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   Jai found the note in the Escarpment’s box at the traders’ mercantile of Sidila Windward Port and thought it was a bill.

   “Son of a—Kiev! Kiev!” She shouted down at the ship, which was docked about thirty paces below the mercantile’s outer walk-way, down from the other wind-ships because they were all jealous, bottom-feeding refuse-dwellers. “What did you buy? I’ll kill you!”

   Standing on the Escarpment’s deck, Kiev, oblivious, continued to coil up the extra ladder line, staring abstractly into the distance, enjoying the bright sunshine and the cool breeze while everyone else doing business on the dock stared in affront.

   Everyone tended to stare anyway. Jai and her crewmembers Kiev and Latal were kinet, from the mountains to the east, far beyond the archipelagos and their calm seas. They were built for cold weather, with dark brown skin that was thick and tough to survive ice-storm wind, and tall broad-shouldered builds, and manes of wiry dark hair. The rest of the wind-ship crews and the island dwellers tended to smaller statures, lighter colors, or obvious relationships to sealings and waterlings, with atrophied gills, feathery protuberances that had once been fins, and decorative scales.

   “Kiev!” Jai shouted again and tore the seal on the folded note. “Stop ignoring me,” she muttered, distracted as she began to read.
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   It was in Kedaic, the trade language most commonly used on the islands, and it was not a bill.

   It was a request to take a salvage commission from someone called Vreshian. Jai didn’t much like salvage jobs, and she hated working for new people. But then, with their current state of both lack of money and lack of employment, she couldn’t afford to be choosy.

   Jai absently scratched her lip under the curve of her tusk. That was something else the other crews tended to stare at. Kinet had short tusks curving down on either side of their noses, and while Jai’s were slender and etched with designs in red and particularly lovely, most of the archipelagans seemed not to care for them.

   The note specified that Korfla, the mercantile’s supervisor, would have the details and hold the payment. This was a standard procedure, and therefore reassuring, but still. New people, Jai thought.

   Kiev appeared at her elbow, having finally climbed up the ladder to the walkway to see what the yelling was about. He was small for a male Kinet, barely Jai’s height. “What is it?” he demanded, exasperated.

   “A commission, perhaps.” Jai handed him the note and stepped out from under the little awning that was supposed to protect the wall of message boxes from bad weather, but which was mostly useless. “Korfla!” she yelled at the mercantile’s supervisor. He sat out on the balcony of the level above, supervising, one supposed.

   Korfla was Emara, from the coast of a freshwater sea to the south somewhere, and had light blue skin and a bony ring all around his skull, and a polished pearlescent dome where the top of his head should be. It had taken Jai a bit of looking at him to get used to it. She supposed he had the same reaction the first time he saw someone with hair and an actual skull, so she didn’t feel it unfair. He was wrapped in a red robe and watching her with an expression one could only read as annoyed. “What, Jai?”

   “There was a commission note in my box.”

   Korfla sneered. “I don’t care about your box.”

   Korfla always looked and acted as if he was trying out for the villain role in one of the traveling Karamed entertainments. He was too lazy to be an actual villain, and also far too honest, which was why everyone wanted him to be the mercantile’s supervisor. Jai changed tacks. “Did a trader named Vreshian leave a commission packet for me?”

   “Ah, that’s right,” Korfla said, dropping the sneer. He twisted around to dig in the waxed leather cases beside his chair. “Here it is.”

   Jai climbed up to Korfla’s perch, just big enough for his chair and a chart table. She rifled through the packet he handed her, lifting her brows at the amount of payment listed. It sounded like a relatively simple commission. And looking at the specifications, she could see why he had chosen her ship. “You do not know this Vreshian, then?”

   Korfla made a gesture of indifference. “He’s new. A metals dealer, I understand, from the Gabishon. They need metal there, for the building of a city across a sea gorge. Apparently, he’s been trying to have this salvage done but the last ship he commissioned didn’t fulfill, and didn’t even come back to cancel.”

   Jai nodded absently. It seemed a huge undertaking, and Vreshian would have a great deal of return for this much metal scrap. It explained the generous amount of the payment, which would be locked in Korfla’s strongbox until Jai and Vreshian both agreed the commission was finished, or both agreed to cancel it.

   Korfla poked at her with his cane. “Will you go? You’re blocking my view.”

