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Fladstrand, Upper Peninsula, Denmark
August 23

Dearest Archimedes,

One day, philosophers will weep as they ponder the following questions: How is it that a brother often managed to write his sister even when he was hiding from assassins hired by one of the most dangerous men in the world, yet cannot put pen to page now that the threat is annulled? How is it, after securing a fortune and a permanent residence aboard Lady Nergüi, he allows five months to pass without a single word sent?

I do not weep over these imponderables, however. Those philosophers do not know your character as I do; I know you would never have been so remiss if any possible opportunity to send a note had arisen. Quite obviously, your hands have been devoured by zombies, preventing your fingers from lifting a pencil, and your tongue must be roasting on some bar-barian’s fire. Otherwise, surely, you’d have asked someone to post a message when Lady Nergüi flew into a port for provisions—as airships frequently do.

So I can only conclude that you are crippled, starved for lack of supplies, and your skyrunner is lost among the clouds, thousands of miles from any friendly port. I also assume that, in addition to all of these terrible calamities, you have been inconsolable knowing that had you been near any city with a postal drop, you could have read the recent editions of The Lamplighter, which contain my first Lady Lynx adventure. But do not despair, dearest brother! When you return to Port Fallow and collect the mountains of letters that have accumulated during your absence, you will find that I have enclosed the full manuscript of Lady Lynx and the Cutthroat of Constantinople.

My generosity overwhelms you; I know it must. No doubt you are sobbing with gratitude even as you read this letter. Stay your tears for a few more paragraphs, however, for I must also relay news that you—or Captain Corsair—might find troubling.

You need not worry that it pertains to the story itself; it is quite the ripping adventure. My concern is thus: When I broached the idea of a new serial with Captain Corsair and solicited her help in the creation of Lady Lynx, she made only two requests—that Lady Lynx would not easily soften, and that I would not reveal who provided the foundation for Lady Lynx’s character. I believe she will not be disappointed by the first; Lady Lynx is appropriately ruthless in the story. The second, however, is now completely beyond my control.

I did try, Archimedes. I took my usual liberties with your version of events, changing names, altering descriptions, and creating a fictional plot to carry the action along. At my request, The Lamplighter broadly hinted that Lady Lynx was, in fact, based on the Wentworth woman in London.

After the newssheets reported that you accompanied Captain Corsair to the Vashon shipyards, however, and that you now resided aboard her new skyrunner—and what could be more shocking and worthy of gossip than the famous Archimedes Fox taking up with a notorious mercenary?—the speculation about Lady Lynx’s true identity gained a life of its own. Perhaps it is unsurprising. Everyone has long believed that you are the author of the Archimedes Fox adventures; of course the readers assume that the Lady Lynx adventures are thinly veiled stories about the woman most closely connected to you now.

I debated for some time whether to write Captain Corsair directly, and to inform her that the dangerous reputation she so carefully cultivated is now jeopardized by Lady Lynx’s heroics. You know her better than I do, however, and can better judge her moods; so I have put this intelligence in your hands to impart as you see fit, and in the hope that I have not jeopardized something far more important to me: your happiness, which you have miraculously found with this woman.

Also, she is less likely to kill me if you deliver the message.

With no small measure of love or cowardice,
Zenobia

P.S. I will begin writing the next Lady Lynx tale soon. If you have any new adventures to report, your contribution will be, as always, greatly appreciated—and perhaps I will not title it Lady Lynx and the Horribly Neglectful Sibling.
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Nova Lagos, Lusitania, the Americas
September 4

O! loveliest Zenobia!

I imagine you receiving this letter with a great cry of relief—and an equally great cry of guilt for all of the abuse that you have undoubtedly heaped onto my handsome head these past few months. Neglectful! Idiotic! Ridiculous! Oh, how you must have wailed these sweet words during my absence.

You may now cease your seething, dear sister, for Yasmeen and I have finally flown into a port where the express post can be depended upon to deliver my letter within a month, rather than sometime within the next five years. I have also included a packet that contains all of the unsent letters describing the particulars of our journey; I believe you will find the contents useful.

We will remain at least a few more days in the New World. Some of the aviators in Lady Nergüi’s new crew have not worked out to Yasmeen’s satisfaction, and she must find their replacements. If all goes according to plan, we shall return to Port Fallow not long after you have received this letter. Do not worry, however, if you don’t hear from me directly after that. Very little has gone “according to plan” in the few months we’ve been aboard Lady Nergüi, beginning when a band of idiotic pirates tried to board our lady without knowing who her captain was (if ever you write about it, let free your pen; their expressions of horror upon recognizing Yasmeen could not be overstated—or more comical) and ending but two days ago, when we scouted the Castilian border to assist a group of rebelling laborers.

Going off course is exhilarating—but although the events narrated within that packet have thrilled me, they might cause some concern to you.

I’m sorry to tell you that the secret of Lady Lynx is out. I know you spoke with Yasmeen about how you intended to conceal the truth, but I suppose that became impossible after I married her. You may heap invectives upon my head for that, dear sister, without fear of injuring me. I can never regret it.

In any case, it seems that little harm has been done. Though there have been some who assumed that our marriage meant Yasmeen had gone soft and attempted to take advantage of her, they quickly discovered how mistaken that assumption was.

Ah, and here is my love now, stalking into our cabin with her incomparable scowl riding her divine lips. As you close this letter, pray for our quartermaster. I believe he will need it.

—Archimedes

P.S. Please forgive my hasty adieu; every moment spent writing is a moment I cannot worship Yasmeen. In my rush, however, I forgot to mention that I have also included the preliminary research for a salvaging run in Cordoba. I found a reference to a statue of Marcus Aurelius that had been carried from Rome to that city ahead of the zombie menace, then abandoned as the population fled to the New World. If all goes according to plan, we will fly to Cordoba shortly after reaching Port Fallow. I have already thought of a title for that adventure—or any other: Lady Lynx and the Absolutely Besotted Husband.
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Fladstrand, Upper Peninsula, Denmark
September 29

My absolutely besotted brother,

You are as ridiculous in love as I always knew you would be; thankfully, however, you are not as foolish in love as I feared. I cannot express the depth of my relief upon receiving your letters yesterday, and knowing that Captain Corsair weathered this first patch of rough air with you. No doubt, you will say that I am too cynical, but not without reason. Remember, I have seen a man who claimed to be your friend abandon you at the first sign of trouble. A man who ran even as you thrashed in your bed, delirious and still vulnerable from an assassin’s poison.

That man is also the reason I am sending this letter now, rather than waiting until I have had an opportunity to read through your packet. Only this morning, I received a visit from Miles Bilson. He claimed he’d heard that Temür Agha’s assassins had been called off, and wanted to know whether the rumors were accurate. I assured him that indeed, it was true, and that he was free to roam about the world again. He then asked me how to contact you, for he would like to hear the details of Temür Agha’s change of heart in person.

I am certain Mr. Bilson’s sudden desire to speak with you has nothing to do with the enormous fortune you received after auctioning off da Vinci’s sketch—an amount which was reported in every newssheet on either side of the Atlantic.

Do not laugh at my cynicism, Archimedes. His timing is rather suspect, don’t you agree?

At any rate, I could not think of a good reason to conceal that you collect your post in Port Fallow; he would simply discover the boardinghouse directions from another of your acquaintances. And knowing Mr. Bilson, you will not find a letter waiting for you, but the man himself. You will easily recognize him; he is as handsome and as charming as ever, and likely just as inconstant.

Forgive me. I know he was your friend. Perhaps my bitterness is disproportionate to his sin—but I once held him in such high regard, and cannot forget my disappointment upon learning how quickly he abandoned you. But do not fret, brother. If there is but one aspect of his sudden reappearance for which I am grateful, it is learning that he no longer poses a danger to my emotions.

Perhaps this means my heart has grown as steely as Captain Corsair’s—not that it did her much good.

With all the love that my icy, hardened heart can manage,
Zenobia

P.S. I have had opportunity to read through a few of the letters in your packet, and I beg you, Archimedes, and I beg Captain Corsair, too—please take a little more time before killing the people who threaten you. Aside from descriptions of their clothing and their death throes, you leave me with absolutely no impression of their characters. Can you not chat with them a bit before shooting? If not, soon I shall be forced to title every adventure Lady Lynx and the Hair-Triggered Buffoon.



Chapter 1

Chat with them a bit? Grinning, Archimedes folded Zenobia’s note. Of course his sister knew that taking time for a chat also gave someone the opportunity to carry out their threat—just as she knew that making Archimedes laugh was the easiest way to reassure him that the disappointed feelings she’d revealed weren’t a source of any suffering now.

He didn’t doubt her resilience. Still, a visit wouldn’t be amiss. Fladstrand was only half a day’s flight from Port Fallow aboard most airships—and faster aboard a skyrunner.

Automatically, his gaze went to the opposite side of the boardinghouse’s tiny attic room, where the afternoon sun streamed into the garret through a small window. Beyond the cracked pane lay a view of Port Fallow’s docks. Boats crowded the harbor, their tall masts and branching spars resembling a bare, wintry forest rolling gently over the water. Two dozen airships floated in the brilliant blue sky above them, their wooden cruisers suspended beneath white balloons, as if dangling from dense clouds.

Lovely ladies, all of them. Archimedes only had eyes for one.

Sleek and swift, Lady Nergüi had been tethered along the south dock—directly over the spot where her predecessor had fallen earlier that year. That skyrunner’s charred bones lay at the bottom of the harbor now, and though it was impossible to see them, he knew that Yasmeen felt their presence as keenly as she would a harpoon through her gut. He couldn’t imagine what it had cost her to tether Lady Nergüi in the same location, where the newly rebuilt dock’s clean boards served as a constant reminder of her airship’s demise. But he also understood that Yasmeen would never allow her lady to be tethered anywhere else, not while the loss of that airship and crew was still so sharp.

Archimedes had hated leaving her there alone, even for a short run to the boardinghouse. After they’d docked that morning, he’d delayed his departure as long as possible. He couldn’t prevent her from feeling any pain, but he could stand beside her through it.

Of course, as soon as Yasmeen had realized why he was waiting to disembark, she’d laughed and told him to go. And he’d gone, because although their fights were always entertaining and would serve as a distraction for her, an argument wasn’t the sort of support that he wanted to provide now. He’d use this jaunt into Port Fallow as an opportunity to find something to help her ease the ache. Zenobia’s manuscript was the perfect start. A visit to the silversmith’s would hopefully offer more.

He added his sister’s note to the pile of envelopes on the desk, then grabbed up the whole lot and began stuffing them into his shoulder pack. Zenobia had marked the most recent letter as an express, and so he had immediately read it, but he would have to spend the better part of a week to make his way through the rest of the correspondence.

“Oh, it is you!” The exclamation came from behind him. “Is everything as it should be, Mr. Fox?”

He looked toward the open door. The house matron stood on the landing, her stern face softened by the two brown curls that framed her broad forehead. Pink tinged her cheeks and chin—not a blush, but the kiss of the brisk autumn air. She hadn’t even taken the time to remove her sturdy walking jacket, but had come directly up the three flights of stairs with a folded parasol clutched in her hand, as if sensing that danger had entered her home.

Archimedes adored her for coming to confront that danger herself. But then, he’d always had a soft spot for bold and self-reliant women. “It’s all in order, Mrs. Kohen. You have my gratitude.”

The matron harrumphed lightly, her keen gaze settling on his canvas pack. “You won’t be staying in the room?”

“I’ll be aboard Lady Nergüi,” he said. “But I’d like to continue our arrangement, if possible. I’ll pay the full year’s rate now if you hold the room for me and receive my correspondence.”

No fool, Mrs. Kohen immediately nodded. “That’s acceptable.”

Of course it was. An absent boarder who paid in advance had to be the best sort. “More acceptable than watching me stumble up the stairs every night, reeking of liquor—and not wearing a stitch?”

“Go on, you scoundrel.” Lips pursed, she pointed down the stairs with the tip of her parasol. “I’ll be happy to see the back side of you again.”

Archimedes laughed. A hint of a smile lifted her mouth. Then her brows shot up, and she patted the side of her skirts, clearly searching for something.

“I nearly forgot.” She produced a pale card from beneath her jacket. “This gentleman called on you as I was going out.”

Miles Bilson. Archimedes wasn’t surprised when he read the name. “Thank you.”

Nodding, Mrs. Kohen started down the stairs. “If you leave any valuable sketches in your room, Mr. Fox, please remember to lock up this time.”

He would, even though the lock wouldn’t stop anyone determined to get in. Thoughtfully, he glanced down at Bilson’s card. A direction had been scrawled on the back. Archimedes recognized the hotel in Port Fallow’s second ring of residences—Bilson and he had stayed there several times in their smuggling days, more than a decade before.

Unlike his sister, Archimedes felt no ill will toward the man. Given his tendency to mine every emotion to its further-most depths, if he had felt the least bit betrayed by Bilson’s abandonment, Archimedes would have hunted down his friend and taken his revenge.

There was no need for vengeance, however. He’d often thought that if anyone had been betrayed, it was Bilson. Archimedes had been the one to destroy a shipment of war machines. Archimedes had been the reason Temür Agha sent assassins after them. Bilson’s life had been threatened and a fortune lost, and it was all due to Archimedes’ impulsive action.

But Archimedes didn’t suffer any guilt for that, either—and that was another emotion he’d have wallowed in, given half a chance. Instead, he only felt a faint curiosity, wondering why the man sought him now.

Strange, that. Archimedes rarely felt anything “faintly.” Yet even with Bilson’s card in his hand, he had no real desire to visit his old friend. As far as he was concerned, his accounts with Bilson had been settled long ago. It was possible that Bilson didn’t feel the same, and Zenobia had reason to be worried—but if that was the case, there was no reason to go looking for the man.

Shaking his head, Archimedes tucked the card into his sack and locked the door behind him. If trouble was coming, it would find him soon enough. It always did.

And he always enjoyed the hell out of it.

*   *   *

His visit to the silversmith’s shop had been even more fruitful than Archimedes had hoped. He returned to the south dock with a light step—no, a light step wasn’t enough. This sort of success called for dancing.

Fortunately, the crowded walk was filled with partners. As he passed a tinker’s cart, Archimedes caught the eye of the attending blacksmith—difficult to do, as she was staring at his lime green breeches. Then her gaze rose to his face and he saw recognition fill her eyes when the pieces fell into place: his loud clothing, his astonishingly handsome features, his dashing grin. Yes, she knew who he was.

Archimedes Fox, Fearless Adventurer.

With great formality, he bowed—and caught the blacksmith around her aproned waist, swinging her about. Her shriek of surprise became a laugh. Her strong hands tightened on his shoulders, her feet quickly finding the step. Heads turned.

He dropped a kiss to her flushed cheek and spun away. Nearby, a stout washerwoman with red hands and sleeves rolled to her elbows was watching, smiling. Archimedes started for her. She winked and met him with a saucy toss of her hips. God love bold women. Laughing, he promenaded with her past a group of hooting sailors. He left the washerwoman with a flourish, then picked a little girl in threadbare skirts, her eyes wide and fingers sticky, dancing a wide circle before returning her to a beaming mother. A burly stevedore was next, gamely allowing Archimedes to twirl him around a huffing steamcoach, though with his steel prosthetic arms and hydraulic shoulders, he could have tossed Archimedes over it. As it was, when the stevedore saw a pretty partner more to his liking, Archimedes found himself spun directly into the path of a matriarch wearing velvet gloves and a fashionable lace ruff, and whose protest only lasted until the shouts of encouragement around them spurred her into Archimedes’ arms. Light and quick, her first step was a challenge that he almost failed to meet. The haughty lift of her brow delighted him, and he attempted to lead her on a merry chase, only to find she outstepped him on every turn. His deep bow conceded defeat; she nodded, her mouth disapproving, her eyes sparkling. He winked and turned, spotting a gray-haired woman in traveling clothes sitting atop a trunk, her face lined and weary. With only a bit of encouragement, he pulled her up on top of the trunk and into a jig. She hiked her skirts, exposing a brilliant pair of red stockings. The laughter and the clapping began in earnest then, boots pounding a rhythm on the boards. A jaunty accordion started up somewhere—a street musician would likely be earning a few more coins that day. Exhilarated, Archimedes led them into faster clapping, louder stomping. The docks were always noisy, but this sort of commotion wouldn’t go unnoticed above.

Nor did it. Archimedes looked up toward Lady Nergüi as he leapt off the trunk, and caught a glimpse of Yasmeen’s blue kerchief, her dark braids, her grin.

Perfect.

Dizzy and out of breath, he reached Lady Nergüi’s docking station. An Amazon in a sharply tailored jacket and trousers waited beside the cargo lift, her black hair cut short and exposing a neck like an Egyptian queen’s. His final partner, then—but as he spun toward her, her look of absolute horror made him pause. When her gaze flicked upward, he understood.

He stopped and held out his hand in invitation, his grin wide. “So you are not a mythical Amazon, but Adèle Vashon, our new quartermaster?”

She looked to him, to the crowd behind him—which had been shouting encouragement all the while—then up to the airship again. A hint of panic had widened her brown eyes. “Yes.”

“Your new captain watches,” he said, his hand still extended. “Do you dance like a fool, or snub her husband?”

The Amazon closed her eyes. “I snub you.”

“Good choice. My life would be nothing if she caught me with my arms around another woman.” He heard the rasp of a rope overhead, and his racing heart skipped in anticipation. The laughter and clapping around them quieted. “And here she comes now.”

And what a woman. Lithe, strong, Yasmeen slid down the rope as easily as a dancing man took a step. Like the quartermaster, she wore a short aviator’s jacket, but had brightened the dour blue wool with a crimson sash that cinched her waist. Cold steel glinted at her thighs, where her daggers were tucked into the tops of her tall leather boots. With barely a flex of her hand, she stopped ten feet above the boards.

She looked down at the quartermaster. “You are welcome aboard, Mademoiselle Vashon. Strike the chains when you’re ready, and they’ll start the lift. I’ll meet with you in my cabin as soon as I’ve gone back up.”

“Yes, Captain Corsair.”

“Captain Fox,” she corrected. Her gaze fixed on Archimedes, and he saw no limit to the warmth there. Slowly, with her thighs clenched on the rope, she turned upside down—her cat-green eyes even with his, her hair hanging in a thick curtain. Her voice softened. “And after creating such a spectacle, what do you have to say for yourself, Mr. Fox?”

He placed his hand over his heart and sank to one knee. “I’ve come to ask you to marry me, my gentle captain.”

Laughter lit her expression, and was matched by the sound in the crowd. “My current husband might object.”

“Do you care what he thinks?”

“Perhaps not. But I ought to warn you—he’s a jealous man. And quite dangerous.”

That description pleased Archimedes to no end. “I will fight him for your hand.”

“Only my hand?”

“All of you. But if your hand is all that I can have, it would be far more satisfying than what I have without it: my dreams of you…and my own hand.”

“I won’t cry for you, Mr. Fox. I know how satisfying your hand can be.” Her wicked grin took his breath. Her gaze held his for a long moment, then flicked up…down his length. “I like your daggers.”

“I found them at the silversmith’s.” His hands went to the new weapons sheathed at his hips, and he stroked the scrolled guards with his fingertips, watching her face. “As soon as I saw the crimson grips, I was lost.”

So was Yasmeen, as he knew she’d be. “Are they for me?”

“I chose something else for you. But I’ll sweeten my offer of marriage by allowing you to touch them now and again.”

“With an incentive such as that, I must accept.” Her full lips curved, and her eyes met his again. “Shall I be called Captain Fox-Fox now?”

“You shall be called nothing but my wife.” He looked to the crowd and called out, “She agreed!” Over her laughter and the cheers, he turned back to her and asked, “Now, will you dance with me as they did?”

He knew it wasn’t a simple question, and he anticipated her refusal. Yasmeen lived by her reputation, and although they’d found that they could express their affection onboard, in front of the aviators, even that was almost always in a playful manner, never in a way that undermined her authority. They’d also had serious moments, quiet and intense amidst a working airship crew, but there was always a line they didn’t cross until they were alone in their cabin. That line was typically any form of embracing, or any display of passion—any act that might make the crew wonder whether her captain’s responsibilities held Yasmeen’s full attention.

All of which was perfectly fine, in Archimedes’ mind. It made no more sense to kiss Yasmeen while she was performing her duties than it would to stop for a cuddle while they were searching through ruins and trying to avoid zombies. At any rate, their self-imposed restrictions possessed a wonderful benefit: The hours on deck became a delicious tease, building anticipation for the moments they were alone—when he could hold her in his arms, and do anything they wished.

“I would dance with you on this dock,” she said.

Taken aback, Archimedes was speechless for a moment. Her smile widened. She’d meant to shock him, he realized. But still, what he’d intended to say had to be said, even if it meant refusing her acceptance.

“I would not,” he said. “I could never dance with you as I did with them.”

“Why?” Her brows lifted, her eyes bright with amusement. “Do you think I don’t know a step or two?”

“I’m sure you do. But dancing with them was only for fun. A dance could never be only for fun when you are in my arms—not after wishing you were there for so long, and not when I love you so ardently now.”

She stared at him, all humor bleeding from her expression. Tension quieted the crowd, and they gasped as she let go of the rope, flipping around and landing lightly on her feet. Archimedes rose from kneeling, and though he was taller than she, his shoulders broader, no one could have doubted who was the more dangerous, the more deadly.

And she gave him no warning. Her fingers suddenly fisted in his hair, hauling his mouth down to hers. He heard the relieved laughter and the applause, then there was only the heat of her kiss, the pounding of his heart. Christ, but he loved a fierce woman. She was an answer to his every prayer. His hands circled her waist and her body pressed against his, telling everyone who could see what he wanted everyone to know: By God, he was hers.

But they wouldn’t know the rest, the part he’d asked them to play that afternoon. Because now, when Yasmeen looked down from her airship at these docks, when she walked their length, she wouldn’t just see their fresh boards; the sight wouldn’t just serve as a reminder of how they’d burned when her lady had exploded, a reminder of why the dock had to be rebuilt. Now, she’d remember the man who loved her dancing his way down the length of the dock in his lime green breeches and orange jacket; she’d remember the laughter and the music, and a kiss beneath the shadow of her airship.

All of it for her—and never just for fun.

She drew back, her gaze lingering on his, the grip of her fingers softening in his hair. “You’re an incredible man, Archimedes Fox.”

He often thought so, too.

As if reading that from his expression, she suddenly laughed and stepped back, catching hold of the rope again. “I’ll see you on deck, my husband.”

And he would wait a few seconds, enjoying the view as she climbed. No matter how many cities he searched, Archimedes doubted he’d ever find a statue as perfectly sculpted as Yasmeen’s backside. Her black breeches hugged each curve and the length of her thighs…where the crimson handles of his new daggers currently protruded from the tops of her boots. She must have lifted them in the second between releasing his hair and taking hold of the rope, and he hadn’t felt a thing.

With a grin, he started up after her. Some things were mostly for fun—and now he needed to steal his daggers back.

It would undoubtedly be much easier than stealing her heart had been.



Chapter 2

Some days, Yasmeen didn’t know what to do with him. Archimedes truly was the most incredible man—and, she suspected, a far better husband than she was a wife. He displayed affection so easily, so unexpectedly; Yasmeen had no idea how to do the same. She wasn’t even certain how he managed it. How could a man so openly state his possession of a woman without also claiming ownership? Yet he did. How could he create a singing, dancing spectacle of himself, and still quietly soothe her heart? Yet he did.

She knew exactly what he’d done on that dock. He would never reveal his reasons or take credit for it—just as he never said a word when she woke from nightmares of shattering doors and ravenous zombies, and simply held her quietly, without questions, without asking her to acknowledge her terror by speaking of it. This had been the same. He’d known how she’d felt when they’d tethered Lady Nergüi on this spot, but he would never ask her to admit to her grief. He simply tried to make it better.

Yasmeen wished she could do the same for him. Of course, that would mean finding something that grieved her husband—not so easy when he was so determinedly good-humored, and he confronted every obstacle with an exuberant whoop.

By the lady, how she loved that about him. And she had no wish to pain him, simply so that she could soothe it. Better to leave such emotional manipulations to those who’d enjoy expending their efforts on them.

She would expend her efforts on enjoying her husband and commanding her lady. Aware that he was climbing the rope after her, however, and with her lips still warm from their kiss, Yasmeen was sorry that command had to take precedence at that moment.

On deck, she spotted the new quartermaster waiting by the gangway. Adèle Vashon was observing the crew, her gaze moving from aviator to aviator, as if judging their performance—as if judging whether it was a crew worthy of the time she’d be putting into it. The woman didn’t have to straighten when the second mate announced the captain on deck; her shoulders were already back, her spine ramrod straight—and when Vashon faced her, Yasmeen saw that same considering look directed her way, as if deciding whether she would be a worthy captain.

Yasmeen’s throat tightened as grief suddenly slipped up, took hold. Goddammit. She could never prepare for this. She only had to hear a laugh, to catch a movement at the corner of her eye, and for an instant she would see her old crew before losing them all over again—and Adèle Vashon’s assessing, critical gaze reminded her so much of Rousseau, the Frenchman who’d been her right hand for a decade. Hell, but she missed him. And if Vashon was even half the quartermaster that Rousseau had been, Yasmeen would be satisfied with her.

With a scrape of his boots against the hull, Archimedes came up over the gunwale. She caught his eyes, lifted her brows, and stroked the handles of her new daggers.

His grin promised retribution. Yasmeen looked forward to it. Later.

“Mademoiselle Vashon—with me, please.”

The quartermaster joined her at the ladder leading to the second deck. The woman was taller than Yasmeen; not many women were, and it would be to Vashon’s advantage with the crew, helping to command their respect—at least initially. The first quartermaster Yasmeen hired for Lady Nergüi had been tall, too. No matter how much he’d demanded respect, however, he’d never been able to command it.

Yasmeen was glad to be rid of him. Despite impeccable references, he hadn’t known how to handle a crew; she hoped that a woman whose family name was synonymous with excellent aviation would. Having met two of Vashon’s mutinous cousins, however, Yasmeen wouldn’t count on the name alone.

At least this Vashon had the good sense not to comment on the unusual décor in Yasmeen’s cabin. In their cabin. Archimedes loved the low dining table and lounging pillows as much as Yasmeen did, and so they’d kept that part of their living quarters the same as Yasmeen’s previous cabin. The shelves of books were new, however, and all his—as were the two additional crates of books waiting to be unpacked, and the oversized wardrobe. The desk allowed them to work facing each other, and had been clearly set up as a shared space, with two inkwells and chairs for them both.

Now Yasmeen slid his chair out and gestured for Vashon to sit. As she took the opposite side, with her back to the shelves, Archimedes entered the cabin.

Yasmeen wasn’t surprised. He’d taken an interest in every aspect of her—their—airship, and though he’d pretend to be occupied by another task, she knew he’d be listening to every word, coming to his own conclusions about their new quartermaster.

If any other man had done the same, Yasmeen would have been irritated by how far he’d overstepped. Not with Archimedes, however. He had no desire to run her ship, only to know everything about it—just as she often read the research that preceded his salvaging runs. She wanted to better know what he loved, to understand it. Luckily, his work was just as fascinating as the man, and she enjoyed it almost as much as he did. He’d become equally invested in her ship.

He tossed his bulging canvas pack onto the low table. “If you don’t mind, Captain, I’ll lounge here and sort my correspondence.”

“Very well, Mr. Fox.”

In truth, Yasmeen was happy to have him there. He sank onto the pillows centered in the pool of afternoon light that spilled in through the two large portholes, directly in her line of sight—and an appealing sight it was. Summer had streaked his brown hair with gold, and as the months passed without a cut, he’d tamed the ragged length with a leather tie at his nape. After a lazy morning, he’d skipped a shave, leaving his jaw roughly shadowed. Now, making himself comfortable, he loosened the linen around his neck. What an incredibly appealing combination that was—the orange silk of his waistcoat, the white shirt, the tanned skin at his throat. She loved to bury her face in that spot, to feel the lean muscles underneath that outrageous clothing.

It was strange how many people underestimated him, who only saw the color he wore and not the strength beneath it. That had been another failing of the last quartermaster, who’d acted as if Archimedes didn’t exist—who’d treated him like a pretty boy with an empty head.

Her husband was anything but.

She met Vashon’s eyes again, aware that the other woman hadn’t looked away from her face during the exchange with Archimedes. Had she noted that Archimedes hadn’t actually asked for Yasmeen’s permission to remain? No, he was simply making certain that the new quartermaster saw his respect for Yasmeen’s position.

Judging by the hint of uncertainty in the woman’s expression, however, Yasmeen would soon have to clarify Archimedes’ position aboard this ship. But first, she needed to clarify exactly what Vashon’s would be.

She leaned back in her chair and pinned Vashon with a sharp stare. “Before I make your appointment official, mademoiselle, I have questions regarding your record and recommendations.”

“Of course, Captain.”

“Your references from your family are quite favorable, as are those from your former commanders. Normally, that alone would recommend you to any captain.”

Yasmeen paused, creating a silence that seemed significant—but Vashon didn’t rush to fill it. She didn’t try to second-guess Yasmeen, but waited to discover what the problem was before addressing it.

Good.

“With your qualifications, you ought to be seeking command of a Vashon ship. Why aren’t you?”

“In my family, Captain, there are two options: to serve the king in the navy or to serve aboard the Vashon fleet. I’m loyal to my king and I’m loyal to my family, but I wanted a broader experience than that.”

“All well and good,” Yasmeen said. “Except that you’ve already gained plenty of experience aboard different merchant carriers—and all without lowering yourself to a quartermaster’s position aboard my airship.”

Vashon’s gaze held steady. “I was given to understand, Captain, that unlike a merchant or navy vessel, the quartermaster’s position aboard a mercenary airship is to act as second in command, and that I’d be your first in the deck department. That isn’t lower than any position I’ve held previously.”

“It’s true you’ll be my first, but the rest is utter shit. Whether captain or cabin boy, the only thing lower than a mercenary is a pirate—and you won’t be expecting any invitations to your family gatherings while you’re aboard my lady.” Yasmeen rocked forward, eyes narrowed. “Don’t feed me a cock’s tale, mademoiselle. What the hell is someone of your background doing aboard my ship?”

Vashon’s fingers tightened on the arms of her chair. Rattled, but only a little. “Two months ago, I took passage aboard Ceres. My cousins Peter and Paul are still co-captaining her.”

The twins hadn’t destroyed each other? Incredible. Yasmeen had doubted that they’d ever stop squabbling over possession of Ceres long enough to properly command her. She’d liked them well enough—who couldn’t appreciate such good-natured mischievousness and charm?—but that didn’t mean they were fit for a captain’s position.

“I’ve known them all my life, Captain—and for as long as I’ve known them, they’ve been a disappointment to the family. Undisciplined, careless, impulsive. But although they were still utter rapscallions, I couldn’t mistake the change in them—a change for the better. They told me it was because, in the weeks they served under you, they’d finally seen what a good captain should be.” She paused, her mouth twisting briefly. “I’ll confess that I was angry, at first. It was an insult to our family, to each Vashon who’d ever borne a captain’s responsibility. I soon realized, however, that every Vashon was expected to bear that. But even though we also expected it of Peter and Paul, they wouldn’t live up to those expectations—they didn’t, they couldn’t. Yet you inspired it in them. I want to know what did it. You are a mercenary, but there’s obviously more to you than your reputation—and obviously some truth to the Lady Lynx story.”

By the lady. Yasmeen hadn’t expected any of that. She glanced at Archimedes, saw his grin. No doubt he was enjoying her discomfort.

And she needed to read that damn story. What sort of captain did it suggest she was? “Why would you assume any of that ridiculousness is true?”

“Even though the twins’ names and descriptions were changed, and though they told me that none of the events were quite the same, the two brothers in the story were unmistakably Peter and Paul. Their characters were captured perfectly.”

Even though Zenobia had never met the twins, and had to rely on Yasmeen’s and Archimedes’ descriptions of them. How much of that was luck?

And how much of Yasmeen had Zenobia captured? Whatever the level of accuracy, hopefully Lady Lynx’s personality had been determined before Yasmeen’s heart had softened. There was no need to have that sort of reputation spread around.

Yasmeen shook her head, suddenly realizing that the very existence of Lady Lynx forced her to consider something she never had before. “Do you hope that this position will secure a bit of fame for you, as well?”

It was almost unthinkable. Work aboard a mercenary ship was often dangerous and always difficult—there had to be easier ways to earn a mention in a newssheet or an adventure story. But it was impossible to guess what drove someone seeking such things.

“No, ma’am. In fact, it was the one thing that threatened to put me off. I’m rather terrified of discovering what Archimedes Fox sees when he describes a dull arrow like me.”

Yasmeen had to admire her balls. She’d confessed to terror without revealing a bit of it in her demeanor, yet Yasmeen didn’t doubt its truth. She suspected that Vashon admitted to the fear only to prove—to her new captain or to herself—that she could overcome it. “You’re quite safe. My husband doesn’t write those stories.”

And he only faintly resembled the Archimedes Fox that Vashon probably thought she knew. Even Yasmeen had long been fascinated by the fictional version of her husband—yet that adventurer was nothing compared to the reality of the man.

“I thought he did, ma’am. But if you say otherwise, then I’m obviously mistaken.”

Despite Vashon’s words, she clearly didn’t believe it. Behind her, Archimedes heaved a dramatic sigh and shook his head.

Amused, Yasmeen leaned back again. She still had a few more questions—though she already knew the answer to this one. “Your last assignment aboard a merchant vessel ended six months ago. What have you done since then?”

“I spent time aboard my mother’s airship.”

That was the truth, but not all of it. “Smuggling rebels into Castile, as I’ve heard it. Do you make a habit of bucking authority?”

“Not my captain’s authority, ma’am.”

She hadn’t even hesitated. Perhaps she ought to. Yasmeen pressed, “Even if that captain once took jobs that helped the Liberé during their war with your king? You’ve already stated your loyalty to him.”

“As I recall, you also took jobs that helped the French. I understand that a mercenary ship is loyal to no one, Captain, except for when it serves your interests.”

“And what if my interests conflict with yours? If I ordered you to board a Vashon ship, would you comply?”

Yasmeen was pleased to see the quartermaster take more time considering that. After a moment, Vashon replied, “In all honesty, ma’am, I don’t know. If I can’t fulfill my duty, however, I won’t take a coward’s way out of it and work against you behind your back. I’ll tell you if I’ve turned.”

“Good. I’d kill you for going against me, but only toss you off my ship for refusing an order.” When the other woman nodded, acknowledging those consequences, Yasmeen continued. “Is there any order you categorically refuse to carry out? If so, you’d best tell me now.”

“I won’t kill a child, ma’am, or murder an innocent. But I wouldn’t be here if I thought you’d ask me to do either.”

Fair enough. Yasmeen would have thrown Vashon off Lady Nergüi immediately if the quartermaster had been willing to do either. “Are you infected?”

For the first time, Vashon seemed taken aback. She hesitated. Deciding whether to lie?

Yasmeen couldn’t blame her. In the New World, most people feared the Horde’s nanoagents. Though the tiny machines strengthened anyone infected by them, the Horde had also used radio signals broadcast from enormous towers to control occupied populations. The signals dampened emotions such as fear, love, and hate—anything that might provide a motivation to rebel—while increasing obedience, pliancy. The nanoagents and radio towers created the perfect workforce.

The perfect hell, for many. Now so many New Worlders feared the nanoagents that no infected person was allowed past their port gates, and they were convinced that the infected became zombies after their deaths. The infected themselves were often treated like lepers, as if the nanoagents spread with a touch rather than a transfusion of blood.

If the woman was infected, that might serve as another reason for her joining Yasmeen’s crew. Though the Vashon family likely had enough money and pull to bribe port officials and let her enter the New World countries, Yasmeen doubted that the quartermaster wanted to rely on that.

“If you are infected,” Yasmeen said, “you will be in good company. I am. My husband is. Many of the crew are—several have been augmented with mechanical prosthetics and tools.”

