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One

An Escape - ‘Orphans Don’t Fight Back’ - 
Pinn Flounders - Destination: Up

 



 




Darian Frey was a man who understood the value of a tactical retreat. It was a gambler’s instinct, a keen appreciation of the odds that told him when to take a risk and when to bail out. There was no shame in running as if your heels were on fire when the situation called for it. In Frey’s opinion, the only difference between a hero and a coward was the ability to do basic maths.

Malvery was to his left, huffing and puffing through the undergrowth. Alcoholic, overweight and out of shape. Pinn, who was no fitter but a good deal dimmer, ran alongside. Behind them was an outraged horde armed with rifles, pistols and clubs, baying for their blood.

The maths on this one were easy.

A volley of gunfire cut through the forest. Bullets clipped leaves, chipped trees and whined away into the night. Frey swore and ducked his head. He hunched his shoulders, trying to make himself small. More bullets followed, smacking into earth and stone and wood all around them.

Pinn whooped. ‘Stupid yokels! Can’t shoot worth a damn!’ His stumpy legs pumped beneath him like those of an enthusiastic terrier.

Frey didn’t share Pinn’s excitement. He was sick with a grey fear, waiting for the moment when one of those bullets found flesh, the hard punch of lead in his back. If he was especially unlucky, he might get blinded by a tree branch or break his leg first. Running through a forest in the dark was no one’s idea of fun.

He clutched his prize to his chest: a small wooden lockbox, jingling with ducats. Not enough to be worth dying for. Not even worth a medium-sized flesh wound. But he wasn’t giving it up now. It was a matter of principle.

‘Told you robbing an orphanage was a bad idea,’ said Malvery.

‘No, it was Crake who said that,’ Frey said through gritted teeth. ‘That’s why he wouldn’t come. You thought it was a good idea. In fact, your exact words were: “Orphans don’t fight back.” ’

‘Well, they don’t,’ said the doctor defensively. ‘It’s the rest of the village you’ve got to watch out for.’

Frey’s reply was cut off as the ground disappeared from under his feet. Suddenly they were tumbling and sliding in a tangle, slithering through cold mud. Frey flailed for purchase as the forest rolled and spun before his eyes. The three of them crashed through a fringe of bracken and bushes, and ended up in a heap on the other side.

Frey extricated himself gingerly from his companions, wincing as a multitude of bumps and scratches announced themselves. The lockbox had bruised his ribs in the fall, but he’d kept hold of it somehow. He looked back at the moonlit slope. It was smaller and shallower than it had seemed while they were falling down it.

Malvery got up and made a half-hearted attempt at wiping the mud off his pullover. He adjusted his round, green-lensed glasses, which had miraculously stayed on his nose.

‘Anyway, I’ve reconsidered my position,’ he said, continuing his train of thought as if there had been no interruption. ‘I’ve come to believe that stealing from a bunch of defenceless orphans could be seen as a bit of a low point in our careers.’

Frey tugged at Pinn, who lay groaning on the ground. He’d been on the bottom of the heap, and his chubby face was plastered in muck. ‘I’m an orphan!’ Frey protested as he struggled with Pinn’s weight. ‘Who were they collecting for, if not me?’

Malvery smoothed his bushy white moustache and followed Frey’s gaze up the slope. The forest was brightening with torchlight as the infuriated mob approached. ‘You should tell them that,’ he said. ‘Might sweeten their disposition a little.’

‘Pinn, will you get up?’ Frey cried, dragging the pilot to his feet.

Even with the moon overhead, it was hard to see obstacles while they were running. They fended off branches that poked and lashed at their faces. They slipped and cursed and cracked their elbows against tree trunks. It had rained recently, and the ground alternately sucked at their boots or slid treacherously beneath them.

The villagers reached the top of the slope and sent a hopeful  barrage of gunfire into the trees. Frey felt something slap against his long coat, near his legs. He gathered up the flapping tail, and saw a bullet hole there.

Too close.

‘Give up the money and we’ll let you go!’ one of the villagers shouted.

Frey didn’t waste his breath on a reply. He wasn’t coming out of this without something to show for it. He needed that money. Probably a lot more than any bloody orphans did. He had a crew to look after. Seven mouths to feed, if you counted the cat. And that wasn’t even including Bess, who didn’t have a mouth. Still, she probably needed oiling or something, and oil didn’t come for free.

Anyway, he was an orphan. So that made it okay.

‘Everything looks different in the dark,’ Malvery said. ‘You sure this is the way we came?’

Frey skidded to a halt at the edge of a cliff, holding his arms out to warn the others. A river glittered ten metres below, sparkling in the moonlight.

‘Er . . . We might have taken a wrong turn or two,’ he ventured.

The precipice ran for some distance to his left and right. Before them was a steely landscape of treetops, rucked with hills and valleys, stretching to the horizon: the vast expanse of the Vardenwood. In the distance stood the Splinters, one of Vardia’s two great mountain ranges, which marched all the way north to the Yortland coast thousands of kloms away.

Frey suddenly realised that he had no idea where, in all that woodland, he’d hidden his aircraft and the rest of his crew.

Malvery looked down at the river. ‘I don’t remember this being here,’ he said.

‘I’m pretty sure the Ketty Jay is over the other side,’ said Frey doubtfully.

‘Are you really, Cap’n? Or is that a guess?’

‘I’ve just got a feeling about it.’

Behind them, the cries of the mob were getting louder. They could see the bobbing lights of torches approaching through the forest.

‘Any ideas?’ Malvery prompted.

‘Jump?’ suggested Frey. ‘There’s no way they’d be stupid enough to follow us.’

‘Yeah, we’d certainly out-stupid them with that plan.’ Malvery rolled up his sleeves. ‘Fine. Let’s do it.’

Pinn was leaning on his knees, breathing hard. ‘Oh, no. Not me. Can’t swim.’

‘You’d rather stay here?’

‘I can’t swim!’ Pinn insisted.

Frey didn’t have time to argue. His eyes met the doctor’s. ‘Do the honours, please.’

Malvery put his boot to the seat of Pinn’s trousers and shoved. Pinn stumbled forward to the edge of the cliff. He teetered on his toes, wheeled his arms in a futile attempt to keep his balance, and then disappeared with a howl.

‘Now you’d better go rescue him,’ Frey said.

Malvery grinned. ‘Bombs away, eh?’ He put his glasses in his coat pocket, ran past Frey and jumped off the cliff. Frey followed him, feet first, clutching the box of coins. He was halfway down before he thought to wonder if the river was deep enough, or if there were rocks under the surface.

Hitting the water was a freezing black shock, knocking the wind out of him. Icy spring melt from the Splinters. The sounds of the forest disappeared in a bubbling rush that filled his nose and ears. His plunge took him to the river bed, but the water cushioned him enough to give him a gentle landing. He launched himself back upward, shifting the lockbox to one arm and swimming with the other. Only seconds had passed but his chest was already beginning to hurt. He panicked and struggled for breath, clawing at the twinkles of moonlight above him. Finally, just when it seemed there was no air left inside him, he broke the surface.

Sound returned, unmuffled now, the hissing and splashing of the river. He sucked in air and cast about for signs of his companions. With the water lapping round his face he couldn’t find them, so he struck out for the bank. The river wasn’t fast, but he could still feel the current pulling him. He vaguely hoped Pinn was alright. He’d hate to lose a good pilot.

He hauled himself out, dragging the lockbox with him, which had inconveniently filled with water and was now twice as heavy as before. Jumping in the river had seemed a good idea at the time, but now he  was sodden and cold as well as being dog-tired. He was beginning to think that getting lynched would be preferable to all this exertion.

Once he got to his feet, he spotted his companions. Malvery was swimming towards the bank with one hand, in great bear-like strokes. He was towing Pinn, fingers cupped around his chin. Pinn had gone limp, giving himself over to Malvery’s strength.

Frey squelched along the bank to where the current had carried them, and helped them both out. Pinn fell to his hands and knees, retching up river water.

‘You rot-damned pair of bastards!’ he snarled, between heaves.

‘Oh, come on, Pinn,’ Frey said. ‘I’ve seen you take down four aircraft without breaking a sweat. You’re scared of a little water?’

‘I can’t shoot water!’ Pinn protested. He burped noisily and another flood spilled over his lips.

‘There they are!’ someone yelled from the cliff-top. Bullets pocked the bank and threw up little fins of spray from the river.

‘Move it!’ Frey scrambled away towards the trees. ‘It’ll take them ages to find a way round.’

He’d barely finished his sentence before the villagers began to fling themselves off the cliff. ‘We just want our money back!’ an unseen voice called. ‘It’s for the orphaaaaans!’ The final word lengthened and trailed off as the speaker pitched over the edge and plummeted into the water.

‘I’m an orphan!’ Frey screamed, infuriated by their persistence. He’d done enough to deserve his escape. Why couldn’t they just let him go?

His words fell on deaf ears. Angry faces broke the surface of the river and came swimming towards them.

‘Don’t those fellers give up?’ Malvery complained, and they ran.

 



It was more luck than design that brought them to a familiar trail, which led them back to the Ketty Jay. The villagers had stopped shooting - their guns were soaked - but they showed no signs of abandoning the pursuit. In fact, they were gaining. A lifetime of unhealthy habits and too little exercise hadn’t equipped any of Frey’s team for a lengthy foot chase. Their waterlogged clothes weighed them down and chafed with every step. By the time they made it to  the clearing where their companions waited, Malvery looked like he was about to burst a lung.

The Ketty Jay loomed before them, dwarfing the two single-seater fighter craft parked nearby. Frey had long ceased to see her with a judgemental eye. He’d never have called her beautiful, but she wasn’t ugly to him either. After fifteen years she was so familiar that he no longer noticed her squat, hunched body, her stub tail or her ungainly bulk. He knew her too well for appearances to matter. That wasn’t something Frey could often say about a female.

Harkins, Jez and Crake stood before her, shotguns and pistols in their hands.

‘Get to stations!’ Frey panted as he entered into the clearing. ‘Harkins! Pinn! Up in the sky, right now.’