   “Right, right, sorry. And thank you.” Jai swung down and walked out to the edge of the walkway. Kiev trailed after her, still frowning at the note. It was a calm day, the clouds a brilliant white against the blue sky, clear enough to see waves breaking against the distant reefs. The two tiers of wind-ship docks extended down from the mercantile’s platform and curved around, mimicking the terrain of the island behind it. They were floating about a hundred paces in the air, above the surface of the shallow sea. The flying island itself was a bit higher; the mercantile and its docks extended out from the side. The island flew of its own accord, and the platform stayed aloft because of the tiny fragments of the flying island heart-rock buried in its structure.

   About thirty or so wind-ships were docked along this side, spaced out along the upper and lower tiers, carefully leaving enough space between themselves and the Escarpment to reveal their jealous prejudice. The Escarpment was a small example of its kind, only fifty paces long from bow to stern, with a hull constructed of light lacquered wood that was nonetheless extremely strong. Its only sail was a fan-shaped one that opened out from the single mast. The other wind-ships at dock were larger, with more sails in elaborate configurations, more cargo space. Many of these wind-ships had been constructed in the Golden Isles, and all were powered by a tiny piece of that same flying island heart-rock, which kept them aloft and drew them along the lines of force that crisscrossed the Three Worlds. Kiev, skilled in the manipulation of metal and heat that was well-known in their own mountain country, had added improvements that made the Escarpment’s stern bulky and oddly shaped.

   It was those improvements that had probably caused this Vreshian to choose them to make his offer to. He must believe the first ship had failed the commission because it was unable to haul that much metal. But the Escarpment’s crane and winches were powered by ilene, a mineral mined in Jai’s native city, and could haul far more weight than any other wind-ship she had ever seen.

   “Why us?” Kiev said as he folded the note. “Because we’re cheap?”

   “Because we’re strong.” She clapped her hand on Kiev’s shoulder. They needed the money badly. She just hoped they were strong enough.

   

   Wind-ships often flew through the night since there was little worry of running into something, so by the time the evening bell rang at the mercantile, the Escarpment was well underway.

   Jai helped Kiev set the course, then went back out on deck to watch the sunset. Shiri, her third crew member, stood there, leaning on the railing. He said, “It’s probably a ruse.”

   Shiri was of a species native to the Ataran Sea. He was short, with gray-green skin and silvery gray hair, and gnarled wrinkled features that made him look old and wise, which was definitely not the case. Like kinet, his kind was not much seen on the flying islands either, as they were mainly water-surface dwellers and worked as servants in the archipelagos. Shiri would be a terrible servant but made an inventive and energetic deckhand. Also, he and Kiev had fallen in love.

   “A ruse?” Jai asked, wondering if there had been some ongoing conversation that she hadn’t been listening to. “What is a ruse?”

   “Maybe this Vreshian is an air pirate and wants to steal a wind-ship,” Shiri said with a stubborn air. “He’s sending us to an isolated place, in the middle of nowhere. Otherwise, why choose us? Why not a general call?”

   A general call was a request for cargo carriers to bid for shipments. You had to move quick and be lucky to get business that way, and Jai was quick but often not so lucky. And most of the local Ataran merchants considered the modifications made to the Escarpment as dangerous at best and an abomination at worst. Which was also why it was unlikely anyone would want to steal the ship, precious as it was to its crew. “I think you’re mad with… madness,” she finished, not able to think up a suitable affliction for Shiri. “It’s an isolated spot because if it wasn’t, someone would have taken the metal already.” That was what salvagers did, search isolated spots for useful things. “And he can’t do a general call because the metal is so big a wind-ship or sailing barge not powered by ilene can’t tow it.”

   Shiri was not reassured. “Mark my words,” he said darkly. “We will rue this day.”

   “What have you been reading?” Jai asked in exasperation. The Karamed merchants sold story sheets, often with horrific tales, and Jai would have been tempted to ban them. Except then she would have to sneak them aboard for her own reading, and the Escarpment’s cabins did not provide many hiding places that were not generally accessible.

   Shiri’s expression, outlined by the fading sunlight and the ilene-powered lamp on the corner of the steering cabin, was grim, and a little fearful. “That much metal is an ancient thing, a leftover.”

