
  
    [image: Hope is the Thing With Feathers]
  


  
    
      HOPE IS THE THING WITH FEATHERS

      
        Wren Chronicles Book 1

      

    

    
      
        JEANNETTE BEDARD

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Jeannette Bedard

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Cover designed by Lur Noise (lurnoise.com)

      Typography by Jake Caleb (jcalebdesign.com)

      Edited by Charlie Knight (cknightwrites.com)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Hope is the Thing With Feathers

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

    

    
      
        Thanks for reading!

      

      
        Also by Jeannette Bedard

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Bonus - Case File #7

      

      
        Bonus - Case File #8

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hope is the Thing With Feathers

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Hope is the thing with feathers

        That perches in the soul,

        And sings the tune without the words,

        And never stops at all,

      

        

      
        And sweetest in the gale is heard;

        And sore must be the storm

        That could abash the little bird

        That kept so many warm.

      

        

      
        I’ve heard it in the chillest land,

        And on the strangest sea;

        Yet, never, in extremity,

        It asked a crumb of me.

      

        

      
        — Emily Dickinson
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      Keys of various shapes and sizes filled the wall, each on its own peg. They were all old-fashioned, their shanks as long as my pinky finger and ending in ornate loops. Perfect to fit in the palm of one’s hand. Complex series of key wards and bits extended from the other end—each unique to the room the key would open.

      I sighed as I studied my collection. I’d tied a tag to each one so I wouldn’t forget what each room contained. A wiggling, grinning whale connected to the key to that sushi house, while a tiny palm tree connected to the door to the island where I liked to meet up with Theo65. A juggling clown hung from the key to the circus, and a glittery snowflake would take me through a door to endless winter. Right in front of me, a little blue fish wiggled, ready to take me to the tunnel under the sea—my current work in progress.

      Today, the little bird with an iridescent cap of purple feathers on its head drew my attention. The bird, a purple-crowned fairywren according to my dad, gave me access to my favourite place—one steeped in memory, like a comforting blanket just waiting to be curled up in. It was the only place Dad still existed and the only place I kept exclusively to myself.

      I plucked the key from the wall, and the little bird beat its wings before settling its claws on the key’s shank.

      “Chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka,” the little bird sang.

      “I know.” I frowned and contemplated putting the key back. “I come here too often.”

      I paused. Even though it happened five years ago, every time I thought about the crash that took my dad from me, my heart threatened to break. The wreckage of his airship remained untouched, unsalvaged, deep down at the bottom of New Venus’ atmosphere.

      “Chicka-chick.” The bird tilted its head to stare at me.

      “I have a plan.” I pursed my lips and surveyed the wall of keys. I could picture each world the key opened into. Each one an immersive video I had carefully compiled and curated. “There’s finally a new airship heading down. Minke it’s called…and I intend to be on it.”

      “Chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka.”

      “I know. I know.” I bit my lip. “The only airship that ever tried to reach the Bottom crashed.”

      The little bird took flight as far as the golden ribbon that bound it to its key allowed. I grabbed the shank. In a blink, the world changed around me. A sky, created through Rayleigh scattering, shone blue above. It was a kind of sky I’d never walked under. An approximation of Old Earth, the world my ancestors left nearly a millennium ago.

      I tilted my head up and let the heat of the overhead sun warm my face. The scent of cinnamon buns baking somewhere out of sight wafted past my nostrils, and a smile spread across my face. Cinnamon buns were our favourite. Every Sunday, Dad used to take me to the bakery on the Island of Gold for freshly baked buns with that exact scent.

      The purple on the fairywren’s head shone like a precious metal under the bright sun. A breeze blew my hair into my face, and I brushed back my currently purple locks—a colour chosen to match the little wren’s head.

      “Chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka,” sang the fairywren as it flitted above me.

      The bird had a point—I came here too often. But being here felt so right. The comfort and nostalgia wrapped around me, welcoming me.

      This wasn’t a real place. Instead, it was an amalgam of my childhood memories relocated to Old Earth. It was the first immersive video I’d ever made, and it was the one I hid in when I heard Dad had died. Five years on, and I still came every day.

      I sighed.

