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[image: ]




October 1877

Cleveland, Ohio

"Sanctuary has fallen." Randall Endicott stared into the darkness of the underground chamber that had once been part of the cellar of a massive house, overlooking the Cuyahoga River.

For a heartbeat or two, like he always did when his benefactor came to visit, Brogan considered not responding. Endicott wouldn't come into the room, wouldn't raise the candle in his hand and step out of the tunnel that connected the former cellar to the warren underneath the growing port city, until he got a response. When Brogan had been a child, his father teased him that he could see in darkness where cats were blind. If he sat still enough, could he make Endicott think he wasn't here in his office, where darkness soothed the alternating tingling and burning in his mangled face?

He couldn't do that to a man who remembered Brogan Ambrose as he used to be, with a song on his lips and in his heart and dreams of adventure and discovery in service of the Originators. Without Endicott's help and his suggestion of a place where he could hide from the cruel light of day, Brogan suspected he would have taken the coward's way out years ago.

"I think I knew when it happened." Brogan pressed his fingertips against his mangled cheek, remembering the shriek of crystal that had awakened him. "Six weeks ago, on a Friday?"

"Six weeks ago on Friday," Endicott said with a sigh. He put the candle down outside the doorway cut through the rock and took a step into the stygian room. "Are you purposely courting an image of a troll in his lair?"

"I would rather be considered a dragon." Brogan surprised himself with a rasping little laugh. He struck a match and lit the lantern sitting on the front of the long table that served as his desk. When the stink of sulfur faded, he sat back further into the darkness until the chair creaked. Not that it mattered. Endicott knew the ruin of his face.

"Thank you. Some of us can't see in the dark." A soft snort. "Like dragons." Endicott settled into one of the old ladderback chairs facing the desk. "What do you mean, you knew?" He frowned and rested his elbows on his knees, leaning forward. "You felt the reverberation in the crystal?"

"What happened?" He flattened his hand to cover the thickened skin of his cheek, reliving that moment when he woke feeling as if the crystal fragments that had penetrated down to the bone were trying to tear free. And take chunks of his skull with them. The reverberations had shifted through chords, on the edge of music. Visions filled his head in rapid-fire sequence, making him doubt his sanity even more than he usually did. In his mind's eye, he had seen the massive support beams in the foundations of Sanctuary melting and twisting, the tunnels collapsing in on themselves, and felt the shimmering song of thousands of pieces of crystal go sour. As if he had been physically there, for the first time in years. As if he had been picked up and transported across two-thirds of the country.

No, he wouldn't go there with that imagery. Down that road lay madness. And yet, if anything could move the stuff of matter massive distances in the blink of an eye, wouldn't it be crystal, the material the ancestors had brought from the future when they fought to save the history of the known world?

Madness. Don't go there. It's not alive, and it doesn't create doorways around the world. It can't. Not without the lotus. Not without being reassembled more than it has been already. Crystal isn't... it can't... it doesn't...

He wouldn't finish the thought. Yet there were times, since the explosions that killed his family and mangled him, when he fancied that the crystal used by the ancestors to travel through time might be sentient, able to think and reason and choose and act. After the visions and sensations of that night, which Endicott had just confirmed was not another step into madness, Brogan realized he had never pondered the emotional factor. The crystal had cried out in terror, and his were the only ears that could hear. His mangled face was proof that crystal could not be destroyed. It could only be reshaped. Unless someone possessed the incredible ability to sing to the crystal, and sing with it, then crystal punished all those who attempted to control it. He knew of only a few people who had been able to sing to crystal and coax it into new shapes. 

"The simplest explanation is that the Fremonts happened," Endicott said after a long pause. One side of his mouth quirked up in a weary smile. “Odessa reappeared, and we took her to Sanctuary to root out some of that trouble Ernest and Edward were both hunting. She knew where that infernal whistle of Matilda's has been all along. Not only that, she knew the song to play, and the time was right, as Edward feared it would be."

"Ah." Brogan settled back a little more in his chair, trying not to shudder as his imagination filled in what had happened. If my dream was true, then perhaps I am not quite insane yet? Maybe the doorway isn't all my imagination, either? He mentally shook himself and focused on the news Endicott had brought.

He was younger than Edward Fremont by a good fifteen years, and had studied with him for a short time. He had been a welcome guest in the Fremonts' home, had met Ulysses a few times and gotten into mischief with him, and knew Odessa when she was a child just starting to display the Fremont brilliance of mind and curiosity. Endicott had kept him informed of events in the family's lives through their tragedies, because he had considered himself a friend.

Then a little more than two months ago, when Brogan expected Endicott for one of his regular visits, a messenger brought a note down saying that incredible events had occurred. He would share the details when he returned to Cleveland. Now with fall turning into winter, Endicott had returned.