“Yes. I saw that as I came aboard.”

“Then perhaps you fear being infected by one of us?”

“No. It is simply a more intimate question than I was prepared to answer, Captain.”

Ah. Of course a New Worlder would think so. “There’s nothing personal in my interest,” Yasmeen said dryly. “I simply want to be prepared. Lady Nergüi flies routes that other airships do not—including routes that will take us over Horde-occupied territories. If my quartermaster suddenly begins responding like an automaton, I’ll have a better idea of why it might have happened.”

“Well, then.” She nodded. “Yes, I am.”

“What strain?”

“Ma’am?”

“English, Moroccan, Egyptian? Some other tower? Obviously, if you have a Moroccan or English strain, you are in the clear, because those towers are gone. But others are still active, so if you are infected by bugs from Egypt or the territories in southern Africa, I will know to fly clear of their towers.”

“English, I believe.” She blinked. “I didn’t realize they were different, ma’am.”

Unsurprising. Of the New Worlders who had infected themselves, most could trace the nanoagents back to the Horde occupation in England—and most didn’t know that the towers operated at different frequencies.

“Just be glad that the zombie strain is different,” Yasmeen said, and leaned forward to brace her elbows on the desk, satisfied with the interview. The woman hadn’t squirmed much, which pleased her. Yasmeen needed someone who could stand up to fierce scrutiny without flinching—and in the air, Yasmeen would be much harder on the woman than this.

“All right,” she said. “After you sign your contract and stow your trunk, you’ll find the first mate, Mr. Longcock, on the deck.”

Vashon grew very still. “Mr. Longcock?”

Yasmeen smiled. “Many people on this ship have chosen their own names, and for their own reasons. I don’t question that—or whether it’s an accurate name.”

“Yes, ma’am.” It emerged on a choked laugh.

“Accurate or not, however, you won’t be required to identify him by that description. He’s the big one.”

“The big one?” The quartermaster’s mouth rounded as she realized who Yasmeen meant. Of course she’d seen him on deck. George Longcock was impossible to overlook. “The one with…”

“Guns grafted to his arms and chest, yes.”

“A lot of guns, ma’am, if I can be so bold.”

“There are more that you can’t see.” Yasmeen held in her laugh when the other woman’s face registered disbelief. She had to admit, her first sight of the man had struck her speechless, as well—though a part of her understood exactly what he’d done, why he’d done it. A factory builder in Horde-occupied England, he’d already been modified with steel arms. After the revolution, he’d added weapons to protect himself. Then, after leaving England for the high seas, he’d added more…and hadn’t stopped.

After the occupations, some people turned to the opium dens. Longcock had grafted weapons to his body. Yasmeen thought both reactions were exactly the same, in their own way.

“I’ve asked him to walk with you through my lady,” Yasmeen continued. “In the weeks since we’ve left Lusitania, Longcock has acted as Lady Nergüi’s quartermaster—and he was quartermaster aboard The Flying Spear until a month ago. You’d do well to listen to him. He has rough edges, but he knows what he’s about.”

Vashon nodded, then asked, “The Flying Spear? A pirate ship, ma’am?”

“Quite a few pirate ships have come upon us lately, and many of them have experienced crews. I offer better pay, however, so some of those pirates now serve aboard my lady.”

“If he was a quartermaster aboard The Flying Spear, why isn’t he yours?”

She was already trying to figure out whether Longcock’s demotion would pose a problem, Yasmeen realized. He wouldn’t—Longcock preferred the first mate’s position—but Yasmeen would let Vashon determine that for herself. “He can’t read and write. I need you to do both at times. You are my right hand with the aviators.”

“Yes, ma’am.” She took a deep breath. “And which hand is Mr. Fox?”

Archimedes looked up from a letter, brows arched in surprise. Yasmeen smiled. Though the question was impertinent, she was pleased Vashon had asked. It was best to lay out the rules now.

“As far as you are concerned, he is me,” Yasmeen said. “If he ever makes a request, you will consider it an order.”

“Yes, ma’am.” After a brief hesitation, she asked, “And if his order conflicts with yours?”

“Tell him so. If he still insists that you carry out his order, then do as he says.”

Both stared at her—Vashon in some confusion, Archimedes in absolute shock.

Yasmeen pretended that neither of them was gaping at her like a fish that had been coshed over the head. Though she had never imagined making such a decision, the past few months had made it a simple one. She knew Archimedes would never undermine or question her authority on this ship unless absolutely necessary—and to him, that necessity would be saving her life. If Archimedes Fox, Fearless Adventurer thought any situation was that dire, it was worth pausing and reconsidering.

And she didn’t want to lose him, either.

Yasmeen continued, “Then come and let me know that he’s countermanded my orders, of course—if he does not beat you to it. But if he feels it necessary to overturn my orders without first consulting me, I know he’d have a damned compelling reason. That’s worth listening to.”

Slowly, Archimedes sat up, holding her gaze. By the sweet heavens, he was a beautiful man. The shock had fled, leaving an expression of incredible intensity that all but shouted the depth of his love. Yasmeen’s throat constricted. Why had she never said this so clearly before? She thought he’d known. Perhaps he had—but had just never thought she’d say it.

Beautiful, incredible man.

And if he kept staring at her like that, she would soon throw herself into his arms. Shaken by the strength of her reaction, Yasmeen forced herself to look away from him. Vashon had managed to close her mouth, but clearly had no idea how to respond.

Yasmeen cleared her throat and helped her out. “It probably won’t happen, you realize. He won’t even make any requests. In the unlikely event that he does, however, these are my instructions.”

The quartermaster released a long breath. “Yes, ma’am.”

“All right.” Yasmeen slid a sheaf of papers across the desk. “This is your contract. Your duties are listed; if you have any questions, I suggest that you ask the steward for clarification before you sign it. After you have signed it, he’ll add you to the payroll. Your wages and share are noted on the second page.”

Vashon’s eyes rounded. “That’s incredibly generous, ma’am.”

Only if she lasted long enough to collect it. “Don’t be fooled by the number, mademoiselle. My last quartermaster thought that amount of money made him a man of leisure—but I will work every single denier out of you.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Then welcome aboard Lady Nergüi, mademoiselle. You’re dismissed.”

The moment Vashon made her exit, Yasmeen’s gaze returned to Archimedes. He rose from the pillows, so lean and strong.

The roughness of his voice was a caress up her spine. “Why?”

“Why do I state what has become obvious to all of the crew? I am still captain, but this ship is your lady, too. I trust you to care for her, for us, if the need arises. I trust that you will do it, even if by undermining me you risk my anger—I trust that you will do it, even if it’s at the expense of your own heart.” Yasmeen stood and came around the desk, her pulse racing. She wasn’t adept at these sorts of declarations, not like he was. Still, she was glad to make it. “But I would never ask you to risk your heart. I want you to know that if you ever do need to override me, you can without fear that I’ll resent you for it. Because I have no fear that you would ever do it without great reason.”

He crossed the cabin, caught her face between his hands. His emerald gaze searched her features, as if seeking any doubts. “You don’t fear at all?”

“No.” Not that he would take her ship. She only feared losing him.

His focus dropped to her lips. “Kiss me, then,” he said.

Gladly. He met her halfway—and oh, his mouth. So sweet. His arms slid around her waist. She clung to his shoulders, sought a deeper taste, and with the parting of his lips she began shaking from the intensity of the emotions tearing through her. How could he do this to her so easily? Often, their kisses were playful, fun. Not this one. It brought her heart up out of her chest, filled the space between them.

Yasmeen never knew what to do when he left her so vulnerable, so open. She kissed him—by the lady, how could she not when it felt as if she would die without it?—and she loved him. God, how she loved him. But she knew the only thing that saved her when she exposed her heart was Archimedes himself, and that she trusted him never to crush it.

He knew, too. When he lifted his head—not far, just enough to look into her eyes—his breathing was as rough as hers, and already he was helping her find a more comfortable tack. “You made me lose my head, Mrs. Fox. I meant to steal my daggers back.”

Smiling, she pressed another kiss to his mouth and dropped her hands to her thighs. “Look again, Mr. Fox. I didn’t take them.”

He was quick, but she was quicker. By the time his hands fell to his hips, she’d already slipped the blades into his sheaths and returned her arms around his neck. His grin matched hers.

“You gave them back?”

“I saved you the humiliation of fumbling when you attempted to steal them.”

“Truly?” His eyes narrowed. “No. You’ve revealed yourself, Captain. Now I know you love me.”

“It must be love,” she agreed. “You humiliate yourself so regularly, yet I try to spare you whenever I can.”

Laughing, he caught her waist again, dragged her against him. “And this time, I’m grateful for it. Because God knows, I would only have to touch your thighs and completely forget why I was attempting to grab a pair of knives, instead.”

He only had to touch her, too—though right now, they couldn’t follow through. With a sigh, Yasmeen laid her head against his shoulder.

Archimedes groaned. “Our daily visit with Mrs. Fortescue?”

“Yes.” Though rather than simply adjusting and verifying their direction, they would be meeting with the navigator to establish their new course when they left Port Fallow. Such consultations always took more time. “A longer visit.”

“I prefer this,” Archimedes said.

She preferred this, too. His taut muscles, his warmth, the slide of his fingers up her back…Yasmeen couldn’t stifle her soft sound of pleasure.

“You should stop,” she said.

He didn’t, and there wasn’t just simple pleasure now, but heat. His hands cupped her bottom, lifted her against him. His mouth sought the curve of her jaw, the sensitive skin at her neck.

With a moan, she let her head fall back, giving him better access. “I’ll kill you for this.”

A shudder ripped through him. “Good God, that was cruel. You know how that arouses me.”

She did. Lowering her face to his, she scraped the sharp tip of her forefinger beneath his jaw, watched the ecstasy tightening his features. Archimedes Fox relished a bit of danger—in any form.

He closed his eyes. “Don’t sneer at me,” he said. “If you do, I’ll probably come.”

The laugh burst from her, soothing the burn between them. Yasmeen kissed him, hard, and his reluctance echoed hers when he slowly let her down. She looked away from his flushed features, searching for a distraction. A few minutes remained before Fortescue arrived, but if Yasmeen didn’t find something to occupy herself, their navigator would find them writhing naked on the desk, instead.

Probably best not to look at the desk now, either.

Her gaze lit on the pile of correspondence on the table. Not just letters—packages, too. Some that might have been stacks of pages bound together. “Is the Lady Lynx story in there?”

“It is.” His long stride carried him to the table, but he picked up a small envelope rather than a manuscript. “I plan to read it to you tonight.”

She would love that. “And is there any other news?”

“Zenobia wants us to know that the origin of Lady Lynx has been found out.”

A bit late. Yasmeen automatically took the letter he held out, then read the direction in surprise. She rarely received correspondence, and none of it came to Port Fallow—she collected it from her solicitor. “This was addressed to me?”

“From Scarsdale.”

A good friend, but not usually the writing sort. She broke the seal, and her belly seemed to drop. Not a letter. An invitation.

Watching her face, Archimedes frowned. “What is it?”

“His wedding.”

“To a woman?”

Unfortunately, it was the only sort of marriage Scarsdale could have. “It’s his duty to produce an heir,” she said. “Goddammit. As long as his prick still works, he can do his duty. Why couldn’t he go on as he was and marry when he was an old man? And why the hell invite me? Perhaps he hopes that my presence will horrify the wedding party so much, the bride will flee.”

But, no. Though she wished it, Yasmeen knew that wouldn’t be why. Scarsdale had many friendly acquaintances, but few friends. She was one—and he wanted her there for that reason alone. Still, as his friend, she’d make damn certain he absolutely wanted this.

Casually, Archimedes said, “Since the navigator is coming soon, perhaps we ought to decide where we’re heading next.”

Yasmeen glanced up at him. “Not Cordoba?”

“Eventually. But I thought we might visit Zenobia first, to make certain she’s all right. Afterward, why not detour to England and visit Scarsdale?”

“Oh, you are a brilliant man. Unless I’m convinced that he truly wants this marriage, we’ll abduct him and tell his bride that I had my way with him. No gentle-bred miss would want him after that.” She narrowed her eyes at him when he laughed. “Why do you think Zenobia might not be all right?”

“She received a visit from my old partner. It upset her.”

His old partner…“Bilson?” She headed back to the desk after all, and found a note she’d tossed there earlier. “This arrived shortly after you left this afternoon. Then you distracted me with your dancing, and I forgot. It’s from Miles Bilson.”

Archimedes’ dark brows drew together as he read the note. “He’s requested a meeting. He thinks I can help him.”

No doubt Archimedes could. But Bilson had probably asked because Archimedes was the sort of man who would. “What kind of help?”

“It doesn’t say.”

And he wasn’t expressing much interest in finding out. “You don’t seem that eager to meet your friend.”

He glanced up. “I enjoy his company quite a bit. But I know him well; he always has some sort of game in play. Perhaps not this time, but I’d be a fool not to wonder if I’m part of a greater plot.”

And he wasn’t a fool. “Why was Zenobia upset by him?”

“She had tender feelings for him—I hadn’t even realized. But she’s also certain that he’s here for money, and that he felt cheated when I sank those war machines.”

Yasmeen’s protective instincts sharpened. “Do you think he felt cheated?”

He shook his head, studying the note again as if to discern Bilson’s intentions from the slant of the letters, the darkness of the ink. “I can’t say. I don’t think so. But it’s been years.”

A seed of resentment could have grown enormous in that time. “And you’re famously rich now.”

“Yes.”

“Do you feel you owe him for the botched job with the war machines?”

“No.” He glanced up from the note with a wry grin. “But if he asked, I’d probably give the money to him.”

That was the lovely thing about possessing a ridiculous fortune—they could give away small fortunes, and hardly notice the difference. “And if it’s not money that he’s after?”

Yasmeen would deal with Bilson herself, if Archimedes asked her to. She knew he wouldn’t, however, and left the decision open to him.

“I’ll go out and meet with him tonight,” he said. “Then at least I’ll know what he wants.”

“Invite him aboard for dinner, instead,” Yasmeen suggested. “And introduce your old friend to your new wife.”

She met Archimedes’ sharp look with a smile that had terrified other men. He only chuckled, shaking his head—not refusing, but considering. She watched him struggle against his hope that Bilson’s request would be nothing, and his worry that if it wasn’t, Yasmeen might be caught in between.

Just as protective of her as she was of him. Yasmeen softened her smile, stepped close. When he met her eyes, she said quietly, “Why did you dance on those docks today? Lady Corsair wasn’t yours, her crew wasn’t yours—you didn’t love them as I did. Yet you helped me today, when everything else I saw reminded me of how much it hurt to lose them. And your dealings with Bilson aren’t my business, I know—but if he’s here to take some sort of revenge on you, to hurt you…then let me stand behind you and help you in return.”

His throat worked. He lowered his head, dipping his mouth close to hers. His voice was rough as he said, “You have my heart, Mrs. Fox.”

“Good. After you stole mine, I’m in need of one.”

He smiled against her lips. “Bilson’s request will likely be nothing.”

“Does he have a brain in his head?”

“Yes.”

“Then it will be nothing,” she said, and reassured him with a kiss.

Only an idiot would believe he stood a chance in hell against this.



Chapter 3

Thankfully, Miles Bilson didn’t seem like an idiot, though it was difficult to be certain after only a few hours’ acquaintance. He proved to be an affable, charming bastard, and—as Archimedes had said—good company, but Yasmeen might have enjoyed his company more if she hadn’t read Zenobia’s letters before he’d arrived to dinner. Though she’d known that Archimedes and Bilson had parted ways to better avoid Temür Agha’s assassins, she hadn’t realized that Bilson had abandoned Archimedes while he still suffered from a poisoning.

No matter how amiable Bilson was, the knowledge guaranteed that Yasmeen would never trust him.

Despite her reservations, however, Bilson’s jovial greeting to Archimedes seemed genuine, and his interest keen as Archimedes introduced Yasmeen. She welcomed him aboard and saw that Archimedes’ friend was made to feel at ease in her cabin, which he did quite readily, sinking into the cushions surrounding the low table. As the cabin girls brought in the first course, Bilson launched into conversation with Archimedes, filling in the years that had separated them, and allowing Yasmeen time to sip her wine and observe him.

On the surface, he was much like Archimedes—or perhaps like a brother to Archimedes—sharing many of the same interests, but not so similar that they bored each other. Physically, he held himself in the relaxed manner that Archimedes did. His features were undeniably handsome, though more roughly hewn, and he was barrel-chested where Archimedes was lean. He wore the full beard that the Europeans on the northern American continent favored, and his brown hair was neatly trimmed, his jacket and trousers smartly tailored.

That neatness wasn’t what Yasmeen had expected of a man who’d leased a farm from the natives in the American interior, though she knew her expectations might have been wrong. The interior was one of the few places Yasmeen hadn’t been. Only chartered airships could fly over the native territories, and only along established routes that were strictly enforced by the trade confederacies—which deployed too many mechanical air-walkers to make the attempt to fly off-route worth the risk. She’d never seen an airship consumed by a clockwork swarm, only heard secondhand rumors and tales, but she didn’t intend to test the truth of them with her lady.

Bilson shared tales from the interior, too—and Yasmeen couldn’t decide whether they were true, or whether he might have heard them from someone else—but there was no doubt that he possessed an engaging way of telling them, and a robust laugh that was infectious.

She could see why Zenobia had feelings for him. Under other circumstances, Yasmeen would have quickly warmed to him, too. Perhaps it was because of his familiarity and long history with Archimedes, but he fit quite naturally into the spot across the table, seemed completely at ease. Some men never looked comfortable lounging on rugs and cushions during a meal, as if a simple pillow was a shocking decadence—and perhaps it was. The cushions seemed to invite intimacy, and Yasmeen could not count the number of times she and Archimedes had eaten together, all but entwined, progressing from dessert to lovemaking with barely a change in position. They maintained a small distance when they dined with passengers—or old friends—but that space between them was for their guest’s comfort rather than their own. Yasmeen suspected, however, that Bilson would have appeared just as relaxed if she and Archimedes had been stroking each other in front of him.

And she saw why Zenobia worried now: despite the surface similarities, Bilson wasn’t like Archimedes at all.

That sort of immediate ease simply wasn’t natural. Even Archimedes watched new acquaintances for cues, soliciting their opinions and weighing their responses; he only truly relaxed after taking their measure. For a man of Bilson’s experience, it would be the height of stupidity not to do the same, particularly in the company of a mercenary with Yasmeen’s reputation. Yet he didn’t. As a result, his easy manner seemed to be something that he deliberately put on.

But why? Perhaps only to heighten that sense of friendly intimacy, to remind Archimedes of their long familiarity before asking for his help. Perhaps to avoid any awkwardness, given the way he abandoned his friend. Perhaps he was the sort of man whose pride wouldn’t allow him to show that he was the least bit concerned about Yasmeen’s reactions, no matter how dangerous offending her might be.

Whatever the reason, his manner confirmed Archimedes’ earlier claim: his friend always had a game in play—even if that game was nothing more than maintaining a certain attitude.

Yasmeen hoped that was the only one he intended to play tonight. If it was, she’d be willing to forgive him much, because his presence offered her a glimpse of Archimedes she’d never seen before. Except for Zenobia, she’d never met anyone who’d known him so well—and she was far less interested in the native interior than she was in her husband.

As the cabin girls removed the lamb course and set out the plates of cheese and fruit, Yasmeen took advantage of the pause in conversation. She refilled Bilson’s wine, subtly forcing his attention toward her with his thank-you.

“My pleasure, Mr. Bilson. It isn’t often that we have an opportunity to entertain friends—we are usually en route to some abandoned city or other.”

Her smile must have been as engaging as she’d hoped. With a laughing glance at Archimedes, Bilson said, “I recall months where we never saw the inside of an alehouse, let alone entertainment of any sort.”

“So you often lamented.” Wineglass in hand, Archimedes sank deeper into the pillows, resting his thigh lightly against hers. “I always had a smashing time.”

Relishing every hardship, no doubt. What had driven Bilson to go along with him? “With such adventures in the New World, Mr. Bilson, I imagine that you haven’t missed salvaging?”

“And the zombies?” He laughed. “Not at all.”

Archimedes would have missed them—or rather, the danger and the excitement they offered him. Apparently, Bilson hadn’t experienced the same thrill.

“I do wish I’d seen that da Vinci sketch he’d found, though.” Bilson exhaled on a low whistle, as if in astonishment that Archimedes had ever come across such an artifact. “I’m not sure what’s more impressive—what that sketch is or what it was worth.”

“What it is,” Archimedes answered.

His response drew a chuckle from Bilson, and he looked to Yasmeen again. “That’s why I don’t miss it much. Salvaging was always a puzzle to him: finding a clue in some old letter, searching through journals, trying to figure out where everyone left their valuables. Not that I didn’t feel that same thrill when we found something—and not that I didn’t appreciate the money. But I’d have been just as happy getting in and out, and calling the job done.”

“That’s also why he’s never been popular with the ladies,” Archimedes said.

Yasmeen grinned. Bilson laughed and turned to her, as if looking for an ally now that Archimedes had begun firing. She would be glad to act as one, as long as his return fire told her more about Archimedes.

To her pleasure, Bilson’s first volley did. “Ladies? Let me tell you this. The first year at university, there wasn’t a man less likely to speak to a woman than him. Always dressed in black and buckled up to his chin, and he never took a step out of line. You couldn’t get more than a word or two out of him—and that only if he ever glanced up from a book long enough to look at you.”

Though Yasmeen hadn’t expected that, she also wasn’t surprised. Archimedes had been known as Wolfram Gunther-Baptiste then—and Yasmeen had known another Gunther-Baptiste, once.

She held Archimedes’ gaze. There wasn’t as much amusement there now, but an emotion flat and hard. “That’s how your father expected you to behave?”

When he nodded, Bilson grimaced. “I forgot you know about that bastard well enough, Captain.”

Yasmeen did; she’d killed Emmerich Gunther-Baptiste after he’d tried to roast her alive. Years later, Archimedes and his sister had thanked her for it.

“We assumed he was one of those Separatist revivalists that were cropping up in the northern principalities,” Bilson said. “And though all of the first-year students were quartered together in the same hall, we paid him no mind. A handful of us would often gather in the great room and confer upon ways of getting into trouble—but not him. He was always in the corner, studying the lives of dead men.”

“The dead were more interesting than anything you were up to.” Archimedes turned to Yasmeen. “It was all bluster. They’d formed a brotherhood—”

“La Confrérie de la Vérité,” Bilson supplied, saluting Yasmeen with his wineglass and a wink.

“And it was even more ridiculous than it sounds. They hoped to impress everyone in Johannesland with their anonymous ramblings printed on handbills, but they only impressed themselves.”

“We were quite the radicals.”

“You were all balloons filled with hot air, with no course in mind and no rudder. You weren’t even half the radical that Yasmeen is, and she doesn’t put any effort into it.” At her narrowed look, he lifted her hand, kissed her fingers. “You’re a complete anarchist, my captain. Admit it.”

“I won’t, because it’s not true.”

“Ah, yes—that one exception.” He widened his eyes a bit, laughing at her. “Anarchy has no place aboard your lady.”

“Or any airship,” she agreed. “On the ground, however, it seems a better option than the governments and corruption that most people suffer under now.”

“So you are not a complete anarchist.”

She gave him the sharp edge of her smile. The answering curve of his mouth kindled an immediate need to move closer, to slip into his arms and taste the heat of his lips. God, but she couldn’t think properly when he looked at her like that.

Sipping wine to soothe that familiar burn, she turned to Bilson. Perhaps he hadn’t been radical, but why had Archimedes dismissed those ramblings so quickly? “Now I’m curious as to what you wrote in those handbills.”

“Only the truth,” he replied solemnly, before the humor returned to his voice. “No, Archimedes had it pegged. We didn’t lack for topics, not with the Liberé war and the native disputes in full force, but we only said what everyone else was thinking—though written in a manner that we thought profound and rebellious.”

Archimedes looked heavenward. “Show me a boy in first-year university who doesn’t think he’s both profound and rebellious.”

Bilson ignored him, rocking forward slightly, gaze fixed on Yasmeen. “But one was different. The high magistrate had been exposed for keeping a mistress—which was nothing, except that she was bound to him under an indentured contract. There had been a general outcry, but nothing came of it. The magistrate made apologetic speeches and yet managed to justify his behavior, and soon enough, no one was speaking of it…except some of those justifications began to spread, repeated by other officials, all but overturning the protections in the Laws of Indenture.”

“And somehow, it was all for the indentured’s moral good,” Archimedes said dryly.

Bilson shook his head. “It was an insult to our people. The principalities of Johannesland had been built on the backs of the indentured, and then united under the laws protecting them. So we—La Confrérie de la Vérité—met in the great room, wondering how to expose the hypocrisy, to strip it so bare that no justifications could cling to it. We debated for hours, but had nothing.’”

“God, the noise.” Archimedes closed his eyes, as if remembering. “I couldn’t have borne another hour of the brotherhood’s bellowing that night.”

Bilson snorted. “So we discovered. This one pulls his head up out of his book and says, ‘Good God, you imbeciles! Two hundred years ago in Lusitania, Father Jacobus excoriated the Archbishop of Alagoas for the same hypocrisies. Read his journals, and you’ll find that he’s done all of the thinking for you.’ So we did—and our handbill spurred the reforms later that year. And I discovered that Wolfram Gunther-Baptiste wasn’t just some dull inknose, so I brought him into our brotherhood.”

Ah, of course he had. “And you led that brotherhood, I imagine?”

“We didn’t have a leader, but—”

“You were,” Archimedes said.

Bilson conceded with a nod. “If leadership was determining a direction, I suppose I was.”

So he was. Yasmeen thought she was beginning to see Bilson better now. Archimedes said he always had a game in play, but she’d assumed that his schemes led to some other end: money, excitement, power. Now she suspected that the game itself was his reason. Smuggling would have put him in the thick of power struggles and negotiations…until Archimedes had destroyed Temür Agha’s war machines.

Perhaps that was why Bilson hadn’t enjoyed salvaging itself, despite the money and excitement—while partnered with Archimedes, he hadn’t been the one making all of the decisions and determining a direction. Archimedes wasn’t the sort to take orders; he did as he damn well pleased, and the salvaging runs they’d made had depended upon his research.

Yet Bilson had remained in the salvaging business for years—and Yasmeen would have wagered that Bilson stayed because there was one part of salvaging that he did enjoy: the negotiations with dealers afterward.

And it had all begun with a pamphlet. Knowing Archimedes, however, Yasmeen thought that Bilson hadn’t perfectly understood what had happened. He might have invited Archimedes into their group, but Archimedes had likely joined for reasons of his own—probably because they’d finally begun talking about something that mattered to him.

Hell, he and Bilson had probably been partnered for so long simply because Bilson had been engaged in something that Archimedes also wanted to do.

Bilson sipped his wine, gaze unfocused as if lost to memory. “The brotherhood was stronger for having him. We never had quite the same success at home again—perhaps because the Liberé war was such a distraction.”

“But you were all quite the rebels,” Yasmeen said, sending a teasing look to Archimedes. He answered it with a flutter of his lashes.

“No. Not truly. We wrote the handbills anonymously, and we all walked the straight and narrow in public.” Bilson’s gaze sharpened on Archimedes. “Except he didn’t. Not after our second year.”

Oh, she truly did enjoy having this man here. Yasmeen leaned forward. “What happened?”

“He came back to university after the summer recess wearing a god-awful green waistcoat.”

“It was emerald.” Archimedes smoothed his hand down the green silk of his current waistcoat, as if protecting it from similar abuse. “It matched my eyes.”

“And it got him tossed out of the first lecture.”

“The bright color was disruptive to learning,” Archimedes said when Yasmeen looked to him for an explanation. “But I wasn’t tossed out until I asked whether I should remove my eyes for being disruptive, too.”

“And he became worse after that,” Bilson said. “The waistcoats, the trousers—the flirting. God.”

Worse? To Yasmeen, that sounded like he got better. “How long before you were expelled?”

“Three weeks,” Archimedes said. “But I stayed on. There was still studying to be done.”

“He’d won favor with some of the lecturers, in truth. They kept him on to perform their research.”

“And because they thought my eyes were distracting, too.”

Bilson shook his head. “That’s what many of the other lads thought—that all the dandy clothing meant he was visiting the market around the corner.”

“With other men?” Yasmeen hadn’t heard it phrased that way before, but it wasn’t difficult to guess the meaning. Frowning, she looked to Archimedes. “How did you survive that?”

She only realized how much anger and worry had sharpened her voice when his fingers covered hers in a reassuring touch. “By learning to fight,” he said. “I took a few beatings, but eventually made certain they didn’t bother me anymore.”

That probably wouldn’t have stopped them—perhaps something else had. “And there were women?”

“A few.”

“A few more than that,” Bilson countered. “All of the sudden he’s this charming bastard, always laughing and singing like a fool—nothing like the buckled-up inknose I’d known. At first I thought it was an act, some ruse to ease his way into their beds. But it wasn’t. The laughing fool had been under those buckles all that time, I think, and he’d finally let it out.”

“That’s a bit what it felt like,” Archimedes said.

Bilson nodded, his gaze speculative. “I always wondered what happened to you that summer. Was it a girl?”

“No.” His smile held little humor. “A man.”

And probably not in the way he suggested, though Yasmeen would have preferred that to the likely truth. Archimedes had reasons for wanting to kill his father. No doubt one of those reasons had been created that summer.

Bilson accepted that without further question. As Yasmeen refilled his wine, he continued, “At any rate, not long after that I heard about a smuggling job through one of my political acquaintances. I asked the others in the brotherhood if they wanted to join me—though Archimedes was the last one I expected to go. He took to smuggling, though.”

He’d taken to the danger of it, Yasmeen knew. “Did you?”

Bilson shrugged. “It was a job.”

“A job we did well,” Archimedes said. “Until I was infected in Morocco.”

“We did well even after that, when we began salvaging. It wasn’t exactly the same, but we muddled through together.”

“Barely.” Archimedes looked to Yasmeen. “He accused me of running after death.”

“Deliberately running up against zombies is the same thing,” Bilson said.

No, it wasn’t. Not to Archimedes.

After being shot during a smuggling run, one of Temür Agha’s men had saved Archimedes’ life by infecting him with nanoagents—and the influence of the Moroccan tower had all but stifled his emotions. Archimedes had always loved danger and excitement, but after the tower, he’d needed it.

For Archimedes, running from zombies wasn’t seeking death at all; it was just a way of making certain that he was alive.

“I understood why you did it, after a fashion,” Bilson said. “Seeing you affected by that signal…it was like someone blew out a lamp. I hope never to see it again.”

“Me, too,” Archimedes said softly.

Yasmeen slipped her hand into his. It wouldn’t happen again; the tower was gone. Unfortunately, that didn’t erase the memory for him.

Bilson’s gaze flicked to their linked hands. With a deep breath, he abruptly set his wineglass on the table. “You must be wondering about the help I mentioned in my earlier note.”

“I assumed you’d come to it in your own time.”

“Time I shouldn’t be wasting.” He sighed. “Do you remember my brother?”

“Joseph? Or the younger one?”

“Joseph.” Bilson added to Yasmeen, “He was part of our brotherhood, too.”

Archimedes said, “And only there because we always had liquor.”

“True enough.” Bilson’s smile was short-lived. “He began trading weapons not long after we left the business. I gave him some of my contacts, and now he makes regular runs round the bottom.”

To the smuggling dens in southern Australia. Yasmeen nodded. It was a well-sailed route for both legitimate traders and those carrying illegal Horde technologies, though not one that she often made herself. If Bilson planned to ask for their help smuggling an item, however, she wouldn’t mind flying that course again.

“He’d been doing well enough until a few months ago,” Bilson said. “I didn’t hear from him for a bit. Then I got word that his airship had been taken by New Eden.”

Oh, damn. She met Archimedes’ eyes and saw the dismay that matched hers.

Led by the idealist William Bushke, New Eden was a floating garden city made of airships tethered together—and almost all of them had been taken by force. After capture, no one was allowed to leave the city. Yasmeen had heard rumors of a few escapes, but only knew for certain of one made by her friend, Scarsdale, and the pirate captain Rhys Trahaearn.

And now she saw where Bilson was headed. Archimedes apparently did, too, though he tried to stop his friend before getting there.

“So he’ll be given hard work and religion,” Archimedes said. “Both are likely doing him some good.”

“Maybe.” Bilson’s gaze held steady on Archimedes’ face. “I want to hire you and this crew; I want you to help me get him back.”

Yasmeen’s mouth tightened. So he hadn’t come asking for Archimedes’ help, not truly. He wanted hers, and had just used Archimedes as a connection—all the while reminding Archimedes of their old friendship in order to deepen the obligation her husband might feel.

“No,” Archimedes said. “Not this ship, not this crew.”

Bilson didn’t react, except to look at Yasmeen.

Was he waiting for her to contradict Archimedes? Amusement mixed with sharp anger. Did he think that just because Archimedes had made a decision on her lady, she’d counter it to assert her authority? She didn’t need to prove anything to him.

He apparently tired of waiting for her response. “You let him give the orders on this ship, Captain?”

Humor lightened his voice, as if he were making a joke, but Yasmeen assumed that she was supposed to feel its bite.

She merely lifted her brows. “If he doesn’t think your brother is worth the risk to my crew, why would I?”

And it would be a risk. Aside from the enormous, rigid dreadnoughts that accompanied naval fleets, airships weren’t built for battle; it was too easy to incinerate the balloon. The etiquette of the seas demanded that enemies didn’t target an airship’s envelope, though the wooden cruiser beneath was a fair target. Only the dirtiest pirates and mercenaries fired on a balloon.

William Bushke was dirtier than any of them. As soon as he spotted an airship in the distance, he sent out steam-powered flyers to pursue it. Every captain prayed for cloudy skies if they were unlucky enough to come close to the floating city—and once those flyers came, prayer was all they had left. Bushke gave them a choice: surrender or die. There were no further negotiations, and the flyers would fire on the balloon.

It would have been a terrible risk…yet if Archimedes had wanted to go, she’d have gone with him. She’d have helped him if her husband felt he owed his friend that much.

Thank the blue heavens, he didn’t seem to feel that obligation.

Still, that didn’t mean her husband wasn’t willing to help. He offered, “If you need money to buy mercenaries and an airship willing to go, I’ll give it to you.”

“I have money. And I’ve found someone who would go—but they wouldn’t be good enough to get away. No, I need someone who can get in and out, and get the job done. Someone with expertise.” He looked to Yasmeen. “You. After you killed his father, Archimedes followed your career, sought every mention of you. I heard all about how you scouted for the Liberé and French, how you brought in infiltration soldiers to garrisons fortified with more weapons and men than Bushke has. I know what you can do.”

“And most of it over jungle canopy,” Yasmeen said. Infiltration was far more difficult over the wide-open sea. “I know people who can do it for you, and they might be persuaded by money more readily than we are.”

Bilson’s jaw clenched, and his frustrated gaze shot to Archimedes. “Do the years we spent as partners mean nothing to you? Every time I saved your reckless ass, every time I stood behind you. You won’t even consider honoring that debt of friendship?”

Archimedes met that accusing stare without flinching. “They mean quite a bit, and are the only reason I did consider it. But I won’t risk Yasmeen and this ship.”

Bilson closed his eyes. A long silence followed. Finally, with a tired smile, he shook his head. “You understand I had to try.”

By questioning Archimedes’ honor? If not for that, Yasmeen could have felt sympathy for his dilemma. She left it to her husband to express any, instead.

She was surprised when he remained quiet, watching his friend. He held his wine lightly, but she could see the tension in his forearms, felt it in the tautness of his thigh against hers. Archimedes was on his guard, though his expression gave away none of his wariness. He regarded Bilson with solemn regret—not regretting his refusal, Yasmeen thought, but sorry that his refusal had pushed his friend to insult. Her husband forgave personal transgressions quite readily, but after such words had been said, Yasmeen couldn’t see how they could be completely easy with each other again.

