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Dedicated to The Intrepid Spirit!

CHAPTER ONE

Stepping out of the carriage, a tremor began to shake the ground beneath her foot. Chelin returned to the safety of the hovering aethercarriage while the earthquake rumbled and shook the peninsula. Tremors were more and more common these days, and the scientists warned it would only get worse as the planet continued to die.

It was a brisk evening and Chelin Vesper’s delicate gown fluttered as gentle gusts of sea air drifted across the peninsula and into the protected bay. Shivering and tucking a loose strand of deep-green hair into her bonnet with one hand, she hugged her arms around her as she hurried toward the entrance of the cathedral.

The Grand Cathedral of the Nine was an impressive sight. The largest on Vilor, it was a towering monolith to the old ways. Set at the northernmost point of a peninsula, the calm felt here was in contrast to the bustling city of Hytheol to which the church oversaw. From here, the city was a vibrant spectacle of twinkling lights and zooming velocraft.

As was tradition, the cathedral was built inclusively so each of the four, very-different races had access to the spiritual guidance of the Nine. So, what began submerged off the end of the peninsula for the aquatic Volipterion, ended on an airborne archipelago for the floating Althraxa. For the Ferelux, who had no physical form but inhabited plants instead, the floating islands were tethered with garlands and a dense garden-lined the pathway leading to the land-bound Kalevi entrance and continued into the structure. 

Beyond their native habitats—sea, sky, flora, and land—Vilorian forms varied greatly as well. Volipterion were underwater hunters covered in chitinous plates that form an exoskeleton over their soft body underneath. Delicate findrils that peek out from between the plates in an angelic array belie their fierce and militant ways. The Althraxa, in contrast, were floating balls of feathery tendrils and little else. They float in the same manner that the dirigibles they invented do, by inflating an internal ballast—a gland called an utricle. Native to the skies, they were often isolated from the other races and pursued scientific ingenuity with great determination. This is in even sharper contrast with the Ferelux, who appeared as nothing more than bioluminescence. Formless, they were capable of great speed and near limitless ability with organic matter. With no need for material things, the Ferelux valued knowledge and had become intertwined with the other three races as record-keepers and messengers. Their capabilities on the cellular level had also made them effective farmers and doctors. The Kalevi, like Chelin, had six arms and walked upright. No flying like the Althraxa nor swimming like the Volipterion nor zipping along root systems like the Ferelux. Living on land—the border between sea and sky—had molded Kalevi society into the great epicenters of culture and trade they were today.

Despite their vast differences, all Vilorians shared a common mode of communication. Though Althraxa had no sense of hearing, Volipterion had no vocal ability, and the Ferelux had no physical form at all, the aether provided a way. The most basic element in all of Vilor, it flowed freely through all life and matter. Neither audible nor visible, aether was capable of delivering intentional messages of thought and emotion to those nearby through the Aetherstream.

Chelin was greeted by the doorman at the church and ushered inside. The interior garden punctuated the majestic design by spreading over every pillar, buttress, and pool. The great hall was airy and provided plenty of room for a unified sermon although, when Chelin visited these days, the emptiness was a stark reminder that there was little interest in tradition or faith these days. Public interest was focused on a future without Vilor. She sat and soaked in the ambiance and waited, removing her bonnet and gloves.

It was not long before a familiar, patterned glow began to wind along the flowers lining the pews, illuminating the colors of each plant along the way. As a formless Ferelux, he could inhabit any living matter but Gerant Mazer, Prime Ardent of the Nine, loved to spend his time among the flowers. Chelin smiled as he approached. His marbled glow settled on the nearest floral arrangement and reflected the magenta hues of the petals. 

“Ms. Vesper, it is always a pleasure to have you here,” the greeting flowed to her through the aetherstream, relaying a warmth and welcome she hoped to return.

She reached out an arm and cupped a glowing bloom gingerly, “Ardent Mazer, I’d have thought you’d be sick of me by now. Why do you always welcome me so?” The aetherstream carried her playful chide to the priest.

“Ah, because you make an old glowhard feel useful still,” he streamed back blithely. “We don’t get many faithful these days. Vilor’s days may be numbered, it is true, but it still saddens me that faith and tradition have been so readily set aside.”

Chelin sighed audibly for no one to hear but herself. As creatures of light, Ferelux did not have the capacity to hear as the Kalevi did, but her melancholy was imbued in her sending, “Do people think the Nine have abandoned us? I cannot believe that the decay of the planet is their doing. Yes, no one has been able to figure out why the planet is dying, why natural cycles of renewal stopped suddenly, but the Gods wouldn’t abandon us. We are their creation, right?!”

“It is a trying time for us all and not everyone has the grace you possess.”

“Sometimes I imagine the Nine calling out to me. I don’t want to leave this world, but now everyone is far too preoccupied with escaping into the stars before it’s too late. I don’t want to leave but—I am no scientist—I wouldn’t even know how to begin to fix an entire ecosystem.” Her eyes lowered, “I am at a loss when my Guests come to me, begging to be distracted from it all.”

Chelin was a Courtesan—a well-respected profession on Vilor—and spent her days Entertaining her Guests with companionship, culture, and counsel. All Courtesans were expected to be versed in etiquette, diplomacy, art, music, and relaxation techniques, as well as be registered and licensed to practice. 

Her thoughts turned to the man whose company she had just left. An older, Kalevi gentleman named Aalel who liked to have her sing to him. The way he had held desperately on to her before she left, as though it could be the last time, pulled at her heartstrings. Chelin wanted to be more than a mere distraction in these fearful times, but what could she do?

“Child, you cannot bear the weight of the world on your shoulders alone. There is a reason for this, even if we cannot see it now.” He caught her gaze by compressing himself into a single bloom which intensified his luminosity to a brilliant light, “Do not forget your fortunes. While most acquire news about the space program’s progress through snippets in the mediagraphs and aethercasts, you need only attend dinner to learn much more.”

“My mother, you mean?” How could the Prime Ardent know how vexing her home life was? She continued as if she were reading a news headline, a hint of derision in her tone, “Adette Vesper, renowned rocket scientist, saves Vilorians from extinction by inventing new propulsion technology!” She slumped down in the pew. “Only she hasn’t yet.”

Gerant diffused again into the entire arrangement of flowers, subduing his glow. “It was a mere fifteen years ago that we learned of Vilor’s fate—that the planet’s resources would become depleted. Give her time.”

“Meanwhile, the people are becoming depleted!” Her retort was more emphatic than she’d intended and she continued on more soberly, “They say the planet can sustain us for twenty years more, maybe less. Can our spirits hold out while our fate is so uncertain? You must see it too—the fear tearing at the people!” Chelin’s brow was furrowed.

“Trust in the teachings of the Nine, child, and live. It is not yet time to abandon our home.”

 

The words lingered in her thoughts as she prepared to perform the Offering of the Nine at the cathedral’s ornate altar. She wasn’t abandoning Vilor, everyone else was! The search for answers had been a short one, with experts conceding after just six months that there was nothing that could be done to reverse the ecological collapse. She had been just ten years-old then; still a child.

In the years that followed, engineers and scientists turned their efforts toward creating the technology needed to evacuate. While aethertech powered modern society—from the Volipterion strongholds in the ocean to the floating cities of the Althraxa—self-sustaining vessels that could withstand the vast, emptiness of space and, it was hoped, reach new worlds was an inconceivable leap of technology. 

Not only did they know little beyond their own atmosphere, but the aetherstream—that fundamental essence of Vilor—seemed to be absent in that void. In the first few years after learning about the fate of the planet, her mother’s team had built small, unmanned rockets to send into orbit only to find that the propulsion systems simply stopped working at a certain altitude. It did not deter her the great Adette Vesper, tenacious as she was, and the drive to invent a viable propulsion method had consumed her ever since. 

Chelin did not want to belittle her mother’s work, especially when the world was counting on her success, but the pressure it had put on their already-strained relationship was exhausting. When Chelin was little, it was discovered that she had a rare natural affinity that allowed her to see the aetherstream. Aethergazers, as she was, were able to sense and visualize the aetherstream, reading the currents to discern invisible clues in the fabric of existence. Ferreting out lies, sensing mood, diagnosing illnesses, identifying archaeological features, pinpointing defects in machinery, and providing scientific analysis were all straightforward to an aethergazer. One could not change what was, but they could observe otherwise intangible qualities. 

Aethertuners, on the other hand, were capable of manipulating the aetherstream and shaping it to their will. Using a combination of mental and physical application it was possible to influence thought, emotion, or physical properties. Practitioners of such craft were called Adepts and they typically endured years of training—and required special implants and equipment—to see or manipulate the aetherstream. The rare development that Chelin had become spontaneously attuned was a matter of pride for her parents—for a time. As a child, her mother would read to her nearly every night because the aether would invoke a delightful synaesthesia in Chelin that carried her off to sleep.

By the time she was in her adolescence, however, it had become a divisive trait. Her father, who worked as an ambassador of the Pan-Ministry, was of the opinion that she should be trained alongside other adepts and serve the Ministry. The Order of Adepts had become vital to nearly all aspects of government administration, so this was the common path. Her mother had determined there was an opportunity to accelerate the scientific community’s research and development efforts if only she was properly educated. In the end, she disappointed them both by choosing to become a Courtesan. 

Her gifts were not wasted as a Courtesan; she took full advantage of her aptitude when she Entertained. She’d learned to manipulate the currents to various effect to heighten her Guests’ sensations. When she played the lyre, she would inject the emotion of the music into the aetherwaves that resonated outward. Many Guests found themselves moved to tears. When she conversed, she could pulse the aether with comfort in order to better relax her Guest. She had been told time and time again by her Guests that they’d never felt such deep connection with anyone else before. 

Chelin enjoyed the sensations she shared with her Guests: mental, physical, aethereal. She had many regulars of all races and, through them, had been introduced to so much of the world despite still being a young woman.

 

 

Standing before the circular arc of the altar now, Chelin reached out to the Nine for guidance. She started the Novedatum rituals, as she always did, with Peise, Goddess of Equilibrium. Through Her gift, Vilor could find balance and so Chelin scooped sand from the trough below into both sides of the golden scales on the altar. Their funneled shapes were mismatched allowing for differing amounts of sand to fall back into the trough below. This was to remind the faithful that they must forever strive to maintain balance.

Next was to Aethri, God of Temperature. His gift was threefold: to know warmth, to know one’s natural environment, and to be guided from harm when one had gone beyond his or her bounds. Thus, His apparatus was an enclosed brazier with ornately etched panels. Since His domain was both hot and cold, Chelin first opened the encasement to allow the heat inside to dissipate. She felt it radiate against her emerald-colored skin with a pleasant warmth. 

Plucking a narrow, white candle from the bin set before the altar, Chelin lit it with the embers inside the brazier and shut the panels once again to trap Aethri’s heat inside its proper environment. The lit candle was for the Offering to Dio, Goddess of Light. She set it among the remnants of the few other candles from the day’s worshipers, long since burnt-out. Dio provided illumination to the people of Vilor. Chelin privately believed that Her gift stood apart from the other gods—all except for Demiur’s aether, of course.

Continuing around the altar clockwise, she rang the four aquachimes that hung for the God of Sound, Ephon. The four tones harmonized into one through the aetherstream as He reminded all to live together in similar unity. 

Now one full circle around outer ring of the altar, she had paid honor to the Primordials of Energy and stepped through the gap to the inner circle. She worked now counterclockwise, to honor the Primordials of Substance. 

For Cel, Goddess of the Sky, it was a simple action to press the handle to two bellows which set in motion currents of Her gift. One bellows was attached to a crystalline basin and the resulting bubbles set the propellers inside rotating to churn the water. The other was aimed at a mobile of pinwheels dangling above and they spun in a kaleidoscope of color and chaos when receiving Cel’s gift. The gentle breeze blew back on Chelin’s face and she watched the dancing shapes in reverence for the goddess.

After the movement died down, Chelin circled further right to stand before a basket of petals and leaves—collected, as always, from the cathedral’s expansive gardens. This was the Offering to Phy, God of the Plants. She’d loved His offering the most as a young girl, and the joy she’d experienced then still brought a certain whimsy to her mind now. Reaching carefully into the basket with each of her six hands, she scooped up handfuls of the petals, held them above her head, and then released a floral shower upon herself. 

With petals trailing off of her, she moved on. To the Water Goddess Atho, she ladled a small amount water into a jeweled basin with an intricately-carved, bone ladle. Dipping one hand in, she cupped a small amount and first drank. Then, fingers still wet, anointed herself on the lips, eyes, and brow. Atho’s Kiss, as it was called, was to purify the people, such as Her gift was.

The Offering to the God Telur, primordial of the Ground, was meant to remind the people that all life must end. As such, the silver platter of ash that occupied his part of the altar was meant to be eaten. She’d hated his ritual as a child and had even refused when she’d got old enough to question tradition. The Prime Ardent had patiently sat her down and explained that the ash was created from the petals and leaves cleaned up after being used for Phy’s offering. All she had to do was dip her finger into the platter and place the light dusting on her tongue. He’d told her that its bitter taste was Telur’s way of reminding the people to let go of bitterness from their hearts.

At last she moved to the center of the altar and stood before the pool that held the offering to Demiur. He was the God of Aether and bound the spirit of the Primordials of Energy and the purpose of the Primordials of Substance into all creation. As aether bound all things and, through its streams, carried the words and will of the people, what sat in the pool was an enormous, aetherphonic trumpet with eight horns, each aligned with one of the other positions on the altar. Each horn was shaped from a different material: lead, porcelain, crystal, tin, glass, wood, clay, and stone. At the gilded aperture was where worshipers were to stream out their prayers to the Nine.

Chelin stepped into position and repeated the traditional Novedatum prayer, projecting her wordstream into the aperture with the conviction of her faith and the eloquence of her station.

I am fairly weighted

I know my boundary

I am illuminated

I act in harmony

With wind I blow

With nature I turn

To purity I flow

To earth I return

I am bound to all and all are bound to me

Nine gifts given to provide eternally

A full congregation performing the Novedatum in succession was a transcendental experience but, today, only her voice streamed strong and clear through the hallowed hall, like a lonely stratowhale searching for a companion across the endless skies. She returned to the pews and sat in quiet contemplation for a time. She defocused and slipped her gaze into the aetherstream. Whenever she was deep in thought, bored, or practically any time if she were to be honest, she would gaze to see that invisible tapestry of existence in hopes of finding meaning there. 

The form of the cathedral was still apparent in the aetherstream since aether was in all things. Yet this also included the invisible air, making all forms much less distinct. The aether brought with it elements for all the senses. So while she could see the aether in the air while aethergazing, so, too, could she hear it, smell it, taste it, touch it. It was a carnival for the senses that she never tired of. 

The aether flowing in the cathedral today was cool and slow, snapping bright patterns of fluffy blues through an iridescent oscillation of ripened sparsity. The Prime Ardent thrummed in savory, velvet ambers and radiated patience like a bonfire. Chelin was quiet and still so she could try to sense the presence of the Nine in the aetherstream. 

It was not the first time she’d looked for answers in the stream. Once she’d even felt a benign reverberation in response. She’d been a child of just eight then. During a solar flare, she’d heard a flash of blackness that coalesced in her soul like a white, hot orb. It had startled her and sent her wailing into her father’s arms. Though her instructors had sought to correct her belief—that the aether was trying to communicate—to Chelin there was no evidence that it wasn’t and that comforted her somehow. So, content to surround herself with this childish fantasy, she would often lull herself to sleep by seeking a sign. 

Today, as usual, she felt no such response. Just the endless chime of the aetherstream. She stood and gave her farewells to the Prime Ardent who escorted her back to the entrance. Her driver helped her into the velocraft before lifting off and arcing south toward her home. It would be nearly time for dinner and she would need to change.

CHAPTER TWO

The modern convenience of the flying aethercarriage whisked her to her family’s estate in no time. Paying her fare in the coin slot and stepping delicately from the cab, Chelin peered up at Vesper Manor, light pouring from its many windows. This was the home her family had inhabited for generations. 

Once a modest workshop, each Vesper generation had added on until it had become the immense complex it was today. Her mother’s labs were on the east side and it was common to see researchers and engineers coming and going from the grounds—especially these days. A grand entry and array of reception rooms allowed her father to meet with bureaucrats at all hours of the day and night. The residential quarters were to the north, beyond the Great Room that was the nexus of the estate. An enclosed courtyard was adjacent to the Great Room toward the west, and beyond were the kitchens, serving quarters, garages, aetherpumps, and the original workshop. 

Their butler, Anden, collected her gloves and bonnet as she stepped through the entryway. “Mistress Chelin, Master and Mistress Vesper have invited several politicians and functionaries to a formal supper this evening and I am to bid you and your siblings to sup in the informal dining room.”

Chelin rolled her eyes before she could help herself. 

Anden would have had to have been blind to miss it and instinctively began to admonish her, “Mistress Chelin—”

“Anden, my trusted steward, you must forgive me for I have something caught…here, in my eye!” she made a good show of blinking furiously and feathering her eyelashes before breaking into a wide grin. Anden had been in the family since before she was born and he knew her well. Perhaps even better than her parents did.

He swatted her playfully with the gloves and smiled back, “I’d suggest you take care of that. You may be asked to go through after supper.”

Chelin knew better. It was unlikely her parents would want her to meet with the bureaucrats. There was this tacit understanding between her and her parents where they pretended not to know one another in public. She was occasionally invited to events when they wanted to underscore the longevity and importance of the Vesper lineage or at gatherings between noble houses, but in those instances she and her siblings were little more than props. 

It hadn’t always been so, but her parents had not been the same since her younger brother, Elnan, had an accident when he was very young. A frail child since birth, his boundless effervescence was nevertheless a source of joy in the family. So when he wandered off one day and got lost, her parents were panic-stricken and feared the worst. Search parties were formed and news stories abounded—everyone was in a frenzy. He was missing for three days before a passing Ferelux happened to spot his withered form huddled inside a tree stump. He had taken a tumble down an abrupt hillside and his brittle skeleton fractured and broke in a dozen places. His health had always been tenuous at best and he never fully recovered. Now he required near-constant bedside care and could no longer walk.

 At first her father had insisted on being there, but it was during the war and his work could not be put aside for long. She remembered how hysterical her mother had been, inventing five or six gadgets in the days he was missing that might help to locate him. Afterward, she’d designed his suspension chair and countless other contraptions to make him more comfortable and capable in his convalescence. Before long, she spent all her waking hours in her lab but her inventions became grandiose and impractical. A live-in nurse was hired to care for Elnan as their mother grew increasingly distant, obsessed with radical technology.

Had that not been enough to stress the family to fracture, the media spotlight that Elnan’s disappearance put on the household was furthered when Naiya won several awards for her visionary doctorate thesis on clockwork systems and automatons. While her parents were proud, it also meant that Naiya was predominantly unavailable and there was more media attention on the family than ever before. The family was the world’s darling and the absence of any amount of privacy took its toll. 

All this was happening around the time Chelin was to make a decision about her future and she suddenly felt very alone. Elnan was in bedrest, her father burdened by the war, her mother all but disappeared into her labs, Naiya out on tour, and then there was Reese. Dear, dear Reese. There was always a bad seed in any family and, despite everything, Chelin would refuse to accept that mantle while Reese existed. She wasn’t sure if the rest of the family saw it—they all seemed to laugh at his jokes and he was never excluded from events—but there was a sinister edge in his intentions, a darkness in him. He always knew exactly the right way to sour things and tried his best to torment Chelin. These days, she tried to avoid him.

It’s not that she had become a Courtesan to rebel against her parents—far from it. As her parents each planned disparate paths for her future, she realized that she would become a source of resentment between them. The chasm between them all had already grown to where they hardly ever sat to supper together and, when they did, hardly spoke at all. They’d become strangers to one another at best; antagonists at worst. It was the only time Chelin had abstained from her proclivity to aethergazing. The grating, bitter yellow froth and razor-sharp moss she experienced in the aetherstream was suffocating to take in.

Back then, when she decided to become a Courtesan, she lamented the idea of being a wedge in her family but it was the only thing she could think of to do at the time. She willingly became something they could unite against in order to keep the family from unraveling completely. She thought she could help, even if it pained her. Reese took it a step farther and may as well have been her executioner. Her memory sparked with the cruel manner he’d twisted her decision into an insurmountable chasm between her and her parents. It was a memory she quickly suppressed as deeply as she could.

“Mistress?” Anden’s voice streamed to her and Chelin broke from her reverie.

She mentally shook off the train of thought, “Oh, I’m quite all right! Dinner with my brothers and sister, but be prepared to be introduced, is it?”

Anden nodded.

“Lovely,” there was no hint of bitterness in her wordstream. She was far too well-trained for so glaring a broach of etiquette. She swept past Anden and through the foyer into the entry hall and beyond, thanking Anden as she made her way to her rooms.

She dressed quickly, plucking a burgundy gown from her wardrobe. Her deep, green hair was well done-up from her Appointment earlier and required only the slightest touch-up. Inspecting herself in the mirror, the emerald of her skin complemented the deep red of the dress. She nodded to her reflection in satisfaction. 

Exiting from her rooms, she saw her brother Elnan and his nurse making their way down to dine as well.

“Dear brother,” Chelin streamed toward them as she hurried to his side. Elnan had a light in him that could chase away the shadows from one’s heart. Quite often, Chelin would sit with her head in his lap and reflect on her woes while he stroked her hair. While she often provided counsel to her Guests, Elnan was her outlet. Whenever he told her that everything would be okay, she believed it.

Elnan smiled up at her from the hovering suspension chair their mother had designed for him, “Chel, I’m glad you made it. Sometimes your Appointments with Mr. Coryden go rather long.”

She had been Entertaining Aalel Coryden for the last several months. He had lost his wife in the war and his loneliness had swallowed him until their chance meeting at a market. The man had approached her when she was buying peaches for Elnan and told her that she looked like his wife. She didn’t need to aethergaze to recognize the grief in his eyes. Her heart had gone out to him and, since then, they’d met every week. Sometimes she cooked for him or talked about current events, but mostly she would sing to him. The tranquility that always swept over him smoothed out the deep creases across his age-worn face and made her smile every time.

She held onto one of Elnan’s hands as they descended the staircase. “He is a kind man and I enjoy Entertaining him. I can’t say that for all my Guests.”

“So when is your next Appointment with Mr. Truesdell?”

Elnan knew that he was her most troublesome Guest. An Althraxan industrialist and inventor, he was difficult to be around due largely in part to his egocentricity. “I am to accompany him to Aovra the day after next for the annual Inventor’s Fair. I am his good luck charm, he insists, and he is unveiling something there.”

“Poor taste, that fair,” Reese said as he intercepted them at the bottom of the stairs. “I say, since the disaster at Maphis, the frivolity of the fair is practically an affront to decency. Wouldn’t you agree, dear sister?”

Typical Reese, tearing her down while smiling to her face. He was a viper in their family but he directed most of his venom toward her so it was never discussed. It didn’t help that he was an accomplished chemist and worked for their mother in the labs while finishing his doctorate. He always seemed to come out on top. 

Chelin knew better than to start a confrontation and opted to lean on her talents as a Courtesan to diffuse him with an unbiased observation, “My understanding is that the fair committee has voted every other year whether to hold it or not, but that the vote has been unanimously in favor each time.”

“It’s that or they become irrelevant, I suppose. It just wouldn’t do to have those old blowbags actually help with the escape efforts.”

The sarcasm dripping from his wordstream caused a slight rise and so Chelin pushed. Just a little. “If I had to guess, I would wager that it not only provides a convention for the scientific community to collaborate and be inspired for just that cause, but also a welcome distraction in so grave an era. It has been fifteen years since Maphis was destroyed, after all.”

“So then I suppose we should also go to fancy balls and vacation in the skylands while we still can? It won’t be around much longer anyway. We should enjoy it while we can! What a smashing idea, sister.”

Chelin could only take so much of his barbs and hypocrisies. He’d gone to the fair just last year to demonstrate his new metallic bonding technique! She fired back, “So you’ve got nothing to show off this year, I take it?”

The curl on the corner of his lips was a terrible sight. Undoubtedly, that she was so easy for him to rile up was the reason she was his prime target. She could censor herself with a trivial amount of effort when Entertaining but repeatedly found herself drawn into his traps like a fly to ointment. He knew he’d won this exchange. Relaxing and folding all six of his arms behind him, Reese smiled sweetly, “I’m afraid my work has become too vital to mother to go cavorting in the clouds. At least you’ll be surrounded by others whom are at least as superfluous as Courtesans during these trying times, so you’ll be in good company.”

As soon as he saw her eyes flash in anger, he spun on his heel and sauntered toward the dining room. 

Elnan squeezed Chelin’s hand reassuringly.

She squeezed back and continued toward the dining room, sulking inwardly. How had she let him antagonize her yet again? She felt like she was still a child when dealing with Reese and their interactions always left her feeling small.

Naiya was already seated in the dining room when they entered, reading the evening mediagraph from a bookstand automaton that turned the pages for her automatically. As this was the informal dining room, the table could seat eight comfortably but typically was set for six. With their parents hosting bureaucrats in the formal dining hall, it was just the four of them tonight. 

“Good evening, Naiya,” Chelin greeted her sister warmly. Though they weren’t close, both through age and interests, Naiya was not cruel to her like Reese. Mostly they had nothing to talk about and Naiya was far too engrossed in her work to put forth much effort. This was punctuated by the slight nod she gave in response to the greeting. 

Chelin and Elnan took their places at the table where they normally sat, while Reese opted for their father’s seat. As their meals were brought out, the attendants rolled with the change without fuss. The staff at Vesper Estate was, after Chelin, next on the list of people to torment on Reese’s list. 

“Any news tonight, Nai?” Reese inquired while chewing on a piece of bread.

Without glancing up, she responded indifferently, “There was a major earthquake reported south of Revaln and an ancient, underground cave was discovered.”

Earthquakes had become somewhat commonplace since the tragedy at Maphis. What had once been the second-largest Kalevi city on all of Vilor had been wiped out suddenly when the mountains along the Palmophy Highlands had crumbled. Tons of dirt and stone cascaded down onto the city and into an inland sea, burying both Maphis and the Volipterion settlement of Atrous Reach below. In the aftermath, the root cause was found to be a critical mineral depletion of the soil. Not only had it caused the mountain to become brittle, but even the plants and trees growing there had become petrified husks. This had been the first indication that the planet was dying and it had shaken all of Vilor. 

“So the earthquake uncovered an ancient cave?” Chelin asked.

Naiya stopped reading and looked across the table at her, “No, two events. Earthquake and discovery.”

“I see. Was anything of note found in the cave?”

“Its discoverer seems to think so. Will be presenting during the open forum at the next town hall.”

Elnan asked before Chelin could, “Does it say where the cave is or what’s inside?”

Naiya perused the page, “Ancient writings, Nealith, some supposition about origins. Not really. Found by Dr. Sencius Gavle. Not familiar with him.”

“Whatever was the chap doing poking around that terrible place? Does he have a death wish?” Reese asked incredulously. The ruins of Nealith were believed to be cursed and had been abandoned since the Tidal War, centuries earlier.

“If he will be at the next town hall, perhaps he’ll say!” streamed Elnan excitedly. “I wish I could explore like that.”

Reese reassured Elnan in his own way, “It won’t be long before we are all exploring the cosmos, dear brother. Just you wait.”

“Yes, how goes the good work?” Chelin asked as neutrally as she could. Work was not normally discussed at the table when her parents were present, but the evening mediagraphs weren’t normally allowed either so she took the cue that tonight was particularly casual. 

Reese sat upright and smiled haughtily, “Quite well. Quite well. I am loathe to reveal any confidential information at the moment but you’ll find out soon enough.”

After a long pause, it became apparent that was all he was going to say. Was he really going to tease it like that? Of course he would. It was Reese after all.

She didn’t care for his smug expression, so she looked to Naiya instead, “And how are your automaton schematics coming along, Naiya?” 

Naiya set her utensils down and dabbed her mouth with her napkin. “Total redesign. Aethertech model is viable. Not too useful if outer space has none. Steam or electricity might suffice. Power is a problem. Weight could also be. Have to be able to lift off with automatons on board, after all.”

“So you are adapting the design for our egress then?” Somehow Chelin was crestfallen by the news. Simple automatons had been around since she was little but, as a technology, were still in their infancy. Naiya had taken to them at a young age and was responsible for a radical new approach that had pushed the entire automation world forward. In the years since her thesis was published, automatons had been popped up for everything from house cleaning to vectorail conductors. There were even a few in her mother’s workshop for things like fabrication.

Naiya’s latest work was on a fully-autonomous, self-sustaining, and learning automaton that could become a personal assistant. She had been working on it for the last six years. Chelin had always imagined them walking among the people, clicking and whirring, running errands and giving directions to passers by. To learn that her idea was dissonant from her sister’s left her feeling confused. 

“Not adapting. Refining. Always knew power source would change. More expeditious to prove viability with aethertech first. Error-prone to invent two systems at once. How would you know if one was working if the unit depends on both working?” Her sister gave her an incredulous look before picking up her utensils and returning to her meal.

“Our dear sister doesn’t have a mind for logic, I’m afraid,” sighed Reese over-dramatically. He was grinning at her malevolently, hoping to rile her up again.

She suppressed her imagined retorts and focused on her meal. 

“Will father be speaking at the town hall again?” asked Elnan.

“Of course,” said Reese, bored at the change of topic. 

“Can I come this time?”

“If you aren’t having one of your paroxysm fits, I don’t see why not. Just tell father.”

Chelin was frequently compelled to come to Elnan’s defense since he was so good-hearted, but responded to Reese’s disparaging remark more brashly than was perhaps prudent, “It’s not as though he can control it, Reese!” 

His eyes flashed with that delighted malice of triumph yet again. Some days she could navigate his thorns more deftly, but tonight he was eating her alive and relishing it. She quickly set her utensils down and rose to excuse herself. 

“Touch a nerve, did I?” Reese said as she rose. “It’s a simple fact that our brother is unwell. Some of us must bear the truth of existence with grace instead of changing it to suit our needs. Not everyone is a professional counterfeiter like you, dear sister.”

“Enough!” Chelin’s vision defocused and she gazed into the aetherstream. The echo of Reese’s wordstream still rippled in the space between them like jagged shrieks of magma. There were eddies of oily lemon-yellow buzzing all through the room and its inhabitants. Instinctively she reached one hand out and retuned the aether around her, pulsing white, diamond-hot crescents of misery toward her brother.

The sanguine aura that he effectuated became a staccato of inky chartreuse hatched with plum bristles as her torments ripped into his psyche. She also saw her sister and Elnan glaze with mossy pearl, and tensed. 

Chelin focused out of the aetherstream and saw the appalled expression on Naiya’s face. Elnan, too, was shaken. She had frightened them and had only herself to blame. Her parents had forbid her to tune in the house. Though tuning was something she did regularly in her work to enhance her Guests’ experience, it was vulgar to do so without permission and especially to negative effect.

As a Mediation Adept, Chelin could manipulate emotions. She could quell anxiety, inspire passion or rage, quicken joy, blanket in melancholy, and much more. Mediators were typically employed by the Order of Adepts as nonpartisan diplomats. They would oversee negotiations, resolve disputes, and generally keep the peace. It was why her father had wanted her to join the Pan-Ministry Civic branch where he was the Principal Consul. 

Chelin was at a loss and gawked at Reese aghast for several uncomfortable moments before she remembered to breathe. His expression was amused but the baleful gaze he bored into her made her look away, ashamed of herself. 

“Excuse me,” Chelin gave a brusque curtsy and fled the dining room, eyes still downturned. She grappled with the pneumatic doors to the servants’ hallway which seemed to take forever to slide open. Hefting her skirts with her lowarms, her hasty steps turned quickly into a run. 

Turning a corner past the kitchen, she slipped on a patch of wet tile and nearly barreled headlong into a cupboard full of plates. Clumsily, she caught her balance on the archway into the pantry. Her mounting frustration overflowed and hot tears welled up in her eyes. Turning away from the wordstreams laced with alarm and concern from the kitchen staff, Chelin thrust herself through the back entrance and into the cool night air. 

Blinded by her tears, she kept running and quickly found herself alongside the tiered gardens to the north of the estate. There was a veranda at the lowest tier, sheltered by a verdant pergola, that overlooked the lake. In the shadowy recesses of the arbor, Chelin sunk onto a bench and contorted her face as if to cry, raising her highhands to cover her face. She balled her other hands into tight fists and held her breath, sputtering slightly as her body struggled to sob against her will. 

She fought against the rising tide within her for several excruciating minutes while her mind replayed a cocktail of her past shame and embarrassments. The scene that had just taken place was alongside a catalogue of other mortifying incidents—not just with Reese, but also at school, with her parents, to clients, at events, and so on. Each one in sharp relief in her mind before falling into the pit of her stomach and filling her with deep despair. 

She shuddered and squirmed uncomfortably to try to weather the onslaught but, when she could take no more, she released her hold on herself and spiraled into its currents, making a low, audible whimper along with her wails cresting in the aetherstream. Willfully, she wallowed in the lamentation and all the sensation it brought. Her staggered breath, the duality of her tears both hot in her eyes and cool on her cheeks, the strained muscles of her face, the deep pain in her abdomen, as well as shivering from inside and out—from both her sobs and the cool of the night.

Hungry to feel the full extent of these sensations, Chelin defocused into the aetherstream to observe from there as well. Heavy, white ripples marked with alternating hollows and swells trimmed in rose and blond blanketed the area around her in a dull groan, tasting of a cacophony of celadon musk and lavender flares. It was beautiful and austere. Chelin lost herself in it for some time before her sobs died down and she focused back into reality. 

She shivered in the cold of the night but, before retreating to the warmth of the fire and blankets awaiting her in her rooms, she peered across the lake and into the night sky. The deep emptiness was in contrast to the luminescence of the world around her. The city lights and currents of Ferelux twinkled across the horizon as far as she could see, and up into the clouds along the skydrapers and floating airships. Unlike the vibrant glow of life on Vilor, the space beyond was vast and dim, like it could swallow a thousand Vilors and not be satiated. That isolation frightened Chelin.

Yet, even now, people had their hearts and minds turned upward toward it. They looked at the abyss and saw salvation. They saw a promise of life beyond Vilor, of a new home. Chelin saw nothing. It was a future without the aetherstream and the idea of never gazing into it again was one she tried not to linger on. She couldn’t put it into words, but it just didn’t feel right to leave. 

With a sigh, she found that she was hoping that the cave discovery would reveal some missing piece of the puzzle. The town hall was a few days away, the evening she returned from Inventor’s Fair in Aovra. “Please let this hold the answer,” she sent her wordstream into the aether discretely even though she was alone, then went back inside.

CHAPTER THREE

The morning sun slipped through a break in the heavy curtains entombing Chelin’s room and painted her face with its light. As it crept soundlessly toward her eyes, the emerald-green reflection across her cheek caused her to stir. Cocooned in her blankets, she opened her eyes only to see herself in the standing mirror near her wardrobe. Her features were familiar, of course, but she felt a queer disassociation with the person she saw in the reflection. It was almost as though she were spying on this young girl, unseen through a window, instead. 

She moved and the girl in the looking glass moved too. She stood and walked nearer the mirror and the girl did too. With each step, the distance between her and the girl disappeared until, touching lightly the surface of the glass, she was just herself and the stranger in the mirror was a stranger no more. Merely a reflection of her. 

She pressed a switch on her bedside and, with a click and a whir, the drapes pulled back to reveal a clear morning. Sitting at her vanity, she prepared herself for her day. The daytime was hers but tonight she would sup with one of her most unusual Guests but, secretly, one of her favorites. 

There was a gentle knock on her door and—three of her hands still in mid-air from the elaborate hairstyle she was in the middle of crafting—she turned her head to inquire with her ladies’ maid, Henic, who stepped through the door after it slid open a moment later. 

“Miss, you’ve a guest,” she streamed politely toward Chelin.

Chelin gave her a warm smile, “Then I shall need some assistance getting ready, I suspect.”

The maid curtsied and came over, gingerly taking the locks from Chelin’s hands to complete the hairstyle. A small Kalevi girl whose mother worked in the kitchen, Henic was a couple years younger than Chelin and had a sweet disposition. Chelin was very fond of her.

Together they picked out a modest, butterscotch-colored dress with a sage, velvet cummerbund cinching a flowing, sheer sheath embroidered with lavender and rose blooms. A pair of sage green slippers and a sextet of delicate, lace gloves completed the look. Chelin gave Henic a kiss on the cheek and flitted out of the room, into the hall, and down the stairs. 

 

Coming to the violet reception room that was unofficially hers, she slid the door open a few centimeters and peered inside at her caller. It was someone she knew well. He was looking over a wall of books he had likely perused more times than could be counted. For all the years she had known him, he’d never been aloof at being around what he called “finery”. This was her childhood friend, Rohon Kish. A Kalevi, like her, of above average height, he was strong and sturdy. An aethercycle enthusiast, as her sister called it, he was dressed in his typical brown leather pants and jacket, with semaphore bracers of his own design on his top pair of arms, thick riding gloves on his middle pair, and softly-glowing aetherlink rings on his lower pair. His bright yellow skin clashed terribly with the brown of his riding gear, but he had always been more concerned with function than form. He had his hair pulled back for once, and it shone viridescent and clean.

She allowed the door to open the rest of the way and posed in the doorway. The sound of the pneumatic compression of the door caused him to turn. He smiled and his boisterous laugh streamed clearly to her, “You always have to make an entrance, Chel.” 

She glided over and sat on the violet-upholstered sofa and beckoned him to sit next to her, which he did. It was easy to be in a good mood when Rohon was around and her worries from the night before faded into distant memory. She was glad to see him and it showed, “Tell me, Rohon, why am I not surprised to see you this morning? Tea?”

“Nah, I’m fine. I came to bring you this,” he reached into his satchel, pulled out page from the morning mediagraph, and handed it to her. It was a notice for the next town hall meeting to discuss—what else—the state of the world. He pointed to a name under the “Open Forum” heading. Beneath the usual list of nihilists, conspiracy theorists, religious fanatics, and catastrophe deniers that had come to dominate the town hall open forum, was an unfamiliar name: “Sencius Gavle, Biologist.”

“Oh! I heard about him just last night, over dinner.” Chelin bit her lip and unfocused her gaze as if she was peering through him. Accustomed to her tendency to aethergaze, he snapped several times in front of her face and brought Chelin quickly back to reality.

“I know how you like the open forum, so I thought you’d be keen to see a new face, so to speak—he’s Ferelux, I guess,” Rohon messed up her hair as he spoke.

Swatting his hand away, she asked him with a wistful longing, “Do you think he’s found answers? About the ecosystem?”

“Beats me! But it’ll sure be a hell lot better than the usual bosh. I don’t know how you still get excited, Chel.”

“The Open Forum is sacrosanct. It’s one of Vilor’s oldest traditions! Sure, I might not agree with everyone who gets up to share their view, but if I can’t respect them, how can I expect them to respect me when it’s my turn? And it’s just so fascinating how different people from all streams of life can disagree about so. many. things. Great and small! How could one not be excited?!”

“You’re so weird. Don’t ever change.” He laughed his hearty laugh. 

“Wouldn’t it be marvelous if he has discovered something? Something important! Something everyone else missed.”

“Like what? You’ve said that time and again, Chel, but is there anything that anyone could find that could matter anymore? They’re even saying now that the estimate we’d have another twenty years didn’t account for the currents dying down or the farms failing like they are.”

Chelin furrowed her brow and cast a serious look toward her friend, “I’d like to think there’s some mystery still out there that we could find, yes. It’s more than that though. I have this feeling…”

Rohon’s snicker broke through her wordstream, “You? A feeling? Unbelievable!” His tone was dripping with playful sarcasm.

She couldn’t help but smile, “Yes, me, given over to sensation. Hard to believe but bear with me.” Chelin had always been sensitive to the world around her and, despite some attempts in her youth, now chose not to shield herself from its ups and downs. It dulled her aethergazing to do so. She could not abide diminishing what she considered a gift from Demiur, and so she gave herself into her emotions with abandon. It was a large part of why Reese tormented her, why Rohon had become her good friend, and why she had become a Courtesan.

She continued, “This feeling, I know I’ve mentioned it before. I cannot shake it though. Perhaps it’s just a silly wish and I am truly hopeless but I cannot be convinced that Vilor, our home, is beyond salvation. Until the moment its light is beyond sight and we are adrift in the cosmos, I will be steadfast in this.”

“Hope you’re right! So I’ll pick you up the day of?”

“I’d like that. I am coming back from Aovra that afternoon so we can have a late luncheon in the city beforehand.”

“All right but, this time, I choose the place.”

“Another one of your holes-in-the-wall, then?”

“You know it,” he grinned at her. “Besides, the places you choose always mean I have to pack a fancy jacket and hat just to be allowed in.”

“It’s not as bad as all that, is it?”

“The food is nice, sure, but when have you ever said no to an adventure?”

“Am I that predictable?” 

“’Fraid so!”

Rohon’s laughter surrounded her like a blanket and she reveled in its warmth. She couldn’t let him know that she often preferred his choice of restaurants. Truth be told, they rarely dined at the establishments she offered up but, if she didn’t at least pretend to put up some resistance, he wouldn’t fight so hard to impress her with his finds. It was a childish thing, that she put him on a treasure hunt for her own enjoyment without his knowledge, but she’d become addicted to his joy over the years. She couldn’t see that ending any time soon.

Though she begged him to stay for breakfast, Rohon alluded to other business and so roared off on his aethercycle. She was left to her own devices but in a far better mood. She had several hours before her Appointment at suppertime, so Chelin spent her time in the garden writing letters to her Guests. Many communications went through luxiscribes, and thusly the Ferelux messaging network, since it was the fastest way to send a message. Truly private affairs were better for the postal system as there was no avoiding the fact that anything a Ferelux knew would end up in the Conflux eventually. 

The Conflux was the transcendental “city” of the Ferelux. Its location slowly migrated through a series of skylands in a resplendent procession of blinding proportion that could be seen for hundreds of kilometers like a small, low-set moon. In numbers, Ferelux were capable of rapidly processing information too complex for a single mind, so matters of great importance, historical significance, and cultural intricacy were brought to the Conflux for deliberation or historical accounting.

Additionally, it was well-known that all elder Ferelux became incorporated into the Conflux when they grew old, which is why it was occasionally prudent to put messages through the post. Any and all secrets would become known to the whole of the Conflux when they joined. 

Chelin’s letters were nothing to be ashamed of—most Courtesans wrote letters—but she enjoyed taking the time to write them, perfume them, and place other personal touches to them so that her Guests could hold some token of her when they were apart. 

She handed her letters to Anden to send as she stepped out for her Appointment; the beaded evening gown she wore made a soft swishing sound as she walked. The scent of lilacs trailed after her. 

Arriving at Hytheol Bay, Chelin called for a bathysphere to take her to the aquatic, subcity district below. The operator smiled at her as he opened the door. 

“Evenin’, miss, stratum six as per usual?”

“Yes, please, Ebbot.” She always made chit-chat with the stout Kalevi man during the descent under the water of the Hytheol bay and this time was no different. 

Hytheol was the largest city on the planet. Over land it stretched from the rocky peninsula where the Grand Cathedral stood to Steppes of Peise in the east. Ages ago, the nearby Volipterion and Althraxan cities had been consumed by the expansive metropolis, causing it to extend up and down as well. Once an ancient port city, it had evolved from a hub for mercantilism into the epicenter of Vilorian culture it was today. The Volipterion sectors here in the bay had been converted into internment camps during the War of the Deep Divide, a prolonged and traumatic conflict that had started when Chelin was young. It was that very war that had taken much of her father’s time and attention away from the family after Elnan’s accident. Many atrocities were committed during the war, including the internment camps. Though it had been six long years since the peace treaties had been signed, and the sobering discovery about their dying world was bringing all the races together, the shadow of that chapter had not yet eroded from memory. 

Arriving at stratum six, the bathysphere came to a stop and the pneumatically-controlled seal extended from the underwater tube system that allowed Kalevi and Althraxan visitors to navigate the bustling undercity. Though superaquatics were outnumbered by the Volipterion here, it was well-known that the best seafood and jewelry were found in the sea markets. 

Chelin stepped from the bathysphere once the seal took hold and the water drained away. She teased the operator, “Tell your wife she must pack an extra sandwich, Ebbot. You are looking quite thin!”

He blushed, “You always say the kindest things. I don’t deserve it, Lady.”

“Nonsense! I shall see you next week.” Ebbot’s shift would be over by the time she came back this way. She smiled and turned down the tube. The house she was looking for was not far and she’d come this way many times. Her Guest had demanded her attention weekly since not long after the war. It was one of her guilty pleasures, she had to admit to herself.

Her Guest was a Volipterion admiral named Iset Outerbridge and it was by mere happenstance that they had met and her Guest’s peculiar desire was revealed. Admiral Outerbridge had been a member of the peace council that signed the accords ending the war. Chelin’s father had been part of the council as well, though that wasn’t how they’d come to meet. Instead, it was when Chelin had only recently finished her examinations to become a licensed Courtesan and had gone to the shore to celebrate with some friends. 

It had been a gorgeous day. The sun had shone brightly on the silver sand and the tides were still occurring back then, sending lazy waves up the shoreline. Her eye kept being drawn to a plain tent some way down the shore, rather decidedly away from the hustle and bustle of the beach goers. Wont as she was to do, Chelin defocused her gaze and was surprised by the sharp, almost painful, peals of white in the aetherstream, like an explosion, around the tent but with strangely sublime quivers of orange and buttercup dewdrops washing it all out. It was so contrary that Chelin found herself pushing the tent flap aside and walking in before she actually realized she’d even stood up, let alone walked over. 

The horrified expression and an aethercurrent that clobbered Chelin with candy cane overtures from the mortified Admiral Outerbridge was so intense Chelin focused back into reality. The proud Volipterion navarch was sitting rather daintily at a table, nibbling on a biscuit and having tea. The bulky supermarine suit she wore had been customized so, instead of the usual, fully-enclosed and waterproofed sheath and bonnet, her sixteen stiletto legs poked out through special gaskets and the face-mask left her mouth exposed. The entire scene appeared absolutely ridiculous.

This was because the Volipterion were an exceedingly practical species and were not given into wasteful living. Their cities were more like highways, their houses akin to rest stops, and they always ate on the go. Sitting down to a meal was considered a Kalevi quirk. It was beyond frivolous. It just wasn’t done!

Fine dining was an oddity among the species of Vilor. Althraxa fed through a kind of osmosis and the idea of stopping to do so was below consideration. Ferelux did not appear to require any kind of food source, not even drawing energy from the plant material they inhabited. Though Volipterion, like Kalevi, actually performed the act of eating food, the two couldn’t have gone about it more differently. 

So it was, that Chelin now spirited away weekly to the home of Admiral Outerbridge, to sit a grand—yet exceedingly private—meal in the Kalevi fashion with all the courses and accoutrements that it entailed. The Admiral even had spared no expense installing a private dining room that could be only partially submerged, allowing Chelin to keep dry and the Volipterion to sit with her head just above the water to avoid the need for any supermarine apparatus. Eating Kalevi cuisine was a challenge for the waterborne Volipterion since it really had to be eaten above water, lest the rich sauces become diluted or the fluffy cakes turn to soggy mush. It was the Admiral’s secret pleasure and Chelin was happy to keep it as such. 

Were it to get out, the navarch would be ridiculed by other Volips and her command would be questioned. Chelin had been sworn to secrecy after that day on the beach so long ago. She still remembered the encounter with great fondness. 

Chelin returned home after a delicious meal of sauteed, deep sea oysters in cream sauce, wilted puff sprouts and roasted potato peas with marmalade glaze, and a decadent, fairyfrost sorbet. Admiral Outerbridge had been in a splendid mood and they had discussed the upcoming Inventor’s Fair and town hall with an optimism that seemed rare these days. Chelin was buoyant as she stepped into the foyer and handed her half-dozen gloves and bonnet to Anden.

“You seem in a marvelous way, mistress.”

“Oh, Anden, I am. Much improved. But what do you need to tell me? It’s written all over your face.”

“Your parents have requested you to join them in the salon presently.”

Chelin gave Anden an ennuied expression and smoothed out her gown, “Am I presentable, then?”

“Undoubtedly.”

Chelin took a deep breath, smiled at Anden, and strode toward the salon with grim resolve. No doubt Reese had told them about last night. Aethertuning was not something her parents would tolerate in the house, and certainly not toward any of the family. After seeing Rohon this morning, she’d managed to push the pain of the previous night away but now it descended on her, crushing her with its full weight. Each step toward the salon was a step further from the bosom of love and affection she longed to reignite in her parent’s hearts. Her own heart broke as the flicker of hope that they would, one day, reconcile dimmed. 

She pressed the switch at the door and the pneumatic door slid open. The family was all there and she got the impression she was late to her own execution. 

Mustering up her best facade as she stepped through the doorway, Chelin greeted her family with grace, “Oh, everyone is here! How grand.”

Her father stood and approached. Chelin tried to look pleasant.

“Go up and change into something more appropriate,” he indicated toward the family and she noticed that they were dressed for an outing rather than dinner attire. Her beaded gown glittered conspicuously in comparison.

“Are we going somewhere?” Chelin seemed to be the only one surprised. Reese sipped on a digestif with a bored expression. Naiya was reading the evening mediagraph. Elnan’s nurse stood behind his chair expectantly, while Elnan himself smiled weakly at her. 

Her parents exchanged a look and her father cleared his throat. “There’s an important, last-minute meeting tonight with some representatives at the Ministry. The whole family is coming, you see.”

Curiosity swirled in her mind, but Chelin sensed the urgency in her father’s tone so, instead, curtsied to her father and went to change. Henic helped her quickly change into a smart waistcoat and ruffled, hobble skirt of blue and black jacquard. Her elegant up-do was audacious for a meeting at the Ministry, so the pair decided to let it half down and tuck the rest under a hat. 

The rest of the family were being helped into their overcoats as she hurried back. They were all smiling and laughing at some joke her older brother had just said. Chelin felt that push again. The sensation of being an outsider in her own family and being kept at arm’s length. 

After they had all climbed into the velocraft and her father instructed the driver to head to the Pan-Ministry complex, he sat forward to address Chelin. She sensed that he was agitated but he hid it well.

“We are at a vital crossroads, and cooperation of the other races is not as forthcoming as it ought to be. We’ve asked the family along to help our cause, you see. Your mother can explain much better, I think. Adette dear?”

Her mother spoke, but not to her. It was more as though she was airing her thoughts and whomever was around might as well listen in. “I’ve created a vessel. A prototype of sorts. A huge leap forward. Yet the Althraxa are holding out on us. I’ve got a splendid team working for me, but we’re having quite some trouble getting clearance for Project Iso. And the Volipterion! We know they’ve already tested out a bathyspheric accelerator that could be essential to reaching escape velocity. Oh, dear, it’s so childish. You’d think they’re hoping to save only themselves and leave us to rot on this husk! But they’re still years behind my team, so it won’t happen.”

“I’m sure you’re getting to the reason you’re telling me this. Isn’t it classified?” Chelin raised an eyebrow in curiosity and glanced at her siblings. By the look of their disinterest, they had already been briefed.  

“It’s imperative this meeting go well,” her father explained, a furrowed brow marring his affable features. “Your mother will be revealing her prototype ahead of schedule in an effort to convince the other races to open up. Don’t they understand the gravity of the predicament Vilor is in? The Ministry has tried all the usual tricks but I—I’m afraid we can’t afford to play by the books this time.” He was becoming uncharacteristically worked-up. 

Chelin saw where this was going and a pit fell in her stomach. They were about to ask her to aethertune—to massage the currents during the meeting in order to manipulate the other officials into helping. Not only was it morally uncouth, but actually illegal. 

The Order of Adepts strictly regulated those with aptitude. Generally that was trivial for the Order because it trained each and every one. With few exceptions, graduates were then further placed into bureaucratic roles in order to facilitate justice, negotiations, science, and engineering all over Vilor. This was because, over the ages, four distinct adept types developed: investigator, mediator, engineer, and cryptologist. Adepts typically were trained in one prime type and one auxiliary type, based on affinity initiation tests. 

Chelin had taken the test at her father’s behest when she was still quite young and she’d shown proficiency in mediation but little else. As such, she was in the minority of Adepts with no auxiliary training—another disappointment to her parents. 

With her midhand, she unconsciously touched the green, dragonfinch pin on her lapel that identified her type. Green for Mediation, Orange for Engineering, Gold for Investigation, and Silver for Cryptology. The Order required Adepts to wear them and the pins changed every year so that unverified adepts could be caught.

Like any member of the Order of Adepts, Chelin had to be regularly evaluated by the Order’s physicians for mental and physical health. Yet unlike Order members, because she chose not to join, it also meant she had to submit her finances, references, travel logs, and employment information to an Auditor. This was done to make sure freelancers were not abusing their abilities. 

As her father leaned closer to her, Chelin remembered that her annual evaluation was the following morning. How apropos that she would be asked to violate regulations so narrowly beforehand. The thought turned in her stomach and she felt sour.

“We know you want to help Vilor. Simply help these officials trust in your mother’s research and encourage them to share what they know. Think of the good this will do.”

Her parents had always been model citizens. It was alarming they’d come to this course of action, but that wasn’t what was bothering her the most. No—it was how they just viewed her as a means to an end. A tool, nothing more. It was a stark reminder of the divergent futures they’d each set before her in her youth. Each of them had wanted her to come work for them, but probably only so they could take advantage of her aethertuning ability. Now they’d finally found a way that they could both use her simultaneously and it was abhorrent.

Chelin chewed on her lip as she glanced at her siblings again. Why did they all need to be here? Were they brought along as cover? As a disguise, so no one would question why a single Vesper daughter was curiously present at a diplomatic negotiation? Her parents were using them too, it seemed. Only they wouldn’t be doing anything illegal. She could go to prison, which would mean immediate and permanent expulsion from the Courtesan Society, or worse! 

Her wordstream was thin and staccato as she tried to hide her disgrace, “You’re asking me to manipulate those officials.”

“Chel, darling,” her father began. 

“What you’re asking is illegal. I’d be ruined.” Chelin managed an even tone this time, clinging desperately to the hope that they’d change their minds if she spoke rationally.

Her mother interjected and quickly dashed Chelin’s hopes, “Do you think you’re the only one with something to lose? Your father is taking a big risk here—we all are. This is about survival, not scandal, Chelin. We’re not asking.”

As if to add insult to injury, Reese leaned across the cab and plucked her green adept pin off her lapel. “Really, sister, what’s the worst that could happen?” 

At least Elnan and Naiya looked uncomfortable now, too. She despised her parents even more for dragging Elnan into this. He was much too weak to be needlessly paraded about on such a chilly evening and for so nefarious a task.

With everyone up to speed, their parents continued to brief them on the way. By the time they reached the Pan-Ministry complex, the charade was set. Father would apologize for their tardiness by saying that a family outing had taken longer than expected and so they rushed over with everyone in tow. Mother would then launch into a discussion of the prototype to keep the delegates focused off the breach of protocol while the children were to sit quietly in the antechamber. Aether was not impeded by walls, doors, or even mountains, so Chelin would have the proximity to affect the representatives without being seen. 

The Pan-Ministry complex was built inside an estuary where the great Helns river met the ocean. Constructed in the inclusive style to suit each species, it was an amalgam of racial peculiarities. As most Volipterion architecture tended to take advantage of natural structures, the underwater portions of the complex had been built as an extension of the cliff-side and river-floor. Ornate domes and spires above the surface satisfied the Kalevian aesthetic and spiraled toward a web of Althraxan skydrapers strung between three, large skylands. A cascade of foliage of all types was entwined in and through everything for the Ferelux. Vertically it was split into seven sections, one for each branch: civic, military, communications, environmental, financial, sciences, and industry. 

They settled down on a terrace in the Civic segment, exited their velocraft, and hurried down a series of corridors and pneumatic inclinators until they were at the core of the sector. They made a show of entering the Kalevian vestibule off of the conference chamber. Like most shared areas in the Pan-Ministry, the circular room was split into quarters in order to maintain equitable facilities for each species. One quarter was filled with plants, another entirely encased in glass and filled with water. The other two were open air but only one needed any seating for the Kalevi to use. Her parents waltzed into the massive room and their father began to apologize for being late. Meanwhile, their mother configured a console to bring up a three-dimensional image of her prototype in the auroral spectroglobe at the room’s center.

 

Chelin lingered in the doorway. She spied that it was a vessel; a ship. It shared the rounded hull and fins of a typical skyship, but that is where the similarities stopped. It was immense; the size of several city blocks. The egg-shaped, transparent, outer-hull fully enclosed the ship. It was actually home to an array of smaller pods inside, each one connected by tube to form a latticework of connectivity and reinforcement. From the look of it, the tubes would be half open-air and half water-filled. The pods seemed to have different designations called out in the model. Environmental pods listed greenhouses and barns and water purification pumps. Living pods noted that lodgings would satisfy each race’s needs. Operations pods would provide navigation systems, power, and life support. 

Before she could take it all in, Naiya placed her hands on Chelin’s shoulders and gently guided her away from the doorway and shut the door. “You’ve got work to do.” 

In the private antechamber, Chelin sat nervously next to Elnan. He squeezed her lowhand as she unfocused and reached out her other hands to feel the aetherstream in the other room. She sensed the representatives’ surprise at viewing the prototype, so, rather than have fear creep in, she flicked out a black and tangerine-orange roll of wonder to ripple across them. Concentrating while her mother explained that the ship was atmospherically sealed and pods could independently rotate to both supply energy or regulate gravity, Chelin focused on the Volipterion representatives. She sensed the distrust they had—a saw-toothed rumble of chartreuse and carmine—but also eggplant ribbons of curiosity. She teased out the latter and let it envelop them. Passing over the Ferelux, who were not providing any resistance to her mother’s ideas, she moved on to the Althraxa. 

Just as her mother was describing the multi-function ray emitter’s uses for mining or defense or subduing hostile creatures, Chelin sensed several different reactions from the group of Althraxans: jealousy, shame, and elation. It seemed they were not all on the same page. She ignored the jealous one; probably jealous of his superior. However, the shame billowing off the lead representative was worth targeting. Where aethertuning could not implant thoughts in another, it could collide with already existing thoughts. So Chelin tuned precise bolts of smug rubies and porcelain doubts in succession in order to intensify that shame and drive the Althaxan delegate to an emotional surge that would leave her susceptible to her peers. She also added a citrus chime of safety and camaraderie to the third one so that he might be inclined to speak up about whatever he was elated about. He did. 

