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  CHAPTER ONE


  


  


  The Lady Firene hovered in the shadow of ancient city walls, a construction of wood and canvas and iron floating as lightly as a feather. A little too lightly, in fact: I'd been watching the tips of her masts rise above those walls for several minutes when I could finally stand it no longer. I flicked open the speaking tube at my side and hissed into its depths, "We keep rising. Get that sky engine under control before we're seen."


  An indistinct grumbling was my only reply, overridden by a voice behind me. "Don't start panicking, Fleet. You need to keep a level head in situations like these."


  I turned to my brother with gritted teeth. "If you don't keep your voice down, being sighted will be the least of our problems."


  Daryus stretched languorously. He was stripped to the waist like a boilerman and more than one pair of appreciative eyes was turned his way. "You don't need to tell me what to do. I'm captain of this fine lady for a reason."


  As if he needed to remind me. That 'reason' was Daryus' uncanny ability to attract the sort of low-lives who made the perfect airship crew and to keep them more-or-less in line. He was also terrible at reading maps, which meant if he'd been either pilot or navigator, we'd be halfway to Quent by now.


  I left Daryus to his posing and moved to the bow. If I leaned out, stomach pressed against the rail, I could just see past the crumbling walls that hid us. Our target, the Crystal Desert, was moored deeper in the ruins, but there was a buzz of activity around it, men shinning up and down ropes and crates being hefted up onto the deck. It had been a lucrative haul, by the looks of things; there were rumours that Captain Izdubar was something of an amateur historian, as he had an unerring knack for finding ruins that had previously been overlooked – and thus not yet looted. Historian or not, Izdubar's scholarly research was about to turn into our lucky day.


  I was alerted to Daryus' renewed presence by the spyglass he rested on my shoulder. I pushed it away. "Put that down before it catches the light."


  Daryus squinted in the direction of the rival ship. "They haven't set a watch. They're convinced they're alone. Don't be so paranoid, Fleet."


  I snatched the dangling spyglass and retreated into the shade. Through it, I could see the Crystal Desert, only a handful of crates still on the ground beneath it. Captain Izdubar cut a flamboyant, red-coated figure at the prow. He was waving one arm around and the faint echo of his voice reached me.


  "He's making ready to sail," I relayed, but Daryus was already shouting orders. I winced at the noise, thankful the wind was blowing from Izdubar's direction.


  Our crew had been ready and watchful before, and now they swarmed over the deck, preparing for the attack. Daryus gave orders with the assured nature of a man whose commands are always followed – because they were usually good ones, though the very best came from me. My heart beginning to race, I went to the wheel, where I found my fingers reaching unconsciously for the charms looped around its gleaming spokes.


  "Heathen superstition," a laughing voice to my left said.


  The woman standing there was as scruffy as the rest of us, but I didn't think I'd ever catch Jasmine wearing a charm against her black skin. She was too practical, too prosaic, and surprisingly staid for a pirate – but then this life attracted all sorts, and I couldn't deny she was handy with a sword.


  I tapped the largest of the charms, a shark's tooth capped in silver. "It's never let me down yet."


  "How do you know?" Jasmine was smirking in an irritating fashion.


  "I'm not dead," I replied.


  Daryus had started shouting in my direction. The Crystal Desert had pulled away from the ruins, rendering our stealth unnecessary. I flicked the bank of levers to open both the sails and the engines, and the Lady Firene shot forwards. A whoop went up from the crew, Daryus louder than the rest. I could feel my own heart sing as the Lady flew from the shadows, white sails snapping.


  A horn sounded, distorted by the wind but not masking the accompanying shouts. I smelt the burnt sugar scent of gunpowder.


  "They're readying cannons," someone shouted – Jasmine, I thought.


  I spun the wheel and the Lady banked smoothly in response. There was a thunderous crack and the air filled with smoke, but the cannons went far wide as I sailed the Lady Firene easily out of their reach, then curved her back towards our prey.


  We were closing quickly, the Crystal Desert too laden down with plunder to pull ahead. Not that she would ever outrun the Lady Firene anyway, I thought gleefully. No ship could.


  "Grapples at the ready." That was Daryus, still bare-chested as he prepared to lead the charge. For all his inadequacies – and I could string together a whole list of them – Daryus was always fearless in the face of danger when he had a crew at his back and a few drinks in his belly.


  We were nearly upon the Desert and I swung us broadside, cutting power to the engines. Our enemy had withdrawn their cannons to avoid sending us both up in flames. With a chorus of shouts and war chants, the crew began to swing across.


  I nudged the wheel, bringing the two ships closer still. There was a shudder as they brushed each other, then a solid crack as the gap closed entirely. I locked the wheel, made sure the ship was steady, then finally ran to starboard. I couldn't risk leaving the Lady in case a swift retreat was needed, but I wanted to see what was going on.


  Despite their motley nature, the Lady's crew were skilled pirates and knew their trade. The Desert's deck was a mess and the fighting had been fierce, but its men and women were already on their knees, tied to masts or railings. Daryus never had the heart for bloodshed on a serious scale; where other captains would order whole crews put to the sword, he preferred to cripple their vessels and leave them stranded. He was a skilled swordsman when he had to be, though, and he'd backed Izdubar right to the prow of the ship, their blades weaving a bright pattern in the air.


  There was a pause and both swords drew back. Izdubar glanced over his shoulder then lifted one foot onto the rail, apparently prepared to abandon his ship if it meant escape. I tried to shout a warning but my tongue had stuck to the roof of my parched mouth, and I could only watch in horror as Izdubar pitched over the side.


  He was too slow. Daryus lunged, catching him by the back of his coat and hauling him aboard again. There was a shout of appreciation from our crew, and when Jasmine tied the captured Izdubar to the mainmast, it was with a touch more zeal than necessary.


