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  CHAPTER ONE


  


  


  There are few things more piratical than a good tavern brawl. The locals might hate us for it, but when your ship’s out of commission and you’re stuck on land, it’s impossible to go more than a few days without blowing off steam. That’s the theory, anyway. It only really holds when everyone around you is a pirate, too, with no real intent to harm – because the real fighting takes place when everyone’s back on their ships.


  Right now, there wasn’t another pirate to be seen. There was dried blood on the knives in front of me, and a collection of even more vicious-looking weapons behind. Their owners were an equally motley lot, scarred and tattered, their faces uglier than their blades; the only reason they hadn’t attacked was that their leader was working out what to do with me. With us, I should say. This was the sort of situation in which having a good man at your back would be welcome. Unfortunately, I only had my brother.


  Who chose that very moment to emit a singularly loud belch and say, in all seriousness, “Fleet? What are we doing here?”


  I would have cuffed him round the head, except I was concentrating on holding my sword level and trying to look like I knew how to use it. Trust Daryus to sober up right in the middle of a fight; coward that he was, he was much more useful drunk.


  A low laugh came from the man in front of us. Garino looked every inch the airship captain, from his boots and belt to his jauntily angled hat. He wasn’t, in fact, a pirate at all, except in the manner he repeatedly swindled his clients every way he knew how. “Enough with the joking, my good friend. You’ve tarnished my reputation and my good name – it’s time you paid your debt.”


  Daryus was silent, which was enough to tell me he couldn’t actually remember what that ‘debt’ was. In fact, out of our eight weeks in Arjipur so far, I wasn’t sure he’d been sober for even one of them.


  “We never intended to intrude on your turf,” I told Garino. “Every ounce of gilgesh we’ve dealt in has been for purely… personal use.”


  Daryus made an ‘ah’ sound, as if he’d just worked out what we were doing here. Well, it was only a slight exaggeration to say he’d been the main user of the gesh – he hadn’t just been drunk, after all.


  Garino wasn’t stupid, though. “And might that ‘personal use’ include selling supplies at a reduced rate to a number of brothels and other such establishments?”


  Now Daryus grinned. “Ah, but you see, the brothels were purely for personal use, too.”


  There was a certain amount of truth to that, knowing my brother; Garino, though, had had enough. He waved to his men, and a cadre of them began to advance. “The gilgesh trade in Arjipur is my business,” he said, turning away, perhaps so as not to get blood spatters on his rather magnificent velvet coat. “You’ve insulted me, intruding on my trade in this way. It’s only fair you pay with your lives.”


  “Wait!” A man with a cudgel was bearing down on me with a determined leer, but he pulled up as Garino turned back to face me. Garino studied me for a moment, then waved the disappointed men back a little.


  “Are you willing to make a deal?”


  “We’re not going to apologise for trading in Arjipur,” I said firmly. “We’ve as much right to make a living as anyone.”


  Garino raised his hand to set the men on us again, but I interrupted.


  “But we do acknowledge it was poor manners not to consult with you first. By way of recompense, we’ll put our ship at your disposal, say… three times before now and the end of the monsoon. We’ve a dock licence for another four turns of the moon, and we won’t leave before then.”


  Garino paused, hand raised, thinking it through. Getting a dock licence in Arjipur was both arduous and criminally expensive – Daryus and I would be fools to relinquish that before our four remaining months were up, even to escape a situation like this one. “Six times,” he said finally.


  “Four,” I countered, holding out a hand, “and you have a deal.”


  There was a brief moment in which I thought my ploy had worked. Being indebted to Garino was no small matter, but it was a damn sight better than being dead. Apparently, he had other ideas.


  He shook his head, turning away again. “No good. You won’t need your ship if you’re dead, and I’ll be free to sell it off to pay your debt. Kill them.”


  The room erupted.


  I wasn’t sure if Garino’s order of ‘kill them’ was meant to scare us and was actually code for ‘rough them up a little and throw them outside’, or if his thugs were just horrendously inept. Three of them came at me, waving their rusty weapons, only for the first to get his morningstar caught in a curtain and the other two to collide with one another before they reached me. I had, to be fair, seen better comedy skits on the music hall stages of Requies, but not by much; it was only as the first man tugged his weapon free, then smashed it into the shoulder of one of his companions, that I realised how blind drunk they all were.


  Maybe Garino hadn’t realised how inebriated his men were when he roused them for this outing, or maybe he was equally drunk and just doing a better job of hiding it. Either way, we could use it to our advantage.


  On the other side of the room, Daryus was laughing. He was brandishing a sword as though he knew how to use to – because unlike me, my brother actually did – whilst his opponent fumbled with a pike which kept catching in the legs of chairs and tables. Quite how he’d got such an impractical weapon through the door, I couldn’t imagine, but it wasn’t long before Daryus darted in, smacked him on the head with his sword’s hilt, and sent the man tumbling to the floor.


  “I’m glad you’re having fun,” I grumbled, as Daryus joined me. He was swaying on his feet, not as sober as I’d thought, which was probably a good thing in this situation. “Maybe we should get out of here?”


  Daryus swept me a bow, perfectly poised despite his inebriation. “I bow – quite literally – to your good judgement, dear sister. Lead on.”


  I would have done, except that was suddenly a trickier proposition than it had been. Whilst Garino’s unfortunate men had been swinging punches, mostly at each other, Arjipur’s enforcers had arrived.


