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      Author’s Note:

      

      This work was originally part of the Touch of Truth series and entitled, Raven, Fire, and Ice. 

      As part of Pink Tea Books, it was necessary to rethink all of the existing Nita Round novels and consider how best to take them forward. As a result, it was decided to rename, rebrand and republish, there are too many stories for any of them to be left unsaid.

      And so, Raven, Fire and Ice has been scrubbed and polished, rewritten in places, re-edited renamed, and given a shiny new cover. This book has gone through a substantive rewrite. Although the story is the same, there are differences, and this includes extended scenes. It's a longer work, but it's even better for the additional work. 

      This is A Touch of Truth and it is book one of the Towers of the Earth series.

      I hope that you enjoy the many adventures of Magda, Ascara and Lucinda. There are many dangers for them to face. Join them, and let us see where the journey takes us.
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      Lucinda Ravensburgh stood before her desk and stared at the items she’d dumped on the leather writing surface. Money, a lot of it, spilled out over several sealed letters. She selected one note, broke the seal, and glanced at the handwriting inside. She peered at the indecipherable signature and discarded it. “Pish,” she grumbled.

      A flash of pale metal, a hummingbird-shaped brooch, caught her attention. She didn’t touch it, though. Not yet. She considered the item and couldn’t help but admire the thumbnail-sized work of art.

      Crafted in silver – and created with great skill and detail – the little figure could have flitted its wings and flown away. Lucinda wondered who it belonged to, or rather who it had belonged to. She waited for inspiration, or something to come to mind, but nothing did. She would have to hold it for that.

      When no further insights came to her, Lucinda reached into the top-left drawer of her desk. She drew out a leather pouch that measured no more than the length and thickness of her hand. Inside sat three cylinders the size of her index finger, each one tied in place by suede strapping.

      She selected one and stared at the narrow bar. First she checked the bone insert for breaks and blemishes. Then she checked the brown rubber covering for damage and weaknesses. Satisfied with the integrity of the whole unit, she placed the cylinder between her teeth and ground her jaws together. Lucinda hated the bite bar, but better her dislike than the risk of breaking a tooth or biting her tongue. Even so, it took a while before she grew used to the feel of it in her mouth.

      She peered at the brooch and snatched it up as though she feared it would burn. Her fingers closed around the little bird and settled in the middle of her fist.

      Nothing happened at first. Then the muscles in her back stiffened and her grip on the silver token tightened. Her perspective shifted, and reality, for Lucinda, jumped from the here and now to somewhere in the past. Her reality, her room, the tower, everything, vanished. Other images, memories and thoughts not her own, assailed her mind in bursts of remembrance.

      

      
        
        Blood.

        Blood everywhere. Fresh blood.

        Once white walls, smeared from floor to ceiling with shades of wine and scarlet.

        Blood and bandages.

        Red on white.

        Eight little showerheads, standing in a row.

        Drip, drip, drip. The blood fell in tiny drops.

        Pipes, wrapped in slimy strings of gore, shone with reflected light.

        Blood dripped into the red pool on the floor with a steady plink plink.

        Ripples spread out like a single drop of rain on a still and silent pond.

        Globules of slimy red and black clung to the ceiling with the tenacity of a barnacle, and once released, landed in the sea of blood with a solid blup.

      

      

      
        
        The images steadied, and now she saw movement. Neither a drip nor a splash this time, but something more. It rose from the flooded floor in a surge of red to stand, dripping, on two legs. A man. Wide-eyed and staring, his pupil-less eyes glowed with the colour of deep shadow. He opened a pus-filled mouth to reveal teeth pointed and ragged. He reached out with a claw-like hand and swiped with force. “Hungry!”

        The words roared through her mind. Pain and need ravaged her brain. More than that, hunger tore at her insides. “Feed me,” he growled.

        The creature swiped for her again. A hand, hers and yet not hers, pushed out to fend him off. He grabbed for her, and this time a flash of silver fell from his long, yellowed talons. A silver bird, tiny and perfect, glinted as it flipped over and over in a slow-motion somersault.

        She screamed. Or had that cry of pain been the call of another? In this place of memories, her truth seemed hard to separate from the truths of others.

        When the screaming stopped, darkness came, and she sank into the welcome embrace of oblivion.

      

      

      

      Lucinda opened her eyes. She lay on the ground, cradled in the arms of her assistant, Amelia Woostenhead, and her nose rested a mere two inches away from a rather well-endowed bosom. With such a distraction, the nightmare faded into the background, the details already receding with every beat of her heart. She would lose it all if she were not careful.

      “Are you all right?” Amelia asked.

      Lucinda’s jaw ached, her eyes stung, and she wanted to be sick. “Bad token,” she admitted.

      “What?” Amelia asked.

      “The token— it’s a bad one.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “It’s been marked by two people, or one person and a thing. I’m not certain what.”

      “Think.”

      “I am thinking!” She forced her thoughts in order. She needed to understand the whole ordeal, no matter how vile it had been. Even the proximity of Amelia no longer worked as a distraction. She had no time for distractions. She had to remember all the details before they were forgotten.

      “The victim and the perpetrator are linked somehow, and the link is a strong one. It’s almost like they are the same person, but they aren’t. Perhaps they know each other and know…well knew, each other well.”

      “That’s a good start. What else?”

      “I don’t know. It was a most unsettling experience. I feel there is something else to see, but I don’t know what it is.”

      “It’s fading, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. But I know there is more,” Lucinda insisted.

      “More? Never mind that. Are you all right? Please answer. You do not look at all well.”

      “I’m fine,” she mumbled, although she couldn’t be at all sure. “Am I bleeding?”

      “No, you’re not. At least I can’t see any marks or damage on you.”

      Lucinda pressed a hand to her chest as the pain of the nightmare grew. The sensation of claws as they swiped through her body remained sharp. Or rather, her memory of the talons running through the victim’s ribs remained as fresh as though she had been there herself. The pain almost took her breath away. She might lose the other details, but this part would never leave her.

      Her heart ached with memories, as much as her body ached with the memory of death. More than that, the frustration of knowing that she didn’t really understand anything filled her with despair.

      “How many fingers?” Amelia asked.

      “What?”

      “How many fingers, Lucinda? You know the drill.”

      Lucinda took a moment to focus on Amelia’s hand and the fingers she had raised. “Four,” she answered.

      “Again.”

      “Two.”

      “All right. Are you sure you’re okay? You really look unwell. You’re pale, even for you.”

      “Yes, yes, I’m fine. Now help me up, please. It’s neither comfortable nor dignified on the floor. Although I have to say, I’m rather distracted by the close proximity of your cleavage and my nose. I’d be happy to lie here and stare at the view if you don’t mind.”

      “For the sake of all that is holy, grow up.”

      “I am all grown up. Or haven’t you noticed?”

      “You’re a twelve-year-old boy in the body of a thirty-year-old woman.”

      “I’m so glad you noticed my body.”

      Amelia snorted, but said no more.

      Lucinda straightened her skirts as she got to her feet. “I hate these long full things,” she grumbled. “I think the corset near broke my ribs.”

      “Why the hell didn’t you loosen it before you started?”

      “I didn’t expect this reaction.”

      “You expected enough of a response to put in the bite bar.”

      Lucinda grimaced. “Didn’t say I had to be consistent, did I?”

      “No.”

      “Good thing I did, too. Without it I’m sure I’d have shredded my tongue.”

      “That’s bad, Lucinda. You should take better precautions.”

      “How can I? I don’t know what I’ll see until I look.”

      Amelia’s expression softened. “You’re a fool.”

      “Yes,” Lucinda agreed, and straightened her shoulders. As she did, she almost overbalanced.

      “Lucinda!” Amelia cried out.

      “I’m fine,” Lucinda said. “The ground shook. Didn’t you notice?”

      “I felt a slight shudder, but not enough to make me, or you, overbalance. You should sit down.”

      Lucinda took one glance at Amelia’s obvious disapproval. “I’m fine,” she countered. “It took me by surprise, that’s all.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do.” She made her way across the room using different pieces of furniture to ensure her footing. At the wall, she placed a bare hand upon the stone and felt the tremble persist. She closed her eyes to concentrate. Her mind filled with an image of a soldier standing at attention at their gates, and then again inside her chambers. Once she had seen the message, the stone of the tower ceased to move. “I understand,” she said. “Amelia, we have things to do. There is a soldier at the gate seeking entry.” She frowned at her instructions. “The tower is of the opinion that we should let this soldier inside.”

      “Let him in?”

      “Yes. Apparently.”

      “We do not permit soldiers inside the tower, Lucinda. Never have done.”

      Lucinda stroked the stone of the tower wall. “This is required, Amelia. The tower demands it.”

      “If the tower wishes it, who am I to argue?” Amelia narrowed her eyes. “But you expected this soldier, didn’t you?”

      “The captain specifically? No. Someone? Yes. I don’t know.” She pointed to her desk in the heart of the room. “Do you see that package there? We don’t get that kind of money for sitting here doing nothing. There is much going on, and I can see only a small part.”

      “Good grief. Have you seen how much money there is?”

      “Of course. There’s enough cash to pay the day-to-day expenses of this tower for a month, at least. Maybe two if we take care.”

      Lucinda sighed as she moved to the center of the room and sat behind her mahogany desk. She considered the envelope with the bright and official-looking stamp and the contents strewn across her desk. They needed something from her, because no one paid that well just out of kindness.

      “The letter asks us to advise on the token.”

      “The one I picked up from the floor?” Amelia waved at the silver hummingbird brooch that sat amidst the chaos on the desk.

      Lucinda stared at the brooch as though for the first time. Without the blood, it looked innocent and pretty.

      “Yes, that is the token.”

      “I see.”

      “But there is more.” She held up a sheet of paper with seals and signatures.

      “Looks rather official.”

      “Yes. A promissory note to pay us more money.”

      “They want to give you more money? Why? And who is ‘they’?”

      Lucinda shrugged. “I can’t read the signature. The damned seals and stamps make things hard to read.”

      “And what do ‘they’ want you to do to earn more money? Run naked through the city?” Amelia asked.

      Lucinda snorted. “I would pay good money to see you run through the city naked. What a grand idea that would be.”

      “Behave.”

      “All right. The note wishes us to allow a Captain Stoner to come to the tower to discuss issues of vital importance.”

      “I suppose it’s the reason you insisted we wear this clothing? Clothes the rest of the world would judge more appropriate?”

      “As I said, I knew someone would come. I didn’t know they would be here this fast. And as for our dress, we are an anomaly, Amelia, and we mustn’t draw too much attention to ourselves when we are in public.”

      “This is supposed to be a haven for women, and you want us to conform for those outside? For the military?”

      “Yes, Amelia. Just this once.”

      Amelia snorted her disgust. “Once, indeed.”

      “Yes, this once.”

      “Very well. If conforming is important, then you should at least make an effort to appear decent,” she said. Amelia pulled a silver hand mirror from the sideboard to the left of the fireplace and handed it to Lucinda. “Take a peek at yourself.”

      Lucinda gazed with a critical eye at her reflection. Her copper-coloured hair, earlier pulled into a sharp bun, had escaped the confines of clips and headband in far too many places to count. Wisps of red hair fell over the side of her face, and she pushed them away with something akin to irritation. She wondered, and not for the first time, whether she should chop it all off and be done with it.

      Her skin, always too pale, looked off-white, and her freckles stood out more than usual. Most noticeable of all were her eyes. No longer were they her normal sharp green but streaked with red, the colour of blood. In her pale face, they stood out as far too bright. “Damn,” she said.

      “You need to settle yourself. I’ll organise a pot of tea for you whilst I arrange for this captain to be admitted.” She couldn’t hide the distaste in her voice. “Some food might be a good idea, too. I’m not sure when you last ate anything.”

      Lucinda shook her head. She wasn't sure if she remembered her last meal either. "Yes, I forget sometimes, but a nice slice of fruitcake would be wonderful. And be a dear, would you, and fetch my Peterson at the same time, please?"

      “Your Peterson? What on earth do you want a shotgun for?”

      “I need to be ready for the soldier.”

      “Lucinda!”

      “Well, you don’t want him here either.”

      “That’s no reason to shoot someone.”

      Lucinda snorted. “Calm down. I’m not going kill anyone. Not in here. It’d ruin the rug for a start. No, I want to wave the gun around in a menacing fashion and exercise my dominion in my own tower.”

      “Right,” Amelia said as she left.

      As the door closed, Lucinda leaned back in her chair and focused her attention on the stonework over the bookcases where she could read the phrase ‘Wise birds whisper.’ This, and ‘Rage of Fire,’ and ‘Strength of Ice,’ were etched into the stone and had been there since the tower had arisen. Yet, after all these years, not a single person had ever determined what they meant.

      She stared at the words as though they would help her. “What are you planning, tower of mine?” she asked the empty room. “I need your wisdom.”

      The tower did not answer.

      She sighed and turned her attention to the little hummingbird brooch in the middle of her desk. Its metallic surface shone in the light from the windows, and for a moment, the silver shimmered with red.
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      Lucinda stood next to the opened window in her chamber and looked out over the city below. Knaresville, the heart of Mid-Angle, and the jewel of all the Angles. She took a deep breath, and the smell of coal fires, industry, and people wafted through the air and filled her nose.

      To the north, the clanking of the engineering sector permeated the air with the loud and persistent sounds of business. Street vendors and barrow boys touted for trade along the highways and byways. Their voices rose in an ever-increasing wall of sound, punctuated by the clink and clank of carriages and trams as they drove from district to district.

      No one commanded a view as perfect and unobstructed as hers. As the tallest tower in Knaresville, and probably the tallest in all of Mid-Angle, her outlook extended to the farthest reaches of the city and beyond.

      Even the church steeples, all dedicated to the divinity of the Father, could not impose on the distant horizon. But then, of the two divine spirits, God the Father had the churches, and the great spirit of the Mother had her towers. For Lucinda, Mother Earth won out.

      Her tower didn’t just grant the finest view either. Power thrummed through her feet, and the energy, like magic, filled every part of the stonework. As primary of the Rainbow Tower, she had more power at her disposal than any other tower in Knaresville, perhaps even across every island of the Angles.

      Her heart swelled with pride when she considered the gifts she wielded as a result of the strength of her tower. She brushed her hands against the stone of the mullioned windows, and the distinctive thrum of tower magic ran through her fingers. Here, they could do things, her tower and her people. They made a difference.

      She turned her mind outward and stared at the people out in the city below. Pedestrians scurried from place to place. Carriages clattered through the myriad streets. Trams raced along their tracks with little attention to others. People put their faith in science and technology to keep them safe and turned their back on the magic of the earth. Their belief worked, to a point, and accidents were rare. Considering the chaos of so much activity in the streets and factories, Lucinda thought this a miracle. She wished them all well, blessed them even, because she knew they would need her one day, and when they came, it would be with an air of desperation driving them. Afterwards, they would fear her again, and ignore her until problems arose once more.

      Lucinda turned away from the view outside and focused her attention on her tower. Her day chambers took up half of the top floor. Her night chambers and personal rooms took up most of the other half. The heart of the tower housed a long and winding set of spiral stairs, and travelling up or down was not a trip for the faint-hearted or the unfit.

      A plate with cake stood on the corner of her desk, along with the shotgun. Funny, she hadn’t heard Amelia bring them in. Her own thoughts had taken all of her attention.

      She wondered if she should clean her chambers, seeing as she had a guest arriving soon. She sighed. Too late; the clutter would have to be left for another day, or another week. Any time but now. She compromised and picked up a book from the edge of her desk. The book, entitled After the Fall: The Towers of the Angles, had been read many times. Her fingers caressed the back. Her bookshelves, which covered one wall from floor to ceiling, housed only books. Such a rare collection, and she had yet to read half of them. She located the gap on the shelf and returned the book, with some reluctance, to its home. A part of her wanted nothing more than to lock the door, take the book back off the shelf, and sit in the corner and read, but she couldn’t. She had work to do.

      A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts. “Yes. Enter,” she said, and turned to face whoever came in. A uniformed figure opened the door, stepped into the room, and closed the door behind her.

      Her? The soldier was a woman? A female captain?

      The captain nodded and strode with military precision to a point halfway between the door and the desk. She removed her peaked cap, slipped it under her arm, and clicked her heels together. Her pale eyes focused forward and did not waver. Pale hair, cropped unfashionably short, stood at attention, and her grey dress uniform, with silver braid decoration, looked as sharp as her posture.

      Lucinda stared at the woman before she spoke. “Captain? You’re the captain?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Captain Stoner, at your disposal.”

      Lucinda took one look at the woman, her tall frame stiff with military poise, and stomped across the room until they were inches apart. “Well,” she said, and slapped Stoner’s face with as much force as she could manage. The sound of hand against cheek echoed in the chamber, but this captain said and did nothing in response. She didn’t even move away from the blow.

      “That’s for the token,” Lucinda informed her.

      “Ma’am.”

      “And this one is for being a soldier in my tower.” Lucinda took another swipe, but with her other hand, and to the other cheek. Not so hard this time— she didn’t pack as much power with her off hand. Combat had never been a strength for her, and probably never would be, but the hard touch of her hand against skin felt rather satisfying.

      “Ma’am?”

      Lucinda didn’t respond at first; she needed time to gather her thoughts. “You’re not what I expected,” she said instead.

      “No, ma’am.”

      “And stop calling me ma’am. Call me Lucinda.”

      “Yes, ma’am, Lucinda, ma’am.”

      “And stand at ease, or whatever it is you do. You’re making me nervous.” She glared. “Although after the stunt with the token, I’m not sure whether I should have you ejected from this floor, or just shoot you and be done with it.” She waved the shotgun for good measure.

      “As you wish, ma’am.”

      “Good grief, is that all you have to say for yourself?” Lucinda demanded. She found the lack of reaction a little disconcerting. “Let me put it to you like this. You are a complete moron, an imbecile of epic proportions, and you don’t even have the decency to look me in the eye after you tried to kill me.”

      Captain Stoner’s eyes opened wider, if only for a heartbeat, and Lucinda took a measure of gratification from the response.

      “No, ma’am, no,” she said.

      “Yes, soldier, yes.” She sighed. “And for fuck’s sake, it’s Lucinda. You’ll find all the madams you need down on Draper Street where the red lights are located.”

      “Ma…Please, Miss Ravensburgh! I don’t understand how you could think I intended harm.”

      “Never mind your intentions, Captain. We will discuss such matters of my attempted murder later. For now, I need to determine whether I should listen to you or not.” Lucinda glared until the stiff-backed military poise wavered a little.

      “Permission to speak freely?”

      “Of course you have permission, for goodness’ sake. Speak however you wish, I’m not your commanding officer.”

      “Will you hit me if I say something you don’t want to hear?”

      “I might. I haven't decided yet. What are you going to say?”

      Captain Stoner removed a letter from the top pocket of her uniform. “This will explain things.”

      Lucinda took the letter and dropped it, unopened, onto her desk. “Why don’t you tell me why I have a military captain in my chambers? And do you have a first name? This formality is a little grating.”

      “I—” Captain Stoner started to say.

      “And since when have any of the military forces allowed women in their ranks?”

      “Ma’am—”

      “Your accent isn’t local, so whilst you’re at it, you can tell me why someone not of the Angles requests my services.”

      “Yes, ma’am, Lucinda.” Stoner cleared her throat. “First, I am not military, not exactly. I’m at best an agent of law enforcement.”

      “Like the constabulary we have here in the Angles?”

      “Yes, but we are a very specific unit.”

      “Mother of us all, if you could clarify and be more forthcoming with information, then I wouldn’t need to ask so many questions. At this rate, we’ll be here all week.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Lucinda snorted. “I’m Lucinda, remember, and you are?”

      “Captain Stoner.”

      “Don’t you have a first name?” she asked again.

      “Yes, ma’am, but no one uses it.”

      “No one? Not even your family or a loved one?”

      Captain Stoner stiffened as Lucinda asked the question.

      “No,” she answered. “No one at all. Not in a long while.”

      “I’m sorry, forgive my rudeness.”

      Captain Stoner shook her head. “All right, my name is Magda Stoner—”

      “What a lovely name,” Lucinda interrupted. “I think that’s the name I shall use.”

      Magda frowned. “And as far as anyone is concerned, I am Captain Stoner, an officer of—”

      “A law enforcement type.”

      “Yes, ma’am, for a special investigations group. We formed some years ago and have since increased into a substantial organisation.”

      Lucinda nodded. “Very well, you have some unnamed unit of soldier investigative types, but you haven’t said anything about what you do. You keep the law? And what laws are those? Or perhaps I should say, whose laws?”

      Magda smiled. “We take care of those crimes not covered by current statutes.”

      “Now this sounds interesting. Your unit is beyond laws then?”

      “Yes and no.”

      “Enlighten me, Captain. This is like pulling teeth.”

      She nodded. “There are instances where some crimes and problems are beyond the ken of local enforcement.”

      “Are they stupid, then?”

      “No, ma’am. The world is a complicated place.”

      “I see.”

      Magda gestured around the tower. “You are gifted, and there are more and more gifted people each year.”

      Lucinda nodded.

      “Some are in towers, but most are not. Many use their skills wisely, and some use their talents for personal advantage—”

      “What do you mean personal advantage? I earn my keep from what I do. Are you here to arrest me for it?”

      “No, ma’am, you misunderstand.”

      “I’m sure I do.”

      “Please, hear me out,” Magda said. “Some crimes are the result of the misuse of gifts.” She held up one hand before Lucinda could interject. “And if they misuse them in any criminal activity, then we are there to help. To catch them.”

      “Are you saying gifts are for criminals?”

      “Not at all. Using a gift is not against the law, but stealing, violence, and subverting a person’s will and so on, is. Willful misuse cannot be tolerated.”

      “What about those with abilities they don’t yet identify as their own, or they don’t understand how to use or control them?”

      “We find those people, too,” Magda replied. “They need to be educated.”

      “By that do you mean imprisoned, the innocent and the guilty alike?”

      “Not necessarily, ma’am. There are various options we might consider first. We can teach them how to use their skills to live a normal and productive life without fear of retribution. In some cases, we relocate them to other cities or even a different country. Either way they get a fresh start. Those that break the law must pay the penalty, but not all penalties include a prison term.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yes. Sometimes the gifted can find other ways to make reparations for their transgressions.”

      “Gifted? What an interesting choice of words, but who decides who is a criminal and who isn’t?”

      “The law does, ma’am, and although the laws are perhaps not yet as well-formed as they might be, they are there. In spirit at least.”

      “Your job is to uphold the spirit of the law, not the letter?”

      Magda grimaced. “Sometimes, yes. It is a grey area.”

      “Very well. I am sure we will have room to discuss this at some point. So where is this organisation? What is it called?”

      “I work for the Order of Sacred Truth. Our public face is Veritas Trading. We operate out of an aerodrome in Ama’Rica.”

      “I have heard of and seen Veritas Trading.”

      “We are well known as traders. We transport quality items at a fair price. Our mercantile reputation is second to none.”

      “I cannot disagree, but the order sounds very clandestine, very cultish.”

      “Not at all, but we do not advertise all of our services. To many, we are merchants and there is nothing more to know.”

      “I am honored that you are open with me.”

      The Captain smiled. “I do not think it would be wise to lie to a truth-sayer.”

      “Correct. Now, are there others like you?”

      “Well, there are a few who work for us, but there are no other organisations quite like ours. We have expertise beyond the norm, and we are much in demand for that knowledge. However, we also admit to keeping ourselves quiet and hidden, if only because we do not wish to dominate ordinary matters. Sometimes we are a last line of defense, and we are treated as such.”

      “You’re not Ama’Rican though.”

      “You are correct. By birth, I would be considered an Oceanic, but by upbringing, I am—”

      “Is it true Oceanics live aboard ships all of their lives?”

      “For most of us, our lives are lived out at sea, but not exclusively so.”

      “And you grow gills?”

      “No, no gills.” She sighed.

      “Webbed feet, then?”

      “So the rumors would suggest.”

      Lucinda stared at Magda for a moment and changed direction again. “Just because a person is gifted, that doesn’t make them a criminal.”

      “I know.”

      “Some view their abilities, and others who have them, as nothing more than a vile curse.” Lucinda said.

      “I know that, too. We would give the reluctant gifted a home and a purpose. In the end, they are safer in a place where they might be useful and valued.”

      “Then you turn them into soldiers?”

      “Goodness, no. We help them become bakers and farmers, typists, builders, engineers, and anything else they might want.”

      “Sounds honorable. Idyllic even.” Lucinda considered her words carefully. Could she trust this Captain Stoner? Or the Veritas organization? She wanted to, because her tower could only achieve so much.

      “Not yet, but every step to homing people is a good one. It’s not just the reluctant gifted or the criminal gifted we are concerned with.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There are creatures who are evolving in our world, and to them we are food, I suppose. Our order looks into such matters as well as the misuse of gifts.”

      “Then you’re not just police, you’re a paranormal military unit?”

      “We don’t like to phrase it in such a way. We call ourselves law enforcement, but we are a team devoted to complex issues beyond the mundane. We have international agreements that allow us to pursue these cases without interference.”

      “And now you are here. Why?”

      “I’m here because we need your help.”

      “You need my help, but you won’t tell me what the problem is.” Lucinda pointed to the clutter on her desk. “I have been given quite a lot of money, a token, a promise of more money, and nothing of substance. Will you at least tell me what it is about?”

      “No, ma’am. Speaking outside our ranks is not permitted. We had hoped the token would have said all that needed to be said.”

      “You rely on a piece of jewelry that says nothing.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Nothing but blood.”

      Magda hung her head for a moment, as though devastated by the news, or lack of it, and then she stood upright with a start. “You say you saw blood?”

      “I did.”

      “All of it?”

      “How on this good earth could I know that when you won’t give me any information?” Lucinda rubbed her eyes. “There is a room, a pretty large showering room, coated from floor to ceiling with blood. I would hope I have seen more than enough blood for anyone.”

      Magda looked relieved. “Yes, ma’am, I think you have seen pretty much all there is.”

      “You’ve actually seen this place?”

      “I have been there, and the place is not pleasant.” Magda shook her head. “After all of our tests and expertise, we are no further forward. In the end, we have nothing more than blood. And the token, of course, but it tells us nothing. We need more, and we’re desperate. We need your expertise.”

      “I can understand why you came to me—I am the best psychometrist in the city— but there’s only so much I can do with so little.”

      “With all due respect, Ms. Ravensburgh, there are few psychometrists with your skill anywhere in the world. With the support of a tower, we know your abilities must be enhanced, and they are no doubt beyond anything we might imagine. The Earth has chosen you as a vehicle of its power; you must be strong indeed.”

      “I see,” Lucinda answered.

      “Please. We have some appreciation of how the towers work, and I would ask you, beg you, to work with us.”

      “There you go. I knew you could ask nicely.”

      “Ma’am.” Magda nodded. “And here you are. The psychometrist in charge of the Rainbow Tower. We can assume you’ve been chosen to lead this one not just because of your ability in one skill but by virtue of the fact that you possess many skills.”

      Lucinda found that kind of supposition most irritating. “Skills? Which of my skills are you interested in?”

      “We are interested in each of them, ma’am, whatever they might be. You are the head, the primary of the Rainbow Tower, and we understand the colors of the tower match your abilities. That is right, isn’t it?”

      “Perhaps, but I’m not some magician to conjure up magic to your order.”

      “Then we need you, magician or not. As I said, you’d be a great asset.”

      “Asset? I’m just an asset?”

      Magda looked momentarily taken aback. “Yes. Yes. We need you and your tower. I understand you often assist when required.”

      Lucinda bit back any further words and let an awkward silence stretch between them.

      Magda rushed to fill the quietness. “You said there is something wrong with the token. What did you mean by that? What else did you see?”

      “Thank you for reminding me. Now we go back to the beginning where I try to decide if I should kill you.”

      “You must do what you feel is right, Miss Ravensburgh, but my commanding officer would be most displeased if I were to be shot on duty, ma’am. The compensation due is likely to be extensive.”

      Lucinda laughed in spite of herself. “Never mind the compensation. What about the mess you’d make all over my rug?”

      “I’m afraid rugs are beyond my expertise.”

      “Tell me, Captain Stoner, who is your commanding officer?”

      “That should be clear in the letters, ma’am.”

      “The letters, you say? Illegible scrawl is what I saw.”

      “Ahh,” she said. She didn’t look surprised at the comment. “Commander Quentin Morales.”

      “Morales! The damned fool idiot. He of all people should have known better.”

      Magda took a step backward at the venom in Lucinda’s tone. “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “I should shoot you. Both of you. And if he were here now, I would give him such a piece of my mind his ears would ring for a week afterward.”

      “Ma’am?” Magda asked, her tone once more formal and precise.

      “The commander is well-versed in the towers and the people within. He should know better. I know he knows better.”

      “You are familiar with the commander?” Her question interrupted Lucinda’s thoughts.

      “What? Yes, of course. Why do you think he sent you here?”

      “It’s not for me to reason why, ma’am.”

      “I’m not sure I believe you.” Lucinda glared at her, but her temper settled as she could detect no hint of subterfuge. “Quentin has spent years studying the gifted.”

      “As I understand,” Magda said.

      “Lesson number one, Captain, is this: never, ever, pass a tainted token to anyone who can read objects.”

      “I’m sorry, but how is the token tainted?”

      Lucinda glared at Magda as though she should also know better. “It is tainted because the object has been touched by both the perpetrator of a violent crime and the victim. Both of them. Never expose us to both of them in one object, Captain, and as I said, your commanding officer is aware of this. Some gifted are fragile of mind. He knows this, too, and yet you passed such a token in my direction. Is that why the money is so good?”

      Magda stiffened. “With all due respect, ma’am, when we are looking at a scene of such violence, we do not always have the luxury of knowing who has touched what.”

      “Even so, dammit, if you’d warned me, then I would have been better prepared to protect myself. The same goes for all others.”

      “Then I apologize for myself and on behalf of the commander.”

      Lucinda could not let it go. “Are you aware of what happens when something violent fills a psychometrist’s mind?”

      “No.”

      “We become the person, we absorb their personality, and sometimes, when the emotions are extreme, the vileness can make a lesser mind crack. And then add the pain and suffering of the victim. Their agonies become our agonies, and we suffer for them.”

      “And you break?”

      “Sometimes, yes.”

      “But you didn’t, ma’am,” Magda said.

      “No.”

      “Then I think you did see more than blood.”

      “Yes, Captain. If by seeing you mean I felt the weight of the murderer and the murdered both at the same time.” She shook her head. “Put the two together and, as I have already said, a lesser person would have failed to survive emotionally. Sometimes they don’t survive physically, either.”

      “And it can kill you? You said this nearly killed you.”

      “Yes, but as you have mentioned, I’m stronger than most and I have a tower for support.” She frowned. “Yet, there is something more here. I’m not inclined to assist a unit or an order that places so little regard upon its assets.”

      Magda paled. “This wasn’t intentional. I will apologize on behalf of my commander and the whole order. We need you, Ms. Ravensburgh, and the commander is most emphatic about doing whatever I must to gain your support.”

      Lucinda didn’t answer at first. She glared at Magda with as much menace as she could muster. It didn’t appear to affect her in the slightest.

      “I accept your apology.”

      “You do?” She looked taken aback.

      “You need help, and I think I can do it. Do you have more for me? Or is this it?”

      “Well—”

      Lucinda pointed at the cash and notes. “The reparations for my service are generous, but there is more here than I would have expected.”

      “Yes, ma’am, there is one further thing.” She unclipped a stiff leather pouch from her belt. “I have blood samples. Would you take a look at them?” She opened the pouch and removed a small metallic box. Inside, the glass-lined box held three bloodstained swabs. Magda placed the opened box on the desk and pushed the lot towards Lucinda.

      “And what do you want me to do with these?” Lucinda asked.

      “We wondered if you would be able to sense more information if you had a sample of the blood.”

      “If you have blood, you should take it to the blood mage. His tower is southwest of here.”

      “No, ma’am, we cannot. He has an agenda inconsistent with the order.”

      Lucinda frowned. “What does that mean?”

      Magda didn’t answer, and in the silence, Lucinda filled in the blanks. “You don’t trust him?”

      “He has no security standing with the order.”

      Lucinda picked up the box and sniffed at the swabs. She detected nothing. “Captain, you might wish to turn around now. This is not to everyone’s liking. It’s not even to my liking, but needs must.”

      “Ma’am? I am obliged to watch and observe.”

      “To determine the veracity of the test?”

      “Indeed.”

      Lucinda selected the swab with the most blood and put the box back on the desk. “Ready?” she asked, but she didn’t wait for a response. She closed her eyes and put the bloody swab into her mouth. After a couple of moments, Lucinda opened her eyes and spat the swab out.

      Magda stared at Lucinda. “Your eyes.”

      “What about my eyes?”

      “They’re red. Blood red.”

      “Oh, yes, that. It happens,” Lucinda said, and with a grumble added, “This is not enough blood. And it is old and confused.”

      “Does that mean you can’t help?”

      “Oh, I can help all right, but I need a fresher sample, or a better sample than this. I have many skills, as you’ve mentioned, but it means I’m not an expert in anything. If I’m to read this crime, I need to be closer; I need to be there.”

      Magda grinned. “I’m glad you said that. We can give you access to the scene, to everything we have on the location, and we can give you access to all the reports we have.”

      “I sense a ‘but,’ Captain?”

      “Yes. But you would need to join the order, or become a consultant at the very least. We are able to offer a decent retainer—”

      “How decent?”

      “Twice your daily rate, plus expenses and additional pay to cover travel.”

      Lucinda didn't need to think too hard before she answered. “I’m in.”

      “Excellent.”

      “There is something else, Captain.”

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “I am not sure that the perpetrator is entirely human, but I would need more information to verify that.”

      “Bugger.” Magda cursed, and then apologized.

      “No need to apologize.”

      “Then we need you more than ever. You need to pack for travel. I have transport arranged for the morning.”

      “For tomorrow?” She thought for a moment. “You knew I’d say yes, didn’t you?”

      Magda said nothing.

      “Confident, weren’t we?” Lucinda pressed.

      “No, ma’am, but my commanding officer was of the opinion you wouldn’t let this go unchallenged. Assistance is required, and you would never allow anyone to suffer if you could do something about it.”

      “Did he now?”

      “Yes, ma’am. And we planned accordingly.”

      “Are you also aware I hate travel?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “The Ama’Rican city of Wash Town.”

      “Good grief. We’ll be travelling for weeks. Did I mention I hate to travel?”

      “You did, but this will not take weeks. We have an airship, Imperial Condor class, at our disposal.”

      “Still, did I say I hated travel?”

      “Yes, Ms. Ravensburgh, you did, but air travel is different to all other modes of transportation. You’ll like this, I’m sure.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “There is one more thing.”

      “Another? How many ‘one more things’ have you got?”

      “This is the last one. From now on, I will have a company of soldiers outside the tower, even after we leave, and probably for the foreseeable future. You and your people will be escorted at all times.”

      “That is not necessary.”

      “Yes, ma’am, I think it is. Please allow me to at least do one thing right until we are sure of your safety.”

      Lucinda sighed. “Very well, if it will make you happy.”

      “It will. And one more thing—”

      “I thought you’d run out of those ‘one more things’?”

      The corner of Magda’s mouth rose in a half smile. “Will you want to kill the commander when you meet?”

      “Only if he says something stupid.” She tried to stop herself from smiling, and almost succeeded. “Or says, ‘one more thing.’”
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      After a restless night of tossing and turning in her bed, Lucinda awoke a little after dawn. They were going on a long trip, and she did not look forward to it at all. Had she told Magda she didn’t like to travel?

      She wrapped a thick shawl around her shoulders and padded across her chamber. She rested her head against the edge of a mullioned window, as though she could gain comfort from the stone, and stared outside. Down below, street lamps illuminated the increasing number of people who went about their ordinary business. Even at this hour, men and women travelled between their homes and their places of work. Knaresville, the heart of Mid-Angle, never slept, and it took a great many to keep the city and the people in it going.

      To the north of the tower, the large square they called Central Plaza had already started to fill with people. A man in pale robes stood beneath the grand clock tower, and at his side were two other men. Each bore a drum upon which they beat a quiet but relentless rhythm. People joined them in a slow, steady stream, and the crowd filled the space as completely as sand in a jar.

      She looked at the time on her mantelpiece clock. Quarter to the hour, and hundreds of people had already gathered. The pull of religion, even a new one like this, gathered followers faster than they lost them, and this group of Father Time cultists had grown numerous indeed.

      She opened her window a few minutes before the hour. The priest held up both hands and near silence dominated. A single drum marked the last few seconds, and the great clocked announced the hour. No one spoke as the chimes echoed around the plaza.

      “All hail the Grand Clockmaker,” the priest cried.

      “Bless him,” the crowd intoned in chorus.

      Lucinda closed the window; she didn’t need to hear any more. She had her own problems. Like Amelia, for one. She sensed her assistant a floor below as Amelia paced through her chamber. Her fretful impatience radiated through the stone unchecked. She had to deal with this.

      Lucinda went down the stairs.

      “Lucinda,” Amelia said as she opened the door, “is anything wrong?”

      “No, I’m fine. Are you all right?”

      Amelia looked thoughtful for a moment. “No, I’m not.” She pulled Lucinda into a tight embrace. “You haven’t even left the building and I’m worried about your safety.”

      “Just my safety?”

      “No, and you know it.”

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t tease,” Lucinda said.

      “This feels like a goodbye and I’m never going to see you again.”

      “Amelia—”

      “No, Lucinda, you've kept me at arm’s length all these years, and now it’s too late.”

      “I’m only going away for a short while.”

      “It doesn’t appear that way,” Amelia said. “It’s all too late. I thought we’d have time.”

      Lucinda allowed herself the comfort of Amelia’s embrace, then she pulled back. “We cannot be, Amelia. It could never happen.”

      “It could, if you wanted it,” Amelia said, and she sighed so loud Lucinda could not ignore it. “But you are all talk and no action, Lucinda.”

      “Yes. I am the primary. I cannot risk the tower for anything.”

      “Not even for me?” Amelia asked.

      “Not even for you,” Lucinda answered. “I’m sorry.”

      Amelia choked back her tears. “I’m still worried about you.”

      “There is no need to fear. Captain Stoner will take care of me.”

      “Yes, I can imagine she would, and I don’t think you’ll mind one bit, seeing as you have quite a predilection for uniforms.”

      “Nonsense, my dear,” she blustered, but the heat in her cheeks belied her words.

      “Please, tell me you’ll be careful,” Amelia said.

      “I will. But there is something afoot. The tower wants this, insists even, and that can only mean one thing— there is something bigger than you or I at play.”

      “I know.”

      “Is the tower talking with you, Amelia?”

      She shook her head.

      “Travelling so far away will change my skills, maybe even diminish them. Without the touch of the tower, my skills are minor, and I am concerned about this.”

      “You’ll be fine. Don’t worry. Take a peek at this.” She grabbed Lucinda by the hand and led her to the window. “Have you seen how many soldiers there are outside?”

      “I hadn’t, no. I spent a good while watching the Plaza fill up again.”

      Amelia snorted. “The ‘no more steam, give us more time’ fruitcakes?”

      “Yes, those. Without steam, we have no light. What will drive the clocks?”

      Amelia shrugged. “I have no idea, but the movement seems to be gathering traction.”

      “It’s not a movement, it’s a cult.”

      “Perhaps, but it’s there, whatever you wish to call it.”

      Lucinda shrugged. “It will all die down when nothing changes. It is always the same. They need something in which they can believe.”

      “Is Mother Earth not enough? Or the buildings set aside for God the Father?”

      “I think not.”

      “Oh, look.” Amelia pointed into the street. “I think your carriage has arrived. Magda is on the top. She is rather dashing, isn’t she? You’re a lucky old goat.”

      Lucinda laughed. “Stoner by name, and a stony nature, too. I’m not sure she will ever be swayed by my charms.”

      “Do you want to charm her?” Amelia asked, but Lucinda didn’t answer.

      

      Lucinda looked at the twelve-man escort detail with some amusement. Another dozen circled the tower. “Is all of this necessary, Captain?”

      “I believe so, ma—”

      Lucinda stopped her with a glare.

      “I shall be your personal escort from here until I get you to Commander Morales.” Magda beckoned to a woman with light brown skin, very dark hair, and dark but direct eyes. She wore tight-fitting leather armor and a pelt cap.

      “This is Ascara d’Jharaena ael Korphen, my chief security officer. I would trust her with my life, and you may as well.”

      Ascara stared at her with intense dark eyes as though waiting for her to speak. Lucinda nodded to Ascara. “Officer d’Jar—”

      Ascara interrupted her with a broad smile. “Officer Ascara is preferred, and easier on the jaw.”

      Lucinda laughed. “Officer Ascara it is. Thank you.”

      “Miss Ravensburgh,” Ascara said, and bowed, “it is a true delight to meet you.” Then she winked.

      Lucinda almost laughed. “And you, too.” She turned to Captain Stoner and asked again, “Are you really sure all of this is all necessary?”

      “I do. I have taken the liberty of arranging a separate carriage for your baggage. Handlers will deal with the practical details.”

      “It appears you have everything under control.”

      “I do, and when you are ready to leave, your carriage awaits.”

      Lucinda pulled a woolen cloak over her shoulders, protection against the coolness of the early morning air. She wore her calfskin gloves, as she always did when she left the protection of the tower so she wouldn't touch items with strong emanations. Magda grabbed her rather oversized handbag and stood rigid.

      “Right, I’m about as ready as I will ever be,” Lucinda said.

      Inside the carriage, Lucinda settled herself on the comfortable bench seat and glanced around the interior with approval. The six-horse carriage would be a swift option given they were so far away from the tramlines of the inner city.

      Captain Stoner sat stiff and formal on the opposite side of the carriage and said nothing. Soldiers clambered aboard the carriage, and some stood to either side.

      Through the window, Lucinda watched as the rest of the soldiers circled the tower. “I really do think this is a little extreme, Captain,” she said.

      “No. It isn’t.”

      “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      “My commander insists I keep you safe from harm, and that is what I intend to do.”

      “If I knew of all the risks we faced, then I would be better prepared, yes?”

      Magda thought about it for a moment. “This is not my decision to make.”

      “Perhaps I should stay home then.”

      “I’m not sure staying would solve the problem.”

      “Come on, Captain, please talk to me. You must tell me of the troubles my tower might face. The people there rely on me.”

      “They will be guarded. Please do not concern yourself with matters of security.”

      “But I am concerned.”

      “Your concern is duly noted, but your security, and the security of your tower, is my domain. The logistics of the order are the concern of Commander Morales, and when you meet him, details will be up to him.”

      “Then I have no choice. I must await his pleasure,” she answered.

      Magda didn’t answer. She opened the window and looked outside.

      “All good,” Ascara said from outside.

      “Then get us to the ship. I’ll be happier when we are in the air.”

      Magda sat back in her seat and stared straight ahead. She remained silent throughout the rest of the journey, all the way across the city and onto the Aerodrome at Knaresville Field.
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      Five docking towers stood at regular intervals around the outermost edges of the aerodrome. Tall struts allowed parking for up to four airships, with the top reserved for rigid balloons. Stairwells circled around each one, and from there, passengers and crew could reach their respective gondolas. Long hoists within the tower structures provided powered access to any level, and the frames of the towers offered stability and protected the platforms.

      A sixth tower, tallest of them all and far more substantial than the others, stood off to the other side of the airfield. This larger structure could easily accommodate the largest of the airships. One such vessel, a marvel of art and engineering, awaited her arrival.

      Lucinda had never, in all her years, seen anything so grand and beautiful as the ship docked at tower six. The great triple balloon shone in the morning light. The three balloon spikes speared forward. High above, masts with furled sails pointed to the heavens. Two gondolas sat one on top of the other. Propellers, large and small, jutted out at all angles, and two huge air inlet pipes projected out below the main balloon. On the side, a circle with a stylized “V” could be detected.

      “That’s a big ship, Captain,” Lucinda observed.

      “I admit, a triple balloon is not a common sight. This is what distinguishes the Condor Class from the other long-distance vessels.”

      “Redundancy in case of damage?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Then it is a warship?”

      Magda shook her head. “On a vessel of this size, even a small tear to the balloon or the envelopes inside could be disastrous.”

      The primary gondola, which looked like an ancient galleon in shape, would need a carriage and two horses to get anyone from one end to the other. Two storeys high, there were windows and portholes running along the length of the wood and copper-colored body. A prow extended forward, with a nasty-looking barbed bowsprit at the front.

      “Beautiful, isn’t she?” Magda said. She sounded proud of the ship.

      “Yes, I think she is,” Lucinda agreed.

      “The best part is right there, next to the bowsprit. It is the observation deck, and there you can stand in the wind and watch the world. It’s much like being on a ship on the sea.”

      “Except for the bit where you are in the sky and not on the ocean.”

      “We haven’t had her painted up yet. Seems frivolous for a trading vessel.”

      “She is still impressive, with or without decoration. Two gondolas, though?”

      “We have the addition of the lower gondola for extra cargo, and we also house non-essential service areas there as well. The two gondolas are linked, and although it is not obvious from here, you can get from one to the other.”

      “Amazing. What is she called?”

      “Verity,” Magda replied.

      The boarding ramp stood twelve feet wide and stretched out from the main gondola and onto the embarkation tower. Lucinda saw soldiers everywhere. She didn’t think anyone could cough without one of them noticing.

      Captain Stoner beckoned to an officer in the dark blue uniform of the Mid-Angle militia.

      “Captain?” the Militiaman asked.

      “Anything to report?” Magda asked.

      “All secure, Captain,” he said.

      “Any trouble?”

      “None, Captain. There have been no unauthorized visitors, and the other ships are grounded until after you leave. As requested.”

      “Perfect, and that’s what bothers me.”

      “Captain?”

      “Caution is always wise, especially when things go so well.” Magda shook her head. “Never mind, it must be fine.”

      “There is a lifting platform in place for your use. Officer Ascara has also cleared it. Is there anything more you wish me to do?”

      “Thank you, but it appears all is in place.”

      He saluted and took a step backward.

      Magda nodded to Lucinda. “Are you ready to come aboard?”

      “I think so.” She stared at the airship. “It’s daunting to see such a huge vessel up close.”

      “Yes, ma’am, it is a big ship. It is the fastest and the finest in the fleet.”

      “You could transport the whole army of the Angles inside there.”

      Magda almost smiled. “Probably not an army, but a good-sized company at least.”

      Lucinda pointed to the grey image on the balloon. “The logo of the ship is the same as the insignia on your dress jacket.”

      “Indeed. As I said, this vessel operates on behalf of the order, and that is the insignia denoting it as such.”

      “Of Veritas Trading?”

      Magda smiled but said nothing.

      “That’s a substantial ship for an organisation few know about.”

      “We are a small but perfectly formed group, and as merchants we have access to all places. I can also say that we have extensive resources, from both trade and the contacts we gain on our travels.”

      “And enough clout that local services answer to you the moment you appear?”

      “Our command structure can be most persuasive, and the value of our cargo-carrying abilities even more so.”

      “With such resources and so much power, I can but surmise you must have a serious problem. More than I thought.”

      “Yes, indeed,” she responded, and with a hand on Lucinda’s elbow, guided her through to the lifting platform.

      Lucinda looked over her shoulder.

      Officer Ascara watched them, and her dark eyes glinted in the early morning light.

      “The platform is safe,” Ascara said. She saluted as she spoke.

      “Good,” Magda said.

      The lift rose from the ground in fits and starts before the ride smoothed out. Soldiers, placed at the four corners of the lift, stayed alert and ready.

      Lucinda could see others standing outside, and they clung to the frame of the tower itself. She watched them as their gazes swept the aerodrome and its buildings with the focus of professionals. Blue uniforms marched around the towers and the hangars, and the soldiers of the ship observed their actions with purpose and focus. Nothing would escape their scrutiny.

      After several minutes, the lift came to a slow stop. They’d risen several hundred feet to get to the boarding ramp, and from this height, the view over the aerodrome and the surrounding land had no comparison. Lucinda paused on the ramp itself. Although glass-covered, which protected her from the elements, she couldn’t ignore the way the construction swayed from side to side. Metal cables, each one a couple of inches thick, groaned and screeched with every movement, and it did not fill Lucinda with confidence. She liked the sound even less, but Magda put her arm around Lucinda’s back and compelled her onwards, one slow step at a time.

      “It is safe, isn’t it?” Lucinda asked.

      “Of course it is safe,” Magda answered.

      “I don’t like the sensation, and I like the sounds it makes even less.”

      “It is not far. Hold my hand and grip, if you like. You’ll be fine. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Lucinda closed her eyes and let Magda lead her towards the ship.

      “You can look now; we’re on the ship all safe and sound,” Magda announced.

      When Lucinda opened her eyes, she found that they were on the front step of the main gondola. Nothing swayed here, and the vastness and solidity of the ship surrounded and protected her. She immediately relaxed and felt far more secure. Safe even.

      Sunlight glinted off polished metal trim and finishings. The wood looked smooth and oiled almost to a high sheen. Even the rivets looked smoothed out and flush against the surface of the structure. Inside the entryway, she saw two sets of double doors, both with a frosted glass half-panel, and held open and flush against the walls.

      The wood-covered hallway led to a number of doors, and this included more decorative double doors. Like the other doubles, these were constructed of dark wood frames, the top half filled with glass etched with a condor motif.

      “I have to remind you that this is a working ship, Miss Ravensburgh, so many of these doors lead to service areas not intended for public use. Some of them would be unsafe to visit for those not accustomed to the ways of a working ship,” Magda said.

      “So, don’t wander about unescorted?”

      “That would be a wise assumption, yes. Your cabin is almost ready for you. I will escort you there once your baggage has been brought aboard.”

      “Thank you.”

      “To the right, the double doors lead to the passenger lounge. You can stay there until we are in flight.”

      Magda opened one of the doors, and ushered Lucinda into the lounge. It was a large and open space that oozed luxury. It seemed more suited to a well-to-do home than an airship. Well appointed, with a set of couches and armchairs in brown leather, a dining table and eight chairs, a sideboard, a wet bar, and even a bookcase filled with leather-bound tomes.

      “It is not what I expected,” Lucinda admitted.

      “Imperial Class. Comes with all the comforts,” Magda said.

      “I can see that, and it is rather luxurious.”

      “Indeed. However, until we are underway, I would advise you to remain here.”

      “And how many guards does that entail?”

      Magda smiled. “Every member of this crew is here for your protection, Miss Ravensburgh. Your safety is assured here.”

      “Very well, Captain, I will stay and do as I’m bid. At least for the moment,” Lucinda said. She wanted to go and explore this new place, but thought better of it. “Perhaps you would be so kind as to show me more of your ship?”

      “I would like that, but not until after I fulfill my role as captain and we are safe in the air.” Magda clicked her heels together and strode off, her hands behind her back. Even if she did appear to carry the weight of the world upon her shoulders she would do so with poise.

      As the door swung closed, a young man in a service uniform, comprised of grey flannel trousers with red piping, a red cummerbund, white stiff-collared shirt, and a short grey waistcoat, entered the room. He bowed in front of Lucinda. “Can I get you something, ma’am? A cup of tea, perhaps? Or something stronger?”

      She smiled. “A brandy would not go amiss, but tea would be more sensible.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Do you prefer black tea, green tea, or the pink tea of the desert? I have a broad collection from around the world.”

      “I’ve never heard of pink tea, never mind drunk it, so I would love to try that if I may.”

      “Then I will prepare tea as the nomads make it—sweetened with honey and a touch of aromatic spices,” he said with some excitement, and he turned his gaze to the floor. “If the lady wishes it.”

      “Sounds lovely. Are you a desert nomad? You have the colouring of the desert, I think.”

      He smiled, and bright, even teeth almost shone in the darkness of his face. “Yes, ma’am. You are observant of the lands across the waters.”

      “And what brings you to this ship?”

      He looked sad for a moment. “It is a long story, but the shortening of it is this: I am alone. I have no home except the one my captain gives me.”

      “You are her servant, then?”

      “Goodness, no. She keeps telling me I’m my own man.”

      “And are you?”

      He looked up, his eyes blazing. “I am her boy, and where my captain goes, I go, too. This is a good life for an unadopted. Without a family or a clan, I am nothing.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “No need. No need, lady ma’am. I love my life, and when my education is complete, I will join her order. Then I will be important and no longer her boy.”

      Lucinda snorted. “You are already important.”

      “Yes, lady, I know this. If I were not, then Captain Stoner would not keep me safe.”

      Lucinda laughed. “Tell me about this Captain.”

      He grinned. “No, lady ma’am. She will tell you what you need when you are needing to know it.”

      “Right.”

      “Now I will make you the pink tea. You will like this. And I will bring brandy too. Just in case.”

      “Yes, very thoughtful. I don’t like to travel, so I’m sure the brandy will be just the thing.” She looked through the nearest of the portholes. The glass, three feet in diameter and several inches thick, offered a grand, albeit distorted, view of the world outside. She watched what she could of the land below, until the boy returned with her tea and her brandy.

      “When will we lift off? Do you know?” she asked.

      The boy went to a window and cocked his head to one side. “The power is up and we are starting to lift.”

      “Really? I can’t say I noticed a thing.”

      “No, lady ma’am. It is a beautiful ride in the sky when they raise the sails. But no matter; here, even the engines make only whispers.”

      Lucinda moved to the front window with a view over an observation deck. She turned to the boy as he served her a cup of tea, without milk, in a glass teacup.

      “In this glass you can watch the herbs and the leaves dance until your mind is free and the truth is spoken.”

      “Thank you.” She chewed over her words. “Why do you call yourself boy?”

      “It is the way I am addressed here, lady ma’am.”

      “Surely you have your own name.” She persisted. “Captain Stoner must have given you one.”

      “The captain has tried to give me a name many times, lady ma’am.”

      “Has she?”

      “But I must always be one to refuse.”

      “Why? You are no servant to be called on the whim of another.”

      “The lady ma’am speaks great wisdom, and I am certain this is truth, but the lady ma’am does not understand my people.”

      Lucinda smiled. “Then please tell me.”

      “My captain wasn’t a captain when they found my village. Not much remained but ruins and the dead. She saved me from death, Captain Stoner did, and I owe her everything. But there is one thing she cannot do for me to make me complete.”

      “What is that?”

      “She can never give me a name.”

      “I don’t understand. Why not choose your own name?”

      “A name is earned and given by a father, but he is dead. Or I can earn a name for a service to my tribe or another tribe that accepts me as one of their own.”

      “Are you happy with being called boy?”

      He straightened his narrow shoulders. “Could not be better. One day, I will be given the name of a man. Until then, I am content,” he said.

      The door to the lounge area opened and Captain Stoner strode in, her face a blank and impassive mask.

      “Captain! Are you well, my captain?” cried the boy.

      For a moment, Lucinda watched as Magda’s stiff face warmed up with a smile. “Thank you, boy. Did you make sure our passenger is comfortable?”

      “Of course I have.” He grinned. “I have made pink tea for the lady ma’am.”

      “Any spare tea for me?”

      “Yes, for certain. I always have tea ready for you, my captain.”

      “Thank you, boy.” She turned to face Lucinda. “Let’s sit, shall we, Miss Ravensburgh? We can enjoy our tea in comfort.”

      “I would rather watch as we rise into the sky.”

      “As you wish, ma’am. If you like, we could stand on the observation deck outside. It will be chilly, but it’s an exceptional view.”

      “I only have your word about the view. I would like to see for myself.”

      Magda almost smiled. “Boy, get my great coat, if you please. The lady needs another layer if we go outside.”

      “Right away, Captain.”

      “This way, Lucinda. You will be stunned, I’m sure, by the sight of the world as we rise.”

      “Captain,” Lucinda said, “I would like a word.”

      “Of course,” she answered. “What about?”

      “I wanted to ask about the boy.”

      Magda smiled. “Yes?”

      “You really have a slave? How could you?”

      Magda’s face closed down in an instant. “He is neither servant nor slave.”

      “But he is called 'boy.' You do not even give him a name.”

      She sighed. “His choice, because—”

      “I know. I know. He told me it’s because his father cannot name him.”

      She nodded. “It wasn’t just his family. We think his entire village died.”

      “Good grief.”

      “For this reason, or reasons very much like this, we created the order. We have survived disasters such as his, but there are more to come.”

      “Disasters, Captain?”

      “The world is changing, and we must change with it. Yet as fast as we adapt, there are bad things that adjust even faster. Most people have no idea they exist, but that doesn’t make them any less real. I do know that they will cause great harm if left unchecked, and there are few of us to keep innocent people, like the boy, safe.”

      “Sounds a very fine idea to me, Captain,” Lucinda agreed.

      “It is what keeps us going, Miss Ravensburgh.”
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      Outside, the deck appeared much as Lucinda expected for any sailing vessel, earth bound or otherwise. She had seen pictures of decks in books and read about them, too. Here, the wooden planking underfoot looked and felt as she imagined. A functional grip rail ran all the way round the deck from and up to the bowsprit. Above Lucinda’s head, the huge triple-hulled balloon stretched and cast the whole of the observation area into shadow.

      Even docked, the wind fumed like a vengeful arctic beast and blasted her with a chill that caused Lucinda to shiver.

      “I’m sorry; you are cold. Shall we go back inside?” Magda asked.

      “Yes, I am cold, but this is a unique event for me. I want to see all I can.”

      “As you wish.”

      Lucinda put her discomfort to one side as the ship started to move. When she looked at the horizon, it was stunning, but when she focused on the aerodrome field, the view took her breath away. “Oh, my goodness,” she said.

      The door to the passenger lounge opened, and the boy came outside. He carried a bundle over his arm and handed it to Magda.

      “Thank you.” Magda picked up the thick and heavy greatcoat. “You should wear this. It will help.”

      Lucinda thought about it for a moment.

      “Are you concerned about what you might learn?”

      “From your coat? No, not at all. I can only read scenes and tokens with a strong emotional component.”

      “So, this won’t bother you?”

      “Not unless you’ve killed someone in it. Or done something to cause upset?”

      Magda winced. “No.” She opened the coat. “May I?” She waited for Lucinda's assent, and when she nodded, she draped it over Lucinda’s shoulders.

      The weight of the coat almost surprised her, but it was warm and felt like she had been wrapped up inside a heavy woolen blanket. She couldn’t help herself; she snuggled inside the protection of the coat. A sense of Magda’s strength surrounded her. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. It wasn’t her truth sense at work, but her other senses worked fine. The scent of the sea engulfed her. She could almost feel Magda’s arms and imagined herself in a tight embrace. Heat rose up and practically swallowed her. She could lose herself in heat, and strength, and spices.

      “Are you all right, Lucinda?” Magda asked. “It’ll get quite cool as we rise, so we can’t stay outside too long.”

      Lucinda opened her eyes, and her attention returned to the here and now. “I can understand that, but at the moment I’m comfortable enough.”

      “We also need to be out of range as soon as we possible, so I would like to rise further and bring our speed up.”

      “Captain, you make it sound as though we're going to be under fire.”

      “We might. It is always wise to be prepared,” she answered.

      “You’re the captain of this ship— you must do as you will — but I would prefer to see as much as I possible, if I may? These are not opportunities that someone like me has very often, if ever.”

      “Very well,” she said. She clicked her heels. “I’ll be back shortly.”

      Part of Lucinda wanted to watch Magda as she left. Another part wanted to watch the world as they flew by. The view of the world won. It was a unique experience, and she did not wish to miss a thing.

      The airship turned until its bow pointed towards midfield of the aerodrome, and then they started to rise. She had never been in the air before and wondered if she would feel odd or sick as they ascended. Some people did not react well to the lift or the motions of the ship, she’d heard. But she felt nothing odd about any of it.

      Magda returned to her side after a few minutes. “I’ve asked the helmsman to make a slow circuit so you can see more things as we rise. I hope that’s acceptable?”

      “Yes, very much, thank you. And what about security?”

      “It is all in hand.”

      “Good.”

      Magda nodded and planted her feet apart, toes outward. “You might find it better to be positioned thus,” she said and pointed down. “Also, keep your knees loose.”

      Lucinda wanted to ask why, but opted to do as she had been advised. “Most undignified,” Lucinda muttered.

      “Perhaps, but you will be grateful for the advice soon enough.”

      Right then, dignified or not, Lucinda found her attention drawn to the landscape. She chuckled as the ship rose, simple with the joy of seeing the world from such a vantage point. Right then, she looked over to see the aerodrome appear, so small it would have fitted into the Central Plaza.

      Higher still, a gust of wind rocked the airship. Lucinda felt as though the entire world rattled around her, and her stomach went into free fall. She felt a sharp judder, and then it settled once more.

      “You were right. About the feet.”

      “Yes. Turbulence is often a problem, but this pose stops the joints from being distressed by the movements.”

      Lucinda leaned against the balustrade as the ship flew in an ever-increasing circle. She saw all of the city. Buildings and houses, churches and foundries, and at such a height it looked more like a model town.  The towers still dominated, and hers, with the multi-colored stone, stood tallest of all.

      Pride swelled her heart to see her tower so tall and imposing. Even from her place in the air, she could feel the call of the earth and home.

      “I am here,” she whispered, and the wind pulled the words from her mouth as though it would carry the message for her. “I am always here.”

      The ship spiraled out in a slow and broadening loop until Knaresville looked no more than a tiny village. She could see the whole of Mid-Angle as an island at the center of them all. She’d known wide bridges connected each part of the Angles to the other, and now she could see them.

      To the east, the bulge of the East Angles managed to rise above the ocean, and storm defenses kept the land from submersion. Tiny dots of white fluffy sheep littered the green fields, and the twin towers of the infamous university rose high above the landscape. To the south, the boot of the South Angles could be seen, and the merest smudge of darkness hinted at West Angles. Circling east and then north, they flew over the grey and formidable expanse of the North Angles. There she actually saw the great chasm that split the North Angles in two halves. Above the gorge, the two Towers of the Rock stood sentinel.

      Lucinda shivered, as though someone had walked across her grave. That gave her pause for thought, and then she shrugged it off. She was not really one for premonitions of that sort.

      She felt the cold more now, even though she snuggled into Magda’s heavy greatcoat. Cold wind still found its way inside the material and leeched warmth from her skin. Magda wore only her service trousers and a shirt, yet she looked most at ease. She might as well have been bathed in the heat of an open fire, drinking hot tea.

      “Aren’t you cold?” Lucinda called out across the winds.

      “No, don’t mind me. Concentrate on the view while you can.” Magda’s hand gripped her arm as she leant in close. “A little more, then we must go inside, Miss Ravensburgh.”

      “It’s amazing,” Lucinda said, but the wind blew the words from her mouth and over the sides of the great ship. She had to shout now if she wanted to be heard. “I want to watch as the Angles vanish from view.”

      Magda laughed. It was so normal and ordinary and just like any other person rather than the stern captain she wished to portray. “All right,” she said. Even in the winds she sounded cheerful and happy.

      When the gondola shook, Lucinda felt as though a giant hand had gripped the whole of the airship and given it a good shake. She almost fell with the force of the shudders, and it worsened. Strong arms wrapped around her waist and held her upright. “I’ve got you.” Magda’s voice boomed. “But we must go inside now.”

      Lucinda couldn’t hear mere words. Her attention focused on the heat from Magda’s arms and the body against her back. It warmed her, perhaps more than it should have.

      “Lucinda?”

      “I’m not ready to go yet,” she answered. With as much concentration as she could muster, she drew her attention away from the heat and focused on the vanishing shapes of the isles of the Angles.

      The wind picked up; they had risen even higher. The coat flapped around her legs as though powered by some elemental force, and the cold on her face almost burned. Still, she would not give up the view.

      Below them, the islands were like marks on a map.

      “Amazing,” she whispered, but in the roar of the wind, her words caught in her throat. Then the land disappeared and only the sea and sky remained. Magda’s arms tightened around her and drew her towards the doorway. There beckoned the warm protection of the passenger lounge.

      “Wow.” Lucinda said, once they were inside. The peace and quiet of the lounge seemed deafening in its quietness. “Amazing.”

      “I take it you enjoyed the view.”

      “Thank you, Captain. I am honored to have had such an experience. Can we do the same when we land? I want to see more.”

      Magda helped her remove the borrowed coat, and as if by magic, Boy appeared and took the coat away. He said nothing. He did what needed to be done and then slipped away through the doorway at the rear of the lounge.

      “I will see what I can do,” Magda answered with an unexpected smile. “Now, please, relax here. I have things that require my attention.”

      Lucinda found herself a nice comfortable leather armchair by a window. Boy made her another glass of pink tea and brought it to her side.

      “You like, lady ma’am?”

      “It’s a little spicy, but yes, I like the taste.”

      “Very good, lady ma’am.”

      He pointed to the book on her lap. “You like to read?”

      “Yes,” she answered.

      He nodded. “There is not much to do on a flight. Reading will do you good and help pass the time away.”

      She had to agree, and once he left, she turned her attention to her book.

      She knew the second Magda opened the lounge door. For one thing, Boy rushed out to bring her a drink. Pink tea, Lucinda noted, the colour of the drink a little more intense than the one she drank.

      “There is food for you, my captain,” Boy said.

      “Good, thank you,” she said, and headed straight for the table. She picked up a sandwich and ate each quarter in two bites.

      “A slice of cake, or something sweet, please,” she said. Boy nodded and raced off.

      Once she had eaten, Magda turned her attention to Lucinda. “Miss Ravensburgh, I would like to show you to your cabin, if I may. It is in apparent order and I would like you to ensure the facilities suit your needs.”

