. There had been too much history for me to ignore it.

      Ivan stepped to the railing next to me, glancing at the coastline along with me. “Rislandia is truly beautiful, especially in the north here. I do love our Carnait Cove, though you have so much more in terms of your geography than we do.”

      “Well, you tried to take it.” I couldn’t help but prod him.

      “I did. And I ended up with the best of Rislandia for my efforts.” Ivan’s retort was so smooth and quick, it left my jaw agape.

      It also made my cheeks flush again. His compliments were too much when he gave them, but he also was earnest. It wasn’t just for the sake of saying something nice to me. I’d have sensed if he was inauthentic. The man could be quite a strange one.

      We flew just north of cliff-side castle. Large rocks stuck up from the waves in portions. This area was a difficult one for shipping lines. A lot of our supply freighters made port to the west at Saltson to avoid the precarious waters here, huge tides rising and falling where more than one ship had crashed over the centuries.

      “What are you thinking?” Ivan asked.

      “Just about my country. What we’re fighting for. How this all ends up. The usual,” I said. I’d had a lot of stressful thoughts over the last several days. Too many decisions loomed to impact the future, and it was wearing on me. I wanted to have a relaxing day.

      “It’s the burden of leadership,” Ivan said, reaching over to run his fingers through my hair. I let him, not backing away from the gesture. He got bolder in his showing of affection for me, and I grew more used to it. “I feel much the same way sometimes, though I try to push any anxiety away. I find focusing on the good I’ve done, recalling how I’ve helped my people and the benefits everyone’s received from my actions. Under my watch, Wyranth has progressed into the Industrial Age where we were once a poor, agrarian country. People’s lives will be better far into the future, for instance.”

      I thought about what I’d done. I know we’d saved a little girl from the rubble in Portsgate. That stuck out as a moment where we’d done some good. We’d stopped Ivan from trampling over our country and fought back the Nightmen from doing the same. But it was so much fighting. What I’d wanted to do was explore. I supposed I had that now. We finally took the airship out to sea past our borders to a wild place I’d never been before.

      “What do you know about the Dragonmist Isles?” I asked, changing the subject.

      “It’s a chain of several islands, the largest of which is bigger than Rislandia and Wyranth. Though the place we’re headed is a small island to the south, Centre Island, as we have called it. There are strange creatures all over there, of course. Legends speak of dragons that hailed from there, though, we have not had expeditions to the Dragonmist Isles for a long time, so I cannot confirm anything about their authenticities.”

      “Dragons,” I said. I’d heard of the creatures, giant lizards with wings that allowed them to fly much like our airship. If they did exist, they could pose a real threat to us in the skies. “Something we should be prepared for. Is there anywhere we can go for intelligence on these?”

      Ivan shook his head. “That far north there’s only Zenwey, which is largely unexplored by the people of our continent. There are the Broken Islands that far north as well, but again, those are mostly unexplored in recent years. All we have is the ancient texts my people have been analyzing. The problem with ancient texts is the papyrus gets brittle, breaks over time, or sometimes there are smudges from the elements. Other times we only have fragments of the writing which exists. History is such a maddening topic once you get back a certain amount of time. We are better at documenting matters since the printing press was invented and people could get easier access to books. It’s amazing some of the things we take for granted.”

      I never thought about how precious books could be, and what life could be without them widely available. I was never much of a reader, always preferring to go outside and do hard work with my hands. “We have a city, a small island, and possibly dragons. Do people inhabit the isles now?”

      “Unknown. There is no great civilization which we’ve encountered with our navies, that’s for certain. I would venture to guess if we did meet with peoples, they would probably be barbarians of some sort.”

      It was much like the savages we’d encountered in the jungles of Zenwey, or even the Nightmen. One could hardly call their brand of slave labor and raiding villages a civilization. It would be dangerous, but this was the life I’d signed up for.

      “We’re also likely to encounter ancient ruins of cities from past civilizations. This is where I anticipate we’ll find the ultra-crystal. Such a powerful device would have to be at the centerpiece of a city. Perhaps the ancients worshiped it if they were not advanced, or if they were, perhaps it acted as some sort of center of power. We know so little about that time period. The possibilities are truly endless.” Ivan’s eyes glimmered with excitement. It was beyond a simple matter of tactics for him to want to obtain this crystal. He wanted to unlock mysteries of ancient peoples, learn more about history. He was a scholar as much as he was a strategist.

      I found his interest in this crystal thrilling by the very nature of being beside someone so excited. The power of the earth crystal had traversed through my veins, and air crystals made it possible for our airships to fly, what could something which connected with all the elemental powers do?

      We’d had a brief glimmer of insane power with the Nightman who attacked the Wyranth town, but from the sounds of it, this ultra-crystal could do far more. I wasn’t power mad, but I wanted to test it out.

      “You love these historical matters,” I said, realizing how similar we were. “I love adventuring. It goes together well, doesn’t it?”

      Ivan nodded. “I’d recognized that the first time I met you, Zaira. But you’ve grown a lot in the last year. You’re not just potential anymore, you have the skills and intuition to lead your and my people to greatness.”

      Another lofty compliment. But he believed it. I started to believe him as well. I wasn’t about to get too cocky, though. I remembered when James first became a knight of the Crystal Spire, how he’d been a little too confident in his abilities. Not that he’d faced many failures, but he needed someone like Ethan to guide him. Maybe I needed someone like Ivan to guide me.

      I locked eyes with his. We stood, staring at each other instead of the scenery for a long moment, my heart fluttering at the intensity of it all.

      “I look forward to what we’ll discover together, Zaira,” Ivan said in a cool and collected manner. He nodded to me and then turned to head toward the lift. “I’ll be in my quarters reading if you need me.”

      I stood watching him go, not sure what to make of the entire exchange, much like it always was with Ivan. He wanted me, that was clear, but did he truly value me as a person, or was I just some kind of object for him to conquer? Many times, it felt like the answer was both, and I wasn’t sure I liked it. One thing was certain, he changed the way I thought and the way I felt the more I spent time with him.
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      We reached the Dragonmist Isles after three days’ journey. I was taking a nap in my quarters when a voice came through the communications funnel.

      “Land, ho!” Commander Konstantin called. “All hands to positions.”

      I jolted up out of my bed. We’d finally made it. The trip had taken so long, and the turbulence rocking the ship as we crossed the vast oceans of our world rocked the Jelena so much I worried about to crashing in the open sea on more than one occasion.

      Ral and Ivan both assured me there would be no problem, but I had Harkerpal check our hull integrity anyway. He saw no signs of stress or fracture and explained to me after a long-winded speech about his past adventures, how a metallic hull had more give and yet still remained stronger than the old wood-planked Liliana. It seemed like this airship was a much-needed upgrade, allowing us to move faster and with more safety than ever before.

      I assembled my attire, brushed my hair, and powdered my face so it would be presentable. I never concerned myself with my appearances too much before I’d spent time in the capital, but I saw the value to the way the ladies looked so elegant with their hair and makeup compared to our homely styles in Plainsroad Village. We’d had more of a functional attitude toward how we dressed, and I recalled my coveralls I’d worn for years. It seemed so long ago now, even though it had only been one year’s time since I had been working on my farm.

      I missed my ferret, Toby. Whenever I’d been sleeping and getting ready on my ship before, he’d always been there, climbing on me, chirping, getting in the way in the most obnoxious of ways, but also in a lovable manner. His absence made this ship feel so much colder and sterile than the Liliana. Despite the ship’s upgrades, I missed my old ship along with my pet.

      Talyen had been in charge of Toby, and she’d told me she left him with a sitter back in Rislandia City. “I couldn’t well have brought the ferret to your wedding,” she’d told me.

      “Why not?” I’d asked.

      She never gave me a good answer. It was all in the past now, and I hoped Toby was in good hands until I returned. Ivan probably wouldn’t have liked a little rodent running around his brand-new airship, anyway. It would have been fun to see his face when Toby pounced on him for the first time, though.

      Fond memories aside, I had to get up to the bridge and see what the situation was. I left my room, slamming the door behind me and hurrying down the corridor to the lift. I hit the button, and by the time I got there it was already filled with people heading up to the top deck it, forcing me to pack in with them. The lift lurched under the weight of so many, but it made it up, and I reached the top deck along with the others.

      Cool breeze ran through my hair, but not the high winds we experienced in Rislandia as we approached winter. The sun shone overhead, and we had a clear view of the island, though a foggy haze obscured a much bigger land mass behind it. The place looked green, lush, with dark rock around the edges instead of beaches, but there was a place where we could set down and land easily.

      I made my way to the bridge, opening the door to find Ivan, Konstantin, and Ral inside.

      “We made it,” I said.

      “That we did,” Ivan said.

      I put my hands on my hips as I considered what we should do next. “Let’s set down on the land and bring a small landing party to explore the island and see where we’re at. I’ll go along with Ethan…”

      Ivan looked at me expectantly.

      “…Ivan, Marina, First Sergeant Wright and a team of his commandos. Konstantin, let the landing party know.” I nodded to finish my thought and waited for Ral to land the ship.

      The pilot adjusted the controls, slowing our pace as we reached a clearing of lush grasses which made for a perfect landing spot. He hovered our ship and set us down gently. The ship lurched when it touched down, and Ral killed the engines a moment later.

      Itching for action, I made my way across the deck, reaching the elevator by the time the engines cooled down, and the propellers stopped moving. Ivan hurried to catch up with me, and we stepped on the platform together to descend to the bottom deck.

      When we reached the cargo bay, Ethan, Wright, and his team stood at the ready, backpacks on, waiting for us to depart. Ivan and I wouldn’t carry our own supplies, which I felt bad about, but it was one of the nicer perks of command. All I carried was my sword and my pistol. Ivan had his coat concealing whatever armaments he had.

      The hatch descended, and I led our teams out into the field.

      The grasses were waist high, the ship making a divot in them where it landed. The wind blew their tips toward the east. Butterflies flew all around the field. It looked full of life and beautiful. Discovering this place after who knows how long since another person had set foot here pleased me.

      By the time we reached the edge of the field toward a small forest of strange trees without many branches, sticking up straight up so many of them it proved difficult to traverse, the sun set in the sky. We could see the airship in the distance. We wouldn’t be able to travel much further before nightfall, and so I stopped.

      “Let’s set up here, before the forest,” I said. We had no idea what creatures lay beyond the forest. It could be dangerous.

      Ethan struck at something with his sword. He hacked at the grasses violently.

      I gasped and jumped backward toward the limbless trees, wondering what could have caused Ethan to go into such a violent rage.

      He stopped, bending into the grasses to pick up the body of a snake, which, thanks to his efforts, had lost its head. “These grasses have their dangers. We should clear an area and make sure we don’t have any more problems. Hack down the grasses as best you can before we set up tents.”

      It seemed a good idea to me, so I nodded. That snake could have bitten one of us, and who knew if it had poisonous fangs? I was glad to have someone with such watchful eyes among us.

      The commandos cleared the surrounding grasses to give us a good berth and keep our campsite safe. Then, they split up, some gathering brush and wood from the nearby forested area to create a fire pit, while the other pitched tents around them. One tent stood bigger than the others, with a nice opening, and they set up a makeshift desk.  I wasn’t sure how that had fit into one of their packs, but our people often performed wondrous feats.

      The commandos pitched five more tents over the course of the next hour. I stood and managed them, though I really waited around until they had set everything up. Ivan did much the same. It unnerved me to not carry my proverbial weight. I liked to feel useful.

      Ivan glanced over at me, as if sensing something was amiss. “If you feel unsafe, Zaira, you are welcome to share my tent this evening. I will ensure no harm comes to you.” His tone was cool and smooth as ever, though I couldn’t believe the words coming out of his mouth.

      I hit him lightly on the arm before replying. “You never struck me as a scoundrel, Ivan. I certainly will not be sharing a tent with you. We’re not married yet.” I inclined my head. A girl needed to maintain her dignity, after all. “I’ll be bunking with Marina.”

      Marina overheard me from where she drove her tent’s stake into the ground. She gave me a thumbs up and went back to work.

      Ivan couldn’t help but laugh. “I had not considered the implication, Zaira. I merely meant it as a proactive gesture. But, by all means. I am sure Lt. Willet can keep you safe as well as I could.” He shook his head with a small laugh before entering his tent.

      Boys. Even when they became emperors, did they ever mature?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 20

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I rose at dawn, ate some rations, and packed up my encampment. The sky was red, and the sun was still barely coming up in the east when we broke camp. Our commandos cut us a path through the forest, heading deeper into the small island. Ethan took point and made sure the path would be safe.

      A long walk into a cluster of tall trees with no limbs, we discovered some ruins. Stones piled on one another in what obviously was some kind of structure in the past. It had become overgrown over the centuries, leaving the remnants of whatever civilization was here to rot.

      “I could only imagine living on this island. Why had the ancient peoples abandoned it?” Ivan shook his head. “I suppose if they hadn’t, we would have had no Areth Empire spanning our continent, and then our lives would have been very different. But one must wonder.”

      “Great question,” I said. I was no scholar and didn’t have the deep interest Ivan had in history, but I was starting to appreciate it. How could one not when I could see the ruins? This was where someone had lived thousands of years ago. What had their lives been like?

      “Whatever the reason, this is a good place to search for clues to this ultra-crystal,” Ethan said. He prodded around the foliage with his sword, looking at the structure of the ruins. “Any parchment would have long ago disintegrated. That’ll make it hard.”

      “Scatter around and see what you can find,” Ivan said.

      We searched through the ruins. This area had been untouched for so long, it was hard to make out what these structures could have been. There were only partial ruins, about up waist high. Everything on the inside was covered in trees or dirt. If these people had any kind of technology or even pottery, we couldn’t see it from here. We would need a full excavation team to get any real archeological information.

      I walked around, trying to glean anything from inside one of the square structures, even though I didn’t see anything useful whatsoever. I pulled out my sword and prodded at the ground, but the soil was hard, and I couldn’t really make heads or tails of anything. The more I thought about our journey, we’d made the decision to travel based on Ivan’s wild idea. He only wanted to go because of the contents of some parchment his historians read. We didn’t have any kind of map, didn’t have any comprehension of what was out here. It was a wild goose chase. I cut designs into the dirt around me, making a nice hexagonal shape. It was meaningless, but it passed the time.

      Should I talk to Ivan? I thought about giving him a piece of my mind, saying we wasted days of the war effort to lounge about in some strange jungle with weird trees. We should get back. Use the new airship to make a difference in the battles against the Nightmen. He’d played on my emotions for wanting adventure, and it had worked. But he had to see this was bad strategy as well, didn’t he?

      I made my way out of the structure I was in, looking for Ivan. He dug within his own structure, looking like a kid in a toy shop with an expression of complete glee on his face. I watched him for a long moment. I never expected him to be the type to do manual labor himself, but here he was.

      He kept at his digging, not taking any note of me.

      “Did you find anything?” I asked, leaning up against the trunk of one of the small trees. It was thin but sturdy enough to support my weight.

      “Not yet. But with the time that’s passed, it will probably take hard work to remove the sediment that’s atop these historical treasures. We must be patient. It can take hours or even days to find something of interest.”