"Yes. That is sometimes the most apt reaction when it comes to that infernally brilliant and troublesome family." Endicott chuckled. "Simply put, Ess's memories were blocked even more extensively than we were led to believe. Once the wall fell, many things came together, ending in a trip to South America, to bring Matilda and Ernest and their archeological party forward in time, from the moment of their attack."

"Time travel without the Great Machine? How is that even possible?"

"I don't have the time or the materials to help me explain. However..." Endicott sat back and crossed one leg over the other. "You could always talk with Ernest and Matilda and they could explain all the science and the theories involved."

"Randall..." Brogan refused to go any further in the old argument.

"We need to disrupt your incredible little kingdom. With the fall of Sanctuary, we're going to need a new headquarters. The nice sedate, useful little building we intended to set up somewhere over our heads is fair to becoming the wonder of the New World. Airship docks and access to the railroads and shipping on the Great Lakes, as well as shipping overland by steam-cart. We could make good use of these old slave tunnels and the prehistoric passages your people have found."

"What about my people who have taken shelter here from the injustice above? What about the children who hide down here from the criminals who would enslave them?" Brogan congratulated himself that he didn't howl, half in fear, and he didn't snarl at Endicott in worry for his own safety and the ability to fade into the night. 

"They will be protected. Plans are already being made. We will be expanding the Originators. Recruiting. Uly pointed out that we are wasting incredible resources, both in skills and physical prowess, creativity, inventive skills. Your people will be an incredible, valuable resource for us. Not just in making use of this underground kingdom of yours." Endicott gestured to take in the winding tunnels that spread out around them, into the darkness, some carved by water and some by wind. Some were mysteriously smooth as if carved by the futuristic machines the ancestors had once possessed, which no longer existed even in recorded memories and drawings.

"You haven't told anyone..."

"About you? About surviving and vanishing? No. However, I do believe the time has come, Brogan. Come out of hiding, out of your darkness. Time for your people to join the world above ground." He sighed. "Time to stop licking your wounds, their wounds. Things are coming to a head. The race to find the pieces of the Great Machine is heating up. The best way to defend ourselves is to be part of the army, not the innocent civilians who get trampled in the press of battle."

"For a man who didn't serve in battle—"

"You know what I mean. No sass from you, youngster." He grinned even as he shook a finger at Brogan, where he sat cloaked in darkness just beyond the puddle of lantern light.

"Youngster." Brogan snorted. "I'm not that much younger than you."

"Current events have made me feel entirely ancient." He sat back a little more and sighed. "Time to reveal the miracle of your survival, and the gifts granted you." One corner of his mouth twitched up when Brogan snorted, eloquent response to that statement. "Deny it as you will, the incredible things you have done for the people you shelter and lead make me believe the crystal allows you to see into men's souls."

"Reason enough to loathe all humanity."

"I believe you were spared because you were cloaked in music, practicing your music when the attack occurred and the explosion came."

"Spared?" Brogan sat forward, bracing his hands on the edge of the table, thrusting his mangled face into the light. He felt the warmth of it touching the bubbled, melted flesh and ropey scars running from his left temple, down along his jaw, the twisting sneer in the corner of his mouth. "I was spared, as you put it, because I was too enrapt in my music and didn't know we had visitors." He spat onto the dusty, rough stone floor. "Intruders. Invaders. I wasn't there at my father's side."

"It was the music. Why are you punishing yourself for the miracle, the talent that kept you alive? Would your family grudge you your life? They were proud of your talent. They were sure that you would be the one to make the breakthrough, because they believed, as Edward, Vivian, Ernest and Matilda believed and the children have now proven, that music is the third side of the key to controlling crystal."

"The children." Brogan's thoughts skittered sideways to the street children who had joined the community. 

Mouse knew his face because that wily, clever, irrepressible girl was impossible to restrain. While he lingered in the shadows and moved in silence, she followed him and confronted him, and never even blinked when he thought to scare her away by revealing his face. He wouldn't inflict his mangled face on the other children brought down to hide in the tunnels. They had gone through so much already. Orphaned, cast onto the streets, threatened by people who thought Dickens' novels were recommendations rather than condemnation of the downward spiral of society.

"Ess and Uly Fremont," Endicott said.

Then he spent the next half hour astounding Brogan, relating how Ess had first found a canopic jar full of crystal dust and protected it from the Revisionists, then the experiments she and Uly had performed on it. Brogan thought his cheek burned and buzzed at mention of the word "dust," as if the crystal embedded in his bones rebelled against the idea. The buzzing-burn calmed as Endicott told how the siblings had recreated the visual and audio communication plates of the ancestors, using the crystal dust, locking it to their sole use by blood, and controlling the plates through music. The key, they had discovered, was to use music to persuade crystal to work with them. Not controlling crystal but communicating and creating partnership. Music bridged the gap between the human mind and the energy within the crystal, and the stored information placed there by the ancestors.

