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  CHAPTER ONE


  


  


  When you picture a homecoming, you're very likely to imagine a joyous affair. In a city as staid as Requies, that might mean bunting, flowers, maybe even a cake; in my brother Daryus' case, he'd probably add a request for loose women and plenty of gin. I'd have settled for a few drinks with friends, perhaps devolving into a bit of raucous dancing, but any of those scenarios would have been perfectly acceptable.


  This was the airship Lady Firene, though, which meant we were practically expected to make a homecoming of a different sort – like being chased across the countryside by a fleet of port vessels, every one of them filled with dockmasters and sundry officials frantically waving flags telling us to stop.


  We'd tried to arrive sedately, at least. Quent was commonly referred to as Requies' sister city, being a commercial hub and the only settlement in the vicinity with proper sky docks. We'd arrived there with the dawn, weary and irritable after weeks of travel at uncommon speed, only to find the entire place in a snarl. An illegal shipment of weaponry had been seized at the docks that very morning, and not only was the place swarming with dockmasters and police officers, but every idle vessel for miles around seemed to have flown in for a closer look.


  We drifted on the periphery for a while, the Lady's main engines cut, just listening to the hubbub coming from the docks. Quent itself was spread to the east, rows of factories and tenements and grey, dusty streets – all of which were completely inaccessible unless we could dock.


  "We could let you down here. We'll find somewhere to moor the Lady later." That was Lin – Linyasa Kulmari, most senior of our crew and my pilot-in-training – and whilst I appreciated the suggestion, we all knew it wouldn't work. The port officials of Quent were stricter than any on the continent, and the Lady would never be allowed to dock without her captain aboard to file the proper paperwork.


  Daryus himself stood at the starboard rail, staring off at the scrum around the docks, apparently lost in thought. I couldn't tell whether he was devising a plan or just brooding, an activity which had greatly occupied him on the journey from Arjipur. If the message from our mother was correct, and our father really was dying, I couldn't blame him.


  I was about to suggest we make another circuit of the docks when Daryus spun, his face set in a determined expression. "We can't just sit here all day. We'll go north."


  "North?" Even given the urgency of our situation, I hesitated, wondering if I'd heard him correctly. "You mean... to Requies?"


  Daryus nodded sharply. "To Requies."


  I started to obey automatically, spinning the Lady's wheel to bring us about, but uneasiness swelled in my gut all the same. Requies itself had no sky docks and no port officials – what was going to happen when we got there?


  In the end, I didn't get an answer, simply because the ship never made it to Requies at all.


  The first dockmaster's vessel started trailing us as we passed the northern limits of Quent. Apparently, even in the chaos, some of them still had orders to patrol the rest of the area. Their flags went up half a minute later, green to indicate we should slow down enough for them to come alongside.


  I knew what Daryus' order would be even before he gave it. "Ignore them," he said, and there was a hint of glee beneath his grim determination as he added, "and let's have a bit more speed."


  It was with a flicker of that same glee that I pushed the Lady faster. There wasn't a ship aloft that could truly match ours for speed, especially not the clumsy vessels of the port authorities, and I knew we could outrun them if we wanted to. I wasn't averse to showing off, either – except all the while, we were attracting more attention.


  Somehow, the first ship must have signalled for aid, because a second arrived soon after, then a third, and a fourth. We were, by the Lady's standards, still trundling along, thought I could tell at least one of our pursuers was struggling to keep up. The green flags, I noticed, had been replaced by red, a solid order to stop.


  Daryus was openly grinning now. "Why don't we keep them hanging?"


  I nudged the Lady a little faster, gauging with a practised eye just how fast we could go without entirely losing the port vessels. Daryus, I realised, had decided he was going to make a proper entrance, though I wasn't sure if this was arriving home in style or just pissing everyone off.


  Behind us, the flags kept waving, more and more frantically – and then, abruptly, they were gone. Only one was lifted in their place, from the lead and largest vessel: a huge black square with a white diagonal line across it.


  I felt my mouth drop open, and watched the blood draining from Daryus' face. We both knew the orders to halt had been replaced by a message of a different kind: a warning, in fact, that they were preparing to blow us out of the sky.


  "Fleet." Daryus' voice was hoarse, all his bravado gone; he sounded more than a little stunned. "Maybe we should stop."


  Some little part of me, a vein of stubborn pride, almost protested. We can outrun them, I wanted to say, but there was a big difference between losing a line of pursing airships and losing a speeding cannonball. Sometimes, the world seemed to be reminding me, you can't quite have your own way. Funny I should be reminded of that fact on the day we returned home.


  I slowed the Lady gradually, with no shifts in direction and no sudden movements. The black-and-white flag eventually dropped, to be replaced by the red ones again, and then the green. I caught Daryus grinning at me ruefully. "I suppose not everyone appreciates theatrics," he said.


  No, I supposed they didn't – and I suspected it was going to take a lot more than theatrics to get us out of this one.


  ***


  It's fair to say that, by the time the port authorities boarded the Lady, we weren't the most popular of sailors. I'd expected bristling weapons and angry shouts, but I'd been away long enough to forget that wasn't really the northern way. Instead, the dockmasters were more interested in pummelling us with their extreme officiousness, in everything from their search of our ship to their inspection of our paperwork.


  The latter was forged, of course, because the Lady Firene had been a pirate ship long before we'd taken her over, but they were bloody good forgeries, even aged to look like we'd been carrying them around the world for the past three years.


