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A Lioness in a Hat and Other Concerns


And to think – Primrose tried not to be grim – that only a few moments ago I felt misled by the claim that this is the biggest wheystation in the South Pacific.


Turns out Singapore’s Wheystation Alpha was a lot larger than one liked, when one suddenly had to run all the way across it.


The Honourable Miss Primrose Tunstell hated running. To be honest, she rather loathed exercise of any sort, it being at best heart-palpitatingly incommodious and at worst, well, sticky and stinky. If she was lucky, the most strenuous endeavour she need undertake in any given day was the lifting of a teacup to her lips. Unfortunately, since signing on board The Spotted Custard, Prim was rarely so lucky. To wit, the fact that she was right now positively dashing through a crowded wheystation. Dashing. Well … dash it!


Primrose wasn’t stupid, she was wearing her summer-weight stays and her most modish muslin travel gown. Singapore was, after all, quite close to the equator and thus deserving of warm-weather attire, even when not dashing. Yes, it was late December but it was also hot. Unfortunately, even her lightest corsetry wasn’t designed for an all-out sprint. If I’d known, I should have worn my tennis dress. Except, of course, that Primrose Tunstell would not be caught dead shopping in a tennis dress of an evening, equator or no! The very idea!


Primrose shook her head at her own flights of whimsy – Tennis dress indeed! – and put on another burst of speed as the gondola section of The Spotted Custard, which had been moored quite safely and respectably above station decks a mere quarter of an hour previous, slowly sank out of sight. So doth my ship collapse away from me, sad and sagging. I left it too long.


Of course, the initial impression might be that The Spotted Custard was intent on leaving Primrose behind. Or had forgotten about her. This was always a possibility: Captain Prudence Akeldama was anything but prudent and had, on more than one occasion, forgotten about something important. It was unlikely that she would forget about her purser, chief organiser, and best friend, however. Not that Primrose overvalued herself, but really! There was also the fact that Prim was carrying on her person, at that moment, a month’s worth of ship’s correspondences. Rue might leave Prim behind, but a letter from her adored father? Never.


Also – and this was the meat of it – they’d floated down to the Singapore wheystation specifically because the main balloon had sprung a leak. Sinking, under such circumstances, was rather more likely than not.


I guess they had more difficulty than anticipated in patching it promptly.


Primrose’s legs were burning, she couldn’t take a proper breath, and she was beginning to feel a little dizzy. But she did not want to be left behind in Singapore. Although, thank heavens, they mainly spoke English. And the shopping was to die for. In one hand Primrose carried the crew’s letters but in the other hand she had a cloth-wrapped bundle full of spices and sparkles from a recent market foray. To die for.


All of which, including her good self, would be at risk if she were left behind. I might actually be left dying for it. I don’t have an escort. I’m alone and stranded! Worse, if I have to bunk down overnight, I don’t even have a change of hat.


The topmost squeak deck of The Spotted Custard was almost out of sight. Prim could see it sinking through the open bay door as the balloon rigging came into view instead. Spoo was hanging off one rope and waving at her to move faster.


Primrose tried, she really did, but she’d never win a prize for foot speed. It simply wasn’t her preferred mode of locomotion. A sedate stroll was more her capacity. Or better yet, a nice float on air or sea.


She nearly ran into a porter.


“Oh, a thousand apologies, good sir,” she said, between pants. “But I believe my transport is sinking away without me. I do beg your pardon.” She was embarrassed to find herself short of both breath and adequate vocabulary.


The kindly gentleman did not seem to take offence. No doubt he was accustomed to people on a wheystation moving at speed. He nodded, and Primrose resumed her undignified scampering.


I’m not going to make it.


Primrose wasn’t given to flights of fancy or overly dramatic reactions to dire situations. Well, not most of the time. She tried to be practical. The pragmatic side of her brain was explaining that, given the restriction in her stride (copious skirts) and in her capacities (laziness meets corset), combined with the distance she still had to traverse, even if she made it, the leap would be more than she could safely undertake.


Nevertheless, she kept running.


Primrose ended up at the edge of the gangplank which had once been connected to the boarding deck of The Spotted Custard.


The top of the dirigible’s rigging was in front of her and the lower part of the massive red and black spotted balloon that gave the Custard her lift. Percy was now steering the craft away from the station, so as to keep the bulging balloon from crashing against it.


Prim crouched down and looked over the edge.


Spoo and Rue looked up at her from the squeak deck.


“Sorry, Prim dear!” That was Rue, her voice high and ridiculous sounding due to the still-unpatched helium leak. “It got worse.”


“Yes, indeed,” shouted Primrose down at her friend and captain. “So I see.”


“Hang tight and we’ll come retrieve you as soon as possible.”


“Oh, I say! That’s very reassuring, Rue darling. Very reassuring.”


“I’d give you a time frame but might be difficult to find helium where we’re going.”


“Oh? And where’s that?”


“Down.”


“Lovely. I’ll wait here then, shall I?”


“I’m sending reinforcements.”


“You’re too kind.”


“You haven’t seen whom I’m sending.”


“Better do it quickly, darling.”


Rue gave a nod and something huge and sleek and golden brown leapt from the crow’s nest, which was still well above Primrose’s head, to land gracefully on the dock next to Prim. The something resolved itself into the form of a large and quite beautiful lioness wearing a smug expression and an awfully familiar flowered sun hat and holding a large carpetbag in her mouth by its handle.


“Ah,” said Primrose politely, “good evening, Miss Sekhmet, nice weather for it?” Lovely. Now I am stranded in Singapore with a werecat. “Wait a moment. Is that my hat?”


The cat gave a meow-trill around the handle and trotted over, depositing a carpetbag full of, no doubt, useful items for two ladies weathering an undisclosed amount of time alone on a wheystation in a foreign land. Primrose shuddered to imagine what Rue would think important to pack under those circumstances. Certainly there would be plenty of pastries and a change of shoes, but would there be something as sensible as a hair comb or additional banknotes? Her darling Prudence was practical up to a point, about things that interested her, and then she was most decidedly not practical at all about anything else. Hopefully there was also a change of clothing for Miss Sekhmet. At sunrise she’d return to human form whether she liked it or not. Both Prim and the wheystation would see a great deal more of her than decency allowed.


Primrose hoped there was at least a robe. Or come sunrise, she’d be stranded in the main dirigible station of Singapore’s famous port with a naked woman. Quite apart from what that might do to Singapore, Primrose had learned (to her deep and continued trauma) that a certain naked werecat, when not a cat, played hell with her own much-vaunted stability and good sense.


Fortunately for all, Tasherit Sekhmet was currently a lioness, which Primrose always found much easier to stomach. In this particular state, she was also an excellent form of defensive escort, if perhaps a little more attention-drawing than Primrose preferred.


Prim was never one to skirt credit when due in matters of manners or monetary exchange. So she said politely to the lioness, “It is awfully nice to have you with me. I must admit I wasn’t looking forward to being stuck here all alone without escort or protection. You are both.”


Miss Sekhmet chirruped at her and nudged the bag in her direction.


Primrose picked it up and put her recent purchases and the stack of letters on the top.


“I suppose we are stuck here for no little while? We should find some place to stay. You’ll need protection from sunrise. I believe Baedeker’s indicated that the best hotel on station is the Raffles Extra High Extenuation, towards the northeastern quadrant. Shall we secure quarters?”


The lioness nodded at her.


“I take it they couldn’t fix the leak, and it got worse? I wasn’t gone any longer than I said.”


The cat meeped an answer.


“Well, there you have it. Is Rue very put out?”


