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Prologue

 


In a small, smoky room tucked in one of the dead
husks of a city claimed by the rolling purple mists of the fug,
three slender men with white skin and black vests huddled around a
fourth working away at a typewriter.

“This simply isn’t coming together,” remarked
the editor as he turned to pace a well-worn path along the floor.
“Nothing, not a single line of this edition is going to grasp the
minds of our readership.”

“Were you to ask me,” said the man at the
typewriter, “I very much doubt any amount of rewording is going to
solve that problem. We have been a bit spoiled for choice lately
when it comes to stories worth covering.”

“So very true,” the editor said.

He pivoted to pace up to an array of framed
newspaper pages on the wall. As he walked by them, he recounted
their contents with all the wistfulness of a fallen star of the
stage reminiscing over his glory days.

“‘Terror From the Skies: Lawless Thieves
Rob Warehouse, Destroy Dreadnought.’” He shook his head. “I
still remember the day we printed that one. Three full print runs
and still we couldn’t keep them on the newsstands. Weeks of
coverage of the aftermath. And just as it cooled? ‘Wind
Breaker Crew Imprisoned: Two to Rot In Skykeep,’ and before
the ink had a chance to dry, ‘Skykeep Falls: The Wind
Breaker Strikes Again!’ And since then, nothing. The very
definition of feast or famine. I don’t know where the blasted
Wind Breaker has gone off to, but they’ve taken the
worthwhile reporting with them.”

He threw open a filing cabinet and tugged a
more recent edition from inside. “Look at the bones we are left to
gnaw on. ‘Military Craft Mysteriously Vanish.’ ‘Economic
Uncertainty as Phlogiston Prices Waver.’ ‘Historical Relics Stolen
from Museum.’ The same headlines simply don’t move the product
any longer.”

A gentle knock at the front door broke the
atmosphere of quiet lament.

“Whoever it is,” the editor said, “we are on
a very tight deadline and we must not be disturbed.”

Again there was a knock, somewhat more
insistent this time. He turned angrily to the door.

“I said—”

His angry restatement was interrupted by a
third knock, this time a single blow that may as well have come
from a sledgehammer. The door burst open with nearly enough force
to tear it from its hinges. Instead it struck the wall and
shattered one of the framed pieces hanging there. Two lean but
solid men stepped inside, each large enough to have to stoop to
pass through the door. They were dressed in black suits with white
pinstripes. Despite the snappy outfits, they couldn’t have more
effectively labeled themselves as hired thugs if they’d worn signs
around their necks. Broken glass from a shattered frame crunched
under their high-end shoes as they took up positions on either side
of the door. A moment later, a third figure stepped in.

Unlike his associates, he was a bit more
difficult to place. His outfit was unique, and utterly
ostentatious. It began with a gray suit tailored to his lanky
frame. Four rows of polished, cherry-red buttons fastened it shut,
offering only a glimpse of the black shirt and matching red tie
beneath. Continuing the red ensemble were twin sashes of the same
brilliant hue, one over his shoulder and the other around his
waist. This lower sash also hosted a gold-plated, jewel-studded
revolver perched jauntily on one hip. The ornate revolver matched
the spiraling, ruby-encrusted cane he clutched in his narrow
fingers. A forest-green cape and matching dress shoes completed the
outfit. The overall impression was that of a vaguely military
dictator with a flare for the dramatic.

He glared at the newspapermen through
dark-rimmed eyes and ran his free hand through a mane of windswept
hair. While his coif was rather wild and unkempt, it seemed
positively tame in comparison to his eyebrows, mustache, and beard.
All the facial hair was several inches long, exceptionally thin,
and waxed into flowing curves and curls.

The man could just as easily have been a
talented performer or a dangerous mental patient. The wild look in
his eyes and manic grin pitched the scales quite firmly in the
latter direction.

“Gentleman, I could not help but overhear
your plight. And, as ever, when the problem seems intractable, it
has either been caused by, or can be solved by, Lucius P.
Alabaster!”

He concluded the statement with a triumphant
thrust of his finger into the air and a thump of his cane to the
ground. The stunned and confused silence that followed was clearly
not the effect he’d been seeking. The ear-to-ear grin twisted into
a scowl, and he eyed the men reproachfully.

“Lucius P. Alabaster,” he repeated. “Noted
financial powerhouse? Darling of the gentry? The one true defense
our fair society has against the terrors of the Wind Breaker
crew?”

“Look here, sir. I am sure you are well known
within your circles, but we are reporters with a newspaper to put
out.”

“Reporters…” Alabaster fumed. “That you do
not have head enough upon your frail shoulders to make yourself
aware of Lucius P. Alabaster, easily the most notable figure in
recent history, illustrates the true reason for your
flailing little publication. You should know my name. Everyone
should know my name. You are speaking to the first man to be locked
within the heart of Quartzvault Penitentiary, as well as the first
man to escape that utterly impenetrable prison.”