      “I appreciate the care, but I do not sleep in places I have not prepared. It can be distressing,” she said.

      “I understand. However, your Amelia provided us with a substantial trunk of linens suitable for your use. The house boys have remade your sleeping cot, laid out your cabin with new essentials, and they wore gloves so as to have limited effect, I think.”

      “My Amelia?”

      “Yes, it would seem an apt description of your attachment to each other,” she said. She strode towards the door. “This way, please.”

      At the end of the corridor, there were several doors. “This is your cabin,” Magda said. She pointed to another. “Whilst you are aboard, that is my cabin. Should you have a problem when I am not on duty, feel free to knock on my door and I will assist in whatever way I can.”

      “Thank you. You say whilst I am aboard that is your cabin?”

      “Indeed. My usual quarters are on a lower deck, but for this trip it would be better to be close.”

      “I see,” Lucinda said.

      “Other doors offer a combination of storage rooms, a couple of guest rooms, and access to service areas. None of those are of much use to you. If you want a guided tour of the ship, I could arrange one for later today. Until then, I would prefer you to stay in the passenger areas. It is for your own safety.” She paused, as though unsure what to say. “I would not wish any misfortune to befall you. These areas are not suitable for civilian personnel.”

      “I thought you were not military.”

      “We aren't, but some of their organisational principles are useful to adopt. Besides, this is a working ship, and it could be a danger to you and a distraction to my staff.”

      “Understood,” Lucinda said.

      Magda opened the door for her and stood back. “The key’s in the lock,” she said. “I believe all of the relevant cases are here. The others are in the cargo hold. Please make yourself at home. I shall be in the passenger lounge shortly.”

      Albeit small, Lucinda’s cabin space contained all she might need. A set of drawers, a single bed, a water basin, and a narrow door through which she could see a tiny shower room and toilet. All of her necessities had been taken care of, though, and even her clothing trunk had been opened, ready for use.

      For the first time since her arrival, Lucinda removed her gloves and stretched her heated fingers in the cool air. She sighed her relief and prepared to extend her senses. She brushed her fingertips over the bed, the linens, and then touched her luggage and the bedside table to make sure. They were safe.

      Moving to the room itself, she brushed her fingers over the bulkheads and the support struts standing proud of the walls. She checked the door and all readily accessible surfaces. After all, she travelled inside a ship, a military one at that, and she did not want to be caught unaware of the events and personalities she might encounter. Her brief touch revealed little more than a ghostly whisper of those who had gone before. The whole cabin contained no great emotion, no stresses for her to fear, and nothing to avoid. She could relax here.

      She washed her hands and wondered about the suitability of changing her attire. She quite liked formal wear, and her skirts were a comfort to her in unfamiliar places. The heavy material wrapped her in a protective blanket and shielded her from inadvertent contact with the world.

      Yet she had lighter clothing, trousers, a waistcoat, and a shirt, if she wanted. She looked inside her trunk and ran her fingers over the luxuriant silk of her shirt, the desire to allow the smooth, slinky comfort against her skin almost overwhelming.

      Lucinda shook her head; wearing trousers might not be acceptable here. Magda might wear trousers, but she wore her position and conservatism with the rigidity of a corset: all black and white, with rigid adherence to rules, and such a strong ethical code that the rest of the world was sure to fall short of her standards. Magda appeared so cool and aloof that Lucinda could not, for the life of her, understand why anyone would want to be so insular and isolated.

      She added a cream to her hands and moisturized her skin to prepare for the drying touch of her gloves. She picked up her gloves and paused. Did she want to wear them all the time? They protected her from casual contact, but here, so high in the sky, she relied on people and machinery for her survival.

      How could she insulate herself from those upon whom she must rely? At home, in the tower, she never wore gloves. She didn’t need to, and they were such a nuisance to wear all the time.

      Lucinda closed her eyes and concentrated on a point on her forehead halfway between the bridge of her nose and her hairline. Opening her inner vision, or her third eye, as some called it, always took an effort. This was not her dominant skill after all.

      She saw nothing at first, simply a grey sheen that overlaid the mundane world. Now she saw only in black and white, with shades of grey for depth. All in all, the world looked ordinary apart from the lack of colour.

      She stretched her focus out beyond her cabin walls, and images grew diffuse and ghostly. A babble of distant voices caught her attention; “pass the wrench,” and other such comments, floated from somewhere, or some-when. It all seemed harmless.

      She closed down her sight and left her cabin. Her gloves remained on the bed.

      Outside, Magda waited for her. “Are you guarding my room?” Lucinda asked.

      “It is time for luncheon, and I thought I’d escort you to the dining area.”

      “How gallant of you.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”
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      As soon as they entered the lounge, Lucinda decided luncheon would be yet another example of Magda’s formality. The table, covered with a fine cotton weave cloth and an assortment of cutlery, indicated the possibility of several courses.

      Magda led Lucinda to her seat, drew back the chair, and made sure of her comfort before she sat at her own place.

      “Are dining times always this formal, Captain?”

      “Only when we have esteemed guests on board,” she replied.

      A young man, just old enough to grow facial hair, brought out two plates of food from the open door at the back of the lounge.

      Lucinda looked at her plate. Cooked fish of some indeterminate kind, lay on a bed of green leafy vegetables that were almost orange at the ends of the stalks.

      “Captain, I am unfamiliar with these items,” she said.

      Magda placed her knife and fork at the edges of her plate and wiped her mouth with a napkin. “Is the food not to your taste?”

      “I don’t know yet. I'd like to know what I am about to eat, though.”

      Magda nodded. “The fish is called porskurin, and it’s found in the northern ice floes. It’s much like cod, but shorter, with a denser flesh, and if overcooked, it is as hard as the ice itself. The greens are called epinack, and it’s a staple of Oceanics. I suppose it’s much like spinach but grown with salted water, and when cooked it loses colour very fast. The orange tip means that it has been cooked for the proper amount of time.”

      Lucinda took a bite. “Salty.”

      “Indeed, and it goes well with the fish.”

      “The East Angles grow a plant called samphire, and the flavour is very similar.”

      “Yes, I have tasted it, and it is most pleasant. We have yet to make it grow aboard a ship with any success.”

      “Are you in contact with your float? Float is the right word, isn’t it?”

      “It is. The float is a collection of ships and boats moored together, and each helps to ensure the stability and strength of the group as a whole.”

      “Like a floating town.”

      “Yes, a town or a floating island. I am impressed with your knowledge of our lifestyle.”

      “There is nothing impressive about it. You now know the sum of all my learning.”

      “More than most, I think. Some believe we live in the sea like fishes.”

      Lucinda chuckled. “If I ask you a personal question, will you answer it?”

      “It would depend on what it is you ask.”

      “When we were outside, you did not seem to feel the cold, and when you caught me, I could feel your warmth through the coat.”

      Magda stilled, and her entire demeanor radiated wariness. “And your query is?”

      “So much heat is not normal, not usual. How do you do it?”

      “You ask interesting questions.” She looked thoughtful for a moment. “The simple answer is that I run hot. I have a high metabolism, I suppose. Whatever it is, I rarely get cold.”

      “That’s not much of a reply, Captain.”

      “It’s all I can give.” She took a sip of water. “Might I be permitted to ask you a question or two?”

      “One question would be fair, but I might not answer as you wish either.”

      “What skills do you possess, exactly? You didn’t explain in the tower, so I ask again. My commander will press you for such knowledge anyway, but it would be useful to know in the short term.”

      “Such a sneaky query, Captain, asking about several subjects all wrapped up as one.”

      Magda smiled, and for once the humour lit her eyes. “Part of being a member of this police force, a detective, if you like, is knowing the right question to ask.”

      “Very well, then I would answer thusly. I possess a little bit of this, that, and the other.”

      “Touché. However, you command a tower, the Rainbow Tower, and as the colour of the tower reflects the nature of the primary, then it is certain you have more abilities than usual. If I could, I would want to know what they are, and whether the commander knows what they are too.”

      “You’re not going to let me off lightly, are you?”

      Magda smiled. “I would not be a good detective if I gave in too readily.”

      “Insofar as the colors of the tower are concerned, yes, I have several abilities.”

      “Other than your ability to read objects. Do you read people as well?”

      “A second question, Captain?”

      “Captain's privilege. Indulge me, please.”

      Lucinda chuckled. She took a mouthful of her fish. “Nice,” she said.

      Magda put her cutlery to one side. She looked as though she waited for more.

      “All right then, I read objects only—anything inanimate, and then only if a strong emotion ties a memory to the object. I couldn’t touch a person and get all of their history, or even a hint of any emotive concerns they might have. That would be mindreading, or empathy, that kind of skill.”

      “You say memory. By this do you mean that the events are recordings of the past?”

      Lucinda thought about her answer for a moment. “Not exactly. When I read an object, a token, it is more than a recording. It is a psychic imprint from a person, usually. This would include auras, sound, vision, physical sensations, and most powerful of all, the emotional memory. Sometimes it includes the imprint of those people close by as well. It can be quite an experience.”

      “Does this work for places, too?”

      “It’s not the same skill, but yes, I can get a feel for places. Sometimes various images come together to give me a broad, but generalised picture.”

      Magda nodded. “And I know you are a blood mage.”

      “My skill with blood is limited to the point of uselessness. I hesitate to call my skills equivalent to those of a blood mage, but I have some skill, and sometimes it helps.”

      “Are you telepathic?”

      “No. As I said, I don’t read people, and certainly not their minds. Although I am able to read auras, so I can get a sense of a person, but it isn’t a strong skill for me either. Other aura readers might gain a different insight than I do.”

      “Commander Morales thinks there are several types of the ‘people’ skills, and they are not all the same,” Magda said. “So you don’t have the people skills, as he calls it?”

      “Not really,” Lucinda answered, and then she bit back any further clarification. Sometimes a woman, and a tower witch, needed to keep her secrets.

      “Interesting.” Magda paused for a moment. “How is your necromancy?”

      “Poor. My powers take me to life, not the dead or the unfeeling.”

      “You are a passionate woman, so it would make sense.”

      Lucinda laughed. “You’ve seen nothing but my best behaviour so far.”

      “Apart from when we first met.” Magda rubbed her cheek.

      “Considering the situation, that was my best behaviour.”

      “Then perhaps it would be better not to get you angry.”

      “I think that’s wise, Captain.”

      “I wonder, knowing your skills, what do you make of me?”

      “As I said, I don’t read people.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t read specifics.”

      “Don’t? Or won’t?”

      Lucinda didn’t answer.

      “You’ve come all this way with me and you haven’t sought to determine the truth of me in any way?”

      “No.”

      “How about my crew?” Magda leaned forward.

      Lucinda knew this to be an important question. “I have tried to take an impression of the ship,” she admitted.

      “Did you now?”

      Lucinda winced. “I didn’t try for specifics, I just wanted to know about the ship. I’m flying high in the sky with nothing more than tin-foil to keep me up here. I needed to be sure of my safety.”

      “And what did you discover?”

      “Nothing to cause me concern.”

      “If you looked, then you read my crew, Lucinda, and you said you don’t read specifics without a request or permission.”

      Lucinda thought for a moment. “Actually, I didn’t. I let my awareness reach out to touch whatever meaning I could. In such circumstances, I only allow myself to determine general impressions of an area.”

      “I have heard that all tower people have some form of precognitive skills. What were you trying for?”

      Lucinda shrugged. “I opened myself to whatever I could. Nothing more.”

      “Can you read my mind?”

      “No. You have already asked about telepathy, and I said I couldn’t.”

      “Have you tried?”

      “No, because it isn’t a skill for me.” Lucinda let out a long drawn out breath. “Captain, my abilities are all about touch, and then I only know about events in the past. My skills look backward in time, not forward.”

      Magda nodded. “I know the tower is important to you and your abilities, so if I asked you to look across the sea to your tower, would you be able to see what happened inside?”

      “No, it doesn’t work that way.” Lucinda shook her head. “I still require contact with the object I'm reading, and I have little to none of the far-seeing skills. That includes precognition, including clairvoyance and clairaudience, and distance viewing. Amelia is an excellent remote viewer, and she is very skilled. There seemed no point to pursuing such skills when she is so much better.”

      “Interesting.” Magda stared at the far wall.

      “Are you disappointed, Captain?”

      “No. Sorry, I was thinking.” She tapped her fingers on the table top for a moment or two, and Lucinda interpreted the brief staccato as a gesture of impatience.

      “And?” Lucinda prompted.

      “Are you finished with your luncheon?” she asked, her question not at all expected.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      Without the need for words, Boy entered the room.

      “We’ll have hot coffee over in the lounge please,” Magda said. Boy said nothing, but raced about picking up plates and cutlery before leaving the room. “Lucinda, let’s sit more comfortably. I would ask something of you.”

      “Of course, Captain,” Lucinda replied. She found her seat on the comfortable armchair. “What is it you require?”

      “I would like you to read my ship, and all the crew.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Read it all. Please.”

      “I told you, I failed earlier.”

      “I want you to try again. Is there anything I can do to assist?”

      “No.”

      “Please, this is important to me.”

      “Very well, Captain. Perhaps if you have something—a token to represent the ship—it might help. I tried a reading of the bulkheads, and I discovered nothing.”

      “How about my logbook? It has been here since the ship first flew.”

      Lucinda did not feel at all confident about this. “I could try to read one of the captains.”

      “Good enough,” she said, and went to fetch the ship’s log.

      It took Magda only a few minutes, not long enough for Lucinda to consider the implications of what she was about to attempt. What did Magda want of her? She would have liked more time rather than be rushed into action.

      “Here it is,” Magda said. She placed a thick book upon Lucinda’s lap.

      Lucinda paused at the intense and direct stare from Magda. There might be something to worry about here after all. She nodded and reached into her bag for a pouch about the size of her hand. From inside that, she removed a rubber-covered bone bar.

      “What is that?”

      “We call this a bite bar.”

      “Really?”

      “It is a precaution, because I am going to open myself up to whatever I can. Sometimes I pick up unexpected things, and as I don’t want to bit my tongue off, this will help protect my mouth.”

      “You could actually harm yourself?”

      “It’s unlikely, I admit, but I have cut myself a few times, and, well, it’s something I have to consider.”

      “Okay,” Magda replied, but she did not sound convinced.

      “Please, take a seat. You might like to look away. It’s not always a pleasant sight.”
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      Lucinda bit down on the bar and ground her teeth until it sat in a comfortable position. She rolled her shoulders, took a deep breath, and gripped the ship’s log in both hands. Nothing happened. If anything, the book, and the emotions associated with it, appeared to be quite nondescript.

      “Goodness, you lot don’t give much away, do you?”

      “What does that mean?” Magda asked.

      “Stiff-backed captains,” Lucinda mumbled. She closed her eyes and began the well-practiced process of considered focus. One by one, she removed extraneous sensations from her thoughts. Hardest of all, she had to ignore the presence of Magda, who seemed to demand her attention even when she did nothing but sit there.

      Lucinda closed her eyes so she did not see anything, but her other senses were not so easy to dismiss. The smells of the room, the book itself, and especially Magda, were too much, and it distracted her. It took several moments to focus her thoughts enough that she could ignore all of the smells and noises around her.

      The world ceased to impose itself on her senses.

      She focused, and the world reduced down to no more than the book in her hands.

      She noted the feel of the leather binding, and the smoothness of the pages within, and ignored them. In the end, only she remained.

      She opened her thoughts, and her perspective shifted. Her narrow focus exploded out in a rush of sensation. She heard, as though from a great distance, the sound of a book falling to the floor. She could feel, with increased awareness, the armchair against her shoulders as her spine arched. The back of the seat pressed against her neck and supported her. Her jaw clenched, and in the midst of her shifting perception, she thanked herself for the foresight to use a bite bar.

      Memories were the least of her problems. They were simple things. At first, she could sense the captains who had come before and that was fine. But the moment she opened herself to the captains, the rest of the crews marched in behind. What assailed her now, in great strength and power, were the minds and personalities of everyone on board. Not just the current crew, but every one of them from the now and every moment of then.

      They swamped her mind with their presence. She wouldn't have thought a book could bring her so much, but it had.

      Hands held her shoulders and supported her as her perception danced through the memories. Spiciness filled her nose again and grounded her.

      When she drew away from the other minds, she opened her eyes so the physical world grew dominant once more. She removed her bite bar and exercised her jaw.

      “Are you all right?” Magda asked.

      “Great spirits, that was a most strange experience. I would never have thought a book would say so much.”

      “And?”

      “There are so many, and I see them.” She rubbed her jaw. “Why did you not tell me there were so many people aboard this ship?”

      Magda shrugged. “It’s a working ship.”

      “And there have been so many more! I didn’t think I could ever read so much from a book. Why is that, Captain?”

      She smiled as if she knew. “I would assume it is because this book is full of everything a captain finds important. That and the fact that we make our crew swear upon the book.”

      “Why?”

      “If anyone causes trouble to the ship, then we can get someone like you to determine the truth of them.”

      Lucinda thought about that for a moment. “Then you have your own psychometrist?”

      “Until today, no, but over the years many have been called to assist us.”

      “I can see the rationale of including a truth-seer applied to something like this. People’s lives depend on the abilities of everyone else. But who would have conceived of such an idea in the first place?

      “The order is very practical, Lucinda.”

      “That much is becoming clearer to me. I wonder, though, how did you get a weather witch to assist you?” she asked. “And you have a blind navigator?”

      “You should see the helmsman,” Magda said. She sounded pleased.

      “You have a lot of gifted people on board, Captain, and there are a few I am not so sure about—”

      “Makes sense, don’t you think, given the order I work for?”

      Lucinda nodded. “Perhaps, but in this world, most have no skill at all. That is the norm, and the gifted are still rare. How could you gather so many, Captain?”

      “They are my people,” she replied, as though the answer were an obvious one.

      “Yours? Are you saying you own them?” As she spoke, a knot of anger settled in her belly. Slavery still existed, even here, and she would have none of it.

      “I don’t own anyone. They are my people, and I must care for them.”

      “Do you think the responsibility for everybody is all yours, Captain?”

      “Not everyone, no, just my people.” Magda looked up, and her pale eyes stared at Lucinda with cold intensity.

      “No one is yours, Captain. No one.”

      “They need me, and if they need me, I must help them.”

      “I don’t understand what you mean.”

      Magda held out her hand. “Take it,” she urged. “Skin to skin.”

      Lucinda thought to refuse at first, but changed her mind. “I’m not good with live people,” she said. “I’m better with objects.”

      “Try,” she persisted.

      When she took Magda’s hand in hers, she prepared for all kinds of thoughts and emotions. Her strength did not lie with people, and so she could never predict what would happen when she touched someone.

      At first, she sensed little other than an awareness of Magda’s hand in hers. She had warm, soft skin, softer than she’d expected. The contact distracted her focus a little, and then she sensed the essence of Magda.

      “Do you sense me?” Magda asked.

      “Yes.”

      Then the essence of Magda disappeared. Yes, she could still feel her hand, but the spirit of Magda, her aura, had vanished.

      “Now what can you sense from me?” she asked.

      “Nothing. How odd. I can feel your touch, and the warmth of your hand, but I can’t sense anything else. Not even your aura. What is this?”

      Magda smiled. “It is who I am,” she said.

      “I’m still no wiser. Who are you? What are you?”

      “I’m Oceanic, and in the float, the community of ships, there is always a null, a negator. Someone who can counter the powers of pretty much anyone.”

      “Is that what you did? You negated all of my senses?” Lucinda noted Magda still held her hand, and Lucinda didn’t want to let go either. “How does this null thing work?”

      “Reach out again. Read my crew.”

      Lucinda looked into Magda’s eyes and nodded. With her senses stretched outward, she used the logbook as her link to the ship and the lives of the crew. She knew who they were, and what they did.

      She noticed when Magda let go of her hand, and then a heartbeat later, the world went blank. She stood in a dark and numbing void. It was not a pleasant sensation at all. She felt as though she had jumped into a vat of ice and lost the better part of her senses. Panic bubbled up in the pit of her stomach.

      “I’m blind,” Lucinda cried.

      “Open your eyes,” Magda said.

      She did as bid and allowed her physical senses to reassert themselves. She could hear the sounds of the ship and the hum of the engines and feel the vibrations through her feet. She could smell the leather of the seats and the remnant of the fish they had eaten for lunch.

      Magda took two steps closer and put her arms around Lucinda. “Steady on. It’s all right now. Relax and open your gifted senses again.”

      Lucinda rested her head upon Magda’s shoulder and let her extra senses resume. “What the hell was that?” she asked.

      “You rely on your special abilities so much that you let your base senses diminish. When I nullify your gifts, you almost have to relearn what the basic senses are.”

      “That sounds like I am going blind.”

      “In a way, you are, but it’s just that you take your gift for granted and rely on it too much.”

      Lucinda made her way to the dining table, her steps unsure. She needed to touch something, something ordinary, but something she could read without too much emotion.

      “My gift as a null is to stop you from sensing me, and I can make that quietening stretch further to include other people,” Magda admitted. “Sometimes people don’t want their abilities. I can give them respite.”

      “Captain, I can hear pain in your voice. Does it hurt you to do this?”

      “No, but it is a hurtful thing, to be cast out.”

      “Would you like to talk about it?” Lucinda asked.

      “No. Not really, but I can tell you this: because of this skill, my family rejected me, and so the whole float would not abide my presence. I am Oceanic, and I cannot be with my people.”

      “Why did they reject you?”

      “Because I couldn’t control my skills. A negator without discipline is useless and perhaps downright dangerous.”

      “How?”

      Magda smiled a cool smile, without humour. “We have a complex society on board the floats, but what we cannot tolerate is anyone out of control.” She frowned as she corrected herself. “Not we. They cannot tolerate.”

      “I understand.”

      “The land is a wild place. There are crazy and wild creatures, more magic, and those with enhanced senses. But on the sea, the changes are tenfold greater, and we need our extra senses to survive.”

      “What did they do? Throw you over board?”

      “Worse. They dumped me on land and announced me landlocked.”

      “Your name,” Lucinda said. “Your name, it’s not a typical float name, is it?”

      “No.”

      “Stoner. Not Oceanic, but one given?” she asked, and tried to look into Magda’s eyes.

      “Yes.”

      “A name of insult?”

      “Insult and rejection.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lucinda mumbled, and she meant it.

      “Don’t be. It isn’t your fault. Have you ever seen an Oceanic float?”

      “No.”

      Magda strode to a small cabinet and opened the front panel. Inside, a rounded Bakelite earpiece dangled from a large hook, and underneath a wooden crank handle protruded from the board. She cranked the handle a few times and waited until she heard a cackle and a hiss through the speakers inside the panel.

      “Tell the navigator to find me a float and fly directly there,” she said into a curved mouthpiece. “Yes, I am more than aware it means we shall travel in the wrong direction. Halfday north? Fine. Make it so.” She looked towards Lucinda as she spoke, and their eyes met. “Put some speed on. Let’s show our passenger how fast we can go.”
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      In spite of frequent checks from the captain, Lucinda found herself alone for much of the day. Boy came and went. He brought her drinks and the occasional plate of nibbles, but stayed only long enough to do whatever he needed to do.

      The relentless and unchanging noises of the flight were difficult to adjust to, at first. She would have liked the near silence of her tower, but in the scheme of things, it was not really a bother. The sounds of the ship weren’t loud or intrusive, just different, and that was enough to interrupt her focus. She also learned to listen to the changes in the engines, too, and although she did not know what it all meant yet, she would after she asked about them.

      She managed to read for a while, but her thoughts turned to the sky, and she stared at a blue so bright it appeared unreal. White, fluffy clouds drifted by, and Lucinda watched the shapes turn into faces or animals as they floated out of view.

      Her attention returned to the journals of the Rainbow Tower. She had studied them many times, and she took comfort in the stories of her ancestors. The troubles of being gifted and how they had overcome such obstacles. Of course, they’d had the tower, which had given them comfort and isolated them as gifted. The earlier years had been laden with trouble, but they had not only survived, they’d thrived.

      Now that she had her book open, she had intended to use this time to include her own reflections in the journal. Her duty demanded that she continue the story of the tower and keep the records current. These were exciting times, and she needed to add her thoughts to the book before they were lost or forgotten.

      Instead of writing, she read and concentrated on the reports of the men and women she considered her betters. Wisdom lay in those words, and they were a great comfort to her. She lost herself, sometimes, and barely noticed the world around her.

      Lucinda stirred from her tome to see Magda, a woman of few words, at the front of the passenger lounge, still and contained. She stood straight and rigid, her hands behind her back, and her gaze fixed through the window and set on a point on the observation deck.

      After a while, Magda pulled out her timepiece, checked the hour, and then tucked it back into her pocket. She turned around and looked in Lucinda’s direction. She did not seem surprised to find Lucinda watching her.

      “Come join me for a while,” she said.

      Lucinda smiled. “Of course.” She rose from her seat and joined Magda at the window.

      “How are you doing? I have not been able to keep you company, and I appreciate your patience at my lack of attention.”

      “I’m fine. I’ve been reading and thinking about where we are going,” Lucinda said.

      “Indeed.”

      “My thoughts often return to the token you sent.”

      “In what way?” Magda asked.

      “For me, everything revolves around this small hummingbird. Is there more you can tell me? If only I could work out what it all meant, then I might interpret the whole scene in a different way. That might be more useful.”

      “We don’t know much. We found it at the scene, and that is all we have. Until you confirmed that it was related to the blood, we had nothing.”

      “I can’t see a simple answer to the scene until I’ve been to see everything for myself. Even then, I can’t promise anything.”

      “We know, but any help or insight will be much appreciated.”

      Lucinda sighed. “I have to admit, the thought of all that blood is not a pleasant one.

      “Spilt blood never is something to look forward to.”

      “Of course it isn’t, but someone has to find out what happened and make sure it doesn’t recur.”

      “Yes, we must,” Magda agreed.

      They stood together, almost shoulder to shoulder. The silence sat well with Lucinda, and she hoped that the captain didn’t mind either.

      Magda cleared her throat. “Lucinda, we’re starting our descent. It will be slow.”

      “How can you tell?”

      She looked nonplussed. “Because I am the captain of this vessel, and this is what I have ordered.”

      “No, I mean, you have been standing at the front here for a good few minutes without contact.”

      “Right. When the ship changes course, speed, or altitude, I can detect the changes in the engines through sound and the vibration in my feet.”

      Lucinda listened for a moment. “I see, yes. I can hear the changes, but I didn’t know what it meant.”

      Magda nodded. “You learn to listen and understand more about the ship with every flight. There comes a time when you can tell when something isn’t right by the noises you hear.”

      “That would be scary, I’d have thought.”

      “Not really. All captains recognise how their ship sounds and works,” she answered.

      “Then I hope we never hear anything amiss.”

      Magda nodded. “As we descend, the air pressure will change, and you will need to clear your ears again.”

      Lucinda’s ears grew thick almost the moment Magda spoke. She swallowed hard, something popped, and her hearing improved. “Goodness, it does help.”

      “Would you like to watch as we approach the float?”

      “Yes, I would.”

      “It is a small example, but it is the closest one to us. If we wanted to see a more substantial one, then we’d have to travel a long way to the north, or an even further distance south. Floats tend to stay away from coastal traffic, especially to and from the Angles. For obvious reasons.”

      “Obvious reasons, Captain?”

      “Land people do not like Oceanics and, given a choice, kill us on sight. The Angles, being almost halfway across the Oceania Granda, are a great stopping off point between the two major continents. The chances of Oceanics meeting the landlocked is therefore higher than anywhere else.”

      “Why is there such animosity?”

      “Because we ‘take their fish.’”

      “That's ridiculous, there are plenty of fish in the sea.”

      “Yes, how logical of you. Most land people are not so wise. They think everything belongs to them.”

      “That’s just silly. There must be more to it than that.”

      “They fear us, Lucinda, because we embrace the gifts of Mother Earth, and you know how fickle people can be with the gifted ones.”

      Lucinda noted the use of her first name, but she said nothing. Progress had been made, and she didn’t want to draw attention to the change.

      “I understand.” Her tower had become a sanctuary for those who needed protection. “In the Angles, being a part of a tower can protect us.”

      “I have heard of that, but I don’t know the details,” Magda said.

      Lucinda nodded. “For a start, we have the Tower Laws in the Angles to protect us.”

      “And will the laws really protect you and the gifted from those who fear you?”

      “So far, yes, but if folk decide to blame us for all their ills, then they would discover the true protection of our Mother.”

      “And that is what, exactly?”

      Lucinda could not explain the workings of the towers, not to someone outside of them. Although with a commander like Quentin Morales as her superior, Magda couldn’t be completely naïve. She chose to avoid the issue for the moment. “What do you know of the towers?” she asked.

      “Very little, really. I only know what I am told,” Magda admitted. “Sometimes my commander is not the most communicative. He possesses a great deal of knowledge and so many plans, but he rarely explains what they are.”

      “Quentin can be quite obtuse at times.” Even after all these years, Lucinda remembered Quentin quite well. Grand ideas and complex theories passed with such rapidity through his mind that he often forgot to let anyone know what they were. When he did, he assumed everyone understood his thinking process as well as he did.

      “I could not comment,” Magda said.

      “Never mind Quentin and what he might or might not know. The towers are a physical manifestation of the covenant between Mother Earth, the Great Spirit, and her people. She protected us from the Fall, and she continues to protect the earth through the gifted and the towers.”

      “That I understand. There is more to it than that I think. I don’t think you will give me details, though,” Magda said. Before she could say more, her attention turned to a green light that flickered near the door. It flashed twice and went out.

      “What does that mean?” Lucinda asked.

      “It means that we are at a safe level to go out to the observation deck.”

      “Wonderful.”

      “Let me get you a coat and we can step outside.”

      “Thank you, because from here the observation deck looks positively arctic.”

      “It is,” Magda agreed.

      

      Lucinda again wrapped herself in Magda’s greatcoat. It seemed heavy and hot whilst they were in the lounge, but that changed as soon as Magda opened the door and helped her outside.

      Ice melt dripped from the balustrade, and above her, the rimy, frost-covered balloon glittered and glowed like a bauble beside an open flame.

      Lucinda stared at the wet deck. “Is this slippery?” she asked.

      “No, it should be safe to walk on. We have water pipes under the decking, and as we descend we use hot water to defrost the wood. Better wet than icy.”

      “How thoughtful,” Lucinda said.

      “Practical,” Magda countered.

      “It’s freezing cold out here.”

      “Bracing is the word. Shall we?”

      Lucinda wrapped her hand around Magda’s arm and together they strolled to the front of the deck. Lucinda thought, as they stood at the prow of the gondola, that it felt pretty much as she would have expected on an ocean-going ship, apart from the balloon above them. She wondered if that explained why they called it an airship.

      Her thoughts stopped when a gust of frigid air blustered across the deck, and only Magda’s arm stopped her from being pushed about by the force of it. Sunlight warmed one side of her face, and the other froze in the shade and the bitter wind. “It’s so cold out,” she said.

      “Yes, I know, but it’ll warm up soon, I promise.”

      “Will it? You said it would when we were inside, but I see no sign of warmth yet.”

      “As we descend, the wind will lessen. That itself will make it seem warmer. Before long you’ll find it comfortable. You must be careful of the sun, though. You will sunburn very easily.”

      “You didn’t say anything about sunburn when we took off. Why is it an issue now?”

      “We started out earlier in the day, when the heat of the sun didn’t reach us. Besides, we weren’t out for long,” she answered.

      “I see,” Lucinda said.

      “And don’t forget to clear your ears as the pressure changes.”

      “I’ll remember,” Lucinda responded.

      “Look,” Magda said, and pointed northwards. In the distance, between the dark iron of the sea and the blue of the sky, a smudge of black came into view. “We’ll drop a little more altitude. Not much, though. We do not wish to alarm the float.”

      “How high are we?”

      “We’re about two thousand feet up, but we’re descending. The air is a little thin here, but we’ll drop to half that as we approach. We could fly lower still, but the float might view us as approaching on an attack line and react accordingly.”

      “Why would they do that?”

      “Why wouldn’t they if they thought we showed hostile intent?”

      “Could we go lower if they permitted it?”

      “Perhaps. If we negotiated with them. But in all honesty, Miss Ravensburgh, we are not here to terrify a small float.”

      “That’s a good point. If we get just a little closer, I think I’ll have had my curiosity assuaged.”

      Lucinda closed her eyes and took a deep breath of the cool air. The touch of the sun’s rays warmed her face, and she closed her eyes and enjoyed the moment.

      She focused her attention on the float, and the sense of people, many people, came to mind. She sensed curiosity, too. They wondered, she supposed, why such a grand ship as Verity was flying towards them.

      “You should use these.” Magda held out a pair of viewing lenses, but at the last moment she pulled the glasses away.

      “Captain?”

      “You have no gloves,” Magda said.

      Lucinda stared at her hands as though guilty. “It will be all right, I’m sure.”

      “If you think so,” Magda said as she passed her the lenses.

      Lucinda held the glasses and considered the weight of them in her hands.

      “Raise them up and use that slide there to adjust the focus,” Magda said.

      As soon as she looked through the glasses, the float appeared much closer, although blurred. She adjusted the slider as instructed, until the float jumped into focus.

      “Goodness,” she said. “It looks so fragile. Just a few boats and ships roped together. Are those plants between them?”

      “Yes. The plants are important as a source of food.”

      “Fascinating.”

      “The structure itself, though, is much stronger than it looks. The hub of the float is made up of three or so central craft, and they are moored to each other with steel cables. Other ships fan out from there in cross-linked legs, until the whole thing looks like a giant starfish.”

      “Oh yes.”

      “Each ship sails between the legs and joins with whatever ship is next to them. All are linked with the others, in a way, to give them strength and stability, but if anything happens to any portion of the float, it can break apart so it does not risk anyone else.”

      “Even so, it looks fragile to me, floating there, so exposed. Any sign of trouble and the whole lot will sink.”

      Magda laughed. “We are not so weak that we would sink so easily.”

      “We?”

      “Oceanics,” she replied, but Lucinda saw the twitch of her eyes. “Besides,” Magda continued, “if there is trouble, the ships release each other, and they sail in all directions. A scattering effect. We might lose a few ships, but most survive.”

      “It sounds sad, to sacrifice people and consider it a valid option.”

      “Lucinda, we are at sea. It is a harsh environment, and survival here is not always a promise. Losing a few to save the many is a price everyone knows they must pay.”

      “Then why stay?”

      “We are our own people. Our rules.”

      Lucinda nodded. “I understand.” She put down her viewing glasses and let the experience of this time and place wash over her.

      The float, although she had seen it and sensed the people aboard, still remained an unknown to her. Unknowable, even.

      As she considered this, a sense of wrongness pulled at her. “Can you feel that?” she asked.

      “Feel what?” Magda asked.

      “Something is wrong.” Lucinda turned and scanned the horizon. She stopped when she faced the southeast, almost the way they had come.

      “What’s that?” she asked, and gestured to the area that had caught her attention.

      Hundreds of fish. They flashed silver and blue with a dash of red as they jumped out of the water. They seemed to hang in mid-air before they sank back into the sea. They must have been the size of horse-drawn carriages, and yet they moved with such graceful ease that Lucinda thought she could watch them forever.

      “Bugger!” Magda swore, and raced inside to the telephony unit.

      “What’s up?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda didn’t answer but cranked the handle of the unit with such force that Lucinda feared she might break something.

      “Answer, dammit!” Magda yelled into the mouthpiece. She banged the hardwood cover several times and cranked the handle once more.

      “Finally!” she bellowed. “Look east sou’east.” In the pause after Magda had finished speaking, Lucinda could hear a tinny sound, more like static than speech. Magda nodded her head. “Yes. Yes. Looks like a big one. And the float…Yes, I know, look anyway. Have they a negator?” she asked and tapped the side of the unit with impatience. “I don’t care what you think. Signal them. Fast.” Her voice softened then. “Please. Warn them.”

      “What’s the matter?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda turned towards her. “Blaarfisken,” she said, and pointed out to sea. “Those beauties are called Blaarfisken, a giant leaping shark, and the float hasn’t seen them.”

      “Is that a problem, Captain?”

      “Yes. Yes, it is. It means there’s trouble on the way,” she answered. “A lot of trouble.” She paused as she started to turn away. “Lucinda, can you search the float? Do they have a null on board anywhere?”

      “I can try,” Lucinda answered, and she focused her thoughts. “I don’t think they have, though. I sense people, normal people, and there are no dead spots in the aura field.”

      “Damn. That explains why they are this close to the fishing fields of the land-borne. They don’t have the skills for deep ocean yet,” she said. She turned away and raced from the deck and through the lounge.

      Magda dashed through one of the service doors, and Lucinda followed. She paused when they reached a set of wide steps that led down to a short hall under the passenger lounge. Then steps down again. She followed Magda and tried to keep her in sight, yet she maintained a more appropriate and sedate pace.

      The flight deck looked compact for all it contained. Around the dark wood walls, there were several workstations covered with brass-rimmed dials, lights, and assorted display panels. Several men and women stood at these stations, their gaze intent upon their duties.

      Yet, of all the interesting features in the room, the window grabbed her attention. Small panes of glass, side by side, turned the whole of the front, parts of the sides and even part way around the floor, into one giant view window. Through this, she could see almost all of the world below and to the front of the ship.

      Several people sat at a long workstation in front of the windows. Magda threw herself into a seat in the middle of the room. “What’s happening?” she barked.

      “Blaarfisken confirmed,” a young man answered. Slim, almost emaciated, he sounded confident and assured.

      “I know, Isgul, I saw,” Magda said.

      The boy turned around to face them, and although Lucinda had already felt the presence of the blind navigator, the reality of this eyeless young boy was strange nonetheless. She stared at him, and although he shouldn’t have been able to see her, he smiled as if he did.

      “There is no sign of a null on the float, Captain,” an older woman rasped.

      “Damn.” She drummed her fingers on the armrest. “Reduce altitude. I need you to go as low as you can. Isgul, get as close to them as you can.”

      “Captain, that is—”

      “Do it,” Magda interrupted. “And override the safety locks to the main doors.”

      She unfastened her dress uniform with such haste she threatened to break the buttons.

      “Aye, Captain. What are you gonna do?” asked a mature man with a beard to his chest.

      “Koryk,” she said, and shook her head. “Listen up, and you must follow these orders without question. Go as low and as close as you dare to the float. I shall go and help if I can. As soon as I have left the ship, do not hold low. Increase altitude and rise in a safe and secure fashion until you are out of danger. You must get out of the way, and you must not be harmed. Take Lucinda to the commander and complete the mission. Those are your orders. Do you understand?”

      “Aye, Captain, aye,” her crew responded.

      “Good. Let’s do this.” She threw her coat over a chair. “And you, Miss Ravensburgh, should find a safe place, perhaps your cabin, until this is done.”

      “Right,” she agreed. She didn’t move.

      Koryk stared at a set of dials on the helm controls. “We need six minutes to reach a safe altitude, Captain.”

      Magda checked her timepiece. “Six minutes it is.” She turned around then and raced back the way they had come.

      “What are you going to do?” Lucinda asked as she followed to the passenger entrance doors. The same ones they had entered when she had arrived.

      “Save them,” Magda answered, and kicked off her boots.

      Boy joined them. “No, Captain. You must not do this. You will die.”

      Magda smiled at the boy as she dropped her trousers. “Perhaps. But it might save more than me. It will be a good trade. Their lives for mine.”

      “No, Captain!” He reached for her arm, but she shook her head.

      “I must.” She looked at her watch, and stared for a moment. “Open the doors, Boy, and close them as soon as I leave.”

      “But, Captain—”

      Magda held up one hand to silence him. “Look after our passenger and ensure she gets to the commander.”

      “But—”

      “You must follow my orders.” She removed her shirt and threw it to the floor. Now she stood in nothing more than tight-fitting undershorts and a tight undervest. The view left little to the imagination but highlighted broad shoulders, a slim waist, and flat stomach. Magda’s strong and muscular arms and legs were, to Lucinda’s eyes, a sight worth looking at, and she did not turn away.

      Boy handed Magda a long knife, and its heavily serrated edge glinted in the light. She checked her timepiece one more time and then dropped it onto her shirt.

      “Now,” she said, and put the knife between her teeth.

      Boy opened a single door, rather than both of them. The smell of the sea filled the hallway, and the wind roared through the narrow opening and into the ship.

      At that, Magda exploded into action and charged towards the open doorway. Every muscle in her body clenched and released with each stride. At the edge of the ship, she leaped up and out, her arms outstretched, her entire form streamlined into a perfect line as she dived into the air and then down.

      “What the hell!” Lucinda exclaimed, and she raced back to the flight deck in time to watch Magda’s dive finish as she entered the sea. Then she saw no more.

      Silence filled the cabin, and the crew stared forward, eyes wide, some of them with mouths agape. From their expressions, they had watched their captain jump to her death. Maybe they had.

      “Can’t we do something?” she asked.

      “No, ma’am,” a woman with blue skin said. “We have our orders.”

      “We must help,” Lucinda insisted. “Or they will all die.”

      Isgul put his arm around her. “There is nothing more we can do.”

      “And as your captain risks herself, no one else will help?” she asked.

      “We have our orders. We will rise, we will watch, and we will pray.”

      “No!” Lucinda exclaimed. “You can’t leave her. You can’t do nothing. There are people who need help.”

      None of the crew answered. They ignored her. She opened her inner eye and felt the souls racing about the ships below. Purpose, great determination, and fear filled their actions. She could sense that much, and then she felt nothing. Absolute silence. Hope flared inside her breast. Magda had reached the ships, and she’d unfurled her skill with such power that she’d wrapped the whole float in psychic invisibility. As far as Lucinda could tell, with her mind’s eye at least, they ceased to exist.

      Her inner perceptions now dead, Lucinda resorted to her normal senses. In other words, she had been blinded by reality. She ground her teeth in frustration. Helpless, that was what they were, and it did not sit well with her.

      At first, nothing happened. Then ships and boats surged outward, as though repelled from their center. Sails unfurled, and the wind took those boats away from the others. The powered ships took much longer to respond, but they moved and chugged from the center, albeit with little speed. Smaller vessels, driven by the power of the arms pulling their oars, overtook some of the larger ships, but there were too many that made too little progress.

      To the east, Lucinda watched as the fish leapt high out of the water.

      “Blaarfisken,” the woman with the blue skin said. “They are too close. They haven’t got enough time to get away.”

      “Can’t we distract the fish?” Lucinda suggested. “To give them more time?”

      “Not really,” Isgul answered.

      “Why don’t you shoot the fish? You must have weaponry.” she suggested.

      “We have weapons, but I’m not sure any of them will help,” Isgul said.

      Lucinda looked at the crew. There were seven in total within the confines of the flight deck. Isgul, the blue-skinned woman, two men who looked identical, an old matron whose old skin rolled from her jowls in folds, and at the helm, a young woman with dark hair. She looked familiar from the back, but she didn’t turn around. Last was a chap in the corner who paid them no attention.

      At her side stood the mature man. She thought Magda had called him Koryk, but she wasn’t sure of that. He stared at Lucinda as though he wasn’t sure whether he should recognise her presence or ignore her.

      “Will you leave her to die out there?” Lucinda asked. Her voice sounded harsh even to herself.

      “She gave orders, and we must follow them,” Koryk answered.

      “Did she order you to stand around and watch everyone die?” she asked. When no one answered, she continued. “If I were the kind of captain who risked my life for people I didn’t know, then I’d be warmed to my soul to know the people I trusted would be there to help me when I needed them. I would hope someone had my best interests at heart, and that they would do for me what I would do for others.”

      Boy slipped into the room as she spoke. “We wouldn’t be here at all if not for you,” he muttered. “We wouldn’t be on some fool run to see a float when we had things to do.”

      “And then the float would be consumed with no hope at all.” She shrugged. “What’s done is done. We are here, your captain is in trouble, and we should do what we can.”

      Boy looked away.

      Lucinda turned to the old woman. “Weather Witch, can you do something?”

      The old woman looked at her. “Call me Matilda. And no. I sense the weather, but cannot control it.”

      “I doubt that very much. You are powerful. What about a little wind, then?”

      “Wind won’t bother fish, ma’am,” Isgul said.

      “Perhaps.” Lucinda ground her teeth together. “Look,” she raised her voice so no one could ignore her, “we need to work together here. I need to know who is who, and what you do, if we are to have any chance of saving Magda. Are you going to help or not? And if not, show me where your guns are, and I will shoot the buggers myself.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      “When Captain Stoner isn’t here, who is in charge?” Lucinda asked the crew.

      No one answered.

      “Might as well beat my head against the wall,” she grumbled.

      In spite of his obvious irritation, Boy spoke. “I will introduce them,” he said, and pointed to the two identical blond men in leather clothing. “The twins, Jyg and Jayg. They don’t speak to anyone, but they determine ballast and elevation.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Just think of it as up and down,” the boy answered.

      Lucinda faced them anyway, and they stared at her with pale, emotionless eyes. “Jyg, Jayg, pleased to meet you.”

      “They also deal with rudder control and all kinds of other controls. It’s considered a three-person job, but they do all of it on their own.”

      He gestured to the emaciated young man. “This is Josiah Isgul, our Navigator. He directs us in the air, and wherever he says to go, we go.”

      “Just Isgul is fine,” he said. He wiped his hands down the thighs of his three-quarter length pants and offered his hand. “Ma’am.”

      “Isgul, then,” Lucinda repeated.

      Boy pointed to the blue-skinned woman. Dressed in a pale green shift, she looked the least likely person to be anywhere near helm controls. “Valara Vambouy is an Oceanic of the far south.”

      Valara held up her hand and stretched her fingers apart so the webbing could not be mistaken.

      “Hello, Loosyindar,” she said, stretching her vowels and making Lucinda's name sound strange and exotic. “I fly this.”

      “Pleased to meet you, I’m sure. Captain Stoner is Oceanic too, isn’t she?”

      “Yes,” Boy answered.

      “She is nort,” Valara added. “I am sout’.”

      Lucinda wondered if the difference between north and south should mean something. If it did, no one explained it to her. Magda, all pale, looked like she had been carved from the ice itself. Valara and her blue skin evoked the blue of open sea. Lucinda had to wonder if there were other differences between them?

      The woman next to Valara wore leather clothing, with a blade across her back. She seemed familiar. When she turned around, Lucinda recognised her straight away. “Ascara.”

      “Ma’am.” She wore the same tight leathers she had outside the tower, and looked the most aggressive of them all. Perhaps because she had that slim-bladed sword attached to her back. It seemed inappropriate on an airship, yet it looked as though the blade formed an integral part of her uniform.

      “This is Ascara of Gidhera,” Boy supplied.

      Lucinda let the name percolate through her thoughts until her brain threw up the information she sought. “Gidhera is in Ama’Sota. Are your people mountain-side, or desert?”

      Ascara looked almost surprised at the question. “You know of my home?

      “Not really. I know basic geography, is all. I think Gidhera is the desert by the mountains?”

      “Yes.” Ascara narrowed her eyes. “I am Ulfhaed by birth.”

      Lucinda shook her head. “I am afraid that means little to me, but I would be pleased to hear more when we are less pressed.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Ascara answered.

      The man with the grey beard spoke then, his voice deep and gravelly. “Ascara is also in charge of destruction.”

      Lucinda turned her attention to him now that he’d spoken. He had that no-nonsense rugged look. All he needed was an eyepatch, and then he’d look like a stereotypical pirate.

      “I am Koryk, first officer in the absence of our Captain,” he said.

      “Then I should defer to you,” Lucinda said.

      “Yes,” he agreed, “and I must first implement Captain Stoner’s orders. To the letter. No matter what we might wish to do, it would be against those orders.”

      “Well,” Lucinda said as she thought, “she is not here now, and if she does not survive, then she will not be here to berate you, either. I think I’d rather have her angry with me than dead. How about you?”

      Koryk stared at her with dark eyes. He said nothing for a moment, and then he turned to the crew. “You heard the woman,” he bellowed. “Matilda, please think of a way to turn the wind to favor the sailboats of the float.”

      “On it,” she whispered, and when Lucinda looked in her direction, the old woman smirked.

      “Ascara,” he called out, “I need you to get weapons ready for combat. No harpoons. We don’t want to catch anything we can’t run from. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir!” she replied.

      “Jyg, Jayg. You know what we need.”

      The twins nodded.

      “And Valara?”

      “Yesiree,” came her sibilant reply.

      “You will fly like it is your own wings driving us out of the way.”

      She nodded.

      Koryk looked at Lucinda, his dark eyes bright. “There you go. We have it covered.”

      Lucinda tried to smile, but she felt that it was probably more of a grimace than anything containing humour. “Then let’s do it, shall we?”

      “You might want to hold on to something. This is going to get rough.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “No, you won’t.” He pointed at a chair, and like all the others, the leather bucket seat had been bolted to the floor. “You can watch just as well from there.”

      “Fine. If that’s the best seat in the house,” she said, and sat down.

      “Right, you lot. Get to it,” he roared, and the sirens and klaxons started. A young man sat at the collection of dials and lights in the corner and spoke into a ball of metal that had to be a microphone. As he started to speak, she could hear his words echoing throughout the ship.

      “Battle stations. All hands. Battle stations.”

      On top of that albeit distant sound, Koryk bellowed more orders. “Blaarfisken sighted. Target and shoot ballistae. All of them. Make them count.”

      “Aye, sir,” Ascara answered. “My gunners know what they must do and they will do it.”

      “Matilda, have you wind for the boats yet?” Koryk asked.

      “On the way,” she replied.

      “Any sign of other activity?”

      “None,” the blind navigator said

      “Well, let’s hope it remains so.”

      Lucinda watched the sea, the ships, and the crew with fascinated interest. In spite of their earlier reticence, they worked together with crisp movements and words and controlled the ship with stunning efficiency. She left them to do their thing, tuning them out as she watched huge bolts, like arrows the size of pikes, speed out from locations she could not see. They flew with such accuracy that they swiftly reduced the number of leaping sharks to none.

      “Fantastic job,” she said, and clapped her hands. She grinned. “Bloody marvelous.”

      “Hold your praise.” Koryk said, and he frowned. “Matilda, please use the wind to fill as many sails as you can. Maybe we can save some of them. And Jyg, Jayg, increase altitude by two hundred feet and hold.”

      “What’s the matter?” Lucinda asked as she noted the dour faces around the room.

      The whole room paused.

      “Why are you stopping?” she asked.

      Koryk stared at her, but he spoke to the twins. “Increase altitude by a further two hundred feet.” To Lucinda, his voice sounded tired. “Miss Ravensburgh, ma’am, we have done all we can to assist.” He turned his attention to the windows and stared ahead. “One or two ships might even survive, which is more than could be said before you spoke so forcibly to us.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He moved next to her and pointed out the viewing window. In the distance, the sea roiled and churned. The colour of the waters moved from blue-grey to brown, streaked with bright purple. Huge bubbles burst and splashed dozens of feet into the air. Fish, thousands of them, all sizes, shapes, and colors, raced around the rising turbulence, as though powering a great vortex.

      In the center of the calm eye of the spinning whirlpool, something, and Lucinda could not describe what it was, started to raise itself out of the sea. It was covered in lumps and bumps, and even from this great distance, it looked like something made of putrid slime.

      A number of long and monstrously large limbs stretched out of the water. Some shot straight into the air, others splashed about in a frenzy, and still others waved around as though sending a welcome to the ship in the sky.

      “What on this good earth is that?”

      “Those are the rising arms of the kraken. It has the scent of the float, and it will consume both the fish and the float in its passing,” Koryk answered. “They don’t stand a chance.”

      “Hell, no,” she whispered. “Is there nothing we can do?”

      “Nothing,” he answered.

      “Why does it go to the float?” Lucinda persisted.

      “It detects the life of people.”

      Does it? Lucinda’s thoughts raced. When she had searched for the float, there had been a couple of anomalies. She’d paid no attention to them at the time because it didn’t really matter. Now it did. The float contained gifted people “Koryk, does the beast chase people or the magic of the gifted?”

      Koryk faced her. “Who knows?” He shrugged his ignorance. “Maybe you should raise that with Commander Morales or the other tower witches. It might save lives one day.”

      Lucinda nodded. “I will. For now, can we make that thing change course, away from the people?”

      “No,” Koryk said.

      “We have to do something!” The sight of the doomed ships below urged her on. She couldn’t just sit here and do nothing.

      “Such as?” Koryk asked. He watched her closely. “Give me something, anything, and I will do what I can to save those people, and the captain, below.”

      “Our gifts,” Lucinda answered. “I think…” She paused, her thoughts coalesced as she spoke. “Oceanics use nulls, I think, to stop their gifts from being detected. Once they’re blocked, there's nothing to attract the beast. Am I right, Valara?”

      “Yes,” she answered.

      “Then we can call it with my gift. I will call it. That’s if you can lead it away and still keep us from being lunch?”

      His brown eyes furrowed in thought. “It is possible, I imagine.”

      “What if I sat at the prow, in the open, and used my senses to call it. Could we outrun it?”

      “It is worth a try.” He looked to each member of the crew in turn. Each one nodded. “Then we will do it. But you need to be at the stern.”

      “Where?”

      He grinned. “On the ship’s back side. You will be on a shooting platform.” He turned to Ascara. “Ascara, take Miss Ravensburgh and make her secure with rope and whatever else you might devise. Make sure nothing befalls her. Nothing. If some ill happens to her, no matter how minor, you are going to wish the kraken gets us before our captain does.”

      “If she survives?” Ascara said.

      He nodded. “Let’s assume she will.”

      “Aye, aye,” Ascara responded. She grinned, though. “This way, please, ma’am. We do not have time to waste.”
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      Lucinda discovered, as they raced through the ship, just how fast and efficient Captain Stoner’s crew could be. No sooner had they left the flight deck and rushed along a corridor than the whole ship started to shake and vibrate.

      “What’s that?” Lucinda asked.

      “The engines and everything,” Ascara replied.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Verity is now a warship. The large guns and canons are on the move to adjust for this rather unusual battle. We must rush.” Ascara urged Lucinda up stairs, down ladders, and along corridors and narrow passages until they came to a small door.

      “Here we are. The spotter’s gallery,” Ascara said. Outside, they stood on a section of decking, no more than two-feet square, that protruded from the rear.

      Ascara grabbed a coil of rope, wrapped it around Lucinda’s waist, and secured her to several metal rings attached to the body of the ship.

      “What’s that for?” Lucinda asked.

      “To make sure you don’t fall off,” Ascara answered.

      “Could that happen?”

      “Not with me here.”

      The silver balloon above cast the small deck area into shadow. “What a view from here. I can see parts of Verity I did not know existed, and it is quite beautiful.”

      Propellers on the ends of long metal struts bristled from the sides, pipes and tubes whose functions she couldn’t fathom jutted out in every direction. Shuttered areas, windows she assumed, lined the stern face of the gondola.

      Ascara pointed to either side of their little gallery stand. “Those are the rear gun ports, and there are other ports that run around the whole of the ship. We have weaponry everywhere.” As she spoke, something akin to glee shone in her eyes. “As I said, this is the spotter post and the spotter relays distances and details to the gunners. If we find a good line of fire, we’ll open all the ports. Cover your ears if we do.”

      “I’m not so sure about this.” Lucinda said.

      “You’ll be fine. It’ll be loud, that’s all.”

      Doubt filled Lucinda’s mind. “I’m not sure about being the bait anymore. It might not work.”

      “A tasty morsel like you?” Ascara winked. “They’ll be racing to get at you.”

      “That’s what I fear,” Lucinda grumbled.

      Ascara laughed. “We will fly as low as we can, let the damned beast get a scent of you, and then we’ll hightail out of it. Do you have good legs?”

      “What have my legs got to do with it?” she asked.

      “Feet apart and keep your knees loose.” Ascara grinned. “I’ll get two guards to keep you company.” Ascara smiled then, and kissed Lucinda on the cheek. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For giving us hope, and something to do. I won’t forget it.”

      Lucinda smiled back. “Go help fly the ship, or whatever you do. Let’s show this beast that has chosen to mess with the wrong people.”

      Left alone, Lucinda tried not to think too hard about the upcoming contest. She did not know these people, and yet she had talked them into a battle she had no idea they could win.

      The ship lurched, and the jolt beneath her feet jarred her so hard she lost her train of thought. Get a grip, Lucinda, get a grip.

      She stood with her back against the ship and stared out. The empty sea stretched in all directions. It took some time to realise that the ship had started to turn in a large and lazy circle. Vibrations underfoot increased, and she knew that they had increased speed.

      Her heart began to pound. They would do this, and she would be the bait. She would dangle herself, psychically rather than physically, over the edge. She was a worm, and they were off fishing.

      “Oh, Mother, I hope this ship moves faster than the beast does,” she said to the sky above. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Doubts had no place here. The crew would do what they needed to do, and she would do her own part.

      First she needed to make contact with her tower so that she would have her powers boosted. With the tower she would be a more than bait enough for this beast.

      She stretched out her senses and called across the water. Nothing happened. Nothing! She couldn’t feel her tower at all.

      “Dear Mother!” When had that happened? How would she manage without the tower to aid her?

      Lucinda took a deep breath. She had to do this. She had been the one to stir them to action, now she must do her best to help them.

      “Dear Mother,” she called out. “Don’t abandon us. We need you now. We need all the help we can get to save them.”

      Doubt clouded her mind. How could she manage, towerless? She closed her eyes, blocked out the world, and searched her mind and heart.

      I am Lucinda Ravensburgh, and I am enough. I must be, she reminded herself. I have my own power, and I am not so weak as to only function at the behest of others.

      That thought sat well with her. For too long she had relied on her tower and hidden herself in her position there. Today she would rely on herself, and she would do all she could.

      She looked inside, gathered her strength and the essence of herself. When she opened her eyes, she stood tall and straight. She would prevail. There were no doubts now.

      Her own power answered her call. Every cell of her being crackled into life, and her entire body thrummed with the life and strength of her will. Around her, the air began to glisten and shine, and she called energy from everywhere she could. That was not normal.

      She heard the door open, and Ascara walked to her side. “What the hell is that?” Ascara asked.

      “Me,” Lucinda growled. “I thought you were flying the ship?”

      “I have done what I must, and now my place is here,” Ascara answered.

      “Then beware, because I do not know what power I call here,” she said.

      “I came to tell you we are coming about and we shall fly straight over the kraken.

      “I know,” Lucinda said. She turned to one side and sniffed the air. “I can feel the beast. Not well, but I know it is there. Let me see if I can gain its attention.”

      She shifted her attention to consider the beast and extended her thoughts and senses outward. And felt the kraken reach out to her. Without effort, their minds collided.

      The truth of the beast seeped into her mind in bubbles of thought so strange she struggled to make sense of it all. The kraken searched, they all did, for anyone like her, or anyone touched by a gifted one. A part of her recoiled at the alien nature of the beast, and her power faltered.

      Her thoughts touched the beast, and the beast’s mind touched hers. Their thoughts came together in strange agreement and unexpected clarity. If she had any sense, she would tell the crew to increase their altitude and speed away until she never had to go near such a beast ever again.

      Fear gripped her thoughts with tentacles of ice. Her knees turned to jelly, and when a pair of arms circled around her waist to hold her up, she didn’t resist and pulled her thoughts away from the beast.

      She opened her eyes to find Ascara staring at her with dark and intense eyes.

      “All right?”

      Lucinda nodded.

      “My job is to ensure you’re safe, and right now I think you need me to be here. Good job I did not leave your safety and security to someone else. I knew it would be best if I did it myself.”

      Lucinda tried to smile, but she had about as much chance of controlling her mouth as she did her knees. “I saw it,” she croaked, her throat and mouth as dry as sawdust. “I saw it all.”

      Ascara nodded. “I understand, brave lady of the tower. You have seen what is our greatest fear, the beast of beasts.”

      “The kraken? Have you seen one?”

      “No. You do not see the kraken and live.”

      “Someone did, otherwise who would warn others?”

      Ascara looked thoughtful. “Wise and brave, tower woman. I admit I have seen one, or the hint of one, but from a great distance.”

      “Do you know how big it is?”

      “Yes, from legend, but the stories don’t do this great one much justice.”

      “I am not aware of any legends,” Lucinda said.

      “The arms are hundreds of yards long, and the body contains a mouth that could swallow a city. Each arm is covered with suckers, and some are the size of a horse drawn carriage. We would be a tasty morsel to this beast.”

      “We will feed no one today.” Lucinda said, and her voice dropped to a whisper, as though a quiet voice would make a difference. “It doesn’t just know that I am here, it knows where we are.”

      Ascara brushed the hair from Lucinda’s forehead, and amidst this quite intimate gesture, Lucinda could see the glow in the woman’s eyes. “It knows?”

      “Yes.” Lucinda rolled her shoulders to loosen her tight muscles and stiffened her spine, as though her change in posture would give her more courage. “Thank you for being here. I don’t think I would be able to manage this alone.”

      “Oh, my Lady Ravensburgh of the Rainbow Tower, you are never alone. Least of all here.” Ascara squeezed her in a gentle hug. “Are you all right now?”

      Lucinda nodded. “Call me Lucinda. Let’s make sure this creature thinks I’m the best thing it ever expected to meet.”

      “And let it come for us.”

      “Yes. Let it come for us,” Lucinda agreed.

      “Call it.” Ascara urged, her voice full of fierce determination. “I feel your power. Call the beast and make it come. I will be ready.”

      Caught up in the infectious joy in Ascara’s voice, Lucinda used every ounce of power she had and called out. She had no idea what she needed to do; she could only act and hope for the best. “I am here, and you know where I am,” she yelled. “Come and get me!”

      The beast answered. Its power washed back at her, seared through every fibre of her being, and almost drowned her sense of self.

      “Mine,” it called to her. The creature’s presence in her mind suggested that he, and this one was a he, had caught her, and he gloated over his success.

      “Oh shit, Ascara, I think he’s taken the bait,” Lucinda said.

      The creature slipped underwater. Where he sank away, he left a whirlpool of thrashing water in his wake. The movement of water grew greater and more frenzied. At the far reaches of the racing waters, a couple of smaller sailboats raced into the outer whorls and were drawn into the vortex.

      Lucinda cried out as three of them, fully occupied, sank into the depths and nothing could be seen of them. Ascara, at her side, took hold of her hand, and as Lucinda gripped Ascara’s hot fingers, she felt another side to the officer. She turned to the woman. “You are—”

      “Don’t say anything,” Ascara interrupted. “I have no skill but strength and rage. Take it all, make it yours. I would be happy to have it used for good.”

      “I can’t tap into other people.”

      “You can feel me, though?” Ascara asked.

      “Yes. Yes, I can feel you.” She stopped. “What are you?”

      Ascara grinned. “Are you angry yet, Lucinda? Are you maddened by the loss of innocent life? Can you feel the rage burning in your heart?”

      “I don’t get angry—” Lucinda started to answer, but when she looked inside herself, she found her frustration and her fear had merged together. Her anger met with Ascara’s rage, and they joined together in mutual fury.

      “Yes, Lucinda, do it. Take my rage and make it yours,” Ascara insisted.

      Lucinda didn’t have to speak. She opened herself to Ascara, and wave after wave of Ascara’s rage filled her. “Do they know?” she asked.

      “It would be better if they didn’t,” Ascara answered.

      “Then it shall be our secret,” Lucinda whispered.

      She turned her attention back to the whirlpool. Huge now, the outer edges dragged down more ships. They would be lost, too, if the beast didn’t move. “I hope Verity is fast. I think the kraken will come for us soon.”

      “A moment,” Ascara said. She opened the door into the ship and reached around to a small box. She unclasped a mouthpiece and matched Bakelite earpiece. She blew into the mouthpiece as though that would make the appropriate connections and yelled, “Answer me.” Someone must have, because she then added, “I think we need to run faster now. The little fishy has taken the bait.”

      She replaced the communications pieces, closed the cabinet, and shut the door.

      “Ready?” Lucinda asked.

      “Yes, and I’m all yours.”

      “Let’s hope I’m not a part of the kraken’s dinner as well.” She leaned over the side, took a deep breath, and yelled at the top of her voice. “Come on, you beast. I know you want me. Come and get me.”

      She stared towards the heart of the churning waters and sent out her thoughts.

      The kraken heard her call and responded. Power called to power, and as the beast’s power touched hers, the anger in her grew. Ascara wrapped her arms around Lucinda’s waist. “I’m here,” she said.

      Lucinda ignored her. The kraken called, and the more he called, the more the rage in her heart grew and grew, until the rage consumed her. “Come on,” Lucinda roared. “Catch me if you can, fish shit.”

      “Lucinda.” Ascara snickered. “Foul-mouthed, as well.”

      The whirlpool collapsed upon itself, and the beast flew up, out of the water, like a leaping shark. Only this beast bore no resemblance to any fish that she had ever seen.

      The kraken had a huge pointed head and a huge bulbous body the size of a small house. Knobbly, scabrous lumps the size of a dinner table covered the whole of its body.

      When it splashed back down, it hit the water with such force that waves, several dozen feet high, raced off across the ocean.

      Lucinda paid those waves no attention, couldn’t consider the implications of such waves, or any other detail, for that matter. Had the ship started to move faster? She wasn’t sure. In her mind, the world had been reduced to her and the kraken.

      She heard, or felt in her bones, a roar that echoed through every vein and sinew. “A challenge, is it? Come on, then. I’ll rip your throat out!”

      And the kraken came at them.