Harkins jumped as if stung and fled towards one of the fighter craft, a Firecrow with wide, backswept wings and a bubble of windglass on its snout. Pinn lurched off towards the other: a Skylance, a sleek racing machine, built for speed.

‘We heard gunfire,’ said Jez, as Malvery and Frey approached, soaking and bedraggled. She eyed the doctor, who was unsuccessfully trying to catch his breath. ‘Has he been shot or something?’

Malvery’s retort was little more than an irate wheeze. He staggered off towards the cargo ramp on the Ketty Jay’s far side.

‘Robbing the children didn’t go to plan, then?’ Crake asked the captain, one eyebrow raised.

Frey shoved the lockbox full of coins into Crake’s hands. ‘It went well enough. Where’s Silo and Bess?’

Crake regarded the leaking lockbox disapprovingly. ‘Silo’s in the engine room, trying to fix the problems we had on the way over here. Bess is asleep in the hold. Should I wake her?’

‘No. Get on board. We’re going. Last one in, shut the cargo ramp.’

He spared a moment to check on his outflyers before boarding the Ketty Jay. The Firecrow and the Skylance were rising vertically from the clearing as their aerium tanks flooded with ultralight gas. Satisfied they were on their way, he ran up the ramp.

Malvery was beached and gasping just inside the hold, surrounded by a large puddle. Frey paid him no attention. Nor did he spare a glance for the hulking metal form of Bess, standing dormant and dark by the stairs. She’d long ceased making him uneasy.

He sprinted up the steps to the main passageway. It was cramped and dimly lit, the cockpit at one end and the engine room at the other, with doors to the crew’s quarters and Malvery’s tiny infirmary between them. Hydraulics whirred as the cargo ramp closed, sealing the aircraft.

He pushed into the engine room, a small space cluttered by black iron gantries, allowing access to all parts of the complex assembly overhead. It was warm and smelled of machinery. Frey cast around for signs of his engineer, but the only crew member in sight was Slag the cat, a scraggy clump of black fur, watching him from an air vent.

‘Silo! Where are you?’

‘Up here, Cap’n,’ came the reply, although Frey still couldn’t see him. He guessed his engineer was working around the other side of the assembly. The Ketty Jay, like most aircraft, had two separate sets of engines: aerium for lift and prothane for thrust. Both were tangled together in this room in a confusing jumble of pipes, tanks and malevolent-looking gauges.

‘Are we ready to go?’ Frey asked, addressing the room in general.

‘Wouldn’t advise it, Cap’n.’

‘Can she fly?’ he persisted. ‘It’s a bit urgent, Silo.’

A short pause. ‘Yuh,’ he said at last. ‘Gonna fly like a slug though.’

‘That’ll do,’ said Frey, and pelted out of the engine room, his feet squishing in his boots.

Jez was already at the navigator’s station when Frey bundled into the cockpit and threw himself into his seat.

‘Destination?’ she asked.

‘Up,’ he replied, and boosted the aerium engines to maximum. The Ketty Jay groaned and shrieked as her tanks filled. Frey leaned forward and peered through the windglass of the cockpit. The first of the villagers had reached the clearing now, but they were too late. The Ketty Jay was dragging herself off the ground and into the air.

Some of them aimed rifles and tried to fire, but their weapons were still too wet to work. One of them made a suicidal dive for the Ketty Jay’s landing struts as they retracted. Luckily for him, he fell short. The villagers raged and yelled and threw what stones they could find, but the Ketty Jay kept rising.

Frey felt secure enough to make an obscene gesture at his pursuers. ‘Thought you had me, didn’t you? Well, let’s see you yokels fly!’ He  slumped back in his seat as they cleared the treetops. Deep relief sank into his bones.

Jez got up from the navigator’s station and stood next to him, staring into the night sky with sudden and worrying intensity. Frey followed her gaze.

There were several small, dark shapes in the distance, coming closer.

‘Tell me those aren’t what I think they are,’ he said.

‘Yeah,’ said Jez. ‘It’s the villagers. They’ve got planes.’




Two

A Ramshackle Squadron - Technical Difficulties - 
A Moment Of Clarity - The Fruits Of Persistence

 



 




Frey stared out of the cockpit at the dim shadows of the approaching planes. He was getting toward the end of his tether. The paltry amount of money he’d stolen from the orphanage could not be worth this level of aggravation.

‘Planes,’ he said, in the dull tone of one perilously close to going berserk. ‘Jez, explain to me how come a bunch of backward country folk have their own air defence force.’

Jez narrowed her eyes. ‘Cropdusters modified for fighting forest fires. Mail planes for local deliveries. Personal flyers. There’s a small cargo craft in there. Some of them are prop-driven.’ She counted. ‘There’s eight of them in all.’

‘Propellers?’ Frey scoffed. ‘Any of them have guns?’

‘Not that I can see. Some of them are open-cockpit two-seaters, though. The passengers have rifles.’

Frey could barely make out the shape of the aircraft at this distance and in this light. But it was no surprise to him that Jez could see every detail. Her eyesight was, literally, inhuman.

He glanced at his navigator. She looked like a normal young woman. Very normal, he thought uncharitably, since his habit was to only pay attention to the pretty ones. She wore practical, shapeless overalls and kept her brown hair in an unflattering ponytail. But she was more than she appeared to be. Frey had made it his business not to think about what she actually was, but the fact that she had no heartbeat was a pretty hefty clue that something wasn’t quite right.

Still, all of them had their secrets, and on the Ketty Jay you didn’t ask. She was an outstanding navigator and as loyal as you could want. She was the only other person aboard who was allowed - or indeed able - to fly his beloved aircraft in his absence. That decision had  taken a lot of trust on Frey’s part. Trust didn’t come easily to Frey. But she’d been on the Ketty Jay for over a year now and she’d never let him down.

In the end, it didn’t matter what she was. She was crew.

Frey fired up the prothane engines and swivelled the craft, presenting her stern to the approaching planes. ‘They really think they’re going to catch us in those junkers?’ he said. ‘Let’s show ’em what a real aircraft can do.’ Jez braced herself against the back of his seat as he lit up the thrusters.

The expected acceleration didn’t come. The boom of ignition was far feebler than Frey was used to hearing. At first the Ketty Jay didn’t move at all, struggling to shift her own weight. When she began to push forward, it was like moving through treacle. The clearing full of angry villagers slid away beneath them, but not half as fast as Frey would have liked.

‘Silo wasn’t joking about the engines,’ he murmured.

‘You ever heard him joke about anything?’

‘Suppose not.’ He leaned back in his seat and bellowed out the cockpit door. ‘Malvery! Get up here!’

The Ketty Jay was picking up speed, but far too slowly. There was a silver earcuff lying in an ashtray set into the brass and chrome dash, between the dials and meters. He snatched it up and clipped it to the back of his ear.

‘Harkins. Pinn. Can you hear me?’

‘Yes, Cap’n, I’m, er, you startled me a bit, I mean, loud and, erm, I can hear you, yes,’ came Harkin’s babbled reply.

It sounded as if he was standing right next to Frey, instead of sitting in his cockpit fifty metres away. He was wearing an earcuff of his own, as was Pinn. When one of them spoke, the others could hear what they said. It was one of Crake’s little tricks. Sometimes having a daemonist on board came in handy.

‘What’s up with the Ketty Jay?’ asked Pinn. ‘Her thrusters are barely lit. Might as well strap a gas stove to her arse for all the acceleration you’re getting.’

‘Technical difficulties,’ Frey replied. ‘We’ve got incoming craft. They’ve a couple of rifles, that’s all. No real danger, but the Ketty Jay isn’t going to outpace them till she builds up speed. Keep them off me as best you can.’

‘I’ll keep them off you, alright,’ Pinn said eagerly. ‘I’ll—’

‘And don’t shoot them down. I don’t want them madder than they already are.’

‘We can’t shoot them down?’ Pinn cried. ‘What are we supposed to do? Hypnotise them with fancy flying?’

‘It’s a bunch of cropdusters and mail planes, Pinn,’ Frey told him. ‘They’re not much of a threat, and I could do without the Navy coming after us. We’ve managed to stay beneath their notice since the whole Retribution Falls thing. I’d like to keep it that way. Let’s keep the needless slaughter to a minimum, eh?’

‘You, Cap’n, are a pussy,’ said Pinn.

‘And you’re scared of water.’

‘He’s scared of water?’ Harkins crowed eagerly.

‘Don’t you start, you jittery old git!’ Pinn snapped. ‘You’re scared of everything.’

‘Not water, though,’ Harkins replied, with an unmistakable note of triumph in his voice.

‘Everyone shut up and fly!’ said Frey, before they could get into an argument. Pinn subsided, grumbling.

The Ketty Jay had picked up a respectable amount of speed now. Malvery appeared at the door of the cockpit, still red-faced from his run earlier.

‘You bellowed, Cap’n?’

‘I need you up in the bubble. There’s planes on our tail. Don’t shoot at them unless I give the word.’

‘Right-o,’ said Malvery. He returned to the passageway and climbed the ladder that led to the autocannon cupola on the Ketty Jay’s hump. From there, he could act as Frey’s eyes astern. Frey wished there was a better way to see what was going on behind his craft while he was airborne, but if there was, he hadn’t found it yet.

‘They’re catching us up, Cap’n,’ Malvery reported. ‘You might want to go a bit faster.’

Frey swallowed his reply and concentrated on flying. The Vardenwood lay for hundreds of kloms in all directions. In the far distance he could see the grand city of Vaspine, a crown of lights on the highest hilltops. Below them was the forest, cut through with steep, sharp valleys that joined and divided haphazardly.

‘What’s the plan, Cap’n?’ Jez asked.

Frey hated being asked that, usually because he didn’t have an answer. ‘Well, they can’t really do much. They don’t have guns that can penetrate the Ketty Jay’s hull. Pinn and Harkins can stay out of their range. We just need a bit of time to pick up speed, then we’ll leave them behind.’