Like dominoes, the representatives fell into line after that. Hearing the Althraxa commit Project Iso’s research to the project caused the Volipterion to volunteer the bathyspheric acceleration technology. By the end of the meeting, her mother had got everything she wanted and more, learning that the Ferelux had long been working on an analytical engine that simulated the way that Ferelux synergize communication in large groups, such as at the Conflux. While it was only able to calculate mathematical outcomes, the technology was viable for automating the navigation and launch systems. 

Overall the meeting took four hours and Chelin was exhausted by the end. Sustained aethertuning took its toll on the adept. Using her obvious weariness to advantage, her father excused the family by apologizing that she must have a case of the vapors. She was helped back to the velocraft where Elnan insisted on giving her his blanket for the ride home, slipping her adept pin into her hand when it was handed over. She smiled wearily back at him and then turned to stare out the window at the starry night above as the velocraft propelled them home in silence.

 

CHAPTER FOUR

Chelin was due at the Order of the Adepts first thing in the morning for her annual evaluation. After the previous night, she felt positively wretched, with weary form and crestfallen spirit. All night she had gripped her dragonfinch adept pin as though the bird would come to life and fly away. The morning sun had no compassion for her plight and burst through the gaps in her drapery with the same intensity as always. Though she tried to ignore it, Henic had not, and swept into Chelin’s room shortly after dawn to usher her into the new day with breakfast in bed.

“I’ll have your bags packed by the time you return, mistress,” Henic had promised Chelin before she had left for her appointment. Chelin had forgotten entirely that her trip to Aovra with Mr. Truesdell began later on that same day. She was flagging already and the boorish industrialist’s company would do nothing to help. It was too late to back out now, so instead she distracted herself with aethergazing on the ride to the Order. 

The Hytheol branch for the Order was located in the north end of town in a disproportionately tall building on a decidedly narrow lot. That there was still room for a small courtyard meant that everything else was compressed into the other three-quarters of the lot. The austere front archway read simply “Order” and every adept had undoubtedly contemplated whether that served as identification or a warning during their schooling. Looming over the small, cobblestoned courtyard were several spires of varying heights freckled with windows of varying sizes and shapes. As a girl she’d found it amusingly eclectic; as an adult she knew the cruel history of it. After the now-notorious Baphous Axazarias had nearly destroyed the city of Revaln a century earlier, many labeled Adepts as terrorists or outsiders and there had been violence against Adepts and their branches across Vilor. The Hytheol branch had been host to several rampaging mobs, acts of arson, and even siege weapons during that period. Much of the complex had been damaged or destroyed. It had been decades before the stigma faded, so many shop owners and builders had refused to serve Adepts and the surviving members rebuilt using what they could.

Chelin entered the main building and turned down the corridor to the Auditor’s Hall. As usual, she was called in not long after arriving. Adept Ilmit ran a tight ship and punctuality was practically currency. 

Unlike Chelin, who was a natural aethergazer and tuner, most adepts had surgically-installed implants that dotted their bodies to attach the necessary equipment that would allow them to gaze and tune aether. For Thrand Ilmit, a tall, middle-aged Kalevi with short, blonde hair and skin the color of lemon-cream pie, his implants stood out easily. Copper contact pins behind his ears, brass and silver couplings up and down his forearms, and zinc plates on his fingertips where the aetherinductors were embedded. Because of his fair skin, one could even faintly see the aetherconductive wiring and internal components that ran from the top of his head to the tips of every finger. 

He wore a copper and green dragonfinch pin denoting that he was an investigator-mediator and radiated a kind of erudite quality that made him seem approachable and wise. Not to imply he wasn’t; he had been in the Order for over forty years and most of that time was in administration. He had been given several opportunities to transfer and work with the high courts, but declined every time to remain as the Senior Auditor for the Order of Adepts. He oversaw all the other Auditors and was said to review all the casework personally. He knew every law and lectured tirelessly of justice. When an adept went rogue, he was brought in to assist in the ensuing manhunt and prosecution of said adept. No one evaded him for long. 

Chelin was either fortunate or unfortunate to have Adept Ilmit as her monitor since she’d graduated. She sat down across the desk from him and waited politely, knowing well his aversion to small-talk. 

He sat across and looked intently at her. He had attached an aetheroscope monocle—his preference over the more-common goggle variety—so that he could “see the confluent truth of the world” simultaneously in and out of the aether. She couldn’t recall a time she’d seen him without it. As he interviewed her, he would be watching intently for any anomalies, inconsistencies, or shifts in both the physical world and aethereal that might indicate “incongruencies”. 

When he held out his hand, Chelin promptly supplied her records of the last year to him: bookkeeping of her accounts, references from clients and the Chapter Head from the Courtesan Society, logs from any travel outside of Hytheol, and a list of officials and dignitaries she had met with—no matter if it were simply in passing at an event. The stack of photovellum was quite hefty since Chelin was in relatively high demand and had been invited to several grand events, including last year’s Inventor’s Fair. 

“Ms. Vesper, do the papers I now hold constitute the complete accounting of your affairs since your last audit?” his gaze was fixed, waiting to evaluate her answer for its truth.

“Yes, I attest to its…” her wordstream tapered off as she realized that she hadn’t included the members of last night’s meeting.

Thrand separated the stack, anticipating exactly what her stream indicated, “Which item do you need to correct?” 

“The list of associates, please.”

He handed that part of the stack back to her along with his pen. She pressed the pen to the page and depressed a button on its casing. A small and faint light concentrated on the pen’s tip and the photovellum reacted by turning darker where it touched. Chelin scribed the names from last night’s assemblage and handed the list back. 

“Ms. Vesper, do the papers I now hold constitute the complete accounting of your affairs since your last audit?” he asked again. Thrand did not assume anything.

“Yes, I attest to its accuracy,” her response was confident this time. Chelin did keep accurate records for several reasons. First, her parents were, themselves, meticulousness and had cultivated that quality in all their children, including Chelin. Second, the Senior Auditor had been her monitor right from the start and had demanded it with his exacting standards. And lastly, because Chelin actually enjoyed it—at least parts of it. By reliving the memory of an encounter, she could gain nearly as much satisfaction as the real thing! Sure, the bookkeeping was not very compelling but the overhead was negligible since she wrote in a diary most nights anyway.

Thrand nodded, “See Dr. Kelb and return with her report.”

Inclining her head in acquiescence, Chelin rose and glided out of the office, smiling at the receptionist as she passed through the waiting room. The closest staircase down to the examination rooms was a tight, winding, stone spiral that deposited her in a dim hallway in the basement. Dr. Kelb’s office was the only area on the floor not completely underground and the light from her windows beckoned Chelin closer like a lighthouse on a dark night. There was no reception room here, only a small desk in the corner that was squeezed in among several free-standing, vine-draped shelves and equipment. Nearest to the window was the examination apparatus that could be configured differently for each Vilorian race. It was set for Althraxan anatomy when she entered.

“Dr. Kelb?” she inquired, not seeing her or Nurse Kwynn in the room.

Illuminating a vine curled around a shelf, the Ferelux doctor zipped over toward her, “Has it been a year already? My, how time flies…” Her glow disappeared from the room, traveling along the vines in a blur of light, before returning to the room a moment later. Her Althraxan nurse floated into the room a short while later and puffed over to the examination station to adjust it for her. 

Chelin went to the dressing station and disrobed, removing all her jewelry and taking her hair down as well. The examination was much more extensive than at a typical clinic because it was not merely one of physical health, but also mental and aethereal as well. She came to the apparatus and stepped into the footholds and harness that would assist the doctor in isolating the parts of her body for the exam. The entire apparatus looked a lot like the gyros she’d seen in her mother’s laboratory when she was younger, only with a person at the core. 

The first time she’d been examined was when she had been tested for aether aptitude as a young girl. At that time, she had asked her mother if she’d invented the examination apparatus. She remembered the smile that had warmed across her mother’s face back then, and Chelin felt a well of love spring up inside her. Within a moment, the memory soured and her mother’s face took on the cold and unwelcoming expression that Chelin had come to know ever since. Tears stung at her eyes but she pushed them away and brought her attention back to the doctor’s office.

After an hour of poking, prodding, and tuning, Chelin was given a clean bill of health. She watched with interest as Dr. Kelb’s glow spread across some photovellum and Vilorian script appeared, almost like magic, on the paper. She was escorted back to Adept Ilmit’s office by Nurse Kwynn—along with Dr. Kelb’s report—who handed it to the Auditor and exited with no further ado. He perused the short stack of papers while Chelin waited quietly.

She’d had a clean bill of health and amenable report for the last several years so she didn’t anticipate any issues this time either. Her first report had been a mess, but she was a quick learner and had made the effort to not have to go through that unpleasantness again. It had involved a week in quarantine, countless more examinations, counseling, a mandatory course on proper record keeping, and a detoxification regime that had tasted awful and left her feeling ragged inside and out.

“Ms. Vesper,” he looked up as he stacked the doctor’s report with the other records that Chelin had brought in, “I have two questions for you.”

Her chest constricted slightly; this was the point where she was used to getting her new pin and a “see you next time”. His face was aggravatingly neutral so Chelin couldn’t get a feel for whether this boded ill or not. It was probably nothing to get worked up over though, right? She smoothed the front of her dress and folded her hands daintily in her lap with a methodical calm. “I would be happy to answer, of course. What can I clarify for you?”

Steepling one hand on top of the stack of papers, but not actually reading from it, he gazed intently at her, “There is an entry from last year, on the sixth week of Vertem, on the afternoon of the 43rd. You stated that a man had mistaken you for his deceased wife and now you have begun to Entertain him. Clarify for me the rule on ethical congress held by the Courtesan Society.”

“Of course,” she began without hesitation, “it states that all affairs must be a morally justified and voluntary compact between the participants and, under no circumstances, is a Courtesan permitted to, upon false pretenses or through disguise or with malicious intent, assume the identity of another. And that the Appointment time and duration be determinate, agreed upon beforehand, and may not interfere with…”

Adept Ilmit raised one of his other hands and nodded. “Does Mr. Coryden believe you are his deceased wife?”

Chelin was relieved, “Not at all, sir. We often talk of her and he shared his collection of photographs with me. I haven’t had the impression that he’s confused us and he appears fully cognizant of my identity and profession.” Realizing that her answer sounded much too clinical, she added, “He’s a dear man who is simply alone and has had a tough time adjusting to the post-war and cataclysmic circumstances we find ourselves in today.”

“My second inquiry is about a complaint I received about your conduct at home. You know that I do not simply take a single testimony as fact, so I will listen to your side.” Thrand sat back in his chair and waited for her to begin.

Her conduct at home? What could that mean? It did not take a genius to guess that Reese had sent in the complaint, but she really did not wish to recount the vulgar display from dinner two nights ago. Chelin’s mind easily substituted alternatives from the top of her mind that she could discuss instead: the strained relationship with her parents and the enmity with Reese. 

“I hate to speak ill of others, especially my family,” she began with genuine reluctance, “but I’ve not kept from you, in our past interviews, that my familial relationships are strained, at best. It is a trivial thing, therefore, to assume that the complaint you received was from my brother, Reese. He demonstrates his disdain for me on a nearly daily basis, even though I—.” 

Her breath caught in her throat and her wordstream began to quaver as tears unexpectedly welled up in her eyes. It surprised her because she’d become so accustomed to Reese’s bullying that she thought it didn’t bother her anymore. Actually admitting it out loud was pushing her toward an emotional cliff that she’d been completely unaware of.

“I never—I’m not…”

Thrand handed her his handkerchief but did not interrupt.

She took it and dabbed her eyes customarily, feeling the swell of misery rise like a tidal wave inside her and relishing that, in a few short moments, she would be awash in its sensation. Accepting the pain, she continued without apprehension, “I’ve never done anything to Reese, not that I can think of. He’s been cruel to me since we were young but it wasn’t until I became a Courtesan that he’s made me feel so small and horrible whenever he’s around. I know that I disappointed my family by not joining the Order but I knew I couldn’t make them happy if I did. Mother wanted me in academics and father wanted me in government and I couldn’t bear to divide them since I could see how much they needed one another but how they’d been growing apart! It would destroy me to have everything break apart so I—I chose to do something else. I don’t ask anyone else to understand. I sincerely enjoy being a Courtesan; being around my Guests is a reprieve from home that I don’t think I could part with or I’d simply go mad. Maybe that makes me unfit or unstable, but I need to feel wanted and to feel love, and I just am not allowed that from my family anymore. Maybe I could have made a better choice—I don’t know—but Reese has branded me a villain for some reason and it hurts. It hurts every day; every time I see him. I know he will hurt me in some new way, or some old way, pressing my buttons like a bruise and delighting in it.”

Sobbing openly, her wordstream became muddled and shaky. Thrand had made no movement, but his posture was open and his face attentive, so she continued to babble without any clear purpose other than to get everything off her chest. After several more minutes of baring her heart like an open book about some of the terrible things Reese had done to her and how they had cut her, the swells of emotion began to subside and her breathing began to smooth out. She buried her face in her hands for a few moments before drying her eyes and smoothing her hair and dress. “I’m sure he’s reported something awful but, in my defense, I would never harm him, or anyone. My brother is not a kind spirit, but my family would be devastated if anything were to happen to him or any of us, I think. Though they may not recognize it, I feel that I’ve done my best to keep my family together and I’d do it again, were I given the chance.”

Thrand regarded her for a few long moments after she stopped, as if debating something. When he spoke, his wordstream was gentler than normal, “The report I received was from your sister but, if I am able to assess her account with what you’ve relayed to me today, I believe I have a fair understanding of what occurred.” He thumbed through the report in front of him and picked up a pen, “I am making a note that you are experiencing escalating tension in your personal life and am recommending you seek the services of a counselor to attempt to alleviate your inner turmoil. You are not on probation yet, but I expect a report in four months’ time outlining your progress, or lack thereof. At that time, I will determine if more strict measures need to be taken. Are we clear?”

She nodded, not entirely relieved.

“Here is a referral to a practitioner of some repute, as well as discretion,” he handed her a photovellum card with the name “X. Meve, Alienist” and an address in the upper city. 

“Thank you. Am I excused then? Do I…still get my pin?”

“Yes. Please arrange your follow-up appointment with my assistant when you see yourself out.” He held out one of his hands and offered up a jade scarab pin. 

Chelin exchanged her pin, exited the office, made the appointment, and left the campus with haste. Her mind was a flurry of activity and she needed to process it all. Instructing a hailed velocraft to take her to the Grand Cathedral at once, she stared blankly out the window, ignoring the breathtaking skyline and ocean views on the horizon. She bit her lip, squishing the soft flesh gently between her teeth in a ceremony of deep thought. 

Her future was in peril! She needed a head doctor? She could be put on probation. Not to mention that it wasn’t Reese, but Naiya, who had reported her! And she was wounded by Reese, more than she’d ever admitted. She needed to talk to the Prime Ardent; he would help her put it in perspective. She needed to…

Chelin sat forward suddenly, realizing that there were a scant ninety minutes before she needed to be on a carriage to the skydocks boarding a ship to Aovra for the Inventor’s Fair with the irredeemable Praebin Truesdell. “Vesper Estate, please!” she pleaded to the driver who, perhaps reacting to the amplitude of her urgent outburst, made a sharp turn with such suddenness that Chelin was flung back in her seat and pressed against the side window by the force. 

Dangling one foot out the door while the velocraft descended into the front courtyard of her home—much to the obvious disapproval of her driver—Chelin wasted no time disembarking and running inside. “Please pay the driver!” she streamed to a wide-eyed Anden, who, though startled, managed to remove her bonnet and two of her six gloves with his deft hands as she ran by him. Ascending the stairs and hurrying down the hall to her room, Chelin called out for Henic to help her. 

Throwing open the doors to her room, she laid her eyes on a neatly arranged stack of traveling trunks and a smart touring dress the color of ripe berries. Henic was standing near the dressing table with a hairbrush in each midhand and several other pins and barrettes in her other hands, waiting to style Chelin’s fair locks like a gladiator before battle. Chelin ran over and hugged Henic, who blushed and squirmed slightly in Chelin’s tight embrace.

Chelin sat, removed her hat, and helped unpin the loose bun she’d done up after her exam, “Oh Henic, you are the Nine’s own goddess! What would I do without you?”

“I imagine you’d miss your skyship, miss,” said Henic, without a hint of sarcasm.

Between the pair, and Henic’s preparation, Chelin was ready for her trip in no time and even had a few minutes for tea and finger sandwiches with Elnan before needing to leave. While her trunks were being loaded into the aethercarriage, she kissed Anden on the cheek and reminded him that she would be back in the afternoon, two days hence. He inclined his head in acknowledgment as he helped her on with her coat and then she and Henic climbed into the carriage and hovered off toward the skydock. She would meet Mr. Truesdell in his cabin on the ship after boarding. 

CHAPTER FIVE

The skydock was a flurry of activity, with last minute preparations being undertaken by a variety of crew members both on and off the ship. Along the solar sails, Chelin spied a stout Kalevi sailor in a small hoverlift tending to the aethercables that would run power to the ship once it was in flight. On the deck, near the gangplank, two Althraxan crew members were checking tickets and activating an army of sky-cap automotons to handle the seemingly endless stream of passengers and their luggage. The ship’s Kalevi captain stood commandingly one deck higher in a gleaming white frock with yellow and blue braids looping around each sleeve and across his chest like garlands off a skydraper. His first mate stood next to him in a slightly less magnificent frock in that it simply sported braided, blue epaulets. Down on the dock, the magnetic docking fins were being recharged by a crew of eight Althraxan dock workers. With the kind of confidence and speed that only comes with experience, the crew ran charging wands along the fins and then struck them with a tuning fork in a cacophony of clangs and overlapping wordstreams. The noise did not bother the Althraxa, who had no capacity for hearing in the first place. Nor did the charged sparks that showered the crew each time the tuning fork struck, as Althraxa were naturally resistant to electricity due largely in part to being conductive themselves—a helpful trait when one’s home is among the occasional thunder cloud.

Passengers were dressed finely, with ladies shaded from the midday sun by wide-brimmed hats and sheer parasols in every color imaginable. Chelin defocused and enjoyed the lively scene in the aetherstream, adding sound and touch and taste to the equally colorful display before her. While Henic flagged down a porter to assist with the luggage, Chelin strolled through the crowd in the general direction of the gangplank. There was the distinct sensation, among all the patrons and workers here, of emprise. Everyone moved with purpose and the aether reflected this in flavors of carmine satin and midnight thrums winding through a rainbow of Vilorian experience like sequins on a ball gown. 

Chelin felt effervescent and found herself turning this way and that to take in the entirety of the potent scene. She was so enthralled that she did not notice a sherbet-colored Althraxan negotiating with an officer of the port authority until she was wrapped up in his tendrils. Losing her balance, she flailed her arms about and grabbed on to the surprised sailor with unexpected force. The sailor shrieked audibly and jolted, sending a shock through Chelin that only caused her to hold on tighter, and the pair tumbled to the ground. 

The port authority officer wasted no time yanking the Althraxan sailor off of her as she lay whimpering on the broad, wooden beams of the dock, “Miss? Are you okay, miss?”

Chelin was rattled and it took a few moments to focus back into reality, in service of which her body apparently thought blinking would help. 

Blasting the sailor, the port officer showed her bias on who was at fault, “Zappin’ an ‘armless girl! What’s wrong wit you, mate? Where’s your Captain? I got a mind to clap you in anchorcuffs and ‘and you over to the police on account o’ assault!”

Chelin tried to sit up to protest, but found herself practically smothered by a helpful lady kneeling down to cradle her head. 

“Oh you dear thing! Tut tut, you mustn’t exert yourself,” the Good Samaritan pressed Chelin’s head into her lap and held her parasol out to cover Chelin’s face. “You, there!” the woman waved angrily toward the sailor with both hand and voice, “Were you raised in a thundercloud?”

“I daresay you owe more than an apology to the lady, plumite,” the Good Samaritan’s gentleman joined in, causing other onlookers to murmur in agreement.

The sailor was quickly outnumbered and his silver eyes flashed in alarm at the situation he’d most unexpectedly found himself in, “Look, it were an accident. The lady surprised me, is all. No need for all the fuss…” 

“Surprised you!?” the Good Samaritan mocked incredulously, waving her fan in Chelin’s face with such force that it was difficult to keep her eyes open.

“Mistress!” Chelin caught Henic’s panicked wordstream from afar and managed a glimpse of Henic running toward the scene with a pair of burly aeroners wearing the colors from her vessel. 

The port officer demanded again, “Where’s your Captain?”

“She’s, uh—” the sailor raised a tendril, probably to point his captain out, but the officer swatted it down.

“Don’t you go threatenin’ to zap me or I’ll ‘ave you tethered before you know what ‘it you! Now, what’s your ship called?”

“That’d be the Beckon—”

Henic pushed through the crowd just as Chelin had gathered her wits enough to grab the wrists of the woman smothering her and wrench herself into a sitting position. The Althraxan sailor was being backed into a literal corner by the crowd and his sherbet complexion was flushed with red around his eyes and at the tips of his tendrils.

“Mistress—” Henic kneeled next to Chelin and began to reach toward her.

Chelin raised a hand to stay her maid, “I’m fine, Henic, just help me up so that I can set the record straight before this mob causes any harm to that poor sailor.” She made certain to project over the burbling of the crowd, aethertuning a touch of calm and fellowship into her wordstream. The crowd ceased roiling almost immediately and gave her their attention. 

Standing erect and smoothing her hands over her waistcoat and hair, Chelin addressed the assemblage, “Your concern over my well-being is appreciated but, I fear, I am the one at fault. I wasn’t looking where I was going and I bumped into this poor shipsmate causing him quite a fright.”

“He zapped you, miss, I saw it,” protested the port officer.

Chelin took a step forward and rested a hand on the officer’s arm disarmingly. No tuning here, just her grace as a courtesan further adding to the calm smoothing over the area. “I’m sure our surprised friend will attest to self-defense and I will not contest it. But, see? I am not harmed in any way—merely disoriented for a moment but I’m not certain I could blame that on anyone but myself.” Chelin turned and addressed the Good Samaritan and her beau, “Thank you so kindly for coming to my aid. Your virtues cannot be denied, though I’d hate to keep you further from your business at the docks today. Please accept my gratitude.”

The man tipped his hat and offered an arm to the lady, who curtsied and took his arm before stepping off proudly. With their departure, the rest of the crowd ceased to be a mob and returned to simply being individuals minding their own business. 

Stepping past the port officer, Chelin addressed the sailor directly, “I do beg your pardon, sir. Please accept my apologies.”

“O-of course…”

She could see the Althraxan relax visibly through his tendrils. Chelin smiled and curtsied, “Safe travels to you and your crew, then!” She turned on her heel and began to walk toward her airship with Henic and the aeroners trailing behind obediently. 

“Right. As I was saying, a ship o’ your class will ‘ave to dock in the Under Block and undergo an inspection before you’ll be allowed t’ unload,” She caught the port officer pick up the conversation where she and the Althraxan sailor had apparently left off. 

Chelin felt a surge of happiness that all was again well and so began to hum. Despite the tumultuous day she was having, Chelin was feeling in good spirits. While the port was lively and could have entertained her for hours, Chelin decided not to hedge her bets and, instead, boarded her cruiser and watched from the aft deck while the ship’s crew finished their preparations.

The flight to Aovra would take a good portion of the day, so there was no hurry to get to her cabin. The trip used to take much less time, she was told, but she barely remembered. Ships nowadays didn’t have the benefit of global air currents to whisk them along; they had died off more than a decade before. Now, only soft breezes drifted across the horizon. Another sign of Vilor’s fate.

In her youth, the War of the Deep Divide had caused a great many accusations to be thrown around. Fear and suspicion ran deep through the collective unconscious fueled by war propaganda. The flagging air currents were said to be the nefarious work of Volipterion mad scientists which they, of course, denied. The Althraxans were later accused of creating tide dampeners in retaliation. During those long years, misinformation had spread like wildfire. Imagined horrors and conspiracy theories abounded. Almost anything seemed believable! Only when the war was coming to a close was the correlation between the waning currents and the dying planet made. 

With a resonant surge from the ship’s aetherhorn, the lines were cast off and the ship drifted away from the dock and upward, toward the skyway out of Hytheol. She was not alone on deck; other passengers waved good-bye to their friends and loved-one’s back on the dock. That intrepid spirit which permeated the skydock was still palpable and Chelin was feeling inspired. 

She was no stranger to travel. She had traveled with her family on occasions too numerous to count—if not for a diplomatic mission for her father, then for a scientific symposium for her mother, or even just a holiday with family or friends. On top of that, Chelin frequently traveled for her profession. Accounting for everything, she’d spent at least half her life away from home but it never saddened her. Chelin felt quite at home anywhere and with anyone. Part of it was how she framed her jaunts; telling oneself that one was away from home implied that one was where they oughtn’t be. Instead, Chelin fancied that each new sensation she experienced was a doorway to a new room in her worldwide home of Vilor. There were still plenty of places she hadn’t been, so there were still many rooms to add. Since her family was affluent, she’d really only passed through small towns when they were situated between the main cities. However, she had been to several prominent skylands, but only one of the sub-aquatic centers the Volipterion had begrudgingly built for air-breathing visitors before relations broke down and the war began. 

Her mind recalled the utter darkness which enveloped that glass-domed complex so deep below the surface of the ocean that all that remained of the midday sunlight was a tiny, grey haze leagues above her. She had been merely a child, but it hadn’t unsettled her the way it had her siblings. Naiya had refused to come out of the shuttle that brought them, crying to her parents that she knew she would die if she went into the compression chamber. Reese had gone through compression and come into the complex, but seemed so fatalistically assured of their doom that he had been madly determined to rupture the dome himself. He was sent back to the shuttle after breaking two gaskets and activating a fire alarm that partially flooded their suite. Ultimately her father cut the trip short—having come to spend time with his friend and Suzerain in the Volipterion Conclave, General Antilles—but not before Chelin had explored every nook and cranny of the domed complex with the General’s sons. 

Though there was an endless blackness beyond the glass, it was not empty. Chelin wondered at the vastness of the ocean and was perpetually surprised by the myriad of marine life that drifted just beyond the glass. The general’s sons laughed at her for being so overwhelmed by something they considered beyond mundane, but she didn’t care. Even to the naked eye, the inky ocean depths were lit with stars just like the night sky up on land—only the stars were not so distant and moved around a lot because they were fish and Ferelux and bioluminous anemones instead. Thinking back, it was no wonder that the Volipterion Conclave had been slow to join the exodus programs. From the depths, it was easy to forget about what was beyond: land and sky. Even easier to forget there was a horizon beyond the horizon: the cosmos. 

Chelin’s hairs prickled along her arms and neck in the cool breeze on the deck of the skyship, lost in her reverie. The thought of life beyond the loving embrace of Vilor, in the hollow expanse of outer space, unsettled her more than she cared to admit. She shared a deep connection with this world and everything it encompassed—large or small, good or bad. An unexpected welling-up of tears in her eyes brought her back to the present. She laughed loudly to shatter the melancholy threatening to enshroud her and took a deep breath of the fresh air before resolving herself to begin the trip in earnest. After all, she was here to Entertain a Guest and she mustn’t keep him waiting.

Mr. Truesdell was not in the suite when Chelin entered but his attendants were about. Henic had already seen to their own luggage and had laid out Chelin’s dress for dinner. The evening meal was still some hours off, but the chiffon and lace smock, as well as the satin slip it draped over, were notoriously wrinkle-prone so it was better to let it hang freely as much as possible. Her Guest was Althraxa, so a sit-down meal was not something they would share but that’s not to say they wouldn’t enjoy her mealtime together. Althraxa gained all the nutrients necessary to sustain them by wicking small particulates and moisture from the very air they were floating in. It was therefore accurate to state that an Althraxa never ate, but also that they never stopped. Compromises had been found, of course, since each species had its quirks. So, while Kalevi dined, Althraxa would typically talk or read, a Ferelux would use the time to tend to the plant life in the room, and the most tolerant among the Volipterion might linger in the general area and preen. 

Since Mr. Truesdell was not what one could describe as shy, Chelin knew that he would waste no time launching into an impassioned lecture on the grandeur of his latest gadgets like the megalomaniac that he was. She was earnestly curious to know what he had planned for the Fair since his Invitation had been insistent that she would bring him luck. Having first accompanied him to the Fair two years prior, Chelin hadn’t done or said anything that had any impact on his showing then. Yet superstitious folk, like Mr. Truesdell, always had a way of attributing the highs and lows of life to unseen forces at work. As an adept, Chelin could see the forces at work and had it on good authority that the aether hadn’t done anything out of the ordinary during that trip.

Though the flight to Aovra would see them arriving that same evening, the suite Mr. Truesdell had reserved had a salon, private balcony, dressing rooms, a bath, and several, curtained alcoves for sleeping. This room was not outfitted for Volipterion passengers—few skyships were—but both Kalevi and Althraxa were quite well suited to a fluffy, down mattress on which to rest. Of interest, several boxes and crates marked “FRAGILE” and “THIS SIDE UP” loomed in one corner of the salon. Were she to peek inside, no doubt she could get an idea of what it was he was debuting at the Fair, but she held her curiosity at bay in anticipation of the stirring exhibition he would no doubt provide her at supper, or perhaps sooner. She was loathe to dull that experience by sneaking a peek. So it was, with all the excitement of the Fair looming, Chelin found herself not at all interested in a midday nap and simply lounged on a chaise out on the balcony while she awaited her Guest. 

Not long after, a commotion at the door to the suite announced his arrival. His attendants scrambled to relieve him of his shawls as he puffed past them without a moment’s notice or hesitation. He was an ambitious fellow who kept himself overbusy and did not make time for politeness. If asked, he would claim that such courtesies were frivolous compared to the grand pursuits of science and invention, though the blind truth was that he possessed little empathy and thought only of himself.

“Ah, Chelin, there you are!” he streamed pointedly at her as though he’d been looking for her.

She rose and curtsied as he approached, “Mr. Truesdell, a pleasure, as always.”

He gave her an apprising look. “Right, let’s get started then,” he offered one of his strawberry-hued tendrils to her and she looped her higharm around it. She walked next to him as he sailed brusquely out of the room and his attendants made a mad dash to re-drape his shawls upon him. The pair headed toward the ship’s promenade: an enclosed deck that ran the perimeter of the ship with floor-to-ceiling windows that allowed passengers panoramic views without the danger of being swept off the open deck above.

One of the many functions of a Courtesan was to showcase one’s social status. Guests were not taken on unless the Courtesan Society approved it. That “the Guest is a reflection upon the Society as much as the Courtesan is a reflection on the Guest” was one of the Society’s tenets. As such, being on the Guest Registry was a feather in one’s cap, socially-speaking, and was the kind of distinction that could open the doors of opportunity or even cause a judiciary to turn a blind eye. Not all Guests were affluent—for instance, Mr. Coryden—but each needed to be an upstanding citizen of some repute before being allowed on the Registry. In the case of Mr. Coryden, he had been accepted onto the Registry as a young man due to his charity work in the Ept, the expansive desert that bisected the continent. Though he hadn’t called on the Society in many years, a recommendation from Chelin was all it took to renew his standing.

In Mr. Truesdell’s case, his notoriety as a wealthy industrialist cinched his spot on the Registry. Though his interpersonal skills were a bit lacking, he was well-respected for the innovations he brought to market. Besides, his grating personality was markedly camouflaged by a Courtesan accompanying him. Chelin had no problem strolling around the promenade with him, smoothing out the callous or awkward conversations he created or diverting his attention to the people—and not their things—as a means to socialize. A well-appointed ship like this one had no shortage of upperclass wayfarers. Most were also on their way to the Fair which made the choice of conversation topics trivial. 

Chelin spied one other Courtesan—an Althraxan—was also traveling with a Guest to the Fair. The two made it their priority to meet, as was the Society’s custom. In fact, in centuries past, introductions had been the primary role of the Courtesan. However, it was considered uncouth, even then, to make a bee-line for a fellow Courtesan, so navigating toward one another had to flow as naturally as aether and as gracefully as a dance. It was a dance, really. All of her Entertaining felt that way. There were rote steps that one learned; many taught by the Society but possible to pick up through other experiences. There was an ebb and flow like the tides, that relied on one’s ability to feel the pulse of the rhythm and the energy of the other dancers. And overall, it was a performance. Whether there was just one other person or thousands, there was an audience to impress. 

Chelin had met the other Courtesan before. His name was Alind Deyoi and he was a striking shade of red, like holly berries, which belied a tender personality. His Guest was another Althraxan fellow of slight form wearing the shawls of a minor noble house.

Since Chelin was the ranking Courtesan, she introduced her Guest first. “May I present the acclaimed and astute acquirer of an amazing array of avant-garde apparatus, Mr. Praebin Truesdell.” Stepping in, she grasped the tendrils of both Guests in her highhands and curtsied, signifying that they now held a connection through her. The Bowing Bridge, as it was called in the Society handbook, was mandatory. Making the introduction an alliteration was of Chelin’s own design and she found it more fun than she ought to. “I am Ms. Chelin Vesper, Courtesan and Adept.”

Alind hovered into place as Chelin released the Guests’ tendrils and stepped back next to Mr. Truesdell. “I have the pleasure and privilege to present his Royal Highness, Prince Min Sorfiza of Geneth,” Alind ended with an almost imperceptible wink at Chelin.

She couldn’t help but effectuate a neon smile across her face at his alliterative retort. It was rare that she found someone who noticed she’d done it at all, let alone attempted to match her in the game. 

“What luck to happen upon a purveyor of invention!” the Prince’s excitement was apparent. “Tell me, sir, do you intend to exhibit anything at the fair?”

“Always! Nary a year goes by that I don’t top the exhibition. My inventions are the talk of the show, even if those buffoon judges don’t always agree. But what do they know! Geneth must be a sad and out-of-touch village if you’re not familiar with me and my work.”

Alind flowed into the conversation before the tycoon’s insult could sink in, “Alas, His Royal Highness does not have the leisure to pursue such amusements when he is obligated to his duties to his ancestral estate and subjects. It’s known far and wide that the Prince acts as his father’s steward.”

The prince, unfazed by Mr. Truesdell’s audacity, recounted, “You may not be surprised to know that nearly all the chandeliers in our manor were converted to your wireless lamps. Most noble houses did this as well but, what may impress you is that, my mother made special arrangements to procure a shipment before they were commercially available. We had the first palace to feature a wireless chandelier!”

“What a small world!” Chelin mused at Mr. Truesdell, “Is it rare to personally encounter such dignified early-adopters of your work?”

The industrialist tugged on his shawl and puffed up, “It’s more prevalent than one might think.”

Crisis narrowly averted, the group shared a few more pleasantries before parting ways. Over the next several hours, Chelin led Mr. Truesdell through a series of introductions and reunions with grace and aplomb. They enjoyed some of the other activities on the ship as well. There was an observation deck, game room, lounge, music room, and exercise court in which they passed the time—particularly the game room where Mr. Truesdell attributed his success to his “superior analytic capacity” as an investor—before returning to their suite.

Chelin excused herself to change for dinner. Henic helped her change and do her hair quickly, so as not to keep her Guest waiting too long. He was inspecting his crates when she returned to the salon. 

“I’m simply bursting to see what you’ve got hidden in all these boxes! I imagine it is your invention for the Fair,” Chelin’s wordstream sent with it all her excitement and curiosity.

“Astute. Yes.”

Mr. Truesdell reached into the open crate before him and floated upward, pulling a string of wires with lights attached at specific intervals. The wire coiled down into the crate where it was wound neatly for transport. It looked as though there were attachment points along the wire, but it wasn’t apparent to what. Chelin marveled at whatever it was. She knew he’d want her to guess, but he’d enjoy it best if she didn’t guess correctly. She rummaged around in her mind and tossed out some ideas she thought would be close, but miss.

“Is it part of a new kind of spectroglobe?”

“Interesting thought, but no.”

“An artificial light system for indoor hydroponic farming?”

“Certainly not!”

By the force of his wordstream, Chelin realized she must have come up with something too clever that the magnate hadn’t thought of yet. She toned it down for the next guess.

“Hmm, you’re so clever. What could it be?” she paused to let the flattery sink in, which didn’t take long if his posture was any indication. “How about a photovellum duplication machine?”

“Wrong again,” he seemed pleased. “You have a superb mind but it is not cut out for invention. I’m sure your mother was disappointed to discover that.”

Chelin ignored his rudeness and kept giving him her rapt attention. Yes, her mother had criticized her on numerous occasions about her choice to not pursue engineering, science, or even artificing. It was one of the largest rifts between them, but Mr. Truesdell did not need to know how much it still troubled her.

He continued on, “It is, in fact, a device unlike anything that has come before. A tool beyond measure that will bestow upon its user unprecedented ability. With this, an Althraxan operator will be able to transmit in Diffusive—something no one has ever attempted before—by using his natural electrical charge as the power source!”

While all the races shared the ability to converse through aether, the Ferelux could also communicate with one another on a molecular level. This language of light, called Diffusive, allowed transmission at lightning speed, provided they diffused to overlap within the same space. It was commonly used to deliver messages across long distances and a great boon to all of Vilor. It was one of the numerous reasons that the Ferelux were considered a neutral party when tensions rose or war broke out.

“How clever! No wonder you preferred to have it shipped in your suite rather than the luggage compartment. Can it transmit as well as receive?”

He soured, “Imbeciles shouldn’t expect to use such a sophisticated tool but, even still, operators will need to be trained.”

“I can’t wait to see your demonstration, and please let me know what you’d like from this Appointment. I am here to Entertain you, after all, but we didn’t actually discuss details when you booked.” 

“I have some ideas…”

“Will you lecture me while I dine?” Chelin inquired, noticing that her meal had already been set out at a nearby table.

Mr. Truesdell was only too happy to illuminate her about what he had prepared. Apparently he’d hired a trio of Althraxan operators, as well as some Ferelux entertainers, that he’d been working with over the last few months. His exhibit was to consist of a stage, split into six compartments, where the Althraxans and Ferelux would be stationed. Messages would begin at one end, and be received at the other end. To prove it wasn’t a hoax, fair-goers would be asked to provide the messages secretly. Then, the delivery path would be chosen between the Ferelux and Althraxan operators by onlookers; no less than three, no more than six. Then, after the message was transmitted, a lovely assistant would read the message and verify its accuracy. Chelin learned, through his impassioned explanation, that she was to be the lovely assistant.

The rules in the Society Handbook were a little fuzzy here. Though an Appointment could include just about anything the Courtesan and Guest agreed on, there were clauses that forbid the Courtesan from earning another wage during an Appointment. This was to ensure that the Courtesan was representing the society exclusively and to avoid Courtesans being exploited as day laborers. Neither would reflect well upon the Society’s image. There was also a caution about Entertainment that serviced a mixed group of which not all were on the Guest Registry, and something so public would certainly not be comprised of only registered Guests. The Society was a premium service aimed at Vilor’s elite, so public displays were frowned upon.

Mr. Truesdell had failed to seek her advance consent in what was to be a fairly elaborate stage performance and many hours of public-facing work, nor had he informed the Society of his intention. She had every right to refuse! On the other hand, she was on an exclusive, two-day Appointment so she had no other bookings or places to be; she was his captive, ignoring the fact she could leave and return to Hytheol at any time. Yet if she did leave, she wouldn’t get to see the fair and would likely lose Mr. Truesdell as a client. If she agreed, the Society’s reputation would be in peril and she would be, no doubt, reprimanded for not vetting the trip in advance. 

Knowing Mr. Truesdell, she did not need to question whether or not he knew the rule. He did. There was no doubt in her mind that this was premeditated, though she couldn’t quite fathom why. Chelin was curious now, as to how much he’d prepared without her. She defocused into the aetherstream and tuned her wordstream carefully, imbuing it with powdery apricot sighs and downy lilac taffy to encourage feelings of collusion.

“Oh my, I didn’t realize my presence at the exhibit was to be so involved. I’m afraid I didn’t bring the attire for such a display!”

“Not a problem because I brought something. A real eye-catching piece!”

Of course he did. This proved what she already knew, that he’d intentionally kept her in the dark so that she’d agree to his show.

“How thoughtful, but I’m sure you recall that Courtesans are not permitted to work a second job while Entertaining…”

“Your presence on stage is how I want to be Entertained, so it’s one and the same, sweet pea.”

“That may be, but we didn’t get allowance for public Entertainment from the Society either. I’ll be scolded, even if I send a message now.”

“I’ve thought of that, too. I won’t present you as a Courtesan, just a Vesper.”

There it was. This was the real reason. He hoped to use her family’s reputation to give his invention credence. His lucky charm, indeed.

 Chelin was quite put out, indignant even, though she didn’t show it. Instead, she focused back into reality, smoothed the front of her dress and tucked some stray hairs around the back of her ear, “My, you’ve really put some thought into the matter. This exposition must be dreadfully important to you.”

“Obviously.”

“Excuse me for a moment, if you would be so kind,” Chelin said as she rose and walked toward the balcony, transfixed by the dusky clouds floating by. She reached a hand toward the latch to go out, but hesitated, turned, and walked to the suite’s exit instead. Henic hurriedly draped a shawl across her shoulders before she left. 

Her instincts led her down the muted hallways to the observation deck below. Tears welled in her eyes making navigation difficult. Posted signs appeared as blurred smudges or abstract fragments. Moving more on intuition, taking any staircase that led down, Chelin managed to somehow wind up at her intended destination and so strode to an empty corner of the deck, far from the other patrons. She could feel her cheeks burning.

How dare he!

Praebin Truesdell was a known misanthrope and windbag not lauded for his charms but that he was on the Guest Registry said a lot about his social value. She’d always merely seen him as socially stunted. That he had schemed and plotted to use her family name for his own gains crossed squarely into deliberately malicious behavior.

There was absolutely no way she could agree! If the Society learned of it, she would be reprimanded for Entertaining publicly. If her family found out, she’d be raked over the coals for her apparently flippant exploitation of their good reputation. It didn’t matter that she’d been deceived as well. If she complied, she was culpable. How weak and small Mr. Truesdell must see her.

 Angry sobs tore at her gut, muffled by her hands over her mouth. With luck, no Kalevi were nearby to overhear —she needed the solitude. Her eyes stung with burning, hot tears that practically sizzled on her clenched cheeks. Doubled over on a bench, Chelin’s mind was swirling with thoughts of sabotage, running away, abject complicity, comeuppance, and revenge. 

She found she was afraid. At her core, a dense, black rock of fear. If she refused, she would certainly lose him as a client and the thought of being unwanted pressed in on her heart painfully. Trying to reason with her emotion, to point to his already uncaring deception, was to no avail; it found no purchase in her thoughts.

Yet she had to refuse, didn’t she? What if she insisted on contacting the Society for permission as soon as they docked? What if she insisted on representing herself as a courtesan? What if she forbid him from mentioning her by name? What if she demanded he find a stand-in?

Below her feet, clouds painted in the sunset’s hues left tiny shadows on the Aphem ocean below, the great body of water that enveloped Vilor and comprised much of the planet’s surface, unbroken apart from the peppered outcroppings of islands. The observation deck was the glass-enclosed bottom of the ship’s hull, providing panoramic views across the horizon as well as below. 

They would dock soon in Aovra. She needed to decide what she was going to do with Mr. Truesdell.

Chelin stared through the aetherstream at the sea and let herself be drawn into the infinite sensation that was present in all directions. As she let herself dissolve into its trance, a bone-white shoot reached suddenly into her psyche and plucked a string of consciousness so deep and hidden that Chelin shattered for a split second, feeling out-of-phase with her body, mind, and spirit. It was like a great bell being rung, but there was no reverberating sound or vibration. Only emptiness that moved like a song and stretched to eternity.

She so lost herself in this unbounded and unexpected current that she lost her fear and sorrow. Feeling closely connected to everything in existence, her hands reached out to touch the aetherstream, the bench she sat upon, her face, and the Althraxans observing near the bow. She stood and walked along the observation deck, seeing and not seeing, touching and not touching, sensing everything. Her senses moved her to the staircase as though she were stepping toward the future. Climbing the staircase, she ascended from perdition. Walking back toward the suite, she transcended her limits. Stepping inside the suite, she felt reborn.

Chelin entered Mr. Truesdell’s suite, still entranced. Only when she felt the shawl being slipped off her shoulders did she glance over to see the hesitant peach impression of Henic in the aetherstream. She focused out of the stream and smiled.

Before anyone could speak, a chime reverberated through the ship along with blue light signaling that the passengers should prepare for deceleration. The tresses along the ceiling crackled to life with a faint hum and Chelin could feel the hairs on her skin stand slightly on end. Mr. Truesdell hovered up toward the ceiling and fluffed his tendrils until the static charge between him and the ceiling created a flexible bond that would keep him in phase with the ship’s speed. His Althraxan assistants did the same.

Though they could fly naturally, Althraxans had built the first flying transports. With no danger of falling to one’s doom, early dirigibles had been open to the air, but used these electrically charged tethers to keep connection with the ship. With no floors or walls or anything else to hold on to, those early flyers were unsuitable for any other species. Rail blimps like those were ancient history now. Modern skyships like this were now the standard.

“What’s got you so happy?” Mr. Truesdell asked.

Chelin, still smiling, looked up at where he floated, “I’m not sure!”

“I don’t care to have you run off like that. Flit about on your own time, understand?”

“Certainly, it was rude of me,” Chelin admitted blithely. “You’ve booked me for an Appointment and I shouldn’t have left. It won’t happen again.”

“Good, you’re mine for the next two days.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be the case, Mr. Truesdell,” Chelin said in a friendly and casual way, as if she were telling him the forecast had been changed from rain to sun. “I’m canceling the Appointment. You won’t be charged by the Society and I will reimburse you for the travel booked at my expense, but I’m afraid I am not able to Entertain you in the manner you desire this time. It is a pity we did not coordinate ahead of time. I do hope you understand. This misstep needn’t come between us, if I have my wish. I sincerely wish you well with your exhibition; it sounds remarkable!”

Mr. Truesdell began to fluff and writhe his tendrils, eyes wide. His wordstream was halting, sputtering forth incomprehensibly like a steam whistle pulled just before coming up to temperature. “You what?! You what?! You…” he said incredulously at first, then dripping with venom, “witless, facinorous snob! You don’t dare!”

Chelin sat calmly, but Henic and the other attendants in the room seemed very uncomfortable and were eying the curtained-off alcoves longingly. The lights flickered slightly when the solar sails were furled and the ship switched over to aetherpump power, giving the fuming Althraxa an eerie visage in his perch near the ceiling. 

As if in response, the charge he was producing to stay tethered to the ship was being fed by his ruffled feathers, causing blue sparks to zap and arc in the air around him. The jolt she got from the deckhand hours earlier had been a mild one, due to his surprise. However, this defense mechanism was capable of being focused into worse. As a species Althraxa could hardly be described as violent, but this personal lightning bolt had been used for misdeed before, and the Civil War of Lofayn was nicknamed by historians as the Savage Thunderstorm for a reason.

Chelin could feel the prick of electricity in the air around her—on the tips of her fingers, the hairs on her body, the tip of her tongue—cool and searing in equal measure. Praebin Truesdell was taking this poorly. As the serenity that had held her so completely when she entered the suite now drifted off like the clouds out the window, she weighed her next words more carefully.

“Mr. Truesdell, I mean you no ill will. Can we not discuss how we are to repair your situation? We must find you a replacement girl, of course, and I’m certain I can provide connections to locate one quickly so that your exhibition booth is not understaffed. She’ll need to fit the costume you brought, I imagine…” Chelin trailed off. She found that when someone was emotional it was best to get them focused on an impartial task until reason returned. The hook of a simple problem was laid out, ready to snare all his vitriol. 

“You must think me daft! As if I’d rely on you to improve my situation when you are the architect of its destruction!” 

He didn’t take the bait. She tried another tactic. “I do want to help, even if the Society’s rules don’t permit me to assist in the way you’d intended. Have you ever known me to be cruel? I still remember our first meeting and that dreadful mix-up,” she let her true mirth of the memory shape her wordstream. “You’d just come off stage after delivering a remarkable dissertation on, what was it? Conductive incandescence?”

“Conductive phosphorescence across a non-ferrous medium,” he corrected. 

She smiled at him, “That’s right. And I…”

“You were milling about the speaker’s lounge like a lost puppy.”

“I rather was, if I am to be honest, but you were so determined to get me sorted,” she sat back in her chair and wrapped her arms around herself thoughtfully. So far, this distracting tactic was succeeding but she wanted to cinch the deal. Chelin pushed for more. “Such determination is a rare gift. I was so impressed, I can barely remember what it was I was looking for!”

“Some other speaker had gone to retrieve a Scholar’s Ball invitation for you but didn’t come back out. You couldn’t go in to the lounge get it since you weren’t a speaker. Such a trifle,” his manner was still dismissive, but his anger had shriveled. 

“It does seem rather silly in retrospect, but you barged right in and surged out boldly across the entire room, demanding to know who had neglected me!”

“I’m not one to suffer a bunch of overstuffed fools shirking their obligations because they’re too busy stroking their egos in a private lounge! That’s precisely why I refused the lectureship at the university when they offered. ‘Ask me again when I’ve become irrelevant,’ I told them. They begged me to accept, of course. Hmph! That’s the problem with academia nowadays. Too many so-called scientists dulling their intellect on safe bets and then congratulating one another on how magnanimous they all are! The Palmophy disaster just made it worse and it’s been all downhill since then, and I don’t care how tactless that comes across!”

Chelin winced inwardly. Millions of tons of rock and debris had descended on the inhabitants of Maphis and Atrous Reach during the Palmophy disaster. Countless Vilorians had died. Tactless would have been several steps up from the statement Mr. Truesdell had just made. He seemed to have been directed away from his ire toward her so Chelin let it drop. 

Another chime washed through the room—this time accompanied by an amber light—and the ship began to slow. The chandeliers and curtains swayed forward, as did Mr. Truesdell and the other Althraxa among his attendants. Most things in the room were bolted down so just these few hints were all the visible effects of their slackening pace. The rest had to be felt, and Chelin got a thrill from the sensation. 

Defocusing into the aetherstream, the forces at play were perceptible to her other senses: sight, sound, taste, and more. As the docking fins were activated, shivering energy wafted through the room by the windows smelling of burnt and buttery fuchsia. Trumpeting air currents melted in tart, aching sapphires that breathed impetuously when they caught the corners of the room. The unyielding snow of deceleration drowned out more and more of her sensations, building toward a sybaritic crescendo of sweltering honey. Chelin relished in the cacophony of wonder for a sweet moment before focusing back into reality. 

The ship, now stopped, erupted in a bustle of activity inside and out. Mr. Truesdell released his tethering charge and barked some orders at his attendants about who he’d hired to transport his inventions to the fairgrounds. 

Chelin stood and stretched her arms behind her back before smoothing the front of her dress, “I suppose I should send a few vaporgrams and inquire after a girl. I’ll lux the recommendations to your hotel just as quickly as I can. It shouldn’t take any more than an hour.” She curtsied at her Guest and gave a manner of formal farewell she’d designed to go with the alliteration game she used during introductions, “May we build this bridge into bond.”

Mr. Truesdell swiveled to give her a bitter stare, “Go, then. I’m busy.”

Chelin bowed her head congenially, curtsying lower in the process. She rose gracefully and set her shoulders with practiced poise, folding her hands gently in front of her. When the inventor swiveled away from her, she peered over to Henic, who nodded knowingly and approached Chelin to drape her in shawls against the chill of the skyland air.

Gathering some of Chelin’s things, the pair exited the suite and Henic stopped briefly to instruct the porter to deliver Chelin’s luggage to the Courtesan Society chapter house instead. It was a short walk to the exit, where the sharp, cool air of Aovra greeted Chelin and buffeted her down the covered gangplank as though she were fording a river. Stepping onto the pier of the skydock, the beauty of the city came into full view at last and Chelin gaped at its splendor.

CHAPTER SIX

Aovra was a densely-packed series of skylands swathed in a forest of towers and cabling so thick that it was difficult to tell whether a given building was built up from the surface or hung down from the underside. Arcs of electricity danced along the cables in shades of green and purple for the cables’ dual purpose of tether and power grid. The massive transformers on each end were ornately decorated and served also as plinths for the hundreds of monuments and statues commemorating Althraxan ingenuity over the ages. As such, each was lit from its base, creating a kind of spiderweb of spotlights in the spaces between buildings.

The sun had dipped below the horizon not long before, and the pale blue ribbon of its fading light sang across the surface of the vast ocean reaches below. It washed across the edges of the metropolis hinting, with ghostly illumination, at the shapes of trees and buildings and cables. In contrast, the glow of the Conflux lit up the southern side with clean, sharp relief. At Aovra’s heart, the city was erupting in a kaleidoscope of light and color and sound that beckoned one to come nearer.

Obligingly, Chelin moved with the crowd toward the aethertram that would ascend toward the great maw of the city’s central skyland. The fairgrounds were in that district, and so were the vendors that would service the fairgoers. No doubt there would be curious and exotic wares on display from all over Vilor, although the variety had dwindled since the catastrophe. 

Sliding to a stop with the familiar hiss of pneumatic brakes, the tram’s doors open and its passengers poured out onto the gaily decorated platform of the central skyland. Chelin and Henic wound through a sea of family reunions and tramline transfers until, at last, the station was behind them and the waves of aethermusic from the midway reached out to beckon. 

At once, Chelin picked out the mouth-watering smell of fudge blossoms wafting from the tightly-packed stalls and gave Henic an impish smile, “Oh, it’s been ages since I had a fudge blossom, Henic. Let’s go and find some!”

She headed off toward the midway with the blithe enthusiasm of a child, following her nose past a number of stalls filled with knick-knacks and clothing and all manner of dubious contraptions—the kind that didn’t make the cut for exhibition inside the fair. The first stall she found that served fudge blossoms wasn’t far inside the maze and Chelin got in line behind a few other Kalevi to anxiously await her turn to order. The cook inside was putting on a show for passers-by, cutting and twirling the pastry dough onto the ends of their sticks expertly, then shaping them into the distinctive flower pattern before dipping several at once into the deep fryer. Despite the danger of the scalding oil, he plucked the plump blossoms from the fryer in one-swift movement and tossed them in the air to tumble end-over-end, spraying the excess oil off in the process. Catching them with a twirl of his own, he dipped the pastries into the waiting vat of fudge and held them up, letting the fudge cool and drip off the petals to develop the distinctive chocolate-tips that gave the confection its name. 

The onlookers were applauding his efforts as Chelin approached the cashier and ordered a pair of blossoms for them. Henic opted to enjoy hers plain, while Chelin indulged in a dollop of whipped berry-cream in the center. 

It was still early in the evening and many of the vendors wouldn’t close up shop until the fair was over, so Chelin flit about the midway for some time before tiring. The chapter house of the Courtesan Society was on an upper skyland and, though her status would have allowed her to take the pneumatic lift straight there, Chelin returned to the tramway to take in the sights of the city as it threaded between the skylands. There were sixteen skylands in the cluster that made up Aovra, and the routes Chelin chose wound through all of them. 

It was fairly late by the time she arrived at the gilded, white chapter house. Her trunks had arrived earlier and a room had been prepared for her and Henic on the second floor. She learned this from a note at the front counter but, otherwise, didn’t encounter anyone else.

Falling back on the bed with a sigh of relief, Chelin reflected on the last few hours. She then sat bolt upright a moment later as she realized she hadn’t curated a list of replacement girls for Mr. Truesdell! She had been so caught up in the sensory extravaganza of the city that it had slipped her mind entirely and she scrambled to the desk to correct that oversight like a woman possessed.

She had Henic locate her address book while she penned her inquiries, then collected everything and hurried down to the transmission station off the foyer to send them by luxiscript. 

As she waited for reply, Chelin paced around, her stomach in knots. First she had nearly missed the trip to Aovra, and now this! It was well-established that she could lose herself in the moment at the drop of a hat but she had always found a way to balance that with her responsibilities. Lately she felt as though her mind was drifting away more and more, farther and farther, and returning her attention to the present was becoming acutely distressing. Now it was affecting her work.

To some relief, her contacts were prompt to reply and she reviewed the vaporgrams they returned in detail, scrutinizing the images of each girl and going through a mental checklist of qualities she thought Mr. Truesdell would want. Had she more time, she would have tried to call upon her top picks to vet them more thoroughly but, as she was remiss to delay any further, Chelin decided just to trust her gut. She jotted down three names of local talent that might fit the bill and grabbed a fresh photovellum to write a message to post through the luxiscript dispatcher. She fed the vellum into the tray and flicked on the transmission indicator. It was a matter of moments before a Ferelux courier flashed through the dispatcher, picked up the message, and was off again. 

Chelin pressed her highhands to her face and drew a long breath. Her disappointment in herself stared at her in her mind’s eye, like a judge on a dais. As she exhaled, she told herself that she’d done all she could and it was out of her hands now. The judgment, however, did not abate.

Weary, she ascended the stairs to her room and prepared for bed. The thrill of her evening exploring the midway seemed a distant memory. The troubles she had racked up during the day pressed in on her: the stress of her annual evaluation, having to see an alienist about her family troubles, being jolted by the sailor on the skydock and the tense scene that followed, Mr. Truesdell’s treatment of her, and then a professional blunder for which she was the culprit. Pulling her blankets tightly to her chin, Chelin longed for a new day to replace the rotten one she’d just had. 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

Chelin awoke the next morning feeling refreshed and positively buoyant. With the unpleasantness of Mr. Truesdell behind her, she was free to enjoy the Annual Inventor’s Fair freely. Picking out a charming, white frock with tiered, lace ruffles from neck to ankle, she pulled on her gloves and hat and stepped out to spend the day in the world of tomorrow!

Though she had released Henic from any responsibilities for the day, the shy girl had asked to tag along. Chelin insisted that they should act as friends for the day, not lady and maid, so that Henic could enjoy herself. Knowing that the arrangement would be awkward at best, she encouraged Henic’s emotions along with some very subtle aethertuning. Henic would never know it happened, and it was harmless really. Chelin simply wanted the girl to enjoy herself.

The crowd at the fair was lively and attendance seemed quite good. Though the fair had lost some of its wonderment, it was reassuring to see that its spirit had not faded. Chelin recalled that Reese had smugly said the fair was in poor taste, but now she felt vindicated by how popular it was still. Stepping through the gilded archway that marked the entrance, she pulled Henic through the crowd toward the gondola platform that would take them across the fairgrounds to her favorite sector, the Halls of Bioscience. 

