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“He’s already dead, a little electricity won’t hurt.”

Victor von Frankenstein, Eminent Scientist

After retiring, I began to haunt garage sales. I collect books. A man should always have more books than he can possibly read in one lifetime. 

I always believed that when it is your time to find a book you want but have never found, you will find it. I also believe once you find one of those elusive tomes you have wanted for years, within the next month you will find a second copy in better shape than the copy you just bought. It will also be cheaper. In today’s world of electronic shopping almost any book, magazine, or collectible is immediately available for purchase online. You just have to be willing to pay for it. Countless websites list literally millions of books available all the time. If you want a first edition Jules Verne, in French of course, all you have to do is click and point. If you want the 27th reprint of one of the Harry Potter books or even the commonest Harlequin romance, you can buy it now it for the seller’s asking price, plus shipping. This global shopping mall takes the thrill out of the chase, but it certainly makes every edition of every book available.

I like garage sales because you never know what you will find. A Saturday morning of garage sales rekindles the adventure of a day spent searching used book stores and junk shops in the French Quarter, Oklahoma City or Austin. Texas. Also, garage sales get me out of the house. Once I demonstrated that I was not going to come home every weekend with a truck load of old furniture, broken skis, or bad yard art; my wife determined that it was alright for me to sally forth in search of the last missing Heinlein juvenile, a tattered paperback by Fredric Brown, or an Ace Double with a cover illustration by Kelly Freas.

I never expect to find anything or consequence by Edgar Rice Burroughs or L. Frank Baum. The occasional tattered and torn Grosset and Dunlap reprint turns up. I find well-read paperbacks by Ballantine or Ace almost every weekend. One pleasant surprise was how many Spanish language Tarzan comics I found in New Mexico. 

The last house I stopped at last Saturday was no exception. There was the usual pile of happy meal toys and coverless “Little Golden Books”. They had a table of old televisions, speakers, and other electronic devices. There were video games and a couple of ancient controllers. I stay away from used electronics like they have rabies. I glanced at the table and turned to leave when I noticed an electronic reader in the pile. 

In my world, an electronic reader qualifies as a book, so I had to look at it. It seemed undamaged. There wasn’t a charging cord on the table. The reader was priced at fifty cents. The case alone would have cost $20.00, so I thought, why the hell not? I counted out fifty cents.

She said, “Thank you, but I have to tell you it hasn’t worked in years. We haven’t been able to get a new book on it since our son left for college three years ago. He was supposed to use it for textbooks at college. I think he dropped in the sink or toilet, but he never admitted it.”

I mentioned I had a friend who might could fix it, paid the fifty cents, and headed home.

I parked the car, stored my treasures in the garage, took the reader into the kitchen, removed the case and put it into a freezer bag filled with dry rice. I sealed it in the bag and let it set for a couple of days. Rice does a wonderful job drying out water logged phones, IPods, and I hoped, readers. Two days later, I turned my head to one side and plugged it into a charger just to find out if it would take a charge or explode. It charged. I looked through the data and found out that it was still registered to the original owner. I checked and he had about forty textbooks on the device, a few dozen on-line comics, and a recently popular bondage trilogy.

Nothing I cared about. Comics quit making sense to me about 30 years ago when they started to rewrite all the superhero stories to let them update the characters to fit the 1990s. I don’t like bondage horror or erotica and the last thing a fifty year old man needs is a new math textbook.

The reader was in airplane mode with the connection to the wireless turned off. Maybe, no Wi-Fi was the problem. I turned on the wireless and unregistered the reader. That cleared everything downloaded to the device. Before I could register the reader in my name, the device sparked, smoked, and sizzled like frying bacon. The screen went blank and I smelled burning plastic. It was hot and I dropped it on the floor. There were a couple more puffs of smoke and then the screen went black. I picked it up before it scorched the carpet.

A minor setback to be sure, but I wasn’t going to let that stop me. I have always approached repairs with the philosophy, “It’s already broken, so I can’t hurt it.” In this case, I couldn’t even open it to look inside. I had no idea how to open a reader, so I did an internet search. You can find out how to do anything on the internet, including how to make grits for breakfast, build a doghouse, make bourbon, and get inside a reader. I pried it open and surveyed the damage. The scorched plastic spots and some places where the solid state circuits appeared to have melted away were obvious. 