      The next breeze brought laughter. Crunching across the gravel-covered ground, I headed towards the swing set—towards the little girl who had once been me.

      The bent metal supporting the swings shone the same purple as the fairywren’s head and my hair. Was it too much? I wondered if a paler hue would make more sense. I could tweak it, make it more perfect. Better than my memory.

      “Higher!” young me demanded, pulling my thoughts away from contemplating the construction of the immersive video.

      A man chuckled, drawing my attention. Just seeing him brought a lump to my throat. My dad was only a little taller than I stood now. His light brown hair was unkempt and in need of a haircut—like always. The breeze ruffled it up like a crown of feathers.

      He wore his royal purple bomber jacket—the one I now wore every waking moment. The one he gave me just before he stepped onto the Daedalus, the last time I ever saw him. I ran my hand down the worn front. Flakes of faux leather cascaded away. The jacket was falling apart, but it would never go into the recycler.

      “Higher, Daddy,” young me called.

      Dad chuckled and gave the swing a big push. “My little wren, always reaching for the sky.”

      The fairywren landed on the top support of the swings set and said, “Chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka.”

      I sat on the swing next to my younger self and watched myself. I wore an expression of pure glee, as though swinging was peak excitement. Every time I asked, dad pushed me higher once again.

      “Chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka,” the bird said.

      “I know.” I stood and walked away from the swing set.

      I walked until I couldn’t hear my childish laughter anymore, leaving only the sound of my boots crunching the gravel. The fairywren followed, flying in loops above my head.

      “Play his last message.” I knew my computer would hear me.

      Dad appeared before me. “There you are, my little wren.”

      My smile widened until my face hurt. “Hi, Daddy. I miss you so much.”

      “Being invited to join the Daedalus mission is a great honour.”

      I nodded. The message was always the same.

      “I’ll be able to prove my model of the Rocks is accurate. It’ll make the Bottom more accessible.”

      “That’s the final resting place of Generation Ship 8,” I said as the usual lump formed in my throat. I’d taken part in this last message of his a million times; the lines were etched into my memory.

      “That’s the final resting place of Generation Ship 8,” he repeated. “Think of all the wonders that remain on that ship.”

      “Yes, the eggs….” My words trailed off.

      He smiled. “On the manifests, there’s a complete record of all the bird eggs being kept in stasis—millions of them, all the species of Old Earth. And they’re still there, Stella. If I brought them up, we could hatch them. We’d finally be able to experience what it’s like to be around the animals we left behind on Old Earth.”

      A tear dripped down my cheek as I studied the excited look on Dad’s face.

      “The Daedalus mission will make a significant contribution!”

      I buried my hands deep in my pocket. “I wish you’d stayed home with me and Mom.” But the version of Dad standing before me was just a recording. Nothing I said now would make any difference—but nothing I could have said back then would have made a difference either. Dad’s heart had been set on the Daedalus mission, a culmination of all the years he’d spent studying New Venus’ atmosphere.

      “In two weeks, I’ll be back and can tell you all about what it’s like down there.” His smile widened. “I can’t wait to tell you all about my adventure.”

      “But Dad, you never come back.”

      The recording didn’t register my comment. Only the little bird responded, singing “chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka.”

      “Tell your mom that I love her,” he said, his dark eyes earnest. “And Stella, my little wren…I love you more than anything.”

      Tears were streaming steadily now. I wiped my face with the sleeve of Dad’s purple jacket.

      “I’ll send you a message from the Bottom, I promise.”

      His image flickered and vanished.

      “I’ll get your message,” I said. “I know you sent it. You always kept your word.”

      “Chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka-chicka.”

      Tilting my chin up, I watched the fairywren flutter. “I know the message never arrived, but I’m certain he sent it.” I ignored the fact that he’d promised he’d come back and never did.

      I reached up, palm extended, and the little bird landed. It weighed almost nothing on my palm. I closed my hand, and the simulation ended.

      

      “Are you done with your simulations for the day?” Fred asked as soon as I opened my eyes. The little robot watched me with his two overlarge eyes, currently glowing amber.