      “That’s exactly what you wanted to talk about. I thought about the time involved in all of this, and—”

      Sergeant Wright slipped through some trees and stood before us. “I found an entrance to something underground! It looks like there’s a whole cavern system. You have to come see this!”

      Ivan perked when he heard about this cavernous entrance. Around a thick stalk of trees, the elevation dropped by about ten feet, but in a nice steady decline to allow us to walk down some rocks and reach the bottom. Sure enough, there was a small entrance partially buried in rubble.

      Ivan directed his men to move the boulders blocking the way. They revealed a large entrance which seemed to go on for a long way under the ruins we’d seen. “What an interesting find. It’s caverns like this that keep information because the moisture doesn’t get into the caves. It allows parchments to last even thousands of years much of the time. We might unlock the secrets to this civilization quickly, and if there is a record of the ultra-crystal, we will find it.” He beamed as he stood with one foot up on a small rock, hands on his hips. The pose was heroic, and I had to think it was intentional for his men, who seemed to have their spirits raised by the short speech.

      I had to admit, it had piqued my curiosity as well. I’d been ready to give up too quickly, and now we had real potential to accomplish our mission.

      Ivan turned to me, his expression a curious one. “You were trying to say something, Zaira? I apologize for the interruption.”

      “Uh, no. I’m sorry. I was just not finding anything over on my plot.” I jutted my thumb to where I’d been digging. “But we have this now. Let’s check it out.”

      “Very good,” Ivan said. “Our people have torches, yes? Or crank-powered flashlights?”

      “Both,” Sergeant Wright said. Our commandos got out their gear and turned on their lights, whether it was electrical or whether it was real fire, both did the trick, and stepped into the cave.

      Thin, aesthetic stones lined the walls. Whoever had lived here had intentionally carved this opening.  A non-natural formation. It meant we had to be on the right track to find the ancients’ secrets.

      Ivan and I stepped inside. Ethan brought up the rear and scanned the area behind us, concerned with safety first.

      A creak echoed from down within the cavern. I nearly jumped into Ivan’s arms, not expecting to hear anything. “What was that?”

      “This has been here for a long time, probably just settling,” Ivan said. If he had any concerns or fears, he didn’t show it.

      Sounds grew louder from beyond. Whatever it was, it was not the earth settling. It reminded me of the earthquakes we’d had back in Rislandia. Then, we’d found giant blobs underground, which shifted and rocked the world with their strange vibrations. But giants didn’t come from Dragonmist, did they? If they had migrated to Rislandia from Zenwey, I supposed they could have made it here as well.

      I received my answer by sounds getting louder, like a rumbling. The cave roof shook, debris falling to the ground. I instinctively covered my head to make sure nothing would fall on me and harm me. “An earthquake!” I said.

      One of the commandos lifted a flashlight forward. His eyes went wide, though I could see ahead of him. “No earthquake, stampede!”

      He called out the situation far too late, and he got trampled by some creatures which came into view. The creatures had scales and stood as big as horses, but more lizard-like. They moved on four legs, had long necks with a curve at the top, pointed snouts with fangs protruding from them, and long tails. Hissing echoed through the corridors as they moved.

      “Everyone to the side walls. Get out of the way!” Ethan shouted, grabbing me by the blouse sleeve and tugging me to the side with him. He pressed me against the wall, using his body as a shield to protect me.

      The lizards hurried by, dust covering everything in the cavern and obscuring my view. Several of them ran out of the place, but five of them stopped near us, eyeing us, waving their necks and tails back and forth like a hypnotic ritual.

      Our commandos fired their guns, the blasts echoing in the cavern. We were in such close quarters, I could hear some shots ricocheting off the wall. It could be dangerous to open fire in a situation like this. I instinctively ducked behind Ethan, even though I had no intention of using him as a human shield.

      The creatures remained, and the gunfire seemed to only make them angry. One of them reared up on Sergeant Wright. He dodged to the side before it tried to stamp him out.

      Another of the creatures swung its tail, knocking over two of our Wyranth commandos at the same time. Wright’s group fired at them again, and this time, I could see that the bullets hit their scales and bounced off them. They were impervious to gunshots.

      “Stop firing at them!” I shouted. “They’re bulletproof! You’re just going to get us killed on the rebound.”

      “We’re going to get killed anyway if we can’t get them off us,” Ivan said. He backed into the wall as one creature came after him. The creature opened its maw and hissed at Ivan, moving in to chomp his head off, jaws shutting with a loud snap, though Ivan got out of the way by slinking to the ground.

      Ivan landed on his rear, hands on the ground, helpless before the creature as it scratched at him with the claws on its toes. I could hear his clothes tear. Ivan remained steadfast, making no noise.

      “Ethan, do something,” I pleaded. Ivan needed help far more than I did.

      “I’m going to regret this,” Ethan said. He traversed to the other side of the cavern. He moved so elegantly when he was fighting, especially with a sword. He held his blade strong, slashing at the creature attacking Ivan. It resounded with the sound of metal hitting metal, the creature’s scales sparking from the hard blow.

      Even though it didn’t look injured, it was enough to turn the creature’s attention away from Ivan and direct it to Ethan. The creature spun around, and as it did, its tail whacked Ivan in the side of the head. The Iron Emperor’s head hit the ground with a thud.

      “Ivan!” I shouted, but I couldn’t do anything to help him. Another of the creatures then came for me.

      I drew my sword, backing further into the long cavern. We’d disturbed these creatures in their home and angered them. At least the bulk of them had rushed out through the entrance instead of engaging with us. But these few that remained posed more than enough of a deadly threat.

      The lizard snapped its jaws at me. Even though it didn’t come too close and was posturing, I could imagine my hand being taken off in one chomp. Definitely a situation I wanted to avoid. I waved my sword at it, and the creature seemed to back away from the shining metal.

      Ethan stood between one of the creatures and Ivan, whirling his blade and attacking with ferocity. He hit his target with several clangs, much like if he engaged another sword fighter. He attacked, and then the creature tried to get in a bite. Each of their movements were furious and fast.

      The others noticed swords worked better than guns and changed their tactics to fight along with us. It slowed down the creatures’ advances, but we had two Wyranth and one Rislandian soldier who had already succumbed to them, plus Ivan laying on the ground motionless. I hoped the tail hit hadn’t killed him, but I still couldn’t check.

      The creature in front of me forced my attention back to it when it snapped at me, this time getting ahold of my cloak between its fangs. It clamped its mouth shut and pulled like tug-of-war, knocking me off my feet and dragging me down the corridor. I flailed with my sword, unable to hit it with my back faced toward the creature. My body dragged across the hard ground, leaving me with scrapes and bruises. It hurt and burned, but the creature didn’t care about my wellbeing.

      With my free hand, I reached to the clasps for my cape, trying to undo them. I got one off, but the creature spun me over and slammed me against the wall.

      Spots of darkness sputtered in front of my eyes, but I tried my best to remain focused. I had to get away from the lizard or I’d likely die. I undid the other clasp to my cape, freeing myself from the monster’s clutches. I scrambled to my feet as it tore my cape apart, more focused on it than me. “It seems they don’t like the color red, though that doesn’t help us very much right now,” I said to no one in particular.

      The others continued their battles. Wright and his men, along with Marina, swung their swords at three more of the monsters. The armor of the scales kept our people at bay. Each of them had multiple people attacking their lizards, which confused the creatures. It kept my people relatively safe.

      Ethan yelped as one of the creatures’ teeth nicked him. He cradled his sword arm, but in the darkness, I couldn’t see the extent of his wound. I wanted to help him, but I still had my creature stalling me, with my cape in its jaws, strafing to find an opening to attack me.

      In a sudden movement, Ethan drove the point of his sword at the creature he fought. He used his full strength, pushing the tip forward like in a fencing maneuver, even though he used a broadsword. The sword drove into the creature’s neck, and it let out a horrific wail, high-pitched and amplified by the cavernous echoes. It flailed around hard, causing Ethan to lose his grip on his sword, which still was embedded in the creature’s neck. After thrashing about several times, whipping its tail around and narrowly missing Ethan, who jumped over the attack, the creature collapsed to the floor.

      “There’s a weak spot in its neck, right under its jaw!” Ethan shouted. The sword remained embedded in the lizard’s carcass for all of us to see.

      I took the moment to grab the edge of my cloak and flip it up over the creature’s face. The cloak blinded beast, and it shook its head violently. I waited for the right moment for the creature to expose the portion of its neck where Ethan said it had vulnerability. Unable to free its head from my cape, the creature had no chance. I drove my sword into its neck and found a soft spot where the blade penetrated. The creature shrieked in the same manner as the last, and I backed up to avoid its flailing, not wanting to get hurt when it fell.

      The lizard collapsed, leaving three beasts left.

      Ethan had already freed his sword to go help the others, who now had an avenue of attack with the three remaining creatures. They each struck at their throats and made quick work of them while others distracted them long enough to get their openings and drive the swords into their skin.

      Finally, the cavern quieted. My cape was in tatters, though it had done its duty protecting me far better than I ever thought. Most of the time, the bright red material made me a target. “Thank you, cape,” I said to it with amusement. I placed my foot on the creature’s neck to give myself leverage to pull out my sword. It had slick blood on it, and I wiped it off on the remnants of my cape before returning it to my sheath.

      “Is everyone okay?” Wright asked. Several of the others sheathed their swords with a swoosh sound at the same time.

      Ethan bent toward the soldiers who were attacked, frowning. “Looks like we have three dead,” Ethan said.

      “Ivan!” I shouted, hurrying over toward the emperor. He lay on the ground, face down. “Help me turn him over.”

      Marina joined me, and we flipped Ivan onto his back. I put my face close to his, and I could feel his shallow breathing. “He’s still alive. I hope he’s not too badly hurt!”
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      I’d had almost no medical training and no idea what I should do in this situation. I sat beside Ivan and pulled his head into my lap so he didn’t have to be on the hard ground. We didn’t have any combat medics with us, an oversight for our away team. I silently cursed myself for failing in leadership. We’d moved out too fast, and I hadn’t thought of the necessity of having someone with us to heal the injured.

      “What do I do?” I asked Marina.

      She shrugged. “Search me. We can wake him, or we can wait for him to naturally regain consciousness.”

      “I don’t think we should hurry matters,” I said. He might have head trauma or worse. I worried for him, but I didn’t see any gaping wounds or blood. Those were good signs, surely.

      Ethan watched me with a grimace. “I’m going to go check the entrance and make sure those creatures aren’t going to return to give us any more trouble.” He dragged his feet toward the opening where we’d come in, a couple of the commandos going along with him.

      The other soldiers remained with us, talking with each other, tending to their own wounds. They whispered, but their voices echoed through the cavern.

      Ivan stirred. His eyes opened, hazy and unfocused compared to the way their typical hawk-like sharpness. He seemed woozy, his mouth opening but not saying anything at first. I couldn’t help but squeeze him there in my lap, happy he’d survived the difficult battle with those lizard creatures.

      “We’re alive,” Ivan said as if he were astonished.

      “We are. Though we took some casualties. I don’t know where those creatures came from. It was crazy.”

      “From the depths,” Ivan said. “These are the Dragonmist Isles. We should have expected some form of dragons.”

      “I thought dragons flew?”

      “Giant lizards, dragons, whatever you’d like to call him. It makes no difference. I feel like I’ve been run over by a horseless carriage.”

      “You nearly were. The dragon creatures slammed their tails back and knocked you over. Those things are strong like they’re made of steel.” It still amazed me we made it out of there, but I knew we’d just gotten started. Who knew what would lie in the depths? “Can you stand up?”

      Ivan grimaced. “I think so. Give me a moment.”

      I backed my hands off to give him some space. He lifted himself up to a seated position, but I could tell it was a struggle. I bent my knees and pushed him to help him sit, keeping my hands on his back to steady him.

      “I suppose that hit from those creatures did a number on me. My entire core feels like it’s about to explode.”

      “You’re going to be bruised, that’s for certain. Should we get a medic team from the ship and have them haul you back?” I asked. It would set us back a day at least, but we had to make sure Ivan remained safe.

      Ivan shook his head. “I need some water and a little time to recover, but I’ll be fine. I wouldn’t miss this. We have far to go.” He leaned his head back toward me. “Thank you for caring for me, Ms. von Monocle.”

      My cheeks flushed. I still held him up at his back, sitting with him. It must have looked somewhat untoward from the vantage of the others, but I didn’t care. Ivan’s health was important.

      “No problem,” I said to Ivan, even though my cheeks flushed. Thankfully, it would be dark enough that others wouldn’t notice. “Can you stand?”

      “I might need some assistance in that as well. I am not too prideful to know my limits.”

      Many men might not like being helped up by a girl, but Ivan was a practical sort. I pushed myself to my feet and then offered my hands to him. It probably would have been better to have Wright or Ethan or one of the stronger commandos help, but Ivan wanted me. Perhaps he just liked to take my hands. Every day passing by his side seemed to inch us closer to being an actual couple.

      He took my hands, his own cool and gritty from the dirt. He tried to stand, grunting as he extended a lot of effort, putting more weight on me than he surely would have liked. His weight caused me to stumble.

      “Zaira, what are you doing?” Ethan called, returning from his expedition toward the cave entrance. He could have been helping this whole time, and it annoyed me he hadn’t. He’d claimed to have left to go check on the other creatures, but I knew why he’d departed. He didn’t want to see Ivan’s head in my lap.

      “Did you find any sign of the creatures at the entrance?” I asked, unable to hide the irritation in my voice.

      “No. It looks like they continued running,” Ethan said.

      Ivan stabilized himself as Ethan returned. He let out a deep sigh, putting his hands on his hips, and then rubbing his ribs. “Well, then. That was rather much. Could anyone get me water?” Ivan asked.

      Ethan, now closest to us, handed Ivan a canteen, holding it with arms stretched away from him like he was disgusted with the emperor.

      “Thank you, Mr. von Lantern,” Ivan said, taking the canteen and helping himself to a long drink. He let out a relieved breath afterward.

      “Are you sure you can continue on? We can have your Wyranth soldiers escort you back to the ship and Zaira and I can take it from here,” Ethan said.

      “Oh, yes, you would like that, wouldn’t you?” Ivan said wryly. “No, I only need a moment to recover. Knocked the wind out of me, but I am sturdy, and I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” He returned Ethan his canteen.

      “I’m sure you wouldn’t,” Ethan grumbled.

      I clapped my hands together. “Alright, team. We’re going to be heading out shortly. Get our fellows’ dog tags so we can bring them back to their families and situate them. We’ll bury them on the outside when we get back,” I said. I didn’t want to linger in here longer than I had to in case those lizard creatures returned. I glanced at Ivan. “Are you good to walk?”

      “Slowly at first, but I’ll be fine,” Ivan said.

      I nodded. “Okay then.”

      The others gathered their packs, and I led the way, taking one of the electrical flashlights with the cranks. A bulb inside burned brightly, much better than a torch. By the time the others were ready, Ivan steadily had regained his strength. Perhaps he had just had the wind knocked out of him as he said.

      We traversed further into the depths. We came across an area where the lizard creatures had nests full of eggs lining the walls, in little compartments they had dug out.

      “I wouldn’t want to be here when these things hatch,” Ethan said.

      “Nor would I,” I agreed. I could only imagine the frenzy. They would probably view us all as food. It smelled rancid with whatever these creatures used to create their nests.

