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  For Crash,

who attempted to wait patiently for her book, until that patience wore out and she gave me ALL the ideas at once without letting me get a word in. 

I hope this book is to your liking, Crash.

Sorry about the lack of cake. I’ll save you a slice for book four.
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Crash
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‘Capt’n!’ 
Crash’s bellow rebounded from the metal walls of the flying ship as her wheeled chair sang with speed. She didn’t understand how the chair worked, but the noise seemed to come from a box on the side, and given that the ship’s engineer, Cassidy, had built it, Crash assumed inside that box was an engine of some sort.
‘Capt’n!’ she yelled again, quite enjoying the way her voice bounced around the ship and making a mental note to do this again when she wasn’t so angry.
There was no response. Of course not. The coward was hiding from her. 
‘Bucky!’ she screamed, stopping her chair and listening as the captain’s name echoed and faded.
‘Crash, I’m so sorry. We honestly thought he’d told you.’ Jude Winters, the ship’s medic and Bucky’s sister, caught up with her, breathing hard. ‘And you need to be careful. What if you fall out.’
‘Then my doctor will pick me up,’ said Crash, before screaming, ‘Captain Bucky Winters!’
‘What’s going on?’ A door down the corridor opened and from Harley’s cabin came Kai. 
Crash almost laughed but decided she didn’t have time.
‘I was gonna ask if you knew, but I’m guessin’ you’re too busy being naked with Harley to have heard yet.’
‘Heard what?’ Kai had wrapped a blanket around her and at the mention of being naked with Harley, she tightened it.
Harley, big, broad and looming, appeared behind her, wearing an open shirt that revealed his heavily muscled chest. His calm blue eyes gazed over Crash, her chair and then Jude, before he asked, ‘Is something wrong?’
Crash rolled her eyes and hit the controls on her chair. It zoomed forward just as Jude was about to explain to Kai and Harley.
‘The captain has— Oh, Crash! Wait!’
Jude was following again. How long could Crash make the doctor run after her? She tried to plot a route around the ship in her mind, but eventually there would be stairs she wouldn’t be able to get up.
‘Bucky,’ she growled as loud as her throat would allow. ‘Get out here now. Coward!’ she yelled.
‘I am many things,’ said Captain Bucky Winters, stepping out of the mess as Crash turned the corner. ‘Coward is sometimes one of them.’
They stopped and stared at one another, Crash flinching a little as Jude caught up again and leaned on the back of her chair to catch her breath. Crash hadn’t had her chair for long, but she’d already spent so much time in it moving around the ship, playing with it in the loading bay, seeing what speeds she could reach when they landed for a short time of respite, that she was now skilled in making the tiny engine growl.
Jude jumped away.
‘Appledorn, Capt’n!’ proclaimed Crash.
Bucky pressed his lips together and sighed. Without a word, he vanished back into the mess. Crash followed with a whir from her chair, Jude close behind. Bucky was pouring himself a cup of coffee and offered one to Crash. She nodded and then held up a hand.
‘Hold on. Kai didn’t make that, did she.’
‘I don’t think Kai has seen this mess since we left Haste.’
Crash pulled a face.
‘Coffee just isn’t the same unless Kai’s made it.’
Bucky heaved a sigh and pressed a button for the intercom on the wall of the kitchenette.
‘Kai, please report to the mess and do your damn job. Bring Harley if you have to. I assume you’re now both fused at the hips.’
‘Bucky!’ Jude put a hand over her mouth and then realised how ridiculous she was being, given the present company, and slowly lowered her hand.
Annoyingly, Bucky had managed to make Crash smile. She shook it away and positioned her chair in the space the crew had created for her at the table, looking pointedly up at Bucky. He offered Jude a coffee but she explained she’d also rather wait if Kai was going to make a fresh batch. She took a seat next to Crash.
Sitting at the table, opposite his pilot and sister, Bucky refused to meet Crash’s eyes.
‘Capt’n,’ Crash said softly.
‘Hmm?’
‘Appledorn, Capt’n.’
‘Hmm.’
‘When were you goin’ to tell me?’
‘Excellent point,’ said Bucky. ‘Just how did you find out?’
‘Darcy let it slip.’
Bucky frowned.
‘You didn’t leave her flyin’ the ship, did you? She has no idea how to—’
‘She knows enough,’ Crash interrupted. ‘What d’you think we’re up there talkin’ about?’
Bucky glanced at Jude.
‘How did Darcy know?’ he asked his sister quietly.
‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Crash before Jude could respond. ‘What matters, Capt’n, is that you accepted a job that takes us to my hometown and you didn’t even think to mention it to me!’ As she spoke, her voice rose until she was shouting.
That was the moment Kai wandered into the mess, now fully dressed, her long red hair brushed and falling down her back. 
‘What’ve I missed?’
‘You wouldn’t be missing anythin’ if you left Harley’s cabin once and a while,’ said Bucky.
‘Don’t!’ cried Crash. ‘Don’t change the subject to Kai just because you’re jealous and too much of a coward to have told me the truth.’
‘What truth?’ Kai asked the pilot.
‘Capt’n accepted a job from Castell that takes us to my hometown without consultin’ me first.’
Kai snapped round to look at Bucky, and Crash sat back, smiling, vindicated.
‘It’s Castell, Crash,’ said Bucky through gritted teeth. ‘It’s not as if we have much choice.’
‘Oh, now it’s a “we”. Am I included in that “we”?’ Crash went to pick up her mug, realised she didn’t have one and frowned up at Kai. ‘When are you plannin’ on gettin’ back to your job, by the way? I haven’t had good coffee since we left Haste.’
Kai flinched and moved to the coffee pot on the worktop that separated the kitchenette from the rest of the mess.
‘Sorry about that,’ she murmured.
Bucky was staring at Crash.
‘Why are you so grumpy? Thought you’d be happy about Harley and Kai gettin’ together.’
