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Chapter 1

HAIL AND FAREWELL 

.

Chenda Frost sat perfectly still. She
balanced, immobile, between a desire to run in panic and the urge
to vomit that accompanies the shock of desperate grief. As the
short line of cars followed the hearse into the churchyard, Chenda
steeled herself for her first, and last, public appearance with her
husband. She realized that this was the first time she had been to
town with Edison, but she couldn’t find the strength to contemplate
the irony that this would also be the last time she would travel to
Coal City with him. After today, she would never see him again.
Forever. She couldn’t pull her eyes away from the car carrying his
casket, tried not to even blink for fear of losing any part of her
last few moments with him. Chenda’s driver opened her door, and she
stepped out into the misty morning to the sound of flashbulbs and
the shout of rabid newspapermen. She raised her dark eyes to focus
on the front door of the church, her goal. More flashes sent
sparkles across her vision. She ignored what she could of the
shouted questions and kept her pale face as placid and unmoving as
possible. As quickly as her legs would carry her, she escaped into
the cool darkness of the ancient church.

Her eyes anxiously searched the interior of
the sanctuary, and she relaxed slightly as she saw Edison’s casket
arriving through a side door. He was there. She was, at least for a
few minutes more, with him again. Even in death, his presence
calmed her. Chenda followed the funeral director as he wheeled
Edison to the head of the aisle and opened the casket. The
assembled visitors hushed for a moment as they gandered at the
deceased, then the hurried whispers began again. Chenda found
herself cringing away from the stares, positioning herself at the
end of Edison’s casket, partially hiding herself behind the
extravagantly carved lid.

Chenda glanced around at several of the
assembled guests. She recognized very few. For the most part, it
looked to her just a faceless sea of dark suits and military
uniforms. The people to whom she could place names were either
dignitaries she had seen in the newspapers, or a smattering of her
former teachers or companions – all hand-picked by Edison – none of
whom had she seen in years.

Chenda listened as two of her former tutors
gossiped about a delicately built blond woman in the second pew, a
woman Chenda had never seen before.

“Fancy her coming here. I never would have taken Professor Candice
Mortimer as a curiosity seeker like these other gawkers,” the first
said.

“Perhaps she reads the
tabloids for fun,” the other said. “There’s not a front page in the
city that doesn’t say ‘Death of the Recluse Hero’ in the headlines.
Besides, she’s such a serious person. She has to get her kicks
somehow. Perhaps funeral crashing is her thing.” 

The gossiping women wandered away, having
quickly lost interest in the professor, who simply sat gazing
remorsefully at Edison in his casket.

Candice Mortimer wasn’t
sure why she had come to Edison’s funeral. Truly, sadness filled
her as she looked at Edison’s scarred face, coldly encircled with
pale flowers in the casket. He had changed so drastically from the
handsome young officer in her memory. Candice counted the years
back to the last time she had seen Edison. Twenty-one years felt
like yesterday in some ways. He’d been so dashing then in his
Republic Airship Service uniform. All the R.A.S. men were dapper
to some extent. Strong and brave, each was ready to defend the
Republic's coast against Tugrulian attackers. A generation of
handsome young men volunteered. Thousands never came back. Too many
came home like Edison, broken, disfigured and aged well beyond the
intervening 12 years of the war.

Candice cried when Edison’s
airship, the Valiant
Eagle, was reported lost. She rejoiced when
she heard he had miraculously returned alive. More than once, she
tried to see him, but he never accepted visitors and refused all
correspondence. Each of her letters returned unopened. Rumors
swirled that he was a spy, or had been on a secret mission to
corrupt the Tugrulian Empire. Edison never spoke publicly about any
of it.

As she waited for the
ceremony to start, Candice's sadness turned into disgust. All of
those strangers staring stupidly into Edison’s casket. How rude!
True, she must look as much a voyeur to them as they did to her,
but Candice knew who she was, and what Edison had meant to her all
those years ago, so she felt no reason to explain herself to
anyone. She turned her gaze to the shy woman at the end of Edison’s
casket, The Widow Frost as all the papers were calling her.
Candice’s first thought was this girl couldn’t possibly be
his wife. She
was young enough be his daughter. Candice bristled and focused on
Edison’s unmoving form.

Chenda, a receiving line of one, found the
assembled crowd respectful and solemn as they filed by, but not
particularly grieved. She could feel their eyes on her, judging
her, and she heard all the whispered remarks.

“… lucky, I guess. She’s
the richest widow in the whole Republic.”

“…  bet it was
suicide. Who lives that way? Apart from the world for all those
years….”

“… I hear she is a
bubble-headed fashion monger, I mean look at her, I’ve never seen
so much expensive silk and satin on one dress….”

“… good grief, she’s just a
child! I guess Frost liked ‘em young….”

“… Gee, if he never left
his estate, I wonder if any of these people ever
actually knew him?”

No, Chenda thought, just
me.

The funeral went on as so
many do: prayers to all the gods, kind but generic words from a
gray haired priest who laments the death of a man he has
neveractually met, poetry about salvation and songs that move too
slowly. Finally, the time came for Edison’s casket to be closed for
the last time. Chenda stood by herself for one long moment, her
hands resting on Edison’s casket. She felt fractured and wondered,
when she exhaled next, what it would be like never to breathe back
in again. She wanted to die, too. The center of her world had
vanished, and she now drifted alone, frightened to her
core.

Where do I go from here, Edison?

With her emotions momentarily paralyzed, she
mindlessly followed the congregants out of the weathered stone
church and into a dim, drizzling afternoon. Dozens of flashbulbs
again blinded Chenda as she appeared on the church steps. In her
turmoil, she had forgotten to prepare herself for the gantlet of
reporters in the churchyard. People pressed in on her, trying to
sneak a peek at The Widow Frost. The shoving and clamor kept her
unsteady. Her field of vision was clogged with a jostling crowd of
reporters and spectators, and, losing her footing on the slippery
steps, Chenda started to fall. Suddenly, someone caught her by her
elbow and she felt another hand reach around her waist, pulling her
back to standing but also maneuvering her sideways, out of the
heart of the crowd.

Chenda looked up into the plain, young face
of her driver, Daniel Frent. He kept pulling her along, using his
hip and shoulder to part the throng of people. When they reached
the car, he quickly pushed her up and into the raised passenger
area, snapping the door closed behind her. Daniel vaulted himself
into the driver’s compartment. The motor whizzed to life, and the
clutch of reporters and onlookers, sensing the show was over,
retreated slightly. Daniel pulled away from the churchyard and they
were gone in an instant.

Daniel opened the small window between the
driver and passenger compartments. “I’m sorry to have placed hands
on you so, ma’am. You’re not harmed, are you?”

“I’m fine,” she said
limply. “Thank you for catching me.” She turned her face to the
gray window and watched the droplets run together and roll down the
pane. She sighed.

Daniel coughed politely, and quietly added,
“I can see this is a trial for you, ma’am. I’m sorry for that.”

“It’s kind of you to say,”
she replied.

Daniel went on, “Did you
know, ma’am, that my old man served with Mr. Frost on
the Valiant Eagle?”

“No,” Chenda said. She
truly knew very little about Daniel, as he was the most recent
edition to the estate staff and had been Chenda’s driver for a few
scant weeks. “Was he amongst the crew when the Eagle was lost?” she
asked, unable to think of anything to say.

“Sadly, yes, ma’am” he
answered, and then said nothing more.

Chenda bore this new layer of loss in
silence. The car traveled quickly through the heart of Coal City,
past so many of Chenda’s favorite shops and museums. For years,
Chenda held out hope that someday Edison would have acquiesced and
journeyed into town with her. He never did, and now it was too
late. The pattern had developed between them early on that she
would go into town and explore, bringing back trinkets and gifts
for her husband, and they would spend hours talking about what she
had seen and done. As money was no object, the sky was the limit as
far as Edison was concerned. Chenda happily brought the world home
to him. Now, as the car entered the Frost estate and gently stopped
at the grand house’s front door, Chenda had nothing to share, and
no one to share it with.

Daniel helped Chenda out of the car and
opened an umbrella over her, sheltering her from the rain until she
stepped into the foyer. Throwing her damp coat into the waiting arm
of the housekeeper, she walked into Edison’s study, closed the
thick paneled doors behind her and collapsed on the floor, weeping.
Finally, hidden away from the prying eyes of Coal City and the
house staff, she unfurled her grief.

Edison’s study seemed the perfect place for
her collapse. This room, this intimate space where this unlikely
couple shared their stories, was now both a sacred memory and a
crime scene. Detectives had long since finished investigating here.
They found little evidence besides the unusual knife that was
buried deep in Edison’s chest, a knife with two points like the
forked tongue of a snake. There were no other clues, they said.

“Had Commander Frost been
depressed?” they asked.

In the wake of that fruitless investigation,
and not knowing what else to do, the staff quietly returned the
space to its ordered beauty. Not a drop of Edison’s blood remained
on the fine mahogany desk, or the Tugrulian carpet beneath. Every
soiled paper, every hint of the police, even the smell of the
newsmen’s flashbulbs had been carefully removed. Clean and proper.
Restored.

Shock stopped her tears
when she discovered Edison’s body, and numbness covered her as she
awaited the funeral. Chenda hadn’t cried once. She had held her
tears in for seven days, and there, in the very room in which
Edison had been murdered, it overflowed from her. Chenda kicked her
feet violently under her long black satin skirts while she wailed.
Her thoughts, barely formed enough to be called thoughts, exploded
out of her in rage and sorrow. Why…Why? the words bubbled through
her mind, rising from her chest finally as a screech,
“WHY!!!?!?!?!”

Chenda lay there,
frightened and completely lost. She sobbed again and again,
fighting against her sorrow, willing herself to pull the pain back
in, willing herself to become again the dignified wife of Edison
Frost. Chenda allowed herself one final sob as she crawled over to
the side of Edison’s desk. She rested a moment on her knees there,
pressing her face to the smooth desktop, her arms wrapping the dark
wood in a weak embrace. She said a small prayer for comfort to any
god that could hear her. Please, she
prayed, please guide
me. What do I
do now?

A thought appeared in her
head. Edison would pull himself
together and get off the floor.

Chenda fought her sorrow and searched her
soul for a bit of strength. She wrapped her fingers around the wood
beneath her hands and squeezed each side of the desk, pulling
herself to her feet. When she let go, she heard a small click. A
raised panel on the side of the desk swung open.

What’s this?

Chenda’s fingers pressed
the panel back to discover a narrow slot, like a small shelf that
was covered by the secret door. An envelope made of fine
peach-tinted paper fell to the rug. Chenda was printed on the front
in Edison’s tiny handwriting. She carefully opened the
letter:

My dearest Chenda,

Pretty paper for an ugly message.

I know that finding this letter means that
you are again alone in the world, and for that I am so very sorry.
You have been such a blessing to me in my life, and I have loved
you always. But, I now have to ask you to forgive me. Your father
and I have kept a dangerous secret from you. Chenda, you have a
destiny. I wish I could explain here in this letter, but I am not
sure you would believe. You will have to find out for yourself.

Somehow, you need to find a way across the
sea to Kotal, and connect with the Tugrulian Resistance. They can
take you to a mystic, Pranav Erato. He will help you fulfill your
destiny.

Also, I want you to contact a professor at
Kite’s Republic University, Dr. Candice Mortimer. Her expertise can
help you, and I believe you can trust her.

Go now, and take the bag with you. Waste no
time.

All my love,

E 

Chenda read the letter
again. Destiny? The Tugrulian
Resistance?

Stunned, Chenda swept her hand into the
hidden slot and felt a small velvet bag. With shaking fingers, she
loosened the knotted silk cord and tipped the contents into her
hand. Out fell a gold necklace with a rather dull, deep-red stone
pendent. Two other, larger stones also fell into her hand. One was
a pale and uninteresting yellow, and the other, blue, the color of
an old robin’s egg.

At that moment, Chenda thought she heard
someone in the hall outside Edison’s  study. She quickly
scooped the stones back into the bag along with her husband’s note
and snapped the desk panel shut. She pocketed the velvet bag,
patted her hair into place, wiped her eyes and smoothed the
wrinkles from her long dress. A moment later, Chenda opened the
door to find her housekeeper, Alme, raising her hand to knock.

“Oh, good evening, ma’am, I
just wanted to see if you were feeling up to any supper this
evening?” Alme’s eyes were wide with sympathy.

Chenda
frowned. I probably should eat
something, Chenda
thought. But I just can’t sit alone
in the dining room tonight, not without Edison. I feel him in every
corner of this house now.

“Yes,” Alme sighed, as if
she has heard Chenda’s thoughts. “Perhaps I could bring you some
soup and toast up to your personal study?”

“A very good idea,” Chenda
agreed as she turned away from Edison’s office and climbed the
stairs. By the time Chenda reached her suite of rooms, her mind had
set on several things:

First, she was sure of Edison’s letter. She
recognized his writing, and had never known him to lie. Of that she
was entirely sure. Edison had cared for her, educated her, and
loved her. If he wanted her to follow his instructions, then she
would.

Next, she needed to write to Professor
Mortimer and arrange a meeting. After a few moments, Chenda had
prepared a note inviting Dr. Candice Mortimer to tea the following
afternoon and placed it in a silver tray on her desk.