Already, awkwardness had set in. Bilson cleared his throat and attempted to rescue the conversation. “Well. Where are you off to next?”

“England, to kidnap an earl,” Archimedes said, his manner affable. “Then on to Cordoba to look for a statue.”

He didn’t mention their planned visit to Zenobia. Of course, Bilson hadn’t mentioned his visit to Fladstrand the week before, either, which had prompted Zenobia’s express. That hadn’t struck Yasmeen as strange until this moment, but Archimedes must have noticed and wondered why Bilson hadn’t spoken about the meeting with his sister.

Now Yasmeen wondered, too.

“An earl? I hope you receive a hearty ransom for him.” Bilson chuckled, all ease and comfort again when he settled against the cushions. “If you are flying to England, may I ask a different favor? I have a contact in London who might be able to assist me. I would have arranged for passage tomorrow, but if you are—”

“We’ll take you,” Archimedes said, then glanced at Yasmeen. “Captain?”

“Of course,” she confirmed. Archimedes apparently wanted to see his friend off in the direction opposite from his sister’s—and though she didn’t quite understand the source of his worry, she’d do anything to help him. “It’s the least we can do.”

*   *   *

In no time, they’d hired a porter to retrieve Bilson’s belongings from his lodgings and bring them to Lady Nergüi. While Archimedes showed Bilson to the stateroom on the third deck, Yasmeen informed the steward of their new passenger and returned to their cabin.

She removed her jacket, boots, and weapons, then settled into the cushions around the table and helped herself to the wine. Archimedes’ expression was still pensive when he let himself in.

Yasmeen waited until he closed the door. “We’re no longer visiting Zenobia?”

He eased down beside her, and Yasmeen automatically curled against his side, her head on his shoulder. His hand rested on her hip. His thumb stroked circles just above the edge of her sash, where only thin cotton separated him from her skin. A purr rumbled through her chest. God, but she couldn’t help it. That absent little touch was pure pleasure to her.

And the touch wasn’t so absent now. Archimedes smiled, pulled her closer. “Bilson usually has a standby plan, in the event that his first doesn’t pull through.”

Was that to warn her or to reassure her? “So he’ll ask another mercenary to help him?”

“No, he’ll try to convince us again. He’ll have some reason for us to help him held in reserve.”

And he would need time to deploy it. “Was that why he asked for passage, then?”

“Probably.”

“Will he try to lay more guilt on you?” Or, if he was clever, attempt to convince Archimedes that infiltrating New Eden would be the height of excitement, more dangerous than zombies. “Or will he try to entice you into it?”

He slanted her an amused look. “Do you think I would be enticed so easily?”

If Lady Nergüi wasn’t at risk? “Yes.”

“Yes, perhaps I would be.” His sudden laugh shook through her. “You know me well.”

So did Bilson. Perhaps he hadn’t anticipated that Archimedes’ love for Yasmeen would override his need to pursue a thrill—but surely he must have realized how protective Archimedes was of the people he cared for. After all, Bilson had known Zenobia.

“Would he use your sister in some way?” She hoped Bilson wouldn’t be that stupid, but it would be an effective play. For Archimedes, there could be no more powerful incentive than protecting Zenobia—except, perhaps, protecting Yasmeen…but threatening her never seemed to work out well for anyone. “Is that why we’re making certain he travels to England?”

“I don’t know if he would use her,” Archimedes said. He tilted his head back and stared up at the ceiling, clearly troubled. “I didn’t think so…until he called my honor into question. He’s already gone further than I’d have expected.”

“Would he hurt her?”

“No. Not physically. But he might try to manipulate her, use her to persuade me—especially if he has guessed her feelings toward him.”

His sister was too practical and too clever for that. “She wouldn’t let him.”

“True. Still, it’s better to take him to England, then let Zenobia know what he wanted so that she’s prepared if he attempts to work on her. He’ll be at least two days traveling back to Fladstrand; we’ll have alerted her before then.”

“Shall we send the express now?”

He nuzzled beneath her ear, sending a shiver racing over her skin. “I’d rather do this.”

So would she. But they’d both make Zenobia a priority.

“I won’t kiss you until it’s done,” she said.

Eyes narrowed, he lifted his head. “You’re sending me away so that you can begin reading her manuscript.”

Yasmeen laughed. She’d forgotten about the story, in truth. Lady Lynx would never come before Archimedes Fox, not for her. “Perhaps,” she said. “But I’ll give you reason to hurry back.”

She slipped her hand into the warmth between her thighs. Archimedes caught his breath and scrambled to his feet, dumping her face-first into the cushions.

“Christ.” He raced across the cabin, followed by her laughter. At the desk, he stabbed a pen into ink, and spoke aloud as he scrawled:


Zenobia—

Bilson is aboard. His brother has been taken to New Eden. He wants us to mount a rescue. We refused. He might come to you, hoping that you’ll help him to persuade us. Remain steadfast, O! brilliant Zenobia. Neither my darling captain nor I wish to become praying gardeners.

Yours,
Archimedes



He suddenly paused, frowning.

“Lady Lynx and the Smuggler’s Secret Scheme?“Yasmeen suggested.

“By God, that’s awful,” he said, even as he added it to the postscript. He tossed down the pen and lifted the paper, pursing his lips and blowing to dry the ink.

Oh, his mouth was beautiful. Watching him, Yasmeen slid her hands beneath her shirt, and gave her imagination full sail—his hot tongue on her skin, the gentle suction of his lips. Her nipples hardened between her fingers.

Her back arched. “Hurry, Archimedes.”

With a tortured groan, he shoved the letter into an envelope and ran for the door. He stopped before opening it, abruptly faced her.

“Don’t move,” he commanded, and turned to lift the latch—then spun around again. “Unless it’s to take off your clothes. And prepare a cigarillo for afterward.”

Yasmeen grinned. “Is that an order, sir?”

“Yes.”

He rushed into the corridor, slammed the door. With her muscles warmed by anticipation and desire, Yasmeen stretched luxuriously, then dipped her fingers beneath her red sash.

She paused. The shape and feel of her cigarillo case had changed…but both were still so familiar.

A heavy lump formed in her throat even before she saw the silver case, its decorative engraving almost rubbed away from years of constant use. Oh, Archimedes. He’d said that he’d chosen a gift for her at the silversmith’s, but she’d never dreamed he would know to buy this—one of the few items to survive the explosion that had destroyed Lady Corsair. Yasmeen had lost everything else, and she’d been forced to sell the case just to have money enough to pursue her revenge.

She’d never said anything about it, but Archimedes must have known what she’d done—and he must have known that she would never return to the silversmith’s, afraid that her case would already be gone. It was easier to tell herself she didn’t want it than to know she’d lost it forever.

So he’d gone for it. She’d never said anything, but he’d gone for it, and slipped the case into her sash without her noticing.

She looked up when Archimedes came into the cabin. His warm gaze lifted from the case in her hands to search her features. She blinked away the burning in her eyes, swallowing hard.

“You,” she said. It was all that she could manage. Incredible man.

“And you’re still dressed,” he said softly.

She rose from the cushions and met him halfway. His lips parted against hers, yet a kiss wasn’t enough. Through the swelling in her chest, the ache in her throat, she said, “I love you.”

“Of course you do.” Despite the teasing reply, his voice was rough with emotion. “I’m far too manly to resist.”

So he was. And he was the only man she’d ever allow to sweep her up into his arms. She brought his mouth to hers as he crossed the cabin, loving his easy strength. He shouldered through the heavy curtains surrounding their bed, laying her in the center and following her down.

He pulled her shirt from her breeches, found bare skin beneath. His touch sent fire racing across her nerves, searing her senses, taking her breath. Panting, Yasmeen rolled him over, straddling his lean hips.

“Let me, Mr. Fox,” she said against his lips.

He smiled. “I’m all yours, Captain.”

He was, thank the lady. Her fingers made quick work of his waistcoat buckles, but as she spread the emerald silk to reveal the white linen beneath, memory of their conversation with Bilson intruded. She met his eyes. “What happened that summer?”

“I picked a flower, brought it home to my mother, and put it in her hair.” He untied the silk tails of Yasmeen’s kerchief, and coiled one of her narrow braids around his hand. “She blushed and smiled—her smiles came rarely then. When we were children, they came more frequently. But this was the first I’d seen in some time.”

“Your father ruined it?” Yasmeen guessed.

“Adornments are for sodomites and whores. And when he was done with me, he started in on her. Not with his fists,” he added. “He didn’t usually need them.”

With words, then. “But you finally had enough?” When he nodded, Yasmeen stroked her fingers down the green silk. “So you told him with this.”

“Well, it matched my eyes—and I’d always been fond of adornments, anyway.”

His grin wrecked her. She buried her face against his neck, breathed in his warm scent. “I’d kill him again for you.”

“I hope you’d let me have a turn,” he said, running his palms along her spine.

“If you ask nicely.”

“I would.”

“Then let me be nice to you, first,” she said, sliding down.

His groan was the perfect answer. She bared his stomach to her mouth, tracing the ridges of muscle with her tongue. Anticipation pounded through her, was echoed in the thud of his heart. Oh, beautiful man—every morning, an hour spent sparring with a pugilist’s automaton in the cargo hold kept him strong, always ready to run, ready to fight. The life-sized windup machine had cost them a hefty amount, but was worth every denier. His body was a wiry sculpted marvel, taut and aroused beneath her hands, her lips.

A gentle nip low on his abdomen made him shake, hands fisting against the sheets. He shuddered when her mouth closed around him—rigid and thick, hot against her tongue. His moan seemed torn from his chest…then he quieted, as if the sensation overwhelmed even that response.

His erection softened in her mouth.

After a moment of shock, Yasmeen choked on her laugh. Had she finally scared the arousal out of him? She glanced up, ready to tease.

Archimedes wasn’t laughing. A slightly puzzled expression settled over his features as he looked at her.

That was all she saw. No love in his eyes—not even lust.

Pain stabbed her heart. She fought against the instinctive need to curl away from him, to protect herself from that empty gaze. By the lady, what had she done? What had happened?

Had she lost him already?

An uncontrollable ache bloomed through her chest. With effort, she battled the panic threatening to overwhelm her sense. He’d never not been responsive. He’d never not wanted her. Something had to be wrong.

“Archimedes,” she said softly. “Are you all right?”

“Yes.” Realization slipped over his expression…but not in the way that she was accustomed to seeing it. Rather than lively and mobile, his features seemed wooden, his attitude disinterested. “I’m not feeling much.”

His flaccid cock attested to that. She attempted a smile. “Do you need me to do something else?”

“No. I don’t want you now.”

So blandly stated, his words hurt more than a vehement rejection might have. The ache became teeth that ripped at her throat. She stared at him, trying to see beyond the pain, beyond the terrible feeling of helplessness. What was happening?

“Archimedes?”

His gaze locked with hers—and she finally saw an emotion, faint though it was. Fear. “It’s the tower, Yasmeen.”

The tower? She sat up, heart pounding. Bilson had compared the effect of its signal to a lamp burning out…but Yasmeen had never been this afraid of the dark.

“I don’t want this,” he said, and there was no color in his voice, no life…nothing that was Archimedes. Nothing of the man he was.

And he knew. He knew. Even with his emotions muffled, she could see his faint horror bleeding through.

God. How could she help him? Closing her eyes, she forced away the terror, forced herself to think.

“Not the tower,” she said. It had been destroyed in Morocco—but something was broadcasting a signal that affected his nanoagents, stripping away his emotions. Yasmeen had seen a small device like that before: a twelve-inch obelisk atop a heavy base. “I know of something similar to it, though—and I’ll find it. By the lady, I swear I’ll find it.”

She kissed him, and his lack of response tore her heart out all over again. Feet bare and throat aching, she paused only long enough to tuck a pistol into her sash. She wouldn’t have to go far; the device didn’t have a wide range. She would search every person between her airship and the end of the south docks—and search twice, if they appeared wealthy. The device was difficult to obtain, and had to be smuggled in from Horde territories. It wouldn’t have come cheaply.

She glanced back at Archimedes, now sitting at the edge of their bed. He regarded her without a hint of fire, without a hint of laughter. Who the hell had taken that from him? Anger swelled, replacing the pain and fear.

Perhaps the person who’d activated the device hadn’t meant to affect him. Yasmeen would tear them apart anyway.

She hauled the door open, stepped into the corridor—where Bilson waited, sorrow etching deep lines beside his mouth.

Bilson, who’d once smuggled Horde weapons, who would know how to procure such a device…and who would know exactly which signal would affect Archimedes.

Goddamned Bilson, who always had a plan on standby.

He only had enough time to open his mouth. Then her fingers were around his throat, slamming him back against the wooden bulkhead. His hands clamped on her wrist, desperately tried to force her to release him. He froze when her claws dug into tender flesh, drawing blood.

“Three seconds,” she hissed. “Tell me where the device is.”

“I’m not alone.” It emerged on a wheeze. “Kill me and he’ll die—and you won’t ever know who did it.”

He’ll die? Yasmeen snarled. It wouldn’t be Archimedes who died here. She’d rip through Bilson’s neck…except he didn’t have the device with him. A quick look confirmed it. And he wouldn’t have been stupid enough to just leave it in the stateroom. Someone else had to have it.

She drew more blood. “Who is it?”

Bilson looked to the side. Yasmeen followed his gaze. Archimedes stood at the entrance to the cabin, watching them without expression.

Beneath her hand, Bilson’s throat worked. “I’m so sorry, my friend. But my brother needs your help.”

Archimedes gave no response. Not concealing his reaction—not even having one.

A scream ripped through Yasmeen’s chest. She refused to voice it. Archimedes had made his way into her heart, but it was still made of steel. Maybe she couldn’t kill Bilson right now. She could give him a reason to tell her where the device was.

Bilson’s body tensed when she pulled her pistol from her sash. Ah, yes. He’d probably read that Lady Lynx never drew her gun unless she intended to use it.

That was one thing Zenobia had gotten perfectly right.

Yasmeen placed the muzzle against his left shoulder and fired. Bilson howled, then clamped his mouth shut. His feet stomped the boards as he attempted to manage the pain.

Gunpowder smoke stung her eyes, her nose. Over the ringing in her ears, she heard the shouts of her crew. Ginger popped her head out of the cabin-girls’ berth, saw Yasmeen, and waved the other girls away from the door. Longcock’s heavy step sounded on the deck, with Vashon’s quick behind him.

Yasmeen glanced at the quartermaster. “See that the aviators on watch hold their positions, mademoiselle. Tell the others to stand down.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Vashon disappeared up the companionway. The first mate didn’t move, his augmented bulk filling up the corridor.

“Mr. Longcock?”

His pale gaze moved from Archimedes to Bilson, pinned against the bulkhead and breathing shallowly through clenched teeth. “I’m not on watch, ma’am.”

All right, then. He wasn’t needed on deck, and was also Archimedes’ friend. Obviously, a much better one than Archimedes’ stinking rat partner. She focused on Bilson again. “Is the device on my ship?”

Bilson didn’t answer—but he didn’t need to. It would have to be aboard Lady Nergüi to pose any real threat. The device had such a short range that they could fly out of danger within minutes.

But that also meant his associate was a member of her crew. They hadn’t taken on any other passengers in Port Fallow…only Vashon, the new quartermaster.

No. That was a dangerous route for a captain to take; an airship couldn’t function if she couldn’t rely on her aviators. So she would trust each member of her crew, until one of them proved untrustworthy.

Or until Bilson gave up a name. She pressed the muzzle harder against his shoulder. “Who has it?”

Bilson’s face whitened, but he shook his head.

In a flat voice, Archimedes said, “That won’t work, Yasmeen. He won’t break.”

Perhaps not, but as the minutes passed and Archimedes remained smothered by that device, Yasmeen thought that she would enjoy trying.

“Go on,” Bilson rasped. “Torture me, and my associate will realize that you won’t help me—and use the device to kill him for that, too. You have no choice, Captain. Help us, or Archimedes will pay for your refusal.”

Idiot. If the device was on her ship, it was only a matter of time before she found it.

She smiled, and Bilson tensed again. Good enough. She released him, stepping back. “If your associate stops the signal, I’ll see that a surgeon is brought to you. If it remains on, you’d best pray that wound doesn’t turn gangrenous before we rescue your brother.”

Bilson hunched over, holding his shoulder. “If you take us to New Eden, we won’t activate it again—and won’t kill him. Do we have an agreement, Captain?”

“We do, Mr. Bilson.”

The lie came easily. Yasmeen only intended to discover who held the device—and then destroy them both.

He nodded and turned toward the third deck companionway. Would he be foolish enough to lead them straight to his associate?

Farther down the passageway, Longcock met Yasmeen’s gaze, his blond brows lifted in query. She nodded. The first mate would keep an eye on Bilson, then, and let her know who the man spoke with. She would stay with Archimedes until this horror had passed. While under the device’s influence, perhaps he didn’t care enough to need her with him—but by the lady, she needed to be with him.

The glint of steel in Bilson’s hand stopped her from returning to the cabin. Wary, Yasmeen watched him. Surely he wouldn’t be foolish enough to attack Longcock? But, no. Injured arm held awkwardly to his side, he swept the dagger over his head. The blade clanged against an exposed copper pipe running the length of the deckhead.

The slick bastard, Yasmeen realized. He was using the pipes to signal someone on the ship.

A terrible, haunted moan came from behind her. Archimedes? The hairs on the back of her neck prickled.

He charged out of the cabin, unleashing a primal scream of rage and hate, unlike anything she’d ever heard from a man…and had never imagined coming from Archimedes. Stunned, Yasmeen barely had a moment to step out of the way. He tore down the passageway, face contorted with fury. Bilson’s eyes widened and his grip on the dagger firmed.

He wasn’t as fast as her husband. Archimedes dodged the slashing blade. His fist smashed into Bilson’s jaw. Yasmeen watched in fierce satisfaction as the man staggered. Archimedes’ knee rammed into his stomach, crumpled him to the boards. Pinning Bilson’s dagger to the deck with his foot, Archimedes yanked the man up by his bloodied shirt, then pounded another blow to his face.

Was Archimedes going to kill him? Yasmeen’s relief at seeing her husband released from the device transformed into mounting worry. She rushed forward, caught his wrist as he brought his fist back for another strike.

Yasmeen held on as he attempted to swing, and was almost hauled over his shoulder. God, he was strong. She braced her feet.

“Stop! Archimedes, you have to stop! If you go too far, they’ll use the device to kill you!”

“Good.” Roughly, he shoved her back. His voice was hoarse, his eyes tormented. His knuckles bled. “I’d rather be dead than feel nothing again.”

Gutted, she stared at him. He’d rather be dead?

No. She was never going to lose him.

He picked up Bilson again, drew back his fist. Yasmeen leapt, grabbing Archimedes’ hair, yanking him away.

“Enough!” she shouted into Archimedes’ ear, whipped him against the bulkhead. The wood shuddered against the impact. Blindly, he fought her, trying to rip out of her grip—a man driven mad by what his friend had just done. His pain overwhelmed her, became her own. By the blue heavens, how could she help him? How could she ease this? She didn’t know, and her fear and horror reached up to choke her. “Please, Archimedes. Please.”

His eyes seemed to clear…not completely, but just enough. His devastated gaze locked on hers. He stopped struggling and began to shake, uncontrollable tremors that rattled his frame.

“You’re all right. I’m here.” Yasmeen released her grip on his hair and gently cupped his face between her hands. His beloved features blurred in front of her. “You’re all right.”

With a ragged, sobbing breath, he clutched her to his chest. His face buried in her hair. His shaking intensified when, behind them, Bilson’s gave a pained groan.

Archimedes lifted his head, the sheen over his eyes making them appear brilliantly green. His hair had come free of the leather tie, an unruly tangle that looked as wild as he had moments before—and still was, she saw. He was just barely containing the emotional eruption.

“God, Yasmeen. I have to go. I need to run.”

Her throat aching, she nodded. Archimedes wasn’t like her. The airship wasn’t big enough for him—he needed more, and especially now. “I’ll come with you.”

“No.” A violent shake of his head followed the response. “No.”

God. How could she agree to that? She couldn’t let him go alone when he was like this.

But she also couldn’t imagine what was going through his head. Whatever it was, he obviously couldn’t bear for her to see it.

“Not to the city wall,” she said. Zombies crowded Port Fallow’s wall—and even though he needed to bring himself back, to seek danger…out there, he wouldn’t be reaffirming life. He’d only find death. “Promise me, Archimedes. There’s too many. Promise me.”

Nodding, he pressed an unsteady kiss to her lips. “I love you.” His voice was broken. “More than I can…God.”

He abruptly pulled out of her arms. Yasmeen watched him disappear up the companionway, trying to breathe past the pain in her chest. She looked to the first mate. He glanced at Bilson, who was struggling to his feet—the bastard obviously wasn’t going anywhere, and he’d already communicated with his associate on board.

With a short salute, Longcock headed off after Archimedes. Whatever her husband got into, the first mate could help him if he needed it.

And Bilson…She wasn’t done with him yet.

Archimedes’ old friend spit blood from his mouth as she approached, regarding her with disgust. “You let him go alone? You ice cold bit—”

She whipped around. Her bare heel cracked against his jaw. Bone snapped. Bilson’s eyes rolled back, and he dropped to the boards.

Yasmeen looked up at the sound of steps. Vashon stood at the head of the companionway, staring at the unconscious man, her expression impassive except for the barest widening of her eyes.

“Would you like us to move him, ma’am?”

“In a moment.” They couldn’t kill him yet, but they could make certain the device wouldn’t only affect Archimedes. She glanced toward her cabin, where Ginger still waited by the girls’ berth. The girl hadn’t flinched—but then, she’d seen much worse. “Run for Tom Blacksmith and Anisa Stoker, and bring them both to Mr. Bilson’s stateroom.”

As the girl started off, Yasmeen reached for Bilson’s uninjured arm and sent a significant glance to his boots. Vashon caught on, lifted his feet, and they began sliding him toward the companionway.

Walking crab-like to avoid the trail of blood they were leaving, the quartermaster asked, “Do we need to call for a surgeon, Captain?”

“No.” And normally, Yasmeen wouldn’t cross this line and infect a man without his consent—but Bilson’s goddamn game had pushed her over. He’d hurt Archimedes. The man was lucky she wasn’t flaying him alive. “He only needs the blacksmith.”

The nanoagents would heal him more quickly than any surgeon’s tricks could. And if he was smart, he’d be damn grateful that Yasmeen hadn’t ordered the ship’s blacksmith to bolt his mouth shut while he was at it.



Chapter 4

A system of copper and brass pipes ran all through the ship—some for heating, others for communication. The pipe that Bilson had clanged ran through the aviators’ mess. Several crew members were seated at the long table that dominated the midsection of the berth deck, engrossed in a game of Five Click Mérelles. Others came and went without notice—particularly tonight, while Lady Nergüi was still docked and lightly manned.

Yasmeen firmed her mouth against a sigh of frustration. Following the pipes hadn’t helped. Anyone on the ship could have listened for Bilson’s signal and deactivated the device without drawing undue attention.

Anyone but Yasmeen.

Despite having just swigged a mouthful of grog, the second mate abruptly stood when she saw Yasmeen. The table jolted, scattering the marbles across the rotating game board. A shout of dismay went up, a jeer at her clumsiness—then they were suddenly on their feet, too.

The second mate swallowed and announced, “Captain on deck!”

“Thank you, Mrs. Markel. Please, return to your activities.”

They immediately sat again, though all were clearly uncomfortable—and would have been with any captain. This was one of the few places on her lady that Yasmeen rarely visited, because a simple statement inviting them to return to their game became an order to sit. A crew shouldn’t always have to be mindful of a captain’s presence. Even Archimedes—whose relationship with the crew was both less formal and far more complicated than Yasmeen’s—rarely intruded here, accepting only spontaneous invitations during celebratory occasions.

She wished he was here now. Not knowing how he fared was killing her. She had to trust that he’d be all right…he was Archimedes Fox, after all. But he’d been so enraged, so devastated—nothing at all like the Archimedes Fox she knew, the man who rarely even worked himself up to a temper. How could she guess what he would do, what he was thinking? Never before had she seen him in such a state.

And she’d never let it happen again. Only a thin thread of self-control had kept her from tearing through her lady, searching for the device. Quietly, she walked the length of the aviator’s mess, and even though she rarely visited, Yasmeen knew her lady and the look of her decks well enough to know that nothing appeared out of place, as if recently moved or used to conceal another object. Of course, she hadn’t expected to find anything. There was little hope of locating the device before Archimedes’ return. Eventually, Yasmeen would find it, but not in any obvious spot. Bilson had prepared too well.

She could destroy all of those preparations now by leaving Archimedes in Port Fallow and flying out of the harbor. Her husband would be safely out of range, and she could search every inch of the airship.

Except…she couldn’t. That was Archimedes’ decision to make. Perhaps later, when he was thinking clearly again, he would choose to leave the airship until she found the device. And even though distance would be safer for him, she wouldn’t abandon her husband while he was still reeling from Bilson’s attack.

Bilson. The fucking bilgewater trout.

Unfortunately, whatever happened to the man was also up to her husband. Though Yasmeen would have liked to toss him straight into a kraken’s clutches, and though Bilson deserved much worse than what she’d already done, his fate was Archimedes’ to determine.

If he gave the bastard over to Yasmeen, though…

“Captain?”

The query came from the table, where the aviators were watching her. When she turned, the second mate’s eyes widened. The others paled and hastily looked back to their game. Apparently, the fierce and bloody vengeance she’d been imagining had found its way to her expression.

Still, Mrs. Markel had balls enough to ask, “Are you searching for something, ma’am? May we help you?”

Could they? Yasmeen stopped, her heart stuttering with the sudden realization: she could lose her crew over this.

She hadn’t thought of it until now—how could she, while Archimedes was out in Port Fallow somewhere, trying to jettison the effects of the device?—but the simple truth was that Bilson had come aboard her airship and taken command. Until they found the device, that bastard would determine where they flew.

She’d killed several people who’d tried to take control of her airship before. She’d even tossed Archimedes off her lady and into a zombie-infested swamp for attempting the same. Each time, there’d been some risk to her life, a weapon aimed her way, yet she’d never submitted to the demands—and she’d stopped every single bastard who had ever tried to steal her ship.

Yet now, it wasn’t her life that had been threatened, but Archimedes’…and she’d backed down. Even if only to give herself time to find the device, she’d backed down, and allowed Bilson to live in order to save her husband.

Yasmeen couldn’t regret it, not even for a moment. All the same, a sick uncertainty began roiling in her gut. How could she prevent Bilson’s blackmail from destroying the crew’s confidence in her? Someone had seen her weakness and exploited it. Why would they follow someone who couldn’t maintain command of her own airship?

Thank the lady, the danger wasn’t immediate. For now, the aviators knew that she’d shot Bilson, but not why—and Bilson’s associate probably wouldn’t reveal himself by talking about it. George Longcock and Ginger knew of the device and its effect on Archimedes, but Yasmeen didn’t doubt their ability to keep their mouths shut. She’d already asked Ginger not to mention the device, in case the associate did inadvertently expose himself, but also to avoid a panic; many of the crew were infected by nanoagents, and few cared that none of them shared the same strain as Archimedes—except for Anisa Stoker, who’d been in her bunk and sleeping while the device had been activated.

Ginger wouldn’t talk; the girl’s loyalty had survived the explosion that had destroyed Lady Corsair, and nothing Bilson could do would shake it. Though an excellent first mate, Longcock’s loyalty to Yasmeen ended at the bottom of her purse—but not his loyalty to Archimedes, whose quick thinking and pneumatic grapnel launcher had once saved the first mate from a megalodon’s jaws, even though Archimedes had risked his own life to do it. Already an admirer of the adventurer Archimedes Fox, George Longcock had become a devoted friend of the man himself after that brush with death.

An impossible friendship, Yasmeen would have thought, but somehow, Archimedes easily navigated through the lines of position and ranking aboard Lady Nergüi.

Though not as close to him as George Longcock, many other members of the crew felt similarly toward Archimedes—either because they’d read his serial adventures, because of some kindness, or simply because he was always good company. Her husband wasn’t part of her crew, yet beloved by them. None of the aviators would have wondered why their captain had a soft spot for him, too.

They wouldn’t have wondered why…but they might have wondered whether that soft spot made her too vulnerable to properly command them.

She wasn’t. Yasmeen had no doubt of that. Still, she was shaken by the realization of how much damage Bilson’s scheme could do to her position. Perhaps she would have reason to kill him herself, after all.

But not yet. She wouldn’t risk Archimedes.

The second mate was waiting for her reply. Yasmeen came to a decision, shook her head.

“No, Mrs. Markel. Thank you.” She wouldn’t send her crew scuttling about in search of the device, driven by fear. Better to determine a course, to prepare. Both would be easier to do after Archimedes returned and her every thought wasn’t consumed by her worry for him. “As you were.”

She started aft, toward the galley kitchen. The aviators’ sighs of relief as she left the mess would have been inaudible to most people; Yasmeen heard them, smiled slightly—then wondered if she was too soft on them.

The galley was empty, except for the scullery woman. Of course it was. This late, Cook was already abed. She’d have to speak with him about securing enough provisions for a months’ long flight tomorrow.

The scullery woman glanced up, her hands red from the scalding wash water and the fringe of her brown hair curled by the steam. Yasmeen immediately saw the same discomfort that the aviators had shown, but held out her hand to stop the woman’s attempt to stand. “As you were, senhora. I’m only passing through.”

Though clearly uncertain, the woman eased back down on her cushioned stool. “Yes, Captain.”

The galley was spotless and in perfect order. Though there were likely more places to conceal the device here than anywhere else aboard her lady, Yasmeen suspected that Cook would have ferreted out any foreign object in his domain and made everyone aware of his displeasure long before Bilson’s associate had managed to use it.

Indeed, the only thing out of place in Cook’s firmly regimented kitchen was Maria Barriga de Lata—the scullery woman. It was a bit late for scrubbing pots, yet Yasmeen wasn’t surprised to see her. She’d heard that Cook had been allowing the woman to rest during the last dog watch. Typically, all cleaning duties would be completed before the eighth bell had been struck, but Barriga de Lata had difficulty sitting for long stretches of time, thanks to the blacksmith butchers in the Lusitanian mines. Yasmeen didn’t know what they’d been hoping to do to the woman—aside from making their own strong laborers who came cheaper than those abducted from Horde-occupied territories—but all they’d managed to do was replace most of her abdomen with a tin can filled with guts and useless clockworks. Only her nanoagents kept her alive.

By the time Yasmeen reached the end of the galley, Barriga de Lata was diligently scrubbing again. Out of pity or some other reason, Cook had relaxed the strict order of his kitchen for this woman—and Yasmeen didn’t care whether she worked the usual schedule, either, as long as her duties were completed every day.

But was Yasmeen being too soft on her, too?

Sense told her that she wasn’t. Still, the question of her softness nagged at her—and in turn, that nagged at her. She’d never been uncertain like this.

Perhaps it was impossible to be certain of anything when her life and emotions had suddenly been turned on their heads by one goddamn device, when the man she loved had been so devastated by it…and hadn’t yet returned.

Though she wouldn’t find the device before he came back, she could help him by making certain that Bilson’s associate had no reason to activate it again. Letters needed to be sent to Scarsdale, and to the Blacksmith in London—she didn’t want to see even a glimpse of New Eden, but by the lady, she would be prepared for it. Instructions had to be written for her steward, lead engineer, and quartermaster, ordering them to secure enough provisions for a long trip. She could help Archimedes best by returning to her cabin, by being the captain her lady needed.

And by being here when he came home.

*   *   *

Archimedes ran.

He ran the length of the dock that he’d danced down that afternoon, each step just as quick, quicker—but no partners now, except for those that veered out of his path or jumped out of his way, and no music, only cries of surprise or anger as he rushed past. Past the bridge choked with steamcoaches, the light from their hissing gas lanterns flickering over the surface of the canal, gilding the floating refuse and gleaming in the eyes of swimming rats. Though contained by water and walls, Port Fallow was endless, the curving streets and twisting alleys forever leading to others. Everything that could be felt was here to see and hear, the despair of digging through rotting scraps, the joy of laughter between friends, the sorrow of the lost-and-couldn’t-be-led, the passion of lovers coupling in the dark, the terror of cold nights and rough hands. Like a boilerworm leeching minerals from dirt, he wound his way through the city, drawing out as many emotions as he could. His lungs became a fiery bellows and his thighs screaming pistons, and the pain and exhaustion helped more than all of the rest because it was his.

But it wasn’t enough.

He could still picture the stabbing hurt in Yasmeen’s gaze when she’d looked up at him, could still feel the nothing inside as he’d looked back. He hadn’t cared. God, that wasn’t him—but the memory of her expression was his, the vision of her pain that he hadn’t even tried to protect her from, and it ripped him open now, filled him with shame.

Even that wasn’t enough.

Every time he turned toward the harbor, the sight of Lady Nergüi was a razor to his gut. He couldn’t go back, not yet. Not until he was himself again. But he couldn’t go to the wall, where armed men fired into the night, where the ravenous moans and growls never ceased. There were other places, though—zombies couldn’t be found in Port Fallow’s worst rum dives, but when the patrons had enough to drink, they were almost the same. Stinking, vacant-eyed, and willing to tear a man apart at the slightest provocation.

Archimedes couldn’t see much difference—and shortly after provoking the right one, he couldn’t see anything past the blood and the sweat dripping into his eyes.

This, too, wasn’t enough. But it was something.

Something absurd. Laughing wildly, he swung at a drunken giant and was pummeled in return. Ah, God, yes. This was pain, rupturing through his chest and gut, eating away the edges of his memory until the agony of remembering her face and his nothing in response began to blur. Until the goddamn mechanical bugs in his blood were forced to begin healing him, until they had a use other than smothering him into oblivion.

A fist sent him into that void, instead. Archimedes reeled back, hit a wall. His knees folded. The world spun and darkened.

That wasn’t enough.

Killing Bilson might be. That duplicitous bastard had used him to get to Yasmeen. She’d found a new ship and new crew and Bilson had ripped it from her…using her love for him. God. Would she resent him for that? Hate him for it?

That pain of that thought was too much, shredding everything, leaving only despair. It had to be Bilson, instead, the utter betrayal of using that device. Embracing his horror and anger, Archimedes pushed the darkness away and lifted his head.

Longcock squatted in front of him, a foaming pint in hand, and more foam dissolving in his blond mustache. His rough blue tunic bulged over his arms and chest, covering the guns beneath without concealing them. Behind him, the drunken giant was on the floor, rubbing his jaw.

“And he’s awake,” the first mate said. “Are you done?”

Hurting everywhere, but not enough. “Not yet.”

Longcock nodded, as if unsurprised. “Did you mean to pick out the biggest one?”

“Yes.” And would have gone another round, except the drunken giant was hauling himself up and sidling toward the door, keeping one eye on Longcock. “Not that it does me any good now that you’ve chased him away.”

“I thought the device had addled your brains. But any man who salvages rubbish from a continent full of zombies can’t have many brains to begin with.”

Even smiling pained him, so Archimedes laughed and relished the full-bodied, agonizing effect.

Longcock shook his head. “I can’t figure New Worlders. Buggers like me lived all our lives under the tower in London, and when that tower went down we went mad with feeling. I did things during the revolution I can’t bear to think of now, that even as a pirate, it couldn’t compare. Before that, I thought I knew who I was—and after, I’d have done anything to just stop feeling again, to stop hurting, to know myself again. That’s what every bugger did. But you go and do the opposite.”

For the same reasons, though. Even as the buttoned-up inknose, he’d felt deeply. That signal took it all away—and didn’t let him care that it was gone. Longcock hadn’t known who he was when the tower went down; Archimedes didn’t know who he was when it was up.

He knew who he wanted to be, who he should be—and it wasn’t this. None of this was enough.

Doing the opposite wasn’t enough, either, though that was part of him, too. “If I did what was expected of me, I’d bore everyone.”