  Daryus began shouting orders again. A resonant clanking sounded from the depths of the ship as hammers were taken to the engines of the Crystal Desert. No real damage would be done – we had no wish to consign the Desert's crew to dehydration in this vast desert, and we wouldn't slash the sails as some pirates were known to do – but they'd be delayed by putting everything back together and would never catch us when we fled.


  With the Lady Firene's crew swarming back aboard, hauling crates of stolen goods, I clambered over the railings to our rival ship. Daryus was posing by the mainmast, Izdubar's striking red coat hanging open around his bare chest.


  "Whose benefit is that for?" I asked him.


  At our feet, Izdubar snorted, but my brother shrugged. "Whoever might be watching. It pays to make a good impression."


  I raised an eyebrow. I wasn't sure Daryus was making the impression he'd hoped for, but it made no difference. He might have missed 'imposing captain', but he'd probably hit 'dashing dandy'; that he had only sailors to impress wouldn't trouble him. My brother, after all, wasn't choosy when it came to women: he loved them all equally. It really was love, too, although only the abstract 'love thy neighbour' kind. Love had never really pained Daryus, which to my mind meant he'd never truly loved at all.


  Izdubar coughed and I looked down. The captain had sustained a bruise on his cheekbone, already ripening to the colour of a plum.


  "A nice little souvenir to show your merchant buddies," I said.


  Izdubar spat at my feet, although his aim was terrible. "I'm no merchant. You wouldn't have come for me if I was." He was referring to the Lady Firene's reputation for only preying on other predators, a scruple that Daryus and I agreed on. Izdubar was a known pirate and raider of ancient ruins, and he'd caused more destruction in the past two months than we had in two years.


  Daryus scuffed the deck with his boot. "You might as well be a merchant with this old tub. Get yourself a proper ship, Izzy."


  Izdubar growled and Daryus stalked off, hauling himself up a rope and swinging back to our own ship. I was about to follow when Izdubar called me back.


  "You're Felicity du Bois, aren't you?"


  I contemplated a swift kick to his crotch, but restrained myself. "Fleet, actually. Fleet Manteios."


  "Ah yes, I've heard the name. I've also heard that you stand ever in your brother's shadow. Why not be a captain yourself?"


  I'd asked myself the same question, once or twice, and come to the conclusion that Daryus made a better captain than I ever could. Leadership just wasn't in my nature. Besides, Izdubar was only angling for me to loosen his bonds. "I don't like working with people," I replied.


  Izdubar paused. He had to squint against the sun to see me and I didn't bother to move my shadow over his face. "Fleet, I have a favour to ask," he said. "There's something amongst the plunder from the ruins. Only a little something, a trinket, but I was hoping to give it to my wife. Could I trouble you to retrieve it for me?"


  A trinket for his wife? My eyes narrowed. I'd never heard of Izdubar being married, and besides, pirates were greedy bastards. If the captain wanted something, it was for his own damn hide.


  "What sort of trinket?"


  "A small sphere of blown glass, just the size to sit in a lady's palm. A purplish colour inside, darkly tinted on the outside."


  It didn't sound valuable, I had to admit, but I was the only one left aboard the Crystal Desert – apart from its ill-fated crew, at least. I threw Izdubar a mock salute. "Sorry, captain. Your lady wife will have to do without."


  I scrambled back to my own ship then ran to the wheel, Izdubar yelling after me. I ignored him. Within moments, I'd eased the Lady Firene away from our subdued foe. The shouts and songs of our victorious crew sprang into the air as we pulled away, making for the heart of the undulating desert and a berth to enjoy our prize.


  ***


  We moored in the shadow of a statue overnight. It was a colossal thing of pale sandstone, sitting on a weathered throne. The hands held a sceptre and I assumed it depicted an ancient king, but its magnificence was diminished by the statue's head lying face down in the sand, allowing some kind of large bird to make a nest in the stump of the neck. The king's striking barrel chest was now streaked with guano.


  At dawn, I made my way on deck, one of the first to do so. The Lady faced east, toward the paling sky; her sky engines still thrummed quietly, keeping us aloft. Behind us, the night remained dark and pricked with diamond stars. And with distant, flickering lights much lower to the ground.


  I leaned a little further over the rail, squinting into the distance. Could that really be what I thought it was? Why hadn't any of the watch seen it? A quick scan of the deck was sufficient to answer that: the three watchmen were asleep in a huddle at the foot of the mainmast.


  I kicked them awake with a shout. They grumbled to their feet and gave a half-hearted salute; they already knew their beloved Captain Daryus would never wake them so early after a successful raid.


  "Get your arses up there and look west," I said. "Tell me what you see."


  I watched as their shoulders tightened. They were debating whether to tell me what they could see and risk getting into trouble for not spotting it sooner.


  "It's another ship," I said, before they could decide. "And it's following us."


  Relieved that I wasn't screaming at them in a murderous rage, they peeled away from the rail. Seconds later, the alarm bell was ringing and the rest of the sleep-dishevelled crew were appearing on deck. Daryus was in their midst, shirt unbuttoned and feet bare. He grunted at me and yawned. "Perfectly attired as always, sister. It's as if you never left the ballrooms of Requies."


  I scowled at him. "There's a ship coming up from the west. Could be Izdubar."


  Daryus squinted at the horizon. The sky had faded into a grey-blue murk, taking the lights with it. "We crippled the Desert," he said dubiously.


  "We dismantled her engines," I argued. "Which Izdubar could have fixed by now."


  "We beat Izzy fair and square."


  "Fair? Who said anything about fair? If Izdubar wants his plunder back, he's only to come and get it."


  "All right." Determination flooded Daryus' voice. "If Izdubar wants a chase, he'll get it. The Lady can outrun him easily. Fleet, bring us about."


  "Yes, captain." I ran to the wheel, and with a quick rattle of my charms, began to swing the ship around. There was little in the way of a breeze to propel us by sail, but the main engines thundered to life. As their vibrations rattled up through the ship and into the soles of my feet, the Lady Firene pulled away from her statue berth and surged towards the rays of the rising sun.


