
A gust of wind rattled the lamps and the gleaming brass fixtures on the airship Big Damn Heroes momentarily as the vessel pulled away from the ground. After just a moment the craft righted itself and rose smoothly; the shouts of the jubilant crowds below soon fading out.


“All in all I think that went very well… very well indeed.” Rogoth Jaden said to himself, putting a finishing note in one of his myriad logbooks.  He frowned for a second, trying to think of anything he’d left out. 


A short while later he stood in the common room of the airship with his arms folded across his chest looking grim. “Oh come on, guys, we just got this airship! I’m going to be very upset if the one hundred thousand gold coins we just earned have to go into fixing the holes you morons are putting into it!”


In the center of the room, next to the till-recently-bolted-down upturned conference table and a broken chair hunched Corey Willikins. She had a form wreathed in shadowy red flames in a headlock that was giggling maniacally despite her best efforts.


“Boss, I think I can safely assure you that this isn’t what it looks like.” Corey said, after a moment.  The figure wreathed in arcane fire cackled.


“Really.” Rogoth slid his glasses up his nose and gave a long measuring stare to Corey.

“Well…”

“Because it looks like you’re trying to screw Pelaios’s head off-”

“Hee hee, screwingglrrk!” interrupted Pelaios. 

Rogoth continued, “And it also looks like you're doing some very enthusiastic furniture reorganization.”

“Er…” Corey made one of her special faces; it was halfway between embarrassment and total fury. Pelaios seized the opportunity break free from her grasp; darting out from under her  arms and nimbly hopping away in between spurts of maniacal laughter.

Corey’s normally azure–tinted face tinged purple and she picked up the broken chair.

“All right, that’s enough! Pelaios, what did you do?” Rogoth said, slapping Corey’s hand and rather bravely interposing himself between the two warriors. Pelaios quivered with yet more suppressed glee on one side of him; the seething bulk of Corey towered over him on the other. 

“I didn’t do anything!” Pelaios sang joyfully, fixing his rumpled tunic with one hand and doing attempting to corral all the hairs Corey knocked loose from his ponytail with the other.  “I may have made a few… observations…”

“He was singing!” Corey roared, and stepped forwards. 

“No!” Rogoth said, jumping backwards and leaning all of his weight into Corey. “Next broken piece of furniture comes out of the enchantment fund for you two! And just what was he singing that warranted wrecking this place?”

There was a pregnant silence.

“Well?”

Corey blushed furiously and set down the chair. “He was listening when I talked to Wesken, Boss, and started singing-.”

“Corey and Wesken, sitting in a tree-“

Rogoth ducked as the chair hurtled across the room at Pelaios, who blasted it out of existence with a jet of shadowy flame and darted down the corridor. “Yeah, that sounds like it’d do it…” he muttered to himself as he stood up, rubbing his temples in a vain attempt to stave off the burgeoning headache.

“Boss, permission to chase a fellow employee down and give him an unfortunate female encounter.” Corey growled.  “Possibly dangle him by one leg out of a porthole too.”

“No you may not. He’s the only one here who has the slightest grasp of medicine in a line of work that isn't just flirting with death but actually seriously considering marrying death and settling down!” Rogoth took a breath. “And besides, since when did a little teasing get you this worked up? He’s been going on about this for months.”

Corey shuffled evasively, then gave Rogoth a pleading look. “Boss, he’s going to go tell Arcos. Please, I’ll only hit him a little.”

“Corey, I am fairly sure you don't know how to hit anything a little.” Rogoth said, crouching to survey the damage to the brackets that had held the table in place.

“Boss!” 

It is Arcos… Rogoth thought. “Well, all right. But I’m serious about taking airship repairs out of your cut.  And for the love of all the gods, I don’t want to hear any more about this for the rest of the trip. Is that clear?”

“Absolutely!” She shouted. Rogoth winced as she gave a sharp kick to the broken chair to free up a leg as an impromptu club, and then she was down the same corridor, leaving Rogoth alone with the property damage.

Rogoth  stood in thought a moment, then grunted as he pushed the table upright and dragged an errant chair up to it. He took out his pen and inkpot, and reopened his journal, turning the last page. Addendum, he wrote, why is it now that I realize hiring a party of experts from various branches of what can only be described as the ‘property damage’ business would have downsides once we established permanent residence? Reconsider castle; high durability furniture is a must.

***


Arcos dropped out of the ceiling next to Pelaios.


“So, sounded like you had fun.” Arcos said, leaning onto the railing.


