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“It’s a small world out there.” 

Greg had never quite understood that phrase. In his mind, the world was a massive array of 
habitats and cultures. It ranged from icy tundra to sandy dunes to thick forests, and its people were 
just as diverse. So, naturally, he was stuck in the least hospitable place there was: Torrusia, thousands 
of feet above sea level on an icy mountain plateau, in snow so thick he couldn’t see past his goggles. 

Just his luck. 

He exhaled, cursing under his breath as he did so, causing the lenses of his goggles to fog up. 
The fabric of his balaclava pressed against his chin, stinging him with icy condensation as he inhaled 
again, trying to ignore the cold. As he pushed through the snow, waist-deep in some places, he made 
note of what he saw: trace remnants of charcoal, markings on the cliff-face, what appeared to be one 
or two bullet casings, and some torn fabric. He shook his head grimly. They were too late again. 

He turned back, walking the way he came… or at least he thought it was the way he came; it 
was impossible to tell with the snow shifting like this. It was enough to make a man throw up. He 
trudged through the snow, layer upon layer of compacted particulate bogging down his every move, 
until he suddenly heard a voice from his left. 

“Finch? Finch! Hey, what’s taking so long, are you coming back, man?” Greg turned towards 
the sound, forcing himself to keep moving towards the shouts. Out of the fog materialized a car, the 
driver with his head out the left window. “Finch! Heavens, you scared me.” He ducked back into the 
car and rolled up his window as Greg entered the vehicle, firing up the ignition with a rusty wheeze. 
“Christ man, we’re lucky the engine block didn’t freeze. These damn Shobeki cars aren’t cut out for 
this kind of weather. So? What’d ya find?” 

“Not much,” Greg muttered through muffled fabric. He removed his lenses and then the 
balaclava, shivering as they sped down the mountain road. “Found what might, and I mean might be 
our man. Camp’s been deserted for weeks though; shit’s all over the place, and even in this weather 
the snow’s too thick for it to be recent.” 

“Dammit,” the driver replied. “Friggin’ nomads gave us old info, of course. You’d think 
we’d start payin’ them to magick up this guy ‘stead of giving us old leads.” He exhaled in a heavy 
sigh, then turned briefly to his passenger. “Arright, where’s the next pass? I want to get us out of 
here before anyone catches on.” 

“I’m surprised we lasted this long,” replied Greg, reaching under his seat for an old, worn 
piece of fabric detailing the mountain range. “Venathkan territory’s not exactly safe even in good 
weather. Um… Looks like thirteen clicks to the south, so keep on this road until I say.” He pulled 
out a compass and a pencil and began poring over the map, jotting down notes and equations. 

SHHH-SHUNK 
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SHHH-SHUNK 

SHHH-SHUNK went the window wipers in flawless unison, each swinging its broad stroke 
with the precision timing of a metronome. The duo was silent as Greg made note of their position 
and findings. 

SHHH-SHUNK 

SHHH-SHUNK 

SHHH-SHUNK 

“Wait.” 

The word came from Greg, staring fixatedly at the map before him. “Turn off the wipers.” 

The driver gave him an odd stare. “I’m sort of busy with thes-” 

“Just- here!” Greg leaned over and flicked the switch for the windshield wipers, blinding 
them temporarily. 

SHHH-SHUNK 

SHHH-SHUNK 

 “Turn off the car, kill the lights!” The vehicle skid to a halt, turning sideways and burying 
the duo in a small snowbank, where they sat listening for the noise. 

SHHH-SHUNK 

SHHH-SHUNK 

Every muscle in Greg’s body was tense, screaming at him to flee, but he waited and listened 
as the noise came slowly closer and closer. 

SHHH-SHUNK 

Suddenly a beam of light flashed across their field of view, and over the next hill there 
appeared a figure, a platform of sorts resting upon two legs, with a sweeping spotlight illuminating 
its path. It strode with purpose, swinging its light from side to side in a universal search pattern. The 
machine stepped closer to the car, seemingly coming to exterminate them, but as it came near it 
turned and disappeared into the storm, its goal apparently lying elsewhere. The driver gulped. 

“So, they want him too.” 