      The ship raced over the water and flew so low it left a wake of its own. They veered from side to side in long slow swerves. Throughout every maneuver, Ascara held on to her to make sure she did not fall.

      The kraken had sensed its prey and sped after them, and a wake as tall as a galleon raced out on either side. Fish, once drawn by some kraken magic, swam off, no longer ensnared by the raging beast.

      The kraken called to her with a power so alien that it almost swamped her thoughts. The call of the sea, and of freezing cold depths, beckoned to her with a seductive peacefulness. Power, wrapped in a gentle and soothing call, tried to overcome her mind.

      Just as she thought she would succumb, Ascara’s rage filled her, and her fight with the beast began anew.

      Different thoughts invaded her mind. “Feed me!” the kraken screamed. When he screamed and called, no other thoughts mattered. Underneath the hunger, the beast cried out for more, and Lucinda felt that hunger like it was her own.

      Feed. Breed. Kill. These were its simple imperatives. Kill earth power. The creature knew her, and she knew it. Him.

      Strong hands turned her around. “Lucinda? Can you hear me?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda nodded.

      “You need these. They will protect your ears. We have drawn the kraken away from the bulk of the float, so now we can take more aggressive action. I warn you, it is going to get quite loud around here.”

      She squashed a pair of rubbery things into Lucinda’s ears, and then covered them with furry muffs. It didn’t make sense to Lucinda when she didn’t feel cold, but she left them there anyway.

      The rest of the world grew quiet and muffled, but the voice inside her head, the consciousness calling to her mind, could never be stilled by anything over her ears. If anything, the voice crooned to her louder and louder.

      The first boom, when it came, took Lucinda by surprise. The whole ship seemed to vibrate with the sound of explosive force, and Lucinda jerked so hard she almost lost her footing. Ascara caught her as the second and third booms rumbled right through her.

      Ascara turned her around and made Lucinda look at her face. “Are you okay?” she mouthed, but Lucinda couldn’t hear anything.

      “I’m okay,” she yelled. She wasn’t sure if Ascara could hear her, either. “Loud.”

      Ascara nodded.

      Lucinda looked over the side and wondered if the kraken would run away or stay. She could leave it all to Verity now. She had done her part. Was it enough? Lucinda would not leave it to chance; she couldn’t turn her back on the ship now.

      She looked at Ascara and shouted, “I should make it follow.”. She added lots of hand gestures, but Ascara only nodded.

      Lucinda took a deep breath and braced herself against the railing. A huge black ball arced through the air, landed on the exposed back of the beast, and exploded with a splash. The beast screamed, and its voice pulled at her heart with pain and frustration. Underneath that, she felt hatred too.

      She looked to the left and right of the gallery. The dark and ominous interiors of the open gun ports gaped at her with an unblinking stare. Silence dominated for a heartbeat or two, and then she rattled in her shoes at the sound of all hell being let loose.

      Canon ball after canon ball sped from the ports. Bolts, the size of long spears, whizzed overhead and into the beast. Below her, more gun ports slammed open and dark metal barrels poked from the gondola and turned the ship into something resembling a porcupine. They fired, too, and oversized rifle shells sped out in volley after volley of rapid fire.

      Lucinda had never seen so much weaponry fired all at the same time. With each hit, she felt the beast cry with pain, anger, and defiance.

      An exploding canon ball hit the beast. and Lucinda fell to her knees.

      “Help me.” The panicked words filled her mind. “Blind! Hurt!” he cried. “Help me.”

      Lucinda almost wept. To save innocent people, this beast had to be hurt, and she did not like that at all. Worse, she had not only helped to contribute to the pain, she had encouraged it. Her soul mourned, now tainted by the harm done to another great soul.

      “Suffer,” the beast said to her heart. “See the harm you would do to me.”

      Her vision swam, and she saw the world through eyes that were not her own. A school of fish, thousands of them, swam by in one direction, then they darted left, swam, and darted right. This way and that, through shafts of sunlight, through rippling water, their scales flashed silver and brilliant gold.

      She sank into the cold grey depths. The weight of the world vanished, and she floated in blue. A fish swam by so large that it could open its mouth and swallow a carriage in one bite. The blue of its skin shimmered and rippled as this giant of the sea moved its tail with slow deliberation and glided through the water.

      The ocean held such beauty, and she did not want to leave the peace of this place. Yet she knew she must, even as the kraken refused to let her go. She started to withdraw, to pull herself away from this melding of woman and beast. And found she couldn’t.

      “No,” she cried. She tried to close her inner senses, to focus on her body and the mundane world. She could not be a part of this strange world if she could not feel it.

      Yet her control floundered and she remained linked, mind to mind, with the beast. If anything, their link became stronger, and it was no longer thoughts and memories, but everything about him.

      Pain, the pain of the beast, became her pain. As the bombs seared and burned his body, Lucinda felt every single hit. Every shot and shell became a shell that speared into her own chest. Just when she thought it could get no worse, her muscles clenched and spasmed until every inch of her throbbed.

      “Run away. Escape,” she urged the beast.

      “I can’t escape, for you call to me, and I cannot ignore you. You call. I come.”

      Pain gripped her, tore at her body, until she knew nothing but the sensation of fire raging through her muscles. She screamed out, as though her cry would release the torture of pain and agony.

      “I’m dying,” the beast said to her mind. “You will die with me.”

      “No,” she answered.

      Lucinda struggled and fought against the control of the kraken. A battle she lost. Yet she called out to her tower with the floundering desperation of a drowning woman reaching for a sliver of driftwood that bobbed out of reach.

      She had been the bait, and no matter how she struggled, she had been ensnared.

      Death, the blackness of eternal night, called to her, its siren call as seductive as the dreams of the deep.

      Locked into the beast’s death, she sank down, through pain into darkness.

      “Peace,” the kraken soothed. Together, they both fell into the quiet of the beyond.

      Now she knew what death looked like, and she closed her eyes.

      No feeling. No pain. No sensation. Nothing.

      Only rage remained.
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      Lucinda could not face the thought of opening her eyes. A sense of confusion, disorientation, and great loss filled both her mind and her spirit.

      Did she live?

      Her soul ached with a grief too great to allow her to continue. Her mind filled with an emptiness that could only mean the void of death. Yet her body ached more than enough to say she had been denied that release.

      Reality, all soft and cosy, intruded upon her heartache. She lay down on a couch, her feet were raised and something soft, a blanket or a woolen shawl, covered her.

      She opened her eyes to find Magda holding her hand. Puzzled at first, she couldn’t speak for a moment. “Captain?”

      Magda smiled. “Yes.”

      “You’re alive!” Lucinda said. Her voice cracked, and to her own ears it sounded quite rough, not hers even. “Unless we are both dead, and this is what happens after.”

      “Shush, don’t talk. Drink this,” Magda said.

      “What is it?” she croaked.

      “Just tea. It’s lukewarm with honey, but it will do you good. Drink it.” She helped Lucinda into a sitting position, then made quite a fuss of ensuring Lucinda remained covered by the thick shawl and that she sat in comfort.

      It felt odd to have someone be so attentive to her needs. She sipped the tea, grateful for the soothing sweetness. “That’s better,” Lucinda said.

      “How do you feel? Are you all right? Can I get you anything?” Magda asked.

      “Never mind me. What happened out there? Did the float survive? Oh goodness, we lost some ships. I saw them go down. Did we save any people?”

      “Steady on, Lucinda. You don’t make it easy to take care of you, do you?”

      Lucinda looked into Magda’s face, her expression all serious and intense.

      “What happened?” Lucinda asked. “Tell me.”

      “A great deal. Forget all of that. The most important thing right now is you,” Magda continued. “How are you feeling? Are you all right? Does anything hurt?”

      “I’m fine,” she answered, “but I need to know details.” She reached out and lay a hand on Magda’s arm. “Please.”

      “You should rest.”

      “I’m tired, but everything in my head is all confused. And…And I thought you were dead.”

      “It would take more than a dive into the ocean to kill me, Lucinda.” She chuckled, but it sounded forced. “Seriously, I’m well and good.”

      “But we were so high up! And I saw the kraken there.”

      “Questions, questions. All right then. One of the first things we learn as babes is how to dive from a top mast into the ocean.”

      “I think you were higher than a top mast.”

      She shrugged. “A little, but the process remains the same.”

      “You make it sound so easy and ordinary.”

      “It is. And I should be mad at you, you know.”

      “Why?” Lucinda asked.

      “We all thought you were dead. For goodness’ sake woman, I’m supposed to keep you safe.”

      Something in her tone stopped Lucinda from speaking straight away. She squeezed Magda’s arm again. “As you can tell, I’m not dead.”

      “You were close, Lucinda. No one could revive you, and I have been holding your hand, keeping you protected from all senses outside of us here, for some hours. I didn’t think you’d ever wake up. The medics had given up on you.”

      That explained the sense of nothing, like death, that had plagued her thoughts. “Captain—Magda. Can I call you Magda?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “I’m well. I’m alive and I’m awake. You should be gentle with me.”

      Magda snorted. “I’m aware of what you did, you know.”

      “Oh?”

      “You were prepared to die to save everyone.”

      “I don’t like the idea of causing any harm to myself, thank you. I’m rather attached to living.” Yet as she spoke, she recalled the death of the beast and was no longer sure of anything.

      Magda shook her head in frustration. “Stubborn woman.”

      “Sometimes.”

      “I’m trying to say something to you.”

      Lucinda gazed into Magda’s eyes. “It’s all right, Captain. I know.”

      “Good,” she replied “I thought you were going to call me Magda?”

      “I will, when I get used to doing so.”

      Magda nodded. “Now that we’re settled, I should be mad at you for a different reason.”

      “Now why would you want to be mad at me?”

      “Because you made my crew disobey orders.”

      “Did I? I suppose I did. Are you really angry?”

      “No, but I have every right to be.”

      “If you think so.”

      “Lucinda, they disobeyed orders, and if they’d done as I told them, then you would have been safe.”

      “I am safe. But if they had followed your orders to the letter, then you and the float would be gone.”

      Magda scowled.

      “Anyway, I did nothing. They didn’t need much encouragement.”

      “Nothing? Do you know the changes you have wrought?”

      Lucinda shook her head.

      “The minute I came aboard, Matilda hugged me. And then she smiled. Smiled! I have never seen her do anything but grumble since the day we met.”

      Lucinda took a sip of her tea. It sounded as though Magda had plenty to say.

      “Now Valara thinks she can fly this bucket through the eye of a needle, Jyg and Jayg have also discovered how to smile, and Koryk has a back straighter than a reinforced deck plank. What the hell did you do to him?”

      “Nothing,” Lucinda said.

      “Ascara is the worst. I thought it was just her usual way, but no. Now I think she wants to put you on a pedestal and worship you like a goddess.”

      “Why on earth would she want to do that?”

      “That’s exactly what I would like to know. Why would any of my crew act like this, Lucinda?”

      “I have no idea. Are they pleased to see you alive, perhaps?”

      “Lucinda, you got my team to chase away the kraken.”

      “Not the Kraken, Magda, a kraken, it is one of many. And we didn’t chase it away. We killed it.”

      “Yes, one less beast to worry about. It has destroyed so many lives, I wouldn’t like to count them. We needed to be rid of it.”

      “No, Magda, the kraken is a beast like any other. It needs to live, to feed, and to breed.”

      “But who should we save, Lucinda— the beast or the people?”

      Lucinda held her words for a moment. People or beasts? “That’s something we don’t have to think about anymore. We killed it, and I felt it die.”

      “You felt that? Did you follow him into the darkness of death? Is that why you wouldn’t wake up?” Magda asked.

      “Perhaps.” She stared off to the side of the lounge. The problem wasn’t that she had followed, or almost followed the beast into death; the trouble was that she had escaped and now felt indefinably different.

      “But are you all right now?” Magda interrupted.

      Lucinda smiled. “Yes, I think so.”

      “Then I’m relieved to hear it.”

      “Enough of me. What about the float? You got to them in time?” Lucinda asked. “I sensed your bubble of nothingness.”

      “Indeed, but the kraken knew where we were anyway, and as we began to separate, some damn fool woman flew a huge airship over the top of the float whilst some other damn fool woman leaned over the side yelling “Come and get me.”

      “Did I say that?”

      Magda laughed. “Yes, by gad you did. And you know what?”

      “What?”

      “Damn fool kraken followed you.” She shook her head as though she could not believe all she had seen.

      “What about the whirlpool? I saw it. It was so much water. And it took those ships.” Lucinda felt her eyes water as she thought of the people lost. If only she had been faster and stronger, they could have saved them all.

      “Three boats, Lucinda. They only lost three. It has never been known for the kraken to take so few.”

      “I’m sorry we couldn’t save them as well.”

      “To see a kraken is death, and yet they survived.” Magda reached out and held Lucinda’s hand. “They think of you as their saviour, you know. They already tell stories of your deeds, and they’re being written and embellished as we speak. You’ll be forever a part of Oceanic history.”

      “You make me sound quite splendid. But I did nothing.”

      “You are, and I will never forget you for all you did.”

      Lucinda grinned. “I hope not, since you haven’t let go of my hand yet.”

      Magda laughed. “Ma’am.”

      “Don’t ruin things. I’m getting used to you calling me Lucinda without it catching in your throat.”

      Magda shook her head. “I had better get back to reasserting control over my rather enthusiastic crew, the Kraken Slayers. They’ll be insufferable now, you know.”

      “Good.”

      “I should have them all court-martialed for disobeying orders.”

      “But I think that’s for soldiers, and you took great pains to make sure I understood you were all about policing, not soldiering.”

      “Even so, they must be reminded of the chain of command. Or I should keel-haul them all.”

      “Now you sound like some stern and harsh pirate captain.”

      Magda stared at her for a few moments. “I was.”

      “Was what?”

      “I spent a little time as a raider. How do you think I found myself such a diverse crew?”

      “That’s a story I need to hear.”

      “One day, another time. For now, they are so full of themselves it is shameful. They want to call the ship Beast Slayer.”

      Lucinda laughed. “They should.”

      “And you will encourage them, I fear.” She shook her head. “Now I need to reassert authority, and I’m not sure they’ll let me.”

      “Perhaps not, but you can’t help but be proud of them.”

      Magda patted Lucinda’s hand. “Enough of the crew. You need rest, Lucinda, and I have matters that require my attention.”

      “I thought you might stay with me.”

      “You are safe here. Ascara has decided she will guard you when I am absent.” Magda grinned. “I’m not sure she’ll let me back in, though.”

      “That’s all right. I’ll make sure she does.”
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      Lucinda came to with a start. Her room lay in darkness and no light showed through the porthole. She switched on a lamp and checked her clock. It was a little after 3 a.m., and something was wrong.

      She slipped out of bed and shivered. The temperature inside the cabin had dropped to uncomfortable levels and her nightgown did not offer much in the way of warmth once out of bed. She grabbed her housecoat, a flimsy thing more for decorum than warmth, and dressed with as much haste as she could.

      As far as she could determine, the ship wasn’t in trouble. There were no alarms, no shouts, and no obvious signs of trouble. Yet the sense of wrongness grew.

      She sifted through the memories of the day. Magda and Ascara had lavished her with their full and complete attention. It had been a rather pleasant day.

      She’d been the recipient of frequent checks from both a nurse and a medic, and the cook had insisted on making sure she ate everything she liked.

      All in all, she’d been spoiled rotten by everyone.

      After that, she’d retired early. Her body had ached, but if anything, she’d needed a little time without any attention at all. Nothing untoward had happened.

      She took a deep breath and focused her attention on the sounds of the ship. The distant hum of engines and the occasional whump of a propeller were now so commonplace, she had to think to notice them at all. She swallowed hard to clear her ears. They’d changed altitude, could that be the issue?

      Yet the wrongness remained, but now it coated the back of her throat with bitterness and left an acrid tang in her mouth. There could be only one reason for this reaction, she decided, and that was her gift expressing a sense of worry.

      Lucinda leaned against the bulkhead. More for support and as a precaution against falling if her senses decided to go elsewhere. She looked for a good place to touch the ship and settled on a thin brass crossbeam. An inch thick, less in some places but marked with a pattern of oval holes across its entire length. Metal cables a quarter-inch thick braced the strut and controlled how it linked with other struts and braces at the edge of the room. She stretched an uncertain hand through the cables and wrapped her bare fingers around the cool metal of the crossbeam.

      Her senses opened almost the moment she touched the metal. It was as if a part of her needed this opportunity to sense and see. Her eyesight blurred as though she looked through a greased pane of glass—and a moving glass at that.

      Her view jumped forward, and Lucinda half expected to smack into the wall. She threw herself back against the bulkhead so that it kept her grounded and closed her eyes. Almost instantly, her vision settled. With her eyes closed, her eyesight and her inner vision no longer collided.

      Her view took her through the ship, and her mind travelled through metal and wood without limitation.

      A final lurch launched her outside the ship, and she hung in the sky. She didn’t fly or have wings, she just hung there, in the sky and defying all sense of gravity. Her stomach roiled at a wave of vertigo. The confusion of her senses, the view of the sky and dark clouds competed with her other senses. And even though she flew outside, she still understood that she remained in her own cabin, inside the ship.

      The dark clouds parted and she saw the ship, Verity, as it glowed with shimmering beauty. But she did not get a chance to enjoy the great ship as she ploughed through the sky. Her sight raced forward. Now she saw the shimmering from inside the ship, and not just from the passenger areas. She floated in the balloon itself, the great silver envelopes glimmered.

      It wasn’t now, then. She was seeing into the future by a few hours, the first tentative rays of the sun as they illuminated the balloon.

      Precognition. A rare and precious gift of foresight, and one that rarely happened for her. She saw the truth, and the truth had always, or nearly always, already happened. Seeing a truth yet to be was a special thing, marred only by that persistent taste of wrongness.

      The edges of this radiant world hardened. She shifted again and then stopped, with disorientating suddenness, in a dark place filled with crossbeams and supports. These were a different design and looked nothing like the ones in her cabin.

      A shadow slipped between the structural supports of the balloon. It was too dark to see details, only an insubstantial shadow. But she thought the shadow was a man, a slight and lithe one that readily merged with the shadows and the darkness. Behind him, a beetle with narrow wings crawled through the metal struts. Its wings stretched across the metalwork and loomed across the man like some dark and twisted guardian angel.

      At a section filled with huge canisters, he stopped.

      Lucinda tried to stretch her ability to see what was happening, but she saw nothing other than the furtive man as he considered this part of the ship. Where they stored the gasses. She couldn’t see the labels, and even if she could, she decided that it probably wouldn’t mean much to her. Such details didn’t matter. He did.

      This man, this furtive man, could only mean harm. Of that she was sure.

      At that thought, her farsight ended and she returned to her own mind with shuddering quickness.

      She had no time to waste.

      Lucinda didn’t bother dressing. She slipped out of her room and straight to Magda’s cabin. Who else could she trust?

      She rapped on the door and waited for a response. She couldn’t hear anything. Should she knock again and risk making enough noise to warn the ill doer? Was Magda even in her cabin, or should she check for her on the flight deck?

      She tried the handle and opened the door a fraction. She was unsurprised to find the door unlocked. That spoke of much trust between the captain and her crew.

      Lucinda looked over her shoulder in both directions, then snuck into the dark interior of the cabin.

      Before she could speak, something, or someone, smashed into her and slammed her against the wall. A hand covered her mouth, and as she hit the solid surface, the air expelled from her lungs with a loud, lung-emptying whoosh. Magda’s body, all hard and unyielding, held her rigid as Lucinda tried to regain her breath.

      She heard a click, and a pale glow lit the room. The hand against her mouth loosened a little.

      “Miss Ravensburgh, what the hell are you doing?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda’s heart beat a hasty tattoo against the inside of her ribs. Her nose filled with a spicy freshness, the scent of Magda. “You can let me go, Captain.”

      “Can I? What are you doing sneaking about the ship in the middle of the night? You’re half-naked, too!”

      “Oh, please. Half-naked, my arse. My sleeping attire is most acceptable. And I wonder if you’ve ever seen a naked woman.” She put as much indignation as she could into her voice. Magda wore less clothing than she did. Undershorts and a vest were not enough, not by any stretch. “Magda,” she started, and then stopped. She needed to think of her as the captain, not as Magda.

      “Well?”

      “Well?” Lucinda asked. Her thoughts didn’t work as freely as they might.

      “You’re in my room, Miss Ravensburgh?”

      Lucinda tried to focus. “Captain, I came to warn you.”

      “Of what?”

      “There is something wrong. I think the ship is about to be attacked, or rather, sabotaged.”

      “What!”

      “I saw it.”

      “How?”

      Lucinda took a deep breath to calm herself, but Magda kept her pressed against the bulkheads, and when they were so close her thoughts were not rational. “I woke up,” she whispered, “and saw a figure, male I think, crawling through the beams in the balloon.”

      “You woke up and wandered into the balloon? You would freeze without proper clothing.”

      Lucinda shook her head. “I went nowhere except with my gift of foresight.”

      Magda started to say something and then didn’t.

      “I know. This is not a usual expression of my gifts.”

      Magda nodded. “All right, then. You saw the beams in the balloon. What were they like?”

      Lucinda pointed at the struts in the cabin. “Like these in design—well, similar, but the beams were wider and the holes were much larger. They were circular rather than oval, with a pattern of smaller ones between each. There were thin cross braces too.”

      “Okay.”

      “I saw canisters, different sizes, and a tank. Gas, I think. Although a little light seeped through, most of the image lay in shadow. The details were too dim for me to see clearly. Even though the air shimmered grey.”

      “It shimmered?”

      “Dawn, I think.”

      “Did you get a chance to observe his face or any other distinguishing features?”

      “No. Wait. I saw something. It looked like a beetle, with long narrow wings. I don’t know if that makes sense.”

      She didn’t move. “Okay. Any other features?”

      “No, I’m sorry. There is nothing more.” Lucinda said.

      “Are you sure? Think carefully.”

      Lucinda frowned. “I’ve already told you, Captain, I’m not omniscient. I’m not even a good remote viewer, never mind precognition. Yet here I am. I’m a long way from the seat of my powers, and I’m surprised I can function at all.”

      “Have your skills adapted now that you are away from your tower?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda shook her head, but as she did, the movements made their close proximity more pronounced. “Until now I rarely left the tower, and if I did, I never went beyond the city walls of Knaresville. I have no idea what to expect.”

      “So now you can see over time. And you were tied to the kraken mind to mind. Is that also an adaptation?”

      “No, Captain. That was not my doing.”

      “Right.” Magda took a step back and released her.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “First, I will escort you to your cabin, and you will stay inside until I return.”

      “What about the intruder?”

      “This is a security issue, and whilst I thank you for bringing him to my attention, I will deal with this.”

      “Captain, I can—”

      “Miss Ravensburgh, I need you to go to your room, lock the door, and stay there until I return.”

      “Captain,” she answered.

      “And I repeat, you must not leave your cabin until I’ve returned to say it is safe. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      “Good. Now if you do as bid, it’ll be a first.”

      “Captain, please.”

      “Trust me, Lucinda, this time getting involved can only mean harm to you. I need you safe and secure whilst I and my crew deal with it. Will you comply?”

      “Yes, Captain.”
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      Magda stood outside Lucinda’s cabin and waited until she heard the sound of the lock being engaged before she moved away. Still in her underwear, she almost shivered in the chill of the hallway. Her core temperature rose as a result, and she no longer noticed the cold. She considered dressing, but her crew had already seen her in a state of undress, and so had their passenger. Twice in fact, so no point in worrying about such things.

      She strode with determined strides to the bridge. Her thoughts raced. Why would anyone wish harm to her ship and crew? Why now? Why not on any other occasion? And why were they with the canisters? If they wanted to destroy the ship, there were easier ways than through gas, and why damage Verity at all? Who would do such a thing?

      Magda couldn’t get beyond the idea that anyone on board would want to hurt her ship. None of her people, surely? They were the finest, and most had been with her for years. Why now? Who? And the balloon gases? That didn’t make sense. None of the gasses in the balloon were explosive or combustible. You couldn’t harm the ship that way.

      Maybe they didn’t want to harm the ship at all. A better idea would be to steal it. The ship was impressive. One of a kind, almost. Stealing it would be the most understandable of the options. Yet, it would take more than one person to take this ship.

      She had to assume that Lucinda had not made an error. She had learned, over the years, never to doubt the witches of the towers. Someone was up to no good, and if she could find out why, then the rest would be easy.

      On the bridge, night operations ran at a minimum. They were attentive nonetheless. Night officer Pelgris watched her approach and welcomed her with a sharp salute and a loud, “Captain on the bridge!”

      “Pelgris,” she acknowledged. “Anything to report?”

      “A smooth and easy night, Captain,” he answered. “All systems are working well, and nothing untoward has been detected.” He smoothed his long moustache down the sides of his mouth. Magda recognised the gesture to mean that Pelgris had begun to review the whole shift in his mind. “All normal, and operational,” he said.

      “Good.”

      Of the crew on deck, only one didn’t belong there at this time. “Ascara, I thought you were at rest.”

      “Couldn’t sleep,” she answered.

      “Just as well. I think we have a problem, and I need your assistance.”

      “How might I assist?”

      “We might have an intruder on board,” Magda said. She heard the sharp intake of breath from her crew, but only one spoke.

      “No,” Ascara answered. She narrowed her eyes and shook her head. “Not possible.”

      “No?”

      “No, Captain. If there were intruders, then I would know about it. We ran several thorough checks before we departed the Angles, and we have done two sweeps since.”

      “I thought as much. But my problem remains.”

      “Yes, Captain?”

      Her thoughts slotted into place, and there was only one thing that had changed on this flight as opposed to any other. If Lucinda’s vision held true, and she believed her, then the events would happen in the balloon at dawn.

      “We might have protected the Tower at Mid-Angle, but we missed something. I think someone onboard this ship is going to try and kill Lucinda.”

      Ascara stiffened, her face paled, and her eyes turned hard and cruel. “Then they will fail, and when I identify who such a person might be, I will wear their intestines as a belt.”

      “We must find them first.”

      “I will get all security and every member of crew to sweep through and check who is who and what they are doing.”

      “Not this time. We need a subtle approach.”

      “All quiet and stealthy?” Ascara asked. She seemed to like that idea. Magda nodded, and she grinned. “Dead or alive? Please say dead.”

      “Alive, please, Ascara.”

      “Fully conscious, mostly alive, or barely breathing?”

      Magda almost laughed. “I would like to be able to question the offender.”

      “Damn it, Captain, you are no fun sometimes. I’ll have to bring them in whilst conscious then. You always make these tasks difficult.”

      “And to add complications, we have until dawn to find who it is and make sure no one else suffers.” Magda looked at the wall-mounted clock. “We do not have much time, Ascara. We need to get on it.”

      Ascara snapped a salute. “I’ll not let you down.” Then she smiled. “Nor the lady Ravensburgh.”

      “Then do it bottom-up.” Magda said. “Seal the lower gondola and prepare for an emergency disengage, just in case.”

      “Understood. All the way?”

      Magda nodded and turned to leave.

      “Oh Captain,” Ascara called out.

      “Yes?”

      “Get some clothes on. I feel cold just looking at you.”

      “Later,” she answered, and strode away. Ascara would ensure no surprises on the rest of the ship. If there were other people involved, then Ascara would find them.

      It would take a different approach to catch the perpetrator. After all, he hadn’t actually broken any laws or done anything wrong, and she couldn’t hold anyone responsible for something they had not yet done. She would have to catch him in the act.

      One of the things that had convinced Magda that Lucinda was telling true had been her description of the cross braces. That and the canisters.

      Magda paused at her cabin and almost considered going inside to get dressed. She didn’t have time for that. She took a deep breath and plans settled and formed in her mind.

      If anyone did want to cause trouble, she just had to catch them. She would be as shifty and as devious as they were. More so. No one should sneak about her ship with malice in their heart. Her ship! She would be more than ready for them.

      Magda padded along the corridor in her bare feet. She knew what she had to do.

      

      The galley, located at the end of the corridor to the rear of the passenger lounge, lay in near darkness. Wall mounted night lights offered a very dim glow, but it was enough for her to see.

      She filled one of the huge sinks and added, for good measure, a handful of salt. She sat on the counter and placed both her hands and her feet into the cold liquid. She grimaced when her body started to change, her Oceanic gifts triggered.

      In the water-filled sink, the ridges on her hands and feet hardened and stood out. She grabbed the rounded edge of a pot and gripped with her fingertips. Her grip did not fail, and it almost looked as though her skin adhered to the metal. On a ship of the air or the sea, a good grasp went a long way. She was more than satisfied with the result.

      Magda jumped off the counter and stood next to the sink. She took a deep breath and plunged her head into the water. Then she opened her eyes and stared at the back of the sink.

      A sharp twinge pulled at the edge of one eye. Several more followed with varying degrees of intensity. Each one like a knife cut around each eye. It hurt, but no more than she expected. Even so, a few bubbles of air escaped her mouth as she fought the desire to pull away.

      The last change almost took her breath away. Pain, like shards of ice piercing her ears, and it took a supreme effort of will to stop herself from taking a deep breath of water. She closed her eyes and clenched her hands into fists until the pain passed.

      Only then did she pull out of the water.

      The world around her blurred and spun around. Magda shook her head, and drops of water flew off in every direction. That only accentuated her dizziness and she almost fell over.

      Boom. She gripped her ears. Someone in the ship had closed a door with a bang. Other sounds of the ship could be heard, such as the steady thwomp thwomp of the propellers. She covered her ears for a moment and waited for the sensitivity to lessen. Oceanic hearing always took a little getting used to. Designed for when an Oceanic swam in the sea, it took an adjustment when in open air. She clucked her tongue, and the echoes gave her a sense of the galley.

      When she turned around, her eyesight had lost its sharpness. She knew, without looking, that her eyes had hardened and turned white. A pale protective layer covered the iris and she would look very strange to non-Oceanic eyes.

      The change protected her eyes from the ocean, but it didn’t help her when she stood in air. Now everything appeared blurry. Colours, where they had existed even in the pale light of the kitchen, no longer registered. She stood in a world of grey and shadow. But those shadows had greater definition now. She peered into the darkest corner and could see the shapes of the metal work.

      She snuck out of the galley and made her way to a storeroom. She saw and heard no one. She took her master key from the chain about her neck, unlocked the door, and went inside. There were fewer emergency lights here, so she made the most of her dark vision.

      Wooden shelf units, both fixed and free-standing, lined most walls. Each one had been filled with dry foods like flour, salt, and fresh vegetables. Steel racking, in the middle of the room and fixed in place by cables to floor and roof, housed a selection of pans, and more crates of vegetables.

      Magda headed for the left corner behind the door and emptied several shelves onto the floor. She didn’t have time to be nice or tidy. Then she part-lifted and part--dragged the wooden rack away from the corner. It was a noisy affair, so she locked the storeroom door and put the rack behind it.

      Like any captain, Magda knew every inch of the entire ship, in principle at least. She’d seen the Verity blueprints and had memorised each strut and checked pretty much every rivet herself. There were secrets on this vessel, and although some of her most trusted crew were aware of some of them, only she knew them all.

      In the corner, close to the floor, she slipped her master key into a tiny, almost invisible, cavity. A quiet click, and the mechanism unlocked. With her enhanced touch, Magda pressed against the panel and slid it to one side. A narrow shaft extended along the floor and into the darkness. Even with her light-sensitive eyes, she could see nothing but black. Good.

      She lay on her back and pushed herself into the narrow shaft. Her shoulders brushed against the edges, and she had to wriggle to get all the way inside. To close herself in, she hooked one bare foot onto the handle at the rear of the panel and slid it closed. Unfortunately, she could neither lock it, nor could she return the racking to its normal place. But she had to hope that she completed her mission before the breakfast shift started.

      With the duct so tight, Magda had little room to maneuver. She wriggled along the tight space with little more traction than that provided by her finger tips and the edges of her feet. She thought of herself as little more than a worm, and a most undignified worm at that.

      She slithered to the end, and above her head the shaft turned and rose almost straight up. Not quite a ninety-degree corner, but the curved bottom didn’t feel like much when you were six feet tall and filled the entire ducting.

      She inclined her head to one side, clicked her tongue, and listened to the echoes. The sounds were as she expected. Most important of all, there were no blockages.

      Magda wriggled and writhed until she could reach up into the shaft. She sighed with relief when her fingers brushed the underside of the first rung of a ladder. She pushed herself a little further on, reached up and hooked her fingertips over the edge of the narrow protrusion. With no more than the strength of her hands and arms, she pulled herself around the bend.

      Her legs were an unforgiving problem. They were too long for a start. She could curl her back, but her legs would not bend as easily or as readily. She pushed, pulled, twisted, and forced her legs almost to the point of breaking. By the time she managed to maneuver herself into the vertical shaft, she wondered if she had dislocated her hip. Dammit, Magda, she berated herself, you need to cut the food. This should have been easy.

      She sighed. She should have known better than to use a chute designed for the cabin boys and girls. They were half her size. Narrow, tight, and even the rungs of the ladder were for tiny feet.

      Next time she would choose a route meant for adults.

      Magda groaned and then started to pull herself upwards. It was a long climb, but if she stopped, she might get stuck there for all time.

      At the top, the shaft appeared to stop at a dead end. Magda felt around in the dark and located the access panel. It let out a little squeak as she slid it to one side, and she made a note to get it oiled. She went through the panel and closed it behind her. To the side, around a half turn, she found the exit in the form of an air grill.

      Magda paused to catch her breath. Sweat dripped down her back, and when she ran her fingers through her short hair, her hands came away wet. Perhaps she should spend a little more time in the training room rather than the captain’s chair. Not today, though; tomorrow would be soon enough for exercise.

      Once she’d recovered her breath, Magda huddled close to the grill and listened. She wasn’t sure if she would hear anything other than the usual sounds of the ship, but she strained to hear anyway.

      A couple of clips kept the grill attached to a solid wooden frame. Although stiff from cold and disuse, she released the grill with a loud clunk and placed it to one side. She pushed her arms and shoulders through the gap and landed with a loud and indelicate thud on the metal floor of a service platform.

      The freezing cold air of the balloon almost took her by surprise, and she shivered as she waited for her body temperature to adjust.

      She clicked and clucked her tongue, and the echoes gave her no more than she expected. She waited and clicked again. Nothing. Good.

      Across the inside of the balloon, dim lighting marked the edges of several of the structural beams. Security lighting flashed outside the balloon and provided brief bursts of a dim and diffuse glow.

      She stopped. The light levels were enough for her, but not for a human. A mundane person, she thought, would need much more than this. She nodded as though in agreement with herself and rose to her feet. A light source in here would make him more obvious.

      It was not a lot of light, but it was enough for her to tell one shadow from another. She detected a set of four cannisters locked and connected to a small cage, but these were not the ones she sought. She also noted the pile of rubbish behind which she now knelt. Magda frowned at the amount of mess strewn about. Such muck had no place here. The crew should know better than to allow this level of rubbish to accumulate. She made a mental note to berate the balloon engineers for their disappointing lack of attention to detail. Not to mention their laziness.

      Her keen eyes scanned as much of the balloon as she could. She could see the struts holding the gas envelopes firm overhead. The crossbeams, just visible amidst the shadows, sported rectangular cutouts, with triple square offsets. That design indicated the stern, or aft-most section. She expected that. The beams she sought, with the circular design were midship and forward of the midline. She knew that the triple offset squares were to the port side, and circles to the starboard. She could navigate her way through a ship with just a sight of a feel of the cross beams and struts. Now, she had a long way to go to get to her intended destination.

      Two metal gantries, suspended about fifteen feet in the air, traversed the length of the ship. She chose this path for the first half of the walk to her destination. It would be faster, but after that she needed to make sure that she wasn’t the one surprised by the intruder.

      Halfway there, she climbed over the edge of the walkway and dropped down to the lower floor. Crouching down, she listened to see if her drop had been noticed. She detected no changes.

      She rose to her feet and waded through more junk. She shook her head with irritation at the mess and made a note to add mandatory balloon cleanliness to the work schedule. On the other hand, the varied detritus provided more cover. It would also hide the perpetrator. She did not like that idea at all. The rubbish also did not allow her to pass in silence, as each step caused a quiet but noticeable rustling sound.

      Nonetheless, Magda eased her way through the mess. At the end of the midsection, she came to the area where the strut markings changed. She was where Lucinda had directed her, and to the port side, the thirty-foot long canister cage remained sealed and locked. Nothing had been damaged, nothing harmed, and all of the air inlet distribution points were unharmed and safe.

      She saw no one. She had beaten him to this place.

      Magda found herself a nice dark corner behind a barrel and grabbed a pile of netting. She burrowed into the darkness like a beast settling into its nest and waited to see what would happen next.
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      Magda sat in the shadows for so long she thought she might even freeze. Other than the observation deck outside, this was the second coldest place on the ship. She wore nothing but her underwear, and sweat wetted underclothes offered no comfort at all.

      The wait also meant that she had lost the benefit of her Oceanic senses and abilities. She’d lost her underwater monochromatic vision. Hints of colour leaked in with every flash of the security lights, but in the shadows that colour meant nothing. Her hearing no longer had the benefit of the echoes, and she could click and cluck all she liked, but it didn’t add much to her understanding of the world. Her hands and feet were also back to normal. She was just like everyone else.

      Her core temperature rose to compensate, but now she had another problem: indiscriminate use of heat depleted her strength far too fast, and she didn’t want to waste energy. Her stomach grumbled to make sure she understood how much her exertion had taken out of her body. Right then, she would have swapped the entire ship for a mug of sweetened tea and a sweet pastry.

      Boredom, the enemy of the watch, made the minutes pass like hours. Thoughts, like leaves on the wind, drifted into her consciousness and then floated away. Then her eyes started to droop. She jerked herself awake more than once, yet she couldn’t seem to shake off her drowsiness.

      “Stop it,” she whispered. Lucinda needed her.

      In desperation, she began to count the struts and braces, and marked off the patterns in her mind. When that failed, she started to count the knots on the netting and looked for weakness or damage. As she would have done as a fisherman.

      Her thoughts wandered. Had Lucinda made a mistake?

      Dawn approached and dim light glowed through the balloon membrane. Then the edges of the envelopes started to shimmer.

      Magda sat up, her tiredness and uncertainty vanished. Now she had to be ready. For anything. At the thought of action, her heart started to beat a little faster. She stretched her legs and rolled her shoulders a few times to ease the stiffness. She flexed and tensed various muscles to keep them warm and active. To ambush the intruder, if he existed, she would need to be fit to move, not frozen stiff and weak.

      The brightness increased a little, and when she looked up into the canopy, light and shade danced around dark curves and hard edges. The balloon shimmered in the light of the rising sun.

      Shimmered.

      Lucinda had said shimmered. She remembered her exact words. Maybe she was not so far off after all, and if she was right, then she had a place on Verity for all time. Magda liked that idea.

      In the distance, she heard the clanging of doors that marked a change in the ship. Crew members were awake and preparing for a shift change. People were on the move, and it would, for a good half hour, be a time of organized chaos. A time of change. The perfect time for a single crew member to be in a place they should not.

      She couldn’t forget the mess she had left behind in the stores. Cook would make a formal complaint and an investigation would begin. That couldn’t be helped.

      A flare of yellow caught her attention. Someone had opened the service hatch, and as she’d suspected, they used a lantern.

      The service hatch clanged shut, and she heard the muffled steps of someone trying, none too successfully, to move with stealth. Stupid. Stealth drew the attention, and this person had her full and undivided attention now.

      The yellow glow of the gas-safe flameless lantern grew brighter and closer. One person. One light source. Engineers never came alone, no matter the reason. This person walked alone, and only a guilty and furtive person would do that.

      The intruder, and Magda thought of him as such, moved further along the walkway. The lantern swung about and cast giant shadows all over the interior. Struts danced and grew as the light changed. And then the light swung around and there, across the braces, it looked like some beast with long and narrow wings.

      Bugger. A beetle with narrow wings.

      Magda adjusted her position and knelt down behind the barrels. She needed to be ready to move.

      The figure, a man, had progressed far enough into the balloon to no longer be concerned about stealth. He strode with purpose to the canister cage. He fiddled with the lock, and from the way he fidgeted, she didn’t think he had a key, He took too long, for a start. Eventually, the mesh door flung open and crashed against the side. Magda almost jumped at the sound.

      He slipped inside, and Magda held still. She clenched her teeth so hard her whole jaw ached, but she didn’t move. She peered around the edge of her hiding place and stared into the depths of the cage. She couldn’t see his face, but there would be time for identification soon enough.

      The intruder headed straight for the air inlet and gas valves. From his pocket he drew out an adjustable wrench. No mistake, the intruder was a saboteur. He knew what he did and he showed not the slightest hint of confusion or lack of knowledge. He unlocked the portside air inlets and connected the pipes to a grey cylinder. Those pipes led to several of the cabins below.

      Magda recognised the cylinder. The crew called it the fire suppressant. The gas would settle on a fire and a lack of oxygen would kill the flame. There were several cannisters around the deck. All intended for fire control. Yet, as fast as they could snuff out a fire, they could also snuff out life.

      Murder then, not sabotage.

      Anger exploded in her gut and killed any fears or doubts she might have had.

      She jumped up from her hiding place and rushed into the cage, all pretense of stealth forgotten. The saboteur began to turn as she thundered inside and, before he could see her, she punched him in the face with such force his teeth scraped against her knuckles. She hoped he’d remain standing so she could hit him again. Instead, he sank to the ground, unconscious.

      “Boy?” she said. Her rage drained away and left only confusion.

      He did not answer.

      She turned her attention to the valves and inlets. He had attached the gas to only one outlet. The value to a block of four cabins. Three were empty, the other was Lucinda’s room. Anger gripped her insides again as she returned the cylinders to safe and normal operation.

      “Boy,” she whispered, “what are you doing here?” In the end it didn’t matter. He’d tried to murder Lucinda, and she could not tolerate such actions from anyone, no matter who they were.

      She grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and dragged him out of the cage, along the balloon, and up the metal steps to the walkway. She didn’t care whether she injured him in the process, anger would not allow her to care that much. At the hatch, she opened the door and almost threw the boy through. Down the steps and along the corridor she marched towards the brig.

      At the entrance she found four soldiers. She’d expected none.

      “Captain!” They saluted in unison.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “Chief Ascara asked us to wait here for orders.”

      “Right. You and you,” she said, and pointed to two of them. “Go and fetch Officer Ascara now.”

      “Aye!” they said, and raced off.

      “You two, take this—this boy to the brig. Lock him up. Ensure he has at least two guards with him at all times. And no matter what Chief Ascara says, never leave him alone with her or anyone else until I say something different. Understood?”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      “If anything happens to him,  I will hold you responsible. Are we clear?”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “Get it done, and if Chief Ascara should find you, send her to me. It’s urgent,” she said and turned away.

      From there, she headed straight to the galley where the kitchen staff looked sleepy and very inattentive. Good. She went to the store room, ignored the noises she made as she banged the door against the shelving, and slipped through into the room. She fixed the room as best she could. The door opened just as she finished. She grabbed a wheel of cheese the size of a dinner plate and tucked it under her arm. She would get a knife from the galley.

      “Captain!” a kitchen hand said.

      “It’s all right. I’m hungry.”

      “Chef will make you something straight away.”

      “I’m fine. I need some cheese to get by, and I’ll be back later.”

      “There are knives in the corner drawers,” he said. He didn’t mention a word about her standing there in her underwear. Captain’s prerogative, she guessed, and whatever the captain did, they did not judge. Although she rather liked the freedom gained from striding about with no clothes on. She took a chunk of cheese and bit off a little.

      “Thanks,” she said, and strode off to her cabin. She needed to look like a captain again.
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      Lucinda sat in her cabin and flinched at every noise. It didn’t help when the ship burst into loud, banging activity at the dawn shift change. Her nerves were shot to hell after her little vision, and no one had been to reassure her.

      Frustrated at the lack of information, she stood next to the wall with her hand halfway to the struts. She paused. Multiple readings, especially when she tried to direct them, often gave false or misleading results. This wasn’t exactly her best skill, and she had no tower to assist her.

      A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts.

      “Yes?” she called out, “Who is it?”

      “It’s me ma’am. Captain Stoner.”

      Lucinda dashed to the door and fumbled with the lock. The door swung open and a uniformed Magda stood outside.

      “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Everything is fine.”

      Lucinda closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Her nerves settled. “Not in your underwear anymore, I see?”

      “No ma’am, the captain should conduct herself in a manner becoming a captain, not race around in her underthings.”

      “Shame.”

      “Ma’am?”

      Lucinda sighed. “Are you going to tell me what’s happened?”

      “I am here to tell you that you were right, but you need worry no more. The perpetrator has been caught and the problem has been neutralized.”

      “What do you mean by that, Captain?” she asked, and pointed to Magda’s bloody knuckle.

      Magda hid her hands behind her back. “He’s in the brig. I shall question him shortly.”

      “Good. But why are you so formal once more? I thought we’d established that my name is Lucinda.”

      “Lucinda.” Magda inclined her head.

      “And? Are you going to tell me about it? Like who it is?”

      “Not at the moment. Questions must be asked and answered first.”

      “Can I come along?”

      “Not at this time. This is an internal investigation.”

      “Will you tell me anything about him?”

      Magda looked as though she might refuse and then changed her mind. She stepped into Lucinda’s cabin and closed the door behind her.

      “Well, Captain?”

      “I found him, and you were right.”

      “Right? About?”

      “All of it, I suppose. The shimmering balloon, the shadowy wings, all of it. I watched him as he tried to do no good.”

      “And what did he try to do, exactly?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda stared out of the porthole as though the dim light outside could help her think. “His aim was to use gas to cause harm to at least one person on this ship.” She stopped for a moment, and Lucinda did not rush her. “I believe he had one target in mind, but I might have interrupted him too early to be certain of how many he wished to harm.”

      “I see. Do you think he wished to kill the crew?”

      Magda paused. “Actually, I’m pretty certain he wanted to kill one person.”

      “Oh?”

      Magda turned to face Lucinda. “And that person is you.”

      “Goodness. Why would he want to do such a thing?”

      “Good question, and one I intend to ask him.”

      “Then I should investigate this further, too.”

      “No, Lucinda. As I said, this is an internal matter.”

      “Internal my eye. He might have killed me. Don’t I have the right to find out why he wanted to put my life at risk?”

      “Not at this time, no. I’m sorry.”

      Lucinda frowned, irritated by Magda’s attitude. “This is not fair, Captain. I could assist.”

      “Perhaps, but at the moment protocol advises questioning by the captain and the security officer.”

      “Ascara.”

      “Indeed, and I will have my hands full controlling her, never mind you as well.”

      “Still—”

      “I have made my decision,” Magda interrupted. “But maybe I can offer you a compromise.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      Magda removed her timepiece from her pocket and checked the time. “Join me for breakfast in an hour. By then I might have a few ideas.”

      

      Magda stared at the boy in the brig. The doors to his cage were made of sterner materials than the enclosure holding the canisters, and the lock was not so easy to pick.

      Battered, with his shoulders hunched over, he looked quite the picture of defeat. Dried blood crusted over his chin and his lip looked red and sore. The most obvious damage had been caused by a single punch—her punch. She’d not held back when she’d hit him. She could see no other signs of physical abuse. The guards had assured her he’d remained unmolested, and as she studied him now, she believed them.

      She stroked her knuckles where the skin had been broken. “Will you speak?” Magda asked him.

      He stared straight ahead.

      Magda wasn’t at all sure what to do with him. She turned around to face the only other person in the room. Ascara looked at her but shook her head.

      “Boy,” Magda said, her voice measured and soft, “speak to me.”

      Nothing.

      “Captain,” Ascara said. She smirked. “Perhaps I should ask him a question or two. Leave him with me.”

      “No.” Although the offer held great appeal, she would not allow protocol to be broken in that way. She would be fair. She would always be fair.

      “Five minutes?” Ascara asked.

      Magda turned her attention back to the boy. “We have been through so much, you and I. You even wanted to join the unit.”

      He turned to her then, and his deep, dark brown eyes glowed with malice. “Bring the Tower Witch to me. I will speak with her.”

      Lucinda? “Why?”

      “Because she must know that her downfall comes, and it is her actions that have put the future in motion.”

      “What actions? What motion?”

      The boy didn’t answer.

      “No. It matters not what you might request. She is not a part of this, and you distract us from the proceedings. This is a formal hearing, and you are charged with sabotage. You know what the penalty is?” she asked.

      He lifted his head, his face a picture of defiance.

      “Death,” she answered. “The penalty of this action, of this attempt to sabotage the ship, is death. For this crime I might yet find mitigation if given cause.”

      Still he did not answer her.

      “I would add attempted murder to the charge, and for this the penalty is also death.” She turned around and paced the room a few times. “Why did you do it?”

      “Perhaps you might like to leave him in my care,” Ascara suggested once again.

      “I will not permit torture.”

      “Not even to a convict?”

      “I haven’t convicted him yet.”

      “But you will,” Ascara persisted. “By your words he will be charged and found guilty of sabotage and attempted murder.”

      Magda stared at the boy for a moment before she spoke to Ascara. “I will leave you in charge, Ascara, and I will see what Lucinda has to say, but you will not touch him or permit him harm. Do you understand? No harm or hurt.”

      Ascara smiled. “I understand. You have my word.”

      “Yes, that’s what worries me.”
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      Lucinda didn’t wait for an escort to take her to breakfast. She’d been left far too long already. As soon as she appeared in the passenger lounge, a young man in grey trousers and a white, well-starched shirt, approached her. “Tea, ma’am?”

      “That would be lovely, and pink, please,” she said. “Has Captain Stoner made arrangements for breakfast?”

      “I could enquire if you wish.”

      “No, it’s fine, she’ll tell me when it’s time.” Her stomach growled to belie her words.

      “Perhaps a sweet roll with your tea?”

      “Perfect,” she answered.

      “Might I suggest you take your tea by the front windows? The views today should be excellent, and there is nothing better than a blue sky to raise the spirits.”

      “The best view would be from the prow of the observation deck, I think,” she said.

      “We are a little too high for that to be a comfortable option, ma’am,” he answered.

      “Shame. Then I will content myself with the view through the window.”

      “You will not be disappointed.”

      He was right. The window in the passenger lounge granted a decent enough vista. They were reducing altitude, at least she assumed they were, for now, instead of just sky, she could see the tips of distant snow-capped mountains. They were approaching land, and she found that thought to be most pleasing. It would be nice to plant her feet on solid ground and see a new part of the world for the first time.

      So engrossed had she become in the view that she couldn’t recall drinking her tea or eating her sweet roll. Yet the crumb-covered plate and the empty glass at her side suggested she had, whether she remembered or not.

      She turned around when she heard someone striding through the lounge.

      “Captain,” she said. It seemed appropriate to be formal.

      “Lucinda.”

      “You look worried,” Lucinda said.

      “Indeed.” She would not say anything more. “Are you ready for breakfast? I note that you have already taken a sweet roll.”

      “I was very hungry, and unsure how long before I would see you.” She smiled. “You must be starving, too. You’ve had a long day, and I woke you early.”

      “Yes, but I’m glad you did. The consequences of you not doing so would have been quite unbearable.”

      “It’s all in hand now, though, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.”

      Lucinda did not think Magda looked as certain as she tried to sound. “You look troubled. Would you share your problem with me? Captain?”

      “Magda, remember?”

      A clinking in the background drew Lucinda’s attention, and when she turned around, salvers of hot bacon, eggs, and tomato were placed in the middle of the table. Her stomach rumbled as other staff brought in jugs of tea, fruit juice, and plates of pastries and toasted bread.

      “After breakfast we will speak,” Magda said, and led her to the table. “Maybe after food my thoughts will settle.”

      “We all think better on a full belly.”

      They ate in silence. Lucinda did not want to disturb Magda, not when she looked so focused and distant. Besides, Magda had not yet berated her for leaving her cabin without an escort.

      Magda put her knife and fork down, took one last sip of her tea, and wiped her mouth. “Lucinda, we need to talk,” she said.

      “I’m listening.”

      “I find myself in a bit of a dilemma, and I am unsure of what to do. I would appreciate the wisdom of a tower woman.”

      Very formal, Lucinda thought. “Of course. You know I will help in any way I can.”

      Magda nodded. “When you saw the man sneaking around, what did you think he intended to do there?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      Magda frowned. “Please, humour me. I’m trying to order my thoughts.”

      “All right. I assumed his intentions were to do something bad to the ship — sabotage of some description — and fortune allowed me a warning before any harm could be done.”

      “Okay,” Magda said. She helped herself to another cup of tea. “Sabotage is considered a non-negotiable capital offence, especially when the captain of the ship catches the offender in the act.”

      “I see.”

      Magda massaged her knuckles. “He should be court martialed, and when he is, he will be found guilty.”

      “Then you must follow the law.”

      “Except in this case the issue is not so clear cut.”

      “Why not?”

      She turned so she faced Lucinda. “For one, he is considered a civilian, and rules suggest that they must answer to a civilian court. I suspect a good legal representative would suggest that no real harm befell the ship and he stopped himself in time.”

      “I think you stopped him. He did not stop himself.”

      “True, but the chances are the charges would be dropped.”

      “Then will you take him to a court or let him go?”

      “I could argue that he is promised to the order, and therefore Order laws apply. He put the ship and its crew in peril by the misuse of gas, and whatever his intent, his actions were observed and require no further interpretation.”

      “Which means what exactly?”

      “He is guilty of an act of willful and malicious intent against the Order’s property. Technically, I suppose, the ship does not belong to the Order.”

      “Now you’re complicating things.”

      “Yes. All right, then. Willful damage against a ship of the Order.”

      “And the punishment is?”

      “Death.”

      “Death is a little harsh, Captain.”

      “Not really. Putting lives at risk cannot be taken lightly.”

      “And the other option?”

      “Causing peril by misuse or incompetence would be dismissal from the unit.”

      “And what are your thoughts on the matter?”

      “There is a third consideration to this, remember?” Magda asked.

      “Oh yes. You believe that he wanted to harm me in some way.”

      “Not harm, Lucinda, kill. And if he wanted to kill you, as a civilian, I have to take him in for trial. But I am the captain of this ship, and in this I could argue that I have the authority to conduct a trial.” She held up her hand as Lucinda took a breath to speak. “That said, we are nearing the base, so I could just hand the problem over to my commander.”

      “Are you sure he wanted to kill me? After all, he didn’t come to me with a knife in his hand.”

      Magda helped herself to even more tea, and this time added several lumps of sugar. “It’s quite clever. If you hadn’t have seen him with this distance viewing of yours, he’d have gassed you. Then he could have returned the gas levels to normal, all without harming the ship or anyone else on board.”

      “Good grief. I don’t know what to advise.”

      “I don’t think you need to do anything. I think I might leave this issue to Commander Morales.” Magda stopped and drummed her fingers across the tabletop. “Before I decide the best course, I need to know why you have created such a response in someone close to me. Someone I trusted.” She looked away then, as if seeing Lucinda’s face hurt her.

      “Someone you trust? Who?” Lucinda pressed.

      “The boy.”

      “The boy? The boy! Why? What on earth possessed him to do such a thing?” Of all the people on the ship, the boy did not figure as a wrongdoer. Not when he held Magda in such high regard.

      “He’ll not say, except to you. Therein lies my dilemma. Break protocol to bring in a civilian for the chance to ask why, or fulfil the letter of my duty, be ignorant, but correct.”

      “What would you prefer?”

      “There you go, always answering a question with a question.”

      “It’s a bad habit. Still, you’re the captain. What do you want?”

      She stared into space for a moment. “What I want and what I should do are not the same. What I think I need to know is the why of it. The rest is less relevant.”

      Lucinda thought for a moment. “I can ask him questions, if you like. After all, I’m a consultant who is retained by the order.”

      Magda smiled. “That would bend the rules a little, but it would work. Would you do this?”

      “Of course, but before we question him, perhaps we should prepare ourselves.”

      “Indeed, and how might we do that?”

      “Maybe I should go through his personal belongings and see if there is something useful there. Of course, if this is not permitted…”

      Magda pondered the issue for a moment. “He is condemned, Lucinda. He has no rights, and his freedoms no longer exist.”
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      Crew accommodations, Lucinda discovered, were not luxurious by any stretch of the imagination. Not even for officers. Domestic service staff and the cabin boys and girls commanded even less space.

      Lucinda held her hands a few inches above his bed and skimmed across the top of the bedding. The impressions she gained were strange, confused, and unclear. Truth would not help here.

      They found his other possessions in a small box on the wall. They did not amount to much. A comb, a change of clothes, and two sets of undergarments. They too gave nothing away.

      “Really, Captain, he had nothing personal of his own?”

      Magda shrugged and ripped the bedding from the bunk. “I don’t bring much on board either,” she countered. “There might be more back at base.”

      The bed, stripped of linens, revealed a small gouged-out hole at the base of the headboard. Lucinda caught a flash of blue. “What’s that?” she asked, and pointed.

      “I see it,” Magda said, and pried out a little ornament no larger than her fingernail. She held out her hand, and a delicate scarab beetle glistened in the light. “Turquoise stone. Well-shaped. Beautiful. I didn’t know he had this.”

      “You’ve not seen it before?”

      “No, but then personal items are not usually my concern.” She offered the ornament to Lucinda.

      Lucinda took one look at it and backed away. She held her hands up like a shield in front of her face. “No. Take it away.”

      “What’s wrong, Lucinda?”

      “I can’t touch that. It has such a powerful aura that can sense the strength of it from here. “

      “I take it that it is too powerful for casual touch?”

      “I would say so,” Lucinda replied. She stared at the tiny little ornament. “Too powerful by half.”

      “If you want to touch it, then maybe we should do this in your cabin. Is that where you have your bite bar?”

      She shook her head. “No, Captain, there is no possibility of me ever touching that thing, especially as I have lost contact with my tower.”

      “Oh.”

      “But that doesn’t mean I can’t do anything at all.” She closed her eyes and took a couple of deep and calming breaths. “Right. Hold the stone in the palm of your hand and raise it up to shoulder height.”

      “Don’t you need to touch it?”

      “This radiates a strong and powerful aura. As someone who relies on touch, I must be careful if I think there is a strong or unknown power.”

      “This is unknown?”

      “I’m not sure what it is, yet.”

      “Right.” Magda held the object as directed.

      “Perfect.” Lucinda stared at the tiny beetle. It looked so unassuming in the middle of Magda’s pale palm.

      “Hold still,” she said. Lucinda waved her hand half an inch over the scarab and let the impressions fill her mind.

      “What can you sense?” Magda asked.

      “Keep still. I have to concentrate.”

      She didn’t have to focus for long. Her arm dropped to her side. A bead of sweat collected at her temple and ran down the side of her face. That had been not at all pleasant.

      “Lucinda?”

      “I can’t touch this,” she said, but her words came in breathy rasps. “Good Mother, no.”

      “What’s the matter?”

      “That is a vileness that should not be tolerated.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Lucinda held out her arms. “This is life, all of it. Every single thing you can see and touch, is about life.” She shook her head. “And this? This has no place in this world.”

      “It’s about death?” Magda asked.

      “Oh no, far worse. The natural order of creation is birth, life, and then death.”

      “I know this. We all do.”

      “Well that’s the opposite of this cycle.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “The opposite of birth, life, and death is nothing. It is outside natural existence.”

      “How can it mean nothing?”

      “I think we better ask the boy, Captain.”

      

      Lucinda stared at the lad through the bars of his gaol. A thin youth, and now that he had been stripped of his uniform, he looked even smaller. His swollen lip stood out, a testament to the force someone had used on him.

      “Boy, get to your feet,” Magda commanded.

      He looked up and his jaw tightened. “You brought the Tower Witch, then. Like I asked.”

      “Boy, nothing is done for your benefit,” she growled.

      “Still. She is here. And it is better for us all that there are no guards with us and the one with the temper is absent.”

      “The one with the temper?” Lucinda asked.

      “Ascara. She can be a little excitable at times,” Magda replied.

      “All right.” She turned her attention to Boy. “You asked for me.” She tried to sound calm, even though she felt anything but. “For what purpose?”

      The boy glared at her, his jaw grinding away as though there were words to say, and yet he bit them back.

      “What have I done to harm you? Why did you try to kill me?” she asked.

      The boy said nothing.

      “Answer her,” Magda demanded. Her authority filled the room, yet he still defied her.

      “I don’t need to say anything. She already knows.” The boy smirked. “It wouldn’t have been like this, Captain if you hadn’t picked her up.”

      “Why?” Magda asked. “Why her, why now?”

      “Because she almost killed you, that’s why.” The boy sighed. “If she hadn’t made you go to the float, you would never have jumped out.”

      “But I’m fine, and I’m here. No one made me do anything, least of all our guest.”

      “Didn’t she?” The boy wiped his lip on his arms and rubbed so hard it started to bleed again. “You would waste your life to impress a Tower Witch? And I held you in so much regard.”

      “No, Boy. You have misjudged me. I would have tried to save them no matter what. But without Lucinda, without Miss Ravensburgh, I would be dead now and so would all of the people on the float.”

      “You think that matters?” he asked.

      “Yes, it does,” Magda answered.

      “Irrelevant. So now she must be charged with the murder of a great beast. And for such murder she is found guilty.”

      “A great beast you say? Who gives you the right to judge?” Lucinda asked.

      “I do not judge. My mistress is the one who demands judgement.”

      “I do not,” Magda answered.

      “Not you,” he said, and he looked at Magda with a sneer of disgust. “I refer to my true mistress.”

      “What?” Magda asked.

      “Who is your true Mistress?” Lucinda asked.

      He smiled. “She is Sh’Na, Queen of the Desert, Mistress of the Night.”

      “Who the hell is that?” Magda asked.

      The smile, more of a smirk, didn’t diminish one bit. “You know her, Captain, and she knows you. She knows you very well.”

      Lucinda took several steps back. “Who is Sh’Na?”

      “Sh’Na is the Queen of the Desert,” the boy answered, repeating himself. “Like the heart of the night, Sh’Na is eternal.”

      Magda looked thoughtful. “The Queen of the desert? Does this bear any relationship to the beast that killed your tribe?”

      The boy’s smile became almost beatific. “She is the one, the Mistress of the Night.”

      “She is dead. You were there. She murdered your family, and you watched as we killed her for her crimes.”

      “Sh’Na is eternal. Sh’Na is the heart of the desert and the sands of time run through her veins. None can escape her judgement. The reach of Sh’Na is far and boundless,” he intoned.

      “Right,” Magda said. “She is nothing more than a corpse, and her dried-out husk of a body is riddled with lead.”

      “No mortal weapon can harm the great Sh’Na,” he said.

      Magda shook her head. “And you are also mortal. Neither eternal nor great.”

      “Until I am worthy, and then I too will become an eternal one and I will live forever,” he said.

      “Fool,” Lucinda said. “No one lives forever.”

      “My mistress does. She has been here for all time and will be here long after you have been turned into worm food.”

      “As undead?” Magda asked.

      “As an honoured eternal,” he replied.

      “Which means he wants something that is neither living nor dead, but something that is outside natural law.”

      Magda nodded.

      “Bugger. That’s not good,” said Lucinda.

      The boy grinned. “And now you understand. The Queen of the Night will rise up. Her hand in the hand of her lord and –”

      “A lord? And what lord would that be?” Lucinda interrupted.

      “The great lord, a true god to rule this earth.”

      “There is no god,” Lucinda said to him. “There is only the divinity of the Mother and the Father.”

      He glared at her. “This is the truth of the days to come. Sh’Na and her consort will take the world in their hands and squeeze it until all of creation kneels before them.” He stood up and pulled his shirt over his head.

      Lucinda didn’t know what to say. Her breath caught in her throat. His body lay covered in pale scars that glowed against the darkness of his skin. Scarified and inked, Lucinda recognised, if not the exact nature of the symbols, at least the nature of their intent.

      “Lucinda?” Magda asked.

      “Captain, stop him,” she said. “Don’t let him do it.”

      Boy dropped his trousers and stood in nothing but shorts. The scars and symbols ran down his legs as well as his arms and the whole of his body.

      “Boy!” Lucinda cried.

      “What does this mean?” Magda asked

      “It means that he is claimed, body and soul, by another, and that bond is secured through magic,” she said.

      “Clever Tower witch,” Boy said.

      “Do you know what it all means?” Magda asked.

      “It means nothing good, that’s for sure.”

      Boy grinned at them. “I am hers, and I am given to her for all time. That is known. And I am honoured so that when I call, she will come.” He dug his fingernails into his split lip and pulled the skin apart so the blood flowed freely. He smeared blood onto several of the symbols on his chest and started to chant words.

      “Stop that, Boy,” Magda called out.

      Lucinda recognised neither the words nor the rhythm of the chants. None of it made sense. But there was one thing she did know— he was using blood magic. Her thoughts jumbled together. Whatever he wished to do, it would not be good.

      “Stop!” Lucinda bellowed. She needed to distract him. “You wanted to show me the power of your mistress. Through you.”

      “Yes.” He paused. She could sense a touch of confusion, perhaps. “She will come soon.”

      “I know. But there is something else for you consider, and your mistress might appreciate this better.”

      He stared at her; his dark eyes glittered.

      “You know my skill, don’t you, Boy? You know it is through touch.”

      The confusion returned.

      “Then let me touch you, and I will know your mistress in all of her glory,” she said. The mere thought of touching him filled her with revulsion. Yet she could see no other way.

      “Yes,” he agreed. He held out a hand, and Lucinda approached a little closer.