A chirrup at that. It took a lot to upset the captain. It was one of Prudence Akeldama’s stronger points that she took everything in stride, easygoing and eager to please. Prim herself would have been annoyed at any delay, even if they really didn’t have anywhere urgent to be. Just on principle, because Primrose liked everything in order. Rue, on the other hand, would let the ship sink and figure it all out later without a break in her general good humour.


Ridiculous child. Prim sighed.


“How is it,” she asked the cat, “Rue’s harebrained schemes always end up with me in trouble?”


The cat didn’t answer, simply started trotting off across the dock towards the enclosed central residential area of the busy station.


Prim scurried after her. “Slow down, do! Let me tie a ribbon to you at least, so you appear to be under control. You’ll cause a panic simply wandering about like that. People will think you’re a fearsome wild beast, loose among them.”


Tasherit paused, turned on her haunches, and hissed.


“Yes, yes, I know, you are a fearsome wild beast in a hat. But consider appearances, please, do.”


The cat paused for Prim to catch up to her. Prim tried to untangle one of her hair ribbons so she might wrap it around the lioness’s neck in a mock leash. Unsurprisingly, the cat would have none of it, but moved off again, expecting Primrose to follow.


“Oh, do slow down! Be sensible. I just ran through all this, and I’m not made for this kind of undignified rushing all over the place. And now my hair has fallen!”


Tasherit ignored her.


“Cats!” said Primrose to the station at large.


The station, no doubt, would have agreed with her, if it didn’t have its own business to attend to.


Initially, Tasherit snaked through and around the crowds, skirting them in such a way as to have people glance in her direction, wince, and then glance quickly away, no doubt hoping that what they had observed was a remarkably large domesticated dog of some feline persuasion, and not a random lioness wearing a straw bonnet a mile up in the air on a dirigible station.


Then, of course, someone in what proved to be some form of military attire spotted her and blew a decidedly aggressive whistle. Primrose was reminded of the first time they had met Miss Sekhmet. She’d been a lioness then, too, and had eviscerated a perfectly respectable teahouse.


A spot of tea would be lovely right about now, thought Prim, and then, Oh no, we’re running again. Pox.


The orderly, or policeman, or enforcer, or whatever his official moniker was, was running after Tasherit. So Primrose trundled after him, now laden down with carpetbag and regretting everything about her modern and entirely fashionable marigold gown with leg-of-mutton sleeves and embroidered bodice. It was too warm, too constricting, too noticeable, and it clashed with the bag.


The lioness’s straw hat tilted at a jaunty angle. Prim had to hope it was well secured – it was one of her favourites.


Eventually, without too much bother – Miss Sekhmet clearly wasn’t trying to cause chaos – the lioness disappeared around or behind or into something and the policeman gave up the chase and his aggressive whistling.


He gave Prim an aggrieved look. “That your lioness, Miss?”


“No,” said Prim, primly. Well, Tasherit wasn’t hers. They were merely travelling companions.


“Then why are you chasing her, miss? If you don’t mind my asking.”


“Why are you chasing her?”


“Merlion rumours, you know.”


“Pardon?”


“Ah, you aren’t a local.”


Primrose looked down at herself, and then back up at the man. He was a cheerful fellow, round faced and handsome, if you liked that sort. Prim supposed she ought to like that sort and so put a concerted effort into flirtation.


“My dear sir, do I look local?”


“Singapore’s got all sorts,” he said proudly.


“Well, as I am clutching a carpetbag on a dirigible wheystation, I’d guess odds are against me being a resident of your fine city.”


“Are you alone, young lady?”


“Only temporarily.”


“That’s not on for your people, is it?”


Primrose baulked. “And whose people is that?”


“English-type females.”


Prim tried to dampen a blush. “Ah, well …” It’s a fair accusation.


The young man straightened. His eyes had a pleasing tilt to them, and, while dark in colour, they twinkled. “Might I escort you to your destination?”


Is he being gentlemanly, or nosy? wondered Prim. Ah well, in either case I’ve lost my feline escort. A man in uniform can’t be all bad. And I can always bop him with the carpetbag if he becomes impertinent.


Primrose also possessed, tucked into a secret pocket of her very nice yellow-orange dress, an equally nice .22-calibre pistol. Although perhaps not quite so pretty in colour. Prim didn’t like guns, and she didn’t like to have to shoot them, but that didn’t stop her from being very, very good at it.


“Where are you headed?” enquired Mr Uniform-Twinkle.


“Um, I’m afraid I don’t know you at all, so I must decline your kind offer. I assure you, I shall be perfectly topping all on my lonesome.”


“But, miss, there’s a ruddy great lioness dashing about.” The man tilted his head and frowned, looking genuinely concerned for her safety.


“Excellent point.”


“What’s your interest in the matter anyway, miss? You were chasing her too.” The man narrowed his eyes, now more suspicious than concerned. One had to give him credit for persistence.


Primrose shrugged. “I like cats.”


He snorted a laugh, recognising her avoidance of the subject, and offered her his arm. “Captain Lu, ma’am, at your service.”


Prim took his arm. It was, after all, the polite thing to do. “Miss Hisselpenny.” She didn’t give her real name. Instead she used one of her more common aliases. Rue would know to look for her under Hisselpenny. They often pretended to be the wealthy and errant Hisselpenny sisters, when out and about. It simply made life easier, most of the time, to be someone else.


The moment she took the young man’s arm, however, there came a yowl. Miss Sekhmet reappeared from wherever she’d gone and charged, head butting between them, hissing and spitting.


“Stand back, miss, I’ll protect you,” said the young gallant.


Well, who would have thought, a true gentleman and not simply a nosy flirt. How refreshing. Prim’s faith in the innate kindness of human nature was restored, even if this man’s attempt to save her was misapplied. He shoved her to one side and she stumbled, emitting an oof noise that if asked about later she would categorically deny.


Primrose straightened and tried a winsome smile on the young man who now faced off against the lioness, brandishing a truncheon.


“Oh, Captain Lu, don’t be silly, she’s not dangerous. At least, not to me.”


“So she is yours?” He looked back and forth between them.


Miss Sekhmet, with a cat’s impeccable timing, stopped hissing at the officer and glided over to Prim, rubbing against her hip in a possessive manner.


Prim rested one gloved hand on the top of the hat on Tasherit’s head. The cat sat down primly and curved her tail around her massive paws. Her un-catlike dark brown eyes narrowed and then she let out a great big yawn, showing all of her wickedly sharp teeth.


Captain Lu flinched.


Tasherit closed her mouth, twitched her whiskers, and looked impossibly pompous.


“What have I said about yawning in public?” admonished Prim, and then to the young captain: “She is no one’s but her own.”


“Ah, yes, I see. But you two are together?”


“Theoretically.”


The young man straightened. “Well, then, I must insist you have her under some kind of control. At the very least a collar and lead. Frankly, station regulations dictate she be caged.”


Primrose bristled and so did Tasherit. “We really are only trying to get to a hotel of some kind. Then we will both be out of your hair.”


The captain looked upset until the lioness yawned again. “Oh, very well. Let me escort you to …” He went to offer his arm to Primrose once more, very brave considering how close the cat sat at Prim’s side.


Tasherit hissed at him again. She did not want his company.


“I assure you we will be fine.” Prim nudged the cat with one foot to stop her from causing any more of a scene.


“Miss …”


“Hisselpenny.”


“Miss Hisselpenny, you can’t go wandering around alone with an untethered lioness. It’s simply not done. Especially with the merlion rumours.”


“Again, merlion, what does this word mean?”