Brogan remembered listening to Vivian play her flute, and how the music awakened dreams within him. Matilda had noticed how he grasped esoteric concepts much more easily after listening to the flute with the bits of crystal embedded in it, and recommended he be sent for special training. 

Focused on music.

He muffled a sigh as he wondered what he would have accomplished, what he could have learned and regained from the ancestors' knowledge and technology, if he had pursued those special studies. Perhaps he would have been helpful in regaining the communication plates. Perhaps...

"Perhaps I am not quite as mad as I feared," he murmured, startling himself when he realized he spoke aloud.

If crystal and blood and music could awaken such wonders, and if Matilda had seen potential in him, perhaps guessed at hidden gifts, maybe the things he saw in the darkness of the tunnels when the crystal sang to him, making his throat ache to release song... were not so unreal after all?

"Mad?" Endicott shook his head, his smile sympathetic, rather than pitying. 

There was a difference, as Brogan had learned over the years since the Revisionist attack that had killed his family and left him a fugitive from light and society. The difference had given him the courage to trust Endicott when the man offered to help him. He had found sanctuary here in Cleveland, in the darkness, where he could help the downtrodden and cheated and abused without fear of terrifying them. He and Endicott had done a great amount of good over the years. His only regrets had been the lack of music in his life, and the suspicion that the silence in his head had brought on madness. First the sensation that the crystal was singing to him, and lately the visions.

What if the visions weren't inside his head, but actually hung there in the darkness where he saw them?

He realized Endicott had continued speaking, but he hadn't heard a word. He stood, picked up the lantern, and held it out to the older man. "I think... I need to show this to you."

Without waiting to see if Endicott followed, he stepped out into the passageway. He didn't need the lantern or the candle. He knew the upward slopes and downward twists of the tunnels. They didn't walk far. Despite the steady increase in population below ground as the weather turned unfriendly with the onset of autumn, leaving the regularly traveled portions of the underground community didn't take long.

"This is new?" Endicott said, when they stopped in a spot where the tunnel widened enough for three to walk side-by-side, and curved just enough that the small oil lanterns set in the intersections of several other tunnels weren't visible.

"Newly discovered, broken through by the explorers." Brogan snorted amusement that had more nervousness than laughter in the sound. It made his throat ache. Or maybe that tension was the subliminal music that always touched him in this bend in the passage. "They refer to themselves as either mole rats or earthworms, depending on their moods. Or how filthy they got that day, and how much Mary scolded them for it. No, this is a tunnel we didn't dig. The odd thing is that we're sure there was no sign of it being here before, with some barrier blocking it off from the other tunnels we've found. I could almost believe the ghost stories some of the rougher characters like telling. Of monsters that slide through solid stone as if it were water, eating granite as if it were candy sticks." He caught his breath as one note in his voice set off a reverberation. The music in his left cheekbone grew louder, the buzz-hum aching for a moment before splitting into a chord that could almost persuade him to sing again.

A spark lit in the open air just beyond where he and Endicott stood. As he watched, the spark expanded, spreading out to fill the tunnel, with a slightly stronger line of light, shimmering through the rainbow where it touched the rock, leaving a faint coruscation of light across the passageway like the filmy walls of a soap bubble. The soft hum of silent music traveled up to his sinuses and down into his lungs. The note continued even when he turned to Endicott and pointed at the light.

"Do you see it?" he whispered, afraid that speaking too loudly would shatter the light.

Endicott looked where Brogan pointed. His eyes widened slightly, but not in the wonder the younger man expected. Needed.

"Something is happening," Endicott whispered, as Brogan's shoulders sagged. The music whispering through his flesh tightened and threatened to go sour, poised to erupt in a moan, because this was more proof he was going mad. "I can't hear it. I can only feel it." He reached in his pocket and brought out a pocket watch. Embedded in the case was a crescent moon-shaped fragment of crystal.

Blue and green shimmered softly up and down the length and seemed to darken at the curved tips of the crescent.

"Your education needs a great deal of catching up," the older man said after a moment. "Music is the key, and with your talent..." He shook his head and slid the pocket watch back into place. "When Ess comes here, after the grand tour with her grandparents and other matters are dealt with, she can work with you and teach you herself. Everyone is being outfitted with bits of crystal, to help cut down on the dissonance that seems to block so many of us from hearing or at least feeling crystal at work. What do you see, that I don't?"

"It's more than seeing." Brogan inhaled, then took a long step, through the soap bubble of light.

He staggered as he emerged into bright sunlight, on a green, wooded mountainside that extended upward and downward for what seemed forever. No matter what time of day or night he encountered the shimmer of light and stepped through, it was always noonday here on the mountain, with the scent of ripening strawberries and apples in the air, and the green smell of lush grass baking in the sunlight. Off to his left, a stream chuckled and bubbled as it cascaded downhill in a silver sparkling ribbon. Brogan's eyes ached from the unaccustomed light, and he closed them as he spread his arms and welcomed the heat soaking into his all-black clothes. Here, he didn't mind stepping into full daylight, because in all his visits to this place hidden beneath the city, he had never encountered any people. No people. No animals other than a few birds, maybe a squirrel or two, some insects. And curiously, no matter how long he stayed and searched, he never found the sun that provided the light. It came from everywhere, bleaching out what shadows were cast from all directions.