  The marshal in charge, unfortunately, wasn't much impressed by our credentials, and given the trouble we'd provided, I couldn't really blame him. He spent a long time looking round the ship, finally returning to confront Daryus with said papers. "And you say you're a pleasure barge?"


  I tried not to wince. That was the one aspect of our papers I'd argued vociferously to alter, but it had been cheaper to buy passes marked with 'pleasure barge' than with 'merchant trader', and we were nothing if not short of cash (Daryus had decided our recent flush of funds from Arjipur should be used to pay our crew better, and given that we'd actually acquired some loyal sailors for the first time since Numara, I hadn't argued). The authorities in Quent were also supposed to look less carefully at such vessels – except we'd done our very best to draw the dockmasters' attention by bypassing Quent entirely, and I could see the marshal eyeing our crew, every one of them colourfully dressed, tattooed, and wearing their wealth pierced through various body parts, some visible, some not.


  At least Daryus looked the part. My brother scrubbed up well when he wanted to, and he had the accent of the sort of captain who'd cater to noble passengers. "Exactly so," he said to the marshal. "We were on our way to Requies to pick up our latest client. They're after the whole 'raiding the high seas' look for this particular excursion."


  That had been the only excuse we could plausibly think of for our 'pleasure barge' looking every inch the pirate ship it was, though I could tell the marshal wasn't impressed, and not just because an airship wasn't likely to go anywhere near the 'high seas'. "So you thought you'd just fly straight to Requies, bypassing all the official moorings and completely failing to register your vessel, thus running the risk of fines, sanctions or even being impounded."


  Or being shot out of the sky, but I suspected that was one threat we'd never have seen the business end of. Still, Daryus did his best to look sheepish, as if we actually feared fines and sanctions – and as if we'd ever have paid them, anyway. "Well, we were running a bit late, you know, and we've found it's best not to get too close to major ports when you, ah, look like pirates."


  I almost beat my head against the mainmast. Our ill-advised break for Requies already ran the risk of getting us arrested, and that was before we raised any suspicions that our ship might not be totally legitimate. Quent was the only city I knew where mooring a potential pirate vessel was a crime in itself, whether or not you were actually engaged in something illicit; the mere chance you might be was enough.


  Finally, the marshal folded our papers and handed them back to Daryus. "I'm sorry, but you'll need to return to Quent," he said, not sounding sorry at all. "We'll be impounding your vessel until further notice. You can appeal the decision at the Dockmasters' Office, or you can simply pay the fine."


  There was a moment of absolute silence. The marshal didn't seem to notice, but behind me, I thought the crew were holding their collective breath.


  "I see," Daryus said. He was calm, but there was an edge of frost to his words; my brother wasn't an angry man, nor a violent one, but he could be dangerous all the same. "So that's how it's going to be. I'm aware we haven't made your job easy, but that's of little concern right now. I'm going to have to insist you let us pass."


  The marshal finally looked up, his initial affront giving way to startled concern. Daryus' accent, after all, had rapidly switched from plummy-but-not-particularly-notable, to the cool, clipped tones of someone who'd had the very best education both privilege and wealth could offer. Which he had. Right now, I suspected the marshal was wondering just who he'd run up against – and which of his superiors would be stringing him up by the ears later.


  He didn't, at least, entirely fall apart. Instead, the marshal paused, took a deep breath, and began again. "What name should I put on the paperwork, sir?"


  We'd given fake names on our initial papers, of course, but I could see Daryus was about to go for the throat. "Lord Daryus Manteios," he said, and if he didn't emphasise his title, it was only because he didn't need to.


  "I... see." The marshal's eyes had gone wide. I didn't like Daryus throwing our family name – which carried more weight than I cared to recall – around like this, but time was of the essence, and getting to Requies was more important than avoiding ruffling a few feathers. "I wasn't aware you were in the vicinity, sir. It's a pleasure to see you home safe and sound."


  I almost winced at the obsequiousness of it all, and Daryus didn't look much happier – there was a reason we'd fled this life, after all. Still, he was gracious in victory, and merely nodded to the marshal. "We were hoping to return home quietly and moor somewhere out of sight, but I understand if that's not possible. We'll send our ship and crew back to Quent and go on ahead alone."


  The marshal agreed with a swiftness – and obvious relief – that was painful to watch, and which reminded me just what we were stepping back into. Daryus and I had spent years living our own lives, under our own rules, beholden to no-one – but in Requies, we were noble-born, with all the trappings that entailed. Whether we wanted them or not.


  ***


  There's a distance of some twenty miles between the port and mercantile hub of Quent, and the older, more salubrious Requies. We'd covered most of that distance in the Lady already, but the dockmasters allowed us to fly the final stretch before being set down. We disembarked, and I watched the ship turn south again under Lin's guiding hand, all the while with a sinking feeling in my gut. There'd be no hiding this return from the gawkers on the city wall, which meant my plan to get into the city quietly – and out again as soon as possible – was already in tatters.


  Now, I'd have to summon the nerve to face Requies society again, because without secrecy, there'd be no avoiding it. And not just the idle watchers, the gossipers with nothing better to do than chatter about things that didn't concern them. There was also my husband.


  It had occurred to me that it was his – our – house I ought to head for, but I couldn't face it. Besides, after Numara, he'd likely disowned me; he might not even let me in the house. Maybe our parents would do the same... And if that was the case, I'd be straight back to the Lady and out of the country before Thomas even got wind I'd arrived. I was almost hoping for it.


