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  Dear Reader


Hey! Thanks for picking up my book, and welcome (back?) to  The E Apocrypha! 
Before you dive in, please consider the following.

If this book is your first exposure to this series, please note it’s the third installment. Lost & Found and As & When had built up the characters’ backstories, past events, and the history of the world. Both are available as e-books on a wide variety of retail platforms, as paperbacks on Amazon, and as professionally narrated audiobooks on Audible. Please refer to Also By at the end of the book.

Readers worried about potentially triggering content and spice level, please refer to the Content Warnings section, placed in the end of the book to prevent accidental spoilers.

In case you find a typo, an improperly used word, a factual inaccuracy, or a scientifically implausible idea, please use the Report Corrections form at the author's website. Your contribution to making this book better will be greatly appreciated!
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  Chapter one
Kat


May 5 th, 43 PE
Pain seized Kat’s twisted wrist, flaring down her forearm. Her sword tumbled from numb fingers as if mocking her frantic attempts to keep her grip.
The Scar’s axe completed its arc and flashed in the morning sun, rushing from above.
Kat ducked, bracing to take the blow on her shield and groping for her weapon in the grass, but the bone-shuddering impact never came. The axe swished over and clanked, snagging the top edge of her shield between heel and haft.
The burly Scar yanked his axe back with a roar, nearly dislocating her elbow with the wrenched-down shield and wringing a howl from Kat’s parched throat. Their eyes met. She quashed the pinpricks of fear in her temples. Proving she was better than any dirt-digger trumped the glory of death in a battle. She was better, with the Lake as her witness!
This Scar expected her to resist, to struggle for control of her shield? Take this! Disregarding the frenetic protestations of her training and self-preservation instinct, Kat lunged forward, throwing her weight into his pull.
He yelped and toppled.
Kat landed on him, shield sandwiched between them, the edge of his axe a hair’s width away from slicing into her nose.
The Scar’s triumphant grin crumpled. His body stirred and tensed in a panicked attempt to wrestle her off. Too late. He couldn’t know yet that Kat’s knife was already stuck in his side. Funny how these things took time to register in the heat of the battle. Maybe soon she’d find out one was jammed in her too.
Kat ripped her blade back out and brought it between their faces. Blood trickled from its tip onto her enemy’s lips.
The defender’s eyes widened in comprehension, and he slumped with a wheezing gasp. Tears welled in his eyes. He gurgled and grew still.
The fourteenth tattoo ring on her sword arm.
Kat’s quick, ragged sips of air were the freshest, tastiest ever. Because, unlike the Scar, she could still draw them, glorious death be damned. A close call, way too close. She shivered. It could’ve been her, laying on her back with the blue infinity reflecting in her glassy eyes…
“You fought well,” she whispered beneath the din of the melee. “Earned a good death.” So what if he didn’t hear her?
An irresistible force hoisted Kat by her belt to her feet. “You okay?”
She dodged the hot breath in her ear, patted herself down for foreign objects stuck in her sides—phew, nothing—and turned to Murphy. “I think so.”
“Then why are you lying around like it’s a holiday morning? The Scars are still fighting!”
Kat recoiled from his bark. Hadn’t he seen? She’d killed a man twice her size, narrowly escaping being split in half like a log! She bared her teeth, conjuring a suitable retort, when a wicked smile bloomed on Murphy’s blood-smeared face.
“That’s better. Go get ‘em, Kitten!” He waved the buckler strapped to his left arm’s stump.
The son of a bitch had to provoke her every fucking time. “Don’t call me that!” she threw at his back, too late for him to hear over the ruckus of battle.
Kat wiped her knife, sheathed it, and retrieved her sword. Swinging her arm to work out the soreness, she trotted after Murphy to where the two Islander lines were about to converge, grinding the last Scar defenders between them.

      [image: image-placeholder]The toolbox pulled at Kat’s arm, banging against her knee every other step. A full set of hand tools—a jackpot, as far as war spoils went, well worth a few bruises. A bucket of washers in her other hand, valued no less and weighing far more, would make a nice kit of armor, or three. The best part? She survived. Barely, but there she was still, stomping over Scar soil soaked in their blood. 
A chain-link fence bolstered by concrete blocks stretched between her and the Lakeshore. Depths, these mainlanders’ defenses had improved! If she hadn’t suggested sneaking up the Don River Valley to strike the Scars from behind, her crew would still be fighting its way through this barrier, no doubt with a far less favorable kill-death ratio. Good thing they’d targeted poorer clans known to have no guns… Less loot but less shoot, as her stepfather used to say.
Once the tension of mortal danger had dissipated, home beckoned. There, with no one watching, she’d crawl into a quiet corner, curl up into a ball, and succumb to her exhaustion.
Kat entered the main square, dropping her trophies into the common pile and joining the raiders’ semicircle.
Oh, shit. Not this fuckery again. Stupid, distasteful ancient tradition. The Island’s population had been steadily rising, there was absolutely no need to bring more mainland women, but Gene was within his rights. Nasty asshole with his inflated ego. Joining his crew after her stepfather’s death had been a mistake.
“You.” Gene tapped the top of the kneeling young woman’s head.
She whimpered and rolled onto her side, blubbering.
Gene hop-skipped over her to the next downcast figure. The little girl clinging to the woman’s back could be no older than three.
Gene grabbed the mother’s hair, tilted her head back gauging her features, and squeezed her breast.
Kat turned away and spat on the ground. Move on. Move on, motherfucker, skip her!
“You’ll do, too,” Gene said.
“Mommy, no!”
The child’s cry tore through Kat’s resolve to not interfere, shredding the countless layers of restraint she’d wrapped herself in to pieces. Her feet carried her forward. “You can’t take a mother from a baby, that’s against the Code!”
Gene halted, then made a show of unhurriedly turning around with his hands on his hips. “Well, look at this. A thinblood lecturing her raid chief on the Code.”
A spasm seized Kat’s jaw under his smoldering glare. Her shipmates’ discordant giggles made it worse. Fucking backstabbers.
“You forget yourself, Kitty-girl. You don’t tell me what I can or cannot do. We’re raiding, which makes me your king, your god,” Gene drawled with feigned slowness, as if explaining basic stuff to a not-so-bright baby, “and your judge. My word is the Code here.” He strode closer. A full head shorter than Kat, he arched his neck to catch her eye. Twice as broad, he dressed her down effortlessly. “Our victory today was spectacular. And you fought bravely, killing two enemies.” His finger jabbed her belly through her leather vest. “Not bad for a thinblood. For that, I’ll let it slide. But don’t you ever—”
“That flanking attack was my idea.” Fuck. She should’ve let Gene take the credit, as always. But that little girl’s horror…
“Kat,” Murphy muttered behind her back, “shut up!”
“Yes, Kathrin.” Gene’s eyes narrowed, and Kat’s fingers twitched. “It was your idea. And? You want a bigger share of the spoils? A rank? Maybe replace Murphy as the starboard chief?”
Too late to back out. She’d have to see this through. Kat defiantly lifted her chin. “Would be nice.”
Gene threw back his head and hooted with laughter. “Easy. All you have to do is challenge me,” he spread his arms, “and win.”
Sweat broke out on Kat’s palms. What Gene lacked in finesse, he made up for with years of experience and an unrivaled viciousness. She was good—more than good, better than half of their crew—but Gene… Entering the circle against him would be suicidal. She’d last ten seconds, if the Depths favored her. She knew this, he knew this, everyone knew this. He’d baited her, and she’d fallen into the trap.
“What’s the matter, Kitty? Cat got your tongue?” Gene surveyed his uneasy raiders. None laughed.
“Cat’s got Kat’s tongue!” he repeated, louder. Too loud.
This time, his joke garnered a couple of chuckles.
He frowned. “Once a thinblood, always a thinblood—”
“I’m no less an Islander than you!” Kat’s sword rang, flying out of its scabbard. Better to die fighting than prove him right. She locked eyes with Gene.
The raid chief wasted no time, his boot darting to kick Kat’s knee. She swung her sword to intercept his leg… The smeared shape of Gene’s gloved fist came out of nowhere. A blinding flash erupted in her temple.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Kathrin. Kat!” 
Alive. She groaned and forced her leaden eyelids up. Murphy squatted above her. Behind him, reaching halfway to the sky, Gene observed with disdain.
The fucker didn’t even deign to end her life. Anger twisted Kat’s muscles into cords. “Fight me, coward! Let’s finish this!” Pushing the ground away, she climbed to her knee. The treacherous earth pitched sideways, slapping her onto her ear. Debilitating pain exploded in her head.
Ignoring it, Kat flicked her arm, aiming at Gene’s shin, but he sidestepped with ease and planted his boot on her wrist.
“You’ve more in common with these mainlander sheep than with your shipmates.” Gene smirked. “Let’s see if the Scars feel the same way about you. Maybe once they peel your skin off, they’ll find a rotten dirt-digger.”
“What?” Kat growled, overcoming the agony in her forearm.
“You aren’t coming back with us. Tie her to that pole there, Murphy.”
“Gene—” Kat had never seen Murphy so dumbstruck. “This isn’t right. They…”
“What’s that?” The chief tilted his head.
“Can’t we… She’s a stupid thinblood, she doesn’t know any better.”
“Are you challenging me?”
Murphy cast his eyes down. “N-no, Gene. You’re the raid chief.”
“That’s what I thought. Get it done.”
“Just fucking kill me yourself!” Kat screamed, arching her back.
“Nah.” Gene kicked her sword away. “You don’t deserve that.”
Kat swallowed the insult. “Then… Leave this mother be. A life for a life.”
Gene sneered. “Whatever. Fewer dirt-eaters on the Island.”
Nauseous, hollowed, devoid of will, Kat shrugged off her shield straps and threw her knife down.
“You really screwed this one up, Kitten,” Murphy whispered, helping her shamble to the wooden pole that was to be her grave marker.
“Fuck you. I told you a thousand times not to call me that.” Traitor. He should’ve had her back!
“You’re a fine fighter, Ki… Kat, especially for a thinblood. In a few years, you could’ve taken on Gene. We’ll never know now.”
“Guess not.”
They reached the pole. Up close, the slimy greenish mold covering its base filled the air with foul staleness. Kat grimaced. If she dashed toward the trees, then the building behind them, and if Murphy didn’t chase her… Dashed? She was so dizzy she could hardly keep herself upright. Besides, raiders didn’t run, they faced adversity head-on. Her escape would have proven Gene right. Fuck him, too.
Murphy waited until her eyes wandered back to him. He squeezed her wrist.
She used him to lever herself into a sitting position, facing the distant Lake. Gloriously or not, at least she’d die in its view.
Murphy tied her shoulders to the pole, awkward with his single hand. He knelt and ran a few sloppy loops around her ankles. His broad back blocked Kat from the view of the crew, ensuring no one would notice the loose knot, or the thin dagger he slid into her boot top.
Kat met his grief-stricken eyes. She had half a heart to comfort him.
He stood. “Farewell, raider. May you know the Lake’s bliss again.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The Islanders dragged the crates of loot and their captives—some balking, others resigned—to the longboats waiting on the shore. Once they’d set sail, the surviving Scars, mostly women, crawled out of their hidey-holes, to surround Kat. Their icy silence promised nothing but torture and death. Kat tried to steel herself—she was an Islander! Islanders showed no fear!—but the tighter the ring constricted, the more she was overtaken by involuntary trembling. 
“Come on!” she snarled. “Do it! Finish me!” Let it be quick.
The young mother she’d bought out burst into the circle and, planting her feet before Kat, faced her clansfolk. “Over my dead body!” she screeched, spreading her arms wide. “This Islander lives!”
None of the Scars argued. A life for a life. Apparently, they were no stranger to that rule, either. They dispersed as mutely as they’d assembled. If there was no immediate retribution to be exacted, rebuilding their shattered lives must have been next on their list. A dozen sullen children stuck behind, throwing stones and clods of mud at Kat once the adults had gone.
These kids had every right to exact their vengeance upon her. Many had become orphans, some possibly by her hand. Kat shut her eyes and withstood the ineffectual onslaught, hissing through her teeth when the heavier projectiles struck her already ringing head.
Lulled, against all odds, by the unending impacts, she passed out. The next time she opened her eyes, the sun was already setting in the west, painting the City’s high-rises a blood-tinged gold. Her little tormentors were gone. Kat’s muscles cramped, her bruises throbbed, and her surroundings swam.
The woman Kat had saved came and covered her with a threadbare blanket. With her daughter clinging to her leg, she eyed Kat for a long time, her expression unreadable in the twilight. “I don’t owe you nothing no more,” she finally said with a decisive nod, as if convincing herself, and left, stomping the pavement. Her little girl kept turning back.

      [image: image-placeholder]Kat came to, shivering in the predawn chill, teeth chattering. The scant layer of wool did little to protect her from the elements. As the sun crept up, it warmed her body. The flickers of light dancing over the Lake’s water woke her tortured soul—enough to revisit the idea of escape. Murphy’s rope held her upper body secured to the post, but in an omission too glaring to be discarded as carelessness, he’d left her wrists unbound. With a little contortion, the dagger in her boot would be within reach. She could fray the cordage enough to snap it… If those nosy locals weren’t prowling around. 
The more the anxiety gnawed at her, the slower time crawled.
When the sun finally started its descent, the woman, who supposedly owed Kat nothing, visited again. She prodded her reluctant daughter forward. The girl, avoiding Kat’s eye, placed a piece of oatcake in her hand and shrunk away, hiding behind her mom.
“Thank you, young lady.” Kat couldn’t help but smile.
The mother, frowning, pushed a cup of water into Kat’s other hand, then briskly turned and left, dragging the little girl by the arm.
Kat devoured the stale bread and washed it down with the water. She regretted it a moment later when an unstoppable wave rose from her stomach, burning her throat and spilling all over the front of her shirt and pants.
Disgusted with herself, she was left at the mercy of her thoughts. Why was this happening to her? What had she done to deserve this fate? Where would she go if she broke free?
She could swim back to the Island, easily. She was an excellent swimmer. But the Islanders had made it clear they didn’t want her. They’d been beating this tirelessly into her stubborn head since her childhood, and now her raid chief had drawn the final line. Even Murphy, that son of a bitch who used to care a little, didn’t care enough to stand up to Gene for her. How could he, he was her board chief! No, had been. Once Gene had disowned her, any obligation to care for former crewmate’s wellbeing was void. Particularly a thinblood crewmate, a fact none of them had ever let her forget. Then… why the slack rope? The blade in the boot? Whatever, there was no way back.
Mainland? She only knew the lakeshore areas—from raiding. Coincidentally, those areas were occupied by clans the least inclined to accept a former raider. And further inland… Too far from the Lake.
A stranger on the Island, despite her best efforts. A stranger on the mainland, a detestable pirate.
She hadn’t cried in years. Nothing was stopping her now, her reputation with this clan wouldn’t sink any lower. Yet the tears did not come. Luckily, a comfortable apathy spread inside her skull, allowing her to drift into a heavy slumber.
At sunrise, a more pressing issue demanded her attention. After an hour of frantic struggle, Kat gave up. She wiggled her pants down to her thighs, lifted her bum, and took a dump. Then emptied her bladder. The urine didn’t stream away, collecting into a puddle. Kat gagged, hobbled in tiny side-steps around the pole away from the stinking mess, squirmed back into her pants, and sagged. Abject humiliation mixed with an odd relief. One less thing to give a shit about. Kat giggled at the pun.
When the woman returned with food and water, she displayed no indignation. The little girl wrinkled her nose but said nothing.
“What’s your name?” Kat asked.
The mother hesitated. “Celine.” She didn’t ask about Kat’s. Kat didn’t expect her to.
“What’s going to happen to me?”
The woman averted her eyes. “Don’t know. The elders will decide.”
“Between what and what?” Kat’s pulse picked up as she awaited an answer. Strange. As if that still mattered.
“I don’t know!” Celine raised her voice. A lie, obviously. Thought Kat couldn’t stomach the truth.
Fighting, proving, winning. Surviving. Kat had always been passionate about one thing or another. Not caring at all tasted refreshing, if bittersweet. “You should’ve let your people kill me.”
Celine’s nostrils flared. “I had a debt to pay.”
Self-righteous, huh? Kat rewarded her with a crooked smile. “This is saving me? Whatever your elders choose to do will be better than a quick death?”
Celine pursed her lips and stormed away.
From then on, she came daily to feed and water Kat, but all three kept silent. What was there to talk about?

      [image: image-placeholder]May 11 th, 43 PE
One day—the fifth? Tenth?—two men came, untied Kat, and hauled her to her feet. Kat swayed and threw up her arm to brace herself against the pole. She’d been sitting for too long. Numbness, beyond the physical kind, consumed her. Having desiccated from the inside and losing her will to resist, to overcome, to win, she didn’t ask what the elders had decided. Why bother?
With Celine watching from a distance, the men unceremoniously peeled off Kat’s stained shirt and soiled pants, which she had stopped bothering to pull down to relieve herself some time ago.
That woke her up alright. They wouldn’t dare, not in Celine’s presence, would they? Kat should have been fighting. Cursing. Maybe crying, paralyzed by fear, or succumbing to a panic attack…
Her captors stepped back, looking her up and down, showing only disgust and hostility, without a trace of lust.
Kat relaxed. They saw a murderous monster, not a woman. Not even a human—an animal, too reviled and filthy for rape to be a thought.
She gasped when one man upended a bucket of ice-cold water over her head, followed by another. Water. A shadow of emotion stirred, and she raised her head. Water was right. Not the Lake right, but still her element. Cleansing, if not cleaning.
The second man tossed her a set of worn, baggy clothes. They let her keep her boots, meaning she still had Murphy’s dagger. Much good would it do her… Short blades, the most intimate of weapons, demanded resolve and determination—a whiff of distant memory in her current state.
Fresh clothes! No more stench, and none of the flies that had become her devoted companions.
The Scars tracked her every movement, gripping their axe hilts while she dressed. They bound her hands and hauled her to a horse-drawn cart.
Again, she asked no questions. Knowing the destination wouldn’t change the outcome—in the unlikely event she was answered.
The cart trundled through the City for a day, then, after a night spent with another clan, half a day more, until an enormous building blocked the sky. Towering vivid-red like a giant slab of raw meat, it dwarfed its surroundings.
Kat had never been to this part of the City. An unspoken convention rendered the shore to the west of the harbor off-limits: the raid chiefs, while prone to boisterous posturing, were not suicidal. She’d heard the name, New Kowloon—home to a power mightier than the Islanders could ever hope to beat. This must be it.
The cart halted for inspection by uniformed men armed with guns. Guns with all muzzles aimed straight at her, or so it seemed.
Kat ducked down the sideboard of the cart, covering her head with her bound hands, flattening herself into its muddy base. Cowardice, yes, unbecoming of a raider, but she’d witnessed these weapons’ devastating effect when her stepfather and Gene had attempted boarding that ship last year… A Kowloonese one, it turned out. Many of her crew had returned their souls to the Lake that day, her stepfather among them, torn apart before her eyes. She still had nightmares where bullets ripped her longboat into pieces. The cart’s wooden sideboard offered no better protection.
The mainlanders wouldn’t bother bringing her all this way to have her killed. And if they did, what did it matter? She was supposed to be dead. Would’ve been better off dead, probably.
What felt like hours later, the soldiers finally waved the Scars through. Kat went limp with a pathetic whimper. Cold sweat soaked her dirt-digger shirt and burned her eyes.
Drained of strength and willpower, she toppled feebly onto her back.
An imposing gate rolled above her as the cart entered the inner yard where she was roughly dumped out of its back. The building loomed taller with people for reference, but Kat didn’t get to gawk at it. She was hurried through a series of austere, poorly lit corridors and metal stairwells, down to a subterranean level. There her escort untied her, shoved her into a tight, blind cell, and slammed the door.
The darkness assailed her nose. It reeked. A sharp tang of piss, with undertones of dried-up shit and ancient mold. Not unlike her cozy nest by the Scars’ post, but… No open water in sight.
So, this was her sentence, lakelessness?!
Panic clawed at Kat’s stomach, twisting it into queasiness. They couldn’t do this to her! It was inhumane! She needed to see water, right fucking now! She battered the door, then clawed at it, then slid to the floor with her back hard against it.
The Lake. She’d spent her life with the Lake in sight—the sole constant, comforting presence she’d known. It had always granted her strength and understanding. With its limitless capacity to listen to her wishes and complaints, it washed away her griefs without judgement.
A weird prickling trickled down her cheeks. Spiders?! Kat wiped her face with the back of her hand, and it came off wet. She licked it. Salty. Losing the Lake was what it took to make her cry.
She wept. Not for her upended life hanging by a thread, but for this severed connection. The separation from the Lake hurt worse than a stab wound.
Eventually—with the inability to tell day from night, time had lost meaning—Kat ran out of tears. She drew a few wheezing, hiccupping breaths. In the darkness, you can imagine anything. Like the Lake on a moonless, overcast night. It’s still there, even if you can’t see it. There could be water in this darkness, too. Real close, mere steps away, simply invisible.
Kat’s racing heart slowed. There’s always water somewhere.

      [image: image-placeholder]Transparent waves rolled onto the pebbly beach. Each retreated with an unhappy rustle, disappointed with coming inches short of Kat’s toes, but the next one was already charging on. Stubborn, those waves, rather like her. 
Seagulls exchanged grumpy calls, creeping closer to Kat’s lunch, hoping to steal a morsel or two. Or all of it.
Kat shushed them and stomped her foot.
The birds responded with indignant cries and scandalized wing-flapping but refused to back off.
The wind picked up, playing tag with her scalp. Her hair, cropped short at the back and the sides, as always for a raid, made a lousy barrier.
She shivered and pulled her hood on.
The water, gurgling happily, finally washed over Kat’s bare feet. Tingling, chilly but not too cold, offering to soothe her worries…
Kat jerked from a seagull’s screech near her ear and flailed to drive the brazen fuckers away. Her elbow cracked into a solid surface, shooting a lightning bolt up her forearm.
Her eyes flew open.
In the stuffy, disorienting darkness, the cell door she was leaning on creaked, pushing against Kat’s back. The sound had been a key in the lock, not a seagull. Fuck. She’d take seagulls over a mainland prison any day.
“You, inside, move away from the door!”
Kat scrambled to the opposite wall, shielding her eyes in the crook of her elbow against the small lantern’s light. The weak glow it gave off more than sufficed to blind her.
“Come out. No fooling around.”
The guard steered her through empty, echoing passages, the same as on her way in. Or not, Kat could not quite tell. Out into the street, across a labyrinth of smaller structures, and to a door in a tall fence crowned with barbed wire. “Get in.” The command was emphasized with a not-so-gentle shove in her back.
Half-curious, half-apprehensive, Kat walked through the guarded double gate and stopped in her tracks.
A crowd churned and hummed in the prison yard. Women and men, adults and children. Standing, sitting, lying. Some bloodied, a few bandaged. Babies cried, flocks of kids lurked underfoot. All of them Islanders. All the Islanders.
A nearby figure turned. Gene, his arm in a sling and an impressive shiner under his swollen left eye. Not her doing, but a heartwarming sight all the same.
“Ah,”—his sneer spoiled her gloating—“look what the cat dragged in.”
Motherfucker.
Another man elbowed his way through the press. Murphy. “Kat’s got nine lives!”
Kat greeted him with feigned humor, as though she’d never heard that one before.
“Earned any new tattoos?” Murphy slapped her shoulder, backed off, and looked her over. His eyebrows furrowed. “What are you wearing? And, damn it to the driest land, you stink!”
Kat’s nascent relief died. “The Scars’ clothes. They brought me here. No tattoos.”
“You didn’t escape? How are you alive?”
“I bet the thinblood begged the dirt-diggers for her precious little life.” Gene’s words oozed venom. “But even they wouldn’t want her.”
Deep in Kat’s abdomen, her once habitual restraints strained… and snapped. This man had disgraced her with his refusal to grant her a decent death. He’d banished her from both his longboat and the Island. He was to blame for her harrowing separation from the Lake. For her tears. No longer her raid chief, just a sour old hater. Still dangerous, but less so with a single usable eye. And she was as good as dead, all the same.
Kat moved on instinct. She hawked and spat on Gene’s boots. As his unharmed eye incredulously tracked the gob, she side-stepped into his blind zone and kicked him in the balls. His betrayal, dirty insults, second-sort treatment… Kat channeled all of it into her shin. The impact lifted Gene’s two-hundred pounds a few inches off the floor and bent him over. Kat slammed her knee into his face. A satisfying crunch reverberated through her thigh—his nose breaking? His teeth? Gene’s legs buckled, but before he collapsed, Kat sprang up and landed her elbow on the back of his head.
Gene went down like an anchor into the water.
Kat followed through with two brutal kicks into his face, then drove her heel into his temple. Something gave way, sickeningly satisfying.
“Knock it off, or I’ll shoot!” a guard’s yell carried from the tower above.
Kat raised her hands and backed away, panting.
The crowd ebbed, forming an empty circle around Gene’s prone body.
Unable to blink, Kat stared into the bloody pulp that had been Gene’s face. She should have felt something: elation, vindication, a sense of accomplishment. Or maybe horror and disgust with herself… Nope. Nothing stirred in her. She did what needed to be done, and that was that. Did this earn her another tattoo? Fuck, yeah! An extra-wide one! She owed herself three rings now, but finding an ink kit here might prove challenging.
“Depths, Kat!” Murphy edged to her side. “What. The fuck. Just happened?” His hoarse voice trembled.
“Yhh…” Speaking required air in her lungs. She drew a hard breath against the resistance of her unyielding ribs. “You’ll be voting in a new raid chief.”
Murphy shook his head. “Didn’t know you had that much crazy in you. Remind me not to get on your bad side.” He paused. “What’s with your face?”
She touched her cheekbone. Still swollen. “Gene’s punch, remember?” What color was it now? Green? Yellow? A mirror would’ve been nice. Or not. Must be an ugly mess.
“No, not that. It’s… You look… older.”
Son of a bitch. “Well, fuck you too!” Her voice rose to a screech. Depths, why did she care? “I’m a stupid thinblood! Maybe we age faster.”
Murphy cringed.
Kat turned away.
“Kitten…” He mumbled behind her back. “Kat, I—”
“What is this place?” Kat asked harshly. She needed information, not his lame apologies. “Why is everyone here? What happened?”
“Right!” Murphy smacked his forehead, relieved to be off the hook. “You weren’t there. Long story short, these bastards landed on the Island at the crack of dawn yesterday.”
“What bastards?”
“The Kowloonese, the City trash, the CIU from Locksville. All carrying guns, with bigger guns on their ships. And let me tell you, they weren’t the soft dirt-diggers. These guys… I saw murder in their eyes.” Murphy pressed his lips together.
“How many did they kill?” From within the crowd, it was hard to estimate if any Islanders were missing. “Is…” Kat’s treacherous voice broke. “My mother okay?”
“Should be here somewhere. They shot the first few who resisted and roughed up a couple more who’d had a mouthful for them. Like Gene.” Murphy’s eyes darted to his chief’s motionless shape and avoided meeting Kat’s again. “The rest got the message. Funny how nobody wants to try heroics against guns.”
“Yeah.” A vivid flash of her debilitating terror at the Kowloonese checkpoint raised goosebumps on her arms. “Then what?”
“Then they herded us on board their ships and hauled us here. Oh, and burned all the longboats.”
“They wha— Fuck!”
“Yep.”
“So—”
“Listen up!” A powerful voice turned all heads to a gallery running atop the eight-foot fence. The tall, bald, dusky man waited for the Islanders’ murmurs to die down. “The Iron Dragon will speak to you now. I suggest you take her words very seriously.”
He stepped aside, giving way to a young girl who barely reached his shoulder.
Kat blinked. The image did not change.
The girl—miniature, thin, with an angular face and braided black hair—leaned on the guardrail and examined the prisoners. Kat flinched when the girl’s dark eyes glanced over her. So much malice was there, so intensely it burned. Not a little girl, then. Definitely something iron about her.
The silence stretched, but the Islanders—the rowdy lot who never shied from booing or shouting down a chief, hardened raiders who went into battle with a smile—didn’t make a noise.
“Forty-three years.” The girl’s quiet words, barely above a whisper, as if she mused aloud to herself, miraculously carried across the prison yard. “Forty-three years the Island has terrorized the City, since the E itself. You’ve raided, killed, raped, plundered, took hostages and slaves. You’ve turned any attempt to sail across the lake into a gamble with one’s life. And you thought your impunity would last forever because the City was fractured.” A thin smile touched her lips. “Fleece the weaker clans, one at a time, letting the dust settle before hitting the next. Yes?”
Why was she fixated on Kat? Look elsewhere, damn you! Kat checked the crowd, similarly spellbound by the little witch’s unblinking stare.
“Well, dear pirate scum, I’ve got news for you. Bad news.” The girl angled forward, and the crowd drew back as one. “The Golden Dragon Tam Wai Lam has tied the clans together. Your recent raid on the Scarborough clan was an attack on us all, including New Kowloon and our friends. And we said, ‘Enough.’ So,”—she spread her arms—“here we are. Here you are. The Island clan is no more. No one will be permitted to settle it again.”
The collective gasp was the first sound to interrupt her speech.
“I know not all of you are rotten. There are crafters among you, tradespeople, women captured and pressed into marriage. To those, we offer resettlement. Islington and High Park have generously allotted lands along their northern borders so you can become a part of the City. And you know what? I feel unusually gracious today. The raiders may join too, if you’re willing to lay down your arms and renounce your ways. But those who aren’t…” Her mouth stretched into a vicious grin. “They will reap what they’ve sown. You have one hour to decide. Go through the gate below me to accept my offer.”
Frantic debates erupted around Kat, but she stood alone, dumbfounded.
She’d been born in the City, like that little Scar girl who’d almost lost her mom. Unlike Celine’s daughter, she’d been taken along with her mother in a raid. That didn’t happen often. That was against the Code, too. But, same as Gene, Kat’s stepfather had been in the habit of making his own rules, and her mother had really caught his eye.
The Island had been Kat’s home for as long as she remembered. She hadn’t retained a single image or smell from before. Not her clan’s name, nor her birth father’s face. She’d clung to her assumed Islander identity because she had no other. Every day, she’d set out to prove she was a fiercer fighter, a better raider, a more cunning tactician than any Island-born. The Island was in her bones, if not in her blood, and she’d bled for it just the same.
On the other hand, the Island never truly accepted her, tried to break her, and rejected her the moment she dared to speak her mind. Left behind after a raid, she’d lost it already. This should be a simple decision… No. She was a raider, destined—or doomed—to live by her sword! She was a bringer of death, she rubbed elbows with it and had admitted it into her soul. Dig in the dirt? She’d rather carve out her own heart!
But a greater issue turned Kat’s bowels inside out.
She looked up.
While she was reflecting, the crowd had dwindled. Mere dozens remained in the yard.
“What do you say, Kitten?” Murphy tucked his good hand into his belt. “Resettle, or sail into the sunset?” His nonchalance didn’t fool her, but his worries were the least of her concerns. He didn’t have the answers Kat needed.
Her eyes flicked over his head to the Iron Dragon. “You said the new settlement will be in the north?”
“Yes,” the girl acknowledged with an emphatic nod.
“Away from the Lake?”
“Yes.” The triumphant sibilation left no doubt the Iron Dragon knew what that meant to the Islanders.
Kat raised her voice, letting her exasperation infuse it. “We need the Lake. It’s our life.”
“Your old life, which is over. Want a new one? Pay the price.”
Bitch!
Lakeless, like in the prison cell—but forever. She’d have the sky, and the sun… At best, a creek or a pond, but no open water. Kat gagged. That was not a way to live.
She bent, reaching into her boot, flecked with Gene’s drying blood, and drew the dagger. Returning the Iron Dragon’s stare, with her pulse thundering in her ears, Kat raised the only weapon in the yard above her head. “Raiders!” Her voice shook with rage. “To me!”
A ring of Islanders closed around her. Fists clenched, jaws set, faces grim. She spoke their minds, and they answered her call. Thinblood, banished—it did not matter. Hers was the Lake’s call.
Murphy stepped in front of her, whistling an upbeat tune, shielding Kat from the gun muzzles.
“Out of the way!” she growled. She didn’t need his sacrifice. “You aren’t my chief!”
“No, Kathrin, but you’re mine now.”
Idiot. Wait, what?
She didn’t want to look. To see. To understand. She resisted, but her eyes inexorably crept to Gene’s body at her feet. She’d finished him off. That made her… Oh, Depths… The raid chief, holding all these people’s souls on the tip of a loaned dagger.
Was she the idiot, with a pathetic blade against the firearms? Yes. Yes, she was. Definitely. The dismantling of the Island clan had to be final, irrevocable. The mainlanders couldn’t afford to let the hardcore raiders loose. They were going to gun down the unyielding ones like fish in a barrel. Kat winced, awaiting the gunshot thunder. The too easily imagined thwacking of bullets into her estranged kin. Her nightmares had not let her forget that awful sound.
What were the Kowloonese waiting for? Kat dared to peek.
The little Iron Bitch squeezed the guardrail, biting her lip. Had Kat called her bluff? Maybe her hatred of the Islanders wasn’t hot enough to give her gunmen the order to enact what her incinerating stare promised. If so, they were at an impasse.
There had to be a use for skilled fighters that wouldn’t involve digging in the dirt far from the Lake. Something that would keep them by the water… “Stand down,” Kat rasped. “I have an idea.”
The raiders parted, muttering and exchanging uncertain looks.
Kat let Murphy’s dagger slide from her fingers to stick in the muck at her feet. She met the Iron Dragon’s taut, inquiring look. “A word? In private?”
The girl weighed Kat’s request and tilted her head. “Come.”
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Kat was there to talk about important stuff, not to square off. She obeyed, perching on the edge of the single metal chair bolted to the middle of the floor.
The girl completed a slow circle around Kat, observing her from the corner of her eye with her hands clasped behind her back.
Kat stared straight ahead, resisting the urge to follow her captor’s movements or tap her foot. The silence was grating on her nerves. “Not afraid to be alone with a terrible pirate?”
“That’s your clever plan? To get close and cut off the snake’s head?” The girl stopped and beckoned Kat. “Go ahead. Give it your best.” An icy smile, deadly serious eyes, and no trace of fear. Shit, who did she think she was?
Kat sprung up, reaching for her sword handle… which wasn’t there. Right. Would’ve been nice to add another coat of blood to her boots, on top of Gene’s, and the design of this kill mark would be extra elaborate, but… The important stuff. People’s lives were on the line, including hers, for all that mattered. Maybe later. Like with Gene.
She sat back down. With dignity, hopefully.
The girl scowled. “That’s what I thought. Why ask stupid questions?”
“Will you hear what I’ve got to say or not?”
The Iron Dragon leaned against the wall and folded her arms over her chest. “Entertain me.”
Kat rose again, with half a mind to actually try smacking the bitch. That would entertain her. Instead—the important stuff!—she mirrored her pose an arm’s length away.
The girl creased an eyebrow but did not move another muscle. The arrogance!
“Tell you what,” Kat said. “You’re acting all tough and shit, but don’t have it in you to kill us all.”
“You know me so well?”
“I’m still alive. Means you don’t see honor in executing unarmed people.”
“A marauder speaking of honor. This day keeps on giving.”
Kat’s blood rushed to her face. Her vision narrowed. She straightened up and sucked in a noisy breath through her nose.
The girl’s leer ended their staring contest. “Get to the point, will you?”
Kat unclenched her jaws. This negotiation meant more than her bruised pride. “There’s a solution that’ll benefit both sides,” she said, tightly controlling her voice. “We get to stay close to the water, New Kowloon gets a new fighting unit.”
“New Kowloon’s Security Forces don’t need your pack of jackals.” The Iron Dragon’s lips curved down.
“Do these Forces know how to board a ship or mount an amphibious assault? Can they infiltrate using rivers or swim underwater?” This was it. Their entire bumbling exchange came down to this moment of truth.
The longer the Iron Dragon withheld her response, the faster Kat’s heart beat, gaining pace like the rowing drum on an attacking longboat.
Finally, the girl’s eyes met Kat’s. Her mocking expression was gone. “That is an interesting idea. Enough to raise it with my superiors.” She pushed off the wall.
“Take me with you!” Kat blurted.
The Iron Dragon smirked and bobbed her head, inviting Kat to follow.
In the hallway, her bald sidekick saluted. “Iron Dragon, the prisoners are restless. They demand to see her.” He nodded at Kat without acknowledging her with eye contact.
Time was running out. “Let me speak to them,” Kat said. “Before it turns ugly.” Then added, “Please.”
The Iron Dragon’s dark, unsettling eyes scrutinized her for what felt like several long minutes before she stepped aside.
They walked out onto the gallery, and the clamor in the yard subsided.
“Islanders,” Kat called, projecting a confidence she did not remotely feel, “hold. Draw strength from the Lake. The day is not over yet.”
Murphy threw his fist in the air. A few of her former shipmates followed suit. There were sullen glares in the small crowd, too, and one of Gene’s cronies spat on the ground. Yet, within seconds, most of them saluted her. Kat’s mouth went dry. She licked her lips, to no avail. Holy shit, they’d listened to her! By the Depths, they listened!
“What are you, some sort of commander?” the Iron Dragon asked when they returned to the hallway.
“No.”
“Then why are they following your lead?”
The same question Kat had been asking herself. “Honestly, I don’t know.”
“You’ll have to do better than that.”
How nice it would’ve been to throw a “Fuck off!” into this smug face. But Kat bore a responsibility now, to those who’d pledged to her, and even the assholes who hadn’t. So, instead, she mustered a civil reply. “I rallied the troops. That must count for something.”
“Anything to do with you whacking a guy in the yard earlier?”
Kat hid a grin. “Might’ve helped, too.”
“What was that about, anyway?”
“Look at that, you aren’t above small talk when you want to.”
The girl stopped and frowned. “I’m gambling here, and must know your standing with those shitbags. If you’re talking out of your ass and no one’s gonna follow you, I’ll be wasting the Golden Dragon’s time. That”—she wagged her finger—“would not bode well for your life span. So quit being witty and answer my fucking question.”
“Fine.” Kat allowed her frustration to seep into her words. “That shiteater left me behind after the last raid. In the Scars’ hands.”
“Why?” The Iron Dragon resumed her walk, and Kat hurried to fall into step.
“My big mouth.”
“No way.” The mean snicker pumped heat into Kat’s cheeks. “What did you say to offend him?”
“He wanted to separate a mom from her baby. That’s against the Code. I called him out.”
They continued in silence.
“What’s your name?” asked the Iron Dragon after a while.
“Kat. Er, Kathrin of the Pikes.”
“Of the Pikes?”
“It’s, um…” How could she explain this to a mainlander? “The Pikes, you know, one of the First Families. The crews that set up shop on the Island after the E?”
The Iron Dragon shook her head.
Kat waved her hand. “Think of it as a clan within a clan. With its chief, a longboat…” And none of it mattered anymore, all gone, forever. The realization paralyzed Kat’s chest, like the burning-cold water in an ice hole. Under the Iron Dragon’s inquisitive gaze, she steeled herself. “What’s your name?” she asked to mask her discomfort.
“Iron Dragon Park Yun-mi.” The girl drew her chin up. “This doesn’t make us friends or anything, clear?”
“No problem.” Why would this snooty bitch think Kat would want to be friends with her?
They entered a room with chairs arranged in meticulous rows, a few occupied. The girl strolled past the waiting people, meeting no objection, and knocked on the ornamental double door.
On the other side, an imposing desk dominated the richly decorated space. A Kowloonese woman sat behind it.
The Iron Dragon bowed and signaled for Kat to follow suit.
Bow? To a captor? A small muscle under Kat’s eye twitched. She squared her shoulders.
Park Yun-mi shot her a scathing side glance. “Golden Dragon Tam Wai Lam,” she said. “This is Kathrin of the Pikes, an Islander refusing to resettle. She’s here to pitch the New Kowloon Marine Corps.”






  
  Chapter two
Denny


May 15 th, 43 PE
“You’ve no idea how plump she is under all those layers of clothing!” Denny guffawed. “Just the way I like them, with flesh to hold on to in all the right places!” He winked at Yan.
His crew, both enthusiastic and jittery, responded with salacious yet nervous sniggering. They looked up to him, but. They trusted his plan, but. What better distraction than the juicy bedroom details, something they accepted unconditionally? It seemed to have worked. They’d fallen into step with him, marching purposefully to the accounting wing as a unit.
But who would distract him? The memory of his last night’s fling sounded sweet, but its cloying allure failed to soothe him. After months of meticulous planning, this was it. D-day. H-hour. Time for him to rise to the greatness he deserved—and shine! Oh, how brightly he was going to shine…
“Denny Zhou?” A yellowjacket he didn’t know stepped out from a side hallway. “Please follow me.”
The rhythm of his crewmates’ stride faltered, and they stopped.
Denny did have adversaries, not to the extent they might want to harm him, but Yan slipped quietly behind the mysterious interloper anyway, just in case.
The uninvited company could be a midlevel bureaucrat or a plainclothes cop. Puzzling, and mildly alarming—mainly due to the suspiciously inconvenient timing. But, importantly, no armed guards accompanied this request. No handcuffs. No or else.
“Where to?” Denny asked, signaling to his gawking companions to keep calm.
“Someone wants to talk to you.”
“Who?”
“You’ll see.”
“I’m busy.”
“You’ll make time for him.” The man’s lip curled back. Finally, an emotion.
Who could he be? This might prove positive. Maybe he’d finally made a name enough for himself that somebody higher up had noticed. Maybe he was going to get the offer to supplant his uncle… Without executing his plan—which, on second thought, wasn’t as bulletproof as he’d wished his crew to believe. Its audacity could only compensate for so much. Any of its glaring holes could spell their doom.
“Fine.” Denny infused his shrug with condescension and waved to Yan. “I’ll find out what this is about. Go home, we’ll reschedule.”
His gait lost its spring the moment his guide held open the stairwell door to the Security compound level, but turning tail would have been undignified. He was a Zhou! With a hopefully neutral face, he entered the room he was led to and took the nearest chair.
The man left, softly closing the door without a word.
Sweat beaded on Denny’s forehead.
The room offered nothing for his eye to settle on. The chair he was sitting on? The table before him? Rusty metal, dinged here and there, they were unremarkable—other than being bolted to the floor. The second chair on the other side of the table stood unoccupied, and the longer it remained so, the more difficult it became to judge the passage of time. Could be ten minutes since he’d been brought here, or half an hour.
With no immediate threat, his mind returned to its hypothesizing. He hadn’t been officially arrested. So, this could be a discreet meeting venue for a well-connected functionary… But why would a conference room need a mirror, and such a large one? Seriously, what was up with that? Its inexorable pull bordered on disturbing. Denny rose and approached. He smoothed his carefully nurtured hair with his palms, fixing some wayward strands, then practiced a few variations of his business face. Stern. Implacable. Patronizing.
Satisfied, he returned to the table but switched to the chair facing the mirror. Crossed his legs. There, ready for a serious conversation. Whoever walked through that door, Denny would knock him out of the park. Or her. He wiggled his eyebrows playfully at his reflection. Yes, preferably a her. And this better be good! He’d be very annoyed if it turned out this someone wasted Denny Zhou’s time, especially interrupted him in the middle of—
The lock clicked.
Denny flinched—he wasn’t as ready as he’d thought—and, struck by recognition, froze halfway through resetting his expression. Fear sent its slimy tentacles slithering down his limbs as he meekly watched Wu Kin Hei settling into the vacant chair.
The Head of the Hive’s Security rested his elbows on the table, wrapping one hand over a fist. “Hello, Zhou Den Fong. Or do you prefer Denny Zhou?” His eyes penetrated the depths of Denny’s soul, stripping it naked.
The room’s walls seemingly swung away, leaving Denny, a naughty little boy, in the center of a limitless, blindingly white space. A bug to be studied under a magnifying glass… and possibly squished without a qualm by this all-powerful man.
“Y-yes, Jasper Dragon.” Where were his manners? This was not a man to offend. “Good evening.”
“Whether it is or not largely depends on you.”
The overwhelming urge to shrink further, to become a speck of dust so insignificant the notorious Head of Security wouldn’t find interesting any longer, turned Denny’s brain into a cold, thick soup. “Ex-khm-cuse me, Jasper Dragon?”
The Jasper Dragon had aced the art of inscrutability. “Is there anything you want to tell me, Mister Zhou?”
There were precious few things he wanted to share with the Head of Security, and countless that he didn’t. Naturally, Wu knew that, and his equanimous facade was intended to throw Denny off balance. It was working, spectacularly. Get a grip. You’re Denny fuckin’ Zhou! Denny forced himself to meet the man’s gaze, but Wu’s pupils burned him like a hornet’s sting. A fraction of a second later, Denny tore his eyes away, struggling to gather the last shreds of his crumpled dignity. “You’ve invited me here, Jasper Dragon. Was there something particular you wanted to discuss?”
Wu didn’t bat an eye. “A few matters, in fact, starting with Aileen Novak.”
Shit! Shit! Shit! “Uh, who?” He had to try—in case Wu busted Denny’s balls, fishing for a shred of intel.
Denny’s sweat-soaked shirt clung disgustingly to his back, momentarily demanding his attention. Then an avalanche of recollections swept away this insignificant detail, this room with its stupid mirror, Wu’s evaluating scrutiny—everything.
Aileen.
He’d thought he was over her. His dreams involving that woman—steamy, breathtaking—had petered out after a while, suppressed by the countless real-life trysts with the less troublesome local girls. While not as exotic, they provided the easy conquests desperately needed to restore Denny’s self-esteem, badly shaken by the haughty Locksviller’s rejection. A mere few months after her departure, he’d been unable to conjure her image, just a vague recollection of enticing shapes and a blur where her face should be. Released from his haunting obsession, he’d pretended that facilitating her escape was purely business, eventually convincing himself. He hadn’t heard from her, but their arrangement would’ve been on hold over the winter months. With the snow finally thawed, he halfheartedly awaited a commercial proposal. The cynic in him dampened these expectations. In all likelihood, she’d used him. Nonetheless, his first independent clandestine operation on this scale, with no one outside his crew having been the wiser, was a dazzling success. It boosted his reputation among them and solidified his power.
Except, someone on his crew had wagged his tongue carelessly, and now one person was the wiser, demanding answers. The most formidable person, a mere thought of whose professional interest made any Kowloonese quake in their boots.
“Don’t.” The Jasper Dragon’s palm slapped the table for emphasis.
The mum clap made Denny wince. His defenses crumbled. “What about her?” If Wu held only a tip of a thread, Denny wasn’t volunteering to unravel the entire skein.
“Do you know how much money, resources, and goodwill Miss Novak’s escape has cost the Great Hive?” The Head of Security’s borderline amicable tone made for a disorienting contrast to his words. “What effect it had on the regional geopolitics? How many strategic relations it has strained, almost to a breaking point?”
Way above Denny’s station. “What does all that have to do with me?” He jerked one shoulder, unable to produce a full shrug.
“In Miss Novak’s absence, those sizable costs, as well as the reputational damage her getaway inflicted on two Golden Dragons, are attributed to her chief accessory. You.”
Denny swallowed around a hard lump in his dry throat. This was bad. Worse than bad, it was a disaster of incomprehensible proportions. Accessory?! That exploitative bitch had seduced him with empty promises and abandoned him to face the consequences alone!
His anger faded as fast as it had flared, leaving a clammy emptiness in its wake. For the first time in his career—no, in his life!—he was facing a force too overwhelming to be awed by his family connections, pressed into submission by his crew’s street cred, or beguiled by his charms. With the deck stacked against him this badly, he had no game.
Residual hope glimmered in the back of his mind. He hadn’t been escorted to this room by Security for all to see. He wasn’t in shackles. Wu must have a more subtle play planned… “Did Aunt Aileen reach Locksville safely?” Shit, of all the responses to the bombshell dropped by the Head of Security, where did that come from? Denny’s ears radiated heat.
A shadow of an expression flickered across the Jasper Dragon’s face. Amusement? “She did not. She isn’t even an Aunt nowadays.”
Denny stared back blankly. All his efforts, the trouble he was in—for nothing?
“I’m sure Countess Aileen of Great Watkins would’ve sent you her warmest regards”—Wu’s grin became overt—“if she’d remembered your existence.” He tilted his head. “But hey, maybe her successor Uncle Bo will honor any agreements you two had reached.”
Denny sagged in the chair as if his spine had dissolved. Would they shoot him? Feed him to the pigs? Exile him to the wilderness?
“Obviously,” the Jasper Dragon’s firm voice slapped Denny out of his stupor, “there’s no chance you could repay the monetary damages, much less the political ones. But I have a proposition for you.”
Denny cast his eyes down, studying a scratch on the table’s surface, listening to the Head of Security’s venomous words. It took his hollowed-out mind a moment to realize Wu had finished and was awaiting his response.
He blew air out through his teeth. “I can’t be an informant. Snitches get stitches.”
Wu interlaced his fingers. “You misunderstood, Mister Zhou. What I’m offering is not snitching.” His lips curved in theatrical distaste. “It’s aligning your business activities with my interests. With the Hive’s interests. Aren’t you a patriot, Mister Zhou?”
Denny’s stomach sank to abyssal depths, leaving a sloshing sack of nausea in its place. No matter how the Jasper Dragon phrased it, the essence was the same: selling out to the authorities. The moment his friends—or competitors—found out, he’d be a dead man walking. On the flip side, Wu’s impending wrath hung menacingly over Denny’s head. How, how the fuck could everything go so wrong, so fast?
Bargain until you can’t, Uncle Hai had taught him, then bargain some more.
Which was the lesser evil? No way to decide without knowing precisely the stakes.
Denny hid his shaking hands under the table and glanced sheepishly back at the Head of Security. “I am a patriot, Jasper Dragon. But what…” His voice quavered and broke. “What happens if I refuse?”
“You’ll be declassed and denied all Hive privileges. Your cheeks will be tattooed with the felon’s stamp. Your property—confiscated. You’ll be jailed and engage in public works to earn your ration. Once the Golden Dragons deem your reparations sufficient, you will be banished from New Kowloon, with shoot-on-sight orders if you’re spotted again.” Wu rattled off the penalties matter-of-factly and paused. “Or I could spare you the prolonged suffering by releasing you and spreading a rumor that you cracked, turned into a sniveling mess, and voluntarily gave up everything and everyone. My bet is you won’t make it back to your quarters. Snitches, stitches, all that. Remind me, what’s the trending decoration style in your circles these days? Cutting off the traitor’s balls and stuffing them in his mouth, is it?”
Denny gagged, squeezed his knees together, and wiped his sweaty palms on them. “Not much of a choice, Jasper Dragon.”
“I gave you three options, Mister Zhou. That’s two more than people sitting in that chair normally get.” Wu’s tone carried no viciousness, no nastiness, no sarcasm. He could have been discussing the weather. “That’s exceptionally generous, considering the harm you’ve caused.”
Jail was the right choice. Not the noblest—none of the ways out presented by Wu qualified—but the least shameful. And yet… Denny had seen those empty-eyed inmates bearing the disgrace hieroglyph tattooed on their faces, droning about lethargically, sweeping floors and scrubbing toilets. Him, becoming that? What, then? Death? An absurd, preposterous idea.
He could flee. And go where? Locksville wouldn’t accept him without Aileen there to vouch for him. His rather nebulous perceptions of the world outside the Hive presented him with no other destinations.
That left the Jasper Dragon’s original proposal. And the implicit threat of the rumors being unleashed if Denny stepped out of line.
He licked his lips, too weak to move. He was a mess. Not a sniveling one yet, but balancing precariously on the brink. Gone was the scion of a wealthy, powerful family, the sybaritic playboy unused to hearing ‘no’, the mastermind behind the plan to depose his uncle. Under the Jasper Dragon’s cold regard, he’d shed those layers of status and self-confidence.
“I accept your offer, Jasper Dragon,” he said, loathing his birdlike squeak, unable to look up. Defeated.
“A prudent choice.” Wu nodded.
If their roles had been reversed—oh, what an ecstatic image!—Denny would’ve smeared his crushed opponent in a thick coat of patronizing ridicule, cementing the established hierarchy with humiliation. But that was him. The Head of Security’s top-dog status needed no reinforcement.
The door creaked. His new handler sprung to his feet and bowed. Denny’s tormented mind, swimming after everything that had transpired, was slow to recognize the newcomer and command his disobedient body to follow Wu’s lead.
“I’ll take it from here, Jasper Dragon,” said Shang Ka Yi.
“Yes, Golden Dragon.”
Denny stayed bent at the waist.
“Rise.” Oh. This was meant for him. Denny drew himself up, meeting the Golden Dragon’s evaluating gazes and immediately averting his eyes.
“You may leave, Jasper Dragon,” Shang Ka Yi said. “Thank you for an entertaining show.”
Denny’s eyes darted to the mirror. What kind of dark magic was this?
“Indeed, Mister Zhou.” The Golden Dragon took Wu’s seat as the door closed behind the Head of Security. “That is a one-way mirror, and I thoroughly enjoyed your performance.”
Performance? Denny’s entire world was shattered! He’d been gutted, fashioned into a sock puppet in this room, and all the Golden Dragon saw was a performance? Under any other circumstances, Denny’s anger would have flared. As it was, even if Denny hadn’t been thoroughly worn out by the preceding harrowing experience, the man’s intimidating eminence was enough to snuff out any such spark. He only sighed in response.
He’d never been so close to a Dragon, let alone spoken to one. Neither had he sought such proximity. Somehow, he’d aroused the interest of both a Jasper and a Golden Dragon but failed to feel anything about that. His emotional capacity had been exhausted. Detached thoughts stumbled through his vacuous skull. Had the Golden Dragon decided Wu had been too soft on Denny? Was he there to announce a crueler, more sophisticated torture for the small-time smuggler who’d tarnished his reputation?
Denny shut his tired eyes. Let it be over with.
“I enjoy surprising my wife. In a nice way, of course.” Shang Ka Yi made an odd sound. Was that… a giggle? “It doesn’t happen often,” the Golden Dragon continued, oblivious to Denny’s stupefied gawking. “She’s extraordinarily insightful and sees right through everyone. But something tells me this time she’ll be perplexed. Mister Zhou, you’ve demonstrated resourcefulness, business acumen, bold initiative, even chutzpah. A combination rarely found in the Hive’s populace. It’s a pity you’ve applied those qualities to the wrong ventures and against my interests… My wife’s, too—a huge mistake, Mister Zhou, never, ever, spite the Golden Dragon Tam Wai Lam if you know what’s good for you. However, I’ll write off your indiscretion as youthful rebellion. You’ve stuck it to the man, mission accomplished, time to grow up.”
“Uh, Golden Dragon?” Denny was drowning in this stream of verbiage. “I don’t understand.”
“Ah, yes, I skipped a key detail. I’m contemplating adding you to my team as an apprentice.”
This random combination of words made no sense.
The Golden Dragon snapped his fingers under Denny’s nose.
Denny recoiled.
“This is the moment you turn your brain back on, Mister Zhou.” The carefree, lighthearted tone was gone. No longer a quirky, strangely benevolent middle-aged man faced Denny, but a true Golden Dragon with a dangerously flat expression. “Or I am going to be disappointed.” Somehow, that word projected more menace than all Wu’s threats combined. “Time to prove your adaptability, else I’ll return you to the Jasper Dragon’s questionable graces.”
A cold gust of panic cleared Denny’s head, leaving a metallic taste in his mouth. “Yes, Golden Dragon! Thank you! I am honored!” He found himself standing, bent in a deep bow. When did that happen?
Shang Ka Yi gestured for him to sit. “Let’s put everything on the table to avoid misunderstandings.”
Denny nodded, a bit too eagerly.
The twin gun muzzles of the Golden Dragon’s disapproving eyes leveled at him. “I don’t like you. You’re a spoiled, entitled brat used to getting your way. A bully and a coward. You failed to consider the consequences of your actions because you’ve never had your wrist properly slapped.” The Golden Dragon paused, evidently expecting this to be a dialog.
Since they were being frank… “Then why choose me?”
“Because, given an appropriate impetus, those behaviors can be adjusted. What you cannot train are qualities such as initiative or inventiveness which, alas, are not commonly encouraged in the Hive. The worker bees know one thing, and one thing only: do their job. They do it well, know their place, abide by the rules, and never question the established hierarchy. Perfect traits for an easily controlled society. Helped develop New Kowloon into the powerhouse it’s become. The problem is we’ve outgrown simple solutions and need people with imagination. Independent thinkers. Sadly, there are too few of those, forcing me to scrape the bottom of the barrel. Why do you think Jasper Dragon and I allowed your uncle’s little enterprise to flourish?”
Wow. So much to process. “What…” Denny wrangled his doubts into a coherent question. “What does a Golden Dragon apprentice… um… apprentice in?”
Shang Ka Yi scoffed. “Can’t apprentice to a rank. I need help with the trade portfolio. Our commercial horizons are expanding fast, slated to grow beyond what my current staff can manage.”
“What will I do?”
“I said I was contemplating taking you in. Conditionally. In the improbable case you pass my test, you’ll shadow me, observe, ask inconvenient questions, and propose unconventional solutions. Put your subversive streak to work, but be a hundred percent loyal. No dealings behind my back, no using my name to solicit favors. You’re on probation until further notice. If I smell as much as a whiff of funny business, it’s over.”
“My apprenticeship?”
“Your life.” The Golden Dragon’s coldness could freeze the Seven Hells. “Can’t let you out into the wild once you’ve been exposed to state secrets.”
Ah. There was a downside. Still better than any of Wu’s options. “I’ll make sure that doesn’t happen.”
“Do.”
“I won’t disappoint you, Golden Dragon.”
“Not a promise you can make. It’s up to me, and my expectations will change over time. Make sure to keep up. Now, to your test.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The metal door left ajar, the deserted hallway behind it—all suggested that no one cared about Denny’s movements after the Golden Dragon had departed. He was on their hook and would crawl back after completing Shang’s test.  If he completed it. If not, they’d find him, and… No. Think positive.
Sadly, positivity declined the invitation, deterred by Denny’s disgust with his defeated self.
He had to do something. Go somewhere. Talk to someone. But what? Where? Whom? First, he had to lift his ass and drag it out of that accursed room with its treacherous mirror. But the ringing silence, echoing in the hollowed shell of his body, bore down on his shoulders with the weight of a thousand stones. The room’s air held the ephemeral remnants of the man Denny had been—confident, unstoppable, in control. The proud man who had stepped into this room with his head held high, never to come back out. Leaving equaled surrendering all that behind for good.
His future required him to start from the very bottom. To claw his way up on others’ terms. To prove his worth to people he cared little for—the Dragons. The fucking Dragons. The fucking Dragons who had it all, and had it so easy it was criminal. All they did was be born on the “right” floor of the Hive and inherit a surname. That guaranteed them stupefying amounts of power—and wealth, too, what kind of useless power would that be otherwise?
Power. Wealth. Beyond what he could hope for in his wildest dreams, even if his scheme to depose and succeed Uncle Hai had gone as planned. And, come to think about it…
Denny’s back straightened.
He was being offered a position on the Dragon’s team. Yes, that meant switching sides. Which, yes, deprived him of the highest aspiration he had come within inches of. And yes, his crew would have full right to call him a fucking Dragon behind his back… eventually, if everything panned out. But he’d have a shot at gaining access to a piece of that power. The associated wealth would be a pleasant bonus.
All he had to do was pass Shang’s test.
As if not passing were an option. Letting down the Golden Dragon meant being thrown back to Wu, jail, public works, exile… Or a snitch mark on his back and a painful, humiliating death.
So… “If I hire you, it’s to think up bold plans and to find the right people to answer the right questions,” Shang had said. “Come back with the name, and we’ll see where we go from there.”
Easy for him to say. The question was plain, but who had the answer?
The Dragon wanted a bold plan. Well…
Denny rose and, without looking back, strode purposefully toward the Devil’s den. All bets were off.

      [image: image-placeholder]“You’ve got nerve facing me again. What brings you here?” Wu Kin Hei’s heavy glare strummed the strings of Denny’s fear, but he held his ground, defiantly keeping eye contact. He was untouchable. Being on the Golden Dragon’s staff granted immunity, at least for now, while the jury was still out on whether he’d pass the test.  
“A question, Jasper Dragon. Who ratted me out?”
Wu smirked drily. “As I said, you’ve got nerve. Why should I tell you?”
Not the right question, then. Another try. “How may I be of use to you, Jasper Dragon?”
The man’s smile broadened. “Now you’re speaking my language. What have you got to offer, Mister Zhou?”
“Once I join the Golden Dragon’s team—”
“Assuming you do.”
Denny steeled his revolting stomach. “Once I join his team, our previous arrangement becomes irrelevant. But I can keep an eye and an ear open to report anything of interest that’s too minor to distract the Golden Dragon with.”
Wu pursed his lips. “Let me be very clear, Mister Zhou: under no circumstances are you to spy on the Golden Dragon himself. If in doubt, keep your mouth shut. Firmly. Understood?”
Denny bowed, but the man’s comment confused him more than it had clarified. Was that a direct order, or a veiled guidance to do the exact opposite?
The Jasper Dragon’s sticky regard clung to him. “Those are speculations about your future usefulness.”
Fair. If Denny wanted an answer now, he had to give something tangible in exchange. “I can explain how I executed Aileen Novak’s escape, Jasper Dragon.”
“Hm. Not too valuable, but it may help patch a few holes in our security protocols. Alright. This doesn’t warrant the full answer you’re looking for, but I’ll trade you a hint: Who stood to benefit the most from taking you off the playing field? Why now? One condition, Mister Zhou.” Wu’s words reined in Denny’s already galloping theorizing. “I expressly forbid any physical harm, direct or indirect, to my assets. Find your answers, give them to the Golden Dragon, and that’s that. You don’t get to exact your revenge.”
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“Then I gathered my crew and told them I’d secured the Dragons’ backing, and we’re making the move on Uncle Hai tonight.”
Shang grimaced. “I thought I made myself clear about using my name.”
“Your name didn’t come up, and it wasn’t to solicit any favors.”
The Golden Dragon eyed him suspiciously, then motioned for him to continue.
Denny shrugged. “I had to explain my absence somehow. And the scrapping of the original plan.”
“They bought into it? You—and the Dragons?”
This was the sketchiest part, and Denny failed to keep his face. He looked away and fidgeted with his hands. “They took a bit of convincing.” And half-truths. And sweet-talking. And promises he had neither the intention nor the means to keep.
Thankfully, Shang didn’t push the matter. “Go on.”
Denny gratefully switched to his prouder achievement. “Jasper Dragon’s hint was too transparent. My uncle would’ve wanted to neutralize me because we were on our way to take over his enterprise. One of my guys must’ve warned him.”
“Dual loyalties?”
“More like questioning our chances of success.”
“So, you pressed on with the attack.”
“I’m on your team, Golden Dragon, and won’t be taking my uncle’s place. There wasn’t going to be an attack.”
“Presumptuous, talking about my team as if it’s an accomplished fact.”
“I gave you the name you asked for, Golden Dragon. I made a bold plan and asked the right questions, didn’t I?”
“And what was your plan?” Shang Ka Yi ignored Denny’s direct question.
“I—” His confidence wavered, along with his voice. He cleared his throat. “It worked exactly as I intended. The same, um, guy rushed to warn Uncle Hai again—”
“Is he still alive?”
A few possible responses formed in Denny’s head, but he went with a noncommittal, “Does it matter?”
“It does if I ask, Mister Zhou.” The Golden Dragon’s harsh tone raised goosebumps on Denny’s neck. “I must see if you’re capable of following orders, especially those at odds with your personal desires.”
Shit. Subordination. Something he’d have to get used to. Denny bowed. “I apologize, Golden Dragon. Yes, he’s alive, as Jasper Dragon requested. Just not on my crew anymore. They expelled him,” he hurried to explain.
“And your plan was…” Shang’s mildly curious expression, as if nothing had happened, threw Denny off again.
“Uh. Yes. The plan. It was to force Uncle Hai’s hand. That worked. He came to ask how my day was. Looked surprised to see me, free and unharmed. All the confirmation I needed.”
“Suspicious, yes, but not enough to point fingers. I need more.”
Denny sighed. What a stubborn mule, his future boss. “I also said, ‘Jasper Dragon sends his best regards.’”
“And?”
“And he smiled.” Denny barely suppressed a shiver at the recollection of that hateful smile, vicious, yet spooked at the same time.
The Golden Dragon leaned back in his chair.
Denny shifted in his. “Well? Did I pass?”
Shang’s eyelids lowered. “Out of curiosity, how were you really planning to take over?”
Should he show all his cards? That hardly mattered anymore. He belonged to this man now, cards and all. “Accounting, Golden Dragon.”
“Elaborate.”
“With the scale of economy on which the Hive operates, it’s impossible to physically count goods. Bureaucracy relies on bookkeeping. Whoever controls the accountants can slip anything in and out. Cleanly. That’s the next level.”
Was there a glint of approval? “Now you’ve learned that it’s also the level attracting the Security Forces’ scrutiny.”
“So…” Asking the same question again would betray his desperation. Worse, weakness. He pressed his jaws shut.
The Golden Dragon switched his attention to the papers on his desk. “Find Iron Dragon Park Yun-mi in the main dojo. You’ll be training under her until further notice. I may periodically give you more tasks, but your focus should stay the same: to not disappoint me. Dismissed.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Small tits, narrow hips… Rounder feminine shapes suited Denny’s taste better, but this tight little package brimming with energy must be explosive in bed. Definitely a screamer. Yeah, he’d tap that! 
The object of his evaluation kept talking with that standoffish look, but Denny filtered out the tedious words, letting his lust bloom. After the emotional wringer he’d gone through for hours, he deserved to release his stress. The image of her bouncing on top with an entirely different demeanor… Training under her gained a new color. Nobody he knew could boast of having a pet Dragon as a plaything. Ooh, he would have tons of fun taming this wild thing! He winked, giving her his most seductive smile. It had never failed him, making girls melt in his arms into soft, malleable—
She cut her speech mid-word and, without changing stance, flung her elbow up. It connected with Denny’s chin, slinging his head back at an angle he hadn’t known his spine could withstand. Blinded, he staggered and dropped to his knees.
“Why?” he squeaked.
“This isn’t a comfort lounge. In the combatives gym, we hit, not hit on.”
How dare she not be flattered by his attention? “Ungrateful bitch,” Denny muttered, coping with the lurching floor.
She strolled past him. An arm snaked around his neck and tightened. Primal panic shot through Denny. He thrashed and clawed, but the clamp held firm until light faded to dark. He went limp. The chokehold eased, allowing blood to rush back to his brain but leaving him struggling for each labored breath.
The girl’s braids swayed into his narrowed peripheral vision, filled with floating blots.
“I am an Iron Dragon.” Her rasping whisper in his ear made Denny’s hair stand on end. “And you, asswipe, are a fucking nobody. I can’t stand your sort. As far as I’m concerned, you’re a washout. If you want to be allowed in the same room with the Golden Dragon again, work hard to change my mind. Harder than you’ve ever worked in your useless life. Hells, you’ll want to sell your soul to me! Understood?”
Denny grunted his agreement.
The suffocating brace around his throat retreated. “What was that?”
Denny collapsed onto all fours and swallowed. Tried to swallow, but the thorny knob at the base of his tongue refused to go. He called up his rage, indignation—anything!—but her contagious revulsion seeped into his pores, filling him with angst and fear. “Understood, Iron Dragon,” he wheezed.
The girl returned from behind his back and finger-flicked his forehead. “On your feet, moron.”
Watching Denny’s pathetic attempts to rise, she wrinkled her nose. “It’s beyond me what the Golden Dragon may want with a shitbag like you. Reshaping pampered degenerates into half-decent human beings isn’t my specialty, but an order is an order. You are to become a Hive officer, which means being able to stand your ground, and definitely not be bested by an untrained foreigner.”
Foreigner? Untrained? Shit. She knew how Aileen had humiliated him. And now she had, the way no girl ever had. Park Yun-mi—what kind of stupid name was that?—now topped the list of Denny’s enemies. Fucking her was no longer as alluring as fucking her up. If he sent a word to his crew, and they ambushed her in a deserted hallway… No. They wouldn’t risk messing with a Dragon, even the lowest-ranking one. And he didn’t have a crew anymore. He was thoroughly screwed.
The bitch flicked him again. “I said, up. Get lost. Be here for the Legion training at zero-seven-hundred tomorrow.”
“Huh?”
“Seven in the morning, dimwit. I’m gonna enjoy making your manicured hands bleed, your knees buckle, and your teeth itch. Until we see if what hides under all the shitty bluster is worthy of the Golden Dragon’s time.”
Uh-oh. Maybe the jail wasn’t such a terrible option.
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Suppressing a yawn—who the Hells schedules anything this early?—Denny peeked into the gym. Around twenty people were warming up, arranged in three lines. All but two—obvious foreigners. Mostly men, but Denny’s eye lingered on each of the three women present. Wicked! It may not end up being a complete waste of his time.
He was greeted with curious glances, but nobody spoke to him. Was he in the right place? Park Yun-mi’s absence did not bolster his confidence.
Something pressed between Denny’s shoulder blades, urging him through the doorway.
Denny moved aside, turning, and craned his neck. The dark-skinned giant stood at least a foot taller than him. A broad, white smile split his round face. “You must be Denny.” He stuck out his hand. “Owen. Welcome to the Legion training.”
Denny’s fingers barely reached across the shovel-sized palm. He gawked at those square, shiny teeth. How could anyone have such perfect teeth? “This is the Legion? And where’s the cranky little—”
Owen’s smile died. His other arm shot up, catching Denny’s trachea between thumb and forefinger. Denny wheezed and stiffened. The man’s forehead creased. “Be very careful with the next word to come out of your mouth.” His steel grip retracted.
Denny slumped, leaning onto his knees, waiting for his heart to slow. Those hissing breaths were sweeter than honey.
“Count this as two warnings, the first and the last.” Owen’s forceful voice, while quiet, filled Denny’s ears, making the skin on his scruff crawl. “We, the Foreign Legion, are loyal to the Iron Dragon—no one else. Disrespect her, and we’ll tear you limb from bloody limb.”
Denny risked glancing up. All eyes were on him, frosty and unsympathetic. No way they could hear Denny’s words or Owen’s rebuke, but the dynamics of the exchange left no room for misinterpretation, and none of these Legionnaires appeared to second-guess this guy.
Bristling with clumsily faked aplomb, Denny removed his shoes and marched across the mats to an empty spot in the last row. The men and women parted, letting him through with silent regard like they owned the place. This was all wrong. He, the Kowloonese, born and bred, was supposed to be treated like a boss by this ragtag gang of uncivilized barbarians! Why did the Golden Dragon send him to suffer such insult?
The door opened, silencing the muted chatter. The Iron Dragon, energetic and poised, sauntered into the room. “Good morning, Legion!”
“Foreign Legion!” barked twenty enthusiastic lungfuls, with only Denny startled.
Park Yun-mi acknowledged everyone besides him. Her warm gaze turned indifferent before brushing past. “The plan for today.” She pulled out a notebook. “Warmup and hand-to-hand, breakfast, CQB, languages, lunch, history—the usual. Then”—she snapped her notebook shut and slipped it back into her pocket—“a surprise! Force-on-force simulation with the Marines!”
“The who?” a blond guy beside him voiced the question Denny didn’t dare ask. He wasn’t the only one confused.
“The pirates?” Owen dubiously scratched the back of his bald head. A few grumbles echoed his unease.
“The former pirates.” The Iron Dragon’s correction was too vehement. “I don’t need to tell you how much I hate that scum,” her tone shifted to conciliatory. “You and I led the attack on the Island, putting an end to their rule of terror. Now, the past belongs to the past, and the Marine Corps is slated to become a legitimate branch of New Kowloon’s Security Forces.” She paused. “Tentatively.”
How did Denny miss that news? The pirate clan elimination had been the talk of the Hive for the past week, but integrating them into Security? Whose outlandish idea was that?
“Look, this is, to an extent, my project, too,” Park Yun-mi said, as if overhearing his thoughts, “and I’d like it to succeed.” She scanned the crowd, gathering nods and assent, some given begrudgingly.
“Of course, Iron Dragon,” Owen summarized. Must be her lieutenant or a teacher’s pet. Or… Denny’s imagination obligingly rendered yesterday’s picture of her bouncing, but on top of this man. Hm, probably not. A woman well fucked wouldn’t be this testy. If only she’d given Denny a chance to improve her disposition…
“To be clear,” the girl continued, woefully unaware of his fantasies, “this exercise is not about proving who’s better. Its goal is sharing experiences and identifying gaps, theirs and ours.” She grimaced. “Say what you will about the ex-Islanders, their raiders are capable fighters with skills we’d want to gain. Similarly, they have a lot to learn from us. For one, they aren’t trained in firearm use and tactics, due to their historical lack of access to guns and ammo.”
“We’re giving them guns?!” Denny’s blond neighbor, evidently, wasn’t too keen on letting the Iron Dragon’s dictates go uncontested. Could become an ally…
“Yes, Sergey.” Park Yun-mi remained unmoved. “As a Kowloonese unit, they get the same resources we do. But”—her scowl morphed into a carnivorous grin—“if this experiment fails, I’ll remember you’ve volunteered to waste them.”
Sergey returned a smirk. “Thanks, Chief, you got it!” So much for an ally.
The Iron Dragon grew serious again. “With that established, back to the subject. I’m not asking you to befriend them, simply to keep it professional. We’ll teach them and learn from them. No hate! Remember, they’re our colleagues now. Blunted weapons only, and I’ll personally check all the guns are unloaded.”
A ripped guy in the second row flexed his arm. “Sorry, Iron Dragon, can’t unload these guns.”
The room burst into laughter. Even Park Yun-mi succumbed. “I’ll make an exception for you, Farid.”
This was a military unit? As remote from Security as Denny had been, his crew had better discipline.
“How do we simulate firing unloaded guns?” asked a frowning woman in the first line, apparently not susceptible to lame humor. Splendid curves, beautiful dark hair… But too intense, wouldn’t be fun.
With a straight face, Park Yun-mi pointed a finger at her. “Pew-pew. Pew-pew. And one in the head, pew. You’re dead, Miri.”
Another peal of laughter reverberated between the walls.
“I’m serious,” the Iron Dragon said. “Anyhow. We’re eating into training time. Pick a partner.”
Unlike in the past, no one rushed to Denny’s side, competing for his benevolence. Burning acrimony took hold of his gut.
Park Yun-mi looked at Sergey and motioned her head toward Denny. The blond guy issued a heartbroken sigh and faced him. “Guess I’m stuck with you today, eh?”
Denny glared back.
Sergey cocked his head. “Snooty, huh? Know how to tap out?”