   Jai nodded. Shiri was often anxious. He was from a species who lived on the edges of things. No longer sealings, but not quite land-dwelling groundlings, they often seemed uneasily perched on the fringes of the archipelago societies. They were not known for their adventures, and not known for anything at all except staying where they were put and following in their ancestors’ footsteps. It had taken Shiri a great deal of courage to move away from that and to seek employment on a wind-ship. And it must be hard to be brave all the time, no matter how much he wanted to. She pointed out, “The flying island we were just on is an ancient leftover.”

   “But we know what that’s for.” Shiri rolled his shoulders, a gesture of discomfort. “The ruins, the foundations, we know what those are. Metal is different.”

   There were ruins made of metal, too, but Jai took his point. She nudged his shoulder. “We’ll be careful. And it may be too big even for us to move so it will stay where it is.”

   Shiri said darkly, “We can hope.” He stalked off to the steering cabin. A few moments later Kiev emerged.

   “What did you do to him?” Jai asked as Kiev came to stand by the rail.

   “It’s not me,” Kiev protested. “He’s upset about our last trip, that he couldn’t help with the cargo load. He told me he’s dead weight to us.”

   Jai groaned, part sympathy and part exasperation. “And did you tell him that was ridiculous?” She had not chosen any of her crew for their utility. She had spent the early part of her life living with people she disliked intensely and, in some ways, hated. She had never wanted to do that again, and had chosen her crew solely because she enjoyed their company. Kiev and Latal had come with her from the mountains, and Shiri, she had found here among the islands and had hired him simply because she liked him. When Shiri and Kiev had formed their relationship, she had taken it as proof of the rightness of her choice.

   “Yes, but…” Kiev shrugged helplessly. “He has melancholy.”

   “He will get over the melancholy when he sees the money,” Jai said, but she knew her words weren’t true. Melancholy was not easily left behind. It was Shiri’s battle to fight, and all they could do was stand beside him.

   

   It was a five-day trip, out toward the further reaches of the sea, where there were no major ports, no large sealing kingdoms, and only a few small inhabited outposts. And most of those made by species too strange to converse with, who would not be in the business of selling supplies to wind-ships.

   So, when the sixth day dawned and Jai saw the water trees rising in the distance, she swore in relief. The trees towered above the surface of the sea, the tallest several hundreds paces high. The trunks were as narrow as the piers supporting a water dock, and their limbs were long and languid, dripping with ferny leaves. The base of each stood in a small island of dirt and flotsam that had gotten caught among the cage of its giant root system. They formed a wide band and stretched across the sea like a small mountain range.

   According to what Jai had heard, the trees lived off some source of fresh water that lay under the shallow sea bottom, and not the salt-water they appeared to sit in. However they did it, it was good to see them. It was evidence that the map and directions were correct, which should mean the metal would be where Vreshian said it was, as well.

   “Steer along the edge?” Kiev asked.

   “Yes.” She checked the map again. “He said it wasn’t far.” He had also said they would be able to see the metal from outside the stand of trees.

   By the time the sun crossed into afternoon, they sighted what had to be their goal. Jai had had her eyes stuck to the distance glasses until she felt as though they were welded to her face. It was a relief for many reasons to see the glint of light on metal between the ferny branches. “I see it!” she called, her voice hoarse with lack of use. Shiri and Latal and Kiev scrambled out of the cabin and ran to stand beside her on the bow.

   They drew closer and Jai could make out more detail. The metal was a structure, not a pile of broken pieces, which would make it easier to rig for towing. But it was nearly the height of the smaller water trees, at least seventy paces tall. Jai’s heart sunk into her boots.

   “We can’t haul that,” Kiev said, his voice flat and disappointed. Jai knew he had been looking forward to the challenge.

   Jai used the distance glasses again, hoping they would tell her something different from what her unaided eyes said. She couldn’t tell what sort of structure it was meant to be, or had been. It looked as if it had fallen into the water trees at some distant point in the past, or perhaps the water trees had grown up around it. There were old stories of flying islands that had fallen due to magical wars among the inhabitants, but she saw no remains of an island below the metal, no huge boulders or broken shards of rock, unless it all lay below the roots of the trees now. She lowered the glasses, taping her nails on the wooden case. “This is a puzzle.”

   “If by puzzle, you mean disaster—” Kiev began.

