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      Lafayette Eloi had never been able to tune out the wonder of the world around her no matter how hard she tried. Her love of new things just never diminished, no matter what the circumstances. And that was even before her quiet country life had been completely upended.

      The pure fact of the matter was, the last few weeks of her life had been incredibly intense and emotionally painful.

      First her mother had died from an illness that not even she, the village medicine woman with all her knowledge of herbs and compounds, had been able to cure.

      Her mother gone, Lafayette had been pretty much forced to leave her hometown, the circle of the horizon encompassing just that stretch of grasslands the only place she had ever known. With only her father—who was almost a stranger to her after a lifetime of his long trips away from home—and her late mother's dog Kora—a dog for whom only Lafayette's mother had really existed in the world—as companions.

      The dog her father had saved from death by adding robotic components in place of her failing heart and other organs. But those robotic parts just drove a deeper wedge between Lafayette's family and the rest of the village. Remaining there was no longer possible, even if Lafayette had wanted to stay.

      Then a few short weeks after leaving her hometown, Lafayette's father had been trapped on a ship as it launched itself into orbit, and it was just Lafayette and Kora desperately trying to make the long journey to the capital city before they ran out of food.

      But even the capital city had only offered a brief moment of safety before her foster parent, Uche Okafo, had been taken by the planetary government known as Central Planning. And Lafayette had been forced to watch as all of his books, his life's work as well as her own father's and mother's, burned in a bonfire.

      People who were taken by Central Planning were seldom seen again. She thought she knew where Uche was now, but there was no real way of being sure. Not without seeing him with her own eyes.

      Collectively, it was all pretty devastating. In her quieter moments, even Lafayette could say that.

      But it had also been the most amazing time of her life in a bunch of other ways. She had developed a meaningful bond with what was now truly her dog, Kora. And they had formed that tighter bond even before Lafayette had added a computer construct to Kora's robotic body so that the holographic teacher she had found on the ship where her father remained trapped could live on and guide her still. Lafayette had learned so much from that teacher already.

      And she had made two insanely devoted friends in Tristan Carey and Dieter Bohm. Although "devoted" felt too small a word to describe two guys who, mere days after meeting her, left with her on a very dangerous mission to find something almost certain not to even still exist under the ice of the north pole, the remains of another crash-landed spaceship.

      On top of that, every day they spent together, first on Dieter's family's airship and now on this one they had stolen from Central Planning, was a day she woke up surrounded by an entirely new world. From the plains of wind-swept ice in the north to the growing warmth as they approached the tropics, she was making yet another journey of staggering distance across the curve of the globe of her world. An immense world, still full of things she had never seen before.

      It was hard not to be awestruck, even when the risks of their journey edged up higher and higher again.

      Like today. She was meant to be on guard for signs of trouble as Tristan climbed the outside of the balloon while their airship was in mid-flight. And part of her was really nervous. She knew the dangers as well as Dieter and Tristan himself.

      But most of her was still flowing in a state of perpetual wonder. And that was with nothing around them but sea, sky and clouds.

      That sky was simply too vivid a shade of indigo, dotted with white clouds near the western horizon, for her not to keep gazing into it. And those clouds had curious shapes to them, as if a fleet of pillowy tall ships was awaiting them there at their destination, another day's travel in that direction.

      The water far below them had shifted from the steely blue they had been flying over for the last few days since leaving the polar ice behind to a brighter blue-green color so clear that Lafayette was sure if she just focused long enough past the surface, she could see the bottom of the ocean far below.

      But the sun flashing over the crests of waves she couldn't quite see made that kind of staring, if not impossible, at least very inadvisable.

      It was all so wonderful, and seeing more and more of the planet she called home was everything she had ever wanted in life.

      And yet, the knots in her stomach refused to loosen even a little bit. They took the edge off that wonder. She was incapable of soaking any of it in, even as she felt it washing past her.

      "Lafayette?" Kora said softly. As she so often did, she communicated a lot with the few syllables of Lafayette's name. Lafayette looked down at her companion, half orange-furred dog with long swishing tail, half robotic parts that had first kept her alive when old age and grief wanted to carry her away and now housed the more recently added computer construct of a schoolteacher.

      "I'm fine," Lafayette assured her. But even she could hear how tightly those words came out.

