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Chapter One

 

 

I DON’T KNOW if you have ever noticed, but fog has the ability to distort shapes and mute sound, transforming something quite ordinary into phantasmagorical creatures.

“Is that a . . . dragon?” I pointed at a dark shape that had suddenly appeared on the horizon, riding on the fog rather than sailing through it.

I had had quite enough of dragons, thank you very much. Mother had confirmed their existence when I was seven by conjuring one and threatening to feed me to it. That was the only dragon I had seen—other than a toy—before laying eyes on San Francisco’s clockwork dragon four days ago.

The enormous mechanical beast that had destroyed Lettie’s boardinghouse was nothing like the flesh-and-blood dragon Mother had conjured to prove her point to a terrified seven-year old, but I had managed to send it on its way—the clockwork dragon, not the seven-year-old or Mother’s conjured dragon.

“Too round for a dragon,” Ahoy said, his small, raspy voice entirely too clinical for a rat—which he was—a rat, that is.

Yes, rats can talk—when said black-and-white rat about the size of a young kitten happens to be a kobold in disguise. Not only did Ahoy speak English—and who knew what else—he could communicate both verbally and mentally—mind to mind, a rather startling experience—in a variety of accents.

“I think it’s a . . . I have no idea what it is.” Ahoy slipped back into the pocket he’d just peeked out of, as if not wanting to see what would happen next. Good thing my skirt had deep pockets.

“What was that you said about the wind?” I asked, not really caring but needing to say something. I kept an eye on the dark shape moving toward us with the fog. It had to be a dragon, didn’t it? What else could loom in the sky like that?

“There’s a north wind blowing, which is almost as bad as an east wind, but not quite,” Ahoy said, his voice muffled by the fabric of my skirt.

I rolled my eyes. As far as I could tell the air was completely calm.

I surveyed the area to assure the wind was not hiding somewhere unexpected. Below me, hastily constructed warehouses and piers perched precariously above ragged, sandy banks with more of a tendency to crumble than to provide actual support constituted a major portion of San Francisco’s waterfront. The commercial area, as raw and unprotected as the rest of the town, gradually gave way to forested hills that ambled along the water’s edge, interrupted only by the occasional marsh and slough or rocky promontory.

No sign of wind that I could discern.

“What’s so bad about an east wind?” I asked.

The sound of waves lapping against the shore whispered their ever-present chorus beneath the cries of gulls and barking seals, creaking hulls and the never-ending jingle, jangle, clank of neglected rigging that echoed throughout the multitudes of ships in various modes of decrepitude, the sound only occasionally interrupted by the bright snap of canvas sail. Men’s voices rose and fell along the waterfront, adding to the cacophony.

“According to Pops,” Ahoy said, sticking his nose back out of my pocket, “an east wind brings calamity with it, while a north wind carries evil and that sort of thing.”

I had experienced winds that carried dust and odors both good and bad, but I couldn’t quite envision evil riding in on the wind, no matter which direction said wind hailed from.

Unless the wind bore a dragon, I suppose.

I studied my surroundings more thoroughly, feeling as addled as a sleep walker waking from a bad dream. The clapboard warehouse behind me secreted the coppery stench of blood mingled with old meat. Haunted memories washed over me—memories of Mother and animated corpses and—

I tore my thoughts away from the memories. Of course, the building stank. It was a butcher shop, after all.

My new friend Emma would have a conniption fit if she knew I was a mere street away from the waterfront, an area of town that was scarcely safe during the day. Emma had learned to survive on the dank, sordid streets of London and was continuously warning her girls—of which I was an honorary, nonworking, member—that a woman alone after dark was “fair game” for ruffians and blackguards.

The entire vista had taken on a surreal aspect—the rolling hills surrounding San Francisco’s bay blurred by the encroaching fog. The setting sun painted the top edge of the fog bank and what was still visible of the sky with streaks of peach and pink. The forest of ship masts was rapidly vanishing as the fog flowed ever onward, devouring hills, water, and ships alike.

Someone had once described the bay—which extended far beyond the gaggle of deserted ships—as a giant shoe, with the ankle of the shoe being the passage between inner bay and ocean. Having nearly reached the end of my excursion, I found myself standing at the forward-facing curve of the ankle, with the toe wrapping around to my right, the ankle stretching off to my left, and the heel extending before me.

The entirety of the shoe’s ankle was clogged with ships of all shapes and sizes, a motley array more resembling a wrinkled stocking than an international port.

My gaze travelled up the ankle to the calf—which made my analogy rather awkward as the “calf” broadened into the Pacific Ocean rather abruptly. I couldn’t really see the ocean from where I stood, only ships and hills and the ever-present fog oozing over land and sea like a gelatinous monster, devouring everything in its path, a malignant beast of murk and haze that veiled the world in obscurity.

Fog was my least favorite form of weather. London’s fog had been infused with coal smoke and the rank stench of rotting sewage, both of which, when combined with the insouciant moisture, made the air almost . . . chewable.

In San Francisco—a place I had dubbed the Land of Fog, Mud, and Misery—the fog was more of an airborne river, flooding over the land like a salty slug, then oozing down mud-lined streets and—as I had discovered my first night in San Francisco—depositing hoodlums in its wake.

In either city, the noxious living sludge not only clogged a person’s lungs, it played havoc with a lady’s hair.

My stomach clenched tight as I realized the sun hovered less than a hand’s width above the fog, the sun’s rays casting the forest of ship masts into stark silhouettes. I hadn’t thought it possible but there appeared to be even more ships than when the SS Raven—the ship that had carried me safely around the Horn—had arrived and been forced to anchor nearly halfway to the mouth of the bay. It had taken the man rowing me to shore the better part of two hours to maneuver around ships whilst fighting the outgoing tide.

What could be seen of the water beyond the masts glistened and heaved like a carpet of pale gold sequins undulating in the dying sunlight—

And the object sailing at the forefront of it all was even more phantasmagorical than a dragon.

