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			Cast of Characters:

			Jonas Celwyn: immortal magician, tea lover, and provocateur

			Professor Xiau Kang: automat, doctor, academic, and scientist

			Bartholomew: Brave, superstitious engineer, widower from Juba
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			Simone Redifer: good vampire
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			Thales: ancient healer of immortals 

			Wolfgang Augustus Griffin: Celwyn and Pelaez’s father

			Lorimar Duncan: malevolent wizard working with the Mafioso
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			Jules Verne: author

			 

		

	
		
			Prologue

			1877 

			The rolling hills near Odessa, 
north of Constantinople 

			For each step he took, Professor Xiau Kang sensed the intensity and importance of what he would find. Above all, he felt the weight of his sadness. He had done his best to ignore that there was no guarantee Captain Nemo had located Thales. If Nemo failed to find him, Jonas Celwyn would be dead within a matter of days, perhaps hours.

			A long time ago, as new friends they sailed westward across the Pacific on The Zelda, and when under strain, the magician had doubted a mechanical man could feel emotions. So wrong. Right now, Kang stopped walking until he regained his control. The automat knew real sorrow—a wrenching grief that they would lose Jonas. He swallowed hard and walked faster, climbing to the top of the berm.

			There she was! The long black submarine lay still in the water. A single sailor stood on patrol and another perched in the cage up top with a spyglass. With the low hills surrounding them, they would not have been able to see Elizabeth’s smokestacks where she sat miles away.

			Kang called, “I’ll bring Mr. Celwyn. Please let the Captain know we’re here.”

			Halfway back, Conductor Smith joined him as they ran towards the hired coach. The others had seen them and began unloading the magician onto the stretcher that Kang had fashioned for this moment. He skidded to a stop and grabbed Celwyn’s hand.

			“The Nautilus is here. It isn’t far.”

			In the distance, a low hum reached them; the sound sputtered and grew stronger.

			The magician’s eyes opened slowly, like a thread from his memory had raised his lids, compelling him to look as if he knew what was to come. Everyone gazed upward.

			The noise grew louder, and a bright yellow flying machine crested the low hills, heading toward the estuary.

			“Yes!” Kang shouted, raising his fist in triumph. Mrs. Elizabeth Kang grasped her husband’s arm and kissed him.

			The plane swerved to the north, banked, and then flew toward them again in a wide arc.

			“Oh, my God, it’s Bartholomew!” Elizabeth exclaimed.

			Bartholomew wore a broad smile and his scarf fluttered in the breeze as he sailed over them. He waved at them in pure elation. As he banked, the engine revved and he turned, descending for another pass. Celwyn raised himself onto an elbow to wave back.

			“Hurry,” Kang said. “Bartholomew is going to land. We must get Jonas onto the ship.”

			[image: ]

			Captain Nemo led the way to his study and lifted the magician’s legs onto the sofa himself. As the automat tucked blankets around him, Nemo placed more pillows under Jonas’s head. The magician’s eyes closed again. Just moving him had depleted him further.

			“As you can see, the situation is dire.” Kang faced Captain Nemo. “Did you find the healer?”

			From his position at the foot of the sofa, Jules Verne’s eyes bounced between Nemo and the automat. Before Nemo could answer, Phileas Fogg arrived, joining the gathering in front of the magician.

			Fogg’s demeanor bothered the automat; it showed in the shiftiness narrowing the man’s eyes and the assessing looks he aimed at both Captain Nemo and Kang. Before today, he had exhibited a measure of respect for Captain Nemo. Now, he didn’t seem to have any at all, brushing by him with a haughty glare. 

			Across the room, a collection of silvery fish swarmed the glass of the ship’s aquatic window as if they too could see inside.

			When Bartholomew appeared in the doorway, he filled the study with infectious exuberance. Then he saw the magician.

			“Oh, Jonas…” The big man dropped to a knee and smoothed the hair off Celwyn’s forehead. In a whisper, he asked, “What happened?” The magician’s eyes remained closed, his breathing shallow.

			“He was already sick when we were attacked in Prague.” The automat swallowed hard and looked directly at Bartholomew, and then at Captain Nemo. “I think he is dying.”

			“That is why Professor Kang asked me to find the healer. It is the only chance your friend has.” Captain Nemo turned to the automat. “Thales exists, but it will take several days to travel to him.”

			“Jonas…” Bartholomew walked away, his shoulders shaking as he held his head in his hands and wept.

			“We need to leave now,” Kang said. “He has so little time left.”

			As Captain Nemo started to speak, Phileas Fogg stepped in front of him to gaze down at Celwyn. With a voice as controlled as a machine, he said, “That is not possible. We will take the flying machine south to Morocco as planned.”

			“No.” Captain Nemo squared off in front of him.

			Fogg bristled. “It is my money.”

			Nemo’s voice turned as hard as the sides of the submarine. “I am the Captain of the Nautilus, and we go—”

			“Perhaps I can resolve this.” Fogg’s smile sent chills up Kang’s back, and his premonition came too late.

			Fogg removed a pistol from his coat and aimed it at the magician.

			“No!” Bartholomew dove in front of Celwyn as Fogg fired.

			The bullet hovered before Celwyn’s chest, then it crystalized and shattered—the magician’s final act. Bartholomew tackled Fogg. As the revolver fell from Fogg’s hand, they rolled across the floor, and the big man squeezed the life out of him.

			The magician sighed and closed his eyes.

			Into the violence, Celwyn’s music began.

			Softly, from within the air, as if they too struggled to breathe, the same five notes played so delicately they could barely be heard. The notes faded and stopped. Melancholy overwhelmed them as Qing flew overhead, cawing forlornly.

			Time stilled, and the grieving began.