Pelaios blinked for a second and continued wrapping a bandage around his forearm. “I wouldn't call it fun per se; more assault and battery. But then again, I love that, so... ”


“Well, was it funny then?” Arcos asked, hopping over the railing and clambering onto the machinery that powered the airship.


Pelaios grinned. “Absolutely. You want in?”


Arcos wrinkled his nose and tweaked his moustache. “On the mockery?”


Pelaios grinned and tied off the bandage. “Yeah!”


The rogue grunted almost imperceptibly over the noise of the engine. “Not this time, I'm afraid.” 


“Aaaaw. C'mon, you know that whimpering noise she makes?”


Arcos stopped his descent for a second to think. “The one when she's creeped out, or when she's frustrated?”


Pelaios simply grinned, prompting a faint sigh from Arcos. 


“I'm flattered, but she'll be expecting it now. Talk to me in a few days, and then we'll see what we can work out.”


“Aw, okay.” Pelaios pouted.


“Well, at least you're keeping out of real trouble, my friend. Do you know where that leads?” Arcos pointed to a crawlway underneath the engine.


“No. What are you doing, by the way?” Pelaios said, furrowing his brow and checking the ceiling for rogue-shaped holes. None were immediately obvious.


Arcos dropped to the very limited floor space separating the catwalk where Pelaios stood and the whirring mass of boilers and gears that lifted the Big Damn Heroes aloft. “Stuff.” Arcos said, artfully shrugging. “Oh, if you must know I'm exploring. Who knows what's in this place?”


“Suit yourself. I think I'm going to go pee and then pass out.” Pelaios turned before smacking his head and whirling about. “Hey wait, what was that I heard about you and the archer from THUNDER? Emmeline was it?” Pelaios said.


Arcos had already vanished, but his voice issued forth from the machinery.



“Don't forget to pee, Pelaios.”

***


Arcos blinked at the brightness of the sun. It had been quite a long time since he'd been in natural light, and this far up it was quite a large amount of natural light. He shoved his left hand behind him into his pack and retrieved his backup hat; with a few minute adjustments he was comfortable even with the glare off the cloud-tops. With his other hand, he cast a tiny hook attached to a thin rope up the side of the Big Damn Heroes, where it caught on one of the mooring hooks. He gave it a pair of experimental tugs, then with one hand keeping his backup hat firmly attached, he pulled himself into a sort of a sitting position, his tail and legs still in the crawlspace while his torso was in the breeze.


Using his elbows as levers, Arcos got enough height to pull first one knee, then the other underneath his body; his tail came last, tugging the tiny maintenance door shut behind him. Now, it was time for Arcos to implement the ultimate expression of the art of clandestine entry: the wait.


Even though the back of the huge balloon was nearly featureless save for lightning rods and mooring hooks, even though he'd been here many times before, Arcos waited for five interminable minutes.  He let himself soak in every detail, drink up every minute stitching and patch of cloth. Then, he whistled a jaunty tune, closed his eyes, and started his trip along the length of the ship, letting his memory of the surface guide him. 


His first stop was where he'd cast his rope: the mooring hook. From there he had a secure perch with an arm and his tail hooked around the long metal spoke; Arcos spun the  weighty hook a few times to build up momentum before casting it to a lightning rod on the top of the balloon. It took a few tries before Arcos was confident that he'd snagged it securely; after that he retrieved a second rope that he tied first to his harness and then to the mooring hook. It never hurt to be careful, he mused, before resuming his whistling.


Once he made his way to the much more secure lightning rod, Arcos whipped and tugged the line attached to his harness in just the right fashion to undo the knot. Reattaching that rope to the lightning rod, he made ready to cast his line to a handhold near the nose of the ship when a nasty gust came out of nowhere and hit him dead on. 


There's no easy way to quell panic when faced with a ten thousand foot drop, but Arcos was prepared doubly and fought it off in the blink of an eye. Of course in that same time period he'd become unbalanced and started sliding off the top of the Big Damn Heroes. Confident in his safety line, Arcos nevertheless cast out his second rope to a midships winglet and used the tension therein to control his slide down the side of the ship.


After a heart pounding slide, he came to a rest upside down next to an open porthole and kicked a foot out to catch his hat as it passed him by. A man with a mane of shaggy hair, slightly pointy ears, and a proud but weatherworn stovepipe hat stuck his head out of the porthole and frowned mightily at Arcos.


“Yo Abe.” Said Arcos, dipping his hat respectfully at the king-in-exile with his foot.


