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who saved herself.
.
chapter 1
I’m here now
.
Verdu stood stock-still on the warehouse floor looking into the dark water below. The ripples from his friends’ escape vanished in an instant. Not a single bubble rose to the surface to mark their passing. No evidence that they had ever existed in his world remained with him, and he felt more alone than ever. It was like someone had died, or maybe he had died and passed on to a place he never thought he would be. Perhaps he was damned. He thought to himself that he may have just been braver than he had ever been, but staying in the Tugrulian Empire felt more like the mistake of a lifetime.
He licked his lips nervously, trying to think about his next move. The lingering taste of the Pramuc’s lips distracted him for a moment, but he was more sidetracked by the thought that, somewhere in that final kiss, he had lost the idea of Chenda as a desirable woman, and now only thought of her as the Pramuc, the spiritual savior of his people, the One who came to free the Tugrulians. The savior had been found. She was gone, and he remained.
He pondered that final kiss for a moment. Until this point, Verdu had firmly believed a kiss, even with the wrong woman, was better than no kiss at all. He could have enjoyed kissing her for a lifetime, but no matter how great it felt, he could tell she knew he was not the one for her, not the love of a soul mate. For all they had been through, the trials and dangers, the intimate spaces and the infinity of the wide open sky, she would love him always, but not in that way.
Even through his disappointment, he felt a touch of relief. She had walked with the gods. How could he compete with that? What kind of lover, protector, or partner could he be by comparison? He felt a little embarrassed to have even tried.
Approaching footsteps brought Verdu’s attention back to the considerable dangers at hand. He dropped to his belly and reached his hands through the opening in the warehouse floor and pulled his body silently over the edge. He dangled above the brackish water for a moment then swung his legs up to the supporting beams between the pier pilings. As heavy boots signaled the search of the warehouse overhead, Verdu wedged himself between the slime-covered boards, his back pressed against the underside of the warehouse floor.
“There’s nothing here!” a guard barked.
“I know I heard something,” another guard answered. “We’ve already caught one intruder tonight. Maybe that crazy old man wasn’t alone. Keep looking; there must be something.”
The heavy footsteps of the Tugrulian guards looped all around the warehouse. Verdu tried to not even breathe as one poked his head through the hole in the warehouse floor and looked at the water below. Verdu, hidden in the shadows, remained unnoticed, and the guard sat up and complained, “Nothing here! Probably what you heard was just some stinking rat looking for scraps. It’s almost dawn—let’s go!”
“Fine, fine. They don’t pay us enough to chase rats. Go then.”
The soldiers tromped out of the warehouse, and Verdu relaxed against the crossbeams while he thought. So, Pranav Erato was indeed caught by the Tugrulian guards. Verdu wondered if the old man would still be alive when the sun came up. Not if they figured out who he was. Pranav Erato had been a thorn in the side of the Tugrulians for the last thirty years at least, and the spiritual guide of the resistance movement even longer. In the hands of the emperor’s guards, his life expectancy was not particularly long.
Verdu considered his next move. He could simply slip into the water and see if he could make a swim for it—he might be able to find his way out of the port of Nivarta and into the countryside. He could bide his time and sneak his way onto a Mae-Lyn trading vessel and sail back out into neutral territory. He figured it couldn’t be more than a four-mile swim to get out of the bay, through heavily patrolled waters at daybreak—piece of cake. Yes, he thought, the odds of getting smashed to bits on the rocky coastline as he tried to come ashore were pretty high, too, but what was life without a few high-stakes risks?
Is fleeing the Tugrulian Empire what I really want to do? Part of him longed to follow his friends straight out of this gods-forsaken lump of parched soil. Turn westward and never look back. He hated this land, and it, him. The empire had wanted to kill him at birth. The people here had been beaten and starved so long, they had started to believe they deserved it. The earth was hard, dry, and hot. The people would kill for a few mouthfuls of moss bread and fish. He hated life here, and considered selling his soul to be anyplace else.
Alas, there were no buyers.
If he had been standing, he would have stomped his foot like a petulant child. If there had been someone near, he would have complained incessantly. If he had a hint of an escape route, he would have followed it. In the absence of those things, Verdu climbed back into the warehouse and silently crawled over to sit on a small crate near a collection of giant pickle barrels. Resting his elbows on his knees, he began to silently pray, fervently wishing for someone to hear his plea.
Here I am, most giving gods. Here. You have seen it that I should be in this place—that you have taken me from the Pramuc. I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, as I am pleased that she, and the professor and Fenimore, were blessed by you in their escape. But why am I here? I am your servant, my gods, I am yours to mold, to use. What is your will?
Verdu sat for a moment, waiting, but no reply came. Thanks for all the help, he thought sarcastically, and he had the vague feeling that someone was sniggering at him.
Right, I’m on my own.
He ran his fingers through his long dark hair and decided to let the gods deal with this problem. After all, they had gotten Chenda and her companions this far. Pranav Erato had decided that his getting caught would be the key to getting Chenda and the others out of the empire, and the diversion had worked. Verdu was willing to make the same deal with any gods who were listening.
“I’m walking out of here, just the same as I walked in,” he said softly. “If I’m heading the right way, then plow the road for me. Fair enough?” He cocked his head to one side, listening, and took a few hesitant strides toward the door. He felt a little foolish about talking to no one, but Chenda’s message from the gods rang in his head, “What god you have faith in is not important, only that you have faith.” He had faith in his plan. Some faith. At least a little.
As Verdu stepped out of the warehouse and onto the pier, there wasn’t a soul in sight. He could just make out the first purple clouds on the horizon to the east. A few birds were singing in the scraggly, salt-stressed trees just beyond the port’s gates, and Verdu took running steps toward the iron gates that separated the docks from the town of Nivarta. Each step brought with it the next thread of his plan: the gates to the street, the street to the alley, the alley to the safe house at Ma-Took’s pickle shop, to Ahy-Me, to the resistance. She would help him, and they would rejoin those fighting to undermine the brutality of the empire, the controlling through starvation, the corruption, the servitude of the people. The run pumped the blood through his chest and he felt his own lean strength, conditioned by the weeks of hard travel, too little sleep, and less-than-nourishing meals. He hungered to toil, even until the point of death, to spread the message of the Pramuc: All the gods are one god, and each god is part of all the gods, and they are with you—have faith. Faith in the gods, in one another, in one’self.
Verdu felt a new sense of purpose as his legs ate up the ground on the way to the gates. He was so filled with promise that he hardly noticed the arrow that sliced through him from behind and emerged from his right shoulder. The shot in his left leg, however, fully caught his attention as the barbs cut through muscle and tendon. The wounded limb gave way, and he sprawled in a bloody heap just shy of the Nivarta Port gates. He tried to pull himself forward, and managed only to leave a smear of blood on the sun-bleached boards of the pier as he reached toward the town, his spirit willing him to go on as his body gave out. As Verdu lost consciousness, the sound of sniggering echoed in his mind as the thought came to him, No, it’s not going to be that easy.
.
Pranav Erato waited. Another drop of blood dribbled from his split eyebrow to the inside corner of his left eye. He blinked it out again, and the mixture of tears and blood raced down his sharp nose. The droplet held there for a moment and finally fell the last few inches to splash onto the dusty boardwalk. The emaciated man lay as still as possible outside the pier’s guardhouse, counting the drips and keeping docile as the guards argued among themselves as to what the next course of action should be with this most wanted of fugitives.
“Execute him!” the first brute shouted. “Dead or alive—that’s what the emperor said. Dead is a lot easier to handle. I say we separate head and neck and deliver the skinny rebel back to Kotal.” The man brushed his palms far away from his orange-and-red uniform, as if sloughing off something nasty from his hands.
“You have no sense of value, Sergeant,” the second one said. “You have heard the news from the capital, yes? Maybe it was he who masterminded the destruction of the Dia Orella. What does he know? What can he be compelled to say? He is the pranav Erato, so he must know about the Pramuc’s return!”
Three or four of the guards began to shout at the utterance of the title Pramuc. “What are you saying? Keep it down with that—you never know who might hear you, and then we’ll each have our head on a pike by the gate!”
The grumbling and shushing was mixed with sidelong glances toward the dirty jumble of knees and elbows lying beaten at their feet. The penalty for speaking of the Pramuc’s return was death. True or not, people were talking about the girl: “She performed miracles.” “She travels the countryside.” Rumors of her return were fueling the resistance. They had heard enough to believe that something was happening in their world—some change was coming. A few were even smart enough to doubt they were on the winning side, but, for now, their allegiance to the emperor kept their bellies filled, and if the emperor said there was no Pramuc, there was no Pramuc. It hardly mattered what their ears heard and their eyes saw.
Pranav Erato counted twelve more drips of blood as each splattered onto the rough boards, and began to smile. All this hemming and hawing among the guards meant that no one had noticed Chenda’s escape from the pier. She and her fabled Companions, the Scholar — Candice Mortimer and the Soldier Fenimore Dulal, were surely far below the surface of the Kohlian Sea by now, slipping undetected beneath the Tugrulian patrol boats. He would have giggled, but he was pretty sure that the guards had given him a few cracked ribs and he didn’t want to garner any more from the edgy thugs.
Escape was an option for him, and a fairly easy one, but he hesitated, listening and hoping he didn’t fall victim to the sergeant’s decapitation desires. He could feel the unease among the guards mixed with doubt and confusion.
The sound of footsteps and something heavy being dragged along the boards came toward the guardhouse. Pranav Erato surreptitiously moved to turn his eyes toward the noises to see what approached.
“We’ve caught another!” came a cry from the shadowy boardwalk. Two orange-and-red-uniformed guards were dragging Verdu toward the men assembled at the guardhouse. The pranav’s heart sank as he saw the slick of blood trailing from the big man’s body and his dark head bobbing listlessly as he was pulled along, the feathers of the arrow sticking out of his back plainly visible in the first rays of the morning. Pranav Erato risked turning and sitting up slightly to get a better look at Verdu. Was he alive? Was he still breathing? His previous joy at hiding the Pramuc crumbled as the guards dropped Verdu’s limp body on the ground.
The sergeant turned on Pranav Erato. “What’s going on here?” he barked. He pulled back his heavy black boot and kicked a limp Verdu in the side. A whoosh of air escaped him along with a weak groan. Relief filled Pranav Erato as his plan suddenly changed. Alone, he could escape in a heartbeat, but with a badly injured Verdu, all bets were off.
The snarling soldier growled again, “Speak up, old man! What’s the meaning of this?” He kicked Verdu again, and Pranav Erato scuttled like a crab to the sergeant’s feet, bowing down and pressing his face to the floor.
“My good man,” he begged. “I implore you: wait. Not so much for his sake but for yours, as surely the emperor will look upon you unkindly if you continue to pour forth retributions upon his long-lost nephew.”
.
Professor Candice Mortimer shifted in her sleep. The tangy, metallic smell from the pickle tub in which she was enclosed had crept into her dreams, giving her visions a sharper quality than normal. Or perhaps it was the brine of the sea just a hair’s breadth away from her. She could feel the salt water pressing in from all sides even as she slept. The waters of the Kohlian Sea sealed out the rest of the world so completely that Candice’s entire universe consisted of the innards of Ma-Took’s vat.