   Latal said, “We should at least examine it. It might be very light, like that metal they make in the Risars, that you can bend into shapes with your hands. Or it may come apart easily so we can make multiple trips.”

   Kiev began, “Those are completely—”

   “Possibilities, if remote ones,” Jai finished. “We’ll examine it.” Kiev sighed and stomped away toward the steering cabin. Jai said to Shiri, “He’s catching that pessimism from you.”

   Shiri didn’t respond to the bait. He frowned at the metal structure. “It looks like a weapon.”

   “It does not,” Jai said and stamped away.

   It was tricky navigating, bringing the Escarpment in among the water trees, but Kiev managed it, with Jai, Shiri, and Latal hanging off the railings shouting often conflicting directions. Gradually, the hull was lowered among the ferny branches, much to the dismay of the tiny colorful tree crabs and water beetles living in the leaves. The Escrapment came to a stop just above the top of the metal structure.

   As Latal sorted the boarding harness and the ropes, Kiev readied the ilene-powered winch. Jai leaned over the railing, finding herself looking down at a triangular box structure half the size of the Escarpment attached to a broader superstructure. Much of it was coated by mold and stains, but the rest was a dull bronze color. Her harness fastened and attached to the safety rope, Latal said, “Should I go down and see if I can tell how heavy it is?”

   Jai studied what she could see of the structure and the trees nearby. They were too high up for water-predators, and the tree branches weren’t strong or heavy enough to support much of anything. “Go ahead. Be careful.”

   Latal swung over the railing and climbed down her line until she reached the top of the triangular box. There was a bang and a curse from the steering cabin, and Jai twitched but ignored it, keeping her gaze on Latal.

   And that was a good thing, because she saw the exact spot on the metal surface which opened beneath Latal’s feet. Latal fell into darkness and vanished. The surface closed again and snapped the harness rope.

   Jai yelled, “Kiev!” hooked her harness onto the rail clip and flung herself over. She lowered herself to within a pace of the surface, studying it. This close, she could see the seam in the metal, concealed by years of mold and grime. It was a door.

   She felt the rope vibrate as Kiev and Shiri ran to the railing. Kiev shouted, “Where is she? What happened?”

   Jai reached down and touched the door lightly, then pressed more of her weight on it. With a faint creak, it slid open. “That happened,” she said. She leaned down to yell, “Latal! Are you there?”

   “Yes, here!” Latal’s voice came back to her, breathless but not sounding hurt. “Jai—” A clank and the sound of something falling interrupted, then Latal finished, “This is a ship!”

   “It’s a what?” Shiri said from above.

   “A ship?” The door started to slide closed again and Jai slapped at it to keep it open. She looked up. “I need a wedge, wait, no, a ballast bag.”

   After a moment of scramble on the deck, a ballast bag was lowered and Jai got it smushed into the corner of the opening, where the door encountered it every time it tried to close. Then she lowered herself down.

   Inside, it was dark, except for dim light below. There was machinery everywhere, mostly large gears and wheels and twisty metal tubes. Just once, Jai had been down into the water-driven mechanism that supplied the heat and helped mine the ilene for Keres-gedin, the Turning City, guarding a mountain pass on its great revolving platform. She didn’t know what any of this was, but she knew it was something similar, some large machine.

   Her feet touched a metal ramp and she climbed down it toward the light and the clanking. Obviously, this cabin or chamber was meant to be upright and was now resting at an acute angle. She ducked under a large ridged tube and saw Latal untangling herself from a broken metal frame in front of a large triangle of glass or crystal that allowed a view outside. The crystal pointed down and near a tree trunk so it hadn’t been visible from their approach. Mold had crept up the edges but it was still mostly clear. “Well, this is an interesting turn,” Jai said, and took Latal’s arm, supporting her weight so she could free her legs from the frame.

   “I think this is a steering cabin,” Latal said, too occupied by her find to worry about the bruises on her face and a bloody nose. “Look at that.”

   Jai looked. It stood next to the crystal window, a frame attached to both the ceiling and floor, with foot pedals and levers to be controlled by the hands. It was meant for a person probably half Jai’s size.

   “They were small,” Latal said, “The people who built this. Small hands, small feet. Like Shiri’s people.”