Crash didn’t respond. She sat back, crossed her arms and frowned into her thoughts. Of course she was glad Harley and Kai had finally seen sense and fallen into bed together. Plus, she was excited about the contraption Cass was making for her down in the loading bay. Darcy, the newest addition to the crew, was lovely and, it turned out, a natural at reading maps. Crash had been pestering Bucky for a navigator for years. Everything was falling into place, until just fifteen minutes ago.
‘Appledorn, Capt’n,’ said Crash, lifting her eyes, rejoining the room to discover that all three were staring at her with concern. ‘What?’
‘You’ve never gone that quiet before,’ Kai said, placing a mug of strong coffee in front of Crash.
‘We were worried something was wrong,’ Jude added, clasping her hands together on the table.
Bucky sighed.
‘It’s Castell, Crash,’ he repeated.
‘We’re never gonna be rid of him, Capt’n,’ Crash told him. ‘He’ll follow us to the end of the skies. And then what? We’ll be forever in his pocket. This isn’t goin’ to be one last job, so don’t give me that.’
‘I could shoot him,’ came Kai’s happy voice from the kitchenette. Jude and Crash both looked up at her and Kai shrugged. ‘Just a thought.’
‘Take the head off the snake,’ Bucky murmured.
‘Bucky,’ came Jude’s warning tone, and Crash almost screamed.
‘Would it be so bad?’ she snapped at the doctor. ‘Kill Castell and his whole regime will fall. Bucky could even take his place, if he wanted.’
‘King of the Continent,’ Bucky whispered to himself.
‘Criminal kingpin of the Continent,’ Kai corrected.
‘And then we wouldn’t have to go to Appledorn.’ Crash sat back, smug. 
A pause hung over their heads until Bucky shook himself from it.
‘I don’t want to be a criminal kingpin.’ 
Jude exhaled in a rush of relief.
‘Then don’t. Kill him and let them fight over the scraps,’ said Crash.
‘There’ll just be someone else, Crash,’ Bucky pointed out.
‘Plus, Bucky’s in enough trouble,’ Jude told her. ‘He’s due in court soon, remember? Don’t want to add murder to breaking and entering. They’ll lock him up and throw away the key. All for what? You not going home? That’s not fair, Crash.’ Jude stood and brushed herself down. ‘It’ll be fine. You can stay on the ship.’
She walked behind Crash’s chair and offered to help her turn, but Crash shrugged her away.
‘It might be nice to see your family?’ Kai offered.
Crash stared hard at her captain. Finally, he met her eyes and her stomach twisted.
‘I’m sorry, Crash. You’ll be under no obligation to leave the ship. We’ll drop off the package and leave. It’ll be done and dusted before you know it. I promise.’
Biting down hard on her lip, Crash moved her chair back at speed. Jude jumped out of the way and Crash sped out of the mess door.
‘We have to pick up the package first!’ came Bucky’s voice, bouncing around the metal walls. Crash, her vision blurred with tears, barely heard him. 
She wanted to go to the loading bay, to find Cassidy, but she had to return to the cockpit, to fly them to the damn pickup location.
Swearing, Crash headed for the loading bay. 
‘Can fly his own damn ship,’ she muttered. She stopped at the top of the stairs and peered down into the loading bay. Seph, the short, silent mercenary, was doing an armoury check over to one side. On the other was Cass, a tall woman with long, elegant silver hair, goggles over her clever eyes and the tip of her tongue sticking out between her lips as she focused on something metallic and dull in the dim light.
‘Cass!’
Crash’s voice echoed and the engineer looked up, spotting her. She dropped her tools and walked up the steps, calling to Seph for a hand.
‘Won’t have to do this much longer,’ Cass told them, somewhat strained, as she and Seph picked up Crash’s chair and carried it carefully down the steps.
Seph grunted in response.
‘Yeah. Well, I could have made it lighter if it wasn’t a temporary thing.’
They lowered Crash and her chair to the loading bay floor and Seph gave Crash what constituted a smile, returning to check they had ammunition, or whatever he was doing.
‘What’s wrong?’ Cass immediately asked, having studied Crash’s expression.
‘We’re going to Appledorn!’ Crash announced loudly, opening her arms wide, her chin twitching as she tried to keep the tears in.
Seph wandered back over, a dirty rag in his hand from where he had been cleaning a gun.
‘Where you’re from?’ he asked.
Crash nodded, looking down at her hands in her lap.
‘Capt’n won’t change his mind,’ she muttered.
‘Isn’t that a nice thing?’ Cass asked, taking control of Crash’s chair and pushing her over to the engineer’s latest project. Seph followed at a distance. ‘Your family’s still there, aren’t they? Must be a while since you saw them.’
‘And now they’re gonna see me like this.’ Crash gestured down at her legs. ‘They’ll be…’ She swallowed hard on the lump in her throat. ‘Well, they won’t be happy.’
‘It’ll be okay,’ said Cass. ‘We’ll be with you. And this might be ready by then.’ She gestured to the project behind her. It was metal – that was the first and only thing that Crash was certain about – and looked as if her chair had been taken apart and put back together in the shape of the lower half of a human about Crash’s size.
‘An exoskeleton,’ Cass explained when Crash tilted her head and opened her mouth to question the thing. ‘It straps around you and then you’ll be able to control it. It’ll let you walk again.’
‘Straps around me?’
‘Your legs go here’ – Cass gestured to the two prominent legs on the contraption – ‘then this goes around your waist.’ Cassidy snapped the waist together.
‘Not into her back?’ came Seph’s voice from behind Crash.
‘No, no. It can be put on and taken off fairly easily.’
‘How do I control it?’
‘It’s intuitive, for the most part.’ Cass fiddled with a small black box of wires and gears on the waistband. ‘There are sensors on it that measure electrical pulses and work out what you want to move, how, where, and then do the moving for you. It’ll be second nature after a while. It’ll work beautifully until Jude gets your legs working again. That I can promise.’
‘Lot of promises goin’ around today,’ Crash muttered.
‘What’s that?’