“I am afraid I’m not familiar with it.”

“Idiots…” he rumbled. “Do yourself a favor.
When I am through with you, march yourself up the street to the
office of our dear, increasingly ineffectual Mayor Ebonwhite and
speak my name. See if perhaps he, a man who at the very
least knows those worthy of fear and hatred, can tell you the
nature of the man who stands before you. I would, of course, gladly
continue to list for you my exploits of note, but doing so would
take ages, and like yourselves I am on something of an unforgiving
timetable. So I shall instead get to the heart of the situation. If
you would be so kind, direct me to the cabinet where you file your
photographs.”

“I have had quite enough of this! You get out
of my building immediately, or I will call the authorities.”

Alabaster rolled his eyes. “Mr. P? Motivate
our inhospitable host to reveal the information I seek.”

One of the thugs stepped forward and grasped
the editor by the vest. With little effort, he wrenched the man
from his feet and bashed his head into the ceiling. When the thug
released him, the man fell to the ground, dusted with clumps of
plaster that continued to rain down from a head-shaped hole.

Alabaster stepped up and looked down at the
unconscious man. He turned to the thug and clucked his tongue. “Let
us try again, with that fellow. Perhaps a bit less vigorously this
time,” he said.

The thug turned. His new target, one of the
thus far silent reporters, reacted quite sensibly with utter,
abject terror and total compliance.

“The last three months are in that set of
drawers, the last three years are in that row, and the archives are
through that door!” he yelped, shielding his face with one arm and
pointing shakily with the other.

“Now that seemed to be a far more pleasant
way to go about the transaction, didn’t it?” Alabaster said.

The garishly dressed interloper walked to the
indicated cabinet and pulled it open. He glided his fingers across
the tops of the file folders, murmuring the hand-lettered file
labels under his breath.

“Ah. There we are. I would know it anywhere,”
he said, a seething anger in his voice as he scrutinized an image
from one of the folders.

His lingering stare could have burned a hole
through the image. Finally he stuffed it back into its place and
plucked out the entire folder, along with several on either side.
He handed them off to the other thug.

“You will no doubt choose to immortalize this
moment in your next edition, the deadline for which, as you have
lamented, is rapidly approaching, so I urge you to listen closely,
because I shan’t say this twice…”

He paused, looking about expectantly. “You
do intend to take a photograph, do you not?”

“The editor is also the photographer,”
remarked the frightened reporter, his shaky finger now pointed at
the man lying motionless on the floor.

“Of course he is,” Alabaster said flatly.
“Mr. Q, the camera.”

One of the thugs stepped forward and fetched
the small portable camera from its case and affixed it somewhat
roughly to its tripod.

“At least this way I can be sure you
incompetent halfwits will be able to capture a proper likeness. Is
it too much to presume that the man at the typewriter might
actually have some aptitude with the device? Good. Then listen
closely, and do be sure to print up extra copies of this edition,
because it is certain to be a hot commodity. And the name is Lucius
P. Alabaster, L-U-C-I-U-S P. A-L-A-B-A-S-T-E-R. If I see it
butchered, Mr. P and Mr. Q will be paying you another visit…”


Chapter
1

 


The sun cast long shadows along a freshly cleared
field, burning away the lingering fog of the coastal night. It was
early morning, just after dawn, and a small collection of
individuals in stunningly ornate garb watched the northern sky with
varying levels of impatience. The most impatient was a
dark-skinned young woman in an elegant white dress with plum
accents. She was Amanita Graus, Nita to her friends, and today was
the culmination of a very long process.

“We’ve checked the struts on the north tower,
right? They were a bit loose, and Captain West likes to bring the
Wind Breaker in more quickly than most,” Nita said,
squinting at one of the three mooring structures they had erected
in the previous few weeks.

“I tightened them personally, Nita. He’d have
to ram the tower if he wanted to break it free,” remarked Drew.

He was her partner from the East Seaward Hub,
a massive steamworks not far away. If anything, his outfit was even
more magnificent than hers, less a garment and more a showcase for
a tailor’s skill. The sheer number of ruffles and embroidered
details would have seemed garish if not for the impeccable
placement and quality of each.

“We can’t discount that. I’ve been there when
Lil and Coop moored the ship at nearly full speed. I personally had
to triple-reinforce the mounting points for the lines on the deck.
We should be ready to signal them for a slow approach,” Nita
said.

A deeper, steadier voice reassured her. “This
crew of yours survived for years making stops at ports in Rim,
Amanita. I cannot imagine their preparations are superior to our
own.”

“Father, please. The crew is entirely from
Westrim and Circa. They are quite proud of their homes, and if they
were to hear you suggest that their homeland—”

Her father placed a hand on her shoulder. Its
steadiness, and the gentle pressure, served to underscore for Nita
just how much of a tizzy she was working herself into. She let the
concern trail away and looked him over.