At the time, choosing to escape the empire by traveling underwater—past, or more precisely under, the patrol boats—had seemed like a stroke of brilliance, but the reality of this conveyance proved most uncomfortable. Lying with her back against the cold metal of the makeshift ship, she could feel the chill starting to cramp her muscles. The ever-flowing seawater wicked away any heat her slight body could produce. Still, she felt safer than she had in weeks. It was quiet under the waves, and enclosed in the small space—just her, Chenda, and Fenimore—she knew there was no one waiting around the next corner, no ambush in the shadows. Hiding in the blissful depths, chilly as they were, was as good a sleep aid as a firm mattress and a down feather bed. More than anything, Candice wanted to go home: back to her office, back to her studies and students, back to her tiny faculty apartment and back to civilization. Of the Tugrulian Empire, she had had quite enough, thank you very much. Just a stinking, broken-down, backward country—that was her firm opinion. Even with the miracles she had witnessed and the friendships she had made, Candice’s greatest joy was simply being alive.
And yet, one wriggling doubt wormed its way through her thoughts: Verdu. It had been a mistake to leave Verdu behind. They should have backtracked, regrouped, and made a clean break—together. Now, she thought, we are incomplete—both in our mission and as Companions. She started to get annoyed and began to work herself up into a fit of righteous indignation. But with no one to vent to in her drowsing state, she began to sink deeper into her dreams, where Verdu kept calling to her and her friends.
Candice slept on as Chenda and Fenimore crouched together farther back in the pickle tub. The little craft plowed through the sea below the waves, water bending to Chenda’s will. The power of the Pramuc, the gods-given gift, itched inside her. Letting it trickle out slowly enough to push the buoyant tub along deeply enough to remain unnoticed took incredible concentration. At the moment, the space inside Chenda’s head felt too small. Her thoughts elbowed one another to make their way to the front of her mind.
Rationally, she understood why she was here, steering the pickle tub away from the Tugrulian coast and, to her way of thinking, running like a coward. The resistance needed her as a symbol, not a martyr. It was better all around for her to be in hiding than to get caught, or worse, killed. She needed time to learn to master her new gifts, to practice controlling water, fire, earth, and air. The Pramuc needed to share the gods’ message with the peoples of the world. Yes, as Pramuc, she felt those things. As Chenda, she wanted to see her friends returned to safety, which meant getting as far from the Tugrulian Empire as possible.
These thoughts fought with others in Chenda’s head. What kind of friend was she to leave Verdu behind? Pranav Erato? Her mother . . .
She had had a mother for almost an hour. After a lifetime of thinking herself orphaned, she had found the one person left to whom she belonged, and she had, unwillingly, let her go. Chenda felt unforgiveable. She wanted her mother. Needed her. She wanted to go back for her, for Verdu, and even more so, for the Tugrulian people. She berated herself, When they still needed a leader, how dare you go?
The urge to go back warred with her commitment to the escape plan, and her commitment to get Fenimore and Candice to safety. Her desires wrestled: run or stay, live or die. Home. Family. Friends. Mission. There were too many responsibilities working at cross-purposes within her. Keeping the fight within from spilling out of her head was taking a lot of effort, and she wanted to scream. In her heart, she knew that letting a tiny whimper escape would betray her resolve. Best just to keep moving . . .
Fenimore, his inner thighs resting on each of her hips and his chest pressing against her back, shifted slightly, his hands holding her to him more tightly. The intimacy of the moment pushed down the traffic in her head temporarily. His scent was as reassuring as his touch.
Are you all right? she asked directly into his mind.
Fenimore shifted again and didn’t answer right away. His thoughts were distant as well. A pain in his left leg had been distracting him, and an ache in the right side of his chest made him wish for a chance to stand up and stretch. He suspected that these twinges weren’t his at all, and that Verdu had been hurt—bad. The connection between himself and Verdu had begun when they met on the Brofman years before. After struggling against it in the beginning, the pair gradually began to accept the connection between them, and their tandem movements eventually became just another quirk among many in the Brofman’s crew. But lately, the connection between Fenimore and Verdu had become strained. The two had found themselves in conflict over Chenda. Fenimore was not sure how he knew, but he was certain the phantom wounds were echoes of real injuries in his best friend. Fenimore kept his thoughts to himself. If it was true, and Verdu was hurt, there was nothing he could do about it. They had run too far to turn back now. He had to see Chenda and Candice to safety, to the Brofman.
“I’m fine,” Fenimore whispered, his lips brushing her ear. “It’s just a few aches and pains. Nothing that a good night’s rest on the Brofman won’t cure.”
At the mention of Captain Endicott’s airship, Chenda’s heart skipped a beat. It was the only place that had ever felt like a true home to her. Yes, that will make everything feel better.
Chenda gave one last glance at the warring thoughts in her head and then pushed them all down, banishing them to the spaces between her cells, where she could choose to ignore them if she really tried. Enough.
She pressed herself deeper into Fenimore’s arms and turned all her attention to the water surrounding her. All she really had control of now was getting her remaining friends to safety.
.
chapter 2
A whole cruel world
.
Verdu’s eyes itched. The dust from the desert beyond the low mountains surrounding Kotal drifted through his window every night. Verdu damned the window every morning. It let everything in through its intricate yet solid stonework: the most bothersome biting flies he had ever encountered, a desert grit that covered every surface in his tiny room, the predawn chill and the hot breath of the afternoon breeze. The only welcome thing to come through Verdu’s cursed window was the splash of midmorning sun making flame-shaped patterns on the floor just beyond his hard and narrow bed. The sun dapples were imperfect cutouts made by the window’s imprisoning stone diamonds, a beautiful latticework that both concealed and restrained him. The flickering drops of sun were a small kind of pleasure in a mostly hellish world.
From his cage—that was how he thought of his little room—he could see down into the city of Kotal, the place where he was born, the community that took one look at him on that day and rejected him. A minor flaw, so easily repaired in the West, marked him as unworthy among the Tugrulians. Deformed.
He hated them as much as they had hated him. Verdu watched the hypocrisy from his room: the merchants around Palace Square hustling through their daily routines; the extravagantly dressed visitors queuing up to see the emperor, filing through the gates; the thuggish palace guards slipping coins into pockets and repositioning the donors to more advantageous placement in the line. Day after day, the routine went on like clockwork.
When Verdu arrived in the city, he was dazed and fighting a fever. His attempt at escaping to the resistance in Nivarta had not gone according to his plan. After being felled by a guard’s shot slicing through his left leg, Verdu regained consciousness just long enough to watch the chaos of Pranav Erato’s escape. That is one slippery holy man, was all he could think as the skinny old man wriggled free from his shackles as if he were buttered, and disappeared. As for Verdu, the guards knelt on him, making sure he, too, would not run for it. As if that were possible with his blood loss and injuries. He doubted now that he would ever run a step again.
With a reluctant grunt, Verdu heaved himself onto his feet and shuffled the few steps from the cot beneath the window to a rickety chair beside a narrow table. Walking sent agony up his left leg. He had devised several ways to escape his cage in the tower of the imperial palace, and he, or at least the old version of him, would have been long gone by now. The butcher job the so-called doctor did to repair his leg, however, made even pacing the room impossible. Verdu’s every action lately was either tainted by the uselessness of his mangled limb, or the constant pain of it. He knew that if he could just get back to the Brofman, and the surgeon-turned-cook Kingston, the torn ligaments could be repaired. However, escape in his current state seemed impossible. Some days, the journey from bed to table took all of his effort.
When he had first arrived at the palace, he was weak, and it took some time for him to realize the kind of pickle Pranav Erato had left him in. Verdu wasn’t exactly sure to what extent the pranav had embellished the story of his birth, but, judging by the hours of questions asked by the leaders of the Tugrulian religious hierarchy, his story might just have been different from what Verdu had been taught.
He had been told that his mother had bribed her midwife to take him—and his imperfect face—away, and that his mother told her husband that her baby had died at birth. As a lower imperial princess, she had little status in the royal circle, so she would naturally have wanted to hide an imperfect offspring, one that would have diminished her standing further.
Verdu never blamed her for giving him up. What choice did she have? If she kept him, he would be put to death. So, he was smuggled out as arranged and raised at sea by other Tugrulians living among the Mae-Lyn people. He’d never doubted the story he had been told, and said as much during his interrogation But he guessed something was amiss when a junior adviser from the emperor’s council, Nameer Xa-Ven, had come personally. The imposing form of that high official stood over him and asked him not about Chenda, not about the role he had played in the return of the Pramuc, as the other inquisitor had. No, Nameer Xa-Ven asked only about his birth.
“Did you really think that a woman’s word on the death of an infant would have been believed without proof?” he asked over and over. Once, the councillor bid the guards strip Verdu of his shirt and he closely examined the prisoner; his face, chest, and back were scrutinized. The finely dressed adviser, lean, long, and angular, reminded Verdu of a praying mantis, especially around the eyes—dark and so very large. Whatever those eyes saw, it seemed to confirm something for Nameer Xa-Ven, and he turned on his heel and swept out the steel reinforced stone door.
The councillor’s question troubled Verdu even more than the humiliating physical inspection. He knew the Tugrulian mind fairly well, so why had he never quibbled over the detail of his absent corpse in his mother’s story? The more he thought about it, he was sure that Nameer Xa-Ven was right: a woman’s word would not be believed in a matter such as this. But what could he say? It wasn’t like he could remember his own birth and supply an answer.
Contemplation of his current situation occupied most of Verdu’s time. He was fairly confident that he should have been slaughtered right there on the pier in Nivarta, but something was staying the Tugrulians’ hands—and it was not the prospect of garnering information about the Pramuc. On that matter, he vowed not to say one word, and no amount of blows from his inquisitors’ fists would change that.
There was something about him that troubled the Tugrulians, and he was more than a little curious as to what it was.
.
Candice Mortimer read the letter from Captain Maxwell Endicott one more time and decided that his attempt to soften her up with sweet nothings before letting her know that yet another shipment of seeds had failed to make its way to the Tugrulian resistance just infuriated her. She threw the letter onto her cluttered desk and started complaining to herself. “Are there no reliable shady airship captains left in the world? What kind of namby-pamby sailor dumps the cargo overboard at the first sign of a Tugrulian patrol boat? One that won’t get paid—that’s who!”
She slammed the note into her bottom desk drawer and pulled herself up to her full yet modest height, still snorting with indignation. It was the sixth parcel of contraband seeds to be lost this month. And these were bush beans! Those plants could have been feeding some starving Tugrulian village in just under six weeks’ time. The waste of it just made her sick.
Candice looked at her watch. The Brofman would be making dock at Terminal Station in about three hours, and she would be standing at the end of the airslip personally to give Maxwell Endicott a piece of her mind.
With a full head of steam, Candice marched out of her office on a hunt for another fifty pounds of vegetable seeds, and possibly a red hot poker for her meeting with the captain.
.
Chenda looked into the mirror and ran her fingers through her short, spiky hair. Each day it bothered her more, those short scraggly locks. At the time she cut it, what seemed like years ago in Candice’s apartment, the night of the fire and the battle for her life with Daniel Frent, Chenda had done the best she could with the hair she had left. Truth be told, she had rather liked it on those first days aboard the Brofman. It was perky, different, and easy. The dark fringe around her pale face accented her dark eyes. Now, the pixie cut was just her daily reminder that nothing was changing for her. Her hair had not grown one millimeter since she returned to the Brofman four months ago.
In fact, nothing about her, physically, had changed at all in that time. The cuts and bruises she had on the day she entered the Dia Orella, mostly healed at the time, remained just so. The faint outlines of the injuries never fully disappeared, but nothing worsened either.