      A part of her, the part of her that feared the shadows of the night, wanted to run away. Another part of her, the part that drew her to see how things worked, couldn’t help but be intrigued. To touch him might be to see what no one else had seen, the other side of the veil of death, or undeath even. Fear or curiosity, what would win out?

      She reached out and pulled back. She stopped herself from touching him, just in time, for when she looked into his face, she looked into the eyes of a stranger. The boy remained the boy in body only. The soul inside had long ago ceased to be a boy at all. All pretense had ended.

      Boy no longer existed.

      “Suppress him, Captain, smother his power now,” she called out, her eyes fixed on the thing inside the cell.

      “Why? He has no magic,” Magda answered.

      “But his mistress does,” Lucinda said, “And she is the one with us now.”
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      Lucinda braced herself as the blank force of Magda’s nullifying skill pressed against her. Without a tower to counter the demands of such an ability, she had no defense. Like a bug underfoot, she would be crushed by Magda’s strength.

      Every breath became a struggle. Her thoughts, weighed down by the pressure, required utmost concentration to retain any coherence. This was how it would feel to drown in the depths of the deepest ocean where all around the darkness lay cold and thick. She felt awful

      “Is that better, Lucinda?”

      “No.” She scrunched her eyes closed. “Yes. I think so. I don’t know. I’m blind.”

      Boy laughed. “And now you are useless.”

      He was right. His whole body pulsed with energy, and Magda’s presence had no effect on his power.

      “You are locked in, and I am not. The skills of mortals are pitiful and inadequate against the power and the might of Sh’Na.”

      “Lucinda?” Magda asked.

      She couldn’t respond. The entirety of her thoughts lay with the Boy. One at a time, the pictograms etched into his young skin began to glow. The ankh first. It glowered black, deep, like a shadow into the abyss.

      “Eternal is the night of Sh’Na,” Boy intoned. His eyes rolled back into his skull. Orbs of white, streaked with blood, shone through dark eyelashes.

      He held out his arms, and across his chest and wrist to wrist, the scarified tattoo of wings glowed blue and pulsed from his skin.

      “Long is the reach of Sh’Na,” he said.

      “Captain, why are you not countering the boy?” Lucinda asked.

      “I’m trying! This doesn’t usually happen.”

      “Doesn’t usually?”

      Magda didn’t answer, but even if she had, Lucinda focused what she could on the changes to the boy.

      With arms outstretched, the wing motif gleamed with such brightness his dark skin, with a blue cast, looked eerie and unnatural. Other pictograms, images of swords and strange creatures, lit his skin with colour.

      A black snake curled from both ankles, around his legs towards the groin. In the unnatural light emanating from his skin, the snakes appeared to slither and move against his body.

      “She is the Queen of the Desert and her rage, the rage of sand and sun knows no bounds,” he yelled.

      “Captain. Stop him. Now would be good,” Lucinda said.

      “Still nothing,” Magda responded.

      “Then drop your skill!”

      It took a moment, but her power, or what remained of it, seeped back. Slow, at first, but she could not deny the relief of being free again.

      “Boy!” Lucinda called out. “Do you want to touch my power?”

      “No,” Boy-thing answered. “We need you no more.”

      “Truly? But I bet Sh’Na would like to take my power, wouldn’t she?”

      “The Queen of the Desert needs no one,” he replied.

      “Really? You don’t want to see and taste my power? Wouldn’t she like to feed from me?”

      He held still, even the glow of the magic seemed to dull as he lost himself in thought. Or as he debated the issue with Sh’Na.

      “Yes, mistress,” he said after a while. His skin grew brighter. “Come to me,” he ordered. The tone of his voice changed as he spoke. It became deeper and gruffer.

      “No, Lucinda. Don’t,” Magda said. “Whatever is going on here, don’t do it.”

      Lucinda spared a look at Magda, “And what can you do?”

      He reached out through the bars of the cell. “Come to me, Witch.” His voice changed again; it sounded smooth and as sweet as honey.

      Through that soft voice, the first stirring of a subtly different power reached out for her.

      “I can’t see her. Show her to me,” she said. She inched closer. “Let me see her glory.”

      “Sh’Na,” Boy cried. His face contorted, and another form, a wizened old creature, superimposed itself over his younger body. They merged together until one and the other could no longer be discerned as separate creatures.

      She took another step forward.

      “Lucinda, no!” Magda called out.

      “I must do what I must, and you must do whatever you must,” she replied. She didn’t even look at Magda, her attention remained fixed on the beast person in front of them.

      “Don’t be stupid,” Magda answered, and grabbed for her arm.

      Lucinda stared at her. “Captain, I don’t think Ascara would resist me so. She would know exactly what to do. Perhaps she should take your place.”

      “What?”

      Lucinda cocked her head to one side. “If you are unsure, ask her what to do. She knows. Ask her. She must be here.”

      “Why?”

      “Ask her,” Lucinda countered. She didn’t hear Magda leave, but knew when she left. The energy in the brig changed. The room felt empty, as though the world had been diminished by the loss of her presence. She took with her the coolness of the north, and the ice of the frozen waters no longer soothed her. Instead, she faced the heat of the creature and the desert. It grew so hot that she could almost smell skin burning.

      “Sh’Na,” Lucinda said. “I see you.”

      “You are seen,” it answered, in a voice that sounded almost like Boy but not quite.

      Lucinda smiled.

      “Come closer,” it urged.

      She stopped a few steps away from the cage. She didn’t want to make this too easy. She needed Magda to speak with Ascara, and for that she needed to give her as much time as she could.

      “Let me see you with eyes beyond the mundane,” she said.

      From here, she opened her inner sight to look at the aura of Boy.

      “My goddess, you have no soul of your own, do you? You carry the touch of her.”

      He smiled, all teeth and feral belligerence. It wasn’t him, though. She could see that much now. The beast had absorbed all he was and the boy no longer existed. If he ever had. He was no more than a suit, a vehicle for the creature latched on to him.

      “I see what you are. Like a vampire, you will suck the life out of all you touch.”

      “Feed me, Witch,” the beast growled.

      “Come get me,” she replied. Her mind focused on the power emanating from him in dark and undulating waves.

      The boy-beast grinned. “All right,” he said, and he grabbed for her. Fast. Faster than any human ought to move, and he reached further than she expected.

      Tight fingers gripped her wrist and pulled her off balance. Before she could respond, his other hand lashed out and caught her free hand.

      “Mine,” he said.

      Lucinda looked at the two hands pulling her wrists. They were larger than she had supposed. The delicate fingers of the boy had grown into claws both longer and broader than the hands that had served her pink tea in the lounge.

      The smooth boyish skin roughened. Bones and tendons rose until they protruded like cords and gave the hands a gnarled and ancient appearance. Those talons seized her with such strength they threatened to crush her wrists.

      “Mine,” he repeated. His voice sounded old and rasping, like an ailing grandmother on her death bed.

      His eyes rolled back and looked normal once more, but only for a moment.  Brown eyes turned as black as the pit itself and darkness stared back at her.

      “Welcome to my world,” the boy beast said. The rasp of his voice like sandpaper upon her ears.

      “I see you, Sh’Na,” she said. Her vision wavered.

      The sweet smell of flowers and spices filled her nose. Cinnamon, sandalwood, and cardamom. A hint of cumin laced with aniseed, and the flowery sweetness of hibiscus. These were not the scents of her experiences, but she knew them, or knew of them, because now she was a part of Sh’Na.

      Her mouth watered at the thought of food she had never eaten. Drinks she had never swallowed. The taste of a summer breeze became a whirlwind of heat.

      The heat of the sun beat down on undulating dunes of golden sand that stretched as far as the eye could see. The sun burned so bright and hot, it seared the eyes. A blue sky burned  almost white. She could almost feel the heat as the sand burned through her boots. A heath that burned away the aromatic spices and turned them to ash in her mouth.

      To her left, in her vision, a rocky escarpment rose high enough to cast long shadows. A narrow, rocky pass snaked through the mountain and deep into the rocks. Beyond this narrow defile, her mind filled with an image of a wide cliff-surrounded valley.

      A huge, four-sided pyramid sat in the middle of this valley. A processional, lined with winged caprine beasts covered in gold, led the way.

      Such beauty, it stole all other thoughts. In the end, Lucinda didn’t think she could speak at all. Sh’Na, the voice of the desert, filled her mind, sucked at her strength, and her life. Ate her memories and replaced them with nothing more than sand.

      Is this death?

      A scream in the darkness of her own mind almost caught her attention. Blackness overcame her senses and even the burning of the sands touched her no more.
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      Ascara stood to attention as the Magda approached her.

      “Captain?” she said.

      “Ascara, Lucinda needs assistance, and she thinks you are more useful. I have no idea what that means, but from the way she said it, I assumed you would.”

      As the captain spoke, Ascara could sense some tension in her voice that was not like her.

      “Boy is no longer the boy. He is something else,” she added.

      “What does that mean?”

      “He is different now. And Lucinda wants you. I am insufficient, but you are the one who can do what needs to be done.”

      “She is alone with him? With all due respect, Captain, what the hell? You left her with the one who wants to kill her.”

      “He is caged. But she needs you,” she repeated.

      Ascara turned and raced towards the brig. Emotions flared up inside her breast.

      Her worry grew to anger, and the world sharpened. Details stood out in stark relief. The normal sounds of Verity filled in the background, but she ignored it all as irrelevant. Her footsteps echoed as she thundered through the corridor and up the steps towards the brig. That, too, she decided was irrelevant. As was the sound of the captain as she raced behind her.

      She rushed so quickly she almost ran into the door. “Where the hell are the guards?” she shouted. She didn’t wait for a response.

      She grabbed the handle of the reinforced outer door and yanked it open with such force it flew back against the wall with a clang. She could almost sense nearby security crew responding to the noise. At least they should have been responding. She’d trained them too well for them to ignore unusual sounds.

      The moment she saw Lucinda, all thoughts of others vanished from her mind. She was caught in the arms of a strange, dried-out husk of something old and wizened, and a silvery light flowed like a shimmering wave from her mouth into the beast.

      Her anger blossomed. “You left her,” she bellowed. “You left her alone with the bastard who tried to kill her, and now he’s sucking the life out of her!”

      Ascara didn’t recall when she’d unslung her scabbard, but she drew her blade and roared. Without even thinking, she rammed her blade between the bars of the cell and straight into the body of the boy-thing. The creature didn’t react.

      Blood blossomed from his side. She stabbed again.

      “He’s killing her,” she yelled. Her anger grew, until the rage threatened to overwhelm her.

      Magda, she noted, stood frozen in place, her mouth open in horror at the sight of the boy and Lucinda.

      “Magda!” she screamed. “Open the damned doors.”

      Magda didn’t respond.

      “Open the door,” she growled. “Open the fucking door!”

      Whilst Magda faffed about, got the keys, and unlocked the door, Ascara stabbed at the creature. With each passing moment, the life flickered from Lucinda to the beast. Lucinda could not go indefinitely.

      A mask of red descended over Ascara’s eyes, and she growled a warning. When Lucinda screamed, Ascara roared with a rage so deep it turned her world into shades of red and crimson. In her rage, Ascara’s monochromatic world slowed and sharpened.

      She wanted to rip him into tiny pieces, but she couldn’t reach. Instead, she rested her hand between Lucinda’s shoulder blades and gave her strength, her rage, her life. Just as she had done when Lucinda had needed her with the kraken.

      The boy-beast stopped for a moment and licked his lips. “The heat of rage,” he said. He laughed. “I like the flavor. You prolong the inevitable.” He did not pause for long, and resumed feeding.

      Magda unlocked the cell door, the clunk of the lock echoing into the throbbing beat of her own heart. The door began to swing open, but to Ascara, Magda moved as though mired in mud. How did anything ever get done at that slow and torpid speed?

      Ascara couldn’t wait anymore. She burst through the door. Instinct, honed by years of training and exercises, took over, and her blade seemed to operate on its own. She slashed at the boy-beast and swung with such speed and strength she severed one arm at the elbow. A flash of blue light and a spray of blood followed.

      The hands still gripped Lucinda.

      Dark hate-filled eyes turned to Ascara, but the flow of life energy continued.

      Ascara swung again. Fury filled her muscles, and she sliced through the other arm. Blue light flashed. Blood geysered in all directions, and Ascara laughed. Her control slipped further away.

      Untethered by the beast, Lucinda collapsed to the floor in a heap, but Ascara’s focus remained on the boy-thing. She roared and swung at the boy with such ferocity she severed his head from his shoulders. More flashes of blue, and she hacked and slashed at the object of her ire until she stood alone, in the middle of a cell covered in gore.

      Her rage, undiminished, demanded more. Ascara looked around for the next one to hit.

      Magda held her arms open wide. “I’m unarmed,” she said in her softest voice. “You need to put the blade down now.”

      Ascara roared and strode forward.

      As the only one still standing, Magda sank to her knees, her arms outspread, and then she lay down. For a moment or two, Ascara didn’t respond; her chest heaved with exertion.

      Words, spoken as though from a great distance, filtered through her mind. “Lucinda needs you.”

      It was enough. Her anger subsided in slow shuddering breaths. The red haze thinned, and other colours bled into her vision.

      Her heart rate slowed, and her anger became no more than irritation.

      She saw Magda still prostrate upon the floor. “What happened to you?” she asked.

      Magda rose to her knees and shook her head. “I’ve seen this before.”

      Ascara nodded. “The desert?”

      “Yes.” She didn’t need to say any more. It was a history they’d not shared, but they had talked about.

      “We need to look after Lucinda,” Magda said.

      Ascara’s shoulders slumped. “You left her, Magda.”

      “I know. And now Lucinda needs you.”

      “She needs you as well.” Ascara dropped the sword and wiped her eyes. Boy’s fingers clenched about Lucinda’s wrists. She ripped at them with such force she almost snapped his fingers.

      Magda knelt beside them and she checked Lucinda’s pulse. “She’s alive.”

      “Thank goodness. I thought she’d died, Captain. I really did. We are not doing well at protecting her, are we?”

      “No. We need to do better.”

      “Much better,” she said.

      Bruises had started to form on Lucinda’s wrists, and the bloody punctures from the boy’s fingernails were a testament to how much they had failed her.

      “Yes, but now we need to get her medical attention,” Magda said.

      “I’ll carry her.”

      “No, Ascara, that’s my job.”

      “Has she told you it’s your job? Do you have some special relationship that I know nothing about?”

      “No, but I’m the Captain. It’s my duty, and I have to make up for failing her when she needed me.”

      Ascara got to her feet, recovered her sword, and wiped it on the boy’s linen shift. She could feel her temper rising again. She should be the one to take care of Lucinda.

      “Mine too,” she said, “and not just for duty.”

      “Not just for duty,” Magda repeated.

      They stared at each other for a moment, and Ascara nodded. “What’ll you do about him?” she asked and pointed at the boy.

      “Put his…his separated parts into different iron pots and seal them.”

      “Do you expect him to reassemble himself?”

      “No, but I don’t think I can take the risk until Commander Morales takes a look.”

      Ascara nodded. “Take Lucinda, make her safe. Once I’m cleaned up, I’ll guard her myself.”

      “I am more than capable of guarding her,” Magda answered.

      “We, Captain. It’s we who should look after her.”

      “Yes. Agreed.”
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      Filled with self-recriminations, Magda paced from one end of the passenger lounge to the other. Each step kept her emotions, and her frustrations, under control, but only just. Like Ascara, she wanted to go and hit something. She unfastened her uniform jacket and threw the blood-stained clothing to the ground.

      “Boy—” She started, and stopped. He would never be there to fetch her overcoat, nor would he make her pink tea or ensure she had what she needed. How could she have missed it? How could he have betrayed her so?

      She turned to the couch where Lucinda lay. Medic Morgan, dressed in a crumpled medics uniform, leaned over her and checked her vitals. His overlong dark hair hid his face as he performed his examination, but Magda saw him shake his head a few times.

      “How is she?” she asked him.

      Medic Morgan rose to his feet and swept back his hair, and the grey at the temples grew more obvious. “She’s fine as far as I can tell. At least by all the usual medical accounts. The rest of it? I don’t know. She needs to rest and she needs fresh clothes. I can see no signs of infection, but I am worried about the bruises and punctures on her wrists. Of those I must express some concerns.”

      “What does that mean? How much concern?”

      “It shouldn’t mean anything, but fingernails are a great source of disease. I’ll keep an eye on things and check them out over the next day or so.”

      “Thanks, Doc.”

      “Keep her warm, and if you can get her to awaken, a little hot tea, heavily sweetened with honey, will do her good,” he added.

      “Consider it done.”

      “She needs to build up strength and energy. Red meat, eggs, that sort of thing. I will inform the galley of her new dietary needs.” He collected his things and prepared to leave. “Should I send a female nurse to assist with her clothing?”

      “No, I’ll manage and make sure she is looked after,” she replied.

      “Call me if anything changes,” he said, and left.

      Magda waited a moment before she began to unfasten Lucinda’s clothing. She thought it inappropriate for a captain, for her, but she couldn’t leave it to just anyone to do. That would be disrespectful.

      Medic Morgan had already removed Lucinda’s woolen jacket, but now Magda had to contend with a terrifyingly frilly chemisette, over which a tight vest with the smallest buttons ever devised would stop all but the most determined. She had never worn skirts, or women’s clothing for that matter. Unfastening them remained much of a mystery, and they appeared to require delicacy beyond her ability.

      She began with a set of tiny and fragile embroidered buttons. She fumbled, frequently, and her cheeks started to burn at the thought of all that she might have to undo. Heavens forbid she had to go down to the corset and under things as well. She had already seen Lucinda in her underthings. This was different.

      She pulled her shoulders back. She could do this. Lucinda needed her to do a job, and she would not fail her again.

      After much fiddling about, she found herself down a layer. She had opened the vest and pulled it over Lucinda’s shoulders. Underneath, the cream-colored cotton high-neck chemisette also had blood everywhere. But where were the damned buttons? Maybe she should just cut it all away and buy her a replacement when they got to Wash Town.

      Ascara interrupted her. She strode into the lounge on a blazing wave of heat and anger. Magda rose to her feet and turned to face the anger. Ascara, she noticed, had changed her bloody leathers for a plain uniform. Grey trousers and white shirt, but her blade remained slung over her shoulder. Magda couldn’t remember a time when Ascara didn’t carry her weapon; it might as well have been attached to her body.

      “How is she doing? Is she getting better?” she asked.

      Magda shook her head. “Medic says she’s sleeping.”

      “Has no one taken those bloody wet clothes off her?”

      “I’m trying…”

      “Need a hand?”

      Magda thought about it. “Yes, would you help me? I can’t manage these infernal buttons.”

      “Of course. A nurse might have—”

      “I don’t want strangers to touch her or see her like this.”

      Ascara nodded. “Agreed.”

      Together they removed the rest of Lucinda’s outer garments. A task that turned out to be rather easier than she had expected. Perhaps because Ascara knew what she needed to do.

      “She needs guards all of the time,” Magda said.

      “I’ve six of the finest outside the doors.”

      “Good.”

      “The rest of the crew want to see her. They have made requests.”

      “They can wait,” Magda said.

      “Agreed,” Ascara said. “Although I think her cabin would be better. More comfortable, and easier to guard.”

      “I can get more soldiers in here. And the more soldiers there are, the safer she will be.”

      “Perhaps more privacy, then. She is half undressed, and it would not be fair to be gawked at by common crewmen.”

      Magda didn’t want to agree at first. “You’re right. I’ll take her to her cabin. We’ll guard her there.”

      “Have you thought about sleeping with her?”

      “Don’t be crass, Ascara.”

      “Captain, she’s a tower woman.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “She is a part of our mother’s bounty at all times.” She looked at Magda. “She is never alone. She needs life with her, and she has no tower here.”

      “How do you know so much?”

      Ascara shrugged. “I ask questions. And the needs of tower women are known. I do listen when the commander speaks of such things.”

      Magda almost crumpled on herself. “You are right. Tower people sustain each other through the tower, and I can’t give her what she needs. I don’t think I can give myself in such a way, Ascara. You know what I am.”

      “Then I’ll do it,” she stared at Magda, and Magda glared back.

      “This is not a slight on you.”

      She thought for a moment. “Very well. We’ll get her into her own bed and you must do what you must to help.” She frowned. “Do what you can. Please.”

      “Of course. But you might try just holding her hand. Then she would know that she is not alone, no matter what. It might help.”

      “I’ll give that some thought.”

      

      Lucinda opened her tired and heavy eyes to find herself in her cabin. She stiffened as panic set in. Dark eyes and wizened skin filled her thoughts. Flashes of blue exploded behind her lids and she jumped, startled by the brightness.

      A slim but strong arm tightened about her waist. “Shhh. It’s all right. I’m here.”

      “Ascara?” she asked.

      “Yes, it’s me.”

      “Why are we in bed with no clothes on?” she asked, and yawned.

      “To keep you warm.”

      “Okay,” Lucinda answered, and she snuggled up against Ascara’s hot and appealing warmth. She felt safe. So safe she fell asleep again.

      

      Magda sat in a compact armchair at the side of Lucinda’s bed. Ascara had gone to eat something warming, and after a few hours of being next to Lucinda, her chief officer looked worn out, tired, older even.

      A part of her wondered what they’d been doing to tire her out so much, and she disliked that reaction in herself. It was nothing to do with her. One look at Ascara’s face and she knew it had not been as pleasant an activity as her mind wanted her to believe.

      Still, jealousy filled her with unreasonable thoughts and emotions. It gnawed at her belly like a beast until she couldn’t breathe with the uncertainty of it. She would stop these feelings. No matter the cost. She had no time for this. Never again.

      Lucinda’s cold hand lay limp and unmoving in her own warmed grip. She squeezed those cold fingers and wished her to get well. “We’ll do better next time,” she whispered. “Much better.”

      For now there was little  she could do, and her attention turned to a thick tome on the table. She placed it on her lap, one-handed, and opened it up. The first sheet read, “Tower: Life to life. Ascrani Ravensburgh onwards.” In the corner of the page she noted a stylized bird like they had on old world coats of arms. The black bird, with wings outstretched, screamed its defiance. Underneath an inscription read, “Wise birds whisper.”

      She turned to the first page of handwritten text. Tight, perfect script introduced Magda to Ascrani Ravensburgh, the Tower keeper, and then to a list of other keepers. She flipped through the pages, and as the names changed so did the nature of the tower. From the Tower of the Covenant, Tower of the Law Makers, and finally to the Rainbow Tower that Lucinda had created. Magda didn’t read it all, but as she flipped through the pages, she noted that the last third of the journal remained empty.

      She couldn’t resist turning to one page in particular. It read:

      

      
        
        My name is Lucinda Ravensburgh, and today, on the sixteen year of my birth, the tower has selected me as its principal. Hereon, the tower is no longer the regal purple of the law makers, but has become a rainbow. We shall see what this means over the coming years. My aunt, who kept the tower, wished to be restful and spend her winter years tending the garden. My wish is to serve the tower and the people of Knaresville and Mid-Angle to the best of my ability. I would hope to be as wise a leader as she has been.

      

      

      

      Magda stared at this introduction to the younger Lucinda. “My skills include psychometry, truth saying, mutual avian empathy, auric readings, blood—”

      Magda closed the book without reading further. She had intruded, and although this was a tower journal, it remained a private thing. From one leader to another. Lucinda would tell her these things when she felt she could.
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      A little after dawn, Magda sat in the captain’s chair as they drew closer to Verity Field. If she had a home, then the home of Veritas Traders and the Order could well be it. It would be good to go to her own quarters where she might be able to put the world into perspective again. She needed that perspective.

      “ETA?” she asked.

      “Three hours or so,” Isgul answered. His sightless eyes turned forward as though he could look through the glass.

      “Excellent.” She rose to her feet. “Koryk, take us home.”

      Koryk stepped forward. “Aye, Captain. Any other instructions?”

      “None at this time.”

      Magda strode down the corridor, nodded as the guards on duty saluted, and entered Lucinda’s cabin. She expected to find her asleep. She wasn’t. Lucinda, half dressed, sat on the edge of the bed, and Ascara sat at her side, holding Lucinda’s hand. Loss roiled in her belly until she felt sick. On this trip, anything that could go wrong had, and now she had to face more of this.

      “What is this, a public waiting room?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda pulled back her shoulders. “I thought you were asleep, and I expected that you would be surrounded by medics.”

      “You could have knocked. I might have been half naked.”

      Magda looked away. “You are half naked.”

      Lucinda straightened her petticoats and frowned as Ascara started to chuckle. “In comparison with earlier, she is almost fully dressed.” Ascara smiled at Lucinda, and it looked so intimate. Magda tried not to respond, but she ground her teeth so hard her jaw ached. No one appeared to notice.

      “Ascara, a word please,” she said.

      “Yes, Captain.”

      “My quarters.”

      “No.”

      “Are you refusing an order?”

      “No, Captain. I think it best we do not leave Lucinda without our direct protection.”

      Magda opened her mouth to reprimand her and then closed it. “You are quite correct. We’ll talk outside in the corridor, and then we will know with some surety no one gets by us.”

      Ascara pointed at the guards as they left Lucinda’s room. “Take a break. Return in ten minutes.” She waited until they were out of sight before she spoke. “Yes, Captain?”

      “Your behaviour is bordering on insolent,” Magda said without preamble.

      Ascara drew herself up and stood with her shoulders back, her chin out, and her feet splayed. “Yes, of course, Captain.”

      “I would like an explanation.”

      “Yes, Captain. For what, Captain?”

      “Your overfamiliarity with our guest.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I have eyes. Have you taken advantage of her good nature?”

      “Bloody hell, Magda, no!” Ascara glared at Magda. “What kind of person do you think I am? I would never take advantage of anyone.”

      “Then what’s going on? It’s most unsettling to think there are things going on in this ship I know nothing about.”

      “There is nothing going on that you do not already know,” Ascara countered. She lowered her voice. “Magda, we have known each other a long time. Do you think me capable of such a thing?”

      Magda looked away and stared down the corridor. “No. But so much has happened this last couple of days, and I am not sure that I have any of it under control anymore. The ship and everyone on board are my responsibility, and I don’t want a repeat of Boy.”

      “Captain. Magda. None of that was your fault. No one could have known about Boy. If anyone should have seen it, I should have, and I didn’t. That means I failed in my job, I failed you, and I’ll not fail again.”

      “Nonetheless, I must be more vigilant,” Magda said.

      “Not you. We should be more wary,” Ascara said. She gestured between the two of them. “We.”

      Magda closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “You’re right, I’m sorry. It feels as though everything is not right. In the last few days, everything seems to have spiraled out of control and I fall well short of what is needed.”

      Ascara reached out and squeezed Magda’s arm. “That is not true. You are always enough. More than enough.”

      “We almost lost a float, I lost Boy, and we almost lost Lucinda.”

      “I disagree. We saved a float and killed a kraken. The Boy is not your fault, and Lucinda is safe and with us.”

      Magda shook her head. “And then when I see you with Lucinda, I wonder what else I’m missing.”

      “Nothing. We have talked about this. She is a tower woman and she is all alone here. She needs as many reassurances as we can give her.”

      “Reassurance that you give her.”

      “Yes, in a way.” Ascara banged her fist against her chest. “We touched here, and when I looked into her eyes and she looked into mine, she knew my soul.”

      “And now you are in love with her.”

      Ascara shrugged. “You know, sometimes it takes people a long while to touch souls, and sometimes the connection is instantaneous.” She smiled then. “And I think she has touched you, too, Captain, even if you don’t want to admit it.”

      Magda glared at Ascara, but inside she couldn’t deny the truth of these words. “Over the these last few days everything has changed. The ship, the crew, the things we do. The world isn’t what it was.”

      “And it all happened the moment that Lucinda came aboard.”

      “Seems like it,” Magda agreed.

      “Then maybe it’s because she needs us, Magda, and we are her hope.”

      Magda thought about that. “You are right. Do what you must to protect her.”

      “Yes, Captain.”
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      Magda stood at the center of the flight deck as they made their final approach to Verity Field aerodrome. The early morning sun reflected from the metal of the embarkation towers in bursts of brilliant light.

      “All ahead slow,” Magda said.

      “Aye, Captain,” Koryk said as he spoke into the cross-ship telephony unit. “Engineers confirm. Sails down, all ahead one-third speed.”

      “Prepare for docking,” she ordered.

      “Aye, Captain,” Koryk said.

      “Check approach,” she ordered.

      “Adjust bearing by two degrees,” Isgul advised.

      “Aya,” Valara confirmed.

      “Slow speed,” ordered Magda.

      “Drop air anchors,” Koryk said.

      “Release tether lines,” Magda added.

      Koryk looked at a set of dials on the front console. “Confirmed release.”

      “Take us in, Valara,” she said.

      “Aya,” she replied.

      Matilda rose to her feet and approached Magda.

      “Yes, Matilda?”

      “We wish to carry Miss Ravensburgh off the ship, Captain.”

      Magda looked at her crew, and one by one they nodded. “Such honor,” she said. “She’s got to you lot, too?”

      Matilda took a few faltering steps closer. “Captain Stoner, you should know me, know us, and know we could ever be got at.”

      “My apologies, Matilda, but Ascara is acting lovelorn, and it’s—”

      “Disconcerting,” Matilda finished.

      “Yes.”

      “But you are right. She did get to us.” Matilda placed a gnarled and wrinkled hand in the middle of Magda’s chest. “She saved us, and we owe her.”

      “She’s not dead, and with assistance she will manage quite well, I suspect.”

      “I know, Captain,” Matilda said. “But respect can still be given.”

      “Now I’m your captain, but no longer your friend?”

      Matilda laughed. “Captain Magda Stoner, you will always be my friend. Can you tell me in all truth and honesty that she didn’t get to you, too?”

      “No idea what you mean,” she answered. Still, she couldn’t help the smile on her face.

      “See?” Matilda said.

      “Never mind that. Shall we get this ship safely docked before we all get matey and lovey-dovey.”

      “Aye aye, Captain,” her crew yelled as one voice.

      “Good. Lucinda needs help, help we cannot give. But we do know just the man to do what we cannot.”

      

      Lucinda strode onto the boarding ramp with Ascara holding her gloveless hand. It had been so long since she had worn gloves, but the thought of the warmth from Ascara’s fingers overrode all other considerations. Her touch soothed, and she didn’t want to lose that.

      On her other side, Magda walked with obvious stiffness.

      “Captain,” she began.

      “Yes, Lucinda,” Magda answered.

      Lucinda hooked her arm through Magda’s. “Now that is so much better, isn’t it?” she asked.

      For a moment, Lucinda thought that Magda would object. Then she smiled. “Of course,” Magda answered.

      The boarding ramp stretched out from the ship to the tower and swayed with every step they took. Glass and iron protected them from the worst of the wind and stopped anyone from walking off the edge. It didn’t stop the whole thing from moving, and Lucinda tried not to pay attention to it.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      “We call this Verity Field,” Ascara answered.

      “Or home,” Magda added. “This is our base, and many of us do not travel far from here.”

      “I expected to see Wash Town,” Lucinda said.

      “No. That is a distance from here,” Magda said. “We need to stop here first.”

      “Well, that explains why I can’t see the city. I did so look forward to seeing the sights. The book sketches make it appear quite amazing.”

      “I promise, as soon as we can, we’ll take you to the city,” Magda said.

      Lucinda smiled. “That would be lovely.” She sniffed. “The air smells different here.”

      Magda sniffed, too. “Same ole stink of soldiers and airships.”

      “That must be it, then,” Lucinda replied.

      “Let’s get the lifting platform secure,” Ascara said, her voice brusque. “We’re exposed here.”

      “We’re safe, it’s home, and I’m sure Lucinda would like to take in the view,” Magda responded.

      Lucinda glanced around the camp. “It looks beautiful here. And even though you have this military aspect, there is so much open space.”

      She turned in a circle so that she might take in as much as she could of this new place. There were at least two mountain ranges, one to the north and another to the southwest. Miles and miles of grassland stretched to the south, and even the ocean, which lay a distance away, glowed blue on the horizon.

      She pointed across the grasslands. “These plains look as though they go on for miles. I have never seen so much grass, and it’s all so green.”

      Magda nodded. “In some places the grass grows almost waist high.”

      “Goodness.”

      “To the far west, the plains become a range of gentle hills, and then the great forest, which stretches for miles further. It’s beautiful. And if you ever felt adventurous, it would be a place to visit. The southwestern mountains stretch almost all the way across Ama’Rica.”

      “What are all those colorful things, Captain? I can’t make them out.”

      “Those are the tents of the nomads,” she answered.

      “Nomads? Real nomads? What are they doing here? Why? Can I go to meet them? I would love to see these people. To be exposed to another culture up close would be an incredible experience.”

      “The nomads trade with us, and sometimes they come to visit. There are more than usual there at the moment, but I don’t know why.”

      “There is so much colour. It reminds me of a festival or the travelling carnivals,” Lucinda said.

      “I don’t think a festival is likely, but we will know soon enough.” Magda put her arm around Lucinda’s back and steered her to look north. “There, we have mountains. To the northwest, the peaks are so tall and rugged they are largely impassable.”

      “Imposing,” Lucinda said.

      “Wash Town is there, at the coastal edge of that mountain range.”

      “Really? How do you get to Wash Town? There are no roads that I can see here.”

      “You get there by airship or by sea. It’s coastal and a most impressive place,” Magda said. “The first time you see it is guaranteed to take your breath away.”

      “That’s quite a boast.”

      “And true. Several rivers flow through the mountains and they meet at Wash Town. Over thousands of years the fast flow has carved a deep bowl into the ocean and the rocks. Some say that the Great Mother herself scooped away the mountain so that they would be able to dock their ships there.”

      “And did she make the harbor?”

      “Who is to say?” Magda answered. “But the coastal cliffs are so large and imposing that, the Wash Town docks are in much demand.”

      “Excuse me, Captain. We should go down to ground level now,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda turned to Ascara. “I think that’s a great idea. I would love to see this from my normal place, with my feet on earth rather than in mid-air.”

      “Make it so,” Magda said. She hooked Lucinda’s hand over her arm. Ascara did the same on Lucinda’s other side.

      “Knees bent,” Magda advised. As she turned to say something, the lift shuddered, the mechanism engaged, and it began its descent.

      Lucinda noticed, as she considered the platform, that in spite of the space around them, the three of them stood so close together they rubbed shoulders. To Lucinda, it all felt right.  The reassuring warmth from the two women gave her confidence. She wouldn’t trade it for the world.
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      Lucinda tried to remain calm and dignified as the lifting platform growled and lurched into action. She’d expected a steady and slow descent from the top of the tower. Instead it lurched downward in fits and starts, then rocked and rattled with every passing moment. It was not a smooth ride. Her fingers tightened around Magda’s arm, and she gripped hard.

      “Is it safe?” she asked. “It sounds as though it’s all going to collapse.”

      “It’s quite safe,” Magda replied.

      “The captain is right,” Ascara said. “It’s safe enough. Sometimes we just forget to oil the joints. And sometimes they make it squeak to scare the hell out of visitors.”

      “That’s not very helpful,” Lucinda said.

      Magda chuckled.

      Lucinda looked around at the other lift passengers, but none of them appeared concerned, so she also tried to appear as though she couldn’t care less. Instead she stared at a set of scratches on a single glass pane with the determination of a mystic seeking the meaning of life.

      Eventually, the lifting platform reached the ground, and with a bone-shaking thud, came to rest. The metal rimmed doors growled as they opened. Lucinda thanked her lucky stars when they stepped onto real, solid earth once more.

      Beyond the lift, a pathway, wide enough for two carriages to pass without issue, led from the lifting platform to a squat building some way hence. There were a variety of other buildings around the area. The largest were the huge stone buildings with curved roofs.

      “Are those the airship hangars?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “They don’t look suitable to house Verity.”

      “Quite right. They don’t,” Magda answered. “We have many smaller craft and engines, and they are inside such housings. Along with cargo, too. But for Verity, the best place for her is in the air and all maintenance is performed rapidly whilst she’s tethered here.”

      On either side of the long pathway stood row upon row of uniformed men and women in formal pose. They bore that square cut look and the stony glare of the professional soldier, and they were on duty. They carried rifles and shotguns for the most part. All had sidearms and knives, and some carried swords. They were in the middle of nowhere and they were prepared for an impending assault.

      “Are we expecting trouble?” Lucinda asked.

      “Always,” Magda replied.

      “Best to be safe not sorry,” Ascara said.

      Halfway to the squat building, a knot of people stood across the pathway. She counted six of them, most in pale tunics and lots of bright, colorful accessories. In the midst of all this colour stood a tall man. Unlike the others, he wore a morning suit, the kind she would have expected in the most fashionable of Anglish salons. With top hat, tails, and a cane, he could be only one person.

      “Quentin!” she called out.

      He strode towards her. “Lucinda Ravensburgh,” he said. When they were close enough, he swept her into his arms and spun her around. “Good to see you. As conservative as usual.”

      “You too. You’re looking well,” she said.

      “For an old man?”

      “Never mind old man. I really want to slap you around the face with something hard, like an iron bar.”

      “Ouch,” he replied.

      “And we will discuss the rest of your deficiencies later,” she said.

      “Of course.”

      “Back to the social niceties?” she asked.

      “That would be pleasant, yes.”

      “I’m sure you haven’t aged a day in all of these years.”

      “I could say the same of you,” Quentin said.

      “Life suits me.”

      “Good. You had an interesting flight, I hear.”

      “You’ve heard? Yes, it was most eventful,” Lucinda admitted.

      “You must tell me all about it. We have much to talk about.”

      “Yes, Quentin, but talk must wait, I think there are more pressing issues.”

      “What issues would they be?”

      “Personal issues, I would suppose,” Lucinda said. Her gaze settled on the unknown people. To her mind, they stood far too close.

      Quentin Morales nodded. “Please excuse my rudeness. Lucinda I would like you to meet Lina’Verrana, she is the speaker for this group.”

      Lucinda looked at the old woman, her dark skin deeply etched with age and the passing of much time in the open. Her eyes, however, remained dark and penetrating.

      “Pleased to meet you,” Lucinda said.

      Lina’Verrana nodded. “My brothers, Lino’Yarron and Jano’Terro, and my sisters, Jana’Rebbi and Jana’Verta,” the old woman said. She spoke with energy and vigor, but her words merged together, and Lucinda found it hard to follow all she said.

      “You’re all related?” she asked.

      “All people are brothers and sisters, and they should be respected as such,” Lina’Verrana answered

      “I see,” Lucinda said. “I would love to speak to you and your people, Lina’Verrana, but I must first speak with Quentin on a matter of some concern and urgency.”

      “We are all friends here. You may speak freely,” Quentin said.

      “You wish to discuss everything out here, in the open?” Lucinda asked. “But excuse me, I would rather not discuss delicate matters before people I have only just met.” She nodded to the others gathered. “I mean no disrespect to you all.”

      “No disrespect taken,” Lina’Verrana answered.

      Quentin scratched his chin, “Very well then. We should go inside where we might be more comfortable. This way,” he said.

      “Commander—” Magda started.

      “Captain, you should join us. Bring your security officer as well.”

      “Sir,” she said, and saluted.

      “And stop doing that. It makes me feel old.”

      “Sir!” Magda responded.

      With Magda at one elbow and Ascara at the other, Lucinda allowed them to escort her along the path. “What’s going on?” she whispered to Magda.

      “I’m uncertain at this time,” she answered.

      “Ascara? Any ideas?” Lucinda asked.

      “None at all,” Ascara replied.

      Together they marched towards the squat building at the end of the pathway. Plain and unadorned, Lucinda could best describe the structure as an ugly redbrick construction of limited charm. It looked hideous.

      Soldiers stood guard at the entrance, but as the group approached, they saluted with stiff formality and opened the doors for them.

      A narrow, dark hallway led to a room of quite stunning style and proportion. Easily thirty feet long and roughly the same width. A fireplace covered one wall, but apart from a couple of windows, most wall space housed shelves filled with books. Lots of books. She had never seen so many in one place, and the temptation to ignore everyone and take a look at the library almost overrode all other considerations. A couple of sofas, armchairs, a substantial dark wood desk, and several reading lights helped create a welcoming atmosphere.

      “Lucinda, please take a seat and make yourself comfortable,” Quentin said.

      She selected a leather armchair with wide arm rests and sank into the soft, overstuffed seat. Magda and Ascara stood to either side of her chair, and even here she knew they meant to protect her. Several chose to stand close to the window, as though they preferred to be nearer to daylight instead of trapped inside this dark cavern of a room.

      “Right then, to business,” she said. She gestured towards the nomads, “Forgive me, but I know you not, and I have much to discuss with Commander Morales.”

      “Speak away, Lucinda,” Quentin said. “These people are welcome here, and this whole conversation affects us all,” Quentin said.

      Lucinda didn’t answer.

      “Trust me. They have a vested interest in all we might say,” he said.

      “Would that include an interest in blood?” she asked.

      He shrugged.

      “Very well. First of all, you sent me a tainted token, and I cannot believe you didn’t understand the implications of that.”

      Quentin held up both hands. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think there would be a problem with the token. I assumed—”

      “Fool!” Lucinda interrupted. “You should know better. You should’ve sent a warning, at least.”

      Magda took a step forward at this point and rubbed her own cheek. “I can verify Miss Ravensburgh expressed her displeasure most eloquently.”

      “I’m sure she did,” Quentin said.

      “What’s done is done. What matters now is that I’m not functioning at full capacity at the moment.” She looked upward, hoping she might be able to hear something, perhaps even a small echo of her tower. Yet she heard nothing. Or perhaps it was already too late, and she’d feel nothing until she went home.

      “Yes, Lucinda,” he said.

      “No matter. That’s of minor concern. The real issue is the blood, and that needs attention now. It cannot wait. We must visit the original site as soon as possible.”

      “I understand that–”

      “In addition,” Lucinda interrupted. “I’m no longer sure how helpful I can be given that I must use only my basic skills. My basic blood magic is rather poor at best. I’ll do what I can with the powers I have if you think it will help.”

      Quentin held up a hand. “Stop, Lucinda. It must wait.”

      “Wait? Wait? How can we wait? Time is of the essence. I’m not sure how much use the scene will be after all this time as it is.”

      “It has waited this long. It can wait a little longer.”

      “No, Quentin, we do not have the luxury of time, not insofar as the blood is concerned. The token, Quentin, is a very tainted token, and we cannot allow such a thing to run free.”

      He opened his mouth as though to say something, then he stopped. “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “The victims are human, of course, but I don’t think the perpetrator is, not in the slightest.” Lucinda pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. “And if we don’t act now, more blood will be spilled. Lots of it.”

      “Then I need you at your best, Lucinda,” he said.

      “Of course I will do the best I can. But my best at this time might be seriously diminished with the tower so distant.”

      “You say that your powers are not what they might be, but how affected are your abilities, Lucinda?”

      “Quentin, you’re not listening to me.”

      “Yes, Lucinda, I am, and this is just as important, if not more so.”

      Lucinda looked at Magda and then at Ascara. Both of them stood in stiff and upright pose. There were things afoot, but she had no idea what they were.

      She looked at the Ama’Ricans, but all of them looked away. All except Lina’Verrana. She stared at Lucinda, and her dark eyes focused with such intensity that she thought the woman’s stare might bore right into her skull.

      When Lina’Verrana spoke, her unfamiliar accent made the words difficult to follow. “Tower-born, we are not your enemies here, and our presence here is not for your discomfort.”

      Lucinda sighed and turned back to Quentin. “All right then, what’s going on?” she asked. “There something you are not saying. I’m not at my best, so I need you to be clear.”

      “Yes, I am aware of the difficulties. You said so yourself, and from Captain Stoner’s briefing, we know that you have not been well.”

      Lucinda looked up at Magda’s impassive face. “Captain’s briefings, eh?”

      “Ma’am,” Magda answered.

      “Have you used your abilities at all recently?” Quentin asked

      “No, not yet. And I am isolated most completely from my tower.” She sighed.

      “Perhaps now is a good time to see the extent of your skills,” Quentin said.

      “Why?” Lucinda asked.

      “Humour me. It is unprecedented to get a Tower Witch so far from her tower.”

      “More testing and experiments, Quentin?”

      “If you like,” he answered.

      “All right, then. Pass me something. But nothing too emotive,” Lucinda said. “I am not sure I could manage it right now.”

      Magda leant in close enough that Lucinda could breathe her in. Coolness washed over her skin, and it settled her. “If it’s too much I’ll get you out of here, all right?”

      Lucinda nodded. “Thank you. I think I’ll be fine.” She closed her eyes as Quentin placed a rather nice fountain pen in her hand. Even without looking she could tell that it was a well-made pen by the feel and weight alone. It had been engraved — her fingertip brushed against the flowing letters. She forced her thoughts together, concentrated, and tried to gain some sense of her skills. Nothing happened.

      She tried again. Still nothing.

      Lucinda opened her eyes and turned to Magda. “Captain, are you…”

      Magda looked puzzled for a moment, then shook her head.

      “You’re right. I would know if you were.”

      She tried a different tack now, and Lucinda stretched her gift to get a sense of people, their auras. Or at least, she tried. She felt nothing. She widened her view. Still nothing.

      “I can’t feel anything,” she said. Her voice, she noted, sounded composed and steady, although she felt anything but. “Why can’t I feel anything?” Panic bubbled and churned in her stomach, and her heart started to pound. “What’s going on? Quentin?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Come on, spill it. What have you done?”

      “Me? Nothing,” Quentin answered. “I have done nothing.”

      “Why am I blind? Come on, Quentin, you know something, and I think you knew before I got here. Probably even before I got off the airship.”

      He smiled, but it appeared a sad and sympathetic one.

      “Spit it out, Quentin.”

      “There is no easy way to say this, so I’ll just say it. You are no longer the primary of the Rainbow Tower.”

      “What!” Lucinda exclaimed, and the whole world lurched. “No one is cut off from a tower like that. Not without great debate.” She looked up at Quentin.

      “I’m sorry,” he repeated.

      “When did you know about this? How do you know?”

      “I found out the same day you left the Angles,” he answered.

      “What? How could you know when I did not?”

      “To cut a very long story short, we’re in contact with all of our global holdings via an Aetheriogram. This allows us to speak across great distances. With that, we have been in contact with your tower since you left.”

      Lucinda froze for a moment. She turned to Magda. “Did you also know?”

      She shook her head. “No, I didn’t.”

      “Could you not have shared that with me on the way here?” Lucinda asked. “You could have told Captain Stoner and we could have gone straight home.”

      “There was no point whilst you were in flight. I thought it best to wait until you arrived,” he said.

      “I have no home, then?” She shook her head. “All in all, this has been wasted journey.”

      Lots of unpleasant and disjointed thoughts raced through her mind. She needed time to consider this. How would she manage without her powers and the tower to sustain her?

      As though reading her mind, Magda placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed gently. At the same time Ascara reached for her other shoulder and squeezed. Their touch reassured her, but it wasn’t enough to stop the waves of grief washing through her.

      It took a few minutes before she could speak, but they gave her that time to think without interruption. “Who is the Primary now?” Lucinda asked.

      “Amelia,” he answered.

      “Then the Tower is in good hands.” She focused on the two people at her side, their presence and their strength. A thought occurred to her. She had been so wrapped in loss that she had failed to think through the implications of this change.

      “This doesn’t make sense,” she said. “Why do I have no skills at all? I am still gifted. I should have my personal strength, and yet I have nothing.”

      Quentin, for once, had nothing to say. It was the old woman, Lina’Verrana, who approached her. “Tower-born, you are now tower-less and that is why you are without power. The Great Spirit that fills us all has chosen to remove her bounty.”

      “No, that doesn’t make sense. You can’t take gifts from a person. The gift, and its power, is a part of the person, a part of me.”

      “The Great Spirit, our Great Mother, can do as she wills. You know this,” Lina’Verrana said.

      “But why? What have I done?” She shook her head as though to clear her thoughts. “And how on this good earth do you know so much?”

      “The truth of our Mother is available to all who seek her,” Lina’Verrana said.

      “The truth,” Lucinda said. She ran through her memories of the moments after she had left her tower, her time on the ship, and all the way to this moment. “I remember. I knew something was wrong by the time we encountered the kraken. I could no longer feel the tower. At the time I wondered if it was because of being so far from home, and I had no stone on which to stand. I assumed it would be back to normal on my return.”

      The old woman took a few steps closer, her gaze hard. “Tower-born.”

      “Yes?” Lucinda replied. “But my name is Lucinda, not tower-born.”

      “Did you use all of your power to fight the beast?” Lina’Verrana asked.

      Lucinda considered the question. “I’m not sure. Maybe.” Then she shook her head. “I couldn’t have. I had power when I faced the Sh’Na boy-beast. I had power then.”

      “But Lucinda suffered as a result,” Magda added.

      “He must have taken more than I realised,” Lucinda said.

      Lina’Verrana looked at her companions as though they held a conversation only they knew about. They even nodded to each other as though in answer to an unspoken question.

      “And?” Lucinda prompted.

      Lina’Verrana turned to Quentin. “Speak for us,” she said.

      “Please do,” Lucinda said. “I would love to know what is going on and why there are so many people who know more about me than I do.”

      He nodded with great enthusiasm. “It is certain that you have much power of your own, Lucinda, but you have only so much strength. We think you might have used every scrap of your own self to fight the beasts on the ship, and you had no tower to sustain you. We think you burned yourself out.”

      “Then I am empty?” Lucinda asked. A cold shiver ran straight through her, and the sensation of falling into a never-ending pit, made her head swim. “I am all done? Does that mean I am normal and mundane now?” She looked up, and her gaze met the unwavering stare of the old woman.

      “You should not be so sorrowful about what was, tower-born. Now you must look to today and your tomorrow,” she said.

      Lucinda tried to smile, but she felt too empty. She needed to get away, to adjust. “I need a little time.”

      “Why, tower-born?”

      “To grieve, I suppose, to get used to being—”

      “A human being?” the woman finished.

      “Yes,” she answered. She closed her eyes for a second, just to block it all away. When she opened them again, she turned her attention to Quentin. “What will happen about the blood? Now that I am here without my skills, I am useless. You brought me all this way for nothing.”

      “Not quite,” he said. He looked towards Lina’Verrana.

      “Tower-born,” Lina’Verrana said, “one chapter of your life is done, and now another begins.” The old woman stared at her, and in her dark lined face, her eyes shone like obsidian chips. “We are the earth people, and you come because we asked it.”

      Lucinda snorted.

      “We asked the Great Spirit, and in our days of need, she sent you. We cannot go against the will of the Great Spirit, Our Mother.”

      Lucinda had to control herself from a sharp retort and said instead, “That cannot be me. You’re mistaken.”

      Lina’Verrana shook her head. “No. Not only did the Great Mother summon you here, we were also summoned to this time and place to welcome you. These are special days. You are a vessel made empty and ready to receive her bounty anew.”

      “I don’t understand what that means,” Lucinda said.

      “It’s simple. We called, you came, and now we will show you to your new tower, of course.”

      Lucinda looked at the old woman and frowned. “Excuse me? New tower? Ama’Rica doesn’t have any towers.”

      “Perhaps not before, but it does now,” Lina’Verrana said. She grinned, and as she did, her wrinkled old skin became more crevassed and lined. Her white teeth were bright against her skin. She chuckled and the rest of her group chuckled with her. “A tower is risen in your name and seeks your touch.”

      Lucinda’s gaze darted from the old woman to Quentin and back again. “I don’t understand.”

      He shrugged. “A tower rose—well I think it’s a tower. Something rose up, but it’s unlike any tower I’ve seen.”

      “When did it appear?” she asked.

      “The day you left the Angles,” he replied.

      “This doesn’t make sense,” she said.

      “Sense and understanding are the domain of our Mother,” the old woman said. “You must come now, establish your authority on your tower and all the lands of Ama’Rica.”

      “But I didn’t see a tower here.”

      “You will,” Quentin said.

      “If this is some kind of joke, Quentin, it is the sickest kind.”

      “It isn’t, I assure you. Let us show you the way.”
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      Lucinda stood before one of the hangars. The huge building soared so high above her head she feared she would crick her neck if she tried to look for the top.

      The doors were equally monumental. Three overlapping iron blast doors, each one the height and width of a small house and mounted on reinforced, steel-rimmed wheels.

      To her side, Magda held herself with rigid formality. Her back and shoulders stiffened so much that she looked like a walking blast door herself. At her other hand, Ascara, all fluid grace and casual disinterest, looked almost too relaxed to be a security officer. Quentin stood next to the doors and checked the time on his pocket watch.

      The four of them were alone now. Lina’Verrana and her group had followed them out of Quentin’s office, but they had not approached the hangars. They’d veered off in an altogether different direction.

      Lucinda watched them leave. “I assumed we would all go together.”

      “No,” Quentin answered. He did not elaborate.

      “Do you know these people? Who are they, really?” she asked.

      Magda shrugged. “The people of Ama’Rica? We trade with them for food and so on, and the commander has been studying them.”

      Quentin looked up from his watch. “Indeed.”

      “Why study them?” Lucinda asked.

      “Because they are fascinating, and I want to know more,” Quentin replied

      Before she could form a response, the sound of engines grew louder. The whine of belt drives as they were engaged and a localized grumble grew too loud for her to be heard.

      The doors rumbled apart with slow and ponderous intent.

      Quentin slipped his watch into his pocket and looked pleased with himself. “Right. Won’t be long now,” he said.

      When the doors were open enough to walk inside, Quentin waved into the dark interior. “This is one of the old airship hangars. We used this to build and service the smaller ships and store them away when the weather conditions demanded it.”

      “But this is not large enough for Verity,” Lucinda said.

      “True enough. Verity should be in the sky, not on the ground. But we don’t just build airships and dirigibles.” He gestured into the darkened interior, “Come on in.”

      It took a while for Lucinda’s eyes to adjust to the darkness inside the hangar. The amount of light increased as the doors rumbled further apart, and there were lamps, too. Shafts of sunlight from the skylights cast pale puddles within the vast and almost empty chamber.

      A dozen or so people rushed around, each one of them dressed in pale grey shirts and grey slacks. They stood to attention as Quentin and the women stepped inside.

      “These are my engineers,” Quentin said. “They make the mechanical magic happen. And this is our greatest achievement so far.”

      “It’s a steam train!” Lucinda said. “Are you going to build a railway? It will be very expensive to lay the tracks across such a large country.”

      Quentin chuckled. “No. It is an engine all right, but not for the tracks. This is our land machine, and it can go places a carriage cannot. Come take a closer look and I will show you.”

      “But I don’t know anything about engines,” Lucinda said. Smoke had started to rise from the front, and the thought of being close up to a running engine did not appeal too much.

      “Come, come, let me show you around,” he said. He waved her on and pointed, with great zeal, at the engine. “This is our star machine,” Quentin continued to enthuse. “This is the cab, the boiler, fire box, steam dome and the smoke stack. We’re not quite at running speed yet, but we should be able to leave soon.”

      “Weird-looking wheels,” Lucinda observed.

      “Weird, perhaps, but oh so very functional and very efficient. It’s all so clever I am proud to be a part of the team,” he said.

      “All right, I’ll bite. Tell me about the wheels,” Lucinda said.

      Quentin grinned. “Established laws of the steam train make it clear that an engine needs a railway to move. But what if you wanted to go where there were no tracks?”

      “Well, you don’t,” Lucinda answered.

      “You are correct. What if you could take the rails with you?” He pointed to the wheels, “It would be most inconvenient to lay rails before the engine.”

      “Horribly impractical, too, I should have thought,” she replied.

      “So what if they were a part of the wheel?”

      “Is that what those are?”

      “Indeed, Lucinda. We came up with this configuration by breaking the tracks into sections and making a belt for the wheels. The engine drives all twelves wheels, and the wheels then drive the tracks forward.”

      “And it works, does it?” she asked.

      “Indeed, this is how we will travel to your tower.”

      “In this contraption?”

      “Yes, Lucinda.”

      She looked thoughtful. “And is this contraption the reason that Lina’Verrana isn’t going to travel with us?”

      “Yes. They prefer to eschew modern things,” Quentin said.

      “I wonder why.”

      “I sense your cynicism, Lucinda, but trust me. It’s a grand ride,” he said.

      “If you say so. I’ve travelled through the air, so travel across the ground should be easy, but will it be comfortable? Where will we sit?

      “This way,” he said, and beckoned her towards the rear of the machine. A set of steps led to a narrow doorway.

      “I better check inside,” Ascara said. “Just to be sure.”

      “I’ll go check the engine and the crew,” Magda added.

      Quentin sighed. “There are no threats here. It is safe.”

      “I’m sure Ascara just needs to make certain. It’s what she does, and if we don’t let her, then she will be upset,” Lucinda answered.

      “Give her five minutes, then. That should be more than enough time to look under all of the seats and so on.” He pulled out the timepiece hanging inside his waistcoat pocket and started to time her.

      With his eyes glued to his watch, Lucinda had no doubt that he watched every second pass by. After a short while, and Lucinda had no idea if that included the full five minutes, he clamped the watch closed and returned it to his pocket. “Long enough has passed, I think. Shall we go inside now?”

      He offered Lucinda his arm, but she needed both hands to hold on to her skirts. The damned things were a nuisance. She wondered if now would be a good time to rethink her wardrobe. Her entire life, including clothing, had formed around her life in a tower, in a city. She had no idea what she might expect here. Being mundane and not gifted would have its challenges, she suspected.

      Ascara slipped out of the doorway just as she put her foot on the first step of the stairs at the rear of the carriage.

      “Lucinda, you never follow instructions, do you?” Ascara said. She smiled with apparent fondness.

      Lucinda smiled back. “It is not a strong suit,” she agreed.

      Ascara held out her hand. “It’s a good job it’s safe, then, isn’t it?”

      Inside the dark, twelve-foot long carriage, the fittings were quite basic but comfortable. The furniture included two upholstered bench seats and a table. The sideboard had doors and drawers, but there were few places to hide.

      A couple of lights attached to the ceiling granted a little illumination, but not much. Most of the walls had been paneled in a dark cherrywood and that added to the somber tomes inside the carriage.

      “No wonder it didn’t take you long to search,” Lucinda said.

      Ascara grinned.

      At the far end of the carriage, a narrow door opened, and Magda came through. She closed the door behind her and smiled. “Good crew, Commander. I know them all.”

      “Always the best I can find,” he said. “Let’s take a seat and prepare to leave. This is the most comfortable way to travel.”

      No sooner had Lucinda taken a seat than engine vibrations echoed through the entire cabin. The chug of the engine grew louder and more defined.

      “Ahh, here we go,” he said. He had to raise his voice over the sounds of the engines.

      At the front end of the carriage, between two large wooden panels, Quentin fiddled with a small handle. “Watch this,” he said as he pulled the lever down. To the side, the panel lowered into the wall and revealed a window. He repeated the action with other handles and soon there were three windows on either side of the carriage. “Now you can see where we are going. Just like a regular train. This will be amazing. You’ll love it.”

      Magda took a position at the front of the carriage by the door. Ascara guarded the rear.

      “Well, I think this is going to be an interesting ride,” Lucinda said, and turned her attention to the view outside her window.

      As they started to move, the sounds of movement grew to almost unbearable levels. The power of the engine vibrated throughout the carriage, and even though Lucinda sat on an upholstered seat, it did not dull the vibrations of the machine.

      To that sound was added a steady clunk as the wheels rolled and clacked against the concrete floor.

      Eventually, they crawled out of the hangar and into open space. The growl of the engine increased as they gathered speed.

      “Noisy, isn’t it?” Lucinda shouted.

      “What?” Quentin countered.

      “Never mind. Land Slug away.”

      “It’s a machine, not a slug,” Quentin answered.

      Lucinda chuckled to herself and turned away.

      Through the windows she gained a different perspective to the aerodrome lands. Mostly green, she’d expected more buildings. The view seemed nice with green plains, distant forest, the glimpse of an escarpment, and even more distant mountains. Yet she felt disconnected and adrift in a world that seemed not hers. The carriage rocked, her stomach churned, and she felt decidedly queasy.

      “Does it go any faster, or is this land slug going to crawl all day?” she asked as loud as she could without screaming.

      Quentin laughed. “We will pick up speed. We are just giving Lina’Verrana and the others a head start.”

      “How are they getting there?”

      He pointed out of a window on his side of the carriage, “Take a look.”

      Lucinda saw a dozen horses galloping across the grassland. “How wonderful.”

      “Now brace yourself, the ride is a different experience once we increase speed.”

      He was quite right. The ride was both ear-shattering and bumpy. Yet at the same time, the rickety nature did not cause her insides to churn in quite the same way as it had. Either it suited her better or she no longer paid any attention to it.

      “It is nothing like Verity,” Lucinda said.

      Magda grinned at her. “I agree. Best to stay in the air, I reckon.”

      An engineer, his grey shirt and slacks blackened from being in the cab, opened the door at the front. “Commander, we should start to slow down now. All is well.”
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      Lucinda could not help but stare. Tents of every shade and hue stretched out in a sea of colour.

      “There are so many tents. And look at all these people. There must be hundreds of them.”

      “Thousands of them.” Quentin moved to stand close to her seat. “Yes, and they are here for you.”

      “For me? Why?” she asked.

      “I can’t presume to speak for them. You’ll have to ask them yourself when we go to meet them,” he said.

      “Does that mean they didn’t tell you anything?”

      “Not much, no.”

      The land machine drew to a complete and juddering stop. She could still feel the engine, but the noise seemed muted.

      “We’re here,” Quentin said. He held out a hand, but Magda moved to Lucinda’s side before he could get close enough. Lucinda smiled. She appreciated the attentiveness.

      His hand fell to his side. “Shall we go and see what they have to say?”

      “Yes, sir. Ready when you are,” Magda said. She guided Lucinda towards the door.

      “There are a lot of people here,” Lucinda said.

      “It’s all right. We are with you,” Magda said.

      Ascara, at the rear of the carriage, opened the door, and moved outside. She used her body to make sure no one could get by her. After a moment, she looked inside the carriage. “Safe,” she said.

      Magda and Ascara helped her outside to the steps. They were most attentive to her needs, but she didn’t want to stand on the ground yet. If she did, she’d be swallowed up by all of these people.

      “Come along,” Quentin said. “No time to stand and gawk.”

      Lucinda turned her head and glared at him.

      “Ignore him and take as long as you want,” Magda whispered.

      She nodded as Ascara jumped to the ground and held out her hand. If Ascara and Magda were any more attentive, they’d carry her.

      “I’m fine,” she said. More to herself than anyone else, but she didn’t move. Magda jumped down to the ground and acted as a living shield. Between her and Ascara, no one would ever come close.

      Yet there were so many people. They thronged around the land-machine as though they were one beast.

      “I’m sorry, this is very overwhelming,” Lucinda said. “Maybe we should go back inside.”

      “If you want, we will,” Magda said.

      “Miss Ravensburgh,” a voice called out. The crowd parted.

      She recognised the older woman straight away. “Lina’Verrana?”

      The woman stepped out of the crowd and grinned. “Welcome, tower-born. Can I show you the way?”

      Lucinda smiled, relieved, at least a little, to see a face she knew. “Of course. But who are all these people? Are we obstructing you?”

      Lina’Verrana chuckled. “These people are your people, and they wait to watch you take your tower.”

      “My people?” she asked. It would have been rude to point out that she did not feel so confident with so many strange and unfamiliar people all at once. “But they can’t be. I don’t know them.”

      “You cannot know all people until you meet them,” Lina’Verrana answered.

      “But—”

      Lina’Verrana waved her hands about. “Come.”

      “Why do they stare?” she asked.

      “To see this wondrous thing happen,” Lina’Verrana said.

      “I don’t know what is going on here.”

      “It’s fine, don’t worry,” Ascara said. “We are with you.”

      “There are so many.”

      Lina’Verrana waved her hands at the gathered crowd and bellowed words in a language Lucinda did not understand. People moved back without a word of complaint.

      “Better?” Lina’Verrana asked.

      “Yes, thank you.” Lucinda shaded her eyes and looked with senses made mundane at this new world. They were only a few miles from the aerodrome, but it seemed different here. The ground had grown stonier and a long outcrop stood to the west.

      “There is no tower here.”

      Lina’Verrana laughed. “You will see, you will see. Come, follow me and I will show you.”

      Still, Lucinda took Magda’s hand and Ascara’s, and they helped her down the last step to the ground.

      The moment her feet touched the earth, her vision blurred, her head swam, and she thought her legs would give way. Colour bleached out to leave a monochromatic world. First black-and-white, then yellow, then shades of blue that morphed into green, and finally a blood red world. The visual changes sent her senses reeling.

      “Are you all right?” Magda said.

      She couldn’t answer.

      Her sense of balance didn’t work, and her disorientation seemed complete. She gripped Magda as though her life depended on it. Ascara’s arm wrapped around her waist, and then she stood between them and the world righted once more.

      She turned to Ascara and smiled; Ascara grinned back and winked. Lucinda turned to Magda, and Magda smiled at her.

      “Are you well?” Magda asked.

      “Yes, I am now that you two are here,” she answered. “I think all this flouncing about by air and land carriage has upset my balance.”

      “If you are unwell, I can call a medic,” Magda said.

      “No, I’m fine. Let’s get this done, shall we?”

      As they moved forward, the crowd parted before them and they walked along a broad avenue of people. There were so many people, and their faces, all curious and serious, merged into one indistinct blur. They wore colourful clothing, too. Simple dress or robes, and the colours, once bright, fused into a single indiscernible splash.