      The walls had some markings in some ancient writ none of us could read, but Ivan thought it was a good sign. “The ancients had something here. Perhaps this is where they stored their power for the city above.”

      “We don’t know that they had power,” Ethan said.

      Did everything have to be a back-and-forth contest between these two? These men drove me crazy with their penchant to contradict each other for the sake of it. I wanted to tear my hair out listening to it.

      “There’s evidence they had power and more. Technology beyond our understanding which was lost. We’re now uncovering the mysteries of physics and beyond perhaps in a similar way, perhaps in a different one,” Ivan said. “I’ve studied this at length.”

      “I’m sure you have,” Ethan said.

      “Not all of us grew up without culture,” Ivan said, his tone more biting.

      I walked on ahead. They kept getting more irritating, or maybe it was me. I realized as we kept going further and further down the corridor into the depths that it was growing hotter. There was more light, too, coming from something other than our sources. Sweat dripped down my brow. The heat grated on my nerves and explained why Ethan and Ivan had lost their respective cools.

      I picked up my pace as I moved ahead, wondering what could be down here. How could it be so warm? Maybe there was a power source like a giant coal engine keeping the place heated. But how could it have lasted for this long? Were there still people here living in the Dragonmist Isles beneath the surface? My thoughts went straight to the Nightmen, who had their underground caves in the desert of Zenwey. We might have thought the area there was deserted. This could be a more dangerous situation than we had originally surmised.

      The walls had some transparent areas, windows, an amazing technological feat by itself, granted the time period. It lent credence to Ivan’s wild theories. The men still bickered to themselves, making increasingly obtuse philosophical points. I stopped listening, more interested in the exploration.

      Beyond the windows were open caverns, with a glowing reddish light which made it easy to see through. They were natural cave formations beyond the corridor where we stood, this being constructed. More of those markings had been inscribed above the windows. Were they labels for windows and doors? This could have been some kind of exhibit. I found myself speculating on the past as much as Ivan.

      Wright had gone on ahead of me when I stopped to survey one of the windows. He came to a halt at one, eyes going wide. “You all need to see this,” he said.

      I hurried over to his side, as did the others. Marina stood next to me.

      Marina said, “Whoa.”

      “You’ve got that right,” I said.

      On the other side of the window, magma flowed in a river, yellowish-red and bright. The liquid moved at the speed of water, and it dropped off into what looked like a steaming waterfall of the molten substance. The fall dropped at least three stories below, a beautiful sight, though terrifying.

      Standing closer to it, heat from the glass warmed my skin. The wall protected us, but it was scorching hot there.

      “There’s a door beyond here,” Wright said, motioning to a closed structure. He approached it, giving it a push. “I’m not sure how to open it. There doesn’t seem to be any handles.”

      “Perhaps there are controls, like our lift,” Ivan said.

      “You think this is some kind of technological masterpiece, still?” Ethan asked.

      Ivan smirked at Ethan. “You’ve demonstrated your mind is unrefined and feeble, but clearly there’s evidence of such, even if you can’t process it. Leave it to those of us who have studied science, will you?”

      “Ivan, Ethan, knock it—” I turned to chastise them, but my words came too late.

      Ethan charged toward Ivan, rage in his eyes. It had been bubbling since he’d found out about my wedding, but with the heat and the tension, he snapped. I couldn’t say I blamed him with the rude statements Ivan made to goad him, but by the same token, this couldn’t be happening.

      Ethan threw a hard punch square across Ivan’s face. It resounded with a crack, and Ivan’s face turned to the side. Blood dripped from his lip from the shot. He brought his hand to his lip, rubbing some of the blood on it and confirming for himself how hard the punch was, and then his eyes focused squarely on Ethan. “You’re going to pay for that.”
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      Ethan and Ivan circled each other in the middle of the cavern like a couple of barbarians. They had their fists balled, eyes focused on each other, as both the Wyranth an Rislandian soldiers gathered around. No one dared make a move to stop them.

      I looked at Marina. Did men always act this crazily? From the way she rolled her eyes back at me, I had to assume they did.

      Ivan had already taken a tough blow from the lizard creatures, and now a hard hit from Ethan. He was barely in shape to stand, let alone to get into a brawl. It also seemed unlike the emperor to engage in such behavior. Didn’t he lecture us about Rislandians being uncultured? Yet he faced his adversary down, standing tall with his chest puffed like he had been born to fight.

      The two men were about equal height, both tall compared to me, though Ivan looked lankier, and Ethan more muscular. They circled each other, staring at each other.

      “Get him, emperor!” one of the Wyranth men shouted.

      “You’ve got this, Ethan,” one of our Rislandian troops said.

      The men all gathered around, leaving Marina and I off to the side, both of us disinterested. Marina had crossed her arms over her chest, shaking her head. I wanted to put a stop to it, but what good would it do? This had to boil over at some point. Maybe this way they could settle it once and for all. If someone looked like they’d really get hurt, though, I silently vowed I’d get between them.

      Though Ethan had already struck Ivan, the emperor was the first to make a move when it had escalated into a real brawl. Ivan moved with disciplined steps, like it a fencing competition rather than boxing. He struck Ethan in the shoulder when he landed a blow.

      Ethan laughed. “That’s all you can do? Must be nice in your castle, indoors, never having to experience the world or get into a real fight.” Though Ethan had his own training and discipline, he was much more aggressive. He stepped forward, putting his weight into his punch and swung a second time.

      This time, Ivan dodged, responding again with two light jabs.

      “Iron Emperor? More like the yellow emperor,” one of the Rislandian troops shouted, smirking and laughing with his comrades while watching the scene unfold.

      I knew better than to mock Ivan or to underestimate him. He was a strategic thinker. While he might not have the brute strength of Ethan, I wouldn’t count him out this early in a fight. If anything, Ivan was assessing his opponent for weaknesses to exploit.

      Ethan’s face tightened, and he stared at Ivan with real hatred. It broke my heart to see him so consumed by rage. I wished I could do something about it, but he hadn’t been able to face reality in our talks so far. Perhaps getting his aggression out would work, as much as I hated to watch it happen.

      Ethan came around for another pass, the men circling each other. Ethan grabbed Ivan by the shoulders this time, drawing him toward him. It was a stark reminder that this was no boxing match with rules, but a real fight. With Ivan in close quarters, Ethan socked him hard in the gut.

      Ivan doubled over, stumbling backward. One of the Wyranth soldiers caught him and kept him on his feet. “You are a strong fighter, I will give you that much,” Ivan said, gasping to catch his breath before settling his focus back on Ethan.

      “And you’re a lout,” Ethan said, having no respect for Ivan. “And a killer. Do you know how many Rislandians you murdered?”

      “War is a difficult thing,” Ivan said.

      “Difficult?” Ethan spat at Ivan’s feet. “You have no idea. I lost friends. Family. What did you ever lose?”

      Ivan’s eyes darkened at the question. “Much the same. I had to make choices for my people. And I will do so again, despite my enemies’ protests.”

      “Then I should take you down once and for all,” Ethan said. This was getting out of hand. All of Ethan’s frustrations came out in his voice, far beyond losing me. It was a big part of it, I knew, but the war had taken a toll on all of us. Not everyone could simply accept our being allies at this juncture. But we had a common enemy, so terrible it would be foolish wasting our energies fighting amongst ourselves. It was only a matter of time, though, in hindsight, that something like this should bubble to the surface.

      Ethan swung for Ivan again. This time, Ivan ducked beneath the blow and pummeled Ethan in the stomach. The sudden countermove caught Ethan off guard and he lost his balance. He fell back hard onto the dirt.

      Ivan moved quickly to capitalize on Ethan’s prone position. He kneed Ethan in the jaw, which evoked several sympathy cries from the Rislandian soldiers. Ethan’s head crashed back against the ground. The Wyranth pounced on him, pinning his shoulders to the ground with knees, and hitting Ethan in the face one more time for good measure.

      “Yield. Now,” Ivan said.

      Before Ivan’s demand came out, Ethan had already shifted his weight to buck Ivan off him. As much as Ethan had the upper hand in a brawl, Ivan could use the tactical openings to his advantage just as I’d suspected. This was no mismatch of a fight like the other Rislandians seemed to have thought it would be.

      “Should I step in and end it?” I asked Marina in a voice near a whisper.

      Marina pursed her lips together as she watched both men get up. They circled each other again, looking for openings and breathing more heavily than before. This was a horrible waste of time and energy.

      “I think it’s been enough. Time for a woman to take charge,” Marina said with a knowing smirk.

      I nodded and hurried forward, placing myself between the men before they could advance on each other. I held my arms up, one hand facing each of them. “Enough. You’re both acting like schoolyard bullies. We are on a mission out here to save both of our peoples. I don’t care who slighted who, or who’s more in love with me, or who did what in the war between our peoples. It needs to stop.” My eyes shifted between the two men as I gave them both eye-contact in a deadly serious manner.

      The cavern fell into a deafening silence. The jovial chants and rooting of the soldiers stopped, several shifting where they stood awkwardly. It wasn’t just Ethan and Ivan who were acting immature. At least Sergeant Wright had hung to the back and observed quietly, even while his men made a spectacle of the situation.

      Ethan still had hate in his eyes, while Ivan regained his cool, calculating manner about him. They were very different people, both with their own good qualities, and both necessary toward our efforts if we wanted to win against these Nightmen. I wished the two thick-skulled idiots could see that, but I knew it was futile trying to convince them.

      “Let’s just find what we’re here to find, get back home and fight the real enemy. Okay?” I asked.

      Ethan let a deep breath out of his nose, fuming still, but being out of the action calmed him down. “Okay.”

      “As much fun as this was, I agree with your assessment, Ms. von Monocle,” Ivan said. “Unfortunately, it appears as if your friend here has not accepted certain events which will transpire, and he needs to find some other life goal other than pursuing you.

      His smug quips helped nothing, but I wasn’t going to make a point of it. The goal wasn’t to dress them down or emasculate them, but to get back to the mission and try to figure things out.

      Ethan opened his mouth like he was going to argue, but then shut it again. He shook his head. “There’s no point.”

      His words echoed in the chasm. It was awkward, and even the Rislandians didn’t seem to know what to say to console him. All of this had gone poorly. We’d lost some of our soldiers, Ivan had nearly gotten killed himself, and we were lost and alone on some strange island so far north of our lands its sheer foreignness bore down on us like a great weight.

      I didn’t know what to say either. I stood there watching the two men, keeping myself positioned directly between them so they couldn’t go at each other again, even though it didn’t appear to be a danger.

      Ethan shook his head several times, working himself up into a huff. The fight hadn’t diminished his raw, masculine energy. It had only amplified it, and now he had no outlet. Instead of fighting me or Ivan, he turned and took off, speeding down into the cavern alone.

      His flashlight shone for a while and then it disappeared.

      “Should we go after him?” Marina asked, stepping toward me and craning her head toward the cavern’s depths.

      I shook my head. “Let’s let him cool his head for a bit and get ourselves a little break so we can all settle down.” With the words, I moved over to the cave wall, sliding down it to a seat and using the wall as a backrest. “We have to go that way anyway. It’s where we’re exploring. We’ll catch up soon enough and hopefully he’ll be back ready to work with us.”

      Or he would face the dangers of the depths alone. We’d already seen lizard creatures which could kill any of us. What other foul creatures or traps could lie ahead? I had no way of knowing, and I didn’t like leaving Ethan alone, but we had to give him space.

      I let my head lean against the wall. Why couldn’t we just have an easy adventure like my father used to have when he commanded an airship? One thing was for certain: it couldn’t get worse.
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      Once all the men had their break, I stood up and led them on the way. Marina and Sergeant Wright walked with me, while Ivan lingered back with his soldiers. I’d like to think the display with Ethan embarrassed Ivan, and he couldn’t simply apologize in front of everyone given his position as emperor, but I knew better. Men rarely felt remorse in such situations, other than regret they didn’t beat their foe into tar.

      It annoyed me to think about, and I tried to focus on anything else.

      Unfortunately, the cavern gave little in the way of interesting scenery. Everything was dark except where our lights shone, and the unique features of the walls seemed to be gone now that we were deeper within the place. The ancients who lived here saved the best looks for the entrance. It was just one long corridor with some rooms after another, though we had already seen the molten hot magma beyond these walls. The knowledge made me uneasy, like some volcanic eruption could happen at any moment and completely flood these rooms. We’d never get out alive.

      Still, the hallways seemed of solid construction. I’d been in far worse situations before. We continued on, most of the chatter dying off between us as we did.

      Eventually we arrived at another landing area, the hallway opening into a round room with four different exits, including the way we’d come. The room was something special though, with a red glow surrounding it. Glass made up the walls and ceiling entirely, some of it ornately done into statues and figures which seemed to flow from the floor, illuminated by the magma beyond. It was a breathtaking sight.

      Ivan stepped ahead of the rest of the party. He scrutinized the strange glass designs, intricate art from ages past, something he had immense interest in beyond the rest of us. We gave him a wide berth to survey the chambers. Something about the place gave me a sense of reverence, like this place had a holy quality to it.

      He touched one of the glass-like sculptures and furrowed his brow. I wondered what went on in his head. As much as he had been better about letting me in on his plans as of late, he still had a mysteriousness about him, like he never revealed all of what he thought.

      For the moment, he had lingered on the objects in the room as if they were the keys to unlocking some other mystery. The rest of the men stood and glanced about, but they clearly didn’t have the deep fascination as the Wyranth emperor.

      I stepped up toward him after giving him some time to enjoy the works of art that comprised the structure of the room. “Are these made of the crystals you’re talking about?” I’d seen one of the earth crystals before, and it had a glassy property much like the room.

      Ivan shook his head. “No, this is glasswork in the traditional sense, though the material seems to be sturdier than what we use today. The pressure from all the volcanic activity should have destroyed this room ages ago. I wonder how they constructed this.”

      “No telling,” I said, pursing my lips. We would have to go deeper into this chasm. And we still had no idea if we were on the right track. I couldn’t help but have the looming feeling everything would be dangerous the further we descended into the depths. Even though the ancients had constructed an amazing structure that lasted millennia, if this was made of glass, we should have had the walls collapsing on us, as Ivan implied.

      Marina touched one of the glass sculptures which flowed into the wall, something which looked bird-like, but it had dulled its form over the centuries and lost whatever detail it once had. “I wish there were some kind of inscription, or something we could use to help us find what we’re looking for.”

      “As do I,” Ivan said. “Unfortunately, this is the hazards of exploring. One never knows whether you’ll turn up with the solution to our problems, or if we’ll come up empty-handed. However, I trust our luck…” he gave a side-glance toward me, “will prevail.’

      His focus on me sent a shiver down my spine. Ivan had a deep interest in me because of my familial heritage, I knew that, but he ascribed all the good that had come from my expeditions to a von Monocle luck, which I’d thought of as a joke before he’d told me it could be a very real thing, something from my bloodline. I still wasn’t sure I believed in it, but there were too many positive coincidences surrounding me to dismiss the possibility.

      “I hope so. Shall we move on, then?” I wanted to get through these descending corridors as quickly as I could, and I had the nagging feeling in the back of my head Ethan was in danger further ahead of us. It would do well for us to catch up with him.