			The violins returned in force, marching in harmony, strong and pure, with the five notes reverberating the air. From the shadows beyond the bookcases, the strange man that the automat had last seen at the café in Singapore, who enjoyed manipulating fish with pig faces, sauntered toward them.

			He bowed and regarded Kang as if he was a particularly useful chess piece.

			“So nice to see you again, Professor. Allow me.” He knelt beside the magician and put a hand over his chest. In another second, a sigh escaped the magician’s lips.

			The man leaned forward and whispered in Celwyn’s ear, loud enough for them all to hear.

			“It wouldn’t be seemly for you to die on me, Brother.”

			Pelaez’s eyes gleamed as Celwyn groaned. The music strengthened, and he began breathing again.

			“We have so much to talk about, wouldn’t you say?”

			With an infuriated growl, Bartholomew flung Fogg’s lifeless body at Captain Nemo’s feet.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			As the ethereal violins waned, the stranger backed away to allow Professor Xiau Kang access to Celwyn, lying as still as death. The automat placed his fingers on the magician’s pulse, nodded, and checked his eyes.

			“He is stronger and his breathing regular,” Kang’s voice shook as he straightened and faced the much taller visitor. “I suspect that he breathes again because of you.”

			“That is correct.”

			Captain Nemo approached the crewman stationed by the hallway door. Seconds later he ended a murmured conversation with, “...as quickly as possible. South 110 degrees.”

			Before he returned to stand beside the magician, the lights in the study of the submarine dimmed twice and then brightened again. 

			“Heavens! I must tell the others—” the automat bolted down the corridor and scampered up the spiral staircase. When he emerged, he saw their livery driver Edward as he paced on the estuary bank. Like an unexpected foot massage, the metal stairs under Kang’s feet vibrated as the Nautilus’ engines commenced.

			“Tell Elizabeth I love her! We need to save Jonas, and Bartholomew is going with us!” Kang had warned his wife this might happen. He called out, “Take everyone back to Prague—”

			“Sir, what—” Edward shouted.

			A wave of frigid water sloshed across the nose of the ship just as Kang felt a tug on his leg and heard Bartholomew. “Get in here. They are diving!”

			“I must go—” The automat scrambled inside the hatch, shouting, “Tell her I love her!”

			As Kang tumbled down the ladder into Bartholomew, the hatch closed above them with a loud clang. He immediately felt the submarine moving and heard the faint rush of water overhead, or imagined he did. With a half-smile, he wondered what Edward would think of the sight.

			“Come,” Bartholomew said, leading him back up the corridor.

			They entered the study to find Jonas’s brother relaxed in a chair, watching the fish and greenery through the aquatic window as the Nautilus moved forward, gaining speed. The man smoked one of Nemo’s cigars and sipped a whiskey, completely at home, as if the situation wasn’t urgent.

			Why is he here? Kang glared as he crossed the room. The magician still lay on the sofa, his eyes closed and face slack, but his color seemed better. Kang knelt beside him.

			“My friend.” The automat brushed hair off Celwyn’s brow and noticed Qing had snuggled onto the magician’s pillow, resting his beak next to the magician’s ear. The mechanical bird blinked at Celwyn; his glittering eyes diminished. “He will be fine, Qing.” Even the Professor’s own words did not ring as sure as he had hoped.

			The automat monitored Celwyn’s breathing a moment more and then stood as Bartholomew approached the stranger. At over seven feet tall, the big man appeared formidable, even more so as he clenched his fists—probably controlling an urge to violently confront this outsider. Whereas Jonas was nearly as tall and strong as Bartholomew, his brother appeared to be no more than six feet tall with a compact frame, like a circus acrobat. Bartholomew could toss the interloper across the room if he could catch him, and Kang wished he would.

			The man had watched their approach in the window’s reflection. When they arrived, he swiveled, leaning back to study Bartholomew’s face above him, then switched his regard to Kang’s much shorter stance.

			“Perhaps, I can guess. You are angry, but do not know why. And the reason Mr. Bartholomew hasn’t tried to throttle me is because you suspect I am the only way to keep Jonas alive.” He eyed them with nonchalance and then smirked. “You are also a bit afraid.” Kang held Bartholomew’s arm to stop him from grabbing the bastard.

			Now that things weren’t as dire, the automat had time to note how the man’s voice sounded as cold and unsettling as any he had ever heard, and Kang had existed a very long time. Close up, Pelaez displayed little similarity to Celwyn; he had much darker skin, a spare and chiseled face, and eyes like a gathering storm. In comparison, Jonas’s emerald-green gaze radiated mischief and good nature.

			Bartholomew inhaled and held his breath until he calmed down, then pulled chairs closer to the table. When they were seated, Kang noticed Jules Verne by the bookshelves, watching them without any sign of embarrassment. If Jonas were conscious, he would bully his friend into being circumspect; the author had a history of gossiping and using what he heard and saw in his books. Kang didn’t want Celwyn’s last days to appear in one of them.

			“Who are you?” Bartholomew asked the stranger.

			The man shrugged. “Your first question should be, am I able to keep Jonas alive? The answer is yes, with magic. But only temporarily.”

			“Wonderful. Another magician.” The automat threw up his hands. He had known it when he first saw this interloper, but ignored it. 

			“How temporarily?” Bartholomew demanded.

			As if he’d learned the art of the nonchalant French shrug from Verne, the man lifted his shoulders and let them drop again. “I must be nearby, and I can only do so much because I do not have Jonas’s ability in this area. I can keep him breathing. That is all.”

			The automat remembered the strange encounter in Singapore.

			“Are you Ratzel, or Pelaez?”  