And lastly, Chenda decided
she needed to grow up. The time for shopping in town for trinkets
and living in her small world was over. Those whispered voices at
the funeral may just have been right. Money and fine things were
all around her, but what she needed was the ability to take care of
herself. To know herself. Chenda looked at her pale, tear-stained
face in the mirror. Who are you now?
Can you be more than the Widow Frost? Is there more to you than
this?

Alme politely knocked on the door, breaking
Chenda’s gaze from her reflection. The housekeeper quietly placed a
tray of food onto a side table and retrieved the letter from
Chenda’s desk tray.

“Please see that letter
delivered tonight, Alme. And I believe I will be just fine here for
the rest of the evening. I’d rather not be disturbed.” Chenda
looked again at the mirror as Alme silently swept out the
door.

The next morning, a reply from Candice
Mortimer was waiting. Chenda’s invitation to tea had been accepted.
She smiled as she read the letter, and then bit her lip
uncertainly. Deciding to follow Edison’s instructions was the first
major decision of her life, and she wasn’t entirely sure she had
made the right choice. 

Later that day, Chenda stood outside the
Terminal Tearoom and considered her options. There weren’t but two:
go in, or go home. Opening the door meant starting her life anew,
but going back to the estate, and forgetting the whole thing, was
smarter. Chenda hesitated. The warm and brightly lit tearoom
invited, and she could clearly see her intended teatime companion,
one Dr. Candice Mortimer, Senior Professor of Geology at Kite’s
Republic University. There was no need to wait, but Chenda could
not seem to find the will to go forward. She let herself become
distracted for a few seconds, watching the light spill though the
spotless plate glass window and onto her beautiful and, as Edison
would have teased, impractical shoes. The rhinestones across her
toes caught the falling light and splashed it upward in the form of
glittery rainbows that danced across the complicated folds of her
long brocade dress.

She felt so strange, standing there in the
fog as people jostled past her, rushing from taxis and trolleys to
the station’s various trains and airships. Chenda listened to the
familiar sounds of people on the go: the hard clack of a man’s
leather shoes on the pavement, the soft swish of several layers of
silk skirts brushing over petticoats and the whine of small
children, exhausted from being dragged through the streets. Chenda
herself stood perfectly still.

She looked up again to see the professor
shifting uncomfortably in the delicate cafe chair. Chenda stopped
trying to force her feet to carry her through the elegantly
decorated and polished brass doors. She let go of her indecision
for a moment, and suddenly, thoughtlessly, effortlessly, she found
herself inside the cheery shop. Chenda looked toward the corner
table where the tiny woman in a sand colored pantsuit waited, her
back turned to the whole of the shop. Chenda’s momentum failed her,
and she froze again. The Terminal Tearoom bustled around her, the
rushing waiters swirling the smells of teas and pastries all around
her.

It was safe to say that Professor Mortimer
was not accustomed to the afternoon clatter of the tearoom. The
fashionable and luxuriant shop was beyond the means of the average
university professor, to be sure. Furthermore, the whole facade of
the place just wasn’t Candice’s style.

She preferred the musty stacks of the
university’s great library and the curling maps and boxes of
geological samples scattered all around her small office. Candice
often said to herself as she worked late into the night that she
had the whole world at her fingertips. Well, at least little
scrapings of it.

Candice kept mostly to
herself at the university, spending her days teaching in labs and
classrooms, and arguing with various committees, jostling to put
her research projects closer to the top of the funding lists. Her
nights were spent criss-crossing the great library, making
connections. Her theories always put forth the notion that, in a
very hidden way, all of the world’s culture and society was tied to
geology. Geology dictated a region’s topography, which influences
weather, the crops that can be grown, and the animals that appear.
That all leads directly to the cultures that develop and everything
else that defines a society: language, rituals, philosophy -even
art. It’s all rooted in
geology, Candice thought, and she had been
single-mindedly unraveling those theories for nearly 20
years.

She was a woman of science,
a woman of focus and dignity, but she wasn’t entirely sure why she
was sitting in a pompous pastry shop waiting for the widow
ofher beloved, Edison Frost.

At that moment, Candice Mortimer, awash in
sadness and annoyance, heard the quiet clack of approaching shoes
on the marble behind her.

She turned, glared into the eyes of Chenda
Frost and said, “Missy, that funeral was a circus. You should have
kept the lid to that casket closed.”

.


Chapter 2

THE STONES THAT SING 

.

Chenda gasped as if she'd
been slapped. She wasn't entirely sure what she was expecting from
Professor Mortimer, but a dressing down wasn't even on the list.
Chenda pulled herself together and said, “Excuse me? Are
you Professor Candice Mortimer?”

Candice put one elbow on the table and her
hand over her eyes. She couldn't believe she had been so rude.

“I'm so sorry!” Candice
said, standing up and offering her hand. “It's just the shock of it
all, I'm certain. Please, sit,” she ordered, waving the girl in to
the seat in the far corner, and returning to her own. “Let's start
again. I'm Professor Mortimer. You wanted to meet with
me?”

“Yes - well, no.” Chenda
said, feeling like this conversation would be starting
again, again.

“I'm Chenda Frost, as I
gather you already know. My late husband Edison wanted me to
contact you.”

“Edison wanted? After all
these years? Why?”

“I'm not entirely sure.
Well, then, you did know my husband. How so?"

Candice looked into her lap as she felt
herself blush. Coloring her cheeks from the inside was something
she did not realize she could still do. “We were sweethearts many
years ago.” Candice glanced at Chenda. “I'm guessing it was before
you were born.”

Chenda shrugged, ignoring the veiled remark
about her age. She wasn't foolish enough to think Edison chastely
waited for Chenda to become his wife. She conceded there were
likely more than a few of his romantic acquaintances out there
somewhere. Now, sitting across the table from such a one, Chenda
started to resent the solidification of the abstract.

Edison, why have you sent me here?

“Honestly, Professor, I
couldn't say. He never actually spoke of you. But he's
left me a letter-”

Candice cut in, “Letter, what letter?”

Chenda stiffened and paused to delicately
clear her throat “I'm getting to that," she said, enunciating each
word. She slid the peach envelope out of her coat pocket and onto
the small cafe table. Candice reached for it, but Chenda pulled the
letter back towards her chest, as if reconsidering.

“Professor, this letter is
the world to me right now,” she warned. “It's my exclusive desire
to follow Edison's instructions. As a woman with an impeccable
reputation for seriousness and dedication to study, I ask you hold
your mind open.” She gently dropped the letter back onto the table
and slowly pushed it across. Candice, slightly ashamed of her
eagerness, looked past the faint, girlish freckles on Chenda's face
and into the brown eyes that were deep with sorrow and
resolve.

For the first time in many
years, Candice felt regret. Perhaps she was judging this girl too
harshly. After all, Edison chose her to marry, a decision he
would not have made lightly. Candice closed her hand around the
envelope, delicately and respectfully. She withdrew the letter and
began reading. Her mouth fell open. This letter was an invitation
to suicide!

“What! Go with you to...
How -- Why? Ridiculous! DO YOU KNOW WHERE KOTAL
IS???!!!”

Candice began to reconsider her opinion on
Edison's decision making. He must have lost his poor mind! Chenda
sat quietly in her corner seat, looking calm and composed.

“Of course I know where it
is,” she said, staring back into Candice's wide eyes. Breaking the
gaze, Chenda started, “I don't really have a good plan for our
departure yet, but I think-”

“Hold on a second,” Candice
cut her off again. “You can't be serious. What Edison suggests is
pure insanity. Asking you, and I guess me as well, to go to
Tugrulia is impossible. It's just not allowed - by either side.
Everyone knows that foreigners are killed on sight over there. Even
if you can get into the Empire and manage to stay alive for five minutes,
what are you going to do then? Hunt some mystic? To what end? What
does that have to do with you? or Edison for that
matter?"

Softly, but with conviction, Chenda said,
“Edison wanted me to go. So, I'll go.” 

Candice, prepared fully to continue on her
rant, stopped short. She evaluated the young woman opposite her.
Candice rejected her first instinct, that Edison was being cruel,
asking his child bride to blunder into certain death. Her next
thought was equally unlikely, that Old Eddie, in the end, simply
lost his marbles. Uncertain, Candice read through the letter once
more, tisking at the bold folly of it.

“Hmm...” she said. “What's
this bit about the bag?”

Ah...she's
curious! thought Chenda. She pulled
the velvet bag from her pocket and spilled the necklace and stones
onto the table.

Candice sucked air in between clenched
teeth. “Oh... my.” She picked up the blue stone and turned it over
in her hands. Her voice rose to a breathy squawk, “Oh, MY!”

“You know what these are?”
Chenda asked.

Candice blinked a few times, agog at what
lay on the table before her. “Mercy, Matilda! Would you put those
things away!” She brushed the stones back toward Chenda and the
velvet bag.

“What was Edison doing with
THOSE?” Candice whispered as she looked around, checking to see if
anyone had noticed what the two women had between them. No one
seemed to have taken any note of the pair, so she focused her
attention back on Chenda, who calmly slipped the letter and the bag
of stones back into her pockets.

Chenda leaned toward the
professor and smiled slightly. “I guess you can help me
then,” she said. “What do I have here?”

Candice scooted her chair closer to Chenda
and placed the back of her hand up to her lips. “What you have, is
trouble,” Candice whispered conspiratorially. “Come on. We've
got to get out of here.”

Candice dropped a few coins on the table,
took her companion by the hand and pulled her out of the front
doors of the Terminal Tearoom. Chenda, doing her best to keep up,
shuffled down the sidewalk behind Candice, waving a hand to her
driver Daniel, indicating that he should follow them.

“Where are we going?” she
shouted.

“Back to my office at the
university,” Candice said. “I have something to show
you.” 

Candice burst through the door of her small
office, flipping on the lights with one hand and dragging Chenda
along with the other. She flapped her arms at the girl, directing
her to the empty chair nearest her cluttered desk.
“Sit,” Candice ordered. “Stay.”

Chenda, suddenly feeling a bit like a
naughty Pekinese, watched as the professor darted back and forth
across her office, collecting books and maps from the shelves,
several bits of stone from a specimen cabinet, a small anvil, a
hammer and a tiny rubber mallet. All of these, she plopped onto the
heavy wood paneled desk in front of Chenda.  The professor
darted to the window, snapping shut the gauzy, moth-eaten curtains
and closing out the last rays of the afternoon sun. Little wisps of
dust curled slowly down to the floor. Candice glanced around the
room one last time, and stepped to the door again, closing it
firmly and sliding the draw bolt. She turned to face Chenda.

“Bring those stones out
again,” Candice said as she handed Chenda a small felt lined
specimen tray. She settled on a corner of her desk while Chenda
obliged, placing the tray near the professor.

“These stones,” Candice
began, running her finger across each one, “are extraordinarily
rare.” She looked at the stones, not one bigger than the last joint
of her thumb. “I'd never imagined I see ones this big.” Candice sat
for a moment with one hand under her chin, thinking about what to
say next. Chenda held perfectly still, anticipating, not wanting to
disturb the professor's thoughts.

Suddenly, Candice jumped to her feet and
grabbed a jagged purple rock from the pile on her desk.

“Lepidolite,” she said,
placing the stone on a small anvil. Grabbing the hammer, she
smashed the stone into powder with one strike. “That's a plus two
on the hardness scale.”

“Malachite,” she said,
smashing a green stone into a hundred fragments. “Plus
four.”

“Hematite - plus six”
Smash. Slivers of stone slid off the anvil.

“Spinel - plus eight” -
Smash.

“Diamond - plus ten”
Candice swung the hammer toward the clear stone and stopped at the
last second. “Um,” she glanced at Chenda, “That one is expensive,
but I promise you, it would have shattered.”

Puzzled, Chenda asked, “What's your
point?”

Without answering, Candice grabbed Chenda's
blue stone from the specimen tray, slapped it onto the anvil and
brought the hammer down with great gusto.

There was a thunderous crack. Chenda let out
a small yelp, and watched as bits of the hammer's broken head fell
to the floor. The small blue stone sat on the anvil, unharmed.

Chenda trembled, shocked that the professor
would take such liberties with specimens that did not belong to
her.

“This
is azul
pedradurite.” Candice explained. “It's
remarkable stuff. Can't smash it for anything, but watch
this.”

Dropping the now useless hammer handle,
Candice picked up the small anvil in one hand and tilted it
sideways. Chenda watched, expecting to see the stone falling to the
floor, but nothing happened.

“Magnetic," she said.
Scooping the stone off the anvil, Candice reached for the small
rubber mallet. Holding the azul pedradurite by the tips of her
thumb and forefinger, she gently tapped the stone. The room filled
with a rich, clear, musical note, and the stone glowed from
within.

Chenda covered her ears. How could a gentle
tap create such a loud noise? The professor let the note ring out,
pure and strong, for a few seconds more, then closed her fingers
around it, choking off the sound.

“The crystalline structure
is perfect, you see, and the sound waves simply amplify themselves.
It would just about ring forever, if you let it.”