      [image: image-placeholder]His  everything hurt. His complaining muscles—many he’d never suspected existed—repaid his shuffling with soreness. His miserable joints, having suffered to too much hyperextension, refused to flex within their normal ranges. His poor head, having met the too-thin mats a few too many times, was sluggish with roiling numbness.
He’d thought he possessed passable combat skills—having survived multiple skirmishes with the competing crews in the deserted hallways around the warehouses, if not formally trained. Boy, was he proven wrong.
His only desire was to crawl into a quiet, safe place and tap out. Out of the unending physical and verbal abuse, the events that had thrown his well-balanced life into a downward spiral, this cruel, unfair reality.
Instead, Denny dragged his sorry ass after the rowdy band of the legionnaires headed for breakfast. The barbarians filled the hallway with their indecently clamorous banter and inappropriately exaggerated gestures. The few Kowloonese who happened along the way pressed against the walls, waiting out the unholy disaster, muttering and shaking their heads. Yeah, foreigners roaming the Hive like it was their home… Abhorrent. What had the world come to?
Denny paused a few steps from the cantina entrance, letting a few locals slip in between him and his fellow trainees. He couldn’t possibly allow himself to be seen in their company.
He absentmindedly loaded the food onto his tray, turned toward the tables, and stopped.
His former crew were watching him expectantly. He’d snuck straight into his room after his introduction to the Iron Dragon last night, avoiding them, and they were guaranteed to have questions. Questions he himself had no answers to. And… damn. If a Golden Dragon’s apprentice, whatever that meant, was seen mingling with that kind of people—until yesterday, his kind—it could tarnish his patron’s reputation or something. Better not.
Bitterness rose from Denny’s stomach, destroying any vestiges of appetite. He claimed an empty seat at a random table with a bunch of yellowjackets. Why not? He was turning into a clerical worker himself.
They sized him up, inched away on their benches, and lowered their already hushed voices to a whisper. Knew who he was, eh? Pride swelled in his chest, to fizzle out instantly. Who was he? The Denny he’d used to be was gone, but the new Denny—if he were allowed to keep that name—had not been defined yet. A provisional legionnaire? A janitor with the public works? An outcast? A mangled body in an unmarked grave? Or a Golden Dragon’s assistant? Ha, right. Like that would ever come to pass if the Iron Bitch had a say.
While Denny was staring through his plate, the clerks had hurriedly shoveled in their breakfasts and retired. Unfamiliar territory, being alone. He would have to adapt to it.
Something changed in his environment. The droning hum of conversation died. Every mouth stopped chewing, and every pair of eyes followed the movement of another foreign group. A sea of frowns, distaste, and fear.
The focus of the unwelcoming attention—two dozen randomly outfitted, lean strangers—feigned nonchalance. Poorly. One flashed a mean smile and flipped the impromptu audience both middle fingers. That earned him a quiet but animated dressing down from another. A woman.
Denny’s spine straightened, gaining an extra inch. His shoulders squared. This one was worthy of his interest. Oh. Oh! These must have been the pirates Park had mentioned earlier! If they were about to be given guns, granting them access to New Kowloon’s food court was nothing. But the rumor about them joining the Security Forces had not spread through the Hive yet, hence the hostility.
With the initial shock wearing off, the Kowloonese gradually returned to their meals. The newcomers spent a few minutes figuring out the cantina arrangements, then split into two groups. One found an empty corner, the other…
Headed straight toward Denny.
Run away? Switch to another table? Paralyzed by indecision, he stayed glued to his seat. They wouldn’t dare harm him in the middle of the Hive.
A broad guy stopped in front of him, effortlessly holding his tray with one arm. His other ended in a misshapen stump. Whoa. A physical deformity, not a common sight in the Hive. “Okay to join you?” the pirate asked.
“What?” With an effort, Denny pulled his eyes away from the blue inked ornaments wrapped around the man’s wiry arms up to his rolled-up sleeves, and refocused on the face, half-covered in tattoos as well and framed by a wild shock of ginger hair. Did they voluntarily mark themselves as criminals?
“Is it okay if we sit at this table?” the guy repeated with excessive articulation. “Do you understand?”
Denny jerked his shoulders. “Of course.”
“‘Of course, you understand,’ or ‘Of course, we can sit’?”
“Both.”
The redheaded savage growled and lowered himself onto the opposite bench from Denny’s. The fine woman sat next to him. The others spread around the table and reached for their food. With bare hands. Denny chewed off the expletives churning on the tip of his tongue.
Two other females joined them, eye candies too, but Denny’s interest gravitated to the supposed leader. Swirled patterns turned half her face into a semblance of a snarling feline, obviously meant to intimidate. It worked. The dark lines, broken here and there with thin white cuts, snaked down her neck and disappeared under the collar, resurfacing as a set of patterned rings on her exposed forearm. How far over the covered parts of her body did those extend? He’d never been with a tattooed woman. Could be… refreshing.
She misinterpreted his interest. “You have an ink artist here?”
“An… ink artist?” Denny scratched his neck. “A calligrapher?”
The woman’s cat and the guy’s wolf exchanged perplexed looks. “Is that what you call a tattooist?” She pointed at her arm.
“Ah! No. We don’t do this in the Hive”—Denny lowered his voice—“officially. Tattoos are poor form, a sign of belonging to a certain, you know, social class. Or being a sentenced felon.”
“And unofficially?” She leaned forward.
“I, um, can introduce you to people.”
“See?” the woman said to her sidekick. “They’re not all useless wimps here.” 
The guy’s jaw dropped, leaving a noodle hanging from the corner of his mouth. “If not with tattoos, how do you mark your kills?” he asked, genuinely bewildered.
The elaborate scheme Denny had been concocting to get this woman into his room for fun unofficial artistry imploded. Suddenly, the idea of being with someone bearing one, two… more than ten kill marks lost its appeal. On second thought, she wasn’t really all that attractive. And those ugly, jagged scars, like unfamiliar letters stamped into her other cheek and brow… Ew. Denny turned to the guy. “We don’t kill here, nothing to mark.”
“Figures.” The savage pinched the noodle between his fingers, viewed it suspiciously, and threw it back into his mouth.
The woman picked up the chopsticks from her tray, one in each hand, and fiddled around with them. “How do you use these?”
Denny showed her.
She watched with a frown of concentration, tried to replicate his movements, and ended up flinging one chopstick to the floor and sending half her noodles over the tabletop. “Ugh!” She stabbed the bun with the remaining one. “Don’t you have forks, like normal people?”
Normal people? That, coming from a wild Islander? Enough was enough. Denny rose from his seat, picking up the tray with his unfinished breakfast.
“Hey!” Her hail was too loud, same as everything about these Marines. Heads turned. “Sorry, didn’t mean it that way.” Was her smile supposed to be reconciliatory? “So, about…” She traced a tattoo ring on her arm with her fingernail. “How do I find you?”
“I’ll see you in the afternoon,” Denny said. “Force-on-force training.” Aha. The precious confusion on her not-so-confident-now face. And not-so-ugly…
Kill marks.
His nascent desire died again.
On his way out, Denny walked behind the legionnaires’ table.
“Fraternizing with the enemy, huh?” muttered the dark-curled Miri.
Damn, how did he end up stuck between two groups of obnoxious foreigners?
The day was shaping up to be too long.






  
  Chapter three
Karim


May 23 rd, 43 PE
Karim’s Ka-bar, his most trusted friend, eagerly repaid all the hours of loving honing. It slid smoothly into the side of the Zealot’s neck as if muscle, tendon, and blood vessels offered no resistance. As if this were the knife’s rightful place. Which it was, by God and the Seven Hells, it so was!
Karim closed his eyes, savoring the momentary bizarre connection his blade had provided to the man still thrashing in his chokehold—but already dead.
The knife’s spine scraped against the man’s, and Karim stopped his thrust. Enough. His forearm tensed, urging the edge out. It happily obliged, slicing the Zealot’s throat open from the inside. “Ha-a-a-a-a!” A primal roar shook Karim. His grief and hatred mixed with the spray of blood fanning from the cut, draining him, too. Taking a life with a knife was as personal as it got. Too personal for a normal day or a normal man. But this day of revenge, delayed by seven never-ending winter months, was anything but normal. And he… Karim relaxed his left arm, letting the body—now truly, visibly, irreparably dead—crumple from his hold. No one had called him normal in a long time. Not since killing people had stopped terrifying him.
He waited for the dizzying high of vengeance that no alcohol could ever compete with… Nothing. His team wasn’t coming back from the dead. The stench of the charred corpses and the burning train, tainting his perception of smell ever since that fateful ambush, still lingered in his nostrils. The sucking emptiness of the loss did not accept this sacrifice.
“Lieutenant, sir!”
Lieutenant. That was him. Not a corporal anymore, nor a sergeant… if he’d cared for any of that. But being the commanding officer had its benefits. He could get things done his way. The right way. Karim tore his gaze off the dark puddle suffusing the dirt under his boots.
Arvind approached at a jog and saluted, swallowing hard at the sight of the three motionless bodies at Karim’s feet.
First blood for those green soldiers. Part of him hoped they’d never get used to it. The other, pragmatic part, cackled at such naivety. “Report,” he said, shutting down the internal debate.
“No sign of others, sir. These five were the only ones here. The dormitory”—the soldier pointed at a squat decrepit building in the distance—“has many more beds, but they aren’t made up.”
Not good. No Zealot could be allowed to escape justice. They should all pay the ultimate price. Their terrorist attacks had to be stopped once and for all.
He swerved to the two remaining captives kneeling on the ground.
One peered back with a challenge, and the other hurried to bend down and burst into feverish mumbling. “Father God Almighty, I call upon thou to accept my spirit! Mother Earth the Merciful, take my mortal shell into thy embrace—”
Javid’s whack to his head failed to disrupt the prayer, but the Zealot’s voice trailed to a whisper.
Karim snarled. Somewhere in his soul’s deepest recesses, his upbringing in the Faith tried to object, but he silenced its thin voice. He was done with that a long time ago. “Listen up, you two,” he said in the most neutral voice. “Where are the rest? I only need one of you to talk.”
His pitch yielded zero effect. The first prisoner kept staring, the second—praying.
Fanatics, as ready to die for the Faith as to kill for it. If he played to that… “Whoever answers my questions will get to say the funeral rites for the other.”
A-ha. The defiant prisoner bared his teeth. “They left, on—”
“Shut up, you fool!” the other Zealot yelled. “What are you doing?”
“Saving your soul. Our blessed brothers are too far away now. These infidels will never catch up with them!”
Karim took a slow breath. “Go on. Details.”
The details were scarce. Two minutes later, he closed the distance, and the impudent prisoner cowered, shaking.
“A deal is a deal,” Karim said, “even with Satan’s spawn. Your friend dies first. Arvind!”
The young soldier stepped forward. “Y-yes, sir.”
Dilated pupils. Quivering lips. He already knew what Karim’s order was going to be. Clever boy, but also prone to second-guessing when hesitation meant death. This God-forsaken camp presented a safe opportunity to see if the kid had what it took to be a real soldier, ready to not only give his own life for his comrades but take others’ as well.
Karim flipped his knife in the air and offered it handle first to Arvind.
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Karim waited out his boss’s outburst.
“Sorry. Please continue.”
He acknowledged the apology with a nod. If he’d been vainer, he would’ve given himself an imaginary pat on the shoulder. “The Five Points’ intel was solid, sir. We found the compound exactly where it was said to be, with accommodation for the entire band—thirty-two beds, matching Jackson’s estimates. The core group left six days ago on a mission far to the south. Those five stayed for housekeeping… Beats me what that means. We rounded them up without a single shot, interrogated, and dispatched the filthy animals. Then torched the place.”
“Six days.” Novak touched his chin. “Too far gone now. We’ll have to do this again once they’re back, but this time, they’ll know someone’s after them.” He stared through Karim, calculating. “What did you say their mission was?” Novak’s right hand flexed and balled, working out the knots. The shattered bones in his palm had healed not quite properly after his harrowing acquaintance with The Station’s interrogation room last fall.
“I didn’t, sir. Does the name Sinluys mean anything to you?”
Novak chewed on his lip. “Can’t say it does.”
“That’s where they’re headed.” Karim retold what he’d learned from the prisoner.
“Just up and left, with a prayer and no plan? Fanatics. Their hatred trumps common sense, eh?”
Could treat this as a rhetorical question. Or not. “Respectfully, sir, no.”
Novak perked up. “Explain.”
“It’s love, not hatred. They believe machines caused all humanity’s troubles, that God sent the E to save us from the end of the world, and that if machines come back, it would doom us all over again. They’re here to ensure that doesn’t happen. See themselves as our saviors. That’s it, in a nutshell, sir.”
“Huh.” Novak leaned back. “How do you know so much?”
Not a subject Karim was keen to expand on. “My parents were strong in their Faith, sir.”
“Alright.” To his credit, Novak didn’t push for further insight. “There’s a chance the Zealots bit off more than they can chew.”
“We won’t know for sure.”
“We’ll know if they succeed and return.”
“Wouldn’t want to see that happen, sir. I’m growing fond of our machines myself.”
“So am I, Karim, so am I. Your armored train raid made waves last year. Bolstered The Station’s reputation to epic levels.”
“And yours, sir.” Karim allowed a hint of a grin.
“And mine.” Novak’s genial smile flashed and, just as quickly, dissolved. “Listen. On the off chance the info is true, about this Sinless—”
“Sinluys, sir.”
“Whatever. Go to the Hive and retell this to Shang.”
“Sir?” Karim arched an eyebrow.
Novak sucked in air and rose to his feet. “We’ve subscribed to Bo’s vision, which requires us all to be on the same page. Don’t think I’ve forgiven the Kowloonese for Aileen, but this way, the Dragon will be indebted to me, and that’s how I like it.”
“I’ll get right to it, sir.” Karim wheeled about. The sooner he left, the sooner he’d be back.
“And, Karim?”
Uh-oh. The tone his boss reserved for the most delicate requests.
Novak’s discomfort was written plainly on his face. “Knowing Shang, I wouldn’t put it past him to launch an expedition to this Sin… Sen…” He dismissed the geography with a wave of his hand. “If that happens, I want you there.”
“Me? Why?”
“Who else can I trust with this? Jamil Khan? An inquisitor? You have a history of salvaging the most desperate missions.”
“I’d rather not make it a habit.”
“Let’s hope you won’t need to.”
“Amen.”
“If Shang does go, this would be your chance to catch the runaway Zealots and dispense justice.”
“Revenge, sir. Justice is not my department.”
“Same difference, for all I care—as long as you get what you want. So, can I count on you?”
“Always, sir.”
Marc Novak was good for The Station, the best thing to happen in decades. And what was good for The Station was good for Karim. This was also the man who’d noticed Karim in the whirlwind of last October’s events and promoted him to the second-highest military rank, despite the old cadre’s grumbling. He had earned Karim’s respect and gratitude, if not personal loyalty. That would take longer. But Novak could count on him, for sure.
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One last jolt and the rumbling died down. The Invincible came to a standstill.
The armored train’s interior had been vastly improved since Karim had taken the first prototype for a joy ride to Buffalo and beyond. Its cars were now fitted with seats and cots, bathroom compartments, and a small kitchen clinging to a potbelly stove. Yet, it kept the ineradicable stench of unwashed bodies, with the undertones of burned gunpowder and engine smoke.
Karim climbed to his feet, stretched, and swung open the hefty ironclad door. Its hinges echoed his groan. He squinted, blinded by the daylight, absorbing the warmth of the early afternoon sun on his skin. Ah, the sweet, fresh air outside the impenetrable moving coffin.
He could have taken a regular cargo train. With the Zealots gone, there was supposed to be no imminent danger. Yet, despite Karim’s protestations and appeals to smarter resource management, Novak had insisted on making a grand entrance. “The Kowloonese have had the whole winter to forget how much they owe us,” he said. “They need reminding. Bluntly, in their face.”
The Hive, with its railyard deserted, appeared utterly unimpressed by the Invincible’s arrival. No flashy Dragons putting on airs before their submissive entourages. No arrogant security, disdainful of lowly foreigners. A lone yellow-uniformed man scurried toward the train, suspiciously eyeing the cloud of steam released by its idling engine. So much for making a dramatic entrance.
Karim waited in the doorway.
The man, well past his prime, huffed and wiped his brow. “Greetings, uh, glorious guests. I…” His little eyes shifted, momentarily focusing on Karim and rolling off again. “I’m afraid there’s no one around to welcome you properly. The earlier arrivals have commanded all attention, you see—”
“The earlier arrivals?”
“Precisely, sir, from Hamilton.”
Interesting. “Take me to the Golden Dragon Shang.” Regardless of any other visitors, Shang Ka Yi needed to hear Karim’s news, pronto. And Novak would want Karim to learn about the Emirate’s business in New Kowloon.
“Sir, I don’t think I—” The jittery clerk shrunk under Karim’s stare. “Yes, sir. Right away, sir. Follow me, sir.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Pure professional interest, nothing more. In case he needed to penetrate the Hive’s defenses one day, or to consult The Station’s engineers on constructing something similar… Oh, come on, who was he bullshitting? The Hive was overwhelming in its magnificence, and Karim gawked like a six-year-old at the Five Points Marketplace Fair. 
It had changed since his previous visit. Besides the additional levels piled on its top, the security got notably tighter, and the denser crowds now included non-Kowloonese faces… An elusive smell tickled Karim’s nostrils. Foreign, it carried old metal, polished wood, and stale dust, dominated by gun lube and machine oil.
The previous visit. How long had it been, two years since his detail accompanied the Chief Inquisitor to meet a Dragon, Siu-something? Already? Things had been way different before that insane confrontation spun out of control. Rumor had it that Siu had fallen from grace, either dead or wishing he were. And the Inquisitor… Moctar Khalifa could be in this very building. Most likely was.
Karim’s steps slowed. He could leverage his intel on the Zealots to see his former ruler, and the Dragons would be hard-pressed to refuse, but why? Whatever the Chief Inquisitor’s schemes had been—fuck him. The man had caused The Station an immeasurable amount of trouble and pain. Karim wasn’t without blemish himself, but he’d always been a soldier, making a point of staying out of politics. He reported to Novak now, and if his new boss wasn’t too curious about his predecessor’s well-being, why should he stir the pot? 
He picked up the pace to catch up with his guide.
A bubble of commotion swelled down the hallway, surging toward Karim. The wave of exclamations drew nearer, and before he could read the situation, a distinctly foreign figure, wrapped head to toe in a whirlwind of color, burst through the throng and clasped Karim’s elbow with thin, yet strong fingers.
“Help me, please!” she cried into his ear.
She? Yes, the bulky robes disguised her build, but the voice, strangled by the shortness of breath, was that of a young girl.
The crowd disgorged three Security men.
The fugitive—what else could she be?—dodged behind Karim, clinging to his waist. “Please!” Despair pitched her whisper higher.
A glum officer stepped forward, his hand hovering over the baton at his belt. “Move aside.”
Under his unmistakably professional scrutiny, Karim’s muscles tensed. Could he take on this guy? Probably. Should he? An entirely different question. A guest in the Hive, who was he to interfere?
The girl must have sensed his hesitation. Her clumsy grip tightened. Please. A silent puff of air between his shoulder blades, felt rather than heard.
Oh, for God’s sake!
Karim squared his shoulders. “I am on official business here, to meet the—”
“Sir.” The security officer took another step, popping the baton up in its loop. “This doesn’t concern you.” 
“—Golden Dragon Shang Ka Yi,” Karim finished, ignoring the unveiled threat, as well as the two other men spreading out to flank him.
The name he dropped cut the low hum emanating from the onlookers so abruptly that the creaking of the thoughts turning in the officer’s head was almost audible. The man looked Karim over with a fresh appreciation. His grip on the weapon loosened, letting it slide back into its place. His lips curved upward. “That is, in fact, where we were ordered to bring her, the Golden Dragon’s office. Please, right this way.”
Not the worst outcome. Little else Karim could—and would—have done for a random stranger who’d accidentally run into him a moment ago. Geopolitics were at stake, and he couldn’t allow one weirdly dressed girl to further upset The Station’s already strained relationships with the Great Hive. Especially knowing nothing about what he’d be saving her from.
“Come.” He patted her hand, the suggestion he’d take her side unsaid and thus uncommitted. No promises he wasn’t reasonably sure he’d be able—or willing—to keep. Karim shifted his weight to follow the inhospitable officer.
The girl resisted his pull. “You don’t understand! They’ll give me back to that monster!”
“M-m?” Karim turned to her. “Who?”
“The Emir!” Her arms dropped.
“He’s here? Himself?”
Her slumped shoulders effectively conveyed her dejection, even with her face hidden.
Lord Almighty and His Blessed Prophet! It’d been a while since Karim had last invoked those names, but nothing else would’ve reflected the depth of his shock.
The officer’s neutral expression emphasized his displeasure at waiting.
Karim grabbed the girl’s wrist. “Come.”
She followed, limply shuffling her feet.
“Speak.” He kept his voice low. Better if the locals didn’t overhear.
A sniffle.
“Speak.” Karim stiffened his grip on her arm.
Another sniffle.
Karim growled. “We don’t have much time, lady. If you want me to try to help, start talking! Who are you? What are you running from?”
“I… I’m the Emir’s ninth wife since the Equinox. He… The things he does to me… I…” Her voice broke, and she wiped her face with her free hand through the veil. “I can’t take it anymore.”
Well, shit. No one truly knew what was happening in the Hamilton Emirate, but the rumors ranged from weird to outright horrifying. Desiccated enemy heads nailed to the stronghold walls were mentioned, and even ritual cannibalism. Against that background, the widely circulating tales of the Emir’s inclinations easily rivaled, if not eclipsed, those about the former Chief Inquisitor.
“And you ran.”
“Yes.”
“Where to?”
“Away. Anywhere, I don’t care.”
“Why me?”
“The locals all ignored me. You were the first I saw who isn’t Kowloonese.”
“Great. And what am I to do with you?”
“Anything you want, mister! Can’t be worse than him. Take me from here! I’ll be a great wife! I’m strong, I can cook, my pussy’s still tight, and I’m pretty, I can show you my face, mister—wanna see my face? It’s pretty, I promise!” She reached to unravel the cloth wrapped around her head.
Karim batted her arm away. “Shut. Up.” The skin on the back of his neck crawled. Based on what little he’d heard about the Hamiltonians’ absurd notions of family honor, she’d be as good as dead. And he absolutely wasn’t planning to get into hot water with the Emirate. Worse, with the Emir himself. On top of that, as Novak’s emissary, he’d put his boss in a difficult position. What a train wreck!
Karim stole a furtive glance at the Security. Three steps ahead, the officer’s stiff back disclosed no hint of whether he’d overheard all this pretty face and tight pussy talk. His two subordinates, trailing behind and to the sides, wouldn’t discern a word of the girl’s fervent whispering.
This drama was the Hamiltonians’ internal matter. The girl—she was nobody. Karim—a soldier doing soldierly things—had no orders concerning her. He glanced at her. So tiny… “How old are you?”
“Thirteen.”
Fuck. Fuckity fucking fuckery. He should not have asked. Red crept into Karim’s vision. That degenerate cabrón was doing things to a kid.
The fugitive yelped.
Karim loosened his grip on her wrist. “Sorry.” His other hand stayed tightly clenched. If he ever found himself in a room with the Emir, refraining from punching the bastard in the throat would take all Karim’s willpower. Beating around the bush? He’d rather give—or take!—a real beating. Novak knew full well these diplomatic games weren’t Karim’s strong suit. Why send him? An unscrupulous, silver-tongued trader would’ve been better suited to the task.
The Hive officer held one leaf of an ornate double door, letting Karim and his chance companion through. “The Golden Dragon’s compound. Wait here while I take her in. How shall I announce you?”
“Lieutenant Firdous, The Station.”
A precious silence fell over the waiting room, deeper than when Karim had dropped the Golden Dragon’s name back in the hallway.
“And”—Karim shoved the girl behind his back—“she’s going nowhere without me.”
In an egregious loss of control over his face, the Kowloonese flashed cold hostility tinged with a begrudging respect. “As you wish, Lieutenant.” He disappeared behind the inner doors.
The girl’s arms snaked around Karim’s waist again. “Thank you, Mister Firdous,” she whispered. “You’re so big and brave! I know you’ll be a great husband. And I’ll bear you strong, healthy children, you’ll see—”
Karim threw her hands off, swiveled on his heels, and shook her by her bony shoulders. “Stop it!” he breathed into her veil, leaning in so close their noses almost touched. “You’ll get us both killed!”
She recoiled, turning her head away from his vehemence.
Stupid, stupid kid with her stupid fantasies. The Great Hive’s walls had eyes and ears, and their highest concentration would be on Shang’s home turf. The Dragon wouldn’t hesitate to relay this information to the Emir if he gauged it politically expedient. As, say, a trump card in the power game with Novak. Shit.
In another situation, being called brave might have pleasantly stroked his pride. But spewed with that raving nonsense, obviously overheard from the Emir’s older wives, the compliment reeked of disgrace. This whole perverted affair did. He needed a bath to scrub the clinging uncleanliness off his skin.
“Lieutenant.”
Karim threw his head up.
The assistant waited for Karim’s eyes to find him behind the counter. “Come in. And”—his mouth curved down—“bring her along, will you?”
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Karim bobbed his head in lieu of a bow. “Golden Dragon.”
Several people, including the now familiar security officer, lurked in the shadowy fringes of the spacious hall. The person occupying the only other armchair in the center, strategically angled at the Dragon’s side, stared past Karim. In his late thirties or early forties, with an average frame and a notable paunch, thin hair with a brownish tint, and an exceptionally ordinary face. A perfect “gray man”, if not for the garish clashing of colors he was decked in.
Shang ostentatiously traced Karim’s gaze. “Apologies, Mister Firdous, how rude of me. Have you met Emir Whitaker the First of Hamilton?”
“Haven’t had the pleasure.” If Karim had ground his teeth any harder, his jaw joints would have popped. But that was the diplomatic response, wasn’t it?
“Unsurprising, Mister Firdous. Very few people outside the Resplendent Emirate have. I am truly honored by His Excellency’s choice to make the Great Hive his first international destination.”
The colorful gray man squeezed out a smile. “A magnificent place, Golden Dragon, and incredible hospitality.” He gave up the pretense and scowled. “Almost marred by my spoiled wife’s antics. Thankfully, she was returned.”
The poor girl had enough sense to keep a physical distance from Karim, at least in front of her husband.
The Emir’s faded-blue eyes finally left his victim with a promise of impending punishment and locked on Karim. “I hear you insisted on bringing her back yourself. Why?”
Why, indeed? To confront the freak molesting little kids and possibly throat-punch him. In person, the Emir didn’t look the part. If Karim had met him in the street, plain-clothed, he’d not spare him a second glance. But the moment the man spoke… Karim’s entrails churned. Dispassionate words refused to come. A vein pulsed in his temple.
The Emir frowned, then broke the awkward silence, “You didn’t think you’d—”
“Gentlemen, gentlemen!” Shang patted the air. “She’s here, safe and sound. Let’s get on with the introductions.”
The Golden Dragon was diplomat enough for both of his guests, covering Karim’s lack of skill, while not actually committing to returning the girl to His Hamiltonian Excellency. Well played.
“I am told you’ve traveled here by armored train, Mister Firdous.” Shang Ka Yi’s arms mimed a vague shape, supposedly his approximation of the concept. “The same you put to such legendary use last October?”
“Yes, Golden Dragon, the Invincible.” Its being named should hint at the need to distinguish it from others. Let the Kowloonese guess how many more The Station had.
“How fitting! And my heartfelt congratulations on your new rank. Well-earned, Mister Firdous, truly well-earned.”
“Thank you, Golden Dragon.”
Shang turned to his other guest. “Excellency, have you heard about that valiant raid which, dare I say, ushered in a new era of modern warfare?”
Way to prop Karim against the apparent power imbalance.
“M-hm.” The Emir looked Karim up and down. “That was you, huh?”
“With several good men, yes.” Karim met the Emir’s gaze with a heavy glare. Assholes far more dangerous than this prick had tried intimidating him. None had succeeded, and a few had found their eternal rest.
The Golden Dragon broke their standoff again. “You might be delighted to hear, Mister Firdous, that His Excellency has learned of the regional cooperation championed by our mutual friend Bo and is here to explore the options for Hamilton’s inclusion in that framework.”
Mutual friend, ha. Bo probably wouldn’t use those exact words. Though he had shared some sort of connection with the Dragon, what would Bo have said about sitting at a table with The Emir?
“The options? What does The Emirate have to offer? Child trafficking?”
The Hamiltonian stormed to his feet. His chair toppled, thudding against the thick carpet. “Look who’s talking, a filthy slaver!”
Karim squeezed his eyes shut, sucking in ragged breaths. Throat punch. Diplomacy. Novak. Zealots. Fuckity fuck. Lord Almighty.
“Enough!” Shang Ka Yi slapped his chair’s armrests with a resounding clap. Four guards materialized out of nowhere, positioning themselves between him and the two guests. The Golden Dragon stood. “Mister Firdous, a word in private, please.” His voice lacked any trace of joviality. “Your Excellency, kindly await my return.”
Shang snapped his fingers at someone behind Karim. “See that His Excellency and his wife want for nothing.” He motioned Karim toward an unremarkable door in the far wall.
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“Why, thank you for your vote of confidence, dear. No, my negotiations are still in full swing. They were, in fact, proceeding nicely, until this gentleman came this close”—he held up a narrow gap between his thumb and forefinger—“to a fistfight with the Emir.”
The woman regarded Karim more closely. “And who might you be, reckless stranger?”
“Lieutenant Karim Firdous, The Station, ma’am.”
Her eyes fluttered wider. “Wait, that Karim?” She finally laid the papers down at her side.
“Yes, that Karim.” He held his ground. “And you must be that Tam Wai Lam.”
The woman inclined her head courteously. “Brazen. Sharp. You live up to your reputation, Mister Firdous.”
“Thank you. I’m surprised you aren’t out there for the historic meeting.”
Her hands settled neatly on her baby bump, smoothing the green silken robe with yellow dragon embroidery. “I have a perfect excuse to skip the hideous company and this poor man to pick up the slack.” She flashed Shang a cute little smile.
“I have to ask…” Karim pointed at the two Dragons. “You two are…?” He brought his index fingers together.
Her throaty laughter filled the space. “You didn’t know? Yes, I have the questionable pleasure of being this scheming spider’s better half.”
“If memory serves,” Karim kept his voice casual, “you were the schemer behind the abduction of Novak’s sister.” He braced. That was bold, impertinent even. Could go either way.
“Ouch.” Tam stretched. “Touché.”
Everything Karim had heard about her paled compared to the real thing, exuding inner strength and impressively dangerous. For the moment, she appeared willing to tolerate his audacity, and the conversation carried a strong momentum. “Speaking of wives…” He met Shang’s eyes and gestured at the door behind them with his thumb. “You don’t think—”
“Joy is safe.”
“Who?” Tam frowned. “What are you two rambling about?”
“Joy?” Karim’s expression mirrored hers. A less apt name was hard to imagine.
“Joy Whitaker, the youngest wife of His quirky Excellence.”
“Quirky?” Karim leaned forward. “Quirky?!”
Tam straightened. Wicked coldness rippled over her face, shooting him such a tangible warning it whacked the air out of his lungs.
Shang sighed, pointed to an armchair, and lowered himself onto Tam Wai Lam’s sofa. Her papers rustled pitifully under his weight. “Karim… May I call you Karim?”
Karim shrugged and settled on the seat’s edge.
“Anyone else barging into my office and insulting my guest would’ve been thrown out. Or in jail, after an educational flogging. I’m making an exception out of the tremendous amount of respect I harbor for you. Though, if you don’t watch your tone, you may find your behind handed to you on a platter by my wife, so I’d speak more carefully.”
Okay, face saved.
The Golden Dragon threw one leg over another. “No one here owes you explanations, but—as I’m sure you’re here as Novak’s confidant—let’s talk.”
He gave his guest a chance to interject, but Karim maintained polite silence.
Shang rubbed his hands. “Bo’s alliance isn’t an exclusive club. You want in, you’re in, whoever you are, provided you agree to a basic set of rules. Rules, mind you, that regulate commerce, information exchange, and security. Not morality or political systems. Because, if you scratch the surface, you’ll find unpleasantness anywhere. Look no further than your own Station, until recently a pariah.”
“Did you object,” Tam chimed in, “when Khalifa impaled traders by the dozen? Why act all sanctimonious about the Emir now?”
Karim averted his eyes. Being a soldier provided a weak excuse. This innocent-looking snake would dismantle his arguments in a heartbeat.
“But we aren’t holding that against you.” She was tolerance personified.
Karim couldn’t let her have the last word. “You are no better, just pretentious. A police state ruled by a rich elite.”
“Sure,” she responded lightly. “Never pretended to be anything else.”
“Locksville,” Shang wrestled back the exchange, “is a parasite, a glorified bridge tolls collector. Five Points are staunch in their book-burning Faith. Buffalo? Need I tell you? This brings us to the Emir, who—”
“—rapes and tortures little girls!” Karim let the rage boiling inside him spill over into words. He stared squarely at Tam Wai Lam, but her rebuke did not come. She dropped the lofty act, exposing a knowing, sad woman.
“—runs a criminal enterprise, controlling a pyramid of roving gangs,” Shang finished in a tired voice. “And remind me, my friend, what was the average worker’s age at The Station’s brothel during Khalifa’s reign?”
What did that have to—
The relevance of the comparison hit Karim like a sucker punch, silencing his ineffectual objections. He’d never considered the workers’ employment in this light. He hadn’t visited the brothel since adolescence and had spared it no thought. They had been a natural part of his world’s order, along with the traders and haulers, the supervisors keeping the lifer scum under control, and the inquisitors to steer clear of. He’d remained impartial on the whole workers-or-slaves debate. His job had been safeguarding The Station’s security and interests, and it still was. That didn’t include dwelling on irritating distractions or the necessary evils of the past. Then why did Joy get him so riled up? Was that his conscience talking, nudging him toward a redemption for his inaction? For turning a blind eye to Khalifa’s unsavory indiscretions and the inquisitors’ rule of terror? Was this his penance? Great, he was turning into a fucking preacher.
“I hate myself for saying this,” Shang Ka Yi muttered, “but we stay out of what happens in Hamilton. My wife and I don’t condone Whitaker’s practices any more than we did the Chief Inquisitor’s, but you’ve guarded The Station’s trains and know how much time not having to bypass the Emirate would save. To guarantee the security of the trade routes, we need the Emir to rein in his thugs.”
The ensuing silence was not uncomfortable. There simply was nothing left to say.
Shang cleared his throat. “At least Joy is out of harm’s way.”
Karim’s head snapped up. “How so?”
The Golden Dragon put up a mirthless smile. “Whitaker gifted her to me.”
“He what?” Tam hissed.
Karim flinched.
“He seemed genuinely astonished that a man of my means and stature should be satisfied with only one wife.” Shang must have developed better immunity, as his voice did not waver. “And since you weren’t there to put the fear of God in him, he insisted on turning over two of his to me.”
“Two?” Any woman Karim had known would have thrown a tantrum. Whether icy or scorching, their fury would’ve made dishes clink in a cupboard. Shang’s present wife, though, sounded… amused?
Karim risked stealing a glance. Tam was reclined, with her arms behind her head.
“Yeah, in his wisdom, he suggested that two wives would fight all the time, but with three or more, the harem dynamics change for the better.”
“Harem, huh.”
Their back-and-forth kept taking one disconcerting turn after another. What would these two get into next, ignoring his presence? The consummation of these new marriages? “Ahem.” Karim touched his ear.
Shang took the hint. “Yes, Mister Firdous. I’m sure you haven’t arrived here to witness all this fuss, debate the Emir’s vices, or, hm, rescue his young wives. I should imagine you bring a message from Mister Novak?”
“Yes!” The unnecessarily enthusiastic exclamation hid Karim’s sigh of relief. “Does—”
“And how old is your other bride?” Tam Wai Lam, with her eyebrows arched sardonically, would have none of that.
Karim and Shang exhaled simultaneously.
“Don’t know.” The Dragon’s tone turned dull. “Twenty-something. This conversation stops here, my dear.”
Uh-oh. Would the She-Dragon explode in a fiery storm now?
“Of course, darling.” Tam Wai Lam thwarted Karim’s apprehension again. “Well, Mister Firdous, what other news do you bring?”
Karim looked from one Golden Dragon to another. “How… Never mind.” He perked up, collecting his thoughts. “Sinluys. Rings a bell?”
His hosts exchanged puzzled looks. “Should it?” Shang Ka Yi scratched at his cheek. “Wait. Are you talking about Saint Louis? In the Missouri Territory?”
“No idea. Novak and I hoped you’d know.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because that’s where a band of Zealots are heading.”






  
  Chapter four
Kat


May 24 th, 43 PE
“You again?” Kat leaned against the doorjamb. Some days, it felt as if there was no escape from the obnoxious maggot. She was everywhere Kat went. This was shaping up to be one of those days.
Park Yun-mi’s dark eyes singed Kat. “Something’s off.” Shoving her fists deeper into the pockets of her ridiculously oversized brown leather jacket, she resumed her hunched-over pacing. The meeting room, too small for this exercise, forced her to switch back and forth.
Aha. So the Iron Dragon wasn’t made of steel, after all. Gloating stirred—and abated before Kat came up with a stinging jab. Park’s distress seeped into her, quelling the overflowing sarcasm she’d worked hard to keep at bay. Her nerves, scraped raw by the recent events and having begun the slow healing process, screamed again. “What makes you say that?”
Park stopped. Her intense stare bored into Kat’s chest. “I can feel it. This—”
“Excuse me.”
Kat balked and cleared the doorway, her pulse drumming in her ears. She’d been off her game—badly—but to miss footsteps behind her? Many footsteps? The two Golden Dragons, trailed by their entourages?
Shang Ka Yi wore a mask of noble benevolence aimed at no one in particular. Tam Wai Lam, entering on his heels, spent a second appraising Kat. Her thin, sculpted features gave away no clues as to her conclusions. A broad, tough-looking non-Kowloonese man followed. His dead hazel eyes paused on Kat and a recognition of a fellow fighter flickered there.
Danger! Kat’s senses screamed. Her hand darted to her belt and grasped at the air where her sword’s hilt should have been. F-f-f-u-u… The damn iron was collecting dust in the darkness of her room’s closet. Her induction into the Hive’s Security Service permitted her to carry any weapon she wanted, but she’d stupidly chosen not to scare the Kowloonese sheep—beyond the effect her height, bearing, and tattoos had on them, of course.
The foreigner tracked her movements, then moved on into the room.
Kat quietly exhaled. Her outlook became decidedly brighter once the need to take on him with nothing but a dagger seemed less imminent.
The few local followers slithered past her, giving her as wide a berth as the passage permitted. Last came Denny, the slippery one who’d introduced her to a tattooist. He pretended not to know her. Ha, as if.
“Close the door, please.” Shang’s soft voice carried no urgency. Everyone’s sudden focus on Kat did. Oh. That was directed at her.
Kat hurried to pull the handle, slamming the unexpectedly compliant slab of metal shut with a reverberating bang. “Sorry.” She produced a broad smile. Better to look daft than guilty.
Nobody cared either way. All eyes were glued to the large scroll Shang was unrolling on the desk. 
Kat moved closer.
Irregular, curving lines. Colors—green and blue, with random gray splotches. Letters here and there. Huh? Ooh, a drawing of what’s where, whatchamacallit… A map! The green must mean forests, the blue—water, naturally. La-ke Su… Sup-eri-or? Should’ve practiced her reading. La-ke Hu-ron… More than one Lake?! She leaned over. La-ke E-rie… There, the familiar shapes of the Islands—mere specks! The now-habitual ache squeezed her chest, but her eyes had already wandered to the writing underneath. La-ke On-ta-rio. No way. Her Lake had a name!
Kat traced and retraced the enchanting blue contours. So. Much. Water. Maybe the world hadn’t ended with their exile from the Islands. Maybe that was meant to happen, for her to discover those other Lakes—and worship them, too.
Shang’s monotonous droning—oops, she’d been filtering it out—had stopped.
“Hey!” Park Yun-mi jabbed a not-too-gentle fist into Kat’s ribs. “The Golden Dragon asked you a question.”
Lakes, plural. Water. All that blue. Kat picked up her jaw and blinked. “Ha?”
The girl hissed, “You’re an officer of the Great Hive, act like it, dammit!”
What a pest. How sweet it would be to wring that wiry neck one day. Kat straightened and focused on Shang’s unwavering politeness. “Can you please repeat that, Golden Dragon?”
“Certainly, Miss Pikes. Or how do you fashion yourself these days?”
Great question. How did she? Miss Pikes? Depths, no! She was of the Pikes. Had been. But definitely not a Miss. Raid chief? She’d been officially voted in by the raiders who’d followed her into the new Marine unit, but that was the Islander way, and, for all practical purposes, the Islands were gone. As the little pest said, Kat was an officer of the Hive, so… “Sea Dragon Kathrin Pikes,” she blurted, and from the corner of her eye caught Park Yun-mi’s scowl. Take that, jerk.
Shang regarded her for a moment. “Very well.” A perfectly manicured nail atop his short, pudgy finger stabbed the map half an inch from the Islands. “We are here. Going…” The finger hovered above their Lake, then another, until coming to rest deep inland from the third, Mi-chi-gan. “…here. Any—”
Half the world away! Kat licked her dried-up lips. “We, Golden Dragon?”
Shang didn’t bat an eyelash at her interruption. “A lot to take in, I know.” His fatherly tone almost camouflaged the fact he was among the most powerful people in the Hive, the City, and the entire region. Almost. “I am going with my assistants.” A slight head tilt toward the meek Kowloonese flock, bent at their waists. “Iron Dragon Park’s Foreign Legion and your Marines, Sea Dragon, will provide security.”
So much to unpack. Kat quashed her doubts and protestations. “What was your question, Golden Dragon?” Strong. Indomitable. There’d be time for reflection later, alone time.
“I need the fastest route. Suggestions?”
The question set Kat’s ears aflame. The Marine Corps reported to the commander of the Trade Fleet, or so she’d been told—which made the man her boss. Did he intentionally humiliate her in front of the others? Depths, why did everyone everywhere always feel the need to snub her? Kat concentrated on the bridge of his nose, fighting the urge to explain herself, to justify her ignorance. “I don’t know.” Flat words, zero emotion. “I’ve never left the Lake, Golden Dragon.” Her eyes fell on the elongated blue shape on the paper. “Lake Ontario, I mean.”
“I see. Fine, I’ll make the call myself.” Shang’s attention returned to the map.
Too easy. Luring her into the next trap? Like the Scar pulling away her shield. Oh yeah. She’d push, then. “Why?” Her defiant question rendered the room uncannily quiet, as though everyone had suddenly stopped breathing. Maybe they had.
“Why what?” Interest lurked in the corners of the Golden Dragon’s small eyes. The other Dragon, Tam Wai Lam, ensconced with her feet in a cozy armchair, fixed her unsettling stare on Kat, too.
Let’s dance! “Why are you going? Why the hurry? Why do you need us?” She gestured between herself and Park Yun-mi. “And what’s there?”
A thin, unexpectedly human smile cracked Golden Dragon Shang Ka Yi’s impassive mask. “Thank you, Sea Dragon. Finally, someone’s asking the right questions.”
Okay. Alright. Not a kill, but a small victory. “Good, Kitten,” Murphy would’ve said—the old Murphy, from before he’d proclaimed her his raid chief, “Keep pressing forward! What are you waiting for?” Would be awesome to have that version of him back. The new Murphy distanced himself, treating her with that ridiculous deference. And never called her Kitten these days, son of a bitch… Concentrate. Press forward. “That’s awfully specific for such a far-off destination. The navigation season hasn’t opened yet, you’ll have all summer to get there and back. And with your ships’ firepower…” Kat frowned. Her first-hand experience was impossible to forget. “Why would you need the Marines and the Legion?” She folded her arms. His turn.
Throughout her passionate inquiry, Shang had kept nodding in approval, and Tam’s snide grin grew broader. “Brilliant,” the woman said, breaking her silence for the first time. “I’ve been asking the exact same. Golden Dragon?”
Shang Ka Yi shook his head. “No time to waste, Wai Lam. Zealots or not, we must contact these people. Remember, it aligns with our intel on the Mississippi trade artery. You don’t seriously consider us passing up this opportunity, do you?”
Tam Wai Lam hid her irritation well, but it must have been too strong to be fully masked. “Send other people, Golden Dragon. You’re too important to risk going yourself.”
“I don’t want to go.” Muscles rolled in Shang’s neck. “I have to, I simply cannot not go.” The stubborn words carried a faint undertone of apology.
The woman opened her hands, palms up. “Then by all means, go, if you’ve got your priorities figured out. Shirk your responsibilities. Miss your child’s birth, risk never seeing it. Sure. All for the illusory prospect of maybe finding a fairytale half a continent away.”
Ouch. Did the temperature in the room drop? Goosebumps crawled over Kat’s arms. Wait. These two? She was carrying his child?
Shang Ka Yi stayed silent for long seconds. His eyes found Kat and locked on to hers as if no one else was present. “Lieutenant Firdous”—he waved toward the dangerous foreigner—“brought us extraordinary news from The Station.” His inflectionless voice sounded anything but excited.
At Kat’s side, Park Yun-mi inhaled sharply and spewed a string of curses under her breath. That station mention got her really fired up, huh?
“Our destination,” Shang continued, unfazed, “is a state purportedly developing advanced technology. Electricity, factories, the works. The urgency derives from internal reasons I won’t elaborate on right now, coupled with the fact that a group of the so-called Zealots of the True Faith have set out to destroy that entity. They already have a week’s head start. Yes, it stands to reason that such a powerful state would boast military capacity to match, and will pulverize this bunch of fanatics into dust without our help. That said, getting there first with a warning would undeniably buy us goodwill. This should answer your ‘why there’ and ‘why now’ questions, Sea Dragon.”
Kat fought the urge to squirm under the Golden Dragon’s unwavering focus. Would be nice if he found someone else to fixate on while dodging his wife’s bloodcurdling wrath.
“Now, to the firepower.” Shang Ka Yi cracked his knuckles. “You’re right, it is significant. More than sufficient along our regular trading lines.”
Kat tensed. A numbing chill spread through her face. Would he rub in the stuff of her nightmares?
Understanding glimmered in the Golden Dragon’s eyes, maybe a faint hint of warmth. “But we’re headed into the unknown.”
He may not be such a horrible boss, after all. “You skipped my last question, Golden Dragon. Why us? Why not take a regular Security Forces unit?”
“Did you forget?” A line furrowed Shang’s forehead. “Yours is a Security Forces unit, as is the Iron Dragon’s Legion.”
“I meant—”
“I know what you meant, Sea Dragon. That is out of the question, and we’ll discuss it no further.”
Kat shut her mouth. Something big and dark loomed behind the Dragon’s flat refusal to touch this topic. Worth digging into.
Shang finally switched his attention from her to the map. “We must choose the best route.” He took his time studying the precious paper. Nobody interrupted, not even his woman, who instead studied her fingernails intently. After a minute of viscous silence, Kat glanced at Park. The girl shrugged.
“I see two options.” The Golden Dragon spoke without warning, his posture unchanged. “Each with its own challenges. One, drive north to Owen Sound. I’ve got a couple of vessels there. Nothing fancy, simple cabotage schooners—a far cry from my diesel flagship, but suitable for taking us up the Georgian Bay, through Lake Huron, and into Lake Michigan.” He traced the proposed path. “From Chicago, we sail up Des Plaines and Illinois rivers to”—Shang squashed another point on the map—“Saint Louis. On the plus side, we’ll stay shipboard all the way, so we can bring as much firepower and as many supplies as she can carry.” He inclined his head toward Kat. “The key issue is that none of my pilots know if these waterways are navigable. Who knows what—or whom—we’ll encounter? Inoperable locks, collapsed bridges… There’s an abundance of natural and man-made choke points, and frankly, I am not keen on turning this into a reconnaissance in force. This is not a military campaign.”
“Your first mature thought today,” muttered Tam.
Kat held her breath. Any Islander she’d known holding a position of power would’ve blown his lid. To be put down like that before his subordinates? Depths, she herself had almost lost her life for challenging Gene over his breach of Code!
But Shang Ka Yi patted his wife’s hand with a soft smile and continued, “I imagine the chances of that are pretty low. Any reasonably powerful state would ensure its major trade arteries are safely passable, but let’s consider a contingency plan. Which is”—his finger flew back to the now familiar New Kowloon’s location—“to follow the beaten path via Locksville to my cunning Ohioan friends in Cleveland. That’s the easy part. The question is how to continue overland from there. I have an, um, unorthodox idea, but it depends on the lieutenant’s agreement.” The Golden Dragon turned to the taciturn fighter. “I know for a fact that The Station trades with Michigan Nation, I’ve been trying to poach them for years. But—see? I’m disclosing highly classified intel!—we don’t have solid information on precisely how far west your network extends. I’m confident there are railways that’ll take us into Missouri. We’ll charter your train.”
The man referred to as Lieutenant Firdous grimaced, but before he could reply, Shang spoke again. “Please weigh your answer carefully, Lieutenant. You are here. You brought us the news with Novak’s blessing. I bet he’ll want you in Saint Louis, too. I know I would.”
The lieutenant from the mysterious station shifted and cast down his eyes.
Wow, the Golden Dragon had made this scary killer uneasy! Kat’s Golden Dragon, her boss. What an exhilarating feeling to be back on the winning team after the streak of bleakness and uncertainty.
Shang touched the man’s shoulder. “Karim, you’re senior enough to exercise all the authority you need, short of usurping Novak. Your position as his personal envoy gives you a latitude that I envy… a little.” His grin could pass for genuine. “Let’s cut to the chase. Don’t give me any ‘I am not authorized to make these decisions’ nonsense. Tell us what you need to supply the Invincible for the ride from Cleveland to Saint Louis, and we’ll provide it. Needless to say, New Kowloon will cover all the expenses.”
“Give in, Lieutenant.” Tam Wai Lam chuckled gloomily. “If he’s set his mind on something, not even I can always change it, evidently. I’d sleep better knowing he’s got you by his side.”
“Our network…” The poor thing—the poor dangerous cornered animal—had already lost this argument before saying a word. “We trade with Chicago, that much I know. Missouri… Never heard of it. My engineer has the maps, I’ll have to ask him. But…”
“Yes?” Shang, back to his benevolent self, arched an eyebrow.
“Out west, there may be chokepoints on the railroads, too.”
“What a lucky coincidence, then, that you’ve got an armored train!”
“One condition: I get to take care of the Zealots.”
“They are all yours, Lieutenant. Do with them as you please.”
Kat failed to share the Golden Dragon’s optimism. Fighting her way through unknown obstacles? Sheesh, any day. But something about this second plan was etching a hole in her guts. “Ah… Golden Dragon?”
“M-m-m?”
Her boss had just bent everyone to his will. How could she contradict him? But her fight was far from over. Kat squared her shoulders. “Did you say ‘overland’? Those rail-ways, they aren’t water-ways, right?”
“Gah!” Park threw her arms in the air. “Here we go again.”
Shang tilted his head to the side. “No, Sea Dragon, they are not. Railroads are an overland mode of transportation—”
“Then it’s option one, or the Marines aren’t coming.” Kat drew her chin up. This was her final word.
She’d managed to surprise a Golden Dragon. No, two Golden Dragons. Well, annoy.
“Come again?” Shang Ka Yi’s heavy glare promised an untapped well of repercussions.
“The Isl— the Marines go where the water goes. No water, no Marines,” Kat rapped. Darkest Depths, facing off the Golden Dragon was scarier than fighting two, no, three mainlanders with nothing but a dull sword. She glimpsed Denny’s wide-eyed horror.
“If you disobey your orders,” Park rasped, oozing venom with every word, “your unit will be disbanded and resettled. As for you, I’ll personally skin you alive to set an example—”
Kat’s fingers wrapped around the hilt of her dagger. “After I cut you open and drain a gallon of bile? Let’s see you—”
“Stop.”
Kat froze at Tam Wai Lam’s quiet command, as did Park.
“Keep bickering,” the woman said without raising her voice, “and I’ll whoop both your asses. To set an example.”
Park flushed, but she didn’t risk arguing. Smart choice.
“Gross insubordination aside, Kathrin has a point.” Tam snuggled back into her armchair as if she hadn’t broken up a fight seconds before blood was spilled. “Her people don’t fare well without water in sight. We should respect that. The most they signed up for were amphibious operations.”
“But—” Park threw her head up.
“Shush.” Tam Wai Lam swatted air with her hand. “I’ll have none of that. No skinning, no gutting, understood?”
“Yes, Golden Dragon.” Kat and Park’s voices merged discordantly.
The woman flung one leg over the other. “Kathrin, you’re looking at it all wrong. Check carefully. Saint Louis”—she pointed to the map from her seat—“straddles a confluence of not two, but three rivers. Major waterways, lots of water.”
Kat nodded slowly. Where was she going with this?
“Don’t think of it as overland travel.” A triumphant grin lit Tam’s face. “Think of it as a quick march from one body of water to another.”
Kat drew imaginary lines on the map. A curious twist, but way too far. What if… “Won’t work from Cleveland, too much dry land in between. But if we sail to Chicago and use the train—whatever that is—from there… That’s something I could sell to my people.”
Park chortled. “Ridiculous.”
Shang scratched his chin. “The schooners in Owen Sound lack the tonnage to transport the train to Chicago.”
Kat shrugged. “No train, then. Wasn’t that your original plan, Golden Dragon?”
Park forcefully rubbed her cheeks and exhaled. “Why, Golden Dragon? Why do we need this drama queen? Why sacrifice a solid plan to accommodate the crazy demands of this… this… trash?”
“The trash you, Iron Dragon, suggested we incorporate,” Tam Wai Lam murmured.
Kat’s foe bristled. “And I take full responsibility for that. I’ll tender my resignation as soon as we safely bring Golden Dragon Shang Ka Yi home.”
For all her shortcomings, the little bitch had integrity.
“I don’t want your resignation.” Tam’s dismissive wave brought color to Park’s face again. “I want you two to learn to cooperate. The rationale for forming the Marine Corps still stands. New Kowloon needs both your units and their unique skills and capabilities. My order to you is: Make. This. Work.”
“Yes, Golden Dragon.” Park’s shoulders slumped under the burden of brooding acceptance.
The gun-sights of Tam’s pupils switched to Kat.
If Kat had her shield, she’d have hoisted it up. And it may not have helped. She echoed, “Yes, Golden Dragon.”
“Good.” Tam Wai Lam rose, nimble as a feral cat. “Kathrin, you’ll follow option number two because it is the safest. Put a bathtub on Karim’s train and dunk every hour, if that’s what it takes.”
Kat snapped up. “That’s not how it—”
The Golden Dragon cut her off with a sharp gesture. “I don’t care. Do whatever you need to do. Make. This. Work. I won’t repeat myself again.” She surveyed everyone present and patted Shang on his back. “If I can’t stop this stubborn man from going, I need him safely returned. That’s all that matters. Fail, and you’ll answer to me.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The tiny figure perched on the edge of the Hive’s flat roof, dangling her feet. At five meters away, Park asked, without turning, “Plotting to push me off and make it look like an accident?” 
The perversely tempting thought had crossed Kat’s mind, but she didn’t deign to respond. She shuffled, in ever shorter steps, closer to the abyss where air currents twirled yesteryear’s dry leaves. Her heart whooshed into her stomach. What little nerve she had, dissolved, forcing her to retreat with undignified haste.
Park grunted. “Afraid of heights? Figures.” She pulled her legs up under her and, in a movement too fast for Kat to track, flipped upside down, balancing on her hands. “How about this?” she yelled over the howl of a sudden burst of wind that sent her braids swinging.
Kat gagged and twisted away, fighting dizziness. If this psycho wanted to die, Kat didn’t need to witness her plummeting to the ground. She could come down in an orderly fashion to check if any brains actually splattered out of Park’s thick skull or if it was solid bone.
“Seriously, what are you doing here?” Park approached, firmly planting her feet on the painted metal.
Kat sat, facing away from the manmade cliff. The girl readily followed her example, awaiting an answer.
Awkward.
What was she doing—on this unnervingly high roof, and with her life in general? The Kowloonese, may the darkest Depths swallow them all, took her Islands away, shattered the only way of life she’d known, and tried forcing her into dirt-digging. Their immeasurable strength made the Islanders’ defeat irreversible. For that, they deserved to never sail the Lake again and every other imaginable horror, but… For her to hear water swish under the hull of a boat as it cut the waves once more, she had to serve her new masters. Faithfully—until she found an out, built a longboat, and took her crew raiding again. On one of those other Lakes, far from the Dragons with their dreadful machineguns. That promise was how she’d convinced her Marines to endure crossing dry land. Also, for better or for worse, she’d pledged her loyalty to the Hive, and breaking her word—even given to her captors—was unconscionable. Okay, there was her answer.
“Making this work?” Kat shrugged.
For another half a minute, Park twiddled her braid, coiling it around her finger while eyeballing Kat. “Look. There’s plenty of bad blood between us, and part of that is my fault. You’re pirate scum. Your wicked, disturbing tattoos don’t let me forget that for a second. Even so… Wow, can’t believe I’m saying this! You’re kinda cool.” She winked.
This patronizing, snot-nosed “commander” of the City clans’ rejects dared validate Kat, the rightful bearer of fifteen arm rings? Raid chief of the most recklessly brave crew ever?!
Park let go of her braid. “What I’m getting at: let’s leave the past in the past. To make this work.”
The breeze stirred their hair until a gust sent it over both their faces. Park threw hers back with a swing of her head. Kat didn’t bother. On the Lake, wind always did that…
The girl reached for Kat’s face. Kat shrunk back. Her muscles tightened, ready to uncoil, to unleash violence, but Park murmured, “Sh-sh-sh,” and softly swept aside the wayward strands. “There.” Her fingertips traced lines on Kat’s cheek. Her tattoo! “Always wanted to touch these.” An uncertain smile flashed and receded under Kat’s glare.
What… just happened? That—the out-of-nowhere intimate contact—was so not who this crude firecracker was!
Park backed out from Kat’s personal space and raised open hands. “Don’t overthink it, eh?”
Exactly what someone setting a trap would say. Kat drew her legs in an inch. “Touch my face again, scrawny skunk, and I’ll rip yours off.”
“Deal.” Park thrust out a slender hand.
Kat searched her expression for signs of deception. Only one way to find out. She folded her arms defiantly. Lofty words aside, she wasn’t ready to shake hands with the Iron Dragon. A nod would have to do. “Let’s make this work.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Over the day, the roof had collected heat from the enthusiastic springtime sun and was now readily sharing it with Kat’s back. That helped, somewhat, with her irritating cramps. She just  had to get her period on the first close-to-relaxed evening in a long while, and probably the last for the foreseeable future.
Kat tucked her left hand behind her head, basking in the pinkish pre-dusk light, but kept her right one near her dagger. Trusting Park not to stab her in the back would to take time—and proving. “When do you think we’re leaving?”
The girl clicked her tongue and mirrored Kat’s pose. “I’m sure if it were up to the Golden Dragon, we would have been on board the Eastern Star already.”
“The what?”
“His flagship. You know, the one your people so cluelessly attacked last ye— uh…” Park bit off the rest of her sentence. “You were in one of those boats.”
They were sailing aboard that ship?! Kat’s throat constricted, but she squeaked a dull “Um-hum.”
Park rose on her elbow and touched Kat’s hand. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to stir memories. Honestly.”
“Shove it.” After days of verbal abuse, the sudden sympathy rang false. Kat didn’t need it, anyway. “Were you there?”
The girl laid back. “Yeah,” she drawled a second later, poorly faking indifference.
Kat squinted at Park’s childish profile, backlit by the bronze sunset glow. The City girl knew the taste of grief, too. Good. “You also lost someone that day.” She wasn’t asking.
Park turned away. “Not in that fight. Later, in the Seven Hells.”
“What is that? I’ve heard you mainlanders mention it.”
The girl stubbornly shook her head. “Don’t wanna talk about it.” She slapped the corrugated metal of the roof, and it reverberated with a hollow echo. “Back to our schedule. My bet—we sail late morning tomorrow.” Upbeat energy gradually made its way back into her voice. “The Golden Dragon must see the Emir off first. His Hamiltoniancy has only arrived today, it would be a diplomatic flop to show him the door without a feast and an overnight stay. As much as, I’m sure, no one here can stand this shitstain.”
“Watch your mouth!”
Kat shot up, scrambling to a crouch with her dagger ready to sting the owner of the unfamiliar husky voice.
A woman angled away. An odd figure wearing wide, baggy pants, a jacket long enough to cover her thighs, and a scarf draped around her head and face. The black, gray, and tan clothes absorbed the dying light, hiding her limbs, and only a narrow, colorful reflective ribbon shone, running from her shoulder across to her hip. If she carried weapons, she hid them well.
Park arched her neck without getting up. “I was wondering how much longer you were gonna lurk there.” Show-off. “Who are you, and what’s your problem with my mouth?”
The intruder straightened up. “Esme, Emir Whitaker’s fifth wife. Speak with respect of His Excellency!”
Park effortlessly rolled over her shoulder into a cross-legged position. “Why? He isn’t my Emir. Or husband. Thankfully.”
Park knew something about this Emir that made her dislike him. Then again, was there anyone she did like? Besides her treasured Tam, of course.
“But he’s mine.” The woman pressed her fists into her hips. “How’d you take it if I trash-talked your Golden Dragons?”
“Fair point.” The girl leaped to her feet. “What brings you here, Fifth Wife?”
“I am looking for Iron Dragon Park and Sea Dragon Pikes. Was told I might find one of them here.”
“Gee, it’s your lucky day! You found both. What could you possibly want with us, Fifth Wife?” For once, Kat wasn’t the target of Park’s barbs.
“Stop calling me that.” The woman’s aggravation filtered through her headscarf. “I gave you my name.”
An innocent smile brightened the girl’s face. “You called yourself that, and you don’t seem to mind being a fifth wife. What’s the matter?”
“None of your business!”
Kat stepped forward, silencing Park with a raised palm. “What is our business?” She stared into a narrow slit in the scarf’s coils in an attempt to make out the woman’s eyes, but the fading sky had yielded too much to the creeping darkness.
“I’m sailing with you.”
“The fuck you are!” Park’s shriek split the air, and a flock of birds erupted from under the roof in a frantic riot of flapping wings.
Kat winced. “Chill, Iron Dragon, what’s got into you?”
“Chill?! Chill?!” Park stormed past them to the lit rectangle of the open trapdoor. “I’ll chill once her motherfucking Emir lies rotting in a cesspit where he belongs!”
With an incoherent snarl, Esme launched herself at the girl’s back.
The Iron Dragon swiveled, dropping to a knee as she ducked. The woman toppled over her, grasping at Park’s belt. Spewing curses, the tangle of arms and legs tumbled over the threshold and disappeared from view.
Kat hurried after the two numbnuts.
At the bottom of the stairs, a groaning heap stirred feebly.

      [image: image-placeholder]Park Yun-mi pressed an ice pack against a nasty, angry purple gash across her forehead. A sullen glower promised nothing good for her counterpart in the opposite corner of the meeting room. Esme, cradling her splinted right arm, rested her left leg on another chair, pretending to ignore the Iron Dragon. 
Kat paced in between, in case either party decided they’d recovered sufficiently for a second round.
The door opened. Tam Wai Lam strolled in, gauged the situation, and scowled. “I’m disappointed.”
Park flinched as if slapped and averted her eyes. Esme didn’t seem to care, but her masquerade made judging her reactions near impossible. Kat half-raised her arms in wordless apology—for her failure to prevent these two idiots’ disastrous actions.
The Golden Dragon sauntered to an unoccupied chair, slumped into it with an extra-long sigh, and interlocked her fingers over her belly. “If you two were men, there’d be no questions. My expectations would’ve been considerably lower. But there’s not a single dick in this room, and you still end up arguing about whose is bigger?”
“Golden Dragon,” Park mumbled, keeping her eyes down, “it’s not like—”
“At the moment, my confidence in your ability to keep Shang Ka Yi safe is far too low. I may have to insist he stays, after all,” Tam continued, not listening to the weak objections. “The expedition would still leave, of course, and you with it. For me, that would be the ideal outcome, but words cannot describe how very displeased he would be. Be assured, I will not bear the brunt of his resentment alone.” Her relaxed tone stood in stark contrast to the gravity of her threat.
“Golden Dragon!” Park sprang up, tossing the ice pack to the floor, winced, and grabbed her ribs. “That’s not fair!”
Tam Wai Lam tilted her head. “Did you just raise your voice?”
The girl bit her lip but kept her chin high.
Kat shut her eyes, opened them, and stepped forward, squarely meeting Tam’s icy stare. “Golden Dragon, you ordered us to make this work, and we did. Park Yun-mi and I have settled our disagreement. It’s this woman”—she pointed at the silent cocoon in the corner—“who struck first.”
“Entirely unprovoked, I take it?” Tam Wai Lam’s mouth curved. “What is this, kindergarten? She started it? It didn’t occur to you that the same order might extend to your third companion?”
“Companion?” Park choked. “Golden Dragon, she’s the Emir’s wife! Willingly!”
Tam’s eyes narrowed. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Iron Dragon.”
“But… But… The Emir, Golden Dragon! He… And she defends him!”
“Precisely what I’d expect a good wife to do.” Tam reached into her pocket, pulled out a small canvas bag, fastidiously fished out a few nuts, and popped them into her mouth. “Especially my husband’s wife.”
Tam Wai Lam’s cold, aloof words achieved the unimaginable: Park Yun-mi shut up. The girl’s chest heaved, she opened and closed her mouth, unable to utter a word.
Something about that phrase was wrong. No, everything about it. Kat searched the woman’s expression for any hint of explanation, but she just absent-mindedly chewed her snack. At least she didn’t appear to be raving mad.
“Golden Dragon?” If Tam wanted prompting, Kat was happy to oblige. “Did you marry the Emir?”
A smirk contorted Tam Wai Lam’s face. “There’s an interesting idea. The geopolitical implications— Never mind. Wrong conclusion, Kathrin. I am not the polyamorous type, so unless by your negligence I become a widow… I referred to Esme’s being Shang Ka Yi’s second wife, as of today. Breathe, Iron Dragon.”
Park, skin tinted an unhealthy grayish hue, plopped back to her seat.
“And since, for obvious reasons”—Tam patted her abdomen, disregarding the effect of that statement—“I cannot sail, I’ll need his other wife there to protect him. I won’t lie, I’m far from being thrilled, but knowing she served as His Excellency’s bodyguard helps to an extent. Esme, I expect you to show Ka Yi the same loyalty you gave Emir Whitaker. May I count on that?”
“Absolutely, Golden Dragon. I take my duties very seriously.” The first words spoken by the Hamiltonian in this room grated oddly on Kat’s ears. Wasn’t the timbre of her voice. Had Kat bonded with the infuriating Iron Dragon enough to dislike her attacker? Not long ago, she’d been ready to gut Park Yun-mi herself. Now, they were allies.
“Bodyguard duties?” Park asked. “Or…”
“You’re forgetting yourself, Iron Dragon.” For a terrifying moment, Kat was certain the Golden Dragon would slap the sassy punk. Each quiet, crispy word pounded Park deeper into her chair’s backrest. “I’d appreciate it if you stayed out of my marital affairs.”
Park Yun-mi bowed her head. Red splotches spread over her high cheekbones.
Kat undid a shirt button. 
What was Tam trying to achieve? Sure, she was unhappy with Park and Esme’s scuffle. Sure, that tumble down the stairs could’ve ended much worse, with broken bones or necks, resulting in an awful waste of the Golden Dragon’s valuable resources. Sure, she was worried, given all the unknowns, that no matter what security contingent she sent, it may still prove inadequate to guarantee her husband’s safety. And sure, she must be fuming with him for using this outlandish excuse to cowardly escape his pregnant wife… with another woman at his side! All true, but this public scolding was making Kat uncomfortable. Her ceasefire with the Iron Dragon didn’t mean she had to care about her feelings, and seeing Park humiliated gifted Kat a precious moment of well-earned gloating, but enough was enough.
Kat wasn’t supposed to be in the room to begin with, but since she already was… She moved to stand behind Park and planted both hands on the girl’s shoulders. Firmly, resisting the temptation to wrap them around her neck instead. “Golden Dragon! Iron Dragon Park doesn’t know when to stop talking—”
“Truer words have rarely been spoken.”
“—and you’ve made your point. No need to, uh, escalate.” Kat was playing with fire, but someone had to show a little leadership. “I’m sure we—”
Tam Wai Lam rose, more abruptly than could be expected from a pregnant woman, and Kat’s words stuck in her throat. Uh-oh. She was in trouble.
“This worked.” The Golden Dragon neatly pulled the drawstrings of her snack bag tight, stuffed it back into her pocket, and gave Kat a sidelong glance. “What I find entertaining, Kathrin, endearing even, is how completely alien the concept of discipline is to you. One day, you’ll get burned. For now, my job here is done.”
“Ah.” Kat didn’t let her jaw slack. “What worked?”
“Presenting the two of you with a common enemy, my dear Sea Dragon. I am reasonably convinced that you and the Iron Dragon did follow my order and hashed out whatever misunderstanding you’ve had. Excellent. Now, be nice and include Esme in your little club.” She glided to the exit, whistling a cheerful tune. “Later. I’ve a reception to attend.”
Park, flustered, looked up at Kat. “Fuck me.”
“M-hm.” Kat nodded.
“This is embarrassing.”
“M-hm.” Kat nodded again, emphatically.
“How do I always fall for this? Every. Fucking. Time.” Park put her hand over Kat’s. “Thanks for coming to my defense, eh?”
Kat didn’t do it for her, but… Whatever. Making this work, right? “Don’t mention it.” Her murderous temptation was getting marginally easier to suppress. To choke the person thanking you would be… graceless. Nevertheless, Kat pulled her hands off Park’s shoulders to be on the safe side—and escape her weirdly lingering touch.
“Are we going to address the…” The girl, oblivious to Kat’s struggles, nodded toward their silent companion.
“Yes,” Esme grunted, “let’s address me.”
Kat cleared her throat. “So…” Her mind sabotaged her search for a suitable icebreaker, staying pristinely blank. “You’re Esme Shang now? Or Shang Esme?” The logic of Kowloonese names still evaded her.
The woman made a strangled sound. “I… don’t know. Nobody told me what my name would be after His Excellency had gifted me to Master Shang.”
“Gifted?” Park sucked in a noisy breath. “Master?”
Kat squeezed her shoulders again. “Easy now.”
Park shook her head. “That’s the Emirate for you. Gifting wives, telling them what names they now have.”
Memories of bound mainland women being led to longboats came unbidden, and refused to leave.
“Open your face!” Park blurted, shifting forward. “I can’t trust a life-sized stuffed doll.”
Esme touched her scarf and grew still. “What if a man comes in?”
What a moronic excuse. “Who cares about your appearance?”
Park looked askance at Kat. “You haven’t got a clue, ha? If a Hamiltonian man sees the face of another’s wife, it’s… Don’t remember what they call it, but everything goes to shit. That man becomes fair game for the husband’s family, and the woman’s honor is basically gone. Poof.”
“What?” The girl must have been leading her on.
“It’s not that simple…” Esme mumbled.
“Doesn’t matter.” Park slapped her knee. “Do you see Tam Wai Lam covering her face? Think Shang Ka Yi gives the tiniest damn about that? You’re his wife now, so cut the crap.”
The woman neither moved nor responded.
“Did you hear”—Park began lifting her skinny butt off her seat.
“Give her time.” Kat pressed down on her shoulders, gently but firmly overcoming the resistance until the girl slumped back with a sigh of exasperation.
“Okay.” Esme fumbled with her veil. The coils of fabric slid down to reveal a bony, olive-skinned, asymmetric face with a thin, hooked nose. Years ago, she must have been striking. Could still be attractive, despite the scars, but the hard-set jaw, the mirthless mouth, and the stern crease etched between her eyebrows rendered her morose and unapproachable. She’d been through a lot. “Happy?” The woman hugged herself with her uninjured arm.
A defiant word, a defensive gesture. Must feel exposed without those protective layers.
“Honestly, yes.” Kat walked toward her.
The woman twisted but abandoned an attempted defense, stuck in an unnatural pose with her leg up.
Kat extended her left hand to make this less awkward. “I’m Kathrin. Nice to finally put face to the name.”
Esme returned a clumsy handshake. Her shoulders dropped, relaxing.
Kat sat on the chair warmed by Tam. “And that’s Park Yun-mi. Funny, a few hours ago, this friendly little thing was threatening to skin me alive.”
Park cackled. “True. And you grossly overestimated the volume of bile in my body.”
“How much did you say?” Esme asked.
Kat smirked. “A gallon.”
“Definitely a lowball.”
“Hey, watch it, you two!” Park’s half-assed attempt to sketch a pissed expression failed.
“Now,” Kat said, “if we can stay off each other’s throats for the next couple of minutes, let’s plan for the trip. I say we take the opportunity to milk Shang for every possible piece of weaponry, kit, and equipment he can source.”
Park grinned. “I like the way your dirty mind works. But before we do, one last question for Esme. You gonna sleep with the Golden Dragon?”
“And she calls my mind dirty,” Kat muttered.
“Which of them?” Did the corner of Esme’s mouth just twitch?
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Mom opened her arms. “Come here, baby girl.”
Kat didn’t move. Supposedly, she should have had feelings for the woman who’d given birth to her. Love, adoration, kinship… Nothing stirred in her. Shreds of gratitude, maybe, for the long-gone times when this stranger, oddly called Mom, had provided for Kat’s basic needs. And irritation, at her being quiet and gray as a mouse, keeping in the shadow of her captor-husband while he was alive.
She owed nothing to this person. Seeking her out was a mistake. Oh, well. Would be stupid to have come all this way to turn and leave.
Kat stole a glance around. The temporary resettlement camp, a makeshift tent city outside the Hive’s walls, seethed with busy life. Women cooked on open fires, washed clothes in foaming troughs, and nursed their babies. Children snuck around, ducking under the clotheslines and looking to filch anything not nailed down. Men hassled along, haggled over cheap junk, beat their wives, and smacked the less nimble thieving urchins upside the head. An invisible someone was splitting wood, panting with each thud of the axe. No one paid attention to the raid chief mingling with a dirt-digger-to-be.
Kat forced a step forward and let her mother hug her.
She didn’t reach Kat’s armpit. How such a miniature woman produced offspring so tall was a mystery. Kat must have taken after her father. Her real father, of whom she remembered nothing. Of whom Mom refused to speak, ever since Kat had started asking. She’d never spoken of things Kat wanted to know. Things that mattered.
Kat awkwardly patted her back. “I am not a baby girl, haven’t you noticed?”
“You’ll always be my baby girl, baby girl. One day you’ll understand, when you have children of your own.”
“Me? Children?” Kat eased out of the woman’s embrace. “I’m a raider.”
“You’ll see.” Mom hid a smile in the deep creases of her weathered face.
Kat shook her head. “You’re hopeless. Anyhow, I came to say goodbye. Shipping out today.”
Mom’s skinny fingers clutched her sleeve. “I just got you back, after believing I’d never see you again. Miracles only happen once.”
Kat carefully but resolutely freed her arm. “You can’t lose what you’ve never had.”
“I’ve got no one else, Katey. I cry my eyes out every time you leave. Stay, please.”
“Can’t. I’m a raid chief, I lead.”
“If that’s what you need to tell yourself…”
“How many times— oof— what would you have me do? Go dirt-digging with you?”
“What’s wrong with that? You don’t need to pretend being an Islander no more.”
“I”—Kat pulled the silly old woman closer by her shoulders. “I don’t pretend.” She had to whisper, or she’d scream. “I am an Islander! You’ve made me one! You left me no choice!”
“No!” Mom tried to recoil, feeble against Kat’s grip.
“Truth hurts, ha? Who brought me to the Island? Who never told me about my father? For Depths’ sake, I don’t even know which clan we came from, and you expect me to be anything but an Islander?! Look at my face! Look!” She scratched her tattooed cheek. “See? It won’t come off! This is who I am, forever!”
Mom trembled. Her faded eyes begged Kat to stop, draining her of the little will she had left to continue. Tears welled in them, then crawled down her face, tracing fanciful paths through her wrinkles.
Kat’s chest pumped quick, shallow breaths. “You’re resettling to your old clan, aren’t you?” she asked, barely hearing herself through her roaring heartbeat.
The woman’s head bobbed up and down.
“And you still won’t tell me its name.”
Mom’s callused palm caressed the right side of Kat’s face. The side free of tattoos. “You’ll find me when you’re back, baby girl. Call me superstitious, but that’ll give you a reason to return. If not for me, then for your past.”