			“Both.” A satisfied smile covered the man’s face. “You have heard of me from Jonas.” He raised an expectant brow, ready to hear more.

			Bartholomew did not disappoint him. “Jonas said you were a stronger magician.”

			“But of course.”

			“Only in some ways.”

			Captain Nemo entered the room and drew closer to the stranger. He paced in front of the glass, oblivious to the assorted sea life and exquisite colors prisming through the water. Kang glanced at the sofa; Celwyn’s eyes remained closed, but his chest rose and fell, keeping time with the ticking of the wall clock. It was at this point the automat noticed Fogg’s body had been removed. Good.

			With a most interested expression, Verne tracked Nemo’s progress as he went to the bar, fixed a drink, and detoured to sit across from Celwyn on the other sofa. Over a period of minutes, the room darkened as they traveled deeper, and the water turned muddy and black. In response, the wall sconces brightened.

			“Sir, where are we?” The Professor asked as Nemo popped up again and resumed pacing, evidence of his inner turmoil. Nemo continued to the window and back.

			“Captain?” The automat repeated.

			“Excuse me?” He stopped and frowned. “Sorry. We’ve entered the Danube Delta. The water will be like this for the next hour or so.”

			“And then?”

			“We’ll continue to the Cape Verde Islands off the west coast of north Africa. Near the Senegal province.”

			Kang would ask more later. He turned to the man who had called Celwyn “Brother.” There was something most unsettling about Pelaez, as if anyone watching could only see the very top of the glass that he swam in.

			“Are you a colleague of the Captain? How did you get here?”

			“Jonas is my half-brother.” The man nodded at Celwyn with the kind of casualness that suggested his condition was nothing but a toothache. “Why wouldn’t I agree to assist if asked?”

			“I want to know what is happening at once!” Bartholomew leaned forward; his melon-sized hands balled into fists.

			The man did not answer, instead substituting a smile that made Kang want to avert his eyes. “Instead, perhaps the Professor and I can discuss his flying machine.” The bastard raised a knowing brow at the automat. “I believe he works with Democritus’s theories. Tsk, tsk. Such destructive possibilities.”

			Kang gasped. How could Jonas be related to this man? He thought fast and kept his face blank. The effrontery! The automat realized the most worrying aspect was that Pelaez knew of his work with atoms, not just about a machine that flew. Jonas had said Pelaez could not read minds. No matter—Kang would hide his work before the man found it. He’d only brought two bags aboard, including the one containing his papers.

			Captain Nemo cleared his throat and glanced at Verne. “Jules, please leave us.”

			Without the usual dithering that Verne handed Celwyn when they wanted him out of the way, the author arose, bowed, and walked out. Except for the unconscious magician and the guard outside the door, they were alone.

			“I cannot speak for this gentleman’s activities before he arrived.” Nemo nodded at Pelaez. “As we prepared to leave Singapore to travel here, he lobbied us, saying he was Mr. Celwyn’s brother and could help.”

			The automat glared. “How did he know we needed help?” Kang looked over his shoulder and met the bastard’s smirk, whose eyes danced with amusement.

			“Out of thin air, he volunteered?” Bartholomew growled under his breath. “It doesn’t make sense.”

			Pelaez continued to drink and, by now, had brought the whiskey bottle to his side without getting up. Apparently, a fraternal habit.

			Captain Nemo looked at Bartholomew. “Yes. He knew you were in Prague, and he knew of Mr. Celwyn’s condition. He volunteered to help while we journey to Thales. If there had not been an urgency to arrive here, we would have investigated more.” Nemo sent Pelaez a hooded glance.

			From the sofa came a muted groan. Immediately, Kang went to the magician’s side and felt his pulse. After a moment, he returned.

			“He is very weak.”

			Pelaez spoke up, “Perhaps, to save unnecessary worry, you should think of my brother as being suspended inside a bubble. He is comfortable, except for his thoughts, which are probably disturbing.”

			Nemo’s glare indicated a desire to fling Pelaez onto the next rock the submarine sailed by. He stood. “I must get back to the bridge.” He stared through the murky water to the muddy walls threaded with plants and tree roots. Nemo jerked his head at Pelaez. “He boarded the Nautilus just before we left Singapore and remained in his cabin until we got here. We were in a desperate hurry, per your request. Mr. Bartholomew—and most of the crew—did not know he was aboard.” A series of gongs resounded from below. “I know no more.”

			Bartholomew’s scowl at Pelaez didn’t change.

			Perhaps anticipating the next question, Nemo added, “Mr. Pelaez said he would keep his brother alive as needed, and for that, I am grateful. It is only a few days until we reach Thales.” 

			With his hands on his hips, the automat confronted Pelaez. “What do you expect from this journey?” His anger rose with his voice, and if he had been Jonas, by now, the glassware at the bar would be shaking.

			Pelaez got to his feet slowly and faced the aquatic window. In the reflection, his face appeared benign. The countenances of many snakes could also, the automat reminded himself. The stranger said, “I hope to be introduced to Thales. That is payment enough.”

			The Professor suspected him. If Jonas had been awake and healthy, he could verify what the automat observed; Pelaez exuded a confident air, full of arrogance and innate assurance that he had nothing to fear. At the moment, Kang would love to know what Celwyn thought about the situation. He peeked at the sofa, but there was no change in his friend, just a reminder of the wrenching melancholy that Kang couldn’t shake.

			Bartholomew didn’t believe Pelaez, and his tight-lipped look at the automat said so.

			“Is there anything more, gentlemen?” Captain Nemo turned toward the door. “I am needed elsewhere.”

			Bartholomew caught his sleeve. “The flying machine?”

			“It will be sent by barge to another location until…” he nodded at Celwyn, “…things are resolved.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Kang settled at the chess table and checked his pocket watch; a Waltham, and a most handsome gift from Elizabeth.