Turning, he opened his eyes again, and located the shimmering circle. He almost waited for Endicott to step through after him, then laughed brokenly at himself. Just because Endicott sensed something, that didn't mean the man could find the doorway he obviously couldn't see. Sighing, he stepped back through, his eyes closed to help himself adjust to the darkness and shadows of underground.

"What happened?" Endicott grasped Brogan's arm above his elbow. His eyes grew wider and he leaned back against the curved, uneven wall of the tunnel as Brogan described the scene. He chuckled when the younger man fell silent. "No wonder you thought you were going mad. You did not imagine any of it, because I will vouch that you vanished. I walked right through the spot where you vanished, and I felt... something," he said after a slight pause, and a shrug. "Energy. The crystal in my pocket hummed almost audibly. Whatever talent or gift you possess that lets you see the light, I would wager that is what lets you pass through to this other place." He raised the lantern and peered into Brogan's face.

Brogan tried not to wince, but he knew Endicott studied the mangled side of his face, where the flesh looked like melted wax, rudely shoved into the semblance of a man's face. The intent gaze was almost a palpable touch.

"I would hazard a guess that the crystal embedded in your bones is reacting to some sort of energy present in this one place—"

"There are other places, throughout the tunnels. This is merely the closest," Brogan hurried to say.

"Indeed? Well, I think once again, crystal is the key. You said you feel music more than hear it, when the light is about to appear. Crystal, music... and blood. The three-sided key, as MacDonald so eloquently puts it. I know so very little. When our experts join us, most likely next summer, depending on the progress of our building, then you can discuss this with them."

"Ernest and Matilda?" He liked the idea of turning all this over to them, letting them unravel the mystery and puzzle.

"They are in the amusing position of being students. For now, anyway. No, as Ess observed a short time ago, people are considered experts who merely have the most experience, or the only real knowledge of something. When Ess and Uly come, then you three, I daresay, will accomplish wonders." Endicott raised the lantern again and shone the light at the place where the shimmering circle had been just moments ago. "I shouldn't wonder if this is somehow another variant of what Matilda and Ernest used in South America."

"You will tell me more, especially if this might be linked?"

"I think we've earned some dinner after all this. Please tell me I wasn't mistaken, and I smelled Mary's incredible crayfish stew when I passed the kitchen."

"She knew you were coming, and she knows what you like." He stretched his arm across the passageway. "You are going to tell me about the time bubble, over dinner?"

"Of course. And so much other news." Endicott chuckled when Brogan hesitated a moment, then lowered his arm. "Now, I did tell you that Matilda and Ernest had set up a trap for the traitors among us, didn't I?" he said as they headed back down the passageway.

"No, you did not."

"Ah, then I can see we are going to make a long night of it."
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Chapter Two
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Late October

Chicago

The autumn wind drove rain in from all directions, or so it seemed as Carmen Mackenzie trudged down the street. One last possibility for work lay ahead of her. If she couldn't persuade the head cook at the Grand Cascade Hotel to take her on, she had only one option left to her. Well, to be honest, two options, but Carmen would rather die than sell her body for money. While the slick men with hard, sharp faces promised her a lifetime of luxury when they approached her, promising with the right clothes she could ask any price she wanted, Carmen knew better. She hadn't been so sheltered when she traveled with her father and the camp meeting team that she didn't know about prostitution and panderers and disease and abuse, and how quickly a young woman aged in that line of work.

No, her only option was to sell her mother's cross. Certainly it would be enough money to get her through the winter, to feed her and pay for the tiny room at the boarding house. In the spring, she could walk out to the farms in northern Illinois and get a job as a field laborer. 

The irony was that she had plenty of money, enough to take care of her for the rest of her life, waiting in several safe deposit boxes scattered across the country. However, getting to those boxes without being caught by one of the self-righteous, vindictive people who had destroyed her father's reputation was the challenge. She had gone to Denver, Boston, and Atlanta, attempting to retrieve the family treasures and caches of money. Someone had been looking for her at each place. After all, her father was known and loved in those cities, and it was only logical to expect her to go there for shelter. Chicago had become her destination, spending more of her limited funds than she had liked to spare, simply because no one would look for her here. Since her mother's death, her father had avoided Chicago as if he feared the place.

What Carmen feared was that when she gathered enough money to return to any of those cities, she would discover that her father's former associates had learned of the existence of the safe deposit boxes and obtained legal orders to open them and confiscate the contents.