Miss Sekhmet cocked her head, also interested.


“A sort of supernatural spirit animal, half lion, half fish. Supposedly one was spotted in the harbour only yesterday.”


“And this is connected to us, up here on a dirigible station, how?”


“Well, that is a lioness.”


“I assure you, she has no tail.”


“You’re positive?”


Primrose shook her head at the absurdity of this conversation. “Aside from the one you see lashing right at this very moment.”


“Well, then …”


“Captain, if I assure you that this lioness is” – Prim searched for a way to be truthful, because she couldn’t very well call Miss Sekhmet tame – “disciplined and well behaved, could we be allowed to get on? Then we will be safely out of the public eye. We are rather causing a fuss here.”


And they were. A crowd had gathered around them in a wide circle to stare curiously at the pretty Englishwoman with the unbound hair, the handsome young station captain, and the lioness in the straw bonnet.


The captain looked about, apparently just noticing their audience. “I feel I ought to fine you or something.”


“For having an unlicenced lioness?”


Captain Lu looked embarrassed. “Well, yes.”


Primrose shook her head and crossed her arms. “Well, go on then.”


The young man whipped out a notepad and began scribbling on it with a stylus.


The crowd, now realising this was devolving into that most common and uninteresting of occurrences, the traffic infraction, began to disperse. Although a few attempted to touch Miss Sekhmet, she hissed at them and they thought better of it. She was, it must be admitted, a great deal less fierce in the straw bonnet. But Prim left it on her, because she had only one free hand as it was, and she needed that for her gun, just in case.


The young man handed her the slip, which Prim glanced down at with interest. It was written in English, which somehow surprised her. She had expected some of those lovely Chinese swirly characters. But she supposed official language meant officially written language as well.


The fee was nominal and she could have Rue pay it to the station, once The Spotted Custard returned to pick her up. If they returned.


At the bottom Captain Lu had scrawled a wheystation quadrant address, possibly his own. How very presumptuous.


Prim looked up, blue eyes narrowed. “What’s this, then, sir?”


“My direction, miss.” He blushed quite red. “I mean to say, that of my posting station. In case you need further assistance. That’s my office. You can find me there most nights, or send a runner.”


This was accompanied by what could only be described as puppy dog eyes.


Oh dear, thought Primrose, not too surprised, I’ve made a conquest.


The lioness gave a funny huff noise that was likely her version of a snort, and turning, began to trot away once again. Her long tail was held aloft, the white tip twitching only slightly, flag-like.


Primrose nodded a farewell to her erstwhile captain and followed quickly after. “Slow down, you! This is what started the whole mess.”


Primrose didn’t turn back to see, but she thought she heard the young man laughing.


Well, I guess I brightened up his evening.


Tasherit eventually brought them to the door of a respectable-looking hotel. Full of foreigners, of course, but then again this was a foreign land, so Prim didn’t quite know what she was expecting. Everyone seemed nice enough. And who was she to complain, gallivanting about with a lioness?


She ascertained that they had available rooms and accepted pets, ignoring Tasherit’s hiss at the use of that word. The hotel staff were not as upset as they ought to be to find Primrose travelling alone as a female, although they were shocked that her pet proved to be a lioness. By the time they noticed this – Tasherit put both massive paws onto the reception bar and then stood on her hind legs to look the clerk in his gobsmacked face – Prim already had key in hand, a room number in mind, and was bustling off. She ignored their cries of “Miss, miss, is that a big cat? Miss, I don’t think that qualifies as a p …”


Primrose unlocked their room door, grateful that this strange land did not provide porters or hostesses. It was a novel thing to enter a room without guidance. It was fortuitous, however, because the moment they were alone, Tasherit shifted form.


“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” said Prim, hiding her face behind her own hands and not watching. She would absolutely not look. Well, maybe just a little peek.


Primrose could never get accustomed to the sound. The wet snapping and crunching of bones and flesh breaking and re-forming itself. The lioness hissed in pain and then, out the other end, whimpered very softly. It had to be agony, for Miss Sekhmet was an incredibly strong woman, to be brought low enough to whimper. It hurt Prim’s teeth even thinking about it.


Prim unclenched her jaw but did not drop her hands until she had turned away from the noise. She upended the carpetbag onto the small single bed and ruffled through the contents.


Triumphant, she recognised the pile of fuchsia silk as one of Tasherit’s many robes, and went to toss it to her.


Except there was warm breath and golden skin right next to her, and one graceful arm reached around to pluck the robe from her suddenly slack grasp.


“Mine? Thank you.”


For the life of her, Primrose could not fathom why the presence of Tasherit in human form had such a profound effect on her breathing. She assumed it was some mixture of awe and terror. After all, Prim had seen the lioness rend asunder more than one man in battle. And yet Prim was not scared of Tasherit in cat form.


Perhaps it was her force of personality? So stubborn and fierce, regal, or worse, playful. Or perhaps it was the way she smelled, of amber and apricots.


Primrose twisted her engagement ring under one glove self-consciously and took a long deep breath, shifting subtly away from proximity to the naked supernatural creature.


Uncaring, Tasherit swung the robe on and belted it with a wide colourful scarf, also from the carpetbag pile.


Prim turned to face her, watching as she combed through her thick straight hair with careless fingers. Prim’s own fingers twitched.


Forcing herself to focus elsewhere, Primrose bent over the objects scattered on the bed. As I predicted, nothing as sensible as a comb. No night-rail either, charming. And what am I meant to sleep in, Rue?


She plucked up her ribbon-not-leash and went to a nearby metal mirror to fuss her hair back into some semblance of order.


Sekhmet handed her the straw bonnet.


“Rue said you’d want something different for when daylight rolls around.”


“Well, at least she remembered something important.”


“We’re stuck here until they determine the source of the problem.”


“Percy’s ego?” suggested Primrose, pertly.


“I mean, the source of the leak.”


“Percy’s long-winded explanations?”


“Your brother is not so bad.”


“You only say that because you are a cat and he likes cats.”


“Mmm. Shall we find some supper before sunrise?”


“You are always hungry.”


“You noticed?”


“I’m in charge of ship’s stores, of course I noticed.”


“It’s a cat thing.”


Primrose tried to hide a smile. “Of course it is. That’s your excuse for everything.”


Tasherit lounged on the bed, looking smug and exotic and totally relaxed. One long naked leg sprawled out of the robe. “Well, it’s a good excuse when it’s true.”


Prim glanced away and finished with her hair. That will have to do for now.


Prim decided they were in dangerous verbal territory and she ought to change the topic. “Do we have time for me to review my correspondences?”


“Do you have many?”


Prim sorted through the letters she’d collected from the Royal Post drop point. “Three?”


“Oh, very well.” The lioness smiled at her and moved over slightly on the bed, making room.


That seemed far too dangerous an invitation, so Primrose pretended not to notice and went with her letters to sit on a tuffet at the vanity instead.


She opened the one from her mother first.


“Tiddles, darling girl! I can’t believe you are traipsing off to Singapore. Are you mad? It’s savage and full of curry and coconuts and whatnot. Very dangerous things, coconuts. Can’t be relied upon at all. Too hard, too rolly, covered in hair, and filled with water. I meant to say, what kind of nut is that? Come home, child, do. Your fiancé is waiting for you. He’s been most attentive. Or he was most attentive, now he seems to have vanished, but I’m sure he’ll resurface if you return to the bosom of your beloved family.”


