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Chapter One
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San Francisco, 1877

"What are you going to do first?" Ess Fremont asked.

She stood with Athena Latymer on the observation deck of the airship, Golden Nile, looking out over San Francisco on one side and the ocean on the other.

"As I told your Mr. Fitch, we are going to clean house." 

Ess snorted, the best she could do to keep from responding to "your Mr. Fitch." The idea of Allistair Fitch being attached to her emotionally was laughable. Granted, he was clever, a good leader, and good-looking, but she didn't have time for such considerations. She had her heritage to reclaim.

"We are obviously not protected enough by separating the many divisions of the Originators," Athena continued. "It is only by the grace of God that the Golden Nile and the Blue Lotus Society have been shielded as well as we have. Perhaps keeping one hand from knowing what the other is doing has worked against us. We need to regroup. Close ranks. We will stay here until Stryker's life as Seth Judson, Pinkerton agent, has been thoroughly excavated and we have some idea of the depths of his treachery." She gripped the rail and looked down on the waves creating frothy white lines along the coast. "Then we go to Sanctuary."

"To do what?" 

Granted, the idea of Sanctuary conjured up all sorts of images of vast rooms filled with Originator records, and hundreds of people who could fill in the missing pieces of her life, and perhaps someone among all of them who could help her find out what happened to her grandparents. Still, going to Sanctuary equated with jumping feet-first into a dark pit with no idea of where the bottom lay or what waited for her in that darkness.

Ess hadn't survived seven years, effectively on her own, by taking ridiculous risks like that.

"Enroll you in lessons, of course, to catch up on all that schooling you missed."

"But—but don't you think that's dangerous? If the Revisionists have spies and traitors among us, won't they be at Sanctuary?"

"Most definitely. You, my dear, are our best bet to infiltrate and listen and observe, because you are an unknown quantity."

"Won't that make me your weakest link? I don't know anything."

Yes, and whose fault was that? Ess couldn't help feeling that someone had been playing games with her mind and her memory, just as they had blocked her brother's memories, to keep him under control. It simply did not make sense that she could have grown to the age of fourteen in the household of Ernest and Matilda Freemont, acknowledged leaders of the Originators, and not known what the organization did, not even suspected all the resources at their disposal.

"That will be your protection," Athena said, sounding entirely too calm. "No preconceived notions, no sense of how things should be, clouding your judgment. You will question everything you see, and you will see what those of us who are familiar with Sanctuary and the operations and rules of the Originators could miss." 

"You can't take me to Sanctuary. If the treachery is there like you fear, we can't let the traitors know you are head of the Blue Lotus Society. The people who know you can hear and use the lotus will make the connection. It will be like blowing a trumpet or hiring a carnival barker to tell the world you are the custodian. Plus, we need to keep the existence of the Nile a secret, our ace in the hole."

"True." Athena's lips twitched as if she fought not to smile.

Ess gripped the rail in front of her and tried not to grind her teeth as understanding crashed through her. She muffled a groan.

"You already thought of that problem, didn't you?"

"We did. I'm glad to see we are on the same page."

"The problem is figuring out who else is available to turn me over to higher authorities. Who has the power to—”

Ess caught her breath and pressed her lips flat as the answer burst into her mind. It was the perfect opportunity, the perfect tool, the perfect opening. Even more important, it would give her a chance to vent her ire at those who had helped her grandparents keep her in the dark about her heritage. Her family line for generations, on both side, were leaders of a group of people descended from time travelers. They were engaged in a battle with another group of descendants of time travelers, which had lasted for centuries, trying to influence or corrupt or protect the fate of Humanity. 

"All we need is a good excuse for running to them," Ess murmured, and turned to look out over the ocean again. "Some reason for a self-reliant, independent young woman to suddenly need advice and shelter and go running to the other side of the country."

"To whom?"

"To the family lawyers. Endicott, Lewis and MacDonald. Someone did say they were all three Originators, or was I mistaken?"