Then there was the other matter, the changes that come to a woman each month. It seemed that, along with everything else in her body, those had ground to a halt, too. At first, she held a wisp of secret joy, a possibility that she and Fenimore might just be on their way to having a baby together. But, as nothing turned into more nothing, Chenda started to realize her body was frozen: not healing, not growing, not changing at all. It frightened her. She suspected it had something to do with the power of the Pramuc, the gods-given gift placed within her so that she could carry to all people the message of the gods. “All gods are one god,” they had said. “Have faith.”
Looking at her body in the mirror, all she could see was doubt.
Chenda knew with certainty that the gods existed and what they could do. She had been in their presence and had felt their touch. Having faith in the gods was no problem, but in herself, finding faith was another issue. She wrestled the power of the Pramuc every day. It itched inside her, begging her to let it come flying out. She wondered if the gods had known what this much power in one human body would be like.
Fenimore helped her practice almost constantly. She worked at controlling it, using it, releasing it, testing it, discovering what she could do. When she had depleted her power, she studied, reading books on chemistry, geology, engineering, and so on. She had come a long way in four months, but she still felt she was only tapping the periphery of her potential.
Her body, although visibly unchanged, was indeed paying a price. Just as the marks on her skin remained constant, her weariness could not be refreshed. She slept, but the sleep was merely a void. There were no dreams, none that she could remember, and no feeling of restfulness upon waking.
Chenda was stuck, in every way possible, just as she was.
Fenimore found his wife at the sink staring at herself yet again in the mirror. “Beautiful as always,” he said, wrapping his arms around her waist. His long arms crossed over her belly and he slid the chilly fingers of his left hand between the buttons of her flight coat. The cold tickled through her linen shirt and into her skin, the sensation helping her tear her eyes away from her reflection. She kissed his cheek.
“As always,” she repeated to herself.
Fenimore looked around the rented room. The pair had taken three days of shore leave at the seaside village of Musser Point as the Brofman and the rest of the crew headed into Coal City to pick up their next cargo. “Take a bit of a honeymoon,” the captain had ordered. Evidently, the rest of the crew was a bit annoyed with the newlyweds and their habit of disappearing for hours on end—the very second they were no longer on duty, they slunk off together. Most of the others were afraid to go near the undeclared-cargo hold, for fear of intruding on the young lovers.
As much as the crew of the Brofman worked as a well-oiled machine, Fenimore and Chenda were a society of two much of the time. Soul mates make for great romance, but they do alter the chemistry of a ship. Beyond that, Chenda, the only woman on board, kept the rest of the crew a bit off balance. The presence of a woman, even one as capable and remarkable as Chenda, put an uncomfortable curb on the men’s spitting and scratching. The absence of Verdu in the crew’s mix was keenly felt by all as well. Things on the Brofman of late were different and a little strange. The young lovers hoped that by taking this honeymoon, things might settle for everyone involved.
Fenimore eyed the giant claw-foot tub at the far end of the honeymoon suite. “I could draw you a bath, my darling,” he suggested, hopeful that he could distract her from her melancholy. She had remarked more than once that sponging oneself in the crew quarters was no way to get truly clean.
“That would be heaven,” she said, and started to strip out of her aeronaut boots, quilted silk flight pants, and thick linen shirt while he ran the water in the tub. Once it was filled and bubbly, Fenimore kissed her and scooped her into his arms. Chenda wrapped herself around him and kissed him back. The passion between them never failed or faded. Every kiss was like a first kiss. The joy of it always surprised her; the spark was always there, feeding her and comforting her in a way that food and shelter no longer could.
As so often happened between them in moments of passion, everything went topsy-turvy: Fenimore found himself in the tub and, unlike his wife, without the benefit of first undressing. The pair spent the rest of the evening blissfully apart from the whole world. Giggles and bubbles were their only companions.
.
Candice tapped one foot impatiently on the landing as the Brofman drifted into the airslip at Terminal Station. Captain Endicott, standing in the wheelhouse, read the stormy expression on the professor’s face and struggled against the urge to throw the airship into full reverse and run with his tail between his legs. He reminded himself that he had personally faced down a dozen crazed Tugrulian warriors during the war and had fearlessly piloted his airship through the biggest hurricane in a century, so being too much of a coward to face his angry girlfriend (if that actually was still the case) would definitely put a kink in his manly swagger.
However, he truly believed that five feet of Candice was worth a mile of bloodthirsty Tugrulians. He swallowed his dread and slapped on what he hoped to be his most charming smile.
Stepping out onto the deck, he called to her, “Candice, my darling! You are a sight for sore—”
“You just keep your my darlings, you swindle of an old coot!” Candice shouted back. Captain Endicott winced at what was sure to be a fiery round of nonsensical name-calling.
“Now, now, Candice, let’s not get all bent out of shape. I did the best I could with the ship captain available at Atoll Belles. Beggars can’t be choosers—”
“Beggars? I’ll show you beggars! They are the children who are waiting for some food! Mercy Matilda, Max! How hard can it be to fine an honest patrol-running sea captain brave enough to deliver contraband to the resistance?”
The fact that she was serious about such an absurd request meant that there was no winning this argument. Captain Endicott lowered the gangway from the ship and strolled to where Candice was standing on the dock. His beefy arms grabbed her around the waist, and he tipped her backward, his kiss doing its best to stop the tirade issuing from her. It worked.
“I’m sorry, love. But if you think you can do better,” he said as he righted her, “you can just be my guest and pick the next mule.” He winked at her playfully, still holding her against his thick chest.
Candice patted her blond hair back into place and eyed Captain Endicott meaningfully. The look made him nervous. She took a deep breath and said, “Fine.” Pushing away from him, she turned on her heel and walked up the gangway onto the Brofman. “I will. How long will it take you to get us back out of here and on our way to Atoll Belles?”
Captain Endicott opened his mouth to object—too dangerous was all he could think, but for reasons he could not quite come up with, he felt a kernel of rightness in the idea of Candice coming on board with him for the next mission. As much as his mind rejected taking her into any kind of danger, his heart broke into a sprint of joy.
“As you wish, lady. But passage eastward, it’s going to cost you,” he said.
“Not near as much as it’s going to cost you if you don’t get this sorry ship of yours under way with my seeds sometime very soon, love.” Candice, for all her petite appearance, had the willpower and presence of an admiral, and a salty one at that. Captain Endicott drummed his fingers on the side of his face, contemplating his lack of options.
.
Chenda sat on the edge of the claw-foot tub, staring out at the moonlit shore. Once again, she found she could not sleep. There was no point in trying anymore, so she stayed up with her thoughts. Wrapped in Fenimore’s large shirt, she contemplated the luxury of another bath, but decided against it. She did not want to wake her husband.
He needed a break from the constant activity on the Brofman as much as she did. He had acted as teacher, superior officer, guinea pig to her powers, and lover for several months now. A lesser man would have given up, or at least would have complained, but not Fenimore.
She shifted position to watch him sleep, and smiled as she took in his naked form. The moonlight enhanced the ridges of his torso, each muscle defined and each scar raised in the color-bleaching gloom. He was all shadows, accented with light.
Fenimore rolled over and stretched a hand out, sleepily groping for his wife. When he could not find her, he sat up and looked around the room. Clearing his throat, he asked, “Hey, what’s wrong? Why you up?”
“I just couldn’t sleep,” she said.
“Bad dream?” he asked as he threw his legs over the side of the bed and pulled on his pants.
“No. Definitely not that. I just wasn’t restful.”
He moved over to the elegant desk against the wall and snapped on the lamp at its lowest setting. A pool of light splashed onto the desk and removed the deep shadows from Fenimore’s face and chest. He picked up a piece of the inn’s delicate stationery and started to fold the corners absently, not looking at Chenda. “Want to talk about it?”
“There’s nothing to say; I just, I don’t know, feel a little wrong somehow.” She came to the desk and sat on his lap, wiggling her way under one of his arms. “You make it easier to bear, though. I love you.”
They sat there for a long time, simply being together, alone. Fenimore cradled his wife in his arms, gently brushing his lips across her hair, her ear, the end of her nose. She whispered sweet nothings to him as only she could, sending the messages directly into his brain as he touched her bare skin. I love you . . . I love you . . . I love you always.
But, as it always did, the power of the Pramuc eventually built to an uncomfortable level, an unsafe level, and Chenda knew she had to burn off the excess.
Darling, I have to take a walk now, she thought to him. Don’t miss me too much.
“Are you sure you don’t me to tag along?” he asked.
She shook her head. She was almost embarrassed to have to go away from him for such an inconvenient problem. It was better to just go off alone and be done with it.
“Fair enough,” he said. “I need to write a letter to my mother anyway. It’s my birthday next week, and that always makes her sad.”
Chenda sat up and stared at Fenimore. She couldn’t imagine what expression she was wearing—a look of shame and horror, most likely. She could not decide what troubled her more: realizing she had never asked when his birthday was, or how a mother could be sad over the birth of her child.
I don’t understand, she thought at him.
Fenimore smiled at his wife. “How strange you look! Don’t fret. Let me explain: My mother gets sad on my birthday because my brother died that day. He was born first, and was already gone—his umbilical cord had choked him—then I came right behind, screaming like a banshee. My mother’s joy over me was tainted by my brother’s death. Her pain is always there. When she looks at me, she always sees one where there should be two. I could never be enough for her.” He sighed and added quietly, “Sometimes I feel that empty space where my brother should be, too. In fact, I have felt it quite often of late. . . .”
And there it was, the hole they never talked about: Verdu. Chenda wrapped her arms around him and grabbed two handfuls of his thick hair, pressing her forehead against his. When I see you, I see everything that means the world to me. You are everything. All I need.
Fenimore made a half smile and patted his wife on the rump. “Of course, and you for me as well. But, I would prefer to have you go off and take care of your power surge rather than accidentally cause an earthquake in our room, so, let’s talk more when you get back from your little walk.”
Chenda nodded once and pulled on her flight pants and boots. She kept Fenimore’s shirt, tying the long shirttails in a knot over her belly and rolling the sleeves up to her wrists. As she walked to the door, she stopped to kiss Fenimore’s form, hunched over the small desk, a pen scratching away on the inn’s stationery. I’ll just be a moment, she thought to him, and then she was gone.
The honeymoon suite at the Musser Point Inn faced the shore and had a private path that wandered through the dunes and sea grasses to the sugar-white sands of the beach. The moonlight shaded all she could see in a perfectly matched pallet of grays, silver, and faint lavender. The shore was breezy, and the waves made a soft roar as Chenda watched the sparkles of sea spray dancing along the thick, dark line where waves met sand. A few crabs scuttled along, looking for scraps thrown up from the depths, industriously seeking out a free lunch. She decided to help out a bit, and unleashed her powers on the water just a few yards out from where she stood. Up shot a column of water, one hundred feet into the air. She commanded the water, swirling it, bubbling it, churning it for all she was worth. She looked into the water with her powers, and seeing that the bits of fish and mollusks within were thoroughly pureed, she set the whole mess down on the beach near a group of crabs and released it from her control. The seawater trickled into the dry sand almost immediately, and the bits of pulverized shell, fins, and flesh glistened on the sand.
The crabs practically did a dance for joy over their sudden jackpot, but Chenda felt a little sad. It often puzzled her that her abilities were miraculous and so powerfully destructive. She watched the crustaceans enjoy their windfall feast. It might balance the score a bit, she thought to herself, to have crab cakes for lunch.