Donovan Graus was a large man, more solidly
built than most Calderans and a head taller than his daughter. Like
most of his countrymen, he kept his dark hair cropped short. Thin
lines shaved into the temples and along the back formed simple
designs that wove through the peppering of gray. His outfit was of
the same fine make as the others, but in addition to its gorgeous
design, some combination of its elements quite effectively
communicated his lofty political and social status without being
nearly as ostentatious as the clothes worn by Drew.

“I have a degree of expertise in the matters
of decorum and diplomacy, Amanita,” he assured her.

“I know, Father. But you’ve never dealt with
people like these before. They’re… different.”

“Then I highly anticipate the opportunity to
learn more about them.”

Nita turned her eyes to the mooring equipment
one last time and shook her head lightly. The structures were
absolutely austere by Calderan standards, but she felt certain she
would be chided a bit by the crew when they showed up. Most landing
fields for airships used simple towers to mount the mooring ropes.
The crew in charge of designing this, the first new airship field
to be built on Caldera’s main island of Tellahn in more than a
century, felt as though such an auspicious location deserved a
proper landmark. Thus, the “towers” were three simple and stylized
statues. They were monuments of two female figures and a male one,
each reaching upward to the heavens. The surrounding buildings had
jobs as lowly as waste storage and machine maintenance, but could
easily have been art galleries and opera houses in the rest of the
world for all the grace and grandeur put into their designs.

She glanced back to the horizon and pointed
excitedly.

“Here they come!” she said.

All eyes turned to follow her gesture. A
glorious red, gold, and brown blob of color slid from behind the
rolling green hills leading to the calm seas. In the morning mist
the details of the ship were faded and blurred, but to Nita the
Wind Breaker was unmistakable. There wasn’t a stitch of its
envelope or valve of its workings she’d not gone over personally.
She had selected the precise shade of red for its envelope. She’d
hand-cut the brass accent pieces. Even the stain on the wood of the
gondola had been the result of long consideration on her part. The
ship was in many ways her masterpiece, and the joy that filled her
heart at its arrival was as much from the sight of the Wind
Breaker cutting through the sky as from the thought of those it
brought with it.

Its sudden appearance, on the other hand, was
enough to cause a stir in the handful of remaining observers who
had thus far been silent. Joining them at the airfield was a small
contingent of soldiers. They were predictably dressed in their
formal uniforms—so full of brightly colored cloth and ruthlessly
polished buttons and buckles that the men looked more like
performers than protectors. Nonetheless, they were dedicated to the
protection of their home and their people, and finding that an
airship had found its way so close without their notice of its
approach set them on edge.

“Steady, men,” remarked Nita’s father.

The Wind Breaker continued its
approach, pulling skillfully into alignment with the mooring
towers. A few moments later, Nita’s ears twitched as the sounds of
its five turbines cut through the idyllic whistling of birds and
rustling of the surrounding trees. She frowned slightly.

“Numbers three and five are running a little
rough,” she muttered.

Mr. Graus signaled a trio of men waiting
patiently at the base of the mooring towers. They each climbed
rungs worked into the designs of the statues and braced themselves
on platforms beside each outstretched hand, ready to receive the
mooring lines.

The ship approached, emerging out of the
thinning fog and revealing itself more clearly. Each new detail
that became visible weighed a bit more heavily upon Nita’s mind.
She’d spent months with the crew working on the ship directly and
training them to maintain it once she’d returned home. She’d left
it in perfect condition, and she believed she’d given them
all the skills necessary to keep it that way. Evidently this was
not the case, as each time it returned it had just a bit more
damage and wear than before.

Here she could see bits of the hull had been
patched with green wood. There a whole section of railing along the
deck had been repaired with repurposed pipes. The whole ship
shimmied with the telltale shake of mis-balanced turbines, and by
the time it was slowing to a stop she could distinctly hear at
least three different high-pressure whistles indicating leaks
somewhere in the system.

A voice cut through the growing list of
maintenance concerns.

“There she is!” piped a lively young woman
from the deck of the ship.

Nita looked to the railing beside the first
of two main mooring lines. Lil Cooper, the most junior member of
the Wind Breaker crew, had just heaved a line to the
Calderan crew. She stood on the side of the ship, one hand wrapped
in a loose bit of rigging to support her and the other waving
frantically to get Nita’s attention. She had the same look of
radiant enthusiasm that remained steadfastly upon her face whether
they were charging into battle or just getting ready for dinner.
Her outfit was quite a bit different than normal, but in typical
Lil fashion, she didn’t give the onlookers time to admire it before
doing something inadvisable.

