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Chapter 1 Escape

My body screamed to keep running home to Mãi, to find safety now in her arms, to lose my fear in the scent of her hair—but my head knew that would soon make her just as dead as if I’d killed her myself.

I sucked down another lungful of hot, humid air. My hands, braced on the rough plastered wall of the alley, seeped blood down the back of my wrists. I didn’t feel the pain yet, minutes after I’d flung myself out of the moving taxi.

The taxi goons would’ve had to back up because I’d run against our direction of travel. They couldn’t drive fast in reverse. The street was too narrow for them to turn around. Every second they spent looking for me was another second for the Panaji cops to catch up. I’d fled down the first cross alley, cornered left onto the next street, dashed through traffic and pivoted right at the next corner, and kept up that dog-leg pattern to break contact until I ran out of breath. 

They’d have no idea where I was. But they’d know where I’d go.

I’d no time to think about my next move. Good thing I didn’t have any other choice. I drew in a slower, deeper breath, straightened up, and trotted toward the riverside docks.

A year locked up hadn’t taken anything from my runner’s memory of these streets. I knew every alley, every shop that paid protection to the Taxi Mafia, every front for one of their criminal operations, every police station or immune business that might have offered shelter. Dinged up and dripping blood, I had to avoid them all now. The Taxi Mafia couldn’t afford to let me get away.

The heist had gone off perfectly for the goons. I’d cracked the security system flawlessly, fast and clean, as good as anything their usual techie could have done. The driver had the loot bag beside him on the front seat, distracted driving, pawing through the cash and jewelry. I sat in the back with the other goon’s thick fingers wrapped around my upper arm. Not long until they’d put me in that locked room again. 

The driver held up a glittering bangle to catch the light. The muscled fool beside me leaned forward and let go my arm. The driver’d forgotten to lock the taxi doors. The two of them had fumbled into setting off an alarm on our way out, putting the cops on our trail. Three mistakes at once! I’d never have a better chance.

As the e-taxi whined down into a corner, I unlatched the door and launched myself sideways as hard as I could. The outward force of the turn and the push of my legs broke the goon’s hasty clutch at my arm. In a stretched-out moment I was on the street, tucking myself into a ball, protecting my head, rolling and sliding across the pavement.

The instant I hit something—a parked car?—I scrambled to my feet and ran. Pain was for later.

Leaving the alley, I turned away from home and down toward the water. I carried nothing but the now torn and bloody clothes I wore and the modified smartphone I’d used in the heist. I still had my head and the information in it.

Thought about my options. The commercial port with its cranes and containers sealed itself away on the southern peninsula. Those ships had dockside security I couldn’t get through. I needed something smaller and easier to get to. 

Near the Mandovi River ferry landing, the old coal barges now held floating casinos and restaurants tended by silent new electric boats. There were face-recognition cameras everywhere; I couldn’t blend in there.

The few remaining coastal traders still used cargo nets and crates with lots of manual labor to load and unload. The smallest freighters used gangplanks with lines of workers walking aboard with sacks or boxes on their backs. That’s what I was looking for: lots of people I could blend in with, and a boat that would get me out on the Sea of Larwi right away.

It didn’t hurt my chances that the Taxi Mafia shook down the smaller boat captains who couldn’t afford dockside security. A captain might shelter me just to give the goons a poke in the eye.

I got down among the crates and pallets quickly and stayed out of line of sight of the street along the docks. Even if the goons thought to look for me here, they’d have to keep moving with traffic or get out and search for me on foot. I didn’t plan to hang around waiting for them.

I moved from stack to stack, trying to look like I belonged, trying not to look furtive. At least the blood wasn’t actively dripping now. I probably looked like what I was, the leftovers of a traffic accident.

There he was! I spotted a friend of the family. He’d only met me a couple of times that I remembered, the most recent a few years ago when I was ten? Eleven? I had to gamble that he’d remember me, that he wasn’t in tight with the Taxi Mafia, and that he and Uncle Antu were still on good terms.

I walked up as casually as I could manage and waited until he looked up from his tablet. “Namaste, Mister Naik. Do you remember me? I’m Antu Silva’s nephew, Fredo.”

He looked at me over his glasses for a moment. “You’ve grown.”

I nodded. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I need to ask a favor for my Uncle Antu. I need to get to him as soon as possible. If I don’t get off these docks in the next few minutes, it’s likely the Taxi Mafia is going to kill me.” I held his eyes. My heart pounded so hard I was sure he could hear it. Naik was my best chance, but all I had to work with was whatever friendship he had with Uncle Antu.

His eyes narrowed. “They’re looking for you now?”

I nodded, wordless.

