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PART ONE


 


THE ASSIGNMENT




 

 

 

 

 

 


I.i


 


The Forest


 

 

 


Kalina Moonheart lay back in the wet grass and raised her arm to shield her eyes from the light. She stretched out her limbs and offered herself up to the warmth of the Sun. It was early summer, and the surrounding ash and oak had only recently burst into leaf. Kalina smiled as she watched two wood pigeons fussing about their nest high up in the trees. Other than the sound of the birds’ wings beating, the forest clearing was silent.


She closed her eyes. The Sun still glowed red through her eyelids. Her skin prickled; tomorrow it would be sore, but she didn’t care. Right now, everything was perfect.


She must have dozed for a while. A shadow fell across her face and woke her up. Deros was standing before her, his bare chest shining with sweat. He was holding a heap of colourful wild flowers.


‘You’re blocking my sun,’ Kalina scolded him, but with affection in her voice.


‘I brought you something,’ Deros said, kneeling down beside her. ‘Poppies, dandelions and … mouse-ears, I think. And these ones are—I’m not quite sure what these  are …’


Kalina propped herself up on her elbow to look. ‘They’re snapdragons.’


Deros gave her a worried glance. ‘Snapdragons?’  It was bad luck to pick snapdragons. ‘Do you think that he will know?’


Kalina laughed and put her hand on his arm. ‘I really, really doubt that a simple village boy picking flowers will be at the top of that monster’s hit list. But let him come—right now!—if he really cares.’


She had addressed her final words to the sky, but it remained blue, clear and empty.


‘Don’t say things like that!’ Deros said after a few moments of silence. Then he cracked a grin. ‘Don’t say that I’m simple!’


They both laughed. Kalina pulled Deros close. As she did so there was a thwack and a whirring sound from off in the trees. Then there was a close-up thunk. Deros turned pale and looked confused.


‘Kal,’ he said. ‘I …’


He looked down.


 Kalina followed his gaze.


There was an arrow head sticking out of his belly.




 

 

 

 

 

 



I.ii


 


The City


 

 

 


The iron midnight bell rang out across the city: a muffled monotone knell that made the night’s last stragglers walk just that little bit faster home. Kal’s eyes snapped open at the sound. She shook her head. That dream again. A memory, really, but it didn’t trouble her so much these days. It all happened six years ago!


She looked out over the rooftops. Kal was high up on top of the Basilica, in the shadows of the colonnade that encircled the dome. From up here she could see everything: the brick and terracotta buildings, bleached by the moon; the pale stone monuments and temples; the tall-masted ships in the docks; and surrounding it all—even the harbour—the towering ringwall: sixty feet high and twenty feet wide to keep monsters out of the city.


This was her new home. She had left her old life behind her, a thousand miles to the north. She was a different person now; she had lodgings here (a small room), friends (well, acquaintances) and skills that could make her money (so long as the law allowed). She also had a wealthy patron, and tonight she had a job to do that she needed to be getting on with.


Kal shook her head to dismiss her thoughts. It was time to go. With practiced ease she traversed the roof of the Basilica and hopped into the branches of the giant cypress tree that grew in the cemetery. From the tree it was an easy jump down onto the cemetery wall, but from the wall it was an eight-foot leap to the roof of the old bath house. Kal made the jump without a second thought, and even landed quietly. She had done it hundreds of times before.


The bath house was almost a ruin. As she navigated its crumbling roofs, she could hear the cries of children from inside. So they were still using the old building as an orphanage. This crazy city was rich enough to do everything except look after its most vulnerable. Kal promised herself she would drop off a donation later, if the night’s work went well.


She dropped down to ground level in the far corner of the bath house. Across the courtyard, one final obstacle stood before her: a ten-foot-high brick wall. There were, truth be told, any number of routes she could take over or around the wall, but Kal had always preferred the direct approach. She thumped her right fist into her left palm; the fingers of her leather gloves were stitched with a layer of tough elastic cuchuck—a rare substance imported from the far-off Junglelands. She had coughed up a great deal of gold for a very small supply. Her boots were soled with it, too.


She hopped on the spot for a second, then sprinted at the wall. The grip her gloves and boots provided was only temporary, but it was enough to boost her high enough so that she could grab the curved tiles that decorated the top. Her fingers only barely touched them; without the cuchuck she would surely have fallen back down. As it was, Kal was able to hoist herself nimbly up until she was crouched atop the wall, surveying the other side.


Gardens and pathways lay before her, monochrome in the moonlight. This park was part of the wealthy quarter of the city; it would be empty at night, and the entrances guarded. Kal’s unconventional approach, however, ensured there would be no witnesses to her arrival. She dropped down off the wall and slipped along a tree-lined avenue—a shadow dressed in soft black leather. Only the statues—life-size marble representations of long-dead gods—saw her pass.


And in the very centre of the gardens: the one who had killed them all. Kal’s route took her around the perimeter of the park, but even so she couldn’t help but glance over her shoulder at him; the only god who still terrorised the world’s dreams; the ancient winged beast whose unruly spawn still haunted desolate lands.


The last god standing.


 The first monster.


 The Dragon.




 

 

 

 

 

 


I.iii


 


Arcus Hill


 

 

 


The massive marble statue depicted the Dragon rearing up on his legs, wings spread wide. Before him was a muscular youth, naked and armed with a bronze spear. It was here, a thousand years ago, atop the highest hill in the city, that the Dragon had battled and eventually killed the god Arcus—the final god to fall beneath his savage jaws. But even in death, Arcus still managed to hold on to some residual power; his tomb—buried somewhere beneath the hill—had proved over the centuries to be a powerful deterrent to evil. And as such, this square mile of volcanic rock was crammed with an abundance of temples, shrines and statues … and, of course, the mansions of the powerful and prosperous.


Arcus Hill. Home to rich merchants, richer politicians and those who sat upon chests of inherited wealth. The man Kal was after tonight probably fitted into all three of these categories. The only other person that Kal knew who lived up here was Zeb Zing, the owner of the Snake Pit, the unruly downtown gaming den—the largest building in the city that wasn’t a temple of some sort. Kal liked to joke sometimes that it was her temple. At least the gods of luck and fate that she worshipped there were still alive and kicking, and sometimes they even answered her prayers.


On any other night but tonight she could be there right now. Still, it was relatively early and this job shouldn’t take too long; she had almost arrived at her destination. Some of the larger mansions on Arcus Hill had frontages directly onto the park. From the cover of a low yew tree, Kal staked out the building opposite. A guard was pacing up and down in front of the gate. At the sound of a distant bell, one that marked the half hour, he left his post and disappeared off into the trees of the park. Kal knew that he had a secret appointment with a girl he had flirted with earlier that day at a local tavern. Too bad for him the girl wouldn’t keep her promise. Kal smiled to herself—it wasn’t as if she could be in two places at once.


When the coast was clear, Kal dashed to the gate. In seconds she was over. Avoiding the portico and the main doors, she made for some steps that went down to a basement-level passage and the servants’ entrance. Kal let herself into a kitchen where she paused for breath and listened out for any signs of life. It was silent. Idly, she lifted the lids of some of the earthenware pots. In one she discovered an interesting cheese, so she took a nibble.


Then suddenly she paused, the flavour of the cheese still on her tongue. She was not alone in the kitchen.


Kal peered into the shadows by the opposite door. The moonlight came in through a small window high in the wall and barely lit the kitchen. But something was there, watching her, panting heavily. The light glimmered off a pair of eyes that were just a couple of feet off the ground. Kal looked away quickly.


‘Hey boy, it’s alright,’ she whispered, keeping her voice level.


The shape in the shadows growled. It padded forward, revealing itself to be an enormous wolfhound. Kal wasn’t going to be able to make friends with this animal; most likely it had been trained to defend its turf. So she dropped to her knees, met the dog’s gaze, and offered out her hand.


‘Come and get me, then,’ she said softly.


The wolfhound pounced. Kal twisted her wrist and the dog’s jaws clamped down on her forearm. She wore steel vambraces beneath her leather, which blunted the dog’s bite. With her free hand, Kal drew her shortsword from its sheath at her back. With one arm still in the dog’s jaws, she twisted around, mounted its back and gripped its head between her knees.


Then she brought the pommel of her sword straight down on the back of the dog’s neck, knocking it out cold.


‘Naughty boy,’ she chided, extricating her arm from the animal’s mouth. She wiped the slobber off on a tablecloth.


Kal left the kitchen and found some stairs leading up to the ground floor. She found herself in a circular antechamber, the kind built to impress visitors to the mansion. Thick candles burned in sconces around the walls. The floor was tiled red and white, and in the centre was a column topped with a marble bust. Kal took a moment to examine the sculpture; at least now it wouldn’t be too difficult to identify the man who lived here if she found him in the company of others.


She continued deeper into the house, creeping down a corridor laid with a deep-pile carpet that muffled her steps. Sometimes they just make it too easy, she thought to herself. Kal stopped outside a door that was slightly ajar, light emanating from the room within. She peeped carefully through the crack. It was a book-lined study. A man with his back to the door was sitting at a large desk piled high with books, maps and documents.


Kal could tell from the shape of his bald head that she had found her target. Slowly, she drew a throwing knife from her boot.




 

 

 

 

 

 


I.iv


 


Corruption


 

 

 


The man at the desk was holding a document up to read when Kal’s knife passed over his right shoulder, skewered the parchment, and pinned it to a painting on the opposite wall. He did a remarkable job of maintaining his composure as he rose from his leather chair and turned to face her.


‘I have a message for you, Senator,’ Kal said amiably as she entered the room. ‘Your home isn’t secure from assassins.’


The bald man smiled weakly as he tried to control the anger that nevertheless revealed itself clearly in his eyes. He was young, despite his lack of hair, and dressed richly in a red velvet tunic and a black woollen mantle stitched with gold thread. ‘Who are you?’ he hissed, raising his hands cautiously, palms out, in a submissive gesture, ‘and what do you want?’


Kal ignored the questions. ‘Do you know what the punishment for corruption in the Senate is?’ she asked him instead. ‘I guess you must. Exile from the city; expulsion into the Wild. How do you think you’d manage spending your nights in a cave in the Endless Forest, instead of in here with your books?’

The senator regarded her warily. ‘If you want to accuse me of something, maybe you should take your complaint to the Senate. Do you know what the punishment for breaking and entering a senator’s home is?’


Kal was browsing the senator’s bookshelves, brushing her fingertips along the leather spines. ‘The kitchen door was open,’ she said dismissively. ‘I’ve not done any breaking yet. You have an impressive library, Senator.’ She picked out a heavy tome bound in deep red leather. ‘Calling the Dragon. Wasn’t the author of this book beheaded in Satos Square? I think I was there that day.’


‘I wouldn’t know,’ the senator shrugged. ‘I’ve not read it.’


‘A bit harsh, beheading, if you ask me,’ Kal went on, thumbing through the pages of the book. ‘But then I suppose the last thing we need right now is someone encouraging a dragon to visit the city again.’


The senator sagged noticeably. ‘I’m just a collector of rare books,’ he sighed. ‘What do you want me to do? Burn my library?’


‘No,’ Kal told him. ‘Words are just words; a book never harmed anyone by itself. In fact, I’ll do you a favour and take this one off your hands; my shelves are a little bare at the moment.’ She gave the senator a serious look. ‘No, Senator, what I want you to do is to stop accepting donations from—and lending your ear to—the people who supplied you with this book. The Dragonites are a dangerous cult, and religion and politics have never mixed that well in this city.’


He looked at her suspiciously. ‘Is that all you want me to do?’


‘Yeah,’ Kal said with a smile. ‘What did you think I was going to do? Carve a permanent warning into that shiny  head of yours?’


The senator actually laughed in relief. Then his expression froze.


Kal turned around, following the senator’s stare. A man stood in the doorway of the study. He was tall, bearded and wore a coat of boiled leather scales. His dirty boots and cloak suggested that he had travelled a distance to get here. When he saw the book in Kal’s hands, he drew a wicked-looking two-handed longsword: it was plain and notched, but had a gleaming sharp point.


Kal threw down the book and reached for her own weapon. This was an unwelcome complication, but she fought to stay calm and in control.


‘Another dog to deal with,’ she muttered.




 

 

 

 

 

 


I.v


 


Swords


 

 

 


Kal and the intruder faced-off across the study.


‘Who is this girl, Raelo?’ the newcomer asked the senator.


The senator reassumed some of his authority. ‘Nobody—a thief; get her!’


The man lunged at Kal with his sword. She hopped back to avoid its deadly point. Kal’s own sword was only two feet long, but it was razor-sharp along both edges. It was no good for deflecting a heavy blade, though, and she would need to get up close to her opponent to do any damage.


Raelo cringed as the intruder swung his sword in a wide arc that swept a whole row of books off a shelf and onto the floor. Kal was forced back again. Her elbow knocked against something hard: a tall iron floor-standing candle holder. She grabbed it and flung it at her opponent. As he struggled to shove it to one side, Kal moved in for the kill. But her blade snagged on the interlocking scales of the man’s armour, and she realised that she had missed her chance.


The big bearded man brought his sword down awkwardly in a close overhead chop. Kal twisted away and the sword ran down her left side, peeling away her leather and scraping over the steel bands that she wore underneath. She panicked slightly and threw herself down onto the carpet, then rolled underneath the senator’s heavy oak desk.


The fallen candle holder had set fire to the study’s thick curtains, and the senator  had taken off his mantle and was desperately trying to beat the flames out with it. Kal leaped to her feet on the opposite side of the desk to the big swordsman; this time she had her shortsword in one hand and Calling the Dragon in the other. Her opponent kicked at the desk, trying to shove it towards Kal and pin her to the wall, but she jumped up onto it as it moved, hurling the book before her.


The man instinctively batted it away with his sword, but the action left him exposed for a fraction of a second. Kal hadn’t stopped moving; she sprang off the desk and fell upon her opponent, her blade held low and pointing upwards.


This time she didn’t waste her opportunity; her narrow point slid easily beneath the scales of the man’s armour and entered his heart.


He hit the ground dead, with Kal sat astride his chest.


She exhaled in relief and turned to look at the senator, a wild grin on her face. ‘I told you that book was dangerous!’


Raelo was standing in the middle of his ruined study, clutching the smoldering remains of his woollen mantle. ‘You killed him,’ he gasped.


‘I saved him from a slow death in the torture chamber,’ Kal said. ‘He was a Dragonite, I take it?’


Raelo nodded.


‘Better run to the Senate and beg for their protection,’ Kal advised him. ‘The next man the Dragonites send here won’t be so eager to help you.’ She searched through the dead man’s belongings and pulled out a money bag. ‘There’s about two hundred gold crowns in here,’ she said, her eyes lighting up.


‘Take it,’ Raelo sighed, ‘and I’ll make an effort to forget your face, let alone the fact that you broke into my home at all. Give me a few days to prepare my excuses and I’ll go and try and explain this mess to the Senate.’


‘That’s so very considerate of you,’ Kal drawled, taking her leave. ‘You’ll make a smart politician yet.’ She went back downstairs and let herself out the front door. The senator’s guard was returning from his illicit night time rendezvous in the park. Kal gave him a friendly smile as she passed by.


 


* * *


 


The next morning, the nuns and monks who ran Arcus Hill Orphanage would wake to find that a package had been left on their doorstep. Opening the leather bag (that was stained with what looked like blood) they would find a sizable amount of money. The sisters would be delighted, and would immediately begin writing a list to take to the markets: the children would not go hungry for weeks now.


Twenty gold crowns was a generous donation indeed.


 

 


END OF PART ONE




 

 

 

 

 

 


PART TWO


 


THE QUEST




 

 

 

 

 

 


II.i


 


Prey


 

 

 


Deros tried to stand, but his muscles failed him. Kalina got to her feet to help him. Another arrow hissed by; she looked around desperately to try and see where the danger was coming from. A hundred yards away, across the meadow of wild grass, four figures had emerged from the trees. Her first thought was, Hunters?


Deros had seen them too. ‘Run, Kal,’ he said between gasping breaths.


Two of the figures were wearing helmets; one had a round shield also, and a sword. Soldiers?


With fading strength, Deros pushed Kalina away. ‘Run, Kal!’


Without him? ‘No,’ she said, and moved to help him up again. Then she saw what the newcomers really were: not hunters, not soldiers—not even people. They were about five feet tall, with long, barrel-shaped torsos and short legs. Their skulls were flat and elongated, and thick back hair sprouted from the gaps in their piecemeal armour.


Goblins!


Kalina took one last look at Deros; the light was leaving his eyes as he implored her to go. She turned tail and ran for her life, not looking back.


She crashed through the forest undergrowth, the soles of her bare feet tearing up on the carpet of thorns and brambles. There was only one way she could go, and that was down. The forest hugged the sides of a valley on the lower slopes of the Starfinger Mountains, and the paths and game trails were almost vertical in places. Kalina was aware of movement among the trees all around her; it seemed like there were more than four goblins in the vicinity—an entire raiding party must have crossed over the mountains.


Not only that, but she caught the harsh smell of smoke in the air. Something was burning.


Kalina knew the forest as well as any trapper or woodcutter; she had spent every one of her eighteen years within twenty miles of the village at the bottom of the valley. She charged down a trail that only last week she had quietly stalked along. That day, armed with sticks of charcoal and a roll of paper, she had spent hours trying to get close enough to sketch the red deer she loved so much.


Today she was the prey. Kalina took a shortcut through a dense hawthorn thicket, almost taking her eye out on some protruding branches. Every fibre of her body screamed at her to go back for Deros, but what could she possibly do? Even if he was still alive, she could hardly carry him: Kalina was five-foot-eight and slightly built; Deros was six-foot-two and weighed almost half as much again as she did. And it wasn’t as if she could beg for the goblins’ mercy either; they might walk on two legs and scavenge weapons and armour from men, but everyone knew that they were animals really—predators. They lived to kill.


And so she plunged on through the forest in a state of panic and distress. Eventually she came out of the trees and onto the edge of the ridge that overlooked the village …


… what was left of the village.


Every building was burning. The logging sheds were now enormous bonfires; the stables and fish stores pumped out thick black smoke that carried a sickly, deathly smell. The slate roof of the schoolhouse had fallen in, and living, dancing flames engulfed the rest of the timber and thatch homesteads. The Green Beck, the quick stream that cut through the valley, reflected the flames, putting Kalina in mind of molten iron running from the blacksmith’s furnace. Only the wheel of the sawmill, slick with water, still turned, as if oblivious to the fate of the rest of the village. The once-white shrine to Mena was now black.


Kalina dropped to her knees in horror, her thoughts turning to one thing only: where were the villagers? Where were her friends and neighbours? Had they already run? Were they already dead? There was no sign of life anywhere in the stricken village.


As the smoke billowed and drifted, she could make out one large, still black shape at the heart of the destruction. The more she stared, the more the shape appeared to suck the light and movement out of the chaos that surrounded it. Whatever it was, it was coiled around the spire of the shrine. Only when it finally moved did Kalina realise what she was looking at.


The creature extended two enormous bat-like wings and raised its sleek, scaly head. It cried out: a harsh, scraping kyyyrrrrk like a thousand crows all screaming in unison


Kalina almost fainted.


He had come!




 

 

 

 

 

 


II.ii


 


Breakfast


 

 

 


The horrible sensation of falling jerked Kal awake. She lay in bed thinking over her dream for a few minutes, then steeled herself to face the morning routine. After five more minutes of putting it off, she flung off her feather-filled blanket and jumped out of bed. Kal’s room was in the attic of a four-storey brick residential building on the corner of Satos Square, in one of the busiest quarters of the city. She went to the window bay, pulled open the drapes and stood there, naked, looking down at the activity below. The bustling market had taken over the square; the sound of voices haggling and the smell of spices and cooked meats filled the air. The clock tower in the centre of the square revealed that it was gone eleven o’clock. Kal smiled to herself; the market would soon be winding down.


Across the square, a guard patrolled the terrace atop the city watch headquarters. He raised his hand and waved at Kal when he spotted her. She replied in kind and stepped away from the window. She went and put a pot of water sweetened with sugar on the gridiron over the charcoal fire, and while that was heating up she set about her exercises.


Kal dropped to the wooden floorboards and performed twenty slow push-ups. When she could barely lift herself another inch off the ground she rolled over and started straight leg lifts instead. The pain in her stomach muscles was acute but strangely satisfying. Finally she got up off the floor and stood below the two butcher’s hooks that she had installed in the thick wooden beam that ran overhead. She jumped up and gripped the hooks—which were set two feet apart—and pulled her body up until her head almost touched the beam. Muscles screaming, she then lowered herself slowly down again. She managed to do this ten times before falling to the floor and collapsing, breathless.


Self-inflicted torture over, Kal went over to the copper basin in the corner and quickly washed herself down with plant soap and a sea sponge. She examined her reflection in the full-length mirror that was propped against the wall; she wasn’t as thin these days as she used to be—good food and city-living had filled her out a bit, but exercise and muscle kept her figure lean. Kal wrapped herself up in a linen robe and moved on to her next task: breakfast.


She dipped into her store of roughly-ground roasted coffee beans and threw a handful into the pot on the fire. She left it brewing while she cracked three eggs into a deep iron skillet. And while they were cooking she cut two thick slices of rye bread and set them to toast. Kal hummed to herself tunelessly as she beat the eggs up; subconsciously timing it all so that the coffee frothed, the eggs scrambled and the bread started to char at almost the same moment. She raked over the hot coals of the oven and took her food to her small table to eat.


Kal’s table was littered with the fallout from last night’s adventures: two throwing knives, a pile of ivory gaming tokens from the Snake Pit (where she had stayed until almost dawn) and the book from Raelo’s study. Kal cleared a space for her food and sat down. She ate her toast and eggs with one hand, and used the other to flick through the pages of Calling the Dragon.


As she had suspected, every chapter of the lavishly inked and illustrated work was filled with rambling superstitious nonsense—the incomprehensible ravings of a madman. Not one of the hundreds of suggested methods of luring a dragon, let alone the Dragon, matched up with any of Kal’s experiences. She wondered if the author had ever even seen a dragon, let alone bound one to his will.


Kal slammed the book shut. The Dragonites would be of little threat to the city if this was the kind of drivel they believed in.


The clock outside struck noon. Kal took one last gulp of her coffee; it was black, bitter and delicious. She had better get dressed; the man she liked to refer to as her patron would be up and about by now.


It was time for her to report in.




 

 

 

 

 

 


II.iii


 


Sir Rafe


 

 

 


Amaranthium: the largest city in the world. Over five million people found shelter within its sixty-foot-high walls; and two million more risked a life just outside the walls, working the ring of farmlands between the city and the Wild. Kal Moonheart was just one of those millions, and today no one paid her much attention as she fought her way through the midday crowds. The thoroughfares were packed with men and women from all walks of life: traders and actors, labourers and civil servants; priests, sailors, beggars and scholars. Travellers and refugees from all over the world had been stirring this dense melting pot for centuries.


Kal was dressed aggressively in black knee-high boots, black cotton trousers and a white open-necked silk shirt. Her only embellishment was a black leather choker around her neck. She walked with her head held high, her gaze focused on an indeterminate spot in the middle-distance. It was a ploy Kal often used; she was seemingly oblivious to anyone in her way, and people naturally stepped aside as she bore down on them. It didn’t always work, though: Kal shoulder-barged a man carrying a bundle of firewood and sent him sprawling to the pavement.


‘You need to watch where I’m going!’ she scolded him cheerfully, not stopping to help.


Visitors to the Basilica on top of Arcus Hill had to tackle first the forbidding zig-zag of the Godstair. This steep ascent had the effect of weeding out the serious from the merely curious, and Kal soon left the bustle of the city far below her. A thousands steps later, she stopped for a breather in the shadow of the Basilica’s cool limestone walls. It was a hot spring day; Kal had broken a sweat already. At least it would be nice and cool when she reached her eventual destination: the crypts.


She entered the Basilica. The public rotunda beneath the enormous dome was a vast open space, home to Amaranthium’s twenty-four gods. They stood on plinths in a circle, the symmetry of the Basilica offering prominence to none and equality to all. As always, Kal tried not to draw attention to herself by rushing straight down to the crypts, so she took the time to wander from god to god as if paying her respects. She knew all their names—everyone did. Here was Whalo, lifting his seashell aloft; Arcus with his spear; Mena and her cloven feet … Once they had all walked among men. Now, of course, they were all dead.


Kal was examining the statue of Banos when someone stepped up beside her. She didn't look around; the last thing she wanted was to get to know any of the other regular visitors. Nevertheless, the newcomer made a move: ‘Is my lady an admirer of brave Banos?’


Kal sighed and turned to see who had spoken. A stranger in polished plate armour stood beside her. He wore a deep blue surcoat embellished with a  spiral of stars threaded in gold. He was handsome enough, with a broad friendly face and combed-back blond hair.


‘If I see your lady,’ Kal replied, ‘I’ll be sure to ask her.’


He gave her a genuine, unaffected smile. ‘My apologies! Perhaps you are a follower of Draxos instead?’


Kal had to laugh. Draxos! The black sheep in the pantheon: ugly and twisted and always up to no good. His only redeeming feature was that in the end, when the Dragon came for him, he died defending his brothers’ and sisters’ children. It was a bittersweet tale that Kal actually enjoyed.


‘Perhaps I am!’ she teased him, her eyes scanning the rotunda. A white-robed priest had entered and was making his way to the central rostrum; the hourly invocation was about to begin.


‘They say you should try to emulate the life of the god you most admire,’ Kal’s new friend reminded her. ‘Banos was a great knight as well as a god: the bravest warrior, undefeated in combat until … well, you know. My name’s Rafe, by the way.’


Kal accepted his gloved hand. ‘Sir Rafe?’ she asked him.


He shook his head. ‘No, sadly. Just Captain Rafe for now. Although, that is a shortcoming I hope to soon address. Did you know that Banos himself set down three heroic feats by which one could rise to knighthood? They are still enshrined in our law today.’


Kal was curious, despite herself. ‘Go on then. What are they?’


‘The first heroic feat is to wrestle a god to the ground.’


Kal smiled. ‘I think you’ve missed your chance there—by about a thousand years.’


Rafe was enjoying himself, making the most of his opportunity now that he had a girl’s attention. He counted the knightly feats off on his fingers: ‘The second is to reach to the peak of the Improbable Mountain.’


‘You don’t look the suicidal type to me.’


‘I actually suffer from a great fear of heights,’ he admitted with a straight face. ‘So then the only option left to me is the third feat. To join Banos in the ranks of  knighthood, I must prove myself as both a warrior and a defender of the city; I must slay a dragon.’


Kal touched Rafe lightly on the arm. ‘Well good luck with that,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry, I have to go. It was nice meeting you!’


Rafe looked disappointed. ‘You didn’t tell me your name!’ he called after her.


She left him standing there next to his idol. As the priest began to address the large crowd that had gathered, Kal slipped away and made for the stairs that led down to the crypts. The invocation was not something that she ever cared to stay and listen to. The people of Amaranthium did not pray; their dead gods could no longer hear them. Instead, they pleaded …


‘Winged Shadow,’ the priest intoned, ‘deliver us from your wrath and fire …’




 

 

 

 

 

 


II.iv


 


The Forgotten Tomb


 

 

 


The priest’s drone faded away as Kal moved through the crypts. Passing by the elaborate effigies and oversized sarcophagi of self-important senators and nobles, she entered the ossuary: a dark maze of corridors and chambers, the walls of which were lined from floor to ceiling with the bones of the Basilica’s priesthood. There was no glory or even recognition in death here: a priest was granted just one hundred years of time to himself in his or her own wooden coffin, before being moved, bone-by-bone, to fill the gaps in the ossuary walls. Jawless skulls looked down on Kal as she passed by; pillars of tibia and fibula held up torches that lit her way.


Eventually, she arrived at an unlit part of the crypts, where Amaranthium’s forgotten line of kings and queens rested. Kal took a torch from a skeletal hand, and plunged into the darkness. She passed by the life-size effigy of King Aldenute, whose suicide five hundred years ago had precipitated the formation of the Republic. Kal counted off Aldenute’s ancestors as she went by (they all looked the same to her) until she eventually arrived at the king’s great-great-great-great-great-grandfather.


This particular old king stared ahead impassively as Kal stepped around him to get to the door of his tomb. She took a small key from the pouch at her belt and inserted it into what appeared to be a narrow crack in the stone door. The key turned smoothly; the lock was well-oiled. Kal pulled the door open and slipped inside the tomb. Someone had left a candle burning on the stone coffin within; it lit up what was essentially just a natural granite cave.


Kal pulled the door shut behind her and locked it. She shivered; whether from the chill damp or from the fact that she had just locked herself inside a tomb, she couldn't say. Still, she was almost there now. She extinguished her torch in a nearby pool of water and took up the candle. At the back of the cave was a narrow tunnel which twisted and turned deep into Arcus Hill until Kal had lost all sense of distance and direction. Finally, though, she emerged …


… into a much larger cave. Stalagmites as tall as she was rose all around her, and the roof of the cave was lost in darkness. A ring of lanterns surrounded a long, low stone table in the centre of the cave. Rugs, furs and old leather-upholstered chairs were scattered inside the circle of light. And in one of the chairs, next to a warm brazier, sat Kal’s patron: Senator Benedict Godsword—the wealthiest man in Amaranthium; Commander of the Senate Guard; the King Without a Crown and Keeper of the Sword of Banos.


‘Hey, Mooney,’ he said as he saw Kal approach. ‘How did it go last night?’


Kal slumped down in one of the other chairs and put her boots up on the stone table. ‘You were right,’ she said. ‘Raelo had a copy of Calling the Dragon. He was being groomed by the Dragonites. I took care of it, though; he’s not going to be a problem anymore.’


Benedict was an unkempt man in his late thirties. He wore a shabby blue fur-trimmed doublet and two days’ worth of stubble. He put down the wooden bowl of noodles that he was eating from. ‘Nice work, Kal … as always. Have you got the book with you?’


Kal shook her head. ‘I sold it in Fig’s Rare Books on the way over.’


‘Kal!’ Benedict sighed. ‘If it falls into the wrong hands …’


‘The last time I brought you a dangerous—but valuable—document, you threw it on the fire,’ Kal reminded him. ‘Besides, I read it. It was a load of old nonsense.’


Benedict shrugged. ‘Fair enough.’ He tossed a leather pouch over to Kal, who caught it in one hand.


She looked inside; it was full of ivory discs, each inscribed with a denomination and etched with a twisting serpent design.


‘Count it if you like,’ Benedict said.


Kal briefly weighed the pouch in her hand. ‘It’s good,’ she said, getting up to leave.