"You were most certainly not mistaken." Athena rested a hand on Ess's shoulder. "Yes, quite logical. Who else but lawyers entrusted with delicate Originator business would be expected to take you under their wing and set you back on the track of claiming your heritage?" She sighed and nodded with a smile. "Yes, our enemies will never suspect a thing when you turn up and settle in for some long-overdue schooling."

~~~~~
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"One problem solved usually leads to several more," Fordyce Chamberlain announced cheerfully, as Ess stepped through the door of the council room Athena used as her office. He and her brother, Ulysses, were the only ones present, but that would soon change, with a council meeting in the offing now that Athena had picked up another task and problem to resolve.

She met Uly's eyes and they both shook their heads and exchanged grins. Ess slid into the chair at the table next to him and waited for him to continue. Just in the short time she had known Ford, she had learned that was the best way to deal with the big man when he was in his odd, mischief-making moods. Something was up, if he could sound and look cheerful when making what should have been a depressing statement.

"Are you sure you want to face down our intrepid family lawyers so soon?" Uly reached to catch hold of her hand under the table. He did that quite often, ever since they had been reunited, and Ess hoped his habit never grew irritating. She had missed her older brother intensely over the last seven years. Half the reason she had joined the Pinkertons was to have the resources to try to find and follow his trail.

"It has to be done sooner or later." She writhed a little in her seat and gave an absent nod of thanks to Ford when he set a bottle of sarsaparilla in front of her. Knowing what she knew now, Ess admitted the smart course of action should have been to turn herself in to Endicott, Lewis and MacDonald when her grandparents vanished and she discovered the headmistress of her boarding school was involved in another Southern plot to restart the Civil War. 

"Never pays to hurry, no matter how important the errand," Ford said as he settled into the seat opposite her and Uly. He winked and took a sip from his own bottle.

Ess wished the atmosphere were lighter, so she could tease him about how long it had taken to ask Athena to marry him.

"I still say the sooner we're clear of the Pinkertons and all their questions, the better off we'll be," Uly said. "While I'm grateful for their help, I can't help feeling they're also to blame for some of the Stryker problem."

"I am still a Pinkerton," she reminded her brother. 

"Not if I have anything to do with it," he muttered, scowling, then ruined the effect by winking at her.

"You don't," Ford said. "If Stryker hadn't been playing with the Pinkertons, for whatever ends, Ess never would have been assigned to the exhibition and we wouldn't have found her and you wouldn't have been reunited and we wouldn't know that Stryker was a Revisionist. All to the good, I say." He saluted her with the bottle before taking a small sip. "Go at the problem from the other side. The Pinkerton connection may dig up information identifying who among our leadership knew Stryker was masquerading as Judson, and how many other names he used. Who knew of the plan to use Pinkerton connections and information sources, ostensibly for Originator business, but ultimately for the Revisionists? We need to get some idea of who are traitors, or what’s even more troubling, who are Revisionists who snuck their way into our ranks over the years, before we walk into Sanctuary."

"It's all the dratted compartmentalization and secrecy," Ess said. "It has protected us through the generations, but I think it's more a hindrance than a help now. We don't know what anyone is doing, making it easy for the enemy to infiltrate and for trusted members to turn traitor."

"True," Athena said, coming into the room. "Before we discovered Stryker's treachery, I was quite looking forward to taking the Nile to the very gates of Sanctuary, and sharing some of the burden we’ve been carrying since the Blue Lotus was established."

"You wanted to see the astonishment on the faces of those hide-bound fools who have decried airships since they first appeared in the sky." Ford hurried to get up and hold her chair for her.

Ess was as delighted with the kiss he brushed across Athena’s cheek as she was with the brilliant, rosy blush that threatened to cover her mentor from head to toe.

"True." Athena winked at Ess and rested her hand on his for a moment when he sat down next to her. "I have also felt that while our divisions protected us, they also handicapped us. I can’t help feeling that the Revisionists are all one mind, working in unity, and while our resources tell us their numbers and tools are much smaller than ours—”

"Can we trust those resources?" Uly said.

"Exactly," Ford said. "Unity of mind sounds lovely on the surface, but smacks of a hive mind like various insect species. My team and I ran into too many of those in our travels. Horrific things, all swarming in one huge carpet across the ground, chewing up everything that had the misfortune of being in their way, or great black clouds in the sky, moving in perfect synchronization, as if one mind did all their thinking." He shuddered, and Ess suspected only a small part of that revulsion was foolery.

"There is that," Athena said. "However, I can’t help feeling that sometimes they have an advantage over us."

"Well, they don’t have to worry about traitors in their midst," Uly said. "Unless that’s what you mean by the advantage? They would have detected treachery much sooner?"

"We didn’t detect it at all," Ford said, his tone mournful. 

"Question. Who among the leadership in Sanctuary knows about the society and the Nile as an academic disguise for our activities? Are any of them among the traitors? If no, we’re safe. If yes, then we’re wasting our time taking these precautions."

"If we continue with our precautions, they won’t suspect that we know the truth," the older man said with a thoughtful frown.

"Here's something else to consider." He tightened his grip on Ess's hand. "The longer we take delivering Ess to Sanctuary for training, the more suspicious they will be. Especially if there was a leak somewhere, and someone heard she's been found, and reported to the higher-ups. Yet how do we explain how we found her without revealing the society's activities?"

"That is what this meeting is about," Athena said. "Ess and I have come up with the general idea, but we need to work out the details carefully. We need to delay long enough so Ess goes in with some training and preparation, and yet not so long that no one believes she knows nothing. I still find it difficult to believe Ernest and Matilda kept her in ignorance. We are quite caught between a rock and an even harder place."

"The problem is determining who has heard the news, and how they heard it," Ford said. "If even the slightest hint escapes that we were involved, using the lawyers as the cover story won't do us a speck of good."

"I trust all our people, everyone who reports directly to me," Athena said. "In this instance, our compartmentalization works for us."

"Can you be absolutely sure?" Uly muttered, as the door to the council room opened and Theo walked in, the first to arrive for the meeting.