Greg nodded. “Or whoever else is looking. Wait for a few minutes more, then let’s gun it 
back to Amhr. Next pass is only in a few more clicks.” 
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Gregory Finch hadn’t asked for this when he signed on with the Expeditionary Force. He 
didn’t ask to be thrown on a mountainside the search for a dead man, and he certainly didn’t ask to 
come face to face with a power walker. But then again, he mused, no one really asks for war. 

~~~~^~~~~ 

Five hundred kilometers away, Corona Viteri was bored. She gazed out her window with a 
mixture of annoyance and gloom, her eyes glazing over as she stared at the whirling ice outside. It 
had been two weeks since she'd been grounded, and the confined quarters of the Spire had long 
since become uninteresting. Well, relatively confined, she corrected herself. The Spire was a city, military 
base, and political center all wrapped up in one humungous tower, and while that amounted to a lot 
of open air, she had never quite felt comfortable around such a large mass of people. 

That wasn’t to say she disliked people of course - not individuals - but rather crowds of 
people. Masses. Hosts, whatever you wanted to call them, Corona had a distaste for them. They 
filled her senses and left her with a migraine, and so she chose to avoid the grander streets and halls 
of the Spire altogether. In weather like this, it was maddening to even traverse the outer corridors 
for all the bodies in the way. 

Just as she contemplated breaking curfew and braving the frigid emptiness of the outdoors, 
she heard a knocking on her door. She sighed deeply, muttering a curse under her breath as she 
slumped down in her chair. “Door’s unlocked.” 

A tall, wiry youth stood in her doorway holding a bag of bread. He seemed concerned for a 
second at the sight of Corona enveloped by her armchair, but quickly readjusted himself, snapping a 
small salute. “Ma’am.” 

Corona furrowed her eyebrows slightly and sat up. “Save it for the air, Dhovalev.” He 
nodded and entered the room, shutting the door behind him. (Corona was glad; the now-crowded 
hallway was abuzz with the dull roar of conversation, something she ordinarily didn’t have to deal 
with.) He raised an eyebrow. 

“Is… something wrong, Miz Viteri?” She sighed again and stood up, facing him through the 
window. 

“Just thinking about the weather.” Riley nodded in understanding. 

“Meteo says this is the biggest storm they’ve ever seen,” he said, taking off his jacket. “They 
say it’s snowing just as hard here as it is in Torrusia, Benden, all the way up the mountain range to 
Venathka.” He made a flapping sort of gesture in what Corona assumed was a northern direction. 
“It’s wild.” She nodded, as though this simple statement were insightful, pondering his words. After 
a long moment, she stirred again. 

“Wild is certainly a word for it. Can I ask why you’re here, of all places?” At this he smiled 
and held up the bag of bread. 
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“Well, in weather like this, there ain’t many planes that need tuning, and my ma made some 
bread.” He grinned and went to put the loaf in the fridge. ”Oh, and Finch and Lanark arrived back 
about an hour ago,” he added as an afterthought. “Thought you might wanna know.” 

Corona bolted upright at this news. “What?” she exclaimed, causing Riley to start and hit his 
head on the roof of the fridge. “Have they made their report yet?” Between muffled curses and 
grumbles came the reply: 

“Nah, they’re due at the CC any minute though. Figured you might need a change of 
scenery.” 

Corona nodded and stood up to collect her coat. Riley understood her more than most 
colleagues; they weren’t what most would call “close friends”, but nonetheless, they understood each 
other as if they’d grown up in the same town. He knew about her difficulty with crowds, and while 
she suspected this was actually why he’d brought along the bread, she kept silent on the matter. 
There were more important things at hand, such as the weather or the return of Finch and Lanark. 
As the duo made their way through the crowded halls, Corona’s eyes shifted constantly, flashing 
over signs, windows, lights, faces, trying to process them all. The milling mass of heads around them 
presented no patterns for her brain to desperately latch onto. Feeling her head spin slightly, she felt 
her gaze meet Riley’s concerned eyes. They shared a nod of Okay and Corona settled for focusing on 
the lights; it was only when they found themselves at the entrance to the council hall that Corona let 
her gaze drop below head-level.  

The door to the council room was simple, approaching plain but not quite. A deep, smooth 
walnut, accented with stark brass lines spoke some sort of emotion to Corona, the familiar pattern 
easing her jumbled mind. It was... She dug around for a word and, one not coming to mind, she 
dropped the train of thought rather than pursue it; it would only bother her more to attempt to 
grasp at the delicacies of psychology. Her engineer's brain simply wasn't built for such 
considerations. 

They passed through the doors, and then through another, identical set, flashing access cards 
at the security guard stationed in the buffer between hall and council room. Although the Federation 
prized public input and transparency, some things were best left out of public consciousness. Finch 
and Lanark's most recent directive was absolutely one of those things. Sure enough, the two soldiers 
could be seen shuffling timidly before the council when Corona and Riley sat down, right on 
schedule. 

"... And torn fabric, assorted papers of illegible quality, and three casings from a standard-
issue Aquilan handgun," came Finch's voice bouncing around the hall. "No hostiles were present, 
but there was evidence of a commotion, of course, and what could be a hurried abandonment.” 

Senator Verdun's chin wobbled slightly as he shook his head in disappointment. The 
Amhrese representative was in a constant state of bureaucratic apology, and this motion served to 
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make his drooping face wobble more than usual. “And your analysis?” he pressed in his deep, creaky 
voice. 

Finch nodded, sweeping off his hat so he could slick back his hair. “Your honours,” he 
began, “The evidence we found suggests that Quentigyr may be alive… for now. There was no 
blood, few clothes or papers, and the bullets retrieved came from a single gun fired away from the 
site.” 

“And if you missed the received bullets?” 

Finch nodded. “Sure, it’s possible, but not likely. Like I said, there was no blood. So in my 
professional opinion your honours, he was either captured or escaped, and I’m inclined to think he 
escaped.” 

“What makes you think that?” The interjection came from a lean man directly to the right of 
Verdun. His voice matched his gaze and figure, so sharp it seemed as though he could cut right 
through the soldier just by staring. “As you said, there were walkers stalking about near the camp. 
What leads you to believe he was not simply caught by a patrol?” He enunciated every word with 
extreme precision. 

“Their patrols aren’t supposed to come that far into the mountains,” replied Finch with a 
guarded tone. “Walkers lose footing really easy. I figure if they were sweeping within a mile of the 
camp, with spotlights no less, they must have been looking for someone.” 

The sharp-featured man, seemingly satisfied, nodded slowly and sat down as Verdun opened 
his mouth again. "Very well. Do you, Cpl. Lanark, acknowledge and affirm everything your partner 
has said as true?" 

Lanark, who had been silent until this point, started minutely, as though he were surprised to 
hear his name. He nodded vigorously, the ear flaps on his cap bouncing around like a beagle. 

"Yessir, I do." 

"Any additional comments or analysis?" 

"Negative." 

"Very well," harumphed Verdun, "The two of you are dismissed." The pair left, and he 
sighed, adjusting his altogether-too-small glasses. "Three weeks since the last report... This blizzard 
is tearing into our search. Any suggestions?" 

"If our information were correct in the first-" began the sharp man, before he was cut off by 
the woman to his left. 

"The past is irrelevant, Garmond. The future is what requires discussing." 
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Garmond furrowed his brow. "With all due respect, your honour, we cannot entrust future 
operations to your bands of noma-" 

"Enough, Will. They are just as much yours as they are mine, and we have no more leads 
regardless, so unless you have something productive to add..." Her voice had sunken into an icy 
tone, carrying with it a kind of personal threat. Corona shuddered as though the temperature had 
dropped several degrees.  

"...I took the liberty of calling captain Wulff here on short notice," continued Eskarne, 
leaning back in her seat, "To order the launch of the Ascension early. I believe we are at the end of 
our leash, so to speak, and the resources we do not use, we waste." Garmond rolled his eyes and 
Verdun shook his head slowly, but no voices came out in disagreement. 

"Very well, what do you need?" Asked the Candidan representative. One of the other people 
in the observation balcony stood up, stepping towards the rail: Gregor Wulff, the captain of the 
Nostromo aircraft platform. The man had a reputation among air-navy folk for being something of 
an enigma, using nonstandard strategies to outwit opponents. She wasn't sure she was comfortable 
with someone like him leading something as simple as a search party, but then again, the ship was 
something special, too. 

The Glorious Ascension was the pride of the Expeditionary Force and the Federation. 
Utilizing experimental jet turbines, it was the fastest ship in the fleet - potentially in the world, with 
size and maneuverability to match. And somewhat ironically, thought Corona, it was designed by the 
very man they were going to save. 

"A task force," the Captain declared. "A small contingent of officers, airmen and marines 
handpicked from the Expeditionary force. The Ascension is already stocked for fleet operation, but 
it can be run as a solo unit with only a skeleton crew. We take the ship, scout for our target, and 
return. No casualties, a clean mission." 

"And if Quentigyr has been abducted?" Garmond broke in with a frown. 

“Then we've picked the best people and ship in service. Your honours, I can get your 
scientist back.” 

~~~~^~~~~ 

Ivy had to blink a few times as her transport approached the ship, its bulk dwarfing every 
other structure on the skyway. The Ascension lay sprawled across several docks, connected to the 
aerodrome through thick coils of tubing and rope like many umbilical cords. Tiny people, aphids 
almost, scurried around its flight deck, transporting cargo and machinery from one end to another, 
prepping the giant for launch. Even off in the distance, its smooth, curved hull spanned her entire 
visual field in one broad stroke. 
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“Isn’t she beautiful?” A voice spoke gently in her ear, making Ivy nearly jump out of her 
seat. Much to her relief, it was merely the navigator, whose name had somehow slipped her mind. 
He cocked his head in a grin, making the ears on his cap flop about. “She’s such a joy to fly – I’ve 
only been up in her once, for training, y’know? But what a flight! Fastest ship I’ve ever served on.” 
Ivy nodded slowly in response, and carefully categorized this information in a mental wastebin. What 
was his name again…? She racked her brain for the jumble of letters that eluded her. Lennox, Lennie, 
Larry, Lamont… No, that’s definitely wrong. “I take it you haven’t been up there yet?” he asked. 

Ivy broke from her search for a moment to respond. His name could wait. “Ah, no, not in 
this ship.” He raised an eyebrow. 

“Ah, you got pulled off another deployment, eh? There are a few of us like that,” he replied, 
nodding at the woman in the front seat of their car. “She got taken off the Tempest for this,” he 
whispered loudly, as though he wanted her to hear. Although they couldn’t see her face, a small nod 
of the head confirmed that indeed, she had. The man grinned even wider, if such a thing was 
possible. Ivy shook her head. 

“Nah, not so much as tha’, I- I haven’ logged on any ship. Jus’ planes.” At this, he raised the 
other eyebrow. 

“Oh? Well, that’s mighty curious. Don’t worry, you’ll do fine. She looks big but really, she’s 
easy enough to handle. What’re you on for?” 

“Comms…” Ivy’s voice trailed off as Leslie (or whatever his name was) started rambling 
about the engines, her eyes drawn to the now-colossal warship at the dock. Now that she was closer 
she could make out the patchwork of hull plating, sewn together by bolts and rivets the size of her 
arm. A hide of white and grey tarpaulins stretched across the hull, making it hard to pick out from 
the dizzying snow even at close range. She sat up in her seat, bringing her diminutive size up slightly 
until the skeletal underbody was visible. It seemed almost like a living thing, with a back and a head 
and a ribcage protecting the gas cells. She shivered as her line of sight came to fall upon the thick 
clouds below, then put the thought out of her mind. 

Finally, they disembarked and walked through the skyway on foot to reach their destination. 
Even within the somewhat-protected aerodrome, the blizzard buffeted them around, snow 
drowning out all but the most vibrant colours. Ivy had to watch where she stepped to avoid tripping 
off a catwalk or bumping into one of her new crewmates. They approached the boarding ramp, 
where a young man and woman were having a shouting match. 

“This is not a joyride, Riley,” remarked the woman, noticing the party’s arrival on the flight 
deck. “We are on a life-saving mission, quite possibly one of the most important of your simple life. Be 
respectful.” 
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“What’s the issue, pilot?” asked the woman from Ivy’s car. She sounded exasperated, as 
though this were a common occurrence. The younger woman threw an accusatory finger at her 
compatriot. 