‘Kal, wait. Sit down. There’s something else.’


Kal dropped back into the chair. Benedict rolled a glass bottle to her over the top of the stone table. She uncorked it and took a swig. Kal wasn’t usually one for afternoon drinking, but what the hell.


‘I have another job for you,’ Benedict told her. ‘Well, more of a mission really; a quest if you like. But it pays well: more than I’ve ever paid you before.’


‘I’m listening,’ she said cautiously.


Her patron took a gulp of his own beer and looked her in the eye. ‘Good, because I’m in trouble, Kal, and you might be the only person who can help me.’




 

 

 

 

 

 


II.v


 


Gold


 

 

 


Benedict stared at the neck of his beer bottle as he spoke. ‘You probably wonder where I get all my money from these days, considering that all I seem to do is drink, gamble and chase women.’


Kal shrugged. ‘That’s none of my business.’


‘I’ve made a few investments over the last couple of years—spent the last of the family fortune and acquired a few … assets … here and there. Strictly off the records, if you know what I mean. One of them is a gold mine; it’s on an island off the coast of Balibu. It’s an almost bottomless seam, and so deep that the heat down there makes it impossible for people to work. So now we use goblins.’


Goblins! Kal didn’t know what was worse—goblins this close to civilisation, or goblins being put to work mining gold.


‘They’re perfect for it, really; they don’t steal the gold because they have no idea how much it’s worth; and if they do … well, they’ll happily trade it back for a dead chicken.’


Benedict drained his beer. ‘But anyway, six weeks ago, there was no gold to be had when my ship from Balibu docked here in the city. Two weeks later, there was a message from my man out there, the governor, saying that all contact with the island and the mine had been cut off. And this week, the captain of my ship informed me that there was no more news from the governor because the governor had been killed.’


Benedict paused to let this sink in.


‘Okay,’ Kal said, ‘so you want me to head over and see what’s going on?’ Fine, she thought; Balibu was a fun place, and there was a large gaming house, the Crocodile Casa, that she had always wanted to check out.


‘If it was just a matter of a murdered governor, I could send the Senate Guard in to investigate,’ Benedict said. ‘But Kal, there’s more: the governor wasn’t stabbed, shot or even poisoned. His smoking skeleton was found in the burned-out ruins of his villa. And there are other rumours flying around too: strange cries and sounds coming from the island, livestock going missing … and the locals claim to have seen a large black shape that blocks out the moon and stars.’


Kal considered this in silence for a few moments.


‘So if you do accept the quest,’ Benedict said, ‘you might want this.’ He placed a shortsword in a black leather sheath on top of the stone table. Kal took it; the hilt and pommel were plain, but when she drew the blade she drew breath.


‘This is …’ she began, turning the blade to inspect it. In the torchlight it had a silvery sparkle.


‘Yes, it is,’ her patron said. ‘Well, it wasn’t doing much good just hanging in my vestibule. I had a smith shorten the blade for you. There was enough left over to make a nice dagger, too.’


He tossed the dagger over. Kal was lost for words. ‘I don’t know, Ben …’


‘Come on, Kal, you’re the only person I can ask and you know it. After all, you killed a dragon once; you can do it again.’


 

 


END OF PART TWO




 

 

 

 

 

 


PART THREE


 


THE GAME




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.i


 


Mena’s Mirror


 

 

 


Kalina was rooted to the spot in shock and horror. The creature flapped its wings lazily and glided down from the spire of the shrine, landing in the burning ruins of the manor house. Ash and cinders swirled up around it as the great beast clawed about in the debris. Kalina stared in rapt fascination: a dragon! Perhaps not the Dragon, the god of all monsters, her rational mind told her, but a dragon nonetheless. Her eyes scanned the mountain peaks on every horizon. Did one dragon presage the flights of thousands that, according to legend, heralded the end of the world?


The skies were clear, but Kalina could hear other noises in the forest: the yelps and howls of the goblins behind her. She was going to get caught or killed if she didn’t move. Reacting on instinct alone, she launched herself over the edge of the ridge. The slope down to the village was almost vertical. She slid the first few yards, but soon lost her balance and found herself rolling over and over on her side. Thorns and rocks stabbed and knocked her; she banged her head, hit her hip hard, and seconds later felt her shoulder rip open. A breathless panic overtook Kalina as dirt and dust choked and blinded her.


Then she hit the bottom. She scrambled to her feet as goblin arrows dropped all around her. They were on the ridge above her now, hooting and barking. Kalina stumbled onwards blindly, across a scorched field and towards the village. The dragon raised its head as it saw her coming. It flexed its wings and screamed at her. It was as big as a two-storey house, with glossy black scales and teeth like swords.


Kalina plunged onwards regardless, vaulting a stone wall and racing through the burning village. The dragon was less than fifty yards away now, and it turned its whole bulk to face her. She coughed and spat as she ran through the smoke. She had to jump over a charred corpse that was lying face-down on the ground. Forty yards now, but the dragon couldn’t wait: it lifted itself off the ground with a slow flap of its wings, and glided down to get her.


Kalina rushed forward and met the dragon eye-to-eye. Then she jumped …


… and dived into the deep cold water of the Green Beck. The dragon’s shadow passed above her, but all sound was immediately wiped out by the water. She sunk in silence, then the swift current caught her and bore her away. Kalina held her breath, opened her eyes and kicked like a frog, driving her body down into the darkness at the centre of the riverbed. She fought on until her lungs screamed for air; then she fought on some more.


Three long minutes later, her head breached the surface. She had left the village at least a mile behind her, around a bend in the river. Now she was in a different world: here it was just another quiet, sunny spring day. A herd of deer watched her from the bank as she floated past. Downriver, the Green Beck joined the long Cold Flow. Kalina’s first thought was that she could stay in the water and let it carry her a thousand miles to Amaranthium, far away from dragons and goblins.


Away from her village, from the people she knew and loved. Away from Deros. She had left him dying in the meadow on the mountain slopes. Dare she go back and try to find him? Did she even have a choice? How could she go back on the promises they had made there as they had lain together in the grass? She couldn’t!


She forced her aching body into action and made for the shore. Where the two rivers met, a tangle of willows covered an outcropping of land. Kalina knew this place; she had been here before. The low, twisted trees would provide more than just shelter and cover; they would also provide sanctuary. The willow grove was the home of the forest god, Mena.


A tunnel of spiralling roots and branches led to a circular depression in the earth with a small pool in its centre. Above was a domed roof of woven willow limbs that, save for one small round oculus, completely blocked out the sky and sun. The shaft of light that fell through the hole in the roof reflected off a large oval mirror that was held upright by a lattice of branches. Catkins grew all around it, framing the shining surface with a floral border of red and yellow.


Kalina stood before the mirror: Mena’s mirror. In the days when the gods were alive, Mena had lived here and stood before the mirror, too. The forest god was cloven-hoofed and bestial, but her reflection revealed the golden-haired, beautiful woman that she really was. As Kalina looked at her own image, all she saw was a wet, cut and bruised, skinny adolescent with watery-blue eyes that were too big and too far apart, and a tangled mane of dirty reddish-brown hair.


She knelt at the foot of the mirror. The villagers were not generally inclined to pray to the old gods—no one believed that the gods could actually hear them—and Kalina was no exception. Instead she was looking for something. An old legend had resurfaced in her mind: it was said (in fireside tales) that the weapons of the gods could not only slay dragons, but could fell the largest of them with just the barest of touches.


Kalina sifted through the collection of objects piled around the mirror that had been left here by visitors: carved wooden animals, bronze jewellery, brown wreaths of winter holly, a bowl of nuts. Honestly! What was she expecting to find—a magical sword? Kalina looked back up at the mirror: the creature that stared back at her appeared to be laughing and sobbing hysterically at the same time, a mixture of blood and tears streaming down its bruised face.




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.ii


 


The Swordfish


 

 

 


Kal leaned against the bulwark of the Swordfish, chomping on an apple as she watched the crew prepare to make sail. She was wearing a loose long-sleeved shirt and a wide-brimmed floppy hat: ideal clothing for avoiding both the sun and the stares of lecherous sailors. Tossing the apple core into the harbour, she noticed one final passenger making his way up the gangplank: a man dressed in full plate armour, struggling with two bags full of swords, spears and other things that rattled and clanked.


‘If you fall into the water, don’t expect me to dive in and rescue you,’ Kal shouted. ‘I didn’t pack my can opener.’


The man gave her a broad smile of recognition as he stepped on board. ‘It’s easier to wear my armour than to carry it,’ he explained. ‘And no true knight would even think about leaving it behind.’


‘You’re not a knight yet,’ Kal reminded him. ‘What are you doing here, Rafe?’


‘Senator Godsword is sending me to Balibu to investigate the death of the governor. What are you doing here, er …’ He looked at her expectantly.


‘Kal,’ she introduced herself. ‘I’m going on a bird-watching trip.’ She didn’t want to reveal her own association with Benedict Godsword just yet. ‘Here, let me help you with those,’ she said, relieving him of one of his bags.


‘Thanks, Kal. Let’s go and dump all this stuff in the captain’s cabin.’


She raised an eyebrow. ‘The captain’s cabin?’


‘Of course. As a representative of the Senate, I’m entitled to make full use of the captain’s quarters for the duration of the voyage. I trust that he’s already prepared them for my arrival.’


Kal looked over to where the captain, a fat muscular man with a collection of evil scars and a peg-leg, was sharing a lewd joke with two equally dangerous-looking members of his crew. ‘I think you’d better follow me,’ she told Rafe.


She led him through a hatch and down to the cargo deck. Near the stern of the ship was a curtained-off area with two hammocks, one hung above the other. ‘I’ll take the top,’ Kal said. ‘I don’t want you falling on top of me, especially if you sleep in your armour.’


Rafe wasn’t happy. ‘But there are other people down here … and a strange smell. And probably rats, too.’


Three sailors were sat around an upturned crate throwing dice. They stopped what they were doing and turned to stare at Rafe.


Kal put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘If any of these rapscallions so much as touch you, I’ll make sure that they regret it.’


The sailors laughed and returned to their game. Rafe threw down his bag of weapons with a huff.


 


***


 


They were back up on the main deck when the Swordfish passed through Amaranthium’s seagate. It had been more than a hundred years since the city was last struck by monsters from the deep, but still the massive gate only opened once a day for an hour at noon. The Swordfish was just one of around thirty vessels that headed out under oar in single file, passing a similar-sized line of incoming arrivals on their port side.


Kal was apprehensive as they struck out into the unbounded, uncharted Silver Sea. Beyond the secure city walls, whether on land or at sea, anything could happen in what was commonly known as the Wild, and it often did. Rafe didn’t seem as worried, though; rather than nervously monitoring the horizon like Kal was doing, he was scribbling intently in a leather-bound notebook.


Kal tried to take her mind off thoughts of sea serpents and kraken. ‘What are you writing?’ she asked Rafe. ‘Your journal? Sunday the tenth: met a girl,’ she imagined out loud. ‘Unfortunately, she’s out of my league.’


Rafe laughed. ‘No. We’ve got two weeks to kill. I’m going to try and finish my epic romance, The Song of Banos. I’ve written three hundred stanzas so far.’


Kal sighed. She looked over to where the captain was patrolling the deck, supervising the raising of the small schooner’s sails. ‘Hey, Dead Leg,’ she shouted. ‘What can we do to help?’


The captain stumped over to them. ‘The bilges haven’t been cleared for three days. You did a good job sorting that mess out last time you were on board with us, Kal.’


‘In that case, I think I deserve a promotion,’ she countered.


Dead Leg grunted. ‘Fine! You can scrub the decks instead.’ The captain then turned to Rafe and gave him an evil leer. ‘You, sir, are on bilge duty.’


Rafe looked aghast. ‘No,’ he spluttered. ‘The Senate … I represent …’


‘The pumps are blocked, so you’ll need to go and grab a bucket,’ the captain ordered. ‘Make your way to the very bottom of the hull, near the foremast. The smell will guide you.’


Rafe staggered away. ‘And take your armour off,’ Dead Leg called after him. ‘The bilgewater will do more damage to it than troll blood!’


‘I think I’d rather fight a troll!’ Rafe moaned.




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.iii


 


Brimstone


 

 

 


One hundred and fifty feet up the Swordfish’s mainmast, Kal looked out from the crow’s nest. The empty sea stretched out for fifteen miles in all directions. It was the thirteenth day since they had left Amaranthium, and so far Kal had spotted a pirate gang (which they had managed to outrun) and a school of hydra (which they had followed for a while). Now she was looking out expectantly for something else.


And there it was! A low line of dark green on the western horizon. There were few mountains near the coast around Balibu: just miles of endless mangrove swamps and mahogany forests under a sweltering tropical sun. Kal was cool under her hat, but down on the deck the crew were bare-chested and sweating as they hauled on the rigging.


She leaned out over the basket and called down ‘Land ahoy!’ Nobody noticed. The boatswain was ordering the crew around and commanded all of their attention. Only Rafe, who was halfway up the mizzenmast, heard her. He was hanging from the end of a spar, untangling some of the sails, and was quite a sight, clad only in a headscarf and a loincloth. ‘What did you say, Kal?’


She cleared her throat. ‘Land Ahoy!’ she croaked.


Rafe gave her the thumbs up and dropped down so that he was hanging from the spar by his legs. He cupped his hands to his mouth and bellowed:


‘LAND AHOY!’


 


* * *


 


The Swordfish tacked along the coast for the rest of the afternoon, and evening was falling by the time they reached the port of Balibu. The town had a seawall like Amaranthium, but it was wooden and strung with colourful lamps. The seagate was left open: either the locals didn’t fear an attack from the sea, or perhaps they didn’t think that a shut gate would make that much of a difference.


Kal gripped the rail as they sped towards the dock. Dead Leg appeared on deck at the last minute and gave calm orders that all but the topsails were to be struck. ‘HEAVE-TO!’ the boatswain shouted, with an edge of panic in her voice. Rafe looked terrified as the crowded jetty got nearer and nearer. Dead Leg, however, remained calm through it all; he gave Kal a wink and nodded at two of his sailors. They threw out the anchors at the last possible moment and the Swordfish slotted neatly sideways into a gap between two smaller brigs. Water slopped all over the jetty, causing a man to spill a basket full of crabs, but otherwise the thrilling manoeuvre was executed perfectly.


The crew waved Kal and Rafe off as they descended the gangplank. Rafe, dressed once more in his armour, turned back to face the ship, gave a theatrical bow and raised his sword in salute. The crew whooped their appreciation. Kal waited patiently for him to finish taking his leave. The night was warm and balmy, and the docks were busy: fishermen finishing up their day’s work mingled with the emerging nightlife. Music and singing could be heard emanating from several of the dockside taverns.


Kal looked out to sea. The moon lit the horizon, but there was no sign of Benedict’s island gold mine. It must be farther out than she imagined. As she looked around, her eyes fell on a colourful mural painted on the side of a nearby inn: a grinning skull-like feminine face surrounded by flowers. Vuda; the god of dark magic. Kal felt a chill run down her spine.


‘Where are you going to be staying?’ Rafe asked her.


She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I was going to play cards until dawn at the Croc, then hire a boat in the morning to take me out … ahem, bird-watching.’


Rafe looked at her like she was mad. ‘Really? Well, I have a whole floor to myself at the Discovery Inn. They have big copper baths full of steaming soapy water. I also heard that they serve up a mean seafood platter. Why don’t you join me for supper? The Senate is paying.’


Kal thought about it for at least a second. ‘Okay,’ she said.


 


* * *


 


Kal took her glittering knife blade and pried open another oyster shell. She devoured the meat greedily, the salty liquor dribbling down her chin (which was, up until that point, clean and scrubbed after a hot bath) and almost spoiling her plain grey woollen dress.


She noticed Rafe’s eyes on her, and deflected his gaze with a question: ‘So who do you think killed the governor then?’


Rafe spread his palms. ‘Senator Godsword thinks that a dragon killed him.’


Kal acted like she was surprised. ‘A dragon? Why would a dragon want to kill the governor of Balibu?’


‘The Senator told me he’s worried the Dragonites might have finally discovered the secret to summoning and controlling dragons,’ Rafe said. ‘Godsword and the governor were good friends, apparently, so he’s taking the governor’s death as a personal threat: it’s no secret that Godsword wants to stamp out that crazy cult.’


Ben and the governor would have to be close, Kal thought, for the governor to overlook Ben’s gold shipments.


‘Well,’ she said, ‘you might get your shot at a knighthood after all. What’s your plan?’


‘I might have a walk up to the governor’s burned-out villa later,’ Rafe replied. ‘You know … to look for clues.’


‘Sounds exciting,’ Kal said. ‘Maybe I’ll tag along.’


The cook, a fat black man in a greasy apron, came over and interrupted them. ‘More shrimp, my friends? They’ve been out of the sea no more than a couple of hours; it would be a crying shame to put them on ice.’


Kal nodded eagerly, and the cook filled her plate.


‘Do you ever stop eating?’ Rafe asked in astonishment.


‘You never know where your next meal is coming from,’ she answered through a mouthful of shrimp.


‘Why are you here, Kal? I don’t think it’s for bird-watching. What is it that you really do?’


Kal decided to be honest. ‘I’m a freelancer,’ she told him. ‘I investigate things and sort stuff out for people who may not want to go through the official channels: the opposite of you, I guess! But that doesn’t mean I do anything wrong or immoral; I just try to fix up complicated situations.’


Rafe nodded. ‘I see. A problem solver, huh?’


Kal gave him a wolfish grin. ‘More like a problem exterminator.’


 


* * *


 


The governor’s villa—or what remained of it—stood on a low hill overlooking the harbour. The second storey had completely collapsed, and only a few scattered piles of fire-blackened bricks gave any indication that there was ever a building here at all. The governor’s charred skeleton was lying on its back in the middle of the terrace garden, its arms above its head and its jaw wide open as if frozen in a terrified scream.


‘He doesn’t look like he died a happy man,’ Rafe commented.


‘No,’ Kal agreed. It was after midnight, but the tropical heat was still oppressive. Kal had changed into a loose shirt and leather skirt, but still she couldn’t shake off the prickle of a sweat. She sniffed the air; behind the heady smell of the surrounding jasmine trees and fever grass, there was a hint of something else that Kal recognised …


‘Brimstone,’ she said.


Rafe looked around as if expecting to see a dragon right there behind him. ‘Brimstone?’ he said. ‘I guess that proves it then: a dragon did this.’


Kal knelt down in the rubble. ‘Not necessarily.’ She picked up some broken pieces of terracotta. ‘This fire was set.’


Rafe came over. ‘How can you tell?’
 

She held up three of the broken pieces, and fitted them together to make a small globe. ‘I’ve seen these before. Filled with petrock and brimstone, they make a very effective firebomb.’


Rafe drew his sword suddenly. Kal looked at him in alarm. ‘Someone is coming,’ he said. ‘More than one person: a large group.’


Kal drew her shortsword; the moonlight glimmered as it caught the edge of the blade. ‘I don’t hear any—’


A group of figures stepped into view from out of the shadows of the ruins, surrounding Kal and Rafe. A dozen black-clad men, their faces wrapped in headscarves that concealed all but their eyes. They all carried swords of various lengths and styles.


‘Keep your back to me,’ Rafe whispered to Kal. ‘Let them come to us.’


Kal wasn’t happy. Her natural reaction in a big fight would be to start causing chaos; make herself a moving target and stir up some confusion. She didn’t have time to argue, though—the newcomers charged in to attack.


Luckily her instincts were faster than her thoughts. She twisted her body to avoid the strike of an assailant who had appeared in front of her. In the same movement, she whipped her own blade around in a wide semi-circle, forcing her attacker back. She over-extended herself, though, and he lifted his sword for an overhead blow that Kal surely wouldn’t have chance to avoid …


… but then he stopped, sword held high. His belly had split open following the scratch that Kal had given it. The man stood still in confusion as his hot, steaming innards slithered down his legs. Then he collapsed in a stinking pile on the ground.


The next attacker tried to reach Kal by thrusting his sword across the body that lay between them. Kal had found the flow of the battle by now, though. Her body and mind were loose and relaxed, ready to take advantage of her enemies’ mistakes. In an easy, unhurried movement, she sliced her opponent’s sword arm off at the elbow. He screamed and fled into the darkness.


Kal looked around for the next attack. It didn’t come; the ruins were silent once more. She turned around and found Rafe standing over a pile of at least five bodies. His armour was splattered in blood, and his face and hair were dripping red with it too. He looked more like a terrible demon than a heroic knight.


‘My hero,’ Kal said with a smile. She wiped the blood from his eyes. ‘Now let’s see who these fellows are.’


She went and ripped the headscarf off the body that was the least mangled.


Rafe gasped when he saw the face beneath. ‘Good grief!’ he exclaimed.


Kal leaned in for a closer look. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘that’s something new!’




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.iv


 


The Croc


 

 

 


Rafe stared down at the face of their fallen attacker. ‘Sorcery!’ he exclaimed.


Kal looked even closer. ‘Let’s not jump to conclusions,’ she said. ‘Maybe it’s a mask.’ She took her knife and poked about the face—jabbing around the eyes and under the lips.


‘It’s not a mask,’ she said eventually.


The face was ashen grey, with watery yellow eyes and a flat nose. The ears were large and bat-like, but what had made Rafe react was the teeth: the canines were pointed. Not filed down to a point, but elongated like the fangs of a wolf.


‘He looks like a cross between a human and a goblin,’ Kal said. ‘What do they call them in the old legends—hobgoblins?’ But they both knew that was impossible; there had been many reports of assaults on humans by goblins—and even on goblins by humans—but no offspring had ever been produced.


‘Whatever it is, it’s a monster,’ Rafe said. ‘Monsters inside the walls! And you know who commands the monsters.’


As if in answer, the horizon suddenly lit up. Far out to sea, an orange glow flickered for an instant, then died.


Rafe named his nemesis through gritted teeth. ‘The Dragon! I have to go and rouse the guard.’


Kal put a hand on his blood-soaked steel-plated shoulder. ‘Wait,’ she said. ‘The local militia are lazy drunkards, who right now are most likely sleeping with their arms around a bottle of rum. They aren’t going to appreciate being dragged out of bed just because you saw a strange light out to sea.’


Rafe tried to pull away. ‘I have the authority of the Senate behind me! They’ll do what I tell them. I need men on the walls, I need a chain of water buckets …’


‘Rafe, please.’ Kal tried to calm him. ‘People have been seeing things and jumping at shadows for weeks out here now, and yet the town is still standing. We need to separate the rumours from the facts before we raise the alarm.’


Rafe stopped. He ran his hand anxiously through his long hair. It came out bloody. ‘So where do you suppose we go to look for answers?’


Kal smiled. ‘As it happens, I know just the place. But first, we have to get you cleaned up.’


 


* * *


 


The Crocodile Casa was a narrow, low wooden building near the docks. The interior (including the card tables, chairs and the long bar that took up all of one wall) was all constructed from bamboo, while fig trees, vines and bright red and yellow jungle flowers provided the decoration. There was a pungent cloud of spicy smoke in the air that mixed with the more natural—but altogether more unwelcome—scent of body odour.


The gaming den was crowded. Kal felt Rafe bristle beside her. ‘Relax,’ she said. ‘Remember the story of Banos and the King of Thieves?’


‘Of course. Banos disguised himself as a robber and lived among the thieves for a year,’ Rafe recalled. ‘He waited patiently for the perfect opportunity to kill the king.’


‘Right. Well think of this as your latest chance to emulate your hero. Be patient. Play the part. Let’s go and get a drink.’


Kal led Rafe to the bar. The man behind the counter looked up with a bored expression that didn’t change when his eyes met Kal’s. She and Rafe had dressed plainly and concealed their weapons. Kal ordered three glasses of sour mash bourbon. She gave one to Rafe, sunk one straight away, and took the other with her as she crossed the busy room to the opposite side, where a girl sat counting gaming chips behind a caged-off enclosure.


‘You’d better tell us what games are running before we decide how many chips we’ll need,’ Kal said to the girl.


‘Sure thing, Miss,’ she replied. ‘We got tables over by the door that you can join for five crowns. Over in that corner are the twenty-crown tables, and we have some fifty-crown and hundred-crown games running up the top end.’


Rafe stepped up to the slot in the cage and slid some gold over to the girl. ‘Let’s play some cards then! Give us five crowns worth of chips each.’ He turned to Kal. ‘My treat. And you can keep whatever you win.’


Kal laughed. ‘You already treated me to dinner!’ She was surveying the noisy action. ‘I think I recognise some of the players at the top  table,’ she said to the cashier. ‘Who’s the big guy with his back to us?’


The girl glanced around and leaned closer to the bars of the cage to reply. ‘That’s Gron Darklaw. He’s a strange one, Miss. Hasn’t been coming here long. Buys his chips with chunks of raw gold. Drinks and drinks, but it never shows, except that it seems to make him bet more fierce, like. But he tips us well. He talks of wanting to be our next governor, too.’


‘Interesting,’ Kal said. ‘Is that a hundred-crown table too?’


The cashier shook her head. ‘It’s a private game. They’re playing with around a thousand crowns each.’


‘Give us a thousand chips each too, then,’ Kal said, ‘and we’ll go and see if they’ll let us join in.’


Rafe choked on his bourbon mid-sip. ‘Senator Godsword’s funds don’t stretch that far, Kal’ he spluttered.


She gave him a sharp look that said, I told you not to mention the Senate in here. Then she pulled a piece of paper from the pouch at her belt and handed it to the girl behind the cage.


They had to wait a few minutes while the Croc’s owner was called over. He looked at the note for a time, then at Kal, then finally nodded slowly. ‘If Zeb Zing at the Snake Pit says you’re good for it, then that’s fine by me. She’s an old friend. In fact, she often tells me about you, Kalina Moonheart.’


Kal enjoyed the expression on Rafe’s face as the cashier pushed over two-thousand-crowns-worth of green and black clay chips.


 


* * *


 


There were six players at the top table. A dark-skinned girl with long black hair looked up as Kal and Rafe approached. She was either the world’s most conspicuous pirate, or just simply enjoyed dressing like one: she was sporting a red headscarf and a fitted white shirt with a wide black belt. ‘Hi, Kal,’ she said. ‘Take a seat.’


The man next to her—a little fat man in a shabby merchant’s coat—sighed. ‘Oh no, Dragon Killer’s here!’


‘Hello, Lula. Hi, Vanrar,’ Kal said.


The big man named Gron Darklaw looked up from his cards and stared suspiciously as Kal and Rafe took their seats. He had a massive build—muscular, not fat—and Kal reckoned he would be almost eight feet tall if he stood up. Shaggy black hair tumbled around his shoulders, and his eyes were pools of darkness.


‘Why do they call you Dragon Killer?’ he growled in a low, flat voice.




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.v


 


High Stakes


 

 

 


‘Why do they call me Dragon Killer? Maybe you’ll find out tonight.’ Kal had sat down on Gron Darklaw’s left, between him and the fat merchant Vanrar. Opposite her, across the red baize of the round table, Rafe had found a place between the pirate Lula and another fellow. Under Darklaw’s implacable gaze, Kal silently arranged her chips into neat piles.


When she had finished, Darklaw passed Kal the deck. She accepted it with a polite nod and then proceeded to riffle and cut the cards with practiced skill. She dealt out two cards to each player and the game resumed.


Kal’s own cards were the Three of Swords and the Seven of Pentacles. She folded them without a second thought, and settled down to watch the game and the players. Kal’s approach was to sit quietly and let the action, and the conversation, come to her.


Rafe had no such restraint, and was already making moves and making friends. After winning a handful of small pots, he turned to his neighbour, Lula. ‘Is it true that Balibu is being terrorised by a dragon?’ he asked her.


‘It is true,’ Lula said. ‘I’ve seen it myself. I was out in my skiff a few nights back and I saw a flash of dragonfire on one of the small uninhabited islands out to sea. I sailed in to see what I could see, and all of a sudden it came right at me: an enormous black winged beast! It scraped the top of my mast, I swear. I couldn’t get back to shore fast enough!’ Lula emphasised the end of her story by firmly placing a stack of ten chips in front of her with a thud. It was a strong bet.


Gron Darklaw had been listening silently. Now he took a long sip from his goblet of red wine and spoke. ‘Dragons will fight tooth and claw to defend their nests. You were right to back down.’ With both hands, Darklaw pushed forward three tall towers of twenty chips each. It was a massive bet of three hundred crowns.


Lula swallowed hard and threw her cards away. Darklaw dragged down the pot with a cruel smile.


 


* * *


 


The game continued, and an hour later Darklaw finally broke one of the other players completely in a hand that played out right down to the last chip. Darklaw’s clutch of wands beat his opponent’s three knaves and, as the poor man staggered away from the table, Darklaw was stacking up a pile of chips worth almost three thousand crowns.


Kal was doing well, and with careful play had almost doubled her own stack. But she was losing chips rapidly to Darklaw, who would often jump in to punish her bets with massive raises that she could never justify calling. He was staring at her now in a predatory way, his large tongue licking the rim of his goblet. Kal turned away and looked over at Rafe, whose fortunes had risen and fallen several times over the evening.


‘A long-enough lance would bring a dragon down,’ he was telling Vanrar the merchant, ‘but even better would be if you could lay your hands on one of the weapons of the gods. A dragon would happily lay down and present its neck to you if you wielded, say, the Blade of Banos.’


Vanrar smiled as he glanced at his cards and made a small bet. ‘Oh yes, the Blade of Banos. The last time I was in Amaranthium and made Senator Godsword a reasonable offer for that old thing, he claimed to have lost it! But as far as killing dragons goes, the gods didn’t have access to half the exciting war machinery that we do now. A ballista could put a bolt through that dragon’s neck before it could cough up even a puff of smoke.’


Gron Darklaw made a raise, which Vanrar called without much thought. Lula, who had the deck, dealt out three cards on top of the table, the highest of which was the Queen of Cups. ‘Are you not afraid,’ Darklaw asked the merchant, ‘that killing one dragon will prompt an attack on humanity by all the other dragons in the world, as well as all the terrible beasts—goblins, trolls and the like—that dragons have dominion over?’


‘You mean like what the Dragonites are always banging on about?’ Vanrar said as he made another bet. ‘Oh no, of course not! That’s all just foolish superstition, if you ask me. The Dragonites would have us burn humans alive in the streets as sacrifices to appease the Great Big Dragon in the Sky, or whatever they call him. When I think of a dragon, I don’t think of some divine beast that we must all tip-toe around and be in awe of; I think of the holds of my trading ships stuffed with gleaming claws, shiny scales and succulent dragon hearts that will sell for millions!’