~~~~~
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Endicott, Lewis and MacDonald visited their various offices in a set rotation, sometimes going as a group, and other times individually, to cover as much territory and deal with as many clients as possible. As Ess realized now, they also dealt with Originator business under cover of their ordinary legal activities. The three lawyers would be all present at their Cleveland office in three weeks. That gave the crew time to clear up the last few questions, make arrangements for regular check-ins with the Pinkertons, and take care of necessary repairs, maintenance and supplying chores. Then they would set off across the country at a leisurely pace, heading for Cleveland. The airship had several stops to make as it crossed the country, picking up supplies and dropping off people who had assignments to complete, and carrying messages from one Originator outpost to another. 

Ess knew she couldn't justify changing the set route and schedule just to suit her impatience to have questions settled, but that didn't help her deal with what Hilda, her grandparents' cook, had called a bad case of the grumbles. She couldn’t help wishing to speed up the process. Until they had settled the problem at Sanctuary, she had no hope of finding the information or the resources to search for and hopefully rescue her grandparents. Her best way of dealing with her prickly spirits was to get away from everyone and dive headfirst into catching up on her Originator education. The best place for that, despite the chill air, was the observation deck. Ford found her there on the third day after making their plans, when they were still docked in San Francisco.

"You need a distraction," Ford announced.

He had to shout, because at this altitude, the wind whistled past the many bracing wires that turned the open observation deck into a birdcage. Most people tended to find the constant whistling and moaning irritating. Ess couldn’t understand why. She liked the background sounds. Something about it held a promise of turning into music, maybe even words. Maybe it was just her imagination, but the sensation of memories poised on the brink of bursting into consciousness confirmed her aching suspicion that her memory had been tampered with just as her brother's had been.

Besides, she found the song of the guy wires and the wind actually helped her remember more clearly what she had just read. The song seemed to open up deeper recesses of her mind and assisted in subconsciously sorting the information. Athena wore a thoughtful expression just last night over dinner, when Ess told her why she preferred studying in the chilly observation deck, rather than the forward lounge. When that tiny vertical line formed between Athena’s elegant brows and her eyes took on a distant look, Ess had learned she could expect something interesting.

"I don’t need a distraction," she said, scooting around to find a more comfortable nest among the pile of seat cushions and five blankets she had brought up with her. The gray clouds threatened rain, and she looked forward to discovering just what changes rain would make to the song of the air. "I’m up here to avoid distractions."

"Let me rephrase that. You need guidance." He braced himself on the thickest of the vertical struts. 

"In what? I’m working my way through all the books Athena has assigned me. I’ve written down everything I can remember from when we cleared out Granny’s and Grandfather’s offices and the archives in our house, and all the visitors we had around the time Uly vanished." For punctuation, she slapped the journal sitting next to her. "Do you know how depressing it is, to consider that some of the people they welcomed into our home were using that welcome to plot treachery against them?"

"Yes, Odessa, I know exactly." Ford’s usual cheerful expression went unusually somber. "It’s been eating at me since my team ran into trouble on our last expedition. Hindsight made us realize we were given just enough contradictory pieces of information to guarantee we would meet with disaster. Just like Uly was sent after us, with false information, to get him out of the way. Some clues found in our treacherous Mr. Stryker's personal effects... well, they suggest the plot had a specific focus on your family. We’re in a tangled position, needing to move quickly to reduce the damage, when we would prefer several years to prepare for this battle."

"My family." The back of her head ached as thoughts swirled through so fast she thought she might get dizzy. "You mean my parents might not have died in an accident on their last expedition, but they were murdered?"

"The hands that built the trap that killed your parents have been dust for centuries. However, I fear someone knew about those traps and dangers, and they made sure your parents got the information that sent them, specifically, into the tunnels."

"Why would someone want to kill them? I know the Revisionists want to wipe us out, to try again to rewrite history. But why does it seem my family, specifically, is in the rifle crosshairs?"

"Blood and crystal, my dear." He bent and offered her his hand to raise her to her feet. "Your bloodline has an unusual affinity for the crystal at the core of the Machine."

"So does Athena. So do a dozen or more people." Ess put her books and the stoppered inkwell and pens away in her satchel before she stood. Ford gathered up the blankets, and pushed the cushions tightly enough into the gaps in the wires that it would take hurricane-force winds to pull them out.

"Yes, but you get it from your mother’s bloodline and your father’s. Ernest and Matilda both came from those bloodlines, so it’s possible you and Uly would have a strength of affinity for the crystal that hasn’t been seen since the original six women dismantled the Great Machine."

"If we don’t continue our family line, then chances are better the Revisionists will have the only people able to fully reassemble and awaken it." She tried not to hunch her shoulders against a chill that had nothing to do with the rising wind, and let Ford guide her down the winding path through the wires, to the door back into the airship.