I decided that this was a problem I could fix with a small soldering iron, a magnifying glass, and an aluminum foil gum wrapper. After all, it only cost fifty cents and it’s already broken. I didn’t have schematic to follow so I just made connections wherever it looked like it needed one. I burned my fingers twice during my fifteen minutes of electronic wizardry and decided that I had fixed enough. I closed the reader and turned it on. It didn’t respond.

It needed to be recharged. Burning plastic and melting circuits uses battery power. My rules about electronic repairs are the same for all devices. There are two rules. Always unplug or remove the batteries from the device before you start a repair. Do this yourself. Rule two is just as important. Always have someone else plug it back in after you’re done. Unfortunately, there was no one else around, so I had to plug it into the charger myself. I removed the charger from the wall socket, plugged the reader into the mini-USB port, stretched the cord to get me as far from the reader as possible, and plugged the charger into the wall.

I flinched in anticipation when I plugged in the cord, but nothing happened. I left the reader to recharge for a couple of hours, then came back, unplugged it, and turned it on. It immediately began downloading a new book. The standard message appeared on the screen. “Your book will open automatically as soon as the download is complete.” 

I hadn’t ordered a book, I hadn’t even registered the device. I tried to switch screens so I could see what was happening, but none of the commands worked. I waited until the download finished. When it opened, I found the story that follows. I have transcribed the narrative, unchanged. I took the liberty of adding a quote at the start of each chapter, I hope that they don’t detract from the amazing story that follows. At first, I thought it was old pulp fiction novel, but all my efforts to find the story in print or online were fruitless. As far as I can tell, it has never been published and I have no choice but to accept the writer’s explanation of how I received it.

His story begins, now.

My name is Jackson Allen and it has been many years since I have been in touch with anyone from Earth, my home planet. I used to make the journey myself using a technique I learned during my youth in India from my guru, the Indian spiritual teacher, Meher Baba. Over three years of rigorous training, he taught me astral projection, the ability to, at will, put on and take off the Earth bound fleshy body as though it were a cloak, and use the astral body to experience the inner world of the astral and for undertaking journeys. I mastered the skill and learned to leave my body behind and travel to other towns and countries. One night, I looked at the stars and projected myself toward the North Star. I arrived near Polaris instantly. Distance was no barrier to astral travel. One mile or a hundred light years are the same distance in the realm of the disciplined mind. Night after night I traveled to star after star and visited planet after planet.

Some planets teemed with life and some were barren and forbidding. I drifted over their surfaces, floated with their clouds, and bobbed up and down in waves of unknown liquids.

I never found a planet where I was willing to materialize until one night the double star, Procyon, the brightest star in the constellation, Canis Minor, caught my eye. The twinkling seemed to beckon me. The star called to me. I relaxed my corporeal body and in less time than it takes to say, I projected my consciousness across the galaxy to Procyon, a double star. 

The two twin stars circled each other and I counted fifteen planets dancing with them. I drifted in space and searched the foreign solar system. Kepler could have spent several lifetimes calculating the variable orbits. One of the planets was bright red in color, not unlike Mars in our own solar system. I decided to explore it. 

The planet was occupied by myriad species, including two humanoid types. One type was quite similar to our own and the other sentient species was brownish green in hue, insectoid in form, and violent in temperament. I say insectoid, not because the Zirka were insects, they weren’t. I call them insectoid because they had six limbs, two arms, two legs, and two limbs in between that the creatures could use as either arms or legs. Instead of mouths like ours, they had strong mandibles like a wasp or a praying mantis. Fearless warriors and excellent swordsmen, they roam homelessly across the planet, in huge hordes, not unlike the tribes who recognize no nation’s boundaries and roam the mid-east on our own planet. They stand over twice the height of a man. There are many such tribes, all of whom would fight each other as quickly as they’d fight the humanoid race, the Drolians, which share the planet with them. I gave them a wide berth. 

While I was investigating the planet and its fauna, I felt a sharp pain in my right side. I shouldn’t feel pain while in my astral form, but Meher Baba had told me that if my sleeping body was injured, I’d feel the pain. I would die if my body was killed while my mind wandered the universe.

The pain was intense and thought my body must be being attacked by wild animals, or perhaps some thief was murdering me for my clothes. I didn’t think that I had time to return to Earth, reanimate my sleeping form, and defend myself. Without another thought, I focused my mind and performed the most difficult task of astral projection, dissolution and manifestation.