  
  Chapter five
Denny


May 25 th, 43 PE
The Eastern Star pretended it was an extension of the Hive: metal, surrounded by metal, covered by more metal. Not all that different, apart from the floating. On water. Eek.
The Trade Fleet had never been at the forefront of Denny’s interests. It existed at the periphery of his world, merely a means by which the goods piling up in the Hive’s warehouses came and went. Denny’s warehouses. Well, Uncle Hai’s warehouses, really, which were meant to one day become Denny’s, but… By the looks of it, that day would never come. Not with Wu and Shang calling the shots. It stung, but not as painfully as it should have.
Joining the Golden Dragon’s team had burst Denny’s bubble, expanding his horizons from the cavernous storage facilities and maze of passageways that made up the Warehouse compound—to a wide-open universe, the full extent of which had been hard to digest given the breakneck speed of events. Lakes, states, alliances, railroads, intrigues… A lot to take in. A lot to take over.
As with all good things, that came at a price. Suffering daily humiliations at the hands of Park and her goons during their Legion’s so-called training sessions. Being at the bottom of the command chain, in stark contrast to his past position of influence and respect. Hopefully, this trip would turn that around.
“Your cabin.” The sailor opened a narrow door, his voice pointedly lacking the subservient tone the senior members of Shang’s entourage on the upper deck enjoyed. He turned and left with a swaying gait, stomping along the grated floor.
Denny dropped his bag onto the bed and took his bearings. The same Hive vibe, with the weird round window being the only alien element.
Something slammed into the ship, making the bulkheads groan. The floor under Denny’s feet tilted, throwing him to his knees. Distant shouts erupted above. For a few feverish heartbeats, voices merged in a random cacophony, until finally resolving into an argument.
The rocking surface stabilized, but Denny’s apprehensions grew. His first experience with ships was off to not such an amazing start. Be that as it may, important events were happening up top, and he wasn’t a part of them. The Golden Dragon wouldn’t be happy.
Denny scraped himself off the floor, ready to splay himself again at the first sign of trouble. He tiptoed down the narrow passageway, holding onto its walls in case the ship decided to play tricks with him again, and scaled the preposterously steep stairs.
What in the Seven Hells? In his absence, the main deck had gained a new centerpiece. This must have been the Invincible, the gruff Stationer’s train. It looked nothing like the trains Denny had seen in the Hive’s yard, but what else could it be? Its two cars, already secured to the deck in parallel, were recognizable under their angular steel plates. But the ginormous oddity being lowered between them by the port crane did not fit any word he knew. There had been talk about The Station replacing its haulers with something mechanical, and how much more freight that’d allow them to move. Engine, they called it. What an ugly, misshapen jumble of iron.
Denny dodged the cussing men stretching thick chains to direct and anchor it, and made his way to the ship’s superstructure, where a small crowd surrounded the Golden Dragon.
“—too heavy! How could you not warn us?” An agitated Kowloonese shrieked. A senior crew member, if he allowed himself such an overt display of anger before Shang Ka Yi.
The target of his indignation, a thin, pale foreigner with a mop of faded hair and colorless eyes, gave off nothing but a weary boredom. “How’m I s’pposed to know how heavy’s too heavy for ya? Not like we load ‘em on ships every day. Ain’t weighin’ ‘em either.”
A bizarrely dressed woman stood behind Shang, turning her rag-swaddled head back and forth. Her right arm rested in a sling, left—on the hilt of a knife. Great, another armed weirdo, as if Park weren’t plenty enough.
Denny goggled around, pretending to be listening, catching a word here and there. “Blah-blah-blah balance… blah-blah-blah handling… blah-blah-blah displacement…”
“Rein in your captain, Golden Dragon.” Another voice cut across the incessant droning. “He can’t keep badgering my Chief Engineer.” Denny’s attention snapped back to the conversation. No one but Lieutenant Firdous would have dared speak that way. No regard for rank, no propriety.
Shang gave his officer a meaningful look.
The captain cut his stream of complaints and bowed. “I’ll check the weight distribution myself, Golden Dragon. After that, we’ll depart.”
Whatever the problem was, the ship’s crew would work out a solution. If they couldn’t, the Golden Dragon would replace them with others who could. Anyhow, this didn’t seem like a teachable moment, and Denny’s presence was not required. He would be better off slipping away from the center of the turmoil.
A not very musical but spirited chorus drew him to the ship’s front end. What did the sailors call it, the bow? Another bunch of wackos with laughable jargon.
The Marines shuttled canvas bags full of sand up a gangplank from the pier, stacking them into improvised fortifications centered around the machinegun turret.
An Islander woman with fiery-red hair and a fox tattoo covering half her face sang in an unpleasant, high-pitched voice.
Put him in a long boat till his sober
Put him in a long boat till his sober
Put him in a long boat till his sober
Early in the morning!
The rest of the Marines picked up, discordantly and wildly, to the accompaniment of stomping boots.
Way hay and up she rises
Way hay and up she rises
Way hay and up she rises
Early in the morning!
The words made no sense, but the tune carried enough energy for Denny’s foot to tap to the rhythm. Shit. He wasn’t falling into the trap of joining their moronic rituals! He pressed both feet firmly into the deck’s painted metal and surveyed the materials piled behind the sandbag barricades—shields, swords, and guns. Lots of guns. Other stuff was there too, whose purpose was mostly unclear: crates, hanks of coiled rope, wooden planks and ladders, paddles.
Denny snickered. The image of these bustling men and women feverishly rowing in a futile attempt to budge the colossal Eastern Star an inch… Precious!
“Something’s funny?” Kathrin stopped in front of him, panting and wiping off her two-colored forehead with her short sleeve.
She very obviously wore nothing under the sweat-stained t-shirt. What a babe! Murderous, yeah, but that fit, shapely body…
“Don’t cream your pants, jerk-off.” Her sidekick Murphy’s shoulder bumped Denny’s back, careening him into an undignified attempt to catch his footing. The brute let the hefty sandbag thump from his one-armed embrace and pointed to the pier with his stump. “If you’re here to help, there’s more where this came from. If not, quit ogling busy people and beat it.”
“Were you?” Kathrin’s brow arched in taunting suspicion.
“Was I what?” Denny wasn’t about to be intimidated by a woman, nah-ah. “Ogling you? You wish!”
Her frown lost its mischief. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“He’s full of shit, Chief. He totally was!” Once behind her back, Murphy’s eyes locked with Denny’s. His tattooed wolf’s grin upended into an unnerving snarl.
Denny broke eye contact first. Screw these savages, he was above them by birthright and proximity to the ruling class. One day, when he was a Dragon, she’d come crawling into his bed. For now, he sure wasn’t going to be their dockhand.
“Making friends, as always, huh?”
Denny jumped in alarm. Fucking Park and her tricks!
The little ass snuck up on him, accompanied—of course!—by her faithful Owen and Miri. The black giant surveyed the Islanders’ setup with keen interest. The woman was too busy showing Denny her disdain. Nothing new.
“Do you three want to make yourselves useful?” Murphy asked. “The sooner we finish, the sooner we sail.”
“Oh?” Park smirked. “You believe your cute little nesting is so-o-o important everyone’s waiting for you?”
“They aren’t?” The ginger guy scratched his head. “Too bad. Our ‘cute little nesting’ may save your bacon. We know how to defend ships, because we know how to attack them.”
Park scoffed. “Ah, like—”
Kathrin ardently shook her head, and the Iron Dragon bit her tongue. Interesting.
Murphy misinterpreted Park’s aborted remark. “It’s okay if you don’t understand. Why aren’t we off yet, if it isn’t for our preparations?”
“Apparently, the train is too big to fit in the cargo hold, and heavier than anyone expected. A shitload of armor and provisions adds weight, imagine that. Who would’ve thought?” Park sighed. “The cap and crew are figuring out what to do so we don’t capsize. I may have the details wrong, but that’s the gist of it.”
Murphy struck his thigh with his one fist. “I knew this train thingie was trouble!”
“Iron Dragon?” Kathrin beckoned. “A word?”
They retreated to the gunwale. Murphy left for the next sandbag.
“I still don’t trust those painted killers,” Miri muttered. “My skin crawls every time I see them. A tiger can’t change its stripes. Or a cat.”
Owen remained unmoved. “That’s what we’re here for, to keep them at bay… Pun intended.”
Miri wrinkled her nose. “Should’ve sent them to their Maker in the prison yard when we had a chance.”
Bloodthirsty! Kinda sexy, if scary. Denny’s luck, to get stuck on an expedition with these sort of women, too fine to ignore, too wild to surrender to his charms. Ugh.
“The Iron Dragon’s orders are clear, make this work.” Classic Owen. “See? She’s leading by example, talking to their commander instead of opening her throat. I say, we do our best, unless—or until—they force our hand. If that happens, we’ll be ready.”
Miri leaned in and whispered in Denny’s ear, “Think I don’t know you’re listening, you snake? If this reaches the pirates, I’ll come for you.”
He shoved her away. Psycho bitch! “Are you stupid? They know! Everybody knows! Bet they’re planning the same for you!”
“Who’s planning what for whom?” Park returned, more upbeat than ever.
“Never mind.” Miri grimaced. “His usual bullshit. What was that about? With… you know.”
“Girls’ talk.” The Iron Dragon faked a charming smile and led her cronies away, leaving Denny behind.
Never had he been so alone, driven to abandon his own crew, and made a part of someone else’s. A negligible, contemptible part nobody would particularly miss if he disappeared one day. Maybe that was what he should do: disappear. Pick a time and place, somewhere he’d fit better and be properly appreciated. Where he won’t get caught in the inevitable crossfire between the two bands of barbarians.
The trip gained a purpose. A personal purpose.
Denny was ready to sail. What was taking so long?

      [image: image-placeholder]Denny dry-heaved and barely mustered the energy to wipe his mouth. He was empty, in every imaginable way. His stomach had long since given up the leftovers from lunch, then transparent foam, then vile greenish slime, all mixed now into a gross sludge sloshing in the bucket. His hollowed-out head resonated with the unbearable noise of his surroundings. His body had become a felt doll, its flabby muscles meekly quivering. 
The fact that, judging by the sounds from the surrounding cabins, Park’s flunkies were coping no better, busy hugging their own buckets, offered small consolation.
How much longer would he have to endure this nightmare?! He’d heard a short sail to Locksville mentioned. This endless torture was not short. And it was to be followed by crossing another lake. Geez! Hopefully, the train experience wouldn’t be as bad. No, nothing with solid ground underneath could be this bad. Until then…
Another wave of relentless retching bent him over the bucket.
The labored hum of the engines deep in the ship’s bowels changed pitch, dropping lower. The rocking subsided, too. Denny risked a glance through the blurry round window. Land, blessed land, slid lazily by. Must be nearing Locksville, at last!
He stumbled into the passageway on unsteady legs, coming face to face with Park. And boy, was her pale, drawn face harrowed!
“You okay?” she wheezed, holding onto the doorframe.
What was that? A normal human emotion directed at him? All it took was shared misery, and her faring no better than him, for once.
This could open opportunities, but the damn exhaustion… “No. Same as you. But I can help you get upstairs.” Holding on to someone to brave the steep ascent would be comforting, with the nice bonus of presenting it as a kindhearted gesture.
“Thank you.” Wow, another first.
She clasped his shoulder, and they began the slow, arduous clamber.
On the main deck, brilliant sunlight blinded him. He groped for something to help keep his balance.
“Don’t.” Park’s shaky but cold word urged him to look again.
His arm was on her back. Under her glare, he hurriedly retracted it. “I wasn’t!—” Indignation flared in his chest. This once, he’d really meant nothing like that, but their shared moment was gone. “Ah, forget it.” Before spite gave her the strength to kick, punch, or choke him, Denny turned his back on this touch-me-not and marched to a better vantage point as steadily as his affliction allowed.
With land floating by not a hundred meters away, the impossible openness that had driven him below in the first place wasn’t as oppressive. Still a far cry from the cozy, enclosed, steady hallways of the Hive he was used to, but not as otherworldly vast as in the middle of the lake.
Excited yells drew him forward.
The Marines had tied a rope to the tip of the bow and were taking turns leaping overboard, holding onto it. They swung from one side of the ship to the other, aiming to grab the gunwale. Some succeeded. Others were forced to climb back up the rope, soaked by spray, to the boos and jeers of their comrades.
“Sea Dragon! We don’t have time to stop and pick up stragglers if they fall into the water,” Shang Ka Yi shouted from the superstructure, clearly amused by the spectacle.
Kathrin, already dripping wet, glistening with ten thousand water droplets in the afternoon sun and beaming with pure joy, yelled back, “That’s fine, Golden Dragon. We swim faster than her!” She stomped her foot.
Any attempt to take his eyes off her clinging shirt was doomed. A freakin’ mermaid. Did mermaids have kill mark tattoos?
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Shang smiled humbly.
“The Shang Ka Yi I know calculates every play ten moves ahead,” the Locksviller continued. “His backup plans for the most improbable contingencies have backup plans. This is utterly out of character.”
Denny fidgeted. The Golden Dragon had mentioned, in his typical cryptic fashion, that these talks could be educational for him. So far, he hadn’t figured out what he was supposed to be learning, and different issues kept him preoccupied. Why was he the only one in an armchair? Would it be okay to lean back? What was he meant to do with his hands? Put them on his knees? The armrests? In his pockets?
He glanced surreptitiously at their host.
Weinberg made a point of talking to—and looking at—Shang Ka Yi exclusively, while giving Denny a distinct impression his behavior was being preternaturally observed, too.
The notorious Head of Locksville’s Intelligence Service, whose name could only be uttered in a hushed whisper even within the inner Hive, didn’t look all that menacing. Tall, lean, narrow-faced, he couldn’t be more different from Denny’s boss, yet the two shared fleeting, intangible similarities. And, same as with the Golden Dragon, the Locksviller’s gravitas oozed through his amicable guise.
Denny checked the Stationer’s reaction. Lieutenant Firdous, the only other visitor invited to the White House, appeared unintimidated by the infamous Weinberg.
“That is the story, Captain.” Shang remained unmoved as well.
“Let me get this straight.” The Locksviller reclined, rocking on his chair’s rear legs. “You’ve rushed to a strange place far beyond the boundaries of the lands known to both you and me.” He counted out on his fingers. “Without thorough planning and preparation. Secured by two rival paramilitary forces you’ve never seen in combat—”
“But wait, Captain, it gets worse,” Denny’s boss murmured, overtly enjoying himself. “Don’t forget I have Emir Whitaker’s former wife as my bodyguard.”
“Huh?” Weinberg’s chair snapped to the upright position. “Alright, that’s too bizarre, even for this conversation. You’ll have to tell me more over dinner. Don’t try distracting me now. Where was I? Ah, yes. All these dubious decisions based on a rumor heard by the Zealots and relayed to you by The Station. No offense, Lieutenant.”
Firdous nodded. “None taken. Those Zealots, though, sounded pretty convinced the place exists.”
Weinberg’s lips curved. “Presumably, they aren’t around to answer clarifying questions.”
The Stationer reacted in kind. “Questioning them wasn’t my primary objective.”
What a creep. An out-of-nowhere draft snuck under Denny’s collar.
The Captain’s fingers rapped on the desktop. “How could they find out about Saint Louis? I’ve never heard about a mighty state out West, neither have you, Golden Dragon—with all our intelligence networks. But some lousy fanatics did, from their hut in the boonies?”
Shang spread his arms. “They must have their channels. Connections with other hotbeds of the Faith, perhaps.”
“Maybe.” Weinberg wove his fingers together. “If so, I want to tap into those channels before Lieutenant Firdous exterminates them all.”
“Captain, there’s one other thing I haven’t told you…” Shang lowered his voice and looked around, implying he didn’t feel safe voicing the subject even in Weinberg’s own office. “As with the rest of this conversation, not a word of this must be repeated beyond these walls. Knowing my fascination with machinery, the Ohioans showed me… an item last year. A recently made, highly advanced piece of tech. They themselves didn’t know its origin, only that it came from—”
“—out West,” Weinberg finished for him. “I am deeply hurt by your keeping this from me.”
Shang Ka Yi nodded. “Captain, I appreciate how far-fetched, out-there, figuratively and literally, the idea of a technologically advanced state is—one nobody has heard about besides the Zealots, of all people. I cannot be one hundred percent sure I’ve deciphered this Sinluys toponym correctly. I understand the risks and the unknowns. And above all this…” A shadow of repressed up pain flickered on his face, for a moment making the Golden Dragon almost human. “How easy do you think it was to leave Tam Wai Lam behind, pregnant with our child? The potential reward is too high for this information to be brushed aside. We may find solutions for our most critical issues. I simply cannot ignore this.”
“I get that.” The captain rose and began pacing. “Sorry about Tam, that alone baffles me. But what truly makes me question your sanity, Golden Dragon, is your insistence on sailing tonight. If I were willing to endanger my people’s safety by operating the locks after dark—which, of course, I am not—you’d risk sinking two pinnacles of known technology—your ship and the lieutenant’s train—for what? To race against a band of primitives who, assuming they make it to that imaginary place, seem guaranteed to be crushed by its defenders? Come on, they’re suicidal. Doesn’t mean you have to be. Do me a favor, moor in Locksville for the night, and leave at first light.”
“I appreciate that, Captain. I thought you’d never ask.”
A knock drew everyone’s attention to the door. A short, bow-legged young man limped over the threshold, took in the room, nodded to the Golden Dragon, and headed to the Stationer.
“Karim.”
“Great to see you, sir.”
They embraced, patting each other’s backs.
The newcomer turned to Weinberg. “You sent for me, Captain?” His missing front teeth made for a funny lisp.
Brazen! Who could afford a mere nod to a Golden Dragon, let alone barging into the Head of Locksville’s Intelligence Service’s office? And being friends with the grim Stationer at that?
“Yes, Bo, take a seat.” Weinberg pulled forward a spare chair from the corner.
Bo, as in Uncle Bo? This twisted, stammering freak was Aunt Aileen’s successor? Explained a lot, while raising more questions.
“Thanks.” Bo perched on the seat with a leg awkwardly outstretched. “What’s up?”
Weinberg grinned. “See, our friends are telling the strangest tale. And since it might have far-reaching regional implications if it’s true, I thought you’d want to know.”
“Gee, I feel significant. Who’s this?” The arrogant guy finally acknowledged Denny’s presence.
Cheeky bastard! Denny took a chest full of air. “I—”
“Denny Zhou.” Shang did not wait. “My junior apprentice. Coincidentally, the very person who facilitated Miss Novak’s escape, so you may have some things to catch up on after we’re done here.”
“You don’t say.” Bo looked Denny over, his brows knotting skeptically. “Okay, Golden Dragon, what hot mess did you get yourself into this time?”

      [image: image-placeholder]The door closed behind Shang, Firdous, and Weinberg with a soft  pop, cutting off the hum of outside noises. Bo got up, reached over the desk, and unceremoniously snatched a dark bottle from a drawer on the far side. He unplugged it, sloshed, sniffed, shrugged, and splashed its contents into a heavy, thick-bottomed glass. “Mm?” he proffered it to Denny.
“Sure, why not?” The scarcity of alcohol in New Kowloon had limited Denny’s opportunities to develop sophisticated tastes in drinks, but the Locksville area was famous for its wineries. A bottle that had found its way into Weinberg’s personal stash couldn’t be too bad.
“Good man.” Bo passed the glass to Denny, generously filled another one, and raised it. “To Aileen.”
If that was what the drinking ceremony required… Denny brought his arm up. “To Aileen.”
Bo drew a sip, watching Denny.
He’d show this Uncle he wasn’t faint-hearted! Denny bravely gulped down a mouthful of the amber liquid.
For a second, Bo’s quizzical stare puzzled him. Then a fireball rolled down Denny’s throat, scorching its trail from his tongue to his gut. He opened his mouth, gasping. The cool air provided no relief.
Bo snorted. “Wait it out.”
Denny counted to ten, listening to his insides. The fire subsided, leaving an almost pleasant heat in his stomach. The hue of the lights grew warmer, the air—denser and sweeter.
“Getting there? What a waste. This is the high-end stuff, man, you don’t sling it like cheap moonshine. Anyhow.” The Locksviller pushed himself up with his good leg, settling his other, bowed one along the edge of Weinberg’s desktop. “Let’s talk about Aileen. You know what I’m gonna ask first, right?”
Denny’s head, cheerfully light, cleared—of worry, of suppression, of suffocating constraint. He could be honest with this nice little fellow, who emanated such comfort and friendliness. “Yeah. If we had hot, wild, mind-blowing sex.” His memory readily rendered the vivid images from his dreams, the lines between reality and imagination cozily blurred.
Bo grimaced as if he’d bitten into a lemon. “N-no.” The bottom of his unfinished glass thumped the desktop. “Forget I asked, and I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.” All the kindness evaporated, his harsh voice slapping Denny into a semblance of lucidity. “Let’s skip straight to what she promised you.”
Shit. That potent brew was messing with him in weird ways. Must be more careful with alcohol. “Uh, full colla-bo-ration between my operation and the Streeters.” Long words had become unexpectedly challenging to wade through. “Re-pre-sen-tation of our interests in your region. Prefe-ren-tial treatment of our shipments. Someth’n along those lines.”
“Your operation?” Bo’s raised brows left little doubt he didn’t believe a single word. “A Golden Dragon’s junior apprentice has his own operation? Ri-i-ight.”
“I… That was before.”
“Then you’re telling me Shang took you in knowing you helped Aileen escape? That’s… Wait.” Bo sat upright. “That actually makes sense. In a strange, Shang Ka Yi way. Okay, go on.”
“Nothing to go on about. I used to be somebody and aimed even higher. Now I am where I am, a junior apprentice without a crew, so all that went down the drain.”
“Aha. That’s believable, pal.” Bo picked up his glass and took another sip. “You know Aileen’s not here to honor your agreements, yeah?”
Denny nodded. Funny. He’d made it to Locksville, listed his terms—and none of it mattered any longer. Neither of the sides was what it had been…
Lightning pierced his addled mind. How had he not thought of it sooner?! This could be the opportunity he’d been looking for!
“Bo? Or must I call you Uncle?”
The Locksviller tilted the glass in his fingers, sending the drink in an eddying swirl. “We’re sharing a Bourbon. That’s got to be enough to lose the formalities. What’s up?”
“I understand you aren’t bound by Aileen’s promises. Even if you were, they’re irrelevant now. But can you find a place for me here? In your operation?”
Bo downed another swig of his liquor. “Aren’t you full of surprises, mister?”
“Is that a ‘yes’? Or at least a ‘let me think about it’?”
“But why?”
“Does it matter?”
“Kinda does. I know next to nothing about life in the Hive, but have a feeling nine out of ten Kowloonese would bribe their way to your current position, and the tenth would kill for it. Even if you don’t see it that way right now, I know that where you are, what you have—is the best opportunity you could ask for. Think about it, man. You’re on the Golden Dragon’s team. The winning team, if there ever was one. That’s a direct path to… whatever you make of it. Yet, you want to give this all up. Begs the question, you know, what’s wrong with you, and what else might you be hiding.” Bo tapped his fingernail against his glass. “Regardless, the old me would’ve happily taken you in and offered you a cushy job—if nothing else, to repay for helping Aileen when she was in a pickle. Things have changed. I’m most definitely not going to throw a monkey wrench into my working relationship with the Golden Dragon by poaching his man. Too much is at stake.”
Denny dropped his head. “So that’s a ‘no’.”
“Dude.” Bo frowned. “Don’t be dense. Why do you think your boss left you in this room with me? To shoot the shit and share tales of Aileen’s adventures? Give me a break. It’s clearly a test. Show your loyalty and come out with some token achievement you’ve solicited from me, and you’ll pass. That’s your ticket to the next level, right there.”
This disfigured Uncle, roughly of Denny’s age, was right. About everything. More, he was doing Denny a great favor. Still, he hadn’t experienced enough rejection to get used to it, and it stung. Denny sucked a measured sip of Bourbon. He should drink himself blind and forget all about it, to be carried back to the ship and wake up in the morning, puking his soul out into his trusty bucket. “How is Aileen? Any news from her?” he asked.
That extracted a bitter chuckle from Bo. “Ah, another incurably enchanted one. You’re in excellent company, pal. Oh, Countess Aileen is all hunky dory, busy-busy-busy. Running a medieval state takes an awful lot of energy and creativity, especially when it comes to holding off aggressive neighbors and keeping show trials fresh.”
“Is she safe?”
“Is anyone, ever?” Bo shrugged. “Safe enough. She’s won a ton of local support, has half a dozen of her closest Streeters on hand, and is married to one of the best bodyguards in the land.”
“Married?”
“Yeah… Long story.” Bo forced a smile. “Speaking of bodyguards. I’ve got wind of the Golden Dragon traveling with a Hamiltonian lady who watches him like a hawk. What’s her deal?”
Denny treated himself to another swig of his drink. “What if I said she’s his wife?”
Bo’s teeth clacked on his glass. He spilled his liquor onto his chest, paying that no heed. “Fucking Hells! Has Tam died?! When?”
“More alive than ever, and very pregnant.”
“Is that why she didn’t wring both their necks?”
“Not much love lost between you two, eh?” Finally in a position to negotiate, having information someone else craved, Denny lounged in his armchair, savoring the fantastic feeling. “This will cost you your long story.”
“That’s what I’m talking about!” Bo balled his fist. “Ladies and gentlemen, we have a businessman here! Unfortunately for you, this isn’t a topic I’m keen to discuss when sober.” The Locksviller peered into his empty glass, refilled, and upended it in one shot, defying his own preaching. “Much less,” he slurred, “when drunk. But to help you out, tell Shang…” The glass in his hand weaved a complex figure in the air. “Tell him… Okay, tell him I made you my contact person in New Kowloon. An ambassador. How ‘bout that?” Bo lowered the bottle with exaggerated care, slid off the desk, and hobbled to the exit. “You’re fun.” He looked back at Denny over his shoulder, leaning on the doorknob. “Let’s do this again on your way back, if you make it. Weinberg’s treat.” He winked and stumbled out.
Did the cunning Uncle imply they would revisit the prospect of Denny’s employment, or was that an alcohol-induced figment of Denny’s imagination?
What an odd talk. What an odd evening. What an odd everything! Visiting strange places, meeting strange people, hatching strange plans. Ten days ago, he couldn’t have imagined any of this.
Then there was Aileen’s marriage to digest. That news hurt, shattering his deeply harbored illusions of one day conquering that woman, showing everyone he was in her league. Countess? Denny Zhou could pull an aristocratic act, easily! But some sleazy douchebag had the audacity to steal her, and none of that was in the stars anymore. Honestly, that could be for the best. With Aileen being such a handful, he shouldn’t be jealous of her husband. More like pity the poor soul.
Denny dragged himself roughly upright, tripping over his own feet, and caressed the halved bottle’s neck. For the road. He needed it more than Weinberg. The Captain didn’t have to travel, suffer daily humiliation, or prove himself to Shang. Denny? He was sort of getting used to that being his job description. With a little help from his new friend Bourbon, he could even start enjoying this life.
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Oof.
Denny’s swollen tongue rasped against the parched roof of his mouth.
A pounding headache made the sunlight filtering through the window unbearably bright. He squinted and brought an arm up to block it. The movement revealed an aching stiffness in his limbs, but he dragged himself up, fighting his stomach’s protestations. The bucket in the corner called, and he couldn’t decide which way to face it first.
He stumbled down the hallway to the washroom, thankfully meeting no one, and winced at the sad vision in the mirror. His pride and joy—his hair—was a disastrous mess, skin—sickly, lips— cracked and colorless.
What will we do with a drunken sailor
Early in the morning?
The words of the bizarre Islander song came unsolicited.
Shave his belly with a rusty razor
Ew. No, thank you.
Put him in a long boat till he’s sober
Better, but still no.
Put him in the bed with the captain’s daughter
Ooh! That could be interesting, but he had to make himself presentable first.
Splashing water on his cheeks was supposed to wash away the remnants of the drunkenness. Instead, it made his nausea worse.
Nausea? The floor vibrated, but did not rock. Quiet sailing, then. The nausea was entirely his own… Sailing! He’d missed the departure from Locksville. What time was it? How long had he been out of it? Was the Golden Dragon expecting his presence? The prospects of his boss’s displeasure paled against the appeal of crawling back into his bed and sleeping this off. There was a chance they’d arrive by the time he woke up, oblivious to the delights of maritime travel.
How did he— Tufts and shreds of disjointed memories swarmed, buzzing, in his head. Ah, the Bourbon, yes. Big, big mistake. Why did he even— Uncle Bo, right. That prick had one sober thought, though. Something about a test. Test? The Golden Dragon’s test! Moving to the next level!
That could not wait.
Oof.
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Denny shuddered.
“Water.” The corners of Shang’s eyes wrinkled.
The plug resisted Denny’s fumbling, yielding on the third attempt. He gulped down the cool, fresh, life-giving liquid. The world brightened, regained sharpness, and generally began making sense. Land closed in on the Eastern Star from both sides. Still in the canal, huh.
“I take it you and Bo had a productive meeting last night.” The Golden Dragon resumed scanning of the shores with binoculars.
Denny nodded. His head objected to the movement, and he grabbed at the control board, waiting out the pulsating pressure behind his eyes. “Yes, Golden Dragon,” he said, staying perfectly still. “He thought you were testing me.”
“Astute. And?” His boss remained unfazed by Denny’s bluntness.
Annoyance churned Denny’s guts. “And I think I passed.”
“Explain.”
“He made me his ambad… ambarsa… his contact person in the Hive.” Words were still difficult.
“Fascinating.”
“Well, did I?”
“Did you what?”
“Pass.” His irritation swelled. “Did I pass, Golden Dragon?”
Shang put the binoculars down and gave Denny an opaque look. “You did not fail, Mister Zhou. Hopefully, you’ve also learned the value of moderating your alcohol intake. In your current condition, you may not appreciate the subtle distinction.”
The Dragon hit the nail on the head. Subtlety? Denny’s sluggish, muddled brain struggled with parsing the response.
Whatever. Another question nagged at him. Normally, Denny would not have risked asking it, but his hungover directness might be excusable on this all-too-bright morning. “Golden Dragon… Yesterday, you didn’t really answer Weinberg. Why is finding Saint Louis so important?”
Shang Ka Yi fixed him with another long, inscrutable stare. “And now you have passed the test, Mister Zhou. This is what I enlisted you for. Not only to find creative loopholes and execute shady schemes, but also—and mainly!—to ask the inconvenient questions nobody else dares.”
Great. If only Denny hadn’t needed to get so horribly drunk for that…
The Golden Dragon walked toward the row of chairs attached to the back wall. Denny followed like the obedient pup he was.
“What percentage of the Kowloonese population works in food production?” Shang asked, once Denny had settled gingerly by his side.
Random. What did that have to do with anything? “Um, three? Five?”
“Not the cooks in the cantina, Mister Zhou. The farmers, the fishers. Those who produce the food served there. No? Your gaping mouth suggests you’ve never given this a thought. How about seventy-five?”
“Percent? Seventy-five percent?” The number made no sense. Who were all these people? Where were they?
“Spending your entire life inside the Great Hive, it’s easy to take things for granted.”
And what was wrong with that? Yes, he walked into the cantina three times a day, got his chow, and went on about his business. Knowing how that food got there was not his business.
“Throughout history,” his boss continued, oblivious to Denny’s misgivings, “humans spent their lives in subsistence farming, raising crops or livestock to feed their families, with little, if any, surplus for sale or trade. You know where they lived?”
“Farms?”
“Yes. And where did they not live?”
Denny’s eyes slid to Shang’s shirt button. He had no answer.
“Cities, Mister Zhou. Cities could only appear once there was enough food for at least a fraction of the people to not have to farm, giving them the opportunity to specialize in trades. Like you, me, or anyone in the Hive. To support that, we need people outside it to feed us. Is the picture getting clearer now?”
“M-m-m.” It kinda was, without an explanation how this was relevant.
The Golden Dragon did not lose patience. “Two hundred years ago, nine out of ten people were busy growing food in the countryside. The industrial era made farming so efficient that by the time The E hit, ninety-five percent lived in cities. And now… We’re back to square one.”
“Okay.”
“Not okay.”
Denny shifted in his seat away from the Dragon’s forceful rebuke.
“Not okay,” Shang repeated. “To remain a dominant power, we must keep growing. Means extra mouths to feed. With inefficient agriculture, that’s unsustainable.”
“So, how do we make it, uh, efficient?” This tedious lecture had drained Denny’s mental resources, already severely limited by last night’s excesses, and began to feed his anxiety.
“Machinery, fertilizers, pesticides.”
Whatever those things meant, listing them brought the Golden Dragon closer to his conclusion. Denny kept his mouth shut.
“We know what’s needed, but have no parts, nor technological chains, nor raw materials to produce any of it.”
“And you hope Saint Louis will help.”
“I do.”
“Why should they? Would you help your competition get stronger?”
“Competition? No. Partner? With pleasure. But that’s for another discussion, Mister Zhou, let’s get back to the food supply issues. Unlike Locksville or The Station, surrounded by good agricultural lands in warmer zones, the Hive sits in what’s left of the City—which is many things, but farmland it is not. That pushes our farms out far and wide, and as New Kowloon grows, additional land parcels need to be cultivated further away. What problems do you see with that?”
“Transportation?”
“One. More?”
Denny drew a blank.
“Imagine it’s your operation.” Could be a stab. The Golden Dragon’s face showed nothing.
Denny tried the issue on. “Control.”
“Good.”
“Security.”
“Very good. If a malicious agent were to set their sights on disrupting life in the Hive, they’d easily achieve that by interfering with our food supply. We can’t maintain a standing army big enough to protect all our areas of interest, because…”
“Because we’d also need to feed all these soldiers.” The puzzle pieces fell into place, rekindling Denny’s curiosity.
“Correct. You couldn’t know, but we’ve had to subcontract a few out-of-City clans to patrol the borders—in exchange for, as you might guess by now, guaranteeing their food security. A suboptimal scheme, potentially generating more problems than it solves, but between enforcing order in the Hive and guarding the farmlands, our Security Forces are already stretched too thin.”
“Is that why you’re dragging this rabble along? The Legion, the Islanders?”
The Dragon gave Denny a sidelong glance. “There simply aren’t enough Kowloonese units to spare.”
As much as Denny despised the Hive’s Security, he would’ve felt safer under their protection. “But—”
“I know. The Marines’ skills and fighting culture could prove invaluable with the external risks we may face, while their questionable loyalties are offset by Iron Dragon Park’s Legion watching them.”
Not exactly reassuring. The expedition’s future just got gloomier. Better change the subject. “I get the why of contacting Saint Louis, but what’s the hurry? The Zealots aren’t a threat to them, you said so yourself.”
“You’ve been fortunate to live through the best times since the E itself. Safe, fed, with clothes on your back and time for extracurricular activities. That’s way more than most outside New Kowloon can brag about. The more you have, the more you’ve got to lose. What if there’s a crop failure? A drought? A plague, in cattle or, heavens forbid, humans?” The Golden Dragon leaned back. “Our well-fed life teeters precariously close to the brink. We’ve been busy creating emergency stores, repairing tractors, educating farmers as best we can by adapting pre-E knowledge. The Lab never sleeps. Still, too much could go wrong at any moment.” Shang rubbed his hands together, for the first time manifesting his discomfort. “Do you swim?”
“Pardon? N-no, Golden Dragon.”
“Of course, a true Hive dweller. Convenient, provides an easy way to dispose of you”—Shang extended his neck, pointedly looking through the window—“if a word of what I’m telling you ever leaks to anyone outside my team.”
Denny licked his dry lips.
“There are food shortages. Two years of poor harvests. You probably haven’t noticed we’ve gradually reduced the rations—only by ten percent, because the Hive must be kept happy at any cost. You want motivation? Imagine them cut in half. What happens?”
Denny’s stomach growled, nudging him to get a bite while he still could. No chow in the cantina? Unhappy hivers. Troubles brew. Work stops. Security clamps down. Things get nasty. Cutthroat nasty. “I… understand, Golden Dragon.”
“Do you? Very well. Now, add the next variable: we, the Kowloonese, aren’t the only ones with stomachs to fill. We’ve got our City allies, and while feeding them is not in our treaty obligations, making sure they don’t starve and turn on each other is in our best interests. We’ve reached agreements with a few, um, external parties to help feed the Hive, but… Scarcity breeds conflict, so here’s the final twist: what do you think will happen when hungry barbarian hordes come knocking on our doors?”
Denny swallowed, hard. Fear cleared his head of any residual hangover effects.
Shang Ka Yi turned away, focusing on the shore. “Our way of life may crumble any moment—yours, mine, my wife’s… My unborn baby’s. To stave that off, we need all the technology we can get our hands on, and we need it the day before yesterday.” He paused. “The Great Hive is called so—why?”
It was what it was, how it had been all Denny’s life. “Why?”
“Bees have specialist classes that work together for the greater good of their society—the hive.” The Golden Dragon’s nonchalance rang sickeningly disconnected from the terrifying images he’d drawn. “New Kowloon is similarly modeled, and not only in the way its compound is built. Everyone, including you and me, must do our best to ensure the Great Hive continues to prosper. Whatever the risks, whatever the price.” 






  
  Chapter six
Karim
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The ship left a trail of broken water in its wake. Karim leaned onto the railing and let the heaving and washing view guide him into a meditative state. Having cleared the endless sequence of Welland Canal’s locks, the Eastern Star was free to pick up speed. The time was Shang’s to waste. Karim was in no hurry, but ready for a change of scenery. What he was not ready for was dealing with the inevitable pitching and rolling of the ship, so he retreated—unhurriedly, maintaining his dignity—to the aft. There, as his experience on the other lake had shown, the effects were not as bad, and he stood a chance of not succumbing to seasickness. At least not as badly as these poor City bastards, who’d puked their guts out below decks a few times over before reaching the calm Locksville waters.
With all due respect to waterway transportation, he’d rather stick to trains. While not so roomy or versatile as Shang’s flagship, they guaranteed solid, stable land underneath. More, he’d rather stick to them in familiar territory. None of these go-that-a-way, search-for-who-knows-what batshit crazy charades. That wasn’t what made him tick. Ticked him off—yeah, big time. He should not have agreed to being a pawn in Novak’s jockeying with Shang. The possibility of finding the elusive Zealots and cutting their heads off for good was, on second thought, too remote to justify this unnatural hassle.
“You spend most of your time alone.” A low female drawl broke Karim’s reverie.
He glanced at the draped woman prudently keeping her distance and returned to watching the infinite churn of the ship’s wake. Shang’s bodyguard. Or wife. A Hamiltonian, and not in distress like Joy. Didn’t she understand how distasteful her presence was? “I’m not popular company among this crowd. Everyone’s too used to hating The Station.”
“I noticed. Neither am I.” She didn’t take his hint.
He might have been too polite, or too subtle. For the sake of civility, Karim swallowed several blatant responses. Saying nothing was the least undiplomatic choice.
“Not the talkative type, are you?” Her smile under the layers of fabric could be heard. So, she wasn’t dull, just arrogant.
“I speak when I’ve got something worth saying, and someone relevant to say it to.” This should make his meaning more than transparent.
“Understood. Mind if my unpopular company keeps company with your unpopular company? You won’t have to speak until there’s something worth saying.” She skirted around the relevant part.
“Don’t you have a Golden Dragon to guard?” Karim’s exasperation seeped into his tone.
“He’s on the bridge, the most secure place on the ship. Made it clear my presence was unwanted.”
Karim muttered under his nose, a string of syllables that ought to convey his displeasure at her unwanted presence here.
“What’s that?”
“Do whatever you want,” Karim rumbled.
Time passed. Water swirled. Karim pushed the silent intruder to the edge of his awareness. A little further and she’d drop beyond the horizon.
“Nothing?” Her word sent ripples over the glassy surface of Karim’s empty mind. “And I thought two outcasts would easily find common ground.”
Karim cringed. “I am not an outcast! We’ve got nothing in common!” Too loud. Passersby’s heads turned. Great, the last thing he needed was to be associated with a Hamiltonian.
“Why?” she asked, quieter. “Why are you so hostile?”
“Seriously?” Karim also lowered his voice to a hiss. “You want me to answer that?” Unbelievable.
The woman waited.
Not being able to gauge her expression was infuriating. Alright, he had warned her. “Because I talked to Joy! Because she told me—”
“That ungrateful, lying twat!” The Hamiltonian pounded the railing with the palm of her good arm’s hand. “I told His Excellency it was a bad idea to bring that spoiled brat along. But she put on the cutesy face, fluttered her eyelashes, and he melted, as always.”
She kept talking, unabashed and unapologetic, but the booming drumbeat in Karim’s ears drowned her words. Red mist clouded his sight. His muscles ached with the need—no, the desire!—to strike the deceitfully concealed face, to feel the sharp stumps of broken teeth tear into his knuckles through the ripping fabric… He forced his fists to unclench and took a few lungfuls of air. He’d never raised a hand to a woman, or someone with an arm in a sling. But, God Almighty, was he tempted!
She must have fallen silent some time ago, watching him. When his heavy stare stopped on her covered face, she opened her arms. “You want to hit me? Do it, if that makes you feel better. Go ahead, my pain threshold is high. But know that you’ve got it all backward.”
Karim turned around and headed for the superstructure. The bridge was the one place she’d been expressly forbidden to enter. Maybe up there he wouldn’t be too dizzy either.
“His Excellency is a good man!” she yelled into his back. “I’d be nothing without him! Less than worthless, and so would Joy!” Her words streamed faster. She rushed to squeeze in as many as she could while he was still within earshot. “You know what it’s like to be a young woman in Hamilton? We get used, get discarded, and die! Without the Emir—”
Karim slammed the heavy oval door shut, cutting off her unsettling revelations, and propped it with his back on the inside. Fan-fucking-tastic. He just had fled from a fight. That would be a first. Why was she hellsbent on talking to him, on conveying her truth? Was she… lonely? Damn the crazy woman! For all he cared, the slop bucket in her cabin was the best suited listener for her confessions.

      [image: image-placeholder]“You seem… disheveled. Quite unlike you, Lieutenant. What’s the matter?” 
Really? Karim had escaped to the bridge to clear his head. Was there any place on this ship where he wouldn’t be harassed with inconvenient questions? He should lock himself up on his train, with his short-spoken engineers to keep him company.
“It’s your bodyguard, Golden Dragon.”
“My— Ah, you mean, my wife?” Annoyance soured Shang’s disposition. “What about her?”
A valid question. What was it about her that had got under Karim’s skin so badly? “She… expressed an unflattering opinion about your other wife.”
“Tam Wai Lam?!” The Dragon’s face darkened. Not his usual theatrics—genuine threat, promising grave and inescapable retribution.
Karim blinked. “What? No! Joy.”
The angry lines smoothed. “Of course. And that irritated you… why?”
Indeed, Karim had no reason to care about any of Shang’s wives. But that ugly run-in with Joy had triggered something in him—cardinal, fundamental. He was, above all, a protector. His entire essence, his reason for being, for waking up each morning and going through the motions, stemmed from this. His failure to protect his unit, wiped out by the Zealots last fall, weighed on him every waking moment. He was still intent on catching the remaining fanatics and feeding them to his Ka-bar, but killing them would be payback, not protection. Too late, too little. Bittersweet, it would fix nothing. Guarding Bo, followed by the extraction of Ajinder’s team from Buffalo, had helped put a dent in that burden, but he needed more—to save so many more!—to fully offset it. Thus, when Joy had begged his protection, how could he refuse?
“It’s okay, Lieutenant,” Shang cut into Karim’s gloomy musings. “I didn’t intend to pry. Maybe this spectacular show will cheer you?” He pointed to the bow through the bridge’s window.
Karim approached. The Golden Dragon didn’t exaggerate, the Marines’ exercise below was captivating.
One group maneuvered around the ship in a motorized lifeboat, taking turns throwing grapnels to catch the ship’s railing. When successful—about four times out of five—they’d scamper up the rope with lizard-like agility.
The other group scattered around the deck, dry-firing at the boat from behind sandbag fortifications. A few scurried about, trying to guess the point of the next boarding attempt, and thwart it.
“Can’t decide if they’re brave or insane,” Karim said. “Or dumb as a bag of rocks.”
Shang chuckled. “I’m sure their intelligence levels vary widely, same as any other group, but I see where you’re coming from. Let’s call it their own unique blend of bravery and insanity. What else would you expect from former pirates?”
“I would expect there to be no former pirates.” This was all fun and games, but how many times had they used their impressive techniques to attack ships for real? How many travelers had found a watery grave? “Honestly, Golden Dragon, how could you leave them alive? They’re the worst of their kind, not small-time pests. Back in the day, The Station would’ve branded them as lifers.”
Shang half-turned to Karim. “Do you miss those days, Lieutenant?”
“I…” Did he? The obvious answer was a firm, decisive ‘no’, but his tongue refused to utter the simple syllable. He’d been a soldier doing his duty, protecting the Motherland. The darker parts of The Station’s history loomed in his memories from a reality parallel to his, without mixing; oil and water. The old times had not been all bad, he could miss the stability, predictability, and sense of order. He rejected the way everyone else onboard the Eastern Star viewed his home—as the absolute villain.
“I’ll rephrase my question to make it easier for you,” Shang said, perceptive as always. “Do you miss good old slavery?”
Such a dirty word, slavery. The past, still fresh and far from being fully processed, was complicated. Nuanced. The workers’ arrangement had indeed fallen into a gray area, especially retrospectively. Their transition to proper salaried employment had been a relief. But he had absolutely no regrets about the lifers working their asses off. Still, he’d rather leave splitting hairs on this loaded subject to politicians. He couldn’t be tainted by the issue if he kept it out of his mind. “No,” popped out of his mouth more readily this time, for the sake of getting the conversation flowing.
“Great.” Shang’s soft clap yielded no sound. “With branding ruled out, what would you have us do? Judge and execute them? Hand them to the City clans for lynching? Both options were on the table, but Kathrin’s inventiveness swayed the decision another way. A mistake? Time will tell. They may prove to be a most valuable asset. Look at them!”
Shang had a point. Shang always had a point. The counterpoint was that he’d built his entire scheme on a shaky foundation, the belief in the Islanders’ rationality. These bastards could simply decide one day their allegiance had run its course and bite the hand feeding them. The Star’s crew would be swept aside effortlessly, and the Foreign Legion’s chances of stopping the Islanders were iffy. Best case? The two forces would decimate each other. Worst case? New Kowloon would have given rise to a formidable new scourge, armed to the teeth with guns, Shang’s flagship, and the Invincible. What a charming prospect.
Karim’s life would be in jeopardy, too, but when hadn’t it been? The risks came with the territory, and he had long since made peace with the idea of a sudden violent death. One soldier more, one less—who cared? The Golden Dragon, on the contrary, was irreplaceable. The more exposed Karim became to the regional politics, the clearer it was that without this visionary, everything would go to the Seven Hells in a handbasket. And whose laughable idea was it that a handicapped Hamiltonian psycho could shield him against two dozen experienced, blood-thirsty killers? Fat chance. By elimination, he had to assume this responsibility. Which meant paying closer attention to his potential adversaries.
Below, the next pirate launched a grapnel. It whipped through the air, clanked, catching, and settled under the Islander woman’s weight. The boat’s motor roared, its aft dipped, bow lifted, and it zipped forward, skipping from wave to wave.
A ginger Marine—their second-in-command, Karim had learned—bent over the railing, sawing at the rope with his knife.
The attacker, half-way up the board, yelled at him, but the rope snapped, and she tumbled into the water, spewing an abundance of speculation on this Murphy man’s unnatural maternal lineage.
Meanwhile, another grapnel soared to the front tip of the ship. This daredevil, instead of climbing up, deployed the move the Marines had practiced the day before. She—yes, another she, bah!—swung around the bow and reappeared on the opposite board. She sprinted across the deck, unslinging a submachine gun from her back and pointing it at Murphy. He dejectedly raised both his good arm and stump, conceding defeat. This round’s winner—Kathrin, it was her—clapped him on the shoulder. Together, they watched the lifeboat circling around the Star to fish their less fortunate comrade from the lake. Another woman, Park, easily recognizable by her absurdly oversized baggy jacket, approached and fist-bumped the Marines’ commander.
The pair of them had got pretty chummy. Could his apprehensions about the pirates and legionnaires going for each other’s throats be misplaced? Unlikely. Two young girls, pretending to be in charge of hardened fighters, would never be able to stop a mutiny if it boiled over one day.
“What’s with all the women in your service, Golden Dragon?” One of the Kowloonese oddities Karim found hard to wrap his mind around. Combat, politics, travel—those were all men’s domains. Mothers and daughters, family anchors and keepers of the hearth, belonged at home, safe and protected.
“What about them?” Shang’s face lit with keen interest.
“Is New Kowloon running short of men? These two”—Karim pointed at Park and Pikes—“and those in their units… What business do they have wandering into the unknown, slinging guns, and swinging from ropes?”
The Golden Dragon stroked his chin. “You forgot to mention my dearest wife.”
“I… wasn’t sure that would be appropriate.”
“Very much so! See, in New Kowloon, we fancy ourselves a meritocracy. We judge people based on their skill and ability, not genitalia.”
Karim’s cheeks warmed.
“At least, that’s the official claim. In practice, I admit, the principles of merit have largely applied to men. Even I have not been, shall we say, entirely partial to the idea of promoting women to command—until I saw Wai Lam break through the unspoken barriers all the way to the High Council.”
“This is wrong. It cannot work. There are things only men should do.”
“Some things, possibly.” The Dragon’s eyes narrowed. “Are you questioning Tam Wai Lam’s capability?”
Karim looked away. Discussing Shang’s first wife proved riskier than walking on thin ice. “I was talking about them.” He nodded at the deck.
“You don’t consider these women up to their jobs?”
“This show, you mean? Entertaining, yes. Ask me again after I’ve seen them in their first real combat.”
The Kowloonese tsked. “Do you know what those tattoos on the Islanders’ arms are?”
“A savage tradition?”
“Of a sort, yes.” Shang allowed a sly grin. “Kill marks, one for each enemy dispatched. Kathrin has fifteen. Care to amend your statement?”
Karim’s queasiness resurfaced. Seven Hells, and others had both arms covered to their shoulders. Letting them live—and taking them along?! Bad, bad idea.
“Do strong women make you uneasy, Lieutenant?”
“No.” They did, but he’d never confess that out loud.
“Me, they do.” Shang smiled. “At times, they’re truly intimidating, especially my wife. The first one.” He snickered. “But I see that in a positive light. Isn’t it better to have them on our side?”
Sure. As long as that remained the case. “By your logic, you should have sent your wife on this mission, instead of coming yourself.”
Shang blinked. “You know she’s pregnant.”
“And if she weren’t?”
The Golden Dragon, clearly staggered, lost control of his face. He took a long time before answering, “No. But not for the reasons you imply. I am here not because I’m such a fearless hero, but because I’m the best negotiator the Great Hive has. Saint Louis is so far we’ve only got one real shot at securing an agreement this season. If not for that, I would’ve sent someone from my team and stayed at Tam Wai Lam’s side. Unfortunately, we don’t have the luxury of time.”
Karim held Shang’s eyes. “Food production?” he asked in a low voice.
Shang sucked his cheeks in. “Novak told you about the agreement.”
“Don’t worry, your secret is safe. Novak likes it when you owe him. And”—Karim touched the Dragon’s shoulder—“sorry you had to leave her. I’m sure she understands.”
The Kowloonese hung his head. “I am not. Intellectually, as a Golden Dragon of the High Council, I know what I’m doing is necessary for the Hive’s greater good. As Wai Lam’s husband, I can’t help but hate myself.”
In the awkward silence, Karim shifted toward the door. No refuge from oversharing on the bridge, either. Should he try his cabin next?

      [image: image-placeholder]The desperate, dying wail of an enormous animal, rising, falling, rising again, blew Karim off his bunk into a crouch. He grabbed his rifle and peeked into the hallway. No immediate danger presented itself, but the wailing grew louder. Karim caught the elbow of a crew member rushing by and yelled down his ear, “What’s going on?” 
“General alarm! Battle stations!” The sailor plucked his arm out of Karim’s grip and sprinted off, leaving him with no more clarity, and even less certainty about what to do. He didn’t have a battle station here. On the Invincible—yes, but not on the ship. The train! That was as good a plan as any.
On the main deck, the bellowing siren lost the ear-splitting intensity it had in the enclosed space below. Karim ran into Kathrin and Murphy, their faces furrowed in horror. He leaned in between their heads. “What is it? Are we under attack?”
Murphy pointed into the distance over the ship’s port side, where a shadow swiftly gobbled up the skies. “Tornado warning!” he shouted.
Karim watched, mesmerized. The fast-approaching funnel-shaped cloud twisted and writhed, sending down gray tendrils. An icy claw strangled his heart, a primal instinct screaming in the face of a force so vastly superior it made the thought of resistance futile. Fight or flight? There was no fighting this.
The Eastern Star’s captain chose flight, too, turning the ship to the starboard side, the strained whining of her engines heard and felt all the way up top. Yet, its full speed could not compete with the predatory advance of the immense, malevolent ghost.
The heavens groaned, ready to collapse, torn down into the lake. Dry thunder cracked, rolling over the water. The wind picked up, its pitch rising to a howl.
Kathrin’s mouth moved on her pale face, but the rough gusts of air snatched and carried her words away. An order? A prayer? She looked helplessly at her deputy.
Murphy frowned. “Get inside!” He shoved Kathrin toward the door. “Nothing for us to do up here! Move! I’ll herd the others!”
Karim did not stick around to watch, already running to the train, concentrating on one goal: staying upright on the heaving, slippery deck.
He plunged into the train car and sealed the armored door moments before the world shook, rang, and reverberated as a wall of water crushed into the Star’s side. The enormous wave flooded over the car, tipping it sideways and splashing inside through the firing ports. Splayed on the sloped floor and clinging onto a machinegun mount for dear life, Karim drew whimpering breaths. Long seconds passed, then the car slammed back into place, throwing unsecured crates around. Karim’s kick intercepted one targeting his hip.
Josh scuttled on all fours to Karim’s side. “Is this it, K? The end of the road?”
A series of small objects—hail? debris? parts of the Star?—drummed on the car’s roof. They both ducked, shielding their heads with their arms, but the roof held… for now. Wind blasted the shaking walls, rattling the car.
Karim waited for the pulse hammering in his throat to subside. “More likely than not, as far as I can tell.” The Chief Engineer, seasoned and solid, required no fake assurances. “Nothing we can do, bud. Hold tight to something and hope the Kowloonese sailors live up to their reputation. Oh, and whatever your relationship with God, time to pray. We need all the luck there is!”
Josh shook his head. “We ain’t on speakin’ terms, me and God.”
Karim sighed. “Me neither. Then… We simply wait. Where are the others?”
“Abdul’s in the engine cab, Rahul—in the other car. Why, you want ‘em here?”
“No, just making sure they’re safe. Er, indoors. If the ship goes down, it won’t matter who’s where.” But being caught outside would be deliberately tempting fate.
“Ever the cheerful one, K.”
They flinched at a loud bang and exchanged uncertain looks. Another piece of debris?
The banging repeated, more insistently.
Karim skidded on his knees to the door, wrenched up the lever with a grunt, and put his weight behind his shoulder to force the heavy plate open. It obeyed, letting in spray and howling. From the corner of his eye, he caught the churning darkness hurtling at him, heard a yell, and… A mighty sledgehammer blow on the door launched him across the car. “Qué carajo?!” He lifted himself on an elbow, dazed and seeing stars.
Josh took his place, opened what looked like a portal straight into the Seven Hells, and dragged a limp body into the car.
“Close the door!” Karim hollered, his words standing no chance pitted against the roaring madness.
The Chief Engineer must have read his lips, or come to the same conclusion. A short but fierce struggle ended with the door shut and locked again, and him sinking to the floor, his back against the wall.
Karim sat up. “When we get home—”
“If.”
“Now who’s the cheerful one?” Karim massaged his sore shoulder. “Think how to mechanize the fucking doors. It’s a real grind, even on a good day.” He heaved closer to the figure sprawled on the floor. Recognition took time in the murky half-light. The fox-faced Islander whose boarding attempt had failed so spectacularly earlier… that day?! Her soaked clothes were torn here and there, held together by mere threads, leaving an uncomfortable amount of skin exposed. Her red hair looked gray. The tattoo on her face shimmered, living its own life. How in the Seven… blood! “She’s injured! Josh, get the med kit! And light, for crying out loud!” 
Karim felt around her slick head, relying on touch, until a pulsating gash squirted against his fingertips. Fuck! That, right there, was why women should stay home! He ripped off his shirt and pressed it against the wound.
His fingers sensed the vibration from the voice, and he bent, bringing his ear close to her lips. “What?”
“The other… car…”
A chill shot up Karim’s naked spine. “What about it?”
“Came… loose… chains… snapped.”
Rahul! Karim’s head spun. “Josh, take care of her, I’m going out!”
The woman snatched his wrist. “Tie yourself… to… something. It’ll wash you overboard.”
“Okay.” Karim patted her arm with his free hand.
Did they have anything to tie him with?
Josh kneeled on the other side of her with a lit lamp and a first aid kit. He rapped the service tools closet in the wall. “There, K. Rope. Be safe.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Outside, the darkness got a shade lighter than the last time he’d peeked out. The wind’s noise had dropped from a thunderous roar to a shriek, still deafening, but giving a cause for cautious optimism. 
Karim squinted through the water spray. The boiling-white pillar linking the lake to the sky danced away. This was nothing short of a major miracle. Drinks on him for the captain if—when!—they made it to port.
Frenzied shouting wrenched him back to reality. Not out of the woods yet.
The Invincible’s engine stood where it should be, wedged along the ship’s centerline between the two cars, but the second car… Karim’s belly muscles contracted. One end hung over the Star’s board, rocking. Its sole intact chain held the other. Three sailors and two Islanders fought to winch the wayward end back in.
“A-a-and one… A-a-and two…”
The steel cable, taut as a bowstring, moaned and sang, but the car did not budge. This was not going to work.
“Stop!” Karim yelled, sweeping his hand sharply across his throat to emphasize the message. He tied the rope around his waist, secured it to the engine’s wheel, and ran to the desperate rescuers. “It won’t shift sideways, it’s too heavy! Must pull it along!”
“Figures.” A sailor with a chevron on his sleeve spit under his feet. The gob of saliva never reached the deck, dissolved in the water foam and snatched away by the wind. “At least this’ll hold it in place.”
Or not. “My man is in there, help me get him out!”
The sailor—the bosun?—rubbed the back of his neck. “An’ how do you suggest we do that?”
Valid question. That car only had a side door, and it opened five meters off the deck above the water. Unless Rahul had learned to fly…
“Got an idea.” An Islander with an otter tattoo cracked his knuckles. “Be right back.”
He disappeared into the mist and spray amidship, returning with a grapnel.
Karim cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Rahul!”
“Rahul!” chimed in five other voices.
A lighter flashed behind the nearest firing port. At least his engineer was alive and conscious.
“Open the door!”
The hinges creaked, and the door flapped open.
“Move aside!” Karim and the others waved, urging Rahul out of the way.
The engineer took in the situation and gave a thumbs-up.
In a well-practiced move, the Islander swung the four-pronged hook above his head and launched it into the gloom of the car.
Rahul secured it inside, looped his arms and legs over the rope, and began sliding toward the ship.
Sharp kid. Should have him promoted once they were back.
Something screeched.
“Down! Down!” the bosun bellowed and hit the deck.
Driven by battle instincts, Karim followed suit without thought.
The winch cable shrieked again, protesting the unbearable tension, and snapped with a gunshot sound. The ship-end whipped the engine above their heads with a sharp, resonant crack, leaving a notable dent in the tank. The other smacked into the side of the hanging car, narrowly missing Rahul, and snaked down.
The car wavered. Its far end canted toward the water.
“Rahul!” Karim leaped to his feet and dashed to the gunwale.
The resourceful Islander was not far behind.
They bent over, extending their hands to the engineer.
“Faster!” Karim yelled, as if he was suspended on that rope, running out of time. “Faster!”
With a grinding creak, the car began to slide off the Eastern Star. Reluctantly at first, but gathering speed.
Rahul was too far to jump, but close enough for Karim to see his wide eyes. The engineer must have realized what would happen when the car fell, with the grapnel attached.
Karim grew numb. He had lost men, too many of them, in combat. But this was such a stupid, unnecessary way to die!
The Otter grunted, stepped back, and with a short run-off and a cryptic cry, “Watch me, Depths!” launched himself off the ship. He landed on Rahul’s back, wrapped his arms around him, and commanded, “Let go!”
Paralyzed, Rahul clung to his rope.
The Islander kneed him in the ribs. “I’ve got you, stupid dirt-digger! Let go of the rope!”
The engineer’s pleading eyes met Karim’s. Karim nodded. Rahul opened his arms, and the strange two-headed, four-legged creature plunged with a strangled shriek, pulled up short by the Islander’s safety rope.
The other Islander and the bosun joined Karim, and together they promptly hauled the pair up.
The Otter shoved the engineer forward. Rahul sunk to his knees, shaking and hugging himself, then retched.
“You dumb fuck, almost got us both killed.” The Islander smacked him on the side of the head and sprawled on the deck, grinning, with his arms outstretched. “That was fun.” Crazy bastard.
Karim watched as the opaque, churning waters swallowed the armored train car, a symbol of The Station’s power, of its way forward… And of Karim’s ambitions. The Invincible had lost a fight. Against a major force of nature, but a defeat was a defeat. He’d have to rename what was left of it.
Karim turned to Rahul’s rescuer. “What’s your name?”
“Everybody calls me Reaper.”
“Thanks for saving my man.”
“Don’t sweat it. But watch out,”—Reaper winked—“I may call in the favor one day.”
Karim returned a polite smile to mask the nauseating void inside. This brief exchange produced an effect that the tornado and the storm together failed to achieve. He was indebted to a pirate. Named Reaper, no less. He was going to be sick.