			It was only one in the afternoon, and he sighed from hunger … or from a sense of unease. As the automat watched the crew set up the luncheon table in front of the aquatic window, he remembered the last time he had eaten in here; the ship had been floating in a volcanic lake when she was slammed broadside by a pair of battling sea monsters.1 Things seemed calmer now as the Nautilus traveled through water sullied with mud from the Tyllhul River and toward the Black Sea.

			Wild, strong rivers returning to the sea always reminded Kang of the cycle of life. Infinite life that never stopped. Jonas was part of that. Once Captain Nemo finished his duties on the bridge, the automat planned to consult him about the details of their westward journey. If it took too long, Jonas could die.

			The big man must have thought the same. When the table had been set, Bartholomew settled in one of the chairs across from Verne and asked, “What do you know about our destination?”

			Verne put his napkin in his lap, licked his lips, and eyed the soup tureen. “Nothing.” A crewman stood behind him, waiting for the Captain to arrive before ladling the soup. “So far, the Captain has not shared that information with me.” He gave a slight nod to his left, where Pelaez held a spoon up to the light to admire his reflection.

			Kang happened to be sitting directly across from the man and could think of better dinner companions. On his other side, Bartholomew regarded the interloper with a controlled fury that nearly vibrated the table. The automat’s initial impression had been correct; none of Jonas’s good nature existed in his brother. In its place, fierce intelligence lit up the man’s sleepy eyes, along with a good dose of conceit.

			Over Pelaez’s shoulder, the Professor had a direct view of the sofa where Celwyn lay; he couldn’t detect a change in his friend, and it remained so even after the Captain arrived. Nemo greeted everyone and tasted the wine. When he approved, the soup course began.

			“Perhaps you can answer this.” The automat eyed Pelaez. “Jonas was hardly eating at all before our arrival. I worry if he can last much longer without nutrients. Is there something you can do?”

			While Kang spoke, Pelaez had no trouble sampling his soup. As he continued to sip without a response, Bartholomew’s annoyance grew until Kang tapped his shin, a signal to wait for the bastard to honor them with an answer. Pelaez fed on irritation.

			“Professor, when I said I suspended my brother in a figurative bubble, that is exactly what it is. He will not waste away any further until we meet the elusive Thales.”

			What if he is wrong? Kang couldn’t help but worry, nor could he bring himself to thank the man. Bartholomew had another idea. 

			“We appreciate your efforts.” As Bartholomew smiled, the automat recognized the big man’s attempt at subterfuge when he added, “Do you know anything about Thales?”

			Pelaez shook his head. “Not yet. Unlike my brother, I cannot read thoughts.” His expression changed, sending a cold shiver up Kang’s spine. “I have other talents.”

			For several minutes, they ate in silence while the automat and Bartholomew took turns keeping an eye on Celwyn and fretting. With a bright, diamond-like gaze, Qing maintained his vigil perched next to Celwyn’s head, hardly blinking or moving. The seawater outside once more ran clear, and the ship had risen nearly to the surface, swimming through filtered sunlight that pierced the water.

			With his manner as smooth as melted butter, Bartholomew addressed Pelaez. “Please, tell us about yourself.”

			The man enjoyed a sip of wine before he answered. “Apparently, my dear brother hasn’t said very much about me.”

			“Just where he had last seen you.” 

			“Ah, Fotheringhay Castle.” Pelaez’s expression did not show any dismay at what the location represented. “An event where Lady Jane lost her pretty head.”

			“He wasn’t sure you still existed.” As Kang studied the man’s mannerisms and speech patterns, he couldn’t determine Pelaez’s country of origin and knew he didn’t sound like Jonas or anyone else the Professor could compare him to.

			“Well, it was a memorable afternoon. I believe I still have my invitation to the event somewhere.” He regarded them with an insolent lift of his brow that made the automat want to shake him. “It was considered a social coup to be invited. After the beheading—which, by the way, wasn’t done particularly well—I traveled to Africa’s southern tip, to what will be known as Johannesburg, and then over to Sao Paulo. The journey took a while. Eventually, I ended up on the Falkland Islands near Antarctica.” He hugged himself at the memory. “I get chilled just thinking about it.”

			Verne had been listening to the exchange with the same careful attention as when he wanted to remember and use what was said. The author probably wished he had pen and paper since material for a new book appeared ready to fall into his lap. The big man saw him, too.

			“I remember your promise.” Bartholomew eyed Verne.

			Kang said, “I know Jonas would be very disappointed if you did not keep our confidence.”

			Pelaez watched the exchange with apt amusement.

			“But—”

			“No. You promised,” Kang’s voice rose.

			Pelaez turned toward the author like an alligator after an unlucky bird who mistook the reptile for a log and landed on it.

			“I don’t believe we were properly introduced.” The stranger’s stare intensified, and Verne shrank back. “I am Pelaez, lately of London and Tehran.” A halo of fire crackled as it surrounded his face. “And you, sir?”

			Verne licked his lips several times, and his color faded to gray, matching his little suit.

			“Jules Verne … I write novels.”

			Pelaez snapped his fingers. “Ah!  I have read your book about the big balloon racing around the world. Why are you here?”

			The automat rather enjoyed watching Verne squirm. From beside him, the big man looked like he did too, to a point—but he would have rather sat on Pelaez. Nemo frowned at Pelaez, then went back to his soup.

			“Captain Nemo is a dear friend.” The author knocked over his water. “So is Jonas.”

			Pelaez stared, and the liquid evaporated. A full glass again sat in front of the author, and Verne gulped air like a fish finding itself out of water. Pelaez switched to Bartholomew, “You are black, and your diction indicates you are from eastern Africa. How did you come to be a part of my brother’s entourage?”