      She nodded and hoped no one noticed how difficult she found this whole situation.

      Lina’Verrana led them to the edge of a pile of dark, almost black rock. There, she stopped. She opened her arms and waved towards the rock.

      “Your tower,” Lina’Verrana said, and she grinned.

      “What? Where?”

      “Here. It awaits you. Can’t you see it?”

      Lucinda gazed at the rocks. She faced a pile of rubble, not a tower. Even if these rocks were the size of the land machine and so high she couldn’t see over them, they were still a pile of rocks.

      “It’s not a–”

      “Never mind. Come this way,” Lina’Verrana urged.

      Behind the first pile of boulder stood another outcrop. More substantial than the first, sheer cliffs rose up as much as twenty feet and settled amidst the rubble like a half-baked loaf.

      “The cliff? Is this it?” Lucinda asked.

      “We are on the way.” She turned to Ascara and Magda, “You two stay. This is not your time.”

      “We should be with Lucinda,” Magda said.

      “There will be no threats to Lucinda here,” Ascara said

      “It’s all right, I’ll go. I’d probably need to be alone anyway,” Lucinda said.

      Magda looked as though she wanted to argue. “Very well. If that is your wish.”

      “I have no idea what I want at the moment. But at the very least I shall see some pretty rocks.”

      Magda didn’t laugh.

      “It’ll be fine, truly.” There was nothing more that Lucinda could say. Instead she turned from Magda and Ascara and followed the rather sprightly Lina’Verrana.

      The rocky path made walking difficult. Lucinda had never been one for the outdoors, and her feet already ached from the rough path. She was aware that they wandered further away from the people, but she did not fear this at all.

      Around the outcropping, the path opened up. A craggy dark grey loaf rested on the rocky ground with boulders strewn about like a broken wall. This dark outcrop stood a good thirty or so feet tall, and stretched several hundred feet in length. It was impressive as a rock formation.

      One part of the stonework caught her attention. Unlike the craggy cliffs on the other side, this section had a glass-smooth face. Worked to a fine shine, the dark grey stone looked almost black, and it glinted in the sunlight.

      Lina’Verrana stopped here and gestured towards the rocks. “Here.”

      At the center of the smoothed area, a stylized bird had been carved. Head facing left and wings outstretched. This was a symbol Lucinda could never miss. The crest of all the Ravensburghs had been drawn upon the wall.

      “How?” she asked.

      “Because you are called,” Lina’Verrana answered.

      “Then I am known,” she said.

      “Yes. It is as I have said.”

      Lucinda found herself drawn to the shiny section and reached out to touch it. As her fingers touched the image, the rock slid aside with a loud grumble. Inside, a dark passageway led into the depths, and in the shadows, Lucinda could see nothing.

      Her heart thudded as she waited for something bad to happen.

      She turned to face Lina’Verrana.

      “Go,” said the old woman. “Go.”

      Lucinda took a couple of deep breaths and stepped into the blackness. Behind her, the rock slid closed, and for a moment, she thought herself entombed.
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      The moment the stone door closed, Lucinda almost panicked. She couldn’t see a thing. Nor could she hear much over her labored and fear-filled breathing.

      Her gifts had left her. She was blind in every way, and she was as alone as any person could be. Lucinda was terrified.

      Any moment now, something awful would happen. She knew it would. At the very least, the walls would close in. She would be crushed. Or the air would run out and she would suffocate. Her heart pounded away like a caged beast throwing itself at her ribs. Her knees shook—but it wasn’t just her knees. Her whole body seemed to tremble.

      She reached out with tentative fingers, but only the ominous gloom met her groping touch. In front of her, behind her, and pressing down on her shoulders, the dark shrouded her with the weight of lead.

      “Oh, Mother,” she cried out, and her words echoed back at her. A chamber, then. At least she wouldn’t be flattened or squashed under tons of rock. She took some reassurance in that, and her heart stopped trying to claw its way through her ribs.

      “I can’t see a damned thing,” she said. She wavered and warbled, and she sounded like some timid little bird. But it was her voice, and not the roar of some beast or arcane creature. She drew a measure of solace from that, too.

      Emboldened, she stared into the blackness and dared something to stare back.

      Nothing did. Not that she would see much.

      Lucinda scrunched her eyes together and took one shuddering breath after another. Her heart slowed. She concentrated on each of her senses, her mundane ones.

      The room, or cave, was cool, but not cold. The soft touch of a breeze brushed her cheeks. She smiled at such a small thing as wind. At least if the air moved, then she would not suffocate. She drew another lung-filling gulp of air. She could just smell dry earth, not damp, and the tiniest hint of woodsmoke. Familiar smells, the aromas of the people on the plains.

      Lucinda opened her eyes and glared at the dark as though she could push back the shadows with her will alone.

      She shuffled her feet and moved forward. Was it forward? It was whatever way she pointed. She moved and listened. It sounded like a big room. She knelt down and touched the floor. Smooth stone. Too smooth to be natural.

      Not a cave then? A room perhaps, but in the middle of natural stone.

      She stood tall and reached above her head. Only air met her fingers. No worry about smacking her head against anything. Not immediately anyway.

      To explore, she needed to move. She swept her right foot forward and to the side. Then followed with a small step. She repeated with her left foot and waved her hands above her head to make sure nothing changed.

      Like a tentative and blind ballerina, she took more steps into the room. Nothing obstructed her; the floor remained flat.

      “Progress, but it’s too damned dark to see what I’m doing,” she muttered.

      Or was it? Were her eyes adjusting, or did the darkness no longer hold the black depths it had? In the distance, a dim glow, no brighter than a single candle, caught her awareness. That became her new goal, and she aimed towards the light.

      Slow at first, but as her confidence grew she checked with less determination. As a reward, it seemed, the light grew stronger. Her faith in the environment grew, and her attention focused on the light. The answer would be there.

      She walked into something hard and cracked her knee. “Ouch!” she cried. “What is that?” She reached out and explored the edges of a stone block with her fingers. “I need more light,” she said to no one in particular. Then she laughed. “And now I talk to myself.”

      As she spoke the glow became a small area of vivid radiance. Shadows formed around the room, and now that she could get a better idea of the obstruction, she smiled.

      “Is this what I think it is?”

      She didn’t expect an answer.

      “If it is, then where do I put my clothes? And I still need more light.”

      Underfoot, the ground shivered.

      Yes! Could they be right, the people outside?

      The shudders grew in strength and a quiet buzz filled the air. She knelt by the stone block. The buzz became a rumble, and it gained in volume until she thought herself deafened, and then it stopped.

      Ahead, the patch of light grew larger and brighter, and on either side, two more light areas opened up. Narrow shafts of sunlight speared through the darkness. Now she could see a little better.

      The chamber appeared ovular rather than square or round. Three windows or openings at the far end of the room let in a little light. The entrance, she assumed, stood behind her. Right in front of her, the only other feature looked like a stone armchair.

      She knew what that meant. “It is a tower, then?”

      Nothing answered. No rumbles or grumbles, no shivers of stone, or even the slightest thought in her mind. But then, she had been made mundane; she would not hear anything.

      At her side, a stone shelf protruded from the wall at waist height.

      Lucinda sighed and started to remove her clothes. She placed each item on the shelf. With every layer she managed to remove, she couldn’t help but feel more apprehensive. Her heart pounded a little harder and a little faster. Was it what she thought?

      “This isn’t the first time I have undressed for the rite of ascension,” she said. It made her feel better if she could talk, even to an empty room. She assumed that the tower listened. Somehow.

      “If this is a tower, I didn’t see much of it on the way in.”

      She stopped to listen.

      Nothing.

      Her thoughts turned to the time of her ascension to the Rainbow Tower. The rooms had reformed and she’d found herself in a small room with a stone chair in the middle. The tower hadn’t spoken to her then either.

      Another moment of fear. What if, after all this, the chair rejected her?

      Naked, she looked at the seat. Carved from a large block of stone, with thick and substantial arm rests. “All right,” she said, and with some reserve, sat down.

      The seat did not feel cold at all, but warm and smooth against her skin.

      She took a deep breath and leaned back. Only one fear consumed her thoughts now: would she be found wanting?

      The warmth of the rock grew pleasant, then hot, almost to the point of discomfort. The stone melted, and she sank to her neck. It was like being swallowed by cake batter. A thick, hot batter, at that. The melted stone weighed her down, and she couldn’t move. She couldn’t move.

      The urge to escape grew, but she closed her eyes, and forced herself to ignore it. She took a deep breath, and the stone moved with her. She took that as a positive sign. With another deep breath, she closed her eyes and tried to open her sight to any thoughts that might come. Even though her skill seemed dead, images came to her and filled her inner eye. She saw herself standing on a great dusty plain, and colored lines stretched out before her. A choice, then. She needed to decide her path.

      “I don’t know which one is best,” she said aloud, and waited for a reply. Nothing came back. “You asked me. You judged me when you made me primary of the Rainbow Tower. You looked into me, and I became all you wanted me to become,” Lucinda shouted. “I’ve been in this seat before. Or one like it. You already know what I think, Mother. My heart has already been laid bare.”

      The image inside her head wavered, and a ball of blue and white, brown and green – Earth – appeared. Only now it ruptured and broke into pieces. Dust and debris spewed in all directions, and a raven, with a streaming multi-colored tail flew out of the chaos. Water dripped from one wing and fire from the other. A raven, with fire and ice.

      “What does that mean?” she called out as the picture exploded and vanished.

      “I accept the will of The Great Mother and Great Spirit. As you wish, so shall it be.”

      Heat filled her and the world went black.
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      The old woman, Lina Amoha Verrana was one of the most respected leaders of her clan. Yet it was she who had to stand in the blazing sun like a young child set to guard that which needed no guarding. She would have preferred to be under the shade, like any sensible elder, but then she would have missed this. The most momentous occasion in clan history, and she wouldn’t miss this moment, not for anything.

      She stared at the entrance place. The stone remained blank. No symbols, no marks, just a plane of smooth black rock. The bird had vanished when the tower-born woman had walked through the door.

      She hoped that was a good thing, and the dreamers had not been wrong about the events of today.

      She wandered about the outcropping, if only because the walk suited her old legs better than standing in one place. The shadows of the sun moved, and she marked the passing of an hour. She had not expected it to take this long.

      As she dwelled upon her impatience, the ground beneath her feet trembled and what could only be a flood of warmth permeated her soul. She smiled and allowed herself a moment to enjoy the sense of completeness that filled her.

      “Forgive me, Great Mother. I am old and impatient. I know what to do.”

      The trembling didn’t stop. It grew and became a rumble, and it grew stronger and louder. She turned along the path and ran as fast her old legs could carry her. She was too old for running, but she did so anyway. She had to warn them.

      The Tower woman’s companions were too close. Her clan members were too close. “Get back,” she yelled. “The earth moves.”

      No one moved.

      “Get back,” she repeated. “Except you two.” She pointed to the companions. “You must stand with me.”

      “Don’t you think we should also move back?” Ascara asked.

      “No.” The stone outcropping became a heaving, spewing mass of black rock that looked more like an overflowing kettle than rock.

      People turned around and ran.

      “Dear Mother,” she muttered. “Maybe we should get further away, too.”

      Dust, dirt, and debris rose into the air like a living cloud that defied nature. First one way, and then the cloud changed direction. Sometimes straight up in a column and then flattened out like a mushroom. Black rock disgorged into the air until it formed a huge churning column at least fifty or sixty feet high. Stone shifted, growled, and grumbled. A scream of rock as boulders the size of tables fought and jostled for position. At the top, protuberances from the sides jutted into huge stylized wings. A head rose high in the air, and its beak, open to the sky, roared in wordless defiance.

      “Well, crap,” Ascara muttered “I didn’t expect that.”

      “Nor I,” Amoha agreed.

      “I know that shape,” Magda said.

      “Do you?” Amoha asked. “Where from?”

      “It’s Lucinda’s family symbol,” Magda said.

      “Are you sure?” Amoha asked. She kept her voice bland, but she could feel the excitement of the occasion now. What the dreamers dreamt, she thought to herself, will come to pass.

      “Yes, I’m quite sure. I saw this very same bird written in the journal of her tower in Mid-Angle.”

      Amoha clapped her hands and grinned, “Then it’s done.”

      “What’s done?” she asked. “What’s happened to Lucinda?”

      Amoha grabbed hold of Ascara’s hand and linked arms with Magda. “Please, the both of you, this way. I think you will soon find out.”

      Ascara pulled away, her eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Find out what?”

      “The Raven needs you now,” Amoha answered.

      “What raven?” Ascara asked.

      “Lucinda, of course,” Amoha answered.

      Magda drew her shoulders back and stared at the smaller older woman. “And that means what exactly?”

      Amoha saw the defiant stiffness in this captain. She would need to soothe her; otherwise, they would never move. “The dreamers have dreamt of her. The Raven, the messenger of The Great Mother. And now she is here. Her will be done.”

      Magda looked as though she wanted to say something. Then she shook her head and remained silent.

      “I understand this is difficult,” Amoha said, “but I am certain that she needs you.”

      “Then we will go to her,” Ascara said.

      “Try and stop us,” Magda added.

      “Hold!” Amoha ordered. The two women stopped in front of her.

      “What?” Magda asked.

      The doorway remained flat, black, and shiny.

      “This is the Raven’s door, and you must be invited,” she said.

      “Right. We wait for Lucinda,” Magda said.

      Amoha pointed at the stone, and several lines appeared. “Look.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” Magda said.

      “I better go first,” Ascara said. “She might need me.”

      “I should be first,” Magda said.

      Ascara shook her head. “No, Captain, I should do this, for security as much as anything.” She didn’t wait for a reply, but moved before the doorway. A new image formed at the center of the door. A flame. ‘That is my invite?”

      Amoha looked at the symbol and then to Ascara. “Touch the symbol, and if it is right, the door will open.”

      As Ascara placed her hand inside the symbol, the door rumbled to the side, but Ascara did not go in. “It’s dark. I can’t see where I am going.”

      “Trust the raven,” Amoha said. With a wave of her hand, she shooed her on.

      “Trust in Lucinda?” Ascara asked.

      “Yes.”

      Ascara shrugged and turned back to the darkness. “Always,” she said, and stepped inside. She took two steps forwards and the rock door slid closed behind her.

      “Ascara,” Magda called out.

      “She’s fine,” Amoha said.

      “What now?”

      “We wait.”

      “For what?”

      “For you to be summoned,” Amoha answered.

      They didn’t need to wait long. A new shape formed of a six-pointed star with branches pointing in all directions. “That’s me?” Magda asked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I’ve no idea,” Amoha admitted. “I expected water.”

      “Water? Why water?”

      “Because that is what you are. Oceanic.”

      She snorted. “Only by birth. My place is in the air, not the water.”

      “As you wish. Air and water, then,” Amoha said. “How interesting.”

      “Neither air nor water there.”

      “Yes, captain. There is. Cold water in cold air. Can you see it now?”

      She pressed her hand into the middle of the symbol and grumbled a few imprecations as the door slid open. She cursed a few times and stared into the depths of the rock.

      Amoha stood almost at her shoulder, and when she peered inside it no longer looked so dark. As the captain of ice and air stepped inside, the door closed. For that, Amoha thought her job complete. Instead, the door slid open again.

      “Me?” she asked, and the ground beneath her feet rumbled in agreement.

      

      Lucinda knew the moment someone walked across the boundary of her chamber and into her tower. “Come in, it’s safe,” she called out.

      “It’s too dark. I can’t see where I’m going or anything.”

      Lucinda recognised the voice.

      “It’s all right, Ascara, just walk ahead. There is not much to see, and your eyes will adjust,” Lucinda said.

      “Where are you? I can’t see a darned thing!”

      “Don’t worry, I’m here.” She could just discern the near panic in Ascara’s voice and thought of how nice it would be to have more windows to let in more light.

      More gaps appeared in the side of the chamber, and the existing gaps grew larger. Shafts of light lit the floor in bands.

      “That’s better.” Ascara said. She strode to the center of the room. “Lucinda? Is that you there in that seat?”

      “Yes.”

      Ascara didn’t stop. She turned in a slow circle around the room. Her hands rested on the knives at her side. She expected trouble still. It amused Lucinda to watch Ascara move with such uncertainty. Usually that was not a wise thing to do.

      “Ascara, this place is safe and there is nothing threatening here.”

      “If you say so,” she answered. She didn’t stop moving, though, and Lucinda knew that she looked for threats in every shadow. She finally stopped at the shelf.

      “Oh, Lucinda, are those your clothes there?”

      “Yes.”

      Ascara grinned and stepped close to where Lucinda sat encased in stone. “Are you, you know…”

      “What? Undressed?”

      Ascara smirked. “Naked?”

      “Yes.”

      Ascara stepped closer and stared at Lucinda. “But you are inside stone. How did you do that? Now I can only see your feet and the tops of your shoulders. And very nice shoulders they are, too.”

      Lucinda laughed. “And I have one more advantage.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes, Ascara, I get to watch you strip off.”

      “Me!”

      “Don’t be shy.”

      The ground shivered, and out of the floor another block of stone arose.

      “There. A seat for you. Get yourself naked and sit down.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’ll enjoy watching you.”

      Ascara stood, her hands on her hips, and laughed. “Yes, Miss Ravensburgh, I think you will.” She needed no further encouragement and began to unfasten her armor, and her weapons. “Tell me though, why do I need to be naked? Not that I’m making any form of complaint, but I can think of better circumstances by which to get naked with you, that’s all.”

      Lucinda laughed. “I bet you can.”

      Ascara sighed. “Perhaps you should tell me what this is all about?” she asked as she dropped her undershirt to the floor.

      “I don’t know.”

      Ascara shrugged. “Life with you around is never going to be dull, is it?”

      “Probably not.”

      Ascara finished removing her undergarments and stood in the middle of the chamber wearing nothing more than her boots and a knife belt around her waist.

      “You should take your belt off,” Lucinda said. “And put your weapons and clothing on the shelf so no one trips over them.”

      “I think you are paying far too much attention to my state of undress.”

      “Really?”

      “Not really.” Ascara laughed. “Maybe you need to check more closely.”

      “Right.”

      Ascara laughed again, but it didn’t last long. She became serious and stared at Lucinda with intense eyes. “What next?”

      “I’ve no idea.”

      The sound of rumbling disturbed them. Ascara spun around and drew her knife. A moment later Magda strode into the room. “Chief Ascara, you really must learn to keep your clothes on in the presence of Miss Ravensburgh. This desire for nakedness is most unbecoming.”

      “Captain,” Ascara responded.

      “A little decorum, perhaps?”

      Lina’Verrana stepped from behind Magda, the rumble of the door as it closed masking any sounds she made.

      “Interesting,” Lina’Verrana said. “It appears that a state of undress is required. That I did not expect.”

      “What did you foresee?” Lucinda asked.

      “That the three of you would be here, inside the rock, and that the Great Spirit would be here to speak with you.”

      As she spoke, the ground shivered and a third stone seat appeared.

      “It will be a long talk that needs you all seated,” Lina’Verrana said.

      “Never mind seats. What about this clothing business?” Magda asked.

      “You are expected to allow yourself to be as close to the tower as you can,” Lucinda said.

      “By exposing myself?”

      “Yes, Magda,” Lucinda said.

      “Please remove your clothing and take the appropriate seat,” Amoha said.

      “No,” Magda said. “Nakedness is not appropriate dress.”

      “We’ll all look away if you’re too shy,” Lucinda said, “but you must remove your clothing.”

      She stared at Lucinda for a moment. “Must I?”

      “Yes, Magda, you must,” Lucinda answered.

      Magda snorted and unfastened the buttons on her jacket. She shook her head as she stripped to her underthings.

      “All off,” Lucinda prompted.

      “These stone chairs have symbols. Do we take the same symbol?” Ascara asked.

      “Fire. The heat and the fire of the desert,” Amoha said. “As the dreamers dreamt.”

      “And for Captain Stoner here, the other seat?” Ascara asked.

      “Yes, what is your symbol, Magda?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda shook her head and grumbled out loud.

      “I can’t hear you,” Lucinda pressed.

      “I’m a snowflake,” she answered. “A delicate, bloody snowflake.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      Disorientated, Lucinda opened her eyes and stared up at a black rock roof. Dim light, from three narrow windows filtered across the room in narrow strips. She remembered little, and what she remembered seemed vague and ill-defined.

      One thought rose up above all others: Where am I?

      Memories and thoughts tried to impose order on her mind. Rock, a chamber, the seats, images, and then total darkness.

      She stretched to ease the kinks in her stiff back, and Lucinda realised she no longer sat within stone, but lay upon it. A cool breeze brushed over her arms, and she shivered. Lying naked in the chilly air didn’t help, and her damp hair clung in tendrils to her neck and shoulders.

      Naked!

      “What?” she croaked, her voice roughened by disuse. She licked her lips. How long had she been asleep? Where had the seat gone?

      She extended her hands outwards, and her fingers touched the warmth on both sides of her. She sat up, and her back and shoulders screamed with pain. Lying on a hard surface, a cold stone platform, did not suit her.

      She slid to the edge of the slab and slipped her legs over the edge. She curled over her knees to stretch and straighten out the kinks in her back.

      When the stiffness eased and her mind had cleared a little, she took a moment to take in her surroundings. The seats had vanished and now all three of them lay on one large slab of dark stone. Magda and Ascara, both naked, also lay on the rock.

      Lucinda grinned in spite of herself. Never, in all of her wildest dreams had she ever envisaged waking up next to these two.

      She pushed herself off the platform and stood on the stone floor. She stretched her toes against the stone and noted that it was flat and very smooth. Nice. Her next thought involved clothes. She looked for the shelf upon which she had left her belongings, but it had vanished. Instead, she found three pale tunics hanging from stone hooks on the wall.

      She grabbed one and paused when her fingers closed around a leather so soft it was unlike anything she had ever touched or seen before. She slipped the tunic over her head and wrapped the softness around her body. It was delightful.

      Now that she stood dressed and warm, Lucinda turned her attention to the two naked women. Neither of them looked at all discomfited by the stone upon which they lay, but then neither had she until she had woken up.

      Ascara lay sprawled out as though she hadn’t a care in the world. She smiled, even in her sleep. Only a great dream could make anyone smile so much.

      Magda lay on her side and took up no space at all. Even asleep she looked stiff and composed. Lucinda wondered if the woman ever relaxed at all, and her heart softened at the sight of them both.

      She decided to wake Magda first. Lucinda grabbed one of the remaining tunics and sat at the edge of the stone. With some reluctance at the discomfort, she lay down and then snuggled up so that they could spoon together.

      Magda mumbled something in her sleep, but she did not stir any more than that. Lucinda wrapped her arm around her and whispered, “Magda. Magda Allentoft Stoner, it is time to wake.”

      Lucinda shook her head, that was not the most eloquent wakeup call she could devise.

      “Magda, sweetheart, it is time to get up.”

      She knew the moment when she came awake even though Magda faced the other way. The woman’s entire body tensed as though ready to fight.

      “Magda, it’s all right.” Lucinda soothed.

      Magda turned over in Lucinda’s arms. “What did you call me?”

      “Magda,” Lucinda answered. She smiled to make herself appear friendly, but Magda sat up and hugged her knees to her chest.

      “Not that name, the other name.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “How do you know my name, Lucinda?”

      Lucinda had to think. “Magda Stoner? Allentoft Stoner?”

      “Yes,” Magda said. She did not look pleased.

      “I must have heard it mentioned some place,” Lucinda answered.

      “No, this is something I keep to myself, and I’m more than sure no one discussed it.”

      Lucinda shrugged. She searched through her memories, almost desperate to find some way to explain how she knew.

      “What happened when we were asleep?” Magda asked. “And what’s all that slipping into the stone about?”

      Lucinda thought about her words. “The tower needed to be introduced to us.”

      “I see. And now you know us as well as this pile of rock does?”

      Lucinda shook her head. “Not really.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means, I suppose, the tower wanted to know if we were worthy of service.”

      “What? I never consented to any such thing.”

      Lucinda patted her hand. “You don’t consent to be a good person and do what is right, Magda. Lina’Verrana would say—” She paused then, and information settled in her mind. She started again, “Lina Amoha Verrana would say you are here to protect the Great Spirit, and that is a decision made as much by the heart and the soul as anything else.”

      “And what do you say?”

      “I’d agree with her.” Lucinda shrugged. “Anyway, now you’re awake you should get dressed before you get cold.”

      “I don’t get cold.”

      Lucinda held out the tunic.

      Magda appeared confused for a moment, but then she nodded. “I see, you mean get dressed. Right,” she said. “You were holding me?”

      “Yes.”

      “I was naked.”

      “Yes. And very lovely you looked, too.”

      “But I had no clothes on!”

      “Very true.”

      “I think you enjoyed yourself too much.”

      “Now you sound like Ascara. And enjoyment is a little strong, but I found your presence a great comfort.”

      “Just comforting?”

      Lucinda ignored her question. “Besides, I wanted to wake you up without shocking you. Holding you seemed the best thing to do.”

      Magda smirked. Such a cheeky smile made her face light up, and Lucinda liked that. Perhaps when Magda took her clothes off she forgot to be so perfect.

      “Magda, I know you want to say something. You have a very mischievous look on your face right now.”

      “Next time you wake me up, you should be naked, too.”

      “Magda!”

      “All’s fair,” she said. She pulled the tunic over her head and chuckled.

      “I think you’ve been around Ascara too long.”

      “Probably,” she agreed.

      “Right.” Lucinda said. “Now, do you want to waken Ascara, or shall I?”

      Magda reached over as though to shake the sleeping woman.

      “No, don’t wake her like that.”

      “What?”

      “You know Ascara, Magda.”

      “Yes, she is one of my officers, and she will act as such.”

      “Not this time, trust me.”

      Magda shrugged. “Then what do you suggest?”

      “I’ll wake her the same way I woke you.”

      “What?”

      “With great care.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you’re both military types. You react first and think about it later. Ascara is more likely to respond, and I’d rather not be the recipient of her overenthusiasm.”

      “Wise as ever, Lucinda.”

      Lucinda crawled across the stone platform, and lay down next to Ascara. She slipped her arm over the woman and snuggled up closer.

      Ascara sighed and rolled over. “What? I don’t get a naked wake-up?”

      Lucinda slapped her arm. “You could have said something about being awake.”

      “And miss the naked cuddle? I think not.”

      “There was no naked cuddling involved, Ascara,” Lucinda said.

      “Officer,” Magda commanded, “Get dressed.”

      Ascara rose to her feet and stretched with exaggerated and slow deliberation. Lucinda could see every muscle bunch and flex as she moved. All the while, Ascara grinned, her eyes fixed on Lucinda as though she gauged her every reaction.

      “That’s enough, Ascara,” Lucinda said and handed her a tunic. “Wear this.”

      Ascara slipped it over her head.  “How long were we out?”

      “I don’t know. A while. Ample time to put an ache in my back,” Lucinda replied.

      “So not very long then,” Ascara said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “What she means,” Magda answered, “is you are used to sleeping on a nice soft bed, and we are able to adapt to sleeping where we can. Beds are optional.”

      “Right,” Lucinda said, and folded her hands in front of her. “A pleasant and comfortable life being less meaningful than your very hard life?”

      Magda and Ascara turned away and started to examine the chamber. “Spartan,” Magda said. Ascara nodded as though she approved.

      “You mean it’s bare of anything comfortable,” Lucinda said.

      “Yes,” Magda replied.

      “Too uncomfortable for you, is it?” Lucinda asked. She laughed. “I think now is the time to see what has happened whilst we slept in such comfort.”

      “How?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda took a deep breath and touched the bare stone with the tips of her fingers. Warmth met her touch. “Like this.”

      She flattened her palm, and a presence pressed back.

      “I’m here,” Lucinda whispered. Strength poured into her hands and filled her until she thought she would glow in the dark. She leaned against the rock, and her cheek brushed against the smooth stone.

      “Lucinda?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda smiled. “I know, yes, I was lost for a while, but now I’m home.”

      Emotions, not her own, filled her mind in a rush of power so expansive she felt herself almost swept away. The chaotic sense of this new tower molded itself to her heart and soul. Like a child being born, and yet old at the same time.

      The tower needed her. She needed the tower. How had they ever managed apart?

      “You know me,” Lucinda whispered. An image formed in her mind. A raven, with black eyes full of intelligence.

      “Not much of a tower, are we,” she said to the stone.

      The stone vibrated against her hands until her arms shook like an echo of the stone and her teeth began to chatter. Lucinda locked her jaws to stop them rattling.

      “Stop,” she managed through gritted teeth.

      “Lucinda?” Magda called out. She staggered across the room until she could touch Lucinda’s arm. “What the hell is happening?”

      “Not sure,” Lucinda replied. The vibrations running through her body grew in power, and she couldn’t move. “Can’t. Stop.” She almost fell over, but Magda swept against her and pinned her against the wall.

      Ascara joined them, and they huddled together.

      “Are you all right?” Ascara asked.

      “I. Don’t. Know,” Lucinda replied. She leaned against the two women until the world around them stopped shaking. Even when it stopped, she could have sworn her body vibrated even more.

      “It’s stopped,” Ascara said.

      “Yes, but I—” Lucinda started. A rumble stopped her words. It was hard to explain how she felt this one. It started several hundred feet beneath her feet, and yet she felt it as though the whole earth was a part of her.

      “Do you feel that?” Lucinda asked. “That’s different.”

      “I don’t feel anything,” Magda said.

      Lucinda cocked her head to one side as though that would help her feel the sound better.

      “Is something the matter?” Magda asked.

      “I…” Lucinda found herself distracted. That distant echo seemed to grow louder and closer. “Are you sure you can’t hear it?”

      Ascara rested her hand against Lucinda’s arm. “Lucinda? Lucinda, what’s wrong? You’re worrying me.”

      “The noise,” Lucinda said. “I hear it.”

      The sound hurtled towards her like a train through a tunnel. The train grew to a scream so loud she covered her ears.

      “Too much,” she breathed.

      “Lucinda, please, tell us what is wrong. What can we do?” Magda asked.

      A scream like a howling banshee on storm winds howled through her head. “No!” she yelled., “Make it stop.”

      Magda wrapped her in her arms. “Shush. It’s fine. We’ll find a way to make it stop.”

      Lucinda put her hands against Magda’s chest and pushed. Hard. “Stop. Don’t touch me. You have to get away. Get away now.”

      Pressure became heat and seared every nerve ending she possessed. Lucinda screamed, and just when she could bear no more, it worsened.

      Her insides turned to fire as the tower turned its power on her.

      “Lucinda!” Ascara said. and reached out.

      “Ascara!” she cried. Rainbow colors burst from out of her body and lit the whole chamber with scintillating brightness.

      “Magda!” she screamed, and a beam of pure white light shone out of her mouth.

      They froze where they stood.

      As quickly as the colours had burst from within, they faded. She raised her hand and stared at skin turned as black as the deepest shadow; her skin absorbed every single mote of light.

      “Lucinda!” Magda said.

      Lucinda screamed again, and the noises she heard were not sounds she recognised. Her scream, a loud cawing, sounded almost inhuman.

      Her thoughts unravelled then, one memory at a time. Everything she had ever done, and everything she had ever thought, slammed through her with physical force.

      Magda and Ascara grabbed her. They didn’t seem to care about the consequences of touching her.

      Then it all stopped.

      She sat on the floor, her eyes closed and her body exhausted. Not just weary, but empty. Completely and totally empty.

      Magda held her. Ascara held them both, and they sat there in a pile.

      “I am here,” Lucinda said.

      “Help me get her onto the seat,” Magda said. They picked her up and helped her to the stone bench. “Does it hurt?” Magda asked.

      She couldn’t find the energy to answer. Even if she did, she wasn’t entirely sure.

      “Lucinda,” she heard spoken. “Lucinda.”

      She opened her eyes, and Magda stood a few inches away. A look of consternation marred her features. “Lucinda, are you all right?”

      “I understand,” Lucinda said. “Now I understand.”

      “Understand what?” Magda asked.

      “I am not who I was. Or who I thought I was.”
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      Lucinda stared at Magda, and then she looked at Ascara. They were concerned. She didn’t know how she knew their emotional state, but she did.

      “I am no longer joined to the Rainbow Tower,” she said.

      Magda frowned. “Yes, we realise that. We heard that when you spoke with the Commander.”

      “No. That was just words.” Lucinda said. “It is more complex than that.” As she contemplated the implications of being cleansed of her past, the rock beneath her feet started to vibrate. “I have been cut off from my old life. I am excluded.”

      The rumbling of stone against stone grew louder.

      “Goddess, not again,” Ascara grumbled.

      Lucinda gripped Ascara’s hand. “It’s all right. Hold on. My tower is forming.”

      “I thought your tower had already formed,” Magda said.

      “A tower with one room?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda didn’t get to answer. The floor and walls around them thrummed with change and energy. “My tower,” Lucinda said. “Now it is adapting to me.”

      She waited for the grumbling to stop. “There, I think we are done for the moment.”

      “Sure?” Ascara asked.

      She shrugged.

      “What does all of this mean?” Magda waved her arms about to take in all of the room.

      “It’s a tower.”

      “Yes, I know that, but what does it mean to us? To me and to Ascara?”

      “Simple. We are bonded now,” Lucinda answered. “All of us.”

      “I’m not sure I like the sound of that,” Magda said.

      Lucinda took Magda’s hand in hers. “You’re bonded by your will to the law of the land whether you say it or not. You will do what is right.”

      “I see,” Magda said.

      Lucinda held out her other hand to Ascara. “And you are also bound.”

      “To the earth, to the tower, or to you?” she asked.

      Lucinda shrugged. “You tell me.”

      Magda pulled away then and began to pace around the chamber. “I’m concerned about more immediate problems. Such as the lack of a door?”

      Lucinda patted the rock wall. “Don’t worry, it’s not an issue. The exit will become obvious when we leave.”

      “Will it?”

      “Yes.” She twirled around. Stairs formed close to the windows and an opening appeared. Above, open sky, blue and clear, beckoned.

      “There you see? A way outside. Now let’s go and take a look at the world.”

      Ascara thumped her bare foot on the bottom step, it sounded real and solid enough. “Sounds fine to me.”

      “Come on, let’s go.” Lucinda said. Unencumbered by heavy skirts, she raced up the steps without a further thought. Through the opening, she stepped out onto a flattened area of rock.

      The gentle touch of a warm breeze brushed against her cheek. Above, a cloudless blue sky stretched unblemished in every direction. A blazing sun, long past its zenith, still bathed the land in late afternoon sunshine.

      Except where they stood.

      When she turned around she saw, for the first time, the reason for shade. A huge monumental bird with wings outstretched covered half the rock.

      “A raven,” she said. “Do you see that? It’s a bloody big raven made of stone!”

      At the sound of her voice, birds, which had lined the wings, took flight with loud and raucous kraaas.

      “I hear you, little ones,” she said, even though some of the birds were not so little. They were all ravens, and more than a few crows. They had come to meet her.

      One of the flock shrieked and landed on her shoulder. Another settled on her other shoulder, and they screeched into her ears. Talons, sharp and strong, dug into her, even with the leather tunic to protect her.

      “Ouch! Have a care,” she said to the two birds. One of them made a noise, and both of them released their grip a little.

      Lucinda laughed. “Yes, I know. We’re going to get along just fine,” she said.

      Ascara stared at her. “Birds?”

      Lucinda laughed.

      Magda didn’t even seem to notice. She stood at the edge of the rocks and pointed. “Have you seen the people gathered?”

      She was right. There were thousands of them. “What are they waiting for?” she said.

      “No idea,” Magda replied.

      “Well, never mind. I’m sure they’ll tell me when they want me to know.”

      She strode around the top of the rather squat tower. It was nowhere near as tall or as imposing as her old tower, but she didn’t mind.

      She walked behind the stone raven and stopped. A deep and very narrow ravine stretched, like a deep gash into the land as far as she could see. The rift, only a hundred yards or so wide at the top, plunged down maybe three times the distance to a very narrow base. It looked stunning.

      One of the birds on her shoulder gurgled into her ear, and for a moment she almost understood it. The other rubbed himself against the side of her face, and she laughed. Together the two birds bobbed up and down on her shoulder. One gurgled, one cawed. Then they added more sounds and shrill cries.

      “Stop,” she said. “At this rate, I’ll go deaf. Of course I know what this is.”

      The birds fell silent.

      “Gaia’s Rift,” she said.

      “You talk to birds?” Magda asked.

      “Yes, apparently,” she replied. “I’ve always liked birds, but it seems that it is now more than just a liking.”

      The birds on her shoulders nodded. Kraaa, she spoke truth.

      Lucinda returned to the front of the raven and stood at the very edge of the tower top. The people had moved closer, much closer, and a small group stood to the fore.

      “Lucinda Ravensburgh,” Amoha called out from close to the tower.

      “Yes?” she called back. “Come in if you want to speak.”

      “Is this your tower?” Amoha asked.

      “It is,” she answered. A hush, like a breath of wind, rolled over waiting masses.

      “And do you accept the responsibilities of this tower?” Lina’Verrana asked.

      She paused before she answered. “I do.”

      “Do you know who you are?” Amoha asked.

      One of the ravens cawed against her ear. “Yes,” she whispered. The birds didn’t need to hear though. She took a deep breath and projected her voice as loud and as far as she could. “I am the Raven, and this is the Raven’s Tower.”

      No one spoke. Silence dominated on the plains, the birds held still, and not even the wind made a sound.

      “Hail!” Amoha cried out.

      “Hail!” the rest of the people cried. “Hail Raven.” Over and over they spoke the words until they called out with one rhythm and one voice. “Hail Raven!”

      Magda and Ascara moved closer to Lucinda’s side. “What’s that all about?” Magda asked.

      “It is done, and she is come,” Amoha cried out. Then she started to speak in a language that Lucinda did not recognise. She might not know recognise the words, but she could not ignore the strength and determination of them.

      Other voices joined in, until their words grew with the cadence of prayer.

      “What are they saying?” Lucinda asked.

      “They say, the Raven has come,” Ascara said. She closed her eyes and spoke aloud. “Bless her, for she is the beginning and the end. She is the first word and the last. Speaker for our mother, and her word is sacrosanct. She is the harbinger of death and destruction. Her truth will rock the world. Mother’s justice shall be done.”

      “Ascara, you speak their language? What language is this?”

      “This is not just their language. It is an ancient language. Many people know it. It is the language I grew up with.”

      “How ancient?” Lucinda asked.

      “From before the Fall,” Ascara answered. “It is a prayer.” She stopped and listened. “Messenger of Mother Earth, the Great Spirit, Great Mother. Before you we stand, and your army will grow.”

      “What army? I don’t want an army,” Lucinda complained. “I think I need to speak with them about this.”

      “I get the impression that you don’t get much choice about this,” Magda said.

      Lucinda swore. She turned her back on them all and walked away. “In that case, they can keep their damned prayers.”

      The birds left her as she descended into the darkness of the tower. Once inside she perched on the edge of the stone bench and stared at the wall.

      “I don’t care what they think or say,” she said. “War has nothing to do with me.”

      Neither Magda nor Ascara said anything.

      She tapped her hand against the stone ledge. “Well, if this is my new home and I am here to stay, then we are going to have to do something about the comfort levels in here. For a start, it’s too damned dark and rock is too hard. I’m not living here like some weird mystic in a cave.”

      “Yes, Lucinda,” Ascara said.

      “Good. We need cushions, a table, proper seats, and something to sleep on. Something soft. We need food and more clothing, that kind of thing.”

      “Yes, Lucinda,” Magda agreed.

      “And lamps, too. Although we have no source of power here, so anything to bring in some light. Oil lanterns and candles would do in a pinch. Windows and glass would help, too.”

      “Yes, Lucinda,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda considered a whole range of ordinary things, her thoughts wandered off. She stood in the middle of the room and turned to face the wall. “We have visitors,” she said, and commanded a door to appear and open for Quentin and Amoha.

      “Raven,” Lina’Verrana started the moment she stepped inside. “We are here for you. Your people await.”

      “Stop that,” she said.

      “Stop it? You cannot stop the will of the Great Mother, and she has chosen you for this place and this task.”

      “I said stop. I’ve had enough. I am not here for the war you seek.”

      “Raven, it is the—” Amoha started.

      “No. Listen, please. I lost my tower when I left the Angles, and now I have a new one. End of story. I will do all the tower bids me do, but war is not one of them. Do you understand?”

      “But, Raven—” Amoha countered.

      “No buts. I read the truth in objects, that’s all. I am not a call for any form of violence.”

      “You are the Raven,” Amoha said, “and your word is sacrosanct.” She bowed.

      Lucinda closed her eyes and tried not to groan. “Amoha Verrana,” she said, and shook her head.

      “What would you wish of me, my Raven?” Amoha asked.

      “I wish for many things, but I cannot be what you seek.”

      “If that is your belief,” Amoha answered.

      “It is.” Lucinda softened her voice, “It is too early for the tower to make my place clear.”

      “I understand,” Amoha said. “And when you reach an understanding, then you will do as you are required to do.”

      “Understanding will come when it comes, and what that means is not certain.”

      “Yes, my Raven,” Amoha said. “You are the harbinger, and you will be certain when it is time to be.”

      Lucinda took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “I mean this, Amoha— I am not a call to arms.”

      Quentin stepped forward. “Lucinda, I know this is difficult, but they obviously have ideas about you and what you must do here.”

      “You are not listening.” Lucinda turned back to the steps and raced to the top. She stared at the people gathered, and their numbers had not diminished at all.

      Their hopes and expectations washed over her in a wave of emotion she could not shake. “Look away,” she yelled. “I am not your harbinger of doom, d’ya hear me? And I will not be the cause of war.”

      She felt rather than saw Magda step up behind her. “Lucinda,” she said. “Lucinda, come back inside. There is no need to be angry.”

      “I’m not angry.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      Lucinda crossed her arms over her body, and the anger drained away a bit at a time. “All right, then. It’s just that I can sense their…their need.”

      Magda put her arm around Lucinda’s shoulders and guided her back to the steps. “Remember, Lucinda, no matter what, you have a purpose here,” she said.

      “I do?”

      “You came for the blood.”

      Lucinda looked at Magda and smiled with relief. “Yes, you’re right. I came to help you solve a murder. And by gad, we will. We will.” The tower rumbled beneath her feet. “The tower agrees with me. And now I think I have the power to do it.”

      “Your gifts are back?” Magda asked as they walked down the steps into the main room.

      “They are coming back.”

      “Lucinda,” Quentin called out before she had even stepped into the room, “Are you ready for this?”

      “Ready? Ready for what?” Lucinda asked.

      “The tower has chosen you, but are you ready to be a Primary?” he asked.

      “Ahh, yes,” she said. “But I suppose a primary without a gift is a poor primary.”

      “Exactly so,” he said.

      Lucinda held out her hand. “Give me something to read.”

      As though already prepared, he handed her a golden ring.

      Lucinda almost snatched it from his hand in her haste to prove herself. “This isn’t gold,” she said.

      “No?” he asked.

      “Are you testing me with a curtain ring?”

      Quentin shrugged. “What could I do? It’s the first—”

      “The first thing you grabbed from the curtains inside the land traveling contraption,” she replied. “The slug.”

      He smiled. “You are back then. Fully restored?”

      “Am I back? Yes. But am I fully restored? Not yet, but I will be.”

      He nodded enthusiastically. “Excellent.”

      “You do know that it is the tower that will decide which of my gifts she will support, and I might not understand what she wants for a long while.”

      “The tower is female?” he asked.

      Lucinda thought for a moment. “Isn’t all of the earth?”

      “Of course,” he said. “What now?”

      “As Magda has already reminded me, I came here to solve a crime. There is blood and truth to be determined. That’s where I am needed most.”

      “What about Sh’Na? Don’t you want to see why she is trying to kill you?”

      She shrugged. “Sh’Na, Queen of the Night or whatever she is, can wait. She’s waited this enough, so a little longer won’t hurt.” She grinned. “Besides, she seemed desperate to kill me before I took the tower, maybe things are different now that I have power again.”

      “Are things different?” the Commander asked.

      “Yes. Now it is time to ensure a murderer is caught and stopped. Most important of all, I must know who killed my little birdie. I will know the truth of it, no matter what.”

      “And then what?” Morales persisted.

      “And then we shall see,” she replied.
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      Although Lucinda didn’t like to travel, she’d always known that she would fly again. Once again, she found herself sitting in the passenger lounge on Verity, where she could appreciate the comforts of the airship. Lots of sunlight, comfortable seating, and people to wait on her every need.

      There were more soldiers on board this time. She couldn’t see them, but she sensed their presence. Their anticipation of action and duty could not be masked, and an air of excitement pervaded every corner of the ship with such strength that Lucinda took to wearing her gloves again. She did not complain. At least she had her skills back.

      Her thoughts scattered when someone marched into the lounge. She would know that step anywhere, even without looking.

      “Ascara,” she said, and turned about face. The chief officer had dressed in her leathers, the sword strapped to her back as usual, two pistols at her side and knives belted to her thighs. “Expecting trouble?”

      “Every day, and today I’m prepared for it.”

      “When do we leave?”

      “Soon. We’ll lift off as soon as Magda, I mean Captain Stoner, thinks we’re ready.”

      “Can I watch from the observation deck again?”

      “I don’t see why not. I’ll arrange an escort and ask for a flight path that will keep us at a lower altitude.”

      “Thank you.”

      Ascara turned to leave but stopped in the doorway. “That reminds me, the reason why I looked for you is that if you wanted to wear your own clothes, we’ve loaded everything into your cabin. Lina’Verrana also donated a spare tunic and a pair of those buckskin trousers you’re partial to.”

      Lucinda smiled and ran her hands over her trousers. They were soft and so comfortable to wear, she couldn’t think why they didn’t wear them in the Angles.

      “Whatever you prefer, the choice is all yours,” Ascara added.

      Nonetheless, Lucinda returned to her cabin to check on the clothing. A tunic, and drawstring trousers, both made of the soft leather the nomads favoured, lay upon her bed. They’d added ornamentation in the form of tiny ravens in flight around the cuffs and the hem line. As if she could ever forget who she was.

      She took one more look at her formal clothes and folded them away. To hell with those, she thought. Comfort meant far more than formality.

      Once done, she returned to the passenger lounge and let herself out onto the observation deck. Outside, bathed in the late afternoon sunshine, this part of the ship could not be beat for location. A soft warm breeze blew across her face, and she sighed. Just for a moment, the reason why they needed to take this trip vanished from her mind.

      In the sky, two large black birds circled to one side. “I see you,” she said.

      They flew to her and settled upon her shoulders. They were huge and heavy; their talons grabbed her shoulders and pinched her skin. Prruk, one of the birds sang into her ear.

      “You’re heavy, and you grip too tight,” she told him. Almost at once they stopped gripping her so hard.

      “Are you coming with me?”

      Cruck. Prruk, they answered, and added a hoarse kraaa kraaa.

      Lucinda laughed. “Just don’t cause any trouble.”

      Cruck, the two birds said at the same time.

      “I know, of course it’s been a difficult time. It’s not every day you are ripped from one tower and put someplace else. So much to think about. So much to absorb. And now I’ve made friends with two birds am on an airship to go and solve a murder. How could my life be more exciting?”

      Prruuuk.

      She shook her head. “You should speak Anglish. It would be easier to understand.”

      “Yes,” said the bird on her left shoulder.

      “Yes,” said the bird on her right shoulder.

      Lucinda laughed. “Well now, there’s a thing we should keep to ourselves for the time being.”

      Cruuuk, said one of the birds.

      “Yes, I do know we’re moving. I can feel it.” She lay a hand on the balustrade, and the thrum of the engines vibrated through the wood. “This is it. We are on our way.”

      Verity rose slowly and turned in a long, slow path before they headed towards the coast. They flew low enough that she could stay outside, and high enough that she had a great vantage point above the surface of the land.

      High above, bright white sails flapped in the wind and caught the breeze, and they picked up speed. The ‘V’ insignia of both the ship and the traders caught the light and shone.

      She wrapped her arms about her waist as they shot out over the ocean and flew away from Ama’Rican shores. Were they flying back towards the Angles? Was she going home?

      One of the ravens cawed into her ear, Pruuk!

      “I know, the Raven Tower is my home. I need a while to adjust.”

      The bird replied by rubbing his head against the side of her cheek, and she smiled at the contact.

      The door to the lounge opened, and someone stepped out. Lucinda didn’t turn around at first, but the two birds flew away with a grumble.

      “Lucinda,” Ascara said, “you should come inside now. We’re going to increase altitude. Besides, it will be getting dark soon.”

      “How long have I been out here?” She looked out. The sun had sunk almost to the horizon, and behind came the night.

      “A while.”

      “I thought you or Magda might have come outside with me.”

      “Sorry.”

      “No matter,” Lucinda said. She even managed to keep her disappointment to herself. Ascara and Magda did not revolve around her.

      “Where are we going? It feels as though we are going back home. Back to the Angles.”

      “I don’t think you are an Angle now. Your home is here.”

      Lucinda nodded. “I know, I know. But why are we flying this way?”

      “Straight lines are for birds and mathematicians,” Ascara answered.

      “What?”

      “Straight lines are easy to track, and we try and minimize how easy we are to follow.”

      “Why?”

      “Not everyone has our best interests at heart. It’s better if they don’t find us, and if they don’t find our base for as long as possible.”

      “Will they attack if they find you?”

      “Who knows for sure. But if they wanted to find us, they would find a way.”

      “Who?”

      “Anyone.”

      “I hope they don’t,” Lucinda said.

      “Me too. You live there now. I don’t want harm to move in your direction.”

      Lucinda waved out to sea. “We are going to Wash Town, aren’t we?”

      “Yes. We’ll maintain this heading until we are sure we are clear, and then we’ll loop around and approach from the north. This makes the journey longer, but it’s safer.”

      “Okay.”

      “Almost dinner time. We can relax. The captain and I will join you for dinner.”

      “That would be lovely.”

      “I think so, too. I don’t mind sharing—”

      Lucinda held up her hand to stop Ascara from saying more. “Please don’t make it difficult for Magda.”

      Ascara stared into Lucinda’s eyes. “And how about you? How difficult will you make it for all of us?”

      Lucinda shrugged.

      “What do you want?” Ascara asked.

      “Everything,” Lucinda answered. “Absolutely everything. But what will I ask for? That’s a different question.”
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      Lucinda slept well. A nice soft bed suited her far better than solid rock no matter how they dressed it up. Magda had called it ‘fortifying,’ and Ascara had laughed. It was so comfortable she didn’t want to leave and snuggled back down into her bed with a sighed. Then her stomach growled and hunger won over the call of her warm bed.

      She dressed in her tunic and trousers with a rapidity that she would never have achieved with her usual skirts. It was nice to be comfortable.

      In the dining area she found Magda. She stood next to the dining table with several files open.

      “Good morning,” she said. “Is it breakfast time yet? I’m starving.”

      Magda closed the files and drew out a chair for her. “Still in the clan attire?”

      “Yes, it is very comfortable, and I like this comfort. What dress codes would be suitable in Wash Town?”

      “Formal. The same as in the Angles, but even more so. They are very rigid and defined there.”

      “You make it sound a bad thing.”

      “You’ll see for yourself when we disembark. We’re still sorting out the permits as we fly because we didn’t acquire the correct authorization beforehand.”

      “It sounds very bureaucratic.”

      “Yes,” Magda sighed, “it is.”

      “Will it take much to resolve?” Lucinda asked.

      “Not really. As soon as the mayor gets out of bed, the sooner he’ll sign the papers in town and that will give us the authorization we need. We’ll be fine. It’s just paperwork.”

      “Will it be ready for when we arrive?”

      “No idea,” Magda answered. “Mayor Redkite is not one for early starts, and the chief of the constabulary, Ed Gilroy, is not keen on us docking, never mind assisting.”

      “Redkite?” Lucinda asked. “Joshua Redkite?”

      “Yes, like the bird,” she answered. Magda narrowed her eyes. “Do you know anything about Mayor Redkite?”

      Lucinda nodded and placed her hand on Magda’s. “Never mind that, Magda. Is there something else wrong with this town? Anything at all I should know?”

      “Apart from the fact that this is the place of the blood, not really. Why do you ask?”

      “A feeling. I sense you are a little agitated about this trip.”

      Magda smiled, but she didn’t remove her hand. “I have a few bad memories of this city. There are a couple of egos to deal with, but we should meet no real resistance.”

      “Now I’m worried.”

      “Don’t be. The mayor is a decent fellow by all accounts, but Ed Gilroy doesn’t like outsiders. He hates it when we come in and solve his crimes for him. He takes it as a personal insult. However, he is very proper and correct, so whilst he might be mad at me—”

      “He should be considerate and well-mannered towards me.”

      “Yes. At least I hope so.”

      “Then I shall also be quite correct, and perhaps that’ll help a little,” Lucinda said.

      “Your presence will not harm our cause, but until they admit there are more things in the world than the mere mundane, they’ll never solve anything more complex than an infestation of pickpockets.”

      Lucinda laughed.

      At that, the door to the service area banged open and two young men in grey and red livery entered the room and placed platters of bacon, eggs, and toast on the table.

      “Perfect timing,” Lucinda said.

      Tea followed, with sweet cakes and crumbly shortbread biscuits. Lucinda didn’t wait. As soon as she was served, she tucked into her plate full of bacon and eggs and ate as though starved.

      “Goodness, Lucinda, are we not feeding you?”

      Lucinda felt her cheeks warm up. “Not at all. I feel hungry a great deal more than usual.”

      “Even last night you were extremely hungry.”

      “I don’t know why.”

      “You have been through a great deal. Perhaps your body is adjusting and replenishing itself.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “I’ll make sure there is always something for you to eat if you require it,” Magda said.

      “Thank you. Anyway, back to Wash Town. You were saying about not solving things?”

      Magda looked thoughtful for a moment. “Yes. They might do well enough with ordinary crimes, but they need to accept that crimes are evolving. They must accept that not only do the gifted exist, but they should be encouraged and absorbed into everyday life. They would have fewer problems if they did.”

      “Then we’ll do our best to show them how good we can be at fixing their troubles for them,” Lucinda said.

      “I like the way you think.” Magda looked forward through the window towards the observation deck. “One more thing.”

      “Yes, Magda?”

      “You need to do something about your friends.”

      “What friends?”

      She waved towards the window where two black birds perched on the wooden rail and stared through the window at them. “Those friends.”

      Lucinda laughed.

      Magda rose to her feet and strode towards the deck. The moment she opened the door, the two ravens flew into the lounge straight to Lucinda. They settled on her shoulders, one on each side. Kraa kraa, said one, although it almost sounded like a chuckle. The other responded with a low pitched gronk.

      “Don’t be rude,” Lucinda said, and she fed them pieces of bacon from her plate.

      “Are they supposed to eat bacon?” Magda asked.

      “Probably not, but they like it.”

      “Miss Ravensburgh, might I remind you that this is a working ship, not a zoo,” she said.

      “That’s very formal,” Lucinda said, but before Magda could respond, she added, “And I don’t think two birds constitutes a zoo.”

      “Nevertheless, you’ll have to leave them behind when we go into the city.”

      “Why?”

      “Because a foreign woman, a woman from Mid-Angle and a Tower Witch at that, with two birds on her shoulders is going to attract the sort of attention we don’t need.”

      “All right, then. I’ll tell them to make their own way and keep themselves occupied.”

      “Have you given them names yet?” Magda asked.

      “That’s a turnaround. A few moments ago, you were moaning about them being here, and now you want to know their names.”

      “There is no place on a ship for wild birds.”

      Lucinda looked at each bird in turn. “What do you think?”

      Cruck, said the one.

      Prruk, said the other, with a slightly higher pitch.

      “There you go, Cruck and Prruk,” said Lucinda.

      “Obviously.”

      Lucinda cooed at the two birds.

      “Would you like to watch the approach to Wash Town from the observation deck?” Magda asked.

      She looked up from the Cruck and Prruk. “That is a lovely suggestion, thank you. I have seen drawings and it would be fantastic to see everything with my own eyes.”

      “It is a glorious sight, I admit. The moment that we descend to a reasonable altitude, I would like to escort you onto the deck. If that would be acceptable?”

      “Very much so, yes.”

      Magda looked at her timepiece. “I look forward to that. In the meanwhile, I have things that require my attention.”

      “I suppose it would be better to change into formal wear now, rather than rush later. I wouldn’t want to be the one to cause more delays.”

      Magda inclined her head in apparent agreement. “Yes, that makes perfect sense. If you wait in your cabin, I’ll escort you to the deck.”

      “Perfect,” Lucinda replied.

      

      Lucinda stared at the clock as she fastened the last button on her blouse. A knock at her door disturbed her thoughts. “Who is it?” she called out.

      A muffled voice answered her. “The captain, ma’am.” At least, that’s what she thought she heard.

      “Come in,” Lucinda said.

      Magda opened the door. She was dressed in her uniform, as usual, but held her greatcoat draped over her arm.

      “Lucinda, you shouldn’t open this to anyone. Not without making certain they are who they say they are.”

      “Captain?”

      “You’ve had at least one serious attempt on your life already. You should not assume your safety, not even here.”

      “Please. I’m more than safe on your ship.”

      “You should take better care of yourself.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Good. Make sure you do.”

      “Ready to show me the sights now that you have put me in my place?” Lucinda asked.

      “Indeed.” Magda lifted her coat-covered arm a fraction. “I have this for you if you need it. It might be chilly outside.”

      “One of yours?”

      She smiled. “Of course. I didn’t want other feelings imposing on you, and you’ve worn this one once already.” Magda held out her arm, “Come, and let me escort you to the observation deck. The view is well worth the chill.”

      “Thank you,” Lucinda answered.

      Outside, she shivered in the cold breeze.

      “The wind is a little brisk if you’re not used to it.” Magda wrapped her greatcoat around Lucinda’s shoulders and all physical discomfort vanished.

      “That’s better,” Lucinda said.

      Cruck and Prruk flew along the side of the ship and joined them on deck.

      “Oh look, the terrible twosome,” Magda said.

      Lucinda laughed, and the two birds settled back on her shoulders.

      “Beautiful view though, and that makes the cold worth it,” Lucinda said. She turned her attention back to the view. Mountains, larger than anything she had ever seen, stretched off into the distance. The rugged coast stretched for miles north and south.

      “If you go further inland, the peaks are so tall they’re capped with snow all year round.”

      “Wow.”

      Magda took a position behind Lucinda and pointed over her shoulder. “See there?”

      “What?” Lucinda asked, but she didn’t look too hard. She found herself distracted by Magda’s proximity.

      “Look where I’m pointing,” Magda said.

      “I’m not sure what I’m looking for,” she said, her concentration only so far as Magda standing so close.

      “Look carefully in the direction I’m pointing, and you’ll see the Wash.”

      “The Wash?”

      “Wash Town is built around a geographical feature called a wash. It’ll make more sense when we get closer.”

      Their chosen flight path took them parallel to the rugged and mountainous coastline. Sheer ragged cliffs rose out of the sea in an impenetrable and unbroken wall of rock. Waves beat against the cliffs with such force they rose in walls of white only to crash back into the sea and repeat, over and over. Birds of all shapes and sizes flew about in wild and disorderly abandon, their wings spread wide as they soared over rock and wave.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “Yes, it is,” Magda agreed. “Can you see the wash yet?”

      Lucinda shook her head.

      Once again Magda stood behind her, but she stood so close and pointed over her shoulder. “There.”

      This time she could see it. It looked as though a giant hand had scooped out the side of a mountain and left a huge bowl-shaped structure open to the sea. Two quays stretched around the bowl like enormous arms, and at the front, a tall rock rose like a craggy fist punching out of the roiling sea.

      Atop the rock, a slim tower stood like a single finger pointing at the sky. It’s top flashed with a series of bright lights.

      At the back of the bowl on the landward side, the cliffs rose several hundred feet, and a waterfall spewed out a gush of water that fell with a thundering roar into the sea. The rocks glittered from sunlight and water.

      “This is the harbour area, and it is also a fortress,” Magda said. “Behind the waterfall, there are walkways and access tunnels to Wash Town proper.”

      “It looks amazing, and it seems a perilous place to sail.”

      “It is.”

      “I know you said that there are walkways and so on, but where is the city? I expected something more. Something prettier. This is not like the pictures I’ve seen.”

      “The city is on the other side of the mountains.”

      “Oh.”

      Magda pointed over her shoulder again. “Look towards where the waterfalls begin. Just there.”

      “Yes.”

      “The city is on the other side of that. Part way into the mountain. The tunnels are wide, there are streets inside the mountain, and on the other side you can see the lakes and the city.”

      “Can we see it from up here?”

      “We will see it if we are given permission, but we will not be permitted to fly over the city.”

      “Why not?”

      “First of all, we have no permission to do so, and if we fly too close it will be seen as hostile. They would shoot us down.”

      “They can do that?”

      “They can try.”

      “So much for a warm welcome.”

      Magda laughed. “I’m afraid Wash Town is a little short on welcomes and friendliness.”

      A young man, only just able to grow facial hair and wearing a plain grey uniform, rushed out on the observation deck. He stood at attention next to Magda and waited.

      “Yes, ensign?”

      “You are needed on the flight deck, Captain. We have an unresolved matter requiring your consideration.”

      “Very well,” Magda said. She turned to Lucinda. “Excuse me. I must go.”

      As she strode away from the observations deck, Lucinda contemplated staying outside. The thought lasted only a moment. Instead, she spoke to her birds, “Go ravens, go find out what ails this place. Meanwhile, Magda has a problem, and I think I should be of assistance.”
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      Lucinda waited a few moments to let Magda have a head start, and then she followed her down the steps and onto the flight deck. The moment she entered the room, all eyes turned in her direction and all conversation stopped.

      The bridge crew included Valara, Ascara, Isgul, Matilda, Jyg and Jayg, Koryk and, of course, Magda. Only one of the crew remained a new and unknown. A short man she could best describe as red. Frizzy copper-coloured hair swept around his head like a buzzing halo. His bushy beard reminded her of a thick reel of wires, and with a red waistcoat over a huge belly, he looked like a great red ball on two sticks.

      “Lucinda!” Ascara called out, and rushed to her side. “Come sit.”

      “Hello everyone. I heard mention of a problem and thought I’d visit and take a look. I might be able to help,” Lucinda said.

      Ascara clapped her hands and grinned.

      Lucinda looked at each of the crew, and none of them showed any concern at her appearance on deck. Except for Magda.

      “Lucinda, we have this in hand,” she said.

      “I’m sure you do,” Lucinda replied.

      “You should leave us to do our job,” she persisted.

      Lucinda settled in the captain’s seat. “Of course. Don’t mind me. Please, carry on.”

      Magda glared in her direction and, when Lucinda didn’t move, turned her attention to the ball on legs. “Mr. Williams, you were about to explain the exact nature of the problem, I believe?”

      Lucinda rose to her feet and held out her hand. “Mr. Williams, we have not met. Two redheads on one flight deck must be unusual, no?”

      “Well, no,” he replied. He looked towards Magda as though to gain her permission.

      “I won’t bite,” Lucinda said.

      Ascara snorted. “I think there’s a Kraken who would beg to differ.”

      “Ascara! All of you stop,” Magda said. She stood with her hands on her hips and glared at each of her crew. “Right, it looks as though no one will work until Miss Ravensburgh is granted her every wish, so let’s oblige her.”

      “Good thinking, Captain,” Lucinda agreed.

      “Mr. Williams deals with wireless telegraphy,” Magda said, “so everything to do with communications is his concern.”

      “Excellent,” Lucinda said. She smiled. “And the problem is what exactly?”

      “Wash Town authorities have refused to allow us to dock,” Mr. Williams answered.

      “Why? We are here to help,” Lucinda said.

      Mr. Williams looked to Magda.

      “It’s all right, Mr. Williams, you may speak freely.”

      “Ed Gilroy refuses us access of any kind and is threatening to shoot us from the sky should we stay.”

      “Bastard!” Magda exclaimed.

      “Excuse me,” Lucinda said, “but who has more authority, Gilroy or the mayor?”

      “It doesn’t matter. The mayor is quiet on this issue,” Mr. Williams said.

      Magda looked thoughtful, her brow furrowed in concentration. “Politics aside,” she said, “I always thought the mayor held more power. However, the docking stations are controlled by the militia, and they are under the sway of Gilroy.”

      “And the mayor is Joshua Redkite?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Mr. Williams answered.

      “Then let me see what I can do to expedite matters,” Lucinda said. “Can I speak to them?”

      Magda shrugged. “I would ask what it is you think you can do, but I think we have all learned to do what we are told when you decide to get involved.”

      “Excellent answer.”

      “And don’t think you’ll always get your way either,” said Magda. “Mr. Williams, please allow Lucinda to speak with Wash Town.”

      Mr. Williams handed her a Bakelite mouthpiece. “When I am ready, you should speak into this. I’ll connect you.”

      He fiddled with several knobs and dials, stared at a tiny unlit incandescent bulb, and when the bulb blinked and buzzed, he tapped the base a few times until the light grew steady. “There,” he said, and nodded in her direction. “When you’re ready.”

      Lucinda cleared her throat. “Hello?” she said into the mouthpiece.

      Static filled the air with a crinkly hiss. Mr. Williams twiddled with a few dials and Lucinda tried again.

      “Hello? Is there anyone there?” Lucinda giggled. “We’re having a séance.”

      More hissing, then a crackle. “Who is this?” a distant voice asked. “You have gained access to a restricted line. This is for authorised traffic only.”