Candice opened her hand to
reveal the stone, quiet and dull blue once again. She dropped it
back into the tray. Picking up the yellow stone, she said,
“Geel pedradurite,” and with the red necklace, "Kokivos pedradurite.” Candice thought
a minute and said with a smile, “I'd have those stones sing for
you, too, but I'm sure the fillings in my teeth would pop out from
the vibration if I did. Tingles a bit, no?"

Chenda, still with her hands over her ears,
nodded in stunned agreement.

“These stones are
Tugrulian,” she said while passing the tray back to Chenda.
“Please, I think you may want to put those back in the bag, and
keep them there. I'm not sure you'd want anyone to find out you
have those.”

“What do you mean?” she
asked, covering the stones.

Candice turned to her desk and picked up a
dog-eared notebook. Leafing through the pages, she began to talk.
“Truth be told, I've had an interest in Tugrulian Geology since I
began my studies, but with the war and all, that line of inquiry
just couldn't be pursued. My interest began when I saw my first
pedradurite. One appeared here at the university several years
before I became a student, when trade first opened with the
Tugrulians. You see, Kotal trade goods were exceptionally desirable
here for a time. Fashionably exotic, you could say.” Candice
sniffed in a disapproving manner, but kept talking.

“A merchant by the name of
John Hunkapiller brought a stone here for the professors to
examine, a tiny blue one. He said he bought it from a shady priest
in the capitol city, Kotal. Let's just say, the amount
he claimed he spent on that stone could keep me smashing diamonds all
day. Anyway, the priest told Hunkapiller these stones were used
somehow in a sacred ceremony in the Temple of the Dia Orella.
That's the home of the One God of the Tugrulians.”

Chenda nodded, willing Candice to go on.

“Hunkapiller left the stone
at the University for further examination while he made another
trip to the Empire. I guess he was bitten by the geology bug,
because he vowed to acquire a full set, that's one red, one blue
and one yellow, and he promised to bring them here for more study.
Unfortunately, he died soon thereafter in the Kotal Massacre at the
start of the War. However, he wasn't the only merchant to pick up a
'Singing Stone', and I saw a few of those stones early in my
studies. I haven't seen one recently, though, and Hunkapiller's
stone vanished from the University vaults about nine years ago. I
assumed it was a faculty member with sticky fingers, but now, I am
not so sure.”

Candice looked through her notebook again.
“I think,” she said slowly checking her notes, “everyone who
was known to have a Tugrulian Singing Stone is now dead... The
question is why?”

Candice glanced at Chenda. “I wonder if
anyone knew Edison had these three.”  She paused, dreading to
continue. "I hate to be the one to tell you, Mrs. Frost, but this
may be reason your husband was murdered.”

The younger woman shook her head, her eyes
haunted and confused. Candice went on. “Like I said before, what
you have here is trouble.”  Then, silence lay between the
women.

Candice needed to make a decision about the
young lady across from her. Chenda's firm decision to go abroad was
made in the madness of grief, it seemed. Perhaps it was the first
and only life choice the girl had ever made. Even if she died
trying, Chenda was committed to fulfilling Edison's instructions.
In a small sort of way, the professor appreciated that kind of
loyalty.

But what was she to Candice? When Edison
left for the War, Candice hid her heart from romantic love, and fed
her spirit with the excitement of discovery and knowledge. As a
woman capable of great powers of concentration, she focused years
ago on science, and never came up for air. For close to 20 years
she courted wisdom. Her theories and ideas became like children to
her. Was a chance at following these rare stones enough to make her
risk her life and follow this mere child to a violent land half a
world away? The mystery hung before her. She looked at Edison's
widow again. Some unnoticed maternal instinct took over as she
assessed this young, confused woman, and she left good sense
behind.

“Mrs. Frost,” Candice
whispered. “I think this quest may just get you killed. You may be
in well over your head already, but, for the sake of the discovery
of new knowledge, I think I would never forgive myself if I didn't
come along.”

Chenda leaped from her chair. With eyes full
of hope, she grasped the professor's hand and started pumping it
vigorously, crying “Oh, thank you, Professor Mortimer. Thank you.
This is what Edison wanted.”

Slightly embarrassed and already considering
with whom she would leave her last will and testament, Candice
pulled her hand back from the young woman. “Fine, dear, yes. And
enough with the 'Professor Mortimer' business. I guess you can go
ahead and call me Candice, as we are now traveling companions.”

No longer knowing what to do with her hands,
Chenda crossed them over her heart, saying “Thank you,
Candice.”

A sudden knock on the door made both ladies
jump.

“Candice! Candice, dear,
open up!” a voice came through the door, followed by a squeaky
hiccup. “Meeep...”

With a smile, Candice swept her office door
open, revealing a short, pleasant-looking woman with a full face
set with sparkling eyes. “Ah, Professor Hoppingood, your timing is
perfection!” Candice gushed. Sniffing the air, she added,
“Have you been drinking with your father again?”

“Never you mind, Professor
Mortimer,” the woman tisked as she entered. “Meeep....”

“I saw your light on from
outside as I was heading to diner, and thought...” her voice
trailed off as she noticed Chenda for the first time. “I'm sorry. I
must be interrupting.”

Candice made introductions.
“Mrs. Chenda Frost, this is my colleague, Professor Henrietta
Hoppingood, instructor of Languages, Literatures and Cultures as
well as a researcher into the field of Esoterica. She is my most trusted
friend.”

Henrietta blinked in realization as to who
stood before her. “Oh, Mrs. Frost,”  Henrietta said, holding
her head sympathetically to one side. “I'm so sorry for your loss.
I read all about your husband in the papers.”

Chenda blanched, hating her new fame as The
Widow Frost. Candice quickly stepped in saying, “Henrietta,
darling, can I have a word with you in the corridor?” She
quickly dragged her short friend back through the office door,
closing it behind them. Chenda found herself alone amongst the maps
and stones.

She tried to focus on the
various dusty pictures of Candice displayed around the room. In
each photo, the professor squatted over some exotic rock or hole in
the ground, clearly pleased by some new discovery. Chenda tried not
to listen to the conversation out in the hall, which worked well
for a few minutes until Henrietta exclaimed, “Are you DAFT? You'll
be killed!” There was some shushing followed by some fast murmuring
which turned into a whispered argument. Finally, Candice said
loudly and firmly, “You owe me the favor, and now, I'm cashing it in. Pay
up!”

Chenda smiled. It always came down to
favors. They were like the secondary currency of the Republic.
Everyone seemed to owe a favor to someone else, and it was truly
bad form to decline when someone asked for their favor to be
repaid. Whatever Candice had asked Henrietta for, she was surely
going to get.

The door opened and Candice
stepped in. Chenda heard Henrietta's footsteps disappearing down
the corridor along with an exasperated voice shouting “As you
wish...Meeep!”

Candice grinned at Chenda and said, “I
believe I've just come up with a plan.”

.
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Over the next few hours, Chenda and Candice
hatched a plan to undertake what rational people would deem an
insane journey. The first step involved developing a plausible
reason to put themselves east of the Republic's coastline and over
the Kohlian Sea, an action generally forbidden by the
government.

“Congratulations,” Candice
said. “Consider yourself enrolled in Kite's Republic
University!”

“I have?” Chenda asked.
“How does that help us?” 

“Well,” she said, “a
geology professor, such as myself, often needs an assistant when
she takes a sabbatical, and it's usually a student, such as
yourself. You see? Your current area of study is the divergent
plate boundaries of the Mid-Sea Ridge.” Candice sat back with a
satisfied look on her face.

Chenda blinked at her.

Then, still receiving no explanation, she
blinked at Candice again.

“You know! Sea floor
spreading?” Candice said, suddenly frowning. “Studying the volcanic
regions of the ocean floor will allow us to acquire the necessary
papers. Also, with the amount of seafloor out there to cover, no
one will question the time we will be gone, and why we need an
airship capable of spending several weeks over the Kohlian Sea.
Then all we have to do is find a way to slip over to the Tugrulian
Empire and into the capitol city Kotal unnoticed, find a hidden
mystic, fulfill your destiny and hopefully make it back to the
Republic alive. Simple as that.”

Candice isn't one for half
measures, Chenda
thought. When she steps in, it's with
both feet.

“How are we going to get
from the middle of Kohlian Sea to the eastern shore?” Chenda
asked.

“That's where Henrietta is
going to help us,” Candice replied. “For a well mannered lady,
Henrietta knows some pretty slippery characters and a surprising
number of airship captains  - most of them shifty. She's going
to connect us with the right airship for our ultimate needs.”
Candice looked everywhere in the room except for where Chenda was
sitting. “Hmm,” she said scratching her wrist nervously. “This
won't be cheap.”

Chenda's face broke into a broad smile.
“Don't you read the gossip columns? They say I'm the richest widow
in the Republic.” Her smile faded. “Edison's money will cover
just about any expense.”

She shifted in her seat, sinking until one
elbow rested on Candice's desk. “What I lack is not money.” Chenda
straightened in her chair and said, “How can I explain? I grew up
in the convent school of St Elgin in Wadpole-on-the-River. When the
war started, my father left me in the care of the Sisters there. I
was two-years old. I have no memories of life before then, and I
can't remember my mother at all. The Sisters took care of me, and
then Daddy died.”

Chenda paused a moment, then carried on. “At
Edison's estate, an entire staff waited to take care of my needs -
even before I knew what they were. To be honest, I've wanted for
nothing my entire life. Now, Edison's money is more than enough to
keep me in luxury for the rest of my life – ten lifetimes or
more. His wealth, however, won't give me a sense of who I am, and
what I'm supposed to do with my life. He says my path is out there,
and he's told me where to find it. So, the sky is the limit. If you
think we need something, we get it.”

“Unlimited funds. Well,
thank you, that's one advantage we have.” Candice made a dismissing
gesture and said, “Look, I see a thousand new students walk into
this University each year. Most of them have no clue what they are
going to do with their life. It's really unreasonable to ask a
teenager to decide what they want to do with the rest of their
lives. Maybe one in a hundred have the vaguest sense of direction
for themselves. Just like you, they just need a little time and
experience to grow up! Don't be so hard on yourself.”

Chenda looked away as Candice continued, “At
least you've got the means to follow your path, even if it is a
dangerous one. You're enrolling in the school of hard knocks,
really. And, another thing – stop calling it Edison's money. It's
yours now. Own it.”

The professor let her words sink in for a
moment and then asked, “I've been wondering, and please stop me if
I am being rude, but if Edison never left his estate, how did you
two meet and marry?”

“Oh, that question is not
rude. I was his ward,” Chenda replied.

“Ward? Who would give a
recluse a child to look after?” Candice realized that her question
was a bit unkind, but Chenda just made a sad smile and
explained.

“My father, Commander
Alexander Bode, did. Daddy was the Commander of
the Valiant Eagle.  They served together for years and were very close.
When Edison returned from the war, he came to the convent with
letters from my father stating his desire for Edison to be my
guardian. On the day Edison was discharged from the Kiter Air
Service, he claimed me at the orphanage, then retreated with me to
his estate. I had just turned 13, and I was totally alone in the
world. Edison came along, and I was grateful. He said he would keep
me safe, and I believed him. He kept that promise every
day.”

Chenda bit her lip, the pain of thinking
about her life without Edison weighing heavily on her. “I found him
fascinating. He was a stoic, broken man. At first, he remained
distant as he healed from his various war wounds, but he carefully
arranged tutors, governesses, pets and companions for me. He sent
me to town for finishing school, and I learned all the polite
mannerisms a young woman of society needed to know – a real blossom
of the Republic. As I grew older, he offered a generous allowance
and, eventually, a tender ear. I was so lonely sometimes, and he
was an anchor of kindness to me.

“When I turned 18, it only
seemed reasonable to accept his offer of marriage. I respected him
and enjoyed his companionship, and agreed with my tutors and
acquaintances that he would, in gentle kindness, care for me for
the rest of his life. I never really cared about the extra 23 years
he carried. It seemed unimportant then, and I lived happily,
without a care in the world. I loved him.”

A tear rolled down her face, “That's why I
am so committed to following his instructions.”

Candice saw once again the bright newness of
resolve within Chenda. She found it admirable, even if it was
misplaced. Finally, Candice stretched and said, “With a father and
a husband in the business of commanding airships, I guess you are
an old hand at airship travel.”

Chenda shook her head. “Not once. I've never
flown before.”

“Well,
you are in for an experience.”

Candice frowned slightly as she looked over
the young woman's beautiful clothes, fashionable shoes and pampered
hair. “It will be required of us to travel quickly and light.
Remember, you're my assistant and a student geologist, so look the
part. That means ditching the finery. Also, you'll need some
aeronaut boots and a flight coat.” Candice grabbed a pen and
made a detailed list of the things Chenda would need. “I'll take
care of getting your various documents, but you'll want to pick up
a compass, a pouch-belt, a timepiece, pants, and a variety of small
but valuable objects with which we may need to barter. The farther
we get from Kite's Republic, the less our paper money will be
worth. So bring baubles that are portable and worth a good bit, but
nothing dear to you.”

“Ah,” Chenda said.
“Expensive trinkets I have, and the rest I can get
tomorrow.”

“Good,” Candice replied
with a yawn. “It's getting late. Let's see what kind of shady
captain Henrietta can find for us, and we will meet back here
tomorrow, say about three o'clock?”