  ***


  An hour, maybe less, at my best guess. I glanced at the sky again, aware I'd been checking the sun's position compulsively, charting how long we could keep running before we were caught. There was no doubt now that our pursuer was indeed the Crystal Desert, or that she was moving faster than we'd believed her capable. We'd both caught the same breeze, with engines running too, but Izdubar's ship was inexorably catching up.


  "This isn't possible," Daryus snarled, yet again. "The Desert doesn't have that kind of speed. The Lady is faster."


  "She used to be," I said. Our rivals were perhaps a mile away, speeding low over the dunes.


  "But the Desert is so clumsy," Daryus complained, to which I had to agree. The Crystal Desert was an ugly, bulky ship, twice the size of the sleek and nimble Lady.


  "Daryus, they're going to catch us. Stop whining and think of a plan."


  "A plan?"


  "There has to be a way out of this. There always is." I was aware how desperate I sounded, but Daryus hadn't noticed. His face was screwed up in concentration.


  "We'll make for Numara," he said. "Izdubar won't dare attack us there."


  I shrugged. Not the most lucrative of markets for our goods, but piracy – or at least pirate feuds taken onto city streets – was punishable by hanging in Numara, which meant Izdubar would be forced to give up the chase. It was also the closest thing to home Daryus and I had found in a long time, and there's something to be said for familiarity when you're in a bind. "Probably not. We have to outrun them first, though."


  "Well, then." Daryus had a gleam in his eye. I knew it too well, because it was mirrored by my own. "Let's put our fair lady through her paces."


  I flicked open the speaking tube leading to the engine room. "How much more speed can you give me?"


  A low chuckle echoed up. This wasn't, after all, the first time I'd made such a request. "It's going to be one of those days, huh, Fleet?"


  "Something like that. How much?"


  There was a moment's silence, followed by the ringing noise of a metal tool being dropped. "You push the speed and I'll push the engines to match," came the reply. "Let's see how far the Lady will go."


  I wasn't sure whether to be reassured by the answer, but I pressed the lever up anyway. The Lady Firene surged forward, the extra speed vibrating through her hull. I grinned, my hair whipping back behind me and tangling with the scarf around my neck. "How's that?" I asked Daryus.


  If I'd expected elation, I was disappointed. Daryus was staring fixedly behind us, to where the Crystal Desert had just accelerated to match our speed. No, not to match us, I realised with a cold, sinking feeling in my stomach. To overtake us.


  "We have to start jettisoning," I said.


  Daryus actually groaned. He put a hand to his forehead as if in pain. "We can't."


  "It's that or let Izdubar catch us. Do you think he'll be as lenient as we were?"


  Daryus' lips pressed into a white line. "No. We can still outrun him."


  He strode off, leaving me muttering curses under my breath. I pressed the Lady's speed still further and she responded, but the vibrations rose to match. A coil of rope behind me began to shake out of its neat heap and snake across the deck, hitting a carelessly placed bucket, which went flying over the edge of the ship. Even over the noise of the engines, I could hear the rattling of the crew's belongings and our carefully stowed loot.


  Half an hour later, the Desert was closer still, large enough to be visible around my fingers when I raised a hand to block her out. When Daryus stood beside me, the Crystal Desert's masts protruded above his head. I could hear her crew now, too, shouting obscenities at us. I tried not to listen too closely, because it was clear they were baying for our blood.


  Beyond Daryus, the crew assembled on deck, dragging crates of plunder. Daryus eyed them silently, until Jasmine stepped forward.


  "You're making the decision for me, are you?" he asked.


  Jasmine saluted. "Sorry, captain. We know how much you wanted this. We did, too, but we value our hides more."


  "So we jettison it." Daryus' voice was flat.


  "There are always other ships to take. Izdubar got the better of us this time, but if we throw this lot overboard, he can't have it either."


  Daryus seemed cheered by the idea, and perhaps a vision of Izdubar grubbing around in the sand to collect his stolen-then-discarded plunder. He made an expansive gesture. "Jettison away."


  With much gusto and even more sighing, the crew began to heave the crates over the ship's rails. They tumbled away behind us in glitteringly beautiful cascades, flashing gold and red and white in the sun. A howl went up from the Crystal Desert. Heartened still more, Daryus began to move one of the crates. Tying the Lady's wheel into position, I went to help him.


  We shoved the crate towards the railing and stood looking down at it. Daryus bent to run his fingers through the pile of gold coins. "A shame. A damn shame."


  "But better than handing it back to Izdubar?"


  "Absolutely."


  We bent to the crate, heaving it under the railing. As it began to tip, Daryus gave a shout and lunged forward, trying to pull the thing back. Swearing profusely, I grabbed hold of his stolen coat before he toppled off the deck. The crate went anyway, spinning through the air in a stream of gold.


  "Changed your mind?" I panted, as Daryus found his feet.


  Daryus dropped to a crouch, as though balancing himself against something heavy. Something cradled in his cupped palms, that made the faintest of purple glows under his chin.


  "What is that?" I peered into his hands, but Daryus closed his fingers. "Oh, don't be so bloody childish. I don't want it."


  Daryus looked up at me suspiciously, then uncurled his fingers. I took a deep breath, restraining myself from snatching the object from his hands. It had been a lie to say I didn't want it, at any rate.


  "It was in the crate, buried beneath the coins," Daryus whispered. "But I couldn't let it fall."


  Lying in his hand was a glass ball two inches across, darkly tinted and with a swirling radiance inside. I recalled Izdubar's words – a trinket for his wife. Quite some trinket, and he'd known it as well as Daryus did. Why had he even let it out of his sight?


  "Captain." Jasmine was approaching, sending Daryus into a fluster as he dropped the glass ball into his pocket and stood. I had to forcibly pull my eyes away from the lump it made against the scarlet fabric.


  "What is it, Jasmine?"


