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  To Bucky.
My beautiful, mischievous puppy who just so happened to be named at the same time as Captain Bucky Winters.
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Kai
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Kai stood in the middle of the landing pad, back turned to the two captains she had already dismissed. In front of her, some distance away, stood a large cargo ship, with a deep belly and stubby wings, that had been roughly painted in black, white and blue patches. It was a Reverent class, Kai would know one anywhere. Now, however, her concentration was fixed on who she presumed was the captain of said ship. 
Handsome of sorts, if you liked rugged good looks and square jaws, his white skin was tanned brown. It suggested that he spent as much, if not more, time on the ground as he did in his ship. Unless he flew too close to the sun. Kai smiled. She was romanticising. It was dangerous, she had to keep a lid on her desperation. Being a woman standing in the middle of a landing pad, dressed in a torn and muddied wedding dress was all the desperation she was willing to show. 
What interested Kai about the supposed captain, in his fine breeches and coat, was that he was talking to a slight, blonde woman. From the look of it, she regularly pulled up tufts of her hair and chopped it short, resulting in parts standing up in chunks. The woman wiped her nose on the back of her hand, hawked and spat onto the ground away from the captain. He barely noticed and continued talking. She nodded and moved away, up the ramp and into the ship, her stride wide and rolling, like a man’s. Kai chewed the inside of her cheek. It was already raw and after flinching, she changed to prodding the flesh with her tongue. A woman on the crew was a good sign. But was it enough?
Someone brushed against her, tipping her forward. A man, rushing towards the Reverent. He looked over his shoulder to her as he mumbled an apology, hesitating as he caught her eye. She couldn’t blame him. What must he think? What must any of them think? Of the woman in a wedding dress stood looking at the ships. All the more reason to find the right ship.
Anyway, she had cause to stare at him too. She watched him as he strode, not quite jogging, towards the captain. His skin was also tanned brown and he was tall with broad shoulders. He wore a coat as long as the captain’s and his clothes were clean, which was an oddity on a landing pad like this. The hair on his head was dirty blond and long, tied neatly back. His beard, also blond, was long enough to be braided with beads. What made him stand out, however, was the number on his wrist. Although the coat did well to conceal it, his sleeve had ridden up as he had bumped into Kai.
She held her breath as she awaited the captain’s reaction to the man, only exhaling as the captain greeted him warmly. The men shook hands with the captain’s free hand patting the other man’s shoulder. They were friends, maybe they even did business together.
That was enough for Kai. With a skip, she jumped forward, trying not to run towards them. 
The captain saw her approach. With a gesture and a smile, he welcomed the other man aboard. Again, the man looked over his shoulder at Kai, and then disappeared up the ramp and into the bowels of the ship.
Kai approached with caution. A short man, grease smeared over his skin, appeared from beneath a wing, wiping his fingers on a rag. Another woman, her long brown hair pulled up and back, walked up carrying a heavy bag. She stopped beside the captain and watched Kai approach.
‘Can we help you?’ The captain looked her up and down. Kai cleared her throat and lifted her chin.
‘I would like passage,’ she told him. ‘Please.’
The captain and woman stole a glance at one another.
‘Passage?’ A smile played on the captain’s lips. ‘Where to, exactly?’
Ah, that was a sticking point. Really, anywhere but here would do.
‘To Northold Port,’ said Kai. Again, the captain’s eyes grazed over her.
‘Running away, are we?’
Kai bit painfully on her cheek to stop the retort that immediately surfaced.
‘I grew up on a ship like this.’ She looked behind him. He didn’t take his eyes from her. ‘I know my way around. I’d be no trouble.’
‘Passage to Northold Port will cost you,’ said the captain. Kai relaxed a little. At least he had gotten over her appearance.
‘Yes.’
He narrowed his eyes.
‘How much do you have? I don’t see any pockets in that thing.’ He waved a hand at her dress.
‘Well, no. No pockets, no bag. No money.’
The captain raised an eyebrow.
‘Sorry. Can’t help.’ He turned to walk up the ramp.
‘Wait.’ Kai stepped forward and then stopped, forcing a deep breath. The captain stopped and looked back. ‘Wait. I grew up on a ship like this.’
‘So you said.’
‘So, let me work for passage.’
The captain took a couple of steps down the ramp, rubbing at his chin.
‘You any good with machinery?’
‘Erm. Well, no,’ Kai stumbled.
‘Maps? Can you navigate?’