  
  Chapter seven
Kat


May 26 th, 43 PE
The warm evening air failed to repel the chills. They were her own. Kat adjusted the blanket over her neck and tucked it under her thighs.
For the first time in her life, she was happy not being in the water. Close—if she wanted to, she could stretch out her legs and dunk her bare feet up to her ankles—but the solid ground under her butt offered the sort of assurance the lake simply couldn’t. Not anymore. Not after what she’d been through on the Eastern Star.
The two wooded promontories forming the secluded sandy inlet framed her view of the ship in the distance, where she’d been forced to drop anchor. The Five Points’ fishing harbor, the nearest civilized place to their little brush with swirling death, was too shallow to host her.
The Star looked like she had been to hell and back: stripped-off paint, dented all over, broken windows, with a horrific gash disfiguring her side, torn by the drowned train car. She listed to port, with the remaining two-thirds of the armored train waiting to be re-centered and secured anew to her deck.
While the emergency repairs were underway, all non-essential personnel had been shuttled to the shore. In this case, Kat was glad to be deemed non-essential, and had wandered to this cove in a search for solitude off the beaten path.
She wedged her arms between her knees, waiting for the tremors to stop.
The ship took the brunt of the secondary storm, but ran through it at a tangent, avoiding the twister itself. Had the captain not changed their course in the nick of time, things could have gone way worse. All in all, the damage was minimal, considering they’d survived a fucking tornado on the open water.
Her Marines had come through the ordeal largely unscathed, too. Nell’s head wound looked pretty nasty, but she was being treated by the ship’s doc and was expected to fully recover, despite her vixen gaining a clipped ear. Beyond that—scrapes and bruises, nothing serious. Piece of cake, better than the average raid. And, the cherry on top, Reaper’s reckless yet successful feat garnered the Islanders a sizable amount of credit among the Star’s hodgepodge crew. That was the good news.
The bad news was that she’d caved under pressure, forcing Murphy to take the lead. She, who’d always stayed two steps ahead of the purebloods, unfamiliar with the concept of backing down, stumbled. Her deputy had not mentioned her failure at all, publicly crediting the Marines as a unit, but… She knew, and he knew, and it gnawed at her, and she was a fraud, and what was she doing commanding a crew, and they were never going to truly accept a tainted thinblood, and maybe she really wasn’t worthy of calling herself an Islander, and this new mistrust of the lake, and her fear of the weather, and… “A-a-a-a-a-a!” She pressed her face into her blanketed knees and screamed at the top of her lungs. This was all too much.
“There you are! I’ve been looking for you everywhere! What— Are you okay?” Park Yun-mi’s surprisingly hefty arm lay across Kat’s shoulder.
“Leave me alone.” Kat pulled the blanket up over her head.
“Uh-oh.” The girl crouched before Kat and cupped her face. “What’s with you?”
Kat drew back, shrugging off Yun-mi’s hands.
The girl frowned. “What are you, five? Talk to me, sis.”
Kat shook her head. She would not open up. Never had. Not to her mom, not to her stepfather, not to anyone. For sure not to this frenemy who threatened to skin her alive not two days ago. And whose face she’d sworn to rip off if she ever touched Kat’s again, but was too miserable to make good on that threat. “Go away.”
With an exaggerated sigh, Park sat by Kat’s side and rested her head on Kat’s shoulder. Her arm snaked across Kat’s back and settled on her waist. She said nothing.
Eventually, Kat’s annoyance at the stubborn intruder dissolved. The girl’s heaviness was… comforting. The heat from her body crept into Kat’s chest and spread from there, repelling the chills. The pounding anxiety receded, and Kat’s breath steadied. Nature had recovered its color, and what a striking color it was! High in a sky wiped clean by the storm’s fury, the setting sun painted thin cloud strands with blazing reds and purples. The lake’s mirror surface, calm as if it had never been disturbed, as if it hadn’t been churned into foam by raging winds a few hours ago, doubled the beauty of the wide-open world, merging the heaven with the water.
“Whoa…” Kat whispered, drinking in the view, unable to tear her eyes off the fairy show. “Thanks for staying with me. It… It helped.”
Yun-mi’s weight lifted off. Kat felt her stare. She turned to find Yun-mi’s face hovering inches away.
The girl leaned in. Her lips touched Kat’s and lingered, dry and hot.
Kat’s heart faltered. Depths, it’s been so long… Her body did not object. More, the forgotten hunger emerged at the bottom of her lungs, rusty at first, swiftly gaining momentum and consuming her until the world disappeared.
Yun-mi drew back. “Sorry,” she mumbled, “couldn’t resist.” Her blushing cheeks rivaled the sunset. “I know that was wrong.” Her eyes shifted, avoiding Kat’s. Her words came faster. “If you tell me to fuck off and never speak to you—”
Kat’s hand closed around the back of her neck, and she fell silent. Overcoming unsure resistance, Kat pulled her closer. “Shut up, stupid,” she whispered, “and kiss me again.”
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Kat snickered, tingled. “I am the cat. You’re a Rat.”
Yun-mi lifted her head. “You’ve never heard a rat purr?”
“Can’t say I’ve had a chance. You’re the first one I let so close. They do?”
“Yes! They’re adorable when you get to know them. Like me.” She kissed Kat’s collarbone. “Thanks for letting me so close. This was… Wow!”
“Your first time with a woman?”
Yun-mi tensed. “Was it so obvious? We don’t do this where I’m from. Girls sleep with boys, end of story. I must be a pervert.”
“That’s the dumbest thing I’ve heard from you.” Kat stroked her hair.
“You… didn’t enjoy?”
“You kidding? I… It’s been years since my last time with anyone.”
Yun-mi rose on her elbow. “No way. How’s that possible? You’re such a stunner!” The girl caressed Kat’s jawline. “All the men and half the women drool over you!”
“Come on, really.”
“Fine, all the men and one third of the women. The rest are dying of envy.”
“I meant the stunner part.”
“Don’t be— Wait. You’re serious. Is this an Islander thing, some kind of warrior cult? You have to take an oath of celibacy or something, to be a raider?”
“What? Depths, no.” Kat cushioned her head on crossed arms, counting the first bright dots in the darkening skies. Same stars as at home. “We’re not prudish like you mainlanders. Islanders have sex whenever they want, with anyone who’s up to it. We fuck so much we put rabbits to shame. It’s thought to boost morale and bring crewmates closer. At sixteen, when I joined my stepfather’s crew, I could bed three lovers a night after a good raid. Everyone would get drunk celebrating, and next morning we wouldn’t remember who slept with whom.”
“Wild!”
“I was desirable back then.”
“What happened?”
“Y—” Kat’s muscles spasmed. Convulsions rocked her.
Fuck.
“Kat! Kathrin!” Yun-mi’s distant voice worked its way through the rapid pulse pounding in Kat’s ears. “What’s wrong? Tell me!”
The panic attack retreated as abruptly as it came, leaving her drained and weak. Kat moaned and rolled onto her side, curling into a ball, hugging her knees.
The status quo between her and the raiders had evolved over the years, especially after switching crews. Their looks weren’t as dirty as they used to be. Not being reminded of the past too often, she’d thought she had moved on, leaving that dark shit behind. If she didn’t speak of it, she wouldn’t think of it, and maybe, one day, would allow someone to get close. Someone who didn’t ask questions.
When Yun-mi’s warm hands first snaked under her clothes, touching her where she hadn’t been touched for too long, Kat had frozen with apprehension. But the sex hadn’t triggered the awful recollections. It was Yun-mi’s prodding pillow talk that did.
Kat should not have let the conversation progress that far.
Her body shook again, from real cold now.
Yun-mi wiped sweat off Kat’s back with a shirt, held her tightly from behind, and wrapped them both in the blanket. “Rest,” she murmured. “I’m here.”
Where did all that come from? Looking younger than her seventeen, the fiery little Iron Dragon bossed around a bunch of grown-ass fighters, gave Kowloonese soldiers a run for their money, and went toe-to-toe with Kat herself. Her foul mouth made the crudest of men wince. Yet, underneath it all, Yun-mi had been hiding an untapped well of compassion and kindness.
Kat found the girl’s hand and threaded her fingers through Yun-mi’s. Yun-mi gave her a gentle, reassuring squeeze.
A few laborious breaths, and Kat plunged in. “There were three of them.” Her voice came out flat, unemotional. Good. This was just another tale.
Yun-mi pressed herself into Kat’s back. “You don’t owe me any explanations. I shouldn’t have asked.”
“No, I… I want to… I think. I’ve been holding this in for too long. Might get easier if I tell someone. Unless you don’t care. I’ve already ruined your night.”
“Bullshit. Go ahead.”
Where should she begin? “I’m a thinblood.”
“A what?”
“Born on the mainland. To the pureblood descendants of the First Families, that means second rate.”
“Big fucking surprise.”
“Thinbloods rarely become raiders. I did. Was so eager to prove myself, I got four kill-rings in my first two months. That’s better than the average pureblood could hope for in a year. Made them look bad.”
“I’m afraid I know where this is going.”
Kat shrugged. “Yeah, guess it’s a typical story. But this one’s mine. You never think that could happen to you… until it does, right? They wanted to teach me a lesson, to put an overreaching thinblood in her place. Ambushed me at night. I didn’t cry, didn’t scream. I fought, like I never fought before that day or since. But in the end, what could a sixteen-year-old, even a strong one, do against three experienced, merciless boars?”
She kept quiet, skipping the worst parts playing out in her memory. “They left me on the pier. Beaten to a pulp, concussed, with cracked ribs and torn clothes, bleeding from every hole, smeared in their filthy goo.”
“Kat, I’m so, so sorry.” Yun-mi sobbed. Her hug tightened.
Kat patted her arm. “They told me to drown myself. Should have known better. Should have killed me there and then. I did dunk in the Lake, to let the water cleanse me. Once I recovered enough strength to walk again, I visited their homes, one by fucking one. Slit their throats in their sleep, cut off their dicks, and nailed them to their doors.”
“Whoa! That’s my girl.”
Kat choked on a nervous laugh.
“Then what?”
“Then… Then I made three barbed wire tattoos, I’ll show you in the daylight. And became ‘that mad dick-chopping thinblood bitch.’ No one would touch me with a ten-foot pole. Plenty of fish in the lake, why chance it? You know how attached men are to their junk.”
“I can imagine.”
“Trust me, the idea scares them shitless. You’ve done it once, what’s to stop you from doing it again?”
“And… the women?”
“For them, I was forever tainted.”
“But you remained a pi— um, a raider?”
“Barely. The crew wanted me out. Way they saw it, I murdered and mutilated three of theirs, keeping a raider of my reputation reflected poorly on the entire longboat. My stepfather, the raid chief at the time, overruled them, citing the Code. I was within my full rights to even the score. He was a nasty piece of work, my stepfather, but for that one act, I pray the Depths comfort him. From then on, everyone left me alone, in every sense. Which was just as well, because the mere thought of being with someone again set off these panic attacks. In time, I realized their assault had nothing to do with sex, it was about power… And my skin grew thicker. But I still can’t stand a man’s touch. Thank Depths you aren’t a man.”
Yun-mi stayed silent for a minute. “Shit,” she whispered. “Shit, you win. Your story is way worse than mine.”
“Didn’t know this was a competition.”
“Look at the pair of us, damaged in the head.”
“Speak for yourself. Now, I showed you mine, you show me yours.”
“Not today. Enough drama for one night, and it’s getting cold. Wanna head back to the inn?”
“Okay. Should we split? I wonder who’d be unhappier if they find out, your people or mine? Too much bad blood.”
“Screw them all, every single fucker! I’m not leaving you alone in this state.”
“I’m okay now, really. And Yun-mi?”
“Yes?”
Kat turned around and touched Yun-mi’s cheek. “Thanks for this evening. Beats me how we ended up here, thought we’d sooner strangle each other than become so much as friends.”
“Yeah. I hated everything about you at first. Everything! Your very presence grated on my nerves.”
“What changed? I’m the same old me.”
“I got to know you, beyond the boogeyman—boogeywoman?—image I had. You’ve got enough balls for half a dozen men, the tenacity of a badger, and a mouth almost as big as mine. I still hate your being a pirate, but… as a person… you grew on me, I guess, if that makes any sense.”
“Not even a bit.”
“To me either, but it is what it is. You really haven’t noticed? And I was worried my clumsy advances were too blunt.”
Advances? In retrospect… “When no one shows interest in you in, like, forever, you forget what to look for.” Kat paused. Love life or not, this highlighted her blind spot. Not good. Speaking of which, for the last hour, she’d been criminally oblivious to their surroundings. Someone could be watching from these bushes as they spoke.
The thought vanquished the remnants of her languor, clearing her head. She patted around in search of her sword, holding her breath until her hand closed on the scabbard. “Get dressed.” Suddenly self-conscious, Kat arched her back, pulled her pants on, and sat up.
Yun-mi eyed her, pretending to be busy buckling her belt and adjusting her knives.
Kat hurried to button up. Most of all, on the inside.
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The empty metal box clanked hollow against the counter.
“All weapons in here. Pick ‘em up on your way back out.” The watchman rattled off the instructions with the bored indifference of someone who’d repeated them too many times.
The middle-aged man in the line before them obediently removed a short club from his belt and placed it in the container.
The guard shut the lid, turned the key, and handed it to the visitor. “Next.” He shoved the box into a pigeonhole and turned to Kat and Yun-mi. “Ladies. No weapons, I take it?”
They exchanged a knowing look and snickered.
“Got a bigger box?” Yun-mi reached behind her back and detached the sheath with her monstrous kukri.
The guard’s mouth gaped.
This was fun to watch, but the idea of parting with all their weapons didn’t sit well with Kat. She hooked her thumb in the baldric that held her short sword under the overcoat. “This doesn’t feel right. Let’s leave.”
“And miss this chance to visit the legendary Five Points Marketplace? Come on, when will you get another opportunity?” Yun-mi clasped her hands and puckered up. “Please-please-please, mister, let us keep something!”
“Ah… Uh…” The flustered guard mouthed like a fish out of water. “I don’t make the rules, ladies. No weapons in the Marketplace, that’s the law. No exceptions.”
“Fi-i-ine.” Yun-mi portrayed spoiled exasperation. “Killjoy.” Her kukri clattered onto the countertop, followed by the stiletto tucked up her sleeve, and a push dagger from her boot. “Oh, right!” She slapped herself on the forehead and retrieved a handgun from inside her jacket. “Almost forgot. That should be it. Didn’t bring my bow today.” She snapped her fingers, catching the mesmerized guard’s attention. “Keep my babies safe! Kat, you’re up.”
“That was quite the performance,” Kat said, on the quiet, once they were waved through to the bustling chaos of crowds, colors, shapes, sounds, and smells. “Sure it’s a good idea to attract that much attention?”
Yun-mi brushed off her concerns. “When did you last look in a mirror?”
Her meaning took Kat a moment to unravel. Not a single tattoo in sight. “Point taken.”
“Not many of my kind, either. We stand out no matter what. See? People are gawking. Might as well have fun while we’re at it, no? Lighten up!”
“You make me sound boring.”
“Don’t go overboard to prove me wrong. I hear the locals are touchy about too many things. Keep it on the low.”
“Look who’s talking. Put your money where your mouth is.”
“Speaking of money. How much did you bring?”
“Money?”
Yun-mi stopped and took Kat’s hands in hers. “Tell me you didn’t plan on simply taking what you want. This isn’t a raid.”
Kat frowned. “That hurt. Now you make me sound dumb.”
Yun-mi lowered her eyes. “Sorry, Kitty. Sometimes I get into this mocking mood and go on a bender. Can’t stop, say stuff I regret later, and— What?”
“What did you call me?”
That guilty smile made Yun-mi so adorable. “You don’t like it? I won’t. It’s just… ‘Kat’ is too formal.”
“‘Sea Dragon Kathrin Pikes’ is too formal.” She tried her best not to smile. “‘Kat’ is the right amount.”
Yun-mi shrank from her stern look. “But I— You’re teasing me.” She straightened. “You can be such an asshole, you know?”
“Only to keep up.”
Yun-mi snickered. “Everyone calls you ‘Kat’. I wanted something… personal. But I changed my mind. You don’t deserve that, bad, bad Kitty!”
Kat laughed out loud. “I give you official permission.”
Yun-mi wiggled her finger. “You have to atone first. How about tonight?”
Oh, Depths. Did she give the girl the wrong idea last night? Kat struggled to keep her a smile.
“Excuse me,” said a deep voice behind her back.
Kat swiveled to face the threat. Fuck! She’d let her guard down. Again. Her situational awareness kept dropping to white in Yun-mi’s presence.
Two military men stood in the middle of the walkway, hands on cudgels. One—with insignia on his sleeve and the suspicious squint of a seasoned brawler, the other—younger, eager, and curious.
The marketgoers gave them a wide berth, pretending to not see and hurrying away.
“Sergeant Gomez, Five Points Army,” the older soldier said. “Please follow us, ladies.”
Yun-mi put her hands on her hips. “Why? Where? What for?”
“Can’t give you the details. If you’ve got nothing to hide, it’ll all be cleared up real quick, and you be on your way before you can say ‘Marketplace’.”
“Marketplace.” Yun-mi’s chin came up in her hallmark gesture of stubborn defiance.
“Come on.” Kat tugged at the girl’s sleeve. “Don’t make a scene. On the low, remember? I’m sure it’s nothing.”
“Pah!” Yun-mi yielded. “I wish Janet were here. She knows how to make a proper scene at the Marketplace!”
Gomez’s face flashed an almost comical mix of alarm and confusion. “You said, ‘Janet’? As in, Janet McPherson?”
“Duh! The one and only.” Yun-mi jabbed her elbow into Kat’s side. “See? Told you. She’s kinda a celebrity here.”
“Who are you talking about?” Kat’s expression must have echoed the sergeant’s.
“How do you know her?” Gomez’s brows merged. “Is she here?”
“She’s my bestie!” Yun-mi beamed.
Kat closed her eyes. “Sergeant, take us wherever it is we’re apparently needed. Iron Dragon, shut the fuck up.”
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With nowhere to sit, they raked the straw into a pathetic heap and settled on it, back-to-back.
Kat sighed. “I hate being right. We shouldn’t have come.”
“Ah, you’re the ‘told you so’ type. Don’t fret. The Golden Dragon will take care of this in no time.”
“Right. Before you can say ‘Marketplace’.”
“Ouch. That tongue is sharp enough to cut. That’s what I like about you.”
“Not my looks?”
“A close second.”
“I’ll take that. The Golden Dragon… Did you tell him we were coming here?”
“Uh.”
“Did you tell anyone?”
“Oops. You neither?”
“Naturally. You promised me an exciting adventure.”
“And you’ve got it. See? Private lodgings, unknown dangers… Practically, a romantic getaway!”
“I can’t stay here. If I don’t get out soon, I’ll end up in a bad way.”
The girl kneeled beside her and gave her a hug. “I’ve got you. Are you, whatchamacallit, claw-straw-phobic?”
“No idea what that is, but you wouldn’t have a word for it. I need to be close to the lake. To see open water.”
“Oh. That.” Yun-mi’s hug tightened. “I thought that was all an act. An Islander cult quirk, or something. Hang in there, sis, I’ll get you to your lake, I promise.”
The girl’s heart-warming sincerity drove back the rising fear of lakelessness. It lost its edge, leaving a dull ache in Kat’s chest. “Thanks.”
Kat’s sworn enemy until that weird talk on the Hive’s roof, Yun-mi had since dragged her out of the pit of self-inflicted despair twice. The last thing Kat wanted was to offend her. This physicality, though… Kat squirmed out of Yun-mi’s arms. “Please. I enjoyed our time last night, but that was just a fling, a one-night stand. Don’t complicate it.”
Yun-mi didn’t even frown. Instead, she put her hands on Kat’s shoulders and straddled her. “I’m a Rat, not a bunny. I don’t fool around like you Islanders. I mate. You’re mine now.” She leaned in and playfully bit Kat’s scruff, then kissed her neck. “I can help take your mind off for a while,” she whispered into Kat’s ear.
Kat was having an ever-harder time trying to convince herself she should stop this. A guard could walk in on them any moment. “You sure your Owen won’t mind?” she blurted, masking her discomfort.
Yun-mi stopped with her jacket half-unzipped. “What? Oh. It’s nothing of the sort.”
“Whatever you say.”
“I swear!”
“Um-hum.”
“Already jealous, huh? What about your Murphy?”
“What about him?”
“Come on, don’t tell me you haven’t noticed your puppy’s adoration.”
“Uh, no? He’s like a big brother, irritating and overprotective. He always—” The pieces clicked into place. “Fuck me.”
“I thought you’d never ask.”
“No, I meant Murphy.” Kat was too stunned to address Yun-mi’s teasing. “That’ll never happen.”
“Even if he makes a move?”
“He won’t. He used to be my chief, now I’m his. Such affairs are off-limits.”
“Ours is fine then.”
“How many times must I tell you? We’re just fuck buddies, it’s not an affair.”
“We’ll see.” Yun-mi wrapped her arms around Kat and pulled her close. “You may think you aren’t pretty, but I know I’m irresistible. An amazing man once told me that. So good luck getting me out of your head, sis.” She kissed Kat with assertive confidence.
“M-m.” Kat ran her tongue over her lips. “You’re… persuasive. I admit, not having to watch my back for your sneak attack is a welcome relief, and you’re fun to be around. But why do you keep calling me ‘sis’?” Kat smirked. “I figured you had a kinky streak, but even Islanders wouldn’t stoop to incest.”
Yun-mi’s eyes glinted with mischief. “What would you have me call you? You must still earn ‘Kitty’, don’t think I forgot. You’ve got yourself a vindictive bitch, hon.”
“Hon?” Kat arched an eyebrow.
“Hon.” Yun-mi rolled the word on her tongue. “Yes. Don’t know where that came from, but it works.”
Kat couldn’t hold the laughter back. “You’re killing me. No one’s ever called me that.”
“And I forbid anyone else to!”
“I’ve got nothing to say. What should I call you? Other than ‘vindictive bitch’, that is.”
Yun-mi shrugged. “What’s wrong with that?”
“Nothing. A bit long, but suits you.”
“Love our talks.”
Kat smiled. “Aren’t we a match made in heaven?”
In the dancing lamp light, Yun-mi’s face melted. Her lips quivered, eyes welled, and she hid behind her hands. Her shoulders heaved with silent weeping.
Something inside Kat shattered with the horror of what she’d caused. “Hey… Hey.” She drew the girl close and patted her back. “I didn’t… Is it… a part of your story?”
Yun-mi nodded.
“What can I do?”
The girl shook her head, sniffed, and wiped her eyes. “Just… Don’t die, okay?”
Kat forced a grin. “You’re asking for a lot.”
Yun-mi fixed her with dark, glistening eyes. “I’m serious. I can’t keep losing people I get attached to.”
“Then—”
Yun-mi stabbed her with a finger. “Don’t you dare”—her voice dropped to a hoarse whisper—“say I shouldn’t get attached.”
Kat snapped her mouth shut.
Yun-mi blew her nose and rubbed her cheeks. “Sorry… hon. I overreacted. You couldn’t know.”
“Know what?”
“That phrase, about the match… made… That. There was this man…”
“The amazing one?”
“Oh, yeah, one in a million. A perfect gentleman. Strong, confident, and inside—tender and romantic. These were his words.”
“I’m afraid to ask.”
“He died. Two days after we met.” Yun-mi carefully controlled her voice, but it trembled over the last words. She squeezed her eyes, blinked rapidly, and sniffed again, sliding off Kat’s lap to the floor. “Don’t watch. I’m an ugly mess.”
“The ugliest I know, hon.” Kat wiped Yun-mi’s cheeks.
A playful smile twitched the girl’s still quivering lips. “Who’s the vindictive bitch now?”
A screech of the turning lock startled them both.
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“See?” Yun-mi massaged the bags under her puffy, red eyes. “One step closer to safety.”
The wooden door with its carved panels opened, letting in four armed soldiers who stationed themselves along the opposite wall and pointed their carbines at Kat and Yun-mi.
Kat carefully placed her hands on the table’s intricately inlaid surface. “You were saying?”
“Shit.”
Another man strode in and took a chair on the table’s far side. Short, dressed in military fatigues that bore no marks or badges, he exuded an aura of indisputable authority. He studied Kat for a while, then switched to Yun-mi. “You wouldn’t do anything that may cause damage to the Council room, would you?” His lips parted in a sneer. “Bullet holes in the walls tend to upset the Honorable Councilors.” A jester, huh.
Yun-mi concentrated on her hands.
Kat shook her head, refusing to be cowed by the man’s unsettling presence.
“Great.” He waved to his guards, and they lowered their guns. “Here’s the thing. The Marketplace security was alerted to someone who might or might not be an Islander raider. We had to react. To reward and reinforce the citizens’ vigilance, you know. Personally, I thought it was nonsense—what would bring a pirate to Five Points?—but I’m puzzled. I see two young women, obviously not from around here, who deposited an impressive arsenal at the entrance. You aren’t here to cause any trouble, are you?”
“No, Colonel.” Yun-mi squinted at the man.
“You know me?” He didn’t seem surprised.
“I’ve heard of you.”
“From Miss McPherson, I take it.”
Yun-mi did not blink. “Among others.”
“Others?”
Yun-mi rolled her eyes. “Does it matter? Fine. Brennan, Jackson, Kossowsky. Lundy.” She spit the last name like a curse.
The man she called Colonel reclined in his chair and folded his arms. “I see. Leave us,” he threw at the soldiers over his shoulder.
“You must be that urban zombie guide my team engaged in the City,” he said once the door closed. “How are they?”
Yun-mi, always quick to respond, stayed quiet longer than the common courtesy allowed. “Don’t ever call me that,” she finally spat through gritted teeth. “And why should I tell you anything?”
The Colonel’s control over his face was a far cry from what Kat had got accustomed to among the Kowloonese. He barely contained his rage, clearly unused to being challenged. “Because if you don’t cooperate, you’ll suffer. And when I’m done, I’ll make you disappear. Sell you to The Station.”
“The last man who tried to sell me to The Station wound up dead.” Yun-mi scowled. “Tragically. By my hand.”
Blood rushed to the Colonel’s face. “Are you threatening me?” he growled.
“Not at all.” Yun-mi gave him a fake angelic smile. “Simply explaining why your threats don’t work with me. Besides, I’m surprised how horribly uninformed you are. The Station no longer buys slaves.”
The man collected himself. “What makes you so bold?” He finally turned to Kat. “And who are you?”
“Sea Dragon Kathrin Pikes.” Kat jerked her head. “And that’s Iron Dragon Park Yun-mi.”
“Dragons, huh?” The Colonel’s menace reluctantly gave way to curiosity. “You”—he stared at Kat—“don’t strike me as Kowloonese.”
“I can strike you many ways.” No reason to hold back, with the lack of immediate repercussions for Yun-mi’s audacity. “None of which you’d particularly enjoy, I guarantee. But since we’re having a civil conversation, I’ll have you know New Kowloon has been expanding its recruitment policy. You should see the Iron Dragon’s Legion. None of them look very Kowloonese, either.”
“And I presume the unit you command all sport similar tattoos to yours?”
“Very perceptive, Colonel.”
“Interesting. I just had a meeting with Golden Dragon Shang, and he didn’t mention any of this.”
“Did you share your Army’s drafting practices with him?”
“Fair point.” The Colonel’s cold smile signaled the games were over. “Alright. I have no cause to not take your words at face value. Whoever you are, you pose no threat to public peace. Public order, though… Your very presence has already proven disruptive. I’m releasing you on one condition: leave the Marketplace immediately and don’t return.”
Yun-mi’s face twisted into a capricious pout. “Aw, but I wanted to buy me exotic trinkets!”
The Colonel winced. “I’ll have a box full of trinkets delivered to Shang’s ship. Happy?”
“Oka-a-ay.” Yun-mi feigned a pampered brat’s resignation. “A big box, yes?”
The Colonel’s nostrils flared. “The biggest I can find. In return, tell me if McPherson and Brennan are well.”
Yun-mi sobered. Her glower dispelled her fake amusement. “I thought we’d been through this.”
“Look, lady.” The Colonel leaned forward. “I’m not asking what happened in the Seven Hells, what you did with my library, or who killed Lundy. All I—”
“That library wasn’t yours to begin with.”
“It was, but that’s alright. It’s more useful in Shang’s hands, and he made interesting promises. All I want to know is if my people are okay. Is it too difficult to believe I care?”
Yun-mi’s fingers drummed the tabletop. “Frankly, yes. But you know what, fine. Janet and Buck are okay. More than okay, fulfilled. I guess not being your people anymore has an upside.”
“That’s harsh. I am not a bad person, Iron Dragon.”
“Color me unconvinced.”
“Are they together?”
Maybe he really did care.
Yun-mi took her time before responding, internal debate written across her face. “Not anymore.”
“Oh?”
“Were for a while, then split. Drifted apart, or some such bullshit.”
“Shame.”
“Shame. They made a beautiful couple.”
“Something we can agree on.” The Colonel rose. “Say hi for me when you see them, will you?”
Yun-mi scoffed. “Only if I like your trinkets.”
He turned at the door. “Apologies for the trouble. Someone will escort you out shortly.”
Kat faced Yun-mi. “What was that?”
“Which part?”
“All of it! The Seven Hells, those people you two talked about, and especially the part where you have a bestie I don’t know about.”
“A long story. For some other time—and place.” Yun-mi emphasized the last word with a meaningful look.
“How many stories do you have?”
“It’s all the same one.”
“I can’t even begin to… Seven Hells? Okay, okay, later. But I’ve got to say, hon, you’re a genuine badass! The way you handled that creep…”
“You weren’t too shabby yourself. ‘I can strike you many ways’,” she mimicked and snickered. “That was hot!” She reached over and touched Kat’s fingertips with hers. “You know what we did, the two of us? We strong-armed the Five Points’ ruler himself. One of the most powerful, feared, cunning motherfuckers around. If that isn’t something to brag about, I don’t know what is. Problem is, nobody’ll believe us.”
“Who cares? I saw that, and…” Kat half-rose and planted a long kiss on Yun-mi’s lips.
“Ahem.”
“What?!” Kat and Yun-mi’s snarls merged into one.
Sergeant Gomez stared at them in disbelief.
“You keep interrupting!” Yun-mi pushed Kat aside and stomped toward the soldier, cracking her knuckles. “Don’t you see we’re busy?”
The sergeant’s jaw slacked. He backed off, groping for his cudgel.
Kat caught her by the scruff of her jacket. “Yun-mi, boundaries. You’ve intimidated enough locals for one day. Don’t mind her, Sergeant. Lead the way.”
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“What’s the matter, little digger?” Reaper shifted his weight from back and forth, rocking the boat. “Scared of teeny-tiny waves?”
Yun-mi’s face lost color. With a determined tilt of her head, she ran three steps up on the sand and launched herself into the air. Her shin slammed into Reaper’s chest, knocking him overboard. The boat thudded and lurched with the impact of her landing. The otter-face splashed into the shallow water.
He bounced up, dripping, baring his teeth. “Ah, that’s how you wanna play?” He grabbed the boat’s board.
Kat frowned. “Back off! Show respect to an officer!”
“But she—”
“—reacted to your dumb provocation. You had it coming. Stand down.”
The clown climbed up, glowering at her, but kept his objections to himself. “Yes, Chief.” His tone bordered on mockery but was carefully measured to be interpreted both ways. This asshole was trouble. Never hid his disdain, kept challenging her authority, and got emboldened by his newly gained fame as the Station engineer’s rescuer.
The other two Islanders surreptitiously checked Kat’s reaction.
With half the crew despising her to various degrees, it was surprising they’d followed her so far. The reasons behind a bunch of grown-ass men, veterans of countless raids, accepting orders from a young thinblood girl baffled her. Convenience was the easiest explanation. She’d given them an out from a seemingly hopeless standoff, with a vow to return to raiding one day, and until then—the chance to keep a way of life closest to what they’d known. This contract had held so far, but required periodic maintenance.
Kat stepped in close enough for their shoulders to touch. Reaper’s impish smile died, and uncertainty sparked in his eyes. She leaned to his ear. “I. Am. In. Command. I know, it boils your pure blood. Tough. Get over it, jackass, or I’ll string you from a yardarm by the balls, with my own hands. You know I would.” She moved back, savoring the effect.
Reaper’s face darkened, then paled. Fury and fear. That’d do for another day or two.
Kat stared him down. “Get rowing.”
“Seriously though,” she asked between strokes, “why not under motor?”
“It’s the locals, Chief,” Bison answered behind her. “Came complaining to the Chief Dragon man, the Golden one. Said engines make people here upset. Go figure.”
“Morons.” Yun-mi spit overboard. “The half-wits call it the Faith. This crazy-ass shit is what Janet ran from.”
The towering bulk of the Star didn’t look too different from last night. A few windows had the glass replaced, others were shuttered with wooden boards. No one cared about the paint job.
The deck, cleared of the debris, carried damage marks, too. The remaining two pieces of the Stationers’ train had been repositioned along the center line and secured with triple the chains.
Kat suppressed her unease. No way they’d run into two tornados on one trip.
“Ah, nice of you to show up, Dragons.” Shang Ka Yi met them at the ship’s bow. “We’ve been debating whether to send a search party or depart without you.”
Yun-mi groaned. “We were detained at the Marketplace, Golden Dragon.”
Shang’s brows crept down. “Nothing you couldn’t handle, I see. On a related note, there’s a package from the Colonel waiting for you.” He pointed to a sizable crate on the deck by the gangplank. “Says ‘personal.’”
Kat bent alongside Yun-mi to read the handwritten note attached to the top.
         Attention of:
              Iron Dragon Pak Yu Mi, not a zombie
              Sea Dragon Kathrin Pikes, striking many ways
        Personal and confidential
        TRINKETS

And a heart symbol for the signature.
“He misspelled my name!” Yun-mi brushed her braids behind her ear, masking her glowing cheeks.
“Open it!” Kat nudged her with a shoulder, hiding her own face behind her bangs. “What are you waiting for?”
Yun-mi bit her lip, undid the clasps, and lifted the lid an inch. She peeped at the contents, then threw the wooden panel back on its hinges. “I’ll be damned.”
Six automatic rifles lay in a rack, glistening with oil. Sleek, dangerous, beautiful. Priceless.
Yun-mi hefted one and cycled its action. “Click-clack,” she repeated after it, breaking into a broad grin. “The Colonel may not be as bad as I thought, after all.”
“Hm.” Shang stroked his chin. “Looks like you’ve left quite an impression. Do I need to know the details?”
“Better not, Golden Dragon.” Kat pulled out another gun, pointing it, as if by chance, at Reaper’s head. His face fell, and he slid behind Bison. “Not sure you’ll approve of our negotiation techniques.”
Shang sighed. “Sounds all too believable. No body count, I hope?”
Yun-mi responded with a disarming smile. “We were disgustingly docile, Golden Dragon, but let’s not linger anyway.”
Shang Ka Yi rolled his eyes. “In Cleveland, you two do not leave my sight. Clear? I don’t need trouble with the Consul.”






  
  Chapter eight
Karim


May 28 th, 43 PE
“Sure it’ll hold?” Karim raised his voice over the incessant rattling of rain on his cape. The damned unending downpour amplified his angst. Asking the same question for the hundredth time was not going to change the answer… hopefully. But, being a bystander, that was the only contribution he could make.
The train slid another half meter down the rails through the shifting sheet of water. The ramp squeaked and rumbled. Half a dozen lanterns did little to dispel the grayness—the product of a sunless evening and the downpour determined to wash everything back into the lake.
Josh, a paragon of patience, didn’t even sigh. “I’ma go stand under it. It holds, point proven. If not, that’ll be yer answer. Any case, no more listenin’ to ya, a win for me.”
“No!” Karim clasped the Chief Engineer’s elbow. “If it falls, I’ll need you to repair the engine!”
“If it falls”—Josh shook wet colorless hair, dangling in dirty icicles; he didn’t mind the weather—“won’t be nuthin’ left to repair.”
“Aren’t you a little ray of sunshine?”
“Hey, ‘twasn’t my idea to load the train on a ship and sail to a port where they ain’t got a crane big enough to handle ‘er. I’m doin’ my level best to salvage the situation for ya.”
Karim let go of his friend’s arm. “And I appreciate that, just… nervous.”
“Nervous?” The engineer’s eyes bulged. “Yeah, aha.”
“Alright, not nervous. What would you call it, concerned?”
“More like it.”
“If we lose the train, this whole expedition is done for. And if Shang goes home because of us, we’ll never live it down.”
“K, that’s a stinkin’ pile o’bullshit, hear? Whatever happens to our train, how’s any of that our fault? Yer fault? The friggin’ tornado? This wretched, godforsaken port?”
Josh was right, of course. Yet, if the Golden Dragon had come up with a way to reach Saint Louis without the Invincible, Karim’s contribution would be limited to basic soldierly stuff. Miles away from that Karim, the legendary man with the unstoppable armored train, who could ride to any place, shoot shit up, and return victorious. That was what he’d been sent out for. And, hand on heart, he didn’t mind basking in that fame, unearned as it was. The Station’s reputation was on the line, and Novak’s, too.
Finally, the front wheels touched the pier. Rahul released the brakes, letting the train coast off the ramp until it came to a stop, resting firmly on level rails. The engine let off a contented puff,  echoing Karim’s sigh of relief.
Josh hunched over. Poor guy.
Karim patted him on the back. “You did well.”
The Chief Engineer rewarded him with a tired, lopsided smile. “Buildin’ the ramp was easy. Keepin’ ya from goin’ bonkers—now that’s an act of valor!”
“Exactly what I’m talking about. The ramp? Meh. Small potatoes. Never doubted it.”
“M-hm.”
They turned to the approaching small crowd. Four people carried the poles topped by a large canopy that shielded a gang of strangers, accompanied by Shang and his retinue, from the rain. A tall, bald man, obviously a local big gun, strode alongside the Golden Dragon. The white fabric of his garment cascaded from one shoulder, skimming the puddles under his feet. With his thumbs hooked under a wide, richly embroidered purple sash cinched at the waist, and the triumphant smile of someone who’d made possible everything others should be grateful for, he didn’t seem to care about his ruined hem.
Six men trailed their leader, solemnly parading axes wrapped in bundles of sticks. What an outlandish idea.
The procession halted a few steps away. The chief-whoever flicked his finger, and the pole bearers shuffled forward, extending the tent’s protection to Karim and Josh.
The rain’s clatter retreated. Karim threw back his hood.
“Consul Ferrara,”—Shang beamed with pride—“allow me to introduce Lieutenant Firdous and his Chief Engineer, Mister…”
“Josh.” The old stinker tipped an imaginary hat. “Jus’ Josh.”
The Golden Dragon didn’t bat an eye. “An astonishing job, gentlemen, truly awe-inspiring. Of course, none of this would have been possible without Consul Ferrara’s generous and prompt procurement of the necessary materials.” An elaborate nod to the local leader.
The Consul grinned. “Welcome to Cleveland.”
Josh cackled. “None of this would’ve been needed if—”
“We’ll find a more permanent solution by your return, Golden Dragon.” The Consul kept his cool. “Do you plan to keep using combined modes of transportation going forward?”
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Consul.” Shang squinted. “I should have a better answer once we’re back.”
“I’ll be waiting, Golden Dragon. Eagerly. Lieutenant, Chief Engineer—with the critical part of your disembarking over, care to join us inside?”
Should he? There would be food, maybe decent drinks… Was that worth suffering through a dull evening of futile, roundabout talk and fake praises? Politics, pretenses, diplomatic statements—none of which Karim was good at, nor desired to improve on. Worse, what if this Consul showed perverse inclinations, like that damned Emir, and Karim was forced to spend hours holding back from punching the scumbag in the throat?
He looked from one leader to another. The broad-shouldered, heavily built Consul towered over plump, round-faced Shang by a full foot. Yet their expressions of benevolent expectation were the same, similarly guaranteed to change if he delayed his answer longer.
Josh nudged Karim forward. “I’ll stay with the train. I’ll feel better, Rahul’n’Abdul will feel better, the train’ll feel better.” Misjudging Karim’s hesitation, he added, “Go, go, I’ll take good care of her, don’t worry.”
“Her?” Consul Ferrera wrinkled his forehead.
What a prick! Karim frowned. He should refuse. “If Golden Dragon’s ship can be her, why can’t the Invincible?”
“The Invincible.” The local inclined his head. “You’re right, Lieutenant, no reason she couldn’t. I meant no disrespect. You’ll have to forgive my surprise, it’s my first encounter with a named train.”
“Hopefully, not the last.”
“Let’s drink to that!” The Consul flapped his arms, ushering his guests toward the distant port buildings peeking in the distance through the hazy watery veil.
The man might yet prove to not be a total jerk full of himself. And the train? No way was he changing her name. Invincible didn’t mean undefeated. It meant never giving up, and plowing through, and fighting on.

      [image: image-placeholder]Oh, come on. Was this really necessary? Couldn’t they cut straight to the eating, and especially drinking part? With the maritime travels over for the time being, Karim was prepared—no, willing—no,  eager to drown his harrowing memories of the lake gods’ wrath. The sooner the better.
Yet, the Dragon had to bring up the mysterious tech he’d mentioned to Weinberg, asking the Consul to show it to the Kowloonese team right away. Could’ve done this during the day, while the Stationers were busy with the ramp. Now Karim had no choice but to trudge after them. What could possibly be exciting about a pile of wreckage?
The canopy bearers stopped alongside a large warehouse, forming a cover over the entrance. Up close, the walls seemed infinite, both ends vanishing into the murky wet dusk. A sentry saluted, and flung open a smaller door in the iron gate, stepping aside.
The Consul led his guests in.
The lofty guards with their stupid stick-sheathed axes remained in the street. Karim entered last, careful not to trip over the tall threshold or crack his head against the lintel. Take a look, show the prerequisite admiration, move on to the drinks. He turned toward the shadowy interior of the warehouse, and…
His legs carried him forward. He stopped beside Shang, gawking unabashedly. “Puta madre!”
“Right?” The Golden Dragon glowed with satisfaction, as if he somehow had a hand in obtaining or building this stunning monstrosity.
Having been promised an item, Karim had imagined a puny heap of broken parts. Crumbled plastic mixed with wires, nuts, and bolts.
What he was looking at could best be described as a humongous animal skeleton. Punctured metal bars formed the semblance of an elongated ribcage, with multiple spines and circular beams connecting them at regular intervals. Even bent and deformed at one end, the structure defied imagination. All told, the iron creature stood about four men tall and fifty steps long.
“What is it?” Karim whispered.
“An airship, in all likelihood.” Shang must have waited for this very question. “It would’ve had an outer shell that burned when it crashed.”
“Wait.” Karim raised his hand to stop the Dragon. “You said, air-ship?” This had to be a joke.
“Yes, Mister Firdous, they’d fill the shell with a lighter-than-air gas, and it would float up. Sounds incredible, I know. Funnily, before the E, this concept was thought outdated. Would you believe it?” The Dragon sighed. “Someone, somewhere, has taken this first step toward controlled flight again. See those consoles at its sides?” Shang waited for Karim’s nod. “They carried engines to propel it along. And underneath, there’s a cabin—squashed pretty badly, unfortunately—with two pilot seats, a radio, and a camera.”
“A camera?” The Marines’ commander spoke for the first time.
“To take photographs,” Shang hurried to explain. “Pictures,” he added, faced with her incomprehension. “To capture how things look from above.”
“Don’t care”—Kathrin shook her head—“if it isn’t a weapon. How high above ground can they fly? How fast? How do we board these things?”
Damn, this chick was impressive. Dangerous, untrustworthy—but impressive. Karim himself, not easily stunned, was bewildered by the very idea of a flying machine, let alone its scale and complexity. And all she cared about was how to defeat or capture it.
She caught the Kowloonese off balance, too. He rubbed his hands and admitted, “No idea. Consul Ferrera?”
The Consul shrugged. “My people found it crashed at the Indiana territory border. Knowing how much I relish exotic stuff, they brought it here. Don’t ask me where it’s from, or what it does. No one I know has seen it fly.”
“And its crew?” Contrary to the pirate, Karim couldn’t help but imagine himself inside the vessel, operating it. “What happened to them?”
A cruel smile touched the Consul’s lips. “Did you see what’s left of the cabin?” He pointed at the twisted mess. “It was impossible to extract their charred skeletons without taking half the thing apart. We didn’t bother.”
The foul stench of burned flesh filled Karim’s nose—from the memory, not from the mangled airship. It was never too far, lingering, waiting to be triggered, sometimes by the most innocuous associations. He gagged, fighting the urge to flee outside, where the dank, chilly air waited for him to suck it in, to cleanse his palate, to—
He looked away. The Consul’s decision was understandable—in a cold, detached way—but his flippant attitude sure didn’t earn the Ohioan bonus points. Those two poor souls, whoever they were, met a terrible fiery death while on duty. The least they were owed was a little respect. That cost nothing.
Karim steeled himself and directed his attention to Shang, ignoring their host’s presence. “Any armaments?”
Ferrara, oblivious to Karim’s reaction, answered this, too. “None we could find.” The same uncaring, entertained voice. “Must be a scout vessel.”
The Dragon, more attuned to his expedition members’ moods, announced, “Thank you, Consul Ferrera, we’ve seen enough here. What’s next on the agenda?”

      [image: image-placeholder]The drinks did meet Karim’s expectations. The food, ostentatious but heavy and greasy—not as much. The little he’d eaten had settled in his stomach like a brick. He pushed his barely touched plate away and savored the strong liquor instead, half-listening to the meaningless banter. 
Neither Shang’s Hamiltonian bodyguard seated on one side nor the ex-pirate commander on his other seemed willing to strike up a conversation, which suited him just well.
“Lieutenant Firdous!” The call cut through the ebbing and flowing ambient hum.
Crap. No rest for the wicked. Karim looked up from his glass and zeroed in on the Consul across the table. “Yes?” Hopefully, that was neutral enough.
“Tell me, what kind of changes may we expect from The Station’s new leadership?”
What kind, indeed? “I don’t officially represent The Station, Consul, and wouldn’t know where to begin.” Or where to end. “Anything specific?”
The Ohioan took Karim’s measure. “Trade. The Station has been an important trade partner and a major transportation contractor. I would hate to see our cooperation disrupted.”
Karim took a sip. “Can’t see why it would. The Station’s services will only become more reliable.”
“How so?”
“You’ve seen the Invincible. Imagine how engines would increase freight trains’ speed, capacity, and security.” A suitable word popped into his mind. “Dramatically.”
The Consul nodded thoughtfully. “Indeed.”
“Naturally, there’d be extra cost.” Emboldened by the alcohol-induced buzz, Karim was improvising, juggling bits he’d overheard from the traders back home.
“I expect the existing agreements to be respected.” The local frowned.
Karim shrugged. “So do I. For the old way of moving goods. A premium service, though? Fast, scalable, secure…”
“But—”
“Consul, I am not here to negotiate. I’m a soldier. You asked for my opinion, you’ve got it. Please take up the rest with the Trade Guild.” Too much?
The Consul’s attempt to stare Karim down failed because Karim wasn’t playing. He’d switched his attention back to his glass. Finally, the Ohioan grunted, “Fine,” and pulled from inside his jacket a thick, short stick resembling a leathery dried cucumber. He cut off the tip, lit it with a pocket lighter, drew a lungful, and puffed.
“Is that—” Shang’s voice trembled with excitement.
“A cigar, yes.” The Consul enjoyed the effect. “All the way from the Carolinas. I’ve already sent a box to your ship, Golden Dragon, but be warned: it’s an acquired taste. More so than coffee.”
Shang beamed. “Thank you, Consul, your generosity knows no limit! I promise to be open-minded. Speaking of coffee, I’d absolutely love to establish regular shipments to New Kowloon. Think you’ll be able to set that up?”
Their host took another drag on his cigar and blew a ring of smoke. “I suppose that may be arranged… if you are forthcoming about the goals of your westbound adventure.”
Shang took the blow like a champ. “A raincheck, Consul. All I can say is that if everything goes well, we will all reap such bounty, it will render coffee and cigars minor curiosities.”
“I’ll take you up on that promise, Golden Dragon.” The Consul smiled slyly behind another cloud of smoke. “You’ve got me intrigued. When might you be back?”
“I wish I knew. Hopefully, within the month.”
“And if you aren’t by then?”
“We will be.”
If only Karim could share the Golden Dragon’s confidence… He swirled his drink and sniffed. For once, the smokey scent soothed his anxiety. He raised his glass in a silent toast. Here’s to smelling only the good kind of smoke.
Kathrin gave him an odd, sidelong look and mirrored his gesture.
They simultaneously upended their glasses, and their eyes met again. Their synchronicity of action chipped at her alienness. Her undecipherable gaze—neither friendly nor hostile; not curious; pondering?—stayed fixed on Karim.
What was she seeing? Same thing as he, a stone-cold murderer? A mortal enemy across an unbridgeable divide? An operator of a vessel she may want to board one day? Or—someone a fraction less alien than before, too?
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“K. K! Hey, K!” An unceremonious hand shook Karim’s shoulder.
“M-m-n-h.” His rumble was intended to banish the pest, whoever it was, on a hike to the deepest, darkest recesses of their ancestors’ anatomy.
“K, goddammit, you’ve gotta see this!”
His sleepiness evaporated, and he shot upright in his bunk. “What’s up?”
Josh, incredulous rather than alarmed—phew, they weren’t under attack or something—pointed to the railcar’s open door. “Take a gander for yerself, sleepyhead, and tell me whatcha seein’?”
Karim rubbed his gritty-dry eyes and yawned. “What time is it?”
“Three hours past yer proper wake up. Go easy on ‘em drinks next time, eh?”
Karim swung his legs out of the bunk, felt around with his toes until he located his boots, and slid his bare feet in. He stood, took an exploratory step—all good, no swaying, he wasn’t that drunk—and slogged toward the painful brightness flooding the car’s insides. On a positive note, the breeze brought with it fresh air, invigorating in its light chill.
He gripped the jamb, just in case. Would be unseemly for a whole Lieutenant to fall out of his own train.
Squinting, he scanned the docks. Stacks, barrels, piles of stuff—all useful, undoubtedly, in someone’s eyes—filled the pier between the Eastern Star and the Invincible. A buzzing crowd milled aimlessly in three unmixing groups: the Kowloonese, the legionnaires, and the pirates. The ex-pirates, with luck.
Had the Star really brought that many people? Ten, twenty… Many. Karim shut his eyes, fighting dizziness. Too many. Wa-a-ay too many. Way too many to…
His head cleared. “Erm. Jo-o-osh?”
“Why d’ya think I raised ya from the dead?”
Karim lurched away from the Chief Engineer’s acerbic murmur in his ear. Holding onto the doorframe paid off. “Don’t sneak up on me!”
Josh’s narrow face loomed over Karim’s shoulder, projecting innocence. “Sneak up?” He batted his eyes in fake astonishment. “On a mighty warrior like ya? Wouldn’t dream of that.”
Karim scowled. “One day…”
“But not today, eh?” Josh winked. “Anywho. Ya seein’ what I’m seein’?”
“I’m seeing a shitload of people and a crap ton of gear.”
“Y-y-yep.”
“And no way in the Seven Hells half of it fits on our train.”
“N-n-nope.”
Karim turned and stared point-blank at the cheeky bastard. “Stop that.”
Josh withstood Karim’s feigned wrath. “They kept tryinna start loadin’, but I told ‘em to go pound sand ‘til the great and terrible Lieutenant Firdous is up. To supervise an’ stuff, ya know.”
They’d known each other for years. Josh’s sarcasm was harmless, his help—invaluable. Karim scratched the back of his neck. “But seriously, what do we do with all…that?” His sweeping gesture wasn’t broad enough to encompass the entire open-air warehouse. “And how come no one has given this thought till now?”
Josh shrugged. “First time for everythin’. Talk to the Dragon, what else? Tell him to cut the cargo by… two-thirds, I’d say. And leave behind half the crew, startin’ with those inked cutthroats. Or…”
“Or?”
“Or get him to borrow a few extra cars from his Consul amigo.”
“Ha. Who said you’re too old to come up with fresh ideas?”
“No one, K. No one’s ever said that. But thanks, that’s the nicest compliment I’ve heard from ya in ages. Now, go.”
“I’m going, I’m going.” Karim didn’t move. “What about our supplies?”
“Don’t bother your pretty head with that. The water tank’s full, the coal’s topped up, the machineguns are mounted. I’m way ahead of ya. We are all set, locked, loaded, and ready to go.” Josh’s scrawny arm tried, and failed, to push Karim out. “Quit stallin’ and scram. Tell the Dragons if they wanna leave with us, they’d better think somethin’ up.”
Karim sighed. “What would I do without you?”
“Without me? Still be snorin’, that’s what.”
Karim slapped Josh’s bony shoulder and jumped off.
He wasn’t about to be persuasive. Hells, if he could discourage Shang from continuing this senseless journey, everyone would win: No unnecessary risks of crossing into the unknown; No tempting fate, entrusting their safety to the bloodthirsty Marines; The Dragon safely returns into the loving embrace of his barbed wife, who is left owing Karim and The Station for talking sense into her dearest husband… And the filthy Zealots? Could be dealt with if they were ever seen again. Practically, no downsides.
Karim navigated his way through the maze of people and crates to the heart of the anthill. Or the bee hive? Not the Great, a minor one?
Surrounded by his entire posse—chief-of-staff, aides, doctor, even a cook!—Shang had been waiting, concealing his irritation better than his subordinates. He’d changed into travel clothes, still elegant and quality-made but not so flashy as aboard the ship, and a pale shadow of the layered, swanky vestments he’d worn in the Hive. “Good, eh, morning, Lieutenant. Ready to load up?”
Karim mustered the best of his lackluster acting skills to render his expression tragic. “About that, Golden Dragon… We’ve got a problem.”






  
  Chapter nine
Denny


May 30 th, 43 PE
Denny raised his jacket collar and buried his nose in it. Ostensibly against the dank wind viciously raiding the pier from the lake, but in truth—to hide his smile. Would be inappropriate to gloat over his boss’s concern. The scary Stationer didn’t look too happy either. Teasing him… Hard pass.
Well-deserved pride swelled in Denny’s chest. Shang had saddled him with a tough task, and Denny delivered. Big time. If all the Golden Dragon’s tests were going to yield such satisfying results, Denny may start enjoying them yet.
Gaining an audience with the Consul had been a challenge at first, but wielding Shang’s name magically opened the innermost of doors. Ferrera, underwhelmed by the lowly station of the Golden Dragon’s petitioner and amused by the request, raised outrageous demands. Denny, though not briefed by his boss at all, had to report back with a sensible deal. He bargained like his life depended on it—because it did. Gradually, the Consul shed his derogatory smirk, settling on more modest terms. He didn’t have much skin in the game, stood to lose little come the worst, and anything he squeezed from Denny represented net gain.
Denny, from his side, was perfectly willing to promise paybacks that were not his to make, within reason. His reason. New Kowloon Trade House was now slated to shoulder a fifteen percent discount on its seafaring services to the Ohio Republic this season, while The Station had “agreed”—without knowing it yet—to provide three demo charters of their new engine-driven trains at the old contract price. In exchange, Shang’s expedition received two empty boxcars, another filled with coal, and five hundred yards of loose rail.
Upon his triumphant return to the port, the last two items, entirely Denny’s improvisation, elicited an approving grunt from the train’s Chief Engineer. Lieutenant Firdous, by contrast, soured as Denny went on sharing his negotiation achievements, as if the gruff Stationer wasn’t interested in the mission’s success.
“Thank you, Mister Zhou.” The Golden Dragon clasped his hands behind his back. “Your willingness to negotiate terms you weren’t authorized to is disturbing.” He took two steps to the side and turned around. “But the bottom line is satisfactory.” A reserved smile replaced stern concentration. “Could be worse, Lieutenant, wouldn’t you agree?”
“Tsk.” The Stationer rewarded Denny with a twitch of a cheek. “Whatever.”
“C’mon, K, the kid did well.” Josh, the Chief Engineer, winked at Denny. “Would it hurt ya to admit that? Rails, to fix the track if we need to, instead of goin’ back and around? That was shrewd thinkin’ there. Didn’t occur even to me! And the coal? With all the extra weight to pull, it’ll sure come in handy. Hey, kid, wanna come work for me? We’ll make a solid engineer of ya.”
“Poaching my people, Chief?” Shang’s genial expression was scarier than the Dragon’s worst frowns. Denny would have recoiled.
The old Stationer didn’t. “Nah. But some proper appreciation ain’t gonna show itself, and ya two buzzkills ain’t up for it, eh?”
Shang inclined his head. “Lieutenant, we’ve been schooled. Chief, why don’t you come work for me?”
The engineer scratched the gray stubble under his chin. “Tempting, Mister Dragon, but we’re all kinda workin’ for ya already. Someone’s gotta keep an eye on the train an’ her glorified commander, no?”
The lieutenant rolled his eyes. “Done having your fun? Better tell me where we’ll stick all those rails.” He glared at Denny. “Any bright ideas, kid?” Under his dark look, way beyond unsympathetic, Denny shuffled closer to his boss.
Josh stepped in. “Leave my future engineer alone. C’mon, K, really. I’ve a perfect solution. Attach ‘em to the new cars’ sides. They won’t use up any space, and we get up-armored cars. Not as good as the Invincible’s own, but better than nuthin’. Killin’ two birds with one rail, eh?” He dusted off his hands. “Whatcha say?”
Ingenious. Maybe, if he failed another of the Golden Dragon’s tests one day, Denny would take this Josh up on his invitation. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The rhythmic  clickety-clack, clickety-clack of the train’s wheels lulled Denny into a doze. He resisted it, out of fear, but railroad travel proved unexpectedly calming.
At first, following the departure, he’d been jittery. Especially after Josh had casually suggested rigging the extra coal car before the engine. “Ya know,” he said, “in case we run into a destroyed track, or it’s rigged to explode, or some such. One car derails, we lose the car. The engine derails, we lose the train.”
After hours upon hours without a hiccup, and fed up with the suffocating stench of the armored car crammed with humans and cargo, Denny climbed through the roof hatch. He found himself in an open-top machinegun nest, surrounded by metal sheets. Careful not to touch anything that might go off accidentally, he clambered over the edge to the observation platform, deliberately planting his steps. With each jerk of the car underneath him, he bent his knees, touching the floor. Would be a shame to roll off the moving train’s roof, ending up in the scrub with broken limbs, if not his neck. He’d be miles and miles behind before his absence would be noticed. And, more likely than not, wouldn’t be deemed valuable enough to justify returning for.
Denny gagged on a bitter wave that rolled up his throat. Waving his arms for balance, he leaped to the bench and firmly pressed his buttocks to it.
Bit by bit, the clickety-clack soothed his frayed nerves. His teeth unclenched, his grip on the seat relaxed. He looked up from the weathered timber of the platform’s floor and checked over his shoulder. Had anyone noticed his shameful performance?
The next car, carrying the City dregs, separated the original Invincible, with Denny and the top Kowloonese brass, from the former Islanders occupying the tail car. Both units had sentries posted on their rooftops. Those mostly scanned the surroundings, occasionally eyed each other with poorly hidden suspicion, and paid zero attention to Denny.
The Invincible—a mix-and-match, patchwork caterpillar—crawled, leaving behind a swirling trail of smoke, through picturesque terrain. Hills and valleys replaced forests. Streams glistened in the afternoon sun. Forgotten townships, reclaimed by vegetation, gave way to similarly abandoned, long overgrown fields. Herds of deer lurked in the trees, and brazen geese waddled away with an air of affronted dignity. Lots of meat for when they ran out of provisions… If someone knew how to hunt.
The world was vast. Vaster than words, vaster than imagination. Back in the Hive, when the Golden Dragon had unrolled his maps on the table to plan this mission, Denny got a glimpse of there being more. More than New Kowloon and the City. More than The Station, the Emirate, Locksville, and Five Points. More than Buffalo, even. But that sheet of paper failed to convey how much more of it there was.
Sailing aboard the Eastern Star was one thing. The concept of ports sitting on distant shores made sense. New Kowloon itself was one such port, after all, trading with various others. Yet the lakes, large as they may be, were finite, bounded by land. This deep into that land… How far could it stretch? Each ridge the train climbed, would it be the last? The edge of the map, with mist roiling in an endless void beyond? But no, another valley awaited, with another chain of hills rolling on into the distance. The funniest part? Open spaces did not bother him anymore.
Denny reclined against the rigid seat back, lowered his eyelids, and let the gentle rocking carry him—along and away.
Clickety-clack, clickety-clack.
He shot upright, yanked out of his slumber by the heavy thuds of boots landing on his platform. Bleary-eyed and panicky, he swiveled his head around, finding Park and Pikes looming over him.
“Hope you weren’t posted here for guard duty.” The tattooed woman graced him with benign amusement.
“Him?” The Iron Dragon’s frown, unsurprisingly, conveyed nothing but disgust. “Wouldn’t trust him to guard a shithouse. Bet you ten coins he slunk away up here to dodge a task.”
Denny’s attempt to stare her down missed its mark. She’d lost the little interest she had already and lithely sprang over the turret’s wall, disappearing inside.
An enigmatic smile lingered on Kathrin’s lips. “Don’t mind her. One of her grumpy spells. But she’s not wrong, you know. Wouldn’t look half as bad if you’d found a job to keep busy with.”
“Like what?” Denny bristled. “I’m not here to do menial labor!”
“Neither am I.” She shrugged. “There’s always something to do. Sharpen a blade, clean a gun.”
Denny showed empty arms. “Do you see me carrying a knife or a gun?”
“No.” Her smile upended. “Maybe Yun-mi was right.” She turned away, crossed the length of the platform in two bounds, barely touching the surface, and vaulted over the edge.
Graceful beasts. Such a shame they were so bitchy.
Guns? Knives? The Golden Dragon didn’t carry any, yet they treated him with deference. Who were they to judge his aide differently?
Screw them. Screw them all. One day, he’d show them who’s boss!
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The Invincible made camp for the night, blocking the entrance to a two-span bridge over a shallow stream.
The two young engineers, Abdul and Rahul, uncoiled a long hose and began pumping up water into the tank.
The Islanders, yelling and hooting, charged past them. Half jumped in without bothering to undress. The other half tore their clothes off, heedless of their nakedness.
Animals.
He wouldn’t have minded a dunk in fresh water, too, to wash off the day’s mix of dust and oily engine smoke permeating his every pore. But not with them, ew. Well, not all of them. With a certain someone, though…
The twilight played tricks with his vision. There. That cat-like grace, the unmistakable figure. Fully clothed. Shame. He would have readily agreed to bathe with Kathrin.
Denny half-heartedly turned his attention back to the boring council held between Shang, Firdous, and Park. Why had the Golden Dragon dragged him into it? Could be because, barring the cook and the doctor, he was the only other Kowloonese around. Shang had ditched the rest of his entourage, including his senior aides, chief-of-staff, and personal servant, back in Cleveland, under the vague pretext of limited space, hedging one’s bets, and bad optics. But he brought Denny along. Odd.
“Set up a perimeter,” the Stationer instructed the Legion’s bitch-in-chief. “Sentries within each other’s line of sight. Roving patrols in between. Make sure everyone knows today’s password.”
Park sent an inquiring look to Shang.
“Do as Lieutenant Firdous instructs,” the Golden Dragon said. “Out here, he is the top authority on security. We don’t want any surprises.”
“Yes, Golden Dragon.”
“What about”—the lieutenant lowered his voice—“internal surprises?”
Shang’s brows rose. “Meaning?”
Firdous tilted his head toward the shouts and splashes rising from the river.
“Sea Dragon has them under control.” Park set her jaw.
The Stationer grimaced. “Regardless, pair them up with your people, and debrief them to gauge the sentiment in the morning. You may be right, but let’s not gamble with that.”
The girl bit her lip. “I don’t like this, Golden Dragon—”
“—but will do it, anyway.”
“What if Kathrin finds out?”
“Let her.”
“But—”
Since when did she dare question Shang Ka Yi’s authority?
Their boss clearly wondered the same. “Iron. Dragon.” He stepped closer. Steel rang through his soft-spoken words. “Is there an issue?”
“No, Golden Dragon.” Park slumped, refusing to meet his eyes.
“Anything I need to know?”
“N-no, Golden Dragon.” Her voice dropped to a whisper.
Something was definitely up. Not enough to openly disobey Shang’s direct orders, but enough to make her… miserable? Not counting the sea-sickness episode, this was her first display of weakness. Not so Iron, huh? Denny smirked.
She met his eyes and scowled. Denny flipped her the bird. From his hip, where the Golden Dragon wouldn’t see.
Firdous cleared his throat. “If that’s resolved, I’m going to scout around. My map says there may be a populated settlement nearby. About a mile north, up the far bank.”
“And what might you want with them, Lieutenant?”
Firdous touched his cheek. “Assess the threat level. Check the possibility of making contact. If they aren’t hostile, gather intel on the road ahead.”
“Good thinking.” Shang turned. “Iron Dragon?” His voice lost its warmth. “Why are you still here?”
Park hastily bowed and scuttled to where her flunkies were setting camp fires.
The Golden Dragon surveyed the forest across the river.
Denny couldn’t help but follow suit. The rising moon, the color of hard cheese, loomed in the narrow clearance between the horizon and the cloud blanket, highlighting the saw-toothed treetops. Everything below merged into an endless, menacing wall of darkness with who knows what four- or two-legged predators lurking beyond it. How could anyone in their right mind volunteer to go there? Alone? He shuddered inside.
Shang chose a neutral, “Be careful out there, Lieutenant. Want to take Esme with you?”
The Stationer made a strangled sound. “What for?”
“To watch your back?” Shang paused. “Her clinginess makes me ill at ease. She claims she needs to stay close to perform her duties, but I am not a hundred percent sure to which duties she refers. I made it clear I am not— Never mind. Would you take her? As a personal favor?”
Firdous withheld his answer for longer than usual. Denny looked from one man to the other. This could be his cue to make himself scarce.
The lieutenant exhaled. “As a favor?”
“A personal one, yes.” Shang dipped his head. “I’ll owe you. Not The Station, you.”
“I’m the wrong person to ask if you want her to, um, disappear.”
The Golden Dragon threw his hands up. “Heavens forbid, Lieutenant, what kind of monster do you take me for? Nothing of the sort. I only require someone she can guard who isn’t me.”
Another heavy sigh. “Fine. Send her to me. One time only, yes?”
“Much obliged, Lieutenant. Safe scouting!”
Denny checked the river. Quiet. The Marines had left. Perfect time to wash up.
Shang’s “Mister Zhou, you’re going with them” froze him in his tracks.
“M-me?” His unwieldy tongue filled his mouth. His body, foreign and cumbersome, dismissed his commands. Turning back took an eternity. “W-why?”
“To observe, learn, and practice your skills if an opportunity presents itself. In the future, Mister Zhou, I expect you to jump at every chance to make yourself useful. I don’t want to hear I’m carrying dead weight around ever again.”
Must’ve been Park, that spiteful cunt! Kathrin wouldn’t stoop to snitching. He’d have his revenge, and oh, how sweet it would be!
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Firdous swerved and shook him by the shoulders. “Will you stop that?” His fierce whisper scraped right down Denny’s ears, to where terror had whisked his mind into an addled pudding. “Keep your distance! How hard can that be?”
Hard? Impossible! This man’s vicinity was the safest spot.
To their left, shimmering opaque waters rolled along, splashing and mocking the moon with its shattered reflection.
On their right, the forest abutting the riverbed lived its own life. It chirped, screeched, hooted, and croaked. It howled and wailed, barked and growled.
And between, throwing off long, grotesquely disproportionate moonlight shadows, three figures walked a narrow path of clacking pebbles. With Denny inexplicably being one of them. The only one who wasn’t a trained soldier or a bodyguard, and entirely unarmed. Sadly, Kathrin’s earlier point proved right. If something wild saw him as its prey, his negotiation skills and cunning would be of little use. He wouldn’t talk his way out of a mountain lion’s maw with promises of discounted train rides, nor would a bear be particularly impressed with reduced cargo shipping rates. If this night ever ended and he miraculously found himself back at the relative safety of the train, he’d arm himself to the teeth. And ask Kathrin for some lessons. No, real lessons.
“Sorry, Lieutenant. I’ll do my best.”
“Cut him some slack, Firdous.” The woman’s low, throaty voice contrasted sharply with what Denny had imagined. Weirdly, he’d never heard her speak before. “He’s not cut out for this. Honestly, not my element, either.”
The Stationer’s hands on Denny’s shoulders tensed. “Fine.” He shoved Denny away—roughly, but not too harshly. “Just try making less noise, both of you, I can’t hear a damn thing over your huffing and stomping.”
Easy for him to say. Denny had thought he was used to the openness of the world now… This was a whole new level of exposure, a frightfully humbling one. Born and raised in the Hive’s metal mazes, he could reconcile with the Invincible. Same with the Eastern Star, sea sickness notwithstanding. Both offered solid walls, swaddling him in a comforting envelope. Here, nothing but the Stationer and maybe the Hamiltonian woman stood between him and raw, untamed nature, watching him with a thousand hungry eyes.
He shrank on the inside. Let it be over soon. Please.
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The lieutenant watched the place in silence for twenty minutes. Or five. Or an hour. Denny’s thumping heart twisted the thread of time into loops and tightened the knots. How would the locals react to the strange nighttime visitors? Would a predator thrust its claws and fangs into Denny’s back, carelessly exposed to the forest?
“They seem peaceful,” Firdous said under his binoculars. “My map says as much. I’m going in for a chat. Stay here, I’ll call you.”
He raised his rifle above his head and waded through waist-deep water to where several boats lay, keel-up, on the slope.
Was it safer here, with Esme to fend off the unknown—or should he sprint to the other side? The woman had shown no sign her backcountry skills were any better than Denny’s, while the lieutenant surely would know how to deal with the locals. Denny’s pulse sped up. He took a step toward the water and yelped when a hand grabbed his forearm and tugged him back. “Firdous asked us to wait here.”
Esme’s words took a second to process. Denny sank to the pebbles and hugged his knees.
The Stationer slung his rifle across his back, climbed up the steeper far bank, and walked into the brightest patch of light. He kept his arms wide and palms open. “Hello,” he called. “My name is Karim. I come in peace, mean you no harm, and will respect your customs.” His voice carried clearly over the murmuring water. The trees’ susurration quieted, as if the forest, too, was waiting to see how this encounter played out.
Window coverings rippled in a few houses. The door to the main building creaked, opening, and a woman stepped onto its porch. She wore a shapeless, floor-length, gray robe with a brown leather apron and gloves. A piece of cloth covered the lower half of her face, and only thin gray hair disclosed her age. “Do you have fever or ulcers, Karim?” she asked. A level, self-assured voice. That had to be a promising sign. “Have you been in contact with someone ill?”
The lieutenant didn’t skip a beat. “No, Ma’am. Do you have fever or ulcers?”
“No, Karim. We’re all in good health here. Welcome to K8WGF. Please put a mask on.”
“A mask, Ma’am?”
“A covering over your mouth and nose.”
“Oh, that.” Karim pulled his scarf up. “I’ve got two companions waiting to cross the river, also in good health. Is it okay if they join us?”
The woman followed his gesture, peering shortsightedly into the darkness, but there was no way she’d discern a thing outside the spotlight. “Your friends are welcome at K8WGF, too.”
Denny needed no further invitation. He shot to his feet and rushed ahead. The shock came a second later: cold! He pushed through, to cross quickly and be done with it, but the water soaked his pants, filled his boots, and weighed him down, offering far more resistance than he expected from such a shallow creek. Rapid torrents bursting between larger stones tackled him. His foot twisted, he flailed, and… Water, searing icy water was everywhere—in his mouth, stifling his cry; in his eyes, forcing them shut; in his ears, dampening all sound but muted bubbling.
Denny floundered, losing all sense of direction, banging his knees, shins, elbows into unseen obstacles.
How could this be it?! He wasn’t meant to die, not today, not for many more years, not by drowning in an unknown stream in the middle of nowhere! This was all wrong, so—
Something pulled at him. No! Let go! I’m not ready… I— His head broke the surface. He coughed and gulped a desperate breath of air. And another. And a few more.
The unseen force continued dragging him by his scruff—up! This was up, away from the water!—until he was standing on shaky legs.
“Watch your step,” Esme’s deep voice came from behind him. The divinely beautiful voice of his savior.
She waddled past.
Denny bent over, spitting the leftover liquid ejected by his spasming throat, until his eyesight cleared. He wiped away water and tears, straightened, burped, and took his bearings. 
No way.
Less than five meters separated him from dry land. The water barely reached above his knees. He had almost drowned in a puddle.
Shame made his ears burn. Luckily, no one was there to see.
Exhausted, careful not to make another misstep, and dripping from his drenched clothes, he plodded to where the others were waiting.
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The hot blood coursing through his veins after that close encounter with death demanded action. Denny stepped forward, but the woman gasped and threw up a halting hand. “The distance! You must keep the social distance!”
What kind of nonsense—
“And please, put a mask on!” She pointed to hers.
“Okay.” Denny shrugged.
She backed away and snuck out.
“What’s wrong with them?” Denny turned to Karim, who had discarded his bath towel and was sliding a robe on.
“Wrong? Nothing. Hospitable people, plenty kind to offer us fresh clothes while ours dry up.”
“But—”
“Shut it.” Firdous cut the air with a hand. “No more of your bullshit. I promised to respect their customs. That applies to you, too. And don’t even think about making advances on the girl.”
“What?” Denny’s indignation spiked, but under the man’s heavy stare he deflated. “Fine.”
“Are you dressed and masked?” came a muted voice through the door.
Karim pulled Denny’s mask over his nose. “Yes,” he answered for them both.
The same girl entered, carrying a tray. Esme followed a few steps behind. The Hamiltonian woman wore a robe, a mask, and slippers similar to theirs, and another piece of cloth wrapped around her head. The matron came in last, with a stack of small, neatly folded towels.
The young girl transferred a bowl and pitcher from her tray to the table and retreated.
The old woman removed a shiny metal box from her apron pocket, opened it to reveal a bar of soap, and moved aside with an inviting gesture. “Please wash your hands, one by one. It will be my honor to guide you.”
“Guide us?” Did she think they didn’t wash their hands where Denny and his companions came from?
Firdous smacked him on the back of his head and came forward. “Please guide me.”
The woman nodded, as if she’d expected no less. “Pour water on your left hand. Now on your right. Left again. Right again. Lather, counting to thirty. Between the fingers. Under the fingernails. Twenty-eight, twenty-nine, thirty. Rinse and repeat. Now, dry up and place the towel in this bin. Well done, sir, you’re a natural!”
Cheesy. Whatever. He’d go through the motions, if that would keep Firdous out of his hair.
“Okay,” he asked, after he and Esme had completed the same ritual, “clean hands, good health—I get that. But what’s with the masks, and staying like half a mile away from each other?”
“These are the rules.”
“But how do you socialize?”
“My daughter can answer.” The older woman made another inviting gesture.
“Masks and social distancing,” pattered the young one.
“Then how do you eat?”
“Social distancing,” repeated the girl, as resolutely.
“Hm.” If that was their answer to everything… “And how do you have sex? Don’t tell me social distancing and masks are somehow involved.”
The host’s daughter, living proof these people did have sex, blushed and mumbled.
Her mother didn’t find Denny’s question difficult. “Both parties go through a cleansing ritual, followed by a week’s isolation before they can touch each other. Masks are optional.”
A week?! As central a role as sex played in Denny’s life, that sacrifice would be too much. Then again, if that were his only way to score… Sooner or later, he’d agree to anything.
“What’s the meaning of your place’s name, K8WGF?” Firdous steered the conversation away from the sensitive subject.
“That’s our call sign,” the woman said, as if that was supposed to explain everything.
It did for the lieutenant. “Call sign? You’ve got a working radio?”
Both local women beamed so brightly their masks couldn’t conceal it. “Follow us,” said the matron.
Denny sent Esme an unsure look.
She shrugged. “Let’s see what this is about.”