  She pointed, behind us. The Lady Firene had put on a burst of speed as we'd lessened her weight, but somehow – miraculously – Izdubar's vessel had stayed with us. Not only that, they were still gaining.


  "We have nothing left to jettison," Jasmine said.


  "Fleet." Daryus turned to me, eyes beseeching. "You have to get us out of this."


  My jaw dropped. Me? But of course. I was the pilot. If I couldn't out-fly my counterpart on the Desert, we were lost.


  A glance at the horizon made a plan unfold like a flower in my mind. We were only minutes away from the sand-caked protuberances of buildings. Although their outliers were wind-worn and rounded, in the middle distance there were greater heights, the remains of a settlement or temple complex like the one Izdubar had raided.


  I grinned at Daryus. "You'd better hold onto something."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  


  


  "You're going to get us all killed." Daryus was shouting above the roar of the wind so I wasn't entirely certain those were his words, but I guessed they were close enough. I swung the wheel hard and the Lady banked sharply, veering around a broken stone column and between two more.


  "Stop complaining," I shouted back, but my words were lost to the wind. I began to laugh as I dropped the ship with a jolt, into a hollow in the sand. Heat billowing off the desert floor forced us higher again, just in time to sweep beneath an arch and into the shadow of a colossal wall. When we tilted to port to avoid smacking into the feet of a statue, I caught a glimpse of the Crystal Desert out of the corner of my eye. She was lagging behind, able to match our speed but not our agility.


  Daryus staggered to my side, almost tumbling back to the rail as we banked again. He was swearing profusely at me.


  "What's the matter, brother? Not enjoying yourself?"


  Daryus looked distinctly green. "Just lose Izdubar and get us out of here."


  I swung the Lady up into the sky, then down and starboard into a courtyard. Through another arch, around another pillar, each turn tighter than the last. Then, abruptly, we soared out of the ruins and into a blank expanse of desert. The ship righted herself and shot forward as if she'd been held back by a tether just cut, but I felt my stomach lurch. Where was the rest of the labyrinthine city that was going to allow me to out-fly the Crystal Desert?


  "Thank the gods," Daryus muttered, slumping against the wheelhouse.


  I couldn't share his relief. When I glanced back, Izdubar's ship was out of the ruins and picking up speed again. The desert before us was bare and I was out of options.


  "Daryus," I began weakly.


  "What is it?"


  "We didn't lose them."


  "What?" Daryus shot upright. He stared at our pursuers for several silent seconds before his shoulders slumped. "How much fuel do we have left?"


  The dial in the bank before me was edging perilously close to red, a complication I'd been trying not to think about. Our sky engine, after all, worked on a complex combination of magic and magnetism, and was designed to rarely need recharging, but the engine that provided thrust when there wasn't enough wind for the sails – like now – was powered by more prosaic means. "Enough to get us to Numara, but not at this speed."


  "Then we have to stand and fight." Daryus didn't look happy and I didn't blame him. Without the element of surprise to aid us, our crew would be outnumbered to the point of certain defeat. It wasn't losing the fight that bothered either of us, though – it was what Izdubar would do afterwards. He could no longer be after the plunder, as that was miles behind and lost to the sand.


  "What does he want?" Daryus muttered, echoing my thoughts.


  "To humiliate us." I pictured gleaming swords and blood splashing on the deck but drove the image away. "That's all – hopefully."


  Daryus shook his head. "I'm not letting the crew be hacked to pieces. We'll keep running. Maybe our fuel will last longer than Izdubar's."


  I thought of the Crystal Desert's bulky hold, sure to contain more fuel tanks than our own, but nodded anyway. There was the flash of sunlight off glass from our pursuers, likely from the lens of a spyglass. With the Lady set on her course, I pulled out my own and squinted in the Desert's direction. Izdubar's crew looked to be jettisoning goods of their own, though I couldn't imagine what they were tossing overboard when we'd taken all their portable wealth. Supplies, then? Was Izdubar really such a fool?


  I adjusted the focus of the spyglass and looked again. There were dark holes in the Desert's hull and one of her masts was missing. Cut rigging was tangled on the deck, making a spider's web between the two remaining masts. My heart began to drum faster in my chest. Was Izdubar really so desperate that he would sabotage his own ship to catch us? Perhaps the glass ball in Daryus' pocket was more valuable than we realised.


  As I continued to study the Crystal Desert, I realised I'd been wrong. Izdubar hadn't deliberately jettisoned pieces of his vessel. It was the engines: they were straining so hard the ship was tearing itself apart.


  I gave a shout of elation and rushed back to the wheel. "Ready the starboard cannon," I ordered, ignoring the odd looks turned my way before the crew rushed to do my bidding.


  "What are you doing?" Daryus was back at my side. "I told you we weren't going to fight."


  "We don't need to." I pressed the spyglass into his hands. "They're pushing their engines so hard the whole ship is falling apart. A single shot through the bow and everything will give way."


  Daryus appeared to agree with my appraisal. "All right. Bring the Lady around and I'll direct the gunners. Give me two minutes."


  I did so, then cut our engines and swung the ship sideways. There was only a second's pause before the deafening crack and plume of smoke. The gunners had aimed well: the cannonball punched straight through the Desert's stem. There was a creaking sound, audible even to us, before the bow gave way and the deck began to slump. I held my breath as the Crystal Desert plunged downward, thundering into the desert floor in a cloud of sand and splintered wood. As it settled, the pounding of my pulse in my ears became the only sound. The crew had gone silent, crowding the rails to stare at our defeated foe.


  Daryus placed both hands on the wheelhouse, his face strained. "We did it. Do you... do you think there's anyone still alive?"


  "I don't know." Slowly, I began to turn the ship, one hand on the wheel and one squeezing Daryus' shoulder. "We'd better find out."


  ***


  It took only minutes to reach the downed ship. I swung the Lady into position beside it, taking her as low as I could so that we swept up a whirlwind of loose sand. Once it had cleared, I went to the railing, clutching it with sweating hands to keep myself upright against legs that felt like water. I had to narrow my eyes against the glare of the sun before I realised, in a rush of relief, that the majority of the Crystal Desert was still intact and that a single figure stood on the deck, staring up at us.