“True enough. Though that puts another light on Archimedes Fox, Adventurer,” Longcock mused. “You’re a madman with an airship, searching for danger.”

Almost all correct. “It’s her airship.”

“No doubt of that.” The first mate nodded, his gaze shrewd. “And you running away from it is the opposite of sense, too. If I was searching for danger, the last thing I’d do would be leaving that ship.”

Leaving her. Yasmeen. Archimedes’ gut clenched. He’d left her. Terrified, he’d left her. Terrified of what he might do, what he might say. His emotions often got the best of his sense—and the last time he’d surfaced out of a tower-induced fugue, he’d sunk Temür Agha’s barge and destroyed his war machines. Christ knew what he might have done to her ship or in front of her crew.

But Bilson had jeopardized her ship and her crew, anyway. She might resent Archimedes for making her vulnerable. But, by God, he would convince her to let him stay.

He’d seduce her. She admired his clever tongue. He’d use it in every way a man could to win her over again.

Longcock rocked back a bit. “If you’re looking at me like that, friend, then I know your brain’s addled.”

“Not at you.” With effort, Archimedes stood. “If I was, you’d already be in my arms.”

“And here I thought you were coming to your senses.”

He wasn’t. His emotions weren’t balancing any better than his feet were. But he was finally getting there, heading in the right direction. This felt more like him.

“I’d charm you,” he told the first mate. “You’d fall desperately in love with me.”

“No man could be more mistaken—”

“I won her heart. Yours would be no challenge in comparison.”

The other man paused. “You have a point.”

So he did, but Archimedes was already losing it. The oily, smoking funk of the harbor led him to the docks, and revulsion disturbed his brief humor. Pain shot through his knuckles when he gripped the rope ladder. With each step, he reminded himself—he wouldn’t kill Bilson. Dead was better than nothing, but he couldn’t bear seeing her reaction to that statement again.

He wouldn’t kill Bilson for that, either.

The crew must have thought he was there to kill someone. Wary, they watched him cross the deck. Blood spotted his shirt. His waistcoat was gone. Yasmeen had taken it off of him before she’d taken him in her mouth, before Bilson’s device had taken the rest. He shouldn’t go to her like this.

But he did, because she was the right direction to take—and because Longcock had been right, too. He’d been an idiot to leave.

She sat at their desk, and looked up as he entered the cabin. Raw emotions raced across her face—fear, pain, uncertainty—and all of them chased by relief.

God. How was it that poets hadn’t dedicated thousands of verses to the expressive tilt of her eyes? Where were the songs to her lips, her sharp teeth? He would write them, and sing them, and lay at her feet.

“You’re all right.” Her gaze lingered on his battered face, the blood on his shirt, but it wasn’t quite a question. She knew he was more resilient than that.

But not resilient enough.

“Not yet.” He closed the door. “But I realized that there was no need to keep running, to keep fighting. The most dangerous person in Port Fallow is on this airship.”

She watched him for a long moment. Then her eyes cooled, and her smile held a knife’s edge. A shiver worked up his spine, delicious and terrifying.

“Yes.” Slowly, she lay down her pen. “I am.”

His heart pounded. Christ, the thrill she gave him with that simple movement outstripped the onslaught of a dozen zombies. Wary, he stalked closer. “Do I interrupt your writing, Captain?”

“No.” She watched him come, elbows on the desk and her fingers steepled, clicking her claws together. Her casual posture was deceptive, he knew. She could spring at any moment. “It is only a reply to Lord Scarsdale.”

Scarsdale. Though never Yasmeen’s lover, the man had touched her, kissed her when Archimedes couldn’t…when he hadn’t wanted anything more than the woman Scarsdale had beneath his hands and lips.

Old jealousy sparked; over the course of a step, Archimedes blew that spark into a conflagration. “I don’t want you to write him again. Or see him.”

Her brow arched. “No?”

“I’ll kill him if you do.” And by God, he meant it.

A cruel little smile curved her mouth. “After your performance tonight, maybe I’ll go back to him. He doesn’t even desire women and managed to get hard with me.”

Go back to him? Rage flared, burning hot. Blind with it, fists shaking, he barely stopped himself from charging, rooted his feet to the deck.

Her body smashed into his without warning and sent him staggering. He caught his balance; she caught his hair, yanked his head back. Her strong legs wrapped his hips. Sharp teeth snapped near his ear, then closed over his exposed throat, her tongue hot against his skin. Archimedes froze as she bit, exquisite needles of pain.

She could kill him like this, so easily.

The heat of rage consumed itself, smoldered into lust. His blood raced, the tension in his muscles subtly shifting from wariness to anticipation. His cock stiffened, ached. He held her against him, her taut bottom filling his palms.

Yasmeen.

He breathed her name. She released his throat, dragged her tongue beneath his jaw. Shuddering, he lifted her against his erection, grinding between her thighs, and a groan ripped from his chest. God, this feeling. So rough, so sweet. No other woman had ever excited him as she did. No other woman ever would.

Her breath rasped in his ear, each inhalation ragged, as if her control was as tattered as his, the need to touch overwhelming.

With her legs anchored around him, she loosened her grip in his hair. He caught her hands, drew them down. No need to hold him, to bite him. He was all right now, exactly where he wanted to be, and this was him, hungry for her. Her claws thrilled him, but he didn’t need them. He didn’t need her to threaten him. He just needed her. He just needed to show her that the disinterest had been a lie, that he could never not want her, and to soothe the hurt he’d caused. It wasn’t the danger that excited him; it was her. Only her.

Her pulse thrummed beneath his thumbs as he captured her hands behind her back, gently shackling her wrists with his fingers. He’d use only his tongue now, and show her—

Yasmeen’s body exploded into motion against his. She ripped out of his arms, her foot shoving into his chest—not hard, just enough to get away. Still, shock sent him tripping backward.

The same shock was reflected on her face. Crouching on the deck boards, Yasmeen stared at him, openmouthed. “I didn’t…” She swallowed hard. “Don’t restrain my hands.”

Oh, now that was pain. Anger came with it. “You don’t trust me?”

Her jaw tightened. “That’s not what I said.”

“I know. You said today, ‘I know you’d never hurt me,’” he mocked her accent. “I see how well you mean it.”

“You don’t see anything.” Her eyes narrowed, and she shifted her weight, as if preparing to pounce. Christ, his cock had never been this hard before. “You’re a goddamn fool right now.”

“Your fool.” He spat the words, and she laughed. Laughed.

“And God help us,” she said—but didn’t pounce. Her attack was far more liquid than that, a sublime dance of muscle and stealth. He had but a moment to watch, her deadly beauty striking him speechless, motionless.

Then she was behind him, around him, dragging him down to the boards. Her knees pinned his arms; her weight across his stomach stole his breath. She leaned down, her incredible face directly over his.

“Archimedes.” She whispered his name and pressed her lips to his jaw. “Archimedes.”

He opened his mouth to answer, but she took it from him with a soft, searching kiss. His eyes burned. The ache that filled his chest was unbearable, but he wanted more of it, more of this. A kiss meant she loved him.

Loved him.

God, and this was what he’d come back for. What he’d feared might have been destroyed. And he had been a fool—not to run, but to think that he would find what he needed anywhere but here.

He trembled, and she released his arms. He held her to him, returning the kiss, deepening it. Her breath seemed to catch in her throat, her chest hitched, and then he was lost to the heat of her mouth, the taste of her skin, her shuddering cry as she took him in. Here was rage and sorrow, joy and fear. Despair…and love. She gave him everything.

And he would never get enough.



Chapter 5

She couldn’t breathe.

She should have been able to. The hole at the top of her brass helmet let in air. But air wasn’t the problem—it was her chest. Her heart was giving out.

Ravenous growls filled her head. She chopped away at the zombies. The door was only a few feet away. Archimedes was trapped behind that rotten wood, bracing the entrance against the zombies’ attack. He just had to hold on. Only a few more were left, but she had to hack and hack and endlessly hack, and more were coming, and the wood…was cracking.

The sound splintered through her chest. The door shattered inward.

Her scream ripped like a knife from her gut to her throat. Staggering, she was hit from behind and then carried along as the zombies crowded, rushed through the door. She swung the machete, hacking, killing—but it didn’t matter, because she was dead now, too.

But…no. When she made it through the door, all would be right. She would look up and see Archimedes clinging to the rope, above the zombies’ reach—holding on, just as she’d told him to. Then sharp relief would wake her.

Except he wasn’t on the rope. And there was her heart, gone, gone, as the zombies surrounded him, tore at him, and he looked at her. There was nothing in his eyes. No love, no pain, nothing.

Her screams tore at her throat again, and she hacked, hacked. She couldn’t lose him. She couldn’t bear it even in a dream, she had to wake up, had to wake—

Yasmeen opened her eyes, her heart racing. With shaking hands, she reached for Archimedes, as she always did on waking from this nightmare.

He was gone.

She jolted up. Pain shot though her knees, still healing from the explosion that had destroyed her lady. Her relief at seeing Archimedes at the end of the bed only lasted a moment; sympathy took its place. Nude, he sat with his shoulders hunched and elbows braced on his thighs, his head in his hands. Despair and rejection traced every line of his body.

Ignoring the ache in her knees, Yasmeen slid toward him. His head came up, fingers wiping at his eyes. Throat suddenly raw, she slid her arms around his waist, lay her cheek against the back of his shoulder.

“Are you all right?”

“Not completely. But I will be,” he said, and she heard his smile in his voice, felt his determination in the long, shuddering breath that he drew. His palm cupped her left knee, fingers softly massaging the stiffness away. “And I’m sorry.”

“Why?”

“A few times last night…I was rough with you.”

That was all? It was true, the instability of his emotions meant that they’d gone a few rounds before exhaustion had finally worn them down, but nothing had been said or done that needed an apology now. Yasmeen gently nipped his shoulder. “And we’ve never been rough before?”

“Never with anger. Not out of jealousy.”

“And I deliberately pushed you to both, knowing that you would squeeze every bit of emotion out of them. Wasn’t that what you wanted after the device stole that from you?”

His answer was a kiss pressed to her fingers, and a grin. “I’m squeezing out every bit of shame now.”

“So you are.” And without needing her to push him to it. Some emotions had been easier to find in him than others. “Are you truly jealous of Scarsdale?”

“No. But I was, once.” He moved his attentions to her right knee, fingers gently working. “I am envious of how much time he has spent with you, the years he’s been your friend—but I don’t begrudge him that time.”

“You have me now.”

“And I often feel like crowing that fact to everyone I see.”

So did she. Yasmeen smiled, held him closer. His fingers paused on her knee.

“And your reaction when I restrained your hands? That wasn’t deliberate. I scared you. I’m sorry for that, too. I didn’t know.”

“I didn’t know, either,” she said. She’d been utterly shocked by her reaction.

Tension stiffened his shoulders. “I wasn’t myself.”

Oh. He still thought she hadn’t trusted him because of the device’s effect on his emotions. Even if he were enraged beyond reason, she would put her life in his hands.

She had more difficulty risking his life.

“I trust you,” she said. “But I don’t trust anyone else. When you held my hands, I was terrified by the idea that someone could come into the cabin, and I wouldn’t be able to protect you.”

Though he was quiet for a long moment, his tension didn’t ease. “I would protect us both.”

“I know. But it wasn’t about knowing. It was more…instinctive.”

Archimedes smiled faintly, reached up to flick her tufted ear—the one ticklish spot she had. Damn him. She squirmed, refusing to voice a single giggle, and retaliated with the scrape of her claws across his chest.

He groaned. “Stop arousing me like that, woman. You’ve already squeezed me dry.”

So she had. She’d enjoyed every second of it.

But she hadn’t enjoyed everything that had happened the previous night. Her laugh ended on a sigh, and was echoed by Archimedes’. He was better, but trouble hadn’t left their home.

Archimedes hadn’t forgotten, either. “Where’s Bilson?”

“In the stateroom, recovering. He’s still unconscious.”

“Unconscious?” His brows rose. “How badly unconscious?”

“I broke his jaw. That put him out. Then I infected him with Anisa Stoker’s blood. He’s full of opium now. It ought to keep him down for another day.”

“And the device?”

Heaviness settled in her gut. “I didn’t find it.”

“And you can’t risk the crew looking for it.”

So he’d already realized the threat to her position. She’d planned to keep that knowledge from him, but he understood her ship too well now. “I’ll ask Vashon and Longcock to search for it, but to treat the search as an inspection. Anyone whose station or storeroom is out of order will receive scullery duties.”

Archimedes nodded, but didn’t appear hopeful. “It won’t be anywhere obvious.”

“No. But there are only so many places to hide it.”

“And if we don’t find it?”

“Then we fly to New Eden.”

“No.” He pulled away from her, stood. “You won’t risk your freedom and your ship for—”

“Don’t think to give me orders, Mr. Fox.”

Though softly said, she meant it. He knew it.

His mouth flattened. Frustration glittered in his eyes, a bit of anger—and something more. Fear? “How do you like it, Yasmeen, knowing that I’m your soft spot? That I’m your exposed belly, and that my friend is holding a knife to it?”

“Truthfully? I don’t like it at all.”

He froze. It was a long moment before he spoke again, his face rigid and voice hoarse. “Do you regret me?”

“Never.” It was a vow. Her gaze didn’t waver from his. “But I hate that I don’t know how to protect you, except by giving in to his demand.”

A grim smile tilted the corners of his mouth. “I hate that I don’t know how to protect you and your ship, except by giving in…or leaving.”

“Don’t leave. And I’ll protect myself and my lady. You don’t have to worry about it.”

“Only if you don’t worry about protecting me.”

“I can’t.”

“Then don’t ask me to do the impossible, either.” He dragged his hand though his hair. “Christ. As it is, I am behind on the protecting. I have to save your life a few more times just to pull even. I ought to be hiring men to line up and shoot at you so that I can jump in front of the bullet—but God knows, you’d likely get to them first and snap their necks, and I’d end up paying the poor bastards to die.”

Despite herself, she had to laugh. He could be so wonderfully absurd.

He flashed a smile, then took a deep breath. “All right. We’re not giving in—we’re delaying while we look for the damned thing. We’ll find it, and that will be the end. Yes?”

“Yes,” she said, but in spite of his declaration, lines of worry formed on his brow. “Archimedes?”

“He always has a plan on standby.” He drew the statement out, as if thinking aloud. “But he didn’t try to stop me when I left the ship last night. You could have flown out of range—or I could have walked out of range, nullifying the threat. And he has to know we might find the device en route. No, this was to secure our attention or to serve as a distraction, and perhaps to keep us in line or to protect himself, but—”

By the dawning horror in his eyes, the answer struck him the same moment that Yasmeen realized it, too. They wouldn’t risk everything for Bilson’s brother. But for Archimedes’ sister…?

“Zenobia,” he whispered. “Dear God.”

His stunned immobility didn’t last long. Always ready for action, he started for the door. Yasmeen scrambled across the bed, found his yellow breeches amid the sheets and flung them in his direction.

He snagged them out of the air and stepped into the legs as he went. “I’ll wake the navigator.”

“The course to Fladstrand is already laid,” she reminded him, yanking her shirt over her head. Where were her boots? She needed five minutes to finish her letter to Scarsdale and send the express. “Tell Vashon to pull up our tether and push the engines to full steam. Archimedes?”

He paused at the door, looked back.

“What will it take for Bilson to break?”

“He won’t.” His gaze was flat. “And if it needs to be done, I’ll do it. But I’m not sure it will matter whether we find his breaking point. If he has Zenobia, he’s already found mine.”

And Yasmeen’s. Not just because she was Archimedes’ sister—the woman was her friend, too.

“Will he hurt her?”

“He wouldn’t have to. He just needs to send her to New Eden.”

Sweet heavens. “Who would take her?”

“Someone who’d accept money to go, but who wasn’t good enough to get away.”

Goddammit. That smug bastard had all but told them how he would do it. She shook her head, saw the same anger on Archimedes’ face…and the same fear.

“We’ll get her back,” she told him. “We will.”

Grimly, he nodded. “Either that or I’ll die trying.”

Then they were definitely getting Zenobia back—because Yasmeen would kill everyone in their way before letting that happen.

*   *   *

It was late afternoon when Lady Nergüi flew into Fladstrand. Yasmeen didn’t bother to stop at the harbor, but sailed through the town, stopping directly over Zenobia’s home.

Archimedes slid down the rope ladder first, with Yasmeen close behind. Zenobia’s orange three-level house stood between two identical buildings, all of them painted in bright colors. Though he didn’t visit as often as he’d have liked, Archimedes loved her home, loved watching her put on a display of irritation every time he shoved his loud and ridiculous life into her practical, quiet one.

Now dread weighed heavy in his chest as he let himself in. The house was cold, the air already stale. The express they’d sent the previous night lay unopened, untouched since being shoved beneath the door that morning. He found a note on her writing desk.


Archimedes,

It seems that I am to embark on an unexpected holiday to New Eden. Please do not follow me. I have always wanted an adventure of my own. If anyone threatens you, please kill them as usual. Don’t stop to chat.

Your doting sister,
Zenobia



P. S. Lady Lynx and the Damned Deceitful Dolt

Dolt? His sister was far better at ripping a man’s character apart than that banal insult suggested.

“They must have been rushing her,” he murmured. “Or she was terrified.”

Beside him, Yasmeen nodded, her mouth a flat line. “The maids are gone, too.”

More people to bring back—but he was glad Zenobia wasn’t alone. “We use codes in our letters, sometimes. She didn’t in this one, so she must not have known the name of the airship.”

“Someone at the harbor will tell us. Fladstrand’s too small for a strange airship to go unnoticed.”

“Her letter includes today’s date.” Perhaps early that morning—before Archimedes’ express had arrived. Bilson must have sent a message to his mercenaries soon after he’d been invited to dinner aboard Lady Nergüi. “Can we catch up to them?”

Her hesitation told him before she did. “Only if we know their exact heading.”

That heading would be south, Archimedes knew. But only a degree’s difference could mean a separation of hundreds of miles by the time they’d traveled the same distance—and the bastards were already at least twelve hours ahead of them.

They’d soon be farther ahead. Lady Nergüi wasn’t prepared for a long journey. They didn’t yet have the necessary fuel and food, or the equipment needed to infiltrate New Eden. That twelve-hour lead would be thirty-six hours or more before they were ready to follow Zenobia.

Yasmeen touched his arm. “We need to go.”

Yes, they did. Zenobia’s note in hand, he started for the door. “How long before we’re in England?”

“Tomorrow morning.”

And the express letters she’d sent from Port Fallow would be arriving in London any moment now. “Will the Blacksmith’s people have time to make the autogyros?”

“For as much as we offered to pay his smithy? Yes.”

No. Archimedes’ jaw tightened. The Blacksmith wouldn’t jump at anyone’s command, not even for money. She must have been owed a favor, and no one called in the Blacksmith’s favors lightly.

For Zenobia’s sake, he couldn’t ask Yasmeen to reconsider that course…not that she would if he did.

Her gaze swept the gray sky when they stepped outside. Steel had hardened her eyes; no man looking at her would have imagined she had any weak points, any softness. Yet here he stood, a vulnerability exposed and used against her.

Truthfully? I don’t like it at all.

Archimedes liked it even less. Though strong, he was her soft belly.

Would she resent him for that?

God, the thought gutted him. He knew she wouldn’t abandon him for this…but perhaps it would be the start of regret. Losing one ship had hurt her so much, more than she probably admitted to herself. What if, in their search for Zenobia, she lost another?

He couldn’t let it happen. He’d find his sister.

But he wouldn’t risk losing Yasmeen in the process.

*   *   *

Every airship captain who made runs around the bottom knew to avoid Madagascar in the southern spring. New Eden didn’t often come within sight of the Horde-occupied island, but the steam-powered flyers traded with the merchants there. Those flyers didn’t have a long range. Wherever they roamed, New Eden couldn’t be far away.

And as soon as Yasmeen told Mrs. Fortescue their destination, it was obvious that the navigator thought that New Eden could never be far enough away. Her face was pale as she unrolled maps across Yasmeen’s desk and began plotting the course. Usually bold and flirtatious, now she was quiet, and within minutes she’d gnawed away the rosy stain on her lips. Beside her, Vashon’s tension was less visible, but still apparent in the set of her jaw, and the uncertain glances she cast at Yasmeen’s face, as if wondering whether she’d just signed on with a madwoman.

Fuck uncertainty. This ended now.

A crew that didn’t trust their captain was as worthless as a crew she didn’t trust. But goddammit, she’d been tested as they had. She didn’t rely on her reputation aboard her own ship—and in five months, she’d led them through dangers that other mercenaries wouldn’t have survived. She had no more time for this. They would trust her to do her duty by them, or they could stay behind.

She pinned her new quartermaster with a hard stare. “Would you have signed that contract if you knew we’d be heading straight for New Eden?”

At the table, Archimedes looked up from a journal, where he’d been searching for a colleague’s account of William Bushke before the man had built New Eden. His emerald eyes were haunted—guilt and worry were weighing on him. Earlier, they’d eaten a quiet dinner, and for the first time, the silence hadn’t been comfortable, or filled with more pleasurable activities. No, it had simply been too difficult to laugh or smile when they’d both been sliced open at the gut by Zenobia’s abduction.

Vashon cleared her throat. “Honestly, ma’am?”

“Yes.”

“I wouldn’t have. But now that I’m aboard your airship, I’ll stick with her.”

Yasmeen turned her attention to the navigator. “And you, Mrs. Fortescue?”

“I’m still thinking about it, ma’am.” Agitation had darkened the woman’s plump cheeks, but she held herself calmly. “You’re…well, you’re the notorious Lady Corsair. I know your reputation, and I’ve seen you wriggle us out of tight spots. And I knew this job meant that I’d be picking up a sword or a gun and using them; I knew I might die on these decks. But I can’t say I ever saw myself spending the rest of my life farming in a city in the sky.”

A fate worse than death, for some. Yasmeen couldn’t blame them for thinking so—she’d have felt the same way.

She couldn’t blame them. But she’d be damned before ever abandoning a ship and crew in the wake of such fears. If anyone would rather leave her lady, good riddance to them.

“We’ll arrive in Medway tomorrow, Mrs. Fortescue. You have until that time to decide.”

“Whether to leave?” She appeared briefly horrified. “It’s true I wouldn’t like farming, but there’s no question. I’ll stay, ma’am.”

Good. But all of them needed to decide by then. Yasmeen looked to Vashon. “Call all hands on deck. Not just the aviators—everyone. Now.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

As she turned, Yasmeen said, “I’ll see you up top, Mrs. Fortescue.”

The navigator nodded and made a hasty exit.

Yasmeen drew a deep breath, then threw back her shoulders. She buckled her jacket, straightened her sash.

“Are you primping?”

Archimedes sounded amused. A glance at his face told her that he wasn’t.

“I’m giving them the choice to go,” she said.

“Why?”

Because they’d be less likely to change their minds later or to refuse her orders. Because she’d have to kill anyone who did.

“I wouldn’t, if this was my old crew.” Or even if she’d had more time with this one. “I knew they’d follow me anywhere and without hesitation. Even if they thought I was mad, they’d trust me to pull through. My old crew…” Her throat tightened. “My old crew isn’t here.”

He came to her, caught her face between his hands. “I’m so sorry, Yasmeen.”

It wasn’t his fault. But she knew that trying to talk him out of that guilt would be useless. She tried to smile—and when she failed, tried to make him smile. “I want Zenobia back, too. Who else would immortalize my adventures? And I still have to convince her to pay me fifty percent in royalties.”

The tilt of his lips didn’t last long, and the humor never reached his eyes. “What will you tell them about Bilson?”

“Not that he’s hiding a device that can kill you and Anisa Stoker,” she said. “I’ll have to frame his presence in another way.”

“One that explains why you shot him.”

“Ah, yes. I forgot about that.”

Not truly, but she might as well have. Finding the device mattered. Zenobia mattered. When Bilson finally awoke from his opium-induced sleep, Archimedes and she would have to deal with the man…but he didn’t matter.

She looked up at Archimedes, saw the torment on his face. Though she knew he wouldn’t let go of this guilt easily, she had to try. “Stop blaming yourself for this.”

“Oh, I’ve progressed to blaming him.” His smile was short-lived, and that tortured regret appeared again. Softly, he added, “But you shouldn’t be forced into this. I’ll hire another airship at Medway. I’ll go after Zenobia alone.”

He wasn’t joking. Yasmeen stared at him. She wanted to laugh, but each word resounded in her ears, squeezed painfully at her heart. A sense of unreality descended; she shook her head, trying to clear it. “I’m having difficulty deciding whether I’m moved or offended by that suggestion.”

“Moved,” he said. “I love you. I can’t bear to risk you. And I can’t bear being the reason you might lose your crew.”

She would hate it, too. But by the lady, she hated this suggestion more, and as the sense of unreality lifted, she wasn’t moved or offended. She was hurt. He’d wounded her so easily. So carelessly.

“You know everything I am,” she said, and hated the strain in her voice, the betraying tremble. “For me to let you go alone to New Eden, I would have to be the same person that you are under the influence of that device.”

“God, no.” He reached for her. “Yasmeen—”

She pulled away. If he touched her now, it would be too much. She had to shut it all away, to steel her heart, or begin weeping, sobbing…directly before speaking to her crew. They wouldn’t follow her anywhere.

She wouldn’t blame them.

His voice raw, Archimedes tried again. “Yasmeen, I just want to protect—”

“Don’t. Don’t even suggest it.” She drew her dagger, held it out to him. “You might as well take this blade and shove it through my heart now.”

He didn’t take it. Of course he didn’t. He hadn’t meant to hurt her. She knew that…but knowing meant nothing compared to the growing ache in her chest, the tightness of her throat. She had to go up top and pretend this pain didn’t exist. Had to pretend she wasn’t terrified that half her crew would decide she wasn’t worth following, and leave.

She paused at the door. Perhaps it was weak, but she needed this from him now. “You’d be risking Zenobia by hiring someone else. Someone not as good. Do you want that, instead?”

He closed his eyes. “No.”

Then Yasmeen could hold on to that, at least.

*   *   *

You know everything I am.

God, he did. Bred to guard Horde royalty, she’d grown up expecting to have her very life tethered to one person, to guard them or die trying. She’d escaped that life and made her own, but she hadn’t discarded everything from her training—she’d said that falling in love had been like tethering to him; her life was bound to his now. She took pride in standing beside him, protecting him…just as he did in standing by her.

He’d known all that—and he’d made a mess of it. He’d wanted to see her safe, and slapped at her pride and heart, instead.

But he couldn’t repair the damage right away. He could only stand beside her now.

On the main deck, everyone aboard had gathered amidships. The aviators had clustered in front, the engineers and senior crew to starboard, and the others scattered in between. Thirty men and woman—plus five girls and two boys. He knew their names now, most of their stories.

Yasmeen took the quarterdeck. Behind her, steam billowed in great clouds—the boilers at full, but the engines quiet for the next few minutes. The wind wafted thick tendrils of mist around the balloon, as if they were floating backward through a heavy fog. Archimedes stepped onto the quarterdeck, took his place behind her. Perhaps she didn’t want him there now; he didn’t know. It wouldn’t have mattered, anyway. Even if she put a knife to his throat and told him to go, he’d never do anything but stand with her.

It was impossible to judge her reaction. Her expression appeared colder, harder than he’d seen in months—flint and steel, an angry fire waiting to be struck. The aviators quieted. Yasmeen’s voice carried over them.

“I am putting to rest the speculation that has run rampant aboard this ship since last evening, when I shot our passenger, Mr. Bilson—speculation that has increased since our hasty departure for Fladstrand this morning.”

She paused, as if in silent reprimand for their gossiping. Archimedes knew that she thought such speculations were to be expected, and mostly harmless. She only ever squashed rumors if they threatened to disrupt the order aboard her ship—and typically, the quartermaster or the mates squashed them, first. But she couldn’t mention their speculation without also correcting it, even if that correction lasted only the space of a breath.

A few aviators squirmed. That seemed to satisfy her. “Some of you remember Miss Zenobia Fox, who traveled with us from England to Fladstrand this spring. She is Mr. Fox’s sister, and the author of the Archimedes Fox adventures—and now the Lady Lynx adventures, as well. Last night, we discovered that Mr. Bilson had arranged her kidnap.”

A murmur passed through the gathered crew, a swelling of outrage and excitement. This demanded action, adventure—and undoubtedly, a fine reward. For many of them, this was probably what they’d hoped to find aboard her airship, and within a few months, she’d served it to them in spades. Escorting pilgrims to Mecca over Horde-occupied lands, encountering airship pirates in Venice and off the shores of the Canary Islands, carrying sharkhunters to the southern tip of the Americas, scouting for rebels in Castile, an unexpected run-in with smugglers at the Hapsburg Wall. Yes, they’d had adventures—enough even for Archimedes.

“Miss Fox has been taken to New Eden,” Yasmeen said. “Lady Nergüi is going after her.”

The excitement turned to disbelief. A discontented muttering began, heads turning as if they were all confirming what they’d heard.

Yasmeen held up her hand. Instant silence fell. “I recognize that to many of you, New Eden is a risk you wouldn’t want to take. That any airship wouldn’t take. And that you’d think any captain who tried is a fool.”

She said what they wouldn’t dare to…not where she might hear. Clever. On any vessel, whispers in the dark were the most dangerous. She brought it into the open.

And smashed it. “I’m not a fool. I don’t plan to fly Lady Nergüi near to New Eden, but only close enough to enter the city in another way. There is a risk, however, and you have until tomorrow at noon to decide whether you’ll leave this ship. If so, you’ll walk away with a full month’s wages and a season’s share in your purse.” Her cold gaze swept over them. “Let me be clear. New Eden poses no more threat than the Coiling Straits, the wall, or anywhere over Horde territory. There will always be danger aboard this ship. If you can’t face New Eden, then you aren’t suited for any other dangers we face—and you aren’t suited for my lady’s crew.”

A brief quiet fell, filled only by the sound of hissing steam and the wind. After a moment, Vashon spoke up. “I don’t need to wait until tomorrow, Captain. I’m with you.”

Fortescue and a few others nodded their agreement. Archimedes looked to the first mate. The quartermaster’s word had some weight, but not as much as she would have if she’d been aboard a longer time. His friend had that weight, but he wasn’t throwing it around yet. Longcock regarded the captain in silence as the mutters and declarations of loyalty swelled around them.

Yasmeen held up her hand, quieting them again. “Tomorrow,” she repeated. “Make certain this decision is your own.”

Longcock cleared his throat. “Captain?”

“Mr. Longcock.”

“I’m with you. But as the others make their decision, I’m certain there’s one thing in particular they’d like to know: If those flyers come for us, will you let them take us in or blow us up?”

“I’ll surrender,” she said.

Surprise slapped Archimedes; he stared at her, wishing he could read her expression. Beyond her, the aviators’ heads turned again, their faces uncertain. They hadn’t expected that from her. He hadn’t expected that from her.

She continued, “Then I’ll kill William Bushke and destroy his flyers, untether my lady from the city, and get us the hell out of there.”

Ah. That was more like he’d expected. Thank God she was never boring about it.

Pursing his lips, Longcock nodded. “That sounds all right to me,” he said.

*   *   *

She couldn’t lose him like this, she couldn’t lose him—

Yasmeen woke up, gasping, sweating. Gray, predawn light filtered through the portholes. Through a blur of tears, she searched for Archimedes. He lay beside her—and even in his sleep, he wore a troubled frown.

Not just worried for Zenobia, she knew. Worried for her, too.

She understood that fear, though she hadn’t always. She wasn’t accustomed to being terrified for the people she loved. Hurting for them. Steeling herself against that pain and fear was the only solution now, the only way to get through this without losing her friend, her crew, her ship…and her husband, too. But she couldn’t steel herself against him, however much Archimedes might believe she had.

By the lady, she couldn’t bear to lose him—and was almost afraid of the lengths she’d go to, making certain she didn’t.

The sound of the engines changed, slower, throatier. No longer driving at full bore. She felt the slight shift in their speed, the adjustment in their course. They were coming into Medway, then.

Turning toward Archimedes, she wiped the sweat and tears from her face. When they’d gone to sleep early that morning, there’d been distance between them. No anger, nothing hot—simply exhaustion and weariness. Now she was cold.

She curled against him, her back to his chest. Gingerly, she bent her legs, trying to loosen her knees without disturbing him. He might sleep yet. After discovering that The Kite—a mercenary skyrunner captained by Olaf Berge—had flown into Fladstrand early the previous morning, they’d spent most of the night bent over the desk with the senior crew and department heads, confirming inventory and drawing up lists of provisions. All of it would need to be secured and stowed today, stuffing her lady to the deckheads. Most of the expanded cargo hold would be filled with the extra coal they’d need; they’d burn up some on the journey, but it was impossible to know how long they’d be circling Madagascar or venturing farther into the Eastern Ocean, looking for the balloon city.

Perhaps luck would be with them, and it wouldn’t take more than a week or two…but it might take months. They could restock their supplies in Australia, but a wide expanse of ocean and Horde territory lay between here and there. Yasmeen didn’t want to run out of fuel and depend on the wind to bring them in, or risk fishing for sustenance in kraken-infested waters.

The stiffness in her knees subsided—not enough, but she couldn’t lie abed. Not when there was so much to do. With a sigh, she sat up.

Archimedes’ callused hand slid over her thigh. His head lifted, his hair a gold-streaked jumble, his eyes still heavy. “Yasmeen?”

“Sleep. I have to meet with Scarsdale.”

“I’ll come.”

“No.” She pressed her palm to his chest, prevented him from sitting up. Her refusal hurt him, she saw. But she was afraid of hurting him more if she didn’t work through the tangle of emotions that had been tying them up since Bilson had activated that device.

“Yasmeen.” He caught her hand, held it against his heart. Regret deepened the emerald in his eyes. “What I said about hiring someone else, that wasn’t meant to hurt you.”

“I know.” And she also knew that he wanted to unravel this tangle, too. Something wasn’t right between them—and somehow, that fucked over everything else. But she couldn’t see what it was yet. She needed to clear her head, to look with new eyes.

Slowly, she slid from the bed, turning back to collect her silver cigarillo case from the pillow. His gaze followed her, and she couldn’t bear the torment in his face. Bending, she kissed him. “I know,” she repeated.

He nodded, pulled her down for another sweet kiss. When he released her, his grin was familiar, perfect. “Remember that when you’re with your fancy earl.”

“But he has such fashionable waistcoats.”

“Fashionable? How boring.”

Yasmeen had to agree—and because she wanted to keep Archimedes close, she pulled on one of his shirts. Too big, but it carried his wonderful scent. She expected a comment, but when she looked away from the wardrobe, he was watching her with a frown.

“You’re all but hobbling, Mrs. Fox. You ought to have loosened up on me.”

Oh, but she’d have loved to. Riding him slowly, taking him deep. “Perhaps tomorrow, Mr. Fox.”

“Perhaps tonight,” he said.

“I won’t be stiff then.”

“Scowl at me over dinner, and I will be.”

She grinned and shook her head, before covering her hair with a red silk kerchief and tying the ends. When she glanced back at him, his gaze had unfocused. Lost in thought.

“What is it?”

He shook his head. “It’s all too expected.”

“What is?”

“Bilson using Zenobia.”

Expected? “It surprised us yesterday.”

“Only because the device threw us into a spin. We expected him to go for her—we sent her that express.”

“He knows what matters to you. That’s not a surprise. It was clever.”

“Ah!” he exclaimed, as if whatever idea had been forming in his head seemed to come together. “It is clever. But only until we rescue her and Joseph from New Eden. Then…”

“We kill him.”

“Unless she was never there.”

Ah. “That would be clever,” she agreed. “We fly to New Eden after her, only to find that it was all a ruse. Then he doesn’t reveal her true location until we take him and his brother back to civilization.”

And the more she considered it, the more sense it made. Bilson and his mercenaries couldn’t know where New Eden was with any more accuracy than Yasmeen did. In all possibility, Lady Nergüi would find the floating city long before The Kite did.