  I’ve lived in a handful of cities in my life – most recently the floating Numara, which I considered my adopted home – but I’ve never come across a nastier bunch of lawmen than the enforcers of Arjipur. Numara had the city watch, Requies its police force, but neither organisation could dredge from their murkiest depths the sort of thugs and heavies who now entered the room.


  They were led by a woman, tall and bony, with dark hair curled into thick locks that hung halfway down her back. She wasn’t an Arjipuri native, which meant she had to belong to the enforcers’ Midnight Division, made up entirely of foreigners. That sent a fresh shiver down my spine: you had to be the meanest of the mean to come all the way to Arjipur with the intention of becoming an enforcer, and being stuck on the night watch only made them meaner.


  “What’s going on here?” she demanded. Two of Garino’s thugs were still brawling, not having noticed the new arrivals. A heartbeat later, the woman stepped forward, cracked their skulls together, and let them slide to the floor.


  I was in the middle of developing a convincing explanation for what we were doing here – Garino was bad, after all, but the enforcers were worse – when I realised Daryus was muttering to himself. No, not muttering: cursing, in a dozen languages, rapidly and unceasingly. A moment later, he started to pray.


  I felt my mouth drop open. I’ve never known a bigger heathen than my brother, who’s irreligious even by Arjipur’s loose standards – something had really rattled him.


  I grabbed his arm. “Daryus, what is it?”


  “We need to get out of here,” he said. “Fleet, we need to go.”


  Except there simply wasn’t an escape. We were standing in a dockside tavern – and that was the sky docks, not their marine counterpart. The room we were in had come from the stern of a derelict ship, now built into the vast concretion of wooden platforms, ladders and bridges that comprised the sky docks, which rose two hundred feet into the air to accommodate the moored airships above our heads. The window behind us overlooked a drop to the ocean below, and the room’s only door…


  The woman enforcer was turning over unconscious thugs with her boot (at least, I thought they were unconscious – maybe they were just pretending). She had her face turned away, but when she looked up, my heart stopped.


  The long hair was new, she was thinner than she had been, and we were half a world away from where we’d last seen her, but on closer inspection, that face was unmistakable. Caria Maharin, Daughter of Snakes: notorious pirate, cutthroat fighter, and the very woman who’d once captained the airship Lady Firene – until we stole it from her.


  ***


  Daryus liked to proclaim, when in a particularly garrulous mood (which was always, actually) that we’d swindled the Lady Firene from right under the nose of its former captain and made a daring getaway, barely touching land again for two years after. I tended, in polite society at least, to tell the story of how we’d bought the ship. I’d been married in our home city of Requies, after all, and Daryus and I had come from a wealthy family besides; when I fled my husband, I took with me enough jewels to buy the Lady twice over.


  The truth, as it happened, was somewhere in between. We had actually paid Caria Maharin for her ship, then called the Black Viper – she certainly wouldn’t have gone hungry faced with the mountain of jewellery I left her. Trouble was, Daryus was half-right, too. We’d bought the Lady, but Maharin, well… She’d never exactly agreed to the sale.


  Which meant facing her here after so many years was… uncomfortable, to say the least.


  Maharin didn’t immediately speak. She was still engaged in nudging Garino’s unconscious thugs towards the walls, although she wasn’t actually looking at them, and I thought she was probably leaving unintentional bruises in one or two tender spots. (Or maybe they were intentional – you never could tell with Maharin.) And then she saw us.


  The shock on her face wasn’t feigned, of that I was certain – she really hadn’t expected to see us here, and must not even have known we were in Arjipur. Maharin wasn’t one to spend too long in idle thought, though, and within half a heartbeat she strode right up to Daryus, knocked his sword away with the flat of one hand and grabbed his chin with the other.


  “You,” she hissed, peering into Daryus’ face, as if to make sure he really was the object of her long-held ire. Any belief I’d had that Maharin’s anger might have cooled a little after all this time evaporated before I could blink. “I should gut you and feed you to the gulls.”


  Daryus tried to speak, but his mouth was being squashed by Maharin’s iron fingers and only a gurgle escaped.


  I didn’t fancy stepping between them, but I did say, as calmly as I was able, “We have no quarrel with you. We bought your ship, fair and square. Your claim was relinquished long ago.”


  Maharin thrust Daryus aside and rounded on me. She was worryingly tall, her wiry limbs hard with muscle, and she smelled almost as bad as the dive of a tavern we were in. “Bought her did you, my Viper? Stole is more like it. I should have chased you halfway round the globe–”


  “But you couldn’t, could you?” Daryus said; he should have kept his mouth shut, of course, but he was still rather drunk. “We had your ship.”


  Maharin’s roar of fury was enough to shake the flimsy wooden walls. Garino’s threat to kill us might have been half-hearted, but if the Daughter of Snakes gave the same command, it wouldn’t be. We had to get out of there.


  Easier said than done, of course, particularly with those enforcers blocking the door. I backed away from Maharin, giving the wall an exploratory kick with the heel of my boot; not as flimsy as it looked, unfortunately. That just left…


  “The window,” Daryus gasped, but I was already halfway there, smashing the glass with my sword – it wasn’t much use for anything else – and throwing it out before me.


  I scrambled out first, coat sleeves pulled down over my hands to protect them from the shards of window glass still in the frame. A hot, stale breeze tugged at me as soon as I landed on the ledge outside – which proved to be barely a foot wide, and gave onto a precipitous drop to the boardwalk, then the ocean, below.