      “Hello? Is this the Wash Town control tower?” she asked.

      “Yes, madam, this is Wash Town Tower, and access is restricted.”

      “Yes, I know, you said. Anyway, I’m in the airship Verity, and we need to dock. Please grant us permission.”

      “Permission denied. Please identify yourself.”

      “I’m Lucinda Ravensburgh,” she answered.

      “Miss Ravensburgh, please clear the channel and hand telephonic controls to the authorised telegrapher.”

      “Well now, I don’t think I want to do any such thing at the moment,” she replied.

      “Ma’am—”

      “Don’t ma’am me. I wish to speak with Mayor Redkite at once.”

      “Lucinda?” she heard at her side. She turned towards Magda and winked.

      “Ma’am, we are not in the habit of ordering the mayor about on the whim of some strange and unknown woman on the radio waves.”

      “Oh, I think he’ll want to speak to me, young man.” She almost giggled then. “Now listen carefully, very carefully. Mayor Redkite is married to a very lovely woman called Allison Allouette, yes? Now, if I am refused contact, I’ll call the Allouettes directly, and after that, the Mayor will have to explain, to all of the family, why he couldn’t be arsed to speak to his own family. I don’t know what your family is like, but the Allouettes take their familial duties with utmost seriousness. Now, I could explain exactly how that discussion might go, but in the simplest of terms, Mrs. Redkite, of the Allouette line, will make his life such a misery he’ll think himself transported to hell. Being as he is a man of some sway, I’m not at all sure how such misery might spill down to those about him.”

      “Family?” The word echoed through the speakers.

      “Would you please tell my uncle Joshua—you know, your mayor—that Lucinda Ravensburgh, his niece, is sitting in some tin can in the sky, and he knows, Goddess knows, how I hate to travel.” Lucinda crossed her fingers and held them in the air.

      “Miss Ravensburgh. I will convey your words to the mayor.”

      “Make sure you do, and be quick. My patience is not endless.” She turned to Mr. Williams. “I think I’m done now. You can turn this thing off.”

      Magda stood before Lucinda, her hands on her hips. She didn’t speak for a moment. “What was all that about?”

      “We should hear back soon, I think,” Lucinda said.

      “Are you really related to the mayor?” she asked. “Is that why you asked earlier?”

      “Well, yes, on his wife’s side. And as I said, the Allouettes take family matters very seriously. He’ll respond with some speed, probably.”

      “You are full of surprises, Lucinda.”

      “Yes, very true,” she agreed.

      Even so, the tower made them wait a good half an hour before they hailed the ship. A little static warned them of the incoming call. “Wash Town Tower to Verity.” The operator announced.

      “This is Verity. Captain Stoner speaking.”

      “Is Miss Ravensburgh there?”

      “She is. Do you wish to speak with her?”

      A hiss of static was the only reply to her question.

      “Lucinda?” a different voice asked.

      Lucinda rose from her chair to find the mouthpiece she’d used earlier. “Uncle,” she said.

      “Is that really you, Lucinda? Forgive me, but it is hard to tell through this infernal thing.”

      “Yes, uncle, it is me.”

      “What are you doing here, child? I know you hate to travel.”

      “Needs must,” Lucinda answered. “Remember the last time we met?”

      “I do,” he answered.

      “We had jellied eels, and Lenora threw up all over the table.”

      “I think she threw up on the waiter’s feet, not the table,” he said. He laughed and it echoed through the flight deck. “What are you doing so far from home?”

      “Business,” she answered.

      “And what business would bring you all the way here?”

      “Complex business, and the fact that I’m no longer Primary of the Rainbow Tower.”

      “Good grief! You are without a tower?” he asked.

      “Not quite. I have a new tower in Ama’Rica, some distance from here.”

      “There are no towers in Ama’Rica.”

      “There is now. The Raven Tower.”

      In the background, Lucinda heard the sounds of babbling voices, but she couldn’t catch it all. She did here someone say, “Bugger!” and her uncle added, “Oh dear.” Then the connection ended, the static ceased, and a low-level hum on the deck remained.

      “Uncle?” Lucinda asked. “Is anyone there?”

      No one replied except Matilda. The weather witch grumbled to herself before saying, “What were you saying about a séance? You’ll get more luck talking to the dead than this lot, I tell you.”

      “I’m sorry, Captain. I thought it was going so well, too,” Lucinda said.

      “So did I.” Magda paced about the flight deck. “I have to wonder why they reacted so swiftly to the news of the Raven Tower?”

      “If I may interrupt you, Captain,” Ascara started, “Wash Town is full of simple soldiers, and they are superstitious bunch.”

      “So?”

      “The Raven means ill fortune and worse,” Ascara said.

      “Superstitious twaddle,” Magda answered.

      “The people at the tower said as much,” Lucinda said. “If I recall correctly, I am to be the harbinger of death, apparently.”

      “I repeat, superstitious twaddle,” Magda said.

      Before Lucinda could react, Ascara moved to her side. “It’s all true, Lucinda. They will fear you now, and you must be extra vigilant.”

      “Of course, Ascara, of course,” Lucinda soothed.

      A burst of static interrupted their conversation, and a voice came over the air. “Captain Stoner, permission to dock has been granted. Please make your way to embarkation tower alpha. The northern route is cleared for your approach. Bring The Raven with you.”

      “Thank you,” Magda said.

      “Welcome to Wash Town. Observe the law at all times, and keep out of trouble.” The called ended with no further comment.
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      Lucinda, flanked by Ascara to her right and Magda to her left, stopped at the main doors and stared out over the airship harbour.

      The pale stone concourse of the Wash Town Aerodrome shimmered under the heat of the late morning sun. Lucinda squinted her eyes against the glare. Unlike other aerodromes, this one had no swaying towers to stretch out into the sky and no fragile gantries swinging in the wind. Here, gaps gouged out of the rock itself provided the berthing space suitable for a range of airships. Even one as large as Verity, with her two gondolas and huge triple balloon.

      Before them stood the embarkation tower. The boarding ramp, although extended, had not yet been secured, and they had to wait.

      The embarkation tower was also an interesting feature. Made of blocks of stone, with the base wider than the top, the side walls sloped a little and a thirty-foot-tall letter “A” had been written in bright and garish yellow paint on each face of the building. From the side, a set of steps zigzagged down to the concourse.

      This was not the only such berth. There were three other docking bays that looked ready to take ships of this size. However, there were no others in dock at this time.

      Heavy duty docking lines as thick as Lucinda’s arm stretched from the ship to huge iron cleats and mooring posts embedded inside the dockyard walls. As they secured a dozen of them in a spiderweb of crossed lines, even more were added. Narrow ramps accompanied the cables and vanished into narrow alcoves within the walls. The cries of the service staff as they screamed out instructions echoed from the spaces between Verity and the harbor-side.

      “They call this the sky shipyard,” Magda said, “of sky harbour. There is nothing in the world to compare with this. It is unique, and for ships of this class it is a very welcome refuge. Costs are high, but it is worth it. Especially as their engineers are most proficient and they can acquire everything you need.”

      She heard a low-pitched grumble, and then the boarding ramp extended further into the top of the tower.

      “You might also notice that this shipyard has a great many defensive features,” Ascara said. She pointed to each feature in turn. “There is a three-foot wall around the area with several guard stations and gun placements. They are all manned.”

      “And lots of soldiers everywhere.” Lucinda gestured to the base of the boarding tower where a number of men in khaki-coloured uniforms stood. They wore wide brimmed hats too, so she couldn’t see either their eyes or their faces.

      Twenty of the group were armed, their rifles on display. Two more men, at the center of the group, stood weaponless.

      “Goodness, are they waiting for us?” she asked.

      “It would appear so,” Magda answered.

      “A little overdone, don’t you think?” Lucinda asked.

      “You see the two men without weapons?” Magda asked. She didn’t wait for a response. “That’s Gilroy and his second.”

      “And they obviously feel the need to be well guarded,” Ascara added.

      “What are they afraid of?” Lucinda asked.

      “You,” Ascara said. When Lucinda turned to her, she grinned. “Make that terrified.”

      “Stop it, you’re going to make me laugh, and I don’t look scary when I giggle.”

      Ascara chuckled. “If they want to see a show of force, let’s show them how it should be done eh?”

      “Yes, let’s,” Magda agreed.

      Ascara pulled a narrow whistle from her top pocket and blew twice. Two columns of soldiers jogged out from ship and fifty guards lined the ramps all the way to the ground. The welcoming committee reacted to the appearance of the soldiers and raised their weapons.

      “Face out,” Ascara bellowed. As one the ship’s escort turned outward.

      “Guard!” she barked. Every one of the guards raised their rifle across his or her chest, legs splayed, and eyes forward.

      “Shall we go down now?” Lucinda asked.

      “Not yet,” Magda replied. “We must be invited.”

      “Phooey,” Lucinda answered. “If we stand here any longer with guns on show, we’re likely to start a war, and I really don’t want the hassle right now.” She slid a small messenger bag over her shoulder and strode down the ramp. “And do I really want to encourage them to see me as some merchant of doom?”

      Ascara grinned. “I’d like that.”

      Lucinda paused on the bottom step, with Ascara and Magda at her side.

      One of the unarmed men stepped forward. “Good day to you all. I see you’ve brought your own security.”

      “This is Ed Gilroy,” Ascara whispered.

      “Of course, we were not sure of the welcome or the facilities,” Magda said. “Let me introduce you to Lucinda Ravensburgh.” She held out her hand to Lucinda.

      “The Raven?” he asked. “This is the Raven? I expected someone…larger.”

      “Mr. Gilroy, your welcoming committee looks a little martial. I did not expect such a reaction,” Lucinda said.

      “In my line of work, expectations get you killed,” he replied.

      “Then what were you expecting?” she asked.

      He didn’t answer her.

      “Someone larger?” Lucinda mumbled. “Let’s see if I can be of assistance, and then maybe you will take our presence with seriousness and respect.” She knelt down, her skirts protecting her knees from the hard concrete. She looked up at Magda and removed her glove from one hand. “Now what will this place show me?” she said, and touched the ground.

      She couldn’t help but smile when she opened herself to the sense of the land. This was hers now. Man-made or natural, the whole of Ama’Rica had become hers.

      Filaments of multi-coloured tendrils burst from every surface. The gush of colour took her by surprise; that was new. The soldiers themselves ceased to be people and became instead glowing balls of light. They were no more than the energy of their auras. Even the air shone with the waving light of the aether, and it all grew so bright she had to shield her eyes. A pointless act when she didn’t use her eyes to see.

      She scrunched her eyes closed and turned in a circle. She sniffed the air, and after a few moments to get her bearings, she closed down her reading of the site.

      “Pirates,” she said. “They will be here in three days. Their focus will be the farms and the engineering district.” She pointed to a section of the wall. “The attack will occur in that direction. They might change their plans, but I don’t think so.”

      “How the hell do you know that?” Gilroy asked. “Are you a pirate?”

      “No, they are flying here now, and can I sense them, that’s all.”

      “Pirates, Lucinda?” Magda pressed. “I did not think you had the far-sight?”

      “I don’t. This is the land of my tower now, and she is point proving. No matter what you might think, they are on their way.”

      “How many?” Magda asked.

      “Three airships and a couple of tiny two man ‘thopters, the ones like tin cans with a rotating blade on the top,” she responded. In spite of the heat, she slipped her hands back inside her gloves. “There are not many, but they are armed and they do not care for lives that are not their own.”

      “Chief Gilroy, I suggest you take note of this warning and protect the area,” Magda said. “I do not believe Miss Ravensburgh is likely to be incorrect.”

      “I will do as I see fit,” Gilroy said, and he glared at them.

      “As you wish,” she said. “Your town. Your problem.”

      Lucinda leaned against Magda. “I see it all.”

      Magda nodded, but she said nothing.

      “For now, if the three of you would like to follow me into the administration building, we can get out of this unseasonable heat and discuss your visit,” he said.

      “Chief Gilroy,” Magda said.

      “Yes, Captain Stoner?”

      “I feel it is important to state that Miss Ravensburgh must be accompanied by a security team at all times.”

      “I will deal with security as I deem fit,” he answered.

      Magda didn’t move. “No, I mean that I am held accountable for her safety and wellbeing. It can only be me and mine who are held accountable.”

      “Fine. Bring six men,” he answered.

      “I’ll bring a dozen, and half of them are women.” She grinned. “My team, my choice.”

      “As you wish.” He turned about and marched towards a squat building. His soldiers, and the team Ascara and Magda had chosen, fell in around them.

      The administration building looked a bland and uninviting lump of concrete on the outside. It did not look much better inside. They stood in a square room with walls of stone blocks. There were no features other than two steel doors and soldiers standing at attention beside each one.

      “I feel as though this is a trap,” Lucinda said.

      Gilroy must have overheard. “Believe me, if we wanted to cause you harm, you would be dead already.”

      “I understand,” she replied, and looked at Magda. “Captain, is it me or do we have bigger guns than they do?” She didn’t care if Gilroy heard, but when she saw Magda’s mouth twitch, she almost giggled. “Please tell me size matters.”

      “Yes, we do,” Ascara answered, “and yes it does. Every single time.”

      Magda cleared her throat. “Quality matters more, and I will explain later if you are so interested in weaponry. Now is not the time to compare size, however.”

      “Right, a subject change it is, then,” Lucinda said.

      Magda nodded.

      “Phooey,” Ascara interrupted, and turned her attention to Lucinda. She spoke with a soft voice, but added enough volume that anyone could hear. “They have lever-action ten-shot Wash Town rifles, and they are good.” She grinned then. “But ours are precision-made Mid-Angle rifles, tower cleansed, with fifteen-shot magazines made for assisted rapid fire, snap release of the spent cartridge, and a two-second reload. My teams are fast and never exceed the two-second reload.”

      “Show off,” Lucinda said.

      Ascara bowed. “We try.” She waved to the solders, and they fanned out around them. With so many soldiers the room looked rather full.

      Gilroy make some disparaging sound in the background, but she ignored him.

      “Other than militia, it’s a little spartan here, isn’t it?” she observed.

      “Yes, many of the public buildings are the same,” Magda replied.

      One of the doors opposite opened, and a short rotund gentleman rushed into the chamber. He mopped his ruddy face with a white handkerchief and smiled.

      “Lucinda. How very lovely to see you, my dear,” the man said.

      “Uncle!”

      “This is a marvelous day, although I must say your presence has created quite a stir.”

      “Why would that be?” she asked.

      He touched a finger to his lips. “A stir, indeed. Most of all this is such a lovely surprise. We must make the most of your visit. Perhaps you’d like a tour of the place? Then tea after? Please say you have time for tea.”

      Lucinda laughed. “Pink tea by any chance?”

      “You too? I’m sure pink tea is ten times more addictive than any other.”

      “I think so, too.”

      He turned to Magda. “I do believe Verity supplied us with a crate of pink leaves only a few weeks ago. Am I correct, Captain?”

      “You are right, Mayor Redkite. It is an honour for Veritas Trading to do business with the city,” she answered.

      “Of course it is.” He drew back his shoulders. “Well now, let me show you the sights of this magnificent place. There is a most incredible view to be had from the top of the wall surrounding the Sky Shipyard.”

      “But Mayor Redkite—” Chief Gilroy started.

      Mayor Redkite waved his handkerchief in his direction. “Relax, Ed, this is family. The rules don’t apply to them.”

      Gilroy looked ready to argue and changed his mind. “Very well, you do as you wish.” He turned towards the other door, and the guard rapped against the metal. It clanked open, and all of Gilroy’s soldiers filed out of the room.

      Lucinda took a deep breath. “That was a little fraught.”

      “Indeed. We’ll need to move smooth and fast here. We do not have the luxury of time,” Magda said.

      “Uncle,” Lucinda started, “I have to warn you about—”

      “Now, you hush there. Nothing can be said or done until we’ve visited the wall and taken the air. It is such a wonderful view. I insist on it,” he said. “Then tea, of course. Then we can talk.”

      “As you wish,” Lucinda answered.

      He led the way into a square antechamber with four other exits. He unlocked one of the doors and led the way into a small unadorned room. A concrete bench ran along one wall. Comfort did not exist here, pretty much like the Raven Tower, and she wondered if it was an Ama’Rica thing.

      “What is this place?” Lucinda asked.

      “This particular area is used as a waiting room. We can fill the space with guards when we have ships due in,” her uncle replied. “Just in case.”

      “Just in case?” Lucinda asked.

      “Yes. We’ve had a lot of upset with pirates of late, and when they strike the sky harbor, they can have too much access to the city. This gives us rapid access to any place we need to be.”

      “Talking of pirates, I think there is an attack due in a few days,” Lucinda said.

      He flapped his hands about as though to wave off the news. “We are always under attack,” he said. “How certain are you?”

      “Very,” Lucinda answered. She repeated all of the details she had seen.

      “And does Gilroy know?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Magda answered.

      “I will leave the essentials to him,” he said.

      “But—” Lucinda started.

      “In the meanwhile, I shall push for more funds so we can pay for more guards in the appropriate areas. We will be prepared, Lucinda.”

      Magda clicked her heels together. “Mayor Redkite, you should make a request to our commander, and then we could assist in the battle against the pirates. We have some experience in this area and our air force is quite extensive. I’m sure we would be more than happy to offer our support.”

      He nodded. “I am aware of your expertise, Captain. I shall bear this in mind, but go through the appropriate channels, of course.”

      “Of course, Mayor Redkite,” Magda agreed.

      “Look, when we are not doing the political dance and being all officious, please call me Joshua. Mayor sounds so facetious.”

      Magda smiled. “As you wish, Mayor Redkite.”

      “I’d give up if I were you, Uncle. Captain Stoner has a problem with the casual and the informal.”

      Magda snorted. “Joshua, please show us the way.”
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      Joshua led them through a veritable maze of passages and antechambers. Every door, metal bound, and unfriendly, required a key to pass through.

      “It is a most confusing place, uncle,” said Lucinda.

      “I agree, but the militia thinks this helps with security and defense.”

      “And does it work?” Magda asked.

      “Hell if I know, but it takes forever to get around,” he answered. He stopped in yet another antechamber with three exits. Unlike the others, these had the addition of dials as well as a keyhole.

      “The code is 42-91-07 blue,” he said. “Turn each of the dials so the numbers align with the blue mark top right of each one. This will get you through all doors in the Sky Harbour.”

      “Uncle, are you supposed to tell us this?”

      “No, but Gilroy is a fool, and you are family. I trust you… I can trust you, can’t I Lucinda?”

      “Of course you can.”

      “Good. The codes change every once in a while, though, so they’ll not work indefinitely. Still, they should last long enough for your visit. Just don’t let anyone know I gave them to you.”

      “I won’t,” Lucinda answered.

      The mayor dialed in, and pulled the door open. Rough steps cut a six-foot-wide passageway through the rock to a landing and yet another metal door. The pale glow from lamps embedded into the side walls provided the only illumination.

      Lucinda removed her gloves and swept her fingertips across the dressed stone. Functional rather than ornamental, the gritty texture of the stonework reminded her of the Rainbow Tower. The memory triggered such a wave of homesickness she could have cried right there and then.

      Ascara, one step behind, touched Lucinda’s arm. “Are you all right?”

      Lucinda tried to smile, but she wasn’t sure if she succeeded. “I miss home.”

      “And the life that was once yours?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda nodded. “I had this urge to go home, but I’m all right.”

      “Tell me if you have a problem, and I’ll get you out of here straight away,” Ascara said.

      “I’m fine,” she repeated.

      Magda reached out and touched Lucinda’s gloved hand. “Ascara is right, if this is too much, just say and we’ll leave.”

      “Thank you. But I’m all right.”

      “Let’s continue, shall we?” Joshua said. “This is the last door. Same code as any other door, but this one leads outside.”

      They spilled out onto a walkway at least twenty feet wide with thick, waist-high walls on both sides. It had all appeared impressive from the ship, but it looked even better close up.

      “This is an amazing place,” she asked.

      “I am glad you think so.” He grinned. “We are very proud of the sky harbour and yards. It will see us in good stead for the long term, especially as we can cater to the larger ships. We must protect all we have, and I think we do so rather well.”

      “It’s a huge docking area,” she said.

      “And you don’t think gadding about in that triple-hulled monster is large and impressive?” he asked.

      “Maybe, but I’m used to it, and it makes everything look small when you step out onto firm ground again,” she replied. “Well, except here.”

      “This way. We’ll start the tour at the other end of the wall.” He shuffled off down the center of the walkway and led them past several short towers. Lucinda saw activity in all of them. Their security was not just for show; they were ready for anything.

      They walked for some while, but then the walkway almost circled the peak that dominated the main view of Wash Town from the harbor-side. He pointed to one side of the walk. “Over there is skyward, and this is the side used by the regular skyships. Take a peek over the wall.”

      If she hadn’t been prepared for heights by traveling in Verity, Lucinda might have balked at this view. They were a long way up, several times as high as the Rainbow Tower.

      At first, the smooth and sheer wall dropped away a dizzying distance until it merged with the tops of the cliffs.

      “As you can see, the cliffs form the base of the wall. We built out from the mountain here, the Wash Town peak, and built around that. We are unlikely to find any aggressor prepared to attack the cliffside. The walls we have built, and reinforced on top of the cliffs, put us too far above sea level.”

      “Impressive, Mr. Redkite,” Magda said.

      “Thank you, Captain. It’s the cliffs that make it possible for us to build a shipyard of this nature. And we intend to improve.” He pointed in the direction of Verity. “That is the tallest and deepest part of the arbor. It took years to construct. We persisted because we knew that one day the ships would get bigger and more spectacular. We’re sure that there will be even bigger ships to come. With that in mind, it makes sense for us to prepare for them now. We will be ready.”

      “It is very impressive,” Lucinda said.

      His pride kept him talking. “As you can no doubt discern, the wall is built into the existing bedrock and reinforced with the finest metalwork,” he said. “We have a mind to extend the ports lower down too, but that is a dream. It would also be a security nightmare, and the town cannot yet decide whether the benefits of increased trade would outweigh the risks.”

      Magda nodded. “It would be a major decision.”

      “Yes. Sky Harbour is already very important to us, though, so our decisions must be considered very carefully.” Joshua waddled along the walkway, and he didn’t stop until they had circled further around the Wash Town peak.

      “Look,” he said, and pointed.

      Lucinda leaned against the wall and peered down over a picturesque lake and extensive parkland. Buildings, built from blocks of pale stone, rose several storeys high and followed the sides of the lake. Each building pressed against its neighbours and every one of them looked clean and in immaculate condition. Flowering shrubbery followed every road and path.

      Joshua pointed. “The town hall is to the rear end of the gardens and overlooks the lake.”

      “I expected more houses, and more civil works,” Lucinda said.

      “You’re right, Lucinda, and there is much more,” he said.

      The rest of the Wash Town valley had been converted to more agricultural use. The checkerboard effect of various fields marked this as farmland. Buildings dotted the landscape, but they were tiny. Small holdings, maybe. Around the valley, mountains rose up protectively about the whole region.

      “The mountains shield this bowl enough that we can grow many of our crops here.”

      “There is a lot of farmland. I didn’t expect that,” Lucinda said.

      “We are trying to be as self-sufficient as possible. At the far end we have an industrial district to rival the Angles, and even Knaresville of Mid-Angle itself.”

      “Now that’s rather a boast, Uncle.”

      “It is true, and as this area allows us to put industry far away from the town, we are granted a most pleasant place to live. The mines are close to the industrial areas, and we have a railway line that runs from there to the city. The workers don’t need to be there if they don’t want to.”

      “I can’t see much of the industrial district,” Lucinda said.

      “That’s because it is all underground and in the mountains. We have a good seam of coal in there and access to—” He stopped.

      “Sometimes loose talk can cost lives, eh, Mr. Mayor?” Magda asked.

      “Too true,” he said. “No one will hold us ransom again.”

      “Then the pirates have been more than random raiders?” Magda asked.

      “A political question, Captain Stoner. One I cannot answer. I suspect we are a target because we have many resources and are growing faster than we’d expected. There are many communities out there, out in the wilds, and they’re moving towards us to be safer. We can only prosper with the migration of so many able-bodied workers and their families.”

      “But where are they all, Uncle?” Lucinda asked. “There can’t be enough people here to be a city. It is too quiet.”

      “Not all of the city is so beautiful. The manufacturing districts and the mines are not what you would call aesthetically pleasing. They are functional. Below us, the harbour is where most individuals, and most businesses, reside. They are out of sight and less of an attraction.”

      “And you are better protected there I suppose?” Lucinda asked.

      “Indeed.”

      “Thank you for this tour,” Lucinda said. “I appreciate the view from here.”

      He wiped his face with his handkerchief. “Now that we are here, let’s get to business, shall we?”

      Magda straightened up. “Do you wish to say things others cannot hear?”

      “You’re right, Captain, I do. I know you aren’t here to talk about pirates, or to admire our industrial strengths. You are here about the blood, and for that we need help, even if Gilroy can’t see it. You need to find out all you can and solve this problem for us.” He turned to stare out over the town. “There is one other thing, and Ed Gilroy will never mention it.”

      “What’s that?” Magda said.

      “The blood must mean there are people dead, but we don’t know who they are.”

      “How can you not know who is missing or dead?” Lucinda asked.

      “It’s a big place. We can’t oversee every passing stranger,” he said.

      “Besides, people often go missing in cities,” Magda said.

      Joshua nodded. “Yes, they do, and we can’t monitor all migrations with certainty. This is a port. People come and people go.”

      “Even so, I saw a lot of blood. That’s a lot of people and all at once. How can you not notice so many disappearances?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda rested her hand on Lucinda’s arm. “Because not everyone is important enough.”

      “What?”

      “Your captain is right. There are many who live here. Some of them come and go on ships and some work in dark places. This is a lovely city in the making, but even the loveliest of creatures has a very ugly underbelly.”

      “Like Draper Street?” she asked.

      “Yes, and worse. No one cares about the whores and the streetwalkers, the barrow boy or the poor,” Magda continued. “And the bigger the city, the bigger the belly.”

      “People disappear and no one notices and no one cares?”

      He nodded.

      “Something has changed though, hasn’t it?” she asked.

      “The town can ignore anything when convenient, but it can’t miss a room full of blood. And when the youngsters of good families go missing, then that is something no one can overlook. Important people are in an uproar, and Gilroy cannot contain this much longer. Rumours are public, and he needs support even if he doesn’t ask for it.”

      Magda nodded. “I understand.”

      “Can you help us?” he asked.

      “Yes, we can,” Magda said. “But to be effective, I will need access to everything. And I mean everything. I need all of the police records, paperwork relating to missing people and any notes that have been collected about these people. It might provide a few clues or ideas.”

      “You shall have it,” he said.

      “Will Gilroy be a problem?” Magda asked.

      “No. But he won’t cooperate with you,” he replied.

      “That is not an obstacle to us as long as he does not interfere,” Magda said.

      Joshua coughed into his handkerchief. “This is personal. Several of the families are known to me. Maisy Jane’s best friend has gone missing, so this is very close to home.”

      Lucinda rested her hand on Magda’s arm. “Maisy Jane is Uncle Joshua’s daughter.”

      “Yes. And now we are all scared.”

      “I understand,” Magda said. “In addition to any paperwork you might have, I want to interview anyone relevant. Families, the last people they spoke to, witnesses, and so on.”

      Joshua nodded. “The moment I knew you were here, I took the liberty of planning for your arrival. I hope you don’t mind, but some of my friends are expecting you as a tower representative. They need to meet you. Please help them.”

      Lucinda nodded. “Of course I’ll help. Arrange for as many as you can, get them to bring things. You know the sorts of things I need. Recent things, though. The more recent the contact, the better the reading. I don’t want ancient heirlooms or anything daft like a locket of baby hair.”

      “I understand, and I have said as much,” he said.

      “I promise I’ll do everything possible.”

      He nodded. “I appreciate it, Lucinda. Really. We all do.”

      “One thing, Joshua. Can you arrange for some of those who are not just your friends to be there as well? I need to speak to as many as we can. Rich and poor, the connected and the unconnected. Highest to lowest,” Magda said.

      “Have a little faith in me. I have sought out such people already. I have a team seeking them out.”

      “Good,” Magda said.

      “Is tomorrow morning acceptable to you?” he asked. “I can make it sooner, if you like.”

      “No, tomorrow is fine,” Magda said. “There are other things  I must assess first. We need to get to the scene as soon as we can.”

      “I understand. Is there anything else I can do to help?” he asked.

      Magda nodded. “I am still concerned about Gilroy.”

      “He is being managed and will be of no consequence so long as no one makes him look stupid.”

      “Then we’re buggered,” Magda mumbled.

      Joshua pulled out a pocket watch attached to a chain on his waist coat, and he clicked it open. He made a few noises and then stared towards the garden and checked his watch again. “Darn it. I’m running a little slow again.”

      “Are we keeping you?” Magda asked.

      “Not at all,” he answered, “but there is something interesting here if you have a mind to wait a short while. A distraction, if you will, and it will serve a purpose.”

      “As you wish,” Magda replied.

      “You’ll want to see this,” he said. “It is most interesting. And I would like your opinions as to whether I should be more concerned.”

      “What is interesting, Uncle?” Lucinda asked.

      “Let me tell you a story first,” he said, and he pointed to the park area. “Do you see the clock tower in the open area at the center?”

      “I do, yes. We have a similar clock at home in the main plaza near the tower, and the one at home looks similar to yours, too.” Lucinda answered.

      “Not just similar. They are the same. A matched pair, if you will. Made by Eskins and Sons about seventy years ago.”

      “Weren’t Eskins and Sons a Mid-Angle foundry, just a little north of Knaresville?” Lucinda asked.

      “Yes, Lucinda. You have learned your history well,” her uncle answered.

      “Go on, Uncle.”

      “Right then. The two are essentially identical, but they have one difference. The front plate above the clock face has two different designs. On the one in Knaresville, you have the Venus, with an astronomical symbol to mark it so, and this one is the Mars clock.”

      “And it has the Mars symbol on the top plate?”

      “Yes,” he answered.

      Lucinda mulled over the new information. “Male and female?”

      “Indeed. Eskins created this matched pair for Queen Elspeth and her consort.”

      “That would be Prince Montague of North Angle,” Lucinda said.

      “Correct. The happy couple had only two children. Twins. Michaela and John. And whilst Michaela stayed in the Angles to rule in her mother’s place, John took to the seas.” He stopped, took another look at his timepiece and muttered to himself.

      “Uncle, are you trying to delay us?”

      “Not at all. Well, perhaps a little. Besides, it passes the time here.”

      “But––”

      “Bear with me, Lucinda.” He said.

      “Right, Uncle, so you were saying about the clocks?”

      “Ahh yes. The two children brought their clocks to the places in which they settled. Michaela left hers, the Venus clock, in Knaresville where she ruled. John brought his, the Mars clock, here.”

      “And so Knaresville, was, for a while at least, the Capital of the Angles,” Lucinda said.

      “As far as I know that is the end of the story,” her uncle replied. “Except now people have started to gather around this clock.”

      “And ours too,” she said.

      “Why are you telling us this?” Magda asked.

      Joshua chuckled to himself. “Because a city and a society often have these moments in time, if you will, where the people gather around something that makes a statement to express their wants and needs.”

      “And those wants and needs are?” Magda persisted.

      “Different for different people in different places. Or are they?” he answered. “Dissatisfaction and a cry for change?”

      He turned his attention to the garden, where people were collecting in quite substantial numbers. Even though they were high up, they were close enough to see, and the view afforded them from their height knew few limits. Sound carried, too, so they heard people moving and the buzz of distant and indeterminate speech.

      Quite a crowd had gathered, but Lucinda considered the number of people to be fewer than she would have seen in the Plaza at home. She saw a man in pale robes standing beneath the grand clock, and at his side two other men. Each one bore a drum, upon which they beat a slow but steady beat.

      “This is so familiar,” Lucinda said.

      “I thought it might be,” her uncle answered. “It has become quite the cult here. I wondered what you made of it all.”

      She shrugged. “Folly. Sheer folly,” she answered.

      The man in the pale robes, the priest, held up both hands, and the chatter of the crowd ceased. A single drum marked the last few seconds, and the great clocked chimed the coming of the hour.

      “All hail the Clock Maker,” the priest cried as the last chime echoed around the plaza. His clear voice projected well, and Lucinda could hear everything.

      “Bless him,” the crowd intoned in chorus.

      “May the Father of Time be with you and all you do,” the priest called out.

      “Bless him,” the chorus answered.

      “Bow your heads before the master of us all, give thanks to him. He will be with us soon.”

      “Bless him,” the crowd murmured.

      “The cycle of time will soon be righted.”

      “Bless him,” the crowd murmured. “Bless him.”

      Joshua scowled. “Fools,” he muttered.

      “Like home,” Lucinda said. “Do you think there is any relevance between the two clocks and this cult thing?”

      “I don’t think so. But I wondered how the authorities of the Angles dealt with this.”

      “They ignore it mostly,” Lucinda answered. “There are always cults and risings.  Someone gets dissatisfied and appeals to others who are also dissatisfied. They get into trouble eventually, and then it all breaks up.”

      “True, they are not the first ones here, but they are naught but fools.” He sighed. “We did consider them as operating some kind of recruitment. Making them into fanatics and then whisking them off to sea.”

      “And how did that go?”

      “Nothing. No proof of anything, and none of the clock people have gone near a ship anyway. It’s a silly cult.”

      “Are there any other such groups in the city?”

      “Not of this size. A few unions have risen in the mines, but given the conditions, I am not surprised.”

      “So what did you do?” Lucinda asked.

      Joshua chuckled. “We gave them shorter hours, medical assistance, and a monthly social with free beer.”

      “What about your gifted ones?” she asked.

      “They don’t stay here, Lucinda. There is nothing to keep them. A seer of some sort might be useful. A truth-sayer more so,” he said.

      “That’s what I thought,” she said.

      “Anyway,” he said, changing tack, “Time has moved on, so to speak.”

      “You were delaying us,” Magda said.

      “Indeed.” He pointed to the street beside the lake. “See those soldiers? It’s the changing of the guards. Now they will be too busy with their own business to stick their nose into ours.” He grinned. “Shall we go for tea now? Although this would be a good time to wander about the city whilst they forget who they should be watching.”

      Magda nodded. “Maybe it would be better to get straight to our business here. Gilroy might change his mind at any time.”

      “As you wish,” he said.

      “I do need all of the official reports, though, and perhaps anything unofficial?” Magda said.

      “I’ll get what I can for you, Captain. Let me escort you to the public areas and leave you to it. You’ve been to the city before, so you know where you need to go now.”

      “I do indeed, Mr. Redkite,” Magda said.

      “Good hunting, then.”
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      Lucinda could barely follow the route they took through tunnels, up steps, down steps, and through any number of rooms and antechambers. Each one looked much the same as any other as far as she could determine.

      “Almost there,” Joshua said. He entered the code into the door, and this one opened into a rough tunnel. Six feet wide, and ten feet tall, with lamps attached to the walls, and wide, shallow steps lead downwards once more. Through an iron grill-covered window on one side of the passage, Lucinda could just see a small room with guards inside.

      “The door at the bottom will take you to the vaulted entryway on Main Street. Do you know where to go from there, Captain Stoner?”

      “I do. Thank you.”

      “Good, then I will see you in the morning.”

      “Thank you,” Magda said. “One favour I would ask, if I may?”

      “Of course.”

      “Could you arrange transportation from our ship? It is quite a convoluted process to go through Gilroy.”

      “Yes, of course. It would help avoid complications, I’m sure,” he said.

      Magda nodded. “And the files too, Mayor Redkite. We need all them, and anything that you might be able to acquire for us.”

      “It’s in hand. I’ll have copies made the moment I get to my office.”

      Magda shook his hand. “Excellent. Thank you.”

      “Good luck,” he said.

      “Until tomorrow, Uncle.” Lucinda kissed him once on each cheek. “I will expect to see the family as well.”

      He smiled. “You will. They look forward to that. I am sure.” He turned back. “For now, I better go and report in. Gilroy insists, he always insists, and I must always respond. He hates you, you know.”

      Magda said nothing, but smiled a secretive smile.

      “Good luck,” he repeated.

      They waited until he had walked away from them. “At last, we’re on course to get things done,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda stepped onto the first step and brushed her bare fingers over the stone.

      “Is everything all right?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda nodded. “This place. It was not built in the same way that most places are made.”

      “No,” Magda agreed. “Can you sense it?”

      Lucinda nodded. “It was carved by gifted ones.”

      “Yes. Earth Singers they are called. I think there is a family of them in the mines.”

      Lucinda cocked her head to one side. “I would like to meet them one day, and then they can tell me the story of this place.”

      “They would like that, I’m sure.”

      “Something for another time, Magda?”

      “Indeed. Shall we face this problem first?” She offered her arm, and as they walked down the steps, Ascara and the guards followed.

      The steps turned loosely to the right and ended at an iron door much like any other door in the complex.

      “Right, let’s see if the code thing works,” said Magda.

      “No!” Ascara called out. She rushed forward and pushed people to the side as she stormed down the steps. “Captain, you should not expose yourself to potential harm.”

      “It’s a door, Ascara,” she replied.

      “But you don’t know if there is anything wrong with the door, nor what you might find on the other side.”

      “Are you saying my uncle is not to be trusted?” Lucinda asked.

      “No, I’m suggesting Gilroy dislikes our Captain enough to do all kinds of things when no one is watching,” Ascara answered.

      “True enough,” Magda agreed.

      “Thank you,” Ascara said. She gestured to a couple of the guards at the rear of the group, and they shuffled past to the front. “Remember the codes, people, and be cautious at all times.”

      A short, skinny soldier dialed in the code as given, and several loud clicks echoed inside the stairwell. One loud clunk and the door unlocked. It sounded the same as any other locked door. The guard looked over her shoulder, and as Ascara nodded, she opened the door and strode, with purpose, into the half light of the cavern beyond.

      A wall of sound rolled into the tunnel with the force and inevitability of a tidal wave. Along with the noise came the smell, and Lucinda fought to protect herself from the myriad scents by the simple expediency of pinching her nose and breathing through her mouth.

      “What a stink,” she said.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Ascara said from a few steps behind her.

      Lucinda was not convinced of that, but she had no option but to carry on.

      “Safe,” the guard at the front announced.

      People stared at them as they disgorged from the security exit into public space. Lucinda supposed the sight of so many military types, all on alert, constituted an interesting sight. In their shoes, she would have stared, too.

      The exit, iron on one side of the door and stone on the outside, lay half hidden within the dressed stone of a shallow alcove. There were several other similar alcoves that appeared the same, although Lucinda did not think they were doors.

      Above, the vaulted ceiling met with several thick pillars in a row down the center of the room and matched the decorative pilasters attached to the side walls. Weak light filtered down a broad set of marble steps to the side. The majority of illumination came from gas-powered lamplights attached to various locations along the walls.

      Shops, set between pilasters, stretched back into the stone like caves. Some had narrow windows and wide doors; others had no windows but stretched back into the darkness more like barrel vaults than shops.

      Their wares, piled before each shop in attractive displays, called her attention. Bolts of bright cloth in one stall offered so much choice in fabrics that she could almost see the change it would make to the darkness of her tower.

      Lucinda let the sounds and the sights wash over her. One insistent woman professed the finest selection of cheeses in all the known world, and from the smell, Lucinda thought that she told no lies. Another suggested her pastries would melt the stoutest heart and offer comfort in any situation, a boast Lucinda wanted to check for herself. Most problematic of all, she found a book seller. Lucinda could see so many tomes, she found herself drawn like a magnet. Only Magda’s firm guidance took her away.

      A brazier burned in the far corner to provide a red glow and additional heat, but a man hunched over the coals stirred a narrow cauldron. “Sweet nuts,” he called out, “fresh roasted, and covered in honey. Tuppence a bag.” The sweet smell of the nuts reminded her of home, and she breathed it all in as though it could transport her back to the Angles.

      “Lucinda?” Magda said.

      “I’m tempted to take a closer peek at what’s on offer,” Lucinda replied.

      “There are a great many shops here, Lucinda. It is a great center for a lot of trade. If you must, we can shop later,” Magda said.

      “I think I must.”

      “Right. Well, this is the lower residential level. the shops here are good. Below we have the market. Above us there is another residential area and even more shops.”

      “Can we look?” Lucinda asked.

      “Upstairs is higher quality with higher prices, and the outdoor markets are even more expensive. Down stairs the prices are lower and better value.”

      “Are you suggesting I’m cheap?”

      “What? Of course not. Just stating the facts,” Magda answered. “But we do have work to do.”

      Lucinda linked arms with Magda. “I know. I know. Let’s get on with it, shall we.”

      Magda shook her head. “Right. Those marble steps lead outside to the parkway and the houses there. We need to go lower, though.” She pointed further along the cavern. “That way lies Main Street, and it leads off to the right. To the left there are stairs and a lift down to the lower level.”

      “Right.”

      “I should warn you, though. If you think this is aromatic, you wait until we move deeper into the complex.”

      “It can’t get any worse. It’s bad enough already,” Lucinda said. “Smoke, gas lamps, wood, food, people, and strongest of all is the smell of fish.”

      Magda stopped dead in her tracks.

      “What’s the matter?” Lucinda asked. Guards spread out around them.

      “No, it’s okay. Listen,” she said. She appeared oblivious to the stance of the soldiers.

      Lucinda strained to hear what Magda meant, but nothing stood out as being of special import. “What must I listen for?”

      “Can you hear a low-level whoosh and whine?”

      Lucinda concentrated for a moment as she tried to filter through each of the sounds she heard. “Yes, I hear it.”

      “That’s the wind turbines. They circulate air through the underground areas so the smells dissipate and ensure no one suffocates.”

      “And?”

      “When you mentioned the smell, I wondered if the turbines were working. That would add to the aroma.”

      “Heck. I’d hate to be here without the air moving.” Lucinda pinched her nose.

      “Right.” Magda pointed to the sides of the room. “See those metal rails? They are for the safety doors. When needed, the whole of the mountain shuts down. The doors seal and the only air is the air circulated by the turbines.”

      “How clever,” Lucinda said.

      “Yes. Incredible security and safety.”

      “You sound impressed.”

      “Aren’t you?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda thought about it. “Not really. Security is really not top of my list of priorities.”

      “It should be.”

      “That’s what Ascara is for,” Lucinda said. She looked over her shoulder and grinned.

      Magda shook her head. “I think your uncle would be horrified at some of the things you might find here.”

      “I’m a big girl now, Magda. I’ve seen it all.”

      “We’ll see,” Magda responded. “We will see.”
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      Lucinda linked her arm with Magda’s once more, and even with security around them, they acted as though they were taking a stroll through the countryside. People stared at them as they passed and then moved away. Soldiers seemed to have that same effect everywhere.

      The streets, if these hollowed out walkways under the mountains could still be called such, looked like any other city streets. Most had been cobbled in the way of Knaresville and the rest of Mid-Angle.

      Along the sides of the roadways, the houses looked much like any other houses. Almost as though some Ama’Rican architect had taken a Daguerreotype of a Mid-Angle street and copied it here, in this city.

      Some buildings, carved from the stone, looked as though they’d grown out of the rock in some organic way. All in all, other than the stone roof rather than plain sky, this place looked as familiar to Lucinda as any street she had ever known.

      At the elevator, the door opened and two men dressed in long cotton coveralls rolled out a cart filled with crates of fish. There were small fish, large fish, and some things with tentacles. She didn’t want to examine any of them too closely. But whatever they were, they were most aromatic, and not in a good way.

      “Good day,” the chap at the front said. They didn’t stop, but clattered by and along the corridor.

      Lucinda wrinkled her nose. “I’m not getting into any enclosed spaces if it smells like that cart,” she said.

      “It will,” Magda said.

      “Will the stairs be less stinky?” she asked.

      “Yes, ma’am, somewhat,” Magda said without inflection. Yet as Lucinda looked up into Magda’s face, the corners of her mouth twitched.

      “Stop smirking. It’s most unbecoming,” she said.

      Ascara guffawed from behind. Lucinda turned without letting go of Magda’s arm and glared.

      “Lucinda, we’re on the coast and this is a harbor-side city. You must expect to see fish. They are everywhere,” Ascara said.

      If Lucinda did not like the smell of a single cart of fish, she liked the smell of the lower levels of the inner city even less.

      At the bottom of the stairs, the corridors grew narrower. Here, Lucinda noted two things in addition to the smell of fish: a security checkpoint off to one side held a dozen armed guards, and they looked more than ready for action; and the noise levels had diminished. Even though they were physically closer to the harbor, the sounds of the sea were muted and distant. The reprieve lasted only until the next corner, and with every step thereafter, the indelicate smell of the sea grew greater.

      The passage widened to the left and the right. To the left, she could see daylight, rocks and ocean. A cool and brisk breeze brought with it the smell of the sea and fish. She thought it might smell worse here, but it was different. The noises were greater. The crash and roar of the waves against the rocks, the cries of seabirds shrieking as they wheeled out the sea, and the bangs and crashes of a working dock.

      To the right, she could see hints of the lower city. The lead guards, who appeared to know where they were headed, turned right and away from the sea.

      The passage increased in width and height. Gas lamps, mounted at regular intervals along the walls, remained lit even though daylight filtered in through the outer entrance.

      The security team tried to spread out a little further, but there were too many people.

      “This is the main route,” Magda said. “Cargo from the ships comes along this path and straight ahead to customs. There, officials check what’s coming in and discuss taxes and all the dues.”

      “Ahh,” Lucinda said.

      “It’s an important staging area. Beyond customs, we reach the market. It’s a huge market and it is always busy.” Magda stopped walking. “Lucinda, there is one thing I need to point out.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Don’t look anybody in the eye, don’t pay any attention to goods for sale, and for goodness sake don’t talk to anyone.”

      “Why on earth not?” Lucinda asked.

      Ascara answered before Magda could say anything. “For some of the people here, if you look them in the eye, it is considered a challenge. If you look at what’s on sale, they’ll be obliged to try to sell it to you, and the word ‘no’ is not an answer. If you talk to someone, then the sale is pretty much agreed and you will not be left alone until you pay for it. The only outstanding question is ‘how much?’”

      “Good grief!” Lucinda answered.

      “Look downward and don’t meet their eyes,” Magda advised.

      “Hold on. You mean you want me to act all submissive and subservient?”

      “That’s what she means, yeah,” Ascara said.

      She let go of Magda’s arm and glared. “I don’t think so. If you think I’m going be some meek and submissive woman to be held as less than anyone’s equal just to please people, then you are mistaken.”

      “That’s my girl,” Ascara said.

      “Ascara, stop stirring up trouble,” Magda said.

      “Just so we are clear, I am no one’s little woman, y’hear?”

      “I hear,” Magda answered.

      “Good, now shall we get on? And if I want to look at something, I will. And if I don’t like how they look at me, I shall glare until their eyeballs melt. Got that?”

      Ascara took a position just behind Lucinda and snickered, none too quietly.

      “Yes, Lucinda,” Magda said.

      The customs area turned out to be a large cave that stretched to the right of the main path. Along the center of the market there were a number of huge stone pillars, each one as wide as a bed is long. Between each column  stood long trestle tables, some covered with crates of goods. Others had their crates stacked with cages and barrels around the room.

      If Lucinda had thought the smell of the sea might diminish as they turned away from the harbour, she was wrong. Here, the stench of fish, engines, and other indefinable aromas grew more intense. Everyone else ignored it, so Lucinda tried to do the same.

      “Off to the right is a cargo lift, but we aren’t going to use that. It’s used to bring down airship crates and doesn’t go anywhere of interest to us at this time,” Magda said.

      “The whooshing sound is louder here,” Lucinda said.

      “The main air turbines are closer. When we get beyond those doors at the end there, you will no longer notice the sound much at all.”

      “Hope so,” she mumbled. She missed the quiet of the tower, or even Verity.

      At the doors, Magda stopped. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes,” Lucinda answered. “Why?”

      Two guards opened the gates and latched them ajar. A wall of sound and smell hit Lucinda with such force, she took a step back.

      “Steady,” Ascara said. She stepped forward and took her other arm.

      “Goodness me, where did that come from?”

      Magda pointed at the thick iron doors. “These are storm doors, and are just like the security gates. When they are closed, nothing gets out.”

      Lucinda cocked her head to one side as they stepped into a huge cavern. “I can hear music. Is there a music hall nearby?”

      Magda shook her head. “No, but we are in the market now, and there are a couple of establishments here to entertain the workers.”

      “Oh?”

      “Like Draper Street,” Magda replied.

      “Only more fun,” Ascara added.

      

      The guards led them around the outside of the cavern. As with the market, there were a number of huge stone pillars to support the roof.

      Multi-coloured awnings marked the extent of each of the many and varied stalls. Each one offered a range of merchandise, from equipment to food, tools, engine parts, and bolts of cloth; from sacks of flour to racks of bread, and boxes filled with fruits and vegetables. Whatever you could wish, they sold it here, and this included even more of Lucinda’s favourite item: fish.

      Strings of lights, strung about each pillar and around every stall, created an almost fairground look. Traders called out and offered their wares at discount prices. The noise approached almost unbearable levels. The smell of fish, smoke, engines and food, all added with the stench of people crammed together, and it did not appeal.

      When Lucinda noticed that they were watched, she clasped on to Magda’s arm. “They look at us as though we are something unpleasant.”

      “We’re strangers and we’re armed. Of course they’ll be a little uncertain,” Magda answered.

      “No, I think it’s something more.” She shook her head. “I don’t know, maybe I’m just a little overwhelmed by it all.”

      At her side, Ascara spoke up. “They probably want to know if we are customers, and if they see what we are interested in purchasing, they might relax a little.”

      “I agree,” Magda said. “Then we will proceed as planned.”

      At the far corner of the room, an open door belched out billowing waves of aromatic tobacco smoke, heat, and the smell of beer and cheap wine. Music, the sounds of a tinkling piano, and a rowdy crowd added to the already noisy ambiance of the market. A woman in voluminous skirts and a tight bodice lounged across the doorway. A dark woolen shawl draped over her arms and around her waist, but most noticeable of all, a low and plunging neckline left nothing much to the imagination.

      “Hey, handsome, fancy a drink?” she called out.

      The guard marched by and paid her not the slightest regard.

      “Miser,” she grumbled. She tried again with other guards who passed by, but she made an especial effort to be recognised when Magda and Lucinda approached. “Maybe you’d like a drink?” she asked, directing her attention to Magda.

      “No,” she replied, her voice curt.

      Undaunted, the woman looked at Lucinda. “Hey darlin’, how about you? Perhaps you’d be more willing? We love to take care of the ladies here at The Garden.”

      Lucinda felt the heat in her cheeks increase.

      “Come inside. I would be happy to entertain you, and my attention is much sought after. You’ll not be disappointed.”

      At her side, she could sense the tension increasing in Magda posture. “Miss Ravensburgh is not here for such earthy pastimes.”

      “Earthy eh? All the ladies love time to be passed in my company.”

      Lucinda squeezed Magda’s arm and let go. She took a step closer to the woman and smiled. “Do you think you are woman enough for me?” she asked.

      “Of course. I’m woman enough for anyone. Call me Jasmine.”

      “Jasmine,” Lucinda said. She trailed a finger over the woman’s shoulder, across her collar bone, and almost to the limits of her plunging neckline. “We are busy now, but perhaps later.”

      “It would be my pleasure,” Jasmine said.

      “Yes, it would,” Lucinda agreed.

      Behind her, she heard the sound of Ascara laughing. “Please Jasmine, don’t go challenging The Raven. Who knows what might happen. She leaves broken hearts wherever she goes, and that’s the least of it.”

      “Ascara!” Magda exclaimed.

      “You’re The Raven?” Jasmine asked.

      Lucinda cocked her head. “That would be me, why?”

      “You don’t look like some battlefield crone.”

      “What is a battlefield crone supposed to look like?”

      “No idea, love, but it ain’t you,” Jasmine replied.

      “Looks can be so deceiving,” Lucinda answered.

      “Lucinda. Please, shall we get on?” Magda urged.

      “Yes, Captain.” She laughed.

      “Don’t forget me,” Jasmine called out.

      They strode by the entrance, along the back wall to an alcove. There, they found a couple of militiamen who blocked their way. The two were both on the short side, but broad with it. Swarthy, unkempt, and they looked similar enough to be brothers, except that one had dark hair and the other was a dirty blond.

      “This is restricted. Move along,” said the blond one.

      “Aye, move it on,” the other agreed.

      “I am Captain Stoner,” Magda said. “This is my team, and we have permission from Ed Gilroy to go inside.”

      “Says you,” the darker one replied.

      Lucinda stepped forward. “Yes, indeed he does, and my uncle, the good Mayor Redkite, would be so very pleased to find an instance of inefficiency within the policing ranks. It would make his day, I’m certain.”

      “You’re the Raven,” the dark one said. “What are you doing here?”

      “My job,” she answered. “Then again, if you let me hold your hand, I am confident I could reach into your head and take all the knowledge I need straight out of your skull. Won’t take a minute.” She leaned forward, up close and personal with the dark-haired one. She stared into his eyes and waited until she saw a twitch as he started to look away.

      “Boo!” she cried. The poor man jumped back half a foot.

      “Now can we get on with things? Stand outside and make sure no one but me and my guards go inside,” Magda ordered.

      “Yes, ma’am,” the militia men said.

      “Before we go any further, we need to be sure it’s safe,” Ascara said. She turned to her squad. “Check every inch of this place before Lucinda does her thing. Her safety is your responsibility, so do not fail her.”

      “Ma’am!” they yelled as one voice, and saluted with crisp efficiency.
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      Lucinda didn’t need to open the door to detect the gut-churning stink of things long dead. Once inside, the smell of rotting blood would be far worse than anything produced by a few crates of fish. Her imagination furnished the rest, and she did not want to find out the truth. But she had no choice now.

      Once Ascara had decided that it was safe to enter, Lucinda stepped inside with absolutely no enthusiasm for the task ahead. She knew what she would find, and now they were here, the reality was far closer.

      She followed a narrow corridor to a small room filled with benches. Like a waiting area, of sorts. There were two doors on the opposite wall. Magda opened one, and Ascara the other. Both led matching suites of green-and-white tiled rooms.

      “What is this place?” she asked.

      “These are the washroom and changing areas,” Magda answered.

      “Yes, but why washrooms here?”

      “For the fishermen, the traders, and the people in the workshops. Of course, the whores and their punters are often in need of cleaning facilities, too,” Magda explained. “There is a showering area for men, another for the women. There are also two dressing rooms for changing in and out of work clothing and dirty coveralls, that sort of thing.”

      “That would fit with my vision.” Lucinda grimaced.

      Magda nodded. “Are you ready?”

      “As I can be. Let’s get to it, shall we.”

      Magda held out her arm for Lucinda to hold. “This is not pleasant, so we’ll go as slowly as you like.”

      “That’s all right. I just don’t want to be the one who can’t take it. I’m surprised the soldiers haven’t shown any distress. Someone always gets upset.”

      Magda smiled. “These are the ones who survived the first visit, Lucinda. We only chose those we were certain would be able to control themselves well enough.”

      “And what about me?”

      “You’ll be fine.”

      “And if I’m not?”

      “Then I’ll be here to assist,” she said.

      Lucinda tried to smile, and although she appreciated the concern, it didn’t help. She wanted to say that it was all right, that she had seen it all before. Truth be told, she hadn’t seen anything like this except in visions. The reality seemed more difficult to accept.

      Blood wasn’t even her strength. In fact, she had no idea if that part of her skill set even existed any more.

      She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Magda. When I was a part of the Rainbow Tower, I would have known what I could do and what to expect. Now, I don’t know, and I have to wonder whether I’m the person for this task.”

      “I don’t need to wonder about anything,” Magda answered. “You are exactly who we require. Don’t doubt yourself. Not now, not ever. I have every faith in you.”

      ‘What if I find nothing helpful?”

      “Then that means there is nothing to find. The scene is too old to make use of, and we will solve it a different way. There is good old-fashion detective work left, and maybe the people tomorrow will have clues  we can make good use of.”

      “All right.”

      Lucinda removed her gloves and placed them inside her bag. She dropped the bag onto a bench, and her jacket followed next. She took a couple of deep breaths and then rolled up her sleeves. “To begin, I want to touch every surface I can in this area and progress to the…the scene.”

      She turned to Magda, “When I concentrate, I might not be aware of practical things at times and my thoughts could well stray. I must also distance myself from… from everything. So I leave my safety in the capable and efficient hands of you and Ascara.” She hoped, as she spoke, that she could protect herself — not only from the scene, but the emotions of Magda and Ascara as well. “There is one more thing. Try not to allow strong emotion to dominate. That will affect me, I think.”

      Magda clicked her heels together. “You’re safe with us. You have my word.”

      “Always,” Ascara added.

      Lucinda took a moment to focus her thoughts. Most of all she needed to put her fear and uncertainty to one side. Magda had been right. She would do all she could and that would be as much as she could expect. She would do her best.

      At first, her examination of the waiting area included only a visual inspection of the walls and door. Then she opened her senses to see any auric influence. She found none.

      Her second pass of the chamber she made by touch. She brushed her fingertips against every surface she could reach. She expected few answers here, but sometimes the greatest clues were in the accidental touches a person made going in and out of a place. Perhaps she might find a spot that gave her an inadvertent connection with a victim, Or maybe a clue to the beast. She could not ignore the opportunity to see more in the cleaner areas, without recourse to blood.

      The room provided a few snippets of lives not her own. These thoughts and memories dashed through her mind and vanished. They were ordinary and innocuous, but not always virtuous.

      Of the two doors at the back, one was marked with the picture of a woman in a full dress. Beyond the door, a small room had long cabinets for clothing. A doorway led to a tiled bathing area, of a size for a couple of showering cubicles and a single sink.

      This area appeared to be clean, with white tiles for the walls and red for the floor. It looked like the one she had seen in her vision, only much smaller. She scanned the room by eye and then by touch, but the occasional image of a streetwalker plying her trade really did not help this case at all.

      “Nothing here. I women’s areas are clear as far as I can tell,” she said.

      On to the other door, marked with a picture of a chap wearing a flat cap. This was the place she had to face.

      Inside, the main dressing area for the men looked at least three times the size of the other room. There were coat hooks and cabinets for a couple dozen people, maybe more, along with several stools and benches. In the other section, the women had one sink, here the men had four of them.

      “More men than women use this place, I presume?” Lucinda asked.

      “I would agree. Most of the dockers and fishers are men,” Magda said.

      The men might have had more space here, but the stench of the blood and gore almost overwhelmed her. Lucinda gritted her teeth and ignored it all.

      She opened her senses to this place and sought auras first before she began her search for the truth in her touch.  There were so many auric touches that she could see nothing that stood out. In a way, that lack seemed a surprise. She’d expected more.

      Her truth sense gave her very little either. One truth overlaid another and left her with a confusing mélange of memories, physical injuries, aches and pains of the mundane.

      The next area, though, did not appeal. Every step brought her closer to the blood and the fear that she might see something. That it would be worse than what she had already seen. Worse still, that she would see nothing.

      “Are you all right, Lucinda?” Magda asked.

      “Yes. No point in avoiding the last part, is there?”

      Magda didn’t answer.

      “Right then, let’s go for the bloody heart of the matter,” she said.

      A doorway led to an L-shaped antechamber. It served two purposes in its shape and layout: it protected the shower room from casual view and provided space for six more cabinets along one wall. Some of them had been left ajar so Lucinda could look inside.

      A single set of boots lay on their side in the corner unit, and she wondered if their presence meant anything. She traced her finger along the cuffs of the boot, but she gained nothing more than an impression of a normal working man. His gripes about life, how he hated his job. A discontented husband perhaps, but not a murderer.

      She turned around. Now, she could see the blood.

      Blood, blood everywhere.

      The nightmare of the room merged with the memory of her vision.

      Eight little shower heads, standing in a row. The first dripped with blood…

      The stench hit her full force, and although the smell probably hadn’t really worsened, somehow seeing it with her own eyes made it seem worse. And it did stink.

      A pool of black and decomposing blood covered the shower room in a puddle of rioting gore. Brown, dried blood covered the edges of the doorway into the shower room and the shower room itself remained filled with the rotting and decomposing blood of all the victims. Her lil birdie was one of them.

      “I wonder why haven’t they cleared this away yet? It has been here a long while,” Lucinda said.

      “For one thing, it’s an open and unsolved crime. Nothing gets cleaned up until the guilty party has been found,” Magda said.

      “How lovely,” Lucinda said.

      “Most of all, no one wants to touch it,” Magda added.

      “To clean this away will mean that some poor bugger has to walk through the mess and plunge their hands into that stinking ooze,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda nodded. “Right then, shall we get started?”

      “Ready when you are,” Magda said.

      Lucinda’s first touch of the dried blood near the entrance gave her more than she expected. A distant scream echoed through her mind.

      “Male. Young,” she said. She turned to Magda. “I think there are going to be a lot of memories here, and I’ll not recall it all. Not with so much happening. I’ll need you both to remember all I say. Maybe take notes or something.”

      “I’ll get one of my people to make notes,” Ascara said. “Don’t worry.”

      Unlike the cubicles used by the women, the men shared a communal area.

      Eight little shower heads, standing in a row…

      At the threshold, a retaining lip, about eight inches high and four thick, provided a rough guide to the depth of the goo. She looked at the step, then at the blood. There was, she surmised, probably close to six inches of red-brown gloop that covered the floor. That was a lot of blood.

      Death hung over this area like a shroud, and even without the blood, an air of grim violence would cling here for years to come.

      “It looks like it is a busy place. How could there be so much blood and yet no one noticed that something was amiss?” Lucinda asked. “Someone must have seen something.”

      “Under normal circumstances, yes, but the showers were broken and locked for repairs. They remained closed for two days. When the crew came in to fix it, they found it like this,” Magda explained.

      “Ahh, I see,” Lucinda said. She closed her eyes and stretched out her senses. There were so many intermingled auras, all in a state of horror or panic. No matter how hard she tried, she could not separate them. Death remained constant. Not just an aura; an almost physical presence. Like a shadow that waited to be noticed. In this, she would be the one to stand up close and take note.

      “I must get inside. There is much I might do within the room.” She looked at her feet. “I could do with some waterproof boots. Rubber ones, if you can.”

      Magda turned to a young man with a shock of pale hair. “Go to the market and purchase harbour boots for Miss Ravensburgh. I think a small size will do it. Also, bring a pair of fresh cotton socks. And be quick, we need the lot now.”

      “Aye, Captain.” He saluted and  ran off.

      “Anything else, Lucinda?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda stared into the shower room. “Yes. I want all the men outside.”

      “No,” Ascara said. “I need everyone in here to make sure you’re safe.”

      “Ascara, it’s a bathing area and there is only one way in and out.”

      “Is there?” Ascara stood with her arms crossed over her chest.

      “I don’t require them in here, Ascara. Send the men out. The female soldiers can stay. They are more than enough.”

      Ascara didn’t comment.

      “Send the men on errands and make them useful. How about some fresh towels for when I wash and dry my hands?”

      “Why?” Ascara asked.

      “Why? I’m going to touch the blood, remember?”

      Ascara winced. “Of course. Then I should be the one to escort you.” To prove it, she followed Lucinda like a shadow affixed to her shoulder.

      Lucinda managed a few steps. “Ascara! Please. Give me some space to work in.”

      Ascara stared for a moment. “All right, then,” she agreed, “but I really object to putting you in the line of danger. And if we don’t have a full complement of security guards, then I can only worry.”

      “We’re in a washroom. What could go wrong?”

      Ascara snorted. “I am not sure yet, and that’s what bothers me.”

      Magda gripped Ascara by her shoulder and turned her so that they faced each other. “We are here, and that will be enough,” she said.

      She stared at Magda and then nodded. “Yes, it will.”

      “All sorted, then,” Lucinda said. “When you send the men outside, get one of them to fetch a bar of soap as well, remember. Boots, socks, towels, and soap.”

      “Of course,” Ascara said. She replayed the instructions to her guards, and that left only a few of the women with them.

      Lucinda waited for door to close before she turned to Ascara and Magda. “Next job, you can help me to get undressed.”

      “To what?” Magda said.

      “Excuse me?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda chuckled. “I have to wade through that mess in there to touch things. My skirts would drag in the blood. The easiest way around that is to remove anything unnecessary.”

      “Yes, if you say so,” Magda agreed. She didn’t sound too certain.

      “Down to my knickers and chemise, I think.”

      “I don’t mind if you need want to take off more,” Ascara said. “I’ll make certain no one watches.”

      “Yes, I’m sure. And you’ll be so focused on my rear we could get robbed blind and you wouldn’t have a clue,” Lucinda said.

      “And I am supposed to care about things when I have such wealth for my eyes to behold?”

      “You’re incorrigible. Drawers and chemise will do it.”

      Ascara shook her head. “Shame.”

      “Ascara —” Magda started to say.

      A loud bang stopped any further conversation. Ascara pulled out a short three-barrel pistol and left the washroom. All of the guards followed her.

      “Yes?” Ascara yelled.

      At the other end of the washroom, the door opened part way and a hand stretched through the gap holding a pair of rubber boots. “Size small,” a muffled male voice announced.

      Lucinda snickered. “I thought you were going to shoot him. It would be tough being shot for footwear.”

      Ascara scowled and assigned one of the female guards to act as the go-between.

      “Right then. Let’s get on with it, help me undress. It will be faster with the three of us.”