 

When she arrived at the Frost estate, Chenda
was greeted at door by her housekeeper Alme.

“Evening, ma’am,” she said,
taking Chenda's overcoat. “Will you be needing anything at present,
ma’am? Some tea and biscuits perhaps? Draw you a bath?”

“No, Alme, thank you. I
won't be needing anything for the rest of the night, just some
peace and quiet until morning.”

“Yes Ma’am,” Alme said as
she waddled away.

Chenda crossed the foyer and stepped into
Edison's study. She reached into the folds of her dress and
retrieved the velvet bag holding the Tugrulian Singing Stones. She
imagined Edison putting the little gems into the tiny sack and
tying the drawstrings. Of course, he bequeathed all his wealth to
Chenda, but, at that moment, the little bag seemed like the essence
of Edison, the one possession that mattered for her to inherit.

If Edison felt they were
safe enough here, I guess I'll trust it, too... she thought. Gripping the edge of the desk, she squeezed
the dark mahogany until she again found the release for the secret
panel. Chenda kissed the letter, and placed it along with the
stones into his desk.

She climbed the stairs to her room, where
she began to gather the things she would need for her journey. She
found a small, simple canvas sack in Edison's wardrobe and sat at
her dressing table to sort through her jewelry.  She collected
her tortoise shell hair combs, a pair of pearl earrings, gold and
silver bangles and a cameo broach and dropped them into the bag.
Moving to Edison's bureau, she took his pocket watch and fob from
the top drawer and slipped it into her bag. She looked through the
rest of the drawers, both hers and Edison's, but, aside from a few
heavy gold coins, there was little she wished to take with her. She
placed her bag of trinkets at the bottom of a small carpet bag and
piled some clean clothes, her toothbrush and an embroidered
handkerchief on top. She was packed.

She stretched out on the bed she and Edison
had shared. She touched his pillow, caressing where his head once
rested. She felt her grief rising again.

I've got to get out of here. I can feel that
now...

For the eighth night in a row, Chenda cried
herself to sleep. 

Early the next morning, Chenda awoke with
her dreams fresh in her mind. She'd been flying, free in the open
air, arms held out low to her side, brushed backward with the speed
of her soaring. She wasn't alone. Edison had been there with her.
He held her to him, his arm wrapped around her waist, holding her
back tightly to his chest as they flew in a brilliant sky. Floating
below him as they bobbed along on warm, silky air, Chenda felt
happiness – her mood lighter than it had been in days. She looked
up at Edison's scarred face, wondering where he was leading her,
but she couldn't find the words to ask. Chenda also looked down.
Clouds touched with strands of amber and rose sunlight stretched
out below her as far as her eyes could see. Every moment of their
flight bought them closer to a sound, the clear ringing tone of the
azul pedradurite, the blue Singing Stone. Just as the sound's
crescendo brought her to where she thought her ears would burst,
she awoke.

It was so vivid. Sitting there on the edge
of the bed, alone again in the light of day, Chenda felt her heart
breaking, yearning for Edison to be there, comforting her
loneliness and guiding her.

As Chenda went through the routine of
washing the sleep from her eyes and dressing for the day ahead, she
tried to fix the details of the dream in her mind. But, as all
dreams do, the elements evaporated, leaving her with only the
pulpy, raw emotions.

Glancing at Edison's picture on her bedside
table, Chenda steeled herself for another day without him. She
rejected the intricate braids and curls of her usual up-do and
pulled her long, dark hair in a modest bun. The understated look
matched her clothing, a colorless blouse and long plain walking
skirt in brown silk. She turned away from her mirror and marched
down the stairs to find Alme waiting dutifully, at the landing.

“Good Morning, ma’am,” she
said. “Breakfast? Cup of tea?”

“Yes, and toast please”
Chenda said, “I'll take it in Edison's study, thank you.” She
walked across the foyer, but turned back to Alme.

“Also, I have several
things I need from Lilienthal's Aerofitters. Would you send Daniel
there with this list and ask him to wait while they fill it? I want
these things right away.” Out of her pocket, she pulled the short
list Candice had drawn up of necessary items for an airship
journey, and handed it to Alme. Chenda continued into the
study.

She stopped at the first
bookcase she passed and started looking for any books that had
anything to do with The Tugrulian Empire. There were several tomes
on the military struggle between the Empire and the Republic. As
she worked her way around the room, her search turned up a variety
of books on Tugrulian culture, government and agriculture. Finally,
she found a small book entitled Life
under the Dia Orella: the One God of the Tugrulian
Empire.

She flipped through the pages. The dearth of
information about the Tugrulians’ lone god and the sacred temple,
the Dia Orella, surprised Chenda. The book recorded the various
tales merchants brought back from the Empire, and the accounts were
just a collection of rumors. Some had heard that the Tugrulian
sacred writings were kept guarded in the temple at the Kotal, but
no westerner, and most of the Tugrulians themselves, had ever read
the words of their God or seen the inside of the Dia Orella.

Chenda sighed. The chapter
on ceremonies didn't say much either. She found no discussion
of Singing Stones. None of the other books seemed to mention the
word pedradurite either. As Chenda continued to read, she began to
understand a bit about what life was like in Tugrulia. Their whole
society was shaped by nearly unending war. With their agricultural
land burned and poisoned, Tugrulians had taken much of their life
below ground. There, they propagated a wide variety of fungi,
mosses and algae. Much of their protein came from the cave dwelling
lizards, bugs and fish raised in underground ponds, or caught in
the Kohlian Sea.

Chenda looked up from her book as Alme
brought the breakfast tray to Edison's desk.

“Daniel is on his way to
town, ma’am,” she said. “You will have your things in just a few
hours.” Alme paused in the doorway, and looked back at her young
mistress with a worried and motherly gaze.

“If you don't mind me
saying, ma’am,” Alme started, “I am surprised you didn't go to shop
for yourself. You always seemed to like visiting the shops
personally.”

“Not anymore,” Chenda said,
turning back to her reading. “Please let me know when Daniel
returns.”

Chenda spent the remainder of the morning
making a mental list of important facts about the Tugrulians and
their Empire. Several sources categorized the men as fierce or
warlike, and aggression seemed to be a cultural trait. Tugrulian
society isolated women, and most remained uneducated and abused.
Women were expected to produce beautiful children for their
husbands, and be servile to the needs of all men. In general, the
Tugrulians had dusky skin, dark eyes and straight, shiny black
hair. For the men, beards and mustaches were very unfashionable,
and long hair was acceptable on both men and women, often braided
into or twisted around various caps or head wrappings. Tugrulian
clothing was loose and layered, meant to be protection from both
the hot days and cold nights. Tugrulians favor a variety of acid
colors that are produced by the chemicals brought up from deep
underground or from various colorful bugs.

Fascinating, thought
Chenda, but, does any of this help
me?

At mid-day, Alme knocked again and slipped
into the study.

“Is Daniel back from
Lilienthal's?” Chenda asked.

“Yes, ma’am. Just
arrived.”

Alme followed Chenda into the foyer as
Daniel entered, carrying a large, paper-wrapped bundle.

“Excellent,” Chenda said.
“I'm glad you're back so quickly. I'll need to go out this
afternoon for several errands. I'll be ready to go in just a
moment, but, first, would you take that package to my room,
please?”

Chenda began to turn back toward the study,
but stopped when she noticed Daniel standing perfectly still, his
eyes wide. Alme stepped forward to explain.

“Daniel's doesn't know
where to go, ma’am. He's never been in the house past the foyer,
apart from the day that he was hired by Mr. Frost.”

“No? I thought all the
house staff gathered in the kitchens whey they weren't on
duty.”

“I keep to the garage,
ma’am. It's my place to be there.” Daniel said.

“It's no trouble,” Alme
interjected. “I'll show him where to go and have him back in a
jiff.”

Alme led Daniel up the stairs, leaving
Chenda to her thoughts. She went into the study and retrieved the
small black velvet bag from the secret compartment in Edison's desk
and tucked it into the front of her blouse, right over her heart,
for safe keeping. She told herself she wanted to keep the stones
close at hand in case Candice needed them for some reason, but that
was just a lie she chose to believe. The truth was, she felt that,
at best, these stones may have been the last thing Edison had
touched in this world, and at least, they were the last gift he
wanted her to have. Either way, it made them special to her.

She smoothed the front of her blouse and
returned to the foyer. Daniel and Alme were already waiting beside
the open front door. Daniel dashed down the elegant steps to open
the car door for his mistress.

“Where to, ma’am?” he
asked.

“The heart of Coal City,
Daniel. I'll need to see Edison's attorney and then visit the bank.
After that I have an appointment at the University.”

Daniel made a quick, acknowledging nod and
then closed the door.

Chenda settled into her seat as the car
steadily moved toward town. She worried about being swept up in a
crush of onlookers as she had been the day before, but, she made
all of her errands quickly and, to her relief, unnoticed.

When she arrived at the campus of Kite's
Republic University, she felt more at ease with her surroundings.
Chenda was eager to hear any new developments the professor had
made for their plan to go abroad. She quickly climbed the steps of
the university science building, only to find Candice standing in
the hallway, staring at her closed office door.

“What are you doing out
here?” asked Chenda. Without answering, Candice leaned forward and
pushed open her office door. Chenda stepped as if to enter the
room, but the professor caught her arm.

“Smell that?” she asked.
Chenda sniffed the air. It was subtle, like the smell of a bakery
from across the street. There was just a hint of sticky sweetness
in the air. Candice pulled the door closed.

“Someone has been in my
office, and they weren't snooping for a mid-term. That's the smell
of Orellanine. It's a concentrated toxin, one that absorbs though
the skin. A powerful poison, but a slow one. It takes about three
weeks to kill you. I'm thinking there's nothing I need in my office
today, not badly enough to die for it, anyhow. Shall we
go?”

Chenda turned her stunned eyes to her
companion, “Why would someone poison your office?”

Candice locked her door
from the outside. “I think someone is trying to kill me, or maybe
you. I'm not sure, but most likely it has something to do with your
stones.” Candice snorted, “I mean, most of the faculty just
leave nasty notes under the door when they have a problem, and the
students generally don't go through all the effort to boil up an
exotic toxin if you flunk 'em.”

Chenda looked at her companion with wide
eyes and said, “Someone tries to kill you and you tell jokes?”

“They could be trying to
kill you,
don't forget. It's either laugh or cry about it, and I just don't
have any tears in me today. We've got too much to do.” She turned
and walked down the corridor waving for Chenda to
follow.

“Speaking of, we've got a
meeting in a few minutes with the captain of the
airship Brofman, Henrietta has found us our ship.” 

Daniel's eyes widened with surprise when the
ladies directed him to their next destination, the seedy area known
as Elly's Quay. Quickly remembering himself, and his position, he
rearranged his features into dutiful neutrality. With his usual
quickness and care, he drove Candice and Chenda to a grimy bar
where proper ladies, in his opinion, ought not be.

As he opened Chenda's door,
he spoke to her in hushed tones. “With your permission, ma’am, I'd
like to linger inside the door, rather that out
here by the car.” It was more of a demand than a request. “It's a
rough kind of place that your new friend is bringing you to, and I
have my doubts...” his voice trailed off.

Chenda made a tiny nod of her head. As she
followed Candice through the door held open by Daniel, she felt
ashamed of her own cowardice. Her better judgment warred with her
resolve. How could she journey to a land that violently rejected
people from her world when she couldn't even find the courage to
walk confidently within her own city? Where was her courage? Doubt
and fear started to chip away at her resolution to follow Edison's
instructions.

Once they were all inside, Daniel lingered
at the door, resting his back against one wall while he casually
looked around at the nearly empty pub. Shadows obscured most of the
tables in the malodorous and dim room. The ambiance promised that
one would not be able to see much more than the outline of any
other patron. Seclusion was the specialty of the house.

The women crossed a tiny open area in the
center of the room and seated themselves at a solid yet filthy
table. From her seat, Chenda could just make out the torso of a man
leaning against the bar. His face was obscured by shadows, but she
could tell he was of average height, but thickly built. He wore
heavy, thick soled leather boots and thick canvas pants held up by
dark leather braces. His white shirtsleeves were rolled up to his
elbow. Every so often, his massive hand lifted a pint from the bar
to the shadow surrounding his head. The occasional turn of his
torso led Chenda to believe that the man was watching her. After a
few moments, he picked up his drink and turned toward Chenda's
table. His step into the dim light revealed his clean-shaven face
and a head of dark hair touched with gray over his ears. He tipped
the glass upward, downing the remains of his drink in one gulp, and
walked over to the two ladies. His presence filled the space in
front of them, and he asked in a throaty voice, “Are you
Henrietta's friend?”

“Yes, I'm Professor Candice
Mortimer, and you are...?”

“Endicott,” he said,
“Maxwell Endicott, Captain of the airship Brofman.” The man eased himself onto
the edge of the empty seat closest to Chenda, but he kept his focus
on the professor.

“A pleasure to meet you,
Captain Endicott.” Candice leaned in slightly. “We are in need of
an airship. We'd like to spend several weeks surveying the waters
over the Mid-Sea Ridge. Would you be interested?”