  "It appears I stand in your shadow once again." It was Izdubar, his voice raised to reach us.


  Daryus leaned over the rail. "Your crew?"


  Izdubar hesitated, letting us stew in our guilt a little longer. "All well, save for a few bruises. I've sent them into the shade on the other side of the ship," he finally admitted. "That was a cunning move. Yours, captain?"


  In reply, Daryus stripped off the elegant red coat and draped it over my shoulders. I threw a salute at Izdubar and called down, "Glad to see you're well."


  Izdubar's snort drifted up to us. "Mrs du Bois. Of course. I should have known such a clever strategy would come from your mind."


  There was muttering amongst the crew at my name. They all knew it, of course, but they also knew I'd long since shed it in favour of another. I was Fleet Manteios, pilot and navigator of the Lady Firene – calling me anything else was just plain rude.


  "We'll send a rescue ship from Numara," I snapped at Izdubar, then stalked back to the wheel before Daryus could order otherwise.


  It was only when we were aloft again and the Crystal Desert had dropped out of sight that my fury began to subside. I felt Daryus place a hand on my back. "He shouldn't have spoken to you like that."


  "You mean used my real name?" I spoke through gritted teeth.


  Daryus turned me to face him. "That's not your name any more. You're Fleet, and a Manteios through and through. You were never anything else."


  I allowed myself to be drawn into an embrace, even allowed myself to feel some comfort in Daryus' concern. It was hard, sometimes, to forget the place we'd run from, those days we'd left behind. We'd made a new life, though, one of our own choosing, and I... I was a different person.


  ***


  The city materialised out of a haze of heat and sea spray. Approached from the desert, it was a blinding sight, a pinnacle of white marble suspended against an azure sea. It was only as you got closer that Numara's true magnificence became clear.


  No-one could say for sure why Numara floated. Whilst the lighter-than-air rock – the same substance used in the sky drives of airships – was certainly natural, there were those who claimed it couldn't support the weight of the city without long-forgotten human intervention. Then there was the road stretching from the coastal hills directly into the city, a single span of spindly, gleaming white stone, with no apparent support or reinforcement to keep it there. Such a thing might have come from the hands of gods or people; if it was the latter, we'd long since lost such skills.


  To my mind, though, history was only a distraction: it was enough to gaze on the city and be awe-struck. Its tangle of mud-brick and marble buildings rose around a pointed hill in the city's heart, reaching up into the sky. In mirror image, the craggy base of the mass reached down toward the perfectly circular lagoon of sapphire water in which Numara's sea port lay.


  "Lifted by the hand of god," said a voice at my side. It was Jasmine, studying the city with a hand raised to shield her eyes. "At least, that's what the Numarans say."


  Some Numarans, anyway. Their home certainly looked as if it had been a mountain scooped out of the water and lifted into the air, but which god had done the lifting was a topic of constant contention. Numara had no single deity, no state religion – all creeds were welcome there, for better or worse.


  I edged the Lady Firene closer to the city and the sky docks at its highest point. We drifted closer, caught in a rising draught of warm air, until the city filled my vision and the scurrying black dots below resolved into people.


  Jasmine stifled a yawn as I drew the Lady to a halt. "These dock masters take longer every time. Perhaps they're not being paid enough."


  "Or too much," I suggested. Flying straight in was impossible in a city this busy; we could only wait until a dock master arrived to guide us in.


  Sure enough, a full ten minutes passed before a tiny, single-person air boat rose up to meet us, its propeller buzzing in the still air. It bumped gently against the Lady's hull and moored there before the pilot climbed aboard. I greeted him with a bow, but he was more interested in our motley crew, whom he eyed suspiciously.


  "Pirates?"


  "Of a sort," I replied, knowing there was no use trying to hide it.


  The dock master grunted. "Well, keep it out of the city, all right? No feuds, no fighting, no stealing or public drunkenness. Numara is a piracy-free port."


  "We know the drill."


  "Make sure you stick to it. Name?"


  "Fleet Manteios, pilot and navigator. My brother, Daryus Manteios, is the captain."


  The dock master had been scribbling notes on a sheaf of paper wedged in the crook of his arm, but at that he looked up. "Daryus Manteios? Which is he?"


  I pointed along the deck, to where Daryus was playing dice with a handful of the crew. The dock master glared at him. "That Daryus. I see." He began to fold up his sheets of paper.


  I reached out to stop him. "What's wrong?"


  "Daryus Manteios is on our black list. I can't let you dock if he's on board."


  I could feel a growl in my throat but pushed it back down. As if he knew we were talking about him, Daryus looked up and waved at me cheerily. My hands tightened into fists. "What did he do?" I ground out.


  "He owes three hundred mira in fines to the city watch, for charges of black market trading and public indecency."


  Black market trading? We'd left Numara in something of a hurry when we'd gone after Izdubar; Daryus said he was being chased by a girl who swore – wrongly – he'd fathered her child. I'd been too restless and eager to be flying again to care much either way.


  "What was he trading in?"


  "Why don't you ask him that?" The dock master was clearly enjoying himself.


  "Look, if I pay the fines, can we at least dock? Confine Daryus to the ship if you want, but there's a whole crew here who want to feel solid ground beneath their feet again."


  The dock master looked thoughtful. He tapped his chin with his pen, leaving a splodge of black ink. "All right. Pay the fine and I'll let you in."


  I retrieved the money from my chest belowdecks, restraining myself from giving Daryus a good kick as I passed him. When I'd handed the fine to the dock master, he drew out his sheet of records again. "Ship name?"


  "The Lady Firene."


  The dock master laughed. "You named your ship after the goddess of falling? Why does that not surprise me?"


  "It was Daryus' idea," I replied coldly. "He thought it was funny."


