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  One




  A Needless Gunfight – Rooftops – His Final Words – Frey Gets Kicked in the Face a Lot – A Little Misunderstanding




  ‘On reflection,’ Crake said to Frey, as they huddled behind an upturned table, ‘this wasn’t one of your better

  plans.’




  ‘It’s hardly the bloody time, Crake!’ Frey snapped back. He ducked as a shotgun blast chewed away the edge of the stone-topped table, peppering his face with grit. Blinking and

  wiping his eyes, he checked on his crew. Malvery and Jez were pressed up against some pillars, which were decorated with an increasingly bullet-ridden snakes-and-lizards motif. Pinn crouched near a

  small ornamental fountain that trickled with water.




  ‘I’m just saying,’ Crake continued, as he reloaded his pistol, ‘that maybe walking into a den of drug addicts while brandishing weapons and shouting wasn’t the best

  way to go about things.’




  ‘Tell you what, Crake. If I’m still alive in ten minutes, you can head up the inquiry. How’s that?’




  ‘My point is . . .’ Crake replied, then cringed as another volley of bullets chipped along the tiles and turned a nearby cushion into a cloud of feathers. ‘My point is,

  I’ve noticed a certain lack of healthy cowardice in you recently, Cap’n. And I’m concerned it’s going to get someone killed before long. Specifically, me.’




  ‘Well, we can’t have that, can we?’ said Frey. ‘Can we talk about this later, though? I’m trying not to die.’




  There was a lull in the gunfire. Frey took the opportunity to snatch a quick look at the room. The den was like a cross between an exotic temple and a whore’s bedroom. Pillars and statues

  gave the place a certain serene gravity that was ruined by the overstuffed settees and gaudy decor. Complex pipes sat in the centre of round stone-topped tables, which had thankfully turned out to

  be bulletproof. Patterned screens separated off private areas. The air was fogged with sweet smoke, which was making Frey feel a little dizzy and ever so slightly euphoric. Most of the smokers and

  den attendants had fled when the gunfire started, but there were still some Samarlan addicts huddled in the corners of the room, saucer-eyed and gibbering. Their evening had gone seriously

  wrong.




  Ashua Vode was on the far side of the den, shooting at them from cover and being generally uncooperative. There were four men with her, all Vards. Mercs, Frey reckoned. Two were with Ashua

  behind the drinks bar, one behind an upturned settee, one behind a pillar.




  ‘We just want to talk, Miss Vode!’ he called. ‘No one has to get hurt!’




  She gave a cynical laugh. ‘You can talk to my revolver, if you like.’




  ‘We’re not here to kill you!’




  ‘Sure you’re not! And I suppose Jakeley Screed didn’t send you, either.’




  ‘I don’t even know who—’ he began, then ducked as the man behind the pillar took a shot at him. Malvery fired his lever-action shotgun and the merc’s outstretched

  hand exploded in a red splash of blood and gristle. He lurched back into cover, screaming at the top of his lungs.




  ‘Real friendly,’ called Ashua from her hiding place. ‘Quite the pacifist, aren’t you?’




  ‘Oh, piss off,’ Frey said. ‘He shot first.’




  ‘Kedley! You okay? Kedley, mate?’ someone was shouting.




  The man who had just lost his hand could only howl.




  ‘You rotting bastards!’ A merc popped up from behind the bar, a revolver in both hands, firing wildly. Frey kept his head down, waiting for him to run out of bullets. The moment he

  did, there was a sharp crack from Jez’s rifle. Frey peeped out in time to see him stumble back against the shelves behind the bar, a ragged hole just under his nose. He collapsed in a noisy

  avalanche of smashing bottles.




  ‘You’re not doing much to change my mind, here!’ Ashua called.




  Frey didn’t bother to answer. Ashua was on edge, possibly high and, despite her bravado, she was clearly terrified. Why else had she surrounded herself with hired guns? She was expecting

  someone to come after her. Nothing Frey said would make a difference.




  Maybe he should have been a bit more subtle. Getting into a needless gunfight wasn’t the smartest thing he’d done today. He’d just wanted to make an entrance. He’d

  planned to stride in there at the head of his crew and awe the room. But the mere sight of them had sent Ashua and her men reaching for their guns, and they’d opened fire before Frey could

  say a word.




  He took a moment to size up his opponents, looking for an advantage. He’d only caught a glimpse of Ashua before the gunfight began. Despite having plenty of attitude, she didn’t look

  like much. She was slight and boyish and surprisingly young, with short hair that was a muddy shade of ginger. She wore shabby mechanic’s trousers covered in pockets, and a pair of battered

  boots. There was an elaborate tattoo surrounding her left eye, a swirling, branching pattern that spread along her upper cheek and curled onto her brow. The tattoo and her accent pegged her as a

  street rat from the bombed-out slums of Rabban. What he couldn’t understand was what she was doing here, in the back streets of Shasiith, a city in the Free Trade Zone of Samarla.




  Then again, he was beginning to wonder what he was doing here himself.




  The mercs were easier to figure out. They hadn’t been in Samarla long: they weren’t tanned enough to be expatriates. She’d probably found them in a bar, drinking away the

  profits of their last assignment. The way they fought marked them as enthusiastic rookies, not hardened pros. They were low-lifes. And Frey could deal with low-lifes.




  ‘Hey!’ he shouted from behind his table. ‘Fellers! One of you is dead, and there’s another who’ll have to scratch his arse left-handed for the rest of his life.

  That leaves two of you who can shoot. There’s five of us. And we’re better with our guns.’ He paused for them to digest the situation, and so they could listen to their friend

  sobbing from behind the pillar. ‘You’re not gonna be able to spend that girl’s money when you’re dead.’




  ‘You shut your mouth!’ Ashua shouted back, before yelling at the mercs: ‘He’ll kill us all if he gets the chance!’ But nobody was firing any more, and Frey knew he

  had her companions’ attention.




  ‘My name’s Captain Darian Frey,’ he said. ‘You might have heard of me.’




  He waited. Just when the silence was becoming embarrassing, a gruff voice spoke up from behind the bar. ‘I heard of you. Captain of the Ketty Jay. Recognised you from the

  broadsheets.’




  Frey felt a glow as his ego warmed up.




  ‘Don’t talk to him!’ Ashua snapped. ‘He’s out to trick you!’




  ‘I heard of ’im too,’ said the merc behind the settee. ‘He took on the Manes at Sakkan. And that fat one with the walrus moustache is the crazy doctor.’




  There was the boom of a shotgun, and the edge of the settee blew off. The merc squeaked and crushed himself into a ball.




  ‘Malvery! Settle down!’ Frey barked.




  ‘Sorry, Cap’n,’ Malvery said. ‘Accident. Must be these fat fingers of mine.’




  ‘Now, everyone be nice!’ said Frey. ‘Here’s the deal, fellers. You can put down your guns and walk out of here. Maybe you’ll give up your payday, but ask your

  friend there without the hand if it’s worth it. We just want to talk to Miss Vode.’




  ‘No one’s giving up! We’ll die first! Right, boys?’ said Ashua.




  In response, a pair of pistols skidded across the floor from behind the settee. The remaining merc lifted a shotgun into sight and lobbed it over the counter of the bar.




  ‘You bunch of chicken-arse traitors!’ Ashua screamed, close to hysteria. Then she sprinted towards a door at the back of the den. Pinn sprang up and aimed his pistol, but Jez lunged

  over and grabbed his arm.




  ‘We want her alive, remember?’ Jez said. ‘She can’t talk when she’s dead.’




  ‘You talk and you’re dead,’ Pinn sulked, which, Frey had to concede, was a fair point.




  ‘Cap’n,’ said Malvery. ‘She’s getting awa—’




  ‘I know!’ he yelled. He’d been torn between chasing after her and the fear of running out into the open, in case the mercs had more guns. Malvery’s prompt was the

  spur he needed. His pride wouldn’t let him cower; not after they’d recognised him from the broadsheets.




  ‘Cover me!’ he shouted, and came out from behind the table at a run.




  Malvery bellowed at the mercs. ‘Keep your damn heads down if you don’t want ’em blown off your shoulders!’




  The mercs obeyed. Not many people argued with Malvery at full volume.




  Frey pursued Ashua through the door, and found himself at the bottom of a square stairwell, warm and dim. He could hear Ashua’s boots echoing above him as she ascended.




  The stairwell was tight, built around a hollow centre. Several storeys above, evening light filtered down from a squat, open-sided tower. Frey caught glimpses of movement above him: a bare arm,

  a flash of ginger hair. At one point, Ashua stopped, having heard his footsteps. She looked down the stairwell.




  ‘Bugger off and stop following me!’ she shouted, and fired a few shots into the gloom. Frey pressed himself against the wall until he heard her boots tapping upwards again.




  By the time he got to the top he was out of breath, and the heat had increased noticeably. The tower was little more than a cap for the stairwell, with an arched doorway leading out onto the

  flat roof of the building. Ashua was already some distance away.




  ‘Hey!’ Frey called. ‘I need to talk to you!’




  She swung around with a sarcastic and slightly desperate chuckle. ‘I told you,’ she said, ‘you can talk to this!’ Backing away, she raised her revolver, and squeezed off

  two more shots. The third time she pulled the trigger, the hammer fell on an empty chamber.




  Frey waited a moment in the shelter of the stairwell, suspecting a trick. She pulled the trigger a few more times, more in hope than expectation, then shoved the revolver back into the waistband

  of her trousers. She looked around for a way to escape. There wasn’t one.




  Frey stepped slowly out into the open. The sun was low in the foreign sky, painting the horizon in seething shades of red and yellow and purple. A landscape of rooftops spread out around him, a

  massive, stunning clutter of balconies and spires. Domes shone gold in the evening light. In the distance, a hexagonal stadium reared above its surroundings, rising from a sea of tumbledown

  apartment buildings. Most of the roofs were flat and strewn with junk: weary chairs, bits of boxes and washing lines. The one he was standing on had a chicken coop built from wood and strips of

  beaten metal. Long shadows reached through the surly heat, stretching across a scene of grubby magnificence.




  The city of Shasiith.




  Ashua was backing away towards the edge of the roof. Frey advanced, one hand held out to calm her, the other holding his pistol by his side.




  ‘I’m not going to hurt you,’ he said. ‘I just need some information.’




  ‘Right,’ said Ashua, almost to herself. ‘Information.’ Then, suddenly, she turned on her heel, ran, and jumped.




  ‘Damn it!’ he snarled, and sprinted after her. Half of him hoped she’d lobbed herself off the roof to the street below – it would save him a chase – but she

  didn’t seem the sort for suicide. There had been purpose in her jump. She’d landed somewhere out of sight.




  As he got closer to the edge the adjacent building came into view, its roof lower than the one he was on. He saw Ashua racing away, and accelerated. He had the bit between his teeth now. He was

  going to catch her.




  The width of the street between the buildings only became apparent at the very last moment. It was narrow by Vardic standards, but it still seemed way too far to jump. Below him, people were

  crammed into a dirty and colourful market. They seemed very small, and very far away.




  In that moment he almost faltered. His instincts howled at him to brake. He ignored them.




  For a single horrible second, he was flying and falling at the same time. Then he hit the rooftop, harder than expected. His legs half-buckled, but he stumbled forward and somehow managed to

  keep his feet.