Why did they insist on taking everything, continuing to punish her father even after his death, after his reputation had been shredded beyond salvaging? Carmen could almost persuade herself she was being hunted for something more than self-righteous vindictiveness and fear.

Right now, all that mattered was surviving until spring, and saving enough money for one more attempt at a safe deposit box. By then, her enemies would have to assume she was dead or at least unable to harm them and give up looking for her. Time and patience and prayers would have to sustain her. Other than her mother's cross, that was all she had left.

Her largest difficulty was that she had tried to sell the cross three times, and each time the shopkeeper wanted the crystal rose that fit into the center of the cross as well. Carmen couldn't bring herself to agree to that. Her imaginary childhood friend, Essie, had showed up in her dreams weeks ago and told her not to sell the rose. While the advice of an imaginary friend couldn't exactly be taken as gospel truth, Carmen wanted to believe her. Just like she had believed with her mother's encouragement that Essie was a real girl when she was a child, she wanted to believe Essie spoke the truth now. She needed to hold onto that crystal rose, and not just because it was the last thing she possessed that had been her mother's.

So she needed to get the job as an assistant cook or dishwasher or whatever was available at the hotel just another block down the street. Mrs. Blomfield, her landlady, knew the right people to find out about jobs opening throughout the great, sprawling city of Chicago. The helpful, somewhat worn old woman had admitted that it would neither hurt nor help to offer her as a reference when Carmen applied for work. Then she had looked up at the sky with the gray, churning clouds moving in from over the lake, and bade her get to the hotel before the rain struck. If she looked like a drowned cat when she asked for work, a recommendation from the First Lady of the United States wouldn't be enough to get her a job.

For luck, Carmen had worn her mother's cross. She hadn't worn it since the dream that helped her make up her mind and flee before she lost everything. Seeing and speaking to Essie in her dream had been the first good thing that had happened to her since her father died. She needed that bit of luck or blessing or whatever one wished to call it.

Clutching the cross through the protective layers of inadequate shawl and jacket and shirtwaist, Carmen stepped under the overhang of a doorway on a side street. She tipped her head back and she closed her eyes and prayed. For good measure, she focused on Essie's face as she had last seen her imaginary friend, and called silently with all her force of will. Perhaps she wasn't being so fanciful, wishing that Essie would turn out to be an angel sent to guard and guide and advise her?

The crystal rose warmed and vibrated through the wet layers of cloth. Carmen gasped and stepped back against the wall. She uncurled her fingers from the cross and tried to catch her breath. No, she was not imagining. The tiny spot where the back of the crystal rose touched her bare skin, under her shirt, was warm. The contrast with the icy rain soaking her clothes was far too clear to be her imagination. She hadn't warmed the cross and rose with her equally cold hand. 

Before she could brace herself to clutch the cross and rose again, the vibrations stopped and the warmth faded. The wooden sidewalk rippled like waves under her feet. A more deeply recessed doorway, offering better shelter, was only a dozen steps further down the side street. She needed to sit down, out of the rain, just for a few moments. Hunching her shoulders, Carmen staggered down the sidewalk, aiming for the darkness of the recessed doorway, praying it was dry and deep enough that she could hide from sight while she regained her balance.

A steam-cart trundled down the street from behind her, just as she stepped into the doorway. A whimper of gratitude escaped her clenched teeth. It was deep and wide enough she could have laid down in it, and kept her feet dry. She gratefully sank down into the corner on the right, well out of traffic, if anyone needed to come out of the door. Tugging her skirts down around her ankles, she raised her hand to press against the cross.

The steam-cart came into view, framed in the doorway. It was an open steam-cart, a newer model but without any kind of roof or covering on it. Carmen snorted her disdain for anyone who thought an open vehicle made any sense in Chicago, with its wind and seemingly constant rain. The man who drove it hunched his shoulders, and his eyes were lost in goggles gone white with steam or condensation. The other man in the cart stood up in the passenger section behind him, one hand braced on the seat back, the other on the man's shoulder, and turned his head, surveying the street.

Carmen paused with her hand just above the cross. She couldn't breathe. Just for a heartbeat, the man's gaze seemed to lock with hers. Despite the rain streaming from the flat planes of his chiseled features and darkening his golden hair, slicking it to his head, she recognized him. That flat, hard line of his mouth, she knew very well. It was the last expression she saw on his face before he walked out of her life. Those lips had been as hard as his voice when he castigated her for the choices she had made. 

Just a few days before those angry words, he had smiled and spoke only sweet words. Why did she remember his displeasure more clearly?

Richard Boniface. He had wanted to marry her, and when her father said no, he had insisted she should run away with him. Carmen couldn't break her father's heart, even if she had wanted Boniface more than life itself. Her father had raised her to consider every question and choice carefully. Carmen had trusted her father's ability to read people more than her own heart. If he didn't trust Richard as her husband, then neither could she. Richard’s fury only confirmed her father’s wisdom in saying no. How could she trust her heart to such a changeable man?