      Ivan gave a small nod as he looked at the three exits, as if trying to discern the best way to go. “I would say we should split up and meet later, but breaking up the party never ends well in the books I’ve read,” Ivan said.

      “Nor does it end well in reality, for the most part, I’ve found.” I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Let’s go straight ahead, and if we find nothing, come back this way?”

      Ivan nodded in agreement, but as he did, the sound of footsteps came from one of the side corridors. At first, I thought it might have been Ethan, but it was far more than just one person. Several were near us. It didn’t sound like the pound of the lizard creatures’ bodies against the ground, much more human like. But who could be here? Someone else from our team?

      To answer my question, a dozen Nightmen came pouring out of the corridor, guns pointed at us.
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      “Run!” Sergeant Wright shouted, brandishing a pistol and firing in short order. There would be no talk to figure out what the Nightmen were doing here, or how they had found us, but then, as I considered matters, it was better to shoot first and ask questions later when it came the blue creatures.

      Gunfire erupted all around. Two of our soldiers were hit and fell, and three of theirs went down in the first exchange.

      Ivan took my hand and dragged me into the corridor ahead, breaking into a full run. He knew better than to stand and fight with bad odds. We hurried past walls and open windows of magma and rock at a speed that made everything a near blur. I didn’t dare look behind me in case it slowed us and allowed a Nightman to get on our tail.

      The corridor opened into several rooms on each side, but the doors were all closed. It didn’t give us any good places to hide or make a stand. Nothing in immediate view provided good cover. If the Nightmen followed us, we’d be open targets.

      I’m sure Ivan understood the tactical situation and was making some plans of his own, but like usual, he acted and didn’t let me in on what he was thinking. I couldn’t have talked with how fast we we’re moving anyway, breathing heavily from the hard run, my lungs burning. How far did these corridors descend?

      Bullets hit the walls by us. As I had feared, we had been pursued. There was still nowhere to hide, no cover we could take. Separating hadn’t helped us, but I’d hoped our other people were safe without pursuit from the Nightmen.

      I turned to get a good look at our attacker, drawing a pistol myself to return fire, when Ivan jerked me to the side, pulling me in front of an enclave I hadn’t seen. It gave us a small protection from the Nightman who chased us. A bullet whizzed by where my head had been a moment prior.

      “By Malaky,” I said under my breath, realizing I could have been killed if it weren’t for Ivan’s swift movement. Once I anchored myself behind the wall, I cocked my pistol, heart racing from the danger. Adrenaline kicked in, a rush like none other. I didn’t much relish the prospect of being in danger of my life, but I had to admit these situations made me feel alive.

      “Shoot him, Zaira,” Ivan said, further concealed from the inlet than me.

      I guffawed. “Aren’t you supposed to be protecting me? Why don’t you shoot him?”

      Ivan inclined his head. “I don’t carry a gun. It’s uncivilized.”

      “Says the man who just had a fistfight over a girl.” I rolled my eyes. Such a stuffy attitude would have never flown in Rislandia. We were a hearty people who did what we had to. The Wyranth could learn a lot from us, but I wasn’t in the mood to be fighting with Ivan over whose culture was superior in the middle of this.

      The Nightman still loomed out there, knowing full well where we hid and training his gun on the wall which concealed me, waiting for me to pop my head out enough for him to get a shot. I could see him just from the corner of my eye, and I wasn’t going to give any more than that. But I still had to do something. I couldn’t sit here forever.

      I inched the barrel of my pistol around the corner. Another bullet zinged at me, forcing me to draw my hand back. Being timid wouldn’t work here. The Nightman lay in wait, ready to pick me off. I had to take decisive action.

      I took a deep breath, building my resolve. It would be now or never, and I’d better not miss. With nerves building inside me, I opted to simply move. I flung my arm out as quickly as I could and pointed toward the Nightman, pulling the trigger without hesitation.

      The Nightman fired another shot as I did, and I drew my hand again. The bullet hit the wall on the opposite side of me, but a distinctive, “Hrrgt!” came from the corridor. The Nightman had been hit. The question was, how bad was his wound?

      I stayed in my place of cover for several long seconds, not daring to move out into the open where he might get a clean shot at me. He could be feinting, or not as injured as I might hope. I had no way to tell how severe his wounds would be. At least without looking.

      I glanced at Ivan. He nodded to me in approval. I’m not sure what he meant, but I turned back toward the corridor, carefully moving to peek one eye out around the corner and see what had transpired.

      The Nightman lay sprawled on the ground. I still didn’t dare expose myself more in case he played dead and wanted to get me out of my hiding place. His arm lay stretched out, however, and his gun had slid across the floor a couple of feet from him. It didn’t look like he was playing, but I couldn’t be too careful.

      I held my gun outward, pointing toward the Nightman in case he made any sudden movements. He wouldn’t get away with much if he was playacting.

      “Is our assailant dispatched?” Ivan asked.

      “I think so, but I’m not sure.” I carefully stepped out around the corner into the hallway, both hands on my pistol, pointing it toward the Nightman who lay on the ground. He didn’t breathe or move, but I didn’t trust the Nightman as far as I could throw him. I shuffled a couple of steps forward toward the body. Still no movement. Eventually, I kicked at his boot.

      The Nightman shook from my touch but didn’t move beyond that. It looked like he was thoroughly dead. “I think we’re safe,” I said.

      Ivan slinked out from behind the corner, straightening his coat. “Well done, Zaira. I had no idea you were such an efficient marksman along with your other skills.”

      “I had no idea you didn’t know how to use a gun,” I said.

      Ivan smiled. “We’re all full of surprises. You wouldn’t wish to oppose me in the middle of a fencing match, however.”

      “Fair enough, though you might find I know my way around a sword too,” I said, letting my pistol fall to my side. “I want you to grab his gun, anyway. We might need it later.”

      Ivan stepped over the body to where the gun rested, bending down and picking it up, taking it into his hands. A frown crossed his face. “I certainly didn’t imagine myself needing to use one of these on this trip.”

      “I’m sure a lot of this didn’t go the way you imagined.” I relaxed some, realizing the Nightman would have moved by now if he had been faking his situation. We were no closer to our objective than we had to even to start. This place was a maze and a mystery, and we had no map nor guide.

      I turned to Ivan. “Alright. If we’re going to find this ultra-crystal, we need to do so soon. The Nightmen are onto us, and they must think the same things we are about finding this item with tremendous power.”

      Ivan glanced down at the floor and then back up at me. “Zaira, you’re bleeding.” He motioned to my hand.

      When I had been taking cover along the glass walls, I caught myself on an edge and cut the back of my hand. I hadn’t even noticed it but with Ivan bringing attention to the wound, it hurt. The cut ran from the space between my middle and index finger about halfway lengthwise on my hand. Red blood flowed, dripping and forming a small puddle on the floor. It was a deep cut, and I immediately pulled my sleeve down over my hand, gripping to tighten the opening so it would apply pressure on the wound. It wasn’t a full bandage, but it was the best I could do given the circumstance.

      “I think I’m okay. It smarts, but it won’t kill me,” I said.

      “I admire your toughness,” Ivan said. By the look in his eyes, it seemed sincere. Those dark orbs held on me, causing me to shiver.

      “Thank you,” I said in an ear whisper. I didn’t have time to sort out feelings. There were Nightmen out there after our people, and we had to help them and get ourselves back in a group. Plus, we still had to find this ultra-crystal.

      Trapped on a strange foreign continent, underground, with enemies, I found it to be overwhelming. My heart pounded in my chest, and I was unsure if it was Ivan’s presence or the situation causing the sensation within me. Either way, I needed to take a deep breath and calm myself down.

      Ivan scrutinized me as if to determine if I was truly healthy, and then turned his attention back down the corridor, taking a few paces in that direction and getting his bearings. “We should get going. I sense we’re close to—”

      Before he could get his words out, the floor shook. Surprised at the sudden movement, I lost my footing and fell to the floor. My bloody hand was slick on the rock beneath me, and I saw that the entire area wasn’t shaking at all, only in the place where I had been standing. The floor plate had a groove in it, and my blood had filled it, falling into a circular opening where it glowed. Did I stand on a crystal contraption?

      The edges along the platform sank by about an inch, stilling my breath and jolting me again.

      “Ivan!” I yelped.

      The Iron Emperor turned, but he was too far away from me to help.

      The platform sank into the ground at a rapid pace. My hair flew in my face, and I screamed as I descended into pure darkness. It moved swiftly, and the platform was small enough that the walls around me gave me a sense of claustrophobia. I sank into a tube of glass, darkness all around me.

      Eventually, the platform hit the ground and stopped. I looked up.

      Ivan had dropped to his knees at the top of the opening, which had to be about twenty or more feet above me, shining his light down in my face. It blinded me and forced me to cover my eyes.

      “Zaira,” he said. “Stay still. I’ll find our people and get you a rope.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I said, trying to remain calm, but given the events of the last few minutes, it became increasingly difficult to do so. “There’s an opening ahead of me, another corridor.”

      “We can explore it with our people here. Hold on.” Ivan sounded nervous, in a way I hadn’t heard him much before. He usually maintained such a stoic countenance, but he had a small, endearing panic at the prospect of me being in danger.

      “I’m holding,” I said bitterly. My hand throbbed from the pain of the cut, and I hated the situation I was in. Even so, I willed myself to my feet, finding it uncomfortable to remain prone on the platform.

      When I did so, the light Ivan shone dimmed and then disappeared. I looked up again to see if he had moved, but the floor above me closed, sealing me in this pit and leaving me alone in the darkness.
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      I pawed at the walls around me, trying to get my bearings. The enclosure had me trapped on three sides, with one opening beckoning me forward into the darkness. I’d dropped my light in the attack with the Nightman above, leaving me to have to fend for myself and find my way toward an alternate source.

      “Zaira, can you hear me?” Ivan’s voice came through the ceiling, though muffled compared to before.

      “I can,” I said in a loud voice. My words echoed down the corridor.

      “I’m going to get you out of here. Don’t go anywhere,” Ivan said.

      “I don’t think there’s going to be a choice. If I can find my way forward, I might make it out an alternate way,” I said.

      “Stay put.” Ivan’s voice became more commanding.

      I gritted my teeth, not liking being ordered around by him, despite the fact he did so out of a sense of caring for me. I was not one of his subjects. My natural instinct told me to rebel and move forward. However, my better sense made me keep still. I leaned against the wall.

      “Okay, I’ll wait. I think my blood triggered some sort of opening in the floor. Maybe try that?”

      I could hear Ivan shuffling above, but he didn’t respond for several moments. He grunted, and then nothing happened.

      “I cut myself. Nothing. I’m going to go find our people. We can force this floor open,” he said.

      “You’re going to risk getting captured by the Nightmen!” I protested.

      “It’d be the same if I stood here.”

      I bit my bottom lip, annoyed. He was right. No matter what the course of action, it would be dangerous. “I might as well go on ahead and see if I can find another way out of here. I can’t wait here forever.”

      Another pause from above. I wondered if Ivan had left.

      “Ivan?”

      “Yes, love. Thinking.”

      My body tingled again. This was the first time he’d called me love. It made me feel warm and safe, even in this ridiculous situation. Why did he have to mix feelings with this business at a time like this?

      Finally, he responded again. “Okay. Go on ahead. I’ll try to get our people here and catch up with you. Be careful.”

      “I always am.” The words didn’t sound very truthful coming out of my mouth, but I didn’t need to be doted on. I could handle myself.

      It apparently satisfied Ivan, however, as I didn’t hear him speak afterward. He must have gone off as he intended.

      My eyes adjusted to the darkness, and I could make out the opening into the corridor in front of me. I kept my sleeve tight around the cut on my hand, cradled as I stepped forward, hoping to find my footing. As much as Ivan wanted me to wait, I couldn’t simply stand there and hope to be rescued when I could explore and find an alternative. If there seemed to be no way out of here, I could always head back. Unless the walls closed around me again.

      The floor was much rougher than it was up above. Where we had been going through the corridors of glass, it was smooth, like whoever had been there had created it as part of the rooms, but here it felt like jagged rocks beneath my feet. I had to walk slowly in the darkness so I wouldn’t trip.

      I fumbled my way through the darkness, keeping my good hand propped against the wall for extra support, going forward. As I did, the heat made my face damp with sweat and humidity. Would this lead out into the lava I saw above? Perhaps it would be a trap of its own.

      The heat grew in intensity, as did the humidity, but a light also shone up ahead, like seeing lamplight through a cracked door. The tunnel twisted around and finally, the full light appeared in front of me. Foliage covered the entrance, rays of red sunshine trickling in through the leaves.

      I unsheathed my sword and hacked at the branches covering the aperture, creating an opening to the outside. How could this exist? The tunnels had only descended downward, but I’d made it outside again. Had my senses betrayed me?

      I stepped out into a lush tropical environment. Trees overhead, strange bushes and plants of incredible size. Flowers larger than my head bloomed from them. This place had an ancient reverence to it.

      I looked up, expecting to see the sun, but I could see overhead this place was enclosed in a huge dome. I’d entered some strange underground world, with the red light from above coming from flowing magma in the corridor, not the sun itself.

      Something shrieked in the distance, giving me pause. I held my sword up to defend myself, but a bird fluttered from a tree, green with a yellow beak. It flew off, paying me no mind. Other creatures clicked and chirped in the distance. There was a whole world down here to explore. Could this be where the crystals came from?

      I whirled around, taking it all in, amazed by what I’d found. I thought perhaps it would be better to go back into the corridor, but I’d become sick of enclosed darkness. I wasn’t entirely claustrophobic, having spent enough time in the small rooms of an airship to have become used to a close-quartered existence, but I liked the freedom of the big, lush environment. The air seemed fresher here, rather than the staleness of the corridors.

      I resolved to wait by the entrance into this lush world. When Ivan came back with our people, he would easily find me here, as the corridor only had one way it could go. If I ventured too far, I might get lost, and they may never find me. I had no idea how far this underground world stretched.

      A small rodent ran through the grasses in front of me, causing me to jump. It didn’t seem to come my way any more than anything else. Like most animals, it kept its distance from me, fearing humans.

      The whole scenery was beautiful, but without exploring, there was little I could do. I poked around the various bushes, noting some strange glowing objects protruding from the ground. Covered in a sprawling cactus-like ivy, something from the ground pulsed with light. I cut the ivy away with my sword to look at it. It was a hard object, shining and stretching out in several geometric shapes like they exploded from the center. Crystals, I’d seen them before. These looked much like the air crystals which helped our airship to sail the skies.

      Perhaps Ivan had been right. This could have been the place theses strange crystals originated. We could have a treasure trove of power. Excitement filled me, and I frolicked around, skipping and enjoying myself. It felt good to be free again, alone, able to act childish and have no responsibilities, even if for a time.

      I waved my sword through the air as if I was fighting a ghost, keeping myself entertained as best I could while I waited. It could be hours before anyone found me, or perhaps even longer. Then my stomach rumbled with hunger.

      It had been a while since I’d eaten, and my men carried the rations for me. I had no pack myself, merely my top hat, my sword and gun. In most times, it would be enough. I wouldn’t starve here, but I truly wanted to eat something and satiate myself.