Jez returned to the navigator’s station and began looking at her charts. Frey watched Harkins and Pinn drop back, behind the Ketty Jay, out of his line of vision.

‘Er, one of them’s coming up on us awfully fast, Cap’n,’ said Malvery. ‘Cropduster, by the looks.’

‘Put a few warning shots across his bow,’ Frey called. ‘Warning shots, Malvery.’

‘Got it, Cap’n.’ The autocannon thumped out a short burst.

‘Hey, how come Malvery gets to shoot?’ Pinn complained in Frey’s ear. Frey ignored him.

‘Doesn’t seem to have done much good, Cap’n,’ said Malvery from the cupola.

Frey pulled the flight stick sharply left. The Ketty Jay responded with an unsettling laziness.

‘That didn’t do much, either,’ Malvery said. ‘He’s gonna pass over us.’

‘You see any guns?’

‘No.’

Frey frowned. He wasn’t quite sure what the pilot of that plane thought he was going to do to a craft the size of the Ketty Jay. He was still wondering when an avalanche of dust hit the windglass of the cockpit, and he found himself flying blind.

‘Cap’n!’ Malvery yelled. ‘I can’t see for buggery up here!’

‘What in damnation just happened?’ Frey panicked, wrestling with his flight stick. The thrusters were labouring. The Ketty Jay’s Blackmore P-12s could usually chew through anything, but in their present state, they were having trouble unclogging themselves.

‘He dumped his tanks on you!’ Pinn told Frey. ‘All his fire-fighting dusty stuff. Can’t hardly see you in the cloud! Ah, there’s more of them coming in now!’

Frey banked again. He heard Malvery open up with the autocannon above him. ‘Malvery! I said no!’

‘Oh, now you’ve found your morals?’

‘You’ve seen how they are! If we kill one of ’em, they’ll never leave us alone.’

‘Cap’n, we should—’

His reply was cut short by a heavy thump from above, that shook the whole aircraft. Frey felt the Ketty Jay plunge a few metres.

‘You’ve got to be joking,’ he muttered to himself.

‘Cap’n!’ Malvery, slightly hysterical this time. ‘He’s trying to land on us!’

The Ketty Jay rocked again. Frey swore under his breath. The pilot wasn’t trying to land on them. He was trying to force them down, bumping them from above with his undercarriage wheels. What kind of crazed idiot did anything half that dangerous?

‘Can we please just shoot them?’ Pinn cried.

‘I’ve just robbed a bunch of orphans!’ Frey snapped. ‘I don’t want anything else on my conscience today!’

‘I thought you said you were an orphan?’ Pinn said. ‘Doesn’t that make it alright?’

Frey bit his lip and sent the Ketty Jay into a dive, venting aerium gas from the tanks to add speed to his descent. The dust had sloughed off the windglass, smearing as it went. It was enough to see through, barely.

‘Lose ’em in the valleys?’ Jez suggested.

‘Lose ’em in the valleys,’ Frey agreed.

Frey was getting angry, and when he got angry he got reckless. He dearly wanted to machine-gun the villagers out of the sky, but he was too afraid of the consequences. His specialties were minor smuggling, petty theft, a gentle bit of piracy where nobody got shot and not too much was taken. They were soft crimes which the Navy were far too busy to concern themselves with. Once in a while somebody died, but usually it was a guard too stupid to drop his weapon or a criminal who probably deserved it anyway. People who accepted the risks and were paid to take them.

Frey didn’t count himself in that category, of course. In some vague, ill-defined way, he thought himself more noble than that.

Innocent folk, however, were another matter. These villagers only wanted their money back. Their dogged persistence made him feel guilty, and he was mad at them for that. Theft was only fun if you didn’t have to think about the consequences. He didn’t actually want  the orphanage to close or those children to starve. He’d sort of assumed that the villagers would stump up to cover the shortfall. But since they were so desperate to get it back, he began to wonder whether they could actually afford it.

Bloody yokels. They were ruining his first successful escapade in months.

The valleys in this part of the Vardenwood were deep and narrow. A complex river system snaked through trenches between the hills, banked by sheer, rocky slopes. Down on the valley floor the walls pressed in tight. The waters thundered through, swollen by the spring floods, glittering silver-grey in the moonlight.

Frey knew the Ketty Jay was operating well below par, but he could still fly better than any amateur could. It took nerve to race through enclosed spaces in an aircraft at night. Nerve that he was betting his pursuers didn’t have.

‘They’re taking potshots at us, Cap’n,’ Pinn said in his ear.

‘Follow me down into the valleys. Buzz them when you can. Just keep them occupied.’

Pinn muttered something Frey didn’t quite catch and then shut up again.

Frey rubbed at his earcuff absently. The early versions of the daemon-powered communicators had leached energy from their users, tiring them out the more they talked to each other. Crake had refined them since, giving them better range and minimising the draining effect. Now they could gabble on to their heart’s content, but that only meant they argued and bitched more. Frey wondered if he hadn’t preferred the way it was before.

‘How’s that cropduster, Malvery?’ he called.

‘Falling behind,’ the doctor replied from the cupola.

Frey smiled. The Ketty Jay had finally built up some speed. Not enough to outstrip the villagers’ craft, but enough to make them work to keep up. Still, it was going to be difficult flying through the valleys in her condition. Since the Ketty Jay took so long to accelerate, he couldn’t use his air brakes. He’d be forced to take every turn at speed.

Just be extra careful, he told himself, knowing that he wouldn’t be.

The Ketty Jay swooped into a valley. Slopes of grass and rock blurred by on either side, punctuated by scrawny trees hanging on at unlikely angles. Frey boosted the aerium engines - at least they  worked fine - and pulled back on the flight stick to level out a few dozen metres above the river. The valley floor was wide here, and there were small, isolated farming communities on the banks, their windows dark. The Ketty Jay roared past them, kicking up spray and panicking their sleepy herds. Frey took a small, malicious pleasure in that.

‘Malvery? The cropduster?’

‘He’s gone. Pulled off. Can’t see him now. Others are coming in though.’

Well, at least we’ve scared one of them off. Let’s see how long the rest of them last in the valleys.

Frey looked up and saw several of the villagers’ rustbucket aircraft angling down towards him. Harkins and Pinn were doing their best to harass them, but the villagers’ resolve was unshakable.

Jez was rustling charts at her station. ‘Valley branches right up ahead, Cap’n. That one’s narrower.’

‘We’ll take it,’ said Frey.

The villagers intercepted them before they got to the fork, descending from above to surround the Ketty Jay. Suddenly Frey found himself in the midst of a swarm of small aircraft that buzzed around him like clumsy bees. He wiped at the inside of the cockpit windglass in a futile attempt to clear the dust that stubbornly clung to the other side. He didn’t dare take evasive action. The villagers were flying too close.

He heard the sharp tap of a bullet hitting the Ketty Jay. ‘They’re shooting at us,’ Malvery called, sounding unconcerned.

‘Let ’em, if it makes ’em happy,’ said Frey. The Ketty Jay’s armour plating could take a good deal more than that.

‘Turn coming up,’ Jez warned him.

Frey flexed his hand on the flight stick. ‘Pinn! Harkins! Keep going straight on. Take as many with you as you can. I’m going right.’

‘Got it, Cap’n!’ said Harkins. Then he screamed.

‘What? What?’ Frey demanded.

‘Something hit me!’

Frey searched for Harkins among the planes that surrounded them, and located the Firecrow. It appeared to be undamaged. Then his eye fell on a nearby villager, who was riding shotgun in an ancient open-top biplane, above and to the left of Harkins. As Frey watched, the  man lobbed a small object out of the cockpit. It dropped through the air and bounced off the Firecrow’s wing. Harkins screamed again and banked in panic. He almost collided with a one-man flyer that was hard on his tail.

‘It happened again!’

‘They’re throwing stuff at you,’ Frey informed him. ‘With pretty extraordinary accuracy. I think the last one was a wrench.’

‘A wrench?!’ Harkins shrieked. ‘What . . . how . . . I mean, what kind of madmen are these? I don’t have to take this! Cap’n, I’ve got a bad feeling . . . I mean to say . . . It’s just . . . Allsoul’s balls, I’d rather fight the Navy than these lot!’

‘Turning coming up now!’ Jez said.

Frey saw it. The branching valley was a lot narrower.

‘Everyone, get out of the way!’ Frey yelled at the craft around him. ‘I’m coming through, like it or not!’ With that, he wrenched the flight stick to the right. Planes scattered as the Ketty Jay slewed away. Frey and Jez were pressed into their seats. There was a raucous series of crashes as every unsecured object on the Ketty Jay tipped over. The artificial horizon on Frey’s dash tipped sideways.

We’re going too fast!

The rock and scree slope raced to meet them as the Ketty Jay curved gracelessly into the tributary valley. Frey hauled on the stick as hard as he could, but the turn was just a fraction too tight, and he knew they weren’t going to make it. He hit the airbrakes and boosted the aerium tanks at the same time, lightening and slowing the craft.

Too little, too late. There was no way he was going to miss that wall. With that realisation came a flash, a moment of stunning clarity in his mind.

What will I leave behind?

Then the Ketty Jay screamed into the tributary, her belly almost scraping the valley wall. Frey blinked. Not dead after all.

There was no time for shock. He levelled the craft, hit the thrusters and tried to make up the speed he’d lost. He could tell Jez was staring at him in disbelief, but he didn’t want to meet her eyes right now.

‘Malvery! Are they still on us?’

‘Two of ’em! We’ve lost the rest!’ Malvery was still in good humour, apparently unaware of their near-death experience. ‘One coming up on us fast!’

Jez shook herself and went back to her maps. ‘Another tributary coming up. Hard left. The angle’s steep, but the tributary’s wider.’

Frey’s eyes flickered over the valley. Rock and grass and water. The world beyond the smudged windglass seemed startlingly sharp, yet he was flying in a daze.

‘Cap’n?’ Jez prompted.

‘Hard left. Got it.’ He tapped his earcuff. ‘Hey, Harkins, Pinn? Still there?’