I rubbed at my eyes and looked again.

It was a ship, impossible though that might be.

But ships couldn’t fly—unless . . . unless what? Birds and bats and certain insects were the only things I knew that were capable of flight. Balloons didn’t fly, they floated.

That clockwork dragon flew, a little voice whispered in my mind.

With help from a bloody sorcerer, I retorted.

The little voice went silent. For the moment.

There was something else that could possibly fly, I suddenly realized.

Disembodied spirits.

Could the ship be a . . . ghost?

I shivered as the fog’s ice-cold touch slithered beneath my woolen cloak and crept up my sides. The ghost ship—or whatever it was—bobbed and weaved as the fog rolled onward, devouring everything in its path. The ship was an elusive shadow, fading in and out of the fog, its vague outline a twin to the Niantic Hotel, an abandoned ship that had been hauled ashore and turned into an eating, drinking, and gambling establishment. Like the Niantic, this . . . thing—whether infernal device or vindictive entity—sported a ship’s hull. Unlike the Niantic, something darker than the fog and twice as ominous, something that moved with the bulk of ten ships, loomed above the ghost ship’s hull, a cat stalking an unwary mouse.

If it looks like a ship, sounds like a ship, and moves like a ship, then it must, perforce, be a ship, to paraphrase Miss Beauregard, the headmistress and primary instructor in the finishing school I had not-so-recently left behind. However, I’m not certain Miss Beauregard would call “sailing in the air” appropriate behavior for a ship.

Did that make it something other than a ship?

The ship appeared to be having trouble remaining airborne—a fact that would not surprise me in the least. It sank lower and lower in the fog, barreling through the masts of the anchored ships like a phalanx of soldiers clearing the way for encroaching royalty.

Not very ghost-like behavior, unless the vessel had died from an overdose of liquid spirits.

Shouts rose from straggling crew members unfortunate enough to be caught on board one of the battered ships. A sailor’s angry cry was followed by a loud splash. Several more splashes followed in rapid succession.

The vessel careened from one ship to another, smashing, bashing, and crashing its way through the graveyard of abandoned ships, swatting masts from side to side, leaving a swath of confusion in its wake.

That’s when I realized the floating . . . flying . . . thing . . . was headed directly for me.

 


 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

IF YOU’VE NEVER had the displeasure of running through ankle-deep mud, I can assure you that slopping through mud is best left to hogs and other muck-loving creatures. This past winter had been exceedingly wet, leaving the streets of San Francisco a morass of mud, water, and whatever the locals had tossed on top to try and navigate the bottomless muck, a condition which did not lend itself to a lot of exploring. The mud had been—and still was in some places—deep enough to literally swallow entire wagons.

Which was why I was currently bemoaning my stupidity. I should have stayed on the wooden walkways outside my hotel, even though it meant pacing back and forth. Instead, I had insisted on exploring.

I’d already experienced navigating San Francisco’s muck my very first night in town, during which time I had been accosted by not one, but two, thugs—thugs who had demanded I turn over something they had called a “golden pea.”

This experience promised to be just as wet, muddy, and miserable as that first night, only the thugs had been replaced with a flying ship of doom.

I slogged past buildings rising haphazardly along both sides of the street. San Francisco was not pretty, not yet anyway. The city was raw and unfinished, a fitting representation of the wild, wild west. Of course, I had spent my earliest years in a quaint village with solid cottages and well-trampled streets, then in London proper during finishing school. Both village and London had centuries of history behind them. But that was across the pond and an entire continent away.

While the land around the bay had been inhabited for years—by natives and then Spaniards—San Francisco itself was still in its infancy. Canvas tents had been thrown up at sporadic intervals, serving as either temporary abodes for men heading into or returning from mining camps or as restaurants waiting for proper housing.

Abandoned ships—once-proud conquerors of the sea run aground by owners seeking some sort of compensation when officers and sailors alike took off for the gold fields—peeked from between storefronts and warehouses.

I’d been an unfortunate—and fleeting (or maybe fleeing would be a more appropriate term)—guest at a ship-turned-saloon at one point during my first evening in town, just one example of the numerous uses to which the abandoned ships had been turned.

The sight of said ships that had been grounded and used for something other than seaworthy tasks thwarted not only my sense of direction, but the overall rightness of the streets themselves. After all, ships are supposed to sail on water of some sort, not perch like wooden cranes amid a flock of ugly-as-sin buildings, many of which looked as though they would blow down in a good wind.

Seagulls raked the air with their raucous cries while sealions could be heard barking off in the distance. The air stank of dead fish and tasted of salt, something I had grown accustomed to during my voyage around the Horn.

The clang of steel striking steel rang through the air as I passed the smithy. The sound reverberated in my chest and skull, then faded along with everything else.

A light breeze teased my hair.

“Is this your north wind?” I grumbled.

“This isn’t my anything,” Ahoy retorted. “Just thought I’d warn you about the wind, especially since a creature straight out of Binda’s nightmares took all your luggage—”

“Stop right there.” I had never heard so much nonsense strung together in one sentence.  “What are you going on about? Who took my luggage? And . . .” I added after a brief moment’s thought, “who is ‘Pops’?”

Ahoy stuck his nose out of my pocket. “The Princess Binda is fine. I left her with Emma before hunting you down. Told Emma we might be gone for a while.”

I glared at the little rat. “I think you had better explain . . .”

The sun disappeared into the fog as I stopped and braced my hands on my knees, struggling to catch my breath after battling my way through what turned out to be half a block or so of soul-eating muck. I glanced over my shoulder as the last bit of daylight drained from the sky.

My mouth suddenly felt like I’d swallowed an entire pitcher of ocean water.

The monstrous ship loomed over me in the fog like a giant tree torn from its roots. Light oozed from a series of tiny round portholes, creating pock-marked halo effects in the thickening fog.