‘Not as such, no, but—’
‘That’s all we need right now. Sorry, miss. If you ain’t a navigator or engineer, I got no use for you. Try one of those.’ He pointed towards the ships that Kai had already dismissed. ‘They may need other…skills.’
The woman at his side looked sharply up at her captain.
‘Bucky,’ she snapped. ‘Captain,’ she corrected herself, eyes closed. ‘Surely we can afford to take one passenger to Northold Port. It isn’t far.’
Her accent threw Kai. It was sharper than the captain’s but there was a familiarity between them, and if she looked closely, a similarity too.
The captain eyed her again.
‘What did you do on this ship you grew up on?’
Kai hesitated, looking from the captain to the woman and then to the short man behind them, leaning against the ship, greasy rag in hand. None of them had weapons. 
‘Cook,’ she said to the captain. ‘I can cook.’
He scoffed.
‘What do we want a cook for? We’ve managed all these years without one.’
‘Let me guess, you take it in turns?’ Kai followed the captain a few steps as he turned back up the ramp. ‘So for a week you all get a break from cooking.’
The captain stopped and looked back. The woman shrugged, smiling, as he glanced at her.
‘Are you good?’
‘Never had any complaints. And hey, if you don’t like what I cook, you can drop me off wherever we stop first.’ Just get me out of here, thought Kai.
After a moment, the captain nodded.
‘We’re leaving now. You have five minutes to get your stuff.’
Kai held out her arms.
‘I’m ready when you are.’
‘Great. Captain Bucky Winters.’ He held out a warm hand and Kai shook it. ‘That there’s Jude. And him’ – he gestured to the short man who was following them up the ramp – ‘that’s Seph.’
'I'm Kai,' Kai told them, looking back to Seph.
They walked into the dark cool of the ship and Seph pressed the buttons to pull up the ramp and close the doors.
‘Crash. We’re going,’ Bucky spoke into the intercom, a panel on the wall, holding down a red button.
Kai looked at Jude, alarmed.
‘Don’t worry. Crash is our pilot, not an omen.’ Jude patted her on the arm. ‘Come on, I’ll show you to your cabin and we’ll see if we can find something more suitable for you to wear.’
Jude began to lead Kai away, deeper into the ship.
‘Check her over, Jude!’ Bucky called.
Jude called back an acknowledgment.
‘I’m a doctor,’ she assured Kai. 
‘Oh.’ Kai had assumed he meant check she had no weapons. Being checked over by a doctor was much worse. Still, the decision had been made. 
There was a rumble as the engines started and Kai’s stomach dipped as the ship rose in the air. She steadied herself against the wall.
‘Thought you grew up on a ship like this?’ Jude eyed her warily.
‘I did. I just—’ Kai’s stomach rolled. ‘I didn’t—’ She bent forward.
Recognising the signs, Jude grabbed her and rushed her forward. A left turning led them into a room and Jude hurried Kai over to a sink where she vomited a clear, stinging bile. Jude pulled her hair back and out of the way while she heaved.
Kai let Jude sit her down and took the tissue that Jude offered to wipe at her mouth. She waited, feeling her stomach turn but nothing more was coming up.
‘You didn’t eat anything this morning? Most brides don’t, I guess.’ Jude held out a cup of water which Kai took with trembling hands.
‘I haven’t eaten much in a few days.’
‘That excited, were you?’
Kai attempted a wry smile, sipping at her water.
‘Stay put and keep sipping. Sip, mind. No gulping. I’ll go get you some clothes.’ Jude slipped out of the room and closed the door.
The ship had steadied. There were no windows in the med bay, but Kai knew the feeling of flight. That smooth floating sensation of having nothing but miles of air between you and the ground. It felt like they weren’t moving at all, despite the speed they were probably flying at.
The med bay was clean, Kai was pleased to note. She had seen plenty congealed in blood and other fluids she daren’t think of, or scattered with rusty implements and left to rot by a medic or doctor who would rather drink than patch up their crew.
Kai sat on one of two high beds that worked well as dentist chairs and operating tables. It was in this position that she could see for the first time just how torn and muddied the skirts of her dress were. She traced her fingers over the ivory fabric. Such a shame. It was a beautiful dress. How crazy she must look. It was a wonder that Bucky had agreed to let her anywhere near his ship.
There was a swoosh as the med bay doors opened and Jude stuck her head through.
‘How’re you feeling? Ready to see your cabin? I have some clothes.’ She held up the pile hanging over one arm.