  Daryus, though, seemed to know what I was thinking, and quickly put paid to that dream. "They want us back home, Fleet," he said, as we approached the city gates. "Remember the letter?"


  Ah yes. The letter. It had arrived in Arjipur two months ago, reaching us just as we'd been about to leave the city. In our mother's hand, with just a hint of a tremor in the otherwise strong curves, it described our father's recent illness – one that might see him dead before the winter – and suggested we come home.


  There'd seemed little point in sending a letter in return, when we could out-fly any vessel carrying post. Instead, with the Lady ready to sail and our newly acquired crew aboard, there had seemed no question: we left Arjipur the very next day, flying straight for Quent and taking two months to complete a journey that should have taken four. Along the way, though, I'd started to question the sanity of what we were doing. I couldn't quite bring myself to consider the letter a ploy, not using a device as drastic as a dying father; that would be too much like tempting Fate if it were untrue. On the other hand, I couldn't imagine anything but a frosty welcome if we did return. What if father was well again? What if he was already dead? What if, either way, mother had changed her mind and wished she'd never written?


  The letter itself gave no clue, being as formal as a business proposal. Daryus took that as a sign of reconciliation, of past grievances put aside; I found myself picturing old anger caged up like a tiger, just ready to be released.


  In the end, it didn't matter which was true, because here we were. Requies. Before us, stretching in both directions, were the monumental amber walls of the city. I mean it when I say 'monumental', too, both in their size and the fact they'd never once repelled an attack. They'd never needed to. Requies was a city that fought its wars on other soils, and Yaldin Himself would walk the earth again before that was any different.


  We passed through the gates, and then the great tunnel beyond, without incident – save for the fact that my chest felt tight, my breathing shallow, my skin prickling as though I was being watched by a thousand eyes. It had never actually occurred to me, when I left Requies all those years ago, that I might one day come back; now, I felt the weight of the place, of everything I'd run from, like an anchor around my neck.


  As we walked the cobbled streets, I almost wanted to close my eyes at the horrendous familiarity of it all. Daryus, on the other hand, was looking round with great avidity. I hadn't realised, until the letter reached us, just how much my brother missed Requies, and how eager he'd be to come home.


  Because it was home, in a sense. No matter how deeply I considered other lands, other cities, to be my adopted home, Requies had come before all others, and that's a weight you never entirely shake off.


  It didn't seem to take long enough to reach our destination, as if the roads were turning beneath our feet to bring us there more swiftly. In the distance, one of the city's many clock towers – so many, in fact, that their bells were staggered so as not to deafen the whole city on every hour – began to ring. There was a flash of green to our right: the park, with its chestnut trees turning brown with early autumn, and its manicured lawns where I'd played as a child. I barely even had time to draw a steadying breath before Daryus came to a stop beside me, and there it was. The house I'd grown up in, vast and cold and imposing from the outside, but associated with too many happy memories to allow me to hate it. It was sometimes hard to remember that, before my marriage, before Thomas, I'd had a happy childhood, a happy family – that I had been happy here, once.


  Daryus' voice called me back to the present. "Are you ready?"


  I'd never be ready for this, not in a thousand years, but he was looking at me expectantly, as though entering the house was my decision to make – and perhaps it was. I was the one who'd instigated our flight from Requies; without me, Daryus would still be here, living the life he'd always lived.


  I nodded, hoping outward confidence would instill a little on the inside. "I'm ready."


  ***


  I don't know what I expected when I stepped inside the great entrance hall. For everything to have changed, or nothing? Instead, there were subtle differences to my memories – a new painting here, a new rug there, a vase on a different sideboard – testament to a family who'd kept on living without us.


  We'd entered without ceremony, neither knocking nor otherwise announcing ourselves, and the first maid who passed through the hall looked about ready to faint at the sight of us. She muttered something to herself, perhaps preparing to summon a footman and have us evicted, only for her mouth to drop open in recognition. There was a moment when we all stared at one another, as dazed as landed fish, before Daryus cleared his throat.


  "I don't suppose our mother's at home?"


  The maid squeaked a reply I couldn't catch and hurried off. It felt odd watching her go, as though I was a stranger in what had once been my own house. Of course, I'd grown used to that after I married – you couldn't simply rush into your parents' home and fling yourself on your childhood bed once you had your own household, after all – but it hit me anew all the same.


  And then mother was there, and my world tilted again.


  She, too, looked almost the same, with a few subtle differences: a new style of gown, her hair pinned in a different way. I had to remind myself it had only been a few years since we'd left Requies, because it felt like a lifetime.


  I don't know what I'd been expecting from her, either. There were no hysterics, no joyous greetings, just a silent moment as she studied us. "Well," she said finally, turning away. "You'd better come in."


  We left the hall as quietly as a procession of priests, and it was only once the drawing room door closed behind us that anyone managed a hint of emotion. Daryus reacted first, which didn't surprise me; he was the unguarded type, able to wear his heart on his sleeve, exactly the reason he so charmed everyone he met. He flung his arms around mother, who gave a little cry of surprise but didn't push him off. They stood that way for a moment, whilst I awkwardly turned to the window, feeling like an intruder.


  There was a rustle of silk as they parted, then another as mother straightened her dress. "Daryus," she said, her voice somewhat hoarse, and then, "Felicity. I wasn't sure... my letter reached you."


  I turned at the sound of my old name; I couldn't bring myself to insist my own mother call me anything else. I was certain she'd been about to say I wasn't sure you'd come, which started a cascade of guilt in my chest – because without Daryus, I might not have done.