Darklaw had called the bet, and Lula dealt another card onto the table. Vanrar took one more look at his own cards then pushed the remainder of his chips forward. ‘So no, Mister Darklaw,’ he said, ‘I am not afraid of dragons.’ When Darklaw called the bet, Vanrar proudly turned his cards face-up: a queen to match the one on the table, and a king. ‘I have a pair of beautiful queens. What do you have?’


Darklaw turned over his cards, one by one. The first showed a picture of a blue and gold creature, talons raised and tail coiled around a sword blade. The second showed a similar creature in red and silver, this one holding a pentacle in its claws.


‘I have a pair of beautiful dragons,’ he said with a wicked grin.


 


* * *


 


By five in the morning, the Croc was almost deserted, but still the big game went on. There were now only four players left, Darklaw having cleaned out one more player, and Kal having won such a large pot off another that he had picked up what remaining chips he had left and fled the table.


Darklaw now had around four-thousand-crowns-worth of chips piled in front of him. Kal wasn’t far behind, but Rafe and Lula’s best efforts had left them with slightly less chips than they had started out with. Vanrar had gone broke hours ago, but still hung around to watch the game. He had taken the job of dealing for them, as a way of still being part of the action.


Kal was drinking water; Darklaw was still supping from his goblet of wine that he must have had refilled tens of times throughout the night. Yet he was still the same immobile looming presence, and hardly any more communicative. His bets became larger and more frequent, and although he was losing as many hands as he was winning, he was still stacking up the chips through sheer aggression.


He made another strong bet: four hundred crowns—an amount that would feed a local fisherman and his family for a year. The cards on the table showed two kings and a three. Kal had nothing in her own hand—just two random high cards—but she had to pick a spot to make a stand, and this could be it. She pushed forward a stack of twenty high denomination chips. ‘Two thousand,’ she announced, then sat back and fixed Darklaw with an inscrutable gaze.


He stared back at her for a good minute, a pained expression on his face. His long fingernails clacked a rhythm on the edge of the table, until finally he scowled and threw his cards forward, relinquishing the pot to Kal. The hand had tipped the balance, and Kal now had the most chips on the table. Darklaw was finally pushed to make a stab at conversation.


‘Where did you learn to play cards, Moonheart?’


Kal avoided his eyes. ‘My mother used to play a great deal when she was pregnant,’ she replied without further explanation.


Rafe laughed. Vanrar dealt everyone new cards and the game went on. Kal made an opening bet, Lula and Rafe folded—they had been playing it very safe for the past hour or two—but Darklaw made his usual big raise.


‘I have been playing for most of my life,’ Darklaw told Kal, ‘but only recently for such high stakes. It is my desire to prove myself at every aspect of life in this town, now that I have made my home here. I have built my own sailboat too, with my own hands.’


Kal smiled to herself. Was he trying to impress her now? She called his raise, and Vanrar dealt out three cards on the table: the Four of Wands, the Six of Swords, and finally the Dragon of Cups. The picture showed a green beast curled around a golden goblet amid a pile of coins and treasure.


‘You’ll be running this town next,’ Kal joked as Darklaw counted out a new bet. Could she push him into opening up any more?


‘Where I come from,’ he said, ‘—far from here—I did indeed hold a position of authority: over fighting men, and also over the economy, such as it was, of my village. It would indeed be an interesting challenge to rule over a town such as this one. The soldiers and the fishermen here have for too long had an easy life in this peaceful place. Perhaps I will put myself forward as the new governor.’ Darklaw made his bet: two hundred crowns.


Kal thought for a bit, then called the bet. Vanrar dealt out the next card: the King of Wands. ‘Where is your village?’ Kal asked Darklaw. ‘Would I know it?’


Darklaw treated her to a slow smile. ‘No,’ he said simply, and pushed out a bet of six hundred crowns. Rafe and Lula were watching with interest. The pot was over a thousand crowns by now; larger than the amount of money that they had each started out playing with.


‘If I call, will you tell me?’ Kal teased. Darklaw remained impassive. Kal called anyway, and Vanrar dealt the final card: the Eight of Pentacles.


Darklaw barely glanced at the card. He wasted no time in making another punishing bet: a thousand crowns. Kal sat deep in thought, weighing up Darklaw for a long time. ‘What have you got?’ she asked him. ‘Three dragons this time? Two in your hand to match the one on the table?’


Darklaw sat as still as a statue, his dark eyes staring back at Kal threateningly. Did he want her to call or fold? Kal couldn’t tell, but it really didn’t matter: she knew what cards she had, and Darklaw had come too far now to back down. Kal pushed her entire stack of chips forward—a wall of coloured clay worth more than three thousand crowns.


‘I bet the lot,’ she said. ‘You don’t have the dragons.’


But Darklaw also shoved all of his chips forward with one massive forearm, and with his other hand slapped his cards down face-up: the Dragon of Swords and the Dragon of Wands. Then he drained his goblet of wine in triumph.


Kal sat still for a second. ‘Oh, you do have them,’ she said calmly. She turned over her own cards: the Five and Seven of Swords. ‘Well I have a chain.’


Darklaw’s eyes widened in shock. His fist clenched around his goblet as if he would crush it. Rafe laughed in relief and Lula stood up and clapped. Vanrar confirmed the win: ‘Four, five, six, seven and eight: Kal wins … a pot of over eight thousand crowns!’


The fat merchant gave Darklaw a mocking grin. ‘Dragon Killer strikes again!’ he said.




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.vi


 


Hot Water


 

 

 


Kal woke up with her mouth tasting like a troll’s toilet. Where the hell was she? The bed she was lying in was large, soft and luxurious, and a warm orange glow filled the room. She was still dressed, though. Kal turned her neck stiffly and found herself looking at the slim, brown bare back of the girl lying next to her. Lula? She groaned. Turning the other way, she could see Rafe sprawled out on the sheepskin rug at the side of the bed. The Captain of the Senate Guard was clad only in his smallclothes, with a garland of flowers around his neck.


The orange glow was the twilight filtering through the mottled glass windows of the Discovery Inn; they had slept all day. Memories of the night before started to return: after Kal’s big win they had stayed at the Croc downing glasses of rum mixed with coconut milk and pineapple juice. At dawn, the owner had kicked them out and so Kal, Rafe, Lula and the merchant Vanrar had taken their party to the streets. They had banged on the doors of several dockside bars and taverns demanding more rum. Then there had been the street dancing …


Lula was getting dressed, pulling on her pantaloons and boots. She tied her long black hair back in a ponytail and hitched her cutlass to her belt. Kal rose too and padded over to the door to show her friend out. ‘See you at the docks after dark then,’ the pirate girl said. ‘And make sure you get a good breakfast; you’ve got a twenty mile row ahead of you!’


Kal made a face, and shut the door of the suite as Lula bounded off downstairs. Kal turned and started picking up Rafe’s clothes off the floor, kicking him in the ribs as she did so. ‘Hey, sleepyhead. Time to get up!’


 


* * *


 


Kal stuffed her mouth with a forkful of bacon and eggs. ‘Darklaw pays for everything in lumps of gold,’ she mumbled as she ate. ‘If there’s a mine on that island, and he’s got access to it, then that means he has an almost unlimited flow of money. That has to be why all last night he was talking up the dangers of disturbing the terrible dragon that’s supposedly nesting there. Rumours like that keep curious people away. I’ll bet that it was him who got those hobgoblin freaks to burn down the governor’s mansion.’ She paused to take another mouthful. ‘I wonder if paying or bribing his way into a position of power here in Balibu is his ultimate goal, or just the first part of some deranged plan?’


Rafe was slowly nibbling on a mango. His appetite was not the equal of Kal’s. ‘Maybe you’re right,’ he said. ‘I’m just a soldier, not a detective. But Kal—you don’t have to deal with this anymore; that’s my job. Why don’t you go home? You’re rich now! You could buy a small house on Arcus Hill with what you won last night!’


Kal shook her head. ‘I’m not rich,’ she said. ‘Only a fraction of that money is mine to keep. I have backers who each take a percentage of my winnings. But they cover my losses too, so it’s their risk, not mine. Not that I often lose, of course …’


Rafe was intrigued. ‘Oh? So who are these mystery backers then?’


‘Well, you might know one of them. Benedict Godsword.’


Rafe frowned. ‘Benedict … Senator Godsword? Is that why you’re here, Kal? Did he send you too?’


‘Yes. That’s how I know there’s a gold mine out there somewhere. It’s Benedict’s. Well, it was.’


She watched Rafe try to process this information. ‘The senator has a gold mine? I didn’t know about this! But there’s no record of … if he’s hiding it from the Senate, then that’s illegal …’


‘Rafe,’ Kal said. ‘It doesn’t matter right now if that mine belongs to the Senate or to Benedict or anyone. If Gron Darklaw’s controlling it and killing people to hide it, then we have to stop him, right?’


Rafe nodded slowly. ‘You’d risk your life for Benedict Godsword?’


‘Yes,’ Kal said simply. ‘I owe him my life.’


She drained the last of her giant mug of black coffee. ‘But that’s a story for another time. Come on, let’s get going.’


 


* * *


 


They stood side by side admiring the sloop. The headsail was grey, the mainsail deep red, the cedarwood boards were stained a deep black. It was thirty feet long and expensively detailed: the wheel and rails were padded with leather, and the cleats, lanterns and other fittings were a polished silvery metal.


‘That’s a man’s boat, alright,’ Rafe commented. ‘Why is the bottom made of metal?’


‘The hull,’ Kal corrected him. ‘I don’t know.’ She peered into the clear water that was lit by the harbour lights. ‘It looks like it’s made of platinum. Who would build a boat with a platinum hull?’


‘Someone who was very rich and wanted everyone to know it,’ Rafe said.


They left Darklaw’s boat and continued along the wharf. In the distance, smoke could be seen drifting in front of the stars. Kal saw Lula hurrying towards them through the crowds. She looked serious.


‘Vanrar’s warehouses have burned down,’ Lula said when she reached them.


Kal swore. ‘Where’s Vanrar? Is he safe?’


‘It’s too late, Kal,’ Lula said. ‘He was in the warehouse when it burned. He’s dead!’


Kal swore again. Darklaw! It had to be. The big man hadn’t been impressed with the merchant’s lack of respect for his dragon stories. Darklaw was a bully alright, and of the worst kind: one who would not only indirectly threaten people, but also act to keep them in line.


‘Let me guess,’ Kal said, ‘people are saying a dragon did it?’


‘That’s the word on the street,’ Lula confirmed. ‘There was a flying shadow …’


Kal shook her head. Smoke and mirrors! What was actually real in this town?


‘We need to get to that island and sort this out once and for all,’ Rafe said. ‘Lula, take us to your boat.’


Lula pulled herself together visibly. ‘Yes, Sir!’ she snapped.


 


* * *


 


Lula’s boat was a small two-seater canoe. Kal made Rafe sit in the aft, and she sat opposite him in the bow.


‘Thanks, Lula,’ Kal said, as they pushed off from the jetty. ‘Remember, if anyone asks about us, we’ve gone back to Amaranthium!’


‘Take care, Kal!’ Lula said. ‘Look after her, Rafe. I need to know there’s going to be more nights like last night to come. But without these sort of mornings after, of course!’


Rafe grunted in reply as he pulled on the oars. With a flash of her gold hooped earrings, Lula vanished from sight. Rafe rowed in silence as they slid through the water, under the watchtower and out through the seagate. The night was moonless and the water was calm. With luck, they would make it to the island in around six hours.


Kal doubled-checked her equipment. She was wearing a rough grey linen dress, open-sleeved and cut to the knees. She also wore her steel vambraces, and her leather boots and cuchuck-stitched gloves; she might need the grip if they went rock-climbing. Her knife was at her belt and her shortsword strapped across her back. What else did she need? Nothing: all she had to do was make sure she had a blade for Darklaw’s neck.


After a time, Kal took over the oars, and when they were far enough from the town, they put up the small sail. There was a warm westerly breeze that would help them on their way. Kal made sure that Rafe was happy keeping the canoe on port tack with the sail held on a diagonal, then she tried to find a comfortable position in the cramped hull to lie down. ‘Wake me in an hour,’ she instructed, and laid her head on a coil of rope.


It only seemed like a moment later when Rafe tapped her on the leg. ‘An hour, I said,’ Kal complained.


‘That was an hour,’ Rafe grinned. ‘I would have given you a few more minutes, but your snoring was frightening the fish. Come on, change over!’


Kal took up the oars and resumed the slow, heavy rhythm. Under both oar and sail they were cutting briskly through the water. The night was pitch black, and the lights of Balibu had faded behind them. The God Star burned brightly in the northern sky, though, so Kal fixed their course by that. Rafe watched her row. He was also dressed in loose, light clothes: a vest and breeches torn off mid-thigh. He had insisted on wearing his blue silk surcoat over it all, though: the spiral of stars that decorated it would mark him out as an official representative of the Senate should they need to talk their way out of trouble. In case talks broke down he had also brought a bag of various weapons, as well as his lance.


‘You’re quite strong for a girl,’ he said as he watched Kal.


‘Shut up and get some rest,’ she rebuked him. ‘You’re on again in an hour.’


Rafe lay back and draped his hand over the side of the canoe, letting his fingers trail through the dark water. ‘It’s warm,’ he noted. ‘The water is really warm.’


‘The sea holds the day’s warmth,’ Kal explained, but she took a moment to test the water. Rafe was right—the water was unusually hot.


‘Can dragons breathe fire underwater?’ he asked her seriously.


Kal laughed. ‘Have you ever seen a dragon breathe fire?’ she asked him.


‘Not yet!’


‘Well, I would worry more about working out how they manage to do that at all, rather than sweating the details.’


Rafe fell silent. Kal continued to row. Maybe she had offended him, but she couldn’t think of anything to say. Conversation Killer, they should call her. She concentrated on pulling and lifting the oars. The physical exertion was making her hungry—not just for food, but for action. The nervous thrill she felt on the eve of an assignment was like the excitement of sitting down at a card table, but magnified many times over. Rafe must have noticed Kal grinning to herself; his own smile had returned.


A school of large fish had started to follow the canoe. Rafe let them nudge at his fingertips. ‘I could just reach down and grab one,’ he said. ‘We could cook it when we get to the island.’


‘They’re sharpfins,’ Kal said. ‘They could reduce your arm to bone in less than a minute.’


Rafe jerked his hand out of the water.


‘But it’s okay!’ she said brightly. ‘They only go after blood and shiny things!’


 


* * *


 


Three hours later, Rafe woke Kal for the last time. ‘I'm done!’ he said. He had already taken down the sail. ‘You can take us in.’


She looked out to sea. Ahead of them, looming out of the darkness was the island. It was about five miles across, and at its centre a triangular mountain rose out of a surrounding girdle of trees. Kal could see the starlight glittering on the surf that was breaking on the beaches.


Dragon or Darklaw, she thought, Whatever you are, I’m coming for you!




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.vii


 


Black Sand


 

 

 


Kal seemed to a have drawn the short straw when it came to the final stretch of rowing. The ebb and flow of the tide meant that for every ten yards she pulled them closer to the beach, they were dragged back out five. Coral scraped the bottom of the small canoe, and twice they got stuck. Rafe used his lance to free them from the reef, but Kal could tell that he wasn’t happy using his weapon as a punt. Eventually, though, they made it, speeding towards the shore in the wake of one of the gentle rollers. Rafe leaped out as the canoe hit the sand, and dragged them clear of the water.


Kal disembarked and Rafe easily pulled the empty canoe up the beach towards the shelter of the mangrove trees. Kal followed after him, kicking sand over their tracks to hide any trace of their passage. They had seen no other vessels or lights on the island on the voyage over, so with luck nobody knew of their arrival. At the edge of the trees she crouched and scooped up a handful of sand. She let it sift through her fingers: it was fine, black and sensuously soft. She frowned; warm water and black sand … what did that signify?


She turned and followed Rafe into the gloomy darkness of the mangroves. The low trees grew close together, their roots twisting around each other in the swampy ground. Rafe had found an elevated spot of dry mud and had already covered the canoe in leaves and driftwood to hide it. Beneath the shelter of a large flat-leaved saltwine bush he had laid out a blanket and was unpacking their food.


‘Dried beef—come and get it!’ he said. ‘Or there’s fresh crab if you think we could risk some cooking.’ He pulled a large red crustacean from under the blanket and held its wriggling legs out to Kal.


‘He looks delicious,’ she said. ‘We should be alright if we dig a hole to hide the fire.’


They sat together on the blanket and ate the soft white meat on toasted bread. Through a gap in the trees they could see the mountain, a looming black void against the star-strewn night sky. Their plan was to get a few hours’ rest and then explore the island at dawn, starting by following the coastline and looking for signs of other ships coming and going. Somewhere there was a natural harbour near the mine entrance, and Kal was convinced that they would find evidence of Darklaw visiting the island.


‘Where did you get your knife?’ Rafe asked her. Kal was cutting bread with it; the blade glimmered in the firelight.


She had noticed him eyeing her weapon several times since they had met. She handed it over. ‘It was a gift. Have a look: it’s not magic or anything.’


Rafe weighed it in his hand. He looked almost disappointed. ‘It’s bloody sharp, though,’ he noted.


‘It needs to be,’ Kal said. ‘This bread’s bloody tough—’


She froze. Something was flying by, its massive silhouette visible in flashes through the branches of the trees. Kal and Rafe drew back under the cover of their bush as the shape passed almost directly overhead. When it did, they could see exactly what it was: the snub-nosed snout, the thick neck and bulky tubular body, the black wingspan that was fifty feet across, the sinuous tail that followed in its wake. It glided past without a sound.


Kal stood up and watched it slowly circle around the mountain. It caught an updraft and, with a lazy shake of its wings, shifted its course and made for the face of the mountain about half way up. It disappeared into shadow where there must have been a cave entrance.


She felt a shiver of fear run down her body. So there was a dragon on the island after all. Kal had a horrible feeling of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Darklaw she could have dealt with, and she had already survived one encounter with the strange hobgoblin creatures. But a dragon? Did she really want to go through all this again?


She looked at Rafe. He was standing behind her, staring up at the mountain, an awed expression on his face. Kal realised that it must have been the first time that he had seen one of the winged beasts. ‘It’s actually here, Kal!’ he said. ‘A dragon! They must have really done it: the Dragonites, they finally found a way to summon one. You know what this means—this is just the beginning of the great war between monsters and men, a war that will be the stuff of legends.’ Rafe could hardly contain himself. ‘And we’re going to be part of it. They’ll be writing songs about us, Kal. In a hundred years’ time, we will be the heroes, and people will talk about us the way that we talk of the gods.’


Rafe was breaking Kal’s heart. ‘The Dragonites can’t summon dragons, Rafe,’ she insisted. ‘They’re just a noisy cult. I’ve read their stupid book, Calling the Dragon; it’s all nonsense. Arcane rituals and human sacrifice—what self-respecting dragon would take any notice of that?’


Rafe looked affronted. ‘So why is the dragon here?’


‘I don’t know!’ she said, throwing herself back down on the blanket. ‘Maybe it just wants a nice warm place to nest and raise a family. When it gets light, we’ll go and take a look in that cave. Maybe you can ask it. But don’t expect it to leave without a fight; I’ve seen how stubborn dragons can be.’


Rafe rejoined her on the blanket. ‘Lula told me you’ve tangled with dragons before.’


‘It was a long time ago.’


I still dream about it every night!


Rafe leaned closer. ‘Can you kill them?’


‘They’re clever,’ Kal warned him. ‘Cunning even. But their brains aren’t any bigger than ours; it’s their thick skulls that take up most of the room in their head. If you’re smart you can trick them.’


‘Then we can take it down, Kal, between us! Two brains against one. Benedict will have to knight us both: Sir Rafe and Dame Kalina!’


Dame Kalina! Kal had to laugh. She returned her companion’s gaze. Rafe had changed somewhat in the three weeks that she had known him: his pale skin had tanned, and his blond hair—once straight and silky—had now turned wavy and tangled by saltwater, and was tied back from his face with a leather thong. But he hadn’t yet lost his optimism and enthusiasm. ‘Why do you want to be a knight so bad, Rafe?’ she asked him.


‘There hasn’t been anyone knighted in Amaranthium for over five hundred years,’ Rafe said. ‘Feron Firehand killed the West Wind Dragon in the Palace Plaza, right in the middle of the city. He severed its head in one blow with the Blade of Banos.’


Kal nodded. ‘King Aldenute knighted him. That must have been just before the revolution.’


‘Yes. When the king died, Firehand kept the peace. He rose above the violence and settled conflict and dispute on both sides. He was Lord Protector for three years and was a powerful voice in the formation of the Republic. He was tough, principled and fair … and he was my ancestor, Kal.’


‘Quite the role model,’ Kal said. ‘It’s a pity that if you do slay the dragon, he won’t be around to appreciate it.’


Kal mentally kicked herself. Stop saying things like that!


‘You’re here, though,’ Rafe said quietly.


They sat together in silence for a moment. ‘Although,’ Rafe said with a grin, ‘right now I’m not in that much of a hurry for dawn to come so that we can go and meet this dragon. I wish we could stay here for a while longer. No, forever … forever under the stars.’


On impulse, Kal leaned forward and kissed Rafe on the mouth. He responded instantly with surprising force. Kal gasped as he took her in his arms and put her down on her back on the blanket under the saltwine bush. Her mind emptied—all thoughts of dragons, knights, hobgoblins and villains falling away as she surrendered herself to purely physical instincts.


She arched her back as Rafe’s hand found her thigh.


 

 


END OF PART THREE




 

 

 

 

 

 


PART FOUR


 


THE DUEL




 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.i


 


Refuge


 

 

 


Kalina stepped out into the clearing. It was raining, and the water set rivulets of mud and dirt streaming down her body. She stood staring at the spot where three days before she had lain with Deros. He had promised her that morning that her life was about to change forever, and it had. Except that now it didn’t look as though she was going to spend the rest of it as a woodcutter’s wife.


She blinked back bitter tears. The grass where Deros had fallen had been sluiced clean by the spring rain. There was no body, no blood—just some crushed wild flowers: poppies and dandelions, and the snapdragons that Deros had fretted over. She had laughed at him then. Kalina crushed the flowers beneath her bare feet in anger. She should be miles away from here by now, yet she couldn’t bring herself to leave without learning why the man she loved had been killed, and his body taken away.


Kalina wasn’t a stranger to monster attacks—her own parents had been killed in an unfortunate incident with a troll when she was ten—but for a dragon and a tribe of goblins to destroy a village … that was unheard of. Was it possible, she wondered, that someone in the village had somehow provoked the attack? The eighty villagers she thought of as her extended family were a diverse crowd, with no shortage of secrets and history between them. They were orphans and widows, runaways and outcasts, retired adventurers and exiled politicians. For many years, people had tended to converge on the village, find a job that needed doing, and then maybe—if they fitted in—think about putting down some roots. Kalina couldn’t remember a time before the village was named Refuge.


Smoke was still rising from down in the valley where the village nestled. Kalina steeled herself. Was the dragon still there? Was anyone but her still alive? She had to know. She had to take one last look.


 


* * *


 


Kalina moved silently through the trees; not even the deer and birds reacted to her presence. She had stitched together some animal furs and skins she had found in the willow grove at the river fork, and she had smeared mud and dust over her naturally pale skin. Her camouflage was essential: there were goblins in the forest, still.


Lying on her belly beneath the wide fronds of a fern, Kalina Kalina spied on a pair of the creatures. These goblins weren’t armed and armoured like the group that had chased her down to the village three days ago; in fact, they appeared to be female. They wore skins around their waists, but their breasts were bare. They were collecting sticks of dry wood from the forest floor, communicating in grunts and whistles as they did so. If the goblins were here, then the dragon must be around too; she knew that much from the old stories. Every dragon commanded its own army of goblins, trolls and other monsters. Would the rest of the dragon’s horde be coming down from the mountains any time soon? Kalina shuddered at the thought; she really, really shouldn’t linger here long.


When the forest was still and empty once more, she slipped away, keeping to the dark shadows between the trees, heading down the slope towards the village. Dusk was making it difficult to see. But what I can’t see, can’t see me, she reasoned. But what use was reason now? Only last week she had been telling her young pupils in the schoolhouse about how goblins all lived in underground chambers that their dragon masters had gouged out of the rock for them; they could probably see quite well in the dark. Kalina had gotten all her facts from the schoolmaster who she worked with; he had filled her head with countless old stories and legends. She wondered if his specialist knowledge had been enough to save him from the dragon attack.


 She avoided the well-trodden paths and took secret shortcuts through tangled groves and past secluded pools. Eventually she could see the ridgeline through the trees, and she followed it until she came to the Overlook, a pointed finger of limestone that jutted out over the valley. She went down on her hands and knees and crawled to the edge.


What she saw below took her breath away. The village had been completely wiped off the map. No trace remained of any of the fifty or so buildings that were once there—not even one burned-out shell. Instead, in the centre of a mile-wide field of ash, was an enormous smoldering bonfire. Goblins were busy to-ing and fro-ing between the edge of the nearby trees and the smoking heap, which was piled up to the height of a three-storey building. Kalina could see they were bringing more wood to throw onto the bonfire.


No, not a bonfire …


In a shallow crater-like depression on top of the mound of timber, Kalina could see movement. A black man-sized shape was scrabbling atop a pile of still corpses. It moved awkwardly, stretching out its limbs, its neck, tail and wings.


Not a bonfire … a nest.


Kalina hissed between clenched teeth. The dragon was using the village and the villagers as a source of fuel and food for its young. Where was the parent now? Probably out hunting in the surrounding countryside; there was enough wood and wildlife nearby to raise a whole litter of juveniles to adulthood.


She was aware suddenly of how exposed she was out on this promontory. I shouldn’t have come back. There’s no helping Deros, or any of them now. I need to run far, far—


A dark shadow fell over her. Kalina felt the rock she was crouching on shudder, and heard the crack of heavy wings battering the air. She was buffeted forward several yards; her feet stumbling out into nothingness. She tried to grab at the sky with her fingers as she began to plummet.


Then she was caught in mid-air. The dragon’s clawed toes wrapped painfully around her body like a gibbet. Kalina was still speeding through the air, but this time on a new trajectory: directly towards the nest. At the last moment, the dragon beat its wings and rose up, releasing its hold on her. Then she was falling again, this time head-first, arms flailing.


Fifty yards below her, the hungry juvenile opened its jaws.




 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.ii


 


Ashes


 

 

 


Kal’s eyes flicked open. She could taste fear and bile in her mouth; was that from the dream, or because of the day ahead? The mangroves were black against a pink sky: dawn had arrived—time to get on with it! Removing Rafe's arm from around her waist and getting to her feet, she gulped down water from one of the skins that they had brought with them. Then she went and refilled it from the swamp, and poured the greeny-brown sludge over the ashes in the fire pit. Next, she set about stirring it all up with a stick.


When Rafe awoke he was greeted by the site of Kal rubbing mud and ashes into her body. It covered her face, arms and chest; she looked like a grey ghoul.


‘You look beautiful in the mornings,’ Rafe said with a grin.


Kal flicked mud at him. ‘Rub some of this in,’ she ordered. ‘Dragons can’t smell you if you’re smeared with ash. It overpowers their senses.’


Rafe did as he was told. ‘Yes, my lady.’


Kal smiled despite herself. She couldn’t deny that she was his lady now. She moved behind him and started helping him apply the mixture to his back. ‘When we get to the cave, don’t run in swinging your sword,’ she said. ‘Let me call the shots.’


‘I’m yours to command,’ Rafe said, holding up an arm to let Kal work mud and ash into his armpit. ‘But I think it’s about time that you shared with me all that you know about dragons.’


Kal bit her lip. ‘There are reasons I don’t talk about it, Rafe. For a start, I’m not proud of what I did to that poor creature. And if the Dragonites ever found out what I know …’


‘Come on, Kal, you can trust me,’ Rafe said. ‘I’ll swear by Banos and all the other gods that I’ll not tell anyone.’


Kal sighed. She could trust Rafe, more than she had ever trusted anyone for a long, long time. She wasn’t entirely comfortable with that feeling.


‘Alright,’ she said, pulling her dress on over her grey skin and throwing the coil of rope over her shoulder. ‘I’ll tell you everything as we walk. Let’s go!’


 


* * *


 


‘I grew up in a small village in the Wild, a thousand miles north of Amaranthium, at the foot of the Starfinger Mountains,’ Kal revealed as they splashed inland through the swamp. ‘It was a nice quiet life; I lived in a room above the schoolhouse, and taught the younger children. Told them stories mainly; the schoolmaster who took the older class taught me pretty much everything you could possibly want to know about dragons.’


Rafe raised an eyebrow, as if to say, That’s your story?


‘Everything he told me was wrong,’ Kal amended wistfully.


They stopped abruptly when Kal held up a hand; she had seen something moving in a clearing ahead of them.


‘It’s okay,’ she said after a pause. ‘It’s just a big bird.’ She moved forward, surprising the bird—a large blue and green Balibu snakeneck—causing it to flee the clearing with much flapping, splashing and rustling of branches.


‘I heard that dragons often use birds as spies—’ Rafe began, then he caught Kal’s look. ‘Oh, okay. Forget everything I’ve heard, right?’


Kal smiled and nodded. They had come to the edge of the trees and were now at the foot of the mountain. The lower slopes were formed of smooth, gently-sloping dark grey rock. There wasn’t much cover. Kal pointed to a valley-like fissure in the rock that snaked up the mountain. It seemed to lead in the general direction of the cave they had seen the dragon fly into.


‘I used to spend a lot of time in the forests around the village,’ Kal went on as they climbed ‘Walking, sketching and painting … escaping for time alone with the boy I was going to marry …’ She looked back to gauge Rafe’s reaction.


His expression was unreadable. ‘What happened to him?’ he asked, as casually as he could manage.


‘Goblins killed him. Six years ago—when we were both eighteen. Goblins came down from over the mountains without warning. They killed almost everyone I knew. I was then chased out of the village by a dragon.’


‘Dragons and goblins!’ Rafe exclaimed. ‘Our dragon here must have sent those half-goblin, half-man monstrosities—the ones that waylaid us at the governor’s villa.’


‘Wrong again, lover,’ Kal chided him. ‘Dragons don’t have any control over goblins. Or trolls. Or any other kind of monster for that matter. They’re solitary beasts really; they certainly aren’t interested in raising some sort of apocalyptic army like most people seem to think.’


‘Then where did—’ Rafe began, but Kal cut him off by pointing out to sea. A small grey-and-red-sailed sloop was hugging the coast.