  ‘Just gonna hurt her a little bit,’ he promised himself.




  There was a sturdy plank bridge linking this rooftop to its neighbour. Ashua scampered across it and stopped at the far end. Frey saw her struggling to prise the planks away. Sensing the

  opportunity to make up ground, he ran harder, lungs stinging and his scalp wet with perspiration. She wasted precious seconds before giving up and fleeing again.




  Frey reached the plank bridge and crossed before he could think better of it. He couldn’t help looking down as he did so, and caught another terrifying glimpse of the crooked market lanes,

  people and animals far below. But it was only a glimpse, and then he was back on safe ground again.




  There was a tumbledown shed ahead of him. A goat was poking its head out through a gap, chewing on a thin plant that had taken root in the cracks of the rooftop. Ashua was just vanishing round

  the corner. He put on a burst of speed and pursued her.




  When he turned the corner, she was waiting for him.




  He skidded and ducked as she swung a broken length of wood at his head. It crashed into the side of the shed, bounced out of her hands and fell across his back.




  It took both of them a moment to realise that she’d missed. She reacted faster than he did, and slipped away just before he could grab her. He followed, close on her heels, as she raced

  towards another rooftop. This time the building was pressed flush against its neighbour, its edge a metre higher. Ashua sprang up at it and began to scramble over. Frey caught her legs before she

  could.




  ‘Get off me!’ she cried, as Frey tried to drag her back down from the ledge. She thrashed like a cat in a bag. He tried to keep hold of her, but he was only using one hand, since the

  other was holding a gun. She got a foot free. Frey knew what was coming next. The inevitability of it was disheartening.




  ‘I just—’ he began, but was interrupted by a boot being driven into the side of his head.




  ‘—want—’




  Kick.




  ‘—to talk!’




  The third kick dislodged him, and she was gone in a scrabble. He staggered away, dizzy, blinking to clear the stars from his eyes.




  ‘What is it with women and kicking me in the face?’ he asked himself. He wiped his lips with his sleeve and spat blood. ‘Oi!’ he yelled at Ashua. ‘Get back

  here!’




  She gave a little scream of exasperation as she saw him clambering over the ledge. ‘I’m not going to talk to you! Haven’t you taken the hint yet?’




  He stood up, sweaty and soaked and in a considerable amount of pain, but doing his best to look defiant anyway. ‘I’m a slow learner,’ he said.




  Ashua’s eyes went wide. ‘Amazing,’ she said. ‘Is that your comeback? You’re stupider than I thought.’




  ‘How stupid did you think I was?’




  ‘Slightly less stupid than I do now.’




  Frey couldn’t think of an adequate response to that. ‘Look,’ he said, catching his breath, ‘how long is it gonna take you to realise that I’m not trying to hurt

  you?’




  ‘But you make such a convincing case, having shot two of my bodyguards. You’re still carrying a pistol, I notice. And there’s another pistol and a cutlass in your

  belt.’




  ‘How about I put them on the floor? Would you stop being so bloody skittish if I did?’




  ‘I might. Try it and see.’




  Frey took out his weapons and laid them down. It was all he could do to keep his temper under control. His lip was swelling, and his face was going to bruise. That meant he was going to look

  ridiculous for the next few days, and Frey was a man who didn’t like to look ridiculous. It pricked his vanity. His good looks were the one thing he’d been able to rely on all his life.

  The thought of having them marred, even temporarily, scared him. And besides, his face was really starting to hurt.




  When he was done, Ashua eyed the weapons. ‘Now take three steps back,’ she said, shooing him away.




  He took three steps back. She nodded in satisfaction, turned and bolted.




  Frey swore the foulest oath he could think of, started to run after her, then stopped. He wasn’t leaving his cutlass behind, that was for damn sure. It was his most precious possession

  after the Ketty Jay: a daemon-thralled blade given to him by Crake, which fought with a mind of its own. He gathered up his weapons as fast as he could, jammed them in his belt, and set off

  again.




  By now Ashua had sprung across to the next rooftop. As he got closer he saw there was a set of zigzagging stone steps cut into the side of the building. Ashua began scampering down them. If she

  got to street level, he’d lose her in the market.




  He reached the edge of the building and jumped.




  The moment his feet left the roof, he knew he was going to fall short. Heat and fatigue had robbed his legs of their strength. ‘Oh, shiiiit!’ he wailed. He’d always

  suspected they would be his final words, but he’d imagined himself delivering them in a slightly more masculine fashion.




  He crashed into the edge of the rooftop, bounced off, and plunged towards the street. There was an instant of tumbling, of rushing air and overwhelming terror. Then he collided with something

  soft which wrapped around him, folding him in bright colours. It only held him for a heartbeat before something snapped and he was dropping again. He fell onto a second soft barrier, which snapped

  in turn, and then he hit the ground with an almighty crash, although happily with a lot less force than he’d expected.




  He lay where he’d landed, stunned. He was enveloped in a cocoon of tough fabric. Everything hurt. He couldn’t quite believe he was still alive to enjoy the pain.




  Voices in a foreign tongue were hissing and shouting all around him. Hands reached in, pulling away the fabric. An awning. He’d been caught by a couple of them on the way down. Enough to

  slow his fall. Enough to save his life.




  Lucky, lucky bastard.




  People crowded in on him, some angry, some concerned. Dakkadians, with their broad, pale faces, light hair and narrow eyes. Samarlans, with elegant features and skin black as pitch. He tried to

  untangle himself from the awning. The onlookers helped him up. Some were rougher than others.




  Piles of earthenware pots surrounded him. Many of them were smashed. He ran his hand through his hair and looked about in a daze. He’d landed in the middle of a stall. The narrow strip of

  sky above him was almost closed out by awnings, but despite the shade the market was stiflingly hot. The air was heavy with churned-up dust and the babble of traders and customers.




  An old, thin Samarlan – presumably the owner – began to berate him, wagging a finger in his face. Other people started arguing amongst themselves. None of it was in Frey’s

  language, so he didn’t pay much attention. He was still getting over the shock of the fall.




  Then his gaze found Ashua, and he remembered his purpose.




  She was running down the last flight of stairs to the ground, a dozen metres away. As if she sensed that she’d been spotted, she looked over her shoulder, directly at him. His mind

  sharpened to a hot, angry point. She’d nearly killed him. Her expression turned fearful as she saw the look on his face.




  Suddenly the pain didn’t matter. The exhaustion and the shock fell away. He was going to get her.




  The store owner grabbed his arm to stop him escaping. He had his cutlass out in a flash, holding it to the old man’s throat.




  ‘I’m not in the mood,’ he said.




  The old man glared at him hatefully, but Frey’s eyes were harder still and the old man let him go. The crowd backed away, seeing he was dangerous. He retreated a few steps to make sure no

  one was going to come for him, then turned and headed off after Ashua.




  He pushed his way through the swelter, shoving people aside when they weren’t quick enough to get out of his way. His body twinged and protested with every step as new bruises made

  themselves known. Roaming chickens scattered at his feet. Robed Dakkadians and finely-clad Samarlans passed by in a lurid blur. He almost tripped over a blind man of the untouchable caste, who

  raised a gnarled hand and a white-patterned face towards him as he passed.




  Ashua was ahead of him, her ginger hair drawing his eye among the black and blond of the locals.




  They turned into a lane which had been roofed with rough planks, creating a gloomy tunnel lined with stalls. Sharp sunlight beamed between the gaps in the planks, striping the citizens that

  bustled along beneath them. The crowd had thinned out here, to make space for a huge beast of burden. It was a leathery desert monster, all tusks and horns and armour, shambling through the dim

  world of the market. Two robed handlers, Samarlan nomads, walked in front of it, carrying pointed prods.




  As Ashua hurried past she snatched a prod from one handler’s grip and shoved it hard into the beast’s hind leg. It bellowed, rearing and stamping, surprised by the pain. People began

  to scream and flee, piling over themselves in their efforts to get clear. Frey was almost knocked over in the stampede, but he rallied and fought doggedly through the pack. The nomads tried to calm

  the beast, which snorted and swiped its head at anyone within reach. Two Daks pulled an unconscious Samarlan out of its way before he could be trampled. Frey pressed himself close to the wall and

  edged along until the danger was behind him.




  She’d gained ground on him again, but she was tiring now. He could see it in the set of her shoulders. When she tried to push through the people in the market they pushed back more often

  than not. She wasn’t as strong or as forceful as he was. The crowd was hampering her more than him.




  He found a surge of energy, inspired by fury, and forged on.




  Suddenly, the market spat them out into the open, and he found himself on a street that ran alongside a river. The city fell away towards the water in uneven tiers. Temples stood on the banks,

  their crowded steps descending into the murky flow. People swam among the cows and beasts that waded in the shallows. Women washed their clothes on the shore. Several hulking bridges spanned the

  river, cluttered with buildings both elaborate and rickety. The sun glittered redly on the wavelets, throwing a dazzling streak across the water.




  On another day, Frey might have been impressed with the spectacle. But his whole world had narrowed to a single purpose, a bloody-minded need to catch this damned woman who had caused him so

  much trouble. Ashua was running along the riverside, with a low wall to her left. She was clutching her ribs, carrying a stitch, and she could barely manage more than a jog. Frey was still riding

  the adrenaline from his fall, and he renewed his effort, sensing the end was near.




  She looked over her shoulder to see how close he was. As she did so, a Samarlan boy wheeling a small cart emerged from the alley ahead of her. She crashed into it, sending fruit and bags of

  seeds rolling and skidding everywhere. Before she could get back to her feet, Frey was on her. He seized her by the collar, threw her onto her back and pinned her to the ground, his cutlass across

  her throat. The boy yelped and fled into the alley.




  For a long few seconds, they stayed like that, he on top of her, faces inches apart, both of them sweaty and gasping for breath. Frey, still scared and shaken from his brush with death, wanted

  to exact revenge for what she’d put him through; but now it came to it, he couldn’t think how. He was trembling with exhaustion. He was also aware that there was a young female beneath

  him, which was a good thing more often than not. The feelings that provoked diluted his anger a little.




  She gave him a nervous smile. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘This is nice.’




  ‘Can we talk now?’ he asked, in carefully measured tones.




  ‘You’re really not going to kill me?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Jakeley Screed didn’t send you?’




  ‘Never heard of him.’




  ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I feel a bit of an idiot, now.’




  ‘You should.’




  ‘That’s, er, one man dead and another man maimed because of that little misunderstanding.’




  ‘Not to mention the fact that I fell off a building!’ Frey was unable to keep a note of strangled rage out of his voice.




  ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘You don’t look too bad, though, considering.’




  ‘It hurts,’ he said. ‘A lot.’




  ‘Sorry.’ She looked down her nose at the cutlass. ‘Could you get off me? I won’t run away again.’




  ‘If you do,’ said Frey. ‘I swear I’ll kill you so hard your entire family will die from the shock.’




  ‘You’re a little late for that,’ she said. ‘But I get the point.’




  He released her, stood up and stepped back. She got unsteadily to her feet as he put his cutlass away. He pointed meaningfully at the pistols in his belt.




