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      In the dark, Clemens DuToit struggled against the slapcuffs binding his wrists. It was no use, of course. Slapcuffs were essentially unbreakable.

      Near-intelligent cables forty centimeters long that were stiff and straight until activated. When slapped onto someone's wrists they quickly softened up, wrapped into a figure eight and hardened once more. No way to loosen them until someone came back with the release mechanism.

      That wasn't happening any time soon.

      The room where they'd left him was dank and cold. He'd gotten some glimpses when they'd brought him down. An old set of wooden cupboards against one wall, doors warped and gray. A workbench in the back, littered with tools and cans and some old broken tech. Nasty stuff, from the looks. Agile legs and tank brains and coils with probably hundreds, if not thousands of meters of cable.

      As if someone thought they might build themselves a bomb, maybe. At least, something that was able to walk. Some of those little dog-sized robots could climb sheer vertical walls without the need for a handhold.

      That was all he'd spotted before they hurled him down and shut off the lights. The door had closed with a solid thunk that sounded kind of permanent. As if it was sealed forever.

      Then it had gone quiet.

      Somewhere nearby water was dripping. The room was below ground. A basement, which in a way seemed odd, given that they were right next to the River Haxley. Admittedly, they were far upstream, where the river could still be narrow and wild, unlike farther downstream where it widened sufficiently that it had a horizon even before it mixed into the sea.

      The building's basement was essentially sunk into the water table. No matter how well you built something, eventually the water was going to find a way in. And this building was old. He'd seen it from the outside as they'd brought him in on their little fast cutter.

      Nice boat, that one. Despite the kidnapping, he'd still been able to admire it. Ten meters long, narrow through the beam, with an elegant transom and a short mast. They'd keep the sail down and gunned the engine the whole way. He'd gotten the sense that they rarely used the sail.

      Except perhaps as camouflage.

      Pirates.

      He shifted his arms again. The cuffs just cut into his wrists. Intellectually he knew that he wouldn't make any headway, but the primal, instinctive part of him just wanted to get out. Get free.

      The room stank of rotting vegetation and mud and something indescribable. Perhaps there was the carcass of some poor animal left in the corner.

      Worse, perhaps the carcass of the last person they'd locked down here.

      At least he was sitting on a chair, and not the floor. Against the soles of his feet it was slick and tacky at once. The chair wasn't so comfortable, really, but at least it was upright.

      He closed his eyes and listened closely. Keeping his ears wide for sound from above.

      The building was an old yacht club haven. Several stories high, each story smaller than the last. At the top it had a crowning widow's walk--why did they still call it that?--with, presumably, wide views out across this part of the Haxley, and across the old farmlands behind and beyond the far shore.

      The bottom floor was enormous. He'd gotten a good look from the river as the pirates' boat sped in. Numerous openings where the club's boats would have been stored, launching ramps, probably changing rooms and gear rooms and maybe a repair shop. The next floor would have had dining rooms and meeting rooms and administration. Above that, probably were some accommodations or training spaces. The next floor would have been a bar, perhaps, with balconies, and then the widow's walk above that.

      There were still a few active clubs along the river, with buildings in far better shape, and he'd been in enough of them to get a sense of what this was.

      He'd never been into a basement before. Not in any of them.

      The building's exterior was shoddy and faded, chipped and cracked, loose and sagging. The exuded boards might once have been strong colors--one for each floor. Sharp red, and deep blue and the old favorite, British Racing Green. A name that had somehow survived through the centuries.

      And now, all were faded to white-gray shades of the originals. Another victim of the diaspora that had seen Karnth's population fall. Indeed the entire population of the planet had shrunk dramatically even in his lifetime.

      There were thousands of structures left to rot and fall apart all around Paulding.

      In some ways, it was charming. The clamor and hubbub of places had been diminished. There was a quiet settling over Paulding that some might envy.