      "I agreed with Dieter," Kora said.

      Which was scarcely surprising. Lafayette had been spending more and more time with Tristan, the two of them hard at work recreating as best they could before their memories faded to uselessness all the books that had been burned back in the capital.

      Work that Dieter and Kora hadn't really been able to help with. So the dog, naturally, had gravitated to Dieter. Now the two of them were thick as thieves, chatting together in the cant of Dieter's trading family, a language that Kora had picked up much more readily than Lafayette had.

      But Kora was still her companion; Lafayette knew that. If the time should come when their little foursome had to part ways, she never doubted for a minute that Kora would go with her. There was no reason for feeling jealous, especially since it was her spending more time with Tristan that had started the distance between her and Kora in the first place.

      Still. She knew the hurt she had felt had shown on her face when Kora had seconded Dieter's vote. She hated that she had not been as stoic as she had wanted to be. And how awkward it was now, with everyone carrying out the plan with full knowledge that Lafayette was still angry about her role in it.

      Or lack of a role.

      "I know you did," Lafayette said at last, when the silence had stretched on for so long that even she couldn't bear it. Then she moved away from the dog to peer out the open doorway, careful not to get too close. It was a long drop down to the waters below, and even with her parka on, the air blowing in was cold enough to suck her breath away. They were in the tropics now, sure. But they were still so high in the atmosphere that the air never lost its chill.

      "But you didn't agree," Kora pressed. "And I've never known you not to be impartial before. It's strange that you didn't see what we all saw."

      Lafayette sighed, wishing she could get away from this entire conversation. But the interior of the gondola only had three spaces: where she was now, the cockpit where Dieter manned the controls, and the kitchen which, even if it hadn't been overstuffed with crates, wasn't going to be an escape. Kora would just follow her there.

      And she wasn't quite desperate enough to consider jumping out of the gondola door. Although she would really rather be alone just now.

      But that wasn't an option.

      After a lifetime spent mostly alone, broken up only by the distracted company of her busy mother or, less frequently, the equally distracted company of her busy father, having friends was still a new experience for Lafayette. And she appreciated them; she really did. It was so wonderful to have people around her to eat with, work with, even just to sit quietly with when the mood struck.

      But the other side of it was that sometimes you couldn't do exactly what you wanted. Especially not when everyone had gathered around the table after breakfast and made an official vote. A vote you had agreed to abide by the results of before it had been cast.

      Lafayette had done her best work painting the signal patterns on the cloth that Dieter had given her to practice on. And she knew she had done well.

      But she also knew, as loath as she was to admit it, that her friend Tristan had done just a little bit better. His edges were more defined, his understanding of the subtleties of spacing and thickness of the lines of the code just a little more nuanced.

      "His work was better," Lafayette said at last, but very grudgingly.

      "It was," Kora agreed.

      "But that still doesn't make him the best candidate for this job," Lafayette went on. "Climbing on the outside of the balloon? Tristan is many things—many fine things—but being athletic is not one of those things."

      "He is wearing the harness and tether," Kora said. "He will be fine."

      Lafayette just grunted. She still found it odd that the balloon only had one harness and tether for climbing the system of cables that hugged the sides of the balloon. Given how long they'd been flying without anyplace to land, didn't the designers of this airship give any thought to sudden needs for maintenance? Or did they truly think just one person could handle any problem?

      "Hey, you don't think I wish I was out there?" Dieter said from where he was leaning against the cockpit door frame, arms crossed. He was in his shirt sleeves, and they were rolled up to his elbows to leave his forearms bare. But Lafayette knew he felt the chill the same as she did. No matter how much they stuffed themselves, he never seemed to add any fat to his lanky frame. And she could see the wind from the open gondola doorway playing through the thick locks of his black hair.

      "We need you too much for piloting," Lafayette said at once. "Me, on the other hand…" She ended with a flutter of one hand that she hoped conveyed her general uselessness.

      Dieter just scoffed. Which was his go-to response for all sorts of things. Then he turned back to the controls.

      "This is taking too long," Lafayette said.

      She thought she had said that just to herself, but Dieter threw back over his shoulder, "It's been ten minutes. Relax."

      "You know how meticulous Tristan is," Kora said softly.