Kai smiled. At least the doctor was friendly. One friendly face was all she had hoped for.
She climbed gingerly down from the table and followed Jude back out into the ship.
‘Do you take passengers, or am I the first?’ she asked.
‘You’re not the first and won’t be the last. But it’s a rare thing. And our passengers normally pay.’
‘I’m sorry,’ Kai said. ‘I wish I could pay but—’
‘Yeah. Runaway brides have no pockets.’ Jude paused and looked back to Kai. ‘Don’t worry. We won’t ask.’
Kai nodded in thanks. She wouldn’t know where to start.
‘Down there is the mess. That’ll be all yours once we’ve sorted you out.’ Jude gestured down a short corridor. ‘This place is a bit of a maze. But then, you already know that. Down here are our quarters.’ Jude led the way down a long corridor that ran the length of the ship. The familiarity was startling to Kai.
‘It’s the exact same layout that I’m used to. I’m sure I’ll know my way around sooner than I’ll get out of this dress.’
Jude laughed.
‘Given the state of it, I’m sure that won’t be long.’ She stopped outside one closed door and looked at Kai. ‘Tell me it was branches and brambles that did that to you.’
Kai looked down at herself.
‘Not all of it. Puddles are responsible for the mud.’ Her smile faded as she looked up into Jude’s serious eyes.
‘I mean it. Anything bad happen to you?’
‘Not today,’ Kai told her. ‘This is all me.’ She picked up the skirts and gave them a lacklustre swoosh. ‘Promise.’
Jude nodded.
‘You ever want to talk about it, the med bay has no ears other than mine. I’m a good listener and can check out anything you’re worried about, or anything that hurts. All strictly confidential.’
Tears brimmed in Kai’s eyes. Not trusting herself to talk, she nodded and looked down.
Jude frowned and opened the door.
‘This is yours. It’s nothing special, but it’s not for long. Get changed, take your time. I’ll be in the mess. See if you can find me, and I’ll introduce you to the others.’
Jude closed the door behind Kai, leaving her alone in the room. It really was nothing special. A single bed against one wall, a small desk with a chair, a rail for hanging clothes, a couple of shelves. In one corner was another door which led to a small closet with a shower, sink and toilet squeezed in. 
All it was missing were the posters on the walls and the quilt her grandmother had made her. Kai sank to the floor, her back against the bed like she had done a million times on a ship just like this, and let the tears come.
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Bucky
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‘Everything okay?’ 
Jude nodded at Bucky, standing in front of his crew with his arms crossed. Now that the ship was stable, Bucky had gathered them into the mess to discuss their new temporary crewmate.
‘She’s not in great shape,’ Jude told him. ‘She hasn’t been eating by the looks of things. Brought up the nothing that was in her stomach on take-off.’
Bucky raised an eyebrow.
‘After all that crap about having flown in a ship just like this one?’
‘Well, we’ll see about that. We’ll see if she can find the mess on her own. But come on, Bucky. You’ve vomited plenty during take-off after a night of too much drink and not enough food.’
‘That’s different.’ 
‘So, why exactly we takin’ on passengers that ain’t payin’? Remind me, oh fearless leader.’ 
Bucky glanced at Crash. He knew it would be her who asked that. He should have bet money on it, but no one here would have taken the bet.
‘She’s offered to cook for us,’ he told her. Crash barked a laugh.
‘How d’you know she’s any good?’
‘Can’t be worse than you. But hey, if you don’t fancy a week off from your share of the cooking, you can keep your shifts. Give our passenger a break.’
‘No!’ Crash held up her hands, submitting. ‘You’re the capt’n, Capt’n. You’ve already said she’s doing the cookin’. Can’t take that back now.’
Bucky looked at the rest of his crew. They were small. Too small. He needed a new navigator and an engineer and he needed them yesterday. His knowledge of machines would only get them so far. If the ship broke during flight, and broke bad… He’d been stupid to leave Valkwick with a passenger instead of an engineer, but it was hard to get an engineer where there were none.
Not for the first time, he was leaving their survival down to Lady Luck. But she’d been good to them so far.
‘So, anyone else got an issue with this? Like I say, a week and she’ll be gone. Until then, she seems harmless enough. Right?’ He looked at Jude who nodded again. ‘Right. We’ve only got this one small job to finish off—’
‘Which is why it’s a shame she ain’t payin’,’ chipped in Crash.