      [image: image-placeholder]May 31 st, 43 PE
Firdous stayed quiet—big surprise! The woman kept to herself, too, closing the short file. And Denny—sleep-deprived, subdued, digesting the abundance of strangeness he’d witnessed—sure would not initiate conversation.
His Kowloonese clothes, comfortable, familiar, crisp after a night spent over a woodstove, still carried its warmth. Yet, a shiver crawled down his spine, and the damp of the sunless early morning bore only partial blame.
Shrouded in morning fog’s milky gray, the creek differed drastically from its nightmarish moonlit guise. A serene little stream murmured in the wide riverbed. This petty ditch? He almost died in this last night? What kind of twisted, perverted irony would that be?
Denny skipped across stone to stone, not even wetting his boots above the ankles. Hopefully, his two taciturn fellow scouts never spoke of his pathetic mishap last night.
The forest ambience had also changed. After a busy night, its inhabitants took a well-deserved rest, and only the branches creaked occasionally. Gaps in the mist revealed glimpses of individual trees, not a hostile wall of impenetrable shadows. That didn’t make the place inviting, but the spine-chilling menace of last night had petered out.
The fog rendered time an abstract notion. They walked, and walked some more, until granted a view of the bridge and the train.
A pleasant warmth spread from Denny’s core. Home, sweet home. What passed for one these days, anyway. Solid walls, was all he asked for.
Firdous stopped and threw his fist up. Esme crouched and swatted the air. Denny followed her example. His heart picked up pace. Had the camp been overrun in their absence? Serene, it showed no sign of violence.
The lieutenant crept forward, unsheathed his knife, and dove into the bushes, triggering violent thrashing and a woman’s stifled “What the fuck?!”
Not what an ambush would sound like. Denny jogged forward.
The scene needed no explanation.
The Stationer held his blade against a burly Islander’s throat. What was his name? Something cow-related… Bison, yes. Partly dressed and red in the human half of his face, from shame or anger, he clutched the lieutenant’s forearm but attempted no further struggle.
The other party, anxiously wrapping herself in a blanket and flushed from her naked shoulders upward, was Lisa, one of Park’s legionnaires. Pretty, that one.
“Found them snoring in each other’s arms,” Firdous said.
Denny cackled. “They sure didn’t wait a week.”
The Stationer grimaced. “With such dependable sentries, a herd of moose could stomp its way through the camp unnoticed.” He withdrew his knife. “If I were an enemy, you two and countless others would be dead. Was it too much to wait until your shift ended?”
Horror leaped in Bison’s eyes. “Don’t tell anyone! We—”
“We learned our lesson.” Lisa refrained from looking up, but the firm edge had returned to her voice. “Won’t happen again.”
“Which part?” Denny couldn’t help it.
She flamed him with a flash of her dilated pupils.
“But guys…” Bison struggled to regain composure. “Seriously, let it slide this one time?”
It’d been a while since someone had begged something of Denny. He’d forgotten how sweet it felt. Technically, the plea was directed at Firdous, but a word of their indiscretion from Denny’s mouth would as easily ruin their reputations. “What are you more afraid of?” he asked. “That everyone will know how shitty you are at your job? Or of your friends finding out you tapped a dirt digger?”
“Yo!” Bison’s face hardened. “Speak nice of her!” He pushed the Stationer aside and climbed to his feet. Maybe provoking this tattooed mountain wasn’t Denny’s brightest idea.
“Shut up, everyone.” Firdous scowled at the two offenders while Bison picked up Lisa’s jacket and threw it over her shoulders. “Not sure if I’ll sleep better tonight, knowing how well your units have, er, bonded—or worse, thinking of how others may neglect their duty if I don’t make an example of you.” He shook his head in disgust. “More reason for women to stay home. Fine, I’ll talk to your commanders without naming names. Get dressed and pretend this didn’t happen.” He beckoned Denny and Esme. “Let’s go.”
“Who would’ve thought,” drawled the Hamiltonian woman once they’d jostled their way through the shrubbery. “Lieutenant Firdous, hard as flint, has a heart!”
The Stationer’s mouth twitched. Not exactly on the best of terms, these two. What was their deal?
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“It was… not what I expected. The notes on my map didn’t do the place justice.”
“You have my interest. Join me at headquarters.” Shang headed toward a nearby tent.
“We have a headquarters?” A surprised Firdous, a sight to behold.
“We do now,” came Josh’s voice from inside.
Denny ducked through the low opening after Firdous. Esme slid in noiselessly behind him.
“What are you doing up so early?” the lieutenant asked the Chief Engineer. “Worrying about me, too?”
“Me? About you? Nah. Jus’ need less sleep my age, is all.”
“If you say so. The important news is, this is such a backwater, the locals claim we won’t encounter people within a week’s ride west. Their ride. With the train, that’d be two-three days.”
“Then who do they trade with?” Shang, predictably, was more interested in commerce than security. “They can’t be fully self-sufficient.”
Firdous dropped into a folding chair. “As close as it gets. They aren’t keen on venturing out. When they do, it’s to the Ohioan outposts. But they stay put if they can possibly help it, to spare themselves their torturous hygienic procedures.” He reviewed the snacks laid out on a crate doubling as a table.
“Wait.” Josh straightened up. “What’s that mean?”
The lieutenant peeled a slice of jerky from one of the bags. “Cleanliness, the foundation of their tradition. Something to do with surviving an epidemic after the E. Benign, if you ask me, compared to their other customs.” He nibbled on the dried meat with such relish, Denny’s mouth filled with saliva. He grabbed one for himself and sunk his teeth into it.
“Here’s the thing,” the Stationer continued, chomping. “They’ve got a—wait for it—radio! Not a portable device like yours, Golden Dragon. A real, honest-to-God ham station, with a seventy-foot antenna. Stuff of legends.”
For once, Shang was left speechless.
“Knew you’d appreciate that.” The lieutenant pulled out his flask and washed down the chewy mass. “It gets weirder. The belief they pass down the generations is that one day, there’ll be a broadcast announcing good news. Everything’s back to normal, the E was undone, blah-blah-blah. That radio is their shrine. They keep it on around the clock, listening to static, never leaving it unattended for fear of missing the transmission. Their whole routine revolves around it.” He surveyed the awed Dragon and engineer. “I know the Faith pretty well. Seen a few cults, too. But this garbage? Stupidest shit ever.”
So much for respecting the villagers’ customs. The unfailingly morose, taciturn Stationer had shed more words in one sitting than in the entire time Denny had known him.
“Erm.” Josh tugged at a tuft of his tousled hair. “How do they power it?”
“Did I skip that part? They took the wheel off a bike, mounted it on a stand, and connected a generator to its axle with a belt. Someone’s always pedaling, and it isn’t even punishment. They consider it a high honor.”
“There’s an idea…” The engineer’s hair sustained another tug. A wonder he had any left. “If a bike can make power, why can’t our engine? Rig a generator, and bang! E-lec-tri-ci-ty, baby!” He performed an atrociously bad dance. “Add a headlight or three, and we can travel at night! Can’t believe I haven’t thought of that!”
“I’ll get you your generator.” The Stationer rose. “Did you bring your Baofeng, Golden Dragon?”
Denny stopped chewing.
Shang appeared apprehensive. “What’s on your mind, Lieutenant?”
“Setting them free from this delusion. Tune in and announce that their dutiful observance of the commandment had borne fruit. That this is the good news they’ve been waiting for, that they’re released them from whatever they think binds them, and they should gift the generator to their guests so we can spread the gospel far and wide. Your crafty weasel will think up something.” He pointed at Denny.
In the ringing silence, the voices and the din of the camp waking up to a new day filtered into the tent.
There was no denying the elegance of the lieutenant’s scheme. Denny himself could’ve come up with it and would’ve been proud… Or would he? It smelled questionable. Tricking a worthy opponent was fun. Fooling the quirky but harmless people of K8Something was like robbing a baby. Unsportsmanlike. He’d still do it, if ordered, but—
“This is wrong.” The Hamiltonian, in her nondescript attire, had been so quiet, her presence had completely skipped Denny’s mind. “This is beyond wrong.”
“No one asked you, woman!” Firdous hissed. “Go guard someone! Scram!”
That made taking sides easy. Denny still owed Esme a thank-you for saving his life, just couldn’t gather the nerve yet. And she didn’t call him a weasel.
“This isn’t the full story, Firdous.” The woman wasn’t done yet, also chattier than usual. “Mother Nurse wasn’t comfortable in your company, but she opened up to me. This settlement has been a quarantine camp since an epidemic swept over the area the year of the E. With their strict practices, some survived, while entire counties were left depopulated. The signal they were originally waiting for was permission to break their lockdown. These days, they hope to hear instructions telling them where to go.”
“I agree with my bodyguard.” The Golden Dragon nodded to Esme. Cool, Denny bet on the right side. “Who are we to decide what is right for them to believe in? As idiotic as you find this ritual, Lieutenant, it is the cornerstone of their community. Taking it away risks causing its breakdown, and then what? They’ve been pedaling this long, may as well keep at it a few more years. By then, who knows, the tech could catch up enough to rebuild a long-range radio network. When that happens, these people would be among the first to hear from New Kowloon, Saint Louis, or someone else. How can we deprive them of that?”
Firdous returned an icy stare. “Whatever you say, Golden Dragon. You’re welcome to find another generator in the forest. Maybe they grow on trees out West.” He threw the tent flap open and stormed out.
“What was that about?” Esme asked Josh. “He was… a different man in here.”
The engineer only blinked.
“Karim”—Shang sighed—“has a score to settle with the Faith and its Zealots. It’s possible his objections extend to all religious practices. Let’s not judge him too harshly in his anger.”
Josh snapped his fingers. “Couldn’t’ve said it better myself.”
The revelations about Firdous wandered along the edge of Denny’s perception. An image had engrossed him, of a small group in gray robes and leather aprons, hunched together, bound by one seemingly irrational purpose, surrounded by the endless green of the hinterland, and no other living soul within many days’ walk. Not dissimilar from him and his few dozen fellow explorers, carried in the belly of the Invincible through the vast stretches of no-man’s-land, uncertain about their destination. But he was still better off. Those poor things were few, confined to their village, not knowing where to go. And having to wait for a week to get laid, for fuck’s sake. He had a place to return to—the Hive, the City, Bo’s alliance—with a population of tens of thousands and infinite opportunities for a quickie. He’d learned that his world was wide open, practically limitless. He could travel through it—was traveling. Most importantly, he was freer. Freer than the quarantine village survivors, freer than the Kowloonese worker bees. Because, unbelievably, his boss encouraged him to operate outside the conventions. Had his life not been upended, he would never have enjoyed such freedom. Shit, if he’d accomplished the takeover of his uncle’s operation, he would’ve been reporting to Wu, like Uncle Hai. 
Out here, more rulesets existed. Unimaginable, foreign, absurd. Still needed to be learned in order to be broken. Exploring brought a fresh new challenge. One he was willing to accept.
He looked up from his interlaced fingers. “You have your own radio, Golden Dragon? Here, with you?”
“Yes, why?” Shang’s eyes narrowed. After Firdous’s outburst, who could blame him?
“We should start listening, too.”






  
  Chapter ten
Karim


May 31 st, 43 PE
Air. He needed fresh air. And he needed to enjoy it alone.
Who could have thought he’d feel like a prisoner on his own train? All these people, packed into space inside the Invincible, already made tight by the overflowing supplies. Having left their Hive behind yet bringing it along—and droning, humming, buzzing, on and on, on and on… Making his austere battle machine cozy, for crying out loud! And not a single place to retreat to. If he’d continued spending all his time in the cab, Josh and his young engineers would start getting on his nerves, too. And he on theirs.
The rooftop, it was decided. Unless those two belligerent women had occupied it again.
Karim popped his head through the hatch. Phew! No one in the turret. He skittered up the ladder, dropped the heavy trapdoor, and let the oncoming wind try its best at squeezing tears from his eyes.
The early morning fog had long since dissolved. The relentless engine bored into the wilderness, dragging its clacking and clattering tail. Its powerful breath—fast, rhythmical chugging—threw a trail of dark smoke into the air, cleaving the azure sky into two.
The deserted terrain, with the Invincible being the single moving entity between Karim and the wide-open horizon, amplified his blessed solitude.
Should’ve brought a bottle for a thanksgiving toast.
A movement caught by the corner of Karim’s eye turned his head.
The Hamiltonian woman lounged on the observation deck bench behind him.
Well, shit.
Karim scrunched up his eyes, then peeked again. Nope, still there. Why, why? He stifled a groan, rejecting the wholly inappropriate urge to shove her off the moving train.
Technically, with six meters of wind, smoke, and rattling rooftop separating them, nothing prevented him from ignoring her presence. Nothing, besides self-respect. She’d view him as petulant. Worse, insecure.
With a heavy heart, he left the comfort of the turret’s cocoon and plodded down the wooden planks toward her.
The woman didn’t move from the middle of the bench, hogging the entire seat for herself. Her defiant posture left no room for misinterpretation despite the scarf hiding her expression.
“May I join?” Karim raised his voice to overcome the air whistling in his ears.
“You don’t have to. You’ve made your point.”
“Which is?”
“That you aren’t afraid of my company, obviously.”
“Why would I need to prove that?”
“Because you fled last time. Because I could see all the way from over here how much it pained you to acknowledge me.”
“I wanted to be alone.”
“Then go. Be.”
Karim stepped closer and gestured for her to make room. She obeyed, and he planted his butt to her left. “I am not a coward. I don’t flee from a fight.”
“I know. Only from yourself.”
He opened his mouth to rebuke this ridiculous notion, to tell her she couldn’t be more wrong… And slowly closed it.
Damn, this hurt—the acuteness of her understanding, the ruthlessness of her assessment.
He peered into the woman’s hidden face. Was she laughing at him?
Between all those layers wrapped around her head, the sun reflected in her questioning eyes. She was serious.
“No more,” he said.
“Good. For your honesty, I’ll trade you my silence.”
“Wait. I didn’t ask if you wanted to be alone.”
“I do. Too much peopling down there, know what I mean?”
“Sorry.” Karim shifted his weight to his feet.
“Stay if you want. You’re different from the rest. Quieter… most of the time.”
Karim reclined. The hard edge of the wooden backrest cut into his ribs, the physical discomfort mirroring the hectic flight of his feelings. “You’re different, too,” he divulged after a long spell of stillness, filled only with the noise of nature and mechanisms, “from the other women here.”
“In what way?” The unmistakably ironic undertones gnawed at the foundations of his assurance.
“Quieter… most of the time.” He checked her reaction with a sidelong glance. She encouraged him with a chuckle. “Also,” Karim continued, “you don’t run around swashbuckling or cussing like a lifer to prove your worth.”
“You don’t approve of our young Dragons.”
Not where he was trying to steer the conversation. “This isn’t about them. All I’m saying is you’ve got… poise.” This was uncomfortable. He needed to wrap it up, fast. “And I respect that.”
“Thank you… I guess?”
He shrugged. He said his piece. “How’s your arm?”
“Better, thanks.” Her hidden eyes studying his profile intensified his discomfort. “Conversation isn’t your strong point, eh?”
“I’m a soldier. Never needed more than a handful of words.”
“Except when you speak of cults.”
Luckily, the wind carried off the extra heat from Karim’s cheeks.
Still, she noticed. “Hey, not trying to pick a fight. We all have our stories.”
“Last time, I didn’t listen to yours.”
“Sure you’re ready now? What changed?”
“I’ve got nowhere to flee from myself.”
Her hand hovered over his arm and withdrew without making contact. “It involves the Emir you enjoy hating so much.”
“How many more times will you try discouraging me?”
“That’s it. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
She took her time. Karim waited. He’d resolved to hear her out, and patience came easy.
“He took me when I was too old to be married.” She spoke calmly, mindless of the wind snatching her words away, compelling Karim to lean closer. “That’s how he saved me.”
“How old?”
“Sixteen.”
“That’s too old?”
“In the Emirate, girls are expected to marry out before they turn fourteen.”
“Seriously? What’s wrong with you people?” Karim’s voice shook. He’d promised to himself he wouldn’t get angry, yet this revelation strained his resolve close to the breaking point.
“Seriously. What’s a girl? A burden on the family. Takes money out of your pocket and puts nothing back. Can’t join a gang, can’t work outside the household. A mouth to feed, a body to clothe, a dowry to pay. And a ton of headache to keep safe and unspoiled.”
“Is this where I ask what happens to those who don’t marry in time? What the Emir saved you from?”
“Getting there. If you turn fourteen and are still unmarried, you’re done for. Who wants an old maid when there’s plenty of younger meat to choose from?”
“Old maid? Meat?”
She ignored his outburst. “A drain on the family resources with no chance of a suitor. Most families are forced to ditch the dead weight, or their other children would starve.”
“Ditch?” 
“Disown. Throw to the streets.”
“Holy…”
“That’s the natural order of things,” the woman said, harsher than before. “I was a moody, difficult child. Didn’t know my place, always had to have the last word. Naturally, none of the guys who proposed were good enough. I waited for a better one… Until suddenly it was too late.”
“Your parents—”
“—acted strange. They loved me, despite it all. Kept me hidden at home for two more years… until they couldn’t. I overheard enough of their hushed arguments after dark to know they were on their last legs. I spared them the decision and left myself. I’m sure you’ve already figured out what awaits those dumped girls. Not a commonly discussed matter, but word travels. They’d get snatched by a gang, defiled, and sold on to The Station, or discarded outside the Emirate to die from exposure and blood loss.”
She fell silent. Karim gave her time. He had the wind’s whistle to listen to, chaotic as his scattered thoughts.
“Thanks for not asking,” she said, eventually. “I thought I was smarter than those dimwitted girlies who let themselves get caught. If I was going to end up out of town anyway, why not head there myself? Skipping the more, you know, unpleasant parts of the journey?”
“As the Golden Dragon loves to quote, no plan survives first contact with the enemy.”
“Right? I was arrogant. Knowing what I know now, I stood no chance. Unaccompanied by a male relative for the first time, never having set foot outside my neighborhood, clueless about the scale of the city, and, to top it all, in the dead of winter. Of course, I got taken. I was shivering so badly, didn’t hear them coming. A bag over my head, a rope around my wrists, and that was that.”
Karim ground his teeth. Being aware of—and actively contributing to—life’s ugliness was one thing. Hearing a victim’s personal account, even from a person he didn’t especially cherish, triggered his protective instincts. His hand jerked to his Ka-bar’s handle.
Nothing escaped her. “Aw,” she said, “that’s sweet, but you’re eight years late. I was taken some place else. Stripped naked, dreading the whole gang taking turns on me. Imagine my surprise when instead I was washed, combed, and fed. And then a man walked in.”
“The Emir.”
“Never seen him before, but yeah, it was easy to believe when he introduced himself—with all the luxury around, and no other men to share me with.”
“And you lived happily ever after.”
“Do I look like Cinderella?”
“Honestly? I’m getting more of the evil stepmother vibe.”
“Ouch, that really hurt.”
Karim exaggerated a shrug. “Oh, I’m sorry, was that a rhetorical question?”
“Fair. No, it took His Excellency years to knock sense into me, until I realized how fortunate I was. Remember, I was pigheaded. Independent. Those are the worst, but the Emir enjoys a stimulating challenge. He breaks wild horses as a hobby. Works about the same with wild girls.”
“Like Joy?”
“Like Joy, like me, like his other seven wives. That’s why he chose us, in his infinite kindness.”
“Kindness? Kindness? You kidding me? Did he rape and torture you, too?”
The woman’s form stiffened. “You’re crossing the line, Lieutenant.”
Karim adjusted his collar against the coldness of her tone. “Me? Not him?”
“He did what was necessary, to teach me my place.”
“What place is that?”
“One of loyalty and obedience. When he took me there and then, I fought back. He warned me he’d break my jaw in three places and I’d eat only oatmeal through a straw for a month.”
“A real Prince Charming. What happened?”
“I didn’t listen. He kept his promise.”
“Why are you telling me this?” This was so wrong, on too many levels to begin building counterarguments. “How is any of that supposed to convince me of the goodness of the Emir’s heart?”
“To show you that nothing comes free. That actions have consequences. That the stupidly idealistic sixteen-year-old girl I used to be would never have survived the vicious Emirate streets. That I needed the Emir to remold me to fit this world. That life isn’t black and white.”
She truly believed that. The man had really messed up her head. “Problem is, you’re seeing black as white, lies as truth, willful blindness as freedom. Wait!” He quashed her objections with a raised hand. “I listened to you, now do me the same curtesy. Look at Kathrin and Park.”
“The ones you disapprove of, aha.”
“Whose presence here I disapprove of, yes. Their life choices. But they’re the same sort of pigheaded, independent girl you say you used to be, and I wouldn’t, in a thousand years, want them to be taken apart by a monster and reassembled into something they are not. They should’ve been born men but, in a way, with all my reservations, I admire them.”
“But not me.” The woman’s flat words cut deeper than they should.
Karim tensed, collecting himself. This was their talk’s inflection point. His next words had to be chosen carefully. “As I said, I respect you the way you are, but I get the sense I would’ve admired the untamed you more.”
“The untamed me wouldn’t have lived to see her seventeenth birthday.”
“The untamed you didn’t.” With how hard the words were to speak, how much worse must they have been to hear?
“You think you understand me?” she hissed. He did touch a nerve. “Understand marriage? Do you have a wife? Have you ever had a woman, Mister Know-it-all Macho Man?”
Damn her perceptiveness! Pounded right into his defenses’ weakest spot.
He couldn’t risk having a woman. If he’d found the one, he’d only make her unhappy, constantly cranky like his mother used to be. And with his line of work, he could leave her a widow any moment. Someday, when he’d made peace with the ratio of enemies killed to those still breathing, and resigned his commission… Assuming he survived that long…
He certainly wasn’t sharing any of that. “I see where you’re going, but I’m a poor example. Look no further than your new husband, happily married to a strong, independent woman. Can’t imagine him trying to break her.”
“You believe my choice was between the perfect marriage of two tender lovers and the cruel Emir?” She emphasized the description with air quotes. “Then you haven’t heard a word I said. I would’ve been broken, no matter what. The difference was, His Excellency rebuilt me, while no one else would have. Without him, I’d be a submissive, cowed wifey to a low-ranking gangbanger, voicelessly submitting to his daily abuse and afraid of my own shadow. None of the poise you say you respect so much, no will, no spine. Would you prefer that girl?”
Karim shook his head heavily.
“See? The best I could hope for in Hamilton.”
“And still, he gave you away.”
“I can’t complain. He’d kept only a few of his women for as long as me, and this isn’t the worst outcome.”
“What happened to the others? Wait, I don’t want to know. So, no one guards the Emir now?”
“Don’t be silly. He’s got his Guardian Cohort and had two younger wives trained in bodyguard arts.”
“What’s wrong with keeping you?”
“Wouldn’t you get bored with someone after eight years?”
“Don’t think I would… Depends.”
“Because you’ve never tried. And I’m old, obviously.”
“What, twenty-four?”
“Twenty-five.”
“I guess if fourteen is too old to marry…”
“Duh. When you can have a girl ten years younger any day, and they bear healthier children.”
“Did you”—Karim cleared his throat—“bear his children?” The words came out stilted.
“Well, duh! You think he’d keep me if I hadn’t? Who needs a barren wife in the harem, once the fun reeducation part is over? Three boys!”
“Where are they?”
“What do you mean? With the Emir, of course. They’re his children.”
“You are their mother!”
The delay in her response was almost imperceptible. “No mothers in the harem, only wives. All children belong to His Excellency.”
“And you’re okay with never seeing them again?”
She said nothing.
“Sorry, that was insensitive. What about Joy? She’s young. Why did he give her away?”
“She came too broken. The Emir could break her further, but there’d be nothing to rebuild. She’s a psychopath.”
“That’s rich, coming from you.”
“Excuse me?”
“Never mind.”
“Then don’t say things you don’t mean!” she snapped. “What I was explaining is, I don’t need to be independent to be strong. I am tamed—but strong. Loyal—but strong. Knowing my place—but strong. I can hold my ground—”
“Clearly.”
“—and was trained to protect others.” She looked straight at him. “I see you, see what you are, what drives you. I can tell a fellow Protector a mile away.”
Karim’s heart snuck in an extra beat.
“You heard right. I understand you, and hope now you understand me, too… At least, a little better. So, let’s start over.” Her hand extended. He stared at it, uncomprehending, until she said, “Hello Karim, nice to meet you. I’m Esme.”






  
  Chapter eleven
Kat


June 2 nd, 43 PE
Kat stretched, yawned, and allowed herself the luxury of keeping her eyes shut a few minutes longer.
Around her, snoring filled the train car, smothering all other sounds. Whichever genius had suggested that when sleeping, the moving train resembled a sailing ship had her eternal gratitude. On a personal level and as this land-hating lot’s commander. If it helped ease their discontent, she’d take it. What else was there for them to do, anyway?
Awake, the trick didn’t work as well. Lakelessness anxiety pinched her insides, but not as urgently as before, easier to squash with every passing day. Would there come a time she wouldn’t need a lake at all? Unthinkable.
Kat sat up and surveyed the dim boxcar interior. Slanting sunbeams snuck in through gaps between the wall planks, capturing the dust particles’ lazy dance in the air, and snooping on the Islanders spread in their bedrolls across the floor. In the far corner, four people played cards, keeping their phlegmatic bickering on the low. Two slumbering bodies away, a couple leisurely fondled each other.
Habitual discomfort soured Kat’s mood. A deep-rooted blend of envy and embarrassment, thoroughly steeped in the long-held knowledge that no raider would accept her as a partner. She’d learned to live in this neither-here-nor-there state, between rejecting the very notion of sex and the repressed longing for intimate touch. Confronted with Islanders shamelessly displaying their affection, she’d looked the other way, and every time that happened, another bit of her soul withered. Depths, how—
Yun-mi!
The last traces of sleep vanished. The corners of Kat’s lips pushed her cheeks up. She wasn’t a pariah anymore. She was so very touchable! Whatever their relationship was—if they had one, as Yun-mi kept insisting—Kat owed her for this healing effect, if nothing else. Why not go and thank her in person? Right away?
Sweet anticipation stirred in the bottom of Kat’s belly. Since the girl had helped her rediscover the joys of intimacy, they’d been wearing each other down every chance they got. Yun-mi, similarly eager for touch and closeness, reciprocated Kat’s pent-up hunger, showing no sign of backing off. Having a partner again after years of forced celibacy felt good.
With her sword belt buckled and rifle slung behind her back, Kat tiptoed between the sleeping raiders to the open side door. She slid out between the rails attached to the boxcar’s exterior and, using them for a ladder, climbed up.
She startled Bison, stationed on guard duty in the rooftop sandbag fort. Which he shirked, staring into the infinity with dreamy cow eyes. “Chief!” His sheepish smile spoke volumes.
“All good here?” Magnanimity suited Kat on this wonderful sunny morning. She was going to visit her secret lover. Chiding Bison for thinking of his would be hypocritical.
Nothing had been confirmed, but after the humiliating dressing down by the Stationer two days prior, she and Yun-mi had compared the rosters for the first night in the field. Considering the legionnaires’ conservative City upbringing, it must have been a hetero couple Firdous had caught at it. With only two of those posted that night, Bison and Lisa topped the list. The other pair were Hopper and Miri, who, according to Yun-mi, would sooner open her veins than smile at an Islander. Not that Lisa was known for harboring warm feelings toward ex-pirates, but her succumbing to Bison’s charms seemed more plausible.
Bison was, after all, a rather decent, if gullible, guy. Shame he’d fallen in with that asshole Reaper. Note to self: pull him away.
“All quiet, Chief!” Bison’s relief was written plainly on his broad face.
Kat patted his bulging shoulder. “Keep up the good work.” She couldn’t be mad at him for bringing the two units together, one couple at a time. Not while on duty, though! “Stay vigilant,” she said, instead of, “With Lisa, too.”
“You’ve got it, Chief!” he bellowed into her back as she ran up and leaped to the next car’s roof.
The glum blond legionnaire inside the slap-dash lumber shack ignored Kat.
She pointed down. “Is Iron Dragon in there?”
He gestured to the armored car up ahead, not deigning her with words.
Kat took a step forward, stopped, and turned back. “Sergey.” She waited until he acknowledged her with a glare. “What would it take?”
He didn’t ask for clarification. They understood each other.
Would his attitude be any different if he knew how close she’d become with his commander?
Oh, the temptation to tell him right then, and watch shock slacken his face! Kat resisted, and withstood his attempt to stare her down. “Otvalee, shmahrah,” he growled and demonstratively switched his attention to the passing landscape.
Even that, cryptic, yet unmistakably derogatory, couldn’t spoil Kat’s high spirits. “You know where to find me when you’re ready. Keep up the good work.” She patted him, same as Bison, and ran on, hiding a smirk.
The Invincible’s turret swung to the train’s left, twitched its machinegun barrel, like a giant insect’s sting, and started rotating in the opposite direction.
Kat peered inside over the edge.
Yun-mi—who else?—lounged in the gunner’s seat, toying with the turret rotation crank.
Kat climbed in and hugged her from behind. “Found yourself a new toy?”
The girl rubbed her cheek against Kat’s chin. “Finally. I’ve been so bored waiting for you.” She twisted and kissed Kat on the mouth.
Kat drew back. With difficulty. “Someone could see.” She glanced at the hatch in the turret’s floor, where vague forms moved in the half-darkness under their feet.
Yun-mi braced her arms around Kat’s neck and kicked it without looking. It slammed shut with a thunderous clang. “Better?”
“You bet your sweet little ass it is!” Kat gasped, once she was given back control over her mouth. “You think anyone suspects?” She sat on the row of ammo boxes lining the wall.
“Suspects what? How sweet my little ass is?” Something was off. Yun-mi’s quip lacked her characteristic playfulness.
“Yeah.” Kat giggled. “And how sweet I am on it.”
That failed to elicit a smile, either.
Yun-mi spun the crank. “Funny you should ask. Is that gonna be a problem? Are you ashamed?” She looked anywhere but Kat.
“Depths, no! Why?”
“Your Murphy confronted me an hour ago. Said he saw us… don’t remember, brushing hands or some such petty bullshit.”
“Oh.” Crap, this was… bad? Good? “And?”
“You know me.” Yun-mi was supposed to wink. Had to. How could she not? “I hold back nothing.”
“Should I be worried? About his mental state, I mean.” And yours.
“He’s a big boy, he’ll manage. I wasn’t that harsh. Told him to back the fuck off and mind his own fucking business. That he may have had a shot if he hadn’t treated you the same shitty way the rest of your Islander assholes did.”
“I told you, he couldn’t, he was my chief, and—”
“And that if he ever dares touching you, I’ll kill him, if you don’t cut off his balls first.”
Oh, Depths. Kat propped her elbows on her knees, clutched her head, and scrunched her eyes closed. This was bad. “What did he say?”
“You’re not gonna believe it. He smiled. A bright, shining smile.”
“That’s Murphy for you.”
“Said he’s happy you’ve got someone to lean on. Not gonna lie, I was impressed. But then…” Yun-mi fell silent.
Shit, what? Kat looked up. The girl was chewing her lip. “Then?”
“Then he said you and I couldn’t stay together long. Cause we’re too different, and only an Islander could truly understand you.” Something gleamed between Yun-mi’s eyelashes. Tears? No, must be just the sun’s reflections. “Kat. Kitty. Kathrin of the Pikes.” She squeezed Kat’s forearms and finally met her eyes. “Please tell me he’s wrong.”
Kat wanted to. Needed to. Yearned to. So much so, her inability to utter a simple yes pained her—physically, behind her ribs and the bridge of her nose.
Yun-mi’s fine brows curved into question marks.
Kat freed her arms and pulled the girl’s head into her shoulder, to not see those tragic eyes. She stroked Yun-mi’s smooth hair with one palm and caressed her back with the other. “You understand me better than anyone,” Kat breathed into her lover’s ear. “And you mean a lot to me. Enough to not lie or soothe you with hollow promises. We are different. Too different? I don’t know. We’ve been sidestepping countless topics, which we’ll need to tackle one day, to find out. But”—she guided the limp Yun-mi upright, cupped her face, and brought their foreheads together—“we’re gonna do it together. How’s that for an answer?”
The girl sagged again. Kat waited, continuing to stroke her back. She had all day.
“Not the answer I wanted,” Yun-mi mumbled into Kat’s shirt. “Cause I didn’t know I wanted this one. I asked for a fairy tale, and you gave me a true story. Thanks for grounding me. I’ll take your best effort over lofty vows of eternal love.” Her muscles under Kat’s hand regained tone. “Kat, I…”—Yun-mi’s arm slid between Kat’s legs—“I want you so much right now!”
Kat’s chest expanded with a sharp breath. “What are you waiting for?”
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Despite her gentle touch and best intentions, the girl started awake. Her eyes opened wide, and for a fraction of a second, she stiffened. Recognition smoothened her scowl into a contented grin. “I think I fell asleep.”
“So did my legs. I would’ve let you doze longer, but… Since you’re already awake, one thing’s bothering me.”
“Only one?” Yun-mi reclaimed the gunner’s seat and tugged at her clothes.
Kat kneaded her thighs. “This one’s the most immediate. You weren’t on guard duty when I showed up, were you? Because if yes… What kind of example would we be setting?”
Yun-mi tilted her head. “The fact you thought I’d abandon my post to seduce you—”
“—and that I let myself be seduced without giving it a thought—”
“—is heart-warming. But no, I was killing time, worrying you’d leave me for an Islander.”
“I may be reckless, but not suicidal.”
Yun-mi tenderly brushed Kat’s brow, moving her bangs aside. “I won’t try holding you if you decide to leave. It would blow a hole in me the size of this thing’s bullet,”—she slapped the machinegun’s stock—“but that’d be my problem. I wish you no harm, Kitty, not after everything you’ve given me already.”
Kat covered Yun-mi’s hand with hers and leaned her cheek into it. “You’ve… matured, Iron Dragon.”
“Your bad influence, Sea Dragon.” The girl did a poor job of hiding her embarrassment. “Tell me you feel you’ve changed, too.”
Had she? “In what way?”
“Would it hurt you to just say it? That you’ve matured thanks to me?” The probing tone did not match the ironic words. Yun-mi expected Kat to reciprocate, but…
What would the right words be? “I’ve got three years on you, as mature as it gets. But changed? I mean… So much has happened. I wouldn’t be here if not for you.”
“What are you talking about? I didn’t drag you here, that was the Golden Dragon.”
“Not here here, stupid. If you hadn’t attacked the Islands, the Scars wouldn’t have brought me to New Kowloon. I wouldn’t have killed that motherfucker, Gene. Wouldn’t have become a raid chief. So, I guess, thank you for dismantling my clan and making me who I am?”
Yun-mi’s unsettling eyes pierced Kat. “I can’t tell if you’re being sarcastic.”
No shit. What started as a tongue-in-cheek joke had unlocked the deepest Depths. “Me neither.”
The girl’s face scrunched, and she freed her arm from Kat’s hold.
Kat put her hands on her hips. Her assessment of Yun-mi’s maturity may have been too hurried. “Well, excuse me for not forgetting who took away my home! Who broke the one way of life I’ve known!” She took a breath. Her heart raced. “That you were ready to order us all gunned down!” Recounting these memories aloud scraped them raw, a scab torn off a freshly healed wound. And it bled.
Back in New Kowloon, Kat had made a conscious decision to turn a blind eye to the evil done to her and hers, to only face forward—with the view of carving a future for the Islanders. To that Kat, Kat-the-leader, Kat-let’s-make-it-work, came this headstrong, awkward, opinionated girl ready to listen to Kat’s innermost struggles and to fight her demons alongside her. A girl who’d carried Kat through her awful lows. Who had amply shown Kat she could still be desired. A girl who had snared Kat with her spell.
Nothing else could explain how Kat had allowed this to get so far out-of-hand.
Kat’s words—no, accusations, even if she hadn’t meant them to be—shredded the infatuation.
A throbbing ache surged and faded, leaving a sucking void inside… Not for long. Her anger, despondency, vindictiveness—everything she had packed away behind a survival dam—burst into this space, mixing into a heavy, venomous sludge.
Yun-mi’s face darkened. “Sounds like you don’t regret your pirate past.”
“Why should I?!” Kat’s voice rose to a screech, and she couldn’t care less. “I’ve got a shitload of regrets, but none for being a raider!”
A vein pulsed in Yun-mi’s temple. “I should’ve given that order.”
“You could never.” Kat bent forward and spit in a hoarse whisper, “You’re weak! Because you’re a mainlander! Murphy was right.”
Yun-mi recoiled, as if struck, then leaned toward Kat, too. “Fuck. You.”
Kat sneered. “You just did, ten minutes ago.”
The girl wound up to slap her.
Kat intercepted her arm but did not retaliate. They still had to see through this trip if she wanted to ever achieve anything for her raiders. And—she still wished no harm to Park Yun-mi, either. Not with what she’d given Kat, too, even after taking away everything else.
“See?” Kat fashioned a bleak, mirthless smile. “We found our answer. Together.”
They locked eyes for several seconds.
This argument was over. This everything, whatever that had been, was over. Too bad, so sad. Fuck it. She’d been saying this wasn’t an affair from the get-go.
Kat pushed Park away, disgusted with her, with herself, with the cruelty of life. In the suffocating silence—the special, empty sort, with air too thin to carry words and nothing left to say, anyway—Kat climbed out of the turret. The damn turret where in the span of half an hour she’d made love and shattered it into smithereens.
She headed back to the tail of the train. Her lonely bedroll in the dusty boxcar’s corner called.
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No.
Kat stopped in her tracks.
Tam was pregnant. Wishing death on her was wrong. Wa-a-ay too wrong, even for this screwed-up situation. Kat wasn’t Gene, nor was she letting herself assume this part of his legacy. Fine, she’d settle for Tam expelled from her precious Hive to watch it being razed to the ground.
“Chief? You okay?”
The image of the wall of containers, tumbling down with a thunderous rattle into a billowing dust cloud, dissolved.
Kat was standing, feet planted wide, on the shaking roof of the moving train. The wind messed with her hair, throwing it into her face. She brushed it back with her palm and took her bearings.
Nell, her forehead still bandaged, watched from the fort, more puzzled than worried, reflexively stroking her saber handle. Bison’s shift must have ended.
Kat hopped in over the sandbag wall and dropped onto a wooden crate serving as a seat. “Go. Grab a bite, get some rest, fuck someone.”
“Not in the mood, Chief. I’ll stick around, if that’s okay with you.”
“Whatever floats your boat.” Solitude would’ve been preferable, but Nell, not a big chatterer on a good day, came a close second.
Kat slumped, letting the sandbags support her. The coarse, unsympathetic canvas scratched at her cheek and ear. The wind gusts chased her into the shelter, rearranging her hair at will.
Why were those mainlanders so hung up on Kat’s past? Their own rulers were marauders who’d settled down and limited themselves to pillaging to their subjects through taxes. What was the difference? Raiders were, if anything, more honest, not hiding behind pompous titles and elaborate schemes. The strongest were there to fleece the weak, always, everywhere. Prey existed for predators, and that was that.
In a different life, Yun-mi—no, Park, their first-name basis belonged to history—would have made an extraordinary raider. The insults Kat had hurled at her were just that, insults, rooted in pain, meant to hurt. The girl was strong, with the streak of madness that distinguished the natural-born warrior from a swordplayer with solid technique. How exhilarating it would be to fight side by side, cheering and teasing, having each other’s back, until no enemies were left standing. And then fuck each other’s brains out on a mountain of loot!
Her memory obligingly recalled the juiciest parts of their recent encounter. Yun-mi’s smooth skin under Kat’s insistent hands, back arched, toned body trembling, responding to every touch with—
Kat pressed her eyes shut. Stop. No more of that.
“Chief?”
Great. Just what she needed her subordinates to see.
“I’m fine, Vixen. Everything’s peachy.”
“No, Chief, you better check this out.”
Underscoring the edge in the woman’s voice, the train engine blew its ear-splitting horn.
Kat sprang to Nell’s side, gripping her rifle.
The railroad ahead bent left, hugging a low hill. On its right, scores of wagons occupied a meadow, their line curving in the opposite direction to run a full circle around the encampment. Whistle signals could mean only one thing: alarm. Figures, made small by the distance, climbed into the wagons, propped up their metal-plated roofs, and presented all kinds of nasty stuff through the portholes. Gun barrels, arrowheads, the works.
If this were Kat’s longboat, she would’ve commanded full-speed and suppressing fire, to get out of the kill zone before the enemy scrambled to react in an organized way. Lay waste, ask questions later.
But the Invincible’s machineguns stayed silent, and Kat was not its chief.
Nell’s instincts led her to a similar conclusion. She flicked her rifle’s safety off and lined up its sights.
“Hold your fire!” Kat bellowed, much louder than required to compete with the clanking of the train. Hopefully, volume lent her the extra authority she could be lacking in Nell’s mind. Maybe those inside the car under her feet would hear… if they were inclined to listen.
The engine’s horn gave three short bursts and two longer ones.
A few seconds later, the wagoners’ whistle returned the same sequence.
The train’s brakes screeched, and the scenery’s passage slowed.
Cool!
Declaring hostility was simple: open fire, leave no space for doubt. But how to let a complete stranger know you were not looking for a fight?
“Must be Shang’s idea,” Kat said. “Too clever to be anyone else’s.”
Nell popped her safety back on. “Wanna bet the Stationer had his finger on the trigger?”
“I don’t bet against the obvious. Stay frosty, who knows if these folks can be trusted?”
Nell’s fox gave Kat a quizzical look. “Who knows if we can be?”
“True.”
Disturbingly, the woman’s question held multiple meanings. Too many for comfort.
Two figures sidled through a narrow gap in the wall of wagons and walked toward the train, waving a white strip of cloth.
“Parley? I’m game.” Kat put down her rifle. She could use a distraction. “Can’t let the mainlanders hog all the fun.”
Halfway down the rail-ladder on the car’s side, she barked through the door, “Port crew, up in the fort! Starboard crew, under the car! Murphy, you have the command. Observe and cover! Nobody fucking dare shoot first, or I’ll come back and carve your names up your asses. Clear?”
“Yes, Chief,” several voices confirmed through the wall. Not enough to be reassuring.
The man dispatched from the official Invincible was Firdous, with a white rag crumpled in his fist. Made sense: the Golden Dragon’s safety could not be risked at this volatile stage, and the others would have nothing meaningful to contribute to the talks. That left the train’s commander… and Kat, arrogant enough to nominate herself. She skittered down the berm and jogged through waist-high grass to join the Stationer.
Unknown people harboring unpredictable plans awaited a hundred meters ahead, yet Kat’s back itched in a stomach-churning anticipation of a bullet impact. Nell’s who knows if we can be? reverberated in Kat’s ears. A raid chief who trusted outsiders more than her own crew, fucking ridiculous. Something needed to be done about that. If she survived this encounter.
Firdous slowed, letting her catch up before he met the other party. “What are you doing here?” he whispered once she was beside him. His expression, already morose, didn’t need to change.
“There’s two of them,” Kat improvised on the go.
“Hm. Good thinking.”
A compliment? From this uptight killer? Oh wow.
“But leave the talking to me,” he added in a tone allowing no objections.
Ah. More like him. “Um-hum.” 
Their counterparts stopped a stone’s throw away. “Are you from the Directory?” one yelled.
“The what?” the Stationer shouted back.
The two wagoners exchanged baffled looks and drew closer. They wore fur-trimmed leather vests and denim pants. One, older, purposefully cleaving his way through the grass, wore a thick black beard and a weird gray pot-shaped hardhat on, with rounded protrusions above his ears. His younger associate lagged behind, wearing a padded conical helmet with metal strips stitched to it, sporting black sunglasses and a thin mustache. Both had… face tattoos? No way! Kat squinted. Paint. Neatly applied in intricate patterns, but only paint. Still, charming—and unexpected.
“That’s close enough,” Firdous announced three meters from the foreigners.
Moron. Such talks were all or nothing: trust the other side, or don’t come at all. Kat strolled past him. Off the train, he held no sway. And she needed a closer look at these paint jobs.
The wagoners’ older representative looked Kat up and down. “You brought a sword to a powwow.”
Kat tapped her hip. Shit. It had been a part of her, like a limb. Hadn’t occurred to her to leave it on the train with the rifle. “I did.”
“As befits a marked officer.” The man pulled a battle axe from the loop on his belt.
“Who are you, people?” Firdous stepped forward. Kat blocked him with an arm.
The wagoner held out his weapon. Kat unbuckled her scabbard and proffered it hilt-first.
The man grinned. “It’s as if you know our customs.”
Kat accepted the axe. “It’s as if you know ours.” Not that any sane Islander would ever willingly part with their weapon… But she played along.
Balanced just right, the beautifully crafted gift had pleasant heft to it. The blackened designs etched into the wrought-iron head and the ornamental rings on the handle matched the bearer’s face markings. Not her weapon of choice, but she could appreciate a fine piece. “Thank you. Are we—”
“I asked, who are you?” the lieutenant growled.
The wagoner glanced at him and frowned, returning his attention to Kat. “Your unmarked second would do well not to speak out of turn.”
Unmarked, huh? Were their patterns kill marks? Rank insignia?
“My unmarked second”—Kat didn’t hold back the wicked smile—“will stay quiet while the chiefs talk.”
To his credit, Firdous kept a stony face. Able to read the room and keep his pride in check—there was definitely more to him than he let on.
Kat tucked the axe’s haft under her belt decisively and offered her hand. “Sea Dragon Kathrin Pikes.”
“First Driver Sebastian Doubek.” The man’s dry, callused hand returned a firm shake. “Sea Dragon? I heard that right?”
“Yep.”
“No seas nearby that I know of. And that”—a nod to the train—“looks nothing like a boat.”
“Ain’t that the truth”—Kat sighed—“of which I’m painfully reminded every waking moment as the Marines’ commander. This not-a-boat is Lieutenant Firdous’s Invincible.” Her thumb pointed at the Stationer. “He’s in charge of our overland travel. Where we’re from, most people don’t dye their skin but, as I’m sure you can tell, he carries plenty of markings on the inside.” Let the Stationer owe her, big time. “What’s your story, First Driver? As the lieutenant asked, who are you people?”
The two men regarded the Stationer with a more thorough appreciation. Doubek squared his shoulders. “We are Wagenburg,” he announced.
Kat and Firdous waited for him to continue.
The man dialed down his solemnity. “You really are from far away, if you haven’t heard of us.”
Kat crossed her arms. “If we were from around here, what would we have heard?”
“We’re wanderers. Live in the wagons, travel with them, and fight from them. We roam, and we raid.”
Raid. Kat lowered her eyelids. Those Wagenburgers had shaped up to have more in common with her than some on the train.
“Basically, an armored train”—Firdous pensively studied the line of vehicles curving into the distance—“that isn’t tied to tracks.”
That earned him Doubek’s approving grunt. “One way to put it. I see you chose the other.”
“I am from The Station. We’re the Railroad People, we do trains.”
“That’s a place’s name, The Station? Where’s that?”
“Does Lake Erie ring a bell?” the lieutenant asked. “Lake Ontario?”
Doubek sent a questioning look to his quiet aide. The younger man nodded. “‘Far’ is an understatement.”
Now that he spoke, his features became more noticeable. Something Kat hadn’t recognized at first, between his paint, helmet, and sunglasses…What? Here? “You’re Kowloonese?”
“I, uh…” The young man lost his coolness. “I don’t know what that means.”
“This is Mike.” Doubek’s tardy introduction made it clumsy. “Mike Ahn, Second Driver. Our senior navigator.”
“Navigator?” Firdous perked up. “Good. Got a decent map of what’s west of here?”
“We’re getting sidetracked.” Doubek intercepted the initiative. “Would you agree this encounter isn’t hostile?”
Kat and the lieutenant looked at each other and nodded in unison.
“Then let’s signal both our sides to stand down, and continue the conversation in a more comfortable setting. Wagenburg invites you to be our guests.”
“I like the sound of that.” Kat snapped her fingers. “Before we go… Your axe is gorgeous and, you know, I’m grateful and all, but may I have my sword back?”
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Being wedged on the bench between Firdous and Park made it nearly impossible to avoid touching one or the other. Or, worse, both.
Kat slid an inch to her left, toward the Stationer. Her hip touched his. He stirred to break away—and failed, Shang leaving him no space on his other side. His leg’s warmth seeped into Kat’s hip through two layers of fabric. She swallowed hard, but stayed put. A small price to pay for not risking an accidental elbow brush with the Iron Dragon. That would be unbearable.
Park edged away, too, widening the invisible divide between them. At least, one subject they agreed on.
Kat tore the flatbread to tiny bits, letting them crumble into her untouched bowl. Suffused with steaming stew, they sunk, one by one, below its surface. Kat took her clean spoon and aimlessly twiddled it. Her empty stomach expressed loud disagreement, but she couldn’t bring herself to eat. Not with Park radiating such palpable resentment less than a foot away. Switching seats would’ve been a good idea earlier, but wasn’t an option anymore.
Screw that. Screw Park, screw the stew. Shang and Doubek were having a conversation, and she’d been oblivious to it, absorbed with the unnecessary tension and self-pity.
Kat turned to listen.
“—and from Ohio, we’ve been heading due west-south-west,” the Golden Dragon droned on.
The host’s seized hand with his bread half-way to his mouth. “Where to?”
“It’s a bit open-ended. We’re not sure ourselves.”
“Let me understand.” Doubek put the unfinished flatbread down and rubbed his shiny bald patch. “You don’t know the end destination of your travels? Are you wandering like us? Exploring?”
“Exploring is a nice way to put it.” Shang didn’t mention Saint Louis. Nice. Kat would’ve kept her cards close to her chest, too.
The Wagenburger appeared unconvinced. “Going that way will take you into—”
All this geography… Who cared? Kat dropped her spoon onto the tablecloth and raised her voice to be heard two seats away. “What’s the meaning of your paint, First Driver?”
Doubek and Shang stared. The Golden Dragon flatly, as usual, the Wagenburger—bewildered. Firdous tsked and shook his head.
“It’s, ah, a wheel segment. The eye’s the hub, and the spokes mark my rank, see?” He traced the lines without touching them, careful not to smudge the pattern.
“And the Second Driver has one less, yes?”
“Correct.” The younger man met her gaze with the inscrutability characteristic of the Kowloonese. How could he not be one? Were there more of their kind outside the Hive?
“Makes sense.” Kat switched her attention back to Doubek. “Wanna make yours permanent, like mine?” She rubbed the tattoo rings on her forearm.
Doubek’s eyes lit up. “I’d love to! How do you achieve that? And what do yours mean? Too many for a rank, no?”
“Tattoo. We’ve got a kit back on the train. Porcupine is somewhat of an artist with a needle. This”—Kat circled her face with her finger—“is my soul animal. And these?” She waved her sword arm with an innocent smile. “Straight forward. Kill count.” Would he flinch?
He didn’t. “Impressive. How come you’re the only one with those?”
“No one outside my unit does this. Not the Kowloonese, not the Stationers.”
“I don’t relish my kills,” Firdous grunted. “Would rather forget them if I could.”
“Kowloonese.” Doubek’s brows drew closer together. “I keep hearing that name.”
“That’s where I am from, First Driver,” Shang said. “New Kowloon—the state, the trade house, the home port of my fleet.”
“And—”
“And it was founded shortly after the E by a group of ethnic Chinese, yes. Until Sea Dragon Pikes and her Marines joined us recently, the only mixed unit we allowed had been the Iron Dragon’s Foreign Legion.” He nodded at Park.
Mike Ahn, who’d been shamelessly staring at Kat’s unwanted neighbor, spoke. “Hokshi, Hangukbun-i-se-yo?”
“Ne, Hanguk-in-ieyo,” the girl rattled back.
What was that gibberish? Reluctantly, Kat cast a sidelong glance.
Park sat up, with an unnaturally straight back, and covered her mouth with her hand. Her eyes widened.
“Mike?” First Driver’s bafflement matched Kat’s. “What’s going on?”
“I asked if she’s Korean, Seb.” The young man’s unwavering stare stayed glued on Park. “She is, the first I’ve met since we left the Directory.”
“Wait, what?” Kat threw her arm into the air. “She’s Kowloonese!”
“She is not, Sea Dragon.” Shang sounded amused. “Korean and Chinese are not the same. Plus, she is from the City, not the Great Hive.”
Kat shut her eyes. Too much information, none of it making sense. But—whatever. She didn’t care who Park was or where she came from. Not one bit. For real. She picked up her spoon and filled her mouth with the lukewarm chow. Maybe it would silence the annoying jealous itch in her belly.
“If everyone’s ethnographic curiosity has been satisfied,”—Golden Dragon’s acid tones soured the taste of the stew on Kat’s tongue—“I’d like to get back to where our path will take us. And to this Directory Second Driver has mentioned.”
“You beat me to it, Golden Dragon.” Doubek’s hand slapped the table. “See, if you keep going west, you’ll enter the Directory lands.”
“Which you’ve left… when?”
“That doesn’t matter— Alright, ten years ago, give or take. But—”
Hysterical whistle trills split the air, coming from every direction outside the tent.
“Air raid!” The First Driver was on his feet, with the rest of the hosting party. “Follow me to cover!” He grabbed his helmet at the exit.
Kat didn’t wait for a personal invitation.
Outside, Wagenburg bustled with action—but not chaos. No one ran in circles like headless chickens. Each group moved swiftly and efficiently, clear evidence of a well-drilled system. Armored roofs were adjusted to an incline position; muzzle-loader cannon affixed to wooden mounts were packed with powder, wads, and shrapnel; women and children got inside and locked heavy doors; draft horses were led to a wooden canopy, sheep and goats—herded into empty wagons.
A shepherd dog barked nearby, and Park stumbled, reaching for her bow—which she’d left on the train. She paled and drew her kukri, crouching on half-bent knees.
“What? Afraid of dogs?” Kat grabbed her arm and dragged her toward the nearest wagon, where Doubek, Shang in Esme’s protective embrace, Firdous, and a gaggle of the First Driver’s aides were already stomping up the ramp.
The girl meekly followed, checking over her shoulder. Predictably, the dog had better things to do, busy with a straggler ewe. Color returned to Park’s cheeks. “Ever run into a feral dog pack? Only one thing in the City is worse: Islanders!” She scowled and wrestled her arm out of Kat’s grasp.
Kat rolled her eyes. “Depths, now?” She turned her back on Park. The mean bitch was free to die alone, if her spite so required.
Inside, Kat asked, “Who’s raiding the raiders?”
Doubek beckoned and pointed through the porthole.
Kat peeked.
Half a dozen dark dots specked the cloudless sky. Getting closer and bigger, they took shape. Five smaller fishlike things spread out into a line before the last, considerably bigger one, hovering above and back. Holy Depths! “Aren’t those airships? Like the one we saw in Cleveland?” she asked, without taking her eyes off the unbelievable display.
“You did?” The First Driver’s surprise would be precious, under different circumstances. “Yes, that’s what they are. The Directory’s welcome party.”
“Are they after you? Or us?”
“Who knows? They don’t miss a chance to shell us, it’s an old grudge—but they aren’t fond of newcomers either.”
“So, they’re enemy.”
“You bet.”
“Can you handle them?”
“Um.”
Not a good start.
“Our cannon fire isn’t too accurate.” Doubek’s apologetic tone contributed nothing to Kat’s reassurance. “And its rate is too low. Once in a blue moon, we take one down—but mostly, harass them and wait until they run out of bombs. Luckily for us, those aren’t too precise either.”
All she needed to know.
“Sea Dragon!” Shang shouted. “Kathrin! Come back!”
But she was already sprinting through the meadow.
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She climbed in, pushed Josh out of the way, and, ignoring everyone’s questions, clambered the ladder to the machinegun turret. This place, again?
Kat perched on the tiny seat, opened the gun’s action, fished the end of an ammo belt from the box, dragged it over the feed tray, and smashed the cover closed. She swung the crank. Shit, other way. She spun it until the barrel pointed in the direction of the menacing shapes that had, in the meantime, drifted closer. Their humming rose to an angry buzz.
Angry now? Wait till you taste this! Kat lined up the sights and squeezed the trigger.
Nothing happened.
What was she missing? Oh, right. Kat drew back and released the loading handle. Of course.
Another squeeze.
Still nothing.
Fuck, what?!
Kat’s hands flailed around the gun, but she was all out of ideas.
An arm reached over Kat’s shoulder and flicked the safety off.
Kat jerked away. Park only nodded.
Kat’s heart drummed in her throat. She exhaled, waited for her pulse to subside, and leaned with her cheek to the machinegun’s stock. A-a-and…
The beast balked and shuddered in her grip. Shots filled her ears with ringing, louder than what she’d grown used to at the Kowloonese rifle range. Kat forced her eyes open. Higher. Higher… Bam!
The nearest airship’s skin crinkled in a few spots. Holes appeared, rapidly spreading, eating into its shell until its obscenely exposed metal bones stuck out. The vessel shuddered and nosedived, turning and twisting, disappearing behind the hill’s crest.
Kat held her breath. That was it? Shouldn’t it have—
A series of explosions shook the ground, hurling soil and wreckage into the air. Probably the bombs detonated, those Doubek had mentioned. Thick black smoke billowed, as if reluctant, churning in on itself rather than rising. Ni-i-ce.
“How do you like them apples?” Kat yelled and shook a fist. Sweet, childlike elation swept over her. Finally, a chance to fight—and win!
Depths, wherever you are! In the middle of a vast span of dry land, with lakes far beyond the horizon, she was able to secure a resounding victory. But the fight still was far from over.
The enemy was adapting. While she’d been congratulating herself, the airships’ formation had changed. The remaining attack craft climbed higher and sped forward. The largest—the command ship?—hung back.
Kat tried to catch another target in her sights, but the machinegun wouldn’t rise enough. She tugged the stupid thing. It refused to obey. She grabbed at the barrel and yanked her hand back—fuck! Hot!
Yun-mi’s arm entered Kat’s field of vision again, pulled out the front pin holding the firearm in its mount, and retreated.
Kat stared. Shit. Ridiculous how simple the solution was. Never mind.
She kneeled on the turret floor, swiveling the gun up on its rear pin. Much, much better… Ugh. The fuckers had drifted to the side. She’d need to…
Park worked the crank, aligning the aperture with the targets’ new angle.
“Thanks,” Kat muttered. They made such a great team. Why, oh why—
She fired seconds after the leading airship dropped what could only be bombs. Kat glimpsed her burst hitting its target before the world erupted in fire and shrapnel.
Park wrenched her to the floor, hunkering over Kat’s head, waiting out the gravel and clods of earth raining down on them.
The pattering of debris on the back of Kat’s jacket subsided, and she shoved the girl off. “Why did you do that?!” she screamed, through thick air plugging her ears right into Park’s slack, stunned face. For fuck’s sake, what if she’d saved Kat’s life?! How would Kat repay a debt she hadn’t asked for?
The fight! What was happening?
Kat left the girl on the floor and turned to the machinegun, whose barrel pointed up like an erect dick. “Excited to see me, dear?”
The airships, hastily retreating dots in the aperture, had chosen safety. One big, three small… And the other one?
She rose up on her toes, peeking over the turret’s edge.
The train, strewn with grass, branches, and charred debris, looked otherwise intact. The wagons stood where she’d left them…
“Ah, there you are!” Kat rubbed her hands and giggled.
The skeleton of her second kill jutted above the tree line beyond Wagenburg. Not burning, not smoking, just sitting there like a gigantic crumpled cage. Dead all the same.
Did airships count as one kill mark each, or multiplied by crew members? An interesting subject to broach with the Islanders over a campfire. A subject that would help cement her position…
“Kathrin!” Shang’s anxious yell from the ground recalled her to reality. “What have you done?!”






  
  Chapter twelve
Denny


June 2 nd, 43 PE
When the Islander darted to the train, the Golden Dragon didn’t try stopping Park from slinking after her. Instead, ignoring the implorations of his bodyguard, Firdous, First Driver, and pretty much everybody else, Shang left the fortified wagon’s safety and jogged to the Invincible, too.
Shang had stopped once, midway, to despondently track the first flying sausage crashing down while the elated Wagenburgers cheered. After that, his purposeful stride increased in urgency. The Dragon was all but running, waving his arms to attract the shooters’ attention—in vain. Airships, vastly more menacing when looming overhead than as a charred oddity in the Cleveland Consul’s collection, became absolutely terrifying when their first bombs hit the ground. Shang would have ignored the nearby explosions if Esme hadn’t tackled him, sprawling over him like an oversized bat.
With the intruders turning tail, the dust settling, and the wagon dwellers spilling out and breaking into spontaneous celebration, Denny followed Firdous and Doubek to the train.
“You should not have opened fire!” yelled the Golden Dragon while his bodyguard brushed off his travel clothes.
“Oh, yeah?” Kathrin towered above them all, fists on the hips. “And let them bomb us? Right!” She kicked debris off the roof. To the side, not at their boss.
“You didn’t have my order!”
“I have your wife’s orders, didn’t need yours! This was a tactical decision!”
“Your recklessness made it strategic!”
“Recklessness, my ass!”
“You understand nothing!”
“What’s there to understand? They were coming at us in an attack formation! I protected you, your stupid train, your stupid expedition—”
“You can’t know for sure they were coming at us.” Shang’s glance at the First Driver was decidedly unapologetic.
“I…” Kathrin choked on the counterarguments she was about to hurl at the Golden Dragon.
“That’s right.” Shang’s voice lowered to its normal level, now that he didn’t need to shout down an insubordinate underling. “It’s possible they’d targeted Wagenburg, and harbored no hostile intent toward the Invincible. But your unprovoked aggression has antagonized them, sabotaging potential future ties!”
Shit, this was true! Back in the wagon, glued to the porthole, awed by the scale of violence unleashed before him, Denny hadn’t seen it that way.
Doubek folded his arms over his broad chest. “You’re fine with letting the Directory bomb us? Because that’s where you’re actually headed? To deal with the devil?”
The Golden Dragon withstood the accusations with a straight face. “I don’t know where we’re headed, and with whom we’ll be dealing, but the more I hear, the more plausible the Directory sounds as our destination. I acknowledge your misgivings, First Driver. On the other hand, I can’t blame those sending the airships after you. From what I’ve gathered, your people split from the very same Directory not on the best of terms, and have been raiding your former metropolis ever since. Am I wrong?”
Doubek looked him up and down from under bushy eyebrows. “You’re not wrong,” he allowed, dropping his arms. “But there’s far more you need to know about the Directory.”
Shang gestured toward the train. “Come. Enlighten us.”
They climbed into the armored car. Denny followed.
Metal ladder rungs clunked, echoing, under Kathrin’s boots as she descended to join them with a fuming scowl. The unusually subdued Park came down after her, squeezed past Denny, avoiding eye contact and not even shoving him out of her way. Yikes.
“What do you know about the Directory?” Doubek asked, switching his attention around the rectangular table from one person to another. Tiny fires danced in his pupils as they reflected the yellow light of an oil lamp. Good thing Denny didn’t believe in demons.
“Nothing,” Shang said. “Beyond the scarce hints you and the Second Driver have dropped thus far.”
“Then why go there?” Anguish permeated the First Driver’s incomprehension. “What do you want with them?”
“We’ve got word there’s a technologically advanced entity west of here, possibly in Saint Louis. Is that where your Directory is based?”
Doubek stroked his beard. “Yes,” he conceded.
Woo-hoo! The first solid proof their travels had not been in vain. That there actually was such a place. That the Golden Dragon’s hunch about the mysterious Sinluys panned out. That the Invincible was heading to a state producing the formidable, impossible ships that could fly, carrying people in them. Yet, the Wagenburger’s reluctant admission sounded as if a “but” was coming.
“But”—Doubek confirmed Denny’s apprehension, and his joy subsided—“if you’ve got any decency, you won’t deal with them. More, I guarantee they won’t deal with you.”
Unlike Denny, his boss kept his cool. “Is it because we shot down their vessels?” Shang’s pointedly neutral glance skimmed over Kathrin. She glowered back.
The First Driver clicked his tongue. “Nothing to do with that. I mean, that didn’t endear you to them, for sure, but they’d throw you out of the window even if you’d greeted them with flowers and gifts. Tell me, Dragon, why do you think they’ll have any interest in you?”
Shang straightened. “I imagine a sufficiently technologically advanced society would, like us, see re-civilization and reintegration as the ultimate goals, and would lend a hand to anyone willing to participate. Which of my assumptions is wrong?”
Doubek cracked his knuckles, holding the Golden Dragon’s eyes. “All of them.”
Everyone around the table waited for him to continue.
He refolded his arms. “Yes, Saint Louis has advanced tech, lots of it. Some was sheltered and survived the E, having the right people maintain it. Other things—like the airships—were developed with the available machinery and materials. But the Directory is different from what you imagine. You know what the cornerstone of their statehood is? Their unchallenged superiority, and not just technological. They, the people living in the Core, are the first class, with exclusive access to all the knowledge and resources. The rest are kept in the Suburbs, barely above subsistence level, providing food and a labor force. Beyond that lies the Outer Ring—with expendable savages serving as the first line of defense.”
“Be that as it may,” Shang said, “how does that affect us? All we want is to negotiate a mutually beneficial relationship. Where we come from, we have a variety of societal models, some”—he nodded to Firdous and Esme—“less popular among their neighbors than others. We aren’t here to judge.”
The Stationer’s already severe expression grew outright hostile.
The Hamiltonian did not react.
“Well, here’s the thing, Dragon.” The hint of an ironic smile hovered on Doubek’s lips; or maybe the lamp’s shadows played tricks with Denny’s imagination. “I told you about the Directory’s castes. You’re outsiders. The lowest, most reviled category. The Directory trades with them, but no foreigners are allowed in, not even to the Suburbs buffer zone, let alone the Core. All to safeguard their technological advantage. And you expect them to embrace you and share?”
Heavy silence hung in the car.
Denny raised his head. “You said they trade with outsiders, First Driver.”
“Yes. What of it?”
“We’ve got tech, too. Could trade with them.”
Doubek scoffed. “They send ships up and down the Mississippi and Missouri to exchange trinkets and mass-produced garbage for special resources not available locally. That’s their trade. Tech? You’re funny. Forget it!”
“Okay. Then…” Denny refused to give up. He was charged with generating unorthodox ideas. “We infiltrate, and steal what we need.” He smiled. Hopefully, cunningly. “Isn’t this what our Marines are for?”
Kathrin frowned, but pensively, this wasn’t her angry face. “We could hijack their trade ship to get in. Or simply swim into the Core.”
The Wagenburger shook his head. “Your spies will be captured, tortured, and executed. Stealing know-how is a capital crime. And that’s the least of your problems. Even if you do sneak in—a huge ‘if’—it’s not like what you seek is one book, or a crate of parts. It’s spread across a slew of documents and facilities. Only the specialists know where to find and how to access the info, and good luck smuggling one of them out. Though, even they’d be useless without their computers, anyway.”
“C-computers?” Shang gasped. “The Directory uses computers?”
Doubek stared back without responding.
Whatever the Hells those computers were, their existence represented tech so advanced, it made the Golden Dragon himself stutter. Also, this discussion begged a question: how did a painted warlord of a wandering tribe know so much?
“Which caste were you, First Driver?” Denny asked in his suavest voice. “Before you took off? And why did you?”
The bearded man’s sneer created the illusion of the wheel on his face turning. “Your puppy yaps too much, Golden Dragon. I can lend you a muzzle.”
Denny clenched his teeth. Puppy?! The mouth on that snotty barbarian!
“My point is,” the Wagenburger continued, paying him zero regard, “you might as well turn back now. Save your time, energy, ammo, and people. ‘Cause that”—he pointed up—“was a recon squadron. Next time, they’ll know what to expect from you, and the harder you knock on their door, the more they’ll throw at you. But they’ll never open.”
Doubek savored the depressing effect of his words, clapped his helmet on his head, and patted its top. A grin bristled his mustache. “I’ve got a feeling you won’t heed my advice. Even so, Wagenburg will accompany you. We could use your firepower, and in exchange, guide you through the Directory’s territory. It’s high time we paid them a visit.” He walked to the open door and, grunting, jumped off.
No one spoke for a while.
“I hope he’s wrong.” Firdous slurred through tight teeth.
“Me too, Lieutenant, me too,” Shang said.
“I’m talking about you not heeding his advice.” The Stationer leaned his clenched fists on the table. “You heard the man. We all have. No one’s waiting for us in Saint Louis. I’m turning the train back.”
The Golden Dragon sucked air in through his nose. “No.”
“You…” The lieutenant’s nostrils flared, but he reined his rage in. “Why?” he rasped. The corner of his eye twitched.
“I can’t trust the Wagenburgers’ version on its own,” Denny’s boss responded flatly, having regained the composure he’d lost for a few seconds. “They’re manifestly at odds with this Directory. At a minimum, their judgement is clouded. Worst case, the First Driver may be deliberately distorting his account. But even if what he said is one hundred percent true, the Saint Louis elites can’t be stupid. They’ll listen to logic and common sense.”
“They’ll blow us up before you get the chance to test that theory!” The Stationer’s voice rose, trembling with anger.
“The Invincible”—Shang gestured around—“seems to have fared well during their recent attack.”
“That was one small airship! Who knows what else will be waiting for us? I’m not exposing my train to more danger!”
“You knew there would be risks when you’d agreed to this, Lieutenant.”
“No!” Firdous slammed his fist into the tabletop. “No one knew what we were agreeing to! No one! Not me, not them,”—he nodded at the two female officers—“not you! How many of us need to die on the altar of your delusions?!”
Denny held his breath. Nobody spoke to the Golden Dragon like that.
“Anyone unwilling to continue is free to return home.” Shang’s remarkably inflectionless tone scattered goosebumps up Denny’s forearms. Anyone knowing what was good for them wouldn’t dare. “Go ahead, Lieutenant, take your train home. I’ll hitch a ride with the First Driver.”
The Stationer’s face darkened. “I won’t play your mind games. Why put it on me when you’re in the wrong?” Veins bulged in his neck. “Do whatever you want. I’ll be in the engine cab.” He strode to the front door and slammed it shut behind him.
“Any more dissenting opinions?” Shang stared through the center of the table.
Kathrin grumbled. “Why bother? Won’t change a damn thing.” She grabbed the ladder’s rung. “Gonna check on my people.”
Shang looked at Park. “Iron Dragon? You’ve always got an earful.”
“Tam Wai Lam?” she mumbled without meeting his eyes. When the Golden Dragon remained silent, she shook her head and headed for the side door.
Shang slumped into a chair, leaving Denny speechless.
Esme said, “When I thought my job couldn’t get any more challenging…”
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Awkward. Awkward, awkward, awkward.
The silent treatment—the lieutenant’s of Shang, Shang’s of the two young Dragons—and the blatant hostility between the two women made the negative energy in the Headquarters so palpable, it was mildly surprising no coruscating lightning cracked across the glum tent.
It had been this way for two days, since Shang’s shouting match with Kathrin, followed by the quarrel with Firdous. As for Park and Pikes, they’d had a bad falling apart of their own.
Clutching his steaming bowl, Denny tiptoed sideways to the exit and scurried outside—where the air was fresher, and the atmosphere less charged.
The Invincible had been crawling slower than usual, stopping earlier for the night to let the Wagenburgers catch up. The late afternoon sun had lost its midday potency, but was still plenty bright to blind him.
Denny squinted and looked around.
A fallen trunk at the edge of the forest offered a degree of coziness commensurate with the quality of the chow in his bowl. Pitiful, how low his standards had fallen.
Denny settled his behind on the rough surface, wriggling to find a better fit, and examined the suspicious lumpy mass in his bowl. He poked it with his chopsticks. It resisted. He tore a piece off and sniffed it. Nothing, neither good nor bad. How could food have no smell? He tossed it into his mouth, cringing preemptively. Uh… Not as disgusting as its appearance suggested, just bland. A far cry from the Hive’s cantina. To think he’d voiced grievances over the grub there… In a different life. Hopefully, this, whatever it was, had nutritional value. Otherwise, what was the point?
He focused on his chewing.
Firdous emerged from the tent, and Park’s goons, gathered in small groups around several campfires, fell quiet.
Envy raised its venomous head. When he had appeared in the same spot, they’d disregarded him entirely.
The Stationer headed straight for the engine. Denny had not heard one word from him since that heated argument the day before yesterday. Unsurprising, given the man had spent most of his time with his engineers, showing his hard-set face only to bring them food.
The legionnaires tracked the lieutenant until he disappeared into the cab, then resumed their chit-chat. Contrary to before, their looks were respectful, even sympathetic. By now, the Stationer’s vocal disagreement with the Golden Dragon was public knowledge, and the Legion seemed no more eager to press on into the monster’s den. However, Park had voiced no objection, and, as usual, they followed her lead.
Come to think about it, Park hadn’t been voicing anything at all. Uncharacteristically self-absorbed, she’d abstained from the usual pep talks to her unit, and missed a few glaring chances to badmouth Denny. Not that he wanted her to, or cared one bit about her mood, but it disrupted what passed for the normal order of his universe these days. Insane, perverse, brittle order, one thought of which a three-week-ago Denny would’ve dismissed as the ravings of a fevered mind—but order, nonetheless. Oddly, Park’s daily abuse, vulgar and mostly unwarranted, had formed part of a rickety structure he could lean into, shoring him up against crumbling into a nervous breakdown and, possibly, screaming madness.
A sharp pang interrupted Denny’s train of thought, shifting his concerns to a gurgling knot in his guts. Oh, shit. Literally. Again? What was it, the third time today he’d been punished with incontinence?
Denny placed his bowl on the trunk. It immediately slid off, flipping over. Screw it. That indigestible crap was probably the cause of his stomach troubles.
He darted to the tree line, plucking a bunch of burdock leaves along the way, and ducked under the bows of a mature spruce. In spite of everything, he had been clinging to the Hive’s notions of privacy. Racing his raging bowels, he struggled with uncooperative fingers to untie his pants, squatted, and let rip with a sigh of relief. Oof, that was close.
The gaps between branches, furry with the dark green needles, provided an unobstructed view of the Invincible and the camp abutting it. Within that view, half a dozen Islanders jumped from their car and spread into a curving line, aiming their rifles at the Headquarters tent and the legionnaires outside it. What the…
Two more ran along the train roof. One climbed into the machinegun nest, the other vanished inside the armored car. Seconds later, the Golden Dragon’s entourage stumbled to the ground and joined the rest of the expedition with their hands held high.
Denny forgot to breathe. The mutiny everyone had dreaded at first, then kind of stopped thinking about since it hadn’t materialized… It was happening, right in front of his eyes.
He suppressed a yelp when two sets of steps passed nearby, and another inked pirate’s gun butt prodded a legionnaire sentry toward his comrades.
Shang Ka Yi appeared from the tent and asked, “What’s the meaning of this?” A stupid question with an obvious answer earned him no response. An Islander threw him unceremoniously to the ground between grumbling legionnaires. His bodyguard received a similar treatment.
Next out was Park. “You’ve gotta be fuckin’ shitting me!” Her defiant scowl was rewarded with a vicious barrel strike to her ribs. Ooh, that must’ve hurt! She folded and sunk down, hugging herself, to the outraged yells of her unit.
Farid—the large, muscular guy—launched at her attacker with a guttural growl, but was met with a gun butt to the side of his skull and crumpled, motionless.
Denny should have gloated. Instead, he shook.
Kathrin came out last. “Stand down,” she commanded levelly. Damn, that woman had balls of steel!
A pirate with one ear and a spiky tattoo stepped forward with a dismissive smile. “Your orders are as good as pig farts. You’re not chief anymore.”
“Says who? You, Porky?” Her lips curved. “I don’t recall losing to you in combat.”
The man scowled. “That doesn’t apply to thinbloods. We gave you a chance, you blew it. And don’t call me Porky. To you, it’s Porcupine.”
“Chance? What are you talking about?”
“A chance to lead us to what you promised. Set up shop in a new place, build a longboat, raid again. Those were our conditions for coming on this trip. And for keeping you a chief.”
“That promise still stands,” Kathrin squeezed through her teeth. “You think I want that any less than you?”
Porcupine scoffed. “No one cares what you want, thinnie. I don’t see a longboat. I don’t see a lake to sail it on. You and this stinking mainlander lot have been dragging us away from the Depths, on a mission everybody now knows is suicidal. Fuck that, we’re taking our leave and going where water leads, to find us a lake!”
“Yeah!” roared his armed cronies, shaking their guns in the air.
“Bring the others.” Porcupine nodded at the last car. “Let’s see who comes with, and who stays here forever.”
Two mutineers ran off and returned, herding the remainder of the Islanders, their hands bound.
“Aren’t we missing a few?” Porcupine scanned around. “Where’s the Stationer?”
“Locked himself in the cab, Chief.” Reaper pointed to the head of the train. “With his engineers. That’s fine, they won’t leave without the Dragon.” He smirked. “Oh, and one of the Kowloonese cocksuckers is hiding somewhere—but fuck him, he’s a useless wuss.”
Denny perked up. Somebody else was hiding? Oh. They were talking about him. A wuss?! He’ll show them! Might want to pull his pants up first…
“Fine.” Porcupine grimaced with a dismissive wave of a hand. “Islanders!” he bellowed. “Out there, a lake is calling us! Who’s gonna answer its call with me?”
His band erupted in cheers. A couple of the tied ones joined in and were promptly released.
Beaming with pride and satisfaction, he returned his attention to Kathrin. “See? Our people have spoken. And you know what? I’ll let you join us. We could use another fighter.”
Kathrin spit in his face. “May you be buried in dirt, fucking traitor!”
Porcupine wiped himself with his sleeve and lashed out.
The woman did not dodge. She took the brunt of his backhand blow on her cheek, swaying on her feet but keeping her incinerating glare fixed on her opponent.
“Traitor?” The mutineer got up in Kathrin’s face. “You’re calling me a traitor? You, who’s been cozying up with the Dragons, serving them this whole time? Have you forgotten who took our Islands away?”
“Oh, I remember!” she hissed back. “I’m reminded of that every! Fucking! Day!!!” She glanced at Park and Shang. “But I made a promise.”
“You made a promise to us, too.” Porcupine smirked.
“And I intend to keep it!”
“Yeah, sure, after getting us all killed over nothing.”
“Porky, you ugly son of a bitch!” Murphy, still tied, stood. “I always knew you were rotten!”
“Rotten? I’m a bearer of the true Island tradition. You won’t understand, you’ve always had a weakness for a certain thinblood.”
“Then end this pathetic show, take your pals, and go! Who’s holding you?”
“Would you like that? Not so fast, pal. We’ve got a score to settle first. Then we’ll see who’s pathetic.” Porcupine unsheathed his knife and sliced open the artery in Murphy’s throat. Then coolly reversed his grip and did the same on the other side.
The redhead slumped to the ground at Porcupine’s feet.
Oh, shit. Shit, shit, shit. This was real, and once the cull began, there was no telling where it would stop. Would they dare touch the Golden Dragon? Denny’s fate would be sealed then, too. Even if they didn’t bother combing through the forest hunting him, he wouldn’t survive on his own in the wilderness. If only there was something Denny could do, someone to call for help… The Wagenburgers! They were supposed to circle their wagons at the other end of this forest, about a kilometer away!
Denny crawled on all fours to the far side of his spruce shelter and ran, faster than ever before.
Please, gods, if you exist, let this be the right way!
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The First Driver raked his beard with his palm. “Mutiny, you say? The Marines, huh?”
“Yes, half of them!”
“Which half?”
What did he mean, which? The worst!
“Are they led by Kathrin?” Doubek clarified, with inexplicable serenity.
“What?!” Denny’s patience had long since run out. “No! They rebelled against her, is what I’m trying to tell you! They’ll kill her, too!”
The man’s face darkened. He rose, pushing his chair away sharply. “Mike! Call up the people, let’s quash this scum!” He closed his massive, hairy fist.
Finally. Denny exhaled. He could stay here, in the safety of the wagon ring… “I’m going back.” He needed to know what had happened in his absence, to see with his own eyes. His very future was at stake. His heart would burst if he waited for the Wagenburgers to assemble. “Meet you there!” He darted back into the forest.

