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  CHAPTER ONE


  


  


  There are few things sailors fear more than a storm. It doesn't matter that there are all manner of things out in the open ocean that can kill you, from thirst to a failed engine – there's something particularly terrifying about seeing those dark clouds mass on the horizon, lurid as a bruise and much more painful. It is, above all, the inevitability of it. Once the storm is within sight, there's nowhere to hide.


  I tapped idly at the wheel of the Lady Firene, as familiar beneath my hands as my own face. I rearranged the charms looped there almost unconsciously, running the beads of bone and shell and silver through my fingers. Lin, my first mate and pilot-in-training, leaned on the wheelhouse beside me, any anxiety hidden behind her usual stoicism. "I once had a lover who went that colour when he exerted himself," she said, staring out at the storm.


  I raised an eyebrow. Exerted himself? Was that what they called it in Arjipur? I wasn't in the mood for jokes, though. Even as I watched, the first blue-white flickers in the clouds became visible, shortly accompanied by a low rumble.


  "Fancy outrunning it?" Lin asked, but I shook my head. We both knew the only way to do that was to go south – which was indeed our destination, unfortunately now out of reach. The winds had turned against us before the storm came into view; even with the Lady's engines at full throttle, we'd struggle to make any headway in that direction.


  "We'll ride it out," I said, preparing to lash the wheel into position. The sky overhead was growing darker, the waves below whipped into white peaks. "Get her battened down."


  Lin turned to give the order, voice ringing across the deck. My brother Daryus would have given the order himself, I thought, but then he did always like the sound of his own voice.


  Daryus. I couldn't think of him without my stomach lurching, a lump rising into my throat. He'd intended to give the Lady to me and to stay in Requies, taking over the Manteios family business. That was only small consolation for me being here without him, when in the end the decision had been stripped away by outside circumstance. One rogue agent and one homemade bomb – a bomb intended for me, no less – and my brother was left on the verge of death. I had only Shan to thank for the fact that Daryus still clung to life.


  The ship's sails were already furled, many of the crew vanished belowdecks to stow any last movable objects. I gratefully took the oiled cape that Lin handed to me, slinging it around my shoulders. She didn't attempt to persuade me to leave the wheel to her, I noticed. It wasn't just that I was captain now and knew my own mind. I'd been the Lady's pilot since I was barely into adulthood; no-one alive knew how to handle her better than me.


  Not that I particularly relished the thought of being stuck out on deck in the middle of a storm. "It's going to be a monster," Lin remarked casually, at which I scowled at her. I knew that for myself – the least she could do was try to make me feel better. Instead, she only began lashing a length of rope around the wheelhouse, then offered the ends to me. I took them without comment and tied them around my waist. Daryus would have brazenly faced the storm without safety measures, too, laughing into the winds – if he hadn't handed the wheel over to me first – but I didn't relish being swept over the side.


  If I died, after all, mostly likely so did he.


  The first drops of rain fell with heavy thuds, splattering across the deck and the hood of my cape. Already, I could feel the shudder of the wind through the ship's timbers, vibrating up through my feet and rattling into my teeth. The crew had started to light storm lanterns across the ship, tiny spots of brightness against a sky turned black as night. I touched the ship's wheel, testing that I'd left enough slack in my bindings. I needed a little room to manoeuvre, but not so much the wheel went spinning out of my hands. Everything was as it should be, though I was glad Lin had positioned herself nearby. It might take two of us to steady the wheel once the storm took hold.


  And that wouldn't be far away. Barely another minute passed before we were plunged into darkness by a veil of hammering rain. The storm lanterns vanished into the murk, and then the winds hit us.


  I knew immediately that Lin had been right – this was no ordinary storm. The force with which the winds struck the ship almost knocked me off my feet. I grabbed for the wheelhouse, using it to steady myself. Already I could feel the wheel straining against the ropes, threatening to rip free and send us careening into spirals. I'd turned the Lady's bow to face the winds, but they swirled in unpredictable eddies, whipping stinging rain into my face one minute, then wrapping my oil cape around my body the next.


  And then the lightning reached us. The first flashes shivered across the sky, lighting the world around me in a moment's frozen tableau. Lin was on the other side of the wheel, grasping its spokes; a handful of other crew members were scattered across the deck, grappling with lines that had come loose, and in one case a flapping sail. Thunder broke overhead, a drumbeat so colossal that even expecting it, I yelped in surprise – not that anyone could hear. It seemed to shake the ship anew, shuddering on and on, a crescendo loud enough to rip the sky apart.


  It had been full daylight before the storm, but it wasn't long before I felt as though we were battling through an endless night. It was impossible to keep track of time in the fury of wind and rain and coruscating light, playing around us as though the gods were trying to hammer one another from the sky. I grappled with the wheel on one side, Lin on the other; between us and the ropes, we barely managed to hold the Lady steady. Every muscle in my body ached – except my fingers, which I couldn't feel for the cold.


  Dimly, I became aware that Lin was shouting something to me above the tumult. Another flash of lightning let me read the word rest on her lips, before we were once again plunged into darkness. I shook my head, wondering if she could see me. I wasn't about to give up the wheel, even if there was little skill in what we were doing. The Lady was my ship, entrusted to my care by Daryus – she'd survive or fall by my hands.