   Jai nodded. “But is it a wind-ship or a water sailer?” If it was a wind-ship, it was the biggest one Jai had ever seen or heard of. This was either something very old, so old no legend of its existence had survived, or it had traveled to the Ataran sea from some very far place, which would be far easier for a wind-ship. There were no remains of any dead bodies, or supplies of any sort, at least in this part of it.

   From this angle, Jai could see an opening in the floor, with a twisted metal ladder extending down inside. She stepped carefully over to it and sat on her heels to peer down inside. There was no window and the space was dark. Latal awkwardly climbed over a tube, fishing in the utility pack on her belt, and handed Jai a block of ilene tuned for light. Jai aimed it down into the space.

   It lit up a large chamber with what looked like support pillars on either side. Built into the far wall was a set of cubbies, each lined with the rotted remnants of what might have been padding or bedding. It was so old there was no longer even a smell of must. “Living quarters?” Jai said. There were no possessions strewn about, and no bones or other remnants. The crew must have been able to leave in good order, even if they had never been able to retrieve their craft. Again, if those cubbies were meant as beds or lounging spots, they were just large enough to comfortably accommodate people Shiri’s size.

   Latal nudged her shoulder. “They disconnected those. To keep it from working.” She pointed toward a set of smaller tubes across the back of the space. They had been neatly detached in the middle, the set stretching from above, dangling beside the set extending through the floor. Her expression rapt, Latal took the light and angled it, tracing the tubes’ path upward. “Yes, those are connected through here. They must not have wanted anyone to find it and use it.”

   Latal was as mechanically inclined as Kiev and Jai had never shared their passion. Jai said, “I’m going to get Shiri, he needs to see this.”

   Jai left Latal examining the tubes and climbed back up her line to the hatch. Shiri still leaned over the rail, but Kiev must have returned to the steering cabin. “Shiri, come down here and look at—”

   A shadow fell over them and, above Shiri’s head, Jai found herself staring up at a dark shape rising above the Escarpment. She had an impression of legs, large furred legs, at least six of them, claws at the ends clamping around the water tree branches. An elongated body, several eyes, and a fang-filled maw loomed over her ship.

   She bellowed, “Kiev, Kiev, go, get out of here! Shiri, cut the forward anchor!”

   Shiri looked up and shrieked with horror, fell down, then scrambled up and ran to the bow. Jai scrambled out of the hatch and dove for the line anchoring the stern to the water tree. Forcing herself out of the cover of the hatch and into the predator’s view was hard; her limbs were leaden with fear. Like Shiri, she wanted to shriek and fall but without the ship they were all dead so saving the ship had to come first.

   She fought through the fern branches, her boots slipping on the damp moldy metal underfoot, and found where the cable was clamped to the trunk. She grabbed the clamp release and pulled, and it snapped free. She struggled out of the branches again and saw the Escarpment’s stern swing past overhead. Kiev leaned out of the steering cabin and shouted, “I’ll pull you up—”

   The predator drew back a little, startled by the ship’s movement, then bent another water tree aside to force its body closer. It made a noise like wind through metal tubes, as if sniffing for the live prey it sensed nearby. “No, just go!” Jai yelled back. She heard clanking below as Latal tried to climb through the metal ship’s cabin but she wouldn’t reach the hatch in time and Jai couldn’t leave her. She felt the tug on her harness as her line caught on something, then it jerked her across the metal surface. Swearing, she clawed at the clip, but it wouldn’t release.

   She looked up just as the forward anchor line came free and her eyes met Shiri’s. He saw she was still clipped to the line, that it was about to drag her off the surface of the metal wind-ship. Shiri flung himself toward the winch where the lines were fastened. But his abrupt movement drew the predator’s attention.

   A tendril whipped down for him but he tripped on the uneven deck and went sprawling, and it overshot him. Jai yelled, “Shiri, above you!” It came out as an incomprehensible squawk, but the tendril had hit the deck a few paces in front of Shiri’s face. He scrambled back in horror.

   Another jerk on Jai’s line reminded her that she was still attached to the Escarpment. And she had an idea. The tendril drew back, aiming for Shiri again, and she shouted, “Shiri, jump to me!”

   That wasn’t coherent either, but Shiri obeyed automatically. He stood and vaulted over the rail. Jai dove for him, caught him around the waist and flung herself and him into the hatch of the metal ship’s cabin. The ballast bag dislodged and the door slid shut, and snapped Jai’s line in two.