‘I know, I know. But hey, we’re doing a good deed. She was in a wedding dress, Crash. You should’ve seen the state of her. She’s got nothing. Never know, the universe might reward us for our generous act of kindness.’
Crash tutted and leaned back in her chair.
‘Anyone else?’ Bucky looked around the room.
‘What if she asks about what we do?’ said Crash.
‘We do small government jobs.’
‘Which government?’
‘Whichever one pays better.’
Crash grinned.
‘Anyone else? No? Good. Right. On to other things. Harley is back with us, on official business.’ Bucky shot Crash a warning look. ‘So best behaviours, whether we have a passenger or not. He’ll be with us for a month or so, right Harley?’
The tanned, blond man with braided beard standing at the back nodded, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed.
‘Right. You’re all to be your usual helpful selves. Don’t suppose you’ve word of any talented engineers looking for a fresh start, Harley?’
Harley shook his head.
‘Sorry, Captain.’
‘Any untalented ones?’
Harley didn’t smile. Bucky hadn’t expected one but he wondered if Harley was smiling on the inside, at least. The man simply shook his head.
‘Well. There you go. Class dismissed.’ The crew began to move. ‘Wait.’
Everyone stopped and looked back at their captain. Bucky was looking over their heads to the nearest door, where Kai stood in Jude’s clothing. She had cleaned herself up pretty well, all things considered. Her face was cleaner and paler. Her red hair was loose and unbrushed, but somehow looked neater against the smart, clean and intact clothes. She was small. Had she been that small outside the ship?
‘Everyone, this is our passenger and temporary cook. Kai, is it?’
Kai nodded as she glanced at each of the crew in turn.
‘Welcome aboard the Magpie, Kai. You know me, Jude and Seph.’ Bucky gestured to Seph, sitting at the table, head down. ‘This is Crash, our pilot.’ He pointed at the short blonde to his left. Crash gave a mock salute. ‘And this is Harley. He’s a bounty hunter and lawman of sorts who often travels with us. Not part of the crew per se but he’s become somewhat part of the family. You’ll be feeding him too.’
Harley and Kai gave one another cursory nods of acknowledgment but it didn’t escape Bucky’s attention that Kai’s gaze lingered. He’d have to have a word with her. He mentally added it to his to-do list along with keeping morale up, finding a new engineer and navigator, finding work and keeping the ship in the air.
‘All right. You’ve all got work to do,’ he said. His meagre crew left the mess, forcing Kai further in to make room for their departure. Jude stayed behind. Harley caught Bucky’s eye before he walked out.
‘Found us all right then?’ Jude smiled warmly at Kai, offering her a seat at the table. Kai sat, eyes darting around the mess.
‘Just like I remember,’ she said before her gaze landed on Bucky. They stared at one another for a moment.
‘Well, I for one can’t wait to taste what you’re going to concoct in this place,’ he told her, unblinking.
‘Don’t pressurise the poor girl,’ Jude murmured. Something about the way she’d said it made Bucky soften, but only a little.
‘There’s a coffee pot over there.’ He pointed to the somewhat dirty but large pot on the counter between the kitchenette and the large table. The kitchenette was lined with cupboards. Bucky paused as he looked at them, trying to remember which one had the dodgy hinges. ‘Try and keep it filled. We eat at seven every evening, unless there’s a job on. I like to make everyone sit down, but when we’re busy some will grab and run. You’ll find all our provisions in the cupboards. Careful what you use, it needs to last us.’ He looked down at Kai. ‘All right?’ 
She nodded and Bucky waited a moment to see if her calm exterior would crack at all. It didn’t.
‘Great.’ He paused, glancing at Jude but she was busy studying Kai. ‘And we don’t normally like to ask questions of a personal nature,’ said Bucky, avoiding looking at Kai. ‘But then again people don’t normally show up in torn wedding dresses.’ He left that hanging for a moment. The silence in the mess became heavy. Risking a glance at Kai, he found that she was still gazing over to the kitchenette. Had she heard him?
‘Bucky,’ Jude chided under her breath. ‘You don’t have to tell anybody anything,’ she told Kai. Giving Bucky a meaningful look, she left the room. Bucky sucked at his lips.
‘Will you be busy? While I’m here, I mean.’
Kai was looking up at him.
‘We do have a small job. Just a drop off. So probably not.’
‘So a sit down meal for all of the crew each evening at seven. What about breakfast?’
‘That’s a grab and run affair, usually. Some don’t eat at all, they live off the coffee. Others like to start the day on a full stomach.’