He gestured, all business. “Grab that sack. Put in on your back. Follow the other stevedores up that gangplank. When you get into the hold, stack your sack with the others, then head forward and hide in the lines and chains in the bow. Clear?”

“Sack, gangplank, stack, bow. Aye aye.” I grabbed the heavy sack and slung it on my back, bending nearly double, and walked to the line of workers. The scrapes and bruises of my taxi exit were starting to hurt. I’d be sore in the morning.

A gap opened and I stepped into it, matching the rhythm of the stevedores. The gangplank was no wider than my two feet together, and either side was a fall into the muddy green water of the Mandovi between the smooth ship’s hull and barnacle-encrusted dock pilings. I stepped carefully.

A dozen paces up and I was on the deck and then following the other workers down an even steeper ladder into the main hold. I managed not to drop the sack. Everyone else moved smoothly, no wasted effort. I tried not to make a show of myself.

The man ahead of me slung his sack on top of two others, a stack only half the height of the one next to it. I slung my sack on top of his, trying to make it as neat and solid. Good enough. I turned forward and made my way toward the bow, watching my footing and my headspace and trying not to draw attention. I don’t know where the other workers went.

The light faded as I moved forward until I stumbled over a huge coil of manila hawser in the shadows. I tucked myself into the hole in the center and tried to make myself invisible.

The dark and the confined space made my body think I was back in that locked room. I shut my eyes and imagined an open park, green with shade trees, a fresh breeze, laughing children playing in the dust. Deep breath. Out. Breathe. Out. Not enough. I turned my head and pressed my nose against the hawser, breathing the scent of manila and tar. It was different enough from the stench of the place I’d been locked up. My body relaxed a little, just enough that the panic attack held off. I drifted, trying to empty my mind. Nothing to do until Mr. Naik’s next move. Would he come for me? Send someone else? Would the ship leave? Was the Taxi Mafia on their way?

“Fredo.” The voice out of the darkness brought me up twanging, my heart hammering.

I didn’t say a thing, trying not to breathe. 

A flashlight beam played over me. “It’s Naik. Are you okay where you are?”

I nodded, gulped, said, “I’m okay. What’s going on?”

“We’re loaded and ready to go. But I thought of your mother. The office where she clerks is not far away. Wouldn’t you rather go to her?”

“No!” Loud, too loud. Betrayal already? Naik rocked back, surprised. No, he was just being nice. 

I shook my head fast. “Sorry, sorry. Please, no. And don’t say anything to her. If the taxi goons have any idea I talked to her, they’ll kill her too. I have to disappear.”

Naik said, “You don’t want to send her a message?”

“I’d rather be a bad son than an orphan.”

Naik grunted. “I understand. We’ll be underway in a few minutes. When we’re out of the harbor, I’ll come down to get you. Will you be all right until then?”

I nodded. “Thank you. You’re saving my life.”

Naik quietly moved back toward the light of the open cargo hold, taking the flashlight with him. I thought of asking him to leave the flashlight. Hesitated. Too late now. I’d have to deal with the darkness again. Almost reached for the smartphone. But turning it on would give the Taxi Mafia my location.

The ancient diesel engine rumbled to life. I felt the ship ease away from the dock, slowly pass down the river, then speed up across the harbor. At least this ship’s bow didn’t stink like an uncleaned sickroom. I wasn’t trapped, not really. The open deck was just a ladder climb away. No one was locking me in here.

Then the hold cover boomed into place, shutting out the last of the daylight. My body heard a door slam and lock and panicked. I had to get out, get to daylight, now now now. My lungs strained, not enough air here in the dark, I had to breathe.

I scrambled out of the hawser coil and stumbled my way to where the ladder had been. Nothing. I ran my hands over the stacks and crates, searching for a way up, a way out. My brain knew I just needed to trust Naik, to wait for him to come back. Covering the hold was perfectly normal. My body insisted I had been locked up again by the Taxi Mafia. I was going to die here.

My hands found a ladder. A small one, against the hull. I scrambled up, fumbling for each rung. I cracked my head against the hatch cover and beat on it, crying for help. I knew the Taxi Mafia goons never opened the door when I cried, but my body didn’t care. I wanted Mãi.

The hatch opened above me and I swarmed out and sprawled gasping on the deck. The sailor at the hatch goggled at me. He opened his mouth to say something, but Naik was there and waved him off.

Naik crouched beside me. “I thought you agreed to wait for me. That you’d be okay.”

“Sorry sorry sorry. Dark. Locked in. Sorry sorry sorry.” I wasn’t making any sense, I knew. 

Naik had done me a favor, a favor for Uncle Antu, and I’d messed it up in minutes. I was a disaster, a bad luck magnet. The smart thing would be for Naik to put me ashore and hope the Taxi Mafia wouldn’t notice he’d tried to help me.

