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        Approaching Nasa Escarpment

        Treicember 21, 1442 After Landing

      

      

      

      Captain John Pitte entered the bridge of the Kodiak with blood on his hands and fury in his eyes. He tried to control his limp, but every step he took felt as if his knee were stabbing itself from within.

      Someday, he’d have to see about getting that shrapnel removed.

      “Captain on bridge!” Sergeant Millar, the duty provost, announced.

      “As you were,” John said, brushing past the prov, his steps thudding unevenly on the deck as he approached the command dais where General Jessup Rand had stationed himself, hands clasped behind his back and attention fixed on the Nasa Escarpment, which loomed ever larger through the forward windows.

      John, crossing the deck, took a deep breath of the familiar allusteel and oil mix, slightly tainted by the coppery odor of blood he brought with him. He felt the deck inclining slightly as the helm adjusted the Kodiak’s altitude.

      Other than the thrum of the engines and accompanying clanks, pings, and clicks of the airship’s workings, the bridge was quiet.

      John was within a few steps of the dais when Rand finally turned to acknowledge his presence. Eyebrows rising, the general stepped away from the forward rail and crossed to the aft steps.

      “Captain.”

      “General.” John continued until he reached the foot of the dais.

      Rand’s dark face tipped down, then up. “You appear to be injured.”

      “Bad turn on the ladder,” John said, looking up at Rand. As he did, he noticed a shadow emerging from the far side of the dais.

      A shadow which resolved itself into Sergeant Jihan, General Rand’s aide de camp.

      “That was fast,” John said to Jihan, whom he’d left in the Kodiak’s lowest deck not fifteen minutes past.

      Jihan offered a salute but said nothing, adding to the heavy silence of the bridge, which pressed on John from all sides in a way utterly unfamiliar to him.

      Possibly because it was no longer his bridge, not in any way that mattered, not with Rand in control of the Kodiak and the helm, elevator, and nav all being operated by Rand’s officers.

      Even Millar, the duty prov who’d called John’s presence, had come aboard with the general currently studying John’s uniform with obvious distaste.

      Perhaps Rand objected to the sight of blood.

      “You are out of uniform, Captain,” Rand said, confirming John’s supposition.

      “And your man is out of order, General,” John replied, his eyes darting to where Jihan stood at the foot of the dais. “Provost Millar,” he called over his shoulder, “please place Sergeant Jihan under warrant for assault and conduct unbecoming a member of the Corps.”

      “Belay that, Millar,” Rand called over John’s shoulder. “Captain.” He stepped forward but remained on the dais. “As I am certain Jihan would have told you, he was acting on my orders. It was your man, McCabe, whose behavior called for punishment.”

      “Punishment,” John repeated.

      “For dereliction of duty,” Jihan inserted at the general’s nod.

      John didn’t look at the sergeant. “Assuming I believe that, which I don’t, since when did the Colonial Corps adopt the Coalition’s use of the lash?”

      “Since the dereliction in question endangered an entire airship,” Rand countered.

      “Gunner’s Mate McCabe failed to report a faulty containment cell in one of his cannons,” Sergeant Jihan inserted so promptly it struck John as rehearsed. “If I hadn’t noticed the damage, the Kodiak might have been lost with all hands.”

      “You do get around,” John murmured, sparing the general’s aide a cold glance.

      “My aide knows I like a full picture.”

      John turned back to Rand. “If such negligence occurred, it would still call for a full investigation and the convening of a court-martial, not the draco’s tail in the cargo bay with no witnesses.”

      Rand’s eyebrows rose. “I’d suggest you calm yourself, Captain Pitte.”

      “I believe myself to be quite calm,” John said, briefly taken aback. He’d not raised his voice once, except to get Millar’s attention.

      “In that case you might, in your cool-headedness, recall that a commander has the right to enact field justice in a time of war.”

      “And as I am McCabe’s commander, it was my right to make that determination,” John reminded the general . . . calmly. “Yet somehow neither these accusations nor this—field justice—came to my attention. Had my first officer not come across McCabe being dragged below decks, I’d still not have known.”

      Even as he said this, John saw something flash in the general’s expression, something like satisfaction.