‘Whatever’s going on here, it looks like Gron Darklaw isn’t afraid of the dragon. He must have found a way to get to the gold in the mine. Either the mine’s abandoned, or maybe he’s made some kind of deal with the goblins who used to work here. Hell, he might be even treating them better than Senator Godsword’s men ever did.’ Kal was still angry at Benedict for revealing he had goblins labouring in his mine.


They hurried on up the ever-steepening slope. It was tough going, and after a while they stopped to rest, concealing themselves in the shadow of a large basalt slab. Hot wind was blowing down from the mountain: wind that carried the sickly smell of brimstone. ‘So anyway,’ Kal said, ‘I hid out for days in a den in a clump of willows. But I didn’t dare go far from the river or the forest because the dragon was always there, always overhead, circling and watching. I couldn’t think of anything but to creep right back to the village and look for any other survivors. That turned out to be the stupidest thing I ever could have done …’


Rafe looked into Kal’s ash-and-mud-smeared face. ‘Not stupid!’ he argued. ‘Brave. You killed a dragon to avenge someone you loved. That’s so very brave and noble of you, Kal. I’m slightly in awe of you.’


Kal smiled sadly. ‘No, Rafe,’ she said. ‘I didn’t kill the dragon for revenge. I killed it to survive.’


 


* * *


 


Kalina tumbled through the air and landed hard in the nest. Her shoulder exploded in pain and she was stabbed and cut in a hundred places by the sharp wooden wreckage and branches. Her breath was forced out of her, and she could only gag in horror as she opened her eyes and saw the young dragon hopping excitedly in front of her. It struck out at her instantly with razor-sharp jaws that clamped around her forearm and bit deep into her flesh. Kalina pulled away instinctively and felt the horrific pain of tearing flesh.


Please let it end quickly, she prayed. The juvenile put a heavy clawed foot on her stomach to hold her down. The tremendous heat from deep within the burning heart of the nest forced Kalina to squeeze her eyes shut. The last thing she saw was the bloody and charred remains of the faceless corpses that surrounded her.


Then the weight and pain lessened unexpectedly. Oh no. Don’t toy with me. Please don’t.


She opened her eyes. The young dragon was standing before her, frozen in position. A sword blade was protruding from its chest.


As the dragon fell limply to the side, Kalina tried to make sense of the figure standing before her brandishing the enormous sword. He was dressed in tattered, blackened clothes, and a thick layer of grey mud and ash covered his face and clumped in his hair. But there was something familiar about his stance; something that Kalina had seen every day for the past couple of years.


Refuge's schoolmaster had stepped in to save her …


‘Ben!’ she gasped.




 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.iii


 


The Cave


 

 

 


‘Wait a minute,’ Rafe said as they clambered up the rocky mountainside. ‘Ben? Do you mean Benedict?’


‘That’s him,’ Kal said.


‘Senator Godsword?’


‘The very same.’


‘Benedict Godsword used to be a village schoolmaster?’ Rafe looked perplexed. ‘But he’s the richest man in Amaranthium!’


‘This was before he came into his inheritance,’ Kal laughed.


‘But … the story goes that he was out adventuring during those years, making his fortune …’


‘Teaching can be a great adventure,’ she mused. ‘Shush now, we’re almost at the cave.’


They had found themselves under a wide stone plateau that ran under the bottom of the cave like a shelf. Kal looked for a way up, but there was no obvious route. But the texture of the rock here was pitted and lumpy like coral; Kal reckoned that she could climb it.


‘Wait here,’ she instructed Rafe. ‘I’m going up for a look.’


‘Be careful,’ he said, letting her climb up his body to get past the shelf’s overhang. Kal climbed using mainly the strength in her arms, jamming her fingers into the depressions in the rock, and placing her cuchuck-soled boots on whatever convenient flat surface she could find. She felt strong and secure, but she was aware that if she fell she would probably bounce past Rafe and roll half a mile back down the mountain.


She looked down and gave him a reassuring smile. Then, without warning, the mountain shuddered, causing Kal’s legs to slip out from under her. Her left hand left the rockface, leaving her hanging by just three of the fingers of her right hand. Far above her, up above the cave, a spurt of bright orange and yellow flame burst from the peak of the mountain, blasting fifty feet into the air. Then almost as suddenly as it had begun, the shaking ceased and the flame died away. Kal found her footing again and gripped the rock as tightly as she could.


‘Kal!’ Rafe shouted. Don’t shout, you idiot! Without looking down, she waved a dismissive hand at him and continued her climb. They had seen a similar flame two nights back as they stood amid the ruins of the governor’s villa. She had wondered back then if it was some kind of warning aimed at them. Had they been spotted now, or did the flame carry some other significance? She tried to put it out of her mind so that she could concentrate on her ascent.


Ten long minutes later she made it to the top. She gripped the edge of the shelf with the fingertips of both hands and slowly raised her upper body until her eyes could see over. The sun was shining from behind her, flooding the massive cave with light. Kal could see almost every detail of everything in there.


Her eyes widened. What she saw was hundreds of armed men lined up in ranks beneath the outspread wings of the dragon.


She could barely take it all in at once. Her arms were crying out in pain from the effort of lifting her head, but she forced herself to remain still while her brain clarified what her eyes were telling her. Firstly, the armed men were not men at all; they were the tall warriors with the brutish faces that she and Rafe had encountered back on the mainland: hobgoblins! And secondly, the dragon …


… was a dragon formed from canvas stretched over a wooden frame. A dragon with swords for claws and lanterns for eyes. With ropes for ligaments, pulleys for joints and sails for wings. It loomed silently over the mass of troops. They stood with their back to it, focusing their attention instead on the figure who was passing in front of them, inspecting the front rank. This one towered over even the tallest of the soldiers, and his great bulk was covered in a frighteningly-styled harness of black and gold armour. The edges of the overlapping plates were curved and pointed: decorations, Kal figured, that would also serve to deflect and entangle weapons. The helmet was magnificent, a roaring dragon head with red jewels for eyes. Kal couldn’t see the face behind the long gold teeth, but she had no doubt as to who it was.


She allowed her complaining muscles to relax, and she made her way carefully back down to Rafe.


‘Did you see the dragon?’ he asked her.


‘No,’ she said between breaths. ‘Gron Darklaw. He has an army of hobgoblins … or whatever those strange half-man, half-goblin creeps are.’ She wiped the sweat from her eyes. ‘And also a big flying machine. That’s how he managed to convince everyone that there’s a dragon on the island.’


‘A flying machine?’ Rafe said. ‘I don’t understand.’


Kal tried to explain. ‘Like a big black dragon-shaped kite, with a seat in the head for a rider. They must glide on the hot winds and heat from the flames. It looked like an amazing contraption.’


Rafe seemed angry at this news. ‘What is Darklaw up to?’


‘I can guess,’ Kal said. ‘With a combination of gold, soldiers and a secret base that no one dares approach, Darklaw’s dreams of becoming governor of Balibu are all too likely to come true. The gods know why he wants it so bad, but that’s not our problem. We have to get back to the mainland and warn people.’


‘Wait a minute, Kal,’ Rafe said, grabbing her arm as she turned to head back down the mountain. ‘You want to leave?’


‘I’m not taking on an army,’ she shrugged. ‘I may be foolhardy, but I’m not suicidal.’


‘Warning the town isn’t going to do any good,’ Rafe argued. ‘You said yourself that the garrison is a load of drunks and layabouts. Balibu is Darklaw’s for the taking, whether we warn them or not.’


‘So we leave town before things kick off. Get back home and let Ben and the Senate muster the legions to take care of it.’


‘Or,’ Rafe said, ‘we take out Darklaw right now. An army is useless without a leader.’


Kal sighed. You proud fool.


‘Believe me,’ she said, ‘I’d love to gut Darklaw as much as you would, but fighting my way through a thousand armed freaks to get to him is not part of my job description. We both came to find out what was going on here, and now we know; so come on, let’s get going while we still can.’


She started off down the slope, but Rafe remained behind, He was staring up at the very peak of the mountain, where steam was drifting out in the wake of the flame. ‘There might be another way in,’ he said. ‘The kind of secret sneaky way that you like. And if we sort this out on our own, Kal, then the secret of the gold mine won’t reach the ears of the Senate. I know that you’d hate it if all this wealth got confiscated by a load of greedy politicians.’


Kal paused in her descent. Rafe knew her weaknesses as well as she knew his.


‘I came here to slay a dragon, Kal,’ he said as she came back up to rejoin him. ‘Gron Darklaw is my dragon now.’




 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.iv


 


The Blade of Banos


 

 

 


Ben reached down and pulled Kalina up by the hand. She screamed as her arm bent at an unnatural angle. The schoolmaster let go and took her by the other arm instead. With Kalina in one hand, and his massive sword in the other, he slid and skidded down the side of the dragon’s nest. The roiling smoke that swathed around the base of the bonfire hid them from goblins in the immediate vicinity, and from the adult dragon circling above them, too. They heard its terrible shriek and the thunder of its wings as it sought them out.


Kalina’s legs shook beneath her as Ben dragged her through the ash. The dragon flew low overhead, hunting for them in the smoke. She could see the hunched, shambling shapes of goblins all around them. She was hurting all over and was about to vomit when Ben stopped moving and flicked up a heavy trapdoor with the point of his sword. He lowered Kalina down and jumped in after her. When he pulled the trapdoor shut and drew the heavy bolt across, they found themselves in total darkness.


Kalina crumpled and lay in a ball, moaning and groaning despite herself. She could hear Ben moving about in the darkness knocking things over. There was a flickering light, and she could see him stirring up what looked like a copper bath full of hot ashes. He lit a lantern from the embers and hung it from a hook in the beams above them. Kalina noticed that they were surrounded by ale kegs and stacked wooden furniture. She guessed that they were in the cellar of the village inn, The White Horse.


She hauled herself over to a straw-packed mattress in the corner. Ben stowed his sword in an empty barrel and came over to inspect her wounds. He touched Kalina’s arm, causing her to cry out. ‘Your shoulder’s dislocated,’ he said. ‘Might as well fix it now if we’re going to fix it at all.’ He took her wrist and held her arm out at a right angle to her body. As Ben started twisting slowly, Kalina felt a wave of nausea wash over her; she turned her head and was sick onto the flagstones. She had barely finished spitting when she heard a solid thunk.


‘That seemed to work,’ Ben said. ‘Give me your other arm.’ Kalina gasped as Ben poured half a bottle of clear spirit all over the bite wounds on her forearm. When he was done, he sat back and took a long swig from the bottle himself. ‘That’s the strongest zalka I’ve ever drunk,’ he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Want some?’


Kalina shook her head and then collapsed into an unconscious daze.


 


* * *


 


She woke up some time later. It could have been hours. Ben was sitting in a chair nearby, drinking from a different bottle. He looked as tired and filthy as Kalina felt herself. She noticed he had bandaged up her arm with a relatively clean rag.


‘Hey Mooney,’ he said with a faint smile. ‘You obviously didn’t get my note then. School is closed for the foreseeable future.’


‘Ben,’ she groaned. ‘Is there anyone else alive?’


He shook his head. ‘No. And I’ve had a very good look. Where were you hiding?’


‘In the forest, but I didn’t dare go far. The dragon was always out and about hunting. What about you? Have you been hiding down here the whole time?’


Ben drained the last few drops of liquor from his bottle. ‘I was out fishing when I saw the goblins heading down to the village. I should have run, but no; I came back, too.’


‘What for?’


Ben nodded at the sword sticking out of the barrel. ‘Family heirloom,’ he said. ‘I’m nothing without it.’


Kalina remembered the times she had seen Ben charging around the schoolhouse, whirling the sword above his head, enthralling the children with stories about old gods and old kings.


‘The Blade of Banos,’ she said. ‘Right. Well, you did always say that only the weapons of the gods can kill dragons.’ She recalled all the other toys and props that had filled the classroom. ‘It’s too bad I dropped and smashed the Stone of Draxos the other week; we could have teleported right out of here.’


They both froze as a heavy thump shook the cellar. They could hear the dragon roaring directly above them, and other screams and howls that could only have belonged to the goblins.


‘What are we going to do, Ben?’


‘We’ll just have to make a run for it when we get the chance,’ he said. ‘The ash will help. I found out that dragons are blind to you if you’re covered in it.’


Kalina felt a small spark of hope. ‘Really? You never mentioned that in all your dragon stories.’


‘The stories were all wrong, Kal,’ Ben said. ‘I found that out the hard way. You should have seen me screaming and shouting at the dragon, thinking that I could talk to it, but it just screeched and flapped at me like a wild animal. I dived into an ash pile to avoid being fed to its baby. That was a lucky escape.’


Like a wild animal …


‘Ben,’ she said, ‘the goblins …’


‘I know, I know,’ he said. ‘They’re not the dragon’s minions at all; it’s the other way round. When I followed the goblins down into the village, I saw them setting the fires. They lured the dragon here with fire, Kal. They built the nest and the dragon brought its egg down from the mountains. Now it will render this region desolate for miles in all directions. It’s the ultimate weapon, and somehow the goblins know exactly how to control it.’


Kalina stood up slowly. ‘It doesn’t sound like they do anymore, though,’ she said. She limped over to the trapdoor. ‘Just a quick look,’ she promised when Ben rose to his feet nervously. She drew back the bolt and lifted the trap a fraction of an inch. Outside it was chaos: the dragon was tearing its nest apart in a destructive fury, its thick tail whipping up clouds of smoke and ash. Goblins were trying to flee, but the dragon had turned on them, lurching from one corner of the razed ground to the other to cut off their escape. Kalina watched in fascination as the creature simultaneously crushed two goblins to death in each of its claws, while tearing the head off another with its jaws.


And forgotten amid the mad frenzy of destruction, covered in an ever-thickening layer of ash, a still, black winged shape lay crumpled up in a pool of dark red blood.


Kalina pulled the trap shut and turned to Ben. ‘We might be stuck down here for a while,’ she said.




 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.v


 


Invasion


 

 

 


Kal scrambled up the final slope. Five thousand feet above sea-level, the summit of the mountain was a flat, circular plain about a hundred feet in diameter, as if a conical peak had once been lopped off by a destructive giant. There was not one, but several fissures in the black rock of the mountain, from which columns of grey steam drifted upwards into the still, blue sky. The smell of brimstone made Kal want to gag, and it was very, very hot: standing between the mountain and the brutal sun was like being caught between a hammer and an anvil.


Looking back, Kal could see the faint green blur of the mainland on the northern horizon. While she waited for Rafe to join her, she walked slowly round the edge of the summit and looked down on the opposite side of the mountain to which they had arrived. There was a natural harbour below, formed out of two massive arms of rock that threatened to touch, but allowed just enough room that a skilfully navigated vessel might be able to slip through. She couldn’t see Darklaw’s sloop, but there were five larger galleys moored up. A cleared channel led inland through the swamps, and a series of locks and gates rose to where a scattering of wooden structures at the foot of the mountain marked the entrance to the gold mine.


Rafe caught up with her. ‘So if it’s not magic then,’ he asked her, ‘what is it made of?’ He was still thinking about the story that she had been telling him on the climb up.


‘Bloodsteel, or so Ben told me,’ Kal said. ‘The gods apparently had a forge at the very top of the Improbable Mountain, and they made blades from the red ore they mined there.’


Rafe whistled. ‘The Blade of Banos! What I wouldn’t give to fight with it.’


‘It’s too old and brittle now,’ Kal said. ‘I wouldn’t trust you with it, the way you fight. You’d probably break it on a hobgoblin’s collar bone. Forget about the sword and let’s see if we can find a way down into this mountain.’


They approached the largest of the fissures. As well as the steam, a hot wind was blowing up out of it too. As they stood there contemplating the void, the mountain trembled, and tongues of flame  briefly licked at the air above the hole. They didn’t spurt as high as the ones Kal had seen earlier when she was climbing to the cave, but they were hot enough to cook anyone who got too close.


Rafe gave her a nervous look. ‘Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea …’


‘It was a great idea,’ she told him as she took her rope from her shoulder. ‘Did you notice how the flames formed above the hole; the gases must only ignite when they hit the air. I bet that we will be safer down there than up here. Give me your rope.’


Kal tied both of their ropes together with two overhand knots, looped them over a solid rock, then let both ends drop down into the darkness. She took two small items out of a pouch at her belt and handed one to Rafe. He examined it carefully; it was a steel tool forged in the shape of a figure of eight.


‘Loop the rope through like this,’ Kal instructed, ‘and then hook it to your belt. The friction will slow your descent.’ With a torch in her left hand, she hopped backwards into the fissure and started walking confidently down the sheer rockface. ‘Hold the rope here by your hip to control your speed,’ she called up to Rafe, ‘and don’t let go!’


A hundred feet down, Kal found a ledge that was safe enough to stand on. When Rafe eventually made it down too, she tugged on one end of the rope. The other end shot upwards, passed around the anchoring rock at the top, then fell back down into her hands. She wiped the sweat from her brow and smiled at her companion. ‘Ready to do that again?’ she asked as she looped the rope around a new anchor.


Rafe didn’t look quite so anxious this time. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I was just getting used to it.’


Kal kissed him before she dropped down deeper into the dark mountain.


At the bottom of the next descent they found themselves at a junction of several tunnels and chasms. They shouldered their ropes once more and decided to explore the route with the gentlest gradient. A hot wind blew in their faces as they walked, and it threatened to extinguish their torch. The rock was almost too hot to touch; they could feel its heat through their boots. Kal was sure that she heard voices being carried up on the wind, too. After another couple of spots where they had to use the ropes, she reckoned that they must be approaching the level of Darklaw’s cave. But they could hit a dead end or too narrow a gap at any moment; there might not be a way through after all.


Kal didn’t want to think about that. There was no way back up if they ran out of options. But then the hot air and vapour had to be coming from somewhere down below, and if nothing else then surely they would eventually find the tunnels of the gold mine at the foot of the mountain.


‘Talk to me, Kal,’ Rafe said as they picked their way through. ‘What happened next with the dragon?’


‘Let me concentrate on where we’re going,’ she said. ‘Do you want me to twist an ankle? I’ll tell you all the stories you want when we get home.’


Rafe carried on regardless. ‘Oh, so you’ll still want to know me when we get back then? I don’t have such an exciting life back in Amaranthium, you know. Organising guard duty rosters, mostly.’


Kal stopped and sighed. She turned around and faced him. ‘You’ll be a hero when we get back!’ she said. ‘And of course I’ll want to know you. You’ll be the first person I’ll call on if my loft gets infested by trolls.’


Rafe laughed. ‘I’m qualified for that! Me and some lads in the Guard once had to chase off three sea trolls that had tunnelled into the city. Now that was an exciting day!’ He noticed something over Kal’s shoulder. ‘Kal, look,’ he said. ‘There’s light ahead.’


She smothered the torch and they both waited in silence while their eyes adjusted. Sure enough, there was a flickering glow coming from further down a tight, narrow tunnel. Kal led the way on her hands and knees. She thought she could hear the voices nearby. The glow was shining up through a crack in the floor. She lay down and put her eye to the crack. Below her was a cave that was flooded with torchlight.


Rafe shuffled up beside her. ‘It’s him!’ he breathed after taking a look.


They could see down into a cave that had been carved and flattened to make it more habitable. Animal skins were spread over the floor, and torches were set in alcoves in the walls. A large wooden table took up most of the space in the centre of the room, and a detailed map had been rolled out across its surface. Gron Darklaw, still in his black and gold armour, laid his helmet down on the corner of the table and addressed the soldier—one of the half-man, half-goblin brutes—who was with him.


‘The Senate have sent a replacement governor; his ship is due to arrive at noon tomorrow. Take a squad of some of the most restless men and intercept the ship here.’—Darklaw indicated on the map with a thick finger—‘Kill everyone on board and then set fire to the ship. The new governor may have brought his family—women and children. I know how depraved some of the men are, Gurik; this job should quench their appetites for the time being.’


The hobgoblin named Gurik nodded. ‘Yes, Sir,’ he growled.


Darklaw scratched his chin as he thought aloud. ‘When the town council gather to discuss the tragic news, I will offer them my services: money to build defences, and troops to protect them from the dragon that they think is terrorising Balibu. It will be an easy, bloodless invasion. Do you think the men will be able to restrain themselves? I am sure that in time I will be able to find some discreet outlets for their vices.’


The hobgoblin made a noise that might have been a grunt or a laugh. ‘They want to fight most of all, Sir,’ he said.


Darklaw’s finger traced the coastline around Balibu. ‘And they will. It won’t be long before the Senate sends an army to take back the town. The peninsula will force any army to pass through here. A spot like that will cost them … what do you think, Gurik? Ten of their men for every one of ours?’


Gurik laughed for sure this time: a horrible croaking cackle. ‘Yes, Sir!’


‘Good!’ Darklaw seemed pleased with his plans. ‘Go and prepare the men.’


The hobgoblin saluted and left the cave through a thick iron-banded wooden door that covered the entrance to a tunnel. Darklaw remained standing before his map. Kal and Rafe watched as the big man looked slowly around the room, making a strange sniffing noise; his broad, flat features taking on a bestial aspect.


‘You can come out now, Dragon Killer,’ he said. ‘I can smell you and your mate.’




 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.vi


 


Forever Under the Stars


 

 

 


Darklaw looked up. Kal jerked her head back, but not before their eyes had met. She couldn’t help but gasp: the last time she had looked him in the eye, over the card table, she remembered his eyes being a deep black. But now they were a bright gleaming yellow.


Darklaw immediately left the cave below. It was barely a minute later that Kal and Rafe heard smashing and pounding noises, as if someone was breaking through the rock with a pickaxe. ‘We can’t run or fight in these tunnels,’ Kal told Rafe. ‘We’ll just have to try and talk our way out of this.’ Rafe nodded in agreement.


The rockface ahead of them collapsed and sunlight came streaming through to their hiding place. Kal and Rafe crawled the last few yards towards the light and stepped out into the open. Small goblin workers wielding hammers and tools stood aside to let them through, and Kal and Rafe found themselves at the back of the enormous cavern that housed Darklaw’s flying machine. The canvas and timber dragon loomed over them, and all around it were hundreds of Darklaw’s larger hobgoblin soldiers. They sat in alcoves around the edges of the cave and stood around in groups, paused in the middle of weapon training exercises. They perched on wooden scaffolding and in the framework of the dragon itself. And in the centre of the cave, waiting to meet his new guests, was Gron Darklaw himself.


He sneered at Kal and Rafe. ‘I might have guessed that you would find your way here,’ he said in his deep growl. ‘You’ve had a small taste of my wealth and gold, and now you’ve come for more, is that it?’


‘We’re here on behalf of the Senate,’ Kal began. ‘We can negotiate a peaceful solution to—’


‘As Captain of the Senate Guard I challenge you to single combat,’ Rafe interrupted. ‘If I win, then we walk out of here alive.’


‘I accept,’ Darklaw replied instantly.

 
 


* * *


 


Ten minutes later, Kal and Rafe were in Darklaw’s armoury. He had graciously allowed Rafe to choose whatever arms and armour he required before their fight. Rafe seemed genuinely grateful, but Darklaw’s supreme confidence was eating at Kal’s nerves.


‘You’re taking an awful risk, doing this,’ she told Rafe as she adjusted the straps on a breastplate for him. ‘We know relatively nothing about this Gron Darklaw. We don’t know how well he fights.’


Rafe shrugged. ‘I know how well I fight. Darklaw probably imagines he fights better then he actually does, just as he imagined that he was the greatest card player in town the other night at the Croc. That’s his weakness, Kal: he wants to be this amazing fighter, general, governor, sailor, gambler … but he’s reaching too far. I knew that he wouldn’t be able to refuse the ultimate test of valour, especially when I challenged him in front of his men. He’s made a big mistake agreeing to take me on.’


‘Maybe …’ Kal was conflicted. She wasn’t the greatest judge of character, but was Rafe? ‘I just hope that you’re right. There: you’re all set.’


Rafe stomped about and swung his arms to test his range of movement. A forty-pound suit of armour, its weight spread evenly, was not much of a hindrance to a fit, strong man like Rafe. ‘It’s fine,’ he said. ‘It’s not my own suit, but it will do the same job. I’m not the sentimental type!’


‘Really?’ Kal said, ‘So you won’t be needing this then.’ She held up Rafe’s blue Senate Guard surcoat.


He bent his head to allow her to put it on over the armour. ‘This is different,’ Rafe said. ‘Armour is armour, steel is steel, but this shows that I represent the Senate; that my cause is just!’


Kal handed him something else. ‘And what about this? What does this represent?’


Rafe was thrilled with the offering. ‘I may wear the armour of sub-human monsters, but I now carry the weapon of the gods,’ he said, strapping Kal’s dagger to his belt on his right side. He attached his own steel sword to his left side and was ready for action.


‘Let’s get this over with then,’ Kal said.


 


* * *


 


Escorted by guards, they walked hand-in-hand back down the sweltering tunnels to the giant cave. More and more hobgoblins had filled the space now, as well as many of the smaller regular goblins; short shambling primitives, milling around half-naked as was their wont. One of them carried a stone pitcher and gold goblet across the cave to where Darklaw was waiting. The big man took the drink and then sent the goblin away with a pat on the head that looked almost affectionate.


Darklaw had moved over to the mouth of the cave, where the low afternoon sun glinted off the black in his armour and set the gold in it on fire. The crowds formed a semi-circle around the shelf of rock that jutted out from the cave entrance. Darklaw had created an arena with a deadly drop-off at its edge. Kal frowned as they pushed their way through the mass of goblins and hobgoblins; was there a reason for this, or did Darklaw simply have a flair for the dramatic?


Rafe walked right up in front of Darklaw and gave him a cordial nod. Darklaw grinned, took a slug of his wine, and beckoned another goblin. This one came over staggering under the weight of a giant scabbard. Darklaw took up the fifty-inch bastard sword in one hand and made a show of inspecting the blade. Kal half expected him to lick it.


‘So we face one another once again,’ Darklaw said to Rafe, belatedly returning the nod. ‘But this time the stakes are rather a lot higher than those at the card table.’


‘All or nothing will be the motto on my crest after this,’ Rafe managed to retort.


Kal could hardly bear it any longer. She sat with her head in her hands between two of the toes of the wooden dragon. ‘Why are you doing this?’ she muttered.


Rafe didn’t hear her, but Darklaw did. ‘Why am I doing this?’ he said, looking over to her. ‘Some would consider it an honour to be invited to fight with a representative of the almighty Senate. A man of my standing is rarely afforded such respect.’


Kal looked up sharply. Was that it? Was this fight yet another feather in Darklaw’s cap; another rung in the ladder of greatness. Or did she detect a bitterness behind his words. Did he have some grievance with the Senate?


There was no time to think any deeper on it, though. The two men stood twenty paces apart, facing each other with swords drawn. Rafe was tall, but Darklaw had at least an extra two feet on him. ‘To the death then,’ the giant confirmed. ‘If you want to run … well, you’ll need to sprout wings.’ Darklaw had put on his golden dragon helmet. ‘Whenever you are ready, Captain.’


Rafe had also donned a helmet, a plain bascinet with a visor. ‘I’m ready—’ he began.


Darklaw wasted no time in charging forward across the cave floor. Rafe barely had time to raise his sword. Their blades met with a thundering metallic crash. Darklaw held on to his, but Rafe’s went spinning out of his hand. Rafe fell to the floor to avoid Darklaw’s follow-up blow, and rolled across the cave, his armour clattering, to where his sword had landed.


He jumped to his feet as Darklaw reached him again, and this time he managed to deflect his opponent’s blow with the flat of his blade, using his body weight to lean into Darklaw’s attack and to force his sword aside. As the giant struggled to regain control, Rafe brought his sword down hard on Darklaw’s right flank, smashing away the tassets that connected to the bottom of his elaborately-fashioned breastplate. Darklaw kicked out desperately and caught Rafe in the chest with one of his pointed sabatons. Rafe fell onto his back, the wind knocked out of him.


Instead of continuing his assault, Darklaw turned and walked calmly back to his goblet and pitcher and poured himself another drink. He gulped it noisily, blood-red wine dribbling down his chin. Rafe just stood with his hands on his knees trying to catch his breath. Barely a minute later, Darklaw broke the period of respite and advanced slowly on Rafe with his bastard sword raised high, like a serpent ready to strike.


Rafe wasn’t ready yet; he backed away from Darklaw, getting dangerously near to the edge of the rock shelf before he finally put up his sword and got back into the fight. This time Darklaw’s attacks were less urgent than before, and Rafe was able to match him blow-for-blow. But Kal could see that Rafe was giving up ground to Darklaw’s implacable advance. When Rafe was almost at the edge of the rocky plateau he hesitated, and Darklaw’s next blow tore his sword from his grasp again, this time sending it flying out over the edge and down the mountainside.


Rafe didn’t waste time regretting the loss of one of his weapons. He went down on one knee, pulled Kal’s knife from his belt, and stuck the bloodsteel blade deep into Darklaw’s side where his armour had been torn away. Darklaw seemed hardly to feel it, though; he kept his own sword moving in a practiced series of strokes, finally bringing it down on Rafe’s arm, chopping hand and dagger away at the wrist.


Kal rose in horror. Rafe howled in pain and shock. Darklaw kicked Rafe’s legs out from under him and pinned him to the ground with his foot. He placed the point of his sword over Rafe’s chest, over the spiral of stars on his blue surcoat. He paused there for a moment, then moved the blade down until it rested over Rafe’s belly instead.


‘I yield,’ Rafe groaned. ‘Mercy.’


Darklaw shook his head. ‘You won’t find that here,’ he said, and drove his sword deep into Rafe’s stomach.


Then Darklaw turned away from Rafe and walked to the back of the cave, clutching his wounded side. He passed Kal, who ran to where Rafe lay. ‘Give the girl a minute with him, then lock her up below,’ Darklaw ordered as he passed his troops. Then he was gone, taking his pitcher of wine with him.


Kal kneeled beside Rafe and removed his helmet. He looked up at her with stricken eyes. ‘He got me, Kal,’ he choked. ‘I’m going to die.’


She looked at his awful wound. ‘I know,’ she said, taking his hand. ‘It’s alright.’


The crowd of hobgoblins were getting closer, curiosity and hunger in their eyes. ‘Don’t let them take me,’ Rafe pleaded.


Kal took the fallen dagger from the cave floor. She brushed Rafe’s hair out of his eyes as she placed the tip of the dagger over the pulse in his neck.


Rafe tried to smile. ‘I told you we should have stayed hidden in our camp in the swamp …’


… forever under the stars. Kal swallowed a sob as she drove the dagger home.