  "I bet he did. Well, your brother is free to enter Numara – just keep an eye on him this time."


  I nodded tightly and saw the dock master off the ship. As he left, Daryus sauntered over. "Everything in order, sister dear?"


  "You owe me three hundred mira," I snapped, then turned my back on Daryus to bring the Lady into port.


  ***


  From the heights of the air docks, Numara cascaded in spirals down the flanks of the hill. Directly below me, the palace was a gleaming edifice of white marble and running water. It stretched around the full circumference of the hill, looking both to land and sea, defensive as well as beautiful. All roads to the docks led through shadowed arcades that tunnelled through its bulk.


  Daryus caught up to me as I entered one. His footsteps echoed along the tunnel, surrounding us in a cavalcade of sound.


  "You're not really angry at me, are you?" he asked.


  I let several tense seconds pass. "I just wish you'd told me why we had to rush out of Numara. Why didn't you?"


  "Because then you really would have been angry." There was something childlike in Daryus' voice, as there always was when he was looking for forgiveness.


  "What exactly did you do? The dock master said you'd been smuggling."


  "Hardly. I brought a dozen cubes of gilgesh with me when we came back from Arjipur. Personal use only, of course." Daryus was smirking, and I punched him in the arm. "What was that for?"


  "You know how touchy the Numarans are about gesh. They say it interferes with the Lacuna," I chided. It was an anxiety we'd never quite been able to replicate, not being Numaran born, but that didn't make Daryus' smuggling any less stupid.


  Daryus, obviously not in agreement, made an exasperated noise. "They think everything interferes with their bloody Lacuna. They're paranoid about it."


  I didn't reply. Daryus was right – they were paranoid, but they had good reason to be. It had been there forty years without serious incident, but the rift to another world that sat at Numara's heart was still a dangerous oddity. The queen's council prohibited anything that might make it bigger, including the drug gilgesh, to which Daryus had something of a partiality. Gesh came from the monsoon-drenched city of Arjipur to the east. The drug supposedly came from a plant only visible under the full moon and, as a result, the Numarans believed it magical and banned it from their city.


  "And they're paranoid about god-marks, too," Daryus grumbled on. He'd found a pebble lying in the tunnel and was kicking it as we went along, herding it towards the oval of light marking the exit.


  "Why do you care about god-marks? You don't have one."


  "I don't, but I still think the watch goes too far. They'd lock up every poor god-marked sod if they could."


  I frowned. The city watch were notoriously zealous when it came to the god-marked, viewing them as 'afflicted' or even 'corrupted'. Unfair though that might be, I couldn't be quite as charitable about god-marks as Daryus was. They weren't usually dangerous, but that they had the potential to be set me on edge.


  We emerged from the tunnel into a mosaic-rich courtyard, where Daryus stopped to drink from a fountain. I decided to change the subject. "What are you going to do now we're back? We don't have anything to sell."


  "Not quite true." Daryus reached into his pocket and pulled out the glass ball. In the sunlight, the colours inside it should have been muted, but if anything they were brighter, swirling like stars inside its core. It was hypnotic but it also made me uneasy.


  "What are you planning to do with that?" I asked.


  Daryus rolled it across his fingers, palmed it, and pocketed it again. "I was going to sell it, but I might have changed my mind."


  "Meaning?" Selling the thing was the sensible option, of course: we'd finally get paid and the crew would get a cut too, if there was enough to go round. Daryus wasn't much enamoured of 'sensible', though.


  "Meaning, dearest Fleet, that I think I have something special here. Someone must know what it is."


  "It's just a trinket," I said, but I couldn't forget the longing in Izdubar's eyes. Izdubar. Ah yes. "We forgot to send a rescue ship back for Izdubar."


  "Let him rot."


  "And his crew?"


  Daryus shrugged. "They're not that far out from Numara. Some merchant ship or other will pick them up."


  I glared at him. "I'd rather not take that chance. I'm going back up to the docks."


  "Suit yourself. I'll get you a room in the usual place."


  Daryus flounced off. I returned to the sky docks and trudged over to the master's office to request a rescue ship be sent out. The dock master gave me a weary sigh and muttered 'pirates' under his breath, but soon relented. When I left him, though, he gave me an odd look, half guilty and half pitying, that made me nervous.


  I shook the feeling off as plain paranoia. Best to keep occupied, and with something other than chasing Daryus around to keep him out of trouble. I considered going down to the markets and trading in Izdubar's scarlet coat for something more practical, but a shout brought me up short. Someone was calling my name.


  I turned, curious, to see a gangling figure dressed in far too many layers for the heat: brocade coat, stockings and buckled shoes, in fact. My stomach flipped and sank in the same moment, leaving me with a sick taste in the back of my mouth and light-headed disbelief flooding through the rest of me. Of all the people to find me here, half a world away from home, it just had to be the husband I'd done my level best to escape.


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  CHAPTER THREE


  

  

  In that first moment, I froze; in the next, every nerve in my body itched to run. Before I had chance, Thomas reached me, panting slightly in the heat and staring down at me with his impenetrable grey eyes. I thought I'd shed all trace of the scared little girl I'd once been, but in a heartbeat she was back, and I almost quivered under the weight of Thomas' gaze.


  "Felicity," he said, with something like satisfaction. "I was told I would find you here."


  Told? Ah, of course: the guilty faced dock master. I wanted to feel angry, but could summon up nothing more than a thrumming anxiety. I swallowed audibly and tried to find my spine. "What are you... How... What are you doing here?"


  "Looking for you, of course." In actuality, he was doing anything but, instead scanning the surrounding buildings as though they amused him. It was, I recalled, a classic trick to make me feel small, and it seemed to be working.


  Despair overwhelmed me. Two years. For two years I'd been free and foolish enough to think I could remain so forever. I almost held my arms out in front of me, just waiting for the gilded shackles to clap down around my wrists.


  "We arrived here three days ago." Thomas still wasn't looking at me. "A contact informed me you berthed here most frequently between your little... jaunts. It seems you and that brother of yours have made quite a name for yourselves."