      Clemens could remember, as a kid, watching regattas right here on the Haxley, and off in Firedrum Lake not five kilometers away. Dozens of boats racing around the course. People cheering and shouting. Picnics and prize-givings and glorious sunny days.

      No more.

      And now, it had come to this. Pirates breaking into his home and tearing him away from Consuela and the kids and hauling him to this broken down old place.

      And he still didn't know why.

      He listened some more. Trying to see if anyone was actually still around. It seemed as if he'd been abandoned.

      But that made no sense.

      They had to have taken him for a reason. Unlikely to be for ransom, unless they were working from data that was way off beam. He had no money. Not really. All he had were the boats, and they weren't worth much.

      Clemens swallowed and closed his eyes.

      He and Consuela had argued yesterday. About some insignificant thing. Like travel plans for a trip into the city. Turneith, despite the diaspora, was still busy and, in places, crowded. Hard work, especially for an introvert like him.

      All he needed was a little time to warm up to the idea, but she'd gotten upset, then things had kind of fallen apart. Not the kind thing they would separate over--hopefully--but it was still sitting there, unresolved.

      And part of him knew that sometimes pirates' kidnap victims didn't always return still warm. Sometimes they returned in pieces.

      Just in case some other victim imagined that they might be able to weasel their way out of it.

      The pirates had to make an example.

      They had reputations to maintain.

      Best not to think about that.

      In fact, the best thing was to keep a positive outlook. The pirates would realize they'd made a mistake. Kidnapped a simple boat builder rather than some magnate, as they'd intended. One of them would be down soon with the slapcuff release.

      All a misunderstanding sir, can we take you home?

      As if pirates would do that. There were numerous bands of them, still plying the Haxley and out into the ocean beyond. As soon as the authorities stamped out one band, another would arise to take their place.

      Mostly they didn't bother locals. Mostly they kept to themselves. Out in the wilds, living in the old canal country and, supposedly, only occasionally venturing onto the river to raid and plunder.

      He heard something. A thump from above, as if someone had dropped a sack on the floor right above his head. Then quiet voices.

      A shudder ran through Clemens. All he wanted was to be back with his family.

      More thumps. Footsteps. Someone coming down the stairway outside the sealed basement door.

      Clanks of something metal. The lock? He hadn't heard it before.

      Voices. More clanking. Perhaps that was weapons.

      Despite the existence of pulse rifles and other velocity weapons, pirates still favored cuirasses and rapiers. As if blades were more intimidating to their victims.

      It sure worked on him.

      The door gave a quiet groan and eased open.

      Clemens blinked in the light that shone through.

      Three jumbled silhouettes. They walked in. Someone turned on the basement's main lights, which made Clemons blink even more.

      They came over to him, smelling of camphor and woodsmoke. Oddly, it wasn't unpleasant.

      "This is the boat builder?" a woman said. Clemens was still blinking. Couldn't see any of them.

      There hadn't been any women among the raiding party that had taken him.

      Her voice had the air of authority. She was in charge. The pirate captain. She'd sent the lackeys off to bring him back.

      "This is him," a gruff man said. He'd been in the party. In charge of it.

      "What is he doing down here?" the woman said.

      Clemens could just about see now. She was probably in her forties, with dark hair tied in a sash, a loose white blouse with a red vest, a fat black vatleather belt and black breeches. Her boots came up above her knees.

      The two men were dressed similarly.

      "It's where we stick prisoners," the gruff man said. "Where we always have." Older than her, thick around the waist. Unshaven. He wore a black cap.

      "Why am I here at all?" Clemens said.

      "Shut your trap!" the other man said. Younger. Much younger. Barely out of his teens. Slim and smooth-skinned, but with a nasty look in his eyes.

      "Easy," the gruff man said.

      The woman bent forward. She looked Clemens in the eye.

      "You're here because we need your skills," she said.

      "My skills?"

      "We need you, Clemens DuToit, to build us a boat."
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      Flis Kupe stared at the busted device as its inverted gap-hollow display flickered and fritzed.

