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      “We’ve got her in sight.” Captain Menit nudged the wheel to the left and pulled back the power, slowing the Nedell to a hover. With his free hand, he pressed the intercom button, broadcasting his voice through the whole ship. “If it takes more than five minutes to take this bitch down, you can all jump down and get taken up by the Rot.” He released the button, then turned and sighed to Sitha. “Be ready with the shockers. We’ve got a big female. She could haul us all across the sky, if she wanted.”

      “Aye, Captain.” The control panel, stainless steel studded with buttons, levers, and screens, stretched out before her. She wrapped one hand around the power lever, her fingers sliding into familiar ruts in the rubber handle, and put the other on the winch switch. “Ready, Captain Menit.”

      He nodded and pressed the intercom on again. “Why don’t I have harpoons in the air, yet?”

      A gruff, crackling voice came over the line. Desyet, the lead harpoonist. “Firing now, Captain.”

      Sitha looked at the balloon beast floating next to them. Its bluish-gray skin filled the whole portside window, blocked the sky from view. Huge, black eyes blinked at her. She had to be at least a ton. All good meat they could take back to port. It would feed a lot of people. Her hands sweated around the handles.

      The Nedell vibrated as the harpoons left their barrels. They flew, tiny metal barbs compared to their quarry, and stuck into the thick hide. The beast noticed. She pulled, yanking the ship into a heavy tilt, almost ninety degrees. Sitha jerked back the lever, loosing the Nedell’s stored electricity along the shockers’ cables, right into her body. More than enough of a charge. The beast calmed in death.

      Captain Menit spun the wheel around, righting the ship. “Start that winch, Commander!”

      She pulled the switch back. The hum started, then the rumbling as the shockers reeled in, pulling the balloon beast’s carcass along with it. She thought of the food it would mean, again. The food and the payday.

      Sitha sighed and stopped the winch. “I’m sorry, Captain.”

      He must not have heard. “What’s wrong, Commander?”

      She reached into her pocket and pulled out the handshocker her sister had given her. For protection, she’d said. Just in case. Sitha aimed it straight at Menit’s chest. She looked at his polished copper buttons, not into his eyes. “I’m taking the Nedell.”

      “Commander, stand down.” He boomed, using the voice that made people listen. It made Sitha shiver. “This is ridiculous.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you, but I’m taking the Nedell. It can be peaceful, or it can be otherwise.”

      “My crew—”

      “My crew, Captain.” Still not making eye contact, she gestured with the weapon. “Get into the escape pod and go. We’re only a few hours out from Ausin Port. You’ll only be traveling for a while.”

      “Commander—”

      “Go!” She pushed him in the chest, knocking him back. He stumbled toward the pod door. “I won’t ask again.” She brought her other hand to the shocker and primed it. A single button press and he’d be unconscious. “Please, Captain. Don’t make this difficult.”

      “I can’t give you the Nedell, Commander.”

      Staring at her feet, she shook her head. “Then I have to apologize again, Captain.”

      The barbed needles flew, landing in Captain Menit’s chest with a scattering of tiny thuds.
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      Wearing full dress—thick blue coat, cream pants, blue and gold cap—Captain Yeden stood in front of the cargo doors, waiting for the port locks to fully close. Her crew waited behind her. She smiled at their muttering. It had been too long floating, too long since the last port. She’d have to put in a request for a few days’ leave. They deserved that. The Tosiri was too small for this much crew, but rookies had to take their first flight sometime. All the police ships had been filled to maximum capacity with this class, as heavy as they could get without falling out of the air. She’d had her crew and ten new recruits.

      The Tosiri shook as the locks clenched closed. “All right,” she said, not turning around. “For those of you who’ve never been, Ausin Port is cramped and dirty and about the best place in the sky to get lost. That doesn’t make a damn bit of difference to me. You keep your links turned on. If I call you, I expect you back here in twenty minutes. And ten might actually get you a smile. Clear?”

      “Aye, Captain.” It rang from behind her, two dozen voices in unison.

      “You new recruits are off the Tosiri, now. The Consulate will hand you down some new orders sooner than you like.” With no more explanation, Captain Yeden hit the release button. The hatch lowered down to a gangplank, letting out on the soot-covered streets of Ausin. “Be free.”

      The crew rumbled past her. Yeden smirked—the new recruits went first. She could tell, just watching them move. The airship ride had left them wobble-legged, They stumbled along, hardly keeping their feet under them. Her real crew, the permanents, walked off, laughing among themselves. She caught snippets of plans, some to hit the brothels, some the bars, some a bed that didn’t fly through the air.

      “Should I stay with her, Captain?” Her first mate, Commander Zitek, marched up, footsteps heavy on the metal floor. He loomed over her, tall and broad and deep brown. “I wouldn’t mind it, if you’d prefer. An empty airship’s just as good as any hotel.”

      “She’ll be fine, Mr. Zitek. I’ll keep her locked up tighter than a balloon beast’s asshole.”