“This dolt made the remark that he was going to fly barrel rolls about the ship as soon as we 
were underway.” The dolt threw up his hands in protest. 

“What I said was, it would be fun to do in one of the new PF-series. I wasn’t actually going 
to-” He was silenced by a raised hand. 

“Barrows, Dhovalev, I shouldn’t have to remind you that you are on duty.” If it was possible 
for the weather to get any chillier, Ivy would have sworn her icy tone dropped the temperature a 
degree. Everything about her signalled ice right now, from her wavy white hair to her rigid posture. 
They hurriedly snapped a salute, and she turned to face Ivy for the first time since they’d met an 
hour before. “Welcome to our… dysfunctional family. I’m the XO, Commander Viteri. You’ve 
already met our navigator, I believe.” She gestured at the man with the hat, who had managed to get 
his fingers tangled in his goggle-straps. She continued, ignoring him, “These two are Barrows and 
Dhovalev; they’re the pilots for this mission, and the captain will be joining us shortly. Glad to have 
you on board.”  

~~~~^~~~~ 

The next few hours were a blur for Corona as she attempted to familiarize her motley crew 
with the ship – its layout, bridge controls, procedures, every aspect of the ship she could remember. 
The bridge gave her little hope – Lanark was far too confident in his abilities as a helmsman and 
while his constant joviality was a refreshing break from dull policy meetings, it was beginning to 
grate on her. The captain arrived a short while into the night and made a comment about 
professionalism, but otherwise showed no such reaction to Lanark’s gaffes and false mistakes. 
Corona was envious – she was never quite as good with people as he. 

Their navigator was the least of her concerns, however. The comms officer, Ivy, was 
something of an oddball herself. She had an unusual manner of speech and was terrible with names. 
To make it worse, she’d never been inside a ship as large as the Ascension, which was by all accounts 
a small ship. The pilots bickered incessantly through the intercom, providing a steady stream of 
banter for Corona to filter out. The lead engineer was something of a recluse, too. 

The gods must be testing me, she thought wryly as she observed Lanark pull a switch without 
reading the label. She sighed and closed her eyes, pressing the balls of her hands into her face until 
bright lights danced around the edges of her vision. It’ll be better in the air, out of the snow, out of the way of 
all the people. Opening her eyes, she could see captain Wulff striding around to the crew stations, 
helping here, instructing there, providing a word of support where it was necessary. Once again, she 
could only marvel at his ability. Perhaps we’ll be alright after all. After what seemed an eternity, when all 
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was said and done, the crew headed to their quarters. The ship was to launch early in the morning 
under the cover of the raging storm outside, and the crew needed sleep. 

~~~~^~~~~ 

The coffee in her mug was beginning to run dry six hours later as she pondered their next 
move. The last they’d seen of Quentigyr was his camp in Torrusia, but there was no saying how long 
it had been abandoned. With the weather being so bad, he could easily have frozen to death in a 
mountain pass, or become lost and been captured by Venathkan forces. She shook her head, 
banishing the thought from her mind. No, she decided, best go and find what he was looking for. 

“Good morning, Mz Viteri – might I ask what you are doing in my chair?” Corona jumped, 
startled at the sudden voice speaking to her from across the bridge. 

“Ah, m-my apologies sir,” she stammered, jerking to a salute as the captain came into view. 
He didn’t look upset like she was expecting, rather, he chuckled and came to sit down. 

“No need to apologize,” he assured her, sipping from his own mug of coffee. “If anything, I 
interrupted you. Long night?” Corona was silent for a few moments as she strode across the bridge 
to face the billowing snow outside. It was so blindingly dense that it was easy to forget what time it 
was by sight alone – she’d been up most of the night and the view hadn’t changed. She sighed, 
nodding. 

“Couldn’t sleep - I’ve been… thinking.” 

“About?” 

“Quentigyr. I’m wondering if it’s wise to track him into Torrusia.” 

The captain took a sip of his coffee. “It’s the only lead we have. Besides, I want you to speak 
with the locals there.” Corona raised an eyebrow. 

“They have no love for the federation. Why would they help us?” The two turned their 
heads as the other crew began to file onto the bridge and take their posts. 

“Reportin’ for du-aahhh,” yawned Lanark, accompanying this with a lazy salute. “Don’t 
worry ma’am, they hate the other guys too.” 

“Armon had a respected name in nomad populations before the war began,” the captain 
agreed. “It won’t be hard to get the information we want. Prepare for launch,” he added, nodding at 
Lanark, who began to flick switches and adjust knobs on his panel. Corona shook off her 
exhaustion, pointing at Ivy in much the same manner. “Tell engineering to prep the ship for 
immediate departure,” she ordered. Ivy bobbed her head in understanding and grabbed her headset. 

“Engi- oh, sorry.” She apologized, and flicked a switch. “Engineering, get ready ta go, we’re 
leavin’ soon!” She hesitated, then nodded solemnly. “Says they’re almost done.” 
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The bridge hummed with energy as the massive engines roared to life, sending a jolt through 
the floor. It was as though a giant beast were being awakened from its slumber, yawning, growling, 
then turning into a dull roar. Even at a standstill, it seemed as though the ship wanted to leave, to 
move, and quickly, too. 

“Docking clamps are disengaged,” came a voice over the intercom. “Tethers released. Signal 
lights are dark.” 

All movement in the bridge had ceased – they were now suspended in the air, totally 
disconnected from the Spire. The air was electric with anticipation, each crewman hanging upon 
those magic words from the intercom. 

“You are clear to launch – Stay safe, Ascension.” 

 “Bring us away,” ordered the Captain, which Corona echoed. 

“Take us out! 

Just as quickly as the tension had built, it shattered – The ship was now underway, and the 
feeling had shifted from one of trepidation to one of haste.  They lurched to the side, gliding away 
from the tower with shocking speed – it had been a while since she’d felt a battleship move so 
quickly. The Spire was quickly swallowed by the storm, vanishing into the snow with only lights to 
even indicate its presence. 