      She was in her little study. A tidy room with fuchsia walls, two wide windows at the back of the desk, facing out on two sides into the tangle of skankgrass that was growing like summer clouds into a dense, impenetrable thicket.

      She liked it. Found it soothing to look out into wild, untamed greenery. Maybe a metaphor about something she was seeking. A wild and untamed life that always seemed a little out of reach.

      The room had a low ceiling and was just a couple of meters wide, nearly four meters long. The narrowness made it cozy.

      On the corner of the desk she had a cup of steaming mugwort tea. Woody and a little fruity, it was quite delicious. It was these homey, relaxing moments that made the challenging days more bearable.

      Not that she didn't enjoy the challenging days. The little investigative business she and Grae Sinder ran sometimes found itself curled up in events that were bigger than they initially seemed.

      Sometimes, the quieter spells--tracing errant spouses and tracking down missing pets--were welcome relief rather than any kind of drudgery.

      And getting moments in the study helped with all that.

      If she was honest with herself, she would admit that she liked the tension of delving into deeper investigations. Perhaps it was in her blood. Perhaps it was an effect of her time offworld in the military, dealing with poorly thought out campaigns and commanders who refused to concede even when the battle was lost.

      Perhaps it was just from her partially burned-out military-grade arlchip implant that sometimes spent months silent, and sometimes came to the party and fed her details and enhanced her senses when she actually needed that.

      And this device, a flipchat, would supposedly should allow her to interface with the fritzing arlchip in a connected way. Giving her the ability to extract and utilize data. Perhaps even a way to effect repairs to the damage she'd inflicted on the chip.

      Outside, a pair of Barker's robins flitted around the skankgrass, happily at home, twittering and gathering bugs from the undersides of leaves.

      Flis and Grae had a new premises for their business, and this was certainly one of her favorites. They did move too often, but it kept things fresh and lively.

      Her study was in the back left, and Grae had an equivalent on the back right. In between was a large lounge area with a sunken soft pit and enormous wide windows that looked out on more skankgrass and some bushy florian trees.

      In front was their customer space. More lounge areas, though more serious, with squared off sofas and rectangular steel coffee tables.

      They were sixty kilometers from the fringes of Turneith, the big old city, capital of Karnth, but right near Tonebeak, a small village where they'd made friends with numerous locals, and sometimes even spent an evening at the local tavern, playing board games and drinking home brewed ale.

      Far cry from the interstellar battlefields.

      Right now, business was quiet, which was kind of nice. Maybe not so much for their cash flow, but at least for their peace of mind. If they were really concerned about cash flow, they would set up shop in Turneith and go hunting for business. Plenty there, even though the population continued to diminish.

      Better to be out here in the wilds and the quiet. With a canal nearby, still active, they were still able to quickly have access to Turneith if they needed.

      Grae had recently secured them a medium-term lease--two years--on a small maple and spruce four-seater runabout. The boat had wonderful sweeping lines, even if it didn't have foils so couldn't get up to the speeds of some of the other boats out and about. Sometimes style was much more important than speed. Actually, most times style won.

      Flis took a sip from the mugwort, savoring the taste, and picked up one of the little powerdrivers to continue working on the flipchat.

      She was going to fix this thing for sure. It might take some research and digging and a whole lot of sticky tape and light oil lubricant. Old tech sometimes took some coaxing.

      Movement from outside her study, and a knock on the door.

      "Not busy," she said.

      The door slid open and Grae stepped in. He was wearing dark knee-length shorts, wading shoes and a light shirt that didn't really suit his coloring. Too much orange in it. His hair was a mess. She'd told him about a dozen times over the last week to get it trimmed.

      "Not busy?" he said.

      "Well, this thing is going to take a whole lot of patience and time, but I'm not especially hopeful of getting it going anytime soon."

      "Good, because... is that mugwort?"

      "Of course."

      "I thought you hated it?"

      "Keep up buster. I've been drinking a cup or two or three every day for weeks."

      "Huh. I missed that."