Primrose frowned and considered said fiancé. Lt Norman Plonks was one in a long line to have held the rather tarnished title of the Honourable Miss Primrose Tunstell’s affianced. Lt Norman Plonks. A good man. Or so she felt after three consecutive dances and four well-supervised social calls over tea and tiny cakes. The man had excellent taste in flowers – he’d sent her hydrangeas, not primroses. And he proposed using a decent ring, not too big, not too small. No doubt he would be a decent husband. What more had Prim to go on than those truths society permitted her to ascertain? He cut a dashing leg at a ball, could order bouquets with the best of them, and did not slosh his tea. Not a bad way to start married life.


Then again, she would have to go home to marry the blighter. Return to England. And give over adventuring. Primrose Tunstell was beginning to find, much to her own surprise, that she rather enjoyed adventuring. Except for the times when there were shootings and injuries and such. But the rest of it was rather exhilarating – exotic lands and strange foods and new experiences. She’d met supernatural creatures the world didn’t know existed, until The Spotted Custard spotted them. She’d seen Percy eat a chili pepper, which was fun for everyone – except Percy.


Was Lt Plonks’s excellent taste in hydrangeas enough to summon her back home?


Not just yet, I think.


She twisted the ring on her finger again.


“That a letter from your fiancé?” Tasherit’s warm voice interrupted, slightly sharpened by irritation.


“No, my mother.”


“You’re playing with that stupid ring again.”


“It’s a very nice ring. Now hush and let me finish my letter. You’re only grumpy because you’re hungry.”


“What does she say, your mother?” Cats, always curious.


Primrose continued scanning the note. “Nothing of any import or merit. It is, after all, my mother.”


Baroness Ivy Tunstell was an accidental vampire queen of unexpected power and influence, considering she was also, frankly, quite silly.


Much of Primrose’s own competent nature had developed as a defence against her mother’s countless eccentricities. Eccentricities that had, due to Ivy’s vastly important position in society as a highly ranked female supernatural, been encouraged and overblown rather than nicely shoved under the carpet where they rightfully belonged. If Primrose had learned anything from her unusual childhood in a vampire hive, it was this: do not give untapped wealth and social influence to a woman whose greatest love in life is increasingly outrageous hats.


Prim continued scanning the letter. “In between the lines, and likely accidentally, Mother relays somewhat interesting gossip. The London pack has relocated to Greenwich and had dealings with some sort of cult. Apparently there was an offensive waistcoat involved. Speaking of waistcoats, Rue’s Uncle Lyall has returned home: that will make everyone happy. We met him in India, before you were with us in any official capacity. Nice werewolf. And Mother says something about my great aunt’s schoolmate’s youngest offspring who might do for the Custard. Whatever that means.”


“Is it in code?” Tasherit asked, not illogically given the peculiar nature of the information.


“No, sadly, it’s my mother’s way.”


“Wow.”


“I find it best to imagine she is inebriated. At all times. She isn’t, of course, but …” Prim shrugged. How to explain Ivy Tunstell to those who had never met her before. “It makes her more tolerable. Alternatively, you could imagine yourself inebriated, or get that way before having to interact with her. Percy sometimes takes that tactic.”


“You and Percy make a great deal more logical sense now.”


“Do we?” Primrose put down the ridiculous letter from her mother and picked up the next one, which was from her fiancé. No doubt her mother had told him they were headed to Singapore, if he wished to send along a missive. She rather dreaded it for some reason.


Think of the lovely hydrangeas.


“My dearest Miss Tunstell. My heart aches as I pen this. I am ashamed it must be done via the written word, and not in person, as your good standing and good self might justifiably expect a proper audience.” Oh dear, thought Prim, this is a weighty matter. Is he …? “But with you journeying ever further away from me and our fair isle, I am afraid that I must regretfully inform you that honour compels me to call off our engagement.” Ah, extended exposure to my mother has had its effect. So much for a well-turned leg.


“Who is that one from?” Tasherit wanted to know as Prim began frowning.


“My fiancé.”


Tasherit went quiet, letting her read.


The letter continued. “It’s simply too much. You are too much for me, too good, too concerned with weighty matters, too occupied by the condition of the Empire. You deserve a better, more worldly man. Yours, etc., Lt Norman Plonks.” And so, for the first time, a gentleman is throwing me over. How unexpected. What sensation does this engender in me? Am I saddened? Is my heart crushed? No, that’s more likely hunger. It’s been ages since luncheon. Oh well.


Prim folded it and tucked it away. Tasherit’s liquid brown eyes in her impossibly beautiful face were focused on her with an odd unreadable expression. “And how is your young man?”


Primrose did not feel like telling her the truth. Some strange protective instinct, or her own embarrassment at having entered into the engagement to begin with, held her back from confessing all. “Oh, he is well, sends his regards.”


“Not his love?”


“Gentlemen do not speak of such things. They certainly don’t write of them!”


“You deserve love, little one.”


Prim sniffed. “Don’t be daft. Now who’s this last from? I don’t recognise the hand.”


The seal looked somewhat official and the script was a bold one. Primrose cracked and opened the letter, glancing down at the signature to see who it might be.


“Oh, it’s from Lady Maccon.” Her voice registered only some of her considerable surprise.


“Rue’s mother? What could she want with you?” Tasherit’s eyebrows went up.


The werecat and the soulless had met and been civil enough, but Rue’s mother was a force of nature (or perhaps more accurately, a force of the unnatural), and no cat enjoys that sort of competition. They hadn’t exactly been chummy. Plus, most of Lady Maccon’s time aboard The Spotted Custard had been spent high up in the aether, and the werecat always fell into a deep sleep whenever the ship entered the aetherosphere.


Prim scanned the short letter. Then scanned it again. It was full of inane pleasantries and didn’t sound like Lady Maccon at all.


Only one sentence stood out: “Do make a note in the Ledger about extra milk.”


The Ledger was Primrose’s code name in Lady Maccon’s Parasol Protectorate espionage ring.


That phrase meant the whole letter was likely in cypher. Primrose waved it at Tasherit. “Only banalities.” The werecat was not a member of that particular club. If Lady Maccon wanted something kept private, Primrose would hold her peace despite those beautiful liquid brown eyes.


“That’s not like her.”


“No it isn’t.” Prim shrugged. “But perhaps she has nothing to say, being retired from society and residing in Egypt.”


Prim folded the letter carefully and stuck it into her secret skirt pocket next to her gun. It was likely the missive employed the Isinglass code, which meant she needed the book Sand and Shadows on a Sapphire Sea: My Adventures Abroad by Honeysuckle Isinglass to decipher what it said. That book was back aboard The Spotted Custard.


She glanced through the rest of the letters and noted another one, addressed to Rue, in a similar bold script. She took that one and tucked it down the front of her corset, still sealed. She would never read a letter addressed to someone else, but she would keep it as safe as possible.


Tasherit watched this action with interest.


“Shall we find a teahouse or ascertain if the hotel serves after hours?” Prim asked, distracting the cat with food. As you do.


“I’ve never done very well with teahouses. Let’s see what the hotel has on offer.”


Tasherit presented her arm, as if she were a gentleman and Primrose a lady. Well, Primrose was a lady, but Tasherit was no gentleman. Still, Prim didn’t wish to appear churlish, so she took it and together they made their way downstairs to the dining room.
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TWO
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A Bad Case of the Dropsies


Professor Percival Tunstell was not having a particularly pleasant evening. First there was the helium leak. Then there was being unable to repair the leak – not that that was his problem, he was navigation, not repairs. Then there was having to leave his sister behind and now, well, this.


“Percy! We are headed straight for the ocean!”


“Yes, Rue, we are sinking. And Singapore is an island. You know, surrounded by water.”