  No time for second thoughts, though. There were shouts from inside the tavern, and then Daryus launched himself out of the window after me, almost toppling right into the abyss, until I grabbed him by the back of his coat.


  He gave me a gasped word of thanks, followed by a daredevil grin. “Just like old times, eh?”


  I didn’t even have time to roll my eyes, because someone inside chose that moment to start firing a pistol through the open window. They were, thankfully, a terrible shot, and apparently too drunk or too stupid to actually get close to the window and just look out – at which point a single shove would have sent both Daryus and myself tumbling into the air. There was a shout of command, two more shots, then a muffled thud, presumably as Maharin thumped the gunman to finally shut them up.


  By that time, Daryus and I were moving, shimmying along the ledge and onto a tangled network of ropes hanging from a higher platform; the sea yawned darkly at our feet, only partially obscured by the haphazard construction of the sky docks, there being fewer walkways below us than there were above. The ridiculous thing was, this was like old times: my brother and I had staged a remarkably similar escape only a year before. In that instance, we’d been fleeing a pack of ravenous monsters which only half existed in our world, and we’d been descending from a floating city rather than a tavern, but the mechanics were about the same.


  Daryus was ahead of me, and already scrambling onto a lower ledge, when someone above us started shooting again. I didn’t have to look up to know it was Maharin herself – this time, each shot was carefully positioned and coolly calculated, pinging off metal fixtures and thumping into the wood around me, sometimes only inches away. Below, Daryus gave a shout of surprise and snatched his hand away, just as a shot tore through the rope he’d been about to grab for, sending its frayed edges whipping into the air.


  A moment later, I heard him laughing. He’d grabbed the dangling end with one hand and was holding the other up towards me. I took the invitation, leaping onto the lower platform and flinging my arms around Daryus’ neck. Even before the next shot was fired, he kicked off, launching us into empty space, soaring gracefully in an arc towards–


  We hit the next building with a crash that sent the air whooshing from my lungs. Daryus grunted and released the rope, dropping us heavily onto the wider ledge outside what might have been a house. No, not a house: there was a red light in the window, and Daryus was already offering an elegant bow to the half-dressed woman propped in the doorway.


  I punched him in the shoulder. “Come on, Daryus.”


  My exhortation didn’t get much response; the next bullet, thwacking into the door-frame beside Daryus’ head, had the desired effect instead.


  He was, to my great irritation, about to duck inside the brothel when there was a heavier thump behind us. We both turned – and found Maharin herself, standing only feet away, the pistol steady in her hand.


  She fired, or at least tried to. I didn’t even have time to feel the terror that should have been rushing through my veins before there was a quiet click and Maharin started swearing profusely. She wasn’t used to the gun she was carrying, I thought, and something had gone wrong.


  I didn’t wait to find out what.


  When you’ve spent most of your adult life aboard an airship, you start to develop a sort of balance that those on the ground just don’t have. I wouldn’t call it elegant – airship sailors tend to develop a bit of a waddle just as their maritime counterparts do – but it has its uses. Like now, when I jumped for another rope above my head, swung towards Maharin and, before she’d even looked up from the gun, planted my feet firmly in the middle of her chest.


  She gave a grunt of surprise and toppled over backwards, landing heavily on a lower platform; I heard a dull clatter as the gun went spinning away somewhere below. I landed neatly beside Daryus again, who clapped me on the shoulder. “Nicely done, Fleet.”


  “Thanks.” I sucked in a breath, trying to steady the wild pounding of my heart, only to have it race away again when I heard Maharin roaring orders. More men were scrambling down from above, a jumbled mix of enforcers and Garino’s thugs, who’d obviously decided they were on the losing side.


  Daryus pulled me away along the ledge, all thoughts of the brothel forgotten. Well, almost, because it quickly became clear he’d been up here before (and it wasn’t hard to guess why) and knew exactly how to make a swift getaway.


  We began to descend a wooden ladder; when I looked up, the woman in the doorway was gone, the red light extinguished. Brothels weren’t any more legal in Arjipur than the gilgesh trade was – if you chose to frequent one, it behoved you to have an escape route, just as the women inside would abruptly become seamstresses or washerwomen or bakers if the enforcers knocked on the door.


  “This way,” Daryus instructed as we reached the foot of the ladder. We scurried off along a walkway, heads down. Someone was firing again, but either they didn’t know what they were doing, or Maharin was too dazed to see straight, because not a single shot came near us.


  I genuinely thought we were going to make a clean getaway, when a crowd of burly men emerged from the humid murk of the night. Daryus pulled up short and I behind him, glancing over my shoulder. No good: there were enforcers closing in from that direction, too. We simply couldn’t let ourselves be caught. It didn’t matter that we’d paid for the Lady Firene, more-or-less fair and square – Maharin was furious, and would find trumped up charges to imprison us on if the ‘theft’ of the airship wasn’t good enough (and, frankly, knowing Daryus’ history, that wouldn’t be hard). No, we had to get out of there.


  Daryus had already picked a likely route. The enforcers quickened their pace, but he grabbed a nearby rope, and I looped my arms around his neck again. “This one’s going to hurt,” he said.


  “As if the last one didn’t,” I was about to say, but we were already soaring off the boardwalk, the wind whipping my words away.