  ‘Yeah, yeah. I see ’em,’ she said. She staggered over to the low wall that separated the street from the river bank, and leaned against it. The Samarlan boy, judging that the

  danger had passed, scampered out of hiding to collect the spilled fruit and seeds. He loaded them quickly into his cart and wheeled it away.




  ‘Right, then,’ said Ashua. ‘What was it you wanted?’




  







  Two




  Ashua’s Vocabulary – Frey is Recognised – Negotiations – Out on the Town – Pinn Makes an Announcement




  Frey pushed his way into the tavern, and let the heat and smell and noise enfold him. The room was crowded with men, mostly Vards, with a few

  clusters of young Samarlans and Dakkadians brave enough to mix with foreigners. The air was muggy with sweat and the fumes from pipes, cheroots and roll-ups. Shutters had been thrown open, looking

  out over the street, but the night was thick and still and there was little wind. Conversation was conducted at shouting pitch. Gas lamps lit the corners, fending off the gathering shadows.




  He took a deep, contented breath. Taverns weren’t the most fragrant of places, but to Frey they meant happiness, good humour and good times. The company of friends. A place where you

  didn’t have to care. Walking into a lively tavern felt like coming home.




  The others followed him in. Malvery, who let nothing stand between him and his grog, pushed past Frey and began muscling his way to the bar. Crake and Pinn trailed in his wake.




  Jez, who’d stayed by his side, surveyed the place. ‘You really do pick ’em, Cap’n,’ she said distastefully.




  ‘I used to hang out here all the time when I was sixteen,’ Ashua put in.




  Frey gave her a curious look. ‘When was that? Yesterday? How old are you, anyway?’




  ‘Younger than you,’ she replied.




  ‘Well, you certainly don’t look a day over thirty.’




  ‘You do. Many, many days.’




  He raised an eyebrow at Jez. ‘She’s a vicious little sprite, isn’t she?’




  ‘Kids,’ Jez commiserated.




  Ashua rolled her eyes. ‘Are you done with the condescension? You’re boring me, and I’m busy.’




  ‘You’re from Rabban, right? Out of the slums?’ Frey asked, as they made their way through the tavern. ‘Where’d you learn a word like

  condescension?’




  ‘I had a good teacher,’ Ashua replied, and something in her tone told Frey not to push it any further.




  ‘Hey! It’s Cap’n Frey!’




  Frey turned to see a grizzled, wiry-looking man grinning eagerly at him.




  ‘You are, ain’t ya?’ the man persisted. ‘I’d recognise that mug anywhere! Even with all them bruises on it!’




  One of his friends had joined him now, and was squinting at Frey like a jeweller studying a suspect diamond. After a moment, his face cleared and he beamed, showing a mouthful of crooked

  teeth.




  ‘You’re right!’ he declared. ‘Rot my socks, it is ’im! What ’appened to you?’




  Frey delayed his response as long as he could, to milk their amazement to its limit. ‘Have we met before?’ he asked innocently, ignoring the question.




  ‘Naw! I seen your picture!’ cackled the first man. ‘The hero of Sakkan, that’s what they calls you! The man what took on the Manes to save—’ He suddenly

  stopped, and his eyes widened. ‘Wait a minute. Is that ’oo you’re ’ere for? It is, ain’t it?’




  Frey gave them his best I-couldn’t-possibly-say smile. ‘Gentlemen,’ he said, touching his forehead in a farewell salute.




  ‘Oh, yes! Don’t mind us, Cap’n. You got business, I see,’ said his admirer, grinning again as he backed away. ‘A treat to meet you. A real treat.’




  ‘You too,’ said Frey, with all the appearance of meaning it.




  Ashua scoffed to herself, but Frey was too pleased to notice. He didn’t think he’d ever tire of the thrill of being recognised. Ever since that reporter from the broadsheets had

  asked him to pose for a ferrotype, he could scarcely walk into a tavern without being accosted by drunken admirers. Even here, in Samarla. They all wanted to hear the tale of that day over Sakkan,

  when he’d chased the Storm Dog through a hole in the sky and found himself at the North Pole, the home of the terrible Manes. In a short few months he’d gone from a nobody to a

  minor celebrity. He still hadn’t got used to the way people stared at him with awe, hung on his every word, and acted as if they were blessed when he deigned to sit with them.




  Still, ridiculous as it all seemed, it was getting to be like a drug. He craved the attention. He liked to feel impressive. And it had other advantages, too. Frey had never been a man who needed

  much help to get women into bed, but since the whole incident at Sakkan it had become so absurdly easy that he almost felt sorry for them.




  Thoughts of other women fled his mind as he rounded the bar and spotted the one he was here to meet. She was sitting in a large private booth, separated from the rest of the room by elaborately

  carved wooden dividers. Half a dozen burly pirates made sure none of the rabble got anywhere near her. She drank alone at a table, a thin, startling figure dressed in black with her skin and hair

  white as chalk.




  Trinica Dracken, captain of the Delirium Trigger.




  He recognised Balomon Crund among the guards, the Delirium Trigger’s bosun and Trinica’s right-hand man. He was a stumpy, ugly fellow with a scarred neck and matted black

  hair. Frey nodded at him as he approached, and Crund nodded back, though not without a certain reservation. Trinica’s crew were intensely protective of her.




  ‘Just you and her,’ he said, thrusting his chin at Ashua. ‘Your navvie stays out here.’




  Frey looked over at the bar, where Malvery was calling for booze with a bellow like a wounded ox. ‘You want to wait with the others?’




  ‘I’ll stay here,’ said Jez. ‘Someone’s got to keep an eye on you.’




  The bodyguards parted to let Frey and Ashua pass. The dividers cut out some of the sound, and the gas lamp had been turned down to minimum, filling the booth with shadows. They sat down opposite

  Trinica. Frey tried not to wince as he manoeuvred his bruised body into the chair. He was acutely aware that he wasn’t looking his best at the moment, but Trinica showed no sign of even

  noticing.




  There were three mugs on the table. Trinica filled the empty ones from the bottle. Frey’s eyes flickered to the silver ring she wore. She noted his attention, and regarded him with a black

  gaze. Contact lenses made her pupils unnaturally large, giving her a frightening aspect. Her hair had been hacked into short clumps. She looked like she’d recently escaped from an asylum.




  Frey took a swig of his drink. It was rum. Good stuff, too.




  Trinica’s gaze switched to Ashua. ‘Miss Vode,’ she said. ‘Rumour has it that you’ve been gathering men for a job.’




  Ashua regarded the other woman for a moment, calculating. ‘I was,’ she said. ‘But now one of them has pulp where his right hand used to be and another has an extra hole in his

  face. Not sure what happened to the others, but they’re probably halfway to Vardia by now.’




  Trinica looked at Frey and tutted. Frey tipped his mug at her in a salute. ‘Yep. That was me. Can’t make an omelette without breaking a few eggs.’




  ‘Captain Frey and his crew will take the job,’ Trinica said to Ashua, ‘if you’re willing to provide the details.’




  ‘Him?’ said Ashua skeptically.




  ‘He did dispose of your men and bring you here,’ said Trinica. A corner of her painted red mouth curved upward. ‘Despite suffering an amusing amount of damage on the

  way.’




  ‘He is pretty hard to get rid of,’ Ashua conceded.




  ‘Oh, I know that very well.’




  Frey gave an exasperated snort. ‘Ladies, how about we take care of business before you start ganging up on me? I’ve already had one beating today.’




  Ashua sat back in her chair and folded her arms. ‘How much do you know?’ she asked Trinica.




  ‘I know that you intend to hold up a train which is carrying a valuable Samarlan relic. I have a buyer in Vardia, who heard of the shipment and asked me to obtain that relic by any means

  necessary.’ She sipped her rum. ‘What I don’t know is when or where the shipment is moving. And I believe that you do.’




  ‘I’ve got my sources.’ Ashua nodded at Frey. ‘So what’s your deal with him?’




  ‘We go way back,’ Frey said wryly. He put his feet up on the table.




  ‘Let’s just say he’s more capable than he seems,’ said Trinica. ‘And I don’t like to risk my own crew when I don’t have to.’




  ‘So you’re doing her dirty work for her?’ Ashua inquired of Frey.




  ‘And getting paid handsomely for it,’ Frey replied with a grin.




  Ashua thought for a moment, looking from one to the other. Deciding if she could trust them.




  ‘You know you can’t use aircraft, right? It’s outside the Free Trade Zone. You try flying in daylight and the Sammie Navy will catch you and blow you out of the sky.’




  ‘We understand you intend to use a’rashni.’




  If Ashua was surprised that Trinica could speak Samarlan, she didn’t show it. ‘Yeah. Rattletraps. That was the plan.’ She tapped her toes restlessly. ‘I get fifty per

  cent of the buyer’s price. On delivery to you.’




  Trinica laughed. ‘You get ten per cent, or my men will drag you into a back room and pull out your fingernails until you give up the information for free.’




  ‘Thirty per cent.’




  Trinica’s face became cold. ‘I don’t think you heard me, Miss Vode.’




  Ashua’s nerve broke. ‘Alright, ten,’ she said with forced airiness. ‘But I’ll be there every step of the way to make sure I get my share.’




  Trinica looked at Frey, who was tipped back with his hands behind his head in a position of easy recline. He groaned. ‘Fine. I’ll babysit.’




  ‘You can arrange the vehicles?’ Trinica asked Ashua.




  ‘If you can front the funds.’




  ‘I think we can manage that. Talk to my purser, Ominda Rilk. He’s the Dakkadian over there.’




  Ashua was suspicious. ‘You sure you want a Dak involved in this? That bunch’ll sell you to their masters faster than you can blink.’




  ‘He’s a third generation Free Dakkadian. His grandfather bought himself out of slavery. He’s loyal to me, not the Samarlans.’




  ‘If you say so,’ Ashua replied with a shrug. She got to her feet. ‘The shipment moves in four days. I’ll be in touch.’ With that, she left. Frey watched her

  depart.




  ‘I like her,’ said Trinica.




  ‘You just like her because she booted me repeatedly in the face.’




  ‘It is a point in her favour, I’ll admit.’




  Frey downed his rum and accepted a refill. He took a swallow and studied her. The woman he’d almost married. They’d been lovers a long time ago, and deadly enemies until recently.

  Now they were wary allies. Frey could never quite bring himself to trust her – it was in her nature to be treacherous – but he couldn’t help wanting to be around her, either. He

  knew the woman behind the ghostly mask; he was drawn to her in a way he’d never been to anyone else. And he’d come to believe that she, in her own way, still held some of her old

  feelings for him.




  ‘Your bosun doesn’t like me much,’ he observed.




  ‘He’s suspicious. He wonders why you’ve been paying so much attention to me lately.’




  ‘He’s jealous.’




  ‘A little,’ she said. ‘He thinks you’re a threat.’




  ‘Am I?’ he said slyly.




  She rolled her eyes. ‘Please.’




  He leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table. ‘You know, one day it’d be nice to meet up without all your chaperones hanging around.’




  ‘I’m afraid that won’t happen.’




  ‘Don’t trust yourself around me?’




  ‘People would talk.’




  ‘What’s wrong with that?’




  ‘You’re a man, and I’m a woman,’ she said. ‘Your reputation would increase. Mine would suffer. I won’t allow myself to be weakened because people think you

  bedded me.’ Her eyes narrowed in faint amusement. ‘Besides, I doubt your ego needs any more massaging.’