She took a few steps forward along the hull
of the ship, swinging out and away from the Wind Breaker
just as the mooring line she’d tossed pulled taut. The ship’s mild
jerking halt sent her swinging in a wide arc. As she started her
return swing, she kicked her legs for some extra momentum and
released the rope, lofting herself through the air to land on the
outstretched arm of the statue. She pointed her toes and leaned
back, turning the landing into a slide down the polished surface of
the statue until she made a less than graceful dismount from the
curled hem of the statue’s skirt. The soldiers shouted a few orders
at her, but they may as well have been ordering the breeze to stop
blowing, because Lil dashed right past them, effortlessly dodging
an attempt to grab her by the arm, and launched herself into an
enthusiastic embrace of Nita that nearly knocked both women to the
ground.

“There you are, darlin’,” Lil said, squeezing
Nita tight. “Two months is too long.”

“It’s good to see you too, Lil,” Nita
laughed.

“And look at you!” Lil said, pulling back
from the hug to admire the now somewhat disheveled outfit of her
ship’s former engineer. “Ain’t you just the prettiest thing on the
island? And on this island, that’s saying something. And you
must be her daddy.”

She thrust her hand out in expectation of a
shake. “Pleased to meet you. And let me tell you something, you
done a good job on this daughter of yours. Yes, sir.”

Mr. Graus gave a bemused smile and offered
his hand. She gripped it tight and gave it a vigorous shake.

“I’m pleased you approve,” he said, eyes
twinkling with amusement.

“I sure do!” she said, continuing the
handshake as she brushed aside a blond hair that had been shaken
loose by her unconventional disembarkation. “Best engineer we seen
in Rim in a long time, and whip-smart too. You sure do raise ’em
right. Shame I ain’t had the chance to tell you sooner, but this
bein’ the first time we come this far inland…”

“Lil,” barked a gruff voice from the deck of
the ship. “You get down under this ship and stand at
attention!”

“Aye, Cap’n!” she called over her shoulder.
She finished the shake and wiped her hand on her pants. “Cap’n says
you folk got a ceremony or some such all lined up?” she said,
straightening her outfit.

“We do.” Mr. Graus chuckled. “And you’ve
skipped to the end.”

“Oh!” Lil said, trotting backward toward the
ship. “Well, tell you what. You just go back to the beginning and
I’ll act surprised when we get to this bit again.”

She turned to sprint to her place beneath the
ship, then skidded to a stop just ahead of where the slowly
lowering “captain’s gig” would touch down. The frenzied motion of a
ship being secured had seized the deck, but for the Wind
Breaker crew the frenzy was a bit more frantic. The other
deckhand, Coop, for instance, had decided the knot used by the
Calderan manning the tower on his side of the ship was subpar. He
dashed to and fro between the mooring winches to take out the
slack, all the while shouting out tips on how best to secure the
line. Meanwhile the captain barked orders and fought the stiff
seaside breeze to keep the ship from wandering. Somehow, despite
the madness, the ship came to a relatively orderly rest in its new
berth. Once it was secure, the flat-bottomed gig finished lowering
down, a rope ladder dropped, and the crew assembled one by one in
descending order of rank.

Nita couldn’t help but grin as she got her
first good look at them in quite a while. Though the captain was an
able leader and enforced quite a few rules, he didn’t normally have
much of a dress code for his crew. No doubt in honor of this
occasion, that had changed. The whole of the Wind Breaker
crew wore matching uniforms. They were new enough that they’d
probably been donned for the first time that morning. Each was made
from a stiff dark-blue fabric with brass buttons and yellow trim.
The captain typically wore some variation of this, albeit a much
more threadbare and broken-in version. The armory officer, Gunner,
was no stranger to the more formal uniform as well, but he was
notably absent. The rest of the crew looked so odd in their outfits
that they may as well been wearing costumes.

Mr. Graus stepped forward to address the
captain. Nita stepped up beside them and made the introduction.

“Father, this is Captain McCulloch West of
the Wind Breaker. Captain West, this is Councilman Donovan
Graus,” Nita said.

“An honor to meet the man who kept my
daughter safe in an unfamiliar land,” Mr. Graus said, shaking the
captain’s hand.

“Your daughter kept herself safe, Councilman.
She was a fine addition to the crew.”

Graus and West paused for a moment, each
measuring the other with a lingering gaze. Captain West was a match
for Graus’s height, but easily half again his weight. It was plain
to see that life had taken them each in different directions,
though somehow found a way to give them many of the same skills.
West and his crew didn’t have the dark skin of the Calderans, but
the sun had baked the captain quite a bit and left him with a
weathered, craggy face that added a few decades to his apparent
age. Pale skin around his eyes traced out the shape of the dark
glasses he’d removed for the introduction. But most of all, he
seemed to radiate leadership, principle, and grit in equal measure,
something he and Graus had in common.

The captain turned to Nita and gave her a
stiff nod of greeting before she and her father moved along to the
next most senior member of the crew, a formidable woman who was a
match for the captain’s age. Portly and with a look on her face
that suggested this entire endeavor was taking her away from
something far more important, she was also the only member of the
crew who wasn’t quite in the proper uniform, as she’d topped
her outfit with a clean white apron.