			The Professor detected curiosity, not prejudice, in the question. From his expression, so did Bartholomew as he answered him, “We met last year. I respect your brother very much.”

			“I don’t know why.” Pelaez studied his fingernails with affected boredom.

			With a growl, Bartholomew’s patience snapped. “We respect each other. By the way, Jonas didn’t know much about you.”

			Pelaez ignored him and turned a malevolent smile on Verne. The author dropped his fork. Satisfied with the reaction, Pelaez regarded the Professor. “I know about some of Jonas’s activities, and I was surprised to learn that you…” he nodded to Bartholomew also, “…were friends. You both seem a bit, ah … tame—to associate with him.”

			“Oh?” Kang thought things were plenty exciting with Jonas, perhaps too exciting most of the time. Right now, he was glad Pelaez couldn’t read minds; he felt a certain reluctance in letting him know of Elizabeth and the other occupants at Tellyhouse.

			“Why do you describe their relationship with Mr. Celwyn as ‘tame’?” Captain Nemo asked. “And I would appreciate you not trying to scare my guests.”

			Pelaez pretended he did not hear the request. “My brother loves adventure. Neither of them fits that description.”

			Nemo finished another bite. “I see.” He kept his eyes down and thoughts to himself. As Kang watched him, he suspected that the Captain planned every move he made and every word he spoke. He’d probably had allowed the bastard’s rudeness during dinner to study him. Nothing would be disclosed to Pelaez unless Nemo felt it necessary.

			By the time their desserts arrived, Verne had appeared calmer; it might have had something to do with his decision to scoot his chair closer to Bartholomew. As he spooned fruit ice, the author pointed a curious nose at Pelaez, who in turn studied the automat with the fascination of a gold miner who had just found a fat nugget in his pan.

			“I have followed your activities for years, Professor,” Pelaez said with deliberate innocence. “Would you believe that I met your wife in San Francisco?”

			Kang’s world stopped. Bartholomew reached across the table and laid a heavy hand on his arm.

			“Please, no need for alarm.” Pelaez held his spoon like a small shield between them and then dipped it into his fruit ice. “Mrs. Kang was not harmed. Such a beautiful woman. I congratulate you, Professor.”

			If Captain Nemo hadn’t begun talking at that moment, there was no telling what the automat would have done. Knowing Pelaez kept Jonas alive was the only thing that restrained him.

			“Gentlemen, would you care to hear about our current journey?” Nemo leaned back and waited while the crewman poured coffee. When he withdrew again, the Captain said, “If all goes well, we’ll arrive in the Cape Verde Islands in about four days.” He sniffed his coffee and drank.

			“This is good news.” Bartholomew added cream and stirred, but his eyes stayed on Pelaez. “I do not know anything about Thales.”

			“There is a distinction between the Thales we seek and the much earlier mathematician, the Thales that the Greeks knew.” Minutes went by until Nemo spoke again. During the silence, the automat did his best to let his fear and anger at Pelaez go. It wouldn’t help Jonas if he couldn’t think straight.

			Kang said, “Agreed, the Thales we seek pre-dates the Greek and Chinese civilizations. That would make him very old.”

			 “Jules, everything about Thales and our journey is not for discussion with others.” Captain Nemo eyed Verne. “Someday, perhaps.”

			If only Jonas could see Verne now. Kang enjoyed the next moment as the author’s eyes shifted, and he squirmed with frustration, proving he had been planning to do something he shouldn’t. Captain Nemo knew Verne very well indeed to demand his obedience without dangling him over a roaring waterfall, as Celwyn had resorted to.

			“It is said that in the earliest times our civilizations were visited, and their cities enhanced, by visitors that were not of this Earth. These visitors’ descendants were gifted in many ways.” As Professor Kang spoke, he imagined what the interactions would have been like. What would they have done and said, and in what language?

			“Please provide an example?” Bartholomew asked.

			“There is Eridu Genesis. Or the attributes of the Greek gods themselves.” Nemo tossed out a few more names as if they were part of everyday culture.

			Bartholomew’s shock mirrored Kang’s. “The myths were real?”

			“I’d suspected some of them were.” The automat grew quiet, lost in thought. What if the glowing tabernacles in the desert were true? What if Moses had help when he raised the Dead Sea? These thoughts led to wondering about other flying craft.

			When the Professor focused again, he discovered Pelaez regarding them like specimens in an experiment—captivated, superior, and detached. The automat noticed the man rarely engaged in conversations with them, only watching, always watching.

			Bartholomew found his voice. “The Hesiod myths have always fascinated me.”

			Silence reigned until Captain Nemo said, “Immortals such as Mr. Celwyn are the grandchildren and great-grandchildren of this crossbreeding, as it were. Some of them have had children of their own over the years.”

			“Jonas does not have any.” The automat raised a skeptical brow at Pelaez. “Do you?”

			“Not yet, but I will in a few years.”

			Bartholomew’s head jerked up, and his eyes widened.

			The automat stared. “So, one of your talents is knowing the future?”

			Pelaez tested his coffee and added a few drops of cream. “Is this from a sea cow?” When Captain Nemo nodded, Pelaez continued, “The future? Not exactly. To be precise, in some instances, I know my future, which tells me about the future around me.” A teasing smile went with that.

			Minutes later, dinner concluded, and they left the table to settle in chairs beside Celwyn. Kang checked his patient and patted his hand before sitting down.

			 “From Thales’s background, we learned it would be logical to assume that a few of the original demi-gods exist because they are immortal, and their children’s children are immortal also,” Captain Nemo said. “On occasion, though, something goes wrong.”