  Only as the storm wore on, pummelling us both into exhaustion, did I finally become aware we weren't alone.


  It was a curious sensation, more a tickle at the back of my weary brain than anything physical. Something gnawed at me, something that only became clear as another fork of lightning cracked overhead. That wasn't lightning, or at least not all of it was. The flashes were in odd shades, and they'd tormented us for far longer than naturally possible. Not lightning. Magic.


  And with that realisation came the creeping sensation of being watched. I would have shaken the feeling off as nothing more than exhaustion, were it not instinct that screamed it at me. I'd long ago learnt to trust my instincts, honed over years aboard the Lady. They'd saved my life more times than cold logic ever could.


  In the next burst of lightning, I swiped the rain from my eyes long enough to look at Lin. She wore the same glassy eyed expression I surely had, with just a hint of something beyond the weariness. Had she too noticed the oddness of the lightning? No, she was looking beyond me in despair; a moment later, she prised one hand off the wheel and pointed, off past the stern of the ship.


  It took me several moments to put meaning to what my tired eyes saw. With a growing sense of horror, I took in the wave looming behind us, a wall of black water. A wave, behind an airship, yet still high enough to sweep over our stern when it broke. We were about to be smashed from the sky.


  Yet somehow, as the Lady continued to buck and shake, the wave didn't break. We were barely moving against the storm; even with our engines straining, they did little more than hold us in place. And yet the storm seemed to be shadowing us rather than rushing past – I was certain that wasn't only an impression given by my weariness and distorted sense of time. Under such circumstances, I didn't like the thought of going higher, not even to escape that wave – any change in direction risked the fierce winds catching the Lady under her keel, and our sky engines wouldn't take the strain. If they failed, we simply plummeted to the ocean, and that would be the death of us all.


  I glanced over my shoulder again, letting the cape's hood fall to my shoulders. I instantly regretted that, given the pounding force of the rain, but it confirmed something I'd already started to suspect. The wave – itself far too perfect, and too large, to be natural – was beginning to move, curving round to the north and our port side. If it pushed from that direction, we'd be caught between it and the prevailing wind. There was nowhere left to flee.


  For a moment, I hesitated – and suddenly, with my hood down, I felt the very thing I'd been certain wouldn't happen. The direction of the wind had changed.


  Well, if that wasn't a sign from the heavens, nothing was. I pulled out a knife, readying it to slice through the ropes holding the wheel. Even above the storm winds, I heard Lin's shout of protest, but I shook my head. Between wave and storm, we were on the verge of being turned into splinters. It was time to take our lives into our own hands.


  I hauled on the wheel with aching arms, turning the ship's bow towards the south-west. Freed from being held steady, the Lady shot forwards like a cork from a bottle. All we had to do was run ahead of both the storm and the wave – a feat that might just be possible with the Lady's engines high and the wind at our backs. At least the shore lay that way, and perhaps a modicum of safety. It wasn't common for an airship to founder on rocky shores, but it wasn't impossible, either.


  Behind us, the storm continued to howl in fury. Lightning still flashed, and the farther we ran, the more lurid its colours. When I glanced down at the deck, it was washed in shades of livid green and cobalt blue, so bizarre I knew I'd been right: there could only be magic involved.


  The ship bucked beneath me, hitting a pocket in the air. I hammered at the sky engine's controls, trying to coax a little more lift from them. They didn't seem to have any to give. My stomach lurched into my throat as the Lady's bow dipped, until we were looking not at distant horizons, but at roiling sea.


  My first, unreasonable, thought was that there was something down there. Even in the darkness, I could see a shape beneath the waves, so huge my mind refused to process what I was seeing. My second thought was a flash of blind panic, quickly replaced by an anger to match the storm's. I'd survived everything from murderous, otherworldly beasts to a city under siege. No mere weather was about to slap me down so easily.


  Not that there was anything I could do about it. Our bow was pointed straight at the waves, the Lady no longer responding to my commands. Her sky engine was at full capacity, and I could hear it whining even over the ferocity of the storm. I hauled at the wheel, Lin beside me, but it was useless. Whatever I did, we were going down.


  I raised my head to scream a warning. If someone farther up the deck managed to ring the bell, the crew might have chance to hold onto something, which was about all we could now do. Before I made a sound, though, the Lady jolted again, and a fresh surge of panic struck me. We'd hit something; I could feel her keel sliding over it. We'd hit something. Out here?


  Lin had already run to the rail, and the next burst of lightning let me see her puzzlement. This was empty ocean, and despite our predicament, we were still a long way from the waves. Our charts didn't show features for hundreds of miles in any direction.


  Besides, whilst I could feel resistance, it matched no rock formation or foundered ship. The Lady seemed to be sliding forwards as though over smooth sand, her bow lifting again until we ran as steady as through open air.


  I didn't stop to question whatever strange weather phenomenon had saved us. I gunned the ship's engines again, and this time they responded. We surged forwards in a burst of speed, not even the shaking of the wind rocking the ship. All I could feel were her engines, vibrating through the boards with their usual comforting hum.