‘We’re still here.’

‘You’ve done enough. Get going. We’ll meet you at the rendezvous. ’

‘At bloody last,’ Pinn said. ‘Bye, bye, country boys!’

Frey heard him whoop as he pushed the Skylance to maximum, then he faded out of range. Harkins would be gone too. The villagers’ planes couldn’t come close to the speed of the fighters.

He spotted the turn ahead of them. Plenty of space, especially as they’d shed some velocity. He was lining up for it when one of the villagers pulled in front of him. It was another two-seater, powered by thrusters and aerium like all modern craft. In the back seat was a man with a rifle, levelling up for another shot at the Ketty Jay. Frey gave him a glance and ignored him, concentrating instead on the upcoming manoeuvre. Let him waste a bullet. Since the pilot was ahead of him, he wouldn’t be able to match Frey’s sudden turn.

Ready . . .

Ready . . .

Now!

Frey banked hard, and at the same moment the windglass of his cockpit cracked noisily, making him jump. Between the dust, the dark, and the crazed shatter-pattern on the windglass, he could hardly see a thing. Yelling in fear, clinging to his flight stick, he pulled the Ketty Jay through the turn more by feel and luck than anything else.

‘He shot my damn windglass!’ Frey cried. He jerked his head about, searching frantically for an unshattered section to see through, and found one just in time to spot the cropduster come flying directly towards him along the valley. He yelled again, threw his whole weight on the stick, and the Ketty Jay dived, hard enough to send the cropduster shooting over their heads.

‘What the bloody shit was that? It almost killed me!’ Malvery shouted from the cupola.

Frey levelled the Ketty Jay with trembling hands. ‘He tried to ram us,’ Frey said in disbelief. ‘He tried to ram us!’ Then his face and voice hardened. ‘Alright. That’s it!’ He turned in his seat. ‘Jez. Take the Ketty Jay. Turn on the belly lamps and put her down on the valley floor.’

Jez didn’t question the order. She got up and switched with him in the pilot’s seat. Frey heard her decelerating as he stormed out of the cockpit and into the passageway. He went past the ladder that led to the cupola, where Malvery’s feet could be seen dangling.

‘Cap’n?’ Malvery said, but Frey swept by him, heading for the cargo hold.

His jaw was set tightly as he stamped down steps and passed along gantries. The hold was all but empty, full of echoes. The whine as the Ketty Jay extended her landing struts was loud in here.

Crake was at the bottom of the steps, still holding the lockbox full of coins Frey had given him. He was clinging on to a handrail. There was a bruise on the side of his head.

‘What’s going on out there, Frey?’ he asked. ‘I’d have come up, but I didn’t dare take the stairs, the way you were flying.’

‘Don’t worry about it. Give me the box.’

Crake did so. Frey felt the Ketty Jay sink and slow, then there was a jolt as she settled on to her struts. He grabbed an emergency flare from a half-empty rack and pulled the lever to lower the cargo ramp at the Ketty Jay’s rear. Hard white brightness flooded in from the landing lamps on her underside. Beyond was the deep green grass of a wild meadow.

He went out into the meadow and stood in the full glare of the lights. Three planes were coming down the valley towards him. He thrust the box in the air with one hand.

‘Here’s your money, since you want it so much!’ He threw it sulkily on the ground, lit the flare, and tossed it to the earth next to the box. ‘Now leave me alone!’

He went inside, closed the ramp, and headed back to the cockpit. Jez slipped out of his seat and he took the Ketty Jay up again.

‘Doc!’ he called. ‘What are they doing behind us?’

‘Most of ’em are breaking off,’ Malvery said. ‘One’s landing where you left the flare.’

‘Does it look like they’re coming after us?’

‘Doesn’t look that way, Cap’n.’

‘Good. Make sure they’re not following, then you can come down.’

‘Right-o.’

Frey pulled the Ketty Jay out of the valleys and into the sky. A profound depression had settled on him. After a long while, Malvery clambered down from the cupola and headed wordlessly off to his infirmary. Jez got up and stood by Frey’s shoulder, peering through the ruined windglass at the moon beyond.

‘You know what’s worse than robbing a bunch of defenceless orphans?’ Frey said. ‘Failing to rob a bunch of defenceless orphans.’

She patted him on the shoulder. ‘Brave try, Cap’n.’

‘Oh, shut up.’
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Thornlodge Hollow nestled among the hills and trees of the Vardenwood, minding its own business. It was a town of moderate wealth and prosperity, situated far from the main trade routes. The houses on the riverside were tall and narrow, with tall, narrow windows to match. Cobbled lanes meandered past serene shopfronts. Winding paths led away through the forest to farms and smallholdings and miniature satellite villages. Pretty bridges spanned picturesque streams. The folds of the hills concealed glades and meadows.

It was a pleasant and perfectly normal place. Most people didn’t know where it was, pirates and smugglers included. A good spot for the crew of the Ketty Jay to hole up and lick their wounds for a while.

The landing pad was some way out of town, on a hilltop, hemmed in by tall trees. Its perimeter was illuminated by gaslit lamp-posts, which cast a yellow light on the underside of the leaves. It wasn’t large, but there wasn’t much traffic in a place like Thornlodge Hollow. Twenty craft of various sizes rested there, from small one-man flyers to a pair of cargo barques that occupied a quarter of the pad by themselves. A portable oil-powered generator grumbled away next to the dock master’s hut, where there was a spotlight to guide down aircraft. Night breezes pushed through the evergreens, carrying the smell of new growth.

Jez and Silo walked a slow circuit around the Ketty Jay, studying her as they went. She was a shabby thing to look at, patched up in a dozen places, a bastard combination of a heavy combat craft and a cargo hauler. Yet there was a defiance about her, a certain blunt strength that Jez was fond of. She was built tough, a survivor. Like the cat that patrolled her air ducts, she was scarred, ugly, and invincible.

Over the previous few days, the windglass of the cockpit had been replaced and the Ketty Jay had been cleaned. Silo and Jez had carried out numerous minor repairs on the craft’s systems: soldering loose plates, oiling rusty mechanisms, running tests. Jez wasn’t half the engineer that Silo was, but she was the daughter of a craftbuilder and she knew enough to lend a hand. Silo, for his part, had been mostly occupied with fixing the engine trouble that had made their last escape such a fiasco.

Silo stopped when they came to the Ketty Jay’s starboard side. He scrutinised the hefty thruster above and astern of her wing. The tall Murthian was hard to read, as ever. That umber-skinned, hawk-nosed face was like a mask. Immobile and impenetrable. It was a surprise when his expression changed, like seeing a statue suddenly move.

‘Need parts,’ he said in his rumbling bass voice. After working on the engine for days, this was Jez’s first hint of a diagnosis.

‘Expensive parts?’ she asked.

‘Yuh.’ He took out papers and a pinch of herbs, and began putting a roll-up together.

Jez watched his long, clever fingers at work. ‘What’s wrong with it?’

‘Timing on the fuel injectors. All wrong. I keep fixin’ it, but it gonna get worse.’ His accent was slow and hard, consonants like jagged rocks in the lazy tide of his vowels.

‘Ah,’ said Jez. She understood. Timing was everything in a prothane engine. If the mechanism was faulty, then it would need replacing. But the Ketty Jay’s engine was from a workshop that had long since closed down, and the parts could be tricky to find. She doubted Frey had the money to buy them anyway.

‘Will it hold up?’ she asked.

‘She hold up for now,’ said Silo. ‘But she could go any moment.’

Jez sighed. That pretty much summed up their whole operation. Held together with elastic and luck, straining at the edges, always ready to snap. Yet somehow it never happened.

Silo offered her a roll-up, out of politeness. She held up a hand and gave him a smile of thanks. Even if she smoked, she wouldn’t smoke that. Silo’s roll-ups were a blend from Murthia, strong enough to induce hacking coughs and limb spasms in even the stoutest of men. They were all he had left to remind him of the land of his birth,  thousands of kloms to the south. Silo was an exile, unwanted everywhere, who’d found his home on the Ketty Jay.

As have we all, Jez thought.

She gave him a comradely slap on the back and left him staring up at the thrusters while she headed astern. The cargo ramp was down, leading into the hold.

A ball came bouncing out of the shadowy gloom and rolled past her feet. She stared after it, puzzled.

It was only the heavy thump of boots that warned her. She threw herself aside as an eight-foot-high armoured monster thundered down the ramp in pursuit of the ball. Half a ton of dull metal and ragged chain mail plunged past her, missing her by inches.

Bess.

The golem pounced on the ball with a triumphant crash, skidding along the landing pad and fetching up just short of the landing struts of a nearby aircraft. She scrambled to her feet, her short, thick legs supporting a humpbacked, outsized torso. The ball was cupped in her huge hands, held in front of the circular grille that passed for her face. Twin glimmers of light shone in the darkness behind the grille, glittering eagerly as she stared at her prize. Then she raced back up the ramp and into the Ketty Jay, ignoring Jez completely.

‘Crake!’ Jez yelled irritably, as she picked herself up off the floor.

The daemonist appeared at the top of the ramp. He was blond-haired, with a close-cut beard, wearing an expensive coat that had frayed and faded with time. His forehead was creased with worry.

Jez regretted her tone immediately. Crake wasn’t looking good these days. His face was as worn as his coat. There were lines there, too deep for a man of thirty. Dark bags under his eyes.

‘Are you alright?’ he asked, wringing his hands. ‘I’m so sorry. The game just got away from us.’

Jez softened. ‘No harm done.’

‘She didn’t hurt you, did she?’

Jez waved it away. ‘You know me. I’m like a cockroach.’

‘Honestly, Jez, that’s a little harsh. You just need a dab of make-up.’ Crake cracked a smile, and that made her glad. She hadn’t seen too many from him lately.

She went up into the hold. Bess was sitting on the floor, her legs sticking out in front of her, patting the ball this way and that. An eerie  cooing noise was coming from within her. They watched her together for a moment.