I dissolved my body on Earth and reformed it on this red planet that bobbed and weaved its way along a seemingly random orbital path in the double star solar system. Once my body reformed, I took possession of it. I’m glad I did. I met the most beautiful woman in the galaxy, saved her from the insectoids, and battled my way to become the Overlord of the planet. It’s a good story, if I do say so myself, but I won’t tell it here. I don’t like to talk about myself. I’m a man of action. 

I use my skill in astral projection to monitor my adopted my planet. I could, no doubt, still manifest myself on Earth and tell my stories face to face if I wished, but I don’t know anyone on Earth anymore, and so I have no reason to leave my family and friends to travel between the planets. 

Nevertheless, an old warrior likes to reminisce from time to time and I’ve have taken to writing down my adventures and the adventures of my family and friends. It keeps me grounded in English, my native language. I never plan to revisit the world of my birth, but never is a long time. 

This is the tale of one of my great granddaughters, Dejanna of the Double Star, born in the Imperial City of Shando. I’ve written it here as it was told to me by Dejanna and her husband, Val Doric. I hope I do her story justice.

Our scientists tell me that once I finish the story, they will transcribe it into an electronic transmission device they have perfected. Their device takes information, stories and the like, and broadcasts them into the air and across the universe. They say the stories will wander forever until they encounter a corresponding device that can sense the information in the air and recreate it, exactly as written, to be read by whomever or whatever has a corresponding device. The scientists tell me that the story can be accessed and read by everyone who has such a device over and over again.

I am just a simple warrior. The scientists have shown me the broadcasting device and the receiving device. I have seen these two devices work, but there is no other duplicate of either device on Endorth, the natives’ name for this planet. I know not if there will ever be another such device made on Endorth or anywhere else. When I finish this tale, I will deliver the manuscript to the scientists. I have no way to know if it will ever reach anyone or not, but it will do no harm to try. If someone is reading this, it is proof that it has worked as they said that it would. 

I wrote this down to amuse myself and to record the story for my unborn descendants. I don’t know how old I am or how long I have lived. I can recreate a younger form of my body at will, just as I did when I materialized on Endorth. My wife, the incomparable Janla Marta, a Drolian princess, and the rest of her race expect to live a thousand years. They need to live a long time because they were constantly at war and death visits warriors on a regular basis. A man only loses one sword fight. We hope to see many generations of our descendants, but Endorth is a hard and brutal world, filled with danger, and while the potential for long life exists, in reality, most Drolians only live a lifespan comparable to a normal Earthman’s.

I’m old and it’s too much trouble to use the words and phrases of two worlds consistently and I have interchanged terms and words from Earth and Endorth as it suited me. I’ve made no effort to confine myself to Endorthian measures of time, distance, or size, but have intermixed Earth terms and Endorthian terms as I wished throughout the story. Krats and miles are used indiscriminately. A krat is shorter than a mile on Earth, but it’s a little longer than a kilometer. If these terms matter to you, I understand that science books have been broadcast and they contain detailed information about many things including how all these words of measurement relate to each other. There is a book called a dictionary containing information about what many Endorthian words mean in my native language. Since the reader was able to obtain this story, perhaps he will be able to find the dictionary and the science books. I won’t explain every term in this book, but you can look it up if you are able to access the reference books. If not, I hope the meaning of my words will be made clear by the context in which I use them.
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“When I say thank you, it doesn’t mean I want to have your babies.”

Very Special Agent Clarice Starling

Val Doric and his wife, Dejanna the beautiful, had booked passage on an air freighter. The freighter would carry them to the city of Prant on the edge of the great marshlands that are all that remain of the once mighty oceans. The city state, Shando, had seen peace for many years and was expanding by restoring many of the abandoned cities of ancient Endorth. It easier to rebuild than to start from scratch. Peace means population growth and population growth means more people need places to live. In spite of the fact that Shando was the home of the Overlord of Mars, its people had long since learned that peaceful expansion was preferable to war. So like a hermit crab that has outgrown its shell, Shando expanded by moving into the empty shells, or cities, that dotted the arid windblown Endorthian landscape. 