“This is Glinda West. She acts as both medic
and cook for the Wind Breaker.”

“A pleasure,” Graus said, taking her hand to
give it a cordial kiss of greeting.

She smiled. It was an unfamiliar expression
for a woman that, for as long as Nita had known her, had displayed
some combination of annoyance and impatience as her only visible
emotions. She muttered something in a language Nita had yet to
learn the name of. Mr. Graus glanced to his daughter.

“I believe that means thank you,” Nita
whispered.

Graus nodded. “No, thank you, Ms.
West. If your husband kept my girl safe, you kept her
healthy. And she has high praise for your culinary expertise. I
hope to be able to sample it, if you are willing.”

Her jowly face reddened a bit, and she said
something and gestured for him to move to the next crewmember.

“Look at that,” Coop said. “I ain’t never
seen Butch blush like that. Your daddy’s a charmer, Nita!”

“Coop, you keep your jaw from flapping until
they’re through with their ceremony,” the captain barked.

“Sorry, Cap’n.”

Coop, by a considerable margin the tallest
member of the crew, had quite a lean build. He’d also missed a
button when donning his uniform that morning.

“Deckhand Ichabod Cooper,” Nita said.

Coop grabbed Mr. Graus by the hand and pumped
it in a shake that threatened to rattle his arm free of his
shoulder. “No sense calling me anything other than Coop, Mr. Graus.
And since nobody else saw fit to do it, I reckon I ought to tell
you that these names Nita here’s been giving ain’t what anybody
calls us. That there’s Cap’n Mack, that’s Butch, and my sister
here’s Lil Coop. Gunner’s our armory officer, but he’s back at the
mainland.”

“Well, Coop, may I say that you and your
sister are quite skilled at first impressions,” Graus said with a
smile.

“Are we? And here I figured we’d be lousy on
account of you only getting to make one of ’em. Don’t leave much
room for practice. Say, while I got your ear, does this ceremony
include any food? Because Butch there didn’t want to muss up her
one good apron, so we ain’t had breakfast yet.”

“There is a banquet waiting for us when we
reach my estate.”

Coop clapped his hands together and rubbed
them in anticipation. “Then you’d best get to Lil so we can go
eat.”

“Oh, we already met,” Lil said, slapping him
on the shoulder. “You can move right along to the next bit. Though
I guess since everyone else had their whole name said, might as
well say mine too. Name’s Chastity Cooper, and that’s liable to be
the last time you ever hear anyone say it. From here on, it’s Lil.
You being Nita’s dad, and Nita being a member of the crew, that
makes us just short of family, right? May as well call me what
everyone else does.”

“Well, Lil. It is once again a pleasure to
meet you. You in particular have been the subject of a great many
of my daughter’s letters and anecdotes.”

“Aw, you didn’t go and tell your dad anything
embarrassing, did you?” Lil asked, giving Nita a punch on the
arm.

“Lil, stop talking Mr. Graus’s ear off so we
can go eat,” Coop said.

“Oh, sorry. Probably plenty of time for this
later, I reckon.”

“I am sure we shall have a great deal to
discuss,” Mr. Graus said.

He took a step back to join the soldiers and
Drew, then fetched a handwritten note from his pocket and cleared
his throat.

“Crew of the Wind Breaker. For many
years you have been engaged in activities that the laws and
traditions of our land would consider illegal. But in that time you
have also been among the only sources of information and exposure
to a world away from which we had long ago shut ourselves. You have
provided much needed infusions of outside thought and influence,
you have exposed our people to the wonders of things like the
cam-er-a and thus have spurred whole new art forms that did not
exist prior. Most importantly, you performed a personal service to
myself and my family for which I can never properly thank you. You
acquired, at great personal risk, a medicine that saved the life
and restored the livelihood of my dear wife, Amarita. For the last
four months, we have permitted the Wind Breaker safe harbor
within our borders and safety from being fired upon by the
perimeter battery. However, it is the considered opinion of the
council of which I am proud to call myself a part that this
distinction is insufficient reward. Starting now, your past crimes
shall be forgotten. Furthermore, from this day forward and for as
long as you remain in good standing with our fair nation, your crew
shall, with some minor exceptions, be granted the same freedoms
within our borders as our own people, and in all matters in which
dealings with the people of Rim become necessary, you shall act as
representatives of the people of Caldera. Today, you are
Calderans.”

The soldiers, standing at attention behind
them, raised ornate horns from their belts and trumpeted out a
lilting, nuanced fanfare. Nita held out her hands and received from
Drew a handful of medallions on coral-colored ribbons. Each was a
gleaming black onyx disk embellished with flakes of a dozen
different-colored gems and inlaid with mother-of-pearl in a
familiar shape.

Nita stepped up and hung one on the neck of
each crewmember.