“Yes,” Archimedes said. “But it doesn’t help us now. We wouldn’t know the truth until we were there.”

No, they wouldn’t. If Bilson claimed that he’d sent Zenobia to New Eden, and then—under threat of torture—admitted that he’d tried to fool them, they still wouldn’t know whether he was telling them what they wanted to hear simply to stop the torment.

And he would still be playing some sort of game. “He can’t be holding all of the strings,” Yasmeen said.

“He has the strings.” With a broad grin, Archimedes leaned back on the pillows, arms folded behind his head. “But I have iron balls and a silver tongue…and a fortune.”

Oh, but she loved it when he was cocky. It was Archimedes Fox’s version of her blades and claws. She narrowed her eyes. “And?”

“We’ll play along…and call his bluff. If Berge has Zenobia aboard The Kite, they’re likely waiting for word from Bilson. But if we’re supposed to be searching for New Eden, they can’t know how long they’ll be waiting.”

She caught on. “And they would need supplies. They’d need a place to collect messages.”

“But we can’t wait for an answer—not unless we find that device. So we’ll have to fly south, let Bilson think it’s all happening just as he planned.” He paused. “Would Scarsdale be willing to send the word out, and then send any reply to us?”

“Oh, yes. I’ll arrange it with him now.” The turnabout might take several weeks to come to fruition, but she was already anticipating Bilson’s dismay. Grinning, she buckled her jacket. “In the meantime, the autogyros ought to arrive by midmorning. Will you see that they are properly loaded?”

“You realize I won’t be able to resist taking one up?”

Yes. “They’ll need to be tested, anyway. Take Longcock, see if they handle the weight. We’ll have the maids with us, remember.”

“I will.”

“And if any of the aviators decide to leave—”

“I’ll kill them.”

She laughed, shook her head. “No. Send them to the steward for their pay and papers. I should return shortly before noon, so I’ll be available if anyone needs to have a word with me before making their decision.”

Archimedes frowned. “You’ll let them question you?”

“No. If they’re still undecided, I’d rather they go. So if they come to me with doubts, I’ll push them along.”

His eyes narrowed. “Do you have doubts?”

In her ability to captain this ship? Not at all. In her ability to rescue Zenobia from New Eden, if necessary? Not many. Yasmeen believed they would be successful. But there were always risks. “Realistically, I have to recognize that there’s a chance I might fail.”

“Well, I don’t have any doubts,” he said smugly. “Not one.”

“That’s because you’ve never approached anything with an attitude that resembled ‘realistic.’”

“It’s true.” He grinned. “That’s why you love me.”

“Perhaps.” Slowly, her gaze slipped over the hard expanse of his chest, the lean muscles of his stomach, the breadth of his shoulders. “But that’s not the only reason, Mr. Fox.”

His laughter followed her to the door, and Yasmeen couldn’t stop smiling. Whatever had been tangled between them had begun to loosen, and already she felt lighter.

Archimedes suddenly stopped laughing. “Are those my daggers in your boots?”

“Mine.” Her fingers wrapped around the red handles. “Unless you know a good reason for me to give them back?”

“I’ll run after you naked, exposing myself to all of your crew until you return them.”

“I asked for a good reason.”

“They match my favorite waistcoat.”

She flicked the tails of her red silk kerchief over her shoulders, then tucked her fingers into the crimson sash at her waist.

He swore. “I will have them back, Mrs. Fox.”

“I’ll enjoy seeing you try, Mr. Fox.”

She was still smiling as she came onto the main deck. The sky was dreary, clouded. Drizzle pattered against the metal fabric of the envelope. The deck crew was already busy, readying the airship to take on the extra supplies. With the coal heavy in her lady’s belly, she wouldn’t fly as quickly, but she was fleet and the engines at her heart were strong. Even weighed down, she’d still make fine time on their journey south.

Her knees had loosened up a bit more, but Yasmeen descended on the cargo lift rather than risk the rope ladder. The steward had been busy; crates of supplies were already stacking up at her mooring station. The boards were slippery with rain. The naval docks at Medway were never quiet—but never as chaotic as unregulated harbors. Yasmeen hailed a passing cab. The steamcoach driver peered at her through the gray morning light, then blinked hard when recognition set in. She saw his brief moment of panic and indecision before waving her into the rattling carriage. Yasmeen grinned as she climbed in. Her reputation extended far, and still produced the response that she’d wanted.

She had earned that reputation, often lived up to it, and had carefully nurtured the barroom stories of her more ruthless deeds…because it was far easier and less time-consuming to let fear deter the majority of the idiots who might attempt to cross her than to actually deal with them.

That reputation would change, she knew. With Archimedes at her side, with Lady Lynx circulating two sides of an ocean, that change was inevitable.

But she didn’t yet know what sort of change that would be—or the effect that change would have. Bilson might be one indication of it. Instead of fearing her, idiots might attempt to take advantage of her feelings for Archimedes.

Why didn’t that bother her as much as it should have?

She cared that someone might threaten Archimedes; she didn’t care whether anyone knew she loved him, even though her reputation could burn on that one detail.

But she didn’t care if it did burn…and she couldn’t fathom it. For years, she’d labored to prevent vulnerabilities from softening her reputation. Why did it matter so little now? Her reaction was the opposite of what she’d expected of herself—and what Archimedes had expected of her, too.

Perhaps that was the root of the tangle. They’d both expected that her response would be different, and they’d both been reacting as if it had been. Because she should have cared.

How odd that she didn’t.

The steamcoach rumbled to a stop in front of Medway’s finest inn. Yasmeen flipped a coin to the driver and made her way to the door, where an automaton butler welcomed her in. God. These things were all the rage in the New World, but though its hat-taking skills and wax-recorded greeting were impressive, it slowed the normal speed of an entrance down a bit.

Beyond the entryway, the dining room bustled with activity. Well-dressed travelers laughed and chatted, all of them surrounded by an air of expectation. Obviously, none of them were headed to New Eden. A smiling woman in a sensible black dress and widow’s cap approached Yasmeen—the hotelier, she assumed.

“Which is Lord Scarsdale’s room?”

The woman’s gaze flicked up to Yasmeen’s kerchief, traveled down to her boots. Her pleasant expression froze in place. “Lady Corsair, how lovely of you to call. I will be happy to notify his lordship that you’ve arrived.”

“Don’t notify him.” The man was likely too drunk to wake easily; she’d be waiting until afternoon for a reply. “He’s expecting me. Just tell me where his room is.”

“I’m afraid I can’t—”

Yasmeen smiled.

The woman stuttered to a stop. Flustered and wringing her hands, she said, “He’s upstairs, ma’am. The third door on the left.”

“Thank you.”

The stairs made her wish that she’d spent the minutes in the steamcoach massaging her knees. Scarsdale’s door wasn’t locked—and no surprise there. His quarters smelled like an absinthe factory. She found him facedown on the bed. The poor bastard hadn’t even managed to get his boots off before passing out.

An ewer sat on the dressing table. She dipped her fingers inside. The water was cold. Freezing would have been better, but this would do.

At the sound of footsteps, she looked over her shoulder. Wearing a nightgown and a long floppy cap, Scarsdale’s valet was attempting to creep up behind her, a chamber pot raised high.

He froze with his arms straight over his head. His nightgown had lifted with the movement, exposing knobby knees. “Captain! It is so very good to see you.”

Better than bashing her skull in, at least. “What time did he fall asleep?”

“I’m not certain. He sent me to bed an hour after midnight.” The valet tsked, setting down the pot and stepping forward, his gaze fixed on Scarsdale’s boots. “The poor dear.”

Yasmeen dumped the ewer over the poor dear’s head.

Sputtering, Scarsdale reared up, batting wildly at his hair, pushing the sodden brown strands away from his eyes. Bloodshot, they focused on her. “Blast you!”

“Darling,” she purred, and tossed him a towel. “You look horrible.”

“I look fantastic.” He scrubbed at his face, then stopped to weave as if the vigorous moment had unbalanced him. Still, he managed to add, “As always.”

“I wake up next to ‘fantastic’ every day. You’re not even within leagues of him right now.”

“You’ve only yourself to blame. You bring me to Medway, Yasmeen? Good God. What is here but sailors and an oddities fair? This atmosphere sucks the life from a man, drains him dry, and the only thing to do is drink. You ought to have had the sense of meeting with me in Brighton.”

“Where supplies cost twice as much?”

He laughed suddenly. “Ah, well. That explains the price of my upcoming nuptials. I ought to have insisted on them taking place in Medway instead of Brighton. We could drink together, you and I.”

His marriage. Goddammit. So he was going through with it.

Maybe. “If you drink enough, it’ll be much easier to abduct you.”

“Is that your plan—to spirit me away aboard your lady?” He pressed his hand to his stomach, as if queasy. He probably was, and not just because of the drink. Heights terrified him. Even now, the shades over the windows were drawn—not to keep out the light, but so that he wouldn’t see the view from the second floor. “I’d rather be married.”

No, he wouldn’t. “Break it off. The people on your father’s estates don’t need you. They managed well enough alone for two hundred years.”

“They were under the boot of the Horde for two hundred years,” he said dryly.

“And the aristocracy is different?”

“It’s not tyranny.”

Yasmeen thought that everything but willing service was tyranny of some sort. “So you will swoop in and take back what they have earned, and the people on your lands have no choice in the matter.”

“Neither do I.”

Fair enough—and there was little more to be said. He would no more abandon the responsibilities of his station than she would her crew. But if this marriage would be hell, she would never abandon him to it. “Do you like her, at least?”

“Yes.” He sighed. “I like her very well. I will be content, Yasmeen.”

That couldn’t be enough—but that wasn’t her decision to make. “No kidnapping, then? Perhaps it’s for the best, since Zenobia Fox has just been abducted and taken to New Eden.”

Scarsdale froze. “What do you say? I thought you were after somebody’s brother.”

“We were at her home only yesterday. She’d been taken by Berge on The Kite as an added incentive to the brother’s rescue.” At the sideboard, Yasmeen poured him another drink. Zenobia and Scarsdale had become good friends the previous winter, inseparable in each other’s company. If Zenobia was not secretly as romantic-minded as her brother, it might have been a practical match. “We’re off to New Eden as soon as the supplies are aboard my lady. Did you speak with the Blacksmith?”

Slowly coming out of his shock, he took the brandy. “Yes. I saw the autogyros loaded into the locomotive car. So you truly are attempting this madness?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll come with you.”

Despite his terror, he offered. A finer friend was difficult to find. “I need you here. Archimedes and I think her kidnap is nothing but a bluff to ensure Bilson’s return.”

She didn’t have to say more. Even drunk, Scarsdale was always shrewd. He nodded. “What do you want me to do?”

“Lure the mercenaries out. Use the newssheets to advertise our offer. And we’ll need to know as quickly as possible if that offer is accepted.”

“And if it’s not?”

“Then their lives are forfeit. Archimedes and I will hunt them down—and you can add that to the advertisement, as well. Use our names, so that the word spreads. A full-page advert ought to do it.”

“If it doesn’t, they’re complete fools.”

“Yes. I also need you to arrange the hire of a fleet to search for them, and give a reward to anyone who locates The Kite and relays our offer to Berge.” If the advertisement didn’t bring them in, the promise of a fortune would. “Fifty livre for finding him and delivering the message, and fifty more if Berge takes the one hundred we’re offering to him in the newssheets.”

“One hundred? You won’t need to hire the fleet. Berge will bring himself in for that.”

“He’d cut off his own cock for that. The fleet and the reward are to ensure that he learns about the offer as quickly as possible.” Yasmeen poured her own drink. “And you have to promise to come for us if we don’t return within six months.”

Scarsdale burst into laughter and lifted his glass in a toast. “And so here is the real reason you contacted me. You want me to send in a rescue if it all goes to hell.”

Only part of the reason. “Yes.”

“Ah, well. I’m glad it’s you that’s going, then. It means a rescue won’t be necessary. Bring that portfolio in the trunk, would you, Hopkins?” He rose from the bed as the valet disappeared into the adjoining room and returned with a leather-bound sketchbook. “On that table, that’s fine. I’ve drawn the layout of the city for you, as requested. But remember, Yasmeen, this was more than a decade ago. He’s added more ships since then.”

She joined him at the table. “That’s all right. The arrangement is probably the same in essentials.”

“Probably. Have you seen the city?”

“Only from a distance.” It had only been a spot against the horizon, and that had been close enough.

“It’s larger than you will expect. Frankly, I was astonished by its breadth, and it can only be bigger now.” He opened to the first sketch, a roughly circular overhead view of the city. His forefinger traced a large ring in the center. “These are the primary gardens. At the aft edge—”

“Aft?” The city was round. “Where’s the bow?”

He pointed to the farthest edge of the city, where he’d written “Bushke” in neat letters. “The city can fly in any direction—but typically, it flies with his quarters at its head.”

“All right.” It made sense. Using his quarters as a reference would be the simplest way to navigate around the city. “At the aft edge of the garden is…?”

“Where new arrivals are taken until they’re indoctrinated. Then they’re married off and receive their own living section in one of the outlying ships.”

So if Bilson wasn’t bluffing, that’s where Zenobia would be. “Under guard?”

“Two citizen volunteers, very lightly armed.”

“Then who has the heavy arms?”

“Bushke’s guard. Thirty to thirty-five men, and they’re fanatically loyal—they have to be. They’re the pilots on the flyers.”

And if they weren’t loyal, they’d simply use the flyers to escape. “And their watch?”

“Is around the clock.”

“The best way in?”

“From underneath.” He showed her another page, more roughly sketched and labeled with “hanger shed,” “engines,” “boiler,” and “stoker quarters.” Twenty flower-like symbols denoted the propellers. “This is the second level of the city, constructed on the framework that stabilizes the airships. There’s the surface and the gardens on the upper decks, the living quarters within the airship cabins and holds—and then this, below the ships. We didn’t see much of it from below, so the placement is an estimate, at best.”

They’d adjust as needed. “Why is this best?”

“It’s all open, for the most part. They’ve enclosed the quarters, the engines, and the hangar. The rest is just a framework of metal struts with access to the propeller shafts—and access to the surface levels.”

Her gaze sharpened on the sketch. He hadn’t marked any notable access points. “Where?”

“Everywhere. When they tether the ships together, their bowed sides don’t align perfectly. And there’s a cushion of space between the hulls to prevent them from smashing into each other during a storm. Most of those gaps are covered over, but there are many left open and used to dispose rubbish or to lower the fishing nets. Some lead down to the lower levels, too, and they have guards. But you won’t find a guard on a rubbish hole.”

Brilliant. The autogyros were quiet; they could fly up beneath New Eden in the dark, and be inside a few minutes later. She was almost sorry that Bilson was likely bluffing, and that she wouldn’t be infiltrating the city this way. After she told Archimedes about it, she thought he’d have loved a shot at it, too.

“Thank you, James.”

“It’s nothing.” Scarsdale closed his eyes, rubbed his forehead. “Truly, nothing. It’s easy to get into the city—getting away from it is another matter. Do you have a plan for that?”

“No good one yet, but we probably won’t build a glider.”

His smile was pained. “As long as you don’t let Trahaearn build it, you’ll likely do better than we did.”

He’d survived, so he hadn’t done too badly—but it had been exactly the wrong time for Scarsdale to survive. A few years earlier, his lover had been killed by hunters who’d deemed them less than men. Scarsdale had sought his own death after that, aligning himself with Trahaearn, a pirate who seemed bound to die in fiery blaze.

But when they’d been taken aboard New Eden and the glider they’d used to escape had fallen apart while they’d still been in the air, Scarsdale hadn’t been as ready for death as he’d thought. He’d been terrified of heights since fleeing New Eden. Though still one of the bravest men she knew, he couldn’t even climb aboard her airship without being blissed on opium or unconscious with drink.

She’d always been afraid that love would bring her to her knees, destroy everything she’d earned. She’d never wanted it. But she had love now, and she still stood. Stronger, perhaps, than she’d ever stood before.

But losing that love…Hell, it had brought a man as strong as Scarsdale to his knees. She wouldn’t do any better if she lost Archimedes.

She barely did any better simply thinking of losing him.

Belatedly, she realized that silence had fallen between them, with Scarsdale’s perceptive gaze monitoring her every expression. When she met his eyes, his smile mocked her. “You don’t ask about Bushke?”

“I was waiting for you to tell me.”

“He’s a kindly looking man with an iron fist.”

“Literally?”

“No. But it’s easy to believe that he’s weak, that he’ll have mercy.”

“Like General Truss.” During the Liberé war, even Yasmeen had been uneasy when she’d accepted a job from him. “Or Saint Marie from Archimedes Fox and the Pearls of Penitence.”

“Yes.”

A benevolent tyrant, then—one who never gave his people any choices at all. “Why didn’t you or Trahaearn kill him?”

“We meant to. After the glider was ready, we’d formed a plan to enter his quarters from the lower level—one of those access points is connected to the hangar and comes up right beside his ship…probably so that he can escape if New Eden is ever attacked. We were in position, we’d gotten past his guard on that entry, but Bushke was called away from his quarters. We had the glider with us; if we’d waited, if anyone had seen us, we’d have missed our opportunity to go.”

And killing Bushke hadn’t been a priority. She nodded and glanced down at the sketches. “May I take these?”

“You haven’t memorized them?” Laughing at her, he shook his head. “I’ve seen you plan dozens of missions. You’ve never been this distracted.”

Her smile was slight. It was true. Worry gnawed at her, as it never had before. She thought of Archimedes constantly.

“Is it Fox?” He watched her face, and within a moment, astonishment registered on his. “Unbelievable. I thought you were fond of him, at most.”

“At most, that’s what I should have been. So I declared anything more to be impossible…and it seemed that in the next moment, I was full in. He sneaked up on me.”

“He seems that sort.” Scarsdale’s grin betrayed his genuine delight. “And now that your belly is exposed, whatever will you do?”

Ah, Scarsdale. He always got right to the heart of it. “I don’t worry about my belly anymore. I worry about him. I didn’t know that would happen.”

“I’d have told you, but you wouldn’t have believed me.”

“Probably not,” she admitted. Even when she’d first fallen in love with Archimedes, she’d thought she knew what it meant: that she’d have a friend, lover, someone she’d protect and who’d protect her in return. She’d never guessed how necessary he’d become to everything. “It’s completely different from what I thought it might be.”

Completely different from what Archimedes had thought, too. He’d planned to love her, but only until she inevitably broke his heart. They’d stumbled into forever, instead.

“Love, the great disrupter,” Scarsdale declared. “It ruins all of our grand schemes, destroys our reputations.”

So it had. She supposed that meant it was time to make a new reputation. But as for schemes…love hadn’t ruined hers.

Bilson’s scheme was another matter.

As soon as the newssheets printed that advertisement, Archimedes’ play was going to rip that damn game apart.

*   *   *

Archimedes had never paired his crimson waistcoat with his scarlet breeches before, but he had to admit the effect was oddly dashing. He didn’t own a red jacket—an oversight that he’d have to correct upon his next visit to the tailor’s—but the sun came out midmorning and shirtsleeves became a viable option. He was waiting on deck in all his monochromatic glory when Yasmeen returned. She burst into laughter upon seeing him, and drew the red-handled daggers from her boots.

“I concede defeat,” she said.

“No.” Not defeated. “Never that.”

“All right.” She slipped the left dagger back into its sheath. “You have one. I’ll keep the other. Between us, we’ll have a matching set.”

A perfect match. He accepted the blade, still warm from her thigh—and not half as warm as the emotion that moved through him when she smiled.

She looked round the decks, at the crew engaged in their work. “So how goes the sky, Mr. Fox?”

“Well.” He walked with her toward the companionway. “We ought to be finished loading by midafternoon. We’re only waiting on the second delivery of coal. And how goes your fashionable earl?”

“He sketched New Eden’s layout, and gave us a way in—if we need it. The advertisement will be at the printer’s tomorrow, and he’ll also be directing a fleet of airships to search for The Kite around the North Sea, which is Berge’s usual territory. He’ll find her.”

No doubt. But the hint of trouble in her eyes told him there was more. “And how is he?”

“Not well. But he hasn’t been for years.” She stopped at the head of the ladder, reached up to cup his jaw in her palm. Her gaze captured his, saw through him. “It’s…difficult, loving someone, and fearing you’ll lose them. I say I don’t like my belly exposed. You say you don’t want me with you when you rescue Zenobia. We don’t want someone to be hurt, so we try to protect them, and hurt them while we do it. It’s irrational.”

Irrational, yes. He smiled against her hand. “That’s why I’m so good at loving you.”

She laughed. “Probably.”

“I want you with me, Yasmeen.”

“And I’m not sorry my belly is exposed. Perhaps I’m more vulnerable, but it doesn’t make me weak. The opposite is true.” She lowered her hand, gripped his, and held him tight. “I lost my crew, my ship. I know what it is to lose and how much it hurts, and I’ll do anything to keep it from happening again. And so being vulnerable now means that I’m far, far more dangerous than I ever was before.”

“My God, that’s so arousing.” Her grin all but finished him off. “You’re a cruel woman, to tell me this while in full view of the crew.”

With a wicked tilt of her brows, she stepped closer. “You’ve been fondling your dagger since I came aboard.”

“Only because it was still warm from your sheath, Mrs. Fox.”

Her laughter faded; intense heat replaced the humor in her gaze. She inhaled deeply—drawing in his scent, he knew. All a tease, a delicious and exquisitely frustrating one that aroused her, too. Need quickened her breath, made him ache.

“Tonight,” he promised softly. “I’ll sheathe myself so deep. I’ll make you scream.”

“By the lady, you’d better,” she breathed, then closed her eyes. “Tonight.”

He had to force himself to step away, or tonight would begin within minutes at the head of the companionway. Her skin was flushed when she looked at him again, but she was every inch the captain.

“Has Bilson awoken?”

Archimedes nodded. “An hour ago. Still groggy, but mostly healed. He knows he’s infected with my strain of nanoagents.”

Her gaze turned speculative. “As soon as we’re under way, we’ll let him out of the stateroom and move about the airship as any passenger might.”

Clever. “And hope he speaks to the person with the device?”

“Yes. Longcock and Vashon know to keep an eye on him.” She took a deep breath, met his eyes. “How many of the aviators have decided to leave?”

“One, but not because of New Eden.”

“Only one?” Astonishment swept across her expression, and a pained emotion that wasn’t relief or gratitude, but somewhere in between. She’d thought it would be much worse, he realized. “Who was it? What was the reason?”

“It was Suskind, the third engineer. A letter caught up to him in Port Fallow yesterday, almost six months out. His wife is due to deliver their first child within a week or two now, and when he saw that we were bringing on three months’ worth of supplies, he asked for leave.”

“God forbid that it takes three months,” Yasmeen said softly. “Suskind? Goddammit. They’re already short by a shoveler. Has Farnsburrow said how he’ll split the third’s duties?”

The head engineer hadn’t made that decision yet, because he was waiting for Yasmeen’s. “I offered to take them.”

Yasmeen frowned at him. “You’re not trained as a stoker.”

“Not for the engines, but under full steam, the third will spend most of his time shoveling coal. If there’s a problem with the engines or pipes on my watch, I’ll call on Farnsburrow.”

“You can’t be crew.”

Because it would upset the order of authority on the ship—where he already possessed an odd standing outside of the normal rankings, as it was. He knew she worried that his presence in the engine room might put Farnsburrow in the awkward position of giving orders to the captain’s husband.

“I know,” he said. “I’ve told Farnsburrow that I wouldn’t be signing on, just helping out. Just as I’ve helped out on the deck before. None of the aviators gave me orders when something needed to be done; they gave me directions about how to do it.”

It was a small distinction, but an important one. Her frown smoothed and she nodded. “So they did.”

“So I’ll just be there to help shovel during the third’s watch—and I’ll need to do it,” he added. “We had to disassemble the pugilist machine to make room for the autogyros and the extra coal in the cargo hold. I won’t be off this airship for a while, so I might as well sweat at the heart of her.”

Her expression didn’t soften, but he saw the sudden understanding in her eyes. Books and journals would keep him occupied on this journey, but not enough. “You’ll sweat,” she said. “Did Farnsburrow tell you the third’s hours?”

Two shifts every day, one in the dead of night. He nodded. “I’ll survive.”

“He might feel obligated to give you the first’s hours. Don’t let him.”

“I won’t.”

“All right. Your watch starts in thirty minutes, Mr. Fox.” Her lips curved as her gaze moved down his length. “You’ll probably want to change your clothing before you begin shoveling coal into a furnace for four hours.”

He sighed. “The one drawback.”

She laughed and started down the ladder. “I suggest you wear the clothes you use to avoid the zombies. They’re already black.”

*   *   *

It didn’t matter which clothes he wore. By the middle of his second shift, he’d stripped down to his breeches, sweating from the heat of the furnace and the exertion, covered in coal dust and breathing the engine room’s thick air, humid with steam from the boiler. God, he loved it. Though not exciting in the slightest, the work pushed his body harder than the automaton had. His muscles would pay for it later, he knew, with soreness and exhaustion—and it would likely take a few days to become accustomed to this new schedule. During salvaging runs, he often went weeks on little sleep, but the constant threat of zombies kept him alert, aware of everything around him, and relishing the thrill of every foreign sound.

This offered a different sort of bliss—not from danger, but of shutting everything out. He stuffed cotton into his ears to muffle the deafening roar of the engines, and though his sweat belonged to the furnace, he had his brain to himself for a stretch of four hours.

His head was never a dull place to be.

Naturally, on that night Yasmeen occupied most of his thoughts. She was always a surprise to him. The most incredible surprise. And he’d always known that he’d enjoyed a fair amount of good luck in his life, but her love for him led to an inescapable truth:

Archimedes Fox was the single luckiest man to ever walk the Earth.

So it should be written…and as soon as they got Zenobia back, he’d ask her to.

His entire body was pleasantly aching by the end of his watch, and the hot water from the evaporators washed away the worst of the dust and sweat. The sound of the engines slowly quieted as he made his way to the captain’s cabin; after months on the ship, he rarely noticed the constant vibration through the decks, aside from the moments when they ceased or resumed.

Yasmeen wasn’t in bed. A lantern burned low on the table. Before his shift had begun, he’d left her on the cushions there, naked and glistening, her satisfied smile matching the purr from her chest. Since then, she’d apparently poured herself a glass of wine and fallen asleep reading Zenobia’s latest tale. Half of the pages were stacked neatly on the table, the others turned facedown beside her. Wearing a blue silk wrap, she slept on her side, curled up on the pillows and with her back to the door.

He hated to disturb her, but he would be glad to hold her. Intending to carry her to the bed, he crouched beside her, then paused. She wasn’t sleeping easily. A sheen of perspiration covered her forehead. Her fingers twitched. Each breath was a small, sobbing pant.

Another nightmare. He knew they’d come before, but never this often—and he hadn’t asked about them, hadn’t needed to. She’d been trapped in her cabin while her crew was slaughtered, and still aboard her lady when it had exploded. That ship had been everything to her.

And this was the third night in a row she’d woken from those nightmares…beginning when Bilson had activated that damn device, and all but stolen her ship with his demands.

“Yasmeen.” His chest tight, he gently stroked the long muscles of her back. He couldn’t erase the devastation that caused these dreams, but his touch soothed her. “Yasmeen.”

Her eyes flew open, met his, and the shattering fear he saw there undid him. With a harsh denial, he gathered her into his lap. Clinging to him, she buried her face against his throat. Hot tears burned against his skin.

“You won’t lose her,” he promised roughly. “I swear to you.”

She nodded against his neck—then lifted her head, eyes bright and lashes matted. “Her?”

“Lady Nergüi.”

Her lips parted, as if in confusion, before suddenly widening in a laugh. “Oh, Mr. Fox. Is that what you expected? These dreams aren’t about my losing my lady.”

“Your dreams are about me, of course,” he agreed. “The nightmares are losing her.”

“No. They’re about losing you.”

He wasn’t often lost for words. In the silence, she lowered her cheek to his shoulder, slipped her arms around him.

“You won’t,” he finally managed.

“I can’t.” Her breath shuddered against his neck. “It’s not what I expected, either. A year ago, losing my ship to New Eden was the most painful thing I could imagine. And if Lady Corsair ever fell, I swore I’d go down with her. But when the time came, I didn’t. It all changed when I lost my crew, when I saw them bleeding on the decks. They were more important to me than my lady was, and avenging them was more important than dying with her. So I don’t dream of losing my ship. That’s not the worst I can imagine anymore.”

Losing him was. Too overcome to speak, Archimedes’ arms tightened around her.

“The irrational part of it is that I should be dreaming of the explosion. It truly happened, and Lady Corsair was destroyed. The zombies breaking that door really happened, too…but you were fine. Not even a scratch. And yet, that’s what I see over and over. Just the threat of losing you terrifies me. You’ve become more important than everything else: my crew, my ship. Even my own life.”

He stiffened. “No. Don’t say that.”

“I’m not rushing to jump over the side, Archimedes. Trust me when I say that I’ll go to frightening lengths to save both of us…and I’m truly not certain whether I’d be saving you or myself. It would destroy me to lose you.”

His throat closed. Somehow, he rasped, “I’m supposed to be the romantic one.”

“Blame your emerald eyes, if you must. I’ve apparently looked into them for too long.” She was smiling as she lifted her face to his, pressed a soft kiss to his lips. “I love you.”

He couldn’t answer. He captured her mouth instead, and abandoned everything to this kiss. Every promise, every thought, every feeling, they were all hers. Fierce and sweet, she clung to him, her lips tasting of wine and adventure, her hair smelling of tobacco and coconut, simply the most incredible woman God had ever created. By some miracle, she was his—and she was completely and utterly deluded if she truly thought that anything would ever take him from her side.

Her skin was flushed when he lifted his head, her breathing as sharp as his.

“You won’t lose me,” he vowed. “You could throw me off your ship a thousand times, and even if I landed in the mouth of Hell, I’d always come back to you.”

Her arms tightened around his shoulders as he rose to his feet, lifting her against his chest. “You have overtaken me as the romantic again.”

“If it pleases you, I will be the realist: after the hundredth time, I might come back as a zombie.” Her burst of laughter disarmed him. He couldn’t maintain a stoic façade. “But I swear to God in Heaven that even if my brains have rotted and my flesh falls from my bones, my heart will still beat for you.”

“Your brains are already rotted. You don’t have a bit of sense in you.”

“You couldn’t be more wrong, my captain. I am everything that is sensible.” Though almost to the bed, he turned away from it, and started for the desk. “I will show you the solution to your dilemma.”

“Which one?”

“Your fear of losing me.” He swept aside a map and set her down, her delectable bottom on the desk and her legs dangling over the edge. “It’s very simple.”

Her eyes narrowed with amusement. “Is it?”

“It is. Here is one solid, undeniable fact: I will never leave your side. So all you have to do is sit here, forever.” He hooked the leg of his chair with his booted foot and pulled it close. “I will be right here. You’ll see that I’m perfectly safe, and all of your fears will vanish.”

He sat in front of her. With a grin, she rested her toes on his knees and let hers fall open. The shadows in the room became his greatest enemy, preventing him from seeing any of the luscious beauty between her thighs. Ah, well. He’d wage war on those shadows with his hands and tongue, instead.

She nudged him with her foot. He dragged his gaze back to her face. “And when I leave the cabin?”

“I’d still be at your side. But the practical solution is, of course, that you would never leave.”

“Oh, so practical.”

Leaning forward, he placed his hands on her knees. Her eyelashes fell to half-mast, her lips softening, parting. Anticipation. Already hard, his cock stiffened in response. The need to taste her was almost unendurable.

So he endured it, drew it out further. “I could make it easy to stay, too—there’s a simple solution for that.”

Her voice was low and throaty. “Tell me.”

Her command almost broke his control. He pushed at her knees, widening them, making room for his shoulders. Tell me. God. He was a man of endless sense and restraint, yet her words sent him toppling over into mindless need. His brain stopped functioning, and his responses piled up and tumbled out, all of them ridiculous.

“I could lock the door.”

She dragged her fingertips up the inside of her thigh, into the shadows. “I have a key.”

“I could hire a guard to keep you in.”

“I’ll tear him apart.”

God help him, he had to have her. “I’ll tie you to the desk.”

Not truly, not after the terrified reaction she’d had when he’d held her wrists together, but by God he could barely think of anything else at this point. There was no other practical course but touching her, nothing would make sense but tasting her. He leaned in—then froze as sudden tension shook her legs.

That wasn’t just anticipation.

He looked up. Her jaw had set. She stared at him, her eyes glittering with an unreadable emotion. Because he’d mentioned tying her…?

“I wouldn’t restrain you.” He ran his hands the length of her legs, soothing. “I wouldn’t.”

She seemed to struggle with her reply—then finally spoke, and surprised him all over again.

“But I want you to,” she said.

*   *   *

He hadn’t expected that.

Yasmeen hadn’t either. And in truth, despite wanting him to do it, she wasn’t certain that she would be able to…but that only made her more determined to try.

Archimedes must have seen her doubt. “I won’t.”

“You will.”

“You don’t have to prove anything, Yasmeen.” His hands stilled on her knees, his gaze holding hers. The beautiful flush of arousal still darkened his cheekbones. “If it’s instinct, that’s all there is to it.”

Wonderful man. She had nothing to prove to him, because he loved her so well. Proving it to herself was another matter. “I won’t be ruled by instinct.”

“Or any other tyrant?”

He knew her so well. “Yes,” she said, but when he rose and moved to the wardrobe, retrieving two of her long silk kerchiefs, she couldn’t stop the shaking that suddenly overcame her. Heart pounding, she imagined them tightening around her wrists, holding her immobile—

He paused, watching her face. “Yasmeen?”

“Just my legs.” She could bear that more easily than her hands. Even tied to the desk, she could shoot, she could throw a dagger, she could rip and tear. “This first time.”

His jaw tightened. “There won’t be another time.”

Perhaps not. He’d touched her hundreds of times, thousands—but knowing that he would tie her, it took all of her control not to push him away when he sat again and clasped her right ankle, gently drawing her foot toward the desk’s leg. Her ankle touched smooth wood. She trembled.

He closed his eyes, clenched his teeth. “Yasmeen.”

“Do it.”

She had to gasp out the order, then hold herself still when she felt the light tug of silk. He sat back, his expression tormented.

“It’s done.”

And so loosely tied that if she pulled at the bindings even a bit, the knot would fall apart. Yasmeen stared down at the slack loop around her ankle. It was not restraining her at all; to stay bound, she would have to hold her leg immobile. In truth, she was restricted by nothing but her own determination to stay that way.

Perhaps that was for the best, this time. “The other leg now.”

He didn’t move. With a sigh, she slid her left leg toward the corner of the desk, scooting forward so that her ankle would reach. It wasn’t easy. The position spread her wide, stretching the inner muscles of her thighs. She paused at the soft hitch of his breath.

“Christ,” he groaned. The remaining kerchief crumpled in his fist. “Christ, Yasmeen. Look at you.”

She didn’t need to. The roughness of his voice told her, the erection straining at the front of his breeches. Silence fell, and there was only his harsh breathing, the soft vibration of the engines through the desk beneath her, the rapid thrum of her pulse in her ears.

Deliberately, she pressed her ankle to the desk leg. A shiver ran over her skin—not fear this time, though that lurked just beneath the desire.

“Tie me, Archimedes. Please.”

With another groan and trembling hands, he did—the same loose knot that forced her to keep her legs open rather than holding them open for her. His callused palm smoothed up the length of her shin, over her knee.

“Stay still, if you can,” he said. “And lie back.”

Yasmeen didn’t ask why. He’d done this difficult thing for her; she would do this easy thing for him.

As her back met the cool surface of the desk, however, she found it wasn’t so easy. Holding her legs open wasn’t a physical effort, but she’d never been this acutely aware of being exposed. So bare. Was he looking at her? She couldn’t see him to know. Lying as she was, with her head resting almost at the opposite edge of the desk, she could only see the rise of her silk-covered breasts, lifting rhythmically with each shallow breath. She fought the urge to pull free, to close her legs, to regain some sort of certainty.