I should explain about the dead seas. Water is the most precious resource on Shando. Eons long past, the planet was covered with oceans and seas to rival those on Earth. Mighty Rivers cut their way through the Endorthian landscape and lakes and ponds were common. 

Endorth’s orbit is not one repetitive ellipses like the orbit of Earth. Its path through the sky is influenced by the two stars that make up the star know to Earthlings as Procyon in the constellation, Canis Minor. The planet’s path could be compared to a roller coaster as it bobs and weaves along with its fourteen siblings between the ever shifting gravitational forces of both stars. 

Eons in the past Endorth danced too close to Procyon Prime and like Icarus it flew too near the sun. Its wings didn’t melt, but the sun’s gravity tore away much of the Endorthian atmosphere and over the course of several years the heat slowly boiled away the mighty oceans. 

The Drolian civilization was destroyed. A race that had prided itself on its learning, its science, its trade, and its peaceful way of life was suddenly thrust back into an age of barbarism where might makes right and nothing is stronger than a man’s sword arm.

Once Endorth wandered farther from the sun, the Drolians began to rebuild under the leadership of the city state, Shando.

Phant was one of the last cities selected for resettlement because of its remote location. It was many days by air from Shando. Warrior teams had been dispatched to Prant almost a year ago, tasked with clearing the ruins of great white scorpions, or the giant spiderlike sentient creatures, the Zirka, or the sordars, disgusting foul rat sized insectoids, or any other Endorthian fauna that might contest resettlement by the men of Endorth.

With Prant now firmly in control of the Shandoites, it was time to send in the engineers. Prant needed to be functional before settlers could be dispatched. The water needed to be flowing, the streets must be streets passable, and someone must ensure the buildings were structurally sound. Food storage and food distribution had to be planned. 

Val Doric was appointed to supervise the initial survey and inventory of the dead city and determine how to best proceed to make it a habitable colony. He would determine which buildings to save and which to destroy. The grain silos had to be tightly sealed to keep out sordars and other vermin that always infest the places where men live.

Val Doric and Dejanna climbed down from the shankel, the Endorthian beast of burden,  drawn carriage and watched the dockworkers transfer their belongings from their carriage to the freighter that would carry them, along with provisions to resupply Prant, across the ancient and dry sea bottom. 

Both suns were visible in the sky as was one of the two moons. The Drolians have named Procyon Prime, Prist, after the hero of the legend of the Drolian man who defied the gods and brought fire to the people. The smaller sun is called Leeda after his wife. The day was warm, even hot, and the dockworkers sweated profusely as they labored to load the ship. Every man cast two shadows.

The dockworkers leaned against the stack of crates and stared at the couple in silent admiration. Val Doric, though an engineer, was the living embodiment of a Drolian warrior. He’d never been in battle, but he practiced and exercised every day. Dejanna was clearly the great granddaughter of my wife, Janla Marta, and the granddaughter of Drusha, the beautiful wife of my son, Jactar. Dejanna carried the egg of her first born and would deliver the egg soon enough, but her swollen belly emphasized rather than detracted from her beauty. Drolian children are delivered from their mother’s body inside a hard egg shell. They continue to develop inside the shell for about five years before they crack open the shell and join the rest of us in the harsh Endorthian environment.

When I married my beautiful Janla Marta, I was pleased and surprised that the ways of love were the same on Endorth as on Earth. Conception and pregnancy are remarkably similar on both worlds. The difference was that Earth women bear live children and Drolian women, like almost every other creature on the planet lay, eggs. 

I was sure that I would not be a fertile mate for any woman on the planet, but I was wrong. Janla Marta became pregnant, laid our egg, and five years later Jactar was born. I didn’t understand how it could be possible, but then I remembered a biology lesson about plastic genes. Dogs and cats on my home planet have plastic genes. The smallest dog can mate with the largest and the result will be puppies that are a blend of the characteristics of both dogs. Works the same with cats. Once I thought about it, I realized that plastic genes are a cornerstone of the theory about survival of the fittest. Only the fittest and strongest survive to mate and the offspring have a better chance of survival if they’re born with traits common to both parents. 

It’s the same for people back on Earth. The current incarnation of humanity is a blend of several human species. Neanderthal, Homo Erectus, Homo Floresiensis, and Cro Magnon have all taken turns swimming in the Homo Sapiens gene pool. Why should the Drolians be any different? The children I fathered would have some of me and some of Janla Marta. I wouldn’t have had it any other way.