Kai gave another nod.
‘And lunch?’
‘Same thing.’
Another nod.
‘I’ll leave you to it, to get acquainted. Any problems, find someone and ask. Keep us fed, keep the coffee flowing and don’t get under our feet. The week will fly by.’
Kai began making her way to the kitchenette. Bucky turned to leave. ‘Oh.’ He turned back. ‘And watch out for Crash. She eats a lot and talks a lot. There’s only so many hours in the day so she’s forced to eat and talk at the same time.’
‘What if we’re out of something?’ asked Kai, opening the first cupboard. Bucky cringed in case that was the one with a bad hinges. It wasn’t.
‘Make a list. Nothing we can do until we hit land again. And then it depends on what we’re out of.’
‘Thank you, Captain,’ said Kai with a small smile. Bucky gave a nod and left. 
He stopped. Had he just been dismissed? On his own ship? He’d have to watch this one.

      [image: ]The problem of Kai filled his mind until he reached the cockpit. Crash leaned back in the pilot’s seat, her booted feet up on the console, a manual in her hand, reading as she chewed on her fingernail. 
‘Comfy?’ asked Bucky. Instead of rushing to put her feet down, Crash leaned back to look at the captain upside down and gave him a large grin.
‘Just been trying to find a fix for the broken coil.’
‘Is it more broken?’ Bucky sat in the co-pilot seat next to Crash.
‘Not yet, but it could be any second now. And then what, Capt’n?’ Crash straightened, putting her feet down and leaning closer to Bucky. ‘We need an engineer to look at it.’
‘Oh? Is that what we need?’ Bucky busied himself looking out of the large window at the front to resist the need to smack Crash. ‘I didn’t realise. Why didn’t you say something earlier?’
Crash leaned back.
‘We don’t need to hire an engineer, Capt’n, just find one in port.’
‘All engineers need paying.’
‘We could always offer passage to one in exchange.’ Crash snorted and took control of the ship, flicking it off autopilot. The Magpie gave a shudder before returning to smooth flight.
‘You think you’re being funny, but if this Kai had been good with engines and she’d have fixed us for passage, you don’t think I would have said yes?’
‘First time I’ve ever known you to take on a passenger for free when the exchange is so crap,’ pointed out Crash. ‘Why’d you do it?’
Bucky shrugged. 
‘You didn’t see her. Poor girl looked pathetic.’
‘Wonder who she’s running from.’
‘Based on the evidence, I’d say a groom left at the altar.’
Crash gave Bucky a sideways glance.
‘Hey, maybe he’s good with engines and he’ll come after her.’ She barked a laugh. Bucky gave a thin smile. He wasn’t sure he’d say no to that.
‘We on course?’ he asked.
‘Nice change of subject, Capt’n. Yes, we are. We’ll make landfall tomorrow, probably late afternoon. Does that suit?’
‘Yup.’
‘I could be more accurate but a navigator would be better with maps.’
Bucky sighed.
‘Enough, Crash. I’m all too aware we’re a few crew down.’
‘And that a cook ain’t one of them.’
‘Just be glad Kai isn’t a pilot.’
Crash grinned at him.
‘Like you’d ever replace little me.’
Bucky looked at her.
‘And yet you tempt me every day.’
Crash winked at her captain and turned back to the skies, laughing to herself. Bucky couldn’t help but smile.
‘In your limited engineering experience, how long do you think we’ve got with that coil?’ he asked quietly, unsure whether he wanted to know the answer.
Crash shrugged.
‘A week? Maybe two. Of course, it could blow tonight. Then what? We’ll fall from the sky, but what will we care? We’ll be dead.’
Bucky frowned.
‘Let’s hope it’s two weeks. Two weeks to get paid and find an engineer.’
‘Capt’n, if it were that easy, wouldn’t we have fixed it two months ago when it broke?’
Had it been two months? Bucky’s shoulders sagged, the weight on them growing heavier by the day. 
‘Maybe I’ll take the manual and see if our passenger has any light bulb moments with it,’ he murmured, picking up the tattered booklet Crash had been reading. It had come with the ship, back when he’d been gifted it years ago. How many years had it been? The booklet had certainly seen better days, as had quite a few things on the ship. The Magpie needed an overhaul. He was supposed to be rolling around in riches by now. Where were his riches?
With a sigh, Bucky stood and made to leave.
‘I’ll be in my office. Let me know if anything happens.’
