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CHAPTER ONE




“AS WE WORK together to make you a licensed engineer, Ms. Sakdavong, I’d like to know what motivates you.  Why do you want to be my apprentice and become an engineer?”

I sat in Issa Obasi’s study as his maid, Mrs. Miller, filled cups with an aromatic tea.  If he’d asked me the question yesterday, the answer would have been simpler.  I would have confidently said I wanted to become a steam engineer to satisfy my curious nature, better understand star metal, or be the first woman to build a humanoid automaton.  Understanding star metal’s impact on industry would be reason enough.  Each option sounded good, but they were all lies. Professor Cross had prepared me for this line of questioning but the formulaic answers sounded hollow to me now. I decided to go with a story that seemed the most honest.

“Well, it’s hard to know where to start. I’ve been working on designs for a humanoid automaton. They’re in the tube I handed you earlier. There are many reasons…”

“Ms. Sakdavong, let me make it clear, automatons don’t interest me.  What interests me is the situation we find ourselves in now.”

Mrs. Miller returned from the kitchen with a cup and sipped it as she sat down in the chair beside Issa.  I glanced between the two wondering about their relationship as she sat casually in on an interview with her employer.  For that matter, I wondered how a mature white woman had come to be employed by a young black man in the first place.

“I don’t think I understand your meaning, Master Obasi.  What situation do we find ourselves in?”

Mrs. Miller placed her cup on the table. “Annie, dear, I’m sure you’ve noticed, Issa is a black man and you’re a woman.” 

She patted my knee, and I didn’t know whether she was patronizing me or really thought me stupid. Either way I felt heat in my stomach and I gritted teeth.

“Yes, I believe that’s obvious.” I stared at the woman hard, wondering If she’d be a problem when I moved in and started my apprenticeship. 

“Look, neither of you know a thing about me.  Are you accepting me as your apprentice or not?  If not, I can find somewhere else to go. I’m smart and should have been valedictorian at the university.  There are a dozen other master engineers that would take me on.” I stood, reaching for a sword hilt I’d abandoned long ago as my voice grew louder.

“No, you don’t,” Issa said.

Mrs. Miller pointed to my reaching hand and raised an eyebrow. I straightened trying to force myself to be calm.  Issa nodded and stared at me while sipping tea. I paced back and forth, frustrated.

I glared at them. “You both seem to know a lot about me already.  How about you tell me why I want to be an engineer.”

“Strangely enough, I did ask Mrs. Miller to look into that.  She didn’t find much.”

“I’ve never done much work for the Asian community, I’m afraid. Fewer contacts.”

I frowned. “Contacts? Aren’t you a maid?”

“Yes, dear, and a damned good one.” She sipped her tea.

“How about you sit down and tell us what’s really going on,” Issa said.

I clenched my fist then grunted before plopping back in my chair.  The two stared at me as I shifted my gaze between them.

Issa sighed. “Let’s restate the obvious.  First, there are no female engineers; therefore, we’ll leave the idea of an unwed woman moving in with her teacher out of the equation, for now.”

“Where are you going wit…” I began.

Issa held up two fingers. “Second, you are one of Jacob Cross’s students.  If you’re as good as you say, why didn’t he take you on.”

I shrugged. “He told me a major project required his attention.  He even let his last two apprentices go.” 

Issa raised an eyebrow and glanced at Mrs. Miller.

I continued. “The letter of recommendation is right there.”

Issa lifted the letter.  He studied it, then ripped it to pieces, and placed them neatly on the table.  I jumped from my seat again, wanting to bash the man’s head in with my fist.

Issa raised three fingers.  “Third, you do not act like a learned engineer.  You seem violent.  But anyone could pick up on that temper.”

Mrs. Miller sucked her teeth.

Issa added another finger. “Fourth, what’s my research dealing with?”

I dropped into the chair again. “How am I supposed to know? I just got here.”

Issa frowned.  “I’m researching a way to integrate runes with steam.  Basically, I want to see if we can use magic to generate steam. It would mean…”

I interrupted Issa. “No more mining or Uranium Sickness.  Plus, you might be able to create finer steam works. That’s amazing, I thought the two were incompatible.”

Issa grinned. “Very good, Mrs. Sakdavong.  You catch on quick, few engineers would. You’re correct. The issue is the impurities in the processing plants and the land overall. You’d need pure metals and a non-standard method to shape them.”

“That’s perfect. I also do my own fabrication since I learned smithing as a child.  I guess you know how to use runes?”

“No, unfortunately, I never learned to use them.  It caused some issues for me back home, so I came here.” Issa turned to Mrs. Miller.

“That must be the information I couldn’t get to.”

“Are you two going to clue me in?” I asked.

“Let’s think about it from this perspective, but I want the truth.  Why would an unmarried Asian woman apprentice herself to an unmarried African man she knows she’s obligated to move in with as part of her apprenticeship? I’ve spent years looking for an apprentice, and you’re the first one who’s ever come to my door with a recommendation letter.  So I want to know why you’re here, really.”

I understood then, and my shoulders fell.

“Whether or not I become your apprentice depends on the answer, I assume.  And whether or not it’s the truth.”

“It does,” Issa said.

I sighed. “I don’t want to become some random man’s blade.”

“I don’t understand,” Issa said.

“I’m the oldest daughter to a merchant.  Honestly, I should take over the company, but after my little brother was born, well…” I trailed off.

“Go on.” Issa pressed.

I shook my head. “I’m supposed to be a sword maiden.  I should be married to form an alliance with another merchant and become his bodyguard.  This would strengthen my father’s business dealings.  Merchants with many wives are seen as powerful because they have many blades sleeping beside them for protection.”

“Mrs. Miller, have you ever heard this before?”

“No, but those merchants are a secretive lot.”

“Since I’m the oldest, and my mother is my father’s head maiden, she forced him to allow me to pursue my own goals.  I decided to become an engineer, but if I fail, my mother told me yesterday she will see to it herself that I’m married off to a worthy husband.”

“Shouldn’t you determine the worth of your husband for yourself?” Mrs. Miller asked.

“I don’t plan on getting married.  Part of the ceremony would be me promising to dedicate my blades to him.”

“I assume if you become an engineer, you can marry someone who doesn’t see you as a blade,” Issa said.

I opened my mouth to speak then closed it.  Thinking about marriage always twisted my stomach into knots, and I’d never thought about marrying someone who wasn’t a merchant.

“Honestly, we’re similar.  I was supposed to follow in my father’s footsteps.  But since I couldn’t use runes, I was ostracized. It seems neither one of us wants to be beholden to tradition.”

Mrs. Miller sucked her teeth. “Sounds to me like neither of you wants to deal with the fact that those traditions make you who you are.  Evolve them, don’t run from them.”

Issa nodded then continued. “I also want to make sure that my research isn’t stolen.  I believe I’ll do some real good if I can get the kinks worked out.”

“That’s nice, and all, but am I your apprentice or not?”

“Mi casa es su casa, for now.  Welcome to my home, Annie.” Issa stretched out a hand.

I gripped the offered hand and shook it joyfully.  When I released him, Mrs. Miller wrapped me in a hug.

“Sorry about all the cloak and dagger stuff, dear.  We thought you may be a thief, or worse.”

“What’s worse than a thief?” I asked.

“Well, a beautiful young woman like you coming into this house, and you have a rich and powerful father. That’s potential for a different type of trouble if you catch my meaning.”

“You think I’ll fall for Issa?”

“I was thinking worse than that, dear.”

I nodded, still not understanding.

“Mrs. Miller, can you show her around.  I have some work to do in the lab.” Issa left.

“Now that we’re friends, tell me anything you need, and I’ll get it for you.  Spare no expense.”

“Is Issa fine with that?”

“As long as it serves a purpose… maybe.” Mrs. Miller shrugged, “Ask for forgiveness, dear, not permission. Let’s go upstairs and get you settled.”








CHAPTER TWO




ISSA’S DUSTY LABORATORY had fast become my favorite place in the house.  The scent from the leather bound books and old documents brought back my favorite college memories. I’d spent so many happy hours studying alone in the library it had become a second home to me.  

I marched in and placed a newly forged cane on Issa’s drawing table.  Issa glanced at me, then the cane, and continued placing books onto the shelf.

“This is my offering, Master Obasi.”

“Couldn’t this have waited until after I’d finished?” I’d realized after a week how much Issa hated a mess.  

“You asked me to bring it as quickly as possible.”

Issa sighed. “I did, but I literally just finished designs for a rune heating chamber.”

“Can I take a look?”

“Yes, they’re underneath your cane.” He turned back to the shelves.

I tossed the cane towards Issa without thinking.  

“Issa…” before I could say more, Issa turned and snatched the cane from the air.  He made a flourish then brought it down beside his foot.  

We locked eyes, and I stumbled through an apology.

“It’s fine, Annie.  No harm, no foul.  Be more careful with weapons in the future.”  

He placed the books he held on the table and examined the cane.  Delicate, yet strong, veiny hands gently caressed the walking stick, exploring the design. 

“Press the left button,” I instructed.

Issa raised an eyebrow and pressed the button.  With a hiss from expelling steam, the cane extended into a bronze quarterstaff.  Issa continued to study the shaft, touching the expanded engraving.  I wondered whether the method or the design itself interested him more

“Press it again, and it shrinks.  Steam does it all.”

Issa pressed the button, and the staff became a cane once more pointed at me.  

“What’s the other button do?”

“Don’t press that it shoots…” I barely moved in time for the cane’s tip to pass my head as it sprang away from the rod.  I heard the tip thud into a book’s spine on the shelf behind me. 

Issa strolled to the book and pulled the tip from the spine. “Whoops.”

I thought I saw a slight smile, part his lips.

“Whoops, really?  That could have killed me.”

“But did you die?” Issa studied the tip before clicking it back in place on the cane.

My laugh caused me to snort unexpectedly.

Issa head shook as he tried to hold back a grin.  “Now that we’ve had a good laugh, you can look at the blueprints I mentioned.”

“Do you think your theory can work for an automaton?” I asked.

Issa stared at me.  It felt like he wanted to be sure I was asking a serious question before answering. “I’m not a fan.” He said.

“Why?” This was the first time I’d heard of someone not being interested in automatons.  They were the current rage and hot topic in academia.

“Cognitive fluid. It’s made from dead animal brains.  I believe dogs commonly because they’re trainable.  You never know what you’re getting really.  Plus, something just seems wrong.  It feels to close to playing God.” The shudder the seemed to run through Issa surprised me.

“It’s not like they use human fluid.”  

Issa waved a hand dismissively.  “You never know what some sick person will do.  Either way, not a fan.”

“What would you use your magic steam for?” I asked.

“I just want to stop the harm caused by uranium mines.  The sickness is spreading.”

I bent over the blueprints examining the rune boiler Issa had designed. “How can you tell?”

“Have you ever been to the Native Lands, Ms. Sakdavong?” Issa asked.

“No, never had a need nor the desire.” I flipped the pages.

Issa tapped the cane on the ground. “If you ever go, you’ll see the difference for yourself. It’s amazing and sad at the same time.”

“Soups on.” Mrs. Miller yelled from the kitchen. 

I smelled the freshly baked biscuits buttery aroma on my way to the kitchen with Issa.  My mouth watered, anticipating the woman’s cooking. I’d fallen in love with her food my first night having dinner with the two.  Every morning and night, I made sure to ask for seconds to show my appreciation for the woman’s skills.

She’d just connected the kettle to the steam spigot when I entered the kitchen.  I sat down and grabbed three biscuits, loading them with butter.  Mrs. Miller made her own jams, and this morning I used the strawberry, plum, and honey separately on my treats.

I passed the knife to Issa in time to take my teacup from the housekeeper.  I filled it with cream and sugar and began munching on my mid-morning meal.

“They’re about done with the upstairs mini furnaces.  Are you sure you want that thing in the house?”

Issa swallowed a bite. “It’s fine, it gets hot, but it’s no worse than having a stove for heating.  It might be safer since Ms. Sakdavong is experienced.  Besides, this isn’t a smithy, she’s just fabricating small parts, and I use the workshop outback to repair steam carriages.”

“If you say so, Issa.” Mrs. Miller sipped her tea.

I chomped into a biscuit, nearly biting it in half. “Thanks for getting that done so quickly.”

“Oh, it’s fine, dear, gave me an excuse to get the porch installed.”

Issa’s head jerked up. “What?”

“What?” Mrs. Miller grinned.

Issa’s head fell into a waiting palm. “Jesus.”

“You said we could have one, Issa.”

“I know, I know. I’ve been putting it off, hoping you’d forget.”

“That was never going to happen.”

“A man can dream.”

“How long have y’all had this arrangement?” I asked.

“Many years, dear.  Issa was a friend of my husband before he passed.”

I paused mid bite. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

“It’s fine.  He passed years ago, and Issa took me in as a favor.” She patted Issa’s hand.

The tension in my back released. “Got it.”

“Is it okay if I work on my designs for the rest of the day?”

“Sure, we don’t have any work,” Issa said.

I shoved my last biscuit in my mouth whole and took off to Issa’s lab.

“Be careful going upstairs, dear.” Mrs. Miller said.

I grunted as I left the kitchen.

I stopped in the washroom and cleaned my hands before heading to the lab.  The cane lay across Issa’s blueprints.  I grabbed the documents, leaving the staff, and ran upstairs to update my automaton’s design.








CHAPTER THREE




NONE OF THE men exiting Professor Cross’s classroom recognized me as they walked past.  It saddened me not a single woman appeared to be taking the engineering class with them.  Shaking my head, I stepped inside the room to talk to my former professor, who I’d decided to come see after updating my automaton design. Professor Cross had been my first choice when I’d begun looking for an apprenticeship. He said he wanted me to be his apprentice but something had come up and referred me to Issa instead.

Inside I found a red haired woman speaking with him through sign as he spoke aloud.  Her fingers seemed stiff, and I wondered if she’d received an injury recently.  

I approached as Professor Cross finished saying something to her I missed. She nodded, smiled at me, then left via the opposite door.  A grin split my face seeing another woman taking an interest in engineering.

“Good morning, achan.” I used the regional Siamese dialect word for professor.

Professor Cross walked across the room to me with open arms. “Annie, my favorite student.  What have you brought me to discuss today?”

I gave him a quick hug before pulling the pack off my back and setting it on his desk.  I shuffled through papers, organizing them as I spoke.

“Is the young lady you were speaking with a student in the engineering courses?” 

“She is a student, yes.  A special one.  I’ve told her about your time here.  You are her inspiration.” He replied.

I grew a little. “What was she discussing with you.  It must be difficult for her to communicate technically just through sign.”

“We discussed a project we are working on, one you would be interested in, I think.  Maybe you could work for me as you train under Issa?”

I gave him a half-hearted smile. “I’m sorry, sir.  There is a lot I’m learning under Issa, and I wouldn’t have the time.  He is rigorous and thorough with his training.”

“That he is.” Professor Cross agreed.  “I presume you have some refinements to the Automaton blueprints you would like to show me.”

“Yes, sir.  I tried discussing it with Issa, but he said they should all be burned.”

“He is a stubborn one. His ideas and execution with other devices are extraordinary.  Did you know his designs led to the racing carriages people are so hot for?  I swear he has over a hundred patents, much more than myself.”

“Professor Cross, I believe you and Issa combined have the majority of the recent patents.  Why haven’t you both collaborated?” 

Cross paused to scratch at red chin stubble mulling the thought over as he sucked his teeth.

“You know, Annie, the thought has never crossed my mind.  Must be a little friendly rivalry there.  Do you think he would say yes if I asked for him and you to come work with me personally?”

“It’s worth a shot.”  I spread the blueprint for my automaton over the desk.

Cross leaned over the blueprints studying them with care.  I watched as each turn of the page brightened his eyes behind the round glasses giving him a boyish appearance.

“I see you went wild and threw caution to the wind.  This design is exemplary and gives the automaton additional fine motor skills.  Now you can see what parts might work and what will have to be dialed back.”

“Well...,”

Cross rose up to full height, eyebrow cocked, arms crossed.  Many students remembered the move before a stern lecture set them straight.  I’d been on the receiving end many times when I wanted to argue my theories.  The last time I’d seen the movement, he refused to take me on as an apprentice and asked me to seek out Issa instead.

“What is it, Miss Sakdavong?”

I sighed, flipped to the chest cavity design and pointed. “This design is based off something Issa is working on which he showed me during a lesson.  He believes steam technology and the rune magic can work hand in hand if the right components are used.”

His face perked up. “Go on.”

“Well, the idea is that this could all work as is.” I flipped to the details of the arm. “Do you see here, the arms have the finest piping, piping that would have to be free from impurities that Issa believes causes the explosive reaction and degradation between runes and normal steam works.”

Cross glowed as I continued, unbound excitement shattering the walls created by student-teacher etiquette.

“So based on this, I went all the way, the chamber walls are thinner because of less heat being produced from a rune, not a star metal core.  Increasing the size of the chamber itself and allowing for more consistent pressure.  Theoretically, the piping and chamber would be reinforced with runes helping to keep them from bursting with the excess pressure, based on Issa’s work.  The drawback I see is how fine this piping would have to be.  You couldn’t mark it with runes, so this is where these regulators come in.”  I flipped through pages stopping on the last one so Cross could see the design of the regulator.

“Your version two automaton is leaps and bounds over the first one you designed and showed me while you were still in school?”

“Yes sir, this design can work and is a combination of what I have learned from Issa’s theory of runes producing Sigma steam in a self-regulating closed system. Magic steam,” I paused, watching Cross digest it all, “...I came up with that.”

Professor Cross slumped into the high-backed chair behind the desk.  He stared ahead at nothing, hands waving in the air as if running through calculations.  I followed the twirling fingers trying to understand their meaning.

“Does Issa know what this would mean?  The barrier would become obsolete.  We could stop mining uranium for the reactive metal ingredient.  He could change the very foundation of our understanding of power.” The hair on the back of my neck stood on end when he finished.

“Not quite,” I pointed to the back page of calculations, “The materials to make this type of filter for the regulators are rare.  You also can’t make the piping the current way using the typical machines.  Issa believes this would all need to be done by hand to work, not specifically for this but in any construction of this sort.  He also thinks you would have to go to the native lands to get the untainted raw elements.”

“I see,” Cross leaned back deflated, “...so why say this is possible?”

“It is,” I shook, bubbling with pride as I explained, “Issa thinks you could get enough material to make a small number of these.  Issa even knows a merchant who is getting him raw materials delivered this month to test with.  It’s for a project he’s working on.”

Cross almost fell from his seat as he leaned towards me, joy practically oozing from his pores. “Does he now?  How was he able to do this?” 

“He has connections back home in Africa.  They are untainted like the Western US.  He thinks it should work just fine.”

Cross smiled with closed eyes. “Annie, your idea of us working together is a sound one.  I will be sure to come around to see Issa myself at a later date.”

I beamed. “Working with the two greatest engineering minds would be amazing, achan.” 

I began to fold up the blueprints, and Cross touched my hand, stopping me.  “Annie, would it be possible for me to keep these for a while?  I would like to go over them in more detail.  Maybe there is something I can help with now.”

I shook my head. “Unfortunately, no, sir.  I have not made copies and would hate to have them out of my sight.  I’ll need them when Issa’s materials get here so I can use some to work on the first component iterations.”

“I see.”  Cross’s shoulders fell as he collapsed back into the chair again, hands interlaced in front of him.  He looked down and away at the ground.  The hair on the back of my neck stood up once more.

“The other thing is sir, I used some of Issa’s design without permission or consultation.  I would feel awful if this were to be out in the world before he could file for patents.  I know you wouldn’t do anything, sir, but some thieves look for work like this.”  I hoped he felt better.  I didn’t want Professor Cross to become a target for Issa’s ire.

“Thieves indeed Miss Sakdavong, this is true and something we should all be wary of.” He looked up at me from his lowered head.  A smile crept across his face after a moment.  “Tell Issa I said hurry up and get that patent.  And you get one yourself, Annie.” 

“Thank you, sir.”  I finished folding up the blueprints and stuffed them in my bag, tying it tight.

Slinging the bag onto my shoulders, I walked towards the door, a smile on my face.  Issa’s ideas shocked me at first, but seeing the approval from Professor Cross on how I combined the thoughts of Issa and myself together into one cohesive design brought joy to my heart.  I realized my work with the detective stood to create something unique, potentially changing the world forever, magic steam automatons.

“Annie,”  I stopped before heading out the doorway.  “Let me know if I can assist you again.  It would be a privilege to see those designs once more.”

“I will, sir.”

I stepped through the door and left heading home to tell Issa what our work could mean.








CHAPTER FOUR




"ANNIE, BRING MY cane!"

I didn't expect to hear Issa yelling from our laboratory this early in the day. I hastily finished my morning coffee, rolled my eyes, then tossed my cup into the empty sink as I left the kitchen.  On the way to the lab, I grabbed the cane which stood beside the front door where Issa had begun leaving it.

“Annie, this is an emergency,” Issa yelled again.  I heard tension now I’d missed before, then the sound of breaking glass.  I sprinted towards the lab, slid around a corner, and crashed into the opposite wall, burning my arm on an exposed steam conduit before hitting the ground.  I cursed under my breath, stood, then sprinted for the open door rubbing the injury.

As I entered the room, a native man rushed Issa and launched a kick at his stomach.  Issa stepped back and out of reach of the boot, then countered, attempting to knock the other man off balance.

The native slipped the counter and deflected Issa’s attacks to regain footing.  Then he responded with rapid, open hand strikes backing Issa onto his heels with the flurry.  I winced as he ran into the work table standing between us.  Focusing my mind, I prepared to defend him.

As the native lashed out at Issa’s throat with stiff fingers, I thought the master’s life at an end.

Issa batted the man’s hand away before I could blink then rolled back and across the tabletop, scattering documents everywhere.  As he pushed himself up over the table, our eyes made contact, and a face I’d grown to recognize as firm but gentle had grown hard.  I froze, surprised by the visage I’d only seen on my mother or soldiers.  

Issa landed on the ground and flowed into an effective but unfamiliar stance.  I noticed, for the first-time taut, thickly roped arm muscles as he reached towards me. 

“Annie?” Issa said impatiently.

Shaking my head to wake from the shock, I tossed the cane to him.  He caught it, then pressed the switch and extended it into a staff.  He took a relaxed defensive stance with the staff a dare to the Native to continue to come at him.

I flexed my fingers, cracking my knuckles in the process and fell into a defensive stance as well.  I wished I’d kept the cane or brought a sword.

Issa glowered at the man. “How’d you get in my home?”

“We all have ways, sir.” The man said, stepping back.  He spoke practiced heavily accented English. Few Natives learned to talk so clearly since they’d halted the United States’ westward march.

“That’s not an answer.  Why are you here?” Issa stepped forward around the table as he spoke, forcing the other man back.

“Forgive me.” The native paused and raised open palms. “I only came to learn more about you, the great Issa Obasi.  My employer requires your skills.”

“Your sarcasm is noted.  Use the front door next time and quit skulking around like a thief.  That would make you more believable.” Issa said.

“True, sir. My apologies.” The native gave a shallow bow with a cocked grin. His eyes, hard as steel, never left Issa.

“Who’s your employer?” Issa’s voice deepened and filled the room with a bone-rattling vibration.

“At this time, he would prefer to remain... anonymous.” the native shrugged with arms wide.  

I inched closer to the two men, my guard still up. “Sounds like a load of bull to me.”

The native focused an unyielding iron gaze on me. I returned it, letting him know I’d not be one to cry for help in distress.

The native flourished his hands and bowed. “No bull, young lady.  He needs engineering expertise you’re both able to provide for use on a project.” 

“This is only my second week as an apprentice,” I jabbed my thumb at Issa, “to him.  What could I have that this person wants?”

“Indeed, what would he want with either of us?” Issa asked.  Irritation crept into his voice.

“Well, Mr. Obasi, I’ve been told that you have a honed ability to find solutions to problems others deem to be too difficult.  And you, Ms. Sakdavong, your humanoid automaton design is years ahead of your peers.  My employer would like to fund your research and believes you two, working together, could further his goals.” He said.

I straightened up, intrigued. “How would your employer know about my automaton designs?”

“Word gets around, Ms. Sakdavong. Your circle is small, but if you and the master,” he nodded to Issa, “join us, you’ll find out.” 

I wanted to ask more questions, but Issa spoke first. “No, I think we’re fine as we are.  I can’t even tell which tribe you’re from.  How can I trust a man who hides from himself?”

The native gritted his teeth.

 “I’m not simple, nor is my apprentice.  Tell your employer he should have come to us directly.  Honestly, I’d respect you more if you’d just said you came to steal from us.” The native’s feet shifted.

Issa pressed a button on the staff, shrinking it back to a cane.

My joints popped as I returned to ready.

“On the other hand, I wonder if you made a mistake. Maybe you were told to come through the front door and decided to steal on your own.” Issa smiled.

The native’s eyes narrowed. “Very perceptive of you, Mr. Obasi.  I see why my employer respects you so much.  The offer for a partnership still stands.  I agree I should have started with it.  We will get what we want though, I’d prefer to not have to hurt you.”

“Now you’re threatening us? Give it up. We’ll get the cops, and you can explain it all to them.” Issa’s voice hardened.

The native backed towards the wall. “I don’t think so, Mr. Obasi.”

The man’s back hit the wall.  He smiled, hands raised as if Issa were an officer, shrugged, then lowered them.  The playful smirk became condescending, and every fiber of my being wanted to attack him at that moment.

“Until we meet again.” The native stepped through the wall as the wood parted for him like living clay.  It flowed around him as he sank into it.  Issa pointed the cane at the man and pressed another button.  The cane’s tip flew towards the native as the wall embraced him. The native grinned, as part of the wall, flowed around him and blocked the dart.  He waved at us, mocking our efforts before the hand vanished, and the wall became solid again.

Issa ran to the wall feeling the solid wood and tapping at it with the staff.  I watched him search in vain for a false back, a hole in the floor, anything to explain what we’d witnessed.  Finding nothing, he stood at the wall with the cane.  I walked to the wall and examined it myself.  He yanked the tip free from the wall, tested it, then reattached it to the cane.

“Well, Master Obasi, I know I’ve only been with you for two weeks, but I think I can say, with certainty, that I’ve never seen anything this crazy before.” 

Issa nodded. “If you weren’t here to witness it with me, I don’t think I’d believe my own eyes.”

He walked over to a desk and pulled on it.  The drawer didn’t budge.  Mumbling, Issa left. I stood there, not knowing what to do.  He returned a few minutes later with a set of keys in hand.

The tumbler gave a rusty click as the key inside turned.  He placed the keys on the desk and slid the drawer open, pulling out a grayish cube.  Deep etched lines crisscrossed the surface of the object, making my eyes water as I examined it. As Issa turned the device, the lines seemed to swirl and move around it, the pattern facing me never leaving my sight.  My eyes watered from staring at the beauty of it while my head began to throb.

“That’s an interesting device, sir,” I said, looking away.

“Yes, it’s a gift from my mother,  a piece of magic she found in some African ruins.  It seems older than star metal.

“Older than star metal?” I gasped in disbelief. “I thought star metal was the source of magic.”

“I suppose Earth had ancient magic before the star metal came.  My father says it may be why the star metal came here in the first place,  to rejuvenate what we’d lost.” Issa said.

“What does it do?”

“Well,” Issa paused and stroked his chin, “this tracks whose fingers have touched different things. That’s all I’ve figured out so far.”

“What about me?” I furrowed my brow.

“I should have added you when you first came to be my apprentice.  Mrs. Miller is already in here. I’ll correct my mistake now.  Come here.” Issa motioned me forward.

I hesitated and took a deep breath.  Issa reassured me with a smile. “Don’t worry. It won’t take but a moment.  Hold out your hand.” He said as he touched its sides.

I walked to him and held out my hand, palm upwards.  Issa placed the cube in my hand. “Okay, now place one finger to each of the remaining sides.”

I cocked my head as I stared at him.  My fingers stretched to hit all the sides except for the one facing me.  I struggled with it until Issa burst out laughing.  I didn’t share in the amusement at my expense.

“Thank you, Annie,” Issa wiped tears from his eyes, “After the tension earlier, I couldn’t help myself.”

“As you say, indeed, sir,” I said.

Issa kept smiling. “Just touch the sides you can with the tips of your fingers.”  

I did as instructed.  I grew impatient as the cube warmed in my hand.  Impatience turned to shock as a sudden, intense heat pulse washed over its surface.  Tears welled up in my eyes as the thing became the same temperature as the side of a forge for the briefest moment.  It cooled just as fast, and I let it go shaking my hand.  It hovered in the air where I’d released it.  I reached out to it but stopped short.  My searching fingers moved above and below the floating cube without finding wires holding it aloft.  I walked around it before coming back to my original position.

“How is that possible?  Is it magnetism?” I asked, stunned.

 Issa reached out and grabbed it, pressing the sides in a different pattern. “I haven’t figured that out yet.  When I do, I’ll let you know.”

I nodded in response.

“Your other hand, please, Ms. Sakdavong,” Issa held the device out to me again.

I sighed and repeated the process once more, the pain more bearable now.

He pressed it again, and it glowed with a bright yellow light.  The cube hovered, making languid turns around an invisible axis.  Red spots popped up around the room, each one changing to glow the same color yellow as the cube before becoming green. After a minute, the cube and all but two spots around the room turned green; those two remained red.

“Red is unknown suspect twelve. Copy and retain.” Issa spoke to it, his lips almost brushing the device.

The cube floated away, landing on each spot, one on the desk the other on a cabinet.  Once finished, it floated back to Issa and hovered before him.

Issa reached out and grabbed the cube, tossing and catching it as he walked back to the desk.  He placed the device in the drawer and used the keys to lock it away again.

“Now we’ll go to the police station and file a complaint.  We can do that later when they open to us.”

“But that cube just floated, you’re acting as if that’s normal.  And how is this unknown suspect twelve?” I asked, looking from the wall, to the drawer, to Issa.

“There are a few people I’ve had to track down myself when the police won’t help,” Issa said, shrugging.

“What about the man who can walk through walls?” I asked.

“First we file an official complaint.  Until then...” Issa trailed off.

“Do you think they mean to kill us?” My voice lowered as I spoke.

“If he wanted us dead,” Issa paused, looking at the cane leaning against the wall where he’d left it while searching for the keys. “I think neither of us would have been able to stop him.”

I reflected on the knowledge. “So, you think his benefactor really wanted to work with us?”

“Before that, one thing, Annie, don’t tell Mrs. Miller.” He said with a heavy sigh.

“Understood, sir.” I said.

“Thank you, Annie.”

I followed behind Issa.  He turned and walked down the hall past the stairs.  

I watched him shaking my head. “Rest well, Master Obasi.”

Issa paused. “Get ready, Annie, I’ll come to get you in a few hours, and please, stop with that master nonsense.” He walked into his bedroom and closed the door gently.  

I took the stairs to my room and lay in my bed.  The adrenaline pumping through my veins made it difficult to relax.  The native never strayed from my thoughts as I searched my mind for ways to stop a man who could pass through solid objects.

My restlessness won out, and I went to my draft table to work on some designs for a defense.








CHAPTER FIVE




I WAITED AT the neighborhood carriage call center for Josef, the carriage driver, to come and give me a ride back to Issa’s home.  He and Issa worked out a unique telegraph code letting the central carriage office know when Issa needed a pickup.  Now Issa received faster service than anyone else, all because people tried to be spiteful. 

I asked Issa once before how they’d come to the arrangement.  All I learned is the two men couldn’t stand each other at first; then, after a little drinking and a scuffle, they were best friends.  Issa also designed a new steam carriage for Josef, to get faster service, and to help his new friend make twice as much as the other drivers.

“How’re you doing, lady?” A raspy voice startled me from my thoughts.

I looked towards the voice and spotted Josef there in the coachman’s seat.  The man wore an old suit and a beaten-up top hat he thought made him look like a gentleman.  I assumed no one had the heart to tell him how childish he appeared.

“I’m fine Josef, thanks for coming so quickly. Let’s run and grab Issa.” I hopped into the passenger’s seat.

We made it to the house, and Josef waited outside the gate as I went to grab Issa.  

Issa’s home stood two stories with a study, bedroom, kitchen, dining room, and laboratory attached as an additional renovation, all on the first floor.  The second floor held my room, the housekeeper Mrs. Miller, and my workshop.  Issa explained an engineer needed to be near their equipment and paid well to have me turn the empty room into my workspace.  

Most prosperous engineers would not have been ashamed to live there. An average African or freedman living in Dallas would think it a mansion.

The day I arrived, it seemed small to me compared to the houses my father owned, each one twice as large as Issa’s. Despite my misgivings about Issa’s prowess at first, him taking me on as an apprentice turned out to be the best situation for us both.  He wanted an apprentice, I needed a master engineer who would certify me as competent so my father wouldn’t marry me off to a rival merchant as a sword maiden.  Protecting and bearing a man’s children who considered me nothing more than a bartering chip stood in stark contrast to the purposeful life I wanted for myself. 

I jogged the short way through the gate and to the door.  I reached out to grasp the handle just as Issa opened the door and stepped outside.

“Ah, Annie.  I was coming to see if Josef was here, I assume he is.” Issa said.

“Yes, Master Obasi,” I said.

“Stop with that master nonsense.”  

“Understood, sir.” I gritted my teeth.

Issa walked with quick strides to the carriage, holding the cane like a riding crop. I followed, frustrated with the disregard for the proper procedure regarding our relationship as master and apprentice.  I wondered if he understood how serious I took our arrangement.

“Josef, how’s your day going?” Issa greeted him as we approached the carriage.

Josef hopped down and grasped Issa’s outstretched hand slapping him on the back. “Fine, fine.  Are ye well?”

Issa’s smile faded. “No, I’m not. A native broke in today. I’m not sure what he was after, but someone hired him.”

Josef’s jaw dropped. “What? To break into your home? They’d a better chance teaching a cat to sit and roll over.”

I burst out laughing at the mental picture. 

Issa laughed as well. “Am I that stubborn.”

“Is every part of a pig still pork?”

We all laughed loudly together at the joke.

“Thanks for the laughs this morning.  The whole situation had upset me.” I wiped tears from my eyes.

“Nothing to it, lass.  You two are going to the police station to make a report, I reckon.” Josef said.

Issa nodded. “Yes, Josef.  Not sure if we’ll get much help, but I want to start there.  The intruder had an interesting skill which could pose a problem for them.”

“Must be might peculiar if you think you two are gonna get help from the police.”

“What do you mean by that? Why wouldn’t they help us?  Issa is a respectable Master Engineer.” I said, my tone sharp.

Josef made a leg before me, bowing deep in a comical fashion. “Yes. We don’t want the master to be angry with us.” He stood straight and gave me a hard look. “I meant no disrespect, lass.  Simply sayin’ out loud what they’ll be thinking.”

I opened my mouth then thought it over. “Right, I’m Siamese. He’s African. Is it that bad, though?” 

“If Officer Tanner is on duty today, I think we may be fine, Josef.” Issa tapped the cane on the ground.

“Maybe, is right. He fancies himself a gent. I’d say more of a scoundrel meself.” Josef shook his head.

“True enough. Shall we then?” Issa asked as he opened the door for me.

I stepped in as Josef, more spry and agile than he appeared in age and stature, leaped into the coachman’s seat.  Issa climbed in behind me and shut the door.

“You take offense too easily, Annie.” Issa set the cane beside him.

“He should show more respect.” I sat opposite him, chin in hand, and stared out the window.

“Neither of us is in our homelands.  We have to work to make it better here and not fall into the trap of accepting good enough as good enough.  Slavery ended recently because star metal and steam power are more economical. People are still getting used to the new normal twenty years later.  Keep that in mind.”

“Civility knows not race nor nationality.”

“This is why we,” Issa grasped my face with one hand and gently turned my head towards him, “from other cultures, must continue to prove we aren’t the scoundrels they think we are by behaving with civility.”








CHAPTER SIX




“WE’VE ARRIVED AT the police station,” Josef announced through the carriage tube.

My back popped audibly while as I stretched to loosen my muscles after the carriage ride. Issa winced as he heard the pop and I smiled in response.  He sighed heavily shaking his head.

“Thanks for the warning, Josef,” Issa said into the tube.

The carriage rolled to a stop and Issa motioned towards the door. I pushed it open and stepped out onto the wide sidewalk.  The sun blinded me as my eyes adjusted to the bright light after the relative darkness in the cabin.  Issa stepped down beside me and stretched.  The muscles in his back popped in response. 

I laughed. “Feels good, right?”

Issa shook his head and took off.

The police building stood before us, oppressive in its majesty. I craned my neck back to take in the architecture’s entire scope.  The stone walls almost blinded me as the sun’s rays bounced back toward my eyes.  They appeared polished with Sigma Steam stone smoothers, making it hard to tell if natural marble or artificial marbled concrete held the building up.  Where the roof and the side walls met, carved horses ran the eave’s full length, some appearing to want to jump off towards the street.

Issa took the steps two at a time, climbing the building’s stairs and I hurried to keep up with him.  A large archway, wide enough for six men walking abreast, and tall enough for a locomotive engine to pass through, bustled with people streaming in and out.  Issa surprised me and veered away from the grandiose entrance, heading towards a discreet spot to the main entranceway’s right.

“Issa...” I started then closed my mouth as I realized none of the people streaming out of the main entranceway were black, Asian, or any race other than white.

Issa walked towards the wall, and it took a moment for my mind to register the site had no door, but an opening with a sharp right turn.  From the street, this entrance appeared invisible to pedestrians. 

I expected to walk into a cool building, instead I found myself smacked in the face with an aromatic melting pot as I stepped into the stuffy room.  Bakers, farm hands, ranch hands, and others filled the space, increasing the temperature several degrees. Sweat beaded on my forehead as I examined the people in shock.  

A young, baby faced, officer sat behind a desk with a a small wind machine pointed at him.  The people stared enviously at the officer as he enjoyed the cool breeze generated by the device’s swirling blades.  Meticulously shuffled papers from right to left, then back, before pausing to read a news paper.  After ten minutes he looked up at the room, sighed, then shuffled the papers again.

An old man with graying stubble stood and shuffled toward the officer on a bad leg.  He limped as he walked on the twisted limb and I moved to help him.  Issa touched my shoulder.

“Just watch.” He said.

“I’ve been here for over an hour, sir.  You told me I’d be next but ain’t nobody moved or came to see us.  My horse was stole sir, and I know who dunnit.”

The officer rolled his eyes. “Look here son, you’ll get seen when you get seen.  Besides…” He shuffled through the papers and picked a form, “You didn’t fill the paperwork out correctly.  No one gets seen until the rules are followed.”

The officer pointed to a list not to far from me.

I strolled to the list and began reading through the thirty plus lines instructing users on the proper way to fill out the forms sitting below the sign.

The young officer stood.  “This goes for the lot of you.  None of you filled the forms in correctly.  If you want to be seen you need more than your name.  Follow those instructions.  If not you can’t file out reports, that’s the law.  If you need help reading the list ask a neighbor.”  

The officer snickered and sat back down.  He took a glance around the room then dumped all the forms in the trash as people watched.

I stepped aside as people came to grab new forms while pouring over the sign’s instructions.  The long list contradicted itself multiple times and read more like a legal brief or contract than an efficient way for people to get help.  

“Issa, this is insane.”  I said watching the people grow frustrated as some tried to sound out the words.

“Insane, but normal.  At least they aren’t out right denying them help.  They just have to follow procedure.” Issa said.

I spun to face Issa, ready to lay into him until I saw the disgusted look he tried to hold back.  Seeing him, I realized his words had been a reflection of what he assumed the officer thought as he sat behind his desk looking at us.  I didn’t know how accurate Issa’s assumption was, but it didn’t seem far from truth.

“My father has sent men time and time again to report crimes and not once have we had to go to this length to request aide from an officer.”  I turned to the officer and shouted. “What gives you or anyone else the right to treat these men and women like they are less than people?”  The crowd  around us whispered their agreement.

“Look at us, and look at that officer and you tell me what the difference is.” A man shouted.

The officer stood up behind his desk and I stared him down.  He glanced to me then past me at Issa before leveling his eyes on me.  He held a badge up so we could all see it.

“This badge and the constitution give me the right to treat people, who don’t abide the law, any way I choose.  Right now, this is an unlawful gathering of people wasting my time until those forms are completed as listed on the instructions posted on there.” He pointed to the list I’d just read and I’d never wanted more to break a finger in my life than I did in that moment.

Issa placed a hand on my shoulder and looked me in my eye.  “There is a time to stand your ground, a time to back down, and rare times where you can do both at the same time.

He winked at me and I clenched my jaw as I tried to understand what he meant.

“Annie, grab a form and fill it out.”  Issa took a seat and I stared at him.  I reminded myself he’d allowed me to be his apprentice and went back to the sign. It took me a few minutes to realize the requirements myself and I took a form and pen and began filling it out.

Issa took the form from me when I finished and looked it over.  “You messed up here and here.”

I looked at the places he pointed, nodded, and corrected the errors.

“Do you get how to fill out the form now?” Issa asked.

I nodded.

“Good,” he stood and glanced around, “you take the people closest to the entrance.  I’ll take the others over here.  We’ll meet in the middle and give these officers a busy day.”

The evil grin splitting my face said it all as I understood Issa’s game. “You’re a sly one, aren’t you sir.”

Using the form as a template, I began talking to people and guiding them through filling out their forms.  

“Hey now, what do y’all think you’re doing.  Sit yourselves down.”

Issa spoke from his side of the room.  “Last I heard you told them to reach out to their neighbors.  Since I happen to be a neighbor they came to me.  So, I’m following the law, right?”

Issa continued to help people and didn’t bother looking at the officer.

“You watch your tone, boy.”

“Looks like you’re watching it close enough for the both of us.  Now, sit back and wait to be delivered from boredom. You’re about to have a busy day.”

The muscles in the man’s jaw worked furiously and I laughed.  As the men and women in the police station heard me they laughed as well.  The officer stormed off.

“Y’all shouldn’t have done that.  You just kicked a hornets nest.” An old man said.

Issa grinned. “Sir, I would never put anyone here in harms way.  Have a little faith in me and I’ll see this through to the end.”

The old man laughed.  “You did put on a good show boy.”

Laughter filled the room again.

I finished helping a young man and woman with their papers and leaned in close. “Can one of you stay here while the other run’s along and grabs anyone you know needing help and tell them to come on?  Once my boss gets going I know he’ll want to help everyone he can.”

The young man’s eyebrows rose. “He’s your boss?  What’s he do?

“Issa Obasi is the best engineer in the U.S., maybe the world.  Now, can you go get them?” I said.

He nodded. “I got you ma’am.”

“You don’t have to call me ma’am.  We’re about the same age.” Honestly I thought he may be older than me.

He nodded.  The woman with him spoke up. “Quit staring and get to moving.”

The man took off as he laughed.  

The young officer returned with a pudgy red haired, red faced man.  The uniform seemed too long at the sleeves and appeared to have visible cigarette burns.  

The room buzzed with activity as the officers examined the crowd.  If they tried anything I’d decided, despite Issa’s warning, a fight might be worth the jail time.  Blade or no blade, these men couldn’t stop a sword maiden.

“That’s the Ni…”, the officer paused looking around, “that’s the black that’s causing problems.” He finished in a snarl and pointed to Issa.  It shocked me he thought calling Issa anything less than a person was okay.

When the other officer’s eyes landed on Issa his shoulders fell and he ran thick fingers through his hair.  I looked at everyone else furiously working on their forms and realized no one else had noticed.

The officer shuffled toward Issa.  “Issa…”

Issa glanced at him and raised an eyebrow.

The officer began again. “Mr. Obasi, what brings you in today?”

The young officer’s jaw almost hit the floor as the old black man snickered.

“I came to report an attempted robbery, Tanner, but saw these fine citizens in need of help.  Your young officer told us to work together to get these forms filled out, so we are.”

Tanner cut hard eyes at the young officer. “Oh really, did he now?”

The young man shrank back as if looking for a place to hide.

“Issa, bring the forms and lets talk about this in my office.” Tanner put his arms around Issa’s shoulders and began walking toward the back.

Issa didn’t move.

Tanner stared at Issa before sighing.  “What can we do to get this right?”

“When Ms. Sakdavong and I have finished filling these out for the people here we’ll be ready to see you.  We arrived last so we’ll wait until our turn.”

Tanner gritted his teeth and glowered at the younger officer who managed to shrink in on himself more.

“Oy.  Go get some help from the whites only side and get these forms processed.”  Tanner yelled

A voice from the back shouted a reply.  “Yes Boss.”

Tanner pointed at the young officer.  “You, boy, c’mere.”

The young officer shuffled over to Tanner. 

“If I never hear your whiny voice again it’ll be too soon.  If you can’t keep it shut I have nails and a hammer to help. We clear?”

“Why’re you taking orders from this N…” 

Tanner’s fist slammed into the man’s stomach.

“Nails, boy.  And this man here is smart enough to know when he has us over a barrel and you just tripled our workload with that trap of yours so keep it shut.”

The officer whimpered and stumbled away.

Issa and I sat and continued to help anyone that came in with their form as we waited our turn to be seen.  As we sat, the people waiting tripled in number.  I silently thanked the messenger I’d sent for spreading the word to everyone needing assistance with the officers.  Eventually, an officer ushered us to the back where we met with Tanner.