“Bring us up ta speed,” relayed Ivy through her microphone, and with that final utterance, 
the ship flew. The whine of the engines rose in a crescendo, drowning out the storm outside. It 
transitioned into a roar, and then a scream as the turbines mounted to the ship’s skeletal underbody 
began to move a half-ton of air per second, firing them off into the white abyss. 

~~~~^~~~~ 

The two-day trip to Torrusia was rather uneventful, a fact whose merits Riley was beginning 
to debate. The weather outside the Glorious Ascension had begun to lighten, but it was still horrendous 
for flying. “I swear,” he began, “Whoever thought it was a good idea to send us out here to scout-” 

“-in zero-visibility conditions, yes,” Amelia finished his sentence with an exasperated huff. 

“All I’m saying is that unless we’re being attacked, I want to go back to sleep. This is a 
waste.” A short sigh played through Riley’s headset. 

“I sometimes must consider how much you care,” her voice continued. “I don’t like it either, 
but it’s important.” 

“Beats sitting on a ship all day, I suppose,” he conceded. 
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“Exactly,” and then the radio fell silent with a click. Riley shook his head softly – he’d have 
to signal her if there was any real trouble. Not that anything exciting will happen now, he sulked. The PF-
12 was a shining example of a plane, a beautiful piece of machinery. It was quite easily Riley’s 
favourite aircraft to watch and an equal marvel to fly; built for speed, its cockpit required the pilot to 
lie on their stomach, arms stretched down and before them. Riley thought it was rather like he was 
the one doing the flying and not the plane. Outside the gently-sloping cockpit was a nose which 
tapered steeply along the chassis until it forked at its raised twin tails. On either side were two 
angular wings, stretching out from both above and below the ship before reaching back to join at an 
engine. Head-on, it seemed to mimic a bird of prey in flight, captured at the highest and lowest 
points of a wingstroke. It was a flying work of art, every ridge on its angular surface and every 
churning gear placed exactly as it should. He almost wanted to say “poetry in motion,” if it weren’t 
so cliché. But of course this sort of thing was wasted on Amelia, possibly the only other person on 
the ship who enjoyed flying as much as he did – She wasn’t much for talking unless it was about 
rules or objectives or when to be quiet. And I can’t even enjoy flying, he realized again, coming around 
to his original train of thought, Because we’re stuck in a snowstorm. 

Finally, the intercom buzzed – it was the Ascension. Riley breathed a sigh of relief. Perhaps 
nobody was attacking, but at least there was something to do. He flicked the channel open and Ivy’s 
odd Bulgany lilt echoed into his ears. 

“We’re almos’ there, so don’ let yer guard down! There’s gonna be mountains, and stuff.” 

And stuff? Riley felt like he should ask for clarification, but some part of him didn’t believe 
the answer would make much sense. Instead he responded, “And the rest of you?” 

“We’re stayin’ up here in the balloo- ah, ship. The XO’s gonna come down on an anchor. 
Says it shoul’ be easier ta fly in a few minutes. Here’s yer co-ordinators:” 

Riley jotted down the numbers in the sketchbook he kept beside his dashboard - between a 
doodle of a jetpack and a talking mushroom – careful to keep an eye on the dizzying flurries of snow 
outside. 

“Thanks, Ivy.” 

“Yep!” The line went dead without hesitation. Riley frowned – What an unusual woman… 
Wonder what she did to get assigned here. As he puzzled, he almost missed the shadow creeping across the 
cockpit – just as Ivy had said, there were mountains. There were mountains right before them, in 
fact, so concealed by the snow that there was only about a half-kilometer of distance between him 
and a steep rock face. “And stuff, I see now,” he muttered, decelerating to match the Ascension as 
they began to wind their way through Torrusia’s windswept cliffs. 

As they slowly glided between the mountains, Riley couldn’t help but marvel at their sheer 
scale – Each one looked so close he could reach out and touch them with his wingtips, but with 
every updraft or crosswind, he was reminded of just how distant the ancient peaks truly were. The 
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snow had cleared almost completely, along with the clouds, and for the first time in what seemed an 
eternity, there was blue sky above them again. It was almost unnerving – Torrusia was technically 
enemy-held territory, and the lack of cover meant the Ascension’s dazzling white tarps stood out even 
under the bright sun. Much as he hated to admit it, the sooner they were back in the snow, the 
better. 

He spied the airstrip marked by the coordinates in his notes and began to lean towards it, 
guiding the Ascension along a wide curve as they descended to the earth below. “Ascension, bear point 
one-oh-five east southeast – I’m landing, Barrows to follow.” 

“Go an’ land,” came the ship’s reply, and then a second later, “Affirmative, following,” from 
Amelia. 

The makeshift landing strip was almost unworthy of the definition – it was mostly gravel and 
frozen earth marked by a flare – a few older propeller craft sat off to one side in increasing stages of 
disrepair. As he approached, Riley couldn’t help but think that his landing gear would need replacing 
when this was all over. 

~~~~^~~~~ 

“I see it, just a bit to the left,” said Lanark, squinting through one eye at a flare on the 
mountain. “Fire!” He squeezed a trigger and the Ascension launched forth a harpoon, which he traced 
as it fell, eventually embedding itself into the landing strip. “Well, it’s better than nothing,” he 
shrugged, locking the anchor in place. “Have a safe trip, don’t fall out and all that.” Corona frowned 
at him as he threw a goofy wave, disappearing from the cargo hold to return to the bridge. She 
supposed she couldn’t fault him – after all, he wasn’t running on fumes from the previous day – but 
in the back of her mind she was chastising his behaviour. She stepped into a small cage at the edge 
of the docking bay and pulled a small lever, which caused a series of interlocking gears and legs to 
pick up the cage and slowly carry her down the rope. She shuddered involuntarily. Heights were no 
issue, but this… Well, this particular form of travel was by far the most unpleasant part of any ship. 
When she served upon the Tempest, there were marines who were discharged for being ill in the cage. 
So, rather than consider the depths below, Corona decided to sit down and stare at the sky instead. 

The clear blue was a refreshing break from the dismal greys and browns of the Federation’s 
machines, evoking memories of home in Corona’s mind. Candida’s azure coast seemed to dance 
above her mind’s eye for a moment, vanishing as she closed her eyes. When this is over, I’m going back 
home, she decided. The cart jerked to a halt on the landing strip, waking her from her reverie. Yes, a 
vacation would be nice… she nodded to herself, rejoining the pilots, who were idly bickering about 
some sort of fuel. 

The three made their way up the mountain path leading away from the airstrip in relative 
silence – The wind was no less harsh even outside the storm. The snow at their feet shifted and 
swayed, rushing air cut rivulets into the chaos, and it was becoming increasingly difficult to walk 
upright. As they rounded a bend, Amelia made some motion out of the corner of Corona’s eyes. 
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Turning, she realized Amelia was gesturing at a stone further up the path. It was a rough-hewn 
obelisk of sorts, with a hole drilled through the flattest side, through which was tied a long orange 
tapestry. In fact, looking around them, they could make out several more such obelisks, some flying 
the same orange banner, others sporting purple or blue or green. The banners danced in the wind, 
curving with the wind as they stood in vigilance. 

“Probably graves,” Corona muttered under her scarf. Riley raised an eyebrow, but she waved 
him off, continuing up the path. The markers here were an eerie reminder of how easy it was to die 
at altitude even when both your feet were planted safely upon the ground – no need to spook him 
unnecessarily. They kept walking, and the banners became more frequent, more diverse in colour 
and pattern. By the time the small village came into sight, the air was awash with vivid, dancing 
patterns as tapestries fluttered playfully all about them. Riley stared, mouth agape under his 
balaclava, rotating in small circles as he attempted to take it all in. 

“Sorry we don’t have time to see more, Dhovalev. This is an assignment, remember?” 
Corona reminded him as an elderly man garbed in an equally-colourful cloak approached them. 
They greeted him with a bow and followed him into the village. 

“Wow,” Amelia muttered at the sight, displaying on her normally-blank face an expression 
bordering between awe and dumbfoundedness. The entire settlement had been dug into the 
mountain’s face above the plateau, resulting in a web of struts and wooden boardwalks crawling up 
several tiers to the peak of the village, where a massive tapestry hung. 

“That piece represents the people of the village,” their guide informed them as the small 
party stepped its way into the settlement’s upper reaches. “Each member has a pattern woven into 
the ever-lengthening tapestry, to be copied and immortalized in memory when we pass on. When we 
do, the Wind is always with us, forever at our back.” 

Corona was rather taken aback – she hadn’t expected their welcome to be so courteous. 
“That’s wo-wonderful,” she stammered over the howling wind. “We were admiring the markers on 
the way here. I assumed they were graves.” Their guide nodded in silent affirmation. The group was 
led into a short building carved into the mountain face, where they were greeted by an older 
Torrusian woman. She beckoned to them to sit, herself resting upon a large striped pillow in the 
center of the colourful room. 

“I have heard that you might come here,” she began. A flick of the eyes dismissed the guide, 
who shut the door, keeping the room in dimness. 

“We are honoured to be here,” Corona led in with a bow. “Unfortunately we are unable to 
exchange plea-” The elder cut her off. 

“You are searching for your colleague.” 

“Yes…” A shadow of worry passed over her face. “How did you know this?” The elder 
merely smiled. 
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“I can see a great many things… I could see your scientist’s expedition ending poorly when 
he came to me; your own arrival here is no exception to my ability.” The air was thick with the 
heady aroma of incense, and Corona put effort into keeping a clear head. 

“Do you know then, what he was looking for?” The elder nodded slowly. 

“Your scientist was interested in our previous village. It has been abandoned for generations, 
but the nature of our exodus was what interested him.” The smoke which trailed from the incense 
sticks swirled about in the air – Corona was almost sure there was some pattern which formed 
momentarily in the tumbling air, dissolving as she attempted to pick it out. “Many generations ago,” 
the old woman began, softly, “There was a landslide in the village where I lived. I grew up there, and 
we had not moved in several generations since then.” She shook her head wistfully. “There were 
some who tried to stay and rebuild… But it was a futile effort. The Wind took them from us mere 
weeks after we decided to leave. It was a sign, we decided, and so the Wind took us here.” She 
pointed, levelling a finger at Corona. “You, your scientist, he was interested in some alternative 
explanation. He did not heed the Wind, said there was no sign.” Amelia scoffed slightly. 