There were three kinds of automated gondola: airborne, waterborne, and subaquatic. From her past experience, the subaquatic vessels were less popular with fairgoers because of the general mistrust of underwater things. Though the war was over, negative sentiment toward the Volipterions had lingered. 

Chelin thought back to her mother and the meeting she’d been forced to tamper with. The Volipterion representative had not been inclined to share that launch accelerator, even with all that was at stake. Of course, the Althraxans weren’t much more cooperative! Even in times like these, pettiness and mistrust were eroding Vilor’s people much like the planet itself was eroding beneath their feet. 

She sighed as the underwater gondola pulled into the stop at the Halls of Bioscience. Perhaps her parents had been right to ask her to suspend the rules. These were unprecedented times and there was no room for failure; no backup plan. Yet even though she could sympathize with the tough position her parents were in, Chelin couldn’t mend the heartache it had caused her. Still, perhaps she should try to be more involved and offer her help.

“Oh miss!” Henic remarked exuberantly upon stepping from the vessel, “I didn’t know it would be so big!”

Chelin took in the view and had to agree. Though she’d been to the Inventor’s Fair a fair few times, the grounds were expansive and the decor quite splendid. It was a shrine to invention and intrepid spirit, not the messy and practical laboratory that Henic was familiar with at the Vesper estate. Ornately decorated pillars shot up from the ground, supporting arched ceilings of brass and glass that could house an entire pod of stratowhales. Fountains and gardens terraced every surface and braided through the massive halls like lace. There were waterways and wells and tubes looping down each corridor and across every level. Suspended platforms hung from cables or hovered under aetherpower, swaying in the cool breeze that washed through the area from vertical turbines that encircled the fairgrounds, generating both power for the fair as well as providing a pleasant atmosphere for its inhabitants. 

The grounds encircled a shallow pond and rose a hundred and fifty meters toward the sky on small, artificial skylands suspended from dirigible foundations. Each sector was color coded: blue for the Halls of Science, orange for the Agricultural Complex, red for the Gallery of Machinery and Manufacture, green for the Halls of Bioscience, purple for Aethertech Court, and a newer black section called the Ark of the Cosmos. It was dizzying to take in all at once!

“Then you’ll be certain to marvel at the exhibitions,” Chelin hooked her midarm on Henic’s and strode toward the portal to the Halls of Bioscience. While many of the displays in the other sectors were amazing, she found that there was something insensate about them. She was moved most by the inventions that helped Vilor directly by making life healthier and happier. 

They walked the corridors and visited every level of the Halls, beholding wonders and waste alike. One exhibit had a sizable tank of water with an elaborate system of hoses and pumps attached. In the tank were three volunteers—a Kalevi, Althraxan, and Volipterion—who were each wearing a small filtering apparatus. Though it wasn’t apparent at first, the announcer explained that the water was being oxygenated in a unique way that allowed them each to subsist in the same element together. This was important, they said, because a homogeneous environment would be necessary on the escape ships; that the standard, inclusive way of building water tube networks would dangerously destabilize ships during launch and landing. 

Chelin hadn’t thought of that, and wondered if her mother was taking that into account in that egg-shaped prototype. 

Another booth was demonstrating the principles of force and how living in space might impact Vilorian physiology. Yet another showcased how gasses in a vacuum behaved for bemused onlookers. 

On a whim, Chelin volunteered Henic to be a volunteer at an exhibit for a new tonic that touted increased energy and beauty. She was brought up on stage and asked to drink the tonic, then describe what effects she was feeling. Afterward, the spokesperson solicited the crowd, asking if they noticed a difference in the lady. As was typical of these kinds of demonstrations, a number of gentlemen spoke up and said she appeared more lovely or more vivacious. Chelin suspected there were some workers planted in the crowd to get the ball rolling, but she kept it to herself. For all intents and purposes the tonic worked, for afterward the shy girl was radiantly smiling and positively exuberant. 

By the end of the day, they were both exhausted and opted to take the pneumatic lift back to the upper skyland. The fairgrounds were situated next to the Pan-Ministry building of Aovra and, since the embassies and Order of Adepts complexes were all on the same skyland as the Courtesan Society, Chelin possessed no less than three kinds of credentials that would allow her to use the direct lift. 

“A good evenin’ to you, miss’s,” the lift operator greeted. He was Kalevi, powder green—almost nyanza—with shaggy, kelp hair and svelte physique.

Henic was still feeling the effects of the tonic so giggled bashfully and tried not to stare—but failed horribly—at the curiously attractive operator. Had she been herself, Henic would have, no doubt, tried to remain absolutely motionless in the presence of such a fine specimen. 

Chelin had no qualms about engaging the young man, as the lift ride took several minutes, “How do you do? I am Ms. Chelin Vesper, Courtesan and Adept” She offered a hand in greeting.

He was slightly befuddled, not expecting such a formal address. Grabbing awkwardly at her hand, he attempted to combine raising it deferentially with bowing respectfully and managed neither with aplomb. 

Chelin curtsied and passed his hand to an even more startled Henic, whose own attempt at a curtsy was charming to behold. 

“H-Henic…Quinclen” she managed eventually.

The boy was stunned to silence.

“And you are?” Chelin asked.

“Me?” his eyes had locked with Henic’s and there was an electricity in the air; a force that seemed to coalesce between them.

“Yes, what is your name, young sir?” she prompted again.

“Uhh, Moars. Demmet. Demmet Moars. Er, I’m Demmet Moars, it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance!”

“And Mr. Moars, are you well this evening?”

“Er, yes? That is, I think so. Um, and you?”

“Oh, I’m quite well despite such an exhausting day at the fair. My dear Henic and I are simply famished. Have you got any recommendations for where we can relax and have a good meal?”

He had finally released Henic’s hand, but still stared toward her dumbfounded. Luckily, Henic stared back just as well and Chelin—who may as well not exist to them—was pleased at how well she was facilitating their brief courtship thus far. 

Though his mind was clearly preoccupied, he told them about a cozy pub just down the street from the chapter house and recommended the sour cutlets with mash and berry brew.

Chelin was again quite pleased when the sour cutlets turned out to be a real treat, perfect for replenishing her after the long day. She was yet even more pleased when, after leisurely enjoying the meal, Demmet showed up at the restaurant. Just like she hoped he would!

Had he missed her signals that they were definitely going to go to the restaurant and would likely still be there when his shift was soon over, Chelin might have been disappointed. Luckily, she had read him, and Henic, correctly and now enjoyed an evening watching the flame of love ignite.

It was beautiful to behold, and Chelin reveled in the gooey plums of feathery spices boil into a din of rich pumpkin incense that shimmered like a harpsichord symphony in the aetherstream.

When it was late, Chelin tore the pair apart as gently as she could, but made certain that they each knew how to get in contact with one another. A long-distance love was a difficult thing, she knew, but believed with her every fiber that it was better than never having felt such pure emotion. 

Rohon would tease her incessantly about all her loves. How many countless times had she confided in him her passion for someone she’d just met or her anguish at a paramour she’d lost? In truth, Chelin had but one love with many outlets. She was in love with emotions and couldn’t pass up a chance to feel something beyond her own reason. Something that felt overwhelmingly vast and overpoweringly truthful. Joy, sadness, fear, pain, and even anger in all their many flavors were all so novel as to be delightful, at least in retrospect. It was for that reason that, though it was sometimes difficult, Chelin abandoned herself to the feelings and sensations she was experiencing. Aethergazing only served to heighten her sensitivity!

The annual Inventor’s Fair was only open for the first half of the next day. Though a fleeting event, many of the exhibits and presentations at the fair would be talked about for many months. Advances in science and technology would spring up in its wake like a new crop. No doubt the fair was one of the most influential traditions anywhere on Vilor. And to think that Reese had called it irrelevant! 

Henic had opted to stay behind so she could see to packing and their travel plans and, Chelin suspected, see Demmet again. So, that morning, Chelin ventured quickly into the Halls of Science and through the Gallery of Machinery in order to spy Mr. Truesdell’s exhibit. She hadn’t stuck around to find out which section he’d been assigned to, so used her best guess to narrow it down. He liked to fancy himself an apt scientist and great inventor worthy of the Halls of Science, but he really didn’t invent things himself. He had a stable of talented inventors working for him, making gadgets that were typically aimed at the consumer. The Gallery was where he’d get more interest from everyday folk but, in the past, he’d had exhibits it both places.

She did not stop to dawdle much, instead keen on finding his booth and learning which girl he’d gone with. As she scurried through the expo floor, she grabbed pamphlets for some fascinating-looking aethersensing apparatus—she would be very interested to share that experience with her Guests, if they worked.

 The Gallery of Machines and Manufacture was housed under an expansive arched roof that had been modified to try to dampen the sound, yet it still was quite loud. Since Aovra was an Althraxan city, their architects hadn’t considered the audio senses of Kalevi and Volipterions when designing the structure. The Ferelux and Althraxan visitors, with no innate sense of hearing, were joyful and unperturbed as they flit about the show floor. The Kalevi and Volipterions all wore a slightly pained expression, but it was worth it to see all the fascinating gadgets within!

On the second floor, Chelin came across Mr. Truesdell’s booth at last. A great location, there was a crowd gathered as the barker called to the crowd for a message to send. Then the operators blinked it across to the lovely assistant. The costume was tacky, but the girl wore it well. She couldn’t remember the name of this girl since the night before last was a complete blur, but it was a relief to see that everything seemed to have worked out.

After all that searching, Chelin didn’t stay too long and didn’t get too close. She didn’t actually want to talk to Mr. Truesdell, nor be seen by him. There was just a nagging sense of responsibility—as well as curiosity—that had bubbled up to the forefront of her mind until she couldn’t ignore it. Now, her interest in the matter satisfied, she took in the last couple hours before the fair closed down.

On a whim, Chelin took an aetherlift decorated like a shooting star up to the space exhibits. Entering a large dome nestled on the entirety of an artificial skyland hovering over the central lake, it was glistening and pearl white on the outside, but painted nearly black within. Dotting the inside of the dome were small lamps of every shade imaginable, along with a troupe of Ferelux performers mimicking the shapes of nebulae and other mysteries of the night sky far beyond the atmosphere of Vilor. 

It was hauntingly beautiful to see the lamps twinkle as the luminescent shapes of the performers danced around them. Beautiful and sad. 

Chelin reached out a highhand to steady herself on a nearby pillar as she took in the scene. Her heart began to beat in her throat and she flushed, feeling droplets of sweat bead on her forehead. Reaching for her purse with her midhands, she pulled out a fan to beat back the heat while a lowhand rubbed at her suddenly churning stomach.

She must have looked quite distressed because a passing young couple insisted on helping her over to a bench. The gentleman stayed with Chelin as his partner went to fetch a cool drink from a nearby concession stand. She barely noticed their help, though, as a feeling of dread had gripped her at her very core. She covered her face with her highhands, clenching her teeth to push back the chill running up her spine through sheer force of will. She pushed out all the sounds and wordstreams washing over her, hearing only her own shallow and haggard breaths. Defocusing into the aetherstream, she cast her mind away and reached out to the depths of its current, searching desperately for that pure and unbridled song that she’d felt on the airship. She longed for its release, for its raw truth and companionship. It did not come.

When Chelin focused back into reality, the young couple had gone. She sat alone amongst the crowd, no one the wiser of the fear she harbored. Looking around this so-called Ark of the Cosmos once again, she saw it in a new light as a macabre gallery of terrible and abominable paraphernalia. Like a massive vaporgram casting a holographic facade over the proceedings, the other fair goers gawked at the illusion and reveled at its promise. Chelin saw through the fantasy to the bleak future that awaited Vilor’s people in the stars and it frightened her. 

Chelin fled the expo hall and made haste back to the chapter house. She wanted to go home. She wanted to see Elnan and Rohon. She wanted to hear about that cave discovery. She wanted to talk with the Prime Ardent. Even going to the alienist seemed preferable. She wanted to be anywhere but here and think about anything but this!

Despite Chelin’s hectic state, Henic was able to arrange the next flight back to Hytheol and get them boarded safely. The return flight took less time, even with the feeble air currents, but it still wasn’t fast enough for Chelin’s state of mind. The quiet hours passed uneventfully, however, and she was able to calm herself by the time they landed at the Hytheol skydock. 

Heading straight home, it was mid-afternoon when they pulled in to the Vesper estate. Though Chelin was looking forward to a warm welcome from Anden, she was greeted instead by a solemn look from the man. He handed her a luxiscript message addressed to her from the Courtesan Society as she handed him her gloves and bonnet. 

The letter was exquisitely lettered in an elegantly flowing script that was attention grabbing and authoritative all at once. It read, “Your immediate presence is required at Headquarters to discuss an accusation against your conduct most grave. -Mistress Vaneret Hayde, Chapter Head of the Hytheol Courtesan Society.”

Anden offered her gloves back to her with a little smirk.

Sighing over-dramatically, Chelin swatted them away and playfully chided, “At least let me freshen up and gather my wits before you send me off again!”

“Very good, mistress. As it so happens, Master Elnan is sitting to tea now in the solarium.”

Chelin couldn’t hide her pleasure at hearing that. Elnan was just the balm she needed! She skipped toward the solarium and called to Elnan as she neared. He peered around the back of his chair as she swept into the room. That angelic smile could melt snow. She wasted no time pushing an ottoman to his side and laying her head in his lap. 

On cue, he stroked her hair and all her anxiety just fell away. It was a comfort she’d indulged in more often than she cared to admit. In her line of work, much of her days were spent providing comfort and companionship to others. It was almost comical that she then needed her own relief. Elnan was her rock, as frail as he was. 

“Oh El, I’ve had a trying journey and you are precisely the person I most want to see,” she purred her contented wordstream to him.

Elnan chuckled his musical laugh, both audibly and in the aetherstream, “Was Mr. Truesdell as bad as all that?”

“Worse!” she replied, “But that wasn’t everything. I—I can’t really get into it now. I have been summoned by the Society because of a complaint. No doubt it’s Mr. Truesdell. I canceled his Appointment, you see. Now I have to go before the headmistress…but let’s not talk about that now. I have precious few moments until I must go and I want to recharge as much as possible first.”

“I’ll increase my output of affection then, dear sister!”

“That is most kind of you, brother.”

The minutes passed too quickly and Chelin only pulled herself away through fear of putting off the headmistress. It was not advisable to keep Mistress Hayde waiting and she would undoubtedly know which ship Chelin had arrived on and how long it would take to reach the chapter house. “Show dignity through punctuality,” was one of the headmistress’s precepts, and the woman always seemed to have a way of knowing the comings and goings of everyone! 

Downing a cup of tea in one gulp and kissing Elnan on the forehead, Chelin rushed back to the door, where Anden, as always, was prepared for her departure.

“I had the driver pull the velocraft around for you.”

“What would I do without you?” Chelin smiled and kissed Anden on the cheek, her spirits restored from her brief time with her sweet brother.

“I must warn you, mistress, that the driver cannot wait more than an hour and a half as Master and Mistress Vesper will be taking the craft tonight.”

“I certainly hope it doesn’t take long to be reprimanded for an unfortunate misunderstanding! I need to be back in time for the Town Hall.”

“Very good, mistress.”

With that, she was off. The Hytheol chapter house for the Courtesan Society was in the posh east quarter, quite on the opposite side of the city from where Vesper Manor sat atop the rolling hills of the western city limits. Much larger and more elegant than the Aovra chapter house, it was nestled in an enchanting, forested lot with winding paths running throughout. At the center of the park-like grounds was the crescent-shaped manor encircling a fountain pool that displayed an impressive, quartz sculpture of the Four Dreams of Ephon. 

The Four Dreams was an epic poem written centuries ago that saw Ephon—the primordial god of sound—journey in search of love. In the first dream, he meets the material gods, Telur, Atho, Phy, and Cel, and he helps them come together, forming such a deep bond that Vilor comes to be made from their shared gifts. The second dream sees Ephon meet the energy primordials, Dio, Aethri, and Peise, who are finally able to work in harmony to untangle their individual forms through his help. Next he meets the spirit god, Demiur, who tells Ephon the secret of his death. Finally, in the fourth dream, Ephon encounters all the races of Vilorians and there is a celebration of peace and marriage all across the lands that puts Ephon’s heart so at ease that he need not wander any further.

The sculpture in the fountain depicted each dream in the classic style, with quite a lot of outstretched arms and tendrils, upward turned eyes, and intricate garments and ornamentation draping every figure. Chelin always liked this fountain because it was a feast for the eyes. All of the small details were like a treasure hunt. 

Chelin strode to the entry the door immediately slid open. She was greeted by the porter, who showed her into a sitting room as though she’d been expected at this precise moment. To further cement things, the tea she found was piping hot and the biscuits were as fresh as if she’d baked them herself. It was this attention to detail that Mistress Hayde was acclaimed for. It either came across as incredibly thoughtful or frighteningly meticulous depending on the reason for one’s visit. 

She knew better than to let the tea go undrunk or the biscuits uneaten so enjoyed a sip and a bite right away. Undoubtedly she was being observed, so Chelin acted as prim and proper as she could muster, smoothing her hair and dress and effectuating a pleasant expression. 

Though she expected to be called before Mistress Hayde within the usual few minutes—long enough to begin to unwind but short enough so as not to become bored—Chelin found herself left alone in the chamber for almost an hour. She finished the biscuits that had been laid out for her, and the tea turned cold, and even still no one came to tend to her. Mistress Hayde ran a tight ship and Chelin could only assume that the neglect was an intentional snub. 

Chelin’s mind began to dwell in its darker corners the longer she waited. Had she done the right thing with Mr. Truesdell? What had he accused her of? She did try to find him a replacement and had even checked that it had worked out. Perhaps it wasn’t Mr. Truesdell after all. What if it was like her audit at the Order where she’d thought Reese had complained about her but, in fact, it had been her sister Naiya. What other complaints could have possibly been lodged against her and by whom?

Her heartbeat thumped in her chest so loudly she looked around the room abashedly. She stood and gazed out the window, the bright sunshine and idyllic setting a mismatch to the fear that was taking hold of her. She defocused into the aetherstream but found that the brittle ribbons of white oozing off of her were overwhelming, so she stopped. 

What could be taking so long? Chelin wondered as she paced around the room. Paranoid that she was still being watched and judged, she tried to disguise it as practicing a dance. Whether it was convincing or not, she wasn’t really in the mindset to evaluate. 

As the minutes ticked on, she found her mouth was dry and a light sheen of sweat had taken to her forehead and neck. She forced herself to stop pacing and sit, which made her chest constrict, her breaths more rapid, and her stomach twist into knots. She was so preoccupied with her bodily discomfort that she missed Mistress Hayde’s entrance until the woman was standing right in front of her.

“Miss Vesper, come with me,” the midnight green enchantress reached a lowhand right in front of Chelin’s face, finally snapping her from her nightmare. 

She gingerly took the hand and rose, flushed with embarrassment, ”Forgive me, Mistress, I don’t know what came over me.”

“I’m sure,” Mistress Hayde replied neutrally as she led Chelin out of the sitting room and down the hall. 

The headmistress’s hand was pleasantly warm and soft. As they walked, Chelin focused on its sensation and took deep breaths to calm her frazzled nerves. It was not the first time she’d met Mistress Hayde, but was the first time she’d felt so vulnerable in the woman’s presence. 

Vaneret Hayde was once a young courtesan like herself but quickly ascended its ranks due to her undeniable charm, daring beauty, and astounding finesse in social situations. She had a disarming and affable demeanor that belied how fastidiously she prepared for her engagements. It was said that she could speak before a crowd with the same intimacy as a private conversation.

She insisted on personally training every class of courtesans who came through her school. Though perhaps only ten years older than Chelin, Mistress Hayde had already been heading the Hytheol chapter house when Chelin had come to train as a courtesan. She recalled those sessions and had admired the effortless grace and glamour of the woman then, and still now.

Her deep green skin was so dark it shimmered and drew attention to her piercing, pale eyes. Always avant garde in her fashion, the headmistress hair had the smooth waves and marbled, milky tones that were in vogue. It reminded Chelin of clouds in a moonlit sky.

The headmistress’s offices were stately, with an ornately carved desk at one end and a lounge at the other. Mistress Hayde led Chelin to the lounge and set her down in a plush chaise before sitting down across from her on a canopied love seat.

Chelin was stunned by the headmistress’s presence and found herself simply staring like a fool while the Vanaret’s eager eyes analyzed Chelin with a pleasantly neutral expression.

After several minutes in silence, the headmistress turned to her attendant and asked for some pipe sippers of port to be brought. Poured quickly from a nearby cart and brought to the host, she rose and served Chelin first before sitting and enjoying a sip herself. 

The sweet wine was thick and velvety, like the atmosphere in the room.

At long last, the headmistress spoke, “Thank you for your patience. There was an unexpected incident just before you arrived. Tell me, how was your trip to Aovra?”

Chelin took another sip of port and set the small glass down before speaking. “Thank you for asking. The trip had several surprises but they did not sour the experience and I am pleased to have gone.”

“And the Inventor’s Fair? Did you find it to your liking?”

“The fair is always quite the spectacle and this year was no different. I find it encouraging that the tradition marches on despite these tenebrous times.” Chelin took measured breaths to keep her mind calm and wordstreams smooth. Just because she had graduated and was a practicing courtesan didn’t mean that the headmistress wouldn’t be evaluating how she composed herself!

“Yes, it serves a wonderful purpose. It is a shame I so rarely am at leisure to attend. Perhaps next year,” the headmistress trailed off invitingly.

Chelin took the bait. Partially because the headmistress seemed genuinely grieved, but partially because she wasn’t looking forward to confronting the complaint lodged against her. “I would love to tell you all about the exhibits! I saw some contraptions that may even be of interest to the Society.”

“That sounds delightful but there is another matter I need you to disclose to me,” her tone shifted ever so slightly, indicating that the pleasantries had ended and the real reason for the meeting had now begun. “I received a complaint against you two days ago that, among other things, accused you of negligence to your Guest. This is quite a serious charge, for attending to one’s Guest is the very core of what the Society is and does. Please, explain to me why I have received such a smear against your good record.”

Chelin’s heart beat rapidly and she tensed in preparation of her impassioned defense, but the headmistress raised her hand, halting her wordstream before it began.

“Take your time, dear, and give me only the facts.” Confidently, the headmistress leaned back on the love seat and closed her eyes to receive Chelin’s testimony.

Chelin nodded and took a sip of port as she beat back her anxiety. She took a moment to smooth the front of her dress and began again. “Upon discussing Mr. Truesdell’s exhibit at the fair, it was revealed to me that he wished me to take part in the exhibit. I was to wear a costume and be on stage, like a show assistant. When our Appointment was arranged, this desire was not relayed to me and I told him I had not brought a costume. He told me he had brought one, so I can only assume that—”

Without opening her eyes, Mistress Hayde held up her hand again, “Only the facts, please. Not your assumptions.”

Chelin nodded again. “I informed him of the stipulations about performing a job while Entertaining and that the allowance for public Entertainment had not been requested. He said that he wished for me to Entertain him by presenting me on stage as a Vesper, rather than a Courtesan. I realized—” she stopped herself, not wanting to speculate again. 

“I did not know the correct course of action to take, as we were already in transit and the fair was in the morning. I left his suite alone and thought for some time about what to do. Later, I returned to him and told him I was canceling the Appointment and would refund him his expenses. I also promised to send him recommendations for a last-minute replacement, which I provided later that night. I checked in on his booth and he’d hired one of the girls I’d recommended and everything appeared to be going smoothly, though I did not speak to Mr. Truesdell to confirm it.”

After a pause, the headmistress asked, “Is there anything further?”

“Not that I can recall. Nothing purely factual, in any case.”

The headmistress nodded and pondered quietly for several long moments. When she spoke again, her wordstream was sympathetic, “How unpleasant, to be put in such a position! Did he really think he could shirk the Society’s rules?!”

Chelin breathed a sigh of relief, sensing that the interrogation was over. The tightness in Chelin’s back and shoulders relaxed and she leaned back in her seat. Or, perhaps, the port was beginning to kick in. She had only had some biscuits since brunch on the skyship and that was now many hours past.

“You have to know that I tried to find a way to satisfy him without impropriety but—” she hesitated.

Mistress Hayde perked up and peered at Chelin, “It’s no use trying to hide anything from me. Come, out with it.” Though her words were authoritative, her tone was playful.

“I know! You always get your way,” Chelin teased back gently. It was generally accepted to be true that Vaneret Hayde was never left wanting.  “If I am to be honest, I didn’t want to make it work. He was taking advantage of me and I took offense! I’m actually quite pleased that I canceled his Appointment!”

Mistress Hayde applauded and laughed at Chelin’s bold admission, holding her glass high, “Cheers to that!”

Chelin clinked her glass on the headmistress’s and they both took a sip.  The rich liquor coated her mouth in sweet, dark fruit flavors that left her tongue feeling warm. 

“So how did it come out that he wanted you to work the exhibit? He didn’t mention anything at all when booking you?” Mistress Hayde curled her legs up on the sofa and propped herself up on some pillows, cradling her sipper with both hands.

“Not a word! He just said he was planning a big reveal and wanted me to accompany him as a good luck charm. When I went with him a couple years ago, he showed well and so I chalked it up to superstition.”

“Aren’t techies funny that way? Seems as though they’ve all got a worn-down keepsake they’ve had since university, or a bizarre ritual that they are compelled to perform.”

“Oh, I am well aware of the bizarre habits of the technically-minded…”

“Yes, you would be, wouldn’t you,” the headmistress replied rhetorically. “So he just started the session by telling you that you’d be working the show?”

“Oh no, he waited until I was eating supper to regale me with the grandiose plan of his exhibit. It was almost as an aside that he mentioned my part in it.”

Vaneret rolled her eyes, “You’re lucky you got it out of him so early. I once met a Guest in the lobby of a hotel, only to have her lead me directly into a ballroom and onto the stage to sing for her birthday…and for the small assemblage of fifty guests she’d invited!”

“Terrible!” said Chelin, eyes wide. “Entertaining takes time and needs preparation to been done well. Tell me that she’s not on the Registry anymore.”

“She wasn’t removed but I chalked it up to a lesson learned.” The headmistress smiled deviously, “At least until I became headmistress. Then, somehow, her Registration expired early and her renewal was rejected.”

“Thank the Nine! It wouldn’t be proper to ask if she was someone I’d know…” Chelin let the sentence hang to see if the headmistress would reveal anything more.

“I see what you’re doing there,” she giggled and rose from the sofa and sauntered over to the wine service, “and it might work on a lesser Courtesan, but I am the very essence of propriety!” She posed dramatically, then grabbed the entire decanter of port and returned to sit on the chaise next to Chelin.

Holding out her sipper demurely as the headmistress refilled her glass, Chelin returned to her story, “You should have seen the gaudy costume he had for me to wear.”

“Oh, let me guess! A strapless, sequined bustier with satin miniskirt?”

“A very good guess! A strapless, sequined leotard—in hot pink, I might add—with matching fascinator and gold, knee-high boots.”

The headmistress’s expression turned to disgust, “Tacky is certainly the word for it. Although the color would go well with your complexion.”

“It is kind of you to say so. Though I dodged the bullet on that outfit, it was painfully clear what his real intention was.”

The headmistress nodded in understanding, “Your family name. That’s low, even for Praebin Truesdell. I told you that your name would be a blessing and a curse in this field.”

“You did, and I feel as though I’ve navigated those waters well until now. It left me feeling quite small, and sullied. That was the worst part of the whole thing; how diminished he made me feel.” Tears welled up in Chelin’s eyes and her brow furrowed slightly.

The headmistress reached over and gave Chelin a warm embrace. “Remember that no one but you can truly make you feel anything. If you choose to believe you are diminished by his opinion of you, then you are. But it’s common for small people to want to cut others down so that they don’t have to be alone down there. Keep that in mind before you judge yourself too harshly. Also, I’ll be suspending his Guest Registry.”

Chelin closed her eyes and nuzzled Mistress Hayde who enveloped her in all six of her arms. Letting Vaneret’s words and warmth wash over her, Chelin reflected on the encounter with a new frame of mind and was able to let go of the fear and pain that gave power to Mr. Truesdell’s treatment of her. 

“Thank you, I needed that,” Chelin said as she sat upright again.

“Any time,” the headmistress smiled back.

The two sat for a time, discussing the remainder of the incident with Mr. Truesdell, the exciting exhibits she’d seen at the fair, the chance encounter with the lift operator and her maid, and just how Chelin had been faring in general and the challenges facing Courtesans these days. 

It was only when her stomach began to growl too loudly to ignore that Chelin realized that it was supper time and the sun was setting. 

Chelin leapt to her feet, “It’s come to be so late! I hadn’t realized…”

Vaneret yawned, “So it has. Shall I summon some supper?”

“The town hall,” Chelin replied, as though that were a complete explanation. Realizing it wasn’t, she added, “I must attend the town hall tonight so I’m afraid I must go. I may be late as it is if the airways are—”

Anden’s warning echoed in her mind. Her driver would have left hours ago in order to take her parents to the town hall. 

“Drat!” Chelin wrung her hands.

“What’s the matter, dear?” asked the headmistress.

“My driver has gone by now, so I haven’t a ready transport to get me to the hall on time. The cabs will be overburdened with passengers needing to get to the hall as well.”

“Then you’ll hate to hear that it’s my driver’s night off tonight since I hadn’t been planning on attending. Perhaps my assistant will have a solution.” She rang for her assistant who entered promptly.

Chelin paced anxiously as the headmistress conferred with her assistant. Before her assistant left, Mistress Hayde was handed two small, photovellum notes.

“Chelin, my assistant can give you a ride, if you like. Subsequently, you received two luxes while we were meeting,” she walked over and handed Chelin the messages.

The first read, “The driver had to return to the estate without you. Should I expect you for supper? -Anden”

The other read, “I hope you have eaten. I’ve secured you another driver, if you can call him that. I think you will find it to your liking.-Anden”

“Oh!” Chelin bounced up and down excitedly and turned to Mistress Hayde with a smile spread across her entire face. “I don’t believe I shall need to take advantage of your assistant’s kind offer. It seems another ride has been arranged for me.”

Mistress Hayde squeezed Chelin’s arms fondly, “I’m so glad! I quite enjoyed our meeting today. I was aghast to hear of how Mr. Truesdell treated you and I intend to have a word with him when I suspend him, but I shan’t keep you any longer. Go now, before you miss the town hall! I imagine it will already be difficult to be admitted—they’re all packed to the ceilings these days. One of the reasons I stopped going.”

“I have my ways,” Chelin winked.

“Ah yes, Miss Vesper, of course you do!” she winked back.

Chelin was seen out and, as she suspected, Rohon was waiting for her. He lounged against his aethercycle as the last light of dusk filtered through the trees like an oil painting done in the silhouettism style from the bygone Luminous period. He was tinkering with something, as usual, so didn’t see Chelin until she plucked the gadget from his hands.

“Hey, give that back! I’d nearly got the gear assembly lined back up and we’ll need that if we’re gonna go anywhere,” he chased her around his aethercycle.

She passed it between her hands, as he grabbed for it, relishing the pure feeling of mirth they shared. Then, satisfied, she stopped and handed it over.

He swiped it from her open palms and then gave her a playful shove as he focused in on the device. A few twists and turns later, an audible click could be heard and he held it up triumphantly.

“You know,” Chelin began slowly, “It’s not actually necessary to disassemble parts of your cycle every time you have a spare moment.”

He shrugged, “Got bored waiting for you.”

“How long have you been waiting?”

He shrugged again, “Few minutes.”

She rolled her eyes, “And you don’t think that’s excessive?”

“Nope.” 

He matter-of-factly slid the gadget back into a compartment on his aethercycle and closed and latched the access panel. Swinging his leg over the seat, he pressed his lowwrists together, powering up the aetherlink rings and summoning his cycle to life. It rumbled as it hovered off the ground, stirring up small eddies in the driveway.

“You coming?” he grinned at her.

She cast him a vexing stare and climbed onto the back of the cycle. 

At his command, the vehicle rose and sped through the trees to the main road before ascending to the skylane that would take them to the center of Hytheol.

“Has there been any more revealed about the cave or the archaeologist who found it?” Chelin asked, holding tightly to Rohon as the wind whipped about them.

The nighttime skyline revealed a rainbow of twinkling spires and massive domes that ascended toward the sky, all draped with bio-luminescent flora that indicated quite a few Ferelux citizens were about this evening. Because of this, one area of town was brighter than the others. That was where they, too, were headed.

“He’s actually a biologist and I heard he’s pretty secluded,” he streamed back to her. “Been deep underground for months on some ancient root system. Something about returning to where it all began.”

“Where what began? The planet dying? Life? What?” she asked in earnest, as if he should know the answer before they even arrived. 

“Hang on, we’ll be there soon and you can ask him yourself. Maybe he’s gonna tell us to go back to our roots! Ha!” he laughed at his own pun.

“Not funny,” she rebuffed him but couldn’t help but crack a smile. Chelin gripped the aethercycle firmly and defocused to watch the aetherstream swirl about them. She sensed that tonight was important and felt a strange tug from the patterns and sensations she gazed in the stream that only served to reinforce the impression. 

Brimming with anticipation, she was assured that tonight she would find her sign. 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

As they approached, Chelin was awed by the display. Thousands of citizens swelled toward the hall; a vibrant union like the photographs of celebrations after the war. At the same time, the murmur of fear was palpable and hung over the gathering like a dark cloud. How long, she wondered, before the tension reached the breaking point and the races plunged the world back into violence? Could they keep their cool enough to work together? What if space-faring vessels became a reality but there wasn’t enough room for everyone? She shuddered to think of the result. 

No, there must be an answer. Nature didn’t just stop working. There must be a way to repair it! Any clue could be the final piece of the puzzle that answered why this was happening. And if they could only see the whole picture, they could know what they truly needed to do. When the Pan-Ministry scientists had stopped looking and turned their efforts to egress, most others followed their lead. That anyone might still be looking for a way to save Vilor sent her heart brimming with optimism. Abandoning the planet just seemed like a betrayal. 

Setting the aethercycle down, Chelin and Rohon made their way to the hall. There was no getting in the front entrance; too many people were ahead of them and pushing to get inside. Chelin grabbed Rohon, gave a mischievous grin, and started to lead him around back. 

Though Chelin was trying to reach the back entrance, it seemed like every other step brought them upon a row in progress. Tensions were high and space was limited so some altercations were bound to pop up, but Rohon couldn’t help but get involved. He was not the kind of guy to turn a blind eye to bullying. Plus, Chelin knew he enjoyed a good scuffle; he’d taken to her defense plenty of times. By the time they made it to the alleyway, Rohon had stopped three escalating fights, subdued two attackers, and knocked out an Althraxa mugger. He was incorrigible!

The back door was blocked off by several officers who were chaperoning the Council. They were currently arguing with a Kalevi skyship captain, by the looks of it.

“Listen, Captain,” the officer in charge emphasized the title sarcastically, “your ship is moored in the exit trajectory for the Council.”

The captain rested her lowfists on her hips and puffed up her chest. A long, pale-green braid was wrapped around her neck like a scarf. She was dressed not unlike Rohon, but her leathers were blue and accentuated her jade-green skin and golden eyes. “Tell me, Officer…” she looked down at his badge, “Gorley, you’ve spent time on a ship. No doubt during your Service? I can spot a sailor a league away, and you’ve got that look! Keen eyes, sure feet, and no tolerance for shenanigans.” 

She put an arm on his shoulder and turned him conspiratorially away from the other two officers before continuing, “It seems to me what we’ve got is an issue of the navigatorial variety. Costs a lot to move a ship already in the air! Not so much to reroute the course of a vessel before it sets off, am I right?” Officer Gorley was nodding, slightly unsure of what he was getting pulled in to.

The captain exclaimed, “Right! I’ll hail my navigator and have him replot the council ship’s course. Best navigator I’ve ever worked with, that Mr. Lanes. He’ll have new coordinates down right away! Won’t let you down.” She turned and shook hands with the Officer. Before he could protest she offered him a military salute—which he reciprocated out of habit—and then she strode off toward the front of the building leaving the officers dazed in her wake.

Seeing an opening, Chelin tucked some stray hairs back, adjusted her bonnet, and approached the confused officer. 

“Vesper party,” she stated plainly, holding herself with a practiced poise that left no room to question her authority. 

The officer in charge looked them up and down and waived them in without a word, possibly contemplating how he would explain the course change of the council ship to his superiors.

Once inside, Rohon shook his head and streamed to Chelin, “It’s not really very nice of you to only use your family name when it gets you something.”

The truth of his words stung. She turned to him, transforming shame to indignation, “The last thing I need right now is a lesson in propriety, Rohon! You know how they treat me and it’s the least they can do!” The stresses of the last few days catching back up to her, Chelin balled her fists and flared her nostrils as she seethed visibly, “I keep to myself and don’t embarrass them—that’s the deal—and they still resent me. Try to ruin me, even!” Jutting out her jaw defiantly, she turned and headed toward the side wings of the hall in a huff.

“Chel…I…” he trailed off, but his message was lost in the sea of chatter streaming through the massive gallery. 

As one would expect of a planet-wide crisis, the hall was packed. The legion of six-armed Kalevi were a forest of yellows and greens standing shoulder to shoulder on the floor of the great room. Myriad Althraxa floated near the ceiling and looked very much like a sunset-drenched cloud when clumped together as they were; rippling gently in waves of downy tendrils. Even though relations with the Volipterions were currently at a truce, very few indigo specters of the underwater dwellers were seen lurking in the wells and tubes that looped through the hall. Finally, though they clearly did their best to dim themselves, this many Ferelux in a venue cast vibrant light on all in attendance from every possible branch, leaf, and petal decking the hall. In addition, a luminous stream spider-webbed out of the building like strings of decorative lights in preparation for conveying the proceedings far and wide in Diffusive. 

 

Dodging hastily through the side wing of the second-floor balcony, Chelin turned a corner and very nearly bumped into someone she’d have rather not.

“Ah, Chelin Vesper,” the figure greeted her coolly and smirked down at her, punctuating the disdain in his gaze. His eyes and hair were uncharacteristically dark for a Kalevi, and matched the long coat he had tightly buttoned up over his lean frame. 

Without missing a beat, she straightened herself and grabbed at the notebook he always carried. “Cyryl, so good to see you,” she feigned civility. He was a cryptologist whose unceasing pursuit of obscure patterns would be documented painstakingly in his journal. “What have we got in here today?” She knew this would irritate him and hopefully get him to leave. 

Stepping sideways, he dodged successfully and pulled the notebook close to his chest, obscuring the scarab pin he wore. It had orange gemstones placed into an ornately cast setting with silver and gold filigree—a custom-made piece. “Tsk tsk, you know I’ll no longer share my secrets with you. It’s for Order eyes only.” He ran his fingers through his hair with one hand and tucked a curl behind Chelin’s ear with another. 

It was a gesture she’d once found endearing from him but now utterly confused her. Not even in the aetherstream could she ascertain if Cyryl still harbored feelings for her. What made it all the more perplexing was that she was unclear whether she even wanted him to. 

“Lovely Chelin—give my regards to your father.” Then he turned away.

She waited for him to leave, which he didn’t. Instead he very purposefully remained in place and ignored her, looking intently toward the dais at the front of the hall. 

A great aetherchime flooded the hall and the babbling streams of conversation from the crowd fell placid. The Hytheol mayor addressed the people, surging his voice through the aether, “I call this meeting to order! I will remind you all, once again, to hold your questions until after all our speakers have had a chance to share their views and to form orderly lines to do so.”

The open forum started off with the Children of Vilor, whose charismatic leader reminded everyone that Vilor had gone through natural cycles of ebb and flow in the past and there was no reason to believe this ebb was anything special. Even though the cult wasn’t interested in exodus, Chelin found their blind insistence that nothing was wrong to be subversive.

Next was the political activist group the People’s Truth Front, with another notion they claimed connected back to their overall theory that the environmental catastrophes were being orchestrated by the Vesper family with secret technology in order to gain enough wealth and power to overthrow the Pan-Ministry. Not only was it ludicrous, but Chelin resented how their wild conspiracies undermined all the intense work and sacrifice her family—especially her father—had undergone in service of the greater good! She wouldn’t mind if their group was left out of the open forum in the future but once one opens the door to censorship it is not easily closed. Begrudgingly, she respected that the Pan-Ministry kept to the true spirit of the forum even when it was directed at one of their most esteemed members. It hadn’t always been so.

The crowd was becoming restless. Since the Pan-Ministry Council were present at these meetings, the question and answer section was a direct line of communication to the central government that most were trusting to save Viloriankind. The longer the open forum went on, the less time there would be for questions to those with real power and access to the information the people were desperate to receive, even though it tended to be a replay of the previous town hall. The monthly meetings, her father had said, did help to keep the peace and remind the citizens of Vilor that they were united. Though Hytheol had the honor of hosting the central council members, other town halls were being held regularly in other cities and towns the world over. 

As the representative from the People’s Truth Front floated off the Althraxan rostrum, the next speaker swam into the central tank that was the Volipterion podium. The crowd’s displeasure swelled as she began to preach about sin and blasphemy, attributing the planet’s suffering to the people forsaking their gods and losing their way. 

Chelin was becoming restless as well, but for different reasons. All of these speakers had said these things countless times before. The only new thing they would hear was what had been learned in this cave! While the crowd was intent on getting answers from the council, Chelin wanted to hear what Doctor Gavle had to say—and it was taking forever to get to his turn!

After the Volipterion fanatic was booed off stage, a Ferelux climbed the column of thick, braided vines that was the speaking center for his kind. Chelin perked up, but was quickly disappointed that it was not the doctor, but yet another open forum presenter who wanted to ask for help with aid efforts for the recent quake near Revaln. She felt guilty for being uninterested in the plight but told herself that she would arrange to volunteer later. 

The Ferelux speaking area branched out at the ground, the ceiling, and toward the nearest water well. This was meant to provide fair access for dwellers of land, sky, and water alike since the Ferelux were the only race that lived equally alongside the other three. As beings of light and thought that radiated the colors or their host-plant, the only way to tell one Ferelux from another was by the pattern of their bio-luminescent glow. 

As Chelin observed, the aid worker traveled down and a new glow moved up the vines, spread wide so that its vaguely fractal pattern was faint. The glow stopped but nothing happened. The new speaker did not say anything. The crowd began to murmur again.

“Dr. Gavle,” the mayor prodded, “when you’re ready. You wished to tell the citizens what you found?”

“Y—yes,” the shy glow replied warily, coiling nervously around the leaves and buds of the lush pillar. “Well, I had been following an ancient root system that originated from a point near the ruined underwater city of Nealith and…it well, just kept going deeper and deeper. I—I was more than a little surprised that the roots had been drawn so deep… and were, well, still alive! And well…it ended up leading to this cave. Well, more like a room, if you’d rather? There…were these…markings?” As the doctor expounded on his journey he streamed erratically, slow then fast. It was difficult to follow. 

The congregation grew more impatient and several called out things such as, “Out with it, already, mate!” and “Cut to the end—we haven’t got all night!” 

Losing confidence, Dr. Gavle faltered and the jeering began to drown him out. He had spread and dimmed himself even further but pressed on. “…images the likes of which had, well, certainly been seen before, don’t you think that’s likely? Someone put them there, right? But perhaps not since…”

Chelin’s agitation swelled. It was impossible to catch what the doctor was conveying now over the crowd’s mounting disorder. They were ruining everything! She unfocused her gaze and reached out her hands, intent on sending out a ripple through the aetherstream to help calm the congregation, but her hands were suddenly struck. Focusing back into reality, Cyryl gripped her shoulder painfully and seethed stormily but unobtrusively just to her, “You’ll not resort to such imprudence in my presence, do you understand?” Her eyes watered but she nodded. He released his grip.

The aetherchime once again pulsed through the hall. The mayor approached the pedestal of wood and brass that was the Kalevi podium, “Now, we will begin the question and answer portion, starting on the left-mezzanine.”

Lines of inquirers had formed during the open forum at several stations around the hall. Chelin didn’t usually ask any questions since, as Ardent Mazer had said, she had a direct line to the information at the dinner table. Yet, though every question ended up being directed at the council, questions could be asked of any of the night’s presenters. Chelin realized she could ask the doctor to repeat himself and, hopefully, not be so rudely cut-off. She stepped into line to wait her turn.

The string of questions was, as always, predictable: when will the first ship be ready, how will the evacuation order be handled, have any flight plans been solidified about where they will go. The answers were the same as last time: the people must have patience and support science however they can. 

At last it was Chelin’s turn, “Can Dr. Gavle please repeat the details of his discovery? It was not received here in the balcony. Thank you.”

The mayor looked along the dais, “Dr. Gavle, would you please respond to the young lady’s inquiry?” He panned the assemblage, “Dr. Gavle?”

He did not respond and no longer seemed to be in the hall. The restless assemblage murmured, anxious to get back to questions about evacuation efforts.

“I’m sorry, my dear, but I’m afraid he seems to have gone. Have you—” the mayor paused when he heard movement from behind him. “Ah,” he said, “It appears Consul Vesper will respond.”

As her father approached the Kalevi podium, the mayor yielded and stepped aside. The ornate pedestal rose up to center height and hovered in order to be viewed equally by all in attendance. He was the representative of the Civic branch and, in this time of unrest, had become practically synonymous with the efforts to resettle on a new world. Everyone knew who he was. The crowd was settled again. Even without this crisis her father knew how to command a room. 

“Dr. Gavle’s research is of interest to the Pan-Ministry. However, our prime focus is currently on organizing the evacuation of Vilor and preserving our culture wherever we colonize anew. That is not to say we will ignore his cave—it clearly holds historical significance—so it will be cataloged and recorded with other historical artifacts. Due to its location, we have already opened communication with the Volipterion Conclave to facilitate this.”

There was some turbulence in the crowd but her father simply raised a hand and continued eloquently, “Working together is the only way to overcome this trial set before us. Realizing travel into the cosmos will require the very best scientists of all the races if we hope to succeed in time. Who can deny the breakthrough of hydroponic biodomes just six months ago? This is the power of teamwork! Put aside old grudges and focus on our future, as I have, as the Pan-Ministry has.” 

The pedestal lowered and the Council began taking questions again. Chelin was livid. They had scared away the one person with anything new to say! What was worse, she couldn’t help but read into her father’s response to her question. It felt like a very-public, private admonishment somehow. She wandered around the wings of the hall, scanning for the doctor while the assemblage got their fill of the council. Just as she heard the town hall concluding with the traditional sacrosanct oath, “May you all encompass the Nine Gifts,” she opened the door to one of the green rooms and found Rohon sitting next to the plaintive, fractal glow she had been looking for!

“See, doc? I told you she’d come,” Rohon grinned at her.

CHAPTER NINE

“Oh, Rohon!” she streamed brightly, “Dr. Gavle, I presume?” Chelin was jubilant, “Dr. Gavle, I’m so relieved I was able to find you—”

“Sencius, if you please?” 

She began again, smiling as she stressed his name, “Sencius, I’m Ms. Chelin Vesper, Courtesan and Adept, and my friend whom you’ve met already is Mr. Rohon Kish, Mechanic.”

“Pleased to meet you, Ms. Vesper.”

“Chelin,” she said, returning the favor.

“Chelin,” Sencius repeated. He seemed in good spirit despite the way his forum presentation had gone.

“Oh Rohon, I am so glad you found him! I was beside myself when he wasn’t there to answer my question. I’m sorry that I acted poorly earlier. I hope nothing ever comes between us—I really wouldn’t know what to do with myself. You are an absolute angel!” she wrapped her arms around him.

He put her in a headlock and pinched her nose and cheeks while tousling her hair. Then he just laughed. “You’re probably just hungry. Doctor, are you willing to come with us so this one,” he indicated Chelin, “can ask you all about your cave while she fills her belly?”

“Well, that seems fine. I really haven’t anywhere else to go, anyway.” To a Ferelux, Kalevian meal-sitting was not any stranger than the Althraxa who constantly filtered the air for particulates or the Volipterion who ate on the go. In polite society, one had to be very tolerant of others’ nutrition habits. 

“Great!” said Rohon, standing, “I could go for some home cookin’ myself. Let’s go to my house.”

Chelin located a potted ferry plant so that Sencius could ride with them and held it near for the doctor. Akin to watching smoke try to swim through molasses, he leapt from the branch onto the plant. Ferelux were able to travel across living, cellularly-dense matter at blinding speeds but were ungainly in the open air or water or rock. Ferry plants provided a respectable mode of transportation when vegetation was otherwise unavailable. 

Ferelux could occupy living creatures as well as plants, a fact that made them splendid physicians. However, outside of the controlled environment of the operating room, it was uncommon for Ferelux to do so. While those with physical forms had to eat and sleep and bathe and so on, a Ferelux could be essentially held hostage if there weren’t another life form to jump to within their paltry transference range. Furthermore, there were fables about Ferelux who had perished when they were on a creature when it died, leaving many to be superstitious about the whole endeavor. Being trapped in the dead was the only known way for a Ferelux to die, although there wasn’t actually clear proof of that since all elder Ferelux retired to the Conflux after a point. 

Pushing through the throng of bodies shuffling toward the exits, they’d nearly made it to the back exit when Chelin was intercepted by her family’s assistant, Eloy Pac. He was small for an Althraxa, just one meter in diameter, and his rosy-pink tendrils curled and uncurled nervously as usual.

“Mistress Chelin, your parents would like to speak to you a moment?” It always bothered her the way he posed everything as a question. He’d always been spineless, both figuratively and literally, but she’d met plenty of other Althraxa that didn’t make you want to pop their utricle every time they spoke. 

“I’m sure,” she flashed a saccharine smile. “Eloy, can you tell them I’ll find them at home? I was just in the middle of something.” She started to sidestep him.

Eloy looked mildly terrified but floated in her path again. “Er, mistress, I—they insist?”

Chelin could see the dais where her parents still sat. A guest of the Council, her mother was explaining her research to a petitioner. Her father was sitting next to her smiling supportively. He caught Chelin’s eye and frowned for a fraction of a second, tilting his head to motion her to follow Eloy. Then, a moment later, he was nodding and smiling for the sake of appearances again. 

Chelin sighed, “Very well. You’ll take me around back, I imagine?”

“Ah-yes?” he said and led her to their velocraft. 

Rohon and Sencius followed and made small talk while they waited. An aggravatingly long time later, her parents appeared. 

“Ah,” her father spotted Sencius on the ferry plant, “I see you’ve found our missing biologist. Doctor.” He nodded in greeting. 

Her mother offered no acknowledgment and wasted no time climbing into the velocraft, but left the door open. 

“Yes, we were just on our way to discuss his findings without the distraction of half the city to interfere. I don’t want to keep him waiting—what did you need of me?” Chelin was annoyed but kept her wordstream even and pleasant.

He smiled and looked to Rohon and Sencius, “Would you kindly give us a moment?”

Rohon gave a casual salute and walked with Sencius’s ferry plant a polite distance away.

Once they were at an acceptable range, Zan Vesper, arms crossed, looked exasperatedly down at her and shook his head. “What were you thinking, asking a question in the town hall like that?”

Chelin was taken aback, “W-what? I didn’t realize that I was forbidden from inquiring about town hall matters like every other citizen of this planet. For which reason was this procacious of me?” 

 Her father tapped his fingers on his opposite arms and closed his eyes for a moment before speaking. “There are pitfalls and traps everywhere in this grave era; ones we cannot afford to fall into. We must be united, but not insular. Helpful, but not domineering. Not self-serving.”

“I don’t understand—” Chelin gestured uncertainly.

“How many people in the hall tonight know who you are, do you think?”

“At least twenty, quite intimately, and dozens more professionally and socially…”

“At least one third,” her father stated matter-of-factly. “Mediographers, diplomats, upper-class citizens…they know our family by sight and by reputation. Not all are on our side, you must be aware.”

She was insulted, “I’m not a fool, I know we are frequently scrutinized. I don’t do anything improper that would cause our family to be subject of public ridicule. I am beyond careful, you must know!”

“I don’t think you understand, not fully,” he walked to the open door of the velocraft and rested his highhands on the door frame. “Any chance to view us as weak or villainous will be leapt upon readily by some, and could become the wrench in the gears of progress. When you asked your question tonight from the balcony, I guarantee that it will be seen by some as a sign of division in the household that you were not sitting with your siblings.”

“What? I didn’t even realize there were here…”

“Are you beginning to understand?” her father asked pointedly.

“No, I—”

“You call attention to yourself. We can’t afford that.”

“But—”

“What’s more, your inquiry was misaligned with the exodus, which others still will use as proof that our commitment is not resolute and that our efforts are dangerously unfocused.”

“Surely, that’s not—”

“Chelin, dear, you’re not listening. Stop and think, for once. Everything is on the line…everything. Please, control your impulses and support the family. You were brought up to be better than this. To be a Vesper. Act like it.” He ducked and climbed into the velocraft.

She stood, stunned, as the door closed and the craft spun up its hoverdrive and rose gently up and away. 

Before she could process her father’s words, Rohon walked back over and said, “C’mon, let’s get some dinner into you and hear about Doc’s discovery.” She nodded and tried to return her mind to her own affairs. Returning to his bike, they sped off toward the west hills.

Rohon’s humble home was a one-story affair set back from the main road in a flat lot that was once part of an old farm. The farm had been divided up into smaller plots when, in the name of progress, the city limits had encompassed it a century before. It now contained a patchwork of dense apartments, sprawling villas, and working-class homes like Rohon’s.

He lived with his mother, a kind and doting woman whom Chelin was very fond of. It was easy to tell from where Rohon got his good cheer. She had welcomed them all warmly and had dinner served in a flash, which went a long way to helping Chelin return to her excitement about hearing about the cave discovery.

As they dined, Chelin eased back into their conversation, “Dr. Gavle, I’m so relieved we are able to meet—”

“Please, call me Sencius.”

“Oh yes, of course. You must forgive my formality, Sencius.”

“Well, it’s just that I don’t get called ‘doctor,’ well, almost ever. It just seems strange to receive, do you know what I mean?”

“Yes, of course. I understand.”

“That’s just Chel’s fancy upbringing taking over. She can’t help it, it’s in her blood,” Rohon laughed heartily and winked across the table at Chelin. 

“And, well, what exactly is your inquiry Ms.—err…Chelin?”

Incredulity marred her features as she smacked her hand on the table dramatically. “I couldn’t believe it tonight, when you spoke. That crowd! Quite rude, if I do say. I’m afraid I couldn’t hear all of what you said but I was most intrigued by what I did hear.”

Sencius, caught off guard by her intensity, was diffusing himself through the ferry plant and trying to be less visible by the look of it. “Oh, yes. Well, what did you hear?”

Chelin pursed her lips, “I heard the parts about the deep roots, the room, and something about pictures.”

“That little?” He seemed deflated and there was a long pause.

Rohon, his face already half-stuffed with dinner rolls, interrupted the awkward moment, “Doc, tell her what you told me. About the images.”

“Shall I?” Sencius asked absent-mindedly, if not rhetorically. “Well, I could make out nine distinct images but their meanings, well, elude me. Each was a complex arrangement of pictorial elements and what appeared to be, well, script. Whatever it was, no one has seen its like in ages, wouldn’t you think?” 

“The pictures, could you tell what they were of? Plants, animals, anything?” Chelin was paying rapt attention, biting on her lip in anticipation of Sencius’s answer. She could no longer be denied the details!

The doctor’s excitement was awash in his speech and he lit up, “Well, there was one that showed a halo of light, and inside of it were, well, four figures. Each figure also possessed, I guess you could say, an orb of light?“

Chelin leaned in as Sencius continued. She’d never heard of anything like it but it seemed somehow familiar.

“There were sort-of beams pointing, well, in on the outer halo, where the orbs seemed to, well, radiate from within and without. Below, on a circular platform, was some kind of writing, or script, if you’d rather.”

 Chelin leaned closer, as near as she could manage without rising from her chair. Her breathing became shallow. It was like the vision she’d had as a child during a solar flare. Light emanating in all directions. Blinding. She asked purposefully, “The four figures, were they all the same?”

“They were not, I feel I can say, although the imagery was more than just, well, visual. There was a metasensory component as well, that—,” he stopped suddenly, his fractal pattern fluttered nervously across the leaves. “Um?”

“What’s the matter, Sencius?” she asked.

“Only, well, you’re…quite close now.” 

Chelin blinked and became aware that she was now standing, bent over at the waist, and sprawled across the table with her face just inches from Sencius. She apologized and sat primly again, smoothing her dress. Her mind, however, was innervated with what this could mean!

Rohon was tinkering with a clockwork bearing he’d inexplicably produced from out of nowhere. He laughed boisterously, “You’ll never be uncertain whether she’s paying attention, eh Doc?”

Chelin was incredulous, “You’re exaggerating, Rohon!”

“Am I?” his expression was cold sober. He laughed again when he caught the doubt spread across her face.

She groaned and rolled her eyes, scooting her chair around the table closer to the doctor. “Now, if you’ll excuse us. Sencius was just about to tell us about the figures. They were the four races of Vilor, weren’t they?”

“Yes!”

“What about animals?”

“Well, there might have been some animals in other images but not the one I, well, just described.”

“What else?”

There was a sorry note in his tone, “Well, the others I couldn’t make out, I’m afraid. I was hoping to, well, drum up some interest to go back and have it studied further. But it seems I didn’t get the notice about how the Pan-Ministry was, well, handling artifacts these days.”

“You said this cave is ancient, yes?”

“Well, I did not linger too long. The roots, well, just barely reached, you see. I puffed around as best I could for a bit but the room is, well, vast. I’d need a proper, cross-species team to do a full assessment. One thing I was certain of—by the, well, sediment layering of the stalactites and ambient moisture—this cave dates back to the earliest ages of Vilor, but well, would have been impossible to craft with any known techniques our ancestors used. It’s possible it is not, well, Vilorian-made! I suppose that was two things, wasn’t it?”

Rohon interjected without looking up from his tinkering, “You said it was in a Volipterion ruin?”

“Well, the root system I traveled down began in the ruins of Nealith but, well, if I had to guess I would say it went down for several kilometers and is, in fact, very near the, well, core of the planet.”

“Could we even get a cross-species team there?” Chelin was becoming skeptical about the logistics if it was so deep and so remote. 

“Well, it’s likely there’s a tunnel system nearby. It could be, well, collapsed, so mining equipment would be needed, I’d think. Not to mention air, food, water, and well, the basic needs for all the races. And megascopes, diagraphs, aetherometers, audiometers, lysimeters, actinometers, tensimeters, and well, all the meters!”