      I stood and stretched. I glanced around at the dingy basement room I rented—the best I could afford on my minimal salary. The narrow cot doubled as my sofa, and a hotpot was my only means of warming food.

      What the room had going for it was a window—and it was spectacular. An arching metal frame reached from floor to ceiling, holding curved, clear panels that showed the world I lived on. The world I’d finally come back to.

      Stepping forward, I rested a hand on the frame. My subterranean room had been carved out of the Island of Copper, one of the main floating islands that made up the city of Seven Soaring Swans. From my window, I had a view of the Island of Gold and its gold-plated domes forever glittering in the endless sunset of New Venus. It was a stunning vista I intended to include in an immersive video one day.

      “Stella?” Fred walked over to me.

      “Sorry, Fred.” I turned back to my childhood companion.

      My dad gave me Fred for my ninth birthday—and the robot was the same size as a nine-year-old. His diminutive size and standard programming made him an ideal companion for a child. The two of us had so much fun back then.

      “Your immersive video software needs to update. Should I start that update now?”

      “Yes, of course. I’m meeting Theo65 later, so please make sure the system is ready.” I smiled. The robot’s emotional programming kicked in, and his animated mouth stretched into a smile—the expression was simplistic, but always felt genuine to me.

      “Also, I found some information that may be of interest to you about the Minke expedition.”

      I cocked my head. “What did you find?”

      “According to the net, the principal investigator is Dr. Fuller.”

      My heart sank, and a wave of nausea swept over me.

      “Isn’t she supposed to be your supervisor?”

      Fred was right. Mom had arranged everything: I just had to show up, and I’d be following in my dad’s footsteps. My hands began to tremble.

      “Pull it together, pull it together,” I urged myself as I squeezed my eyes shut.

      I pushed my left hand into my pocket and grasped the marble I kept there. My fingers clutched its smooth, glass surface. Not once since I’d been back had I set foot on the Island of Dreams. I hadn’t even brought myself to message Dr. Fuller and explain….

      I glanced at my cot and debated crawling under the lilac-hued comforter to ignore the rest of my day.

      “Stay cool. You need to get on that ship.”

      “Are you alright?” the robot asked in a soft tone.

      “I….” I stopped myself; I didn’t have to explain myself to a machine, even if he was the best friend I had. Besides, he’d come up with perfectly reasonable suggestions that I’d have to ignore.

      “Do you want me to make tea? The apple chamomile always makes you feel better.”

      “Thank you, but no. I need to go talk to Dr. Fuller. Maybe she has a place for me on the Minke. She was a colleague of my father’s, after all.”

      My gut twisted. The memories that surfaced whenever I went near the Island of Dreams were always intense.

      “Dr. Fuller is scheduled to give a public lecture starting in an hour. Go to lecture room 3A in the science building on the Island of Dreams. I can make you a map.”

      “My dad’s office was in that building. I remember the way.” I pulled myself up tall and gritted my teeth—I had to do this.
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      It didn’t take me long to navigate the bridges between islands from my apartment to the Island of Dreams where the stately buildings devoted to higher learning crowded together. The knot in my gut tightened as I followed the same path my dad used to take me to the building he worked in.

      Gritting my teeth, I stepped through the front door of the Science Building. Only a few people milled about in the atrium, their conversations a quiet hum. The arched dome above admitted the sunset hues from New Venus’ sun, casting oranges and yellows onto the white surfaces. There were no protests, no gathering, nothing to impede my way. The information kiosk stood off to the side, complete with holographic maps to everywhere in the building, but I already knew the way to lecture room 3A. I had no excuse to keep myself from heading straight there.

      My heart raced the instant I approached the open doors. Dr. Fuller’s voice came from within, her tone commanding and sharp, not the voice of someone who granted favours. I panicked. How could I possibly ask anything of her? I waked right past the lecture hall without entering.

      I kept moving, stopping only once I reached a side hallway leading to the bathrooms. Pressing my back against the faux-stone wall, I squeezed the marble in my pocket as I took three deep breaths.

      “You can do this.”

      With closed eyes, I tipped my head back until it touched the wall. My dad used to work here, at this university, in this building. I was supposed to be studying here, yet I’d not set foot on the Island of Dreams since returning.