      “And I remind you,” Rand said, “that for the duration of this mission, a mission that involves recovering an entire company of deserters, the Kodiak and her crew are mine to command.”

      “With respect,” John said, “in all matters not relating to your mission, such as the day-to-day running of the Kodiak, the ’ship and crew are my responsibility, and that includes all matters of crew performance.”

      And there John spied it, again, that flash of satisfaction in the other man’s expression.

      “It pains me to admit, but you may be correct, Captain Pitte,” Rand said, glancing at Jihan, who nodded and stepped from his position to stand behind John. “Mr. McCabe is of your crew, which makes him your responsibility and your failure. As such, I am compelled to order the surrender of your command⁠—”

      “Excuse me?” John stepped forward.

      “—until such time as a full inquiry determines the level of your complicity in your crew’s negligence,” Rand continued, nodding at his aide.

      Jihan reached for John’s sword, but John snatched the sergeant’s wrist. “No,” he said quietly.

      “Don’t make this difficult, sir,” Jihan said.

      “Captain,” Moncivais called from the radio alcove, “I’m receiving word of groundside movement from the crow’s nest.”

      John shoved Jihan away. “What kind⁠—”

      “What kind of movement?” Rand cut in. “Where on the ground?”

      Moncivais looked at John, who gave a short nod, and turned to Rand. “Sir, crow’s nest reports spying several individuals at the top of the Nasa Escarpment. She can’t make a positive ID as the suns are setting, but they are there, and armed.”

      “The deserters. Just as I expected,” Rand said. “Radio.” He turned to Moncivais. “Contact Commander O’Bannion and tell her to have her jump teams standing by.” As he spoke, he flipped the command intercom, set into the dais, to life. “This is General Rand to gunner deck. Charge all cannons and prepare to fire.”

      “Cannons charging, aye,” a tinny voice emerged from the speaker.

      “Belay those orders,” John called, earning a scathing glance from Millar and a confused “Sir?” from Moncivais.

      “Say again?” came from the dais speaker.

      “Did I hear you correctly, Captain?” Rand looked over his shoulder. “Do as you were ordered,” he said to both the speaker and Moncivais before focusing on John. “You are treading on dangerous ground, Captain Pitte.”

      “Perhaps. But it strikes me odd that a company of alleged deserters would be standing in clear view of one their own airships.”

      “We’re being hailed,” Moncivais announced.

      John, Rand, and even Sergeant Jihan turned to the radio operator.

      “Put it on speaker,” John ordered, ignoring Rand’s hiss as Moncivais flicked the speakers to life.

      “—hailing UCAS Kodiak under Captain Pitte, this is Corpsman Carver, 12th Company, 96th Infantry, please respond . . .”

      “It’s them,” Rand said, his satisfaction palpable. “We have him.”

      “We have a contact,” John corrected. “Request the colonel’s ident for verification,” he said to Moncivais. “And to specify the nature of his mission.”

      “Jihan,” Rand said.

      Just that—just Jihan—and before John could blink he felt it, the cold intrusion of steel into flesh. He looked down to see the point of Jihan’s sword emerging above his right hip.

      “Consider yourself relieved of duty,” Jihan murmured in his ear, then yanked the sword out.

      The force of the weapon’s removal caused John to jerk back, which caused his head to bounce up, so he caught sight of Moncivais, already half risen from her chair. He had enough strength to shake his head at her—no point.

      “Repeat, UCAS Kodiak this is Corpsman Carver, 12th Company, do you read? Over.”

      John shook his head again as he heard Rand delivering targeting orders to the cannon.

      “Captain John Pitte,” the Jihan intoned formally, “you are hereby placed under warrant . . .”

      “All cannons take aim,” Rand said.

      “Repeat, repeat, Captain Pitte . . .” the young voice continued to call over the speakers.

      “Cannons taking aim, aye.”

      “You can’t,” John said.

      Rand didn’t even spare him a glance. “I already have,” he said as another voice crackled over the speaker.

      “Hey, Kodiak, this is Colonel Gideon Quinn, 12th Company. Do you read? Over.”

      “Prepare to fire on my mark,” Rand snapped into the radio as he stared through the windows at the escarpment.