			“When it does, they would need someone to heal them, such as Thales.” Bartholomew loosened his tie. This promised to be an interesting discussion.

			Pelaez shrugged but didn’t speak.

			The automat whirled and skated away. “Captain, do you believe Thales can save Jonas?” If he hadn’t glanced at Celwyn at that moment, he wouldn’t have seen the magician’s finger move. Kang swallowed and held up his index finger, then lowered it again. As he did so, Celwyn’s right eye opened just a fraction, and Kang saw a glimmer from within.

			The automat started to speak but stopped; if he interpreted what he just saw correctly, Celwyn didn’t want him to react, just to know that he listened. Kang stole a glance at him again, but the magician’s eyes had closed.

			Meanwhile, Captain Nemo continued, “Yes. From what I know of Thales, he can be of use to us.”

			Kang liked that he used the word “us.”

			“I will do everything I can to save Mr. Celwyn.” Nemo locked eyes with Pelaez.

			Qing chose that moment to fly the short distance to the Captain and sit at his feet. He squawked. Nemo ignored him. Qing jumped onto his chair arm and complained louder.

			The Captain leaned in so close that the bird could have bitten his nose. Qing blinked slowly. Nemo did the same.

			Pelaez clapped with sarcasm. “How adorable.”

			

			
				
					1	 See Music Shall Untune the Sky, book 2 of the Celwyn series. 

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Jonas, my dear brother, couldn’t place restrictions upon me in his present condition. Perhaps now would be an optimal time to explore and stir up the inmates on this glorified tin boat.

			By mid-afternoon, we still traveled just below the surface, judging from the degree of lightness in the endless green water. As we went by, occasional schools of fish scattered as if a small bomb had gone off underneath them. Before leaving the study, Captain Nemo had mentioned his intention to reach a remote section of the Amuri River late this evening.

			To pass the time, I consulted the detailed map on the wall between the sea window and Nemo’s book collection. The appointed spot where Nemo expected to spend the night lay about ten miles off the coast of Constanta. Hmm. The topography of the island indicated a few mountains. Maybe the Captain would send out a hunting party. Venison steak would be nice. I already tire of fish, fish, and more fish.

			Behind where I sat, the large black man, Bartholomew, still remained beside Jonas. He appeared to be worrying, judging by his melancholy expression. For some reason, he and the mechanical man took turns sitting vigil, thinking they guarded Jonas from me. How heroic! However, like it or not, it was time that I had a few minutes alone with my dear brother. To talk, of course.

			I sent a petite fire to the end of the ship’s main corridor, mostly consisting of smoke and confusion. When the alarm sounded, the black man rushed out to investigate, and I waved a hand, closing and locking the study door.

			For a moment, I stood over Jonas, reminiscing. He looked more like his mother than our father. Perhaps it was the deceptive handsomeness. I had no such affliction, being what women termed “interesting” and men called “strong-featured.” At the moment, no one would find him attractive. Jonas looked awful, wasting away to nothing. I would bet his mind was as sharp and suspicious as ever, though. 

			I gave him more oxygen and adrenalin.

			His eyes popped open.

			“Lay back.” I pushed on his chest until he subsided. At the sight of me, a surprising flare shone in his eyes. “How are you?”

			After a dramatic wheeze, he said, “Sick.”

			He had sounded just as melodramatic as a child, too. “How much of what has been said did you hear?”

			His eyes became hooded, and he looked to the left.

			Someone tried the door from the corridor.

			“Open the door—” Bartholomew bellowed, pounding on the frame.

			I was ready to quiet him when Jonas grabbed my wrist. “They are my friends,” he said in a croak. 

			The pounding stopped.

			Jonas smiled. 

			Oh drat.

			A second more, and a muffled noise came from behind the library shelves. The little Professor ran into the room with Bartholomew on his heels. I shook off my brother’s grip and clapped.

			“Well done, considering your condition, Jonas,” I said admiringly. “You managed to send them a silent message. I’d forgotten your talent for that.” I turned to the automat. “Where is the door you used?”

			Bartholomew advanced, wearing a glower intended to frighten me. I blocked his progress, and he roared like an enraged bull.

			Jonas managed a hiss, and the block disappeared. The big man reached me. In seconds, I dangled inches above the floor in a most undignified manner.

			“Tell him to release me, or I will be sure that he does so,” I said.

			Bartholomew pushed me back into my chair while the Professor studied Jonas. Probably checking for injuries. How distrustful!

			“What is going on?” Kang confronted me as if he, too, was ready to dangle me by the throat.

			Such overacting. “I revived him sufficiently for a conversation. A private one.” I shrugged.

			“He needs to rest.” The Professor advanced, clearly outmatched against my remarkable abilities, but game nonetheless.

			“We’ll talk another time.” I passed a hand across Jonas’s face, and once again, his eyes closed. I studied the others for a moment. “There must be a strong bond between the three of you. Why, I don’t understand.”

			Bartholomew took a step closer. “There is.” He looked at Jonas. “If you hurt him—”

			I patted the air. “It would never cross my mind.” Little did he know that I could do so faster than he could blink. Not that I would, of course. My expression must have been easy to read because the Professor spoke up.

			“How do we know that you wouldn’t?”

			The automat was just full of logic. Ha, ha. I bet Jonas found that tiresome. “You’ll have to take my word for it.” I smiled a warning at him.

			When the big man moved toward me again, Kang grabbed his arm.

			“Bartholomew, I don’t think we’ll have a problem.” The Professor stared into my eyes, and I could almost see the gears inside his head working. “Pelaez here wants to know about the flying machine. He’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way, since he can’t search minds like Jonas can.”