Naik sat back. “Don’t stand up. Will you be okay here on the open deck?”

I nodded. “Sorry.”

Naik called to the deck crew, “Get me a blanket. And a first aid kit.” In moments he had an emergency blanket from one of the ship’s kits, and threw it over me. He opened the first aid kit and rummaged among the bandages.

Naik said, “You need to stay out of sight from shore. If the people after you suspect you’re aboard, they have the connections to send a fast boat after us.” He took one of my hands and started disinfecting the cuts and scrapes, cleaning out the bits of gravel.

I nodded, using my other hand to wrap the blanket over my head, leaving just enough room to breathe. “I understand. Sorry.”

Naik pressed a nanobandage across my hand. It stung as the tendrils worked in, but felt better after. “I’m guessing you don’t want to be in an inside cabin, either.”

I shook my head. “Sorry. I need open doors and windows. Been locked up for a year.”

Naik winced. “That’s hard. We’ll do what we can for you.” He looked around and back toward shore, which was far too close for my comfort. “Stay down, below the gunwales and under that blanket. We’ll have to hope no one saw you come up.”

Naik looked at me for a long moment. “I know how to reach your uncle. Antu’s in a good place to help you. But we’ll wait until we’re well out to sea. The people after you listen to the local traffic.”

Naik stood and spoke quietly with the deck crew. One continued Naik’s work on my cuts and scrapes. The rest moved away, but one or another kept an eye on me.

My body heard and felt all the differences from the last year. The bandages helped, but my bruises and strains nagged for attention. “Sorry sorry.”

I was lying on an uncomfortable lump. I rooted in a pocket and found the Taxi Mafia smartphone. Trackable. Full of hacking tools, contacts, data. So much I’d learned, so much I’d paid for. Too valuable to throw overboard. Fumbled the battery out of it, checked the case for tracking discs, then put the pieces back in a different pocket. 

Blue sky overhead. Ocean breeze. Open deck. Rail not far away. City skyline retreating. Might never see Goa again. 

I was done serving the Taxi Mafia. Now I could learn for myself.

I thought about what I could do with the information on that smartphone. Riffled through my options like a deck of filthy playing cards, discarding one bad choice after another until I slipped into exhausted sleep.



Chapter 2 Transit

“BOY! Your ride's here!” the captain bellowed down from the weather deck.

I jumped up from the galley stool and just missed cutting myself with the paring knife. My heart pounded. Why was I so surprised? I’d been expecting the call any time for the past few days. 

“On my way!” I shouted back. I dropped the half-peeled root vegetable and the knife on the counter, tore off my apron, wiped my hands on it, and threw it on the hook. The cook didn’t look up. I grabbed my duffel and ducked out the galley door. 

I understood the cook wasn’t being mean. The less for anyone to remember, the better for everyone. I wasn’t really here, and never had been. A ghost in the system. The paperwork that could have eased me through any shipboard inspection would be shreds and ash minutes after I was off this ship. I didn’t know anything, and that was safest.

I came up the companionway to see the captain, stocky and solid, anchoring the bottom rung of a shiny rope ladder to the deck with one foot, a hand steadying it at shoulder level. My eyes tracked up the ladder to—what was that?

Floating in midair over the freighter was an enormous white mass, longer and wider than the entire ship. Ten meters of rope ladder ended in a tiny hatch in the airship’s belly.

Before I could fully understand what I was looking at, the captain grinned and said, “Up you go!” and jerked his head toward the ladder.

I jumped at his command. Habit, ingrained by my time on Naik’s ship and then this one. I didn’t even know this captain’s name. I slung the duffel over my back and was three rungs up the ladder before I had any second thoughts.

“Keep going, boy. Can’t stand here all day.”

I concentrated on the next rung, and the next. If I thought about what I was doing I might freeze. I’d never been on a ladder this long, and the roll of the freighter plus the drift of the airship meant the rope ladder wasn’t either straight or steady. I clung to it like a baby monkey on its mother.

It wasn’t actually rope. I looked at it more closely as I climbed. Shiny, white, translucent. Glass fiber! I was climbing a glass rope ladder! The rungs had some kind of rubbery coating that gave a good grip. The rope was thinner than manila or nylon would have been, but I couldn’t feel any stretch at all. This thing was probably strong enough to tow the freighter.

Don’t look around. Don’t look down. Next rung. Next rung.

The wind kicked up as I climbed higher, blowing my hair into my eyes. I held on tighter. Tried not to think about the height.

The freighter moved one way. The airship moved another. If I fell, would I land on the deck or in the water? Ack! Stop thinking about it!