The sky to the east began to lighten to a hazy mauve and then lilac. A few early-morning seagulls swooped in to challenge the crabs for the carrion du jour. The dawn of a new day, and everyone—everything—was still fighting over the scraps from yesterday. Again she felt that nagging truth that each time she tried to help, she just created another conflict.
Chenda turned away from the squabbling animals and strolled back up the path to her room. She was pleased to have another whole day ahead of her with Fenimore, and started to contemplate what to give him for his birthday. She climbed the last dune and noticed the door to the honeymoon suite was standing open. Her breath quickened. She had a prickling feeling that something was wrong.
Chenda started shouting for Fenimore before she crossed the threshold.
The room within was still, and there was no sign of him. His boots were gone, as was his flight coat, but his small bag remained on the floor at the head of the bed. Chenda called his name again, trying hard not to panic.
The light on the writing desk still glowed, and Chenda found two letters sealed and propped against the lamp base. The first was addressed to Jacquelyn Dulal, Fenimore’s mother, presumably. The second was on stationery very different from what was provided by the hotel, and the handwriting addressing the letter to Mrs. Chenda Frost-Dulal was not her husband’s. She took the letter in her trembling hands and tore it open.
Dear Mrs. Dulal,
Forgive me for meeting with your husband while you were out, but considering your hostile behavior in my office last spring, you can certainly see how I would rather conduct my business with Fenimore Dulal without you.
It has come to the attention of the Kite’s Republic Intelligence Service that one Kotal Verdu, an associate of your husband, has been captured by the Tugrulian secret police and turned over to the priests of the state religious order, known as the Hierarchy, for trial.
We generally disavow knowledge of our foreign informants; however, in this case, Mr. Dulal has agreed to act—independently from the government of Kite’s Republic—to orchestrate the liberation or elimination of his asset abroad.
His wishes were for me to extend his regret at departing for Tugrulia before you returned, and he asks that you stay here until he completes his task, a time of no less than three weeks.
Cordially,
Russell Sterling
Deputy Director, KRIS
Chenda looked at the note in her hand and let what little she had left of her power escape her. The paper caught fire. Grabbing her flight coat and boots, she dropped the flaming note into the sand as she walked out the door. Running along the boardwalk to the front of the hotel, she knew instantly several things to be true. First, she flatly refused to stay here if Fenimore was heading east. He needed her, perhaps more than he knew. Perhaps even as much as she needed him. Secondly, Fenimore was not going to the Tugrulian Empire willingly. There was no way he would leave her without so much as a personal good-bye. Something must have happened that had put Fenimore into a really compromised position, one that made him feel he must leave, silently and immediately. In her head, she knew something else was afoot, but in her heart it felt like a betrayal.
She would not stay here for him, and neither could she wait on the Brofman to come back and pick her up. Cooling her heels for two more days? Impossible. At the moment, she was perhaps just an hour behind Fenimore. She raged that she had not fully curbed that rotten spy herder Russell Sterling when she faced him months ago. She had meant to make it clear then that Fenimore was off-limits for the intelligence service, but once again, he had her husband. Unluckily for him, Chenda would be only one step behind.
.
chapter 3
The righted track
.
In the portico of the hotel, dawn lit the crushed shells of the drive, washing it in brilliant oranges and golds. Chenda rubbed the meat of her hand into her forehead and tried to force the next thought through her head with brute force alone. East. I must go east, but how? Ideas for how to execute that single notion would not come, and she was all but consumed by an aching quiver low in her abdomen. All the love stories, the trashy pulp serials that got passed around the Brofman and the melodramas that graced the finest theaters in Coal City, said heartbreak resided in the chest. The truth of it has always been that the pain of separation from one’s true love lives a bit farther south. The sinking, fluttering pain grows in part from fear struggling against grief. It’s knowing and not knowing something at the same time, the anticipation of an even bigger blow.
The twitching fear was testament to how much she had matured in this marriage and how sheltered she had been in the past. If she had been even one-tenth as self-aware a year ago, she would have known how unlikely her husband Edison outliving her was. At twenty-three years his junior, a long and healthy life put the odds in her favor. She had not known enough to see the truth of it when she married him; she never considered preparing herself for the ending of their time together. Since his death, Chenda had seen enough of the world to know what perilous possibilities loomed for Fenimore, and for her as well.
The ache inside her now, so similar to the clawing of the Pramuc’s power, sapped her strength. Terror. Panic. Despair. Hopelessness. The words were too weak to describe her emotions.
She looked to the sky and silently cried for help.
And, for the first time in months, she heard a strange giggle. A chorus in one voice, which in an instant turned into the ring of a bicycle bell.
Looking down again, she met the eyes of a sweet-faced teenage boy on a tricycle cart. He wore a floppy cap with a turned-up brim and a canvas satchel across his chest.
“Pardon me, miss,” he said, scooping a bundle of newspapers from a full basket strapped behind the seat. He slouched around Chenda, then deposited his armload at the vacant doorman’s station, pulled an empty envelope from his satchel, and scribbled a few strokes on it. He tucked the envelope into the tight band that bound the papers, and he snatched up a very similar envelope from a brass clip hanging from the doorman’s desk.
Tucking the pencil into the brim of his hat, he made his way back to his bike, and checked his watch. “Um, you waitin’ for a cab? I don’t expect there will be one for quite a while. Where you headed?”
Chenda, who had not moved an inch while the paperboy worked, blinked and muttered, “East.”
“Fancy that,” he said. “Me, too. Hop on and you can come with me to the next delivery stop, the newsstand on Blackwell Docks.”
Like stars sliding into the pinholes of night, Chenda felt the rightness of this direction. Asked and answered—the gods showed her this was the way to go. She pushed down the aching tingle and trusted in the help she was being offered. She threw herself onto the back of the trike and simply said, “Thank you,” as the boy began to pedal down the path to the east.
.
Verdu slouched on the cot as a serving girl brought the meal tray past the guards and placed it on the small table. A whiff of fine dust, stirred by the passing servant, curled over the edge of the table and drifted toward the floor. Verdu’s attention followed the motes settling slowly downward, as the sight was more interesting to him than what food lay on the tray. After so many weeks of confinement, his brain had numbed to his surroundings: the light and shadows looked the same each morning, each meal tasted much like the last, the birds had no new songs for him, and he could conjure no feasible plan for escape, no matter how hard he tried to find one.
The sound of the bolt sliding into place, sealing him in again, alone for another day, brought his gaze back up from the dusty floor. He made his way to the table, dragging his lame leg behind him. The tray held the usual things: a cake of moss bread, a small bowl with pickled fish and mushrooms, and a square of cream-colored cloth tied into a little bundle. Verdu looked in to see a number of charred skewers of meat—it looked to be lizard today. The usual stoppered jug of water sat in its usual place among its fellows. Verdu promised himself he would eat something later, though he had no hunger at all. In his mind he reasoned that he needed to eat, but could not find the will in his heart. He yawned, defeated by another day in his cage, and as he stretched his mouth, a small gust of wind blew through the window, coating his tongue with grit. Verdu coughed and spit, then grabbed the jug from the tray. Flicking the stopper away, he poured some cool liquid into his mouth and nearly choked again. Wine!
Well, well, he thought, smacking his lips. Where did this come from? He let a bit more of the strong, sweet wine wash down his throat. It tasted good—better than good, in fact. Surprising, and surprises had been few and far between for Verdu of late. He decided very quickly that he simply did not care to look this particular gift horse in the mouth. A taste of something different, anything different, was something to celebrate, to relish. If this was some kind of trick, poison even, he was going to fall for it. There was enough wine in the jug to keep him entertained for a good while that evening, and the more he drank, the more he wanted to drink. He sipped deeply as the shadows grew long across the floor and then, in the darkness, he began to hum, and in an act of both pleasure and self-destruction, he downed the last of the wine and belched loudly.
He looked drunkenly into the empty jug and smiled. “Thank heaven for small favors,” he said as he heaved himself up and shuffled toward the bed. Halfway across the small space, he realized his balance was not up to the task. He tipped sideways onto the floor; the jug, still in his hand, smacked the hard tiles with a tinkling crack. The earthenware broke apart and pieces flew all around him. The last remaining drops from the broken jug mixed with the dust on the floor, and Verdu lay there in the middle of it all, snickering. A good little drunk was just what I needed, he thought. He reveled in the mess he was sprawled in. After a few minutes, his giggles faded into sobs for a time, the melody of a man feeling sorry for himself. Soon after, the wine’s sweet workings on his brain overtook his self-pity, and he began to snore.
In the morning, surrounded by the evidence of his binge, he awoke. But aside from the damaged crockery, and the fragrant splatters of wine mud across the floor, all was right in Verdu’s room. He sat up and dimly thought he should be well hungover after a night of drinking on an empty stomach, but he felt fine. Better than fine, he felt the smallest glimmer of an idea forming.
He pushed himself toward the table and dragged his body into the chair. For the first time in weeks, he was hungry. He popped several pieces of pickled fish into his mouth and chewed. The tangy juices sloshed in his mouth, and he swallowed the morsels as he bit into the grayish-green bread. He tasted it, really tasted it. The flavor was tolerable and the texture dense and chewy. As he ate, Verdu thought hard about his various plans for escape. They all still seemed too impossible, but the thought no longer frustrated him. Something in that combination of drunkenness and self-pity had freed him.
He realized that he wanted to run from this place not for the sake of freedom itself, to leave the multitude of wretched Tugrulian subjects behind. On the contrary, he wanted to run to the resistance to be in a position to help the subjugated people in the city below, to lead the Tugrulians to a better life, and a better world. Bodily, he could not escape his cage, true, but he considered for the first time that perhaps he could still do something. In short order, he was sure of it.
Another bite, and the thoughts came to him in a rush. Chenda! Who knew the Pramuc better than he did? Apart from the other Companions, no one. Their story—the things that had happened to them in the desert, in the caves with Pranav Erato; the Miracle of the Sunken Garden—he knew these stories! And others needed to hear them, too.
Verdu counted his assets as he unwrapped the skewers of meat. First, he seemed to have acres of time; for days now, there had not been a single visitor from the inquisition. Secondly, he had a desire, a compulsion even, to put the story in writing. There his resources ran dry. He stopped mid chew as he realized he had no pencil. No paper.
For a moment, he sat vexed, staring at his nearly empty tray, a kabob raised halfway to his mouth. “But I want to write,” he said to no one. And the thought came to him, a thought that did not feel like his own, simply saying, So, write already.
Verdu’s hand came down onto the square of cloth on the tray, and he began to scratch the charred skewer across the tightly woven fabric. Forming the letters was slow going, but he had the fuel of desire to temper his patience as he wrote:
A right and proper thing it is for me to set down a record of the great events I have witnessed, the prophecies that have been fulfilled, and the words that have come. Know with certainty that I, Kotal Verdu, send greetings and glad tidings to you in the name of the Pramuc. Be well, and hear the instruction I give.
There came a time, in my days among the other peoples of the world, that I met the one foretold, a young woman, carrying with her the three stones. . . .
.
chapter 4
Breather
.
“The torpedo shot out of the forward tube”—Captain Endicott held every eye around the table, looking to make sure no one would miss the punch line to his outrageous story—“and we shoved the bride off the back of the boat into the arms of her fiancé’s manservant!”
The men around the table howled with laughter, but Candice snorted in disgust. Truth be told, she was more annoyed with herself for getting hooked into listening to another of the captain’s tall tales than she was with the brash and bawdy humor at the expense of the not-so-virginal runaway bride. How it was that she had found herself romantically tangled with the old scoundrel, she really could not say. But, as a small hint of a smile cracked her face, she had to admit his personality could fill every corner of the room, and he did make her laugh upon occasion. Well, more than just occasionally.