   They tumbled painfully into broken metal. Jai jammed her legs sideways against a junction of tubes and managed to stop their fall. Below them, Latal gasped, “What—? What—?”

   “Predator, big predator,” Jai managed and let go of Shiri.

   He clung to a girder, shaking. “What is this place?”

   Jai climbed down past Latal to the crystal window. She leaned down against it, angling her head, trying to see the Escarpment and the predator, but all she saw was tree.

   Latal answered Shiri, “It’s like a steering cabin, for this ship.”

   The cabin shuddered and swayed as the predator outside must have pushed on it. Jai bumped her head on the window and cursed. “There has to be a way to lift this cabin. They didn’t fly by looking at the ground!” Maybe they had. How did she know? But she felt so helpless.

   Latal said, “Whatever power made it work is dead. I tried pulling some levers and we saw they disconnected the—”

   “It’s not dead,” Shiri objected. “If it was, that door wouldn’t still open and close.”

   Jai and Latal turned to look at him, then at each other. Latal said, “Well, yes.”

   Jai dragged herself off the window. “But if it’s driven by something like ilene, there could be different sources.” Like the way the Escarpment’s winch was powered by one block, their engine another, and their lights by much smaller quantities.

   Shiri climbed off the tubes, staring at the frame with the hand and foot controls. “That’s my size,” he said as if shocked.

   “That’s what we thought. Jai was going to show you before—” Latal pointed upward to where the predator was presumably eating Kiev and the Escarpment even now. Jai grimaced in despair.

   Eyes wide, Shiri caught hold of the frame, toed off his sandals, and slid his feet onto the pedals. He took one hand control, then the other. He leaned forward and the thing that Jai had thought just random curves of metal became a rest for the chin and forehead. The frame swung a little, but he seemed to balance easily in it. “It’s like it was made for someone like me.”

   “That’s what we thought, too,” Jai said, “But there—” is no time for it, we need to think, she meant to finish.

   But all over the cabin, things clanked and spun and air hissed through the tubes. Shiri jerked his head back in surprise, and Jai slammed into a tube as the whole cabin jerked in imitation of…

   Imitation. Shiri had just made the ship move.

   “Stop!” Jai flung out a hand toward Shiri. “Don’t move!”

   “What happened?” Shiri gasped. “Did the predator grab us?”

   “You did it, you made it move,” Latal told him, her expression somewhere between aghast and delighted. “The controls are still working.”

   Jai twisted to look out the window. It was now facing forward, and she had a view through the trees toward the sea. She still couldn’t see the Escarpment or the predator.

   “But that can’t be,” Shiri protested. “Even ilene wears out after a while.”

   Jai said, “Shiri, prove we are wrong by turning your head very slowly to the left and showing us how nothing happens.”

   With a doubtful grimace, Shiri complied. And the cabin made a terrible grinding noise and swung to the left. Shiri and Latal made exclamations but Jai’s heart seized in horror. She could see the Escarpment now, and it was fouled in a water tree at the edge of the stand. The predator climbed toward it. She said, “Shiri! Can you take us closer?”

   “How? What do I do?” Shiri’s voice was desperate.

   Latal pointed. “Hands and feet. There are controls for hands and feet.”

   Shiri’s gray brow furrowed, and he adjusted his stance to make sure his feet were in the pedals. Then he lifted his leg as if to take a step.

   Nothing happened. “It’s broken.” Shiri stared at the window and the Escarpment, where Kiev was trapped. “What do we do? How can we…? It’s going to kill him!”

   Jai’s heart sunk, but Latal slapped herself in the forehead. “That’s what those tubes are for!” She grabbed the ladder and swung down.

   Jai scrambled to the opening. Latal had dropped the ilene light and her pack on the floor and wrestled with the first tube. She called, “I’m going to need a tool that fits these to tighten them, it’s not making the connection!”

   It wasn’t very coherent, but Jai understood. “Shiri, stay where you are.” She was afraid if he broke his connection with the harness, he wouldn’t be able to make it work again.

   Jai swung down the ladder, tangled in the remnant of her harness rope, and fell on the floor. She popped up again before Latal could turn to help her and said, “No, keep doing that.”