He sat behind a desk writing notes and didn’t look up when he spoke. “What do you need?”

I balked at his rudeness and almost chastised him before Issa put a hand on me.  I held my tongue behind its prison of teeth.

“Officer Tanner, glad we were finally able to make it through that line.  How are you?” Issa grinned.

Tanner raised his head and dropped the pen he held. He forced a smile bursting with insincerity.

“Well, you’ll definitely keep me busy today.  It’s been a few months now since we had a proper conversation.” He stood, extending a hand to Issa.

Issa stared at the hand before shaking it.  Tanner barely hid a wince behind his mustached face.

During the men’s first extended conversation Tanner watched Issa with the respect you would give a loaded pistol pointed at your chest.

“I’m well.  Let me introduce you to my apprentice, Annie Sakdavong.”

  The man stared at me like a child looks at dessert.  I instantly wanted a bath.

“What’s with the farce outside keeping people from reporting crimes.” I blurted in frustration.

Tanner’s smile faltered. “Well, it’s how things are.  Weeds out the time-wasters.  The ones with something important to report will stay and figure it out.” He focused on Issa again. “How can I help you, my friend.”

Tanner motioned for us to sit down.  I glanced toward the people we’d helped wondering who would have figured all that out.

“Tanner, have you heard of a native in town causing problems?” Issa began, placing the cane across his lap.

“No, why do you ask?” Tanner replied.

“I had one break into my house in...” Issa paused, “...in the strangest way.” He finished.

Tanner’s brow furrowed. “Breaking and entering is bad business.  What made it strange?”

“He walked through the wall,” I said.

Tanner sat back. “You’re joking.”

“She’s not.  I thought I was losing my mind when I saw it.” Issa said.

“Must be a rune user.  Did you find any carved on the walls?” Tanner asked.

“No, that’s the first thing I checked.” 

“Is it possible he had runes tattooed on his body?  I’ve heard some people do that.” I asked, leaning in.

Tanner nodded, scratching his head. “I’ve heard of that before. It’s a rumor and fairytale though.  You can’t carve runes on living flesh.  It would kill you.”

“Tanner, if you can keep an ear out for us, I would appreciate it.” Issa said.

“I will.  I can’t very well report a native walking through walls robbing people.” Tanner said.

“Why not?!” I asked.

Tanner’s eyebrows raised and I glimpsed some calm slip away for the slightest moment before Issa caught his eye, and it returned. “Well, truth is none of the folks up there,” he pointed in the direction of the main entrance, “want to hear about a native walking through walls robbing the good people in this city. It’d be too much paperwork and double duty. I won’t be the one kicking a hornet’s nest.”

I shook my head and scoffed.

“Thank you again, officer Tanner.  You’re always helpful.” Issa rose.

“So, we square yet?” Tanner asked.

“You can answer for yourself.” Issa’s tone grew icy.

Tanner’s shoulder’s slumped. “No, we aren’t.”

As we left out the exit door, I noticed certificates for all the officers working the blacks only area.  As I looked them over, Tanner’s jumped out at me.  I made a mental note to ask Issa.  

We left the station to a larger crowd copying the forms between each other and reached the curb as Josef pulled up.  Issa opened the door, and I lifted myself into the cabin.  He followed behind me.

Josef took off, and we rode in silence for a time.  The certificate on the wall gnawed at me, and I broke down.

“Tanner’s listed as a detective.  Is that right?” I asked.

“Yes, it’s correct,” Issa replied, radiating calm.

“And what’s up with his attitude towards you?  A few times, I thought he might piss himself.” I pressed.

Issa smirked. “Not very ladylike language, Annie.” 

“Then explain it to me please.” I sat closer to the edge of my seat.

“A few years ago, I helped Tanner with a case when he was about to be kicked off the police force.  It would have been an embarrassment to him and his family since his father helped found the police here in Dallas.”

“He’s a sorry kraut if you ask me, already embarrassing enough,” Josef said through the carriage tube.

Issa chuckled. “Thanks, Josef.”

“Nary a problem,” Josef said.

“And...,” I prompted Issa to continue.

Issa sighed. “Well, I let him take credit for it, but have evidence showing I solved it.  The case was big, but Josef is right, the man is a screw-up.  He is a lead investigator, but pissed off the wrong people, again, and is now working the hut.”

I sat back, blowing out a whistle. “So Tanner doesn’t want to tell them so he can get the credit?”

“I assume so.  All I know is he can’t be fired because of the case, and the police department doesn’t have anywhere else to stick him. Solving another big case could make his career... once more.”

I laughed and turned to stare out the window.

“There’s more to you than you let on, sir,” I said after a while.

“Really?  How so?” Issa asked. 

“The way you carry yourself, the way you manage resources like Tanner and your cunning in getting those people the help they need.  I wonder who you were before becoming an engineer...” I hesitated before continuing.  

Thoughts swirled in my mind, racing around like little airships moving full steam ahead through an open sky.  Issa was so much more than I’d thought he would be. My disappointment in not working with Professor Cross almost blinded me to the amazing man and opportunity I have here before me. This man solved a crime that had baffled police and then refused to take credit himself. I knew Issa would have his reasons, but to me that seemed selfless.  Only my mother and brother ever demonstrated such selflessness in dealing with people.  It clicked then, Issa would be a much better teacher than Cross.  I just needed to be willing to learn and embrace looking at the world differently.

“…Detective.”

I hadn’t thought about the nickname long, but based on the story he’d just told, it seemed to fit.  It was better than calling him Issa.

Issa chuckled again. “Detective, is it?  I like it better than Master Obassi.”

His intelligence and cunning amazed me and I understood why Cross had sent me to Issa’s doorstep.  I didn’t know if Issa would prove to be the better engineer, but I’d begun to see the man he was.

I smiled to myself and nodded.




















CHAPTER SEVEN




ISSA WALKED INTO the lab he'd given me while rubbing his temples.  "Annie, could you find it in your spirit to stop with all the racket?" 

"Smithing is a loud science, sir," I replied, sweat dripping from my face.

Issa noticed what I wore then turned away hastily. "Ms. Sakdavong, I understand you’re working, but seriously, shouldn’t you be wearing more? Is it too much to ask?"

The forge’s blistering heat made the room feel like a sauna. Years working at a forge made me accustomed to wearing nothing more than pants, a smith’s apron, and a sheen of perspiration as I worked the fire. The large smith's apron protected my front but left little to the imagination. My body glistened as my skin reflected the forge light. 

"I'm sorry, detective. I'm used to working the forge at home. My mother did it this way and I’ve never thought twice about what I wear when I stoke the fire. It's hot work."

"Indeed." Issa examined the old room Mrs. Miller had converted into a forge for me. She'd taken the opportunity to have a wrap around porch installed at the same time so Issa wouldn't refuse. Now we shared drinks outside nightly before bed since it's completion.  

I didn't know why Mrs. Miller had taken such a liking to me, but I appreciated it more and more each day.

"Clean this place up and come see me in the kitchen when you're done," Issa instructed.

The sudden order surprised me and I bit my tongue to stifle my reply.  Being Issa’s apprentice meant I had to meet my patron’s needs.  I lived here and ate for free while helping with engineering tasks brought to our house.  So, if Issa wanted things organized I’d make sure to get it done.

I wiped down the front weighted hammers, pliers, and anvil with oilcloth before sweeping up the trash and throwing it into the furnace.  I started to leave the room, paused, dried off then changed into my blouse before heading to the kitchen.

The aroma of tea with a splash of cream wafted towards as I approached the kitchen.  I entered and found Issa sitting at the table sipping tea from a lacquered wooden cup. When I’d first seen it the craftsmanship and rich brown color appeared otherworldly to me.  Issa understood my desire to have one when I asked where it had come from.  He told me he’d received the cup made in the Freed Man's village lying beyond the U.S. border in Apache lands.    

"Detective, you said I could do what I want when I work in my lab, and this is how I work. Has our agreement changed?"

"Ms. Sakdavong, you have come to me to learn practical engineering theory and be certified, correct?" Issa responded sharply ignoring my question.

"That’s correct, sir, but--" I began.

"And I now have a forge inside my house along with," he pulled a list from his breast pocket, "a new steam line for the bathroom and laundry area, as well as a bill for a tool list better suited for bladesmithing and making horseshoes than engineering." 

"They’re prototyping tools, sir," I replied in an almost inaudible whisper.

When Mrs. Miller asked me if I needed any tools I did take some liberty adding items to the list. At the time showing off my fabrication skills seemed like a good idea and way to impress Issa, but I hadn’t needed them yet.

"If you want to focus on smithing, I know a gentleman who does great work.  You can apprentice with him."

"Sir, I thought as a proprietor, controlling the test specimens during design may be cost-effective and beneficial in understanding failures and defects. Don't forget, I made your cane with those tools."

Issa glanced at the cane standing against the table before setting the cup down gripping the device.  Strong dark fingers caressed my creation gently as he examined every every curve and cut the cane held.  Issa twirled it like a baton twice before gripping the top and tapping the cane firmly against the floor. A slight smile parted his lips.  

My back straightened as a surge of confidence swept through my body after seeing Issa’s reaction to the cane.

He placed the cane back against the wall and addressed me. "I admit I’ve grown attached to it.  Now, what’s the mystery project you’re working on?" Issa tapped the cup's rim with a finger as he waited for me to speak.

I looked away and lowered my eyes. "I know you have your research, sir, but I believe with your ideas, and my practical skills as a smith, we can make a perfect, humanoid automaton, one which can be built for any task and work in perpetuity." 

I kept my eyes down.

The rage and fury I expected did not come. "To what end?"  Issa's voice softened.

I looked up at him. "Imagine, sir, automatons could save miners' lives.  All you would need is one on-site, and men could be saved during a collapse.  If there is a fire, we can send one in to save the people without fear more people getting harmed."

"Sounds interesting.  Any government or business would like to have less liability.  But I have to know why are you so interested in these automatons?"

Issa studied me as I searched my mind for the words. “We’ve built this world to conform to human standards. Every door, every stair, even the way we count is all based on the human form.  Shouldn’t we build machines that can help us within the environments we’ve created for ourselves?”

An exasperated sigh escaped Issa’s lips. “Ms. Sakdavong, the difficulties of creating these isn’t lost on you I’m sure.”

“But that is the fun of it, is it not?  The challenge itself is worth the journey and discoveries we’d make along the way.” I said.

“That I respect.  Well spoken.  Those discoveries could be revolutionary.”

I shook with excitement as a grin split my face. "Exactly.  I thought we might be able to create a new industry.  Maybe even have them be servants in people’s homes.  Based on my blueprints and what I know of your…"

I bit my tongue as I realized my presumptuousness in taking liberties with Issa’s research.

"My work,” a hardness entered his voice,  “Blueprints?  What do you know of it? What have you been doing?" 

The way Issa pressed me with questions put a hard knot in my stomach.

"If you give me a moment I can explain, sir." I twisted my shirt in my hands as I went for the blueprints.

I sulked back to the lab imagining him seeing the blueprints, throwing them into a fire, and telling me to leave.  My mother and brother would do their best to console me. My father, his infectious laugh creeping into my thoughts now,  never thought a woman's skills lay in becoming a licensed engineer.  Visions of him forcing me to marry a merchant and swing a sword for the man, killing at his command, played over again and again in my mind.

I grabbed the blueprints from my pack and walked back to the kitchen.  I sat sliding them across the table to Issa.  He went through each page with increasing speed.    I watched him flip back to the front and repeat the process at a snail's pace.

"Ms. Sakdavong, I stand corrected.  You have been engineering.  These are good." Issa smiled.

I beamed at him. "Do you think so?  I showed them to professor Cross two days ago, and he liked them as well."

"You showed these to Cross before me?  You’re my apprentice, aren’t you?" I heard Issa’s disappointment.

"I know, sir, and I am sorry.  I know how you feel about automatons, though."

"But, apparently, not how I feel about taking on an apprentice.  My role is to guide you and not push my prejudice onto you, but give you the tools to think for yourself. We’ve had few moments to work together since you’ve come to my home, but that needs to be corrected."  

"I understand, sir,” I paused realizing I’d missed something,  “Wait, come again?"

"Ms. Sakdavong, you will learn the finer points of steam engineering. You are my first apprentice and in truth I don’t know what I expected in this situation.  Helping you achieve your goals is an important part of our relationship. Trust me to help you and give me the chance to show you I will and can." He flourished a hand over the designs. "These are amazing, I can't say it enough.  You show great creativity and understanding of what I believe can be done with runes.  After I teach you what can actually be done you’ll be beter able to refine this design. We can make something wonderful.  Now, explain to me what you were doing in the lab."

My mouth hung open as I worked to digest Issa’s words. The man never ceased to surprise me.

"Well," I started slowly, "the furnace is new, and I need to break it in and see how well I can control the temperature on a tool easy to forge.  Once your materials came in tonight, I thought to ask if I could use some to test building the components."

Issa smiled. "Very good, we can make that happen.  Not so hard to come to me now, was it?"

I smiled back. "Not at all, sir."

"Good, now, I do know you need cognitive fluid for these things.  Have you ever been to Tinker's in the city center?"

"I have, for a few unique purchases."

"Excellent, call Josef and pick up the cognitive fluid. We'll need it for certain.  Get it now if it's there since it's so hard to come by, at least order it if none is available."

"That's a wonderful idea." I jumped up to grab my wallet. "You know, Professor Cross said he would love to work with us on this."

Issa let out a strained laughed. "I'm sure he would.  We have a one-upmanship game going, and I do believe he thinks you may leave us both in the dust on this one. It'll make him have to work that much harder to catch us." Issa winked at me.

"Yes sir, he won't know what hit him." I sprinted up the stairs to get ready for Tinker's.








CHAPTER EIGHT




“ANNIE, YOU HEAR me? We’re in the city.  Wake up, girl. I can’t idle about here all day.”

I rubbed my eyes and yawned. “Thank you, Josef.” 

“Any time lass, come around for ye in an hour.”

“Thank you.”

I stepped out the carriage and stretched to loosen the muscles in my back as the city ebbed and flowed around me.  Steam carriages dropped off and picked up passengers around me, kicking up dust and filling the streets with clacks and hisses as the machines rolled along and exhausted their steam supply.  Not wanting to waste time, I started down the road towards Tinker’s and saw a man struggling to disconnect a carriage from an older style two-inch bulb connection.  

Two plumbers stopped their work on a reconditioning box and walked to the man. By this point, the driver had begun shouting profanities as he alternately kicked the carriage then the pipes.  The plumbers smiled and nodded at unescorted ladies walking along the sidewalk, apologizing for the driver’s indecent display. 

  My curiosity won out, and I watched as one plumber worked to calm the man while the other pulled wrenches from his waist and set about unhooking the carriage.  A few minutes passed, and he had the man disconnected and removed the hose from the mainline, placing an orange service card on it.  

I nodded at their efficiency and continued towards Tinker’s as the sun glowed in the sky.  The clouds subdued it keeping the day cool making it perfect for my stroll.  My thoughts swirled as I considered the opportunity Issa provided by focusing on my auomaton project despite the attempted theft of his research.

As I thought about the troubles he faced I wondered if I should tell him more about being a sword maiden.  About the issues I potentially faced if I didn’t do well with him.  My father had beat it into my brain over and over again that you never gave another the upperhand in negotiations.  My back itched with the memory of faded scars and my hands clenched into fist involuntarilly.

Issa from what I’d seen was a good man. A rigid man, but a good one.  Mrs. Miller trusted him enough and he was willing to help others when he could.  The exact opposite of my father who only wanted to marry me off as part of a business deal.  The pain from my nails digging into my palms snapped me back to reality.  As my focus shifted I caught the lingering yeasty sweet scent from the nearby bakeries.  The aromas tickled my nose as I turned down a side street towards Tinker’s.  As two women left the nearby drug store, it crossed my mind to go and get a soda float after I finished my work.  Having something sweet would help wash the bitter memories away.

I walked into Tinker’s shop, eying the merchandise and ready to barter.  Shelf after shelf filled with tools, nuts, sealants, and hoses from around the country lined the walls and floor.  The labels organized each item for quick searching.

“Can I help you find anything, youngster?” a voice asked.

“Coke for the furnace, do you have any?” I turned to Tinker as I spoke.

“We’ll never run out of it, too many blacksmiths in the area.  What is it you really want?” A sheepish smile split Tinker’s face as he studied me with crossed arms.

I rolled my eyes. “Issa sent me to get cognitive fluid.  He thought you may have it here or I could post for it and come back for it when available.”

“Come off it. Issa didn’t send you here for fluid, did he?  I haven’t seen him in months.  You sure you don’t need a sixteenth-inch valve or a hose compression clamp?  More his sort.” The man gave me the once over as he leaned on a carefully organized shelf.

“I assure you I am from the Master Obasi’s home.”

“Master Obasi? He’s taken an apprentice now, has he.” Tinker’s approving nod encouraged me.

“Yes, I’m the first.”

“Indeed, you are Ms…?”

“Sakdavong.  Ms. Sakdavong.” I stuck my hand out, and he shook it enthusiastically.

“Well, come along. This is the everyday stuff.  If Obasi sent you, I can take you to the back.” He straightened and led me down the aisle away from the front door.

“Tomas, watch the front, will ya.” He said to a man in the corner I missed earlier.

“Aye.” The man responded.

We walked through a door on the store’s back wall.  Aromas, sweet and pungent, pleasant and confusing assaulted my senses all at once.  Vials of black goo, jars of clear liquid, and a multitude of plants and animal parts, stacked on racks and in cabinets screamed for my attention and a closer examination.  The backroom, while not as large as the storefront, bristled with the exciting and exotic.

“I thought you dealt in engineers’ supplies alone.” I followed him deeper into the store.

“Sakdavong?  As in Persuth Sakdavong the piepowder?” Tinker asked, changing the topic.

My eyes narrowed, “We are not traveling merchants.  My father has built a respectable business here in Dallas.” I spat the words at him in disgust.

“Aye, he has, a little too good.  How long have y’all been here? Seven, eight years, maybe?” he eyed me, eyebrows raised.

“We’ve been here ten years,” I said.

“And I’ve been here for more than twice that.  Your dad seems to be almost as good as me at getting the exotics.

“Well those who do not adapt in business will fail.” I gave the man a cold grin.

“Or,” he began tapping his chin, “those who steal will one day be brought down.”

I slapped him across the face.  He rubbed his jaw where I’d left a red print.  I looked at my hand as if it had jumped out on its own, wanting to reprimand it for its offense.

“I’m sorry, you accused my family of theft andt…” I rubbed my hands together. Despite my distaste for my father, he ran an empire I once wanted to inherit and my younger brother would one day run. My mother had taught us that anything said about the head of the family is a reflection upon all of us.  I tried to separate myself from that idea but words have so much power and the wrong ones could derail not only my family livelihood but also my hopes of becoming an engineer.

“I get it. It’s business and things…,” Tinker stretched his arms out and shrugged,” happen during shipping.  Let him know to take my name off the goods though, cool?” Tinker’s sneer told me everything as he walked away.

I stood behind a moment as he turned a corner.  My father’s past held its fair share of unsavory moments.  I realized leaving Siam and coming to America sat low on my list of wants, but he’d needed an escape and a way of keeping my mother, brother, and I safe from the consequences of his actions.  My mother assured me my father had done nothing wrong.  Not for the first time I wondered what had actually brought us here.

“Ms. Sakdavong, I have some fluid back here.  Come take a look and see if it’s what you need.” Tinker waved from the other side of the room.

I walked through the maze of shelves, and he held out two vials labeled “cognitive fluid.” The small containers couldn’t have held more than four ounces of yellow-tinted fluid between them.  

“This looks old.  Plus, I need much more than this, at least a quart,” I said.

“Making something fancy are ya? Well, Jacob Cross came and cleaned me out yesterday, so this is all I have left.  You would have to post for it then.  The fee is half upfront.”

“How much did he buy?” I asked, ignoring the offer to post.

“Two gallons. Like I said, cleaned me out.”

“That’s a lot of automatons.”

“Well, he repairs the ones in the city and surrounding areas used for mining and processing. It’s one piece of business he can easily get from Issa.  You know how he is about automatons.” Tinker laughed at the joke.

“I do.” I shook my head. “Won’t it go bad sitting around? Isn’t two gallons a year’s worth?”

“He must have a lot of business.  They hit a new uranium vein outside of White Rock.  Lots of diggers going to be headed out there.”

I nodded. “Thank you for the info.  Could you please get fluid posted for me, I can pay the deposit.  Also,” My feet shuffled in place before I raised my eyes back to Tinker, “sorry for slapping you.”

“It’s okay, I’ve been known to infuriate the best of them, including Issa.  Ask him how many times he’s measured this place and can’t work out the dimensions on paper.”

I thought it over, looked at where I stood, where we started, and calculated the relative distance to the entrance, “My god how is it…?” He placed a finger on his lips and winked at me.

“Can you go with it? Don’t question it. It’ll drive you nuts.”

“I understand.  Goodbye Mr. Tinker.” I shivered thinking solving the math required to explain the extra dimensions of the place would when someone a Nobel Prize.

“Just call me Tink.”

I nodded and exited the shop, looked for Josef, then at the sky.  I still had more time to burn before Josef arrived so I decided to walk around and do some sightseeing while out in the city.  Time for myself remained fleeting at Issa’s.

I purchased a hot dog, from a vendor with a kiosk down the street from Tinker’s, and ate the sausage as I strolled through the streets, observing the ebb and flow of bodies continuing the typical workday in the city.  As I walked the hairs stood on the base of my neck.  Years of training and instinct, beaten into every muscle, warned me to be cautious.

I turned at the next corner and went down an alley off the side street, waiting for someone who looked suspicious.  I watched the people streaming along the sidewalk, but none triggered my inner alarm.  I rechecked the sky and decided to make my way back to Josef and our meeting spot, my hairs still standing.

Two arms tried to wrap themselves around me as I walked west towards Tinker’s.  I reacted in time, before they locked around me, pushing the arms apart and stepping forward, creating distance between us.  I turned to face my opponent, hands up guarding my body.  

I didn’t recognize the lean, muscular man, with a confident grin, who stood over me.  He relaxed into a functional fighting stance as if brawling in the streets happened daily for him. 

I reluctantly became the aggressor to throw him on the defensive and remove his height and reach advantage.  Every tendon in my body reacted and moved as trained by my mother. I didn’t want to be a weapon to be used by others like my mother was, yet here I stood in a alley fighting some ruffian.  The worst part, the thing that hurt me most, was the fact that I was going to enjoy breaking this man.

Surprise did not have time to register on the man’s face as I punched him in the stomach, chest, and jaw.  My arms worked like steam engine pistons, pounding him with relentless strikes.  He doubled over from the blows.  As his head came down, I grabbed it and rammed my knee as hard as I could into his face.  I felt bone crack then threw him backward onto the ground.  

The few people walking by held fast, shocked at the dangerous encounter’s brevity and my triumph over the man.  It didn’t matter to me as similar stares became normal for me as a child.  Thoughts of my father, the training, of defending him to Tinker while another of his manipulations worked in the background unbeknownst to me pushed me past the tipping point and rage sank its claws into my heart. Grabbing the man’s hair, I pulled his face to mine, cocking a fist back ready to deliver a final blow.

“Who sent you? Were you sent by the native’s benefactor?” I growled at the man.

“Your… your father sent me to bring you to dinner.  He told me he preferred me to bring you by force instead of giving you an option to say no.” The man’s speech slurred as blood bubbled around his lips.

Once again my father used me as his tool.  I’d just destroyed this man and if my father truly sent him then this man had become a liability and needed to be dealt with.  I spat on the ground in frustration.

Pedestrians started their journeys again, giving the man and I wide berth.  Sorrow gripped me as I, kneeling over the man, more than likely resembled a demon ready to deliver a killing blow.  I hated myself for giving into animal instinct and my father’s manipulations. With care, Ihelped the man to a sitting position.

“How did you find me?” I asked.

“Your father told me you would come to Tinker’s.  He instructed me to wait for you here, and I would see you at some point.” He said.

“How long have you been here?”

“Three days I’ve watched the place or had it watched.  When you left, I made my move.”

“What did you do to anger my father? I see no other reason why he would send you to come after me with force.  He knew this would happen.” 

“He had you trained, did he? I’ll keep it in mind,” the man spit blood to the left.

The man may have been a capable fighter, I’m sure against someone else he may have won.  I sighed, helping him to stand before taking a part of the shirt he wore in hand to wipe his bloodied lips.  

“Get home or find the doctor.  You need to get cleaned up either way.”

“Thank you, lady.”

I shook my head.  Our scuffle would leave his reputation as a fighter in tatters.  Being a man downed by a woman in this land meant you were weak.  He would need a new line of work.

I took my leave and found Josef pulled up where he’d dropped me off.  I hoped I hadn’t bruised the man’s ego too much as I jumped onto the driver’s bench beside Josef.  

The man eyed me suspiciously. “Any excitement today, lass?”

“Nothing much to report.  It looks like Issa and I have a dinner date at my father’s tonight.”

“Well now, sounds like double time.  When do I come to get you?”

“We’ll have to be there by six knowing my father, so half-past four.” I leaned back and closed my eyes.  My heart throbbed as I tried to force the adrenaline to stop pumping through my body.

“It sounds like a fun time.  Ya looking forward to seeing your family?” Josef asked.

“Can’t wait.”








CHAPTER NINE




CONVINCING ISSA TO come to my father's dinner party last minute proved easy enough once he heard how we were invited.  Convincing him not to assault my father with me, my family, and staff as witnesses, turned out to border on the impossible. Mrs. Miller helped change his mind.  

"Issa, you are a better man than vengeance.  And Annie seems no worse for the encounter.  You let this one be." She told him in the kitchen.

"Yes, Mrs. Miller. I'll be sure to remember." Issa's face looked like stone when he responded.

As we approached the gate to my family's estate, I once again worked to convince Issa that assaulting my father over the attack would be wrong.

"Issa, Annie, quit yer bickering. We're here, and you'd best be putting on your airs and graces now." Josef chastised us through the carriage tube.

"Issa, you have to promise me you'll be calm, or I'll have Josef take us home," I said.

"Aye lass. I'd do it too. No use you getting caught and ginned up in a cell over her father's foolishness." 

Issa sat motionless and hard, similar to a statue cast from steel.  He stared straight ahead, murderous intent visible in the iron gaze.  

I prayed, silently, for no blood to be shed tonight, then placed my hand on his forearm. "Issa," I looked deep into his eyes, "please."

His features softened, and he gave me a side glance. "Very well, Annie, I concede, you win."

Josef idled the auto carriage at the entrance to the grand way, a thoroughfare cobbled together for forty yards with white marble. Bronze rails, polished until they shone like gold, framed the path on either side, leading to a monolithic entryway.  At the gateway to my parent's home stood two mahogany doors whose head jamb suggested the actual height of the trees the carpenters fashioned them from.

I intertwined my arm with Issa's as we walked together down the cobbles hoping my touch would help him stay calm.  Guests began giving us awkward looks as we strolled towards the door arm in arm.  I squeezed in closer to Issa, rebelling against the stares and leading their assumptions.  In response, he patted me on my hand and kissed my forehead as we neared the door.  

Heat rose in my cheeks at the unexpected gesture.

Issa noticed my change. "Too much?  I thought you wanted some help trying to rile them up." He whispered in my ear.

I stroked his arm carrying on the charade and drawing more intolerant stares. "Not at all, sir.  I appreciate and thank you for the effort." I whispered back.

The doorkeeper eyed us as we approached next in line.

"Invitations?" the doorkeeper held a hand out.

I sighed. "My name is Annie Sakdavong.  My father neglected to send an invitation, but I'm sure if you find someone from my family or the regular staff, they'll vouch for me." I waited, expectantly.

He rolled his eyes. "I'll do no such thing. No invitation, no pass.  You expect me to believe you're the merchant's daughter coming here on this one's arm?" The man pointed at Issa with his other hand as he finished.

The muscles in Issa's arm flexed right before he snatched the man's wrist and pushed him into the side jamb.  Gasps resonated like church bells as he pressed the man.

"This farce is over.  Go tell the man of the house his daughter is here to see him." Issa yelled into my parents' home as the man struggled against his iron grip. 

I stood rooted in place as gently flapping butterflies stirred in my stomach.

"No need good, sir.  I would recognize my sister anywhere." A voice in the hallway said.

I dropped Issa's arm and ran to my brother, wrapping him in a bear hug.  The butterflies faded away as quickly as they'd come.

"Hey, sis, I'm surprised you missed me so much." He managed.

I released him and slugged him in the shoulder. "Keo, I'm still older and will kick your butt like I used to if you keep being rude."

I hadn't seen Issa release the doorkeeper, but he appeared next to me, waiting for an introduction.  My brother bowed, and Issa returned it.

"I'm Issa Obasi.  Nice to meet you…"

"Keo Sakdavong, Annie's younger, but charming little brother."  

I punched him in the arm again.

"See, all thorns, no flower." Keo teased.

I started to swing at him again, but he dodged away.

"Easy, easy. Let's go see mom.  Mr. Obasi, please join us. I'm sure our mother would love to meet you."

Something in his voice sounded amused, and that usually came at my expense.  I tensed up involuntarily as Keo led us to my mother.

Issa whistled as we walked down the hallway while my brother gave him an overview detailing our family history, the public reason why we came to Texas, and what paid for the opulent home my parents raised us in.  The endless hallways and large rooms leading off this corridor grabbed every new visitor's attention and led to questions.  My dad used the home to impress and intimidate other merchants he brought in while crafting deals.  He always said, in life, cunning proved to be the most effective weapon. I believed he needed to remind himself how far he'd come since being a street urchin in Siam.

Lost in my thoughts, I never noticed my brother leading us to the sparring room.  Keo knocked, and I heard a, "Come in," from the other side.

"Hold on a moment, please." Keo slipped through the door and closed it.

"What's he about?" Issa questioned.

"No idea, my brother is a strange duck." My mind raced over what he could be telling our mother.

Before I could work myself into a panic, the door to the sparring room opened, and Keo waved us in, his smile similar to a cat's who'd stolen the cream, eaten the mouse, and knew himself to be innocent.

"Mr. Obasi, I introduce our matriarch and the most fearsome woman I know," he jabbed me in the ribs, "our mother, Vatsana."

I've been told winning beauty pageants could be a profession for me if engineering didn't work out, but I believed my body too toned and masculine from my years pounding on metal with a hammer for it to ever have been an option.  My mother, though not as tall as me, would win, hands down, any pageant she entered even at her age.  Elegance dripped with every step as she walked towards Issa. For the first time in my life, jealousy scratched at my chest as her presence spilling forth, as natural as breath, captured Issa's attention.

She extended her hand, and my jaw dropped.  Issa glanced at me with searching eyes.  I nodded in response to the silent question, and he took the offered hand, kissing it. He bowed afterward, and she returned the gesture as I rubbed my forehead, remembering his touch.

"It's nice to finally meet you, Issa.  My daughter should have brought you around weeks ago. It's not every day a woman is apprenticed as an engineer." My mother smiled at him, then me.

"She is studious and attentive.  My sole complaint is the way she keeps her forge." Issa replied.

"Really?  I figured she would have learned better after the punishments she received for leaving mine in disarray," She smiled her death smile at me, and I felt ten again.

"Ahh, so she learned the skill from you then," Issa asked.

"Yes, my mother's father had all daughters, as did my father.  So my mother passed all the metalworking to my sisters and me, and I passed it to my daughter."

"Not Keo?" Issa asked.

"I am the compromise, Mr. Obasi.  My father thought it best his one heir learn about business, 'leave weapon making to the women,.' Mother nearly killed him in order to teach me how to use a sword." Keo said.

Issa looked between us confusion written across his face. "I'm sorry, weapon making…, women's work?" Issa chuckled to himself. "And, shouldn't the firstborn take over the family business," he looked at Keo, "no offense."  

"None taken.  My father is… different," Keo said. 

"That's a nice way of saying it, Keo." I jabbed him in the ribs. "I'm not an heir?"

"It's father…" Keo said.

My mother placed a hand on Keo's shoulder. "Issa, are you familiar with kingdom alliances through marriage?"

"I am." Issa dragged the words out.

"Well, the merchants where we are from make familial alliances much the same way.  The practice has spread through the east and even here in South America.  Countries in Africa have adopted the practice as well."

Issa snorted. "I hadn't heard."

"When was the last time you were home?" I asked.

"It's been many years." Issa said.

My mother continued the story. "Annie is not an heir because my husband would prefer to marry her off and form an alliance.  She would become a bodyguard."

"A sword maiden." I whispered.

Issa passed his gaze across us in tern, his face hard. "I look forward to the pleasure of meeting the man."








CHAPTER TEN




THE DOOR CLOSED behind me and I stumbled toward the stairs as the remaining tension left my body.  The aroma from baking bread wafted through the air as I plopped myself down on the stairs then doubled over with my arms hiding my face.  The frustration inside my sould made me want to scream.  My father could be so cold at times despite the love he shows for my brother and mother.  In the past he even used to dote on me and call me his little princess.  How we’d come to this point in our relationship I didn’t know and couldn’t understand.  

A gentle hand touched my shoulder and I turned, expecting to see Mrs. Miller, instead I saw Issa.  He gently rubbed my shoulder and I appreciated the gentle touch.  

“Are you fine with this? I should have asked before touching your shoulder but this seemed like the right thing at the moment.” As Issa spoke it occured to me how awkward this must be for him, maybe even more so than it was for me.  

He continued gently, “Was there an issue at Tinker’s?”

I sighed heavily.  “You could say that.  There ended up being a bit of a scuffle.”

Issa removed his hand and I heard knuckles pop as he clenched his fist.

“What did Tinker do?  I’ll have a word. With him.” Issa said.

I shook my head. “Tinker did nothing.  It was my father.”

The confused look on Issa’s face as he turned to me made me snort with laughter despite the seriousness of the situation.  A grin crossed brightened his face and I took a second to appreciate the kindness behind it.

“Your father met you at Tinker’s?” Issa asked.

“No, my father sent a goon to kidnap me while I was at Tinker’s.  I beat the man within an inch of his life before realizing I was just being my father’s enforcer again.”

The smile disappeared and his brow furroed in confusion. “I don’t understand.  Are you saying your father had you attacked?”

“No. In my father’s mind it was an efficient way to deliver a message and teach the man a lesson killing two birds with one stone.”

Somehow the air felt like it began to vibrate and crackle and, for a moment, it felt like the hairs on my arm stood on end.  Things returned to normal as quickly as it had happened and I brushed the event off.

“What type of sick man sends an attacker after his on daughter.  The level of depravity involved in that decision is insane.  Killing two birds with one stone? You could have been hurt.”  Issa’s voice rose as he spoke and I stood to get him to calm down.

“Issa, it’s his way.  The way all sword maidens are used.”

“Why have we not heard of this before?  What are these merchants doing in their secret societies and guilds? Your father will not be allowed to put you in harm’s way.”

I cocked an eyebrow.  “So are you saying you know what’s best for me?”

“I’m saying that you are important to me.” Issa said gruffly.

“Important to you?” I asked.

Issa opened his mouth then paused realizing what he’d said. “I mean to say you are my apprentice.  Your well being is part of the rules as long as you are my apprentice and I want this to work out for the both of us.”

I backed down realizing Issa meant no harm and he was just looking out for me in his way.

Issa continued as I stood in silence thinking.  “We are going to this event and I will have words with your father.  We’ll be sure this won’t happen again.”

“Issa, he is my father.  There is nothing for it.  Just let this be.” I said.

Again my hair stood on end then Issa spoke.  “He will appologize to you for this.”

The likelihood of my father appologizing without their being bloodshed was slim. My mind raced with ways to calm down Issa.  None of them seemed viable, then Mrs. Miller came in.  

“What’s all this racket and why is my bread burning?  Issa, you said you were going to check it.”

The pungent aromaof burned bread registered to Issa and I at the same time.  He tempered his anger as we followed Mrs. Miller.to the kitchen and worked to see if we could save any of the loaves.  As we stood around scraping black from the salvagable loaves I told Mrs. Miller the full story.

"Issa, you are a better man than vengeance.  And Annie seems no worse for the encounter.  You let this one be." She told him while she examined the loaf in her hand.

"Yes, Mrs. Miller. I'll be sure to remember." Issa scraped roughly at a particularly burnt loaf before throwing it in the composting bin in frustration.  He tossed the butter knife he’d been using into the sink.

“Annie, I’m going to get dressed.”  Issa left the kitchen and a minute later I heard his door slam shut.  I’d never heard him do that before and felt that I’d stirred up a hornets nest.

Mrs. Miller patted me on the shoulder. “It’ll be okay dear.  You need to be getting ready as well.  I’ll take care of the rest.

“Thank you, Mrs. Miller.” I ran upstairs cleaned up and put on a dress to get ready to see my father.

After Josef picked us up the ride to my parent’s home proved rather quick.  As we approached the gate to my family's estate, I once again worked to convince Issa that assaulting my father over the attack would be wrong.

"Issa, Annie, quit yer bickering. We're here, and you'd best be putting on your airs and graces now." Josef chastised us through the carriage tube.

"Issa, you have to promise me you'll be calm, or I'll have Josef take us home," I said.

"Aye lass. I'd do it too. No use you getting caught and ginned up in a cell over her father's foolishness." 

Issa sat motionless and hard, similar to a statue cast from steel.  He stared straight ahead, murderous intent visible in the iron gaze.  

I prayed, silently, for no blood to be shed tonight, then placed my hand on his forearm. "Issa," I looked deep into his eyes, "please."

His features softened, and he gave me a side glance. "Very well, Annie, I concede, you win."

Josef idled the auto carriage at the entrance to the grand way, a thoroughfare cobbled together for forty yards with white marble. Bronze rails, polished until they shone like gold, framed the path on either side, leading to a monolithic entryway.  At the gateway to my parent's home stood two mahogany doors whose head jamb suggested the actual height of the trees the carpenters fashioned them from.

Issa exited the carriage first then helped me down.  He led the way, walking beside me as we headed to the main entrance. Guests gave us awkward looks as we strolled towards the door.  Issa notice them and I saw his frustration growing with each step.  When I touched his hand, hoping it would help him stay calm, someone in the group of onlookers gasped. In response I intertwined my arm with Issa's as we walked together and squeezed in closer to him as whispers ran through the crowd, rebelling against the stares and leading them to further assumptions.  In response, he patted me on my hand and kissed my forehead as we neared the door.  

Heat rose in my cheeks at the unexpected gesture.

Issa noticed my change. "Too much?  I thought you wanted some help trying to rile them up." He whispered in my ear.

I stroked his arm carrying on the charade and drawing more intolerant stares. "Not at all, sir.  I appreciate you for the effort." I whispered back.

The doorkeeper eyed us as we approached next in line.

"Invitations?" the doorkeeper held a hand out.

I sighed. "My name is Annie Sakdavong.  My father neglected to send an invitation, but I'm sure if you find someone from my family or the regular staff, they'll vouch for me." I waited, expectantly.

He rolled his eyes. "I'll do no such thing. No invitation, no pass.  You expect me to believe you're the merchant's daughter coming here on this one's arm?" The man pointed at Issa with his other hand as he finished.

The muscles in Issa's arm flexed right before he snatched the man's wrist, twisted his arm, and pushed him into the side jamb.  Gasps resonated like church bells as he pressed the man.

"This farce is over.  Go tell the man of the house his daughter is here to see him." Issa yelled into my parents' home as the man struggled against his iron grip. 

Something about the way Issa wanted to protect me was touching.  I could handle the situation myself, but having someone have my interest in mind felt nice. As soon as the thought crossed my mind butterflies stirred in my stomach and I stood, rooted in place by an unfamiliar feeling.

"No need good, sir.  I would recognize my sister anywhere," A voice in the hallway said.

I dropped Issa's arm and ran to my brother, wrapping him in a bear hug.  The gently flapping butterflies faded but the memory lingered as I shifted my focus to family.

"Hey, sis, I'm surprised you missed me so much." He managed.

I released him and slugged him in the shoulder. "Keo, why wouldn’t I miss you being annoying and always asking for my things?"

I hadn't seen Issa release the doorkeeper, but he appeared next to me, waiting for an introduction.  My brother bowed, and Issa returned it.

"I'm Issa Obasi.  Nice to meet you…"

"Keo Sakdavong, Annie's younger, but charming little brother."  

I punched him in the arm again.

"See, all thorns, no flower." Keo teased.

I started to swing at him again, but he dodged away.

"Easy, easy. Let's go see mom.  Mr. Obasi, please join us. I'm sure our mother would love to meet you."

Something in his voice sounded amused, and that usually came at my expense.  I tensed up involuntarily as Keo led us to my mother.

Issa whistled as we walked down the hallway while my brother gave him an overview detailing our family history, the public reason why we came to Texas, and what paid for the opulent home my parents raised us in.  The endless hallways and large rooms leading off this corridor grabbed every new visitor's attention and led to questions.  My dad used the home to impress and intimidate other merchants he brought in while crafting deals.  He always said, in life, cunning proved to be the most effective weapon. I believed he needed to remind himself how far he'd come since being a street urchin in Siam.

Lost in my thoughts, I never noticed my brother leading us to the sparring room.  Keo knocked, and I heard a, "Come in," from the other side.

"Hold on a moment, please." Keo slipped through the door and closed it.

"What's he about?" Issa questioned.

"No idea, my brother is a strange duck." My mind raced over what he could be telling our mother.

Before I could work myself into a panic, the door to the sparring room opened, and Keo waved us in, his smile similar to a cat's who'd stolen the cream, eaten the mouse, and knew himself to be innocent.

"Mr. Obasi, I introduce our matriarch and the most fearsome woman I know," he jabbed me in the ribs, "our mother, first Sword Maiden of Sakdavong Mercantile, Vatsana Sakdavong."

I've been told winning beauty pageants could be a profession for me if engineering didn't work out, but I believed my body too toned and masculine from my years pounding on metal with a hammer for it to ever have been an option.  My mother, though not as tall as me, would win, hands down, any pageant she entered even at her age.  Elegance dripped with every step as she walked towards Issa. For the first time in my life, jealousy scratched at my chest as her presence spilling forth, as natural as breath, captured Issa's attention.

Shock overtook me when she extended her hand, waiting for Issa to take it.  My mother had never been one for formalities or pleasantries and the gesture caught me off guard.  Issa glanced at me with searching eyes.  I nodded slowly in response to the silent question, and he took the offered hand, kissing it. He bowed afterward, and she returned the gesture as I rubbed my forehead, remembering his touch.

"It's nice to finally meet you, Issa.  My daughter should have brought you around weeks ago. It's not every day a woman is apprenticed as an engineer." My mother smiled at him, then me.

"She is studious and attentive.  My sole complaint is the way she keeps her forge." Issa replied.

"Really?  I figured she would have learned better after the punishments she received for leaving mine in disarray," She smiled her death smile at me, and I felt ten again.

"Ahh, so she learned the skill from you then," Issa asked.

"Yes, part of what we do, as sword maidens, is forging the weapons we use in battle. My sisters and I passed the skills to our daughters and hopefully, someday, she will pass the skill to hers." Vatsana said.

"Not Keo?" Issa asked.

Keo snorted. "Men in business don’t need swords.  We just have others do our dirty work.  My father thought it best I focus on his lessons. Mother had to threaten him to allow me to use a sword and bow."

Issa looked between us confusion written across his face. "Vatsana, I do not mean to offend but your husband seems to give little freedom or affection to his children," Issa chuckled to himself, "and, shouldn't the firstborn take over the family business," he looked at Keo, "no offense."  

"None taken.  My father is… different these days." Keo said. 

"That's a nice way of saying it, Keo." I said.  

I studdied my mother wondering what she was going to say about the situation.  The love I felt toward my father did come fromt he brighter memories we’d made when I was younger.  Keo was wrong about him seeming different, he’d changed much over the past years.

"It's father…" Keo said.

My mother placed a hand on Keo's shoulder. "Issa, are you familiar with kingdom alliances through marriage?"

"I am." Issa dragged the words out.

"Well, merchants across the world have begun forming familial alliances much the same way.  The practice has spread through as far as the Americas and secures trade contracts across borders."  My mother said.

Issa stroked his chin. "I hadn't heard."

She continued, “It’s even spread to Africa. We wives are an army for our husbands and my husband, unfortunately, has no way to make alliances because he only had one daughter who has refused to take a husband.  Brokering deals is becoming increasingly difficult without a bargaining chip.

Issa opened his mouth to speak but remained silent.  I could tell he wasn’t sure how to respond to that.  Although I’d suspected this to be the issue, it had never been made plain like this before.  Tinker’s words came back to me then and I wondered if my father had resorted to stealing to be able to maintain our business.  The Native seemed to know a lot about us and Issa’s research could be worth a lot.  Worse yet, he could have been trying to make me leave Issa and return home a failure.  Either possibility would work for him but I hated to think of my father that way.  Issa gave me a pitying smile and, at that moment, I was glad I’d kept quiet about the conversation I’d had with Tinker.  If he suspected my father hired the native I’d be sent away and forced to become a sword maiden.

“Despite our current hardships, Issa Obasi, I’m glad my daughter found you.  Steam Engineering gives her the chance to live her story on her terms.” Vatsana said.

Issa passed his gaze across us in turn, his face unreadable. "I eagerly await the pleasure of meeting this man."