“Well, stop it! I can’t swim.”


“Did you miss the fact that we are sinking? I rather think that is something for you to stop, Captain.”


“Well, steer us towards land at least. Isn’t that land there?”


Percy did not wish to be condescending – well, to be fair he did wish it, he was excellent at condescension – but he could hardly take the time to explain to his extremely aggravating captain how aeronautics and wind dynamics worked.


“We have caught an offshore breeze, which means, unsurprisingly, that it is taking us offshore, Rue.”


“So, catch a different breeze.”


“It doesn’t work like that.”


“Percy!”


“Auribus teneo lupum.”


“No Latin! You know I can’t abide Latin during unsustainable situations!”


“Rue.” Percy turned on her. “We catch breezes by going up or down. Up or down, Rue. Without vertical movement options, we thus have no choice on lateral direction. We are sinking, and therefore we are drifting as the wind wills it. Right now I am simply trying to keep us from landing directly inside a major shipping lane. While it would improve our chances of being rescued, The Spotted Custard would likely be destroyed by a large boat. If we can at least make for calmer waters, we might float for long enough to be rescued.”


Rue looked genuinely scared at last. Her pretty face paled as much as her tan complexion allowed, and her odd yellow eyes dilated. “Do we float on water?”


Percy shrugged – he knew how to swim. I suppose I’ll have to rescue her if it comes to that. I wonder if there are any of those handy Bubbles Instant Flotation Apparatuses lying about. He went back to the task at hand. “I think so. Never tried it. Ask Mr Lefoux, he was part of the design team. Wasn’t he?”


Rue picked up the speaking tube and buzzed engineering.


“What!” Percy heard a sharp but deep female voice on the other end.


Bugger, he thought, but didn’t say.


“Aggie, get me Quesnel.”


Aggie, on the other end of the tube down in the boiler room, muttered a string of insults, or curses or complaints, that Percy couldn’t focus on interpreting even if he wanted to. They seemed to have caught some new crosswind and there was a chance, just a chance, he could ride it back towards shore.


“I don’t care how busy he is, this is important!”


Tentatively Percy depuffed, sinking them with a lurch faster downwards, so as to nest the collapsing balloon inside the new breeze. It caught them and dragged them back towards Singapore and away from all those huge busy steamers below.


“Fine, well, please ask him if we float on water. Yes, I know you float on water, woman; no one is more filled with oil than you. No, I know that I’m funny. Oh, for goodness’ sake!”


Rue slammed down the tube and glared at Percy, face flushed. “That woman will be the death of me. Quesnel seems to think that yes, we might float, at least for a bit. But we aren’t watertight due to the lower hatches, and if the balloon collapses entirely it will probably tilt us over: the mast and rudder are for aether use, not water.”


Percy nodded but did not verbally acknowledge this information. He’d nothing intelligent to add to these details, so he said nothing. A policy he wished the world in general would obey. He bit his lip in concentration, focused on the one breeze he’d managed to find, hoping it didn’t peter out.


There was a wide expanse of muddy tropical beach just ahead of them. It looked promising, and at least uninhabited.


He depuffed them again.


The Spotted Custard couldn’t really land either. The airship wasn’t made to go to ground any more than she was made to float on water. The gondola might shatter or break. He couldn’t fill the balloon with air either – that might push the last of the helium out the as-yet untraced leak.


But Percy figured it would be safer for everyone if, when they did crash, they crashed on a nice soft beach, so that’s what he aimed for.
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Primrose and Tasherit had a respectable meal at their hotel. Tasherit even minded her manners, much to Prim’s relief. There had been a time, when the werecat first joined the crew, that she would pick at meat with her fish knife, or wildly stab at rolling fruit.


Prim shuddered at the memory of their first (and only) whole roasted goose with the werecat at table. The woman had actually plucked up a leg and gnawed on it! Holding it in her bare hand and tearing the flesh off the bone with her teeth, like, well, like an animal.


They returned to the rented room prior to sunup. The one bed certainly made things awkward. It wasn’t that Prim was so wealthy she’d never shared a bed before. She and Rue, in their younger years, would hide under the covers together giggling and nattering away until they fell asleep. The occasional female cousin came to stay and had shared her room, partly because it meant Prim could keep her out of hive business. Ah, the awkwardness of a vampire queen who had human relations. So very odd, to be related to one’s food.


But Tasherit was different. Primrose couldn’t articulate it, or didn’t want to, not even to herself. Tasherit never treated her like a female friend or relation. Not really.


Tasherit, and there was no more circumspect way of putting it, flirted with her. Primrose, who was a consummate flirt, was, as she had soon learned, only consummate when it came to men on the receiving end of her carefully crafted conversation and sweet expressions.


Thus the prospect of sharing bed linens with the werecat floored poor Prim. With no other options or ideas forthcoming, she removed her outer garments and her stays, and left on her combination.


Tasherit gave it a funny look. “What is that garment?”


Primrose looked down at it. It was one of her sensible combinations, muslin and only a little lace in plain cream cotton. It was a little embarrassing that it wasn’t finer and silk and flattering, but it didn’t have any holes or anything, and it was relatively new.


“This is a perfectly proper combination and we ought not to discuss such things.”


“Why are you wearing it?” Tasherit said, suiting her own words to actions and stripping herself bare.


It was startlingly sudden. Primrose jumped and quickly turned away, pretending to lay out her discarded skirts.


Prim liked to think of herself as progressive, and not only in politics. She was a new woman. She’d recently ordered a bicycling ensemble and the latest in high-flying dirigible attire. Both these outfits came with split skirts and bloomers – and were made in America, for goodness’ sake! She was modern. These were garments she dare not ever wear in England or anywhere her mother might get wind of them, but she couldn’t get away from the sensibleness of split skirts. She was ready for the future. She was open to technological, and fashionable, and supernatural advancements. And she had dealt with Rue’s occasionally necessary nudity throughout their long association. Prim’s best friend changed into a wolf more often than not, which made clothing inconvenient.


But Tasherit was so very casual about the whole endeavour.


And Tasherit wasn’t Rue. Or anyone else for that matter.


Tasherit was all golden limbs and long smooth legs and glossy hair and overmuch naked in a way that Rue simply was not. Because, well, Rue was Rue, and Tasherit was Tasherit. If Primrose could be more articulate, she might understand why the one bothered her and the other did not. Especially when the one was about to climb into bed and under the covers in all that golden long-limbed glory.


Primrose kept on her ugly combination as a kind of armour and climbed under the covers and hugged the edge of the narrow bed with single-minded intensity. She tried incredibly hard not to burn and flush in the places where Tasherit touched her. Touch was inevitable in a bed so small, and Tasherit curled into a ball when she slept, for obvious reasons.


Prim worked to slow her breathing, to feign sleep. A tentative hand settled on her hip. It scalded, but in the best possible way.


Primrose hated it for its hesitant possessiveness and loved it for the same reason in equal measure. She was also terrified that it meant more to her than any fervent lip pressed to her wrist by any one of her many fiancés and even more numerous beaux and swains over the years.


She kept very very still and Tasherit, no doubt unaware of Prim’s turmoil, fell into a deep deathlike sleep as soon as the first rays of a full warm tropical sun arched above the horizon.


Prim relaxed and tried to sleep herself. She tossed and turned for a while, fell into a fitful doze, and then awoke after midday, starving. There was also a growing buzzing urge to get them off the station and back aboard The Spotted Custard as quickly as possible.


Rue, Percy, and the others were no doubt sunk far below. They needed helium, and Primrose realised that it was now her responsibility to get it for them. She was, after all, in charge of supplies and aboard a wheystation.