She froze as a soft caress brushed her knee. His fingers? His lips?

His lips. The warmth of his mouth heated that spot as he said, “Untie your wrap.”

Leaving her more exposed, though the trepidation that accompanied that realization was being swept away by anticipation, by excitement. There was fear here, the need to pull her legs free, that battle against instinct, but it only served to heighten her awareness and every sensation. She yanked her wrap open and pressed her palms flat to the desk beside her hips.

Where was he? A cool whisper of breath against her heated sex told her. A shudder wracked her body and she immediately stiffened, desperately trying to remain still.

“It’s like your zombies,” she panted. That terrifying, wonderful thrill—and she might become as addicted to this feeling as he was. “Oh, sweet lady, help me.”

“This is like a zombie? No. Though I will soon devour you.” His laughing reply was punctuated by a nip to the sensitive tendon at juncture of her inner thigh.

That gentle bite all but devastated her self-control. She cried out, her back bowing. The flames of need that had been licking beneath her skin erupted into a rolling fire that seared every nerve and coiled with liquid heat through her core. His hands gripped her thighs, to support her or to help her stay still, she didn’t know, but as his thumbs slid inward, she needed the assistance.

His deep, hungry groan followed the first slick caress. “God, Yasmeen. You’re like a furnace.”

Burning. “Now. Now.”

And he did. Devouring, as he’d promised, lips and tongue and fingers everywhere touching, tasting, thrusting. He feasted, eager and abandoned, his rough jaw scraping delicate flesh, his moans laden with unquenchable need, suckling her clitoris until she screamed her finish, and still licking, licking, as if he could never get enough.

She never would.

Leisurely, his mouth journeyed over her stomach, and now she saw him, his eyes glazed with violent need, his control visible in every straining muscle.

He rose over her, his hands braced beside her shoulders. “Like this, Yasmeen? Or do I untie you first?”

With her thighs still spread and her body still exposed, forced to remain almost motionless as he drove his cock into her again and again…The same trepidation reared up again—and the same thrill.

Anticipation wound her tight. “Like this.”

His face stark with arousal, he straightened and opened his breeches. He was vulnerable now, too. Exposed. Her legs trembled, instinct pushing at her to rip open the knots. If he was threatened, how quickly would she be able to move? Would it be fast enough?

Gently, he pushed at her entrance. Yasmeen sucked in a sharp breath, and the crowding questions fled. She waited in a silent frenzy of expectation, feeling only his blunt intrusion, the stretch of her thighs, the silk around her ankles. Seeing only his love and need, the ecstasy that rolled through his lean body as he pressed forward, filling her so slowly that she was keening with frustration and agonizing pleasure when he finally sheathed his cock to the hilt.

She would not survive this. Every instinct demanded that she free herself, wrap her thighs around him and set a faster, harder pace, instead of forcing her legs to stay bound. Instead of shaking from the effort of lying still, instead of crying out on sobbing breaths when he completely withdrew his heavy shaft before starting that endless penetration again.

There was nothing else. Only Archimedes, giving everything she’d asked of him and more, his hands fastened on her hips, helping her remain tied to the desk but tethered to him.

So sweetly, so deeply, to him.

“Yasmeen.” His emerald gaze burned. Her name was a feral command, everything stripped away but primitive need and demand. “Clamp down on my cock now.”

Because he loved that, loved how she squeezed him, teased him. God, she did, too. Panting, she clenched her inner muscles around his thick length, and cried out as everything intensified, became sharper, tighter. So much tighter, her taut legs trembling already, and now inside, where delicious friction became luscious resistance that made him force his way deeper, deeper. His body bowed in response, every muscle standing in stark relief. His groan was harsh, fingers digging into her hips.

“So sweet.” His head fell forward, his beautiful mouth drawn in a grimace of acute pleasure. “So unbearably sweet.”

But he bore it, though his heaving chest and tortured groans told her that he wanted to let go and pound harder, harder. He held on, instead, his gaze locked on hers and slowly riding with her to the edge.

And then she was done, writhing at the end of an infinite stroke, no control left—only the mindless rocking of her hips, taking in those last thick inches over and over again, her arms around his shoulders and his mouth fused to hers in a kiss that could never last long enough. Sweat slicked his lean body; he suddenly stilled and shuddered against her, inside her. She tasted it, tasted him, whispering words of love against his skin.

He groaned her name and collapsed over her, chest heaving. She held him until he suddenly raised his upper body away from her, bracing his arms and meeting her eyes.

“There’s only one practical solution now.” His expression was solemn. “We must buy enough desks to fill every inch of this airship.”

Her laugh lifted through her. “So very practical,” she agreed.

“Alas, I suppose it will have to wait until we return from the Eastern Ocean.”

“And hopefully that date will not be too far away,” she said, thinking of the weeks that stretched ahead.

To her surprise, she felt little dread. The tangle between Archimedes and her had been unknotted. They had a clear course of action ahead. There were still risks to her ship and crew—but so there would always be when flying over lawless seas, and she would never have it any other way.

“I must be mad, Mr. Fox. My lady has been commandeered by your bastard friend, his damned device is still a threat…and yet I think I might enjoy myself on this journey.”

He grinned and dropped a kiss to her mouth. “I know I will.”



Chapter 6

Bilson was not enjoying himself.

On the quarterdeck, Yasmeen watched the slick bastard nod to Longcock, then stop for a moment to flirt with Miss Cheeksankum. She wasn’t at all surprised that in the three weeks since leaving Port Fallow, Bilson had charmed his way into some of the crew’s good graces; he was simply that sort. Archimedes and Yasmeen remained brief and polite, as if he weren’t different from any other passenger, so the crew had initially followed their lead. And after he’d shared the reason behind Zenobia’s kidnap—in confidence, and with only a few of the aviators, though obviously knowing that the story would spread—some of the crew’s initial outrage had faded, too.

All well and good. He could play his little games; they didn’t stop the frustration that she saw rising every time Yasmeen cut the engines and allowed her aviators—and Archimedes—time to take out the autogyros or practice their weapons drills, and passing the time by planning mock escapes from New Eden. To Bilson, this must seem a holiday for most of her aviators, a slow cruise over beautiful turquoise water in the warmth of the late southern spring.

Her gaze moved to Archimedes, standing at the bow with a spyglass in hand. This hadn’t been a holiday, of course. Ever vigilant, they all searched the sky for signs of the flyers…or any other airship.

Yasmeen hoped to spot other airships, first. But even if one arrived with news of Zenobia, it wouldn’t be complete freedom from Bilson’s demands.

That had been her one frustration—they hadn’t yet found the device. Frowning over the mystery now, she retrieved a cigarillo from her case. Every inch of this ship had been quietly searched, including the crews’ belongings. Archimedes had even scoured the outside hull whilst flying the autogyro, and Yasmeen had personally crawled through the engines, shimmied along the propeller shafts, delving into every crevice and piece of equipment on her ship.

She didn’t know where the hell it could be—and still didn’t know who Bilson’s ally was.

Her eyes narrowed on him as he approached the quarterdeck. She nodded permission when he called out a request to join her, and when his gaze flicked to her cigarillo case, she offered him one.

He leaned closer to the windbreak to light it, then regarded her quietly as he inhaled. After a moment, he looked starboard, toward the southern horizon, where a green sliver of Madagascar was visible in the distance. “Is that the island again?”

Ah, yes. His greatest frustration, quietly expressed. He wanted to venture farther out into the Eastern Ocean, taking a longer, wider route in search of the floating city. Yasmeen had explained that his suggestion would make finding New Eden all but impossible; there was simply too much ocean, and it would be like trying to find a boilerworm in a desert. It made much more sense to wait by a waterhole, knowing they’d eventually come to replenish their stores. In the same way, it was better to let the city come to them, in a location that the flyers were known to frequent.

Of course, Yasmeen hadn’t shared that the flyers almost always approached Madagascar from the south. Lady Nergüi had been circling the region to the northeast—though not just to avoid New Eden. This was where she’d told Scarsdale to find them; she didn’t want to force his hired airships to search for the equivalent of a boilerworm, either.

Nodding, she blew a stream of smoke into the wind. “It is.”

His gaze narrowed on her face again. “You must despise me, Captain.”

“No.” And it was true. Nothing she felt toward him was that strong. “You amuse me.”

Oh, he didn’t like that. And what would his reply be? She’d wager a full bag of gold on a statement about his mental or moral superiority. It was the typical response from proud men who’d been mocked by strong women.

He nodded, as if he hadn’t anticipated anything else from her. “I know you want to kill me for having the audacity to go to these lengths to save my brother. I don’t expect you to understand why I would do that.”

As she’d assumed. “You know I understand exactly why, or you wouldn’t have used the device against Archimedes. Your audacious plan hinges on my caring enough not to throw him off my ship the moment he and his sister became a problem for me.”

“You call the man that you supposedly care for a ‘problem’?”

He truly did amuse her. She smiled, and had to give him credit—he didn’t step back, and he only revealed a bit of wariness in the sudden shift of his gaze, the tensing of his shoulders.

“My husband was a problem for you, not me. That’s why you used Zenobia. When you asked for his help, you knew he wouldn’t endanger me and my ship—so you already had your standby plan in place. And that plan put us both right where you wanted us, made us slaves to your cause…and it only worked because you knew very well that both Archimedes and I understand perfectly the risks that love will drive us to take.”

“I know he does.”

He glanced toward Archimedes, who was watching them from the bow. Bemusement had lifted the corners of his beautiful mouth—probably recognizing that his old friend was attempting to cut her down a bit. She saw Archimedes laugh and shake his head.

Yes, it was absolutely ridiculous.

Bilson said softly, “But I also know you, Captain. I heard all the same stories that he did whilst following your career, but I’m not as besotted or as blinded as he is. Your reputation is at stake, and that’s the only reason you’re still going along with this—so that no one discovers that I forced your hand.”

That made no sense at all. It would have been far easier simply to kill him if she wanted to preserve her reputation. But she allowed him this little moment, letting him think he’d gotten the better of her.

“Yes,” she agreed. “You have all the pieces lined up perfectly. I wonder what happens when one doesn’t fall in the direction you’ve anticipated? I think you’d have nothing left—just as you won’t when we find New Eden.”

He didn’t respond, but she had never been more certain that his kidnap of Zenobia had indeed been a bluff. There was smugness in the set of his mouth, his self-satisfied posture.

“Ah, that look,” she said. “That is why you amuse me, Mr. Bilson. You’re so certain that you’ve played your game perfectly. So certain that you’ll always have another trick. It’s a pity, actually. With this ability to prepare and plan, your ability to align yourself with and understand the people around you, you could have been a fine leader.”

His brows rose. “Are you praising me, Captain?”

“I’m not blind. Only an idiot refuses to recognize the strength of an adversary.” She let him puff his chest up before adding, “But you’re a different sort of idiot. You see the strengths of the people who aren’t adversaries, and who would align themselves with you given the right incentive, but you exploit their vulnerabilities, instead. You simply poke at weak spots—just as you did when you were writing your radical handbills. Just a little boy, poking away, and needing the help of someone like Archimedes in order to actually accomplish anything.”

His jaw clenched. “Are you claiming that you’d have aligned yourself with me, that you’d have helped me? You refused, Captain. And I knew you would.”

“You took the wrong tack from the very start. You knew our strengths. My abilities, Archimedes’ need for excitement—”

“That’s a strength?”

Anyone who saw Archimedes’ willingness to throw himself into dangerous situations as a weakness truly was an idiot. If Archimedes had been stupid or reckless, that would have been another matter. He wasn’t either of those things, and he wouldn’t have lived this long if he had been. Her husband ascribed much of his survival to luck, but that was wrong, too. He survived because his mind was as quick as his body, because of his unyielding determination to succeed no matter the odds, and because he studied every situation and prepared for the danger before throwing himself into it.

But his willingness to throw himself into the fray extended far beyond “danger.” No matter the undertaking, he approached it with that same eagerness, abandoning himself to the experience—whether he was loving her, learning the workings of an airship, or simply shoveling coal.

It was a marvelous combination of traits, and she’d seen how much his wholehearted engagement with life affected those around him, how often he inspired laughter and joy, and how his involvement in the most commonplace activities seemed to imbue them with a bit of adventure.

No wonder that she loved him so. And she could never consider that part of him a weakness.

“It’s a strength,” she told him. But then, seeing that was one of her strengths. Just as she often had to do with her crew: recognizing what was best in them, and then making use of it. “Do you know what mine is? But of course you knew—that’s why you came to us. You’d listened to all of those stories about me, and recognized that I could rescue your brother.”

“And you refused to help,” he said again.

“No, we offered to help—we just refused to go. But if you’d asked how we would have gone about rescuing your brother, we’d have told you everything. We would have given you a plan, money, names. But that wasn’t exactly the way you wanted it to happen, so you forced our hand.” Smiling, she crushed out her cigarillo in her palm. “And that is where you became the idiot, trying to poke us where we’re vulnerable instead of bringing out the best in us. Archimedes, because he’s loyal, and because when a job needs to be done he prefers to do it himself—and because after studying that job, the risks to me and my ship don’t seem as dire as they first did. And me, because I’m proud, and I’ll be damned if I let someone else take a job that I could do better. So we’d have aligned ourselves with you and offered to go. If you’d only been patient, if you’d seen that in us, it would have been a manipulation worth being proud of, a game truly well played. Instead, you made enemies of two people who’d have been far more useful to you as friends.”

“You think that matters to me?” Frowning, he shook his head. “It’s not important how I did it, as long as it’s done. There’s nothing to regret here.”

Of course he would tell himself that. Expressing any regret would be too akin to admitting that he was mistaken—and justifying the means with the end was a coward’s way of taking responsibility, and the last resort of tyrants. In Yasmeen’s opinion, it took true courage to admit to being wrong. She doubted he had the ability to admit it even to himself.

And any man who didn’t regret the loss of Archimedes Fox’s friendship was a fool.

Lighting another cigarillo, she regarded him with cool amusement until he’d had enough of it and walked away. A few minutes later, Archimedes joined her, his spyglass in hand and coiled excitement in his posture. Whatever he’d seen, it must not have been one of New Eden’s flyers.

Without a word, she offered her cigarillo in trade for the spyglass. An airship was coming in from the north, flying low to the water. At a far enough distance, it would be almost indistinguishable from a sailing ship—a trick to avoid New Eden and used by many airships in the region, including Lady Nergüi.

Yasmeen lowered the spyglass, met his eyes, and saw the same hope that this was the message they’d been waiting for. “It might not be,” she warned him.

“Such little faith. I, on the other hand, will be waiting for you in the autogyro.”

So that they could easily travel to the other airship when it came close. “That’s a bit of a wait. It’s still a good distance away.”

“I’ll spend the time composing odes to your lips. But as I can’t kiss you now, I will settle for this.” He passed her the cigarillo, and watched her mouth as he exhaled slowly. The same taste, the same smoke. Sharing these with Archimedes was one of her favorite intimacies, a simple act that had become an exquisitely sensual ritual—yet one that could be performed in full view of the crew. “What did Bilson have to say?”

“He was telling me how heartless I am and how clever he is.”

“You always have enjoyed a good piece of fiction.” He lifted the spyglass again. “It’s The Blue Canary.”

One of the skyrunners in Scarsdale’s hired fleet. Fierce satisfaction took her in its grip, and she gave Vashon the order to hail the other airship.

Bilson was about to see his pieces all falling down.

*   *   *

Yasmeen had never particularly liked autogyros. Often wildly unstable, they forced the pilot to ceaselessly pedal at high speeds until the rotor blades overhead spun fast enough to lift the machine into the air. The Blacksmith’s were even worse—in order to create a profile low enough for an airship’s cargo hold, the pilot’s seat had been fashioned so that, instead of sitting up, he had to pedal while reclining. Yasmeen could think few other things more stupid than lying in a metal cage and endlessly pumping her legs.

Archimedes loved it, of course. He laughed with every terrifying tilt of the machine, and whooped as a bit of wind sent them spinning about. Her knuckles were white, but he grinned and pulled levers and easily righted their course. She closed her eyes, pumped her feet, and prayed until they landed safely on The Blue Canary’s deck.

But she smiled along with him on their return trip to Lady Nergüi. Three days after printing the advertisement, Berge had returned Zenobia to her home. The Blue Canary’s captain had passed on a letter from her, which Yasmeen read aloud to Archimedes as soon as they were in the air again. The turbulence from the rotor blades made the paper flap and fold, forcing her to straighten it after almost every line—and the words themselves forcing her to pause, laughing after almost every common. Upon discovering that they’d actually flown to the Eastern Ocean, Zenobia’s opinion of their mental capacity had apparently plummeted.

“‘Now everyone knows that my only two living relations are also the only two imbeciles in the world who have ever deliberately gone in search of New Eden. I will forever hang my head in shame. Yours, Zenobia,’” Yasmeen read, and looked over at Archimedes, who was grinning as broadly as she.

“She’s overwhelmed with gratitude, obviously. And the postscript?”

“‘P.S. I’m particularly thankful because now that this farce is over, I won’t be forced to write Lady Lynx and the Floating City. What a terrible title that would be.’”

“I rather like it,” Archimedes said.

So did Yasmeen—and unfortunately, the farce wasn’t over yet. It wouldn’t be until they found the device. She tucked the letter into her jacket. “When we reach Lady Nergüi, our story will be that we only asked whether The Blue Canary had gotten word of any sightings.”

“All right. And should we start for home? Bilson’s not likely to kill me now—not when the signal will kill him, too.”

“But we don’t know what his ally will do.”

Perhaps that person had just as imperative a reason to go to New Eden, and less to lose if they used the device. Until they discovered who it was, however, it was impossible to know how much of a threat that person posed.

Frustration pushed her legs faster. “How the hell did they hide it so well? Where haven’t we looked? We’ve all but crawled up the asses of everyone onboard.”

“Perhaps we shouldn’t have stopped there,” Archimedes said easily, and offered an unrepentant grin when she snorted. “I’m not about to rule it out. The device would have to be easy to get to, wouldn’t it, because anyone who had to make an effort to retrieve it and put it away would have been noticed.”

That was true. Everyone had their place on the ship, and it didn’t go unremarked when someone ventured outside of their place.

“We’ve searched everywhere,” he said. “Except where decency tells us that we can’t—such as looking under a woman’s dress.”

“So I’ll order them to hike up their hems and give you a good look.”

His chuckle stopped abruptly. His brows drew together. “I can’t decide if you’re serious. Would you?”

“Yes.” But not in front of any male, even Archimedes. “There are only four women who wear skirts. It won’t be difficult to check each of them.”

And at this point, foolish not to check. The device had to be somewhere, and beneath a skirt was as good a place as any.

Archimedes grimaced, clearly not liking the idea. “We’re fortunate that everyone else wears trousers. There aren’t many places to carry a foot-long obelisk around without having it bulge like Longcock’s guns…”

Oh, hell. She realized at the same moment he did. His eyes widened and met hers.

“No,” he said, though clearly not believing his own denial.

“Yes,” Yasmeen said. “It has to be.”

He shook his head. “If we’re wrong…An apology could never be enough. God, I can’t even think it.”

She couldn’t either. So they had to make certain they weren’t wrong, eliminate every other possibility first, no matter how intrusive and awkward. It couldn’t be as horrible as the final option.

“When we return,” she said. “I’ll ask the others to lift their skirts.”

*   *   *

When the bell for first watch rang, Yasmeen wasn’t surprised to find Maria Barriga de Lata alone in the galley kitchen. The scullery woman was surprised to see her, and her dark eyes widened farther when Archimedes and Vashon came in after. The quartermaster slid closed the door leading to the crew’s mess.

“Don’t stand up, senhora,” Yasmeen said when the woman made an awkward effort to rise. “Remain on your stool with your hands to your sides.”

The woman’s expression fell. Quietly, she complied, looking past Yasmeen to focus on Archimedes. Her bottom lip trembled. “I am so sorry, senhor.”

Until that moment, Yasmeen hadn’t been absolutely certain. She didn’t feel any better for being so; instead, her heart felt heavy and tired as she said, “Will you open your stomach, please? Do it slowly. Mr. Fox, perhaps you might turn around while she does.”

Yasmeen wanted to turn away, too. She’d thought that discovering the device would be a moment of triumph, not a painful exposure. The woman lifted her tunic. The tin can that the Lusitanian butchers had made extended from her pelvis to beneath her breasts. The graft had been horribly done, among the worst that Yasmeen had ever seen; instead of the smooth melding of metal to flesh, the edges were ragged and scarred, the skin pulled tight over the unevenly sawed ends of her ribs. The smooth tin belly latched at her breastbone and opened like the door of an oven. Yasmeen braced herself, willing away the automatic revulsion, breathing shallowly through her mouth. She knew what to expect: guts and gears.

But, no. There were barely any guts. Perhaps there had been, once, but they’d all been replaced with windups and tubes. She shouldn’t have been alive—and wouldn’t have been, if not for the nanoagents. Yasmeen didn’t know how; only someone like the Blacksmith could explain how the tiny machines performed all of the necessary bodily functions, using only a few pipes, hoses and small clockwork devices with winding levers. The rest was an open cavity, empty except for the Horde device.

Maria reached in.

“No!” Yasmeen stopped her. “Please put your hands to the sides again. Vashon?”

Eyes wide and fixed on that dark cavity, the quartermaster came to her side. “Ma’am?”

“Retrieve the device and hand it over to Mr. Fox, please. Be careful not to twist the base. That will activate it.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Not hesitating, Vashon knelt in front of the scullery woman. Yasmeen heard her murmured I’m sorry as she reached in. And she must have truly gone soft, because instead of reprimanding the quartermaster, she was only sorry that she couldn’t say it, too. “Please tell me if I touch anything I shouldn’t, senhora.”

Maria stared fixedly over Vashon’s shoulder, as if determinedly not thinking about having another person’s hands in her stomach. “You are fine.”

Vashon scooted back and rose to her feet with the device cradled gingerly in her hands. Archimedes sigh of relief lightened Yasmeen’s heart for the first time since she’d come into the galley.

“Now how do I destroy it?” he asked.

“The furnace would be best,” Yasmeen said, still watching the scullery woman. “Please close up, senhora, and explain your reasons for this. How do you know Mr. Bilson?”

“I had no work. I couldn’t stay in my country. After I escaped the mines, I was forced to go to the ports because of the infection. I was supposed to leave Lusitania, but I had nothing. No money for passage.” Her hands came up to cover her face. “I met him on the docks. I was trying to…No one would have me.”

Trying to earn her passage by whoring. It wasn’t an unfamiliar story. “And what did he do?”

“He wouldn’t, either. But he said Lady Nergüi was looking for new crew, including a scullery maid—and that he would pay me to carry this thing for him, and to turn it on when he gave the signal.” Tears streaked her face now as she looked to Archimedes. “He said it wouldn’t hurt you, and that I would only have to do it once. Then I was to give it back to him after you rescued his brother, and he would pay me the rest.”

Yasmeen’s pity cooled. “What was the price?”

“He told me that I’d receive enough money to pay for a body that allowed me to be a woman again.” Her breath hitched, echoed a sobbing rattle through the can of her stomach. “So that someone would have me.”

Another weakness exploited, and damn Bilson to hell for it. Vashon looked away from the woman, her eyes stricken. Yasmeen couldn’t see Archimedes behind her, but could easily imagine his feelings now: pity for the woman, anger toward the bastard Bilson.

And what solution now? Even as she watched, the woman’s sobbing quieted, and a stoic acceptance seemed to come over her. With a tired sigh, Maria squared her shoulders and met Yasmeen’s eyes.

Ready for death.

Yasmeen had no intention of dealing it out here. “Did you read your contract when you came aboard, senhora?”

“I cannot read.” She gave a weary shrug. “The steward offered to read it to me, but I only cared that there was work.”

“And there still is, so we will soon leave you to it.” Yasmeen gestured to the pots still waiting to be scrubbed. “After we’ve gone, you will tell no one of this device or your part in this plot. Tomorrow morning you will report to the steward’s quarters, and ask him to read the section of the contract which states that Lady Nergüi’s captain will pay for any augmentation or changes to existing prosthetics that allow a crew member to better fulfill her duties. Then you’ll report to Tom Blacksmith, so that he can clean up the graft and make it easier for you to sit. When we return to England I’ll see that you have an appointment with the Blacksmith.”

The woman stared at her, eyes filling again. “Captain?”

“Don’t mistake me, senhora,” Yasmeen said. “I will toss you overboard without a second thought if anything of this sort ever happens again. Do you understand?”

Sobbing again, Maria could only nod.

“Mr. Fox, do you have anything to add?”

“Nothing,” he said quietly. “I’ve got what I came for.”

Yasmeen nodded. “We will leave you to it, senhora.”

Vashon trailed them out of the galley. Though too well trained to gape, the quartermaster’s surprise and confusion were almost palpable. “Captain. A word, please?”

Would it be quick? Yasmeen hoped so. She stopped and glanced at Archimedes, who nodded and continued on toward the boiler room and the furnace.

Frowning, Yasmeen looked to the quartermaster. “You have a concern, mademoiselle?”

“Not a concern. Quite simply, ma’am, I can’t help but wonder: Is that all you will do to her?”

“Yes.” When the quartermaster seemed to struggle with that simple answer, Yasmeen expanded on it. “What should I do with her? She’s already so miserable that a whipping wouldn’t even touch her. Should I lock her up? She has nowhere to go anyway, unless she wants to jump off the ship—and then we will be short a scullery maid. Do you want to take on her duties? Do you think any of the crew does?”

Vashon sighed. “No.”

“But she will be damned grateful to do it now. Have you ever seen any person who was happy to scrub?”

A smile touched Vashon’s mouth. “This would be the first one.”

“And likely worth her weight in gold. I can’t tell you how valuable a woman who can smuggle items in her belly would have been during some of my past jobs.” Yasmeen fished out the cigarillo case tucked into her sash. “Now, please go up top and throw the engines to full steam. I want to be back to England within the week.”

An eager “Yes, ma’am” followed her order, then Yasmeen was making her way to the boiler room. Covered in coal dust and stripped down to a thin sleeveless tunic, Anisa Stoker stood casually off to the side, her elbow propped on the handle of a shovel. Archimedes waited for Yasmeen in front of the open furnace, looking down at the device.

She touched his arm, spoke over the noise of the nearby engines. “May I see it?”

At his nod, she lifted it. The solid base was heavy, the obelisk more fragile. The black surface was smooth, like polished stone. She turned it over, then closed her eyes in disbelief when she read the Horde markings on the base.

“Yasmeen?” Archimedes had seen her reaction.

“It only has one setting,” she told him, then shook her head with a laugh. “It can’t kill you. He bluffed.”

“No.” He took the device and tossed it into the orange mouth of the furnace, where it landed amid the white-hot coals. “That one setting did exactly what he threatened. Perhaps it was only for a few minutes, but for those few minutes, when I couldn’t feel my love for you, he stopped my heart—and I might as well have been dead.”

She slid her hand into his, threaded their fingers. “But you came back.”

“I always will,” he said, then sighed. “And Bilson?”

“I leave him to you.”

He gave her a wry look. “I wish you wouldn’t.”

Ah. So he was torn. Like her, he had no compunction against killing someone when they posed a threat. When that person didn’t pose a threat, the decisions were more difficult, and his relationship with the man was already complicated.

“Think on it,” she suggested. “When he wakes up tomorrow we’ll be three hundred miles north and over dry land. Perhaps his reaction to seeing that his plan has failed will help determine yours.”

Archimedes nodded and looked into the furnace, then met her eyes again. He didn’t have to say it; she already knew what he was thinking.

With a grin, she said, “And after we are back in England, perhaps we’ll see about hiring on more mercenaries and a few more airships, and coming up with a more solid plan to rescue his damn brother—and anyone else who wants to escape New Eden. But don’t tell Bilson.”

“I wouldn’t.” He shook his head, laughing. “And that sounds like a fine plan.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” Lighting a cigarillo, she smiled up at him—then stiffened as an insistent clanging sounded through the pipes.

The alarm from the deck. Now, just as they’d turned for home? It had to be a joke. Had to be.

But Vashon wasn’t the sort to joke while on duty.

Yasmeen took off at a run, Archimedes’ boots pounding behind her, up the companionways. Everyone on board was in motion, shouting as the ship came to full alert. When she reached the main deck, the lanterns had been doused, but everything was bathed in the silvery light of a full moon. By the lady, what terrible luck. The dark couldn’t hide them when Lady Nergüi’s white balloon was illuminated by that light. All of the aviators stood quietly, waiting—and all staring in the same direction.

Yasmeen narrowed her eyes. Far north, a spot of orange seemed to burn like the beacon of a lighthouse. Vashon leapt down from the quarterdeck, expression tight, spyglass in hand. Yasmeen brought the lens to her eye.

A ball of fire flickered on the water. Oh, don’t let it be. Dreading the answer, Yasmeen asked, “Is that The Blue Canary?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Her stomach plummeted. By the lady’s shining teeth. Forty people had been on that airship.

“Their captain must have tried to run,” Vashon added, just as Yasmeen spotted the long trails of smoke across the night sky—not from the fire, but from steam-powered flyers.

“May they all rot into a zombie’s gut,” she said softly, and looked to Archimedes. “It’s New Eden. They shot down the Canary.”

His mouth grim, Archimedes said, “Have they seen us?”

She studied the trails of smoke, and a leaden weight settled in her chest. “Yes. They’re flying in this direction.”

So that was it, then. Yasmeen lowered the spyglass and drew a deep breath, hoping to lighten the sudden heaviness around her heart. They’d intended to return to New Eden, eventually. Not like this…but they’d make do with what they had.

“Well,” Archimedes said, and she saw the determination set in…along with the inevitable excitement and anticipation. With raised brows, he glanced at her, and began to grin. “It’s fortunate that we’re prepared for this, isn’t it?”



Chapter 7

Yasmeen wasn’t prepared, though it all happened exactly as she’d expected.

Like a swarm of dragonflies, the flyers came. A dozen surrounded Lady Nergüi, the pilots’ eyes hidden behind the smoked lenses of aviator goggles. They sat astride the flyers’ long bodies, and the buzzing of the three propellers on the forward edge of each wing drowned out the huffing of the engines hanging beneath the seat. Yasmeen ran up a flag of surrender. The lead pilot signaled a direction, and Lady Nergüi followed him.

It took everything she had not to swat them out of the sky, or die trying.

She understood exactly why the captain of The Blue Canary had tried. Yasmeen had met him, knew his reputation—he hadn’t been a fool. He’d simply been a captain, and a good one, trying to protect his people.

That wasn’t instinct. Accepting responsibility for all of the lives aboard a ship required a certain amount of arrogance. Yasmeen had that in spades as well; she had to. Life aboard a mercenary ship required her to take risks, and to believe that despite the odds, she’d pull them all through. The Blue Canary’s captain had had that, too, but attempting to outrun the flyers wasn’t simply an act of arrogance; it was also an act of faith. Faith in his ship, that she would be swift. Faith in his crew, that they would be capable. He would have believed in them all, or he’d never have taken such a chance.

Yasmeen might have taken that chance, too. As they flew, she studied the flyers’ patterns, their positions. She had no doubt that her crew could destroy them…but that wasn’t the plan. Lady Nergüi would be tethered to the floating city, they’d destroy the flyers there, and make their escape.

Until she saw New Eden, knowing that plan was enough. But when the moonlight picked out the cluster of balloons in the distance, the dark shape moving across the horizon, she wasn’t prepared for her reaction.

She should have been. Oh, she should have known. Simply allowing her leg to be tied to a desk had taken a concentrated battle of will over instinct, even though the knot had been tied by someone she loved and trusted beyond any other, because the bonds might have prevented her from protecting him.

It wasn’t just Archimedes now, but also her crew. And she had to allow her lady to be tied, the ship that protected them all.

She could barely conceal the shaking that started then. Even knowing that this was the right course, even knowing that their plan was solid and that her crew was capable, her instincts clamored with a desperate urge to rip free and fight.

And unlike when Archimedes had tied her, there was no thrill here. No excitement. Only terror and rage and dread.

She couldn’t reveal them, though they howled within her. Outwardly calm, she stood on the quarterdeck with Archimedes, sharing a cigarillo. Then another. When she lit the third, he studied her face, and she knew by the tensing of his shoulders that he’d realized what was happening to her.

“Let me help,” he said softly.

There was nothing to be done that he wasn’t already doing, simply by standing at her side. “You’re here,” she said. Where he’d always promised to be. “That’s all I need.”

She would be glad when it was done, however. By the time Lady Nergüi reached the city, her control wavered on a thin thread. Though she hadn’t expended any effort during the flight, her body trembled not just from the need to fight, but the ordeal of holding herself back.

Despite that maelstrom of emotion, both instinct and deadly intent kept her mind sharp. Scouting out strongholds, cataloguing their weaknesses and strengths had served her well during the war and in the years since. This was no different.

They approached New Eden at a slightly lower altitude than the city. Yasmeen studied the level beneath before passing the spyglass to Archimedes. “Can you make it out?”

He made a sound of frustration. “Too many shadows.”

“All right.” Her eyes were better in the dark, and the reflected moonlight on the water illuminated the underside enough for her to see. “The framework is just as Scarsdale described. Cables tether the airships to the beams, but much of it is open. The engines look to be made up of eight turbines. They’re off center and starboard, with the boilers and furnace to port and the pipes running between. Suspended walkways connect them and the stokers’ quarters.”

“And the hangar shed?”

“Is farther forward. Another walkway from the stokers’ quarters leads to it.” This would be key. To escape the city, they’d have to destroy the flyers…if any pilots were left to man them. “There’s also access from Bushke’s quarters, and another suspended walkway. Scarsdale and Trahaearn planned to use it to kill him before they lost the opportunity. He said the hangar is guarded at both points.”

Archimedes nodded, lifting the spyglass again. After a long moment he said, “It’s bigger than I expected.”

Bigger than she had, too, even with Scarsdale’s warning. “Almost two hundred airships,” Yasmeen estimated.

But not all of the ships still tethered to their balloons—or the balloons had been removed and tethered directly to the framework. Closer now and rising in altitude, she saw that more balloons crowded the outside rings of ships, with fewer in the center—most likely to let in the sunlight over the gardens.

Approaching the city, all but two of the flyers veered off toward the hanger. Lady Nergüi flew up over the outside ring of balloons. Yasmeen drew in a sharp breath. Beside her, Archimedes’ eyes widened. She heard the surprised murmurs of the crew, many of them leaning to look over the side.

Bathed in moonlight, the city could have been a wonderland depicted in the pages of a children’s story book. Terraced gardens grew abundantly over almost every visible surface. Not just food, but flowers and climbing vines, trees with branches spread wide.

Long past midnight, the people slept—below the gardens, within the airships. All was dark, except for the four lanterns lighting an open platform just aft of the central, open gardens.

Yasmeen’s throat tightened, her awe and surprise fading. A tin-plated gun sloop was tethered next to the lighted platform. Its cargo doors were wide, the hold empty. The hull gaped open at the tail; the propellers removed, the engines and boilers stripped.

They’d ripped the heart out of her.

The warm pressure of Archimedes hand against her back helped to soothe the ragged shaking that overtook her again. He met her eyes. “Scarsdale said they take an inventory first, yes?”

Too sickhearted to reply, Yasmeen nodded.

“Then we’ll have at least a few days,” he said.

“We’ll do it tomorrow night.” No reason to wait any longer than that.

A shout came from below—a call for Lady Nergüi’s tether cable. Yasmeen nodded to Vashon, who gave the order. Once fastened, they dragged her lady down, forcing her belly to the ground. Ten guards waited, each armed with blunderbuss pistol and wearing iron-plated gloves and pneumatic arm braces that could make a punch feel like a hit from a cannonball. There were hardly enough of them to pose a threat to a thirty-man crew, but two more waited in the shadows with rapid-fire guns. Yasmeen pointed them out to Archimedes as more instructions were shouted: no weapons, they were to disembark one at a time.