   Jai went to the cubbies first, but found nothing but rotted padding and the ghost of must. Then she realized the panels under them were cabinets, and she pried the first open with her nails. It held nothing but more rotting cloth. The next two were empty, but the fourth held an array of dull copper-colored metal tools. Jai scooped up everything that looked like it might possibly be for a tube and carried them to deposit at Latal’s feet.

   Latal tried two before finding the right one. Then Jai held the tubes together as Latal fastened them with the tool.

   From above, Shiri yelled, “Hurry!”

   Some tubes refused to tighten all the way, and Latal waved Jai back up the ladder with, “I’ll stay down here and try to keep them together.”

   They had to see if it worked, first. Jai hauled herself up into the top level again. “Try it—” she began, and froze, staring.

   The predator had seized the Escarpment in two of its limbs and was dragging it away across the tops of the water trees.

   Shiri threw her a desperate look. “Now?”

   Jai recovered herself. The Escarpment still looked intact. The creature could not have pulled Kiev out and eaten him, or Shiri would surely have mentioned that. She couldn’t afford to panic. “Yes, try. Follow it.” She caught hold of a girder and braced herself.

   Shiri’s face set in determination, and he lifted his harnessed foot again. There was a hesitation, then a grinding howl echoed up from below. Then the cabin and the structure under it shuddered and lurched forward.

   Shiri made a high-pitched noise of elation. He lifted his leg higher, and then put it down. Trees shook on either side of the window, and Jai held on harder as the cabin rocked.

   But Shiri seemed to have difficulty lifting his other foot, as if it suddenly weighed more. He grimaced with effort, then jerked his foot up and the cabin lunged forward.

   Jai slammed into the window and so had a good view as they staggered into a water tree. A loud crack made Jai flinch and the tree gave way, branches crashing against the crystal. With that impediment removed, the structure jolted forward again. This thing has legs, Jai thought, both appalled and astounded. She had thought the legs and arms of the harness were metaphors, as it were, for some sort of propulsion devices. But no, they were actual non-metaphorical legs.

   Shiri kept his feet moving, and they staggered forward after the fleeing predator, water tree trunks bending aside, branches snapping. “Keep your eye on it.” Jai gasped, and climbed to her feet. From the way Shiri leaned forward, he had lost his balance, and if he stopped, they might fall. Would surely fall, crashing down into the mud at the base of the water trees. Jai climbed around behind him and, carefully, gripped his shoulders and used her weight to gently ease him back.

   Their forward progress shifted from staggering into walking. The cabin-head rose higher as Shiri was able to lift his head, and they had a better view of the predator moving from water tree to water tree ahead. Shiri said in relief, “That’s better, thank you. No, keep holding on, it’s pulling me forward.”

   Ahead, the predator abruptly vanished into the water trees. “There!” Jai said, remembering at the last moment not to shout in Shiri’s ear.

   They plunged forward, knocking another tree aside and taking multiple jolts from sturdy branches. Shiri slowed cautiously and brushed past the last water tree blocking the view. As they saw what lay beyond, Shiri made a horrified noise.

   “What you said,” Jai said. Ahead, half a dozen trees had been sheared or bent near the top, the branches woven together and held with a ropey web that had clearly been excreted by something horrible. The something horrible, the predator with the Escarpment clutched in its limb, was braced atop the nest glaring at them with all its tiny eyes.

   There was some material in the lower part of the nest that hadn’t come from water trees. Jai saw metallic glints, and curved wood. She was looking at the prow of a wind-ship. That explained why Vreshian’s previous contractors had not fulfilled their commission. The Escarpment, so far, did not look damaged and the steering cabin seemed intact. Hopefully Kiev was inside and still intact as well.

   “What is it?” Latal called from below.

   “We’ll tell you later,” Jai called back. “Shiri, you’re going to have to—”

   Then the predator dropped the Escarpment into the nest and lunged at them. Shiri yelled in fury and lunged at it.

   Jai let go of Shiri and grabbed a girder to keep from slamming into him. Shiri was normally timid, but apparently controlling a giant walking metal ship had a liberating effect on one. But the last thing they needed to do now was fall. If this contraption went face first into the water and muck at the base of the trees, they would be smashed against its walls like bugs.

   Mental clanged as the predator landed on top of the head/cabin. It twisted down and expanded its fanged mouth, barely a pace from the other side of the glass. “I don’t think I can lift the arms,” Shiri gasped out, “I should have tried to do that earlier.”