I straightened up and returned to my slogging, though escaping through this mud was beginning to seem like a futile effort.

“Well, look who it is,” called a man from somewhere overhead. “Hold steady, old bean. We’ll bring you aboard.”

Not a ghost ship then, unless ghost ships served as vessels for corporeal beings.

No matter. I picked up my pace—if moving from slug to snail could be called “picking up.”

The shadow of a building materialized out of the fog. Judging by the stench, a robust combination of scorched pine and broiled carpet with a sprinkling of roasted mattress thrown in, I’d reached the burned remains of Lettie’s boardinghouse.

A recently demolished building would not help me escape my pursuer. I had to find a house that was occupied. Find some place I could escape the flying beast that seemed determined to run me down.

The gentleman overhead—if indeed he was a gentleman and not a bloody rogue—continued his monologue. “Steady on, old chap. Bring her down just a bit. That’s it.”

Was it my imagination or did that voice sound familiar? I glanced back once more . . . just in time to see a figure lean from one of the larger portholes, point something that looked like a demented rifle in my direction, and fire.

Fortunately, I had the wherewithal to step briskly aside. Unfortunately, the rifle or canon or whatever that man—definitely not a gentleman—shot at me had not fired bullets or cannonballs. Single projectiles would have been easy to dodge, considering how much the Infernal Contraption, as I silently dubbed the vessel, kept bobbing around.

Instead of being bombarded by conventional ammunition, however, I’d been shot with a tangle of ropes and cords that wrapped around my arms and legs, effectively trapping me like a wild rabbit.

If that hadn’t been demeaning enough, the Infernal Contraption chose that precise moment to rise in the air . . .

Carrying me along with it.

I dangled beneath the contraption as it floated back down the street, barely attaining enough altitude to keep my feet from dragging in the mud. We were apparently headed back toward the bay and, I assumed, the somewhat open water beyond.

Was I doomed to be drowned, then?

Or was I to serve as some type of human fish bait?

“Bingo,” the man said. “Let her down gently now. Mind that new ballast adjuster. I haven’t had time to calibrate it yet. You’ll squash her like a ripe melon, you aren’t careful.”

The Infernal Contraption obeyed, dipping groundward and dumping me unceremoniously into the mud.

I sat in the burbling goo, struggling to breathe after my abrupt reconnection with the earth. The stench of rotting vegetation blended with dead fish and slurry soon had me regretting the attempt to restore breath to my lungs.

“I’m good,” Ahoy called before I could wonder if he’d been smooshed.

A moment later, I found myself looking at the ship’s hull, slowly descending until it stopped in midair, suspended an arm’s length or so above the muck. Something hissed and light streamed from a slowly opening hole. What appeared to be a plank slid out like a snake sensing its prey. The plank wobbled around a bit, retracted, then shot forward and plopped into the mud, startlingly reminiscent of a recalcitrant child sticking out her tongue.

A silhouette appeared in the doorway and stepped forward so I could better see her. A woman, short of stature and rounded to the point of pudginess.

Mother.

She posed at the top of the ramp—for dramatic effect, I was quite certain—silhouetted by the soft light spilling into the fog. She looked like an angel who had somehow managed to make it to grandmotherhood. She had always looked that way—never old, but never young. Her hair had been silver for as long as I could remember, soft as the down from a baby owl, fine as fairy silk. It fluffed out from her head just enough to look like a silvery halo.

“You are late.” Three words one never wants to hear from a sorceress, especially the one standing before me.

Mother’s voice contained a hard note, like iron chilled by winter snow. The iron never left her voice, though it changed according to mood. Currently, she was merely displeased. If she had been angry, her voice would have poured from her like iron made molten in a smithy’s forge.

The pain inflicted by that molten iron was the kind of pain that never went away.

The skin on the back of my neck crawled as if someone had just upended a pitcher of spiders over my head. My evening had just gone from utterly rotten to flamboyantly vile.

“Uh, oh.” Ahoy burrowed deeper into my pocket.

I couldn’t see the color of Mother’s eyes, but knew from experience they would be glacial blue, matching her current mood. I had learned throughout a very painful childhood to pay attention to my mother’s eye color. Eyes the color of summer sky were safe; ice blue denoted caution; blue-black indicated extreme displeasure; blue-black with a hint of dark red around the pupil suggested it would be prudent to relocate oneself immediately—if such an action was even vaguely possible.

I had been almost eight when I realized that not everyone had a mother whose eye color changed according to her mood. Mother rarely allowed me to interact with other children in the village. When I eventually found out my mother was different, that she was unique in a way that no one else could comprehend, I didn’t feel superior.

I had felt—vulnerable.

Just as I felt in my current situation—surrounded by fog and growing dusk, trying to look dignified while sprawled in the middle of a street that was, essentially, an enormous puddle of mud. I found myself wishing I’d remained safe and sound with my friends at the Spiderweb Hotel instead of gallivanting around the streets.

Fog swirled as my mother took a step down the plank, moving through the watery light emanating from the door behind her. Fear punched my stomach up into my throat. Just as it always had.

I reached up and let my hand linger in the hollow of my throat, feeling the reassuring presence of the pendant—a childhood gift from Mother—nestled beneath my woolen cape. Touching the pendant always had a calming effect, easing any panic or confusion so I could logically think through the dilemmas Life threw my way.

I fingered the pendant as best I could through the wool, seeking that same reassurance. I had crossed from continent to continent, survived miles of angry seas, and waded through San Francisco muck up to my mud-slimed knees, after all.

Surviving such adversity built strength and courage, did it not?

I’d had the courage to stand up to numerous adversaries who had appeared out of the fog, managing to survive my first day, then my first week, in the wild, wild West. I had even managed to survive a sorcerer and his murderous clockwork dragon.