  And slowly, the storm receded. I could hardly believe it when the thunder grew quieter and the sky began to brighten. It was still daylight beyond the fringes of its dark cloud, though that only made me feel as though we'd been trapped in the storm for a full day and a night. My body ached from head to toe and every inch of me was soaked, the cape tangled around my legs like an awkward second skin. When Lin turned to me, her face was grey with exhaustion; I imagined I didn't look much better.


  She was grinning, though, and so was I. Whether you attributed it to good flying or sheer luck, we'd escaped the storm. We'd survived.


  ***


  My voice was a croak as I asked Lin for a damage report. She set off across the ship, catching each sailor she passed to give them orders or ask questions. I leaned against the wheelhouse, letting my thundering heart slow, fear replaced by a fierce exultation. When I looked back, the storm seemed nothing more than a blot on the horizon, rapidly dwindling in both size and power as though there'd never been anything magical about it. At that very moment, I didn't care what had caused it. All I knew was that it had done its worst, and we'd beaten it.


  Life aboard an airship – or at least the Lady – tends to bring a fresh disaster after every triumph, though. When I looked across the deck again, there seemed to be a commotion around the fore hatch. This wasn't just sailors emerging from belowdecks to survey the damage – there was a knot of them, all looking at something in their midst.


  Lin's voice rose above the rest, tinged with exasperation. A moment later, she marched out of the throng and called up, "We fared better than we might have done, captain. There's damage to some of the rigging and one of the topsails, but nothing that can't be fixed. There's something else, though."


  I could see that. I gestured for Lin to go on.


  "We have a stowaway, captain."


  A stowaway? I wondered if I'd heard her correctly; maybe I'd been hit on the head in the storm and not even noticed. We'd been flying over open ocean for weeks. How could a stowaway have gone undetected for so long?


  The crowd parted, though, and a figure was pushed through. She was slight and blond-haired, dressed in a tattered dress that was salt-stained and grubby. She was also, to my amazement, familiar.


  "Etta?" I almost jumped down the steps to the main deck in my hurry, no matter how weary my legs were. Sure enough, it was Etta standing trembling on the deck in front of me, a maid from the Manteios family home back in Requies. She'd been assigned to look after me when I was at home; I'd liked her from the moment we met, and I'd always hoped the feeling was mutual.


  Apparently it was – mutual enough for her to stow away on my ship, at least.


  I couldn't hide my bafflement. "What are you doing here?"


  Etta twisted the ripped sleeve of her dress between her fingers. She looked wide-eyed and half dazed; it couldn't have been a pleasant experience riding out the storm in whatever nook she'd been hiding in. "I just wanted to see what was out here, miss. Outside Requies, I mean."


  "It's 'captain', not 'miss'," Lin said, but I gestured for quiet.


  "Yes, but... why didn't you just ask?"


  Etta stared at me for a moment, eyes huge in a face that was thinner than I remembered – and then she burst into tears.


  There were murmurs from the sailors still standing around the hatch, which sounded both sympathetic and amused. Daryus and I had never turned aside a new crew member, not if they were truly in need of a berth; our less-than-stellar record as pirates tended to keep all but the neediest away. I couldn't understand why Etta hadn't simply asked to accompany me when I left Requies. My mother might not have been thrilled at losing a maid, but that would hardly have mattered. I would have said yes.


  Another sailor, Sven, pushed his way forward. I noticed how close he stood to Etta, and my heart sank. I might not have known about Etta's presence, but someone certainly had.


  "I've been telling her this for weeks, captain," he said, sounding half exasperated, half admiring. "She got aboard herself, in Requies – I found her a couple of days after we passed Est'halin. She made me promise not to tell you she was here. She was worried you'd send her back."


  I rubbed at my forehead, suddenly more weary than I could ever remember being before. Sven, it seemed, hadn't managed to express to Etta that there was no way to send her back to Requies, not once we'd passed Est'halin and were out at sea. Still, there was, I supposed, no harm done; at least someone had been feeding Etta all this time, and she hadn't been visibly injured in the storm. "Find her a berth, Lin. And something clean to wear. Take clothes from my cabin if you have to."


  Lin shook her head, obviously amused. She took Etta's arm with a murmured, "Welcome aboard, girl," and led her back towards the hatch.


  The crew bustled out around me, asking for instructions as they passed, which came as a welcome distraction. As they set to work, clearing up the deck and scrambling into the rigging, I looked towards the south. It would be days yet before we finally saw land, but I knew I'd spend every waking hour waiting for its appearance.


  Land, where not just safety from the weather lay, and a chance to restock our dwindling supplies. Something far more tantalising awaited me there: Shan.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  


  


  The sky docks of Vemandis were some of the most paltry I'd ever seen. It was a town I'd always avoided, and I wouldn't have chosen to stop there at all – another three days with a fair wind would see us in Numara instead – except this was where I'd agreed to rendezvous with Shan, and we needed fresh water besides. There were only two small platforms against which to moor an airship, spindly things that barely looked like they'd hold the weight of my sailors, let alone cargo. The crew were too eager to reach land to care, though, and after brief instructions to be back on the ship by dawn a day hence, they were off, scrambling down the rickety ladder towards the town.