      “Oh, my pleasure,” Ascara said.

      “The sooner we can get done, the sooner I can escape this place. It’s not a nice place to be.”

      “Agreed,” Magda said.

      Ascara clapped her hands. “Guards, attention and face out. A little privacy for our Raven, eh?”

      As instructed, the soldiers turned away.

      Lucinda stripped off the rest of her outer clothes and tested the heavy and clunky harbor boots. They fit pretty well with the new socks. In nothing more than her underwear, she considered herself darn near naked.

      “No peeking,” she said.

      “No one will look, Lucinda. They’ve already had their orders,” Ascara said.

      “Just checking. I need my things.” She found her pouch in her bag and helped herself to a cylinder. She fitted the bite bar and settled it between her teeth. “D’ya unnerstand me?” she asked with her mouth full.

      “I do,” Magda responded.

      She removed it for a moment. “Good, because I need you to pay attention to everything I say. There is too much to see, and I might lose track.”

      “We’ll be listening,” Magda said.

      “And don’t forget to make notes.”

      “Done,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda reset the bar in her mouth and ground down until it sat as well as it might. Her new boots were a little stiff and awkward, and she clomped with graceless unease to the shower room.

      “These are horrible,” she said, her words slurred. She stomped her feet. “Who in their right mind would wear them?”

      “They’re good working boots for a wet quayside. They’ll keep your feet dry and they are the best thing for wet conditions,” Magda said. “You’ll get used to them, but until then, take great care when you walk.”

      “That’s for sure,” she mumbled.

      With some trepidation, she crossed the threshold, and her booted foot sloshed in to the blood. “Yuk,” she said, and frowned as she managed to stand in the sea of unmentionable vileness that swirled around her feet and ankles.

      “Are you all right?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda nodded and checked the bite bar. “Here we go.”

      Every step created a gloopy wash, and the noise she made, a sloppy blup, didn’t sound too good. She cringed, not only at the thought of the liquid in which she stood, but in fear of what she might find in its depths.

      Lucinda stilled for a moment or two, getting a sense of the room and a feel for her balance.

      “First thing is the smears on the walls. I’ll go around and touch samples of it all. Remember everything you see and hear.” Those instructions, she realised, were more to reassure herself than to instruct Magda and Ascara.

      She started to one side of the door and focused her attention.  She looked long and hard at a metal mirror above the sink and touched the edges with her fingers. She gained nothing.

      At the showers, she saw long strings of black slime wrapped around the shower fittings. Her sight wavered a little then as her vision image overlaid the reality.

      ...The first dripped blood…

      She shivered so hard she almost slipped. Undeterred, she touched walls and mirrors, the sinks and pipes, the doorway, and even the edge of a tiny window.

      Old blood, thinly smeared on the tiles, no longer retained anything much of the lives it represented. At best, vague impressions flashed into her mind, but they were too fast to follow, and the impressions they left were vague at best.

      “It’s too old. The blood is dead here,” she said.

      “It was worth a try,” Magda said.

      “I’m not done yet.”

      Lucinda bent down and dipped the tip of her finger in the goo. Nothing certain came to mind, her thoughts and impressions were like fleeting shadows. “No, the blood is too old.” She shook her head. “I’m coming out.”

      She sloshed through the old blood in small but confident steps. Her boots did the job, they kept her feet dry and were, indeed, reasonably stable in the wet. Even so, Lucinda thought it was a bit like wading with buckets on her feet.

      She stopped in the middle of the room.

      A glint of something shiny caught her attention and then vanished in the blood.

      “I think I’ve found something,” she said.

      “Oh? What did you find?” Magda asked.

      “I don’t know. It’s something. Something right here.” She stared at the spot.

      “Like another token object?”

      “I’m not sure yet, but it is in here, and close, too. I saw it.”

      “Do you need a hand?” Magda asked.

      “No, it’s fine,” Lucinda said. She started to move her feet, and the movements made obscene waves.

      A glint again.

      “There. I see it.”

      Lucinda squatted down, making sure her rear didn’t drag in the blood, and reached for the bloody lump. Her fingers wrapped around something gelatinous. “Got it,” she said, and lifted it out of the liquid.

      Impressions, slow and unclear, started to filter through her mind. She closed her eyes for a moment, separating the images and patterns. The images would not be contained. Memory and reality grew together, and Lucinda grew dizzy.

      She’d had enough and opened her eyes.

      In her palm sat a shiny pale-coloured eye, and it stared back. Black slime slipped over its surface and the eye seemed to blink.

      Lucinda screamed through her bite bar, and as she dropped the sticky orb, she pushed up and backward. Instinct drove her. She needed to put as much space as she could between herself and the eye.

      Her foot twisted to one side.

      The thickened soles of the harbour boot refused to bend or adapt to her frantic move to get away. She caught the edge of the footwear on the slippery wet floor. One foot went one way and her other slid in the opposite direction. Lucinda shot backwards. Her hands wind-milled in slow motion as she landed, with a loud splash, into the bloody liquid. Lucinda closed her eyes and her mouth as the foul-smelling fluid washed over her face.

      The blood was not dead after all.

      The memories came. Not as one vision after the other but all at once, and in such a rush they swamped her mind. Men and boys, women and girls, all of them screaming in pain and crying or whimpering in fear.

      All of them, all at once.

      Pictures of people flashed through her mind. She saw every colour of skin. From the palest of the pale to brown and deep mahogany. She saw eyes of blue, grey, brown, and green, and hair in shades from light blond to a dark curly black.

      She didn’t just see their faces.

      She saw an arm, a leg, a dress and the leg of breeches. Long petticoats and plunging necklines, shiny earrings, and cheap pocket watches. A glass of ale, a book, a pretty flower in the garden, and a red sunset over the mountains. Details after details filled her thoughts with dozens of lives. And not just snippets of lives.

      Hunger—raging, burning hunger — filled her thoughts with a need so great she could feel it. She could taste it. Claws, sharp and fiery, ripped her to shreds, and as those claws shredded her flesh, other people came rushing in. Every one of them in her head, in her body, and in her blood.

      She thrummed with pain and memories. They became a part of her and stuffed her full of such agony and loss the emotion seared across her heart and soul. She screamed, then screamed harder, until she thought she would shatter with the misery of it all.

      “Lucinda!” A cry in the dark. “Lucinda.”

      She didn’t answer, but the sound of a distant bird and it’s distinctive kraaa kraaa, accompanied her into the blackness.
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      The moment she knew something had gone wrong, Magda sprang into action. She couldn’t say whether she heard the cry first or saw the splash as Lucinda fell. It didn’t matter. She raced into the filth of the shower room without thought. Instinct overrode all else.

      “Lucinda,” she called out. ‘Lucinda.”

      She dropped to her knees and lifted Lucinda’s shoulders out of the gore. “I’m here,” she said. Lucinda didn’t respond. “Ascara, help!”

      Ascara skidded to a stop and landed with a graceless splosh at her side. “Magda, is she…is she…is she all right?”

      Magda put her fingertips to Lucinda’s neck, and with great relief, noted the strong and steady pulse beneath her fingertips. “Wake up, Lucinda.”

      “And?”

      “I don’t know. She has a strong pulse, that’s all I know.”

      “Thank goodness.”

      Magda wiped a hair from Lucinda’s face, and as her bloodstained fingers trailed across her skin, the liquid vanished. “What the hell?”

      “Did I just see what I think I saw?”

      Magda lifted Lucinda’s hand into the air, and they watched as the black and brown liquid seeped into her skin.

      “Fuck!” Ascara said.

      “Out! We have to get her out of this. Now! Shit. Shit.”

      “What’s that?” Ascara asked.

      “It’s her blood mage skill calling the blood. Crap.” For a moment Magda stalled. She did not know what to do.

      Ascara knocked her on the arm. “Standard lift, knees and shoulders,” she said. “We’ll pick up on three.”

      Magda reached under Lucinda’s shoulders and back. She found Ascara’s hand, and they gripped together. They did the same at the knees. “One. Two. Three. Up,” Magda said, and they stood together. Blood dripped from their sodden clothing and their skin. Lucinda remained clean, except for her clothing, which dripped with gore.

      “Out now,” Magda said.

      They slipped and slid to the entrance, and somehow made their way out of the shower. They placed Lucinda on the floor.

      Ascara pointed at each of the guards. “You, get the showers going in the women’s room, then get cloths and towels. Anything like that. One of you stand guard and send two men back to Verity to get clothes for all of us. I don’t care what they are, just get them. That’s it. Get to your job and leave the room empty.”

      “Aye!” the soldiers said, and rushed off.

      Magda paused, uncertain.

      “Here, let me,” Ascara said. She pulled a knife from her belt sheath and started to slice away at Lucinda’s clothing.

      “What are you doing?” Magda asked. “She’ll be naked!”

      “Yes, Magda you saw what happened. Don’t fight me on this. This is not about being inappropriate. We need to work together to clean off the blood as quickly as possible. You saw.”

      “I did. Sorry, you’re right,” Magda said. She pulled out her own belt knife and together they stripped Lucinda bare.

      “Shower is running. Water is cold though,” a guard said.

      “We’ll finish this in the showers,” Magda said. She lifted Lucinda in her arms, and without the slippery water underfoot, was able to carry Lucinda without assistance.

      “I can help,” Ascara said.

      “It’s my job,” Magda growled.

      “Our job, Captain.”

      Magda glared at Ascara and nodded. She strode into the women’s section and straight under the cool water, thankful, for Lucinda’s sake, that it wasn’t ice cold.

      She held Lucinda in her arms, unwilling to let her go, even for a second. She prayed, with every ounce of willpower, for Lucinda to open her eyes. “Wake up,” she whispered. “Please.”

      The sound of ripping material interrupted her thoughts.

      “What are you doing Ascara?”

      “Getting my clothes off. And you know you’re not helping? We’re both covered in blood,” Ascara said.

      “Bugger!”

      Ascara stood at the edge of the shower cubicle and finished undressing before she went back into the shower. The cubicle, designed for one, really did not have much spare room for the three of them. “Lean her against me, Magda.”

      Magda didn’t move.

      “Captain Magda Stoner, hear me now. Get those filthy bloody rags off and we can wash her properly.”

      “But—”

      “She must be cleaned.”

      Magda nodded. “You’re right.”

      Between the two of them, they managed to balance Lucinda’s limp form. “I’ve got her,” Ascara said.

      “Right.” Magda stepped back and pulled her clothes off as fast as she could. She stopped at her underwear as she could see no blood.

      “All of it, Magda. Just in case.”

      She considered refusing. “All right.” Naked, she stood inside the water jets.

      “Give her to me,” she ordered. “Let me hold her.”

      “What?”

      “I’m stronger than you, and this is my responsibility.”

      “Our responsibility, Magda,” Ascara corrected. “She is our responsibility.”

      Magda wiped the water from her eyes. “Still, I would feel better if I took the weight.”

      “If it pleases you, then fine. Let’s just get her clean.”

      Between them they washed and scrubbed Lucinda’s naked form. They lathered and rinsed her hair several times over until the water ran clear. “I think we have it,” Ascara said.

      “Agreed. We should get her outside to dry off,” she said, but she didn’t move. A naked Lucinda, sandwiched between them, took away all of her sensible thoughts. Panic now dominated her mind. Magda wiped a stray hair from Lucinda’s face. “What if we haven’t done enough?”

      In front of her, Lucinda jerked upright. “What?” she cried, and opened her eyes.

      Magda almost jumped when she saw Lucinda’s eyes. Bright pools of blood red, with pinpricks of black at the center, looked back at her.

      “Are you all right?” Magda asked.

      “Am I?” Lucinda asked. “I’m so cold. So very cold.”

      Magda raised her body temperature and held Lucinda close against her. “Is that better?”

      “Cold,” Lucinda repeated. “I feel them. Like ice in my bones. All are dead, and in me they live.”

      “I can warm her bones,” Ascara whispered, and placed both of her hands on Lucinda’s back.

      “What?” Magda asked.

      “Hold on, Magda, and steady yourself.”

      “Steady myself for—”

      A wall of rage and burning anger hit Magda with such force she wanted to take a step back before her skin blistered.

      “Steady,” Ascara said.

      Magda held still, and her own cold anger raged with the heat of Ascara’s.

      “Steady yourself, Magda.”

      Steady? She wanted to go and hit something. “What the hell is this?”

      “This is who I am,” Ascara answered. “Remember? The tower named me fire.”

      “That’s more than bloody fire,” she said.

      “Yes.”

      “Is this how you made her feel better the last time?”

      Ascara nodded. “It seems that it is our role to give her our strength.”

      Lucinda slumped into Magda’s arms. “Never mind. Let’s get her dry, shall we?”

      Between them, they lay towels on the floor and placed Lucinda on top of them.

      “Have you seen the bruises on her arms?” Ascara asked. “These are from the boy, I think.”

      Magda lifted one of Lucinda’s limp hands and took a good look at the wrist. “None of that looks right to me.”

      “Nor me, but the medics have checked it out,” Ascara said.

      “We need to keep an eye on this, in case it gets infected.”

      “We will, Captain. We will.”

      

      Lucinda woke up on the floor of the washroom and stared at the lime-washed ceiling. She noticed a brown-coloured water stain in the corner and wondered how a water stain had seeped through the rock above.

      Beside her, Ascara held one hand and Magda the other. Both wore the tunics of the nomads, and when she looked down at herself, so did she. “What happened?” she croaked. “Where are my clothes?” She turned to Magda, “And why are you both dressed like that?”

      “Are you all right?” Magda asked.

      “Yes.” She sat up, and the world wavered a bit. “Help me to my feet will you.”

      Ascara and Magda lifted her up, but they did not let go, even when she stood.

      “Lucinda,” Magda started to say, but her voice trailed off.

      “Yes?”

      “Your eyes,” Ascara finished.

      “What about them?”

      “They’re not normal,” Magda said.

      “I bet they’re red, aren’t they?”

      “Bright red,” Magda agreed.

      “Help me to the mirror,” she said.

      Lucinda looked into the glass. It wasn’t a good quality one, but even here she could not miss the change of color. Her eyes were pools of blood.

      She gripped the edge of the sink for support. Her body ached. Her soul ached. She would wear the stench of the dead like a stain and there could be no reprieve, ever.

      “Did I swallow a lot of blood?”

      “No, I’m not sure if you swallowed any at all,” Magda replied. “But you did absorb it through your skin.”

      “I did what?”

      “You fell into the blood, and as you lay there, the blood sank into your skin,” Ascara explained.

      “We had to clean you up as fast as we could,” Magda said.

      “And that’s why we were all naked—” Lucinda started. “In the shower?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good move.” She thought for a moment. “I didn’t know I could do that.”

      “You used to put it on your tongue before. Remember when we first met?”

      “I do, yes.”

      “Could the Raven Tower be helping you become more attuned?” Magda asked.

      “Maybe. I’ve never been in this situation before.”

      Ascara stepped closer. “What happened, Lucinda? You screamed.”

      Lucinda looked at her hands. Ascara took a hold of one, and Magda the other. She closed her eyes and let the grief wash through her.

      “I heard them screaming. All of them. It was awful.” She turned to Magda and buried her face against her chest. The tears came then, and the ache in her soul almost overwhelmed her. Behind her, Ascara stood at her back and held her, too. She needed them. Needed them both. For warmth, comfort, and support.

      “I propose we return to the ship,” Magda said. “We have put you through enough for one day.”

      “No. There’s no point, there is too much to do. To feel better I would need to go to the tower.”

      “Then we will get you there,” Magda answered.

      “Not yet, Magda. This would not be good use of our resources.”

      “To hell with the use of resources,” Ascara said.

      “I’m with Ascara— to hell with it all,” Magda agreed.

      “But we are here now. Let’s make the most of it,” Lucinda countered.

      “But—” Magda started.

      “It’s fine,” Lucinda said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Very.”

      “But your eyes are going to be a problem,” she said.

      “It will fade,” Lucinda said.

      “When?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Hmm,” said Ascara. “I have an idea. I’ll send someone out for dark glasses.”

      Lucinda turned around and pressed her back into Magda so she could face Ascara. “I know what you did in the shower, Ascara. Will you be all right?”

      “Yes. I can feel my strength returning even as we speak,” Ascara answered.

      “Good.” Lucinda reached out and patted Ascara’s cheek. “As long as you are all right.”

      Ascara nodded.

      Lucinda turned her attention back to Magda. “Back to business. I know why there is a problem with Ed Gilroy. Why he doesn’t like you and why he dislikes me even more.”

      “Tell me,” Magda asked.

      “One of the missing people is one of his.”

      “What? He has lost one of his own and done nothing?”

      “Yes, Magda. He knew a problem existed a while ago, but he couldn’t find a solution, so I think he hid it. We are about to show him how his incompetence, and his lack of skills, has cost lives. He won’t thank us for it.”

      Magda had to force her anger back down. “Now I understand. He would rather ignore trouble than solve it.”

      “Some people have too much to lose,” Lucinda said.

      “And some put their ego above all others,” Ascara added.

      “I think we need to start with the earlier victims,” Magda said.

      “And how do we do that?” Lucinda asked.

      “We look to the whorehouse. I would bet Madame Cybelline is missing a lot of her girls and boys. Let’s see what she knows. I bet she knows a whole lot more than Gilroy.”

      “We could ask the folks in the harbour what they know,” Ascara suggested.

      Magda shook her head. “The men and women of the sea trust no one. Not us, and not Gilroy.”
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      Lucinda didn’t much like the dark glasses the soldier found for her. Well, they weren’t the fine-lensed spectacles she had envisaged but heavy-duty welding goggles, and the black lenses rendered her almost blind.

      “You do know I can’t see a damned thing,” she said.

      “Doesn’t matter. No one can look at your eyes either,” Magda said.

      “Are you ready for this?” Ascara asked. “We could take a break if you wanted.”

      “I’m fine,” Lucinda said. In the near darkness, she hooked her arm through Magda’s on one side and Ascara’s on the other. “Now are you both okay?”

      “Oh yes,” said Ascara. “With you I’m always more than okay.”

      Magda looked at Lucinda and then Ascara. “I’m good.”

      “Excellent. Shall we get on with it?”

      Side by side, they covered the short distance to Madame Cybelline’s. Even after all the time they’d spent in the washrooms, Jasmine still stood at the door. Still encouraging people to come inside, she called out to anyone close enough to hear.

      “Well, hello. Changed your mind?” Jasmine asked.

      “Kind of,” Lucinda answered.

      “I like your clothing. A most radical choice for the town. The goggles set it all off.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Welcome to our Earthly Garden of Heavenly Delights. The Garden for short.”

      “We’d like to see your boss, Madame Cybelline,” Magda said, her voice curt.

      “And why would you be seeing her? There are oh-so-many girls, and boys for everyone’s taste, here,” Jasmine said. She leaned forward so her cleavage could not be missed. “I’m available.”

      Magda took a step forward and glared at the woman. “We are not here to sample your wares, heavenly or not. A crime has been committed and all paths lead here.”

      “I don’t think so,” Jasmine said.

      “Look, Jasmine,” Lucinda started, “we are not here to cause trouble. But people have gone missing and people are dead. No one is doing anything about it. We need your help,”

      “Why do you care what happens to the likes of us?” Jasmine asked.

      “I care about everyone,” Lucinda said.

      Jasmine stared into her black goggles, but Lucinda knew she could see nothing of her eyes.

      “Then again, we could rip the place apart to find out what we need,” Magda added.

      Jasmine lifted the shawl draped around her waist and wrapped it around her shoulders. “Charming. Well you better come inside, then. You’re already killing trade.”

      “Lucinda,” said Magda, “perhaps it would be better if you stayed outside.”

      Lucinda let go of Magda’s arm. “Don’t you dare turn into an old fudge. You need me in there as much as outside.”

      Magda shrugged her shoulders. “All right, all right, I’ll not argue.”

      Inside, Lucinda lifted her goggles, and after the heavy lenses, even the half light of the bar seemed over bright. The room was much larger than she had imagined, with a couple dozen tables, lots of chairs, and a good-sized stage. A piano stood to one side and a long bar counter on the other. A wide wooden staircase rose to a narrow mezzanine level, and even from the ground floor she could see several plain doors with numbers upon them. Back at ground level, curtains the colour of wine and shadows obscured the far end of the room, and Lucinda suspected they led to private areas.

      The smell of beer and spirits, mixed with smoke, sweat, and a good dose of fish, permeated the very fabric of the room. Given the smell, Lucinda wondered if the people here needed a lot of spirit to numb their noses. Or maybe everyone got used to it.

      Dim lighting turned every corner dark with seclusion. In those corners stood more intimate seating, little love seats, and candles to illuminate nothing more than the tables. There were few people inside, and at the sight of Magda and all the guards, most of them got up and left.

      An older woman in full skirts sat at an old piano and tinkled something Lucinda didn’t recognise. Not that she had much experience in the music of whorehouses.

      She replaced the goggles, and the world, as far as she could see, darkened. “Shall we have a drink?” she asked Magda. “And maybe the woman will play something lively and happy for us?”

      “Lucinda, we’re working,” Magda answered.

      “Hush. I’ve never been to such a place before. Let me enjoy the experience.”

      “It’s better when it’s busy. The atmosphere really is something,” Jasmine said.

      “So where is everyone?” Lucinda asked.

      “One look at you lot around the market and within minutes this place emptied faster than a bucket with a hole in it.”

      “Is it something we said?” Lucinda asked.

      Jasmine stared at her with narrowed eyes. “Strangers are not well met, and strangers with weapons are best avoided.”

      “Never mind them. Let’s stay focused shall we,” Magda suggested.

      “Kitty,” Jasmine yelled, and the woman at the piano stopped playing. As the last note faded, the atmosphere in the room lost its warmth. “Go get Miss Cybelline, will you? These good people want to have a word.”

      They were not kept waiting long. A tall, severe-looking woman, dressed in a black, well fitted trouser suit, strode out of the shadows at the back of the room. She moved with such confidence and feline grace, Lucinda felt as though she were being stalked. The woman stopped a few feet away. Her dark hair, pulled back in such a sharp and unflattering style, turned her face full of angles. Sharp eyes, enlarged by the dark-rimmed spectacles resting on the bridge of her nose, focused on each one of them in turn.

      “What does Gilroy want now?” she demanded.

      “Miss Cybelline?” Magda asked.

      “And you are?”

      Magda pulled back her shoulders and stepped forward. “Captain Stoner of the skyship Verity.”

      “You are not dressed like a captain,” Cybelline said.

      “We had an unfortunate accident in the washrooms,” Magda answered.

      “I don’t care. You can tell Gilroy to go to hell.”

      “I will when we are done here. We are not here for Ed Gilroy, we are here to solve a case, ma’am, and we think you can assist.”

      “Why? The chief has no interest in such matters. Well, he didn’t until the sons and daughters of those with more clout started to go missing.”

      “Rich, poor, educated or unschooled, businessman or beggar, all are important to me,” Magda replied.

      “Right,” she snorted. “So why now?”

      “The chief doesn’t like outsiders and refused our assistance when we could have been better employed. It has taken a while to get here.”

      “The chief doesn’t like anyone who doesn’t contribute to his wellbeing,” Cybelline said. “Everyone knows that.”

      “Are you suggesting the chief is corrupt?” Magda asked.

      “What I’m saying is his job is performed with more enthusiasm when an incentive is offered,” she answered.

      “Understood, but I can assure you I have no interest in political or financial motivations,” Magda said.

      “Right, so why has it taken you so long to get involved, and after all this time, what makes you think you can achieve more than Ed Gilroy could?”

      Lucinda stepped in front of Magda. “Because they have me.”

      Cybelline looked her over. “Very nice, but what can you do?”

      Lucinda removed her goggles and hoped her eyes betrayed her. “I can do so much more than anyone else in Wash Town.”

      Cybelline stared at her.

      “I’m from a tower, previously of the Rainbow Tower in Knaresville, Mid-Angle—”

      “A witch, then?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Mid-Angle is a long way to come to help people no one cares about,” Cybelline said.

      “Everyone is important,” Lucinda replied. “We can solve this, but we require your help. Otherwise the quiet voices and the hidden people will remain unheard.”

      Cybelline didn’t answer straight away. She looked thoughtful, as though she were mulling over the request. “Very well, what do you need?”

      “We think some of the people missing came from here. We need access to anything personal belonging to them, and we need all of their names and any details you can tell us.”

      Cybelline stiffened. “I will not allow the police or anyone to go sniffing through the private lives of my people. The police don’t belong here.”

      “But the information could help solve these murders,” Magda said.

      “Murders? Are we sure they are dead? Nothing has been said.”

      “Have you not seen or heard about what’s in the washing areas?” Magda asked.

      “I have heard rumours, of course,” Cybelline replied. “But the truth is always a little harder to come by.”

      Lucinda touched Cybelline’s hand, and the touch of cool skin beneath her fingers triggered a short flashback. She didn’t often get readings from people, but today all rules had changed. Or maybe the power of her tower had changed her already.

      Emotions filled her. Anger, hurt, sorrow, and uncertainty most of all. Lucinda felt her head start to spin. Strong hands surrounded her waist and kept her upright.

      “I need to sit down,” she said. “Please, Miss Cybelline, will you sit with me?”

      Cybelline looked at her through narrowed eyes, but in spite of any distrust, she sat down anyway.

      Lucinda gathered her thoughts. As a tower primary, there had been many times she had been the bearer of bad news, but this went a step beyond. She took a deep breath. “Cybelline, she wore a silver brooch, didn’t she?”

      Cybelline stared at her.

      “A brooch in the shape of a humming bird,” Lucinda added. She touched the woman’s hands, and her mind filled with disbelief, sadness, and shock. The poor woman radiated all of her confusion and pain to Lucinda without saying a word.

      “I’m so sorry,” Lucinda said. “You must have thought a great deal of her to have a brooch made for her. And such a fine one, too. The workmanship is exquisite.”

      Cybelline choked back a sob.

      “Your Robyn loved to dance.”

      “My lil birdie, she danced so beautifully,” Cybelline said. Her voice cracked with emotion. “And she would hum as she danced. Even here where they are unconcerned about a talented dancer, she would insist on putting on the finest performance.”

      “You loved her, didn’t you?” Lucinda asked.

      “I did, as the daughter I could never have, and I wanted nothing but the best for her.”

      “But she didn’t appreciate your efforts, did she?”

      She shook her head. “No, she didn’t. She said I interfered in her life, and she thought herself old enough to make up her own mind.”

      Lucinda lost herself in thought for a moment. She wanted to offer some comfort, but how could she? “Who is David O’ Something? I can’t quite see his name.”

      “David?” Cybelline snorted. “Robyn’s choice. Handsome and devilish — all the women fell for his charms. They called him Oh-Oh.”

      “Oh-Oh?” Lucinda asked, confused.

      “Oh, David Oh,” Cybelline answered. Her voice low and seductive.

      “Got yah,” Lucinda said, but she wasn’t sure she did.

      Ascara whispered into Lucinda’s ear, “She means this man made a more-than-satisfactory bedmate.” She smirked. “Oh. Oh.”

      “I see.” Lucinda tried to stop herself from blushing, but her cheeks burned anyway.

      “They went missing at the same time, so I thought they’d run off together,” Cybelline continued. “Is he…”

      “I’m not sure, but probably,” Magda said.

      Without warning Cybelline got to her feet. “Jake,” she bellowed at the barman. “We need drinks. Now. Whatever they want, and bring me a bottle of brandy. The good one, not that cheap shit we sell to the punters.”

      “Yes. Ma’am,” he answered.

      “After you’re done, go and fetch Jasmine. She can show them where everyone kept their things. If they ask any questions, give them a straight answer y’hear me?”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      She sat down and turned to Lucinda. “Whatever you want, whatever you need, just ask.”

      “Thank you,” Lucinda said.

      “Just promise me you’ll catch whoever did this.”

      “We will,” Lucinda promised. “We will. One more thing. I need you to put the word out. If anyone knows of someone missing, or anything that might help, please come to us. The more details we have, the easier it will be.”

      Cybelline nodded. “I’ll do whatever I can.”
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      If Lucinda thought the showers were bad enough, she knew this search could be even worse. Personal belongings would give her a more intimate sense of the people, and then she would match that with their death cries. She shivered at the thought.

      “Where d’you want to go first?” Jasmine asked.

      “We should check out the space of anyone missing, and even those you suspect are missing,” Lucinda answered.

      “And we would also like to speak to anybody who knew them,” Magda added.

      “Everyone knows everyone here, but most people are not in,” Jasmine said.

      “Never mind. We can catch up with them later. Did they have any enemies?” Magda asked.

      “No, why would they? People here loved them, especially David,” Jasmine answered.

      “So I have heard,” Lucinda mumbled.

      “Did anyone suffer from jealousy about either of them?”

      “No.”

      “That doesn’t matter,” Lucinda said. “Let’s look at their things and go from there, yes?” She looked up and Magda nodded.

      “Jasmine, please show us the way to their private areas,” Magda said.

      She turned on her heel and headed to where the curtains obscured the view. Beyond the curtains, a narrow and undecorated corridor led to two doors. Lucinda turned around to Ascara and the guards. Only one of them stood next to Ascara. “Where have the guards disappeared to? I’m surprised they aren’t here,” she said.

      “They’re around. They don’t need to be stepping on our feet,” Ascara answered.

      Jasmine stopped by one of the doors. “This is where the women sleep,” she said.

      Inside, three wooden partitions separated the room into sections; each section contained two sets of bunks. Four women per section made for a lot of people in a cramped area.

      Jasmine seemed to notice their consideration of such a small space.

      "Many of us come from places where basic things are considered luxurious. So here we are, with proper beds and no rent to pay. With care, we can make plans for our future. Cybelline likes us to invest our money when we can. Three more years, and I hope to leave. Did you know they are planning a housing project at the other end of the plains?”

      “I didn’t. What will you do there?” Lucinda asked.

      Jasmine shrugged. “I’m not sure yet, but we’ve been taking classes, and being a seamstress is a possibility. I have some skill with a needle and the machines when I can get time with the professionals.”

      Lucinda reached over and squeezed her hand. “Good on you.”

      “I like it here, though. I’m not sure whether it will be a good thing, but at the current rate I think it should be safer.”

      “Where did the little birdie sleep?” Magda interrupted.

      “There,” Jasmine said, and pointed. The end section, like the others, included two sets of bunkbeds, a couple of clothing trunks, and a couple of cupboards. Several hooks on the walls and dividers allowed them to hang dresses, too.

      Two of the beds were in use, the blankets made with some haste. Two were not, the sheets and blankets folded and waiting for the bed to be made. “Who sleeps where?” Magda asked.

      Jasmine pointed to the two empty bunks. “Jessica used the top one and Robyn used the bottom.”

      Magda turned to Lucinda. “Do you want to do your thing first?”

      “No, you should do your searching first, but you need to touch things as little as possible,” Lucinda answered.

      “I can use gloves.”

      “Please do, that would be excellent,” Lucinda said. She watched as Magda started looking through the cupboards.

      “Are there any special rules to who puts stuff where?” Lucinda asked Jasmine.

      “The girls always decide between themselves.”

      “So how are we to know what things belong to whom?”

      She shrugged.

      “Are there any other sections home to missing people?”

      Jasmine looked at the ground. “Two other girls have been missing for a long time, but their bunks have been given to others.”

      “And these haven’t?” Lucinda asked.

      “No, it’s Robyn…”

      “I understand.”

      “The bunks used by the missing boys have not been reused yet. Will that help?”

      Lucinda smiled. “Yes, very helpful, thank you. Did you keep the belongings of the girls?”

      “Yes, we did,” Jasmine answered. “There is a storage area out back. I’ll need Miss Cybelline to open the doors for you.”

      “Lucinda, I could do with your assistance now,” Magda interrupted her conversation.

      “Have you found something?” she asked.

      “Not really,” Magda replied. “But I have a collection of interesting items that might be useful for you.”

      Lucinda looked over the components laid out on a clean and pressed cream-coloured cotton bed sheet. Makeup, a bottle of perfume, a few loose coins, and a hairpin. “She probably wore her best things all the time to make sure she was noticed by David.”

      “We have the brooch, do any of these add anything more?”

      Lucinda ran her hands over each one. “Definitely Robyn,” she said, but although she gathered more information, especially about her rather erotic consideration of Mister David, nothing stood out. She would not discuss personal details. “Nothing helpful.”

      But as she started to turn away, she spotted a slip of paper tucked behind the drawer.

      “What’s this?” she said, and snatched it up.

      It turned out to be a folded one-sheet pamphlet covered with a lurid image of death personified gripping a clock face. The text “Time is running out,” was written across the top, and “Save your eternal soul,”  along the bottom. Inside were a few pictures, most of them representing damnation of some description, and a few words inviting people to save themselves.

      “Jasmine,” Lucinda called out, “was Robyn really into this Master Clockmaker stuff?”

      “Oh yeah,” she answered. “We all were.”

      “And what happened?”

      “Nothing. But you know if there is some great master out there, then there is no harm in making sure he knows where we are. I mean, our eternal soul is at risk.”

      “Eternal soul, my ass,” grumbled Magda.

      “We are all entitled to our beliefs, Captain,” Lucinda said.

      “Yes well. Let’s have a look at the rest of the beds shall we,” Magda said.

      The search took a few hours, and at the end of it they had nothing much to show for their troubles. Lucinda couldn’t help herself and yawned so hard her jaw almost popped. Her eyes ached and burned with the effort of concentrating on each person. Besides, now she knew more about their personal life than she liked.

      “Mister David is an enigma,” she said. “He is the one who was a member of Ed Gilroy’s intelligence team, and he wouldn’t disappear on a whim.”

      “Was he now,” Magda said.

      “You should ask Gilroy ’bout him. Our Mister David O was also known as Sergeant David Otoban,” Lucinda said. “And find out why he set himself up in a whorehouse.”

      “I will, Lucinda, don’t you fret, but we do need more information before we confront him. Perhaps after we have spoken to your uncle and his friends?”

      “Fine. But how will we find out about the streetwalkers, or the street people?” Lucinda asked.

      “I’ve people looking into finding them,” Ascara said.

      “Really? Any luck yet?” Lucinda asked.

      “Not so far, but we’ll keep looking. The locals do not like talking to strangers, and I think Gilroy has been out encouraging such an attitude.”

      “What do we do now?” Lucinda asked.

      “There is nothing more we can do, for the moment. We should rest, wait for people to get back to us. Tomorrow will be busy,” Magda said.

      “We should continue,” Lucinda suggested.

      “With all due respect, Lucinda, you look exhausted. You need a break and a chance to recover.”

      She wanted to argue, but couldn’t see the point. “I’m fine.”

      “Perhaps you are, at the moment, but if I think you are going to collapse on me, then I shall take you to your tower.”

      “And what about the people here? They need us,” Lucinda said.

      “I need you alive and well more than anything else,” Magda said.

      Lucinda thought for the moment. “Very well, but I’m just tired. Shall we go back to the ship?”

      “Safest place there is,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda tried to smile, but there were other things on her mind. “Magda, I don’t want to be alone on the ship.”

      “We will always be close. We’ll have guards, too.”

      “No, Magda,” she put her hand on Magda’s arm. “I need you.”

      “Well…”

      As Ascara started to walk away, Lucinda reached out for her, too. “And I need you, too.”

      “Me?”

      “I need you both. Please?”

      Magda and Ascara looked at each other, and nodded at the same time. “We will be with you always,” Magda assured her.

      “Will you? I will need you both. All night.”

      Magda seemed to pause at that.

      “We are all linked. And I need… I need the contact.”

      Magda nodded. “If you need me —”

      “Us,” Ascara interrupted.

      “If you need us,” Magda amended, “we are there for you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            41

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucinda was pleased that her uncle had arranged for a carriage and four fine horses to convey them all to his house. It was not a long trip, but it was a good distance to travel, and the carriage allowed them to move faster without the aggravation of dealing with Gilroy’s men.

      Not all the guards Ascara had insisted on bringing fit onto the carriage, however, and a small number trotted along behind.

      Inside the coach, Lucinda sat and clutched the handles of her bag. “I’m not sure I fancy this trip,” she said.

      “It will be fine, Lucinda. We’re with you every step of the way. If it is too much, then we’ll stop, all right?” Magda said.

      “Yes, thank you. I know you’ve said this many times to me already, but it is good to be reassured.” This task, looking for the lost ones, did not appeal, and no matter what she’d said, she wished, fervently wished, she could turn around and go home. Home? Where? To Raven Tower, or the Angles?

      Magda patted her gloved hand. “You must not push yourself, Lucinda. Please don’t harm yourself by trying too hard.”

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “I think there will be many tokens, and I know they will be desperate and bring things filled with memories. This will be a hard day for everyone.”

      “You do not have to do this,” Ascara said.

      “Yes, I do. I’m a Tower primary and I have to help.”

      As though to shield herself from the sadness that would come, she pulled her oversized bag to her chest and hugged it against her body. Nothing could touch her now. Nothing.

      Yet that did not stop her thoughts, and right then she could only imagine the worst. She felt someone take hold of her hand and squeeze. She looked to see Magda holding her hand. She squeezed back and took comfort that both Magda and Ascara would never let anything happen to her.

      As they rattled along the streets of Wash Town, Lucinda watched as people cast quick and surreptitious glances at the coach. “You know, the people here look quite nervous, don’t you think?”

      “Yes,” Ascara agreed.

      “I didn’t really pay much attention yesterday, but today it is much clearer.”

      “It’s a difficult time, and no matter what Gilroy wants, news travels,” Magda said.

      “Then let’s hope we can ease their troubles at least a little.”

      

      Her uncle’s house, occupied one of the best locations in the city. Four storeys high and painted white, it looked stately and magnificent. As soon as the carriage stopped at the gate, the driver opened the door and people rushed to greet them.

      Allison Jane, her aunt, appeared as matronly as any Allouette woman would. Her ready smile and the generous hug made Lucinda feel welcome and at home. It was nice.

      “Goodness, how you are full grown. It’s been a good long while since we visited,” Allison said.

      “Probably about the time I became  primary of the tower.”

      “Yes, it is. Now you come inside the house, dear, and tell me everything. Joshua tells me you’re no longer in charge?”

      “True, I have a new place. A tower in Ama’Rica.”

      “A tower here? We’ve never had a tower. This is an honour,” Allison said.

      “Not only the first in Ama’Rica, but the first one outside of the Angles. This is a momentous time,” Lucinda agreed.

      “What will this mean to us normal people? Why now?” Allison checked over her shoulder. “Is this an indication of some dreadful future?”

      “I’ve no idea, but I do know there are troubles here that need solving.”

      Allison sighed and hugged her again. “There are, and if anyone can help, you can.”

      “I can try.”

      Allison pointed to a set of double doors off the main hallway. She lowered her voice to speak. “That’s the dining room, and there are a lot of very unhappy people inside. They are waiting for you with all kinds of things for you to touch and give them new hope.”

      “Will they be upset to see my skills in action?”

      Allison shrugged her broad shoulders. “They are missing family, and they are all very worried. They require information, sympathy, and they need to know what they can as soon as possible. Need drives them, I think. More than they care about the details.”

      “I thought as much.” She smiled then. “We must be so serious and there is so little time for pleasantries.”

      Allison patted her hand. “I understand, dear.”

      “And this is such a beautiful city. It would be lovely to see more, I think.”

      “Thank you, my dear. We are very proud of all we have built.”

      “But it seems to me that the people are scared.”

      “They are. Let’s hope you can make them less so,” her aunt answered.

      “I will do my best.”

      “Do you need anything?”

      “No, I’m fine.” She smiled to appear as reassuring as she could.

      “Are you staying with us?” Allison asked.

      Lucinda shook her head. “I didn’t wish to impose without more notice.”

      “Don’t be silly, how could you? You’re family.” She raised her voice then, “Would she, Joshua?”

      He turned at the sound. “Would who, my dear?”

      “Lucinda, here, would never be an imposition.”

      “Of course not,” he answered. “But, Allison, this is not a social visit.”

      “Right,” she said. “Another time, then.”

      “Absolutely,” Lucinda replied.

      “And I insist on it. So much has happened in recent years, like your uncle’s election, all the things in the city. You also need to tell me about everything up to these events. We must—”

      “Alison, sweetheart, now is not the time,” Joshua interrupted.

      “Of course. Later?”

      “Yes,” Lucinda answered. She took a deep breath, “Right then, I think we are ready.”

      Her uncle rushed to her side. “Then let me show you inside and introduce you to those who have come.”

      He grabbed the handles to the double doors and swung them open. “Here we are.”

      At a little over twenty feet long, and almost as wide, the formal dining room had the capacity for a fair few people, and the room was full. There were more than she’d expected. The chatter ceased as she entered the room, and all, without exception, turned to stare.

      “Goodness, this is a crowd. I thought you said there were only a few.”

      “The group grew over night,” her uncle answered. “When the whispers start, you know, they spread.”

      “Yes, of course they do,” Lucinda answered.

      Magda strode to her side “Lucinda, are you all right with this?”

      “I think so, thank you, Magda. This is going to take longer than I expected, and I can’t work in front of so many, not for this. Their thoughts would be too much of an influence.”

      “Do you have a private room?” Magda asked.

      “Leave it to me,” Allison said.

      Joshua nodded. “Thank you, dear. Now then, let me do the introductions.”

      She nodded, and her uncle banged on the nearest table with a wooden gavel. He’d obviously prepared himself for this. “Ladies, gentlemen, my friends. We are gathered here from many different stations in this city, but in spite of our differences, loss brings us all together. And no matter who we are, or who we think we are, no one can suffer more than any other.”

      Several nodded.

      “As you know, my niece, the former primary of the Rainbow Tower is here, today.”

      Their noises of appreciation interrupted Joshua’s speech. He waved them down and continued. “Our great other, the spirit of life which infuses all things, has shown she understands our pain and uncertainty by granting us, the Ama’Rican people, our very own tower. The primary of this Ama’Rican tower is the esteemed Lucinda Ravensburgh, and she will bring the will and the heart of Our Mother to this task.”

      People cheered and clapped. She would be their hope, and her uncle, ever the politician, had ensured they would see her as such.

      Lucinda stepped forward, felt the heat in her cheeks rise, and smiled with as much bright confidence as she could muster. “Good morning one and all. I did not expect such a group of people.” She hoped she looked reassuring. “This is a very difficult time for you, and I want to make this as easy and as helpful as possible. Not just for me and those helping me, but for you, too. I have no idea how you all feel, but I will do everything in my power to help.”

      At the front of the room, on one of the high-backed dining chairs, sat a woman with pure white hair and a face so wrinkled and crevassed she had clearly seen many years. She wore a black dress, fitted from chin to floor, and this marked her as a woman in mourning. She raised her hand.

      “Yes, ma’am, you have a question for me?”

      “My name is Mrs. Amory, and my grandson has gone missing.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “You say everything in your power,” the woman continued, “but what powers do you have exactly, and how will they help?”

      “Do you know how the towers work?” Lucinda asked.

      “No, not really, but it is known that the witches are protected by them.”

      “Indeed we are,” Lucinda agreed. “My blessing from Our Mother is the ability to touch things and see the truth of them. It doesn’t always work, and sometimes there are so many memories attached to an item it is hard for me to separate them out.” She tried to smile, to appear confident and assured. “I know you have objects for me to read, and with luck, and the Great Spirit willing, we will discover information about their whereabouts.”

      “Are they still alive?” Mrs. Amory asked.

      This was the question Lucinda dreaded most. “In truth, I do not know. But I will do all I can to find peace and truth for these people.” She pointed at Magda. “Captain Stoner has questions for each of you. Please supply as much information as you can. Even the smallest detail can be key.”

      At her side, Magda coughed into her hand.

      “Anything else to add, Captain?”

      Magda looked uncomfortable, but she spoke clearly and with confidence. “Apart from details about work, habits, friends, and so on, I’d also like to determine if there have been any changes over the last six months. Has anything struck you as unusual or odd? But if there is none, that is fine. We just need to understand as much as we can about all the people missing. Thank you for your patience and understanding. This is going to take some time, and I want to speak to every one of you.”

      “Any questions?” Lucinda asked the crowd.

      A dozen people spoke at once, and Lucinda could not make out a word. She shouldn’t have asked them, really.

      Her uncle came to the rescue. “Ladies and gents,” he called out, “Lucinda is trying to be helpful, but perhaps now is not the time to ask too many. And as these good folks want to speak with you, then perhaps the questions should be saved for later.”

      “Right, very well put,” said Lucinda. “Let’s get started.”

      They found Allison as she came through a door at the end of the corridor. “There you are. I have a small room for you. I hope it is suitable, but it is very small.”

      “Thank you.”

      The room was very small, but Lucinda didn’t need much. A small window allowed light to fill the room, and that gave her the impression of more space in spite of the dark green flocked wallpaper.

      Furnishings included an occasional table, a rug, a standard lamp in the corner, and two seats. One of the chairs looked to be a very comfortable-looking leather club seat, and the other a straight-backed dining chair. It looked cosy.

      She sat herself down in the armchair and removed her gloves. “Let’s see what we have here,” she said. She brushed her fingers over the leather; the impression of lots of people flashed into her mind but the images didn’t stay. Good, she didn’t want to pick up stray thoughts from her seat. She repeated with the chair and the table, but she found nothing to be concerned with.

      “I selected the least-used furniture, Lucinda. Does that help?” Allison asked.

      Lucinda smiled. “Yes, it does, thank you.”

      “I’ll leave you to it,” she said. “We can talk later.”

      Ascara slipped into the room and stood behind the armchair.

      “Do you want to sit?” Joshua asked Ascara.

      “No, thank you, sir. I prefer to stand.”

      “Very well. I must go and attend to your Captain Stoner. I have assigned two secretaries to assist.”

      “She will appreciate your help, I’m sure. Thank you, Joshua.”

      He nodded. “I assume Captain Stoner will determine the order of… guests. I’ll tell her to make a start, then.”

      As he left, Ascara moved Lucinda’s bag closer to her side. “You’ll need this. You left it behind in the carriage.”

      “Thank you,” she said. She’d been so distracted; she’d not even noticed.

      “You look worried,” Ascara observed.

      “Yes, I am,” Lucinda admitted.

      “Why?”

      “There are a lot of people for one day. I’ve not had to deal with so many and their tokens all at once. I fear I’ll see some very unpleasant things. Or worse, nothing at all.”

      “You’ll be fine.”

      “I’m not so sure. My link to the Raven Tower is too new to be certain of anything.”

      “It will be great,” Ascara assured her.

      Lucinda sat back in her seat and stared at the ceiling. In the corner of the room, a tiny black spider sat still and patient.

      “I know I have my own skills, but the towers give me more power. I know and understand that. But I have spent my entire life being with a tower, and I’m no longer certain how much of my strength is really mine. It was so much easier to be certain when I was with The Rainbow Tower.”

      “And now you’re not?”

      “I might not even be able to read objects as well as I did.” She shook her head. “I have no idea of anything anymore.” She didn’t mention her flash of emotions from Madame Cybelline. Perhaps it would be best to keep that part to herself.

      Ascara patted her hand. “You do what you always do, Lucinda. You do your best. But let me say this — when you were on the ship and you lost the tower, you still fought a kraken and the Boy. No Tower. Just you. I think that makes you pretty strong without the tower, don’t you?”

      Lucinda started to say something and then closed her mouth.

      “And if you think you might have a problem, don’t forget to use your bite bar.”

      She reached out and gripped Ascara’s hand. “Thank you.”
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      Lucinda sat back in her chair and closed her eyes. Her thoughts drifted even as she tried to concentrate on the task ahead. She needed to focus until Magda brought the first person in.

      A couple strode in, unannounced and uninvited. Or rather, he burst into the room and she rode in on the slip stream.

      He’d dressed his bulky frame in a formal dark grey suit, his back ramrod straight. In his meaty fist, he clutched an ebony cane with a silver top, and he rapped the floor as he came to a standstill. At his waistcoat pocket, a thick gold chain attached to what she assumed would be his watch. This would not be a cheap item either.

      Whilst he appeared bulky, with an ego to fill a ballroom, she looked slim, petite, and rather delicate. Her gown was made of good cloth, with precise and invisible stitchwork. She wore a short-fitted jacket in the bolero style, and the brooch attached to her lapel contained a ruby the size of Lucinda’s thumbnail. Expensive.

      Neither of them even spared a glance for either her or Ascara. They didn’t even acknowledge their presence. Instead, they considered the room and stared at each feature in turn to ensure they were satisfactory. She half expected them to announce that the place had not been cleaned to the standard they demanded.

      The gent spoke first. “Colonel A. Arkwright,” he announced. “There is a shortage of seats.” He pointed to Ascara. “You, girl. Go fetch a seat for my wife.”

      “Who, me?” Ascara asked.

      “Yes, you, girl. For goodness’ sake, don’t dawdle.”

      “Excuse me—” Lucinda started.

      “It’s all right,” Ascara interrupted. She glared at the man, then shrugged and opened the door. She clapped her hands twice as she stood on the threshold, and four soldiers marched into the room, their weapons on show.

      “What’s the meaning of this?” the snobby colonel demanded.

      Ascara ignored him, “I have been ordered on a fool’s errand. Miss Ravensburgh is your responsibility. If I see so much as a scratch on her person, you will all be held responsible. If there is any threat, no matter how minor, you will terminate it. If anyone so much as looks at her with ill intent, shoot them. If anyone is rude, shoot them twice.”

      “Aye, Chief!”

      They saluted.

      “What is this outrage?” Alfred Arkwright repeated. Ascara turned her back on him and left the room.

      Lucinda did not feel so inclined to hold her tongue. “What this is, sir, is in spite of our offer of assistance, you have snubbed my chief security officer. Nothing, and I repeat, nothing will happen until she returns, and everyone else will have to wait until we start. You have delayed this day, and I am tempted to leave you here and hope someone else comes to speak with you.”

      “How dare—”

      “Yes, how very dare me. If this is not satisfactory, the exit is through the same door as the one you used to come in.”

      “How dare you speak to me in such a way. I have never been so insulted—”

      “Insulted! You are insulted?” Lucinda interrupted. “I am Lucinda Ravensburgh of the Raven Tower, and it is I who is insulted. How dare you stand here and demand what is not yours to control or order. You are a master of rudeness, and you have no claim at all to my skills nor my time. No claim at all. Now please say nothing until we begin, or leave. This is your choice. In this, my word is the last.” Lucinda stared at the wall and took a few deep breaths before she did anything she would regret.

      She is the first word and the last.

      A few minutes later, Ascara returned to the room. She grinned as she put a milkmaid’s three-legged stool beside the dining chair. The wooden stool, covered in a variety of stains and discolorations, looked to be in active kitchen service. Lucinda tried not to laugh.

      Ascara handed her a piece of paper and then took up her position at Lucinda’s side. She adjusted her scabbard so the hilt of her blade protruded well above her shoulder. The guards left the room.

      “Read the note, ma’am,” Ascara instructed her.

      “I see. Colonel Arkwright,” Lucinda said.

      “Retired,” he corrected her. “And if someone had kept the paperwork up to date, then this farce would not have happened.”

      “Very true. For then I wouldn’t have let you come into the room at all.”

      “Excuse me?” he asked.

      “This day is not about you, or your position. This is about missing people, and if you believe you are more important than them, then I can’t, and won’t, help you.”

      “But—”

      Lucinda stopped him with a gesture. “I speak with one person at a time, and everyone is equal. I have absolutely no interest in who you are or what you have done. I am interested only in the token you bring.” She saw the confusion on Mrs. Arkwright’s face. “The token is the personal item of the missing person. I need nothing more, and you simply distract me. There is a good chance now, after all this kerfuffle, that I will be unable to reach out to gain anything useful.”

      Lucinda sighed, and Ascara reached out and squeezed her shoulder. Lucinda closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

      “Now. Either we get on with this, or we don’t. Sit down, show me the token, and shut up. Or leave. I have many people waiting for me, and you’ve wasted enough of my time.”

      Lucinda could tell the colonel wanted to say something, but Mrs. Arkwright placed her hand on his arm. “Alfred, please, let us do this.”

      He nodded.

      “Excellent. As I said, I am Lucinda Ravensburgh of the Raven Tower, and my specialty is psychometry. That means I am usually able to read the truth in objects.”

      Mrs. Arkwright took out a linen-covered package from her bag and, with great care, unwrapped it on the table. A selection of jewelry glittered in the light from the window. Lucinda looked up, and Mrs. Arkwright’s eyes filled with such sadness she let go of her anger.

      At first Lucinda didn’t touch any of the items. She waved her hand over two plain gold rings, a golden necklace and floral pendant, a silver chain, and a brooch.

      She picked up a golden ring and placed it to the side. “This is your ring Mrs. Arkwright, not your daughter’s. Did you think to test me?” She looked up with some gratification to see the woman’s mouth make an “o” of surprise. These people, she thought, these rich nobodies, thought they could test her and the strength of the tower! She ground her teeth together and hid her irritation; after all, even they had lost someone.

      Lucinda took a deep breath and picked a delicate silver chain. She held it in her fist and gripped until her fingers whitened and the bracelet dug into her skin. Her eyes closed and the truth come to her.

      In her mind, she saw two hands. One pale and slim, with manicured nails. The other male, darker, with a tattoo between the forefinger and thumb. Two fish swimming or leaping over a pole. A fisherman, perhaps? A young and very privileged woman with a fisherman? A life at sea could never be seen as safe, or luxurious, but she, the girl, accepted this. They had chosen each other.

      Lucinda opened her eyes and looked at Colonel Arkwright and his wife. No point saying anything at the moment, other than something positive. “Your daughter is not a victim and has not been abducted. Lucy ran off with a sailor named Marco. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were halfway around the southern seas by now.”

      “Impossible,” Colonel Arkwright blustered. “My daughter would not do such a thing.”

      “I’m sorry, but she could and she did. If you want to chase a fishing boat, I suggest you speak to the harbor master and ask what he can do.”

      The couple left her, then, and she couldn’t be happier to see them gone. “I hope the others are not the same as these two,” Lucinda said.

      “Me too,” Ascara agreed. “I won’t be able to find any more stools without that harridan in the kitchen threatening me with a wooden spoon the size of a spade.”

      Lucinda laughed. “Scared you, did she?”

      “Oh no, she thinks I’m a right catch, I’m sure.”

      “Ascara, you’re a daft bugger.”

      “Feel better?”

      Lucinda nodded. She reached into her bag and pulled out a leather-bound journal and pen. She made a few notes and added a little diagram. From the number of people outside, it would be a long day, and she didn’t want to forget anything.
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      By late-afternoon, Lucinda wanted nothing more than to curl into a ball and sleep. She’d had more than enough sad stories. Parent after parent she saw, girlfriends and boyfriends, too, and their faces merged together into one amorphous blob.

      She felt the despair of parents waiting for children who failed to return from school or the park. These tales filled her with dread. Nor did it feel any better when the children were young adults. They were all children, no matter how old they were.

      Now she could barely separate herself from the emotions, memories, and sadness of the lives she had seen. Sadness dominated, but also frustration and anger. She found herself surprised by the number of people, young and old, who’d stormed off in a fit of pique because they didn’t get their own way. They deserved to pay for their lack of manners, but not with their lives.

      She had seen too much of too many people. Although they had all been advised to bring recent items, more often than not, she’d found herself holding childhood toys, mementos, and old keepsakes battered by age and use. For this, her day passed by in the distant memories of people she would never know.

      Ascara stepped up behind her and massaged Lucinda’s shoulders through the stiff cotton of her blouse. “How are you bearing up to all of these visions?” she asked.

      “Tired and frustrated. There is nothing here but snippets of long-ago lives,” Lucinda replied.

      “Be strong. There can’t be many more.”

      “Indeed. How about you? I bet you’re exhausted, standing there hour after hour.”

      “Bored more than tired.”

      “Looking after my safety is tedious?”

      “Standing still and staring at the wall is exhausting, and all of this sorrow and pain is draining. But you, you are far from boring. You’re one of the most exciting and interesting women I have ever met.”

      Lucinda felt the heat in her cheeks increase. “Ascara —”

      “Shush, it’s all right,” she said. “Ignore me.”

      “I can’t just ignore you, Ascara.”

      “Yes, you must try. I know my place.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      Ascara smiled, but Lucinda saw the sadness in her eyes. “If we walked through the city, would you step out with your hand on my arm?” Ascara asked.

      “Yes, of course I would, and I would be proud to do so.”

      “But what of Magda?”

      “Other than for duty, I don’t think Magda cares one way or another,” Lucinda answered.

      Ascara snorted.

      “What does that mean?”

      Ascara shrugged. “Think about it.”

      “Tell me.”

      “Now is not a good time.” Her voice, though, remained tinged with resignation. “I should not have spoken.”

      “Don’t do that. You raised the issue.”

      “And now we bicker as though we have been married for years.”

      “Ascara!”

      “Meanwhile, shall I find out who is next?”

      Lucinda groaned. “I wish we were done. There can’t be many more, surely?”

      “I don’t know. There were a great number of people in the room earlier, but I’ve lost track of how many we have seen.”

      “If there are a lot more, then we should consider stopping and trying again tomorrow.”

      “I’ll speak with the captain and ask her opinion.”

      Lucinda sank back into the comfort of her seat and closed her eyes. She just needed a moment to rest.

      Images danced and merged; some vanished and some became entwined in others. Pictures of the people she had seen but never met tumbled in and out of her memories. Then they, too, vanished and blurred together until she saw her dreams through frosted glass.

      She came to with a start when she felt Ascara rest her hand on her arm. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes, but not before she saw Ascara look at her with a gaze soft with concern. “Lucinda.”

      “Yes?”

      “I have someone to see you. I think she is the last one.”

      Lucinda nodded. “Right,” she mumbled. “I’m ready.”

      “We can wait.”

      “It’s all right. I’m fine.”

      Ascara opened the door and stood back. “This is Elsie Goodward, and she is here to speak to you about her grandson.”

      The woman who stood on the threshold of the room looked to be of advanced years. Dark brown hair, grey at the temples. She wore her hair pulled back in a tight, severe bun that made her narrow face appear even sharper. Her dark clothing, although well cared for, could not be mistaken for the finery of the people she had seen before. She did not seem at ease here either, and held a handbag with both hands in front of her. Lucinda recognised that look of discomfort, and her heart went out to Elsie Goodward.

      Elsie paused just inside the doorway. Her eyes darted from one part of the room to the other, to Lucinda, and to the table, as though unsure of what to do.

      “Good afternoon,” Elsie said. She thrust out her hand in greeting. When Lucinda didn’t respond, Elsie turned a shade of red and apologized. “Forgive me. I’ve never met a tower woman before.”

      “And so you don’t know what to say?” Lucinda asked.

      Elsie nodded. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to waste your time.”

      Lucinda tried to be as reassuring as possible, but it had been a long day. She gestured to the chair opposite. “Mrs. Goodward, please take a seat and relax. I won’t bite, I just want to help where I can.”

      Elsie perched on the edge of the seat. She did not look like she could consider relaxation an option. Instead she stared at Ascara, then Lucinda.

      “Ascara, I think Mrs. Goodward could do with a glass of water,” she said.

      “But—”

      “I’m fine here. Perhaps get me a drink as well. Something restorative?”

      Lucinda didn’t speak until the door closed behind Ascara. “Tell me your story,” Lucinda said. “Tell me everything about your grandson.”

      Elsie took a moment. “My grandson went missing two days ago. I realise it’s not a long time for someone to be missing, and you must be busy looking for so many, but, well, I know my grandson. He wouldn’t stay away this long, even though we parted on bad terms. He wouldn’t.”

      “What do you mean?” Lucinda asked. “Did you argue?”

      Elsie nodded. “He’s a good boy, but he’s seventeen and thinks he’s a man. He has so much to learn, but, like I say, he is a decent lad in his heart.”

      “Until now?”

      “Well, he’s ever been a treasure to me, but his heart has been distant of late. Life is not as he would wish, and he wears his frustration as thick as a winter coat.”

      “Has he always been prone to show his frustrations?”

      “No, not really. This is a recent thing. I thought it was a phase, being his age and all that.”

      “Has he changed friends, got himself into trouble? Anything?”

      “Not that he’s said. He made some new friends a little while ago, but I never met any of them. I’ve explained all I know to the nice captain outside.”

      Lucinda didn’t need to ask more details. Time for business. “Have you brought me a token? Something for me to touch?”

      Elsie opened her handbag and brought out a bundle in a cotton wrap. “Mayor Redkite said you wanted something he touched, but that it needed to be recent, not some old memento. And he said it would be best if it bore some emotional tie.”

      “Yes.”

      Elsie unwrapped the package, and inside several pieces of a teacup lay scattered over the cloth. “This is his cup, and the last time I saw him, he threw it at the wall in anger.”

      Her wry smile told Lucinda that she was reliving those last moments once more. “I don’t know why I didn’t just throw the cup away, but I kept staring at it as though I could see some answer for it all. I should mend it, and when I make it whole, Eric will be sure to return.”

      Lucinda stared at the pieces of the teacup. She let the auric strength of the fragments guide her hand to one of the larger shards, and paused. This fragment made up a chunk of the base and had a few sharp edges, but the edges were not the reason why she paused. An aura billowed up like smoke wafted about by a breeze. She could almost see the strength of it. She concentrated on each tendril of auric vapour with such force it made her eyes ache. She wondered, given the strength of it, whether she needed to use a bite bar.

      “Is everything all right, Lucinda?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda looked up. “Yes, why ask?”

      Ascara pointed at a cup of pink tea. “You didn’t even notice me come back into the room. You were staring so hard at the cup. Do you need your bite bar?”

      She smiled. “I’m sorry. It really did grab my attention, but I don’t think I need a bite bar. Thank you for asking. I’ll manage.”

      “Okay.” Ascara took a step backward.

      “Right,” Lucinda said. She grabbed for the fragment, and her vision slipped back in time and to a different place.

      

      
        
        Early morning light lit the kitchen, and Elsie Goodward offered her—not her—the boy, Eric, a cup of tea. He didn’t use the handle, but grabbed it so the base rested in the palm of his large hands.

        “Hold the cup properly, Eric,” Elsie told him.

        “Stop moaning, Nana. It’s too small for me fingers,” he answered.

        “And brush your hair. I don’t want the world to think you’re some scruffy street urchin who has been dragged through a hedge backward.”

        “And what if I have?”

        “Aren’t you going to get dressed for work?”

        “Can’t be arsed.”

        “Language, Eric.”

        “What’s the point?”

        “Please, Eric, you must go to work, finish your apprentice training, and get yourself a good job.”

        “Stop moaning at me,” he grumbled. He slurped at his tea, making a dreadful noise.

        “Don’t be so uncouth, Eric. What has gotten into you these last few months?”

        “Who gives a fuck?” he shouted at her.

        “Eric!”

        “There’s no point, is there?”

        “There is always a reason to look forward and prepare for your future,” Elsie said.

        “My future?” Eric yelled. “I have no fucking future. If you ever listened to anything I said, then you would know we are all out of time.”

        “Stop this, Eric.”

        “No, Gordon and Charlie know things. I’ve seen things, and it is all too late,” Eric said. “And it’s true.”

        “It’s never too late.”

        “You never listen,” he said. “You’re all the same. No one ever listens. Bugger you all.” He threw the cup of hot tea at the floor.

        “Eric.”

        He yanked the door open with such force it crashed against the wall. “We’re out of time,” he yelled, and stormed off.

      

      

      

      Lucinda opened her eyes, and her focus returned to the here and now. Elsie stared at her, a hand covering her mouth. “Are you all right?” Lucinda asked.

      “You saw it. You saw it all,” Elsie said.

      The comment struck her as a little odd. “Yes. I did.”

      Ascara stepped to her side and whispered, “You were quite vocal this time, Lucinda. I think you may have repeated a whole conversation.”

      “Did I?”

      “You even used two separate voices.”

      “Good grief,” Lucinda said aloud. “I’m sorry, that’s never happened when I touch an item. At least, never until now. I’m so sorry to put you through that. It must have been a most upsetting thing.”

      Elsie shook her head. “The only person who knows what we said is Eric, and I don’t think he would ever remember his words as well as that. How could anyone doubt you or your ability?” She looked at the table, and Lucinda let her have a moment to herself.

      “Is he alive?” Elsie asked. Her voice trembled as she spoke.

      “I don’t know. I wish I did. I can only see what was. I’m not a seer.”

      The woman nodded. “Did it help?”

      “Every detail we learn today is useful. Thank you for stepping forward. It must be difficult for you. Rest assured I will do everything in my power to find your grandson.”

      “Thank you,” Elsie said. She got to her feet and gathered her belongings. “I appreciate your efforts, and good luck. Thank you.”

      The moment Elsie stepped outside, Lucinda drew her notebook out of her bag and made a few notes. She had two names to look into, which was more than she’d seen so far. She also wrote “Out of time,” and “Time is running out.”

      At the back of her mind, she knew she’d heard those phrases before.
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      Lucinda sat in her chair and stared out the window. Evening, in Wash Town, drew in early. The tall peaks surrounding the valley and the city cut out the light as soon as the sun started to sink. She watched the line of darkness spread over the valley and thought about sleep.

      “I’m exhausted,” she said.

      “I’m not surprised. It’s been a very long day,” Ascara agreed.

      Lucinda stood up, placed her hands at the base of her back and stretched. Her spine cracked and creaked. “I’m glad it’s done. I bet you are, too.”

      Ascara shrugged. “Shall we go find the captain? There is much to discuss.”