“I mean, really?” she muttered under her breath, catching herself too late – the elder had 
moved her finger to point in her direction. 

“And who are we to say what is true?” She demanded. “Your truth and my truth, they are 
both true. But we see the truth from a different side of the same coin.” Amelia nodded. 

“My apologies.” 

“Did he say where he was going next?” Corona asked, breaking in impatiently. “He must 
have left some sort of information.” The wizened woman shook her head, but held up a hand. 

“Patience,” she responded. “Patience, and you will see. Though he left without a word, the 
Wind may guide us.” 

So saying, she kneeled upon her pillow and shut her eyes tightly. At first, nothing happened, 
and then with a WHOOSH, a gust of wind came – seemingly from nowhere – and extinguished the 
sticks of incense. Shimmering trails of smoke undulated from their former flames, dancing about in 
the air, ebbing and flowing as the elder moved her hands back and forth. A kind of fire seemed to 
burn within the ancient woman, energizing her motions as she manipulated the smoke. Her eyes 
fluttered back and forth beneath her eyelids, sightless yet… seeing something. As her motions 
reached a climactic frenzy, she froze, then folded back onto her pillow. 

“Your… scientist… hah-” she was obviously out of breath, but continued to speak, forcing 
the words out, “H-he is in… the Fels. Grave danger.” The three crew members shared a look of 
equal concern. The Fels were massive swathes of dead land spanning entire continents. There were 
cities, nations even, built upon the Fels, but for the vast majority of their surface, there was no living 
thing for hundreds of miles around. They were largely unmapped except around the edges – every 
previous attempt had failed because the mapping team had died of illness. Nothing seemed to live 
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there besides dirt and insects. If Quentigyr found some way to travel to a Fel without a Federeation 
vessel… He could very well have been a corpse by the time the Ascension could travel to even the 
closest known point. 

“We should go,” declared Corona, standing and immediately turning to leave the room. She 
hesitated as a small hand rested upon her bicep. The elder stood behind her, grasping a book in one 
hand and her arm in the other. She beckoned with the book. 

“How did-” Riley began, but the elder spoke over him, drowning out his words. 

“Take it - his journal - it was found at his camp. Now go.” 

The trio scrambled down the rickety catwalks and icy paths in a dash back to the Ascension. 

“I suppose this is why Finch never found anything!” Amelia shouted over the wind. Corona 
nodded. 

“She knew we’d come here first…” 

“You really believe that?” asked Riley, eyebrows askance. 

Corona was silent until they returned to the ship. 

~~~~^~~~~ 

“They had his journal?” The captain’s facial expression could be summed up in the words 
“incredulous” and “concerned”, with a dash of “angry” thrown in for good measure. Lanark wasn’t 
sure how to react, so he threw a salute. That always worked. 

“Sir, it’s completely possible a group of nomads travelled to his camp before he-” 

“No.” Wulff shook his head, grimacing. 

“N-no, sir?” 

“No. That’s not the problem. Why on earth would he just give a third party his notebook? 
Have you found any coordinates yet?” He added, throwing a look to Ivy. 

“Mebbe, sir. E’s got notes about goin’ to Dimia near the end. It’s th’only named place there 
is in the book.” The captain closed his eyes and brought his hand up to his nose. 

“Dimia…” He spoke, rolling the name around in his mouth. “Fel Noria, for what damned 
purpose…?” Then, with a snap of the fingers, he sprung again into action. “Then we’re going; plot a 
course, take us there at full speed.”  

The engines whirred to life once more, and the ship rocked, keeling to one side as they 
pivoted to point due east. Corona smirked slightly as she watched Ivy cling to her console in terror – 
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She suspected the tiny woman was thrown off guard by the tilt. The other officers, she noted, were 
comfortably making adjustments, tuning their dials and switches and glancing at various instruments. 
The rocking of an airship was hardly like that of a boat, but the analogy of “air-legs” seemed to hold 
regardless. As they sped out of the mountain pass, Lanark turned around from his spot at the helm. 

“Sir, you may want to know…” He began hesitantly. 

“Eyes on the wheel, Officer,” Corona and the captain said in unison. She jerked upright, 
realizing her rank. 

“Ah- sorry, Captain.” He nodded and waved a hand, as if to forget it happened. 

“What’s the problem, Officer?” 

“Well, you see,” Lanark continued, this time facing the window, “The fastest course takes us 
over Zaiana. Over military railways, too. It isn’t a lot of land, but…” He trailed off, leaving the rest 
up to the captain. Wulff closed his eyes and sighed, pinching his nose in his characteristic manner. 

“That is a risk that requires taking. Increase altitude by… say, five thousand and send out the 
escort pilots as we near Zaiana airspace.” 

“With any luck, we’ll be able to fight off the fighters they send,” Corona added as 
encouragement. Wulff laughed in response. 

“With any luck, we’ll be gone before they even see us.” 

“Zaiani ships? Easily.” She nodded in affirmation, chuckling along, but in her mind loomed 
the risk of a confrontation. Zaiana was a divided nation with few natural resources, but its legacy of 
internal conflict was a fighting spirit and large reserves. The Ascension was built for speed, not truly 
for battle. If it came down to a fight… Corona had already thought about this scenario one too 
many times, and in her head, it never ended well. 

“Ivy,” she began, in an attempt to break out of her mental trap. “When we reach Zaiana, 
you’re going to need to monitor air traffic. Can you take a look at that journal in the meanwhile?” 

“Sure thing!” The diminutive woman hopped out of her seat and grabbed the journal from 
its place on the planning table. “It’s nice.” Corona blinked once. 

“Y-yes, I suppose. We need to know what Quentigyr was looking for, why he’d have gone to 
the Fels. There must be something he’s trying to find.” Ivy nodded, leafing through the pages with 
methodical care. 

“They probably did it, y’know,” Lanark muttered from his post. Corona flashed him a glare. 

“Corporal…” 
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“I said to Finch when we found the camp, we got old information. Probably got it this time, 
too.” 

“Lanark, they had his journal,” said Corona in response. “They found it before we got here.” 

“Oh, that’s rich,” he scoffed. “No, more likely, they handed him over to the enemy and sent 
us to die.” 

“Corporal!” Corona shouted. Suddenly, she felt all eyes come to rest upon her – she’d let her 
composure slip. She cleared her throat, continuing at a more reasonable volume. “Corporal, I will 
not allow such talk. We were given a lead and we will follow it. I understand that you have particular 
feelings about the trustworthiness of the nomadic groups, and I ask that you not let those feelings 
carry over into this mission.” The two stared at each other, heavy breath audible in the still room. 
Then, Lanark nodded in silence and turned back to the helm. Ivy hesitantly raised a hand. 

“Yes?” asked a weary-sounding Corona. 

“I think I found it.” 

January 4 

I have been investigating a more effective power source for the Ascension – its current turbine propulsion will 
simply not do if it is to meet the speed requirements specified. My initial idea was for a rocket, but the payload 
required in fuel would be horribly inefficient. No, there must be something else. 

My research branched out into even the most obscure forms of electrical power in the hopes of discovering some 
usefulness in the absurd. It does exist, and I believe I may have found something of import. Oddly enough, it requires 
some… anthropological methods. More on this later. For now, I’m being invited to a party by the dean and refusal is 
apparently “not acceptable”. 

January 10 

Travelled by train to Bulgan to meet cultural advisors. There is a prevailing belief in eastern Bedouin 
tradition of the Wind as an active spiritual force. In particular, some areas are sacred and some are cursed – I cannot 
help but notice that those blessed areas are generally steppes, in which characteristic mountain winds are not strong and 
upon which crops might grow. But I am not here to evaluate or philosophize, simply to learn. Besides, it is the cursed 
land I am interested in. Rather than directly tie this curse to the wind, it seems there are forbidden areas where sickness 
prevails. Entire villages have moved, borders and territories shifted over time as a result of this phenomenon. I have my 
suspicions, but I must know more. 

January 13 

Visited a village in the Bulgany yesterday. Today, en route to Torrusia to confirm findings. The presence of a 
curse is associated with flashing lights on the mountain face and what I would classify as a mania, some affect of the 
mind. Will bring a variety of metals to Torrusia to confirm hypothesis. 
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January 14 

Certain metals react in this environment, as suspected. Around the base of the village there was no response 
from my instruments of anything unusual. However, as my guide left me and I began to approach the remains of an 
abandoned settlement, some of the scrap metals in my box began to spark and shimmer. The locals tell me that 
generations ago, the village was demolished in a landslide by the Wind, which poisoned the air. I can confirm that the 
air is clean, but the alternative! 

I believe this landslide may have uncovered some form of radioactive mineral – by no means surprising on its 
own, but what follows…. I must charter a flight immediately. 

Ivy looked up at the rest of the bridge crew expectantly, as if she had gleaned some secret 
knowledge through its pages. “Well?” She prompted. Riley shook his head, befuddlement painted 
upon his face. 

“So… what’s he saying then? The rocks in the mountain make power?” He rested his chin 
upon the palm of his hand, leaning on Lanark’s control panel. Lanark immediately shooed him away, 
replying, 

“I think he’s saying… the metal does, but only with the rocks.” 

“But-” Riley began, before he was rudely interrupted by a hoarse whisper amplified through 
the intercom. Everyone on the bridge, captain included, jumped a few inches at the unexpected 
voice. 

“Makes sense to me.” 

“Is that engineering?” Corona muttered to Wulff, who nodded, somewhat disturbed by the 
interruption. 

“Armon always had a knack for things that might kill him,” the voice chided through the 
speakers. “Never able to get enough samples, not common. Not refined. Whole Fel’s prolly radio’.” 
As suddenly as the voice had begun, it ended with a sharp click that left Corona’s ears ringing. 

“How did they connect?” she demanded, shooting a look at Ivy, who was sitting, mortified, 
in her chair. She shrugged and immediately began inspecting the cables under her station. Riley 
sighed and strode towards the bridge door. 

“I’ll find em. Damn gearheads….” He muttered on his way out. An awkward silence 
pervaded the air for a moment before Ivy’s muffled voice drifted out from under her console. 

“E’s saying the Fel, the whole entire thing is radio-whaddever. It kills plants an’ people, and 
so di’ that landslide.” 

“The entire thing?” scoffed Corona, massaging her still-ringing ears. “Surely that can’t be 
possible.” 
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“Don’ call me Shirley,” came the muddled reply. Amelia’s voice clicked in from her plane; 
the hum of her engine resonated throughout the room like a giant bumblebee. 

“Engineering did say the mineral wasn’t refined. Could the whole thing be… weakly 
radioactive?” 

“Prolly,” agreed Ivy. The captain shook his head grimly. 

“If it is – and it does follow – but if the entire landmass is so dangerous… We may be too 
late.” The rest of the crew nodded sadly. 

“Do any of you ever pray?” 