“I'm interested,” he
smiled, “But Henrietta Hoppingood asked me to come here as a favor
to her, and she doesn't like to owe people favors if she can help
it. From what I gather, you don't need a research airship. You need
something that looks like a research airship.
So, where are we really going?”

Candice glanced at Chenda and then said.
“Kotal. Can you get us there?”

Endicott laughed, a great, room-filling
bark. “No,” he said, still chuckling. “I can't get you to Kotal.”
Chenda's heart sank, but the captain continued, “I can, however,
get you close.”

Chenda spoke for the first
time since entering the pub. “Define close.”

Endicott turned his sparkling gray eyes
toward Chenda. “It's not as if I could dock a Republic airship at
the front door of the Imperial Palace, doll. I'm just saying that I
can get you -- closer than you are right now - for the right
price.” He turned his attention back to Candice. “Who's she?” he
said, jerking a thumb at Chenda.

“My assistant,” Candice
said, waving her hand as if Chenda ranked just below luggage in
importance for the trip. She appreciated that the professor was
leaving her name out of the discussion. “It will just be the two of
us for this journey,” Candice said.

“Two passengers. Fair
enough. You call it research, if you want, but I call it bonkers.
Then again, who am I to judge. I don't really much care about your
reasons or your destination. What I do care about is flying, and
getting paid.”

Candice smiled. “Then I guess what we need
to do next is agree on a price.”

As the captain and the professor began to
work out the details of expectations and payment, Chenda sat back
and tried to examine Maxwell Endicott with an assessing eye. She
came up with no insights. She sighed quietly as she realized that
she had no ability to judge other people's character. To this point
in life, she had no need. Edison had been her prime companion for
half her life, and she never questioned his motives. As for the
Sisters of St. Elgin, well, who needed to spend time assessing the
rectitude of Holy Sisters?

She tried again to recognize either virtues
or warnings in the behavior of Captain Endicott. She watched
carefully as Candice and the captain traded offers and
counteroffers, alternating the attitude and position of their
bodies. First Candice would lean into the table and whisper a
number, then she would retreat back as the captain laughed off her
proposal and presented another, himself leaning in to the table. It
reminded her of a pair of exotic birds she has once seen living in
an ornate cage in a shop on High Road. Sharing a perch, the first
bird would step sideways and the second would follow. They would
waggle side by side, never touching, calling back and forth to one
another, then reversing the steps back up the perch. She had been
fascinated then, as she was now, with the complex trade of sounds
and movements, the give and take.

Chenda began to look at Maxwell Endicott as
if he himself was up for sale in one of her favorite shops. Was
this something that she would buy and bring home to Edison? Could
this rough man help her to her destiny? How would she know who to
trust? Finding no revelations into the captain's character, she
waited patiently until Candice and Captain Endicott each sat back
in their chairs, grinning.

“Then we are agreed,”
Candice said. “We'll have the money for you tomorrow afternoon when
we depart. I also have the necessary university documents that
approve our research. I'm sure you will need those to file your
flight plan.” Candice handed over a small bundle of
papers.

“Terrific.” The captain
smiled at the two women as he rose to leave. “I'll have my first
officer meet you tomorrow at the Coal City Port Terminal - slip 24
- five o'clock. If you ladies will excuse me, I have to make some
plans for our departure.”

Without waiting for a reply, Captain
Endicott turned away and left.

Candice seemed pleased as she turned to
Chenda, but the younger woman's expression looked strained, and the
professor suddenly looked doubtful.

“I talked him down to
four-hundred thousand. Was that not good enough?” she said,
suddenly worried that she had committed too much money of Chenda's
money.

“No, I've got more than
that on hand,” she said. “That's not worrying me.” Chenda looked at
Candice and slowly found words for her doubts. “But, Captain
Endicott. How do you know that he will do what he says he will? I
mean, how do you know if you, I mean we, can trust him?”

Candice looked at the woman awash in a sea
of self doubt sitting across from her. Her face was an open
book.

“For that matter, how do
you know you can trust me?” Candice replied, thinking her question
rhetorical.

“Edison said I could.
That's why I do trust you. In full,” Chenda answered.

The answer flattered Candice, but still made
her cross. “Oh, that's right. Edison's word is gospel. Well, lucky
me. Let's just trust that Edison's words are what you believe them
to be, and hopefully we won't be killed.”

“I'm sure it will be just
fine.” Chenda said. “But the question is: do you trust Captain
Endicott?”

“I only know I can hire
him, not that we can trust him. I also know that Henrietta
recommended him, and even asked a favor of him to meet us. That
means something. We will just have to be cautious and see what
happens.”

Candice looked at her watch and then placed
an envelope on the table. “Now,”  she said, drawing Chenda out
of her contemplation. “We've got less than a day to get things
together. I've taken the liberty of getting your papers for
you.” She spilled the contents of the envelope out on to the
table. “Here are your traveling documents, and this one shows you
are a student at the University. Keep these with you all the time.
She slid the papers back into the envelope and handed it all to
Chenda. “We should be going.”

Daniel, who had been waiting like a
watchdog, stepped from the shadows to lead the women through the
door and into the waiting car.

.


Chapter 4

THE FIRE AND THE FLIGHT

.

That night, Chenda ate her dinner alone in
the dining room. She had been avoiding the room for the last few
days. Every time she glanced down at her plate, the outline of her
husband appeared opposite her. Each time she looked up to see him
more clearly, the vision of Edison vanished. The cruel tricks her
eyes played on her were maddening. She finally pushed away her
plate, and went upstairs.

She found the package from Lilianthal's
Aerofitters lying on the low bench at the foot of her bed. Chenda
rolled the neatly trussed brown paper bundle onto the comforter and
began to untie the binding strings. She smoothed away the
wrappings, spreading the items within across the bed. She examined
the first item, a pair of heavy silk pants. She ran her fingers
over the tightly woven cream-colored fabric. She stood next to the
bed and unfastened the hooks and buttons of her own skirt and
petticoat, letting them all fall to the floor. She kicked her
clothes aside and pulled on the pants. Chenda looked at the way the
heavily quilted britches fit over her hips and thighs.

She looked into the mirror
and thought to herself, If the nuns
could see me now. In PANTS! I was just not brought up this
way.

But, these trousers felt pretty good. Unlike
so many of the long, tight skirts she wore, these silk pants were
roomy in the seat. Nothing was bound up until the knee, where the
fabric became thinner and tapered to the ankle, presumably to make
the ends of the legs fit easily into the tops of the boots.

Ah, the aeronaut
boots. Chenda ran her hands over the
deep brown leather and the shining brass buckles. The weight of
each boot was intimidating, but, pulling them on, she instantly
understood their value lay in their warmth. They seemed to fit her
perfectly, and she wiggled her toes into the soft fur linings. She
spent several minutes fastening and adjusting the half-dozen
buckles on each boot. She walked around her room. The heaviness of
the boots changed her gait slightly. She began to lengthen her
stride a little, letting the momentum of each heavy shoe swing her
leg forward.

Now I know why soldiers swagger: it's the
BOOTS!

She picked up the pouch-belt next, and was
rather impressed with the cleverness of its design. The crescent of
sturdy leather had a buckle on one end and a tongue of holes on the
other. In between, a variety of pockets, slots, brass rings and
loops hung down for, well, Chenda wasn't exactly sure what all the
bits were for, but it seemed a great way to keep everything close
at hand. Chenda tightened the buckle over her left hip, and
transferred a few trinkets, some money and her papers into the
pockets. 

Back at the bed, she experimented with a
shiny new compass. Chenda watched the needle swirl around as she
turned this way and that, but after a moment or two, she tucked it
into her pouch-belt as well.

The last item in the package, and the
largest, was the flight coat. Chenda pulled the long lambskin coat
onto her shoulders. It felt soft and warm over her thin blouse, but
she began to wonder if Lilianthal's had made a mistake about the
size. Chenda turned again to her mirror and thought the flight coat
looked way too big. It swallowed her, and, as she walked around the
bedroom, it jingled a bit.

Can this be right?

She tugged at all of the little buckles and
straps hidden within tiny flaps throughout the coat, but Chenda
couldn't make any sense of them. Not knowing what else to do, she
just let them be. Despite its bulk, the coat wasn't particularly
heavy, and its warmth brought a slight flush to her cheeks. It
would have to do.

Chenda decided to test the outfit in the
cool night air. She picked up the carpet bag she had packed the
night before, crossed the bedroom, and exited onto the balcony.
Making herself comfortable at the small table there, she checked
the contents of her luggage one last time. Satisfied that she had
everything she needed, she leaned back in the chair and looked up
at the pale moonlight and the stars. A cold breeze tickled her
exposed neck, so she flipped the fuzzy collar up. She smelled
flowers in the air, and the scent mixed with the tangy aroma of new
leather. She tried to imagine what tomorrow would be like, but her
fears were getting in the way. Dressed so unconventionally in this
airship getup, she observed herself as perhaps a stranger would: a
poor little rich girl doing something very, very dumb. She pouted.
Looking down at her new clothes and boots, she tucked her chin to
her chest, the fluffy collar of her flight coat instantly warming
the exposed skin of her cheeks.

Perhaps I need to rethink this. I'll speak
with Candice tomorrow and call this whole thing off.

She sat there a while longer, trying to
think of exactly how she would explain herself to the professor in
the morning. “Oops! I'm a coward and hate myself for
it” didn't sound like the best thing to say. However, it was
comprehensively the truth. Debating the right way to tell Candice
about her doubts, Chenda drifted off to sleep.

She awoke with a start and
wasn't sure if hours had passed or just minutes. Snuggled within
the flight coat and aeronaut boots, she felt no colder than when
she first stepped out onto the balcony. As she stood to go back
inside, she felt another wave of indecision. Edison wanted her to
make this trip, and he'd always looked out for her.
She should go. Her doubt and resolve wrestled as she stepped back
into her bedroom, where she froze in her tracks.

Standing in front of Edison's dresser,
Daniel Frent pawed through the drawers.

“What are you doing!?”
Chenda demanded.

Daniel whipped around with shock and horror
on his face. In a single movement, he leaped at Chenda, pulling her
out of the doorway and pushing her roughly facedown onto the bed,
crushing her breath from her lungs. Chenda thrashed, trying to pull
in more air so she could scream, but Daniel straddled her back,
digging the tops of his feet into the back of her knees, pinning
her. Daniel looped his left arm under hers, grabbing a handful of
her dark hair. He jerked her head back and to the right, covering
her mouth with his free hand.

Chenda's wild eyes rolled frantically trying
to see Daniel's face, to read there why he was doing this. He
brought his face in close, his lips hovering over her ear, and
hissed quietly, “Shh... Don't struggle.”

The tone of his voice only made Chenda more
frightened, and she pulled against Daniel with more fervor. One arm
pulled free momentarily, but Daniel reared back and bashed his own
forehead into the side of her skull, just behind her ear. For a
moment, she thought she might pass out. All fight drained out of
her and Daniel's weight settled on her body more completely.

Before she could recover from her daze,
Daniel flipped Chenda onto her back. He straddled her hips, pinning
one hand with his knee. Leaning forward, he pressed his elbow into
her shoulder and his forearm across her throat. She looked up into
his crazed face, clawing at his hand as it covered her mouth. He
pulled his hand back from her lips suddenly, but as she gulped in a
breath, Daniel balled his hand into a fist and struck Chenda hard
across the cheek. The pain of it forced the struggle from her limbs
again and she tasted blood in her mouth.

“Shut up! Shut. Up! Be
still!” Daniel hissed. “So help me, I'll beat you unconscious if
you make any more noise.” He grabbed her face in one big hand,
forcing Chenda's gaze back to his own eyes. Madness looked back at
her.

Daniel pulled a knife out of the top of his
boot and pressed it to the soft skin under her jaw. “Where are
they? Where are the stones?”  he demanded through clenched
teeth.

Chenda gasped.

“Tell me!” he said in a
whisper. “Quietly.”

Chenda's mind raced as she tried to decide
what to do. The stones were down the front of her shirt where she
had carried them all day. If it weren't for the thick flight coat
between them, Daniel would surely be able to feel the stones there.
She decided to play dumb.

“What stones?” she croaked.
Another blow slashed her cheek, this one grazing her
eye.

“Don't be stupid,” Daniel
growled. “Edison's stones. The ones that bastard husband of yours
brought back from the war. I need them, and I am betting, since
you've been hanging out with the geologist, that you know all about
them and where they are. Now give them to me! Or I'll kill you,
too.”

Understanding began to break through
Chenda's terror. “You killed Edison? Over a few bits of rock?”

“No, I killed him because
he ruined my life! Your husband made sure
that my father was blamed for the loss of
the Valiant Eagle. When Edison returned alive, he testified that during the
attack, the Tugrulian incendiaries hit several of the power cells,
crippling the Eagle. When the chemist remixed the
matrix for the cells to re-power the ship, there was a big
explosion. Edison Frost pointed the finger at the ship's chemist –
my father-
and he was posthumously court marshaled for negligence. My mother
was left with nothing. No pension, no husband,
NOTHING. The shame of his downfall killed her. Edison killed my
mother by throwing my father to the wolves.”