I was breathing deep and thinking about pausing for a rest—ten meters is a lot of ladder—when I saw the edge of the hatch just above my head. I guess that jolt of adrenaline helped my stamina. I unclenched one hand from the ladder, reached for the aluminum grab bar inside the hatch, and pulled myself inside.

As soon as my feet cleared the hatch, a motor whined and the rope ladder started to spool up through a slot. I looked down and saw the captain wave as he released the ladder. I waved back and shouted, “Thank you, captain!” 

He stood there grinning, fists on hips. Maybe he didn’t see an airship every day, either.

The airship lifted up and away from the freighter. The ladder spooled up and the slot closed. The hatch below me closed, too. I realized I should probably be looking around or at least greeting whoever picked me up.

“Hello?” I didn’t have to speak loudly; the airship flew silently. I couldn’t even hear the whir of electrics, so the motors must be outboard. My ears still rang with the memories of marine diesel chugging. This was a nice change, even if I had no idea where I was.

I stepped away from the belly hatch to find a short corridor running fore and aft. Forward I could see a quarter sphere of windows looking down on the freighter. The ship looked like a toy already, the captain a tiny figure looking up. I waved again, but I don’t think he could see me. 

Port and starboard were storage lockers, a counter, a work table with fold-out seat, and what looked like a bunk folded up against the bulkhead. Aft was a door. Locked.

A monitor on the bulkhead over the work table flickered to life.

I dropped my duffle by the work table and swung out the seat.

The monitor showed solid black with the words “FO Antu Silva” in one corner. My heart thudded, the loudest sound in the cabin.

Black screen lit up to show my Uncle Antu, in uniform, background blurred. “Welcome aboard, Fredo.”

I couldn’t help it. My vision blurred as tears poured down my face. “Uncle Antu!”

I couldn’t say anything else. I just blubbered.

“It’s okay, Fredo. Take your time. Relax. You’re safe now. You’re aboard one of the fleet airships, and I’ve got it on autopilot toward my ship. You’ll be here in a few days.”

I wiped my eyes with the back of my hands. When I could see more or less clearly, I noticed that the monitor was split-screen. 

I didn’t look great. Too skinny, with bones poking out against my skin. Wavy dark hair sawed off to keep out of my dark brown eyes, a hint of fine hairs on my upper lip. I saw that I was crouching again, bad habit, and straightened up. I waved at the camera and noticed that the bones in my hand were prominent, too. At least the scrapes were healing.

“You okay to talk now?” Concern. For me as a person, as family, not as a temporary obligation that might turn complicated. 

I held back more tears, and nodded. “Just a lot, all at once. I’m fine now.”

The man in the screen stifled a smile. “I’m sure you will be, eventually. But for now you’ve been through, as you say, a lot. But it should be easier for you, going forward.

“First off, your mother knows you’re safe and on your way to me. She got a message to attend a meeting in an office in the commercial port, something she does often as part of her normal work. 

“Once she was there and safe from the Taxi Mafia spies, we had an encrypted video chat like this one. I gave her as much information as was safe. She’s going to do her best to act as if she hasn’t heard from you for a year and has no idea where you are. She’s very relieved to know you’re alive and safe. She misses you and sends her love.

“She also gave me parental permission to discipline you as I see fit.”

I guess my eyes bugged out. Uncle Antu laughed. “That’s mother code for, I was so worried about you, and now you’re safe, I am so angry you worried me so much!”

I wagged my head. “I guess so. I really couldn’t think of anything else to do.”

Antu shook his head. “No, you couldn’t have. No one who cares about you is angry at you. We’re all just relieved to have you back safe and sound. You did an amazing job at surviving this long, and at getting away.”

I shrugged. I couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t sound cringe or bragging. “Can I talk to Mãi?”

Antu shook his head again. “Not from that airship, no. It doesn’t have the same encryption gear as I have here. Once you’re shipboard, we can set something up. My little sister wants to see her son, but doesn’t want to waste all your hard work to keep the both of you safe. She’s really proud of you, you know?”

I ducked my head. It had been a long time since I’d heard any praise at all. “Is she ever going to be safe? I don’t think the Taxi Mafia will give up that easily.”

“They’re going to keep looking for you, certainly. Part of that is keeping an eye on your mother. She’s going to have to keep up the act.”

I thought about that. Maybe letting her know I was alive wasn’t such a good idea.

Antu said, “I know what you’re thinking. If we didn’t let her know you’re alive and well, just as soon as we could, she’d never forgive either of us. Besides, not knowing was painful for her, and extending that pain even one unnecessary day would be cruel.”

I nodded slowly. “I guess. But I want to get her out of danger. I just can’t think how.”

He shrugged. “We’ll work on that, together.”

I squirmed in my seat. “So this airship is pretty cool. Tell me about it?” That’s it, change the subject.