   Jai ripped her gaze away from the predator’s maw to see Shiri with gritted teeth, trying to force the hand controls upward. Jai said, “Try your head.”

   “What? Oh.” Shiri jerked his head down. The cabin shot forward and the window was suddenly full of enraged maw and spiny fur.

   Shiri jerked back in shocked reaction. Jai gripped the girder as the cabin jerked backward. Shiri’s legs made staggering motions and the whole structure jolted backward. She yelled, “Forward, Shiri, forward!” but she was dangling from the girder, unable to help him.

   Shiri forced his body back upright, keening with effort, and then jackknifed forward. Jai felt the weight shift, then the whole metal body jerked with his motion and staggered forward. The stagger abruptly turned into a fall and she tumbled painfully over the tubes and rammed into the crystal.

   Dazed, Jai realized much of the light was gone. Pain radiated through the side of her face, and Shiri groaned. She cautiously felt her left tusk to see if it was broken, but it seemed firm enough. Below, there were clanks and thumps and yells of alarm, then Latal poked her head up through the opening, demanding, “What happened?”

   She had the ilene and it illuminated the cabin. Jai peeled herself off the crystal and crawled back far enough to see what was obstructing the light.

   It was something liquid and disgusting, with spiny fur and mashed eyes and … “Oh,” Jai said. “Shiri, I think you did it.”

   “It’s dead?” Latal stepped closer, holding up the ilene and peering at the creature cautiously.

   “It better be dead,” Shiri panted. “I can’t do that again.”

   “You really can’t.” Latal leaned down, examining the smashed predator with uneasy fascination. “I heard big things snap under the chamber below. I think we broke it.”

   Jai shoved herself upright. “Latal, help Shiri out of that thing and wait down here.”

   Jai ignored their protests and climbed up the girders to the trapdoor. She touched it and it made a creaking noise and slowly slid open, letting in fresh damp air and the sickly odor of mushed predator. It stopped at the halfway point with a weary squeak, and Jai shoved hard and managed to open it enough to struggle out onto the metal surface.

   She got carefully to her feet, staring toward the nest. She didn’t see the Escarpment. She moved carefully to the edge of the cabin roof and looked down to see if it was trapped below them. They were wedged halfway down a bent water tree, and one of the ship’s legs, a long column of metal, had broken off and lay atop the muck around the tree’s roots. But there was still no sign of the Escarpment. If the ship was in the nest, wrecked…

   Then from behind her, Kiev yelled, “Hey, this way!”

   She twisted around to see the ship hovering about fifty paces above the tree tops, Kiev waving frantically from the deck.

   

   Though bruised, Latal scrambled up the boarding ladder. Jai put on a harness so she could carry Shiri, who had possibly sprained or pulled every muscle in his body. She swung over the rail and delivered him into Kiev’s waiting arms. “Drop the tow rig before you romance,” she told Kiev, unclipping her harness from the line. “Swoon later.”

   Kiev was bruised and rattled but alive, the Escarpment had many new dents but still flew, and Jai wanted to hook up the detached leg and get out of here as fast as possible. Vreshian would just have to be satisfied with that, though for her part she would be glad to take a reduced payment. She had no intention of making another trip out here. Predators like that did not exist alone. There would be more like it, and a whole host of prey, including other predators. They needed to take their prize and leave before anything else happened. At least the next wind-ship to come out here would be forewarned.

   Shiri said, “Wait, I want to see it.” He staggered to the rail. “Please.”

   Jai waved an assent at Kiev. That they could do.

   She, Shiri, and Latal stood at the rail as Kiev moved the ship back through the water trees and angled it so they had their first good view of the thing that had saved their lives.

   It was a giant person-shaped metal husk, the remaining attached leg extending into the muck and water, the arms dangling at its sides. The hands were just metal scoops, festooned with torn vines and patchy mold. The head sat directly on top of the torso and was a featureless triangle. The smashed remnants of the predator, now drawing the attention of a great many insects, still covered the window.

   Shiri said, quietly, “People like me built that.”

   Jai said, “I am more excited with the fact that you saved our asses in that.” She squeezed his shoulder gently. “But it is very impressive.”

   They let Shiri look his fill. Then Jai and Latal hooked their tow lines to the detached leg, and they started the long slow journey home.
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