      I found a tree that had some bulbous fruit hanging from it. There wouldn’t be a way to test whether the fruit would be edible or not except from trying it. If it was poisonous, it would probably taste bad at the very least, right? I didn’t know how these things worked, but I was starving.

      I reached up and grabbed a piece of the fruit off one of the branches, pulling it toward me until the fruit snapped off the tree. The fruit was about the length and height of my palm, easy to carry, but it was heavy. The skin to it seemed soft enough to bite into, and so I sank my teeth into it to see how it tasted.

      The fruit was sweet, with a fleshy texture to it. Judging from the taste, it was definitely edible. I hoped it wouldn’t be bad for my system. My ravenous hunger displaced any cautiousness I had within me, and soon I’d eaten the entire fruit, save for its core, which had a large pit.

      I still had pangs of hunger in my stomach, but the fruit made them a little more bearable. I leaned against the tree, looking back toward the cavern’s entrance where I’d entered this strange underground world.

      Time passed; I couldn’t say how long. I should have brought a pocket watch with me in hindsight. I hadn’t been prepared to venture off alone. My crew carried much of my supplies, which was an error on my part. I’d be sure to carry my own necessities in the future.

      At least this underground world was warm. I didn’t relish the thought of being trapped in the cold but, fortunately, it seemed like I wouldn’t have to experience such an inhospitable climate.

      My feet ached from standing too much, and so I sat beneath the fruit tree. No animals came near me during my time there, lulling me into a sense of relative safety.

      Sitting there, I realized the light never changed. There could be no sense of time here. It would always remain this reddish light in the sky from the magma river surrounding it.

      What could be taking my people so long? It occurred to me that the Nightmen could have captured them, or worse. It was possible I was the only one left. The thought gave me shivers despite the warmth. If I had lost the rest of my crew, it would be on me to get back to the Jelena. Perhaps I could carry with me some of these crystals protruding from the ground if I could extricate them.

      I couldn’t think that Ivan and Ethan, or even Sergeant Wright, could have succumbed to our enemies. We’d been in far worse situations before and come out alive.

      Regardless, I had to determine how long I wanted to wait before my people came to find me. I picked myself back up off the ground, getting back to my feet and brushing some of the dirt and debris from where I’d sat off my skirt.

      I’d give it a couple more hours, or at least what felt like hours. I had no good way to tell how much time passed other than my boredom.

      Shadows fell over me, and I looked up to see the birds in the distance, flying circles over the area. It seemed like they were hovering around the area where I stood. I couldn’t help but think it was odd.

      I moved toward the cave entrance, not sure I wanted to stay out in this area and remain exposed. It seemed safer inside the enclosed walls, as much as it had felt claustrophobic when I had first arrived.

      As I moved, the shadows grew larger. One of the birds swooped toward me at a speed to which I could hardly react. I held my arm up to shield my face, talons larger than my head coming toward me. When I made my defensive move, I could see this was no bird at all. It had no feathers, but a long neck and snake-like head. Its tongue slithered outward, coming close to my head when it swooped over me.

      The creature had wings and a tail, and it was covered in green scales. This was a dragon! I’d found the reason these were named the Dragonmist Isles.

      It was an incredible discovery, unfortunately, the beast seemed intent on killing me. I tried to duck, but to no avail. Its talons dug into my shoulders, its claws grabbing hold of me.

      The creature lifted me into the air. I screamed.
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      The dragon flapped its wings, lifting me above the tree line. I struggled, but after getting loose in the creature’s grip and looking down into the valley below, I stopped, not wanting to risk the dragon dropping me. If I managed to escape its clutches midair, I would become a splat on the ground.

      The view of the tropical forest would have been incredible if I hadn’t been scared out of my mind. I kept screaming for a short time, though no one would be around to hear me. My voice echoed across this underground world.

      The dragon turned and brought me further into the dome. It continued for a long way, further than I could have walked in a day, but the dragon flew me toward a mountain peak.

      The mountain loomed above everything else, toward the center of the cavern. From there, I could see the entire jungle in any direction. Crystals protruded from the mountain, many different kinds, in similar shapes to what I’d seen before. Some were jagged, others smooth. They had different colorations to them. I wondered if any of these could be the ultra-crystal. I didn’t know what to look for, and I wish I’d had Ivan with me.

      If I had, he might have protected me from the dragon’s claws digging deeper into my skin.

      Soon enough, the Dragon circled the mountain peak, and then came in for a landing on a small, flat, recessed area. It appeared to be a nest of some sort, with brush scattered around.

      The creature dropped me there, flapping its wings, casting its broad shadow over me once more. I shifted my gaze upward, daring to look into its beady red eyes. The dragon whipped out its tongue, as if making a silly face at me. If the situation hadn’t been so scary, I might have stuck my tongue out at the beast in return.

      But fear got the better of me. Here I stood, frozen on a strange mountain in an underground world, alone, trapped, and brought into a dragon’s perch for a reason I couldn’t comprehend. Why didn’t the dragon kill me?

      The talons had pierced the skin around my shoulder, and the wound stung, along with the hand injury I’d sustained earlier. I couldn’t tell how much my back bled from the puncture, but it couldn’t have been a pretty sight if I could see the wound.

      The dragon flew away, swooping off to the left and out of my view. It had gone all the way to the trouble to bring me here to just leave? I couldn’t understand the creature, but then it wasn’t human.

      I turned to see a glimmering light reflecting from the red in the sky. A crystal, this one very different than the others I’d seen. It didn’t seem to have its own coloration but took from the properties around it. The crystal morphed between the reflection from the red, a clear color, and then a brownish-gray from the rock face it was embedded in.

      It was majestic, captivating. I could feel it singing to my blood. I knew instinctively that this was the coveted ultra-crystal we’d been seeking.

      The crystal hung there, out of reach. I would have to climb the face of the mountain to get to it, but if I did, I’d have accomplished our mission. I could make my way back down the face of this mountain and to the corridor where I’d been before, find a way out, and head back to the ship victorious.

      As I considered how I would accomplish this feat, I heard small rocks crumbling and tumbling down the side of the mountain to my right. I turned, seeing a small area carved into the mountain where shadows had obscured. From there, two much smaller dragons peered out. They approached me.

      The two dragons were about my size, slinking on all fours, tails swaying behind them. It dawned on me why the larger dragon had dropped me here now—I was to be a meal for her brood.

      I backed away from the two instinctively, feeling my heel slip along the edge of the platform where I stood. There was no room behind me to back up further. I was trapped with these two beasts who were about to tear me apart.

      I drew my pistol, pointing it at one of the two dragons as the two creatures observed their prey, waiting for the proper moment to strike. Animals feared gunfire in my experience, and I would have to strike true on one of them if I had any shot at survival.

      One of the small dragons snapped its jaws at me. The other followed suit. They wanted me to fear them, designed for the hunt. Only a few feet marked the distance between us, and I would have to act quickly.

      With no more time for hesitating, I pulled the trigger. My shot rang out, the sound reverberating off the mountain. The small dragon let out a shriek as the bullet struck. I hit the creature right between the eyes, and it flailed its head violently, smacking into the other dragon next to it.

      The other dragon growled and rushed forward, snapping its jaws at me, barely missing as I dodged to my left. I had little room to maneuver, but I could focus on fighting one creature rather than multiple. I pressed my body against the mountain face, using it as leverage to push off and kick the dragon in the side.

      The baby dragon stumbled, its claws digging into dirt and rock to regain its balance. As it did, the one I had shot stopped its flailing, green blood pooling around its head. The dragon died there.

      The other dragon appeared too focused on me to notice its sibling’s demise. It slithered its tongue out, hissing at me.

      I raised my pistol to get a shot, backing away so I could get a clear aim without the creature chomping my hands off. In the process, I backed toward the shadows where the dragons had emerged from.

      The dragon snapped its jaw at me. Its fangs sunk into the barrel of my gun, and out of instinct, I let go of the pistol rather than get my hands bitten off. The gun fell to the ground, the barrel contorted from the dragon’s bite. This creature was extremely dangerous, and I’d lost my best weapon against it.

      I still had my sword. I drew it from its sheath and held it in front of me like I was in a fencing match. This opponent wouldn’t play by fair rules, however. It viewed me as its next meal. It was stronger than me and faster, but I hoped I could outwit the creature. I was so close to gaining the ultra-crystal for Rislandia. I couldn’t die now of all times!

      I swung my sword toward the dragon, but it ducked its head away, aware of the danger the point presented. Then the dragon mustered up its energy and courage for a charge. It scurried its legs in a rapid motion, jaw widening to bite me as it rushed forward.

      Timing would be crucial. I had mere moments to react, but I had to make it count. Letting the dragon think it had me in its clutches, I waited until the last second before dodging out of the way. I kept my sword in the place where I had stood, holding it as firmly as my arms would allow.

      The dragon opened its jaw to strike and found the point of my sword right where it thought my body would be. I thrust forward, jabbing the sword into the back of its throat. It chomped down, unable to stop itself. The point drove through the back of its skull, and its eyes dimmed before me as it convulsed. I had to let go of my sword. The dragon flailed, and then crumpled to the ground by its sibling.

      I’d been breathing heavily, and I took a moment to settle my breath before reaching for my sword to pull it from the dragon’s throat. I placed my foot against its neck to gain leverage, yanking it out as hard as I could. Green blood dripped from the sword, and I shook it a few times to get what I could off before sheathing it again.

      I took a moment to regain my composure and figure out what I would do next. I was up on a mountain, alone, with the crystal close to my grasp. I’d defeated two small dragons by myself, a tale which Ethan and Ivan would hardly believe if I ever saw them again, but I felt a small sense of pride in my accomplishment.

      I’d never been a direct fighter like many of my friends. I stayed back, provided morale, made command decisions. I’d heard the airship crew call me the heart of their expeditions before, and it seemed a good role for me. Not everyone was built to function on brute strength or fighting prowess.

      But I’d still observed and learned enough to do what needed to be done. Maybe I had a little von Monocle luck involved, but I’d succeeded. I survived.

      There wasn’t time to revel in my victory, however. I still needed to get the ultra-crystal dislodged from its place on the mountain and bring it back to my ship again. I looked up to the place where it was at. There were a couple of places I could get a foothold to climb. It would be challenging, but no worse than climbing the rope ladders up into the sky to get aboard a hovering airship.

      I exhaled, moving over to the rock face where I’d have to climb. Nothing in life worth doing was easy, and I didn’t have any particular fear of heights, though I knew I needed to move before I overthought the situation. That was when fear set in.

      A loud, high-pitched wail sounded behind me. The sound of pain, of anger. A giant shadow fell over me, and I turned around to see what was on display. In my triumph over the small dragons, I’d forgotten about the mother.

      She flapped her wings and shrieked again, the cry of a mother who had lost her children. She was enraged like I hadn’t seen her before, and I was the object of her ire.

      I unsheathed my sword once more, backing toward the rock face. I had to get the mother dragon’s attention away from me and onto something else. This was her nest, her domain, I would never have a chance here. She could fit her head into the enclave where her children had hidden. I had no place to run, no place to hide.

      The mother dragon descended onto her perch at the edge of the mountain, extending her wings. She was three times as tall as me and five times as wide. Her claws extended as she reared up on her back legs, ready to attack.

      I had no way out. I held up my sword, shaking, knowing this was the place where my luck would run out. I would die here, and I couldn’t do a thing about it.
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      The mother dragon snapped her jaws at me, creating a sound like a thunderous clap. I winced. The creature missed. My sword seemed inadequate to fight this battle, too small to do much good against such a huge creature. I couldn’t get in close enough to strike her where it would count without her mauling me.

      Despite understanding its futility, I swung my sword at the dragon, anyway. She growled at me, snapping her jaws again, which only gave me a frightening reminder of the fate I would face in short order.

      I backed toward the rock face, trapping myself within the mother dragon’s lair. What could I do? It was too far down for me to dare sliding down the mountain in the opposite direction. I resolved to climb toward the ultra-crystals I’d seen embedded in the soil above. If I could get to them, perhaps I could use them. Didn’t Ivan say they had tremendous power?

      Regular crystals had taken advanced machinery to activate the last time I’d attempted to use them, and even then, Ivan and I had barely been able to get the device to work. He said the key had to do with my bloodline, dating back to those giants from the Zenwey continent which gave me an ability to interact with these crystals. The ancients here must have had similar blood, but I didn’t have time to hypothesize a historical dissertation in my head. I’d be killed in moments if I didn’t move.

      The mother dragon tried to bite me a third time. I’d gotten a foothold on a rock about knee height, and used it to propel me up, thrusting my sword into the dirt above to provide another point of leverage. It held, allowing me to pull myself fully up and get to a different elevation. There was less room to maneuver in this space, but I at least stood above where the dragon could snap at me from her flat lair.

      She howled, stretching her neck upward to reach me again as I scrambled upright. Her bite missed by about two feet. I let out a sigh of relief, happy to have a point of reprieve. More importantly, I stood right beside the ultra-crystal. I crouched to dislodge it from its resting place, but it was too embedded into rock and soil. I could have used my sword to hack at it, but I had left it protruding in the rock face. I hadn’t considered my next steps when I’d hurried away from the dragon, but now I looked downward. The angry creature stared up at me with her beady eyes. I couldn’t risk losing a hand to reach down and grab the sword.

      The next problem with my strategy was I’d forgotten the mother dragon could fly. The beast shook her wings, flapping them in strong motions, lifting herself off the ground. She hovered in the air not far from me, and the sight of her impressive wingspan stilled my breath.

      With no weapon to defend myself, all I could do was recoil and protect my head with my arms. The mother dragon let out a shrill sound, declaring her victory and shouting it across the land. She swooped forward to attack me, and I closed my eyes, knowing this would be the end of my life.

      But the end didn’t come. No pain, nothing. Instead, I heard a gunshot.

      I opened my eyes again, and the mother dragon whirled in the air as if she’d lost her balance. She reeled, her head jerking to the side, letting out a violent wail. Another blast hit her. This time, she plummeted to the platform below where I stood. Dirt and debris launched into the air from her crash, but it hadn’t killed her. She still writhed on the ground.

      I looked over the edge of where I stood to see what was happening, and there, I saw the unexpected, which stilled my heart and breath, causing me to gasp once I regained my composure.

      Ethan stood below, gun leveled at the mother dragon, who now turned her focus from me to him. I don’t know how he’d gotten up here, but he’d found me, and he looked determined to keep me safe.

      “Zaira, are you alright?” he asked, keeping his eyes trained on the dragon, who now righted herself on her four legs. She extended her wings, flapping them, but to no avail as the gunshots had blasted holes in each of them. It had hurt her, but it mostly enraged the creature.

      “Yes,” I said, unable to voice anything else out of my surprise at him being there. I tensed, realizing the creature would go after Ethan. I needed to help somehow.

      My sword still hung in the rock face. I dropped to my knees and reached over the side to get it, but I couldn’t pull it out at my point of leverage. It was too difficult. I struggled as the mother dragon inched forward toward Ethan.

      The mother dragon reared up on her hind legs, howling and exposing her claws. She slashed her forward legs at Ethan, who tried to dodge out of the way, but had nowhere he could move to. The claws connected, ripping through him, and sending him tumbling off to toward the small aperture where the dragonets' bodies lay limp. Ethan was among them for the time being, unmoving.