  "You said papa was ill?" Daryus asked.


  Mother nodded once, sharply, then moved to a sofa as though her legs would no longer bear her weight. "A wasting sickness. There's nothing the doctors can do. He only... only has a little time left. I thought you'd want to see him."


  No mention of him wanting to see us, or of the fact that, if father died, this house and everything we'd ever possessed became Daryus'. That put owning an airship, even one as sublime as the Lady Firene, to shame.


  Another silence fell. No-one seemed to know what to say. I had no apologies, not when I didn't regret what I'd done, and if mother still harboured any anger or grief over our flight, it was well hidden now.


  "Things are different in Requies since you left," she said finally, "though I'm sure you'll adjust to that soon enough."


  I didn't ask how things could be 'different', because I didn't like what mother was assuming: that now we were back here, we'd be staying.


  "Your room is as you left it," she said to Daryus, "and you may use yours as before, Felicity." There was an accusation there, one I didn't have an answer to, because of course 'my room' should be the one I shared with my husband, in a home that felt even less my own than this one.


  "May we go up?" Daryus asked. "To see papa, I mean."


  Mother paused, and I almost expected a refusal. In the set of her jaw, I could see the beginnings of a cold anger, stirred now that she had us before her again. Once we'd all got past the formalities, the politeness of strangers, I thought we'd feel it.


  "He may be sleeping," she said, "so try not to wake him."


  That was as close to a blessing as we were likely to get. Still, as Daryus and I shuffled out of the room, I couldn't help feeling that we went as chastened children.


  ***


  Climbing the stairs to the bedrooms was a more surreal experience than climbing stairs had any right to be. I felt like an utter stranger in this place, and yet my body remembered familiar movements, avoiding the creaking step, fingers trailing up the gleaming mahogany banister, then curling round the finial at the top as they had a thousand times before. Though part of me wanted to get this visit over and done with, another resisted, unconsciously remembering how father's bedroom had always been off-limits. I'd spent many an hour in mother's room, watching her dress for grand occasions, helping with her hair, but father's room was foreign territory, the domain of him and his personal servants alone.


  If Daryus felt any reluctance, he didn't show it. Instead, there was almost an eagerness in the way he knocked softly on the door, then announced himself and went in without waiting for a reply. I hesitated in the doorway, my discomfort increased by the drifting smell of medicinal liniments and sickness, but Daryus pulled me in before I could retreat, and then the door was closed.


  The curtains weren't drawn, at least, and though the fire was lit, a window was cracked open for a little fresh air. Still, the place had the feel of a sickroom, and when I saw father, I winced.


  He was sitting up in bed, reading a paper as casually as though waiting for a late breakfast to arrive, but the change in him was unmistakable. He'd always been as lean as Daryus, but now all muscle and fat seemed to have wasted away to nothing more than fragile bone, beneath the pale, waxy skin of a corpse. It took me a moment to realise the newspaper was nothing more than a prop, perhaps provided by the valet to give some semblance of health; it drooped in father's hands, and his eyes... His eyes were on Daryus.


  I might not have existed, that much was clear. When I'd been very little, I'd been close to my father, indulged by him even, as I sought a world of books and education that many of my peers never had. As I'd grown older, though, and become absorbed by dresses and parties and eligible young men, we'd drifted apart, until the few times I saw father every week were when I asked permission to attend another ball. And now... Now, father was dying, and the one man he must have spent years longing for – his own son and heir – had returned. Beside that, I was nothing.


  Still, I waited patiently as Daryus crossed the room and took father's hand. Ignored or not, it was clear father really was dying, and it would have been petty to walk away. Instead, I waited as the valet retrieved the paper and quietly excused himself, shutting the door behind him.


  "My boy. My boy." Father was mumbling, almost inaudible; Daryus had to crouch beside the bed to hear him. I felt a fresh flush of guilt at the sight of them, at everything I'd taken Daryus away from – only to remember everything I'd given him. We'd spent some of the best years of our lives together, experiencing a world of vivid colour and adventure that nothing could ever compare to. Why should I feel guilty about that? I hadn't stopped Daryus coming home, not when it really mattered.


  Still, I was fairly certain neither of our parents would see it that way, and if they blamed me for taking both their children away, they'd be right to. I wouldn't apologise, but there'd be time for reconciliations later, perhaps, when they'd been reassured Daryus wasn't about to fly away again – or when father had even less time left.


  I slipped from the room without anyone noticing, and made my way back downstairs. I was halfway down, lost in my own thoughts, when I heard footsteps on the marble tiles. I looked up, still in a daze, only belatedly realising those were a man's boots, not my mother's soft tread. Sure enough, there was someone else standing in the hall, dressed in riding gear as though he'd hurried here from another engagement. I stared at him, tempted to run back upstairs, but too late – he'd already seen me. Thomas.


  My husband.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  


  


  In happier, and perhaps more naive, days, I'd dreamed of descending these stairs to greet Thomas. Then, I'd imagined fine gowns and jewels, his arm extended to me as I reached the hall, before a graceful exit to a carriage. We'd be going to some ball or other, showing each other off to the rest of the young ladies and gentlemen about town who hadn't managed to snag half so eligible a catch. Thomas might have been a good deal older than me, but he'd also been handsome and charming – his ancient and prestigious family name allied to my family's wealth had been the talk of Requies for weeks.