      "Yeah, I do," Lafayette gave in. She hoped with good grace, but her tonal aim was probably still off. She might've hit closer to sulky.

      But she had reasons to be sulky, didn't she? The whole plan was so flimsy.

      And yet she hadn't been able to come up with anything better. Especially after Dieter figured out the electronic signaling patterns on the airship's communications equipment. He had switched the patterns they were sending out to every Central Planning airship and ground control station so they were no longer marked as an express ship on a mission of prisoner transfer to the hidden island whose location even on the charts they had found locked in the cockpit had only been marked in faint pencil.

      Lafayette had agreed that attempting some sort of con where one of them pretended to be the prisoner in question while the other two pretended to be Central Planning officers was never going to work.

      Sure, the ship had all the clearances for that journey. And they had uniforms from the officers they had left on the glacial ice far to the north when the three of them with Kora's help had effectively stolen the airship.

      But the clearances were for three prisoners, not one. And not even Dieter, with his bottomless well of confidence, wanted to try bluffing his way through the inevitably onerous bureaucracy of prisoner transfers. The three of them were on those transfer orders, and not for petty crimes. The guards reviewing the paperwork were sure to get wise to what they were attempting.

      They were doomed to be found out. There was no way they could get it to work.

      So Tristan had come up with this alternative, changing their ship from a prisoner transport to a reconnaissance vessel.

      Which, even Lafayette had to admit, was an idea with a lot of merit. For one, that was what the ship had been originally designed for. It had only been changed over for a single mission, and only because it was the fastest airship capable of extended time out over open water. Journeys of that type were not generally undertaken by Central Planning. Or by anyone else, for that matter.

      And, as Tristan insisted, the very vague and secretive nature of "reconnaissance missions" would let them answer a lot of questions with a lofty, "That's on a need to know basis." They might not even get any pushback on that one.

      All they had to do was change the signal pattern back to the original. The communications equipment would do the bulk of the subterfuge for them. But the security detail at the prison island would do a visual check as well. Through scopes, long before they got close enough to the ground to attempt any other kind of bluffing.

      Which meant changing the pattern painted on the balloon's surface itself.

      Which further meant someone going out mid-flight to change that pattern with the reflective paints stored in the kitchen. Because while they had seen marine creatures of sizes that boggled the mind, they had yet to see a single island bigger than a steep-sided jutting protrusion of volcanic rock. The kind of rock that was more like glass.

      So they had to make the change mid-flight. It was the only way to get close enough to the secret island to land on it. The charts were a little unclear as to the terrain around the prison, but that almost didn't even really matter. If they wanted to see the prison itself, or to catch even a glimpse of any of the prisoners inside, they really needed to set down on the airfield proper, not just anywhere on the island. And without changing the pattern, that was going to involve way too much risk.

      Not that this was zero risk either. Far from it.

      Lafayette was just glad that none of the bluffing would be on her. She and Kora were too recognizable, and too wanted by Central Planning to hope to escape notice.

      Central Planning had sent a fleet of airships to the polar region just to find her. They weren't going to fail to notice her at a prison itself. No way.

      But that only irked Lafayette more. Tristan was already taking on all the risk of pretending to be an officer when they reached the prison by mid-morning the next day. So why couldn't she be the one taking the risk now?

      She would be much better at scaling the sides of a balloon in flight, she was sure. He was the one who had fallen into a hole barely big enough for him to even pass through. A single hole in a vast field of ice. The sort of feat only Tristan could pull off.

      She tried not to remember that that single moment of clumsiness had been what led them to the ship trapped under the ice in the first place. But it was a little unlikely that a second moment of clumsiness was going to lead them to the ship they were after now.

      The ship that was definitely in the tropics, but was almost certainly lying deep under all that water.

      She still wasn't sure how they were going to undertake such a search from an airship. But pretending to be a reconnaissance airship with clearance to fly wherever they pleased was going to be a start.

      Maybe the security station on the island would give them more charts with faint pencil tracings of things no one was supposed to know etched on them.

      That would be a rare stroke of luck. But surely they were due one?

      As if in answer to that thought, Lafayette heard the unmistakable sound of Tristan crying out. It was faint, but it was as if her ears homed in on it past the constant noise of the wind whistling through the open doorway.