"Revisionists are constantly trying to control everything," he said, once the door was shut and warm air and comparable silence surrounded them. "Every few years, someone crosses over from their side to ours, thoroughly disgusted by the tactics they employ. And that reminds me. I have something of your mother's that I put aside in one of my caches. You should have it. She was friends with a woman who left the Revisionists, and they made friendship tokens for each other." He gestured at his neck, and Ess could only assume he meant a necklace or pendant of some kind. "Over the years, I've wondered if your parents were killed in an attempt to find the woman... Be that as it may. What was I talking about?"

"Revisionists controlling everything."

"Yes. The Revisionists have been breeding themselves since before the War for Independence, to have the strongest crystal affinity bloodlines."

"I thought the race to find the parts of the Machine was only a recent development."

"Oh, yes, the race. However, the determination to be ready for when the pieces came out of hiding has been going on since the Machine was disassembled. Our ancestors learned then it was impossible to destroy a single fragment of crystal. Only the strongest minds can re-shape it." He winked at her. "Which is why that intriguing box of dust you delivered to us has been driving Vulcan and her team to distraction."

"Theo thought it might be lubrication or something like that," she said, as she led the way down the corkscrew stairs, two levels, to the main deck.

"Lubrication for what? The emerging theory is that there are really no moving parts."

"How can a machine not have moving parts? How can it do anything if it doesn’t move? What kind of energy does it need, to do what it’s supposed to do? I just assumed it used the same kind of energy that made the Zeus guns work, or the lights, or all the incredible devices that make the light bulb and steam engine seem rather clunky and filthy by comparison."

"That’s just it. Energy. The crystal doesn’t require energy, so much as it generates energy, and that energy opens the way, moves the material of space and time, to allow travel through time. The more the Machine comes together, the bigger the clumps of it, the more frustrating the whole conglomeration becomes. Because it defies what we know and understand of science and engineering."

"Vulcan must be thoroughly delighted with the puzzle," Ess murmured, pausing at the doorway into the main deck area. 

"We’re taking bets on how long it takes for her to pull out all her hair, and how she will do it, a strand at a time or in great clumps." He reached around her for the latch. "Care to place a wager?"

Ess stuck her tongue out at him. Ford just chuckled and thumped her on the shoulder as she pushed open the door.

They didn’t go to Vulcan’s workshop, as Ess had half-expected, or to the conference room, or even Athena’s office. Ford took her as far forward in the airship as they could go without standing outside. As soon as he opened the door and bowed her through, she felt the difference in the air, the subliminal humming of the ship as it hovered in the heights. Ess pressed her fingertips to the bones around the openings of her ears, confused by the sensation that her ears had been plugged. It was something like the temporary blockage she got when she rode in the basket, either rapid ascent or descent, a change in atmospheric pressure that required a corresponding change in pressure inside her ears.

"Ah," Dr. Sylvia said, stepping into the pool of light from the lantern hanging from the middle of the ceiling. "You were right."

"Right about what?" Ess flinched as she caught the oddly dead sound of her voice and the doctor’s.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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This room had several windows across the front, for a spectacular view of the sky and landscape. They were covered now. Why? How had the acoustics been changed so their voices didn’t bounce off of anything?

Athena stepped into the light and reached up to the lantern, turning a knob to adjust the wick, increasing the size of the flame. Why a lantern, when every room in the airship had the crystal-based lighting in the joins of walls and ceiling?

The light didn’t reflect off anything but the two women and a table draped in dark cloth. Ess decided whatever covered the walls muffled sound as well as absorbed light.

Ford closed the door behind her. Ess heard the soft swishing of heavy cloth and surmised he had covered the door. She wanted to make an acerbic comment about secret societies and initiation rituals, just to release some of the pressure filling the room, trying to squeeze the air from her chest. 

"Your comment about hearing singing in the guy wires got us thinking," Dr. Sylvia said, as Athena bent and reached under the heavy cloth draping the table. "Some of the oldest journals of the ancestors mentioned music and the song of creation as being the inspiration and guide for their stewardship. We thought they were simply waxing poetic, building themselves up as romantic heroes and martyrs for the good of mankind."

"Not to mention the fact that they wrote in a language few can read," Ford commented, settling down into a bench tucked into the corner furthest from the door. 

"There is that." Athena set a bundle wrapped in more of that cloth on the table.

"What if music, or singing, or some combination, isn’t just a clue, but the key itself?" Dr. Sylvia said. "What if it takes someone who can hear a song no one else can hear, to sing along with it?"

"I’d like to read some of those ancient journals." Ess clasped her hands behind her back to still the shiver deep inside.

"You’d have to get access to the legend to decipher them, although I doubt you’d have any trouble picking up the trick of the language and the alphabet," Ford said, a hint of laughter in his voice.

"Let me guess, Grandfather was the one who cracked the code?"

"Your great-great-grandfather," Athena said. "Then Ernest and his father translated all the journals, when he was younger than you. Our scholars have been arguing about the meaning ever since."

"It would help if they had access to the original legend and the original journals," Dr. Sylvia said. "That could be why Stryker wanted to get access to you, and perhaps recruit you."