      "And you call yourself an investigator?"

      "I call myself a sidekick. You do the investigating, I jimmy the doors and drive the getaway car."

      "Funny." Flis smiled. One of Grae's hobbies was collecting old replicas of ground vehicles from old Earth's early history. Hundreds of years back when they'd first invented machine-powered vehicles and graduated from horse-drawn carriages. Pontiacs and Lamborghinis and Hyundais. Such interesting names.

      Right now he had a replica Mercedes-Benz 300SL which had just two seats. The thing made a terrible loud noise and the ride was rough and bumpy, but Grae loved it. He would wax on about how it was one of the first vehicles to employ gullwing doors. It was a funny, clunky looking thing, but it sure was distinctive. So many people started conversations with Grae about it that they were practically forming lines.

      "Hey," he said. "Anyway, we've got a call. About a job. I think I should bring you in on it right away."

      That got her attention. "Something you don't want to just handle?"

      "Consuela DuToit. She lives over a thousand kilometers upstream. Her husband's gone missing."

      "Happens." For all sorts of reasons. Plenty of their work involved tracking down husbands.

      "Come talk with her," Grae said. "You're better at that anyway."

      Flis brought her mugwort tea and followed him through to the front office. The sun was pouring through the main windows, lighting the area like a big night game at a stadium.

      The air was warm and pleasant.

      This was why they were here.

      The left hand wall was occupied by an image of a woman sitting forward on an easy chair. The system made it seem as if she was almost right there in the room with them. Full-size and with some clever perspective shifts the house threw into the display.

      "Consuela," Grae said. "This is my colleague Flis Kupe. You might need to start from the top there."

      The woman nodded. She was about thirty, maybe. Dark thick hair, big brown eyes and full lips. Flis would put money on it that when Consuela smiled she could light up a room.

      But she wasn't anything close to lighting up a room right now. She was wearing a dark blue dress and had bare feet. She looked tired.

      "Go ahead," Flis said. "Your husband is missing?"

      "Kidnapped."

      "Sorry to hear. Do you have details?"

      "It was pirates. I haven't heard anything. I don't know why they would do this? We don't have anything."

      Just then, a toddler walked into the field of view. Old enough to be almost steady on her feet, but still with moments of uncertainty. She made her way quickly to Consuela who scooped her up into a hug.

      Holding tight.

      "Your only child?" Flis said.

      "We have a newborn," Consuela said. "Adreas. This is Harmony."

      "And pirates took your husband?"

      "I said."

      "You did. We're on our way now. We'll get back in touch once we're in the air. We'll be with you within the hour."

      Consuela brightened a fraction.

      "You will?"

      "See you soon."
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      Grae drove the replica Mercedes-Benz hard out. Despite the ancient nature of the vehicle, it still had plenty of modern systems like road-holding, natural navigation and collision avoidance. It always seemed so extraordinary that these things used to kill people who were just heading from one place to another. So few safety systems back then. It was as if arriving alive was more a matter of luck than good planning.

      As he drove, Flis sat in the almost-comfy passenger seat looking over the widened display on a rippletalk. The thumb-sized device easily spread out to almost dinner-plate size and gave her access through to most stored databases.

      Copses of trees flashed by, wafting in the breeze. Grae drove over an arched bridge that crossed Ecklemeyer canal. The water was low.

      Flis had to clutch at the door handles as Grae sped around the curves.

      She was able to look up Consuela and Clemens, her husband.

      Both in their early thirties, standard. Two children, Harmony and Andrea, aged two and a half and ninety-two days. Consuela had had a miscarriage six years previously, so they'd been very cautious about proceeding with the other children. Flis couldn't imagine what it would be like to lose a child like that. Not something you easily put behind her.

      Consuela worked in military forensics. Ensuring that contractors followed their briefs, quotes and the rules. She was very good at it. Able to go through line items and develop strategies for approaching businesses that were shorting or cheating in their supply systems.

      Clemens built boats.