‘Nothin'.’ Crash looked up into the engineer’s eyes. ‘Thank you.’ She smiled and moved closer with Seph as Cass began to explain how the whole thing worked in detail. Crash wasn’t listening, she didn’t understand engineer, but Seph seemed to be taking it in.
‘Crash?’ Bucky’s voice filled the loading bay over the intercom. ‘You comin’ to fly this ship or what?’
‘Or what!’ Crash yelled.
Grinning, Cass reached over to hold down the button on the intercom. ‘Crash says “or what”, Capt’n. She’s in the loading bay with me and Seph.’
‘Fine, I’ll fly my own damn ship,’ came Bucky’s voice.
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Bucky
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When Bucky Winters had first acquired the Magpie, he’d been the pilot. Hell, he’d been the only crew member, until he found an engineer, who vanished on him on their first stop. Then he’d found a pilot, who’d run off with the first mercenary Bucky had brought on board. 
Good times.
Things were better now. Much better.
‘It’s great that you can fly your own ship.’
Bucky pursed his lips as the Magpie made a worrying grinding noise.
‘Of course I can fly my own ship.’
‘Good. It’s just—’ Darcy flinched as the grinding noise sounded again. She sighed, not bothering to finish. Instead, she stared at him. Bucky couldn’t quite make it out, but he knew she was staring at the side of his face.
‘What?’
‘Nothing.’ She turned back to facing forwards, looking out of the window. Glancing down at her map, she added, ‘East from here.’
‘What?’
‘East. That way’ – she pointed – ‘then north. We could just go north-east, but we need to follow the flying routes, right? So east, then north.’
‘What?’ Bucky glanced sideways at her.
‘I thought we were going to the south side of Tafdall Forest?’
‘We are.’
‘Which is up and right a bit from where we are.’
‘Yeah.’
‘So, east, then north. I’ll tell you when to go north. Am I not saying this right?’ Darcy asked.
Bucky smiled to himself.
‘Nah, don’t you worry. Been such a long time since we had a navvi, I’ve just forgotten what it sounds like. You wanna know Crash’s way of navigating?’
‘What’s that?’
Bucky pointed ahead.
‘That way.’ He laughed. ‘She always gets us there, but I’ll never know how.’
Darcy grinned.
‘Sounds like Crash,’ she murmured.
‘You’ve gotten to know her quite well, huh?’
‘Well, sitting next to her since we left Haste and then chatting to everyone on the beach helped.’
Bucky gave a wistful sigh.
‘The beach was nice. We should do that more often.’
‘How often do you do it now?’
Bucky frowned and glanced at Darcy, meeting her dark eyes for a moment. 
‘That was the first time.’
‘Oh.’
‘Hmm. Like I said, we should do it more often.’
A silence fell over the cockpit. Bucky was just thinking how strangely comfortable it was, considering the new crew member beside him, when the Magpie made that grinding noise again. Bucky jumped as the intercom beside him sparked to life.
‘Capt’n, all due respect, but what are you doing to my engine?’ came Cassidy’s voice.
‘Tell him I’ll come back up if it’s that much of a problem!’ Crash’s voice was thankfully quiet, she must have been a fair distance from the intercom, unlike Cass.
‘Everything’s fine. I’m just a little rusty, that’s all,’ Bucky told them, holding down the intercom button and then glancing over the controls again. Had he missed something?
‘You’re doing fine,’ said Darcy.
‘Yeah? Crash makes it all look so easy.’
‘Well, she’s a professional. Been flying all her life.’
Bucky smiled.
‘She told you her back story, huh?’
Darcy shrugged.
‘Mostly, I think.’
‘Yeah, she tells every new person who joins. The ones she likes, anyway.’
Bucky caught Darcy smiling to herself.
‘How long you known Jude?’
Darcy worked with Jude at the Diathan Falls City Hospital. Jude was the reason Darcy was now on the Magpie. Something about saving her from the same fate that Bucky had saved Jude from: a miserable career and marriage.
‘Since I started at the hospital. Maybe eight, ten years ago? She was the kindest person. In fact, one of the only kind people I met there,’ said Darcy, peering over her maps. ‘I’ve been wondering these past few days why I stayed there so long, especially after Jude left. After you rescued her.’
Bucky swallowed hard and glanced sideways at the woman who could become his new navvi, if she chose to stay. She smiled at him and went back to the maps. Instead of returning his attention to the sky, Bucky studied her for a moment. Her bright eyes against her dark skin, the way parts of her hair curled around her cheekbones. She’d had her black hair tied back tightly when she’d first come on board and, over the days, it was slowly being released, along with her style. She’d gone from wearing smart receptionist clothes, to slightly baggy trousers and shirts, borrowed from Jude and then Kai, who was more Darcy’s size, and styling them to suit her. Her trousers were still Kai’s but they were baggier on Darcy, and she’d fashioned a belt from something sparkly. Her shirt was Jude’s but the top buttons were undone, right down to between her breasts. You couldn’t see anything, but it was enough that Bucky had noticed.
His crew was mostly female and it was rarely a problem, but none of them had walked around with buttons undone between their breasts before. He was sure of that.
Bucky snapped back to look forward at the sky.
‘North,’ said Darcy.
‘Excuse me?’
‘North here. Go north.’
‘Right, right. Gotcha.’ Bucky steered the ship north, checked his instruments and sat back, silently admonishing himself for even thinking the word ‘breasts’.
‘I don’t mean to be rude, but…’
Bucky gave Darcy a sideways look.
‘But?’
‘It feels like you haven’t flown the ship for a long time.’
Bucky smiled to himself.
‘You know I’m not your boss, right? I mean, I am your boss. I’m your captain. But this isn’t like at the hospital. I want you to feel comfortable and yourself here. That’s the whole point, isn’t it. You’re free. You get to be who you are.’ He glanced at her again and caught her watching him thoughtfully. She looked away quickly and he went back to smirking at the sky.
‘I know. Jude keeps telling me,’ came Darcy’s gentle voice.