      “Get a grip, Stella,” I said, hoping no one was in earshot—the last thing I needed was a kooky reputation. I took one more deep breath and clenched my jaw.

      Standing up tall, I marched myself into Dr. Fuller’s in-progress lecture. Abandoning my forced-erect posture as soon as I was inside, I hunched over and slipped into the back row, relieved no one paid me any attention. Brushing a lock of hair behind my left ear, I cautiously looked around.

      Only a few attendees were scattered in a lecture hall designed to contain at least a hundred people. At the front, nearly hidden by a podium, stood Carole Fuller. Her diminutive form was shaped by the thickening middle of time. Even at a distance, the bright overhead lights highlighted the grey in her hair. She had a stern expression as she stared out into the sea of mostly empty chairs.

      I stared down at my hands with the hope I’d avoid notice.

      “New Venus’ layered atmosphere holds many mysteries, from the floating rocks in the layer early explorers unimaginatively named the Rocks, to the layer of sulphuric acid and raging storms in the Fog. And we all know the Shimmer right below us has provided easy riches for our community.”

      Dr. Fuller projected an image of New Venus into the room, above the heads of the first rows of seats. I lifted my head to study the yellow orb of the planet I lived on.

      With a swipe of her hand, Dr. Fuller removed a wedge from the image, exposing the layers of atmosphere as though it were a layer cake.

      “We know at the very bottom there’s a rocky core.”

      “Where Generation Ship 8 crashed,” an enthusiastic student in the front row blurted out.

      Dr. Fuller pursed her lips as though she were sucking on a lemon. “Yes, the wreckage is there. But it is the layer just above that holds the most promise.” She pointed to the layer just up from the bottom. A label appeared on her hologram: ‘The Abyss’.

      Even though I’d seen it before, the composition of New Venus remained fascinating. I rested my chin on my hands and stared at the image. Like the interrupting student, it was the generation ship that held my attention. That had been my father’s target, his goal.

      A knot turned in my gut. Near it was the wreckage of the Daedalus.

      “The Abyss has the perfect environment to be an incubator of life—and not just the moulds and algae we know regularly evolve. Here’s a video taken from one of our delving drones.”

      The hologram of New Venus vanished, and a video began playing. The dark and grainy footage forced me to squint to make out any detail. Flecks of light peppered the view, likely data lost during its transmission back up—none of the delving drones ever made it back, and electrical interference in the Fog and Shimmer swallowed up most signals. What made it through tended to be corrupted—rarely usable.

      “I’ve augmented the video to compensate for missing chunks,” Dr. Fuller said.

      A dark shadow moved past the view. A blob? Or changing light? I couldn’t tell.

      “We will see the most promising evidence of life in the Abyss in a moment.”

      The image blurred, then refocused on a glowing object. I leaned forward to better see what it was. At the front, Dr. Fuller paused it on a single frame.

      A glowing blob filled the view. The round ball on top could have been a head, but the resolution wasn’t good enough to be sure. The body below had rounded shoulders and tapered down to a point. At each side, translucent wings or fins reached out.

      “I call this one my angel,” Dr. Fuller said, and a murmur went through the sparse crowd. “Here is a further augmented view of looped video.”

      The image shifted slightly, and I gasped.

      The animal didn’t have a human face, but it still reminded me of an angel. Nearly transparent skin gave a view of the organs within its head and body. Two gossamer wings flapped in slow motion. It couldn’t be real. The founders said New Venus didn’t have any native life forms. I swallowed.

      “That’s fabricated,” accused someone in the front row.

      Dr. Fuller frowned. “Of course it isn’t. This footage came from delving drone 16-T4. I have full providence.”

      “Bullshit,” another attendee chimed in. “You just said you augmented the video. This is a waste of my time.” The man rose and stormed out of the room. After an awkward pause, the rest of the audience left too.

      Her face unreadable, Dr. Fuller shut down her video feed and turned her attention to her equipment on the podium.

      “I guess it’s now or never,” I muttered to myself as I stood. Plunging my hands deep into my jacket pockets, I approached the podium.

      “Um, excuse me.” My voice seemed so tiny, so unimportant.