"We’re frightening her." She rested a hand on Ess’s shoulder. Her touch did soothe. "One step at a time. Determining if you can learn to read the journals as easily as Edward and Vivian did is a strong reason to take you to Sanctuary. Everything is stored in your grandparents’ vault in Sanctuary, and it takes a blood-and-crystal key to open the vault. Uly was never keyed to it, but you were. When you were a babe in arms," she added, before Ess could ask why she couldn’t remember.

"The Revisionists get me to open the vault, maybe translate, and they gain a big lead in the race to find all the pieces." Ess shuddered. "Athena, what if... well, you’ve shown me how the lotus can control the pieces, make them adhere when the ones that fit together are close... I’m botching this. Does it make any sense that if enough pieces come together and generate this energy that Ford mentioned, maybe the big piece can find the other, smaller pieces? Maybe even... I don’t know... draw them? Like a magnet draws iron filings?"

"That is what we hope, and what we fear." She stepped back over to lift the cloth from around the cube-shaped object she had put on the table. "That is part of why we have worked in separate, smaller units for so long, keeping the disparate pieces apart. Not just to prevent the Revisionists from finding and annihilating us, but to keep from generating energy and mass. The Blue Lotus Society hides behind the mask of the Consortium of Antiquities, while operating fully in the public eye. Hiding in plain sight."

"Poe’s Purloined Letter, the principle illustrated there." Ess stiffened as the familiar shimmering of crystal went through her bones. "The dust is in there," she whispered, frowning at the slightly giddy sensation that accompanied the sound. "Why is it reacting like that—why am I reacting like this? It didn’t happen before."

"The resonances of the outside world are muffled by the acoustic fabric," Dr. Sylvia said. "They don’t interfere with the energy cohesion and sub-resonances of the dust. We have determined by exhaustive tests the dust resonances are just different enough from most of the crystal we have recovered so far... well, we theorize it was never part of the Great Machine to begin with."

"Then what is it for, and why was it preserved in the canopic jar?"

"Are you familiar with Blake?" Ford chuckled when Athena gave him a thoroughly disgusted look. Her lips twitched into a smile a moment later. "Your father’s favorite wild goose chase was some elusive communication device of the ancients. He also loved to speak in riddles and hide his notes inside cyphers." His amused expression faded. "Served us well when we picked up clues to traitors moving among us. Not that we suspected anyone was selling us out to the Revisionists, just self-interested parties, trying to profit from the knowledge of the ancestors."

"Ford." Athena gathered up the cloth swaddling the box. Ess estimated it held only a cup of the dust she had found in the canopic jar in Kansas City.

"Sorry, my dear. The signal that he had found something relating to the device was a quote from Blake, ‘The world in a grain of sand.’ Well, what if it wasn’t just whimsy, but a clue? What if we could see the world, speak to the world, or more accurately, people elsewhere in the world, not through a grain of sand..."

"But through a speck of crystal dust," Ess whispered, fascinated by the theories and possibilities unfolding in her head.

"You’ve already proven sensitive to the crystal. Your comment about the vibrations in the wires got us thinking last night," Dr. Sylvia said.

"Very late into the night. Into the morning," Ford added cheerfully.

"We don’t want you to try anything specific." Athena held out one of the helix-shaped crystal rods. "For now, for today, we want you to just... play. Listen to the crystal, sing to it, if you want. Let it speak to you. It might take days of listening and perhaps even dreaming. Vivian often made her greatest healing advances after she had studied and experimented and worked herself into headaches, and then everything came together in her sleep. In her dreams. She often said she had a friend who visited in her dreams, and then you had an imaginary friend very young..."

"Carmen." The image of a little girl her own age at the time seemed to pop into Ess’s mind, like stepping from behind a thick screen. She had a momentary sensation of having been spun around, or the room had suddenly expanded in size.

More proof, perhaps, that memories had been blocked just like Uly's had been? She made a note to confer with her brother, to find out how he felt when memories and bits of his life returned to him.

"Yes." Athena blinked away a sheen that hinted at tears. "Vivian wrote to me of your friend, how glad she was that you... well, that is neither here nor there. Yet it does rather reinforce my theory. Your mind works enough like your mother’s, I’m hopeful you inherited that gift as well."

Ess took the rod and pressed it between her hands, to keep it from picking up the deliciously fearful shivers vibrating in her breastbone. Ford stood and opened the door, then waited until Athena and Dr. Sylvia stepped outside.

"How long?" She wasn’t quite sure herself what she was asking.

"As long as it takes," Dr. Sylvia said. "As long as you feel comfortable working on it. I highly recommend regular breaks for fresh air and food, exercise and rest. Especially rest."

"Take as long as you want," Ford said. "But try to finish before we reach Cleveland." He chuckled when Athena sighed loudly. "Once those lawyers get hold of you, I doubt you’ll have any room in your head for experiments."