It seemed that Captain Endicott liked the challenge of making Candice smile, too. The quarrels and laughter between them were as natural as the surf rubbing against the sand. They had fallen into a pleasant pattern of enjoying each other when the Brofman docked at Coal City, and fondly parting after a day or two of romance. Then living happily in their solitary existence for the days and weeks they were apart, always picking up where they left off and never demanding a change from the other. Now that Candice had come aboard, personally overseeing her mission of supplying seeds to the Tugrulians, the couple was trying to find common ground in this new atmosphere. Things weren’t going as well as either wished.
A series of whistles sounded through the ship, and Captain Endicott slapped his broad hand down on the galley table. “Finally!” he barked. “Boys! Get up there and make sure madam’s gardening supplies are secured in the undeclared-cargo hold. And be quick about it! The faster we get off this pier, the less I’m gonna owe the Terminal Station registrar. Move!”
The Brofman deckhands scattered like roaches suddenly thrust into daylight, each skittering out the galley door and into the central corridor of the airship. Candice rose to follow the deckhands up to the fresh air of the ship’s deck, but Captain Endicott grabbed her around the waist and tipped her backward into his arms. “Oh, no, my lady. You don’t need to scurry off. What point is clearing the room of the kiddies if I can’t peck the cheek of my best girl? Eh?”
The slight form of Candice Mortimer drew to its meager yet full height. Even the most inattentive of freshmen from any past or present Introduction to World Geology class could tell by the slight closing of the professor’s left eye and the near-complete disappearance of her lips that danger was imminent and cover should be taken. “Oh, so that’s how it is, Max? You’ll clear the decks for what you want, even something as inconsequential as a kiss, but when I want something that could shift the balance of humanity in the world, you can’t seem to find the time to focus on what you’re about?” Candice snarled.
Wincing, Captain Endicott held his hands up and backed away. “Is this about the melon seeds again?”
“Mustard! You got fifty pounds of mustard seed! Melon—like your thick head—was what I wanted! Honestly, the last thing the Tugrulians need is more bitter weedy plants. They need food!” Candice began to pace back and forth in the small galley, muttering to herself about doing something right and doing it yourself. Captain Endicott contemplated how best to disappear into the corner closest to him.
After a few uncomfortable minutes, he sighed. “I’m sorry, Candice,” he said in a soft, genuine voice. “I know this is important, and I made a mistake. I think I can make it up to you when we stop at Musser Point to pick up the lovebirds. There are some warehouses there, and I’ll send the guys out to the local feed ’n’ seed to get you as much melon, pumpkin, sunflower, or whatever seeds you want me to get.” He caught Candice’s hand as she passed and held it between his thick palms, giving her his best hangdog expression. “I’m going to make this up to you.”
Candice, who had internally melted at I’m sorry, allowed Captain Endicott to see her scowl slip. She put her free hand up to his tanned cheek, tracing her small finger across the deep laugh lines around his eyes. “Oh, you better,” she said, tapping the side of his face in a light slap. She turned away from him and marched out the door.
Captain Endicott sat down hard on the galley bench and mopped his brow with his handkerchief. There was something about this woman that really frightened him, in an exciting kind of way. He had faced men with bombs and thieves in the night, the forces of nature and tyrannical governments. But he had never dreaded anything as much as disappointing Candice, and he couldn’t figure out exactly why he felt that way about her.
.
Fenimore Dulal pressed his back against the cold metal bulkhead of the RAS combat airship Incorrigible, feeling more miserable than he ever had in his life. At this altitude, the aluminum plates of the ship wicked away the heat from his back, leaving a cold sting and aching muscles in its place. Even though the door to his makeshift-quarters was open and he was free to move about much of the ship, he remained in his small cell; the implication of him being housed in the brig was not lost on him. At some level, he began to think that he deserved it, that he had earned the pain, the isolation, and the task he had ahead. He felt a fool to think life with Chenda, blissful as it was, could have kept him from having to pay the price for his past. To those missteps, he now had to add slinking away from his wife on their honeymoon.
In every life, bad things happen. People make mistakes they wish they could erase, accidents of birth and circumstance or even fate happen every day, and the true measure of a man is how he picks up and carries on. Fenimore felt like he had done his fair share: toeing the line, taking commands, serving his country, and making and breaking his own deals with the devils that had sway over his life. After so many years of being manipulated by his handlers in the Kite’s Republic Intelligence Service, he felt like he had finally become his own man, a man who knew his own mind and where he was headed. Chenda’s man. And in a few moments, it all fell apart. No, he realized, he let it fall apart, and he was back to square one.
The moment he saw Russell Sterling in the doorway of the honeymoon suite at the Musser Point Inn, Fenimore knew he was going to be roped back into the tug-of-war between Kite’s Republic and the Tugrulian Empire. He saw it coming, and sat in stupefaction as his will was drained from him by Sterling’s news that his old pal Robert had finally died, and new charges would be brought against him—manslaughter charges, possibly even murder. Sterling offered Fenimore a chance to make a new deal, a one-job trade to disappear his old crimes. Minutes to decide, or it was off to jail. . . .
Fenimore doubted he could ever be excused for what he had done. As if he could stop seeing his old friend behind his eyes every day as he went to sleep. Fenimore had been a soldier, a man who had fought and killed the enemy. Those deaths lay lightly on his soul, like drops filling a rain barrel. But Robert was no enemy. He was a man so much like himself, and there was no reason for the fight between them; there was no excuse, not even youthful exuberance. Thoughtlessness. The struggle of a moment between two friends had led to years of guilt, punishment, and manipulation for one, and motionless nothingness for the other.
Fenimore was overwhelmed by his inability to do anything to change the situation in which he found himself. As he considered that thought, being overwhelmed by nothing, he giggled. Overwhelmed by nothing. He rocked back and forth in his open cell, besieged by choked laughter that lurched into ragged sobs. Robert’s death, to a soldier like Fenimore, perhaps should have been just another of those drops in the bucket of violence and lives lost. But, in that moment, cold and alone in the brig, it was the straw that broke the camel’s back, and Fenimore felt his grip on his own life, his own sanity take a sudden slip toward the abyss. In that break, it seemed a fair punishment: for killing Robert, he deserved losing Chenda. He thought at the moment when Sterling made him the offer that sneaking away would protect her, but it was not true. Fenimore was punishing himself by leaving her behind, and surely breaking her heart.
Sadly, he had not counted on how entwined he had become with her in the short span of their marriage. He had invested himself, every moment, in her love and ability. Now without her, he could not find the better parts of himself: his confidence, reason, compassion, and self-worth. Empty to the core, he kept rocking, slowly, keeping time to the soul-sucking agony that was his complete loss of faith in himself.
.
Content to watch the eddies of powdery dust churned by the fat bicycle tires, Chenda did not bother to turn her head to see where the newspaper boy’s cart was heading. The inn grew smaller with each turn of the pedals, the periphery of scenic dunes pushing it farther away. She saw this for what it was—what it needed to be: a moment of breaking. She was turning from the path in life she had been on, and like so many trains at Terminal Station in Coal City, a switch was thrown and the cars of her life were being shunted onto another track. For good or for ill, she was heading in a new direction and she was not sure if the destination would be to her liking. But if Fenimore was there, she would go.
How strange, she thought over and over. Her circumstances seemed so familiar, but so different. She was heading east again, toward Tugrulia. Now it was even more frightening than it had been the last time; she knew without a doubt what she was getting into.
She bit down firmly on her lip, forcing the pain to push away her tears, but her frustration persisted. She felt like a total fraud and wondered at what she had been doing over the last several months. One of the final things that Verdu had said to her before she left Tugrulia was to work on controlling her powers. Make them dance, he said. Help people. She doubted that she had done any more than manage her gift from the gods, play with it at best. But had she helped anyone? No, and, she had to admit, she had not even tried.
The natural seaside beauty shrank away from Chenda, and the beginnings of a shabby port town shifted in from the edges of her vision. The town of Blackwell rose from the sand like a tar-paper barnacle. The wooden buildings, protected from the grinding sand and salty wind by thick layers of pitch, were smudged with all manner of detritus brought in with the breeze—sea grasses, trash paper, and feathers being the most prominent of adornments. The outlying buildings collected most of the filth, or perhaps those closer to the center of town were more diligent in their collection of litter from the sides of their houses and shops.
When the bicycle cart reached its destination, the delivery boy pulled up in front of the Blackwell Gazette building and hopped off. “It’s the end of my route, lady. Sorry.”
“Thank you,” Chenda said as she slid off the back of the trike. She started thinking about her next steps. The first ship out of the port was what she needed. She thought about Candice. The professor had a mind for planning out these things. She would know what ship they would need and how much it would cost, what papers they would want to acquire and how to get them. Chenda spent several moments trying to plot like Candice, but in her rushed state, she could not begin to sort out the details.
First things first, Chenda thought. If what I need is a boat, the docks are a good place to start.
She walked down the gentle slope toward Blackwell Port. Past the mercantile shops of the town center, the fish stalls of the market, the pawnshops, sailors’ taverns, warehouses, and workshops that lined the street, Chenda made her way to the pier. Although it was still relatively early, the dock was a bustle of activity. A thin man with even thinner gray hair stood on a large box in the middle of the dock, and a crowd of assorted fishermen were gathered around him. The man on the box, dressed more like a High Road shopkeeper than a fisherman, waved first one hand then the other, pointing to various members of the crowd.
“The Vulture will be through in just a minute or two, lass,” a voice came from Chenda’s left. She turned and looked at the man who had spoken, a small dark-haired man with sad brown eyes and smooth skin the color of caramelized cream.
“What’s going on?” she asked.
The man rubbed the back of his hand on the end of his nose and sniffed. “Sellin’ my boat,” he said, his voice dripping with shame. “Be easier if they just drowned me. She was the fastest ship to ever cut the waves, and I just couldn’t keep her.”
“Excuse me,” Chenda said, and she walked toward the man on the crate, who was gathering the bids. “Twenty-five hundred, to the man in the blue. Do I hear twenty-five and five? Yes, to you, in the green cap, twenty-five and five. Do I hear twenty-six? We are at twenty-five and five. Anyone for twenty-six?” The bid held for a moment, and no takers seemed ready to up the bid. Chenda hesitated a moment more and then said meekly, “Twenty-six.”
All heads turned to her, and the auctioneer looked at her twice to be sure he had heard the bid. “I have twenty-six. Back to you, sir, raise to twenty-six and five?”
The fisherman in the green cap shrugged at the offer. “It wasn’t worth twenty-three,” he said. “Only bid that high to respect Trygan. Let her take it.” He turned and shuffled down the pier and away from the crowd.
“Twenty-six going once . . . twice. . . . Sold to the aviatrix, The Poor Man’s Bounty,” said the auctioneer. With that, the rest of the crowd dispersed.
Hopping down from his perch, the auctioneer strode over to Chenda and shuffled some papers. “Ah,” he said. “The Poor Man’s Bounty. Vile name, don’t you think? Well, assuming you have funds to transfer to the Second Bank of Kite’s Republic, you can call that old tub whatever you like.” He shone his eyes eagerly at Chenda, his hand held palm upward expectantly.
“Of course,” Chenda said. “A check?”