CHAPTER ELEVEN




PLAYFULLY, MY BROTHER tried to separate Issa and me from each other, but, when I saw my father sitting across the table from Issa, I realized it would be best if I stayed at his side.  Twenty round tables filled with ten to twelve people filled the banquet hall.  Conversations filled the air setting the room abuzz with chatter on life, native lands, and trade.

The staff served selections of meats, vegetables, slices of bread, and desserts in a non-traditional manner, bringing them out at random intervals allowing people to select what they craved.  I sampled all my favorite delicacies in a short time and began waving servers away. After hearing about the issues my father had brokering deals these days I saw the tactic as a way to generate good will among potential customers.  The guests would surely discuss the amazing dinner service and tell the people who couldn’t make it about the unique dinner service.  

He tapped his glass and stood.  The room grew silent and attentive to his every word.

“Thank you all for coming tonight.  I would like to welcome my son back from South America and welcome my daughter and her teacher, the maestro Issa Obasi.” He tipped his glass to Issa. “May you both know what success is and isn’t.” He spread his arms, and the people cheered him, thinking he sought applause.  In truth, the spiteful words and gesture were a challenge to myself and Issa.

Issa stared at my father as the people all around clapped, his face unreadable as he listened to the ongoing cacophony.  My father waved the crowd for silence.

“Issa, do you as a learned man have any words for my friends here?” my father asked.

“Not now, no,” Issa said coolly.

Quiet “boos” issued from the guests.

“Issa, the people, are wanting but a portion of your wisdom.” my father goaded Issa.

Issa sighed as he stood, passing his gaze across the room. “My father is a general in Africa. He always told me he learned his most meaningful lesson watching merchant’s buying and selling in the market.  These men, filled with energy and emotion, would drop their prices when they saw the competition outselling them.  And he would think how clever these men must be to find the products so cheap and then be able to cut prices to sell out of goods. But he noticed a man who did not sell much from day to day but always kept his prices the same and always had goods for customers once everyone else had run out.  This man was calm and consistent and in each moment of the day focused on that moment so he would not become his own enemy.  This man soon had many stalls in many cities selling the same way.  In saying this I hope you all remain consistent,” Issa looked into my father’s eyes as he finished, “and have the wisdom to know which enemy to face.”

Men and women stood cheering, giving Issa a rousing ovation as Issa left his hard gaze on my father.  Irritation contoured my father’s face, and I turned my head not wanting to see him that way.  In my mind I imagined hearing his teeth grinding from across the table and the thought made me chuckle.  

As I sat, wondering if Issa’s father had really told him that story, I searched for my mother amongst the guest. Three people sat between my mother and father, and I looked to her to gauge what she thought.  Her lips seemed to say, “Well chosen,” to me, but I couldn’t be sure what she meant or if t ose were the words she’d mouthed at me.  Issa sat down as people thumped him on the back in passing.  I grabbed his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze.  He smiled at me in response and squeezed my hand back.

“That was a mighty fine speech your friend there gave, missy,” the man to my left spoke with fast, clipped words.

I turned to him. “Thank you.  He surprised me as well.” 

“I see. ‘ow long have you been apprenticed to him?”

“Almost three weeks now, Mr…” I paused.

“Rolf Henrichsohn.  You can call me Rolf.” He reached for my hand.

I shook with him. “What do you do, sir, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“I am a steam artisan.  At least, when others ask, this is what I say.  Between us two, I make interactive art from steam works and get paid for having fun. I’m three parts sculptor and one part steam engineer.  A basic one mind you.”

I nodded. “I’ve never heard of such a profession.”

“Oh, my clientele is very chic. The upper of the upper crust, so to speak.”

“And what have you made?” I leaned in to hear him better.

“Are you familiar with the Pipe Organ of Catalan?” he asked.

“The miniature organ playing different songs based on the steam grades?” I sucked my teeth. “I’ve heard those pipes are millimeters in diameter.  How did you do it?”

He shook his head. “Tsk, tsk, now young lady.  I can’t give away my secrets.  Especially with such a renowned teacher, such as you have, in the Issa Obasi sitting right there on your other side.” He smirked with mischief twinkling in his eyes.

I nodded again and grinned. “Well, sir, there may come a time where I dare say, you will have to help us with a project that the Issa Obasi and I are collaborating on.

Rolf came closer as if conspiring with me.  “My dear that would be group I’d be proud to be part of.”

I laughed so hard Issa glanced at me before going back to a conversation of his own.  “Rolf we just met and you seem to think I’m a generational talent.  Flattery is appreciated but come now.

“Tsk, tsk, tsk.  If Issa Obasi has chosen you as an apprentice then I must assume you are.” 

I laughed again and pulled Rolf closer. 

“Honestly, we could use your skills in the future.”

“I would be honored,” Rolf replied, shaking with joy. “Us greats have got to stick together.  After I finish my current project, I would be happy to assist.”

“You are working on something local is that what brought you to the dinner tonight?”

“Yes a local patron.  I’m not at liberty to discuss who though,” he sipped wine from his glass, “but this person called me last week and paid for my travel by airship.  When I got here, the plans changed most excitingly and unexpectedly.” The toothy grin beaming at me could pass for the Cheshire cat’s pictured in the recent publication Adventures of Alice in Wonderland.

“Is it anything I would know?”

“I’m not quite sure if it’s something you would know, being we just now met, and I can’t state the nature of it. May I,” He took my hand in his and drew a symbol on it a few times. It tickled as he did it, and I fought back my giggles. 

“I mark my work with these thorn vines.  If you look closely you’ll see it’s an RH.  If I had a pen, I would write it on a napkin, so you could see it clearly.

“I will keep my eye out.” I said.

“Look for me at the Casa de Huspedes with my assistant if you need to find me.  In the meantime.  I would love to chat about your project.”

“Of course, and I will call on you there when I get the time.” I grabbed both his hands between mine.

Hurried movement caught my attention, and a servant came and spoke to my father.  His shoulders slumped as concern darkened his features while listening intently to the young man.  The rapid conversation caused my father to leap up and leave the banquet hall.  As he moved, Keo, my mother, and Issa followed.

“Persuth,” my mother called out, “What’s the matter?” 

We circled around as he spoke.

“Our latest shipment from Africa and the Caribbean has been stolen. I’m headed to the docks.” His fist clenched.

“We’ll go with you,” I spoke for Issa and myself. “We can help you.”

“I’ll stay here and entertain the guest. Keo, go with them,” My mother said.

“Yes, ma’am,” Keo said.

We left the house in one of my father’s steam carriages and headed to the docks.








CHAPTER TWELVE




KEO AND ISSA jumped out of the carriage before it came to a stop. The two men hit the ground then rushed to the warehouse, nearly slipping on the muddy ground more than once.  As soon as the carriage came to a full stop, I stepped out onto the soggy earth as a light drizzle cooled my skin.  The dirt squelched beneath my shoes as I walked past workers sitting on the ground, appearing dazed, battered, and bruised but otherwise unharmed.  Officers questioned the men as they sat there while others buzzed around busy as bees.

I ran to catch up to Issa and Keo while my father shouted behind me. “Let the police do their job.” I ignored him and ran on.

Keo had the ships manifest in hand as I entered the warehouse.  I tapped him on his back.

“Where’s Issa?”

“He’s looking for any object that may have been touched by the intruder.  He wants to know if it’s someone you two have met before.”

I followed him as he walked up and down the warehouse aisles.  He checked off items as he went, mumbling to himself giving me time to think.  The only person I could fathom Issa suspecting would be the man who broke into our home.

“Did he say why?” I asked.

“Something about the marks fingers can leave.  Not sure what he meant.”

Issa came to us then. “I scanned with the cube and didn’t see anything with finger residue on it.”

I cocked my head. “Why are you looking for the residue?”

“As we rushed in, I heard a dockworker say the thief seemed to come in through the warehouse walls. He’d been guarding the door during the attack. There’s not another way in which I can see.”

“Windows?” I looked around. “Never mind.  Too high and too small.”

“What’s the problem with the native?” Keo asked.

“He broke into our home and can walk through walls,” I continued examining the warehouse for other entry points.

Keo paused from reading the manifest.  He raised his head slowly and stared at me before turning to Issa. “I’m sorry, walked through walls?  Is she touched?”

“She’s perfectly sane and correct. “Issa said.

“Sounds like you both imagined a specter to me.” Keo frowned.

“I can’t be certain it’s the same man without seeing something he held,” Issa said.

Keo began making his rounds again as we spoke.

“The only missing items came in on the Storm Sparrow from Africa through the Caribbean. We’re missing expensive parts and raw minerals.”

Issa stopped walking. “Did you say the Storm Sparrow?”

Keo double-checked the manifest. “Yes, why?”

“Is there an ‘Issa Obasi’ on there?” Issa asked.

My heart crept into my throat as I realized what must have been on the ship.

“Yes, you’re on here.  Your order of raw metals and minerals is missing.  Buying these from Africa seems a waste on these worthless materials, you could get it local.” Keo replied.

Issa kicked a nearby beam sending a dull thud echoing through the warehouse.

“Those materials may seem cheap, but they’re important. It’ll take months to get more to my specifications.”

“Sorry, Issa.” Keo said, “You think it’s related to the man we’re looking for?”

“If it’s the native, maybe.  My research can’t be completed using local materials because most elements get some tainted by uranium during processing.”

What Issa said did seem sound but I couldn’t shake the feeling that my father had something to do with this. It hit me like a hammer.

“What if the items were stolen by someone else to prevent the research?  Maybe someone who doesn’t want the issues with uranium mining being brought to light.” I asked.

“We’ll help figure out who did this and then we’ll know for sure.  It would have taken several horses to move a wagon so heavy, there should be evidence,” Issa said.

Keo shook his head.  “I’m not sure what you’re talking about but if you think your research would get uranium mines shut down my father and a half dozen other people would take issue with that.  You two can go ask around. I’ll finish going over the ships manifest.” 

Hearing Keo further convinced me my father had a hand in what happened here.  I just had to figure out how he would know about Issa’s research.

We left my brother and walked outside, where the workers sat on the curb.  Tanner questioned the men as the other officers working the scene made sure this area and the walkway leading up to the sky dock stayed clear.

Issa ignored the men being questioned and walked to the warehouse’s loading dock where wagons parked to receive cargo.  As he examined the earth around the loading dock, I wondered what he hoped to find.

“What are you looking for?” I asked.

Issa pointed at the ground. “I couldn’t find finger residue with the cube so now I’m searching for any other clues.  Do sword maidens learn to track?

The question caught me off guard.  Issa typically didn’t pry into my personal life but the way he asked just made me curious to about his intentions.

“No, we are trained to kill, not track.”

Issa nodded. “Do you see the horse tracks there?”

“Yes, what of them?” I asked.

“From what I see, these here are from a few days ago before the rain and drizzle. It’s been a cloudy day, drizzling off and on in some areas, I’m sure.” He pointed at some other tracks, “these are deeper and would have happened after the ground became softer, most likely happening during the workday.”

I mulled over the observations and studied the ground myself.  I found no fault in the logic.

“Go on.” I said.

Issa took his cane and gently placed it in the deepest hoof print.  He bent down and marked the spot on the rod where the top of the impression reached.  He shuffled over to another place and stared at the ground, sucking his teeth.

“This is the one that doesn’t make sense to me.” He pointed at the ground.

I examined the area he indicated and saw the boot imprint.  From what I could tell, the boot either belonged to a woman or a tiny man.

“It seems odd that a woman would be out here indeed.” I said.

“That’s not what troubles me.” He said.

Issa placed his cane inside the footprint and measured it.  Raising it up, he pointed to the new mark he just made about an inch above the first line.

“If you look here, Annie, you’ll notice the hoof print is more shallow than the footprint.  I know a horse distributesit’s weight across four hooves, but a horse is also significantly heavier than a person with a foot this size should be.”

Using rough mathematical estimates, I could see the person had to be close to if not the same, weight as a horse to make the print.

“Issa, what are we dealing with here?”

“I’m not sure, but I aim to find out.” He said.

Issa cleaned off his cane and followed the bootprints.  As we traced them, it became clear the prints stayed dead center between the wagon wheel tracks.

“I may have missed some new engine designs, but have you heard of a steam wagon able to pull a load this heavy?” Issa knelt beside the wagon wheel impressions and measured them.

I shook my head. “Never.  A train could move this load with ease, but I haven’t seen an engine that powerful made for a carriage.  The pressure would be too great.  The thing would tear itself or the carriage apart.”

“Agreed, I can’t think of a way to build one either.” Issa pointed at the trail we’d been following and continued along its path.  We came to a crossroads, and Issa studied the area and the tracks.

“This is interesting,” Issa said.

“What?”

Issa pointed down one fork. “This way leads to the Mexican part of town.  I see the same tracks, and the wagon come from that way, but they don’t go back there.” Issa pointed down another fork. “Down that way is downtown, where all cargo goes to be sold.” Issa pointed down the last bend. “The way the tracks go lead to the city’s affluent area.  A steam carriage clacking through there at night would disturb the people.  Shod horses would also click against the cobbles alerting people who could observe you.  You would want silence.”

“So how did they move the stolen cargo without horses or a carriage?”

“I only see one way, and this whole thing is getting stranger.” Issa stared at me while shaking his head.

“Stranger, how?  There has to be an…” Before I could finish, it hit me.  The boot prints lead the wagon because the person in the boots could pull the cart alone.

“It would have taken at least two horses.” I stared at the deep prints.

“At least,” Issa responded then sucked his teeth again.

“Now we’re dealing with a Native who can walk through walls and a thief who moves tons?  Cause, that’s not our attackers boot print.”

“Yes, and you’re correct.  We have two people we’re looking for now.  We need to confirm this, though. Let’s go back and talk to the workers.” 

Too man players had enetered the field.  My father, the native, a woman weighing as much as a horse, nothing made sense. Without more information I knew there wouldn’t be a way for Issa and I to piece the puzzle together.  

We arrived back to the crime scene as Tanner wrote in his notebook.

“Tanner, do you mind if Issa and I ask a few questions?” I asked.

He nodded. “Of course, Ms. Sakdavong, their your men. Didn’t realize Persuth was your father.”

At the mention of my father’s name, I searched for him and found him talking to Keo inside the warehouse doorway.

“Thank you,” I said, then addressed the men. “Can you all tell me if a native showed up here, tonight?”

The men shared glances amongst each other as if the question caught them off guard.  The man whom I believed to be the foreman finally shrugged and turned to us.

“Yeah, there was a native here tonight. He’s the one ran off with the shipment.”

Tanner chimed in. “Y’all said a guy loaded a bunch of wagons and took the stuff.  You never mentioned a native.”

These men worked for my father and had just been robbed.  Hiding important information from the police seemed like something my father would have them do if he planned the robbery. Nails dug into my palms as I clenched my fist.

“You never asked, sir,” the foreman said, then, pointing to Annie, “she did.”

“A bunch of wagons?  How many people came with him?” Issa asked. He stared at my hands and I wondered if I should mention my suspicions about my father.

“Just him.  He had the things chained together like a train and four horses drawing them.

Issa’s eyebrow raised and I wondered if we’d missed something in the mud. 

“Did all of you men see this?”  Issa asked.

They all nodded. 

Issa appeared skeptical as he studied the men and the scene around him.  The gears in his mind turned searching for the missing pieces he needed. 

“How did he get in?” Issa asked after a while.

They gave each other glances again.

I assumed they were working to remember the what ever lie my father had supplied them with.

“Speak up.  Quickly now!” Tanner snarled.

The men grew fidgety until another spoke up. “We didn’t see him come in.  This place is locked up tighter than a preacher’s daughter.  He might as well have been the air as easy as he got in. Foreman’s the only one with a key, but in the office, the native sat behind the desk, tossing  a brass ball the foreman keeps, into the air and talking to us.”

The words made the corner of Issa’s lips curl up slightly.

“What did he say?” Tanner pressed.

“How he was going to rob us, and we better behave or get killed.” The man continued.

Issa pulled me aside as Tanner continued questioning the men. “Annie, those men lied and I believe they were in on the robbery.  Any thoughts?”

The men didn’t appear as bad as I’d thought when we’d arrived at first.  How much would it take to have these men lie to the police for  my father.  Would my father give them a bonus for allowing the theft to happen?

“Well, detective, I’ll have to get back to you on my thoughts.”

Issa nodded. “Can you take me up to the foreman’s office so I can look at the brass ball the intruder supposedly tossed around?” 

Tanner approached us and tapped Issa on the shoulder. “That sounds similar to what you described the other day friend.  This is getting more serious.”

“Agreed, have you reported it?”

“I’m going to, but here’s the rub.  Those men had an open and shut story until you mentioned the native, now they are falling apart, and I’m wondering if a few didn’t have a hand in this.” Tanner whispered.

Issa and I caught each other’s eye.  

“How so?” Issa asked.

“Well, the foreman was with the guys when they got beat up.  They claimed to have been knocked unconscious and came to after your guy left.”

“Great information.  Tanner, Annie has to take me upstairs. I’ll know for certain if the same native committed this robbery.” Issa patted the other man on the back.

“One of your gizmos, no doubt.  I have to let them go, they haven’t committed a crime, we are aware of.”

“Understood. Thank you, Tanner,” I said.

I led Issa up to the foreman’s office.  The stood ajar.  I pushed it all the way open, and we went inside.  The brass ball sat on the desk in plain sight.  Issa took the little box out and spoke some words to it.  Light spilled out from the cube, and he rolled it across the ball.  Swirls and patterns shone in red light as he ran it across the brass ball.  It didn’t take Issa long to find the spot where the light glowed green, as it had at home. Issa twisted the ball, studying the finger residue.  I stared at the revealed swirl pattern glowing bright, intense green, and tried to put the pieces together in an order making sense to me.  

Issa looked up at me. “We are going to the native lands immediately.”

“Why?” As I asked the green, pulsing light, stood out similar to a beacon light from a lighthouse and my breath grew heavy with anticipation as the its meaning finally hit me.








CHAPTER THIRTEEN




ISSA GRUMBLED AS the auto carriage bumped along the dirt road heading west.  I shifted in my seat then leaned forward to rub my buttocks, bruised from the journey, since we rode alone in the outdated carriage.  

“Very ladylike, Ms. Sakdavong,” Issa said.

“Is this,” I motion around us, “the best way to get to the Native Lands?”

Issa stretched his neck to the side, and it popped. “Josef is doing the best he can on these old roads.  After we cross the border, you may wish you still had the carriage’s comforts to ride in.”

“What happens when we get to the border?” I sat back in my seat.

“We’ll have to take horses from there to the tribe. It’ll be another day’s ride,” Issa replied then leaned back in the seat and closed his eyes.

I rolled my eyes then stared out the window.  Two days out from the city, small shrubs and grayish-green grass crept into sight along the road pushing back the bleak brown landscape. I’d never been deep into the country and thought the roads would be overrun with plants reclaiming their birthright. 

“Do they still teach about Uranium sickness at the university, Annie?”

I inhaled the sweet scents, the budding flowers and trees produced, luxuriating in the calm aura as I would a warm bath.  The pollen tickled my nose as I took deeper breaths, and I sneezed, pulling me from my daydream.

“Bless you, Annie,” Issa said.

“Thank you, sir, and to answer your question, no.  My father mentioned workers with it several times.” 

Issa sucked his teeth. “They used to teach that in introductory engineering.  I believe it was in ‘The Effects of Steam Engineering on the Environment.’”

I shook my head. “If that was a class or section of one, it’s no longer taught.”

Issa massaged his temples. “I believe progress at any cost is all anyone cares about now.  Understand, the sickness destroys the body and the land. It’s why the Natives erected their rune barrier.  They don’t want the technology, and with it the sickness, spreading to them.”

“I’m still surprised the U.S. hasn’t been able to breach the barrier.”

“The barrier is the only thing stopping them.  If there were a way to bypass it, the idea of manifest destiny would resume, and there would be a war.” Issa tilted his head back to stare at the roof of the carriage.

“America has barely populated the land they have.  Would they really keep pushing west?”

Issa sighed.  “The natives believe they would.  Tribes from the east came here seeking refuge and joined the western tribes.  Even the Apache, Navajo, and other trives work together to protect the borders.  It’s created a cultural melting pot.”

I turned my gaze back outside the carriage, watching for wildlife signs. “Interesting, wouldn’t steam powered by runes circumvent the barrier?”

“Hmmmmm. You’re right, it could happen.  When I began my research, I had the uranium miner in mind.  I wanted to save them from the work.  I realize how naive I was.  Neither they nor could their children eat if work went away.” I enjoyed Issa’s relaxed, almost baritone voice, and wondered if a break from the city had begun to ease his tension.

“What drives it now?” I pressed.

“Pure curiosity.  In truth, I’d not thought about it as much since you came to stay with me.  So is the life of the master, always worrying over the apprentice, I suppose.” The sentence trailed off into a whisper.  Soon I heard the long, deep breaths of a man peacefully asleep.  I smiled and continued staring out the window as birds circled in the sky before diving down into the grass fields to devour the darting insects.

I’m not sure if I fell asleep or into some trance state, but the squealing carriage brakes and a sudden stop caught me unaware.

Josef spoke to someone, but my groggy mind couldn’t decipher the words.  Steam hissed as released pressure forced the pipping to evacuate before Josef opened the carriage door.  

“M’lady, allow myself to assist you out the carriage there,” Josef said.

I glanced back at Issa, who said nothing as he tried to hide a cockeyed smile.  I knew then I had been asleep for longer than I thought.  I smiled back and stepped out into the sunshine. “Thank you. You are a gentleman as always, Josef.”

“I be one of the few, missus. It’s a pleasure to have yours and the boss’ patronage.” Josef said.

I moved out the way and let Issa step down.  An audible pop startled me as Issa stretched his arms above his head. After the stretch he patted Josef on the back.

 “No, Josef, it is we who are grateful.  No other driver would bring their carriages this far out, lest they get stuck and have to walk home.” Issa patted him on the back again.

“Where do we go from here,” I asked.

Issa grabbed my shoulders and turned me westward.  A little shack stood alone next to a solitary tree, hundreds of yards from the others dotting the land.  Four horses stood corralled next to the hut nipping at the grass.

I strolled towards them, then paused. “Detective, I thought this land would be distinctly different from the U.S,” I said underwhelmed by the border.

I turned to the two men behind me, and they both shared a knowing glance.

“Walk to the corral Annie,” Issa said.

I did as instructed and realized how truly wrong I was.  

The shack sat atop a hill coming from the native lands, but you could not tell from the U.S. side.  Below it flowed emerald fields of grass taller than a man’s waist.  It blew in the wind like waves lapping at the ocean shore.  In the distance, I glimpsed buffalo, my first ever sight of the magnificent creatures.  The hulking beast stood well above the grass, and I imagined the earth shaking at each step.  At the edge of my gaze stood a snow capped mountain, miles away, rising majestically from the green grassy sea before me.  The grayish-green short grasses I’d noticed along the road in passing resembled weeds in comparison.

I looked north then south and marveled over the great divide splitting the continent in half.  Even the sky seemed bluer as the air, perfumed with clover, rock rose, and other plants I couldn’t name flowed up the hill and embraced me before erupting inside my nose.  My eyes watered as a whole new world opened before me in a way I never knew I wanted to experience it.

Issa walked to me, stuck an open palm under my chin, and pushed up.  My teeth clicked together. “Chin up, Ms. Sakdavong, we have a goal to reach.”

Issa left and spoke with a man in the shack and arranged for two horses.  Issa returned and as I continued to admire the view I realized his gaze kept coming back to me.  Warmth rose in my cheeks as he watched me.

“Do I have something on my face, Detective,” I asked playfully.

“No, Ms. Sakdavong, I’m just enjoying your pleasure at seeing this new world for the first time,” Issa said.

“It’s breathtaking, is it not?”

He turned toward the rolling green fields.  “Yes, it certainly is.”

Issa’s words made my heart race and I turned away from him so he wouldn’t see how red my face had become.  As much as it pleased me to be with him as his apprentice, there could never be more than that. Remembering my goal of becoming an engineer helped me regain my composure and push my emotions down.

The man from the arrived with our mounts.  One mustang had brown hair with black hair circling the hooves.  The other one stood a little taller than the first and had jet black hair.

“Your horses, friend,” the man said. “Be sure you return them when you’re done.”  

His words sounded like a threat and in my mind I heard an ‘or else’ at the end.  If there had been another option for horses I weould have taken it immediately.  

Issa the bridles for both horses, ignoring the man’s tone. “Thank you.”

The man walked off without another word and I admired Issa’s restraint.

“Josef, to me, please,” Issa said.

Josef walked away from the border’s edge, where he’d been riveted by the native lands.

“What’re ya needin’ Issa?” 

“I’ve made arrangements for you to wait here if you choose. It’ll be a four-day round trip plus the day or two we are there.  Expect to wait here a little over a week.”

“Got ya, boss. Anythin’ you need me to do?”

“Be safe,” Issa said.

Josef nodded then turned to me. “Be careful out there, young miss.”

“Thank you, Josef. Take care on your way home,” I said.

Josef walked back to the carriage and packed the supplies we had brought onto the horses.  Two bedrolls, some food, and clothes, got split between our mounts.  Issa brought his cane and placed it along the horse’s back beside his bedroll.  Seeing the saddled horses and the idea of living off the land deepened my excitement to embark on this grand adventure.

Issa handed me the reigns to the brown mustang.  It took two tries for me to get into my saddle.  Issa grinned, mounted the jet black horse in one fluid motion, then trotted towards the hill’s downward slope facing the Native Lands.  I walked it towards Issa, getting used to the large animal.

“I forgot to ask, Annie, do you ride?” Issa watched me with a smirk.

“It’s been a few years, but I’m sure the muscles will remember.” I trotted my horse closer to Issa.

I took in the divide again still mesmerized by the difference.

“Where are the runes that create the separation?”  I asked.

“The different tribes have drawn runes on rocks, trees, and the earth itself.  It seems to geive the land life while also protecting them from the Americans.”

“Interesting.” I said.

“Ready?”

“I believe I am.”

“Loosen up, Ms. Sakdavong.”

Issa yelled at the horse in a foreign tongue, and it galloped off down the slope.  I clicked my tongue against my teeth at my mount then spurred him forward, trailing behind Issa.  My hair whipped backward as the horse took off.  I overcompensated and thought I might fall downhill to be trampled, but muscle memory did take over righting me. The ground soon leveled as the horse galloped at a breakneck pace.  

I realized how much I missed riding.  The tall grass whipped at my calves, and I reveled in the freedom and rhythm of the ride, the feeling more exhilarating than anything I’d known in years.  

Keeping my eyes forward on what came ahead proved to be difficult.  The land blurred while the wind stung my eyes, and I squinted, letting my horse chart the way.  Tears flew off my cheeks as, with every inch of ground we covered, the world grew greener and wilder.  

In minutes, I could see the noble buffalo’s intricate muscles and sinews writhing beneath its thick skin.    A few noticed us and took off running.  Their hooves hitting the ground rose like thunder rolling during a storm.  Awe swelled inside of me, being this close to their majesty.  

After two miles, we slowed to a trot.  The carriage moved faster than the horses at this pace, but the horse could move over any ground.  Issa had us alternate between trots and canters with walking periods in between. We continued on until after the sun had fallen into the grass sea to the west and decided to make camp a few hours after sundown.

Issa swung down from his mount and grabbed the cane first.  He shoved it deep into the dirt beside him and pulled his bedroll off the horse.  As he worked to make camp, Issa looked as at home under the star-filled night sky as he did in a lab.

I swung myself down and began to make camp as well.  I wondered why Issa remained silent as we prepared a ring for the fire.  I grabbed twigs from bushes around our area to be used to make a fire.  Issa created a clear dirt patch ringed with stones for the twigs by the time I returned. I placed the sticks and twigs in the circle.

“Why are you so quiet tonight, Issa?” I asked.

“This place brings memories back to me, Annie, of my home in Africa, and my father.” He laid the bedroll out a foot from the rock circle. “Some of my people who were freed made homes in this wilderness.”

“Is that common?” I laid my bedroll out opposite his.

“Fairly common.”

Issa grabbed a box from a saddle pouch.  He slid it open and pulled out two match sticks, and placed one in the ring under the twigs I brought.  I watched him strike the second match head against a rock, and flames burst to life shooting sparks in all directions.  The scent of rotten eggs came from the match, and I swallowed multiple times to fight the sickness in my stomach.

The flame burned hot and fast.  Issa, just as quick, set a few twigs ablaze before throwing the match on the pile.  It almost burned out before the other match caught and roared to life.  Sparks rained down on the fast burning tinder as its embers glowed bright orange in the darkness.  Deciding whether to focus on the pleasant fire or the clear night sky seemed impossible. Glancing back towards the starlit canopy above me while feeding twigs to the blaze proved to be my best option.

This fire, wild and free, called to me in a way my forge never did. My forge burned much hotter yet remained hidden and controlled, a tool to be used.  Tongues of flame danced to the crackling beat made by burning wood.  The wind pushed and twisted it from outside while our small pyre created its own currents lifting the flames even higher into the air.  I stared at the fire as I fed it, unable to tear my eyes away from the unpredictable yet inviting dance.

A pang of jealousy hit me toward the fire which could dance and make music while I had to struggle to be an engineer.  The way I danced around the training grounds made my mother and father beam with joy.  None of the other children I trained with could compete with me. Feeling those blades twirling and slicing in my hands always made me feel like a dancer.  

Then those blades became my nightmare.

“Annie.”

Issa’s voice woke me from my thoughts he tossed a  pouch to me.  Inside he’d prepared jerky and hardtack.  Although not the best meal it would suffice for tonight.

“What do you see in the flames?” Issa asked.

I paused, placing the latest twig into the fire. “Beauty, warmth, light, freedom.  More than that, really, but those are top of mind.  Do you see anything?”

Issa leaned back and tossed a twig into the flames. “I know this fire, if not tended, could set the entire prairie, and us, ablaze, or grow cold.”

“Sounds poetic, passionate even,”  I said.

Isa shrugged. “It can be in one sense, I suppose.”

“Why did you use a lucifer match to light the fire?” I lifted my head towards Issa.

“Sometimes,” Issa took a bite of jerky and chewed slowly, “it’s nice to get the flames started quick.  I believe it helps you focus on the fire better.”

“I still use a tinderbox to start my forge fires.”

“Very traditional of you.”

“Not traditional enough,” I grumbled, lying back on my bedroll.

“How’s that?” Issa looked at me across the fire.

Telling Issa my father may have robbed his own warehouse with help from the native seemed like a fast way to get expelled as his apprentice.  Still, not trusting him as a mentor would cause our working relationship to deteriorate.  The flames drew me in again and this time, it felt as if part of their spirit entered me.

“How do you deal with it when family disappoints you?”  

Issa angled his head to the sky. “Is this why you are so overly formal.  You don’t want to disappoint your mother and be sent away?”

Focusing on the stars helped me hide my surprise at Issa’s perceptiveness.  A minute passed as my thoughts formed into coherent words. “No, I’m talking about times when you despise and condemn their choices but are guilty by association.”

“Annie, all you can do is be who you are.  Do what you love and do what’s right.  What your family does or doesn’t do need not be your burden.”

My spirit yearned for Issa’s words to be true.  To be able to tell him all the thoughts and suspicions running through my mind would be freeing, but I didn’t have the luxury of that freedom.

“You say that easily, Issa, but we know our worlds are different.  What happens when what you do isn’t seen as right and what’s seen as right isn’t what you want to do,” I asked.

Issa scratched his chin.  “You will have to take those moments as they come to you.  In that future moment, when those questions arise you must be sure of who you are and know yourself.” 

His words, though clear, left me wondering whether the warrior or the engineer was my true self.

“Annie, I respect you, and although something deeper seems to be troubling you, please understand I can empathize with you.    I have lectured in every country using steam power.  Yet, I choose to make my life here in Texas, where my work has to be filtered through people like Cross, instead of my homeland because my father has made me feel weak because I lack ikè.” 

“What is ikè,” I asked.

“It’s what we Igbo call the rune magic.  I’ve felt like my father ran me off because I couldn’t be what he wanted.” Issa said.

I never imagined Issa would open up to me especially on this trip.  Going forward I’d follow my instincts and continue sharing with him and growing closer.  One day we’d have to discuss my father’s shady dealings.  

“It’s nice to know I’ve found a kindred spirit, Issa.”

Issa took another bite of jerky chewing slowly. “You’re an excellent partner, Annie, and I will teach and guide you the best I can.”

The way he said my name brought back memories from the party, the kiss to my forehead, and the momentary jealousy when he took my mother’s hand.  How such a small thing could generate those emotions bewildered me and I tamped them down.  My focus had to be engineering.

“Yes, Detective, we are birds of a feather.  It’s wonderful, isn’t it?” The night sky to distracted me from my stray thoughts.

Issa sighed. “The truth is, rumors had spread detailing a young Asian woman’s remarkable work before you came to me. If those rumors were true, I wanted you to become my apprentice.  Although our struggles are different, I could understand your struggle to a degree.  Our conversation has convinced me I made the right call bringing you on.” 

Tears stung my eyes as I stared at the pinpricks of light above me.  There was no way I could bring myself to look at Issa.  “I am honored, sir.”

I hoped he couldn’t hear my voice cracking.

He laid down and turned away from me.  From where I lay, the firelight’s glow formed a halo around Issa’s head.  As I watched him fall asleep, it occured to me Issa’s experiments were a way to bring his two halves together.  I drifted off to sleep imagining how peaceful he must feel.








CHAPTER FOURTEEN




MORNING CAME AND we hurried to break camp. Issa worked to return our campsite to its natural state as I fed and watered the horses.  Once they were I mounted my horse and eased my groaning muscles onto a makeshift cushion.  Issa snorted with laughter seeing the bedroll under my bottom before gracefully sliding into the saddle. I squeezed my sore thighs around my horse and followed Issa as he led the way.

The day warmed up to a pleasant temperature as we continued west.  The land continued to shift into increasingly desert like conditions.  I made sure to sip water slowly to conserve what I had as we journeyed to the Native settlement.  The day grew long as Issa and I struck up periodic conversations about our work or the surrounding land.  Mostly, we rode in silence.  I considered the thief and wondered what connection he would have with my father. Men came to my parent’s home often but none were natives that I recalled.  If my father just wanted to stop Issa’s experiments this wouldn’t work, we could get more parts. When we found this native he would need to explain his relationship with my father.  Hopefully we found him before something worse happened.

An earthy lemon scent wafted on the air, tickling my nose.  It came and went for a half-hour before I heard the bubbling flow of a river.  My mouth watered as the lemony scent grew stronger, and I wondered if this would be a good place to give the horses a drink.  

“Annie, once we cross the Concho river, we’ll see their settlement.” Issa Said.

“I thought the natives were nomadic,” I said

“Some, most aren’t now.  The tribes’ traditions have evolved as the displaced eastern tribes have come west and been assimilated,”  Issa said.

We stopped at the river and watered the horses.  It gurgled peacefully, and I took off my boots then dipped my feet into the cool water, wiggling my toes in the soft silt bottom.  The horses flicked their tails at the buzzing insects as they sucked water.  

“I’d rather have a full belly before heading in.  I see fish and mussels here.  We can make a meal with those then head out.”  Issa said.

I nodded in agreement and watched him take off his boots and shirt and wade into the water. In minutes a dozen freshwater mussels lay on the riverbank.  Once stacked on the shore, he stepped back into the river.  Issa waded halfway across the river then stood hunched over with a rigid hand pointed towards the water.  His empty hand shot down, resembling an arrow loosed from a bow.  When it came back up, it held a fish.  The creature wiggled back and forth as he walked it over to the riverbank and, using a nearby rock, bashed it over the head.  The fish grew still.  Issa went back into the river, and after two more attempts caught another fish, ending its struggles the same way.

“Help me with a fire, please, Annie,” Issa said.

I stood, wiping my feet off in the grass near the river.  Barefooted, I walked around, gathering twigs and kindling as Issa cleared a space for a fire and created a makeshift spit.  He cleaned our catch and slid fish chunks onto the spit prongs.

Issa took the kindling from me and made a cooking fire in no time. In minutes the scent of roasting fish permeated the air.  I lay back in the grass beside the fire watching as Issa turned the spit.  Somthing about this pause didn’t seem right.  Having a full belly before meeting the natives wouldn’t make a difference.  The more it ran through my mind the more it sounded like an excuse.

”Why are you hesitant to keep going?” I asked.

”This place brings back memories I’d rather forget.”

I sat up and turned myself towards Issa.” Memories of what?”

Issa sighed.” At one point, I had Uranium Sickness.  I almost died.  This is my third time coming back since then, but each time brings back memories.”

I nodded.” Nearly dying would scare anyone, Issa.”

Issa shook his head. ”No, it wasn’t almost dying. I kept dreaming about using runes. Those dreams were how I realized runes could make steam.” 

“That’s some dream,” I said.

”In it I felt like I couldn’t die yet, like there was more for me to do. That could be my ego talking, though.”  Issa chuckled.

Issa pulled out the cube he’d used to find the finger marks.  The thing still hurt to look at and I focused my eyes somewhere else.

“Annie, would you like to see something interesting?” I heard a playful tone in Issa’s voice.

“Yes, Detective, what do you have to show me?”

Issa touched some patterns on the cube and released it.  As before it spun but this time it transformed as it did turning into a sphere.  It glowed yellow as it transformed, like a little sun.  It continued spinning as the glow dimmed and I waited for something to happen.

“Okay, it’s a sphere.  What now,” I asked.

Issa made a tsking sound.  “Annie, look around you.  I should have done this at the border.”

Frowning, I did what Issa asked then stood as still as a rock.  Even in daylight I could see glowing green symbols all around us.  Scattered in small groupings intricate runes were carved into rocks, trees, and the ground itself.  Even the campsite we sat at had small pebbles with runes all around.

“When the cube becomes a sphere it illuminates all the runes in a ten foot radius.  What you are seeing are the magic runes left by others in this area.  If we were at the border the glow from the runes would be blinding.”

I shook my head in disbelief.  Although I knew runes were real, they’d never been this real.  As children, Keo and I were taught only backwards people used runes and ignored steam technology.  Now here they were, alive and well in this lush pristine land.

Issa gave me a knowing small and turned the sphere back into it’s normal cube shape before putting it away.

We finished our meal, and Issa fed the fire with the leftover bones.  Tiny flame tendrils flitted up, releasing curls of smoke as the fish bones popped with small explosions.  I listened to the rhythmless staccato crackles they made while my mind drifted.  After the fire burned down, Issa dowsed the remaining embers with water from the river.  Instead of clearing our camp, he made a little mark on the ground and placed two rocks next to it, then left the stone circle and the spit.  He put another stone atop the remaining twigs and kindling before mounting his horse.

“What’s that about?” I asked.

“Well,” he stared into the sky, “We experienced a peaceful evening meal here. I left a message for the next person telling them they can use our camp and do the same.”

“How do they know we aren’t bandits?” I pressed.

“A bandit wouldn’t know the signs the tribes around here use for signaling.  You have to be on good terms with them to know their markings.” Issa explained, grinning at me.

We crossed the river, and ten minutes later, I could see smoke rising into the sky from the settlement.  I kicked my horse up to a canter passing Issa.  Issa caught me at full gallop, and it became a race to see who would get to the settlement first.

Issa slid from the saddle and walked the horse after getting within twenty yards of the living structures.  I followed suit watching the people staring at us.  Some of the homes appeared to have been built from the surrounding earth.  Almost as if the ground had been lifted up and hollowed out for the people.  Other structures seemed to be woven together with wooden poles and branches.  Yucca leaf had been applied to the outside, similar to shingles, along with a few skins. 

People spoke in hushed tones.  Either way, I wouldn’t have understood these people, their language was different from those I knew.   I realized word of our arrival must have spread quickly as an official looking group walked towards us.

The people went on with their lives moving aside for the four men as they passed.  I stood close to Issa as they approached, eying them with caution.  Issa stood calmly, hand on the horse’s bridle, and waited.

The shirtless men approaching wore bison skin pants.  Their long hair reached the middle of their backs, with one having it braided in a long ponytail.  As they grew closer, I saw pale scars scattered across each man’s toned and tanned body.  The two oldest also showed age signs, wrinkles around the mouth and arms, but I couldn’t guess how old they were.

Once the men stood before us, they spoke with Issa in a language I couldn’t understand.  The man with the ponytail spoke next, and all five had a conversation before addressing me.  Even then, Issa only pointed at me when giving the introduction.  I understood “Annie” and nothing else.

“Honored to meet you,” ponytail man said.

“Honored to be in your presence,” I gave a little bow as is customary in Siam.

The men chuckled and spoke with Issa some more.  They began to walk away.  Issa grabbed my arm, and we followed.

“They are leading us to a hogan where we will wait for Chief Cochise,” Issa didn’t lower his voice.

Once in the tent, we sat on blankets and waited.

Close to twenty minutes after the tent closed, we still waited. “How long are we to sit here?” I asked.

“Patience, we don’t demand an audience with the chief, he comes at his leisure. We’re uninvited guests.”

An hour and a half later, the front flaps opened again, and a man shorter than I in stature yet commanding in presence stepped through the entrance.  Issa stood and spoke again in the native tongue and introduced me once more.  

“Annie, this is Chief Cochise,” Issa said.

I stood and bowed. “An honor to meet you, sir.”

Cochise nodded. “I have never seen your people before.”

“I am from Siam, sir, the Laotian province,” I said.

“What is the location of Siam?” Cochise asked.

“Far East, across the Atlantic Ocean, my family came here to start a new life and leave a war behind us.”

Cochise examined my body and my posture. “You are made from the fight.”

“I have some experience, yes.”

Cochise nodded and regarded Issa. “Why do you come back to us?”

Issa met Cochise’s eyes. “I need to know, have you seen a man who could move through walls without needing to draw a rune?”

Cochise breathed deeply. “Through walls,” he tapped his thigh, “walls tainted by steam?”

“Yes, I know it sounds impossible, but have you seen such a thing?” Issa said.

“Soften walls, yes, tear down, yes, all on this side.  All with runes.” Cochise paused, studying Issa. “Pass through walls with taint.  It is not possible.  Why you seek this man?” Cochise said.

“This person has broken into my home and stolen from her father.” Issa pointed to me. 

Cochise’s eyebrows rose and fell in the span of a blink.  I would have missed it if I’d not been intent on studying the man’s features.  He looked back at the entrance to the tent, and the profile seemed familiar.

“Maybe someone in your village has heard of this,” Issa said.

“NO!  You will not speak of this to my people.  It is an ill omen,” Cochise held his jaw tight.  

Issa’s lips parted, and his eyes narrowed. “As you see fit.”

The gears turned in Issa’s head and I wanted to know what he thought about Cochise’s outburst.  

“The freed men will be here soon to escort you to their village,” Cochise walked out of the tent.

Issa turned to me. “It seems we have stumbled across a sore spot.”

“What do you think it is?” I asked.

“Annie, how would you react if clueless on a subject?”

Cochise’s outburst played in my mind again as I searched it for meaning.  Guilty people tended to do irrational things when caught but his surprise seemed genuine.

Issa leaned in closer to me.  “Annie, I believe Cochise reacted that way because something we said would embarrass him.  What do you think that would be?”

“You’re right.  Maybe, after we see your people, we can come and ask questions around the village.” I said.

“No, not likely.  We are guest now, but if we disobey his wishes we’ll be enemies,” Issa said.

“What then?” I asked.

Issa sighed. “I didn’t want to go, but the people in Freed Man may know something regarding this situation.”

“Why don’t you want to see them?  I wish I could see someone from Siam here besides my family.”

“It’s a long story. I’ll explain it later if we get the time.”

“Ok, is their settlement like this?”

Issa scoffed. “Freed Man is a good size.  Different from what you’ll expect, I assume.  Farmers have fields outside town, and the traditionals hunt with the natives using the red tails.”

The ponytail native from earlier stepped into the tent and held it open.  Issa motioned for me to get up, and I followed him through the opening.  The light made my eyes water, and I squinted.  

Two men, as dark as Issa,  approached wearing strange colorful clothes.  One wore a long solid blue shirt with embroidered floral shapes around the neck.  The other man wore a shorter brown shirt with white around the collar and down the chest.  A deep crimson band wrapped around the neck and waist hem.  The shirt had detailed embroidery to resemble feathers.  He also wore a round slate gray hat of a style I’d never seen before.

“Who are they? Is this how all people dress in Freed Man?”

“Each man wears a dansiki with sokoto, or pants.  The clothes tell a story about the person wearing them.  For instance, the one wearing the kufi on his head has mastered speaking with red tails.”

As Issa spoke, a bird, along with its bold red tail, landed on the kufi man’s shoulder.  His eyes changed from golden honey to dark brown as the bird made itself comfortable.  I shook my head in disbelief.

When they reached us, the men spoke in unison. “Welcome home, faithless.”

Each man clasped hands with Issa and patted him on the back.  Not one of the three men standing before me appeared concerned with the greetings strangeness.

Issa glanced at me, and I gave him my best, what’s going on, look.

“Later,” Issa said.








CHAPTER FIFTEEN




A BIRD’S ANGRY screech shattered the silence as we rode our horses on the trail to Freedman’s village under the bright blue sky.  My eyes found the creature in time to watch it tuck its wings and dive downward towards another bird crisscrossing the sky in a futile attempt to flee.  Talons extended, the red-tailed predator hit its mark, snatching the other bird from the air with surprisingly little violence.  It spiraled down towards the ground in slow, gentle loops.  I watched it until it disappeared below the tree line out of sight.