  I lingered on the deck a little longer, whilst Etta was brought abovedecks again. She'd scrubbed away her tears and she looked frightened, but determined. That, I supposed, was a start.


  "You should have come to me," I said, trying not to let my impatience to be down on the ground turn me brusque. "I would have welcomed you aboard. You could have spent more of the journey learning how to fly, not hiding in the hold."


  "I've been teaching her everything I could," Sven put in, a little too enthusiastically. No doubt he had – he looked smitten by Etta, though she was too upset to notice.


  She sniffed audibly. "I'm sorry, miss. Captain, I mean. It's not that I want to be a pirate, only... Requies is just one place, you see? I wanted to know what was out here. I didn't want to get in your way."


  It was true the Lady didn't take passengers, paying or otherwise, but Etta had been a maid and wasn't afraid of hard work. She could have spent the journey mending sail and helping in the mess, if nothing else. I wasn't about to chide her, though, when she looked wretched enough already. What must she make of the barren, dusty coast below us, and the equally barren, dusty town? After a lifetime in Requies, this was an entirely different world – and I should know.


  "Don't make any decisions yet," I told her. "Even if you don't want to join the Lady permanently, there's not much in Vemandis. I doubt you'll want to stay here."


  Etta nodded miserably, which made Sven's face crinkle in worried response. I tried not to sigh.


  "I'll see her safely down to town, and back again later," he said, trying to summon a dash of optimism. I watched as Etta looked dubiously towards the long, battered ladder leading down from the sky docks, but after a moment she nodded. If she was willing to make the best of this unfamiliar life, as I'd once done, I couldn't ask for anything more.


  I gave Etta and Sven a few minutes' head-start, then followed them down, leaving the ship in Lin's hands. Vemandis itself didn't have much to recommend it. The blue skies and baking streets reminded me of Numara, forever the home of my heart, but this town was altogether more ramshackle. No-one stopped here who had much choice in the matter, I suspected. To the south was nothing but desert, with ocean to the north. Vemandis survived on the trade of passing sailing ships needing a place to stop before heading north, without spending the extra weeks necessary to round the coast to Numara; few would choose to call this home.


  And neither would I, but that concerned me not at all. Vemandis could be the sleaziest, most roach-infested town in the world and I wouldn't mind, if Shan was already here.


  I ducked into the first tavern I came to, a leaning structure at the base of the sky docks that looked like it had had one too many pieces of airship debris dropped on its roof. The interior was dark, smelling of burnt coffee and the pungent, herbal spirits they drank in this part of the world. The barkeep perked up at the sight of me, and no wonder; the rest of my crew had clearly thought better of stepping inside his establishment and gone elsewhere.


  "Came in by ship, did you?" he asked, eyeing me both with fascination and a certain amount of wariness. "Through the storms?"


  "Airship, and we outran them," I replied, which made his eyes widen. I ordered a drink, just a single glass of spirits that I could down quickly. As it was served, I asked about Shan.


  Luckily, the barkeep was the garrulous type, and if he knew I was buying from him only to ask for gossip, he didn't seem to mind. "An easterner, was it? Don't get too many of them passing through. We had a ship out of Manilliss two weeks back, though, before the storms really took hold. Brought in all sorts. Most of them went with it when it left."


  "This one didn't," I said. I'd spoken to Shan in my dreams only once since leaving Requies, but he'd been on a ship from Manilliss, with Vemandis the next port of call. We'd agreed to meet here rather than risk passing one another in the middle of the open ocean when Shan's vessel turned north for Est'halin.


  The barkeep scratched his chin. He knew something, I could tell; maybe he just liked the suspense. "Aye, might be you're right. Might be there's an easterner staying over at the Bridge Inn – the one with the olive trees outside."


  I drained my glass in a gulp, paying twice what it was worth as I pushed away from the bar. I left with a word of thanks, my skin already itching in anticipation. Shan was here. He had to be.


  I strode down the dusty main street of Vemandis, finally finding a bridge. It was little more than a line of planks laid over a gully that drained into the sea, but there was a larger structure on the other side. It was three storeys, with balconies I wouldn't trust even to my paltry weight, but the door was freshly painted and the olive trees in their pots thick with fruit. It almost looked salubrious, or as close to the term as anywhere in this town could be. Now I knew I'd found Shan.


  The inn's common room was empty, even the counter unattended. I leaned over, scanning the ledger on the shelf behind it for details of current guests. My heart thundered to a fresh crescendo, my mouth going dry. Shan was here; he'd even used his real name when he checked in.


  The stairway passed by in a blur, as did the corridor of rooms beyond. I pushed open the door of number twelve without knocking, half remembering a time in Numara when I'd tracked Shan to a boarding house much like this one. On that occasion, I'd found nothing but an empty room and cryptic notes, I recalled. This time, he was waiting.


  He stood in the middle of the room, arms loosely at his sides; I suspected some sliver of magic had told him I was coming. It still surprised me, a little, that his face wasn't the one I'd first known, though it hadn't changed since Arjipur. This visage was longer, leaner, though his hair had grown back long enough to bind into a small queue. He was also smiling.


