I felt the sweat building on the back of my neck. The Smoke was on my tail and I had to remind myself that this is what we wanted. If they were looking at me, they weren’t looking at the illegal cargo Rey and Cletus were toting in the Lorry.
 “This is Sweet Talker on the line looking for Slick Otter. You copy?” Reed held the mic up to me so I could keep both hands on the wheel. We were still in the thick of it.
“This is Otter. What’s hanging, Sweet?”
“I just wanted to say everyone is com’s out and cheering you on out here.”
“I surely do appreciate that, Sweet.” I cut myself off before I say that I’m a little busy and he needs to cut the shit. It’s uncharitable and unhelpful. People use the coms because they like to chatter. I need to let him run his mouth. My experience has told me that you can sift a lot of news out of gossip and chatter.
“I have a bedtime story for you, but I don’t think you’re going to like it.”
I glanced at Reed who looked grim, but we didn’t reply.
“I was just up on the next marker, and there’s a smoke screen up. Traffic completely blocked.”
“You’re right,” I said, considering my options quickly, while I mentally pulled up the map of the area in my head. “I don’t like it, but I’m fair grateful for the intel.”
“Keep your backside breezy, Otter. Over and out.”
“Classy,” Reed said, returning the mic. “What are we going to do?”
In the distance I saw a wall of lights, my own daytime aurora borealis. The smoke are lined up, a beaver dam of metal and swagger.
Reed gave a low whistle. “It’s like they had a parade and everyone stopped at once.”
I considered and discarded several plans before landing on one. It wasn’t a good plan, but it might work. “If you got any more of that candy, you might want to have another dose.”
Reed double checked his straps. “I can’t stay hopped up on candy the whole ride, now can I?” He twirled a finger. “So let’s get this circus going.” We both kissed the tips of our fingers and touched the ceiling, our salute to the Hooded Crow.
I changed the angle of my sails and jerked the wheel. We skidded and slid over to the opposite lane, going in the other direction. I met the wide eyes of a Lorry driver who pumped his brakes to let me in. I managed to slide the phoenix in to traffic, though likely giving heart attacks to the folks on my back bumper. I can almost hear their curses from my cockpit. I accelerate, keeping my eye on the tree line, looking for the telltale gap. Once I see it, I turn abruptly off the path and cut through a front yard. We scatter some chickens, and unfortunately take out a clothesline, scattering a quilt and some rather risqué undergarments.
Reed watches a red lace thong slide up the window. “Maybe I should take up farming. Who knew?” He continued to track the red lace in the mirrors as it landed in the dirt. “Never really understood thongs myself. They seem uncomfortable. It would make more sense just to skip underwear all together.” 
I felt his eyes on me. 
“What kind of underwear do you wear?”
I guided the cutter across the farm’s driveway, through a chicken run, and directly into the fence of a large animal corral. Feathers flew, but we missed taking out any of the poultry. We skidded past some sheep and out the other side of the fence and into an orchard. The angry bark of a dog followed us as the sheepdog gave chase. I spent the next minute feverishly dodging trees.
“What kind of trees do you think these are,” I asked. “Apples? Pears?”
“I can’t help but notice you’ve avoided the underwear question.” Reed peered out the window. “I think they’re apple trees.”
We slip onto an access road, barreling back toward the path. We cut through a lane, heralded by the blaring of horns. My adrenaline kicked up and I felt like I was flying. The cutter landed on the almost empty path past the road block. Since the smoke had so kindly been slowing down traffic with their barricade, I had an almost wide-open track ahead of me. When I checked the mirrors, I saw the smoke scrambling, trying to get in their cars to follow.
“I feel like the most popular girl at a country dance,” Reed said.
“Hopefully our dance card stays open,” I said, eyes on the scramble behind us.
“That’s looking very doubtful at the moment.” Reed’s voice was calm and casual, but he was tapping his fingers again. Nervous. I glance ahead and see why—we got a few of the local constabulary on swifts barreling towards us. The sun glints off their helmets and sun glasses giving them an other worldly appearance.
My options are limited. The front and back are out. Left takes me into on coming traffic. To the right I see a dip, then a creek, and the faintest outline of a country path. I didn’t even warn Reed, just spun the wheel to the right, went down the dip and hit a booster so I soared over the creek. The water doesn’t look deep, but it’s on the wide side, and cutter propulsion doesn’t work over water. After I hit the booster I cut the propulsion and coast. Without it you have to rely solely on wind, and the wind was currently the faintest of puffs.
I turn the propulsion back on a second before we hit the path. It doesn’t stop us from kissing the ground, but it keeps us from crashing. My teeth click shut from the jarring tap, but then we’re shooting back along the path, running parallel to traffic.
“What happened to our entourage?”