			Bartholomew laughed. “Now, isn’t that interesting?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Jonas coughed and stopped breathing.

			Pelaez pushed Bartholomew out of the way and put both hands on his brother’s chest.

			“Don’t die on us, Jonas.” Bartholomew hovered over them.

			Pelaez sat back again. “Don’t be silly. He won’t.” Pelaez gestured at his brother. “He breathes again.” As Kang verified it was true, Pelaez yawned and stretched, reverting to his unconcerned presence. “I’ll leave you for a bit, so you can discuss me in private.”

			Kang watched him saunter from the room, waiting a moment before crossing to the doorway and watching until the man reached the end of the corridor and entered the room next to the bridge.

			As the automat settled beside Celwyn’s feet, he called a request to the big man, “Pour me one too, please.” When Bartholomew and his whiskey arrived, he lowered his voice. “We may not have much time until that bastard returns.”

			Bartholomew scooted his chair closer, putting Celwyn between them. “Go ahead.”

			“Jonas is sometimes conscious, and I hope he can hear us.” Kang turned to him. “Would Pelaez kill you?”

			Bartholomew’s eyes widened, and he held his breath as they watched the magician. A minute went by, then another before they heard Jonas, even though his eyes remained closed and his lips did not move. He sounded so weak; Kang debated whether to stop this for now.

			“No … but he would cause … pain to get what he … wants.”

			Kang tapped his hand. “Thank you. Rest. We will always guard you. He will not get near you again. We are on our way to see the healer, Thales.”

			So soft, they could barely hear it, came a weak whisper, “Tea ... please.”

			A broad smile of relief spread across Bartholomew’s face for the first time in days. “I will ask for some, my friend. Even if all you do is smell it.” He headed toward the door, and then the automat heard him say in a very different voice, “Oh, I see you’re back.”

			Pelaez strolled across the room again, wearing a knowing smile.

			[image: ]

			That evening, they dined under the smaller aquatic window in the Captain’s dining room. The white tablecloth seemed to glow in the candlelight, making everything in the dining room cozy and yet feeling unreal to the automat. It would take a bit of time to become used to the sea.

			Verne had chosen to remain in his cabin to write, probably because of Pelaez. Bartholomew sat opposite the Captain, leaving the Professor to face Jonas’s devious brother. Since they had met him, the man never seemed to sit still; his hands or eyes were always moving, or sometimes both, yet tonight, he sat as quiet as a nun at prayer. Pelaez also avoided Kang’s scrutiny, never quite meeting his gaze. However, the most suspicious aspect was that tonight the bastard hardly moved at all.

			After the crewman began to serve bowls of fat clams in a steamy garlic broth, Captain Nemo sniffed the aroma and appeared to relax. “We are well on our way to Thales, gentlemen.” He thanked the crewman and waited to eat until the others were served. “We will pass through the Bosporus Strait late tomorrow.”

			“Isn’t that the spot where the Byzantine soldiers stretched an iron chain across the water to stop Suleman’s attack?” Bartholomew asked.

			“Yes. Parts of the chain still exist, by the way. If we had more time, I would send an escort with you into the city to see it.”

			Kang shuddered, remembering the siege. He lowered his voice with reverence. “When the Sultan took the city, thousands of women and children were killed during the rampage.” He shook his head in sympathy. “Most of the men defending the walls of the city jumped to their deaths.”

			Everyone ate in silence for a few minutes. It was at that point Kang noticed Pelaez hadn’t really swallowed any food. A horrible suspicion clutched at Kang’s throat. He sent Bartholomew a look and then addressed the table.

			“Please excuse me. I must visit my lavatory.” Kang arose. “I am sorry—” He rushed out.

			Instead of trotting left down the hallway to the cabins, Kang detoured as quietly as possible into the study. As he feared, he found Pelaez standing over Celwyn; and he was also sitting at the Captain’s dinner table. He knew the man in front of him was the real one because Pelaez had Celwyn’s arm in a vise-like grip. His voice was too low to hear anything except the menace in it. Kang saw the pain on Jonas’s face and his wide-open eyes.

			“Leave him alone!” Kang cried. “Get away from him!” The automat flew at Pelaez, who laughed and backed up, literally into the air. Qing squawked from atop the library shelves.

			Celwyn’s face relaxed, and he whispered, “Don’t … let him hurt Qing,” before closing his eyes.

			Bartholomew arrived with the Captain close behind. Nemo’s face darkened when he saw the tableau. “What is going on?” he barked as he stalked into the room.

			A half-dozen crewmen thudded to a stop behind him.

			Like a feather descending an air draft, Pelaez drifted to the floor. “Nothing.”

			“He was twisting Jonas’s arm when I came in!” Kang shouted.

			Bartholomew lowered his head and took a step toward Pelaez. All of a sudden, a wall of flames surrounded him.

			“Not on my ship!” Captain Nemo gestured to his crew, and they drew their side arms.

			The flames disappeared, and Pelaez executed an exaggerated courtly bow. “Please, this is a simple misunderstanding.” He leaned against the sofa and treated them to a yawn.

			“No—it is not,” Kang ground out. Despite the threat of flames or worse, he came within inches of Pelaez. “I know what you want.” He tapped the bastard’s chest. “In case you need an incentive to leave Jonas alone, you should know you won’t get anything from us if you hurt him. And nothing anyhow; Bartholomew has made half of the flying machine so far and keeps everything in his memory—without a written copy. There is nothing to steal.” Kang pointed at his forehead. “I have the rest of it, and we will only give it to the Captain.”

			Bartholomew glared at Pelaez.

			“I am not after your information.” Pelaez’s smile sent a cold hand up Kang’s back.

			“Yes, you are!” Bartholomew’s outrage rattled the bottles on the bar.