She dressed quietly, leaving the sleeping werecat to her daytime dreamlessness, and let herself out into the bustling station, heading towards the supplies and munitions area.
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They anchored The Spotted Custard to some palm trees and somehow managed to remain inflated enough not to actually crash, although it was a near thing. They were only a few feet above the sands.


Spoo, bless her industrious little heart, found the leak at last. Percy had a soft spot for Spoo. This was mainly because Spoo had befriended his young valet, Virgil. And Percy adored Virgil. Not that Virgil, or anyone else for that matter, would ever know such a thing. Percy would never want to be thought of as sentimental – heaven forfend. His mother was mostly sentimental. From what he’d heard, his father had been wholly sentimental. Percy worked hard to be stoic as a countermeasure. Someone had to.


Virgil was a good lad, diligent in his efforts to keep Percy clean, well groomed, and modestly turned out. Percy didn’t make it easy on the poor boy and delighted in vexing him with his eccentric academic disregard for attire and chronic misplacement of hats. Virgil, in turn, delighted in chastising his master as if he were the elder and Percy not twice his age. Percy also used Virgil, much as he used Footnote, as a judge of character. Virgil liked Spoo, therefore Spoo must be a decent sort of human. Footnote, his cat, also liked Spoo. Therefore Spoo must be a genuinely good egg. Or possibly eat a great deal of tuna. Footnote couldn’t be trusted to be entirely discriminating.


Percy, you see, knew himself to be a supremely bad judge of character. He didn’t like anyone. Ever. So he needed his pint-sized valet and his tuxedo cat to figure these things out for him, and to pave the way for his own acerbic personality. Everyone liked Virgil, and most people with sense liked Footnote. Therefore they tolerated Percy’s eccentricities by extension, his household staff acting as ambassadors, of a kind. Percy’s abilities afforded them all a place aboard The Spotted Custard that all, particularly Percy, had come to enjoy rather too much. It thus behooved him to make nice, by extension of his employees if not himself. Of course, Percy would never admit such a thing to anyone.


So when it was Spoo who found and patched the extremely problematic helium leak, Percy frowned at her severely and secretly cheered for her small victory. Rue praised the deckling soundly as a genius. Rue was good about giving credit where due. It was part of what made her crew so very loyal. She’d even praised Percy on one or two occasions. Not that he was counting. Not that he needed it, of course. He knew his own worth. Still, it was nice to be appreciated.


I wonder what would happen if I praised someone? Virgil perhaps? He’d likely expire on the spot from the shock.


Rue promised Spoo extra biscuits at tea for her perspicaciousness. And there you have it; she’s never given me extra biscuits for my navigation.


Virgil grinned (Spoo slotted him one of the bickies) and then turned his eagle eye on Percy’s loose cravat. Percy batted him away. Everyone generally relaxed under the realisation that they were all still alive and the leak was fixed.


Now, how to get more helium?


If she had any sense at all, thought Percy, my sister would come haring down here with a refill tube. That’s assuming one would stretch.


But she hasn’t any sense, and it’s after sunrise so no doubt Sekhmet is fast asleep and my sister is having kittens over holing up with only the werecat for company.


“Percy, isn’t it splendid? We aren’t leaking anymore.” Rue turned her big broad smile on him.


“Splendid,” grumbled Percy.


Then his semi-nemesis, Quesnel Lefoux, the chief engineer, poked his head abovedecks.


Rue ran at him, wrapped her arms about him octopus-like, and then practically picked him up in her enthusiasm. As a general rule, it was Quesnel who liked to twirl Rue about, but with his shoulder currently sporting a bullet hole, it was for Rue to do the lion’s share of the twirling.


“We fixed it!” crowed Rue. “Well, Spoo did, but still, it’s patched at last.”


“So I hear, chérie. Good news indeed. Well done, Miss Spoo.”


“Thank you, sir.”


Quesnel didn’t kiss Rue, thank heavens, because they were abovedecks and the whole crew was scattered about – battening down, sewing up, and hatching things or what have you. Percy was grateful for the man’s restraint. One didn’t expect it from a Frenchman. Percy would rather not witness blatant affections. He knew they occurred, of course. Quesnel and Rue had been, well, Quesnel and Rue for going on a month now. It’s only that Rue was like a sister to him and, simply put, no. It was a little like watching someone eat and enjoy a food you disliked. He was happy they enjoyed it, and happy he didn’t have to eat it, but that didn’t mean he wanted to watch someone else swallow and belch happily.


But Rue, who never stayed still very long anyway, was already back dashing about issuing orders and gesturing for things to be put away and repairs to be undertaken.


“Check over the rest of the balloon as well, please. If that leak went unnoticed for so long, I want to make absolutely certain we have no other squeakers. Willard, draw up a grid rotation and have the decklings climb the entirety, so as not to miss a spot.”


Willard, the deckhand, nodded and began barking out orders of his own. Percy wondered why he never used the small amplification cone that dangled from his belt expressly for that purpose. Then he wondered at the dissemination of sound within the grey. He hadn’t noticed whether sound was affected by aether immersion, but then he hadn’t bothered to conduct tests.


Percy sucked his teeth and tried to communicate mentally with his twin. Bring us helium. There was some research to suggest twins had odd supernatural abilities of communication. Percy didn’t believe a word of it. He rarely understood what his sister said half the time, let alone what she did or thought. But it was worth a try. Perhaps it only works with identical twins.


Then Rue rounded on him. “Percy, what are you doing?”


“Hoping my sister grows some sense and thinks to acquire helium and transport it to us. I think it’s more likely she’ll find it up there than we will down here.” He hoped his gesture indicated his contempt for the very pretty, but highly useless, creamy sandy beach over which they now bobbed.


“Oh, that would be nice.” Rue looked delighted by the idea of Primrose coming to their rescue. She had unremitting faith in Primrose. It was sweet. Misplaced, but sweet.


Percy moved them on from the disappointment no doubt inherent in his sister’s future actions, or lack thereof. “Apart from that, I was wondering about sound transference abilities within contained aetherosphere, and whether the same limits exist as imposed by our standard atmosphere on verbal communication ranges.”


As always, when he told someone what he was really thinking about, they got flustered and frustrated with him. Or he assumed that’s what Rue’s slightly bug-eyed expression meant. Percy never understood that. Didn’t she find the idea fascinating?


He continued rambling, because it was quite fascinating. “I should go see if I have a copy of Korbouz’s Treatise on Sound Direction and Reverberations of the Human Cavity on board. I don’t think he thought to test it in aether, possibly because he published before the aetherosphere had been charted, but perhaps he had a follow-up pamphlet with the Royal Society and – ”


“Percy!” Rue had that tone of voice. The tone that said Percy had drifted and verbalised a great deal more than anyone but he cared to hear.


Self-conscious, he crossed his arms and glared at her. “What?”


“Would you be a doll and check on our prisoner?” Rue gave him her most winning smile. It was a nice smile. She was pretty enough. She wasn’t asking too much, was she?


Percy grimaced. Rue kept doing this to him. For some reason, he was the only one who seemed at all able to tolerate Rodrigo Tarabotti, otherwise known as Rue’s cousin, otherwise known as their prisoner. This was odd, not the least because, as already mentioned, Percy disliked most everyone. And most everyone disliked Percy. But with Rodrigo – and yes, they were somehow on a first-name basis – this established mutual dislike had proved a foundation of something … more.


Rodrigo, as it turned out, was disposed to dislike people too. And Percy appreciated that in a man.