      The mother dragon seemed not to trust in the fight being over, approaching Ethan and sniffing the air around him. All the while, I struggled to free my sword from its place within the rocks. It moved, but I couldn’t pull it out all the way without losing my balance off the edge of the cliff.

      Finally, the sword jolted loose. I nearly dropped it but got the weapon into my hands. “Ethan!” I shouted, scrambling to my feet. I had no time to waste, and I slid down the rock face feet first. It was a dangerous move from this height, but I couldn’t this creature kill Ethan.

      The mother dragon turned her head as I descended to her level, her beady eyes fixating on me, her original prey. Whether she had memory of me killing her babies or not, I don’t know, but she was mad enough about me being in her territory it seemed like she had some sense of recall.

      Her jaw opened and shut in one more hard snap, a heavy breath exhaling from her nostrils. I faced her now, and this would be for my life as well as Ethan’s. I couldn’t spot him with the mother dragon in the way, but I had to hope he was okay.

      I swung my sword as hard as I could at the dragon, connecting with her snout. It cut into her skin, but not deeply, the dragon scales providing armor to her. Regardless, it stung her, and she stumbled backward, flapping her useless wings once more as if trying to take flight. Then she charged at me.

      For the second time during the fight, I thought I might be finished. I winced but thrust my sword forward as best I could. From behind the dragon, I heard another gunshot fire, and one more yelp as the mother dragon came boring into my sword, which sank through her neck as she crumpled forward. Her whole weight fell atop me, trapping me between the floor of this platform, the rock face, and her. The mother dragon’s neck slumped, and her head fell against the rock face wall.

      Either the gunshot or the sword had finished her. I couldn’t tell which, but I was grateful for Ethan’s help regardless of the outcome. I struggled beneath the dragon’s weight, squirming as best I could to free myself from her. Her body’s mass crushed me, making it difficult to breathe. “Ethan, I need help. I can’t move.”

      “Neither can I,” Ethan’s replied weakly. I had to get over to him to help him as best as possible.

      I pushed as hard as I could, kicking to get the dragon off me. The scales and flesh moved in a squishy manner, not what I would have expected from such a tough creature. The shifting helped me to get myself to a point where I could grab onto a rock and pull myself out from under her.

      The strain left me out of breath. I struggled to my feet, brushing the dust off my skirt. Green blood had splattered on it from the fight with the dragons, and I wouldn’t be getting it clean any time soon. I had to ignore it for now. Ethan needed my help.

      I hurried over to where the mother dragon had swiped at Ethan. He still lay there, breathing, but it looked labored.

      Ethan coughed several times. Blood dripped from his lips.

      I knelt at his side, taking his head into my lap. “Ethan. We’ll get you some help. I’ll find our people and get you patched up.” My words came out labored, nervous. I needed to be calm for him, but I couldn’t help it. My emotions had the best of me.

      Ethan struggled to let out a low laugh. “I don’t think anyone can help me now, Zaira.” His words barely came out a whisper. His eyes pooled with tears. The pain must have been intense.

      I squeezed him against me, understanding. I wanted to tell him no, that he would recover, but I saw how deep the dragon claw’s gashes were. If I had been a novice to the horrors of war, I might have vomited on the spot, but I had seen so many in this condition over the last year. I’d become hardened to the sight. “I’m so sorry, Ethan. I’m so sorry.” I found myself repeating the words.

      “Shh,” Ethan said, coughing blood again. He winced from the pain. “I love you. You know that. I would do anything for you, and I don’t regret….”

      He gasped to take in a breath. Then his body tightened and convulsed. He gripped my skirts, nearly tearing them. All I could do was hold him there, keep him still, and be there for him in his final breath.

      Tears gushed my cheeks. I hadn’t even realized I’d been crying. This whole day had to have been a bad dream. How could dragons exist? How could this underground world be real? None of it made sense. I shut my eyes hard, urging my mind to wake from this nightmare. By Malaky, Ethan couldn’t die. Not him!

      His body fell limp into my lap. He’d stopped moving. I didn’t wake.

      I let out a scream which echoed through the whole underground valley. Nothing was worth this sacrifice. Nothing. I wanted to die right there with Ethan. Despite the troubles in recent days, the fact I’d been betrothed to another, I loved him with all my heart. I’d tried to ignore it, tried to set it down, but all the emotion came flooding back into me when I held him.

      I buried my face in his shoulder, crying my eyes out, heaving, barely able to take in any air of my own. All my energy sapped from me. I found myself dreadfully tired, and I had little will to live. At some point, I set Ethan’s head down and moved away, curling up into a fetal position. The world, the war, my mission, none of it mattered. All I wanted to do was think of Ethan, and in doing so, I cried myself to sleep.
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      It took me several hours to recover. I’d experienced a lot of death during this war, but so far, everyone close to me had been spared. Everyone except Ethan. His body still lay there, rotting, decomposing. I had no good way of giving him a proper burial. He would be stuck here within the elements of this underground world until he completely returned to dust.

      I shook my head to clear the morose thoughts. As much as I had wanted to let myself die with him over the last several hours, I’d recovered after a long cry, followed by falling asleep several times. The pain still lingered. My heart sank like it had heavy chains surrounding it, dragging it earthward. But millions of people in Rislandia counted on my efforts. Without me, they would be killed, enslaved, their lives and their posterity ruined by the Nightmen oppressors.

      Ethan’s sacrifice wouldn’t be in vain.

      I picked myself up off the ground, surveying the area in a disoriented haze. My eyes burned from all the tears I had shed, and I sniffled, trying to clear the congestion that accompanied it. Before Ethan had arrived, I’d tried to reach the ultra-crystal embedded in the rock face above me.

      This time, I took my time in the climb. Without having to worry about being chased by a mother dragon attempting to rip me into shreds, I could make my way up the rock face without having to lose my sword. The mountain had enough hand and footholds to allow me a simple path upward.

      I made it to the top, standing and surveying the valley around me once again. No more dragons filled the skies. I was safe for the time being. I wondered if Ethan and I had dispatched the last of their kind.

      The thought of Ethan made the pain swell inside. I couldn’t believe he was gone, that this creature had felled him. I’d thought of him as invincible, as the most incredible knight in history. In many ways, he had been. Ethan embodied loyalty, courage, conviction, strength, stamina—the perfect man. Ivan had a lot of his own good qualities, but in a very different way. Not that I wanted to be thinking of the Iron Emperor and comparing the two. What was wrong with me?

      The ultra-crystal hadn’t moved. It remained embedded in the ground in front of my feet. What it could have been doing here for all these centuries, I had no idea.

      “I hope you’re worth the trouble,” I said, crouching to figure out how to dislodge it.

      The crystal was about the size of a small pumpkin, something I could carry between my hands, but too large to pluck it from the ground without tremendous effort.

      I took out my sword, driving its point into the dirt as if it were a plowshare. Ethan would have yelled at me for abusing the weapon in such a manner. “That’s not how you should treat your sword, Zaira,” I could hear him say in my mind. “Think of it like an extension of your body, a part of your arm you wouldn’t want harmed.”

      It made sense to want to make sure your weapon was in perfect condition to be used properly in battle, but it was also the only tool I had at my disposal. Extracting this crystal would be far more important than keeping my sword unbent and clean. I drove the sword deeper into the ground, using my full strength to force it beneath where the ultra-crystal had been lodged. With the sword fully embedded, I pushed down on it to get leverage and lift the ultra-crystal out of its place. The dirt cracked around the edges of the crystal, sliding away, freeing the object.

      Once loose, I sheathed my sword, then bending over to pick the crystal up. It was lighter than it seemed it would be, though still having a good amount of substance. The ultra-crystal glimmered in the radiant light of the underground cavern, seeming to sparkle in multiple directions. I’d done it. I’d found the crystal and liberated it.

      But now what? I was stuck here at the top of some mountain in an enclosed world far below the surface. My people were nowhere to be found. Ethan hadn’t even told me how he’d gotten here nor where he’d come from. It could take me hours—maybe even days— to make my way out of here and into the ancients’ tunnels again.

      If only I could figure out how to make this crystal work. Didn’t the Nightman shaman fly in the sky unaided? He displayed tremendous power back when he leveled the town. Maybe I could do the same.

      I held the crystal outward, not sure the best posture to activate it. When I’d used the Earth crystal with Ivan, I’d had my hands connected with a machine. I didn’t have any gadgets to help me now, just this raw object and my will. But Ivan had told me the secret to these crystals came from my blood, that my ancestry somehow made me attuned to the forces controlling them.

      I narrowed my eyes, focusing, trying my best to connect with the ultra-crystal. “Come on,” I breathed, trying to maintain my focus. Nothing happened. The crystal didn’t change colors, didn’t spin, didn’t give off heat. There was no life within it. I had to have been doing something wrong.

      I peered over the side of my ledge to see Ethan’s body again. Horror filled me. He was still there, unmoving. I had expected no different, but the sight shocked me all the same. I had to get out of here, if only so I didn’t have to relive those moments over and over.

      The painful emotion ran through me in a current down my spine, through my body. It was a strange sensation, worse than anything I’d felt. In that moment, I noticed the crystal changed from its translucent, clear coloration, to a soft pink glow. The ultra-crystal’s light was soft, not overwhelming but I could feel its energy as it linked with me.

      A shimmering column of light appeared through the air above and fell upon me. I kept both hands on the crystal for fear of dropping it, but I looked upward. The cave looked like it had a limitless sky, but it ended at some point, a small hole in the sky up above, leading to blackness.

      The light grabbed me, lifting me from the ground. My weight disappeared, making my stomach turn. I went up onto my toes and then, before I knew it, I was dozens of feet up in the air. Something in the crystal had activated, moving me. I didn’t know what, and I didn’t know how to control it. My heart pounded, both amazed and afraid at the same time.

      But I kept my focus on the crystal. I didn’t want to risk the beam of light dropping me as I rose ever higher. The vast, underground world loomed beneath me, the trees and features shrinking into small specs as I ascended. Eventually, I reached the black spot at the top of the cavern’s ceiling, which revealed an opening into rocks above. The beam brought me to it, and then a small silver platform slid underneath my feet, locking me inside. It moved with a clang as it closed, the underground world disappearing from my vision. I was in darkness, and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust.

      When I reoriented myself, I stood in a corridor much as I had before. A soft, red glowing light seeped through the walls of rock. I’d found my way out of the underground world and back into the caverns where we’d come from.

      I reached for my belt and realized I’d dropped my light. All I had was the ultra-crystal, tucked under my arm, and my sword which I had sheathed at my side. I muttered under my breath, wishing I’d been more careful, but dragons had carried me into the underground sky, and I survived to tell the tale, something few others could say.

      Voices sounded from around the corner. They were concerned, lost, much as I had been. I wondered if our entire group had gone off in different directions, lost as I had been. It would be good to get back with First Sergeant Wright and his men, Marina, Ivan, or even the Wyranth soldiers. I jogged forward, eager to find my people again, rounding the corner with glee until I realized who was in the corridors ahead of me.

      Even in the darkened hallway, I could make out the features of the Nightmen, their red eyes standing out like beacons. They wore their strange burlap-esque clothing, which made them look barbaric. The good news is, they hadn’t expected me to come running toward them.

      I reacted quickly, dropping the ultra-crystal and retrieving my sword in my hand. With the Nightmen surprised, I would have a surprise chance where I might not normally, the creatures being much stronger than me. I didn’t want to risk being overpowered.

      I dashed forward, swiping my sword at one of them, and in the fluid cut as it slid across my enemy’s flesh. The same slash hit the other. They had been too off guard to react, and before I could step back to defend myself from what I presumed would be retaliatory attacks, they had fallen to the ground.

      That went better than expected. I breathed heavily, adrenaline rushing through my veins. I kept my sword pointed before me, but there were no other Nightmen standing in the hallway. I’d escaped.

      I worried what might have happened to the others. If more Nightmen roamed these corridors, none of us were safe. I had to get the ultra-crystal and find my way out of here, to see if I could get reinforcements to track down the others. With luck, they had made it back to the Jelena already.

      I backtracked until I found the ultra-crystal, lifting it with my off-hand and tucking it under my arm. Despite having no enemies near, I didn’t dare lower my sword. It would be too frightening to be unarmed in a moment like this.

      It seemed logical to go the direction where the Nightmen had been coming from. They must have descended into the depths similar to my party, and so I continued forward in the dark, eager to find my way out. The ground had a slight uphill curvature to it, though it could have been my imagination in the dark.

      I didn’t get too far before another Nightman arrived in the hallway, this one with a bright light, which he shone at me. I had to squint because he pointed the light into my eyes. With the ultra-crystal under my arm, and my other hand holding the sword, I couldn’t shield myself from its brightness.

      “You must be the von Monocle,” the Nightman said. As he stepped forward, I could see he held his own crystal, but around his neck, secured to him with chains like it was a prisoner. It was translucent, a soft clear and blue color, though the light coming from it was white. From what Ivan had told me, this must have been one of the air crystals.

      “Maybe. Who are you?” I asked, trying to sound unafraid. I had my sword, but I also had a feeling this Nightman would be no pushover in a fight like his companions had been.

      “I am Uluvon, the great Shaman of Ja-Reeth,” the Nightman said with a raspy voice, snake-like in the way he spoke. “You’ll drop your weapon and come with me.”

      “Why would I do that?” I asked.

      “Because if you don’t, I will have your people executed.”
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      I had no choice. This Nightman had power. He understood how to use the crystals. I couldn’t fight him. My body reacted viscerally with fear, goosebumps rising on my arms, hair standing up on my neck. I wanted to run away as fast as I could.

      But he had my people.

      Before I could react or respond, a group of several more Nightmen rounded the corner behind me. They approached with weapons drawn, stripping my sword from me, grabbing onto the ultra-crystal and bringing it to Uluvon. The shaman inspected the crystal, raising a brow as he turned it around, noting its soft glow.

      “You seek the power of the crystals,” Uluvon said.

      I held my head high and said nothing. He wouldn’t get any intelligence from me, not even if he tortured me.

      Uluvon inclined his head and two of the Nightmen picked me up, one grabbing each arm forcefully. They carried me and dragged me along with them while Uluvon led them back down the corridor. I went limp, determined not to make it easy on them to carry me around. My boots dragged across the floor until we arrived at a location where yet more Nightmen stood guard.

      There was a door to a room the ancients used. There appeared to be machinery there which I didn’t recognize, with metal walls. My people were hovelled inside. Marina gasped when she saw me. Ivan’s dark eyes met mine with a grave seriousness. He was thinking, but of what, I couldn’t be sure.

      “Is this the last of them?” one of the Nightmen asked.

      “There was another, we were told. A man,” another of the guards said.

      I didn’t want to tell them Ethan was dead. Let them think he was out there, stalking them, ever a threat. I kept my lips tightly sealed as they spoke.

      “Go find him,” Uluvon said, looking over the ultra-crystal once again.

      The guards agreed and four of them left, leaving four more and Uluvon to watch over us. They had weapons and there was the bottleneck of the door. We could all storm the door and make it past then, but it would result in a lot of us getting injured, perhaps even killed. Plus, the shaman had his crystals. He could hurt us far more than ordinary weapons. By the way the Nightmen carried themselves casually, they didn’t perceive of us as threats.