      Lucinda chuckled. “I bet she’s pacing the main room right now as she tries to figure it all out herself.”

      Ascara offered Lucinda her arm. “Let me escort you.”

      “It would be an honor.” She wrapped her hand around Ascara’s arm and squeezed.

      As soon as they approached the dining room, two stiff-faced guards opened the doors. Lucinda couldn’t blame them for their stiffness; they’d been there most of the day and she could not see it as an exciting job.

      Inside, Magda paced as though she could solve the woes of the world with every stride. “Lucinda. Ascara. Good. Glad you’re here. Now we can compare notes.”

      “Now?” Lucinda asked.

      “Yes, whilst it’s all still fresh.”

      Joshua got to his feet. “I’d better arrange more tea, I think.”

      “That would be lovely,” Lucinda said.

      “Yes, thank you, Joshua,” Magda said. “Is it all right if we use the dining table?”

      “Of course,” he answered.

      Magda started to sort out the many sheets of paper she had acquired. “These are the notes we made of all the people who came to see you. I think—” She stopped and turned around. “Lucinda, I’m sorry. I am being inconsiderate. You have been busy and must be exhausted. Forgive my thoughtlessness?”

      Lucinda kept her grip on Ascara’s arm and reached out to Magda. “You have been working hard, too.”

      “Yes, we all have,” she agreed. She stepped close enough to touch Lucinda’s hand. “But your part of this is far more demanding than I could manage. Are you all right, truly?”

      “She’s been through hell in that room,” Ascara said.

      Magda closed her eyes and ground her teeth. “I know, and I appreciate all she does,” she whispered.

      Lucinda kept her grip on Ascara’s arm. “It’s fine. We all must do what we must to solve this thing.”

      “Of course,” Magda said.

      “We are making great progress, and we are together. That is as it should be.”

      “As it should be?” Magda asked.

      “The Raven, the Fire, and the Ice,” Ascara answered. “Bound to the tower and to each other.”

      “Together,” Magda said, as though it seemed a new thing to her.

      Before she could say more, the door burst open and Joshua stepped into the room. He carried with him a substantial pile of manila folders. “Tea will be with us shortly, but I’ve got all of the official files, finally, to add to your own information. I do hope this helps with your investigations.”

      “Thank you, it will,” Magda said.

      There must have been a couple dozen folders.

      “Are those all the missing people?” she asked.

      Her uncle scratched his chin. “These are all we have, but they are probably not all of those missing. If no one files a report, then we might not know if they are gone. And being a harbour, people come and go. It’s hard to keep a track of them all, especially those near the bottom of the social scale.”

      “No point worrying about those we know nothing about. Not at this moment,” Magda said.

      “I have people looking for others,” Ascara added. “But what we have might be enough to stop anyone else from going missing. Or being killed.”

      Magda nodded. “I hope so. We must stop this now.”

      Lucinda looked at all of the papers stretched out on the table and the pile of files to the side. It would take hours. “Then let’s get started.”

      Magda grinned. “I’m glad you think that.” She picked up the first file provided by Joshua. “Let’s sort the official files as well, then.” She opened the top one and skimmed through the details. “Lucy Arkwright. She’s been missing a good long while.”

      Lucinda opened her notebook, although she would never forget the Arkwrights. “I met the Arkwrights.”

      Magda nodded as she pulled the sheet of paper containing her own notes and attached it to the official file. “Your thoughts?”

      “It is my belief that Lucy has run off with a young man called Marco, a sailor probably. He has a tattoo.”

      “Do you have details? Tattoos are very telling,” Magda said.

      She read from her notes, even though she could still remember the image in her mind. “Two fish swimming around a pole.”

      Magda grimaced. “We should check with local ink parlours, especially those near the harbour, but I am pretty sure that’s the sigil of a float.”

      “Lucy joined a float?”

      “Looks that way,” Magda said.

      “And? I think you wish to say more. I can tell by your expression.”

      Magda took a deep breath. “This is the mark of the float we encountered. The one you saved.”

      “Oh, dear Mother of us all.”

      “Exactly. I’ll get someone to check that everyone is all right and ask if she is okay.”

      “Thank you.”

      Magda made a note on her papers and then placed the Arkwright file to one side. “Next is Trevor Wilton, aged nineteen, last seen on his way to play soccer in the park. I have very little here other than the official missing persons report.”

      Lucinda looked at her own notes. “I have nothing. I don’t think anyone came from his family.”

      Magda nodded. “Let’s mark Trevor for an individual follow up.”

      Ascara picked up a folder. “This one is Ida May Williams, aged fifteen. Didn’t come back from school.”

      “Nothing from me,” Lucinda said.

      Magda made a note of that name, too.

      They looked at the files for David Bowan, aged twelve, Margaret Samson, fifteen, and Deborah Williams, aged nineteen. They all had notes, but their information didn’t seem to add much to the day.

      They added Dilys Corrihan, aged twenty-one, Fred Banner, eighteen, and Ben Wells, sixteen, to the list of those whose families had not attended today.

      “Most of them are so young. I wonder if any of them knew each other,” Ascara said.

      “That’s interesting,” Magda said. She opened the file in her hand and pulled out a pamphlet. “Do you recognise this?”

      “Is that the one we got from behind the drawer in The Garden?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda shook her head. “No, this one is in Dilys Corrihan’s file.”

      Ascara read the front of the pamphlet. “Time is running out.”

      “Dammit. I knew there was something familiar about the last lady I saw. Lovely woman, distraught,” Lucinda said. She flicked through her notes until she found the right page. “There. Elsie Goodward and her grandson, Eric.”

      Magda looked through the files. “There is no Eric Goodward here.”

      “It’s been too soon. The paperwork might not be ready,” Ascara said. “Either that or he has not been gone long enough.”

      “Tell me what you know about Elsie Goodward and her grandson, Eric.”

      “Eric stormed out of the house where he lives with his grandmother, Elsie. On his way out, he smashed his cup and imprinted some of his anger on the fragments.”

      “And?” Magda prompted.

      Lucinda focused on her notes. “He mentioned things like ‘Out of time,’ and ‘Time is running out’.” She shook her head. “I knew it sounded familiar, but it didn’t add up at the time.”

      Ascara patted her hand. “There were too many memories, Lucinda. Too many at once.”

      “Any more like that?” Magda asked.

      She shook her head. “No, but he also mentioned two names, Gordon and Charlie.”

      “Lucinda, you have names! Why didn’t you mention this before?” Magda asked.

      “Because I don’t know what the names mean. It could be people he knew at work.”

      Magda turned to the mayor; she looked enthused and almost excited. “This is important. I can feel it. The pamphlet, the slogan, the two names all together. We need to get Ed Gilroy’s help. We should focus on Eric and anyone he could have come into contact with, especially if they are called Gordon or Charles—”

      “Not Charles,” Lucinda corrected, “Charlie.”

      “Right. Gordon and Charlie, it is. Find them and question them. We also need to find out more about this time cult in the city, and any links it might have to the missing people. We saw them gathered at the clock for their prayers and benedictions, but where do they meet otherwise?” Magda drummed her fingers on the surface of the table. “Maybe the leader of the cult has more information.”

      “You’re right, Captain,” Joshua said. “I do think it is time for Ed to get involved. We have a clue, a few avenues to pursue, and Gilroy has the manpower to follow these leads.”

      “And will he pursue this?” Magda asked.

      The mayor nodded. “He will. He might have his flaws, but this has him worried, and your evidence will give him something positive to chase.”

      “But, Uncle—”

      “Lucinda, you know this is the right way to move forward. I will talk with Ed. Maybe he will allow you to follow this up as well.”

      “And just like that, we are no longer needed?” Lucinda asked.

      “Lucinda,” Magda said, “now we talk politics. Gilroy has a chance to right all of his wrongs, and we must give him the opportunity.”

      Joshua clapped his hands together. “Excellent. Now will you dine with us? I’ll send a runner to Gilroy, but I really do think Ed won’t let this information go to waste. We can act or react as things change.”

      

      “Excellent dinner,” Lucinda said. “I see that Uncle Joshua has not let his knowledge and appreciation of wine diminish.”

      Allison laughed as she wiped her mouth. “It is so good to see you again, Lucinda. Thanks for everything you and the Rainbow Tower did for us, and thanks for everything you are doing now.”

      “It’s my pleasure. Besides, we’re family,” she responded.

      “And you’ve brought us such lovely company. Perhaps Captain Stoner would like to take a walk around the park later? The lighting makes the leaves and the flowers look wonderful.”

      “I would love to walk out, ma’am, but I fear duty must come first,” Magda answered.

      “Such a shame. Maybe your security officer?”

      “No, ma’am, my chief also has duties. Perhaps another time,” Magda said.

      “Well then, you people must have things to discuss. I shall remove myself. I also have duties to attend to, although they are thankfully more mundane than the issues that plague the city right now,” Allison said.

      Ascara and Magda rose to their feet. “Ma’am,” they said almost in unison, and Magda added, “Thank you for such a wonderful dinner.”

      “You’re very welcome, Captain,” Allison said.

      Joshua pulled his watch from his pocket and checked the time. “Well, it appears that Ed wishes to make us wait until morning. I rather thought he would exercise greater speed at the information we uncovered.”

      “He probably places little worth on anything we might say,” Magda said.

      “Nevertheless, I expected more.”

      “Perhaps this is a good time to call it a night. Maybe we can restart early in the morning again,” Lucinda suggested.

      “I agree,” Magda said. She also checked her timepiece. “A fresh start on the morrow would make sense. Besides, we have taken up quite a lot of your day. We should make our way to Verity and give you some peace.”

      “Nonsense, you have been no trouble,” Joshua said. “It has been a most interesting day, and for once I feel as though I have contributed to the solution of a problem we have here.”

      “Your help and assistance have been much appreciated,” Magda said. She collected all the papers they had accumulated and handed them to one of the soldiers.

      “We’ll walk back to the ship, Mayor. We could all do with stretching our legs, I think. Are you all right with the walk, Lucinda?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then let’s get on our way so the mayor might find a little peace and quiet,” Magda said.
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      Magda lay in her bed and tossed and turned until she found herself imprisoned in her own bedding. Her thoughts jumped and twisted around until she couldn’t tell where they went or what they meant. Information from the files blended and combined into an ill-defined web of unrelated facts. Nothing fit, and the more she thought about it, the less sense it made. She searched for that one fact, a key, that would put it all together.

      To this, she added her worry about the tower. Was she bound by her association? The more she thought about tower, the more she thought about Lucinda and Ascara. This confusion bothered her a lot, but she had no idea what to do with it.

      A little after midnight, she gave up the search for slumber and got up. She showered, dressed in a clean uniform, and went straight to see what was happening around the rest of the ship.

      “Captain on deck!” a young man announced.

      The crew rose to their feet and saluted.

      Magda looked at him through eyes bleary from lack of sleep. She didn’t recognise him for a moment. Her thoughts took a while to achieve coherency. “As you were,” she said. “Anything to report?”

      “Nothing, Captain. All is well.”

      “Are you certain, Second Officer Davich?” she asked. His name came to her at the last moment.

      He paused. “There is nothing at this time.”

      She turned to the rest of the crew. Pilot Ella Horten and Dee Wilkes sat at the flight desk, and in one quick glance, Magda knew they were ready to fly if needs must. She appreciated the regard they paid to their duties.

      Even with crewmen on deck to attend to the essentials of flight, Jyg and Jayg slept in chairs in the corner. The thought that they were always ready soothed her. Mr. Williams, her communications expert, sat at his station, his ears covered with large earphones and his attention focused on several gauges.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      Officer Davich clicked his heels. “Mr. Williams is concerned about communications traffic in the city. He is trying to locate where it is, what they are saying, and why.”

      “I see, and no one came to rouse me for this?”

      “As I understand it, nothing specific has been found. We were waiting to determine what responses were required.”

      “Very well. Let’s see what he has to say.” She took her chair and stared at Mr. Williams’ back as though she could speed matters along by will alone. She didn’t, but after a short while he removed his earphones and threw them down.

      “Call the captain,” he said. He turned around and jumped. “Oh! Captain.” He saluted.

      She nodded. “What’s happening?”

      “I picked up a little telephony a while ago. Not a huge amount, but more than usual. Enough to take a closer look,” he answered.

      “Anything on the aetheriogram?”

      “None.”

      “Right. What did you find?”

      “There was a burst of activity and then the frequency went dead. It would begin again someplace else, and then that frequency would also fall dead. This pattern repeated over all frequencies, and because of that I grew interested.”

      She nodded. “And who are ‘they’?”

      “Ed Gilroy and his officers.”

      “I see, and you located their signals?”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      “What they are up to?”

      “They are all excited about some chap.” He reached for a sheet of paper and read out a name. “Gorndyon Pascuale, also known as Gordon. They are still looking for Charlie.”

      “Did you say Gorndyon?”

      “Aye. They have made fun of these foreign names that no one can pronounce. Sounds a simple enough name to me, but that’s Wash Town. The upshot of their talks is that people shortened it to Gordon.”

      “And how has Gilroy responded, exactly?”

      “They’re still trying to locate Mr. Pascuale, as far as I am able to ascertain. He is not in his assigned lodgings and hasn’t been there for a couple of days. They’re setting up several search parties.”

      “That is fast and extreme, even for him.”

      “Yes, Captain, but it is said that they found evidence in his rooms to suggest that he is responsible for those that have disappeared.”

      “Did they say what it is that makes them think this way?”

      “They were not clear, and all I could work out is that he is the clockmaker who has been servicing the great clock.”

      Shit. “Good job, Mr. Williams,” she said.

      Her thoughts raced. The clock. Time. Gordon. Missing people. She drummed her fingers on the armrest of her seat. Gilroy would get him first, and that grated a little.

      Ed Gilroy had failed on his own, and now he responded only on the information that they had provided.

      Then again, they had made this connection only because of Lucinda, so she could not hold that against him. At least they had a chance to find the children — alive, if they could.

      What mattered was that they had forgotten something quite fundamental. This Gordon, Gorndyon, knew something about blood and death.

      Magda jumped to her feet. “Sound the alarm. Battle stations, all crew. Someone go and wake up Ascara.”

      Dee stood up and spoke in a soft voice. “The chief is awake, Captain. She claimed she felt wrong and went to the galley to get something hot to eat and drink.”

      “Excellent. I’ll get her myself,” she said.

      She left the flight deck to the sound of the alarms. “All crew to stations. This is not a drill. All crew to stations.” Red lights pulsed throughout the ship. She strode along the corridor and met Ascara outside Lucinda’s cabin. “What are you doing here?”

      “When the alarms sounded, I felt the need to check if she’s all right.”

      “Good. We are going to need her assistance again.”

      She knocked on the door and entered the cabin. Lucinda hadn’t locked the door again. “Lucinda,” she called out in the red-bathed room.

      “Yes?” Lucinda asked, her voice thick with sleep.

      “There’s trouble ahead, and we are in need of your aid,” Magda said.

      “Let me dress. I’ll be out soon.”

      “All right.” She turned around, but didn’t leave.

      “I mean go outside.”

      “My apologies, ma’am.” Magda stepped into the corridor and closed the door behind her.

      “I’ll wait for her and escort her to the passenger lounge,” Ascara asked.

      “Perfect.”

      

      Magda sat at the dining room table, the records of the missing people spread out in front of her. She was satisfied with her decision to instigate an alarm, and she was even happier that she had resorted to a silent alarm. There was only so much noise and red light she could tolerate this early – or late – in the day.

      A young boy in service greys brought her a cup of pink tea and a plate with a selection of sweet rolls. “Something to keep you going, Captain,” he said.

      “Thank you,” Magda replied. “We will probably need more tea for the Lady Ravensburgh and our Chief Ascara.

      “Aye, Captain, it is in hand.”

      She stared at the files and nibbled on a roll. Her thoughts were absorbed in the records with such intent, she did not hear the doors open.

      “Magda, what’s going on?” Lucinda asked. She’d not taken long to dress, and choosing her nomad clothes over and above her usual skirts had saved a lot of time. Magda appreciated her thoughtfulness.

      “Are we under attack?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda stood up and gestured to Lucinda and Ascara. “Come sit.” She pushed the files across the table. “We have much to discuss.”

      “At this hour?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry, but I think that we are going to be pressed for time.”

      Lucinda nodded. “Do you have more information?”

      “Yes, the problem is that we missed a connection. A connection that I fear might mean that things are about to go very wrong. Not for us, but for the people of Wash Town.”

      “What’s the problem?” Ascara asked.

      Magda took a deep breath. There were still things that needed to be put in place in her mind. “It started when Mr. Williams noted some unusual transmissions earlier. He did his thing and tracked the source to the town militia.”

      “And that means what exactly?” Lucinda pressed.

      “Ed Gilroy is on the hunt, and the city is about to try and deal with this issue itself,” Magda said.

      “And?” Lucinda pressed.

      “And there’s a problem. It feels wrong,” Ascara said.

      Magda reached over and patted Ascara’s hand. “You’re right, it does feel wrong.” Magda got to her feet and started to pace the room.

      “Not just that, but we’ve all forgotten one thing.” She looked at them as though to emphasize the words. “An important thing. We forgot the token.”

      “The token, Magda?” Lucinda asked.

      “The one we sent to you. The one that says that the murderer is not just a person but a beast,” Magda said.

      “Dear Mother,” Lucinda said.

      “Exactly. Ed Gilroy is going to hunt someone who could well be something.”

      “Now we have to catch them up before a lot of people get killed,” Ascara said.

      “We have work to do, and no time to do it in,” Lucinda said. “Where do we start?”

      Magda nodded. “The first thread must be the victims. So far as we know, all of the missing people are young. Most would have been high risk to start, so they were not missed. We have no idea how many have been taken in total.” She stopped walking and looked at the two women. “The second thread is the tenuous link with a time cult. From that, we also discovered two names.”

      “Gordon and Charlie,” Lucinda said. “I’m not sure where this is going.”

      “Nor I,” Ascara said.

      “Give me a moment. Just remember that as we add in a third thread. The particulars about the missing kids include certain details.” She pulled out the files she considered most relevant and opened the top one. “Last seen going to the park.” She opened the rest in order. “Off to play football. Going to visit his girlfriend across town. Going to school. Coming home from school. Do you see it?”

      “No.” Ascara shook her head.

      “The park. They all have to go through the park to get to school, the sporting fields, and pretty much every recreational area in the city.”

      Lucinda rubbed her eyes. “I still don’t get it.”

      Magda smiled. “Add the fourth thread. Gordon. Or rather Gorndyon Pascuale, and his name is most certainly not Ama’Rican. I am not sure what that means yet, if anything. What is important is that he is a clockmaker by trader, and he was hired here to service the great clock.”

      “Gordon is a clockmaker and he works at the great clock in the park,” Ascara said.

      “There you go. The threads are starting to come together,” Magda said.

      “And why are we rushing?” Lucinda asked.

      “Because Ed Gilroy is about to force our hand, and he has no idea what he is doing. He is so keen for glory he cannot wait.” She shook her head. “Whilst we were waiting for Ed to get back to us, he looked for and found Gordon. He also believes he has evidence that Gordon is the one responsible, which may well be true. But he is about to make a mistake, and a costly one at that.”

      “And now you are worried that this Gordon could not only be guilty of taking people, but that he could be the murderer,” Lucinda said.

      “Yes. And remember, we decided that the murderer is not a person but a beast. Gilroy and his men will not consider that. They don’t even know that detail. To them, the killer is just a man. If he is not careful, he might storm into the wrong place, and a lot of people will die. We have to do something. We must save him from himself.”

      “What do you think we should do?” Ascara asked.

      “Good question. No matter what I might think about Gilroy, I don’t want him and his men marching into something they can’t handle.”

      “I could send a couple of squads to assist?” Ascara said.

      “We don’t know what we are fighting, Ascara, nor where to send them. We need more information.”

      “I understand, Captain, but if we send support, then at least we know our people are used to things that are not quite normal.”

      “We must operate our own investigations, and with luck we can get to Gordon before he does.” She turned to Lucinda. “Would you help us to look at his lodgings?”

      “Of course. You know I will do all I can to assist.”

      “Good.” She turned to Ascara. “Find Gilroy and send two squads to assist. He’s marching into trouble, but our people are better at this. Tell them to prepare for unusual circumstances.”

      “Will do,” Ascara said.

      “Put all available soldiers on standby, get them ready to ship out. Get another two squads to come with us, and you and I will escort Lucinda to the lodgings of this Gorndyon Pascuale.”

      Ascara saluted. “Aye, Captain.”

      Magda reached out to Ascara. “And please, do not do anything rash in the coming hours.”

      Ascara grinned. “That also applies to you, Magda.”

      She nodded.

      “Let’s see what his belongings have to say about things,” Lucinda said.

      “First, you need to eat some food and get your kit together. Assume the worst when we leave. I don’t think there is going to be anything ordinary or mundane about the next few hours.”
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      Magda led the way, with Lucinda and Ascara at her side. Their guards fell in behind them, just in case they were needed.

      They found Martha Millar’s boarding house in a rundown area just above the harbour level. Three storeys high, with a clean white frontage and broad steps rising to the front door, it looked a decent place to live in spite of the less well-kept properties nearby.

      Yet no matter how much attention had been paid to the maintenance of this particular house, the area remained cloaked with an aura of transiency and impermanence. A home for sailors, Magda suspected, and they came and went for weeks at a time.

      A notice board, painted white with black printed lettering, outlined the cost of a stay. All prices were stated in weeks and months. No overnights or hours. Mrs. Millar appeared to keep a respectable establishment.

      The presence of the four militia guards at the edge of the steps to the front door didn’t help much. Their very posture seemed to threaten any who came near. At the same time, it made it easier to know that they were in the right place.

      Two of the guards must have been the widest men Ed Gilroy could find. Both burly and dark haired, but whilst one had a trim moustache, the other had opted for a bushy and unkempt beard.

      Magda offered her arm to Lucinda, and it occurred to her that, wherever they went, they often walked together like this, and she liked that. They started up the steps, and two guards, the large ones, stepped in front of them and blocked access to the house.

      The bearded one cleared his throat. “State your business.”

      “I am Captain Stoner of the airship Verity. I have been given permission to look into the case of the missing persons, and my inquiries bring me here.”

      “Oh, you’re that captain,” he said. He chinned towards Lucinda. “Then you must be the tower witch?”

      “That would be right,” she answered.

      “The chief thought you might come sniffing around,” he said.

      “And did he say I could?” Magda asked.

      “He didn’t say no,” he answered.

      “Then might we pass? Or are you a part of the ornamentation of the house?”

      He shrugged and stepped to the side. “Third floor, at the back. The key is in the door. Tell Jonny we said you could pass.”

      “Thank you,” she said. Getting in had taken rather less effort than she had expected.

      Inside, the house appeared as well maintained as the outside. The furnishings in the hall were sparse and old but well-kept and clean.

      The stairs creaked as they went to the first floor, Lucinda at her side and Ascara and two of their own guards behind them.

      They found Jonny, a short and skinny young man, where he lounged against the wall next to Gorndyon’s room.

      “Jonny?” Magda asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “They said to tell you they’ve cleared us and to let us in.”

      “Sure, but don’t you move nuffink, and no taking stuff away.”

      “Hasn’t Chief Gilroy already taken the most incriminating items?” Magda asked.

      “Yes, but he wants another team to look more closely. They’ll be here in a few hours, I bet.”

      “Then we will try not to disturb anything.”

      “Right oh,” he said. He reached for the handle and opened the door to Gorndyon’s room.

      Magda stopped on the threshold. “Has anyone spoken to the landlady?”

      “Yes,” Jonny replied.

      “Is staying out all night a usual or unusual occurrence?”

      He shrugged.

      Magda looked over her shoulder to Ascara.

      “I’ll go and find out,” Ascara said.

      “Thank you. I need to know if he often stayed out or if he thinks he’s in trouble and has run away.”

      Magda paused as Ascara raced back down the stairs. The woman never did anything slowly. Strange, too, that as soon as she had departed, Magda missed her. She shook her thoughts off and led Lucinda into the room. Then she closed the door behind them and the guards stayed in the hallway.

      “What a mess,” Lucinda said.

      “Either Gorndyon likes to live like this, or the soldiers weren’t too careful when they went through his stuff.”

      “Do you know what you’re looking for?” Lucinda asked.

      “Haven’t a clue, but I’m hoping something personal can be found so you can do your magic.”

      “It’s not magic, Magda.”

      “To me it is.”

      “Right. They claimed they had incriminating evidence, but I can’t see what that might be,” Lucinda said.

      “Whatever it is, it’s gone, but you never know what they might have missed. Maybe there is something personal you can use.”

      Magda opened a cabinet, and inside she found a drawer full of pamphlets, identical to the ones they had seen. She removed one. “Same as the others.”

      “You’re right. Only someone with a vested interest in the group would have so many.”

      “Let’s see if there is more here.” She leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. “Bedside drawers, bottom one. That seems an important place.”

      Magda opened the drawer and pulled out a slim book filled with diagrams of clockwork mechanisms. When she flipped through the pages, she found a thick card, about four inches high and eight inches long, folded over. Pale, buff-coloured, an official looking stamp on the front, and inside more stamps and lots of writing.

      “And?” Lucinda prompted.

      “Gorndyon Pascuale. From the Frikan state of Gypta. He is marked as a clockmaker. He left Port Ruth in Rabia six months ago. Although he has moved extensively, he has never travelled outside of the Frikan states before now. Oh bugger.”

      “What do you mean ‘oh bugger’?”

      “I knew I recognised the name structure. Port Ruth, Rabia, Gypta,” she said.

      “And?”

      “The boy was also a Frikan. Gyptan to be precise.”

      “Then yes. A coincidence, do you think?”

      Magda shook her head. “No such thing.”

      “But what would that mean?”

      “Lucinda, take a seat. Can you look at this more closely, please?”

      She reached into her bag and pulled out her pouch. She sat on a rickety chair in the corner of the room and put the bite bar between her teeth.

      “Ready?” Magda asked and handed her the card.

      

      Lucinda’s perception shifted almost the moment she grabbed the card. She was no longer herself, and truly, she regarded herself as not a person at all, but something far more.

      Her comprehension of all things increased with a strange and unusual clarity. Hatred and hunger vied for her attention. Her desire to destroy gripped her insides with need. Such yearning filled her that she could barely contain the urge to tear and rend everything she could reach.

      She ripped something from her mouth and growled. Someone restrained her. She opened her eyes and paleness stared at her, held her down, and kept her pinned to a chair. She howled, or screamed, she couldn’t say which.

      “Calm down, Lucinda,” said this pale betrayer.

      She struggled beneath hands like iron bands locked on to her arms.

      She screeched her frustration and anger until her throat felt raw. Her voice dropped, and she cursed the pale eyes with every imprecation she knew.

      “Steady,” said the pale one.

      “You will die,” she screeched.

      Blackness came, then, in the form of dark wings spread wide. Two raucous voices called out to her, kraaa, and she could not refuse them.

      Thoughts slowed. The hunger vanished.

      “Lucinda?” the woman in front of her asked. “Lucinda, drop the card.”

      “Who is Lucinda?”

      “You are Lucinda the Raven. Now drop the card.”

      Lucinda didn’t move, and she heard the woman yell, “Ascara!”

      Another woman came close. Dark. She smelled of leather, fire, and a place long forgotten.

      “Get the card from her,” the pale one said.

      “Ice,” Lucinda said. “You’re my Ice." She turned to the dark one. “Fire, you are my Fire.”

      Fire pulled the card away from her, and Ice held her down. “Raven, Fire, and Ice are one. Break one. Break all.”

      Darkness took her awareness away on the beat of dark wings. Her heart and soul lay cocooned in the warm and dark stone of her tower, and the stain of the beast lessened.

      She opened her eyes to find Magda and Ascara staring at her with concern etched in their faces. “Lucinda?” Magda asked.

      She laughed. “I’m back. Now you should test me. Hold up several fingers and ask how many.”

      “I don’t care how many bloody fingers you can see. I want to know if you’re Lucinda again,” Magda said.

      “Was it so bad?” When she looked at Ascara’s face, she knew it had been. “All right. I’m fine, and it’s me again.”

      Magda sat on the edge of the bed. “Bad? I have seen you read objects, but this affected you in a different way.”

      “Strong emotions are like that.”

      “And what did you get?” she pressed.

      “Hunger,” she replied. “He’s the one, you know, and I have to remind you, he’s not a special gifted person, but worse. He’s not human.” She shook her head. “Not even slightly.”

      “Well, fuck,” Ascara exclaimed. “Another creature feature.”

      “What?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda waved the comment away.

      “Gilroy better not find him without assistance,” Lucinda added. “They’ll be slaughtered.”

      “Finding him is the key,” Magda said. “Is there anything else you remember?”

      Lucinda considered the question for a moment. “The way he feeds has changed again.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Before, he needed the flesh to sustain him. Now he is far worse. He takes their souls.”

      Magda turned her attention to Ascara. “What did the landlady say? Did she know more about him? Has he run or is he often like this, away at night?”

      “Mrs. Millar says he is often out after dark, and he sleeps a lot during the day. He’s always here just a little after dawn.”

      “That means after the morning ceremony,” Lucinda said.

      “Good. Now we need to find him, and for that we need plans of the city.”

      “I’ll bet he’s hiding under the great clock,” Lucinda said.

      “Why? How’d you know? Did you see something?”

      “It would make sense. The clock is important, and if this is identical to the Knaresville clock, then they will function the same way.”

      “I don’t know anything about the clocks,” Magda said.

      Lucinda grinned. “I do. Since the clock is exposed to the elements each day, that places a great deal of wear and tear on the mechanisms. The easiest way to protect the machines and provide the power is to put it elsewhere.”

      “Underground?” Magda asked.

      “Exactly,” Lucinda agreed.

      “And I bet that if such a room exists, then it would be close to the clock itself.” Magda turned to Ascara. “What do you think?”

      “I agree,” she said.

      “Then get as many squads as you can to the park area and bring everything you have.”

      Ascara’s grin could have lit up the night. “I have Flamers on stand-by. Might I also bring the ice jets?”

      “Bring anything and everything. But tell each unit to be careful. There will be civilians about, and the ice will not be kind to them.”

      “Is the ice any worse than the flame to the people it touches?” Lucinda asked.

      “Good point. Now all we need to find out is what he looks like.”

      Lucinda grabbed Magda’s arm. “I don’t think it’s necessary. I have touched his memories, Magda. I know him. The power is already too great for him to contain, and he will reveal himself the moment he feels threatened. Or safe.”

      “Then we will get everyone to the park area and sweep through it inch by inch if needs be.”

      Lucinda didn’t release Magda’s arm straight away. She looked as though she wanted to say something.

      “What’s the matter?” Magda asked.

      “It occurs to me that this Gordon feels familiar to me.” Lucinda frowned. “Familiar. Like the boy.”
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      An hour or so before dawn, Lucinda appreciated the quiet stillness before the day began. Countless streetlamps, all lit, circled the park and the public footpaths. Puddles of dim yellow light marched around the darkness in an endless loop. Shadows danced between the lights, and the shrubs shimmered with light and shadow.

      In the distance, a faraway train trundled to a stop, and the shriek of the whistle announced another day. The city had awakened. At the edges of the park, in the full light of the streetlamps, people made their way to and from work.

      In the park, she saw Verity crew everywhere. They could not be mistaken for anything other than military. She wore Magda’s greatcoat and pulled it more snugly around her shoulders. The chill morning air didn’t suit her at all.

      “Has anyone located Gilroy?” Magda asked.

      Ascara slipped out of the crowd and moved to Lucinda’s side. “Captain, my understanding is that Gilroy has taken his soldiers into the city. He’s convinced he should go house to house and disrupt everyone.”

      “I see,” Magda replied.

      “Are we going to go ahead without him, or shall we include the chief in the proceedings?” Lucinda asked.

      “Good question. Given a choice, I would prefer not to involve him at all,” Magda admitted, “but the politicking afterward might be too much. On the other hand, if he sees what kinds of things are out there, then perhaps he would be more inclined to call us in the future.”

      Ascara turned to a young female soldier. “Go find Chief Gilroy and bring him here. Tell him we know where Gorndyon is.”

      The woman snapped a salute and raced off.

      “We can get ready here, take position, and then absorb his units when they arrive,” Ascara said to Magda. “We have better weapons and better soldiers. That might give us a chance to save some of his men.”

      “And our own, too,” Magda said. “Gilroy has no idea what he is doing. I fear the worst.”

      “What if there is more than one thing to worry about?” Lucinda asked.

      “Did you sense anyone or anything else?”

      “No.”

      “Then we can’t worry about what might be.” Magda paused. “There is something that comes to mind, though. You mentioned that your contact with Gorndyon felt like the boy?”

      “Yes, Captain.” For that moment Lucinda thought the professional approach seemed most appropriate, and she did not wish to make Magda feel uncomfortable. “This will be worse, though.”

      “In what way?”

      “I don’t think he is alive anymore.”

      Magda took a moment to think that through. “Good to know, and in that case we need not be delicate or lenient with it.”

      “I would agree. It, he, needs to be stopped.”

      “We haven’t found him yet,” Magda muttered. “But we will.”

      “Yes, and—” Lucinda stopped mid-sentence. She stretched out her arms. “A little space, please. We have incoming guests.”

      Ascara and Magda moved back as two bundles of black plummeted from a dark sky. They screamed their imminent arrival with a loud and determined cruuuuk.

      Lucinda laughed. She couldn’t help herself. The dive-bombing ravens pulled up short and landed with more grace and elegance than anticipated by their incoming flight, but they still thumped onto her shoulders. Her knees almost buckled under their combined weight. Talons gripped into her shoulders, and in spite of her coat and the buckskin tunic, their grip hurt.

      “Steady on,” she whispered.

      She looked at the bird on her left shoulder. “What do you know?”

      “Clock!” cried the bird on her left.

      “Clock!” repeated the bird on her right.

      “Clock, clock, clock,” they repeated together.

      “I know,” Lucinda responded.

      “Clock,” they repeated.

      “I don’t know what you are saying to me. Show me what it means.”

      Prruk grunted and Cruck whistled.

      “Are you going to fly off and show me?”

      The two ravens stretched their wings and wrapped themselves against Lucinda’s face. The flutter of feathers against her skin tickled. Cruck nipped her ear before she could say anything.

      “Lucinda!” someone called, but she couldn’t say who spoke through wing and bird.

      She held up her hand; she did not need or want to be disturbed. Her mind filled with sharp pictures of people in the park. During daylight, she noticed.

      When the ravens finished, they folded back their wings and glared at everyone standing near. “I know,” she said.

      “You know what, exactly?” Magda asked.

      She held up one hand. She had to think.

      Magda walked to her side and grabbed her hand.

      “I saw where they went. And he is there,” Lucinda said.

      “Give me details, please.”

      “I can show you.” Lucinda started to walk off, but Magda grabbed her arm to stop her. The ravens screeched.

      “No, explain to me where to go. I’ll not have you anywhere near any potential trouble.”

      Lucinda closed her eyes. “Go to the clock. There are five paths radiating from the center. Follow the path with the bench and the lamppost on the left. Continue eastwards to the rhododendron bush. There is a waste bin, and behind that there is a narrow trail to a tiny shed. I don’t know what’s in the hut, but lots of people go in there and don’t come out for hours. If at all.”

      Lucinda opened her eyes.

      “Any other exits?” Magda asked.

      “I don’t know,” Lucinda admitted.

      Magda reached out to touch Lucinda’s hand. “Thank you. Now we’ll take it from here,” she said.

      “Captain,” Ascara said at her side, “I should get the squads ready.

      “Surround the area, but we do need to get Ed Gilroy,” she said. “Time to stop him playing Chase the Baddie and get some real work done.”

      Ascara saluted. “I’m a little concerned about our options. If we go underground, then we will probably be putting our people through a bottleneck. That would be a serious strategic flaw for us.”

      “Agreed, which is why I need Ed Gilroy. He’ll have access to ground works. And then we’ll have to think of a way to get him out,” Magda answered.

      “What if there are people down there?” Lucinda asked.

      “We will do what we can, but the most important thing right now is to catch Gorndyon, don’t you think?”

      “Yes, Captain,” she agreed. “But we don’t have much time before we have to worry about the call to dawn prayers.”

      When Ed Gilroy made an appearance, he bustled up to Magda as though ready for a fight. “What the hell are you doing here with all of these soldiers?” he thundered. “Get them back to your ship. Now.”

      Magda ignored his order. “Chief Gilroy, just the man.”

      “What?”

      “You’re exactly who we need. We are pretty sure Gordon is underneath the clock. There must be works under there,” she said. She tried to keep her voice reasonable and soft.

      “Yes,” he answered.

      “Then the clockmaker can be located there. This is his hiding place. Do you know of any way to encourage him to come out?”

      “Gas him out,” Ed Gilroy stated.

      “What if those young missing people are down there and unable to move?” she asked.

      Ed shrugged. “I’ll get the plans, but there is only one way in, and if I remember rightly, the steps spiral down about thirty feet before we reach the storm door—”

      “A storm door?” Magda interrupted.

      “To stop the rain from getting to the mechanisms. All of our works are behind such constructions.”

      “Is that for water egress or in case of an attack?”

      “Both,” he answered.

      “Air vents,” Lucinda said.

      “What?” Chief Gilroy asked.

      Magda grinned. “If there are storm doors, it must be watertight, and I cannot see the planners not accounting for airflow.”

      “Of course they would,” Ed bristled. “We take everything into…” He paused. “We take everything into consideration.”

      “Then we need the plans to locate the air vents,” Magda said.

      “Do you have an idea, Captain?” Lucinda asked.

      “As it happens, I do.”

      “Will you share?” Gilroy asked.

      “Gorndyon Pascuale is from Port Ruth to the east, and before that he came from the desert.”

      “How do you know that?” Ed Gilroy glared at her.

      “I saw his Gyptan identity card.” Magda chuckled to herself. “Now, do you think he prefers warm temperatures or cold? I bet you he’ll not like frigid air filling the spaces down there.”

      “What about innocents?” Lucinda asked.

      “They’ll get cold, but I think you’ll find him rising out of his pit long before harm befalls any of the more normal people.”

      “Are you saying he’s not normal?” Ed Gilroy asked.

      “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying,” Magda answered.

      Ed Gilroy turned to one of the many men standing nearby. “I want this entire area blocked off. I want plans and blueprints, and I want all of the city maintenance engineers here.”

      “All of them?” asked a tall, lanky chap with a bulbous nose and buck teeth.

      “I said all, and I mean all. Now fetch ‘em, and if they take longer than five minutes, you’ll all hang for treason. Geddit?”

      “Yes, Chief. On my way, Chief.”

      “Excuse me,” Lucinda said.

      Ed Gilroy took one look at Lucinda, saw the birds upon her shoulders, and shook his head. “Sorry, ma’am, we are a little too busy here for any mumbo jumbo.”

      “All right,” she said and smiled. “I’ll let you waste your time and complicate things as much as you like. I’m sure it’ll only cost a few lives. Maybe some of the people here might even survive.” She turned away.

      Magda stopped her before she could manage two steps. “No, Lucinda, tell me what you’re thinking. I’ll listen to you,” she said.

      “It’ll be dawn soon. You don’t have time to gather people,” Lucinda said. Then she turned away.

      “Good grief!” said Magda, and slapped her own head.

      “What the hell was that about?” Gilroy asked.

      “At the first hour after dawn, the chief of the clock religion comes to welcome the day. All we have to do is wait.”

      Gilroy rubbed his hands together. “Simple, then. We wait and then we blow his brains out.”

      Magda pulled out her timepiece. “In less than an hour this place is going to be full of people, Gilroy. Innocent people. Do you wish to shoot them all?”

      “Well, no…”

      “Then I suggest a more measured approach to the apprehension of this Gorndyon Pascuale.”

      “Unless he’s gone into hiding.”

      “Let’s hope he thinks he’s invincible and there is no reason to change,” Magda said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            48

          

        

      

    

    
      The first glimmerings of dawn light filtered over the mountains, and the peaks twinkled in the morning sun. Lucinda watched the warm glow spread out to bathe the fields and park in a pale pink glaze. Shadows grew shorter, and in the background the sounds of the city grew louder.

      People gathered in ever-increasing numbers near to the clocktower. Most formed into small groups, as though they knew each other. The buzz of polite conversation added to the background, but Lucinda could not say whether this was normal or not.

      But normal people were not the only ones who gathered around the clock. If the men and women closest to the center looked a little leery, no one commented and no one bothered them. If they thought these new people were a little strange, with long bulky coats, nobody commented or even appeared to notice. Perhaps if they’d known that those coats were worn to conceal various weapons, then someone might have commented. No one did. They probably didn’t notice that the military outnumbered the civilians by about three to one.

      From their position off to one side, Lucinda, Ascara, and Magda stood with Ed Gilroy. Magda checked her timepiece. “Soon,” she whispered. “Give him a minute.”

      Right on schedule, a short and quite delicate man in pale robes stepped along the path from the direction of the hut hidden in the bushes. She expected him to have dark skin, like the boy, but the priest, Gorndyon - if that was in fact Gorndyon - seemed rather pale for a Frikan. At his side strode an even smaller figure, a younger boy, also with fair colouring. The lad carried a small drum, upon which he marked the dying beats of the old hour.

      They took up their position before the clock, and he stared out at the crowd. For a moment, he appeared a little confused, almost as though he were searching for faces recognised and couldn’t see them. Maybe he did. Or maybe he grew suspicious of the new people, the larger crowd, and the lack of response from these new people.

      None of those considerations made any difference. He raised his hands and held them outstretched. His sleeves drew back and exposed tattoos on the lower arms. All chatter ceased, and quietness descended upon the crowd. “All hail the Grand Clock Maker,” he called out.

      From the back of the crowd, a few voices said, “Bless him.”

      Everyone else remained silent.

      “What?” he sounded less certain now.

      As one, those surrounding the clock threw off their coats and pointed their weapons at the two men. The drummer froze, but the priest himself grinned.

      “Well, how uncivil of you,” he said.

      “Gorndyon Pascuale, put your hands up,” Chief Gilroy yelled.

      Gorndyon stared back at him. “Why?”

      “You’re under arrest for murder, kidnapping, and the rest we will decide as we progress.”

      “Go away, you mortal and spiritual deficient. Get on your knees and beg for mercy.”

      “I’ll take that as a no, then?” Gilroy asked.

      “Chief—” Magda started to say.

      He ignored her. “Take aim.”

      “No,” Lucinda called out to the chief, “it won’t do any good—”

      “Fire!” Gilroy bellowed.

      Lucinda protected her ears as every one of the Wash Town militiamen fired at the priest. When they stopped shooting and the sounds of gunfire no longer ruled, an ominous silence filled the park. On the ground lay two figures.

      One was coated in blood. He’d been hit so many times he looked as though he’d been mangled.

      The other looked almost untouched.

      “You can’t kill what’s already dead. Not with bullets,” Lucinda finished.

      Gorndyon turned his attention towards Lucinda. “Clever Tower Witch.”

      He rose to his feet. His robe was in tatters, covered in blood and dirt. He wiped himself down. “How unseasonably rude of you,” he said, his Anglish perfect, with only the slightest inflection. “You worked it out, then?”

      “Most of it. Until you held up your arms, and then I knew.”

      “Oh, fuck,” Gilroy whispered.

      Soldiers who had fired on the two saw the effect of their shots and stepped back. Uncertainty and confusion dominated.

      “Yes,” Magda said. She stepped forward. “Reveal yourself. Tell me who you are and why you are here.”

      “Silence!” he roared. “You’ve had your say.” He pointed to the drummer on the ground. “And the conversation looked very one sided to me. Now it’s my turn.”

      Gilroy stamped his foot, and Lucinda had to admire his persistence. Or his arrogant stupidity. She wasn’t sure which.

      “All you Wash Town freemen, take aim and fire at will,” he said.

      A few stalwart men, and they were all men, pulled up their rifles and shot at the priest. Most hit, but Gorndyon didn’t even react. For a moment he stood still, his eyes fixed on the ground. Then he straightened up, and that’s when Lucinda saw the flash of metal. He held a blade in one hand.

      “Stop him,” she cried out.

      He laughed as he bought his hands together and sliced through the palm of his own hand. When he clenched his fist, the bright red blood ran in rivulets down his arm.

      “Come to me,” he said, and he smeared blood all over his face.

      No one moved. The soldiers froze as though enchanted or scared stiff. But it was too late to stop him.

      Gorndyon tore open his robes with his bloody hand and scored the skin along his exposed clavicles with two quick swipes of the knife.

      “Here we go again,” Lucinda said.

      Magda stared at the priest. “We are better at this now.”

      “I hope so,” Ascara added.

      The tattoos and scars along Gorndyon’s torso started to glow. An image of a beetle flashed blood red on his chest.

      “Eternal is the night of Sh’Na,” he intoned, and his eyes rolled back into his skull until only the whites glowed through his dark lashes. “Long is the reach of Sh’Na.”

      Flashes of blue light pulsed from the marks on his skin, and he grew taller as they watched.

      “Sh’Na is the Queen of the Desert, and her rage, the rage of sand and sun, knows no bounds.”

      He’d been a small man; now he stood seven feet tall and towered above all the people gathered.

      His already ripped robe shredded as he expanded. The fullness of his tattoos and scarified form stood out in bright colours.

      The images were familiar to Lucinda, and although she couldn’t read the symbols, she’d seen them all once before and it had almost taken her life. She looked for clues in this form, but found none.

      Gorndyon’s face elongated and narrowed. His mouth protruded until he appeared to grow a beastly snout. Auric energy spread out in oppressive waves. He wielded such strength that his energy almost had substance.

      He laughed.

      Soldiers, stripped of their last shreds of strength, panicked.

      The sharp, acidic tang of fear rose in the air as the militiamen saw, with their own eyes, just how odd the world could be. At the back, the sound of running steps marked the passage of those who wanted nothing more to do with this place.

      “Lucinda, can you do something?” Magda asked.

      “Can you null him?” she countered, “Stop the power washing out?”

      “It didn’t work with the boy,” she said.

      As Magda spoke, the extra-sensory world became very quiet and settled like a hard fist against the sides of Lucinda’s head. The birds on her shoulders screamed and pressed themselves flush against her skull. “On second thought, I’m not sure this is a good thing.”

      “Why?” Magda asked.

      “I’m psychically blind, and the birds are distressed.”

      “Do something,” Gilroy shouted. “Someone, anyone, do something.”

      “Our people are taking position,” Ascara said.

      Magda nodded. “Be ready to act.”

      “We are,” Ascara said.

      Gorndyon grew to eight feet tall and stood with his arms outstretched. He looked, to Lucinda’s mind, as though he had wings. Like those she had seen on Verity.

      “Sh’Na is trying to come through,” Lucinda said.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, that bitch gets everywhere,” Ascara said. She raised her arm and shouted orders. “Flamers, rase that thing!”

      Gorndyon turned his attention to Ascara and spoke with a voice like stone grating against stone. “I am the voice of the desert, and fire holds no fear for me.”

      “Well, suck on this,” she yelled. At her signal long jets of fiery gas reached out and engulfed his entire body. He stood in a blazing ball of flame and laughed. A loud and maniacal sound that echoed over the park.

      When the flamers had run out of fuel, Ascara bellowed, “Ice!”

      Two jets of blue-white liquid shot across the clock and froze all it touched. This jet connected with the fiery priest and smothered him in white.

      The smoke, flame, and ice settled. A charred and frozen statue stood where he had been. A hush filled the park with expectancy.

      “Gunners,” Ascara yelled. “Fire at will.”

      Dozens of shots rang out, and pieces of ice flew from contact with the priest.

      “Cease!” Ascara shouted.

      Once more, stillness and quiet filled the air.

      Like a pause.

      The ice statue started to glow blue, and at its heart, a fist-sized ball of deep red pulsed and blossomed. This light grew brighter, until it was bright enough to sear their eyes.

      Lucinda blinked against the glare, and then the ice exploded. Gorndyon, or what had once been a man, stepped forward. He looked unhurt. Instead, he grinned.

      Only then did Lucinda notice the stillness of the people closest to him. They all appeared transfixed.

      “Eternal is the night of Sh’Na,” he said. His words carried in the quiet. “Long is the reach of Sh’Na. Queen of the Desert, and her rage, the rage of sand and sun, knows no bounds. You are mortal, and your life will feed me for I am hungry.”

      She took a step forward, drawn, as were many in the crowd, to the priest.

      “Hungry!” he cried.

      The hunger hit her like a hammer blow to the chest, and that need almost overrode all else.

      Ascara growled beside her. “Gunner,” she screamed out, “silver rounds.”

      Soldiers ejected their magazines and reloaded.

      “Fire!” Ascara shouted.

      Round after round until nothing but clicks remained.

      “No effect, Captain,” Ascara announced.

      “Prepare for close melee.”

      Ascara pulled out her sword and, at that, several other soldiers drew blades. “This worked well enough against the boy. It will work here.”

      Lucinda paid no more heed to the soldiers. The demands of the beast were subtle and difficult to resist. “Why are you here?” she asked.

      He stared at her with eyes that glowed red. She knew, then, with some certainty, that only a thing remained.

      “It’s time for the bitch witch to die. Now we will return to the glory of the old ways,” he said. His voice sounded deeper, rougher, and more accented, too.

      “What old ways?”

      Prruk and Cruck screamed in her ears.

      “They know. She will stand in the desert and call forth her consort. He will come and rase all that stands before them. The glory days of before The Fall will come once more, and the Sleeping Gods will rise.”

      “You would bring back a time when we were almost wiped out — the world destroyed, the people dead or dying.”

      “Yes. The good old days.”

      Hunger rolled out from him in waves of burning heat. This need raged and overwhelmed every thought. Pain clawed at her belly until she knew no other thoughts but this ravenous appetite.

      She took a step forward. Then another. She lost count of the steps.

      Pain, sharp and extreme, stopped her in her tracks. “Ouch!”

      Cruck cawed in one ear as Prruk pecked and pulled at the other.

      Pain overcame the hunger, and only when she stopped to berate her ravens did she realise how many steps she had taken to get closer to Gorndyon.

      Around her, she saw rank upon rank of blank faces. Each person stared with unseeing eyes at the beast.

      “Step forward,” he said. Everyone, including Magda and Ascara, took a step forward.

      Even though she had been awakened, Lucinda wanted to comply, too. Every time she even considered it, a raven pecked at her ear and screamed. It took all of her willpower and the ravens to keep her back.

      The priest was not done with them. With a claw-like hand, he reached for the closest soldier. With fingers long and gnarled, he gripped the soldier around the throat.

      “Resist,” she hissed.

      The soldier stared up into the face of the priest, his body limp and unresponsive.

      “Long is the reach of Sh’Na,” he said. “Come now, to the glory of Sh’Na.”

      Prruk and Cruck beat their wings against the sides of Lucinda’s face, and it seemed to her that her thoughts cleared. Black wings beat not just at her face but inside her mind, and a wall of black rose up like a tower. A Raven Tower.

      She saw everything with eyes made raven clear.

      Gorndyon was gone, and his transformation was complete. Wizened skin stretched over bones and tendons far longer than a normal human. His strange beast face and clawed hands placed him beyond any kind of salvation.

      “I hunger,” he said.

      He leaned down, as though to sniff the inert soldier, and when he breathed in, a shadow, a thin and pale facsimile of the soldier, slipped out of his body through his mouth in a thin, silvery line. The beast sucked it all up. This was not the slow draining she had endured, but a fast and efficient eradication of the man’s humanity. Gorndyon had taken his soul.

      “No!” Lucinda yelled.

      The beast licked his lips together and dropped the limp body like a discarded jumper. For a second, Lucinda saw the priest glow a little brighter. His skin looked a little more solid and more substantial.

      “You will take no more,” she yelled.

      “And how will you stop me? You are not one, but broken.”

      Lucinda looked at her side to Ascara, whose eyes were fixed forward, . wide and glassy. “Ascara?”

      Ascara didn’t answer.

      She turned to Magda, and she also stared forward with a glassy stare.

      She had been the same. Only Prruk and Cruck had released her.

      “Feed!” the beast whispered.

      He gripped two more people, one in each hand.

      What could she do? Break one. Break all, echoed in her thoughts. She stomped on Magda’s foot. Nothing happened. She stamped on Ascara’s foot. Again, no response.

      The beast laughed. It sounded like no laugh she’d ever heard, more like a stuttering death rattle. “Never mind, Witch, I shall get to you later. I would savour your soul more than these appetizers.”

      Lucinda stared into the eyes of her ravens, “Wake them,” she whispered.

      “Kraaa?” Cruck asked.

      Prruk whistled and butted his head against hers.

      “You know who. They are my Fire and Ice, and I need them awake,” she replied.

      The two ravens lifted from her shoulders and flew, one each, to Magda and Ascara. After that, she paid them no attention. She had to hope the women would wake in time.

      She grasped Magda’s shoulder with one hand, and Ascara with the other. “Dear Mother of all,” she whispered, “I need you now.” She thought of her tower, of the ravens, and of the skills she had within.

      She closed her eyes; she had to close herself off from the horror of the beast as he took those souls. Somehow, it had to come together; they had to come together. She just needed time for them to wake up.

      Nothing came to her. She opened her eyes, took a deep breath, and yelled, “We will stop you. Ask Sh’Na. She knows we will stop her.”

      The beast thing threw two limp forms to the ground.

      “How?” the beast sounded intrigued.

      “I thought you ate them,” she said.

      “What?”

      “The bodies. You ate them.”

      It laughed again. That gravelly death rattle of amusement. “I was but a babe. My needs were simple.”

      “I see,” she shouted.

      “And now I have more than enough power.”

      “Magda, Ascara, wake up, please,” Lucinda whispered.

      “Tell me, Witch, how you hope to defeat me when you are all alone, and so far away from your Rainbow Tower?”

      Rainbow Tower? Not a god, then. Not all knowing. Just a beast. And a beast could be killed as easily as a kraken. She just needed to find the way to do it.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Prruk with Magda’s ear in his beak, and the bird yanked so hard he drew blood. He screamed into her ear with such volume she could almost feel Magda coming awake. On her other side Cruck screamed at Ascara. They would be with her soon. She could feel their wills stirring.

      “How will I stop you?” she called out. “You don’t know who you are dealing with.”

      “A truthsayer. You are nothing more. You cannot defeat me with the words of what was.”

      “The truth has a way of coming out, and when that happens, I will stop you.”

      He laughed.

      Lucinda closed her eyes for a moment and drew together every ounce of power she could command. “I am Lucinda Ravensburgh of the Raven Tower.”

      “You are a pathetic mortal!” He picked up the nearest person, sucked the soul out in seconds, and dropped the body. “Wait. A Raven?”

      “You didn’t expect that, did you?”

      He shook his strange head. “No matter. You are nothing to me, and nothing to this world.”

      “Nothing? I am the Raven.”

      “And that is a bird? A tiny bird that I will crush in one hand.”

      Lucinda stretched her senses. Magda and Ascara were coming to. “Not a raven, The Raven.”

      He picked up a soldier, drained him, and threw down the body.

      Lucinda took a deep breath. If only she could awaken more, then they would fight it.

      “And I am not just The Raven but bring with me Fire and Ice,” she yelled. “We are life and death, and you are nothing but dust and bone.”

      He didn’t respond to her. “I hunger,” he said.

      Lucinda sensed stirrings of Ascara’s rage first, and it trickled towards her awareness. Lucinda took a step forward, but Ascara and Magda didn’t move. Too soon. They were not ready yet. She needed to give them a chance.

      “I need you both,” Lucinda said.

      Ascara gripped her shoulder and squeezed. “I’m here.” Her voice sounded more like a whisper.

      Magda clung to her other shoulder.

      “I need you with me,” Lucinda repeated. “Magda?”

      “Yes,” Magda whispered.

      “We need to be together, as one. Can we do this?”

      “What do you need?” Magda asked.

      “Open yourself up to me, to the tower. We are, and must be, one. The tower would not join us if it were not important.”

      “Break one, break all,” Ascara said. “I am yours.”

      She could sense the heat and rage of Ascara. As with the kraken and when she had been almost depleted by the boy, the fire flowed into her. Rage would follow, and she felt strengthened and emboldened.

      “Thank you.” She stepped forward at the head of their forming triad. “I am The Raven,” she yelled to get the beast’s attention.

      “Fire,” said Ascara. “I am fire.” She gathered herself, and now the rage flowed into Lucinda without restraint. Ascara did not hold back, and she felt filled with life and power.

      “Ice,” Magda said. Her strength did not flow as readily as fire and rage, but the strength of ice loomed behind like a shield.

      As one they stepped forward together.

      Lucinda called own strength, the conviction of the tower and her own rightness. Like opening her senses to the world, but more so. Sparks of life lay everywhere. In the people, in the ravens; the trees and grasses sparkled with it.

      It felt so right. They were one and they would be the tide, unstoppable and inevitable.

      “I demand you let them go.” She pushed her strength forward, enough for the priest to know she would not be easily diminished. “I will see you destroyed and laid to rest, as you should have been a long time ago.”

      For a moment, as she held her strength, she could feel the beat of raven wings against the heat of desert sands.

      Power, like a hot wind, washed through the park and lashed out at her.

      Cruck and Prruk shielded their wings beside her and it seemed as though they deflected the onslaught all on their own.

      Around her, the people in the park started to awaken. The beast was losing control of them. Good. Then the power of the beast was not limitless.

      She reached out her hands towards him. “Do you not want to touch me? You did once.”

      The beast picked up another soldier, one who had started to shake off the thrall. Lucinda could feel the man’s terror as he realised where he was.

      “I’m more than I was. Dare you reach for the Raven?” she asked. She hoped this would be enough. “Dare you?”

      The beast didn’t seem to know what he wanted. There was a flaw. And it was giving them time. The more they stalled him, the more chance people had to escape, and that included soldiers, too. This could not be the battle of ordinary non-gifted people.

      “Do you need to speak with Sh’Na? I can wait for your decision,” she said.

      The beast may have spoken, but her attention wavered at the sound of urgent whispers behind her. It distracted her.

      “Magda, you must,” Ascara almost hissed.

      “I know. Hold my hand. I understand now. It’s clear, and I’m willing.” Magda said, her voice low and quiet.

      Ascara started to speak, her voice loud. “Bless her, for she is the beginning and the end. The first word and the last. Speaker for Our Mother, and her word is sacrosanct. She is the harbinger of death and destruction. The truth of her will rock the world. Our Mother’s justice shall be done.”

      And then Magda and Ascara repeated the same phrase, but together, and they synced up perfectly. They were three, they were one, and the gates opened to the power of the trinity. At Lucinda’s back, a wall of black rose up and filled her with the power of the Raven Tower, more than she had ever imagined.

      “I am the Raven,” she roared. Her voice crackled with energy.

      “I am Fire and my rage will sear you to ash,” Ascara cried out.

      “I am Ice, and the freezing waters of the arctic flow through me,” Magda said.

      Lucinda lifted her hands, and huge ethereal black talons superimposed over her fingers. One dripped globules of molten fire, the other glinted with ice, and snowflakes drifted from the claw tips. She wanted to laugh and shout at this magic.

      Powered by the magic of Raven, Fire, and Ice, they strode forward as one.

      Lucinda reached out with both hands, “You have no place here in this world. I forbid you to exist.”

      “How pathetic,” the beast growled.

      He froze, though, as her hands passed through him and gripped at the warped soul within.

      “I have felt your touch, Sh’Na. Now you can feel ours.”

      She gripped the soul warped by Sh’Na’s magic and grasped it tightly.

      “Feel us,” she said. She shivered with Ascara’s burning touch and the slow chill of Magda’s eternal ice. She clenched her fists and tore the essence of Sh’Na’s corruption from the priest’s body.

      “You are done,” she said. “I rip you from this body and cast your spirit into the darkness from which you will never be reborn. Your life is done. For all time.”

      The beast withered before her eyes and turned to dust.

      Lucinda cocked her head to one side to hear the sound of distant ravens. Cruck and Prruk launched themselves into the air and flew away.

      At her feet, the body of Gorndyon Pascuale lay still and unmoving. She did not need to take a closer look to know the details of this corpse. He’d been dead a long, long while before she had touched him, perhaps even before he had even reached Ama’Rica. Still, she mourned the loss of his life.  Irredeemable death was a high price to pay for faith.

      Magda slipped her arm around Lucinda’s shoulders, and on her other side, Ascara slipped her arm about Lucinda’s waist.

      “Come on Lucinda,” Magda said. “We’re done. We can let the soldiers and Ed Gilroy sort out the mess now.”

      “Yes, let’s get out of here,” Ascara agreed.
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      Lucinda, Magda, and Ascara turned to leave the park, and twelve soldiers, all of them from Verity, surrounded the three women in a protective circle.

      Tired to her soul, Lucinda could barely stand, never mind walk back to the ship. She wanted nothing more than to collapse on the ground and sleep. Only the calm and strong presence of Magda and Ascara kept her upright.

      The Wash Town militia wandered about. They look lost and confused. There were bodies everywhere, and it would all take some explaining. But not now, and not by them.

      “Captain!” someone yelled.

      “What now?” Lucinda mumbled.

      “Magda,” Ascara said, “I’ll deal with it. Get Lucinda to the ship.”

      “It’s fine, I’ll—” Magda didn’t have a chance to finish. One of Ed Gilroy’s militiamen raced up to them. Young, skinny, and rather keen considering the events of the park, he snapped to attention the moment he stopped moving.

      “Yes?” Magda asked.

      “Captain Stoner, Chief Gilroy needs you and The Raven right away.”

      “Why?”

      “There’s something under the clock tower you should see,” he answered.

      “Is it necessary?” Ascara asked, “Can’t you see we’re exhausted?”

      “Sorry, ma’am, but my chief insists,” he replied.

      “Lucinda, I’m sorry. Are you all right to continue?” Magda asked.

      “It’s fine, I can manage,” Lucinda answered.

      “This way,” he said, and almost bounced into people as he led them through the park.

      They found Ed Gilroy and a half dozen soldiers standing near the rhododendron bush. People milled about everywhere, some, covered in blankets, sat on the floor, whilst medics buzzed about them.

      “Captain!” Ed Gilroy shouted out.

      “Chief.”

      “Did you save any?” Lucinda asked.

      The chief nodded. “We saved seven of the missing. They would be gone if not for you.”

      “Is Eric amongst them?” Lucinda asked.

      “Yes, ma’am. We have Eric. He has been through hell, but he’s alive.”

      “Thank goodness. I hope he and his gran make up their differences.”

      “Hope so, Raven, Ma’am.” Under other circumstances, Lucinda might have found this overzealous politeness an amusement. For now, she wasn’t sure she had the energy.

      “You wanted me to see something, Chief?” Magda asked.

      “Yes.” The chief looked thoughtful for a moment. “Look, it’s a mess down there, and it stinks something awful.”

      “I understand,” she said.

      “But there are things down there… Someone needs to see them.” He looked towards Lucinda. “If you catch my drift.”

      “I do,” Magda said. “First I need to know if it is safe. I would rather not distress Lucinda any more than I need to.”

      “I understand,” the chief said. “We’ll have to get people in to fumigate the place, the smell and whatever, but there are no bodies, if that is your concern.”

      “I’ll take your word the place is safe. Let’s get this done, shall we?”

      Underneath the clock, the service rooms, which connected the outside world to the mechanisms of the clock, were cramped. Lucinda couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be forced to stay down here. Gilroy had been right about the smell. It stank, and she tried, with little success, not to breathe too deeply.

      They didn’t have to go too far to see what had caught Gilroy’s attention. Lucinda recognised the first symbol the moment she stepped into the room. A crude beetle with wings outstretched had been scratched into the door over the mechanism room.

      “Do you know what this means?” Gilroy asked.

      “Not really, but it is not good,” Lucinda answered.

      On the inside of the door, she saw a new and strange symbol in a long cartouche. Rounded at the top and bottom, wings encircled the top half. Inside, three symbols lay one on top of the other. They looked like a sun, a scepter, and two triangles with detailing. None of it meant anything to her.

      “We need to make a sketch of this,” she said.

      Inside the main room and in-between the clockworks, one wall had been split into three panels. In the center panel, the signs and symbols were like all the others she associated with Sh’Na. She still couldn’t read the pictograms, but she recognised them.

      On the left side, the panel had been filled with straight-line patterns, as though the maker couldn’t cope with curves or circles. Lucinda did not recognise those at all.

      To the right, another set of symbols made of lines and lots of swirling curves. Lucinda knew nothing about those either.

      “I don’t know what—”

      Ascara’s sharp intake of breath stopped her from finishing. “I know this,” she said. Ascara pointed to the panel with the lines and swirling curves. She translated the panel for them.

      
        
        “Pluck the wings of Raven Black.

        Quench Fire in tears of Ice and Blood,

        Three stand, one falls, in Sand and Sun.

        The Queen arises, vanquished Earth beneath her feet,

        And Time, the Lord, in stillness reigns victorious.”

      

      

      “What?” Lucinda said.

      “That’s what the panel says,” she said.

      “This is us, isn’t it? It’s talking about us?” Magda said.

      “I think so,” Lucinda answered. “In Sand and Sun, the Queen arises.”

      “Sh’Na,” said Ascara.

      “Sh’Na,” Lucinda agreed.

      “We have to kill that bitch,” Ascara growled. “And soon.”

      “But not today. It has to wait,” Lucinda said. Her knees started to buckle. “Please, get me to my tower. No matter what, get me to my tower.”
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