“Good afternoon. What are you doing?” Abragorn asked in his impressive baritone.


Arcos squinted at the sun. “More like evening, actually... anyway, I'm hangin'. You?”


Abragorn's eyebrows vanished into his hairline. “So I see. Can... do you need some help?”


Arcos let out a sing-songy hmm and screwed up his face in thought. “Well... think you could hang onto my hat for a moment? It's my only backup for now.”


“Really? Looks a lot like Corey's...” Abragorn said, snatching the hat off of Arcos's foot. “Rather, it looks quite identical to hers...”


“Hmm, what a coincidence.” Arcos said, quite convincingly. “Well, I've got to fly.”


“Dinner's in a few hours, don't forget.” Abe said, swinging the porthole shut.


Cackling into the whipping wind, Arcos undid his second line and busily clambered back up his safety line to the top of the ship. 


“All right, take two!” He shouted, to no one in particular.

***


Abragorn let the map roll itself back up again and sighed at the hat lying on the table. Its original owner had enough horns on her head to require rather distinctive custom habadashery just to fit the hat, and there could be no mistaking that it was hers. In the quarter of an hour since the rogue had dropped by, he'd managed to re-inter himself in his warren of maps. He swept the maps of his kingdom aside, as well as the detailed maps of the mountains and deserts that bordered his country. They were covered in scribbled notes; years of futilely plotting a triumphant return were sketched out on the yellowed parchment. 


Giving a sigh that felt like it lasted years, he brushed aside a thick stack of atlases and half-mad plans. For all he knew, in the ten years he'd be gone the old forts had been reinforced, abandoned, or moved...


His gaze dropped on his trunk. Abragorn checked that his door was shut and his ceiling was relatively Tiefling-free before opening it. He took out the forest-green tunics and set them aside, and piled the winter furs on top of them. He moved the journals and the miniature portraits of his parents aside, and pulled it out.


It took just a moment for him to slip out of the threadbare robe he wore in his quarters and into it. Abragorn walked halfway to the polished brass bulkhead that served as a mirror before remembering his hat. He retrieved that as well, and then took a look at himself.


The suit had aged incredibly well; the dark fibers that made up his waistcoat were tinged slightly with regal burgundy giving it a deep purple hue. The faint ermine collar had seen better days, but from a distance... and with less than perfect light, it was passable. The pants had a hole in one knee from his escape, and the shoes were scuffled dull, but it was still his royal attire; after all these long years it was intact, and the sight of it brought back a deluge of memories of home. 


Abragorn turned sideways to examine the short cloak that came with it; the fur on this item had decayed slightly more than the collar of his suit but was holding together. “Just a matter of days now, old friends...” Abragorn said looking down at his sleeves and inspecting the shiny golden buttons. “If I can pull together for this, I hope you all can, too. I expect we've still got a lot of work to do together.”


The ship rocked again in another gust, and Abragorn's gaze darted to his porthole in case Arcos was outside again. He waited a beat... and then another. He thought he heard the rogue cursing as if from a long distance away, but he could not convince himself. In a moment he was dressed normally again, and the largest intact piece of his heritage was tucked safely at the bottom of his trunk. 


He retrieved his own stovepipe hat, tucked Corey's under his arm, and then walked out into the common area to nearly trip over the remnants of a broken chair. Dancing over it, and sliding past the perplexing ruin of the common table, he made his way to Corey's quarters.


He had finished balling his fist to knock on the door when it slammed open . Corey's furious roar quickly devolved into an embarrassed hacking cough when she narrowly avoided colliding with Abragorn. 


Abe blinked a few times and absently tapped his ear to make sure it still worked before speaking. “I... hope I'm not interrupting anything?”


“Oh, ...uh, hey Abe...” Corey said sheepishly, smiling with a few more teeth than Abragorn was accustomed to. “What, uh, can I do for you?”


Abe proffered the hat by means of response.


Corey very nearly sagged with relief, “Oh, my hat! Where did you find it?! I've been looking all over; I could have sworn Arcos had it, the bastard...”


Abragorn took a moment to to think. “...Well, actually... it had gotten mixed into my things after that last tussle... really, I'm so sorry...”


Corey snatched it with as much grace as she could muster. “Oh no, thank you; really, I would never have thought to ask you...” Her eyes narrowed and she looked back at him. “You sure you didn't get this from Arcos? I thought I saw him wearing it earlier...”


“I couldn't say for sure when I saw him,” Abe said cautiously. “Anyway, I suppose while I'm hear you ought to know that I'll probably be making dinner in a little while.”