  ‘It wasn’t my ego I was hoping you’d massage.’




  She gave him a despairing stare. ‘I’m beginning to miss the days when we loathed each other.’




  ‘Oh, come on. You still loathe me a bit.’




  ‘It’s difficult not to.’




  He grinned, and there was a rueful acknowledgment in the smile she gave in return. She knew it would never be simple between them. There was too much history there, too much tragedy and regret.

  But Frey was content just to be near her and, for her part, she seemed content with the same. He knew what she’d been through in the years since he’d run out on their wedding. Those

  years had turned her from a carefree young woman into a dreaded pirate queen. That couldn’t be wiped away in a few months.




  But he’d wait. He had all the time in the world for her.




  ‘Any idea what this relic is, or why your buyer wants it so bad?’




  ‘I don’t know, and you don’t need to either. The relic will be enclosed in a case. You’re not to open it under any circumstances. It might well be delicate, and the

  slightest damage could halve its resale value. Are we understood?’




  ‘Yeah, yeah,’ said Frey dismissively. ‘What do I care about antiques anyway?’




  She poured him more rum, then took some for herself. He picked up his mug and contemplated it idly.




  ‘Who’d have thought that one day we’d end up working as partners?’ he wondered aloud.




  ‘It’s a strange world indeed,’ she replied noncommittally. But he thought, as she said it, that she was secretly glad.




  ‘I prescribe another round!’ Malvery declared, as they stumbled out of the bar onto the street. His thick white moustache was damp with grog and his round green

  glasses sat askew on his bulbous nose. Sweat glistened on his bald pate and trickled into the horseshoe of thinning hair that remained.




  ‘As your cap’n,’ Frey said, waving one finger grandly in the air, ‘I order you all to take your medicine!’ General cheers followed. He beamed foolishly, full to

  bursting with an expansive love for his fellow man, the consequence of two bottles of some unpronounceable local liquor that he’d shared with the crew after Trinica had left.




  The streets of Shasiith were even busier at night, when the crushing heat of the day receded to bearable levels. Here in the heart of the city, the buildings that lined the streets were immense

  and extravagant in the lamplight. The thoroughfares were a snarl of carts and animals. People spilled across the road, heedless of the wheeled traffic. Merchants haggled loudly by street stalls.

  The air smelt of strange spices, cooking meat and rank sweat.




  Everyone was on the move. Most of them were Dakkadians, but there were Samarlans here too. Some of the Samarlans travelled in motorised carriages of extraordinary design, or were carried in

  veiled howdahs by slaves. Others were shuffling beggars, their black faces marked with white patterns, the sign of the untouchable caste. Even the Dakkadians kicked the untouchables aside like

  dogs, or ignored them completely.




  Frey and his crew blundered into another drinking den, this one full of locals who eyed them disapprovingly as they entered. The Dakkadian bartender evidently wanted them gone, and pretended not

  to speak Vardic. This didn’t deter Malvery, who kept repeating himself ever louder and more slowly until the bartender gave in and poured from the bottles that the doctor pointed at. After

  that, they piled around a table in the corner and set to the business of getting properly out of their skulls.




  They were in a giddy mood. Success was still a novelty, and every minor triumph was celebrated by a night on the town. Since their misadventures in Sakkan, Frey had been on a roll. Everything he

  did seemed to work out. Confidence was high. They were looking forward to spending the proceeds of the heist, instead of grumbling about the likelihood of getting shot.




  Even Jez, who didn’t drink, had picked up the mood and was merry. She’d been making an effort to involve herself more with the crew whenever she could, trying her hardest to fit in.

  Little Jez, always loyal, always efficient. Jez, her brown hair tied back with a strip of pipe lagging, looking perfectly comfortable in her baggy jumpsuit even though everyone else was sweltering.

  Jez, who was half-daemon, and who was dead by most people’s standards.




  Next to her was Crake, who seemed happier these days than Frey had ever known him. He was a handsome fellow, with a close-cut blond beard, aristocratic features and the glimmer of a gold tooth

  in his smile. In the past he’d always had a haunted look about him, but the shadow had lifted from his brow of late. Frey didn’t know why, and he didn’t want to know. He was of

  the opinion that a man’s business was his own unless he chose to share it. It was something of an unwritten rule on the Ketty Jay. But he was glad that his friend had dealt with

  whatever was troubling him.




  Crake was a smart man, highly educated and eloquent. At the other end of the intellectual spectrum was Pinn, who could be outwitted by a whelk. Pinn was stocky, ugly and stunningly dumb, but he

  was an incredible pilot and good fun to drink with. Every group needed a scapegoat, a lightning-rod for abuse. Pinn was the best kind of target, because he usually didn’t realise they were

  making fun of him, and even when he did he forgot about it moments later. Right now he was barely coherent, his eyes drifting in and out of focus, swaying in his seat.




  Frey felt a sudden, overwhelming surge of affection for all his crew. It was almost two years since Jez had come on board the Ketty Jay and completed the group. In that time, his rag-tag

  bunch of no-hopers had found a balance that had seen them rise from bottom-feeding freebooters to bar-room celebrities. He couldn’t imagine what he’d do without them.




  ‘A toast!’ he declared suddenly, surging to his feet. ‘To all of you! And Harkins and Silo, who can’t be with us, on account of how one is scared of his own shadow and

  the other—’




  ‘Cap’n . . .’ Jez warned, glancing round the room meaningfully.




  Frey swept the bar with a disparaging glare, suddenly annoyed by the presence of the locals, who were doing their best to ignore him. Sammies and Daks, any of which would attack Silo on sight.

  Murthians were considered dangerous animals in Samarla, fit only for back-breaking labour and concentration camps.




  ‘Yeah, well, we know why Silo can’t be out with us tonight,’ he said, then rallied with a flourish. ‘But he’s here with us in spirit, or something! So, anyway, I

  just wanted to say . . .’




  He fought for the words to express the warm feeling of camaraderie that had seized him, his gratitude to them all just for being here with him. But his head was too cloudy, and nothing came.

  Before he had a chance to recover, Pinn pounded his fist on the table, making them all jump.




  ‘I’ve made a . . . a decision!’ he slurred. He swept the table with a bleary gaze, for effect, then raised one finger. ‘I’m gonna be a famous . . . a famous

  inventor.’




  There was a pause, a perfect vacuum of incredulous shock, during which everyone stared at Pinn in amazement. Then, as one, they burst out laughing.




  Indignation roused him from his stupor. ‘I am!’ he protested, but nobody could hear him. Malvery was holding his belly, tears rolling down his face. Between his helpless guffaws he

  pleaded for everyone to stop laughing, because he was going to burst his appendix if they didn’t.




  It took a full minute for everyone to calm down, by which time Pinn was in a black sulk, with a face like a thunderhead. Crake leaned forward over the table, hands folded under his chin in an

  attitude of intense interest.




  ‘An inventor, you say?’ he inquired. ‘This wouldn’t have anything to do with your absent sweetheart, would it? Whichever sweetheart it is; I lose track.’




  ‘ ’S only one woman for me,’ Pinn said, narrowing his piggy eyes. But, since everyone was paying attention now, he drew something from his pocket and placed it delicately onto

  the table.




  It was a small chrome egg on a pedestal. He tapped it, and it opened out into four quarters. Inside was a tiny clockwork bird in a cage, which began spinning around and making a feeble cheeping

  noise.




  It was a trinket, a gewgaw from one of the local markets. The Samarlans loved their clockwork gadgets.




  Pinn was mesmerised by it. ‘Look at that,’ he said. ‘That’s amazing.’




  ‘What’s amazing is that you paid money for that piece of junk,’ said Malvery, still chuckling.




  Pinn closed it up and snatched it away resentfully. ‘Well, kicking around with you lot isn’t getting me rich, is it? Gotta get rich. Can’t go back to Lisinda till I

  do.’




  ‘Emanda,’ Crake reminded him.




  ‘Yeah, her,’ he waved in the air vaguely. ‘Anyway, reckon I’ll just invent something. Something . . . something no one’s thought of yet. You lot won’t be

  laughing then.’




  ‘Well,’ said Frey, ‘since you hijacked my toast, here’s to you. Professor Pinn, the inventor!’




  And they cheered, and drank, and Frey thought that all was well with the world.




  







  Three




  Sightseeing – The Duchess and the Daisy-Chain – Ghosts at Her Shoulder – Floodlights – A Deception




  The Ketty Jay groaned and shrieked as she lifted off her struts and began to rise above the landing pad. She was a solid, brutish thing with

  a humped back, short, downswept wings and a stumpy tail end: a hybrid cargo hauler and combat craft, built tough at the expense of beauty. With her belly lights shining, she ascended into the

  sultry night, her ballast tanks filling with ultralight aerium gas.




  Crake watched from the cockpit as the landing pad fell away beneath them. The aircraft on the ground were all Vard or Yort in design: this was a pad reserved for foreigners. Samarlan Navy craft

  glided through the sky, blade-sleek predators underlit by the city glow.




  Let’s hope we don’t have to tangle with any of them tonight, he thought.




  Jez was in the pilot’s seat. The Cap’n sat at the navigator’s station, bruised and battered and looking generally dejected. Crake knew how much he hated letting anyone else fly

  his beloved aircraft.




  It had been a few days since Frey’s introduction to Ashua’s boot, but his face had healed up quickly, although it was still a little lumpy and faintly discoloured. According to

  Malvery, the rest of him hadn’t done so well. His back and ribs were a mass of yellow and purple from the fall he took. He winced whenever he moved.




  Harkins hung by the door, pilot’s cap scrunched up in nervous hands, his hangdog face animated by some internal distress. No doubt he was feeling lost without his Firecrow. The two fighter

  craft that normally travelled with the Ketty Jay had been left on the landing pad tonight.




  Pinn and Harkins had taken some persuading to leave their craft in Shasiith. Pinn entertained the strange belief that he could fly by instinct alone; Harkins was terrified of being separated

  from his aircraft. The Cap’n had finally convinced them both by making them walk around blindfold and counting how many things they bumped into. Then he reminded them what would happen if

  they did that at three hundred kloms an hour. They would be travelling over unfamiliar terrain without lights, on a moonless night, in near total darkness. The only member of their crew who could

  fly like that was Jez, due to her inhumanly sharp vision.




  Ashua was here too, leaning against a bulkhead with her arms crossed, keeping an eye on things. Crake found the young woman distasteful. She had a surly arrogance that bothered him. Someone from

  such an obviously poor background shouldn’t carry themselves with that kind of aggressive confidence. It offended his sense of the order of things.




  ‘There’s . . . uh . . . there’s not many aircraft about, are there?’ Harkins ventured.




  The question was addressed to Jez. He must have been plucking up his courage for several minutes before he dared speak to her. Crake felt rather sorry for Harkins. It was hard to watch him

  trying to get her attention. Everyone on board knew that he was sweet on Jez, except, apparently, Jez herself.




  ‘There’s not much aerium around since the embargo,’ Jez replied, to Harkins’ evident delight. ‘What there is is reserved for the Navy. Everyone else uses road or

  rail.’




  ‘That’s the whole reason they opened the Free Trade Zone in the first place,’ Ashua said. ‘To make it easy to smuggle aerium in from Vardia.’ She eyed the Navy

  craft in the distance. ‘But once you get outside the Zone, they’ll take you down hard.’