      “It seems they came for this crystal, which is different from mine. I’m going to have to take it back to the circle to see how this works,” Uluvon said.

      “What do we do with the humans?” another Nightman asked.

      “We will sell them in the slave markets,” Uluvon said.

      Ivan stood up from his place on the floor, dusting off the dirt from himself and straightening his coat before stepping forward. “Pardon me. You may not know this, but I hold a considerable amount of power in our realm. I would like to speak with you about negotiations that could be very lucrative for you.”

      I crossed my arms, astonished Ivan was trying to negotiate with them. What was he thinking? Marina raised a brow from her place seated on the ground, her arms dangling over her knees. Whatever this was, it had better be good.

      Uluvon turned toward Ivan, nearly a foot taller than the emperor, and much bulkier. The Nightmen were bred for pure strength, something I hoped Ivan would consider before he did anything foolish. The Iron Emperor held his ground, however, not appearing nervous in the face of a larger enemy.

      “What is it you want, human?” Uluvon asked, nearly spitting through his teeth as he spoke.

      “I’m the emperor of a vast empire among my peoples called Wyranth. Surely, your scouts told you at least a little of our political delineations to understand I am, therefore, someone of importance.”

      “You’ll be a slave nonetheless,” Uluvon huffed.

      Ivan held up a hand. “Perhaps, perhaps. But let’s think a little bigger than one slave, shall we? I command a vast army of automatons, who are fighting your people right now. If we could combine our forces, we could easily take the Rislandian kingdom, bring all their millions to you as slaves, and spare the lives of so many of your soldiers. Do you see how that could be profitable to your people?”

      My jaw went slack. I could hardly believe Ivan would betray me like this. Of all the indignant things he’d done over the years, this had to be the worst. My heart sank as well. He’d talked about blood, lineage, and even his love for me. Was he throwing this all out the window for some quick gain by aligning with these purely evil creatures? How dare he!

      My fist clenched, and I was about ready to step forward and start wailing on him, but I knew that would only get the Nightmen guards to pay me unwanted attention. I glanced toward First Sergeant Wright and his men. They looked at me, as if waiting for me to act. But we couldn’t secretly coordinate with the guards here. And the Wyranth might fight against us along with the Nightmen. I didn’t have a plan to escape and didn’t know what to do, but I couldn’t just let Ivan sell out Rislandia.

      “I see what you’re saying, but I am not one who makes these determinations. I am of the circle. You’ll need to speak with the council,” Uluvon said.

      “Gladly. Can I free my Wyranth people to go do such? You may keep your Rislandian prisoners.”

      Uluvon laughed. “No.”

      “And here I thought you were an understanding man. Don’t you want to be a hero to this… council?” Ivan asked, sounding as persuasive as ever with his smooth voice.

      Uluvon furrowed his brow in consideration, looking to his other Nightmen. “I’ll take you to the council. Just you.”

      “Fair enough,” Ivan said.

      The shaman moved to let Ivan pass, and Ivan did so, with a small glance back at me, a glimmer in his eye. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, but my heart stung so badly in that moment. I wanted to reach out and strangle the Iron Emperor with my bare hands. How could he stab me in the back after all we’d been through?

      As Ivan moved, however, he tripped and stumbled into the Nightman shaman, pushing him against the door frame. “Whoops!” Ivan said.

      Uluvon dropped the ultra-crystal in the commotion, pushing Ivan off him, which drove Ivan into his other men. Watching Ivan bounce back and forth amused me. The man was an expert fencer with very good balance, so I realized the trip had been intentional.

      I shouldn’t have doubted him. He had been an enemy once, but Ivan was an honest and honorable one. He wouldn’t betray me, and I should have known it was a ploy.

      Understanding the situation now, I moved, dashing for the crystal. “Go!” I shouted to the Rislandians, who picked themselves up off the floor in haste. There were only five of the Nightmen to deal with, and many more of us. With three of them off balance and out of commission, this made the odds much better.

      We were still bottlenecked as before. I made it out of the room, so did Marina behind me, but Uluvon cut Wright and his two men off. He held his arm up and the very walls of the doors beside him cracked. Those rocks flung into the face of one of our soldiers.

      Wright weaved out of the way and then pummeled Uluvon, pushing the shaman back against the corridor wall and opening the doorway so his remaining soldier, Marina, and the Wyranth could get out into the halls.

      “Enough!” Uluvon shouted, grinding his teeth and holding up his arms. He maneuvered his hands forward and the very air around him seemed to change in its properties. It was like looking at something through clear water, the air around him grabbing onto the dirt and debris from the walls, funneling it into a ball in front of him. His earth crystal did the work. I’d seen it before when I’d been able to affect an earthquake with the help of Ivan’s machine.

      The ball of dirt coalesced together into a rock, and with a motion of his hands, Uluvon pushed it forward, shooting it like it flew from the barrel of a gun toward First Sergeant Wright. The rock pelted into him, and Wright fell to the ground. The knock left him unconscious at the least. I couldn’t tell if he was dead.

      “Wright!” I screamed, dropping to my knees beside him. I’d lost Ethan, but we couldn’t all die like this.

      My loud voice grabbed Uluvon’s attention, and the Nightman started moving toward me. The other four guards were engaged with the Rislandians and Wyranth, fighting hand to hand. There was too much going on for me to pay attention to them individually. They could have been winning or losing, I didn’t know. If this shaman could produce weapons from the walls, though, we didn’t have a chance, anyway.

      Uluvon towered over me, a grin on his face. He didn’t seem worried in the least. He had no fear, no equivocation. Did Nightmen even have doubts as humans did? They always seemed to calculating, so sinister, so eager to satiate their bloodlust. Their people had arena pits where they forced humans and Nightmen alike to fight in their bloody sports. It was disgusting.

      It also didn’t matter in this moment. I had to figure out how to defend myself or I was going to get killed.

      A giant hunk of the wall cracked and detached, hovering in the air in front of Uluvon. “You would have made for a nice slave for one of our councilman’s kitchens,” Uluvon said.

      Little did he know I’d already been in one, and I never wanted to go back there again. I would have rather died. “You’ll never enslave us all. We will fight until the last man, the last woman,” I said defiantly.

      “Then so be it.” He aimed the thing toward me, but before he could get the piece wall to hover directly over my head to crush me, Ivan came from further down the hallway and pummeled into him from behind.

      Both men tumbled, the wall fell. It landed upon Ivan and Uluvon, kicking up an incredible amount of dust in the air. I coughed, inhaling some as I scrambled back to my feet. The dust cloud and the darkness made it hard to see through the haze. I knew they were in front of me, but I couldn’t see how bad the damage was. I tried to make my way toward Ivan, feeling around to where the wall was, now pieces of rock which had smashed across the floor.

      Men groaned, both him and Uluvon. I lifted a piece of the wall up, doing my best with my meager strength. It was Ivan beneath it. The Nightman had gotten free and was getting to his feet at that moment. Ivan muttered in pain but scrambled from out from under the big piece of wall before I had to drop it, unable to hold it any longer.

      When I looked up again, Uluvon was standing in front of me, several rocks orbiting around him at great speed like a shield. I wouldn’t be able to get to him from my position. He stared me down.

      “You’ve caused enough trouble, little one,” Uluvon said. “You and your friends. It’s past time I take your crystal back to my people and dispose of you. Goodbye.”

      With his final words, he motioned his hand. The ceiling rumbled and fell, caving in on us. The crystal glowed, its power radiating in his actions. In large chunks, they fell. I put my arm up in a futile effort to block the debris.
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      Before I was crushed, Ivan snagged my arm and jerked me to the side. The ceiling collapsed inward, first a trickle, then a flood of rocks and debris to block our way. Wright and a couple of his soldiers had been on the other side of the cave-in, now trapped with the Nightmen alone. Ivan, Marina, and I were on this side, which led into the depths of the caverns and the underground world which lay beyond.

      I stumbled into Ivan’s arms when he pulled me, and he held me there with strong arms while the rocks filled in, creating the pile which blocked our path outward. There was nothing we could do but watch while we remained trapped there.

      “A half a second more and you would have been killed,” Marina said, crossing her arms. Her eyes twinkled knowingly as she noted Ivan and me pressed together.

      Couldn’t help but look up at Ivan, my heart racing. It felt good to be in his arms, safe, secure. He’d gone out of his way to protect me, and I appreciated the gesture. I leaned my head against his chest, unable to help but feel closer to him.

      There had already been far too much death, and I didn’t want my name to be among the totals. I hoped Wright and the others on the other side could handle the Nightmen. Maybe they could get out to the airship and bring back rescuers for us?

      I slumped out of Ivan’s embrace as he dropped his arms. He stepped around him to survey the pile of debris blocking our path. As the dust settled, it had caved in from the floor to the ceiling, giving us no space or gap by which to make our ways through.

      Ivan made his way toward the pile of debris to inspect it, reaching over and pulling one rock out which caused some others to crumble, pebbles trickling to the floor. “Hmm,” he said.

      “There’s not another way out. The other way leads to this underground world where I found the crystal. That’s where Ethan had gone before.”

      Ivan turned back to me. “This world might be worth further study.”

      “If we survive,” Marina said.

      Ivan then raised a brow as if noticing something for the first time. “Where’s Ethan? Is he perhaps on the other side going to lead a daring rescue?”

      I couldn’t help but frown, a shiver running down my spine. I wouldn’t break down into tears, not here. Not in front of Ivan. “He…” I tried to choke out the words. “He didn’t make it.”

      I cast my gaze aside, but Ivan put his hand on my shoulder reassuringly.

      “I’m sorry, Zaira,” Ivan said. His voice sounded much more tender than usual.

      “Poor girl,” Marina said, frowning herself.

      “It’s okay. I’ll have to mourn him later. We have to come up with a plan instead of just sitting here.” Our friends on the airship didn’t know where we were. If Wright and the others didn’t make it out, and we remained trapped here, they might not know where to search for us and find us before it would be too late. The thought of slowly dying here, starving, unsettled me. Ethan’s sacrifice had to mean something, which meant we had to survive.

      “We could dig our way out. It’s better than sitting here,” I said.

      Ivan frowned at the new wall of debris. “I’m not sure we will get very far without the proper tools.”

      “All we need is to make a small hole through the top, yes?” I stepped toward it, pointing up where the debris met the ceiling where it had filled in.

      “Yes, though moving rocks might cause further cave ins. I’m not saying we shouldn’t try, we should, but it will be a difficult proposition.”

      Marina stepped toward the debris, scrutinizing it before she grabbed a foothold to get herself up higher. She swiped some of the debris aside, making a small dent. Then her body quivered. ‘I don’t think I can hold this position for long. We’ll have to make a ladder or stool.”

      “There was some furniture in that room we could use,” Ivan said. He stroked his chin as he considered. “But there is also a far more efficient means by which we can escape from here.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      Ivan motioned to the crystal still tucked under my arm. “You noted how the Nightman used his crystal to produce the energy which created this. We can simply reverse the process with our own crystal.”

      “Didn’t he have an earth crystal like the one we used against them in Carnait Cove?” I asked, taking the crystal in my hand and holding it up. It provided a soft glow in what would have been a dark area. Marina had her light, but it was nice to have something to help me see in front of me.

      “Yes, but the ultra-crystal can do what the earth one can do and more,” Ivan said.

      I shook my head. “I need a machine to get it to work last time.”

      “Again, this ultra-crystal should have much stronger properties. It’s a matter of your willpower. It’s attuned to your blood, and mine as well. I have a suspicion yours is stronger, however.” Ivan gave a small smile.

      “Can’t hurt to try,” Marina said. “You work on that, and I’ll work on getting something set up so we can try to dig out the top. Whoever gets us out of here first wins.” She shrugged.

      I sighed, not sure this would work, but Marina and Ivan were right. We had to try everything at our disposal to get out of here. Anything was better than waiting.

      Marina moved back into the room where the Nightmen had been holding our people, trying to break off one of the objects connected to the floor, smacking it with her sword. It clanked and echoed into our corridor.

      The crystal remained in my hand. I remembered how it felt when it had worked before, activating to bring me up into these corridors like the elevator in Ivan’s airship. It connected with me, gave me warmth. That connection caused it to glow.

      I took a deep breath, trying to recreate the sensation. It was odd. Was I supposed to just think toward it? I couldn’t imagine that was all there was to it. When I’d tried to use it before, it hadn’t worked right away. What was the secret element which triggered it? There had to be something. Ivan said these were objects of science beyond our understanding, not some strange magic.

      When it had activated before, I had been thinking of Ethan. Even though I’d been drained, I found myself in pain from the loss. My eyes went wide. “That’s it.”

      “What’s it?” Ivan asked

      “The crystal reacts to strong emotion. I have to get myself in a mental state to where I’m able to use it,” I said. It sounded reasonable, though I had no real evidence beyond the once instance I’d been able to trigger its power.

      I tried to recreate what I was thinking when I had gotten the ultra-crystal to activate. I thought of Ethan, how he’d climbed the mountain, sacrificed himself so I could have a chance at living. He was so noble, so fearless, I doubt I could ever be as selfless and caring as him.

      The same pain rose in my chest as it had when I had seen him there. I could visualize him coughing, struggling for his last breaths, his intense love for me. It hurt like a fresh wound, like the mother dragon stabbed me with her claws instead of him. I had hardly known how much I truly cared for him, but I loved him even if it was destined, we wouldn’t be together.

      The ultra-crystal glowed, becoming warm in my hands. This was it. I’d been right in thinking about the emotion to activate this, but I hoped I could find a better way to control it in the future. I couldn’t well bring myself to tears every time I wanted to use it, especially if this was our last, best hope for saving our kingdom.

      Marina returned with what looked like a small table with four legs, metal in nature, but ripped from some secure place in the walls with one edge being jagged. Her eyes went wide as she saw the crystal glowing. “Zaira, you’ve done it.”

      “Not yet,” I said. “It’s alive, but I’m not sure how to make it do what I want.”

      Ivan reached out to touch the crystal, just grazing it with his fingertip. “It heats much like a steam engine. It seems the properties of physics are much the same in any function.”

      “You sound like my engineer, Harkerpal,” I said, trying to maintain my focus so the glow wouldn’t fade. It was only half true. While Harkerpal enjoyed speaking in terms of the sciences, he also liked to follow it with long-winded stories based on his experiences. In times like these, I missed his mannerisms. I silently vowed to make more time for him when we returned to the Jelena. If I learned anything from this experience, it was that life was too short to risk missing out on my friends and loved ones.

      “Apologies for the distraction,” Ivan said, stepping back to give me a wide berth. “I believe what you should do is focus on your intended object. Try to experience what it is to be the earth. Hard, stable, heavy. When you connect with the element, the crystal can do the work in moving it.”

      He sounded so confident in the situation. I wished I felt the same. I felt awkward, like I wasn’t supposed to be here. Ivan knew so much, Marina was such a diligent soldier. I lucked into where I was at. Much like always. Lack of confidence aside, I renewed my focus on the crystal, on my deep feelings which kept it alive. Ethan was much like the rock Ivan mentioned. He moved forward without equivocation, without worry, in every situation by which I could remember him.