  I squeezed my eyes shut, but I still knew when Daryus let go of the rope – I could feel the lurch in my stomach, and then the sickening sensation of plummeting through the air. I could only hope Daryus had timed our fall right.


  He had. We hit the sea in a tangle of limbs, then came up spluttering, spitting out filthy dock water. I struggled out of my coat and let it sink into the depths; I couldn’t afford to jettison my boots, though, so it was with some awkwardness that I kicked off through the water after Daryus. I was already mentally compiling a list of all the hideous diseases we might catch from the water, but the temporary sanctuary was worth it: footsteps thundered past overhead, echoing hollowly, but no-one stopped to peer into the shadows beneath the boardwalk.


  In the darkness, I caught Daryus’ grin as a white gleam of teeth. “How was that for an exit?”


  I rolled my eyes at him and began sculling along the dockside. “Let’s just get out of here.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  


  


  We didn’t go straight back to the Lady Firene that night, or rather dawn: Maharin probably didn’t know what we’d changed her ship’s name to, and if we didn’t lead her there, she wouldn’t easily be able to find it amongst Arjipur’s jumbled docks. Instead, Daryus took off for one of the other taverns he frequented, and I… I went to see Jacques.


  I’d met Jacques shortly after we’d limped into Arjipur two months previously. We’d left Numara at the end of spring with a skeleton crew, all of them new to us, intending to rove up and down the coast for a while before returning home before monsoon season struck the region. Fate hadn’t been so kind, though, and we’d run into storms far to the east of Numara, which had eventually pushed us so far along the coast that it was easier to forge on for Arjipur than it was to turn back. With the Lady in need of repair, there’d been nothing to do save haggle for a dock licence and put our feet up for a few weeks.


  Well, that had been the intention, anyway. Making repairs to the ship had required funds first, which meant I’d spent a month selling off what little loot we’d acquired (and distributing a share to our crew, who’d promptly abandoned us afterwards) before waiting another turn of the moon for the workmen to finish on the Lady. We weren’t very good at sitting idle, Daryus and I, and by the time the repairs were complete, he’d set up a minor network of gesh trading – much to Garino’s displeasure – whilst I’d begun entertaining myself in other ways.


  Arjipur was the sort of city where simply anything and anyone could be found, a potent mix of every culture, nationality and personality. It was mostly inhabited by pirates, or the descendants of pirates, and beyond the ruling nobility, there were few in the city who could claim to be natives of more than a few generations’ standing – though that didn’t make them any less loyal to their home. Still, for all its history of nefariousness, Arjipur engaged in its fair share of legitimate trade these days, and there were foreigners coming in on nearly every new ship.


  Daryus thought I was taking advantage of Jacques, who’d come in from Quent a year before on a naval vessel and been stuck in Arjipur ever since – and maybe I was, though I would never have admitted it to my brother. Jacques was a few years younger than me, perennially cheerful and still in that just-begun phase of travelling where everything reminded him, sometimes painfully, of home. He was aware our relationship was nothing more than a temporary dalliance – at least I hoped he was aware – and didn’t mind, which was my key defence whenever Daryus accused me of leading ‘that boy’ on. I wanted to be with Jacques, selfish or not: he was the only one in Arjipur capable of making me laugh and, most of the time, making me forget.


  He had a tiny garret in a boarding house in one of Arjipur’s seedier districts. Whilst the sky docks were raised high above the water in a tangle of bridges and platforms, most of the city sprawled across the valley floor, bisected by a delta of little rivers and canals. The garret was above one such canal, filling the air with moisture and green water smells, and the room with the sound of waves lapping against wood as pleasure boats drifted past.


  Jacques wasn’t in, but I had a key. Dawn was peeking through the tiny window, illuminating an unmade bed and a scattering of clothes, many of them mine. I hadn’t exactly moved into the boarding house, as strictly speaking I was still living aboard the Lady with Daryus, but I was here more often than not.


  Footsteps on the stairs behind me turned my head, and a moment later Jacques himself stepped into the room. He was a good head taller than me, shirt half-open over the muscled chest of a sailor. Jacques was everything a good northern boy should be: blond and strong and healthy, perpetually stubbly across the chin, his hair cropped short. He was also, perhaps not accidentally, everything that Shan was not.


  “Fleet.” He greeted me with a grin, throwing a sack of what smelled like fresh bread onto a chair, then pausing on the verge of scooping me into an embrace. “Where have you been? You’re wet through.”


  So I was. “We ran into a few… complications,” I said, stripping off my wet shirt and shuffling out of my boots. They were already rotting at the toes from Arjipur’s humid climate; a little more water wouldn’t do much harm.


  Jacques only shook his head and gave a bemused smile. I had a habit of turning up at odd hours with even odder explanations – perhaps by now he was used to it.


  We sat on the bed, chewing the bread Jacques had bought. He insisted on buying the closest thing to a northern loaf he could find, which – given Arjipur’s tendency towards flatbread and rice – meant even fresh from the oven, he came home with bread that would have been more use as a lethal weapon.


  “What are your plans for the day?” I asked, as Jacques got up to make tea over the tiny brazier in the corner. It was too hot for the coals, really, but tea was a necessity whatever country you hailed from.


  He shrugged. “Go back to the docks, I suppose. Someone’s got to be going north, sooner or later.”