As soon as I set eyes on my mother, however, as soon as I heard her voice, the confidence I had built up during the past five years—along with the drive to not only survive, but to come out on top—disappeared, leaving behind a lonely little girl who wanted nothing more than to win her mother’s approval.

And her love.

“Come now, dear. Stop dawdling. Time waits for no one and you’ve kept me waiting for over a month. We have work to do.” The iron in Mother’s voice grew an entire degree chillier.

Refusing to obey would have unpleasant results.

My name is Abigail Crumb, though everyone except my mother calls me Abby. I learned at a very young age that saying no to Mother was not the wisest course. Not if I wanted to stay in one—recognizable—piece. Mother is a Sorceress of the Highest Order. She also happens to be a Necromancer, which should lend some insight into her character, a character as predictable and violent as an active volcano.

So I developed a list of survival rules while I was growing up.

Surviving Mother, Rule #1: Never say no to a sorceress.

I learned that lesson first. All it took was one little “No” and suddenly I was watching my nose melt off my face. Of course, Mother put my nose back where it belonged, but not before my three-year old self had decided that a) no one could ever love a noseless child, and b) I would never have to smell Mother’s cooking again. One realization broke my heart; the other gave me hope.

That hope was dashed when Mother restored my nose to its prominent position.

Surviving Mother, Rule #2: Never keep a sorceress waiting.

Which is precisely what I had done—the SS Raven had made port a month behind schedule. But I had not chosen the vessel—she had. And I had not been dawdling.

Had I?

I opened my mouth, but words of protest, of righteous anger, vanished as quickly as dew in strong sun. I was overwhelmed by a sudden sense of suffocation, followed by a rush of complete despair. The pendant’s reassuring weight pressed against my throat and I took heart in its familiar presence, lifting my chin and calling forth my resolve.

I had come around the Horn, fought off assailants, and survived ravenous San Francisco mud. There was no reason to feel—and act—like a frightened little girl.

I shoved ropes and cord off my shoulders and scrambled to my feet amid a flurry of muddy slurps and gurgles, glaring at the contraption before me as if the contraption itself were to blame.

Perhaps it was. The very concept was so unnatural—a flying ship, indeed—as to be virtually unbelievable. If someone had told me Man would be able to sail through the air in much the same manner as he sailed the open seas, I would have been forced to report said person to the authorities. Such a person was quite evidently not in control of his faculties, and therefore, predictably dangerous to both family and friends.

Don’t get me wrong, I had seen my share of flying balloons while attending finishing school. There had been a regularly scheduled run between several cities in England and France. Seeing a colorful balloon float past the school—the balloon’s woven basket filled with people—wasn’t unusual, though I’d tried to ignore the fact that people were floating . . . floating . . . through the air.

Needless to say, I never availed myself of that particular service, preferring to keep both feet planted as firmly on the ground as possible.

A task that seemed no longer possible.

The contraption Mother had just ordered me to board was not like any of the balloons I had seen while attending finishing school. The vessel appeared to be an actual flying ship, not a woven basket dangling in the air. The ship had solid walls and a ceiling and a reliable method of keeping us airborne.

At least the enormous sphere hovering in the fog above the vessel like an enormous ball appeared to be reliable and . . . sturdy. Unlike the somewhat fragile balloons dotting the air between England and France, we wouldn’t be sent hurtling to earth if a bird took it into its tiny skull to sabotage our flight—provided the thick hemp cables connecting ball to ship were as robust as they appeared.

Gathering confidence from the pendant, I straightened my shoulders and my skirts, looked my mother in the eye, and gave her the bad news. “I need to collect my bags—”

“William has your bags.” Mother pointed at something behind me. “Now stop dawdling. My airship is already behind schedule.”

Again with the dawdling—

I swallowed a screech as a creature lurched past, suddenly appearing out of the fog, a being so distorted and warped it had to have come directly from Hell itself.

“Told you,” Ahoy mumbled from somewhere deep in my pocket. “Straight out of Binda’s nightmares. Mine, too, come to think of it.”

The approaching creature echoed the visage of a man in that it wore a jacket and trousers, but where a man would stroll, this creature waddled, undeterred by the muck sucking at its feet. The being was little more than half a tall man’s height with what looked like extraordinarily long arms, orange hair sprouting from all exposed surfaces, and lips that wore a constant pout.

Orange hair?

The creature maneuvered past Mother, one long, hairy arm wrapped around a—

“Is that my trunk?” I asked, watching in horror as the creature waddled up the plank, balancing the lovely, yet sturdy Goyard camelback I had purchased specifically for the trip on one shoulder while juggling my two valises in its other arm.

“We have a fair distance to travel,” Mother said, ignoring my question. “We need to be back at camp before sunrise so the ship can be loaded before its next run.”

She turned and disappeared inside.

Camp? Run?

What in the world had Mother gotten into this time?

She’s makin’ ye walk the plank, the little voice whispered in glee.

I waited another moment, hoping I would find a valid reason not to follow Mother’s instructions. When nothing revealed itself, I sighed, lifted my soggy skirts free of the woman-eating muck, and waded toward the plank.

At least I tried to wade. The ropes I had successfully shoved from my shoulders had settled about my hips and legs. I shoved them downward, intending to step free of the mess, only to find the muck did not want me to go. My right foot felt like it had been locked in ice.

I wiggled my foot to the left, then to the right, trying to get loose of the clinging mud. My efforts were rewarded with a sigh and a burp, accompanied by a stench worse than a dead man’s breath.

What was I standing in?

“Whatever are you waiting for?” Mother asked, her voice containing that odd echo that occurs when someone speaks within a room containing scant furnishings.

“I’m not waiting, Mother,” I said, glaring down at the boot-eating muck. “I am simply admiring your new . . . ship.”

With a heavy sigh, I reached down into the muck, loosened my boot laces, and stepped free of the damning goo. No matter my foot was still sore from slicing it open on shards of broken glass during the decimation of Lettie’s boardinghouse. I would clean off the mud once safely on board Mother’s Infernal Contraption.