“It’s called a red tailed hawk.” The man wearing the brown shirt with red borders spoke for the first time on the trail.

I nodded. “Issa said you can talk to them.  Is that true?”

The man nodded but remained silent. 

I decided to prod him again.  “What’s your name?”

“Nazar.  The other is Ekon.”

Ekon waved and I waited for more but both men fell silent again.

I tapped the horn of my saddle as I looked back at Issa, bringing up our rear while we continued to ride.  The hair on my arms stood on end every time I thought to ask Issa why the men had called him faithless.  My curiosity finally won out, and I slowed my horse so Issa would catch up.

“I see you’ve finally mustered the nerve to ask the question,” Issa said.

I kept my eyes locked on the saddle horn. “Why did they call you faithless, Issa?”

I heard him take a deep breath. “I…” he stopped and cocked his head towards mine as he rubbed the horse’s neck.  The horse snorted in response, almost as if to say, “on with it.” He patted it on the neck and sighed.

“I guess I should start by saying my father is a general in Africa. He’s protected the homeland ever since he was a young boy.” Issa said.

I stayed silent.  The air-cooled around us as the sunset in the distance dipping down below the horizon.

“I should have been a general as well.  Following in my father’s footsteps.  But I had trouble controlling the runes.” He gripped the reins tighter, and I heard his knuckles pop from the strain. “Each day I trained to fight, I got better.  Each day I studied tactics, I got better.  Every time I drew a rune, I got worse.”

“How is that possible?” I asked him in a whisper.

“Faithless.” Issa chuckled, but the pain in the word made my heartache. “Faithless is what he called me.  Faithless is how he cursed at me.  From what I know, Africans used star metal first in war as a weapon. It helped us stop slavers within our borders.  My father called runes our birthright, and I couldn’t use them.”

The two men riding with us had moved far enough ahead to become outlines in the dusk light.  I gave silent thanks for the privacy they gave jus as Issa, and I rode side by side.

“Annie, my father, made it hard for me, and I wanted to follow in his footsteps. I wouldn’t be able to if I couldn’t use the runes.  So I got the idea I could use an engineer’s skills to make up for my lack of talent with runes.”

I let out a low whistle. “I assume it didn’t go over well at all.”

I stole a glance at him and saw a pained smile on his face. “That’s an understatement.  I ended up leaving and coming to the states.  I haven’t seen or talked to him since I left.  My mother has been here to see me, though.”

“I thought you said she died.”

He shrugged then slumped as if struggling with an enormous weight. “In reality, she’s my aunt.  My father married her after my mother died giving birth to me.”

He seemed vulnerable, and I wanted to hug him and let him know everything would be okay.  I wanted to let him know I appreciated him, but I sat there, twisting my reins in my hand.

“So, I moved to Texas.  I knew I would find a large community of free men out west, in the native lands.  I decided it would be a good spot to continue studying steam engineering and use it to help the people.”

“Why do they call you faithless here?”

The darkness deepened, and I had trouble seeing any movements from him.

“Some people overheard his conversations with me when he came on a relief mission, and the name stuck.”

“Relief mission?”

Issa nodded. “The blacks born here were citizens of nowhere.  My father called them citizens of the African continent and believed they should be helped.  I met with him when he came here on an airship.  He paid to have a caravan take supplies to the blacks in native territory.

I shook my head. “I’m sorry, Issa, your father shouldn’t have brought your past here.”

“It’s fine. I’ve come here and met wonderful people like Jacob Cross, who’ve helped me become the engineer I am today.”

“What about the blacks here?  To call you faithless seems to show a lack of respect.”

“On the contrary, it’s spoken with understanding.  Many older men and women have trouble with runes.  My father says their will is broken.  The red-tails are an exception.”

“Why is he so mean?”

“He’s not mean, Annie. He’s not upset with the people, but the circumstance and what h to them.  He wants better for them and is happy I’m here to help them. I can teach them to be self-sufficient with my engineering skills.”

I grinned.  

The inky blackness of night enveloped us entirely as we journeyed onward.  The men ahead walked their horses, leading them by the reins.  

Issa slid off his horse. “We’re almost there.”  

An orange glow appeared in the distance as I slid off my saddle.  The light stretched a mile north to south, and I blew out a whistle, surprised to see a vast city this far in the Native land.  

The trail we walked steadily transformed into a clearly defined road lined with lanterns to light our way in.  An avenue spanning bronze arch stood ahead with lamps lighting up the city’s name in large bold letters.  The arch rose into the air high enough to allow two carriages stacked atop each other to pass underneath easily.  Intricate etchings of branches and vines climbed up the arches, giving it a natural appearance seemingly grown from the ground through care and nurture.

We walked four abreast towards the archway leading into the city.

“Welcome to Freed Man’s Village, Annie.” Issa smiled at me.











CHAPTER SIXTEEN




I AWOKE TO Issa, knocking on the door as he called my name.  I sat up and threw the blankets off me, then immediately pulled them back.  The chill in the air caused goosebumps to rise on my arms.  I mentally prepared for the shock and reluctantly moved the covers aside before crawling from the bed.  

Someone had left slippers on the floor, and I slid my feet into their downy warmth.  Issa continued to knock at the door.  I padded over in my slippers.

“Issa, give me a minute.  I just woke up.”

The knocking stopped. “This is the third time I’ve come by, I’d grown concerned.  There are some fresh clothes on the ottoman.  The ladies dropped them off last night.” He replied.

I looked over and saw the clothes. “Thanks, Issa, I’ll get dressed and meet you downstairs.”

I hurried to clean up, twisting my hair into one long braided rope.  The clothes on the ottoman had tight stitching with birds woven across them, all predators.  They flapped along the shirt’s arms and back, and along the pants’ legs.  The intricate bird designs appeared to flap as I moved to examine myself in the mirror.  I marveled at them one last time, slipped on my shoes, and went to breakfast.

I found a wooden staircase whose tread design resembled broken chains. It’s balustrade appeared modeled after the red-tailed hawk I saw on our way here, it’s wings spread wide as it flew towards railings carved to resemble clouds.  I walked on the tread without concern but felt self-conscious when resting my hand on the detailed cloud work.  

The scent of fried eggs and bacon wafted up the stairs, and my mouth watered.  Gently persistent buzzing voices grew louder with each step towards the ground floor.  I stepped off the staircase and rushed down the hall towards the sounds and smells of morning.

The large hall I stepped into held dozens of people eating meals and engaged in conversations.  Their polished tables reflected the light from the chandeliers whose arms appeared like branches. Each branch held a blown glass setting resembling a perched hawk.  I felt protected as I passed under the lights.

I found him sitting alone with a plate holding bread and cheese crumbs scattered among half-eaten fruit slices.  He sipped tea while watching me approach.  I inhaled the fruity aroma as I sat next to him and rubbed my palms together.

“What do they offer around here?” I asked.

“Food, my dear, Annie, food.” A sly smile crossed Issa’s face.

I rolled my eyes. “I know that.  Do you recommend anything?”  

Issa stared at the ceiling before answering. “The waiter will be by shortly with something I think you’ll enjoy.”

Not a minute later, dark coffee, plump sausages, fruit slices, and assorted cheeses came to the table. I grabbed a sausage and bit into hungrily.  As I ate, a waiter brought a bowl filled with biscuits to our table along with a honey jar.  I took butter from Issa’s plate and slathered it on the bread, then poured honey on top and took a bite with my sausage nodding my appreciation to Issa.

Issa read a paper as I ate.  His shoulders appeared relaxed, and I decided he seemed at ease for the first time since we had our visitor.  I filled the void in my belly before speaking.

“Issa, what do you hope to learn here?” Satiated, I bit into the crusty bread and chewed it slowly.

“Most of these people have been here longer than I’ve lived in Dallas.  I bet they may know more than Cochise is willing to acknowledge.”

“And, what wise sage will grace us with this hidden knowledge?”

Issa snickered. “His name is Israel. He’s from my homeland.  My father sent him here before I ever moved to Dallas.  He finds free men who can use runes and trains them.”

“Your father looking for soldiers?”

“No, I think he wants the free men to stay free.”

“When and where are we meeting?”  

“He’ll be here soon. There’s a meeting room available for us to use. We’ll ask our questions and then head out in a few days.”

“Why do we need to stay any longer?”

“Well,” he raised an open palm showing me two gold coins.  He flipped one to his opposite hand and made the coin dance across the knuckles before pocketing both. “I’m able to survive due to these coins.  I need to make my rounds doing a few repairs.”

“They use steam here?”

He waved me off. “No, but they do have machines with gears and springs.  In the end, it’s all the same.  I can fix anything, to be honest.”

“And where does the gold come from?”

“The gold comes from the dry desert regions and the lands near the pacific ocean.  The Africans collect it, sparingly, not much use for it on this side.”

I nodded and stuffed my mouth with more sausage and bread, almost choking as I attempted to swallow.

Issa sipped the tea again then shook his head. “Now, finish your meal without dying. We’ll go to the meeting room, and you can make the rounds with me after.”

I finished, and Issa paid the waiter in American currency.  I followed him, and he led me back towards the hall and into a room with a table large enough to hold ten people in its center.  Water pitchers sat on a table, and I filled a glass before sitting down next to Issa.  He continued to scan the paper he’d brought with him.

“Question…” I began.

“Answer.” Issa interrupted.

I rolled my eyes. “Why haven’t all the Negroes moved to this place?  I assume they would have a better life.”

Issa folded the paper and stared at me.  He tapped at the table almost a minute before responding.  

“That’s a tough question.  The natives don’t mind them coming over.  The Negroes have been gracious and share similar ways of living, although changed by the experience of slavery.  I also believe they recognize the need to have additional fighters if it ever came to war.” He paused, hand still. “The answer, I think, is some people are afraid.  Change brings hardships.  Only one other town of freed men exists, further to the west near the Pacific coast. It’s dangerous living in the wilds despite the opportunity.”

“I wonder if it’s more than fear.  This town is a marvel, we might as well be in Dallas with all its comforts.”  

“You are right, and you are wrong.”  Issa’s voice sounded thoughtful as he spoke.

I sighed. “And what of the birds?  How can they speak with them?”  

“Apparently, once the star metal landed, they couldn’t use it to make runes, but some gained the ability to talk to birds.  My father thought it’s because they wanted to be free like the birds, to fly away, anywhere they wanted, and make their homes high in the sky.  Now the hawks share news of the wider world with them and help scout prey.”

My eyes went wide. “Well now, isn’t that bit interesting.”

A knock sounded at the door.  Issa stood and answered it. A man garbed in African dress to step into the room. The vibrantly colored clothes he wore caught my eye with their multiple shades of bold purples, deep blues, and a black, which seemed to absorb the light, forcing the other colors to stand out more.  He shook hands with Issa as he walked in.

“Issa, it’s been too long.”

“Yes, it has, Israel.  How are things here?  From what I gather, the city is growing.”

“It is, although carefully, to preserve our surroundings.  You should see the other town. They’ve built their homes in the redwoods there.  Similar to the Congo.” Israel responded.

“I need to visit these homes someday, Issa,” I said.

Issa pulled out a chair and motioned for him to sit down.

“This is my apprentice, Annie Sakdavong.  Annie, this is Israel, the leader here.” Issa said.

“Pleasure to meet you, sir.” I held my hand out for him to shake.

He took my hand and shook it slowly. “Likewise. I’m glad Issa has found someone to train and watch out for him. He’s always been a bit of a loaner.”

I glanced at Issa. “He’s a good teacher.  Mrs. Miller and I work to get him to be around people more.”

Israel let out a deep belly laugh.   He wiped tears from his eyes and took deep breaths to steady himself.

“Well said, he is a bit of a handful.”

Issa coughed. “As I’m sure you are aware, I asked Cochise if he knew a native who walked through walls.  He said such a thing couldn’t be, but I got the sense he lied.  Do you know anything?”

“Did he not mention his son?”

We turned to each other then back to Israel.  Issa steepled his fingers and leaned in closer to Israel.

“Explain,” Issa said.

“The chief’s son is named Tse. He’s a strong man, and people loved him almost as much as they loved Cochise. He’s a skilled fighter and has represented his father in contests since he was fourteen.  They call him Spirit Walker.”

“Spirit Walker?” I asked.

“Yes, his mother became sick while pregnant with him.  On her belly, they tattooed the rune for life to give her  strength to carry the child to term.” Israel said.

“What happened?” Issa insisted.

“Despite the tribe’s best efforts and ours, the woman died after giving birth.  A blessing happened though; the newborn child had a birthmark, the earth symbol, on his forehead.”

“I don’t follow; how would that be possible?” Issa asked.

“Among the natives, their runes used for life and earth are close and only differ by one additional line to make the life rune.  The strength he possessed as a child and a man left others in awe, and I haven’t encountered anyone stronger.  He could move through the earth as if it were water. He couldn’t use any other runes, though.”

“Why haven’t I heard of or seen this man?” Issa questioned.

“He left before you came here, Issa,” Israel replied.

“Why?” I pressed.

“Love, or, to say it accurately, because he lost love,” Israel responded.

“No need for the poetics Israel.  Speak plainly, please.” Issa said.

Israel sighed, shaking his head.  The eyes that steadied on us hung heavy with sadness.

“He met a girl from Dallas who he spent every waking moment with.  They would disappear for weeks together, no one knowing where they were.  He eventually told Cochise he would leave the tribe to marry her.”

Israel paused to glance between Issa and me.

Issa waved him on. “Please continue.”

Israel nodded. “The chief grew furious and forbade it since she wasn’t native.  They hunted the couple down.  Eventually, the two ended up trapped in a cave during a rainstorm.  The entrance collapsed on them, and they became stuck inside.”

“Why didn’t Tse phase through with her?” I asked.

Israel sighed. “Tse could escape at any time but did not want to leave.  The rain made the ground soft and prone to collapse, preventing him from digging out.  Eventually, he left and rode as fast as he could to the tribe for help.  His father refused and told him to find help with her people.”  

“Why did he leave her?” Issa asked.

“He can’t take other people through the walls with him,” Israel said.

“That’s good to know. I’d hate to think Tse could drag someone through a wall and leave them there.” A chill ran down my back.

Israel poured himself a glass of water and sipped it before continuing. “Tse became furious.  Making it to Dallas before the rains flooded the cave couldn’t be done.  He tried anyway, pushing his horse hard and fast through poor weather, eventually making it to Dallas to get help from the girl’s father. I suppose he hoped she could stay alive until then.”

I sucked my teeth. “Did the rains stop any?”

 “No, the spring rain continued to fall, and many low lying areas flooded. When they returned with a crew, they found the girl drowned in the cave.  She could have been saved if Cochise had decided to send help.” Israel said.

“What happened after her death?” Issa asked.

“Tse went back to Cochise and attacked him.  I witnessed the incident, and it took many men to pull the boy off him.  We used our runes to subdue the boy.  Tse swore to never come back to the village except to kill Cochise.  He told them if they would follow someone who would not protect the woman he loved, he would no longer fight for and protect them.” Israel said.

“Tse has not been seen in this area since.  We all assume he’s in Dallas somewhere.  The chief does not speak of him, nor is anyone in the village allowed to.”

Issa rubbed the bridge of his nose with his fingers. “This,” he sighed, “this is too much.”

I stood up and started pacing. “Too much.  I believe, sir, you may have just made the biggest understatement of your life. That’s insanity.  Fathers are supposed to protect their children, not harm them.” I regretted my words as soon as they’d fallen from my mouth.  Israel and I both stared at Issa, whose face appeared chiseled from onyx, completely unreadable.  I sat down quietly and waited for him.

Issa’s eyes closed for the space of two slow breaths then opened. His features softened. “Do you know the woman’s name?”

“No one knew her name, only that she had red hair,” Israel replied.

“What are the gift’s limits?” Issa pressed.

“None.  Tse even stepped through a person without harm to either.” Israel responded.

“What about water, can he drown?  Can he burn?  Any weakness?”

Israel shook his head. “I know our runes can harm him.  You are faithless. If you mean to fight this man, you’re already at a disadvantage.”

Issa’s fist slammed into the table.  My water glass jumped and tipped over from the blow.  It crashed to the ground shattering into pieces as water spread across the floor.

“I’ll have someone clean that up.” Israel left.

Issa rubbed his temples as we waited.  I studied the table in front of me, allowing my mind to go blank.  The exercise helped me focus when stressed.  Israel returned with a maid who quickly cleaned up the spill and broken glass and left without a word.

Issa waited for the door to close before speaking. “I believe this man, Tse, attacked us a few weeks ago, Israel.  We need information to find and fight him.”  

“He came into our home and has robbed my father.  We need to know why and who his financier is.” I said.

“We don’t know what he’s been doing since entering the city.  There aren’t many natives in Dallas, I assume.  Maybe he would be among them.”

“I don’t know…” I began.

Issa raised a hand. “We need to find who this red-haired woman was.  Knowing her will lead us to the father. I’m sure he’s the one financing Tse.  We use her to catch both birds.  I believe it’s our only option.”

“I was going to say Cochise may know the woman’s name.”

“If he lied to you both about Tse, why would he tell you the truth now, whether he knows or not?” Israel replied.

“At this point, Cochise is our least concern.  We need to get home.” Issa said.

“Will we finish our rounds?” I asked.

Issa’s fist clinched until his arms shook.  The moment passed quickly, and he released them. “You’re right, we still have a responsibility here. Let’s finish our rounds today.  Tomorrow we leave for home so we can resolve our issue with Tse.”

Issa stood and left the room without another word.  I began to walk out, but Israel grabbed my arm and pulled me back.

“Did you notice what just happened there?  I have known him since childhood, and back then, he would have stormed off and left without finishing. You’re having a positive impact on him.  Thank you for being with him.”

“Why do you call him faithless?” I asked, the question springing to my mind suddenly.

“Because he is a man who does not have faith in himself.  You need faith to use runes.  He puts faith in the machines he builds.” Israel paused and studied the floor before continuing. “You can help him find the faith he’s lacking.”

I studied Israel and realized the words were a mission.  I nodded. 

He let my arm go.  I found Issa and followed him on our rounds while mulling over Israel’s words.








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




SUNLIGHT SPILLED THROUGH the windows slapping me in the face and forcing me awake against my will.  I groaned as I opened my eyes to witness my assailant in all its glory hanging in the endless blue.  I sat up, raised my fist at the sky, and the sun dimmed as a cloud passed overhead.  The respite lasted just a moment before it came back, more determined to get me up and started on my day.

I dressed and left the room to grab breakfast downstairs.  My hand slid gently over the rail as I hurried down.  Issa mentioned a surprise the night before, and I wanted to see it as soon as possible.  

I ordered and asked the waiter to rush the meal out so I could find Issa.  The food arrived quickly, and my cheeks bulged with sausages and biscuits as I struggled to chew everything in as few mouthfuls as possible.  I washed my meal down with fresh-squeezed orange juice before paying the bill and heading to the workshop where Issa awaited me.

People nodded and exchanged pleasantries with me as I jaunted to the workshop. The town bristled with energy from the African people’s vibrant lives. Even their skin tones, from those the color of desert sands to men and women who appeared carved from pure obsidian, seemed to add more flavor and layers to the city.  Their clothes displayed the same myriad shade and tone range across the entire color pallet, revealing intricate patterns created with stitches, lace, or dyed directly into the fabric.  My eyes jumped from person to person, taking in their unique beauty.   I slowly began to recognize overarching designs and sequences repeating amongst the people while understanding differences making each an original. 

My smile beamed as bright as the sun’s rays kissing my skin with a gentle caress. I remembered how annoying this same sun’s light seemed just an hour before and marveled how the positive energy bubbling in the air around me chased away the grayest skies.  Leaving my room and being amongst the Africans working, traveling, and playing filled me with anticipation and I made a note to ask Issa how I could get an outfit made.

The workshop Issa’s directions led me to turned out to be a  squat single story forge.  It took up half a block alone with multiple chimney’s and air intakes protruding from the top.  Heatwaves rolled from the roof and the building’s open door, distorting the air like a desert mirage.  The heat licked my skin as scents from oil, leather, and metal hit me in the face.  The pinging of a hammer on steel filled the air, enticing me to enter the small building.

Before I could enter another ringing sound floated to me from behind the workshop.  Where the forger’s hammer kept a steady beat, on time, never varying, what filled the air now reminded me of a musician improvising in a song.  The intense rhythms stirred a deeper part of my soul, and the warrior in me took over, guiding me behind the shop.  I wandered to the building’s rear, where I saw Issa watching as Israel trained African men and women with short blades.

He took the men through the motions of a kata.  The broad short weapon they used held three holes evenly spaced within the blade. I’d seen nothing like it before in Siam.  His stance wasted no movement while remaining ruthlessly aggressive as he stepped through katas and banged his weapon against the others’ blades.  The village’s beauty, in my mind, blended in perfect harmony with this deadly dance, and I stood enamored of Issa, the people, their kindness, and reserved strength. My legs shook with anticipation and fear as they stepped through the foreign yet familiar dance. I enjoyed the surprises I’d found amongst the African people and looked forward to what came next.

Issa noticed me watching from a distance.  I walked towards him and the class Israel taught.  Israel yelled in a language I did not know, and the people dispersed into smaller groups and started practicing together.  He strolled towards Issa and I bowing slightly as he came.

“That style you use is very…brutal,” I said.

Israel laughed. “Each nation has its way. It’s mostly guns now for people, but a blade never runs out of bullets.”

I pointed to the weapon he still held. “That knife is intimidating. Is it a traditional African weapon?”

Israel laughed again. “This is a sword, not a knife. I’ve seen swords from China, Japan, and elsewhere in Asia.  They are long but delicate.  We prefer solid, broad steel and being close to our enemies.  If we want distance, we will use a spear.”

“May I see the blade?”

“Of course,” Israel handed the weapon over.

I bowed slightly as I clasped the hilt and walked through my own stances.  The short well-balanced sword danced effortlessly in my hand despite being much thicker than the blades I’d grown up using.  Each precise movement flowed smoothly from one stance to the next as I went through a simple short sword kata.  The blade’s extra heft guided subtle evolutions in my positions, making each stroke more effective for the weapon.

I stopped and looked at the sword’s edge, observing the tell-tale signs it had seen use beyond sparring.  Clapping from Israel’s class distracted me from examining the blade further.  The blood rushed to my cheeks, and I immediately passed the sword back to Israel with shaking hands.

“That was beautiful. Would you like to spar with the students, Annie?” Issa grabbed another sword, flipped it over, and caught the blade, so the hilt faced me.

“No, I…” I paused to gather my thoughts, “I don’t really fight anymore.  It was just something I remembered from childhood.”

“Your swordplay resembled a dance,” Israel commented.

I took a deep breath and exhaled. “I would prefer if you didn’t remind me of that fact.  Was the forge the surprise you had to show me, Issa?”

“Yes, but I believe I’m the one that has been surprised today.” He dropped the sword back on the pile as a childish grin filled his face.

I shook my head rolling my eyes. “I’ll have to talk to you about it later.”  

Israel nodded, understanding before speaking. “I prepared a tour of our forge at Issa’s request.  Would you like to do that?”

“I do,” I turned and walked away then turned back after a few steps. “Thank you.  Could we do it a little later, though?”

“Not a problem, lady.” Israel bowed again.

“Issa, I’m heading back to my room for a minute.  Can we do the tour in an hour?”

“Of course, Annie.  Come back when you’re ready.  We can talk about Tse then.” He said.

My shoulders sagged slightly as I walked back to my room.  My toe dragged through the dirt road, and I kicked a rock along the ground on my way back.  Thoughts of my father flitted through my mind, and a bitter taste crept into my mouth.  Warriors recognize each other.  We stood with a precise balance, a resolute confidence most people did not have, and I shared those traits, unfortunately.  

I swung my leg back and kicked the rock as hard as I could as I approached our inn, cursing myself for picking up a sword.














CHAPTER 11








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




THE HORSE FLICKED its tail at a fly buzzing around the stable.  I sat on the stall door, eating an apple as I watched the horse and the fly make move and counter move in their attempts to overcome each other.  Eventually, the fly gave up, and the horse’s tail stilled.  

I bit off a large apple chunk as the fly flew towards me, darting around as if looking for an opening to attack.  It bobbed and rolled lazily before shooting towards my apple.  My left hand shot out, catching the fly as it began to retreat from what had turned into a suicide mission.  It buzzed in my hand as I hopped off the stall rail and walked outside the barn, releasing it back into the village proper.  It danced around drunkenly at first before flying straight, away from the stable, and the inn realizing it had used up all its luck for the day.

The pale bluish purple early morning sky greeted my eyes as my gaze shifted to the village, and my thoughts shifted inward.  

In my dreams the night before, I’d fought back wave after wave of women, men, and creatures while gripping the African sword tightly in hand. I’d parried, danced, and lunged a beautiful, brutal dance piling bodies and tearing through gears in my wake.  In the distance, I’d seen Issa standing on high, his head surrounded by the golden light that seemed to both come from and to him at the same time.  

I fought my way towards him, my muscles growing fatigued.  I noticed the light around Issa grew brighter the closer we came together.  Emboldened, I waded through what I realized were not just his enemies, but ours and the fatigue subsided. 

The light no longer formed a halo around Issa’s head but shone from his whole body, enveloping him and pushing the hordes away.  A shiny silver thing shambled through it, reflecting light back towards me.  I sliced through it, sending glass shards and metal flying as oil spurted, and lightning shot into the air from the wound.  The scent of ozone singed my nostrils, and I kicked the unnatural creation over.  As I pressed forward towards Issa, it dawned on me the light flying towards him was mine, and my own light grew brighter and pulsed in time with his.  

The horde parted before me as if a wedge had been driven through them.  I laughed, realizing I was the wedge and strode towards Issa, our light circles intersecting and becoming almost unbearable to look at where they met.  The horde howled, the sound like the most profound anguish.   

I stopped walking towards Issa to marvel at the carnage in my wake, and my light dimmed.  In shock, the sword fell from my hand, and the light faded more as it hit the ground.  The anguished howls turned joyful. 

 A beast’s hot breath raised the hairs on my neck as it’s drool dripped on me and left a slimy trail down my back.  The creature’s rancid breath made me want to throw up as a claw sliced my thigh, drawing blood. I fell to my shaking knees gasping for cleaner air.  My breathing grew shorter and faster as I now realized a wolf licked my neck.  I tried to cry out but couldn’t, the fear stole my voice.  In that moment, I lost sight of my light and Issa.

“Why did you lay down your sword?” a voice from the darkness called more growl than words.

“What?” I replied.

“Why did you lay down your sword?” It asked again.  In the dream, I knew the wrong answer would cost me my life.

“Because I’m afraid.  Afraid I would be used and would never be free.” I replied, my voice trembling.

“Afraid of who?” The beastly voice insisted.

“Of…” I paused.  Fearing I’d be torn to shreds, I racked my mind seeking the truth.

I shook my head, clearing the ghosts of the dream from my mind.

People began to fill the streets as the sun began its daily marathon across the sky.  The scent of burning coals and roasting meat drifted through the streets, enticing the early morning wanderers to wait at the stalls.  Ignoring the call of sausages, bacon, and sweet pastries, I took another bite out of my apple. I chewed on it while watching the inn door for Issa’s exit.  

Issa exited the inn with four canteens in hand.  I caught two of the containers he tossed my way then held my apple in my mouth.  The first canteen I opened released a rich coffee aroma wafting from its depths.  Closing up the coffee canteen, I opened the other and found it filled with water. I nodded at Issa and gave him a thumbs up.

“Excellent then, Annie. Let’s be off.” He said 

I followed him into the stable, and he unlocked the stall door for his horse, dropping the key and some coins into a bucket nearby.  He tossed me another key, and I did the same thing.  I bit through my apple, letting it fall in my hand and gave the rest to my horse.  It neighed appreciatively, and I rubbed its head as we left the stable.

Issa gracefully swung himself into his saddle.  I hooked my coffee canteen around my saddle pommel and place the water canteen in a bag so it would stay cool.  I climbed into my seat, drank some coffee then secured the cap onto the container before placing it once more on the pommel.  Issa drank deep from the coffee canteen and looped it the same way I did mine.  He walked the horse out into the street, and I followed behind him.

I trotted my horse out, and they fell in step together.  The silence weighed upon me, but nothing clever came to mind to break the tension I knew I alone felt.  I chose to look at Issa and smiled, what I hoped to be my most radiant smile.  

Issa looked at me and smiled back. “Is everything alright?  You don’t seem like your normal exuberant self.”

I opened my mouth then closed it again.  I clicked my tongue against the roof of my mouth before speaking. “There are forces greater than us in the universe, wouldn’t you agree, Issa?  Do you think some are guiding us now?”

Issa nodded but didn’t say a word.  From my perspective, it seemed he didn’t agree with me but acknowledged he heard me. Issa’s face appeared calm, but his brow furrowed, and I wondered what to say next.  We rode in silence watching as the village disappeared, and the desert took over again. 

 Issa took off at a gallop without warning.  The sudden sprint caught me off guard, and I spurred my horse behind him to keep pace.  The wind rushed through my hair as the sand Issa kicked up lashed at my face.  I squinted to keep the grit from my eyes, which made it hard for me to see.  I opened my mouth to scream at Issa to slow down, but a mouthful of dirt and dust kept me silent.

More than a minute passed before Issa pulled his horse up to a halt.  Our horses almost collided due to the sudden stop.

“What did I say wrong?” I yelled at him, spitting sand from my mouth.

Issa stared at me as if horns had grown from my head. “Annie, something happened last night…” he trailed off as his gaze shifted behind me. 

Strangled shouts flitted across the wind along with a sound not unlike thunder.  I turned around in my saddle to see a dust cloud roaring towards us.  

“Run!” Issa yelled, turning his horse and launching it into a desperate gallop, pushing his horse faster than before. I followed suit on his right to keep the dust from my face. 

It didn’t help.  Our horses, already tired from our prior gallop, slowed quickly, and the cloud gained on us.  Foam and spittle flew from my horse’s mouth, hitting me in the face as Issa’s horse fell behind mine.  I looked around for anywhere to hide, but the land sprawled before us wide open and flat.

I looked back to see Issa further behind.  He pulled up and dismounted the horse and slid the cane from his bedroll, extended it fully, and placed his back to the horse.  

I pulled up and galloped back to him.  Leaping from my horse, I landed on the ground softly, my back to my horse beside Issa.  The cloud grew closer, allowing me to see men on horseback in its depths.

“Get on your horse and get out of here, Annie!” Issa yelled, waving me on.

“We’ll only survive if we stand together,” I remembered my dream from the night before.

For the second time in less than a month, wished for a sword in my hand.  Instead, I balled my hands into fists and kept my back to the horse.

“But if we don’t survive. I want you to know something happened to me last night as well.” I said.

“We’ll talk about it later.” Issa turned at me and winked.

Fifteen men on horseback slowed as they approached. The dust cloud settled around us, choking Issa and myself and blotting out the sun.  As they formed a semi-circle around us, I realized they were the Apache from Tse’s tribe.  

Cochise stared down at us from his horse.  “What do you plan on doing once you see Tse?”

“Putting him in jail for robbing me.”  Issa said.

Cochise mumbled something under his breath.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Leave my son alone, Issa.  This is your only warning.”

“You shouldn’t have wasted your breath.”  Issa said.

Cochise waved his hand and four men dismounted their horses first and ran towards Issa and me.

Issa attacked first, running out to meet our assailants head on.  The front runner jumped forward, reaching for Issa’s throat.  He caught the man and slammed him to the ground with one hand.  He backhanded the man with the head of his cane as he lay in the dirt.

The other men pulled tomahawks from their sides and approached Issa with caution.  They spoke to each other, and one came towards me, leaving Issa alone with the other two. He twirled the staff around, then angled it at his side and motioned for the men to come at him.  

They attacked together, and Issa swatted both axes away.  He stepped forward with his empty hand, grabbed one man’s head, pulled it down, and drove a knee into the man’s face crunching bone.  He then brought the staff’s head down on the base of the man’s neck.  I stopped watching Issa as the native coming towards me demanded my undivided attention.

The native swung the ax on the horizontal, and I dodged then stepped in quickly behind the man’s arm.  I grabbed the elbow and pulled it close to me, locking it to my side with my arm.  The native exposed his throat as he moved to free himself and face me. I chopped him as hard as I could with my free hand, stealing his breath.  I released and punched him hard and fast.  My hands worked like pistons, and when he tried to protect his face, I went down his torso; chest, stomach, kidneys, working him over till he collapsed.

I looked up from my fallen victim to see Issa standing triumphant over the three men attacking him.  The air cleared, and Cochise looked down on us from his horse.  He waved a hand, and eight more men came after us.  Five to Issa and three to me.

Issa and I charged, screaming as we ran towards them.  Issa tried to force the attackers back with an arcing swing, but two men slammed their tomahawks on the staff, shoving it to the ground.  Another grabbed it and tried to take it away from Issa.  Issa struggled with the man for a moment then let go as the two natives with tomahawks approached.

I refocused on the three men staring me down.  I kicked straight out at one man from my side, leaning my body into it.  The man flew backward.  Before I could retract my leg, another native grabbed it and pulled.  I lost my balance and fell to the ground.  Two men approached me, and I kicked from the ground to give myself room to rise. A swing from another man connected the tomahawk’s butt with my leg behind the knee.  I winced as it swelled.

I kicked the man again with my other leg, and he fell.  I stood and tried my injured leg, but it wouldn’t support my weight.  I took a moment to look for Issa and found him just as a punch landed, and he fell backward.  I worked my way to him as two natives approaching me slowly.  

I feinted left then lunged at one attacker now to my right he backed off as I knew he would.  I twisted my hips and gritted my teeth and spun my injured leg around using my uninjured leg as a pivot.  I caught the other attacker in the face as he lunged for me.  I collapsed to the ground under the next apache man’s weight as he tackled me.

I tried to push up but crashed to the ground when a tomahawk handle hit me.  My head bounced on the ground, and I lay there, stunned.  My arm lifted into the air as they dragged my body through the dirt.

Someone lifted my head then slammed it into the ground again.  A foot kicked me in my stomach.  I turned over, and the foot stomped my stomach once more.  I screamed and curled into a ball rolling towards my right side.  When I opened my eyes, I saw Issa, on his knees, being kicked and punched repeatedly.  Every time he collapsed and fell to the ground, the men picked him up and proceeded to beat him again.

A hand reached down and grabbed my hair.  I struggled and tried to fight back, but I had yet to recover from the blow to my head.  They raised me to my knees and placed me beside Issa.  I looked up and saw Cochise standing over us.

“What is your purpose in your search for my son?” Cochise said.

Issa looked Cochise in the eye then spat. 

“Why are you looking for my son?” Cochise screamed at Issa.

“He tried to steal from me.  Are you going to kill me now to make it easier?” Issa replied with hard eyes focused on Cochise.

Cochise stepped back. “What do you mean?”

“I mean what I said, he broke into my home and tried to steal.  His master has him acting like a common thug and not chieftain’s son.”

Cochise spoke to himself. “What are you doing?”

“Is he not living up to his father’s standards?” Issa said.

Cochise turned to Issa furious. “He was supposed to be our greatest medicine man, he could speak with the earth itself.  He gave us hope for a better future.”

“And you pushed him away when he did not live up to your expectations?” Issa shot back.

“No!” Cochise turned away from Issa and paced before us. “When the Dallas woman died.  She ruined him.”

“What?  Where were you in his time of need?  You let her die.” Issa said vehemently.

Cochise stopped pacing and turned back to Issa. “He should have left the woman alone like I told him.  What will you do when you find my son?”

“Turn him over to the law,” Issa said.

Cochise backhanded Issa again. “My son will not be judged by your people.  He is our responsibility.  If you try to kill him or turn him over to your’ law,’ I will destroy your free in the village.” He screamed at Issa.

“If you want to protect your son so much, you would find him and apologize.  If you cared for him at all, you would have let him live his life and not put your expectations upon his shoulders.  If you truly loved him, you would never have turned your back on him and let the woman die.” At that moment, Issa, kneeling on the ground, made Cochise, the chief, look small in comparison.

“What do you know?” Cochise said.

“I know plenty.  Did you forget to be his father?  Were you only his chief?”

Cochise’s shoulders slumped.  He walked away from us and mounted his horse.  He waved his warriors back to their horses.  The ones Issa and I felled needed help to top their mounts.  I smiled to myself.

“Leave my son alone Issa, you don’t know…” Cochise trailed off.

The other Apache didn’t make eye contact with him as they left. The healthy men surrounded the injured, keeping them on horseback.

Issa sat back and raised a knee, placing an arm on it.  He rubbed his face with the other hand.  I lay down with my head in the grass and dirt, holding my stomach.

“What are we doing now, Issa?” I asked.

He looked at me. “I think,” he paused and winced, touching the side of his face where he was hit, “we are still finding Tse.  I need to know where he is and who he’s working for.  Then I will figure out how to handle Cochise.”

“We are fighting on two fronts now?” I asked.

“Regrets?” 

I licked my lip and tasted my own blood. “I signed up to be your apprentice, whatever that entailed.  But, I wonder.”

“Wonder what?” Issa pressed.

I turned my head to him, remembering the dream and the horde I’d cut through. “In truth, I am scared I enjoy it.”








CHAPTER NINETEEN




THE RIDE FROM the horse depot just outside the native lands refused to let our bruised muscles get any rest.  When we arrived home Issa left me in the kitchen to go to his room.

I drew a bath, fell asleep, and Mrs. Miller woke me then led me to my room.  A full day passed before I saw Issa again.

“Annie…” Issa called to me as I entered the kitchen the second morning after our return.

“Sir…” I smiled half heartedly .

Dropping into a chair, I leaned forward and placed my head on my hands and groaned.

The saucer and coffee mug clinked as Mrs. Miller placed them beside me.  I peered through the spaces between my fingers and saw Mrs. Miller standing with a hot pot of coffee.  The steam rose in gentle swirls.  I inhaled the complex aroma, licorice sprinkled with chocolate hints, then lowered my hands giving Mrs. Miller my most gracious smile.

“Ma’am, you are a godsend and Issa should pay you more.”  She filled my cup and I reached for it along with cream.

“He does right by me dear.”  Mrs. Miller smiled at Issa as she spoke, filling their cups.

“Thank you ma’am.”  Issa smiled back, weariness disappearing from his eyes.

I took a ginger sip from my coffee cup as Issa did the same sans cream or sugar.

Mrs. Miller placed the pot onto the stove.  She grabbed scones from the pantry and placed them on the table. I grabbed one as she added cream and sugar to her coffee and bit a chunk from the hard bread.  The pastry crumbled around my lips and pieces fell to my shirt.  I dusted crumbs from my face with my other hand snickering at myself.

“I feel like I just came back from the land of the dead.” I bit the scone again.

“Did you find out anything to help you track the thief?” Mrs. Miller asked.

Issa lowered his cup. “Just a name and possible motivation.  They give us somewhere to start.”

“And it’s more than we had before.”  Mrs. Miller drank deeply from her cup.

“I don’t understand what good a name is.  Dallas is massive, where would we find him?”  I asked.

Issa tapped the coffee cup while gazing between Mrs. Miller and myself.  He stared into space as he sipped coffee from the cup.  Sitting it down he sighed looking at Mrs. Miller.  She shrugged and took another tiny bite of the scone.

“Annie…” Issa began as he focused on me again, “we have to go to Tinker.”

I shifted my eyes from one then the other.  “Okay, I don’t see the issue.”

Mrs. Miller made a sucking sound as she stood and walked to the sink while draining the coffee cup.

“Place the dishes in the sink for me loves and I’ll wash up after you head out.”  She walked back to the table, grabbed her scone, then left the kitchen headed towards the living room.

I watched her go then turned back to Issa.  He sighed again and my brow furrowed.

“Tinker does more than sell exotic goods.  He’s a black market dealer and information broker as well.”

I stared at Issa slack jawed.  “I’m sorry, come again.”

Issa’s eyes rolled. “Tinker is a fair dealer, but when it comes to information, it’s a trickier topic than you would think.”

I sat back in my chair raising an eyebrow.  “What will he expect as compensation?”

Issa’s steepled hands touched his forehead.  “Well, if we had valuable information we could make a trade.  But…”  Issa trailed off.

I raised my hands as I leaned in.  “But what?”

Issa shook his head.  “We don’t have any information.  So he is going to ask us for,” Issa paused a breath, “a favor.”

“Well, I suddenly feel the need to stand in front of an open exhaust valve.”

Issa smiled wryly.  “That may not be a bad idea.  The steam would get you nice and clean.”

I rolled my eyes now. “Well, this is turning out to be more and more fun.  Dances in the dessert. Deals with devils.  You keep a lady entertained and wanted.”

“Wanted and needed, Annie.”  Issa said.

I rubbed my temples and began to speak.  The words faltered as I realized I held Issa’s full attention.  Something in his gaze sent a shiver down my spine and I grew flustered.  I hoped my cheeks didn’t give me away as I studied Issa’s words looking for insight into his feelings for me.

A knock at the door shook me from my thoughts.  “I’ll get it.” I stood abruptly and rushed to the door.

I opened the door Josef’s smiling face.

“Josef?” I said in surprise.

“Aye, Annie.  Mrs. Miller called for the carriage.  Said we’d be heading to Tink’s.”

Issa came up behind me. “That was quick.”

“Aye, been waiting on the call.  Things are getting interesting, lad.  Can’t wait to see what you and the lass here get into next.”  Josef’s eyes sparkled with mischievousness.

Issa nodded, a wry grin crossing his lips.  “My friend, you are correct.  Let me grab my cane and we can be off.”

“So a deal with the devil?” I asked.

“In this case I believe so.  If you come up with a better option I’m all ears.”  Issa hurried away.

Josef patted me on the shoulder.  “Are you worried, lass?”

“A little, yes.  He just told me we may owe Tinker a favor.”

“There are worse things.” Josef started towards the carriage.

I fell in step behind him. “What could be worse?”

Josef paused in step.  “You could steal from Tinker.  There’s no coming back from that.”

I remembered what Tinker said about my father and shuddered.











CHAPTER TWENTY




JOSEF DROPPED US off in front of Tinker’s shop then went to collect a fare.  I stared at the sign over the door while shaking my head.

“Last time I was here, my father sent a man to attack me.”

Issa grinned. “After seeing you fight the Natives, I feel sorrier for that man.”

I turned to him, and his grin disappeared.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Issa, what I desire most is to be an engineer.  I put my swords down to let my father know he can’t dictate my life.  Yet here I am, still fighting and wishing for a blade in my hand.”

Issa put an arm around me and hugged me close as we walked towards the door.  “Once we find Tse, we can put or weapons away for good and focus on us.”

I stopped. “On us?”

“As teacher and apprentice.”  I thought I heard Issa stutter.

We entered Tinker’s store, and Issa led me straight to the backroom filled with exotic items.  From there, we walked to another nearby door.  This time Issa paused to knock.

“Whose it?” An accented voice came from behind the door running the two words together, so they sounded like one.

“Issa Obasi and his apprentice.”  He paused and shook his head. “We need some information.”

“Yeah, yeah, Issa. Come on in.” The voice said.

I listened as multiple bolts turned and slide then stared at Issa in amazement.  “How many bolts does one need?”

Issa winked at me as the door opened, and I followed him through.

I marveled once more at how much room Tinker had in the small storefront.  I made a mental note to ask Issa about it later on.  

We walked into a gambling den.  Men sat at the many tables around the room, cards in hand, smoking cigars, and emptying tumblers of liquor.  The cigarette and pipe smoke choked the air causing me to cough as my eyes began to water.  

A woman walking past, with a tray of glasses filled to the brim, passed me a cup of clear liquid. “Here, doll, this should help.”  

I drank deep from the glass and choked.  My cough became more insistent as the liquor, not water, filling the glass burned its way down my throat.

“Ooh, sorry, love.  This’s the right one.  No worries Issa, shots on the house.”  

“I’m sure.”  He said.

The woman smiled and left as I sipped from the glass this time. Sure the glass held water, I drank deep to help ease the cough.

Issa led me through the room towards a table atop a raised platform.  As we walked, I studied the gambling men we passed. Each person held cards covered in words they kept hidden from one another.  Cash and cards feverishly exchanged hands at each table as men traded and placed bets.  Loud groans or colorful phrases filled the air as we walked by.

We grew closer to the raised table filled with men, and I realized Tinker sat among them with his back to us.

“Tinker,” Issa tapped the man on the shoulder, “can we have a moment?”

Tinker turned to us with a drunken grin.  “Issa, good to see you, friend.  You brought your ward with you as well.  She’s an interesting one.”

Issa nodded. “Agreed, but can you help us?  We need information.”

Tinker stumbled as he stood, knocking the seat backward.  It clipped Issa’s leg as it fell. 

“Whoa, been a while since you needed information.  You always had the juiciest tidbits, sir.  Would you care to play a hand?”

“I’m without cards, Tinker.”

“Your ward here seems to have some.”

I looked down at four cards similar to the ones the other men held, resting in my hands.

“How did I get these?” I raised the cards to my face to read them.

“This one says…” Issa clasped a hand over my mouth.

“Once you read the information on those cards aloud, they will disappear.  They only have worth when kept private.”

“I, I don’t understand.”  I stammered, reading the four cards.

I want to kill the Native with my bare hands for harming Issa.