  ‘Unless they don’t see us,’ said Frey. ‘Which is pretty much the plan.’




  ‘Yeah,’ said Jez. ‘We really don’t want to be messing with the Sammie Navy if we can help it.’




  Crake walked over to stand behind Jez, in the pilot’s seat, as the Ketty Jay ascended and the city spread out beneath them. This was what he’d come to the cockpit to see.

  Darkness had swallowed the faraway mountains, the plains of yellow grass and the distant herds of unfamiliar animals that he remembered from the day they arrived. Shasiith was a cauldron of light

  below them, its muddled streets like shining veins. Sun-scorched domes and parapets cooled in the night, darkening to shadow as they rose. Buildings of breathtaking scale and complexity crowded

  together along the black line of the river. Dozens of bridges spanned the flow. There were buildings on the bridges with lights in their windows, a necklace of dirty stars reaching from one bank to

  another.




  ‘Isn’t that something?’ he said, a smile touching the corner of his lips.




  Jez murmured in agreement. He knew she’d get it. She was the only other member of the crew who had any appreciation for art and culture. While the rest had been propping up bars and

  fleecing the locals in gambling dens, Jez and Crake had been taking in the sights, visiting monuments, tasting delicacies and generally soaking in the atmosphere of Samarla. Jez was a guarded and

  closed-off sort, but she understood beauty and wonder.




  Once he’d drunk in enough of the view, Crake headed out of the cockpit and into the passage that ran along the spine of the Ketty Jay. After a short way, a ladder ran up one side of

  the passage to a seat in the autocannon cupola on the Ketty Jay’s back. He stopped to look up, saw the bottom of Malvery’s boots, and heard a glugging sound.




  ‘Settled in already, Doc?’




  Malvery’s grinning face appeared, looking down between his legs. ‘Cap’n wants me on the watch for any Sammies once we’re out of the Free Trade Zone,’ he said. He

  brandished a bottle of grog. ‘Reckoned I might as well bring a friend, make a night of it.’




  ‘See anything?’




  ‘Got a fine view of the Ketty Jay’s arse end. I’d invite you up for a drink, but it’s pretty cosy in here.’




  ‘That’s alright. I’m going to see Bess.’




  ‘Give her my regards.’




  ‘Will do.’




  His quarters were half a dozen metres down the corridor, behind a sliding metal door that squealed on its rollers as he pulled it aside. The room beyond was cramped and bare, comprising a pair

  of small bunk-beds, a basin, a chest and a cupboard. It was as clean and tidy as he could make it, but it was still little more than a metal box to sleep in. Since he had these quarters to himself,

  he’d laid a board across the upper bunk and used it as a bookshelf and luggage rack. He picked a heavy, leather-bound book from the row of several dozen, tucked it under his arm, and went

  down into the cargo hold.




  The belly of the Ketty Jay was cavernous in comparison to the upper deck. He was making his way down the steps when he heard a growing roar, and felt the gentle and insistent push of the

  Ketty Jay’s thrusters. He held on to a railing and listened as the lashed-down cargo creaked and shifted in the gloom.




  The Rattletraps were secured side-by-side in the centre of the hold. The name was a local Vardic word to describe a Samarlan vehicle that most foreigners found hard to pronounce. Crake thought

  it perfectly suitable to describe the three armoured sand-buggies that Ashua had rustled up. They were grimy contraptions that looked like they hailed from some distant and uncivilised frontier.

  They had large, dusty tyres and sat on thickly coiled springs for suspension. Two of them had rotary gatling guns mounted on top of their roll-cages.




  He eyed them uncertainly. Ashua would be driving one. Jez had volunteered to drive another. There wasn’t much that Jez couldn’t drive or fly, when it came to it. Apparently,

  she’d had experience with similar vehicles while working for Professor Malstrom, back before she was caught by a Mane.




  Silo would be taking the third Rattletrap. No one knew what he had experience in. His past was unknown to Crake, except that he’d rescued Frey from certain death after Frey had

  crash-landed in Samarla many years ago. Crake had always supposed there was a story to it but, as far as he knew, no one had asked and Silo wasn’t telling.




  Crake, for his part, had always wondered where a Murthian slave learned to speak Vardic so well. He hardly ever spoke to anyone on the crew, so it seemed unlikely that he’d learned it on

  the Ketty Jay. Curiously, his phrasing and regional burr came from Draki, the southernmost duchy of Vardia, which bordered onto Samarla. Draki was traditionally regarded as a cultural and

  literal wasteland, populated by rural people from peasant stock who eked a living from the hard earth, half of it poisoned by the Blackendraft blowing in from the Hookhollow volcanoes to the west.

  How Silo could have learned Vardic from Draki folk was a mystery.




  Well, whatever the truth, Silo was confident he could drive a Rattletrap better than anyone else here. And if Silo said so, then it was true.




  He made his way to the back of the hold, where a small area was separated off by a wall of crates and a tarpaulin curtain. Beyond was his makeshift sanctum. It was disappointingly bare, little

  more than a private area for him to work because his own quarters were too cramped. There was a desk and a chalkboard, a cupboard full of apparatus and equipment and space for a small summoning

  circle, but that was all. Barely adequate for even a fledgeling daemonist.




  For the past few months he’d been increasingly frustrated in his attempts to expand his knowledge of the Art. Frey had given him the space and let him do whatever he wanted – mostly

  because he didn’t understand what Crake was doing – but the simple fact was that he needed a proper sanctum and you couldn’t have one on board an aircraft. Anything fragile would

  eventually break when it was shaken about in flight. His delicately calibrated machines never stayed calibrated for long. The electricity supply wasn’t robust enough to risk calling up

  anything dangerous, since the resonator might fail and let it out. He would drain the Ketty Jay’s batteries if he used them while she was grounded, and he’d never dare attempt a

  summoning while they were in the air.




  I need a place to work, he told himself. A home, with a sanctum. Or I’ll never get any better.




  But that would mean stepping off the Ketty Jay for good. And there might still be bounty hunters looking for him. He’d seen neither hide nor hair of the Shacklemores for a long

  while now, but it was dangerous to assume they’d given up.




  Bess, who was standing dormant in a shadowy corner, roused herself as he approached and came lumbering over. She was a golem of tarnished metal and chainmail, standing eight feet high and five

  broad. Her face – if indeed she had a face – was set low between enormous shoulders and hidden behind a circular grille. Only two twinkling stars were visible where her eyes

  might have been, twin glimmers in the abyss.




  She hunkered down in front of Crake so he could give her an awkward hug, and bubbled happily in the depths of her chest cavity.




  ‘How are you tonight, Bess? Happy to see me?’




  She rocked back and forth. Since she had no neck, it was the closest she got to a nod.




  ‘Good girl,’ he said, rubbing his hand over her hump. ‘Good girl.’




  He found it was easiest to treat her like a pet, though he wasn’t exactly sure what she was. Was there still something in there of the eight-year-old she’d once been? Perhaps. But

  he’d come to terms with the death of his niece as best he could. He’d come to terms with his part in it, too, although that had been much harder. The remorse and regret would never

  truly end. This golem carried some memory of that beautiful child, but it wasn’t her inside that armoured suit. The real Bess was dead. What was left was an echo of her, an imprint.




  But that was something.




  ‘Look what I brought you,’ he said, holding up the book. The title was printed on the red leather cover: Stories for Little Girls. Bess couldn’t read, but after a moment

  she recognised the book. She clapped her hands with a loud crash of metal, tottered backwards on her stumpy legs and plonked herself onto the ground.




  Crake sat down cross-legged next to her. She loomed over his shoulder as he opened the book, craning in eagerly to see the colourful illustrations.




  ‘Which one shall we read tonight?’ he asked.




  Bess made a quizzical noise: an eerie, otherworldly coo. She sensed a question, but she didn’t understand what he’d said. He was never quite sure how much she comprehended of speech.

  She seemed to have good days and bad days. Or perhaps she was just good at guessing his intentions rather than interpreting the actual words.




  ‘I’ll pick, shall I?’ he said, turning to one that he knew was her favourite.




  She hunkered closer, her face-grille pressed close to the page. Maybe it was the pictures she enjoyed, or maybe she just liked to hear him talk, even if she didn’t know what he was saying.

  It didn’t matter. While she kept listening, he’d keep reading. He’d brought her into the world, and he had responsibilities. An honourable man had to live up to his

  responsibilities.




  ‘The Duchess and the Daisy-Chain,’ he announced, and he began.




  The desert was a cold and empty place at night. Sand and stone, from horizon to horizon. Barren outcrops jutted out of the steel-grey dunes like rotten teeth. It was a new

  moon, only visible as a round absence in the swathes of stars overhead. Their frosty shine, coming from an impossible distance, was barely enough for human eyes to see by.




  For Jez, piloting the Ketty Jay, it wasn’t a problem. The night was as clear to her as the day.




  They were a long way outside the Free Trade Zone, deeply into illegal airspace. She flew with the lights out and thrusters running quiet. With only the sky as a background, the Ketty Jay

  was a speck hurtling through an infinity of black. Only her thrusters gave her away, their blazing glow alien to the chill dark. But there was nothing to be done about that, except hope that nobody

  was sharp enough to spot them.




  Jez had dropped into a shallow trance as they flew. Her uncanny vision was something she didn’t have to think about, but it was only when she was in a trance that the full range of her

  Mane senses kicked in. Then she could sense the wind, calculate it, as if its turbulence was something visible and easy to predict. She was aware of Ashua’s heartbeat, fast and nervous,

  betraying her outwardly confident exterior. She could hear the workings of the aircraft, purring with health since it had been overhauled at Trinica’s expense. It had been a thank-you for

  saving the pirate captain from the Manes, the very creatures that had given Jez these gifts. They lurked on the edge of her consciousness these days, no longer calling to her as they used to, quiet

  presences like ghosts at her shoulder.




  She was a half-Mane. Once that knowledge had tormented her, but now she was beginning to settle into the idea. She no longer feared the ones who had made her what she was.




  Something tugged at the edge of her senses. A disturbance in the desert winds. She frowned, and tracked its source.




  ‘Malvery!’ she called through the doorway. ‘Five o’clock high! You see anything?’




  The Ketty Jay was too bulky for the pilot to see behind the aircraft, which was why they often had a lookout in the cupola. After a few seconds, Malvery called back. ‘I see it.

  Sammie frigate. Bit of a way off.’




  ‘They coming towards us?’




  Another pause. ‘Reckon so. Reckon they’re coming at quite a clip, as well.’




  ‘Might be we’re just going across their flight path,’ said Ashua from the shadows at the back of the cockpit. ‘They might not have seen us.’




  ‘Change course,’ said Frey quickly, from the navigator’s station. Jez did so, turning the Ketty Jay to a new heading that would force the Samarlans to correct if they

  wanted to intercept. Minutes ticked by, counted by restless tapping of Harkins’ boot as he tried to contain the explosive hysteria building up inside him. When she judged that enough time had

  passed, she called again.




  ‘Doc?’




  ‘Still coming.’




  Jez swore under her breath. ‘They’ve seen the thruster glow.’