Reed twisted in his seat. “The swifts didn’t follow. One cutter in the creek. Surprisingly, three seemed to have made it, but the rest have backed off.”
“Any of them look like our friend from Arkana?”
Reed shakes his head. “They all have Lanta designation.”
“Well, that’s something, at least.” I check my mirrors, frowning. “Do they seem to be going a little slow to you?”
Reed follows my gaze, staring behind us for a moment. “I can’t judge the speed like you can, but they aren’t on our bumper. Your cutter is faster though, right?”
I feel an uneasy quiver in my gut. “Yeah, but not that fast. They’re keeping their distance. Why?”
We popped over a slight rise and Reed grabbed my arm. I spun around and saw the reason the smoke are hanging back. They don’t need to catch up. All they need to do is wait for us to realize the bridge is out. I slammed on the breaks.
“That’s a rather large river, and a very not there bridge.” Reed leans over the dash like that extra inch or two might help him see some magic way out of our situation.
Jumping the creek was one thing. Jumping a river? We’d need a lot of speed. “We had five boosters left and the experimental one…which I’d rather not try out at this particular moment.” Behind us the smoke are taking their sweet time closing in.
Reed waggled a hand at me. “Just do it.”
We both kissed our fingers and tapped the roof as I slammed the cutter into reverse. Once I was as far back as I dared, I slammed on the fuel pedal. The cutter leapt forward, kicking up dust behind us. I hit a booster. We were shooting by now, the scenery blurring. I hit another booster. Everything outside became a green smear. It would go nicely with the red smear that we’d make if I screw this up. We were almost to the bridge. I smashed my hand down on the third booster and angle up as we shot over the bridge. Reed held the wheel as I hit toggles and adjusted the angles of my sails. I wanted to maximize the excessive fuel I just dumped and get as far as I could if we didn’t want to crash into the lovely river below us.
“I could be married by now,” Reed said. “On my honeymoon. So he wasn’t smart? So his family was an absolute nightmare? Surely he wasn’t a fate worse than roadkill.”
“So fickle,” I murmured, adjusting the last toggle. “Not two seconds ago you were saying riding with me was the best idea ever.”
“I’m not fickle,” Reed said, handing the wheel back over to me. “Not really. The last few days aren’t really indicative of my usual behavior.”
“I wasn’t serious. You might want to brace yourself.” I kept my eyes on the path. A lot of handling a cutter really comes down to timing. I’m sure there are equations that could tell you the precise moment I needed to use the next fuel booster so we didn’t smash into the path. I might even know them, somewhere in the dusty recesses of my memory. I’d had a heck of a lot of education and training that I would boil down to the phrase “when it feels right.” People say, “I just went with my gut” all the time, but they often dismiss all the thought, knowledge and experience that caused those gut feelings. This was why I had no problem hitting the booster when my gut told me to. My gut knew exactly what it was doing.
We cleared the last of the bridge and a split second before we hit the path, I hit the booster. We shot along the path, heading deeper into the woods. Reed twisted in his seat to get a better look behind us.
“I take it back,” Reed said. “My honeymoon would have been boring compared to this.”
I slowed us down enough to where it was safe for me to turn around with him. The first cutter didn’t hit his breaks in time. He tried to turn away from the bridge, but all he managed to do was flip and land into the creek. The second cutter managed to slow down, but still ended up teetering half off the side. They would have likely been okay if the third one hadn’t smashed into them sending the whole mess off what was left of the bridge. Reed winced at the resounding crash.
“I hope they’re okay.”
“Probably,” I said. “Constable issued cutters have the newest safety measures and a rescue beacon.” I eased the Phoenix forward. My fuel tanks substantially lower after our little escapade.
“So we should probably put some space between us and the crash before the cavalry arrives?”
“I’m already on it.” The Phoenix picked up speed along the path as I grabbed the mic. “Hey there, Snow, how’s things?”
“Peachy keen, but we’re losing time by the minute. We’ve been having to obey the traffic laws like common rabble.” Rey’s voice came through loud and clear and I feel a little bad about the note of worry I hear weaving through it.
“On it, Snow. I need a pitstop.” I do my best not to look at Reed. “Need to drop off my ride-a-long, and maybe hit a greasy spoon. I’ll be back in front of you pronto.”
“Grab a few burgers for me an my buddy, will ya?”
[bookmark: _GoBack]“Will do, Snow Fox. Out.” I hung up the mic, feeling inexplicably tired all of a sudden. I needed coffee and a lot of it. Knowing the local greasy spoons, it wouldn’t be good, but it would be strong. Realizing I’d just discussed dropping Reed off like he wasn’t even in the cutter with me, I glanced over. He stared at me, his posture relaxed, his head cushioned by the head rest. My pulse sped up.
Reed gave me a crooked smile and waved at the path. “You heard the man. We better step on it.”
So I did.
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