“The medallions you have been presented were
designed specially for this occasion. The onyx base represents the
volcanic heart that beats within the islands of Caldera. The
mother-of-pearl forms a map of our major islands, and the gemstones
coincide with the points of greatest pride of our land, culminating
with the ruby marking the mouth of Lo, our largest and most sacred
volcano. Accept these symbols of Caldera and wear them with pride.
May all who see them know that those who bear these medallions are
honored guests in our nation.”

“I reckon us having the wrong color skin
would be a giveaway that we ain’t from here,” Coop said.

“Yeah. And I think Coop and me might be the
only blonds in this whole place,” Lil added.

“Coop, Lil,” the captain said.

“Yeah, Cap’n?” they replied.

“Next time you have a thought, keep it to
yourself,” he said.

“And with that I believe we can end the
official greetings,” Mr. Graus said. “Feel free to stretch your
legs and explore the airfield a bit. When you are ready, carriages
are waiting to take you all to my estate for a reception and
introduction to the rest of the council. I shall be needed for
preparations, but I believe Nita will be more than capable of
helping you feel at home in my absence.”

Mr. Graus shook hands with the crew and took
his leave. The soldiers stepped back, but notably did not
take their eyes off the crew as the thin, fragile veneer of
formality shattered and they gathered around Nita.

“Never thought I’d see the day that I’d set
foot on the mainland without wearing shackles or dodging bullets,”
Captain Mack said.

“I’m glad I could make it happen, and it is
so good to see you all,” she said.

“Look at you, puttin’ on your finery for us,”
Coop said.

“I’m the one putting on my ‘finery’?
What about you, Lil?” She gave Lil a tight hug, then stepped back
to look her over. “That uniform actually fits you! I don’t know if
I’ve ever seen you wearing an outfit that wasn’t handed down from
someone else.”

“Yeah, we had this made up special on account
of you Calderan folk givin’ a care about how a body looks for
special occasions.” She tugged at the trousers. “It’s itchy as all
get-out, though. And rides up in places it ain’t polite to talk
about.”

“What’s with the statues?” Coop said. “For a
minute I thought you had us landin’ in a museum or somethin’.”

“Oh, those are nothing. Just temporary. They
were built for our flower exhibition last year. To the north and
the south are Mardenna and Velemma, twin muses of light and dark,
and the one to the east is Harmon, the arbiter of inspiration.”

Drew wedged himself into the conversation to
weigh in, all the while fiddling with a bag slung around behind
him.

“The symbolism was simply too good to pass
up,” he said, withdrawing his camera from the bag and unfolding its
stand. “Mardenna and Velemma, according to legend, are constantly
filling our heads with conflicting ideas, always beautiful and
inspired, but so at odds with one another that only one idea can
ever be realized. It mirrors the conflict of the muses themselves,
sisters ever fighting over the minds and hearts of the people. By
tying your ship between them, you now form the rope in a
tug-of-war. It represents the place of your ship within our minds,
possibly a thing of great opportunity, possibly a thing of
terrible—ouch!”

His rambling and less than diplomatic speech
was put to an end by a sharp elbow to the ribs from Nita.

“I worked with this crew. They’re not
bringing anything terrible,” she hissed.

“I’m merely articulating the inspiration for
this photograph. If you’ll excuse me, the light is perfect!” Drew
said, squinting to eye up the angle and backing away to frame the
image properly.

“Drew suggested this when we were discussing
possible temporary solutions for our first airfield. So we got the
crew from the steamworks together to move the statues and make them
sturdy enough for the Wind Breaker.”

“I must not’ve heard you right,” Coop said.
“Did you say temporary?”

“Certainly!” Nita said. “We haven’t had an
airfield since decades before the calamity! This place should be a
monument to the advancement of our culture and our reunion with the
rest of the world. All of this is just a placeholder so you
wouldn’t have to wait for the completion of commissioned artwork. A
proper piece of permanent exterior artwork of the appropriate size
could take years to build.”

Coop looked over the buildings of the
airfield. “That there shed is nicer than any house I ever slept in.
What are you folk using it for?”

“Refuse,” Nita said.

“So not so different from the places you been
sleepin’ after all,” Lil said.

“Look at it!” Drew called excitedly, his head
buried beneath a dark curtain hung over the rear of the camera.
“The dilapidation of the ship, the battle scarring! It is a perfect
representation of struggle and conflict. Better than I could have
imagined!”

Nita turned to the Wind Breaker again.
“It does seem to have had better days…” she said.

Lil laughed nervously. “Nah, it’s running
like a top! Honest!”

“Sure is,” Coop said with a nod. “All wobbly,
fixin’ to fall down all the time.”

Lil kicked him in the shin. “You ain’t
helping, Coop.”

“You’ve been doing all the maintenance I
taught you to do, haven’t you?” Nita said.

The diminutive deckhand ran her fingers
through her hair and fiddled with the blue bow she’d paired with
the uniform. “Sure I have. Most of it, I mean. Most of the
time.”

“You need to do it regularly, Lil. A little
adjustment every day is better than a blown seal every few
weeks.”