  ‘At that distance?’ Frey said. ‘There’s no way they—’




  He was interrupted by a flash and a deafening concussion. The Ketty Jay rang like a struck bell and slewed to port, sending Ashua and Harkins sprawling to the floor and almost knocking

  Frey out of his seat. Jez wrestled with the flight stick and brought the Ketty Jay back to an even keel.




  ‘Pretty sure they have, Cap’n,’ she said.




  ‘They’re lobbing artillery at us, the rude sons-of-bitches!’ Malvery yelled, outraged. ‘And now they’re putting out fighters!’




  ‘How many?’




  ‘Four.’




  A small frigate, then, if it was only carrying four fighters. But the odds were hopeless even so.




  ‘Better make ourselves scarce,’ said Jez. She hit the thrusters and the Ketty Jay roared as she surged forward.




  ‘Let me fly,’ said Frey anxiously, getting up from his seat. ‘I can—’




  ‘Greatest respect, Cap’n, but sit yourself down,’ she said with a casual firmness that stopped him in his tracks. ‘You’d be blind out there. And you can’t fly

  where I’m going.’




  ‘Where’s thaaaAAAA—’ Frey’s question turned to a yell as Jez dumped aerium from the tanks and pushed the Ketty Jay’s nose down, sending her into

  a steep plunge towards the ground.




  ‘Dropping to the deck, Cap’n,’ she said. ‘Let’s see if they dare follow us.’




  ‘Without lights?’ Ashua cried. ‘Are you insane? You can’t fly that low to the ground when you can’t see it.’




  Jez spared a moment to look over her shoulder. ‘I’ve got good eyes,’ she said.




  Powerful flood beams swung across the landscape as the approaching frigate and its fighters tried to get a light on them. Harkins let out an involuntary yelp as he saw how close they were to the

  rocky desert floor.




  By going low to the ground, she forced the Samarlans to make a choice. They could either plunge down and match her altitude – a dangerous option in the dark – or they could make

  shallow dives while firing and then pull up. That meant they couldn’t get on the Ketty Jay’s tail, and made her much harder to hit.




  ‘Fighters coming in!’ called Malvery.




  ‘Deep or shallow?’ Jez called back.




  ‘You what?’




  ‘The angle. Deep or . . . Never mind,’ she said. The cockpit was suddenly illuminated from outside as the beams found them.




  The fighters were rigged for night-flying, with banks of floodlights along their wings. She could estimate their angle of approach by the slant of the light as it shone past the Ketty Jay

  and cast her shadow on the ground. The fighters had chosen the lowest-risk strategy. Even with lights, flying close to the ground on a moonless night was too dangerous for their tastes. They

  didn’t have the advantages that Jez did.




  She trimmed the aerium ballast and levelled out just above ground level, close enough to make Frey give a little squeak in the back of his throat. The desert floor rushed by beneath them. Jez

  banked hard and swung away from the light as she heard the rattle of machine guns from behind. Tracer fire flitted past the Ketty Jay, chewing up the earth below.




  ‘Malvery!’ shouted Frey. ‘What are you waiting for?’




  ‘Orders?’ Malvery suggested.




  ‘Well, consider yourself bloody ordered. Shoot them!’




  ‘Right-o,’ said the doctor, and opened up with the autocannon.




  Another explosion pounded the Ketty Jay, but Jez had sensed the shell whipping through the air and pulled away just in time to avoid being swatted into the ground.




  ‘How in the name of rotting bastardy are they scoring on us at that range?’ Frey demanded.




  ‘Lucky shot,’ said Jez. ‘Next one’s going way wide.’




  As if to illustrate her point, a bloom of fire lit up the night some distance to starboard. She kept up an evasive pattern. The fighters couldn’t draw a bead on her. She could tell when

  they were lining up on the Ketty Jay by the angle of their light beams, and then she would dodge. They swooped, missed, and looped back into the air to try again. They were slender,

  needle-nosed things, streamlined like flattened darts. Built to look good, like all Samarlan craft.




  ‘Can’t keep this up for ever, Cap’n. We need to lose them fast.’




  Frey got out of his seat and peered through the windglass of the cockpit. The play of the fighter’s lights were showing glimpses of the terrain ahead. A colossal outcrop reared out of the

  ground a few kloms ahead.




  Suddenly his face lit up. ‘There,’ he said, pointing.




  ‘I don’t get it.’




  ‘They’re following the glow from our prothane thrusters, right?’ he said. ‘Well, this aircraft doesn’t only run on prothane.’




  She grinned as she caught on. ‘I’d buckle in if I were you, Cap’n.’




  ‘Harkins!’ Frey said. ‘Let the crew know. Batten down. It’s gonna be choppy.’




  Harkins just stared at him, his face blank with fright.




  ‘Move it!’ Frey snapped. The shock broke Harkins’ paralysis, and he scampered out of the cockpit and up the corridor, calling the alarm. Frey threw himself into the

  navigator’s chair and secured the straps. Ashua slipped her arm through a gap in the bulkhead and braced herself.




  The lights from the fighters behind them slipped and swung all around them. Tracer fire chased them through the night. The outcrop loomed ahead, blacking out the background as Jez took them on a

  course that would skim close to its flank. Another explosion tore through the air. The frigate was getting nearer, and its shelling would become more accurate as it did.




  Frey was a bag of nerves by now. Jez could hear it in his heartbeat and smell it on his sweat. ‘Malvery!’ he yelled. ‘Will you get those fighters off our

  tail?’




  ‘If you think it’s so easy, come up here and do it yourself!’ Malvery yelled back. He fired another burst, a dull thump-thump-thump of artillery, then guffawed

  triumphantly. ‘There you go! Happy now?’




  One of the Samarlan fighters went screaming overhead, close enough to make Jez duck in fright. It corkscrewed through the air, trailing flames from the stump of a wing, and smashed into the side

  of the outcrop in a smoky cough of fire.




  ‘Here we go,’ Jez shouted over the roar of the engine and the sound of distant machine guns. ‘Malvery, quit firing when I say!’




  ‘I just got bloody started!’ he cried indignantly.




  Jez ignored him. ‘Everyone hang on to something! Malvery, now!’




  The autocannon fell silent. The outcrop was to starboard now, mere metres off their wing-tip. She took it as close as she dared, knowing her pursuers wouldn’t match her. They pulled away,

  intending to catch her on the far side. But instead of flying past it, she banked hard to starboard, swinging around the back of the outcrop. The Ketty Jay’s thrusters screamed as she

  powered through the air. Her frame shook with the stress. Jez heard a string of bumps and crashes from the depths of the aircraft, as everything that wasn’t secured went sliding and

  clattering across the floor. Malvery began spluttering a string of frightened curses as the aircraft tipped to almost ninety degrees, bringing him face-to-face with the sides of the outcrop, only a

  dome of windglass between him and a thundering wall of rock.




  And then the lights disappeared. The outcrop stood between the Ketty Jay and her pursuers, and for a few seconds they flew in utter darkness.




  Jez did an emergency kill on the thrusters and boosted the aerium engines to maximum, pulling the Ketty Jay’s nose up as she did. The aerium engines hummed as electromagnets

  pulverised liquid aerium into gas, filling the ballast tanks, making the Ketty Jay lighter than air. Jez rode the momentum that they already had and took the Ketty Jay up into the

  night, her thrusters now dark, invisible against the background of the sky.




  Nobody saw them go.




  As the Ketty Jay became lighter, the air resistance slowed them down. Jez airbraked until they were stationary and then let them rise like a balloon, straight up into the atmosphere. The

  frigate glided past like a shark to starboard, dwindling beneath them, its floods trained on the outcrop where its quarry had disappeared. The fighters swooped and banked, searching for the

  telltale glow of thrusters. But they were all looking in the wrong place.




  When they’d gone high enough, Jez vented aerium to equalise the weight and the Ketty Jay stopped rising. The Samarlans were still looking fruitlessly for them, a klom below. Jez

  slumped back in her seat, then turned around and grinned.




  ‘That was a good idea, Cap’n.’




  ‘I’m impressed, anyway,’ said Ashua, rubbing her arm where it had been bruised by the bulkhead.




  Frey unbuckled himself, rolling his shoulder, and reached over to give Jez a pat on the shoulder. ‘Don’t know what I’d do without you.’




  Jez retied her ponytail to disguise the flush of pleasure she felt at that. Sometimes, she decided, being half-daemon was not so bad at all.




  







  Four




  The Train – Frey Rallies the Crew – Rattletraps – Harkins Fumbles




  ‘There it is.’




  Frey wiped sweat from his brow with his shirt sleeve, then took the spyglass from Ashua and put it to his eye. Before him, a scorched and blasted land lurched away towards a broken horizon.

  Scattered buttes and mesas faded hauntingly into the distance. Shallow hills of scree nursed hardy scrub grass and gnarled bushes. It was a cooked, cracked vista of dusty orange and red, split by

  narrow, branching fissures.




  He followed the curved line of the tracks till he found the train, which was making its steady way towards them. Apart from a few circling birds, it was the only thing moving out there.




  ‘I count twelve carriages,’ he said. ‘Don’t see any guns or escort.’




  Ashua shifted next to him. They were lying on their bellies at the crest of a slope, in the meagre shade of an enormous witch-tree that reached twisted wooden claws towards the sky as if in

  agony. Witch-trees were the only thing that grew to a good size out here in the Samarlan badlands, and they were evil-looking things.




  ‘Might be we got lucky,’ Ashua suggested.




  Frey snorted to show what he thought of that. He handed the spyglass back to her. She took it and regarded him with narrow green eyes. Her ginger hair was damp with sweat, and a droplet of it

  trickled down the side of her throat. Frey imagined doing impure and depraved things to her. Fresh sweat on a woman had that effect on him.




  ‘Why don’t you go get the crew ready?’ she said, in a tone that made him suspect she knew what he was thinking, and wasn’t overly impressed by it. ‘I’ll let

  you know when it’s time to go.’




  Frey coughed into his fist. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘I’ll do that.’ He scrambled down the stony slope, suddenly grateful to be away from her.




  You’re getting hot for street-rats now? Where are your bloody standards?




  He decided it was probably Trinica’s fault. While she was around he restrained himself from messing with other women, which meant he’d been celibate for a couple of weeks now, ever

  since they cooked up this plan together. But just being near Trinica was enough to leave him embarrassingly frisky, and Ashua had begun to seem like an awfully tempting alternative.




  No, he told himself sternly. Behave.




  The crew were waiting with the Rattletraps at the bottom of the slope. Even in the shade it was swelteringly hot, and they were guzzling water when he arrived.




  ‘Train’s coming,’ he said.




  ‘About time,’ Malvery said. ‘Reckon Pinn’s about to melt.’




  Pinn was sitting with his back to one of the buggies, his skin glistening. His little thatch of hair was plastered to the top of his chubby head. ‘How does anyone live in this bloody

  country?’ he gasped. ‘I feel like I’m a pie.’




  Frey prodded him with his boot. ‘Come on. Little exercise’ll do you good,’ he said.




  Pinn grumbled sourly as they clambered onto the Rattletraps. Frey had divided up the crew according to who could drive, who could shoot and who was just plain useless. Mentally claiming

  captain’s privilege, he’d chosen the best personnel for his own buggy. Silo was driving and Malvery would operate the gatling gun mounted atop the roll cage. Silo seemed confident in

  his ability and Malvery, while not the world’s best shot, at least had experience manning the Ketty Jay’s autocannon.