A look of fear and confusion passed across Rafe’s face. Kal put her lips to his.


‘You’ll always be my knight,’ she told him as he died.


 

 


END OF PART FOUR




 

 

 

 

 

 


PART FIVE


 


THE DRAGON




 

 

 

 

 

 


V.i


 


Departure


 

 

 


Darthon Twill, miller.


Alfred Bone, innkeeper.


Tarla Yarrow, cordwainer.


Kalina put down the pencil. Was that it? No, there was one more …


Deros Brown, woodcutter.


She closed the book and put it away. That was all of them: the eighty adults and children who had lived and worked in Refuge, and who had been slaughtered by goblins as food for the dragon. The book would have to stand as the only memorial to them and to the village.


Kalina got up and stretched her legs; after three days underground her injuries troubled her less, but the confinement was almost too much to bear. She was thankful that their food supply was about to run out; they had no excuse to stay here any longer. She started filling a leather satchel with what little they had remaining: a stale loaf, some hard strips of bacon and three overripe apples. In the corner, Ben was doing his best to empty the cellar of what was left of the spirits.


‘Enough, Ben,’ Kalina said. ‘I want to walk out of here with you, not carrying you.’


‘It’s no good,’ Ben slurred. ‘The Dragon has been hunting down my family for hundreds of years. He wants to eat me then fly off with my sword and drop it off in some fiery mountain somewhere. Why else is he still here, Kal?’


What in the world was Ben talking about now? ‘It’s a dragon, not the Dragon. And it’s still here because it’s got nowhere else to go. Or maybe it can smell our scent around the nest and figures we couldn’t have gone far. Either way, it’s an animal, Ben; a dangerous wild animal … It’s not your mortal enemy. You’re getting mixed up with the stories that you tell the children. Come on; smear on some ash!’


Ben heaved himself out of the chair and joined Kalina at the copper bath. In silence they both rubbed and smeared the foul mix of mud and ash over their faces and under their collars and sleeves. Kalina had found some dirty work clothes and a pair of boots stashed in the cellar. She and Ben looked like a pair of matching twins: refugees from some terrible disaster.


Ben strapped his scabbard and massive sword to his back. Kalina carried the supplies. As they double-checked everything they became gradually aware of a noise: a low rumbling thrum that rose and fell at regular intervals.


‘Is that me making that noise?’ Ben said, looking around.


‘No,’ Kalina snapped. ‘Be quiet and stay still.’ She went to the trapdoor and slid the bolt as quietly as she could. Lifting it carefully, she looked out.


The night was black: pitch-black. There were no stars in the sky …


… except that she wasn’t looking at the sky. She was staring up at the underside of the dragon’s wing. The beast was right on top of them, its enormous body resting on the ground, as big as a hundred bales of hay. The thrumming noise was louder, matching the rhythm of the dragon’s breath. It was snoring.


Kalina silently beckoned Ben and lifted herself up out of the cellar. When he climbed out after her he almost didn’t notice the dragon at first. Then he did a double-take and fell over in shock. Kalina put her hand over his mouth and helped him up.


They crept quietly, inch by inch, alongside the dragon’s body toward its neck, to where they could get out from under its wing. The animal’s torso swelled with each breath, and the inch-thick scales glimmered as the faint moonlight hit them. There were oily patterns in the scales, Kalina noticed, like in a starling’s feathers.


She paused at the top of the wing, where one long clawed thumb protruded from the point where the outer-wing swept back along the dragon’s body. The long tapering neck was curled around on itself, and the dragon’s head was directly in front of them. The head itself was bigger than a shire horse, the jaws like a cave. The dragon’s breath was hot and strangely sweet. The leathery ears were long and pointed, but the eyes were comparatively small … and they were open.


Each eye was about twenty inches across and round, like a buckler: a deep orange colour with a thin vertical slit-like pupil. Kalina and Ben held their breath and stood as still as rabbits caught in the gaze of a hawk. Was the dragon looking at them? It was hard to tell. It was still snoring. As they watched, a long and supple tongue slid out from between its teeth and wiped across its left eye.


Kalina started to breathe again. It must be asleep still. She started to move away, but Ben held her back. He put his hand on the hilt of his sword and nodded at the dragon’s eye. Kalina shook her head emphatically. How fast did Ben imagine that he could deliver a killing blow, before the dragon woke and took them out with one lazy flick of its wing?


Besides, this close-up the sleeping dragon looked less like a monster to her now, and more like a natural wonder. To be so near to such a deadly predator left Kalina with a heart-stopping sense of awe. Could she even blame it for trying to feed her to its young? ‘Fly away back across the mountain,’ she mouthed to the dragon. ‘There’s nothing for you in these lands but trouble and death.’


Kalina lingered as Ben walked away as fast as he dared. Eventually, she too turned and left the beautiful creature behind. Five minutes later she had left the village of Refuge behind her as well.


She would never return.




 

 

 

 

 

 
V.ii


 


Lake of Fire


 

 

 


Kal woke up feeling sick and confused. Had they drugged her? She couldn’t remember much past being dragged away from Rafe’s body. Now she was naked, lying under thin sheets in a hot room. The sheets were pure white silk, the bed heavy dark wood, and the room tastefully decorated with solid furniture, red wall hangings and white wool rugs. But behind it all was bare rock; she was still under the mountain.


She swung her legs off the bed and looked around. There was no sign of her old clothes or weapons. On a nearby dresser was a small wooden box. She opened it … then quickly shut it when she saw what was inside.


There were two thick wooden doors in the room. She opened one and came face-to-face with a guard stationed in the tunnel outside. His yellow eyes dragged themselves down her body with undisguised fervour. Kal slammed the door in his face and leaned back against it; but the guard made no attempt to enter.


 She tried the other door; this one led to a small tiled chamber with a sunken bath. It was full of hot steaming water, and there were towels, soaps and pots of oils standing by ready to be used. Kal lingered by the door for a time, silently cursing at the situation that she found herself in. Then she stepped down into the bath, cursing again at the needling heat, until her whole body was submerged. She held her breath, squeezed her eyes shut and put her head under the water … and tried as hard as she could to empty her mind.


 


* * *


 


An hour later, pink, scrubbed and oiled, Kal prepared to face up to the trap that she was caught in. In the wardrobe next to the bed she had found an exquisite and expensive black dress. Looking at her reflection in the full-length mirror in the wardrobe door, she had to admit that she had never been dressed quite so well in her life. The dress was satin and sleeveless—cut square and high at the front, but open at the back. It fitted closely to her stomach with barely enough material spare to pinch. The dress was gathered at the waist and fell to just above the knee, and was slit to the thigh on the right side. Kal’s expression was one of controlled fury as she attacked her shoulder-length reddish hair with a fine-toothed bone comb. It was either wear the dress or face her enemies naked.


She went back to the box on the dresser and flipped the lid again. Inside was a heavy gold and silver necklace adorned with diamonds. There was a note with it, written in an elegant hand: Wear this to dinner. GD.


The man’s audacious presumption angered Kal no end. Nevertheless, she estimated the necklace to be worth at least a thousand gold crowns, so she draped it around her neck and fastened the clasp. There! Ready to take on this monster at his own game, whatever his game may be. She slipped on the only other items left for her in the room—a pair of simple leather sandals—and opened the door to confront the guard once more. This time he stood to one side and gestured down the passageway. She walked past him, feeling the heat of his gaze on her bare shoulders.


The tunnel led downwards, deeper into the root of the mountain. A hot wind blew in Kal’s face; it was like walking into the mouth of hell. Guards were posted at intersections along the way to prevent her from straying from the path. She caught glimpses of activity and heard a jumble of sounds: shouting, clanking and banging, and the woosh and thunk of some kind of heavy machinery. At one junction, she had to pause at some tracks to let a minecart past. It was full of sparkling rocks. The gold mine, it seemed, was in full operation.


But the route that she was on was for her alone, and soon she had left the noise behind her. It got hotter and hotter until Kal could almost bear it no longer. Then the tunnel opened out and the oppressive heat lifted slightly. Kal’s breath caught in amazement. She was at the entrance to a circular cavern that was around two hundred yards wide. The roof was high, but was spiked with stalactites, some of which were over twenty feet long and almost low enough to touch. But what had taken her breath was the lake that filled the cavern: a lake of red molten rock. Flames flickered on its surface, shining orange bubbles rose and popped, patterns of black crust constantly formed and dissolved, and a shimmering heat haze hung over the whole expanse.


Kal squinted to see better: there was a narrow natural bridge that led out across the lake to a small island at its centre. A boat was moored up at the island, too. But how? Then she realised: it was Gron Darklaw’s platinum-hulled sloop. So that was why he had built it; only the super-resistant precious metal would enable a vessel to float in lava.


She stepped out onto the bridge. The intense heat forced her to walk fast. When she was halfway across she could see what was waiting for her on the island: Gron Darklaw was there, standing next to a table that was set for two. Next to a domed silver food cover were two goblets and Darklaw’s ubiquitous pitcher of wine. The man turned to face her as she stepped off the bridge, his yellow eyes gleaming in anticipation. He had dressed in a fine black tunic, black hose and boots, and had made some attempt to tame his wild hair; it was slicked back and greasy, and Kal could see the pointed tips of his ears poking out.


Darklaw attempted a warm smile. As his cruel lips parted, Kal could see his teeth clearly for the first time: they had been roughly filed down, but the vicious incisors were still prominent. How could she have not seen it before; he was one of them—a monster, a fusion of goblin and human, just like the army he commanded.


The big man pretended to ignore her gaping stare. He was holding two blades: Kal’s shortsword and dagger. ‘This one gave me quite a nasty bite,’ he said, tossing the dagger into the lava lake. ‘I had to stitch myself up with a needle and thread.’ He threw the shortsword in after it. Kal watched with silent regret as the ancient weapons floated for a moment on the lava’s crust, then sank out of view.


Darklaw moved to the table and pulled out a chair for her. ‘Your mate fought bravely and with honour,’ he said, ‘but the fighting is over now, and I won. So come, let us put it all behind us and eat.’ Kal sat down rigidly in the chair, saying nothing. The table was positioned at the centre of the island, giving some respite from the heat. There was a knife and fork set before her, but the blade was small and blunted: a fish knife. Still, it would serve better than her fingernails …


Her goblet was filled. Darklaw poured some for himself and tipped it down his throat. He refilled his glass before taking his place opposite Kal. She noticed him wince slightly as he sat, his hand moving to his injured side. ‘Drink!’ he ordered. ‘To my victory yesterday. And to the future.’


Kal brought the goblet to her lips reluctantly. She took a sip then spat it out straight away. The wine was sugared! What a surprise: Darklaw’s tastes ran vulgar. She tipped her goblet over in protest. Darklaw’s brow creased somewhat, but he plunged ahead and on to the main course. He lifted the silver food cover and revealed two barbequed silvery fish lying side-by-side on a bed of seaweed. Sharpfins: their long jaws gaping open, revealing rows of tiny razor-sharp teeth. They were garnished with lemons and onions and a sweet-smelling sauce. Kal wanted to grab one of the fish and ram it down Darklaw’s windpipe, but her body was telling her to eat. The fish looked delicious.


‘There are thousands of sharpfins in the waters around the island,’ Darklaw said proudly. ‘I have been encouraging them to breed by scattering extra food among the corals. Live food of course; the sharpfins only swarm together to hunt. I find them a useful extra ring of defence, and they also provide me with plenty of meat to feed my army.’


Kal looked Darklaw in the eye. ‘Did you bring me here just to talk about your pets?’ she spat with barely-concealed hatred.


Darklaw slowly shook his head. ‘No, I brought you here to make you an offer. But first, I will tell you my story …’




 

 

 

 

 

 
V.iii


 


The Tribe


 

 

 


‘I was born thirty-eight years ago, in a small village called Fugrun, five thousand miles west of here, in the very heart of the Dark Tundra. It was a brutal life; the winters were harsh, the summers bone-dry, and the wild animal threats numerous. I was taught to kill a sabre wulf with my bare hands when I was eight; every child was, for our own protection. My father was the village chief, and I spent most of my nights having to listen to him implore our god, Zug, to keep the cold away, to keep the goats safe, to aid the hunters … my father prayed all day and all night.


‘I used to lie on the roof of our hut, wrapped in the pelt of the sabre wulf that I had killed, just to get away from the sound of my father’s voice. I would watch the moon and the stars. Zug was said to push the moon across the sky at night. But I started to question the convictions of my father and the rest of the village elders. The stars moved also as I watched them; did Zug push them around, too? There were an awful lot of them. My father would deflect my questions about Zug with ever-evasive explanations. Things came to a head one terrible winter when my father decreed that five of our best hunters were to be sacrificed in order to persuade Zug to melt the snows. It was the first time that I ever killed a man.


‘I strangled my father with my bare hands whilst the rest of the village watched. I was fourteen years old.


‘Under my strict rule, the Dark Claw tribe saw out the winter and thrived again in the spring. We then found ourselves in the unusual position of having a stockpile of surplus goods; the neighbouring villages that we traded with could not keep up with our new regime. They were still held back by their time-wasting superstitious rituals. There was only one thing for it: on a moonless night, I led a band of my best men into the next village and slaughtered their elders. We showed no mercy and killed half of their warriors. To those remaining I offered a choice: submit to my rule, or die by the sword. My tribe gained many new warriors, wives and livestock that night.


‘By my twenty-fourth year, all the villages in the Dark Tundra were under my control—over a hundred of them. My horde numbered almost five thousand fighting men. I formed a brotherhood of my twenty best warriors, bound to me by the promise of an equal share of all the gold and all the best horses, goats and women. Together we ruled over all ten thousand habitable square miles of tundra.


‘We turned our eyes then to the mountains in the east. There was good building stone and precious gems to be mined from them. My father and all the old chiefs and elders had warned us to fear the gruken—those you call goblins—who dwelled under the mountains. They were Zug’s evil minions, we were told. But my years in the saddle, carving out an empire, had taught me many things about life in this world. The bones and skulls of our ancient forebears are scattered and buried all over the tundra. I had seen skeletons of all shapes and sizes in my travels; enough to deduce that we were once one tribe, divided at some time in the distant past, and then moulded over the aeons by the differing conditions of our respective habitats.


‘So we joined our gruken cousins to the tribe; traded food and wood with them for stone and gems. We learned the secret passes through the mountains; we had conquered a once-impassable boundary … and then reached another: the sea.’


 


* * *


 


Gron waded into the swirling grey surf. He scooped up a handful of seawater and tasted it with his tongue; it was salty, unlike any water he had ever tasted before. He turned back to where his wife and child were standing just out of reach of the tide, and made a show of grimacing, spitting and wiping his mouth. They both laughed.


Next to him, one of his sworn brothers fingered a long length of seaweed. ‘Do you really want to conquer a land of wet grass and fish?’ he asked his chief.


‘No,’ Gron replied, looking out across the ocean to where the sun was rising. ‘I want to conquer the horizon.’


 


***


 


‘But it was to be another couple of years before I got my chance to cross the ocean. I was standing in the foundations of the stone hall that we were raising on the site of my old village, when a messenger arrived to say that a ship full of strange men had landed at the coast. I immediately hurried east to meet these newcomers. This historic first contact between my people and humans was marred somewhat by skirmishes that left many dead on both sides, but when I arrived the captain was more than happy to cease hostilities and talk.


‘He was a man as different to me as I am to a gruken; a man of smooth features and slim limbs. I wondered how long ago it was that our ancestors had been split by the sea and changed, century by century, into the two different men that now stood talking on a stony beach. He told me stories of the power of the Senate, the splendour of Amaranthium—the Endless City—and the might of the legions. My thoughts shifted from dreams of conquest to the desire to travel to these strange new places, to learn the ways of civilisation.


‘With half his crew dead, the captain was effectively stranded. So we made a bargain: we would sail together, back across the ocean. I took half my brotherhood with me, as well as my wife, my small son, and twenty more of my strongest and cleverest men. We also took goods for trade: chests of diamonds and gold, hand-woven carpets and casks of fermented mares’ milk. My men were just as happy at sea as they were in the saddle, and so a month later we arrived at the westernmost port of the Republic: Balibu.


�‘This all happened just over ten years ago. Balibu was a small town, but to my eyes it was a wonder. My men were even more excited than I was: they had been promised a tour of the dockside attractions by the sailors, with whom they were now firm friends. My wife was impressed by the hot sun and warm winds.


‘The governor of Balibu received us in the inner ward of the fort where the Senate garrison was housed. I stood proudly before him, my men and my family at my side. He listened to the captain’s story; he inspected our gifts and had them carried away; but when I stepped forward to speak, the governor held up a hand. I stopped, not because of the man’s hand, but because of the fifty crossbows that were aiming down from the battlements that enclosed us.


‘The governor then condemned us as monsters. He decreed that we were servants of some god he named the Dragon, and that clearly we had been sent on a mission to infiltrate his town and destroy it from within. I had barely time to comprehend what I was hearing: even the rulers of the civilised world appeared to be victims of delusion and superstition! In fury and anger I moved forward again. The governor made a signal with his hand, and the air was suddenly filled with the twang of crossbow bolts …


‘Six hours later, under the cover of darkness, I crawled out from under the pile of bloody bodies. My own body had been pierced in many places, but I was still alive. I bade farewell to my dead men and my dead wife and child, and then disappeared, bleeding, into the hot night. I was alone in a strange and unfamiliar world. My authority and ambition had been stripped away, and I was lucky to be left with even my life.


‘For five years I wandered the length and breadth of the Republic, earning my living through fighting, manual labour and gambling. I grew my hair to hide the shape of my ears, filed down my teeth and discovered that the juice from a certain plant could temporarily alter the colour of my eyes. I travelled from Balibu in the west to Zorronov in the east; from the Starfinger Mountains in the north to the Auspice Islands in the south; and everywhere I went I saw people clinging to their ancient dead gods, living in fear of the terrible Dragon that haunted their imagination. I was sicker than ever of this new world and soon longed for home.


‘One long summer I apprenticed myself to a boat-builder in the Auspice Islands. In my spare time I worked on a vessel that would be sturdy enough to carry me home across the ocean: an oversized kayak with watertight compartments fore and aft. The boat-builder thought that I was mad to attempt a single-handed crossing, but I promised him that he would not hear the last of me. And so began three gruelling months alone at sea, eating raw fish and drinking a mixture of seawater and rainwater. Alone with my dark thoughts, I vowed that I would return to Balibu with my tribe to deliver my vengeance. If the people lived in fear of a dragon, then a dragon they would get …


‘He is here now—and his name is Gron Darklaw!’


 


* * *


 


‘You are one of the few people who have shown me no fear, Kalina Moonheart. You and your captain; I will honour him with a statue in the centre of Balibu. As for you, I told you that I have an offer to make. I will not try to hide the fact that you impress me: you fight well; you gamble with cunning and control; you have an adventurous spirit, daring to come here despite the warnings; you are young, fit and healthy …


‘If you accept, I would make you my wife!’




 

 

 

 

 

 
V.iv


 


Promises


 

 

 


Kal stopped chewing halfway through a mouthful of fish. Despite the heat of the lava chamber, a trickle of cool sweat ran down her neck. ‘No,’ she replied. ‘Never.’


‘No?’ Darklaw stood up and loomed over Kal, his fists on the table. ‘Why not? Kalina, I would raise a palace for us over the ruins of the governor’s villa in Balibu. You would want for nothing! I would even let you fight by my side. I would want you to fight by my side.’


Kal spat out her fish and stood up to look Darklaw in the eye. ‘I could never marry a killer,’ she said.


Darklaw looked surprised. ‘You are a killer, too!’ he said, leaning closer.


‘I only kill killers. You kill anyone who stands in your way. You killed Vanrar the merchant; he was a friend of mine. And you’re sending a ship out today to murder the new governor!’


Darklaw shrugged and waved the accusations aside. ‘Pah! Merchants and politicians are warriors of a sort, too; it is just that money and influence are their weapons, not blades. I heard that Vanrar had a business rival poisoned once. I have heard many worse things about senators.’


‘What about the new governor’s family? You told your men to kill them, too.’


Darklaw scowled. ‘If people insist on bringing their family and children into battle; well, then their lives are forfeit. That is a lesson that I have learned myself; one that will forever pain me.’


The big man turned away abruptly from the table and went to the edge of the lava lake, where he stood staring out into nothingness, one hand clutching his stitched-up side. Kal sighed. She couldn’t decide if she felt revulsion or pity for the man. She walked around the table and cautiously approached him. It would be so easy to spring forward and push him into the lava. Could she do that to him? She had done worse things to people …


She stepped up behind him and placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘Gron,’ she said, ‘call off the attack on the governor’s ship. Send your army back home. Come with me to Amaranthium, and I promise …’


‘You promise what?’ Darklaw said, turning his head towards her. There was both pain and hope in his voice.


‘… and I promise that I’ll make sure you get a fair trial. I know people high up in the Senate …’


Without warning he lashed out with his powerful arm, sending Kal flying backwards across the island so that she landed painfully on her back with her head out over the edge of the rock. She felt her hair singeing from the heat of the lava that bubbled just a few feet below.


Darklaw advanced on her with tears in his eyes. ‘Damn the Senate to hell! Your promises are worthless; the Senate is a nest of vipers that will most likely betray us both. And I will never submit to any authority. I take what I want, and I want you. If you will not be mine by choice, then I will take you by force!’


Kal struggled to her feet and ran and put the table between them. She hurled the silver domed food cover at him as he advanced on her; it bounced harmlessly off his shoulder. She took up the silver platter that the fish had lay on and tossed it at him like a discus; Darklaw swatted it away with his forearm.


Then he grabbed the heavy wooden table in both hands and hurled it away to one side. It hit the lava and burst into flames. Kal took the opportunity to lift a chair by its back and smash its legs in Darklaw’s face. It barely slowed him; he advanced on her with a mad fury in his eyes. As she retreated, Kal tripped on the uneven ground; she was forced to scuttle backwards on all fours like a crab. She reached the narrow bridge that spanned the lava, and kept backing onto it. She didn’t dare take her eyes off Darklaw—if she ran and he threw something at her as she retreated, she would end up taking a very hot bath.


Darklaw stood and watched from the island. He took deep breaths to bring his body back under control. When Kal reached the opposite shore of the lake, she stood and stared him down. ‘You’re insane!’ she shouted across the lake.


He just stood there, glowering at her. Kal shrugged and turned to leave … and found that two guards had come down the tunnel to the chamber and were standing right behind her. One grabbed her by the wrists, and the other took her ankles. She hung between them, twisting helplessly.


‘Take her away,’ Darklaw commanded. ‘And chain her up this time.’


 


* * *


 


The guards took Kal back up the tunnel. It was humiliating, being carried swinging between them like a carcass. She hissed and spat, but her captors ignored her. They passed the door to her previous luxury prison and took a turning that led them nearer to the noise of the mine. Some goblins carrying pick axes shambled past and looked at Kal blankly. Those poor, small creatures had a dumb animal look in their eyes, but it was relatively friendly compared to the cruel aggression that she saw behind the eyes of the bigger hobgoblins.


The next people they passed were a group of soldiers going in the opposite direction. ‘You coming?’ one of them asked the pair carrying Kal. ‘Ship’s leaving any minute to go get this new guv’nor. Should be fun!’ One of Kal’s guards grunted an affirmative. ‘Just give us five minutes and we’ll be there.’ None of the others seemed surprised that they were hauling a prisoner down the tunnels. Perhaps this was normal routine around here. Where were they taking her?


It turned out to be a small chamber that had a stone block at its centre. Chains and manacles were bolted to the ground at all four corners. Other than that, the space was bare; just four walls of roughly hewn black granite. Kal noticed blood stains on the ground, though. A chill ran through her that turned to panic.


‘No,’ she gasped, struggling harder. If they managed to shackle her then it would all be over.


She twisted and writhed as the guard at her head clamped one manacle over her left wrist. The rough iron was tight and bit into her skin. The guard at her feet secured her right ankle. Kal tried to kick out with her left foot, but the hobgoblin just laughed and slapped her leg away.


But Kal was more flexible than either brute suspected: she lifted her hips and rolled back on her shoulders as much as the chains would allow, bringing her free left leg up past her head to smash into the jaw of the guard who was trying to chain her other wrist. He let go of her right arm and she reached quickly down to where her dress gathered at her waist …


… and then brought the concealed fish knife up and into his brain via his eye socket. As the dead guard fell away, the other one moved in to try and take Kal’s weapon away from her. She looped the chain that trailed from her left wrist around his neck and yanked it tight. He fell to his knees, choking. As he struggled for air, Kal reached down his body and pulled his sword out of the scabbard at his belt. There was no room to swing it, so instead she slid the blade along the chain down to the guard’s neck and started sawing away. It was hard work killing him, but eventually he stopped moving. Kal threw down the sword and lay back on the stone block in exhaustion.


The fish knife proved to be a useful tool when it came to unlocking the manacles. Once she was free she rubbed her wrist and ankle. Both were sore, but at least the skin had not broken. She was going to bruise all over after banging herself around on the stone block, though. Kal smiled grimly as she buckled the guard’s sword belt around her waist over her torn satin dress. Oh well. It had turned out a lot worse for those two.


She armed herself with two long daggers, which would serve her better in a fight than the guards’ longswords. She tried on their boots but they were far too big, and their heavy leather jerkins would just weigh her down. So in the end she left dressed as she had arrived: but this time ready for both dinner and for war.


The mountain trembled again as Kal stalked the tunnels; the hot wind sucked back momentarily, then blew harder, pulling at her hair and dress. You should have killed me instead of trying to woo me, Darklaw, she said silently. I’m going to put an end to you and your invasion.


But this time I promise you that you’re not going to get a fair fight.




 

 

 

 

 

 
V.v


 


The King Without a Crown


 

 

 


Kalina and Ben walked at a relaxed pace along the rushing waters of the Green Beck. If it wasn't for the sleeping dragon that they had left three miles behind them, they could have been on a quiet moonlit stroll. The only sounds came from the river and from the crisp night breeze that blew upstream and shook the leaves in the forest around them. They had not seen or heard any signs of animals: no owls hooted, no foxes or rabbits ventured onto the path. The forest was usually teeming with life, even at night. Now it felt abandoned.


Ben was beginning to sober up. He looked like he was about to throw up in the forest undergrowth, so Kalina directed him to the river. ‘The last thing we want is the dragon getting a whiff of your last meal,’ she told him.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said when he had finished. ‘I swear that after this I’m never touching another bottle again. I’m a terrible drunk.’


‘Don’t be too hard on yourself,’ Kalina said. ‘You were never drunk when you were teaching the children. What you do in your spare time is nobody’s business.’


Ben smiled. ‘Thanks, Kal. You always did see the good in everyone.’


‘I saw the good in you when you plucked me out of the dragon’s nest,’ she laughed. ‘With your legendary sword! What were you babbling on about back in the cellar? About the Dragon hunting you and your family?’


Ben sighed. They walked in silence for a moment, then he seemed to make up his mind about something. ‘Do you remember any of the things I told you about my life before I arrived in Refuge?’


Kalina nodded ‘All that exciting stuff about you being the son of a fortune teller and a thief lord?’


‘Yes,’ Ben said. ‘Well … none of it was true.’


‘I never thought that it was, Ben! I didn’t care, though; nobody asks questions about anyone’s past in Refuge. Hell, I think I was the only person living there who wasn’t trying to put some old secret life behind them.’


‘I know that,’ Ben said, ‘but I thought a crazy lie might help disguise an even crazier truth. Kal, my family does have a secret; one that drove my father to an early grave.’


Kalina was intrigued immediately. ‘This sounds like one of the stories you tell in class. Are there gods and monsters involved?’


‘Of course. How did you guess? It was my father who filled my head with all those old stories of Arcus, Draxos, Pescipus, Mena and the rest. My father …’ Ben paused for effect ‘… told me that he was a descendant of Banos himself.’


Banos. The warrior god. Together with his close friend Arcus, the two immortals had waged war on the armies of monsters for centuries. They defeated the three hundred trolls of Hagaroth without any help from others; they snatched the Eye of the Titan from the Chasm of Bad Blood; they saved the world on countless occasions in times of war … and provoked many a conflict in times of peace. They were the last gods to fall finally to the Dragon a thousand years ago …


… and between them they fathered scores of long-forgotten children, thanks to their relentless assault on the virtues of adoring mortal admirers. So Kalina wasn’t particularly impressed by Ben’s claim. ‘Banos wasn’t exactly fussy about who he got it on with, Ben. I’ve met sheep who can claim to be his direct descendants, too.’


‘Were any of these sheep descended via the Godsword line of kings and queens?’


Kalina whistled quietly through her teeth. That was different. That would change everything. ‘Are you certain?’ she asked.


‘Well I haven’t got a crown-shaped birthmark, if that’s what you’re asking,’ Ben said, ‘but I do have this. Take a closer look.’


He handed her his massive sword. Kalina didn’t have to draw it from its scabbard to realise that it was heavier than the prop that she had always assumed it to be. She drew the blade an inch and felt the edge.


‘And you let the children play with this?’ she said, sucking her bleeding thumb.


‘Only if they behave. It’s the real thing, though: the Blade of Banos. It’s bloodsteel; the gods forged it out of the hardest ore from the highest peak of the largest mountain in the world: the Improbable Mountain. Banos passed it down to the daughter that he gave Queen Oulia. King Aldenute killed himself with it five hundred years later. His descendants have continued to pass it down through the generations, despite living simple lives far removed from gods and monarchs. My father gave it to me the day he died.’


Kalina was amazed. ‘But Ben, that would make you—’


‘It makes me nothing, Kal. We have a republic now; I have no more right to wear a crown than you do. It was something else that my father died trying to find. My great-great-many times great-grandfather King Aldenute was the richest man in the world, but the last thing that he told his family was that he had hidden his vast wealth where his enemies would never find it.’


‘Did you ever find out where?’ she asked Ben.


‘The sly old fool said that he said he had hidden it with Banos himself. But everyone knows that Banos is the only god who doesn’t have a tomb; it’s a mystery where his remains lie! My father eventually decided, for some mad reason, that Banos was frozen in ice in the Askulin Glacier. He came back from that adventure with a minotaur horn stuck in his chest. Before he died, he made me promise to continue the search … and I did, Kal, for a while at least. But eventually my dreams of riches faded, and the simple life of a schoolteacher started to look more appealing. I’m thirty now; too old to be exploring ruins and climbing mountains!’