      Grae raced on through Tonebeak and out on toward the next closest town, Mt. Sterling, which lacked any kind of mountain or even any real elevation. The town just sat on the wide Karnth plains, just as flat as everywhere else.

      A larger town, though, Mt. Sterling did have a hover rental place. Bud and Kim's Flight Systems. Flis and Grad had become friends with both Bud and Kim over the last year or so. Kim played a mean game of spotdarts, able to land her tiny arrows right in the bullseye as often as not, while Flis's usually just ended up scattered on the floor.

      Grae had contacted them even before Flis and Consuela had finished speaking, back at the office. He'd anticipated, of course, that they would need air transport. Bud and Kim were prepping their best rental right now. A sleek, fast Axtri 800.

      Flis hadn't flown one before, but she knew the type. Four-seater, plasto-aluminum skin, flying wing that looked like a ray you might find in the shallow around an atoll.

      Grae guided the car around the boxy homes of Mt. Sterling and on to the small airfield at the edge. A tall, narrow tower stood at one corner, four stories high, with a glass observation room at the top. Next to it were rows of medium sized hangars and support buildings. The field boasted some maintenance companies, and some others manufacturing proprietary parts and whole aircraft.

      Bud and Kim's Flight Systems stood at the far end. A canary yellow two story building with a wide sign across the front, and angled red stripes. Different from the other dull gray buildings. Bud and Kim were targeting a different market--the public rather than other companies.

      Bud came out and greeted them. He was a big man. Tall and with a belly that he joked about.

      "If there weren't so much fabulous food to eat, I might be slimmer," he would say.

      Now, he was looking lighter than when they'd last seen him, a few weeks back.

      "Looking good," Grae said, stepping out from under the car's gullwing door.

      Bud patted his abdomen. "Exercise, my friend. That's the key. I walk three times around the field every morning. But you're not here to discuss my health. We've got the Axtri fueled up and the engines primed. You can be in the air in two minutes."

      He led them through their neat and bright office and through to the tarmac apron beyond. Several other aircraft were parked there, from a dumpy, rounded regular hover to a light and thin fabric glider.

      The Axtri was beyond, standing on spidery undercarriage. The hull was silvery, with blue stripes. It looked too small to fit Flis and Grae, let alone two more passengers.

      "Deceptive, huh?" Bud said when Flis mentioned it. "You'll find it's more spacious than you expect even when you're in the cabin. Don't let me hold you up."

      "Thanks, Bud," Grae said.

      Flis had already slipped under the craft's nose. The cockpit access hatch was on the underside, and it hung open ready for them. She slipped inside and settled into the pilot's seat.

      The cockpit was indeed more spacious than she'd expected. Some clever lines in the lining panels and clever use of color gave it an open feeling, even though it was tiny. Different colors and it might have felt cramped.

      There were two seats in the back and behind them some small cubbies for luggage or supplies. The interior smelled of leather polish. It was comforting, really. Homey.

      The sound of the idling engines hummed quietly through the cockpit. They gave the real sense of power and being ready to open up.

      Grae got up and settled into the seat beside her.

      "Nice aircraft," he said.

      The control layout was familiar--displays showing the location and the Axtri's status. Fuel, airspeed, orientation. A simple mapping system and a pair of control yokes right in front of the seats. Throttles in the center. Wide, angled windows that gave a good clear view forward and to the sides.

      "Want me to fly?" Grae said. "You're still looking over their details, right?"

      "Done that. Got enough. I'll fly. You go over the information, see what you can come up with. I'll think on it."

      Outside Bud waved at them. Flis returned the wave and tapped at the display to engage their flight plan with the local control grids. Once they might have had to wait for a slot, but times had changed. There was plenty of airspace available now.

      It was good to be behind the controls of an aircraft again. Nice to have that feeling that the Axtri was a modern craft designed for performance.

      Flis checked that the cockpit hatch was closed and she shut off the brakes. Even at idle the engines made the craft buck. It sped forward from the apron onto the short taxiway. Mt. Sterling was a small place, and the field was not large.