I had to repeat the action with the other foot, since my left boot had no desire to accompany me.

Free of mud, but not yet free from the rope, I took a breath and glared at the waiting plank, feeling for all the world like I was headed to my doom.


 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

UNFORTUNATELY, MOTHER CHOSE that exact moment to peer back out at me.

“Get her cleaned up before she comes on board,” Mother said to someone inside the ship. “I will not tolerate that filth inside my new airship.”

Before I could utter a protest, the ship rose abruptly, tightening the ropes around my legs. Once again, I found myself dangling in the air—upside down!

“Mother!” I called, kicking my feet and struggling to get free. I succeeded—in tightening the ropes. So much so, I rapidly lost all feeling in my feet.

Whether I had done something to anger the gods or Mother was simply having her revenge, my mud-laden skirts flopped over my face, adding insult to injury.

“Mother!” I screamed, batting at the heavy fabric. My lips and cheeks felt fat from the abrupt change in positioning. My skull pounded with the increase in blood volume. “Mother!”

“Do be careful where you swat,” said Ahoy. The little rat’s voice came from somewhere around my middle. “Your knickers are showing.”

I sputtered something unrepeatable, not caring if Mother heard. Finally managing to shove my skirts toward my thighs, I opened my mouth, intending to vent a lungful of vituperative insults skyward.

The airship dropped like a stone—or rather I dropped like a stone. The airship—what I could see of it before being plunged headfirst into icy water—stayed in one place.

:Blimey. Don’t that take the biscuit!: Not only was Ahoy speaking mind to mind, he sounded like a Brit, an altogether too-cheerful Brit.

I was too busy trying not to choke on the water pouring into my mouth and nose to think of an appropriate answer.

Once again, Mother was trying to kill me.

A bit more innovative this time, the tiny voice whispered in my mind. The voice of my more rational self.

Pain shot through my hips and legs as the ropes continued to tighten. Judging from the intensity of the cold, the waters of the bay had swallowed me whole and had no intent of regurgitating me.

My cape’s water-laden wool took advantage of the feeble attempts to keep my skirt away from my face, sweeping over my head and plastering heavy wool against my chin and nose. I abandoned my skirt, fumbling with the cape’s clasp as the reticule on my left wrist swept up and bashed me in the forehead.

I managed to release the cape before it strangled me.

Only to have my skirts—once again—take the cape’s place.

At least the skirt wasn’t wrapped about my throat. I shoved at the skirt, again managing to bash my nose with the reticule. The blasted thing had tightened around my wrist in a death grip that refused to be broken.

Robbed of a good breath before being dunked in the deeps, my lungs burned, the desire to breathe growing so intense I squeezed my lips together so tightly they stung, determined not to take a breath. Panic twisted my stomach, forcing its way up my throat . . .

Something warm pressed gently against my cheek—a tiny hand, maybe, or a paw. Had Ahoy escaped my voluminous pocket? Was he now trapped as tightly as I within the sodden cocoon of my skirts?

A vision of a tiny otter flashed through my mind as peace enveloped me in warmth. My panic dissipated, vanishing as rapidly as ice in hot water.

I sensed a presence drawing near and, even though my eyes were squeezed tight, I could see a shadowy form undulating gracefully through the dark water.

A dolphin.

A moment later, the dolphin was beneath me, lifting me toward the surface . . .

You might say my life had acquired significant . . . oddities . . . since leaving London, a kobold rat being among the least of said oddities. Binda, a Japanese kapa princess who looked like a young otter wearing a turtle shell and a cap, had also joined my entourage during an adventure at sea in which I had rescued Binda from her kidnapper. Binda had, in turn, rescued me—by turning into a dolphin when myself and another friend were washed overboard by an enormous wave.

Had Binda somehow sensed my current predicament?

Though I sincerely doubted the little princess had the ability to transport herself through space and time, she might be able to send a message to her kin.

Thank you, I whispered in my mind.

The pressure around my legs eased. I kicked weakly at the ropes, gathered the last of my strength and shoved at the fabric plastered against my face, my movements thwarted by lack of air. My skirt tangled around my arms, allowing me to pull the fabric away—

And found myself staring at the surface which was steadily drawing nearer.

Too far to reach, I thought, still wrapped in peaceful warmth. Too far . . .

Stars twinkled around the edges of my vision.

:Hold on,: Ahoy snapped, his mental voice filled with concern. :Hold on . . .

My vision narrowed to a dark tunnel and my lips—having somehow acquired a mind of their own—started to loosen and then opened without my leave.

I choked on a mouthful of water, trying not to swallow, not to breathe—

The dolphin surged hard beneath me and I exploded from the water, gasping like a stranded fish. I let loose a strangled scream.

And immediately flopped back into the watery depths.

The dolphin was still there. I could feel its nose on my back, holding me to the surface, but I was too weak to do more than float like a useless piece of scum . . .

At least I could breathe.

Kick, the little voice whispered. Kick off the ropes while you still can.

I willed my legs to move, but that particular part of my anatomy had decided to go on strike.

“A nap,” I mumbled at the voice. “Just a quick nap. Then I’ll kick.”

A sharp stab of panic bit my stomach as I realized Ahoy had gone silent.

The little rat had probably relocated himself magically, as he was wont to do, although we had both agreed he should refrain from doing using any magic whatsoever—when Mother was near at hand. I was afraid she would sense his magic and do something unspeakable to him.

As far as I knew, Ahoy’s abilities were fairly simple, consisting of disappearing and reappearing somewhere else and mind speech, although he also claimed the ability to change shapes. I’d never seen him as anything other than a rat, however, and so didn’t quite believe the latter claim—

Someone seemed to have woken to the fact I was plowing through the water like shark bait. The ropes jerked taut around my legs, yanking me into the air.