      “Repeat, repeat, Captain Pitte . . .”

      I’m here, John said—or rather, thought he said.

      “Mark,” Rand said.

      Don’t, John thought, even as the whine of the plasma cannons filled the air.

      John looked down at the thrumming deck, noting as he did the dark red drops vibrating as they fell, and then he too was falling. And then he was on the deck, the cold metal against his cheek contrasting with the warm blood seeping from his uniform.

      Lying there, unable to move or speak, he heard Carver’s voice again hailing him and then, last of all . . .

      “All cannons, fire at will.” Rand’s voice, dark with triumph, followed John into the sanguine fog.
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        Dyar’s Canyon

        Eastern Allianza Territories

        United Colonies of Fortune

        February 9, 1449 After Landing

      

      

      John ducked a sizzling bolt of plasma, straightened, and glanced at the smoking hole left in the multihued strata for which Dyar’s Canyon was renowned.

      Admittedly, Dyar’s Canyon was also renowned for its inhospitable fauna, alkali lakes, and treacherous electrical storms, but John felt a perverse fondness for the place. It was dangerous and beautiful and defiant and didn’t give a lick for the humans who’d created it.

      “What the fecking comb are you waiting for?” Jagati O’Bannion, John’s first mate, asked as she ran past.

      “Sorry,” he said, racing after her, “but these people have no respect for nature.”

      “Report it to the keepers,” she called over her shoulder as a series of shouts, followed by more plasma bursts, had both laying a quick burst of suppressive fire before slipping single file through the jagged fissure.

      “Come on, come on, come on!” Jagati hissed as she clambered over a tumble of fallen stone.

      “I’m come onning,” John replied, one hand on the satchel he wore crosswise over his jacket.

      He’d almost reached the top of the rock pile when another shot had him diving the rest of the way over, resulting in an awkward rolling-falling-bruising affair. He continued to roll to his feet with a fresh spate of twinges. “It’s entirely possible,” he panted, “that taking this job was a mistake.”

      From the steady stream of epithets drifting back his way, he could only assume Jagati shared his opinion.

      “—ing, smog-eating, spawn of a hornet,” she finished as he came even with her.

      A sideways glance showed the raw umber of her skin matted with the same violet grime which coated their clothes and dusted the spiraling mass of her brown-black curls. Combined with her fierce expression, the end result was rather demonic.

      At least she looked threatening.

      If the back of his hand was any indication, John figured he came off like a victim of some unnamed, wasting disease.

      “We’re close to the LZ, right?” she asked, slowing as the canyon they traversed narrowed to the width of an airship’s crawlspace.

      “Almost certainly,” he agreed, nudging her onward while he removed the satchel and held it at his side so he could fit through the cramped fissure.

      “Almost?” Stuck sideways with her head turned forward, he could only imagine her glare. “Pitte.”

      “Best keep moving,” he prompted.

      She hissed but kept moving, and in a few minutes which passed like only a few years, they squeezed through to the other side, where Jagati came to a halt and scanned the wider space.

      “Pitte,” she said again, which in Jagati shorthand meant Tell me we’re not lost. And if you can’t tell me we’re not lost, at least tell me we have a plan to become unlost. And if we don’t have a plan to become unlost, feel free to present your ass for me to kick all the way back to the shadow traders’ camp.

      Jagati’s shorthand was an incredible time saver.

      “We’re not lost,” he told her.

      “Good.”

      “Except I think we should already have passed the column that looks like a mammoth’s⁠—”

      “Pitte!”

      “Oh, there it is.” He pointed to the right, where the cold blaze of the noontime suns had flattened the distinctive geographic feature.

      “Overcompensation,” Jagati muttered, even as a rapid series of plasma bursts cut the suggestive formation down to size.

      She ducked, glanced back, and cursed anew as a shadow trader emerged from the crevice.

      “Almost there,” John assured, ignoring the smoke curling up from a fresh plasma score on his right thigh.

      “Can’t be soon enough.” She jogged past him, then paused. “Smog it, Pitte, you’re⁠—”

      “Heads!” he warned.

      She ducked, spun, and fired on the foremost outlaw. When the distant shape let out a short squeal and dropped, she backed up and tucked herself under John’s shoulder.