“That will be acceptable,” he said. Chenda pulled a payment form from her pouchbelt and wrote out the promissory for her bank. It was a good chunk of the savings she shared with Fenimore, but if ever there was a rainy day in their lives, this was it. With check in hand, the auctioneer waved a curt good-bye and muttered a “Pleasure doing business” over his shoulder as he left.
Chenda sighed with relief; she had a boat! She just threw money at the problem, and there came an easy solution. Realizing she had no clue where to look for her new purchase, she called after the man. “Hey, wait! Where is The Poor Man’s Bounty?” The auctioneer never turned to reply. Chenda stomped her foot on the dock in frustration, then noticed the smooth-skinned man, the one who was evidently the last owner of the Bounty, eyeing her. She turned away, deciding to seek help elsewhere.
Her plan was simple: she would just walk down all the piers, looking for a boat that said The Poor Man’s Bounty on the back end, and that would be her ride east. But after a quarter hour of searching, she stood right back where she had started, completely confused and frustrated. All of the fishermen and sailors on the pier either did not know or were not willing to say where the boat was. She sat down on the crate where the auctioneer had stood, and put her head in her hands. She berated herself about buying merchandise sight unseen. True, it had been some time since she had done any proper shopping, but had she lost all her good sense?
“What’s the matter, lady? Lose something?” said the smooth-skinned man, who was still lounging on the dock.
“Yes, your boat in fact. Any clue where it is? I’m rather in a hurry.” Chenda’s tone dripped with annoyance.
“Oh, she’s your boat now, I guess. But I do know where she is,” he said, rubbing the back of his hand on his nose. “She’s about a half mile up the coast”—he smiled at Chenda—“in dry dock.”
.
Chapter 5
The noble choice
.
“Let’s get this over with,” Captain Endicott said as he held Candice’s thin waist against the railing of the Brofman. This was the part of air travel that Candice hated; it was just so undignified, so unprofessional. She would have preferred to vomit belowdecks in the tiny guest cabin, out of sight and with enough seclusion to focus on how miserable the whole experience really was. Sadly, Max had a firm “no puke belowdecks” policy, so there she stood in the airship’s stern, truly regretting her breakfast choices that morning.
As the Brofman picked up speed and rolled to the east, the professor’s stomach rolled to the north, and up came the next round. The captain held Candice’s blond hair in a ball at the base of her neck and then, when the roaring seemed finished, he handed her his cleanest handkerchief. As she blotted her lips, he said, “I can’t believe I let you on my airship when you puke every time. Oh, well, I love you nevertheless.”
Candice’s head snapped up and she stared at him. Shocked by his casually using the L word, she blushed, turned to the railing, and vomited once again.
“I’ll take that as ‘I love you, too,’” he said.
.
Chenda followed the dragging footsteps of the former captain of The Poor Man’s Bounty. To say she was furious barely covered her emotions. Dry dock. Minutes were ticking by, and with each tick of the clock, her husband was getting farther ahead of her. What a fool she was to buy a boat that was not even in the water! She toyed with the idea of waiting the two days more for the Brofman, but there were no guarantees that the captain would agree to go after Fenimore. As much as Captain Endicott loved his crew like a father cares for his sons, he was hesitant to interfere with the private deals his boys made, especially when sovereign governments were involved. But the captain’s intention for their next route was toward the east. . . . At least as far as Atoll Belles, perhaps as far as Crider Island. That could be just three days for her on the Brofman, and she might be able to catch up to Fenimore before he slipped into the stinking hole that was the Tugrulian Empire. She was so frightened of going back there.
“Is the damned thing even seaworthy?” she snapped at the man she was following.
“Hey! That’s no way to talk about her! She’s fine and dandy,” he answered, then sheepishly added, “I just couldn’t pay for her repairs the last time I ran her aground.”
“That happens a lot for you then, dragging your ship up onto various landmasses?” she said.
Trygan coughed and rubbed the back of his hand over his nose. “Sometimes I hit a reef . . . once another boat.”
“Perhaps it is best you are out of the boat-captaining business,” Chenda said. She was feeling very uncharitable in general. As she had become more self-aware in recent months, she had learned a truth about herself: Chenda hated waiting. Now that she was master of her own life, she vowed not to waste any more time. Patience, once the definition of her being, had become her biggest challenge.
“Wow, lady, way to kick a guy when he’s down. I’m one of the best boatmen on the Kohlian Sea. Me and the Bounty have skirted more dangers than a wee sky rider like you, so keep your petty slights to yourself. So what if I run aground after a night deep in my cups? I’ll be back on the waves, missy, just you wait. There’s not much that can keep Trygan from the seas!”
Chenda rolled her eyes at his bravado. “Are we there yet?”
“Just over the next dune, you hard-hearted barnacle,” Trygan said.
The two crested the hill and strolled under the faded paint on a rough board that announced they were walking into Blue Gorilla Marine Repair. The compound was a rough arrangement of wooden shacks, a toolshed, and several stands of large gray scaffolds clustered along the beach, some holding boats in varying degrees of disrepair, others empty and awaiting the next broken ship.
Trygan made a shrill whistle through his teeth, a screeching, harsh sound that demanded attention. A moment later a hulk of a man squeezed out of the biggest shack and looked around. As the big man’s tanned leathery face settled on Trygan and Chenda, his countenance turned from curious to annoyed, the look of a man preparing for an argument, perhaps one he was more than likely to lose.
“Trygan!” the man shouted, “Now, you just turn around and march your swindling butt right back out of my shop! You forfeited that hunk of junk when you left her here past the payment due date. So I. Don’t. Want. To hear it!” Each phrase was emphasized by a heavy footfall that vibrated through the wet sand like so many little earthquakes. “She’s going to be sold at auction today, and you can’t have her. No way!”
“Calm down, ’Rilla. The Bounty’s already been sold. This here’s the new captain.” He jerked his thumb at Chenda. She heard the sarcasm in his tone, especially in the word captain.
’Rilla shifted his dubious look from Trygan to Chenda and back. “The girl? Bought your broke-down tub? Unbelievable.” He turned his full attention to Chenda. “Prove it.”
Chenda fished the receipt for The Poor Man’s Bounty out of her pouchbelt and held it out to the big repairman, who snatched the paper up and held it close to his eyes. He squinted at the numbers and signatures for a moment, and shoved the receipt back at Chenda with a grunt. “Well, maybe.”
“Well, it appears as if we are all going to forego our best manners today. Show me the damn boat,” Chenda said. “Please.”
’Rilla looked hard at Chenda, who stared right back at him with all the fire that her brown eyes could muster. “I’m in rather a hurry, if you please.”
“Fine,” ’Rilla said, waving up the shoreline. “Eighth boat up. I’ll get a crew together and we’ll haul the stinking tub off the braces. Might take me a few hours.” He turned on his heel and strolled back to his sun-bleached shanty. Chenda ground her teeth. More delays. She headed in the direction ’Rilla had indicated to look at her new boat.
The Poor Man’s Bounty lay bound in a hammock of ropes slung between six giant poles planted deep in the sand. The ship itself was narrow and long. The shabby, peeling paint and various patches could not disguise the inner sleekness of the ship dangling a few feet over the sand. Chenda’s spirits lifted. Speed was what she needed, and this ship looked like it was built to race. Every fiber of her being grew ready to turn eastward and run after Fenimore.
A sorrowful sigh from behind distracted her. She turned to look at Trygan, who had followed her up the beach. “What?” she asked snappishly. “Come to get your things?”
Trygan winced. The reality that he had really lost his beloved boat seemed to be sinking in. “I guess I have to say good-bye to the old girl. It won’t be right, me not havin’ a ship,” he moped. Chenda rolled her eyes again as he continued, “So when is your crew coming?”
“I’m on my own,” she answered.
Trygan laughed out loud, and Chenda crossed her arms over her chest with a huff. His laughter broke off. “Lady, you don’t look like you know a thing about sailing. You think you can handle the Bounty by yourself on the first run with her? You’re foolish at best. You need an experienced crewman to help man the sail on this girl, or you’ll be back here paying ’Rilla to patch her up again.”
“Maybe,” Chenda said as she climbed up on the web of ropes that held The Poor Man’s Bounty. As she slung a leg over the railing surrounding the deck, she pulled her power up and focused on the water of the Kohlian Sea just a few yards ahead of the ship.
She drew up a column of water, which snaked across the sand toward the keel of the Bounty. The water rose steadily around the boat, until the cradle of ropes holding it slacked and then pulled taut again in the other direction, buoyancy replacing gravity. Chenda turned her attention from water to fire. A tongue of flames leaped from her hand, sparked by the vein of iron that Fenimore had worked into her wedding ring. She guided the fire to burn through the restraining ropes. The seawater, now released from Chenda’s power, rushed back down the shore, pulling the little ship along. Chenda grabbed control of the water again and held the Bounty high over the sand, not wanting to risk any punctures to the hull. In a moment, Chenda was on the sea, facing east, and totally depleted of her power. She slumped to the smooth boards of the ship’s deck, panting.
.
chapter 6
Changing course
.
With each sentence, Verdu wrote smaller letters and crammed the words closer together. The charcoal scribbling completely covered both sides of the ragged cloth. Unwilling to write around a greasy spot, he spent several minutes washing the stain with his own saliva, sucking on the bits of fat and meat drippings until it came clean, or as close to clean as his resources allowed. Still, writing with an instrument as blunt as a charred skewer meant micrography was a challenge to say the least, and he very quickly ran out of space.
And he did not consider himself even close to done.
Unfortunately, it could not be helped at the moment. The room had grown stuffy around him as he worked into the heat of the afternoon. He hobbled to the window, and pressed his head against the carved stone. It was another bustling day in the marketplace below. The corner merchant had bananas today. Bananas. What hypocrites, he thought. The wealthy priests loved their delicacies, their fresh mangoes and bananas, apricots and peaches. Mae-Lyn traders were allowed to bring those fruits into the capital city, but elsewhere, farther inland? No, never. The Tugrulians sat on a ton of precious stones and minerals that could easily be traded with the Mae-Lyn and the West for food and supplies, but where would the power or advantage be in that? Hungry people were easier to keep under their thumbs.
The priests from the temple and servants from the palace circulated through the marketplace as Verdu watched. He observed them mostly with an air of disinterest, until he noticed a shape he recognized. Wrapped head to toe in an unnatural shade of orange, almost no one would be able to differentiate one woman from the next, but he could just see it, the confidence in her steps. There was a sureness there, a defiance. She was playing the part of a proper and fashionable Tugrulian woman, but he knew the difference. He knew her.
Verdu drank in the essence of that woman far below. Seeing her lifted his isolation. Through the veils hiding her from the eyes of the fruit sellers and spice merchants surrounding her, he imagined the contours of her full, round face, and he could almost hear the lilting cadence of her voice as she went through the stalls, rejecting prices, sniffing the produce, brushing her fingertips across the various packets of mushrooms and herbs. He scrambled onto his knees, his bad leg protesting at the sudden shift in weight, and pressed his face to the warm stone of the window’s restraining latticework. He screamed again and again, “Ahy-Meeeeeeee!”
.
The Bounty bobbed as the water around it settled back into place. The smell of the sea filled Chenda’s nose. The next step, as best she figured, was to hoist a sail, and as her power built up again, she would help the boat move faster than it normally would. She reasoned she could go just about as fast as an average airship that way, and it could not be dissimilar to what she had done on the Brofman when she and Fenimore had returned with Candice from Tugrulia months ago. At the moment, standing and finding which ropes to pull to set the sails seemed more daunting that picking up a mountain. She trembled in her exhaustion.