“All right, then.” Everyone on board had assembled on the decks. Yasmeen raised her voice. “We do as they say. I’ll be the last off. Drop your weapons to the deck.”

A clatter of pistols and daggers followed. Longcock looked over at her.

“Make certain your hands are up,” she told him. A new man had joined the guards—Bushke, she guessed. With soft white hair and beard and a homespun tunic over rustic trousers, he did have a kindly, unassuming look to him. Unlike the guards, he didn’t wear gloves, but she wouldn’t forget Scarsdale’s warning about his iron fist. At the gangway, she called to him, “My first mate’s weapons are grafted to his body. He’s not carrying any ammunition.”

Bushke’s gaze narrowed on her face. “Are you the captain, miss?”

“Yes.” She saw no hint of recognition—but then, he’d built New Eden before she’d made a reputation for herself. That could work to her advantage, particularly as few people knew her name…or Archimedes’ given name. “Yasmeen Gunther-Baptiste.”

She saw her husband’s quick grin, and knew he would use the same name. If any of the guards had only recently come to New Eden, perhaps they might be recognized…but it was unlikely. He wasn’t the only handsome man who wore loud clothing. She was most commonly known as Lady Corsair, named after her previous ship; and she was not the only airship captain to wear a kerchief over her hair—though most of the others were pirates. Perhaps that was what Bushke wondered as he studied her now.

It was impossible to know, however. She couldn’t read him. His appearance gave the impression of softness, but just beneath it lay steel. She couldn’t see past it.

Unsettled, she waited for his answer. Finally, he said, “Send him out slowly. We’ll have to bind him until we can verify what you say about the ammunition is true.”

If it was her, Yasmeen wasn’t certain she could have allowed them to do that. But when she glanced at Longcock, he seemed unperturbed. With a nod, he started down the plank. They used ropes rather than chains. At least there was that. Once tied, two new guards began a long search of his individual weapons. The placement of one pistol required him to drop his trousers.

After a moment of silence on the deck, Vashon looked to Yasmeen. “So his name is accurate.”

Apparently.

Archimedes went next. A guard moved in, ordered him to remove his jacket and boots. Yasmeen tensed as those gloved hands ran the length of Archimedes’ legs, but the guard didn’t use any undue force. He cupped Archimedes’ groin, then slipped under his waistcoat and shirt.

She looked to the rest of the crew. “Take off your boots and carry them down. Mrs. Fortescue, you’re next.”

They searched under her skirts. Goddammit. They didn’t find anything; Mrs. Fortescue had only been the test. Yasmeen glanced at the other women aboard, and there was a soft clatter as more weapons were unstrapped and dropped to the deck.

She glanced at Maria Barriga de Lata. The scullery woman’s face was pale, but determined.

“Go on,” Yasmeen said.

All went as before until the guard’s hands found the tin can of her belly. Maria began to panic, pleading for help in babbling Portuguese, holding the latch over her breastbone.

“Mr. Bushke!” When the man looked at her, Yasmeen said. “My scullery woman’s guts are barely contained by that thing. Please take care.”

Bushke nodded to the guard. Sobbing, Maria let her hands be drawn away from the latch. The guard began to draw down the door.

Yasmeen hadn’t known exactly what Cook, Tom Blacksmith, and Maria had concocted between them, but the guard suddenly gagged and turned his face away. The loop of an intestine slid out. A few of Yasmeen’s crew bent over, retching. The others watched in horror.

Bushke spoke softly—the guard’s name. Visibly steeling himself, the guard removed one glove and gingerly reached in. For the space of three seconds, he poked around, then backed away. Maria’s hysterical weeping as she stuffed the intestine back in and closed the latch had a wild note of laughter.

Mrs. Fortescue wept in earnest and put her arm around the woman when the search was over. The navigator hadn’t known the truth. Most of the crew didn’t. Bilson frowned a bit, but didn’t give anything away.

The rest proceeded smoothly. When they were all gathered below, Bushke addressed them, spreading his arms.

“I welcome you to New Eden. No doubt you have questions, but the hour is late, and we have time to address them in the following days. Tonight, you only have to know that you are free here.” His gaze settled on Yasmeen. “You are all equal. We have no captains here, no cabin boys—we are all citizens of paradise.”

He paused, perhaps looking for a response, or to make a stronger impression on them. After a moment, he continued, “We have quarters set up for you to take your rest. I apologize for the austerity, and for the bars. It is only a temporary measure and created for the protection of our citizens. We are a simple people, and our survival dependent upon shared labor and belief. As soon as you have learned the rules that govern this city, you will be allowed to roam freely.”

It was a short distance, a walk through a grove bursting with plump oranges and carpeted by thick grasses. The low bleating of a lamb carried across the terrace, underscored by the thrum of the engines below. The sweet fragrance of jasmine mingled with the lush coconut of the pinkball flower.

An old cargo hold formed their quarters, the hull covered with long green calabash. Here she saw the source of the perfume; jasmine wound through the melon vines and around the iron bars that had replaced the loading doors. Inside, bunks formed rows within the hold, which looked out over the central gardens.

The doors clanged shut behind them. The lock clicked home; a glance at the mechanism told Yasmeen that it would pose no difficulty when the time came to open it. She watched the guards leave, then faced the crew, who were milling between the bunks. A few had already claimed theirs. “Sleep, if you can,” she told them. “We’ll have a better look in the morning.”

Beside her, Archimedes plucked a sprig of jasmine and tucked the stem above his ear. “And I will wear this as an adornment, since I can’t hold you tonight. Will you sleep?”

No. “I’ll keep watch.”

“If you agree to rest, I’ll cover your bunk with flowers.” He glanced at the single privy in the corner. “I have to admit this is clever. After a few days in here, staring out at all of that incredible beauty…Who wouldn’t agree to behave just to escape this little prison?”

Who wouldn’t, indeed? At the bars, Yasmeen broke off a bloom of jasmine—her namesake. She crushed the delicate star-shaped petals with her thumb, releasing a burst of perfume. “Paradise,” she murmured.

Archimedes nodded, and looked out over the moonlit gardens. “And there’s no doubt who the snake is.”

*   *   *

To Archimedes’ relief, she rested after a while—in a fashion. He dragged a thin pallet off one of the bunks and over to the bars, and they sat together, watching the dawn come.

With it, the city woke. In droves they came to the gardens, all of them dressed in the homespun tunics and trousers. They carried with them spades and hoes, and sang as they worked. His father had never allowed singing, but Archimedes still recognized the hymn.

Children played, many of them laughing and running through the terrace paths. A few approached the bars, curiously peering at Lady Nergüi’s crew, their faces fresh and clean, their clothes well-worn and well-scrubbed. Now and again a shout from the adults warned them not to play too near the rubbish holes—an order which they seemed to gleefully disregard.

Two men arrived not long after the sun had risen—the civilian guards, Archimedes guessed. One of them was a familiar face.

Bilson leapt toward the doors. “Joseph!”

There was no mistaking the genuine joy on Bilson’s face, or the shock on his brother’s. Laughing, the two men embraced, arms awkward through the bars. Joseph’s companion watched the reunion, grinning, and near enough that Archimedes could have reached through, grabbed his shirt, and smashed him unconscious against the iron bars.

Obviously, these guards were just for show. Their only weapons were light clubs attached to a woven belt. Bushke apparently had no real fear that anyone might escape—or prove to be a threat if they did.

Joseph’s gaze lit on Archimedes then. His jaw dropped. “Gunther-Baptiste?” He laughed again. “I’m astonished I didn’t recognize you first! That waistcoat outshines the sun.”

“It’s my handsome face that blinds you, not the clothes.” He clasped the man’s hand, told him quietly, “Your brother has mounted a rescue. Do you see how well it has gone?”

“A rescue?” Joseph’s grin faded a bit. His gaze darted to Bilson’s. “Why?”

“Why?” Bilson frowned. “You have to ask?”

“No, but…You shouldn’t have.” He stepped back from the doors. “I’m not going to leave.”

“If you’re afraid, Joseph, then know that we can—”

“Stop.” The younger man interrupted whatever assurances Bilson was about to make. “Stop talking, Miles. Listen. I understand that you think I’ve been abducted, forced to work, desirous of nothing but escape. And when those flyers came, I was terrified. But this is the truth, brother: Now that I’m here, I don’t want to leave.”

Beside Archimedes, Yasmeen began quietly laughing. “Oh, fuck me,” she said.

Joseph glanced at her, paused, then stared. Fear slipped into his eyes. Slowly, his gaze lifted to Archimedes’. “You two hired her? She killed your father.”

A controlling man, who never hesitated to kill someone who didn’t fall into line with his plans. “That made her the obvious choice,” he said dryly.

“Well, I appreciate it, I do. But, Miles, you shouldn’t have come. I’m married. I’m content, as I never have been before. This is my home.”

His face reddening, Bilson shook his head. “You’re only saying this because you feel that you have to. Bushke has persuaded you—”

“Bushke is the only reason I would ever consider going,” Joseph stopped him again. “Because you’re wrong. You’re wrong. And you shouldn’t have come. God knows if you’ll be able to get away. I’ll help you, but I won’t go with you.”

Apparently family could fluster Bilson, when nothing Archimedes had seen before ever had. He stalked away from the bars, sitting down hard on his bunk, and leveling a stare at his brother, as if a flounce and a pout might convince him when words couldn’t.

Joseph sighed and looked to Archimedes. “I’m sorry. I truly am. I understand why you came—if I’d heard that Miles had been taken, I’d have tried to rescue him, too. But this place is…” He turned to look out over the gardens, seeming to struggle with the words. “I’ve never been a part of anything like this. No one lacks for anything. We share all that we sow. I feel at home here, and I never want to go. And I know it’s difficult to believe, but there are many of us who don’t want to leave.”

This might not be a wasted trip, then. “But there are those who do?”

“Of course. It doesn’t suit everyone.” A shadow crept over his face. He glanced to his companion, who was nodding. “Some of them, like Doyle here, they quietly ask and they wait. I’ve been with them when they’ve spoken with Bushke. But he’s determined. This is a war for him—a battle against the corruption of the outside world.”

Considering the manner in which he waged his war, that made no sense. “They why bring outsiders in?”

“So he can save them. He’s a bit of the Good Works sort, but without the hellfire and damnation. He doesn’t need that; he has the guards.”

Yasmeen’s green eyes narrowed dangerously. “And those who don’t ask quietly?”

“They’re sent down to the furnace to stoke. I haven’t been here long enough, but others tell me that no one who goes down comes back up.”

“Not since I’ve been,” Doyle spoke up. “And going on seven years now.”

“It’s Bushke, I know. When we talk to him about releasing those who want to leave, there’s no argument that he doesn’t seem to turn about. Not even shooting down those airships who won’t come. He justifies it every time, that if he let them go, they’d be a threat. That it just takes one balloon exploding here to kill two thousand of us, so the flyers are the city’s greatest defenders, not murderers. Within a few days, he’ll justify ripping that man’s guns off of him.”

He gestured toward Longcock, sitting on a nearby bunk. The first mate looked up, his expression bemused.

“I’m tempted to wait and see them try.”

“Resist temptation, my friend,” Archimedes said. “Especially in Eden.”

“Especially here,” Joseph said more seriously, and met Archimedes’ eyes again. “I thought of you often since coming here. You and the brotherhood, and those handbills we used to write. The way you could always point to a book that would help us find the right thing to say. I wish now that I’d paid more attention, and maybe I could find the words that made a difference.”

Flattering, but it probably wouldn’t have helped. “Some men, the words aren’t there, because they aren’t interested in the argument. They’re only interested in being right—their interpretation of right—and no argument will shake them from that.” Archimedes had learned this lesson well; he’d spent a good portion of his life trying to prove his father wrong. “In the end, you realize that the only thing to do is to get away from them, if you can. And if you can’t, to kill them.”

With a slight smile, Yasmeen looked up at him. “Or just be thankful when someone does it for you.”

And then fall madly in love with her.

“That won’t make me right,” Joseph said.

“It wouldn’t,” Archimedes said. “But when he decides that even the ones who quietly ask are a threat, you aren’t as likely to be sent down to the stoker’s quarters.”

With a sigh, he nodded. He looked over at his companion when Doyle gestured beyond their quarters, then glanced that way. His expression tightened. “Well, they’ve come already.”

A pair of gloved guards, their aviator goggles down around their necks. Had they been the ones to shoot down the Canary? Archimedes couldn’t be certain. And by tonight it wouldn’t matter.

“Captain,” the one on the right said. Though slightly bulkier than his companion, taller and darker, they shared the same lack of expression. “We’ve begun our inventory. Please accompany us to Father Bushke’s quarters. He will have questions regarding your crew and ledgers.”

“I will.” Yasmeen nodded coolly. “I suppose it’s to the city’s advantage if I tell him exactly which task each of my men and women are best suited for, and how much coal I’ll be adding to your bunkers.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

And this was exactly what they’d hoped for. Yasmeen could scout the route to Bushke’s quarters and their layout. Still, Archimedes couldn’t stop the dread that filled his chest. He wouldn’t be at her side.

While the guards unlocked the door, she slanted a look at him from beneath her lashes. “I’ll be all right.”

Of course she would. He still worried. “I’d be less concerned if you had a weapon,” he said softly.

“I do.” Lightly, she traced a claw down his forearm. “And if I need another one, I’ll just take the guards’.”

Grinning, he watched her go. The door clanged closed again. A path led across the garden terraces, branching off here and there, leading to different stairs that apparently each descended into the living quarters of an airship. He’d never seen her amid such greenery. Her long easy stride was beautiful to behold anywhere, but here the feline grace seemed especially pronounced, almost a prowl. Perhaps because she walked past so many people who had no idea the sort of woman who’d been caged in their presence. Perhaps because the scouting mission brought her hunting instincts to the fore. Perhaps because he simply preferred to see her free.

Not that she hadn’t been already free, in a manner of speaking. She’d only remained caged because she’d chosen to stay there.

Whatever the reason, he could easily have spent all day, simply watching her walk—except that after a few minutes passed, he happened to glance at Joseph and Doyle. They watched her, too, but without the same awe. Frustration, pity, and helplessness marked their faces, instead.

Archimedes gripped the iron bars, his heart suddenly racing. “Joseph?”

Fists clenched, the man shook his head. “There’s nothing you can do for her.”

“What? What are you saying?”

Doyle answered. “A decade ago, perhaps a bit more…rumor is, a couple of men managed to escape. Since then, others have tried. Most failed, but they tried, leading the others who’d come with them.”

“All of them had been the masters of their ships, someone who was already in a position to lead them,” Joseph said. “So Bushke began to eliminate the problem within the first few days.”

Eliminating it? Christ. Archimedes swung around, saw that Longcock had already risen to his feet and was heading for Maria Barriga de Lata.

Hurry. But Archimedes slowed, forced himself to learn more. He couldn’t run into this situation blindly. “How?”

“On the main deck of his quarters. He meets with her, as they said. He’ll discover what he needs—strongbox combinations and the like. Then…they make it quick.”

Yasmeen was quick, too. But though she would be wary, he knew she wasn’t expecting this. “How?”

Doyle exchanged a glance with Joseph, then sighed. “From what I’ve seen, it’s a shot to the back of the head.”

God. Even Yasmeen couldn’t outrun that. “Open the doors.”

“You can’t do anything—”

“She’s my wife!”

Joseph stilled. With wide eyes, he looked to the others inside the cage. Whatever confirmation he was seeking, he must have found it.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. We don’t have the key.”

No. Archimedes didn’t waste time with the denial. It would slow him down, but he could pick the lock—if only he had a goddamn pick. Mrs. Fortescue rushed up, yanking a long pin from her hair.

With a saucy wink, she said, “We don’t need a key, sir.”

She went to work. Crouching beside him, Longcock opened a leather pouch streaked with drying offal. “Gun?”

“A revolver, my grappling, and the red-handled daggers.” He tore off his jacket, shrugged the grappling apparatus over his shoulders like a harness. He tucked the pistol beneath the leather band around his back, then pulled off his boots. “Joseph, take off your tunic.”

“What?”

“Now.”

The man drew off his top, shoved it through the bars. Archimedes pulled it on. Without needing to be asked, Joseph shucked his trousers, then looked doubtfully at the orange breeches Archimedes tossed him in return. A moment later, Mrs. Fortescue opened the door with a flourish.

Archimedes hauled up the homespun. “I will kiss you later, you wonderful woman.”

“I’ll settle for another look at your backside.”

“I’ll give you both. Mademoiselle Vashon, I expect that there will soon be a commotion coming from Bushke’s quarters. Wait until most of the guards have run in that direction, then please free Lady Nergüi from her tether.”

“She told me that we would carry that exercise out tonight, sir.”

“We’re doing it now.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Did she point out the rapid-fire guns to you?”

“Yes. We’ve got those covered, sir.”

He looked to Longcock, who was sliding bullets into the ammunition chambers in his arms. A blissful smile carved the first mate’s face as he thrust each cartridge home. “You’ll take the hangar shed?”

“I will.”

Then Doyle, last. “You know others who want to escape?”

“Yes.”

“Then spread the word and tell them to get ready. I expect hell to break loose in about ten minutes.” He held the other man’s eyes. “You’ll have to fight with us. Use your hoes, if you have to. We need to take out the guards and flyers. Everyone else, we’re happy to leave alone as long as they don’t step into our way.”

With a glance at Joseph, who nodded, Doyle took off at a run. Archimedes stepped through the door, closed it behind him. If any guards happened to come this way, there was no reason to give them advance notice of their impending escape.

He tore off a sprig of jasmine and tucked it near his heart, then started off across the gardens.

*   *   *

Bushke had brought too many good people to New Eden. By the time Yasmeen was halfway across the gardens, she’d seen her impending death in the slump of their shoulders as she passed, in the angry stares they directed toward the guards leading her to Bushke’s quarters, in the closed eyes and prayers whispered on behalf of her soul.

Would they shoot her while she walked out here in the open? No, she thought. Fear could keep people complaisant, but terror often pushed them to action. Bushke could have made examples of any of the dissenters he’d sent below the city, but instead they’d quietly disappeared.

Once they reached his quarters, she’d probably be taken below, too, using his access through the hangar—or her throat slit while they spoke, and her body disposed of over the side.

A flash of reflected light caught her eye. Across the gardens, a guard stood on the bow of an old cloud trawler with a spyglass in one hand; he used a mirror to signal the two in front of her. Her escorts stopped, facing the direction from which they’d just come, their gazes focused beyond her.

Yasmeen turned. She scanned the gardens, the path—

Archimedes?

His gaze had fixed on her. That look told her what she’d already guessed: Bushke had meant to kill her. He must have learned it from Joseph or his companion, and come to warn her.

No, not just warn her. He’d have set the rest of their plan in motion, as well. And perhaps if he hadn’t been so damn handsome, perhaps if—even wearing the same tunic and trousers—he didn’t hold himself so differently from everyone else in New Eden, he might have followed her without attracting attention.

But since he had, she’d protect him now, too. “He’s my husband,” she said to the guards. And if Bushke wanted to speak to the Lady Nergüi’s captain, she’d give him a reason to bring them both in. “He’s co-captain of my ship.”

Another flash came from the opposite side of the garden, repeated twice. Another guard, another spyglass. The signal repeated again.

Twenty yards away, Archimedes abruptly stopped, eyes widening. His gaze snapped to hers. Behind her, she heard a familiar click: a gun, the hammer cocked.

By the lady. “Archimedes! Down!”

The roar of a blunderbuss drowned out her scream. Red bloomed in his shoulder. He spun, then staggered to the side.

“Archimedes!” She sprinted toward him, heart bursting in her chest. A shoulder shot wasn’t so bad. It wasn’t so bad—

He fell.

Vanished.

Her cry caught in her throat. She threw herself after him. Thick soil cushioned her knees. A hole opened in the ground before her.

Access to the level below? If so, the guards wouldn’t have an angle for another shot. Now she would look down, and he would be on the platform below, grinning up at her. Almost laughing now, she braced her hands, glanced over.

Nothing. Just water, far below.

That couldn’t be.

He’d be hanging on the framework, then—

He wasn’t.

This couldn’t be right. Her vision was blurring, and she just wasn’t seeing properly. Closing her eyes, Yasmeen shook her head, looked again.

He would be there.

But there was only water. Only the dissipating smoke trail from a flyer. Only gulls, cawing. And a woman crying that she needed to wake up now, needed to wake up, because she couldn’t lose him.

Then pain exploded in the back of her head, and she was swept into darkness, instead.



Chapter 8

He truly was the luckiest man alive—and now, still alive.

And he’d finally, finally proved his father wrong: God did love men who wore adornments. He must, because there was no other reason for the Almighty to send a steam-powered flyer streaking beneath a floating city at the very instant that Archimedes Fox fell through a rubbish hole.

The pilot was a bit less lucky—or just too foolish to have strapped himself to the flyer’s body. The jolt of Archimedes’ landing bucked the man straight off. With a whoop, Archimedes scooted into his place. He didn’t know how to pilot the damned thing, but he just needed to steady it a bit while he tore off the god-awful homespun tunic—bloodied now. The wind whipped it away. His shoulder hurt like hell, but he’d had worse.

He’d have much worse if he didn’t get off this machine before he flew it into a steel beam or rode it into the water. There were the turbines passing overhead—he shifted his weight, and the flyer banked toward the bow of the ship. He had no idea how to land it in the hangar, and didn’t want to kill himself trying.

Thank God for sending the flyer—and for pneumatic-launched grappling hooks.

He was losing altitude. Now or never.

The launcher’s recoil shrieked through his shoulder. The grappling whipped around a railing on the suspended walkway. The cable drew taut and yanked him off the flyer. The harness saved his arms from being ripped from their sockets—climbing a cable after being shot by a blunderbuss was painful enough.

He was almost to the railing when a group of men started across the steel walkway. Stokers, by the look of them—each one of them covered in coal dust. They suddenly quieted when Archimedes pulled himself over the rail and tumbled to the steel grating.

They gaped as if they’d never seen a ridiculously handsome bleeding man in a turquoise waistcoat fall through a rubbish hole and then save himself with a grappling hook before. What did they do for fun in New Eden?

But he had no time to ask. He had a wife to save.

He reached for his revolver. “How do I find William Bushke? I have a message to deliver.”

With a bullet. Except, goddammit—the revolver wasn’t in his harness. Falling onto the flyer or being yanked around by the cable must have shaken it loose.

No matter. He’d make do.

One of the men pointed to another suspended walkway. Archimedes nodded his thank-you, then added, “If you’d like to leave this damn city, I’m a madman with an airship and a plan. Just follow along, maybe throw a punch or two if one of the guards makes it past me, and we’ll get the hell out of here.”

With that, he started down the walkway. No time to wait for their answer.

Not while Yasmeen waited for him to return to her side.

*   *   *

She didn’t know which one had pummeled her head with his steel glove. She didn’t know which one had shot Archimedes. It didn’t matter. She would kill them all.

Not yet, though. Not yet. Not when she couldn’t even draw breath.

Her tears dripped in a steady stream, splashing against the polished deck between her knees. She’d opened her eyes in William Bushke’s quarters, but she hadn’t yet made it to her feet.

She would get up. She would.

Not yet.

Archimedes could survive the fall to the water. Even though he bled and the ocean teemed with sharks, Archimedes would return to her side.

He had to. Or she would die with him.

“I am sorry for this tragedy, Mrs. Gunther-Baptiste. Truly I am.” The kindly faced tyrant crouched in front of her. “But my guards believed he carried a weapon beneath his tunic—and that he was en route to my quarters. They were only protecting the safety of our citizens.”

She would kill him, too. It would be easy. This old wardroom had been transformed into a library. Six guards stood in the cabin with them. None of them had their guns ready. She would leap for the nearest guard, rip his throat out with her claws and take his weapon. The second would fall just as the others finally began to react. The third’s body would serve as a shield, and she’d use the guns she’d collected while ripping out throats to shoot the remaining three guards. Bushke would be last, the slowest.

But she couldn’t yet. Taking that revenge meant admitting there was something to take revenge for. And he wasn’t dead.

Another reason, perhaps. Even over the sounds of her tears and the screaming of her heart she heard the faint sounds of gunfire echoing up through the companionway outside the wardroom. The others hadn’t heard heard it yet, but she knew the sound: George Longcock was in the hangar shed.

She would have to be careful not to slip on her tears—they were as slippery as blood.

With a sigh, Bushke rose and made his way back toward his desk. “I can see that you are overwhelmed, but there are matters which must be attended to, and…”

He paused, head tilted, and moved toward the passageway to listen at the open library door. Yasmeen listened, too, but there was no more gunfire. Longcock had finished.

She would need to get started.

But not yet. Not until her heart beat again.

Shaking his head, Bushke faced her. He sent a quick glance at one of the guards, who began to move around behind Yasmeen.

Bushke picked up where he’d left off. “And so, Mrs. Gunther-Baptiste, I thought we might have a little chat about—”

His eyes widened suddenly, his body stiffening. His left arm rose. Blood bubbled from his mouth. He fell forward, facedown and flat on the floor.

A red-handled dagger jutted up from his back.

Archimedes.

The wonderful, incredible man. Joy rushed through her, fierce and sweet. Her laugh burst, easing the pain around her lungs, lifting the weight from her heart.

The guards shouted, heading for the door, guns drawn. Heading for Archimedes.

She caught the guard who rushed past her; he didn’t have time to scream. The next guard’s neck snapped like a twig. She took down the third, and the other guards hadn’t even recognized the fury coming from behind. Another one fell, and finally, another guard noticed. He had time to widen his eyes.

The last one she left for Archimedes. He didn’t disappoint. The matching dagger flew through the doorway, embedded in the guard’s throat.

Her husband came through next. He paused for a moment, staring at her before crossing the room, catching her face in his gentle hands. His thumbs swept over her cheeks. “Not these, Yasmeen. Not for me.”

“I won’t,” she said. But her eyes filled again. She touched his hair, his jaw, his mouth. Solid, real. Her voice trembled. “You came back to me.”

His smile all but wrecked her again. “I promised I would. And I had to save you.”

He had saved her, more than he could know. Then his mouth was on hers, bringing her heart into the space between them, restarting it with the sweetest kiss.

When he lifted his head, she followed him up. She would stop kissing him.

But not yet.

*   *   *

They met up with Longcock in the hangar. The first mate had finished off most of the guards, and as they made their way back to Lady Nergüi, Bushke’s remaining guards had surrendered—a tyrant fallen, and not a single member of her new crew lost.

They wouldn’t always be so fortunate. But Yasmeen wouldn’t question her luck today. Not after losing Archimedes, then holding him again.

By the time she reached the mooring station, Vashon had already loosened the tether holding her lady’s belly against the ground. The furnaces had been fired. Steam billowed from her vents in thick clouds.

Archimedes steadied the rope ladder for her. “Ready to go, then?”

No. They weren’t quite done. She looked to Longcock. “We can carry forty passengers. Choose them according to the length of their stay here. Don’t separate any families—if the person who has been here longest has forty children, they all come. We’ll be sending more ships for those who are left behind.”

“And Mr. Bilson, ma’am?”

That was up to Archimedes. She met his eyes, raised her brows.

He shrugged. “Don’t separate any families, as she said. Leave Bilson here with his brother. And we’ll let the other airships know that he was the very last person to arrive, so he should also be the last to leave.”

Yasmeen grinned. That suited her as well—and now she wanted to be off this damned floating city.

Climbing quickly, she reached her lady’s deck. Her heart swelled the moment her boots touched the boards. Only a year ago, she’d lost everything. Now she had a beautiful ship, a fine crew, and the most incredible man to share it with.

Yasmeen turned to him as he came over the gunwale. Now was not the time to kiss or to touch. Taking a cigarillo from her silver case, she lit one and passed it to him.

She let her fingers brush his, and loved the burn in his eyes. Together, they looked over the city. It was beautiful. Purples and reds and so much green. The gardens lush and fragrant, perfuming the air through the smoke.

“Bushke named it properly,” Archimedes said softly.

“Yes.” A paradise. “But it won’t last.”

“No?”

She shook her head. Whatever else Bushke had been, he wasn’t a fool. His ruthlessness had kept New Eden safe. “It won’t be long. Pirates will discover that they don’t have to fear seeing this city on the horizon. It will soon be prey.”

“Perhaps for a while,” Archimedes said. “New Eden’s reputation will have to change, but that doesn’t mean it will be known as weak. If the people who remain here love it, they will have reason to defend this city just as fiercely.”

Yasmeen narrowed her eyes at him. But she could hardly argue with that, could she?

A commotion below drew her gaze. Bilson. Apparently unhappy with Archimedes’ decision. Ah, but his desperation made the whole world brighter.

Perhaps not for everyone, though. This city had many vulnerabilities, as did the people who lived here. Someone like Bilson could easily take advantage of them. “Are we leaving another Bushke here?”

“Bilson?” Archimedes shook his head. “Not with his brother here. Joseph shut him down. I’ve never seen anyone else do that. So this might be the safest place for him.”

“And he could not be any farther away from your sister.”

Though Archimedes nodded, she saw the worry in his gaze. Yasmeen knew what it stemmed from. She felt the same.

“We exposed her when we put out those adverts. Now everyone knows that you have a sister…and that we will pay a fortune for her return.”

Archimedes’ jaw hardened. His only response was a nod—which meant he didn’t trust himself to speak.

On-duty and in the sight of the crew be damned. Yasmeen took his hand.

“Zenobia’s clever,” she reassured him. “And she’s practical.”

“Yes.” But he did not sound persuaded.

“She is so practical, in fact, that she will probably begin arranging her own kidnappings, and splitting the ransom we pay with her associates.”

And there was his beautiful grin. “Do not give her that idea.”

“I should, though. It would likely end up in her next Lady Lynx adventure.” Yasmeen took the cigarillo from him, was thoughtful as she inhaled. “The solution, of course, is not to pay the next one who kidnaps her. We’ll just kill him.”

“Or teach her to do it. Then she will have a reputation of her own.”

Oh, and that was why she loved this man. That was the perfect solution. “We should begin her lessons upon our return—and start by kidnapping an earl, to show her how a proper abduction is done.”

“And soon she will be off on her own adventures. Zenobia Fox, the Practical Pirate.”

Yasmeen laughed. “Every crew upon the seas will tremble with fear.”

As they once had when faced with New Eden. Yasmeen looked to the gangway, where Vashon stood, overseeing the first of the passengers as they climbed aboard.

“Mademoiselle Vashon!”

The quartermaster immediately faced her, back straight and expression blank.

“The probation period of your contract has almost ended, mademoiselle, and you have seen the sort of ship that my lady is,” Yasmeen said. “Will you be staying on?”

Somehow, the other woman’s shoulders became even straighter. “Will you have me, ma’am?”

“I will.”

Vashon gave a sharp nod. “Then you will find it difficult to get rid of me.”

“We will see. Carry on.” When the other woman turned, Yasmeen glanced to Archimedes and said quietly, “All of the best ones are difficult to get rid of.”

His gaze fell to her lips. “You will find it impossible to get rid of me.”

Yasmeen would never want to. But she would be happy to test his claim.

“Come, Mr. Fox. A mountain of work awaits us at our desk. And I swear that I will tie you to your chair until it is finished.”

“Tie me?” With a low groan, he closed his eyes. “You tell me this here? Good God, Yasmeen. You will kill me.”

That would be impossible. Nothing would kill Archimedes Fox. But a little torture never hurt anyone. Yasmeen started toward her cabin—and was pleased when Archimedes didn’t follow her. Instead, he walked by her side.

Right where he’d always be.

*   *   *

Brighton, England
December 3


Miss Zenobia Fox,

I have reconsidered my position regarding Lady Lynx and her heart of steel. Perhaps a love interest would not be unacceptable—particularly if you put himin danger, and let the villainous bastards reap the consequences.

The first story will open with a call for help from a duplicitous bastard. In the end, Lady Lynx and her suitor will have so many passengers desperate to escape a floating city, that there simply isn’t room for the bastard on the return trip. But they’ll promise to send a rescue…eventually.

Yours,
Yasmeen Fox

P.S. You ought to call it Lady Lynx and Her Fifty Percent Royalties. Then perhaps I’ll finally tell you why I have tufts at the tips of my ears.






Read more for a special preview of the triumphant conclusion to Meljean Brook’s epic Guardian series

GUARDIAN DEMON

Coming from Berkley Sensation in August 2013.


Detective Andromeda Taylor’s life had ended with a kiss.

As dying went, a kiss wasn’t the worst way to go out. It sucked that she’d been shot first, though. The lead slugs ripping through her chest had hurt like a son of a bitch. But throwing herself in front of bullets aimed at her partner wasn’t a bad way to go, either—and during her career she’d investigated most of the bad ways, had seen all of the pointless ways. Saving Joe at least gave her death some meaning.

Now Taylor was in Hell, her pistol in hand and a wary eye turned toward the crimson sky. A wasteland stretched around her. Tall, jagged boulders littered the barren sands. As far as she could see, nothing moved. Nothing flew overhead. No sun or moon brightened the endless, bloody bruise of the sky. She didn’t know where the reddish glow that illuminated the realm came from. She didn’t want to know where the rotten stench came from. Something—or a lot of things—had died down here, and she didn’t want to meet whatever had killed them. Not everything in Hell was dead, including Taylor.

The bullets should have killed her. But after she’d sacrificed her life, the Guardians’ leader had changed her into one of those angelic warriors. Surrounded by a brilliant white light, Michael had transformed Taylor while cradling her in his powerful arms. His firm mouth had covered hers, tasting her lips, taking her breath.

And the reason behind this stupid trip to this stinking realm was that damned kiss.

Michael hadn’t just taken Taylor’s breath with that kiss—he’d stolen her blood and forged a connection between their minds. Then, because Michael was a big damn hero, he’d deliberately broken a bargain with a demon and sacrificed his life to save the world, even though it meant his soul would be trapped in Hell, tortured by Lucifer in the frozen field that surrounded the demon’s tower.

A big damn hero—and a big damn bastard. Michael hadn’t warned Taylor that he intended to link their psyches with that kiss, and he hadn’t asked her permission to do it. Three months after her transformation and his sacrifice, she’d woken up with Michael’s dark presence lurking in her head, like a long-distance connection to Hell that she couldn’t break. For more than a year now, Taylor’s brain hadn’t been her own. He’d known her every thought and action. He’d saved her life when she’d been threatened by demons and nosferatu—but to save her, he’d taken over her mind and used her body like a puppet.

They’d eventually come to an agreement on that—Michael could take over and fight when her life was threatened, but he wouldn’t force Taylor out of her own head if she didn’t want to go.

Then he had forced her and Taylor was done with him.

Until then, she’d tolerated his presence in her head because he had saved everyone—and there was some hope that he could be brought back to life. As a Guardian, she possessed a mental storage space that could hold weapons and any other items; Taylor’s hammerspace also preserved Michael’s lifeless body. Without it, he’d stay dead, so she kept his body safe for him—even though carrying it deepened their psychic connection. Taylor had hated that, too, but she’d tolerated him because the world would be safer with Michael in it. As a human, she’d tolerated him for the same reasons. She’d hated that the Guardians butted in on her investigations and turned the legal system upside down, faking evidence and skipping straight over fair trials by handing out executions, but she also understood that police departments didn’t have the resources to capture or imprison nosferatu and demons. So even though she’d disapproved of their methods, Taylor couldn’t deny that the Guardians fought on the side of the humans, and they were all better off for it—and Michael was the most powerful Guardian, the most dedicated. He’d protected humanity from Lucifer and his demons for millennia. Compared to that, complaining about sharing her headspace for a few years seemed like the petty whine of a spoiled brat, and Taylor couldn’t have tolerated herself if she’d become that. So she’d been determined to soldier through and wait for his escape from the frozen field.