Daniel's face ran with tears and sweat. The
hand holding the knife to Chenda's throat shook with his fury. “I
was 18 and the only one left to pick up the pieces of my family. I
should have been on my way in the world, but I had to stop it all
to bury my mother, and look after my three younger brothers. Edison
stole my future.” His eyes rolled back into his head for a
second, then refocused on Chenda's terrorized face.

“The stones,” he said in a
strangled voice, the point of the knife now drawing blood from her
chin.

Chenda whimpered, but thought up a quick
lie. “There are in a hidden in an inside pocket of my carpet bag.
Over by the balcony.”

Daniel swung his leg over the bed, standing
in a single movement but never loosening his grip on Chenda. He
pulled her by one arm, first to her feet, then along the length of
the bed. When they reached the footboard, he roughly deposited her
on the little bench there. He took a step back, the knife still
trained on her.

“Once my brothers were
grown,” he said, his voice softer, “I came to Coal City to find a
way to make my revenge. I found out from one of your maids, a
sweet, lonely girl who likes to visit some of the pubs in town,
that Edison needed a new driver for his pretty wife. I sent him a
letter, explaining who I am and that I was in need of good, honest
work.” Daniel snarled, “The fool felt sorry for me! He gave me his
pity!”

Daniel took a small step back toward the
balcony door. “I knew it was just a matter of time until I could
make my revenge.” Triumph brimmed in his eyes. Daniel
shuddered, and then he focused on Chenda again. “As it turns out,
I'm not the only person who wanted Edison dead. Since I was going
to kill him anyway, it seemed so perfect that I was approached by
someone in the city who wanted the same. Why not get paid for what
I was going to do anyway?”Daniel frowned and shuddered again, as if
his thoughts were wrestling within him and knocking him around from
the inside. “Revenge and enough money to start a new life. It
sounded like a great deal. Revenge for my father and mother, I have
that now, but I only get paid if I can come up with the stones. I
knew you would eventually lead me to them.”

Chenda sat on the bench in shocked silence.
She watched, open mouthed, as he moved backwards another few steps.
Never turning away from her, he grabbed the chair from the dressing
table and propped it against the bedroom door, ensuring that no one
could enter from the hall, and Chenda couldn't run out. He pulled a
large bottle out of his pocket, pulled the stopper and started
slinging a strong smelling liquid around the room, dousing the
dressers, the bed and the floor.

“Chenda,” he said, his eyes
clearing of his insanity for a moment. “I am
sorry.” 

As quickly as they had cleared, the crazed
fury filled his eyes again. Daniel leaped toward Chenda, and she
felt the full impact of Daniel's weight into her side as the knife
pierced her flight coat. The stabbing blow knocked her backwards,
over the bench and onto the floor on the far side of the bed. All
of the air left her lungs as the pain in her side shot out in
waves. For several seconds, she could not move or breath. Crumpled
on the floor, she could not see Daniel, but she heard his
animal-like snarl and the sound of a match strike. The whoosh of
flames dancing to life came next, and still, Chenda could not make
her lungs pull in air. She clawed at the knife handle in her side
and discovered that it had come free from her body, but was stuck
somehow in the coat. It dawned on her that one of the many hidden
buckles had caught the knife, keeping the long blade from fully
entering her body. She could feel sticky blood flowing from her
side, but the wound didn't feel too deep. The buckle had turned the
force of a killing stab into a solid punch that had merely knocked
the wind out of her.

 After what seemed a
choking eternity, she drew in a little air and rolled onto her
side. She tugged on the knife again, finally freeing it. She saw
Daniel hunched over one knee, rifling through her carpet bag as the
flames rose around the room. He picked up Edison's pocket watch,
admired it for a moment and moved to put it into his own
pocket.

Chenda's mind flared with the rush of her
own blood.

He stabbed me!

He's left me to burn!

He killed Edison!

Without another thought, her body started to
move. In a single maneuver, she stood, stepped forward and swung
the knife in a two handed arc. The blade sank deep into Daniel's
neck. His body arched backwards, a hand flailing for the knife.
Daniel's spasm knocked Chenda backwards onto the floor. The fire
leaped around her as she struggled away from Daniel's thrashing
body. She smelled burning hair and realize it was her own. She beat
the flames around her face with her bare hands as she crawled
toward the open balcony door; it was the only bit of floor left
that wasn't burning. She checked herself for a moment, leaning her
back against the carpet bag, brushing her burnt hands around her
head checking for any more fire. She glanced back at Daniel, lying
still on the floor, flames licking his motionless body. During his
thrashing, he had dislodged the knife from his neck, and it lay on
the floor next to Edison's pocket watch. Chenda reached forward,
her hands shaking, and snatched the knife and the watch from the
fire. She shuffled back onto the balcony clutching the objects to
her, the knife ready to defend against another attack, and the
watch suddenly feeling like a protective talisman – a bit of Edison
to comfort her panicked mind. The skin across her knuckles had gone
pale white, and each drop of Daniel's blood showed clearly across
her hands. She could feel the burns on her palms, and the sticky
dull ache in her side, but these pains seemed to be borrowed, like
they belonged to someone else, and weren't hers to bear.

The flames grew hotter, engulfing everything
in the room: the bed she had shared with Edison, her dressers full
of fashionable clothes, his picture on the bedside table, the space
they lived and loved in. Their life together was burning away. The
raw heat pressing against her bloodied face pushed her back,
further onto the balcony. She pulled herself to standing and threw
the carpet bag over the rail. Tucking the knife into her
pouch-belt, Chenda threw her legs over the railing and eased
herself down into a squat. She dangled for a few seconds from the
edge and then dropped to the walkway below. The aeronaut boots
absorbed some of the shock from the fall, but Chenda rocked
backwards, and instinctively, she threw her hands back to catch
herself. As her burned palms scraped along the rough walkway, she
screamed in agony.

She wanted to faint, to lie
there and cool her burns and bruises on the chilled paving stones,
but a small part of her brain screamed at
her: Get up!

The voice in her head kept
getting louder. GET UP. Daniel may
not be alone. You are not safe. GET UP!!!

Chenda shook her head to drive away her daze
and crawled along on her elbows. Pressing her shoulder to the wall
of the house, she pushed up with her legs and then staggered to her
feet. As she took in mouthfuls of cold fresh air, her thinking
cleared. She had to run away. By his own admission, Daniel was not
working alone. She wasn't sure who else was a danger to her.

Ignoring the pain in her hands as the
handles bit into her burns along her fingers, she picked up the
carpet bag and ran for the tree line just past the south end the
house. Several yards into the thick woods, she looked back. Smoke
was pouring out of all the windows on the second floor. The
belching flames illuminated the house staff as each servant ran out
onto the lawn. Alme screamed as she saw the fire sparking out of
her mistress’s window, and she fainted into the arms of the
gardener.

Chenda wanted to run to the
plump woman, and tell her not to be frightened, that she was alive
and just fine, but her feet didn't move. She was held firm by that
part of her brain that sensed the danger in revealing
herself. Hide, and bide your time.
You are not safe. Step by step, Chenda
melted backwards into the woods. 

An hour before dawn, Chenda arrived at the
nearest trolley stop and boarded the first car that stopped there.
The pain in her hands made fishing the fare out of her pouch-belt a
flaming nightmare. It was all she could do not to scream. She
eventually made her way downtown and into the university district.
Finally, she reached Candice's apartment.

Chenda knocked weakly on the door frame and
waited. Nothing happened. She knocked again, this time with all the
strength she had left. She even kicked the drab door for emphasis.
She swayed slightly as she stood there, tears of despair and
exhaustion building in her eyes. When the door finally opened,
Chenda fell through it.

“Gods above!” Candice
squawked as she dove toward the floor to grab Chenda's limp body.
“What happened to you?!” She reached under Chenda's arms and pulled
her toward the small sofa. Candice knew she would never be able to
lift the girl onto the couch, so she pulled several pillows and a
cushion onto the floor and propped Chenda's back up against them.
Chenda moaned and let her head fall backwards to rest on the seat,
her arms flopping to the floor. Candice looked down into the young
woman's face and gasped! She jumped away from her companion and
raced back to the door, pulling the carpet bag in from where Chenda
had dropped it and securing the lock. Chenda watched as Candice
raced back across the small living room and disappeared into the
kitchen.

“Candice...” she whimpered.
In what she hoped was a safe place, Chenda finally gave in to the
pain. Tears rolled tracks through the soot on Chenda's cheeks. She
was sobbing as the professor reappeared with an armload of supplies
and a large glass of water.

“I'm coming, deary. Just
hold on,” Candice said in a motherly tone as she tried to decide
where to begin. "Drink," she ordered, pressing the glass to the
girl's lips. Between spasms of tears, Chenda sucked in the cool
water, and it pushed some of the smoke out of her aching throat.
With each swallow, she could feel Daniel's weight on her neck
again. She shuddered.

“Let's peel you out of that
coat and then you start telling me what happened.” Candice slowly
unbuckled the flight coat and eased the younger woman's shoulders
free. She held Chenda's head as gently as a mother would hold a
newborn, and eased her back onto the cushions. As Candice threw the
flight coat over her book laden coffee table, she gasped at the
dark scorch marks and bloodstains.

“Man alive! What happened
to you?”

Through her rears, Chenda recounted the
events of the evening. Candice moved her hands over Chenda's body,
checking for broken bones and assessing her various other injuries.
Listening intently, the professor did her best to disinfect the
knife wound over Chenda's ribs and tape it closed. As Chenda
recited Daniel's confession and the start of the fire, Candice did
her best to gently clean the sand and cinders from Chenda's hands
and wrap them in bandages. She wiped the blood from Chenda's mouth
and neck as the girl spoke of pulling the knife from her own side
and plunging it into the neck of her attacker.

When she finished her story, Chenda leaned
her head back against couch. The professor laid a cool, damp cloth
over the bruised and swollen side of the young woman's face.

“Wow.” Candice said weakly.
“I mean...wow.”

“I killed him,” Chenda
whispered. “I killed Daniel.”

“No, honey.” Candice
stroked the side of Chenda's face that wasn't bloodied and
swelling. “He died trying to kill you. An important distinction, I
must say.”

Chenda gave a disbelieving shrug, then
winced. “I hurt all over.”

“You need some rest,” she
said. With gentle hands, Candice helped Chenda to her feet and
guided her into the bedroom. She pulled off Chenda's boots and
covered the young woman with a blanket. Candice turned to tip-toe
out as Chenda's eyes started to close.

“This doesn't change
anything. We're still going.” Chenda mumbled.

“I know,” Candice replied,
leaning against the bedroom doorframe. “We sure as hell can't stay
here.” 

.


Chapter 5

THE DEAD WALK AWAY 

.

It took all of one minute for Chenda to fall
into a deep sleep. Candice watched her for a few moments more then
headed into the living room to have a good think.

Candice long believed that occupying one's
hands with menial tasks freed one's brain to pursue practical
thoughts.  As she sorted through the facts from Chenda's
story, she set about putting her living room back together. She
stacked the pillows and cushions back on the couch, then she pulled
a trash can over to discard the bits of bloody bandage and tape.
The smell of smoke that stuck to Chenda's hair and clothes lingered
in the air. Candice picked up the flight coat from the coffee table
and examined it, running her hand along the scorch marks on the
back, and around the bloodstain inside, just under the left armpit.
Chenda's blood.

“Someone up there must
really be looking out for you, kid, because this could have been so
much worse,” Candice said to herself as waggled a finger through
the knife hole.  “We are in so much trouble.”

Candice added up the facts – the poison
in her office, the attack on Chenda, Edison's murder and the fact
that every known holder of a Tugrulian pedradurite in the West was
dead –  and decided that staying in Coal City, or any part of
Kite's Republic for that matter, was cold stupid.  Both she
and Chenda seemed targeted. It wasn't great, but their only choice
was to flee from a rock to a hard place. Perhaps the only way out
of this mess, for both of them, was through.

Candice sat on the threadbare couch for
several minutes, fuming at Edison.  It felt strange to accuse
Edison of being both right and wrong to keep such vital information
from his young wife. On the one hand, Edison fulfilled his role as
a husband, shielding Chenda and protecting her for as long as
possible. But, on the other hand, he had in no way prepared her to
go forward. Why not equip her with the knowledge that she would
need?  It was blind luck that the girl hadn't died
already.

Candice glanced at the clock. In a few
hours, the two women would be boarding an airship, and Candice
needed to take care of a few things.  She decided to risk a
journey out into the city and left a note for Chenda promising she
would be right back.  Silently, the professor slipped out the
door.

As she passed the corner
newsstand, Candice saw the headline of the early
edition: Frost Widow Dies in
Fire

She snatched up the pages and threw a coin
at the vendor. She stood in the middle of the sidewalk reading the
story: 

Just two days after the funeral of her
husband Edison Frost, the body of Mrs. Chenda Frost has been found
in the remains of the couple's estate home just north of Coal City.
The Frost mansion burned to the ground before dawn today.

Mrs. Frost's housekeeper Alme Taylor says
that the lady of the house was in at the time of the fire, which,
according to witnesses, originated in the area of the master
bedroom. The remains found in that room are assumed to be hers.
Officials believe the blaze may not have been accidental, and are
currently investigating the....