I asked Jacob Cross for help with my design because I didn’t trust Issa.

I want to be a sword maiden.

I’m in love with Issa Obasi.

“How…?” I stuttered again, a plea for Issa and Tinker to help me understand.

“This room makes secrets into commodities to be traded, dear.” Tinker stepped down from the stage. “Shall we have a hand?”

Issa closed my hand around the cards and pushed them towards my chest.  “No dice, Tinker.  We came prepared to trade a favor for the information we need.

Tinker gave Issa a shifty smile.  “Issa, really?  You want to owe me a favor?  Haven’t you heard the rumors?”

Issa nodded grimly. “I have, and I do.”

Tinker glanced between us, and his smile broadened.  “Well, well, Issa.  This is interesting.  What do you need to know?”

Tinker flourished a hand, and a card deck appeared.  He squeezed the deck and spread his hands apart, passing the cards from one hand then to the other.

“What do you want to know, Issa?”  Tinker fanned the cards holding them towards Issa.

“There is a native in town.  I want to know if you have seen him and where I may be able to find him.”

Tinker cocked his head.  “Native, you say?  Why would a native be in town?”

“We know he’s working for someone local,”  Issa said.

I peeked at my cards again before shoving them in my pocket as the two men spoke.  Shaking my head, I took a deep breath to steady myself.  Mother always told me a warrior must keep her composure when guarding herself and others.  Letting the cards distract me went against my training.

Tinker tapped his head, thinking.  “You know what...”

As he spoke, a new card appeared in the air and floated before him.  He looked it over and smiled.

“I believe this is what you are seeking.”  He passed the card over to Issa.

Issa studied for a moment then passed it to me.  I looked at it. 

“Find the red-haired woman who signs?”  I mulled over the words aloud.

“Yes, Tinker, what does this mean.”  Issa stared at Tinker, puzzled.

“There’s a woman that comes into my shop buying supplies each week.  For a white woman to buy the supplies she asks for is strange. When you said, a Native was in town, it hit me.”  Tinker gave us a smug smirk.

“Where do we find this woman?” Issa asked.

Another card appeared, and Tinker grabbed it, glanced over it, and handed it to Issa.

“That’s the address we deliver the goods to.  The woman said they were for her, so we always deliver larger loads for a lady.”

Issa took the card and examined it then handed it to me.  “What does she look like?”

As soon as he asked the question, a light bulb went off in my mind.  “I know what she looks like.  I saw a red-haired woman signing to Professor Cross at the university.  There can’t be many women with red hair who sign in town.”  I motioned with the card.

Tinker clapped his hands.  “Looks like the information was good.  Now, about those favors.”

Issa cocked an eyebrow.  “Favors?  Seems to me you were unaware of the Native in town.  That’s an even trade for one.”

Tinker made a small bow to Issa.  “I stand corrected.  Well, two cards, one favor.  Agreed?” Tinker stuck a hand out to Issa.

“Agreed.”  Issa took the man’s hand hesitantly and shook it.

“Excellent.”  Tinker clapped his hands again.  “First things first.  This Native, he robbed Persuth, correct?”

“We believe so, yes,”  Issa said hesitantly.

“Well, I want to know who hired him to steal from Persuth and if this man has stolen from me.”  

Issa grinned like a fox alone with hens.  “That, my friend, is an easy request.”

“If that doesn’t pan out, the next request won’t be so easy, I’m sure.” Tinker grinned.

Issa’s nodded solemnly.

“Goodbye, Issa.  Happy hunting.”  Tinker climbed back onto the platform, righted his chair, and sat.

Issa turned and left.  As he did, a sly grin crawl across his face.  The hunt was on.











CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




ISSA STARED AT me from across the table covered in automaton blueprints. “So, Annie, how do you fight a ghost?” 

I looked up from examining the blueprints.  Without materials, there wasn’t much to be done on the design at this point.  My distracted mind couldn’t focus on the diagrams anyway, not when shadowy people wished us harm.  The thoughts came and went like wisps of smoke coalescing together as I tried to form them into something substantial.

“Annie?” Issa gently prodded.

I realized I’d not responded to him and had begun staring at the blueprints blankly again.

“I don’t know.  Magic?” I replied.

“Well, neither of us uses runes, so we’ll have to figure out a different way to overcome this challenge.”  Issa’s eyes closed as he massaged his temples.

I leaned back in the chair, contemplating the situation. “What if you make something and it breaks or gets taken, or it doesn’t work? Then what?”

“Then, Annie, it’ll be time for me to learn how to use runes.  But steam wouldn’t fail me.”

“Sounds like you have more faith in steam than yourself, and steam is produced by people who can make mistakes.”

“I have faith in myself. That’s why I trust steam in my engineering.”

“If you have so much faith in yourself, you should be able to use runes.”  

Issa’s eyes narrowed. “Having faith in runes is having faith in power I don’t understand.  Those rocks came from above.” Issa pointed a finger at his head, “My strength comes from here.” 

“Well,” I pointed at Issa’s heart, “Faith doesn’t always require understanding.  You have to have faith in more than yourself. That’s what my mother says.  Having faith in something or someone outside of yourself is a strength.  It shows trust.  Do you trust me, Issa?  Do you have faith in me?”

Issa smirked. “I do. I’ll consider your words, young apprentice.”

I nodded. “Since we agree on that, maybe we can build a machine to hurt a ghost.”

I stood and rolled up the blueprints, placing them in the tube beside the table.

Issa stood then left through the kitchen’s door.

“Where are you going?” I called after him.

“To the lab.”

I jogged a little to catch up with him. “What do you think you’ll find in there?”

“An answer, I hope.”

We walked in to find Mrs. Miller cleaning and organizing the room.  She wasn’t an engineer but had worked for Issa long enough to know where everything went.  She hummed a tune to herself as she did so.

“Mrs. Miller.” Issa entered the room and walked to the bookshelf.

“Hello, ma’am. I walked over and hugged her.

“Whoa, love.  Hello to you too,” She looked over at Issa. “And to you, Issa.”

Issa stopped searching through the books on the shelf, walked over to Mrs. Miller, and lifted her off the ground.  He spun her around in a bear hug as she laughed.

“Hello, ma’am.”

“I needed a good hug, and now I got two.” She smiled from one to the other. “What are you needing loves?”

“We’re trying to figure out how to stop a ghost,” I said.

Mrs. Miller’s eyebrows narrowed. “What do you mean?  What ghost?”

“The man who attacked us.” Issa rifled through the books again.

“Oh, him.  The man who can walk through walls.” She spat the words out as if they were a bitter fruit.

“Yes, ma’am, him,” I said.

“Any ideas yet?” she asked.

“No, Mrs. Miller.  I hope these books will help.” Issa sat a stack of books on the table and divided them between us.

“Annie, you take these, and I’ll take the rest.”

“Very well, Issa.  Can you give me a moment?”

He nodded, and I walked back to the hallway staircase to go to my room.  Mrs. Miller came with me and stopped me.

“How are you, dear?” she asked.

“I’m fine, ma’am.  Really.”

She shook her head slowly. “No dear, you’re not.  Ever since you and Issa returned, you’ve seemed off.  I wanted to talk to you before I spoke with him.”

A hard hot pit churned and grew inside my stomach.  I opened my mouth to vigorously deny the accusation then closed it when I saw the concern etched into Mrs. Miller’s face.  I sat down on the stairs, arms between my knees.

“There’s a lot to talk through.  Stuff with Issa.  Stuff with my idea of self.  Stuff with my family. There’s so much, I wouldn’t know where to start.”

Mrs. Miller reached out and patted my knee. “More than I thought, dear, but I understand.  I know you may not have it sorted now to talk through, but let me know when you’re ready, and we can have a little chat, okay? Just us, ladies.”

I nodded my thanks while wiping the few, unwelcome tears from my eyes.  She left, heading towards the kitchen, and I stood and climbed the stairs to my room.

Once inside, I wiped my eyes again.  I grabbed my sketch diary so I could jot down notes and ideas as we read through the journals.  I hoped to draw a rough design on the spot for any device we came up with.

Dry eyed, I rushed down the stairs and into the lab to look at the books Issa put aside for me.  I set the diary down and grabbed the top book, “Thermogenesis: Heat Production in Godly Bodies,” and flipped through it.  The book covered topics from the sun’s heat to living creatures and the earth.  Nothing seemed relevant to stopping our intruder.

The next few hours crawled by, as if we watched a never boiling pot.  All the books I had ranged in topics from energy, the energy transference, and magnetism.  Unless Tse became really cold or made of metal, nothing we read seemed useful.  The magnetism books did give me a few weapon ideas.  In my sketch diary, I drew images of axes being thrown and coming back to a user wearing a harness to control the magnetic force.

“Annie, what do you think of this?” Issa held a medical journal out to me.

I took the book and read through it.  It went over the cellular osmosis process in detail.

“I don’t think I get it,” I said.

Issa pulled a seat over and sat down in front of me.  He placed a hand on his chin. “I was thinking, maybe we could create a paralysis cloud using an atomizer.”

“To what end?” I placed the book on the table.

“I believe as he moves through something, he becomes less concentrated as a person.  Since the mist would surround him, I think he would absorb it.  Thoughts?”

“It’s a theory and sounds plausible.  I wish we had more to go on.”

Issa smiled. “Good.  I think we should make a device with a delay.  We throw it at him, and I’m sure he’ll let it pass through him.  Then, as it goes through, the timer goes off and poof,” Issa spread his hands, “gas is released, and we have him trapped.”

“Should we use steam-based delivery?” I grabbed my diary and made some sketches.

“Yes, that would work.”

I made a few sketches and handed them over to Issa.

“I think this one.” He pointed to the fourth sketch on the tablet.

“Very well, sir.”











CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




“I’M SORRY, MIGUEL.  Unfortunately, I won’t be able to come to the Casa de Huespedes to fix the pipes.”

“Por Favor, Senior Obasi?  The dipping pressure is causing the radiators to get cold at night.  People are getting sick.”

“I have a prior engagement,” Issa said.

Miguel’s shoulders slumped as he turned to leave.

Issa sighed and grabbed the man’s arm. “I’ll work to move things around.  If something changes, I’ll be there.”

“Gracias. Gracias, Senior Obasi. I’ll let the men in the front know to expect you, just in case.” The man’s grin nearly split his face in two.

Issa returned the smile before closing the door. “Good.” 

Tension crept into Issa’s voice as he’d spoken to Miguel. I knew he wanted to focus on finding Tse despite the need to work and desire to help the residents.

“Detective, can you catch?” I tossed him the prototype I’d spent the past five hours fabricating.

Issa snatched it out the air and ran fingers over the device.  I wondered what he thought as he ran fingers across the intricate spirals and shapes etched into its sides.

“It looks pretty, but does it work?  Seems a little fancy for what we’re doing.”

“Actually, I made it with some scraps I had lying around.”

“How long is the timer for?”

I put my hands on my sides and stretched backward to relieve the pressure in my back.

“Seven seconds, as requested.”

“Have you tested it yet?” Issa tossed the device in his hand.

“Nope, I was waiting for you.  You want to give it a shot?”

“Yes, I would.”

I followed Issa to our backyard.  He found a wicker basket and a wooden pole lying near the flower bed and snapped the pole on both sides, creating a jagged point on either end.  He shoved the makeshift spear into the ground, then took the basket and impaled it onto the pole.  He walked fifteen paces away and drew a line in the dirt with his foot.

“I think this is a good starting distance. We’ll want the steam to escape just as the… what are we calling this?” He scratched his head.

“Well, it is a device for the purposeful administration of an incapacitating steam substance.  That is a mouthful, though.”

Issa snapped his fingers. “We’ll call it the PAISS for short.  What do you think?”

“I like it, PAISS it is.”

Issa stood with his shoulder towards the basket, like a baseball pitcher, and pressed the button on the device.  He held it for three seconds and threw it.  The PAISS hit the basket’s back.  Two seconds later, steam hissed from the basket as the device released its payload.

“Well, this will be harder than I thought,” Issa said.

Issa and I took turns over the next two hours practicing our throws and refilling the PAISS from the steam spigot in the back. The practice allowed us to pick random spots in the backyard and have the PAISS deploy its contents just as it crossed the basket’s threshold.

Mrs. Miller came out with glasses of cold lemonade as we pitched. “We just got a fresh ice delivery, so I decided to bring you drinks. How’s the test going?  Issa, you could have pitched for the Knickerbockers.”

Issa laughed, taking the lemonade. “Not quite, but the test did go well.  I think we have the timing down.”

I took the other cup Mrs. Miller offered.  I touched the cup to my forehead and neck to help speed my recovery from the sun’s heat before taking my first sip.

“You are a lifesaver, Mrs. Miller.”

“Any time, dearie.  Are you two ready to find this Tse person?”

Issa’s face hardened. “We’re as ready as we can be.  I don’t see a better way to stop Tse.”

Mrs. Miller nodded. “Very well.  Would you like me to send a call out for Tanner?”

“Yes ma’am, if you’d please.” Issa tossed the PAISS to me.

I snatched it out the air and tossed it in my hand. “Where are we going to get the paralyzing agent?”

Issa grinned at me then looked at Mrs. Miller. “Ma’am, is it ready?”

My jaw dropped, and Mrs. Miller winked at me. “I have ways, dearie.” She turned back to Issa, “It’s almost ready.  You can mix it tomorrow morning.”

Issa hugged the woman and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “You are a lady like no other.”

“You’re a sweet, sweet boy, Issa.” She patted him on the jaw.

Mrs. Miller walked off, and I stared questioningly at Issa as the sun beat down on the back of my neck.

“Mrs. Miller has lived an interesting life, Annie.  You should ask her about it sometime.”  Issa’s grin resembled the Cheshire Cat’s.

“Indeed, I will.” I trudged inside and up the stairs to my room to get changed into clothes less damp and sweaty.

As I changed, I contemplated my time with Issa so far.  The dream I’d had in the Freed Man’s village still troubled me.  Choosing the life of the sword maiden went against my plans.  Becoming an engineer gave me control over my destiny.  

Scents of oil and old smoke greeted me as I sat at my drafting table, flipping through the weapon blueprints.  The design of each weapon became three dimensional in my mind,  seeming to leap off the pages towards me.  My hesitant hand extended to an imaginary pommel before it closed on empty air.  I sighed and ran my hand across each design again, mentally creating the tactility of leather and wood, while missing the sparring matches with my brother.  

The fights Issa and I faced together excited me.  It seemed as if a suppressed part of me came to life and took shape during each moment, and, regretfully,  I enjoyed it.  I made a mental note to talk to my mother and ask for her opinion.  

The final blueprint stared at me. I’d drawn and redrawn the design multiple times, imagining ways to make a new cane for Issa with more functionality.  So far, I’d found a way to incorporate a sharp projectile with a high strength filament into the cane’s tip.  To do more would require a way to increase the material’s strength to handle sigma steam.

I shook my head and headed back downstairs and saw Tanner sitting in the study with Issa.

“Do you think this plan of yours will work?” Tanner sipped the lemonade.

Issa nodded. “I believe it will.  We can find out where this man is and help the young lady.  I can’t imagine she would why she would help the native.”

“True.  Tse must be forcing her in some way.  I can’t see this red haired woman willingly fraternizing with the native.” I grimaced at the man’s remarks as a scowl appeared on Issa’s face.  It disappeared before Tanner noticed.

“Can we count on you for your help Tanner?” Issa asked.

“Issa, my boy, this sounds like  my way to being in the good graces with the Marshall again.”

I rolled my eyes.

Issa patted the man on the knee. “Good. I’ll go and get the packages from Tinker this afternoon.  Once I get them, I will deliver them to the woman and see if she is alone.  You can begin your stakeout then and let us know what happens.”

“Works for me.”

Tanner stood and put on his cap.  The man looked resembled a proper officer even though he didn’t act the part.

 Issa walked him to the door, and they said their goodbyes. 

“I still don’t get why you trust that man,” I said.

“I don’t, I trust his naked ambition,” Issa said.








CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




I KNEW WE’D arrived when the fragrant aroma of fajitas and roasted corn wafted on the breeze as the old carriage rattled into Little Mexico.  Stalls selling tacos stuffed with lengua, trepas, chorizo lined the streets.  The elote stands caught my eye, and I wondered if we would have time for me to grab a wax funnel filled with roasted corn, cheese, hot sauce, and crema.  I licked my lips, thinking about them with some chili powder sprinkled on top. 

Issa asked me to watch the alleys and windows from the carriage to see if the native appeared while he delivered the woman’s package.  The delivery uniform I wore itched, and I scratched underneath my arm as we bounced along the partially cobbled road.  

I eyed the stalls again, mouth watering.  

“Do you think we can stop for a bite after we make our delivery.  It wouldn’t be out of character, and I didn’t eat this morning.”

Issa turned towards me, showing off his disarming grin. “I see no issue with that. You’re right about it being in character as well.”

I nodded happily and scratched again, this time because the bindings I wore to hide my breast itched. I’d marveled in the mirror, before we left home, at how much I resembled my brother, Keo.

We pulled up to the inn to drop off the packages.  It consisted of foods like acorn bread and something called pemmican, along with oils, leather, and other assorted items.  I figured Tse used the latter for weapons, however, the similarities to materials for maintaining automatons kept poking its way into my mind. 

“Don’t some of these items seem strange?” I asked Issa as he stepped down from the carriage.

He cocked his head. “How do you mean?”

“Like the oils and such.  We keep some these same supplies on hand in the lab.”

Issa looked up and stroked his chin. “It’s possible.  He would have weapons, I assume.  They could be used to maintain them.  But the quantities.” He looked at me and shook his head. “It’s possible, but he’s not an engineer.”

I slumped in my seat. “True.”

Issa detached the hand truck from the side of the carriage and began loading boxes onto it.  As he loaded the last box and tilted the lot back, he shouted with excitement. Issa righted the load with haste, almost tipping the hand truck over.  He caught the stack before it toppled, hurried back to me, and hopped up on the carriage. “I think we assumed Tse wanted to make money.  What if the benefactor he mentioned is an engineer?  He even asked for our help as engineers.”

I picked up his thread and contagious excitement. “But, if the man is an engineer, then he may have wanted the work itself and not our help.”

“So the question is, of all the engineers in the city of Dallas, who would work with a native.  What engineer dislikes us to the point of wanting to steal from us and not be willing to work with us?”

“I’m lost there, Issa.”

“I am as well. We’ll have to think it over after we make this delivery.”

Issa hopped off the carriage again, grabbed the stack of goods, and wheeled them to the inn.  I saw him exchange words with the doorman, the crowd’s chatter and bustle around the carriage drowned out what they said.  Issa left the front and trekked down an alley to the right of the inn to make the delivery.

I watched the windows and street for Tse, expecting him to stand out in the crowd. The number of people filling the streets surprised me and made it difficult to pick out any individual.  I checked the area for Tanner, and, after a minute, found him at an elote stand. He’d done his best to blend in but stood out as easily as Issa would have in the crowd.  

As an officer, it wasn’t abnormal for him to be in the area looking for skulls to crack and let off steam.  The residents steered away from his path, working hard to pretend he wasn’t there.  I refrained from nodding and continued to examine the crowd.

Issa came from behind the building dragging the hand truck.  He waved and smiled to someone down the alley before making the sign for thank you.  He hooked the truck back onto the carriage and climbed up.

“I take it you found the redhead.” I grabbed the reigns and led the horses out.

Issa sat back. “I did, and she was hot.”

My head snapped towards Issa.

He threw his hands up. “Not like that.  Her skin felt feverish.”

My brow furrowed. “Did she seem ill?”

“No, she appeared healthy as a horse.

“Maybe she just finished washing.” 

“Maybe.” Issa didn’t sound convinced.

I steered the carriage to a less congested spot, then hopped down and strolled toward a taco vendor.

“Did you want anything, Issa?”

Issa jumped down and walked over to me. “I think I’ll see what they have.  Tanner is making his move.”

I followed Issa’s eyes to Officer Tanner, walking a casual path towards the inn, moving along with the crowd like a bottle drifting with the waves.  

I nodded to myself. “Tanner is more competent than I thought.”

“He has his moments. We’ll meet him at the house later to figure out where the lady goes.”

I gave Issa a smart salute while smiling, then led him to a stall.  I placed a quick order for two pastor and two barbacoa tacos.  Issa shook his head and ordered two tacos with cheese, beans, and rice.

Fat from the barbacoa taco dripped from my chin as we walked back to the carriage.  Issa wiped it off with his thumb, and I blushed.

“You want to try some?” I held the half-eaten taco out to him.

“You are making it look good.” He grabbed the taco and took a bite.  Juices dripped from the corner of his mouth as he smiled and chewed.  I repeated the gesture he did, wiping the taco grease from his face with my thumb before sticking the thumb in my mouth.

Our eyes went wide, and my cheeks felt as if they would catch fire.  I turned away from Issa and focused hard on the carriage.

“Annie, what do you want to say?”

I looked back, and he stood rooted in the same spot. “No, I think I’m good, Issa.”

I continued to the carriage.

I walked around and placed my remaining tacos on my seat and grabbed the handle to hoist myself up.  Before I could, a hand grabbed my shoulder and spun me around.  I stared into Issa’s searching eyes.

“We need to talk, Annie.”

The dream I’d had while in the native lands filled my mind.  I averted my eyes from Issa’s gaze. “Why?”

“Annie, ever since the party, you’ve seemed preoccupied.  Whatever it is, I feel it comes from here.” He motioned between us.

“If there is, does it matter?”

Issa grabbed my chin and turned my head, so our eyes locked again.  I wanted to lose myself in those eyes.  

“For both our sakes, our relationship has to remain teacher and apprentice.  How will it look if I were to be involved with someone I’m supposed to be teaching?  What does that say about me?  What does it say about you?”

Our eyes locked. “Tell me you aren’t feeling the same way I am.”

He raised a hand to the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. “Annie, that’s not the point.”

I heard sadness and longing in his voice.  

“Tell me the point then, Issa.  Tell me what point really matters if this isn’t it.  Why would we suddenly care what others think? We’re engineers and not a sword maiden or a rune caster because we’ve chosen to be different from people’s expectations?”

“Yes, we define ourselves, Annie.  Sadly, we live in this world.  We succeed playing by rules defined for us.  Letting them see this, what we have here, who would take us seriously.”

I crossed my arms. “What do we have here, Issa?  Maybe, a chance to write our own rulebook.”

The plaza continued to vibrate with life.  Children cried and cooed as scents from cooking food permeated the streets.  I thought about my tacos getting cold and frowned as I waited for Issa to respond.

Issa sighed. “What we have here is unexpected.”

Memories of the dream overwhelmed me, and I grabbed the back of Issa’s head, pulled him to me, and gave him a querying kiss.  He didn’t resist, and I felt my eagerness reciprocated.  I pulled back slowly and studied him.  The enthusiasm was gone, replaced by the hard unreadable, onyx, exterior.

“I can’t allow this to continue.  You either make it up in your mind you want to be my apprentice, and only my apprentice, or you leave.”

He became blurry as tears streamed down my face.

Issa pushed past me and hopped into the carriage’s driver seat. “Are you coming?”

Shaking my head, I shrank away from Issa, the carriage, the dream in the Native Lands, and let the crowd swallow me.  I heard Issa calling and refused to look back.








CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




SWOLLEN RED EYES stared back at me as I examined myself in the mirror. I’d rubbed my nose raw while I cried the night before.  Mrs. Miller had stayed with me for a time, rubbing my back until I’d fallen asleep.  The basin below the mirror held warm water, which I used to gently clean my face with a towel.  I whispered thanks to Mrs. Miller, still amazed by the woman’s motherly compassion.

My path shaped itself before me.  I’d forged an ideal vision and refused to compromise on the woman I wanted to be.  My heart's desire didn’t matter any longer, just my goals.  Those goals demanded I stamp down these desires and get on with my work and training with Issa.  No more acting like a love starved spinster attempting to catch a husband.   I knew awkward moments would arise, but a strong focus would allow me to leave my apprenticeship with Issa early, and I would never have to see him again.  Until then, I could be professional about the situation.

I finished washing up and got dressed for the day.  We had a job to do, and I wanted to be presentable for work.

I dawdled on the stairs, not wanting to run into Issa unexpectedly. When I reached the bottom, I waited and listened in the direction of the kitchen then the living room.  Silence greeted me, and I felt alone.

I checked for Issa in the lab and found it empty.  A quick search revealed the house to be vacant as well.  I went out back, hoping to see him practicing pitches.  Instead, I found Mrs. Miller hanging the morning wash.

“Mrs. Miller, have you seen Issa this morning?” I asked.

“Oh dear, I believe he’s gone to the Casa de Huespedes.” She sounded out of breath as she spoke.

I nodded, not knowing what to say.  

Mrs. Miller hung a sheet on the line and pinned it with three clothespins.

“I guess he took the contract,”  I said, filling the void.

“Yes, dear.  I believe Tanner came through and said the tail followed them there.”

Mrs. Miller wiped her hands on the small waist apron and came to me.

“Annie, how are you feeling?” She asked concern etched in her eyes. 

“Fine, just…,” I started, but tears slid down my face, and I couldn’t speak further.

She wrapped her arms around me. “Come inside, dear, let’s get you some coffee.”

I didn’t resist as we went inside.  Mrs. Miller sat me down at the kitchen table and put coffee grounds into a brass filter.  The woman disappeared into the pantry before coming back out with a kettle, then placed the coffee filter into it, covered them with a cap, then screwed an adapter onto the top.  The aromatic, fresh coffee’s scent wafted through the kitchen carrying thoughts of Issa along with it.

As the coffee brewed, Mrs. Miller went to another cabinet to grab saucers and cups then placed them on the table.  I lowered my head, tears staining my hands as Mrs. Miller continued working, her shifting dress and the clinking jars creating a rhythmic hum.  The strong aroma tugged at my nose as I hid my face.

I heard the spigot get disconnected from the kettle before being placed on the table.  Mrs. Miller sliced bread and put it next to the pot along with dishes holding brie, butter, and preserves.  I lifted my head as she placed spoons and serving knives on the table and filled our cups with coffee. I watched her spread cheese and preserves on a slice of bread after sitting across from me while her eyes, I assumed, studied my demeanor.  My skin itched as she stared at me and sipped and ate.  

The earthy aroma of the coffee wafted to my nose.  Mrs. Miller refreshed her cup before slathering more jam on the bread.  Her gaze bored through me as she sipped her coffee, and a spot between my shoulder blades began to itch.

“I’m not leaving, so don’t think I am,” I said.

“Of course not dear.” She drank deep from the cup before refreshing it again.

“I’m not.  I’ll continue to help him.  I can keep my emotions in check.”  I looked away as I spoke, “I don’t even know what came over me yesterday.”

Mrs. Miller nodded, sipping the coffee now and examining me as if she could read my soul like words on a page.

“He reacted the way he did because he cares for you as well.  You two have been through so much in such a short time, and hardships make people experience emotions on a deeper level.  What you feel, now, can pass as quick as it came.  How do you know the desires won’t fade?”

I sucked my teeth in response.  “Do you think so? Do you think my feelings are a fleeting fancy?  Are they a little girl's crush?”

Mrs. Miller shook her head. “No.  Love is beautiful, hun, but, in this case, it’s not the best choice.  Masters are sometimes hard on apprentices.  Add in the racial issue, and whew.” Mrs. Miller gestured with her hand. “Are you ready for those challenges?  Who would trust you earned your degree if you dated your teacher.  What you want is to be respected for your mind, yes?”

I pointed to myself, tears staining my cheeks without consent.  Twin drops slid down my face pooling together as they met beneath my chin before falling to the table.                                                                                   

“You came here to learn from the only one who would take you in.  I don’t know much about steam and her power but, before my husband passed away, he told me Issa was a wonder at his job.  I promised if I ever needed help, I’d come here, despite what people would say, me working for him, and all.  He told me I would be treated well, and Issa treats me like his own mother.  At least I think so, I’ve never seen him with his mother.” She smiled as she finished.

“Do you have children, ma’am?” I asked. 

Her smile dimmed. “Issa’s my son now.  The boy I birthed died with my husband.”

I walked to her, knelt down, and hugged her, “I’m so sorry.”

She patted the back of my head, “It’s ok dear.  Thank you for your concern.”

I loosened my grip on Mrs. Miller and looked up. “How did they pass?”

“The mines got them.” She sighed.

“My God,” was all I could say.

“The research he does.  To bring justice to my husband and son in his eyes.”

I nodded my understanding.

Mrs. Miller stood, and I stood up beside her.  She hugged me again and rubbed my back.  I melted in the embrace.

“Go to him, be what he needs now. You have time.  Keep him safe.”

“Thank You…,” I started.

She put her finger on my lips.  

I left Mrs. Miller in the warm kitchen to catch up with Issa.








CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




IT TOOK LONGER to find a carriage to Casa de Huespedes than it did to get there.  Clothes left out to dry along balconies and from windows created a colorful mosaic and gave the building a vibrant personality compared to other parts of town.  The skirts, sheets, and shirts hanging from lines made me wonder if all the women planned wash days together.  Children played in the small front courtyard, darting between and around shrubs and trees as they ran from one another with joyous screams and laughter.  Their mothers sat along the boarding house’s front walkway on benches and on the steps leading to the main door as they chattered away with the day’s gossip.  

I hopped out the carriage and strolled towards the front door, waving and smiling at the women and children as I walked.  Bits of their conversation caught my ear as I passed.  They spoke loudly in Spanish, not needing to whisper in front of the gringa.  I caught a word or two and understood the women were upset about a woman who’d moved in within the past six months.  

I dodged around a child as he kicked a ball past me and climbed the steps to the front door.  The women chastised the boy for playing so close, and I couldn’t help but grin as I walked into the Casa De Huespedes.

The manager’s office sat off the entranceway immediately to my right as I entered.  I knocked at the door with insistent taps.  A middle-aged man with salt and pepper hair opened the door on a room barely big enough to hold a desk, chair, and one small filing cabinet.  I didn’t know how the man could squeeze into the office, even with his short stature.  

“Hello, I’m Annie Sakdavong, and I’m looking for Issa Obasi.  He was supposed to come here today.”

The man just stared at me.  I thought he might be hard of hearing.

“Issa Obasi,” I raised my voice, “He came here today to work on…”

The man raised a hand. “Hablan espanol por favor.” The man’s deep voice reverberated in the small room.

I paused, searching my limited mental Spanish glossary for the appropriate response.

“Ingeniero. Ingeniero de vapor.” As I spoke, I raised my hand above my head, indicating Issa’s height.

The man sighed and rubbed his temples.

“Si, si.  El Ingeniero de vapor.” He pushed past me and started down the hall,” Sigame por favor.” He motioned at me to follow.

Oil lamps lined the long hallway leaving an aroma of sandalwood and jasmine pooling around them in an attempt to hide the oil’s natural pungent odor.  I used similar, unscented oil when quenching my steel in my forge.  The lamps made the entire building feel cozy and inviting.

Once outside, he pointed at a small attachment to the boarding house.  I paused before it hit me, like a boiler making temp, the shed he indicated to must be the line-cross interchange for the steam conduits coming in from the city.  I walked to the open door as small puffs of steam slipped from the interior and raised the humidity of the area.  My eyes took in the intricate steam work before me as they searched the labyrinth for Issa.

“Gracias,” I said, stepping into my world.

“De nada.” The manager responded behind me.  I heard him walk away.

My eyes adjusted to the darkness as sweat beads formed on my skin.  The building smelled damp and earthy, with a hint of iron tickling my nose. Even in winter, repairmen and engineers would sometimes end up shirtless in the hot rooms in an attempt to keep cool.  I saw Issa’s coat hanging off his cane by the last row of piping and made my way down the corridor. 

Issa knelt on the ground, a pressure tester kit lay on the piping as he checked the incoming and outgoing pressure.  I stood behind, watching him work. Practiced, experienced hands danced across the tension and release valves in a graceful ballet, untroubled by the dangers present in the interchange.  He plugged into couplings and gathered readings on the  Qual Gauge, a device used to compare steam pressures.  It allowed you to twist a dial and select a differential.  You would connect the device between to points and see if the difference matched the dial.  If you knew what a line’s pressure should be, it also allowed you to verify it.  

“Is there…”, I began, then stopped.  I took a deep breath and tried again, “Is there anything I can help you with, sir?”

Issa paused, his hands confused for the space of a breath before they began their work in earnest once more.  He decoupled the gauge then paused again, longer this time.  Issa sighed then turned to me.

“Annie…”, Issa’s eyes didn’t meet mine, “are we past yesterday?” Our eyes locked, and I spoke more with a look than I could with words.

“Yes.  I am over those emotions and prepared to be a proper apprentice.” My voice sounded frigid to my ears as I held my hands behind my back.  I  tried to become a soldier, ready for inspection while twisting my right shirt sleeve between the fingers of my left hand, where Issa couldn’t see.

Issa nodded. “Very well.” His knees popped as he raised himself up from working.

“Well, then.  From what I can see, pressure drops in the system around the same time each week.  This happens along with the other irregular pressure losses.” Issa pointed to the equipment monitoring the monthly pressure.  Long strips of waxed paper lay on a table coiled around spindles as a fresh bundle wound away on its slow journey from one spool to another while recording readings.  Beside them sat over a dozen used punch plates, more than one expected to see unless a major issue had occurred within the system.  Each plate costs as much as a wagon wheel and should last five years or more.  The price to the boarding house came close to six months of rent from each tenant.

I went to the table and pushed aside the waxed paper spools to examine the punch plates.  The plates showed the severe dips to steam pressure happening, as Issa described.  I must have looked confused as I searched for the weekly pattern he mentioned amongst all the noise on the plates.

Issa walked over to me and grabbed some older plates. “Look at these plates and create a mental image for normal operations.  Once you have it, go to the time of the problem.” He took the plates from my hands and began pointing. “We know these spots should experience low pressure, but the pressure is lower than what I determined to be a normalized dip.  Using that knowledge, I can mentally see the critical pressure drops show up like clockwork.”

I shook my head, trying to follow how he’d processed it all.

He handed the plates back to me. “It takes practice.  I assume you visualize a new blade or fitting in your forge the same way I see these readings in my mind.”

I frowned. “Maybe, but it’s physical. These are abstract. You’ve created a chart in your mind and remember all the pieces; it’s remarkable.”

Issa shrugged. “It looks like the inbound pressure stayed normal.  The problem was internal.” I ran my fingers over the tiny holes punched into metal card etched with lines.

“Correct, and if you check last month’s cards, the same thing shows up.” He grabbed two freshly pressed and etched plates off the wall and handed it to me.

I examined the plate. “No defects?”  

I couldn’t believe how easily he’d gone back to business as usual.

He nodded. “Someone is using lots of pressure to fill something up.”

I placed the cards back on the wall slowly. “That’s a large dip.  What could it be?”

“We’ll have to figure it out later.  Now it’s time to find Tse.” Issa carefully dried, oiled, and packed the kit as he spoke.

“Issa, I…” I began, unable to continue without saying something.

Issa held up a hand. “Annie, you’re here, I assume you’ve made your decision. Let’s focus on the task at hand.”

I sighed. “Fine, we can do that and pretend nothing happened.” I shook my head in frustration. “Did Tanner or his man give you a room number?  How do we know where the woman is?”

Issa nodded, he understood. “Well, the cube has a few more tricks.” He smirked at me.

“What?” I frowned.

He put the pressure kit in a bag beside the pipes and pulled out the fingerprint cube.

“Not sure who made it, but it has its own ways.” Issa touched the cube in a pattern as he spoke.

The cube began to glow red then shifted through the spectrum, turning yellow, then green, and finally blue.  The glow softened from a Jay’s deep blue feathers to a washed out blue similar a cloudless sky on a sunny day.

Issa spoke to the cube. “Unknown subject is now Tse.”

The cube changed to a deep emerald green before fading back to the washed out blue.

Issa nodded, then tapped the cube’s side and spoke again. “Seek Tse.”

I stared, slack jawed, as the cube rose into the air and began to spin shooting a green light out.  I ducked to avoid the light.  Issa laughed.

“It’s okay, Annie.  The light won’t hurt you.” Issa’s relaxed smile gave my stomach butterflies with its casual charm.  I clenched my fist to control the emotions cycling between wanting to hit him and wanting to hug him.

“Why haven’t we used this before?” I asked.

“Honestly, from what I’ve seen, it only works within a certain range.  I haven’t quite figured out what the range is.”

As we watched, the cube flipped end over end with the same green light pulsing vertically.  The light intensified, and the device twisted back and forth, up and down as if gathering its bearings.  It moved forward towards the boarding house. The cube hit the wall and bounced off, shaking and twisting itself.  It seemed confused and reminded me of a dog after it’d bumped its nose on a glass pane.  I stared in childish wonder as, on its second try, the cube passed through the wall between the interchange building and the main one like my hand through smoke.  

I only noticed Issa beside me when his hand pushed my lower jaw up to close my mouth.

“This is the fun part.” He whispered in my ear.

I spun around on him, and he winked.  Issa quickly grabbed his bag and ran from the interchange building.  I awoke from my daze and took off after him.











CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




TOGETHER, WE RAN to the main building, stepping inside in time to see the cube floating in the hall. Light pulsated around the device as it passed through walls into the rooms beyond to hunt.

We made it to the stairs leading to the second floor as people left their rooms.  They chirped like birds as they chattered away.  Issa ignored them and scanned the hallways while waiting for the cube to reappear.  

“Where…” A man’s scream halted my thought.  

Issa reacted first, leaping the stairs two at a time.  I raced behind and almost ran into Issa’s back when he made a sudden stop.

A man around my height stumbled from a room on our left. He tripped over his pants twice while pulling them up.  A sheen of sweat covered his upper body, causing dark brown hair to cling to his head.  He went back inside and come out with a shirt in hand as he hurried towards the stairs.  

The people gathered in the hallway continued their chatter, unphased by the disheveled man.  I shook my head in disgust as a collective gasp passed through the crowd. He’d just finished the last button on the shirt, and, as his hands came down, I noticed the copper star.  Issa approached the man as the crowd’s buzz grew.

“You’re Tanner’s man, aren’t you? Were you screaming?” Issa asked.  

The suspect stepped from the room wearing a sheer blouse beneath which I saw a rose bra and panties covering pale skin.  Tight red curls bounced with each step as the cube made lazy circles.  A heavy perfume clung to the woman, almost making me choke. 

I watched green pinpricks of light twinkle across her body as the cube made its orbit. Knowing they were Tse’s finger marks, I grew disgusted by the places his hands had been.

“Ma’am, is everything alright?” I stepped closer to block the crowd’s vision. 

Red hair slid across her shoulders as she faced me.

The officer stepped between us. “Yes,” he swallowed hard then began again, “and that ain’t no lady.”

A few men in the crowd chuckled as women clucked and covered their children’s ears.

The red-haired woman stared at us with a quizzical expression.

The cube floated down the hall.  I followed it with my eyes as residents jumped away from the device.

“Are you Tanner’s man?” Issa pressed.

The man stuttered. “Aye, but you better not tell him I was dallying if you know what’s good for you.”

Issa sighed.  The cube stopped at the top of the stairs we’d just climbed.  I examined the crowd, searching for the reason behind the change.

“Tse!” I’d seen a green light flash for an instant before seeing his face.  I knocked people aside as I charged towards the man who’d attacked us in our home.

Tse’s eyes narrowed as I ran towards him. “Miranda, kill him.””

I heard a bang as something slammed into a wall and skidded to a halt. Screams ripped through the hallway, turning the gawkers into a stampede threatening to crush me.  I fought through the persistent human tide as I watched the woman lift the deputy off his feet, using one hand.  With a calm, gentle twist, she snapped his neck and dropped him to the ground.  Issa picked himself up off the ground as I charged towards the woman, breaking through the throng and clearing ten feet in a second.

Issa crashed into her from behind. She stood firm, ignoring the impact.  He strained as he lifted and tried to pin the woman to the door jamb.  The move jostled her hair, and I glimpsed a black ace of spade tattooed on her neck before it fell back in place.  I remembered Rolf and our dinner conversation months ago.  

Miranda pushed against the jamb and took a step forward, forcing Issa back.

Issa tried the move again, but she broke his grip with a slow, deliberate movement, creating room between them.  Her sudden elbow strike lifted Issa into the air and launched him backward. 

Issa hit the ground and rolled up onto one hand before landing catlike while holding his stomach. “I think she cracked a rib.” He shouted at me.

“What,” I exclaimed stepping between Issa and Miranda. “Is she using runes?”   

I swung with my left and connected with her face.  At impact, pain shot up my arm, and my knees buckled from the sudden shock.  

“She might be like Tse.” Issa helped me to my feet as Miranda watched us.  

“No one on this side could use runes this strong anyway,” Issa replied.

Issa and I entered a ready stance.  When Miranda approached us, we attacked together.  Issa kicked out as I swept at her legs.  Miranda didn’t flinch as both attacks connected.

I grunted in pain again, my teeth grinding as I recoiled.  I fell backward, tucked, and rolled, putting distance between us.  My shin throbbed as a knot rose on it while I stared at Miranda. The ginger steps I took flooded my brain with pain making me want to scream in frustration.

Issa attacked again. A dull ring echoed when his fist struck the woman’s chest.  He grunted.  Miranda, still calm, placed an open hand in Issa’s chest and thrust forward suddenly. Issa’s feet left the ground as he flew towards me.  We both lost our breath as we collided. Issa rolled off me and stood on shaky legs.  He pulled me to my feet as the few onlookers remaining scrambled past us to get downstairs. Our eyes shifted between Miranda and each other as she stalked towards us.

“Shit,” I gasped, the pain in my leg and shoulder starting to creep through my fighter’s adrenaline rush.  At the same time, a coppery scent seeped its way into my consciousness.  I touched my face, confused until my hand came away sticky with blood.  Issa reached down and grabbed the cane from the floor.

Issa swung the cane’s bronze head at Miranda as she came in range.  We both stared in disbelief as the rod bounced off without leaving a bruise. 

Miranda countered with a hook, and Issa hurried to block the punch with the cane.  It bent from the blows force, and he stumbled back from the woman pulling me with him.  I glanced back to see Tse standing near the stairs letting the other residents pass him.

“Shit indeed.  I believe it’s best if we make a hasty retreat.” He looked at Tse blocking the stairs then turned towards Miranda.  Issa grabbed my arm and sprinted past Miranda, who reacted to the sudden movement slowly.  We raced towards the second-floor window.

“What about the cube?” I yelled at him as we ran for the window at the end of the hall.  I hoped he didn’t expect us to jump.

Issa stuck an arm in the air and yelled a phrase I didn’t understand.  The cube raced towards Issa’s open palm, and he snatched it out the air.  

“We’ll have to use more conventional means to…” Issa trailed off as a head rose from the hallway’s floor.  We skidded to a halt as the head grew a torso, legs, and feet to stand before us.  The cube left Issa’s hand and strobed a green glow lighting Tse’s fingers.  

Issa turned to me. “Should’ve turned it off.”

I snickered despite our circumstances.

“Miranda, that’s enough,” Tse said.  

His dark brown skin, appeared leathery, and he stood an inch shorter than Issa, but his chest and shoulders were much broader than the engineer’s, which surprised me. Tse’s face resembled Cochise’s, and I knew for sure this had to be the chief’s son.

“Nice to meet you, Tse.” Issa caged his frustration behind clenched teeth.

The man’s eyebrows rose. “You’ve been to the native lands? I’m surprised my father allows anyone to say my name.”

I took the information and stored it for later.  It might be useful if we made it through the day.

“Why did you break into my home and the warehouse?  Why did you attack us?” Issa asked.  

I noticed Miranda’s breathing wasn’t heavy while Issa spoke, as if she hadn’t exerted any effort in beating us.

“Mr. Obasi,” Tse spread his hands in apology, “I meant you no harm.  You caught me off guard and forced me to leave sooner than I wanted.”

“You broke in, why?” Issa pressed irritation and anger seeping into the words.

“The offer still stands.  If you work with us, my employer can tell you everything.” Tse said.

Issa waved him off. “No deal.  Besides, you haven’t stopped us, and we can build again.”

“I’m afraid I can’t let you do that, sir,” Tse said regretfully.

“Why?” Issa asked.

Tse sighed. “Mr. Obasi.  I was employed to take it from you, so there is my professional honor.” He raised a hand as Issa’s mouth opened, “The other part is her.” He pointed to Miranda. “I need the work you and your apprentice have done to help her.  Punishing my father for this situation is a bonus.”

“Punishing your father?” Issa asked.

“Let’s just say, you may want your people to leave the area.  Manifest destiny.”  Tse’s face remained unreadable.

I raised my eyebrows as Issa looked at me.  My mind raced, trying to understand the implications.

Issa’s shoulders slumped. “You plan on using the technology to attack the native lands.”

My jaw dropped.  

Tse continued. “Very perceptive, Issa. Your people could continue to live there in peace.”

Issa shook his head. “This sickness is killing people, and you want to wage war to spread it. Why, when you and your benefactor know, there is a better way?”

Tse laughed. “There is too much money invested in uranium mines.  Our hope is you will help us build the automatons to take over the native lands.  Your people can even open some of the new mines in the west.”

Issa stepped towards Tse. “Annie wants to finish our automaton to help people.  I won’t let you turn it into a weapon.”

I smiled.