Water rained from my clothes and hair, hitting the surface of the bay like my own private storm, then I was staring at the underside of the airship. A dark form loomed in the doorway above me, much too tall and bulky to be Mother. I rose further, wondering how I would go from inverted to upright when an arm snatched my arm and pulled.

Dragging me unceremoniously through the door.

Reeled in and landed.

I couldn’t get the stranded fish analogy out of my head, especially since I seemed to be hovering somewhere above my body, looking down at the sodden figure gasping on the floor. Dark hair lay like soggy rags against the polished teak wood. Skirt wrapped around my waist . . . ropes tangled around my legs . . .

It was all so absurd, so preposterous.

A giggle started deep in my chest. I tried to swallow back the giggle and found I was no longer above my body, but in it, shivering and bruised.

The giggle urge subsided, leaving a sense of utter desolation in its place.

My mother had tried to kill me.

Again.

I rubbed my arms hard and tried to sit up, but quickly abandoned the effort. My skirt felt like a boulder lying on my stomach, my legs still incapacitated by the ropes.

“Help her, you imbecile.” Mother’s voice echoed off the walls. “I told you to clean my daughter up, not drown her.”

A shadow passed over me, then hands were beneath my arms, lifting me straight from the floor to a standing position. I swayed, trying to regain a semblance of equilibrium.

Due to the fact I had lost all feeling in my lower extremities, the effort to remain standing with both feet firmly planted failed miserably.

I slid back down to the floor, feeling boneless as a jellyfish.

“Captain,” Mother said without raising her voice, “it appears Helmsley needs some help getting my daughter back on her feet. I’m sure William can handle the airship for a moment.”

I took advantage of my brief reprieve to study my new environment. It looked—and felt—like being back on the Raven—the sailing steamship or steaming sailship (why couldn’t they stick with one form of locomotion or the other?) that had carried me across the ocean and around the Horn somewhat safely (if one ignored the fact I had been washed overboard at least once)—only the airship appeared smaller and much, much cleaner.

The interior wood-plank walls curved in the same bowl-shaped manner as the Raven’s walls had been curved. The room I was currently in was about the size of the galley onboard the Raven, except for a wall that cut off the front of the room, blocking whatever lay beyond from sight. A doorway had been cut through that wall, allowing access to who-knew-what. There was no physical door in the doorway, so whatever was up front could not be all that important.

To the right of the outer door—the door I’d been so ignominiously dragged through—a small wooden table with a round raised rim sat between of a pair of chairs that looked like they had been bolted to the floor. A black-and-red patterned settee was positioned along the wall opposite the door. Mother sat on the settee, glistening ivory knitting needles in hand, her smooth, white skin as pale as the knitting needles and as unlined as the day she had abandoned me.

There was a unique odor in the air—a mix of swamp and . . . wet dog or dead dog, I couldn’t decide which. I winced. The sodden state of my partially cleaned skirts was probably responsible for the majority of what made my nose wrinkle.

One of the useful things I had learned in finishing school was that a Proper Lady of Society always carried scented kerchiefs in her reticule or tucked up her sleeve. One never knew when a pleasing scent would come in handy. I reached for the lavender-scented kerchief tucked into my sleeve and pulled out a sodden rag.

“Captain . . .” Mother’s voice raised in warning. Whoever this captain might be was definitely pushing his luck—

“On my way.”

I gasped as the airship swayed, my hand going automatically to my pocket to check on Ahoy.

The little rat wasn’t in my pocket.

Had he been left behind, then? Dumped back into the bay while I was hauled to safety, albeit somewhat questionable safety?

Frantically, I struggled to remember when I had last heard his voice, felt his presence.

Once again, I failed. My attempts to recall my time beneath the water felt as limp as my legs.

A furtive glance about the room failed to reveal the tip of a tail or twitching whiskers.

Where had that little rat gotten off to?

My contemplation shattered as a man stepped through the opening in the front wall.

“Owen?” My head swam and for a moment I wondered if I was still in the water or suffering hallucinations due to my recent experience.

Owen’s face lit up like a little boy’s, the way it did when he’d just put the finishing touches on another one of his projects.

“What are you doing here?” I stared at the tall, lanky man—one of a handful of people I could call friend—at least, I thought I could call him friend. He stood, legs braced, in front of the wall. The man’s white-blonde hair stood up like he’d been tugging on it and his freckles seemed to glow in whatever created the cabin’s light. His puppy-dog eyes looked as sad as ever, a perpetual look offset by his impish grin.

“Captain Funk is my aeronautics engineer,” Mother said before Owen could answer. Her knitting needles flashed as she took another stitch.

“That’s right—aeronautics engineer,” Owen said as if relishing the sound of the words. “What do you think?”

He spread his arms wide. The ship lurched again, sending my stomach into a tizzy. The furry orange creature waddled through the same doorway Owen had just entered through, spreading his arms—and lips—wide in an exact imitation of Owen’s.

The skin on the back of my neck tightened as I recognized the creature. That orange thing wasn’t one of Mother’s Once Dead creations. It was something far more insidious.

An orangutan.

At least I thought it was an orangutan. I had seen a picture of one in an illustrated book of creatures during my time at finishing school. According to the book, orangutans could be vicious and unpredictable.

And I was locked in a flying vessel with one.

At least I had my trunk—and my valises.

 


 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

 

THE AIRSHIP LURCHED again, only this time the sinking sensation continued. I started to slide sideways across the polished floor, dragging the tangled ropes with me.

And I was headed straight toward Mother’s settee.

The smile disappeared from Owen’s face, replaced by another look I knew only too well—the wide-eyed “oh, no!” look he always donned immediately prior to something going wrong with one of his contraptions.

“William!” he snapped as he peeled himself off the wall, spun on his heel, and disappeared back through the doorway.

William—looking not the least contrite—lowered his arms and shrugged, following Owen.