‘It’ll take time,’ Bucky told her. ‘It did with Jude. Even though she didn’t have much unwinding to do.’
Darcy gave a small laugh that filled Bucky’s chest. He chewed back a grin. After a long pause, his smile faded a little, the thoughts tumbling forward.
‘Jude says you were escaping what she escaped. A man. You were getting married?’
Darcy nodded. Bucky just about saw the movement and he glanced at her again. She gave a small smile.
‘Yes,’ she confirmed. ‘I was engaged. His name’s James. I left him a note.’ She sighed. ‘That probably wasn’t the best thing to do, but I knew if I told him I didn’t want to get married and that I was leaving, especially with Jude Winters, then he’d just get so angry.’
‘He friends with Jude’s ex?’
‘He is.’
‘Hmm.’ Bucky twisted his mouth. ‘I’m not a fan of him, which means I probably wouldn’t be a fan of your ex, either.’
There came another long pause and then Darcy breathed out, ‘Ex.’
When Bucky turned to her, she was grinning. Her teeth were straight and white; they were city teeth. Had she been born to have straight, white teeth or had they been a perk of working in the hospital? He was considered Diathan Falls high born, and his teeth didn’t look like that. Jude’s did.
‘Thank you for letting me on board,’ Darcy continued. ‘I don’t think I’ve managed to properly thank you yet, but I really appreciate you taking me in.’
Bucky shrugged.
‘It’s what we do. And you have thanked me. That’s the fifth time now.’
‘Sorry!’
Bucky laughed.
‘Are you kidding? You’re making up for all the others. Don’t you worry about it.’
That comfortable silence fell over them once more as trees began to fill the space beneath them.
‘Is this job anything like the one at Haste?’ Darcy asked quietly.
Would she get louder when she relaxed? Bucky couldn’t tell. She’d been quiet since she came on board.
‘Hopefully not,’ he said, lifting out of his seat a little to see the landscape below. ‘This is just a pickup. We land, we pick up the package, we leave. That should be it.’ He hit the intercom button beside him. ‘Kai, Harley and Seph to the loading bay. We’re gonna land soon and you three are comin’ with me. Prep the Bumblebee.’
‘Why are you taking Seph and Kai if it’s just a simple pickup?’ asked Darcy. ‘I thought they were your shooters.’
‘Mercenaries,’ Bucky corrected. ‘Well, Seph is. He’s my muscle – don’t laugh, lots of people underestimate him, it’s what makes him strong. Same with Kai. She came on board as a cook, in a wedding dress – did Crash tell you that? – runnin' away from a man, just like you and Jude. Probably says a lot about the Continent, that, huh? But then, as Jude likes to point out, we’re all on this ship because we’re runnin’ from something. Anyway, Kai’s my sharpshooter. And I take them on every job, in case of trouble. Don’t expect the worst, but you damn well prepare for it.’
Darcy was studying him again. Bucky shifted in his seat.
‘We’re all running from something?’
‘Yup. Jude from the hospital and her high-powered career and ex-fiancé, you from your fiancé, Kai from hers. Hers is a king. You should ask Crash about that next time.’
‘She mentioned the king shot her when he was aiming for Kai, that’s why she’s paralysed.’
Bucky’s chest tightened.
‘Yeah. Sad day, that. I keep going over it in my head, but every outcome is bad. It is what it is.’
‘Hmm. What about you?’
‘What about me? You think I should have jumped in front of the bullet? I would have but I wasn’t close enough. Neither was Harley. I bet he would have done it if he could, shown Kai how much she means to him, even back then when they hardly knew each other.’ Bucky frowned. ‘Sayin’ that, they hardly know each other now. Lucky—’ 
‘I meant what are you running from?’ Darcy interrupted with a smile.
‘Oh.’ Bucky grinned and met Darcy’s eyes as the ship slowed to a hover. ‘Well, now, that would be tellin’.’
He resisted the urge to wink and instead began to land the ship.
‘Let’s go get this package. Sooner we get it, sooner we’re done. I don’t know if Crash will be up for flyin’ to Appledorn. Stay here, unless asked otherwise, and either me or Crash will be back.’ 
Once the Magpie touched down, Bucky was on his feet. He left the engine going as he flashed a smile at Darcy and headed out of the cockpit. She’d been looking over a map of Appledorn and he mulled this over as he clanged down the metal steps and through the ship to the loading bay.
This was the first time he’d had a full crew. Even with Castell seemingly following their every move, it was a good feeling.
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‘What capt’n can’t fly his own ship,’ Kai mumbled, her hand on her gut as her stomach twisted and turned. Beside her in the loading bay, Seph frowned and looked up at the big man on her other side. 
‘Ship’s flying fine,’ said Harley kindly. ‘Are you all right?’
Kai took a moment, holding her breath, feeling the ship move beneath her feet. Her stomach rolled again, bile rushing up her throat. She swallowed hard, grimacing.
‘Just feel a bit sick.’
Harley copied Seph’s concerned frown.
‘I’m okay,’ said Kai, before either of them could respond. ‘Not like I’ve never thrown up on this ship before.’
‘You had good reason to throw up before,’ Harley pointed out. ‘You were on the run.’
‘Can we stop talking about throwing up? Please?’ Kai steadied herself against the metal wall of the loading bay and tried to breathe. 
The Magpie landed not quite as smoothly as Crash would have done it, but safely enough. The jolt of the Magpie’s feet touching the ground knocked them around and Harley’s hand landed against the wall, beside Kai’s shoulder, stopping him falling into her. The whole time, his blue eyes were locked on hers. If she wasn’t concentrating so hard on not vomiting, she would have found it intoxicating.
‘Maybe you shouldn’t come if you’re feeling ill. Should I get Jude?’ Harley asked, breaking her thoughts.
Kai shook her head.
‘I’m fine.’
‘I could mention it to Jude?’ Seph offered in his low, gentle tone, gesturing subtly to the intercom button next to him.
Kai shook her head harder.