      Thus linked, they turned and ran for it while John fired off an occasional shot at their pursuers.

      “That’s the last tunnel.” He jerked his chin forward, toward an inverted V of a passage which connected to the canyon where they’d left their airship moored.

      An airship their crewmates should have fired up and ready to fly the second John and Jagati hit the gangplank.

      She nodded and urged him faster. “This is more resistance than I expected. Do we even know what it is we’re retrieving?”

      “The client chose not to disclose that information.” He disengaged his arm from her shoulder and limped into the tunnel. “When I asked, she said it was sensitive and started to cry.”

      “I hate when they cry,” she said as she followed him into the passage. “Wait! I mean, don’t wait, but . . . the client’s a she?”

      “Of course. Didn’t I say?”

      “Nooo . . .”

      “Ah. Well, then, yes—the client is a woman,” he said. “Typical spoiled risto with more money than sense. I’ve no doubt we’re risking life and limb for her great-grandmother’s 7-Up reliquary.”

      “Could be worse,” Jagati said. “Could be another one of those ancient torture devices.”

      “That was a shoe. An original Louboutin, as I recall.”

      “You say shoe, I say spiky pain-delivery device.”

      “At any rate,” he said, “whatever is in this satchel meant enough for the client to offer treble the usual fee for a recovery.”

      “It’s not enough.”

      John didn’t reply but limped faster, bracing a hand against the side of the cavern until he stepped out into the bright light of day . . . and froze in his tracks.

      Behind him, Jagati came rushing out, only stopping when she ran into his back.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, squeezing past him. “Shouldn’t we be boarding about now?”

      “It was here,” he said, staring at the wide, flat, and—most importantly—empty space before them. “It was right here.” He peered up, shielding his eyes from the suns, and Jagati followed suit.

      “Smogging toxic Earth!” Jagati stomped her foot, raising a puff of purple dust. “This! Isn’t! Funny!” She ran forward into the empty place once occupied by their vessel, then she—yes—cursed some more.

      “Feel better?” John asked, limping up to join her.

      Her lip curled in a snarl. “What do you think?”

      “Just asking,” he said, giving the tunnel they’d emerged from a meaningful glance.

      She growled, then gave him a punch on the shoulder, then led the way to a craggy outcropping at the base of the canyon’s northern wall. “I will kill them,” she muttered as she began to climb. “I will kill them and dance in their blood. I may be sorry, later, but I’ll do it.”

      John almost smiled but knew better than to say anything.

      “Here,” she called down, “toss me the case.”

      He unslung the leather carryall and heaved it up.

      Jagati caught the strap and slung the bag over the top edge of the ridge. “There’s level ground up here,” she called down. “And it’s defensible. Sort of.”

      He nodded and started to climb after her, but stopped cold at a sudden rattling of stone from the canyon wall to his right. Turning, he clung to the face with one hand and shaded his eyes with the other as he searched for the sound’s origin.

      What he saw made him release his grip on the outcropping and drop back to the canyon floor, where his leg almost buckled under him.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Jagati asked from on high.

      John, in the act of raising his hands, jerked his chin upwards.

      As he had, she shielded her eyes from the suns and stared in the indicated direction.

      There was a telling silence from above. It told him Jagati had also spied the sniper perched at the canyon’s upper edge.

      And in case there were any doubts, a splat of plasma seared the rock less than a foot from her shoulder.

      “It keeps getting better,” she said, slithering to the ground at his side. “Remind me what made us think this was a good career choice.”

      “Funny, I was just thinking the same thing, except without the ‘us.’”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked as the first of their pursuers emerged from the triangular tunnel.

      “Nothing.”

      “Don’t say nothing when you mean something!”

      “Fine.” He shrugged, then went still as a warning shot from the sniper sizzled to his left. “What I mean is, I was doing fine before you came hunting me down in Nike.”

      “I did not hunt you down.”

      He looked at her.

      “Okay, maybe I hunted you down, but you were not doing fine.”

      “I had a decent job.”

      “You were smelting scrap allusteel.”

      “It was good, honest labor,” he insisted, staring at the oncoming shadow traders a moment. “I was doing fine.”