“Mr. Obasi,” Tse’s knuckles cracked as he flexed, “you’re too optimistic.  How could you stop us? You’re beaten, here and now.  With all due respect, you will not interfere, not because you won’t try, but because you can’t.  Miranda…” He raised his hand and grabbed the cube from the air, then waved the woman towards him. “I have been asked to not kill you now and to give you more time to think about the situation.  My employer’s patience is running out, though.”

“What’s with her?  What is she?” I asked, nodding my head to Miranda.

“Really, you don’t know?” He smiled.

“Should I?” 

“No,” Tse paused, “but yes. You shouldn’t, but you are the one who should.  He knows.” Tse pointed to Tanner’s man dead on the floor. “And, I believe your master knows.” Tse smiled.

I stared at Issa, who shook uncontrollably. 

“Mr. Obasi, please take this…” He tossed the cube to Issa, who kept his eyes on Tse as he whispered to it, “and let’s forget about me taking your research.  The first time I came, I could have killed you.  This time I could kill you just as easily.  Be smart and make the right choice.  If I try to kill you…,” He shrugged. “I’m sure you can figure it out.”

I lunged towards Tse, but Issa stopped me, placing a balled up fist on my chest.

“Annie, he’s right, we can’t win,” Issa said through clenched teeth.

Issa’s eyes pierced my heart like daggers when he faced me.  I could see the anger at this loss, and the realization he was powerless, etched deep into his face.

Tse walked to us, then through us before we had a chance to move.  The sensation shook me and left me feeling cold.

We both turned to Tse as he took Marie’s hand and kissed it.  She didn’t react, and he sighed as they both sank down into the floor.

Issa breathed in and out faster and faster.  He paced back and forth before letting out a scream and punching the wall cracking the wood.

I rubbed his shoulders before placing my head on his back.  Neither of us spoke.








CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




“WHAT THE HELL happened over there, Issa?” Officer Tanner paced as he spoke.

“Tanner, The native, Tse, who broke into my home and robbed the warehouse, had an accomplice.  She broke the man’s neck.” Issa repeated for the fifth time.

The room we sat in didn’t resemble my idea of an interrogation room.  Issa and I sat beside each other in uncomfortable wrought iron chairs bolted to the floor.  Any cushion the chairs once held had been worn away through the years, causing me to shift back and forth from in my seat.  A musty odor lingered in the room.  It seeped into my pores, and every few breaths, I fought the need to gag.  

Tanner wasn’t the only person in the room with us, either.  The Police Chief and three other men I didn’t know watched the interrogation from leather lined seats.  Their cushions appeared plump and soft, and I kept fantasizing about how comfortable they would feel.  

Tanner, from what I saw, seemed to become more uncomfortable as the questions continued, and Issa became more flippant.  Each time he glanced towards the men, a new bead of sweat appeared on his brow.

“You say this native walked through walls?  And took the red haired woman with him?” Tanner parroted the question.

“Yes, after your man tried to have sex with her.” Issa hadn’t mentioned this before, and the Police Chief chatted quietly with the other men.  Tanner turned beet red.

“You didn’t mention that before, Issa,” Tanner said through clenched teeth.

The office manager and a half dozen other people had seen Tse and Miranda slip down through the ceiling and walk out the front door.  If not for them, I knew Issa, and I would have been in cuffs.  The office manager had come upstairs after they left.  When he’d seen the dead officer, he drew a ward against a bruja in the air. Issa tried to apologize for us and the situation while being ushered from the community.  Earnest prayers and pungent incense had filled the building and spilled onto the entryway as we’d stood there, on the front steps, in defeat. 

“Give me time to talk, and maybe you’ll learn something.” Issa brought woke me from my thoughts.  I glanced at him as he gave Tanner the most hateful smile I’d ever seen.  

“We’re all ears.” Tanner backed away from Issa.

Issa sighed deeply. “This wasn’t rune magic, at least not in the traditional sense. This was an innate ability.  The man has a rune carved into his flesh.”

One of the men perked up, and the faint chatter between the three began again.  I wished I could hear what they were saying. Tanner paled, looking from Issa to them.  

After a minute, the police chief stood. “Rune magic carved into the flesh, that’s an interesting story, Issa.  It seems the natives are coming up with creative new weapons.”

Everyone stared at Issa.

Issa sighed. “No, he left the tribe and works for someone here in town.” He spoke to them the way a teacher speaks to a child. 

Tanner’s eyes bulged. “Wait, you sayin’ someone on this side hired a native?  To what end?”

“To steal my research and make sure steam and magic don’t ever coexist from what I understand.” I wondered why Issa hadn’t mentioned the potential to attack the natives.

The men nodded in approval to themselves.  It disgusted me to think Tse could get any support from these men after killing the officer.

“How would your research be of any importance to them?” The police chief asked.  The three men I didn’t know murmured quickly amongst themselves while watching Issa.

Issa sighed again. “I may have found a way to use steam with magic, potentially putting Uranium mines out of business.” 

“Damn it, man, are you insane!” One man from the group stood, red faced and enraged.  The police chief walked to him and placed a hand on his shoulder.  With a gentle push, he sat the man down.

“Issa,” the chief stood before Issa looking down on him, “that would tip the balance decidedly out of our favor.  I know your people live with the natives are you all working together in this?” 

Issa snorted at the irony.

“No, but many men die in those mines, most childless due to infertility from the work. The children born get sick from poisonous water nearby.”

A different man stood now. “Do you know what would happen to our economy?  Boy, my life is in those mines, hell too many have money in those mines to let what you say happen.”

“Gentleman, give me a moment with Mr. Obasi and his apprentice, please.” The chief said.

Tanner gave Issa a second glance as he and the other men left.

The chief waited for the door to close.  The police chief pulled up a chair and sat with one leg over his knee.

“Issa, I believe you.  You do good work for a black, and that is commendable.  Hell, you took this woman under your wing.” he waved at me without looking, “I know your intentions were noble, but you’ve got to realize what this would mean for us here, in the U.S.”

“Yes.” I heard the venom in Issa’s voice.

The chief heard it as well. “Don’t catch an attitude with me, boy.  I can revoke your license to work quicker than your neck could snap for a murder.” The threat settled over Issa like a cold fog.

“Let me explain what’s going to happen,” he patted Issa on the leg then stood, “Your attempted burglary investigation, it’s dropped.”

“But,…” I started, but he raised a hand and continued.

“You will stop snooping around and causing problems, no more dead bodies.  Also, because I do believe this native is working independently from the tribe, I will not charge you with conspiracy and throw your ass in a federal prison.”

Issa cocked his head and stared at the chief.

“You ever hear of Manifest Destiny, boy?  The people of this nation want all the land between the two oceans, and the Natives stopped us cold.”

Issa’s eyes bulged.

“You don’t know what you’re getting into, because we won’t be stopped in this.  Stay out of our way and keep your mouth shut, and maybe, we’ll throw you, and the blacks in the native lands, a bone when the time comes.”

Issa turned to me. I could see the gears turning.

“I say this to say, don’t stir the pot.” The chief looked us both over. “You’re free to go.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




JOSEF WAITED FOR us outside the police station.  Issa gave him a half hearted smile.

"How'd it go, today, boss?" Josef asked.

"A man died, Josef. We're to blame." Issa scratched his head as he studied the people of the city around us.

"Indeed," I responded in the same sullen tone.

"How's that?  If y’er the ones to blame for the bloke's death, you'd still be in irons I 'magine." Josef gave a matter-of-fact nod.

"I pushed to do this, trying to be a detective.  The blame falls on my shoulders." Issa said.

"No, Issa, I wanted to find Tse as well," I said.

The sun beat down on our slumped shoulders as we stood outside the carriage, speaking with Josef.  Despite the bright sun and cloudless sky, the scent of rain permeated the air.  In my mind, I imagined the world holding back the tears it wanted to shed for our failure.

"Been a while since I've seen a rainbow," Josef said.

"What's that?" Issa asked.

Josef hopped into the driver's seat of the carriage. "The scent lingering in the air, my mother told me when the sun shines bright, and rain seems near, you're smelling rainbows."

I smiled. "It's a romantic thought."

Josef snorted. "Aye, and wise.  My mother was that type of woman."

Issa opened the door for me, and I lifted myself into the carriage.  Issa followed me and sat beside me in the carriage.  He reached up and popped the cover off the tube.

"Either way, the police told us to get off the case. I'm not one for breaking the law." Issa rolled his head back and stared at the roof of the carriage.

"Neither am I." I agreed. 

Josef spoke fiercely. "Woe is me. Woe is me. Dis' what ya tellin me."

"It's not that simple.  I have to think about Annie and her safety.  We could've been killed."

I faced the window to hide my red cheeks as Issa voiced his concern for my safety.

"But ya weren't. Another man was."  Josef's voice held a hard edge.

"Exactly, do you want that to be Annie," Issa said.

"What about you," I asked, "We could both die if we continue down this path."

Josef hit a bump in the road.  Issa and I bumped our heads against the roof of the carriage with a dull thud.  I heard Josef grunt with satisfaction.

"Lisen' up.  Yer not dead.  Ya still got breath in yer lungs.  Some things are worth dyin' for.  The truth is one of 'em." Josef said.

"And if we die?" I rubbed my head.

"Dammit, it was for sumthin." Josef said

"We aren't the law.  They want us out of it." Issa said

"I never heard two sadder sods in m' life. Lisen' up, I respect you and what yer tryin' to do. But ye got to finish.  A man's dead, you don' quit.  Ye fight back and make that mean sumthin." Josef was fired up, and his accent came through thicker than usual.

Issa and I glanced at each other.

"They did make apparent threats to the natives and the Africans wellbeing." Issa scratched his chin and smiled.

"Shall we get to work… Detective?" I looked at Issa as I spoke, the corner of my mouth curving up.

"Indeed." Issa winked at me.

"What next?"

"The woman had a spade tattoo with the letter A in it.  That has to mean something.  We need to look into it." Issa said.

I clapped my hands together in excitement. "Issa, that mark belonged to a sculptor.  Remember my father's dinner party, he mentioned putting that on all his work."

"Understood, but why would she have it tattooed on her neck?" Issa asked eyebrow cocked.

"I don't know the answer, but I'm sure it's his mark.  He told me he'd been commissioned by someone in town," I said.

Issa looked at me. "Understood, then I know where we go next." He spoke into the carriage call, "Josef, is Tinker's still open?"

"Aye boss, it is," Josef said.

"We're really doing this?" I asked.

"Annie, you said this man had a commission in town?  Did he tell you what he was building?" I heard mirth in Issa's voice.

"No, he said he was paid for secrecy," I replied.

"I see two possibilities.  One, the tattoo is a coincidence.  Two…" Issa trailed off.

"Two?" I pressed.

"Two," Issa smiled, "if it isn't a coincidence, then we are going to speak to someone who can help us with your automaton."

I heard Josef laughing heartily as I spoke. "Yes, sir, I would like to collaborate with a fellow designer."

"Josef, give the lady what she wants?" Issa said slyly.

"Aye, sir." Josef Said.








CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




OUR STOP AT Tinker’s shop proved quick.  Issa assumed correctly that Rolf had purchased tools from Tinker and had them delivered.  Tinker gave us the address, and we hurried away.

Josef’s knowledge of the city and surrounding area impressed me.  Once we’d given him the address, he knew where to find Rolf’s home without consulting a map.  I wondered how intimate his knowledge of the city was.

Twenty minutes after leaving Tinker’s, we arrived at Rolf Henrichson’s home.  Issa hopped out of the carriage and helped me down.

“Josef, can you ride around the block a few times?  We won’t be long.” Issa said.

“Aye.” 

Issa wasted no time getting to the front door and knocking.  As we waited, I felt a weight lift from me.  I knew, as I stood next to Issa, the choice to come here had created a path we would walk together.

“Are you nervous, Annie?” Issa asked.

“No, and yes. More excited than anything.” I decided that was the best way to describe it.

Issa nodded.  He reached for my hand with his.  My heart sped up as he gave my hand a gentle squeeze then let go.

Issa knocked on the door again, louder this time.  I heard the knock reverberate from inside and back towards us.  Time passed, and I began shifting my feet to keep them from going numb.  

Issa knocked a third time then looked at me. “Maybe he’s not home.” 

“Maybe we…” The sound of unlatching bolts came from inside.

The door opened, and Rolf stood before us.  He blinked twice at Issa and stared.

“Um,” Rolf paused, “I’m sorry.  I have no work for you. I’m sure the neighbors next door can put you to work, though. Their butler recently… retired.” He sounded tired.

Issa gave Rolf his best smile. “Rolf, I’m Issa Obasi and this woman here,” Issa turned to me and gestured with both hands, “is…”

“Annie Sakdavong!” Rolf beamed, noticing me finally.  He wrapped his arms around me and lifted me off my feet in a joyful embrace.

I saw Issa shaking his head. “Yes, Annie Sakdavong.” I heard him say under his breath.

“You came. I’m so happy, Annie.  You should have told me you were coming.” Rolf said as he put me down.

“Good to see you again too, Rolf,” I said.

“Come, come. I’ll show you my latest project.” He motioned for me to come closer, “It’s another, automaton.” He whispered then stood smirking and nodding.

My head snapped back as if I’d been slapped. “An automaton?  But you aren’t an engineer, I thought you made art.”

“Ah, my dear, this is art.  The human body is the finest art, and I have sculpted something beautiful.”

Issa stayed tight lipped, letting me lead the way.

“Who are you making this, art, for,” I asked.

Rolf Grinned. “Come, come.  Let me show you first.”

“So much for secrecy,” Issa spoke so softly I almost didn’t hear him.

Rolf lead us deep into his home.  I caught whiffs of mineral oil, solder, and tallow as we walked through the house.  We ended in a room holding a smile writing desk in one corner and a tiny bookshelf in the other corner opposite the door.

Rolf clapped his hands. “Excellent, are you ready because this is the exciting bit.” 

I turned to Issa, who shrugged. “Carry on my friend, let’s see this exciting bit.”

Rolf grinned and bent down.  He tapped a spot on the ground, and the wood popped up.  He flipped open the door he’d just made appear in the floor, and we went down some steps.  I turned to Issa again and saw the shock in his eyes.

“Secrecy,” I whispered to him.

Issa chuckled

We followed Rolf down the stairs and ended up in a room that made every workshop I’d ever used, look like children’s play places.  The room appeared to be wider than the home above. Crossing property lines from what I could tell.  Six thick columns went down the middle of the room.  Thick beams sat atop the columns supporting the entire house above

A strong, pungent odor filled the room and reminded me of thunder and lightning.  From one corner to the other, Rolf had different staging areas with partly finished projects here and there.  Tools, many I wasn’t familiar with, lay all over the place in disarray.  I saw open drawers and empty wall mounts where they should be, but it appeared Rolf didn’t have time to replace them while working.

Issa seemed to ignore the room and walked to a table.  I followed him, checking to see what had caught his attention.

I saw a leg poking from underneath a sheet and gasped.  Issa touched the leg and sucked his teeth before throwing the sheet back to find a woman’s body underneath, the same woman we’d fought earlier that day.  I spun on Rolf, my fists clenched.  The man stood before me, grinning, seeming to not notice my rising anger.  I walked towards him before Issa placed a hand on my shoulder. 

He pointed out the rest of the workshop, and I took a harder look at each corner.  I realized the piping I’d seen were the different, intricate stages putting together the sections making up the automaton.  I saw pipes in varying stages of being solder together and woven into delicate arms and legs.  The most intricate ones were the ones appearing to be skulls.  I walked to them and touched one rubbing my fingers across the oiled surface.

Rolf followed me, beaming. “The head is the heart of it all.  If you can’t get that right, there is no use in proceeding with the piece, and it should be scrapped.”

I nodded my understanding as I examined the intricacies of the piping inside the skull.  A massive ball made of some crystalline material, but hard like metal, sat in the upper portion of the head.  It seems about the size of a man’s closed fist.  I twisted and turned the skull in my hand, mesmerized by the craftsmanship.

“Annie, Rolf, this,” Issa paused, “Rolf, your work is amazing.”

I glanced back at Issa to see him standing in front of an arm, looking at the connections coming out of the forearm.  A combination of thin metals seemed to form muscles within the bicep.  As Issa held the arm, it moved slowly, stretching out and opening the fist on its hand.  Issa furrowed his brow and stared at Rolf.

“The metals you see there are muscles activated by heat.  The warmth of your hand is enough to make them contract and expand.” Rolf explained.

I shook my head in wonder and turned back to the head I’d been examining.  I picked up one of the small tools beside me.  It looked designed to gently expand a tube when twisted.  Beside it, sat screwdrivers so fine I could not imagine the look of the screw it could be used on.

“Go on, Annie, you can try it.  This one is just for practice anyway.” Rolf said.

I took the spreader in my hand and poked it inside one of the tubes on the skull.  I gently and firmly pushed it in little by little, twisting the end as I went.  

“That, my dear, is how you create a channel for the cognitive fluid in the pipes.  In the smaller pipes, you use this machine.” Rolf led me to one of the machines lining the wall.  

“First, we insert the pipe.” He scrounged around until he held up what looked like a wire.

“You call that a pipe?” I shook my head.

“She’s correct, Rolf.  That looks more like wire.” Issa examined the thin metal.

“Tsk, tsk.  This is the world’s smallest pipe, I would imagine.  Try to bend it, sir.” Rolf handed the pipe to Issa.

Issa sighed and immediately squeezed his fingers together.  The pipe did not budge.  Issa frowned, then used both hands and still couldn’t get the tube to bend.  He turned it so he could look through it, then put the pipe in his mouth and blew.  I stuck my hand in front of it and felt the tiny pinprick of air.

Rolf grabbed the pipe, “Now watch,” and slid the tubing into a small hole.  He turned a few dials while looking through what appeared to be binoculars.  Rolf nodded, and I assumed he had everything in position.  

“Annie, please do the honors.”

I pressed the button Rolf pointed at. The machine hissed as steam escaped from somewhere within the device.  A loud, steady whine followed then stopped short.  Rolf opened the fabricator, exposing the newly curved pipe.

Rolf winked at Issa. “pick it up and blow again.”

Issa reached for the curved pipe and put it to his lips.  He blew and held his fingers in front of the other end. “I feel the air.  How much pressure can this pipe handle?” Issa asked.

I snatched the pipe from him and blew through it myself, not believing my eyes.

Rolf laughed at us both. “As much as the government transfer pipes can handle. I’m no engineer, but I assume that is a lot.”

Issa and I glanced at each other then back to Rolf.

“Rolf, how did you design the pipes?” Issa asked.

“I didn’t design them. I was tasked with making them.  I specialize in delicate piping for my art.” Rolf said.

He grabbed me by my hand and led me to the back of the basement where a curtain hung.

“Let me show you both my greatest work yet,” Rolf said.

Rolf led us back to the body on the table.

“Watch,” Rolf stuck a finger in the girl’s belly button and twisted.  A seam appeared from just below her navel to her breast, and the whole thing opened before our eyes.

“My god,” I said.

Issa said nothing, eyes wide.  He stared at the inner workings of the girl.

“Annie, does this look familiar?” Issa motioned for me to come to him.  

I walked over and looked myself, and was immediately amazed by the craftsmanship needed to make the tiny piping.  It appeared too delicate despite what Rolf had just shown us.  Something gnawed at the back of mind as I stared at the internal workings of the automaton.

“Do you see it, Annie? Look closely at the design.” Issa said.

I shook my head. “No, what am I missing?” 

“The second design called for this to be able to handle steam beyond alpha level. It’s a self-sustaining closed system.” Rolf said. 

Issa sucked his teeth and ran shaking fingers along the pipes inside the woman.

“The blueprints were brought to me by a Native American fellow.  I was asked to use the process I developed for my art to make it smaller.” Rolf continued.

“Smaller…” I trailed off, thinking it over, “This is my design.  Someone stole my design and gave it to Rolf.”

Issa nodded. “I didn’t notice at first.  Your automaton would have been twice this size with the type of pipes we would have used.”

I clasped Rolf’s shoulders. “Rolf, you said a Native American fellow gave you the blueprints?”

Rolf nodded. “Yes, he stayed at the Casa de Huespedes.  I had the first unit I built delivered there.”

Issa put a hand on my shoulder. “Annie, I need you to think.  Who besides myself, have you shown your blueprints to?” He squeezed my shoulder with gentle firmness.

“Only you.  I mean, there was one time, but…” I trailed off, not believing what I was thinking.

“Annie, this is serious.  No matter how improbable, what you are thinking is, it may be the truth.” Issa squeezed my hand gently.

“Issa,” I shook my head in disbelief, “Jacob Cross.  I showed him the design, and he referred me to you as my master.  He said you would take me on as your apprentice.” I looked into Issa’s eyes.

Issa looked at Rolf. “Rolf, How is this a self-contained system?  Steam pressure doesn’t last forever.”

Rolf began to pace as he talked. “The new design incorporated runes, I believe.” He pointed at the chest cavity, “I was asked to make this very heat resistant as it would get hot and stay hot permanently.” He indicated another reservoir behind the first, “That one is supposed to have a rune to help regulate pressure and cool.  The cognitive fluid will flow around this second reservoir to be warmed.”  

“That’s what I thought. Didn’t you show him your most updated blueprints, Annie?” Issa asked.

“Yes, I did.”

“Cross has done the best job he can without them.  I see some of the mistakes he would have made.  But he took your blueprints and created this automaton. That’s why we struggled against her.”

Rolf looked shocked. “You fought her?”

“Yes, Rolf. This woman almost killed us.  The Native you mentioned broke into our home to steal this design.” Rolf appeared near tears.

“I didn’t mean for that to happen,” Rolf said.

Issa walked around the woman and stared at her face. “Rolf, why did you make her look like this?”

“I was given a picture of a young woman.” Rolf wiped away the moisture in his eyes.

“Do you still have it?”  

“No, once I’d sculpted it a few times, I didn’t need it.”

Issa sighed. “It’s ok, Rolf.  We just need to find out who this woman is and how Jacob Cross is involved.”








CHAPTER THIRTY




ISSA CHECKED THE wagon to make sure the automaton was strapped down as I checked to make sure my tools were secure. I’d packed my favorite hammers and planned to use the African forges when we made it to the native lands. 

I patted the horses as Josef fed and watered them.  We planned on taking the horse drawn carriage all the way to the native lands while carrying the automaton.  Issa also decided to bring Mrs. Miller along with to keep her safe.  Josef would drive the carriage all the way to the native lands for us.

I wondered how Tse would react to the missing automaton.  Once Rolf learned of the attack, and my designs had been used without consent, he began destroying the other automatons in production.  We told him to leave town as soon as possible, and he agreed.

Issa’s plan was simple.  The first part forced Tse and his benefactor to come after us to get the last remaining automaton.  The second part would be to find out if Jacob Cross was the benefactor.  Third and most painful, we destroy any blueprints he has along with ours, and we make sure Rolf’s process for making micro pipes is not discovered.

Simple enough plan.

I didn’t want to believe it.  I saw the man as someone who’d mentored me as much as Issa.  Without Jacob, I would have never reached out to Issa for help.

Issa refused to be sentimental and saw no other solution to the making of the automatons.  I reluctantly agreed with him.  The automaton riding on the carriage resembled the blueprints I’d showed Professor Cross at the university so much I couldn’t argue.  It also explained why no further attempts had been made to steal the designs, I’d already given them away.

I climbed into the carriage with Mrs. Miller. Her fan beat at the air creating a hard thump with every snap of her wrist.  Her expression seemed more angry than worried. The woman’s toughness encouraged me.

“Oh Annie, I haven’t left the city in years.  I can’t believe we have to go?” She slapped the fan against her open palm with a loud click and placed it on the seat beside her.

“This is the best call, ma’am. It’s the only way we can be sure you’re safe.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I know that much, Annie. It’s the fact we have to leave our home while this Tse and his master are at home sleep and comfortable in their beds.”

I leaned in, wrapped my arms around her, and squeezed her tight.  The tension left her body, and she returned the hug.

“Did you pack all of my goodies, dear?” she asked.

I rubbed her back as we continued our embrace. “I did, what are those powders and liquids for?”

She pushed me away and gave me a wry grin. “Why, apothecary supplies, dear.  What else would they be?”

I rolled my eyes and laughed, not wanting to pry.  She planned to work on the PAISS while we were in the native lands, and I wondered what surprises she had waiting for Tse.

I squeezed the woman’s leg then moved to leave the carriage.  Mrs. Miller gripped my shoulder as I stepped down.  I looked back to see a tear falling down her cheek.

“Annie, you two need to look out for each other. He can be stubborn, but if you love him, then love him.” She wiped the tear from the corner of her eye.

With a nod, I stepped down and closed the door.

“Issa means the world to us, doesn’t he,” I whispered to the sky.

Issa walked to me, leading two horses. “How is she, Annie?”

“Good, she’s good.  Frustrated and angry, but good.”

Issa handed me the reins to the horses. “Can you hold these?  I want to talk to her for a bit.”

“Sure,” I grabbed the reins from him, “she’s all yours.” 

I led the horses into the inky blackness surrounding the carriage, so I wouldn’t accidentally eavesdrop on the conversation Issa and Mrs. Miller were having.  The animals seemed as anxious to be underway as me.  I laughed to myself as I checked our equipment, bedrolls, food, weapons, and other incidentals, to make sure it was secure and comfortable for the horses.  I triple checked the cane I’d made for Issa. I’d tried to straighten it as best I could after our fight, but the mechanism still didn’t work quite right. 

The carriage door opened with a click, and Issa stepped out into the chilly night air.  

“How was your chat?” I asked from the shadows.

“About as good as yours from what I saw.” Issa smiled weakly.

I nodded at him. “Mrs. Miller loves us, doesn’t she.”

He chuckled. “Yes, she does.”

We mounted our horses and walked them beside the carriage.  Issa patted the coffin on top that held the body of the automaton we found at Rolf’s.

“I wonder why she’s a redhead. It’s a rare hair color and stands out.” Issa said.

I slapped myself in the forehead as soon as he said it. “Issa, I just remembered I’ve seen this woman twice.  Once talking to Jacob Cross and the second time when we fought.”

“Any idea what they were talking about?” I couldn’t see his face.

“No, they used sign language, and I’m not good understanding it.”

“How did they look to you?  Emotionally I mean.”

I mulled it over for a minute. “Happy, relaxed.  Professor Cross was beaming and joyful.”

“I’ve never seen the man react that way, interesting.”

As I contemplated what we learned over the past few days, I heard a whistle from down the street.  With his top hat cocked to the left and a light step, Josef came strolling towards us without a care in the world.  He tipped his hat to us and hopped into the carriage’s driver seat.

“You two ready to be on?” Josef asked

“As ready as we can be,” Issa replied.

“This is the fun part.” I laughed.

“It could be,” Issa said.

Issa led the way from our home in Dallas to the road leading west to the native lands.  Within half an hour we were outside of Dallas proper.  The further we went, I could no longer smell mildew, rotting trash, and the other underlying scents typically hovering over the city.  After another hour, we’d passed the last homes furthest from the city.  The air became pleasant to breathe, but I longed for the sweet fragrances of the Native Lands.  

We rode behind the carriage.  Things I wanted to say to clear the air with Issa flitted through my mind.  Each time an idea formed to approach the situation, I decided to keep quiet.   For now, the trip had started on solid footing, and I wanted it to stay that way.

“Annie, what do you think about the plan?”

“Keeps us out of trouble with the police and gives us a chance to fight in more favorable circumstances.  I think it’s a win win, to be honest.”

He nodded.

“You have concerns?” I asked.

“It’s been a while since I thought about my father or his lessons.  This move is not the best one, but is the best one for the reasons you mentioned,” Issa sighed, “I’m frustrated is all.”

Despite what I told myself about focusing on the apprenticeship, I wanted to hold his hand and reassure him we’d make it through whatever troubles we faced.

We rode behind the carriage, close to each other, and in silence. The night time symphony faded as the sun raised its crown above the horizon.  Somehow Issa and I remained silent most of the day as Josef and Mrs. Miller had bouts of conversation throughout the day.  Issa and I even joined the chat during specific topics. Still, mostly we silently rode beside each other behind the carriage.

The sun dipped below the horizon casting long shadows before us.  Josef picked a spot for a camp, leaving Mrs. Miller and Issa, working together, to make a fire and prepare a meal for us. As we ate, I felt the tension leave my body. Josef’s jokes highlighted the evening and left me with a stitch in my stomach from laughing so hard.

As the fire burned low, Mrs. Miller and Josef climbed into the coach for the night.  Issa and I pulled our rolls off our horses and prepared to sleep near the fire.  I enjoyed the wood smoke and the warm crackle from the fire and took a minute to stare at the starry night sky and let my senses take a moment’s peace.

“Annie, do you have a moment?” Issa asked.

I closed my eyes and inhaled the wood smoke deep into my lungs before exhaling. “Issa, I said…”

“Just come with me.”

It wasn’t a command.  I shook my head and followed him to the horses.  He slipped the cane from the straps holding went to the other side and handed me two axes he retrieved.

“I didn’t have swords, but I figured you might have some practice with other weapons.  Dual or single?”

“I dual wield, yes.”

Issa handed me two tomahawks. “I got those a few years ago from the Apache.”

I swung the axes around, getting a feel for their weight.  They each felt light and not too sturdy, but well balanced.  My years swinging increasingly heavy hammers could explain why it felt lightweight to me.

“What are we doing?” I asked.

Issa began walking away from the fire and carriage. “Follow me.”

I broke into a cold sweat as the night air blew across my skin.  The full moon shone brightly in the night sky, guiding our steps as we walked.  Behind us, the fire and carriage shrunk to the size of a child’s toy in the distance.  I turned back the ground ahead of me and saw Issa stopped staring at the sky.

“We’ve been on a strange journey, haven’t we, Ms. Sakdavong?”

I stopped short. “Yes, It has been interesting.  You know how to keep it interesting for a girl, Issa.”

The hiss of steam filled the night as the cane extended into a staff and clicked loudly in the still, clear air.  The hissing continued, and Issa gripped two ends and pulled.  A loud snap signaled it had reached its full length as it passed the staff’s bent portion.

Issa planted the staff and stared into the night sky. “I realized two things, Annie.  I need you to on this, and we can’t continue to be the way we are and win.”

I stepped to him. “What do you mean, need me?”

“I need you to help me,” he paused, and I saw tension increase in his body as he gripped the cane tighter, “I don’t think the PAISIS should be our only option. We’re not even sure if it will work.”

“What other options do we have?”

“I’m going to learn to use the runes.  I can’t continue to be stubborn and hope to protect you or Mrs. Miller.”

Issa lifted the staff and made a flourish.  So many emotions crossed his face as we stared at each other I didn’t know what to do.

“I need you to be my partner.  I need to know that you won’t hesitate.”

I shook my head. “Issa, I don’t know what you’re saying.”

“I’m saying you can’t hesitate, Annie. You’re supposed to be a Sword Maiden, yes? You’re going to have to be that woman and use those skills, for yourself, if not for me if we want to win this.”

For the second time and with the same person, I again wanted to take the oath.  I cursed under my breath.

“You know I don’t want to fight.”

“I know that you do.  Will you help me?”

I remembered the dreams I’d been having.  Issa and I fighting through a horde and only surviving because we stood together. Issa never took his eyes off me as I wrestled back and forth with the decision.  If I stopped being an apprentice, my father would be able to force me into marrying someone else.

“If I say no, will you continue to teach me?

Issa sighed. “If I survive.”

I nodded.  Issa intended to finish this no matter what.

I raised the hatchets and charged.








CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




ONCE MORE, I found myself in the dream, kneeling on the ground, hot breath caressing my neck. 

“Afraid of who?”

The teeth started to close around my neck. I shut my eyes, wondering where I’d gone wrong as jaws squeezed and the beast’s teeth prepared to break my flesh.

“I am afraid of myself.  Afraid to trust someone with my sword.” My voice sounded weak as I responded to the other.

Light pierced my darkness, and my eyes shot open.  On the ground, in front of me, my sword shone with the purest white light.  Behind the sword stood Issa smiling down at me, hand outstretched to lift me up.  I smiled back at him, grasped my sword in my right hand, spun around and sliced, detaching the man wolf’s head from its body.  The blood faded from my sword, and I knelt again before Issa lowering my head, preparing to give him the sword maiden’s oath.

I opened my eyes slowly and stared at the ceiling as I mulled over the dream.  The thought of becoming a sword maiden disgusted me at one point; now, I dreamt of fulfilling that role for Issa.  I shook my head and laughed at the irony.

My body ached as I rolled out of bed.  Issa and I had sparred each night on our way to Freedman’s Village. I slowly regained my fighting composure over the sessions.  For the past three nights, I’d beaten Issa in our matches.  The axes were unique, and I didn’t fully understand how to use them in a fight.  Issa said he would work to get the Navajo or Apache to train me, but until then, I could learn to use the African weapons.

I freshened up and went downstairs to the main room. The aroma of spicy sausage and frying eggs flooded the first floor as people ate breakfast. Memories of the tasty links made my mouth water, and I ordered some, along with biscuits,  to go.  I used the biscuits to keep my hands from getting greasy and savored each bite as I walked to the forge through the crowded streets.  

Two men stood guard at the forge’s entrance. Issa must have spoken with Israel about the importance of the automaton now sitting behind those doors.  Each man wore shirts, so black their heads almost appeared to be floating on empty space.  Over the black shirts, they wore crimson vests. The deep red color shimmered in the morning light like fresh blood.

“Ms. Sakdavong, how can we help you?” One guard asked.

“I’m here to examine the package.” We’d only told Israel about the automaton in the crate.

“Of course, step inside.” He waved me by.

“Is Issa inside already?” I asked, opening the door.

“Yes, I believe he’s expecting you.”

I walked in on Issa unpacking the few tools I’d brought. He carefully placed them on a table beside the one holding the automaton.  I noticed he hadn’t opened the crate yet.

I walked up behind him and tapped him on his shoulder. “Thank you for preparing the area.”

“You’re welcome.  I wanted to get an early start.  What do you think?” Issa said.

“It’s nice to have somewhere to work. Don’t they need the forge, though?”

“Israel has arranged for us to be undisturbed while we’re here.,” Issa grabbed a pry bar from a shelf, “are you ready?”

“No time like the present.”

Issa started prying his side of the crate up.  Once he had it lifted, he used his cane as a wedge in place and tossed the pry bar to me.  I pried my side up, and, together, we raised the lid off the crate.

“I’ll get started finding a way to stop that thing.” I hugged him without thinking, and Issa tensed.  I mouthed a silent prayer and prepared an apology before he returned the hug.  I said a silent prayer of thanks.

“I have a few things to do. I’ll see you later.” Issa said

“Take care of your errands, I’ll figure this out.”

Issa left.  As he closed the door, I heard him give instructions to the men to not disturb me.  I grinned then focused on my work.  The high, small windows didn’t let much light into the forge, so I lit a lantern and put it in a focus lens.  Once enclosed, the soft glow intensified as the carefully aligned mirrors focused the light to one point.  I used the thin chains attached to the device to lift and angle it into position over the automaton.  Issa had laid out my old and recent designs on a nearby drafting table.  With those, I hoped to find any weaknesses in the build we could exploit.

Inch by inch, I worked my way down the automaton teasing out the variances in design and structural weaknesses.  The faint aroma of sulfur grew heavy in the air as the lantern burned.

I found seams in the outer pseudo-skin and used a knife to peel the layers apart gently. As they separated, I expected to see something reminiscent of blood flowing from the unit. Instead, I found hard metal under life like skin. 

My original design had been stiff with few structural weak points and twice this automaton’s size, at least.  The automaton in the crate had more delicate piping than I’d planned, helping it shrink in size.  Dense, multi-layered metal covered the automaton’s chest, back, arms, and legs, protecting the delicate pipes.  Where joints came together, the layers appeared thinner or nonexistent.  I assumed the armor helped protect the unit from damage. Rolf had shown his pipes to be strong enough to handle the fluid pressure, but external blows could be different.

Bending a pipe to test my theory wasn’t an option.  I ran through calculations based on the properties of the alloy Rolf described.  Based on the numbers, heavy blows could bend the pipes.  The joints appeared to be the weakest point on the machine.  A good ax strike at the joints could break or pinch the piping. Usually, striking a person’s joints would be hard, but the armor made the automaton slow.

I made notes on the blueprints on ways to decrease the armor and increase speed as I noted all the current weak points in the design.  When I finally looked up, I saw the moon hanging in the sky through one of the windows. I’d filled the lantern twice as I’d worked without realizing it.  My stomach gurgled and groaned as hunger finally gripped me.

Two new guards stood outside, wearing the same uniform the others had, as I left.  

“Have fun tonight.” One man said.

I cocked my eyebrow as I studied him. “Thank you.”

The men laughed to themselves, and I wondered what they were up to.  An orange, red glow brightened the night sky as I walked towards the inn.  As I grew close, my ears picked up on a deep bass boom, filling the night like an otherworldly heartbeat.  The vibrations intensified as I neared the orange glow. Something inside me stirred as each step fell in time with the beat.

Higher, rhythmic drums began pulsing staccato notes.  They sounded like melody and counter melody to my ears.  Deep, resonate string instruments, and mallets joined in, creating a three part, energetic melody demanding my attention.  Every breath filled my nose with warm, sweet scented air.  Between the buildings surrounding the square, I glimpsed, flickering firelight rise as high as the roofs.  

My heart skipped a beat as a chorus of voices began singing in unison. I stepped out to the town center, filled with hundreds.  Men without shirts danced with women wearing long fitting skirts and blouses that exposed many women’s abdomen.  I was shocked at first but realized they must be doing some variation of a tribal dance. The aggressive dancing sucked me in, so different from dances in Siam.  

Three smaller fires burned near the main one.  Men turned whole roasting pigs over one and a butchered cow over the other.  Food stalls filled the area giving off the aroma of frying breads and roasting vegetables layered beneath the sweet smelling wood smoke coming from the bonfire.  People walked from the spits to the other stalls with plates in one hand and mugs filled with beer or wine in the other.

My stomach growled, sounding like a hungry animal.  Breakfast had been hours ago, and it demanded nourishment.  The beef roasting over the open flame called to me, and I decided to start there.  Children darted around me, running from their parents or friends, as I made my way to the roasting cow.

Mrs. Miller danced with a group of older women and men.  She smiled radiantly as we waved at each other in passing.  Josef sat, not too far away, mug in hand spilling beer as he told stories.  The group, so captivated by whatever tale he shared, ignored the beer sloshing from his cup as he engaged in kinetic storytelling.  Groans and laughter filled the air around them, and I decided to work my way to them once I’d grabbed my meal.

The line for the roasting cow moved so quickly within a minute  I had a plate in hand.  The meat smelled even better up close, making my mouth water.  Raucous laughter filled the air coming from the group around Josef again.  I headed that way to get in on the joke.

On the way, I spotted Issa sitting on a tabletop shirtless.  He held meat in his left hand wrapped in paper and a knife in his right.  Issa ate thin slices from the shank while laughing at the festivities.  

“What’s this for?” My cheeks grew hotter as I approached him.

A flirtatious grin crossed his lips. My heart skipped a beat when I realized he’d aimed the smile at me.

“It’s a celebration, Annie.  The harvest and hunt have been excellent.” He sliced off another piece of meat and ate it.

“That’s great news,” I said.

Issa motioned me closer.  I thought his lips would touch my ear as his breath caressed my cheek.

“The Apache will teach me to use runes.”

My eyes went wide as my jaw dropped.  Issa switched the knife to his other hand, gripped my chin gently, and lifted, closing my mouth.  His hand lingered on my face before he pulled it away.

“What do you think, Annie?  Your master will now be an apprentice as well.”

Issa sliced another bit of meat off and lifted it towards his mouth.  Feeling the intense music in my soul while absorbing the contagious energy from the people around me, I leaned in, taking the slice from him before he could bite.  My heart pounded in my ears as I raised my head away from him with my prize.    

He gave me a sly smile and waved at someone behind me.  Two women came and quickly took me into a nearby house.

“Come on, girly, we got to get you changed quick so we can get back.” Said one.

“Yes, lord, I think I may have met my husband tonight.” Said the other.

In the blink of an eye, I was dressed in a similar style fitting skirt with a colorful top exposing my midsection.  The women rubbed oil on me, scented with citrus and lavender.  As the oil warmed on my skin, an earthy third fragrance emerged,  balancing the initial aromas.  The women whistled when they saw the faint definition of my oiled abdominal muscles shining in the light.  

One woman ran her hand across my stomach. “Almost like a washboard, girly.  What does Issa have you do again?” 

I tried to cover myself with my hands. “Swing hammers, mostly.” I chuckled. 

The women laughed and led me outside again.  As soon as the fresh air touched us, the two women left me and began their dances in earnest once more.

A hand touched my shoulder, and I spun around, finding Issa smirking at me.

“You look beautiful, Annie.”

“Thank…” I paused, thinking about what I was doing, “Thank you, Issa.”

Issa said nothing and took both my hands, opening my arms so I couldn’t hide myself. His smirk grew into a wolfish grin, and our eyes locked.  He led me into the heart of the dancing people, and I almost pulled away from nervousness.  Issa held me close making me melt.  The intoxicating music encouraged dancing, and my hips began mimicking the movements the other women made. I gave in to the rhythm and my desires and slowly, passionately, danced through the night with Issa.








CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




“JESUS CHRIST, THAT fire is hot.” Issa stood next to me as I stoked the furnace.

“Well, you said we needed weapons.  Also, I need to fix your cane.” I used tongs to pull the softened iron out of the fire before beating it with a hammer.  It lengthened as it cooled.  The acrid, woody smell from the burning coke and logs worked with the rhythmic pinging of the hammer to ease my mind.

“What’s in this other furnace?” Issa stared at a closed furnace that had a temperature gauge attached to it. 

“I’m carburizing the steel to get a little extra surface hardness while keeping the core ductile,” I said as I turned the spear taking form in my hand.

“You’re amazing.” A gleam entered Issa’s eyes as a childish grin split his face.

“Thank you, sir,” I smirked when he glanced at me.

“Uh, huh.  Come find me when you’re done.” 

“I will.”

I placed the spear back into the fire before pulling out another metal bar.  

Hours passed as I pounded shaped iron into solid steel short spears.  The alarm clock I’d set rang, waking me from my worker’s trance. I took off my leather apron and draped it over the anvil.  A shiver ran down my spine when I stepped away from the fire to towel off before clothing myself.  The sweat dripping from my body always made it a challenge to get dressed.

Issa and I hadn’t spoken about the incident in Dallas since we danced a week ago.  Our relationship changed overnight as we’d swayed and whirled under the stars, and I didn’t want to rush or press the issue.  Creating a severe distraction now, as we worked to prepare for a fight, would be disastrous. An involuntary smirk parted my lips, fun, but disastrous.

I found Issa at the training grounds behind the forge fighting in the circle.  Dust kicked up as the men danced around each other, looking for openings.  Many men sat outside the ring, apparently waiting for their turn in the center.

Issa used the damaged cane like a sword.  He parried spear thrusts from two guardsmen and attacked them in earnest. The sword stances appeared as unique as the man who used them.  It weaved multiple styles together into one brutal dance.  To me, Issa’s elegant, ferocious, and effective fighting style provided the perfect metaphor for the way he thought. 

The men fell in seconds.

“Is that going to help you fight a man who walks through walls?” I asked as he walked over to me, wiping his brow.

“Train the body, and the mind grows stronger.  The strong mind can make a well trained body accomplish amazing feats.”

“Is that right?”

The men began training again.  The sound of metal hitting metal rang through the air.

“It is. I’m hoping you’ll come with me to see Cochise. I’ll have to learn to use runes from the natives.”

I reached up without thinking and touched his face gently.  He gripped my arm and rubbed his face against my hand.

“I wondered when you would head there.  Will he teach you?”

“I’m going to offer him his son.”

I pulled my hand back. “What?”

“I’m going to offer to bring Tse back.  Cochise doesn’t want Tse in an American jail.  I don’t either, frankly.  Tse can stay with the Navajo or another tribe.”

I gripped Issa’s face in both hands and pulled, touching our foreheads together. “You’re crazy.  Have you forgotten what happened the last time we met Cochise, and you mentioned his son?”

The clanging of swords stopped, replaced by quiet whistles and murmurs springing from the men training behind Issa.  

“Well,” Issa paused, “that was months ago.  I think we’ll be ok.”

I sighed. “When do you want to leave?” I kissed his forehead.

Issa raised his head and pointed behind us. “Well, I was thinking we leave today.”

Israel sat astride one horse and led another behind him.  Both horses were packed and ready to depart.  I turned back to Issa and shook my head.

“If we die…” I began.

“We won’t die,” Issa assured me. 

Israel brought the horses to us and hopped off. The man hit the ground then wrapped me in a bone grinding bear hug.

“Annie, it’s been too long.  Are you keeping the two of you out of trouble?” Israel said, pointing to Issa.

“Unfortunately, he keeps finding it.  Where have you been for the past week?” I asked.

“Trying to make sure Issa doesn’t get himself killed when he goes looking for help.” He said.

“You’ve spoken with Cochise?” I asked.

“Yes, and you’ll both have safe travels.  I can’t speak to your reception.” He made a slight bow to me, and I mimed a curtsy.

Issa slapped Israel on the back. “Thanks for the help.  Maybe I can learn runes now.”

“Issa, you’ve grown since I first met you.  I don’t doubt your scientific mind has room for runes. You’ll learn.”