      Dr. Fuller looked up at me and squinted. “Aren’t you Damien’s little girl?”

      I nearly bolted from the room.

      Using every ounce of my self-control, I stayed put and lamely nodded. “Yeah, he’s my dad.”

      “Hmph. I didn’t expect you here today.” Dr. Fuller returned her attention to the podium.

      “I…” I licked my lips. “I wanted to ask you something.”

      Dr. Fuller raised an eyebrow. “Are you going to explain why your mother keeps calling me? She seems to be under the impression that you’re one of my students.”

      I froze, and my mouth went dry. How could Mom do that? Sadly, I wasn’t surprised at her actions. Mom worried about me constantly since Dad died. I swallowed.

      “I checked the records, and you didn’t even apply to this university.”

      “I…I…took a cleaning job on the Island of Silver.” I licked my lips a second time. This wasn’t the conversation I’d hoped for.

      “Damien’s girl, a cleaner. Huh.” Dr. Fuller started cramming her stuff into a bag.

      I closed my eyes. Fred would advise me to push on and ask for what I wanted. I flicked open my eyes and told myself to get a grip. “I need to make a request.”

      “You need to apply through the proper channels to be a student here.”

      “No, not that. I wanted to ask about the Minke expedition.”

      Dr. Fuller crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, if those jackasses hadn’t cut short my presentation, I would’ve talked about it.”

      “I want to join.”

      Dr. Fuller said nothing. Her face seemed a mask cut from stone.

      “I want to go down to the Bottom.” My hands were trembling now, and I could feel my heart pounding in my chest.

      “You want to find the wreckage of the Daedalus?”

      I nodded.

      She pursed her lips together. “I hate to break this to you, kid, it’s been five years. There’s no hope your dad is alive down there.”

      “I know…I know. But we might be able to salvage records of the mission. I make immersive videos for fun, so I have experience piecing together footage. With the Daedalus’ records, I can recreate what happened.”

      “You want to recreate how your father died?” Dr. Fuller shook her head. “That doesn’t sound healthy.”

      “But he promised me he would send me a message from the Bottom. I’m sure he did, but you know how the atmosphere absorbs signals. It just didn’t make it back up. I’m sure it’s there, buried in that ship’s memory banks.”

      “Look, I’m sorry you lost your dad. And if you apply, I’ll consider taking you on as a student. But there’s no room on the Minke. The ship isn’t big, and all the bunks are spoken for.”

      “But I know how to make my dad’s model run. His model is still the best option for getting through the Rocks.” I wrapped my fingers around the marble in my pocket. Dad had left his model to me, it was up to me how to use it. I bit my lip.

      Dr. Fuller cocked her head. “He left the model to you?”

      I nodded. Dad had been very specific in his will.

      “Huh, I had wondered what had happened to it. The model is excellent—a stoke of genus really.”

      “Yes…and I’ll run it for you.”

      Dr. Fuller frowned. “Look, we already have alternate model output. I’m sorry, kid, you can’t come.”

      “But…but….” I tried to come up with more reasons she needed me. Nothing came to mind.

      Dr. Fuller grabbed her bag and walked away, leaving me alone at the front of the lecture hall. I watched her go, taking my hopes with her. For a moment, I considered chasing after her and begging, but I knew nothing I did would change her mind.

      Heat flushed through my cheeks as I stared down at my feet. Dad sent me a message. All I needed to do was get close enough to retrieve it.
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      Back out in the atrium, I stopped and slumped down onto a stone bench facing some sort of neo-Greek monstrosity of a statue. It depicted two winged men. I knew it had meaning, but I didn’t have the energy to decipher it. At least the faux marble men weren’t staring at me.

      With a sigh, I buried my face in my hands. Why did I think Dr. Fuller would give me a spot on her expedition? I’d just waltzed in out of the blue.

      “Foolish,” I whispered. “I’ve been just foolish.”

      Hushed voices filled the space, as if the passing students didn’t want to disturb the statue. I bit my lip and glanced up at it again. A patchwork orb of gold and silver hung suspended from the ceiling, undulating slightly with the air movement. The higher man reached for the orb, while the lower man tried to pull his companion down.