When her father fell from grace and his colleagues and superiors chose to believe the vicious rumors that shredded his reputation, peace of mind, and his health, Carmen had thought at first Boniface had been behind those false stories; especially when some of the ugly, unbelievable stories and accusations focused on her. Then he had showed up like an avenging angel, fighting to defend her father, mocking those who chose to believe the lies. Even with the taint of disgrace clinging to Carmen and Reverend Mackenzie, he had still wanted to marry her and take both of them away to a quiet life in a small congregation waiting for him. His anger had been tempered with sorrow when Carmen refused him again.

Now...

Carmen found she could breathe again when Boniface's blue-gray gaze slid off of hers and he turned to study the other side of the street. 

"Nothing," he said, his voice colder than the rain.

"Are you sure you heard it?" the driver asked. In a moment, the steam-cart carried them both out of sight.

"You don't hear it, idiot. You feel it. In your bones."

"My bones are frozen."

Whatever Boniface said in response was hidden in the drumming rain, the splashing of the cart's wheels and the rumble-hiss of its engine as they continued down the street.

Carmen brought her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs, hiding her face in her knees as she shuddered. For just a moment, even as memories and hurt tumbled through her mind, she had been about to open her mouth and shout for him. What made her think that he could possibly be willing to rescue her? 

"You are a fool, Carmen Mackenzie," she whispered. "Just as much a fool as coming here to this great, cruel city in the first place. What ever made you think your answers would be here?"

She knew the answer to that readily enough. When her mother was alive, Chicago had been an adventure. A place of wonders to explore, grand edifices to gawk at, and stores and concert halls and libraries. There was always time for something fascinating after the missionary society business had been attended to. Carmen had felt so sure that when she arrived in Chicago, her memories would guide her to friends of her mother, to people who could help her. 

Carmen remembered her mother going on errands in the city, always by herself, and once had asked her father who her mother had visited, what she had done. Reverend Mackenzie had responded that he didn't know. Anna had painful secrets in her past, and he trusted her when she asked him to never ask, because knowing could be dangerous. 

Hope had guided Carmen to come here, to awaken memories and follow paths that might lead her to her mother's friends. She knew she looked so much like her mother had in her youth, certainly someone would recognize Anna in her, and reach out in friendship, if not curiosity.

The question was how long she could endure here, with no money to pay for food and shelter. What kind of a fool had she been, to think it wise to come to Chicago in the fall? How much of the city could she cover, showing her face and hoping for recognition, before winter set in?

Three hours later, when she returned to the boarding house, looking even more like a drowned cat and denied the job, Carmen was resolved. She would sell the silver cross and crystal rose. After the odd occurrence that afternoon, she didn't think she could bear to wear them again.

Mrs. Blomfield commiserated with her and welcomed Carmen into her kitchen to get a cup of tea and try to warm up before she went to her cubbyhole room. She was uncharacteristically silent, looking a little troubled, and opening her mouth several times as if she was about to say something and then thought better of it. Finally, her landlady admitted that there was one other hotel looking for an assistant cook.

"But you keep your lovely hair covered and your head down and do your best to look older. Hunch your shoulders. Whatever you do, don't attract attention."

"How can I, in a kitchen?" Carmen had asked, resting her hand on the woman's, to try to comfort her. "What's wrong with this place you're going to send me?"

"It's not a good place for pretty young girls. At least, that's the word. But you won't be going to entertain anyone. Nothing wrong with cooking, is there?" Mrs. Blomfield said, more to herself than to Carmen. "Lots of decent folk go there to eat. It's a big place. Good food. They just don't know what goes on in the back rooms and upstairs, do they?"

The next day was sunny and dry, if not any warmer. Carmen wore an old bonnet and tied her hair back severely, and she was still pale from the chill she had taken the day before. She kept her voice soft and hunched her shoulders as Mrs. Blomfield suggested, and the head cook took a liking to her. The hours were long, but she would be indoors in a warm, brightly lit place, her meals provided. While her co-workers were often abrupt during the dinner hour rushes, they were decent folk. Carmen decided before October had ended that she could be very happy there. 

––––––––
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FEBRUARY 1878

Chicago

"I declare, if one more person insists that they never believed the official statements that we were presumed dead," Matilda Fremont announced, stepping out of the loading bay of the Golden Nile. She paused for a long sigh as the door closed behind her, cutting off the noise of the wind at nearly two hundred feet above the city of Chicago. "Thank you, Uly. I thought for a moment I was going deaf."

Uly bowed to his grandmother, then cocked an eyebrow at Ess, who had led the way across the gangway from the air dock tower.

"Where was I?" Matilda said as their group moved down the passageway to the main lounge area of the airship. They had just returned from a meeting with the local leadership of the Originators.