“Those who do not change are like lakes with no tributaries, they eventual grow stale and kill everything that is a part of them.” Issa mounted his horse as he spoke.

“Very wordy.  You should find a simpler way of saying that.” I mounted my horse.

Israel laughed. “Farewell to you both.” 

“You too, Israel,” I said.

“Goodbye, my friend,” Issa said.

Issa led as we left the Freed Man’s village.

“Transform or perish,” I said as we left town.

“What?” Issa asked.

“Change or die? Either is a better way to summarize your statement about the lake.” I walked my horse beside Issa’s.

Issa grinned at me.  It reminded me of our dance.

“Very well, then,” Issa said.

I pulled my horse closer to Issa as we trotted towards the Apache.








CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




“THANK YOU FOR seeing us, Cochise,” Issa said to the sitting man as he took a spot across from him.

I sat beside Issa in the massive tent.  Across from us, Cochise sat with two men I assumed to be advisers.  I sat watching them through small crackling flames that warmed the tent on this chilly night.  

Cochise stared at Issa without saying anything for minutes.  I began to grow uncomfortable, but Issa remained relaxed.  I neared the point of excusing myself from the posturing session when Cochise finally ended the silence.

“How is my son?” Cochise asked.

“Coming here,” Issa replied.

The men on either side of Cochise quickly glanced at him.  

Cochise continued unphased. “How do you know this?”

“Annie and I took something his boss wants back,” Issa said.

“What’s that?” Cochise asked.

“A constructed creature that moves like a man, or in this case a certain red haired woman.” Issa looked hard at Cochise.

Again the men looked to Cochise. Deep lines of concern etched their faces.

“Tse goes too far, Cochise.  How much longer will you allow him to run wild and bring shame to our people.” The man to his left said.

“Would you like it if I killed my own son?” Cochise asked the men.

The men turned their gaze back to Issa and myself.  Issa’s eyes were soft but unwavering.  He focused on Cochise.

“Cochise,” Issa paused and took a deep breath before continuing, “I won’t kill your son.  If you allow me to be trained, I can help you keep him here.” Issa paused again. He sighed, and I saw a weight lift from him.

“I can bring him back to you alive.  For your judgment, as his father and chief.” Issa finished.

The two elders on either side of Cochise nodded their approval and turned their stares back to their leader.  Cochise bristled under their gaze but visibly relented.  He nodded to each man in turn then to Issa.

“Issa, someone will teach you how we use runes.” His eyes met mine before he asked, “Does she need anything?”

“Do you?”  Issa asked.

“Well, I’ve sparred with the Africans, and I’m making spears now.  I’d love to train with your warriors and take a look at your axes.”

Cochise and the elders smiled.

“A warrior of body.  Yes, you can train with us and learn the tomahawk.” Cochise said.

The men stood and walked to the tent entrance.  The two elders left, but Cochise waited a moment at the tent entrance.  

“Do I have your word, Issa? You will bring my son to me, alive, and not let him rot in a jail?  My foolishness and pride pushed him away.  I need a chance to do better.” Cochise said.

“My word, Cochise,” Issa said.

Cochise looked down and spoke softly. “Annie, follow me.  We have learned to make steel, and I will show you how we work the axes.  Issa, I will send someone for you to take you to the shamans for training.”

I stood to follow Cochise as he left the tent. Before I could go, Issa grabbed me by the hand.  There was something in his touch, and I felt electricity running up and down my spine.

“Be safe and be careful.  When this business with Tse is over, I want you with me.” Issa said.

“Always Issa.  We are a team now, bonded together.”  I said.

I pulled away from Issa, not looking back and walked out into the chill, moon filled night.

Cochise stood just outside, waiting for me.

He acknowledged me with a nod.  I responded in kind, then the man led me across the camp to a tent that looked more like a permanent structure than the other shelters in the area. 

Cochise opened the tent flap for me, and I walked in to see a beautiful forge.  The men were packing What looked like steel ingots into coal dust and placing them into furnaces to absorb carbon overnight. As I examined the space covered in tools with varying layers of soot, I noticed a nearly pristine section.  

I walked to the out of place section and saw etching and stamping tools made from star metal.  I picked up one of the stamps and recognized a rune that I had seen before.

Cochise came up behind me and spoke, “Runes can make you stronger too.”

I licked my lips in anticipation.








CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




“I AM CALLED Bimisi. You’re the one who wants to learn to use the tomahawk?”

The midday sun chased away the morning’s chill.  The Apache wikiups dotted the ever dusty landscape in little clusters adding variation to the scene.  The air blowing in from the west still smelled frosty with an unmistakable evergreen scent, although I couldn’t tell which one.  I wondered how the Apache made it through the winter and if we would be in these lands long enough to find out.

I turned to Bimisi as we walked. “Yes, I’ve never used them as weapons before, although I have split wood.”

He waved me off. “Different ax.”

We walked with a small group representing Navajo, Sioux, and even Mohawk. Seeing the diversity, with tribes native to the southwest taking in others from the east, reminded me how much of a threat they must see in the United States.  

“What kind of ax are we talking about?” 

“Thinner blade, bigger curve.  Great for chopping people, not wood. Also, smoking.” The man grinned at my confused look.

“I don’t understand.” 

“You will.”

Just outside the village, targets were set up.  Each one looked like a large section of a tree had been mounted vertically on two parallel wooden posts buried in the ground. One of the Navajo men unrolled a leather bundle he’d been carrying about ten feet from the target. Inside were many tomahawks of varying shapes and sizes.  I picked through the different weapons examining the curve and thickness of each blade.  The hafts of the various weapons differed in the types of wood used.  Aesthetically, I enjoyed the look of the darker woods wrapped in leather.  They seemed more refined than the other weapons. While considering each tomahawk, ideas formed in my head on how to design one suited to my needs.

“These are what you were looking for?” The man named Navajo1 asked.

“Yes, these are quite good.” The steel used reminded me of the African blacksmiths. “Are you using African techniques to make weapons?”

Bimisi nodded. “They showed us how to make steel.  We use their teachings, and our history, to make weapons.”

I picked up two axes with darker wood.  Each swing helped me become familiar with the balance of the weapon.  My mother always told me a well made blade will reveal how it wants to be used as you swing it.  Today would be the first time I tested her theory.

Swinging the axes in either hand like a sword felt off.  As the weapons pulled me, I found their balance and came to control them.  The axes told me their story as I moved, expressing to me how they wanted to cleave, chop, and defend.  

Bimisi nodded. “You’ve used tomahawks before?  And with two hands?”

I shook my head. “No, my mother taught me how to let the weapon’s soul speak to me.”

Bimisi contemplated my response before grabbing three axes himself.  The other men with us each grabbed a set for themselves and stood in front of the targets.

“Does the weapon’s soul show you how to throw it?” Bimisi whipped his arms forward rapidly three times.  The axes hit the target in a row with one dead center on the bullseye.

I let out a long whistle.

“Now, you try,” Bimisi said.

The other men with us launched their tomahawks.  None of the strikes landed as well as Bimisi’s, but they all hit the target.

I sucked my teeth and took aim. My first throw bounced off the target, flew three feet, and landed with a dull thud.  The second throw went wide right and skipped across the ground, kicking up dust as it went.  My shoulders slumped.

“Practice.” Bimisi walked to grab the axes.  I followed, kicking dirt as I went.

Wood creaked as he pulled each ax from its target.  I grabbed both of my weapons off the ground and swung them as I walked back to the line.  

“Closer,” Bimisi said to me.  He walked to a spot about two feet from the target and drew a line with his foot.

“Start here and go back.”

I rolled my eyes and threw the weapons again.  Both axes hit the target and bounced off again.  Bimisi had me step back, and the rest of the group made their throws.

Over the next hour, we practiced until my arms grew sore.  Bimisi patiently adjusted my throwing technique.   Towards the end, I consistently sank the axes into the wood.  With my last three throws, I made a straight line with the axes.  The middle tomahawk struck the bullseye dead center. I smiled and stretched my stiff elbow and shoulder.

“Now, you need to do it with your off hand.”

“Are you kidding me?  Why?” I asked.

“Why not?” Bimisi replied.

My shoulders slumped again.

“How do you grip the ax? “Bimisi asked.

I raised my head, confused.

“The way you hold the ax is too soft.  You have to be stronger.”

I eyed the man. “Stronger, how?”

“You swing like a dance. Swing at me.” 

I frowned but took my stance.  I felt the weapon’s balance and began a motion to cut across Bimisi’s chest.  He moved suddenly, blocking my arm, causing the tomahawk to fall from my hand, and he caught it.  I froze in surprise at being disarmed

“Watch me.” Bimisi motioned for one of the men to come over.

The man stood before Bimisi, relaxed. The two nodded at each other, then Bimisi shot forward and swung the ax at the other man’s chest, stopping the blade short.

“Strike.” Bimisi struck at the man’s temple with the ax’s poll.

“Strike.” The haft shot towards the man’s belly.

“Strike.” The ax’s eye swung in an upward strike that would have broken the man’s jaw.

Each move he’d made had been sharp and sudden and nearly impossible for me to read.

“This is not for the dance.  Finish the fight.” Bimisi handed the tomahawk back.

I nodded, understanding the way I flowed with a sword wouldn’t work with an ax.

Training with the men proved more brutal than I’d imagined.  With every passing hour, they worked to remove the grace my mother had spent years drilling me on.  In every fight before, I danced around my opponent, keeping them at sword length.  Now,  I closed in, striking with the tomahawk’s poll and eye; and with my knees and elbows.  Every muscle and joint in my body hurt when Bimisi called an end to the day’s training.

I dipped my head in thanks then limped back to my wikiup. Thirst gripped me as I entered the tent and collapsed next to the water skin.  A few sips removed the cotton feeling from my mouth, and I put the skin to the side, not wanting to get sick.  I lay on the ground going over the mistakes and successes from the day’s training.

A cool breeze brushed across my skin, waking me up.  My stiff muscles protested as I stood, cursing myself for falling asleep before stretching.  I limped outside while ligaments in my legs, arms, and back began to loosen up.  My stomach grumbled angrily as I searched for food.

My nose caught the fading aroma of roasted meat carried by the wind.  I tracked the scent to a fire pit where only embers remained cooling under the night sky.  Women cleaned the meal’s remnants and kindly gave me some meat on top of a roasted leaf. What the bison lacked in spice the sweetness from the plant made up for.   I headed back towards my wikiup, happy, and full.

Issa stood outside when I returned.  The tension and stiffness in my joints left when he smiled at me.  We hugged, and the chill in the air disappeared.

“How was your first day?” I fell onto my bedroll.  Issa sat beside me on a pile of blankets.

Issa’s childlike grin lit room. “Annie, I’m not sure what’s different now, but I did it.  I didn’t make my own runes, but I was able to use a cloth that had a rune woven into it.”

“That’s great what did you do with it?”

“If you hold the cloth and place a water cup on top, you can heat the water by focusing on the rune.  It drained me and took all day, but I got it.”

“Drained you?” I lay back to relax my aching body.

Issa gestured with his hands. “It’s new to me, so I overdid it.  You have to finesse it.  Once I learned to do that, heating the water was easy.”

“Apache1 thinks I have a natural talent.” Issa lay down, head next to mine. “I’m not sure how, but I’m excited.”

“That’s good.”

“How’d your ax work go?”

I sighed heavily and crossed my hands on my stomach. “I’m going to need to be more aggressive.”

“Not what you thought?”

“No, it’s very different. It’s good, though.”

Issa turned his head to stare at me.

“The style is very aggressive.  Less flow, more snap.”

I faced Issa.

“You’ll get it.”

I kissed his forehead.  He chuckled and rubbed the spot.

“Cochise left. I’m not sure when he’ll be back. I’m still trying to figure out why Tse left the tribe.”

“Any clues?” I asked.

“Actually, yes.  An older woman who uses runes mentioned that Tse’s broken heart made him leave. I’m going to dig into that more.  Once I have the story, I’ll let you know.”

“Any word from Mrs. Miller.”

“No, I’m sure she’s working on fluid for the PASIS.”

“Do you think they’ll work?”

Issa faced me again.  I felt his eyes studying me.

“You made them, they’ll work.”

“I meant on Tse.”

“I know.”

Issa kissed my nose. “Get some rest. We’ve got work to do.”

Issa stood and left the dwelling.  I lay still thinking about the effort I would put in tomorrow before sleep claimed me.








CHAPTER 20








CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




A WEEK PASSED as Issa, and I trained.  Bruises mottled my body at different stages of healing.  I wore deep purple splotches and yellow, green spots on their way to being healed, like honor badges.  In some places, the blemishes overlapped each other, creating a mosaic that shined a light on my repeated mistakes.  

Despite it all, I loved the more physical style.  Every punch and kick lifted away burdens I didn’t know I had.  Each day my endurance increased made me feel lighter.  To me, it felt as if I could walk on the clouds if I wanted to.  

Issa’s training became harder, as well.  Using the rune tokens tended to be simpler because the rune user left a piece of their essence within the object. This created a gateway making it easier for the next rune carver to use.  It differed because the tokens could work for almost anyone, even those who could not use runes. They had to be simple because they could only be turned on or off.

Issa wanted control.  He needed to be able to hold the power he needed in his hand.  At least that’s how he saw it.  The days after his initial success made Issa feel stagnant.  Figuring out the mental block keeping him from using runes properly seemed insurmountable.  

Each day he attacked the problem and came away mentally exhausted each time.

On the third day, Issa had come to my wikiup and lay down on the rug.  I sat beside him and lifted his head into my lap.

“The struggle continues?” I asked.

“Yes, it does.” He sighed.

“Any idea what the block could be?”

“No, I even had Mrs. Miller come from Freedman with an herbal drink she said would boost my concentration.”

“I’m guessing it didn’t help.”

Issa rolled onto his side as I rubbed his head.  “No, it didn’t”

“When I was a girl growing up, my mother would take me and the other two sword maidens on training retreats near rivers or waterfalls.”

“Why those places?”

“Sometimes, we needed to empty our minds and let muscle memory take over.  It’s hard, though.  Like if someone tells you to not think about a pink elephant.”

“Right, you start to think about the elephant.”

I tickled Issa’s neck gently.  He laughed and swatted at my hand. “My mother said the rivers and waterfalls were a way to cheat.  Instead of trying to not focus on what you were doing, you focused on the sound.  By doing so, you ended up focusing on a steady noise with no meaning.”

“So you focused on what amounted to nothing so the mind could relax and let go, and the body could react.”

“Exactly, over time, you learned how to empty your mind without the water.  That’s when you’d mastered the technique.”

Issa sat up.  “Sounds like an easy enough trick.  The only issue is where do you find a river near here?”

I shrugged.

“I’ll look into it.  Maybe there’s somewhere not too far away. How’s your training coming?”

“I’m getting better.  I’m going to take some time to work on my own axes tomorrow.  I have a few design ideas that’ll work better for me.”

“Sounds good.  I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“You better.”

Issa had stood and left then.  The next day faded into night, and I wondered if he’d forgotten to come see me.  The ax prototypes sat on the floor beside me as I lay back on my blanket and speculated if he’d decided not to see me.

My eyes were almost closed when Issa entered the tent with Mrs. Miller.  The axes were in my hand, cocked back to be thrown before I realized it.

“Interesting way to greet your guest, dear.”  Mrs. Miller said.

“Issa, Mrs. Miller. What’s going on?”  I fought to clear the cobwebs forming in my mind.

“Well, a few things.  I’ll let Mrs. Miller explain.”

“Well, first off, I found a place for you and Issa to go to train.  But, there are some rumors about the place.”

“What type of rumors?” I asked.

“Apparently, there’s a cave to the south and east of here. Tse used to retreat to with a young woman from Dallas.”

“Ok, what’s that have to do with training?” Reading their faces, I realized I was missing something.

“The woman was a red haired woman,”  Issa said.

The pieces began clicking in place.  “He was taking the automaton to the caves?  Why?”

“That’s the interesting part.  I’ve been working on additional toxins for the devices you made with some ladies here in the village.” She glanced at me.  “Sorry I haven’t been by sooner, dear.”  

I waved her off.  “It’s fine.”

“The women say she was very lively and would sing to Tse.” Mrs. Miller continued.

I stared at the two again, not understanding.

“Annie, when we observed Tse with the automaton, he seemed unusually affectionate towards her, did you notice?  The word is Tse is a very devoted man.  I don’t see him falling for two completely different red haired women from Dallas.”

“Issa, I’m not following.”

“Whose image was the woman made in?  I’m starting to have my suspicions, and we’ll need more information, but I think we may know who hired Tse soon enough.”

“Who do you suspect?”

Something flickered in Issa’s eyes.  “Wait for me to get some confirmation.  Until then, we need to prepare to head to the cave.”

“Tse hasn’t been here for years.  Why are we going?”

“You said your mother told you waterfalls and rivers helped with focus, correct?”

“Well, yes.”

“The cave has an underground river and waterfalls.  I think that meets the requirements.”

Mrs. Miller raised a hand. “Plus, the ladies said the tribes have considered the caves off limits ever since Tse stopped going.  So they should be untouched.”

“Isn’t that a longshot?”

“Have you ever seen an Egyptian tomb?”

“No, of course not.”

“You’ll be surprised what and how long something can remain in one place when untouched by human hands.”

“We’re going to this cave?”

“Yes, to train and to explore,” Issa said.

“While you two are gone, I’ll fill the PASIS.”  Mrs. Miller said.

“When are we leaving, and how are we getting there?”

“We leave in the morning.  The red tails will guide us.  They know the location.”

“So, we’ll have someone with us?”

Issa scoffed. “Of course not.  There seems to be no limit to the distance in their connection.  The hawk tamers will be in the Freed Man’s village.  We’ll follow the hawks to the cave.”

I raised an eyebrow. “And this is a normal thing?”

“Yes. They track herds often when hunting.”

I shook my head. “Understood.  So, I get to sleep now?”

Issa laughed. “Yes, I’ll make sure the horses are ready to go.”

Issa left while Mrs. Miller stayed behind.  She watched me for a minute, and I began to grow uncomfortable.

“You two seem to be doing better.  Anything you’d like to tell me?”

“I think after the bonfire, he began accepting the idea of us.”

Mrs. Miller nodded.  “Now, you fight for Issa?”

“I fight with him.  We’re partners.”

Mrs. Miller glanced at the axes.  “You’ve chosen new blades, and who they’ll protect.  Isn’t that what you were afraid of becoming?”

I stared at the axes then Mrs. Miller.  “I think I was afraid I wouldn’t have the chance to choose.”

Mrs. Miller smiled, nodded, then left.











CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX











CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN




TWO RED TAILED hawks soared overhead, and I remembered the staircase in Freed Man’s as we followed them. We’d spent the past three days following the birds as they led us through the dry land.  The baked earth beneath the horses’ hooves cracked and split open as we walked.  The flat, unbroken landscape allowed the wind to sweep across the terrain, turning the dust into an abrasive scouring the skin.  The cloaks and bandannas we wore offered some protection as we kept our heads down. 

One hawk passed by Issa on his right side.  He turned the horse in the direction indicated, and the red tail climbed back into the sky.  Each night they found somewhere to perch in nearby mesquite trees.  We fed them leftovers from the small animals we killed for food.

Another hour passed as we rode.  I began seeing the red tails spiraling towards the ground, rising and spiraling down again. 

Mesquite and juniper trees filled the area with berries scattered over the ground in different states of decay.  I noticed the air seemed to grow fresher as we grew closer to the spiraling birds. Then the overpowering scent of gin hit me just as we came upon a rocky area with an opening in the hillside.

Issa walked to a mesquite tree and pulled bean pods from the branches.  He tossed some to me, and I snatched them from the air then sniffed them.

“Try it and tell me what you think,” Issa said.

He popped a bean into his mouth and chewed slowly as he examined the ground around the cave entrance.

“I’ve never had anything like this before,” I said.

“I figured. They’re sweet. I’d prefer them cooked, but it’s still a nice treat as they are.”

The pod smelled tangy when I sniffed.  I bit it nervously.  The mildly sweet flavor tasted raw fresh.  The closest thing I could compare it to was a pea, but with more bite.  I chewed slowly, following Issa.

A red tail landed on the horse’s pommel and looked at Issa.  He tipped his head to the bird, and it lifted into the sky.  The two birds we’d followed circled twice before heading back in the direction we’d come from.

“Annie, can you tie the horses off over there?” Issa pointed to a stunted tree near the cave entrance.

“Sure, where are the red tails headed?” 

“They’ll check back every morning to see if we’re ready to leave.  During our time here, the birds will hunt and take care of themselves.”

“Convenient.”

I tied the horses to the tree before following Issa.  He had the cane out as he examined the entrance and just beyond.  After going in about six feet, he stopped motioned for me to come to him.

“See here, we’re far enough into the cave the wind and rain haven’t disturbed the ground much.  You can almost make out a boot print.”

I examined the outline he pointed at and wondered how he could tell it didn’t form naturally.

As we headed deeper into the cave, Issa asked me to get a torch.  I ran back to the horses and wondered what I could do to add a light to the cane.  When I returned with the lit torch, Issa took it from me and walked deeper into the cave.

The pathway narrowed to the point I had to follow behind him as we headed down the slope. Time ticked away as we walked in silence, and Issa carefully examined every inch we covered.  

“Not sure how you had the patience to learn to track.  This seems so tedious.”

“It’s like solving a puzzle.  Once you know how to find the pieces, it becomes fun.”

“Uh, huh.”

I stepped beside Issa as a damp, earthy, aroma filled my nose. We studied the small chamber revealed by the light.  Issa walked the room, touching the walls with his free hand.  

“Do you think someone who can walk through walls would need a hidden passage?” I asked.

“If he was taking someone with him, then yes.” 

He paused, and when I went to see why I found him staring down a shaft with a ladder.

“Well, that’s good to see.”

Issa passed me the torch and got onto the ladder.  Once he had a grip, he reached back up for the light and carried it down.  The next room we found ourselves in had two paths leading from it.  In one corner, there were torches in sconces made from chipping away at the rock.  The opposite side held small boxes and mildewed burlap sacks. 

Unseen creatures scurried away as Issa lit the torches.  My skin crawled, contemplating what hidden things had been waiting here.  Issa made sure to use the cane to move the items around and inspect the merchandise.

“I wish I had some gloves,” Issa said.

“Indeed.” I poked at a sack. It ruptured spilling out the moldy grain.  The yeasty, intoxicating smell coming from it almost overwhelmed me.

“Left or right?” Issa asked.

I weighed the two options as I studied the paths. “Left, I guess.”

Issa led the way down a path that turned sharply downward as we went along.  The walls and floor became slick, and I almost lost my footing more than once.  White calcium and lime deposits caused white streaks on the walls.  

The clicks our boots made against the hard rock bounced down away from as the path grew more constricted.  My heart raced in my chest as it continued to collapse in on us while we moved steadily downward. We eventually had to shimmy sideways down the path’s last few feet.  

“Are you ok?” Issa asked.

“Of course, why would you ask?”

“Your breathing’s getting ragged.  I think we’re almost out. There’s a breeze coming up towards us.”

Minutes later, we stepped into another opening.  I exhaled and heard the relief in the release.

Water gurgled and echoed within the new area we found ourselves in.  Issa held up the torch and before us sat an underground pond.  A narrow ledge worked its way along a wall beside the underground lake before being lost in the darkness.  

Issa’s eyes met mine, and I nodded.  He tested the footing on the ledge before leading the way out into the darkness.  I sighed and followed him.

As we worked our way around, the gurgling sound turned into a rushing torrent. The ledge widened and extended further into the water. It rose in the air as we went along, becoming a natural elevated platform, as the water swirled around it.  I walked to the platform’s edge and saw the water flowed over a ridge into the darkness below.  Issa extended the torch downwards, but the light couldn’t reach the bottom.

“I wonder how deep it is,” Issa asked.

“No clue and I don’t want to find out.”

“Agreed.  This appears to be as far as this goes. Let’s head back and check the other path.”

My heart didn’t beat nearly as fast as we made our way back.  The other path led down to another cave set up like a bedroom complete with a dresser, bed area, and a small table.  Two dusty glasses sat on the table with a reddish brown sludge at the bottom.   I picked one up, wondering how long it had been since Tse had been here.

Issa walked to the dresser, still holding a woman’s mirror and brush.  He opened each drawer sifting through each one’s contents.  From one drawer, he removed a small box.

“Take a look at this.”

I took the box from him as he continued examining the room.  Nothing else caught his eye, and he came back to me.

“What do you think this is?” I asked.

“Let’s see.”

Issa handed me the torch and pried the box open.  Inside he found a small book, a quill, and an empty inkwell.  Issa opened the book’s cover. 

“Looks like a woman’s handwriting here.  But the name is smudged out.”

Issa gently flipped through the pages.  Some stuck together, and he stopped himself from pulling them apart.  He skimmed through pages looking for ones not smudged he could read.

“Look at this here. Tse’s name.”

“So, this woman was writing about him?”

“It appears so.  And look at this.”

He pointed at a page with doodled hearts and flowers around one line written in huge letters.

“I said, yes? What’s that mean?” I glanced toward Issa.

“Seriously?  She said yes.” Issa added emphasis on the word yes.

“Oh, oh my god.  Tse was going to marry her.”

Issa nodded and flipped through the pages of the book.  Nothing in it identified who it belonged to.

“How did we go from this to him trying to rob us?” I asked.

“We’ll find that out when they come for the automaton.”








CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT




ISSA’S BROW TWITCHED as he sat across from me.  Every muscle seemed taut and ready to explode at any moment.  It made me laugh to think the most challenging thing Issa would ever do would be learning to relax.  

The rune token he channeled through before in the Apache village lay sat to his side beside the cane.  At his feet lay a piece of star metal and cloth. He’d shown me how, with the rune token, he could channel the magic through it and evaporate water from the fabric’s surface.  He would succeed if he could draw the same rune on the other cloth and evaporate the water again.

“Damn it.” Issa leapt to his feet and began pacing.

“You have to focus on the water, the sound it makes.  You look like a lot is going through your mind.  Do you want to talk about it?” I rose and caught him in my arms as he turned away from me.

“I don’t even know.  You know my father is disappointed in me.  You know why they call me faithless.  I don’t know what else there is to share.” The tension left him as he spoke.

“Let’s take a break. Did we go to the cave entrance at all yesterday?”

“Just to see the red tails.”

I led the way back to the cave entrance. The sun had already begun its descent towards the horizon. Time had become fluid as we spent time inside the cave.  We hadn’t found anything else about who the woman was over the past few days and had focused on Issa’s training.

I started a fire and filled a pot we’d found with water.  Issa grabbed mesquite beans from the trees and tossed them in the water to cook.  As they boiled, we shared jerky we’d brought with us and threw some into the pot with the beans.  The salted meat added a different flavor to the beans making them more palatable after days eating them.

“Smells like rain,” Issa said.

“That’s no good.  Will the horses be alright?”

“They should be.”

I scooped the beans into bowls and handed one to Issa.  Rain began to fall as the sun set.  The only light came from the fire.  The storm intensified as lightning flashed across the sky, illuminating the world around us.  Seconds later, thunder shook the ground.

“You train with those axes.  Do you feel like you’re losing who you are?” Issa asked.

“In what way?”

“You said you never wanted to be a sword maiden, and that’s why you became my apprentice.  But you’re training with axes to fight.”

“Well, yes, but this is my choice, isn’t it. I’m protecting someone important to me.” My eyes went wide as I realized what I’d said.

I stole a glance at Issa and saw a smile on his face.

“Someone important to you, huh? That’s interesting.  You don’t think you’re breaking a promise to yourself?”

“No.  Should I roll over and let someone have there way with me?  I don’t think so. I’m realizing the important thing was my freedom and making my own choices.  But things change, people change, and if they aren’t changing, they aren’t learning.”

“Wise words, my apprentice.” He laughed.

“Wise words I get from watching you, Issa. You’re giving your all to something you’ve struggled with to protect…” I paused, “Why are you doing it?”

“Remember, your father’s party?  How angry I was when we went there because he sent a man to attack you. I’d decided then to keep you safe.  I didn’t realize it consciously, but as I’ve thought about it and our situation now, I’ve realized that’s what it was.”

My heart raced as heat filled my body.  

“I’ll make this plain, no guessing, no does he, doesn’t he. I’m yours if you want me.  If not, I’ll teach you, and you can go on to become a great engineer.”

I took the bowl from his hands and placed them to the side.  He didn’t resist as I pressed my lips against his and pushed him to the ground.  The rain outside intensified as our tongues met. Issa’s hands explored my body as I studied his neck with my tongue. I began to undo the buttons on his shirt.

Issa grabbed my hands. “Hold on now. As much as I want this. Now’s not the time.”

He sat me up and kissed me.

“Patience, Annie.  Patience.”

I took a deep breath, but the fire inside me continued to burn hot.

“Thank you for being here for me.  Thank you for being my partner.”

Issa stood and held out a hand to me.  I took it, and he lifted me up.  I followed him back to the underground waterfall.

“Has the water risen?” The water seemed to be splashing onto the ledge now.

“I’m not sure.  But let’s do this.”

Issa sat cross legged with eyes closed.  His entire body began to glow as I watched awestruck.  He smiled and took the star metal and cloth in hand.  A bluish glow filled his eyes as he looked down and drew a rune.  The material glowed blue, and I covered my eyes.  When the light faded, I opened them again to find Issa pouring water onto the freshly written rune.  As he did, the water evaporated instantly.  The light faded while Issa’s eyes continued to glow.  I grinned at him.

“Now, it’s time to make a proper token.”

“Are you ready to get back then?”

Issa got up and grabbed everything he brought to the platform.  I began walking down the slope towards the narrow ledge. After walking a few feet with the torch, I couldn’t see the ridge.

“Issa, I think we have a problem.”

Water crept up the gentle slope towards me.

Issa came up behind me and looked over my shoulder. “I think that’s an understatement.  Hand me the torch.”

Issa held the torch up to the wall beside us and cursed.

“What’s wrong?”

“Some of the scaling on this wall forms a horizontal line in places.” He stood on his toes to see higher up the wall. “And some spots are high on the wall.”

“What’s that mean?” 

“It means this cave floods regularly.”

My eyes went wide. “What the hell?” Then the ledge…”

“…is already underwater.” He finished. “How deep do you think it is now?”

We backed up the slope towards the platform as the water touched our shoes.

“The platforms pretty high up.  Six, maybe seven feet.”

Issa cursed again.

“Can we wait it out?” I asked.

Issa examined the wall again.  He held the torch at a spot on the wall that was just over waist high.

“I don’t think so.  Once the water gets above that line there, it stops at waist height here.  Then goes overhead there.” He pointed each spot out to me.

“Waist high isn’t bad.”

“The current is going to be too strong with that sinkhole behind us.  Plus, the tunnel we came down will be partially flooded as well, and we don’t know how long it takes to dry.”

I cursed.  The tunnel already made me feel like I couldn’t breathe.  I wouldn’t make it up if I really couldn’t.

“Annie, we’ve got to go now.  The current is going to be strong.  Be ready.”

Issa shoved the star metal and cloths into his pocket.  He walked forward with the torch then paused.

“Hold on.” He said.

Issa tossed threw the torch towards the exit.  The flame lit the ramp before being snuffed out by the water.  While it was lit, I saw the flood had almost covered the exit tunnel.  

“It’s neck high down there.” My heart pounded in my chest, and I felt myself hyperventilating in the total darkness.  Freezing cold water came up to my ankles and pulled at my legs, forcing me to step back.

I saw two glowing blue dots ahead and realized they were Issa’s eyes.  His hands glowed and moved over something.  As soon as they stopped, a bright white glow illuminated the cavern in a sterile white light.  My racing heart calmed some.

“We’ve got to go.”

Issa slid the cane between his skin and shirt, allowing him to carry it without hands.  I heard him say a quick prayer before running and diving into the water.  I followed behind him.

My body shook as soon as the water enveloped me.  The lapse sent me racing backward towards the falls.  I flailed with my arms, bumping into rocks I hadn’t seen before.  One stone caught me in the stomach as I spun, causing me to exhale immediately.

I continued moving backward until my hand found a crevice in the wall.  Something soft touched my hand, almost making me let go.  Instead, I gripped it with all my strength and pulled myself forward and up, gasping for breath.

When my head broke the surface, I saw I’d only gone back a few feet.  Issa braced himself against a stalagmite just over an arm’s length away.

“Annie, are you okay?” Issa yelled.

“No, I’m not. I can’t feel my fingers, this water’s cold.”

Issa pulled the cane from his back and extended it to me. “Grab it.”

I reached out, and my fingertips brushed the cane.  I growled, braced my legs against the wall, and kicked out, grabbing the slick cane.  I squeezed with all my strength as I slipped down the cane.  The detailing bit into my hand, cutting it while preventing me from sliding further.  I felt the bend caused by Miranda’s attack and held on for my life.

Issa pulled straining with the effort.  When I reached the stalagmite, I gripped it with my other hand.

“What now?” I yelled over the torrent.

“How long is the filament connected to the spike.” The raging river almost drowned out Issa’s shout.

“I think a hundred feet.” 

He nodded and pointed the cane’s tip at the far wall.  He pressed the button to engage the filament and the other one to fire the spike.  The tip soared through the air and bit into the far wall just to the exit’s right.

“Hold on!” He wrapped his arm around my waist and hit pressed the button again to spool the cable.  We inched towards the other side. 

The water had already begun moving up the exit.  I took a deep breath, and Issa pushed me into the crevice.  I slipped and scraped my numb skin against the walls as I forced my way up.  I felt Issa pressing against me, pushing me up as I climbed up the tunnel.  

My lungs burned as I exerted myself.  Just as I thought I couldn’t hold my breath any longer, my head broke through the water’s surface.  I gulped air into my aching lungs.  Without pause, I reached back and grabbed Issa pulling him up the tunnel.  He gasped as we finish the climb to the other chamber.

“Annie,” Issa gasped, “Jesus Christ.”

I fell to the ground panting. “I know.”

I held my hands in front of me and saw a small cord twisted around my hand that had been in the crevice.  Inside it was a small bag. I tossed it to the side and made my way to Issa.

“Hypothermia, take off your clothes.”

Issa nodded.  Water dripped from him as he worked to pull off the clothes plastered to his body.   I helped him as he struggled and, once he was stripped, he helped me.

“Thank you, Issa,” I said.

“I’ll get a fire.” 

I fell to my knees and thanked God that I could still move. Issa called to me, and I headed towards the cave entrance and the fire. 

It was warmer closer to the outside despite the rain. He’d moved our bedrolls near the fire for warmth.  As I crept up behind him, lightning streaked down and hit the ground outside close enough to spook the horses.  Debris lifted into the air and glowed before the rain quenched it.

I stood behind him, watching the firelight reflecting off his bare skin. 

“Annie, I can’t believe we…”

I grabbed his shoulder and kicked the back of his knee while pulling him backward toward the blankets and fire.  I climbed on him and bit his chest.

“Wait, I said I didn’t…”

“Go to hell.” I leaned in and kissed him roughly. He resisted for a moment before I felt his tongue enter my mouth.

He flipped me over and bit my neck. My body arched up towards him just before lightning landed over and over, and the resulting thunder shook me to my core.








CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE




THE SUN’S LIGHT woke me from the deepest sleep I’ve ever had.  I started to rise, but an arm around my waist had me pinned down.  

“You’re finally awake?” Issa’s lips kissed my neck, and I squirmed, remembering last night.

“We’re really doing this, aren’t we.?”

“It’s a lot too late to ask that question.” I felt him rise.

“Once more to start the morning?” I asked.

“No love, that’ll take to long. We’ve got to greet the red tails and head back.”

“It’s love now, is it?”

“Isn’t it?”

I let out a frustrated sigh. “Fine, fine, and yes, it better be.  We still have to dry the clothes, though.”

“I’ll grab those.”

I turned quietly to watch him walk away and smiled to myself.

He returned quickly with everything we’d worn before nearly drowning.

“What’s this pouch?” He held it up for me to see.

“I’m not sure.  The cord was wrapped around my finger. When we came up from the platform.”

He tossed it to me and started the fire.  I opened the pouch and found a silver pendant inside big enough to cover my palm.  One side was slightly tarnished; the other held a huge green emerald.  I noticed hinges on one side and a little clasp on the other like a locket.  

“Looks expensive, doesn’t it?”

Issa sat down beside me.  “Yeah.  Can you open the clasp?”

“Sure.”  It took a minute to figure out how to open it without breaking it.  Once it opened, I nearly dropped it in shock.

“What’s wrong?” Issa took the pendant. “Oh, I see.  Well, that explains things, doesn’t it.”

I stared at Issa slack jawed.  “That’s Jacob Cross and Tse.  Miranda is Jacob Cross’ daughter.”

“To be honest, I’d been thinking Tse might be working for him.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”  I wanted to hit him.

Issa sighed.  “I didn’t say anything because he’s your teacher.  If I’d been wrong, well, that would have looked bad, wouldn’t it.”

“Is there anything else you suspect?”

“Honestly, yes.  Can you trust me enough to continue looking into it until I have the facts?”

I opened my mouth, then paused.  Early on, before the emotions and the investigation, if Issa had told me the truth, I would have thought he was jealous of Jacob Cross.

“Fine, just don’t wait too long to tell me.”

“I won’t.”

“What do we do now?”

“We get dressed and get back to the Apache village.”

We put our clothes on damp before hopping on our horses and following the hawks back to the village.  It only took two days to get back to the community.  Issa had pushed the horses to the breaking point each day, ignoring their safety.  I’d forced him to make camp both nights on our way back.

As the village came within sight on the third morning, two natives rode out to meet us.

“I’m guessing Cochise wants to talk again.”

One man nodded, and the two led us away from the village.

Issa rolled his neck as we followed the men.  Muscles popped as he stretched it and I feared we’d have another fight with the Apache.  Instead, we found Cochise alone standing beside his horse.

Cochise sent the men away after they delivered us.  Issa and I glanced at each other before dismounting and approaching the chief.

“You know why we’re here.”  Cochise had his back to us as he spoke.

Issa stopped walking. “I’m guessing it’s because no matter how many times I ask for the whole truth, you give me pieces.  Now you’re afraid we’ve put it all together.”

Cochise nodded slowly.

“What happened?  What didn’t you do?” Issa pressed.

“I was not a good father.  My son decided to marry the red haired woman from Dallas.  Her name was Miranda Cross.”

“You’re late, we already know that now,” I said.

“Yes, I figured Issa Obasi would find the truth,” Cochise said.

Issa took a step towards Cochise.  I grabbed his arm and held him back.

Cochise continued.  “The reason my son left is I let the woman he loved die.  I hoped once she was gone, he would forget about her.  I didn’t realize how much he loved her.”

My gasp surprised me.

“Tse can walk through walls easily, you know this.  When the water rose during a storm, he left her there to come to us for help.  We were patrolling in the area, so we had time to save her.  Once he told us the situation, I told him I wouldn’t risk my men for an American.”

“But why? There’s no way you could think that’s right.”  Issa said.

“I didn’t want to lose my son.”

Issa shook my hand away and rushed to Cochise.  He spun the man around and grabbed his shoulders.

“You lost him anyway due to your selfishness.”

The two men locked eyes.  After a minute, Cochise looked away.

“You’re right.  My son is gone, that’s why I want you to bring him back.”

“What happened after you ignored him?”

Cochise’s shoulders slumped.  “He rode to Dallas to get help from a Jacob Cross.  The cave was still flooded some when they came to get her.  She’d drowned, trying to squeeze through the narrow passage.”  

I took a deep breath remembering the claustrophobia I’d felt.

“I met the man, Jacob Cross, when they took his daughter’s body home.  His sadness, and the anger he held towards me, were just.  They both swore I’d regret my choice.  My son broke away from the tribe.”

“And?” Issa pressed.

“I also knew I was wrong.  But her life was gone.  How can that be changed?”

Issa began pacing.  “Everything adds up now.”

“What does?”  I asked.

“Cross and Tse can kill two birds with one stone.  One, he’s building an automaton of his daughter to bring her back to life with runes.”  Issa made air quotes when he said life.  “At the same time, if it works, steam weapons will work here, and they can pass the barrier with an army.”

“How would he get an army?”

“Annie, the police chief told us himself.  The politicians in Washington want the country to stretch from coast to coast.  Manifest destiny.”

My eyes went wide. “That’s an army.”

Issa turned to Cochise.  “Do you realize your pride has potentially put all the people on this side of the barrier in jeopardy.  All because you wouldn’t let your son love who he wanted to.”

“What do we do?” I asked.

Issa left Cochise, where he stood, walked back to his horse, and mounted it.  “We stop Tse.”

I followed his lead. “You say that like it’s simple.”  Cochise appeared defeated as I mounted my horse.

“Remember what the lightning strikes did to the ground?”

My cheeks grew warm.  “I do.”

“I know what my rune token will do.  Let’s get back to the village and get this done.”

“Got it.”

We rode back towards the village as Cochise stood alone.























CHAPTER FORTY




“WHAT ELSE HAPPENED in the cave, Annie?” Mrs. Miller shaky hands poured a cup of tea.

“Besides the almost drowning part?” 

Issa had asked me to get Mrs. Miller up to speed on where we were with the investigation.  I’d told her about the pendant and Cochise as we’d sipped tea.

She sat two fresh cups down on the table then sat across from me.  She stared at me as she sipped from her cup.

“What else happened?” 

I squirmed under the woman’s gaze.  It reminded me how my mother looked at me when she’d known I’d been up to trouble. 

A sigh escaped my lips as the tea’s aroma filled my nose.  The lavender and mint notes mixed with the black tea’s earthy scent, and my mind calmed as my skin grew warm.

“I made love to Issa, and it was amazing,” I said.

A mischievous grin parted her lips.  “Sly minx.  I figured something happened.  You’re glowing too much for it to be all bad news.”

“Is it that obvious?”

Mrs. Miller raised an eyebrow in response.  I didn’t know how to interpret it. 

“I’m worried about you and Issa.  You two have this new love blossoming while you’re running into danger.  To be honest, I’m not a fan.”

“You don’t think we should be together?”

Mrs. Miller blew violently from her lips.  “I think you should give cross what he wants and not risk losing out on something so precious.”

She patted my hand.

“But, I’m sure you two will find a way to get it done.”

“Issa knows Jacob Cross, plus we have a plan to deal with Tse and Miranda.”  I picked my tea up with one hand and drank.

“You went to the problem’s beginning and came back as the solution.” She nodded.

“Funny how that worked out.  Issa can use runes now.”

Mrs. Miller spat her tea out. “You could have led with that, and I’d forgotten to ask about your lovemaking.  Did you see a burning bush while you were there?”

My laughter filled the tent.

Mrs. Miller waited for me to calm. “This is more than a passing fling, yes?”

“Yes, I’ll give Issa all of me without question.”

“Now, you fight for Issa?” She asked.

“Now, I fight alongside him.”

Mrs. Miller nodded again, then stood and grabbed my cup.  “Time for you to get a move on, dear.  You’ve got some more practice to do with those tomahawks.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Where’s Issa?” 

“He’s making his rune token to fight against Tse.”

She nodded. “I’m sure he’ll be by later then.”

I stood and wrapped my arms around her.  She squeezed me back, and I felt the love in her embrace.

The sun had turned towards the west in its trek across the sky as I left her tent.  The pleasant warmth relaxed me, so I decided to throw some axes.  I grabbed the tomahawks from my wikiup and headed to the targets.  

The hours passed silently while I trained.  Splinters fell as my tomahawks bit deep into the wooden targets.  Sweat began to drip from my brow as each throw became more dynamic by shifting angles or using two weapons at a time. 

Stars shined faintly in the evening sky.  I decided to find Issa and see if he’d completed the rune token.  A search at his tent and with the rune users proved unsuccessful.  

One female rune user let me know she’d seen Issa walking west away from the village after he’d finished his rune token.  I headed out after him under the new moon.   A charred smell like ozone and earth hung in the air as if a storm headed our way.  Each star shone like a diamond as I stared into the cloudless sky.  My gut told me to follow the smell to find Issa.

 The chemical scent grew more intense as I approached. Issa sat inside a circle with the cane nearby and eyes closed.  Sweat covered his shirtless chest while the starlight from above peppered his skin.

I knelt behind a bush and stared at Issa, waiting for something to happen.  Water nearby bowls trembled as he said a prayer I could barely hear.

A blue glow faded in outlining him against the dark sky.  As the light intensified, white gloves became visible.  An intricate rune, like four bumps with a line below it, had been woven into them. From the bumps, a bolt shot up towards his fingers. Another came down from the fingers towards the bumps.  Attached to the line below the humps, a fish hook symbol pointed inward on each glove.

The glow from the gloves intensified.  My neck hair stood on end as a crackling sound, like someone stepping on dried leaves and sticks, filled the air.  The slight chemical ozone smell grew intensified again making me light headed.

Issa placed his hands together, forming a diamond with them.  He opened his eyes, revealing the same intense blue from our last night in the cave.  I gasped as the hair on my head lifted in all directions.

Sparks jumped between my fingertips when I brought them together to say a prayer.

“My God, Issa,” I said to myself.

Around Issa, the water and dirt rose into the air.  It swirled around him like he sat in the eye of a storm just before lightning struck the ground.  I shielded my eyes, not wanting to go blind.

“Issa, be careful,” Thunder from another lightning strike drowned out my scream.