Percy sighed. “Fine, if you insist. But I don’t see why I have to be the one to do it all the time.”


“You’re the only one he hasn’t tried to kill. Yet.”


Percy frowned. “Are you sure? There were a lot of guns shooting during that attack of his. I distinctly remember being fired at.”


“Oh, Percy. Just go see if he’s bumped or damaged anything serious during our fall from the skies. Or died. We can’t have him smelling up the place.”


Percy sighed. “If you insist.” He paused, remembering his position. “Very good, Captain.”
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Percy was terrified of most females in the region of his own age – apart from Rue and Prim, of course. That was because, for some strange reason he’d yet to fathom, strange young females always seemed bent on fluttering their eyelashes at him, or trying to talk to him about silly things, or, at the very least, trapping him into an assignation. It’s a horrible thing to be the near-constant victim of strategically applied eyelash fluttering. Drove a man to despair over all manner of things, from the state of the universe to the efficaciousness of a pudding course. Percy didn’t like to be put off his feed by anything, let alone a misapplied eyelash. I mean to say, who jolly well would?


Despite the prevalence of feminine wiles in his social interactions, which had resulted in him becoming hell-bent on avoiding both wiles and society, Percy knew himself well enough to be confident that he preferred the female form. He’d experimented at Eton – who didn’t? After all, hypothesis, thesis, and experimentation was the only proper scientific path to truth. Thus he was tolerably certain, after continued observation of Lord Akeldama and his handsome drones, that his own biological preferences lay in the region of internal sexual organs rather than external ones. Not to be clinical, but there it was. Percy had continued modest research to his own satisfaction, and hopefully the satisfaction of those few ladies he’d hired to finalise his studies. Thus Percy supposed he’d have to suck up his eyelash abhorrence and marry at some point, if only to satisfy his mother. He doubted his sister would be providing the grandchildren.


Why am I thinking about this right now? He climbed down the first set of ladders to the corridor that led to where they’d turned the smallest guest room into an improvised prison chamber. Hannibal ad portas.


He tapped on the door and then unlocked the dead bolt to let himself inside. The sootie on guard detail nodded at him and then bolted the door behind him, trapping him inside with their resident Italian.


Oh yes, that’s why I was thinking it.


If Percy were the type of man to prefer the company of other men, Rodrigo Tarabotti would have tempted him.


To be fair, Rodrigo Tarabotti had tried to tempt him on several occasions. He was wily, and one of those wiles was seduction. And an apparent disregard for the gender of the object of said seduction.


Percy had been startled by the approach, and then amused and even a little flattered, but he put a definitive stop to the attempts some two weeks into Rodrigo’s imprisonment. However, he could intellectually understand why such wiles might work on a gentleman less confirmed in his preferences.


Rodrigo was a swarthy Italian man, both he and Rue sharing their mutual grandfather’s cheekbones, straight fierce eyebrows, dark wavy hair, and tan complexion. Rodrigo’s nose was more pronounced and eyes deeper set and brown, not tawny. He had lashes most women would envy. Primrose had actually complained about them. She would. And here I am, thinking about lashes again.


“What happened?” the Italian demanded, the moment Percy stepped inside the cell.


Percy shrugged. “Bit of a blunder.”


Rodrigo sneered at him. Italians were very good at sneering. Although, truth be told, this was Percy’s first Italian, still he felt it was something they ought to be good at.


“Basta. What does it mean, this blunder?” Rodrigo shook his hands about while he complained. He always seemed to speak almost as much with his hands as his mouth. Percy was grateful; it did help them to understand each other better.


“We sort of, well, fell.”


The man’s dark eyes widened. “Fell? From where?”


“The sky.”


“To where?”


“The beach. Well, almost but not quite.”


Rodrigo tilted his head and made a frantic spiral gesture with his fingers around one temple. “Are you folle?”


“Crazy? Perhaps. Some have suggested this. But personally, no, I don’t think so. And I fail to see what that has to do with this conversation.”


“Are we sicuro?”


“Define secure?” Percy knew he was being difficult, but he did wish others took language and semantics more seriously. Imprecision was so very frustrating.


“We suffer the attack? There is the battle?”


Percy shook his head. “Not since you. No, we sprung a leak. It’ll get fixed momentarily.”


“When?” Both of Rodrigo’s hands came up at this, as if in prayer.


Really, the constant gestures are fascinating. Are there any books on Italian that take into account this aspect of the language? If not, I should write a short paper on the subject. I should need an artist to assist. I wonder if Anitra can sketch? Percy rather liked Anitra, the ship’s chief cultural liaison and interpreter (and sometime spy, but everyone has their foibles). She was a sensible girl, rarely said much, and never interrupted him in his library.


“Soon, I hope.” Percy answered the man’s question, if not his gestures. To be fair, the leak was already fixed, but Rodrigo didn’t need details. He was, after all, a prisoner.


The Italian looked oddly relieved that the ship which held him captive was in no grave danger. He was a strange man. To come aboard and attempt to confiscate, or possibly kill, Rue, and then when he lost the battle to acquiesce with relative grace to being kept aboard for no other reason than that Rue had no idea what to do with him next. Technically, he’d attacked her outside the bounds of the British Empire. Being a native Italian, he wasn’t really in violation of any laws that Queen Victoria could enforce. Aside, of course, from common human decency and the general feeling that one ought not to go around attempting to kidnap one’s cousin all willy-nilly. Rue had turned over his men as poachers to the Germans in Zanzibar. But she met with some resistance when she attempted to confer responsibility for Rodrigo himself, as ringleader and Templar agent. After much discussion, the German officers agreed to send an aetherogram to the Bureau of Unnatural Registry in London requesting advice. Since a metanatural and a foreign preternatural were involved – thank goodness Major Channing was in charge these days and knew all about Rue – BUR forwarded the correspondence to the Shadow Council. The Shadow Council concluded that this was a family affair and therefore Rodrigo Tarabotti and his disposition were Rue’s problem. Which meant he was The Spotted Custard’s problem. Which meant he was Percy’s problem.


“So where are we now? In the world.” The Italian looked curiously out his tiny port window at the top of a palm tree just visible through it.


“Singapore.”


“Ah.”


“Ah what?” Percy knew that look. Rue wore that look when she was up to something.


“Might be good things, if Singapore did not know I am here.”


“And why is that, Mr Tarabotti?” As if we told anyone you were aboard ever.


“I think I might be – how do you say? – wanted for a kill in Singapore.”


“Oh, Mr Tarabotti, have you been murdering people again?”


“It was … some time ago. But still.” He shrugged broad shoulders and raised his hands up.


“As you do.”


The man inclined his head.


Percy enquired, without sarcasm and out of genuine interest, “Is there anywhere you aren’t wanted for murder?”


“Italy.”


“Of course.”


“Although …” Rodrigo let himself trail off and looked thoughtfully down at his own large rough hands.


“Yes?”


“They might want me dead now too.”


This was an interesting turn of events. “Why would they want that? I thought you were one of the Templars’ best agents.”


“Sì, sì, but I am of the soulless. We have the history.”


Percy cocked an eyebrow. “Oh yes, what history is that?”


“Of the … how do you say? Going to the native. Left away from the Templars too long. We go bad. Or I say, for you, we go less bad. How long have I been here, on little cousin’s ship?”


“A month or so.”


“Sì. So I think it.”


“So you thought,” corrected Percy. “But what does that matter?”


“I near the end date.”


“You mean, if you are away too long the Templars consider you a traitor to the cause?”


“Sì.”