      He raised a thick, sharp eyebrow, but it didn’t distract her from the snort of a laugh. “You’re sure, Captain?”

      “Go along, Mr. Zitek. Take in the sights of beautiful Ausin Port.” She winked and tipped her hat lower. She pulled out a square chit and pressed it into his hand. “Get yourself a drink.”

      A pause. Then he smiled and wrapped his fingers around the chit. “Aye, Captain. It’s enough for two. I’ll save a beer for you?”

      She couldn’t help but grin back. “We’ll see, Mr. Zitek.” He took off into the streets. Yeden stood, watching the bustle of Ausin Port stretching before her. Dirt and squalor and too many people. She sighed and took a step out, using the brim of her hat to shield against the sunlight. But the heat of it pierced straight through the thick fabric of her coat.

      When her foot touched down on the port, she spun around and pulled the key out of her pocket. It clicked into the slot on the edge of the dock. The Tosiri’s ramp shook, then rose, clunking back into place, closing off the ship’s interior. The crews were probably already on their way to refuel her.

      Captain Yeden nodded. Ausin Port. She thought of all it had to offer. She wanted to go, get out of this uniform and join the nameless crowds for a while. She let out a sigh that dropped her shoulders. “Consulate first.”

      [image: ]

      Sitha reeled in the dead balloon beast. Where they were going, they’d need meat. A lot of it. And money. The balloon beast could get them both. Her hand quivered as she reached for the intercom button. She’d done it. She’d tossed Captain Menit into an escape pod and sent him off. The Nedell was hers. She hoped she could keep from puking.

      “We’re clear.” She took in a deep breath, hoping the nervousness didn’t carry over the speakers. “Make sure the beast is dead and punctured. She’s rotting big, and we don’t want her blowing in the hold.”

      The hull of a hunting ship was so thin, if a balloon beast blew, it could rip straight through the metal. And then they’d all sink into the Rot. It would eat through them in seconds, and then there’s be no point to any of this.

      She released the intercom button and sank into the padded chair. The Captain’s chair. She knew they had to move, should already be under power. But not yet. She’d let the crew do their work, wait until they’d reported back.

      Until then, she just needed to sit.
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      A great dome of whitish metal. The local office for the Consulate. Captain Yeden jogged up the steps and walked through the archway, straight up to the security desk.

      The on duty officer looked her up and down, light blue eyes shimmering from within deep folds of age. “Name?”

      “Captain Nila Yeden of the police ship Tosiri.” She presented her key to him. “I’m here to collect payment for my crew.”

      He nodded as he plugged her key into a slot in the desk. His eyes flickered over the holoscreen that flared up. “The last time you docked was two months ago? Dedik Port?”

      “Yes.”

      He removed her key and handed it back to her. “Funds should be wired to you and your crew within two hours.” He brought his face down low, close enough that she could see every wrinkle and pockmark. “And it says here that you’re definitely leaving the rookies behind. If you had any doubts.”

      She hadn’t. Or that’s what she thought. But the tiny drop in her shoulders said otherwise. “Good news.”

      “I understand. I wasn’t always stuck down here on a port. Had my own stint in the sky. And duty or not, recruits make life out there a little less bearable.”

      “I also need to put in a request for leave.” She halfway shouted it, drawing his attention back to her. “At least two days.”

      The old officer sighed and rubbed his temples. “That’s not my jurisdiction, I’m afraid. You’ll have to talk to Counselor Nis.”

      Yeden nodded. “That’s not a problem with me.”

      The old man hoisted himself to his feet and stepped out from behind the desk. “Follow me.” Their footsteps echoed through the metal dome, the only sound. That quiet let her hear the gentle humming of the float engines, keeping Ausin Port in the air.

      They stopped just before the entrance to a hallway. The old man punched some numbers into a keypad, then turned around to face Yeden. “You’ll have to surrender your weapons, I’m afraid.”

      “Of course.” She pulled a pair of handshockers from holsters strapped across her chest. “I’ll get these all back, I trust.”

      “Just as soon as you come out.”

      She stepped into the hallway. The shockwhip hidden under her coat seemed to weigh so much more, now. But that passed. She made it through without setting off any alarms. “Thank you, sir.”

      The old man smiled at her. “I’ll pretend you’re unarmed.”

      She froze. Her hand glided across the bulge of the whip coiled at her hip. “How?”

      “Fifty years of service. I don’t go anywhere without protection either.” He raised a bony, speckled hand and pointed down the hallway. “Take the first left. Counselor Nis will be at the end of the hall.”

      Yeden saluted him. And smiled. “Thank you.”
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      The Nedell’s engines thrummed through her hull. Sitha stood behind the wheel, keeping their course steady. In the quiet, she heard the footsteps coming from down the hallway, the clunk and slide. “Desyet.”

      He moved in front of her and saluted. “Captain.”

      “Commander.” She shook her head. “I’m no captain.”

      “You’re our captain.” He came closer, his human leg dragging. The metal prosthetic banged against the metal floor. “My men and I are keeping a good listen
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