      “Sure you were.” She squinted at the approaching group, “If by ‘fine’ you mean ready to drink yourself into an early grave.”

      “You’re exaggerating.”

      “Not by much,” Jagati muttered.

      “Be that as it may, if you’ll recall, this whole Errant Freight business was your brainstorm.”

      “Not just . . . Rory was there too, so . . . never mind.” Jagati’s shoulders hunched at John’s sideways glance, then a rasp of boots on stone had him looking toward the shadow traders who had followed them through the tunnel. Five were spreading out to surround them, while a sixth walked up to face John and Jagati.

      The man was taller than John, and slimmer, with angular features and a short-cropped wave of silvered black hair beneath the ubiquitous coat of Dyar’s Canyon dust.

      His eyes glittered with intelligence and his bearing was pure risto.

      “I believe there’s been a misunderstanding,” Jagati greeted the man as he came to a stop in front of her.

      “And I believe a misunderstanding is when someone bumps into me and spills my wine,” he replied with a cool Fujian accent.

      “Funny, I was just thinking how I’d like to buy you a drink,” she said as the shadow trader took her shooter and passed it off to one of his crew.

      Letting Jagati continue to play the flirt, John tried to figure out what had happened to the Errant.

      Perhaps Rory had spied trouble and taken it aloft.

      Or maybe . . .

      He grunted and doubled over as a fist to the gut interrupted his thought process.

      “You would do well to pay attention,” the tall man said as he disarmed John. “Thief.”

      “Okay, so . . . that’s no to the drink?” he heard Jagati ask as he pressed his hands to his knees and sucked in the cold desert air.

      “I see you have a sense of humor,” the shadow trader said to Jagati. “It may be difficult to imagine, but so do I.”

      “You do . . . have a way . . . with a punch line,” John managed, straightening.

      “Seriously?” Jagati shot a glare in his direction.

      John recognized it as her are you okay glare and not the you’re a swarming idiot glare. He responded with the five by five wink.

      Seemingly satisfied, she returned her focus to the man in charge. “Heard any good jokes lately?”

      “As a matter of fact,” the man gestured towards his crew, “just recently, from another uninvited comedian we discovered in our territory.”

      On this cue, the five outlaws circling them parted like a chorus in the Shakespeare Circus to reveal two more of their number, plus one of John’s.

      Rory McCabe managed a wry grin and an awkward wave that showed some bloodied knuckles. “Hallo.”

      “Go on,” the risto urged as Rory’s guards shoved him forward. “Share with your friends the joke.”

      “Funniest thing,” Rory said, “but this lot has themselves a lookout on the upper plain that gave them a brae view of the Errant coming in to anchor.”

      Which explained what had happened to their airship—up to a point.

      “How is E—everything on the Errant?” John asked.

      The risto grimaced. “Your ’ship is in excellent . . . decent . . .” He sighed. “She is in as good a condition as when we found her. One of my pilots is taking her for a flight as we speak.”

      “Daring,” John observed. “I hope they keep an eye on the aft port engine pod.”

      “It’s a wee bit dodgy,” Rory confirmed.

      “Maybe you should call your people back before something on the Errant blows,” Jagati offered.

      “That, I might be willing to discuss,” the risto told her. “But first—where is it?”

      “Where is what?” Jagati asked, then cursed as one of the shadow traders punched Rory in the kidney.

      “Where,” the man echoed himself, “is it?”

      “Oh, that it,” Jagati said even as John drew his breath to speak. “We dropped it a ways back, on the other side of the rock that looks like a mammoth’s⁠—”

      “Deraun?” the risto interrupted.

      Another of the surrounding party came forward.

      “Yes, Tariq?”

      “What did you see upon exiting Spider Crevice?”

      “Wait.” Jagati held up a trembling finger. “You telling me that teeny little tunnel had spiders in it?”

      “Not the time,” John murmured.

      “After Rhys falling?” Deraun, a slight figure with pale hair and gray eyes glared at Jagati. “Him,” he pointed to John. “He had the cargo in his possession. He had it until he reached the Axis tunnel.”

      Tariq looked at Jagati. “Pity,” he said, pointing John’s shooter at her head.