  Ashua would get Pinn on the gatling and Harkins riding shotgun. Usually he’d have left the jittery pilot behind, as he was hopeless with a weapon, but Harkins had insisted on coming,

  throwing glances at Jez all the while. No one had any doubt who he was trying to impress.




  Jez, for her part, was riding with Crake. He was almost as bad as Harkins with a gun, but they needed him to handle Bess. She would go in the back, ready to be unleashed once they’d

  brought the train to a stop.




  ‘Alright!’ he called, when everyone was aboard. ‘I didn’t see any defences beyond the armour plate, but let’s not get sloppy. There’ll be men aboard with

  weapons, at least. I don’t want any of my crew getting shot. Doctors are expensive, and Malvery’s likely to saw the wrong arm off.’




  ‘Hey!’ said Malvery. ‘Don’t forget I’m gonna be standing right behind you with a gatling gun, smart-arse.’




  The crew laughed good-humouredly. They were surprisingly relaxed, considering what was coming. Only Harkins looked in danger of panicking.




  ‘Everyone remember the plan?’ Frey cried. He could hear the train approaching now, a distant rumbling, getting louder.




  ‘Yes, Cap’n!’




  ‘Well, I’m sure you won’t mind reminding me then.’




  Malvery rolled his eyes. ‘We’ll be heading for the engine carriage at the front, to try and stop the train,’ he said, in a dreary sing-song. ‘Ashua, Pinn and Harkins are

  gonna keep the bad guys busy while we do, and—’




  ‘Aren’t we the bad guys?’ Pinn asked suddenly.




  They all stared at him. He shrugged. ‘Well, I mean, we’re robbing them, right?’




  ‘We’re never the bad guys!’ said Frey, horrified at the suggestion. He was surprised the moral objection had come from Pinn rather than Crake. Pinn didn’t have any

  morals, so he probably just wanted the attention.




  He needed to nip this in the bud before they all started arguing, so he gestured towards Silo, the shaven-headed, umber-skinned Murthian, who was sitting next to him.




  ‘Look at this man. Proud example of his race.’ Silo gazed at him inscrutably. ‘A race that the Sammies have been keeping brutally enslaved for the last five hundred years. And

  the Daks are no better: they’re willing conspirators. Ashua tells me that train will be full of Daks, with maybe a few Sammies in there to keep an eye on things. Does that sound like slavery

  to you? No. The Daks run this country while the Sammies sit back and lick the cream. So don’t feel bad about popping one or two of ’em, ’cause frankly, they’re all

  bastards in my book.’




  He surveyed his crew to gauge the effect of his words. Nobody seemed much bothered. Pinn just looked confused.




  ‘Plus,’ he raised a finger, ‘those on that train are gonna be armed guards. They’re paid to get shot. If people like us didn’t try to rob trains,

  they’d be out of a job.’




  ‘We’re providing employment opportunities now?’ Crake asked, deadpan.




  ‘Exactly!’ said Frey. ‘Greasing the wheels of foreign capital, and that.’




  ‘Cap’n,’ said Crake. ‘I do believe you know as much about economics as Pinn does about hygiene.’




  Malvery mopped his pate, which had reddened and begun to peel. ‘Look, as long as we stop short of killing women and children, and we ain’t shooting adorable little puppy dogs in the

  face, I’m in. Now can we stop bullshitting and get this done? I want to get out of the sun.’




  ‘You’re not in the sun.’




  ‘Out of the shade, then. To somewhere shadier. Like the inside of a freezer.’




  ‘Or a bar!’ Pinn suggested brightly.




  Malvery clicked his fingers and pointed at Pinn. ‘Man’s got the right idea.’




  ‘Tonight you can get boozed up till your eyeballs float, and I’ll pay for every round,’ said Frey. ‘But we’ve got work to do first. Now, some of you are carrying

  dynamite, so if you must get yourselves shot, try not to get hit anywhere explosive.’ He looked up the slope and saw Ashua scrambling towards them. ‘Seems like that’s it for the

  team talk. Good luck, everyone!’




  The din of the train had grown to fill the air now. Ashua was shouting ‘Go! Go! Go!’ before she’d even reached her Rattletrap. She leaped into the driver’s seat, hit the

  ignition button and floored the accelerator. Her wheels spun against the ground for a few seconds, throwing up a cloud of red dust. When they bit, it threw the Rattletrap forward so suddenly that

  Pinn almost tipped off the back. Frey, Silo and Malvery raced off just behind her, with Jez, Crake and Bess trailing.




  They’d practised with the Rattletraps throughout the morning, to check that they worked properly and to get the drivers used to them, but Frey still found the sense of speed exhilarating.

  It wasn’t the same as being in a cockpit, where there was a brass-and-chrome dash and thick panes of windglass between him and the world outside. Rattletraps were built low to the ground, and

  their roll cages seemed pitifully inadequate as protection. Though they travelled much slower than an aircraft did, it felt like just the opposite. He was fragile and invincible all at once as he

  hurtled into the face of the elements.




  They sped out of the shadow of the slope and into sight of the tracks an instant before the train appeared. Ashua’s timing had been less than perfect: the train was almost past them by the

  time they’d matched its speed. But the Rattletraps were fast, and they began gaining ground immediately.




  The tracks passed through a wide corridor of land flanked by hilly ridges on either side. The land was flat near the tracks, but it became bumpy and rough further away. By hugging close to the

  train, the Rattletraps ate up the distance.




  It was only when they were close that Frey realised what a monstrous machine the train was. A great dirty ogre of iron and grime, filthy with desert dust, charging across the landscape. It was a

  mobile fortress, built for the rigours of travel across the hellish terrain of the Samarlan interior. Faced with its strength, he suddenly began to have his doubts about whether they could stop it

  at all.




  But it was too late for that now.




  There were slatted metal windows in the sides of the train. As they progressed up its length, they saw men running to and fro inside the carriages, alarmed shadows in the gloom.




  ‘Pinn! Malvery!’ he yelled. ‘Keep ’em busy!’




  Pinn whooped and opened up with the gatling gun, stitching bullet-holes along the side of the train. Malvery was a little more accurate, aiming for the windows. The bullets had little effect on

  the train’s armour plating, but it made the men inside duck and scurry, and it kept them from returning fire.




  Frey turned to Silo and grinned. ‘Some fun, huh? Bet you’re glad to be home, getting some of your own back,’ he said.




  But Silo just looked at him, and his eyes were dark and flat in his narrow face, and Frey was suddenly sorry he’d spoken at all. He opened his mouth to say something else when Silo

  suddenly shouted a warning.




  It was the carriage just ahead of them. One side had opened up, the top half flipping down on to the bottom half with a crash, like a stall at a fairground. Behind it were a row of barricades,

  with gun-toting Dakkadians hiding behind them. And in the centre of the row, its operator hiding behind a wall of metal shielding, was an autocannon. Pointing right at them.




  Frey had time for a wordless yell of abject cowardice before Silo stood on the brakes. The ground in front of them exploded in a geyser of rock and dust. He was blinded for a moment, his face

  speckled with a thousand tiny impacts. He heard more explosions around him, as the autocannon fought to pin them down. Bullets flew. The Rattletrap jounced left and right, flinging him about in his

  seat. Malvery was bellowing a string of swear-words in his ear. He blinked furiously, wiping at teary eyes to clear them of grit.




  Silo dropped back, away from the autocannon. Frey was still pawing at his face when he heard the sound of gatling guns from behind them. Since Malvery wasn’t firing and they only had one

  other gun, that could only mean trouble. He craned around in his seat, looking down the length of the train, fighting to bring his blurred vision back into focus.




  Rattletraps. Enemy Rattletraps, coming up behind them.




  ‘Where did they come from?’ Malvery cried.




  Before anyone could venture an opinion, another train carriage opened up in the same way as the first one. This one was close to the rear, but its contents were identical. A bunch of armed men

  and an autocannon.




  An autocannon in front of them, loaded with explosive shells. Another behind. And he counted three Rattletraps with gatlings. No way they could fight those odds.




  ‘Pull away from the train!’ he told Silo. He raised himself in his seat and waved at the others. ‘Pull away now!’




  The others didn’t need telling. They swerved off to the right, putting distance between themselves and the train, heading for the uneven scrubland at the base of the red hills. It

  wouldn’t get rid of their pursuers, but it would get them out of range of the autocannons.




  He fell back into his seat as Silo led the retreat, the Rattletrap skidding and jolting as shells erupted all around them. The confidence his crew had shown earlier seemed desperately misplaced

  now. What should have been a nice straightforward ambush had just gone horribly, horribly wrong.




  Harkins, as usual, was terrified.




  Harkins didn’t get scared in the way ordinary people got scared. What they called fear was his standard operating level, the state in which he existed day to day. Most people didn’t

  get really, properly terrified too often. Harkins managed it at least a dozen times a week.




  Being so familiar with the sensation, he’d come to experience it in a different way. He still felt the same physical reactions: shortness of breath, sweating, the overwhelming desire to

  scream, occasional paralysis. But terror had kept him alive many times in the past. It came to him like an old friend. A friend that he loathed and hated unreservedly, but a friend nonetheless.




  Amid the explosions, the gunfire and the overwhelming awfulness of the whole situation, Harkins could only think of one thing.




  Why didn’t I just stay on the Ketty Jay?




  Hadn’t he proved himself useless in a firefight time and time again? Wasn’t it well known that his only skill lay in piloting the Firecrow they’d left behind in Shasiith?

  Nobody thought less of him for opting out of ground missions. In fact, it was assumed that he would. Without his fighter craft, he was like a snail out of his shell.




  Jez was the reason, of course. Kind, sweet Jez, the only one who didn’t mock or pity him. He was thankful that she couldn’t see him now, unmanned by fear yet again. She was too busy

  fleeing across the scrubland, pursued by one of the enemy. Just as they were.




  He looked over his shoulder. The Dakkadians were on their tail, red dust in their blond hair, their faces covered with dirty goggles and leather masks. Their Rattletraps were of similar design

  to the one Harkins rode, with a driver, a passenger and a gun operator standing at the rear. Bullets cut through the air and pocked the ground to either side of them, but Ashua’s driving and

  the uneven terrain kept them from finding a mark.




  ‘Will somebody shoot at them?’ Ashua shouted.




  ‘These damn things don’t turn backwards!’ said Pinn, struggling to pivot the gatling gun.




  ‘Then use your shotgun, you moron!’ she cried.




  ‘Oh, right,’ said Pinn. He abandoned the gatling and dropped into a sitting position, facing backwards with his legs braced against the roll cage. Now secured, he pulled out his

  shotgun and opened up on their pursuers.




  ‘And you!’ said Ashua, glaring at Harkins. ‘What are you waiting for?’




  Harkins jumped at the harsh tone of her voice. He fumbled his revolver out, opened it to check that it was loaded, snapped it shut again. It felt unnatural in his hand, heavy with danger.




  He took a steadying breath and then leaned out sideways, pointing his weapon in the general direction of the enemy, bending his wrist backwards to do so. The leather ears of his pilot cap

  slapped wildly against his unshaven cheeks. He closed his eyes and fired. The noise stunned him; the recoil crashed against his wrist and elbow. The gun shuddered and dropped from his hand to the

  ground. He drew himself back against his seat, holding his arm against his chest, burning with shame and shock.