  Jacques made no secret of the fact that he’d spent his entire year in Arjipur trying to get out of the city, and wouldn’t hesitate to leave if he could find a suitable post. Unfortunately for him, ships travelling from Arjipur all the way to Quent were a rarity and frequently filled with sailors hoping to make their fortune in the north; so far, Jacques was facing paying for a berth, rather than being paid as a member of the crew, something he simply couldn’t afford.


  The fact that, if he finally found work, Jacques would also be leaving me hadn’t gone unsaid. “Will you come with me, when I go?” he asked, not for the first time.


  “Why would they take me? I don’t know anything about sailing,” I replied, all the time thinking no, no, NO. I had an estranged husband in Quent’s sister city of Requies, and a family I’d no desire to see – I was never going back there.


  “You’re a pilot,” Jacques said hopefully. “A navigator. It’s all the same, isn’t it?”


  “It’s not the same,” I assured him. I’d never give up a life in the air to go to sea, either. What hadn’t come up in conversation was the ease with which I could fly straight back to Quent and take Jacques with me, if I so wished. Jacques seemed to think that wasn’t an option, because besides being engaged in barely finished repairs the Lady Firene was, strictly speaking, Daryus’ ship, and Daryus wanted to be in Arjipur making money from gilgesh. What Jacques didn’t seem to realise was that, if I asked him to, my brother would fly me straight back to Quent without a second thought (or let me fly there, anyway, as I was the pilot).


  “Well, then.” Jacques flashed me another grin and downed his cup of tea. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”


  He left after that, and I crawled into bed, to doze fitfully. I was beginning to worry that Jacques also didn’t realise there was no ‘bridge’ to cross; if he went back to Quent, or to Requies, or to some other city half the world away, I wouldn’t be going with him. Even if he said he was travelling on to Numara, I didn’t think I’d offer to go too.


  Eventually, I fell asleep, and I dreamed of Numara: of its dusty streets, its brilliant jewel-like gardens, the endless vista of desert in one direction and sea in the other. And when I dreamed of Numara, I invariably dreamed of Shan. His dark hair and darker eyes, that laughing smile that both made me melt and made me furious. Immortal Shan, bound in the service of his masters, whose body had been killed but whose spirit had fled back home. Shan, who’d said he’d see me again.


  When I woke, late in the afternoon, in my lover’s bed, it was with another man’s face in my thoughts, and tears still wet on my cheeks.


  ***


  I hadn’t arranged a time or place to meet Daryus that evening, but it wasn’t hard to find him, sprawled in the corner of his favourite tavern with a girl on each arm. Both of them were, by their dress, wealthy merchants’ daughters or the like – the simple truth was that for all his time spent in brothels, Daryus had never needed to pay for women, as he loved them all equally, and they all seemed to love him.


  He sent the pair of girls off with a friendly wave as I scooted onto the bench opposite him. “How’s Jacques?”


  I didn’t answer. I felt drained, exhausted and emotional after dreaming of Shan – and guilty, because no matter how much time I spent with Jacques, there was always another man I couldn’t forget.


  Daryus must have seen some of that in my face, because he leaned over the table, looking concerned. “Fleet, what is it?”


  I waved the question away. “Nothing. It’s nothing. I just didn’t sleep much today.”


  I waited for the crude joke about what else Jacques and I had been getting up to, but it didn’t come. Daryus must genuinely be worried, I thought, and a moment later he reached across the table to take my hand. “I saw Jacques, actually, down by the East Canal docks. Have you two argued?”


  I shook my head. Jacques and I never really argued, which was one of the reasons our dalliance had lasted so long. For weeks, the simple pleasure of good, undemanding company had been all I needed, all I wanted. Now… Now, I wasn’t so sure.


  Daryus, wisely, chose that moment to change the subject. “I’m going up to the fields tonight. Want to come?”


  I shot him a questioning look, then shrugged in agreement. The ‘fields’ to which Daryus referred were the grounds on which gilgesh was grown, or at least the lily from which it was derived. There were any number of ways to get your hands on gesh in the city, but my brother always preferred to go to the source.


  “You should try it some time,” Daryus said, as he finished his drink and we stood up. “It might help you relax.”


  And help you forget was the unspoken addendum. Gilgesh reportedly created a series of lucid dreams, with little more than thirst and a mild headache afterwards – its lack of serious aftereffects was one reason it was so popular. Its one drawback was that you couldn’t control what those dreams might constitute, and that a poor frame of mind could lead to terrifying waking nightmares, one of the reasons I’d rigorously avoided the stuff. Besides, if I couldn’t get over Shan through the simple passage of time, I was better off not getting over him at all.


  “Think about it, anyway,” Daryus went on, as we left the tavern. “Half of Arjipur can’t be wrong.”


  I grunted, but I couldn’t even argue that half of Arjipur was addicted to gesh, because that was its other highlight: a complete lack of cravings once a dose had worn off. It was, in that respect, even safer than wine, and a great deal better than opium or the other drugs to be found on the dockside.


  The city was quiet for the time of evening, a heavy fug of moisture pressing down like a huge, damp hand. We were only a week or so off the start of the monsoon, when the waters would rise and Arjipur would close in on itself to escape the weather; if our dock licence hadn’t been so comprehensive, Daryus and I would have flown out by then, but this year we planned to stay. There’d be revels and festivals inside, out of the rain, Daryus kept telling me – as if I had any stomach for such things. Maybe I should be dabbling in gesh after all.