Antu nodded. “You’re the only passenger aboard, so you’ll have it to yourself until you get here. I’m setting the navigation from here, and the autopilot should handle everything. There’ll be one cargo transfer between there and here, but that’s automated, too. Just sit back and watch, and try not to be seen.

“It’s usually for cargo only, so your food options aren’t great. There are plenty of Meals Ready to Eat, MREs, aboard, a decent variety. Follow the directions printed on the package. There are cold and hot water taps at the sink in the cupboard. You can eat and drink as much as you like, but try not to waste anything.”

He peered at me through the screen. “In fact, I’d like you to eat at least three MREs a day, and more if you’re hungry. I can tell you haven’t been eating well this past year, even if my friends did make an effort to feed you up during your travels. We can’t fix everything overnight.”

I nodded. “MREs are fine. I can eat anything, it’s all fuel. I’ll worry about how it tastes when I don’t look like a walking skeleton.”

Uncle Antu winced. Eek. I’d made him feel bad. Change the topic, fast.

I asked, “What about washing up?”

He nodded. “There’s a good amount of water ballast, and the airship reloads and processes from the ocean when necessary, so you don’t have to ration water. Just don’t let it run forever. One of those cabinets behind you has a fold-out toilet and shower stall. The directions are printed on the wall inside.

“There’re video tutorials on the airship systems, if you’d rather watch than read. That’s all part of the shipboard library you can access through this screen.”

Uncle Antu looked concerned. “You’ve missed over a year of school. And your school wasn’t great before that. Are you okay with reading?”

I laughed. “A library? Safe? With food? And a way to keep clean? You’ll have to pry me out of this airship, Uncle!”

He grinned. “It’s good to hear you laugh. Will the fold-out bunk be okay for you?”

“Better than I’ve slept in for way too long.”

“Okay. You can call me back on this link, anytime. The only things you need to do are sleep, eat, and rest. In a few days you’ll get to the RV Steinmetz and we can talk about your options. No rush on anything. You’re safe now. Any questions?”

“Mr. Naik. And the captain of the freighter. Will they be okay?”

Uncle Antu nodded. “You did the right thing. Both of them are old friends, and happy to do me these favors. You were smart about getting away, and the three of us were able to communicate and set up the rendezvous without the Taxi Mafia being able to track anyone. As far as we can tell, they still don’t know where you’ve gone. We’re going to keep it that way.

“By the way, how did you get from Naik’s ship onto the freighter? Naik was all smirking and wouldn’t answer straight.”

I said, “The freighter swung over a cargo net on one of its cranes, Naik stuffed me in the net, the crane swung back. Both ships had their bumpers out, but they only hit once or twice.”

Uncle Antu laughed and laughed. “And you agreed to that?”

I cocked my head. “Isn’t that the usual way?”

He laughed some more. “You should consider yourself a full member of Naik’s crew. That’s the sort of thing usually reserved for hazing recruits.”

I shrugged. “I did get a duffle of ship clothes from the slop chest. Fair enough.”

Uncle Antu settled down but didn’t stop smiling. “Any other questions?”

So much tension flowing out of me. Exhaustion calling the bill due. I could hardly keep my eyes open. “I’ve so many questions about everything, but I’ll think about it after I’m rested.”

“Sounds good. Get some sleep. Love you, Fredo.”

“Love you too, Uncle Antu.”

The screen went dark.

Going dark sounded like a really good idea. I fumbled with the bunk, got it flat, and climbed in. I looked over the edge. The forward windows showed nothing but ocean. That was nice, but I needed more. I noticed a sliding hatch just aft of the windows. That made sense; no reason to complicate the view with hardware. I climbed down and slid the hatch back a few centimeters, just enough to let in a breeze. 

Sunlight, fresh air. I could sleep with this.

I climbed back into the bunk and was out before my head hit the pillow.

 

***

 

Dark and stench and a locked door. No food for days. They’d all forgotten about me. I was going to die here. I pounded my hands bloody on the cold steel, screaming for help that never came.

Suddenly I was in Mãi’s office down by the river. The room was crowded with big Taxi Mafia goons, bigger than ever, literally gorillas with angry faces I remembered. Mãi was tied into her office chair, struggling, gagged. Her eyes met mine, pleading. One of the goons picked up a stapler the length of my arm, dripping blood, and clacked it together. Bloody fangs shot out and bounced off the desk, leaving spatter. The goon grabbed my mother’s hand and put it in the stapler. Mãi’s eyes went wide and she screamed into her gag.

I sat up screaming in the airship bunk, sucked in fresh ocean air, saw the setting sun washing the cabin in pink and orange. Just a nightmare. Again. I breathed deep, in, out, again, trying to calm my racing heartbeat.