“Sit down and behave yourself.” Owen’s voice sounded like it was both distant and close. He was distracted, not an uncommon occurrence with Owen. “Pull on that lever now. Gently . . .”

A snort sounded on the other side of the wall. Then something that sounded suspiciously like a squeal of fear.

“Not that one, you dolt!”

Mother didn’t seem to notice my rapid approach or the impending disaster. She sat without moving—except for her knitting needles.

The bow of the airship rose and I slid back along the watery path I had just created.

As I slid, I studied the wall behind Mother’s settee and the space beneath the table and chairs.

No sign of Ahoy.

“No, no, no,” Owen said behind the wall. “Don’t pull back like you’re hauling in a fish. That’s how you dumped Abby. Work it gently, like this.”

Something that sounded suspiciously like air being forced through a tiny orifice echoed through the cabin. Slowly, the airship leveled out. I slid to a stop at the feet of the man who had tried to help me stand.

The man was a giant. His head almost touched the ceiling. How he ever fit through a normal-sized door was beyond my rather foggy comprehension.

“Abigail, this is Helmsley,” Mother said as her knitting needles clicked rhythmically. “He’s my . . . assistant. (click, click) You’ll have to forgive his ineptitude. (click, click) He’s not used to helping anyone but me.”

I nodded up at Helmsley, then started untangling the rope from my legs. Better I do the job myself than rely on a giant’s “ineptitude.”

 

I HAD ALMOST finished extricating myself from what appeared to be a giant net when Owen stepped back into the room (though I supposed I ought to call it a cabin, being we were on a ship of sorts). He hurried to my side and dragged the tangled mess away as Helmsley reached down, put one of his enormous hands beneath each of my arms, and lifted.

Once again balance tried to elude me as the big man set me on my feet. I teetered to one side, tottered to the other, then finally achieved a balancing point.

“You look like you’ve been on quite a bender,” Owen said cheerfully.

It took all my willpower not to slap the smirk from his too-handsome face.

I concentrated on tugging my sodden skirt into its proper position—and bit my lip as pain seared the bottom of my right foot.

Had I stepped on something in the mud, then? After I had removed my boots?

Not an impossibility, although a more likely scenario was that I had managed to split open the wound I sustained stumbling through broken glass during the fiasco with the clockwork dragon.

But that had been two days ago. The wounds had been tended and forgotten about.

Until now.

I frowned down at the red mingling with the water pooled around my skirts. Mother was not going to be happy when she discovered I was getting blood on her precious teak floor.

I took a careful step forward, letting my skirts hide the mess. Perhaps I would get a chance to mop up later. I touched the pendant at my throat, taking comfort from its solid presence, then glared at Owen, determined to ignore my foot for the time being.

The last time I had seen Mother’s new aeronautics engineer had been on the east coast. I had left the east coast—and Owen—behind, spent six months on a ship, during which time I endured storm after storm and weeks of seasickness, and arrived in San Francisco looking and feeling like a well-used dishrag.

And here he was—fresh-faced and eager as a young puppy.

“How long have you been here?” I demanded. “How did you get here?” I almost added, And why are you here? but decided that particular issue could be addressed when Mother wasn’t sitting close by.

Owen had the audacity to look abashed. He opened his mouth—

“Helmsley will show you to the hold,” Mother said without looking up. “Your trunk is there. I expect you changed and ready for supper in . . .” The knitting needles paused as she consulted a small watch pinned to her dress just below her collarbone. The watch neatly slid from its casing on a long wire, the wire retracting when Mother slid the watch back toward its case.

I raised an eyebrow at Owen. He shrugged and gave a self-satisfied grin, leading me to believe the watch was another one of his contraptions.

“Twenty minutes.” The knitting needles returned to their rhythmic clicking.

Owen moved quickly toward the other wall and slipped through the doorway, the expression on his face that of a man who had barely avoided getting his head lopped off by a guillotine.

I bent slightly at the knees and used my good foot to shove my skirts around on the floor. Hopefully, the fabric would soak up the worst of the blood. I followed Helmsley through a door that had been—until that very moment—obscured from sight.

The reason I had not noticed the door was due to the fact that Helmsley had been standing directly in front of it. He bent nearly double in order to squeeze his oversized body through the opening that had never been meant to accommodate him. At one point, I thought he was going down on his hands and knees, but somehow the giant remained on his feet, straightening once he had reached the other side.

The “hold” was a cavernous room made of the same wood as the cabin, with curved walls and shiplap ceiling, and completely empty except for stacks of crates and my luggage. The air smelled fresher here, more like wood finishing than swamp and wet dog, although my skirts did their best to fill the room with their stench. The hold’s interior was softly lit by the same mysterious source that seemed to light the entire ship. I couldn’t discern a light source anywhere—the walls themselves seemed to glow.

Another one of Owen’s inventions?

Or Mother working her magic wiles?

I crossed the hold, my feet chilling rapidly on the icy wood floor. Funny my feet hadn’t felt cold in Mother’s cabin. Then again, I had been a little preoccupied, what with all the revelations. I shivered. My feet weren’t the only things chilled. The gown felt like an ice sheet plastered to my skin.

My trunk lay on its side, the two valises close by. I had Helmsley lift the trunk into its proper position, then asked him to leave. The giant obeyed without a word.

Once alone, I tugged the reticule from my wrist and took out the trunk key. Fortunately, the reticule had relaxed its death grip on my wrist. Also fortunate was the fact it hadn’t lost any of its contents. I unlocked and opened my trunk, surveyed the gowns stacked neatly one on top of the other, and went to work.

Peeling out of my wet garments proved more difficult than I’d anticipated, but I eventually managed. I almost called for help—once. Mother would never deign to assist anyone in dressing, not even her only daughter. The vision of William’s bared teeth, the giant’s dull complacency, and Owen’s sardonic grin kept my mouth—and my determination to complete the action on my own—in place.