  I'd like to pretend I was all cool insouciance, but that would be a lie. I didn't quite throw myself into his arms, but after I made sure the door was firmly shut – and locked – behind me, I wasn't exactly coy. Shan's arms closed around my back, strong and comforting, his face pressing against the side of my neck. I breathed in the smell of him, sweat and cloves and the sea, and heard him murmur my name like a prayer.


  He pulled back a little, looking into my face. "The storm. Did you–?"


  I cut off his question by pressing my mouth to his. There'd be plenty of time for conversation later. When I turned towards the bed, pulling him after me, Shan didn't resist.


  ***


  For a long time that afternoon, as the daylight faded towards dusk, I could pretend the rest of the world no longer existed. I lay at Shan's side, in a tangle of limbs and bedclothes, watching the sun track across the ceiling from the open window, hearing the beat of waves against the shore in time to the beat of Shan's heart. The world couldn't be denied forever, though. There were some things I couldn't ignore.


  "Daryus," Shan said softly, breaking the silence. "He's being well cared for?"


  I shifted my head from Shan's chest to his shoulder, velvet-smooth beneath my cheek. "No-one really knows what you did to him, but yes. Mother will make sure of that. How long...?"


  "How long will it last? As long as we both live." I must have sucked in a breath, because Shan went on, "A part of both of us went into that spell, Fleet. It requires both of us to stay alive."


  That was hardly comforting. I'd already thought of Daryus' life being in my hands; no-one else would have the wherewithal or the motivation to seek out a way to save him. Apparently, Shan's spell made my involvement more integral than I'd realised. I was good at surviving, at least. It was in my nature; even sacrificing myself in the forests of Requies, to protect the city from the wights, hadn't proved fatal. Still, I shuddered to think of the danger the storm had put me in, even if it was comforting to know I'd left something of myself with my brother.


  There was one complication, though, one that had plagued me over the weeks of the Lady's journey south. "What did you give up to save him? I know you used magic."


  "In a manner of speaking." Shan shifted a little, though I could hear the smile in his voice. "You needn't worry about me. I relinquished nothing I was sad to see go. Besides, I met a number of my old colleagues whilst you were in Requies, including Lei. They won't be troubling us for a while."


  I sat up, peering into Shan's face, searching for what I was certain he wasn't telling me. So much of Shan's life in the secretive order of the Black Cranes was a mystery to me, but I knew their purpose: to protect the world from the misuse of magic. Shan himself wasn't supposed to use magic at all – in fact, he'd once insisted to me that no Crane was a mage, though the evidence was against him on that score – and he'd put himself into the line of fire by saving me in Arjipur. The Cranes had been chasing him ever since, and they wouldn't take kindly to him using magic to save another Manteios sibling.


  Shan could clearly read my uncertainty, and reached up to brush strands of hair from my face. "The Cranes won't leave me alone forever, it's true. They'll be a little warier now, though. Unless I choose to take the fight to them, I expect they'll keep their distance."


  Take the fight to them. That wasn't particularly reassuring. Besides, I'd been thinking about the storm that had almost overcome my ship, and the strange forces at work there. "You used magic just days ago, didn't you? You saved the Lady."


  "My intervention was relatively minor," Shan said mildly, coaxing me to lie down again. "But I did have to intervene. The storm winds were against you for a considerable period – and it was an anxious moment when your ship's bow dropped, was it not?"


  I remembered the moment the Lady's keel had seemed to slide against something in the air, something that had righted us against all the odds and steadied us long enough to set us free of the storm. So, that had been Shan. An 'anxious moment'? I wasn't sure whether he was being deliberately modest, or whether he simply didn't realise that without him, we'd have been lost.


  He went on, "These storms have been plaguing this coast for weeks, and not one of them is natural. Some individual is raising them, wrecking ships for no purpose I can see. Between myself and Thalassa – wind and water, you might say – we designed to bring the Lady Firene safely to shore."


  I only half heard the rest of his words, and I couldn't help lurching upright again. "Thalassa? She's here?"


  "She's been in this area longer than I have; the waters off this coast are more suitable for her kraken, it seems. I met with her shortly after my arrival from Manilliss. She's known of the storms for weeks, and has been using waves created by her kraken to guide ships to shore. Whilst the storms seem capable of tracking ships to some degree, they seem to have little potency over land; the safest course for all vessels has been to reach the coast as swiftly as possible."


  I snorted as I thought of that colossal wave, the one that had threatened to overwhelm us. It must have been the kraken I'd seen as a shadow in the waters, though that wasn't reassuring either. Of all the ways to turn a ship southward... "Couldn't she have just manned a lighthouse?"


  Shan didn't answer; his mind seemed to be elsewhere. "I believe the storms are coming from somewhere to the east. In fact, though I cannot attribute their origin to the Cranes themselves, I suspect the individual creating them is somewhere in the Reverent Isles."


  The Reverent Isles. I'd heard Shan mention the home of the Cranes only once before, and they'd never been named on any maps I'd seen. The archipelago stretched north to south, way out in the ocean beyond Manilliss. Storms and treacherous waters kept sailing vessels away, whilst airships were generally deterred by strange mists and changeable winds. I'd never met anyone, save Shan and the other Cranes, who'd docked there.