  Now, I was wearing a tattered coat and breeches, my hair roughly plaited without brushing, and I was standing on the stairs staring at Thomas as though he'd sprouted an extra head. Only faced with his perfect posture and pristine clothes (because Thomas never looked anything other than pristine, even when riding) did I realise how terrible I must look; only now did I care.


  "Felicity." Thomas was perfectly composed, which was surprising even for him, given the last time we'd seen each other. That had been in Numara, where for a time we'd come to an understanding – until Thomas had essentially tried to kidnap me, and I'd kicked him in the balls to escape. Now, though, he was back on safer ground. "Will you come down?"


  I took a deep breath and descended the rest of the stairs, trying to reinstate a little calm. The truth was, seeing Thomas again had me rattled, and made bitterness well up in my stomach like dark bile. I'd been back in Requies only a few hours and look how it was entangling me, as if I'd never left. I hated it.


  "I thought I'd find you here. The marshals in Quent sent word..." Thomas trailed off, and I realised I was scowling at him. He'd expected me to return to the city, I realised, hence his lack of surprise; it would have been easy for him to forge ties with the dockmasters, in case the Lady ever made an appearance. The fact that Thomas seemed to know me better than I knew myself felt like one more punch to the gut in a day that had been full of them. It was all I could do not to growl at him.


  Thomas cleared his throat, not entirely oblivious to the fact he was the last person I wanted to see. "You have my sympathy for your father's condition. I know it can't be easy to see him this way."


  This way? That stung like a split lip, and I suspected Thomas meant it to. How long had he known about father's illness, before me and Daryus had? Had he been making sickbed visits, whispering honeyed words into father's ear, whilst we were still racing halfway round the world? The thought of it made me sick.


  "I need to go back to him," I mumbled, hugging my arms around my chest.


  Thomas didn't seem to hear. "I'm sure you realise this changes things, or you wouldn't have returned. Your brother will take over the running of the estate, of course, and I'm aware there'll be a certain inheritance for you, too."


  There would? I stared at Thomas, dumbfounded. All those years in the skies, it hadn't seemed important that my entire financial affairs had essentially shifted from my father to my husband when I married, bypassing me entirely; now it suddenly did.


  "The money is of little consequence, of course," Thomas went on. "I know you'll value the independence it gives you, but you must remember your responsibilities to your family, especially now."


  Only then did I find my tongue, as I realised – or thought I did – what Thomas was implying. "Oh gods," I said, before I could stop myself. "You think I'm going to come back to you."


  Thomas flushed crimson, then gave a little cough as though that would cover it. "I've thought no such thing. However, I'm sure we can both agree that your sojourn away from Requies could only ever be a temporary state of affairs. It's all very well to be a little... wild in your youth, but such phases cannot last. As I've said, your responsibilities must come first. You are, and remain so, my wife."


  I should have been tactful. I should have demurred, brushed Thomas off, made excuses involving travel exhaustion or grief, because both were actually true. Trouble was, I'd never once managed 'tact' where Thomas was concerned, as he so unerringly rubbed me the wrong way.


  "Wife, is it?" I hissed. "Talk about the biggest bloody mistake I ever made. Why haven't you worked it out yet? I'm not coming back to you, I'm not playing at happy marriages, and you're never getting a single penny from me again."


  I found I was angrily jabbing a grubby finger at Thomas' chest, and belatedly removed it. Too late, I realised I'd overreacted, because I might not think much of Thomas, but coming to scrounge money from an estranged wife with a dying father was mercenary even for him. Maybe he really had just come to offer his sympathies. Thomas himself had turned parchment white, trembling with rage; the one thing I could say to my husband's credit was that he'd never raised a hand to me, but right then, if I'd been a man, I thought I'd be feeling the effects of a solid right hook.


  Instead, he swivelled on his heel and made for the door, banging it open and leaving it flapping in the wind. I waited until I heard his boots clattering down the steps before going to close it – and then wished I hadn't.


  Because Thomas was still out there, mounting his horse, and beside him was another beast with someone already in the saddle. I didn't need to get closer to see the beautiful gown and hat, the perfect posture, or the triumphant smile she was aiming at me, one that definitely didn't belong to Thomas' only sister. And what other woman might a married man keep company with, especially when estranged from his wife?


  To bring his mistress to my very door was a staggering insult, though it didn't take much to understand it. No doubt she'd have been carefully kept out of sight if our reconciliation was successful, but now that I'd spurned Thomas yet again... Well, all bets were off.


  ***


  The one consolation in returning home that day was finding my childhood bedroom exactly as I'd left it. I hadn't stepped foot in it since my marriage, three whole years before I left Requies, but the toys on the shelf, the view over the garden, even the gowns in the wardrobe were exactly the same. I was sure mother should have packed everything up long ago, a thought which made me uneasy. Had she somehow known that things with Thomas would go so wrong?


  Best not to think about that. In fact, I didn't want to think about Thomas at all. He had his whole life here in Requies, and though it stung to think of him pampering his mistress with what was essentially my money, hopefully he'd be too preoccupied to pay much interest to me. If I had my way, I wouldn't see him again; maybe we could both pretend the other no longer existed.


  What I couldn't ignore was how truly terrible I looked. I might be far less vain than before I left Requies, but I'd been neglecting my appearance even more than usual as we sped across the continent. I couldn't remember the last time I'd washed my hair, or in fact brushed it, nor did I possess many more clothes than were on my back. Calling the servants to help me dress made me nervous after so long fending for myself, but I didn't have a lot of choice; all the gowns in the wardrobe, whether they still fitted me or not, would require more than my own pair of hands to put on.