“Great! So how many are on your team so far?” Chelin inquired with gusto. She was ready to sign up!

There was a long pause again. “Well…one?”

Chelin blinked several times in bewilderment and slowly realized what he meant. Fundamentally she knew the scientists of the world were all focused on evacuation—and that was important—but the idea that simply no one was interested in uncovering this secret, this insight into the planet’s past, had not dawned on her. She stated weakly, “My father said the Pan-Ministry was going to send a group to archive it though.”

“Yes, well, the Consul said something similar at the town hall earlier but the private talks I had with the Ministry were, well, less than encouraging.”

“My father is that Consul.”

“Ah.” 

There was stillness that swept through the room. Chelin looked around—half lost in thought, half hoping someone else would volunteer to say something next—because if she spoke she might have to admit things to herself she wasn’t ready to admit. Things that could shatter her hopeful spirit. Sencius’s descriptions had evoked long-dormant memories of when she became convinced the aether was trying to communicate. It felt right. Serendipitous, really. She knew she wasn’t the only one who’d had visions like that. Other aethergazers occasionally experienced flashes, too. Had none of the adepts at the Ministry recognized what she had? Or, at least, what she thought she had…

Sencius did not respond further and seemed contemplative as well, although it was difficult to tell what a Ferelux was thinking unless they told you. Rohon continued tinkering, which could mean he was mulling it over or that he was completely disengaged. Time would tell and she wasn’t about to ask, lest her optimism suffer.

Meanwhile, his mother came out with some tea and, sensing the tension, gingerly set the tray on the table without disturbing them.

After several minutes, Rohon shattered their rumination. “Seems to me we need a few things: a submarine ship, a captain and crew, a scriptologist or something, and all those meters.”

“Well…,” began Sencius hesitantly.

Was it really as simple as that? Chelin lit up and interrupted excitedly, all pensiveness washed away. “Sencius, can you get the equipment we’ll need?” 

“Well, I…”

“Rohon, you’ve got friends at the docks. Think you can find a ship and crew?”

“You bet!”

“Then I will see what I can do about someone who can decipher the script. Let’s meet at my house for dinner tomorrow and share our progress, okay?” Fully reinvigorated, Chelin took a sip of tea and smiled. There was no room for argument. No room for meekness. If no one else was interested, they would simply undertake this expedition themselves!

Sencius soon excused himself to begin his task of procuring the necessary equipment for an expedition. Chelin commented after he had gone, “He’s nice, don’t you think?”

CHAPTER TEN

Chelin was not looking forward to the task she’d given herself, and waffled back and forth several times over the rest of the evening. By morning, she had resolved herself and so headed for the Hytheol branch for the Order of Adepts. She rode up the pneumatic inclinator to the eighth floor and strode directly to the office at the very back of the building. There, isolated and quiet, was a single door with “C.Prexinos - Aether Cryptology” engraved on a brass plaque. She rapped lightly on the door and waited, smoothing her dress and hair. 

“Enter,” the wordstream carried through the door.

It took her longer than it should have to realize that no one was coming to answer the door, but she let herself in after catching on. The office was shuttered and dimly lit and she stood still to let her eyes adjust. 

It was while she was blinking foolishly that the voice spoke directly beside her, “Ms. Vesper, I was not expecting you.” 

She started and clutched her chest, “Oh! Cyryl, I’d like to believe you didn’t aim to frighten me on purpose!”

An aggravatingly neutral, “Hmm,” was all he responded with.

She looked around the office now. It was a fair-sized room made cozy by the sheer amount of furniture and paraphernalia it housed. On the desk and workbench were endless stacks of books and vellum and trinkets that were all neatly arranged. Shelves, filled to capacity, held even more books. From the condition of the covers, they appeared to be organized by year. There were several reading lamps set at regular intervals along the workbench, as well as an array of magnifying glasses, aetheroscope goggles, and other aethertuning equipment. There wasn’t a speck of dust to be found and even the trash bin was tidy. 

She’d never been inside his office before. The rift between them had developed before he’d received his assignment by the Order and, soon after, she had left on her tour of duty. All Kalevi were conscripted into the military as both a rite of passage and a service to the people when they came of age. Chelin’s gifts, and possibly her lineage, had landed her in the military intelligence division. The treaties that had ended the War of Deep Divide and set the current peace in place were signed just days before her term of service had begun so the department was in chaos. Any movement from the Volipterion force was scrutinized and all statements and missives were assumed to be coded messages to spies. Until the sincerity of the Volipterion Conclave to honor the treaty was determined, everyone was on edge waiting for the double-cross. It had happened before, during the Tidal Wars, and the Kalevi weren’t about to let a thing like the passage of seven hundred years lull them into a false sense of security. 

How far away that all seemed now.

He walked across the room and sat behind the stately desk. He donned a pair of aetheroscope goggles, pulled an object close, and began to examine it. She realized, quickly this time, that he was ignoring her again.

Chelin refused to be dissuaded. She absolutely needed his expertise for the expedition she’d decided last night she was spearheading. “Cyryl, I’ve come to ask a favor of you.”

He stopped what he was doing, removed his goggles, set them and the object aside, and looked at her with full attention. 

Suddenly on the spot, she composed herself and folded her hands in front of her. She could be dignified and imposing on cue if she needed. After all, she was a courtesan and a Vesper. Infusing her wordstream with an objective tone that belied her personal interests, she began, “I’m organizing an expedition to the cave mentioned at last night’s town hall meeting. I’ve spoken further with Dr. Gavle and discovered that there are images—pictures and script—that require examination. From his exploration, he believes the room could date back to the dawn of creation and may not have been carved out by Vilorians at all. I would like to hire you to decipher the writings.”

He did not answer immediately. Instead he began to tap his fingers on the desk. His look was thoughtful, discerning. He closed his eyes and ran his fingers through his long hair. She knew better than to disrupt his thought process but watched intently for any clues as to what he was thinking. His meticulous deliberation and acute perception were invaluable traits in his role as an Order Cryptologist, but it also caused him to be very thorough when it came to decision making. He had to weigh all the options; analyze it from every angle.

After several minutes of deep thought, his finger tapping ceased. Head tilted back, he opened his eyes and looked down his nose at her. “Why? You’re not an explorer, nor are you an archaeologist or historian. Is this just your fancy?”

It stung a little. After all, it was his disdain for her “frivolous” tuning—that she used her gifts too capriciously—that was at the heart of their quarrel. He was not a natural and so, like most, had tuning implants affixed throughout his body. He was gifted in other ways though. While she only had a knack for mediation, he had mastered the cryptology school and held equal rank as an engineering adept, minoring also in investigation. A trisophic adept was even more rare than a raw adept like her. However, he remained adamant that adepts had an obligation to use their gifts responsibly and for the greater good.

“I’d like to think you know me better than that, Cyryl.”

“Don’t I?”

She knew better than to embellish her feelings around him, “Call it instinct. I’ve got reason to believe that there is a connection that is being missed. Something important.”

“And a forgotten, ancient cave with pictures on the wall is this final puzzle piece? To what?”

“To what’s happening to Vilor,” she was becoming frustrated, while he was becoming increasingly cool. 

“How do you think this will help? Aside from a feeling, that is.” His eyes narrowed slightly but his full attention was still on her. He was testing her.

“I felt it in the aetherstream, is that what you want to hear? I feel like the aether is trying to tell me something…important! Oh, you wouldn’t understand!” she blurted out hotly, all poise and grace leaving her. 

He sat back in his chair and steepled the fingers of his low and mid hands. 

She was on the verge of storming out of the room. Struggling to set her emotions aside, Chelin made a final plea, “Can we put away the game today, Cyryl? I don’t know how I can convince you of what I felt in the aetherstream or the importance of this expedition. My first aetherflash was of this cave. I was eight; I wouldn’t know how to make this up! I know you hate what I am, but I know I’d hate to see the final nail in Vilor’s coffin struck by our pettiness. Please, let this be just a business transaction. I’m hiring you, not asking you to believe me.” 

Cyryl sat silent for several excruciatingly long moments but he did not take his eyes off of her. Finally he looked away, “Very well.”

She was astonished but did not miss a beat, “I will give you an advance now and the rest when…”

Cyryl raised a hand haltingly and shook his head, “Not necessary.”

She nodded in polite understanding, “My place at 7 o’clock, tonight.” Then, not wanting to do anything to tempt fate, she hurriedly excused herself.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

When Chelin’s guests started arriving that evening, Anden only teased her slightly about the eclectic group gathering in her reception room. Sencius, Cyryl, and Rohon were expected. The surprise was the Kalevi captain she’d observed outside the town hall along with her aforementioned Volipterion navigator. She had asked Rohon to find her a crew, and hadn’t actually specified what to do when he found one, so she couldn’t really complain. 

Chelin made a grand entrance, sweeping into the room and thanking everyone for coming. She started things off by introducing herself, as was only polite. No doubt they would want to know her expertise on this expedition and her goals. She flashed her adept pin charmingly, “I’m Chelin Vesper, Courtesan and Adept. I am organizing this expedition and funding it too, I suppose.” 

The financial aspects really hadn’t been discussed all. How expensive was an expedition anyway? She shrugged inwardly and continued, “Based on my assessment, Dr. Gavle’s cave is more important a discovery than the Ministry is giving it credit. We may be discovering entirely unknown proof of an ancient civilization, visitors from outer space, or even something that could shed new insight into trouble with the ecosystem. Even if it doesn’t, it is a piece of Vilor’s past that must be preserved! I intend for us to travel to this cave and decipher the images therein.” She punctuated this with a nod and gestured for Rohon to take his turn.

“Rohon Kish, mechanic.” He held up the gyrosensor he was repairing as if in explanation and inclined his head toward Chelin, “I’m going to be looking after this one so I’ll be coming along even though I’m no scientist.” 

There was a long pause while the others waited to see if he would add more. He did not, so the captain spoke up. “Well then, pleasure to meet you all. Captain Vivia Lor,” she puffed up her chest. “And this here is my navigator Mr. Lanes. Mr. Kish was soliciting for a crew willing to uncover ancient mysteries and I daresay I was intrigued!” She began pacing as if she were mustering her crew before battle, “We’ve sailed far and wide, high and low, and there’s no finer crew on the planet. Mr. Lanes’ calculations are top notch and we’ll get you where you’re going posthaste.”

Walking toward Chelin, the captain twirled the end of her braid with one hand, “So, Ms. Vesper, was it? I suppose you and I will need to come to brass tacks and negotiate price. I run lean, but neither crew nor ships run on entrepreneurial spirit alone. Luckily for you, captains do, which is why you find me here this eve.” She gave a wink, then bowed with a flourish. 

Next in line for introductions was Mr. Lanes. It was always awkward to see a Volipterion in a supermarine suit, and this well-worn rig was not the modern, sleek design that Admiral Outerbridge had worn. He stood half a meter shorter than his captain, but his crustaceous, armored abdomen stretched out behind on sixteen stiletto-point legs for nearly three meters and terminated in a powerful tail fin. In the water, Volipterions swam by propelling themselves forward with their tail and steering with a dozen or so wing-like findrils. In his supermarine suit, however, his cobalt-blue findrils were contained in the suit and he was forced to move about by walking instead. It was ponderous and heavy but it did the job.

“Mr. Lanes’s the name. Navigatin’s my game. Cap’n’ll vouch for me.” Apparently that was all he was going to say.

Before the introductions could continue, the captain spoke up again, “Now, Ms. Vesper. I must admit to an embarrassment on my part. My ship, The Beckon Call, has been…well, let’s just say it’s been impounded. If I’m correct in my assumptions, and I usually am, your father is Consul Zan Vesper of the Pan-Ministry. A man of his station should have no trouble releasing my ship and we can set off just as soon as she’s returned to me.” 

Chelin looked incredulously at Rohon, who smiled and shrugged. “We shall certainly have to deal with that. Just as soon as introductions have been finished.” She flashed a placating smile and nodded at Sencius who was pacing nervously through the flowering violet vines manicured tastefully throughout the room. 

“Well,” he began.

Just then, the door to the sitting room whooshed open and in strode Reese. He eyed the group with clear amusement and then turned to Chelin, “Mother’s asked for you.”

“Why didn’t you use the aethercom? I’ve clearly got guests.” She stepped into his path, blocking him from wandering around the room. 

“Guests?” he mocked, emphasizing the word that was also a Courtesan term. “Aren’t you the ambitious one!” He sized up the assemblage again and addressed Mr. Lanes, “You be sure to get your money’s worth,” and walked out.

Screaming on the inside, Chelin took a deep breath and smoothed the front of her dress. “Do forgive my brother. I have prepared to have repast served in here so please make yourselves comfortable until then. I will tend to my mother and return shortly. Please, continue the introductions without me. Sencius can then give you an overview of his discovery and what he is expecting to survey,” She smiled, curtsied, and bustled out of the room. 

Pausing on the other side of the door as it hissed shut, Chelin clenched her fists until her nails depressed deep grooves in her palms that stung like fire. The nerve of Reese! Then she slapped herself across the cheek, pushed him from her mind, and walked purposefully toward the east wing.

As she crossed the great room she let Anden know that she would be back shortly and to serve the meal without her. Apologizing for not giving more warning, she also asked if they had something for Mr. Lanes to eat. His smile and assurance that her guests would be attended to left her momentarily relieved, so she marched on toward the workshop where her mother would undoubtedly be. 

Chelin had not been down to her mother’s laboratories in some time. It was positively bustling with activity! Hydrotubes and braided vines accompanied every hall so that her cross-species teams were able to access whatever they needed. Her workers did not use the main entrance to the estate. Rather there was a staff gate on the side and a security guard rotation at all hours to make sure only authorized visitors were allowed in. 

Her mother’s personal lab was furthest north and she’d had an inclinator installed directly to it from her rooms in the residential wing. More than dedicated to her science, days could pass without seeing her in the house despite being on the grounds. It was common to see trays of past meals stacked by the door for the maids to collect—today there were two. 

Chelin quietly slid the door open and stepped inside. An alternating blue and gold light flooded into the room from the window overlooking the workshop below. Her mother was not in the room. Scattered among the disheveled stacks of vellum, protractors, and tensimeters on the workbench was the same projection of the prototype ship she’d seen a few days ago suspended in the auroral spectroglobe. 

Indulging her curiosity, Chelin approached the water-filled globe and peered at the egg-shaped craft that might deliver them to a new world. She could make out the ray emitters mounted to white, opaque panels where the glass-like hull sections were fused together. The inner pods, too, had these opaque segments where circuitry and machinery were installed, according to the read-out in the display. Looking at one of the living pods more closely, Chelin counted accommodations for fifty, and there were sixty such pods. They would have to build thousands of ships to even evacuate Hytheol! She covered her mouth with her midhands as she was struck with the monumental scope of her mother’s work. 

Turning her back on the projection, she walked to the observation window and scanned the workshop area. As she narrowed in on her mother, her attention was seized by a looming shape on the far side of the workshop. Unable to believe what she was seeing, Chelin’s jaw dropped and she pressed her highhands to her cheeks as she looked upon the spitting image—smaller of course—of the ship. Taking up nearly the entirety of the five-story workshop, this prototype had just six pods inside rather than the hundreds she’d seen in the spectroglobe but, for all intents and purposes, looked complete. Its hull gleamed in the bright lights giving it a heavenly aura. It seemed to be supported by a scaffolding that was fitted to a low platform whose rails disappeared out below enormous bay doors that adjourned to the grounds.

Chelin stepped out the lab’s side door and descended an inclinator to the workshop floor. As she strode toward her mother, she saw Reese watching with interest from the far side of the room while talking with some of the fabricators. He worked here as a chemist for their mother while finishing his master’s thesis on metallic bonding. Noticing that the smooth hull of the vessel was made from a variety of different materials, she guessed it was going well. However, his casual presence here now meant that, after he’d interrupted her in the reception room, he’d hurried back to watch the ensuing meeting. 

Meetings with her mother often did not end well. Adette was a brutally logical individual and, when confronted with Chelin’s enigmatic outlook, quickly became combative. Chelin was ready for it though, and adamantly refused to give her brother the satisfaction of a show. 

She smoothed her dress and waited primly for her mother to pause in directing her workers around. When there was a break she politely announced herself. “Mother, you wished to see me?”

Her mother did not turn to speak to her, but rather continued to monitor the workers as they hustled and bustled in and around the vessel. “The prototype will be taking its maiden voyage tomorrow. It won’t reach orbit yet but she’s airtight, watertight, pressure-adaptive, gravity-generating, and the life support systems are self-sustaining. We are hosting a number of important officials and leaders from all around Vilor for the demonstration. I would like you to arrive at ten o’clock.”

Chelin was taken aback. She was used to being left out of the family’s affairs, pushed to the background, or even told very diplomatically that she wasn’t invited. Just last night she’d been chastised for inviting the public eye at the town hall when all she’d wanted was to have Sencius repeat what he’d discovered. She’d only been included in the plan at the ministry a few days earlier because of her aethertuning abilities. 

To say that she was not prepared to be included in such a significant public exhibition would be an understatement. Perhaps her parents had sensed that she had been pondering ways she could help but didn’t know where to begin. She almost hugged her mother; something she had not done in years. Excited as she was, Chelin wondered what had changed. The event would undoubtedly receive extensive media coverage. Were her parents finally ready to accept her as she was? It was only the thought of the eclectic group assembled in her reception room that caused her not to immediately acquiesce. “Normally I’d be thrilled to join the family for such a grand event but I’m afraid tomorrow I shall be unavailable all day.” 

It was difficult to decline, but that expedition was not going to happen without her and she still firmly believed it was imperative for Vilor; perhaps more so after realizing that manufacturing the thousands of ships necessary for evacuating the entire population was an impossible task. 

“I’m sure your Guests will understand, and I do not expect you to work pro bono. I will pay thrice your day rate.”

The truth struck her like a slap in the face and tears welled up in Chelin’s eyes almost immediately; there was no helping it. Chelin wasn’t being invited, she was being hired. That familiar chasm opened up between them again in her heart. And to think she was about to embrace her mother! She was merely meant to be entertainment. She felt so foolish but she really couldn’t blame her mother for it. She hadn’t been misleading but, for some reason, Chelin still held out hope that her parents would one day embrace her as their daughter again and not treat her as an embarrassment or pawn. 

Chelin sucked in a sharp breath. She could just imagine Reese’s face. He must have known what she’d been called down for and anticipated the anguish it would cause her. Even though she was trying to remain composed, her brow furrowed and chin quivered without her permission. The more she held back, though, the more powerful the surge of emotion from within. As tears began to roll down her cheeks, she turned away. She didn’t want to let it overwhelm her here.

Choking back sobs, her wordstream rippled in response, “Ah. How considerate.”

She began to walk away but her mother continued, pragmatic as ever, “I know this is last minute. Normally I like to be more prepared but the timing is critical. I know you’ll manage, though.”

“Thank you, mother,” she replied as smoothly as she could. Staring straight ahead, she made her way to the exit and turned down the bustling hall back to the main house. Tears were flowing freely now but she kept staring straight ahead and ignored the concerned glances or, “are you all right, miss?” inquiries from those she passed. 

Before she knew it she was running. Running to escape the labs and this rotten feeling. Reaching the great room, she turned into the family wing and ducked into her rooms. There, against a pile of pillows on her bed, she sobbed with abandon. It wasn’t until she felt a gentle touch on her hands that she noticed Elnan had come into the room. 

“Chel,” his weak hands squeezed hers sympathetically, his face solemn and concerned. She scooted to the edge of the bed and laid with her head in his lap while he smoothed and combed her hair with his fingers. He didn’t ask why she was crying or who had hurt her, only did his utmost to patiently comfort her as she roiled in the wake of her emotions.

Some time later, when her sobs began to wane, Chelin intertwined her explanation with sarcasm and sadness, “Mother has hired me for an event tomorrow—a demonstration of her new ship with all sorts of officials. She’ll pay three times my day rate, isn’t that grand?” 

Elnan did not respond in words, but squeezed her shoulders with his hands and continued to pet her head comfortingly.

Like clockwork, all the pieces suddenly fell into place in her mind and she was struck by the perfect scheme. She sat up and looked him in the eye, “Only I won’t be here tomorrow. I’m leaving, El. I’ve hired a captain and a crew and we’re going to find Dr. Gavle’s cave.” She began to cry again. “I don’t know when I’ll be back.”

Elnan smiled kindly at her and replied simply, “You’ve got a big day ahead of you then.” 

She smiled back. Tears dripped off her chin as the sadness washed off of her spirit. Her younger brother was a beacon of light in dark times and she was grateful for him. Rising, she splashed her face with water from the basin a few times, patted dry, combed her hair, and straightened her dress in the mirror. Turning back to Elnan she smiled again and excused herself to attend to her guests.

It was nearly time for dessert to be served when she swept gracefully into the casual dining room with no hint that anything had been the matter in her absence. However, she immediately sensed that tensions were high in the room and glanced questioningly at Rohon who shrugged and laughed.

The captain was having a heated argument with Cyryl about an apparent mistrust of Order adepts. After throwing about terms such as “political magician” and “trained rat” it seemed that they were off to a splendid start. 

Sencius, too timid to step in, had spread himself out so far that his shivering fractal glow was barely visible along the violet flowers. Rohon seemed unperturbed but that was nothing new. Mr. Lanes, too, was insouciant and she found herself exceedingly thankful that Volipterion viewed conflict as a personal affair and rarely throw in together. 

Chelin instinctively prepared to tune the space between them to a calming wave but glanced at Cyryl and hesitated. Instead, she surged her words over them, “Ms. Lor, Mr. Prexinos, if I may?” They stopped to look at her questioningly. “Thank you. Now, I have news that is of utmost importance to our expedition.”

“I spoke to my father,” she lied, “and he has agreed to look into the matter of your ship, Captain. However, given the nature of our mission, the ministry will loan us a vessel well-equipped for it. We can leave tomorrow, in fact! We’ll embark at eleven o’clock. Captain, have your crew here by half past ten. Doctor, can you have your equipment delivered by then as well?” 

“Well, I think so,” Sencius spouted from his hiding place.

“Excellent. I realize this might be more accelerated than you’d all anticipated but perhaps it will imprint the importance of this venture. Now, shall I ring for dessert?”

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

The next day was a flurry of activity that began before dawn. The entire grounds were being readied for the visitors; setting out tables, chairs, extension tubes, and potted plants in the northern gardens for observing the demonstration. The vessel was being towed out of the workshop into a launch position where last minute preparations could be made. 

The night before, after the others had gone, Chelin had taken a ride with Rohon to their favorite scenic point. As they looked out across the city under a twinkling sky, she confessed that her plan was to steal the prototype. Rohon was her friend and he was honest—sometimes to a fault. Once he saw the situation the next day, he would catch on and try to talk her out of it. So she had to talk him into it that night. 

“Don’t do this, Chel,” he had pleaded. “You’re not a thief. This will only make problems with your parents worse!”

“It’s not about my parents. It’s not about what’s lawful. It’s about doing something I know in my heart to be right. I feel like I’m crazy! As though I’m the only one who sees the truth staring right in front of our faces. I don’t expect everyone to understand, but you know me, Rohon. When have I ever put myself first when others needed me? I go out of my way to help people. This is no different.”

“You can’t live your life for others all the time—it’s not healthy.” Rohon was generally easygoing and jovial, but there had been no laughter then. Only a stark seriousness as he’d tried to get her to see reason. He had a big heart and had looked out for her since they were just kids, romping around the tool shed while his father had tended to the Vesper’s machinery. Rohon had seen her at her lowest, had helped her through the rift that had developed between her and her parents, even supported her decision to take up courtesaning. While Elnan was her confidant, Rohon was her champion. He didn’t need to know why she might be crying, he just wanted to know how to make her smile again.

“Vilor is dying! It’s not just what the scientists say. I can feel it. I have to do something, even if that means becoming a fugitive.”

“You won’t save Vilor by throwing your life away! You’ll be ruined! Say good-bye to courtesaning…”

“I’m going, Rohon. You’re my dear friend, and I’m sorry, but I’ve made up my mind.” She’d caressed his cheek and walked to the edge of the overlook to take in the view. The glimmering city in the distance was like a mirror to the starlit sky, with velocraft comets and nebulous congregations of Ferelux embellishing the twinkling constellations of windows blinking on and off.

“Isn’t it radiant?” she’d admired and defocused to watch the aetherstream swirling about. It was a kaleidoscope of colors and sensations; a hyper-chromatic painting of the real world. She saw music in her surroundings and coveted the velvety gleam of each current. Once again she’d felt a welcoming tug; a shared moment between her and the aether. 

“I understand if you can’t join me,” she’d dropped the words gently into the aetherstream and let it flow to Rohon as a small wave rolls upon a placid shore.

They didn’t speak after that, but he’d taken her home. When they’d waved goodbye to one another, Chelin couldn’t help but feel as though it was the last time she’d see him. She was drifting toward a frightening future, wrought with uncertainty. Today she was Chelin Vesper, Courtesan and Adept. Who would she be tomorrow? What legacy would she claim in the wake of her actions? Would it be worth it?

Now, as she watched from her bedroom window at the bustling preparations across the grounds, she mentally steeled herself for the performance she was about the give. She’d need to simultaneously greet and entertain the officials that were due to begin arriving at ten o’clock, while also directing the captain and crew to the ship unseen, distracting the workers in order to load their supplies and Sencius’s instrumentation, getting everyone aboard, and finally excusing herself from her Guests in time to launch before anyone was the wiser. 

She slipped on her favorite dress, a cream-colored, satin gown that skimmed her graceful frame like a tranquil lake. The silver and gold stitching, along with her bright, emerald skin, conjured up a bygone era of romantic history. Its plunging neckline and slender straps accentuated delicately arched collarbones in front and revealed the entirety of her shapely back and “Peise’s wings”—an enchanting expression to describe a Kalevian’s three scapulae. Her deep-green curls had been formed into an intricate up-do that rested atop her head like a woven dome; another throwback to Vilor’s idyllic and enchanting past. She’d also draped a delicate brass headpiece over her hair that dangled down across the nape of her neck. It had attached ear caps that were shaped not unlike a Volipterion’s wing-like findrils and matched the color of her eyes. She was dressed for battle.

She positively glided through the reception and introductions when her parent’s guests began to arrive—she smiled, she charmed, she was radiant—all the while keeping an eye out for the arrival of her own. She excused herself when she saw a delivery craft descend near the labs and ran interference with the workers there while Sencius’s equipment was unloaded. 

Returning to the festivities, she began ushering the officials to the back garden and delivering refreshments so that she could see the arrival of the captain and crew. Whisking herself away despite protests from the visiting dignitaries, she met up with her hired aeroners in her reception room. Cyryl arrived just in time to be escorted with them to an unoccupied lab near the launch platform. The prototype ship loomed beyond the window, begging to be seen. 

“Most impressive, Ms. Vesper,” cooed the Captain. “Quite the spectacle, that ship is. Haven’t seen its like before, but I can pilot anything with aetherlinks so don’t you worry. Once we’re aboard Mr. Lanes will plot our course and my crew will have her sailing in no time. However, I must ask, what’s with the party?”

Feigning ignorance she tilted her head dramatically and professed, “It couldn’t be helped, but my sister is preparing to give a demonstration of an automaton design she’s been developing, or something like that. There’re people everywhere! Apparently it’s been scheduled for weeks but it shouldn’t interfere with our launch. If anyone stops you, it will be easier just to tell them you’re here for the demonstration so they’ll leave you alone. I expect Sencius will arrive shortly so rest here and I’ll be back before you know it!”

Feeling tenacious, she strode toward the launch platform and some workers who were, frankly, in her way. “Yes, excuse me,” she gathered their attention, “Mistress Vesper said that she requires more coverage while the guests are arriving. I am to instruct three of you to go to the garden and the other two to the gate.” 

She knew Cyryl, Captain Lor, and her crew could see her through the window and made a show of gesturing overtly toward the garden and the gate. Luckily, the workers were not suspicious so they nodded, sub-divided themselves, and scurried off toward the garden or gate. 

Chelin hurried back. Her crew-for-hire were eight in number: captain, navigator, first mate, lookout, quartermaster, and three deckhands. The crew milled about somewhat awkwardly, casting furtive glances at one another as she reentered the lab. She wondered if they suspected anything. Cyryl stood stoically, holding his attache of cryptology equipment and small duffel rather than setting them down.

Captain Lor, on the other hand, couldn’t take her eyes off the ship. “Yes, right,” she was clearly distracted. “I wonder how fast she goes.” 

Chelin addressed the group, “It seems Doctor Gavle’s supplies have already arrived so we can get to loading. But first, I’ll give you the grand tour of the vessel.” This perked the crew up quickly and she had no problem leading everyone from the lab to the ship in an orderly fashion. To anyone watching, she appeared to be entertaining Guests—something she was counting on. They entered through the aft portal, which opened into an operations pod lined with a staggering quantity of instrumentation—an alarming amount Chelin was unfamiliar with. Glancing covertly at an engineering diagram of the ship on the wall, Chelin led them through the pods as if this was not the first time she’d been on it herself: engineering, storage, the bridge (where they subsequently left Mr. Lanes behind), crew quarters, and life support—which could be described as half hydroponic greenhouse and half aetherpump. 

Remembering what her mother had said the night before, she explained, “The ship is airtight, watertight, pressure-adaptive, gravity-generating, and the life support systems are self-sustaining.”

The Captain whistled and turned to her crew, “All hands, load cargo and make ready the ship!” They stood at attention and saluted before rushing off in every direction to do whatever it was they’d just been tasked to do. Cyryl seemed unsure of where best to stow his equipment, but wandered off as well.

Chelin fluttered her eyes at the captain and excused herself to check whether or not Sencius had arrived. She hurried out, found a quiet corner, and took a few panicked breaths. She just needed to hold it together a little while longer! Quickly composing herself, she glided across the grounds to escort more of the officials to the garden and keep people focused on her rather than what was happening at the launch platform. 

So she was bewitching, mysterious, and playful. Flitting from group to group like a hummingbird, she looked after the needs of every Guest. They were to be gathered in the rear garden which was an elegantly manicured masterpiece, opening from the estate’s great room and cascading down the gradually sloping hills in stepped terraces surrounded by marbled staircases and meticulously carved urns sprouting neat topiaries or flower arrangements. Tall trees lined the grounds leaving only the very top of the ship visible from where the officials were being assembled. Chelin was thankful for this since the greater part of the ship was transparent and her clandestine crew might otherwise be seen on board.

Anden flagged her down and let her know Dr. Sencius Gavle was waiting in her reception room. Just as she was about to disappear to see him to the ship, she spied her mother and father exiting the house on the way to the garden and realized they must be preparing to begin. To buy time for the ship to be prepared, she grabbed her flow lyre instead, tapped into the aetherstream, and began to play. The waves pulsed off the strings, enrapturing the entire crowd in her ballad and filling the hearts and minds of all those in attendance. Expertly, she eased them into a lulled state of wonder, reasoning that, if they were so contented, they might not be quick to react when her real show began. 

Positioning herself so that her performance demanded the assemblage to turn away from the ship looming just beyond the row of trees, she watched for the loading to be done and concluded her song. They begged for an encore, but she declined graciously and turned their attention to her parents before slinking away. Once out of sight, she ran to the violet room and explained to a startled Sencius that they needed to leave now. In haste, she broke off the flowering branch he was in, grabbed the travel bag she’d stashed in the cabinet, and hurried through the labs.

“What’s the matter?” Sencius inquired innocently as they barreled through the corridors of the workshop wing.

Chelin thought fast, “Mr. Lanes said there’s a storm brewing in our trajectory and we need to launch quickly to avoid it.”

“Well, I suppose we shall have to trust him. Rather his line of expertise, wouldn’t you say?” The doctor seemed in good spirits and totally oblivious to her deception.

“My thoughts exactly! I do apologize if I’m mishandling you. Are you all right?”

“Well, I believe a part of me was, well, still on the branch you broke off, but, well, these things have a way of finding their way back to you.” It was true. In the event that a Ferelux was inhabiting both parts of something that was separated, they would simply reunite at the earliest convenience. Strictly speaking, each half was fully cognizant and as capable as the whole, but knew intrinsically that they were not whole. 

It was similar to how Ferelux reproduced, actually, but when one split as a means to procreate the parent would purposefully hold back enough of him or herself to allow a new personality to form. The near-clone would be given the opportunity to see the world through their own perception—considered a gift to the Ferelux, whose society takes knowledge to be of the utmost value. Still, reproduction was not a common occurrence and an adult would choose to do this perhaps only once in their lifetime. Curiously, the offspring were always opposite gendered which, while not particularly important a feature in an asexual entity made of light, did affect glow pattern—female patterns being geometric and male patterns appearing more organic. 

When Ferelux were split accidentally, be it a broken tree branch or landslide, usually a languid swim through the air was all that was necessary to reunite. However, she’d run off before that could occur. Luckily he seemed unperturbed about it and she couldn’t afford a moment’s pause while so much was on the line.

Before exiting the labs, she slowed to a walk and strolled gracefully toward the vessel as if she had not a care in the world. The sun streamed through the clouds and illuminated her in a soft halo while the gentle breeze tugged at the loose curls framing her face. 

“You look, well, radiant, Ms. Vesper,” Sencius seemed at ease, having spread himself among the branch. His fractal pattern glowing in vibrant purple coils around the petals.

“I could say the same about you. And it’s Chelin.”

“Of course! You did say that, didn’t you?” he fumbled, taking her far more seriously than she’d intended.

She was about to set him straight, when Cyryl stepped immediately in her path, causing her to stumble. 

“What exactly are you doing?”

“I was just bringing Sencius to the ship…”

He glared down at her, venom in his eyes, “That isn’t what I mean. This is not a ministry ship and your father did not loan it to you. You lied!”

Chelin looked horrified and backed away. The day had been going so smoothly that she had lulled herself into a false sense of security right alongside the visiting officials. She had known someone seeing through her deception was a possibility but this had caught her momentarily off guard. 

Drawing herself up she smoothed her dress and responded calmly, “Cyryl, I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about. My sister is demonstrating something or other, is all. That’s what all the turnout is here for. The crew is all aboard and, now that Dr. Gavle has arrived, should be ready to launch. Let’s get you and your things back on board and we’ll be off straight away!” She glanced around to see if the scene was attracting any attention and lamented that it was. 

He dropped his bags. “I will do no such thing. I will not be an accessory to…” but his protests were suddenly silenced as his eyes rolled back into his head and his unconscious form collapsed onto the ground to reveal Rohon’s fists.

With a roguish charm that she’d come to adore, he laughed and bowed deeply at the waist, “Is this guy bothering you, miss?”

Relieved as she was, several workers in the area had seen the fracas and it was doubtful that Rohon punching Cyryl unconscious was going to abate their curiosity. A pair began to approach warily. Chelin thrust the branch and her bag into Rohon’s hands, asked him to get them on the ship, and moved to intercept the workers.

 She preempted their inquiries, posing dramatically with the back of her highhand against her forehead, “Oh my, the life of a Courtesan is never wanting for drama! It’s a good thing my friend came along when he did. Some Guests just don’t know when the Appointment has ended, I’m afraid to say. I feel terrible for him, but it does not excuse such impolite behavior!”

“Are you all right, then?” one asked.

“I’m fine, you’re so kind for asking,” she touched the worker’s arm warmly and threw him a disarming smile. Crisis avoided, she thought to herself triumphantly. Now to just guide them away and—. 

“Why is your friend dragging him into the prototype?” the other asked skeptically, eyes darting from Chelin to Rohon’s activities in the background.

Triumph turned to defeat in her stomach but she forced a quizzical look, “Now that’s odd. I’ll just go direct him to the main house.” Gathering up her gown, she ran toward the ship. Other workers were signaling at Rohon and jogging over. 

Hurtling toward the aft portal, her headpiece bounced off and the lovely arrangement of her hair unraveled and flowed behind her. Rohon had Cyryl and the doctor safely inside now, but someone had thought to trigger an alarm. Drat! Lungs burning, she dove into the portal as Rohon sealed the door behind her. As he helped her to her feet, pounding could be heard on the portal door and workers could be seen trying to peer in around the opaque doorway.

Hoping the crew was ready, she called on the aethercom in an exceedingly cheery tone, “Captain, we are all aboard. Let’s commence liftoff, shall we?”

Almost immediately a thrumming could be felt, followed by a series of rhythmic rotors picking up speed, then a loud whoosh. The banging at the portal stopped and the craft began to tilt forward. Chelin grabbed the doctor’s branch and clutched it to her chest as she held on to the pod frame. Rohon wedged himself and the unconscious Cyryl in between some pipes and instruments in the framework then braced himself. The whirring stopped and there was a moment of calm. Chelin locked eyes with Rohon who shrugged, just as the engine thundered to life and they were pressed toward the back of the vessel with the force of a tidal wave. 

Back in the garden, the surprised congregation applauded.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Streaking across the sky, the ship leveled out and turned west. The intense force eased up and they were able to peel themselves from the walls of the operations pod. Sencius had transferred to the ship’s built-in foliage and glowed dimly along the ceiling.

“Are there beds on this thing?” Rohon asked Chelin. She pointed at the diagram on the wall and he nodded in understanding. He picked up the limp form of Cyryl and carried him off to the crew quarters. Chelin sighed and tried to fix her dress, not remembering she wasn’t alone. The open back had caught on something in all the chaos and the delicate garment had ripped along the hip and thigh leaving less to the imagination than the provocative dress had. 

When Sencius spoke it startled Chelin, “Um, Chelin? Well, I was wondering if I could ask you something.”

She darted her head around before finally locating him, “Of course, Sencius.”

“Well, it’s just that…err, that is…well, was Mr. Prexinos telling the truth about, well, you lying?”

“Yes, I believe an explanation is in order,” streamed the Captain’s voice from the side corridor. 

Two of Vivia’s crew flanked her as she walked into the chamber, the cherry on top of an imposing presence that made Chelin shrink back against the wall like a mouse when the lights came on. Scanning the room, Chelin realized that the game was up. The rush of excitement that had come from orchestrating the theft of the ship was waning, leaving a pit in her stomach the size of reality. There were very real consequences that she had simply refused to acknowledge, even argued passionately for with Rohon, the night before. All the romantic notions had played themselves out now.

Chelin stood as dignified as she could muster, “I suppose there’s no sense in deception at this point. We’ve just very publicly stolen the first strato-nautical trans-orbital rocket ship prototype, designed by Adette Vesper whom was about to demonstrate it to leaders from all over Vilor.” Then she hung her head. 

“Oh,” said Sencius.

“Fascinating,” remarked Vivia. She folded her arms and toyed with her braid, winding the ends around a finger absentmindedly. Lost in thought but not to words, it seemed, she mused theatrically, “So this is Vilor’s best hope? Our ticket off this rock?”

Chelin nodded as she stared at the floor.

“What possessed you to do such a thing? Are we really supposed to believe you are doing this for a dusty, old cave and are not just some bored, little rich girl acting out for attention?”

“No! I swear! That cave is important, you’ll see. I think the aether is leading me there, as crazy as that sounds.”

“Suppose we go back, turn you in?”

Chelin slid down the wall and pulled her knees to her chest, which was beginning to feel a bit tight, “I imagine Sencius and Cyryl will be cleared of charges after it’s determined they were basically abducted. Rohon will serve time for being an accomplice, lose his shop, and be forced to work as a cog drifter to get by. You and your crew will be embroiled in a protracted trial to determine culpability, but your reputation will be ruined no matter the verdict. I’ll be stripped of my courtesan license, likely punished for extortionate aethertuning, and locked up in a prison asylum until such time that it’s determined that it would be too laborious to evacuate deviants and I’ll be left to die with Vilor.” 

Vivia seemed unfazed and began to pace around the compartment. Her men stepped out of her way with a practiced precision that implied this might be a daily occurrence. “Certainly a grim outlook, especially for you. I must say, I don’t like the idea of my reputation being dragged through the mud.” 

“I—I will claim full responsibility. I can’t promise it will help much, but I misled you all and it’s not right for that burden to be placed on your shoulders.” She stood and looked at everyone in the room, pledging with an expression of fearful resolve. 

“What’s her name?” the captain stopped mid-stride and addressed Chelin.

“Who?” 

“The ship, girl!”

“I…really don’t know. I only learned about it last night and I didn’t think to ask. Knowing my mother it is likely something along the lines of the SNTO Mark I.”

The captain shook her head and gestured incredulously to her crew, eyes wild in disbelief, “Well that’s not right. A ship’s maiden voyage and no name? Preposterous! Certainly irresponsible. Dangerous, even!”

“Oh,” Chelin wasn’t really sure what Vivia was getting at.

“Let’s see,” the captain went back to pacing, mumbling aloud. “Vilor’s best hope, strato-nautical trans-orbital rocket, Santo,” she scoffed, pronouncing the acronym. “Grim punishment, mother’s ship, ancient underground cave…Aha! Got it! The Blessing in the Skies.”

“What are you…why does the ship need a name?” Chelin looked from Vivia to the crew members questioningly.

Vivia got right in Chelin’s face, the full brunt of her station as a ship captain bearing down upon her, “Because, little grommet, if I’m going to be blamed for stealing a ship, I’m damn well going to name it!” Vivia slapped a hand on the hull next to Chelin and, seemingly pleased, repeated, “Blessing in the Skies.” She then strolled out of the chamber, her crew falling into step behind her. Pausing for a moment and glancing back with a mischievous smile on her face she added, “Also, when one takes a vessel, the proper term is ‘commandeered’.” 

Chelin watched her go, still glued to the wall in a state resembling puzzlement and fright. Just when the captain was out of sight between the solid paneling and machinery peppered along the mostly-transparent framework of the ship, she caught her remark to someone from down the passage, “Oh, hello. Who’s this now?” Sensing something amiss, Chelin peeled herself off of the wall and started down the passage only to come across the captain and Rohon addressing a rosy puffball whose tendrils were curling and uncurling nervously in the next chamber. 

“Eloy?!” her parent’s personal assistant had somehow boarded the ship, “By the Nine, what are you doing here?”

He spun to look at Chelin, eyes wild with bewilderment. “Mistress Chelin? I—thought you might be in some trouble?”

“Found him hiding in the crew quarters,” Rohon leaned against a bulkhead and shot Chelin a private look of pure amusement.

“Oh dear,” she put a hand on her forehead and smoothed it back over her hair. “Captain, this is Eloy Pac, personal assistant to Zan and Adette Vesper, my parents.”

“Welcome aboard the Blessing in the Skies,” Vivia stated in a professional manner that contrasted the discussion that had just occurred minutes earlier. She appraised him as though she were picking out livestock, stretching tendrils and turning him in place. “I can see you’re not the ship-faring sort but I don’t abide stowaways. I won’t expect much, but you’d better not disappoint.” 

He implored Chelin, somehow even more confused and wide-eyed than before, “Mistress?” 

“Now, Eloy, I know this won’t seem great but we’ve commandeered mother’s prototype.” Vivia nodded approvingly at Chelin’s use of ‘commandeered.’ “We’re going on a quick expedition to a cave found by Dr. Gavle that promises to be a very important discovery for Vilor. We’ll return the ship just as soon as that’s completed and I will be taking full responsibility for the …err, commandeering.”

“Couldn’t we just turn back?” he begged, looking back and forth between them.

The captain put her hands on her hips, smirked at Chelin, and indicated to her that she should answer. 

“No, Eloy. I know it might sound crazy but every bit of blood and bone and aether in me tells me that this is paramount. I won’t turn back now.” 

Vivia nodded approvingly when Chelin had finished, “I’m afraid your mistress has spoken. The rest of us are just hired help. Seems you’ve got everything well in hand, Miss Vesper. I’ll be in the bridge.” She whistled as she strolled off, in between barking orders at her crew.

“Don’t worry, Eloy. We’ll be back soon and I’ll make sure that you are given none of the blame. Excuse me.” Chelin turned down the passageway she was fairly certain was to the crew quarters. She turned out to be right—not bad for her second time on the ship. Cyryl was laid out on one of the bunks. She located her bag and found a change of clothes. Slipping out of her torn dress and into some practical slacks, a rugged shirt and vest, and tall boots, she reflected on the past twenty minutes.

It hadn’t been so clear beforehand, but now that she’d had to look in the faces of those around her and confront the actions she’d taken, she was surprised how determined she had become over this unknown cave. So much so that she had damned herself and everyone on the ship to ostracization, punishment, or worse, without thinking it through quite as thoroughly as she ought to have. 

The growing doubt that had been welling up as her adrenaline waned spilled over at last and she sat down next to Cyryl in a tactfully restrained panic. She looked at him, searching for some kind of hint in his unconscious face that would reveal a hidden truth. Knowing he’d hate it but doing it anyway, Chelin defocused and watched the aetherstream around him as she had done many times before. 

If she had to describe Cyryl’s imprint, it was an indigo zinging—like an electric pulse but much more gentle. Her mind wandered back to the night so long ago when they’d laid together on the beach, his head resting in her lap, her hands running through his long, dark locks. He’d asked her to describe what she saw in him. He had meant it in both a literal and existential sense—he always strove to understand any enigma he faced. They were both adepts, yes, but he was the studious, hard-working academician and she was the unfettered savant. He’d been fascinated by the difference between what the naturally-attuned experienced and what all the implants and equipment afforded instead. Truthfully the difference was marginal, but he had listened to her describe it for hours with rapt attention. 

That night, she had told him that what she saw in him was a companion. Today she wasn’t sure what she saw. Just before graduation, he had been accepted into the Order’s aethercryptology department and received his vocational implants in preparation. After that, they’d stepped out just once more but he had been so distant and he’d left suddenly, without any explanation. The next time she encountered him, after her tour in the military, he had become hostile toward her and her gifts. 

She reached out her hand toward him and imagined grazing the aether, drawing just the tiniest pinch of compassion through him. He would never know and, maybe one day, that graze would be the foundation of a reconciliation. 

Instead she drew her hand back and focused into reality, ashamed. There was no returning to the way things were. She would just have to accept what had transpired and move forward.

She finished lacing her boots and leaned over to brush some hair out of his eyes. He began to stir and she stood up to give him space. His eyes fluttered open and he took in his surroundings, finally resting his gaze on her.

“I don’t need to catalogue the myriad mistakes you’ve made this morning,” his wordstream was placid and cool. He sat up, gingerly touching the back of his head with a slight wince. “Let us see what your impetuousness has purchased.” 

He rose and began to walk from the chamber. The outer hull and connecting corridors were largely transparent, save for some opaque panels interspersed along the top, bottom, and sides. Gadgetry, foliage, and piping also obstructed the view but did not disguise that they were very high up and moving at tremendous speed. Water, in the Volipterion-friendly half of the enclosures, rippled below glass floors and gave the sensation of walking on water. 

Chelin followed Cyryl from the crew quarters to the life support pod which was a marvel all in itself. Both above and below the water was a verdant garden that was intended to filter and supply oxygen and clean water to the ship’s inhabitants. There were small hydroponic pods of fruits, vegetables, and other edibles scattered about, but they’d been planted recently and bore no fruit as of yet. Aetherpumps and filtration units lined the sides of the chamber and rotated independently from the rest of the room. 

This pod was centrally located on the ship and had four passages leading from it. He looked around briefly and greeted Sencius before continuing toward the front of the ship. They came to the bridge where much of the crew was gathered. 

Aetherlink rings glowed pale green against the captain’s lowarms who was manning the helm and whistling. She glanced back briefly, “Mr. Prexinos, glad to see you’re up and about.”

Mr. Lanes was visible below the floor, tinkering with gadgetry and streaming up readings to the captain. The first mate—an Althraxa—and lookout—a Kalevi—had climbed into two of the three ray emitter operation clusters. 

The forward view from the bridge was unobstructed and breathtaking. Chelin had been on numerous skyships before. She had visited the sky cities of the Althraxa tethered among skylands, webs of dirigible-supported structures, and suspended skydrapers. This was different. The sheer speed at which they were traveling was surreal and felt very much like standing still while the world traversed the ship instead of the other way around.

Cyryl addressed the captain, “Are you aware this ship is stolen?”

“Commandeered,” she corrected, “and yes.”

Without another word he inspected the bridge and its collection of contraptions and gadgets before returning aft. Chelin chaperoned unobtrusively. In the hold they encountered Vivia’s quartermaster and two of her deckhands cataloguing the supplies and provisions. It was difficult to tell whether the quartermaster felt their supplies were satisfactory or not by the way she puffed her tendrils and the sour expression she was making. Chelin had no experience with stocking an expedition and was not about to question her!

Rohon and the remaining deckhand were in engineering among the constant thrum of the ship’s drive. Great consoles lined the back wall and were full of whirring parts and blinking gauges. 

“Hey Chel,” Rohon greeted warmly before noticing that Cyryl had arrived as well. He cleared his throat and said more seriously, “Hello Cyryl, sorry about the bump on the head.”

“Hmm.”

Rohon shrugged and started giving an impromptu tour. “Take a look here,” he streamed to no one in particular, “the thrunge sprocket housing is regulating the gyrosensor there, so that if we were to pull this lever here, the pods would begin to spin, both as a group inside the hull, but also independently to generate electricity and artificial gravity—provided your mum made it all work.” 

“What’s this here?” Chelin pointed to a panel full of valves.

“Oh that’s the pressure system—standard stuff for a submarine-capable vessel. The main difference here is that it’s routed through a series of pipes along the pods and passages and interior and exterior pipes on these panels here,” he pointed to a diagram of the ship, indicating the opaque panels along the sides. “This means that not only is the entire ship able to go from the ocean floor to outer space without imploding or exploding, but the hull compartment can be flooded with whatever is on the outside and each pod can act on its own. It’s kind of genius.”

Chelin was impressed and told him as much. “We’ve been on this ship barely thirty minutes and you’re already figuring it out. You really should increase your rates at the shop, Rohon.”

“Nah,” he laughed heartily, “your mom and her people figured out how to do all this. I’m just an amateur in comparison.”

“Don’t sell yourself short.”

He handed a manual over to the deckhand and walked over to Chelin, “I still have no idea what to make of the propulsion system aside from it being called a plasma drive. She sure packs a kick though!”

Chelin recalled the oppressive force that had pinned them to the rear of the pod when they had taken off. The moment had been so hectic that she hadn’t considered the grandeur accomplishment they had all witnessed. This was a new kind of engine that could take them into the far reaches of the cosmos; one that was independent of aethertech. Chelin recalled the captain’s aetherlink rings and the aetherpumps in the life support pod. The sub-systems still seemed to require aether but the accomplishment was still a great advancement for Vilorian science.

“So, any indication how long it’s gonna take to get to that cave?”

“You know, I’d forgotten to ask!” she admitted sheepishly. “I’ll inquire on the bridge and let you know.”

He clapped her on the arm and went back to his work. 

Cyryl had been examining the plasma drive’s instrument panel and turned to her, “Did you at least remember to bring my things aboard?”

Without looking up, Rohon replied, “Oh yeah, should be near the bunk.”

“I’ll help you look,” Chelin hurried toward the crew quarters ahead of him. She had something she wanted to tell him when they were in private once again.

His bags were resting next to the bunk, as Rohon had said, and she picked up the attache and handed it to him. Cyryl opened it to inspect whether his delicate instruments had been damaged. As he handled each one, turning it over and over, she sat across from him and apologized. 

“Cyryl, I know you won’t forgive me, and I accept that. This is something I have to do but it was still unfair to force your involvement. You said you didn’t want to be an accomplice and I did not respect that. When we return, I want you to know I’ll take full responsibility. You’ll be cleared.”

She paused and he glanced up. She was looking fixedly at him and wanted him to see her conviction. “But I’m not turning back now and I still need your help. When I heard there was ancient script, I immediately thought of you because I know how skilled you are at solving any manner of puzzle and you know more about Vilor’s bygone relics than anyone else I know! Despite whatever our differences, this entire quagmire might just be for naught if you don’t help. I can’t do what you do.”

He said nothing, but seemed to be giving her his full attention. 

“Please consider,” she concluded simply and excused herself.

Returning to the bridge, Chelin inquired about travel time.

“The Nealith ruins are nearly as far on the other side of the planet as is possible. Mr. Lanes has accounted for all the factors—wind resistance, tidal flow, overall circumference, that sort of thing—so there’s no quicker route. At this speed, it will take just over twenty-eight hours. If it were all sky travel, we could hit around twenty-two hours with this exquisite plasma drive, but we’ll be diving to the ocean floor and that’s always a hefty cost.”

“Oh, I hadn’t realized it would take so long. I’m certainly glad to have you and your crew’s expertise. I’ll be in the…well, the ship isn’t very big, is it? Please call for me if I can be of assistance.” 

Focusing on the task at hand instead of the cacophony of thoughts swirling through her mind, she went back to let Rohon know the arrival time. Then, before anything else could take purchase, she wandered to the life support pod where she caught the doctor admiring the garden. Chelin walked over to him, “I fear I owe you an apology, Sencius. Is it still okay if I call you Sencius?”

“Well, yes,” he replied, and then quickly added, “I mean about the Sencius part!”

She managed a laugh and sat down on a small bench by some heartvine seedlings he was tending, then sighed.

“Well, perhaps it is I who should apologize to you,” he said after a moment. “I—well, what you’ve done for me is, well, astonishing! That you’re willing to shoulder so much simply to help me. We barely had met and now, well, here we are…”

She toyed with some nearby leaves, eyes down-turned, “It’s got out of hand, I suppose. Did Rohon ever warn you I’m capricious?”

“Well, no…”

“It seems I’m always vexing people, particularly my family. I’m definitely the odd one out.” She gestured to the ship, “Just look at what my mother has built. My elder brother and sister both contributed to it. And you know first-hand that my father has been instrumental in his role as Civic Consul, not only with keeping the public informed but also handling negotiations that have led to greater cooperation with all the top scientists. All I’ve done is steal it! Oh, I suppose my dear brother Elnan hasn’t directly contributed to this marvel either and I’m terrible for overlooking the only person in my family who cares for me. He’s got a weak constitution, you see, so it’s really not fair to…Oh, I’m rambling, I’m sorry!” Tears had welled up in her eyes and she pulled out a handkerchief to dab at the corners.

“Well, you’re not vexing to me. I’m, well, in awe of your strength,” his wordstream was gentle and he seemed to dim and spread out.

“That’s kind of you to say,” it was a half-hearted reply, almost automatic. She continued to toy with the leaves but began to aethergaze, watching the eddies of prismatic sensations flow in and around the garden. 

“Did you—well, that is to say…,” he struggled to get the words out, “was that the truth earlier? That, well, you think the aether is leading you to the cave?” 

She was contemplative for some time, “I don’t know. I feel something…in the aetherstream…but maybe I’m just seeing vapors.”

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

There was not really much to do on the bare-bones prototype. After perusing the six pods and gazing out at the clouds for a while, one realized the importance of bringing along a good book; something Chelin had left out of her bag. While Cyryl scribbled in his notebook and Rohon ogled the ship components, the captain and crew attended to duties she had little insight into. Rather than strike up a conversation with Eloy that she knew she’d regret, Chelin tried to take a nap.

She didn’t have to try very hard. The last several of days had taken a toll on her, mentally and physically. She’d been so caught up in finding out about Sencius’s discovery and launching a surprise expedition that she hadn’t really recovered from the prolonged aethertuning she’d done a few nights prior. Tack on that she’d been running errand after errand, flitting from one location to the next, and missing meals and it was amazing that she’d had the energy to Entertain, aethertune a large crowd, and sprint to a stolen vessel. Chelin slept like the dead.

She was faintly aware of her body as she slept, only it felt weightless. Her form radiated a soft energy that felt like music and moved like water. As she breathed, she was moving through a forest like a gust of wind. Fingertips brushed against leaf and petal alike in the way the misty dawn blankets the world with sparkling dewdrops. Bounding across a grassy field that stretched far into the blue horizon, the sun shone down on her in gilded strands of idyllic percipience. Radiant, she sang out and a thousand echoes snapped at once into shape like cogs in a great machine. Nature flowed into a harmonic chord which burst across the field, reverberated in the earth, and blazed through the sky. Gingerly touching a toe to the ground, she began to sink into the dark soil as though her entire existence was as protean as the aetherstream. Tranquilly, she observed a twin of herself which began to shape and grow, emerging above ground to take her place in the sunlight. Even as they grew farther apart, she felt exalted by their divergence. She turned her focus below the surface and continued down through layers of soil and rock and bone, leaving a part of her in each stratum that she bled through. She felt ethereal as she eroded away to her pure and inviolate core, coming to rest inside a verdant tomb that felt like home.

As the dream faded, her senses returned and she awoke. It was night. Many of the bunks were occupied now and Chelin could make out a dark mass below that she guessed was Mr. Lanes. She swung her legs off the bunk and dropped gently to the floor. Barefoot, she made her way toward the garden. Sencius was there still, his illumination rolling through the freshly planted crops in an enchanting dance of prismatic color. As she walked over she noticed a small pod that had not been there earlier in the day. Because Ferelux were able to exist within living things, they had a unique understanding of them that far exceeded the other three races. Repairing or cultivating cells was as second nature to a Ferelux as breathing was to a Kalevi, and he was using this capability to help the plants grow.

“Did the captain put you up to this?” she streamed her voice to him gently across the thrum of the ship’s engines.

Sencius stopped a moment. “Ah, well, actually no. I’d like to, well, return the ship in better condition than when we, well, took it.”

“Very thoughtful, all things considered.”

“What are you doing awake?”

She stretched, “I slept half the day! Apparently I was more fatigued than I had known. I feel rejuvenated now, but also…” She trailed off. 

“Bad dreams?” Ferelux didn’t sleep but they understood that the others did.

“Mmm, I’m not really sure. I’m fairly certain I was a seed, but most of it didn’t make sense.” She related the whole of the dream to him. “I feel as though it means something. Do you think so?”

“Well, it’s possible, but I’m no psychomancer.”

He seemed slightly distracted and so they lingered for a time without continuing the conversation. The Conflux was visible from this part of the planet and its luminosity streamed through the hull, washing everything with an ethereal blue glow. 

She reflected further on the dream as she gazed at the Conflux, wondering what it would be like to be made of light. Imagining herself to be as incorporeal as she had become in her dream reminded her of the aetherstream and the phantasmal wonders one could behold within its waves. She felt a pang of deep pity for the Ferelux. While the species had many unique gifts, they were unable to become adepts, natural or otherwise. Working the aether required a bridge to be formed between mind, body, and aether. Without physical body the Ferelux were simply incapable. Not being able to aethergaze was a heart-wrenching thought to Chelin. It never seemed to bother them though. As a whole, Ferelux could be described as exceedingly pragmatic. 