‘She seems happy,’ Jez offered. Crake didn’t reply. She looked at him. ‘How are you holding up?’

Crake frowned at her. As if he couldn’t understand what might prompt her to ask such a question. As if he couldn’t imagine what she might mean.

‘Fine,’ he said, coldly. ‘Just fine.’

Jez nodded and headed up the stairs from the hold to the walkway above. There she paused and looked over the railing. Crake was standing next to Bess, one arm laid over her arm, his forehead leaning against her face-grille. His mouth was moving. Though he was far out of human earshot, Jez could hear him anyway.

‘Good girl,’ he whispered, sadly. ‘Good girl.’

Jez felt a tightening in her throat, and hurried away.

She’d almost reached the main passageway when a blood-chilling scream made her jump. She ran the last few steps and burst into the room to find Harkins lying on the floor outside the quarters he shared with Pinn, gasping, coughing and clawing at the air.

‘What? Harkins, what?’ she cried in alarm.

‘The ca . . . it wa . . .’ he panted, unable to draw breath. A moment later Slag padded out of his quarters. Harkins shrieked and backed up against the wall of the corridor. Slag stared at him with an expression of loathing, then caught sight of Jez and bolted towards the engine room.

‘Oh,’ said Jez, understanding now. ‘Cat slept on your face again?’

‘That bloody rotting moggy!’ Harkins exploded, scratching at his unshaven cheeks to scrape off the moulted fur. His leather pilot’s cap was askew, revealing a head of mousy hair that had thinned almost to transparency. ‘It just . . . it’s . . . even if I shut the door, Pinn comes in when I’m asleep and leaves it open! And even if he doesn’t, the cat gets in through the vent! I have nightmares! Suffocation! You know what that’s like? Do you?’

‘No,’ said Jez honestly, since she didn’t need to breathe any more. ‘Harkins, it’s just a cat.’

Harkins’ eyes bulged from his hangdog face. ‘It’s evil!’ he said. ‘It’s . . . it’s . . . it waits, can’t you see it? It waits till I’m asleep. It hates me! It hates me!’

‘You and me both,’ said Jez, with a rueful smile. ‘I don’t get on with animals.’

‘It’s scared of you. That’s not the same. It’s not even close to the same! It’s about as far from the same as . . .’ He trailed off, unable to think of a suitable comparison.

‘Maybe you just need to stand up to him,’ Jez suggested. ‘You are about twenty times his size, after all.’

The gangly pilot picked himself up with a resentful glare. He looked twitchily around the corridor and then jammed his cap back down on his head. ‘I’ll never sleep now. Not for hours,’ he huffed. Then he hurried off towards the hold and outside, where he’d be safe from the cat. Slag hadn’t left the Ketty Jay since he was first brought aboard as a kitten, over fourteen years ago. The only thing that scared him, apart from Jez, was the sky.

She went to her quarters with a smile on her face, shaking her head.

My home. My family. What a curious lot we are.

 



As dusk fell, Frey, Pinn and Malvery headed into town, as they’d done every night since they landed here. Sometime Crake went with them, but not tonight. Jez wasn’t one for drinking, Harkins was frightened of strangers, and Silo stayed with the craft for everyone’s sake. The Second Aerium War was still a raw wound almost eight years after it had finished. Silo’s people had fought for the enemy, however unwillingly they’d done so. Murthians were not popular folk in Vardia.

Frey led the way as they followed the well-used path down the hill, through the darkening trees. The light drained from the sky, turning to violet and gold, and the last of the day’s birdsong died away as the insects took over. This far south, spring was starting early: it wasn’t even the end of Middenmoil yet.

When they got to the tavern, they were greeted by the usual fixed grimace on the owner’s face. Frey could see how a little piece of his soul died every time these rowdy strangers pushed through the door, calling for drinks. This was a nice town, a quiet town. The kind of town where people got uncomfortable when grown men began to drunkenly sing shanties at the tops of their voices.

But it was the only tavern in town, so they kept coming back. Besides, Frey liked it. He liked the big windows that looked out over a  cobbled road to the black woods. He liked to be able to see his reflection in the glass, thrown back by the soft light of the hooded gas lamps. They always sat at a table near a window, though he never said why.

It was about the point in the evening when Pinn started turning the conversation towards his sweetheart, and everyone else tried to turn it away. But Pinn was not to be deterred tonight, inspired by the sight of several young and moderately attractive females at the bar. Word of the strangers had spread. Since it was Kingsday tomorrow, a day of rest, some of the town’s more youthful population had come to see what the fuss was about. The tavern was busier than they’d ever seen it.

‘She’s worth ten of any of them girls!’ he slurred, waving a flagon about. ‘That’s fact. My Lisinda, she’s . . . well, I’m a lucky man. A lucky, lucky man. Some people go their whole lives without . . . without finding true love.’ He shook his head blearily. ‘But not me. Not me, oh no. I found mine. And I love her. I do!’ He thumped his fist on the table, frowning, as if someone had been arguing the point. Then his face softened into a happy leer. ‘I miss her lips. Lisinda’s lips. Soft as . . . soft as pillows.’

He lurched to his feet suddenly, and stood there swaying, his eyes trying to focus. ‘Going for a piss,’ he said, then stumbled off through the crowd.

Malvery let his head drop to the table with a thump. ‘I may be forced to brain him if he doesn’t shut up about that damn girl,’ he said, despairingly.

‘Please do,’ said Frey, without much enthusiasm. He didn’t seem to have any enthusiasm for anything tonight. Not even for the pretty redhead who kept glancing over at him from her spot among a group of friends. He knew that look. He counted himself something of an expert in the field of casual seduction. But somehow he just couldn’t muster the effort to care at the moment. Drink had made him maudlin.

‘Do you think she’s even real?’ Malvery continued. He took a pull from his flagon and wiped beer foam from his white moustache. ‘I mean, how long’s it been? Years! Years of him talking about his bloody sweetheart, and all I’ve ever seen of her is that ferrotype he  carries around.’ He adjusted his glasses and snorted. ‘I say she ain’t even real.’

Frey stared into the middle distance as he finished his mug of grog. It was a theory he’d heard many, many times before from Malvery.

‘What’s up, Cap’n?’ Malvery inquired. ‘You’ve had a face like a bowel tumour all night.’

‘I’m just not in the mood, Doc,’ Frey said. ‘’Scuse me.’

He got up from the table and walked away. Through a doorway and along a corridor was a quieter room, out of sight of the main tavern area. This was where most of the older patrons had retreated, to avoid the raucous singing that would come later. A guitarist was playing in the corner, and the lamps were turned down low.

The townsfolk stared disapprovingly at Frey as he entered. He ignored them and found himself a stool at the bar. The scrawny young barman eyed him dubiously.

‘Grog,’ said Frey, putting a few shillies on the bar with a click.

There was a mirror behind the bar, tarnished with cigar smoke. Frey watched himself in it as he waited for his drink.

He was just as handsome as he’d ever been, in a roguishly unkempt kind of way. He had dark eyes, promising wickedness. Women went for those eyes. His hair was black, and always seemed to do exactly what he wanted it to. His cheeks and chin were peppered with just the right amount of grizzle. He’d been born lucky in looks, which was good, because in every other department things had been pretty shit. Abandoned as a baby on the steps of an orphanage, brought up with a bare minimum of education in a dead-end town in the backwaters of Lapin. It wasn’t the best start in life.

He showed some talent with words, so they’d taught him to write. But reading didn’t interest him. Stories seemed pointless; they weren’t real. Instead, he turned his talent to charm and lies. He learned early on how the right words could turn an adult’s wrath to indulgent chuckling. He learned, later, how they could induce a woman to take him to bed.

There had been many women since, but only one that meant anything.

The barman put a mug down in front of him. He picked it up and drank from it. His eyes flicked back to the mirror. He couldn’t help it.

He needed to check he was still there.

What’s wrong with me?

It had started soon after they landed at Thornlodge Hollow. At first he’d thought he was just rattled. He’d nearly flown the Ketty Jay into the side of a valley, and that was bound to shake anyone up. But days passed and he still felt the same. He’d scraped past death before and it hadn’t bothered him particularly. What was different this time?

It was the thought that sprang into his head, in that moment when he really believed he was going to die.

What will I leave behind?

He couldn’t think of a single thing. No property, no family. If he was erased right now, what evidence would there be that he’d lived? What was he worth, except a few drunken toasts from a loyal crew? There were six people in his life he could count as friends, and they were a rag-tag bunch at best.

Suddenly, it didn’t seem enough.

What about Retribution Falls, eh? he asked himself. You pretty much saved the Coalition back then!

He felt a small surge of pride as he remembered the events of the previous winter, when he’d been framed for the murder of the Archduke’s son. In the process of wriggling out of that particular predicament, he ended up averting a coup against the Archduke by leading the Navy to a hidden pirate army at Retribution Falls.

But even that didn’t feel like much, if he was honest. He didn’t give a toss about the Coalition. One Archduke was much the same as the other to him. He hadn’t been acting out of noble intentions; he’d been trying to save his own hide. And besides, the only people who knew about his involvement were some Navy personnel and a few Century Knights. Better that way. If the pirate community ever found out about his rather spectacular betrayal, he wouldn’t last long.

It didn’t mean anything. Nothing meant anything.

He swigged his grog. The year since Retribution Falls had been squandered, like all the years before it. The money they made had been spent. And now here they were again, living day-to-day, scrabbling for enough ducats to keep the Ketty Jay in the sky. Silo would need parts for the engine, of that he was sure. Frey wouldn’t have enough to buy them. It was a miserable state of affairs.

He wondered what would have happened if they’d got away from Retribution Falls with all the treasure, instead of the measly portion  he ended up with. Would he have used it to buy a tavern, perhaps? Would he have settled down with a sweetheart and raised children? Or would he have wasted it on games of Rake with ever-higher stakes?

It wasn’t even a question, really.

His whole life he’d been obsessed with defending his freedom. Freedom from commitments and responsibility. He’d dreamed of a buccaneer’s life, of riches and adventure. But somehow the riches always eluded him, and what adventures he had were less than romantic in reality.