Looking out the forward canopy helped. Open ocean, wavetops dots of white. The airship must be over a thousand meters up. I’d no idea what’s normal for aircraft like this. Jets flew high. What did airships do?

I glanced over at the monitor, at the built-in camera. Could Uncle Antu watch me while I slept? Probably. He’d think he’s keeping an eye on me. Or it could just be that someone needed to keep an eye on the airship. Even with an autopilot, a person should be supervising.

Not much I could do about it. Anyone who saw me waking up from a nightmare, well, it wasn’t like I was doing a crime. Embarrassing, yes.

I flopped back onto the pillow. Maybe someday I’d have real privacy. That’d be a new experience.

I drifted off again.

 

***

 

Hungry. Huh. That was a nice change. I usually woke up screaming.

I rolled out of the bunk and landed on my feet. The light coming through the windows forward was tinged with pink and orange again, but coming from a different direction. Oh. This was dawn, not sunset. I’d slept through the night.

Nothing but ocean far below. That got boring fast.

As Uncle Antu had told me, the cabinets held lots of MREs and there was hot and cold water. I followed the directions on a package labeled “Maple Sausage Patty (Menu 17)” and snarfed down the results. Unfamiliar; different but filling. I wasn’t hungry enough to make a second one yet.

The toilet and shower, like the MRE, were different from anything I’d used before, but the directions were clear and everything worked. I put on clean clothes from my duffel and settled in at the monitor.

Touchscreen with everything clearly labeled. I could see that I could use it as a general computer, but the default screen was set up for less technical users. I resisted the temptation to hack the vehicle that was carrying me to safety.

I skimmed through the orientation videos and documents. Pretty much what a passenger on a cruise ship or commercial aircraft would see: emergency procedures, exits, fire extinguishers, what not to mess with. There was a lot of stuff stashed in all these compartments.

The locked door kept engineering spaces safe from passengers. Okay, curious about that.

I clicked on the Library icon. The screen filled with a display of book covers and a cheerful alto voice said, “Can I help you find something?”

I sat back, thought, and said, “I’d like to read everything you have on the airship I’m riding in.”

“Certainly. Would you like to start with the simplest, then proceed to the more complex?”

“Yes, please.”

A preschool book titled “My First Airship” filled the screen with pastels and primary colors. I snorted, then flipped to the first page and started reading. It didn’t take long, but it was technically accurate. I knew about half the vocabulary words already. Despite that, the story was fun, the pictures were cute, and I read the whole thing.

When I flipped the last page, a new book appeared. I guessed it at about first or second grade reading level. This one had more complete sentences and more detail in the pictures. Five minutes later I had a clear idea of how the airship’s interconnected systems worked.

I kept reading through the Library’s collection. I spent a little longer on each grade level, learning more words and ideas and more detailed pictures and diagrams. The new stuff made sense because I had the earlier stuff in my head already. I’d never tried learning this way before, but the Library’s recommendation worked. I could get used to this.

My stomach growled and I looked at the system clock. Nearly noon.

I stood and stretched and looked out the windows, stretching my eyes. Sunny day, clear, with an intense spot of sunlight reflecting off the ocean below.

I rummaged through the MREs and pulled out “Chili with Beans.” The label didn’t go far enough in describing the contents. I laid them all out on the counter: chili with beans, cornbread, pepperoni pizza cheese-filled crackers, vegetable crackers, cheddar cheese spread, lemon lime beverage powder, hot beverage bag, coffee, creamer, sugar, matches, chewing gum, towelette, salt, tissue, spoon.

I ate everything but the matches, towelette, tissue, and spoon. 

Chewing the gum, I went back to the Library. After twenty minutes reading about the airship’s solar canopy, I found myself nodding off. Guess the coffee didn’t work, or maybe worked too well.

I climbed back in the bunk for a nap.

Weird dreams. Taxi Mafia goons climbing the rope ladder. The airship bucked like a live thing and shook them off to splash into the ocean. Smells of chili with beans.

I slept.

 

***

 

The sun slanted low in the west when I woke again. I wasn’t hungry, but I wasn’t tired either. Back to the Library. 

I guess this was a different kind of hunger. I couldn’t remember when I’d last had this much access to information. I’d been so cramped up and restricted for so long. Reading what I wanted, as much as I wanted, felt like taking a stretch and discovering I’d grown three meters. My brain fizzed.

The airship’s materials, construction, and systems fascinated me. Every part of it was made of something fantastic, light and strong and multifunctional. The construction was insanely efficient and durable. I couldn’t imagine a team of humans being able to engineer something this complex yet elegant. The systems all fed into and supported one another, like a living thing with millions of years of evolution. I wanted to meet the people who’d built this.