Kalina smiled and handed Ben back his sword. They walked in silence for a while. Ben’s story had taken their minds off the dragon for a time, and Kalina was encouraged to see that they were almost at the juncture of the Green Back and the Cold Flow. She let her thoughts drift to other old stories and legends, anything to distract her mind from recent events. Every mile they travelled took them further and further away from the dragon and closer to the safety of …


She stopped suddenly in her tracks. Ben almost walked into her. ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.


‘I know where it is,’ she said. ‘The tomb of Banos.’


Just at that moment, something stepped out onto the path in front of them. Ben drew his sword from its scabbard. The creature on the path froze when it spotted them. It was an albino deer, probably ignored by the herd and left behind when all the other animals had fled the forest. Kalina and Ben relaxed and the deer bounded off down the path.


‘You were saying—’ Ben began.


Before Kalina could reply, a familiar sound tore through the still night air: a screeching kyyyrrrrk that battered their eardrums. Back in the direction of Refuge, something had stirred.


‘Oh no, no, no,’ Ben moaned, holding his weapon out in front of him, point down like he no longer wanted it. ‘I told you that it was after me and the sword!’


The Blade of Banos glittered in the moonlight, except for some dark spots where the bloodsteel was dulled by stains. An odd tangy smell hit Kalina’s nostrils.


‘It's not the sword it can sense,’ she told Ben. ‘It can smell the blood of its young on the blade.’ She took the sword out of Ben’s loose grip and hurled it into the river.


‘Now run!’ she ordered.


Kalina sprinted off along the path. Ben snapped out of his daze and tried to catch up. ‘Run where?’ he shouted after her, breathlessly.


‘I know a place!’


They ran downriver at full pelt for half a mile, and made it to the grove of willow trees just in time. Kalina and Ben collapsed in the damp dirt at the foot of Mena’s Mirror just as the dragon landed on top of the willows. The trees bent and creaked, but the branches were woven together too tightly for the dragon to get its claws down to them. It continued roaring and flapping around outside for some time.


Ben sat with his head in his hands. He looked defeated already. ‘What are we going to do, Kal?’ he said. ‘Trees aren’t going to protect us for long.’


Kal knew that they were doomed, yet for some reason she was calm. Maybe the terror had run its course. Maybe the sanctuary of Mena had a soothing influence.


‘You’re right,’ she said, ‘and we’re not going to be able to sneak out of here either this time, that’s for sure. Ben, you need to think back over everything you’ve ever read or heard—try and remember anything from history or legend that might be relevant. There must be something in one of your old stories that can help us.’


Kalina couldn’t believe what she was considering, but it was do-or-die time now.


‘If you ever want me to show you where your ancestor is buried, then I need to know how to kill this dragon.’




 

 

 

 

 

 
V.vi


 


Sabotage


 

 

 


The black rock tunnels were tight and suffocating. Kal’s mouth was bone-dry; the last time that she had tasted water on her lips was when she and Rafe were climbing the mountain. Gron Darklaw’s sharpfin supper had been succulent, alright, but heavily salted. She tried hard not to think about what it would feel like to gulp down cold clear spring water; dreaming of it would just make her feel worse.


And now she was lost. The twisting, turning tunnels all looked the same. There was noise and heat coming from all directions. It had been impossible to remember the route the guards had followed when she was being carried along, hung between them like a piece of meat, her nose sometimes scraping the ground. Somehow she had to find a way to stop Darklaw’s men from sailing off to murder the new governor. But how was she going to do that? There was no time to make her way back to the mainland to warn anyone. She could think of only one thing that would cause the hobgoblins to call off their attack.


She had to do what Rafe tried and failed to do; she had to kill Gron Darklaw.


If she could ever find him! Kal continued on, taking the passages that led down deeper into the mountain. If Darklaw wasn’t still on his little island, then maybe she could sail his boat out to the swamp. Or if the boat wasn’t there, then there was that main tunnel up from the lava lake that all the other routes branched off from. Kal stopped for breath at a Y-shaped junction and brushed her damp fringe out of her eyes. If, if, if! But in her favour was the fact that Darklaw didn’t know that she was coming. A surprise blade in his back would take him down easy enough!


A stinging hot wind hit Kal from out of the left passage. She could hear echoes of shouts, and the clamour of machinery, as if there was a large open space down that way. She could also detect a faint pale light. Kal decided to take a look. What she discovered at the end of the tunnel wasn’t another big cave or chamber, but an immense shaft.


The gold mine was more than a hundred yards across. Far above, several shafts of sunlight filtered in from cracks in the mountain. The natural light was barely enough to reach down to Kal’s level, though, and below her the shaft disappeared into a darkness that was scattered with pin-prick flashes of torchlight. The walls of the shaft were smooth dark granite, criss-crossed with grey seams of quartz that caught the sun and glittered.


On Kal’s side of the shaft, a wooden scaffold hugged the wall; an intricate lattice of ladders and platforms that was crawling with short, hunched goblins on their way up and down the mine. They ignored Kal as they trudged to work. Were they happier now under Darklaw’s regime than under Benedict’s? Did they even know or care that the mine had changed hands?


As Kal watched the goblins, she noticed that the scaffold served another purpose: it supported a network of metal pipes that were attached to the underside of the wooden boards that the miners walked along. The pipes were about eighteen inches thick and ran in and out of caves and tunnels in the walls of the shaft; in other places they were bolted vertically to the rock; and here and there Kal spotted cast iron junction boxes where three or more pipes intersected. She put a hand on the pipe that ran along the wall on her level; it was hot to the touch, too hot to rest her palm against for more than a second.


The pipework seemed new. Was this some innovation of Darklaw’s? Further along the scaffold she saw a goblin at a junction box turning a heavy iron wheel, like the sort found at the helm of a ship. As the goblin turned it one way, a hissing head of steam was released from a pipe above the goblin’s head. As he then put his weight into turning the wheel back the other way, a loud clanking sound started up. Kal looked up and saw the arm of an enormous crane swing out over the shaft. A wide platform was descending on chains. As it passed her, Kal could see that it was empty now, but would no doubt return filled with rocks. It seemed that Darklaw had harnessed the heat of the mountain to mine deeper and more efficiently than ever before.


Kal could only shake her head at the intellect and innovation that was wasted in a man like Gron Darklaw; a man who in other circumstances would have been an asset to the Senate … to humanity, even. Instead he channelled his keen mind into plans of death and destruction.


When the goblin at the controls had moved on, Kal ran along the scaffold and past the control wheel, until she came to a new tunnel that led away from the shaft and back up into the mountain. This one had a track for minecarts, so surely it would lead her back to more recognisable territory, if not directly to the mine entrance. There was a cart waiting, linked to the tracks by a long chain. A metal pipe also ran up the side of the tunnel, and there was another control station with levers as well as a wheel. So the goblins no longer had to push the minecarts—perhaps Darklaw’s new regime wasn’t entirely to their detriment after all.


Kal laughed to herself as she briefly considered riding the cart up the track, but that would surely throw the only advantage she had—that nobody knew she was loose—out of the window. Even so, she couldn’t resist a peek into the cart. It was loaded with fist-sized chunks of quartz that sparkled with gold. She took one and weighed it in her hand. The concentration of gold looked unusually high—maybe as much as half the weight of the rock. Idle thoughts crossed her mind: could she somehow complete her mission and escape the island with a few chunks of quartz? Ben would never have to know …


She kicked herself mentally and hurried on up the tunnel. What good was gold to anyone if you were dead? Kal tried to put all thoughts of gold and riches out of her mind and attempted to focus on finding Darklaw. Soon enough she reached a wooden bridge where the minecart track passed over a wide thoroughfare below. Gron Darklaw and a squad of his hobgoblin soldiers had just passed underneath. He was briefing them as they walked; as they continued up the main tunnel, Kal could just about make out talk of map coordinates and schedules. Two of the men were rolling barrels of pitch along behind the rest of the squad.


When they had disappeared out of sight, Kal prepared to drop down off the bridge and follow them. But she couldn’t help thinking of what she had seen back in the gold mine. Don’t think about it, she told herself. It’s a stupid idea!


But what if she couldn’t create a chance to kill Darklaw? What if she just had to abandon the plan and run? She was only one person against an army after all—so why shouldn’t she take the easy option?


Kal cursed under her breath as she made a final decision. ‘Sorry, Ben,’ she muttered under her breath as she turned and ran back down the track to the shaft.


 


* * *


 


Ten minutes later, Kal came back up the track with a heavy sack over her shoulder. When she reached the main tunnel again she dropped down from the bridge and stashed her load in the shadow of a fold of rock. Now to take care of Darklaw. She needed to get close to him, but not so close that he could smell her this time. Just close enough to put a dagger in his back, and then make her escape amid the confusion that would hopefully follow. Kal slipped off her sandals to silence her approach—she often went barefoot, so her soles were toughened—and then hurried up the tunnel.


She found Darklaw and his men in a cavern that opened out onto the swamp. The slight hint of a breeze that brought in the rotten egg smell of the mangroves was a welcome relief. Three small galleys, their low masts almost scraping the cavern roof, were docked in deep rectangular channels that had been cut into the cavern floor. Kal dropped behind a stack of barrels and spied through the gaps. Darklaw was about thirty feet away with his back to her. It was a fair distance for a knife throw: any further and a quick and clean kill would be impossible.


The big man was still wearing his black tunic and hose from dinner, but he now carried his cruel bastard sword at his back. His squad stood rigidly to attention in front of him, their unruly wildness held in check by Darklaw’s commanding presence. They stood in silence in front of the ramp up to one of the galleys, waiting to board. Darklaw’s next-in-command looked nervous; he was looking anxiously around the cavern as if waiting for someone. A small rumbling tremor hit the mountain, but the men were so used to it, and so disciplined, that they ignored it.


‘You are two men short, Gurik,’ Darklaw growled. ‘Who is missing?’


‘Fug and Jeg, Sir,’ the hobgoblin replied. ‘They were last seen taking a prisoner—’


Kal’s window of opportunity was about to slam shut if she didn’t act now. In one movement she stood up from behind the barrels and let fly with one of her daggers, almost falling forward as she put her weight behind the throw. She knew her aim was good as soon as the dagger left her hand: the eight-inch blade was heading straight for the back of Darklaw’s neck. There was no time for him to avoid it …


… except that he did. At the last moment he casually tilted his head to one side, and Kal’s dagger flew past and instead struck the one called Gurik right between the eyes, killing him instantly. Darklaw didn’t even turn around as he proceeded to issue orders to his men. ‘Seal the exits!’ he barked. The hobgoblins started to run in all different directions at the same time Kal did. Three blocked her escape into the swamp; on impulse she ran over to the nearest galley and prepared to dive into the dock.


Kal pulled up short so fast that she fell onto her back. It was a dry dock. The gates out to the channel through the swamp were closed—if she had dived she would have cracked her skull on the rock ten feet down. When she picked herself up and turned around, she found the squad of troops surrounding her in a wide semi-circle. Darklaw himself stood with them, a grim look on his face.


He drew his bastard sword, the same sword that had felled Rafe. ‘It pains me to say it,’ he sighed, ‘but there comes a time in every relationship where you just have to cut your losses and put an end to it.’


‘Didn’t you notice that’s what I’ve been trying to do!’ Kal shot back.


One of the soldiers came hurrying over. ‘Sir, we found this hidden just down the tunnel.’ He dropped Kal’s heavy sack at Darklaw’s feet.


Darklaw’s yellow eyes narrowed and he hissed. ‘You would not only kill me in cold blood, Moonheart, but you would steal from me, too! That which I would have gladly given to you freely! I misjudged you: you have no honour, no shame and no pride. I was a fool to pursue you!’


Kal spat at the floor between her and her nemesis. As if in answer, the mountain began to shake once more.


Darklaw was so incensed that he couldn’t even speak. He kicked at the sack and spilled the contents all over the cavern floor.


But it wasn’t gold-flecked rocks of quartz that spread out between Darklaw and Kal, but variously-shaped pieces of cast iron: levers and handles, wheels and bolts.


Darklaw’s face froze in surprise as he stared at the debris. The mountain continued to shake.


‘What have you done?’ he said to Kal in a low voice.


‘Ended your invasion,’ she replied as the ground buckled beneath them and chunks of rock began to fall from above.




 

 

 

 

 

 
V.vii


 


Flames


 

 

 


The dragon landed at the edge of the treeline. With its jaws it gripped the trunk of a thick oak, then wrenched the ancient tree back and forth until its roots were pulled from the earth. The dragon then smashed the whole tree down, breaking it in two. Holding it in place with a foot, it attacked the branches with its teeth, ripping them from the trunk four or five at a time.


Kalina watched the show from just inside the entrance tunnel to the willow grove. ‘What’s it doing?’ Ben asked from within.


‘Gardening by the looks of it,’ she replied. ‘Unless dragons eat leaves and twigs. You tell me, Ben.’


‘I’m pretty sure that they’re carnivores,’ Ben said dryly as she rejoined him in the earthy hollow under the canopy of trees. ‘In the stories I tell, they are usually partial to human flesh. Cooked human flesh.’


Kalina sat down on a thick willow root opposite him. ‘Got any more ideas?’ she asked.


Ben shook his head. ‘The most recently-recorded dragon attack was when the West Wind Dragon attacked the city, and that was five hundred years ago. Feron Firehand killed that one … again, with a weapon of the gods. The very same weapon, as it happens, that you tossed in the river half a mile back.’


Kalina waved away Ben’s complaint. ‘I’m sorry, alright? But what’s done is done. You know what they say: you can’t put the milk back in the cow.’


She got up and paced around what was once the home of the forest god Mena, but was now their prison. ‘It’s a shame that Mena didn’t leave any weapons lying around for us to use. Just this big old mirror. Maybe we could try running outside holding it aloft.’ Kalina gave a harsh laugh. ‘If we’re lucky, the dragon will be scared off by its own reflection.’


Ben watched her as she fidgeted about. ‘You’re in a strange humour, Kal. What’s got into you?’


‘What’s got into me? Nothing, apart from the fact that almost everyone I know is dead, and here we are trapped by a dragon that’s hell-bent on revenge. If I don’t laugh about it then I’ll probably just break down and die.’


Ben shrugged. ‘Well, the mirror trick might do the job for all I know. I’ve got a thousand stupid stories and legends in my head, but it turns out that none of them are worth a damn in the real world. It’s probably just as well that the Godsword line of kings ends with me here, where nobody’s around to see and write or sing about it. If we escaped to Amaranthium then we’d probably just die with everyone else when the dragons, goblins and trolls finally take the city. Oh well, civilisation has had a good run. Nothing lasts forever, and two thousand years is more than long enough.’


‘I’m not giving up!’ Kalina hissed between gritted teeth.


There was a flapping of wings close by and they both flinched as something heavy crashed down on the roof of woven willow branches above them. It wasn’t the dragon this time; they could hear the monster hit the ground nearby. A minute later the willows bent again as more stuff crashed down on them.


‘It’s dropping logs and branches,’ Kalina realised. ‘It’s building a new nest right on top of us!’


She turned to Mena’s Mirror in desperation. It was said that the bestial forest god saw her inner beauty when she looked in it: the mirror was supposed to reveal the truth about everyone. But all Kalina could see in it was a frightened man and a dirty, wild-eyed girl. She lashed out with her fist and punched the glass, but the only thing that broke was the skin on her knuckles.


She sucked at the blood thoughtfully for a few minutes. Ben just sat with his head in his hands.


‘I’ve got a plan,’ she announced eventually.


 


* * *


 


They worked methodically on Kal’s plan for the rest of the afternoon. She gave Ben the easy and trivial jobs whenever she saw him dithering anxiously behind her. As they worked away, so too did the dragon, flying back and forth, piling trees and branches above and around them. Kal sent Ben down the entrance tunnel of spiralling branches several times to make sure that their exit was kept clear. As evening fell, and the light from the tunnel faded, she had him build a fire in a circle of stones.


‘Just be careful,’ she warned. ‘We don’t want to help the dragon and light this bonfire for it.’


Ben struck his flint against his steel, scraping off tiny glowing slivers of hot metal that rained down on the dry kindling. ‘I don’t think that it needs our help,’ he said. ‘The West Wind Dragon set half of downtown Amaranthium ablaze with just one breath, remember?’


‘I can’t quite recall what I was doing that day,’ Kal said sarcastically. ‘Come on, Ben; knowing what we know now, it was probably someone else who started the fire to lure the dragon, and not the other way round. I’ll believe a dragon can breathe fire the day I see a dragon breathe fire!’


‘Let’s just hope that it’s not today,’ Ben said gloomily as he went back to twisting the thinnest willow branches together to make strong inch-thick cables.


They ate a final meal of old bread and bacon. Ben had mixed up a mushy paste of herbs to garnish it, but they still found themselves having to swallow hard to force it all down. As they sat and ate in silence, something dripped from the roof of branches and landed on Kal’s arm. It was a clear amber liquid. She licked it; it was sticky, sweet and oily. She summoned up some saliva and spat the taste away.


‘Now I know what dragon pee tastes like,’ she said.


After they had eaten, Kal was making some last minute checks when Ben broached a subject that he had evidently been dwelling on all day.


‘The tomb …’ he began.


‘What?’


‘The resting place of Banos … you said you knew where it was. If you don’t tell me now, Kal, then I might never know.’


Kal laughed. ‘You know the answer, Ben. You’ve just never put two and two together.’


Ben shrugged and spread his hands.


‘You know everything about the gods, Ben. Come on, where is Whalo buried?’


‘In Brightfish Bay, with his wife, Vuda. What’s that got to do with anything?’


‘And Lumatore?’


‘They built a mausoleum at the bottom of the Canyon of Bones. She lies there with Draxos, her husband. I can see what you’re getting at, Kal, but Banos never spent longer than a night with a girl, let alone ever got around to marrying one! He spent his whole life in the saddle, riding from battle to battle with Arcus, getting mixed-up in whatever conflict they came across, and stirring up trouble when there was none to be found. Arcus was just as bad; he never married either—’


Kal raised an eyebrow. Ben’s face lit up as the realisation hit him.


‘Oh! Of course! It’s so obvious really. I guess they were too busy having fun to stop and marry each other.’


�‘Find Arcus,’ Kal confirmed, ‘and that’s where you’ll find Banos, too.’


‘You’re right,’ Ben said. ‘And no one ever figured it out because nobody has actually seen Arcus’s tomb; he was buried deep under the rock of the hill where he fought his final battle against the Dragon. But my ancestors must have found the tomb and buried Banos alongside him! Kal, we have to get to Amaranthium! We have to go to Arcus Hill and find the Forgotten Tomb!’


Kal was pleased to see Ben in a better mood, but he seemed to have forgotten their current predicament. ‘Let’s worry about that later,’ she said as she dragged a long, twisted willow root into a new position. ‘We have a dragon to deal with first.’ 


 


* * *


 


By midnight they were as ready as they ever would be. Kal could hear the dragon shuffling around on top of the nest above them. She put her hand on Ben’s shoulder as they prepared to leave the safety of the willow grove. ‘Just don’t look back, okay? Run to the river and stay underwater as long as you can as you go downstream. Hopefully, the dragon won’t chase you if it’s after me.’


Ben nodded nervously. ‘Are you sure that there’s nothing I can do?’


‘You would just be in my way,’ Kal said. ‘Besides, someone has to stay alive to tell our story. That’s what you’re best at, Ben. Make me look good, okay?’


They grasped each other’s wrists in farewell.


‘Let’s do it!’ Kal urged before they could change their mind. They both ran, side-by-side, down the natural corridor of branches and roots that had been shaped by a god’s hand centuries ago. Next, they passed the jumbled piles of new debris that the dragon had dropped around the grove. Finally, they made it out into the open, and Ben shot off to the left. Kal heard a splash as he hit the water.


She ran forward as far as she dared, then turned right and circled back to the entrance tunnel. It was enough: the dragon roused itself from the top of its mountain of branches and, with one powerful flap of its wings, dropped down to the ground just yards from Kal. She tripped and stumbled as she ran—what was once a field of grass was now littered with a layer of leaves and small twigs that had blown off the dragon’s pile. Kal rolled, sprang to her feet and got back under the cover of the tunnel entrance.


Then she turned to face the dragon. It had paused not thirty yards away, standing on its powerful legs, its wings spread wide: a black shadow against the deep blue night sky. Its neck dipped down and it brought its small bright eyes on a level with Kal. It cocked its head this way and that, as if suspicious somehow that she wasn’t running for her life.


Kal backed slowly into the tunnel, waving her arms in front of her. ‘Come on!’ she shouted. ‘Come and get me!’


The dragon didn’t move, except to fold one massive wing in on itself, bringing its claw to its head as if to scratch an itch. Kal clenched her fists; her fingers were slick with sweat. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. No—it wasn’t sweat. It was more of that oily substance that she must have picked up when she rolled in the leaves. Kal noticed that all the nearby twigs, leaves and branches were covered in it too; a shiny film that glistened in the moonlight. What was it?


The Dragon was now scraping its bony claw over the carapace of scales that armoured its head. A quick rhythmic flicking motion; skkrrt, skkrrt, skkrrt. Was it trying to communicate something? Was it sending out some kind of signal? The dragon took a long deep breath. Was it—


Bone and scale—flint and steel! Kal threw herself to the ground as the first sparks showered from the dragon’s armour. The oiled leaves on the ground burst into flames almost instantly, and when the dragon exhaled, a wide cone of furious fire ignited the ground between it and Kal. She covered her head with her arms as her clothing was set alight.


The dragon advanced. The flames started to jump between all the trees and branches piled around.


The bonfire had been lit.




 

 

 

 

 

 
V.viii


 


Open Wounds


 

 

 


Darklaw lunged at Kal, but the cave floor buckled beneath him and he fell to his knees. The whole mouth of the cave collapsed in on itself, plunging them all into darkness and cutting off their escape into the swamp. The only thing that Kal could see was the faint red glow opposite from the tunnel that she had arrived up. In the near total darkness she leaped forward and climbed over Darklaw’s kneeling bulk to get past him. He grunted and flailed his arms as she placed her foot on his face and vaulted over his shoulder.


As she stumbled for the tunnel, Kal heard the ripping sounds of tearing wood as the galleys were crushed by the crumbling cave; she heard the screams and shouts of the hobgoblins, and the sickening sounds of hard heavy rocks landing on soft fleshy bodies. She made it to the tunnel and picked up her pace, running deeper into the convulsing mountain.


Prior to her attempt on Darklaw’s life, Kal had returned to the gold mine and closed, then crippled, all of the escape valves in the network of pipes. The pressurised super-heated vapour that, for centuries before Darklaw’s arrival, had been venting safely through the island’s crevices and fumaroles, was now trapped underground by the very machinery that was put in place to control it. As it drew up its power to break free again, it rocked the mountain by its very roots, like an angry behemoth shaking the bars of its cage.


As Kal ran, she saw the short goblin mine-workers running in all directions. Did they know of ways out, or were they panicking like doomed rats aboard a sinking ship? Should she follow them, or stick to her own risky escape plan? Kal decided to keep running.


A voice shouted from up the tunnel behind her: ‘Moonheart!’


She skidded to a halt and turned, if only just to make sure that Darklaw was too far away to catch her.


He was standing almost out of sight at a crossroads further up the tunnel. ‘Come with me!’ he urged. ‘I know the way out of here!’


Was he serious? ‘No!’ she replied, almost screaming over the noise of the earthquake. ‘Not with you! Never!’


‘You’ll die here if you don’t!’ he shouted. ‘You beat me, Moonheart! You won! Now let us leave together and I will come with you to the city and submit to their justice. I will save you now if you will speak in my favour. You promised that you would!’


‘You should have accepted my offer back then,’ Kal told him. ‘I don’t give second chances!’ She turned her back on his reply and ran on. Darklaw’s curses curses echoed off the tunnel walls, but he didn’t follow her any further.


When she reached the lower cavern it was hotter than ever, and the lava lake was bubbling and frothing like a saucepan brought to the boil. Kal had to jump and skip as she crossed the narrow stone bridge, the lava spitting and sloshing around her feet. Darklaw’s platinum-hulled sloop was still there, but the lava was now rising and spilling over the edge of the island: there was a six foot gap between Kal and her escape ticket. She didn’t think—she just ran as hard as she could and launched herself at the rail of the small boat. Her elbow hooked around it and her knees banged into the metal hull as she raised her legs to keep them above the level of the lava. Kal screamed in pain, and then screamed again in exertion as she forced her muscles to pull herself over the rail and out of danger.


The lava was rising rapidly. From where Kal lay in the bottom of the sloop, she could see the deadly stalactites in the cavern roof looming closer and closer. She scrabbled to her feet and grabbed the long platinum pole that Darklaw must have used for punting across the lake. She didn’t need it, though; the boat was caught in a current that had appeared from somewhere and had now created a lava flow from one side of the cavern to the other. Kal peered through the heat haze ahead of her and saw what was happening: as the lava level rose, it was spilling over the gate of a lock that must have been the means that Darklaw brought his boat in and out of his lair. Kal held on tight to the lip of the cabin hatch as the sloop plunged down a six-foot drop and entered a subterranean river where the hot lava was mixing with swamp water and creating foul-smelling, scalding clouds of steam.


She wrapped herself up in the sail that lay folded up next to the mast at the bottom of the boat. The heat was still almost too much to bear, she had no idea where the hell this ride was taking her, and she could hardly get any oxygen to her lungs—but at least she hadn’t been boiled alive yet.


When the pressure lifted, Kal threw back the damp sail. The boat had left the mountain and was passing through a deep and narrow canyon in the rock. The sides of the canyon were shaking, splitting and shifting, and the space between them was just ten feet wide; if the sloop wasn’t scraping along the left wall of the canyon, then it was scraping along the right. Still, she was still moving in the right direction as the water surged forward, pushed out of the mountain by a tide of lava. But when Kal glanced back, she saw that the lava was hot on her heels, rising ten feet above her, filling the canyon from side to side …


Kal closed her eyes. I almost made it!


Ten seconds later she opened them again. She was still alive. What was once a wave of red molten death was now a solid grey cliff of billowy undulating rock. The lava had cooled and hardened, apparently satisfied with chasing her out of the caves. The sloop was free to slip easily out of the canyon and into the sea, where the current caught it and dragged it parallel to the coast. The mangroves and mountain came into view, and Kal was presented with a vista that was both silent and still; under a hot sun and a clear blue sky was a beautiful tropical scene that belied the turmoil taking place underground. Kal could just about make out the tiny shapes of the goblin workers spilling down the slopes, along with a handful of Darklaw’s soldiers. But as she watched, bursts of orange flame began flowering over the mountainside, starting at the base and spreading upwards.


Then with an ear-splitting boom, the top of the volcano exploded.


 


* * *


 


‘And did Mister Darklaw die in the volcano?’


Kal nodded and kissed the forehead of her child.


‘Yes, Darling. Bad Mister Darklaw died instantly when the mountain fell on top of him. It was a quick and painless end. He didn’t suffer. He didn’t feel a thing.’


 


* * *


 


Kal struggled to get the sloop under sail as soon as possible. Behind her a three-hundred-foot fountain of lava spewed from the top of the volcano. Rivers of the stuff were running down into the swamp, sending up toxic clouds of greenish steam. Fist-sized projectiles were falling out of the sky and splashing all around the boat. Kal yelled as one hit her on the shoulder while she was concentrating on slotting the mainmast into its socket. She picked it up; it was a lightweight black rock that was pockmarked with air bubbles. She kicked it overboard.


More and more rocks were raining down on Kal when she finally caught some wind and started to move clear of the eruption. Tiny pieces of sharp volcanic glass were now showering her as well, forcing her into the cover of the sloop’s small cabin. But taking one last look back, she saw that she was not out of danger yet …


A great black winged shape was gliding above the lava flows and heading in her direction. So that was Darklaw’s escape plan, to ride to safety in his flying machine! As Kal watched, the wood and canvas dragon was hit by a barrage of hot rocks that ripped through its wings and set them on fire. Ha! Darklaw didn’t have Kal’s luck when it came to making an exit.


Her laugh stuck in her throat. The flaming dragon was falling out of the sky sure enough, but it was closing in on her position, getting closer and closer every second. The same wind that was filling the sails of the sloop was also bringing her enemy directly to her. She could now see Darklaw at the controls of the dragon, desperately working the levers that pulled the ropes that moved the wings. For one heart-stopping moment it looked as if he was intent on smashing the great machine into the boat, but then at the last moment Darklaw yanked the controls back and the dragon sailed overhead, missing the top of the sloop’s mast by only a couple of inches.


 Kal watched the winged-contraption as it finally smacked down onto the water, ceasing to be a life-like monster, and becoming instead just a sinking mass of wood and material. She almost didn’t register the thunk as something heavy fell from the passing dragon and hit the deck behind her.


She threw herself to the deck just in time as Darklaw’s bastard sword sliced through the air above her head. As the giant advanced on her in a rage, Kal reached up and pushed the boom that held the mainsail in position; it swung around and knocked the sword out of Darklaw’s hand and sent it to the bottom of the sea. Kal scrabbled up on top of the roof of the cabin and tried to put the mainmast between herself and her foe. She had no weapon; she must have lost her second dagger during her escape. Darklaw didn’t let up his attack; he jumped up onto the cabin roof and advanced on Kal with his arms outstretched.


‘Stop! Please!’ Kal cried, almost in tears. She was exhausted and in no fit state to fight anyone, let alone the muscled beast that stood before her.


Darklaw was unheeding and implacable, though, his features twisting in anger and hatred. He wrapped both of his huge hands around Kal’s throat and lifted her off the deck by her neck. ‘Die!’ he roared. ‘Just die!’


Kal could feel the gold and silver necklace that Darklaw had given her pressing into her neck beneath his grip. His yellow eyes bore into hers as if he was determined to bear witness to her final moments. Kal knew that she had taken her last ever breath; she couldn’t move her tongue, swallow or even force her lips to speak.


But she could still think. And moments before her body gave up the will to live, she remembered …


She brought her right knee up and into Darklaw’s side, opening up the wound that Rafe had made with the Blade of Banos. Darklaw screamed in pain as the stitches split. He dropped to his knees, but still he didn’t loosen his grip on Kal’s neck. However, when she felt her feet hit the deck again, Kal put her hands on Darklaw’s wrists, returned his intense stare, then pushed with her thigh muscles and twisted her body to the side. It was enough—together they fell from the deck of the boat and into the hot sea.


They found themselves suspended in a silent blue world, locked together and sinking slowly to the sand below. A torrent of thick blood gushed from Darklaw’s side and hung in the water like a dark ribbon, but if he knew that he was finished then he was determined to take Kal down with him: his hands remained clamped to her neck. She sensed movement in the water around them, but her oxygen-starved brain was shutting down and her field of vision was shrinking to a narrow tunnel, down which Darklaw’s yellow eyes glared back at her. The only thing keeping her conscious was the sharp pain of the links of the necklace as they bit into her neck.