~~~~^~~~~ 

The rest of the evening was tense; every muscle was taut, every nerve on high alert for a 
possible emergency at a moment’s notice. The pilots had been sent out into the dark sky to patrol as 
the Ascension passed over Zaiana airspace, each one hoping in some manner that the night would be 
a boring one. Looking down from his cockpit, Riley watched a small speck of light flicker as it 
travelled along a winding lakeshore. Flying at full speed, they had long since left the mountains 
behind, and were now soaring gently above the serene fields of the northeast. The light was 
probably a train, he thought, something fast but otherwise indistinguishable from the landscape 
below. 

There were few such lights in the night sky, almost none at all except the stars. Back in 
Amhr and Benden, the air was almost constantly filled with ships, planes, balloons, and all manner 
of flying craft. Even in wartime, the federated nations had never shied away from expressing their 
love of aviation. Enemy sky felt much lonelier in comparison. Amelia wasn’t much of a help – he 
suspected she was probably reading a book she’d smuggled from her quarters, or solving 
mathematical proofs, or something equally as dull. Out of boredom, Riley flipped his plane over on 
its belly. The roughly symmetrical shape of his plane kept him flying straight, and suddenly his 
cockpit was presenting him with the heavens. Away from all the lights, at least, there were the stars – 
bright stars, brighter than anything seen from the perpetual glow of the spire or above a town. No, 
here was the perfect spot for capturing the stars’ vivid beauty. 

As well as the large shadow blocking them out. 

Riley twisted, rolling the plane over into a rapid dive down and away from the ship, 
slamming a palm down upon his intercom as he did so. 

“Bogey, bogey, dorsal port-side stern! It came from behind!” Riley’s ears stung as a shot rang 
out from the enemy ship’s cannons, the shell narrowly missing the little plane. Ivy’s voice chimed in 
over the intercom. 
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“Ten-four, confirmed, engage all enemy planes. Unless you start to lose, then come back! 
Don’t die!” she finished in a voice which to Riley seemed unusually cheery. Whipping back around 
to point up at the Ascension and the enemy ship, he could make out the rounds already beginning to 
fly between the vessels. The rattle of machine gun fire mixed with the sonorous boom of cannons, 
syncopating in a marching beat of death. It had to be now, he complained to himself as he armed his 
guns, preparing for a wave of fighters. As a test, he fired off a burst of rounds at the enemy airship, 
and was rewarded with the sight of a few planes dropping out of the air. He turned and raced 
around the airship, all lights set for high visibility, to catch their attention. 

Riley’s little dogfighter whizzed and ducked at breakneck speed, dodging between planes, 
looping around and about to confuse them. As he completed a loop-de-loop over an unsuspecting 
enemy, he caught a glimpse of Amelia’s plane streaking across the sky like a bolt of lightning. Her 
guns blazed with white-hot fire, tearing through enemy craft with ease, but there were two more on 
her tail, struggling but still keeping pace. Riley rolled over on to his back and dropped as Amelia 
approached him from below. The two hurtled towards each other, seemingly unaware of their 
impending collision, the distance decreasing to a hundred metres, then seventy, fifty… Riley shut his 
eyes and counted to three, then swerved in a pattern around Amelia as she passed him. He 
continued to fall, passing between her and the pursuers, whom he rattled with lead from his four 
blazing guns. He grinned to himself as Amelia’s voice came over the radio. 

“You could have killed us!” He chuckled, knowing this was her way of acknowledging the 
maneuver. 

“Good flying. Keep it that way; I want to be able to talk about it back on the ship.” 

The fight raged on for almost twenty minutes in a similar fashion. The two pilots bobbed 
and weaved through enemy planes, taking down as many as they could, trading shots with some and 
almost trading paint with others. The massive guns of each airship loomed in the background as 
they flew, lending a cacophonous, fluttering heartbeat to the battle. It was as he was considering the 
size of a Zaiani ship’s main gun that the same loud heartbeat took out the rear end of his ship. The 
plane shook, buffeted into a sideways spin by the shell’s impact, slowly collapsing into a dive. Riley’s 
heart was racing – This was very possibly his last moment in a plane, perhaps on the earth ever. He 
could feel the wings rattle with a buzz unlike any sound he’d ever heard before, metal scraping from 
the back of the plane, smell the burning of fuel in the fuselage. Suddenly, flying seemed much less 
beautiful. 

He struggled with the controls, forcing the plane’s nose up – or at least as up as he could 
make it go, shooting high above the Ascension – and pressed the emergency release button below his 
chin. The entire cockpit blew apart with a deafening bang, glass shielding gone in an instant. The 
braces behind him gave way as the top of the ship exploded as well, launching him into the void. 
Riley felt his ankle snap, catching on stray metal as he catapulted away from the wreckage. He 
screamed in silence until it went numb, drifting towards the Ascension with his parachute 
outstretched. By some miracle, his good foot found the flight deck, where he collapsed. 
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~~~~^~~~~ 

Corona knew it was over when she heard Riley shout over the radio. 

“Whatever happened to ‘with any luck’?” she sulked. The captain chuckled humourlessly. 

“Well you see, that’s the funny thing about luck: It doesn’t exist.” The Zaiani ship was 
slower than the Ascension, but its guns had crippled two of its six massive turbines, and the internal 
engine had taken damage from stray machine gun fire. Although superior technology was on their 
side, no amount of clever design could protect them from cannon fire for long. Corona watched 
grimly as the burning hull of a plane drifted past the bridge, lodging itself in the flight deck below. 
The battle was lost before it had even begun – as much as she hated to admit it, Lanark’s words of 
caution about the Torrusians came to mind. 