After a while Sencius coalesced near to where she was sitting. “Would you like to see it? Well, the cave, I mean.”

“Very much so,” she said faintly, her mind far away.

“Well, right now, I mean.”

This broke her from her reverie and she looked at him quizzically, “What are you getting at, Sencius?”

“Well, I’ve been thinking about the image in the room. The one I described to you, remember?” 

She nodded. 

“Each figure was holding a light, which I had, well, assumed symbolized, well…I’m not really sure. Only now I wonder if, well, it very literally meant to contain light, does that make sense?”

“Occupied by light, you mean?” she ventured, referring to the seldom-performed act of a Ferelux inhabiting a living creature. It was considered dangerous for the Ferelux and uncivilized in polite society. Only physicians performed it with any regularity and under strictly-controlled conditions.

“Well, yes! Perhaps the light represented my species. We are, well, held by all races, so to speak.”

“Weren’t all four races in the image? Was there a ball of light holding a ball of light?” she asked skeptically.

“Well, yes.”

“That’s rather bizarre and doesn’t make much sense.”

“Well, perhaps not but, with your talk of dreaming, it occurred to me that I could stimulate your optical nerves and, well, try to show you what I saw.”

“I’ve never heard of that but I imagine that’s been tried before. What would be different?”

“You’ll aethergaze while I do it?” Despite his uncertainty there was something in his tone that struck a chord with her.

“Yes, let’s do it.” She reached out a hand to the foliage and hesitated. “If you’re sure.”

“Well, in the event that you unexpectedly die, you’ll fall into the garden and I’ll, well, be all right, I suppose,” he explained matter-of-factly and then transferred onto her hand. 

“That’s rather morbid,” she said, watching as he changed from a mottled dark-green on the leaf to an incandescent green on her skin. 

“Err, my apologies.” Once aboard, he wound up her arm and flowed to her head, causing her eyes to glow like miniature suns. “If you try to clear your mind and aethergaze, well, I may be able to give you an impression of the cave.”

“I’d like that,” she said and closed her eyes.

“Well, here’s trying.” 

At first there was the usual swirling darkness of having one’s eyes closed. As she defocused into the aetherstream little flashes began to appear. “I’m beginning to see…something. Only I can’t make it out.”

“Shh.” He was concentrating.

She tried to focus on the flashes but, when she did, they seemed to become more elusive. Again and again the vaporous sparks thwarted her. Becoming agitated and embarrassed that Sencius’s efforts were going to waste, she wasn’t aware that she’d reached out to aethertune until she felt the satin current glide between her fingers.

Suddenly the scene burst into her mind. It was a cave—a room—with smooth, rounded walls. Dripping stalactites appeared to have met with their lower cousins to form massive pillars; yet they seemed deliberately placed somehow. The room was partially filled with water, with nine disks floating on the surface arranged in three rings with walkways connecting them. 

She felt the touches of awe that Sencius must have experienced at this discovery. It was hard to be certain, without anything to measure against, but Chelin got the sense that it was massive in scale. In the center of each circular platform was a mirror or perhaps a reflecting pool. It was difficult to see what the platforms were made from since the doctor’s presence there had provided the only illumination. She guessed it might be various gemstones. Each one seemed to be different.

The stillness of the water and the dim, ashen glow evoked the impression of a tomb, only there were no obvious—or even any disputable—funerary vessels. The vision moved languidly closer to the circle of platforms and Chelin guessed this was Sencius attempt at swimming through the air. Then she distinctly felt the panic he experienced as he realized he’d gone out further than he should. He was unsure of whether he’d get back to the root that he had followed here; a tiny nub that had punctured the ceiling of the room by a mere centimeter. Still he did not immediately go back. He looked at the nearest platform and took it in; the faint image of the four races holding light and surrounded by light was barely visible in its reflective center. 

She felt his determination then—wait, wasn’t this just a vision?—his resolve to return and share his discovery. He began flowing back toward the root with all the languorous efficacy of running in a dream. Feeling about to diffuse out of existence and still far off, she felt Sencius’s private plea that he be granted the fortuity to return. As if in response, a surge of vitality arced through him like lightning. The next moment, he was resting on the root feeling invigorated and little confused. 

Now being very cautious, he took several more dives and was able to make out intricate patterns on the surface of the possibly-gemstone platform. He was able to discern similar markings on the other platforms and hypothesized them to be primeval markings or perhaps a form of writing long to the ages.

He returned to the root and gazed at the room longingly. He sensed the significance of this discovery but immediately began to picture the futility of sharing it. He was a biologist but not a well-known one. He’d spent his time carefully studying organisms all over Vilor, typically in their natural habitat, and largely alone. 

In fact, saying he was a biologist and not just a vagabond was an affordance of his species more than anything. Accumulating material possessions and wealth was largely meaningless, so Ferelux instead spend their effort on learning and sharing. A lively Luxite party would be one where they would gather around to solve a complex problem. This was where Sencius was tragically peculiar for his kind. He sought knowledge to exclusion of all else and wanted desperately to share it, yet time and again he hesitated when he had the opportunity. He’d never submit anything to the Conflux. Never shared what he’d learned. As such, Sencius was ostracized by his own kind for keeping secrets. 

Chelin felt the defeat consume Sencius as he stared out at the strange chamber. Felt the shame that followed. She was also feeling proud and amazed about how brave it had been for him to present his findings in that public forum, knowing now the personal hurdle he had overcome to do so. The crowd had been so overbearing that it was no wonder he’d quickly crumbled under their scrutiny. 

As she thought about the town hall meeting, the vision of the cave was replaced by his perspective of that event. How terrified he had been creeping up the vine to address that monstrous assemblage.

“What are you…” she sensed fear in Sencius’s voice outside of the vision. At the same time, she felt his panic but also the disparity that it was not his fear from the town hall. This was his current state of being! 

The vision ended and her thoughts began to align. She had been feeling his thoughts and emotions in the cave. Not as an observer; as though she had truly been him. Such a thing was not possible! Her own panic rising inside her, Chelin focused her gaze out of the aetherstream and back to reality. 

Looking down, she could see him moving along her body rapidly, whirling through her every part. He was tightly concentrated into a tiny point and shone so intensely he appeared almost pure white on her green complexion. “Sencius! Are you all right? What’s happened?”

“I can’t!” was all he said, repeating it frantically as he ricocheted through her over and over like a billiard ball. 

Not knowing what was wrong but beside herself with worry, she searched for an answer in the aetherstream. At the very least, she could tune to try to calm him. 

She was not adequately prepared for what she saw in the stream this time. Aether typically flowed freely in, out, and through all living things. There were no barriers to aether, or at least there were not supposed to be. Yet, as she looked at her body in the aetherstream, it was flowing only one direction: in. Her body seemed to be trapping the aether and, somehow, the doctor as well.

Chelin did the only thing she could think of and tuned an enveloping wave of calm over herself. It flowed into her and the doctor began to slow in his search for escape, finally stopping in her midhand.

“I—I’m…well, you’ve done something,” he accused hotly, still tightly coiled and ablaze.

She spoke to him as calmly as she could manage, “I’m not entirely sure what’s happened just now, but I’ve seen in the aetherstream what the effect is.”

“I know,” he said. After a moment he added “Well, I saw you see it, maybe?”

“I could feel what you were feeling. Perhaps we’ve triggered something that has caused us to become linked mentally and, err, physically.” She’d said it but it was bizarre. As an adept, particularly an adept who specialized in mediation—even using her gift to full effect as a Courtesan—direct linking of thoughts was not possible. She’d Entertained plenty of Ferelux—even a handful who had been brave enough to occupy her—but this had never occurred. There were not even myths about this kind of thing!

“Well, I think you’re right about the link but, well, I…I’m scared.”

“I hope you don’t mind me admitting that I am as well.”

After calming down they found that their bond wasn’t absolute. Several tests of thinking, feeling, and perception revealed that they were, for all intents and purposes, two distinct beings. Yet, as two rooms in a house might be joined by an open archway, they were able to pass into the other with little obstruction. To be polite, it was agreed that they would do their utmost to respect one another’s privacy. They would ask Cyryl for help to seek a method to reverse the procedure…just as soon as he was awake.

A thought came to her after the initial shock of the situation wore off, “What made you think aethergazing would allow you to show me the cave? I’ve never heard of anything like that and certainly no one has linked minds before.” 

He began to respond haltingly, and it was tempting to want to step through the archway to feel his answer, but she strained herself to honor the agreement they’d just made. 

“Well, err, I, well…that image I saw. Well, I guess you’ve seen it now too. I can’t really articulate it but, well, I guess it just sort of came to me. Or maybe I was hoping there is, well, real wisdom to be gained from the images I came upon.” Then he added sadly, “I’ve been wrong before.”

“Well, aside from our current predicament, I’m glad to have seen it. You have no idea how excited I was to learn about your discovery! Well, maybe you do now.” Remembering the wind in her hair and the anticipation in her heart on the way to the meeting that night she smiled. “Thank you.”

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

It was just after midnight and most of the others would be asleep for several more hours. The conjoined pair decided to check on the bridge and see who was piloting. The Quartermaster turned when Chelin approached and accused more than asked, “What was all that racket a bit ago?” then turned back to the helm.

“Um, the doctor and I were just having a discussion about where we’re going,” her wordstream wavered awkwardly on account of leaving out some rather important details. The Quartermaster’s curiosity seemed satiated anyway. 

Their course took them westward over the Aphem Ocean, but much farther south than her recent trip to Aovra. Skylands were more common here and they passed several remote villages and hanging forests as the ship thrust swiftly through the night.

They made small-talk with the Quartermaster and watched ghostly clouds drift below them. The lonely stratowhale’s song made for an eerie accompaniment to the dark world flowing below them. At around three o’clock in the morning, the first mate, an Althraxa named Mr. Jiven as it turned out, relieved the Quartermaster. Several conversation topics were repeated. 

Just as the golden dawn crested behind them, the shadow of Mr. Lanes loomed below and distracted Chelin from Vivia’s entrance to the bridge. She started when the captain’s assertive voice crashed over her suddenly, “Why has the good doctor occupied you, Ms. Vesper?”

She’d been sitting on the step and gazing out the front but quickly clamored to her feet and addressed the captain promptly, if not very tactfully, “It was an accident!” Feeling suddenly foolish, Chelin found herself in awe of the poignant way the captain had about her. Such a dauntless bearing! 

Even though Chelin had grown up in her father’s shadow and had been wielding her own dazzling presence as a Courtesan for years, the captain put them all to shame.  Everything about the way she spoke and moved activated some obsequious element in those around her. Eloy, she noticed, had already taken to following the captain around like an assistant. Chelin could learn a thing or two!

Vivia leaned forward, invading Chelin’s space so completely that she was forced to lean back in response. The captain’s eyes narrowed and examined Chelin intensely. “Explain.”

She stumbled over her words in an attempt to get them all out at once, “We wanted to try an experiment that Sencius thought of because of an image he saw in the cave and because I am an adept and we thought that maybe, if I wore him and then aethergazed, he’d be able to share his vision of it with me and…” Their plan sounded rather flawed in retrospect. 

“…And?”

“And he did, only something strange happened and now he’s stuck…err, trapped? No, stuck.” The captain’s stern gaze was making her unequivocally nervous as she tried to explain. 

Vivia leaned back and crossed her arms, twirling her fingers through the ends of her braid. That was, as Chelin had come to learn from the small talk with the first mate, the captain’s “thinkin’ stance”. Vivia mused, “Never heard of its like. Amazing!”

“If you don’t mind, we were hoping to discuss it with Mr. Prexinos.”

“Don’t let me keep you,” Vivia waved them off and took the helm, slipping the aetherlink rings on one by one as the first mate extracted his tentacles from them. Chelin felt the sudden urge to salute but managed to suppress it. 

Eloy hesitated, but ultimately followed Chelin as she made her way aft.

Rohon and Cyryl were eating in the crew quarters tensely. The assault of the day before had apparently not been forgotten. Neither spoke, but just stared across the table and chewed aggressively. They did not break eye contact when she approached, so she politely “ahem”-ed and sat down. 

“Good morning, did you rest well?” she inquired to both collectively.

Rohon finally turned to her and smiled, “You know me, I could sleep inside a compressor factory.” He laughed his deep, rolling laugh and then noticed the glowing on her décolletage. “Hey doc,” his raised eyebrow and funny tone fully conveyed his uncertainty about the arrangement.

Now that made Cyryl glance at her from the corner of his eye. “As if this trip could not get any more unorthodox,” he said critically without turning his head. 

“Well, about that,” began Sencius, “there’s been, well, how shall I put it? An unanticipated anomaly that has caused me to become, well, stuck.” 

“Hmm,” he seemed disinterested and sipped his tea.

In response Chelin got up, went over to his attache, extracted his aetheroscope goggles, and returned to her seat. She set the goggles next to him, “Look at me.”

Cyryl glanced up annoyed, saw her serious expression, and begrudgingly set down his tea. Donning the goggles with his highhands, he flipped up the contact covers with his thumbs and used his midhands to rotate the breaker arms down to connect with his implants. He spun to look at her and his brow furrowed immediately, “That’s impossible.”

Rohon leaned in, “What do you see, Cy?”

He sighed heavily. He disliked having to explain things to people; also nicknames. “Aether flows through all things, yes?” It was a rhetorical question. “All things except her now, that is,” he pointed at Chelin. 

Rohon was not slow but he was not an adept and had a deluge of questions forming on his lips when Chelin added, “It’s never happened before. If I hadn’t seen it myself I’d naught have believed it.” She looked back to Cyryl and reached out an imploring hand to touch his arm, “Do you think you can help?”

He dodged her hand and removed the goggles, setting them down on the table with care. He began to drum his fingers as he reached for his nearby notebook, “Tell me everything.”

Sencius and Chelin retold the incident, each adding their own point-of-view where appropriate. Rohon listened, slack-jawed, while Cyryl listened with his eyes closed. He had his notebook open and jotted down notes as the story unfolded. 

Cyryl grilled them when they had finished, “Are you still currently able to access one another’s substance?”

They tried and were able to. A check mark was added to the notebook. 

“Have you tried making contact with the same plant again to see if he can exit?” 

Embarrassedly, they hadn’t thought of that so hurried to the garden and back to touch the same plant and reported that no, he still couldn’t exit. An ‘x’ was marked on the page. 

“Has the doctor split recently?” 

Yes, just before take-off when Chelin broke the branch he was on: a check mark. 

He clenched his jaw slightly before asking, “Have you aethertuned since the initial vision?”

“Yes, to calm him,” Chelin explained.

Cyryl ran his fingers through his hair and scribbled a few words next to a line of text that Chelin could not read from where she sat. He picked up his notebook and reread some of what he’d written, lips moving slightly as he did so. “Two initial theories, but realize that I will need time to decipher all…this. First, the resonating frequency of the vessel is causing mass hallucinations, or second, some property of both Ms. Vesper and Dr. Gavle uniquely combined to create an…aethervoid, we’ll call it.” 

Eloy, who had been watching the entire time, finally piped up hopefully, “Perhaps we should return then?” Everyone, including Cyryl, looked at him incredulously. 

“We’re not…” Chelin was cut off by the captain’s voice over the aethercom.

“All hands to battle stations!”

A warning alarm began to flood though the ship and the crew could be heard rushing about. The four exchanged looks across the table, unsure of what to do. She could see through the hull that they were approaching something, but the foremost pod was obstructing the view. Fearing the worst, Chelin leapt up and ran to the bridge to see clearly what they were facing. She wasn’t prepared for what she saw.

An entire fleet of skyships, two dozen strong, loomed in their path. The warships were arranged in the helix battle formation. She recognized it immediately. In the Military Intelligence branch, her duties had included modeling out scenarios for her superiors to consider. This tactic meant that they were both hostile and intent on capture. 

The benefit of the helix formation was that it was possible, with as few as six ships, to cut off any clear lines of escape. Opposite pairs would work together to route, disable, or grapple their target. However, because the ships were spread out and circled opposite one another, it was not a very defensible formation.  Trying to engage in a firefight would put one’s own fleet at risk of friendly fire.

Vivia was in surprisingly good spirits and exclaimed exuberantly, as if the dessert cart had just been wheeled out, “Splendid! Mr. Lanes, prepare for evasive maneuvers.”

“Can’t we simply outrun them?” Sencius inquired nervously, perched atop Chelin’s forehead. 

Vivia was limbering up her shoulders and loosening the aetherlink rings on her lowarms, “Ah, doctor, that we shall! However…”

“That’s a helix formation,” Chelin interrupted.

Vivia raised an eyebrow and gave Chelin a chilling stare, “As I was saying, they’ve taken on a helix formation—so good of them, by the book and all—which is on a course to intercept us. We won’t be able to go around a fleet that size, I’m afraid. They’ve thought that through, at least.”

Chelin didn’t think Vivia needed it explained but a single ship diving headfirst into certain capture didn’t strike her as tactically sound. “They’ll try to disable us if we go in there.” 

“Precisely!” nodded the captain excitedly, cracking her knuckles all at once.

Chelin was starting to catch on. Apparently Sencius had not because he asked, “So we’ll turn back?”

The mischievous grin that crossed Vivia’s face was near madness to witness, “We’ll go through them.”

“Wait, what?” it was Cyryl who had just entered the bridge. 

“This is the maiden voyage of the Blessing in the Skies after all! We should see what she’s capable of so we can give a full report on our return.” The captain was beginning to seem a bit unhinged.

Vivia began barking orders at her crew. Her first mate took the helm and she strode to the forward platform for better visibility. All three ray emitters were manned; an audible hum could be heard rising in pitch as the emitters warmed up. 

Vivia lifted an aethercom receiver and spoke to the ship, “It seems the ministry has discovered our course and mustered a fleet for interception. Luckily this prototype is far too valuable to destroy. As they will not be using lethal force on us, neither shall we to them. I expect a clean fight and no casualties. Passengers may desire to buckle up.” She looked at Chelin and Cyryl as she hung up the receiver and indicated the harnessed chairs against the wall.

Chelin was already in the process of strapping in. Cyryl quickly followed her lead and buckled into the seat next to her. She remembered then that Cyryl hadn’t actually served in the military. Joining the Order was one of the few exemptions for mandatory service. There were certainly Adepts who were involved with the military but, since they were relatively uncommon, it was agreed that their service to the government infrastructure was sufficient. Chelin had abstained from joining the Order and so was still mandated to serve despite having adept abilities. 

“Are you nervous?” she streamed softly to him. The captain’s confident demeanor was contagious and Chelin’s heart was pounding in anticipation of the showdown.

“Hmm,” was all he replied, but she could see beads of sweat on his forehead. 

And then shots were fired. As they approached the formation, the armada opened fire on them and blasts of scorched air sizzled past their ship. The captain laughed and exclaimed, “Yes, yes, lovely!”

Chelin felt the need to explain what was happening to Cyryl, though whether it was for his sake or hers was unclear. “They don’t actually want to hit us. They’re attempting to route us into their formation. Once inside, no matter which way we turn, a ship will be blocking our exit on one side and its pair will be behind us with an unobstructed shot at our engines. Only they probably won’t shoot out the most advanced propulsion engine ever developed since it has the potential to save the people on Vilor from a depleted husk of—Oh! By Peise’s Scales, I really should have thought this thing through! Of all the ships we could have stolen…I was only trying to find another way…” 

She sat back, stomach knotting up as anxiety filled her. What if they destroyed the ship and, with it, all hope of egress, damning all of them to a slow and miserable death? Suddenly the captain’s plan didn’t seem as cavalier and adventurous and it did a moment ago.

Apparently Sencius was peeking through the archway that separated their minds and decided to step through. Latching on to a mutual memory just as she had done earlier, he stirred up serene visions of the night before when they’d watched the dark world pass quietly by with the hope that the dawn would bring a new day. Then he stepped back out through the archway and asked in a soft murmur that only she could perceive, “Better?”

“Thank you,” she replied, doubt and anxiety mellowing. At the same time, she felt the warm reassurance of Cyryl’s hand squeezing one of hers. The gesture was a surprise and Chelin tried to hold as still as possible so as not to dispel the connection. 

She continued to explain the encounter with less enthusiasm than before, “They’ll start to close the formation and make it harder and harder to maneuver, but I’m hoping the captain has taken that into consideration.”

As if in response, the captain ordered the first mate to slow once they breached the formation and begin something called the “Möbius maneuver”. 

Vivia gripped the banister in front of her, “Let’s see what she can do!” 

As instructed, the Blessing slowed and allowed the formation to close behind them.  The captain of the armada must have been positively ecstatic that the capture was going so smoothly; surely a promotion would be in store. However, as the fleet tightened around them, the first mate pushed forward on the throttle and headed straight for the rear ship in the formation. Unlike their craft, these ships were mostly open deck cruisers interspersed with a handful of frigates and twin battleships. Chelin recognized them as the Grand Assault and Intensive Purposes, which were legendary for taking down the notorious sky pirate “Stormcaller” Kytos and his ship, the Clouded Judgment. 

They were accelerating toward a cruiser at an alarming speed and the crew on that cruiser could be seen running toward the ballast hoists to turn the hull broadside and brace for impact. Only it never happened. The Blessing in the Skies rocketed upward and flipped back around to instead lunge at the cruiser’s opposite pairing. 

Even though their vessel was momentarily upside down, the speed of the maneuver kept Vivia planted firmly to the deck, even while holding on to the banister with just her lowhands. Accelerating after the turn, the cruiser now in their trajectory also took evasive action but the Blessing turned sharply down before imminent impact. Four more times they barreled toward a ship and turned away. A quarter of the ships were now briefly out of formation as they tried to right themselves. 

“Hoo! She’s nimble—I’ll give her that! A change of flavor, if you would, Mr. Jiven. Give our boys something of a steady hand. Prepare to fire!”

The first mate nodded, “Aye,” and started taking the ship in wide arcs. The ray emitter cannons sent off bolts of energy at the ships they’d tricked into turning, striking them in their exposed rudders. Five of the six were now stuck turning in place and unable to rejoin the formation.

Chelin leaned over and remarked privately to Cyryl, “I’m beginning to suspect they’ve done this sort of thing before.”

“You catch on quick.”

At the front pedestal, Vivia raised a highhand and threw it forward dramatically, “Don’t let them get comfortable. Möbius Enfilade!” 

Cyryl looked a little pale now, “What do you suppose that is?” 

“These aren’t military maneuvers. The captain must have her own personal repertoire!” Chelin was gripping the edges of her seat and tightening her harness. 

The ship went into the same twisting loop as before and, perhaps as expected, the cruisers weren’t so quick to prepare for collision this time.

“Brilliant! They can learn,” Vivia laughed with unbridled glee. 

 Instead, the armada held fast.  Some even tried to fire magnetic grappling cannons but none found purchase. The Blessing’s outer hull was largely nonmetallic so a shot would have to connect with the precious few metal panels to stick.  

As before, the Blessing turned sharply upward and now fired at the underside of the ships at the top of the formation before spinning and diving toward the first ship and bombarding its main mast and yard arm. 

They were able to take out four additional ships this way, two from below and two from the top. The ship’s ray emitters were not optimized to be weapons. Her mother had said, during her presentation at the Ministry, that they were multi-purpose beams that could be used for a variety of space-faring and colonizing needs such as passing through an asteroid belt or mining. They were low powered compared to the armada’s firepower but, since they were banking on the order being to capture and not destroy, the non-lethal emitters were pleasantly effective. Also, Vivia’s crew was suspiciously skilled and calm. Chelin was developing some incredulity about the legitimacy of their business practices. Now, though, she was thankful for whatever dubious ingenuities they possessed. 

“That ought to make them angry,” remarked Vivia devilishly. “One of them will definitely do something foolish soon, just you be ready!” As the Blessing turned about to look for an opening, the ship’s alarm resonated through the pod and the first mate was knocked backward from the helm by an exploding vacuum-tube gauge on the main panel. 

“Vivia!” Chelin shouted and pointed with one hand while wrestling with her harness with the others. The captain turned and saw Mr. Jiven sprawled on the deck and bounded over. Without a shred of modesty, she reached her hand under his limp tentacles to check if he was conscious and feel for a pulse. Chelin freed herself from the harness and kneeled next to them.

“He’s alive, get him strapped in,” Vivia commanded. Wasting no more time, she turned to the panel and batted the flames down enough to twist the shutoff valve closed. The fire died off but the gauges were sparking. Sliding aetherlink rings up her arms with determination and taking the helm she announced, “Full defensive! It’ll be your heads if we’re boarded!”

She began flying erratically and the trio of ray emitters focused on keeping grappling equipment from taking purchase. Cyryl unbuckled and helped Chelin drag the unconscious first mate and strap him in to one of the harnesses. The ship shuddered for a long moment before a crackle from the aethercom preceded a dispatch from Rohon.

“The plasma drive is going crazy! What the hell are you guys doing up there?” 

“Small explosion,” the captain replied with the utmost calm, “but under control. Will she stabilize?”

“I don’t know yet. Can you hold her steady?” he sounded worried.

“Unfeasible.”

Silence on the other end for several moments, and then, “Where’s Cyryl?”

“Mr. Prexinos is on the bridge.”

“Cy, bring your gear.”

Cyryl caught eyes with Chelin. Usually piercing and cool, there was wild edge she’d never seen before. He’d never been the adventurous type. He preferred that the ancient artifacts he decoded to be delivered to him in neat, little crates rather than be called out to perform field work or, daresay, spelunking into a ruin himself. 

“Go!” she prompted. He stood and gripped a crossbeam as another shudder rattled the ship. He ran from the bridge and disappeared down the corridor. 

Chelin looked past him toward the engine compartment. The partially transparent innards of the ship allowed her to just make out wild flashes from the blue-gold jet of energy bursting from the engines. She furrowed her brow and said a prayer in her heart. Turning her attention back to the front revealed that the formation was rapidly tightening around them to make up for the disabled ships. Vivia was sweeping her gaze and looking for a weak spot, shoulders hunched as if ready to pounce, “Come on, come on! Will no one take the bait?” 

The twin battleships fired a dissipater net between them and began circling opposite directions to catch the Blessing up in it. Dissipater nets disrupted a ship’s components by funneling energy away. Then, while the ship was stalled, they could be boarded or simply towed with grappling cables. While Chelin had never seen it in action, she’d learned about it in the military. There were few ships in the Ministry’s fleet equipped with the nets. That they had been able to assemble two of them and mobilize a fleet to intercept their ship left her thinking that the earlier assessment of their likely punishments might have been too lenient.

Vivia was expertly steering the ship in tighter and tighter arcs to avoid the looming net and occasional grappler, “Mr. Lanes! Status report!”

“Two minutes, Cap’n, till she’s trapped.”

The aethercom crackled to life again, sparking slightly at the captain who stood resolutely at the helm. It was Cyryl, sounding calm, “Chelin, I need your help.”

Without a moment’s hesitation, and before she could be surprised at such a request, she leapt to her feet and stumbled to the engine room as quickly as she could manage. Cyryl was holding on to a railing to steady himself with his higharms and manipulating invisibly in front of him toward the engines with the others. He had on his aetheroscope goggles and wore spidery tuning bracers on each arm with a circuit of tubing connecting them between the goggles and the aetherpump strapped to his back. She could see he was straining against the aether but the ship was too unsteady to use all his arms.

Rohon streamed to her, “He said you have to help decrease the turbulence! Come here.” He motioned to a railing nearby. She shuffled over as the vessel shuddered again and grabbed on. Rohon helped to steady her as she unfocused to see the aetherstream.

To say there was turbulence was an understatement. She didn’t know what a plasma drive ought to look like in the stream but it presently resembled a maelstrom that was somehow comprised of more maelstroms. Five individual, violaceous cyclones of fulminating aether swirled around a blazing vortex of plasma. It was arcing to the aethertech components connected to the rest of the ship and igniting the surrounding aether in jagged, green bolts. 

“Demiur help us,” she prayed quietly. “Cyryl, what can I possibly do? I’m not an engineer!”

“You’re a mediator. Mediate it!” he snapped back angrily, sweat trickling down his furrowed brow as he tuned fine, blue threads from his fingertips to entangle the surging energy in ethereal latticework.

Reaching her arms forward and drawing ambient aether from all around, she tried to pretend that the churning aether was like an irate crowd of people. Similar to what she’d intended to do at the town hall meeting before Cyryl had stopped her, Chelin fired off wave after wave of counter-course eddies to soothe the maelstrom and prevent it from building more energy. She was surprised that it was working. Because of her efforts, Cyryl began to tug on different threads in his web, carefully breaking apart aether around the periphery of the vortex in order to allow the outer ring to spiral away and dissipate. 

Remembering the dissipater net, Chelin had an epiphany. “In a minute we’ll be trapped in a dissipater net. It’s going to start funneling the aether from the ship unless we can dive, but we’re too unstable.”

Rohon cursed, “Well that’s just great! We’ll be disabled!”

“Cyryl! I have an idea. Right when the net hits, let’s push all this scorched aether into it! Through the drive!”

“We can’t do that while holding on! I’d need all my arms.” It was already taking a great deal of effort to grip the hand rails. 

“Should I engage the gravity gyro?” offered Rohon.

Neither Chelin or Cyryl answered right away. No one really knew what to expect or if the gyro even worked but, after a long pause, Cyryl said, “Why not.”

Rohon gripped the lever and called on the aethercom, “Initiating the gravity gyro, hold on!” Before Vivia could acknowledge he pushed it up and there was a lurch as the clamps on the pods disengaged. Their pod rocked back and forth slightly for just a second before the entire pod structure pitched sideways and began to spin. Since the pods were half-filled with water, it acted as counterbalance and they remained upright at first. As the structure picked up speed, the force began to pull the pods outward. Within just two revolutions it was rotating at full speed and the centripetal force provided all the stability they could want. 

There was no time to admire the marvel of engineering they’d just witnessed. Now firmly planted and steady, Chelin and Cyryl were able to let go of the hand rails and concentrate fully on aethertuning. 

Rohon called up to the bridge, “Captain, they say when the net hits they’re going to push scorched aether through the drive into the net. What do you make of that?”

“Well first,” Vivia barked back with more than a hint of ire in her tone, “It’s impossible to see what’s going on while we’re spinning.”

“Oh,” Rohon flipped off a smaller switch on the gravity gyro panel labeled ‘Command’. After a moment he asked, “Better?”

“Yes, and second, I haven’t the faintest idea if it will work. Mr. Lanes—” the aethercom cut off. 

For better or for worse, they prepared for the net to engage. Chelin dropped to her knees and concentrated. Working on intuition alone, she began erecting pathways for the hot aether to travel toward the vortex center. Cyryl reshaped his web, thickening the strands into a barrier that would push the aether into the plasma drive. Then, instead of trying to tame the waves as before, Chelin sent out coarse surges to froth the igniting aether even further. Like a surgeon, Cyryl made incisions in the vortex structure so that, when pressed, it would funnel into the array. 

Vivia sounded on the aethercom, “Contact in five…four…three…two…”

A hollow thump resounded through the ship as the net struck the thruster housing. The quavering tones of stretching cables followed. There was only one shot at this.

“Now!” instructed Cyryl, and together they compressed the canopy of aether above the maelstrom, straining to hold as the engines were injected with the invisible mass of incendiary energy. The plasma drive sputtered and throbbed for several long moments before roaring back to life. The volatile aether ignited, crackling with a concussive eruption that threw Chelin on her back and knocked Cyryl into the wall. Visible to the naked eye, the discharge of aether glowed as brilliant as the sun on the other side of the glassy hull. The nontransparent engine housing protected their eyes from the worst of it. It was blinding both in the aetherstream and without. The plink of snapping cables could be heard through the efflux. 

Back on the bridge, Vivia fired the rotational thrusters and spun practically in place, angling the Blessing through the gash that had opened up in the net. Thrumming and blazing with unstable current, the dissipater net surged white-hot back to their tethers on the bows of the two battleships. The forward capacitors detonated as the torrent of potent energy ruptured through them, sending shrapnel like fireworks through the sky.

The rear formation had become sparse as the armada had moved in to constrict the viable escape routes—the top, bottom, or front of the net. Vivia opened the throttle and aimed for the biggest gap. The sudden acceleration slid everyone in the engine room into a heap along the back wall. Rohon climbed to his feet and disengaged the artificial gravity before calling to the bridge, “Are we clear?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Vivia replied trepidatiously. “Status report?”

The quartermaster and deck hand buzzed around the panels and reported to Rohon that all systems seemed nominal. “Nominal,” he repeated on the com.

The captain sounded weary, “Grand. Now who would like a drink?”

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Somewhat worse for wear, the assemblage shuffled back to the crew quarters. The quartermaster produced a bottle of rum and a half a dozen cups. Vivia rikered a leg over the bench to sit down and began pouring. The unconscious Mr. Jiven was carried to one of the bunks. Sencius said, “Oh, I should check on him,” before realizing he couldn’t without Chelin’s assistance. 

Obligingly, Chelin walked over and inspected the first mate. Brushing some tendrils out of the way revealed superficial cuts around his face but no apparent damage to his two large, silver eyes. There were exploded tube fragments stuck in some of his larger tentacles where he’d managed to shield himself from the sudden blast. Light scorch marks had withered his sherbet-colored skin in a few places but would quickly heal. The worst of it was an abscess on the back of his doughy head where he’d taken the brunt of the fall. Although Althraxa had no skull—or any bones to speak of—their pillowy heads held the majority of their important organs and, when knocked together, could easily swell and cut off flow to the brain. All in all, his wounds were not serious but a head-injury not treated quickly could lead to a chronic condition.

“What should I do?” she implored Sencius softly. The rest of the crew were paying them no mind as they reveled in their successful escape. 

“Well, usually I’d just, you know, dive into him but, well, that’s probably out of the question.” 

“Right,” Chelin had no better ideas herself. 

He thought for a minute and ventured, “Well, perhaps cup his head where he bumped it and I’ll, well, go into your hand. Then you try to tune and, well, only I’ll step in and take over?”

“It’s worth a shot,” Chelin gently lifted his head and cupped it with one hand the way one might cradle a child. 

Eloy had been watching her from across the room while the rest of the group raised their cups in a toast, “What’s that she’s doing?”

Rohon glanced over, “Chel?”

“The doctor wanted to examine him, only…” she shrugged uncertainly.

Drinks in hand, everyone crowded over to watch the experiment about to take place. Cyryl even lowered his goggles and rotated the contacts into place.

Sencius massed himself in her hand, with a small trail leading back to her mind. She defocused and saw, in the stream, the black aethervoid of her arm disappear under the silhouette of the first mate’s head. In the aetherstream wounds appeared as white fissures where raw aether gathered en masse to repair them. 

Sencius stepped through the archway between their minds. She began to aethertune a gentle pulse of wispy, unpurposed aether through her hand. Ferelux were unable to become adepts because tuning required intricate manipulations that required a physical body to perform. Totally new to this, the doctor observed for several moments, feeling and understanding how she tuned, and then attempted to layer on his own medicinal techniques. Amazingly enough, the pulse formed into a cerulean ripple as she watched. She helped him try to shape and direct it, while he tried to infuse it with cellular growth. 

Sencius strained, “I think, maybe—well, perhaps you’d better come in here.”

While attempting to keep tuning, Chelin stepped into Sencius’s mind. The rush of his active consciousness blurred through her and she instantly understood what needed to be done. Working in unison, the pair moved her hands to enclose the first mate’s head completely and Sencius spread out among all of them. Then, ripples pulsed a cloudy aquamarine from all sides and converged in his head. After several arduous minutes, Mr. Jiven’s eyes fluttered open. Chelin sat back and politely stepped out of Sencius’s mind, feeling awestruck at what had just happened.

Without a word, Cyryl went back to the table, flipped up his goggles, and began scribbling rapidly. He pored over his notes, sipping his drink occasionally, and scribbled some more. 

Since the show was over, the others began to disperse and Vivia kicked her feet up and took a sip of her drink, “So, what was the matter with the drive?”

“It had become unstable and was igniting aether leaking out of it, forming a vortex of volatile energy,” Chelin replied sedately. 

The captain raised an eyebrow, “While I don’t usually travel with adepts, I can’t imagine that’s common.”

“While I don’t usually aethergaze at ship engines, I imagine not,” Chelin took a sip of rum and gave Vivia an impish grin. They peered at one another for several seconds before laughing wholeheartedly. Rohon, of course, joined in with that unrestrained laughter Chelin prized in him.

The boisterous display left the group feeling more at ease and another round was poured. The quartermaster and first mate were floating lower than usual to catch the inebriating vapors the Kalevi members were infusing into the air through their breath. They were getting tipsy from simply being in the vicinity since Althraxa osmose from their surroundings. Eloy, however, had left when the crew began to relax. He always was a drag. When the crew began singing, they lost Cyryl, who took his notebook and fussed toward the garden. 

“So you’re a mechanic, Mr. Kish?” the captain turned her attention to Rohon.

“Yep, four generations!” he laughed and shrugged. “Guess it’s in my blood. Been taking things apart since before I could walk so my pop apprenticed me when I was old enough, just how grampaps had done to him.”

“I’m impressed,” she raised her cup to him. “To Mr. Kish! For keeping the parts going that ought to and not the ones that oughtn’t.” She winked at the last part. They all raised their cups and toasted to Rohon. The drink seemed to be settling in nicely. 

“I dare say, if you’re feeling adventurous I could always use an able body on my ship,” Vivia leaned on the table and looked him up and down. What exactly comprised the fullness of her assessment was left up to the imagination. Her fingers twirled the ends of her braid and the corner of her mouth was slightly upturned. 

Rohon blushed and said lamely, “Yeah, maybe.”

Breaking through the awkwardly intimate atmosphere that had suddenly engulfed the room, Sencius complimented the crew on their skill. “I’ve never seen your equal!”

Vivia snapped back from whatever she’d been contemplating and recited boldly an old Kalevian sailing verse:

 

“My spirit to freedom

My voice to the tales

My feet to the rudder

My skin to the sails

 

My mind to the voyage

My legs to the mast

My guts to the lines

My blood to the ballast

 

My eyes to the crow’s nest

My spine to the keel

My heart to adventure 

My hands to the wheel”

 

The crew joined in almost as soon as she started, hurrah-ed at the end, and took a swig in unison.

Vivia nodded approvingly, “A crew isn’t just a crew. It’s a family, brought together by commonality.” She was punctuating every other word with exaggerated finger pointing. “Even though we don’t all have feet or bones, I assure you each and every member of my crew understands that verse in whatever inner-core they’ve got!”

“Doesn’t hurt we get so much practice,” chided the first mate, who seemed well recovered from his earlier tumble.

Vivia smirked at him and looked around for something to throw but came up short so she made a rude gesture instead. “Very funny, Mr. Jiven.”

“So daring escapes are, well, common?” Sencius asked in all earnestness.

The quartermaster’s response was laden with innuendo, “Let’s just say we occasionally take on lively work.”

Apparently Sencius wasn’t picking up on the subtleties because he continued, “Well, I imagine your reputation is well-known! I will recommend your services to, well, anyone.”

The crew looked at one another and laughed. Chelin streamed softly to him, “I think they mean to say they occasionally take on illegal work, like smuggling or piracy.”

“Oh.” 

However, Chelin was herself curious. “That Möbius maneuver, I never learned that in the military.”

Vivia snickered, “Of course not, Ms. Vesper! Consider it a lesson—a Captain Lor original. To be honest, I wasn’t sure if the ship would do it—she doesn’t have the body of a dancer like The Beckon Call—but I was delightfully educated.”

“What actually happened with the net? We were blinded from the flash and couldn’t see.”

Vivia had been resting her cheek on a fist, but sat forward and looked up at the ceiling as if searching for the right words. After thinking for a moment, she took a drink, and slammed it down. Her arms went wide as she spoke, “It looked like great, incandescent wings unfurled from the Blessing and then burst into glorious flame.” 

She paused and shook her head slightly. The room had become still as everyone’s attention was rapt. Breaking from her reverie a moment later, she continued, “The capacitors in the prows of those battleships exploded like a…bottle rocket.”

Then it dawned on Chelin, “Was anyone…killed?” 

The mood shifted. Vivia threw back the rest of her drink, set the cup on the table, and stood, “Couldn’t see, I’m afraid. You can inquire when we return. Now, better be off. Ship won’t fly itself.”

It was true the ship couldn’t fly itself but Mr. Lanes had offered to stay behind to keep the course while they relaxed. “Want m’ wits about me,” was his brief explanation. Chelin wondered what had the captain rattled.

With their captain gone, the crew all decided it was time to get back to work as well. The cups were cleaned and stowed. Chelin, Sencius, and Rohon were left to their own devices. Sencius, however, was trying to glow inconspicuously. 

Chelin got up and walked over to Rohon and gave him a warm embrace. “You’re a treasure, Rohon.” Leaning against the table she teased, “Even the captain sees it.” 

“That was no small feat yourself, Chel,” he reminded her. Then he sighed, his gaze far away, “I wish I could see it sometimes. The stream, that is. The way you describe it sounds beautiful.” He stared out through the hull dreamily and watched clouds float by below them. He was absent-mindedly cleaning a vacuum tube, presumably to replace the one in the bridge. “Well, maybe not that vortex from a bit ago,” he grinned at her and laughed.

“Couldn’t have done it without your help,” she smiled and rested a hand on his shoulder affectionately. 

His tone was contemplative when he spoke again, “That was pretty crazy back there with the fleet, huh?” 

“Yeah, two dozen ships to intercept us. I think we might be in worse trouble than I thought. I think I might have condemned us all to the executioner.”

He put his arms around her shoulders and hugged her on one side. “You can’t think about that now. You made your choice—we all did. And we’ll face your parents, the ministry, and whatever else when we get back. What did I say about living your life for others?”

She took a deep breath, enough to lift her shoulders, and then exhaled sharply. The other night hadn’t been the first time he’d chided her for it and this wasn’t the first time she’d repeated this to him later, “It’s not healthy.”

He pointed at her, “That’s right! So let’s get to that cave and find out what was so important that the illustrious Chelin Vesper became unfalteringly, tenaciously compelled to discover.”

“Now you’re teasing,” she gave him a perfunctory shove but, despite her best efforts to remain somber, smile reluctantly.

He laughed, “It’s so easy to rile you up, Chel, I can’t help it.” Yet his expression turned sober and he reassured her with a squeeze, “If following one’s heart was easy, everyone would do it. And then there’d be no accountants.”

Chelin groaned, “You’re impossible when you’re like this.” 

Rohon laughed and apologized. “You should probably rest a bit after exerting yourself earlier. I’ll go check on the plasma drive and make sure it’s recovered from all that excitement.” He mussed her hair as he got up and left toward the engine pod.

Taking Rohon’s advice, she laid down on one of the bunks and stared up at the bottom of the bunk above. The drink was causing her mind to churn uncontrollably, both with the events of the day and the future looming before her. Thoughts good and bad alike criss-crossed through her consciousness in no discernible sequence. Closing her eyes, her fears found purchase. Her mind concocted a scene where the Blessing in the Skies had been destroyed in the sortie and everyone on board was killed. It replayed over and over in her thoughts until her heart was pounding like a battle drum. “Sencius?”

“Yes, Chelin?”

“Will you show me the cave again?” a hint of desperation in her voice. 

“Of course,” he streamed softly. Stepping through the archway between them, he replayed the discovery in her mind until she dozed off.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Some time later, Chelin was awoken by the captain’s voice over the aethercom.

“Prepare for submersion! All hands on deck!” 

The now-familiar warning alarm began to flow through the ship. So, too, were Vivia’s crew; scurrying from pod to pod making checks as well as sealing chambers and corridors along the way. Those not set to task rushed to the bridge so as not to get sealed into a pod alone. With all thirteen of them in the same capsule, it was a tad cramped for most of them. However, as the only Volipterion on board, Mr. Lanes had plenty of room. 

From the ship, the Arm of Telur was visible on the horizon but still a long way off. Rohon called it “spooky”. It did evoke an ominous mood. Nealith had been destroyed in the Tidal War two-thousand years before and now was the home of the dead, with graves too numerous to count. Nealith was considered a cursed place; a mournful scar on the face of Vilor. No one dared inhabit it for fear of a violent demise at the restless spirits who had been mortally betrayed so long ago. This was where they were going. From this distance, however, there was nothing visibly sinister about it. 

The ocean surface was visible below but coming up fast. The ship was angled downward at a thirty-degree slope. Chelin glanced nervously at Vivia who, once again, seemed completely composed. Did she intend to fly in at full speed? The ship was said to be watertight but that hadn’t been tested yet. She’d lamented commandeering a prototype before and, once again, that sentiment crept into her mind.

Just when it seemed impact was imminent, the captain eased their trajectory until the ship leveled out, pulled back on the throttle, and settled gently on the water’s surface as if she were buttering bread. Skimming to a slow halt, the waterline rose to about a quarter of the way up the buoyant, air-filled hull. Under the surface, the depths opened up and bared its secrets. Nearby schools of fish glittered blindingly in the diffused sunlight, while softly glowing cloud-like shapes could be seen in the far-off fathoms—likely Volipterion drifter settlements. 

As a race, the Volipterion were extremely active. Rarely stationary, cities were more like ports than the civic focal point that was characteristic of cities on land or air. Temporary tribes would form around common goals and, thus, a drifter settlement was born. The tribe would tow their settlement from place to place, losing some members and gaining new members at each leg. As such, it was often difficult to locate a particular Volipterion because one needed to first locate which drift he or she was last seen with and then calculate where that colony might be, based on its last-known heading. Ferelux had become essential to this, of course, so the settlements regularly traversed among an expansive, underwater network of meticulously cultivated vines called the Abyssway. It allowed unfettered access to the settlement and made the logistics of timely communication tolerable. 

In contrast to the nomadic ways of the Volipterion, Nealith had been a vast city that was once the epicenter of civilization for generations in ancient times. Situated at the base of a spiraling archipelago that ascended from sea floor to sky, it was the great metropolis that was said to have spread its open arms to all the races. In fact, the spiral archipelago was even named the Arm of Telur after the primordial god of the ground. In scriptures it was written that this was where the Nine came together. 

Legend told that in the beginning, the Four of Substance, the Four of Energy, and the One of Aether created the world and all its creatures. Telur formed the mountains and Atho the seas. Cel enveloped all with air to breathe, and Phy infused vegetation throughout. Now there was form where there had been nothing.

Not to be outdone, Dio devised the Ferelux and painted them onto Phy’s creation. Aethri set her Althraxa in the realm of Cel. Peise rested the Kalevi on Telur’s back. Ephon’s contribution, the Volipterion, were said to have created the first waves in Atho’s waters. Now there was function where there had been only form.

Demiur, it is said, held back. 

At first the gods were pleased with their creation; each thing coexisting as designed. Until one day, a young Kalevi fell into the ocean. A passing Althraxa saw something thrashing about in the water and descended to look. At the same time, the child’s cries reverberated through the water and caught the attention of a Volipterion. The three converged at the surface of the water. Though it had never seen a Kalevi before, the Volipterion knew that living above water was impossible and began to drag the child down. Likewise, the Althraxa knew that death awaited those who went below the waves and so ensnared the child to lift it out. Caught between them, the child cried for help but neither rescuer understood. 

Watching impotently from the shore was a Ferelux who realized something was the matter because she knew Kalevi were of land, just as Althraxa were of sky and Volipterion were of water. Without the physical form to help the child herself, nor a way to communicate with any of them, she left to find the child’s kin instead. Alerting other Ferelux as she traveled, they worked together to become an illuminated path from a nearby Kalevi village to the shore. When the villagers saw this guiding beacon, they followed the path as a matter of curiosity. By the time they arrived, the scene had escalated. A cloud of Althraxa were pulling against a school of Volipterion and, by gruesome misunderstanding, the child was rent asunder before their eyes. 

The Kalevi villagers were angered, believing the other three races had conspired to make this abominable display. They set their minds and hearts to vengeance. Bows were crafted, nets were cast, and forests were burned to exact their revenge. 

The other races retaliated, now believing that the Kalevi were a blight that must be destroyed. The races warred terribly. When the fighting left few in number, the gods intervened, but they too turned on one another. Dio accused Telur of favoring the Kalevi, saying that his deserts kept out plant life and, therefore, her Ferelux. Aethri was angry with Atho for coveting what was within her waters and neglecting his skyborne Althraxa. Peise accused Cel of manipulating the Althraxa to work against her Kalevi, and Ephon was convinced that Phy was giving secrets to the Ferelux through his plants.

The gods came together in a cataclysmic brawl that would have wiped out what few survivors remained had Demiur not scooped them up and shielded them. He enveloped the other gods in his great arms as well. His aether flowed through and around them all, creating a bridge of understanding and binding their wills harmoniously. And so they became the Nine and together they shared all creation. Now there was reason where there had once only been form and function. 

The legend goes that remnants of that war left scars on the planet and these islands were said to be one of Telur’s arms. It had been severed by Ephon in the fight and given to Atho as a trophy. To this day, it is customary for Volipterion to honor their defeated opponents by ripping off an appendage; an appalling thought for Kalevi and Althraxa alike, but less so for the sea-dwellers who are capable of regenerating limbs. In Volipterion society, it is a temporary mark of shame and deterrent to frivolous aggression. 

 

Before Chelin could ask about their course, the captain said optimistically, “Let’s see if this works, shall we?” and pulled a lever. The valves were opened and water began flooding the inside of the outer hull from the series of pipes along the side panels. The waterline gradually rose outside and in. Everyone in the pod was motionless; vigilant for the faintest indication that something might be wrong. Darting eyes surveyed the hull for the possibility of cracks appearing. Creaks and groans that were probably banal set everyone on edge. Mr. Jiven had a tendril wrapped around the pod release lever just in case they needed to detach and escape. 

Chelin unfocused and watched the aetherstream. The aether sometimes gave advance indication that something was changing by the way it flowed and swirled and she hoped to catch it if anything was the matter.

When the water inside the hull had reached the halfway mark, the ship was now three-quarters of the way below the waterline. Water lapped against the command pod, inching above the barrier that separated the flooded bottom to the air-filled upper compartment. A loud pop caused most everyone to jump, and then water began seeping in from below the sealed portal. 

Rohon hurried over and inspected the thick, metal door. He opened it to check the seal. Water spilled over the bottom of the portal and into the corridor which had been dry until just previously. The issue was originating from their own pod. He resealed the door. The water level continued to rise. “I can’t source it.”

“Blessing indeed,” Vivia cursed. “Mr. Lanes, if you would be so kind?”

“Aye,” he replied and swam beneath them. He poked briefly around the door on the inside of the pod but soon disappeared out into the corridor. There were several advantages to a cross-species crew, and Chelin was thankful for Mr. Lanes right about now. 

After a minute, Vivia asked on the aethercom, “Status report?”

“Just a minute,” came the reply, and then several minutes passed with no response. The water now lapped at their shins—at least for those who stood. The solid doors obscured Mr. Lanes so no one could see what he was doing. Making eye contact with one of the Kalevi deck hands, Vivia gestured with her head and the deckhand nodded. He grabbed a breathing mask, opened the hatch to the lower chamber, and climbed in without hesitation. Using the pod’s frame to propel through the water, he disappeared beyond the portal as well. 

“Oxygen levels in the cabin are dropping now,” reported Rohon. “Thirty-five percent. Red zone is below ten.” 

Another minute passed. “Status report?” repeated Vivia on the aethercom.

The deck hand responded, “Found the problem—the gasket around the bridge where it hooks to that spinning gravity thing got dislodged and shredded. Is there a replacement on board?”

Vivia looked at the Quartermaster who indicated that they did not have a spare. “No spare. See what you can do,” she ordered and released the com. Gripping the banister surrounding the helm, she swept her gaze over the group and landed on Rohon. 

“Twenty-seven,” he volunteered. 

“What do you suppose, well, happens at ten?” Sencius inquired.

Vivia’s response was disconcertingly matter-of-fact, “Most of us suffocate. Excepting you and Mr. Lanes.”

“Well, that sounds like something we should, well, avoid.”

Just then, a prolonged groan echoed through the pod and sent a shudder along the frame, agitating the water that was now lapping around their knees.  

“Twenty,” Rohon reported.

Vivia pulled up on the ballast lever and the valves closed all around the ship. Water stopped pouring inside and the oxygen gauge stood steady at twenty. Everyone in the cabin turned to look at her incredulously.

“No sense putting us in undue danger,” came her pragmatic explanation.

It was far from relieving. “Why on Vilor would you wait so long to do that!?” Chelin waved her hands wildly.

Vivia raised an eyebrow at her and shrugged, “Optimism? Saving some time? It was my assessment that we were in a hurry since we’re being pursued and all. Would you like me to wait until eleven?” She pushed the lever down.

“No!” nearly everyone exclaimed at once. The lever was now pulled all the way up, reversing the flow. Water pumped out, draining the command pod and the outer hull until the water level sat well below the halfway mark. The oxygen gauge read normal levels once again.

Chelin groaned and sat down, muttering to herself and wringing out her socks.

After some heated discussion between the captain and the quartermaster, it was decided that the storage pod would sacrifice its gasket in favor of the bridge. A disgruntled quartermaster opened the door to the hall and shot everyone a withering look. The crew was quick to respond, hastening to move the stores to another pod. Not satisfied, however, she coiled her tentacles around Chelin, Rohon, Cyryl, and Eloy and dragged them along as well to expedite the process. Only Vivia was free from the quartermaster’s orders.

As they formed a chain to move their supplies from storage into the crew quarters, Mr. Lanes and the deckhand worked to swap the gaskets. After what felt like hours, but was actually just about twenty minutes, Mr. Lanes called on the aethercom, “All fixed, try ‘er again.” 

Everyone returned to the bridge and the captain swung the lever down again. All eyes were intent on the floor near the door. After the water began to approach the halfway mark again, Mr. Lanes said, “Hold on.” She pulled the lever up. Another minute, “Go ahead.” The lever went back down. 

Several minutes later, with no seepage, a blinking red light on the panel next to the lever became a solid green light. They were now fully submerged and the hull—as well as the storage pod—was filled with water. The captain gave the all clear and everyone relaxed visibly. The quartermaster turned and gave the passengers a brusque rundown of submarine procedures: keep the hatches closed in the case of a leak, breathing apparatus could be found in cabinets in each segment of the ship and—unique to this craft—each pod was also an escape pod and had a small crawlspace with maneuvering controls if needed. 

It would take six hours to descend to the ocean floor, at which point they would need Dr. Gavle to guide them to the entry point he used. They would then search for a way down to the cavern that the ship could use. Until then, they were free to move about the vessel.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Chelin wandered about the ship slowly, watching the auroral beams of sunlight reach their tendrils down to reflect all manner of sea creatures flitting beneath the surface. This part of the ocean was near the equator of Vilor and the waters were clear and warm. Ethereal squidfish, prismatic hydraphids, and vibrant sea garlands decorated the stage for the larger, roaming oxwhale herds and solitary dragon eels.

The occasional Ferelux could be seen navigating the garlands and Chelin hoped they were simply out exploring or farming, and not sent to look for them. Although the armada they’d escaped suggested that their destination was already known, it was unlikely another force would be able to be mobilized in time. The Blessing in the Skies was too fast. In all likelihood, the Ministry had called every available ship in their path to intercept. Even if someone did zip back now to report their whereabouts, it would take nearly an hour for a Ferelux moving at top speed to reach the closest port, and then nine hours for most ships to reach the Arm. 

Still, she was nervous after everything that had happened so far. The future felt serious and heavy now and she did not know how she would face her family. The tug she felt from the aetherstream seemed stronger than ever, as if it might swallow her up in an invisible undertow. Yet her bold undertaking had been purchased without thought of payment. This adventure would end—there was no way to avoid it—and its ripples would be felt for the remainder of her life. She had no assurances what secrets the cave might hold and couldn’t guarantee that the expedition would even be worth the trouble, in the end. Would there be an answer to the planet’s demise? Alien technology that could speed their escape? Or just some cave paintings that only anthropologists would think were neat. She didn’t know.

The ship descended steadily and the depths brought shadow. After an hour, the surface was still a diffused glow above, but seeing more than a few meters beyond the outer hull was difficult. 

Returning to the garden, she and Sencius tended the plants. There wasn’t much to do in a garden of only sprouts and saplings but Chelin liked the sentiment of leaving the ship in better shape than when they took it. It was a small atonement, but an atonement nonetheless. To pass the time, they talked about his biology studies and she inquired about his family. 

Sencius’s mother, Gavle Quem, was long-range courier for the Althraxa embassy in Maphis before the catastrophe there. She’d decided to split after the unprecedented truth of the disaster was finally revealed. She created Sencius so that new light might come of the findings. She imprinted him with just the very basics of living, far less than was typical, so that he could have no biases. It was a strange start to existence, but it was during a time where questions were more plentiful than answers, where all understanding of the natural order had just turned to smoke and floated away. His mother reasoned that understanding the natural order was no longer an advantage and so omitted everything that was not essential. Everything that was not a universal truth. He was different than his brethren and it shaped his life, both good and bad. Feeling unwelcome among others of his kind, Sencius greatly preferred traveling and studying the world around him because it was all new and fascinating. He admitted that his ostracism from his own kind was largely self-imposed.

He spoke fondly of his mother—they had communed from time to time when their paths crossed—she was always supportive of his exploration and interested by his observations. Each time, she urged him to share his findings with the Conflux but he was too intimidated. There were no profound observations, no astonishing discoveries, nor any impossible remedies that his unbiased views had been able to come up with. He was letting his mother down. What good would he be to the Conflux? 

He confessed to Chelin that he was despondent that his mother might not learn of his discovery until he was notorious in the mediagraphs for misappropriation of a prototype spacecraft. More than a year he’d been out exploring this time. 

Chelin empathized with him. She, too, felt like an outsider. How apropos, perhaps, that they now were conjoined for the time being. She had to admit, even though the novelty might fade quickly, that being fused for the last half a day had been rather agreeable for her. While she gardened, she daydreamed about what a long life of cohabitation might be like. 

Cyryl came and found her at one point, pulled down his goggles, grabbed her arm, and pricked one of her fingers. He nursed out a hearty bead of white, milky blood but was careful that it did not drip. 

“Ow, what are you doing?” Chelin tried to pull her hand back but he held firm.