      Past the sound of the balloon envelope above her but just out of her line of sight, fluttering at more than the touch of the wind.

      Lafayette didn't have a moment to think. She only had time to act. She knew Tristan was falling. She knew it.

      She lunged toward the open doorway, clutching the frame in one hand and reaching out with the other.

      And for a moment she wanted to praise her own luck. She had been just in time to catch hold of his outstretched hand.

      But it was no good. He was too far out and moving too fast for her to catch him. She just felt Tristan's cold fingers sliding past hers, their grip not quite connecting.

      And then he was gone.
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      Lafayette bit back a shriek of alarm, leaning further out the doorway in one last desperate attempt to catch him. But he had fallen past her, and the sight of his hazel eyes huge with frightened alarm, even as his falling body shrank in her sight, was burning into her very mind.

      She couldn't reach him, but she could catch the line he was trailing behind him.

      Before she could quite reach it, a hand closed around her wrist, pulling her in and tucking her arm against her chest so forcefully her twisted elbow flared up in hot protest.

      She realized in sudden panic that her booted feet were no longer in contact with the floor of the gondola, but before she could let out the shriek she was still holding back with gritted teeth, she felt herself falling backwards.

      Her back was pressed against Dieter's chest, and the arm that had snatched her hand back was still wrapped tightly around her. In one smooth motion, he stepped back out of the open doorway, then sent her spinning away from him and that door and towards the cockpit.

      It was like a super aggressive dance move that they had never practiced before. Lafayette's body crashed against the console, but she instinctively retracted all her limbs before she could accidentally knock any of the levers or switches askew as she fought to get her balance back.

      Her sense of balance came back in a rush, but it was just a little bit slower than her sense of shame.

      What she had almost done had been deeply stupid. If she had caught that line, best-case scenario she would've torn all the skin off the palm of her hand trying to grasp it as it sped past her.

      The far more likely worst-case scenario would've ended with her getting jerked out of the gondola entirely. But while Tristan had a harness on that attached snugly around him in a ridiculous number of ways to keep his body tethered to the airship for just this contingency, all Lafayette would have had to save herself from a long fall into the water below would be her grip on the line itself.

      A grip surely compromised by the best-case scenario's bloody, rope-burned palm.

      She was stupid. Impulsive and stupid.

      She didn't even know how to swim.

      "Keep it steady," Dieter said. His voice was loud and commanding, carrying over the rush of wind and over the cacophony of her inner monologue both. But his tone wasn't angry or annoyed. It was, in fact, emotionally neutral. But it clearly conveyed a certain amount of cold urgency.

      And that splash of cold brought her mind back into focus.

      "Right," Lafayette said, reaching for the controls. Not that anything needed any adjustment. Dieter had moved them higher, into calmer air before they had started this little project. The ship needed nothing from her save a bit of attention in case the wind made a sudden change.

      Still, she forced herself to keep her eyes focused on the dials and indicators on the console before her, even as her ears listened intently to Dieter's soft grunts behind her. She didn't turn to look, but she could easily picture what he was doing. Hand over doubtlessly gloved hand, pulling up the line that connected the central point of Tristan's harness to the loop in the steel frame just under the gondola doorway.

      Tristan wasn't particularly heavy, but he was heavy enough to make this a lot of work for Dieter. Work that Lafayette wouldn't have been able to do at all. Not without the sort of adrenaline surge that had been luring her into trying such a risky rescue in the first place.

      Stupid. She would've been pulled right out the doorway. She might've held onto the line past the moment when she'd reached the end of its length with a snap that it was almost like her body could feel right now, when she was just imagining it. But given how long it was taking Dieter just to get Tristan back inside, if he had managed to get them both in at all, it would've taken longer than even she could have held on.

      "Lafayette," Kora said, suddenly at her feet. The dog pressed the entire length of her body against the side of Lafayette's shin, like a cat would do. It was meant to be comforting, although being half robot it was less fur and more cold metal with a few knobby bits being rubbed up against her.

      But she didn't mind.

      "I'm okay," Lafayette assured her. "Just watching what I'm doing here. You know I'm the weakest of the three of us at flying these things."