Kal’s hands had lost their grip on Darklaw’s wrists. Her fingers were turning numb and her arms felt like they belonged to someone else. With one final supreme force of will, she concentrated on flexing her triceps and pivoting her arms at her shoulders. She reached back behind her neck, fingers fumbling at the clasp of the necklace.


When it came undone, it slipped from around her neck, and so did Darklaw’s grasp. His body was sinking suddenly away from her. The last thing that Kal saw before the darkness took her was Darklaw’s expression of furious anger turn to one of desperate terror as the circling sharpfins closed in on his bleeding body. Then he was lost amid the feeding frenzy as several dozen of the razor-toothed predators fought for their share of his flesh.


The ribbon of blood soon turned into a heavy all-enveloping cloud.


 


* * *


 


When Kal came to, she was lying on her back on the deck of the Swordfish. She felt someone’s lips on hers, and when she opened her eyes she saw her friend Lula smiling back at her. Dead Leg, the captain, was standing over her, too, a broad grin on his face.


‘Kal!’ a voice shouted from just off to one side. ‘You’re alive!’


Lula helped Kal sit up, and she turned to see another familiar face. ‘Ben!’ she gasped, coughing up seawater at the same time. ‘What are you doing here?’


‘I left the city a few days after you did,’ he explained. ‘The Senate was looking for someone to take on the job of governor temporarily and, well, I fancied a holiday and the chance to keep an eye on my gold mine … so here I am!’


Kal laughed and gave Ben a wet hug. Far out to sea she could see a haze of smoke hanging over the island.


‘So?’ Ben asked as Kal rested her tired head on his shoulder. ‘Can I go and get my gold back now? Did you kill the dragon?’


‘Yeah,’ Kal sighed. ‘I got him.’




 

 

 

 

 

 
V.ix


 


Smoke and Mirrors


 

 

 


The Dragon roared and advanced on Kal; she could hear its feet thumping on the ground as it stomped towards her. She screwed her eyes shut and tried to block out the pain of the flames that ate at her back. What else could she do? She had attempted to roll out the fire, but the dragon’s flammable, sticky secretion was not just all over her body, but all over the leaves and branches on the ground, too.


The plan that she and Ben had spent most of the day working on had failed in an instant. The dragon had a better trick up its sleeve than Kal did. It had prepared its own trap and sprung it with a spark struck from its scales, and with one breath had ended Kal’s wild hopes of ever killing it.


Something heavy pressed down on her back. At least for a brief moment the pain let up as the flames that were ravaging her body were extinguished. Kal braced herself for the bite of the dragon’s jaws, but instead she heard a sharp voice at her ear—


‘Get up, Mooney. You’re no good to me dead!’


It was Ben. He had returned, soaking wet, from the river and flopped down on top of her. As the dragon bounded closer, they both rose and stumbled through the burning debris towards the heart of the willow grove. As they ran down the tunnel of twisted roots and branches, Kal tore away her smouldering, smoking clothes.


She could sense the dragon hot on their heels. The tunnel was just wide enough to allow its head in, and the dragon’s neck was just long enough for it to reach all the way down. Its advance down the tunnel was heralded by the sharp cracking of twigs and branches.


Kal and Ben made it to the open space that was the god Mena’s sanctuary, at the very centre of what was now the dragon’s nest. The domed ceiling of knotted willows was obscured by a haze of smoke that was filtering in from the nest’s burning extremities. Ben ran across the earthy bowl in the hope that the dragon wouldn’t be able to stretch as far as the other side, but Kal flung herself down in the very centre of the depression and turned to face her enemy.


It came at her relentlessly; its giant head emerged from the tunnel, and when it opened its jaws they filled almost the entire sacred space under the willows. The dragon's teeth were glistening like oiled swords, and its breath was hot and sweet. Kal sprawled in the dirt before it, half-naked and defenceless, a perfect offering to the creature that most men believed to be spawned from the dragon god himself.


But not Kal. To her, the dragon was simply a dangerous animal that needed to be put down.


But first it needed to be snared …


Her hands felt around beneath her and found the end of a rope of slender entwined branches. She heaved on it and the rope lifted out of the dirt where it had been partially buried. The other end of the rope was knotted around a peg that had been hammered into a knothole in a trunk at the edge of the grove. As Kal gritted her teeth and yanked the rope as hard as she could, the peg popped free.


It had been securing another rope, one that held in place the thickest and longest of all the willow roots. It had taken all of Kal and Ben’s strength to bend it back on itself, and now that it was released, it whipped through the smoke-filled air and slammed into the back of the dragon’s neck with enough force to pin its head to the ground. If the dragon had been any smaller, then the blow would surely have broken its vertebrae, or even severed its head.


But if the dragon had been any smaller, then Kal wouldn’t have needed to turn the willow root into a guillotine …


The entire length of the foot-thick root was bristling with glittering shards from the broken mirror that Kal had jammed into splits in the wood. The jagged glass hit the dragon from behind, sliding beneath the overlapping scales and cutting deep into its flesh. The animal screeched in pain and surprise, its small brain unable to comprehend where the attack had come from. Instinctively, it tried to pull back and retreat from danger.


Except it couldn’t move. Kal had ensured that the ends of the branches and roots that made up the entrance tunnel had been rearranged so that they all pointed inwards. The dragon had been able to slide in easily enough, but when it tried to pull out, the scales of its neck were caught in a hundred places. It was trapped.


Kal felt focused and determined as she reached for the final item that she had half-buried in the earth: a twenty inch-long shard of glass, the largest one that had fallen from the mirror when she had smashed it. The dragon was stunned and confused, and made no move to bite her as she stepped forward and moved slowly around its jaws to stand just to the left of its head. The creature watched her approach, somehow conveying a stricken and terrified expression with one unblinking orange eye.


‘I’m sorry,’ Kal told the dragon. ‘But this isn’t your time any more. You need to go now … go back into stories and legend.’


She gripped the deadly shard with both hands and speared the dragon’s eyeball, pushing the point deeper and deeper into its skull with all her strength until she found the brain.


The dragon died quietly, but not cleanly. Blood, gelatinous eyeball fluids and brain juices all sprayed out and washed all over Kal, painting her red, yellow and black from head to toe. She remained calm and still as the torrent bathed her, while in her head a strange transformation was taking place. For the first time in days, as she stood over the dragon’s body, she was experiencing a profound feeling, one she had last felt when she lay in the forest meadow with Deros, just before her life was upturned. Now—as then—she felt careless, safe and free, with her whole future ahead of her.


Except that now she would never be Kalina Brown, village schoolteacher and woodcutter’s wife. That life was closed to her forever.


From this moment on, she would always be Kal Moonheart, Dragon Killer.


 

 


THE END
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PART ONE


 


THE HEIST




 

 

 

 

 

 


I.i


 


War


 

 

 


Kal Moonheart surveyed the carnage from her vantage point up on the high ground. Things were not looking good. The men under her command were spread thinly across the field of battle, unable to either form a defensive line, or  mass to press an attack. The nearby forts that once could have offered shelter had now been smashed, their stones scattered to the wind by powerful magic. From where she stood, Kal could see enemy wizards, led by black witch, stealing through the ruins and threatening her rearguard.


Her eyes scanned ahead through the dust and sought out her last hope: the two cavalry squadrons she had dispatched to the front line. She was gambling on them smashing through, but the enemy’s first rank was an unbroken wall of frightening trolls in black armour. Kal could make out their human commander, flanked by his personal guards. He looked up at the same moment Kal did, and their eyes met across the battlefield. Was it the satisfied smirk of impending victory that she could see playing across his thin lips?


The enemy commander issued his orders, and his right flank began to move, curving around Kal’s men and preparing to sweep in from the side. Kal was being pressed on three fronts now. She tried desperately to concentrate on her strategy, on laying the ground for a manoeuvre that would save the day; but when she looked across the battlefield, her thoughts were shattered by the sight of all the dead men surrounding her. They were strewn all about—a sea of bodies encircling the centre where the battle still raged. Most of the casualties were men who had fought under her banner, while the main strength of the enemy’s forces still waited patiently in the wings.


The sun shone down on the conflict, throwing the combatants into stark relief and casting deep shadows that split the world into a two-toned panorama of light and dark. It was as if the gods themselves had directed the sun’s rays so they could observe the bloodshed and sacrifice from whatever heaven they now resided in. Perhaps they were taking bets on the outcome, making a game out of this mortal struggle. Would anyone glance down at the battle lines and wager on Kal? Not likely, she thought.


She raised her hand high to direct her forces. The white-cloaked knights of the Senate Guard initiated a charge from which there would be no turning back. Kal had sent them galloping over the hard ground to exploit a weak point in the enemy lines, but what awaited them on the other side would make any man falter—or at least any man who did not have complete and utter faith in his leader. In the dark shadows of an intimidating black castle, a terrible beast lay in wait. Black wings, black scales … even black teeth: the dragon loomed over the rest of its bestial army like a mountain rising over the multitude of trees in a forest.


But Kal’s men were now committed. She could only imagine what her mentor, Ben, would make of the carnage. He would be stupefied, whatever the result turned out to be. He had been schooling her in strategy and tactics for years, but Kal had argued that she was still not yet ready to assume this level of responsibility. It was Senator Benedict Godsword who should have been directing this war in person on the field of battle, rather than plotting from the shadows. Under Kal’s command, half of the army had already been lost.


But at least for the moment it looked as though the dragon would be forced to retreat from the spear tips that preceded the knights’ charge. The enemy commander looked up and across at Kal once more, this time with an expression of uncertainty on his face.


Kal caught his gaze and held it. ‘Check,’ she announced.


She slouched back confidently in her chair.


‘And mate in two.’




 

 

 

 

 

 


I.ii


 


Blood Money


 

 

 


Kal’s opponent sighed and, with agonising reluctance, tipped his carved ebony dragon over on its side. ‘You …’ he began.


‘Won?’ Kal prompted.


‘You lost the last seven games!’ he seethed. ‘I won the last one in less than ten moves. You … you hustled me, Moonheart!’


They were sat opposite each other at a small table in the middle of a vast warehouse. Sunlight streamed in through wide skylights and picked out millions of dust particles hanging in the air above the chessboard. Kal tried her best to remain composed as she stared down the man she had just beat. His two tough-looking, leather-clad bodyguards glared back at her threateningly.


‘You owe me some money, Garrett,’ she said with a flash of a smile, trying to keep things friendly.


The merchant stood and tried to exert some authority over Kal by towering over her. ‘Well, obviously I don’t have that sum to hand right now,’ he said. ‘I’m a successful trader; my money is tied up in my business, not just lying around in treasure chests. You’ll have to wait.’ He gestured to the crates piled high in the warehouse: imported spirits from Zorronov in the east. ‘But you can take a few crates of zalka as an advance if you like.’


In a fluid motion, Kal stood up too. Her right hand went to her belt.


Garrett’s bodyguards fumbled clumsily for their swords. The merchant held up his hand to stop them, though. ‘Take it easy, lads,’ he said. ‘You remember what happened to Joban’s man last week.’


‘How is that poor guy?’ Kal asked politely. ‘Can he walk yet?’


‘Just about,’ Garrett replied. ‘Well enough to take his usual nightly stroll down to the Cathouse at least. He’s still in no fit state to do anything when he gets there though.’


Kal laughed. The object that she took from her belt was a leather cylinder, about eight inches long. She popped the lid off one end and pulled out a rolled-up scroll. Kal swept the remaining chessmen off the board and laid the document out flat over the black and white squares.


‘I’m more than happy to take your word that you’ll pay me,’ she said, ‘but I’d like to see that word written down!’


Garrett sat back down and studied the scroll for several minutes, his face draining of colour as his eyes went down the list of clauses and subclauses. He remained frozen in position for some time after he had finished.


‘Do you need a pen?’ Kal asked him.


Garrett looked up at her. ‘For all the difference it’ll make,’ he said, ‘I may as well sign this in my own blood.’


 


* * *


 


Ten minutes later, Kal was escorted to the warehouse doors by Garrett’s two bodyguards, and ejected into the street. She hadn’t even had chance to secure the lid on the leather cylinder containing the freshly-signed scroll. Kal took a moment to compose herself and re-attach the cylinder to her belt. Her heart rate had been raised throughout the game and the subsequent stand-off, so she was glad of the chance to  take some deep breaths.


It was cool in the shade of the warehouse’s  walls, but Kal was conscious that any moment the guards would come back out and shoo her away, so she set off west in the direction of the markets. Although it was early evening, it was one day shy of Midsummer, and so the sun was still up in the sky, looking like it was balancing just above the city’s sixty-foot-high wall. With the sun in her eyes, Kal walked  down the deserted street, going slowly to avoid breaking a sweat. The Florin Way was one of the widest thoroughfares in the city, and was usually bustling with people and wagons, but today’s business had wound down shortly after noon. The city was drawing breath for tomorrow’s festivities.


Kal’s eyes scanned the shadows between the buildings as the wooden warehouses gave way to brick-built chambers of commerce. She was carrying not one, but four valuable scrolls that she had won over the course of the day. A private one-on-one card game in a rich man’s townhouse; an illicit duel in the ruins of an old temple; a trade of secrets among the crowd at a matinee performance of Banos and Oulia; and finally a chess game with an importer of fine wines and spirits. But could Kal comprehend the meaning in the tangled script and arcane language each scroll contained?


No, she could not. All she knew, and all she cared about, was that each of these scrolls was worth one hundred crowns to her once she delivered them to her patron, Senator Benedict Godsword. Kal figured that Ben had more than enough money these days—maybe more money than sense—so if he now wanted to collect the immortal souls of his enemies, then that was his prerogative.


She laughed out loud at the thought. Kal had arrived at the markets, where thousands of stalls and shops packed the banks and islands of the river, the Cold Flow (known to locals as simply the Flow). Most vendors had shut up shop, but purveyors of hot food were still doing brisk trade. Kal handed over a shilling for one of her favourite dishes: kraken cooked in its own ink, served on a bed of polenta. She found a spot to sit and eat in the shadow of a giant verdigris statue of Whalo, the sea god, who was here portrayed wrestling with a lively sea snake.


As she ate, Kal watched a group of men atop the city walls. Like Whalo, they too seemed to be struggling to control a great wriggling serpent. What was it? The men eventually managed to tame the monster by stretching it out to its full twenty-foot length, so that it could no longer twist and swing about. Kal heard the men shout out, ‘One! Two! Three!’ and then hurl the massive snake over the edge of the wall … so that it fell  inside the city.


As the snake descended, it unrolled. It was an enormous banner that, as it came down, revealed the forty-foot-high face of a stern, patriarchal-looking man. His judgemental stare gazed down across the market from beneath thick, dark eyebrows and white, close-cropped hair. Emblazoned under his chin, in giant capital letters, was one word: FELIX.


Felix Firehand, one of the senators jostling for position in the forthcoming consular elections. Every year, Amaranthium voted for two new consuls: the highest rank in the Republic. Together, these two men or women would rule not only the city, but also the world—and the world was very large, extending for as far as the legions could hold the monsters back. And while the consuls were busy ruling, every other senator would be busy scheming and plotting for their next chance, when the whole circus rolled around again the following summer.


Kal got up and turned her back on Firehand’s omniscient gaze. What did she care about politics anyway? Kal had dealings with politicians on an almost day-to-day basis—she often ran into them in the gaming halls, and she had met a lot of them through her association with Ben—but their actual politics were of little interest to her. They were just rich people trying to get richer. She didn’t begrudge them; she just didn’t expect them to do anything for her.


But Kal could afford not to care. She had fought hard, using her skills and her wits, to carve out a good living. She was young, successful and had the world at her feet.


The sun finally fell behind the city walls, casting Firehand’s face into shadow. Soon it would be dark; and when the city slept, Kal came alive.




 

 

 

 

 

 


I.iii


 


Night Work


 

 

 


The Embankment was a paved concourse that followed the east side of the Flow; it was a riot of taverns, restaurants, shopping emporiums and theatres. Globular gas lamps sprouted in bunches of four from iron posts spaced every twenty yards along the river bank, and colourful bunting had been strung between them in advance of tomorrow’s festival. Kal swerved to avoid rowdy groups of revellers who were determined to start their celebrations as early as possible. The whole city was usually hungover by Midsummer Day itself, only to then get up at noon and start the party proper.


Kal’s destination was three streets back from the river. Standing alone in the centre of a wide plaza was a giant redbrick building in the shape of a cube. It was one of the biggest structures in the city. Words were emblazoned on the frontage, above the columned portico; they had been created by removing bricks in the shape of letters and lighting fires behind them. The name of the building shone out for all to see: THE SNAKE PIT.


Kal stopped at an ornamental fountain halfway across the paved plaza. She scooped up a handful of the clear water and splashed her dusty face clean, then ran her wet fingers through her shoulder-length reddish-brown hair. Luckily for Kal, the Snake Pit had no dress code: she was wearing a once-black linen shirt that had faded to grey, a black knee-length skirt, and worn suede ankle boots. The only other item she was wearing was a shortsword across her back, which she deposited with the guard on the way in.


‘Good luck, Kal,’ the guard said, no doubt angling for a tip when Kal came back out.


The Snake Pit had only one floor, the ground floor, which was itself below ground level. The rest of the space was filled with a vast emptiness that was surrounded by several layers of balconies and staircases. Upon entering the gaming den, gamblers found themselves at the top of a double staircase that twisted down to the Pit below. The view from here over the hundreds of card tables was intoxicating, and Kal felt the usual thrill of anticipation as she gazed out over the noise and crowds. She chewed her lip at the thought of all the loose money changing hands down there.


She slipped down the stairs and wandered among the tables, as she always did, on the lookout for a good game. She wasn’t driven by her ego to play with the high-rollers; sometimes a friendly and careless low-stakes game could prove more profitable than a serious high-stakes battle. The tables at the Snake Pit were all mixed in no particular order: a table of dock-workers and market-traders (playing for pots worth less than ten crowns and arguing about the route of tomorrow’s bar crawl) was placed next to a table of city officials and aristocrats (playing for pots worth hundreds of crowns and discussing politics and the imminent elections.) Kal followed the sound of a booming voice that carried across from a table in the far corner of the Pit.


‘Firehand, he has the influence and the grand family-name in his favour, that is true! But when Cassava returns there will be trouble—that woman has the might of the legions behind her, and  the experience of fighting with them as well. But both of them could benefit from grovelling to Godsword for some of his spare cash, ho ho ho! If I were a betting man—’ (raucous laughter from around the table) ‘—I would wait another week or so, even if it meant taking shorter odds.’


‘Speaking of waiting, Ganzief, are you ever going to play a hand tonight, or are you waiting to be dealt two dragons of the same suit? Hey Kal! Come over here and help me out!’


Kal approached the senators’ table. The man who had turned around to face her was young, but had a shiny bald head. He showed Kal the two cards that he had been dealt. She looked at them, then looked at the five cards face-up in the middle of the green felt. The object of the game was to make the best five-card hand with any combination of the cards you held or those on the table.


‘Oh, come on, Raelo!’ one of the other players—a thin black man, dressed in white—complained. ‘You can’t ask anyone else for help, let alone her!’


The pile of ivory chips they were fighting over was large, and Senator Raelo was facing a small bet from a woman opposite him. She had ringlets of beautiful black hair, and flashing green eyes that stared down her opponent without giving anything away.


The final player was the owner of the loud voice: a large, bearded man who laughed uproariously at the black man’s complaint. ‘Let her help him!’ he roared in a thick eastern accent. ‘Poor old Raelo has had the luck of your gods tonight, and they had no luck at all, ho ho ho!’


Kal smiled and put a hand on Raelo’s shoulder. ‘You have a great hand! Bet everything!’


Raelo looked uncertain. ‘Everything? Are you sure?’


‘Trust me,’ Kal said, and addressed the other players: ‘Senator Witchwood made such a small bet because she's too afraid to call a big one. Senator Grey doesn't want me to help you because he's hoping you'll just play it safe and call, and Senator Greatbear couldn't care less if I help you or not because he was planning on folding anyway.’ She gave the big hairy man a grin. ‘Like he always does!’


Raelo shrugged and pushed all of his chips forward. Senator Grey folded his hand as predicted, as did Witchwood. Ganzief Greatbear stroked his mighty beard for a few moments, then started to count out his chips ready to call the bet.


Raelo looked worried, but then Ganzief winked at Kal and threw his cards away. ‘I am joking! You are a little bitch, Dragon Killer!’ he said good-naturedly. ‘Ha ha ha!’


‘What did you have?’ the green-eyed woman asked Raelo.


Raelo tossed his cards into the discard pile without showing them. He seemed to be shaking in relief at his win.


‘He had me.’ Kal said. ‘Let me go and grab some chips and I’ll come straight back and join in!’


Kal weaved through the Pit to the cashier cages along the edges of the building. As she passed the bar, someone called her name. She stopped and hopped up onto a bar stool to join Zeb Zing, the owner and manager of the Snake Pit, who was sat drinking beer from a bottle while keeping watch over the gaming floor.


‘Kal, darling, are you tormenting my regulars?’


‘I’m doing my best!’ Kal said, accepting the bottle that was offered to her.


Zeb Zing was a tall woman whose broad, flat features marked her out as someone from the distant Winter Steppe. She was dressed in black-and-red leather and silk. Other than the guards stationed around the walls, she was the only person in the Pit who was armed: a curved scimitar hung from her hip.


How have you been, Kal?’ she asked. ‘I can’t believe you left me here and spent a year in Balibu! Look at you; you almost have a tan.’


‘I had to come back,’ Kal laughed. ‘They banned me from the Croc eventually—’


Kal suddenly flinched  as a frighteningly-loud bang sounded from the centre of the pit. Seconds later a series of explosive reports fired and echoed from all around the balconies, and a thick cloud of smoke filled the air and began to sink down and smother the tables.  As soon as they regained their presence of mind, Kal and Zeb jumped down from their stools and dived behind the bar.


A clear voice rang out, silencing the startled crowds: ‘Ladies and gentlemen, please remain seated! We have  you surrounded. Anyone who runs will be killed at the door. But I assure you that everyone who cooperates will make it back safely to their beds tonight … minus a few coins and valuables, regrettably!’


Kal and Zeb sat side-by-side with their backs to the bar. Zeb was toying nervously with a large key that hung around her neck on a chain. The key to the vault.


‘I hope you’re insured,’ Kal tried to joke. A lot of her money was in that vault; she used the Snake Pit as a bank, and in return Zeb’s name guaranteed her a line of credit in gaming houses around the world.


‘I have protection, damn it!’ Zeb fumed. ‘These idiots must be crazy to think they can get away with robbing this place.’


Kal gritted her teeth. Amaranthium’s crime lords would no doubt hunt down the robbers as a warning to others to stay away from the Snake Pit, but for Kal and Zeb it would be a long hard fight if they wanted to be fully recompensed for their losses. Kal got to her feet and, crouching low, scuttled to the edge of the bar.


‘Where are you going?’ Zeb hissed. ‘Kal, don’t try to be a hero … Kal … Kal!’




 

 

 

 

 

 


I.iv


 


The King of Thieves


 

 

 


A strange greenish fog had descended into the Snake Pit, not only reducing visibility but  also having a seemingly soporific effect on the men and women sitting at the card tables. Peeping out from around the end of the bar, Kal could see them swaying and drooping in their seats. She pressed her lips together and breathed slowly through her nose to try and filter the poison. What had happened to the guards? They were nowhere to be seen.


There were figures moving around in the fog: masked and hooded thieves carrying sacks, into which they dropped jewellery and coins grabbed from their unresisting victims. Kal figured  she should take her cue from the intruders; she reached  up to the bar and grabbed a dishcloth. The nearest liquid to  hand was a bottle of gin, so she soaked the cloth in the flowery spirit, then wrapped it around her mouth and nose.


The ringleader was still talking, his voice carrying through the green fog from somewhere over near the centre of the Pit. It was a strong, clear voice—authoritative, but with mocking undertones: ‘That’s it, just hand it all over! You couldn't have wanted that money so bad anyway if you all came here to gamble it away.’


The men moving back and forth across Kal’s line of sight had unusual weapons slung across their shoulders: thick-bored firearms with a flared muzzle. They must have been the cause of the explosions that had announced the robbers’ arrival. Kal had seen one of these weapons once before; its name was unforgettable: blunderbuss.


How best to tackle a roomful of armed opponents? Take down the leader, of course! At the first opportunity, Kal rolled out from behind the bar, crossed the floor and ducked underneath the nearest table. The card-players lolling in their chairs—a group of young nobles who had been especially rowdy earlier—took no notice of her. The next table was no more than five feet away; Kal made a move for it, and so table-by-table she made her way to the centre of the Pit.


Her target had his back to her. He was standing on a table, a sword in one hand and a handful of silver  chains and pendants in the other. Like his gang, he was hooded and masked and wrapped-up in a cloak. Kal’s hands went to her waist, her thumbs pressing against two studs on either side of her belt. She drew out her concealed weapons: two thin, flexible blades that were stowed between the belt’s layers of leather. Then she moved silently out from under the table, straightened up and, using a chair as a step, mounted the table right behind her target.


She raised her blades to the back of his neck …


… and froze in surprise as two eyes flicked open in the back of the man’s hood. His arms bent at an unnatural angle and grabbed Kal by the wrists, twisting violently until she dropped her blades. Next thing she knew, the manacles she had mistaken for stolen booty had secured her, and she was pushed firmly down to her knees.


The man tore off his hood, and Kal found herself looking at the lips and chin of a face that was half-hidden beneath a black mask. He was facing me the whole time, with his cloak and hood on backwards! The man’s chin was strong, the lips full. They split into a grin that revealed a set of perfect white teeth.


‘Dragon Killer!’ he exclaimed gleefully.


‘Who are you?’ Kal gasped.


‘Someone smarter than you, Kal Moonheart,’ he replied.


Kal tried to stay calm. The man seemed playful, but she sensed that he was extremely dangerous. ‘Well,’ she muttered, ‘it’s nice to know that there is actually someone that smart.’


The robber laughed. He shouted out across the Pit: ‘Zeb Zing, get over here now! If you don’t hand over the key to the vault in the next minute, then your little friend here is going to spend the rest of her life dealing cards … with only one hand!’


He stared down at Kal as they waited. ‘Look at all these fools,’ he said, indicating the hundreds of zombified people all around. ‘The brightest and richest people in the world, wasting their time playing games when they should be ruling and planning for the future. This city has been missing its king for, what—five hundred years? It’s time for someone to step in who can make a difference!’


He reached down and tore away Kal’s only piece of personal decoration: a thin silver choker adorned with a black onyx stone.


‘That person is me,’ he said. ‘I am the ruler of the night, the champion of the voiceless and the powerless, the enemy of the corrupt and iniquitous  … I am the King of Thieves!’


 


* * *


 


Five hours later, as dawn filtered through the high windows, Captain Silas Dogwood of the Senate Guard entered the Snake Pit for the first time in his life. Accompanied by a troop of his own soldiers, as well as several members of the Night Watch, he marched past the gaming tables and headed down to the vault.


Kal heard the clattering of the soldiers’ armour before the heavy vault door swung open. Dogwood stood in the entrance and stared at Kal and Zeb, as if seeing two women chained up was the most incredible thing he had ever laid eyes on.


‘Well, well, well!’ he said. ‘I’m starting to see why people seem to like this place so much.’


‘Just get us loose, Dogwood,’ Kal said. She had known this insufferable bully for years, long before he had risen to the position of captain. Following the tragic death of the previous captain in Balibu last year, the Senate Guard was now under the command of Senator Felix Firehand, and Dogwood had been quickly promoted. The new captain was short and overweight, but his blue surcoat was spotless and his boots were polished.


Dogwood took one look at the chains, then sent one of the Watch off to find a blacksmith. While they waited, Zeb tried to explain what had happened. As she talked, Dogwood poked around the empty vault, only half-listening to her story. Kal and Zeb were chained with their backs to a pillar in the centre of the underground chamber, and had been forced to watch as the robbers hauled away all the gold. Zeb’s own guards and were still conspicuous by their absence.


‘Some witnesses say they saw your staff pulling on cloaks and masks before the attack,’ Dogwood told Zeb.


She stared him down with fierce dark eyes. ‘Never,’ she said simply. Kal knew that Zeb’s business and security depended on an unbreakable bond of trust between her and her employees.


‘This is the biggest and strangest robbery that I've seen for years,’ Dogwood mused, pacing around the column that held Kal and Zeb. ‘As Captain of the Senate Guard it is my duty to help—’


‘I can give you a description of—’ Kal began.


Dogwood held up a meaty hand right in front of Kal’s face. ‘It is my duty to help,’ he repeated, ‘all the senators whose money vanished from your vault tonight. The Snake Pit is closed until further notice, and I'm leaving a squad of my men here on permanent guard.  Their first task will be to make an inventory of all assets, so don’t attempt to remove anything from the building.’


Kal couldn’t see the fury in Zeb’s eyes, but she felt the chains pull tight and shake as the owner of the Snake Pit fought against her constraints. The Captain of the Senate Guard just stood and watched with a leering grin on his fat face.


 


* * *


 


Finally set free, Kal stumbled home through the balmy dawn. There was no breeze to dry the sweat; she couldn’t decide what she needed more—a bath or her bed. Her rooms were nearer than the bath house, so bed it would be. Kal lived in the attic of a large residential block on the corner of Satos Square—an old textiles factory that had been converted into living quarters. Market traders were usually setting up in the square at this time, but this morning a giant stage was being constructed ready for a concert to celebrate Midsummer. Just don't wake me up too early in the afternoon, Kal thought to herself.


She flung open all her windows before getting under a thin cotton sheet. Lying awake, unable to switch off her thoughts, Kal reflected on the day. The so-called King of Thieves had taken everything from her; not only had she lost her money, but with the Snake Pit closed, she had also lost the opportunity to quickly recoup her losses. And she had lost the merchants’ documents that she had spent all day chasing around the city after.


What would Ben think when he got to hear about all this? Not since they had first entered the city together, six years ago, had she been in such a pickle. Thinking of Ben, though, she started to relax. There was no problem that Senator Benedict Godsword couldn’t solve by throwing money at. Things would turn out alright in the end, she hoped, even if it meant relying on Ben to tide her over.


Kal fell asleep finally, and in her dreams she travelled back to when she and Ben, both of them penniless and tired after two months’ traveling through the Wild, first caught sight of the white walls of Amaranthium …


 


* * *


 


And in the corner of Kal’s bedroom, a black shadow hung, its shining red eyes staring at the outline of her body beneath the sheets. Its wings were folded and its long claws were still … for now. But on Midsummer Night its time would come, and a monster would stalk the city for the first time in half a millennium.