Living without anchors had its consequences. It was dangerously easy to drift.

His thoughts were interrupted by the smell of perfume. He looked to his left. There, on a stool, was the pretty redhead who’d been watching him in the other room. She brushed her hair behind one ear and gave him a shy smile.

‘Hello,’ she said.

Later, when they were together beneath the covers, he tried to make himself care about her. He thought about the hopes and dreams she’d bored him with on the way to her bedroom, and attempted to feel something. That was what a decent man would do, surely?

But whenever he closed his eyes, he saw a corn-haired young woman, as he’d known her before her life turned to death and tragedy. A woman he’d almost married, but ruined instead.

The redhead’s slender body moved beneath him, but it was Trinica Dracken he felt there.
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Someone was calling Frey’s name. He snorted and snuffled and did his best not to wake up. He could smell cigar smoke, but he wasn’t curious enough to find out why.

‘Cap’n!’ Jez’s voice. Damn that woman! Whenever she woke him up it meant trouble. The cloying muzziness of sleep and the weight of a mild hangover helped him resist the call to action.

‘Cap’n, I know you’re awake, and if you don’t get up now I’ll shoot you.’

Frey sighed and opened his eyes. He was in an unfamiliar room, in an unfamiliar bed. Standing at the end of it were Jez and three strangers. One he recognised as the redhead he’d slept with last night. That explained the room and the bed. He struggled to remember her name and failed.

The other two he’d never seen before. One was a big, burly man with a thick black beard and a fat cigar chomped between yellowed teeth. He had a broken, lumpy nose, smudged black with frostbite at the tip, and a cauliflower ear. A heavy cutlass and a brace of pistols hung from his belt, deliberately visible underneath his dirty greatcoat.

His companion was slightly built and better dressed, with an aristocratic look about him. He wore a finely tailored shirt and trousers, loose and casual, and he had a long face and strong nose. He’d gone prematurely bald on top of his head, which made him look older than his face and eyes suggested.

Frey took stock of the situation. The redhead looked rather alarmed and was chewing her lip. She hadn’t dared refuse these strangers entry when they came knocking, but now she wondered what she’d  done. The last thing she wanted was someone murdered in her bed. Apart from anything else, the cleaning bill would be horrendous.

Jez was standing behind and to the left of the big man. She had her hand on her pistol butt, to let Frey know she had him covered. She shot her captain a look, but it was too early in the morning to decipher what she meant. Relax? Danger? He couldn’t tell.

‘Darian Frey,’ said the big man with the cigar. He sounded like he was gargling with gravel. ‘You’re a hard man to find.’

‘That’s why I’m still alive,’ he said, rubbing a hand through his hair. ‘Mind telling me how you did it?’

‘Heard about the orphanage. Sounded like your handiwork. After that it was just a matter of askin’ around.’

Frey gave Jez a baleful glare. ‘And how did you find me?’

‘Women’s intuition, Cap’n,’ said Jez, holding up a small compass, out of sight of the others. Frey flopped back against the pillow and groaned. Another of Crake’s little devices. The compass was linked to a thin silver ring worn on Frey’s little finger. Both were thralled with weak daemons that oscillated at the same frequency. So Crake had told him, anyway. The upshot was that the needle of the compass always pointed towards the ring. Crake had thought it would be a good idea to be able to find their captain in times of emergency, especially as he had a habit of disappearing on three-day drunken Rake sessions without telling anyone where he was. Frey complained that they were treating him like a wayward adolescent, but in the end he agreed because he thought the ring looked good on him.

‘Could this not have waited till I got back to the Ketty Jay?’ Frey asked.

Jez shrugged. ‘They said it was urgent. Wasn’t any telling when you’d be back. Might not have been till next week.’

‘And we ain’t got that kind of time,’ said the big man. He looked at the redhead and sucked on his cigar. ‘Forgive the intrusion, ma’am. We’ll be out o’ your hair shortly.’

‘You’re not going to hurt him, are you?’ the redhead asked anxiously. Damn, what was her name?

The big man chuckled, smoke leaking out between his teeth, rising around his head in a cloud. ‘Hurt him? No, ma’am. I’m going to offer him a job.’

[image: 001]

Thirty minutes later, Frey found himself back in Thornlodge Hollow’s only tavern, enjoying a breakfast of chicken, potatoes and a morning beer to shake off the effects of last night’s grog.

There were four of them at the table: Frey, Jez and the two strangers. The cigar-smoking man was Harvin Grist, captain of the Storm Dog. His aristocratic companion had introduced himself as an explorer, by the name of Rodley Hodd.

Frey was enjoying every bite of his breakfast. Food tasted better when it was bought by someone else. ‘Seriously,’ he said around a mouthful of chicken. ‘Why me?’

‘You are the Darian Frey, aren’t you?’ said Hodd. ‘The Darian Frey who robbed the Delirium Trigger while she was berthed in a hangar in Rabban? Who stole Trinica Dracken’s treasure from right under her nose?’

That story had grown in the telling, it seemed. It had been charts, not treasure, he’d stolen. Charts that showed the location of the hidden pirate town of Retribution Falls. But he was happy to claim the glory either way.

‘What if I am?’

‘Then you travel with a daemonist, don’t you?’ said Grist. ‘A man who controls a great metal golem.’

Frey was immediately on his guard. Crake had been on the run from somebody or something ever since he’d come on board the Ketty Jay, but Frey had never asked what. There were plenty, like the Awakeners and their followers, who thought daemonists should be hanged for dabbling with strange and terrible entities.

‘What if I do?’

‘Then I got a proposition for you,’ said Grist. ‘A dangerous expedition, it’s true, but there’s vast wealth at the end of it.’

Frey’s suspicions abruptly faded into insignificance. ‘Vast wealth, you say?’

Grist chewed his cigar and grinned. ‘Vast.’

Frey sat back in his chair and took a swig of beer. Well. For once, it was looking like being a day worth getting up for. ‘Speak your piece,’ he said.

Grist leaned forward, splaying thick, calloused fingers across the table. The smell of sweat and dirt clung to him, old smoke and new. ‘I  got certain interests,’ he said. ‘I’m a smuggler, to be plain. Mostly I run Shine and rumble-dust, but now and then I deal in more unusual bits ’n’ bobs. Exotic artefacts and the like. Samarlan antiques, Thacian spices. Been known to steal rare aircraft for collectors, when the mood takes me.’

‘Can’t blame a man for making a living,’ Frey said. His ears had pricked up at the mention of Shine. He was partial to a drop or two himself.

‘My point is, I get around, and I hear a lot,’ said Grist. ‘One day I heard there was some explorer shooting his mouth off about something he’d seen.’ He thumbed at Hodd. ‘So I found him, and I asked what it was all about. Says he found a downed aircraft in a rainforest. A craft full o’ treasures, just lying there, abandoned. Waitin’ for someone to come take ’em.’

‘A rainforest?’ Frey asked. He raised his flagon and looked over at Hodd. ‘Where were you? Samarla?’

‘Kurg.’

Frey choked into his beer, spraying a cloud of froth out of the flagon and all over his face. He wiped it away with his sleeve and stared at Grist.

‘You want to go to Kurg?’

‘Aye,’ said Grist. ‘And I want you and your crew to come with me.’

Frey blew out air between his lips. Kurg. The vast island off Vardia’s north-eastern coast. Impenetrable. Hostile. Populated by beasts so horrible that the mere mention of them made the local wildlife scatter.

You must be joking, he thought. But Grist most certainly wasn’t.

‘I assume you’ve got some proof of your story?’ Jez asked Hodd.

‘Oh yes!’ Hodd said eagerly, as if he’d been waiting the whole conversation for this moment. He drew an object from his pack, all bundled up in cloth. He laid it on the table and unwrapped it with a flourish.

It was a piece of black metal, of bizarre and foreign design, the length of an arm. Circles, semicircles and curves, stacked on top of each other or interlinked. There was the suggestion of pattern and symmetry, but Frey couldn’t quite force it to make sense. Jez craned in to look closer.

‘Ever seen anything like that?’ Hodd challenged.

‘No,’ said Frey. ‘But there’s plenty I haven’t seen. Could be from somewhere far off. Peleshar? Nobody knows what that lot are up to.’

‘I’ll tell you who made it,’ said Hodd, his voice dropping to a whisper. ‘The Azryx!’

Staring at the object was giving Frey a headache, so he stopped. ‘The who?’

‘Azryx,’ Jez murmured, still gazing at the strange design. Her eyes had become unfocused in that strange way they sometimes did. ‘A lost civilisation with highly advanced technology. They’re supposed to have died out and disappeared beneath the northern ice. At least that’s if you believe the rumours. There’s never been any real evidence they ever existed.’

‘Until now!’ said Hodd, stabbing the table with his index finger.

‘You appear to know your stuff, ma’am,’ said Grist. ‘Care to say how?’

Jez blinked as she surfaced from her daze. ‘I used to be the expedition navigator for a man called Professor Malstrom. He was an authority on the Azryx. We spent months hauling all over Yortland looking for clues. Never found any.’

‘Ah, the Professor! I know him well!’ Hodd cried. ‘How is the old bugger?’

‘You can’t know him that well. He’s been dead more than four years,’ said Jez.

Hodd looked awkward for a moment, then made an airy gesture with his hand. ‘It’s so easy to drift out of touch. Especially when you’re off in the far corners of the world.’

Lost civilisations? It was all sounding a little bit ridiculous now, and Frey had already pegged Hodd as a braying halfwit. If not for the presence of Grist, Frey wouldn’t be entertaining this fool at all. But Grist seemed like a man who knew his business, so he supposed there must be something to the story.

Frey patted the object on the table. ‘Why don’t you tell us where you got this, and let us decide if it comes from some made-up civilisation or not? It’ll give me a chance to finish my breakfast, if nothing else.’

His patronising tone was lost on his target. ‘Of course, of course. Allow me to convince you.’