      I let go of the crystal with one of my hands, holding it in my other palm. The position was awkward, and I understood why Uluvon had a harness around his chest to hold it. I didn’t have that option, however, only one outstretched hand to command the dirt and rocks in front of me. I had to bend them to my will, as Ivan would have put it. My eyes narrowed; my muscles tightened. With the influence of the crystal, I could feel the wall in front of me, even though I didn’t touch it.

      “It’s working,” I breathed.

      It did, to some degree, though I still couldn’t figure out how to make the wall move. The fiber of its being had a strength to it, much stronger than my willpower, and though the crystal connected me to it, I couldn’t figure out how to make it budge.

      I started shaking, my focus growing ever the more difficult to maintain. I clenched my teeth, grinding them despite my best efforts to stop. Sweat dripped down my brow, but still, the pile of debris brought down by Uluvon remained.

      “You can do it, Zaira,” Ivan said, sounding so confident, so sincere. He believed in me. So did Marina. My whole crew did. I couldn’t fail them.

      “Do it for Rislandia,” Marina said.

      My kingdom was the reason I was here. I had a loyalty to my land, my blood, the people around me. My father had instilled that sense in me, and I was willing to die for Queen Reina as much as Ethan had been willing to die for me. But not today. We had to get out of here to have that chance in battle. The chance for all of my people to survive. Without this, they would end in slavery or worse. I couldn’t allow that.

      “Never,” I breathed, drawing my hand into a fist.

      When I did, the debris in front of us shook. I could feel its overwhelming weight move within me. The wall crumbled. I’d found its weak point and felt it within me. Instinctively, I turned my fist into a palm fling forward and pushed against the air in front of me. It seemed the right thing to do, though I had no idea why.

      The wall pushed outward in a swift motion, the rocks shooting out like water from a geyser. The wall of dirt and rocks evaporated in front of us, blasting away.

      “Yes!” Ivan shouted. We were free.

      The energy I expended proved too much for me. I’d moved a mountain with my faith. And it had drained everything from me.

      “I don’t feel so…” I didn’t get to finish my sentence before the darkness got the best of me, and I collapsed into Ivan’s arms.
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      When I awoke, I found Ivan doting over me, having torn his jacket and moistened the piece of fabric with his canteen before placing it on my head. My eyes fluttered open, the damp cloth warm against my skin. We were still in a cave. It was dark, and I was laying with my head resting upon Marina’s pack.

      “What happened?” I asked with a dry, scratchy throat.

      “You saved us,” Ivan said. “Your connection with the ultra-crystal overloaded your system. You became feverish. I did my best, though I’m no doctor.”

      “You should see how worried about you he was,” Marina said. “He’s been pacing back and forth like a cat stalking its prey. It’s cute, even if it doesn’t sound like it.”

      I chuckled, which exacerbated the pain in my throat. “Water?” I asked.

      Ivan grabbed his canteen and held it toward me.

      I sat up, Ivan helping me to the position with a hand behind my back, and then I opened the canteen. The liquid was cool, unlike the cloth on my head, which probably was from the fever which Ivan had mentioned. I must have been burning up. No wonder I was so parched.

      Once I had had my fill of water, I let out a deep sigh. “How long have I been here?”

      “Over an hour, at least,” Ivan said.

      “The others!” I rushed to my feet, nearly stumbling as I felt a little dizzy with the blood rushing to my head from standing so quickly.

      Ivan scrambled to support me and hold me up. “Easy. You’ve been under a substantial amount of strain.”

      “But Sergeant Wright. The airship.” I could hardly form sentences. Grogginess overwhelmed me upon my waking. My head wouldn’t clear of its fuzziness. The crystal had sapped a lot of energy from me, and I hadn’t had enough time to recover. But we had no time to spare. I had to make sure my people weren’t in danger.

      “You always think of your people first, don’t you?” Ivan asked, cocking his head toward me. “It’s an admirable quality in a leader.”

      “It’s foolish,” Marina said. “She’s going to run herself ragged. Zaira, you need to take it slowly.” Marina picked up the remaining supplies and stuffed them into her pack, slinging it behind her shoulder. “Whatever’s happening now, we can’t impact the outcome. We can only hope…”

      Her words trailed off, as she’d realized there were Nightmen out there, including the shaman. I met her eyes, nervous and assuming the worst. How could our airship stand up to such power? If the Nightmen had found them, they’d be destroyed, and we would be stranded on this island. It was more than a small concern.

      “We need to get going quickly,” I said, taking a deep breath to firm my resolve. I glanced back down the long corridor. The trek down here had taken hours, but we would have to pick up the pace, even if I was worn down where I needed a good long soak in a tub and a real night’s sleep.

      The three of us trekked up the cavern corridors for a long time. The way up strained my muscles far more than the way down did, my thighs burning by the time we passed the magma caverns, retraced our steps back through where we fought those lizard creatures, and made it to a point where the light of the outside world was in sight.

      I breathed a sigh of relief, knowing that even though the airship would still be several hours walk away, we had made it out of the caverns alive. “Every time I go into some kind of cave, it spells trouble,” I said to myself, recalling my first adventure in the bowels of the mountains in the Wyranth Empire, my enslavement to the Nightmen in their caverns, and now this. It was like the world tried to tell me something. I was meant to be in the air, not below ground.

      “You know, as an airship captain, you could send a crew out on your behalf and stay on the command deck,” Marina said wryly, keeping pace at my side.

      I laughed. “You know that’s not in my personality.”

      She grinned in return.

      We stepped outside. It was evening time. We’d spent the whole day down there, and my body started to feel the aches and pains of being overextended. I needed rest more than anything. But rest wouldn’t come.

      Instead, Nightmen came out from the trees. Three of them. They had guns in their hands—which looked like my people’s rifles. My heart sank, thinking Wright and the others must have been ambushed. My stomach twisted. We’d already lost Ethan and some of our soldiers, I couldn’t bear the thought of losing more.

      Ivan stepped forward. “We surrender,” he said, but he held the crystal behind his back and stepped in front of me as if shielding me from their blast. I knew what he was getting at, but I also wasn’t sure I’d be able to do anything.

      I took the crystal, anyway, trying to recall how I’d used it before. I’d activated it twice now. It was about connecting through emotion. I focused on Ethan, First Sergeant Wright, even King Malaky who’d succumb to disease only a few weeks prior. So much tragedy had happened so fast, and it would be up to us to turn the tide and make the luck of both Rislandia and Wyranth change.

      The crystal glowed quickly this time. The wind started to blow, palm trees swaying and bending rapidly. A twister spun out of nowhere with incredible speed. It picked up in front of us, causing Marina to shield her eyes from all the leaves and dirt floating around.

      The Nightmen never stood a chance. The whirlwind swept them up. One of their guns went off with a crack, but the bullet basted into the rocks behind us, none of my group sustaining any injury. They dropped their weapons when the whirlwind caused them to lose their grips and, with a point of my arm, I shoved the twister away, up into the sky, far off. The Nightmen flew up with it, disappearing from sight. I didn’t want to think about what would have happened when they fell.

      My eyes went wide, power rushing through me, the energy of the crystal tapping into my blood. It was exhilarating and exhausting at the same time, and I let the emotion go, stumbling as I did so.

      Marina moved to assist me in standing once again, but I waved her off.

      “This one wasn’t that bad. I didn’t have to do nearly as much work as with the cave-in,” I said, waving her off. I was also getting used to using this ultra-crystal power. It was crazy, and if I hadn’t seen all the wonders I’d experienced over the last couple of years, I wouldn’t have believed it was real.

      “You’re growing in proficiency,” Ivan said. “That’ll be good for the war to come.”

      I looked around, expecting more of the enemy to jump out of the bushes, but none came. There was no sign of the shaman, Uluvon, nor Wright and the others. We’d have to go back to the airship and report them as lost.

      “I know we’re far off, and I’m tired, but I don’t want to spend another minute out here. It’s too risky,” I said. “I want to sleep on the airship tonight.”

      “I’m inclined to agree with you,” Ivan said.

      “Are you sure you can make it?” Marina asked.

      I nodded. “It’ll be tough, but I’ll manage.”

      “Oh!” Marina snapped her fingers and then dug into her backpack. She pulled out a small flare gun. It was nighttime, it would be seen easily. “I can call the ship from here. We can rest while they come to retrieve us.”

      “If the Nightmen don’t find us,” I said, warning.

      “I am confident we can handle them,” Ivan said, motioning to the crystal.

      Weary, not wanting to walk, I slumped my shoulders. “Alright. We can take cover in the trees, so we’re not an obvious target. Let’s do it.” Anything to get out of an hours-long trek through the jungle.

      Marina held up the flare gun and fired.
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      The airship arrived, dropping its rope ladders. The crew pulled us up to the top. I was pleased and surprised to be greeted by First Sergeant Wright on the deck.

      He saluted me. “Baron.”

      I returned the salute. “At ease, Sergeant. I’m glad to see you made it back.”

      He relaxed his shoulders and turned to walk with me as we moved across the deck. The crew burst into claps and cheers upon our arrival. They knew we’d completed our mission. We’d won. Though it seemed like they didn’t realize there was a looming threat out there in Uluvon and the other Nightmen.

      “I didn’t tell them about the Nightman shaman,” Wright said quietly as he walked with me. “I figured we could use a morale boost. Talk of danger can wait until later.”

      “There’s no sign of him, then?”

      Wright shook his head. “I had the scouts with me use our periscope and spyglasses to be sure. There’s nothing for miles. Wherever he’d come from, he left fast.”

      It was probably his crystal. He seemed to use it to float through the air when he’d attacked the Wyranth town several days ago. I didn’t much like having an enemy who knew how to use such power. “Well, at least he didn’t spot the airship.”

      “Indeed,” Wright said.

      “Have Lieutenant Ral set a course for our return. As much as I want to address the crew and say hello to everyone, I need to sleep. I can barely keep myself upright,” I said.

      “Of course, Baron,” Wright said, departing to the bridge to follow my orders, while I made my way for the lower decks.

      Ivan walked along with me. “You’re getting better at leadership,” he said.

      “Thanks.” I blushed at the compliment. Ivan had a way of making me feel like more of an exceptional woman than anyone else could.

      “You’ll make a fine queen,” he said. The words made me stop in my tracks, but he merely turned and smiled confidently.

      I didn’t know what to say, so I remained silent. Ivan had made it clear he’d developed feelings for me, and I had some for him too. I couldn’t deny it. I could hardly forget I’d agreed to marry him on behalf of Rislandia, but it was also so soon after Ethan’s death, I didn’t much feel like thinking about relationships. I sucked in my bottom lip, and then forced a smile.

      “Anyway, I should get some rest. You, too. We have quite the battle ahead of us.”

      Ivan looked off over the port bow of the Jelena, toward the sea and the clouds beyond, the stars twinkling in the sky. “So, we do. And for both of our people’s sake, I pray we win.”
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        23rd Year of King Malaky XV Reign – 20 years before the events of For Steam And Country, Baron Theodore von Monocle flies his ship on its first mission to Tyndree on the east coast of Rislandia between Wyranth at High Mesa Castle. He rescued duchess named Liliana, fell in love, and named his airship for her.

      

        

      
        24nd Year of King Malaky XV’s Reign – The Liliana travels to the One-Eyed King’s domain on the Ebony Sands Coast. Theodore convinced the king he’d work for him as a mercenary, was imprisoned in the ruse, and escaped with the help of his crew. Theodore returns to Rislandia and marries Liliana.

      

        

      
        25th year of King Malaky XV’s Reign – King Malaky XV is assassinated by Wyranth. A new airship is commissioned. A big battle occurs, and an uneasy peace is achieved.

      

        

      
        1st Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign – Von Monocle takes the Liliana on an exploratory world tour. The new king wants trade relations and peace, a new positive outlook for the world.

      

        

      
        2nd Year King Malaky XVI’s Reign – On a 2nd exploratory tour, the Liliana travels to the Sands of Zarma, where they find a treasure chest and the crew had a strange disease. The Tyndree Kingdom folds into the Wyranth Empire.

      

        

      
        3rd Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign – Zaira is born. The Atreblan Kingdom sends an expedition around the world to find treasure, and comes back with a supply of aether-fuel (“Black Gold”). The Rislandians desperately need the fuel for their airship fleet, and seek trade. Theodore von Monocle agrees to go to the Island of the Fae to help an Atreblan noble in exchange for fuel (“Baron von Monocle and the Island of the Fae”).

      

        

      
        5th Year King Malaky XVI’s Reign (Zaira is 2) – 3rd expedition across the world. Trade negotiations with the Tribes of Zenway. Theodore comes across a book given by a shaman attached to chief, she told that the Areth continent didn’t have a grasp of true history, the settlers a thousand years ago had forgotten much. The book had legends about giants who roamed the land in ancient times.

      

        

      
        6th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign (Zaira is 3) – Small skirmishes occur with the Wyranth at the border, frightening the Rislandian people. The Airship takes a number of casualties, grating on the crew. Baron von Monocle turns to a young chef’s assistant, Talyen von Cravat, to come up with an idea to help the crew’s morale (“The Battlecry Of The Liliana”)

      

        

      
        7th Year King Malaky XVI’s Reign (Zaira is 4) – Twin Tops Mountains rescue mission in winter (during the month of fools) to save starving dying people.

      

        

      
        8th Year of King Malaky XVI’S Reign (Zaira is 5) – Baron von Monocle travels to the Dragonmist Isles to retrieve a rare flower for his anniversary with his wife.

      

        

      
        15th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign (Zaira is 12) – Wyranth are getting aggressive again after a period of relative peace. Portsgate floods after a recent hurricane.  Zaira’s mother Liliana dies while Theo’s away fighting.  1st battle at Border River.

      

        

      
        16th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign (Zaira is 13) – The 2nd Wyranth War begins.

      

        

      
        17th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign (Zaira is 14) – The 2nd Battle of the Border River. Baron Theodore von Monocle goes missing. Commander Von Cravat leads a counter assault 9 days later. Afterward, von Cravat can’t handle the loss of the Baron and grounds the ship in Loveridge (“Tangled Web”).

      

        

      
        18th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign (Zaira is 15) – Captain Von Cravat tries to get the crew back together and fails.

      

        

      
        19th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign (Zaira is 16) – Zaira von Monocle inherits her father’s airship and mounts a mission to rescue her father based on rumors he may still be alive (For Steam And Country). James Gentry is trained as a Knight and uncovers a Wyranth plot (“Knight Training”).  Zaira takes the airship to the Zenwey Continent in hopes of finding more giant’s blood to help cure the Wyranth soldiers of their addictions (The Blood Of Giants). When she returns, she finds the Wyranth have invaded and she must save her kingdom (The Fight For Rislandia). James Gentry is sent to guard King Malaky and Princess Reina at their retreat (“Guard Training”).

      

        

      
        20th Year of King Malaky XVI’s Reign (Zaira is 17) – The knights play a prank on James Gentry (“Hazing”). James and Ethan go on a mission into Wyranth occupied territory (“Spy Training”). Zaira is faced with a difficult choice to bring peace to Rislandia. (The Iron Wedding).  James Gentry and Ethan Von Lantern retrieve a new weapon from a foreign country (“Mech Training”). The Nightmen invade the Areth continent causing Rislandia and Wyranth to join forces to save their countries (The Crystal Conspiracy).
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