The Bounty was drifting out to sea, which was a fine direction as far as Chenda was concerned. Getting closer to Fenimore’s ship heading to Tugrulia, of course, was her goal.
Wilting there on the ship, she realized that the effort of pulling it into the water the way she had was going to cost her, and for a good while, too. Pushing her power that hard made her feel like a wrung-out sponge, and with her body so stubbornly refusing to be refreshed through rest, she was bound to suffer for some time. The tendons in her neck and shoulders pulsed like the wings of a butterfly just escaping its chrysalis, crystallizing into something both rigid and fragile. Just as a butterfly would find it impossible to scoop water with its long and delicate new wings, Chenda suspected that simply grasping the wheel to steer the ship might just do her in, never mind fiddling with the sails. Not that she had much of a clue about boats anyway. She figured it could not be too much different from an airship, possibly even easier, as ships generally did not have to change altitude.
She crawled backward until she found a handhold on the mast and pulled herself to standing, then her momentum ran out. Holding herself steady there, she focused on her breathing and concentrated on not sliding back down the great trunk and onto the deck. Waves of nausea rolled over her but had nothing to do with the motion of the boat in the calm sea. So very tired . . .
A splatter of water hit her from behind. Still clutching the mast, she turned her head slowly and saw Trygan pulling himself over the rail with one arm while grabbing his ankle with the other, cursing a blue streak as he struggled upward and wrestled to get loose from a net of ropes and seaweed.
“You!” he shouted as he flopped onto the deck. He twisted and writhed his way free from the stringy mess and flapped his arms, spraying seawater in droplets across the pale wood and canvas of The Poor Man’s Bounty. Taking a step toward Chenda, who still pressed her forehead against the mast as if she were glued there, anger, confusion, wonder, and fear formed and reformed across his face. If she could have found the energy to laugh, Chenda would have giggled at Trygan, who seemed to be trying to move in two directions at once. His hands reached toward her as if to throttle her, and his feet preferred to run away.
“What just happened?” he demanded. “You did this, didn’t you!” It wasn’t a question.
Chenda’s reply fell from her lips in a dry whisper. “Get off my boat.”
“Not until you explain,” he snarled. Doubt crept into his eyes as he added, “Unless you think you can make me.”
They stood there for several minutes in silence, each taking the measure of the other. Trygan chose to break the stalemate. “Decide a little faster, lady. We’re gonna drift into a sandbar in a minute, and then you’ll be high and dry again.”
Chenda moaned as she looked around the waters surrounding the boat. She could not see what Trygan warned against, but she hardly knew what to look for. Clinging to the mast by her fingernails, she was afraid to let go, nearly certain that if she tried to walk the few steps to where she could pilot the ship, she would sink back to the decking. Trygan, seeing her hesitation, brushed past her to the wheel and spun it to the left. He then pulled a few ropes to bring up the mainsail, which filled with air as the small ship began to dart eastward, away from the coast.
.
Ahy-Me sighed. She rarely doubted Pranav Erato, but lately she was sure the old coot had lost his marbles.
I heard that, Pranav Erato thought at her.
I’m sure you did. Why don’t I get to sit back at the deep cave and think snide retorts at you as you walk through the central market, surrounded by every enemy we have, and wait for the prince of self-pity to guess it’s you, huh? she thought at him.
Oh, that’s simple, my dear. I’m far too bony to pull off that dress. Pranav Erato’s mind tinkled with laughter. Ahy-Me smiled a little in spite of herself. He knew too well already how frightened she was, no matter how bravely she set out for the market each day. She knew his mind nearly as well as he did. The connection between them was only bearable to her because his spirit was so jolly. She counted herself very lucky in that regard. The climate in Ahy-Me’s head was a bit more intemperate, and of late, it had been bordering on stormy. She was quick to argue and lose her temper, and her thoughts seemed to scatter disproportionately quickly compared to the time it took to collect them in the first place. Where she tended to jump directly to defensive thoughts, he was much more calculating and willing to take the time to look at things from all sides.
From the day they had met, the connection had remained between them. The strength of it waxed and waned, but it was always there, so long as they were close enough together. Pranav Erato could speak with anyone mind to mind if he was touching them; it was only with Ahy-Me that the link worked over a distance, but never more than a mile or so. When she spent time dwelling on how this unique connection worked, about why she and only she was anchored to him in this way, the pranav would interrupt her, simply thinking at her, Who cares why it works, it just does! So let’s get on with it.
It was hard to argue with such logic, especially in the complete absence of any facts or theories. However, after days of wandering through the market, listening to the arrogant babble of the various political and religious underlings, each trying to out-pompous the next, she was no closer to finding specifics on Verdu. He had to be in or near the palace somewhere, and she hoped she could pick up a hint about his condition or location from at least one of these gossiping windbags. But . . . nothing? It seemed impossible that no one knew a thing.
Pranav Erato just wanted her to be there and circulate. “You were trained to be a spy, so here’s your chance!” he said to her, as if she had not in fact flunked out of the Tugrulian covert surveillance training school. It was flattering, the faith the pranav had in her. Misguided, perhaps, but there was a thrill in hiding in plain sight.
She decided to take another lap around the marketplace, eyeing a group of young priests near a stall selling bananas. They looked to be having a hushed argument, and she started toward them, hoping to pick up some information—anything useful at all—when she heard someone calling her name. Her feet stuttered for just a moment, and she diverted to the nearest stall. She picked up a bundle of stringy herbs and, waving back the pushy merchant, she held the bunch up as if to examine it the bright sunlight. Her eyes scanned the buildings around her. The glowing walls and towers, pockmarked with slit windows and latticed apertures, hinted nothing as to the location of the caller. The darkness within the buildings hid everything and everyone.
The shout came again, and Ahy-Me quickly brought the bundle of herbs to her nose, seemingly checking for freshness as she lifted her eyes to a tower along the palace wall. She saw a small square of cloth flapping from a pair of long fingers poking through the ornately pierced stonework. She knew that voice. She had heard it in her dreams most nights since the day they parted. The beat of her heart nearly drummed out all other sounds from the market, and she sighed her relief.
Well done, Pranav Erato chimed in her head. You found him, my wonderful girl.
.
chapter 7
Chapter and verse
.
Candice was an impatient woman; luckily, Captain Endicott knew that. It hardly surprised him that waiting for Chenda and Fenimore at the air dock in Musser Point would irritate her. A lot. Ten minutes past the hour appointed for the newlyweds’ return to the Brofman, with no sign of the lovebirds, Candice stomped her little foot with as much force as she could muster, and turned on Captain Endicott.
“How rude!” she said, her voice ripping through two octaves. “Don’t they know we have a schedule to keep?” she snapped. “Go get them!”
The captain looked at his petite passenger and weighed his options. It was generally considered poor form for a ship’s commander to hunt down tardy crewmen. Discipline was the role of the first officer, and after that, the second. But Fenimore, being the first, well, it was beyond belief for him to be absent at a docking appointment. Having neither the heart nor the manpower to name a replacement for Verdu, Captain Endicott lacked a second officer to send as well. Next in command was Germer, and he just never left the Brofman. The captain imagined the poor fellow would be struck ill immediately with land sickness if his foot ever touched an airslip.
No matter how much he adored Candice, he didn’t want to set a precedent for taking orders from his wee professor. It didn’t seem right. Unmanly, as it were.
But, he thought to himself as he eyed the warning signs coming from Candice’s general direction, it seemed to be in his best interest to get his butt over the side of the ship and down to the honeymoon suite at the Musser Point Inn. The sooner the better.
“I think I’ve a mind to check out the feed ’n’ seed store in town on the way, see about getting you some more mustard seed.”
“Melon!” Candice roared. “Oh, for all that’s good and holy, I’m going with you. This is too important to foul up again!” She pushed him in the direction of the ramp leading off the ship. Captain Endicott smiled as he resisted only slightly. He loved getting her good and exasperated with him from time to time. It was good for her blood flow.
Candice and the captain walked to the Musser Point General Supplies Store, which was situated between the base of the airship tower and the main road that wound through the village of Musser Point. Unappealing from the outside, the shop hosted more products, supplies, and gadgets than Candice could have imagined would fit in such a compact place. The scent of engine oil, dust, and candies drifted through the tightly packed rows of airship parts, fishing nets, hardware, housewares, outerwear, and chemicals. A variety of mismatched and wrinkled paperboard boxes lined several of the shelves, their labels old and faded to the point that the contents remained a mystery. Every inch of the store was a little this squeezed next to a bit of that. The lighting, not exactly dim, but subdued, lent tranquility to the shadows in the corners of the place, and a sense of vitality to the brightest spot in the room, a long U-shaped counter under a skylight, where a large wood-and-brass cash register gleamed in the sunlight. Standing next to it was a thin, balding man with an even thinner mustache penciled onto his lip. Not looking up from his work, he flicked his fingers over a rack of penny candies, tidying and sorting the dozens of sweets on the long counter as he mumbled a greeting to the pair.
“Seeds,” Candice said in a tone that she hoped would convey her desired assortments, quantity, and haste.
Still lingering over the candy, the clerk said, “Assuming you don’t want salted and roasted—which would be in aisle four—you can follow me to aisle ten.” The man palmed the last candy into the front pocket of his apron and turned on his heel to the back of the store, not once looking into the face of either Candice or the captain.
He led them past dusty barrels of gods knew what and an assortment of hoe, rake, and ax handles to a tall cabinet filled with a hundred little drawers, all arranged in neat columns and rows. The shopkeeper waved a hand negligently at the top rows. “Three-penny scoops,” he said, and pointed to the middle section. “Five-penny,” he added, and then said, “Eight per scoop for the rest.”
“Do you have mustard seed?” Candice asked.
“No,” he said, still not looking up.
“Fantastic,” she said as she turned and walked back to the entrance of the shop. “Maxwell, buy the lot! Every. Last. Seed!” she ordered over her shoulder. The shopkeeper finally looked up, interested and greedy eyes sensing a weighty sale.
“Is she serious?” he asked.
Captain Endicott sighed and nodded his head. “As a shark attack. Start scooping. We don’t want to keep the old girl waiting, do we? Lives could be lost, maybe even ours.”
.
Fenimore Dulal sobbed and giggled by himself for several days in the open brig cell. The Kite’s Republic intelligence officers wondered if the issuers of the orders to take the Madman—which was what they called him when the commander was not listening—to a quiet spot north of Kotal and pitch him over the side to undertake a secret mission were just a bit crazy themselves. However, after five days, the storm of emotions roaring through him seemed to blow itself out.
Fenimore emerged from his isolation belowdecks and took up a position standing at the bow of the ship. At mealtimes, he sat alone in the mess hall, and the crew was happy to leave him that way. He ate very little, and said nothing. Not only had mirth and sorrow left his eyes, so had compassion and any kindness or glimmer of life.
In a very real but easily overlookable way, Fenimore was broken. The man who left the Musser Point Inn was gone, buried in the avalanche of betrayals he felt, covered in the pile of stones thrown by his own psyche. As his lips stayed still over his teeth, his mind shouted insults at him: he had protected no one, he valued no love, he tainted every life he touched, he deserved to lose everything. On some level he knew that there was a field of life to be mown in Tugrulia, a forest of bodies that would be felled on his way to Verdu. Beyond that, he realized that he might find himself ultimately forced into betraying his very best friend. His orders were clear: find out what the Tugrulians knew about the Republic’s objectives there. In other words, discover how much Verdu had told his captors about his and Fenimore’s spying.