Frey waved a fork at him, his mouth already full. ‘Please try.’

‘I’m an explorer of some renown, even if I do say so myself,’ Hodd began. ‘I take on the missions that others won’t touch. Men more short-sighted than I will map New Vardia and Jagos while I search for the truth yet unknown, for mysteries beyond imagining!’

Frey glanced at Grist, and was pleased to see the other captain roll his eyes. At least one of them wasn’t an idiot.

Hodd didn’t notice. ‘I was alone in the rainforests of Kurg when I saw it. It was—’

‘Hold on,’ said Frey. ‘What were you doing there in the first place?’

‘I was engaged in the search for a hidden tribe of savages, mentioned in ancient texts from the days of the Angroms, the first dynasty, founded by Wilven the Successor when he united all of North Pandraca. These texts have lasted almost three and a half millennia, preserved by a curing process unknown to us today. They speak of a people on Kurg who could see the future, by means of an elixir. If such knowledge existed, I had to find it.’

‘An elixir that lets you see into the future?’ Frey asked, raising a sceptical eyebrow.

‘Think of it!’ Hodd enthused.

Frey returned to his food. ‘Oh, I am.’ He wondered if there was a similar elixir that would allow him to reclaim the lost minutes of his life he’d wasted listening to this drivel. ‘And you went there alone? To Kurg?’

‘Oh, no, not alone. I have some connections, you see, and wealthy investors willing to finance my expeditions. With their help I assembled a team of—’

‘And this team, where were they when you found the object?’

Hodd’s eyes shifted nervously. ‘They . . . um . . .’

‘They got eaten,’ said Grist. ‘The ones that didn’t get poisoned by the bad food, or died of the rot in their wounds, or sickened with the chills ’cause they went in winter without the right gear.’

‘The chills? In a rainforest?’ Frey asked.

‘Kurg’s cold,’ said Jez. ‘The northern parts are above the Arctic Circle. It’s a bit warmer on the south coast, but it’s still no fun in winter, especially at night.’

‘Oh,’ said Frey. This was news to him. His knowledge of geography outside of Vardia was shocking.

‘You’re a smart man, Cap’n, and I see what you’re drivin’ at,’ said  Grist. ‘Bumble-butt rich folk, more money than sense. This man Hodd couldn’t plan an expedition if you nailed a shopping list to his arse.’

‘Hey!’ said Hodd, looking hurt.

‘The issue ain’t what he does or how he does it, nor what he thinks about this or that. It’s what he found.’

They looked expectantly at Hodd. The explorer was sulking and didn’t seem in the mood to talk to anyone.

‘Ah, come on, Hodd,’ said Grist, giving him a hearty slap on the shoulder. ‘Don’t take offence. It’s just how we captains talk. Always makin’ fun. No harm meant, eh, Frey?’

Frey put up his hands with an innocent face. ‘Like he says. It’s just how we talk.’

‘I suppose so,’ said Hodd, reluctantly.

‘But just to be clear,’ said Grist, leaning over to Frey, ‘I’m in charge of this one.’

‘Right,’ said Frey, considerably relieved. He turned his attention back to Hodd, who was rearranging his ruffled feathers. ‘So you were making your way out of Kurg, presumably a little the worse for wear, and you found an aircraft crashed in the rainforest. What kind of aircraft?’

‘Like nothing I’d ever seen before,’ said Hodd. ‘Like nothing anyone has ever seen.’

‘Can you describe it?’

‘Er . . .’ said Hodd. ‘It was big. Hard to get a good look at, really, all broken and tangled in the forest as it was.’

‘Tangled?’ said Jez. ‘The forest had grown up around it?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Hodd. ‘It’s been there a long time. Thousands of years, no doubt.’

‘Listen to the next part,’ Grist advised Frey.

‘As you can imagine, I was thrilled at my discovery,’ said Hodd. ‘I immediately set about exploring it. The craft was quite deserted, but I was in no doubt that it was of a design unfamiliar to Vardia or any of its neighbours. There was writing, in letters I have never seen. And such strange artefacts! Those alone would have convinced me. I have an extensive knowledge of antiques, you know. My father was quite the collector. There has been nothing like this in our histories or anyone else’s.’

‘Tell them about the door,’ Grist said impatiently.

‘The door. Yes. Well, despite the vessel’s broken hull, I could only access certain parts of the craft. You can imagine my excitement when I found a mysterious door.’

‘A mysterious door,’ Frey repeated, deadpan.

‘Quite so! But when I touched it, the most abominable sensation came over me. My stomach turned, my head swam, and I was flung back, as if by invisible hands.’

‘Hmm,’ said Frey.

‘I tried again, with the same result. I believe it was some form of Azryx technology, meant to guard their treasures. A barrier of some kind, composed of forces beyond my understanding. Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t get in. Then I heard some creatures approaching - what kind of horrors, I couldn’t say - so I grabbed the artefact you see before you and I fled. Not long after that, I found my way to the landing-site where our aircraft were, and I escaped.’

‘Now I know this sounds far-fetched,’ said Grist, as Frey opened his mouth to say so. ‘Sounds that way to me, too. But before you speak, remember that Hodd here is willing to lead us back to that place. He’s gonna show us every word is true. And I made it awful clear that if all ain’t as he says, then he’s gonna be wearing his guts round his neck.’

‘Please,’ said Hodd distastefully. ‘There’s no need for that. I’m an honourable man, and no liar.’

Frey gazed coolly across the table at Grist. Grist smiled back. The end of his cigar glowed red.

‘So that’s why you need my daemonist,’ Frey said.

‘Whatever trickery they put on that door, the one person who might be able to fix it is a daemonist,’ said Grist. ‘Am I right?’

Frey shrugged. ‘I suppose so. I’d have to ask him.’

‘Well, daemonists are a secretive lot, and yours is the only one I know how to find. Word spread of the golem you lot used in Rabban when you took on the Delirium Trigger.’ He took the cigar from his mouth and exhaled slowly. ‘Also, I’m short on time. Hodd here told everyone and their wives about this craft before I found him.’

‘I was trying to raise the money to go back!’ Hodd cried. ‘Nobody believed that what I’d found was a genuine—’

Grist talked over him. ‘Regardless, I’ve wasted weeks trackin’ you  down, Frey. If anyone’s of a mind to take his story seriously, they’ll be lookin’ for that aircraft too. But what they don’t have is Hodd here to guide them.’

‘Can you find it again?’ Jez asked Hodd.

‘Most certainly! I’d bet my life on it.’

‘You are betting your life on it,’ Grist reminded him. He tapped ash from his grubby cigar on to the table and scratched behind his cauliflower ear. ‘I’ll be straight with you, Frey. I don’t need you or your crew. I just need your daemonist.’

‘We’re a package,’ said Frey.

‘I reckoned as much. So I’ll cut you in. Mark me, there’s treasure on that craft. Your crew and mine, we’ll find it. I can get it to people who’ll know it’s worth, and that worth is gonna be huge. Whatever I make, we split. Eighty-twenty.’

‘That’s very generous,’ said Frey. ‘And what will you do with your twenty per cent?’

Grist’s eyes hardened, just a little. ‘Seventy-thirty.’

‘Fifty-fifty,’ Frey countered.

‘Sixty-five, forty-five,’ Grist snarled.

‘That adds up to a hundred and ten,’ Jez pointed out.

‘Fifty-fifty,’ Frey said again, ‘or we say goodbye right here. Your “plan” stinks like rancid dogshit and the only evidence of this vast wealth you’re talking about is a lump of twisted metal and the promises of some half-baked inbreed. Frankly, I’m inclined to forget the whole thing and count myself one breakfast richer.’

‘Half-baked inbreed?’ Hodd squeaked.

‘It’s just how we talk,’ Frey said, dismissing his protest.

Grist rolled his cigar around his mouth. ‘Sixty-forty,’ he said. ‘And it’s final. I got to pay Hodd’s five per cent out of my cut, and I’m damned if I’m making less than you on my own expedition.’

‘Five per cent? That’s all you’re giving him?’

‘I had some trouble raising the finance, and I was getting rather desperate,’ said Hodd, looking defeated. ‘Captain Grist drives a hard bargain.’ He brightened. ‘But fame is my reward! I’ll be the expedition leader on paper. That was the deal. At the least I’ll get a lifetime membership to the Explorer’s Guild. Probably.’

Frey finished his breakfast and pushed his plate away. This whole idea seemed shaky, and the idea of going to Kurg was deeply  unappealing, but Frey wasn’t in a position to be picky right now. Something had to be done to lift the crew of the Ketty Jay out of their rut. These past few months they’d been purposeless, moving from job to job, hauling cargo here, running escort there. The pay was pitiful, the work generally dull. For a brief time, after the destruction of Retribution Falls, they’d felt like buccaneers, lords of the sky. But then real life had seeped back in. Adventure had been in short supply ever since.

A man didn’t get too many chances to make a fortune, and he had to grab them when he could.

This time he’d do it right. This time he’d make them all rich. He’d buy himself a place, somewhere. Something solid, firm, real. Somewhere he could come back to between adventures. A home. He’d never had a home of his own. Maybe that’d help. Maybe that’d fix things.

But he’d been burned before. The last time he went for the big money, he’d landed himself and his crew in the worst trouble of their lives.

But we got through it, he thought. And it made us into a crew.

He looked over at Jez, hoping to read her. Her opinion would help him decide. But she refused to show him anything. You’re the Cap’n, Cap’n.

‘Kurg,’ he said to Grist. ‘Monsters and beast-men. It’s quite a risky business you’re proposing.’

Grist puffed on his cigar. Pungent clouds surrounded his dirty, bearded face. He leaned forward, looming through the smoke with a yellow grin.

‘Some things are worth riskin’ everythin’ for,’ he said. He held out a rough-skinned, grubby hand across the table.

Frey stared at it for a long moment. Why not? It was better than being bored and poor the rest of his life. He held out his own hand. ‘Fifty-five, forty-five.’