  Intriguing as Shan's theory was, I couldn't let myself dwell on it. So someone in the eastern islands was creating storms and wrecking ships – so what? In normal circumstances, I would have been concerned, but I'd saved more than one city in my travels; someone else would have to sort out this new mess. All I needed was a way to save Daryus; nothing would ever seem important again until I did.


  I realised Shan was watching me, and there was hesitancy in his eyes. "There's something we need to discuss, Fleet."


  For a moment, I baulked from his indecision; jokes came far too easily. "Like the fact I'm now a free woman? I signed the divorce papers before I left Requies."


  Shan's face softened, just a little. "Then you have my congratulations. I know Thomas never brought you any happiness."


  No, certainly not in the way Shan did, though at least I'd been somewhat reconciled with my former husband before I left Requies. I steeled myself, though I thought I knew what was coming. "Go on, then. What's this about?"


  "About how we're going to save Daryus."


  I decided Shan cutting to the heart of the matter wasn't anything to do with magic or uncanny intuition – my worry was just too easy to read. "I'll take any suggestions you've got." And indeed, I found myself holding my breath. I didn't have the faintest idea how Daryus could be saved; Shan was my only hope.


  "It seems to me," he said slowly, "that the most likely means of saving your brother will be found in Reverence town."


  My stomach lurched. "You mean, where the Black Cranes are?"


  "Precisely. In preventing the use of magic, my people have become more expert on it than anyone else in the northern hemisphere. Your brother's injuries are too severe to be treated by any conventional means. The Black Cranes, on the other hand, are skilled at prolonging life, as my own survival attests. I cannot imagine anyone else in the environs of the Arethean Sea having the knowledge or the resources to save Daryus."


  I hesitated over that, just for a moment. In the environs of the Arethean Sea. That was the mass of water that stretched between Quent in the north, Vemandis in the south, and I supposed the Reverent Isles in the east. It encompassed the entire scope of known navigation; I'd never heard of any habitable lands lying beyond it. Something in the way Shan spoke so casually, though, made he think he had.


  Not that it mattered. I couldn't go swanning off into enticingly uncharted lands, not even to save Daryus. I sat up, taking a deep breath in an attempt to control the fear and dismay that surged through me. "Then what's the point of trying to save him at all? The Cranes are never going to help us."


  Shan sat up too, lightly touching my bare shoulder with his fingers. "If I'd thought this route was hopeless, I would never have suggested it. I'm not entirely without allies on the Isles. If there's a way, I'll find it."


  What a slim hope that sounded, though I grabbed for it anyway. "And I suppose it wouldn't go amiss if you were given a chance to face your brethren a final time?"


  Shan gave a smile that had a touch of sadness to it, though if he thought such a reckoning was futile, he didn't say it aloud. "Your brother is our priority, at least for now. Anything else must be as the fates will it."


  I pushed back the bedclothes, suddenly too jittery to stay put. Beside me, Shan started reaching for his clothes in silent agreement. There had to be a way to save Daryus, and maybe to finally settle the score between Shan and his people. Storms or no storms, we were going east.


  ***


  It was a relief to be back aboard the Lady, and not just because Vemandis was such a hovel. I had a renewed sense of purpose and determination, too, aided by the fact I finally had a destination in mind. I was never happier than when I had a target for which to aim.


  And my crew felt more complete than ever, with Shan beside me. He casually kept out of my way that first day of flying, knowing this was my command and my territory, and having little knowledge of ships besides. Just knowing he was nearby was a balm against my nerves, though, and I wasn't going to complain about having someone to share my berth at night.


  The day passed quietly, clear skies and a brisk westerly breeze speeding us along the desert coast. I felt a pang of regret at how close we'd come to Numara, but it was several days more over the desert to reach the city, and I could fabricate no real reason to pass by. Urgency gnawed at me like a pack of wolves fighting for a piece of meat; for all Shan's assurances of Daryus' safety, leaving my brother under a spell for a moment longer than necessary didn't appeal. There was every chance, too, that the Cranes wouldn't ignore Shan forever. Time, in either instance, was not on our side.


  Dusk caused the breeze to drop, and rather than push the Lady's engines so soon after leaving port, I let her slow. With the wheel in Sven's hands, Etta watching over his shoulder like a nervous shadow, I went to the starboard rail where Shan leaned. He was watching the shoreline pass by and his survey wasn't idle. The coast here was rocky, pocked with little sandy coves – and nearly every one of them was riddled with debris.


  Most of it came from sailing vessels, at a guess, though a few airships looked to have been victims, too. Shards of wood were tangled with rigging and sail, scattered cargo crates and rope dotting the spaces between. And, judging by the clouds of gulls even in the fading light, there were bodies.


  "Where are the scavengers?" I asked, because that was better than focusing on the number of dead. "The human ones, I mean."


  "Keeping their distance." Shan's long fingers were tight around the rail. "A few caravans have approached overland, I think, but most ships are avoiding the area. It's simply too dangerous."