“We ain’t blown a seal every few weeks, Nita.
That’s for dang sure,” Lil said.

“Yeah, we’ve blown one more like…” Coop
began, gazing up and working out the figures on his fingers. “There
was the one outside Keystone, then the two—ouch!”

Once again his comment was cut short by an
elbow to the ribs from his sister.

“Dang it, if you want me to hush up, just say
so,” he muttered, rubbing his side. “You caught me right on the
button.”

“Captain Mack, you wouldn’t lie to me. Is the
Wind Breaker in good repair?”

“It’s running as well as it ever did back
when the fuggers were doing the upkeep,” Mack said.

Nita immediately walked with purpose toward
the base of one of the statues.

“Cap’n,” Lil said in exasperation
before chasing after Nita. “Come on, Nita. It’s fine, honest.”

“I didn’t fix up that ship just for it to run
as poorly as when the fug folk were in charge. Let me just take a
look. Those turbines sounded off balance. There’s probably just a
bit of buildup on some of the blades. Maybe a bent rotor.”

“And muss up this nice dress of yours?” Lil
said.

“I’ve got a dozen like it,” Nita said, eyes
craned to look at the underbelly of the ship. “You’ve still got my
spare roll of wrenches, right? And a hammer. I’ll need a
hammer…”

Lil stepped in front of Nita and grabbed her
by the shoulders to physically stop her.

“Come on, Nita. There’s time for that later.
We ain’t going anywhere in a hurry.”

“Just a quick peek. It won’t take long.”

“But—just—” Lil stammered. “Give me a minute
to clean it up first. You can look at it tonight.”

Nita paused and looked Lil in the eye. For
the first time Lil’s creeping embarrassment and flicker of shame
were evident to her.

“Is something wrong?” Nita asked.

Lil looked away and fiddled with her bow
again. “Most days it’s me that’s been doing the maintaining. So if
maintaining ain’t been getting done, it’s me that ain’t been doing
it. We get busy is all. Funny how we didn’t feel short-handed
before you showed up, but we sure feel short-handed since you
left.”

Nita smiled warmly and placed a reassuring
hand on Lil’s shoulder. “It’s all right. You’re here for at least a
week or two, right? We’ll get the ship fixed up, and I’ll see if I
can’t show you a few tricks to keep it running smooth a little
easier.” She glanced up. “Oh! I’d nearly forgotten!”

Nita paced over to the base of the nearest
mooring stature and rattled out a quick sequence of taps with her
knuckle. She turned and gazed up into the darkened interior of the
ship visible through the exposed cargo hatch now that the gig had
been lowered. After a few moments, a pair of glimmering eyes peered
down from the hatch.

“It’s fine! Come down here,” Nita called. She
turned to Lil. “If anyone who cares that you’ve still got
inspectors aboard is present here, we’ve got bigger problems than
them finding out.”

A peculiar creature emerged from the ship,
moving deftly down the chains affixed to the gig. It scampered over
to Nita and clambered up her dress to hold snug to her side. It was
an aye-aye, about the size of a cat, roughly monkey shaped, and
having a wide-eyed face that was a hideously endearing cross
between that of a bat and a kitten. The skittish creature looked
nervously to the soldiers at the edge of the airfield and huddled
close. It reached out and tapped a message with a spidery finger on
Nita’s arm.

We were not supposed to let people
saw, tapped the little creature, wrapping her notched tail
around herself like a security blanket.

“It’s fine, Nikita. We’re friends
here,” Nita said.

Friends didn’t brought guns, she
tapped, further illustrating the less than ideal grammatical
training the beasts had received.

“Relax,” she said, stroking the aye-aye.

Nikita, unconvinced, continued to survey the
potential threats. Her timid surveillance continued until her
nostrils flared and she glanced down at a small purse hanging by
Nita’s side. She looked up to Nita.

You brought good food, she tapped.

“I can’t sneak one by you, can I?”

She reached into the purse and pulled out a
macaroon to present to the aye-aye. Nikita took it, tapped out a
thanks, and hopped down to trot to Coop. Despite the well-tailored
outfit not really offering room enough for her, she managed to
wedge herself into his jacket to nibble at her macaroon.

“Where is Wink?” Nita asked, glancing up at
the ship in search of the aye-aye who served as the ship’s main
inspector.

“Back with Gunner,” Lil said. “We figured
it’d help him get word in and out of you-know-where if he needed
to.”

“Ah. Clever thinking. All right, everyone,
let’s go. I can’t wait to show you my hometown
properly,” Nita announced.

The group headed to the edge of the airfield,
where a line of carriages awaited them. The vehicles looked, as
many of the fruits of Calderan engineering did, like they were far
too delicate to be of any real use. Nevertheless, in addition to
the driver, the first carriage easily seated Captain Mack, Butch,
Coop, Nikita, and one of the soldiers. Nita stepped into the second
carriage and was eagerly joined by Lil while Drew piled into the
second row of seats to struggle with the fiddly process of stowing
his camera again.