By nightfall, I’d worked through all the prep material and was deep into the engineering and maintenance manuals. Piece by piece, this wasn’t much harder than what I’d had to learn to crack phones and security systems. The asterisks and footnotes linked to technical papers and material safety data sheets. Those were heavy going, but I’d picked up enough vocabulary along the way that I could understand most of it. 

Not that I’d be able to duplicate it, but I could follow the footsteps.

I took another MRE break, then back to the Library. I was addicted, no doubt.

This airship was an amazing machine, and almost all of the functions were invisible to the passengers. The ship just did its job, silently, efficiently, no fuss or bother.

I found one name or initials throughout the technical manuals: R.P.G., or R. Goodwin, finally Robin P. Goodwin, PhD. And Goodwin & Nadeau Aviation Division.

Whoever this Doctor Goodwin was, I wanted to meet them.

 

***

 

Uncle Antu checked in several times a day. We talked about the airship’s progress, how much I’d slept and ate, and what I was reading. When I mentioned Goodwin, his face made a funny shape.

“Something wrong?”

“No, nothing. But I think you’ll get the chance sometime.”

Fine. Be all mysterious. But Uncle Antu clearly approved of my studies.

If all continued according to plan, the airship would rendezvous with the Steinmetz in a few days. I’d miss the Library. Maybe they’d have something like it on Uncle Antu’s ship?

 

***

 

“Happy fourteenth birthday!” Uncle Antu’s image in the monitor wore a big smile.

I blinked.

“Did you forget your own birthday? We’ll have a real birthday party a little late, once you’re aboard.”

I shook my head to clear it. “It’s really my birthday? I’ve completely lost track.” I searched the edges of the screen for a clock and calendar. Yep, there it was. Today I turned fourteen. Huh.

Antu said, “Sorry to spring this on your birthday, but that’s the way the schedule worked out. In a few hours, you’ll be flying into a jurisdiction that expects that airship to be uncrewed. If you let yourself be seen, they may demand to board and inspect. You don’t have the right papers for that yet.”

“So you need me to be invisible.”

“Got it. So go ahead with your morning routine, eat and clean up. Then I think the best option is for you to lie down on the floor with your head against the locked door. No one will be able to see you through the windows at that angle without coming up level with the airship cabin. You’ll need to be as quiet as you can, don’t talk or make any other noise. Can you do that?”

I nodded. “No problem. The last thing I want right now is to deal with customs or immigration. Keeping quiet for a while is something I’m good at.”

Antu looked at me for a moment, then apparently decided not to ask questions. “Okay, I’ll be supervising the cargo delivery from here, but it should all be automated. Don’t worry about any odd sounds, the hoists and clamps can be noisy. Oh, and some proximity alarms will go off. Don’t panic, that’s all perfectly normal.”

I grimaced, then saw myself in the split screen and tried to look normal. “If you say so.”

Antu nodded. “I’ll let you go then. Have a good breakfast. I’ll call again after the cargo is taken care of and you’re out of the jurisdiction. Love you, Fredo!”

“Love you, Uncle Antu.”

Breakfast was another MRE, as usual. I showered and dressed, then took the blanket and pillow off the bunk and arranged them in front of the door. No sense being uncomfortable.

Peeking cautiously out the forward windows, I could see a few small ships. That meant the rendezvous was getting closer and I needed to get out of sight.

I remembered seeing a tablet in one of the smaller cabinets. I retrieved it, and when I turned it on it duplicated the monitor display. Cool! I’d have access to the Library while I waited.

I lay down on the blanket and wriggled to get comfortable. Ahh. Quiet time with reading material. Perfect.

I was glad Uncle Antu’d warned me about the sounds. One blast was loud as a foghorn. Most of the others were more like the backing-up beeps on a big truck. The airship shivered a time or two, I’m guessing as a mooring line tensioned.

I tried to picture each sound and vibration in terms of the technical manuals I’d been reading. I was pretty sure I could pick out the whine of a hoist motor. The airship must have been pretty low, because I could hear voices below. I kept quiet.

There were lots of rattles and thumps and hoist motor whines. This went on for a while, maybe twenty minutes. I’d stopped reading because the sounds were too interesting to ignore.

A klaxon sounded, pulsing, insistent. I sat up. This did not sound like a normal cargo-handling signal.

The tablet in my hand and the monitor over the desk both lit up. “Fredo, there’s a problem.” Uncle Antu looked worried.

“I hear an alarm. What’s up?”

“One of the mooring line clamps has jammed. I’m trying to work it loose from here, but transmission delay means I can’t get the timing right. I’ll keep working at it, but you should know—”

“The airship can’t leave. And someone might come aboard and see me.”