  In the end, I tugged the bell-rope beside the mantelpiece and waited, listening to the sound of footsteps coming up through the house. The maid who arrived was new to me, and though she regarded me with outright fascination when she thought I wasn't looking, she was too cowed to say much. I asked for hot water, a pitcher rather than a bath, and by the time the girl returned with it, had managed to get an ivory comb thoroughly stuck in my tangled hair. At the sight of me, the maid broke into a laugh she couldn't quite stifle, and hurriedly turned away to deposit the pitcher on the washstand.


  I grinned back at her, hoping to put her at ease. "I'm a bit out of practice."


  The girl returned a shy smile, and held out a tentative hand. "May I, my lady?"


  I flopped onto the dressing table stool, and though I felt a little like a doll being dressed, waved the girl over. "Go ahead."


  With gentler hands than my own, the maid managed to extricate the comb, then tease out the worst of the knots in my hair. The girl spoke as she worked, hesitantly at first, though I soon managed to learn her name – Etta, short for Margaretta, which she thought too grand for a maid – and the fact she'd recently moved into the household from none other than Thomas' estate.


  That made us quiet for a time. That this little slip of a girl would have been under my auspices, had I still been living as Thomas' wife, was a strange thought to both of us.


  After I'd washed, we moved onto the gowns. Everything left in my wardrobe had been made for my younger self, the colours too girlish and the flounces too exaggerated. Etta came to the rescue, hurriedly cutting off ribbons and frills, to leave the plainest emerald silk gown she could manage. The one thing she couldn't fix were the sleeves, which protested at my far more muscled arms by ripping down the seams.


  "That's what you get for years hauling sail," I said ruefully, and with a touch of pride. There wouldn't be a single noblewoman in the city who'd done the things I'd done, nor had anything like my strength.


  Etta had to hide another laugh. "Here, my lady, try this." She draped a lace shawl around my shoulders, then pinned it into place. Hardly the appropriate attire for an evening meal, but I was grateful all the same, and said so. Etta only blushed and turned away.


  She was halfway to the door when I stopped her with a word. "Etta, when you were... When you lived in the du Bois household, did you see much of...?"


  I couldn't say it. 'Thomas' would be too familiar, whilst 'my husband' made me cringe. Etta knew well enough what I meant, though. "Yes, my lady. He was the one who hired me."


  I managed to hide a wince, thinking how much Thomas had always liked a pretty face. "And his woman?"


  Etta flushed bright red, for a moment too embarrassed to speak. At least some people still had a sense of shame when it came to Thomas' flaunting of his mistress. "Yes, my lady," she finally managed. "Miss Purcell, her name is. Augusta Purcell."


  The name meant nothing to me, though I suspected it soon would. I suspected there was more Etta wasn't telling me, too, but she looked too mortified to go on, so I excused her. Only afterwards, as I was waiting for the dinner bell to sound, did I consider that maybe – just maybe – this wasn't the indignity it first appeared. There was always a silver lining, because now I might finally get rid of Thomas, once and for all.


  ***


  By the time the nearest clock tower struck seven, its bell reverberating through the house, my stomach was growling and the gown was already pinching my ribs. I could still remember the first day I'd worn a proper whalebone corset, feeling like a princess even as I struggled for breath; now I wondered what I'd been thinking. There was nothing glamorous about this, and I felt like an idiot strapped into such a ridiculous contrivance.


  I met Daryus at the top of the stairs. He'd managed to find a fresh shirt, though he still wore his old trousers and boots, and exuded a faint, comforting whiff of engine oil whenever he moved. He gave a nervous laugh at the sight of me. "Don't we look a pair. I wonder what mama will think?"


  I had every expectation that mother wouldn't be pleased, but I took Daryus' arm and let myself be escorted downstairs.


  The table in the grand dining room was set for three, and I wondered if mother had been using it alone ever since father became bed-bound. She was already in her seat when we arrived, dressed in sapphire silk, with a very real sapphire-and-diamond necklace to complement it. I had to choke back a laugh as I remembered what I'd done with my own jewels. Taking them with me when I fled was one thing; using them to buy an airship quite another.


  "Cook hasn't had time to prepare anything special," mother said as we sat, which made me think, for the first time, what a shock our arrival must have been.


  "We don't mind, do we, Flee–" Daryus' forced joviality broke off. Here, in our parents' home, perhaps in the whole of Requies, I wasn't Fleet, the name I'd chosen for myself – I was Felicity, and not even a Manteios any more, but Felicity du Bois. At least mother might think Daryus had just been calling me 'Flea', the childhood nickname that had made me choose 'Fleet' in the first place.


  Indeed, as the first course was served, she told Daryus not to call me that, adding, "It's uncouth."


  Another choked laugh, from both of us this time. Everything about us was uncouth, and had been since we'd found our way aboard the Lady Firene – or the Black Viper, as it had then been known – and turned ourselves into pirates.


  We ate, for the large part, in silence. I found myself glad we hadn't been presented with anything 'special', because everything about the meal already seemed fussy and overdone. The fish was swimming in a buttery sauce that stuck to the roof of my mouth, the quail full of little bones that I had to keep surreptitiously picking out of my teeth, and the custard to accompany the date pudding full of lumps. All I wanted right then was a hot, fresh-baked flatbread, piled high with herbs and spiced lamb and yoghurt, eaten with my fingers as I stood on a Numaran street corner.