‘Will do, Capt’n,’ said Crash, not looking at him. ‘Although, if you hear a bang and get that falling sensation, you won’t need me to tell you it’s that coil gone.’
Bucky considered swiping her round the head with the manual, decided it was too much effort and left the cockpit.






  
  3
Crash
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The captain’s boots on the metal floor were only just starting to fade when the alarm went off on the console. Crash sat forward, immediately finding the problem. Turning in her chair, she yelled, ‘Capt’n!’ as loud as she could. 
She grabbed the controls and veered the ship off to the left, clinging to her seat and pushing down the wave of adrenaline.
Bucky fell back into the cockpit, bouncing against the wall as Crash righted the ship. He stumbled backwards as she accelerated.
‘What the hell?’ he growled, finding the co-pilot’s seat and strapping himself in.
Crash didn’t need to answer. There was a bang and the Magpie rocked in the air, throwing both Crash and Bucky forward.
‘It would appear we’re being attacked, Capt’n,’ said Crash calmly, her full concentration on the window and the vista before them as they flew in and out of clouds.
The ship rocked again as it was hit. Crash straightened it up and then dived. Bucky swore, gripping his chair. Once they’d levelled out, he stared at the controls.
‘Who by?’
‘Not sure, Capt’n. They’re behind us.’
Bucky reached for the intercom.
‘This is Bucky. Strap in if you’re not already. We’re under attack. Hold on tight. Crash is on it.’ He flicked it off and glanced sideways at her. ‘You’re on it, right?’
The ship veered to the left.
‘Always, Capt’n,’ said Crash. ‘Want me to do a loop and get behind them? Hey! I wonder if it’s our passenger’s wannabe husband? Maybe we should open a communication channel, see what he knows about engine coils.’
There was a long pause. Long enough that Crash looked at Bucky out of the corner of her eye. Was he taking her seriously?
‘Open up a channel,’ he said eventually. ‘How bad are the hits?’
Crash did as she was told.
‘Scuffs as far as I can tell. There’s no whirring alarm sounding, so that’s good. Seems like they want our attention rather than blasting us out of the sky. Probably ‘cause we’ve got what he wants on board.’
Crash didn’t look at Bucky. As they sped through another thick cloud and turned sharply, Crash allowed her mind to wander a little. She kept up the acceleration. If this was Kai’s groom, Crash wasn’t sure she wanted him anywhere near their passenger. Not after the little that Bucky had said about Kai’s initial appearance. She hoped Bucky wouldn’t take her too seriously, but then he hardly ever did.
Bucky cleared his throat and spoke into the radio microphone.
‘This is Captain Bucky Winters of the Magpie. May I ask who the hell you are and why you’re attacking my ship?’
Crash snorted. The captain sure had a way with words.
The radio crackled and then, just as Crash opened her mouth to suggest they weren’t going to talk, a voice sounded.
‘Afternoon, Captain. Just a little reminder. Keep it safe and do it right.’ There was another crackle and then silence. 
Crash blinked at the console and then took her foot off the accelerator.
‘They’ve backed off.’ She checked a few of the instruments. ‘No damage that I can tell.’ Another moment passed. ‘We’re alone.’ She looked at Bucky. ‘A reminder? What the fuck, Capt’n? Was that Kai’s groom?’
Bucky was staring out of the window at nothing, his eyes unblinking. Slowly, he put the radio down.
‘Maybe. Hey, they’re gone now.’ He returned to the intercom. ‘It’s over, folks. Back to what you were doing. No harm done.’ He switched it off and went to leave.
‘That’s it?’ Crash screamed over her shoulder to him. They were off course. She was about to mention the need for a navigator again but managed to stop herself in time. Not now, she thought. Not this time. She’d have to pour over the maps and do the best she could to get them back on track for the scheduled drop off.
‘What else is there?’ Bucky asked. ‘I’ll go talk to our passenger, see what she says.’
Crash sighed.
‘What the hell was that, Bucky?’ Jude stormed into the cockpit. ‘Were we just attacked out of nowhere?’
‘Looks that way,’ said Bucky with a touch of defiance. Crash rolled her eyes.
‘Everything okay, Captain?’ came Harley’s voice.
Crash turned in her seat to look at Harley and spotted Seph and Kai wandering in behind him. Kai hid behind Harley, wide-eyed.
‘Oh good! We’re all here,' said Crash. 'Hey! While we’re all here, I don’t suppose anyone was keeping track of where I was flying when I was trying to get them bastards off our tail, huh? Maybe you can tell me how to get back on course—'
Bucky held up a finger to silence her.