“Oh... good. So you saw Arcos? Where was he?” Corey asked, moulding the rim of the hat for a moment before plopping it on her head.


“Out and about,” Abe said truthfully. “I'll see you in a little while.”


Corey nodded, and didn't stop to think about where exactly out and about meant on an airship for nearly ten minutes.

***


“Ninety nine thousand nine hundred ninety eight, ninety nine, one hundred thousand!” Rogoth said, cheerfully sliding the last of the coinage part of the their reward back into its bag and sealing its tie.  He'd had to estimate the value of the majority of their booty which had been in the form of bars of precious and rare metals and bags of gemstones, but judging from the intensity of Arcos's drooling... well, it seemed like it was substantial.


There was a very quiet knock on the door. Rogoth frowned, and waited. There was a second, slightly louder knock, and Rogoth frowned. “Come in... it's not locked. Ah, Corey. What can I do for you?”


“Hey boss... have you got a moment?” She asked, nervously grimacing.


Rogoth sighed, took his glasses off and massaged his nose before responding. “Did you... what did you break this time, Corey.”


“Nothing! Er... nothing yet. I'm not really sure. Let's talk about that in a minute. Right now... can I sit down?”


Rogoth shrugged and cleared some space on his desk to steeple his fingers. “I don't expect I could reasonably prevent you from doing so. Now. Tell me, what's on your mind?”


“I'm... not sure I'm comfortable taking the company off to Gondurica or wherever...” she started, staring down a knot in Rogoth's desk.


“Oh? If it's anything like this last job, it'll give us something concrete to imagine when somebody talks about a 'king's ransom'. What's bothering you?”


Corey let out an exasperated huff. “I don't know. I'm not sure! I just don't feel like  I'm happy with all of these grand quests. Save Queen so and so's kingdom, oust the Pretender here, find a wooden tantalizing string for the royal sphinx to play with... it's all so... righteous I guess.”


Rogoth stared at her for a moment. “I'm not sure I follow you, Corey... and regardless of what you say, the sun was gone.” The two shared pouty looks with each other. “And more importantly, there were witnesses who knew we were involved, even if it was by accident!”


Corey threw up her hands. “Well, I … guess I just miss when things were simpler than all of this. Instead of rushing around a castle killing demons, we were doing straightforward, honest work.”


“Like violently dispossessing a group of Kobolds from their home cave?” Rogoth said, arching an eye.


“Exactly! I miss those days. Hell, when was the last time we recovered a subterranean treasured object? We fairly walked into the Queen's throne room and stabbed her then and there last time! Months and months of hunting the succubi and all the planning, and it was over in a blink.” Corey said.


“So... let me get this straight. You want us to take more difficult jobs than the one that had us fighting an umber hulk half the size of  Heroes and a rakshasa queen... but don't involve questing against extraplanar forces of evil or fighting whole kingdoms?” Rogoth asked.


“Yes! Er... Well maybe no.  I mean, I like the airship, it's fantastic...”


“Good, because after all that fuss you made when I suggested a keep you'd damn well better love it...” Rogoth muttered.


Corey gave him a worrisome look, and he waved at her. “It was nothing, Corey. Go on.”


“I suppose I just don't feel like we're doing the job I signed on for anymore. Fixing the world's great, and we're even getting paid for it to my continued amazement but... I guess I'd like it if we went somewhere out of the way for a while.” Corey said. The chair she sat in groaned strenuously when she leaned back, and continued as her tail lashed in frustration.


“Are you asking for a vacation?” Rogoth asked.


“Would it be a vacation? There's plenty of dragon's hoards and monster's lairs and goblin citadels out there, Rogoth. I... think I'd just like to be doing something just for our own sakes for a change. No, not just for money, I mean... just go and do something just for us. For STORME, not some queen or king somewhere.”


“So you're thinking a dungeon?” Rogoth said, replacing his spectacles. 


“A dragon would be good too, but not all of the sudden. I guess I just don't feel satisfied if its rushed. I prefer it nice and slow.” Corey said, looking off to one side. She blushed when she caught him staring at her. “What?!”


Rogoth shook his head. “Corey... you really set yourself up for the sort of thing Pelaios teases you about, don't you.”


Corey's brow furrowed; no mean feat considering it was adorned with a tangle of horns as thick as Rogoth's thumb. “What d... oh.” Corey flushed maroon. “I-I didn't mean it that way!”


Rogoth laughed for a few moments before giving a disarming smile. “Oh, I know... anyway, what was this about something you might break?”