‘I’m fine! Trust me, I’m fine.’
Seph looked away but Harley wasn’t convinced.
The clanking of Bucky coming down the stairs wasn’t enough to distract him from Kai, and he continued studying her as Seph handed Bucky a gun.
‘We ready?’
‘Kai’s not feeling well,’ said Harley.
‘I’m fine,’ Kai told Bucky through gritted teeth while staring at Harley.
The captain looked between the two and then sighed, focusing on Kai.
‘We need to get Jude?’
‘I’m fine, Capt’n,’ said Kai, lowering her shoulders from her ears and reaching to her holsters to check the two silver revolvers Jude had found for her on a pirate’s treasure ship. Avoiding Harley’s gaze, Kai hesitated long enough to check herself. Her stomach had settled. Putting her loaded guns back in their holsters, Kai looked to Bucky. ‘I’m fine. Honestly. Just a minor stomach upset from wonky flyin’, but it's gone now.’
Bucky pulled a face and glanced up at Harley.
‘Maybe you two need to leave each other alone for a bit. Speak to Jude when we get back,’ he added to Kai.
She nodded, just to end the conversation.
‘Right. We all ready?’ Bucky repeated.
‘Ready, Capt’n,’ said Kai.
‘Ready,’ said Seph.
‘Captain,’ Harley acknowledged.
Bucky hit the button to lower the loading bay ramp and then glanced over at Cass and Crash in the corner, messing around with the exoskeleton Cassidy was building.
‘Crash, back to the cockpit. I want to get out of here as soon as we’re back on board, and straight to Appledorn to get this over with.’
‘Yes, Capt’n,’ said Crash, not smiling and without her usual gusto. Kai didn’t blame her.
A loud vibrating noise rumbled to life and Seph, driving the yellow quad vehicle known as the Bumblebee, thanks to that vibrating rumble, drove forward. Kai climbed in the back and Harley went to join her.
‘You leave the talkin’ to me, Harley. I’m countin’ this as your first job, so watch and listen. Got it?’
Kai’s hand brushed over Harley’s knee, giving it a gentle squeeze. Silently, he took her hand and squeezed back. His warmth sent tingles through her and Kai did her best to remember the job at hand.
It had been days since they’d left the new pirate port of Haste. Other than spending an evening on a sandy beach so Crash could get up and close to the sea and some gentle waves, Kai had been ignoring her duties, unaware of where the hours had gone. Harley had come back to the crew after seeing the wanted posters with Kai’s face plastered around the city, along with her name on the bounty list. The fact that he was willing to give up his childhood dream of becoming a lawman was the most romantic thing that had ever happened to her. Other than his storming rescue of her from King Bran’s castle. If she concentrated on the romance of it all she could ignore that something didn’t feel quite right about it all. Surely that feeling would settle down soon enough.
Bucky climbed in beside Seph, and the Bumblebee took them down the loading bay ramp, hitting the grassy dirt with a bump and a buzzing groan. Kai had expected her stomach to complain as they were thrown around, but instead her vision blurred, sending a shooting pain through her head. Sucking in air, she put a hand to her forehead, clenching her eyes shut.
‘What is it?’ Harley shuffled closer, his large hand on her back, as if he could somehow pluck the pain away.
‘What’s goin’ on?’ Bucky asked over his shoulder.
Kai shook her head.
‘I’m fine.’
‘You’re not fine,’ Harley almost shouted.
‘Shh.’ Bucky turned in his seat, looking Kai over. ‘What’s goin’ on, Princess?’
‘I don’t know. Maybe I’m dehydrated,’ she tried as the pain lessened, all of Jude’s past reasons for Kai’s headaches desperately flicking through her mind. She blinked the last ache away and looked at her captain. ‘It’s gone. I’m fine.’
Bucky and Harley exchanged a look.
Seph pulled the Bumblebee up just outside the treeline of Tafdale Forest, but left the engine running.
‘Here goes,’ he murmured.
The others turned to the trees and watched as four men, three of them carrying a large wooden crate between them, walked out.
‘Where were they hiding that?’ Bucky mumbled as he slid out of the Bumblebee.
‘Kai.’ Harley grabbed at her as she went to follow her captain. ‘You should stay.’
‘I’m doing my job,’ she told him kindly. 
‘What if you’re having a vision?’ he whispered.
Kai froze, staring at him with wide eyes.
‘I’m fine,’ she whispered back. ‘Shush.’ She squeezed his arm affectionately and then turned her back, following Bucky as the captain approached and stood in front of the lead man.
‘Crocodile Crick, it’s been a while,’ said Bucky, hands on his hips.
Kai stopped just behind him, aware of Harley’s presence beside her.
Crick was shorter than Bucky, only a little taller than Seph, with black hair oiled back, and small, hard eyes that flicked from Bucky to Harley to Seph still in the Bumblebee, and finally, to Kai. His gaze remained on Kai for a moment too long and then his attention was back on Bucky.
‘Not long enough,’ he told the captain, clicking his fingers. The men behind him carried the crate over to the Bumblebee. ‘Mr Castell wants this delivered quickly, all in one piece.’
‘It’ll be delivered immediately.’
‘And then Mr Castell will want a word.’
Bucky levelled his gaze at Crick.
‘What kind of a word? We’ve done all the jobs he asked. Or we will, once we’re done with this one. Then we’re done. You can tell him.’
Crick’s black eyes were back on Kai. She stared at him, fingers itching for her guns.
‘Tell him yourself, Winters. I ain’t your messenger boy.’
‘No, you’re Castell’s.’
Kai expected Crick to react poorly, to pull a gun on Bucky, to whisper the threats they all knew Crick was capable of carrying out. Instead, he met Kai’s eyes again and laughed. Which was, somehow, much worse.
His teeth were yellow, which, given how smart his suit was and that he was Castell’s right-hand man, was surely out of choice.
‘You’re Kai Summerbee,’ he said.
Harley tensed, edging closer to Kai. She didn’t move, she barely blinked, staring back into Crick’s face. ‘Castell wants to talk to you, too.’