"He’s right, in a way." Athena made a shooing gesture. Ford grinned, bowed, then sauntered away. "Take your time. Expecting miracles in a matter of days will simply put up a barrier. This secret has waited for centuries. Your family has been working on it for generations. It would be ridiculous to expect you to unlock it in a few days. And it would be equally ridiculous not to try, while we have time and opportunity."

With a smile, she stepped out and closed the door.

Ess inhaled, raising her fingertips again to press, to relieve the sensation of increased pressure in the bones around her ears. When that dissipated, she put the crystal rod down on the table, wrapped it in a fold of the acoustic cloth, and reached to open the box of dust.

The shimmer of sound wasn’t as strong as the first time she encountered the dust in the canopic jar. Likely an effect resulting from both the acoustic cloth and the reduced amount of dust. Ess played with the amounts, spreading a little on the table, then tapping the rod, listening to the sound that resulted, gauging the reaction in her sinus bones, then adding more dust. She repeated the process until all the dust lay on the table. Then she experimented with arranging the dust, drawing furrows, piling it as high as she could get it, then spreading it out as thin as she could.

She discovered that while the crystal rod vibrated, the dust clung together, so she could guide it into shapes. She had fun with that for a while.

When her thoughts wandered, she created a three-dimensional copy of the lotus, without quite knowing how she had done it.

"I think it’s time to get some fresh air," she whispered, and set down the rod with as much care as possible, with her shaking fingers. Watching the lotus, she wrapped the acoustic cloth around the rod, and backed away from the table, then out of the room. She expected the construction to fall apart at any moment, but it still shimmered softly in the lantern light as she closed the door.

Uly stepped into the corridor at the far end when she was only a few steps away from the room. She signaled him to be quiet before he opened his mouth, and beckoned for him to approach. Frowning, he obeyed. She pressed one finger to her lips as she reached for the doorknob with the other hand. He rolled his eyes.

His mouth dropped open when he followed her into the room and saw the lotus. He walked around the table twice, with his hands clasped behind his back. Then he stepped out into the passageway.

"How did you do that?" he whispered, once the door had closed.

"The door is soundproofed," Ess said at normal volume. "I have no idea. I was—well, I wasn’t concentrating on the dust. I was daydreaming, wondering about all the things the lotus could do, and I was playing with the helix rod and... it just came out of my mind, I suppose."

"You are amazing." He crossed his arms and leaned back against the wall. "Granny will explode when she finally comes back and sees all she’s been missing. I know they tried not to pin all their expectations on us, but you are the answer to generations of prayers and hopes."

"I wish they had told me about some of those expectations, our whole family heritage." She leaned against the wall next to him. "I would have made so many different decisions the last few years."

"Hmm, true, but I think part of you wouldn’t have missed all your adventures for any price."

Ess tried not to, but she returned his grin, and then they laughed together.

"I’m almost relieved we’re not going to Sanctuary just yet," she admitted. "Ford mentioned the family vault, and something about a crystal and blood lock. It sounds rather... gruesome."

"The crystal of the Great Machine is miraculous stuff. We have the potential for technology our world will not achieve for another century or two. Think how much damage, how much change we could inflict on the world if we push technological and scientific developments faster than they are meant to go in the original schedule of history. Even more than frustrating the dreams of the Revisionists, we must protect the stream of time itself." He tipped his head to one side. "What’s that look for?"

"What look?"

"Trying to decide if you’re impressed or amused."

"You sound unusually responsible and philosophical."

"Wretched child!" He reached for her, started to shake her, then before Ess could do more than squeak and laugh, he drew her tight against his chest. "There’s nothing more horrid than regaining all my blocked memories and realizing that for nearly four years, you didn’t exist in my head and heart. It was like I had somehow killed you."

"Athena wouldn’t have suggested it if she didn’t think it was necessary."

"That’s a polite way of saying I was a reckless, irresponsible mess."

"Hmm... true."

"Wretch!" He tugged on her braid. "Speaking of Athena, she needs to see what you did."

"I’m not sure what I did."

"At the very least, gave us an idea just how the women who dismantled the Great Machine managed it. If you can recreate the lotus while you’re daydreaming, imagine what you could do when you’re trained and your thoughts are focused." Uly turned her to face down the corridor.

"Did you ever go to Sanctuary?" she asked as he linked their arms and they headed for the far door.

"Once. Before you were born." Uly frowned, and his gaze didn’t seem to be on the door only a dozen steps away. "I remember we didn’t stay very long. Father argued with someone, and it was severe enough that we left immediately. I was supposed to be keyed to the family vault, but it didn’t happen. Then after you were born, Father took me on an expedition with our grandparents, while Mother was recovering. You took far too long making your entrance into the world," he added, tapping her nose before reaching to open the door.

"Uly!" Ess laughed, despite the sudden ache of longing in her chest.

"While we were away, Mother visited Sanctuary with you, so you’ve actually spent more time there than I have."

"I can’t imagine it did me any good, since I certainly can’t remember."

"Well, you were keyed to the door. That’s the important thing."

"What exactly does that mean?"