      “It’s here,” John said over Jagati’s angry hiss. “We threw the satchel up behind those rocks.” He pointed to the outcropping behind them.

      “Check it,” Tariq ordered Deraun, who started up the rock face.

      “Wait,” Jagati said, “what makes you so sure he’s telling the truth? I mean, if I could be lying, so could he.”

      “Is this really the time?” John asked.

      “I just want to know how it is everyone’s always convinced you’re the honest one.”

      “I know he is telling the truth,” Tariq told Jagati, “because I can see what he values.”

      “What does that even⁠—?”

      “Got it!” Deraun’s shout interrupted Jagati’s question.

      John turned to see the shadow trader holding on to the rock face with one hand and hefting the satchel in his other.

      “So much for treble the usual fee,” Jagati muttered.

      “Bring me the case,” Tariq ordered Deraun, stepping back as the slender outlaw’s descent sent a small avalanche of pebbles skittering to the canyon floor.

      As they watched, Jagati fogged the air with a series of ripe curses, most of them aimed at John, who was watching Tariq and the shooter still aimed at Jagati’s head.

      “Does she truly not know?” Tariq asked softly.

      John turned from the gun to Tariq. “Know what?”

      “Ah.” Tariq smiled. “I see.”

      “What are you two gabbing about?” Jagati asked.

      “Nothing, apparently,” Tariq replied, his attention sliding away from John, at which point John’s hand snapped up to grab Tariq’s shooter and point it upwards, causing Tariq’s finger to tighten on the trigger. The plasma burst hit Deraun, who gave a sharp cry and fell the rest of the way down.

      John, meanwhile, used the gun to spin Tariq into the rock wall, barely registering the crack of the other man’s head striking stone as he wrested the shooter free. From beyond, he heard a series of shouts and thuds and angled to see Rory snapping an elbow into his left-hand guard’s arm to send her sword flying into the nearest shadow traders, who scattered to avoid being sliced by friendly cutlery.

      At the same time, Jagati lunged for Rory’s right-hand guard, snapping her elbow across his jaw while Rory drove his boot into the same man’s knee.

      An ominous splat of plasma from above reminded him of the sniper, so he hauled Tariq forward and held the weapon to the shadow trader’s head. “I think you know what to do,” he said.

      “Hold your fire!” Tariq’s voice echoed through the canyon, and John had to admit he was impressed at the speed with which the order was obeyed.

      Combatants from both crews froze and turned.

      Jagati, straightening, shoved the shadow trader she’d been wrestling with to one side while Rory crawled out from under the guard who’d been about to deliver a punch.

      Then a rebellious sizzle of plasma creased the air, leaving a glassy scar centimeters from Jagati’s elbow.

      “I’d listen to him,” John suggested.

      Tariq merely nodded once, and the rest of his crew lowered their weapons.

      John nodded at the lot. “Weapons on the ground, if you’d be so kind.”

      They did as he said, again impressing John.

      Unlike many a shadow crew, Tariq’s people were loyal to him rather than the cargo.

      “Don’t forget your man on high,” John murmured, indicating the sniper.

      “Woman, actually,” Tariq corrected before calling out, “Ysabel!”

      At the top of the northern face, a figure grew from the glittering purple crag and raised two empty hands before one foot shifted forward and, seconds later, a long-range crysto-plas repeater thudded to the canyon floor, raising a cloud of dust around it.

      “And leave us,” John added.

      Tariq sighed but nodded.

      Slowly, Tariq’s people backed away, and even the sniper faded from view.

      Those on the ground paused only long enough to scoop up the wounded Deraun before making a subdued trek back to the angular tunnel.

      “Thank you,” John said to Tariq.

      “Think nothing of it,” Tariq replied.

      “I’m kind of surprised,” Jagati said, retrieving the satchel from where Deraun had dropped it. “You don’t strike me as the type to give up so easily.”

      “But I have not given up,” Tariq observed with what appeared to be amusement. “This current reversal is only temporary.”

      “How so?” John circled around so he could face the other man, the gun now trained on his opponent’s heart.