  The feeling of homesickness that struck me was so strong I almost fell out of my chair. Numara. Sun-baked streets and dun-walled buildings, warrens of them leading up to the gleaming white palace. A vast expanse of desert in one direction, and sparkling azure sea in the other. That was my home, the one place I felt safe, secure, and truly accepted. Nobody there questioned my name, my dress, my speech – I was free to be Fleet.


  When I came back to myself, Daryus was talking. He'd been drinking steadily throughout the meal, and though that was nothing new, this time he'd let it go to his head. He seemed to be telling a story, some ridiculous thing about the first day we'd arrived in Numara and run afoul of the port authorities.


  "...And she was still flying these horrendous black sails because we hadn't had chance to change them, so we went soaring into the sky docks looking completely like pirates, despite every single raid we'd attempted between there and Est'halin going horribly wrong, and Fleet says–"


  My kick under the table did the trick, and with a curse I was sure he instantly regretted, Daryus fell silent. Mother was staring at us, face schooled to blankness, but there was a certain incomprehension behind it, as if she simply couldn't understand who was sitting at her table, and what had we done with her children?


  "Sorry," Daryus said, reaching for his port glass again, then thinking better of it. "It's been a while since we've been in such, er, refined society."


  "I see," was all mother said, in the sort of prim tone she'd have used if one of the maids had been caught stealing butter from the pantry.


  I couldn't bring myself to make conversation. Daryus tried, but although he steered clear of any more anecdotes, it was impossible to completely avoid talking about our life outside Requies. Every time he mentioned Numara, or the Lady – or once, in an unguarded moment, our unfortunate dealings in the gilgesh trade of Arjipur – I could see mother's face tighten further, until her mouth was drawn into a thin line.


  Eventually, we all just gave up. "Well, it's good to be home," Daryus said in a weak voice.


  Unfortunately, mother caught me rolling my eyes at Daryus across the table. She stared at me for a moment – not a maternal chastisement, but rather as if, once again, she simply didn't know who I was – then got to her feet. "I shall retire now," she said, voice strained and distant. "Send a maid if you have need of anything. I shan't be down again until morning."


  There was something almost cowardly in the way she hurried from the room, though I couldn't really blame her. Daryus and I had stepped out of a completely different world, but we couldn't help bringing some of it with us.


  The dining room door closed with a click, and I realised all the attendant servants had abandoned us, too. I leaned across the table, catching Daryus' eye. "We don't belong here."


  Daryus just looked at me unhappily, shaking his head.


  "We don't," I insisted. "Everything about this – about us – is wrong."


  "I know." Daryus rubbed his hand over his face, looking suddenly haggard and worn. "It'll only be for a few weeks, though. Just until father..."


  "And then what? We just fly out of here again?"


  I waited for Daryus' answer, but it never came. Only then did I realise what he was already considering: staying put in Requies. For good.


  ***


  When I got back to my room, Etta was waiting, self-consciously holding a silver platter with a single letter on it. "This came for you during dinner, my lady," she said, bobbing a curtsy, "but I didn't want to interrupt."


  I grimaced, both at the thought of the meal and what that letter might contain. It could only be from Thomas, or at a push his sister – no-one else knew I was here. Still, best to get it over with: I took the letter, dismissed Etta, and broke the seal before I could think better of it.


  It was only as I read my name across the top – Fleet, plain and bold and simple – that I realised what I was looking at. Nobody in Requies still used sealing wax, for one thing, and neither Thomas nor any of his family would ever address me as such. I recognised that handwriting, too, with a flutter in my chest that made me light-headed. Shan. The letter was from Shan.


  Fleet, he began, with no titles and no fripperies, I know this letter will come as a surprise. I apologise if you receive several – I've taken the precaution of sending missives to a number of locations you might visit after Arjipur. If this particular note reaches you, you have my heartfelt sympathies. I know you wouldn't go back to Requies for anything other than a disaster.


  The prescience of it stunned me, but in this instance, I knew Shan's foresight had nothing to do with magic. He simply understood me, perhaps better even than Daryus did, and he was right – I'd never have returned to Requies in anything but the direst circumstances.


  I won't tell you not to worry about me, the letter went on, because I have no claim on your emotions or what you choose to feel. I will say that I don't regret what happened in Arjipur. Though my brothers – or former brothers, perhaps – hunt me to the last of my breath, I'd relive that moment a thousand times over, to see you safe. Nothing is more important to me than that.


  My hands were shaking. In Arjipur, as the flood waters had risen, Shan had saved my life – and he'd used magic, the one thing utterly forbidden to his order, to do it. His 'former brothers', as he put it, still hunted him, and would do so until he was dead.


  That was their plan, anyway, but even if Shan hadn't been immortal, I'd have had faith in his ability to survive. The Black Cranes wouldn't finish him, not this time.


  It would be foolish of me to make promises, Fleet. I cannot guarantee what will happen, and I know you don't need my assurances. Your company, your companionship, has always been a privilege, not a right, and I respect your choice to do as you see fit.


  I cannot entirely escape my feelings, though. If I can reach you, Fleet, though the shades of every hell are at my heels, I'll do so. If that happens, I hope you'll greet me kindly, but until then–


  Live well, Fleet. Remember who you are, who you've made yourself to be. No-one can take that from you. Live well.