      How will I get Dad’s message now?

      I squeezed my eyes shut. Fred really couldn’t help me—his programming wasn’t up for such a complicated question. But maybe Theo65 would help. And I already had a meeting with them planned for later.

      “Hey.”

      I spun around to see who’d spoken.

      A man barely older than me stood next to the bench. He smiled, showing off a pair of adorable dimples. My heart skipped a beat and my mouth went dry again. Talking to cute boys was another item on the long list of things I sucked at.

      “I saw you talking with Dr. Fuller.”

      “Yeah.” I squinted at him as I tried to place him but couldn’t. He was good looking in a boyish way, dark hair and eyes—no, he was dreamy, with a face that should’ve graced every teenage girl’s wall.

      “You’re Dr. Wren’s daughter, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ve been reading your dad’s research into the atmospheric layers of New Venus. He did some amazing work—especially with the drones. I can’t believe he got so much real data.”

      “This planet’s atmosphere was his passion.” I smiled so wide my face hurt. Heat rose in my cheeks, no doubt resulting in unattractive, chaotic splotches.

      But he didn’t seem to notice. “And his model of the Rocks… I heard that with his calculations, one could navigate that layer for as long as they wanted.”

      I nodded. Besides the jacket I now wore, that model was more precious to me than anything. Someday I needed to share his work, but I wasn’t quite ready for that yet. Dad would understand.

      I cocked my head. “Who are you?”

      “Oh, I’m Dr. Fuller’s research assistant. Jeremy Long.” He held out a hand, and I shook it. His palm was warm.

      “Are you going on the Minke expedition?” I asked, surprised at my boldness.

      “Yeah.” He grinned. “It’s me, Dr. Fuller, Hector Broca, and Dr. Beecher who’s coming in from Indigo Station later today. I can’t wait to depart. It’s going to be exciting.”

      My gut churned in a knot. Here was someone taking the trip I desperately wanted to be on. But I couldn’t fault him for that—no doubt he’d earned his place.

      “But, hey,” he said, dropping onto the bench beside me, “I’d love to buy you a coffee and chat about your dad’s work.”

      I forced a smile. “I can’t drink coffee. It makes me jittery.”

      Without waiting for his reply, I stood and strode away. As handsome as he was, I couldn’t contain my jealousy. He had a spot on the expedition, and I did not.

      “Hey, Stella,” Jeremy called.

      I stopped and turned back.

      “Go talk with Hector Broca.”

      “The Minke’s captain?” I took a pace back towards Jeremy.

      “You never know. He might be willing to give you a bunk. I hear he was a good friend of your dad’s.”

      A little bud of hope formed in my chest. I’d never met Hector, but I remembered Dad telling me about him—Hector Broca, the great showman and mediocre engineer. But maybe in the five years since Dad’s death, Hector had sorted out his ship designs.

      “Thanks. I’ll go talk to him.”

      “I hope he gives you a spot. The expedition will be more fun with you on board.” Jeremy smiled, showing off his dimples once more. “The Minke is currently tied up off the Island of Gold so Hector can show it off to his investors.”

      Down the hall, I stopped at the plaque commemorating the scientists lost on the Daedalus expedition. The knot in my gut took another twist.

      Taking my time, I read all the names. They were in alphabetical order—meaning Dad was last. As I read ‘Dr. Wren’, I ran a finger over the raised text.

      “I know you sent that message.”

      

      Outside the university, New Venus’ endless sunset cast its warm glow on the white buildings. I stopped and leaned against a railing—only a thin tube of metal separated me from falling into the Shimmer below, but I didn’t care as the view was too beautiful.

      The shifting clouds in the Lid far above undulated in the breeze. Dirigibles and other flying ships passed overhead, casting umber shadows across the city. In the layer below, the sparkling storms of the Shimmer twisted and turned like some of the glitter messes I’d made as a kid. I closed my eyes and pictured the time I’d coated Fred in purple and silver glitter glue.

      “You need to take care of your toys,” Dad said. He crossed his arms over his chest and frowned at the little robot.

      “But Dad, Fred is such a boring colour—just grey, not even shiny.” The child me balled my hands into fists. “He’s more perfect this way.”