  I knew that well enough, given the force of the storm that had hit us. This coast wasn't a major shipping route – most cargo followed the northern coast, Quent to Arjipur. There were always ships that had a reason to track the southern coast instead, though, slipping along this rocky shoreline, stopping in the ramshackle ports like Vemandis before turning north to Manilliss. Smugglers and pirates were prime candidates, but there were also smaller vessels, merchants and simple travellers who couldn't afford the steep docking fees in the northern cities. Right now, they were easy pickings.


  That brought an uncomfortable thought. "Is this... deliberate? You said Thalassa turned us south because the storms might be able to track ships."


  Shan was silent a moment. "We've certainly observed that tendency to them," he said finally. "As to whether they're deliberately destroying the ships they catch..."


  He either didn't know or feared the answer, I thought. The storm that had chased the Lady had certainly felt deliberate at the time, though perhaps I was ascribing unnecessary malice to my own fractured memories of it. "This isn't the Cranes, though?" I asked.


  "Certainly not." And Shan did sound certain, which was reassuring. "There's magic in these storms, and the Cranes would never stoop to that. Besides, my people never do anything without purpose, and I can see none to this reckless destruction. This simply isn't in their nature."


  Given everything I knew about the Cranes, scant though that was, I had to agree. They were single-minded, and whilst they might hunt Shan to the ends of the earth, they weren't in the habit of causing random chaos. That, I suspected, went against everything they stood for.


  Night had almost fallen, a liquid dark settling across the ocean. The Lady thrummed beneath me as Sven gently steered her south. We'd fly over land during the dark hours. Progress would be slower and the winds less helpful there, but I wasn't about to risk my ship to storms I couldn't see coming in the dead of night.


  My ship. Even now, that was a curious thought.


  Dawn brought an extension of the clement weather and Lin at the wheel, steering us back across the white-capped waves. I joined her, my hands wrapped around a steaming cup of Numaran coffee, a luxury I kept in my cabin, out of reach of the crew's sticky fingers. There was a chill in the air this early, though we were far enough south that winter barely touched us. Shan was up in the bow, whirling patterns in the air with a staff, the sound like wind through taut sail.


  Lin nodded in his direction. "Remind me never to get on his bad side."


  I almost replied that I didn't think Shan had a bad side, but that was terribly naive. Now that I knew him, it was all too easy to forget the ruthless sense of justice he'd displayed in Numara, when the city had been under threat. I couldn't really fault him for it, but I also couldn't pretend he wasn't dangerous.


  As was I, when I put my mind to it. Perhaps that was no bad thing.


  It was only as I drained the last of my coffee and put the cup down on the wheelhouse that I saw something far more dangerous than I could ever be.


  It was little more than a shadow beneath the waves to the north, but that did nothing to disguise the scale of the thing. I would have written it off as a sandbar, except it hadn't been there ten minutes ago, and the tide hadn't shifted that quickly. No, whatever I was looking at had risen to the surface rapidly, and now stretched off into the distance to east and west, a vast, elongated shape.


  I knew what it was, but I still let out a whistle of disbelief. Thalassa's kraken had, just a few years before, managed to move the entire floating city of Numara, saving it from almost certain destruction. Now, I was certain the creature was even bigger.


  Lin eyed it, and though she didn't look alarmed, her voice was flat. "Is that what I think it is?"


  I couldn't bring myself to grin at her; I was more unnerved than I wanted to admit. "It's friendly," I said, moving to the rail. "I think."


  When I peered into the water, Thalassa was indeed down there. From this height, she was little more than a splodge the length of my finger, though I could just make out the spread of dark curls floating behind her head. I ordered a rope let down, ignoring the dubious looks the crew gave me. They'd heard the stories, of course, but none of them had ever encountered Thalassa before. This was new, and terrifying, territory.


  Thalassa took the rope that was offered, allowing us to haul her in. She arrived on the deck in a dripping mass of sodden hair and clothing, and immediately threw her arms around me. "Fleet. It's good to see you."


  I pulled back, just a little. For all her dishevelment, some of the starved, feral look had faded from Thalassa's eyes since I'd last seen her, and she'd grown six inches in height. She might still look like some creature from a sailor's wild tale, but I could see a new steadiness in her, almost a contentment.


  Indeed, she gripped my shoulders, looking me straight in the eye. "Shan told me what happened to your brother. You have my sympathies."


  I almost laughed – 'you have my sympathies' sounded too much like something Shan had schooled her to say – but her concern was heartfelt. She'd liked Daryus, I recalled. Seeing me here again, without him, wasn't what any of us would have wanted.


  "We're going to find a way to save him," I said, returning her embrace with one of my own. "That's why we're going east."


  At that, Thalassa looked troubled. "These waters aren't safe. There's only so much Abalonius and I can do."


  Abalonius? It seemed she'd named her kraken. "I know. I'm grateful for what you did when that storm hit us. We can't turn back, though. Daryus' only hope is ahead."


  Thalassa still didn't look convinced, but she nodded. "Then we'll follow you as far as we can. Just know that the waters will get rougher and the skies less kind the farther east we go. Whatever causes these storms has a will to it, and it doesn't like ships."