Ignoring her protestations he asked, “Doctor, can you inhabit the drop?” Obligingly, Sencius tried to put a part of himself in the drop and found he was able to. Cyryl then collected the drop in a glass and peered at it. “Doctor? Are you all right?”

“Well, that was rather unpleasant,” he said in two locations, within Chelin and in the drop of blood. Part of him was now outside of her although arguably still a part of her.

“Hmm, I believe I can make something of this,” Cyryl spun to leave. 

Then the Sencius that was in the drop of blood added, “Only, I’m dying…”

He spun back and Chelin quickly put her finger in the glass, pressing the prick wound into the blood.

“Sencius!?” Chelin was worried. She didn’t want to be an accomplice to killing even a part of Sencius.

After a pause he responded singly, “Well, I’m back in one piece, so to speak. I will not be eager to do that again.”

Cyryl apologized to Sencius and rushed off. Chelin shook her head and gestured perplexedly after him. 

Several more hours passed uneventfully. The dull glow that marked the surface disappeared and the sea life became less vibrant. A thick forest of reef willows obscured much of the view but they were assured by Mr. Lanes that the pliant branches were not hiding dangers unseen. An aspidochelone’s threnody could be made out coming from somewhere nearby, though they passed by the massive creature without laying eyes on it. Volipterion bred them as a kind of mobile warehouse, with coral structures formed right on its shell to hold goods of all kinds, as well as the merchants and guards that managed the supplies. Since these leviathans weren’t able to be steered, only standard sundries were shipped this way now. Important or urgent items now went by modern ship. Twelve years prior, during the War of the Deep Divide, some had been outfitted with missile batteries and fired against the Althraxa. Entire cities fell from the sky before the giant turtles were found and killed in an orchestrated counterattack. It had come to be known as the Blood Tide for obvious reasons. Horrible as they were, these were not the worst atrocities carried out in the decades-long war. 

As she sat on the bridge, staring out at the blackened seascape, Chelin relaxed and began to aethergaze as she was wont to do. Though the sun did not reach here, the aether was no less vibrant in these depths, and no less active. The stream moved through all life, all existence, and Vilor was inhabited with life from the core on up. Which is why it seemed so surreal that the planet was dying. How could this vast ecology all conclude so suddenly and unceremoniously? 

The aetherstream called out to her still. The strongest it had ever been, although it had been escalating for months if she were honest. Like the feeling she had on the skyship to Aovra, it came to her now like an unknowable song full of hope and sorrow, love and regret. It imbued her with a tranquil resolve, but also a deep longing with no intent. What did the aetherstream want? That was the thing that she had to know—for herself and for Vilor. 

Lost in her reverie, she was startled when Mr. Jiven—who had apparently taken over the helm for the captain at some point—called over the aethercom, “Nealith, right ahead!” The ship’s running lights turned on and a coral reef was visible just below them. The ship, which had been at a downward angle for several hours, leveled out and ran parallel to it. The slight shift of angle was an unexpected relief. 

The reef appeared healthy and full of life, which was surprising. Delicate pixishrimp pranced from anemone to anemone while growlerfish prowled in search of a meatier snack. Chelin gawked at the scenery. She’d never spent much time below water and certainly not in an isolated ruin left untouched for thousands of years. That this reef was thriving in a place considered by most to be a necropolis seemed to be a good sign and she was curious what could be learned by studying it. 

Just then, a peculiar thought—what if the connection between her and Sencius was bleeding through the archway? Could she be more fascinated and knowledgeable about biology now? Could he become a Courtesan in time? She kept that line of thinking to herself; she wasn’t sure what to make of it.

The reef angled up, peaked, and then opened into a dazzling valley glittering with light. No sunlight reached this depth, but the ground and structures were plain to see. Plant life had reclaimed the city and now inexplicable thousands of Ferelux were twining through everything, contouring the depths with their combined radiance. 

This was not the scene Chelin had expected to come upon here, “Uh, Sencius?”

“By Dio’s guiding light,” he stammered, “I—well, this…er, that is…well, the ruins were empty when I was here before.“

The captain strode onto the bridge, saw the bright display, and immediately demanded, “What’s this spectacle now? I seem to recall the term ruin being used to describe an area abandoned and in disrepair. We’ve got disrepair but we’re coming up exceedingly deficient on the other part.”

“Well, I don’t know what they’re all doing here, Captain,” a befuddled Sencius admitted. “It was just a couple of weeks ago that I was, well, right here. Completely alone, I might add.”

“Could be sent after us,” Mr. Lanes grumbled from below.

The captain narrowed her eyes and twirled the ends of her braid. She began to pace back and forth as she thought out loud, “Doesn’t make sense to send a legion of blinkers. The interception earlier indicates that our destination is not secret, although an alternative theory might be that there is some manner of tracking device on the ship through which our trajectory was inferred. We haven’t detected any further ships so both arguments hold water.” She absent-mindedly patted the ship’s wall to atone for superstition, then turned to continue her postulating but collided with Cyryl. 

“It stands to reason that they’ve come of their own accord. Perhaps seeking the knowledge the doctor uncovered. The Pan-Ministry might not be as urgent about sending the archeology team they promised as the Ferelux would like,” he explained rationally after stepping back from Vivia. His fingers ran through his dark locks.

Sencius ventured, “Well, we could go out and ask what they’re all, well, doing here. I’d be happy to go but, well…” 

Cyryl and Vivia shrugged at each other and the captain ordered, “Mr. Lanes, would you be so kind?”

“Aye, cap’n,” he affirmed and slipped out the lower hatch. His powerful tail propelled him through the flooded outer hull and to the rear hatch in one, strong thrust. The first mate slowed the ship to a crawl and they waited. Just two minutes later, he returned, “Ain’t the talkative sort.”

“Brilliant,” Vivia exclaimed sarcastically. “Nothing to be done then, since we’re on a deadline. Let’s find ourselves a cave! Doctor, if you could?” She gestured questioningly about which direction to go in.

“Ah, well, it’s um…yes, this way,” he said, but made no move or indication. After a confused silence he implored Chelin sheepishly, “Would you be so kind as to, well, hold up a hand, fingers spread?” She did and he compressed into her left-most finger. “Is that better?” he streamed back to the captain.

“Much,” Vivia took over the helm and turned toward the direction of Chelin’s glowing finger. Using Chelin’s hand as a compass, Sencius directed them to a massive cathedral near the center of the city. Volipterion architecture built upon the surrounding terrain, extending the natural formations into suitable structures. Because of this, they were also notoriously sturdy if not particularly elegant. That this cathedral had survived through the ages was not surprising, but the shape and scale was more than a little staggering. The Grand Cathedral of the Nine back in Hytheol was a modern marvel of engineering and was only half its size. What a sight it must have been in its day!

The building was comprised of a dome that was resting atop a dozen curved pillars that bowed out almost to semi-circles. The overall shape was similar to that of an octopus and it was currently teeming with Ferelux. Unlike structures on land, features such as windows and seating were not necessary. Open structures were much more practical undersea. It was large enough for the Blessing in the Skies to comfortably glide inside. Under the dome was one large room—the congregation must have been immense—save for a small chamber at the top that would have housed scriptures, relics, and general storage. 

There was real presence here. Chelin felt practically transported back in time and began languidly reaching out, slipping effortlessly into a trance-like state that lulled her into aethergazing. The aether here was perceptibly magnanimous. Sweet and airy, she took to it ravenously, losing herself in the glorious sensation of it all. Like taking a deep breath that stretched to eternity to fill an endless void, Chelin was heedless of the consequence as she began to tune and consume the transcendental beauty all around her. Exalted, her heart sang!

The next thing she knew, she was being grappled to the floor. In slow motion she saw a goggled Cyryl yelling and pointing, Vivia and Rohon fighting to restrain her, and several of the crew frantically attending to malfunctioning panels and exploding equipment around the bridge. Mr. Jiven appeared above her, reached a tendril to her forehead, and knocked her out with a jolt of energy. 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Chelin awoke and she was in the crew quarters, resting on a bunk. She felt a little fuzzy in the head but took a deep breath and went to pull herself up. She was restrained. Looking around instead she found that Cyryl was watching. 

Sencius spoke up first, “Well, how are you feeling?”

Chelin took stock of her facilities, “More than a little confused, but I don’t feel injured. Being tied up is a concern I have.”

“Ah, that, well…” Sencius began.

Cyryl interrupted, “So you don’t recall siphoning the aether from the surrounding area and shutting down the ship?”

Earnestly shocked, Chelin tried to sit up again without thinking, “What? No, I…there was a presence.”

“I’m aware.”

“So you felt it too? Something just came over me and I…slipped. I don’t really know what. I’m sorry. I can’t promise it won’t happen again though, so it’s good you’ve restrained me.”  

“Hmm.”

If what they said was true, and she had no reason to believe otherwise, Chelin was afraid she might hurt someone or damage the ship. Hoping to change the subject, she asked, “Have we found the root, Sencius?” 

“Well, I’ve explained what I could but I’ve, well, been here with you the whole time.”

Chelin sighed and closed her eyes, “I’ve made a mess of this. I hope you can forgive me.” 

“I, er, well, I hope you can forgive me as well. I, well, went through the archway, as it were, and revealed the circumstances that, well, explain the current predicament.” His voice was riddled with guilt at violating their agreement to not cross over without permission. 

“I forgive you, Sencius,” she said sublimely, “there were probably a lot of questions and even more concerns. I understand. Have I been out long?”

“About twenty minutes, is all.”

“Some of the crew are searching for a way down,” Cyryl added. “There are only enough deep water suits for two Kalevi and one Althraxa.” 

She noticed now that Cyryl had his aetheroscope goggles down, “What do you see, Cyryl?”

He flipped the goggles up at that and sat back, “I’ve offered to the doctor to try an extraction technique. Based on what I’ve observed, I surmise that he may be able to exit through your blood and then likely return to a plant once free of your body. I cannot be entirely sure, so it would be safest to attempt it in water. That way your blood will keep flowing and he could easily return in the case that he is unable to bond with different living matter.”

“I see,” Chelin said, her eyes began to water inexplicably and she stared up at the bunk above. She was sad to see him go but it really was rather peculiar to be joined like they were. “Thank you for waiting until I was conscious.”

“Well,” explained Sencius, “from what I’ve gathered I don’t think it was my presence that caused the, well, anomaly on the bridge just a bit ago. In fact, I was able to, well, help in some small ways because of the, er, bond. Also, we can’t forget why we joined in the first place. I would like to wait until we’ve been to the cave before, well, leaving you.”

Chelin was now inexplicably relieved but a flat, “Oh, okay,” was all that came out. Tears welled in the corners of her eyes and rolled down her temples, into her ears, and dampened the pillow below. 

There was palpable stillness in the atmosphere. Chelin felt as though she’d caused so much trouble already that she didn’t want to fuss over knowing all the details of what was happening with the search, whether the ship was still okay, and if she’d hurt anyone. So she kept it to herself for now, but her mind was racing. Cyryl clicked his goggles down again and kept an eye on her as the minutes ticked on.

Finally the tension was broken by Rohon, who entered and immediately ran over to her. “Hey, Chel, you’re awake!” His friendly cadence was comforting. He gave her a pat on the head, smiling cheerfully down at her. Then, apparently remembering what he came in for, he snapped his fingers in front of Cyryl’s goggled eyes the way he so often broke Chelin from her gazing, “Hey Cy, Captain said they found a mechanism of some sort. Figured you’re the guy so…” He gestured ambiguously toward the bridge. 

Cyryl, annoyed, flipped up his goggles and flashed Rohon a look of warning. He got up and exited from the room without further ado. Rohon grabbed a chair and brought it over to keep Chelin company for a while. 

“Gave us all quite the scare back there, Chel. The whole ship shut down and Cyryl was shouting something about unstable streams. A whole lot of chaos! But after Mr. Jiven knocked you out, we were able to restart the Blessing right off. I checked for damage but, aside from some resets to the systems, she’s uh, ship shape.” He realized only afterward that he’d made a pun, so smiled at his own wit and then laughed. 

“You sound like a sailor,” she teased gently.

He rubbed his chin and shrugged, “Been thinking about what the Captain said earlier and, y’know, it might be fun to travel around and see the world. Provided there’s still a world to see, right?” 

The thought of Rohon being gone for unbounded and perilous periods of time was heartbreaking, but she smiled and streamed to him reassuringly, “I think that’s a great idea.”

In earnest, Sencius volunteered, “You seem well-suited to it!”

“Thanks,” he grinned sheepishly, then got up. “I’ll go see what’s going on. I’ll be right back.” He squeezed her shoulder and strode in the direction of the command pod. 

He was only gone for a couple of minutes. Jogging back into the room, his face was serious. He informed her, “Cyryl’s gonna try to tune the mechanism.” Rohon grabbed Cyryl’s bag and jogged back out. 

“I wish I could watch,” lamented Chelin openly. Exciting, once-in-a-lifetime things were taking place not far from where she was and she was missing them!

“Well, it’s probably safer if you didn’t,” Sencius blurted out. A moment later he realized what his words implied and sputtered, “Oh my, er, um…that was awfully, well, rude of me!” 

She sulked, “No, you’re right.” She felt the strong urge to aethergaze and reach out with her mind in order to see what was happening, but imagining the ship shutting off and everyone dying was enough to suppress it. The earlier phantasm of the fleet destroying the Blessing crept back into her mind though. She stared out at the glowing pillars of Ferelux winding around the cathedral and tried to empty her mind. 

Later there were deep, rumbling echoes from below the ship that lasted for several minutes. Afterward, she felt the ship begin to move. Looking laterally through the hull, she could just barely make out a ledge. The ship was descending, past the ledge and down some kind of conduit that must have been below the church floor. Thanks to the combination of running lights and Ferelux, she was able to make out the unexpected silhouette of a gabled staircase winding down the inside of the tunnel—a peculiar thing to find in a Volipterion ruin. 

The descent stopped several times and the ship turned sharply down. She could hear the ray emitters being fired and the sound of fracturing rocks. Then the ship would right itself and continue. She strained to hear what was happening. It was deathly still—oppressively so. 

She and Sencius conversed a little to pass the time. Eventually Rohon came back and explained what the pair had already pieced together: they were traveling down a tunnel that seemed to lead toward the presumed location of the cave. The emitters were being used to clear some cave-ins and debris, but it was definitely not a natural formation. The tube was a perfect circle with a staircase winding down the inside curve. 

She continued to distract herself, though the presence was bearing down on her with greater force and her curiosity was easily its rival. Terrified of slipping, she fixated all her effort into Entertaining Sencius as best she could: singing songs and reciting epic poetry that she’d memorized. Normally she’d enhance the experience by aethertuning but that required free movement and would probably a bad idea anyway.

When she thought she’d go mad being restrained for so long, the ship moved forward for just a minute, then up, and stopped. 

The whole of the crew and passengers came as a group to the crew quarters solemnly. Rohon and a deck hand immediately moved to free her.

Chelin sat up and stretched her arms. It seemed surreal to imagine that the journey was at an end while she was tied up. It felt awfully anticlimactic. “Did we actually find it?”

“Better seen than anything,” the captain had a strangely guarded expression as she led Chelin to the bridge.

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Once on the bridge, she now had an unobstructed view of a massive room with stalagmite pillars that rose from the floor—or descended from the ceiling—like the trunks of ancient trees. Looking more closely, they seemed to be placed at regular intervals around the room and might have been carved decoratively at one time. From below the water, nine disks floated on the surface and were arranged in a deliberate, circular pattern. 

Everyone seemed tense as Chelin gawked at the sight before her. “It’s just like you showed me, Sencius!” Like a child in a toy store, she was beside herself. She pressed her face against the transparent hull of the command pod and looked all around. “Look, you can see the images on this side as well!” 

“Prepare for away,” Vivia commanded the crew. 

Arguing, “Please, do I have to go?” Eloy had volunteered to watch the ship. Everyone else moved Sencius’s equipment to the aft operations pod, the portal sealed, and then detached. The ancillary jets fired and they turned about. The rear, side panel of the outer hull was right in front of them now. Flipping a toggle on the panel beside the cramped navigation controls, an aperture in the rear, side panel began to open allowing the pod to traverse outside the hull proper. They ascended to the surface and found a mirror image of the underwater portion of the room visible through the dim glow of the ship. Edging up near a walkway, two deckhands exited through the upper hatch, moored the pod, and produced a gangway. 

Mr. Lanes let himself out the bottom while the rest of the group went out the top. The lookout stayed behind. The crew worked to unload Sencius’s equipment and set up some lanterns to illuminate the room. 

“By the Nine,” Chelin looked around the colossal room in awe. The walkways were wide enough for a dozen Kalevi and the high ceiling could contain a thousand Althraxa! She ran toward the arrangement of platforms effervescent in her excitement. The aether was warm and welcoming and beckoned her to explore. 

Reaching the nearest platform, she paused to gaze down at it. It was ten meters across and what had appeared to be colored gemstone in the memory Sencius had shown to her was…not. It appeared gossamer and alien. What Sencius had believed to be script were actually ribboned patterns in its surface that were delicate and intricate like a spiderweb but impossibly complex. The color spanned from milky white to copper to brown to nearly-green. The pattern encircled the platform, spreading out from the center pool which Chelin could see now was open to the surface of the water. Within the center hollow was an image that projected above and below water in the light. Sencius’s glow added to the light of the lanterns and the image was plain to see from a distance. It showed a scale in balance with the four races present equally on both sides. 

She glanced across the room, noting that each platform had its own distinct color and pattern. She thought she recognized the image that Sencius had shown her in a platform across the walkway. That disk was gradiated between silver and gold. She looked toward the ceiling and tried to find the small root that Sencius had traversed before but it was too dark in the tall corners. 

“Chelin, do you see that?” Sencius’s wordstream was faint. “The center platform.”

Movement. The intricate pattern on the center platform was in motion, gradually expanding and contracting. 

She gasped and watched in disbelief. “Maybe we’re supposed to start there?” 

“Well, the way it moves reminds me of something but, well, I can’t seem to place it,” Sencius admitted. 

The others were coming up behind them now.

“It’s a lot like a spectroglobe, but isn’t this place supposed to be ancient, doc?” Rohon was gesturing to the image on the near platform.

“Undoubtedly, so. The sediment is, well…it all looks ancient.”

“But that projection looks more advanced than anything I’ve seen.”

“Alien technology, perhaps?” offered Vivia. “Dr. Gavle mentioned that was a possibility.”

“Well, I really couldn’t say.”

“Scales weighing people? What’s that’s even supposed to mean?” Rohon asked.

Cyryl set down his bag near the end of the walkway, “Most likely a representation of balance or equality. Fascinating.” He lowered his goggles and looked around. He was wearing his full suit of gear: goggles, bracers, aetherpump, and even his precision-tuning finger-caps. He pinched lightly at the aether in front of him several places and frowned. “The aetherstream here is coagulated and sluggish.”

“Can I look?” Chelin asked hopefully. He lifted his goggles and gave her an icy stare that clearly conveyed his thought on the matter. “Can I at least walk around and see the images?” He nodded and lowered the goggles. 

Before she stepped away Cyryl added, “But don’t go to the middle one until I figure out why it is moving when the others are not. Also, doctor, I don’t know if it was worth the price of admission, but this chamber is phenomenal—unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”

She took a step onto the disk apprehensively. She half expected to fall through it into the water and wondered briefly why she hadn’t bent down to touch it before walking out onto it. But it held; the surface was hard like marble. 

She traversed clockwise toward the next platform. It was red near the center and blue at the edge with ribbons of stony-grey winding throughout. The projected image showed a simple cross section of a planet with Volipterion figures encircling the globe below the water, Kalevi figures circuiting on land, and a wreath of Althraxa in the sky. There was a gradient of color along each circle. The Volipterion figures started at a dark purple, almost black, and gradually became a vibrant cobalt by the halfway point before graduating back down toward dark purple. The Kalevi figures ranged from vivid yellow to dark green. The Althraxa went from a deep, burgundy red to neon orange. The entire scene was enveloped in prismatic light. There was no ambiguity about any of the figures and the detail did not seem to be the rudimentary depictions of their ancestors. It was more like a children’s book.

“Sencius, do you think these are depictions of ancient Vilor?” she contemplated doubtfully. 

The pair walked on. She was feeling much more in command of herself now that she was out of the restraints. Although she desperately wanted to aethergaze here, she was proud of the excellent job she was doing holding the urge at bay. 

The next platform was the silver-gold one that had the now-familiar image of the four races holding an orb of light and surrounded by a halo of light, glowing inwardly. Up close, it was easier to see the orbs being held by the figures and she could see that there were actually two, not one. 

“Well, two orbs, or Ferelux, is a surprise. Perhaps our experiment was, well, too hastily executed?” Sencius let an embarrassed laugh ripple out and Chelin noted that it was the first time she’d heard him laugh since they met. 

“Or perhaps I’m supposed to cut you in tween!” she threatened in jest.

“Well, you did,” he reminded her soberly. 

She searched her memory and eventually remembered the broken branch from the violet reception room in her home. “Right, I do apologize about that. Do you think your split will come here or wait for you?”

“Well, I—I’m not really sure. I could make an argument for, well, either.”

She moved to the next platform intent on cataloging its color but was disappointed to find it was entirely clear. The projection was rather strange also. There were two each of Althraxa, Kalevi, and Volipterion arranged in a circle. Each figure was holding on to their partner on one side and presenting an orb of light to the race on either side as if in exchange. Their eyes were closed and they seemed serene. In fact, there seemed to be a non-visual sense to the images that spoke directly to one’s consciousness.

Chelin was a little frustrated that she didn’t understand the images, “I hope Cyryl can make sense of these because each one is more abstract than the last!”

“Well, you brought him because he is capable, yes?”

Chelin looked over to the first platform where Cyryl was still working. She sighed, annoyed, “He is.”

She moved on to the inner ring of platforms. The mottled and cloudy, grey-and-brown disk depicted some kind of burial rituals. The disk that was a profound blend of turquoise to navy blue showed all the races relating to water: drinking, osmosing, swimming, and even being rained upon. All living things were depicted traversing through the forests and fields of sea, land, and sky at the next disk, which was a kaleidoscope of greens freckled with pink. Lastly, the fiery orange disk haloed by deep amethyst had an image portraying a great migration along the currents of Vilor, air for the Kalevi and Althraxa, and water for the Volipterion. 

A constant throughout each was the presence of Ferelux on the plants and people. It seemed to suggest that the Ferelux were to exist equally throughout all life, similarly to the role they played now, but with a decidedly different feeling. Living among the other three species was essentially what they did and have always done, according to the history of the ages. Being occupied by Ferelux, however, was an oddity and was only done for medical reasons. Whether it was normal during the era of whomever made these images was not something the Conflux had ever shared. 

The Conflux was more than just a collection of Ferelux who could process complex information, it also served as a record of history and library of knowledge. When Ferelux began to wane, they felt a call to join the Conflux. Once there, the accumulated knowledge from their lifetime would be shared and added to the narrative. Within the collective, it was said that they were able to functionally contribute until they expired. While this meant that old accounts were passed on through the collective, the older tales tended to be less reliable accountings. This is because, when the tapestry of perspectives about a given event were woven together, it becomes impossible to divorce the personal truths from the base facts. 

The War of the Deep Divide was an excellent example. It was widely believed that it began with a Volipterion civil war. The Volipterion prefer to settle matters in single-combat. Once the victor triumphs, they concuss their opponent with a powerful tail slap so that they may tear off a trophy limp. This time, however, the same potent move was used in unison by a legion of Volipterion that pulverized an enemy stronghold. It also sent a tidal wave a kilometer high across the southwestern continent and eradicated several coastal cities. The Kalevi retaliated and the Althraxa, appalled by the unprovoked slaughter, provided aid. Eventually the Volipterion outfitted several aspidochelone with missiles and sent strikes against Althraxan cities, leading to the Blood Tide. It wasn’t until the Ferelux withdrew, simultaneously and completely to the farthest corners of Vilor, thereby abandoning the other races, that they were made to see reason and negotiate peace. 

However, there is a version that sets the coastal Kalevian cities as the initial aggressors who were pillaging Volipterion caravans and slaughtering their tribes. Another version outlines a conspiracy plot by the Althraxa to pit the Volipterion and Kalevi against one another in order to become the dominant species. There is even a version—which the Ferelux will explain unabashedly—that names several of their own as the culprits in a fanatical cult movement trying to provide tribute to Dio.

“Life must have once been so different,” Chelin speculated as she rounded the last platform in the inner ring. “I mean, until the invention of the aetherpump four hundred years ago, Vilorians had to do everything manually. And it wasn’t until the vacuum tube ninety years ago that everything had to be lit by fire or Ferelux at night. It’s curious to imagine.”

“Well, I’ve spent most of my life away from contemporary civilization,” Sencius reminded her of their conversation over gardening earlier that day. “There are still corners of this great planet that remain, well, practically untouched—lost to time or of little value to modern industry—where, well, isolated tribes still adhere to old ways.”

Chelin was amazed and turned her attention away from the images before her, “Really? Did you converse with any?”

Sencius sounded embarrassed then and sputtered, “Well, I—err, that is, I study plants?” 

“But you saw them?”

“Well, yes,” he admitted, “but I kept my, um, distance.”

Chelin imagined an uncivilized tribe of Kalevi in her head, performing burial rites or migrating from place to place as the projected images showed. She had been surrounded by higher learning and technology her entire life—it was practically bred into her family—so the novelty of such an uncomplicated existence was surreal. 

She wandered as she daydreamed, absent-mindedly crossing the bridge to the center platform. Without really taking it in consciously, she perceived that it was white and black, divided evenly into hemispheres, but with fibrous tendrils reaching across into the opposite side. The pattern undulated with greater intensity at her approach. Staring bemusedly while she fantasized about anthropology, the image at its center began to animate. 

It began with a Kalevi infant, swaddled in violet fabric and crying. It grew as she watched into a small child with fair, emerald skin and dark-green hair; the spitting image of Chelin. As the child walked around and emoted joyfully, it grew into a willful and romantic adolescent girl. The girl became a young woman with expressive, brass-colored eyes who stared defiantly at Chelin and turned away. Advancing to adulthood, this mirror image of Chelin became distraught and foolhardy in her mannerism until, fleeing from unseen pursuers, she stumbled and fell. As the image hung her head, Chelin saw her likeness was aging rapidly.

 

 

“Chelin!” Rohon wrenched her back and spun her to him. “Snap out of it!”

“But it’s me,” she tried to explain, pointing listlessly toward the image she had been rapt in. 

He half-dragged, half-carried her back from the central platform and delivered her back to the group at the walkway. 

Cyryl’s eyes were wild and he moved between her and the platforms. “I said not to approach the center!” his infuriated wordstream swelled and broke over her forcefully. 

Startled and dismayed by his oppressive air, something in Chelin snapped and she roared back, “I’m not your doll, your plaything, to direct as you see fit! I’ve endlessly accommodated your insecurity, but I’m not going to let you make me feel ashamed of my ability any longer! It’s your loathsome jealousy that will forever be the rift between us, Cyryl! I will never fit into the box you’ve designed for me!”

For the look on Cyryl’s face, she may as well have slapped him. He reeled and took several steps backward, mouth agape. Chelin was standing defiantly, ready for an attack; he tensed, looking about to retort, but then hung his head and relaxed his shoulders. He ran one hand through his hair; the others were clenched into fists. 

For a long time, no one spoke. The captain and crew paused apprehensively in their setting-up of equipment, unsure if this display meant to cut the expedition short. Rohon was uneasily sidling his body into position to create an obstacle between them, just in case it escalated further. Sencius was not visible, presumably having retreated somewhere inside of Chelin’s anatomy.

Chelin seethed visibly. She felt guilty at forcing Cyryl on this adventure but she could no longer bear the burden of his repressive envy. The gods knew she’d tried to smile and gracefully endure Cyryl’s repugnance and her parent’s disappointment but, despite their treatment of her, she wasn’t some kind of abomination! Tears welled up in the corners of her eyes. She felt unshackled. She felt absolved. 

Standing up straight then, Chelin smoothed her vest and put her hand on Rohon’s shoulder reassuringly. He, too, relaxed and allowed her to pass. She stepped forward toward Cyryl, whose head was still bowed, and past him onto the platforms. She strode intently for the center disk which, as she approached, began to animate from the beginning again. 

“Sencius,” putting the scene behind her and focusing her eyes intently on the projection, “do you see me in the image too?”

“No,” his tone was uncertain but his glow surfaced to her arms. 

She was crestfallen despite having expected that answer, “I see. Am I just imagining it then? Have I gone mad?”

“Well, I am seeing myself,” he clarified.

Chelin stopped in her tracks; her mind was a lightning bolt of revelation. This image reflected its viewer, meaning it was aware of them! Could it be trying to communicate? 

She ran toward the platform and unabashedly slipped her gaze into the aetherstream. A flood of aether was issuing forth from the platform in a continuous eruption—it was deafening. Flowing into the epicenter, a small ribbon of aether was being drawn in from beyond the boundaries of the room. She reached out a hand to touch the intangible vapor. It seemed to beckon her onto the platform and, as her feet made contact, she was overwhelmed by a reverberant voice. It was singing the song she’d felt all her life: as a child, in the skyship, in the ruins of the cathedral. She attuned and joined the aethersong; something no one, perhaps, had ever experienced before now. 

As she did, knowledge flowed into her mind too massive and too fast to comprehend. Yet she held fast under the assault, resolved and supported by an unerring feeling that she was walking the correct path. Finally, she let go and opened her arms and mind to it. Blinded and deafened by the barrage, she did not notice the dark shapes moving deep below the water. Neither did her companions, who were gawking at the suddenly visible aetherstream and haunting discord of synaesthesia washing over them.

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

An alarm began to flood through the chamber, snapping captain and crew from the hypnotic display fountaining before them. Rohon, too, was in control of his facilities but Cyryl was still unflinchingly fixated on the platform. He didn’t need to use his goggles now because the bursting aether was currently visible for all to see. 

Looking for the source of the alarm quickly revealed that it was the Blessing in the Skies and, no sooner than the first mate could fly up and notice the looming shadows underwater, the lookout called out, “Volips below!”

“Fall back to the Blessing!” commanded Vivia, who picked up a nearby megascope to wield as a weapon and stood firm to cover their retreat. When Cyryl didn’t move, she grabbed him by the shoulder and manhandled him behind her, “You too, Mr. Prexinos!” He tumbled to the ground and looked around confusedly. “Return to the ship!” Vivia ordered over her shoulder, beginning to fall back herself. 

Leaving all the equipment ashore, they hurried back to the pod. Once inside, a pair of deep-sea vessels parked at the bottom of the chamber were easy to spot from beneath the water’s surface. Volipterion troops poured out and headed for the fountaining display of visible aether issuing forth from the center platform. A small contingent broke off and headed toward the Blessing. 

“But what about Chelin?” Rohon protested when he realized the hatch was being closed without her in the pod.

“Can’t be helped, Mr. Kish!” replied Vivia, sealing the portal and giving a nod to her first mate. “We’ll retrieve her after we lose our crustaceous admirers.”

The pod quickly dove and angled toward the Blessing well ahead of their pursuers, an activity that was not missed by the troops. Additional forces broke off toward their ship as a result.

“They’re not gonna just leave her alone up there!” Rohon gripped Vivia by her jacket and looked her square in the face. Worry marred his usually-affable features.

She sneered and pinched his hands painfully, forcing him to release his grip on her. Unmoved, she asked him, “Would you rather we all be captured or killed, hmm? I don’t revel in leaving her, but we have precious few moments to attempt anything other than certain arrest.”

He looked around for support but everyone here was loyal crew to the captain except Cyryl, and Cyryl refused to make eye contact. He didn’t even seem to be paying attention. Rohon sat down, defeated, and put his head in his hands.

The pod reached the aperture in the hull and Mr. Jiven angled them through expertly again, though at a much higher speed than when they’d exited. The pod scraped against the opening twice but did not do any obvious damage. As soon as they’d crossed the threshold, the first mate shut the portal behind them and captain called on the aethercom to the bridge.

“Mr. Lanes, I’m hoping that’s you who raised the alarm and that you’re on the bridge. We’re on board but not connected. Be at the ready!”

“Aye, cap’n,” came the reply and Vivia visibly relaxed just slightly.

“That’s a relief! For a dreadful moment I worried that the alarm was being sounded by that sniveling puffer, Mr. Pac, and that we’d left Mr. Lanes behind.” Realizing that might offend, she glanced at Rohon, “Sorry.”

The hum of the main plasma drive began to warm up as the pod angled to reconnect to the frame, a maneuver that required carefully lining up with three individual corridors and the aft portal. The first mate had to realign several times and the tension in the pod was unbearable.

When a deck hand began to wise off and distract Mr. Jiven, Vivia backhanded the young Kalevi and glared challengingly around the pod. A minute later, but what had felt like an eternity, they were attached and they wasted no time aethercomming the bridge, “We’re on, let’s go!” The captain opened the portal and ran toward the bridge while the crew spread out to their posts. 

Rohon looked back toward the edifice where Chelin was. From the ship, it was just a glowing tornado of unknown, prismatic energy. The strange display had caused the troopers to form a perimeter instead of moving in. Before he could be relieved, Rohon saw a soldier approaching the surface well beyond the perimeter with a long-barreled volt rifle. An Althraxan design, the weapon was capable of either stunning or killing but could only be used above water. 

“Captain!” Rohon pleaded on the aethercom, “They’re setting up to snipe her!”

Vivia did nothing to hide her aggravation but acquiesced, “Very well, bring her up and we’ll try to get her from above. Find a rope or some such. Hang on.”

The ship angled straight up and the engine engaged. Rohon grabbed on to keep from sliding toward the back. Since the hull was flooded, it would take a great force to lift her out of the water, but the Blessing had a great force to provide. The contingent that had come toward the ship was forced to retreat as the burst of energy frothed the water. Ponderously, the ship rose and emerged from the water in a great geyser. Keeping the engines pointed at the surface to counteract the weight of the flooded hull, a hurricane-like spray swirled throughout the chamber.

Rohon climbed up into the crew quarters and searched through the equipment for something he could use and found a rope ladder. Dropping back down into the operations pod, he noticed Cyryl was still strapped into a chair and hadn’t made a move the entire time. Rohon pulled himself over to the aft portal and strained to see through the dense spray outside. 

The ship was laboring to hover while avoiding the pillars in the chamber and inching toward the arrangement of platforms. Coming as close as they dared without injuring Chelin, Rohon opened the portal and lowered the ladder.

“You’ve got one shot, Mr. Kish,” the captain called over the com. 

As he began to climb down the ladder, he saw the sniper surface and raise the gun toward Chelin. She was motionless on the platform, appearing unaware of the frenzy of activity around her. Her arms were open wide, her eyes defocused, and she was kneeling. The font of aether coalesced around her, swirling and constricting over her form. He dropped the rest of the distance to the walkway below, hoping beyond hope that he could get there in time. His heart fell as the end of the volt rifle began to spark but, before the weapon could charge, a beam angled down from the prow of the Blessing and struck the water near the sniper. The sniper disappeared under the surface. 

Reinvigorated, Rohon reached the outer ring of platforms and rushed through to the inner ring. Wispy, grey tendrils of energy began to appear in the air throughout the chamber, undulating slightly and flowing airily toward Chelin’s spellbound form. The roar of the aetherfont fell silent and an ethereal chime filled the chamber. For a moment, everything felt tranquil.

Out of the corner of his eye, Rohon saw several Volipterions in supermarine suits climb out of the water wielding nets. 

When Rohon’s feet made contact with the bridge that would deliver him to the center platform, the fine, grey tendrils suddenly accelerated and began to pull upon the very air and water all around. The tranquil chiming sound crescendoed to an overwhelming wail and Rohon became dizzy. He staggered and dropped to one knee a few meters short of Chelin, catching waves of terrified howls from somewhere in the chamber. Looking across the platform, the suited troops were clawing at the air as smoky streams of grey spouted forth from their bodies and were drawn into Chelin. Feeling weak, Rohon looked down and saw the same wisps were being drawn from him. With a pit in his stomach, he turned to look at the Blessing in the Skies and saw the grey ribbons siphoning out from it as well. He watched in mute horror as the engines began to sputter and the vessel listed to one side. 

The ship tipped and fell partially upon the floating, stone walkway but, impossibly, it was not the walkway that yielded. A cacophony of bells sounded as the outer hull cracked and shattered, erupting into innumerable, brilliant shards. Tempered glass hit several of the troops and sliced Rohon across his arms and legs. The water that had been held inside the hull, no longer captive, cascaded out and sent a swell across the surface. Troops had their legs swept out from under them and some were sent careening back into the water. Rohon was smacked against the railing of the bridge. He gasped from a blow when he bumped his head on the railing, filling his lungs with water. Crawling onto his hands and knees he coughed it out violently and wiped the blood from his brow. 

He looked up at Chelin; she was needled with shards of glass all across her left side. Spots of blood stained her clothes but still she hadn’t moved. Her outstretched arms were gathering all the aether into her body. Sencius, who also appeared paralyzed, had diffused throughout her body which caused her to have an otherworldly glow. 

Enfeebled now by both blood and aether being drawn from him, Rohon crawled toward her. His strong form was becoming withered and his vibrant, yellow skin dulled. Struggling to reach her, he propped himself up and reached out his arms to clasp each of her hands with his. With the last of his strength he lowered her arms and enveloped her. The influx of aether from the room stopped and instead it pulled solely from Rohon. He fell forward to rest his head on her shoulder. 

“I’m sorry, Chel,” he streamed softly against her, “Looks like this is it.”

Tears rolled from the corners of Chelin’s eyes, though they remained unfocused and enthralled. Within moments, Rohon’s body wilted and collapsed, decomposing and crumbling to ash and bone before her. 

The aetherfont flashed and arced through her and Chelin slumped over, unconscious.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

When Chelin came to, she was in an unfamiliar place. Her arms were wrapped around her and held fast in a straight-jacket. The quilted walls and reverberant echo also told her that she was in an adept suppression booth. Looking through its tiny window slits, she saw a vapor cage across the way with several of the Blessing’s crew inside. Most seemed worse for wear. Some had makeshift slings or hastily tied bandages and were watching over a prone Mr. Jiven and quartermaster. She didn’t spy the captain or Mr. Lanes. 

“Chelin—,” it was Sencius. There was something uncertain his in tone.

She sat back against the cushioned booth wall. “Sencius,” her stream quavered uncontrollably and her eyes welled up with tears. Her wordstream swelled in her mind but she lacked the heart to give it form and began to sob instead.

“Chelin—I…well, you, should know that we’re captured.” 

She nodded. 

“And not everyone…made it.”

“Rohon.” Her face twisted in anguish and a flood of tears cascaded down her cheeks. 

“Yes.”

She mourned, wailing with abandon when the recollection of what happened roiled in her memory. Although she had been enraptured by the aetherfont, she had been partially aware of her surroundings. The font had inundated her with incomprehensible visions too overwhelming to focus on directly, so her conscious mind had retreated outward. Like trying to observe from the opposite side of a waterfall, the things she was able to make out were blurry and drowned out by the cacophony. She’d seen dark shapes approaching and caught their panicked cries rippling through the chamber. Though she was turned away, she had heard the ship shatter and felt the shards of glass lodge in her back and left side. And Rohon’s last words to her were seared into her mind. 

It was a long time before her sobs began to die down and Sencius, who had tried not to disturb her, endeavored to console her. “It was an accident.” 

Suddenly irate, Chelin blinked her tears away, “Accident!? People don’t accidentally drain the life from their friends when he was trying to keep me from killing everyone!” She got up and kicked at the walls of the booth in frustration. It did nothing to quell the anger beginning to boil inside her.

“Quiet down!” a gruff voice streamed into the hold. A pair of Volipterion guards swam over to inspect the prisoners. A black orb of an eye with a half-circle iris caught Chelin’s gaze through the slits in the booth.

“The adept is awake!”

“Good, I’ll tell the commander,” the gruff voice trailed off, already swimming away. 

A few minutes later two more guards appeared, tipped her enclosure onto its side, and attached ballasts to make it float. Chelin turned on her side to peer out as she was moved. They maneuvered it out of the chamber and down a long, oval corridor. The Volipterion design of the ship was obvious, from the unenclosed hull to the sea flora covering nearly every surface. The hold where she and the others were being kept must have been near the rear of the ship because she passed chamber after chamber before finally coming to a stop in front of a large archway made of coral and platinum. 

Moving closer to peek out a window slit, Chelin could see slightly into the room ahead. It was fairly dark, but she could make out several silhouettes and faint conversation. After a brief wait, her booth was pushed through the archway. At the same time, Vivia was being escorted out in shackles with Mr. Lanes swimming freely alongside. Chelin caught eyes with Vivia for a brief moment as they passed—a look of worry was on the captain’s face. 

Reaching the center of the room, the booth was tipped upright again but the ballasts left attached. It bobbed slightly as she moved to try to take in her surroundings one tiny slit at a time. The room was large, with four coiling pillars providing support. Her booth had been set in between two of the pillars. Beyond the other two, a large console was built into the wall with all manner of maps and charts, as well as an auroral spectroglobe displaying their course—due east. A grizzled-looking and heavily-ornamented Volipterion with midnight-blue plating approached and peered inside at her. 

“Identify yourself,” he commanded, curling his lips into a jagged-toothed sneer.

Chelin took a step backward in retreat, which caused the booth to begin tipping backwards. Without her hands to steady herself, Chelin’s knees buckled and she slammed against the back corner, only to find purchase again when the Volipterion kicked the booth upright and held it in place with half a dozen spiny appendages. Through the small window slits, it only served to make the Volipterion appear more threatening, as if he were bearing down on prey. Uneasily, she finally replied, “Chelin Vesper, Courtesan and Adept.” 

“Sencius Gavle, Biologist.”

The Volipterion looked perplexed and angled his view into the booth, stretching his neck in several directions to try to see where the other voice was coming from. “Show yourself,” he finally demanded.

Sencius positioned himself across Chelin’s face and the Volipterion’s eyes narrowed.

“Do you know where you are?”

Neither answered.

“This is the Disparate Measures, my ship. I’m the captain. Seems your little escapade caused quite the commotion up on the continent and the Ministry saw fit to order a bounty for the lot of you and the ship,” his tone was grating and openly hostile. “Five-hundred a head. Twenty-five hundred for you, girl. Ten thousand for the ship.”

The captain unclenched the container and began to circle. “Your stunt back there cost me ten thousand five-hundred marks and three crew mates.” He spat with annoyance and slapped the cage against a pillar. 

Chelin was knocked down inside the cramped space. As she struggled to her knees, she did the math and choked back her emotions. “I’m sorry about your crew,” she offered earnestly, bowing her head. Movement caught her eye and she saw through the window slits that they were in motion. Deep-sea streamliners were some of the fastest ships below the surface, but they were constructed specifically for operation in the abyssopelagic layer of the deep ocean and could not rise above one-thousand fathoms. While not as fast as the Blessing was in the sky, streamliners could have outrun her underwater. 

“Don’t give me your hollow platitudes, witch,” the captain hackled his findrils and bared his teeth. “I saw what you did! You’re only still breathing because the reward specifies you be alive!”

“I can explain!” Chelin blurted out but, as the words flowed from her she wasn’t entirely sure she could. “I think…,” she added lamely.

“I can,” Sencius stated firmly.

The captain swam up and peered at them, tapping his stiletto points menacingly on the booth. “You. Blinker. Enlighten me.”

“Well, err, you see,” now on the spot, he stumbled over his words.

“Don’t waste my time,” there was true warning in the captain’s tone that demanded Sencius to compose himself and caused Chelin to hold her breath.

He streamed in even measure, though his fractal patterns trembled with suppressed fear, “Ms. Vesper is a natural adept of considerable potency and she has, several times, demonstrated an exceptional attunement to the aetherstream. In the chamber, she was entranced by the astonishing force of aether there. It overwhelmed her person and compelled her to act as a conduit of sorts. A similar incident had happened earlier, when we entered the cathedral. It nearly destroyed the ship.”

“Why did that kill my men without so much as a scratch?” the captain demanded, watching Sencius carefully to try to determine if he was lying.

“Well,” he fell back to his usual cadence, “one of the images in the cave, which I believe to be, well, from the genesis of Vilor suggested to me that Ferelux should, well, be worn by the other races. Ms. Vesper and I attempted this and, well, I got stuck. Since then, her tuning abilities have been, well, unpredictable. And there’s the aethervoid, as Mr. Prexinos calls it.”

The captain ground his jagged teeth; this wasn’t something he was keen to hear. He snarled and swam in a circuit. “Rubbish!” he exclaimed mightily, swatting the booth.

“I think the aether was trying to talk to me,” Chelin volunteered, although she doubted this callous mariner would understand, let alone care. Not even the Order had taken her seriously. 

The captain swam up and eyed her.

“I can attest to that,” Sencius added.

“We’ll see,” the captain scoffed. He signaled his guards, though he did not take his eyes off of Chelin and Sencius. Eloy was brought into view, enclosed in an atmospheric diving spheroid. Althraxa were not suited to being underwater at all, so the bulky spheroid was the only contraption that afforded any kind of independent traversal. Though the spheroid robbed him of free movement, he did not seem to be a prisoner. “Tell me this bunk is deception,” he told Eloy, more than asked.

He flinched and wrung his tendrils nervously, “Ah, I believe it is actually true?”

The captain turned and hackled his findrils, “Don’t lie to me, rosie. You’re not on the bounty so I’ve got no compunction letting the authorities know you were lost in the wreckage.” He glided uncomfortably close to him.

Eloy’s eyes went wide and he turned ghost-white—the instinctual camouflage for frightened Althraxa, it was decidedly more effective in the clouds. He coiled up inside the spheroid and whimpered, “Mr. Prexinos could likely confirm it?”

The captain’s findrils smoothed back along his chitinous body as he swam past him, whipping his powerful tail down to create a small vortex that spun him around and around. The horrible captain propelled out of the room, leaving them there alone.

“Why aren’t you captured, Eloy?” Chelin asked uncomfortably as he attempted to right the spheroid. 

“Ah, Mistress Chelin?” characteristically, he pretended not to understand. 

She was used to the way he evaded questions and knew politeness was his weakness, “Eloy, by chance are you working with these bounty hunters?” Her tone was conspiratorial yet sweet. “That captain is dreadful, isn’t she? Did my parents send her?”

“Ah, no?” he seemed perplexed. 

Excellent, she thought, now he’ll explain everything. 

“I sent out a distress beacon and they were the first ones who answered?”

“Really, when?” she tried to sound genuinely agreeable but her heart felt flat. 

“When I, um, stayed behind to watch the ship?”

She sighed hopelessly, dropping the polite facade. “What are they going to do with us, Eloy?”

“They’ve signaled the Ministry and we are to, ah, be transferred aboard a Ministry vessel some hours off?”

She sat down and tried to tuck her knees to her chest but it was impossible with her arms bound across her body as they were. She settled for curling up with her head leaning against the booth, “I failed you, Sencius. I meant what I said before, about taking responsibility. Only…” Chelin struggled against the straight-jacket impotently, “Only I wish we could have understood the images; learned the secret of the room; understood what the aether was saying. It was saying something!”

“Well, perhaps we can still piece it together,” he sounded strangely optimistic. 

“Yeah.” Her thoughts wandered to being handed over to the Pan-Ministry. No doubt her father would be there. She winced at the thought of facing her parents. Her father would be composed publicly but probably lecture her in private. Her mother, on the other hand, would be coolly logical no matter the setting and insist she be tried to the fullest extent of the law. 

After a time, the captain rocketed back into the room, further agitated than when he’d left. “The sooner you’re off my ship, the better. Get out.” Some guards came back in and tipped Chelin’s container on its side again and navigated her back to the hold. Since Volipterion rooms tended not to have doors or be fully enclosed, Eloy wasn’t locked in with her and the crew but the guards postured intimidatingly at him when he attempted to leave. 

“Captain Lor,” Chelin streamed over when the guards left, seeing that she was now in the vapor-surrounded enclosure with the others.

Vivia had been watching her be brought in, “Still in your box, I see. Capital. Can’t say I negotiated any better myself.” She held up her still-shackled hands.

“Did the captain tell you he’s collecting a bounty on us?” Chelin felt suddenly very isolated.

“Indeed he did,” Vivia said tersely. “He wouldn’t parlay with me about a deal, the old crab. Even after Mr. Lanes offered to join his crew as a fair trade. His navigating acumen is well known in these waters, you see.” Vivia sighed and then cursed, “That brine-pool has no decency toward a fellow ship captain!” 

“Hey!” the gruff guard swam in and threatened to unseal the vapor lock. “Keep it up and you’re gonna get it!” The crew members, at least those who were able, all turned their backs and pretended to mind their own business until he left. 

“Do you think there’s a way to get out?” Chelin inspected the booth’s seal with a defeated efficacy. 

Vivia shook her head, “I’m afraid not.” She limped to the back of the cell and sat down in its dark alcove where Cyryl had been keeping to himself. Her golden eyes were down-turned and dull—small slits in the dimly lit hold. “Time to pay our dues.” She began to troll a haunting tune and the crew joined in:

 

In lust for adventure I followed the sun;

Inviting sweet envy; Beholden to none;

Success in my sails, my pride made me brave; 

Then I heard her beckon; The avarice grave;

 

Depravity, gluttony, charted the course;

Though sloth purchased mut’ny along with remorse;

Forfeiting the treasure; Becoming wrath’s slave;

Now I’ll never leave her; The avarice grave;

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

The hours passed in tacit quietus. The drone of the turbine eventually decreased in pitch and the ship came to a stop in the oppressive hush of the deep ocean. Guards massed into the hold and conveyed the prisoners to a cramped vessel that would take them to the surface. The ascent took another four hours. Four hours where Chelin became more and more anxious and less and less clear about how she’d try to explain the calamity of the past two days. Another four hours wrestling with her guilt and grief.

She fantasized about waking from this nightmare and crawling into Elnan’s welcoming arms where he would stroke her hair and give his kindly reassurances that everything would be okay. Then, when the dawn light broke over the horizon, she would have Rohon over for breakfast and cling tightly to him, feeling his whole body shake with laughter at her sudden and intense sentimentality. Yet no matter how many times she tried to wake up, this grim reality was clinging tightly to her and would not let go. 

The vessel docked noisily and the hatch was opened. They were still underwater at this stage, but new Volipterion, adorned with Pan-Ministry insignias, took them into custody. They were escorted through the narrow corridors of a massive flagship that was floating on the surface of the ocean. The sunlight streaking through the portholes in the shallow water was blinding after being in the inky depths for so long. The Volipterion mercenaries followed behind for a while before being directed down a different hallway, no doubt to receive their bounty. 

Chelin was still in the adept suppression booth so she closed her eyes and focused on breathing. She heard the familiar sounds of a pneumatic vacuum lift and felt the force press down on her as the transport capsule accelerated upward. Her ears popped. Coming to a stop a few moments later, she heard footsteps when the lift capsule was opened and guessed that they were now above the waterline. 

Her booth was lifted upright and she peeked out of one eye through a window slit. They had been brought to a grandly appointed assembly hall decorated with brass filigree, rich mahogany woodwork, and golden upholstery. At the far end, on a modestly raised dais, a long table ran its length and several individuals were situated along the back side of it. She glanced for her parents and did not find them. Chelin found herself feeling conflicted about it. Her booth was lifted and carried toward the dais and then set down again. 

“Are you Chelin Vesper?” an aged voice streamed from the table.

“Yes,” she looked through a slit and found the speaker; a withered-looking Althraxa with a coronet that identified him as one of the Pan-Ministry Arch Council. He was the head of the Science Branch and elected symposiarch of the Council.

“Very good. Sencius Gavle?”

“Here.”

The council member called out all the passenger and crew that had been aboard the Blessing. There was a palpable stillness when Rohon’s name was called. Cyryl answered after several heart-wrenching moments, “Regretfully, he perished on the journey.” A commotion and overlapping wordstreams rippled through the room but the role call continued. 

“Splendid,” the councilman warbled, aloof to the trials and losses of those who had been assembled before him. “Now, the charges?”

Another of the council members, a rotund Kalevi with a severely manicured hairdo, held up a photovellum and began to read a laundry list of crimes. It was mostly to be expected—grand larceny, kidnapping, extortionate aethertuning, destruction of Pan-Ministry ships, evading capture—but it was decided, after a last-minute discussion, that four counts of murder should be added for the Volipterion crew members and Rohon. 

“How do you plead?” the Althraxan council member asked with a rasp in his wordstream not unlike sand settling on the shore after a wave. 

Dismayed but firm in the promise she made to everyone, Chelin surged without hesitation, “I take full responsibility!”

“Hmm? What’s this now?” the council member was caught off-guard. Perhaps he had been expecting excuses and denials from the ragged group. 

Habitually, she tried to straighten and smooth her vest but struggled with the straight-jacket instead. “I misled the captain and her crew, Mr. Kish, Mr. Prexinos, and Dr. Gavle into believing the ship was legitimately loaned to me by my father, Consul Vesper. I abducted Mr. Prexinos against his will and Mr. Pac stowed away accidentally.” Knees shaking as despair sank into her, she continued. “Furthermore, I irresponsibly aethertuned causing Mr. Gavle to become trapped on my person, and later draining life from…,” she choked back tears but her wordstream still trembled, “Mr. Kish and the bounty hunter crew members, while also causing the destruction of the Blessing in the Skies.”

“What was in disguise?” the council member seemed confused.

“I mean, the strato-nautical trans-orbital rocket ship prototype,” she remembered. 

“Ah.” There were several minutes of huddled deliberation between the people at the table. Finally the Althraxa called for order and continued, “We sense that there is, at least, some merit of truth that requires further questioning. You will be confined and interviewed until such time as we are prepared to reconvene.” 

Uncertain of her bold decree, Chelin looked around to see the others’ reactions. Vivia and her crew had mustered together resolutely, and even Mr. Jiven and the quartermaster were up floating tenaciously alongside their comrades. Though it was apparent their injuries were taking a toll, the crew effectuated an air of dignity. Vivia stood protectively at the forefront and glanced only briefly toward Chelin. She gave Chelin an almost imperceptible nod. 

Eloy was coiling his tendrils anxiously and was bobbing as far away from the rest of the group as he could politely permit himself. Cyryl’s body language revealed nothing but his gaze was looking off somewhere. She followed it to Adept Ilmit, who was conferring with several others. Of course he would be here—he was the one they called on when adepts broke the law. She closed her eyes just as her booth was picked up and carried back to the pneumatic lift. The lift descended and, still kept inside her suppression booth, she was locked in a windowless cell with an iron door some floors down. She couldn’t see where the others had been taken. 

Some time later, Sencius said to her, “That was a very, well…a very brave thing you did, Chelin. Thank you.”

“Please don’t thank me,” curled up on the floor, her wordstream flowed feebly. “I screwed up again. I… forgot that you’re stuck with me through whatever punishments I receive.” 

“Well, even so, I think it was brave.” 

There was stillness for several minutes until Chelin said abruptly, “That adept…I know him.”

“Well, what does that mean for us?”

Still bound, Chelin labored to sit up and rest her head against the wall, “It means he’ll be thorough. He’s my Auditor at the Order. He knows practically everything about me.” 

Something in Chelin’s tone caused Sencius to press, “Well, won’t that be a boon? If he is familiar with your capabilities he may be, well, easier to convince.”

“If only that were true,” she lamented. “The man is coolly logical; no empathy. To him the world is black and white. And he doesn’t stand for whimsy.”

“I get the feeling the two of you, well, did not see eye to eye.”

“Not really, no.” Suddenly she had a bright idea, “Sencius, we should share our thoughts of what happened in the cave so that we don’t relay anything that could be misconstrued as contradiction!” 

“Well, I…”

“Please Sencius,” she beseeched him desperately.

He intoned softly, kindly, but with great hesitation saturating his words, “I don’t like to see you downhearted.”

Yes, it would involve reliving that moment again. She searched her thoughts silently and steeled herself, “I’ll be all right.”

“Very well,” Sencius mentally made room for her and primed his memory, “come in, please.”

Chelin stepped through the archway separating their minds and was transported to the bridge of the Blessing. The massive cathedral of Nealith loomed in front of them. The ship glided into the great dome between curved columns coursing with the light of a thousand Ferelux. She was aware of, well, her reaching out all her arms and beginning to conduct the invisible symphony of aethertuning. The Blessing began to shudder and creak as she manipulated the air around her. The power shut off suddenly and the Luxite bio-luminescence became the only light. The ship drifted silently but Vivia streamed orders at her crew. Then, from Sencius’s memory, Chelin sensed her head tilt back and her mouth open wide. A sonorous tone filled the space and caused gadgetry all over the ship to burst and spark. There was pounding on the sealed door outside the bridge while captain and crew were clamoring to activate auxiliary power. The door was wrenched open manually and Rohon and Cyryl rushed in. Cyryl warned that massive amounts of aether were being drawn into Chelin and to stop her from tuning, so Rohon asked Vivia to help him restrain her. 

Then the scene changed and they were in the massive, underground chamber. They were walking around the platforms together, observing the projected images and chatting about what they could mean. She remembered this part. Inadvertently they turned toward the center disk and Sencius said, “We mustn’t, Chelin.” She didn’t remember that. Feeling alarmed at the lack of response, he looked around nervously. She saw the center disk begin to react as if it was aware of Chelin walking toward it. Sencius looked back toward the group and called for help. Cyryl frowned and said something to Rohon, who began to jog over. Sencius turned his attention back to the center platform. Chelin was shuffling over the bridge and reaching out her arms. He streamed to Chelin again, more forcefully this time, but she was spellbound and continued forward. So he looked at the image animating in the center and saw his mother divide and imprint him. As he aged through adolescence, his glow pattern transformed and evolved and finally settled on his unique fractal. He watched his young self traverse through a dim and lonely existence, then withdraw from the world, frightened. He felt the loving glow of his mother and saw an alarming look of discovery. After that, an emboldened likeness spread outward and grew bright, enveloping Vilor in a cloak of illumination. Then Rohon began to drag Chelin away and the vision on the platform faded.

Watching herself argue with Cyryl left her feeling very small. The air of arrogance she wore as she stepped past him was appalling. He was clearly hurt by what she had said and Sencius had watched him as she callously stormed off. Cyryl had looked up as she walked away. His eyes were red and glistening. Reaching out a hand feebly toward her, his face twisted and he hung his head once again. Chelin wasn’t sure she could bear the brunt of the next memory.