  Yours, in hope,


  The signature was a scrawl, and I almost laughed to see it after the formality of the letter, but I could just make out Shan's name. He was out there, still alive; I could imagine him poring over this letter, choosing his words carefully, but meaning every syllable of them. Where his own heart was concerned, I knew Shan would never lie to me.


  And it was clear, once again, how well he knew me – that being back in Requies threatened to tear away everything I'd made myself into. Reading his letter again, then a third time, made it plain to me: I couldn't let that happen.


  I was no longer Felicity du Bois; I hadn't been for a very long time. I was Fleet Manteios, pilot of the airship Lady Firene. Though I'd returned to Requies to do my duty, I wouldn't let it change me into anything I didn't choose to be.


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  CHAPTER THREE


  

  

  I was up with the dawn, greeting it as I would have done aboard the Lady, with a stretch and a grin. There were no crew to roust awake here, though, and no doubt the servants had been busy for hours. Sure enough, when I rang the bell, Etta was there within minutes, a little of her earlier shyness gone.


  "That letter was pleasing to you, my lady?" she asked, as we rifled through the depressing contents of the wardrobe.


  I shot her a look. That was surprisingly forward for a maid – rather less surprisingly, I was pleased to hear it. I'd always tried to stay on friendly terms with our servants, much to mother's discomfort (one reason I'd tried to do it, of course), and I suspected the staff who'd been here for years had been sharing stories with Etta below stairs. "It was a good letter," I confirmed with a grin. "Now, what in all the hells am I going to wear?"


  Etta laughed, not bothering to disguise it this time, and pulled out a dusty skirt that had been hiding at the back. It was grey wool, plain and rather austere, but I saw why Etta had picked it: it was a riding habit, with split skirts and a separate buttoned jacket to go with it.


  "It's not quite breeches, my lady, but it might be a little more comfortable."


  I agreed immediately, then went to bathe whilst Etta beat the dust out of the skirt. The servants certainly had been busy, filling a tub in the adjoining washroom with steaming hot water. That, at the very least, was a genuine pleasure. I'd never been particularly enamoured of the public baths most southern cities provided, and besides, I couldn't remember the last time I'd managed more than a cursory wash.


  Afterwards, Etta pinned up my hair, still wet. "You'll have lovely curls by tomorrow, miss," she said, as she worked.


  I greeted this pronouncement in silence. By Requies standards, I was unfashionably dark-eyed and dark-skinned, made more so by years getting sun-tanned and weather-beaten aboard the ship. My hair, though, had long been subject to envy from women I'd known when I'd still attended balls; though I hadn't thought about such things in years, they came rushing back to me now. How strange it all seemed, that the most important things in my life had once been what I wore, and who I flirted with, and who complimented my hair.


  By the time I was dressed, the sun was fully up. As I couldn't face another uncomfortable conversation around the breakfast table, Etta brought up a tray: toast and tea, with a pot of butter and another of proper marmalade.


  "You can't get marmalade anywhere other than Requies," I told Etta, through a mouthful of toast.


  Her eyes widened. "What did you used to eat for breakfast, my lady?"


  I tried not to laugh at her earnestness, because once upon a time, I would have been equally clueless. "Oh, anything going. Flatbread, rice, fish stew. Usually coffee, too, or mint tea."


  If she'd had a piece of paper, I thought Etta would have been taking notes, to pore over with the other servants later. Well, if they wanted to try such things for themselves, they'd be disappointed; most of what I'd named simply couldn't be had in Requies, and hardly even in Quent. Our fair city thought of itself as worldly, advanced, sophisticated, but there were ways in which we were just as provincial as anywhere else.


  I declined Etta's suggestion that I take a footman with me when I left the house after breakfast, assuring her I wouldn't have any parcels for one to carry. I slipped outside without another soul seeing me, for the first time feeling a little more at home in my own skin. Shan had been right: I couldn't allow anything to change me, whether it was being back in Requies or simply the clothes I wore. I was still Fleet, no matter what happened – and Fleet, no matter where she was, wasn't the type to hide in her room. I wanted to explore.


  Requies may technically be a city, but it isn't a big place, and it was only a few minutes' walk to its most fashionable shopping district. It was quiet out, mostly populated by servants running errands, their masters still abed. I strolled past windows of fabrics and hats, jewellery, umbrellas, and one particularly noisy shop filled with small dogs.


  That was unusual enough, but two doors down, I came across an even more extraordinary sight. It was another proprietor of clothing, and at first I took it for a gentleman's outfitters – until I saw the two figures standing within, speaking to a shop assistant. Two female figures. In trousers.


  I'd pushed open the jangling shop door before I could stop myself, and stood there gawking. Hanging up were suit jackets and walking canes, waistcoats and indeed breeches, and every single one of them looked designed for a woman.


  The shop assistant was hovering nearby, with an anxious look on his face. "Can I help you, Miss...?"


  "It's Mrs," said a wry voice from across the room. "Mrs du Bois."


  The assistant flushed at his mistake, and attempted to apologise, but I hardly noticed. The speaker had turned to face me, and for the first time I saw past what she was wearing.


  "Charlotte?" I was almost too stunned for words, and she just stood there, shaking her head at me, looking bemused.


  "We were beginning to think you were dead," Charlotte said, with a tremor that might have been either laughter or suppressed emotion. The next thing I knew we'd crossed the room to one another, and whilst I was attempting a ladylike peck on the cheek, Charlotte threw an arm around me, laughing heartily. "You came back, Felicity. You really came back. And look at you! I bet you've about given Thomas an aneurysm."


  I found I
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