“I don't want to talk about it now that you brought that back up again...” Corey said, furiously avoiding his gaze. 


“Let me guess... Wesken troubles?” Rogoth said.


“Not troubles... well, he told me he'd wait forever for me and that I was his only one.” Corey said, pure guilt etched on her features.


Rogoth's eyebrows disappeared. “Oh. Oh my.”


“Yeah...” Corey said, biting her lip. “I... I feel kinda guilty I guess. I told him that maybe one day I could like him... cause, you know, I mean... it is possible.”


Rogoth's mind furiously raced trying to gather up all the relationship advice he had before he remembered to respond. “Er... is it?”


“I don't know, I guess! He's the only dragonborn male I've met that's been even remotely interested in me as a person!” Corey said.


“Go... on?” Rogoth felt confused.


“Well... see... I guess I do want to be like the heroes my parents told me about, but … that's not all I am anymore. He's still a dragonborn, though; and that... well, I'm afraid of him.”


“Afraid of him?” Rogoth repeated.


“Yes.” Corey gave him a hurt look. “I wasn't always this big, you know; I got plenty strong helping out with the livestock but I was still a little girl by my people's standards when I met Mother. And he reminds me … of how I felt then.”


Rogoth desperately tried to imagine Corey as anything that could be described as a  'little girl' and failed miserably. She continued,


“So... maybe someday that feeling will pass. And then... maybe I'd feel the same way about him? Isn't that how it works for you?” Corey asked.


“I suppose so, though I'd think that if you were truly attracted to him, you'd know...” Rogoth said.


“That's what I thought too... should I have lied to him?”


“Corey, I'll be honest with you. I'm not exactly the best to ask when it comes to romance. Here's what I've got to say though... it sounds like some time away from him will be good for you both, and I think we can both hope that he meets someone new who sweeps him off his feet.” Rogoth said.


“Yeah... I guess you're right.” Corey looked down. 


Rogoth blinked. “Good god, what are you wearing?”


“It's a dress!” Corey said, standing up and looming over his desk.


“Well I can see that, but it looks like the dress you went to the party in!” Rogoth said. He cocked his head and screwed his face up “Did... you try and fix this yourself?”


“I tried... is it really that bad?” Corey said in a truly tragic tone.


“Well... it's not terrible. But we can set some money aside to replace it...” Rogoth started to say.


“No! I mean... it's the only nice thing I had growing up, and I'll kill anyone who tries to take it away from me!” Corey shouted, gesturing wildly and knocking over the chair with he tail.


“I think that might be a bit of an overreaction. Look, we can just as easily pay someone to help you fix it. Now in the meantime, it looks like you missed a tiny bit in the back... here, turn around and hold still, let me see if I can get it.” Rogoth rummaged in his drawer for a pin while Corey lumbered in a tight semicircle.


“Be careful.” She growled.


“Oh calm down, I can hit an orc in the throat with a lightning bolt from thirty yards; I can pin a tear in a dress.” Rogoth said haughtily. “There, all done. Now unless you want to be seen in that by everyone going to dinner, you'd best change.”


“Oh crap, I forgot! Thanks, Boss, I owe you one!” Corey said, and hestitated for a second before giving him a brief but very intense hug. Rogoth emitted a quiet sound like a mouse being trod on, then sat still while she hiked up her dress enough to run safely out of the room.


He sat in silence before muttering “Dear gods did that just happen?”


He was reaching for his journal when he heard a muffled thud from the floor across from his desk. He stood up. 


There was a clank, and a floor panel popped up to reveal Arcos in deep thought. “See, this is why I'm always telling Pelaios to be patient. If you're always acting as soon as possible, you miss out on the really interesting conversations.”


Rogoth hopped up. “What are you doing, Arcos!”


“Stuff.” Arcos said, clambering out of the floor. “I've got to keep in shape, so I ran laps.”


“I … live in this room!” Rogoth said. “How often are you down there?”


“Oh, not always.” Arcos said, disarmingly. 


“Anyway, what do you make of all that?” Rogoth said.


“It's none of my business. Does she know she left her hat here?” Arcos asked innocently, putting the hat inside his cloak.


“Well, if she doesn't right now, she will in a minute. Gotta run!” Arcos said, and stepped into Rogoth's closet.  When Rogoth opened it up again, Arcos had gone, along with his coin purse.


Rogoth heaved a big sigh, said “Well I guess I could say that went about as well as could be expected...” and reached for his pen, inkpot, and journal.