  Our boots echoed dully off the wooden walkways as we crossed the western end of the city. To the north, where the ground was drier and firmer, there were stone pavements lining the canals; in poorer districts like these, the residents had to make do with constantly rotting, swelling boardwalks, replaced every few years, usually once so many feet had gone through the soft wood that further passage proved impossible.


  Daryus was in a good mood, whistling to himself and positively bouncing along. Death threats or not, he thought we’d got off lightly with Garino, which meant his business venture was back on track. If I’m honest, I’d been so wrapped up in my own concerns that I hadn’t asked what said venture was. I knew Daryus was buying and selling gesh on a small scale, just enough to make a few coins, but that was as far as it went.


  Before long, we left the canals behind. The walkways were still wooden, but here they climbed up the hillside, growing steeper and steeper, until every route had turned into stairs; at the top of a particularly steep flight, the path became a narrow dirt trail, winding upwards between scrubby plants and vanishing over the crest of a hill.


  That wasn’t the end of our route, of course. If you were going to do something as illicit as growing drug-laced plants, practically under the noses of the city authorities, you made sure you were at least a little bit difficult to find. There was another path after the first, over another hill, and then a descent into an old mine – haunted, according to local superstition, and the gilgesh growers did their best to perpetuate that – before a turn into a side passage and a climb up an iron ladder bolted to the wall. I’d been up to the fields once before, and I knew there were guards at the top, visible as occasional silhouettes overhead as we climbed; as they clearly recognised Daryus, I’d never had occasion to learn what countermeasures they might take with unwelcome guests.


  The valley into which we emerged was busy at this time of night, as the lily from which gilgesh stemmed supposedly grew only by moonlight. It only flowered under a full moon, too, reputedly giving it – and the drug derived from the flowers – magical properties. Gilgesh had certainly long been banned by the authorities in Numara, who liked to keep anything with the whiff of magic well away from their borders.


  We descended through fields almost as soggy as rice paddies; the monsoon rains hadn’t quite arrived, but the year was well into peak growing season and the lilies seemed to demand a healthy flow of water. There was orderly quiet amid the workers, though their overseers had no whips or cudgels – it paid well, growing gilgesh, and everyone here knew how cushy a job they’d landed, at the price of working through the night and, more importantly, keeping their mouth shut about their occupation. There was markedly little violence and no slavery in the gesh trade, in Arjipur at least; the only reason the city hadn’t entirely legalised its production was that certain officials were healthily bribed every month, a few backhanders – and unofficial bail payments for jailed gesh sellers – being cheaper than taxes. All in all, it was a productive and lucrative industry, and it wasn’t hard to see why Daryus’ interest had been piqued.


  There were a series of low wooden buildings along one side of the valley, one belonging to each of the six families who owned the fields. Daryus headed for the furthest structure and introduced himself to the heavies on the door; a moment later, we were ushered inside.


  Everything was studied elegance inside, in what was, essentially, just an office. Daryus and I were shown to silk cushions around a low table, and offered smoked tea spiced with cardamom. The man who served us, low-voiced and obsequious, said his master was already in a meeting, but would see us soon.


  After that, we were left alone.


  “How did you finagle this?” I asked Daryus, as the servant retreated to a darkened corner.


  “Weeks of hard negotiations,” Daryus replied, and then, in a lower voice, “plus I slept with his niece. She was only in the city for a week, but I–”


  I held up a hand. “I don’t want to know. What deal did you make?”


  Daryus sipped his tea. “So far, I’ve been buying the gesh here and distributing it, at a lower price than Garino’s gang, to foreigners around the docks. The idea is that a few of them will like it enough…”


  “To want to take some back home when they leave,” I finished. “Thus setting up overseas trade routes for the stuff.”


  It was, I had to admit, quite ingenious, even by my brother’s standards. Gesh wasn’t a big seller amongst the sailors, who preferred more familiar, less magical drugs. Daryus, though, was well known around the sky docks in particular, and anything he recommended was surely more likely to find takers. Plus, if he managed to establish buyers in other cities… Well, gilgesh hadn’t really spread beyond Arjipur in hundreds of years. If Daryus could change that, the profits could be huge.


  And the risks, too. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” I said, but Daryus held up a hand to quiet me. His head was tilted, listening to something – a moment later, I heard it too.


  There were voices, coming from the next room, presumably belonging to whomever we were waiting for and their guest. I wasn’t particularly interested in what they had to say – the gesh trade simply didn’t attract me the way it did Daryus – but because he was curious, I listened too.


  They seemed to be discussing the actual growing of the moon lilies. “…By the next turn of the moon. They’re taking more water than usual, but that’s the only difference. We’ll keep them covered for a few more days…” That was a woman’s voice, and despite her matter-of-fact tone, there was something secretive about the conversation, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.


  A man’s voice broke in, a low rumble barely audible through the wooden walls. “And the final product? How are the tests progressing…”


  “…flowers are different. We’re having to use them unprocessed so far and, well, you know the results. Once proper processing begins, we expect a different outcome.”


  There was a laugh, deep and satisfied. “I trust your judgement, Varna. I’m sure you’ll iron out the wrinkles soon enough. All that remains is to find a suitable buyer…”


  Daryus was on his feet, making for the door between the rooms. The servant in the corner had finally cottoned on to my brother’s interest, and leapt up to intervene. Too late. Before I could think to stop him, Daryus had pushed open the door and stepped inside.