Candice quit reading. Dead.
Everybody thought Chenda was dead. Well, she
thought, almost everybody assumed she was dead. Whoever hired Daniel was
sure to suspect Chenda Frost was alive when he didn't come back
with the stones.

Looking cautiously around, Candice tucked
her newspaper under her arm and hustled off to gather the last of
her supplies for the journey.

. 

Chenda woke up screaming in Candice's bed.
As she sat up, she traded the horror of her dream for the horror of
her reality. She ached all over, and her hands were on fire. She
stank. The odor of sweat, smoke and fear radiated from her. 
She was altogether disoriented.  It took her a moment to
recall she was in Candice's apartment. She slipped out of the bed,
feeling the protest from all the strained muscles in her arms and
back. When she was sure she wasn't too wobbly to walk, Chenda
limped out into the small living room.

No Candice.

She worried for a moment until she found the
note, and she looked around to see what time it was. Two o'clock.
Candice couldn't be much longer if they were going to make it to
the airship on time.  Her friend would have to be home
soon.

Chenda's stomach growled, so she wandered
into the kitchen. She helped herself to a slice of bread and
cheese, then sat down at Candice's tiny kitchen table. She took a
small bite and quickly followed with several bigger ones. Hunger -
Chenda couldn't recall the last time she had had an appetite. She
went though several more slices, stopping only long enough to
liberate some jam from the cabinet.

Despite the pain, Chenda found herself
laughing at her situation; it was tricky opening a jam jar with
both hands wrapped in bandages. Chenda persisted and her hard work
paid off in boysenberries.

As she chewed, Chenda thought about the
events of the night before, specifically about Daniel Frent. When
she closed her eyes, she saw the scene as if she watched from
across from across the room. She saw herself hating him and
swinging the knife.  His death came from her hands, just as
her death was attempted by his. In a very sick way, she felt
connected to Daniel through those mutual acts of oblivion. What she
didn't feel was regret. There was no remorse, and no doubt. She
would always carry the essence of Daniel Frent with her, and
strangely that was acceptable, as he was no burden.

Brushing the crumbs off her torn and
bloodstained blouse, Chenda noticed her awful smell again. She went
down the narrow hall and found a scrupulously clean bathroom across
from Candice's bedroom.

As Chenda filled the sink basin with water,
she looked up into the mirror but didn't recognize the person who
looked back. The entire left side of her face was swollen with
patches of blotchy, dark purple. Daniel's final blow to her face
must have burst a blood vessel in her eye; the light brown iris now
floated in a sea of dark blood. Behind that remarkably unnerving
eye and purple cheek, much of her long brown hair had burned
away.

Her right side, however, survived the attack
unmarked.  The familiarity of the right accentuated the
anomaly of the left. Chenda stared at herself for a while, closing
one eye at a time, making sure the damage to her eye was merely
cosmetic. She could still see just fine. She shrugged, picked up a
washcloth, struggling to keep her bandaged mitts dry, and started
to wash herself.  The water felt cool on her fingertips, but
the odor of burnt hair just wouldn't rinse away.  She decided
the only way to rid herself of the smell was to discard the
remaining bits of her charred locks. She rummaged around the
bathroom looking for scissors, which she found along with a
straight razor. She sliced off a giant hank from the right side of
her head and let it fall unceremoniously into the trash. She kept
cutting all the way around until none of the scortched hair
remained, then she worked on the shaping what was left of her hair.
The flames hadn't left her much to work with.  In the end, she
worked her dark hair into a short wispy style that looked, she
hoped, vaguely girlish.

It will have to do.

Chenda wandered back to Candice's room
searching for something to wear.  She kept her own quilted
silk pants, but found a simple, clean shirt in the closet. She
hoped it wasn't one of Candice's favorites.

Chenda went back into the bathroom and
dropped her torn and bloodstained blouse on top of her hair in the
trash can. She took another long look in the mirror. Yesterday, she
dressed like a delicate woman, in rhinestone studded shoes and
fashionably long silk skirts appropriate for her years and social
standing. Today, Chenda looked like an abused pixie, and a boy
pixie at that.

Her hand drifted to her chest and she
absentmindedly traced a finger over the bag of stones. It comforted
her to know they were still there, secured under her shirt.

Candice's pristine bathroom looked like
someone had done an autopsy in it. Chenda was doing her best to
clean up the fallen hair and dirty towels when Candice
returned.

“What do you think?” Chenda
asked in greeting. She ran her hand through the sassy
haircut.

“Not bad,” Candice said,
“for a corpse.” Candice tossed the newspaper to Chenda, who read
for a second and then looked up, shocked.

“I'm dead?”

“Seems so.”

“Huh. Imagine that.” Chenda
dropped the paper into the trash. “Shall we go?”

“Fine by me.”

Chenda pulled on her battered flight coat
and the two women departed. 

The Coal City Terminal
Station pulsed with activity around the clock. Not just the tallest
building in the city, it was the central point and interchange for
all manner of conveyance: trains, trolleys, airships and
pedestrian. Chenda and Candice arrived by trolley and dashed past
the shops and kiosks to the lines forming before the grand
elevators labeled To the Airship
Concourse. Candice did most of the talking
as the twosome passed though the building's layers of petty
officials and security. When Candice played the boisterous
professor, no one seemed to notice the name on the documents held
by her meek assistant. Chenda's badly bruised face, however,
garnered a few pitying stares.

After a few minutes ride in the ornate brass
elevator, the women arrived at the very top level and stepped into
the center of a large, circular concourse. There were great glass
windows in every direction. Down below, the city stretched out like
a very detailed map, and a beautiful, cloudless sky surrounded them
on all sides. Chenda, who had never had occasion to visit the top
level of Terminal Station before, found the view breathtaking.

The docking points for
airships – called airslips - formed a circle around the
central hub of the elevators. Each slip had its own assembly area,
with rows of chairs that faced outward. A set of beveled glass
doors separated each waiting area from the narrow platform that ran
beside each slip.  Chenda and Candice walked quickly to slip
24, where a small slate indicated the next airship to occupy the
space would be the Brofman. At the moment, however,
the slip was empty.

A tall, broad shouldered man in a double
breasted canvas vest, thick cotton shirt and black aeronaut boots
stood alone in the assembly area, looking out over Coal City. He
casually leaned one shoulder against the glass and occasionally
glanced over his shoulder. When Chenda and the professor stopped in
the assembly area, he took one last longing gaze at the city and
then turned his attention away from the view. His face broke into
an easy grin as he approached Candice, extending a hand.

“Professor Mortimer, yes?”
he asked as they shook hands. “I'm Lieutenant Fenimore Dulal, first
officer on the airship Brofman. Pleased to meet
you.”

“Call me Candice,” she said
with a nod. “This is my assistant, Chen,” Candice continued, again
sounding almost dismissive in an effort to draw no notice to
Chenda.

His gray eyes sparkled under his sandy hair
as he turned to Chenda, extending his hand toward her. For a
fraction of a second, just as he looked into her face for the first
time, his hand stopped moving forward and his eyes hardened with
anger, and then softened again.

“A pleasure,” Fenimore said
as he gingerly took Chenda's bandaged hand, managing the smallest
of shakes before releasing it.

“Well, it's almost five
o'clock. Will we be departing on time?” Candice asked as she looked
around the neighboring slips.

“Never fear,” he said, “You
can set your watch by Captain Endicott.  He's never late and
he never wastes time. He asked me to welcome you and assure you
that all is well and running smoothly.”

“Excellent,” Candice said
as she settled herself into one of the many chairs in the assembly
area. Fenimore turned his attention toward Chenda.

“Chen is it?” he asked,
politely, his eyes now calm and sparkling.  His casual stance
conveyed confidence and ease. Chenda nodded.

Fenimore went on, “I don't think you've been
on an airship before, am I right?”

Chenda looked surprised. “How could you know
that?” she asked.

“Well, you've not adjusted
your flight coat to fit yet.” He added conspiratorially, “That's
the giveaway.”  He cocked his head to one side, “May I?” He
reached a hand toward Chenda, who took a small leap
backwards.  His movement made her nervous.

“Whoa,” he said in a
soothing voice, “I'm not going to hurt you.” He guessed now that
her injuries weren't accidental. Someone had hurt her,
deliberately, and very recently, too. He stepped backward as well,
not wanting to frighten her further.

“Listen,” he said, his
voice soft and charming, “you will need to get your flight coat
fitting properly before we go. You step on the deck flapping that
much loose sail, you'll be blown right off the airship.” As he
spoke, he held his palms up to her in a gesture of
surrender.

Chenda blushed, which brought a fresh wave
of pain to the bruised side of her face. She felt foolish to have
skittered away from someone offering a kindness. She dug down deep
for some courage.

“Sorry,” she said, stepping
back toward Fenimore. “A little help is always welcome.” Using the
remainder of her moxie, she looked him in the face and tried to
return his smile. It made her face ache. She held her arms out
slightly, an invitation for Fenimore to begin.

“This will just take a
second,” he said as he started to adjust the various straps and
hidden buckles on her flight coat. His hands moved quickly and
gently, fitting the coat snugly to her, turning her in a complete
circle as he worked. She never caught his slight pause as he noted
the bloodstained hole under her arm. It seemed to Chenda that he
took special care not to jerk on any of the straps or touch her
body in any way. She appreciated that he was being considerate of
her injuries, or perhaps he was just being discreet.

“There now. Take a look.”
He turned her toward a wall covered in shiny chrome, and Chenda
took in her reflection.

“Ah. I guess this thing
fits after all. I really thought Lilianthal's had made a mistake
sending this size.” She smiled at him again. “Thank
you.” 

 “You look ready to fly,” Fenimore said with approval. “Just
in time, too. Here comes the Brofman.”

Chenda turned, eager to see
the approaching airship as it glided toward the terminal.
The Brofman floated majestically through the open air.  The
hull was sleek and shimmery, like a flying fish. A beautiful wooden
railing ran the perimeter of the main deck .  Just below it,
rows of propellers lined the sides of the Brofman, whirling and pivoting, ever
making corrections to the airship's course.  From the center
of the deck rose a glass fronted wheelhouse, where Chenda could
just make out the muscular outline of Captain Endicott and another
man.  The ship was compact, perhaps just twice the length of
the city trolley, but the grace of the Brofmanmade Chenda's breath
quicken.

Fenimore watched Chenda admire the ship. “I
see that you have an eye for a beautiful cruiser. Do you know much
about airships?”

“Not really,” she said.
Despite being the wife and daughter of senior airship officers, she
had never seen an airship up close. Edison's stories were mostly
about the places he'd been or the people who served with him, not
so much about the ships themselves.

“Well, there's much to
tell. At this point, it's probably safe to say that the airship is
both the pinnacle of the Republic's achievements and it's most
fervent disaster,” he said.

“I don't think I follow
you,” Chenda said, watching the Brofman glide ever
closer.

“You know that airships are
responsible for the Tugrulian War, don't you?”

“I thought the airships
were responsible for saving the Republic by defending
the coast during the war.”

Fenimore nodded. “True, but
you have to go back to the beginning of the Republic to totally
understand. When Anthony Kite started to research Cyanophyta
Saralyndia, a  type of blue green algae that creates massive
amounts of electricity under certain conditions, he revolutionized
energy on the western side of the Kohlian Sea. Kite developed the
optimal formula for sustaining the algae and the process for
harvesting the energy. His Aqueous
Photovoltaics enabled people here in
the West to generate power where they needed it, or even on the go.
You've studied this part of history, right?”

“Sure,” Candice said, “who
hasn't heard of the founding father of the Republic? I can see why
people decided to rally around him. He was the greatest mind of his
time. I don't want to sound like my history tutors, but forming a
new kind of government may have topped his electric algae
discoveries.”

Fenimore smiled at
Chenda's electric
algae reference as he continued. “It's
a little more complicated than that. See, the research and the
ideology go hand in hand. Kite's research subtly affected life in
the West. Almost immediately, the availability of nearly unlimited
energy led to a dramatic increase in electromechanical inventions.
As labor saving devices abounded, new forms of art, architecture,
literature and music grew. When Anthony Kite became the first Prime
Minister of the Republic of Western States, his new and cultured
society began to advance faster than the rest of the
world.

“As the West became more
interested in self reflection, science and art, contact with the
less evolved continents fell away. This strained the already
unstable regions of the East. The tribal societies there increased
the warring amongst themselves, squabbling over their various
resources. The Eastern Kingdoms fought with one another for almost
100 years until finally one society dominated the region: the
Tugrulians. “You still with me?” he asked.

She nodded.

“When Kotal Varinian, the
leader of Tugrulians, proclaimed himself Emperor, he cut off any
visitors from the West. Any explorers or traders who attempted to
make contact with the Empire were murdered on sight. Then the
Emperor would have the bodies of the dead Kiters packed onto their
own ships and set 'em adrift on the Kohlian Sea. People took the
hint after a few years and quit going east.”

Fenimore stopped abruptly. “How old are
you?” he asked.

“Twenty-two,” she
said.”Why?”

“Well, about a dozen years
before you were born,” he continued, “Prime Minister Mabe Idadell
sent a scientific delegation across the sea to establish contact in
the Empire. Idadell sent the envoy on one of the Republic's newest
inventions, the airship. The flying vessel really captured the
imagination of Emperor Varin IV. He began to crave the advanced
technology from the Republic, and opened limited trade within the
capitol city of Kotal to Kiter merchants.