‘I bet he does,’ she murmured. He’d seen her face and name on the bounty list back in Haste. He knew what she was worth now. That was all.
‘That’s one hell of a crate,’ said Bucky, distracted by the wooden box being heaved on to the back of the Bumblebee.
‘There a problem?’ said Crick.
‘No. No. Just bigger than I was led to believe.’
Kai pulled her gaze from Crick to the crate as Seph left his seat to help. Her stomach turned, her vision blurring. She reached out for Harley’s hand and found the big man still beside her, moving closer. A thick arm was at her back just as her legs grew weak and wobbled.
‘Harley,’ she whispered.
‘I’ve got you,’ came his voice in her ear.
What was this? Deep in her gut, Kai knew this was a vision. It had to be. Dehydration didn’t come and go like this, plus it was an eerily familiar feeling. Her visions, uncontrolled and unknowable, came to her at all times, but mostly in her sleep. This one, in broad daylight, in a public place, was a rarity. The last time this had happened had been just before Bran had kidnapped her from a busy landing pad for a second attempt at forcing her into marriage.
Was something about to happen?
‘Capt’n,’ she murmured, trying to work out where Bucky was. Were they nearly done fixing the crate to the Bumblebee? Was this nearly over?
Harley began to slowly move Kai back, towards the ship. She didn’t want to go, not without Bucky. It would look suspicious. She was their sharpshooter, she had to react if Crick tried anything. Crick couldn’t see her like this.
She stumbled and Harley stopped, holding her up, waiting for her to regain her balance. Her vision wasn’t clearing. She could make out the shapes of those around her and colours, but nothing was defined. Then, as she found the shape of the crate and the three men working for Castell moving away from it, back to the trees, a sharp, bright light pierced through her vision and, it seemed, her skull.
She inhaled through her teeth, blocking the scream that wanted to come. Clenching her eyes shut, she did her best to keep her hands at her sides. Kai couldn’t see what was happening, but she felt the air change.
‘We’ll get this on the ship, then. Kai, go with Seph, make sure the crate’s secured on board.’
Bucky had seen. Bucky knew.
Harley moved Kai towards the Bumblebee and she did her best to nod and approach the vehicle, climbing into the passenger seat, her stomach churning as she forced herself upright. Harley fell away from her and she was on her own. The vibrations from the vehicle did nothing to help the wave of nausea, but gradually, her vision began to clear.
‘You okay?’ Seph murmured as he drove the Bumblebee away from Castell’s men and the forest.
‘Not really.’
Bucky and Harley had turned their backs on the Bumblebee, placing themselves between Kai and Crick.
‘Take care of the delivery, Winters,’ said Crick. ‘See you if you live.’ 
‘If I must.’
Bucky waited until Crick had vanished between the trees before stomping back to the Magpie with Harley.
In the loading bay, Kai remained seated as Seph began unfastening the ties on the crate. Thankfully, he’d turned the vehicle’s engine off immediately.
‘The hell, Kai?’ Bucky asked as he hit the button for the loading bay ramp and it began to fold back in.
‘Sorry, Capt’n. Sorry.’
Harley was by her side again, gently stroking her back. Her vision was clear, although she didn’t trust herself to move yet.
Bucky waited until the loading bay ramp was up and the doors closed, then he hit the intercom button.
‘Get us out of here, Crash. Now. Let’s get this over with.’
‘You’re the capt’n, Capt’n,’ came Crash’s voice.
‘A vision?’ Bucky asked as he approached Kai.
She shrugged.
‘Who’s to know.’
‘What did you see?’
‘Nothing. And I mean that. My vision went blurry and I wanted to be sick. That’s all.’
‘That’s not a vision.’ Bucky glanced at Harley. ‘That’s a venereal disease. Go see Jude.’
Kai sighed and nodded, which seemed to alarm Bucky.
‘Stop wearin’ out my sharpshooter,’ he murmured to Harley before turning his attention to the crate.
‘It’s big,’ said Seph.
‘It is.’
‘What is it?’ Kai asked, turning in her seat. All at once, her vision blurred, bile rising up her throat, and before everything went black, there came Crash’s voice.
‘Find me.’
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‘I said what?’ Crash’s voice was too high pitched; she was almost screaming. 
‘It’s nothing,’ said Kai. ‘I’m sure.’ She didn’t sound sure.
‘It was a vision, wasn’t it.’
Out of habit, Bucky, Jude and Harley shushed Crash in unison. She glared at each of them and then looked around the mess where the crew was gathered around the large dining table.
‘Why? Why can’t we talk about it here? Who isn’t supposed to know?’ Crash’s gaze landed on Darcy for a moment. The new girl’s eyes were wide with confusion. She looked to Jude and then Bucky before landing back on Crash.
‘What am I not supposed to know?’ she asked quietly.
Crash turned to her captain. Bucky sighed and leaned forward on the table.
‘I’m sure we can trust Darcy,’ said Jude, flashing her friend a smile. ‘Kai is what is known as a Visionary.’
Darcy didn’t respond and a silence descended over the room.
‘It means she gets visions,’ Jude added, unhelpfully.
‘Oh, for the love of— Kai is the daughter of a high priestess, someone who gets visions of the future, so Kai was betrothed to the prince before she was born, but her mother died when she was a baby and her father sent her to live with her aunt on board her Revenant ship – that’s the same type of ship as ours – and so Kai didn’t receive the vision training which means she gets the visions but doesn’t understand them which is really helpful!’ Crash shouted the last two words.
Kai sank down in her seat.
‘Did you get any of that or was it all one big noise to you too?’ Bucky murmured to Darcy.
She smiled and shook her head.
‘I think I got it. You can see the future,’ she said to Kai.
‘Sort of. And it’s not always our future. It’s what can be, not what will be. Without the training I can’t control them, I can’t understand them and I can’t tell when it’s actually a vision or something else.’
‘You tested her, right?’ Bucky muttered to Jude. ‘Harley hasn’t given her something?’