No living Drolian remembers the term dockworker originated in the distant past when freighters and other ships actually docked on the shores of the giant seas that once covered Endorth. The seas are long since gone, but the work is the same. The men still load supplies and cargo on board the massive flying freighters. The cargo master still ensures that the ship is loaded to maintain balance fore, aft, port, and starboard. An even keel is more important on a ship that flies through the air as it was thousands of years when ships sailed the seas. The work is no cleaner or rewarding now than it was eons ago, but it is just as important.

Dejanna and Val Doric stood looking upward at the old ship, Atria, that would take them to Prant. It hadn’t been painted in years, rust streaked it sides and nests of small Endorthian birds decorated the worn and damaged timbers. Sordars impudently ran up and down the docking tether ropes and in and out of portholes on the side of the vessel. 

Dejanna turned to Val Doric and said, “This freighter doesn’t look like it can get off the ground. I don’t see how it can ever fly thousands of krats across the dry seabed. It’s covered in rust and there are holes in the hull. I see bird nests. I can’t believe that its lifting tanks can maintain their seals. It looks like it was patched together from the pieces of a hundred crashed ships. Like as not one the helistone drive will malfunction and turn this old freighter belly up and we’ll be stranded in the Fargetel marshes.”

Val Doric lovingly put his arms around his wife and said, “The Atria is not a pretty, but her helistone drive is tight. Her radiation emitters are strong and properly calibrated. The captain and crew are skilled and loyal. Don’t judge a shankel by its saddle. I checked her out myself, she won’t let us down. I wouldn’t worry about being stranded in the marshes. If she goes belly up, the fall will kill us.”

Dejanna punched him in the arm. “Stop it. I know I shouldn’t worry, but I’ve never been away from Shando. You know I’m going lay the egg of our firstborn child in a few days. I want to place the egg in the newly restored incubator in Prant. The Atria needs to get us there, I don’t look forward to carrying our child a thousand krats or more across empty marshland.”

Val Doric guided her to the wooden boarding ramp. The ramp swayed and bent beneath his weight. “Don’t worry. Our child will soon be safe with the other eggs in the incubator of Prant. Don’t give it a thought. I’ll talk to the captain when we get aboard to be sure that he doesn’t see any problems with the ship. If he’s worried about anything, we’ll delay departure.”

The Atria’s captain greeted them at the top of the boarding ramp. Gu-dri was a grizzled veteran of the wars between Shando and Tropoli. He fought side by side with me against Sarapou Zirka and the rebels from Parna. 

Dejanna looked at him warily. He was old, but he was still an imposing presence. His leather harness was ancient, the leather cracked and worn, but clean and functional. He kept it carefully repaired, oiled, and polished. Gu-dri’s sword was not of recent manufacture, but was as sharp as his mind. It wore the nicks and scratches of many battles, but was sharp enough to shave a demut, an Endorthian dog. The captain growled a gruff, “Welcome Aboard,” and turned away before the couple acknowledged his greeting. He bellowed instructions to the loading crew. Once the issue was resolved to his satisfaction, he turned his attention back to the engineer and his wife.

“Once more, welcome aboard.” You are my only passengers on this trip. The rest of your staff will be following us in two days on board the mighty Marta. She’s a new troop carrier and will bring your engineering team and reinforcements for the warriors currently deployed in Prant. We’ll travel alone, but she’ll travel with an escort of a dozen fighters and scout ships.”

“Sorry, Captain, but I’m worried” said Dejanna. “This ship looks so old. I don’t mean to speak badly about her, but she looks like she needs lots of repairs.”

“She is rough looking enough, I’ll give you that” said the Captain. “She’s been in constant service to Shando for over two hundred years. The last time she was overhauled was almost two decades ago. Except for the helistone drive that is. The drivestones were replaced recently and I calibrated the radiation emitters myself. It’s only her looks that give you any concern, not her heart. A month or two on the ground for spit and polish would be good for her and the crew. I’ve got a hard working crew and they’ve taken the time to keep her airworthy, but not the time to keep her pretty. Her job is to carry provisions to our warriors around the planet, not to lead an Overlord Day’s parade.”