  ***


  I jumped to my feet, hurrying after Daryus, despite the anxious protests of the servant behind me. There’s audacious, after all, and then there’s just plain stupid, and I wanted to be able to pull Daryus out of there if the situation turned nasty. He was still in the doorway, looking into a room occupied by just the two people we’d heard: a woman, clearly an employee, kneeling on a patterned rug in the middle of the floor, and an older man seated on a cushion with his back to the wall.


  Both turned to stare at us, the man coolly appraising, the woman as shocked as if she’d been slapped. Behind me, the servant was gabbling apologies, but he couldn’t actually get past Daryus to push him out of the room.


  Finally, after an interminable wait, the man held up a hand. The servant fell quiet and slunk away, whilst the woman leapt up and almost ran for another door in the corner. She shot a last, nervous look over her shoulder, and then she was gone.


  “Well, come in, then. If you’re going to stick your nose in, you might as well do it where I can see you.”


  Unabashed, Daryus stepped into the room, pulling me after him and closing the door behind him. He swept a bow. “Honoured sir, forgive this intrusion. I couldn’t help overhearing–”


  A snort of derision. “I’m sure you could ‘help overhearing’ very well indeed, if you’d wanted to.”


  “–and, as a businessman like yourself, I had to take advantage. If you have a new variety of gilgesh for sale, I’d like to be the one to buy it.”


  I raised an eyebrow. I’d only half guessed what we’d overheard – Daryus was a step ahead.


  “It’s not ready for market,” the other man snapped, but he looked more curious than angry. He was, unusually for an Arjipuri, dressed in the trousers, shirt and waistcoat of a northern gentleman; he even had a moustache. I had the feeling Daryus’ formalities had appeased him, although it was clear he wasn’t exactly happy. “Who are you, anyway? What are you doing here?”


  “Daryus Manteios, at your service.” Another bow, and I thought he was overdoing it, except our host gave a faint smile. “Captain of the airship Lady Firene, out of Requies.”


  Our host actually looked impressed. Daryus and I might not have been back to Requies in years, but my brother had guessed right: this man was as enamoured with the north as plenty of northerners were with the ‘exotic’ south – playing up our connections was going down well.


  “I was here,” Daryus went on, “to negotiate a small sale from your holdings. I’ve been selling gilgesh to other airships, you see, in the hopes of fostering overseas trade. When I heard what you were discussing, though… Well, let’s just say I don’t let opportunities like that pass me by.”


  I could tell we were being appraised, and for a moment the very air in the room seemed thicker. Our host’s face was blank, but he was studying us carefully, and I felt another sense of watchfulness too, as though there was someone hidden elsewhere in the room. My pulse was loud in my head, my fingers itching for a weapon, despite the fact we hadn’t been so much as threatened; I realised the Arjipuri’s right hand was raised a little above the table at which he sat, but a heartbeat later, he lowered it slowly to his knee.


  “And who’s this?” A nod towards me with the question, as though the conversation had never stopped.


  Daryus swept a hand towards me. “Felicity Manteios, my sister.”


  It was a shock hearing what I thought of as my old name. I tried a curtsy and almost fell over; it looked ridiculous without a gown anyway. It was fair to say our host looked rather less impressed by me than he had by Daryus.


  Still, he got to his feet and crossed the room, with a nod of greeting to me and a resolute shake of the hand for Daryus. “You’ve dealt with my agents before, I presume, but I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure. Kintar Kaur at your service.”


  It wasn’t until Kaur finally introduced himself that I realised where the sense of watching eyes had come from. There was a desk at the back of the room, a big square thing in dark wood, and behind it a shadowed alcove set between two doors. As Kaur had spoken, something deep in the alcove had moved, with a flash that might have been a blade.


  I was already reaching for one of my knives – I’d never retrieved my sword from the sky docks, or more likely the waters below, but Kaur’s servant had neglected to relieve us of smaller blades – when he laughed. “There’s no need to worry about him. It appears I won’t have to kill you after all.”


  I froze, and beside me Daryus tensed, but he managed a laugh that sounded almost natural. “I’m sorry you ever thought you had to.”


  Kaur waved the comment away. “I must take precautions for my safety in these meetings, you understand. At the right signal, my guard will stand down. At the wrong one…” He gave an apologetic smile, but there was nothing friendly about the way he drew one finger across his throat; I had to suppress a shudder. Still, there was no more movement from the alcove, and the watchfulness I’d sensed there was gone. We seemed to have passed a test, of sorts, but I had a feeling we’d only just scraped through with all our body parts intact.


  Kaur made for the door the woman had left by earlier, beckoning us to follow. “Come, inspect the new crop with me. I cannot guarantee I’ve anything for sale today, you understand, but there are matters we might discuss further.”


  Daryus gave another gracious bow, but as soon as Kaur turned his back, my brother flashed me a grin. He’d turned our meeting around, after all, and not just by keeping us alive. He’d potentially expanded his business dealings more than either of us had believed possible – in other words, he’d won.


  

  

  

  

  

  

  CHAPTER THREE


  

  

  It was fair to say that Daryus was more impressed by Kaur’s new variety of gilgesh – which he was actually calling gilnagesh, which likely meant something in Arjipuri, though I couldn’t decipher it – than I was. There was another field, barely more than a vegetable patch, behind the huts, filled with lilies a little bigger than the rest, with flowers a little brighter, but which weren’t exactly thrilling. Kaur spent a while extolling the virtues of his new crop – a longer period of dreams, far more vivid than earlier batches – before getting down to the business of haggling with Daryus. In the end, it was decided that for three months Daryus would be the sole supplier of this new gesh, selling it around the docks as a test run, of sorts; Kaur seemed keen to get the gilnagesh into a small number of hands, and Daryus was the perfect trader for that. After that, if the initial sales went well, he’d attempt to trade overseas.