‘If this is another stab about needing a navigator, I fucking know, Crash. Shut the hell up and fly.’
Crash closed her mouth and pursed her lips, turning her back on the crew to stare between the window and the crude radar map on her console.
‘Are we in trouble?’ Jude asked in her quiet voice.
‘No,’ Bucky said immediately. Crash swallowed down a laugh.
‘Did you talk to them? Who were they?’ Harley asked. ‘Maybe I can help.’
‘They didn’t say who they were. This person you were supposed to marry. Don’t suppose you can tell us who they are?’
Crash glanced over her shoulder to find the whole crew looking back to Kai. Harley moved so everyone could see her. Kai opened and closed her mouth.
‘Would they have come after you?’ Jude asked gently.
Kai didn’t respond.
‘Who else could it be?’ Crash asked after Kai didn’t say anything for several seconds. ‘No one was attacking us before she came on board. You could have said he’d come after you with weapons. You know, given us some warning.’
‘Easy, Crash,’ Jude murmured.
Kai frowned and shook her head.
‘Wait. If it was…he would have ordered us down. He would have wanted me back.’ She looked up into Bucky’s eyes. The captain shrugged.
‘Well, like Crash said, who else could it be? Maybe you’re not as precious to them as you thought.’
‘Except that they wanted us to keep something safe, Capt’n,’ Crash reminded him.
‘Keep it safe? While they’re shooting at us?’ said Seph. Crash shrugged, turning back to the sky.
‘Well, they’re gone now, aren’t they.’ Bucky waved his hands at his crew. ‘It’s over. It’s done. When we land, we’ll take a look at the damage but right now you’ve all got work to do.’
‘After we’ve tidied up. I’ve got instruments all over the med bay thanks to whatever that was,’ said Jude.
‘One of the cupboards emptied,’ murmured Kai. 
‘Earn your keep,’ Bucky told her. ‘You’ll help Jude tidy up first.’
There was a pause and Crash glanced up at the captain stood by her side.
‘Harsh,’ she muttered.
‘And then I’ll help tidy the kitchen,’ offered Jude.
The crew left, mumbling amongst themselves, leaving just Crash, Bucky and Harley.
‘That happens again, Captain, let me know. I can find out who’s responsible. You shouldn’t have to foot that bill.’
‘Thanks, Harley. It’s fine. Whatever it was, it’s fine. I doubt they’ll be back.’
‘Sounded like they’d be back,’ Crash muttered. Bucky gave her a warning look.
‘I’ll be in my cabin then, unless I can help with anything?’
‘No, no. You go back to your work. We’ll sort it out. No problems.’
Crash bit her tongue to stop herself from responding.
She assumed Harley left, because Bucky sat back in the co-pilot’s seat with a slump.
‘Everything all right, Capt’n?’ Crash asked in a mocking perky voice.
‘Can you get us back on course?’
Crash shrugged.
‘Eventually. Eventually all things are possible. I did a right and then a left, yeah?’
Bucky placed a hand on her shoulder, making her jump. He patted her, which should have been comforting but only made her tense up.
‘You’ll figure it out, Crash. You always do.’
‘Yeah, don’t I always,’ she muttered under her breath. ‘Capt’n?’
‘Yeah?’
‘Was that Kai’s missing betrothed?’
‘Who else could it have been, Crash?’
Crash didn’t reply. She didn’t like the tone of Bucky’s voice. There was a silence, and when Crash glanced back she found she was alone in the cockpit once more. Although not for long.
‘Did you get any damage readings?’ asked Seph as he sat in the co-pilot’s seat.
‘Not much. Is the engine okay?’
Seph shrugged.
‘Looks the same as it did before.’
‘You given any more thought to retraining as an engineer?’
Seph gave Crash a rare smile.
‘I’d have to leave the ship to do that. I couldn’t leave you guys.’
‘Oh, no, right. We’d be left unprotected and without our best bodyguard.’
Seph gave Crash’s shoulder a light punch.
‘Watch it.’
‘Well, we’re not on fire. So everything else is a bonus,’ Crash said, checking the consoles again. ‘We did get hit, though. Be interesting to see what damage has been done. Capt’n’s shipments are safe, right?’
‘First thing I checked.’
‘’Course. Maybe this time we’ll get paid enough to get everything fixed.’