“Judging from the wear and tear on the
Wind Breaker, I suppose you and the crew have been busy for
the past few months.”

Lil slouched into the chair and tugged at her
uncomfortable outfit. “Are you kidding? I think we hauled more
cargo and did more sneaking and creeping since you left than we did
in all the time you were with us.”

“Still helping get the ichor well fortified?”
Nita asked.

Lil blew out an exasperated breath. “You
don’t know the half of it.”

#

A dim room flickered with the light of a gas
burner. Gloved fingers twisted valves and tightened fittings,
shifting the wild yellow flame to a faint blue one. What little
light remained came from the glowing contents of glass vials
clamped to various bits of apparatus. Some shone with a golden
light, others with piercing green.

Dr. Samantha Prist leaned low to inspect the
flame. Dark lenses flipped up from her goggles to reveal serious
eyes. Satisfied, she twisted open a clamp and inserted a beaker
filled with a milky gray fluid.

“Batch seventy-five, test three,” she stated,
her voice raised as though speaking to someone far away. “This is
the two percent solution, testing at high heat. I am adding the
extract now. A ratio of one to one hundred extract to solution by
volume.”

She selected a vial and a pipette from a rack
behind a conspicuous blast shield on the other side of the room and
paced back to allow a single drop to fall into the beaker. She then
replaced the vial and gently stirred the beaker with a glass wand.
Again she leaned low, scrutinizing the swirling mixture. It
thickened and slowed, becoming almost pure white.

“The first reaction has been completed.
Moving it into position. Set the timer for precisely ninety seconds
and start it on my mark.”

A distant clicking and cranking indicated an
unseen assistant had complied with her wishes.

“And… mark.” She shifted the beaker over the
flame and backed away. “Are we counting?” she called.

“You just press the button on the top of the
fing, right?” called a gruff voice.

“Yes, Donald.”

“And when you press it, it starts ticking?”
he said.

“Yes, Donald,” she said, somewhat more
wearily.

“And you asked me to press it,
right?”

“Point taken, Donald,” she said, peering over
the top of the blast shield. She picked up a pen and clipboard.
“When I ask for it, give me the time remaining.”

Prist jotted down a note or two and watched
the beaker carefully. “Time!” she called out.

“Fifty-two,” Donald replied.

“At thirty-eight seconds, there is the
formation of a thin blue crystalline crust on the exposed portions
of the solution,” she said aloud as she wrote.

The crust continued to grow, then took on a
luminous shimmer.

“Time!”

“Twenty-eight.”

“At sixty-two seconds, light production
begins.” She flipped her dark lenses down. “From this point forward
the concoction is extremely shock sensitive.”

The light continued to grow brighter, to the
point that it would have been painful to observe without her eye
protection. Now brilliantly illuminated, the room was visible as a
wonderland of science. Every instrument and scientific vessel one
could desire had a place in a rack, case, or shelf all about the
room. The exceptionally tall figure of Donald the timekeeper sat in
a full-body protective outfit. It looked to be heavy canvas, topped
with a rigid mask with a glass visor. He sat behind a large sheet
of smoked glass sandwiched between two layers of mesh.

He turned to a mechanical timer and flipped
up the visor of his helmet. “Twenty. Nineteen. Eighteen…”

As he continued the countdown and the light
gradually decreased, an odd stuttering chatter filled the air. Dr.
Prist hurriedly checked the fuel line for the burner before
realizing sound was coming from outside the room.

“Is that…?” Her eyes shot open. “That’s one
of the spike guns. They’re going to shut the gate!”

She scrambled for the speaking tube on the
wall and clanged at it with a nearby instrument before bellowing
into it.

“Whoever is listening, don’t shut the gate
yet!”

“Nine. Eight,” Donald continued.

A long, low grating rumble caused the
glassware to rattle in its racks. Then came the thump of a
fortified gate slamming into place outside. It shook the room so
forcibly that a large canister fell from its shelf. She caught it
smoothly and set it aside, then flinched at the sound of breaking
glass and a burst of light.

“I cannot work in these
conditions!” she growled through clenched teeth. “Do these
idiots not realize that there are delicate scientific
procedures going on here?”

Donald shrugged. “Seems like anyfing that’ll
be spoiled by a loud noise isn’t worth doing. My mum used to make a
soufflé that would fall if you slammed a door.”

Prist cupped her hand over her eyes.
“Fascinating as your anecdotes are, I think now that the damage is
done we should probably see what exactly happened.” She clanged at
the tube again. “Would someone please come to the laboratory and
explain to me what precisely just cost me an afternoon’s work?”

“Ugh,” a voice replied in disgust from the
other side of the tube. “Do you have to bang the tube first?
It is very disturbing.”

“Well I’m sorry, Kent, but as you aren’t
inclined to answer in a
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