I finally managed to loosen everything that needed loosening. Tugging the skirts of my soaked—and ruined—day gown over my head was definitely not an enjoyable experience. The weight of wet fabric against my face sent panic rippling from my head to my toes. I took a deep breath, reminding myself that I was standing on a firm floor, even if that floor was not on solid ground—

“That was quite an adventure, wasn’t it?”

I bit my lower lip hard to keep from screaming, but not before a tiny squeak eeked its way between my lips. I tore the skirts from my head and frantically scanned the hold until I spotted the intruder.

Ahoy perched on the edge of my smallest valise as if waiting for afternoon tea.

“Wha . . . ?” I stared at the little rat, unable to believe my eyes. “How . . . ?”

“I am a—”

“Kobold,” I said with a quiet groan. “I know.”

Ahoy shrugged, a movement that always managed to make me shiver. Rats quiver and sniff and nibble. Shrugging is uniquely human. Every time Ahoy shrugs, I get that “thousand spiders racing across my skin” feeling.

“I was going to say ‘a rat’.” Ahoy’s nose twitched. “Rats are extremely resilient. One of the reasons why I chose this form.”

“Even rats can drown,” I said. “And keep your voice down. Mother’s not far.”

Ahoy rolled his eyes.

Something thumped in the outer cabin. I tossed the sodden mess that had once been my gown on the floor next to my trunk and pulled out the first gown that came to hand. The large valise yielded dry undergarments which I donned with a sigh, feeling warmer without wet cotton and silk glued to my skin. I used a corner of my flannel nightgown to dry as best I could, then bundled myself into my burgundy day gown. Evening wear didn’t seem appropriate for traveling in an airship. Neither did the nightgown.

The damp reticule posed somewhat of a problem, but it was the only reticule I had. I quickly dropped the key back into the small cloth bag and slid it back onto my wrist where it hung limply in the air.

That would have to do, I decided.

“Am I presentable?” I asked Ahoy, straightening the gown as best I could. Too bad the little rat didn’t have opposable thumbs. I could have used some help with the buttons.

Ahoy sat up on his haunches, whiskers twitching as if sniffing the air. He dropped one paw to the valise. “You look perfectly normal to me.”

“Normal?”

“Normal.”

This time I was the one who rolled my eyes.

Without a way to tell how much time had passed and lacking a mirror in which to confirm or deny how presentable I might or might not be, I combed my fingers through my impossibly tangled hair and returned to the cabin, reminding Ahoy to stay quiet and to hide in the valise if anyone other than myself came into the hold.

“I don’t know how you could let yourself get in such a state.” Mother didn’t even look up as I paused outside the hold’s door.

“It has to do with being dragged through the mud by a flying monster,” I retorted.

“The A.S. Pegasus is not a monster,” Mother said, still captivated by her knitting. “She is an airship, the first of her kind, and I will not have you sullying her with your derision.”

Without asking permission, I strolled over to the table and sat carefully on one of the chairs before the ship performed another unanticipated maneuver specifically intended to launch me on a trajectory not of my own choosing.

“Where are we going, Mother?” I straightened my spine and tugged at my skirt.

“There is a bucket and scrub brush back at camp. You will scrub this floor spotless before getting off this ship.”

I gave the reddish-brown smudge decorating the floor a guilty glance. The spot was barely visible. My mind flashed back to three-year-old me staring in horror at the space where my nose had just been and my stomach spasmed with fear. “Yes, Mother.”

My right foot throbbed as if to remind me it was still there. I had put on a pair of day slippers, but the wounded foot needed to be cleaned and bandaged.

That meant asking Mother for help.

I had traveled halfway around the world, survived sea sickness and sailors and man-eating mud, and still Mother had a way of making me feel like a child who had just been caught doing something naughty.

William waddled through the forward door, paused for a moment, then proceeded to the table.

Where he promptly climbed in my lap. Being there was scarcely enough room between the table and chair to accommodate my knees, he ended up with his hind end perched on the table. I waited for Mother’s objection, but for once, she was silent.

It was a little disconcerting having an animal almost as big as oneself practically sitting on my lap. I opened my mouth to say something astute like “Hello, William” and found myself chewing on a banana.

I leaned back, took William’s offering from my lips, and studied the half-peeled fruit.

Was this to be supper, then?

The SS Raven had picked up supplies—along with a group of miners—when we’d stopped at a small port in Chile. I’d been introduced to bananas when exploring the town, but the captain of the Raven hadn’t allowed bananas on board the ship. Bad luck, he said, and that was that. I hadn’t expected to find the fruit after we reached San Francisco. I took a small bite, then a larger one, enjoying the sweet flavor.

The fruit was a blessing in more ways than one. Somehow I always end up saying the most foolish things when Mother is around. Not much I could say with a banana in my mouth.

I made that banana last while William prodded my hair with a scrawny finger.

“He’s looking for insects,” Mother said in a conversational tone. “Do you have fleas, dear? Or lice? We’ll have to check you thoroughly when we get to camp.”

She put down her knitting needles and looked at me with a frown.

“I assure you, Mother, I am bug-free.” I reached up and took hold of William’s hand. I forced a grin. “Nothing to find there.”

I gave William back his hand and he immediately started poking at my hair again.

Mother shook her head. “This won’t do. Won’t do at all. I’ll have Frederick make up a lye bath in the morning. You’re to scrub your hair in it, dear. Once in the morning and once at night.”

She went back to her knitting.

I didn’t interrupt her. Didn’t protest her decision.

But I’d seen what happened when someone was bathed in lye. Their hair fell out and enormous blisters grew wherever the lye touched their skin.

I was not going to stick my head in a bath filled with lye.

Oblivious to my thoughts—and my feelings—William kept exploring my hair. Other than Mother’s knitting needles and the occasional smack of William’s lips (Had he really discovered something? Perhaps a bay shrimp?), the ship was eerily silent.
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