"There’s a special panel, it’s the lock and the key together. It’s somehow locked into the special..." He threw his free arm up in the air. "Mendel? The monk who worked with peas. The things in the blood." Uly paused as they went through another door. "The recessive... something."

"Are you talking about genetics?"

"Yes. Genetics. You’re the scientist, I’m the soldier."

"So the panel in the door somehow can look into our genetics?"

"It’s keyed to our family’s bloodline, and only someone of the bloodline can add an outsider to the lock. Touch a drop of our blood to the panel and press our fingertips into the indentations in the proper order. Then, when we want to open the vault door, we just touch those spots again and offer a drop of our blood. Crystal and blood."

"As I said before, gruesome."

Uly chuckled, and released her arm so they could go up the corkscrew stairs to the next level, on their way to Athena’s workroom.

The lotus had collapsed back to dust by the time she and Uly led Athena, Theo, and Ford back to the acoustic cloth-draped room. She tried to duplicate what she had achieved, but thinking about how she had done it blocked the daydreaming state that had brought about the lotus in the first place.

That night at dinner, Ford presented her with one of her father’s journals, which had been among a large stock of items Athena had kept with her, for reference and guidance. Ess couldn’t help feeling it was on the order of a stick of candy to console a sulking child. Then Ford explained why he had chosen that particular journal, and promised when he had a chance, he would retrieve a dozen more just like it. This journal contained some of her father’s research into the legendary communication device of the ancients that let them speak and hear and see each other. According to Ford, it had references to crystal, specifically crystal dust, mirrors, and blood links.

"Here’s one of the most fascinating and frustrating passages," Ford said, flipping open the book to about two-thirds of the way to the back, and tugged on a strip of lacy blue cloth. "He meanders, quoting all sorts of sources that talk about crystal resonance, without actually saying what those sources are, so we could go back and read the entire passage. Probably because Edward made those notes just to remind himself what he had read. He lists all these resources, hints at theories that he agrees with and disagrees with, then here—” He tapped his finger on the bottom of the right-hand page. "Here he starts weaving together his own theory.”

"The resonance," she said, reading aloud, "is not in the crystal itself, but inside the brain that is linked with the crystal. It is inside the perceptions attained through the extra energy, the power afforded through the crystal. Just as it is theorized that some animals can see colors that we humans cannot, and humans can see some colors that animals cannot, and many animals hear sounds and in ranges that humans cannot, the crystal that is properly linked—perhaps in the same method as the crystal-and-blood lock—with the human brain can speak and give images directly into the brain."

"Oh, yes, of course," Uly said. "Entirely clear and perfectly logical."

"You clown," Vulcan said, clouting him on the shoulder. He snorted and grinned.

"Father theorized..." Ess closed her eyes, trying to hold onto the idea that felt as elusive as mist. "Am I wrong, or was he theorizing that the crystal would put images and sounds directly into our brains, so that those who aren’t linked with the crystal wouldn’t hear or see... through the communication device?"

"You realize she’s going to stay up until all hours reading, and thinking, until she figures it out?" Dr. Sylvia said.

"She is her father’s daughter," Athena said.

They were right. Ess stayed up to read the journal from cover to cover. She didn’t understand the entirety of it, because so much seemed to be mere jottings of notes, a gathering place of research results, with no theorizing until more than halfway through the book. Edward changed his theories multiple times as he learned more and either proved or disproved earlier theories. She found it fascinating to witness how her father’s mind worked. Still, there was too much for her to comprehend in the first read-through.

She wasn’t at all surprised when her dreams were full of broken mirrors, the pieces flying through the air, or crystal dust swirling about and taking on shapes she could never clearly identify before they swirled back into dust clouds and dust devils. She woke up several times, feeling as if she had been yanked out of the dream just a few heartbeats before an image solidified in her mind. Shortly before dawn, she fell into a deeper, more solid, yet no more restful sleep and dreamed of a mirror formed of the crystal dust. It swirled in a flat whirlpool, yet even as it retained its shimmering, granular texture, she could see herself in it. Behind her, other images spun and bounced from one side of the invisible frame to the other.

The mirror shattered and she cut her hand on a shard that exploded into dust and reformed into the mirror. Several drops of blood from her cut hand fell into the center of the spinning dust surface, and it turned smooth and glistening as pure glass. Ess gasped as her parents appeared in the new, liquid surface. They smiled and spoke to her, but she couldn’t hear them.

She was waking. She knew she was waking, and knew that fighting to stay asleep, stay dreaming, would only wake her more. She absolutely hated that sensation.

Focus on the dream, think about it, not sleep, she scolded herself.

She saw her parents in the dream. They were looking at her, but outside the mirror. The dreamer. Her parents could see her.

Did the mirror allow her to speak to the dead?

Somehow that felt wrong. She had no time to think about the theological implications, but Ess was fairly positive that God didn’t permit communication between Heaven and Earth. She knew her parents were in Heaven. The fact that she didn’t see her grandparents in the mirror was some comfort.