      “Have you forgotten where you are?” Tariq asked. “We stand in the middle of Dyar’s Canyon, which is as inhospitable a desert as the Morton Barrens. Perhaps worse,” he added, considering, “as the Barrens have no alkali lakes to tempt a man when the thirst inevitably drives him to madness. It is an ugly way to die, alkali poisoning,” he said as if discussing the relative merits of clover versus sage for honey. “Fortunately for you, this will not happen.”

      “I’m glad to know that,” John said.

      Tariq smiled. “It will not happen because long before the thirst or the madness take you, my people and I will hunt you down and skin you for the sheer pleasure of it.”

      “Skinning?” Jagati echoed, retrieving her own shooter and helping herself to one of the fallen rifles. “A’ight, maybe we messed with your airship a little,” she recalled. “And shot a couple of your guys, but⁠—”

      “Not helping,” John cut in.

      “I’m just saying,” she shrugged, “skinning seems kind of extreme.”

      “In my line of work,” Tariq told her, “one either lives by extremes or dies by them.”

      “Now that’s what I call a motto,” Rory said as he removed the battery from Ysabel’s rifle. “You should put that on a plaque—or a mug,” he added, setting the rifle down and moving on to disable the next fallen weapon.

      “It’s a difficult life, I’ll grant you that.” John drew Tariq’s attention back to himself. “But it’s also a given that objects of value, once stolen, may just as easily be stolen back. Most in the shadow trade consider it the price of doing business.”

      “A point of view,” Tariq agreed. “But not one to which I ascribe.”

      “Too bad.” Jagati shrugged. “I’m not much looking forward to being skinned.”

      At her negligent tone, Tariq’s eyes narrowed.

      “And here it comes,” John murmured at the same time a low drone, as of thousands of bees on the swarm, presaged the approach of a small airship. It flew low, almost brushing the high ground so when it came over the open air of the canyon, the rope ladder which it had been dragging along behind fell within reach of those waiting below.

      Tariq looked from the hovering Errant to the ladder Rory had just grabbed hold of and back to John. “How?”

      “I’d tell you,” John said, limping backwards to the ladder as Jagati, with the satchel, began her ascent, “but I’d hate to spoil the mystery.”

      “I wonder,” Tariq said as John steadied the ladder for Rory’s climb, “do you even know what is in that case?”

      John waited for Jagati to start up after Rory before responding. “Do you?”

      “I know what it is worth to me.”

      “Then we have something in common,” John said.

      Tariq’s head tilted as if considering John’s statement. “I very much doubt that.”

      “Ladder’s clear!” Rory called from above.

      “I’ve got you covered!” Jagati’s voice followed.

      “PITTE!”

      At Jagati’s bellow, John holstered his shooter and began to climb, leaving Tariq, his riddles, and his threats on the cold ground below.
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      John reached the bay door and found Jagati’s extended hand. “Thanks,” he said, grunting a bit as she hauled him into the cargo bay, hard enough that he almost landed face-first on the deck.

      It was interesting to John how the air of the bay seemed colder than the air outside. “Something I said?” he asked, righting himself before turning to help Rory pull in the ladder.

      Rather than respond, Jagati slung the shadow trader’s rifle she’d appropriated over one shoulder, clomped past John to the opposite bulkhead, and activated the bay intercom.

      “Eitan,” she called into the mic, “we’re all aboard and good to go.”

      “All aboard, aye,” the voice of the Errant’s fourth and final crew member crackled through the speaker. No sooner had he spoken than the drone of the engines increased to a high-pitched whine and the airship surged into a steep ascent.

      This gave John and Rory an interesting few moments as they were still pulling in the ladder, but with the aid of the handrails on either side of the door, they managed to muscle the last rungs inside before slamming the door shut. They spun the door’s lock in place, and almost immediately the acrid scent of the canyon was replaced by the sickly odor of burned flesh.

      Rory’s eyes dropped to John’s injured leg.

      “Do we have the cargo?” John asked Rory.

      “Safe and sound.” Rory nodded to where the leather satchel sat, nestled in the pile of coiled rigging.

      “Barely.” Jagati muttered.

      “Best check on Eitan,” John told Rory. “And thank him for the save, however he managed it.”

      “Aye to that.” Rory headed to the forward companionway.