"More astounded, relieved people declaring they never once gave up on us," Ernest offered, linking his arm with his wife's, and effectively slowing down her pace.

Matilda sighed, narrowing her eyes at him. A moment later, she tipped her head back and laughed. Stepping around their grandparents, Uly bowed to Ess and offered her his arm. The rest of their party joined in the weary laughter and they resumed their walk down the passageway.

Late last summer, the crew of the Golden Nile had journeyed to South America and located the site of the Fremonts' archeological camp from nearly eight years before. Using the time key, which had been safe in the custody of Dr. Lockhart, Ess had released the archeological party from the time box that had effectively saved their lives, after traitors within the Originators betrayed them. Since that time, with Athena and Fordyce Chamberlain as their hosts and advisors, the elder Fremonts had made a slow journey across the United States, meeting with the leadership in the loosely scattered cells of the Originators. Their mission was two-fold. First, notify everyone with any authority that they had returned from the dead. Second, finish rooting out the treachery that threatened the mission begun by their ancestors, who had come from Earth's far future to stop the Revisionists from changing Earth's history. 

At each stop along the way, not one person had doubted that Matilda and Ernest Fremont were indeed who they said they were. Several traitors had turned themselves in, effectively terrified of the punishments awaiting them. Everyone who could be trusted had been dispatched to spread the news to the smaller cells connected to them. It would take years before the Originators could be completely certain they were secure and free of traitors. Ernest and Matilda were to all intents and purposes the leaders of the organization now. In the spring, they would head across the Atlantic on the Golden Nile to contact the cells and field offices in Europe and Asia and Africa. The secrecy and separation that had once protected the Originators had proven to be their undoing. It was time for full and open communication, no more secrets, no more hiding names and connections and locations and progress from each other.

Ess certainly didn't look forward to spring. She and Uly would stay in the United States, but separated as they went out on Originator business. While it was a relief to learn that the blood link in the communication plates created from crystal dust allowed their grandparents to use them, in a way she was disappointed. She wanted an excuse to send either her or Uly on the Golden Nile to keep an eye on their grandparents. She still had occasional bad dreams where she went to Matilda's workroom or Ernest's office, and found the rooms empty, no sign that anyone had ever used them.

However, she had made a promise to her friend, Phoebe Stryker, to find Phoebe's three sisters, whom their treacherous uncle had hidden away. He used the safety of her sisters to keep control over Phoebe and use her to spy in Sanctuary, while he went about the country, disguised as Mr. Judson of the Pinkertons, to further his plans. The details of those plans were still being uncovered. The last Ess had heard from Allistair Fitch, who had the unpleasant task of uncovering Stryker/Judson's activities, he had found two more false identities. The ire of the Pinkerton Agency and their determination to make all things right gave Ess only minimal comfort. She feared that somehow, Allistair might yet uncover the truth of the Originators, and then what would they do if the Pinkertons decided they were a threat to national security? 

"She's nattering again," Matilda said, as their delegation entered the lounge and finally began to divest themselves of their winter cloaks and coats and hats and gloves.

"No, Ess is pondering some devious trick or dire punishment for whatever blockade currently resists her," Ford announced, with a grand bow to Ess that earned a chuckle from Athena.

"It's a good thing that rotter, Stryker, is..." Dr. Lockhart chuckled and sank down into the wingback chair that had become his province on board the airship. He settled his mechanical leg and looked around the room. "Well, to be delicate, rotting."

Ess muffled the urge to stick her tongue out at the elderly doctor. She gathered up her outerwear and her grandparents' and trudged down the passageway to deposit their clothes in their respective cabins. It was the least she could do, to make up for her lack of sociability during the dinner party. Why did everyone insist on celebrating with fancy manners and fancy clothes and fancy food, whenever the delegation came down from the Golden Nile with their cargo of good and bad and dire and astounding news? By the third city, she had grown exceedingly tired of being told what a heroine she was, how clever she was, how much she looked like her mother, or her father, or Matilda, and how much she took after her parents and her grandparents. As far as she was concerned, they were all wasting time on niceties, when they should be diving into fixing what had gone horribly wrong with the Originators.

The worst part was that her grandparents seemed to enjoy the fuss-and-feathers, as her mother Vivian used to refer to small talk and dancing and fancy clothes.

The errand gave her time to shed her irritation over the time lost that evening and allowed her to shift her thoughts to more pleasant things. The first being that they were now free to leave Chicago and head either east or south, depending on whatever news had caught up with them while they were busy socializing. Perhaps Roscoe had picked up some of the books she was looking for, or a telegram had come with news. She hadn't heard from Agent Sutter regarding the search for Carmen, her last name still unknown, who was the daughter of a Revisionist woman named Anna who had come over to the Originators. Vivian had befriended Anna, and the two women wore matching crystal roses that seemed to promote a mental link between them. Ess had inherited her mother's rose, and it seemed that Anna's daughter had inherited hers, along with sensitivity to crystal. Despite trying nearly every day to re-open the brief connection with Carmen, Ess had had no success beyond those first brief dream-visits. She had given Agent Sutter a sketch she had made of Carmen, as she had appeared in the few dreams, and all the bits and pieces of information that had come through their momentary link. Ess needed to find the other girl, not just for the sake of their mothers' friendship, but because Carmen's sensitivity to the crystal put her in grave danger from the Revisionists.