True to his word, Val Doric inspected the helistone drive, including the radiation emitters that are the method used to steer the vessel, and the compass while the crew finished loading the ship. Everything was in working order. Dejanna watched him for a moment. “This is one of those times when I wished that I’d paid more attention in school. Tell me how the drive works. Just the summary, please. I want to know enough to understand the drive. I don’t need to be able to build one.”

“Helistone was created when Endorth was nearest to Prist, the largest sun. The heat evaporated the seas, thinned the atmosphere, and even melted the planet’s surface. New compounds were created when elements, compounds, minerals, and even some living things combined in new ways. Quartz and helium, normally an inert gas, formed a strange new material, helistone. The stone reacts strongly to radiation. In school, you learned that one of the rules of the universe is that for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. Helistone is the exception. When exposed to radiation, helistone reacts with a thousand times the force of the radiation applied to it. When attached firmly inside an airship and surrounded by a battery of radiation emitters, a stone weighing less than my sword can power a small flyer. If the pilot wants the ship to move upward, he moves his control stick and the emitter under the helistone lets radiation shine on the stone. The stone moves upward away from the radiation and carries the ship with it. The same principle is used for travel forward and backwards. Not only that, our pistols and rifles work almost the same way.”

“Stop. That’s enough for now. I understand. Apply more radiation and the airship goes up or goes faster. Apply less and it descends or slows down.”

“Dejanna, there’s much more to it than that.”

“That’s enough for me. Let’s go back on deck.”

The deck lumber was sun faded and polished smooth by the passage of thousands of footsteps and handrails were waxed like glass from the sweat of countless hands. The Atria, like Captain Gu-Dri, had grown old in the service of Shando. Old meant seasoned and serviceable, not broken and damaged. The ship was in excellent working order.

Val Doric and Dejanna stowed their personal belongs in the small private cabin the Captain assigned them. It was on the port side, below decks like all the cabins. The small portholes provided interior light during the day, but were positioned in a fashion that the ground was only visible in the distance. A passenger couldn’t look down and see directly underneath the ship. A short time before the second sun, Leeda, set, one of the airmen knocked on the door and told them that the ship was ready to launch and the Captain invited them to join him on deck for departure.

They stood arm in arm at the starboard rail for a last view of Shando as the airmen cast away the mooring lines and the ship rose into the air. The Captain took care to keep the ship balanced as it rose slowly into the sky. The crew coiled and stowed the mooring lines, storing them in designated areas to ensure an even keel. The deck stayed level and the ship drifted in the slight evening breeze. Abru and Badru, the Endorthian moons named for the gods of good and evil, gleamed overhead in the twilight, and the watch fires and street lamps in Shando twinkled in the darkness as the Atria rose to her cruising altitude. As she rose higher, she revolved slowly in the shifting winds.

Val Doric smuggled Dejanna closer to protect her and their unborn child from the chill of the night air. Shando looked as small as a child’s playset laid out below them, lights sparkled in the spires and windows, the occasional bark of a demut was loud enough to be heard high above the city, and the faint light from the two hurtling moons reflected from the quartz veins and granules scattered in the granite stones from which the city was built.

The shifting moonlight made the shadows dance on Dejanna face. She put her head on Val Doric’s shoulder. “Tonight Abru chases Badru through the skies. I hope that having the moon of good chasing the moon of evil is a good omen for our journey.”

“That’s what the sailors believe. Superstition or not, ship departures from Shando are only scheduled on nights when Badru flees from Abru. Since the moons travel at different speeds, sometimes good is pursued by evil. On those nights, the ships stay moored tightly and the crew enjoy a night’s bawdy hospitality in the dockside bars and taverns.

The temple, no longer used for worship, no Drolian would ever journey to his death on a fraudulent pilgrimage down the River Sims, was now a marketplace and the bustle of the vendors and shoppers as they haggled prices in the dying light was audible as a dull roar, although the cacophony of voices was an undercurrent of sound, too low for individual voices to be understood by the travelers drifting slowly in the sky.

Captain Gu-Dri stood by the couple for a moment. He never tired of the magnificent view of the city spread below them. “This is when Shando is the most beautiful, her walls glow red in the last rays of sunlight, the reflection of the starlight and moonlight glitters like a million fireflies dancing across the walls and rooftops. Whenever I see her like this, I know she was worth fighting for.”