      She heard the sound of Dieter sucking his teeth and stepped away from the controls to let him resume his usual place. He checked everything over twice and tapped one indicator panel with a thumbnail as if he thought the needle inside might be stuck somehow. Lafayette noted that he had indeed slipped on a pair of fingerless gloves, the palms reinforced with an extra layer of thick leather. Just what you'd need to pull in a line without tearing up your hands.

      Dieter scowled at the indicator, but then he nodded to himself with a satisfied grunt. Lafayette didn't see how anything had changed, but she couldn't deny that Dieter was a far more experienced pilot than she was.

      "Get in the back," he said to Lafayette. Still not yelling. Still not even annoyed, let alone angry. "Tristan is going to need help getting out of that harness. And probably some painkillers as well, from that box on the wall in the kitchen."

      "I've got it," Lafayette said.

      She stumbled out of the cockpit and saw that the gondola door was once more closed, the wheel spun to the secure position so that not even a whisper of wind whistled through it. In a few minutes she would be too warm for the parka she was still wearing, but not yet.

      She ducked into the kitchen and opened the box on the wall, scanning the neatly arranged contents for the painkillers.

      Not bandages. Dieter had only said painkillers. So Tristan wasn't hurt badly. Which was a relief so profound she wanted to stop everything just to sob for a minute. Although that might just be the aftereffects of the adrenaline rush catching up with her.

      She made a silent vow to never speak again any of the points she had made before the decision had been reached for Tristan to be the one to go out. She wouldn't point out that his clumsiness had, indeed, been a factor. That she should've been the one to take this risk.

      If Dieter wasn't going to bawl her out for her mistake, she just had to follow his lead and show a little more grace too.

      But it wasn't easy.

      Kora was chatting with Tristan in the back of the gondola, but whatever they were discussing didn't quite reach Lafayette's ears before the two of them heard her coming and let the words fall away.

      "You're okay?" Lafayette asked, even as she thrust out her hands, one with a couple of pills on its open palm and the other with a bottle of water she had snatched up on her way out of the kitchen.

      "I'm okay," Tristan said. She thought he was trying to smile at her, but what was spread across his freckled face was really more of a grimace. He took the pills and tossed them in his mouth, then uncapped the bottle to follow them up with a long drink of water. He wiped his sleeve across his lips and managed a more convincing smile this time. "There. All better."

      "It doesn't work that fast," Lafayette said.

      "No, but I know sweet comfort is on its way," he said, fumbling at one of the many buckles on his harness. "Dieter says I won't be really sore until I wake up tomorrow morning, so these pills now and more at bedtime are just to get ahead of it. Although how he knows that, I shiver to think."

      "Experience, probably personal experience," Lafayette said. Then she stepped closer to brush his still icy hands away from the buckle. "Let me. Did you lose your gloves?"

      "No, they're in my side pocket," Tristan said, standing quietly still so she could get the harness off him. "It was too hard painting with them on."

      "Frostbite?" Lafayette asked sharply, grasping his hands to search his fingers for patches going white or gray.

      "No, no sign of that," he said. "I was monitoring myself for symptoms as I worked. I was careful."

      He flushed as if he realized how that sounded after what had just happened. Lafayette raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.

      "I thought this harness was ridiculous when we put it on me, but I think I get the point of it now," Tristan said as Lafayette took a knee to work on the buckles for the straps that hugged his thighs. "That snap at the end of the line was a nightmare, but at least the force of it was distributed all over my body. If we'd just tied a line around my waist, I feel like I would be in two pieces now."

      Lafayette just grunted, her attention focused on forcing the stiff leather through the icy metal of the buckles. Her fingers were already aching. But she was scarcely going to complain about that.

      Tristan went on. "I should've put my gloves back on before climbing down, though. That was my mistake. Well, that and being in too much of a hurry. But that water is so gorgeous, and Dieter is never going to bring us down any closer to it until we land on that island, is he? It looks so warm, but it feels so cold, you know? Yeah, I was definitely too distracted by the idea of warm sun and tropical islands."

      Lafayette felt the sensation of the airship changing elevation, something her body had almost started to tune out whenever it happened. Dieter was taking them up higher still, further from that water that both Tristan and she longed to see closer.

      Although it felt less safe now, somehow, all that water. It was beautiful, and it would lure you in, but it wasn't going to be safe for them, was it? No safer than traveling by
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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