      With a turn of the yoke, Flis eased the craft onto the main runway. She pushed the throttles up and the craft jumped forward, picking up speed quickly. In seconds they were in the air.

      It was a wonderful feeling, to be unbound from gravity again. To be hurtling aloft in a fantastic piece of engineering.

      They left Mt. Sterling behind and quickly gained altitude. The downtown towers of Turneith became visible, showing through the haze of distance. Below the grid of canals, both in use and abandoned, was obvious. Fields between, still filled with wild barley and wheat and corn. Treated soils unable, still after these decades, to grow anything else.

      In places stands of trees stood, where the treatment had worn out, or perhaps had never taken. To the west lay a larger forest, several hundred square kilometers in area. Fast-growing softwoods like pine and tarata. Seed banks for the spots of lost agricultural lands gradually returning to some kind of semblance of wild.

      Small towns lay below, busy with foot traffic and vehicles, and barges and feluccas and other boats slowly plied their way along the canals.

      Flis angled the Axtri to the north and pushed the throttles right up.

      The aircraft picked up speed rapidly. The soft vibration through the yoke was reassuring. Flying a nicely made vehicle was always good. That sense of freedom and scope and being loosed from gravity's reins.

      "E.T.A. forty-two minutes," Grae said. "That might take us outside our promised hour."

      "Then we need a little more airspeed, don't we?"

      "Um, maybe?"

      Flis pushed the throttles to the plate. The vibration and sound increased. The gee force pushed her back a little more into her seat.

      Grae had a display open, but he wasn't looking at the details about Consuela and Clemens and their family, rather he was looking at the specs of the Axtri.

      "What do you see?" Flis said.

      "It's Mach-capable." He looked over. "You can fly it just about as fast as you like. We could be there in twenty minutes."

      Flis smiled. "I like the sound of that," she said.
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      Rubbing his just-freed wrists, Clemons followed the pirate captain up out of the old yacht club's basement into genuine bright sunlight, which made him blink some more. The air was warmer and drier, which was better, and there was the sweet smell of baking wafting through the first floor hallway. There were boxes and crates and barrels along the sides. Wood and metal and plastic.

      They'd brought him through here when they'd dragged him to the basement, but he hadn't noticed any of it. Distressed, really. Fearful for his life.

      The containers were plunder, of course. Things they'd stolen from passing vessels. Or perhaps they'd sailed farther south to attack boats downstream. After all, there was little traffic this far up the Haxley. Hardly worth having a pirate outfit at all.

      Of course, the overheads were low. Steal what you need. Make your lair in an abandoned building. Kidnap someone when you needed their expertise.

      Why did she need him to build her a boat? Surely she could just take what she needed. After all, she had a burly crew of knuckleheads to do all the work for her. They'd kidnapped him from his workshop and there had been no sign of her then. Letting the crew do all the work.

      "Out here," she said. She was leading, with her two lackeys--one thin, one not so thin--following behind. The thin one had been in the group of three that had taken Clemens, but the other one hadn't. How many crew did she have? He'd seen five so far, including her, but surely there were more.

      Perhaps that's why she needed a new boat. Maybe her crew had gotten smaller for some reason. Or larger.

      They came out to the rear of the building, looking out over endless rugged old farmlands. There was an area of crushed lime with a couple of parked ground vehicles and a keyhole marina a hundred meters each side, and sixty or seventy meters across. An access canal ran around on the building's north side, with two sets of lock gates. Both were open.

      The edges of the marina were sheer, reconstituted rock, with a weedy fringe of dandelions and fennel and some bamboo. Three short floating jetties poked out from the near side, with vertical posts with small bollards for boats to tie up at.

      Two vessels sat in the brackish water.