Gu-Dri broke free from the spell of Shando’s beauty at sunset and shouted orders to his crew. The Captain insisted everyone attach their harnesses to the rails and rigging. The crew and our two passengers responded by double checking not only their own harness, but the harnesses of the people closest to them. 

The rule for personal rigging on board a ship is not unlike a rule for mountain climbing. An airman is always clipped to the ship. On a well-run ship, everyone is always clipped off when outside on deck. Each airmen has two lines about fifteen feet long with a carabineer on each end. One end of each line is always clipped to the man’s harness and the other end clipped to the closest secure point. Cables for the carabiners to slide along ring the perimeter of every ship in the Shando fleet for that purpose. As an airman moves around on deck, he attaches and detaches the lines as he moves. A seasoned airman can stay clipped off with one or both lines as he speeds around the deck at a full run.

The Captain said, “Winds vary with altitude. Frequently the winds are much faster aloft than they are near the ground and often blow in different directions depending on the height above the ground. Part of the skill in steering an airship is choosing altitudes where the wind work with the ship rather than against it.”

As he planned, as the Atria continued to rise above the towers of Shando, the ship moved south, pushed by the prevailing upper winds. The helmsman brought the prow of the ship around so that it faced the direction of travel and at the Captain’s command activated the propulsion apparatus to increase the forward velocity of the ship. The radiation striking the helistone causes the stones to react and push against the radiation. The reaction provides the lifting force and the driving force that keeps the airships aloft and powers them through the sky.

Val Doric and Dejanna watched from the rail until Shando faded to a rosy glow and then disappeared over the dark horizon. When Badru, the small moon of evil raced vanished over the western horizon, a chill filled the air and the couple walked below decks and retired to their cabin.

By the second day, the crew and Captain fell into their regular routines. The helmsmen and navigators constantly checked and rechecked their location and direction of travel. They made the small course corrections required without note, fanfare, or discussion. The airmen performed the ongoing maintenance and repair that takes place every day on every ship in the fleet. The watchmen kept their appointed rounds. Everyone had a job and someone to check to be sure the job was done and done correctly. A small maintenance issue on a grounded ship is one thing, but the same issue can be deadly on a craft flying several krats above the surface. One of Gu-dri’s favorite sayings was, ‘Fix it when you find it.”

Val Doric and Dejanna had no direct responsibilities concerning the aircraft. Val Doric spent a few hours after breakfast every morning observing the time honored rituals of every Endorthian fighting man. Every warrior knows you can’t keep your harness too clean or your sword too sharp. The harness has to be inspected, cleaned and repaired every day, every single day. A single spot of rust or the slightest worn spot on the leather could be the weakness to cause the equipment to fail the warrior at a critical time. A long sword that failed to “clear leather” could leave the fighter lying dead on the ground struck down by an unblocked blow. You can’t block a sword with your bare hands. At least, you can’t do it twice. 

Harness and sword maintenance are not an exciting way to spend the morning. Oiling leather, honing a blade, and replacing brads and buckles can be boring work. As boring as it is to the warrior, it’s even more boring to watch. Dejanna understood the importance of what Val Doric, and every other adult male from Shando, did on a daily basis. She understood it, but that didn’t mean that she had to like it. Val Doric’s attention to his equipment was time he wasn’t being attentive to her. She never complained, but she looked for some other ways to spend her time than watching Val Doric and a dozen or so off-duty sailors clean their weapons.

Dejanna was a child of privilege. She was royalty, raised by servants and relatives in a castle of near the palace. Her parents had been killed in a flyer crash before she hatched. She was the great granddaughter of the Overlord of Mars. Even though she was descended from a line of the planet’s greatest warriors, male and female, and fighting blood flowed through her veins, Dejanna hadn’t been raised to be a warrior princess. She was raised during peaceful times. Like many of the women and men in her generations, she considered the traditions and rituals of her warrior race to only be the stuff of ancient legend. The day to day warrior duties were largely forgotten and ignored by Dejanna and her peers. Young men and women were more interested in gossip, flirting, and the petty intrigues found in any court than they were in the arts of war. Fencing practice was not viewed as a responsibility or a privilege, but rather just another lesson to get through or avoid. The care for one’s equipment was not part of their way of life, but just a chore like straightening the sleeping silks, or cleaning the water closets. She had learned the skills, she but didn’t practice them, not unlike an adult who no longer goes to church.