“Because why? Because you turn against their corrupt and evil teachings through exposure to outside influence and logic?”


Rodrigo looked surprised at Percy’s vehement interest. “Well, yes. Sì.”


Percy considered him in all seriousness. “Do you think it’s something you’re likely to do?”


“What?”


“Go native.”


The Italian stared at Percy for a long moment. “You are – how you say? – a strange poultry, Professor Tunstell. Are you not?”


“An odd duck? Well, I don’t think so, but I suppose my opinion doesn’t count for much in the matter of other people’s impressions of myself. Would you like to talk more about the Templars’ philosophical stance on the matter of soulless integration?”


Percy had found in Rodrigo a decent mind and a top-quality philosophical debating partner – aside from the language barrier, of course. Percy spoke only limited Italian, although his Latin was excellent. And Rodrigo wasn’t exactly fluent in English. Nevertheless, they’d spent many an evening over the last few weeks debating the general Templar beliefs, impressed upon Rodrigo from an early age, that preternaturals were a kind of demon. Soulless killing machines meant only to do God’s dirty work, at the Templars’ request. Percy found this entire philosophy preposterous and was delighted to poke as many holes into the theory as he could, long into the night on several occasions.


Rodrigo was a willing partner in such conversation. Or perhaps he simply liked the company. Had to be lonely, being a prisoner. Not that Percy got lonely; he had his books. Which he’d taken to loaning to Rodrigo as well. Which sparked more conversation. They imbibed too many cups of tea and moved on to the general question of balancing science with religion, and whether that was even possible, and from there into theories on the state of the aetherosphere, the universe, and even the rise and fall of civilisations and whether the integration of the supernatural and preternatural was an effective bellwether for cultural longevity.


Percy was no judge of character. His sister had informed him, on more than one occasion, that he was, in fact, decidedly poor at it. He supposed one had to like people in order to really understand them. Yet while Percy, generally, did not like people, he found, despite himself, that he liked Rodrigo Tarabotti.


Oh, he wasn’t going to do anything stupid. The man hadn’t persuaded him of anything, but he was fun to argue with. It occurred to Percy to wonder, now, if perhaps he had persuaded Rodrigo of something. If perhaps he, Percy, had managed to change the man’s general inclination to kill everyone aboard. Or whatever it was he wanted with Rue … and the rest of the crew by proxy.


It’d be rather an unexpected perk if I did. Considering it was all unconsciously done and I have never, to my knowledge, effected a profound change on any gentleman’s moral fibre. At least, I don’t think I have.


Oddly, Percy wished his sister were here. She would know. Primrose could come in and figure out what was going on in this man’s head. She was good like that. Persuasive with men. Rodrigo certainly found her appealing. Now that’s a disgusting thought.


Unless he prefers men, in which case maybe I could get Quesnel to seduce him to our cause.


Do we have a cause?


Bah, thought Percy, I’m not good at this kind of thing.


So he switched topics. “Have you had a chance to read the paper I gave you?”


“Ah, the one on the moral fibre versus ethical standing as pertains to excess soul and the creative mind?” Rodrigo read out the English words carefully, pulling the small pamphlet out from under his pillow.


Percy nodded. “What did you think?”


Rodrigo turned to settle back on his bed. Percy, as was his custom, folded himself awkwardly onto the small tuffet that was the only other piece of furniture in the room.


Footnote, his cat, came to sit on his feet. He’d no idea how the cat had got into the cell, but one didn’t question Footnote on his feline abilities. So Percy simply reached down to scratch him about the ears.
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Primrose had a decidedly civilised lunch at a very international tearoom by herself. It served all forms of tea, but seemed confused by her request for milk to go with the leaf, so eventually she gave up and drank it black. After much menu confusion, she ended up with an array of what appeared from the outside to be small hot cross buns, but which were filled with meat, or fruit paste, or meat paste – odd but not unpalatable. The bun part had a pleasant sweet squishiness to it, and Prim found she rather enjoyed the whole concept. Wonderful how most cultures develop, relatively quickly, a means of transporting a meat item inside a bread item.


She thought fondly of Cornish pasties. And then purchased a dozen more of the little buns to feed the werecat when she awoke.


Fortified, she then went off to investigate the refuelling stations. There did appear to be several helium suppliers aboard but they all expected, not illogically, to tube over a supply to a waiting dockside ship, not tank a dose to the surface. Giving up that quest by teatime, Prim turned her attention to simply getting herself and Tasherit groundside, given that then at least they’d be reunited with The Spotted Custard and crew.


There seemed to be very few ways to get to the surface. Most of them were independent high-flyer services – a large omnibus dirigible drop left every hour, but stopped running at sundown. The dockworkers used a freight transport, but Prim would need a local licence to board that.


Which left the higher-risk, privately operated dropsies as her only real option. They were odd mushroom-shaped things, helium filled up top (Prim perked up at that), air-ballast filled below, but weight-balanced for the drop. Which is to say they took on a mess of passengers and it was the sheer weight of those passengers that drove them to ground. Once there, the bottom of the transport opened up and everyone inside, except the driver, fell out. Without the weight, the dropsy instantly bobbed right back up to repeat the process over again. The dropsies were tethered loosely to vertical wires, but at their hearts they were rudimentary contraptions. Quesnel would have sneered at the engineering, for marvels of mechanical invention they were not. Percy would have sneered at the design, for exemplars of modern scientific theory they were not, either. But they were dangerous, which Rue would have enjoyed, and they were practical, which Prim modestly appreciated.


She did not, however, appreciate their general mushroom appearance, or the rough-and-tumble way in which they were operated. They were run by frankly suspicious sorts of people. They were patched-up, dirty, messy-looking creatures, both dropsy and dropsy captain. Untrustworthy, Primrose felt. Still, with no other option … 


Also, at her best guess as proud purser of The Spotted Custard, one dropsy was probably packing enough helium to load over to the Custard and get a rise out of her. Which meant, while Primrose hated to think so poorly of herself, she was already trying to come up with a plan to steal one of them.


Primrose strolled along the edge of the dropsy lineup, trying not to look suspicious. She wished she had a parasol with her, parasols always helped one look less suspicious. The straw hat was doing its best for her, but a parasol was always a great deal more effective. In this part of the wheystation anyone of Prim’s dress and mannerisms was a little out of place, but she thought she managed to avoid too much notice.


She found the largest and most disreputable-looking dropsy and met up with the equally large and disreputable individual who appeared to be in charge of passenger drops. She arranged a fare for two adult females, average weight (although she thought Tasherit might be on the denser end of things as a werecat but wasn’t going to admit that to anyone), for just after sundown, when the dropsies began running. Prim guessed dropsies waited until the omnibuses stopped and then picked up the fares of those passengers who had missed the last puff down and were desperate for another method of grounding.


Plan at least somewhat in place, Prim then ambled casually off and spent a little more time wandering the station pretending to be a tourist, in case she was followed. She knew she was an odd case, a wealthy young lady better suited to the omnibus – why wait until nighttime transport? So she had to occupy herself with reasons to whittle away the day that might explain the delay. She was self-conscious to be rambling about on her own without escort, but it seemed to be not unusual in this part of the world. She noticed a number of females, in various different types of attire and of ranging ages, alone and without appropriate companions.


After some consideration, Primrose paid a visit to the garment district, where she found a truly lovely iridescent teal-and-blue-taffeta bolt, some needles and thread, and a basket full of lovely large shell buttons of the imitation black pearl variety.


Another teahouse for her afternoon repast and Primrose returned to the hotel, shopping in hand, ideas forming, and a rather crafty grin on her pretty face.
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