  ‘Rot and pus!’ Ashua barked in exasperation. ‘I thought you were meant to be a freebooter? What kind of jelly-arsed milk-bubble did I get landed with?’




  Harkins supposed that was a rhetorical question, so he kept quiet. Ashua didn’t say anything further, because at that moment they hit a rise in the ground and took off. They sailed through

  the air for a few horrible seconds before smashing back to earth with a jolt that made Harkins’ teeth clack together.




  ‘I can’t hit a damn thing like this!’ Pinn complained.




  ‘Then they can’t hit us, either,’ Ashua snapped, swerving to avoid another volley of gatling fire. She dug into her belt, pulled out a stick of dynamite, and thrust it towards

  Harkins. ‘Light me.’




  Harkins stared at the dynamite in horror. She shook it at him impatiently. ‘Come on, you quivering gimp! I don’t have a hand free!’




  He snatched it from her, eager to get this whole business done with so she would stop abusing him. His fingers trembled as he found a matchbook in his pocket. Then he stopped what he was doing

  and dithered, trying to work out how to strike a match with one hand while holding the dynamite with the other.




  ‘Put the dynamite. Between your knees. And light it,’ said Ashua, her jaw tense with barely contained frustration.




  Harkins made sure she wasn’t looking at him, then gave her what he hoped was a nasty glare. He didn’t like her one bit. She wasn’t at all like Jez, who was the soul of patience

  where Harkins was concerned. This one was snappy and mean, and she wasn’t even part of the crew.




  Resentfully, he stuck the dynamite between his bony knees, struck a match, and touched it to the fuse. The fuse burst into life in a fizz of sparks. Harkins jumped – he couldn’t help

  himself – and the dynamite slipped from between his knees and rolled into the footwell.




  ‘Can’t you do anything?’ Ashua screamed, as he scrabbled around between his feet. Gunfire glanced off the frame of the buggy. Harkins reached for the dynamite, but just

  then Ashua swerved, and it rolled away from his grasp and under her feet. She began to yelp, pawing around between the pedals, driving with one hand while their pursuers shredded the air with

  bullets. The Rattletrap swerved crazily left and right.




  ‘What in the name of hammered horseshit are you doing?’ Pinn demanded, hanging on to the roll cage for dear life.




  Then the Rattletrap swerved again, and the dynamite bounced back to Harkins’ side of the footwell. He grabbed it and brandished it triumphantly.




  ‘Ha! Got it!’ he grinned.




  ‘Get rid of it!’ Ashua howled, fighting with the wheel to gain control of the buggy.




  Harkins’ grin faded as he saw that the fuse had almost entirely burned down. With a jerk of his arm he flung the dynamite over his shoulder. He squeezed his eyes shut and covered his ears,

  but even so, he couldn’t suppress a shudder at the enormous explosion that followed.




  Ashua stepped on the brakes, unable to master the careering Rattletrap, and they skidded to a halt in a cloud of rising dust. Harkins waited a few seconds and then opened his eyes.




  Something round and heavy dropped out of the sky and caromed off the Rattletrap’s hood, causing Harkins to shriek in fright. It bounced in the dust, rolled for a few metres and

  stopped.




  It was a goggled and masked head. It stood on its severed neck, facing Harkins. If he didn’t know better, he might have thought its owner was merely buried in the sand.




  He slowly turned to look over his shoulder. Behind them, at the centre of a small black crater, were the remains of the Dakkadian Rattletrap. There wasn’t much to see.




  ‘Reckon they must’ve been carrying dynamite, too,’ Ashua opined.




  Pinn slapped Harkins on the shoulder, making him flinch. ‘Nice throw, you gibbering freak,’ he said affectionately.




  Harkins gave him a weak smile and tried not to be sick.




  







  Five




  Pinn’s Joke – Bess, Angry – The Belly of the Beast – Frey on Top – Jez Hears a Voice




  Crake was having an equally hard time keeping his lunch, but for him the threat came from the other end. His stomach had been grumbling and roiling

  ever since he’d arrived in Samarla – the food didn’t agree with him at all – and it had been making things pretty unpleasant when it came time to visit the bathroom. With

  all this jolting about, it took all of his concentration to avoid embarrassment. The fact that he might be shot at any moment was a distant second in importance to that fact. He was an aristocrat,

  even if he didn’t look much like one these days. Dishonouring himself in such a manner would be a fate worse than death.




  Besides, he wouldn’t give Pinn the satisfaction. A few days ago, after one particularly cruel bout of diarrhoea, Crake had found Slag, the Ketty Jay’s cat, lying by the door,

  apparently overcome by the fumes. He’d rushed Slag to the infirmary, where Malvery, between bouts of hysterical laughter, pronounced the cat clear of any kind of toxic poisoning. It turned

  out to be Pinn’s idea of a joke. The pilot had spiked Slag’s milk with rum and laid the unconscious animal where Crake would find it.




  Maybe it was because they were carrying a highly visible golem on the back, but they’d attracted two of the three enemy buggies. Jez was driving like a maniac to stay ahead of them. If not

  for Bess, they would all most likely have been shot by now, but she was their shield and most of the bullets that came their way ricocheted harmlessly off her armour. She roared and swiped, making

  threatening grabs at her tormentors. They were wise enough to stay far out of her reach. Shooting Bess made her very annoyed indeed.




  ‘Can’t you keep her still?’ Jez yelled, as their vehicle slewed back and forth.




  ‘They’re shooting her. With bullets,’ Crake replied. ‘Would you keep still?’




  Jez didn’t bother to reply to that. ‘Where’s the Cap’n? Someone needs to take care of these bastards.’




  Crake shaded his eyes against the glare of the sun. ‘There he is! He must’ve dropped back. He’s coming up behind them.’




  ‘Alright. Let’s try not to—’




  Jez was interrupted by an explosion to their left, pelting them with tiny stones. The Rattletrap rocked and swerved. Crake looked over at the train, which suddenly seemed a lot closer than

  before.




  ‘The autocannons!’ he said, flapping his hands at her. ‘Get away from the train! They’re herding us towards the train!’




  ‘They’re not herding us anywhere! I’ve been driving in a straight line!’ She twisted the wheel and skidded aside as a gatling gun sent a hail of bullets their way.

  ‘More or less, anyway.’




  ‘Maybe you’ve been going straight, but the tracks haven’t.’ He pointed suddenly. ‘Look there! More help on the way!’




  Ashua’s Rattletrap was approaching, leaving a column of black smoke behind them, which was all that remained of their opponent. The relief inspired by the thought of imminent

  reinforcements almost caused Crake to have an accident, and he had to clench tight and concentrate on reciting mathematical tables until the urge passed.




  He’d just got himself under control when there was another explosion behind them, which clouded them from their pursuers for a moment. Jez wrenched the wheel around and tore off at

  right-angles to her original course just as the others arrived.




  There was a chorus of gatling fire and a bellow of engines as Frey and Ashua’s Rattletraps tangled with the enemy in a dusty knot. They swerved and crisscrossed, and when they emerged from

  the haze, Ashua was chasing one of the Dakkadian Rattletraps. The other was still following Jez and Crake, but Frey was hot on its tail, harassing it mercilessly.




  Crake looked back. The Dakkadians were now forced to concentrate on avoiding Malvery’s gatling fire rather than shooting at Bess. The autocannons had fallen silent since they were out of

  range, but the train powered on relentlessly.




  ‘She alright back there?’ Jez asked.




  Crake checked on Bess, who was getting more and more agitated.




  ‘She’s not what I’d call happy,’ he said.




  ‘Let’s see if we can do something about getting that son of a bitch off our tail,’ Jez said.




  She threw the Rattletrap into a skid, carving a quarter-circle in the earth before leaping off a rise. They hit the ground hard and went the other way, making a tight zigzag.




  ‘They’re catching up!’ Crake said, as he was thrown from one side of his seat to the other.




  ‘That’s the idea,’ said Jez, turning again. ‘They can’t slow down with the Cap’n on their back. I want them to pass us.’ She slammed the Rattletrap the

  other way. ‘I just don’t want them shooting us first.’




  Crake saw her method now. Zigzagging made them a hard target, but it slowed them down. With Malvery blasting away behind them, the enemy would be forced to pass by.




  It sounded like a good idea. But the Dakkadians didn’t play along.




  Jez had slipped up. Her zigzags were predictable. She twisted the wheel at regular intervals, instead of varying the turns. It allowed their pursuers to guess where she was going next, to skid

  in that direction, and to open up with everything they had just as the Rattletrap passed in front of their guns.




  Time slowed down as Crake realised what was happening. The enemy was attacking from the passenger side. He stared at the rotating muzzle of the gatling gun, knowing there was nothing between him

  and it. Knowing, with a cold and dreadful certainty, that he was about to feel a salvo of brutal impacts punching into his body, and after that there would be nothing more.




  But suddenly the gatling gun was gone, a wall of metal in the way. Bess. Hanging on to the roll cage with one hand, she lunged across the side of the buggy, making a barrier of her body between

  Crake and the guns. Bullets sparked and whined as they bounced off her humped back, chipping the metal, ripping through her chainmailed joints to ping around the empty interior of the suit.




  The shift in weight tipped the Rattletrap to one side. Two of its wheels lifted off the ground and Crake felt the vehicle about to flip. Jez threw it into a skid, trying to avert disaster, but

  it was no good. Crake braced himself—




  —and then Bess let go.




  She tumbled away from the Rattletrap in a crashing ball of metal. The Rattletrap slammed back down onto four wheels, sliding across the scrubland until it came to a jolting halt. Crake was

  shaken half out of his wits, but he clambered from his seat as soon as the buggy had fully stopped. He staggered dizzily to the ground, looking about. The thought that Bess might have been hurt

  – grievously hurt – made him frantic.




  ‘Bess! Bess!’




  But Bess wasn’t hurt. Bess was angry. She’d already found her feet, rising from the red dust like some mythical desert beast. And as he watched, she began to run, gathering momentum

  with every step. The Dakkadian Rattletrap was bearing down on them, seeking to finish them off.




  Bess charged it.




  It all happened in a second. The Rattletrap was moving so fast that the driver didn’t have time to see the golem coming. Bess ran at them from the side, ramming into them with her

  shoulder. Perhaps she’d meant to catch them square, but her timing was off, and she only caught one of the back wheels. It didn’t matter. At that speed even a small shove was

  enough.




  Bess rebounded from the impact and went down in a heap. The Rattletrap slewed sideways and launched into the air, spinning and flipping crazily before it smashed into the earth. It bounced and

  rolled for another fifty metres until it finally came to a stop. By that time, it was scarcely recognisable as a vehicle, and its occupants had been flung brokenly away, strewn motionless along its

  path.




  Frey pulled up alongside Jez. ‘Everyone okay?’ he asked.




  ‘Just about, Cap’n,’ said Jez, looking Crake over. Crake was leaning against the side of the buggy, breathing steadily, trying to keep his treacherous bowels under control.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
A GUARDIAN MUST-READ NOVEL!

'%HE lHI]N MIIKAL,

Y 46_






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