Jude gave Bucky a look and turned back to Crash.
‘We don’t know that Kai had a vision.’
‘She heard my voice,’ said Crash. ‘Why would she hear my voice?’
‘It might not be about you, it might be someone connected to you.’
Crash glanced at Cassidy and then noticed everyone else doing the same. Frowning, she shook whatever that meant away and turned back to Kai.
‘What else did you see?’
‘Nothing. Literally. My vision went blurry, then it went black.’
‘That’s probably when you passed out,’ Jude murmured.
‘Right. And that’s it. It’s probably nothing.’
‘Last time you thought it was nothing, a great spirit dragon demolished a castle,’ Seph said into the silence.
‘Yes! And I got shot!’ Crash would have jumped up if she could. Instead, she slammed her fist into the table, making everyone jump. ‘Can’t you have a vision about someone else?’
‘To be fair, I didn’t know that vision was about you. I still don’t.’ Kai sighed, sinking further.
‘Be nice if you could have a vision about us getting rich,’ Bucky mumbled. ‘Not a word of this to anyone,’ he added to Darcy. ‘Even if you leave us. No one can know about this. Kai’s already in trouble and if word gets out that she’s a Visionary, she’ll be in more trouble than we can get her out of.’
‘Or that I can get myself out of,’ Kai added.
‘Of course. I won’t tell a soul,’ said Darcy, crossing her heart with two fingers.
A thoughtful quiet fell over the crew.
‘We need to deliver this crate,’ came Bucky’s voice.
Crash clenched her eyes shut.
‘If we don’t, Castell will come after us.’
‘He’ll come after us if we do deliver it. Crick made that clear,’ Harley pointed out. ‘Either way, he’s got us where he wants us.’
Crash opened her eyes and stared at the big man. She could have kissed him.
‘Yes! What’s the difference between deliverin’ this thing and just runnin’?’
‘If we run, he’ll chase us, catch us and kill us. Well, most of us. He’ll probably keep Kai, as he seems to have taken a shine to her or her bounty. As it were,’ said Bucky.
‘He said he’d give me a job,’ said Crash. ‘And Cass, when he finds out she’d be useful to him as an engineer. Technically, he could use all of us.’
Bucky shook his head.
‘He’ll kill me, Harley, Seph, Darcy and possibly Jude, then he’ll consider the rest of you. You want that?’
Crash mumbled to herself as she pushed what the captain had said right down into her boots.
‘No. But what’s he gonna do if we deliver this thing? We don’t even know what it is. What if it’s weapons or somethin’ nasty, goin’ to nasty people?’
‘There are nasty people in Appledorn?’ Cass murmured.
Crash shrugged.
‘There’s nasty people everywhere.’
Cass accepted this and sat back in silence.
‘You know we have weapons, right?’ Bucky gestured to Kai for emphasis.
‘You know we have a dragon on board, right?’ said Crash, leaning forward on the table, her eyes boring into her captain. ‘Why don’t we just ask Benny to kill Castell?’
‘Benny?’ asked Darcy, just as Cass rejoined the conversation with, ‘Oh no, that won’t happen.’
Crash turned on Cassidy as Bucky opened his mouth to explain who Benny was.
‘Benny’s the spirit dragon that lives inside that cuff,’ said Crash before Bucky could get there, pointing at the copper device on Cassidy’s wrist, not taking her eyes from the engineer. ‘And why not? He saved my life. If he killed Castell, he’d be savin’ the whole crew, not to mention whoever else in the Continent he’s doin’ this to.’
Cass shuffled in her seat.
‘Benny doesn’t kill. Why not ask Kai to do it. She’s good at it.’
The crew turned to Kai who was so low down in her seat, she was at risk of falling under the table.
No one objected.
‘It would solve a lot of problems,’ Bucky admitted.
Kai sat up, straightening, glancing at Crash.
‘I’ll do it if you want me to.’
‘You shouldn’t have to kill,’ Harley said gently.
‘But I do. This is the world we’re in,’ Kai told him. ‘We each have our skills. Mine is murder. Apparently.’
‘Well, it sure ain’t seein’ the future. Maybe you should make that more your skill,’ Crash muttered.
‘All right, enough,’ said Bucky, standing and placing his hands on the table so he loomed over his crew. ‘I don’t like this any more than you do, Crash, but I don’t think it’ll be as easy as you think for Kai to just walk up to Castell and kill him without being killed herself.’ He sighed through his nose. ‘We deliver this crate, whatever it is. Crash stays on board with the engine runnin’, so Cass stays on too, with Darcy and Jude. Seph, Harley and I – and Kai, if she’s up to it – will deliver the package, then we’re back on the ship and away. All right?’
‘Castell’s man said he’d be in Appledorn,’ Jude reminded him.
‘Even more reason not to stay. That sound good to you, Crash?’
As Bucky had talked, Crash’s mind had wandered. This was nothing new, but instead of thinking about food or flying or the exoskeleton waiting in the loading bay, this time Crash was thinking about her family. When else was she going to get a chance to see them?
‘I guess we could go back to Appledorn another time,’ she said quietly.
Everyone turned to her and Bucky tilted his head to hear better.
‘What’s that? Now you want to go home?’
Crash met his eyes.
‘Haven’t seen my folks in an awful long time, Capt’n.’
Bucky pursed his lips and she watched him visibly swallow the words he evidently wanted to shout.
‘I think the best thing to do here is come up with a plan of how to rid ourselves of Castell,’ Jude interjected. ‘Maybe we do need to get Kai up close to him, but protected.’
Bucky looked at his sister in shock.
‘Jude!’
‘What? I’m not allowed to say these things? That monster’s going to kill us, Bucky. And until then we’re stuck in a loop of doing just one last job for him. It’s only going to end with someone being killed. I’d prefer it to be him.’
‘Kai’s not killing him,’ Harley rumbled. ‘I won’t have her put in that situation.’