‘Done, you thievin’ son of a bitch!’ Grist beamed, and clasped his hand in a crushing grip. ‘Damn, but your men better pull their weight for that kind o’ cut.’ He glanced at Jez. ‘And your women too, beggin’ your pardon.’ Then he slapped Hodd on the back and pointed at Frey. ‘Now that’s how you drive a hard bargain.’
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The crew took the news well, with the exception of Harkins, who had to breathe into a paper bag for a while until his hysteria subsided. They had a few hours to make what preparations they could while they waited for Grist and his crew to sort themselves out. It was a day’s flight to the coast and another half-day across the East Divide to Kurg. They’d be taking off as soon as everyone was ready. Grist was certainly in a hurry.

Frey went to see Crake in his quarters after he addressed the crew. The daemonist had been silent throughout, and Frey wanted to pick his brains in private about the strange barrier on the door that Hodd had encountered.

Crake’s quarters, like the others on the Ketty Jay, were cramped and spartan, with bare metal walls and a sliding door to maximise space. They’d previously been the passenger’s quarters, but they didn’t take passengers these days, so Crake had the luxury of two bunk beds to himself. He used the upper bunk to store luggage and books.

‘So what do you think?’ Frey asked. ‘You think you could break that barrier?’

Crake was sitting on the lower bunk while Frey leaned against the wall. ‘Can’t say without being there,’ he said. ‘I need to take readings. We’ll have to haul my equipment through the rainforest.’ His tone was lazy, disinterested. Barely bothering to pronounce his words properly.

‘Can Bess do it?’

Crake made a face. ‘Bess shouldn’t come. She’s too big and too heavy for tramping around in that kind of terrain. She’d sink to her  knees in the mud the first time it rained. Not to mention she’d knock over every tree on the way.’

Frey hadn’t thought of that. He cursed under his breath. Having Bess along would have been their most effective defence against the monsters that were rumoured to dwell in Kurg. ‘Just give me a best guess, then. Does it sound like something you could crack? The barrier, I mean.’

‘It sounds like something a daemonist would put up to keep people out,’ said Crake. His words had degenerated into slurring. ‘Pretty basic, actually. Repulsion and nausea. But I won’t know till we get there. If it’s some sort of unknown technology . . .’ He shrugged. He made to get to his feet, but his hand slipped on the edge of the bunk and he flopped back down.

‘Are you drunk?’ Frey asked, surprised. It wasn’t even midday.

Crake gave a guilty smile. ‘Little bit,’ he said. He reached under his bunk and pulled out a bottle. ‘Want some? Trade you for some Shine.’

‘Shine?’ Frey said stupidly.

‘Shine. We all know you use it, Cap’n,’ Crake said, with an insinuating wink.

‘Once in a while, sure, but—’

‘Can I have some?’

‘Crake, what is wrong with you? Used to be you felt like one of us, but you’ve been acting stranger and stranger for months. Now this? Drunk by midday? You?’

Crake just stared at him with an expression that said: are you finished? It made Frey angry all of a sudden. This wasn’t the Crake he knew. Not at all.

‘You’re part of a crew now,’ he said sternly. ‘You stopped being a passenger long ago. I need my crewmen capable, got it? You’re no use to me drunk.’

Crake gave him a surly salute. ‘So can I have some Shine now, Cap’n?’

‘No!’ He grabbed the bottle out of Crake’s hands. ‘Sleep it off. Get your head straight, you bloody idiot. I want us all coming out of that rainforest alive. All of us. So you’d better sharpen up.’

He slid the door shut behind him with as much of a slam as he could manage, and stalked off up the corridor. The whole incident  had enraged him unreasonably. It wasn’t as if Malvery and Pinn didn’t drink themselves silly at inconvenient times.

But it wasn’t that. It was the sullen defiance, the mocking wink. That leering man begging for drugs had been a stranger. Damn, he knew Crake had been getting withdrawn recently, but he’d rather hoped it would sort itself out. Every man had their private daemons. Crake’s were getting a hold on him, though.

Malvery stepped into the corridor ahead of Frey and eyed the bottle in his hand.

‘Starting early, aren’t we, Cap’n?’

‘We’re all coming out of that rainforest alive!’ Frey snapped at him. Then he stamped off towards his quarters, leaving the bewildered doctor in his wake.

 



Harkins sat in the cockpit of the Firecrow, watching the coast slide away beneath him. He had a fine view through the windglass bubble on the Firecrow’s nose as the dry, barren duchy of Anduss was overtaken by the sparkling blue water of the East Divide. The sun glittered fiercely on the waves, making him squint. He scratched his head under his pilot’s cap and shifted in his seat.

Vardia was behind them. Kurg lay ahead. Harkins didn’t feel good about any of it.

The Ketty Jay flew below him and to his left. Pinn’s Skylance hung close by, its sleek body and wide, smoothly curved wings cutting steadily through the air. On his right was the Storm Dog. He wrinkled his nose and stared at it mistrustfully.

It was a Ludstrome Cloudhammer: a heavy frigate, manufactured in Yortland. Long, vaguely rectangular, with tiny wings for steerage set far back on its hull. Ten times the size of the Ketty Jay, it was built above all for toughness. A Cloudhammer could run any storm, suffer any weather. Slow and cumbersome it might have been, but it bristled with cannons, and its armour was thick enough to take the best that most aircraft could dish out.

Harkins didn’t like it. He didn’t like the ugly craft or its ugly crew. But more, he didn’t like what they were doing. They were threatening to make everyone rich. And Harkins didn’t like that idea at all.

There was only one thing in Harkins’ life that he really enjoyed, and that was flying. The only time he felt anywhere close to normal was  inside the cockpit of a Firecrow. If he couldn’t fly, he didn’t have much of anything.

Outside the Firecrow, the world was a frightening and hostile place. Harkins didn’t deal well with people. Even before the Aerium Wars shot his nerves to pieces, he’d been a jumpy sort. People sensed his weakness and mocked or ignored him. But he’d always let his flying do the talking, at least until his aircraft was taken away.

It was Frey who rescued him from the misery of a land-bound life after he’d been discharged from the Coalition Navy. Frey who’d given him a Firecrow and, with it, another chance. The crew of the Ketty Jay were the closest thing to friends he’d ever managed. And now along came Captain Grist, promising them all riches and fame. Promising change.

What happened if they all did get rich? Did anyone think of that? Did anyone think what would happen to their little band then? Would things really carry on as they were?

No. Of course they wouldn’t. Things would change. Everyone would leave. Pinn might even go back to his sweetheart. And Harkins would be left out in the cold. Because it didn’t matter how much money he had. It wouldn’t stop him being scared. He couldn’t change the way he was.

What would he do, if he didn’t have the Ketty Jay? He’d have to try and make new friends. The agony of strangers. Just the thought of it made him feel a little sick.

But there was another reason, too. Jez. Kindly Jez, who never said a cruel word to him. Lately, he’d begun to feel funny whenever he thought about her. An odd, warm sensation, like a smile inside. A stirring in his—

‘Harkins!’ said Jez in his ear. He jumped violently enough to crash his head against the windglass of the cockpit.

‘Yes! Jez! Yes sir, ma’am, sir!’ he burbled, blushing scarlet.

‘Course correction. Three degrees south, okay?’

He looked around guiltily, as if someone might be there, observing him. ‘Three degrees south. Yes! Got it! Erm . . . yes!’

He adjusted the cap on his head and waited for her to speak again, but there was nothing more. After a short while, he relaxed and made the course correction as instructed. He didn’t trust those daemonic  little earcuffs. He had a creeping suspicion that they let people read his thoughts.

Would that be such a bad thing, though? On reflection, maybe a little mind-reading would help him out. It would all be easier then. He might be able to talk to her, if it wasn’t for the words in the way. He could tell her how humiliating it was to be him. How frustrating and infuriating it was, to be dominated by everything and everyone.

He wanted to be brave, but his bravery had been torn away in strips throughout his life. Too many near misses, too many crashes he’d walked away from, too many comrades lost. He wasn’t much of a man, he knew that. But then she was a little strange herself, what with all those weird things she could do. Like how she healed bullet wounds in hours and how she was strong enough to lift crates that even Malvery couldn’t.

None of that mattered to Harkins, though. He wasn’t fussy. All that mattered was that she was kind to him. No doubt it was pity that motivated her, and nothing more, but a man like Harkins would take what he could get. Pity was a start. Perhaps, if he was just a little braver . . .

No. It was no good. What woman could respect a man who was bullied by a cat?

Maybe you just need to stand up to him. You are about twenty times his size, after all.

He burned with shame as he remembered the incident in the corridor. That cat. That damned cat.

If he wanted to be brave for Jez, he’d have to see about that cat.

 



Pinn, for his part, shared none of the concerns of his fellow outflyer. The idea of worrying about something that far in the future was alien to him. He only ever thought one step ahead, if that. He didn’t really do consequences.

He didn’t have any real idea what to expect of Kurg, but that didn’t matter. Despite his near total lack of knowledge, he was confident he could handle it. The prospect of adventure, fame and riches appealed to him greatly. Artis Pinn, adventurer! Perhaps they’d make some pulp novels of his exploits, the way they did about the Century Knights. Pinn had never read any of them - he never read anything - but their covers looked exciting.

He let his mind drift as he sat in the cockpit of the Skylance, the sea below him, empty sky ahead. The roar of the thrusters, steady and unwavering, lulled him into a daze.

He pictured himself as the subject of a novel, his likeness on the cover. He was standing atop the corpse of some monster, pistol in hand, native wench hanging off his arm. He had no indication of what the native wenches might actually look like, and his imagination was too stunted to guess, so he settled on a Vardic woman wearing very few clothes, and mentally darkened her skin to match Silo’s umber tones. Yes, that would do nicely.

He’d heard many stories about the strange and savage land of Kurg, and he believed them all. Tales of tribes of elegant seductresses, and of warrior women who sought strong men to mate with. What kind of exotic ladies might he find there? Surely they’d be fascinated by his foreign ways and amazing aircraft? They’d be fighting to get into bed with him.
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