‘Only if we actually get paid,’ said Seph, looking out at the sky turning blue again as they rose above some cloud.
‘Hmm. I like getting paid.’ Crash checked her instruments again and turned the ship to the right. ‘Here, make yourself useful.’ Blindly, she grabbed a rolled up map and chucked it at Seph. He unrolled it carefully and stared blankly. ‘Just try. You never know. Maybe you picked up the skills in your sleep.’
There was a companionable silence between the two.
‘You think it was the passenger’s bloke coming to get her back?’ Seph asked as he studied the map.
‘If your bride had run away on your wedding day and you were desperate to get her back, would you fire warning shots or would you get her the damn well back?’
Crash glanced at Seph out of the corner of her eye, expecting at least a small smile. Instead, he was staring expressionless at the map, his vision distant, not seeing anything. Crash gave a deep sigh.
‘Whatever’s going on, we just need to get this job finished. See what damage has been done. Get paid. See where we go from there. It was probably pirates, trying to see what they could get, anyway. It’s probably nothing.’ She didn’t believe a word of that so she wouldn’t have blamed Seph for not believing her either. If it had been pirates, they would have forced them down. If it had been a stubborn groom, he would have forced them down. No, this had been something else, something just a little bit too out of the ordinary, and the words their attackers had given to Bucky went round and round Crash’s head. 
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Harley

[image: ]

Rubbing at his eyes, Harley tried to focus on the sheets of paper in front of him. His cabin on the Magpie was small, but so was everyone’s. It was a luxury to have a desk, such as it was, but he wished it was bigger. He wished that every time he flew on the Magpie. He needed an office, on the ground, with other lawmen and an official badge. But until then, he enjoyed being out in the field, a free man to go wherever the work sent him. He just needed something bigger to lay all of these sheets on. He needed to see the bigger picture. When he lay each sheet out, they overlapped. Soon, he couldn’t see the face of the man he was chasing, let alone the pieces of evidence that would tell him if he was chasing the right man. 
It was a small case. Insignificant, even. But he’d spent one long month on the ground, in and out of volunteering with the local police, and it had been one month too long. He needed to be back in the world, working a case and – although he hated to admit it – around different people. These people. This crew. They weren’t the most law-abiding, although they did their best to hide the worst of their crimes from him and he did his best to ignore it. They didn’t murder on purpose or rape, they were good people deep down. For the most part. Sort of.
Harley rubbed at his eyes again. His vision was blurring. It was hard to focus on the writing on a good day on this tiny desk but when he was tired it was near impossible. Especially after they’d been shot at, with the captain being cagey and a newcomer on board.
He had a good deal going here. Passage to wherever he wanted for a fraction of the price of other ships. Law-abiding ships charged a premium for a good-sized cabin with a proper desk, and Harley had just never had those kind of expenses. Maybe if he ever joined the police service officially. Maybe if they ever allowed him in, if he could pass the tests and receive a regular salary, but that hadn’t been a fight he’d been able to win yet. So he’d had to go searching for other means. He’d found Captain Bucky Winters, desperate for some help. Free passage had been too good to pass up, and now Bucky only asked for a tiny amount each time Harley travelled with them. In return, Harley looked the other way and showed his private detective badge when asked. One flash of the badge and people gave Bucky and his crew the space they needed. And no one asked him questions. Not one crew member had asked him why he wanted to be a lawman, why he’d become a private detective, not one of them had asked how he came to be here. All of which he was glad of.
He knew their secrets, more than they thought, but that was only because he was good at his job. He would keep their secrets. He owed them that.
This new crew member wouldn’t change that, but she could cause upset. Finally, Harley allowed himself to think about Kai. She’d been there, on the periphery of his thoughts, since he’d left the meeting in the mess. It was almost as if he’d been waiting for a reasonable and logical excuse to bring her to the forefront. The attack was the excuse he needed. He thought he’d hardly see her. The captain said she’d be gone soon. He’d spend that time in his cabin, working on this case. That attack had immediately changed things. If she was being chased, hunted even, then he had cause to get involved. It was his duty to protect her.
Harley sighed.
And he couldn’t work on this case on this tiny desk. His chair creaked under his weight as he leaned back.
Kai was a strange occurrence, that much was true. Turning up in a torn and muddied wedding dress. Of course, it was most of the crew’s way not to ask questions, although Harley wondered if even Bucky could resist temptation that strong.
She was obviously running away, and the logical mind said she was running away from a jilted groom. Was Bucky
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