“Riley!” Ivy winced at Amelia’s voice piercing through her headset. She shook her head 
sadly, turning towards the captain. 

“Dhovalev’s hit,” she informed them with a shaky voice. “Parachute open, he’s coming 
down over the deck. Well, he was coming down anyways,” she added, mostly to herself. Wulff nodded 
grimly. 

“Dispatch medical staff to the deck. Oh, and send the enemy a surrender on the main 
channel.” 

“A surrender?” Corona was outraged, placing her hand on Ivy’s console as she began to press 
the necessary buttons. “This is the end? You’re going to give up this mission along with the 
Ascension?” 

“I am,” retorted the captain, standing from his chair. “The battle is over, and unless you’d 
like to question my say in this matter I suggest you allow our communications officer to do her job.” 
The two locked eyes for a moment, unspoken despair and anger mingling between them. Finally, 
Corona sighed and broke eye contact, slumping her shoulders, defeated. 

“Very well,” she acknowledged. “Bring Barrows in, too.” Ivy nodded and flipped a switch, 
signaling a surrender to the enemy. Slowly, the enemy fighters drew away from the Ascension, the 
booming cannons stopped firing, and the bridge became eerily quiet. Amelia’s ship touched down 
on the deck as Corona stared blankly out the window. She followed the pilot as she practically flew 
from her plane to the hangar door, vanishing into the ship’s interior. Another plane, much larger 
than their fighters landed just behind her. The drab brown and grey of Zaiana militia filed out, 
following Amelia into the ship. 

“They say to keep goin’ on, cap’n,” reported Ivy. “We’re bein’ escorted to a landin’ site.” 
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“Very well, take us there,” the captain ordered. Lanark nodded his head and sullenly engaged 
the engines back to speed, steering the Ascension to follow the enemy warship. “Tell the crew to 
prepare to go down peacefully; XO Viteri has the bridge,” he added, stepping out of the room. 

The next few moments were tense – Ivy’s voice was the only sound besides the creak of the 
ship and Corona’s own breathing – even that was faint, held as tightly as her fists. 

“We’re bein’ boarded, stay calm. Don’ fight em, either. The ship is bein’ escorted to a landin’ 
site. We’re bein’ boarded peacefully.” 

After what seemed an eternity, the captain strode back into the room, followed by a dozen 
soldiers and one heavily-decorated officer. Though he held himself as proudly as Wulff did, his face 
betrayed none of the same discouragement. As the group filed in, Corona stood, allowing the 
captain to take his seat back, but he shook his head no, instead standing to her right, as though their 
roles had been reversed. She suspected a gun was being held to him from some angle – at all of 
them, really. She nodded and began to sit back down, and then she spied him: The final man to 
enter the room, pulled along by a Zaiani soldier. He was tall, thin, wore round wireframed spectacles 
which had cracked long ago. His head was hunched over feebly, and his eyes burned in a sort of 
burned-out defiance. It took a second to process who she was looking at, and then in an instant it 
clicked. 

“Armon.” 

~~~~^~~~~ 

“Why are you here?” 

The bedraggled scientist shrugged and opened his mouth to reply, but he was cut off by the 
Zaiani officer who dragged him onto the bridge. 

“I believe a better question is, why are you here? What, pray tell, is such a lightly-guarded 
frigate doing in Zaiani airspace?” Corona glanced at the captain, who simply returned her stare. 

“W-we were investigating the disappearance of our scientist,” she replied hesitantly. “Now 
we’ve found him – thank you for picking him up by the way – and we can be out of your hair.” At 
this, the officer burst out laughing. It wasn’t malicious-sounding or evil the way she almost assumed 
villains might laugh, but rather, it was completely genuine, as though her retort was the funniest 
thing he’d heard in his life. 

“Oh, no,” he replied, attempting to regain his composure, “No, your colleague has been 
rather helpful to us. It would be a shame to simply let him go. Why don’t you reacquaint yourselves 
with the doctor while I look about your ship? I am excited to be able to examine more of doctor 
Quentigyr’s handiwork. Surely you can supply me with a guide.” Again, Corona glanced to the 
captain, who simply widened his eyes at her, flicking them at the door. She frowned, unsure what to 
make of his silence, but decided to make an order anyways – he seemed to be letting her deal with 
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this and she wasn’t sure why. She turned to one of the security staff on the bridge, indicating for him 
to lead the Zaiani officer around. 

“Nothing funny,” she ordered, adding, “And make sure engineering doesn’t try anything, 
either. We are nonaggressive.” He saluted, leading most of the Zaiani forces out of the room – two 
stayed behind, observing the bridge crew with guns waiting. As soon as they’d left, Corona whipped 
around to face the captain. What? She mouthed silently at him. You, he replied, then vocally, 

“Ma’am, I appreciate how much you value my input, but… you are the captain. With all due 
respect, these are your calls to make.” He emphasized the last part, staring hard at Corona as he 
spoke, unblinking. She nodded slowly – obviously he was trying to do something, but what she 
couldn’t say. She decided to play along. 

“Of course, my apologies, XO Wulff. I was merely thinking of asking you for a second 
opinion…” her voice trailed off as she considered the despondent-looking soul that was Armon 
Quentigyr standing before her. The last time she’d seen him, he had been full of spirit, adventurous 
even in his old age – if he’d been fifty before, he certainly seemed to have aged a decade in the past 
month. One of his arms was bound in a loose sling, the other softly fiddling with the hem of his 
shirt. His eyes flickered nervously about, completely unlike the calm, collected sort he’d been before. 
After a minute or two, she addressed him: “Armon.” 

“Cori,” came the flat reply. She winced slightly at the pet name – only Riley called her that 
ordinarily (and off-duty at that). She sighed. 

“It’s been a while.” 

“It has.” 

“We found your journal.” 

“Oh?” his brow lifted for a moment at this small relief. “Good, that’s… very good,” he 
huffed despondently. “Not that it is of any more use to me, but good. Then you found my 
associates in Torrusia, I would assume.” Corona nodded. 

“They were rather enlightening.” There was an awkward pause, then: “Why Dimia?” At this, 
Quentigyr’s eyes shot up towards the guards at the back of the room, but they made no motion to 
stop him. He swallowed anxiously. 

“Dimia was abandoned almost a year ago,” he began in his Aquilan drawl, “for reasons not 
dissimilar to those of the mountain folk in Torrusia. It had been speculated before that the Fels 
might be radioactive, but… Well,” he chuckled darkly, “No explorer has ever come back with good 
findings, if at all.” 

“And what about the metals?” interjected Lanark from behind him, now ignoring the 
piloting of the ship altogether for Quentigyr’s story. 
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“The metals were known to react in the presence of radiation, but so sparsely, and in poor 
conditions. In an environment where there is only radiation…” he paused, glancing at the guards 
again. “Well, I needed some method to harness the reaction as it was, and I had none.” 

Corona nodded as though she understood. “Has the Venathkan Alliance been treating you 
well?” Armon shrugged. 

“I had to do some work…” His face crinkled into a knot of grief, and he closed his eyes. 
“I’m sorry, it was a matter of life or death.” One of the guards’ radios blared foreign noise, and he 
strode over to the scientist, holding a gun to his back. 

“Gorrsht va, y prama.” Armon sighed and nodded. He slowly made his way to Ivy’s console 
and with his good arm, opened a channel to the other ship. 

“What are you doing, soldier?” asked Corona, standing abruptly. The other guard grabbed 
her arm and aimed his weapon at her chest, pushing her back down into the captain’s chair. The old 
scientist shook his head. 

“I’m sorry,” he apologized, “I truly am.” He leaned into the microphone and spoke one 
word: “Khroza.” The guards seemed to be satisfied, lowering their weapons and returning to stand 
at the rear of the room. Standing back up, Quentigyr closed the channel, facing away from the rest 
of the bridge with eyes cast low. “I’m sorry,” he said again over the sound of a plane whizzing by. 

“Armon…” she began, true, terrifying realization beginning to sink in, “What exactly is on 
that aircraft?” He turned away, tears welling up in his eyes. 

“The end of the Federation.” 

~~~~^~~~~ 

Corona stared at Quentigyr in abject terror, desperately searching for an alternative to his 
deadly implication. 