Theo came around the corner of an intersecting passageway a dozen paces past the doorway of the lounge. He skidded to a stop, rocking back on his heels, then his usually somber, dark face brightened and he held up a piece of paper. It was stiff and square and the dirty snow yellow of telegram sheets.

"Who?" Ess cast her weariness aside and ran down the passageway to meet him.

"Phoebe." Theo chuckled and pretended to flinch as he held out the paper for her to take.

She nearly flung her arms around him. He wouldn't be smiling now if there was bad news in the telegram. Phoebe was working with Allistair to find her sisters, as well as control the damage from whatever Originator or even Revisionist information the search might uncover.

"What is this?" Ess asked, after reading through the sparse message three times, trying to force it to tell her something. She ran her finger under a series of numbers. "They look like coordinates."

"They are." Theo's expression darkened again. "Mixed with code for the designation of that particular location. Basically, Phoebe is telling us that she recognized someone going into a station house that had been declared destroyed four years ago." He tapped the paper above a series of three numbers and two letters. "It doesn't actually say four years ago, but I remember when the report came in because it was so unusual. The location was supposedly surrounded by Revisionists and declared too hot to investigate for the immediate future. Everyone assigned to that station was declared dead."
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Chapter Three
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"And?" Ess studied the shifting of muscles in his face as he controlled his expression. Theo wasn't the most readable of people, and that was good, considering the kind of work he did for the security of the Originators. However, she thought she had learned a few things after all this time working with him.

"And what, Miss Fremont?" He leaned back against the opposite wall and glanced beyond her to the lounge door.

"I'm guessing the person Phoebe saw is supposed to be dead." She muffled a snort of satisfaction at a slight twitch of the corner of his mouth. "I'll wager Stryker reported the house destroyed, everyone dead, and the situation too dangerous to investigate."

"Someone should investigate if that trinket of yours facilitates the ability to read minds." Theo flicked his forefinger at the crystal rose, temporarily mounted on a satin band around her throat.

"God wouldn't be so unkind as to inflict something like that on me." She shuddered and gestured to the lounge door. Theo really should have delivered the telegram to Athena or Ernest. She appreciated his kindness in letting her see the news first.

"Or the rest of us." He winked and followed her down the passageway.

Ess played with the idea of being able to infiltrate someone's thoughts, then pushed the concept to the back of her mind as the company in the lounge discussed all the implications of the message. They agreed with Theo that Stryker had either suborned the people assigned to that station house or held some sort of power over them, perhaps blackmailing them into silence as he had blackmailed Phoebe. The woman she saw going into the building, Sophia Gruber, was a distant relative on the Stryker side of the family. Sophia's presence increased the chances that the three little girls were there, cared for by a relative.

"Can we assume Captain Astrid has already plotted our course to meet up with our allies?" Athena said.

"As soon as everyone who's been out on errands reports in, we're ready to cast off the mooring lines and head for Detroit." Theo winked at Ess. "I'll wager you're trying to figure out how to add map-reading lessons to everything else you're trying to learn. It irritates you, doesn't it, that you didn't know where those coordinates were?"

"I'm too tired to get into a battle of wits with you right now, thank you very much," Ess retorted. Her face warmed as everyone else chuckled. She joined them a moment later. 

Perhaps her hunger to fill in all the education she had missed was amusing. She chose to laugh with her friends, because the alternative was to live in constant vexation over all the gaping holes in her knowledge. Only slightly less irritating was the regular recurrence of headaches and bizarre dreams as more memories emerged and slid into place. She likened her memories to the remains of an ancient Roman villa, with all sorts of gaps and cracks in the mosaic tiled floors and the painted walls. However, in her case, the missing pieces were falling back into place to fill out the image, and the cracks were erasing themselves.

"Where in Detroit?" she asked. "It's such a large and growing city."

"The station house is actually along the river, on the Canadian side. However, it would be wise to stop in at the new station house, which is on the north side of the city." Ford clasped Athena's hand, palm-to-palm, their fingers interlaced.

Ess wasn't sure which to blame for the catch in her chest. The loving gesture, or the somber looks Athena and Ford shared.

"I know the man who heads it. Ash Halverson. The rest of his people, however... well, we can't be too sure who to trust, can we, with the old station house still functioning, but in questionable hands?" He nodded to Ernest. "I feel like we've let you down, everything sliding to Perdition while you were away."
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