      [image: image-placeholder]He was too late. Oh, fuck. Not  too too late, but the camp greeted his return with three legionnaire bodies to go with Murphy’s. All very dead, with their throats cut wide open. A few more writhing and moaning, badly beaten. At least, the Golden Dragon was unharmed… for now.
Kathrin kneeled over her one-armed deputy’s body, her face white as first snow, eyes screwed shut, lips pressed into a thin line, and hands tied.
“See, Reaper?” Porcupine patted the otter-face on the back. “You and your eagerness… There’s more than one way to skin a cat, heh. Killing her would’ve been too easy. Kill those she cares about, and she dies inside, over and over. Now, where were we?”
Reaper pointed. “Her.”
Denny traced his aim. Park.
“Attacking the Islands was her idea, and I’m pretty sure she’s the thinblood’s bitch.” An unabashedly lecherous grin made Reaper’s ugly otter viler.
Could this be true? All the time these two had been spending together… Where the Hells were the Wagenburgers?! Doubek must’ve changed his mind again. Decided to wait it out, instead of interfering in a fight he had no stake in. If so, it was left to Denny to play the wild card, to stop this horror show. His feet carried him into the clearing. “Wait!” All heads turned to him. He was going to die.
“Oh, look!” Reaper spun his knife in the air and caught it by the hilt. “The fucknugget wants to go next!”
Denny forced a grin, ignoring the taut string of horror vibrating behind his breastbone, not letting it make him stutter. “No, I want to take care of that annoying cunt myself.” What in the ever-loving Hells was he doing?! And for what? For whom?
“You?” Porcupine eyed him doubtfully. “Why?”
They all thought he was a lame pushover. He’d show them he was anything but! “I’ve been waiting to repay her for all the humiliations. Let me take her into those woods and fuck her till her throat’s sore from screaming. Then I’ll carve out her black heart and eat it!” This last part could be too much. Denny’s nails dug into his palms inside his pockets.
Reaper exchanged looks with his new chief. “Works for me.”
“Why not here?” Porcupine was not so easily swayed. “If you’re as good as you say, we’ll all enjoy the show.”
Shit. The Hells were this guy’s issues?! Denny had painted himself into a corner, and now his bluff was called. His mind, wiped to pristine, squeaky emptiness by everyone’s scrutiny, refused to form thoughts.
Reaper smirked. “Bet he’s ashamed to show his tiny Kowloonese dick in public.”
Blood rushed to Denny’s face. No one had ever slandered his performance and got off scot-free! But he couldn’t afford to object, salvation came at a price.
“Sheesh.” Porcupine made a face, mistaking his anger for embarrassment, and gestured invitingly. “She’s all yours. But if we don’t hear that screaming real soon, Reaper will come to show you how it’s done with proper tool. Righto, Reap?”
“Sure will!” The smug asshole ran his tongue suggestively over his lips and thrust his hips forward. “Better start humping, before I come and tear her twat in half!”
Denny threaded between the rumbling tied legionnaires, careful to stay out of their reach and not meet anyone’s eye.
“Motherfucker.”
“You’re dead.”
“I’ll rip your balls off if I find them!”
Denny stopped behind Park’s back. “Let’s go, freak.”
“Fuck you.”
“No, fuck you!” he snickered. Hopefully, his nervousness would pass for wickedness. “On your feet, bitch!” He dragged her up by the scruff of her jacket and shoved her forward. “Move!”
“I will hunt you down,” Kathrin’s emotionless voice hit him in the back, almost knocking him down, “and cut you into small pieces. Slowly. All day long.”
Denny gathered all his shaky will into his fist. “Don’t you go anywhere, sweetie,” he threw over his shoulder. “I’m coming back for you next.”
“Ooh, snap!” Reaper slapped his hip. “I’m starting to like this skinny digger. Don’t worry, loverboy, she’ll be waiting for you right here! Get your dick well lubed in that Rat. Kat’s pussy’s drier than tree bark, it’ll grate you raw!”
Denny masked his shiver with a shrug.
Fifteen or twenty steps into the thicket, he stole a glance back. The trees hid the train and the camp. “Here,” he said. “Get down.”
“You know,” Park rasped without turning to him, “I can kill you in a hundred different ways with my hands tied behind my back.”
Something whizzed by above their heads, clicking in the treetops. And again. A quick rhythmic doom-doom-doom came from the train.
Denny kicked the girl behind her knees, shoved her face-down onto the ground, and threw himself on top. “Be quiet!” he hissed in her ear.
The seemingly unending machinegun fire eventually ceased.
“Drop your weapons!” Firdous’s unmistakable holler commanded. “Any of you inked animals moves, I’ll stuff you full of lead!”
A rustle of branches and stamping of feet came from the opposite direction. Wagenburgers, at last. One lifted Denny up, another—Mike, the Second Driver—cut the rope binding the Iron Dragon’s wrists and helped her up. “You okay, guys? Gwaenchanh-a?” The gibberish part was aimed at Park.
“Ani.” She scowled, brushing pine needles off her cheek and forehead. “Nothing is fucking okay.”
“Lieutenant!” called Doubek, prudently hunkering behind a thick trunk. “It’s the First Driver! We’re here to help!”
“Perfect timing, First Driver.” Tension seeped out of the Stationer’s voice with each word spoken. “Disarm those painted— um, anyone not tied. We’ll sort them out later.”
The Wagenburgers walked into the clearing. “Talk later, eh?” Mike held his hand on Park’s arm a moment, then relented.
The girl’s unblinking dark eyes stayed singularly focused. On Denny.
He didn’t squirm. Didn’t look away. Was she finally going to thank him? Acknowledge his selfless bravery?
She slid closer with an indecipherable tilt of her head. “Fuck me and kill me, that was your plan, huh?”
Being less than arm’s length away from a girl should never have been this uncomfortable… He missed her short jab. Fire burst in his solar plexus, consuming his lungs and guts, bending him over gasping for breath.
“And then do the same to Kat, huh?”
Pain flared in his ribs, but he couldn’t so much as squeak.
Fingers snaked into his hair and yanked. No! Not the hair! Took lots of effort to keep it nice this far from the civilization!
“Yet, I’m the annoying cunt, huh?” His ear exploded.
“Let’s go, freak,” came from far away, through a deafening ringing.
His perception of reality became fluid.
One moment, he was being dragged, banging his shins and knees against roots and stones.
The next, dropped in a heap of disjointed bones onto the ground.
Then, being kicked and stomped briefly registered. Wow, so many boots existed in the world. Hundreds. Thousands. Curses hurled down from above, but none reached him.
Finally—blessedly—all senses were gone. He became a pure mind, a wobbly balloon floating in the void. Like an airship. Woo…
Suddenly, he was granted the gift of hearing.
“—a service hatch in the armored car’s floor.” The Stationer’s voice carried from far, far away. What was his name, again? Ah, yes, Lieutenant. “I snuck in and took out the clown in the turret. You know the rest.”
“What a clusterfuck!” said the First Doubek called Driver. “You— Hey! Stop beating him!”
“He’s a fucking turncoat!” growled someone whose name did not readily come.
“He wanted to hurt the Iron Dragon!” Another nameless someone, similarly outraged.
“Are you crazy?” Driver Doubek’s baritone was so deep… “He’s the one who called us, you morons! Stop right now!” If Denny had such a voice, everyone would listen to him. Everyone! All the girls would be his.
“You heard the man.” Ah! This voice Denny knew. The Shang Dragon, his boss, Golden Ka Yi. “Mister Zhou may have saved Iron Dragon’s life.”
“What?! But…” The annoying Park was so annoying. Clueless. “He said…”
“Iron Dragon. I appreciate you must be traumatized, but do make an effort, turn your brain back on.”
Denny would have paid big money to see her expression. Unfortunately, his eyes refused to open, no matter how hard he strained his brows. Weird. Other parts of his body he was able to reclaim. The firmness of the cold, damp earth under his back grounded him, and with that came the pain.
No. No-no-no. Take it away. He didn’t need a body if having it meant all this pain! No! To be an airship again and float away, buzz-buzz!
He whimpered.
“Doctor Chen, please attend to him,” Shang said.
“Right away, Golden Dragon.”
A hard edge pried Denny’s teeth apart, and a smelly liquid filled his mouth. He gulped, failing to keep up with the flow, inhaled, and coughed. That was a mistake. Pain seared through him, and it was everywhere. He shrieked—thought he did—and blacked out.
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This unnecessary commotion was too loud. Distracted her from what mattered.
She was safe. Yun-mi was safe. The Dragon was safe. None of that mattered.
What mattered was that Murphy was dead. A stupid, pointless death. Not in a raid or in a glorious fight—and Depths as witness, his fights were fucking glorious! Just dead. Not killed in one-on-one combat, challenged and bested by an Islander. No. Casually butchered with his arms bound behind his back. Because of her. Because a sick spiky bastard knew Murphy meant something to her. Because she’d failed to keep the truebloods in check. Because she didn’t nip the mutiny in the bud. Because she had made choices which proved wrong.
She knew loss—what raider didn’t?—but hadn’t imagined loss could hurt this much. The very senselessness of this one laid a boulder of blame on her shoulders, crushing her to the ground.
Kat couldn’t take her eyes off his face. Wanted to, needed to—and couldn’t, because she owed him that much. To bear witness. Depths, he was handsome. Milky skin, unnaturally bleached by the blood loss, with red hair burning around. The wolf’s maw, yawning in its last mute howl.
She’d never been in love with him, not the way everyone seemed to believe he’d been with her. He’d been the voice of reason against her reckless impulsiveness. He’d been the mentor she’d never asked for, but had gratefully accepted his lessons without once thanking him. He called her Kitten.
Kat sobbed. She shouldn’t have. Couldn’t afford to show weakness before all these hardened raiders, least of all now. Fuck them. There wasn’t a single lake within days of travel, depriving her of a final gift to Murphy—letting the Depths reclaim him. This tiny brook she put him in was barely deep enough to wet the clothes on his back. All she had was the water in her eyes, and she would give him plenty.
She took his slack wrists, the good and the stubby one, and bent over his chest in a voiceless wail.
Two hands weighed on her shoulders. “I’m sorry, Kat.” A flat, grainy, hollowed out voice. Yun-mi’s, and a stranger’s at the same time. “I know how much he meant to you. I… I’m here for you, if you’ll have me. Even if I don’t mean a thing to you.”
Kat did not respond. This wasn’t about her. Nor about Park. This was about Murphy. And how badly she’d screwed up.
Yun-mi didn’t take the hint. Her hands stayed on Kat’s shoulders. “I also know what you meant to him. He would’ve—”
“Shut up.”
“—died for you if given the choice.”
“Shut! Up!”
But she was right. He would, in a blink of an eye, without doubting it for a second. The bittersweet ache of that understanding tore Kat afresh.
“Cry,” the girl whispered, settling behind Kat and hugging her tight around the chest. “Cry as much as you need. It helps.”
“And you?” Kat’s voice broke on a sob. “You lost three today.”
“Yes. But the Legion sticks together. We hold each other. Who will hold you?”
Kat swallowed the thick mucus in the back of her throat. “I don’t deserve you.”
“You don’t.”
“Let’s talk later. We’ve got business to take care of.”
“You don’t say.”
They helped each other up.
Kat took one last look at Murphy.
He’d accumulated plenty of wealth raiding, enough to start a family. Could have retired after losing the hand, but didn’t. He’d gone the extra mile to prove he wasn’t handicapped, inventing all those unique solutions—the bracer for two-armed rowing, the strapped buckler. All to stay close to her? No, this was long before Kat had joined Gene’s crew, because he’d been a raider and couldn’t imagine any other way of life—just like her. And just like her, he could never have settled on the mainland. No way he wouldn’t have joined the Marines and ended up on this damned train. His entire life had led him to this point, but it shouldn’t have ended this way. If it weren’t for her, the rebels would have had no reason to kill him. His death was on Kat, and no amount of arguing would change that.
“Happy hunting, Wolf. May you find a better pack in your next life… And a better mate.”
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They parted silently, letting her see the fresh shallow graves and the mound of stones collected for cairns.
Three more lives lost because of her. Three more faces to haunt her nightmares. Three more names to etch in her memory: Andy, Farid, Sergey. None had liked her. Those standing around the graves liked her even less. They, too, knew whose fault this was.
“Dig one more. Please.” The brook was too shallow. It lacked the Depths. Kat cleared her throat. “I have failed. I have failed them, I have failed you. For that, I apologize.” The words stuck to each other, resisted being pushed out. “I realize how little this means to you, but I promise to make it right.”
“How?” Miri hurled at her. “By letting us kill three of yours?”
“That’ll do nothing to patch things up.” Kat shook her head for emphasis. “No, I’ll execute them myself.” She turned to the mutineers, sitting tied nearby.
“You know,” Miri spoke into her back, “I swore an oath to kill you.”
Kat leisurely turned and faced her again. “Why tell me?”
Yun-mi stepped forward, but Kat moved her out of the way.
The woman stiffened. “Remember the Scars that brought you to the Hive?”
“Didn’t care to pay attention. What of them?”
“One of them is my cousin. Saw his father killed by a young Islander with a cat tattoo. The same Islander who’d been left behind and held captive until the clan’s Council sent her off to the Kowloonese. Sound familiar?”
“Vaguely. And?” Blood feud? From a mainlander? Funny.
“You already know the answer, why play games? Fine. I swore to my cousin I’d take his revenge. Until today, I’ve been bound by the Iron Dragon’s orders, but—”
“My orders still stand!” Yun-mi raised her voice.
“Well,”—Kat spread her arms—“here I am.”
“I’ll be watching you. One wrong step…” Miri broke eye contact.
That was her punchline? Should’ve kept her mouth shut.
“This is precious,” Reaper creaked. “You dirt diggers are adorable.”
Kat twisted to him. “Got something to say?”
“Me? No. But Gene says hi.” He snickered.
She waited.
“Oh, you’re gonna love this. Remember when we were sailing back after raiding the Scars… Wait, no, you can’t. You were tied to a pole.” He bared his teeth. “Gene said the whole thing was hilarious, because guess where your daddy Pikes got your mom?”
“He’s fucking with your mind,” Yun-mi murmured. “Don’t let him.”
But coldness had already seeped through a crack in Kat’s soul.
“That’s right.” Reaper being Reaper, enjoyed his performance more than the audience. “Gene talked our ears off about how ironic it would be if the Scars killed their own spawn! Too bad they didn’t.”
“You know I’m a thinblood, I know I’m a thinblood.” Kat put all the indifference she could muster into a shrug. Not a lot, but it had to do. “So I was born a Scar. Boo-hoo.”
Reaper’s smile lost its luster.
“Do me a solid? When you meet Gene—and that’ll be real soon—in whatever dark, bone-dry hell fuckers like you go, take a message to him. Tell him this Scar said…” She flipped both her middle fingers. “And now, I kill you all.”
“Chief.” Nell edged closer. “You don’t have to do this. Send them away, we’ll never hear from them again.”
“No.” This was non-negotiable. “I don’t want to be looking over my shoulder for the rest of my life, and won’t put anyone else here in peril. Not the Iron Dragon, not her Legion, not… even him.” She nodded to where Shang’s aide lay, covered in blankets and attended by the doctor. “I let them kill Andy, Farid, and Sergey. I let them kill Murphy. Not making this mistake again. But you were right about one thing.”
“What?”
“Calling me ‘Chief’!” Kat sneered. “I am the raid chief! I carry the true Islander tradition, and all will witness this today! I could butcher them like the pigs they are. Instead, I grant them a trial by combat!” Kat cracked her neck, swung her arms, warming up, and drew her sword. It responded with a familiar, reassuring swoosh. She glanced at the Marines’ boxcar, where their shields were stored. Fuck that. Her fury was her shield! Murphy’s dead eyes were her shield! And she was a better fighter than any of these assholes.
For the first time in days, she felt a smile creeping onto her face.
“Porky.” She pointed the sword at him. “Now, you will see the people you care about die. Reaper, you’re first. Up!” A flick of her wrist sliced his ties. A little showboating never hurt. “Somebody, lend him a blade.”
The corner of otter-face’s mouth curled. “Stationer! I’m calling in the favor!”
Kat found Firdous in the crowd. He grumbled and rolled his eyes. “Knew it. What?”
“I saved your man from the tornado, remember? You owe me one.”
“That’s easy.” The Stationer crossed his arms. “I’ll save one of yours.”
Reaper plastered a fake smile on his face. “I am my man.”
“No deal.”
“Bummer. Was worth a try.” Reaper grew serious. “Bison wasn’t in on our plot. Simply followed me, as always. Let him go, Chief, he’ll be good.” He winked at the big guy.
Kat nodded. “I know.”
Untied, Bison shuffled on his feet, looking from his buddy to Kat and back.
“Go,” Kat urged, voicelessly.
Bison hung his head and joined the spectators, wedging in by Lisa’s side.
Kat turned to Reaper. “The first decent thing I’ve seen you do in… hm, ever. Ready?”
The man’s sly smile returned. “Not giving you the satisfaction. No kill mark.” He swiftly reversed his grip on the sword and plunged it into his neck.
“Ew.” Kat screwed up her nose. “Anyone else want an easy out? No? Hopper, you’re next.”
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This was a tough one, with a few too many close calls. Was she wrong to take on all of them herself? A noble gesture and a powerful move, granted, but she may have overestimated her abilities. Would be stupid to have survived the coup only to die fighting someone whom she could simply have executed.
What would Murphy say?
Her feverish, delirious mind rendered his familiar face. “Why are you lying around like it’s a holiday morning?! Go get ‘em, Kitten!”
Kitten.
She blinked rapidly, clearing her vision and focusing on her handiwork, the pile of four bodies. She turned her head. It rested on the fifth. Weaver, her hardest, oldest, most experienced opponent… Enemy, not opponent! He’d given a good fight, and she’d already been pretty banged up and worn down from the previous ones. Should’ve taken him on first, instead of giving him four chances to watch her moves. Still, she came out on top, if by the skin of her teeth. His teeth were glistening red now, as blood trickled from his mouth into his gray beard.
Five new rings, deserving of a special design.
Okay. On to the sixth. The last for today, to complete the score. Those, she’d leave rotting on the ground. No Depths. No graves. Let the crows pick their eyes, the animals—tear them shred from stinking shred.
Kat rolled over, leaned on her sword hand for support, and crumbled with a yelp. The fuck?!
She checked her arm. It bled from under the sleeve. A lot. Too much. Oh, Depths. There, a narrow, deep cut. When did that happen?
Kat climbed to her feet with the help of the other hand and picked up her sword. It tumbled out of her grip. Not good. Not good at all. Weaver, you fucker, what have you done?! She kicked his corpse.
Shang’s doctor took her arm. “Allow me to at least bandage this for you.” When did he approach? She didn’t hear his steps. That damn noise in her head!
Kat let him. She was proud, not stupid. Blood loss could kill her faster than the last traitor standing.
She locked eyes with the grinning Porcupine. Anticipating an easy victory, huh? “Come, Porky!” She pushed the doctor away before he finished tying the bandage. She swung her sword, foreign and heavy in her off hand, flinging drops of Weaver’s blood… Sharp pain pierced her side. No. No way she’d been stabbed without noticing, like that Miri’s relative she’d killed ages ago. A quick glimpse inside her jacket revealed a blood-soaked shirt. Well, fuck. What an idiot. Should’ve at least used a buckler.
Weakness overcame her, bringing vertigo with it. She swayed and dropped to a knee. Between the dark blots floating in and out of her vision, Porcupine’s smirk turned predatory as he weighed his blade.
“Stop!” Yun-mi’s yell filled Kat’s skull to overflowing. She winced.
The girl sauntered forward empty-handed. “This one wanted me dead. I claim the right of revenge!”
Porky’s smile grew wider. “Great. Two bitches die today. Where’s your sword, baby Dragon? Ah, that’s right, you don’t know how to wield one. Come, it’ll be quick, I promise!” He leaped forward without warning, feigning an attack and changing its angle midway. Smooth, dangerous motherfucker.
Yun-mi closed in without breaking her stride, ducked under his arm, caught it, and swiveled, leveraging his upper body down through his shoulder. Her knee darted to his jaw, connecting with an audible clack of his teeth. Yun-mi’s hips shifted. She swept Porcupine’s legs from under him. His boots flashed through the air and his face smashed into the ground. His wrist twisted so unnaturally it hurt to watch. The sword clattered from his hand, and the girl kicked it away. Only then did she yank out her kukri and, with an earsplitting “Hyaaaa!”, brought it down, burying it to the hilt in the earth.
Blood spurted into her face.
The crowd gasped.
Yun-mi straightened, lifting the severed head by its hair, and bellowed, “I, Porcupine, by my death reaffirm Kathrin of the Pikes as the uncontested raid chief!” Viscous red dripped lazily off her chin.
Oh, those shocked onlookers! Kat’s gurgle was meant to be a laugh. “Holy shit, Iron Dragon!” she creaked. “You earned yourself a kill ring!”
Yun-mi threw Porky’s head aside and rushed to Kat, kneeling in front of her. “Medic! Hold in there, Kitty!” The touch of her blood-smeared palms was warm and pleasant on Kat’s cheeks, but even it couldn’t hold her.
She was falling, falling down a well… More faces peered into it from above; people, distorted beyond recognition, and a fox.
“Nell,” Kat mumbled, “take command…”
The dark blots in her eyes merged into an impenetrable curtain, and Kat let the darkness embrace her. What awaited her at the bottom of the well? Water. Depths. At last.
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“Komawo, Mike. Did I say it right? Thanks for coming, First Driver. Your tattoos turned out really well!”
“Yeah, your man Bison proved himself a veritable artist. Who knew someone his size hid such a creative streak?”
Indeed. And this talent hadn’t been the only trait he revealed after his miraculous redemption. With Reaper’s influence gone, Bison wasn’t afraid of showing his gentle side publicly. Word was—from outside the medical bay in the bowels of the Invincible, where Kat lay recuperating—that everywhere Bison went, he took Lisa with him, insisting on holding her hand. His formidable size, combined with narrowed eyes and a fist that clenched at the first suggestion of disapproval, provided all the necessary deterrent.
But it wasn’t Bison who brought Lisa to see Kat. She dragged him over for a visit, forced him to thank her for sparing his worthless life, and extracted the promise to tattoo five new rings on Kat’s arm—the best he’d ever designed. Parting, she wished Kat a swift recovery. Those two made a cute couple, as well as a hopeful symbol of desperately needed reconciliation. If more legionnaires followed her lead…
Into the cramped space vacated by the Wagenburgers, edged the doctor, accompanied by another legionnaire. The rudest, sweetest, most intolerable, warmest, deadliest, baddest ass of them all. The mortal enemy who kept saving Kat’s life. Who, except on the rarest occasions, hadn’t left Kat’s side since her injury.
“Look what I’ve got!” Yun-mi rolled up her jacket sleeve. An intricate tattoo band wrapped around her wrist like an exquisite bracelet, reddened and still swollen, but incredible in what it signified.
“Whoa!” Kat pushed herself up onto her elbows. The movement slid daggers into her bicep and side. They had been throbbing nonstop since the day before, when she’d first come to. A painful reminder that, for now, the Depths had rejected her. She fixed an awed expression on her face. The better they thought she felt, the sooner they’d let her go. And the less Yun-mi would dote on her.
Doctor Chen pressed her down with an insistent hand. “Keep doing that, and your stitches will pop. Please lie down, Sea Dragon, I need to check your wounds and change the dressings.”
Kat let him do his job. Under the probing of the doctor’s cool, hard fingers, the center of the universe coalesced around the stab wound under her ribs. She stuck her tongue out at Yun-mi. Anything not to wince.
The girl responded in kind, but silliness didn’t reach her inquiring, uncomfortably empathetic eyes.
They kept faking funny faces at each other until the doctor lifted a syringe, flicked it with his fingernail, and squirted a drop from the needle.
Kat exaggerated a frown. “Again? It’s useless, gives me no high at all. What’s in it, anyway?”
“Antibiotics.”
“Anti-what?”
“A medicine to help your body fight infection.”
“Sounds miraculous. Where’d you get it?”
“It’s science, not a miracle.” The doctor allowed a small smile. “New Kowloon produces it in small lots. It is not very pure, and its potency varies widely between the batches, but it’s better than nothing.”
“What’s it made from? Alcohol?”
“Mold.”
“Wait, did you actually say ‘mold’? And you put that shit inside me? Trying to turn me into cheese?”
“Take a closer look at your wound, Sea Dragon. I’m sure you’ve seen your share of abdominal injuries. Compare yours to untreated ones. Notice any differences? No pus discharge, you haven’t run a fever, and generally don’t appear too sick.”
“Huh. You may be on to something.”
“Your approval means a lot. Now, I know it’s hard for you, but do your best to refrain from strenuous activity. Unless you want to spend longer bedridden.”
“Say no more, doc. And, uh, thanks for patching me up, eh?”
“Don’t mention it. A word of advice? Young bodies heal well, but do consider testing that less often.”
Kat sheepishly stared back. “Sorry, doc. We both know that’s not in the stars.”
“Let me rephrase then. Don’t challenge my skills too hard.”
“Depths willing, doc. I don’t pull punches. My enemies won’t, either.”
“Always have to get the last word, don’t you? Rest now.”
Yun-mi waited for the doctor to step out and perched on the edge of Kat’s bed, twirling her braids and saying nothing.
They’d been ignoring the elephant in the room, the huge fight they’d had and the need to clear the air. They could keep pretending everything was great between them, or…
“Look, I’ve been thinking…”
Kat tensed. Was this it? The talk, needed yet dreaded?
“You never do your hair. Wanna try a French braid?”
Kat’s ears burned with shame. Despite all the grim, ugly words she’d flung in Yun-mi’s face, the girl had so much care and kindness to give her. All their issues loomed between them, same as before, but how could Kat bring up any of that now? “That’d be great,” she mumbled meekly.
“Awesome!” Yun-mi skipped to the head of Kat’s cot. “Here we go…” She separated and pulled strands of Kat’s hair.
Kat closed her eyes and savored the fresh, never felt sensation. Somebody was tending to her, not because it was a part of their job, but because they wanted to, breaking a new ground for Kat.
“Listen, I— Stay still!”
Kat’s eyes opened wide, but she heeded the sharp command.
“I know.” Leaning so close her scent tickled Kat’s nostrils, Yun-mi continued weaving Kat’s hairdo where she couldn’t see her.
“What?” Kat breathed.
“Everything. I know we need to talk. I know this time we won’t yell or call each other names.” Yun-mi spoke casually, as if they were still on the subject of Kat’s hair. No sadness, no tragedy. An everyday banter. “I know what you will say, and I know what I will say. I know—now—you’ve been planning to sail away all along. I know why. I can’t believe you’ve kept that a secret from me, but I know why, too. I know you don’t think we have a relationship. I know whatever it is, it’s unsustainable, and there is no long term to it, and I know you know that. I know we are different, and I know my decision-making sucks. I know all that. But as that asshat said, I’m your bitch. Nothing I can do. Tried to fight it, only got indigestion. Can we keep it on for a little longer, enjoying each other’s company, turning a blind eye to our clashing baggage and allegiances? And when the time comes, part on good terms?”
Kat’s lungs spasmed.
“It’s okay if not,” Yun-mi chirped. “I won’t hold it against you. All done.” She straightened, critically examining her work. “Let me go scrounge something you can use as a mirror.”
Kat shot up her arm around the girl’s neck and pulled her in close. “Don’t you dare go anywhere,” she had to whisper, to keep her voice from breaking. “I’m sure it’s beautiful. And yes, jagiya. My answer is yes.”
“Thanks.” The blanket muffled Yun-mi’s words. “Wait.” She sat up with a start. “Did you just call me ‘babe’? How… Ah, of course. Mike. But that means… You asked him before we talked. You wanted this, too!” A grin split her face from ear to ear.
Kat brought the girl back to her chest in a one-armed embrace.
Yun-mi turned her head. “Tell me about these scars?”
“Which of them?”
“These, on your face.”
Kat touched her cheek, tracing the jagged ridges with her fingertips. She’d gotten so used to them, she forgot they were there! “Nothing fancy. The guy had a mace, a wicked one. Split my shield in half. Can’t imagine why he was so angry.” Kat winked, testing the boundaries of Yun-mi’s acceptance. “Knocked me out cold. Would’ve finished me off with his next blow, but…” She scrunched her eyes shut. Shit, this hurt so much.
“Murphy?” Yun-mi whispered.
Kat sniffled. “Murphy.” She had to hold it together.
“Why didn’t you hide it with another tattoo?”
“What, it makes me that ugly?”
Yun-mi clasped her hand. “Not at all. Lends you more character. As if you hadn’t got enough, ha!”
“Then why would I hide it? Raiders wear scars with pride. Besides, we never tattoo more than half our face. It’s about the balance between the soul animal and the human… Kinda complicated.”
“No, I get it.” Their eyes met. “Funny,” Yun-mi said. “I’m destined to fall for people with prominent scars on their faces. He had one on the other side, all along his cheek.”
“He?” It dawned on Kat. “The one in a million?”
Yun-mi nodded emphatically. “Laszlo. Odd, I can barely remember his face, only his touch and voice… And the scar.” She sat silently, with that painful to see inward stare. “Hm. Just realized I’ve already spent more time with you than with him. We’d only been together a couple of days, not long enough to form lasting memories. But I was devastated… Now I see I was grieving for myself—for happiness cut short, for the sense of partnership I thought I could never experience again. For the adoration of a lover. I swore not to let my guard down, ‘cause the loss made the price unbearable.”
“You must’ve been so lonely.” Kat had been afraid to interrupt the gushing revelations, but dared to chime in when Yun-mi fell quiet.
“I’ve always been lonely, save for those two days. Oh, the legionnaires loved my extra spicy attitude… unwittingly reinforcing it. I understand how unhealthy that was, thanks to you.”
“Me? I betrayed you…”
“No, Kitty.” Yun-mi’s palm cupped Kat’s scarred cheek. “You helped me see that my wallowing in anguish was a perverse self-punishment. That shielding myself from human connections was eating away at me. That what I really craved, deep down, was warmth, and touch, and intimacy. Implicit trust and dependability. In a word, a partner. You.”
Kat bit into her lip. Her mouth filled with blood. She’d never been shy with words, but this once, nothing came.
“Knock-knock,” Shang’s voice announced outside the partition, and he pulled the curtain open. “Am I interrupting?”
“No,” said Yun-mi.
“Yes,” gurgled Kat.
“Good.”
Classic Golden Dragon. A stuck-up asshole in a well-mannered wrapping.
“Report.”
“Ask your doctor,” Kat snarled. When else could her vindictiveness be forgiven, if not on a sick bed?
“Already did.” Shang didn’t bat an eye. “I’m asking you, Sea Dragon.”
“Sea Dragon? Is that still a thing? After my spectacular failure to prevent a coup?”
“Yes, unless you resign. I understand that’s your plan, and will be happy to discuss your prospects when it comes to that. Until then—you’re commanding my Marines.”
“Even though I shot down something I shouldn’t have? Ruining your diplomacy?”
“Even so. Report.”
Her patience was wearing thin. “I’ve been here, Golden Dragon! Ask Nell about the Marines.”
“Already did as well. Report—about you. How do you feel, Kathrin? What do you feel? How can I help?”
Kat sucked on her bitten-through, swelling lip. Depths, what a shitty judge of character she was. Anyone she hadn’t been wrong about? Murphy, Porcupine, Denny… Shang. Yun-mi. “Like crap, Golden Dragon. Like a fraud. A failure. On the flip side, Yun-mi still wants me, so I’ve got that keeping me afloat.”
“About that, uh, Golden Dragon…” The girl, adorable when blushing, scrambled hastily to her feet. “We wanted to notify you about our relationship—”
“I’m aware, Iron Dragon.” Was that a smile? “Everybody is. I’m happy for you… both.” He hid the personal streak under an officious tone. “It’s a positive development for interbranch cohesion. I approve.” A chuckle. “Not that either of you needs or cares about my approval. Speedy recovery, Sea Dragon. You… We will need your health to crack the Directory open. After that, we revisit your ideas about the future, alright? Now, may I borrow the Iron Dragon for a couple of minutes? Given the circumstances, I don’t mind her neglecting her primary duties, but there’s someone else I need her to talk to.”
Kat and Yun-mi exchanged nods.
I’ll be right back.
I’m not going anywhere.
No words needed.
Partners.
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Again?! More visitors? The Wagenburgers this time. Loud, laughing, chit-chatting with the Islander, as if she wasn’t a power-crazed, blood-thirsty pirate.
And not one, not a single one of all those fuckers thought it right to visit Denny, too. Wouldn’t be much effort, with him laid up in the next medical bay, right behind an improvised curtain. But no-o-o, he’d only gotten the doctor popping in twice a day, and the cook bringing the thin, tasteless broth—the one food Denny was allowed to consume, per Chen’s orders.
Denny was a fucking hero! He had saved them—the cook, the doctor, Shang, Pikes, all of them! Okay, most of them, besides those already dead, but that wasn’t his fault. And? No praise, no thank you. He should’ve had this entire expedition, to its last, least significant member, lining up outside his partition. To apologize—profusely!—for their mistreatment of him, humbly shake his hand, and pledge their undying appreciation of his courage and wits. A touch of adoration wouldn’t hurt. Two days since the mutiny, since the ingrates he’d saved had beaten him to within a hair of his death, and he was still waiting.
Screw them. This—the whole Dragon apprentice thing—wasn’t working. He’d done everything Shang had asked. No, he’d exceeded the Golden Dragon’s expectations. He’d exceeded everyone’s expectations, and what did he get? No recognition. That quirky Locksviller, Uncle Bo, was wrong. This setup was a dead end, with no future benefits Denny could look forward to enjoying. Leaving him one option: go his own way.
He could join the Wagenburgers, a solid, straight-forward bunch, lacking any subversive streak. He’d fill that niche. What he’d bring to their table would be worth no less than the Second Driver’s rank. He wouldn’t mind getting a wheel painted on his cheek.
Then there were the Islanders. The mutiny leader had revealed that Kathrin never intended to stick along with Shang’s expedition. Once she split, Denny could join them. Those brutes possessed even less cunning than the wagon folk, and could use someone like him—though they weren’t aware of that yet. An easy pitch: with his brain and their combined brawn, entirely new horizons would be opened up! He’d have to get used to being on water, a serious snag, yes. On the plus side, maybe that feral cat would warm up to him.
Lying close, yet separated. By the curtain, by conventions, by her misplaced disdain… Foolish. They should share a bed! One day—or night—they’d get there, and she’d find out what she’d been missing.
It was decided. He’d become a pirate! Which animal should he choose for his tattoo? Must be a painful procedure, but it’d make him look a total badass.
Oh, great, Park had returned. The worst. He’d literally risked his life for her, and she… What had got into him? Could’ve waited in the perfect safety of his hideout for the First Driver’s men to show up, or sat it out in Wagenburg itself. Would still be hailed as a hero for calling them. He wouldn’t have shed any tears if Park and a couple more of her goons had been killed.
What were they murmuring about with Kathrin? Shit, too quiet against the rattle of the moving train. These two, a couple, for real? Two pussies, no cock—what a terrible waste. How did that even work? Denny abandoned his attempts to listen in and let his imagination run wild. Better than concentrating on the bloodied ruin of his body.
He drifted away, into a peculiarly sexy bliss, until the clatter of the withdrawn curtain woke him.
The Golden Dragon entered, trailed by the frowning Park. She took one look at Denny and averted her eyes. That pathetic a sight, huh? All thanks to her. Was she capable of remorse?
“I was told you’re fit to receive visitors now, Mister Zhou.” Shang said. “I take it the two of you haven’t spoken yet. I insist you do. Got anything to say, Iron Dragon?”
She squinted belligerently. “Like what?”
Under the Golden Dragon’s heavy glare, she cast her eyes down. “Thank you for calling up help, Zhou.” She made no secret of how hard uttering those words was. “You may have saved the day.”
“Oh, wow,” Denny croaked. “May have. And?”
“Maybe the Legion shouldn’t have ganged up on you.”
“Maybe?”
“Don’t push it, Mister Zhou,” Shang intervened. “Knowing the Iron Dragon, that’s the best you could hope for. From me, however, you will hear more. Your quick, outside-the-box thinking, initiative, and selfless sacrifice did not go unnoticed. I recruited you, hoping to see those exact qualities. For your major contribution to the success of this mission, I promote you to the rank of Iron Dragon.”
“What?! This worm? No! There’s nothing iron in him, he’s rotten and… and rusted through and through! He… I…” Park trailed off under their boss’s loaded look.
“Shall I demote you, Iron Dragon Park? Lately, you’ve been consistently insubordinate, displaying an atrocious deficiency of good judgement.”
The ungrateful bitch sulked, chewing on her lip. Unrepentant, bordering on defiant.
“It may be time to hand the Foreign Legion command to Mister Zhou.”
Denny suppressed a gloating smirk at Park’s gasp. “I’m honored, Golden Dragon, but you’d have another rebellion on your hands. One I won’t have any means to quash. Park has a point. Me? An Iron Dragon? Sounds wrong. I prefer Rusty Dragon.”
Shang creased an eyebrow. “Offbeat, captures your essence rather well, and guaranteed to ruffle a few feathers in the Hive. Don’t see why not, after Kathrin’s inventing a title for herself. Congratulations, Rusty Dragon Zhou.” He turned to the fuming Park. “I don’t need people serving under me to be unfailing, nor even likable—only loyal, engaged, and showing initiative. Sadly, I can’t say that much about you these days, Iron Dragon.”
She shrunk and paled.
“I am not taking your Legion away. The Rusty Dragon is right, your people only listen to you. They lack Kowloonese discipline, and cannot be used as a regular Security unit. Which leads me to a new concept: a semi-autonomous company to gather intelligence, infiltrate foreign states, run covert direct actions, and handle other sensitive operations in which the official Hive cannot be implicated. You and the Rusty Dragon will work together. Given his propensity to conduct business outside established channels, he will define the high-level objectives and the clandestine strategies, while you will be in charge of tactical execution.”
Holy shit! He was appreciated. He had a great boss! He didn’t need to run, he could stick by the Golden Dragon and gain more responsibilities. At this pace, he’d climb the ladder faster than he ever could at the Warehouse. He’d be unstoppable, stepping on toes—or heads. On Park’s, for example. In her case, that’d give him special pleasure, with all that awesome power he was going to have over her, he-he! Was there a downside?
“Thank you, Golden Dragon.” Denny didn’t need to fake his delight. Using his facial muscles hurt like a son-of-a-bitch, but screw that, this was his moment of triumph over Park. Such an unequivocal win, she had to realize that, too. He could afford to be magnanimous and not rub it in.
Park shoved her fists into her jacket pockets, staring back at Shang.
The Golden Dragon inclined his head. “You may speak now.”
“It will be a long time, if ever, before he”—she jerked her shoulder in Denny’s direction—“earns my trust and respect,” the girl said flatly. “But an order is an order, Golden Dragon. We will find a way to work together.”
Shang drew up his chin. “Fake it if you need to. So long as that doesn’t hinder your operational success, I don’t care. Stay ahead of the curve and deliver results. If that’s clear, I’ll leave you two to thrash out the details. Get well soon, Rusty Dragon.” He ducked out and slid the curtain closed behind him.
Denny and Park eyed each other. He beckoned her closer.
She took a reluctant step, with an incinerating stare under her knitted brows, and recoiled when he finger-flicked her. “You!” Her hand darted to Denny’s throat.
“Sh-sh.” Denny’s grin stopped her. “We’re even now. Payback for the first time we met. Without that, how could we build a peer relationship?”
She took a long breath. “Whatever. Also, so we’re clear, peer is the only relationship we’re ever gonna have!”
Ouch. Denny snickered. “No problem, you aren’t my type.”
Park’s eyes narrowed. “I see through you. You don’t have a type. You’re a horny pig, itching to stick his prick into anything with a pulse and a pair of tits.”
He could tell her she had no tits to speak of… Might win him this round, but she’d never forgive him. “You can’t seduce me. Don’t even try.”
She made a strangled sound.
“Nothing to say? That’s why I’m the brains of our new outfit.”
“More like its dick.”
“Let’s call it even again.” Denny offered his hand.
Park hesitated. “What…” Her face grew serious, introspective. “The truth. What were you planning to do in… in the forest?”
Really? Really??? “I thought you saw through me.”
She thrust her chin forward. “Answer the fucking question.”
“Why? If you’d trusted me, you wouldn’t ask. Since you don’t, my word doesn’t matter either way.”
She finally gave him a limp, uncommitted handshake. “Benefit of the doubt. It’ll be a daily torture to take you seriously, but if I don’t, no one in the Legion will, and that’ll undermine the Golden Dragon’s orders.”
“See? We can talk like two civilized people when you don’t try to crack my ribs or kick my teeth in.”
“Or balls.”
“Or balls.”
Park’s jaw moved weirdly before words popped out. “Thank you for saving me.” She obviously had more to say, but turned to leave.
Her retreating back, held awkwardly straight, told him everything she’d kept to herself.
She was wrong. Denny had a type. Had had a type: the soft, plump, obedient girls from the lower levels of the Hive that looked up to him with worshipping adoration. He’d lied, too. Two weeks into this breakneck journey, he was a different man. Two weeks into this breakneck journey, he may have acquired a taste for strong women.
Small tits or not, he so would…

      [image: image-placeholder]His fever broke in the afternoon. Turned out, he’d had one, unnoticed between his other aches and maladies. Sweat saturated the bandage over his ribs, leaving him swimming in a puddle. The soaked sheet underneath him clung to his skin. Yuck. Putting the blanket on against the chills made him too hot, folding it back—freezing. 
All things considered, encouraging.
Keeping his upper half straight, Denny dropped his legs to the floor and tentatively put weight on one foot. The other. They held. He pushed his behind off the bed and… Whoa. The train careened, and he crashed through the curtain into Kathrin’s partition. Uh-oh.
Once the white-hot knives all around his chest retreated, he risked looking up.
“Hello, neighbor.” Unfazed, Kathrin observed his clumsy wriggling.
The hard floor pleasantly chilled Denny’s belly. Could he stay there? Probably not. “A hand, please?”
“Ugh. Might be a challenge. Let me try.”
“Don’t, don’t!” Denny waved his arms at her. “I’m not thinking straight. You’re wounded, too.” He painstakingly pulled his knees under himself and, gritting his teeth, straightened up. Debilitating pain shot through his torso, and, for a long moment, he lost the ability to breathe.
“They busted you up pretty bad, huh?” Kathrin rolled over onto her side, supporting her head over her good arm’s elbow.
“What gave that away?” Denny squeaked.
A humorless chuckle. “Can’t blame them, after what you’d threatened to do to Yun-mi.”
“And to you.”
“That was all about her. Legionnaires don’t care for me any more than they do for you. And I was, you know, too preoccupied to pay you your due. But yeah, that was some mean shit you said.”
“Do you expect an apology?”
“Should I? Did you mean any of that?”
“Come on, not you too.”
“Why? Up until then, you hadn’t exactly given me any reason to think well of you.”
“Ah. Slowly cutting me into small pieces is still on the table.”
“If you’d called the Wagenburgers sooner, a few people would’ve been alive. People I…” Kathrin took a deep breath. “I can’t hold that against you, same as I don’t blame the Stationer for the time it took him to intervene. As far as I’m concerned, you’re off the hook. My hook. With Yun-mi, you’ll have to patch things up on your own. You feel me?”
He would not have minded feeling her—properly, unhurriedly. All day long. Those long legs, those thighs, those… Denny stopped his attention from wandering further. That wasn’t what she meant. “So, you and her—”
“Is none of your business. But yes.”
Denny risked glancing up and caught her mocking smirk. Okay, moving on. “You got carved up, too.”
“Happens in my line of work. The doc says I’ll pull through.”
“Great.”
“Glad this makes you happy.”
“Shit, do you have to be like her?”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning, making every conversation awkward!”
“Do you expect an apology?” Kathrin’s lightheartedness melted away.
Denny shook his head. “Between the two of you, I always took you for the more human, but… Fuck apologies. Tell me, why did you fight all those traitors yourself?”
“Don’t you get it?”
“I want to hear your explanation.”
“You first.” She laid back and tucked her good arm under her head, staring into the ceiling.
“Blah-blah-blah, true leader.”
“Go on.”
“Blah-blah-blah, the Islander way.”
“Uh-huh.”
“But you aren’t an Islander! You’re a Scar!”
“Wrong. It’s about how you were raised, not where you were born.”
“They hate your guts. They call you thinblood.”
“They respect strength. They respect a winner.”
“They want their lake.”
She granted him a longer look. “They need a lake. I need a lake, too, and I’ll give it to them.”
“You really aren’t coming back, are you?”
“Again, none of your business.”
“Can I become an Islander?”
Kathrin chortled. “You? That’s a good one. Lack of skill and shitty attitude aside, why would you? Aren’t you happy with becoming a Dragon?”
“You heard.”
“Hard not to. Even if Yun-mi hadn’t told me right away—and can you imagine her keeping that to herself?”
“And can you imagine the legionnaires taking orders from me? That’ll be a boatload of adjustment. Not sure they’ll ever accept my authority.”
“As I understand it, they’ll still be taking their orders from Yun-mi. All you need to worry about is getting on with her.”
“Easier said than done.”
A vertical crease split her forehead. “Preach.”
“Is that why you two hadn’t been talking?”
“You simply can’t keep your nose out of it, eh?”
“It’s—”
The curtain—the front part of it that normal people used—swung open, and the fox-faced Islander barged in. She assessed the scene and frowned. “Chief? Did he try… anything? Want me to rough him up and throw him out?”
“Gee, thanks! I can tear him a new one even in my current state, but the Rusty Dragon is harmless. He was learning to stand again, and crashed through. Typical: means no wrong, but can’t respect personal space.”
The redhead showed no sign of amusement. “You don’t want us to bury him once he’s out?”
Fear tingled in Denny’s neck. “I can hear you, you know.”
Nell ignored him.
He rolled his eyes. “Why is everyone so dense?”
Kathrin lips curved. “Your little dog and pony show was too convincing.”
“It had to be, don’t you get it? Your man Porky, and that scary Reaper dude, they aren’t… weren’t stupid.”
“You’re a smooth liar, but when you’re right, you’re right.”
“Pretender, not liar.”
“Meh. If I’m ever tempted to trust you, I’ll remember why I shouldn’t.”
“But you said I’m off your hook, huh?”
“Right.” Kathrin chuckled. “Vixen, he’s a crude, lousy asshole, but he called for help and saved the Iron Dragon. Let him be.”
Nell eyed him with the same mild disgust she would a gross bug she knew she could squash any time. “Thought he was going to… And how’s saving her a good thing? I refused to join Porky ‘cause you’re a way better chief, but he wasn’t all wrong. I’ll never forgive Park for the Islands.”
Kathrin’s cat snarled. “Park Yun-mi is my partner! A hair falls off her head, everyone involved will wear their intestines as a necklace!”
“Hard to believe, right?” Denny squeezed into the tense crossfire of the women’s stare-off.
“Shut up!” both growled at him. All bark, no bite.
He grinned. “See how I’m a unifying factor?”
“More like a unifying fucker,” Kathrin muttered. “Nell, am I making myself clear?”
“Sends the wrong message, Chief. You know what they’re gonna say: A thinblood, hooking up with the person responsible for our exile.”
“I don’t give a flying fuck.” Kathrin sat up in her bed. Only her eyes betrayed the agony this had caused her. “All these years the Islanders have treated me like filth. Yes, including you!” She stabbed her finger at the redhead, whose eyes shifted away. “I decide who touches me, and none of you smug motherfuckers get a say.”
The entire conversation clearly wasn’t meant for Denny’s ears, but the women disregarded his presence. Weird. Uncomfortable. Insulting, as if he didn’t matter. There was a terrible story there, tickling Denny’s morbid curiosity, yet at the same time screaming for him to stay away. Must’ve been what Porcupine had alluded to.
“Anyone has a problem with my affair?” Kathrin hissed. “Thinks that disqualifies me from being chief? They’re welcome to challenge me to the fight!”
“Same way you fought Porky?” Nell muttered. “Wasn’t right, her, slaughtering him like… like…”
“Like the rabid animal he was? He got what he deserved. Would you have preferred him killing me?”
For a minute, only Kathrin’s wheezing filled the compartment.
Nell gave up first. “No, Kat. You know I wouldn’t. Don’t make it about me.”
Kathrin’s breath settled. “My romantic choices? That’s what you came to discuss?”
Nell shook the leather jacket she’d been holding. The metal splints sewn into it clinked. “Got your armor mended.” She put it on Kathrin’s cot.
“Gee, thanks. You shouldn’t have. But there must be something else?”
“There is,” the redhead announced gravely. “Thinblood or not, you’re our Chief. No one second-guesses that now. The guys think you may be held hostage here, to punish us for the rebellion and ensure our loyalty, or some such.”
“Bullshit. The Dragon wouldn’t dare. It’s so the doc can treat me best.”
“We haven’t been allowed to see you for two days. Everyone’s upset. There’s talk”—Nell’s voice dropped to a whisper, and she sent Denny a warning look—“about capturing the train again, this time to free you.”
Fantastic. She’d made Denny an accomplice.
Kathrin bared her teeth. “No one keeps me under lock!” She leaned forward. “I’ll show them.”
“Bad idea!” Denny underscored his advice with an emphatic shake of his head.
She dismissed his concerns with an arrogant crinkling of her nose, gnashed her teeth, and launched herself up.
Her attempt achieved a better result than Denny’s. She spent a whole three seconds upright before the consciousness in her pupils blinked and fizzled out.
Denny flung himself to his feet, wedging a shoulder under her armpit. Pain seized his ribs, but he held, shaking, until Nell took half of Kathrin’s unbearable weight.
Since when did he care—enough to endure this? Even alert as a tree trunk, the body in his hands still proved every bit as strong and toned as he’d imagined. But his fantasies of shagging her one day were just that, pipe dreams. Then why was he doing this to himself?
“Put her down, put her down!” the redhead babbled, guiding the unconscious Kathrin back onto the cot.
He couldn’t. He used Kathrin to prop himself up, too. If he let go, he wouldn’t remain standing.
“I’ll break your leg if you don’t!” Nell’s ferocious hiss reminded him of his harsh reality.
He let his arm drop from the small of Kathrin’s back. Her shoulder slid off his, predictably leaving him to collapse to the floor again, engulfed in the roaring flames of pain.
Nell’s panicked yell of “Doctor!” reached him from far away, and the burning bubble imploded.






  
  Chapter fifteen
Karim


June 6 th, 43 PE
Now what?
The woman’s call caught him in the intercar passage door.
Someone was in trouble. Instinct led him toward the latest crisis, in case he could help, shield, save… Karim’s legs carried him at double time into the thick of the action. He ordered them to belay.
It didn’t sound like anyone was urgently needed to be shot, stabbed, or punched—the type of assistance he was best suited to render. Admittedly, many on the train warranted some, or all, these measures, in no particular order, but not so acutely it demanded his immediate intervention. The call had been for a doctor. There were people onboard the Invincible more qualified to render medical help.
He sat at his command post, threw one leg over the other, folded his arms, and restrained himself to observing the commotion. As a bystander, for once, not a participant.
Doctor Chen made his way to the sick bay. “What happened here?” Usually composed, this time he made no secret of his irritation.
“He tried to stand and fell, and then she tried to stand, and he tried to help, and… they fell.” The redheaded, fox-faced Islander woman, Nell—who’d ended up lying, bleeding from a head wound, on this car’s floor during the tornado—was now explaining why another Islander woman was lying on the same floor, along with the young Kowloonese dork. Must be something about this floor, attracting wounded Islander women. Who, of course, should not have been out and about, even—
“Golden Dragon!” The doctor turned his back on her and raised his voice. “I cannot treat patients who refuse to heed my instructions!”
One reasonable person in this crazy horde.
“Good. I’ll take the chief to our car.” Nell confirmed she was brain-damaged, either from the brush with the tornado or, more likely, as a preexisting condition.
“No one is taking anyone anywhere.” Shang’s level words silenced the murmurs. “Doctor Chen, kindly reconsider. I need my officers healed.”
Of course. Can’t let people die in peace when a suicide mission awaits.
The doctor bowed. Too ceremoniously to Karim’s untrained eye, but what did he know? “Your wish is my command, Golden Dragon. Though, if you could order your officers to follow the prescribed regimen, that would make my task mildly less impossible.”
“I certainly will, Doctor.”
Park Yun-mi slid down the ladder from the turret. Her boots’ soles clacked against the floor, and she closed in like a miniature hurricane. “What did he do?!” Her finger pointed at Zhou. “I’ll snap his scrawny neck—”
“Wasn’t him.” Nell shook her head, her drawl stressing how tired she was of explaining others’ irrational acts. “He was trying to help.”
“Oh.” Park’s arms dropped. “Fuck me. Do I have to babysit everyone?”
She wasn’t wrong. This expedition had turned into a shitshow of freaks competing to outdo each other’s dumbassery. And him? He was powerless to stop this clusterfuck from snowballing down the hill into the abyss. Useless. Worse. A useless failure.
People on the train—his train!—died because he failed to protect them. Same way he’d failed to protect the Stationers on that first engine-driven ride to New Kowloon last year. All links in one chain, highlighting his incompetence.
The least deserving person in his unit to have survived the Zealots’ ambush, he owed his life to pure chance, not superior combat skills. He’d ended up in the wrong place at the wrong time, helplessly watching his people die. The sarge, his team, they’d all been better fighters, yet here he was—and they were dead, all of them, along with the Marshals. Their corpses, charred beyond recognition, kept maggots fat over the winter, leaving him with the lingering stench of burned flesh… and regret. Daily, hourly regret, punctuated by debilitating spikes of scathing guilt. By fate’s cruel twists, he’d been hailed as a hero, showered with undeserved promotions, turned into Novak’s confidant, and given command of The Station’s mightiest weapon… Only for him to fail again, and again, and again.
He had failed to push back against the Golden Dragon’s demand to take the train south. Failed to persuade him to turn for home at Cleveland. Failed to prevent the mutiny they’d all seen coming. Helplessly watching from the safety of the engine cab as events unfolded stirred and validated his worst nightmares. He’d taken control of the situation, but not before four people lost their lives. By then, the Wagenburgers were there to intervene, anyway, called by none other than that lame goofball Zhou.
People would be safer never relying on him again. Pretty much everyone onboard the Invincible proved a better protector. Even Zhou. Even the women. These women, inexplicably strong and self-sufficient, who maybe were fit for traveling, fighting, kicking ass, and chopping off heads, after all…
The train jolted at the squeal of the emergency brakes and a collective cry of the passengers tumbling over each other. The engine’s horn blew three short whistles.
Now what?
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Josh, not waiting for questions, pointed forward.
Half a dozen tree trunks lay across the track a hundred meters ahead, where the forest walls abutted the path. A natural choke point used tactically.
“Doubt them trees fell on their own, crawled onto the track, an’ piled themselves up.” The Chief Engineer echoed Karim’s suspicions. “Whatcha wanna do?”
Karim stepped onto the driver’s seat and popped his head through the roof hatch. The railroad behind them curved mildly, disappearing behind the trees in the distance. “Can’t go forward, shouldn’t stop—that’s what the ambushers, whoever they are, want. Put her in reverse and backtrack out of sight. We’ll offload our own force and hunt the hunters. Then we’ll see. I’ll go update the Dragon.”
Shang heard out Karim and signaled to Park with a shallow dip of his head. “Make this happen, Iron Dragon.”
The train screeched to a halt once more.
Now what was becoming the theme of the day.
A legionnaire yelled from the roof turret, “They blocked the rails behind us, too!”
Karim exchanged a dark look with Shang. “Someone desperately wants to pick a fight. Too bad for them. Park, dismount here, advance through the forest, and send anyone you meet to the Seven Hells. Nell, lead your people to knock sense into those on our tail. Both, leave enough people inside to maintain a three-sixty defense of the train. Have them cover you to the tree line. Go!”
The two units’ leaders nodded to each other and scrambled to the roof.
When—if—this was over, he’d have proper end doors put in the borrowed cars. This whole running back and forth, exposed, along the train’s roof to get from one car to another defeated the purpose of the armor.
“Golden Dragon, are your radios operational?”
“I’d like to believe so.”
“Give me one, send the other to Josh. I’ll be up on the main machinegun.”
A minute later, Shang’s cook knocked on the hatch and handed Karim a plastic box. “It’s on, press the side button and talk into it.”
“I know. Used them in Buffalo.”
“Oh. Right.”
Karim waited until figures ran, keeping low, to the trees on both sides, scattering two generous servings of lead over their heads, and picked up the radio. “Josh, you there?”
“Where else’d I be?”
“Can we ram those logs at full speed? Or push them off slowly?”
The radio stayed silent for several seconds. Karim’s imagination vividly rendered Josh tugging on his hair. “Honestly? Wouldn’t risk it, K. Might derail, an’ that’ll be the end of her.”
Crap. Another aspect of armored trains to improve in future modifications. “I don’t like being a sitting duck. Take us forward. Gently, eh?”
“Sure thing. Then what?”
“I’m sure the ambushers’ main force is there. We’ll leave the Islanders to hack the back-blocking team to pieces while we give closer fire support to Park and her men.” And women. This still felt wrong. “Or, we get there first and see what comes out of the woods. With luck, we might draw the enemy into crossfire.”
The engine puffed, the Invincible staggered and crawled forward again.
The barrier approached. Karim’s grip on the machinegun’s handle tightened. The train rolled to a stop.
“Well?” squeaked the radio.
Strange. At no point were they shot at. Not when they first stopped, nor when the foot soldiers dismounted, not now. Was anyone there? Had to be. Even if this barricade had been waiting for days, the one on the train’s heels hadn’t raised itself! Could the mysterious they have already left, satisfied with trapping the Invincible? To be an easy prey for incoming airships, maybe?
“Wait for—”
An explosion rocked the universe, momentarily blinding Karim, plugging his ears, stuffing air into his lungs, showering him with lumps of… coal? The front end of the leading car rose—unwillingly, too sluggishly for this to be real. It hung in the air, as if weighing its options—then decisively slammed back down, sending mighty shudders through the Invincible. F-u-u-ck!
Something clicked against the turret’s metal plates. Click-click. Click-click-click-click. Now he was being fired upon!
“No one attacks my train!” Karim roared and let loose. He stitched the shadows of movement lurking in the smoke behind the logs, then shifted his aim to the maybe muzzle flashes in the trees. Oh, God, those could be friendlies! Karim raised the barrel away and swung around to check on the rear, where… absolutely nothing was happening. He cranked the turret to the front again. Nothing. Nothing to see. As for his hearing…
“Ee ire! Ee ire!” What? He strained to make out the words through the maddening clanging in his ears. “Cease fire!” hollered several voices. Ah! He stood up. When had he sat?
Owen was dragging a stunned stranger by the scruff. Park jogged up to the Invincible and shouted to Karim.
He pointed at his ears and shook his head.
The girl flew up the wall, nimble as a spider, and landed by his side. “What. The. Fuck. Man?” she articulated. “Almost gunned us all down!”
That was not supposed to happen. He was the most senior, experienced soldier in this damn outfit. If he’d hit any of Park’s legionnaires, he’d never forgive himself. “Sorry…”
“You messed up those fuckers real good. That guy there is the only survivor.”
“And your people? Everyone okay?”
“Yeah, combing the woods to see if any more are hiding.”
“Let Nell know, so they won’t shoot at each other.”
“Right on, LT!” She somersaulted off the roof and ran to the trees. A daredevil so reckless she was impressive.
Karim picked up the radio from the floor. “Josh? You alright there, buddy?”
“Me? Never better.”
“And the engine?”
“Remains to be seen. Appears a-okay from the cab, but ya know how it is: one loose bolt, the whole thing goes kaboom. Get yer ass over here, help me have a closer look.”
“That’ll need to wait. What’s the status of the front coal tender?”
“What tender?”
“That bad?”
“Come and see.”
“Told you, got more pressing stuff to take care of.”
“What could be more pressing?”
“I’ll let you know.”
“That’s cold! Next time ya come runnin’ for somethin’, I’ll remember this, ya hear, K?”
Karim switched the radio off. The last thing he needed was Josh’s rant. But what was the first? He shook his head. That didn’t clear the ringing.
Think.
Something didn’t add up.
No one besides The Station used railroads. No one he knew of. They could have their own version of a Station here, beyond the horizon, but he’d seen no sign of it so far. Rusted rails, undisturbed growth between the ties… No. They knew the Invincible was coming. This ambush had his train’s name written all over it. But then, they should’ve known her capabilities. This obstruction supported by a handful of gunmen—against an armored train with machineguns? Had to be a trap, to hold them up at a known location until… Until the primary force arrived! And in the middle of the forest, that could only be airship bombers, as he’d suspected from the beginning.
He scanned the darkening skies. Clear. Phew. No one sane would fly at night, so they had until morning to get out of dodge.
Karim checked the surroundings.
The Marines were returning with extra guns, carnivorous scowls, and no prisoners. Whoever blocked the train’s retreat had ceased to be a threat. Forever.
Down by the berm, Owen patiently tried to loosen the prisoner’s tongue. Nah, verbal persuasion wouldn’t work here. Karim brushed his Ka-bar’s handle and descended the stairs.
“Nell!” he shouted through the side door. “Take a few strong men and clear the logs behind us. Owen, do the same with the barricade ahead. We can’t stay here, and I want both ways open. Leave this trash to me.”
Josh popped his head in from the tender. “You called?”
“No, but your timing is perfect. Can we move?”
“Erm. The good news first, or the bad? Okay, okay, no need to get all worked up, eh? The engine’s fine, the front car is a goner. That’s the gist of it.”
“So—”
“So we need it detached an’ off the track.” Josh waited.
Karim’s mind drew and discarded a host of ideas, each less realistic than the last.
“Relax, K, don’t twist your brain into knots. Have I ever left ya stranded? That said, would be nice to hear somethin’ like, y’know, Thanks, Josh, putting that car before the engine was a brilliant idea! An explosion under the engine woulda killed us all. No? Oh well. The tender? Simple. Tie it with a bunch of long ropes, put a wedge on one rail, and pull it onto it, is all. It’ll topple to the side without taking the rest of the train with it. Ta-da.”
“Chief Engineer, you are a genius.” Shang applauded behind Karim’s back. “Do that. Take all the help you need. Lieutenant?”
“M-m?” Karim was still too astounded by Josh’s flight of imagination to form intelligible words.
“What will we do once the road is cleared?”
“Er. They—the Directory—want us pinned here. They won’t send more ground forces, seeing how useless they were. Leaves an aerial bombardment. I don’t want to be anywhere near here to see what they’ve learned from their first brush with our firepower.”
“Makes sense. And Wagenburg?”
“Screw Wagenburg. We’ve wasted enough time adapting to their pace, and I don’t have the slightest idea what their agenda is.”
“Fair point, neither do I. But for today, let’s back up to meet them, ask what they know about our ambushers, and then decide.”
Karim popped his knife out of its sheath. “I can find out well enough.”
“With all due respect, Lieutenant, let’s start with more conventional ways.”
“What’s more conventional than good old torture? People who attack my train don’t deserve to walk the land.”
“You’ll have your vengeance, I promise.”
“You’re the boss.”
“Uh, Golden Dragon?” Park peeked through the side door. “Chief Engineer, you may find this interesting, too.”
“Speak,” Shang said.
“The attackers had a car hidden on a forest road.”
“As in…” Josh struggled to find the words.
“As in, they drove it here, by the looks of it.”
“Holy Mother of Engines.” Josh’s whisper elicited several snickers.
“To your next question, no,” Park continued, enjoying the effect of her words. “We can’t take it with us. It’s too far behind the trees, and too big to load on the train. A… truck? I think that’s what they call those. But!” She lifted a finger. “Can’t you strip a generator from it?”
“How do you know about generators, Iron Dragon?” Shang stared at her with disbelief.
She shrugged with a mischievous grin. “Spent some time among the sciency guys.”
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“Cut ‘em now!” Josh shouted to Rahul and Abdul, who were waiting at the front of the engine.
“Wait,” Karim said. “Save the ropes. Who knows when we might need them again.” The Invincible had stopped immediately after convincing its less fortunate railcar to leave the tracks. The ropes hung slack, posing no risk of dragging the rest of her off the rails.
Josh sighed. “Guys, the boss says, take ‘em. Though,” he grumbled, “at this pace, we’ll run outta cars well before cordage.”
“Chief,” Shang said. He’d insisted on watching the operation up-close from the cab. “Remember how you once told us that proper appreciation ain’t gonna show itself? Well, here I am, showing my appreciation of your ingenuity. This was a stroke of genius, as well as using that extra car the way you did. My offer to come work for me still stands, by the way. When you tire of the lack of recognition.”
Karim stared at Josh until he caught the man’s eye. “Is that why you’re grumpy? You know I hold you in high esteem, yeah? Do I have to put it into words every time?”
Josh looked away, still peeved. “Sure would be nice now an’ then, but I don’t need yer words, K. I can read it on yer face alright. Good enough for me. But ya turned off the goddamn radio on me! Seriously, who does that?!”
“I… For real, Josh?” The stupidest reason ever.
“Gentlemen,” Shang cut in. “I’ve got something to help with that. I mean the technical aspect, not a resolution for your communication issues, yes? We use line phones in the Great Hive, and I’m sure you’ll appreciate their convenience.”
“Line what?” Josh’s voice still rumbled with the residual offense, but his curiosity was taking over.
“Phones. Similar to the radio, but connected through a wire. You can set up a network of those, each capable of calling the others. Imagine the possibilities! No more running back and forth or climbing to the roofs. And best of all”—he winked—“they’re always on. Crank a handle here and ask the operator to patch you through to the Marines’ car. How does that sound?”
The Golden Dragon’s sudden generosity couldn’t not raise suspicions. There had to be a catch, free cheese and all. “Too good to be true. Why would you share that with us?”
“Say, as compensation for your contribution to my cause.” His beatific smile shrunk. “I’m growing fond of this mode of transportation, Lieutenant. See this gift as me investing in a long-term partnership between The Station and the Great Hive. An example of how both our sides may benefit from it.”
Josh ran his palm through his unruly hair. “Mister Dragon’s got a point, K. We’ve been scratchin’ his back, thoroughly. Time for him to scratch ours, know what I mean?”
Karim’s shoulder blades itched from all this back-scratching talk. He rubbed them against the jamb. “That’s fair, Golden Dragon, but let’s not jump the gun. New Kowloon is far away. We’ll talk once we get back there. And not without Novak this time, I’m not falling for that again.”
“Agreed.”
“I have a more immediate concern.”
“The ambush?”
“What? No.” Karim dismissed the notion with a wave of his hand. “We’ve dealt with that, we’ll deal with their next challenge. But how well? That’s what I’m talking about. This train still doesn’t operate as a unit. Our response to every emergency is improvised. The, ahem, Marines listen to their leader, the legionnaires—to theirs. For this to work, I have to be able to dispatch them all… and listen to Josh.” The barb was too tempting to skip. “We must drill everyone to know what to do in standard scenarios—without me having to run around and call the shots. What if I’m not there?”
“Where would you be, Lieutenant?” Shang’s eyebrow rose. “Planning to follow Kathrin’s footsteps?”
“You know I don’t. But sudden death is a known hazard in my line of business, Golden Dragon.”
“You have my full support, Lieutenant. I’m referring to drilling the crew, not your sudden death, yes?”
“That’s comforting, thanks. Okay, I’ll start planning a few exercises. For now, let’s get the Seven Hells outta here!”
“Hold that thought, K.” Josh propped open the cab’s side door. “Gimme a half hour to check that truck Yun-mi’s been talkin’ about, see if I can scrounge anythin’ useful from it.”
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Such a categorical assessment, based on a cursory glance at the captive? “How do you know? He wears no uniform.”
Karim was being disingenuous. The prisoner had painted his face white, with black smudges around the mouth and the eyes, and thin red vertical lines. The freakish mask could tell an entire story to the Wagenburger, no stranger to face adornments himself.
Wrinkles cut the First Driver’s forehead. “Who else could it be in the Outer Ring?” If the ambusher’s creepy paint job indicated any affiliations, the Wagenburger was not volunteering that info.
“What’s that mean, auxiliaries?” Park had the more basic question Karim was too embarrassed to ask.
Doubek spared her and Karim a patronizing look and pointedly faced Shang. “You and I both know how difficult it is to achieve a tactical or technological edge in land warfare. The Directory’s own ground forces don’t venture beyond the Suburbs. They stick to air and water, where their dominance is uncontested. As for the surface… The Outer Ring is local militia land.”
“Militia?” Karim’s loaded sarcasm repaid the First Driver’s condescension. “With military-grade guns, trucks, and a buttload of explosives?”
Doubek’s smile didn’t falter. “Out here, might makes right. The Directory hooked those savages on its weaponry, and wields its support to keep them all at bay. Do their bidding, don’t get too uncivil—and the goodies keep coming. Stir trouble—and you’ll be digging your own grave. Your supply would dry up, while your more compliant neighbors pick you apart with the Directory’s tacit blessing and plentiful armaments. If not for this threat of withdrawing support, the militias would’ve decimated each other and the Suburbs long ago.”
“A warning would’ve been nice,” Karim muttered, “before you let us run head-on into these auxiliaries.”
“I told you there were militias in the Outer Ring.” The Wagenburger shrugged.
“But you didn’t tell us how—”
“A better question”—Shang’s quiet voice silenced Karim’s peeve—“is how this particular militia knew we’d come down this particular track.” He let that sink in. “It wasn’t a random robbery attempt. They were waiting for us.”
“That’s true.” Mike Ahn unfolded a detailed map on the table. “There are four railroads into the Directory from the east. See? Here, here, here, and this one. I doubt they sent auxiliaries to block them all.”
“Why not?” His boss frowned. “Four isn’t too many.”
“Because the train hadn’t shown itself a threat yet. Because they only saw it parked by our encampment and couldn’t know which way it headed from there. If nothing else, because the timing of its arrival was unpredictable, and the Outringers won’t sit about twiddling their thumbs for days. They’ll drink themselves half-blind, or say ‘screw that’ and head home. No, they were told where to be and when.”
Doubek scratched his beard. “I disagree with your threat assessment. Two downed airships? No small matter. The Directory could have deployed recon blimps to follow the train’s progress and direct the land troops.”
“Then why don’t they deploy those blimps to track your battle wagons?” Karim stared straight at the First Driver. The man had so much intel he’d failed to disclose on multiple occasions. What else was he not sharing? “Are you less of a threat?”
The man held his ground. “Who says they don’t? How else would they’ve known where to find us the day we met you?”
“Maybe they found us, and it’s you who happened to be there?”
Doubek’s little gray eyes bored into Karim. “Guess we’ll never know.”
“I guess we won’t.”
“Why speculate?” Mike asked. “Let’s question your prisoner.”
“Ain’t tellin’ ya shit!” The kneeling captive spit at Ahn’s boots and grinned, revealing a mouthful of missing and rotten teeth between the black lips.
Karim sighed. “Leave it with me. Never been fond of the inquisitors, but picked up a few useful techniques. As Khalifa used to say, everybody breaks.”
“No need.” Shang held up a palm. “He may confirm they were sent to intercept the Invincible, but won’t know anything of actual interest to us. Like how the Directory knew where and when to set an ambush.”
“Then what’s your plan, Dragon?” Doubek frowned.
Shang checked Ahn’s map. “The Directory will soon find out we’ve escaped their trap, if they haven’t already. They’ll expect us to drive full speed ahead, so they’ll send reinforcements to this track further west. In the meantime, we’ll backtrack”—his nail drew a line—“and take the southern railroad, bypassing their next roadblock.”
The First Driver crossed his thick arms. “You’re still determined to go on.”
“You sound surprised.”
“Haven’t you seen enough proof the Directory isn’t in the mood for talking?”
Two questions in a row that Karim himself had been ready to ask. Regardless of the bones he had to pick with the Wagenburger, one thing they both agreed upon: Shang’s obstinacy showed increasing signs of an irrational obsession.
“I am not a quitter, First Driver.” The Golden Dragon pressed his lips into a thin, menacing smile. “It will take a far more direct ‘no’ to dissuade me.”
Shit.
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Zhou’s frantic call caught Karim watching the Wagenburgers’ maneuvers as they prepared to set up camp for the night. Like a cat getting ready for a comfortable slumber, the chain of the battle wagons circled the perfect spot until the head chased its tail, and came to a halt.
This day, eventful to overflowing, refused to end. Karim almost rolled his eyes, but the urgency in the annoying kid’s voice brought him to the medical bay at a jog. “What is it?” he growled, opening the curtain.
Shang appeared at his side a moment later.
Zhou put his finger to his lips, then pointed to the mumbling radio he was holding to his ear and beckoned them closer.
“Listen!” he mouthed.
Karim and Shang bent over.
“…too determined,” said a mildly distorted voice. “Nothing else I can do to stop him without raising suspicion.”
Coldness churned in Karim’s stomach, sending paralyzing tendrils to his limbs. “Is that…”
“The First Driver.” Zhou breathed. “I was hopping between the channels, and—”
“You should’ve let… mutiny… its course!” Another voice, unfamiliar, authoritative even through static, responded. “Would’ve… no one left… drive to the Directory!” The crackling swallowed parts of the message.
“Turn up the volume!” Karim hissed.
The kid shook his head. “You don’t want anyone else to hear this.”
Shang nodded gravely. “He’s right, Lieutenant.”
“And I told you I had my reasons to intervene!” Doubek’s anger seeped from the tiny gadget.
Kathrin peeked through the partition, a mute question on her face. Met with Karim’s scowl, she planted her butt on Zhou’s cot and leaned to the radio, too. Women! So much for limiting exposure.
“What’s done is done.” The Wagenburger must have taken a few moments to calm himself and tone down his words. “Move the forces to the southern rail.”
“Forces? The Outringers proved useless… the train. We’ll mine a bridge on that… and bring in an air squadron… mop up. But Seb, you’ve got to… your act together! You… to disappoint the Council.”
“What are they gonna do? Exile me again?”
“You know full well… worse. We can… bombing you for real.”
“Then I’ll start shooting down your airships for real.”
“We’ll build more. … waiting list… pilot candidates. And you’ll… out of… if we stop sending dissidents your way.”
The First Driver’s silence extended.
Karim ground his teeth. “I’ll be damned.”
“He fooled me alright.” Kathrin rubbed her cheeks. “But I’m biased. They had me at face paint.”
“And raiding,” Karim added softly.
“And raiding.” She was right to ignore the challenge. That mattered little, compared to the implications of what they’d overheard.
Shang tipped his head. “What a beautifully elaborate charade! And they’ve kept it up for a decade!”
“Control all factions, leave no wild cards,” Zhou mumbled. “Kind of like Weinberg with the Streeters. Or Wu and Uncle Hai.”
“You’re not wrong, Rusty Dragon.” Shang’s smile broadened. “But this scheme is decidedly more subtle.”
The radio chirped. “What do you want me to do?” Doubek finally got a grip.
“Glad you still… reason. Follow the train. Provide …gular updates. No more surprises, Seb. Delta India out.”
Karim slammed his fist into his palm. “What a two-faced dirtbag! Where’s he?! I’ll rip his—”
“No one’s ripping anything off anyone,” Shang said. “Plenty of places for the First Driver to find a secluded spot to use his radio out there. You know where there isn’t one?”
“Where?”
Zhou raised his hand. “On board the Invincible?”
“Rusty Dragon, you’re on a roll today.” Shang rose to leave.
Karim crossed his arms. This conversation wasn’t over. “He won’t find a secluded place in the Seven Hells, either. I volunteer to guide him there.”
“I don’t doubt that for a second, Lieutenant. But riddle me this: what if the Directory has a sleeper agent among the Wagenburgers? Would you volunteer to keep taking them out one by one until you find someone with another radio? What if it’s a woman?”
Karim’s chest tightened. The Dragon knew exactly how to push his buttons.
“Forgive me, Lieutenant.” Shang inclined his head. “That needed to be said.”
Karim exhaled through his nose. “Accepted.”
“Now, tell me, how did Mister Zhou get hold of my radio to begin with?”
At least one easy-to-answer question. “Josh cannibalized a generator from the militia truck, as Park suggested. Rigged it to power a pair of headlights. So, we thought, since we can recharge your Baofengs, why not give one to the kid, to listen in with. That was his idea, remember? Not like he’s got anything better to do lying here. Might as well make himself useful.”
“He most definitely did. Kudos to you all, on the initiative and the execution. One last thing.” Shang’s regard clung to all three of them. “Anyone knows what the First Driver meant when he spoke about reasons for helping us against the coup?”
Yeah, that had caught Karim’s interest, too.
Zhou’s quick glance at Kathrin did not escape Shang’s notice. “Rusty Dragon?”
“It may be nothing, Golden Dragon.”
“Out with it.”
“Well… When I ran to Wagenburg to, you know, ask for help, he… He didn’t agree straight off.”
“Alright, what did you promise him?”
“Me? Nothing! Why… Ah. No, not that. He asked which side Kathrin was on.” He threw the Islander another look, apologetic this time.
The young woman’s cheeks paled. She frowned. “Bullshit! I gave him no reason—”
“Sh-sh, keep it down.” Zhou giggled nervously. “If Park overhears, she’ll heed no objections. Will chop Doubek’s head right off.”
Kathrin considered the thought. “She totally would, and for the Golden Dragon’s plan to work, we need it attached.”
“Wait.” Karim raised his arms. “There’s a plan? How do you know it?”
“Why, it’s simple.” Kathrin’s eyebrows crept closer to each other. “We invite him for a joy ride.” A hawkish smile bared her teeth. “And then I chop his head off.”