Not that she could use that as proof that Matilda and Ernest weren’t dead. Yet.

Ess sat up, sweating so she felt drenched and sticky. She picked up her father’s journal, clutched it close for a moment, then rolled over, untangled her legs from her sheets, and put the journal down on the small table that extended out from the wall. She stripped off her nightshirt and washed in the water remaining in the pitcher and basin.

In that time, her head cleared enough to play with the images that remained sharp from her dreams. Ess stripped the sweaty sheets from her bed, curled up on the mattress with her one dry blanket, and scribbled semi-coherent notes to herself in the new journal Athena had given her. 

Once she got all the fragments of ideas and bits of her dreams down on paper, Ess knew she wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep. She dressed, scribbled a few more ideas that came up from the depths of her still-churning mind, then made her way to the forward kitchen that served the upper decks. When the morning cook showed up, Ess already had the coffee water boiling and was mixing up a bowl of hotcake batter. 

Gustav had emigrated from Bavaria when he needed to retire from active service and evade enemies among the Revisionists in Europe. He had stories to tell her about her grandparents. By the time Uly walked in, the first to arrive, Ess learned how Matilda and Ernest had met on a mad scramble through England to retrieve several fragments of a map to a major deposit of crystal pieces. The map had been broken up by grave robbers and sold to tourists in Egypt. Matilda and Ernest had been working for different divisions of the Originators, and according to Gustav had nearly come to blows before they realized they were on the same side.
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Chapter Three
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"We really do need to bring all the different divisions together," Ess told Uly after she repeated the story to him. Her belly ached slightly, watching him load his plate with his third stack of four hotcakes and proceed to drown them in syrup. 

"Don’t take that as your new mission in life," he said, setting down the syrup pitcher with a thunk. "First priority is to find Granny and Grandfather."

"Did you ever consider that there might be allies among other divisions, the ones we don’t speak to, who might have vital clues to what happened to them?"

"And they might have left notes in the vault detailing where they were going and what they were going to try to do when they were in South America. Sometimes," he said, putting down his fork instead of attacking the hotcakes, "I swear people were frantic to find you just to get access to the vault, and not because you were a helpless little girl, lost in the cruel, cold world."

Ess snorted, knowing he was joking even though his face and voice were perfectly serious. She had rarely been helpless, and she most certainly had never been lost. Yet her brother had a point. As far as everyone else knew, Matilda and Ernest Fremont’s granddaughter was still lost. The blame for that lay in the secrecy they maintained among their own people.

"I was thinking about that puzzle Athena has given you," he continued, reaching for the cream pitcher to doctor his third cup of coffee. "It would have given us an enormous advantage if we could have had some kind of instantaneous communication that didn’t require being tethered to wires, or waiting for couriers to arrive. I was thinking about Father’s notes. If only there was some way to make a piece of crystal split without destroying it, and then those who held the halves, even hundreds of miles away, could talk to each other." He shrugged and picked up his cup. "I don’t know if I dreamed it or I just remembered something I overheard when our parents were theorizing. They always had such great fun, talking and throwing wild ideas around and arguing just for the sake of turning an idea upside down to see if it would still work."

"Dream," Ess murmured.

"What did you do?" Uly laughed when she grinned. 

The laughter turned to a groan when she pulled the journal out of the satchel she carried, holding paper, pencils, and books. The teasing light in his eyes turned to sparks of interest as she talked, first outlining her dreams and then the ideas that had come from them.

"What if that’s the key piece Father was missing, or that no one ever mentioned or even thought about recording? It was just a given, so thoroughly understood no one ever thought it would be lost?" she said, scribbling down the new idea Uly had given her.

"Did you ever think that the ancients wanted that knowledge lost, so the Revisionists couldn’t regain it and use it against us? Maybe our people needed to be scattered to prevent the rechanneling of the time stream, just as much as we needed to keep the enemy from trying again."

"You’re so depressing in the morning. Have you had enough coffee? Or perhaps you’ve had too much?" She snickered and ducked when he pretended to slap at her head. "Just think. It’s so obvious."

"What is?" Ford said, strolling through the door. "Ah, blessed child. Gustav informed me you took over the kitchen. He has some ridiculous idea that meat is better morning food than hotcakes." He paused at the end of the table where the covered server of hotcakes sat in a long steam tray sitting on short, lit candles. "Enlighten me on your discussion?"

"You don’t want to hear it all again," Ess said. "Here’s the most important point of all my dreams and thinking this morning. There are two sides to communication, or else it is not communication. Maybe that is what has always ensured failure on the part of those trying to recreate the instantaneous communication devices. Sender and receiver need to exist at the same time."

"So maybe... the crystal has to be locked to a sender and receiver at the time the crystal is split," Uly mused, gaze unfocused.

"What’s this about splitting crystals?" Ford set his full plate down opposite them at the table. "Can’t be done. At least, can’t be done with the technology available today. Even those clever blades they use to shape diamonds in the jewelers’ trade can’t cut crystal."
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