Val Doric was an exception to most males in his generation. An engineer by trade and mentality, he nevertheless approached his warrior training and his equipment with the same attention to detail he employed to evaluate the safety of a bridge. He had never killed in combat, but he trained everyday as if today would be the day. He kept his harness in perfect condition, his sword sharp, and he fenced daily.

The married couple didn’t fight over how Val Doric spent his mornings, but Dejanna would frequently wander the deck while he joined the airmen in fencing practice or spent the obligatory time cleaning, polishing, and repairing his equipment after the day’s practice bouts.

Dejanna frequently passed the time by talking with the airmen. Whether or not she planned it, she learned many of the skills and techniques it takes to keep an airship functional. She learned the rigging knots, the commands, and the chores necessary to keep the wood, the leather and metal on a ship properly cared for. She practiced the safety harness clipping technique and could move safely around the deck with the speed and sure footed skill of a seasoned airman. She frequently participated against the airmen in races around the deck. While she was never the fastest, she was never the slowest. The airmen raced in relay teams and Dejanna was always one of the first chosen.

She spent most of her time with the chief helmsmen, Ral Tarvis. This young man taught the ancient ways her to determine their location. On Endorth, the suns were of no use because the planet’s orbit was erratic, but the navigation by the distant stars worked as well as it does on the planet of my birth. When she first saw him using the old tools of navigation for the first time, she asked,” Why are you using those things, I know each airship is equipped with a navigational compass. Don’t you just set the compass for where we want to go and then just wait until we get there?”

Ral Tarvis said, “Yes, we have a navigation compass. Once set, the ship will stay on course to the chosen destination – as long as everything works properly. Compasses can lose calibration. During the Tropoli wars, it was not uncommon for spies to slip on board a ship and sabotage the compass. A ship bound for home could end up lost in the middle of the Fargetel marshes. We trust the compass, but we check the calibration every single watch, every single day.”

Dejanna’s natural curiosity overcame her privileged upbringing and even though she avoided fencing practice and her unpolished woman’s battle harness rusted in her cabin, she wanted to learn to navigate an airship. 

She spent time every day with Ral Tarvis. He, like sailors everywhere, was much less experienced in the ways of women than he thought he was. She wanted to learn to navigate and steer an airship and he was the available teacher. Where she saw an able instructor, humoring the wife of one of Shando’s finest engineers, he saw Dejanna as a desirable young woman, unhappy with her life, who sought out his company on a daily basis. She saw sextons and azimuths, but Ral Tarvis saw love.

Men on both planets I’ve lived on are stupid about women and he was no exception. Ral Tarvis’ desires eventually overcame his shyness and good judgment. He knew that if he could only get Dejanna somewhere alone and profess his love for her, she would surely return his feelings. He decided to tell her that at the end of his next watch. They would go below decks and recalibrate the compass based on their celestial observations. Once they were in the compass room, he would announce his feelings for her. She would return them and they would plan how to get away from her engineer husband and live together. He would even fight Val Doric for her if that’s what she wanted. In the words of an old fairy tale, they would live happy ever after.

The next evening after Dejanna had checked their location, Ral Tarvis put his plan into action. “You have verified our location correctly the last six watches in a row. The only step that you haven’t done is to recalibrate the compass. The compass may be correct, but we have to confirm it. Once I’ve been relieved, we’ll go to the compass room and check it. You need to know how to do that. On a small flyer, the compass will be in within your reach while you are seated in the pilot’s seat. On a big freighter like this one, the compass is in a secure location below decks.”

Dejanna was delighted and she had no suspicions concerning Ral Tarvis’s intentions. She readily agreed and hurried with him below decks as soon as he was relieved. As she went down the gangway, she clipped both ends of her safety lines to her harness, being careful not to foul either line on her dagger. “How far is it?” she asked peering down the dimly lit corridor.

“Just follow me,” he replied. “It is only a short way.” He led her indirectly to the compass chamber, avoiding the most heavily traveled passageways. He didn’t want anyone to see them together below deck. He could explain her presence by using the same story he had used to lure her here. If it came to it, he would actually show her how to calibrate the compass. If they encountered another airman below decks, he would try again as many days as necessary until they made the passage unseen by others.

Luck was with him the first day and they encountered no one on their way to the compass room. 
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