Then he’d broken his promise and betrayed her trust. It didn’t matter that Michael had been protecting her when he’d done it; after he’d forced Taylor to abandon a woman who’d desperately needed her help, she refused to tolerate him anymore. Then, as if in answer to her prayer, a demon’s sacrifice had destroyed the frozen field and Michael had been released from his torture. Now his soul only needed to return to his body, and Taylor would be free.

According to Khavi, an ancient Guardian who understood magic symbols and spells and how to stick someone’s soul back into his dead body, the process would be as easy as pie.

Khavi was also crazy and a liar.

Nothing about this was easy. Lucifer’s torture had shredded Michael’s humanity, ravaging him to the core. Sure, his soul had been released from the frozen field—but he’d emerged in the form of an enormous, fire-spitting dragon.

A ravenous dragon. He’d chomped his way through a legion of demons surrounding Lucifer’s tower. The Guardians hadn’t been able to catch up to Michael in Hell, but they’d seen the destruction he’d left behind. A city had been flattened, black marble reduced to rubble. Roasted demon corpses littered the red sands, some partially eaten. God knew how many he’d completely devoured.

Though the Guardians had searched, not one had seen the dragon. Those Guardians who could teleport attempted to use Michael’s psychic scent as an anchor and jump to his location—but they’d only teleported to Taylor’s side. Others had put themselves in danger, flying over demon armies and perilously close to Lucifer’s tower, hoping Michael would come bust their asses for their stupidity. No dice.

Obviously Michael didn’t want to be found, so he’d have to come to them. And because his mind was still linked to hers, because she could still feel Michael’s dark psyche prowling through her brain like a hungry beast, Taylor was the bait.

Bait! Fifteen thousand years of combined experience among almost fifty Guardians, and the best plan they had was tossing Taylor into Hell like a worm on a hook.

“Just walk around,” Khavi had said. “He’ll come to you.”

Taylor couldn’t imagine how Khavi would know that. The other Guardian had a Gift of foresight and prophecy, but she hadn’t been able to see anything of Michael’s future after he’d been released from the frozen field. And when Taylor had asked how Khavi knew that Michael would come, the other woman had answered,

“It’s in his nature.”

After hearing that, Taylor had barely stopped herself from telling Khavi to fuck off. The seer hadn’t predicted that Michael would turn into a dragon. Obviously, she didn’t know his nature as well as she thought.

Neither did Taylor. She’d known Michael wasn’t a normal Guardian. She’d known that he was the son of the demon Belial and a human woman. She’d known that demons weren’t fertile; to impregnate a human, Michael’s father had first consumed the flesh and blood of a dragon and his body had been transformed by it. She’d known all of that, but who could have guessed that Michael’s soul would become a dragon? Not Taylor, though he’d lived in her brain. Not even Khavi, who was the offspring of another human and demon pairing.

Now that dragon might be coming after Taylor, and none of them knew whether a bit of Michael still existed in that form, or if he was like the dragons in the Chaos realm: hungry, destructive, and almost unstoppable. They were all hoping that Michael was still himself, because he’d always protected Taylor. But the truth was…he might just eat her.

God. What had she done to deserve this? She’d been a good daughter, a good cop. She’d never betrayed a friend. She’d never cheated on a lover. She’d never deliberately hurt anyone—well, aside from the criminals she’d had to throw down, but they didn’t count.

Life wasn’t fair. Taylor knew that. All too often, decent people were hurt and the bad ones got away with it. Tweakers killed good cops and then had their charges reduced after ratting out their dealers. Mothers worked their fingers to their bones, then handed over their salaries to pay someone else to care for their comatose sons. There were millions of people who deserved better and got worse, and that was just the way the world worked. But if some almighty being was up there giving out superpowers to Guardians and transforming angels into demons, Taylor thought life should be fair. People should get what they deserved.

Taylor didn’t deserve to be eaten by a dragon. But that was exactly how this fishing expedition might end.

And that would be a really stupid way to go out.

If she did become dragon chow, though, it would be her own fault. She could have refused to act as bait. She could have told Khavi to fuck off. The other Guardians would have respected her decision. But the world needed Michael back, and Taylor needed to be free of him. If that meant playing the worm, she’d play the worm.

So here she was, walking through Hell, hoping that he’d come for her. Once he arrived, Khavi had a plan to trick him back into his body—a plan she hadn’t shared with Taylor because, through her psychic connection with Michael, he would know it, too. Of course, through their connection, he would know they planned something. He might already be a few steps ahead of them.

Or behind her.

A faint rasp sounded, like the scuff of a foot over sand. Heart jumping into her throat, Taylor whipped around. She scanned the barren territory, her eyes and weapon moving as one.

Nothing. Only the jagged boulders, strewn across the wasteland as if a god had crushed a mountain in his fist and tossed the pieces away.

A god…or Lucifer.

A shiver ran over her skin. Taylor forced the demon’s name from her mind. Thinking about the lord of Hell probably wouldn’t alert him to her presence in his realm, but she didn’t want to take any chances. Khavi had deliberately brought her to a territory far away from the demon’s throne so that Taylor would escape his notice.

Yet she must have attracted someone’s attention. Something had made that sound. On Earth, she might have blamed it on a breeze, but no wind blew in Hell. She held her breath, listening over the rapid beat of her own heart. Silence. But she couldn’t trust her ears. A Guardian’s hearing was far superior to a human’s, but her brain hadn’t fully recalibrated since her transformation. When Michael had been a strong presence in her mind, he’d made those mental adjustments for her so that knowing the distance and direction of any noise seemed instinctive. Though he was still in her head, he wasn’t doing that anymore—and that rasp could have been ten feet away or a thousand.

Hopefully a thousand. And hopefully made by a small creature, like a wyrmrat. As long as they didn’t come in a swarm, Taylor could deal with the scaly rodent beasts. Other things wouldn’t be so easy.

Whatever was out there, it had probably smelled her. Guardians didn’t have much of a natural odor, but Khavi had carved a symbol into Taylor’s chest with the tip of a flaming spear before bringing her here. Normally, such a shallow injury would have mended by now, but the spear had once stabbed through a dragon’s heart and absorbed that creature’s power, and even a Guardian couldn’t heal quickly from that weapon. The scent of raw, burnt flesh likely wafted through Hell’s stench, calling to the monsters here like the smell of blood to a shark.

Maybe it called to a hungry dragon, too. Right now, Michael might be coming because he smelled a tasty snack. It’s in his nature. Taylor really hoped that wasn’t what Khavi had meant.

Supposedly, the symbol was part of Khavi’s plan to return Michael to his body. The woman had carved similar demonic symbols into Michael’s body just before he’d kissed Taylor and transformed her into a Guardian. Those symbols had linked their minds and strengthened the bond between Michael’s soul and his flesh, so that when Taylor took his body into her hammerspace, the link between their psyches also deepened.

The symbol between Taylor’s breasts apparently reversed that process. Khavi hadn’t let Taylor see the glyph that she’d carved, because Michael would see it through their mental link, too. Taylor had pointed out the stupidity of that—he might not know what the symbol said, but he would know it was there and that they were trying to bait him—but Khavi had only shaken her head and said the same damn thing:

“He will come. It’s in his nature.”

So maybe Michael was just the curious sort, and couldn’t resist coming in to take a look. It hadn’t mattered in the end, anyway. Taylor hadn’t watched when Khavi used the burning spear to write the symbol. She’d been too busy gritting her teeth and trying not to scream.

But being free of Michael would be worth the pain.

Where was he? Her gaze searched the sky. Empty. She turned and studied the horizon. A smudge in the far distance might have been a phalanx of flying demons or a cloud of nychiptera. Whatever it was, it didn’t worry her. With her Guardian eyesight, Taylor could read the number on a license plate from half a mile away. If she couldn’t see it well enough to differentiate between demons or giant bats, it was obviously too far to threaten her—at least for now.

She’d keep an eye on it. And if it came closer…well, then she was screwed. Like any other Guardian, Taylor could form wings—but she couldn’t fly yet. Michael had always done that for her, too, and even though she’d practiced flying on her own, she hadn’t realized how much he’d been helping her before he’d stopped. Until then, flying had been yet another skill that had seemed instinctive.

It wasn’t. She just flapped around like a wounded chicken. If any demons or nychiptera came, she’d have to rely on Khavi to rescue her.

Yep. Khavi’s plan had shaped up into a brilliant freaking idea, all right.

Unless…if Michael had made that noise, then this really had been the right plan. Taylor looked to the boulders again. No movement. That didn’t mean much. Some Guardians could force false images through another Guardian’s psychic shields, creating illusions. Michael was already in her head and past her mental defenses. He could be standing right next to her and she wouldn’t know it until she heard him.

Or felt him. With a quick thought, Taylor vanished her shoes into her hammerspace. She waited, her toes curling against the hot sand. She’d learned this from Michael: Even when she couldn’t see or hear something coming, bare feet could detect vibrations and movement.

She didn’t sense anything. If Michael had made that sound, maybe he was still waiting. If it hadn’t been Michael, perhaps it had been Khavi—hiding and watching to make certain that nothing ate her before Michael got his chance. And if it hadn’t been either of them, Taylor prayed that whatever it was would run the other way.

Then again, maybe it was waiting for her to run the other way. Or just waiting for her to look the other way, so that it could sneak up behind her.

Still holding her breath, Taylor pivoted and stared at the boulders ahead. Come on, she urged it. Come on out and let me see you. This wouldn’t trick Michael. He’d know that she was waiting, listening. Still, there was no reason not to give a little mental incentive to him, too.

You know you want me, Michael. A yummy redhead. I’ll probably taste like ginger.

And a little stringy, but that was partially his fault. The demons’ fault, too. Taylor hadn’t coped all that well in the years between discovering the Guardians existed and her own transformation: smoking too much, drinking too often, not eating enough. Now nicotine didn’t do anything for her and she couldn’t get drunk—and she still looked just as thin. Hardly an appetizing mouthful.

Of course, any dragon that ate demons who were covered in scales probably wouldn’t care if she was a bit bony.

A slight tremor under her feet. A whisper of sand behind her. Taylor spun around, gun raised, searching for her target. There, a thousand yards away, maybe. A hulking figure emerged from behind a boulder. A huge form. Eyes glowing red.

Six eyes. Three heads. Taylor’s heart stuttered. Not Michael. Not a wyrmrat or a dragon.

A hellhound.

It paused, watching her—a predatory beast sizing up its prey.

Taylor’s stomach dropped and rolled into a sick ball of fear. Only a little over half a mile separated them. Not far enough. Not nearly far enough. Frozen, terrified that any move would provoke it into chasing after her, she stared across the distance.

She’d encountered hellhounds before. One served as a companion to the woman who directed the Guardians’ investigations on Earth. Khavi kept another as a pet. Both were puppies, stood taller than Taylor’s head, and scared the crap out of her even when they were playing nice. She didn’t think this hellhound intended to play nice—and it was no puppy. Fully grown, probably over two thousand years old, it appeared almost as big as Lucifer’s hellhound, Cerberus. Taylor couldn’t have reached its belly with her hands raised. Each of its giant heads possessed a mouth full of serrated teeth, with fangs as long as her arms. Barbed fur spiked through crimson scales, creating a mangy hide of armor that could shred flesh.

Her gun wouldn’t do shit. Even a shot to one of its eyes would barely slow it down. Taylor maintained her aim, praying the hellhound didn’t know that. It probably hadn’t seen a pistol before. Uncertainty was the only thing holding it back now.

That wouldn’t last long. Hellhounds weren’t just big, mean dogs. Though not as smart as a human or a demon, they could analyze and reason. Soon it would determine that Taylor didn’t pose a danger—and realize that since she hadn’t already escaped by air, she couldn’t fly. Then it would come after her.

What to do then? Her mind raced, searching for options. All of her guns were useless against it. Her skill with a sword was nonexistent. She should have brought a rocket launcher, but even that might not work. Hellhounds were too fast. By the time she’d fire a missile, the hellhound could already be on her.

She needed the spear that Khavi had used to carve the symbol into her chest. Taylor had once used the flaming weapon to intimidate Cerberus—and even if this hellhound wasn’t scared away, the spear could penetrate its scaly hide.

But she didn’t have the spear because Khavi needed it for her damn plan.

Goddammit. Her shoulders tensed as the hellhound took a careful step forward. Testing her. In a few seconds, it would realize she wasn’t a threat.

Shit. Shit! Being ripped apart by a three-headed monster dog would be a really bad way to go out, too. The only option: running like crazy. She couldn’t outrace it. Guardians were faster than anything on Earth, but compared to a hellhound she might as well have been human. She wouldn’t have to be faster, though. She just needed to reach one of those giant boulders before it did. Hellhounds could jump, but she didn’t think they could climb.

Taylor pictured the terrain behind her. The nearest boulder stood a quarter mile distant. With her Guardian speed, only a few seconds away.

The hellhound took another step—then bounded forward. A hundred yards in a single leap.

She was so dead.

Taylor pivoted and fled, opening her mental shields and projecting her terror like a scream. If Khavi was out there, she’d sense Taylor’s fear—and now would be a really, really great time for a rescue.

But Taylor would be damned before she ever relied on anyone else to save her.

She tucked in her elbows and sprinted faster. Sand flew from beneath her feet. The boulder loomed near. But so did the hellhound, closer, louder. It thundered behind her, the pounding of enormous paws as it landed and leapt again—then suddenly not leaping, but racing, the drumbeat of each step so much quicker than hers. Only a few seconds to run a quarter mile, but those seconds were stretching out into a forever that was ending with a low growl and hot breath on her neck. The boulder was only a few steps away but the hellhound was right at her back. Oh, Jesus. She wasn’t going to make it—

A deafening roar spiked her eardrums in the moment before she was hit from behind. The push between her shoulder blades felt absurdly gentle, like a nudge—but at this speed, even a nudge tossed her forward off her feet. Her balance destroyed, Taylor skidded across the sand, friction abrading her palms, ripping through the knees of her trousers. She smashed into the boulder sideways. Pain flared through her hip and shoulder. Instinct screamed at her to curl up into a ball, to make her body as small a target as possible. No damn way. Maybe the hellhound meant to play with her before tearing her apart but she wouldn’t make it easy. Scrambling to her knees, she whipped her gun around, aiming for where the hellhound’s middle head should be.

Holy shit. Disbelief dropped her mouth open. The hellhound sprawled on the sand, pinned and struggling beneath the talons of an enormous dragon.

That roar hadn’t come from the hellhound, she realized. That had been Michael. Protecting her.

A laugh swelled up, relief and astonishment rolling into a giddy mix. She climbed to her feet and stared. God. She’d only seen the dragon from a distance—she hadn’t realized he was so big. He caged the hellhound to the ground with a single clawed foot tipped with curving talons. His body was the length of a jumbo jet, and his tail half as long. Leathery wings folded against a massive back. He lowered his head and amber scales rippled over powerful shoulders and a thick neck.

Enormous jaws engulfed the hellhound’s torso. With a sickening rip of flesh, the dragon tore the beast in half—and swallowed the howling heads in a single gulp.

Oh, Jesus. Taylor stumbled back. Her shoulders hit stone, her heart thundering. No safety could be found climbing the boulder now.

“Khavi,” she breathed, not daring to close her eyes as Michael devoured the hellhound’s remains. “He came. Do your magic. And get me out of here.”

The other Guardian didn’t appear. Desperately, Taylor tried to teleport—but that was Michael’s Gift, not hers, and he wasn’t letting her use it.

But he must have felt her trying. Finished with the hellhound, Michael lowered his giant reptilian head and looked at her with glowing amber eyes.

Taylor froze. With a second’s thought, she vanished her gun. It wouldn’t do any good, and threatening him might not be the smartest idea. Holding up her empty hands, she tried for a smile, and hoped that showing her teeth wouldn’t be considered a challenge.

“Hey, Michael,” she said, and her voice shook as badly as her body did. “Thanks for swooping in before I became hellhound kibble. It’s really good to see you.”

God, he would know she was lying. Would know how badly this dragon form was scaring her.

She tried again. “We’ve been looking for you, but you know that. I really need to talk to you for a minute, though. Not in my head. Face-to-face. And I can give you your body back.”

Or she could drop the body and run. It might slow him down if he stopped to eat it.

The dragon stepped forward. Taylor flinched back against stone, instinctively cringing away—but he wasn’t coming closer. He seemed to be retreating. Leaving? Oh no. That wasn’t part of the plan.

But the “Wait!” that jumped into her throat stuck there. Michael wasn’t leaving. Instead he was shape-shifting into a human form, decreasing in size. Within the space of a second, he was crouched less than twenty yards away. Relief joined the surreal realization that a huge dragon—and the giant hellhound inside his stomach—could shrink into a man-sized body. She’d seen some crazy things since learning about Guardians, but this had to be one of the weirder events she’d witnessed.

And despite Taylor’s doubts, Khavi apparently did know his nature. Michael had protected her. That shouldn’t have been surprising. Even when Taylor had hated him for it, Michael had always protected her.

But of course he did. If Taylor died, then his body in her hammerspace would be destroyed, and he’d be stuck in Hell forever. Protecting her life was the same as protecting his own.

Oh, now her cynicism was showing. She should give him more credit than that. Back when she’d barely tolerated the Guardians, she’d still admired how they watched each other’s backs. Just like cops did. Just like Taylor and her partner always had. And Michael, the first Guardian, and their leader, watched everyone’s back. So the only real surprise was that, after months of evading the Guardians, he hadn’t flown off again—despite knowing that Khavi had a spear and a plan. Perhaps he was as eager to get out of Taylor’s head as she was to be free of him.

That idea didn’t please Taylor as much as it should have. Instead, thinking that he was ready to be rid of her started an ache in her chest. So stupid. She was so messed up. Getting him out of her head was exactly what she’d wanted, and it looked like she was about to get her wish. This called for celebration, not cynicism and regret.

But when Michael rose to his feet, the smile she forced to her lips locked into place. Unease squirreled its way down her spine.

He appeared more human—but not completely human. And not like Michael. Overlapping scales plated his body, a warmer amber than the dark bronze of his skin. Stretched over a frame of segmented bones, membranous wings arched over his head instead of his own black feathers. A demon’s horns curled back from his temples. And he’d always been big, but not like this. Michael had a warrior’s body, strong and tall. The first time she’d seen him, Taylor had pegged him at six-four and two-twenty. Now he stood at least seven feet tall and a hundred pounds heavier—a good portion of it in the caveman’s club of a dick hanging between his thighs.

And he was walking toward her.

A panicked laugh gurgled up her throat. She swallowed it before a sound emerged. Michael was in her head, so he had to know she was scared, but she refused to show it.

She focused on his eyes instead. They were pure obsidian—no whites, no irises—but that was normal, not frightening. Michael’s eyes had often looked like that before he’d sacrificed himself.

“Okay. Hi.” She raised her hand in greeting. “I’m glad you’re looking at least a little human again.”

His smile revealed two rows of sharpened teeth and pointed fangs. Oh, God. Not normal.

“Human again.” He spoke with exaggerated care, as if tasting each syllable against those razored teeth. “Andromeda.”

Another tremor of fear rattled her. That wasn’t Michael at all. Not the one she knew. His voice usually created a beautiful harmony, like a chorus of voices singing together. Now there was only one voice. Dark and hollow, like the echo from an abyss.

He continued walking toward her. Thirty feet away. Coming closer.

“Okay, that’s close enough.” And when he didn’t even slow down, fear ratcheted up to terror,, shaking through her. “Michael, stop!”

He didn’t. She called in her gun from her hammerspace. Her clammy palms felt slick on the grip, but she held the pistol steady and aimed it at his forehead.

A bullet to the brain wouldn’t kill him. But it’d drop him to the ground for a few minutes.

He still didn’t stop.

“No, Michael. Just stay there.” She didn’t want to shoot him, but he had to know she would. “We can talk with this distance between us. So just stop. And listen. The Guardians need you back on Earth.”

He was still coming, still smiling. “You need me?”

“Yeah. Caelum has fallen apart.” The Guardians’ realm lay broken, nothing but piles of shattered marble where a beautiful city had once stood. “Khavi says it’s because you were tortured, but that you can put it back together by singing or something.”

With a forefinger tipped by a sharp talon, he touched the center of his forehead. “Caelum isn’t here anymore.”

He wasn’t linked to the realm anymore? Great. “Okay. But there’s more. The spell that broke you out of the frozen field strengthened the barrier between Hell and the Chaos realm, but Khavi still sees Lucifer finding his way into Chaos. And from Chaos, into Earth. If he does that, he’ll bring along dragons and who knows what else. We can kill one or two dragons, but more? God knows how many people might die. So we could really use your help back on Earth. But to do that, you need to return to your body.”

“What help would that be? A dragon could kill me in that body. One has killed me before.”

“Well, yeah. But that’s what Guardians do, right? We try to help people even if it’s dangerous. And you set that standard, so you don’t get to wimp out on us now.” Thousands of years ago, sacrificing himself to kill a dragon was why the angels had offered him the powers of a Guardian. That was Michael, the big damn hero. But this was a different Michael—and he was only ten feet away. “You have to stop now. I don’t like the way you’re smiling. I don’t like the way you sound, and you’re scaring the shit out of me. One more step and I’m shooting a ball of lead through your skull.”

He stepped, damn him. Taylor fired.

She barely felt the recoil. The report cracked in her ears—followed by a dull clink! The bullet flattened against the scales armoring his forehead and fell to the sand.

Michael didn’t even flinch. His long stride never faltered.

“Oh, shit,” she whispered, and stumbled back against the boulder again.

The cotton of her T-shirt felt damp. God. Guardians didn’t perspire except under severe emotional distress, but sweat was practically squirting from her pores.

This was extreme fucking distress.

He loomed over her, coming to a halt with the barrel of her gun digging into his chest. The slow, rhythmic thud of his heartbeat reverberated through the steel, into her palms. Heat radiated off him—hotter even than a demon, whose skin felt feverish to the touch. Taylor had heard that a dragon’s heart was like a furnace. Apparently Michael’s was, too.

His big hand folded over the top of the gun, engulfing the weapon in his grip. A sharp talon scraped her forefinger. Shuddering, Taylor let go and jerked her hands back—then immediately wished she hadn’t. Without her arms extended and braced, nothing separated them.

But after she imagined flattening her palms against his scaly chest to hold him in place, she kept her hands where they were.

“I can’t die here.” He dropped the pistol to the sand. “Even if you cut off my head or slash through my heart.”

The only ways to kill a Guardian…or a dragon. Taylor swallowed hard. “Okay. Since you’re invincible, maybe you should go kill Lucifer, then.”

Maybe he should go right now.

“I will.”

“You haven’t yet.”

“The coward hides from me. But you do not.”

Another panicked laugh bubbled up. Lucifer obviously had more brains than she did. “And what will you do after you kill him? Rule over all of Hell?”

“I have no desire to rule. Only to burn every demon to ash.”

Taylor could get behind that idea. “That sounds great. But before you do that, we need to talk about getting you out of my—”

His head dipped toward hers. Taylor choked, turned her face away. There was nowhere to go—but this wasn’t what she’d thought. He wasn’t aiming for her lips. He bent lower. Polished horn pressed against her jaw. Her body shaking, she remained absolutely still, his heat warming her chest like an oven.

With his mouth hovering an inch from the curve of her neck, he inhaled. Smelling her? His eyelids drifted closed, as if he were savoring the scent.

Did she smell like food? An image of those sharpened teeth flashed through her mind and a terrified whimper built in her throat. She desperately needed to think of something else. What had they been talking about?

Demons. “So you’ll burn them all.” Her voice emerged trembling and faint. “Then eat them?”

“Some. But the hunger never ceases.”

Oh, God. She shouldn’t have asked. “Killing them all is a good plan, though.”

Where was Khavi with her plan?

“With one vulnerability.” Michael’s head lifted, and he looked down at her with unreadable obsidian eyes. A sharp talon skimmed down her cheek. “Give the body to me.”

She’d feared he might say that she was his weak spot. But giving his body back, no problem. That was why she was here—to dump it from her hammerspace and be free of him.

Yet she hesitated. This wasn’t the Michael she knew. “What will you do with it?”

“Consume it.”

She forced herself not to shudder when his claw traced the shape of her mouth. “You couldn’t return to Earth if you did.”

“But I could destroy all of Hell.”

Like a dragon would. Consuming, destroying. Khavi had said the torture of the frozen field had stripped away Michael’s humanity. Was this all that remained? Was this what lay at his core?

She prayed that wasn’t true. “And if Lucifer reaches Chaos first?”

“I don’t care.”

That dark, hollow voice. Taylor closed her eyes, shook her head. This was not Michael. Not Michael at all. He’d sacrificed his life to stop Lucifer from doing that very thing because he cared.

His talons curled under her chin, pricking the soft skin. “You want to be rid of me, Andromeda.”

Yes. She couldn’t lie about that. But she didn’t want Michael dead or trapped in this realm for eternity. That was why she’d put up with him in her head, why she’d carried his body around all this time. Not many Guardians were left. There weren’t enough of them to fight if Lucifer escaped from Hell. Every single Guardian mattered, and Michael was the strongest of them.

They needed him back. So why wasn’t Khavi here to finish this? Michael had come.

“Because it’s in my nature,” he said.

That terrifying smile stretched his lips again. His hand fell to the front of her shirt. Shocked, Taylor grabbed his wrist, tried to pull it away.

“Don’t you dare—”

Cotton shredded like tissue. A claw sliced through her bra. Oh, fuck that. Furious, she lashed out with her foot. Her kick should have shattered bones. Her punch could have fractured rock. He shrugged them off, catching her wrists, pinning them over her head with one hand.

Gritting her teeth, she waited…but this wasn’t what she’d thought, either. Though he stared at her naked chest, that thick club between his legs wasn’t hard.

He must have felt her relief. “That is not in my nature.”

Sex, or forcing it? “Because you’re half demon?”

Those creatures could perform the physical act of sex, but they couldn’t feel arousal. She’d never questioned whether Michael could. Maybe she should have.

“No. I have experienced those needs. But there is nothing I have not done many times over in many different forms. The appeal was lost thousands of years ago. Your body does not tempt me to try again.”

Oh. Well, that was…really fucking cruel. The bastard. He’d been in her head. He had to know how many times she’d imagined him being tempted and trying—and how quickly she’d always repressed those thoughts, feeling slightly blasphemous and guilty. But she couldn’t help having them. He had a face like sculpted granite and his body was her personal sexual fantasy come to life. Of course she’d imagined him in bed.

But this was for the best. He’d only been a fantasy; she’d never wanted sex with him to become a reality. And now that she’d seen this hunger and cruelty at his core, he’d never interest her again.

Still, his words made her chest ache. But she wouldn’t show it. She wouldn’t show it.

It didn’t matter. He knew it. Strong fingers caught her chin, forced her gaze to his. “You feel pain over such words? You misunderstand. Your body does not interest me, Andromeda. But you do. When I am invulnerable, I will claim you as my own and fill you with my seed.”

Taylor sputtered on a hysterical laugh. He couldn’t have just left it at her unappealing body? Because this didn’t make her feel better. “Keep dreaming, asshole. Even on the zero chance of that happening, your seed isn’t filling anything. I’m a Guardian, so that means no kids. Ring a bell?”

“I do not want children. I want to possess you in every way, to make you mine.” His hand tightened around her wrists when she struggled. “I will keep you close and protect you.”

“No thanks. Really. I’ll take care of myself.”

“As you are now?”

Fucker. Her jaw clenched as she stared back at him, gathering every bit of hate and anger inside her before projecting it outward. Unmoved by her rage, his flat obsidian gaze held hers for a long moment before dropping to read the symbol between her breasts. She blinked with surprise when she felt the touch of his healing power, then gasped as pain flared through the raw flesh. The warmth of his Gift immediately vanished.

“It has to be cleansed with fire,” he said softly. “I will kill her for doing this to you.”

Khavi? Arms still pinned over her head, Taylor looked down at her chest, trying to ignore her tits on display. The skin surrounding the symbol appeared swollen, infected. Just looking at the wound seemed to make it hurt more.

Taylor despised having to ask him, but she wanted to know. “What does it say?”

“‘Release.’”

“What will it do?”

“Take me from here.” His thumb brushed her temple. “Just as you wished. But destroying the body will do the same. Give it to me.”

This time she didn’t hesitate. “No. Not when you’re like this.”

And not when he planned to make himself invulnerable and fill her with his seed.

“Then there is another way to destroy it.”

Gently, his hand wrapped around her neck. Icy horror slithered through her veins. He only had to rip off her head and the body in her hammerspace would be forever lost.

“Make your choice, Andromeda.”

Decide whether to let him kill her? Cold sweat trickled down her spine. “You wouldn’t do it.”

His fingers tightened. “No?”

“No.”

She wheezed past his hold on her throat. Choking didn’t matter; she didn’t need to breathe except to speak. His dark gaze bore into hers—perhaps he was wondering if she was as certain as she sounded. Taylor was certain. He’d protected her, after all. He’d tried to heal her. She had faith that he wouldn’t kill her now.

Stupid, maybe. But she couldn’t protect herself, so that faith was all she had left.

The seconds drew out. She couldn’t stand this. “Do it, Michael. Or don’t. Just stop fucking around.”

His grip eased, but her relief was short-lived. With a sharp smile, he bent his head again. “Perhaps I can convince you to give me the body…one bite at a time.”

Still holding her wrists, he pulled her up, off her feet. She tried to wrench away. The weight of his body held her in place. His fangs pinched the side of her neck and she froze, fear wracking her frame with involuntary tremors.

God. Would he really torture her? She couldn’t see his eyes, his face—but Michael knew she’d feared he would eat her. Maybe he bluffed, trying to terrify her?

Maybe he wasn’t bluffing. Michael wouldn’t kill her, but maybe he would hurt her. After all, he could just heal her.

Taylor knew that a part of her would never heal from that—and she couldn’t summon even an ounce of faith in him now.

One bite at a time. Damn him. She would survive this. Let him do his worst.

“Go on, then. But even if you chew down to my bones, I won’t give the body to you.”

His mouth was a brand against her skin. The pinch of his fangs became a piercing pain, and beyond their points were his sharpened teeth. She braced herself for that bite, the shredding agony. God, would he really do this? Would he really tear a piece of her away? Her eyes burned. The crimson sky blurred.

Damn him for that, too.

“I might cry,” she said hoarsely. “I might scream. But I won’t give it to you.”

The moment stretched out, endless. Was this more torture, drawing out her horror and fear? He could draw it out all he wanted. She wasn’t going to give him a goddamn thing—

“I know you will not,” he said against her neck. “And I cannot, either.”

He hadn’t been extending the torture, then. He’d been trying to work himself up to biting her, and couldn’t follow through. Thank God. He couldn’t kill her, couldn’t hurt her. There was nothing he could do to her.

So why wasn’t he letting her go?

The touch of his healing Gift soothed the pain at her neck. A burning lick up the length of her throat followed. Taylor shuddered, recoiled.

His left hand gripped her hip, held her still. “So we will sate your hunger instead.”

Her hunger? But she wasn’t— Oh, God.

Arousal burst inside her like a summer storm. Wet. Hot. Electric. Her body arched, straining against his. Her bare nipples brushed his chest. The delicious rasp of his reptilian scales wrung a moan from her throat, but this wasn’t sexy because he still looked like a giant demonic monster, and he wasn’t hard or tempted, and this wasn’t her, this was Michael—

“Get out of my head!” Her shout cleared the fog of need. Taylor swung her knee, slammed it into his dick, but didn’t produce a flinch. “You bastard! You can’t kill me or hurt me, so you play with my brain? Threaten me with dragon sex? Are you trying to frighten me or just piss me off?”

Darkness swamped her mind. He was taking over again. Screaming, Taylor fought his possession, but she couldn’t stop herself from lifting her lips to his, from sliding her tongue between his razored teeth to taste the burning heat of his mouth. A desperate sob built in her chest. Tears spilled as she deepened the kiss. Oh, God. It didn’t even matter what he did with her when he took over her mind. That he did it against her will was horror enough.

His hand cradled her jaw. Still holding her mind tight, he lifted his head. “I’ll keep you with me for eternity, Andromeda. I’ll use you as a brainless puppet. Your body will live, but you won’t be truly alive—”

You rotten fucking bastard!

The shout rang inside her head. She shoved him out of her mind with a scream of rage. Tears still burned her eyes but not in horror and desperation anymore. Only fury remained—and she was done. Done, done, done. A puppet? He’d use that against her? It wasn’t even a threat. Even if Michael could hurt her, even if he ripped out her brain, that wouldn’t give him his body as he’d wanted. No. He’d only threatened that because it stabbed the most painful part of her, opened the wound that never healed and poured acid and salt into gaping flesh. And he’d known to do it because he’d been in her head, because he’d seen her little brother lying in his bed, his mind gone but his body still living on.

Not a threat. Just deliberate cruelty.

And if this was at the core of him, if this was his nature, then he wasn’t a Guardian—he was the kind of monster that the Guardians wanted to destroy. So he could have his goddamn body. Just as he’d wanted.

She met his obsidian gaze, felt his triumph, and realized he’d pissed her off just so that she would give it back. It really didn’t matter anymore. He could have it, and stay here in Hell where he belonged.

“Fuck you, Michael,” she said.

She dropped his body out of her hammerspace and onto the sand behind him. Now he’d have to let her go to eat it, and she’d get the fuck out of here.

But he didn’t move. And she hadn’t known that getting rid of his body would feel like this—her chest painfully tight, as if filled with sudden pressure. She stared up at Michael. Over her head, the grip of his fingers holding her wrists loosened. His arm dropped to his side but she didn’t fall back to the ground. The pain in her chest became agony. Blood spilled from his mouth…and she could taste her own. She looked down between them.

Oh, God. A long spear impaled the symbol between her breasts, so deep that she couldn’t see the spearhead. Blood coated the steel shaft. Michael’s blood. The spear had stabbed through his back, then all the way through her chest.

Khavi.

Taylor couldn’t see the other Guardian behind Michael, only a familiar muscled form with dark bronze skin and lifeless limbs. His body from her hammerspace, skewered with them. So this had been the plan. No wonder Khavi hadn’t shared it with her. Khavi hadn’t just considered Michael’s nature—she’d known Taylor’s nature, too. Taylor would never have given his body to this dragon, not until he pushed past her limits with his cruelty, not until she was done with him and said her final “fuck you.” Khavi had known. And they’d both fallen perfectly into place. Now the spear connected them all. Michael’s body, his soul—and Taylor, who’d linked them together.

A thrum resonated through the steel shaft. In front of her, Michael’s dragon form shrank again…but not shape-shifting. Held motionless by pain and shock, Taylor watched as he melted back, as if slipping along the bloodied spear—and was sucked into the symbols that Khavi had carved into Michael’s body on the day he’d transformed Taylor, on the day he’d sacrificed himself.

His soul, returned to his body. And his life…?

His eyes opened. Amber. Human. His gaze locked on hers and his body surged forward on the spear.

She flinched back and he froze. His hand lifted toward her.

“Andromeda.”

She wanted to tell him not to call her that, he knew she hated that name, but she couldn’t speak past the blood in her throat. But at least that had been his voice. His voice. A harmony. Michael was back. Why wasn’t she free? She felt him in her head, dark and protective, building up her psychic shields and pushing away the agony. His healing Gift slipped along the spear still impaled through their chests—he wouldn’t be able to heal her, not a wound from that weapon, but he was trying. She was safe, though; she’d survive this. It hadn’t touched her heart.

His gaze fell to the symbol. Release. His amber eyes darkened to obsidian, realization and denial tearing through his mind and echoing in hers.

Khavi yanked the spear back.

Excruciating pain tore a gurgling cry from her, but that wasn’t all that went. Bits of her bone and flesh clung to the spear. Michael’s big hands rose to catch her even as the spear’s head, dripping with her blood, jerked back through his body.

And her mind didn’t release him. He was ripped away, and she screamed as his psyche tore free with bits of hers still clinging. He caught her as darkness filled the shredded remains.

No white light, no kiss. Just darkness and pain and the stench of Hell, wrapped up in Michael’s arms.
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