  I thought uneasily of Shan's suggestions about the storms. He'd spoken of an individual, and in Thalassa's reckoning, it was indeed a malicious one. If it wasn't the Cranes, though, who could – or would want to – do such a thing?


  "You may see survivors." Thalassa gestured abruptly towards the shore to the south. We'd pulled a little away from it by day, but the rocky coves were still visible. "Keep your distance."


  My jaw went slack. "All ships are bound to pick up wreck survivors. That's the way it's always been done." And it was done that way for the simple reason that every sailor would want the same for themselves, should they ever have the misfortune to be wrecked.


  Thalassa gripped my shoulder. "Not these ones. Stay away from them."


  I glanced helplessly at Shan but he only shrugged. "There were rumours, in Vemandis," he said, with a certain amount of discomfort. "Those who attempted rescue missions to stricken vessels were said to have been wrecked themselves. Vemandis is full of such tales, though. I gave them little credence."


  "We'll be careful," I said, which was as much as I could promise. Rumours or not, I wouldn't leave innocent sailors out here to die, not while we had the supplies to see them safely to the next port.


  If Thalassa knew I hadn't exactly agreed with her, she didn't show it. I had a feeling she'd be watching us closely, though, and whilst I didn't think she'd ever use her kraken against us, I wasn't in a hurry to get on her bad side.


  Abruptly, Thalassa's cares seemed to melt away, and with a beaming smile, she threw her arms around me again. "I'm glad you're here, Fleet. Your brother is in safe hands."


  With that, she turned back to the rail, preparing to dive into the ocean. It was always an arresting sight, seeing Thalassa vanish into the waves, but I was more struck by her words. Safe hands, was it? I dearly hoped she was right.


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  CHAPTER THREE


  

  

  For all Thalassa's warnings, we saw no more storms that day, nor the one after. More than once, I caught myself anxiously scanning the horizon, looking for another of those bruise-black masses. This time, we'd easily outrun it – a quick jaunt into the desert to the south would put us well out of the path of any ocean storms – but I didn't want to be caught unawares.


  "Maybe that's why there haven't been any," Lin said on the second morning, as she handed the wheel back to me. "Whoever's sending them knows we can get away."


  Quite. I'd tried to dismiss the possibility that anyone could have such precise control over something as monumental and impersonal as a storm – tried, and failed. There simply seemed too much purpose to them, even if I couldn't say exactly what that purpose was. Nor could I deny there was little point attacking us whilst we could escape, which made even clear skies look ominous.


  We made a temporary landing that evening, beside a cove I knew offered fresh water. I and a handful of crew shimmied down the rope from the Lady, quickly arriving at a bubbling spring at the base of the cliffs. It had been decorated with sailors' charms and little offerings; to my knowledge, there was no other water for miles around.


  I took Etta with me to shore. Whilst the rest of the crew worked on filling up our water barrels, she followed me along the beach, still wearing an expression of great dubiousness. "Not what you were expecting?" I asked, as we rounded a hunk of bleached driftwood. Someone had carved a few figures into it – and, unsurprisingly, a few male body parts.


  Etta wouldn't look at me as she answered. "I've seen a lot of sea, miss, and a lot of sand."


  "There isn't much else out here to see." When Daryus and I acquired the Lady, one of our first stops had been Numara, a city fit to set the soul ablaze. Etta, on the other hand, had seen endless sea and endless desert, with nothing more sparkling than Vemandis to recommend it. No wonder she was disappointed. "We'll make a stop in Manilliss before we reach the Reverent Isles. That's a lot more... colourful."


  I tried to hide my wince. What was Etta, accustomed to the staidness of Requies, going to make of a port like Manilliss Town? I supposed she'd either take to it, as I had – or she'd be catching the next airship home.


  I stopped walking, rubbing a hand through my hair. I'd kept it short ever since lopping it off in Requies; Shan hadn't said anything, but I had a feeling he liked it. "Etta, what do you want from this journey? You weren't just following Sven, were you?"


  Etta's face set mulishly. "No, miss– Captain. Master Sven is very kind, but I'd made up my mind to board the Lady Firene before I'd ever met him. I didn't know what to expect. I just wanted something... more."


  And she'd found it, though no wonder it had come as a surprise. How could a maid from Requies have any idea what the wide world contained? She'd never once complained, at least, even when I had her scrubbing the decks and mending sail. Etta was hard-working, determined, clever. If she could be persuaded this life suited her, she'd make a fine sailor.


  "There's a sailor's cache on this beach," I said, setting off again. "Anyone who passes can leave messages there. Help me find it."


  Yes, messages – mostly more drawings of cocks, the last time I'd checked it, but maybe these recent storms would have inspired something a little more useful.


  It was Etta who spotted the cache, some distance from the spring, where even the highest tides couldn't reach it: a heavy tin box wedged between rocks and with pieces of driftwood piled over it to keep the weather off. We prised it open, but the contents were meagre and months out of date. I scribbled a note of my own in pencil on the most intact page, detailing the storms in the vicinity, and knowing even as I did so that the warning likely came too late. Any ship that had come this far east would have encountered them already and lived to tell the tale – or not.


  I straightened from rearranging the cover of driftwood, and realised Etta was staring at something in the sand. I followed her gaze
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