      “And stow the cargo,” Jagati added as he passed by.

      “Leave the cargo,” John countered, directly.

      Rory, who had already turned and snapped up the satchel’s long strap, wordlessly dropped it, spun on his heel, and made for the companionway at double time. On the second step, however, he looked back at John. “Best not linger over your argument,” he said. “That leg needs cleaning, and sooner rather than later.”

      John’s eyebrow quirked up. “Who said there’d be an argument?”

      “Her face,” Rory said with a jerk of the chin toward Jagati.

      John looked at Jagati. “Ah. I see.”

      “Oh yeah,” she said.

      But Rory was already on the move, dashing up the stairs as fast as his long legs would take him.

      John waited until the thud of boot-steps faded before looking at Jagati. “So, what are we arguing about?”

      Her eyes widened and her hands flew out in a frustrated gesture older than Fortune. “I can’t believe you even have to ask.”

      His head tilted. “Given I can’t sense thoughts like Eitan, I can’t believe you can’t believe I even had to ask.”

      Her wide eyes narrowed. “Keep it up, Pitte, and this argument will turn into a fight.”

      “First landers forfend,” he murmured. “But truly, I would like to know what it is you’re angry about. Because I know what I’m angry about⁠—”

      “You?” Jagati’s jaw dropped. “You have no reason⁠—”

      “—which is the way you regularly take ridiculous risks⁠—”

      “—to be angry, when it’s you⁠—”

      “—lying about the satchel’s whereabouts when⁠—”

      “—lying down and offering your throat up to some smogging risto thief just because⁠—”

      “—he had a gun to your head!”

      “—he had a gun to my head!”

      On that last simultaneous exclamation, both froze.

      At some point, John realized, they’d moved, each crossing to the center of the bay as the argument escalated, so by the time they’d reached the sticking point they were face-to-face, which meant he spied the moment she registered what he’d said, even as the memory of Tariq’s words fell silent between them.

      I can see what he values.

      As he watched, her expression went blank.

      “He wasn’t going to kill me,” she said with a certainty John couldn’t fathom.

      “How could you possibly know that?”

      She opened her mouth, then closed it, then shrugged. “I just do.”

      John tried to read her expression, but all he could make out was Closed for Business.

      “Anyway,” he said, “he was very serious about the satch⁠—”

      “We should see what’s inside that swarming case,” she said at the same time.

      They stared at one another, then as one turned and walked—or, in John’s case, limped—to the disputed satchel, still perched in its nest of ropes.

      John hefted the bag by its worn leather strap while Jagati unbuckled the flap and peered in.

      “Well?” John prompted. “What is it?”

      “A lockbox,” she said, pulling out the object in question and holding the case up for him to see. It wasn’t particularly noteworthy, just a simple, molded metal box, roughly the size of a document case, or perhaps a jewelry chest.

      “Locked, I presume.”

      She ran her fingers over the latches. “Yes. Dammit.” She gave the box an annoyed shake before John could stop her. “I bet Tariq knows the combination.”

      “We probably shouldn’t go back and ask for it.”

      “Probably not,” she agreed. “But maybe we could break into it? Or Rory could, I bet.”

      John considered the possibility. No doubt if he set Rory loose, the clever-minded mechanic would find a way into the box. “I’ll consider it. But for now . . .” He held out the open case.

      With obvious reluctance, Jagati slid the box back into the bag, and John slung it over his shoulder. “So,” he began.

      “Right,” she said, then stepped back, possibly to make room for the awkward silence rising between them.

      Rather than wait for it to grow, John threw her a bone. “Eitan will need the coordinates to Nike graphed⁠—”

      “Rory won’t settle unless that leg’s looked after—” she said, her words once more overlapping his.

      They paused, eying one another warily.

      “I’ll just,” he jerked a thumb upwards, “go to the medbay.”

      “And I’ll get up to the bridge,” she said, spinning and striding to the stairs with an eagerness perhaps more desperate than Rory’s had been, minutes before.

      John waited for her footsteps to recede, in part because he wanted to give her a decent lead and in part because his leg ached fiercely.

      As he ascended, however, he felt the echoing pulse of another ache . . . an old one, and familiar, and caused by no visible wound.
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