      Dad ran a finger along the huge blob of still-tacky glue in the middle of Fred’s chest. “What if he doesn’t like this?”

      “Oh, I know he loves it. Isn’t that right, Fred?”

      The robot’s eyes lit up. “Like Stella told me, glitter is the most prettiest thing.”

      Dad pursed his lips. “I see you’ve started tinkering with Fred’s algorithms.”

      Little me frowned. “Is that wrong?”

      A breeze blew my hair into my face, bringing me back to the present. I pushed the lock behind my ear. It had taken a long time to clean all that glitter glue off Fred, but Dad stayed and helped—like he always did.

      I fixed my gaze on the bridge leading to the Island of Gold and its glimmering domes coated in its namesake. If I’d had access to gold plating the day I coated Fred in the glitter glue, I would’ve made him shiny and gold instead. With a sigh, I rested my weight on my elbows. Now wasn’t the time for reminiscing; I had to come up with a plan before the Minke plunged out of reach.

      If Hector had truly been a friend of Dad’s, there was a chance he’d take me on. But I needed to be bold in a way I’d never been before. I had to march up to that ship and introduce myself to Hector. Just the thought of it sent butterflies to my stomach.

      “I gotta get going,” I said, forcing myself to stand up tall.

      Holding my marble in my left hand, I set off towards the Island of Gold.
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      A massive banner depicting a whale rose above the ship, showing me exactly where to go. Across the main square surrounded by the city’s banks, I strode through the sparse crowd, heading directly for the ship. I needed to keep moving before my nerves got the best of me.

      The Minke was unlike the other flying ships in that it wasn’t suspended beneath a balloon. Even the ill-fated Daedalus had depended on a balloon for buoyancy to pass through the dense layers of atmosphere below.

      A bulbous nose of windows swept back into a sleek hull of coppery metal peppered with two levels of portholes. A ridge ran along the top, like a tin mohawk. On the side, a single door stood open, but it was the man standing beside the door that caught my attention.

      “Hello there.” He gestured towards me, his voice booming across the square.

      Looking from side to side, I checked for other people. But I was the only one there; the man had to be calling out to me. Did Jeremy tell him I was on my way? Keeping my hands in my pockets, I walked closer.

      The man loomed over me, his broad shoulders only adding to his presence. A long maroon coat hung from his frame and swirled around his feet.

      “I’d recognize that jacket anywhere,” he said with a smile. “You must be Damien Wren’s little girl.”

      “Um, yeah.” So much for my boldness. I bit my lip and debated just turning and running away—yet Hector remembered my dad.

      “Oh, how I miss that man! I can’t believe it’s been five years already. Time certainly flies by. And look at you, all grown up.” He reached out and patted my shoulder.

      For a second time that hour, I could feel heat rise in my cheeks.

      He put a hand over his mouth. “How rude of me! I never introduced myself.” He reached his hand out to me. “I’m Hector Broca, captain of the Minke.”

      I put on a smile and shook his hand. His massive palm completely enveloped mine, but he didn’t squeeze too tight, as though he knew exactly how to use his strength.

      “I’m Stella,” I said before remembering he already knew exactly who I was.

      “Well, Stella, I have an hour until I have to mingle with my backers. Would you like a tour of the mighty Minke?” He made an exaggerated gesture at the airship behind him.

      I smiled. “Yes, please.”

      Stepping into the Minke was like being cloaked in a cozy cocoon. The spicy scent of the air enveloped me in comfort. The white stone and gilded buildings of the Island of Gold vanished, replaced by thickly carpeted floors and fabric-covered walls. Even the sharp sounds from outside had been muted.

      Directly across from the door was a plaque.

      “Hope is the thing with feathers.” Hector read as he stopped beside me.

      “Dad loved that poem.” I reached forward and put a hand on the plaque.

      “I wish he could see this ship.” Hector gestured to the surroundings.

      I turned to take in the compartment.





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/wren-blackandwhite-2.jpg






OEBPS/images/wren-blackandwhite.jpg





OEBPS/images/hope-is-the-thing-with-feathers-ecover.jpg