  A new name, I wanted to say, but remembered Izdubar's words. If he'd known my married name, why not others? We'd made enough enemies for one of them to sell me out to the du Bois family eventually.


  "All this time," I said, finding my voice again. "You've been looking for me?"


  Thomas seemed neither surprised nor relieved, I noted, to find me here in Numara. I'd had visions, after my escape, of him panicked and distraught – an odd sort of comfort through the hardest days of our self-imposed exile – but now they all melted away. "Of course," he said, with perfect equanimity. "Your flight was a girlish whim spurred on by your reckless brother. A few weeks or even months away from my care and you would soon see that you were not prepared to live in such a harsh world."


  But it's been two years, I wanted to shout at him. Two years, in which I'd survived – no, thrived – away from him. "It's not so harsh," was all I could manage.


  He took my hand, sun-tanned and wind-burned against his ghostly pale one. He tutted. "You've lost your ring, I suppose?"


  I almost laughed. I hadn't even wanted to throw the ring away, on the off-chance it might be found again in some distant future. Instead, I'd taken it to a smith, who'd first hammered it into a flat disk, then melted it down with an assortment of other jewellery. By the end, it was as if the ring had never existed.


  "No matter," Thomas went on. "We have a dozen others for you to choose from. Perhaps you'd like one to match my own?"


  He held his hand up to my face and I batted it away. Finally, in remembering all the ways I'd gone about separating myself from my husband, the usual fire had reignited inside my chest. "Who's 'we'?"


  "Myself and Lisanne, of course. We have lodgings just below the palace. My sister wants you to come home as much as I do."


  "Home," I spluttered. Now the fire really was back. I spat at Thomas' feet and enjoyed his look of revulsion. "Numara is my home. My ship is my home, with Daryus and my crew. Anywhere that you are not: that is my home. Don't come near me again."


  I contemplated a swift slap to reinforce my warning, but seeing Thomas' startled face was enough. I dropped my hand, laughed, and walked away.


  ***


  Thomas didn't follow me from the sky docks, for which I thanked all the gods I could put a name to. Perhaps it was some ploy he'd devised to win me back, or perhaps he was simply too surprised at my new-found vehemence. Either way, I made it to the lodgings Daryus had secured without being molested, only to find my brother languid in a chair and already half-drunk.


  I snatched the wineskin from his hand, taking a long gulp for myself. "He's in Numara," I spluttered. "Here."


  Daryus just looked amused, in a vague sort of way. "Who's here? Izdubar? Already?"


  "Not Izdubar," I snapped, then had to struggle to get the words out. "My husband."


  Daryus shot upright. "Thomas?"


  I winced at the name I'd been trying not to say. For all my bravado, Thomas' presence had me rattled. "Yes, him. He's in Numara, him and his damn sister. They've come to get me back."


  When he got to his feet, Daryus didn't so much as sway. "We've got to get you out of here. I'll assemble the crew. We can sail in an hour."


  At that, I felt a fresh calm sweep over me, as though my brother's bubbling panic had dispersed my own. I stopped Daryus with a hand on his arm and took a deep breath. "No. I'm not going to run. This is my home now."


  I could tell Daryus was wavering, perhaps considering rushing out of the room and readying the ship anyway. I think he would have done if he hadn't known me so well, and understood how powerful the need to rule my own destiny was in me. "Are you sure?"


  "Absolutely. Besides, Thomas has no authority over me here. There's no way he can enforce the marriage, and it's not like he's going to kidnap me."


  Daryus didn't look convinced.


  "I won't let him." My tone grew forceful. "I'm not running away, not again. I'm not that little girl any more, and I'm definitely not anyone's wife. Numara is my home – our home. Thomas can throw his weight around all he wants, but he's not going to drive me away."


  Daryus squeezed my shoulder. He looked almost reassured, but when he took his seat again, he didn't reach for the wine, and nor did I.


  ***


  Days passed, in which I did my level best to avoid Thomas – and succeeded. I couldn't fool myself that he didn't know where Daryus and I were staying, but he seemed to have decided to keep his distance, which suited me just fine. I spent my time sloping through the streets of the city, enjoying the sunshine, the good food, the company in tea houses and taverns – everything I missed when we were flying. When Daryus and I had spoken of Numara as our home, we hadn't been lying: the city was extraordinarily different to everything we'd known in our early lives, but it had always made us feel welcome, a steady point of reference in a world that had tipped itself upside-down around us too many times.


  Well, usually steady, anyway. It was only three days after our return to the city that I went back to our lodgings one afternoon and found them empty. Not only was Daryus gone, but so were all our belongings. I gaped at the empty room for half a minute before a woman arrived with fresh bed linen.


  "Where is everything?" I had to resist the urge to grab her by the arms and shake her in a blind panic.


  "Some servants from up the hill came to take it all." She sniffed loudly. "If my establishment isn't good enough for you, why'd you come here in the first place?"


  Up the hill: further towards the palace, she meant, where the streets got wider and the inhabitants richer. Why would Daryus have moved us, though? My brother and I were on the move too often to bother buying a home in Numara, but we always came back to the same place when we were here, which also happened to be the best we could afford. I wondered fleetingly if Daryus had sold Izdubar's glass ball, but he'd so far shown no inclination to let it out of his sight.


  In the common room downstairs, I found an idling boy who seemed to know where Daryus had gone. We set off into the streets, wending our way uphill, cutting across the gently spiralling roads by following much steeper alleys and stairways.


  It wasn't until we were almost in the shadow of the palace that the boy stopped and held out his hand. I paid him absentmindedly, looking up at the building he'd brought me to. A stone archway led into a well-swept courtyard with a lemon tree in the centre and potted trees either side of the lacquered door. When I stepped inside, I found a dark, sumptuous room with a mosaicked fountain in the middle.


  "Can I help you, my lady?"