Kite’s Republic wanted Verdu—if he had become an asset to the empire and was spilling secrets—silenced. At best, that meant getting him away from his captors. If he had been compelled to talk, then the republic would want to know what information had made it to the Tugrulian leaders. At worst, Verdu could have freely given what he knew. That would make it impossible for Fenimore to return with his friend, and his duty would be vengeance.
His head swam with what-ifs: how likely was he to be able to get Verdu out of the clutches of the Hierarchy? What if he had switched sides? Fenimore hated to think about that possibility, but what if? Could he kill a man closer to him than a brother?
Fenimore, as he stood watch in the bow of his transport airship, thought about the inevitable slaughter to come. He tried to find his way through it, and each step of his mental preparations pushed his humanity farther away from his conscious self.
At twilight, a midshipman stalked up behind Fenimore as he stood watching the miles of empty ocean below. The young man shuffled his feet for a moment and waited, then cleared his throat to catch the Madman’s attention.
“Pardon me, sir. The commander says that we are close, sir. We should cross over into Tugrulian air two hours past dark. We will drop you in then.”
Fenimore grunted in the midshipman’s direction, his eyes betraying neither emotions nor any thanks for the report. The younger man carried on, “The commander says you’re welcome to any provisions you need and you have your pick of the armory—yours for the takin’—all you want.” The young man’s nervous tone had turned to one of envy. “I’d cash in there,” he added, mostly to himself.
Fenimore grunted again, then said, “Show me.”
“Aye, aye,” the lad said with enthusiasm. He trotted to the closest ladder and slid down one level with Fenimore following him step for step. After several twists and turns, the pair entered the ship’s armory, and the midshipman began to point out the wide array of weapons available. “Here we’ve got your classic standard-issue republic SRE-23K, the finest tasing sidearm of our generation, but who’s gonna be satisfied with that? Over here’s a Bragg and Morrichai Flash-38. It’s weighty but it can actually blast a hole in a stone wall thicker than a man’s arm is long. I have seen that demonstration personally. I’d have me one of them to mow through what-all comes before me. Yonder is a collection of Gracks; we got the long-arm, the mid, and the peewee. There’s trip wire flash-bangs, too, if you want to set a few warning perimeters. Last but not least, there is, to the back there, a Doc Reviere’s Pneumatic Launch Incendiary and Packet Dispersal System. It’s a backpack setup and very snappy, if I do say so myself.” The lad stood smiling like a carnie barker who had just made a convincing pitch for the common folk to take a gander at the exotic tattooed lady.
Fenimore remained unimpressed with the gadgets and max-kill devices the midshipman was touting, and looked around for a few more practical and less attention-drawing weapons. The lad seemed a bit let down that Fenimore didn’t select anything huge or shiny from the rack but instead rummaged through the bins below. He picked out several boot knives, a handful of small brick-shaped explosives, an assortment of clockwork timers and fuses, a few ropes with grappling hooks and a launcher, a compass, and a pair of sturdy leather gloves. He stuffed the few items into a canvas bag and turned to leave. The midshipman snorted, apparently thinking Fenimore had not chosen wisely.
Fenimore spun whip fast and grabbed the younger man by the neck, pushing him hard into a rack of Dr. Browner’s Electrofying Projectile Guns, pressing one of his newly acquired boot knives into the young man’s throat. The lad held his hand up in surrender, his eyes as big as pie plates. More unsettling than the knife was Fenimore’s voice when he finally spoke; it was as calm as if he were conversing about the afternoon’s weather.
“You think it makes it easier, boy? The whizbang and the popguns? That it makes a difference when you use the latest and greatest that the republic has to offer? Blood gets on you, whether you kill up close or from miles away. And then you have to do it again, and again, and the tiny droplets slowly cover you bit by bit until that’s all you can see in your reflection—the stain of every life you’ve ever snatched. So you go on and enjoy your little toys and gadgets, and we’ll talk again if ever you do any killing.”
Fenimore nicked the midshipman on the underside of the chin ever so slightly with the point of his blade as he took a step back. He slid the blade into his boot and, still looking at the younger man, said with a maniacal half smile, “Besides, what kind of idiot do you think I am? Using one of your high-gloss zappers would be a sure sign I’m a Kiter spy.” He stepped toward the midshipman so that they were again chest to chest and made a disapproving sniff, startling the lad. “The Tugrulians have been cutting one another’s heads off for centuries, so a good knife is the discreet weapon of choice. Forgive me for offending Dr. Browner, but where I’m going, his gizmos just don’t blend. Besides, I hate a weapon that depends on batteries.”
Without another word or change of expression, Fenimore turned on his heel and danced out of the armory whistling a bawdy saloon melody, as if he’d just enjoyed a pleasant ice cream with the young serviceman, rather than scaring the stuffing out of him.
The lad, still shaking slightly from the knees, tried his best to straighten up and muttered to himself, “Here’s to you finding one of those Tugrulians who wants to take your head, you loony.” He, in an effort to calm himself, turned to the racks of weapons, running his fingers over the glass tubes and various wires and brass levers. “There, there, my lovelies. He didn’t mean it.”
The oily bit of charcoal-smudged cloth floated down the stone face of the Palace of Kotal and landed in the dusty street of the market square. Just another piece of soiled refuse, another drop in a scummy sea of rubbish caught in the late-afternoon tide of merchants packing up their goods and heading home to family. Ahy-Me waited a few moments, casually scanning the men working hard in the elongating shadows. When she was sure the cloth was well overlooked, she walked toward it and, about six feet shy of the spot where it lay, dropped her small basket, first one handle and then the other, allowing the contents to fall to the ground with sufficient english to scatter broadly around her feet. She sighed, and took on the air of one bothered by the tedium of the spill. She squatted on the ground, picking up the various lost items as well as the small cloth, harrumphing as she went.
She stood, casually brushed herself off, and continued walking toward the market’s main gate. Outside, she stopped in a deep shadow and rummaged around in her basket, a motion that looked for all the world as if she was organizing and balancing its contents. It was all she could do to not pull the dirty white cloth up to eye level and devour the words written there. She prayed that Verdu had sent her a plan, a list of instructions for how to free him. If not that, she hoped for a message that assured her he was whole and staying strong, a confirmation that the Pramuc and the others, too, were, to the best of his knowledge, alive and well.
Her training was overcome by her curiosity and need. She squatted down and balanced the basket on her knees, spreading the cloth flat but out of sight from any passersby, well below the lip of the basket. Glancing around, she saw no one was paying any mind to her and her wee basket. She started to read: A right and proper thing it is for me to set down a record of the great events I have witnessed, the prophecies that have been fulfilled, and the words that have come…
She put the page down. What the hells . . . , she thought to herself, and the roar of Pranav Erato’s thoughts cut through her own like giddy lightning.
BRILLIANT! He shouted in Ahy-Me’s head so loudly that she flinched and sent the contents of the basket flipping into her lap. Grab that rag and get back here. NOW!
Seconds later, the only sign of Ahy-Me’s passing in the market was a small overturned basket hidden in the shadows and a trail of dusty footprints sprinting away from the gate.
.
chapter 8
Binding
.
Silently calculating the estimated yield per acre with and without soil amendments for beans and comparing them to melons, factoring in the differences in proteins and other vital nutrients, Candice’s temper was held in check as she walked into the lobby of the Musser Point Inn. On the one hand, she could not blame Chenda for taking her time leaving her honeymoon. Never having had one herself, she fancied that it was, as a once-in-a-lifetime event, something that one would not likely rush to end. However, as a practical matter, Chenda and Fenimore, no matter how adorable and beloved a couple, were keeping Candice’s shipment of seeds from getting to the Tugrulian resistance. As every freshman geology student at Kite’s Republic University quickly discovered, one never was tardy for Professor Mortimer. The scars from the tongue-lashing were lifelong, and, perhaps, just once, fatal.
Candice rapped her knuckles on the painted wood desk in the lobby of the inn, startling the prim woman hunched behind it feverishly examining calculations in a ledger.
The woman dropped a pencil into the spine and, closing the book with a snap, looked up at the professor. “Good day, madam. Checking in?” she said pleasantly as she stood, reaching for a thin red book labeled Reservations in flowery gold script.
“No. Checking out,” Candice replied. “Please be so kind as to evict Mr. and Mrs. Fenimore Dulal. They are late.” Candice bit out the last of these words through lips pinched so tightly, they nearly disappeared altogether. “Send a bellboy and collect their things immediately.”
The woman, mouth open in surprise, shuffled her lean form around the desk and waved conspiratorially, leaning her head down to speak in hushed tones to Candice.
“Can’t ma’am, as they aren’t here. At least I don’t think so. Their suite hasn’t been touched in two days. They just up and vanished.”
Candice’s eyes first narrowed in disbelief, then widened in shock. “Show me the room,” Candice demanded.
The woman nodded and fished a ring of keys out of the desk drawer and jingled them nervously as she led Candice out a side door and onto a gray boardwalk swept smooth by countless seasons of wind and sand. As they twisted through the various intersections and diverging paths, she called bits of information back to Candice. “The housekeeper cleaned the room, changed the linens and whatnot, then the next day, not a soul had touched a thing. Unusual, but not unheard of. People meet people, visit in town, stay out all night dancing, take a pleasure jaunt with local guides—day turns into night, and the maid catches a break on her daily chores. But they were to check out hours ago, and the housekeeper says still no presence in the room. Sometimes people check in and say they are planning on staying several days, and then slip away early so they don’t have to pay the bill, but the Dulals, their suite was paid for in advance. It’s a bit peculiar. And now you come saying they were to meet you? I think perhaps there is more at play here than a visit in town.”
The woman stopped at the last door on the boardwalk, one labeled Honeymoon Suite. Candice nervously tapped the delicate toe of her shoe on the boards as her guide jingled and tried several keys in the lock. Something at play indeed. Candice glanced around impatiently, trying very hard to part with the futile idea of just pushing the woman aside and kicking at the honeymoon suite door until it opened. It was then that she noticed the bit of singed parchment half buried in the sand just off the narrow walkway.
Candice stepped onto the sand and snatched up the scrap. She could make out only a few words between the holes burned into the brittle paper, words written in a hand she didn’t recognize: “Dear Mrs. D . . . Kite’s Republic Intelligence Service . . . Kotal Verdu . . . departing for Tugrulia.”
Oh, this is bad, Candice thought as the jingle of keys stopped and the sound of the door opening interrupted her terror.
“Here we are,” the woman from the lobby said as she gazed into the suite. When her guest did not pass her, the receptionist turned to see the professor running at full speed back down the boardwalk.
.
Fenimore skulked through the kitchen of the transport ship, stuffing his pockets with bits of salted meat, prunes, shelled nuts, and dry beans. He was not sure why he was doing it. He had not felt like eating in days, and only did so at the urging of the little voice in his head, the one that sounded so much like his old drill sergeant. Gotta stay strong, soldier; gotta be prepared. It’s not about your hunger, it’s about being strong for the mission.
The mission. Fenimore was driven now only by finding his target and making his objective. He was meant to follow orders, and to execute them at all cost. He vaguely remembered that other things used to drive him: friendship, loyalty, morality, gratitude, love. He winced as his thoughts quickly backpedaled on that word. No time for that now. Don’t think of her or you’ll crack up, be blubbering to yourself in an open cell again. The warring parts of his mind struggled for a moment, but the soldier won, as he always did.
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