“It soon became apparent
that most Kiters and Tugrulians were never going to see eye to eye.
We're just too different ideologically. However, there were a few
Tugrulians that began to question the way the Emperor kept such a
tight leash on his people, and there was talk of change in the
Empire. The Emperor panicked and denounced the Kiters for
theological reasons. He mobilized his massive army to slaughter
every Citizen of Kite's Republic within the borders of the
Tugrulian Empire. The Emperor, still craving the inventions of
Kite's Republic, began to send spies and raiding parties across the
sea.

“You know the rest of the
story from there, I'm sure,” he concluded.

“The start of the war,"
Chenda said sadly. “I was just a baby then, so I can hardly
recall.”

“Well, I remember it a
little,” Fenimore reflected. “I was five when the first attacks
came. The truce came just before I was old enough to join the
R.A.S.”

“Can you tell me more about
the Tugrulians, Lieutenant?”

“Sure I can, lots. But it
will have to be at another time,” he said.
The Brofman floated just a few yards out from the slip now, and
Fenimore moved toward the glass doors and out onto the
platform. 

“Call me Fenimore, by the
way,” he called over his shoulder.

Chenda followed him onto
the platform and looked up at the deck of
the Brofman where Captain Endicott rested one foot on the railing of his
airship. He threw a mooring line to Fenimore, who quickly secured
the airship to the pier.

Candice joined Chenda as
the captain smiled broadly and waved. He glanced at Chenda and
shouted down to her, “Well, you've had a rough day haven't
you? I hardly recognize you.”

His eyes landed on Candice. “Hello,
Professor. You two climb on up here and bring my money.”

.


Chapter 6

THE CREW OF THE
AIRSHIP BROFMAN 

.

Fenimore Dulal took the
bags from Chenda and Candice and tossed them onto the deck of
the Brofman.
He backed up two steps, made a running leap, and jumped off the
pier. His hands caught the ship's railing, and he flipped himself
onto the deck with apparent ease. Fenimore flipped a lever on the
railing and a gangway unfolded from the airship and rested at
Candice's feet.

“All aboard,” the captain
said with more than a bit of pride in his voice.

Candice smiled broadly and went aboard with
Chenda following close behind.

“Wonderful to see you
again, captain, but let's talk again about
when my money becomes your money, shall we?” The captain took
her hand and, with a flourish, placed it on his elbow, leading her
along the deck railing toward the wheelhouse.

As the jovial debate between the captain and
the professor continued, Fenimore stepped to Chenda's side. He did
not make the same overly dramatic gesture of whisking her away, arm
in arm. He merely smiled at her, keeping his hands at his sides,
and said, “We'll be heading out in a few minutes. Let me show you
where you can settle in.” He led her to the very center of the
deck and down a flight of narrow stairs. At the bottom was a
corridor that ran the length of the ship. Fenimore waved his hand
toward the bow of the ship. “You'll want to stick to this side of
the stairs. The area aft is for cargo and the motor room. Nothing
for you there.”

He moved forward, pointing to a narrow door
on the left. “Captain's quarters,”  he said, then turned to a
matching door to his right. “Guest berth -- for the professor.”
Fenimore opened the door and placed Candice's bag within; the space
looked impossibly small. One tiny bed ran the length of the
opposite wall. A tiny porthole above the bed let in some natural
light that shined on the rest of the room's simple features:
several brass hooks, a small sink basin with a drain, and a little
table which folded down, hardly bigger than a shelf. The room
definitely was only big enough for one occupant.

Fenimore closed the door and walked farther
down the passageway to the next and last pair of openings. These,
however, had no doors. Pointing to the left, Fenimore said, “The
galley,” then the right, “and the crew quarters. You'll be
bunking with the crew.” He stepped in with her bag. Chenda's
eyes grew wide with surprise.

“Don't worry. The fellas
don't bite,” he said thoughtfully. “Well, not usually.”

He looked sheepish for a moment. “I'm sorry
if this seems a bit untoward, but we are generally pretty good
guys, despite our line of work.  We get hired to do a lot of
unusual jobs. Mostly, we deal with peculiar cargoes, and we all
know how to be discreet. We are good at what we do, and on the rare
occasions when we entertain passengers, we try our best to be
hospitable.”  He looked into her much-abused face. 
“Chen, you'll be safe among us.”

Chenda bowed her head, not knowing what to
say.

“The captain hasn't told us
much about where we will be taking you and the professor...”
Fenimore left the thought hanging, looking hopeful that Chenda
would fill in the rest.

She didn't.

Chenda looked around at the
crew quarters. Eight bunks divided into two stacks covered the
whole of the far wall. The inside wall of the cabin held eight
lockers. Each door had a name neatly printed on it, save one.
Chenda read them to herself: Dulal,
Verdu, Kingston, Germer, Stanley, Spencer and Lincoln.

She ran her fingers over the little door
without a name. “Mine?”  she asked.

“Yes,” Fenimore said as he
put her bag down next to it. “And this bunk as well,” he said,
tuning to point at the bottommost bunk farthest from the door.
Chenda squatted down and examined the small space. The mattress was
thin but clean, and she noted two small hooks hanging above the
pillow, but there was nothing else to note in the coffin-sized
berth. She was confident she could fit in that little slot of a
bed, but wondered how a man as tall as Fenimore managed.

Standing again, she turned to him. “Looks
great,” she lied.

Fenimore looked relieved that Chenda
accepted her accommodations. Relaxing, he leaned on the post
separating the two stacks of bunks.

“Let's see,” Fenimore
contemplated as he ran his fingers through his sandy hair. “There
are several things that you need to know. First of all, it's going
to be cold once we shove off and gain some altitude, so you'll want
to stay bundled up in your flight coat most of the time – we don't
waste power on heat. You're welcome to move about the crew quarters
as you like, and the galley, too, but you need an escort for any of
the other areas below decks. If you step on the main deck, you will
need to bitter-end; I'll explain that later.”

Fenimore stepped over to his own locker,
pulled out a flight coat and shrugged it onto his broad
shoulders.  He turned back to Chenda, saying, “You have to
understand that we move pretty quick up here, and the crew has the
right-of-way, so keep an eye out for them and stay out of the way.
Understand?”

“For the most part,” Chenda
replied.

A series of whistles drifted through the
ship and Fenimore said, “Time for me to go on deck.” He moved
toward the door, then paused. “Want to come up as we shove
off?”

“Do I ever!” Chenda said
excitedly as she followed him back into the corridor and up the
stairs.

When they reached the top,
Chenda looked around and could see Candice standing beside the
captain in the wheelhouse. She took a step toward her companion,
but Fenimore grabbed Chenda by the elbow. “Not so fast,” he
said, and he picked up a small metal box with a clip hook on each
side. “This is a bitter-end," he said. “It's
non-negotiable. You come up onto the deck, you put it on. No
exceptions.”

 He took one of the
clips in his large hand and pulled on it, revealing a thin
cable.  He latched the hook into a stout loop in Chenda's
flight coat, then pulled the metal box down and attached the other
clip to a ring set into a track imbedded in the deck.

“The box has a spring in
it; that keeps the slack out of the safety cable, which slides in
this track. You can pretty much walk all over the deck. If someone
wants to get past you on the track, one of you will have to pull
your cable into a bypass – those are all along the track. Passing
etiquette follows rank here: the lower man drifts. In your case,
everyone else has the right of way, so you need to step to the side
if someone is coming your way and be quick about it.”

He tapped on the bitter-end box. “This will
keep you safe up here. You'll get used to it pretty
quick.” Fenimore reached down and attached his own bitter-end
to the track.

“I'm really not so clumsy
as to just fall over the side,” Chenda remarked.

“It's not about clumsy up
here,” Fenimore gave her a very serious stare. “Between the rolling
air current caused by the speed of the ship, and the strong gusts
of actual wind from the atmosphere, it's pretty unstable up here.
I've seen men twice your size get blown off the deck in a sudden
draft. That cable is the only thing that will save you from falling
ten-thousand feet to your death.”

Looking over the side, Chenda said. “Ah, I
see now why you call it the bitter-end.”  When she looked back
up, Fenimore was gone.  She saw him amongst the other members
of the crew who were taking in mooring lines and preparing the
airship to depart. She watched as all the men leaped out of
Fenimore's way as he walked near them. The crew moved around each
other in an impressive dance. She could see the crew worked like a
well-oiled machine.

Another series of highpitched whistles
sounded, and the airship shuddered lightly as it began to move away
from the airslip. Chenda held her breath. This was it. The point of
no return. Panic crept through her as the ship inched forward.

She looked over the side of
the Brofman and down into Coal City. She'd lived half her young life
down there, just outside that bustling and cultured city, and in
all that time, she hadn't ventured more than ten miles from there
or from Edison.  Leaving the city felt like leaving her
husband behind.  From this point on, everything would be
different, a new experience. Chenda’s fears grabbed her and she
clamped her teeth together to prevent the screaming in her head
from coming out of her mouth. She found her hands were gripping the
railing so tightly that they were numb, her feet locked to the
boards on which she stood.

The Brofman moved faster, heading east. Chenda stood there, alone
and afraid. No one was there to take care of her. No one could help
her cope with her fears. Her knees began to shake, and Chenda
started to fight against the quaking, but the struggle seemed only
to rattle her bones all the more. As the Brofmanadvanced, the tears in
Chenda's eyes spilled out onto her cheeks.  Each tear rolled
out and was quickly blown away. The wind grabbed at her, pulling
her arms, hair and chest.. She wrestled with the pain and fought to
control it. The wind pulled at it, too, working against her, trying
to drag it all up to the surface.

More tears. More pain. More wind.

When the struggle to contain it became too
much, she gave up.  Chenda let the wind take what it wanted
from her. In letting go of her baser emotions, she found a kernel
of strength. Chenda pulled her hands free from the railing, and she
leaned into the wind. More regret and anguish for Edison bubbled
up, and then blew away. Chenda took a step forward. The airship
moved faster. The wind grew stronger. She pulled up worry and
dejection, and tossed them toward the greedy air. She took more
steps into the gale.

She raced forward to the bow of the airship,
her eyes flowing with tears for Edison. Every drop of her grief
flew away as she gazed into the open sky ahead of her. She opened
her mouth to wail, and the wind reached inside and stole the lament
from her. The swirling air pulled at all of her senses then; she
tasted it and smelled it until all other memories of scent and
flavor left her. The wind bored into her ears, and it was as if no
sound had ever been heard before its roar. Most keenly, she felt
the constant brush and pressure of the wind on the exposed skin of
her face and fingertips, cold and abrasive.  On some level,
the beating she had taken from Daniel had been gentler.

Soon Chenda felt her eyes stop overflowing
with tears. She had run dry of all emotion and felt hollow, but in
a hopeful way, anticipatory. Now that she was empty, she knew it
was only a matter of time before she started to fill again. The
void within was uncomfortable, longing to be filled, but the idea
of something, anything, replenishing her soul thrilled her. The
empty space felt like a promise. The grief had moved aside, or at
least it had started to, and the hole waited there, expectantly,
excitedly, for whatever would come next.

In possession of hope,
Chenda was content to stand there, looking over the bow of the ship
as the miles quickly crept past in the coldness.
The Brofman would occasionally rock as a sudden surge of wind would
nudge it – a feeling Chenda rather liked. She could feel a living
presence from the ship and it galloped through the open
air.

Into the evening she stood there, watching
the rolling countryside east of Coal City slowly flatten.  The
trees far below became tall and spindly. The horizon ahead faded
from bright blue, to silvery gray, to purple as the sun sank behind
her.

Chenda heard the captain's voice calling
from the wheelhouse. “Dulal! We're passing Musser Point. Go tell
Verdu down in the motor room that he's sprung, and then get back
here to take over!”

She turned around to see Fenimore walking
away from her toward the call of his captain. How long had he been
standing behind her, she wondered.  She watched him as he
lifted a hatch near the rear of the ship and yelled to someone
belowdecks. Dropping the hatch again, he trotted back toward the
bow and stepped into the narrow wheelhouse.  He took the
captain's place at the wheel.

Captain Endicott, holding Candice by one
elbow, helped her toward the stairs that went below decks. She
didn't look so good. Her skin had a green cast to it. Chenda rushed
to her friend's side.

“Ugh,” Candice said in
greeting. “Now I remember why I hate airships.”

“Oh, my, Candice, are you
going to be okay?” Chenda asked.

“Oh, Chen, I'll be fine in
a few hours, I always get this queasy feeling when I fly. Don't
worry, I'll just go put my head down in my cabin and whimper till I
feel better. Mostly, at times like these, I just need to be alone
with my own wretchedness. You seem to be just fine, so enjoy the
view for a while.”

The captain unhooked Candice's bitter-end
and muttered, “OK, Professor, down you go. Just don't go barfing in
my ship if you can help it. That's a good girl.” He led her down
the stairs and toward her cabin.

Chenda turned to the wheelhouse and climbed
the few steps to the door. She knocked, and Fenimore pushed the
door open. “Do come in,” he said.
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