  It took me a moment to realise the servant was talking to me. My lady? I hadn't been called that in years. "I'm looking for my brother."


  The man consulted a ledger propped on a mahogany desk. "Would that be a Mr Daryus Manteios?"


  "That's the one." The servant was staring at me and I realised what a sight I made – a dusty, ill-spoken woman, dressed more like a man, and a pirate at that. That was who I was now, but I couldn't stop myself from standing up straighter. "That is indeed who I am seeking. Would you inform him that his sister is downstairs?"


  Back in more familiar territory, the servant bowed and swept out of the room. My noble upbringing hadn't quite deserted me, I thought sourly.


  He returned a minute later, to inform me that Daryus would see me upstairs and, in fact, had a room waiting for me. I raised an eyebrow. How could my brother possibly think we could afford this?


  Daryus, when I found him, was lounging in a bath beside a window that provided a sweeping view of Numara. Ferns were dotted around the bathtub, giving the room the air of a tropical garden. Daryus, I noted, looked quite at home. He'd always been more attached to the physical comforts of Requies than I had.


  "Good afternoon, Fleet. This is quite a turn up, isn't it?"


  "It's lovely, but we can't afford it. What the hell are we doing here?"


  "Ah, well." A sheepish expression crossed Daryus' face. "We're not exactly paying for this."


  "Then who is?" My stomach felt like it was tying itself in knots. "Oh gods, I don't want to know."


  Daryus sat up, sloshing scented bath-water over my feet. "Look, it's not as bad as it seems. I think we've got a really good deal here."


  "Oh, great. You get to lounge around in the lap of luxury and Thomas knows exactly where I am at all times. Really great plan, that." I crossed my arms. "How could you have been so selfish?"


  "I'm not being selfish. You deserve this as much as I do. We'll bleed the bastard dry and be gone before he picks up the tab."


  That, I had to admit, was tempting, but I wasn't letting Daryus off so easily. "Couldn't you have asked me first?"


  Daryus shrugged. "You weren't there and Thomas' servant wanted an answer right away. I really did think this was for the best."


  I wanted to give in, to wallow in opulence for a time, but the thought of all this being Thomas' doing made me feel slightly sick. "You stay here if you like, but I'm going back to the boarding house. Just give me a few mira and you can spend as much as you want on the du Bois' account."


  Now Daryus looked even more embarrassed, and I didn't think it was because the bubbles in his bath were starting to reveal rather more than I wanted to see. "Ah. That might be... difficult."


  I narrowed my eyes. "Which bit?"


  "Well, you know I had that fine to pay off?"


  "Which I paid for you."


  "For which you have my eternal gratitude, dear sister. Unfortunately, it... wasn't the only money I owed."


  I sank into the chair beside the door. "How much do we have left?"


  Daryus wouldn't meet my eyes. "I thought everything would be fine. We'd get that gold off Izdubar and I'd be able to pay off all my debts, and we'd still be able to afford a place like this."


  "How much?"


  There was a purse lying on Daryus' pile of clothes beside the bath. He picked it up with damp fingers and I didn't need to get closer to see its emptiness. "I'm really sorry, Fleet," he said softly.


  I leaned my head against the back of the chair, looking up at the ceiling. There were even vines up there, carefully draped along wires and dripping with white blossoms. "So we can't actually afford to stay anywhere, unless my husband is paying for it."


  "For now. I'll sort something out soon, I promise."


  How many times had I heard that before? One of these days I'd work out why I still stuck by my useless brother, but for now...


  I pulled the silk bell rope next to the door. Seconds later, a servant slipped into the room. I turned to him. "I want you to bring me a bottle of the most expensive wine you can get your hands on." I glanced at Daryus, who was grinning. "In fact, make that two."


  ***


  We'd been staying in the luxurious hotel – The House of the Lemon Grove, as the servant smugly informed me, though I could only see one lemon tree – for two days before I realised the awful truth. Thomas wasn't just paying for our room, and he wasn't just keeping an eye on me. He was actually staying in the same building himself.


  I tried accosting the male servant who most frequently served us, but when he refused to reveal anything, I cornered a nervous looking maid who came to change the bedding. In little more than a whisper, she told me that the house's annexe was being rented by a noble family from the distant northern city of Requies and that, although they were very wealthy and very elegant, they didn't tip very well. The maid dared to meet my eyes as she revealed this last. I mechanically placed a coin in her hand and watched her scurry away.


  I didn't have to wait long for my suspicions to be confirmed. The servants were happy to take my money, but they'd run straight to Thomas afterwards. No doubt he actually tipped very well indeed, and now that he knew I knew we were all in the same building, Thomas would no doubt press his advantage.


  When the knock on the door sounded, I was ready, sitting in a seat next to the window, dressed in my smartest clothes with Izdubar's coat over the top. It felt like armour, protecting me from whatever Thomas threw my way.


  He opened the door before I could call out, but remained in the doorway, one hand on the frame. I watched him from the corner of my eye.


  "Good morning, Felicity." He was looking round the room, perhaps to see if we'd broken anything for which he'd have to pay. "I take it your brother isn't in?"


  "He's got some business to take care of," I replied. Honestly, I hadn't a clue where Daryus was and I didn't really care. I was still furious at the state of our finances. I would be handling them myself in future, including Daryus' cut. Once we'd made some of it back, anyway.


  When Thomas finally entered the room, it was with his sister in tow. Lisanne du Bois was swaddled in her customary skirts and petticoats and corsets. She even had a parasol hanging from her arm. Back in Requies, both before and after my marriage, the du Bois family had been careful to keep their daughter out of Daryus' sight. Even then, he'd had something of a reputation.


  Lisanne held out a gloved hand. "A pleasure to see you again, Felicity."


  "It's Fleet."


  "Indeed." Thomas stepped in before Lisanne could say anything she regretted. "I can't say I approve of your new name, or your new style of clothing, but if you prefer it, my dear..."


  Seeing my murderous look, he trailed off
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