Crash glanced at Kai, wondering if she’d speak up at that, but the sharpshooter only stared thoughtfully at the table.
‘If we made a plan, we could make sure Kai would be safe,’ Jude pointed out.
Harley shook his head in such a way that the beads in his beard made clacking noises, bouncing off one another.
‘No one could guarantee that.’
Crash’s gaze found Bucky, staring right at her while Harley and Jude argued across the table.
‘Not even you?’ said Jude. ‘If you, Seph, Cass and Bucky went in with her, she would be protected.’
‘Castell would have us all killed.’
‘Not if we had a plan!’
Bucky blinked slowly with a sigh and Crash sagged back into her seat. 
‘Killing Castell will only leave room for another, potentially worse, criminal mind to take his place. Better the demon we know,’ said Bucky, silencing his crew. ‘No one’s killing him.’ He glanced at Kai. ‘Unless you get the chance to do it safely.’
‘Obviously,’ Kai murmured.
‘For now, we have our plan. Crash, get us to Appledorn. Let’s drop off this package and get out of there.’
‘What about Crash’s family?’ Cass asked.
Crash smiled, the backs of her eyes pricking with tears; not that she would ever admit to that.
‘I can go without seein’ ‘em. Gods know they won’t want to see me like this,’ she added quietly.
Bucky noisily sucked on the back of his front teeth.
‘All right. Crash, fly us to Appledorn. We drop off the package, we say hi to Crash’s family, and we’re out. Twelve hours, max. Got it?’
The crew murmured.
‘Got it?’ Bucky repeated, louder this time.
‘Yes, sir!’
‘Got it, Capt’n!’
‘Aye, Capt’n!’ cried Crash, although she wasn’t particularly feeling it. 
She sat waiting for the crew to leave, to give her enough room to manoeuvre her chair from the mess. Darcy and Cass waited by the door, and Harley lingered as Kai stayed seated. Crash studied her, aware of the others within earshot.
‘You think I’m in trouble?’ she asked.
Kai gave a shrug.
‘I never know. But I know you.’ She lifted her gaze to Crash. ‘Nothin’ in the Continent, on land, sea or sky, can stop you.’
Crash grinned, despite her churning gut.
‘You took a bullet for me, Crash,’ Kai continued. ‘I don’t know what this vision means, or if it even is a vision, but I sure as hell ain’t lettin’ any harm come to you.’
Crash gave a singular nod and reversed her chair away from the table.
‘Good.’ She looked up at Cass and Darcy, her chair whirring as she approached. ‘Let’s go home, then.’
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Appledorn turned out to be more of a village rather than the town Darcy had expected, although she supposed the amount of ground it took up constituted a town. The houses were spread out, often with fields and paddocks between them. From this distance, high up, the roads looked made from dirt rather than the solid, smooth roads of Diathan Falls. 
Darcy smiled; the joy of being out of the city was indescribable. Before leaving with Jude and walking up the ramp to the Magpie, Darcy had never been out of the city. All she knew, since the beginning, were tall buildings, bright lights and lots of people. 
Compared to that, Appledorn looked like bliss.
‘I imagined you being from somewhere busy, from your stories,’ she murmured, lifting out of her seat to get a better look at the town ahead and below them.
‘It gets busy,’ Crash said. ‘During racin’ season.’
‘Are there a lot of races? There must be, to make up a season.’ Darcy glanced at Crash. The pilot was concentrating on her flying, more so than Darcy had seen so far.
‘You know how some places are known for things?’ said Crash, not looking up. ‘Some places make the best cheese, some places make the best wine, or bread, or ships.’
‘Hmm?’
‘Appledorn is known for races. Used to be known for apples, but now it’s races. Sure, there are races held across the Continent, but the ones that pay the best are here.’
Darcy looked out over the sleepy houses.
‘Why?’ 
There were hills far off in the distance, but otherwise just flat fields with livestock and crops. It didn’t look like a place that would make for an exciting race.
‘Just north of here are a load of little hills and bumps in the ground, the Barren Lands – apparently they’re the old graves of some ancient warriors or something – and then the Goram Hills.’
‘Ah. So you race around the hills?’
‘Only the very southern parts and rarely. Have you seen the Goram Hills? Might as well be mountains.’
Darcy sat back and glanced sideways at Crash.
‘Was your accident in the Goram Hills?’ 
Crash hesitated and blinked.
‘Accident? You mean the thing that gave me my name? Yeah. Straight into the side of a damn mountain.’ She sighed and went back to studying the landscape. ‘Here we go,’ she muttered, hitting the intercom button. ‘Capt’n, landin’ pad comin’ up.’
There was a static buzz and then Bucky replied, ‘Be there one sec.’
‘Be a shame to not go explore,’ Darcy murmured, mostly to herself. ‘Looks like a nice place.’
‘It’s a great place,’ said Crash. A frown burrowed into her forehead. ‘Hang on.’ She hit the intercom again. ‘Capt’n, hold up. Landin’ pad looks almost full to the brim. Something’s goin’ on.’
‘What?’ came Bucky’s voice, followed by the clang of boots on metal. 
Darcy glanced back as the captain jogged up the steps and

      [image: ]




OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/5b666b9d-28ab-4f7b-92b5-15d6896f9b03.png





OEBPS/images/97b701b8-6950-4b43-84eb-14925d63d362.png





OEBPS/images/1c60de96-3206-4a1a-b488-2fa3ff02c595.jpeg
‘I’T{?
,"}-/’
SH e
Q
S
Q?
i~
RN
LA
[} (%

o APPLLEDO

o LAKE
® ‘(\Rézﬂ*r

.~
- . 4
*
O AL o
"t A ™
.. -
’
- - .4 0 !
) AT A1 U
[I)
TR QXN
0 .)co O Dt
AQGQOOan
agene’ ¢
A o q
- ¥y ‘ L
3N 3
r..
< . . r
. - )
PR
..b\
.

oDIATHAN
FAKS
9