			“How can you abuse Nemo’s hospitality in this manner?” Kang stomped to the aquatic window and back, sparking with anger. He glanced to the area in front of the bar where the guard Nemo had left on duty had gotten to his feet and shook his head, seeming unaware of what had happened.

			Captain Nemo still clutched a dinner napkin in his hand. With a wave, he dismissed his crew and eyed Pelaez. In a voice full of certainty, he said, “If you weren’t keeping Mr. Celwyn alive, you would be expendable, Sir.”

			Pelaez opened his hands in supplication. “Again, this is a misunderstanding…”

			Captain Nemo glared at him.

			Bartholomew had been watching the exchange and sighed. “It seems we’re all dependent upon each other.”

			There appeared to be no limit to Pelaez’s boldness, as in seconds, he went from provocateur to questioning them as if nothing had just happened. “What do you receive from this besides the flying machine, Captain?” His voice sounded casual, raising another suspicious flag in Kang.

			“I am repaying a debt. And I, too, respect Mr. Celwyn.”

			The automat assumed that if they saved Jonas, Celwyn would have no problem dealing with his brother and his malicious magic. As they filed out of the room to return to the dining room as if it didn’t matter, Pelaez asked Kang, “How did you know I wasn’t actually with you?”

			The automat nearly laughed. Let him wonder. 

			He would remember to tell both Nemo and Bartholomew later what he’d surmised; Pelaez could disable the Nautilus just as easily as Celwyn or he could do other things. He was playing with them now, pretending to behave. There must be something he wanted, and the Professor would bet it had just as much to do with Thales as the flying machine.

			[image: ]

			When they resumed their dinner, both the real and unreal Pelaez were absent from the table. Kang took advantage of the situation and, in a whisper, told them why he had suspected Pelaez.

			“That was it?” Bartholomew raised both brows and whispered back, “Because he hadn’t eaten?”

			“Also, this version of him sat too still compared to his usual jittery mannerisms.” Kang nodded thanks as the crewman poured more wine. “From now on, I suggest we have our meals next to Jonas or have many more guards for him.”

			Captain Nemo finished a bite of sea bass and replaced his fork on his plate with care. “We’ll do both. This situation is my responsibility. I did not know what to expect from that man, and I decided his promise to help Mr. Celwyn was worth taking him on this journey.” His head snapped up, and he gazed at them with barely concealed anger. “This behavior was unexpected.”

			“I do not trust him.” Bartholomew stabbed a piece of lettuce.

			“Concur.” The automat couldn’t help checking the door. “I also agree that we’re all dependent upon each other.”

			“We don’t know the extent of his powers, and it is highly unsettling to be in his presence.” Bartholomew pushed his plate away. “We need to know more.”

			Kang motioned them closer and lowered his whisper still further. “There’s only one person who can tell us about Pelaez besides the man himself.”

			“Jonas.”

			As they awaited dessert, talk turned to the Bosporus Strait and the cisterns of water located in the hippodrome there. Nemo informed them that all eastern churches stored fresh water from holy springs. This became important when Constantinople fell, later becoming the Muslim city of Istanbul.

			“A most colorful area. After we pass by the strait, we travel due west?” the big man asked.

			“Yes, at a fairly deep level. There is something I want to show you along the way.” Captain Nemo’s eyes twinkled in anticipation, his irritation at Pelaez forgotten. For the moment.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Unlike my dear brother, I may not be able to read a man’s thoughts, but my hearing is excellent. One might even say extraordinary. As I passed by the closed dining-room door, I had no problem hearing Professor Kang and the others discussing me; perhaps it was time they received an artful demonstration of my talents and abilities.

			I backed out of the way to allow the crewman into the room with their desserts. After the door closed behind the cart, it couldn’t have been a moment more before Bartholomew squealed, and a chair fell. Heavens! He must have found tiny trout bravely swimming through the thick cream on his berries. I whistled as I continued down the hall and into the study.

			Jonas lay still. From across the room, I verified he still breathed and took a seat on the opposite sofa. All the while, the twin guards the Captain had left behind kept me under observation from their posts beside the sea window.

			“Dear Brother, pay attention.” I watched him, noting a barely perceptive movement of his hand, which seemed more of an involuntary twitch than a reaction to my voice. I resisted tickling his foot since it would only annoy his protectors. When we were boys, he would climb any available tree to escape me until one day, the tree’s branches embraced him, and I bit his ear. He soon learned how to manipulate the trees as well.

			“You should be proud,” I told him. “Your friends are dedicated to you and even willing to attack me to protect you.” As I tugged down my cuffs, I told him, “By the way, I took the liberty of borrowing this jacket from your trunk. It is a beautiful velvet.” I smiled at him and ran my hand down the front of it. “No use wasting it while you lay there.”

			The door to the hall opened, and Professor Kang led the way into the room. I waved.

			A crewman followed him in with a coffee service. The Captain and the squat little author came next, then the oversized black man, holding open the door for the two guards who had been dismissed. As everyone settled next to Jonas, Nemo stood beside me, never taking his eyes off mine.

			I asked, “Did you enjoy your desserts?”

			Bartholomew’s mouth opened and snapped shut. The Professor just sighed. I’d bet my brother found that tiresome when he performed praise-worthy magic.

			Captain Nemo ignored my question and asked one. “What should we know about Thales?”

			“You asked this before,” I said.

			I could almost hear the Captain’s teeth grinding as he said, “Humor us, please.” 

			How far could I push him? My, my. Look at that stiff upper lip … so much decorum and military correctness.

			Verne took out a notebook and settled at the chess table a few feet away. Before continuing, I waited for him to uncap his pen. Despite what is said, I
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