  I’ll admit, I wasn’t entirely happy with the deal. Daryus and I were pirates. We raided ships, occasionally plundered ancient ruins, and even more occasionally carried legitimate loads of cargo – but drug trading? This wasn’t just an idle pocketful of gesh, like Daryus had sold before – this was on a scale where, once you got in, you couldn’t get out.


  Still, I found myself distracted, and ultimately didn’t pay much attention to the deal. As Daryus haggled, I kept looking over my shoulder, at the dark edges of the field, searching for any sign of Kaur’s bodyguard. I couldn’t shake both the thrill of fear I’d felt at my transitory sight of him, and what I could only put down to adrenaline, because it felt strangely like a pang of recognition.


  We left the fields well after midnight, Daryus carrying a sample of his new wares, and me feeling even more on edge than before. So on edge, in fact, that when we finally sat down in a dockside tavern over a plate of meat-filled flatbreads, and Daryus announced the next stage of his plan, I almost yelled in his face.


  “I’m going back to Garino,” he said, through a mouthful of food.


  Luckily, I hadn’t yet taken a bite, because I would have spat it straight back out. “What?”


  My voice was louder than I’d intended and Daryus made a hushing motion. “Hear me out, Fleet. At the rate I’m going, I can sell Kaur’s new gesh to a few other pirates, and that’s it. I know he’s worried about his reputation, which is why he wants to start small, but there’s ‘small’ and then there’s ‘not worth bothering’. Besides, the overseas trade might not take off. If I want to get it into the hands of anyone else in Arjipur, I need Garino.”


  I was silent for a moment, chewing rather aggressively. “Daryus, are you absolutely sure about this? I mean, is this really what you want to do?”


  Daryus reached across the table and grabbed my hand, squeezing hard. “It’s only for a few months. I’ll trade here for a while, make as much money as I can, and then we’ll be back in Numara. After that, I don’t care if I never see a speck of gesh again – or Arjipur, for that matter. If I can get this right, we never need to work again.”


  Until that moment, I hadn’t actually realised what Daryus’ long-term plans were. “You mean sell the ship?”


  “No, we won’t need to. We’ll buy a house, though, in Numara. Think about it, Fleet. Flying just when we want to, not when we’ve got so few mira we can’t even afford a meal. Money. Security. A home.”


  I closed my eyes. I’d given up security when I left my husband, choosing a life of reckless adventure and utter freedom over being kept in a gilded cage, a choice Daryus had made with me – for which I was eternally grateful. Still, those years since leaving Requies had been hard, and for all the thrills and excitement of raiding the skies, I couldn’t remember more than a few weeks since acquiring the ship when we’d actually known where our next meal was coming from.


  “The Lady is our home,” I said, but I knew I didn’t sound very convincing.


  “And she always will be. I’m not saying we should give her up. I’m just not sure we can keep doing this forever, Fleet.”


  I looked up, into Daryus’ almost desperate expression. I’d never really considered him the broody type, but until we left Requies, I knew he’d never even considered a life other than what was laid out for him: a wife, children, a place in our father’s business. And whilst he wasn’t exactly suggesting going back to that… “All right,” I said, not entirely sure what I was agreeing to. “Let’s see how far we can take this. Let’s make our money and get out of here.”


  Daryus grinned, his usual rakish smile that made me wonder whether he really would give up a life in the skies for something more solid, more settled.


  We were out on the street again by the time Daryus said, “This gilnagesh… Maybe I ought to test it first–”


  “And what if Kaur’s wrong?” I warned. “What if it poisons anyone who takes it, or blinds them, or sends them mad? It’s not worth the risk.”


  “Kaur wouldn’t be selling it if he thought it was dangerous,” Daryus replied. His hand was in his pocket, probably turning the packet of gilnagesh over and over.


  “No, he wouldn’t,” I agreed, though reluctantly. “He’s got a reputation to uphold. He might have made a mistake, though. There might be something wrong that hasn’t been noticed yet.”


  “So you’d rather risk selling something dangerous to Garino?”


  I shrugged. “Garino’s already after us. I’d rather ditch the dock licence and go on the run than have you end up dead.”


  That cheered Daryus immeasurably. “Ah, dear sister, I didn’t know you cared.”


  “Shut up.”


  “All this time you’ve acted like you thought I was an idiot, but deep down–”


  “No, shut up.” I punched Daryus in the arm until he went quiet. “I think there’s someone following us.” And then, after a moment, in a whisper, “And you are an idiot.”


  Daryus didn’t reply, because he too was listening. I’d caught, just faintly, the hollow echo of footsteps along the boardwalk behind us, but now our own tread ricocheted around so much that I wondered if that was all I’d heard. We didn’t dare stop, of course, because that would either scare off a pursuer we wanted to identify, or it’d simply give a common thug a chance to jump us.


  “I can’t hear it now,” Daryus said, after several quiet seconds had passed.


  “But you did hear something?”


  A pause, as if he’d rather not have admitted it, then, “Yes. There was someone there.”


  I shook my head. “Let’s just get this over with.”


  It was only minutes more before we reached Garino’s lair, which turned out to be sunk
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