A third and fourth strike landed around him.  Without thinking, I ran to Issa to protect him from the freak storm.  The lightning fell faster and faster, closing in on him.  Three steps separated us when the most massive lightning bolt so far came crashing down upon him.  I didn’t have time to shield my eyes from the blinding light, and its force threw me backward.  

Deafened, I tried to stand. A high pitched whine filled my ears, disorienting me, and I fell to the ground again. My eyes watered as I looked back to where Issa should be and saw him stand before I passed out.








CHAPTER FORTY-ONE




I WOKE UP to a throbbing headache and the smell of coffee permeating the tent I was in.  Sitting up, I looked around to find Issa squatting next to a small fire stirring a pot.  He turned to me, hearing my movement.

“Good morning, Annie.  I brought you back to my tent.” He ladled coffee into a cup and gave it to me.

“Not how I would prefer to spend my second night alone with you.” I rubbed my temples, trying to massage the throbbing away.

“Try the coffee, the caffeine should help. It’s strong.”

“If memory serves, I was just electrocuted.  I’m not sure if coffee is going to help, but thank you.” I smiled through the pain and drank.

Issa chuckled.  “Well, there is some willow bark in there.  The Apache say it helps with pain.  Strong black coffee helps hide the taste.”

He put the fire out and gathered items from around the tent as I finished off the cup.  

The pain in my head faded allowing me to think abotu the thunder strikes surrounding Issa when I found him.  Somehow he’d remained unhurt despite being at the center of the electrical storm and that didn’t make sense to me. The bond between Issa and I had become to strong now for me to be nervous about what to say to him but something held my tongue as I watched him pack.

“Go on, Aniie,” Issa said, “I swear I can feel the questions.”

“What was with the lightning dancing around you.  Why was it hitting the ground so close to you?” I asked.

“It was the rune.  I finally figured out how to use one and can control electricity with the gloves I have in my bag.”He patted a black bag with a drawstring attached to his horse’s saddle.

“Why aren’t you wearing them now?”  As I spoke I stood on wobbily legs.

Issa caught me as I stumbled and helped me lean against a rail.  I closed my eyes willing the world to stop spinning and succedding slightly.

“When I have them on, I constantly feel the hum.  It’s amazing to feel magic now after so many years, yet frightening.” Issa smiled weakly at me. 

I tried wrapping him in my arms to pull him in for a kiss.  Instead, he ended up supporting me with his embrace.  As he looked for a palce for me to sit I stole a kiss from him.  He grew darker and if Issa had been anyone else I’d say he was blushing. 

“I know you’ll be able to master this new gift.  It will just take time.” I said.

“I’m not too sure how much more we have.  I want this to be over soon so we can be at home in our bed.”

“Bed? Singular?  As in us sharing one?” I asked.

“Annie, I hope you want to be part of my future.” Issa said.

Inside my emotions churned and it seemed like they all hit me at once.  Joy, fear, the tide almost carried me away but love held me fast and protected me from the flood.  Issa and Ms. Miller treated me with kindness so quickly I couldn’t imagine leaving the two of them on their own.  They were my family now and I wouldn’t want to part with either of them.

I embraced Issa and hoped that all the feelings and words unsaid could be felt through my arms. The way he gripped in return told me they were.

“We’re leaving.  Mrs. Miller has the paralysis agent ready, I have magic, and you have your axes.  I think we can head back to Freedman’s and wait for Tse.”

We went to my tent, and Issa helped me get my stuff together.  Mostly I sat on the floor and told him what I needed and what could stay.  Once he’d helped me pack, we went to grab our horses.  

Mrs. Miller sat on her horse, patting the creature’s neck.  The woman waved when she saw me but kept talking to the horse. 

I nodded back, no longer feeling the world spin beneath my feet.  Issa followed me as I approached my horse and helped me get into the saddle. I took a long, deep breath as a sense of vertigo came on me then went away.

“You gonna be okay?” Issa asked with concern.

“Equilibrium’s a little off. I’ll be fine other than that.” I gave him a weak smile.

“If you want to wait here, I can get your stuff.”

I shook my head, “Nope. Let’s go.”

“Will you be well, Annie?” Mrs. Miller asked me.

“As long as Issa warns me before he starts calling down lightning from the sky I’ll be fine.”

Mrs. Miller raised a questioning eyebrow. 

“We’re ready for a fight.” Issa said.

“I pray we are.” She said.

We rode off slowly the two riding beside me to help me if I needed.  The ride across the dusty landscape helped me recover and when the Freed Man’s village came into view at sundown I felt more like myself despite Issa and Mrs. Miller helping me stay in the saddle twice.

Even from this distance street lamps glowed in like fireflies.  Seeing the city and its lights reminded me how much I wanted a hot meal and a warm bed. At the thought of food my stomach churned and I decided to save the meal for in the morning and drink some water to settle my stomach.  

“Issa, pass me a water skin, please.” I said.

Issa tossed a water skin to me, and I caught it then took a sip.  My stomach gurgled a little, but didn’t protest.  I sighed and sipped some more, sloshing the water in my mouth before swallowing.”

“Refreshing,” I said smacking my lips.

“Glad you’re feeling better love, let’s get you into town and get some food…” Mrs. Miller began.

Steamworks hissed loudly as the scent of sulfur flooded my nose.  Nausea gripped me as a weird contraption lurched at us from our right side.  We all stared at it in shock surprised to see any steam powered devices in the Native Lands.

A pipe extending from the one wheeled device whistled as steam escaped. The vehicle’s diameter appeared to be about six feet.  In the center a thick bar held a large brown seat.  An outer rubberized wheel turned, propelling the device forward while the seat remained stationary.  The engine appeared to be below the seat attached to the inner ring and roared as the device came toward us. I watched as the driver turned the device toward us using handlebars attached to the inner wheel. My mouth opened in shock when I saw the person driving the gyroscopic vehicle was Miranda Cross.

“What the…” Issa began before yelled in pain as he was knocked from his horse by a man flying into him.

Issa hit the ground hard, grunting.  I saw he’d manage to grab his cane as he’d fallen and snagged a satchel.  The weird motor gyro drove past Mrs. Miller.  As Miranda passed, she stood on the device’s pedals and snatched Mrs. Miller off her horse with one hand.  She sat the woman behind her hard then twisted the handles.  Steam hissed, and the machine took off.  

Tse ran to Issa’s horse, which was already terrified, and slapped the creature across the back.  It reared up before taking off.  Tse ran after Miranda disappearing into the forest as I wobbled in my saddle.

Issa struggled to his feet cursing Tse and Miranda.

“I need a horse.” He stumbled towards me.

“Hop in front.” 

Issa climbed onto my horse, and we raced toward Freed Man’s Village.

We thundered into town, and Issa took us to Israel’s place. Issa dismounted and helped me down before he ran to Israel’s door and pounded it hard enough to wake the neighborhood if they’d been asleep.  I drank water and took deep breaths to steady my stomach.

“Israel, we need the red tails.  Hurry and get them.”

Israel slung the door open, and Issa almost hit him. “How many?”

“The kettle.  Tse Kidnapped Mrs. Miller on our way back.”

Israel nodded and summoned a maid from inside.  In a moment, she was on her horse and off towards the aviary.

“I need a horse.  And a fresh one for Annie.”

“Of course. I have more in the stables out back.”

I grabbed my tomahawks and followed the men to the stables out back.  Without hesitation, Issa picked two horses, one jet black and one buckskin, both mares. We hopped on the horses, Issa on black and me on the buckskin. I thanked God the adrenaline had kicked in, helping me stay steady in the saddle.

“Israel, have the red tails guide us. We’re headed out.” 

Issa kicked his horse into a gallop towards the gates, and I followed.  We raced to the spot we’d been ambushed and headed east from there.  My hair whipped me in the face, and my heart raced as we rode.

“What’s a kettle?” The pounding hooves and rushing wind made it difficult to hear and speak.

“Better to see for yourself.”

As we charged east towards Dallas, a loud screech made by many birds split the sky.  I stole a glance above and nearly fell out the saddle as over a hundred red tailed hawks poured from Freed Man’s.  The hawks climbed into the air in a corkscrew pattern before launching themselves eastward as if fired from a gun.  They spread wide and were gone in an instant.

“Jesus Christ. That’s a lot of hawks.” I yelled.

“That’s a kettle, it’s a rare sight.”

Every second counted, and I wondered how long it would take for the hawks to find Mrs. Miller with the head start.

A loud screech ripped through the sky once more, and two hawks flew passed us nearly hitting Issa and myself in the head they circled us as we rode before swinging south.  More birds joined the red river slipping through the sky, veering south.  Issa and I turned with them, and they rose to give us breathing room.

“Looks like they got her.”

Issa nodded. “Look ahead.”

In the distance, I saw the hawks circling as a kettle.  The birds had to be at least a mile away, but their number made it easy to see them swarming and diving on someone.  As they harassed them, Issa and I began catching up.

The weird motor gyro came into view.  Miranda weaved it through trees while dodging the hawks.  Tse waved a stick at the birds trying to beat them away.

“Can you use lightning on them?” I asked.

“The gloves are tied to my horse.”

Frustrated, I screamed and pushed my horse faster while grabbing an ax from my belt. Both our horses’ stamina seemed to be holding up as we chased them down. I got behind Tse with Issa beside me.

Issa motioned with his arm, and I nodded, whipping an ax at Tse’s back. The tomahawk slipped through Tse’s body and embedded itself into a tree. 

I cursed and pulled another ax.  Issa pulled up beside Tse as I moved my horse toward Miranda.  Issa opened the satchel he’d grabbed when falling from his horse.  Inside I saw they held the PASIS.  I saw him press a button wait, then launch the device at Tse.  

The device passed through Tse.  As he turned solid, it released its payload gassing him.  He began coughing immediately.  Issa readied another PASIS and tossed it.  

It passed through him once more before exploding again.  This time it looked like Tse stayed intangible as the device disbursed the paralytic.

Issa got closer and swung his cane at Tse from behind.  The rod passed through Tse without resistance.  He immediately swung backward, catching Tse in the chest.  The native doubled over in pain while gripping the horse’s reins.

The hawks continued to work as we galloped through the trees at breakneck speeds.  As Issa focused on Tse, I turned my attention to Miranda.  I steered my horse towards her.  When Mrs. Miller saw me coming, she tried to get loose from Miranda’s grip.  I knew that wouldn’t be possible.

My limited options all proved to be awful and could get Mrs. Miller hurt.  I cursed, taking a swing at Miranda’s gyro, hoping to knock it off balance.  The ax bounced off and sent a shock up my arm.

The outter wheel rotated around the inner wheel on a thin rail.  Flaws in the devices design jumped out at me and an idea to stop it came to mind when I noticed inlets the outer wheel passed over.  As the hawks flew beside us, I started pantomiming my need for thick branches.  The hawks delivered, and within seconds my hand strugled to grasp all the branches they’d brought me.  The first branch bounced away from the rail and the inlet.  I cursed under my breath and tried again.  It seemed ready to slip into place before sliding out and hitting the ground. 

In frustration, I wove my horse through the trees to get ahead.  After gaining fifty yards, I turned my horse and charged at Miranda.  My eyes caught Issa as he wrestled with Tse trying to yank him off the horse.  I smiled, anticipating stopping the two here. My focus shifted back to Miranda to make the throw.

I approached on her left, and with two horse lengths between us, I threw the branch.  A metal grinding sound put a smile on my face as the gyro stalled.  The horse resisted as I pulled hard on the reins before it whinnied in terror.  I lifted in the air and kicked free as the horse began to fall over. As I spun in the air, I saw Miranda’s extended leg being pulled back in after kicking the horse.  

My arm whipped forward, launching my ax towards her.  She blocked the hatchet with her arm, and it bit deep into the artifical skin and metal bones.  She pulled it free and tossed the weapon to the side, pulled the branch from the gyro cycle, and took off.

I screamed in frustration as I stood.

Issa pulled up as I screamed, and turned away from Tse, who took off after Miranda.  He slid off the horse as he got to me and wrapped me in his arms.

“Are you okay?” He patted me down, searching for broken bones.

I pushed him away. “Fine, I’m fine.  Dammit, she’s not.  They got Mrs. Miller.”

“We’ll get her back.  I don’t think he’ll hurt her.”

“But now we have to give him back the upgraded automaton.” I kicked at the ground.

“Oh, we aren’t giving back a thing. We’re going to get her back, period.” Issa said.

“How?”

“Our plan’s working.  The PASIS works. Plus, I have these.” He held up his gloves.

I grinned. “Well, that’s good.  How many PASIS are left?”

Issa frowned. “None and I don’t think we have any more paralytic.”

My horse stood up.  I rubbed her down and thanked God she hadn’t been killed.

“They ran from us this time, Annie. Next time, we have them.”

“We’re headed back?”

“Yes. We’ll need some things from Israel, but we’re leaving within an hour.”

“Well, I better go grab my ax.”








CHAPTER FORTY-TWO











CHAPTER FORTY-THREE




FROM THE ROOF next door, we studied Jacob Cross’s property. The massive estate appeared ominous in the darkness.  During the day, the welcoming, vibrant green hedge wall opened into a green paradise.  Now, at night, it seemed to be a dark black voluminous wall churning menacingly in the wind opening upon a shadowed wild land.  Enemies lay beyond the wall’s border.  

We’d pushed the horses to the breaking point to get back to Dallas, and we’d taken them to Tinker for rest.  While there, we rested and dressed in the clothes Issa had gotten from Israel.  The all black skin tight outfits covered us from head to toe.  They were made from springy cotton that felt uncomfortable at first but gave me a wide range of motion. The outfit came with soft soled slippers that didn’t make a sound as we moved along the streets and roofs.  I glanced at Issa and saw the white gloves on his hands and laughed.

“Seriously, now? What’s funny?” he asked, confused.

“We’re wearing all this black to hide, and you have on white gloves.” I held up my hands to show my black ones.

Issa chuckled. “Well, I didn’t think I’d need stealth gloves.”

Bright stars shone down like the lights in a theater.  Our world hadn’t been flipped upside down, and we were just players in a stage production. A sliver of moon hung in the sky, making it a great night to creep about.  A red tailed hawk soared past us and toward the ground. We’d had a hawk tamer come with us to Dallas to be our eyes in the sky.  We dropped from the roof and headed to our rendezvous. 

“Give it to us, Nazar.”

Nazar wore midnight blue, which appeared black in the night. He’d been one of the two men that escorted us to Freedman’s the first time.  

“Two on the west side. Three on the east side and two more on the east balcony.  Three to the north, but one tries to hide.  Five in the south.”

“Will you be able to help?” I asked.

“When I see through his eyes, my body is blind.” The man’s voice sounded like a bass drum falling down a mountain.

“We’ve got this,” Issa said.

I nodded.

The wind blew harder in response, and I thanked God for that small blessing.  The increased wind would help hide the sounds we made.

“Do we go west or through the front door?” I asked.

Issa knelt on the ground and drew a diagram in the dirt.  He examined the night sky and twisted the cane.

“If we go now, I say we head west, more shadows that way.” He said.

I studied the diagram he’d made. “Agreed.”

Issa rose and patted Nazar on the back. “Remember the signal?”

“Three for all clear.  Two for trouble.” 

“You know if we get caught, we’re over.  My father might be able to send me away, but you’re a negro, and they would bury you alive under the jail if they don’t hang you first.” I said.

Issa gave me a wry smirk. “Would you leave me behind so casually, my apprentice?” 

I wrapped my arms around him. “I’d be crazy to leave you, detective.”

The hawk took flight as we skulked through the shadows towards the western entrance.

We waited for the guards on the west to turn their backs from the hedge before going through it.  The wind picked up more as we did masking the rustling we caused.  Issa and I hit the ground, lying still as the men overlooked us in the dark.  A spark lit up around one man, and a few seconds later, the smell of sulfur and cigarette smoke floated our way.  I saw him light one for his partner, and they headed to the north.

We fast walked across the open area to the wall. “God, I’m getting nervous.”

Issa shook his head. “Save that for later. We’ve got to get inside.”

I began to speak again, and he covered my mouth, putting a finger to his lips.  The wind blew gently now, and I heard footsteps headed toward us from the south.  I nodded my understanding, hoping whoever made the footsteps had not heard me as I almost yelled at Issa.  Slowly, the steps faded into the distance.

“Annie, I understand, but we need to check the windows,” Issa said once we were clear.

We tried the windows and found them all locked.  Issa let out a silent curse then peeked around the corner. I looked back to see where the other guards were and saw them still smoking and chatting.

“Looks like there’s a door there. Just around the corner. I’ll go around first and try it.”

“Got it.” 

Issa went around the corner, and I thumbed my tomahawk handles. He tried the door, but it wouldn’t open.  The guards were still near the house’s east end.  Issa scurried down to the window.  I didn’t see what happened, but he gave a thumbs up.  I checked on the guards on the north side and saw them tossing their finished cigarettes.

“Hurry up, Issa,” I whispered.

It felt like hours passed.  The guards were still chatting on the north side.  I check the south and saw one guard coming back. That’s when Issa opened the door.

The men stared at each other for what felt like an eternity.

“I was coming out for a smoke.  Jacob said someone out here should have a cigarette and a light.”

“I didn’t know he had company tonight.”

“Yes, we’re working on a project.  He wants it to stay quiet, very revolutionary stuff.  He has me here working with the chemicals.”

“Is that why you have that weird outfit on?” He gestured to Issa’s clothes.

“Yes, they turn black when I’ve been around too many chemicals.  See, I washed the gloves off, and they’re white again.” Issa held up his hands.

“You expect me to believe that, huh?”

Issa grinned. “What, you don’t?

The big man shifted and stood straighter, looking down on Issa. “I could call my boys over, but I think I’ll have some fun myself first.”

I pulled an ax free.

“Fun, yeah, let’s have some fun.” Electricity crackled. 

I darted around the corner as Issa’s hand shot out and grabbed the man.  The guard seized up, and when his eyes rolled back, Issa let go.  I caught him as I came to the doorway, and together Issa and I pulled him inside.

“They’re gonna notice he’s missing,” I said as we lay the man down.

“Hopefully, they think he went for a piss. Let’s speed this up.”

“Either way, I think we used up our close calls for the night.” I crept down the hallway.

“We’re both out of practice for this sort of thing.”

I froze and turned to face Issa. “You’ve done this before?”

“Sneaking around?  Yes, I’m the son of a general, I’ve seen battle at night.”

“And I was trained to be an elite bodyguard and killer, now we want to be scientists.  Instead, we’re playing rescuers.”

“Playing?” I heard the mocking question in his voice.

“Not playing.” I sighed.

We made it to the hallway’s end and looked left then right.  

“Which way?” I asked

“There were guards on the east side balcony.  We can try there first.  Maybe they were watching over her.” Issa shrugged.

“I feel like we should have planned this better.”

Issa led the way through the mostly empty house.  It seemed like all the guards were posted outside for the night.  We still took our time as we worked our way east.

“Quiet isn’t it,” Issa said.

“Please don’t jinx it.”

“I don’t want to, but this place is huge. I’m thinking we might have to get noisy to find her.”

We crept up the stairs in silence.  When we made it to the top, Issa put his ear to the door.  He shrugged after a few minutes and cracked the door open.  We waited with bated breath.

Issa exhaled then opened the door.

Two guards waited for us.

Electricity arced between Issa’s fingertips as I whipped out a tomahawk.

“I’m glad they seem to be underestimating us,” I said.

“It does make things easier.”

A mapping table similar to Issa’s sat in the room’s center. Multiple blueprints lay scattered and unrolled with notes and calculations everywhere.  Intricately carved bookshelves stained a deep brown and inlaid with gold lined most of the walls.  On one wall were racks of chemicals and reagents that would look more appropriate in an alchemist’s laboratory.  

“How did the guard not believe my story about the chemicals?”

I shrugged. “Don’t know. Maybe they’re looking for us.”

I walked over to the chemicals as Issa looked over the blueprints and books.

“Issa, look at this.” I held two jars up to him that were labeled Miranda’s cognitive fluid.

Issa shook his head in disgust. “That is why I hate automatons.  Bad enough using animals to make the fluid, but to make it from a human, it’s obscene.”

I nodded in agreement and put the jars down.  As I set them down, I noticed a folded piece of stationary below them. I set the jars to the side and picked up the folded paper.




Mr. Cross,




Here’s the cognitive fluid.  The police officer tailing Miranda has been dealt with, as instructed.  Issa and Annie were there as well.  How would you like to proceed?




Tse




“Issa, you need to see this.” I handed the letter to Issa.

He parsed through it. “My god, Cross had the man killed.”

“Who would make human cognitive fluid.  Did the officer see who made it?”

Issa closed his eyes and tapped his chin.  His eyelids twitched as he contemplated the situation. 

“Tse and Jacob both loved Miranda.  I thought they just wanted to make an image of her.  It looks like they were trying to bring her back to life.”

I stared at Issa in disbelief. “Is that possible?”

“Cognitive fluid allows automatons to work.  Machines are trained to do the work with the fluid.  Human fluid could maintain memories, in theory.”

I grabbed each jar. “Should we destroy them?”

“No. Leave it for now.”

Sighing, I placed the jars back on the table.

“Let’s get Mrs. Miller out of here.”

“You’ll get no argument from me.  I can feel the loneliness.”

I pocketed the letter. “We should come back for the jars.”

Issa picked them up and tossed them in the air.  He sucked his teeth then searched the room until he found some twine.  He tied the jars together with a cloth between them so they wouldn’t clink then tied a large loop. 

“Kill the lights.” He said.

He walked to the balcony as I did.  Issa checked the guards’ position then held an arm up.  I wondered why until I saw the red tail land on his arm.  He held the loop up to the bird, and the hawk gripped it with sharp talons.  Issa nodded, and the bird took off.

“Does that work?” He asked?

“I believe it does.”

We walked to the door. I listened carefully for a five count before pulling open the door.  

Issa went through first. “Still empty.”

“Of course, it is.  Like I said, lonely.” I shut the door. 

It immediately reopened.    

I spun around quickly, punching with the ax, but Jacob Cross caught the blow.

“Well done, my friend, it seems you figured me out. And stole the fluid as well. I’ll get that back soon.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t try to stop us,” Issa said.

“Then, the element of surprise would have been lost,” Cross said.

“Do you really want to destroy the Apache?” I asked.

“Annie, you’re one of my favorite students. That’s one of the reasons I recommended Issa to you.  I knew he’d share his research with a student.  And look how quickly you adapted your tech to it.  So sweet of you.” Cross stroked the side of my face with his left hand.  I slapped it away.

“I’ll be honest, you weren’t the first person I tried to send, but no matter how much money I promised the young men, none wanted to apprentice to Issa. No offense,” Cross said.

Issa raised an eyebrow.

“You mentioned finding a way for steam power to work in the native lands.  The amount of wear from sending Miranda there for the few days it took to grab your housekeeper amazed me.  Your tomahawk even cut her.”

“How dare you use me to get to Issa.” I spat in his face and backed away.

“Really?” He wiped his face. “Didn’t I encourage you to continue making your automaton?”

Issa stepped forward. “So you could try to play God and bring your daughter back to life. You didn’t care about Annie.”

“And you seem to have not kept the apprenticeship professional.  Very sloppy, Issa.  But I guess that’s to be expected.”

I stopped Issa’s hand from hitting Cross.

Issa snatched his hand away. “Cross, where’s Mrs. Miller?”

“In the basement, unharmed, I assure you. Who’d you send the jars to?”

“Why would we tell you?” I asked.

“To save your housekeeper.”

“We’ll do that anyway.” I stepped towards Cross.

Cross laughed. “The world changed, and you two don’t even realize how much.  It goes beyond my daughter or me.  Godhood is within our grasp, and you’re worried about a housekeeper.”

“We aren’t gods, and you’ll never bring your daughter back to life,” Issa yelled as blue electricity flashed in his eyes.

“Issa, you’re no longer faithless?  I see why you would be upset.  But I can do it, and I will.” Cross backed towards the bookshelves as he spoke.

“You had a man killed, Cross,” I said.

“Tse did it, not me.  All I’d have to say is that I wanted to offer the man money, but Tse decided to keep it.  What I’m trying to accomplish is more significant than just my daughter, and I.  Miranda represents a change in the world and our place in it.

“It ends tonight, Cross,” Issa said.

“No Issa, you and your apprentice end tonight.  Know when you’re beat.”

Footsteps approached Issa and me from behind.  Issa and I cursed at the same time, we’d fallen into the same trap as the guards we dealt with earlier.

“Annie, Issa, I bid you farewell.” 

I angled my body to face the guards and felt Issa stand between Cross and myself.

“Boys, you don’t want to do this,” I said.

“Listen to the lady, gentleman.” Issa extended his cane to a full length staff as he spoke.

The guards rushed us, batons out and ready.  I thanked God again for small favors that the men didn’t have pistols.

Using the butt of my ax, I swung at the first guard approaching me.  He tried to block, but the ax easily broke through the feeble defense and found his chest, knocking the wind out of him. He stumbled backward and hit the floor.  

“I’m stronger than I look.” I teased.

I heard footsteps running away behind me.

“Cross, get back here,” Issa screamed.

“Save your apprentice, Mr. Obasi.”

The men paused confusion on their faces, and Issa immediately went to work swinging at two men. The staff crackled with electricity and stunned them both before he knocked them unconscious.

Issa looked around. “I thought there’d be more.”

“Where’d Cross go?” I asked.

“I don’t know.  He couldn’t have gone through the door.  Over the balcony?”

“Doubtful.” 

“Mrs. Miller,” Issa said.

“Yes.”

I stepped over bodies to get out the door and into the hallway.  Issa followed me, and we ran to the stairs leading to the first floor, taking them down two at a time.  Guards were downstairs and charged us.  Issa and I knocked them out without breaking a sweat.

“Basement?” I asked.

“I’d guess near the kitchen.” He said.

We headed to the kitchen and found a locked door.  Three swings of my ax tore through the door enough to kick it open, and we ran downstairs.

I exited the stairway first into the dark basement, the smell of damp and mildew overwhelmed my nose.  I hoped Mrs. Miller hadn’t been here long.

A glow came from Issa’s direction, and I saw he had shrunk the staff back to cane size, and the head glowed with a cool bright blue light.  He looked around until he found a button on a wall and pressed it.  The hiss of a steam powered electric generator starting up came from deeper in the basement, chugging slowly at first, then picking up speed.  The buzzing of electricity hit my ears as the lights came on.

“Is someone there, please.  Issa? Annie?” Mrs. Miller’s voice cut through me, and I could see Issa felt it too.

“Here, Mrs. Miller. We’re coming.” Issa moved towards her voice.

We turned around the next corner and came to a large opening.  Sitting there were Tse and the automaton Miranda her arm still showing damage.

“We were wondering when you would show up,” Tse said.

I pulled the other ax from my waist belt as Issa’s cane crackled with electricity.








CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR




“MR. ISSA OBASI and the apprentice, Annie Sakdavong, or should I call you detective Obasi?  Either way, I told you if we met again, I’d kill you both. I’ll correct my mistake now.” Tse said.

“Stand down, Tse.  Your father asked me not to hurt you, but I can’t keep that promise if you don’t cooperate.” Issa said.

The area we stood in looked roughly twelve feet across with about fifteen feet between them and us.  Piping lined the walls carrying steam back and forth to what I assumed would be the generator room.  Across from there, was another room where we’d heard Mrs. Miller’s voice.

Tse eyed Issa’s crackling cane. “Cheap tricks won’t save you, detective.  You got lucky last time.” The way he said detective almost made it sound like a slur.  I wanted to crack his skull with my ax’s butt.

“Tse, your father wants you to come home.  Go to him, explain yourself, and ask forgiveness.  He will show you mercy.”

“Fuck his mercy,” Tse screamed suddenly, anger twisting his face into a visage of hate. “Where was his Mercy when Miranda died?” he pointed to the automaton, “He needs to beg for my mercy.  When we’re done, my father and the Apache, the freedmen, and every other native bastard will lose their homes.  They will die, and I swear I will lead an army to do it. I’ll sweep across them like a plague leaving not even a memory of who they were.  They will become part of history, as it should have been.”

Issa matched Tse’s fury with intense calm. “Tse, there’s no fluid, we have your other automaton.  You will fail.  Jacob has already run away, and Annie will dismantle this automaton. We’re here because we’re ready, and you’ve lost.”

“It’s over when you and her,” he pointed at Issa and I, “and them,” he said, waving his hand, “are all dead and she.” 

“You’ll realize it soon enough,” Issa said.

“I’ll make Miranda whole again.” Tse spit.

“She’ll never be whole again, just a machine,” Issa said with pity.

“That’s not what he promised. You are a liar.” Tse charged Issa.

I crossed the ten feet to Miranda faster than the time it takes to blink, passing Tse, the two of us ignoring one another.  I leaped at Miranda, bringing the axes down upon her with all the force I had in me.  A sharp clang could be heard as metal struck metal, my axes biting deeply into her pseudo flesh, concrete around her feet cracking as we made first contact.

I leaped back, not wanting to stay too close to her and give her a chance to grab me.  Each time I backed off Miranda was a chance to check on Issa.  He parried Tse’s incorporeal, reaching hand with the electrified cane as I watched.  Tse screamed in pain when the rod made contact.  He tried to dodge backward, but Issa stayed on him.  

Miranda came at me, capturing my attention again.

I attacked her again and was caught off guard by how fluid the machine moved.  She slapped my tomahawk from my hand with a flick of her wrist.  I came down on that arm with my other ax bitting deeper into the already damaged pseudo skin and pipework.  A thin jet of steam came from the wound, and I licked my lips.

Miranda looked at her arm quizzically before pinching the valve closed.  I twirled my ax and circled the woman.  I saw Issa getting punched in the stomach by Tse, whose hands were covered in compacted earth.

“New trick?” I said to myself.

  Miranda and I met head on.  This time I feigned a kick.  Miranda stepped into the feint, grabbing my leg, lifting me off the ground, and slinging me across the floor.  I bounced once, dropped my ax, and hit a wall losing my breath.  

I rolled to stand watching Miranda grab the first ax I’d dropped.  She walked toward me and grabbed the second one.  I knelt, staring at her.

Issa screamed, part terror, part rage, mostly pain.  I tried to slip by Miranda, but she brought the ax down on me, swinging towards my head.  I jumped back, keeping my distance from the automaton.

Issa stopped screaming.  Tears filled my eyes as I fell to my knees and glanced to where he would be.  All the fight left me once I realized I’d be joining him soon in the afterlife.  Instead of seeing Issa’s dying body, I saw Tse, his right arm hanging limp at his side. Issa’s left arm bled as well.  The blood stained the black cloth and dripped from fingers clenching and unclenching. He was still standing, still fighting.  

“Annie, she’s a machine, take her apart like one,” Issa screamed at me with lightning leaping from his hands.  

Issa’s eye’s locked with mine, and I stood.  Miranda stepped towards me, and I rushed her.  My mind went back to the blueprints of her design.  They expanded in my mind, the weak points seemed to light up. 

Miranda tried to take my head off.  I skidded under the swing and grabbed at the arm with the exposed piping.  Years at the forge had strengthened my grip, and bending pipes like this would be easy.  I twisted the tube as I dodged the ax from her other hand.  My grip held as I turned, snapping the pipe off.  Steam hissed out, and her arm went limp before dropping my tomahawk.  I rolled and grabbed the weapon before backing off her.  I leaped at her again.

Miranda swung with a crosscut, and I ducked underneath and took out her knee joint, opening a gash. My ax bent the joint, and I rolled away.  The automaton took a step after me and fell, the joint giving way under the increased pressure and strain with a metallic pop.  I ran towards her as she stood and flipped over the woman and chopped straight through the elbow connector line that gave tension to the forearm.

She fell again, no longer able to support her weight on that arm.

“No!” Tse screamed and charged me.  I braced myself for with no way to stop the incorporeal man.  Issa raced and caught him with a tackle before he could get to me. Miranda recovered during those few seconds and compensated.  She rose, and I backed away from her.

Her left arm hung limp at her side from the damage.  With one ax and hobbled, Miranda continued to come towards me.  I ran towards her feinting left with a strike to her shoulder joint.  She twisted her body left to protect it, and I quickly went right, slapping down the underpowered ax swing. I chopped down hard with my tomahawk at the elbow joint.  The whole thing immediately went limp, and my ax fell from her hand.  

Miranda tried to swing her arm at me by twisting her body.  I was already moving out of her reach and as the arm swooped by. I raced in and took out the knee joint on the left.  Miranda fell to the earth again, unable to support her weight.  

With no way to get up, the automaton fell flat and crawled towards me.  The emotionless face contradicted the determined movements, and it disturbed me.  I stepped over her and chopped into her back, severing the signaling node in her spine and the boiler reservoir, keeping her pressure up.  As steam leaked rapidly from her back, I heard a deafening scream come from behind me. The earth began to quake beneath my feet.

Issa ruptured a steam pipe as Tse continued scream.  The basement floor roiled like waves in the ocean.  I tried to run towards the room with Mrs. Miller but couldn’t keep my footing.  Issa banged at the pipe until it cracked in two and steam quickly filled the area where he and Tse were.  

“Annie, close your eyes and cover your ears,” Issa yelled at me from the steam cloud.

I understood, closing my eyes and covering my ears.  A steam cloud formed, and I rolled to the far wall away, realizing there was about to be a repeat of Issa’s awakening.

Even with my eyes closed, it was the brightest flash and most deafening sound I’d ever heard.  My hair stood on end as electricity coursed in the air behind me.  Silence filled the air, or I’d gone deaf, 

When My eyes opened, Issa knelt on the ground, eyes rolled back, panting loudly.  Tse lay before him arms outstretched as if reaching for Issa in those final seconds.  I walked over to Issa and dropped beside him as police rushed into the basement.








CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE




MRS. MILLER WAS with Officer Tanner giving her statement as Issa, and I sat on the ambulance.  She made sure to mention that Jacob Cross was the one that had her kidnapped by Tse multiple times.  Officer Tanner assured her that he understood and had it noted.  He walked over to us with her after they were done.

“Well, Issa, trouble does seem to follow you wherever you go.” He said as he came over.

“I had no choice Tanner, how could I live without Mrs. Miller,”  Issa said.

“Sweet, sweet boy.” Mrs. Miller hugged Issa.

Issa grimaced as she squeezed his hurt shoulder, accepting the hug.

“When we get home, I’ll make you both biscuits with sausages and eggs.  I know you both love my breakfasts.”

“I’m looking forward to it, ma’am.” We hugged.

“Issa, Annie, is there anything else you have to add?  I assume we got it all.”  Tanner asked.

“Well,” I reached into my pocket, “there’s this letter showing that Cross also had your officer killed,” I handed the letter over.

Officer Tanner whistled. “Well, since you two rescued her and found and caught the murderer, I don’t think anything bad will happen.  Mighty fine detective work.”

“Mighty fine indeed.” The police chief said as he walked over to us, “I thought I told you two to leave this alone.  I should have you both arrested.”

“Well…” Issa started.

“How dare you,” Mrs. Miller said indignantly, “read the report.  Issa rescued me.  Maybe if you’d taken him seriously the first time, he wouldn’t have had to do it.  How about I report you to the mayor.”

The chief didn’t look worried. “Let’s not be rash. They were warned not to be in police business.  But, Cross overplayed his hand.  You get to make it this time, Obasi.”

Issa stood straighter.  “Overplayed his hand?  Did you know about this chief?”

Tanner’s eyes widened.  “Did you, sir, that officer was a good man.”

The chief glanced at the officer.  “Know which side you’re on, Tanner.”

“That’s not a no,”  Issa said.

“Issa, you stepped in it but got lucky.  Remember that, next time, you will swing.”

The chief smiled at each of us and walked off.

“I got your note Issa, and he kidnapped Mrs. Miller.  Cross will be in our crosshairs soon.  Stay safe.”  Officer Tanner followed the chief.

I scooted closer to Issa and lay my head on his shoulder. “That was some fun.  You show all of your lovers a good time like this?”

Issa winced. “No, you are the first.  Can’t fight destiny, I suppose.”  Issa leaned in and kissed me.

“What’s this?  What’ve you two been up to?” Mrs. Miller said playfully.

“I know you ladies have already talked about it.  I’m a man, not dumb.” Issa said.

“Do tell?” She said with hands on hips, “In truth, I know this young love is sweet, but you may want to do the right thing before a child makes it’s way here.”

“Well…” I started.

The two gave me quizzical stares.

“I actually would like that, I think, Issa.” I searched his eyes.

Issa gave me a slow nod.  I saw the mental wheels turning.  “Do you really?”

“I don’t have to worry about being your sword maiden, but I wouldn’t mind if I am.  Maybe we can even…” I trailed off.

“Annie, sharing my life with you would make me happy.”

“Are we planning a wedding?” Mrs. Miller asked.

“I guess I need to ask her father.” 

“Well, until we do it right,” Mrs. Miller squeezed between the two of us, patting our thighs, “I’ll be right here.  I don’t want to hear pitter-patter until after I hear church bells.”

Issa and I laughed.

Issa stood then, followed by Mrs. Miller and myself.

“Let’s go home. I believe Nazar will be waiting for us there.”

“Are we fixing the automaton?” I asked.

“The one here, no.  We can give it back to Rolf. The one we have, she won’t be Miranda.  Let’s see what happens with her.”

I nodded my understanding. “Very well, we’ll wait for Josef.”

We walked past the carriage where Tse lay unconscious.  Issa asked the officers for pen and paper and scribbled a note then put it in the carriage.

“What’s on the note,” I asked.

“I told him since I won the fight, he needs to head home when he wakes up.”

I slapped myself in the forehead.  “I forgot, Tse, will walk out of the cell as soon as he wakes up.”

Issa winked.  “Honestly, I don’t know how to stop him.  So we can say we kept our promise to Cochise.  Maybe they’ll blame the breakout on Cross.”  Issa shrugged.

“We’ll see.” 

We head home hand in hand.











CHAPTER FORTY-SIX




I SAT AT the table, remembering my dream from the morning.  It had picked up from the last one where I’d knelt to give Issa the sword maiden’s oath.

Instead, in my dream, Issa had grabbed my head and lifted it up, smiling the whole time.

“I…” Issa’s finger pressed my lips, silencing me. He knelt, facing me, mimicking my pose, and the cane I’d made for him appeared from thin air.  It lay across hands covered in white gloves as my sword lay across mine.  Our fingertips touched, and my pale light blazed alive again.  The creatures around us fled from the light. As it grew, they backed away and hurled insults and denials at us.  I closed my eyes, leaned in across the blade, and kissed Issa.  He accepted the kiss with parted lips.  

In my mind, the light became more intense than the sun.  The creatures had nowhere to run as we knelt together, and I opened my eyes to see the golden halo around Issa’s head. I looked down and saw I no longer held a sword but a many shifting thing that became a sword, a spear, an ax, and many other weapons as I watched.  Light crackled across Issa’s cane as he stood and smiled.  He extended a hand to me, and I took it to stand beside him.

A knock at the door stirred me from my reverie.  The plate filled with delicious biscuits, sausage, and eggs called out to me as I left the kitchen.  Mrs. Miller happily cooked them for Issa and I every morning for the past two weeks. Still, tomorrow, I thought I might want something different.

I got to the door and checked the peephole.  Israel stood outside with Josef and I threw my arms around the two men as soon as I opened the door.

“Josef, I missed you so much,” I drew out the words as I hugged him.

“I missed ya’ to lassie. How’re ye’ feelin’?” He asked.

“Better now, my belly is full of Mrs. Miller’s good cooking,” I said.

“Aye,” Josef said, sniffing the air, “That sausage and eggs I’m smellin’?” he asked.

“Yes sir, go in and grab yourself some.  Mrs. Miller would be happy to see you.”

“Aye, been long on da’ road and in need of a hot meal,” Josef walked to the kitchen.

I hugged Israel as Josef left.

“Good to see you too, sir.  How was the trip?” I asked.

“It was good, and I’ve come bearing gifts.” He said.

I beamed at him, bring it around back I’ll have the workshop open.

“Yes, ma’am.” He took off and headed to the horse carriage by the street.

I shut the door and ran to the back.  Issa rarely used the workshop, and we’d cleaned it for use with the automaton.  I opened the door to the shop and waited for Israel.  It wasn’t long before he arrived with the unit.

“Set it in here,” I said.

Israel, and the men with him, unhitched the wagon with the automaton from the horses.  The men broke into a sweat as they rolled it into the workshop.

“Thank you for bringing it, Israel.  I don’t know how to repay you.” I said.

“Just keep Issa out of trouble.  Now, where is that breakfast?” he said.

I directed him to the kitchen, and the other men left with the horses.  I was too excited to be a good hostess. I immediately worked to get into the crate with the automaton.

It only took a few minutes to get it open, and I examined it for any scratches.

“How does she look,” Issa strolled into the workshop with a cup of coffee.

“Good as the day we found her. I’m ready to turn her on, are you?” I asked.

“Yes, I am.  I guess we can get started. Mrs. Miller is entertaining the guests.” He said.

I hugged him and gave him a  kiss on the cheek.  Mrs. Miller was adamant that we not do any more than sharing a hug or a kiss.  I found it hard after our time in the cave, but Issa had insisted as well, so I’d relented.  I was still his apprentice.  Once we got married, we’d take things further.

“Help me lift her over to the table,” Issa said.

I grabbed the automaton’s shoulders, and he took her feet.  Removed from the crate, she was much lighter.  Even so, we were still worn out by the time she was on the table.

“How can something so stiff move the way she did when we fought?” I asked.

“Good engineering. Besides, this one is a generation two design.  She should be more durable and move better,” Issa said.

“Glad she wasn’t working then.  I had enough trouble with her as it is.” 

We lowered her onto the table, and I ran to get the Miranda cognitive fluid.  I opened the cognition reservoir and poured every last drop into her. There wasn’t enough to fill the last few milliliters.

“That’s not good.  What do you suppose we do?” Issa asked.

“Well…” I said, scratching my head, “I know this is going to be somewhat inappropriate…”

“Go on…” Issa said.

“We have the cognitive fluid from Tinker. It’s high quality and was supposed to be used to add life-like qualities in the standard automatons.”

Issa sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose, “Yes, do we know what’s in it?”

“We can ask later,” I said.

Issa shook his head, and I grabbed the cognitive fluid.  It was just as clear as the fluid we’d already used.  It made me wonder if it belonged to another human.  I didn’t want to alarm Issa, so I said nothing.

Once full, I sealed the reservoir with clear acrylic. Before I could close it, Issa halted me.

“One second, let me do something.” He said.

He opened a drawer on the table and pulled out a star metal rune carver.  On the reservoir, he put two runes.

“What are those?” I asked.

“A variation on reinforcement and life, a blessing for her to keep her durable.”

After he finished, I closed the hatch for the cognition fluid and opened the water reservoir.  

“Do you have any of that mixed with uranium?” I asked?

“I got something better than that as well.”

He went to a shelf and pulled down a large jug.  I looked inside and smelled it.

“It’s water,” I said.

“No,” he corrected, “It’s heavy water.  Very hard to come by but gives the best quality of steam.  The uranium would not power this steam as well.”

Issa poured the water into the reservoir.

“So, what are you going to do?” I asked.

“Seal her up, and I’ll show you.”

I sealed her with clear acrylic.  Once again, Issa pulled the star metal out and carved three runes.

He pointed at each in turn as he spoke. “Life, heat or fire, and control.  I think with these, she should be able to regulate herself.  

“Interesting,” I said, impressed.

“Ok, I’ll let you take it from here.” He kissed me on the forehead.

“Thank you, sir,” I blushed and went to work.

Once all fluids are full, and the reaction begins, you have to continually adjust valves and monitor flows as they start.  A mistake now could lead to a burst pipe or ruptured seal.  

Thirty minutes passed without a leak, and the cognitive fluid flowed correctly through the cognitive reaction system. The reservoir sent steam to all the actuators and generating the electrical pulses the cognitive fluid needed.

I stood back and waited with Issa in anticipation.

After another ten minutes, I thought something may be wrong.  I walked over to Miranda.  As I did, she sat bolt upright.  She looked at Issa, then at myself.  I took her hand in mine, and it felt warm beneath the pseudo skin, like real flesh.

“What now?” Issa asked.

“Well, now we need to access the control panel and instruct her.  Should be in the back.”

I felt around her back as she examined the room.  Her gaze touched upon every nook and cranny as if she were a child looking upon the world for the first time.  In a way, she was.

“I can’t find the panel,” I said to Issa.

“Really, let me help.”

“I know where it is.  The blueprint showed it clearly.”

“Was it moved, this is a more advanced model.”

“I don’t know where it would have been moved to,” I said.

“Hello.  Who are the two of you?” 

Issa and I stopped, taking a while to realize the voice came from Miranda.

“Can they talk?” Issa asked.

“Cognitive fluid lets it move. There’s too much work involved in speech.”

“Has anyone made one of these with human cognition fluid before?” Issa asked.

“I don’t think so,” I said.

“Hello.  Who are the two of you?” She repeated.

I spoke to her, “I’m Annie,” I said slowly, “and this is Issa.”

“Annie. Issa.” She looked at each in turn.

“Yes. Amazing how clearly you speak.”

“Speak clearly.” A pause, “I am,” another break, “I am Miranda.”

“Yes, yes you are,” I said.

She looked at us both again, “Mother? Father?”

“Oh dear,” I said.
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