When she’d stepped onto the center platform, Sencius was nearly trampled by waves of overflowing energy through the bond they now shared. Weathering the rush of information, it took all his fortitude to peer through the archway at what was inundating her mind. Blurred imagery cascaded down like a waterfall but Sencius had been able to pick out flashes of the other disks—their projections in motion as the center one had been. From his extensive travels, he recognized scenery and all manner of locations from all over Vilor in the flashes as well. There was a familiarity, he thought, with something his mother had imprinted in him when he was born. He couldn’t figure it out then; not under that deluge. 

He was aware when the ship exploded but dared not look away from the torrent coursing into Chelin’s mind. Among the myriad impressions, Rohon appeared in her mind in a bolt of profound sadness. As his image faded into grief the other imagery suddenly came into focus and the chiming cacophony converged into a singular voice. He did not understand what it said but it felt like deep, unconditional love. 

Then everything stopped and Sencius dared to look outwardly. The plasma drive spun down and the spray pelting the chamber came to conclusion. Most of the inner pods of the Blessing had detached from the frame and were scattered unceremoniously about the walkways or bobbed on the surface of the water. Unmoving bounty hunters were strewn about in much the same way. Enveloped in Chelin’s unconscious arms were the ashen remains of her dearest friend. Eventually the Volipterions regrouped and searched through the salvage to capture the crew, gathered their dead and wounded, and restrained Chelin. Sencius had kept quiet and hid inside where his glow would not be discovered, coming to the surface some time later when he sensed she was awake. 

The memories faded, “Well, there you have it.”

Chelin took a staggering, deep breath as she stepped back into herself. All efforts to steel herself had crumbled; she felt like a monster. Her heart ached and fresh tears were flowing but she had been insistent and Sencius had obliged, “Thank you. Can we continue later?”

“Of course,” as Sencius spoke there was the sound of a key being turned in the steel lock of the door. With a shrill groan, the door swung open and Adept Ilmit looked in.

“Take her out of that ridiculous box,” he ordered the officers with him. Without delay the booth was opened and she was helped out. One officer inquired about the straight jacket but the adept said, “No, it remains.” The suppression booth was carried from the room and Chelin sat down on the small cot. Adept Ilmit stepped in and had the door locked behind him.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

“Ms. Vesper, I have interviewed several of your companions already. A curious assemblage. Were this your annual audit, I would flag your association with Ms. Lor.”

Chelin knew better than to respond just yet.

“Now, typically I prefer to save group interviews for later, but you have claimed that Dr. Gavle is stuck on your person, is that right?”

“Yes,” the pair answered, more or less at the same time.

“Let us address this first, then. Please detail out the events. You first, Doctor.” 

So Sencius described the conversation about the image and his theory on it, his offer of experiment, and the subsequent tether that developed from it. Thrand asked several clarifying questions such as, “When you say she accessed a different memory, could you describe that?” He nodded often but took no notes. 

When he seemed satisfied, he turned his attention to Chelin. “Now, Ms. Vesper, if you would.” 

From her perspective, she explained that she was anxious to see the cave and wasn’t entirely sure what Sencius was asking when he asked if she wanted to see it. She described how she’d tried to aethergaze on what he was showing her, and then aethertuned instead when that didn’t work. Since Thrand would understand, she told him that the sensation of accessing his memory felt the same as aethergazing. 

“This archway between you, what are its properties?” Both she and Sencius tried to describe that it was open but private, like two distinct rooms of the same house. Sencius added that he believed that only conscious thoughts could be experienced when stepping through and that deeper cognition was isolated.

“How then, Doctor, do you explain that she accessed your memory of the town hall meeting? You said earlier that you were surprised by it and you were not in control.”

Sencius struggled to answer, “Well, yes, but I—that is, we, were naively open to one another without, well, knowing that we’d become connected. I have been able to produce a similar effect when Chelin has been, well, unconscious.”

“Ah,” Thrand nodded and it seemed as though he had prior familiarity with this kind of situation. That, or he was just being polite. It was difficult to tell with Thrand. “Now tell me about what experiments you have tried to become separate again.”

Back and forth for hours, it seemed. He focused on the bonding and their separate and shared perspectives on events. As if suddenly realizing he was being an absent-minded host, Thrand asked if she needed anything. Her wounds ached and she hadn’t eaten since before arriving at the ruins, so she asked for a meal and medicine. When he knocked on the door, a guard opened the small viewing hatch and peered in. Thrand asked that she be attended to but not to fully remove the straight-jacket. Then he left to give her some privacy. A maid was brought in to attend to her meal and then hurried away when done, followed by a nurse to change her bandages and administer a tonic.

Chelin expected Adept Ilmit to return for more interviewing afterward. She was mortified when, instead, both her parents stepped around the steel door and over the portal threshold into the cell. 

Caught completely off guard, her mind swirling with emotion, Chelin sat up straight and effectuated a pleasant demeanor. Trying her best to avoid the obvious, she greeted them neutrally as if she weren’t bound in a straight-jacket and locked up in a cell, “Father, mother, what a surprise!”

Her father sat down across from her while her mother analyzed the room, saying, “I don’t even know where to begin.” It was unclear whether she was talking about the room or the situation.

Her father smiled slightly and began diplomatically, “Adept Ilmit agreed to let us see you as a special courtesy. Typically it would not be permitted since you are a prisoner of the courts but your interrogation has not yet started, I’m told, and this may be the last chance we have to see you.”

“That was kind of him,” Chelin was trying to pick apart her father’s careful wording. What was he not saying?

Apparently she had been supposed to ask because he continued. “With all the journalists at the demonstration that day, news of your stunt was on the mediagraphs before the ship had disappeared on the horizon. I suppose it should come as no surprise that the act was quickly vilified; at first it was thought to be a Volipterion plot. When word got out that it was our daughter…” he grimaced more than he probably had intended and shook his head.

An uneasiness permeated the atmosphere in the small cell and Chelin darted her eyes back and forth between her parents. “I haven’t had the chance to apologize to you. I’ll make a public—”

Her mother interrupted and actually directed her stream toward Chelin, “You’ve endangered the entire planet. A new prototype will take months to complete. It would have been better to take it after the demonstration. At least I would have data then. Instead, a recovery team will have to spend weeks searching through wreckage to salvage anything I can use for the SNTOR Mark II.”

Chelin was overwhelmed by the onrush but ventured hopefully, “If it’s any consolation, Captain Lor and her crew could likely—”

Her mother interrupted again, uncharacteristically flustered, “Not to mention the damage to the fleet. Not to mention the international incident and mounting tension between the races! Not to mention the deaths you caused! Not to mention the scandal to the family! There have been accusations that I put you up to it in order to hide that the prototype was a failure! We’ve even been accused of treason! From one selfish act, the damage you’ve caused is immeasurable.”

On the defensive, Chelin struggled to think of a way to smooth things over, “I’ll explain everything…to anyone! I’ve confessed—am confessing—to the court and I meant it when I said I would take all responsibility! I…” Chelin trailed off when she caught her father’s gaze.

“You may find it’s not as simple as all that. The public opinion will be difficult to sway,” he told her seriously. “With the charges against you and your overnight infamy as a terrorist, upscale nihilist, and accessory to conspiracy, the courts are feeling pressure by the outcry of the populace. Dissension is reaching a breaking point, I fear, and some factions initiated riots and protests in several cities just this morning. You’ve disrupted the peace and many are demanding retribution regardless of your culpability. There are serious solicitations already submitted to the Pan-Ministry from members of the Volipterion Conclave petitioning for execution. And that’s just in two days’ time. It will get worse before it gets better.”

Chelin was stunned. She had not seriously considered being put to death. So-called rogue adepts were rare and there had only been a handful of trials. Most often they became a casualty of the criminal underground they’d stumbled into. 

The most well-known rogue adept trial was for Baphous Axazarias, the engineer-cryptologist who had tried to blow up a city. He had sneaked into the central Revaln public works and made very minute adjustments to the machinery in order to siphon energy in vast quantities to power a bomb. He had hollowed out an entire apartment building to contain the massive thing—it had taken years. His intention had been to destroy the joint Althraxa-Kalevi city of Revaln completely—and would have succeeded too—had the bomb not turned out to be a dud. He was found guilty by the Arch Council, who ordered his implants removed and permanent incarceration in a high-security asylum. Without the ability to manipulate aether he was no longer a threat.

Since Chelin was a natural adept, she translated this severe punishment into a lobotomy that would remove her capacity to see and control the aetherstream. While the thought of never seeing the stream again was beyond upsetting, she’d sort of imagined still seeing her family and friends on visiting days at whatever asylum she was dumped into. Or now, at the very least, be able to go to Rohon’s funeral.  

Vacantly she murmured, “But…I—didn’t mean to hurt anyone…”

Sencius was either kind enough or intimidated enough to stay out of everything. 

Chelin sagged and leaned her head against the wall to her side, hair falling in her face and obscuring the build-up of tears distorting her vision. She hated to let her parents see her lose her composure; it was the only kind of dignity she felt she still had with them and she wanted desperately to cling to it. It was clear from their words that all they cared about was how her actions would tarnish the family name or affect their work. The angry accusations she’d made at Cyryl earlier flashed into her mind and, once again, she drew the similarities between their treatment of her. 

Chelin tried to reclaim the feeling of absolution she’d felt after telling Cyryl off so that she might also boldly confront her parents now, but guilt at the tragedy that had followed kept it from taking hold. 

Somewhere between resolve and despair she broke down, “I don’t actually know what I did so wrong! I’ve tried to make you proud, I’ve tried to be helpful, I’ve tried to be invisible! I’ve given up everything so you could accept me—only you still won’t! What is the terrible secret about me that I’m missing that everyone else seems to know?! WHAT?!” She stood and wept openly before them, feeling the burden she’d carried for so long start to crumble. 

“The charges—,” her mother began but was cut off by her father. 

“Adette dear,” her father admonished, “we aren’t here to discuss the details of the case. And that’s not what your daughter is talking about anyway.”

Her mother turned and looked slightly perplexed at him for a moment, and then nodded. She turned back to Chelin, “Darling, you’ve always been so bold, so…unafraid. You march to the beat of your own drum. In…” Her mother hesitated and took in the full effect of the anguished young woman standing before her. Her expression softened, “I’ve let you down.”

“We’ve let you down,” corrected her father with warmth in his tone. He stood and stepped the short distance to Chelin and enveloped her in his arms. 

She wailed uninhibitedly, overcome by this simple gesture that she had yearned for perpetually. Her mother came over as well and Chelin was sandwiched between her parents for the first time in a long, long time. She wasn’t sure if she had explained herself very well but this was enough for now and, possibly, all that she’d be allowed to have. 

When her sobs died down, her father gripped her by her shoulder and produced his handkerchief. He wiped her tears and held it up so she could blow her nose, then combed her hair back with one of his other hands and gave her a meek half-smile. “Let’s start again, shall we?”

Chelin nodded and sat down. Her parents sat across from her. Then, as if they were merely catching up over dinner, they shared stories about the commotion that had occurred after the ship had taken off. They revealed that she did have some supporters amidst the controversy, although it included groups such as the ignorant, eco-disaster denying Children of Vilor. There was even a favorable eye-witness report that had shown up in the mediagraphs that morning about the daring ship that had taken on an armada alone and won.

She shared her own stories—the amazing things the ship was capable of, the majestic sights she’d seen along the way, the wonder of the chamber, her remorse over the mess she had made—and her parents listened attentively. Her mother couldn’t help herself and asked countless questions about how the various ship functions had performed. Chelin answered her gladly.

When Chelin began to yawn profusely, the weariness of the day finally catching up to her, her father said, “Regrettably, I believe it’s time we retired.” He stood and gestured at the small cell, “Is there anything I can ask to be brought for you?”

Chelin’s brow furrowed and she glanced around, “I’d think a blanket and pillow would be nice.” The room had only a small, bare cot and a bench that was more a part of the wall than it was furniture. 

He nodded and kissed her on the forehead. Her mother gave her an awkward hug. Her parents waited around until the requested items showed up before leaving. She was sorry to see them go, and not just because she was imprisoned in a tiny, metal room.

Still wrapped up in the straight-jacket, she kicked the blanket around with her feet ungracefully in order to cover herself. Her thoughts were contemplative as she looked at the ceiling and found interest in the resulting hue from a verdant glow on the exposed brass joists. Chelin had been so caught up in the time with her parents that she finally remembered that Sencius had been there the whole time. “I’m sorry you had to see that.”

His response was kind and gentle, “I’m glad that I did. You are a rare individual and I’m beginning to fancy myself your biographer.”

“The Catastrophic Misadventures of Chelin Vesper? I suppose it’s not the worst idea and it’s rather flattering to imagine another person being earnestly interested in me, even after such a display. I don’t think I’ll be reading your chronicles, if it’s all the same.”

“Well, I’m honored to have made your acquaintance, Chelin Vesper.”

“Good night, Sencius. I’m so tired…” her eyes fluttered shut and, almost immediately, her head lolled to the side and her breathing became deep. She did not dream.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

Morning came and a resounding creak tore Chelin from sleep when a guard swung the door open. The same Kalevi maid from the day before came in bearing a tray with food, some items to groom with, and another dose of medicine. Chelin yawned and sat up, blanket falling to the floor, “Good morning.” 

The maid curtsied hastily and picked up the blanket as if it were an heirloom, folding it with care and setting it at the foot of the cot. The young girl got down to work, wetting a cloth to wash Chelin’s face. 

Chelin sensed what she had the day before—she seemed to make the maid nervous. “I don’t mean to cause you alarm. What’s your name?”

Caught mid-dab the maid briefly made eye contact and hesitantly divulged, “Kem, miss.”

“Kem,” Chelin imbued her wordstream with congeniality, “I won’t hurt you. I’m only locked up and straight-jacketed for precaution but, even if I weren’t, I’m not going to do anything. I’m no ruffian.”

Kem looked around awkwardly. 

“Please,” Chelin beseeched, “be at ease around me.”

Kem dunked the washcloth in the basin and pursed her lips. As she began to wring the cloth out, her weight shifted slightly and she glanced sideways at Chelin. For a moment she appeared to be contemplating something internally but her curiosity won out and she asked, “Is it true, what they say? About you being occupied by a blinker.”

Chelin was expecting something a bit more daunting to be the maid’s primary concern, but she obliged the inquiry, “Why yes, Dr. Gavle is around here somewhere…but he’s a gentleman and often gives me privacy. Would you like to see?”

“Oh no, miss!” Kem looked mortified. “My family—soldiers, mostly—they wouldn’t have me consorting with one of them. Bad enough I gotta be in the same room on account of you, miss…no offense.” 

“None taken,” Chelin assured her politely, now less concerned about the maid’s peace of mind. There was always tension between the races and there were plenty of prejudices to go around, but the ones who believed that all Ferelux were spies and not to be trusted truly baffled her. Yes, on occasion, in times of strife, some Ferelux had been found to be spies for one faction or another but that kind of behavior was strictly not tolerated by Luxite society. They policed themselves quite seriously. Those found guilty were banished immediately to the Conflux. Yes, the Ferelux valued all insight no matter how deviant. Plus, in the Conflux, an individually flawed perspective would be about as powerful a drop of rain in the ocean. 

Kem leaned in conspiratorially, “Is he eavesdropping on us?”

“Uh, no,” Chelin lied. 

“That’s a relief!” Kem exclaimed, sighing, and resumed her duties. Chelin’s face was washed, her hair brushed, and she was fed breakfast. Kem made small talk the rest of the time, much to Chelin’s chagrin. 

When she had gone, Chelin immediately apologized, “Sencius, I’m so sorry you had to endure that. I hope that I didn’t make you embarrassed or uncomfortable by saying you were unaware of our conversation. I just thought it best to forgo a confrontation.” 

Sencius traveled up onto her face, his telltale glow visible on her nose, “Well, actually I was rather relieved.”

“Thank goodness,” Chelin breathed a sigh of relief. No sooner than she did, the door creaked open again and Adept Ilmit stepped through.

He seemed in even spirits and had his hands clasped behind his back in a neat line, left hand grasping right for all. He inclined courteously. “Good morning, I trust you slept well.”

“I did, yes,” she returned his salutation with a polite nod of her own. “And thank you for allowing my parents to visit.”

He gave a curt nod and sat down, “Yes. Are you ready to begin?”

Putting her thoughts in order and readying herself for a grueling exchange, she took a deep breath and nodded, “Yes.”

Without further ado, he began. He questioned them both but not together, despite their unusual arrangement. He had Sencius begin by going back to the events leading up to his discovery of the cave and then provide a full accounting, all the way up to arriving on this skyship. 

Chelin sat silently and tried to make no reactions for the duration: an arduous three hours. Her wounds throbbed, but she was determined not to disrupt Sencius’s testimony. Then it was her turn. She began right after her annual audit and subsequent trip to Aovra and the staggering presence she had felt that day. Her own account should have begun the night before it, but she couldn’t go through with incriminating her parents in the unlawful aethertuning of those representatives. 

He asked many pointed questions, digging in depth to a particular word or phrase used or trying to uncover motivations behind various actions. As always, he watched intently and nodded often. Finally, when all was done, he stood up and addressed her. “There are still several individuals I wish to interview before my testimony is ready for the court’s consideration. However, we will be docking in Hytheol early this evening. You will be transferred to the facilities at the Order for the time being.”

“Yes, I see,” despite being worn down from a full day of questioning, Chelin followed along. “May I ask a question?”

“Go ahead,” he permitted, not promising anything in his tone.

“Do you think it would be possible to attend the funeral of my friend, Mr. Kish?” she swallowed hard.

Revealing nothing, Thrand responded, “I shall inquire.” He stepped out of the room and the door groaned closed behind him, latching noisily. 

Not long after, the deceleration of the great skyship was perceptible. As it came to a stop, the thrum of its propellers wound down and its passengers busied themselves with disembarking. The hustle and bustle of ministry personnel reached her in the small cell, punctuating the feeling of isolation that had begun to creep over her. Though Sencius was her constant companion, she didn’t want to tell him how despondent she felt lest it sink his spirits. 

It was nearly an hour later when the door was opened and Chelin was escorted from the cell. Guards flanking in front of and behind her, they wound through the labyrinthine corridors and up a lift to reach the main deck. While descending the gangplank, she saw that a police buggy was waiting inside a hastily-constructed barricade with a small, but rather impassioned, crowd milling around behind it. Boos and jeers rippled through the lot as she was placed in the back compartment with two of the guards. The buggy propelled upward and then zipped through the skyway to the Order of Adepts headquarters on the north end of town. 

When they arrived at the complex, a small contingent escorted her up the alley and through the service door. No crowd had gathered here. In her imagination, she had envisioned being marched in through the front archway with its simple sign that read “Order” and all the city’s adepts would be in attendance to look upon their misguided and shameful kin. Instead, a lone clerk met the escort and guided them to the top floor of a spire—a single room with two small, barred windows and padded, reinforced walls. The practicality of an entire adept suppression room was indisputable, but the tower setting seemed overly-dramatic. 

The straight-jacket was allowed off here, a fact which Chelin was thankful for. As soon as she was alone she stretched her arms and shoulders at length, massaging her cramped muscles and aiding circulation. 

“What actually happens if you were to try to, well, tune in here?” Sencius asked timidly when she finally sat down.

Chelin sighed and thought back to some distant memory where she’d been told how suppression worked. It wasn’t exactly something she thought about regularly. She began haltingly, eyes darting around the ceiling as she dredged up an explanation, “I think…it works…by…reflecting the current of the aetherstream back through, um, a process that’s kind of like an aetherpump with the, uh, nozzle and the vacuum cylinder component? Do you know what I mean?” She gestured with her hands to illustrate the descriptions she gave. “Only I believe I recall something about counter-frequencies. I’m not sure, it was a long time ago when someone explained it to me.” Realizing it was Cyryl, she became sullen.

“Interesting,” Sencius sounded sincerely interested. “With the, um, what did Cyryl call it? The aethervoid? Do you think it would, well, have the same effect?”

Chelin could help herself, but rolled her eyes anyway, “Sencius, this is really a poor place and time to be theorizing about something like that. I’m in enough trouble as it is.”

“Err, yes, sorry,” he said sheepishly. 

She walked to the tiny, barred window and looked out. Nighttime was fast approaching and the twinkling facade of the city began to reveal itself through the distorted, diamond-shaped panes. Grime further sullied what should have been a familiar cityscape, causing it to appear murky and alien to her now. Who was she now? The Chelin of a few days ago felt far off and frivolous. Had the world always been so bleak and she had simply failed to notice?

“Nothing to do now but wait,” she rested her head on the windowsill and sighed. 

The evening was uneventful so she and Sencius swapped stories to pass the time: a close call he’d once had in an earthquake, some of Chelin’s most memorable clients, some trivia about the Order. Eventually it became late and Chelin retired for the night.

In contrast to her situation, she was feeling surprisingly well in the morning. She stretched carefully, holding her bandages in place, but the ache had mostly gone. Sitting before a small vanity, splashed her face with water from its basin. There was no brush—or really much of anything in the room—so she combed out her hair as best she could with her fingers. It had been several days now since she’d properly bathed and it was becoming rather stringy. She braided and twirled it in several sections along the back of her head and set it into the signature chignon her sister typically wore. 

She thought about her sister and brothers. Naiya was pragmatic like their mother and might not even know Chelin had left had it not been for the very public display of her leaving. Her sister wasn’t cruel to her like Reese; she was simply focused on the future.

Reese must be ecstatic at her circumstances. He had probably tripped over himself in order to gab to the reporters and portray Chelin poorly. That she was considered a villain by some was probably not helped by his viewpoint. She wouldn’t be surprised if he’d organized the crowd of agitators at the dock. No, she was giving him too much credit. His abuse of her was personal, private. He would wait until she was feeling vulnerable to twist the knife. He’d want to be there to see her reaction and watch her crumble. 

Of course Elnan would be there for her to provide solace. Her eyes welled up; she could really benefit from his soothing presence and comforting words. What could he say to console her the fate of her best friend? Rohon and Elnan had always got on well.

Feeling on the verge of crumbling, she pushed the thought from her mind. Unable to push too far, it was replaced with the grim faces during the court arraignment, “I wonder how the others are doing.”

“Well, perhaps we could inquire?”

“Yes,” she walked to stare out the window again. The dawn was cresting over the tallest buildings and sending a sharply angled shadow across the streets and alleyways as though the bars on her window imprisoned the entire city. She blurred her vision and imagined, instead, the strings of a harp and hummed slightly to herself. 

After the sun had risen, with absolutely no ceremony, a sealed slot was opened on the door and a tray of food pushed through.

“Wait!” Chelin surged across the room when it became clear that the deliverer had not intended to linger. The slot had closed but opened partway again. “I was wondering if I could receive word of my friends, please.” She watched the slit anxiously. After a few, short seconds it closed. “Well so much for that,” she remarked to Sencius, vexed. 

“Well, no answer does not mean no action.”

“You’re beginning to sound like my father,” she was only half serious.

Sencius laughed nervously, “How was I to know?”

Chelin took on a thoughtful expression for several moments, and then went to retrieve the tray of food. She set it down on the bolted-down table and sat at the bolted-down stool. “Sencius, you’ve reminded me of something.”

“Well, I’d honestly never met the man before the town hall!” he defended.

“No, I don’t mean about my father. About the cavern, the images I saw.” She thought a moment, “Or perhaps what ones you saw.”

Sencius was now very interested, “Well, please don’t delay.”

“I’ll try, only I’m still sort of figuring it out myself. We were interrupted before, when we shared thoughts. I stepped into you, but Adept Ilmit came before you’d stepped into me. I think we should finish that.” 

“Yes, of course, but would you, well, like to eat first?”

“I’ll be quick about it,” she vowed and hurriedly devoured the humble spread. Still chewing the last bite, Chelin returned to the bolted-down bed and laid on her back, “Okay, I’m ready.” 

She closed her eyes and waited a moment for Sencius to cross over before beginning to think back to the image at the center platform; when she’d defocused and began to aethergaze. Seeing it clearly in her mind’s eye, Chelin gave herself over to the memory and let the images flow freely.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

She had only shared the aethersong overwhelming her in the cathedral when the door was opened and several guards and adepts shuffled in. Chelin’s eyes fluttered open, surprised. She spied Cyryl.

“What’s going on?” she asked, sitting up.

The head of the contingent floated into view. It was the head of the Order, Archon Fasel Bren. A relatively average-looking Althraxa of relatively average size and color, her most prominent feature was the spectacular array of adept implants that wreathed her head in a half-circle of eclectic gadgetry. With a flick of a tendril she signaled for Chelin to be restrained again in the straight-jacket. Only once Chelin was strapped in did Fasel answer her, with all the consideration she’d give a fly, “For the safety of Vilor, you shall be sterilized.”

Chelin’s heart fell into the pit of her stomach. Sterilization was the polite term used for implant removal or, in her case, a lobotomy. “But I haven’t been sentenced yet!” she protested frantically and struggled against the straight-jacket. “Adept Ilmit said I wouldn’t be sentenced until after he’d given his testimony and I haven’t been back to court!” 

With continued indifference, Fasel explained, “The Order does not tolerate any malignancy within its ranks.”

“I—I’m not in the Order!” 

Fasel now appeared annoyed, “Order or no, adepts must be held to a higher standard.” Ending the debate, she turned and exited from the room. The guards prodded Chelin forward in her wake. 

She looked desperately to Cyryl, who had avoided making eye contact thus far. “Are the others okay?” she streamed to him. “Where have they been taken?” Despite her own situation, she was legitimately concerned for their well-being. She did not have high hopes for the others, if her treatment was any example.

He kept his gaze averted but answered. “Based on your plea and Adept Ilmit’s initial investigation, we have all been released on probation until your sentencing. The hearings begin tomorrow,” Cyryl explained flatly. Reluctantly, he stepped in line behind the procession. 

The others were fine; she was keeping her promise to them! She should have been happier. She should have felt relieved. What she actually felt was alone. A moment prior, she was the protector of her cohort, now she was the sacrifice. Where was the justice in what was happening? Had she been naive believing there was a happy ending at the end of her wayward crusade to the bottom of the ocean? Deep down, Chelin had believed that the righteousness of her actions in trying to help Vilor would be her absolution—until this moment. 

As she was marched down the endlessly winding staircase to her fate, time slowed down. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. Despite all that had occurred, she had held secretly to this idea that there was a purpose to everything. The aether had spoken to her, hadn’t it? It had all been for a reason, hadn’t it? The pull in the aether, the song she’d heard, the bond with Sencius—it was destiny, wasn’t it?

Her heart fluttered fearfully. What would become of Sencius? If she was meant to bear the punishment alone, he needed to be freed. Maybe Fasel didn’t know!

“Archon Bren!” she streamed out to the head of the procession. “I’ve got Dr. Sencius Gavle bound in me. We don’t know what might become of him if the sterilization is performed.” Chelin attempted to seem reasonable to mask how desperate and afraid she felt. 

The head of the Order made no reaction Chelin that could see and simply continued bobbing down the passageway, tendrils oscillating to propel her forward. 

“Sencius,” her timorous wordstream flowed weakly as impotent tears began to run down her cheeks, “They can’t do this to you! It’s not fair!”

Sencius did not respond.

“Sencius!” her quaking tone caused the guard in front of her to inspect her with a dubious sideways glance. She looked back pleadingly. “Please, he’s innocent!”

The guard gave her another assessment and she saw his pitying frown. He turned his head back forward and didn’t look back again.

Reaching the foot of the twisting stairs, a dim hallway stretched out before her. They were near Dr. Kelb’s office. The Order performed its own surgeries to install implants in its members and the facility here was staffed and equipped for these procedures. Having no use for implants, she’d scarcely been to this area except for her annual exam. She passed two darkened rooms before being prodded into a third. In the center of the overbright room, the operating table was tipped up and its straps loosened to accept a patient. She began to struggle—tried in desperation to run—but the guards gripped her shoulders and pressed her forward to the table. In the end, there was little she could do and she was pressed against the cold, metal surface as they strapped her in. 

She looked down and noticed a live waterlily floating in a large, water-filled basin. It was a curious item for an operating room but a wave of dread crept over her as she realized she knew what it was for.

Chelin found Cyryl standing unobtrusively by the swinging double-door entrance. He stared at the floor and ran his fingers through his hair. 

“What are they doing, Cyryl?” she was near hysterics now. “What did you tell them!? You told them! You did!”

The guards assisted a nurse she’d never met before with removing the straight jacket. It was done carefully, pulling one arm at a time out and strapping it against the table before moving on to the next. 

Chelin saw Cyryl hazard a look at the spectacle but he turned quickly away. He put his hand on the door as if he were intent to leave but hesitated. His free hands balled up into fists and his shoulders hunched forward. Then Cyryl shoved the door open and walked out.

The table was ratcheted back and a brace was clamped into place over her face, neck, and shoulders. Effectively immobile, she was at the mercy of an Althraxan surgeon and his Kalevi assistant who now came forward to look her over. They were fully prepped and robed for surgery and the doctor switched on a lamp he wore on his head. She felt a probing around one of her arms but couldn’t see who was doing it or why. 

“Sencius,” she pleaded, sobs overtaking her bound form. 

Her left lowarm was angled downward and she felt the cool sensation of the water rise up to her elbow. It was lifted up again and then a sharp, hot pain shot through her wrist. The arm was plunged into the water and, with each beat of her heart, thick, hot blood mixed with the stinging cool of the water. 

“Please, what are you doing? Where is Dr. Kelb?” Chelin closed her eyes and whimpered in pain. 

Unmoved, Fasel Bren stated, “Dr. Gavle, we know that you are a captive. Exit through the laceration. There is a waterlily waiting for you.”

“No,” Sencius had been reticent for some time now but, at this, he finally responded.

“It was not a suggestion, doctor,” Fasel Bren became quickly annoyed. “Exit this girl so that we can begin sterilization procedures. You are free to go.”

“I—I don’t know that I should allow that,” he dared. “She has not yet been convicted of any crime. This is wrong.”

From the edge of her vision, Chelin caught Fasel Bren float over to the table and descend in the vicinity of her submerged arm. Chelin imagined the water basin becoming milky white as her vitality seeped out, growing whiter and murkier each panicked beat of her heart. She breathed deeply trying to calm down but she was so frightened that it just came out as sharp, choking sobs.

Fasel Bren streamed gently, but her tone was laced with menace, “I will bleed her until you leave, doctor. Her fate, and yours, depends entirely on you.”

Sencius tried to retaliate, “Well…what if I should…alert the authorities?”

“When it comes to adepts, I am the authority. Now go.”

“Chelin, I—I’m sorry. I…”

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” she wanted to seem brave; wanted Sencius to remember her favorably. 

She didn’t feel anything physical when he left. In her mind, however, there was an infinitesimal fracture in a part of her psyche she couldn’t consciously bring to bear. This almost faint dissonance that signaled to Chelin that he was gone. The tears would not stop and they collected in the corners of her eyes and warped her vision so that the bright lights became blinding streaks of gold. She bit down on her lip and focused on breathing. 

“It’s done,” Shame swallowed Sencius’s wordstream, which was now coming from the location of the waterlily. 

Chelin felt her arm tilted out of the basin and a compress placed over her wrist. Bandages were wrapped tightly over her hand and forearm to hold it in place while several guards came near and labored to remove the basin and plant from the operating room. 

When it was gone, the Kalevi assistant came near to her. Chelin felt a tourniquet tighten around her higharm. The surgeon appeared in her periphery and she watched him extract a large syringe of yellowy liquid. She closed her eyes and felt him press around her inner elbow a few times, then the prick of the needle, then the pressure of the serum as it entered her veins. 

“Count back from ten,” the surgeon prompted.

Already beginning to feel woozy, she complied but only reached seven before she slipped under. 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Chelin dreamed. She was floating on the surface of the ocean. The waves lapped around her form as she stared up at the sky. Beneath the water, a droning chant weighed her down like a shadow. Unable to move, she felt the aetherstream pass above her, just out of reach. If she strained, she could see words carried within.

“I wish I could see you but I’d never make it to where you are. I’m too weak now.”

Chelin tried to focus. Who was too weak? 

“I miss you terribly.”

It was a woman streaming but the words were emotionless.

“The world has gone mad, it seems. You’ve frightened many and inspired others.”

Chelin tried to ask, “Who are you? What has happened?” but her wordstream was thin and placid.

The stream stopped and she felt the shadow pull her below the surface. It was black and desolate and warm. It held her close until she could bear it no longer and she crawled to the surface once again.

The air was cool against her skin. She saw words floating above her once again.

“The truth is that you frighten me. You are dangerous.”

She felt a warmth envelop one of her hands, lifting it from the waves.

“You have the strength to stand up against the entire world and I didn’t even have the strength to tell you how I felt.”

The words pulsed with an indigo energy.

“Why?” Chelin pushed the word out with all her might. For all her exertion, it barely murmured above the droning chant.

She sensed light and dark shifting around her. Other streams floating near her.

“I’m a coward. I’m sorry.”

Tears swelled in her eyes and seeped out between her lids, refracting the light from the sun. A dark form with worried expression featured blurredly before her, wreathed in light. Cyryl?

“I think she’s in pain.”

A graze against her face. A garden fog on her tongue. 

“Just breathe,” a woman’s voice streamed to her, very close.

Chelin extended out a hand as the light faded and she sunk beneath the surface again. 

“I never wanted to hurt you.”

As before, the warmth and tranquility of the shadows held her. The next time she surfaced, the words floating above her were close enough to touch. She reached out and beheld its caress.

“I know you meant well but you’ve put us all in an uncomfortable position.”

There was no mistaking the wordstream of Captain Lor. She radiated élan and the sea around Chelin roiled in response. How Chelin admired Vivia’s mettle. How she desired to possess an indomitable spirit like hers.

“I dare say the hearings are progressing in a manner I did not foresee. All the world’s fear and hope, ire and awe now rest in you. A martyr for no less than six causes, by my estimate!”

Chelin mustered all the will she could to twist and tear her mind from the droning depths. “What has happened? Vivia?”

“You mustn’t overexert yourself. That’s quite a lesion you’ve got.”

A cool touch dotted Chelin’s face and neck like rain. The sky above the rolling ocean was bright and blue, without a cloud to be seen across the broad horizon. 

Vivia’s wordstream returned. “In insisting to take the blame for yourself, you have tied our hands. And that Mr. Ilmit,” Vivia’s stream went soft, “is a supremely astute man. I would stand beside you and bear the brunt of the punishment if I could, but to do so would only make matters worse.” Her stream returned to its normal intensity, “Bedlam is the word for it. People’s better sensibilities are being overtaken by the frenzy of reporting from the trial. I’ve been approached by several insurgent groups in the last two days alone!”

“How long have…?” Chelin saw Vivia’s silhouette against the sky. Was that Adept Ilmit watching nearby? Why was Nurse Kwynn floating about?

“Not nearly long enough for all the hullabaloo that’s rolled in. It will still be a few more days, so get your rest and don’t let it trouble you. My crew and I have weathered many a storm before.”

“My testimony…” Chelin remembered. Had she given it? Shouldn’t she be at the trial?

“Quite detailed. Mr. Ilmit has represented your side quite impartially, despite the disarray.”

Adept Ilmit was watching her. She looked to him, hovering just outside of her perception. She focused, squinting to see him against the brilliant light, but she felt cold then and shivered. Shreds of pain exploded in her head.

“That’s enough.”

A sweet aroma, like vanilla and roses, smothered her breath. Vivia disappeared. The shadowy depths coiled around Chelin once again. In its bosom, she felt featureless and raw. Though it ached to do so, Chelin pulled toward the surface, toward the sky. She could see the words—familiar streams—above the waves but they were out of reach this time. Struggling to no avail, she could not break the tension. The fighting drained her of hope and she was swallowed by the starless expanse.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

 

It was dark when she finally awoke. She ached throughout her body and her mind was sluggish. Conscious but weary, to open her heavy eyelids took a concerted effort. She forced them open several times over a few minutes and was able to determine that she was back in the tower room. As recognition of her surroundings returned, so did her recollection of the operation. 

Alone in the darkness, she gasped and streamed out, “Sencius?” There was no answer. With dread she reached out two hands, shaking as much with weakness as with apprehension. One to touch her left lowwrist—it was bandaged—and the other to touch her head. As her blood began to pump with adrenaline, it caused a painful throbbing in her head. Wincing, her fingertips brushed thick gauze across her forehead. Exploring further, the top of her head was bandaged firmly. 

So it was done. Sencius was gone. Her gift was gone.

In mute anguish, Chelin pulled her blankets to the side and sat up slowly. The strain made her dizzy but she cupped her head gently and steadied herself. Taking several deep breaths, she waited for the sensation to pass. She felt around on the nightstand for the lamp and flicked it on, remembering at the last moment to shield her sensitive eyes from its bright glow. Peeking shyly around her fingers she phased the light in slowly until her eyes had adjusted. 

There was a basin was in a small, bolted-down vanity just a meter away. Chelin gripped the bed frame and used it to pull herself up, then leaned heavily against the wall to make her way to the vanity. Polished metal was substitute for a real mirror. Though it was worn and pitted, it was enough to see her condition.

The bandages on her head were clean and neatly wound. It bulged on one side with what she hoped was just extra gauze. Her eyes appeared sullen and bloodshot. Though she could not see the full extent, it was clear that part of her head had been shaved. Exploring further, the bandage on her wrist hid a tender, but sutured, incision. Her clothes had been replaced with a patient’s gown. Chelin pulled it up gingerly to check at her older wounds. The bounty hunters had done a satisfactory triage and the bandages had been changed on the skyship, yet now they were missing. Small marks still pockmarked her along her side and back where she’d been needled by shards of glass from the shattered hull of the Blessing, but the wounds had healed.

Her lip quavered as she thought of how kind Sencius was. He would have had to have spent hours ceaselessly repairing each fiber and cell to make this amount of progress in so short a time. For Ferelux, it was not considered worth the effort to repair flesh wounds or bumps that would otherwise heal on their own. There were plenty of other maladies that demanded greater attention, such as broken bones or viruses. Yet Sencius had healed her without being asked. 

In retrospect it was a bittersweet and tragic thought that he had spent so much time and effort healing her when she could be executed anyway. He might have done it for nothing, or he might have done it because he had nothing else to do. He’d been her prisoner, after all. 

Shame swelled through her and her mind latched on to this thought of Sencius being captive. Willful and voracious, she had been the one to aethertune and bind him. She had walked onto the disk and into the eye of a storm and never asked his permission. How could she deny the misfortune she’d caused him, let alone all the others who had followed her? Her consciousness helpfully, though unwanted, took the role of the villain. 

Overcome, she closed her eyes and focused on breathing. After taking several calming breaths she looked at herself again, trying to see herself from another perspective. From someone who didn’t know her or her motives.

There was a young girl, bright emerald skin and brass-colored eyes. She was hurt. There were bandages for the physical injuries, but the utterly depleted look in her eyes hinted at deeper hurts. The girl in the mirror looked unoffending, but she was a criminal of the likes Vilor had never seen. And soon, justice would be done. 

Numb and broken, Chelin made her way along the wall to the window. “I wish I knew what you wanted from me,” she implored the vista miserably. 

She watched life continue outside the window. Even at this late hour, velocraft buzzed around the buildings high and low like busy bees in a meticulously landscaped garden. The glow of street lamps polka-dotted the sidewalks and blurry shadows of people passed in and out of their light. Where were they walking to, she wondered? What secret rendezvous or late-night toil had stolen them from their homes at this hour? 

Swaths of garlands and ivy festooned the city, with streaks of traveling Ferelux navigating their labyrinthine network. It brought a welcoming cheeriness to the towering spires that lanced into the sky. Yet, in the distance, dangling skydrapers opposed these towers as though the city were the maw of a predator and the spires were its fangs. 

Noise and scents rose up from the streets below in eerie isolation, revealing something of passers-by unseen. Illumination poured from windows and marquees all over the city to produce an ambient ward against the night. Still, the stars in the night sky were visible from within the city limits if the sky was clear as it was tonight.

Night was the time of day Chelin had loved to watch the aetherstream the most. Under cover of darkness the flow was a vibrant twin of the physical world. It had always brought to mind a secret dance with an unaware partner, delicate and arcane. 

The dark mystery of night only served to enhance the brightness of life that existed in the aetherstream. She would never see it again. These memories would have to suffice. Should she mourn what she’d lost or celebrate that she’d been fortunate to know it at all?

A sudden shiver prickled the hairs on her arms and she was broken from her reverie. Feeling drained, she returned to the bed and carefully laid back down. She hadn’t been long, so her warm spot on the mattress was still faintly there and she tried to maneuver herself back into it. 

She stared up and the ceiling and thought about what fate awaited her. Cyryl had said that the others had been put on probation based on her plea, so that meant Adept Ilmit believed at least some of the tale. If the Nine smiled on her at all, they would see fit that she be the only one to suffer. She was guilty, after all. There was no need for the trial to prove her culpability. In fact, she had—and would again—confess to the events. Punishment simply needed to be determined. 

Did Vivia tell her something about standing beside her, or had she imagined that?

Chelin considered the consequences if she were executed. She had hurt her family, hurt the goodwill between the races, hurt the peace between citizens, hurt those she lied to, and hurt Rohon and the bounty hunters in the chamber. While it would not bring back those who died, an execution would be a tidy, little box containing the means with which to repair her family’s credibility, show all Vilorians that they can stand undivided, and allow her companions to distance themselves from any blame and move on with their lives unfettered by this unpleasantness. It was the best end, really. 

She closed her eyes and began to make her peace, imagining all the things she loved about the world: the people, the sights, sounds, and smells, the aetherstream, singing, dancing, laughing, and so on. As she catalogued each part, she accepted its gift into her life and put it in her own neat box in her memory. It was arduous to think of everything she loved; made more challenging by the malaise left by the operation.

She wondered, briefly, if she’d never feel normal again before she died. Then she snatched up the thought, accepted that the old normal was gone and who she was now was the new normal, and put that also into a box in the vault of her mind.

Much to her dismay, she discovered that wasn’t able to make peace with everything. It was clear that she wouldn’t be able to attend Rohon’s funeral. There would be no casket anyway, since there was no body, and no cinerite—the jewel created from the ash of the dead. The jewels were usually donated to the public works since they contained enough concentrated aether to power the average home for several months. The technique had been discovered centuries ago and was such a great boon that even Volipterion sent their dead to the surface to be cremated. Occasionally, though, you’d see the milky gem worn as a memento mori rather than be immediately donated. 

Rohon’s mother wouldn’t have that option. Chelin knew the tenderhearted woman would be disconsolate. Chelin wanted to be there for her. She wanted to tell her mother all the unbelievable things her son had done and the tragic beauty in the way he died—saving dozens of lives. She wanted to apologize to the entire assemblage that she had selfishly taken him and then lost him.

Instead, she would have to improvise her own ceremony to honor Rohon here in this tower. There was little in the room that wasn’t bolted down but Chelin did her best to provide the Novedatum—offerings to the Nine—for the rite. It was slow going because of her injuries, but she prepared a makeshift altar to the Nine. The mattress was the dais and the water in the basin would easily satisfy the Offering to Atho. There was no ash or fire to create any for the Offering to Telur, but she remembered that his offering was about mortality so scrounged a long dead bug from a dusty corner of the room and crushed it up into dust. She scraped a tiny section of moss that had formed on the window for the Offering to Phy.

Getting creative, she blew into a glass and turned it upside down, trapping some air for her Offering to Cel, folded the heavy, wool blanket as the Offering to Peise and the lamp, which barely reached after she nudged her dais closer to the nightstand, was the Offering to Dio. She was now down to her robe and the pillow as items in the room she could use, and nothing to offer for Temperature or Aether. She could sing for Ephon and possibly rub her hands together for Aethri but…

Then it struck her; all those things existed in her. Other offerings, too! She moved the blanket and laid down in the center of the mattress, being careful not to knock over the basin, lamp, or other items. She placed her legs in the arrangement for Peise since they were how Kalevi balanced and walked. She cupped her right hands and placed them as the Offering to Aethri, creating a pocket of heat inside her hands. Her core, she hoped, was Demiur’s Offering of aether. Because Kalevi could vocalize aloud, she rested her head in the place for the Offering to Ephon. 

She was bent awkwardly to arrange herself in the appropriate locations for the Offerings: Aether in the center, ringed by ground, water, plant, and sky, and further encircled by equilibrium, temperature, light, and sound. The platforms in the room had been similarly arranged, she recognized, but her mind was on other things so she did not linger on the thought. Instead she began to intone softly aloud as she sang the words in the aetherstream. 

She sang a song of mourning. In the quietus of the padded room, the hymn was even more somber and haunting than when she’d experienced it in church. Or perhaps it was merely that she could finally comprehend its gravity. The dirge told of the dead returning to the bosom of the Primordial Gods. 

 

Resting now in Telur’s arms;

Blessing him in sweet repose; 

One final task to serve for Phy;

Beneath the field and forest grows;

 

Dio’s light has faded out;

In darkness we will never know;

A tear from Atho, bittersweet;

Pure and free forever more;

 

Conforming yet to Aethri’s whims;

Of satisfaction reminisce;

In bated breath Cel lastly yields;

Taking of her final kiss;

 

Peise’s scales are even now;

Both heavy with her sympathy;

A mourning song does Ephon sing;

Now wanting for his symphony;

 

The debt to Demiur satisfied;

Repose eternal at his side;

 

“Rohon,” she murmured when she’d finished the song, “my loyalest friend, my guardian. You were a gift to all who knew you. Except, perhaps, those who crossed your path with ill intent—they frequently got knocked out.” She pulled back her lips in a half smile thinking of the numerous times Rohon had stood up for others; for her. It had been almost embarrassing to go out on the town with him. He was inexplicably drawn to some escalating situation where he’d interject himself—always protecting someone being bullied. 

“I will never know a man more wont to put himself on the line for what he believes is right. I will never know someone again who makes me feel so safe, while also being a menace to those in need of comeuppance.” She gave a weak laugh at that but quickly returned to the somberness of her eulogy.

“I miss you, Rohon. I’m sorry—so sorry—that I hurt you. I know for certain that you’d forgive me if I asked; you never could hold a grudge. But I’m not sure I can forgive myself. I only hope that you’re with the Nine and it’s peaceful and beautiful and you don’t have to fight anymore.” Tears welled up in her eyes and she finished with the traditional prayer, “In light, in dark, in life, in death, may your legacy be our treasure and may the Nine preserve you for all eternity.”

It wasn’t the perfect send-off for her best friend but she hoped her humble ceremony would somehow suffice. Tears soaked into the mattress where she laid and she let them flow freely. Suppressing them would only serve to aggravate her head anyway. It throbbed but she needed this. Her heart was too heavy. 

She reminisced about the years since she’d first encountered Rohon as a child at a park. He’d stepped in front of her when some other children had begun throwing pebbles at her and teasing her for aethergazing. To them, she just looked like a strange girl caressing and talking to some imaginary thing. Like most children, they’d run off quickly when someone stood up to them. Rohon had turned and smiled at her and laughed jovially when he’d offered her his hand but she shied away. He’d reassured her, pointing out with his five-year-old’s rationale about how he didn’t have any pebbles. Their friendship was born. This was how their parents had met and how his father came to repair machinery for the Vespers.

She wrapped up the memory, put it in a box, and stacked it with the others. Recollecting a mountain of memories—good times and bad—she boxed them all up. It was several hours before she’d finished the mental task. Placing away his final words to her, she was nearly ready.

Now the last remaining regret was that so many, including herself, had suffered to go to Sencius’s cave to learn its secrets, yet they hadn’t succeeded. It still felt important—that hadn’t changed—but what could she do?

The burgeoning dawn had begun to stretch over the city and crest through the panes of glass on the small window. She sat up in the center of the makeshift altar while faint diamonds of light began to refract upon the wall beside her. Deep in thought, trying to make sense of the projected images from the cave, it wasn’t until sunlight began to glint off her Offering to Cel that Chelin realized something was wrong. The disks in the underground chamber were arranged in the same pattern as the alter. At the Grand Cathedral, the offering was produced by pressing a bellows and letting the current travel through air and water. What image had been in the pool in that position in the chamber? Movement seemed important. She reached over and turned the glass over, releasing the trapped air. She blew over the lip of the glass and imagined the air’s invisible, swirling motion in her mind. She reached into the basin and drank from her palm, and then picked up the entire vessel and poured it over her body. She looked at the other offerings but couldn’t figure out how to make them right. Standing, she observed the arrangement. 

The thought drifted languidly into her consciousness: the projected images she’d seen in the cave were not depictions of ancient life, nor were they left by some unknown visitor who had taken refuge on the planet ages ago. The images were trying to tell them something but the meaning still eluded her. 

“Insight from the Nine?,” the wordstream surged through the room more powerfully than she’d meant. She pressed her highhands to her cheeks in realization that the images projected in the disks were for the benefit of the people, meant to guide them. That they had been so strange was a testament to the Vilorians’ failure to follow the wisdom depicted. 

Chelin’s brow creased. Only the center platform had been in motion. She looked at the altar; the message of Demiur perhaps. The others had been still. A burgeoning theory sent a tidal wave of fear through her. The platforms in that ancient room were not just representative of the Gods’ teachings, but were a conduit—a portal—to their existence! The inert projections meant that the Four of Substance and the Four of Energy were gone—or even dead. Without them, Vilor was becoming a wasteland. 

Her head spun and she caught the wall to steady herself. She needed to go to the church. She needed to talk to Ardent Mazer. He needed to know! 

Imbued with extraneous purpose she began to stumble to the door to bang on it and demand to speak to the Prime Ardent, but stopped halfway when the hopelessness of the situation hobbled her. If the Gods were gone, what use was it to tell anyone? What could she, or anyone—even the Prime Ardent—do that could change that? How would they bring back the Gods to save themselves? 

They wouldn’t, she realized. The Pan-Ministry, her parents, the other scientists—they’d been right. The people had to leave Vilor if they wanted to survive. Nothing could change that now. The rocket ship her mother was designing was the real answer and she had stolen it and destroyed it before the unblinking eyes of dead Gods. Perhaps the Primordials wanted their creation to perish with them; maybe that had been her purpose all this time. She was the gravedigger, the crypt builder; tasked to deliver all the remaining life on Vilor to the sacred tomb of the Nine in final sacrifice. She was the bringer of death.

Chelin staggered and retreated back to the wall where she began to hyperventilate. This fate that gripped her was far crueler than she could have imagined. She grew dizzy and doubled over, heaving emptily at the declarations of hope and righteousness she’d vomited onto the others. Those well-intentioned accomplices that were blind to her sinister purpose. She’d believed it herself; that she was saving Vilor. The thought felt sour in her heart now. With sick realization, she imagined the culmination of her attunement with Demiur had Rohon not stopped her. 

She slid down the wall onto her knees, head bowed in shame despite the pain it caused. Her tears fell to the floor like rain. Her cries were unshackled and resonated through the empty room and down the stairs like a howling storm. Her head felt as if about to split open but she welcomed the pain as if it could absolve her of the horrible evil she’d nearly committed. 

Her cries still sharp, the door to the tower opened and a pair of guards came in escorting Nurse Kwynn. They looked around at the disheveled room and one guard was dispatched to fetch more help. Nurse Kwynn approached Chelin warily and helped her to the stool while the remaining guard began reassembling the bed. After a minute, Adept Ilmit was led into the chamber along with two additional sentries. The room was put back in order and together the nurse and Adept Ilmit helped her back to the bed. Exchanging a worried look with the Auditor, Nurse Kwynn gently cradled Chelin’s head and produced a phial. 

“This will help you to rest,” she explained while uncapping the small, glass phial of blue tonic with her tendrils.

Chelin struggled feebly, “I don’t deserve it!”

The nurse shushed her and managed the tonic down.

Adept Ilmit watched, brow slightly furrowed. Afterward he added, “You are scheduled to appear at court tomorrow morning for sentencing. I can request to defer it, if you need more time.”

“No,” Chelin protested weakly as the tonic began to lull her, “I’m ready.” 

The nurse checked Chelin’s bandages and ended up replacing them. She shooed everyone out of the room and asked for a cup of tea to be brought, and then hovered nearby, intent on keeping watch on her patient.

Shortly after, Chelin slipped into a haze and became unresponsive. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

 

The guards and attendants returned to the room early the next morning to prepare her for court. A plain dress was provided, as well as a cloche hat to cover her bandaged head. Breakfast was offered but Chelin declined and instead drank only a glass of water. The cool liquid was refreshing and helped to drain the fog from her head. A welcome change from the straight-jacket, a warm coat was slipped on along with sturdy shoes before the procession led her outside. She wasn’t a danger anymore, after all.

A police buggy was waiting and she put up no resistance to being locked into the back compartment with guards as before. The vehicle lifted off. She stared blankly at the floor. The courthouse wasn’t far and trip was uneventful. Yet, as the buggy touched down, she recognized the roar of a crowd.

The rear doors were opened and she was brought out into a sea of people whose unrest churned like maelstrom. Police officers held a perimeter against a throng of protesters and fans, both of whom were venomously streaming and pointing at Chelin. As she was led along the path that had been cleared to the doors of the courthouse, she picked out the chants of several groups: “Vespers are a virus”, “sterilize all adepts”, “guardian of Vilor”, and “traitor to the people”. She kept her eyes turned down but she caught a familiar flow pattern among the crowd. Looking up she locked eyes with Aalel, the kindly man who she’d Entertained not long ago, before she’d gone to Aovra. He was holding a sign and espousing, “No quarter for courtesans!” He turned away but kept yelling. No one knew more than she did that she was the villain. 

Entering the courthouse, she was led to the chamber reserved for the High Court: an expansive half dome architected inclusively, for all the species. It was full, much like the town hall had been, with representation from each race. She was taken to the center podium and shackled to it. 

A call to order reverberated through the aetherstream and the Arch Council of the Pan-Ministry entered and took their places at the stand. While local judiciaries handled most cases, and the Civic branch of the ministry dealt with international or complex trials, it was rare for the entire Arch Council of the Pan-Ministry to oversee a court proceeding. Only when a matter transcended individual cities, governments, and species did all seven Arch Chancellors arbitrate on a matter. Yet all seven were in attendance today. 

Chelin recognized them because, at one time or another, each one had graced the Vesper household as an esteemed guest of her father. She’d been obligingly introduced to many of them. It was unlikely that any familiarity would matter here today. The Arch Chancellors were the leaders of each branch and had to represent the interests of a united Vilor. To show any bias toward any one race or individual would be anathema to the covenant that the Pan-Ministry governed under. It was as grave a sign as could be that this was a trial of paramountcy and the sentence would be appropriately severe. In the wake of her realization about the Gods, however, the verity did not disquiet her and she had already made her peace.

From the corner of her vision, she saw Adept Ilmit make his way toward the Arbitration Bench and sit among several counselors she’d never met. Behind him, in the Witness Stage, Vivia and her crew, as well as Cyryl, Eloy, her family, and Rohon’s grieving mother. In the stage was a glass-sided pool for Volipterion witnesses, and she spied the bounty hunter captain and a couple of his crew, as well as Mr. Lanes. There were others in the Witness Stage she didn’t recognize but bore the insignia of the Pan-Ministry Military branch. She could guess that they were from the armada. Chelin searched the stage for Sencius and found him eventually near the back along a stretch of vine, spread out so wide as to be barely visible. 

While most seemed to be avoiding making eye contact, her brother, Reese, looked directly at her with that smug look on his face. He leaned over and whispered something to their mother, who glanced up at Chelin only after what must have been some inner debate concluded. 

Chelin looked away; she didn’t want to see anymore. Whatever cruel joke Reese was telling, she couldn’t bear witness. The court attendant had begun to address the assemblage anyway.

“Calling to order! We hereby reconvene the Arch Council versus Chelin Vesper, on account of grand larceny, twelve counts of kidnapping, extortionate aethertuning, destruction of Pan-Ministry ships, aggravated assault on Pan-Ministry soldiers, evading capture, and four counts of murder,” his wordstream was clear and even as it flooded through the room. Ambient conversation died down quickly.

The same withered-looking Althraxa that was the current symposiarch addressed the assemblage. “Has the counsel come to a conclusion?” his wordstream quavered melodically. 

Chelin was piecing together that she was coming in on the tail end of what had been a public trial. Had the others already given their testimony? Exactly how long had she been sedated?

Adept Ilmit stood and responded clearly, “We have.”

“And does the defendant have anything she wishes to convey before the sentence is proclaimed?” asked the symposiarch.

“Yes,” streamed Chelin, causing the crowd to murmur.

The court attendant immediately called for order and things quickly settled down. 

Chelin continued, “I now know what I did was foolish and I know that I hurt many people—many whom I haven’t even met. I did not realize that my actions would harm the precarious peace we have held to since the environment began to collapse. I did not realize that my actions would rob the people of Vilor of their security and goodwill toward one another. I did not realize that my actions would undermine the support for exodus and the incredible efforts being made to achieve it. I wanted only to discover the truth of this planet’s fate and now I know—I…” 

Chelin hesitated. 

She could tell everyone the truth about the Gods, but what would it achieve? If anyone even believed her, it would only serve to divide Vilorians further. The vast majority had supported egress before and, once she was sentenced, public support would fall back in line again. She didn’t need to become a wedge to help people. She had tried that with her parents when they were struggling, and the result had estranged them. A common enemy did not inspire togetherness, even if it kept people together.

“…now I know that the fate of the people lies in the able minds and indomitable spirits of our scientists, inventors, fabricators, and craftspeople. We must support them however we can. They are Vilor’s best hope.”

“Very good. Auditor, you may read the verdict,” the Arch Council member continued with the ceremony unimpeded.

“On the charges of grand larceny, guilty,” Adept Ilmit’s wordstream was composed.

The last traces of hope Chelin had been harboring in her mind vanished. She placed those hopes in the final, mental box and became reticent as the remaining verdicts were shared.

“On the charges of kidnapping, guilty on one account. On the charges of extortionate aethertuning, guilty.”

Chelin was not appreciating the formality of the ceremony. 

Adept Ilmit continued, “On the charges of destruction of Pan-Ministry ships, guilty. On the charges of aggravated assault on Pan-Ministry soldiers, guilty. On the charges of evading capture, guilty. On the charges of murder, not guilty.”

The crowd erupted turbulently. Chelin stood spiritless, watching the council with detachment. The withered Althraxa was trying to say something but it was lost in the deluge of the crowd. An aetherchime flooded the courtroom to call the people to order.