      One was the little runabout they'd used to kidnap him. And dwarfing that was a blocky old black boat about twenty meters long. The bridge was near the bow, and the prow was long and pronounced. The bowsprit lanced out over the marina's edge. Tall antennas jutted up over the bridge. A wide, flat open deck stretched astern from behind the bridge. Big and flat enough to land a hover.

      Guns. Two of them right near the prow, one each on the port and starboard. Two more up by the bridge.

      Clemens didn't know much about weaponry, but it was clear what they were.

      A pirate raider.

      It had a slight list to it. And as he looked closer, there was evidence of damage. Scrapes in the hull, twists in the superstructure, dents all over.

      "As you can see," the pirate captain said, "our current vessel has seen better days."

      "She's done," the bigger man said.

      A name was inscribed right near the prow. Blade II. As if that imparted upon the vessel some kind of invulnerability, or perhaps to throw fear into those who were unfortunate enough to see it.

      It was a machine-built vessel. Stamped out of an industrial shop somewhere, based on someone's designs. Pressed and shaped and exuded into this.

      It had never been their vessel from the start. Most likely it had begun life as a tourist boat.

      Sailing out from Turneith, or elsewhere, loaded with visitors interested in the sight, and the souvenirs and drinks available onboard.

      The pirates would have made numerous changes to suit themselves. Reshelling the vessel in black--that was a rarity among vessels. Likely it had originally been white, with colorful trim. Welcoming in a way that would have said, There's fun to be had aboard.

      "Show him the sail," the captain said.

      One of the others pulled out a little rippletalk comms device and spoke into it. A moment later, someone called back from above. The bridge had small flying wings either side--like little balconies--and a woman stood there and waved. She was wearing black leggings and a black top, with a peaked cap on her hair, hair tied back. She stood about twelve meters above them. The vessel was tall, probably about twenty meters from the keel to the bridge's roof.

      "I don't think it's a good idea to raise the sail," the woman called down. "Is this the guy?"

      "This is the guy," the thin pirate called back.

      "Good. Did you give him something to eat or drink at least?"

      "No. Why would we?"

      "Because we're not savages."

      "Later," the captain said. "Sail please."

      "Not a good plan."

      "No," the captain called back. "I understand. You're right, Ally, but that's the point."

      "Righto, then." Ally slipped back into the bridge's interior.

      "It has a sail?" Clemens said. Now he knew one of their names. Ally. No way to know if that made a difference, but maybe the little pieces of information would add up.

      "Retrofitted," the captain said. "We put it in to extend the range and give us some options."

      Some terrible graunching, clanking sounds came from the vessel.

      The bowsprit shuddered.

      The flat stern deck was just above eye level. Plates folded up from the center of it, clearly a long hatch opening, from amidships right to the stern. The machinery hissed and whined and jets of steam and tendrils of smoke rose from some points. The plates continued to rise, and then began to descend, folding back flush onto the deck. No. Sliding down. They'd tipped up vertically from the deck, and were now slipping into recesses.

      "I would get a better view from up there," Clemens said, momentarily forgetting his situation and getting caught up in being intrigued by the boat's operation.

      "You would," the captain said. "But here will do."

      More sounds from the vessel. Deep groans, amplified by the hull. Metallic tinks. Whirring that sounded like fast-running winches.

      A long, black post began tipping up from the stern. A mast. With the fulcrum amidships. Around ten meters long. Its movement wasn't smooth at all. It jerked and wobbled. Probably poor maintenance, or poor installation in the first place.

      It ground to a stop at about thirty degrees. The machinery whined some more. The air hummed and crackled a couple of times with electrical arcs.

      The mast got going again, a little more jerkily. After a couple of minutes it was vertical.

      "Not especially tall," Clemens said.

      "Not finished yet," the bigger pirate said.

      "Uh-huh." Clemens was still fascinated despite himself. This would never have worked on a tourist boat. They would either have a mast or not. No sense in taking up valuable deck area with the kind of recess this mast required.

      A pair of birds flew by, wide wings just working the breeze. Speckled with bright yellow bills. Westercrakes. There was a whole colony of them near Clemens's home.