Chapter 3 RV Steinmetz

The klaxon kept honking. Between blasts, I could hear shouts from below. Uncle Antu said, “Fredo—"

I interrupted, “Hang on, hang on.” I pulled up the screen keyboard and danced my fingers over it, rapid-fire. “Okay, which clamp is it?” 

“Port, bow. What are you doing?”

“I’m right here, so there’s no delay. You want the clamp switched on and off as fast as possible, yes?”

“That’s the idea. But you don’t have access!”

I grinned into the camera. “Trust me, Uncle. I’ve got this.” I traced the control circuitry, just like in the manuals. I found the circuit drivers for the mooring clamps. Port side. Bow. There! I cycled the solenoid on-off-on-off as fast as a buzzer. Clank! The clamp let go. The klaxon shut off.

Antu blew out a breath. “Please tell me what you just did.”

I explained.

Antu shook his head slowly. “Thanks. The mooring cables’re retracting and you’re on your way. Stay quiet for now, we’ll let them think I fixed it from here.”

I stayed quiet. Uncle Antu’s face changed several times.

He said, “I can’t decide whether to commend you for fast and effective action, which this was, or reprimand you for accessing a system you shouldn’t be able to, which you shouldn’t, or compliment you on a skill set I’m fairly certain you didn’t pick up in the public schools.”

Antu made eye contact. “Thank you for freeing that clamp. But please don’t do anything like that again until we’ve had a chance to discuss it in person. Clear?”

I nodded quickly, “Clear,” then shook my head. “I haven’t done anything else, really.”

Antu smiled lopsidedly. “Thanks. I appreciate that you didn’t hijack my airship.”

I grinned. I could feel the tension easing out of my shoulders. “I’m still learning.”

Antu rolled his eyes. “I’m aware. And increasingly concerned about my expanding responsibilities. Speaking of which, there are things I have to do right now. Talk to you later?”

I smirked. “Anytime. I’ll be right here.”

I thought about the difference in how Uncle Antu spoke to me now. As if I wasn’t a little kid anymore. I could get used to that. And he didn’t say “never do that again,” he said “until we’ve had a chance to discuss it.” I wondered what he had in mind.

Happy birthday to me.

 

***

 

Another long day and night and most of another day. 

Uncle Antu checked in often enough, but we didn’t talk much. He clearly had a lot to say, but not over the channel we were using. We both had a lot on our minds. I guess chit-chat isn’t easy when the important stuff can’t be said out loud.

I spent most of the time sitting cross-legged at the edge of the forward canopy with the tablet across my lap. The breeze from the open vent kept a comfortable flow of cool sea-scented air across the back of my neck. The airship’s belly overhead shaded me from direct sunlight, but the glare off the ocean was bright enough at midday that I wore the sunglasses I’d found in a cubby. 

From afternoon to sunset, the airship’s shadow on the ocean crept from directly below to far ahead of us. At night, moonlight and starlight sparkled off the waves. I kept the cabin lights down and dimmed the tablet. My clear view down and forward across the open ocean reassured me that I was a long way from that locked room. Darkness wasn’t the problem.

I pulled down the pillow from the bunk and stretched out on the floor with my head over the edge of the canopy. I fell asleep watching starlight flicker below me.

The breeze helped, I think. I slept through without a nightmare, and woke up hungry again.

I took MRE breaks as usual, breakfast, lunch, dinner, and snacks. I’d run through all the meal choices once. Now I picked the ones I’d liked best. My gut let me have time to taste the food now, not just cram it down as fast as I could.

After breakfast I cleaned up and changed clothes. As I went through my pockets and duffle, I came across the wrapped-up lump of the Taxi Mafia smartphone.

I carefully unwrapped the parts and laid them out under the monitor. Battery, case, cover. SIM and memory card in their slots. If I put the phone together, someone could ping it through the airship’s satellite link. If I turned it on, I might as well shout “Here I am!” to the goons chasing me. I stared at the parts for a long time. Dangerous to carry. Tempted to just chuck them all out the vent. But I knew, deep down, that somewhere in this phone was the key to getting the Taxi Mafia off my back and keeping Mãi safe.

I wrapped the phone up and tucked it deep in the center of my duffle.

More Library reading. I re-read the manuals for the airship and its self-contained systems, looking for other things that could go wrong like the mooring clamps. I didn’t find much. The designer’d done a good job. My head felt too full of tech stuff, like I’d eaten more than I should. I starting reading a really old book just to take a break.

The light was slanting down into the west again, touching the wavetops with orange, when Uncle Antu appeared on the monitor. “Hello, Fredo. You’re coming in to rendezvous with the Steinmetz soon. Gather your stuff and be ready to transfer.”

I said, “Cargo net?”

He laughed. “Naik got away with that once because you didn’t know any better. No, you’ll come down the same ladder you went up. But I’ll have the airship much
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