When the assemblage settled down, the symposiarch continued, sounding annoyed, “As I was saying, the punishment for these crimes is ten years of guardianship and rehabilitation by the Order of Adepts, followed by ten years of supervised service to the Pan-Ministry. However, in satisfying the unprecedented conditions laid out from the Conflux, the Arch Council has agreed that the sentence will be withheld until the Conflux is satisfied.”

Jeers from the gallery surged through the chamber, “Who are they to refuse justice!” and “Does the Ministry take their orders from senile leaf-scum now?” The commotion intensified as guards made their way through the gallery and escorted the offenders out. The remaining audience calmed down.

Chelin wasn’t sure what this meant. Her eyes searched the Witness Stage and saw Vivia give her an approving nod. Her father put his arm around her mother and gave her a squeeze while Elnan placed his hand over his heart and smiled supportively at her. Cyryl and Sencius were gone. Scanning the crowd, it dawned on her that the number of Ferelux in attendance was a mere dozen or two, not thousands as one would expect.

Turning back to the front, Chelin saw Cyryl and Sencius coming down toward her podium behind Adept Ilmit and another familiar glow. 

The council continued, “Chelin Vesper will be remitted to Adept Thrand Ilmit and Prime Ardent of the Nine, Gerant Mazer, to be delivered to the Conflux immediately. This verdict is immutable and this case is concluded.” 

 

 

As soon as the traditional closing sentence was recited, the courtroom erupted into bedlam. The guards behind Chelin unshackled her and moved to block anyone from encroaching on the podium or the council beyond. The Arch Council hastily withdrew and additional police officers swarmed in to keep the peace. Thrand and Cyryl flanked Chelin and followed Gerant and Sencius expeditiously through the same back door the council had exited through. 

To say she was confused was putting it lightly, but she stumbled along leaning heavily on Thrand and Cyryl, “What’s happening?” 

Cyryl’s response was something Cyryl would say, “We’re getting you out of here.”

Chelin shook her head almost imperceptibly at the obvious statement and found herself weirdly comforted by how familiar the exchange had been. Cyryl could be logical to a fault, but that was one of the unique qualities she both enjoyed and cursed about him. 

They wound through hallways and archways, directed by officers, until the group arrived at a staircase and climbed several stories to the rooftop. A manned, long-range velocraft was waiting for them there and she was hurried across to it. A nurse was already inside and Thrand signaled the driver to go as soon as he shut the door. Chelin propped herself up to look out the window as the craft ascended. The crowd in front of the courthouse was pushing down the barriers and attempting to swarm into the building. 

“I don’t understand.”

Ardent Mazer beamed at her kindly, “What is your question, child?”

She looked at him. He was in a potted hydrangea that had magenta petals that were periwinkle in the center and chartreuse at the tips. It was the gaudiest flower she’d ever seen and he glowed prismatically from it. Her heart smiled at the spectacle despite the gravity of the preceding events. “I’m not being executed?”

Thrand countered, “Do you deserve to be executed?”

“I don’t know…I—I had good intentions,” Chelin’s breath fogged up the window, but she wiped it away with her hand and continued to watch the riot below.

Gerant tried to preempt the question in her mind, “I wouldn’t say this mob is representative of everyone. They are afraid, that’s all.”

“And now the Conflux is asking to see me?” 

It was a curious question to ask. The Conflux was not a place of audience. Only Ferelux communed with it. The other races had never been invited and those who had tried to invite themselves were ignored. The Conflux eschewed aether-based communication methods and only transmitted in Diffusive. It was the only way that so much information could be processed. When Ferelux congregated in such numbers as in the Conflux they were capable of unbelievable feats of cognition. 

No other race could correspond in light, not even with Mr. Truesdell’s gimmicky invention, so trespassers generally got bored and left after realizing the vast secrets of the Conflux were inaccessible to them. To be requested implied that the Conflux was, well, she wasn’t quite sure.

“Demanding to see you, actually,” Gerant corrected her warmly.

“How did this come to be?” Chelin was in completely uncharted territory and was trying her best to catch up. 

“Well,” Sencius streamed from a small, potted fern, “after I, err, left…” The words hung in the aetherstream uncomfortably as he paused to collect himself. “I sought out Ardent Mazer because, well, I’d found him in your memories. I hope that’s all right.”

“I—I guess so…”she was still thoroughly confused.

“Well, I shared the, err, story and since the Prime Ardent is also one of the few liaisons to the Conflux he, well, insisted on us going.” Sencius dimmed sheepishly.

Chelin recognized what a hurdle that was for Sencius, who had shied away from the Conflux for his entire life. “Your mother would be so proud.”

Gerant continued the story, “The Conflux concluded that the knowledge you possess is of preeminent value and that you were not to be reformed or harmed in any way.”

Chelin bit her lip and felt her face flush in anguish, “Ardent Mazer…it might be too late.” It was difficult to admit, but the lobotomy likely removed memories that she wouldn’t even know were gone. 

“What’s this now, child?” 

Cyryl understood and interjected, “She is referring to the sterilization.” He was watching her and she nodded sadly at him. “Apparently no one told her it was aborted. At least not when she was lucid,” he anxiously looked away. 

Chelin’s eyes went wide and she reached automatically for her head to feel the stitches through the bandages. They were definitely there. “I—what?” she was agog.

Thrand answered then, “Mr. Prexinos alerted your father and me to the procedure.  Archon Bren was within her enforceable jurisdiction though, perhaps, too impulsive in her action. I used my authority with the High Court to interrupt the procedure while your father negotiated a stay of conduct.” He gestured to her bandaged and partially shaved head and apologized, “Regrettably, the procedure had already begun by the time I intervened and the surgeon had opened the skull to gain access to the brain.”

Chelin’s eyes searched across her group of chaperons, looking for some kind of indication that this was a dream or a nightmare. She asked haltingly, “I’m not sterilized?”

“No,” confirmed Thrand plainly. “Just recovering from a temporary hole in your skull.”

Despite detaching herself from everything she’d ever loved, despite sealing it up in neat corners in her mind, despite believing that she had no more tears left in the world, great droplets began to roll down her cheeks and drip from her quavering chin. “I thought…”

Cyryl, who had been sitting across from her, changed to sit beside her. He tucked a stray curl behind her ear and squeezed her hands comfortingly. 

Dazed and confused she gaped at the other passengers and took many deep breaths, inhaling slowly but exhaling all at once. She wiped at her tears and gingerly rested her cheek against Cyryl’s shoulder, too timid to put pressure on her head wound. The others waited in patient quiescence for the intensity of the moment to pass. 

The neat boxes stacked in her mind tumbled open. She felt restored. It was a resurrection in her heart and mind, even if her body had known the truth the entire time. She had despaired so deeply when she awoke in the tower room alone. She had mourned the loss of her gift alongside her other transgressions, but now elation and guilt combined to replace it. 

Rohon always called her capricious. He’d always been a good judge of character. 

Chelin sat up straight, smoothed her dress, and adjusted her cap. “Thank you,” she inclined politely at each of her companions. “I have some questions still, however.”

“Of course,” Gerant’s marbled glow strobed tenderly.

“What exactly were the conditions the Conflux laid out to the Arch Council?”

Adept Ilmit responded, “Simply to hand you over or the Ferelux would recede, as they once did to cripple the momentum of the last war.”

“It was admittedly more an ultimatum than ‘conditions’,” Gerant conceded humbly. 

Chelin was following along now, “I see, and once the Conflux has—what—learned something from me, I will be returned to the Order to be rehabilitated, not executed?”

Again, Adept Ilmit replied first, “The combined testimony of all involved made it clear that this was an isolated incident and outside of your control. The Order will further train you to master your gifts to avoid relapse. Then you will serve the government in restitution.”

“I believe, that my gifts will be…,” she searched for the right words, “trivial to restrain, provided I never return to that subterranean chamber.” Then Chelin prepared herself mentally and revealed the terrible secret, ”I’ve come to believe that the chamber was a place of the Gods and the disks and projections we saw were a way to communicate with them directly.”

Cyryl spun in his seat to look intently at her. Gerant and Sencius seemed transfixed as well. 

Forcing the words out was difficult, but she steeled herself and continued. “I think the Gods are dead, all except Demiur,” she burst into tears despite her best intentions, “and I think he wanted me to—to kill everyone on the planet before he died too. To take all the aether away!”

“Oh,” said Sencius.

Cyryl’s brow furrowed and he began to tap his fingers, but he said nothing.

Whether the Prime Ardent or Adept Ilmit were shocked by her revelation they did not reveal it, but Gerant tried to console her, “Child, you’ve been through much and I fear you will be tested further before the end. There is a reason for this, even if we cannot see it now.”

Between sobs, Chelin gave a pained smile, “You said that to me before, only it was about why the planet was dying. Well, I figured it out, but there’s no way to bring gods back, is there?”

“I cannot say, but I have faith.”

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

The skylands where the Conflux roamed was southwest of Hytheol toward the equator. Their trip would take the greater part of the day. Chelin had asked if it was okay for her to aethergaze during the trip and her chaperons had agreed, though the pilot was instructed to land briefly so that they could do a controlled test first. Standing on a remote headland, she’d defocused and slipped into the stream as if nothing had ever changed, although her body was still a black aethervoid. There were no adverse effects and she was permitted to gaze all she wanted—so she did. 

She smiled and stared out the window. She smiled and looked around the cabin. She felt much more herself again. 

The nurse attended to her to ease the pain from her aborted operation. She stubbornly refused any medicine until the pain was so severe she couldn’t defocus, at which point she rescinded so she could gaze again. Chelin never realized how important a part of her it was. 

As they neared the Conflux, the illumination through the velocraft’s windows became ever brighter. No matter the color of the foliage, the concentration of Ferelux here was so high that the light appeared an untinted, pure white. Interesting perhaps only to Chelin, she noted that it appeared nearly identical in the aetherstream.  The driver struggled to shield his eyes from the blinding mass and landed sideways, pointing away so that he could see what he was doing. 

The group exited the craft and those with legs stretched them. Sencius and Gerant zipped out and pulsed excitedly on a nearby bush. 

“Do you need a moment, Ms. Vesper?” the Prime Ardent inquired while Chelin meandered from the craft to take in the exhilarating view. 

The Conflux skylands were some of the highest on Vilor. The air was cold and caused Chelin’s hairs to prickle. She shivered and pulled her coat tighter. The vertigo had her feeling somewhat dizzy—or perhaps it was still the effects of the surgery—but she didn’t have to aethergaze here to be wonder-struck by the spectacle before her. 

Far below, the peak of Vilor’s highest mountain, Aethri’s Fang, rose, snow-capped and striking. Near its base, the shimmering surface of the ocean sparkled. Icevines draped over the skylands in a waterfall of blue that wound unremittingly down the tiered skyland sanctuary to the forests below. The horizon revealed the gentle curve of the planet’s surface. Slow-moving clouds cast long shadows on the land and sea below. The approaching sunset dipped into the clouds, setting the vista aglow in golden fire. It was quiet as well. Some silence can be eerie but this was a pure and tranquil hush. 

Chelin took it all in and let it revitalize her. She would miss Vilor when they finally left. She wanted to remember its beauty always. 

She turned back to the group, “I’m ready.”

It was agreed that Thrand and Cyryl would remain at the craft while Gerant and Sencius would escort her to the Conflux center. It was a short hike up from where they had landed. The light emanating was blinding so Chelin mostly looked at the ground as she walked, watching her escorts traverse the dense foliage. So many Ferelux in one place sure did wonders for the plant life, which was lush and overgrown.

“We’ve arrived,” Gerant came to a stop at her feet. 

Chelin peeked through her fingers and quickly grasped that she was in a dense grove bursting with all manner of flora which, in turn, was over-laden with countless Ferelux. There were too many to identify any individually as their patterns merged and blended into one effusive light. 

“What do I do?” she streamed softly to her companions. There was no precedent.

A singular, resounding wave crested and crashed over her in response to her plea, “Commune with us, Chelin Vesper.”

She was surprised by the enormity of the wordstream and stumbled backward. Catching herself on an incandescent tree trunk, Chelin recovered quickly and streamed back, “Tell me what I must do.”

“Join with us,” the echoing tide explained simply. 

She looked to Sencius, surprised, “Be occupied by all of you?”

“Well, no,” he responded bashfully, “not exactly anyway. I’ve sort of, well, volunteered to be the bridge.” He moved closer to her. “If you don’t mind, that is.”

“But what about the aethervoid? You’d be trapped again.”

“I didn’t want to leave you but, well, I was forced…”

She smiled at him and curtsied as gracefully as she could muster, “I’d be delighted to Entertain you again, if you’re sure.” Then she kneeled and twined her fingers through the thick verdure, allowing Sencius to transfer onto her. 

Chelin closed her eyes and tested her mind to see whether the archway between them was still intact, prepared to tune to recreate the bond if necessary. To her surprise, his now-familiar presence was once-again accessible through the metaphorical archway. No tuning required.

“What now?” she murmured softly to him.

“Well, let’s start where we left off, shall we?”

“Okay,” Chelin laid back on the dense sod and opened her mind to him. “Here we go.” 

She closed her eyes and timidly brought her memory back to the chamber of the Nine. Reliving the tour of the platforms and projected images, Sencius transmitted everything to the Conflux in Diffusive. The alacrity of understanding surprised her almost as much as the faint connection she felt through Sencius. It was not long before the thoughts and memories being brought to her conscious mind were drawn out by the Conflux. Not needing her help, she stepped a part of herself into Sencius’s side to see if she could understand what was happening. 

Like a bolt of lightning through her, the combined consciousness of the Conflux illuminated her with knowledges immemorial. From ancient facts of dubious credulity to the entirety of modern experience in vivid detail, all existence was being processed and considered against the influx of new knowledge being assimilated from Chelin’s mind. It was a cascade of cognition that was, at once, chaos and order combined. 

Her thoughts and beliefs were being systematically evaluated.

The room is a relic of the Gods: CONFIRMED. 

The images were intended as a message from the Gods: CONFIRMED. 

The disks are a conduit to the Gods: CONFIRMED. 

All the Gods, except Demiur, were gone: CONFIRMED.

All the Gods, except Demiur, were dead: INCONCLUSIVE. 80% LIKELY.

Demiur is dying: CONFIRMED. 

Demiur can channel aether through Chelin: CONFIRMED.

Demiur seeks to extract aether from Vilor through Chelin: INCONCLUSIVE. 50% LIKELY.

Demiur seeks to eradicate all life on Vilor: REJECTED. 

There was no time for Chelin to react to any given result before the next data point was processed. New questions that she hadn’t even pondered bubbled to the surface as the Conflux rifled through her mind and combined it with their own input.

Elder Ferelux are leaving the Conflux in response to Demiur’s dirge: CONFIRMED. 

Demiur’s death can be prevented: INCONCLUSIVE. 20% LIKELY.

Vilor’s destruction can be prevented: INCONCLUSIVE. 5% LIKELY.

Exodus from Vilor will preserve the Vilorians: INCONCLUSIVE. 70% LIKELY.

Overwhelmed, Chelin could only let the crash of information rush into her. The images from the cave were broken down, analyzed, and compared with archaic abstractions brought into the Conflux from long-dead Ferelux. In no time at all, the Conflux had reconstructed the ancient laws that the Gods had set down for their creations at the beginning of existence; what the projections in the chamber had meant. With 98% certainty, they stated: 

 

Take life from the ground but always return to it.

Absorb life from the water but never corrupt it.

Propagate life in the flora and never suppress it.

Circulate life in the wind and always roam with it.

 

Illuminate and be illuminated.

To abide one’s domain is to abide.

Weigh burden as weight burdens.

Give heed and harmonize.

To live is to give life.

 

The Conflux continued processing prepositions she’d never dreamed of.

Failure to adhere to the commandments harms the Gods: CONFIRMED. 

Vilorians have not adhered to the commandments: CONFIRMED. 

Vilor is the living embodiment of the Gods: CONFIRMED. 

To harm the Gods is to harm Vilor: CONFIRMED.

Vilor’s destruction will result from Demiur’s death: CONFIRMED. 

There was a debate that occurred then, imperceptible in the flow of time. The Conflux concluded that Chelin must complete her communion with Demiur. It happened too quickly to protest, yet her fears rippled through the Conflux. The assemblage responded promptly by rejecting her agent of death hypothesis. There was no way to argue in this place of logic; her emotions were simply rejected.

Stepping back into herself completely, she saw what she presumed to be the tail end of the complete life and times of Chelin Vesper flicker by. The Conflux was satisfied, the extraction concluded, and Sencius politely stepped back to his side of the archway. 

“So,” Chelin streamed at what was probably normal speed, but it flowed like molasses in comparison to what she’d just experienced, “we go back to the chamber and parley with Demiur?”

“Well, there doesn’t seem to be a way to avoid it,” Sencius admitted. “If the Gods literally created this world it, well, stands to reason that one of them might know how to save it.”

“Apparently the Gods are the world,” she reminded him reverently. 

“Shall we go, then?” Gerant asked amiably and wandered off toward the velocraft. 

“We will converge in the heart of Vilor,” the Conflux reverberated at her and then, in a flash, dispersed completely. Beams of light shot down the spiderweb of vines that cascaded across the skyland chain and down to the lands far below. For the first time in the history of Vilor that anyone could remember—even the Conflux—the Conflux disbanded. The grove, now only lit by the plunging sunset, seemed exceptionally dim. 

Chelin caught up with Gerant, who had not wandered off at the same pace as his brethren, and attempted to construct several sentences before finally settling on, “I didn’t expect that.”

He laughed a little and pulsed contentedly as he escorted her back to the craft. 

“What happened?” Cyryl demanded when they returned. He’d noticed Sencius had rejoined with Chelin in addition to the obvious disappearance of the Conflux. He seemed to be accusing her of absorbing it too.

“The Conflux concluded that I have to return to the heart of Vilor and finish communing with Demiur. They’ll uh, meet us there…” Chelin leaned against the velocraft, weariness permeating through to her bones.

“Hmm,” Cyryl ran his fingers through his hair and looked questioningly at Thrand. 

He nodded and together they helped Chelin back into the cab. Rather than return to the gaudy hydrangea, Gerant agreed to relay the order to the Pan-Ministry headquarters and request a deep-sea streamliner meet them at the nearest port. He zipped away as the velocraft lifted off and headed due north.

As the sun set and filled the cab with tangerine rays, Chelin yawned and laid down on the seat. In a rare act of compassion, Cyryl balled up his long coat and offered it for a pillow. She thanked him and drifted to sleep.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

 

She dreamed of history. Chelin’s mind had been so stuffed with age upon age of knowledge that it permeated her subconscious and she was transported through time as she slept. She walked with ancient, migrating Kalevi across the barren deserts of the east. She prowled with tribal Volipterions in their first grand-maw shark hunt.  She floated on rising currents of air to test the limits of the Althraxan form. She felt herself spread through the branches of a plume willow as it soaked up the sun’s rays. The wonder of the world was hers to behold in all its forms!

Yet for every gain there was a loss. The desert ran dry the Kalevi and their waterskins, depleting patience and understanding for their fellows. Dawn revealed dwindling numbers and the endless sands buried the night’s secrets. The Volipterion hunters found the mother shark too dangerous, but their own survival depended on a successful hunt so her young were taken instead. An Althraxa, keen to impress, pushed himself too high and plummeted from the sky when his utricle burst. 

She watched the tragedy of the ancient Tidal War unfold before her as though it was happening in the present day. Saw the untold dead after the destruction of Nealith. She saw, too, the endless horrors during the War of Deep Divide, some so horrendous it made her want to turn away. She was powerless to stop it. These were all moments in time. This was Vilor’s story. 

A faint scene, nebulous and muted, depicted the chamber of the Gods. There were Vilorians of all species circulating in and out in a near steady stream. All nine of the blurry platforms oscillated in joyous achievement as the Gods’ creations co-habitated in the ways they had been created to. She saw the commandments observed in good faith at first but, over many ages, the message became more tenuous and abstract until it was just unfamiliar dogma. The people no longer took pilgrimages to the heart of Vilor to commune and the people’s unintentional sacrilege slowly exhausted the Gods’ gifts. 

First was Ephon whose gift of sound was not able to be heard by all. The harmony he envisioned began to fragment from the start, a flaw in creation that could not be overcome. Without harmony, Peise’s scales were out of balance and strict justice overtook the fairness and understanding she’d intended. This had far-reaching and subtle consequences. It was much later when Dio’s light went out. She shared her illumination freely until the end, with hopes it would be reflected back to her. The intense secrets held during the last war were the nails in her coffin. The last of the Energy Primordials to expire was Aethri who could not adapt to global, cross-species civilization when he’d designed such strict domains for each. Tragically, his plan was undermined by the desire for cooperation the other Energy Primordials had set in place.

The Four of Matter persisted as long as they could, but once Telur crumbled the others fell in rapid succession: Phy then Atho then Cel. Gifts depleted by their ravenous creations, they grew still in the abandoned chamber far away from their beloved children. The last image before Chelin awoke was the memory of the hollow cave that Sencius had first shared with her, where Demiur lingered in solitude to die.

She awoke just before they landed, reuniting with Ardent Mazer before going down to the streamliner he’d arranged with the Ministry. Thrand and Gerant left Chelin, Sencius, and Cyryl alone as they dealt with matters of church and state during the long descent.

Chelin returned Cyryl’s coat and sat across from him in the cozy vessel. “Thank you,” as the words streamed out she felt suddenly awkward. “For stopping the operation, I mean.”

He sat back and looked inquisitively at her but said nothing.

“I know we’ve not always seen eye-to-eye,” she pressed on, feeling her cheeks begin to flush, “and I said some rather cruel words before…” She trailed off and darted her eyes around the craft, looking anywhere but at Cyryl. 

“You were right,” he stated simply, no consternation in his wordstream. 

She began to respond, but stopped because she wasn’t entirely sure what she’d been right about.

He saw the uncertainty on her face and sighed, “I’ve been unfair to you.” Resting his head against the wall, he stared at the ceiling, “You are…not me. It was absurd of me to demand such conformity.” 

It didn’t feel right to say anything more so they sat in stillness. The diving ship they used to descend was a much more advanced model than the one the bounty hunters had transported them up in and they reached the deep-sea ship in just a couple of hours. The Pan-Ministry streamliner was designed for all species and was much more accommodating to supermarine passengers as well. Chelin was relieved to have a quaint cabin to retreat to as the pressure in her head had only become worse during the descent.

When Chelin’s bandages were changed out she got a good look at her head. Her hair had been shaved on the left third of her head and a rounded incision roughly six centimeters long curved just behind her temple. When her hair grew back it would be barely perceptible. With trepidation, she touched around gingerly to feel the section of skull that had been cut out and then replaced—it didn’t wobble or move but seemed firmly in place. It was a relief to know that, one day, she might be able to look in a mirror and recognize herself again. 

Shame curdled her stomach as she considered how Sencius had repaired her wounds before, because she desired him to do the same now. It was a selfish thought. One she wished she could unthink. Too mortified to address it, Chelin couldn’t even bring herself to thank him. Instead, she took her tonic and drifted off to sleep. She did not dream.

Sencius woke her up when they were close, “Chelin…Chelin…”

“Hmm?” she rolled over and stretched.

“Well, we are close,” he seemed sad.

Chelin sat up, rubbed the sleep from her eyes, and checked that her bandages were still situated correctly. “Is something the matter, Sencius?” she sat down at the vanity and looked in the mirror at him. It was dim without the lamps lit but the ambient lights on the ship created a soft, blue glow from the port hole. 

His fractal pattern was primarily spread across her chest and shoulders, coiling slightly around her neck and upper arms. “Well,” he hesitated, seemingly fighting with himself about whether to say something or not, “yesterday—in the Conflux—”

“I can’t believe you’d never gone before,” she sighed wistfully. “It was wondrous and baffling and overwhelming, all at the same time!”

“Err, yes,” he flowed around and onto her back leaving only a small part of him visible on her ears. 

“Forgive me, I interrupted you. Please…”

“Well, in the Conflux I saw you, alone, in that tower, after I had gone…” His glow languished up from her ear and smoothed across the shaved portion of her head, outlining the incision in green light. “I saw you despair. I felt you, well, doubt yourself and um, me.”

As she reached up a hand to touch where he occupied, her brow furrowed deeply. She closed her eyes, “I have not been a gracious host, Sencius.” 

“Chelin, I—” he began boldly but ended less assured, “want to be here.” 

He massed to her wound and began methodically repairing it. 

She smiled at him in the mirror through the tears welling up in her eyes. Her vision was blurry but her thoughts were clear. She wanted him here also. Her life had been turned upside down since she’d first met him—she had lost much but also learned much. It remained to be seen whether it would balance out in the end or not, but she was glad to have had a companion through it. Through their brief acquaintance, Sencius had proved to be tragically shy, exceptionally kind, and stronger than he knew. 

“I’m glad you’re with me. Thank you,” her nervous wordstream flowed to him, imbued with deep sentiment and gratitude. She lingered in front of the mirror, watching him fondly. She was conflicted about returning to Demiur, unsure of what would come from such a communion. She wanted to savor this small moment before she stepped over that threshold which might change her world forever.

Chelin still only had the dress she had worn to court. Reluctantly, she pulled it on and put her remaining hair in a low side-braid. She recalled how Captain Lor wore hers wrapped around her neck like a scarf. Chelin couldn’t help but smile as she flung her much shorter braid across her neck dramatically. It swatted her on the opposite cheek and startled her, then fell behind her back disappointingly. She pulled it forward and set it in place where she wanted and, giving one final look in the mirror, nodded in approval. Standing there, looking past her reflection, her thoughts went to Rohon and she braced to return to the place that she’d lost him.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

 

The ship was coming up on the ruins of Nealith and Chelin joined the others on the observation deck. There was a white glow piercing the blackness of the ocean floor. The Conflux had already arrived. It was no surprise with how quickly Ferelux could travel. They seemed to be exploring the ruins while they waited for Chelin because, as soon as their away vessel entered the cathedral, the Conflux gathered and disappeared down the shaft to the chamber where Demiur waited.

The ship descended and her heart was already beating anxiously for what loomed before her. She felt energy tingling through her body. Cyryl was watching her closely but the song that had overtaken her the first time was absent now. Maybe it was already too late for the Aether God. The Conflux had determined that Vilor would be destroyed as a result of that, but whether that would take the form of an immediate sundering or continued depletion was unknown. 

The away vessel stopped moving down and began to accelerate gently forward into the short tunnel that ran perpendicular. Soon the craft came to out into the ancient, underwater chamber. Rising above the waterline, they docked at a walkway to disembark. Chelin’s party was accompanied by a squad of Pan-Ministry soldiers. 

Playing the part of an unusual chandelier, the chamber was now well-lit from the high corner by the Conflux who had traversed down to the room on the root Sencius had discovered. That many Ferelux concentrated onto a single plant was causing it to grow visibly. The longer it grew, its greater surface area allowed more Ferelux in. The chamber grew brighter with each passing minute like an upside-down sunrise.

The wreckage of the Blessing in the Skies was still there. In fact, nothing appeared to have been touched in the chamber at all. 

Chelin’s eyes were drawn to the center platform. She saw that the eye of Demiur was still moving but she forced herself to close them before she could tell whether Rohon’s ashes remained. Instead she turned and addressed the group in a trill, gushing wordstream, “Wasn’t my mother going to have the wreckage collected and analyzed?”

Adept Ilmit scanned the chamber and said, “Yes, but the Volipterion Conclave has not approved the petition as of yet.”

“Why would they do that? It’s important to rebuild it as soon as possible!” Chelin was glad for the distracting topic.

 “I cannot say, save for that it is, most likely, purely political.”

A reverberant wave interrupted the discussion as the Conflux addressed her, “Chelin Vesper, time is of the essence.” 

She looked at her companions; panic took over. Terror in her eyes, she vividly recalled the oppressive force that had taken over her when she’d given herself over to the song of Demiur. She tried to run but was blocked from returning to the vessel by Thrand and Cyryl. “I can’t do this!” she sputtered hysterically, “I’ll kill you all!” 

As she struggled in their grip, Sencius focused all his brightness onto her nose and streamed forcefully at her with an uncharacteristically authoritative quality. “Chelin!”

She was stunned by the move and fell back, collapsing to her knees between Thrand and Cyryl. Eyes crossed and taking deep, panicked breaths, she looked dazedly at him.

“Chelin,” he repeated firmly, but gentler than before, “it’s okay to be afraid. I am too.”

Her brow furrowed and chin quavered but she sat back and paid attention.

Sencius continued, a fondness flowing through his words, “Remember when we first met? You were so exuberant! So much so that you commandeered the first-ever strato-nautical trans-orbital rocket ship prototype and mustered a crew to bring us here—to this very chamber. You believed this was the right path then.”

“But…” she protested faintly.

“When you marched over to that center platform the first time and opened yourself to it, you were more convinced than ever that this was the right path. Believe me, I felt it!”

Confronted with her own past actions, remembering the feeling of determination she’d had then, Chelin began to compose herself.

“Did you stop believing?” 

He was right. She had been like a force of nature! Nothing could have stopped her from getting to this cave and uncovering its secrets. Now there were no more hurdles to jump, no more barriers to break through, save for her own fear. She had been a vessel for a deity and couldn’t control it. Who could have? Now there was only one way to unlock the secrets in the chamber to discover the true fate of Vilor, and only one duo who could do it. If there was any chance it could save the planet, as she had once emphatically proclaimed…

Chelin stood up and took a deep breath. She could do this! After all, she was a Courtesan and Demiur was going to be her Guest. He was alone and it was her duty to bring him companionship, culture, and counsel. She would give freely of herself and, hopefully, receive something precious back in return: hope for Vilor. 

“You’re right. This is my path.” She turned and faced the arrangement of platforms. The fountain of energy was not visible to the naked eye now but she sensed its flow. Chelin dared not aethergaze. Not yet. “But you all have to leave.” There were no protests—her resolve was apparent. 

However, Cyryl came to her side and looked intently at her for a long moment before reaching out to tuck a loose curl behind her ear. She began to turn her head to look him in the eye but he stopped her and streamed softly, “You can do this.” He then returned to where the others waited and then he, Thrand, Gerant, and all the guards returned to the away ship. 

She stood, eyes focused at the center platform as it dove beneath the water. Only then, unhurried, did she begin to walk toward the center. 

The Conflux had cultivated the root nearly down to the water’s surface now.

Her heart thumped wildly in her chest as she crossed over the dormant eyes of the gods, with their inanimate commandments projected at the center. Because of her joining with the Conflux, she could now identify the clear disk she crossed as Ephon’s. The image of the races standing abreast and yet sharing freely was now fathomable.

“Give heed and harmonize,” Sencius recited the law that the combined deliberation of the Conflux had worked out. The Bond of Ephon. He had meant for Vilorians to be peaceful and share freely. How they had failed him.

Moving across a bridge to the inner circle, she crossed over the grey-brown disk of Telur, Primordial of the Ground, and its stilled image of proper burial ceremonies. 

Sencius imparted Telur’s Law, “Take life from the ground but always return to it.”

Telur had needed their flesh be returned to his, but instead they had turned their dead into cinerite to power their cities. A candle to read by instead of a lamp might have saved their God from this fate.

Chelin turned onto the bridge to the center and breathed deeply through her nose. She focused only on the center platform. The projection began to animate as before; she dared not blink. As she watched herself age in the image before her, it now split into two likenesses. In one, she carried on and continued to grow old. In the other, she saw herself, as she was now, watching her now…waiting. 

Pausing on the precipice of the platform, Chelin raised her hand toward the mirror image of herself projected before her. It reached back. She stood up straight and smoothed her dress primly, then vaulted forward to embrace her destiny.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

 

She felt weightless. Beneath her, the platforms and walkways and water and walls and everything faded out like breath on a window. Chelin embraced herself, her mirror image, yet it was not her.

Chelin’s double pulled away slightly and looked at her, eyes of even black and white hemispheres like the platform she’d stepped onto. The figure smiled delightedly at her and gently placed its highhands on the sides of Chelin’s face. With a look of pure love, it spoke to her very quintessence from everywhere and nowhere. 

“I am happy you have returned to Me.” The voice innervated Chelin’s being. “I did not know there were any left who could hear My song.”

“I have…felt it…for some time,” Chelin felt so safe here. Any trepidation she’d had before was gone. “Are you really Demiur?”

“For a little while longer,” it said with overtones of longing, like a child staying up past bedtime. “I am afraid to leave you.”

“Do you have to go?” her informal protest seemed appropriate despite the gravity of the circumstances. It was so familiar and safe here that it felt more like she was sad to see a party end, not that they would never meet again.

“Well, I do not have very much spirit left now,” the figure changed into an orb of light with a familiar, fractal pattern to its glow.

Chelin had changed too and now Sencius hovered where she had been. They both spoke…yet not, “Is there a way to, well, save you?”

“You know, I do not know. Perhaps We should, well, ask the Conflux?”

Chelin was perplexed that the creator would ask its creation for advice. Then again, there was much about the Gods that was not well understood. It was through something as uncomplicated as ignorance that the peoples of Vilor had denied the pact with their creators, broken their promises, and consumed all the Gods’ essences as a result. “Well, I think we were rather hoping you would know a way.”

The figure changed back to Chelin, still jubilant, “Our creations have always exceeded expectation! You are made of all of Us so you surpass any one of Us. Oh, how We were endlessly enraptured by the tales brought to Us—We could not conceive of such things! Incredible things…” Demiur trailed off wistfully.

Chelin was Chelin again, “Do you know if we can ask the Conflux from…here?” She wasn’t exactly sure where ‘here’ was. 

Demiur twirled in air and returned to embrace Chelin, “Yes, because the two of you are here together!”

Their joining was the reason Chelin, a Kalevi, had been able to commune with the Conflux in the language of light and, now, would allow the Conflux to commune with a God through the aether. Chelin couldn’t have predicted this day in a million years.

“Sencius? Just like at the Conflux?” She wasn’t positive he was here with her exactly, but she asked outwardly anyway. 

“Err, yes.”

He stepped through the archway and beamed to the Conflux. Chelin rehashed the current conversation in her mind’s eye to show them what the discussion was about and then half-stepped into Sencius’s side again to see the result. 

Demiur and Chelin both became an enormous globe of light as the Conflux’s consciousness entered the space. Immediately the pair began processing scenarios together.

Return to the old ways: REJECTED—even immediate compliance would be too late and would not restore the dead Gods.

Aetherstores across Vilor emptied and returned to Demiur: REJECTED—Demiur would live but Vilor still becomes depleted of all other essence. 

Sacrifice all life to reclaim Their gifts and resurrect the Primordials: PLAUSIBLE—unclear if all Gods would be revived but those that are may be able to stabilize planet and revive other Gods.

Sacrifice Demiur to resurrect the other Primordials: PLAUSIBLE—unclear if Gods would retain integrity of essence after being imbued by Demiur.

Demiur assists in efforts to leave the planet: REJECTED—His aether and aether-based technology is ineffective beyond Vilor’s orbit. 

Vilorians create non-aether-based technology to leave the planet: PLAUSIBLE—electric-power has previously been harnessed by Althraxa. 

After the deliberation, Chelin and Sencius both stepped back into themselves and the Conflux faded away. It was just the three of them again. Demiur assumed Chelin’s likeness again and beamed to her in wonder, “I am amazed by Our creations’ capacity. It is more than We Nine could have known! We were better together than We ever were apart. I have learned so much in this existence that I wish I could take with Me into whatever lies beyond.” 

“So what’s the answer?” Chelin asked, once again in her own form.

“Which one do you like?” Demiur reached out and entwined his fingers with hers with a loving smile.

Chelin was stunned. Despite this meeting with Demiur not going anything like she had anticipated, this question was the most surprising of it all. Was the last remaining Primordial God of Vilor really just asking her, Chelin Vesper, Adept and Courtesan, to decide the fate of a God and, as well, the entire world? What if she chose wrong? 

She needed to think about it logically. No choice was guaranteed to succeed based on what the Conflux had concluded. If she chose to save Demiur and sacrifice all life, whatever gods that were revived would be able to make new life, right? Shouldn’t the current inhabitants repay the debt they had incurred against their makers? Vilor might be a different place and there might be different people on it when all was said and done, but the current peoples had broken their oath; let Vilor and the Nine down. There was an elegance to that solution. 

To sacrifice Demiur instead meant that there would be no more aether in the world. All their aethertech would cease to function and people couldn’t communicate through wordstreams any longer. The entirety of modern society would be eradicated. There would be no precedent on how to recover from such a blow. The other primordials might be changed, too, the Conflux had supposed. Yet even though Demiur had lost so much, he still reveled in the accomplishments of his children like a proud parent. If Vilorians were capable of more than the Nine had known when they’d created them, of surpassing the Gods themselves, shouldn’t such progress be celebrated?

Finally, if some non-aethertech means were found that would launch the people of Vilor into the vastness of space, Demiur would still surely perish. A new life might exist for the Vilorians on another planet or they might wander forever. No one knew what was out there or what life off of Vilor would be like. They would assuredly still lose the ability to aetherspeak. But, no matter what, there would be no returning here. They would have forsaken their home and their creators in totality. Discarded them like trash. Alone and abandoned, Demiur would succumb to the darkness of what lay beyond and Vilor would crumble to ashes.

She thought of Rohon and his sacrifice. No! The people couldn’t abandon the Gods so cruelly. It wasn’t right. And neither should a parent be cursed to outlive one’s children. Vilor, and its children, would be the Nine’s legacy—always and forever. They had to live to honor their Gods. They had to!

“I think…I think…” She pulled Demiur into her embrace, tears welling up in her eyes as her arms threaded tightly around him. It was breaking her heart to tell him her choice, to condemn such a being of warmth and love. Even now she could feel immaculate affection radiating from the entity she held in her arms. How do you ask him to give up all of himself when he has already sacrificed so much? 

“Is it all right if, well, I say it, Chelin?” Sencius asked gently, streaming privately to her through the link that bound them.

“Yes,” she thought back tacitly and buried her face in Demiur.

“Well,” Sencius streamed outwardly, both forms taking on his visage, “while it’s difficult to discuss such topics so, well, plainly, Chelin and I agree that the best course of action seems to be, well, to use your essence to reinvigorate the planet and the Primordials.”

“Well, I think it is a fine plan, but I think I will need you to, well, help Me do it.”

“What do you mean?” both Sencius and Chelin asked simultaneously, resulting in a being the shape of Chelin but made of pure light like Sencius.

“You are the only beings on Vilor that are attuned to Me,” Demiur became an ephemeral, swirling cloud of aether instead of mimicking her or Sencius’s forms. “To do this task, I would need you to act as a conduit so I might extract Myself from all creation. But in order to touch any of the other Primordials, I would need a vessel to bridge Our essences—something created collectively by Us.”

“Each of Us is an entity of a single Aspect and We cannot truly know what lies outside of it. We are alien to one another but Our creations are Our union! So through you and other children who visited long ago, I know about light and mountains and other things. But I cannot make those things. And the others could not make aether.”

Demiur’s swirls became tighter and his tone was troubled, “You are Our union, what We built together. Though it would consume the Primordial gifts you have been given, I could bind myself to each of your Aspects and revive the others. I think.”

Suddenly the token Offerings placed upon an Altar to the Nine were clear to Chelin. These were not offerings to the Gods; they were offerings of the Gods. How had the people of Vilor become so misguided? It was staggeringly obvious in retrospect! 

Sencius asked, “Will it hurt?” 

“I do not know.”

“So we’ll die,” said Chelin. 

“Yes, you will be no more,” admitted Demiur somberly. Then, agreeing with Sencius’s earlier statement, he added, “It truly is difficult to discuss such topics! I do not want you to go either!” 

A memory replayed in Chelin’s mind. The night before they’d stolen the ship, she and Rohon had sat together under the stars. She’d been so worried she wouldn’t see him again and yet still staunchly determined to go. Defiantly she had proclaimed that she had to do something. You won’t save Vilor by throwing your life away, he had said. The phrase had been figurative but it had not dissuaded her then. She decided it would not dissuade her now either, yet it was no longer her decision alone. 

“Sencius,” she closed her eyes and sent her thought to him through the archway that was becoming increasingly blurry and undefined in this place.

“Have you decided?” There was no trepidation in his tone.

“I have, but...”

“You are worried about me?” he guessed before she could finish.

“Yes.”

“Do you know why I never went to the Conflux before?” he asked unexpectedly. “I was afraid. Afraid no one would, well, believe me. Imagine my surprise when a young Kalevi courtesan took such an interest so as to, well, come this far with me.” His thoughts became timorous but he pressed on, “I will accompany you to the end of this adventure. It is for an excellent cause, I might add. I truly want to be here!”

Chelin was overcome, “Thank you.” The bond between them left no doubt that he was committed to this course, as was she. They were not the hasty words of a would-be martyr. It was settled.

She opened her eyes. Together they replied, “We consent.”

“Thank you,” and Demiur swirled around and embraced them.

The world faded back in and Chelin was aware that she was suspended in the center of the platform, her feet dipped just below the waterline. The root that the Conflux occupied had continued to grow while she had communed. She had no sense of exactly how much time had passed but the root had begun to coil around the chamber on the surface of the water like a resplendent snake. 

“Sencius and I have to help Demiur if we are to try to revive the gods, so we won’t be coming back, I’m afraid. Please warn everyone—we’ll wait as long as we can to begin. And tell my family I love them and that I’m sorry.” Chelin streamed to the Conflux, blinking back tears.

“It is understood,” the Conflux crested its response through the room in a massive wave. Thousands of Ferelux zipped up the root to deliver the warning but it did little to diminish the massive gathering.

If Sencius said something in Diffusive, she could not say, but she knew his mother would learn of her son’s sacrifice. Chelin hoped she would be proud.

The away vessel was returning to the streamliner which, hopefully, would waste no time evacuating everyone to the surface. Chelin watched it go. She was glad. There was no telling what would happen when they began.

Long minutes pressed on and she could feel the aether seeping into her and being trapped by the aethervoid her body had become. It pressed in on her very being but she fought it. She would fight it as long as she could. She wasn’t sure if those on the ship would be safe yet or if the messengers had been able to broadcast their missives. 

Minutes turned to hours. Sweat dripped from her brow and onto the water’s surface in the cool light of the Conflux. Her breaths were short and her body felt battered by the aether that sought to permeate her. She didn’t speak, didn’t aethergaze, didn’t move for fear she’d lose control. Her time was almost over but if she could just save a few more people, the discomfort would be worth it. 

“Chelin,” Sencius streamed finally. “We can’t wait anymore. Demiur…”

“I know,” she wept, “I just hope it’s enough time for Cyryl and Adept Ilmit to be okay.”

“Have faith.”

Chelin nodded in assent and relaxed at last.

Then she defocused and opened herself up to the font of aether as she had done before. Visible aether flashed into plain view once more. Its grey tendrils reached to the extremes of the room and dove into the smooth, stone walls in all directions at speeds so fast as to be imperceptible. Through the land and ocean and sky, through all living things, Demiur embraced all of creation at once and wept. Then, in a loving caress that was silent as the night and soft as a breeze, he withdrew his gift from the world he loved. It was drawn down into the planet’s core and into Chelin’s form.

Chelin was quickened by the surge of raw aether, her body becoming incorporeal. Sencius radiated across every centimeter. The boundary between them rippled and disappeared. Their forms now one, their consciousnesses fused. 

They felt near to bursting at the burden contained within but opened themselves up further rather than shy away. More and more the aether erupted from the walls of the chamber and absorbed into them until only tiny wisps were all that was left. When the last whiff of Demiur’s essence was concentrated wholly within them, they felt their new form begin to drift apart into equal portions—each with different meanings. Eight brilliant orbs emanated outward from Demiur’s heart along the waterline in eight directions. Immaterial, they passed effortlessly through pillars and ship fragments alike until coming to rest in the center pools of the other disks.

Together they transformed Phy. Their nurturing spirits were infused with the essence of Demiur, igniting him. They nestled inside the God of the Plants like a honeybee to a flower and the image projected in the center began to transform and animate anew. It evolved from Phy’s simple law to live naturally and proliferate freely into a new one. In this new image, the world was in motion, joined together like cogs in a great machine. Prey was consumed by the hunter and became food for the plants which grew to become a meal for new prey. Water flowed from mountain lake through stream and river to the great ocean where it rose up as a cloud, only to be carried back to the mountain. Air was exhaled by animals and inhaled by plant life in harmonious rhythm. The virtuous cycle of nature and renewal repeated in perfect balance.

Together they transformed Telur. Empowered by Demiur, their weaknesses and whimsy deconstructed the God of the Ground into dust and sand. His image of burial was replaced with a photoplay of farmers working their crops on the outskirts of bustling metropolises which served as the epicenters of creation. Well-worked crops delivered a bountiful harvest which, in turn, supported the flourishing populations of these towns. Miners delivered raw materials so the learned minds in the cities could dream up new tools and make them a reality. With each advancement, the civic center became more successful and its suppliers became more efficient. The thrust of development pressed ever on; a beacon of a better future.

Together they transformed Cel. Dancing with Demiur’s essence, they stirred up the God of the Sky into a whirlwind. The great migration projected in her eye swept back to show all of Vilor in motion. What were once small, migrating tribes became great shipments of freight moving from port to city and back again along a great, world-wide infrastructure. Goods and knowledge were carried between the cities, while the municipalities themselves buzzed with action: the daily mediagraphs delivered door to door, the workers commuting between office and home, the thrum of energy coursing through the buildings themselves. An ever-repeating ballet of life. The circulatory system of Vilor. 

Together they transformed Atho. They released everything that was pure and free in themselves, heightened still by Demiur’s essence, so that the God of the Water melted and surged, becoming an expansive river. The static image of water flowing freely throughout Vilor began to animate and change. Depleted soil, polluted water, injured animals, and ailing people were brought back from the brink through careful care. The species of Vilor made compromises and considerations for one another, avoiding the edges of conflict and, instead, cultivating understanding. In this image, the world was flexible and resilient and could never be broken. 

They transformed Dio, God of Light. Demiur’s essence burnished their knowledge and insight, sending illuminating beams of light into Dio’s reflection until she became the sun shining down upon Vilor, refracting the colors of the world. 

They transformed Aethri, God of Temperature. With Demiur’s essence magnifying their basic natures, they divided Aethri in among Vilor’s surface until he became its ecosystem, with changing seasons and distinct climates.

They transformed Peise, God of Equilibrium. Parity and tension between them was complemented by Demiur’s essence, stretching Peise’s symmetry out to infinity and plunging back into her core until she became the gravity that cradled their world.

They transformed Ephon, God of Sound. Their love and compassion, unbounded by Demiur’s essence, resonated and created ripples through Ephon’s echo. New waves began to move the ocean, the light, the sound, the magnetism, and the energy of life.

The gods were reshaped and born anew! Marvelous forces erupted outward through the chamber; through the crust of the planet; through sea, land, and sky. The strength of the energy was vast beyond the bounds of possibility, yet displaced not a single particle on all Vilor. The death of Demiur and rebirth of the new Primordials took place in the fraction of existence between an instant and moment. The after effects were both immediate and had always been. All existence ceased to be in the old way and continued in the new. All aether had disappeared.

Throughout Vilor, skylands descended and crashed into the ground, no longer held aloft through the designs of the Nine. Skyships and velocraft plummeted from the skies mid-flight. Networks of vaporgrams were stilled. Adepts peering through now-distorted goggles stopped mid-gesture, unable to gaze or tune what no longer existed. Cities powered down. Underwater domes cracked open and breathing apparatuses failed to activate. Skydrapers skewered the ground below after aethercables snapped. Supermarine suits became too burdensome for their hosts and dragged Volipterions to the ground to slowly suffocate. As fear and uncertainty shocked through the world, Vilorians everywhere congregated and signaled to one another in silent desperation, no longer even able to converse. 

Deep below in the chamber at the heart of Vilor, in the center of the platforms, the white and black eye of Demiur was now still. The room went dark as the Conflux withdrew. 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 

 

The cataclysm that unmistakably changed Vilor’s course was the greatest tragedy in history. Death and destruction were stranger to no one. Yet, this moment of strife also brought about great tales of heroism. Members of every species rushed to the aid of those in need. Volipterions suffocating in their supermarine suits were carried by Kalevi to the nearest body of water. Althraxan dirigible crews sacrificed themselves to maneuver plummeting skydrapers out of harm’s way. Ferelux remained with huddled survivors through the dark nights and still endeavored to bring messages from afar, imprinting script onto photovellum until supplies ran out. 

Fragments of stories about depleted gods and broken oaths brought Vilorians to the churches in a monumental and far-reaching pilgrimage that, in time, came to be known as the Temerate Atonement. Prime Ardent Mazer was celebrated for his virtue and guidance in the wake of the Conversion. 

As hearts and minds looked to the past for answers so, too, did Vilorian sensibilities. It was a simple time at first, albeit an awkward one. A blend of primitive and contemporary ways clashed as Vilor rebuilt. Modern conveniences such as mediagraphs and pneumatic inclinators operated alongside beast-drawn carriages and oil lamps. 

It took a long while for the oratorical arts to recover. Every farm and town across the planet, isolated from others, developed its own regional language just to get by. These new regional cants had to be deciphered and learned, or adapted to another, when encountered. This left most Vilorians passing notes back and forth for years. That there had been a written language before was a great boon now.

Eventually the Althraxa settled on a form of sign language as their multitude of tendrils and lack of hearing capacity left them with few options. The Kalevi were able to adapt their ability to sing aloud into the ability to speak melodically, shaping their mouths to create unique sounds. Underwater, however, vibrations had much better range than sight or sound and so the Volipterion created a series of clicks, chatters, and thrums that resonated well through the water. The Ferelux were still able to communicate to one another through Diffusive and developed a method to converse with others by blinking very slowly.  

That’s not to say that Vilor crossed the threshold into its new existence gracefully. As the chaos died down and nature began to renew itself, doubt and fear wracked many a mind. People were apprehensive and resources were scarce. While the new aspects of the reborn gods acclimated the ecosystem, whole regions fell into lawlessness. 

The larger cities built walls and domes to protect themselves from predation. Rural towns and outlands could not afford such luxury. Those inside the cities and those without became estranged; disparate societies that held little in common and valued different things. In the outlands, violence and banditry became so common that carrying weapons was essential. It came to be known as the Age of Savagery.

In Hytheol, the Vesper family was among several key groups that helped to restore order, governance, and technology to the city in the wake of the Conversion. Zan was elected to the new Ministry Protectorate Council that was formed by the Kalevi after the Pan-Ministry crumbled in the wake of the unprecedented event. He worked with the also new collective of Althraxan governing bodies and the persisting Volipterion Conclave and Conflux to try to preserve the best traditions the worldwide government had once afforded them. It was no easy task but his duty had always been to the people, and now they needed a tempered leader more than ever.

While aethertech was now disabled, other technologies rose in its place. Steam, coal, electricity, and gyrogears powered new machines and were retrofitted onto old ones. Before, aethertech had allowed the races to intermingle a great deal, but now the four species had to respect their native environment. Cities like Hytheol were no longer bastions of cross-species culture they once were. This made sharing technology doubly difficult since none of the new energy sources so universally worked in sea, land, or air as aether had.

Though Naiya Vesper had been close to converting her automaton design to steam power before the Conversion, she quickly turned her attention to agriculture. Cultivation and preservation of food, once so dependent upon aethertech, would no longer meet demand. Always pragmatic, she hoped to minimize the death and famine and so used her knowledge of clockwork systems and steam-power to modify farm machinery and shipping infrastructure. This not only put more Kalevi to work but provided a sense of fellowship and community. In time, she would develop a refrigeration pump that would allow shipments of food to come from farther and farther afield but it was not in time to save more than half the population of Hytheol from starvation. Still, she was honored by the Protectorate for her effort.

Little changed with Reese’s work and he continued as a chemist in his mother’s labs. The techniques he had developed on metallic bonding persisted after the change but there was little need for space-age materials to a civilization being crushed under the weight of basic survival. He collaborated with his mother on water treatment methods and power modules that could store electricity via a liquid medium. Though he had been anxious to speak to reporters after the prototype SNTOR Mark I was stolen, he now kept out of the public eye and it was rumored that he had secretly joined an offshoot of the Children of Vilor who proselytized that the Conversion was the result of cosmic radiation.

Adette Vesper disappeared from the public eye for a time but, after the Protectorate elections named her Chief Secretary of Technology, attacked the many challenges facing Vilor with renewed vigor. She oversaw the creation of Hytheol’s city wall, the first dome, an overhaul of the public works, and a method to refine oil into fuel for converted aetherpumps. The black smoke that rose from Kalevi cities became a point of contention between them and many of the Althraxan collectives, but she held firm that it was a temporary measure and that it would save countless lives in the coming years. 

The entire Vesper family agreed and supported her. They were a close family whose solidarity was an inspiration in the tumultuous aftermath. When the Vespers appeared it public, it was always together as a family. 

Without aether, the Order of Adepts disbanded, though many of their number continued to serve the new governments. Thrand Ilmit founded the Justiciars to keep law and order, first in Hytheol and then abroad in other Kalevi cities. He was respected by citizens and feared by criminals, even being named Grand Marshal of the West—a title he held for nearly twenty years. It was on a routine trip to Maphis that he was ambushed by outland bandits and killed. 

The monumental death toll after the Conversion was not caused only by famine or the violent and unjust, however. The catastrophic change in the planet left many reeling. The exodus that countless Vilorians were counting on suddenly became impossible and, without a worldwide communication network, many did not learn about the Chamber of the Gods for many years. It was in this dark time that despair took hold. Fatalistic cults and suicides were commonplace among the outlanders who believed that all hope had been lost. A tragedy of ignorance, when the opposite was actually true. Leaving Vilor was no longer necessary. The ecosystem was once again functioning.

The Beckon Call sailed again but never more through the clouds. She was converted to a full-time ocean vessel, still captained by Vivia Lor. It was no longer possible or practical to employ Volipterions above water so she and Mr. Lanes parted ways. Yet the ship had amazing luck and never hit a reef nor got caught in a storm. And it always made its runs in impressive times. It was Captain Lor who brought the first pilgrims to Nealith.

In the years that followed the Conversion, it was Cyryl who was the most invaluable, yet he would never admit to such. No longer an adept, he leveraged his skill as a cryptologist to assist with the language problem. His neat office became overrun with stop-gap vernacular and sign-language lexicons. The crowning achievement was his invention of the Biograph, a device that Ferelux could inhabit to quickly form written words on the fly. It was developed jointly with Praebin Truesdell and his team of scientists and brought Ferelux messaging abilities back up to pre-Conversion levels.

All that time, he was trying to re-establish lines of communication with the Volipterion Conclave. It was an arduous process but, with the help of the Prime Ardent and Consul Vesper, he eventually got in touch with those who would help. After a while, bits and pieces of wreckage began to crowd his office, spilling over into the Vesper workshop where Adette was trying to reinvent hover tech for Elnan’s chair. True to his nature, Cyryl examined everything thoroughly and chronicled it in detail. Eventually other artifacts began to appear from the ruins of Nealith and from the Chamber of the Gods. 

The plasma drive was eventually extracted from the room, along with the rest of the wreckage that had been the Blessing in the Skies. Under the new laws of physics that governed the planet, there was no way a Kalevi could reach the chamber any longer. So, though Adette hired team after team of Volipterions and Ferelux to search the chamber, no traces were ever found of Chelin. 

The Conflux never shared what it witnessed with the world, but Cyryl did. After he released his chronicled accounts of the Conversion, interest blossomed in restoring Nealith to its ancient glory as a holy city. The Church of the Nine organized an expedition and settlers soon followed. Cyryl established a museum of sorts there, with his eclectic collection of artifacts and wreckage, in memorial to those who were lost in the Conversion. A fountain with a classical sculpture depicting Chelin, Sencius, and Rohon in the Chamber of the Gods was erected in its gardens. Its plaque read, “Do not be afraid to see what others cannot for there is no greater test of courage than the truth in one’s heart.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

 

 

“It is told that there was once a young Kalevi who fell into the ocean. Her thrashing among the waves attracted others, Althraxa and Volipterion alike. They converged and each tried to help in their own way, but the child did not belong to the sea or the sky. A Ferelux saw the scene and, though he feared for his own life, dove into the girl. He spread out through her and calmed her. He became a bridge to her would-be rescuers as well. Connected, they understood. Together they bore her to shore and then returned to their people to share the story. The Kalevi villagers were grateful and offered friendship to the other races. Thus peace existed through the lands. But the girl had not really been a girl, you see. She was the God of Change, taken Kalevi form, and she sowed the seed that one day would unite all of Vilor.“

“How did the Ferelux jump so far?” a newly-split Ferelux child pondered to her father.

“Well, that’s just a legend. It isn’t what actually happened.”

“So why tell it? Do you know what actually happened?” she inquired innocently while practicing her blink-speak.

Somewhat vexed, he informed her, “Well yes, as a matter of fact I do. In reality there was, well, a Kalevi girl who wanted to save Vilor from dying. There was also a naive Ferelux who’d, well, stumbled upon the Gods’ graves. They joined forces—figuratively and literally—I suppose, and resurrected the Gods. Well, except Demiur, who was the Primordial of Aether.”

“But there’s no more aether in the world, you said,” the young Ferelux protested, as children often do.

“Well, that’s true now, but there used to be,” he explained patiently. “Demiur helped them, you see.”

Concentrating on blinking, she spoke haltingly, “What… happened… to them?”

“Well, after the other gods were reborn, all that remained was the aspect that had belonged, well, to Demiur himself. They must have transformed his essence as well, just as they had for the other gods and, well, become the spark that some say is the new ninth god.” There was a hint of emotion behind his words that his daughter did not pick up on.

“How do you know?” 

“Well, some of it I learned from the Conflux and some of it I learned when I, well, came here, to this chamber, afterward. But most of it is because, well, I was that Ferelux—at least part of him. You could say we took different branches at one point.” He chuckled to himself but realized the joke was lost on her and continued solemnly, “I was split, you see, but I talked to my other half before he, well, departed. We decided not to recombine but I felt him change during the Conversion. That is, perhaps, a story for another time. Come on now, let’s go meet your grandmother.”

His daughter was now paying rapt attention and wouldn’t budge, “Why didn’t you recombine?”

Sencius was still for some time, running through his memories, but eventually diffused, “We’d become different. He had changed in the time we’d spent, well, apart. He had fused his mind with Che—the Kalevi—and well, we weren’t the same individual anymore. It didn’t seem right.”

“Do you miss them?”

Sencius began to ascend the root they were resting on, prompting his new daughter to follow. As they tunneled up into the crust from the chamber at the heart of Vilor, he told her, “I’ll never forget them.”
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