“Just what the hell did you build?” the captai- Executive Officer Wulff growled from her 
right. He’d lain a shaking hand on the armrest of his chair in an attempt to steady his nerves, but 
Wulff was obviously on the verge of losing it with the old physicist. “You built a weapon, didn’t 
you?” he accused, cleanly laying out everyone’s fear before him. Quentigyr shifted uncomfortably, 
staring at the ground. 

“Sir,” Lanark began, “If there’s a bomb on that pla-” 

“There’s nothing we can do,” Quentigyr interrupted. “Venathka was a step behind me the 
entire way. Once they had what they wanted, I was cast aside.” 

“But you know how it works.” He nodded, despondent. 
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“The rock, when it is refined, has tremendous potential for energy. The power of the bomb 
on that plane… There won’t be much to return to.” 

Corona shuddered – images flashed through her mind of the Spire’s comfortable walkways 
and backdoors, each hidden cove she called home. And all the people… People like Riley, who had 
lost family to war, innocents dragged in by needless conflict. Thousands of individuals crowding the 
towns and cities of the Federation, unable to fight for themselves, obliterated. She choked back bile, 
anger rising in her voice. 

“And we’re supposed to sit here and watch our families burn?” To her disgust, Quentigyr 
nodded. 

“You have no choice.” 

“I do.” The captain, still standing to Corona’s right, snapped back at him. He looked the 
scientist up and down with a grimace. “You’re not the man I used to know, Armon.” So saying, he 
pivoted, a bullet bursting from his jacket as the guard to his left dropped to the floor, clutching his 
shattered knee. He dashed out of the room, pushing the other bewildered guard aside before he 
could get a shot off, and disappeared out the door of the bridge. The soldier quickly recovered and 
followed, firing off rounds into the hall until a crimson hole bloomed upon his back, and then 
another, followed by a third. Before he hit the ground, two more rounds fired from Lanark’s 
handgun, embedding themselves in the soldier’s body. 

“You’re wrong, Q,” he spat, defiance in his eyes. “You’re just a cow-Aaagh!” He howled in 
agony as another shot rang out, this time from the gun of the wounded soldier on the bridge floor, 
ripping through his shoulder like a white-hot blade. The Zanani soldier leaned on a bulkhead, 
panting heavily, and lifted his gun to fire again, but Corona intervened, shooting him herself. He 
slouched, a bloody gurgle escaping his lips, and it was over. She whipped towards Quentigyr, 
holding a gun to him; Lanark did too, as did Ivy, which in a less adrenaline-boosted state might have 
surprised her. 

“Are you going to shoot me too?” he protested. “I had no say in this. I’m no traitor.” 

“No willing traitor, perhaps,” Corona spat at him. “But I will shoot you if need be. Sit 
down.” She motioned with her gun and he shuffled to a vacant chair, easing himself into it slowly. 
“Good. Ivy,” she ordered, locking the door to the bridge. “Tell the crew to lock themselves down.” 
Already, she could hear the sounds of battle underneath them – gunfire echoed through the halls, 
telling her that Wulff was still alive. “You okay, Lanark?” the navigator nodded, and threw a weary 
thumbs-up, his goofy hat lending a comical air to his pale, beleaguered state. “Hang in there, soldier. 
Bring us up to full speed; We’re following that plane.” Lanark nodded slowly and started flicking 
switches with his good arm, the other hanging limp at his side. 

“Lock down for transpor’, tie down loose people, if you have a dog, hold it or something! 
Keep secure for transit!” 
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Ivy’s voice rang out down the halls as Corona waited in anticipation, staring at Lanark 
anxiously. The ship was still as the engines whirred to life again and the Ascension began to draw 
away from the Zaiani ship, and then: A flurry of motion, a gunshot, and the captain was on the flight 
deck. All eyes turned to the deck as the bridge watched him sprint from a bulkhead to Amelia’s 
plane, still parked neatly along the landing strip. Corona realized at this point that her fear was 
coming true – Wulff hadn’t left the bridge to attack the enemy officer, he was going after the plane 
himself, and he’d made her the captain. “Full speed,” she ordered, tracking his movements across the 
deck. The distant figure fired off shots as he ran, ducking behind vehicles and tools in his path to 
Amelia’s plane. He staggered slightly as a bullet tore through his leg, but continued onwards, limping 
the rest of the way. Corona frowned – he wasn’t going to make it with so many soldiers behind him; 
there were at least five more within the ship, too. 

“Lanark,” she began, “Tilt the ship hard starboard.” 

“Ma’am?” He replied hesitantly before snapping into action. “I mean, of… of course, 
captain.” Corona’s stomach lurched as he flung the ship the side and back again. Sure enough, the 
ground-trained Zaiani marines stumbled, but the tiny dot that was Wulff stayed still and even 
boarded his plane as the ship rocked back and forth. 

“Buckle yourselves in,” she ordered, noticing how the soldiers recovered. This time she sat 
back down in the chair. “Wulff will launch upside-down. Those soldiers will take out his engines 
otherwise.” Lanark and Ivy both rotated in their seats to gaze at Corona in puzzlement. “Lock 
down!” she ordered again. The trio (and Quentigyr) buckled into their seats as Wulff began to taxi 
down the flight deck, rounds whizzing past his plane. With the low groan of straining steel, the 
Ascension spun around its central axis. The planes on the deck began to slide sideways as the angle 
increased, and the enemy soldiers began to lose footing. One of them slipped and skidded down the 
deck, careening off the edge into the endless abyss of sky below. Corona winced, feeling sorry for a 
split second before she herself began to feel gravity’s effect upon her. The ship rotated further, 
spinning up and up, finally coming to point its head at the ground before it came crashing down and 
around again – Wulff dove off the ship as it rotated, his plane zooming off into the distance after 
the Zaiani bomb. The deck was empty of life and planes alike, the only things remaining: The 
puncture wounds of the battle from before. 

“I told you you were wrong,” she said finally, addressing Quentigyr. He shrugged in a 
noncommittal fashion. 

“I had no say in this. Once the enemy learned of my plan to harness the radioactive energy, 
it was only a matter of combining our research.” He bowed his head. “It is sad that I must watch a 
friend disappear in such a manner, to sacrifice himself for a mistake I made.” Corona didn’t respond 
to this; Instead she merely paced along the floor of the bridge, waiting and watching. Without the 
Zaiani ship’s preparation, the enemy fell behind quickly, its inferior design proving no match for the 
Ascension even at reduced capacity. The crew was silent, adjusting controls and altering values in a 
deathly quiet manner as they flew. Corona wondered what had happened to the Zaiani officer, 
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whether he’d died within the ship somewhere or fallen off the flight deck, or if perhaps he was 
trying to find a way into the bridge somehow. She closed her eyes for a moment, praying for Riley in 
infirmary – not something she did often – and opened them again as she heard Ivy gasp. 

The evening sky glowed bright like daytime, a dazzling white and yellow light illuminating 
their view, intensity ever-increasing. She winced and narrowed her eyelids to slits as the light 
increased to overwhelming levels, turning her field of vision into a smear of white and red light. The 
ship shook and rattled, leaping like a dolphin through the air, and the light pouring into the cabin 
began to reach an unbearable intensity. Corona’s eyes watered, her mouth hung agape, and for the 
second time on this mission, she felt truly at awe at the magnitude of the phenomenon before her. 
This is the power of the weapon they were building, came the dawning realization as another shockwave 
wracked the ship. The captain had met with the enemy plane and become… part of that. As the 
light began to die, a cloud was revealed, stories upon stories tall, stretching from some wreckage into 
the sky above the bridge’s viewing angle. The smoke undulated in a billowing calamity, spitting out 
fire on occasion. Surely, she thought, If this had hit the spire, the Federation would have been done for. But for 
Wulff to have sacrificed himself to save the federation left Corona in charge of the ship, and she 
already had plans for the new technology. It was the beginning of a new age, she realized, one in 
which superweapons such as these were readily accessible and their enemies were more than 
prepared to use them. Wulff’s dying act, then, was almost a question: What, Cori? She could hear his 
voice in her head, pushing her towards an answer. What will you do with this? 

She closed her eyes, quietly asking some higher power for forgiveness, then turned back and 
sat down in the captain’s chair. “Bring us around the cloud,” she commanded, new authority in her 
voice. 

“And take us home.” 