  
  Chapter sixteen
Denny


June 6 th, 43 PE
The aching ribs, throbbing head, and permeating weakness threatening to topple him off the hard chair—were all worth the opportunity to savor Doubek’s loss for words. However this unfolded, Denny’s insistence on being brought to the command tent had already paid off.
The Golden Dragon had been hiding remarkable artistic talent. Even Denny, knowing this was all a sham, briefly fell for his apologetic tone, so perfectly was it crafted. “I’m sure you understand why we’re compelled to do this, First Driver. Besides being inefficient, traveling at half our normal speed to accommodate your battle wagons’ pace gives the Directory extra time to deploy a new trap for us. Thus, with deep regret, we’ll be leaving you and Wagenburg behind. Unless…”
“Unless?” Doubek’s head snapped up. His gruffness, together with the thick mustache, covered his lack of face-keeping abilities, but the tension in his posture was hard to miss.
“Unless”—the Golden Dragon lowered his eyes—“you do us an enormous favor by agreeing to be our guide.” He looked up again. “No one here knows the Outer Ring, the Suburbs, and the Core as well as you do. If you would, we’ll be forever indebted to you.”
No way the treacherous bastard could decline. Explicitly ordered to keep an eye on the train, he’d be in deep trouble if it slipped away. And Shang’s artful blend of humility and flattery gave the man the perfect excuse to graciously accept.
Yet Doubek struggled. Complex emotions animated his face, creating an illusion of the freshly tattooed wheel rolling back and forth along the line of his beard.
“Judging by its efficient handling of the recent air raid, Wagenburg is a well-oiled mechanism.” Shang drove the last nail into Doubek’s impending coffin. “I have full confidence it will function perfectly under the competent management of the Second Driver during your temporary absence.” An appreciative nod to Mike Ahn.
An exceptional density of big words, even by Shang’s standards. Denny gawked. He must learn to speak like that. The Wagenburger appeared outright hypnotized.
“Or…” The Golden Dragon’s hand weaved a vague gesture. “You can stay with your people and send the Second Driver instead. One would expect your senior navigator to be nearly as good as you.”
Boom.
“No.” Doubek decisively shook his head. “It isn’t just about navigation, it’s… I’ll go.”
“You honor us, First Driver. My gratitude cannot be expressed with words.”
“We’ll discuss the full extent of your gratitude along the way, Golden Dragon.” Doubek mimicked a dignified bow, achieving a lopsided, inarticulate lurch instead. “I’ll leave the necessary instructions and will be ready by morning.” He shifted to stand up.
“Er.” Shang’s interjection stopped him dead. “Apologies, I omitted one important detail. We’ll be leaving shortly.”
What? Denny straightened and, immediately reminded to avoid sudden movements, sucked air in through his teeth.
The Wagenburger’s brows met atop his nose. “Into the night?!”
“No choice. Second Driver, would you be so kind as to pack the First Driver’s travel bags and bring them over, while my chief-of-staff sets him up on the train?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Denny braced for the resurgence of the ubiquitous pain and gingerly lowered himself onto the cot. The pangs around his ribcage were not long coming. Though not as intense as he’d feared, they squeezed a creak out of him. The cot echoed it as he nestled in, finding the least aggravating position. Was this ever going to end? So tiring. Still, no regrets—for overcoming his injuries, for wrestling Doctor Chen’s begrudging agreement, for allowing himself to be carried, in an entirely undignified manner, to the command tent and back. He  deserved to witness the cornering of the First Driver which he, Denny, had brought about. Deserved to be in the center of events at the crucial point in this expedition’s destiny—and with it, his own. But damn, he was so ready for this pain to subside! Until then, dreamland called…
The sound of the curtain rings clinking wrenched him out of his heavy slumber. Park barged into his partition. “You, with me.” She strolled, without slowing, past Denny and opened the curtain separating Kathrin.
Denny, fully awake now, didn’t stir. She no longer scared him.
The trespasser turned and raised an eyebrow. “Did we bust your hearing, too?”
“Yun-mi?” Kathrin, bleary-eyed, frowned. “What’s going on?”
“My question exactly. What’s going on? Apparently, he”—she pointed at Denny—“knows and I don’t. Not how I like it.”
Denny performed his best imitation of the Golden Dragon’s displeasure. “Then show some respect. Don’t mollify your insecurities at my expense.”
Dark anger flashed in her face. “Listen carefully, Rusty. I—”
“Iron Dragon,” Kathrin cut in, “chill. He’s right. He’s been right a lot lately… Surprisingly. So dial down the resentment.” At the sight of Park’s shock, she mellowed. “You don’t have to like him, but ask politely.” She met Denny’s eyes, mouthed a silent “You owe me!” and winked behind the girl’s back.
Denny must have looked as stunned as Park. He hadn’t experienced an abundance of pleasant surprises recently, and sure didn’t see this one coming. “Come over here.” Too good an opportunity not to use.
The women settled on both sides of his cot, lending him their ears.
He clasped his hands under the blanket, resisting the temptation to put his arms around their waists. Back in the Hive, he wouldn’t think twice, and the girls on his bed would’ve blushed and giggled, but… His body was already a shamble, and his bones’ integrity mattered. “What do you want to know?”
“Everything!” Park was still fuming. “Why Doubek’s on the train. Why we’ve left in darkness. Why we are pushing forward, instead of looping south as discussed.”
“We are?” Denny rose on his elbows, instantly regretting it and dropping back down. The train, filled with snoring, was moving. Moonlit treetops flitted past behind the firing port. “Ah, of course. Makes sense. The headlights, the generator…”
“No more riddles! Speak!” Park’s fierce whisper failed to move him. Under his expectant gaze, she relented. “Please.”
She wanted something he had. So badly, she’d given him the leverage to make things even between them. “I’m trying to remember,” Denny drawled, “when was the last time you called me by my name. Have you ever? Do you even know it?”
A muscle flickered in the girl’s neck, and she inched away.
He switched to Kathrin. “Do you?”
“Denny.” She didn’t blink. “I know what you’re doing.”
“Is it working?” He afforded her a guarded grin.
She shrugged. “It’s wasted on me. I’ve never resented you as much as Yun-mi. Ask her.”
Park pouted. “Denny,” she grunted. “Happy?”
“Would you be, in my place?”
“I’d never be in your place!”
“Enough!” Denny growled, slapping his thin mattress. “Enough,” he repeated, quieter but more forcefully. “I get it, we’re different. Background, convictions, physicality, all that. But I’ve got my dignity, even if in your mind it’s undeserved. I refuse to be treated like shit, and this is the last time I’m bringing it up!”
“Whoa!” Kathrin threw her head back. “Your move, Yun-mi.”
The girl shut her eyes, bit her lip, and took a slow breath. “Okay. Fine.” She looked back at Denny, differently from before. No malice. “I apologize, from one jerk to another. Old habits. We all have our flaws. You’re lazy, entitled, and horny. I am loud, blunt—”
“—and horny.” Kathrin winked.
Park ignored her. “I’d pegged you for a douchebag. You proved to be… less so. Say, you could’ve brought up saving me, and didn’t.”
Denny angled his head. “No need to convince me.”
“No. I’m convincing myself.”
“How’s that going?”
“Denny, cut the crap.”
Smiles crept onto both their faces.
This had gone better than he’d expected. Time to give back to the community.
He reached under his flat pillow and pulled out the radio. “Know what this is?”
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Someone cleared their throat outside the sick bay.
Denny scrambled to stash the radio under the blanket between his legs.
None other than the subject of their discussion walked into Kathrin’s bay, momentarily confused by its emptiness, before sighting the three of them on Denny’s side. “Am I interrupting?” His eyebrow crept up a touch. “I can come back later if you’re in the middle of… something.”
Hunched together, with Denny’s hands hidden in his crotch… Yeah, if only. “Not at all, First Driver. We were just talking about you.” An offense was the best defense.
“Good things, I hope?”
“Any reason we shouldn’t?”
“You tell me.”
This was going nowhere. “Are you married, First Driver?” threw him off alright.
“Me? How’s that any of your concern?”
“Mine? Not at all. But Kathrin was wondering—weren’t you, Kathrin?—why your decision to quell the mutiny seemed tied to which side she was on.”
“Your implications…” Was Doubek blushing? His dense beard and the dull light hampered certainty, but he definitely stuttered. “Nothing like that! She promised me a tattoo, and I wasn’t sure the other side would honor that.”
The sleazy liar had a plausible answer for everything.
“That’s it?” The Islander’s tone brought the air in the sick bay close to the freezing point. “All I meant to you was getting your tattoo?”
The hairy Wagenburger was blushing, without a doubt. “Don’t get me wrong, Kathrin, you’re a, um, very impressive woman—”
“Woman?”
He held up his arms in surrender. “And a warrior, of course, a natural-born leader, a true fighter, and—”
“Oh, shut up, Sebastian, I’m pulling your leg.” Kathrin’s disarming smile caught Doubek with his mouth half-open.
He blinked and slowly lowered his arms.
That’s right, pal, good luck. And the other woman-fighter-leader hadn’t said a word yet.
As if on cue, Park cracked her knuckles. “Then my life meant nothing to you? Since I promised you no tattoo? Or am I not an impressive woman?”
The broad Wagenburger appeared to wither. “I, um… I’ll let you finish your conversation. We can talk tomorrow, when everyone’s wound down. It’s been a long day.”
No shit.
Doubek inched sideway to the curtain, with a fake sympathetic-apologetic demeanor.
Their combined offense worked!
“Delta-India to Whiskey Actual, do you copy? Update, Seb.”
The source of the muffled, disembodied voice took Denny a second to pinpoint. Fuck, the radio between his legs! It was on!
The Wagenburger’s features darkened, and he moved first, grabbing at the axe by his belt.
Before he could pull it from its loop, Park’s knee connected with his stomach, her elbow narrowly missing his eye.
He reeled but kept his footing, abandoning his attempt to draw the weapon in favor of guarding his head with his arms. Park’s kicks, knees, and elbows thumped into his torso, achieving no visible result.
Her relentless onslaught slowed down, and Doubek swung his massive fist at her snarling face.
She ducked, catching his arm, and stepped in with a turn to throw him over to the floor.
Denny balled his fists. Get him, Park!
Whether it was the momentum of Doubek’s haymaker running out before she could redirect it, or the sheer difference in weight, she failed.
The Wagenburger wrapped her in a bear hug, clamping her arms to her body, and lifted her. She hooked a leg around his and tried tripping him, but the disparity in size was too great. A few seconds of furious struggle, and her tiny frame fell limp against his robust bulk.
He let her slide down until her neck caught up in a rear choke. His enormous fist slammed into her head, again and again.
With an exasperated shriek, Kathrin rushed in, but Doubek met her with Yun-mi’s slack body for his shield. The single blow to the Islander’s wounded flank folded her in half and threw her back onto the cot.
Even if Denny hadn’t been incapacitated, there would’ve been nothing he could contribute to the fight. The two best fighters he’d met failed to inflict meaningful damage upon this beast of a man. The invincible Iron Dragon, quick and lethal, was getting her face ruthlessly rearranged. The lithe Islander who’d hacked five pirates to pieces wheezed, sprawling where she’d fallen like an eviscerated rag doll. Unreal. “Firdous!” he screamed at the top of his lungs, disregarding his ribcage’s objections. “Help! Quick!” Never had he been so useless.
The Wagenburger hammered Park’s hanging head once more and released his lock, spilling her to the floor in a twitching, half-conscious heap. He yanked the curtain aside and came face to face with the Stationer.
Doubek, already in fight mode, reacted faster. He head-butted the lieutenant and shoved him out of the way. Firdous staggered, dropping the knife he’d drawn, and clung to the attacker—to keep him from fleeing? To hold himself up? Both?
How did it all go to shit so fast it was for Denny to save the day again?
He slid off his bed. Something crashed to the floor with the crack of breaking plastic. The radio! Later. He scurried forward on all fours. Pain meant nothing. Nothing at all. His shaking fingers plucked up the Stationer’s knife. He pushed up to his knees, waiting for the tangled wrestling bodies to turn… and stabbed the wider back, right of center, where the liver was supposed to be. The blade hit a hard surface and slewed off, cutting Doubek’s clothes but failing to bite. Denny, hanging off its hilt with all his weight, crashed face-first onto the floor.
The Wagenburger thrust Firdous away and swiveled. He lifted Denny by the scruff and roared, “Body armor, motherfucker!” spitting a ripe mix of garlic and booze into Denny’s face.
His ballsack shriveled. Whatever violence was coming, its brutality was guaranteed to eclipse everything he’d suffered up to this day…
A shadow glided behind Doubek’s back. Esme, the Golden Dragon’s bodyguard, snatched the traitor’s axe from its loop and swept it high over her head. She cawed, “Battle axe, motherfucker!” and chopped down as the Wagenburger flung Denny into the car’s wall.
The image of the wedge sinking into the First Driver’s skull dissolved in a burst of blinding light, replaced with nothing.

      [image: image-placeholder]Denny cracked one eye open and squinted. 
The movement through space; the rocking surface underneath; the wooden crossbeams above; the rhythmic clickety-clack. The train, not the Seven Hells’ fiery cavern. Still alive, then, with no one actively engaged in changing that. A positive… presumably.
On the negative side of the balance sheet were a pounding headache and a back so sore his cracked ribs barely registered; the grim Stationer, sitting nearby with his head tipped back, plugs up his nostrils, dark butterfly-shaped bruises spreading around the swollen potato of his nose, and the front of his shirt stained crimson; the sullen Park, flinching while gingerly probing her battered, disfigured face; and a pale Kathrin, holding up her blood-soaked shirt and gritting her teeth while the frowning Doctor Chen finished re-stitching and re-bandaging her angry-purple wound in plain sight.
The stern Golden Dragon topped off this discomfiting scene, hunched in a chair with his silent bodyguard looming behind his back. The woman watched everyone at once and no one in particular. Her neutral stance expressed absolutely nothing. As if she hadn’t split a man’s head like a fucking lumberjack. By the way, where—
“Welcome back, Rusty Dragon.” Shang’s chilling tone was anything but welcoming. “Great, all the stakeholders are reassembled.” The longer he waited for the medic to finish, the faster Denny’s heart beat.
Finally, Doctor Chen secured Kathrin’s bandage and retreated.
Shang’s snake-like stare bored into his underlings. “I suspected my best-laid plans wouldn’t survive a brush with reality, but this debacle far surpassed my most cynical apprehensions. Any volunteers to elaborate on how we ended up in this exquisite mess?” He gestured at his feet.
Ah, there he was. The First Driver’s prone body lay in a dark puddle, the axe handle still protruding hideously at an angle from the top of his head. Denny gagged.
The three brave soldiers made busy licking their wounds. Who could blame them?
Denny sighed. “It’s my fault, Golden Dragon. I didn’t think to turn off the radio when the First Driver walked in on us. He heard Delta India hailing him, and, well… two and two.”
Shang pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “I see. You three weren’t trying to be smart with him.”
“Not at all, Golden Dragon.” Denny opted for simple firmness. Adding a touch of indignation would’ve betrayed his lie.
Shang’s hard look made it clear the feeble ruse fell flat. What did that matter, anyway? What’s done was done.
“Fine.” His boss reached the same conclusion. “I’ll write it off as a freak incident. In fact, the First Driver’s death causes us fewer complications than the number it eliminates. No further need for this exhausting dance around the truth, for one. He did take his knowledge of the Directory’s Suburbs and Core to his grave but, all things considered, not sure how much of it we could’ve afforded to take at face value.”
“Shpeakigg of de grabe…” The nasal voice belonged to Firdous. He licked his caked lips and cringed. “Ken vee dump dis trash off my train?”
“Your train, your rules.” Shang waved his hand.
“Wait.” Denny sat up a little straighter. He was getting better at not letting pain control him. Proved to be a useful skill in this chapter of his life. “Search him first. I… may have broken the radio. Take his. Oh, and his armor should fit you, Lieutenant.”
“Thangs.” Another shared walloping or three, and the Stationer may warm up to him yet.
“Also…” Denny rubbed the back of his neck, and it responded with a dull throbbing. “Wagenburg may follow us and discover the body. If we want them to find out on our terms, better to throw him off a bridge when we cross one.”
Firdous nodded. “I’ll let Josh know. Woulnn’t he be exshited to hear shometimesh de radio should be turned off.”
“By the way…” Denny’s exclamation halted the Golden Dragon’s motion to stand. “Doubek’s handler still awaits an update. Shall we give it to him?” He winked. “Lieutenant, you’re the closest in size, your voice would sound similar over the radio.”
The Stationer stared back. “Ya shink sho?”
“Hm, maybe not. Then… I know!” Denny snapped his fingers. “Bison!”
Kathrin, ghostly pale even in the warm yellow lamplight, let her eyelids drop.
Park stirred. “I’ll fetch him,” she announced levelly.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Me? Him?” The huge Islander’s eyes turned from the axe in Doubek’s head to Denny and widened. His frantic survey of the expedition’s command cadre brought no reprieve. His chief’s feeble form, the subdued Park with her ravaged face, Firdous’s bloody mask, and the Golden Dragon’s neutral expectation—all meant he wasn’t the target of a prank. 
Bison sent a wistful glance to the ladder he’d descended after Park.
Not a situation to be solved with muscles, eh? Denny channeled gloating into congeniality. “You’ve heard the First Driver speak, yes?”
“Well… Yeah.” Bison’s shoulders slumped. He didn’t give a rat’s ass about the cooling body on the floor, but being put on the spot obviously terrified him.
“Good! Pretend you’re him and repeat after me: Delta India from Whiskey Actual…”
The Islander mumbled the words.
“Nah-huh. Too meek. Imagine… Imagine it’s someone talking trash about Lisa, saying she’s a dirty—”
“Hey!” Bison straightened. Taller and more muscular than the late Doubek, also bearded but with a shaved skull, as wide in the shoulders but a few belt notches leaner, he projected strength and menace.
“Perfect! Now, think about this Delta India badmouthing her, but he’s away, and you don’t want him to know you’re gonna punch his teeth in when you meet.”
Bison sucked air through his nose and growled, “Delta India!”
“That’s what I’m talking about!” Denny clapped, triggering a sharp pang in his neck. “Take it down a smidge, and we’re golden.” He extended an arm with Doubek’s radio. “Press the button on its side and speak into it. Punching teeth, remember?”
The Islander cautiously cradled the device in his paw, and, holding Denny’s eyes, muttered into it. His face grew dubious until the radio bleeped and he almost dropped it.
“Took you a while, Whiskey Actual. Status update?”
“I’m a busy man!” Denny whispered, prompting Bison to repeat after him. “All quiet. They stopped for the night. Plan to backtrack in the morning and take the southern route.”
A lot of words. Would the unseen enemy hear the difference? Denny held his breath. Sweat beaded on his forehead.
“Copy that.” The petulant tone was hard to miss even through the static. “Remember what we discussed, Seb. Delta India out.”
Denny collapsed onto his cot, wiping his head with his sleeve.
A tentative smile touched Bison’s lips. “This means it worked?”
“It damn bloody did!” Denny sought the Golden Dragon’s approval. “Didn’t it?”
Shang inclined his head. “Possibly. Unless the other side recognized this as a fake but chose not to let on. In which case you’ve made matters worse.”
A blow to Denny’s gut wouldn’t have knocked the air from him as badly.
Bison’s short-lived joy died, too.
“We’ll find out soon enough.” The Golden Dragon stood and departed for his quarters, shadowed by the Hamiltonian. Denny had yet to thank her for saving his life… again. After all that talk about Park or Kathrin chopping Doubek’s head off, it was she who did it.
Firdous tracked them until they were out of earshot. “Sour bastard. You did well, both. That woman, though… Damn.” He bent over the corpse and wiggled the axe free.
Bile rolled up Denny’s esophagus, blocking his throat. He gulped the bitter lump as the Stationer wiped the blade on the First Driver’s jacket and offered the murder weapon, hilt first, to Kat. “I believe this is yours.”
“Huh? How do you figure?”
The lieutenant’s mashed lips stretched into a disturbing grin. Blood seeped from the cracks. “The first time we met him, remember? He gifted it to you.”
Kathrin’s shaking fingers closed around the ornate handle’s braided leather, and she almost dropped the axe when Firdous let it go. Bison, quick on his feet, caught and laid it deferentially alongside her leg. Her eyelids drooped again. “You’re a strange man, Stationer. I can’t figure you out.”
“Makes two of us.” He turned, swayed, and left, holding onto the wall.
“Think I’ll be off, too.” The discomfort in Bison’s loud whisper would be funny, if not for the morbidity of the situation. “You’ll be alright, Chief?”
She waved him away, and the three of them watched him scamper up the ladder.
Nobody said a word, only throwing occasional glances at each other—and the dead Wagenburger.
“Okay, I’ll say it.” Kathrin pulled herself up to the firing port in the wall behind her, put her face to it, and released an emphatic “F-f-f-u-u-u-u-ck!” into the hurtling darkness outside. She flopped back onto her cot with a lopsided grin. “That helped. Try it.”
Denny mirrored her expression. “Pass. I’m done. Not moving another inch today if I can help it. What’s with you, Iron Dragon? You’re awfully quiet.”
“Yeah, jagiya, you okay?” Kathrin patted her mattress. “Come sit with me.”
Park withdrew deeper into the corner shadow and whispered, “Mi-an-hae, babe, not today. I need some time alone.”
Groaning and creaking, Denny left his bed, defying his own say-so. He couldn’t help it. Keeping his arms out for balance, he scuffled over to the stubborn girl and took her by her wrist. She offered no resistance, letting him lead her to Kathrin’s side. “Sit.”
She obeyed.
Denny crossed his arms over his chest. “What’s the big deal? Ashamed you lost a fight? Afraid your girlfriend wouldn’t like you with your face all bruised and mangled? Stop wallowing in self-pity and spend time with her! Wah-wah, you took a beating. So did she, so did Firdous. I won’t mention my poor ass, ‘cause that’s what you wanted for me all along.”
She bobbed her head. “It was.”
“Past tense? Not anymore?”
“That’s right.” She finally looked at him through the narrow slits of her swollen eyes. “Don’t let it go to your head. Now leave, I’m gonna take your advice. And no, you can’t watch.”
Grinning from ear to ear, Denny stepped back, drew the curtain, and slouched on his cot.
A lot had happened in one day. Good, bad, and to be determined. All in all, despite everything, it had shaped up to be the best day of his life. Problem was, he might not survive another one like that.






  
  Chapter seventeen
Karim


June 7 th, 43 PE
Two dozen bodies littered the view framed by the narrow firing port. Every single one wore a green band.
Alert, kitted-out legionnaires and boisterous, laughing Marines secured the perimeter, while others collected the Zealots’ firearms. A team was attaching Zhou’s spare rail to the crossties under Josh’s supervision, retorting to his skeptical remarks with their own vulgar comments. Everyone squared out, ready for more trouble, knowing what to do. No losses to the Invincible’s crew. No collateral damage. Who the Hells needed Karim?
Yet, none of that excused him.
He’d frozen. He had fucking frozen under fire. Who does that?! A rookie with soft fuzz under his nose and his mommy’s milk fresh on his lips would have an excuse. Karim had none. He’d shot and been shot at more times than he could count. Too many to care. So why, why in the Seven Hells had he stood there, slack-mouthed, watching the attack and unable to move, speak, give orders, drooling like a village idiot?
Wasn’t fear. Engaging in combat had long since stopped being an issue. He’d grown to look forward to a fight with cold, calculated precision. Apply force where it’s most efficient, quickly overwhelm the opponent, be done with it, and go home.
Questioning the justification, then? No, not a doubt stirred. What could be more just than taking down these animals?
Déjà vu. That was what had paralyzed him, and made his jaw spasm so hard his cheeks ached now. Images of a similar mob swarming a similar train—with their knives, rifles, firebombs… and the same green armbands. The sounds of a fierce firefight he’d helplessly watched from a hilltop, torn between the urge to save his comrades and his unequivocal orders to protect their charge at any cost. The smell, that awful smell of the burned metal, oil, and flesh, the stench never truly leaving his nose, haunting it at will, triggered by innocent associations… As it did this time.
Only this time was anything but innocent. Those were the same attackers, rushing his train with the same singular purpose: to halt progress. Determined to kill anyone standing in their way—scores of people whom Karim had sworn to protect.
He’d frozen for fear of failing those people, and in doing so, he’d failed them. This stain would mar his reputation forever. That self-defeating logic, though, fucked-up cause and effect… Funny.
The last nail in the coffin of his self-esteem, proving once and for all he was a fake officer, a fake commander, and a fake protector. Everything making him what he was—or was pretending to be—crumbled. No achievements, no purpose, no value. He was left with emptiness, dust, and ashes.
Karim pressed his fingers hard against his eyelids until colorful splotches floated in the reddish darkness. It wasn’t the regular shame. He was going to have to relearn how to look people in the eye.
What was done was done. The Invincible was an entirely different train from that nameless, clunky, unnamed, unarmored and unarmed prototype his team had died defending last year. This beast could take a beating and bite back. And bite she did. The Zealots missed their chance to destroy his tech, he’d missed his chance to slit more of their throats. Their last chance, his last chance. Ka-Bar? A luxury he didn’t deserve.
A hand gently clasped his shoulder. “We all carry our ghosts,” Esme’s low voice murmured in his ear. “You’re beating yourself up now. That’s natural. I would, too. But if it’s any consolation, I don’t think any less of you.”
“Because you already had such little regard?”
Her hand did not retract.
Karim dropped his hands from his face, gathering the courage to meet Esme’s eyes—dark, wise, understanding. They held no malice, but no sympathy either.
“I won’t tell you you did well. That’d be bullshit, we both know it. But you could’ve done worse, and didn’t. That’s an achievement on its own. The deeper the trauma, the stronger a person it takes not to fall apart.” 
“Sure. You would know.”
“I would.” Her voice didn’t waver. She awaited his reaction.
“Don’t waste your breath on me.”
Annoyance flickered behind her veil. “Save the self-reflection for a better time. Now, go praise Yun-mi. She did better. She fuckin’ rocked.” Esme’s chin jerked toward the turret.
Karim cringed and turned to the ladder.
A legionnaire held a canvas bag against it, catching the spent brass someone was kicking through the hatch. Half of it clinked against the rungs and joyfully scattered all over the place. Typical Park.
“That’s her up there?” A rhetorical question. He wasn’t prepared for that conversation just yet.
“You betcha. With everyone else indisposed or running around like headless chickens, she took on the attackers until the units from the rear cars joined her. Oh, come on, would it hurt you to admit you’re happy she’s not at home, keeping some man’s hearth?” Her hand nudged him forward. “Go. I’ll be here for when you’re ready to talk.”
Karim didn’t move. One more debt. “About that axe…”
“What? Which… Ah. It’s where it belongs. Will do Kathrin more good. I wouldn’t know which end to grab it, anyway.”
“Swung it pretty damn well yesterday.”
Esme rolled her eyes. “You’re still here?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Groping between his shoulder blades for the casing that had slunk under his collar while he climbed up, Karim surveyed the battlefield below. Or rather, the killing ground, strewn with Zealot bodies all the way from the engine all the way to the missing railroad section up ahead. 
Beyond the carnage, the field was bounded by a row of one and two-story houses. More rooftops peeked through the lush greenery. Further away, a wide river glinted through the tree canopies, and beyond that, high-rise buildings huddled together, surrounded by blocks of shorter ones. Tall chimneys rose from the cityscape, lazily spewing tails of smoke into the clear sky, leaving them at the mercy of the winds.
“That’s the Core, huh?” Such a tranquil view. What could life be like in a large, functioning city, with industry and everything? A baseless yearning for something he’d never known and would never have. Hollow fantasies aside, this was the last stop on their insane, improbable journey. They’d made it! Would Saint Louis prove everything Shang was hoping for, despite the unwelcoming reception every mile along the way? Was Karim wrong in his attempts to dissuade the Dragon from pushing forward? The cleverest Kowloonese alive would have a few tricks up his sleeve to turn the tide around. Otherwise… No. No way this was all out of stubbornness.
He finally fished out the evasive piece of hot metal and tossed it to Park. “Yours?”
The girl, on her haunches, twiddled it and flicked it back at him. “Yours.”
Karim let the now-harmless casing bounce off his chest and tumble to join the brass mound under their feet.
“Thanks for letting me put it to a good use.” She squinted against the sun behind his head. “You okay?”
Bruises and lacerations marred her face, not especially pretty on the best of days. She favored her crushed, broken lips, hissing the sibilants. And she was asking him if he was okay. Shit. “Look, I have to apolo—”
“Shove it. I had a ton of fun sniping at them, with no one bossing me around. So, thanks, alright?” Her voice climbed, with the last word outright belligerent.
When he didn’t respond, the girl added softer, for his ears only, “I needed that, after last night. A win, clear and… undoubtable, if that’s a word?”
“I know exactly what you mean.” Karim squatted on the ammo boxes by her side. “I was there, too, remember?”
“Vaguely.” She gurgled. “He knocked the living mincemeat out of me.”
“I—”
“Apologize one more time, and I’ll throw you down the stairs. I dare you.”
“I believe you.” A long sigh escaped Karim’s lungs. “How come everyone’s suddenly nice to me today?”
“Nice? Nice? No one’s ever called me nice.”
“And if I do it again, you’ll throw me down the stairs.”
“A quick learner, ha.”
“How about… considerate?”
“Man.” Park eyed him with disbelief that she had to spell it out. “Some real nasty shit’s gone down. We got through it together, so…”
“So?”
“Makes you realize who’s in your corner, you know?” She stared at him like he was stupid. He was.
A good pretext to look away. “Glad I’ve got you in mine, that’s all I came to say.”
Park’s small hand patted his forearm, bringing him to resume eye contact. “You’re not too bad yourself… for a Stationer.” She winked and hissed with pain.
“I’ll take that. But I’m still mad at you.”
“Ha?”
“Those”—Karim pointed his thumb over his shoulder, beyond the metal wall—“were meant to be my payback.” He needed her to stop being nice. Er, considerate. To call out his unforgivable failure to act. To humiliate him for missing his chance.
“Don’t be selfish. I had a score to settle, too. Last year, the Zealots almost killed my Five Points friend. Isn’t there more left where they came from?”
Come on, he deserved derision, not slack! Especially not from this powder keg with a half-second fuse! She knew what he was about, for sure—and still refused to bash him. “That’s about all of them, by my count.” He didn’t have the strength to push her further. Coward. “A few are missing, probably died along the way. The Zealots attack in one wave, they never hold back.”
“Well, too damn bad. Go check, my new favorite toy”—she affectionately patted the machinegun, rattling the ammo belt—“isn’t always instantly fatal. Some unlucky bastard could still be breathing. If you hurry…”
Karim was already on his feet. The justice due for his former team, murdered and burned, had been served, fully and thoroughly, in his glaring absence, and that was that. A little personal vengeance, though? Why squander the opportunity? His shameful inaction had no bearing on his eligibility. And he needed a win, too. Any win, he wouldn’t be picky.
“Want this?” Park half-drew her notorious kukri, seductively wiggling her brows.
Karim responded by doing the same with his Ka-Bar.
The City Rat’s knowing grin warmed Karim’s heart. She was his people.

      [image: image-placeholder]He was almost too late. 
The Marines had methodically checked the last bodies on their side of the tracks. Bison bent over a man lying on his side, checked his pulse, and dispassionately drove a knife into his eye.
Across the railroad, Owen was bandaging a gangly teenager’s hip. “Shattered pelvis,” he explained to the approaching Karim. “He’ll never walk, but might be serviceable for an interrogation.”
Karim squatted, looking over the prisoner. Skin greenish from blood loss and pain, eyes teary and red, a bitten-through lower lip, and the last drops of defiance seeping out. “I don’t wanna die! Please…” The boy’s voice cracked on a sob.
“But you were perfectly willing to kill.” What a pathetic wimp.
“No, sir, I… I… I only followed my orders! The Teacher, he said—”
“Your Teacher is twisting and crackling in the Seven Hells’ hottest fire now. Don’t worry, you’ll join him soon. But first, answer me one simple question—”
“Sir, I wasn’t gonna kill no one, I just… Everybody ran, and I ran with them. I… I have no weapon, see? Please!”
Karim spit on the ground. “Even the housekeepers I killed in your den didn’t grovel! You’re a disgrace to the True Faith.”
“You… They’re dead?!” The youth’s eyes widened.
“Yup, all five of ‘em. And burned. Like you did to my friends, and like we’ll do to you lot.”
“I’m a novice! Didn’t do nothing to your friends! Only came along to strengthen my Faith!”
“Wrong time, wrong place, wrong faith. I’ll go easy on you. Answer my question, and you die before we throw you into the fire. Deal?”
The youth’s lips quivered. Under Karim’s expectant gaze, his shaking chin dipped down.
“I don’t approve, Lieutenant,” Owen grumbled from behind Karim.
Karim didn’t grace him with a look. “What makes you think I care? No one’s holding you here.”
“This isn’t right. The Iron Dragon will hear of this.”
What a self-righteous prick. “That’s the best you’ve got? If you must know, she offered me her blade.”
Owen’s bulging eyes fixed on Karim. “You’re torturing him to cover up your own weakness. Proud of yourself now, brave against a helpless prisoner?”
That did hit a nerve. Apparently, Karim was the kind of asshole to abuse this thin-necked gosling to stave off his lack of self-confidence. Hells no. Maybe. Ah, dammit, whom was he kidding? One hundred percent he was. Karim faked a chuckle. “Much better, big guy. Now, seriously, move along. Don’t make me repeat myself.”
The captive wistfully tracked the black giant’s departure.
Karim clacked his tongue. “Mouth on him, eh? Anyway, my question. Twenty-seven of you little piggies went to market. If my math’s any good, there’re twenty-three bodies to roast here, including yours. Where are the rest?”
The young Zealot returned a stupefied stare.
Karim snapped his fingers. “A deal, remember?”
“They… They… went ahead to the Core! For a reco… renoco…”
“To snoop around, got it. Shame. Why can’t I ever catch you all at once?” He narrowed his eyes. “You aren’t lying, are you? That’d be a major sin.”
“No, sir, that’s the honest-to-God truth! I… Please, let me go…”
“Go? How? Where? To do what? Crawl on your side for the rest of your life? Which will be short, filled with pain, and miserable beyond your worst horrors?” Karim leaned closer. “Trust me, you’re better off this way.” The Ka-Bar slid in smoothly under the Zealot’s jaw, right to the base of his skull.
The young man convulsed and grew still, the blue of the sky reflecting in his eyes.
Karim wiped his knife and stood. The ringing emptiness with cinder undertones inside him did not stir. Ending this snot-faced kid’s life brought no closure. It sure wasn’t vengeance. Nor future risk prevention, he had a snowball’s chance in the Seven Hells of surviving the week. It was… Oh damn. Karim’s arms trembled, fruitlessly pressing his already sheathed Ka-Bar deeper home. It was mercy.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Company west!” 
The alarmed shout, accompanied by gun safeties clicked off all around, brought Karim back to reality. He dropped to a knee, shouldering his rifle and scanning for threats.
A hundred-strong band with sticks, shovels, and pickaxes spilled out of the built-up area ahead. No firearms or other ranged weapons in sight.
Karim strode forward. Long steps, self-assured posture. Not the time to declare his utter incompetence in front of everyone. He’d come clean to the Golden Dragon later.
At the sight of the carnage, the leading men stopped. Those behind them pushed forward to take in the scene themselves. Their chorus of cries was replaced by the clattering of makeshift wooden shields forming a ragged line.
Karim sneered. Amateurs.
The shield wall parted, letting through a man in a rickety, squeaking wheelchair pushed by a wide-shouldered guy. A faded plaid blanket covered the stumps of his legs. His face twisted in shock. “What have you done?!” he howled, wringing his hands. An unexpectedly deep, sonorous howl.
Karim stopped five meters away, lowering his rifle but keeping it ready. “Defended ourselves from an unprovoked attack. What does it look like?”
The man—in his forties, with thinning gray hair and deep lines carved into a hard face—reined in his emotions commendably fast. “You’re not from the Directory.”
This again? “Obviously, not.”
“Then why kill them?!”
“Are you daft?” Karim frowned. “I just told you they attacked us.”
“Why?! You aren’t the Directory!”
“They didn’t bother explaining.” Karim shrugged. “Zealots.”
“Wait.” Suspicion replaced the man’s initial shock. He looked Karim up and down. “You know about the Zealots? How? Nobody was supposed to— Who are you? Where did you come from?”
Karim let a smug and mysterious little smile curve his lips. “Far away. About as far as the Zealots.”
“Why are you here?”
“Too many questions.” Karim drew his chin up. “My turn. Who are you, and what’s your connection to the Zealots?”
His counterpart reclined in his chair. “Wouldn’t you like to know!”
“Wouldn’t’ve asked otherwise, but this won’t keep me up at night. The way I see it, there are two ways this can go. One, sit and talk without all this.” Karim made a wide circle with his gun’s muzzle. “Two, we finish fixing the tracks and move on, with or without you in the way. Think those shields gonna stop my train or my bullets?”
The crowd behind the useless cover hummed and grumbled.
Their speaker chewed, exchanged glances with his help, and took in the field full of dead Zealots again. “Let’s talk, but not… here. Come with us.”
Karim didn’t budge. “You can’t think I’m that stupid. Why would I volunteer myself to be your hostage? If we talk, we talk right here. What’s the matter? Your brave troops are unsettled? You won’t need them. They try anything, they join your Zealot pals. Send them home walking, or drag their corpses by their feet.”
“I don’t appreciate your tone.”
“Feel free to get lost anytime.”
The man scowled. “Have it your way. Sheridan,” he yelled over his shoulder, “take the men—”
Engine revving and impatient horns swallowed his words. The shield wall fractured and boiled to the sides of the road. Three hulking vehicles rolled through and came to a stop in front of Karim. Slick, menacing, with sharply angled armor, thick wheels, and only their markings differentiating the otherwise identical machines. Soldiers with standard fatigues, kit, and guns poured out through the first and the last cars’ rear doors. One unit spread in a line opposite the Invincible’s crew, the other aimed at Karim’s audience.
A thick, heavy door swung open in the side of the idling middle car. Easily, quietly—well-balanced and maintained. Serious stuff. Who else could it be, if not the very people the expedition had come to meet.
A bald man climbed out, dressed in the same uniform as his soldiers, minus insignia, and a handgun holster on his leather belt. Unbothered by being in the two sides’ crosshairs, he stretched his back and cracked his neck. Not the physical type, with a round pasty face and noticeable surplus around his waist, he ambled toward Karim with the audacious assurance of a high-ranking officer.
Karim let his rifle drop by its sling to his side. Wouldn’t do clinging to it as if he were, God forbid, frightened. He matched the local boss’s snide stance and evaluating squint. “Here to welcome us to the Directory? If you’ve come for the party, you’re a little late.”
“I see you’ve met our homebrew rebels, and the guest entertainers they mail-ordered to spearhead their Luddite uprising.”
Where had Karim heard his voice? He’d never seen this arrogant fart.
“To your question, no, I wouldn’t go as far as ‘welcome’, but thanks for saving us ammo by disposing of these Zealots.”
The purported rebel leader in the wheelchair hocked a loogie on the officer’s boot.
The newcomer casually drew a revolver, shot the offender in the head, and reholstered. The wheelchair driver, hit by skull shrapnel, collapsed, too, knocking his charge over.
Karim’s fingers itched to reach for his rifle, but he resisted.
The mob surged forward with discordant yells and ebbed back as quickly from the unyielding Core squad.
“And thus, the Great Proletarian Revolution meets its inglorious end,” the officer announced.
Karim’s ears rang from the powerful report. Would he have shot a cripple with similar aloofness? A Zealot—pfft, in a blink of an eye. That man wasn’t one, but he had called them… Ugh, complicated. Why should he care? Rebels? Revolution? The Directory’s internal affairs. “You knew about the Zealots’ arrival.” A more relevant question.
“Of course he did.” Shang’s voice, thankfully, relieved Karim of his role I this conversation, which had skipped the familiar mutual threats part and headed straight for sketchy diplomatic territory. “It’s Delta India’s job to know everything worth knowing within the Directory’s sphere of interests.”
Right! That’s how Karim knew this voice!
“Stands for Directory Intelligence, I presume?” Shang went all in.
The officer met the question with feigned grace. He, too, knew how to take a blow on the chin. “Close. Director of Intelligence. I figured the time has come for us to talk in person, Golden Dragon.” So much for a delicate courting dance.
“Along with the entirely coincidental demonstration of the extent of your control. Very well. Mind joining me on the train? I’ve got a decent rye stashed for such a momentous occasion.”
“Sorry, fresh out of Whiskey Actual.” Karim couldn’t help it.
Shang cringed. Behind him, Esme cocked her head.
“Left you with a pretty bad hangover, though.” DI’s eyes clung to Karim’s battered face.
“But a great aftertaste.” Karim throttled his self-consciousness. “Totally worth it.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Interesting.” The DI craned his neck, taking in the  Invincible’s hopefully imposing bulk. “Crude, but interesting.”
“It’s a prototype.” Karim did not need to justify anything to this man, but how could he abide his train being ridiculed? “Got us this far.”
The DI inclined his head. “That it did. Getting you back may prove more challenging.”
“A less generous-minded person could consider that a threat, Director.” Shang beamed genially.
“That’s because it is.” The man responded with his own, patently fake, bright smile. “You’re too generous-minded for your own good, Dragon.”
Shang’s amicability didn’t waver. “Yet, here you are, Director, carving time from your undoubtedly busy schedule to convey this message to me in person.”
The Director shrugged. “Call it curiosity. Not every day I get to meet someone too obtuse to take my increasingly transparent hints.”
“I fear diplomacy may not be your strongest suit, Director.”
An understatement. In the Golden Dragon’s place, Karim would’ve already been following up on a right hook with a left uppercut.
“I’ve no use for it. These”—the local gestured at the armored personnel carriers—“work well. Those”—a proud wave toward a squadron of airships hovering above the distant high-rise cluster of the Core—“even better. But since I’ve already endured the ride here, I’ll give you five minutes to make your pitch.”
“How generous. Very well.” Shang stood tall, projecting officiality. “I’ll speak in the language of commerce. We represent a coalition of states bound by common interests. A Hanseatic League of a sort, if the name means anything to you. We excel at maritime trade and railroad transportation. And, since the Directory is actively engaged in trade up and down the Mississippi basin, we are presenting you with a unique opportunity to combine our networks, thereby granting you access to the Great Lakes.” A little exaggeration, but if grandstanding was to ever be deployed, when else?
“In exchange for?”
“I said we combine our networks. In a mutually beneficial way. Shall I expand?”
“No need. Not interested.”
A vertical crease formed above the bridge of Shang’s nose. “As a man of action, you may not fully appreciate what I bring to the table. I am talking about a wealth of resources. The entire East of the continent! Your counterparts in charge of commerce and development might be better equipped to grasp the true scale of my offer. I’ll wait for you to send them here.”
“Save your breath.” The Director crossed his arms over his chest. The corner of his mouth slid down to form a sneer. “This call is mine, and mine alone. I have the authority to dispatch the Directory’s enemies, foreign and domestic.”
“Enemies?” Karim leaned in. “We brought you the best goddamn offer of your lifetime, with a free side order of taking care of your infestation!” He gestured to the Zealot-strewn field. “And you call us enemies?”
Without taking his cold eyes off Shang, the Director wiped droplets of Karim’s spittle, real or imaginary, from his cheek. “Your play is transparent, foreigner. Grab a foothold with innocent trade relations, then insinuate yourself in to get hold of our tech. Let me spare you the effort. I don’t know how much that old two-timer Doubek told you, but it’s really simple. Even someone as hard-nosed as you should understand. Our tech is ours and ours only.” He cut the air with a sharp gesture. “We preserved it through the Fall, we refined it to its current state, and we are its rightful owners. Its only owners. When we need the Great Lakes’ resources, we’ll come and get them. On our terms, without cocky intermediaries. Do I make myself clear, Dragon?” That repulsive sneer again, curling Karim’s fingers into fists. “Now, you can crawl off to live another day, never knowing if I sent my air hounds to find the hellhole you slithered from and bomb it into oblivion. Or you could heroically fuck around and find out that the Directory has got sufficient armaments to leave no memory of you and your train. Your choice.”
“Third option: I snap your neck right now.” Karim closed in.
To his credit, the Director stood unflinching. “And how would that advance your agenda?”
“It wouldn’t.” Another step. A mere arm’s length away. “But I’ll savor the process.”
“For the two-three seconds you live after that?”
“Then let’s cut the foreplay.”
“Lieutenant, stop.” Shang’s raised voice caught Karim mid-stride. “We’re leaving.”
Karim hovered nose-to-nose with the Director for another moment. If only a stare could convey every ill he wished upon this conceited jackass… May his karma stop dallying and catch up with him post haste. Karim backed away, finding the grip of his rifle without taking his eyes off the Director. “Marines! Legion!” he called. “Fall back to the train! Protect the Golden Dragon! Park, if anyone twitches a pinky, stitch their asses!”
“Happy to!” came a cheerful response, out of place in this tense standoff. “The barrel has just cooled down.”
“Perfect. Start with Delta India!” That dick hadn’t even bothered to tell them his name. Talk about bad faith!
“You’ve got it. Whiskey Actual must be lonely, missing his pal!”
“Not so fast.” A menacing grin tinged with insanity twisted the DI’s mouth. Oh, shit. “You downed my airships and murdered my people. A price must be paid. Condor, light them up!”
Karim was already on the ground, lining up his sights.
The Director sprinted to his vehicle in a broken zigzag, evading the short bursts from Park’s machinegun.
On top of the two escort carriers, hatches flew open and soldiers popped up with thick green pipes on their shoulders, aiming them at the Invincible. Whatever those were, it couldn’t be good. Karim slugged one through the throat. He’d aimed at the face, but that would do, too. The man crumpled inside. His weapon rolled, bumping off the armor, to the ground. Someone behind Karim—a Marine?—recognized the threat, too, and opened up with heavy yet imprecise fire on the second soldier. Bullets ricocheted off the armored car’s sloped sides, forcing the soldier to duck, ruining his aim. A trail of fire and smoke stretched from his pipe toward the Invincible but overshot, disappearing in the distance. The soldier pulled another pipe from inside, but this time Karim’s well-placed shot took him through the side of his head, right under his helmet.
The Director used the distraction to dart into the commander’s carrier. Its engine roared, sending up a plume of black smoke. Shit, Karim had nothing at his disposal to take out armored cars! This made the outlook grimmer by the second. If the enemy regrouped, brought in reinforcements, and continued to assault his train from multiple directions, sooner or later they’d start scoring hits. Once they took out the machinegun nest, their airships would be free to swarm in with impunity and finish the job. If he beelined for the mysterious weapon dropped by the first Condor he’d taken out…
A dark object flew, tumbling, in a steep arc from the rear of the rebel flock. It landed on top of the DI’s car, bursting into flames. More projectiles—bottles? Holy Hells, petrol bombs!—followed. Many missed their mark, but one, then another, and another, landed on the escort vehicles, too, swiftly engulfing all three in whooshing flames. Damn, he’d underestimated the threat presented by this bleak but angry rabble!
The Core soldiers who’d been retreating in an impressively organized manner abandoned discipline. Their pot shots punched holes in the rebel lines, but the Kowloonese fire overwhelmed their broken formation in no time.
Karim scanned the smoke-filled battlefield from left to right, then right to left. No more targets. He raised his head. “Cease fire! Cease fire!”
The discordant rattle of shots, whizzing of the bullets flying by, and their clicking and thumping into their targets, died down. The wails and moans of the wounded came through the crackle of the fires.
Fires.
Distorting the carriers’ once elegant lines. Melting their thick tires into misshapen goo. Making their paint blister, peel, and slither down in jagged blackened flakes. And inside…
Karim squeezed his eyes shut, as if that would stop the smell from slithering into his nostrils.
His threats to the young Zealot had been empty. He’d puked at the sight of grilled food, for crying out loud! Of course, he couldn’t contemplate burning anyone. Talking as if he would with a straight face took all his strength. And now, people—enemies who’d wanted him dead, but still human beings—burned alive in front of his eyes. Again.
His face flopped into his arms. This was his curse. His punishment. His penance. All else paled compared to this inability to escape his fate of witnessing scorched flesh again and again. The tactical victory in this intense firefight, his overcoming his earlier stupor, his redemption in this second encounter… Hells, the strategic failure of the expedition—a good outcome for him, supposedly, because they’d finally head home. The stench of burned meat overrode it all, to be his inseparable companion forever.
“Lieutenant? Are you injured?” Putting a face to the voice without looking took a moment. Kathrin?
He looked up slowly, from the dusty boots, to her two shaking hands supporting her entire weight on a rifle used for an improvised cane, to her haggard face the shade of last year’s grass, where it wasn’t tattooed. “What in God Almighty’s loving graces are you doing out here?”
“Had to check on my people. And the others.”
How long had he been transfixed?
“That’s—” Complimenting her would be cheesy. “Shang’s okay?”
“Yeah, Esme whisked him under the train when shit hit the fan.”
“Is she?” His voice broke. Like an awkward teen’s.
“All good.” Kathrin pretended not to notice, hiding a glint of amusement under her heavy eyelids.
Karim sat up, patting himself. “Still in one piece. Thanks for asking.”
She staggered, betrayed by her legs, losing balance. Karim jumped up to catch her, but she righted herself with a laborious grunt first.
“You’re insane, you know that? I’ll make sure I’m not around when Doctor Chen finds you out of bed.”
“I’m told you were about to break the Director’s neck in front of his firing squad,” she managed through gritted teeth.
“What of it?”
“And you’ve got the nerve to call me insane?”
“That doc is scarier.”
“Ha.”
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“Spill it!”
She chuckled. “A historic moment. At last, something we agree upon!”
Karim offered her his shoulder, and she gratefully leaned on it. Together, they hobbled to the comforting bulk of the Invincible, their home away from home. Kathrin’s pungent smell assaulted Karim’s nose. Stale sweat was there, unwashed clothes, and blood-infused bandages over unhealed wounds, along with the sharp tinge of some exotic medication. The smells of life. Hard, dangerous life. Still better than the irreversible finality of charred flesh.

      [image: image-placeholder]Golden Dragon Shang Ka Yi stared, unseeing, at the smoldering personnel carriers and beyond, to the Core. Ah, yes.  That look, of heavy burden, regret, and sorrow. All too familiar.
A tight double ring of legionnaires and Marines surrounded the expedition’s motionless leader. They suspiciously eyed the Suburban mob, gloomily silent, huddled around the body of their executed leader.
Karim helped Kathrin through. “What now?” he asked the Golden Dragon’s unreadable profile. “The last push across the river?”
Shang austerely moved his head from side to side. “We’re done here.”
“What?” Karim must have misheard, the aftereffects of the firefight and all. “What’re you talking about? With the DI out of the way, we can talk to—”
“It’s over.” Shang’s grave words flattened Karim. “You heard the man. They won’t share their tech, with or without him.” A ripple tore through his stillness, and he turned to the Invincible’s door. “Take us home.”
That was within Karim’s woefully limited competence. Soul searching, arguing, and the inevitable blame shifting would have to wait until they’d put sufficient distance between themselves and the Directory’s imminent reprisals. Delta India could have radioed his headquarters before being incinerated. At a minimum, he wouldn’t have come without ordering the airships to stand off and observe. His burning armored vehicles sent a fairly unambiguous signal—even if, technically, the locals were the ones who’d lit them up. “What are you waiting for?” he bellowed at the surrounding guards. “All aboard! Up! Up!”
Ignoring her protests, Karim wrapped his arms around  Kathrin’s hips and lifted her up to the side door, where two Marines pulled her in by her armpits. He helped Esme with getting Shang in and turned to herd everyone else, only to discover the last few legionnaires filing into their car. Nobody needed him. He leaped up the steps to the engine cab where Josh awaited and hugged the hand rail. “Full steam in reverse!”

      [image: image-placeholder]“I should have listened—to you, Lieutenant, to the Sea Dragon, to my wife. To the First Driver. I take full responsibility for this failure.” Owning his mistakes could not have been easy for this powerful ruler and warranted Karim’s respect… Which proved frustratingly difficult to muster. Even giving a profound, undoubtedly honest apology, the Golden Dragon kept acting. A precisely calculated amount of remorse, a perfectly portrayed sorrow. After all his years among the top Kowloonese brass, no wonder the man was incapable of showing a raw emotion like his mortal underlings. Such as the irritation and confusion roiling in Karim now, owing to these admissions’ coming way too late, long after he had made peace with his objections being ignored, and—surprise!—grew sort of invested in the mission. 
“I admit, I’ve been holding onto certain illusions,” Shang continued with steady solemnity. “About humanity, the role of science and technology… And myself. Silly. I should have known better, I see that, in retrospect. Those illusions had clouded my judgement, influencing my decisions and leading me to ignore facts that didn’t fit my vision. For this, I apologize.”
The perfect moment to show his genuine, unmanaged face. Would he? Nope. Quite the opposite. The Golden Dragon’s mask congealed into stone, unreadably neutral. That, in its way, betrayed the extent of his inner turmoil. Having to return home with his tail tucked between his legs, something he’d likely never imagined could happen. What a blow to his self-esteem, let alone his standing with the High Council! Even with Khalifa’s co-conspirators purged, plenty of vultures circled the Hive, eager to take down a man of his stature… Oh. This must be the reason he’d ditched most of his Kowloonese retinue in Cleveland—to limit the exposure of his potential failure to the barest minimum. Always the strategist.
“I have faced setbacks throughout my career, yet this one is the most significant,” Shang echoed Karim’s thoughts. “We have found what we’ve been looking for, but the other party is not just intransigent, it’s belligerent. Thanks to this expedition, we know what we’re dealing with here, and will return, I promise—with a very different approach. We’ll disrupt the Directory’s routine through indirect action, enough for them to see merit in cooperation. Right now, though, we must escape its unfriendly attention without giving away our destination. Had we not reached Saint Louis, or found no hypothetical advanced state here, the status quo would have been preserved. But as it is, we stirred a hornets’ nest. If, following our poking, the Directory ventures East, they would sweep away any opposition. What kind of new world will my child be born into?”
Goosebumps crawled up Karim’s arms. He hadn’t taken the Director’s bombastic threats seriously. If Shang, the bossy, imperturbable Shang, was scared—he should be, too! Novak must hear of this, pronto. To evade and counter the aerial menace, The Station would need to take a page from the Wagenburgers’ book. Even the First Train, its founding centerpiece and seat of government, may be forced to get mobile again, for the first time in forty-three years.
The others around the command table—Kathrin, Park—reflected a similar dismay. Much like Karim, they’d been less than enthusiastic about this journey from the get-go, each in their own way, but seeing it fail so miserably left them gutted.
Esme, on the other hand, looked decidedly optimistic, towering behind Shang’s back with a satisfied air. Sure, once Shang was home, guarding his safety would be immeasurably easier. Her spousal responsibilities? None of Karim’s business.
And only Zhou refused to give it up, bubbling with stupid, increasingly outlandish ideas for penetrating the Core’s defenses. Kudos to the kid for keeping the flame alive. Karim was too cynical these days, but even in his younger, less jaded years, would have given up sooner.
Shang’s laconic gesture shut his aide up. “I appreciate your relentless initiative, Rusty Dragon. Under other circumstances, I would have properly addressed your every proposition’s merit, but at the moment, our priority no longer lies within the Core. We are heading back, and must shake any pursuers off our tail. Leading them to Cleveland would be a calamity. Letting their scouts track us all the way home—outright catastrophic. I am open to suggestions on mitigating that.”
Zhou smoothed his hair and scratched the back of his head. “The smoke plume is a dead giveaway. What about traveling at night and concealing the train during the day?”
Karim nodded. “Could work. But first—”
The train’s brakes squealed.
Josh’s head popped in through the door to the engine. “Rahul called. The bridge ahead… Better take a gander yer own self.”
He disappeared.
“Rahul?” Shang’s eyebrows arched. “Called?”
Karim stepped back from the table, unable to meet his eyes. He’d been too quick to assert his confidence in taking the expedition home. Why had he thought it a simple task within his grasp? Nothing was a simple task. Nothing was within his grasp. “Got Rahul in the tail car—leading while we travel in reverse—with a radio to notify Josh of any obstacles,” he explained. Those apologetic tones in his voice? Revolting. “Until we got to a sorting station to turn the train around.”
“Ob-sta-cles.” Shang savored the sounds and clicked his tongue. “Used to be one of my favorite words. A challenge to overcome, an opportunity for growth.”
“Not anymore?” Esme broke her silence.
“On the way there? Any day of the week. But not when they stand between me and home.”
Karim swung the armored door open.
Jumping off, he caught Esme’s quiet “When is she due?” but not Shang’s response.
Then he stopped caring.
Gravel crunched to his right under Josh’s boots. “Told ya.”
The bridge? What bridge?
Where the railroad bridge once stood, gnarled iron tentacles reached in every direction. The main span had collapsed, crassly exposing one end’s rusted support beams and dunking the other in the churning water below. No way they’d be able to fix that. Or would they? “Any—”
“Nope.” Josh shoved his hands into his jeans’ back pockets. “We. Are. Screwed, amigo.” He rocked from his heels to his toes and back. “Ain’t no other way to say it.”
“Maybe—”
“Nope. Tell ya the truth? Had the exact same thought, jus’ didn’t wanna jinx nothin’. If I were in that stinkin’ Director’s shoes, I woulda blown up all the bridges into their territory. Water’n’air’s all they use. Cuttin’ them railroads wouldn’t make no dent in their trade. I woulda done it before our train got in, but… This works, too.”
It didn’t simply work. The ruthlessly elegant plan achieved more: it trapped the Invincible, revealing the DI’s meaning when he hinted that she may have a harder time leaving the Directory territory. No firepower in the world would help them cross a destroyed bridge. The asshole knew. This had been his play all along.
Karim shut his eyes. “So—”
“Yup.”
“Stop cutting me off. You don’t know what I wanted to say.”
“But I do, K, I do. Nothin’ else to be said here. Been a damn fine run, but all good things come to an end.” Josh put a comforting hand on Karim’s shoulder. “I love ‘er no less. More, if we’re honest, she’s my baby. She served us well. Time to say goodbye, take everythin’ we can unload, unscrew, or tear off, and let her boiler go critical.”
“Then what?” Pointless flailing. Half a continent away from home, how were they going to get back? Might as well go kaboom with the engine.
“Then we shuttle the salvaged goods across somehow, an’ load ‘em up onto the wagons.”
“The wa—” Karim’s eyelids fluttered open.
“Yeah, those wagons.” Josh winked at the grotesque snake of Wagenburg crawling into a circle on the far bank.
“Guess what I’m thinking now?” Karim observed his Chief Engineer from the corner of his eye.
“How? Ya don’t know what ya’re thinking yerself.”
Karim sighed. “You shouldn’t be allowed to know me this well.”
Josh’s forced chuckle failed to hide the profound grief in the wrinkled corners of his pale eyes.
“The Invincible… She lived up to her name. This isn’t a defeat, only the end of the road for her.” Karim covered Josh’s hand. “Your next ride will be even finer. That’s a promise.”