      More clicks and clanks from the boat's mast and it split in two vertically, pivoting at the top. The second half drew itself up like an old analog clock's second hand rising from 6.30pm. A whole lot more jerkily, though.

      The air carried a momentary whiff of ozone

      When it locked into place, the mast was around twenty meters high.

      Then it split and folded again, doubling its length in another couple of minutes.

      "Tall mast," Clemens said. "Some finely tuned machinery there."

      The bigger pirate grunted.

      "That's the problem, really," the captain said. "Finely tuned machinery that's not up to the task."

      "I can't build this kind of thing," Clemens said. "I make little boats. Like that thing there." He pointed at the runabout tied up near the big black boat.

      The runabout wasn't a great vessel either. Machine built, like the bigger vessel, and, likewise beaten and damaged. Both had seen better days.

      "No," the captain said with a sigh. "We don't need you to fix this, or even build something like it. We need something new and different."

      Clemens stayed silent. How many of them were there? If they wanted a pirate vessel on this scale, he could technically do it, and the design and construction would be interesting and challenging.

      But his little boatshed and workshop weren't set up for it at all. He'd need something ten times the size.

      "Show him the sail," the captain called.

      Up in the bridge, Ally, just visible through the windows, waved back.

      More hissing and clanking. The mast shivered. From the bowsprit, a cable on a weight shot out. The weight must have had control vanes because even with the rippling cable trailing behind, it still reached the top of the mast and latched on.

      Another cable did the same from the stern. When both had attached to the mast's tip, they wound in, tightening to create tension. It was fascinating to watch. And structurally very sound.

      More booms from the hull, and a long boom wound up from the deck recess. Horizontal and fat and, surprisingly, colored white.

      The boom reached little more than a meter above the deck before coming to a stop. Tiny flaps opened along the upper surface and another cable fired out. This one from right by the mast. A clamp near the mast's top grabbed the weight and drew it within.

      "Lots of ballistics," Clemens said. "You ever have them miss?"

      "It's fine when we're docked," the captain said. "Out on the river we're getting maybe seventy percent."

      "Which slows it all down," the thin pirate said. "The idea was supposed to be that we could change configurations in a couple minutes."

      The cable was whirring now, drawing up the corner of a triangular sail from its housing within the boom.

      It was dark, but not black. A maroon-orange. There were lines of stiffening about every meter. It rippled in the breeze. As the sail rose, tendrils from the inner edge grabbed at the mast, holding it close. The sail rose with a stop-start action.

      It was a simple configuration. One big sail that would take thrust from the wind. Not as efficient as a dedicated system.

      The whole setup was in serious need of maintenance. Stripping back to the individual fasteners and a thorough clean up of everything. Maybe a whole new sail. As more of it became exposed, it was clear it was damaged too. A few holes, some bent and broken stiffeners, some of the gripping tendrils not working.

      "I take it that the rest of your vessel is in as bad shape too?" Clemens said. "Rusted-out bilge pumps, a navigation system on the fritz and stabilizers that actually make the whole thing less stable?"

      "Yep," the thin pirate said.

      "And those are just the start of the list," the bigger pirate said.

      "Clemens," the captain said. "I knew you were the man for the job. You take one look at this and right away you can see the issues."

      "I'm not the man for the job. All you had to do was come and ask and I would have told you how to go about it. You didn't have to kidnap me and threaten my family."

      "We didn't threaten your family," she said. "I'm sorry if it appears that way."

      The other two were smirking. Both of them.

      It was an implicit threat. Despite how well-spoken the captain was being. And despite his own fascination with the operation of this vessel. He was still here under duress.

      "What do you need me to do?"

      "Design us a new vessel. To our specs. Build some of the components, but leave most of it up to us."

      "And you'll let me return to my family?"

      "Of course."

      "And if I say no?"

      The captain reached into her vest and pulled out a small pulse pistol.

      "Saying no," she said, "Would be unwise."
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