  
  Chapter eighteen
Kat


June 7 th, 43 PE
Kat dangled her feet over the sheer edge of the cliff, leaning back on her elbows, favoring her stabbed side. Finally, a position where no pain nagged at her.
Across the span of water, ant-like figures swarmed over the Invincible, biting off small pieces and carrying their spoils in a winding human creek to the river bank. Invincible. What a poor choice of name! She’d never name a boat so arrogantly, begging fate to test it.
“A year, give or take.” Mike’s sonorous voice, too deep for someone of his size and youthful appearance, pulled her back to the conversation.
That was an answer to the question she had asked before her mind swam away, distracted. She’d been all over the place lately. “You’ve known for a year and done nothing?”
“It’s complicated.” The Wagenburger’s sunglasses hid his emotions well, but his relaxed posture testified to his unbothered—and unapologetic—spirit. “Difficult problems rarely have simple solutions, especially when your people’s safety and way of life depend on your choices. You should know.”
Oh, she did. The subtle difference being that she had killed her leader, before taking care of her people’s safety. Kat glanced at the shrewd Second Driver. “Take those off.”
The Wagenburger readily removed and meticulously folded his shades. “Better?” His smooth, borderline adolescent face gave no hint of his inner workings.
“No.” Kat extended an open hand.
Mike surrendered his glasses without question. 
She donned the surprisingly light appliance, and the world transformed. It became… clearer? More upbeat? Kat hiked the frame down her nose, comparing the view with and without the lenses. With won by a country mile! Vivid colors, skies a deeper blue, the river’s murky water impossibly translucent. “Wow…” Kat whispered. What kind of magic was that?
“They suit you.” Mike’s thumbs-up had no reason whatsoever to make her as self-conscious as it did. “Keep them.”
And why in the Depths not? She was used to taking what she desired, regardless of what the previous owners had to say, but having something valuable freely given to her… A fresh, rewarding sensation. Unless… Maybe this wasn’t generosity. Maybe he was being polite. Maybe he expected her to show him the same courtesy, vehemently refuse an excessive gift, and insist he take it back. Maybe. If that was the case, he’d learn not to play those games with her. “Thanks. Back to the difficult problems?”
“Yes.”
Taking him off-balance required more. The other Korean she knew would have blown up already. Kat found Yun-mi’s unmistakable shape on the train’s roof, dismantling her favorite machinegun from the turret, and a bittersweet yearning stirred under her ribs.
“When I joined Wagenburg,” Mike went on, “I was in awe of the First Driver, one of the founding fathers, a half-mythical creature shrouded in legend.” Kat had started this conversation, the least she could do was listen to him. “Imagine my dismay when I discovered his collaboration with the Core. With the Directorate of Intelligence, no less, which stands for everything we fled. I lost all respect for him, lost faith in our cause, lost my way.”
“A navigator who lost his way. Kinda poetic, no?”
“Right?” The weight of his burden slumped his shoulders. An emotion, at last. “What was I supposed to do? Confront him? Tell the people? Leave quietly? Looking back, I’m glad I did nothing. Now, before you judge me—and I see you want to—for being selfish, or clinging to power—”
“I don’t.” Kat pulled up her legs up, hugging her shins, and rested her chin on her knees. “If the last couple of weeks have taught me anything, it’s that I don’t understand people for shit.”
“If you say so.” Mike’s eyes clung to her for a few heartbeats. “Anyhow. People escaping the Directory built Wagenburg for others like them. Keeping it rolling is the only way to ensure the exiles’ safety. Without Doubek’s perverted ties with the Core, the Wagenburg would not have been allowed to exist. So, yes, I turned a blind eye to the means as long as the end result was net positive.”
“What happens now? You succeed him? Inherit the First Driver title? Get another spoke in your wheel?” Aha. Pierced his thick skin, didn’t she?
The young man’s face reddened. “Yes, but not in that sense. Not getting in bed with Gregor.”
“Who?”
“The Director of Intelligence, didn’t you meet him?”
“That’s his name?”
Mike stared back with raised eyebrows.
When surprised, he did resemble Yun-mi. Only then, and only a bit. Kat snickered. “He didn’t introduce himself, but that’s irrelevant. His friends gather at an empty grave.”
“What? Why?”
“I imagine his body is baked beyond recognition.” Kat shrugged. Ouch. That was a mistake.
“He’s dead?!”
“Uh. Did I skip that detail?”
Mike rubbed his face and squatted on his haunches by Kat’s side. “This… This is good. The Core will have bigger fish to fry. They’ll forget us for the time being.”
“Giving you the time to get away.”
“How did you know?”
“What else would you do? Without Doubek and what’s-his-name…”
“Gregor.”
“Gregor. I overheard them talking about how the air raids only pretend-bombed your wagons, and Doubek limited return fire. Without them, Wagenburg loses its protection. Your only play is not to be within the Directory’s reach when someone remembers you need to be taken care of. True?”
“True.”
“And by leaving, you’ll erase the bullseye on your back.”
“Meaning?”
She was more used to be on the receiving end of such conversations. Explaining something the other person hadn’t thought of? An interesting position to be in. “What’s Wagenburg’s main threat to the Core? It isn’t military, they’d squash you like a bug if it came to that.”
“Em…”
“It’s fostering dissent. Letting the rebels know they’ve got a place to escape to if push comes to shove, you said so yourself. Without Wagenburg around playing the safe haven, they’ll think twice before raising objections against the Core.”
Mike hung his head between his elbows. “And you say you don’t understand people.”
Kat laughed. “This is the easy stuff—politics, not people. You’re gonna think you’ll be betraying those future refugees, but they aren’t your responsibility. The current Wagenburgers are. Save them. Go east, find a spot to settle. We saw endless spans of empty land on our way here! Raid your new neighbors, if that suits you better than farming. That’s what I’d do. And—” She bit her tongue. Shit, she almost opened up to a stranger, before talking to her lover. And their boss.
“Is that how your crew got those boats?” Mike pretended not to notice. He nodded at the lively traffic on the river, shuttling the materiel stripped from the stranded train to the narrow beach under their feet.
“No, we asked nicely.”
Mike blinked. Not as sharp as his predecessor.
“Of course, that’s how we got those boats! Found a bunch of Outringers, convinced them it’s in their best interest to share. At least, that’s what I was told. Knowing my crew, those militiamen won’t be around to tell their side of the story. Got an issue with that?” Was the newly minted First Driver going to turn all sanctimonious without Doubek to shoulder the blame for Wagenburg’s more questionable activities?
“None at all.”
“That’s the spirit.”
“One question. Why east?”
“That’s where we are headed.” She nodded at the train. “I bet you the sunglasses the Golden Dragon will ask to hitch a ride.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“The… fireworks… show…” Shang’s wheezing interspersed his words. “Is about… to begin.” 
Esme, fresh as ever, respectfully guided his noble ass onto the ground near Kat. Behind them, Yun-mi helped the panting Denny climb up the steep slope. She acted annoyed at being saddled with this outrageous task, but dotingly kept her tottering charge upright.
Kat peered at the narrow trail. “And Firdous?”
“He…” Shang panted.
“Stayed with his Chief Engineer,” his bodyguard rattled, saving her boss the awkwardness. “To say their goodbyes to the train.”
“To be the last… to leave her,” added the Kowloonese. “As befits a ship’s captain.”
The engine spewed smoke—for the first time in hours, and for the last time ever. It huffed gray fumes, picked up and dragged away by the breeze while the pipe pumped out more, darker and thicker.
“What’s happening?” Mike kept his tone carefully neutral.
“We won’t leave the Invincible to the enemy.” Shang had mostly regained control over his voice. “We can’t. For a multitude of reasons, but chiefly—we have to do right by her. She deserves a proper funeral.”
Kat hugged herself against the gnawing unease. Squinting, she tracked a thin figure that jumped from the cabin and ran to join another one fifty strides away.
At first, unbelievably long ago, she’d hated the damn can-on-wheels. For being a creation of the Station’s slavers. For whisking her deep inland, further away from the lakes with every passing day. For forcing her to sell bullshit to her raiders. Then, against all odds and logic, it—she—grew on Kat. How could she not, with everything she’d suffered and enjoyed onboard? The exhilarating ups and depressing downs with Yun-mi; fighting off the airships; the mutiny, Murphy’s death, executing the traitors, and getting carved up; the Doubek debacle. Enough upheavals for a less adventurous girl’s lifetime or three. The Invincible had also brought her closer to this weird group of people, the sort she could never have imagined sparing a second look at—other than over the tip of her sword. And now, what had passed for her home these last weeks was about to vanish with a proverbial bang. Taking a piece of Kat’s soul with her.
Despite knowing the explosion was coming, the blinding flash caught Kat unprepared. Her arm shot up, protecting her face. A moment later, the roar reached her vantage point with a wave of warm, compressed air rolling past.
Whoa. All that power, wasted. Turned into a field of debris, with the smaller pieces still raining down through the cloud of steam.
Firdous? Josh?! They’d been within the blast radius! Panic sent her heart into a gallop. No. No, no, no. Not suicide. They wouldn’t—
Two wobbling figures emerged from the dirty fog, holding onto each other. Phew. Kat tugged at the collar of her shirt, damp with cold sweat. “Idiots,” she spit through her teeth. “Fucking idiots.”
Shang sighed. “I concur with your assessment, Sea Dragon.”
“Yes and no.” Yun-mi came up behind Kat. “If I lost something so important, I’d want it to hurt, you know? Not only on the inside. Actual, physical pain.”
She tried to massage Kat’s shoulders. Kat shrugged her hands off and looked up pleadingly. Thanks, not now. Yun-mi responded with a faint nod, letting Kat lean into her legs.
“That line of thought holds merit, too, Iron Dragon. Without contradicting Kathrin’s.” Shang, this agreeable? Highly suspicious. “Not to trivialize our Stationer friends’ anguish, I’m afraid we must consider the next leg of this journey.”
“Ah.” Mike’s eyes found Kat, drifted to Yun-mi, back to Kat, and stopped on Shang. “Sea Dragon and I were just discussing this. Your people are welcome to join Wagenburg on our trek eastward.”
“Discussing, were you?” Shang rose and broke into his customary pacing. “A generous offer, First Driver. Truly. I may yet take you up on it yet, as Plan B. If Plan A doesn’t pan out.”
What now?
No one asked.
The Golden Dragon nodded. “No offence, First Driver, but traveling at Wagenburg’s speed, it will take us forever to reach Cleveland. As much as I loathe the idea of leaving the Eastern Star docked there, she might have to wait while we explore faster options.”
The talkative Kowloonese sure loved the sound of his voice, but really? Spit it out already!
Shang faced Kat. “Your opportunity to shine, Kathrin. I know your Marines have been promised a fresh start. Life on the water, as they like it.”
“Need,” Kat corrected.
“As they need it,” Shang accepted. “I expect you were about to spring the news of your departure at any moment, but would you please consider accepting one last mission?”
Yun-mi’s legs tensed against Kat’s back. They were supposed to have this conversation in private, when they were both ready. Damn the Dragon and his games.
“The Directory employs a fleet of powered vessels on the Mississippi. I’m asking you to capture a ship and take us, via the Illinois River and Chicago, to Lake Michigan and, from there, Huron. Once we reach my base at Owen Sound, we’ll be a few days’ ride away from New Kowloon, and you’ll be free to take off wherever you want. With the ship as your payment, and a Kowloonese charter granting you immunity from persecution… within reason. What say you?”
What could she say? Tempting as the offer was, she had to run it past the Islanders. And Yun-mi. And maybe Denny, to make sure she didn’t sell them short. But mainly Yun-mi—and she wasn’t looking forward to that talk. Things had been good between them, but this… “Let me sleep on it, Golden Dragon. You’ll have my answer in the morning.”
Her backrest, formed by Yun-mi’s legs, gave way.
Grunting, Kat uncoiled onto her feet and clutched the girl’s wrist. “Come.”
Yun-mi didn’t object.
Passing Mike, Kat removed the sunglasses with her free hand and handed them back. The magic died, restoring the world to its dull, faded self. “Bad bet. See? Told you, I don’t understand people.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Under the Wagenburger sentries’ baffled looks, Kat dragged the obedient Yun-mi along the curving wagon line, checking one opening after another. This would do. They clambered up the ramp into one occupied solely by sheep. 
Inside, away from prying eyes, Kat faced Yun-mi and took her hands. “Jagiya—”
“It’s okay.” Neither angry nor tragic, Yun-mi’s soft words jabbed a fishhook into Kat’s stomach and tore her inside out. “We talked about this, remember?” With an understanding smile, she gently freed one wrist from Kat’s stiff grip and traced the lines of her tattoo. As she had that evening on the Hive’s roof, a lifetime ago. “Don’t apologize.”
Kat’s face burned, but she couldn’t take her eyes off Yun-mi. So tranquil… How?! Kat’s arms dropped lifelessly beside her body, but the girl picked them up and decisively planted them on her own waist.
“That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t hold me. Tighter.” Yun-mi rested her ear against Kat’s chest. “So worked up! Relax. I’ve accepted the way the world works, and so should you. Happy-ever-after doesn’t exist. We both knew this moment would come. Everything good ends, naturally or… not. We’ve enjoyed our time together. I know I did. Something tells me you have, too. Let’s take our jackpot and quit while we’re ahead. Before one of us gets hurt, or worse.” Her blurred head tipped back.
Silent tears, brimming in Kat’s eyes, overflowed and spilled down her cheeks.
Yun-mi tenderly wiped them away with her sleeve. “Yes, Kat, this is me breaking up with you. Thank you, for everything. I wish you to find what you seek.” Her weight shifted. She tried to pull away, but Kat clung to her.
“Stay one more night!”
“Kat, please…” The girl’s voice, impossibly steady to this point, quavered. “You’re making it more difficult.”
That please. The last drop. The coup de grâce.
Kat pushed her back and turned away.
A moment of silence behind her, another, then the light tapping of feet on the wooden ramp, followed by more silence—final, interrupted only by the occasional bleating of sheep.
Kat wasn’t a sheep. She wouldn’t crumple to the floor, sobbing. No, she wouldn’t. She wouldn’t!
Yun-mi was right about this being the best way. Kat’s whimpering heart revolted against the thought, but the rational part of her would prevail one day, helping patch the gaping wound in her soul. Hopefully. Without this major distraction, Kat could fully concentrate once more on her grossly neglected raid chief responsibilities again.
Her raiders needed to hear the Dragon’s offer, and she had to figure out their conditions.
But first… Maybe Doctor Chen had another sort of mold potion to help with heartache.
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Everyone on the War Council, or whatever the Depths this leadership assembly was supposed to be called, bore the effects of attrition, even Shang—splotchy skin, crease across his forehead, dark bags under his eyes.
A cursory glance at Yun-mi caught her resolutely tight lips against the pallor of her face. Kat steeled herself—couldn’t afford to get all squishy!—and skipped to the next person.
The morose Firdous frowned absently, his mind, undoubtedly, on the still smoldering wreckage of his train.
Denny had hobbled himself in today, parading bruises in every shade of the rainbow. He looked around, visibly distressed, yet calculating, as always.
Mike, still a Second Driver pretending to be the First, sat straight like he’d swallowed a stick, head high and eyes narrow—a posture he must have imagined was expected of the Wagenburg’s leader. Goofy, but points for trying.
“I’m listening.” Shang’s pupils leveled at Kat. “You go first, Sea Dragon. Your answer?”
Kat set her shoulders and declared, “The Marines will seize a ship, Golden Dragon, and take you to Lake Huron.” She infused her words with all the determination she possessed, and half again as much that she had to fake.
Shang nodded, as if he hadn’t expected any different. “Thank you. With that settled—”
“But,” Kat raised her voice, avoiding looking Yun-mi’s way,  “we must discuss the terms of our settlement.”
“Of course.” Tired or not, Shang kept his sentiments tightly lidded. “Stay after we’re done here. The next order of business—”
“I’ll go next,” Yun-mi cut in flatly.
Kat’s eyes instinctively darted to meet Yun-mi’s, but instead she cravenly focused on the girl’s fidgeting hands that betrayed her projected calm.
“I won’t be joining you for the return journey, Golden Dragon.” Yun-mi’s announcement thumped onto the rough-hewn table like a sack of stones. “I’m staying to retrieve the Directory’s knowledge.”
A sickening pit opened in Kat’s stomach.
“I brought you a cache of books once, didn’t I?” the girl pushed on through the dead silence.
“M-hm.” Shang must know what Yun-mi was talking about.
“No reason I can’t again. However long it takes. Computers? I’ll learn computers. Specialists? I’ve poached Legionnaires from clans all over the City, how much harder could it be to sway a few eggheads?”
“Alone?!” escaped Kat’s mouth before she slammed it shut.
“That was the idea. Before speaking to the Legion.” Yun-mi snorted. “They’re a well-trained, cohesive force, I thought, and don’t require my leadership anymore. Guess what? Owen refused to take the command. They all voted to follow me. So…” She spread her arms, palms up. “I hope you can rely on the Marines to provide security, Golden Dragon.”
“Can I?” Shang looked to Kat. “Given the precedent?”
Kat stood her ground. “Depends on the outcome of our conversation, Golden Dragon.”
“Fair enough.” Not a muscle moved in his face. He turned back to Yun-mi. “Why would you do that?”
“Because coming all this way and leaving empty-handed feels too close to failure—and I don’t do failure. Because this knowledge is critically important to New Kowloon. Because I need a new purpose in life.”
“And because you thrive on impossible challenges.” A sad yet proud smile lingered on Shang’s face. Was that what fatherly looked like? Kat wouldn’t know.
Fuck fatherly! “Impossible? You mean, suicidal?” Kat had to stop her from walking into a death trap, propriety be damned. “You are critically important, Yun-mi! Golden Dragon, this is madness!”
“Iron Dragon is right, Kathrin. She may yet succeed where I have not. I would not have ordered her to stay, but New Kowloon’s future depends on this mission. Thus, I cannot, in good conscience, forbid her.”
“If you did, I’d resign.” Typical Yun-mi. “And wouldn’t need your permission. With all due respect.” A storm wave of grief for a precious loss, premature, but bone-crushing, rolled over Kat, leaving her fingers shaking.
“You heard the Iron Dragon, Kathrin,” Shang said, continuing to observe Yun-mi. “My authority is powerless in the face of her determination.”
“Determination? Stubbornness!” Kat yelled, leaning forward.
“Kathrin,” Yun-mi said so quietly it chilled the blood in Kat’s veins. “Enough.” She softly lowered her palms onto the table. She might as well have pounded on it. Kat shivered and shrank back. Defeated, ashamed, grieving.
“I will help Miss Park.”
Who? Who said that? Kat’s head snapped up. The First-Second Driver?!
“Wagenburg will stay if you don’t need land transportation, Golden Dragon,” Mike continued. “We can guide the Legion and serve as its base of operations.”
Kat hadn’t taken him for the trickster type, but, in truth, she didn’t know the first thing about the man. He could well be plotting to betray Yun-mi and her Legion to the Directory in exchange for amnesty. “How come? Last night, you were ready to put as many miles between you and the Directory as your wheels allowed. Why the sudden change of mind?”
“I did some thinking, too. My people may not all be warriors like you, but folding down and fleeing, after years of resistance, won’t sit well. You are right, in an open conflict, the Directory would crush us with ease. Supporting Miss Park’s guerilla warfare gives us a fighting chance to achieve something. Something meaningful.”
Words of the First Driver. “Thanks, Mike. Komawo.”
“Anieyo, Kathrin-ssi. The pleasure is all mine. Wagenburg will welcome the legionnaires as our own. We’ll weigh our options again when Miss Park is ready to return home. Until then, we won’t hold back, especially if we get to keep a fraction of your firepower, Golden Dragon.”
“Done.” Shang didn’t take a second to consider.
Mike’s smooth pitch almost mollified Kat’s suspicions. Almost. The fact Yun-mi was going to spend time with a man, one not too hard on the eyes either, added an extra twist of the hot iron in Kat’s guts. A man who spoke her childhood language that she must have secretly missed. Well… No one to blame but herself.
“I’ll stay, too,” Denny blurted. “With your permission, Golden Dragon. I’m a part of the Legion, no?” Daring excitement fought fear across his battered face—and won. “Someone needs to think up the plans to infiltrate the Directory. Can’t leave it to these two.” He nodded at Yun-mi and Mike.
Yun-mi patted his arm.
And just like that, the knot in Kat’s stomach dissolved, letting her take her first full breath since the start of this downhill disaster. The little Kowloonese weasel would see straight through any foul play Mike, or any other Wagenburger, might try. And, just as importantly, with Kat’s absence, he’d compete with Mike for Yun-mi’s graces. Knowing her, she’d favor neither, and the next time Kat saw her, they might—
Fuck.
Gloom shrouded Kat again. There would be no next time. Not in a month, not in a year—if they were lucky to live that long. She was going to have to spend the remainder of her short life tormented by not knowing Yun-mi’s fate.
She looked up and stared, through a bloodshot fog filling her vision, into Yun-mi’s face. She had to carve it deep into her memory for forever.
“So be it,” Shang’s voice boomed from a distance. “I agree to these plans.”
Good for him. Did she?
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The evening before, Kat had spent hours huddled in the company of stinky but wordless sheep, calming down, then pondering her options before taking the offer to the raiders.
Since that fateful day in the Hive’s prison yard, she’d been fixated on her promise to give the Islanders a new home, never pausing to reflect on the specifics. Where would they go? To do what, exactly? In a remote isolated area, they’d have no one to raid, or too little to sustain them. The alternatives? Digging in the dirt, an offer they had all refused—or joining an existing settlement, but who would have them? To make matters worse, they didn’t have a single tradesperson between them, obviously: those from the Islands had resettled, and the raiders didn’t exactly excel at building stuff.
From what she’d seen and heard, power consolidation was all the rage these days. The top dogs, once emerged, tolerated no competition, including—especially!—raiding, a direct threat to their interests and to the safety of the flock they had exclusive rights to fleece.
There was no recreating the Islands’ old life somewhere else, that much was clear.
“Our options are,” she started cautiously, “to join a leading regional player, or to become one ourselves. With you, we already have a foot in a door, but…” No point in beating around the bush. “Let’s face it, Golden Dragon, the Islanders will never forgive New Kowloon for taking away their home.”
“Their? And you, Kathrin?”
“My time with Yun-mi has dulled my hatred, but even I can’t forget.”
“I see. This Marines gig was—”
“A survival compromise, to preserve some of our ways. Don’t tell me it’s the first time you realize this.”
“Of course not. A temporary arrangement, destined to end.”
Finally, the open cards. She wasn’t built for these games. “Glad we understand each other. Moving on. We can’t contest New Kowloon in its own backyard, and, given our reputation, I doubt anyone else who’s heard of the Islanders would hire us. That leaves finding an area where a power vacuum still exists, and forming our own core that weaker local players will gather around. This new base will join Bo’s cooperation network, instead of competing.”
“That’s incredibly insightful, Kathrin.”
“For an Islander savage, you mean.”
“Not in such derogatory terms, but in essence, yes.”
“You know I was born a Mainlander.”
“How is your birthplace relevant?”
“I…” The hectic flow of their chat wove Kat’s thoughts into a skein. “Recently,” she tugged a thread, “I learned I came from a Scar clan. So, I thought to myself, does that mean I have to go live there with my mom? Depths, no! Not even because of all the clansmen I and my crewmates have killed. It’s because, Islander-born or not, I’m a raider. I could never settle for less.”
“I can tell a ‘but’ is coming.”
Kat grimaced. Shang’s remark threatened to tangle her thread again. “To Islanders, I’m a thinblood. To Mainlanders, a pirate. For most of my life, I didn’t belong in either world. Now—yes, here comes your ‘but’—I see myself as someone who can bridge both.”
Shang sat silently, rubbing his knuckles. “I feel an apology is due.”
“Huh?” Kat had been careful not to offend him.
“Mine. I have consistently underestimated you, Kathrin. I saw you as little more than a muscle, a…” He weaved his fingers through the air.
“A bloodthirsty killer?”
“Yes, thank you. The most bloodthirsty of all. The grisly murder of your predecessor, that placed you at the head of your…” Another vague gesture.
“Pack? Band?”
“Sure, either works. You’re proving to be… wiser,” he finished quickly, before Kat could continue their odd game by offering a description of her own choosing. “Kathrin, does the name Khalifa ring a bell? Or the Chief Inquisitor?”
Kat slowly shook her head.
“Consider yourself lucky. Khalifa, The Station’s former dictator, a certified psychopath, and an outstanding conversationalist. A fascinating character. You see, his favorite metaphor of power is that of sheep, wolves, dogs, and shepherds.”
“Okay, and? He thought himself a shepherd. You do, too. Is there a punchline?”
“Yes, my congratulations on your graduation.”
“Come again?”
“From wolf, via a short stint as my watchdog, to shepherd.”
“Em… Thank you?”
“You’ve got only yourself to thank.”
Appreciation, pride. Unfamiliar territory. If only she could ask someone how to feel, what to do, which words to choose… What would Murphy say if he’d seen her now? He’d ask what she wanted. And remind her to check her six.
“What happened to this Khalifa Inquisitor?”
“Locked in a cell in the Great Hive’s basement.”
“Is this a threat?”
“Only if it needs to be.”
“Gee, there’s the stick on the other end of this carrot.”
“Do I sense hesitation? I just acknowledged you as my peer!”
“Same as Khalifa?”
“Don’t get hung up on him. Everyone else in this exclusive club enjoys free reign of their domains. Marc Novak, who replaced him, Dave Weinberg, the Colonel—”
An eerie clarity descended upon Kat. The pieces of the puzzle clicked together, forming a simple, beautiful picture. She knew what she wanted. It was little, and this wasn’t it. “Let’s sum up our agreement. You’ve accepted my plan. You’ll help the Marines achieve it. You’ll look the other way when they use force, as long as it doesn’t directly affect New Kowloon or these other shepherds. Yes?”
“About right, yes.”
“They get to keep the firearms.”
“Rifles, not machineguns, with one hundred rounds each.”
“For the probationary period. You’ll open a supply line if they behave.”
“You read my mind.”
“Good. Do I have your word, Golden Dragon? Can I get this in writing?”
“We’re past such formalities, Kathrin. Shepherds have each other’s backs because it’s in our best interest.”
She could endure that lonely life, and bridge, and build, and shepherd… She could sacrifice everything, but for what? To forever convince mainlanders she wasn’t a baby-eating monster, and hear them spit on the ground behind her back anyway? To endlessly prove herself to the purebloods, while fearing a knife through her throat in her sleep? She’d never asked for this leadership role, never dreamed of it. She had stumbled into it by stomping in Gene’s skull in a fit of blind rage. For better or for worse, she had fulfilled her responsibilities to the best of her limited ability, and what had she gotten in return, besides scorn? Well, she’d brought them this far, and negotiated a new arrangement with the Kowloonese High Councilor. Her job was finished, they could go on without her.
“Great, then Nell can take command. I’ll bring her up to speed.”
“Excuse me?” Shang’s composure cracked.
“Shepherds, wolves, dogs… Sheep. No, thanks. Too much like dirt-digging.” She deserved love and happiness, no less than anyone else! “Nell will bring you to New Kowloon, and build the Islanders their new home. She’ll be your shepherd. I’ll write a different story for myself.”
“Kathrin…” Shang’s fallen face, a once-in-a-lifetime sight, could be precious—if she’d cared to enjoy the effect of her refusal.
What did she want and need? To be on the water. To be a raider. To be a partner. Saint Louis offered her all three.
She had changed thanks to Yun-mi, and had owed her this answer all along, since their fight in the turret.
Kat burst out of the tent without looking back. Freed from needless promises and unrealistic expectations. Free from contrived reasons to leave Yun-mi behind forever. Magical levity carried her forward, feet barely touching the ground. Murphy’s maniacal laughter filled her ears. Well played, Kitten! Proud of you!
She found Yun-mi in Mike Ahn’s wagon, engaged in an animated debate with the First Driver himself, Owen, Miri, Denny, and a few Wagenburgers Kat didn’t know. No worries, there would be plenty of time to learn their names.
Kat leaned her shoulder against the doorjamb. The stab wound throbbed in her side, but it could wait. She had all the time in the world, admiring her lover thriving as the center of attention.
Yun-mi gestured, explaining something to Owen, turned to Denny, and noticed Kat between their heads. She stammered, fell silent mid-sentence, effortlessly shoved Owen out of the way, and strode over.
While searching for her, Kat had rehearsed the things she’d say. Seeing her rendered those—along with every word of every language—irrelevant. Because Yun-mi’s face softened, and kindness bloomed in her eyes. Kindness and love, the likes of which Kat had never seen before.
She led Kat to the table. “Everyone,” she said, “meet Kat. My partner.”






  
  Chapter nineteen
Karim


June 15 th, 43 PE
Karim rolled up his mat and, tying it with a string, watched Esme do the same on the far side of the captain’s bunk.
Shang waited for her to finish so he’d have enough space to put down his legs. About one-fifth the size of the luxury suite on his flagship, and not at all worthy of comparison in terms of its comforts, the captain’s cabin on DCS River Queen V housed one person, rather tightly.
“This must have made sense,” Shang had remarked wryly when first shown his quarters aboard the newly acquired ship, “to a middling Directory bureaucrat charged with maximizing trader vessels’ cargo capacity, without factoring in the crew’s comfort. Such a dire lack of consideration, mitigated only by the assumption that the Directory cargo ship captains do not require two bodyguards bracketing them in their sleep.”
The Golden Dragon did.
A large part of the blame lay with Park’s adventurous spirit—others called it reckless, but Karim’s superstitions prescribed thinking generously of someone slated to die soon, if not already dead. She had left the Golden Dragon with his pitiful handful of followers at the Islanders’ mercy.
The cook and the doctor were safe. Say what you like about the pirates, stupid they were not. Stupid pirates did not survive long, so even the dumbest of this bunch wouldn’t to mess with their food and medical care.
Josh, Abdul, and Rahul were in the clear, too, helping with the ship’s systems maintenance, staying quiet, and being treated ambivalently.
That left the Golden Dragon’s precious persona, and the only two other people giving the slightest damn about his safe return. None of them especially liked, for a variety of reasons, by the crew entrusted with shipping them homeward.
This brittle balance hung by the dubious thread of the agreement Kathrin had forged for them. After subduing the mutiny, she commanded enough of the remaining Marines’ respect to make sure they wouldn’t turn on their employer—as long as she remained loyal to him. Her bailing last minute had frayed that thread dangerously. They’d been through some tough shit together, and a small part of Karim sympathized with her plight, but… A fighter, selfishly ditching her responsibilities for stupid notions of love and happiness? Pah. She deserved to be blamed. With her absence, this last week had provided ample evidence that Nell’s grip on her cutthroats was far weaker, and the closer the commandeered ship drew to the port where they would part ways, the worse the discipline unraveled. Another all-out mutiny seemed unlikely—what for? They were taking exclusive possession of the ship in a day or two, regardless. But a few of the former Islanders had been openly escalating hostilities out of sheer spite, and one single dumbass unable to appreciate the difference between old-fashioned piracy and chartered privateering could ruin the last leg of their already ill-fated expedition.
“Ready?” Esme asked.
“Always.” Karim cracked open the door, listened, peeked, and stepped out onto the similarly cramped bridge. The woman followed, taking up position on the other side of the entrance.
If it were up to him, Karim would have spent the last miles of the week-long maritime voyage with their charge behind the locked metal door. Out of sight, out of mind. Less friction with the potential troublemakers. Unfortunately, the Golden Dragon insisted on going through his morning routine in private.
“Looky there, who dared to show their faces! The Dragon’s bitches! Morning, sunshines!”
Shit. Bobo, the pirate outfit’s nastiest mouth on its scrawniest frame.
Bison, taking up roughly half the remaining space, deemed them unworthy of attention.
Pursing his mouth, Karim greeted the two sailors—the most neutral word he had for them—with a curt dip of his chin, but the monkey wouldn’t let up.
“Say, Bison, whatcha think they do in there all day? Two guys, one gal… Granted, she must be ugly and wrinkled like my gramma’s saggy tits under these rags, but coop me up with her for a week, and who knows… Yo, soldier boy, you and the Dragon take turns? Or spit roast her both ends? Call me next time you have a party, there’s always a spare hole to plug!”
Karim’s fists itched.
Esme’s head tipped to her shoulder in amusement. “Don’t engage,” she murmured.
Naturally, not with so much at stake. He wasn’t a short-tempered green recruit being hazed in boot camp, and he’d learned his lesson from standing up for an Emir’s wife before, almost causing a diplomatic disaster. Yes, Esme mattered a great deal more than Joy. She had also proved she was perfectly capable of defending her honor if needed. But, as always, Karim’s training kicked in. He assessed his options.
Unimposing as he was, the scrawny Islander was rumored to be wickedly good with his two long knives. Had survived a career as a raider so far, after all. Shooting him was a safer bet than the iffy chances of hand-to-hand, but then Bison would be honor-bound to step in, forcing Karim to shoot him, too. Karim had put his knife to the man’s throat before, having literally caught him with his pants down. Short of another being presented another such advantage, fist-fighting this man mountain was as enticing a prospect as voluntarily putting his fingers in a meat grinder. Taking out two of theirs would leave no Islander indifferent, so, yeah, when any spark was all but guaranteed to cause this powder keg to explode, keeping his mouth shut topped his list of prudent ideas.
Unaware of Karim’s musings, the big man had his own view of the situation. His brick-sized fist slammed into the side of Bobo’s head. “Shut it, fuckwit.”
The mouthy asshole went down noiselessly.
Bison’s huge paw returned to stroking the steering wheel, making it look like a brittle toy.
“Gee,” Karim said, “you made my day!”
Bison’s bulging shoulders rolled up and down. “Didn’t do it for you, Stationer.”
“Oh?” Karim cocked his head.
“That ain’t no way to speak about a lady.” Bison’s glance at Karim conveyed more than fleeting irritation. Well, well, well.
“Now you made mine!” Esme said.
Had Bison been less stubborn, he might have taken the Legion up on their offer to join them. Had he been more, he may have made a better leader than Nell. Instead, having chosen to stick to his raider ways, yet crushed by tearing himself away from Lisa, he sulked in grouchy solitude. Still, his legionnaire lover’s influence lingered. A formidable killer with principles and a soft spot. That resonated. Shooting him would be a shame.
“Almost there,” the big man rumbled in a more conciliatory tone. “I reckon we make landfall in three hours.”
“Good,” Karim said noncommittally. “We’ll get out of your hair then.”
Skin folds rippled where Bison’s thick neck narrowed into the back of his bald, tattooed head, but he didn’t comment. The mood on the bridge hardly called for light banter about how Karim actually meant the man’s bushy beard. At least that earned him a mocking glance from Esme.
Bobo groaned, cussed, and stirred on the deck in a clumsy attempt to sit up. Holding his no doubt ringing ear, he rewarded his companion with a baleful glare, but wisely refrained from running his mouth.
“I’m done,” Shang’s voice, muffled by the door, announced. “You may enter.”
Karim mutely sought Esme’s opinion.
A slight hike of a shoulder. Agreement with his unspoken assessment that staying outside the captain’s cabin would give them earlier warning of any brewing trouble with better flexibility to respond, and the message that she didn’t mind keeping him company. Karim had never experienced the level of non-verbal communication they’d developed over the last few days.
His chest tightened with sadness and… admiration? Uh-oh. He quickly looked away, before she noticed.
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Bison carefully navigated her, by far the largest ship in the harbor, to an empty pier. Two Islanders hopped overboard with mooring ropes, securing her in place.
“Wonderful job, Mister Bison!” Shang pressed his hands together. “Have you steered a ship like this before?”
“No. Got the feel of it along the way. Water’s water, and a boat’s a boat. Bigger, heavier, makes no difference.”
“If you ever tire of the, um, active lifestyle, my fleet could use a helmsman with your skills!”
Nell, who’d replaced Bobo on the bridge once the Queen passed Owen Sound’s lighthouse, muttered under her breath.
“I am not interfering with your internal affairs, Raid Chief.”
“Sure feels like that.”
“Trust me, when I do, you’ll know with a hundred percent certainty.”
“When?”
“If. So long as you don’t default on our agreement’s constraints, you’ve got nothing to worry about.”
Ouch. Kathrin’s successor was not just hopelessly outmatched, she was outclassed. Karim slid a half step closer, to intervene if the frustrated Foxface’s violent inclinations trumped her feeble diplomatic skills and any common sense she may have.
No, definitely when. The chances of this band of savages being able to build anything without Kathrin’s stabilizing hand? Zero. Only a matter of time until they reverted to their evil ways and were exterminated like vermin. Scrubbing them off the ship and drowning them in their beloved water now could spare an unknown number of innocent lives, but… Who would do it? Karim and Esme, the only non-Islanders onboard with any combat skills, already lived on borrowed time. Besides, nobody had asked his opinion, and the Golden Dragon wouldn’t go back on his word. Unless it carried a sizable political or economic gain. “Bison, find me before we leave,” Karim blurted. Maybe he’d be able to salvage something.
Bison sized him up and nodded.
“I believe there’s some urgency in addressing that matter.” Shang pointed through the window at a mob of locals gathering at the foot of the pier, shouting, and shaking a motley collection of weapons in the air. “I absolutely do not want any misunderstandings.”
The crowd yelled unoriginal profanities and threatened death to all pirates. Interesting. Karim had spent his career traveling, but even his knowledge of pirate characteristics had fallen between negligible and non-existent until meeting the Islanders. How could the locals recognize the Queen’s crew for what they were? Had tales about the tattooed horror reached the Georgian Bay shores? A mystery, but of little practical consequence. A more interesting—and pressing—question demanded an immediate answer. “How do you plan to resolve this, Golden Dragon?” Karim asked. He and Esme stopped, with Shang sandwiched between them, a stone’s throw away from the makeshift reception. A pair of three-foot-tall concrete cubes provided a semblance of cover if needed. “I am not letting you get any closer.”
Uncharacteristically for him, Shang took his time thinking. “I was asking myself the same question,” he admitted, when two well-dressed men broke the stand-off, elbowing their way onto the pier. “I’d hoped they’d show up sooner, before you called my bluff.”
The first man brought a hand up to shade his eyes, peered through the drizzle at Karim and Shang, and exclaimed, “Golden Dragon?” Both bent at the waists into deep bows.
The mob murmured, quieted and, importantly, lowered their weapons, transforming from a threat into a herd.
“This might do it,” Shang said with notable relief, such as he’d never allowed himself to show before. The fruitless trip to the edge of the map had taken its toll on him. “It’s the head of the Kowloonese mission here.”
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“What?” Karim locked eyes with her. A bit too defiantly, but his tangled emotions were impossible to unsnarl—and thus, control.
“What you said to him.”
“Who?” The groaning of the wheels ground his gears as the small caravan trundled south through the veil of weak but unrelenting rain. Everyone not engaged with driving the horses or security measures huddled inside, leaving Karim and Esme on the wagon’s top bench as it carried home the pitiful remnants of Shang’s expedition. Each cold drop prickling his cheeks, nose, and forehead, then slithering down to drip from his chin into his lap, brought memories of the Invincible, and how he wouldn’t have even noticed the weather if he still had her.
“Bison. What you said to Bison.”
“Um-hum.” Bison would not listen, anyway, too loyal to his Chief. His loss. And Lisa’s, if either of them actually hoped to see each other again one day. Which, in all likelihood, they wouldn’t, and Karim was the only one still preoccupied with that. Holy… When had he become this mawkish?
“What?” She asked.
“What?” he repeated, stupidly.
“You were staring.”
“Was I?” He was, totally. He scowled, fighting the urge to look down or around.
“Karim.” Esme waited for him to look up again. “You’re like a child in an adult soldier’s body. I can tell all this romance stuff is new to you, and you don’t know how to handle it, so listen to an old, experienced woman.”
The heat spreading across Karim’s face repelled the rain’s chills.
“It’s been fun watching you discover this side of yourself. I could let you keep stumbling on, but it’d be cruel. You thought I wouldn’t notice the way you look at me? Come on. I stayed attuned to my Emir’s moods through eight years of marriage. Shared a home with a bunch of scheming bitches. And don’t forget my training. I notice everything.”
Karim licked his lips to wet his tongue with rainwater. Was he supposed to say something? She told him to listen.
“Not gonna lie,” Esme’s tone shifted again, losing its edge, “your interest is flattering. I’m damaged goods, and I honestly thought no man would look at me like that again. The Golden Dragon’s refusal to consummate our marriage proved that.”
Karim’s cheeks must have boiled the raindrops touching them. “You don’t have to tell me any of this.”
“I don’t mind,” she said lightly. “But you must understand: nothing can happen between us. I am a faithful wife, no matter what.”
“I, khm… understand, I wasn’t—”
“I know. You aren’t even ready for hand-holding. Still, making sure there’s no confusion, eh?”
Witchcraft. As if she’d opened up his head and read his innermost thoughts, those he himself wasn’t fully aware of. How else could a woman be so right about him when she was so confused about everything else?
“Got it.” He nodded. Emphatically. “Won’t be a problem. Once we make it to the Hive, I’ll head back to The Station, leaving you to… Well, whatever your wifely duties require. And I sure as Seven Hells don’t want to be around when you clash with Tam.”
“Why would I clash with her? I learned to share a roof with eight other women.”
“Did she?”
Esme left that without an answer.
“And then there’s Joy. Oh, what joy—”
“Stop.”
“Sorry.” He’d let his spite carry him away. “That was disgraceful.”
“Glad you see that.”
“One more disgraceful comment, and I’ll shut up.”
Esme sighed.
“Did you know Shang begged me to take you scouting the night we visited the quarantine village?”
“Figured as much. And the reason you brought this up now is? To make me reconsider an affair? I don’t want to believe that.”
“No, you were perfectly clear. That was to show how little he wants you. Or how much he doesn’t.”
“That changes nothing. I’ll attend my other duties and wait to welcome him into my bed when he changes his mind.”
“If.”
“If,” she agreed.
“This”—Karim shook his head, sending raindrops flying—“makes me sick to my stomach.”
“Get a stronger stomach.”
He turned away. The conversation wasn’t simply over, it was dead and reeking.
No one’s judgement should’ve mattered so much, least of all a woman’s. She was annoying. Sharp-tongued. Argumentative. Opinionated, and her opinions—outrageous. She defended the psychopathic Emir, and was ready to whore herself to the Dragon… No, that was her version of fidelity. Which didn’t make it any more acceptable. She was intolerable.
Yet, every turn of the damn squeaking wheels bringing the moment of separation closer filled Karim with gnawing dread.
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Karim ducked under the tarp stretched across the middle. “Makes you appreciate Wagenburg, huh?” He shook the water off his coat and squatted close to the fire, waiting for the warmth to work its tingling way into his stiff fingers. “Bigger, stronger. Thornier, if you know what I mean.”
“Do you regret not staying with them, Lieutenant?” Just days away from home, Shang had regained his usual poise.
“No.” And that was a firm one. Karim had neither the time nor the mental capacity to plan beyond his immediate tasks of safely returning the Golden Dragon into his formidable first wife’s loving embrace, and bringing Novak the shameful news of losing The Station’s most advanced train. After that… “No, but we need to talk. Privately.”
That earned him a puzzled look from Josh, and a worried one from Esme. She won the who-understands-Karim-better contest.
Nobody was in the mood for idle chat. Karim stuffed his face without giving the food much attention—beyond the fact it tasted better than it had any right to in this Godforsaken wilderness, kudos to the Kowloonese cook who’d taken the stash of spices he’d discovered on board the ship. Karim stood and beckoned the Golden Dragon.
Esme rose alongside him, but Shang stopped her. “Please make sure we are not disturbed.”
A dizzying array of rugs, pelts, and furs filled the inside of the wagon, reflecting the remote port denizens’ idea of luxury and opulence.
Karim snorted. “Could be worse.”
“Indeed. Make yourself comfortable, Lieutenant, if only to rest from your aggravating ride through the elements.”
That sheepskin looked comfy. A wolf’s pelt over his legs completed the arrangement. Karim lay back. Odd, but not unpleasant. High status had its perks.
“A sheep in a wolf’s clothing?” The thin smile of a game player animated Shang’s face. “Is that what you’re signaling?”
“Huh?” Karim looked around, patted the pelt and, without rational reason, checked under it. “Oh. I see. No, Golden Dragon, you give my smarts too much credit. But yeah, that’s not too far off.” Where should he begin?
Shang mirrored Karim’s pose, indicating he was in no hurry.
“I’m going to retire from the military,” Karim finally said. Not the fanciest way to start a conversation, but to Hells with that.
Shang’s smile brightened. “Fantastic! Come work for me!”
The Dragon had it all backward. “You can’t help but add every stray dog to your collection, eh?”
“Only the best of the best, Lieutenant.”
“How does that apply to me?”
“Beg your pardon?”
“I’m the best of the worst.”
“Lieutenant… Karim.” Shang grew serious. “I will not insult you by pretending I haven’t seen the signs.”
“The signs?”
“Yes, of your grief, your trauma, your qualms and regrets. If anything, that earned you more respect from me.”
“You don’t under—”
“Let me finish,” Shang softly cut in, and Karim’s objections stuck in his throat. “I have plenty of officers who see themselves as perfect. Who doubt nothing. Who lick the asses above them and trample on the heads below them. Who wouldn’t think twice about taking credit for someone else’s success, and blaming their failures on their underlings.” He paused. “It takes a special sort of person to not be like that. You are one of them, Karim.”
“Nope. I mean, thanks, but you’re wrong… Ka Yi. We’re on a first name basis, right?”
Shang made a face. “One on one? Sure. How am I wrong?”
“I’m a piss-poor commander—”
“—who led last year’s raid into Buffalo,” Shang murmured, as if to an invisible listener to his side.
“Ah, that crap. Everybody keeps talking about that like it’s some kind of big deal. All I did was bring the train there, extract Bo’s assault team, and not get anyone under my charge killed in the process. A rather low bar, with all the thick armor, superior firepower, and indiscriminate waste of ammo. A low bar which, by the way, I failed to overcome this time, which you may have noticed.”
“I—”
“No, let me finish now. I came here to talk, not to listen to you.”
“This is the rudest I’ve seen you, Lieutenant.”
“Tough.”
Shang sprawled, supporting his head over his elbow. “I’m all ears.”
Pumped and ready to continue the confrontation, Karim lost his thought. “What was I… Yes. I’m a piss-poor commander, but a half-decent combat soldier.”
Would be a natural moment to comment, but Shang patiently listened to his ramblings, as requested.
Karim had been going somewhere with this. The Dragon’s exaggerated politeness threw him off. The pattering of the rain on the wagon’s roof, muffled by the furs, failed to break the oppressive silence. “One thing this trip proved is that I don’t hold any special battle-train command skills. Anyone with half a brain and a smidge of resolve can do this, given enough ammo and a crew of engineers like Josh.”
Shang didn’t argue, bolstering Karim’s confidence.
“Another thing it taught me is that people are the same everywhere.” He hesitated. Pouring his heart out wasn’t something he practiced regularly, let alone to a virtual stranger. “My calling is protecting them, and that’s harder to do away from home. I’ll quit traveling and do what’s right.”
“And what’s that?” the Golden Dragon asked. “Right—for whom?”
This was where things got hazy. Deciding what he didn’t want proved far easier than figuring out what he did. “I need to redeem myself.”
“What happened with your aversion to the Faith?”
Karim cringed. “Nothing to do with that. I’m talking about…” How should he put it? “My turning a blind eye to The Station’s past practices. You know, Inquisition, slavery, all that.”
“Aha. And how will you go about this atonement of yours?”
“I’ll start with taking down the Emirate.”
Shang choked. Shang. Choked. Karim must’ve been onto something. “You and what army?”
“Alone.”
Shang pursed his lips. “For Esme? Joy?”
“Yes, and every other girl there.”
“But why?” The Kowloonese abandoned control of his face, showing incredulity and irritation.
Karim relaxed. “Novak once retold me the Chief Inquisitor’s words, that there aren’t any good guys, only bad guys and not-so-bad guys.”
“I’m familiar with Khalifa’s theories,” Shang drawled.
“Then tell me, where’s the line?”
Shang’s jaw moved. “I admit you’ve lost me there.”
“It’s really easy, Ka Yi. If no one’s good, what gives me the right to kill? I don’t do this for the body count, I’ve stopped keeping score. Nor because I enjoy it. It’s just a job, but I’ve grown numb, and I’m quitting it. So, I need to know those I’ll be taking out are the bad guys. Otherwise, how am I different?”
“Sheesh.” Shang scratched his ear. “That was difficult to follow, but what I’m hearing is you’re seeking some sort of moral redemption by taking the fight to the real bad guys.”
“You caught on quickly.”
“Don’t try patronizing me.” The Golden Dragon squinted at him.
Karim smiled. He won this argument. Probably.
“Oof.” Shang ran his palms over his hair. “Why did you have to bring this up to me? I reached an agreement with the Emir. Mutual noninvolvement in the name of unhindered trade routes. I shouldn’t allow this. You’re putting me in a tight spot.”
“Would you rather not know?”
“Fair point. Fine, as long as Novak agrees. I don’t want him to think I’m playing games behind his back… again.”
“Of course.”
“And maybe Weinberg.”
“I prefer Bo.”
“That’s fine, too. And, to be clear: I had no part in this, do you understand?”
“Yes.” Karim rolled his eyes.
“On your honor?”
“For what that’s worth.”
Shang’s gaze hypnotized him another moment. “You aren’t here for my permission. What do you want from me?”
“Esme.”
“Excuse me?”
“You heard. Do I need to remind you of the personal favor you owe me? For keeping her away from you for one night?”
The Golden Dragon frowned. “No need to invoke that. Have her, she’ll be a perfect guide to the Emirate, and I’ll only be deeper in your debt. I’ve got bodyguards enough in the Hive without the added complication.”
Someone as sharp as Shang, being so obtuse… Karim could ask him to gift her to him, and the Dragon would gleefully oblige. Would be so easy—and so wrong! “I need you to divorce her,” Karim said firmly, quenching the disgraceful temptation.
“I see-e-e.” Shang gave him another long look. “Never one to make it easy, are you?”
“Call her in and tell her. Now.”
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“No?” Shang’s eyebrows arched.
Esme shook her head. “I will not cause His Excellency any harm, and won’t help cause it.”
“But he isn’t your husband anymore!” Exasperation seeped into Karim’s voice. “Why protect him?”
“He saved me. Made me. Trained me and gave me the gift of purpose. How can I not?”
“He also broke your bones, raped, and abused you for eight years!” Karim raised his voice, too, in a futile attempt to reach her. “He made you a junkie, craving his approval!” His arguments fell on deaf ears. Her glazed eyes looked right through him. “Those crippling headaches you get? Think I didn’t recognize it? Those are from repeated concussions.” What else, what else? “He took your children,” Karim launched his last argument, dropping to a whisper.
Purple splotches spread over her cheekbones, but she held to her mute defiance.
“In a hypothetical conflict between me and the Emir,” Shang asked coolly, “whose side would you take?”
She stared back like a cornered animal.
“I’ll make it easier for you.” Code for the Dragon setting his trap. “His Excellency ordered you to be my wife, did he not?”
“Yes?” she said. Suspicious, not unsure.
“Doesn’t this cover every aspect, including supporting me against your former master?”
“When you put it that way, it makes sense, but—”
“Esmeralda,” Shang murmured. “That’s your full name, isn’t it?”
She paled. “Haven’t heard it in a decade.”
“Esmeralda, dear, open your eyes. There is nothing normal about how women are treated in Hamilton. I know, I know, that’s the reality you grew up with. While I don’t suppose you enjoyed it, you accepted it, unable to imagine any other way of life. And I understand how, in that reality, with much worse atrocities outside the palace, the Emir would come across as the lesser evil, even a savior. I can’t blame you for that. But you’ve traveled now, seen the world. Seen that things can, and should, be different. That women are not property to be sold, gifted, used, and disposed of. That no one should be permitted to make your decisions for you.” Shang paused, letting her digest his words. “Imagine yourself growing up to become someone like Wai Lam. Or Yun-mi, or Kathrin. Their lives aren’t easier, not by a long shot, but they make their own choices.”
Uncertainty lingered behind Esme’s eyes. Almost there. One last push… “And no one will ever take their children away.” Karim hated himself for that, but this had proved to be the weakest point of her defenses. He had to punch through!
Esme crumpled and sagged to the floor. “You’re saying I’ve lost the last eight years of my life?”
Karim gingerly wrapped her in the wolf’s pelt. She didn’t notice, staring at her knees.
What do you say to a woman whose world has come crashing down around her… and you helped blow up the foundations? “The last twenty-five,” Karim whispered into her ear.
“That’s supposed to make me feel better?!” she shrugged his lingering hands off her shoulders—angry, but present again. Everything that could be broken, had been, many times over. What was left was unbreakable.
Good. “That’s supposed to remind you of all the girls in the Emirate. The girls whose dignity and lives we can save, if you take me there.”
Esme looked up, finding his eyes. “You’re such a bastard.”
“Guilty.”
“What about my responsibi—”
“I’m relieving you of those,” Shang said. “Yes, all responsibilities. You are a free woman, Esmeralda. Neither Whitaker nor Shang.”
“Rejected by two husbands. Not sure how I feel about that. I…” Esme nervously rubbed her hands. “Where would I go? What should I do?”
Shang opened his arms. “Anything you like, dear, that’s the whole point. How about helping Lieutenant Firdous take down the Emirate? I can hardly think of a nobler cause.” A wide, unfamiliar smile sent goosebumps up Karim’s neck. “As for rejection… I have a strong feeling another groom is already lined up.”
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Karim nudged the spare horse forward. It reluctantly gave up another sneaky attempt to fall back, pissed by the ridiculous notion of being ridden instead of enjoying its free time hanging out with its buddies.
Tough luck, horsey. Karim needed to put distance between Esme and himself, and the least pathetic pretext was scouting ahead. Not too far, maybe thirty meters. And he sure as Seven Hells wasn’t trudging through knee-deep muck on his own two feet.
He chickened out, like the last coward. Wuss. Sissy. In his defense… No. No excuses. He should’ve stayed there for Esme, same as he had for the last three days. Exhausting, yes, but that was what partners were for, and she saw him as such, even if he still wasn’t sure what they were, exactly. That made no difference. He had wrecked her world, he bore the responsibility for helping put it back together.
Karim glanced back. Esme was nowhere to be seen, staying in Shang’s wagon. At least he didn’t have her judgmental stare drilling a smoldering hole between his shoulder blades… Another shameful thought. She had every right to be angry with him.
Since that eye-opening talk he and the Dragon had with her, she’d been swinging between manically planning the hair-raising retributions she was going to exact on the Hamiltonian gangs and on their don personally, and horrific lows that came with processing all the ways she’d been wronged yet taken as normal. The former frightened him, the latter made him agonizingly useless, and the instant switches left him flailing. None of that was her fault. Some of it was his. He’d been doing his level best to drag her back up to the surface when she sunk underwater, and to cautiously curb the blood thirst when her dark vengefulness promised to turn the Emirate into one giant slaughterhouse. But God Almighty, if he existed, was Karim’s witness: this was so, so, so tiring. Fine. A short break, another half hour, and he’d be back in business. For as long as she needed.
“Whoa!” He pulled on the reins. Three figures stood across the road ahead. Behind them, a tree trunk blocked the way. Shit.
Two held handguns, the third—a side-by-side shotgun. None of the firearms were leveled at Karim yet, but he didn’t reach for his rifle. They’d be faster.
The irony. To travel so far, only to be ambushed by boondock highwaymen a day or two away from home. And this was said to be a safe stretch.
Hats, long coats, dirty boots. Karim squinted. The left one looked familiar. Shave the scruffy beard, and…
“Firdous?!” The thug in the middle lowered his gun. “What in the actual Seven Hells are you doing here?”
“Inquisitor Salgado?”
“Well, I’ll be damned!” The man chortled. “It’s just Salgado these days, just Kumar, and just Almeida.”
Nobody at The Station had wondered, not out loud, what had become of the rogue Inquisitors expelled last fall after Novak’s takeover. Their most notorious colleague’s corpse, rotting on a stake, kinda stole the show. For these three, the answer presented itself unambiguously, if rudely. “Reduced to ambushing travelers, I see. Can’t blame you. A man’s gotta survive, eh?”
“Look at you! Selling yourself to the highest bidder?”
Karim exhaled quietly. They didn’t know he was still serving The Station and thus their archenemy. His odds improved from hopeless to moderately shitty. “Not even the highest. These stingy hicks”—he motioned with his chin over his shoulder—“only pay enough for a chunky lunch and a pint of horse piss. Nothing worth your time here, Salgado.”
“That’s for me to decide. Where’ve you come from?”
“Owen Sound.” No reason to lie about that.
The ex-Inquisitor whistled. “Heard of it. A real fucking backwater! Caravan guarding ain’t treating you so well, huh? Wanna join us?”
“Sorry to say, but doesn’t look like you’re faring any better. But hey, thanks, I’ll keep that in mind in case my employment offers dry up.”
“You sure? Could use someone with your skills.”
Karim fingered his jaw. “Tempting, but I’ll pass. Wouldn’t want those CIU ticks on my back.”
Salgado’s face soured. “Those fuckers… Anyhow. What’s in the wagons?”
“What can they possibly send from Owen Sound”—Karim curved his lips in disgust—“to Dixie Mall? Stinky pelts, salted fish, you know, that sort of shit.”
“Pelts?” The bandit pondered. “Okay, we’ll pick a few, uh, less stinky ones, and part as friends. Deal? For the sake of good ol’ times, eh?”
A small price to pay for unmolested passage, but he had to sell it. “Man… They’ll dock my pay, and won’t hire me again! That’s my bread you’re eating!”
A smug, superior grin crept onto Salgado’s face. “You lack the imagination to see the bigger picture. This is why we were Inquisitors, amigo, and you—a muck-trudging grunt. Trust me, any trader will be happy to buy free passage with just three pelts.”
Karim scratched his head, playing along. “Alright, alright. Lemme talk this through with my employer.”
“You do that.” Salgado’s smile grew broader.
His employer, coming out from the wagon, caught Karim halfway back to the caravan. Oh, shit. Karim dug his heels into the horse’s sides.
The “Waddafuck?!” behind him confirmed his fears. “You’re guarding a fuckin’ Kowloonese?!”
Karim turned on the horse. “Yeah.” He made it as uncaring as his thumping heart permitted. “Money’s money. They pay, I guard.”
“It’s a fuckin’ Kowloonese, Firdous! Kowloonese, understand, you bonehead? They took the Chief Inquisitor! They ruined The Station!”
Genuine anger swelled in Karim’s chest. “And what, you expect me to shoot every Kowloonese I meet? Is that it?”
“Who is he?”
“How would I know? They all look the same!”
“Move the fuck aside, traitor, we’re taking him!”
“Where?”
“None of your Goddamn business!”
“What for?” Karim pressed. Not that it mattered, he was stalling.
“A hostage, for fuck’s sake, to trade for Khalifa! We’ll take The Station back, kill Novak, and restore the Inquisitors’ rule! We’ll get to go home! Even you, moron!”
“He’s nobody, Salgado, a stupid trader!” A last-ditch attempt. “You’ll need a dozen like him to get the Kowloonese to listen to your demands!”
“Then we’ll collect eleven more.” The bandits approached. “If you don’t want a bullet in your skull, move!”
Karim dismounted. His charade had worked: they deemed him a non-threat.
He was raising his rifle when Esme stepped in front of Shang with her palm forward and a firm “No.”
Karim’s stomach sunk. “Wait!” he gasped.
“Shoot the bitch,” Salgado ordered Kumar with casual indifference that froze Karim’s blood in his veins.
“Stop!” never left his throat. His reflexes prioritized shooting. His hands lined up the sights. His eye found the back of Kumar’s neck. His finger squeezed the trigger. All without involving his mind.
The report of his rifle swallowed the discharge of Kumar’s pistol—the only explanation for the inquisitor’s gun bouncing in his hand at the same time half of his head splashed over Almeida.
Esme staggered, reaching for her knife. Her knees buckled, and she toppled, twisting, to land face up in the mud.
Karim’s brain refused to accept the image his eyes were seeing. Time slowed to a crawl, with human figures hardly moving an inch between his deafening heartbeats. His training did not wait.
Sights on Almeida’s uncomprehending face smeared with gore. The hole of the mouth opening for a cry. Bam, right through it.
On to Salgado, turning on Karim and raising his shotgun. Click. Click, click, click. A dud?! Too late to reload. Karim darted forward, dropping the rifle, side-stepping the first shot, ducking under the barrels before the second shocked his eardrums, and plunging his Ka-bar into the Inquisitor’s belly.
Holding Salgado’s neck with his off arm, he yanked the blade up, and again, and again, slicing every rotten gut the blade touched.
Salgado’s eyes bulged, losing focus.
Leaving the Ka-bar in, Karim ripped the empty shotgun from the enemy’s trembling hands and swung its wooden butt-end into his face.
The Inquisitor refused to go down. Karim hit him once more. The third blow dropped Salgado to his knees, the fourth—onto his back. After that, Karim stopped counting and let the rhythm drive him. Up, and down. Up, and down.
“K,” a disembodied voice reached him from beyond the ringing horizon. “K, stop.”
The slimy gun slipped out of Karim’s hands. It thumped onto an oddly faceless human shape and rolled off, leaving a crimson streak on its coat. The mud enveloped it slowly, unwillingly.
Time returned to its normal, inexorable pace. Voices filled the world again, panicked, horrified, urgent.
Karim patted Josh’s shoulder, leaving a brownish handprint. He turned, sucking in heavy, ragged breaths—and stopped breathing altogether.
Esme lay on the ground with her eyes shut. Doctor Chen kneeled over her, cut her shirt, and bared her chest. Blood pooled between her dark-nippled breasts, pulsing feebly from the entry wound.
Karim hurried to look away. Esme deserved her dignity, especially now, unable to assert it for herself. “What are you looking at?!” he barked at the gathered onlookers, familiar and strangers. “Turn around!”
They obeyed. A few hid in the wagons, afraid. As they should be.
Karim didn’t need to see. He’d been through firefights. He knew what the doctor would find the moment he turned Esme onto her side: a gaping exit wound even he wouldn’t be able to patch. If she wasn’t dead yet, she would be in minutes.
So much he hadn’t told her. So much he hadn’t listened to. So much they hadn’t experienced together—everything that could have been, should have been, to make up for her years lost to a fake life, for his years lost to self-imposed loneliness. So much blood was going to be spilled now.
She had become the anchor holding him at bay. Without her profound understanding of what made him tick… Without her sarcasm to keep him brutally honest… Without the mature woman to guide his awkward inner child… Without her stabilizing presence to curb his anger…
He sobbed, but those weren’t tears. It was rage venting.
So. Much. Blood.
Esme’s death was the price he paid for willful blindness. His eyes were wide open now, and he was going to start by settling a few old debts closer to home, charging tenfold.
He turned to blank-faced Shang. “I need Khalifa dead.”
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Washed, shaved, fed, Karim was led to the Dragons’ private backroom, where it all began. Less than a month—and an eternity—ago.
Shang and Tam waited, he in his armchair, she—on her sofa, same as before, yet distressingly different. Something was missing—their fleeting smiles to each other, the ironic wrinkles in the corners of the woman’s eyes. Palpable tension had taken the place of their magical connection that used to crackle the air between them.
Before opening the door, Tam’s personal assistant had discreetly advised Karim that the Golden Dragon had lost her baby a week prior, and he should tread with extra caution.
Tam’s gaunt, unhealthily sallow complexion, sunken eyes, and scowl fixed on her face conveyed as much as the unnecessary warning had.
Esme would have speculated, based on years of harem experience, on the chances of this couple mending what was broken, or even staying together. But Esme was dead. Which reminded him of the main question he came to ask. “Khalifa. Is it done?”
Shang responded with a single solemn nod, instead of his usual verbose answers.
Tam climbed to her feet—clumsily, without a trace of her former grace, walked up to Karim, and surprised him with an unexpectedly tight embrace.
A few awkwardly long seconds passed, with Karim not knowing what to do with his hands. Hug her back? Pat her lightly on her shoulder? He sought a hint from her husband, but Shang’s strained, off-putting benevolence was no help. Esme would have… Esme, Esme, Esme! She kept popping up in his thoughts, leaving him with the sour aftertaste of yearning for what wasn’t meant to be. Leaving him older, angrier, more callous. Esme was dead! Karim gritted his teeth, and left his arms hanging.
Tam clung to him for a while longer, despite his hostile body language. “I know how much bringing the Golden Dragon home has cost you personally,” she said dryly, finally pulling away. “Thank you.”
What was he supposed to say? “Don’t mention it”? “You’ve got no idea”? “Shove your thanks where the sun never shines”? He said nothing. Her life held plenty of drama without his contribution.
Tam plodded back and folded onto the sofa, all broken lines and sharp angles. She crossed her arms, changed her mind, and interlaced slim fingers over her knees. “It boggles the mind,” she said, “that I entrusted so many people with the Golden Dragon’s safety and security, yet the one to complete this task was the person not actually charged with it.”
“Esme fulfilled her duty till the end!” Karim growled. “Don’t you dare speak ill of her! She died protecting him!”
“I…” Tam huddled deeper into the sofa. “I’m sorry. I meant this as a compliment to you, not a dig at her. I wish she were here so I could thank her, too.”
“So do I.”
“Sorry,” she whispered again, hugging herself.
How could he be mad at this hollowed out woman, a pale shadow of the energetic Golden Dragon who wrapped everyone around her finger with the arch of an eyebrow? Not broken, but dealt a savage blow by cruel fate. A miscarriage would do that. Not knowing if she’d ever see her man again would make it worse.
“Lieutenant,” Shang broke the strained silence.
“Don’t call me that!” Karim snapped. A fake rank empty of content. A mockery that he was going to throw at Novak’s feet with deep satisfaction.
“What do you want to be called?”
Karim scowled. “I don’t want to be called at all!” So what if his voice climbed into the impolite range? “I’m done with running others’ errands. Period.”
The God, Fate—whichever controlled events in his life—didn’t want Karim as a protector. His inability to save the people who mattered most had definitively proved that. Well then, He, or It, was going to get a judge and executioner instead.
Shang closed his eyes. “You’re hurting and angry. I’ll give you all the space you need, but eventually we’ll need to talk. You can’t take on the Emirate alone.”
“No? Watch me.”
Gone was the numbness he’d complained about to Shang. Indifference no longer muted his feelings. White-hot hatred burned inside him, a steady, strong flame. Plenty hot to blaze his enemies into ashes… The smell of which wouldn’t bother him, because he couldn’t feel it anymore.
“It will be a suicide.”
“My suicide.”
“It’s one way to end the pain. I can’t stop you.” Shang spread his arms. “But if your intent to take down the Emirate isn’t empty words, we need to cooperate.”
Karim drew air through his squeezed teeth and laboriously exhaled through his nose. “What.”
The Golden Dragon lurched to his feet. “Do you know anyone in Hamilton?”
“No.”
“Do you understand its politics?”
“No.”
“Major gang leaders?”
“No.”
“Geography?”
“I can read a map.”
Shang stopped. “See why I say you aren’t ready? No, if all you want is to cut a few throats and, pardon my language, shoot shit up, before being hunted down and killed like a rabid coyote—by all means. But if, as I hope, you are serious…”
“I am serious.”
“Perfect! Then you’ll need resources, connections, and most of all—a guide.”
Karim frowned.
“Yes, I’m grieving for Esme, too,” Shang hurried to explain. “She would have been perfect for this task, and for you.” He reached to touch Karim’s shoulder, but Karim stepped away. Shang’s eyes followed him. “I’ll give you Joy.”
That sentence made no sense. What joy… oh. “No. Fucking. Way.”
“She—”
“She’s a child! I’m not risking her life!”
“She’s from a well-connected family. She knows people, important people. Her only role will be to introduce you, and you’ll take it from there.”
“I don’t trust her. Esme said she’s a psychopath.”
“She may very well be—”
“She is,” Tam confirmed from her corner.
Shang’s mouth twitched. “—but she’s your only lead in.”
There had to be an argument Shang would accept! “If Emir learns of her return, he’ll know you’re behind this, whatever this is. I thought you didn’t want anyone to catch your hand in this jar.”
The Golden Dragon blinked.
Tam’s caustic snicker startled both Karim and Shang. “Congratulations on cutting my husband down to size. Few can brag about such an achievement.”
Karim defensively brought his hands forward. “Don’t drag me into your lovers’ quarrel.”
Tam nodded. “Wise. Wiser than my husband, who can’t go a day without stirring another pot of trouble.”
“Did you hear me?”
“I’m not dragging you in. You already are.”
“You want to play this game?” A slippery slope, but Karim’s compassion had given way to annoyance. “You’re being unfair. I won’t kick Shang at his lowest point. He returned from a failed expedition that meant so much to him, had his bodyguard murdered before his eyes, and, don’t forget, he lost his baby, too.”
Tam’s skin turned a translucent yellow. Her opaque gaze shifted from Karim to Shang and back. She shot up with energy she hadn’t seemed capable of. “Alpha male solidarity? I can’t stand your company right now, either of you! Forgive me.” Karim’s nose itched from her mock apology. She turned and marched out, slamming the door behind her.
The room’s lavish drapery muffled the echo.
“I apologize for my wife’s behavior,” the grim Shang forced out without meeting Karim’s eye. “She is not herself.”
“Gathered as much.” Karim had intended to spend the absolute minimum of time with the man who bore the bulk of the blame for a ton of bad stuff befalling him, and the woman who’d insisted on sending Esme away. Now he was obliged to show magnanimity. “If you need time…”
“No, let’s finish this.” Shang cut the air with a hand. “You were right about involving Joy. Maybe at a later stage. For now, I’ll activate a mole in Hamilton.”
“Okay.” Whatever that meant.
“When you’re done with your, ahem, prior obligations, he’ll meet you and help you set up shop. Now, the real reason I wanted to talk.”
“It wasn’t to give your wife someone else to chew out?”
Shang’s already troubled expression didn’t change. “Uncalled for.”
“Yeah, right.”
“What’s your definition of victory for this crusade?”
“Kill Whitaker.”
“Say, you succeed. What happens the day after?”
“Don’t care.”
“You should, because the strongest gang leader will proclaim himself successor. Kill him, the next one steps up, and so on.”
“Then I keep killing gangbangers until Hamilton runs out of them.”
“That will never happen. A void invites occupation. All you’ll achieve is helping the dregs float to the top. In all likelihood, making the average Hamiltonian’s life even worse. No, to stop this vicious cycle, you must offer a viable alternative governance model.”
“Have you met me? I’m a blunt force weapon. I don’t build, I smash.”
Shang gave Karim a long, haunted look, and slumped into his armchair. A master schemer used to calling the shots, now on his last legs, losing control over the situation. A man of enviably strong convictions, who’d gambled huge stakes on following his passion, and paid a heavy price. One of the handful of people to have earned Karim’s respect. Of the fewer still, whom he would, grudges aside, consider as close to a friend as he’d ever let anyone be.
Karim scratched his neck. “I’ll see what I can do, Ka Yi.”
Shang relaxed a smidge, with a poor imitation of a wan smile. “I gave some thought to how you can make this work. Start a gang of your own, pretend to join the turf war, and become the strongest, until you can challenge—and beat—the Emir himself.”
Karim crossed his arms. “What you’re suggesting is a perfect job for the CIU. Don’t expect me to step up like Novak. I am absolutely not taking over anything, I’m in it for blood. I’ll, uh, prepare the ground, then you, or The Station, or Locksville can step in. Or all of you together, how you divide the pie is none of my business.”
“We’ll figure it out.”
“Make sure your mole knows to stay out of my way, and what to do once I’ve had my fill.”
Shang sighed. “It’s a relief you aren’t after my blood. Or are you? What? Why the long face? You have every reason to be.”
“You’re low on my list. I may retire before I get around to you. No disrespect, eh?”
“Your mastery of the subtle art of snide remarks has come a long way since we first met. I want to believe I played a role in that.”
“Not as big a one as your wife. But here’s to hoping I get to spend more time practicing. With you both.”
“Amen.”
“Patch things up with Wai Lam,” Karim said. “She needs you more than ever.”
“Don’t I know that…”
“Sorry about your child.”
“I should’ve been here.”
“Would’ve happened with or without you. Don’t blame yourself. Not for this.”
“The miscarriage? Probably. But she needed me by her side. And if I hadn’t taken the Hive’s best doctor, maybe he would’ve been able to…” Shang rose, hinting that conversation was over. “Are you off to The Station?”
“Yes. To take my engineers home, update Novak, and resign. Then collect some Inquisitor scalps. Then find Esme’s family.”
Shang nodded. “Be careful out there.”
“Always.”
“Trust nobody.”
“Goes without saying.”
“If you ever need a thing…”
“Thanks. Oh… What will happen with the Star?”
“Already sent a crew to bring her home. Another vessel will wait there for the Legion’s return.”
“Good, good.”
There was nothing left to say, but they both lingered. Chances were, this was a farewell, not a goodbye.
“Good luck, Karim.”
“To you too, Golden Dragon.” Karim bowed, the way Kowloonese did.
“Nah-huh.” Shang pulled him upright. “Once you’ve done what you need to do, return here. You don’t do well without a purpose in life, and I might have just the thing for you.”
“Which is what?”
“Come back and find out.”
“You haven’t invented it yet, is that it?”
“Willing to bet?”
“A cheap trick.”
Shang grinned mysteriously.
“Fine.” Karim stepped back. “I’ll do my best.”






  
  Chapter twenty
Denny


July 5 th, 43 PE
Denny yawned with a long, undulating mewl.
Beyond the narrow slit in the wall, the endless forest continued rolling by with painstaking laziness. Twenty days of boredom. Or nineteen? No one bothered counting anymore. All similar, revolving around the same routine, save for minor weather changes, and two briefly exciting sightings of the Directory’s scout airships early on—which, almost disappointingly, took no interest in Wagenburg’s departure. The mess the Legion had left behind must have been attributed to local rebels. And the missing techs with their computers? The Directory couldn’t know they weren’t buried under the collapsed building’s rubble.
A small but vocal part of Denny yearned for recognition, for the entire world to know he’d had a hand in planning that audacious raid. But, naturally, his lifespan directly depended on remaining unknown to the Directors.
On the positive side, this was guaranteed to solidify his standing with Shang. Hiring Denny had been an easy gamble, with the Golden Dragon standing to lose nothing and possibly, however unlikely, gain something. The reasons for dragging him, the most expendable of his aides, to Saint Louis had become embarrassingly clear, too, in retrospect. But with the package Denny—okay, the Legion—was bringing home, his boss would have no choice but to reassess his worth. Upward.
The other bright point was their nearing Cleveland. According to Mike’s calculations, they had three days left until they reached it. What awaited them there, and how much longer they’d need to travel overland if the Eastern Star had departed in the meantime… Better not to dwell on that.
Mike, not without some struggle, had made peace with leaving his homeland for good. That didn’t sit well with many of his Wagenburgers who, it turned out, had lurked at the Directory’s fringes, harboring baseless hopes of one day reuniting with their families and friends. Under the weight of his reasserted First Driver’s authority—and lured by the promise of not being hunted and persecuted anymore—most had caved in, with only a few splitting off to stay behind. But the longer their trek stretched into lands foreign to them, the louder their grumbling was bound to become.
Hopefully, maritime travel was still an option, unappealing as the idea of puking his guts out was.
Denny yawned again.
At his side, Kat’s maw gaped wide, too, threatening to pop her jaw out of joint. Yun-mi’s hand found hers and came to rest on her knee. Against the opposite wall, Owen doodled in his notebook, while Mike stared into the void, lulled by the wagon’s unhurried trundling. Their two captives snored in the corner.
Only Miri gave Denny a look. He’d been catching more of those since their crew’s marvelous time in the Directory. He’d truly shone there, blew the small-minded legionnaires away with his daring schemes and unorthodox solutions. Even Yun-mi had complimented him! And Miri… well. Moderately judgmental? Progress, compared to her previous unhinged insults. Unless, of course, that was a part of the broader emotional slump trend.
Following on the heels of the high-stakes, narrow-margin, borderline-suicidal mission into the bowels of the Core, everyone had slid off the high.
Yun-mi had become quieter, less aggressive, and—unthinkable!—stopped cussing every other word.
Kat had turned blissful and quick to display her affection publicly, an entirely different person from the furious reaper who, on her way to link up with her partner’s infiltration force, had carved a swath of blood and mutilation through the Core’s Pretorian Guard—an image making Denny gag each time he recalled the gory encounter.
Logically, it made sense that Miri, nurturing a broken leg, simply lacked the energy to hate Denny with the same relentless passion, but the thought she might actually warm up to him made for a more pleasant journey. He’d refined his game, too, and would not force the matter—until, maybe, she gave him a more straight-forward signal. After weeks of being locked together in a tight space, as if they were quarantined, waiting for—
Denny straightened. “Mike? Got the Stationer’s map handy? Show me where we are.”
The Wagenburger indulged Denny’s request rather unenthusiastically.
The railroad… The bridge… Denny’s finger traced the thin blue line to where Karim’s firm handwriting marked 39, referencing his notes on the back. “How far’s this?”
“From here?” The First Driver squinted. “Fifteen-twenty miles, give or take. Why, what’s there?”
Thirty-odd kilometers. Should work.
Denny didn’t respond, groping inside the bag under his bench. He fished out Doubek’s radio. The knob clicked, turning, and the squeak startled everyone. The center of attention now, he checked the channel and pressed the button. “K8WGF, this is, um, Rusty Dragon. Can you hear me?”
Static.
He brought the microphone closer to his mouth and articulated more forcefully, “K8WGF, do you copy?”
A crackling voice, slightly out of breath and brimming with excitement, responded, “Hear you loud and clear, Rusty Dragon!”
Denny choked on the lungful he’d drawn to hail them a third time.
“Go for K8WGF,” the radio spewed impatiently.
He surveyed those around him. Curious, encouraging, suspicious. His crew. His friends. His family, sharing the road and the destination.
He, Yun-mi, and the Legion were bringing home not only the Core’s techs but also the whole of Wagenburg to patrol New Kowloon’s northern reaches. A few dozen more wouldn’t break the balance. With the Great Hive’s population explosion that the Golden Dragon had hinted at, specialists in handling contagious disease could come in handy.
“Key-eight, how would you like to rejoin civilization?”


The End
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LESSON NUMBER SIX 
A short story prequel (Book 0.5), providing a glimpse into the past of one of the Lost & Found protagonists, a year before the events of Book 1 of The E Apocrypha.


Yun-mi, a young scavenger aspiring to become her clan’s best Rat, is cornered.
Has she bitten more than she can chew? Had she sharpened her skills enough to survive the ambush? Or… Wait... Not everything may be what it seems.
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LOST & FOUND
Book 1 of The E Apocrypha series
Available as an ebook, paperback, or audio book on Audible

The day was supposed to be Yun-mi’s best. It turned into a nightmare… and it isn’t over yet.
In a harsh world where survivors live off the scraps of the fallen civilization, Yun-mi had worked her ass off for two years, honing her scavenger skills. She is on the cusp of fulfilling her dreams of becoming the finest Rat the City has seen.
Yun-mi’s plans crumble when her mentor is murdered, and she is about to be sold to slavers. In the no-holds-barred game, she’s got only one rule: not to give up, and woe to those facing a cornered Rat. Navigating alone between major powers, arrogant clans, and fake friends, she may lack knowledge and finesse, but has determination to spare.
With a hostile takeover threatening the only way of life she’d known, her ambitions expand, and so do the risks. She will carve a niche for herself, but first, someone owes her revenge, and she’s coming to collect!
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AS & WHEN
Book 2 of The E Apocrypha series
Available as an ebook, paperback, or audio book on Audible

They’ve messed with the wrong woman. Aileen’s got a city to run—its shady part, in any case. Abducted and whisked away from Locksville, she refuses to be a pawn in powerful players’ games. She most definitely is not a damsel in distress and needs no freakin knights in shining armor to come to her rescue. Alas, her best-laid escape plans misfire, landing her in even hotter waters far away from home. Aileen must find her footing in an unfamiliar, unforgiving society, fighting tooth and nail to survive.

Bo, Aileen’s sharp and grumpy advisor, would move mountains to find her, his limp and aversion to violence be damned to the Seven Hells! He wouldn’t trust anyone else with the impossible search for the most important person in his life.

Ajinder, executive protection specialist, won’t tolerate his principal being taken—by someone other than himself. He is no stranger to dispensing violence and doesn’t shy away from being on its receiving end. With his motivation stretching beyond pure professionalism, woe to those who question his skills and determination.

Will their grit, smarts, ruthless single-mindedness, and game-changing technology be enough to find Aileen before it’s too late?

Meet familiar faces from Lost & Found. Return to Locksville, New Kowloon, The Station, as well as discover new corners of the world that had lost all technology.
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HELLS & HIGH WATER
Book 3 of The E Apocrypha series

Technology is power, especially in the world where both are sparse. Would those possessing the knowledge be persuaded to share?
Drawn by a vague rumor of an industrialized state out west, Golden Dragon Shang, a visionary hierarch obsessed with all things tech, departs on an irrational journey beyond the edge of the known map, dragging three reluctant sidekicks along.
A fierce raider disowned for insubordination needs all her fighting skills to survive, but even they can’t carve the path to her true self. A young smuggler is forced by betrayal to turn his criminal mind to the legit side, for the people who despise him. A soldier struggling with his homeland’s troubling past must quash his personal demons to forge alliances with those he detests, or none on the expedition have a chance.
Unsure of their destination and facing dangers known and unknown, they travel through desolated wilderness half a continent away from home. Their armored train is formidable yet not invincible, and not every enemy is foreign. Survival demands smarts, grudging collaboration, and sacrifice—but will that prove enough?
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