 

 

 

 

 

 


I.v


 


Arrival


 

 

 


I wouldn’t say that Ben was a father figure—he was only twelve years older than me, after all. And he wasn’t exactly that experienced in the ways of the world, either. Everything he knew, he had read in a book. ‘A traveller should avoid the east bank of the Cold Flow,’ he declared, quoting a popular (but fifty-year-old) guidebook, Walking the Wild. ‘There are raptors that hunt around the edges of the Great Lakes.’


 Well, it turned out that they might have been less of a problem than the trolls that hunted around the west bank.


We spent almost a week hiding up a tree at one point. ‘Don’t worry,’ Ben had said afterwards. ‘When we get to Amaranthium, we’ll be safe. There are no monsters there. It’s been centuries since the walls have been breached.’


No monsters. Just five million people, packed into fifty square miles of urban sprawl, all trying to get along and get ahead. At least in the Wild there are places to run and hide.


We travelled south through tangled forests and rocky moorland. There were no roads in the Wild, and very few settlements. Like our old home, Refuge, a village needed to be hidden or well-defended, and self-sufficient. It took a certain kind of people to make a life for themselves out here—the kind who accepted that one day their village might be wiped off the map by trolls, goblins, freakwolves … or worse.


In a wooded valley we found a community who had built their huts in the trees above a river. They hardly needed to ever leave their homes, since they could just drop a fishing line down through their floorboards. We received a cautious welcome, but Ben soon won the villagers over. He paid for their hospitality with tales and songs—stories of the gods and their exciting exploits. He was a gifted storyteller, and held everyone in state of enraptured attention, even me who had heard his stories a million times before. I had no doubt he would be able to resume his schoolteaching career once we reached the city.


After the stories, the village priest led us all in a prayer to the forest god, Mena, asking her to safeguard our passage to the city. ‘That’s something else they don’t do in Amaranthium,’ Ben told me as we sat by the fire supping large tankards of honeyed mead. ‘People don’t pray to the gods anymore. They’ve been gone from the world for a thousand years; everyone has given up hope of them ever coming back. If people do visit the temples, it’s to beg the Dragon not to ever show up again.’


‘Let’s just hope that our being there doesn’t encourage him to pay a visit, then,’ I joked.


Ben laughed. ‘I’ll feel safe just so long as you’re by my side, Kal,’ he said. ‘Now, have you had all you can manage of your pint?’


I drained my tankard just to spite him.


 


* * *


 


The forests of mountain pine and ash gave way to sweet-smelling cypress and holly oak as we made our way south. The weather improved too; we only every got mild summers in the mountains, but the southern sun was hot, even under the trees. And then one morning, I picked up a new and different smell. Ben seemed amused, but wouldn’t tell me what it was; he insisted that I climb a tree and have a look for myself. I was an expert tree-climber, having spent my youth searching and sketching birds’ nests in the forests around Refuge, so pretty soon I was in the upper branches of the tallest tree on the highest ground … and what a view!


At first, my brain couldn't process what I was seeing. The land ahead was divided into fields of green and blue. It wasn’t until I noticed that the blue land was flat all the way to the horizon, that I realised: I was seeing the sea for the very first time! I screamed in triumph and looked down to see Ben grinning back up at me from the lower boughs.


‘What else can you see?’ he asked.


‘A city!’ I replied. ‘A great white city on a hill, with a massive domed building at the top.’


‘That’s the Basilica,’ Ben said, ‘where they remember the gods, all twenty-four of them. The hill is Arcus Hill. And somewhere under there is the tomb of Arcus and Banos, waiting for us to discover it!’


Ben’s story was that he was descended, not only from Amaranthium’s long-lost line of kings and queens, but also from the god Banos himself. Did I believe him because he was such a gifted storyteller, or was it because part of me desperately wanted to believe that there were untold riches buried in a long-forgotten tomb?


‘We’re splitting it fifty-fifty, right?’ I called down to him.


‘Seventy-thirty!’ he laughed. ‘Kal, we’ve already agreed on this!’


 


* * *


 


By twilight, we were sitting atop a cliff with the sound of the surf crashing beneath us and gulls squawking overhead. Ben had spread out his travelling cloak on the damp grass, and we were making a point of picnicking on every last morsel of our supplies. Tomorrow we would be dining in Amaranthium.


We had circled around to the east of the city, and from the headland we had a view over the patchwork of fields that lay outside the walls. Another wall, about half as high, and a moat protected the farmers. Between the walls, and before the great East Gate, there was a cleared area of ground that was lined with rows and rows of twenty-foot-tall statues: warriors with spears, shields and visored helmets guarding the road into the city.


‘The Field of Bones,’ Ben said, following my gaze. ‘The statues are in honour of a legion that marched out to battle an invading horde of monsters and never returned. They were slaughtered, right down to the very last man.’ He gave a wry smile. ‘Just one of the happy events in the city’s history that drove my ancestor, King Aldenute—the last ever king of Amaranthium—to suicide.’


‘It’s exciting!’ I said, standing up and taking in the views across the sea and city, breathing in the fresh, salty air. ‘Seeing your stories made real, Ben. Slaughter! Suicide! Heroes and monsters … what’s so funny?’


Ben was watching me, shaking his head in amusement. I went to him and brushed the crumbs out of his beard and tried to straighten his wild hair. He was a mess. ‘If you don’t fix yourself up,’ I said, ‘they’ll never let us in. They’ll think that you are a monster, come to sack the city.’


‘We can’t enter by the main gate,’ he said. ‘They won’t let us in.’


‘What? Why not?


‘The city is closed to non-residents. You need papers—the right documentation. People in the city are assessed every year, and anyone who doesn’t come up to scratch—doesn’t earn a wage or pay their taxes, basically—gets kicked out. I’m sure if I knew the right people I could get us some fake papers, but …’ Ben spread his palms.


I sat back down on our makeshift blanket and turned my gaze to the sea, waiting. I didn’t bother trying to think of a solution to our dilemma; I knew Ben would already have a plan; a crazy scheme based on something that he had heard in an old legend. And sure enough …


‘My father’s favourite gory story was about the time when monsters were inside the city walls, and all hell was breaking loose on the streets. Aldenute was worried about his daughter, the princess, so he went up to her chambers to make sure that she was safe. As he approached her door, he heard screams within. So he drew the Blade of Banos and kicked the door down …’


I couldn't help myself. I just knew he would be doing all the actions too. And yes, when I turned, Ben had his ancient sword out and was waving it around.


‘The king burst in to find his daughter covered in blood, and a naked man standing over her with a knife. Without hesitation he decapitated the intruder and ran to the princess. She was in shock—covered in blood but unhurt. She couldn’t speak; all she could do was point to the corner of the room.’


When Ben pointed over my shoulder, I actually looked around. How could he still manage to get me like that!


‘Curled up in the corner was a dead man-sized insect: a carniclaw that had managed to tunnel up under the palace. The king, in his panic, had killed his daughter’s lover, who had actually saved her from the beast.’


I exhaled in delight at his story, shivering at the morbidity of it all. ‘Very good, Ben. But what are you suggesting? That we dig a tunnel into the city?’


‘No,’ Ben said, jumping to his feet. ‘We don’t need to. Because my father told me something else … the accident was hushed-up on the king’s orders. The tunnel entrance was blocked and concealed, but the tunnel itself, Kal … the tunnel is still there!’


 

 


END OF PART ONE




 

 

 

 

 

 


PART TWO


 


THE MURDER




 

 

 

 

 

 


II.i


 


Little Dragon


 

 

 


Kal opened her eyes. For a brief moment, the smile remained on her lips as she remembered her dreams. Then harsh reality came crashing back into her head: the robbery! She groaned as she got out of bed. Today, Kal was going to have to do the one thing that she hated doing—she had to go and beg Ben for help. And the worst thing about it was that Ben would just smile and say, ‘No problem!’ and Kal would feel even more wretched and helpless. It would be just a loan, she promised herself, until she and Zeb got back on their feet.


Until, Kal swore, the day she caught that goddamn King of Thieves …


A blaring, parping sound cut through her thoughts. Kal dragged herself to the window and stared out over the square. It was twilight on Midsummer Day, and a band was starting up on the stage. A girl was emptying her lungs into a trumpet, while two lads were smashing away at metal-strung citterns. Another girl tried to keep the racket in order by banging out a relentless rhythm on a snare drum. The stage had been constructed with a domed wooden cover, that not only amplified the sound, but was seemingly specially designed to focus it directly at Kal’s bedroom.


She pulled all the windows shut and tried to gather her thoughts, but an insistent knocking at her door put paid to that. Now what? Kal didn’t have any friends who were apt to just drop in on her, so she was immediately on high alert. Wrapping herself in a dark blue silk robe, and picking up a dagger from her table, Kal went and opened the door to her apartment.


The woman standing in the corridor outside wore a steel breastplate with the twenty-four stars of the Republic picked out in brass. She carried a heavy wooden staff with a metal tip. A lictor! The personal bodyguards of senators used their staffs to physically move crowds out their masters’ path.


‘The senator is waiting outside for you, Miss,’ the lictor said.


Kal mentally kicked herself. She had forgotten! On top of everything else she had to deal with today, she had a date …


‘Give me five minutes!’ she said, and slammed the door in the lictor’s face. Kal went to her basin and splashed some water on her face. Luckily she had already planned her outfit in advance: she took it down from where it was hanging in the corner of her room and squeezed into it. Must cut down on the kebabs! she told herself.


Five minutes later, Kal opened her front door and stepped out. The lictor raised an eyebrow, but otherwise did a pretty good job of maintaining a professional composure. Together, they went down four flights of narrow stairs and emerged into Satos Square. Kal followed the lictor as she used her staff to encourage the crowds to make way.


A carriage was waiting; it was painted black with gold trim, and was pulled by two well-groomed black horses. The lictor held the door open and Kal hopped in. Taking up almost all of the space inside was Senator Ganzief Greatbear, dressed in a gold cloak and crown.


‘Kal!’ he boomed, eyeing up her costume. ‘You look incredible!’


Kal kissed the large man on his hairy cheek as she took her seat beside him. ‘Thank you, Senator. And what are you supposed to be?’


‘Oh, some old king or other.’ Greatbear tapped on the roof of the carriage, and the horses set off at a smooth four-beat gait. ‘I am very sorry I am late, Kal—I had pressing business at the senate house.’


Kal sensed that something was up. ‘On a public holiday?’ she asked him.


‘After last night’s fiasco, I was hoping to spend all day relaxing, eating and drinking,’ Greatbear replied, ‘but  I got wind that some of  Felix Firehand’s supporters were trying to pass a motion that would mean your friend Zeb Zing could be turned in for questioning at the Cut before her trial.’


Kal felt sick. The Cut was Amaranthium’s underground prison, and the kind of questioning that went on down there usually involved hot irons. ‘Has Zeb been arrested?’


‘Not yet,’ Greatbear told her. ‘But Firehand has been looking for an excuse to crack down on what he calls dissolute and amoral gambling in the city. If he can close the Snake Pit and make Zing disappear, he will.’


‘And did the motion get passed?’


Ganzief Greatbear laughed. ‘If it had been put to the vote, it would have. But I used my great seniority in the senate to make a long speech about the right to a public and fair trial—a very, very long speech, ho ho ho! I was barely warming to my theme when the sun hit the marker. I have bought you time, Kal, if you want to save your friend, but not much time.’


Kal knew what he was talking about: there was a marker on the back wall of the senate chamber, and when the rays of the setting sun reached it, then it signalled the close of business. It was a custom that had resisted the onset of mechanical clocks. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I owe you one.’


Greatbear patted Kal hard on the knee. ‘Anything for my little dragon,’ he purred. They sat in silence for a time as the carriage continued up the Kingsway, the longest street in the city, that ran all the way from the East Gate and up Arcus Hill. It was hot in the carriage, and Kal felt trapped—trapped in this ridiculous costume on the way to a stupid party where she would have to mingle with rich, dangerous, devious people. Why had she ever agreed to this? She promised herself that she would get away from it all as soon as she could.


The carriage crossed the Flow by Lovers’ Bridge. The bridge got its name from a story that, every time she crossed it, reminded Kal of the conflict that ran through the city’s history. Several hundred years ago, two young lovers from opposite sides of the city had held illicit midnight meetings on the bridge. The girl was a Firehand, from Arcus Hill, and the boy a Witchwood from the East Bank. Two powerful families; one with aristocratic blood, the other self-made; and between them, a simmering hatred that would end in tragedy.


When the patriarch of the Firehand family discovered the lovers in bed together, he had both of them put on trial on the spurious charge of adultery, since his daughter was engaged to another at the time. Their punishment was still talked about today. Tied naked to one another, they were laid on the mattress that they had once shared, which was then rolled up and wrapped in chains. The mattress was then carried to the bridge and dropped into the deep, dark water.


As Kal stared down at the river, the surface was lit up with the reflection of the night’s first fireworks, and she flinched as the bang shook her out of her thoughts. The carriage left the bridge and started up the hill, past the temples and banks, towards the Forum, but then turned off into the wealthy residential areas. It was only up here that Kal realised how fresh the air was. Back down in the city, the smell of sewage and people was so pervasive that it soon seemed normal.


The mansion that they pulled up in front of was the largest on the hill, a giant domed square with columned porticos on all four sides. It was set apart on ten acres of private gardens, which tonight had been strewn with multicoloured lanterns. As the carriage crunched to a halt on the gravel driveway, Kal and Ganzief could hear music and laughter emanating from the house. The fat, bearded senator turned to Kal with an excited grin on his face. ‘Sounds like quite a party,’ he said. ‘And from what I have been told, this house is a den of debauchery. Have you ever met Benedict Godsword before?’


‘I’ve never even heard of him,’ Kal said as she stepped out of the carriage. Up on top of the hill there was the faintest stirring of a breeze, and the party guests mingling under the portico turned to gape as Kal’s wings fluttered out behind her. Her skintight costume was covered in glossy black scales, and as she walked her tail dragged in the gravel and her long claws hung at her side. Men and women dressed as soldiers, gods and ghosts stepped aside as Kal swept up the steps. She ducked her gaze so that only the shining red eyes in her elaborate headgear met the stares of the other guests.


On Midsummer Night its time would come, and a monster would stalk the city for the first time in half a millennium.




 

 

 

 

 

 


II.ii


 


Monster Ball


 

 

 


Ben had bought this house a couple of years ago, but Kal had not yet had a chance to look around inside. Kal and Ben’s relationship was a secret, usually conducted deep underground in a hidden cave: the senator and the adventurer, each taking advantage of the benefits that their discrete alliance afforded. Kal operated outside of the law by which Ben was bound, but Ben’s influence could open doors that Kal often found closed to her. Together they played a game of power and money that provided them both with a good life.


Tonight though, all matters of circumspection were out of the window. Kal was here as the legitimate guest of Ganzief Greatbear and, by the looks of it, Ben had thrown open his doors to people from all walks of life in the city. Kal had seen the great playwright, Terence Deadhand and his wife Alcya—Amaranthium’s most famous actor—stroll in ahead of her, both of them dressed as fantastic colourful birds. Kal would fit right into this crowd, even dressed as a dragon.


The ground floor of Ben’s mansion was open plan, and designed purely for meeting and entertaining guests. In the centre, a square pool of shallow water filled a courtyard that lay at the bottom of a light well. All four sides of the house were open to the gardens: plants and shrubs had been brought inside, and statuary and stone benches filled the terraces outside. As a result it was hard to tell where the grounds ended and the house began.


In a corner, a trio of young musicians were playing dulcimer, harp and lute. The dancefloor was crowded with senators, merchants and other influential folk, all dressed in outrageous costumes. Among them flitted young men and women who were barely dressed at all, although Kal guessed that they were supposed to be the gods as depicted in paintings—wearing short white togas and gold sandals. Kal spotted thin, bony Senator Grey, who she had seen last night at the Snake Pit, dancing with a girl half his age. Kal swore she recognised her as someone who worked at the Cathouse downtown. Kal wasn’t one to judge, but Grey was a man who was standing for consul in the upcoming elections. Maybe she should go and rescue him.


A short man dressed as a goblin stepped up with a tray of drinks. Kal took a glass: it looked like white wine, but it seemed to be bubbling. She sniffed it, suspiciously. ‘That is called frizzanti,’ Greatbear explained as he caught up with her. ‘It is the latest thing! They bottle it early so it keeps fermenting under pressure.’ Kal shrugged and took a big swig. The bubbles went up her nose and she choked and laughed at the same time.


‘That,’ she pronounced, ‘is not a serious drink!’ She tipped it away into a nearby potted lemon tree. ‘Can you get me something else?’ she asked the goblin. ‘Anything else!’


The goblin just looked at her dumbly. Kal kneeled down and stared at it closely; the costume was convincing. Very convincing …


Kal gasped. She stood up and scanned the party. ‘Where is he?’ she seethed.


Senator Greatbear took her arm and guided her across the dancefloor to an alcove opposite, where Benedict Godsword stood chatting to bald Raelo Redrake. Ben was dressed in costume armour and had his arm around a lissome blond girl with a short pixie crop and large green eyes; she appeared to be dressed as a princess. Ben was swigging sparkling wine straight from the bottle. He looked up as Kal and Greatbear approached.


‘Benedict Godsword,’ Greatbear proclaimed, ‘allow me to introduce Kalina Moonheart, Dragon Killer!’


Ben seemed flustered when he saw Kal standing before him, wings outspread. ‘Good gods,’ he spluttered, ‘you’ve got a hell of a nerve coming here dressed as the monster that killed me!’ He laughed and patted his armoured chest. ‘Tonight I’m Banos, you see! Nice to meet you, Kal. I’ve heard so much about you.’ He nodded at the girl he was with. ‘This is Nim. She’s—’


‘Goblins, Ben?’ Kal interrupted furiously. ‘Really?’


‘They’re good little workers!’ Ben said defensibly. ‘And they wanted to come and work for me!’


‘Did they?’ Kal snapped. ‘Did you ask them? What did they say? Mwaaarrgh?’


Ben’s smile remained fixed, but his eyes were wild as he looked around. People nearby were staring at Kal as she became more and more animated. Ben put his hand on her arm to calm her. ‘Kal, you must see my gallery; I have this amazing painting of the Dragon that you’ll just love. Come on!’ He made his excuses to his friends and dragged her away.


Kal looked back to see Nim’s wide eyes stare imploringly back at her as Ganzief Greatbear moved in for the kill.


 


* * *


 


Ben’s gallery was a long, high hall on the first floor. Away from the bustle of the party, it was quiet and cool. Ben sat Kal down on a bench in front of the largest painting. She gazed blankly at the scene: a dark-haired  girl with a golden spear, fending off a terrible black dragon.


Ben sat down next to her. ‘Are you alright, Kal?’ he asked. ‘You look troubled. Raelo told me about what happened at the Pit. If there’s anything I can do …’


‘I need money, Ben,’ she sighed.


Ben frowned. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I can give you a little to get you back on your feet. Hey, how did it go getting those documents signed yesterday?’


The documents? She had almost forgotten. ‘Oh yeah, I got them. Then I lost them. Sorry! Ben, but I need more than a little—we need to pay off all the people who lost money last night, or else Zeb is going to be thrown in the Cut.’


Ben paced back and forth, anxiously rubbing his neatly-trimmed beard. ‘Don’t worry about losing the documents,’ he said. ‘They’re worth less than nothing in the wrong hands. But, Kal, I can’t spare any money at the moment to help you and Zeb.’


Kal looked up at him in surprise. Ben was her last hope. The bitter disappointment made the sarcastic part of her come back out: ‘Did you spend it all on this party?’


He spread his hands. ‘I’m sorry, Kal. I’m not … solvent right now. My money is tied up in … things. I’ll think of another way I can help out, I promise!’


Kal squeezed her eyes shut. Her back-up plan was to find Zeb and leave the city altogether. It would have to be tonight.


She heard light footsteps in the gallery, and when she opened her eyes, she found herself face-to-face with a small boy. ‘Hello,’ she said, momentarily forgetting her troubles. ‘What’s your name?’


‘Gwyn,’ the boy replied.


‘And what are you doing here, Gwyn? Who did you come with?’


The boy looked over his shoulder, back down the gallery. ‘The bad man,’ he whispered.


A tall figure was drifting down the hall towards them. A man dressed in a plain but expensively-cut doublet and high riding boots, with a sabre at his belt. His hair was white and cut short, but his eyebrows were thick and black. His eyes flicked between Kal and Ben as he stood before them.


‘Hello, Felix,’ Ben said, with forced joviality. ‘I didn’t expect to see you here tonight.’


‘Believe me, Godsword, it was mere curiosity that brought me here. So many members of the senate gathered in one place, I would be a fool to think that they were not conspiring against me.’ Felix Firehand gave a languorous sigh. ‘But no, I was wrong. They really are simply here to  dance and drink themselves into oblivion.’


Firehand scooped up Gwyn, and held the boy up to admire the painted dragon. ‘I thought that I might try to salvage the evening by losing myself in some fine, expensive art. Perhaps you have something here that is the equal of my collection.’


‘Vuda and the Dragon,’ Ben supplied helpfully. ‘Do you like it?’


Firehand stepped back to take in the entire frame. ‘A daring composition,’ he offered. ‘Who is the artist?’


‘Ah, that would be me,’ Ben admitted.


They all stared at the painting in silence for a long minute, before Firehand resumed his critique. ‘Yes, the amateur brush sometimes reaches beyond its own meagre talent, and approaches true art.’


‘I love the dragon!’ Gwyn piped up.


Kal laughed, and Firehand seemed to notice her for the first time. ‘Is this your son?’ Kal asked him.


‘No,’ the senator said. ‘Gwyn is my priest.’


Kal and Ben exchanged glances. Firehand let out a long drawn-out breath, then decided to explain. ‘Gwyn is the son of one of my kitchen staff. He was born with only three fingers on each hand, and once he was able to speak, he started to exhibit signs of premonition.’ Firehand spoke slowly, as if explaining the obvious to an imbecile. ‘It was clear that Gwyn carried within him the spirit of the god Phanto. I purchased the child from his mother and he will serve me for the rest of our lives. Oh, he is young now, but one day he will be a powerful voice at my side.’


‘Well, he shows a very highly-developed taste in art,’ Kal said.


‘Indeed,’ Firehand said. ‘In fact,’ he went on, evidently deciding to put his money where his mouth was, ‘I will trust the boy’s judgement and purchase the painting from you, Godsword. Or you can paint me another one, if you like. You can name your price.’


Ben and Kal smiled at each other as Firehand and his young priest took their leave. The senator paused at the entrance to the gallery, though, and turned back. He wasn’t done with them yet.


‘Oh, and I know who you are, Kalina Moonheart. Don’t think that you can persuade our friend Godsword to buy Zeb Zing out of trouble. That woman’s gambling den is a stain on our good city, and after this latest stunt of hers I will see to it personally that she is brought to trial for her sins.’


Kal rose from the bench in anger.


Ben stepped in. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said to Firehand. ‘I’ve already refused Kal’s request. Besides, I hear that Miss Zing is quite eager to prove her innocence in a fair and public trial. She already has a brilliant young advocate on her defence team.’


One of Firehand’s bushy eyebrows raised slightly. ‘Oh really? Someone actually believes her ridiculous story about this King of Thieves? Who is this brave fool who would defend her?’


‘Ah, well,’ Ben said, ‘that would be me again,’


 


* * *


 


Kal returned to the party in a much better mood than when she left it. The band was in full-swing now, going at it hammer, pluck and twang. The dancefloor was packed, and Kal had to shove her way through. On the opposite side of the crowd, she saw Ben’s friend Nim, still trapped between Greatbear and Raelo Redrake. Greatbear appeared to be telling her a story that involved him fiddling with the neckline of her costume. Nim raised her eyes to Kal in silent appeal.


Kal surged forward to try and close the distance, but someone stepped in front of her and took her by the hands: a man in a masked costume, with a firm grip and a playful smile. He led her in a confident series of dance steps that took Kal by surprise. She felt a thrill run through her body; the man was both strong and light on his feet.


Kal put her hand on his shoulder and looked into his eyes. His mask was part of an elaborate highwayman outfit that consisted of an outrageous hat, long-tailed coat and breeches. All Kal could see of him was his chin and mouth: he had a strong jaw and a wide smile.


She almost tripped over her own feet as they danced. ‘You!’ she hissed.


‘Me!’ he laughed. ‘Shush now, though. Don’t talk. Just dance!’




 

 

 

 

 

 


II.iii


 


Murder on the Dancefloor


 

 

 


As they danced—a fast triple-time waltz—Kal leaned in to the King of Thieves and put her mouth to his ear.


‘I’m not going to let you leave here, unless it’s in chains or in a coffin.’


He just smiled. ‘I’ve gotten out of much trickier entanglements with women before.’


Kal was furious; her heels banged the wooden floor hard as the pace picked up. ‘Well, you’ve tangled with the wrong girl this time,’ she told him. ‘I’ll get my money back. I don’t expect you to tell me where—’


‘Oh, I’ll tell you where it is,’ he said. ‘I’ve given it away. All six million crowns of it!’


‘What?’ Kal yelled, a little too loudly. Several other dancing couples turned to look.


‘It’s true,’ the thief said, delighted at the expression on Kal’s face. ‘Why should the rich and powerful have the best party tonight? I hear that someone’s laid on one hell of a bash down in Crab Corner. Some people there are eating more food tonight than they have managed to scavenge all month.’


Kal was gobsmacked. There were a lot of poor, hungry people in the Corner—people whose menial jobs barely covered their taxes; and also people who didn’t pay taxes, but who couldn’t claim a decent wage because they were illegal immigrants. Kal was friends with a lot of them. She was one of them.


The band picked up pace once more, and the ordered dance broke down into a free-for-all swing.


‘My friend is going on trial because of you,’ Kal panted as she clumsily hopped about.


‘So I hear,’ he said, in a tone as light as his moves were fluid. ‘Don’t blame me though. There are people in the Senate who have always had it in for Zeb Zing, probably because everyone seems to enjoy the Snake Pit a lot more than they do the Senate’s officially sanctioned entertainments. I’ll do what I can to get the place back open again. After all, in my line of work, it doesn’t do to slay the dragon that lays the golden egg!’


Kal opened her mouth to reply, but the King of Thieves was suddenly gone. He had snatched Senator Grey’s partner away, and now Grey and Kal found themselves with no choice but to dance with each other. The thin senator, with his black skin and white hair, looked elegant in his monochrome costume: a bright white robe—the traditional senatorial dress from the early days of the Republic. He took a moment to recognise Kal under her dragon headdress.


�‘Hello, Kal!’ he shouted over the music as he jiggled awkwardly on the spot. ‘How much did you lose at the Snake Pit last night?’


‘A lot,’ she said abruptly, standing still, not even bothering to dance anymore. She was looking over Grey’s shoulder to where Greatbear was still bearing down on Ben’s little girlfriend, Nim. Where was Ben anyway? Nim needed rescuing fast. Raelo had made himself scarce too; the bald senator had evidently got tired of talking to the back of Greatbear’s head.


‘Well, that makes a change,’ Grey was saying. ‘I lose all the time anyway, so it wasn’t much different to any other night for me! Oh well, you know what they say: don’t gamble with more money than you can afford to lose!’


Kal looked at Grey sharply. ‘You mean you’re not one of the senators clamouring for Zeb’s blood?’


‘Oh no, of course not. I’m hoping she gets back on her feet as soon as possible. After all, what else am I going to do on Tuesday nights if I can’t lose at cards? No, it’s just Firehand that’s got it in for her—’


Kal suddenly found herself being dragged backwards across the dancefloor. She twisted her head and saw that the King of Thieves was actually pulling her by the tail of her costume. In his free hand he held two bottles of beer. ‘Fancy a drink?’ he asked her.


Kal grabbed one of the bottles. ‘Where did you steal these from?’ she snapped. ‘Or did I pay for them?’ She tore her dragon headdress off, shook out her hair and put the bottle to her lips.


‘I found them in the kitchen while I was snooping around,’ he said. ‘I was looking for something else to drink other than that horrible fruity fizz. Can you believe I had to wrestle three goblins to the ground to get my hands on these? I’ve always wanted to know what goblin beer tastes like.’


Kal choked and sprayed the beer all over the back of a nearby dancer. Fortunately he didn’t notice.


‘And that’s why it’s bad etiquette to take drinks onto the dancefloor,’ the King joked. ‘Anyway, I meant what I said earlier. I can help you, Kal.’


Kal wiped her mouth. Across the room, Ganzief Greatbear was dragging an unhappy-looking Nim to the dancefloor. Kal nodded towards them. ‘If you want to help, then you can start by helping me split that couple up,’ she said.


The robber looked over at the large man and the small girl. ‘Alright then,’ he said, ‘but I don’t think much of yours!’


Kal shimmied through the crowds, twisting away from flailing legs and elbows. She slipped deftly into the space between Greatbear and Nim, put her hand on the senator’s wrist and twisted until it let go of Nim’s arm.


‘Mind if I cut in?’ she smiled, and then turned and marched a wide-eyed Nim off across the floor, leaving Greatbear and the King of Thieves standing staring uncomfortably at each other.


Freed from the attention of Greatbear, Nim let loose on the dancefloor, throwing her body about like a snake, a huge grin on her impish face. ‘Thank you!’ she yelled. ‘I thought I was going to get eaten alive!’


‘My pleasure,’ Kal said, trying to keep up with Nim’s moves. The music was getting faster and faster, and the heaving party was generating a great deal of body heat. Both Kal and Nim were sweating freely. ‘I’m sorry I stole Ben away and left you with that old letch!’ Kal said.


‘That’s okay,’ Nim said. ‘Ben told me all about you. I know you and him always have lots to do and discuss.’


‘He did?’ Kal was surprised. ‘He’s told me nothing about you!’


What was that strange burning smell?


‘Oh, I’m just his little secret!’ Nim exclaimed, her large eyes flashing. ‘I’ll let him explain—’


And that was when Kal tripped backwards over the body. People were screaming and clearing the dancefloor, leaving Kal to pick herself up and stare in horror at the mutilated victim who was lying face-up before her. Kal had seen a lot of gory things before; she wasn’t squeamish usually, but this was different. This was awful, and Kal felt the sour taste of bile in her mouth.


Something truly evil just did this.




 

 

 

 

 

 


II.iv


 


Enemy Action


 

 

 


Captain Dogwood pulled a stick of chalk from his pocket, dropped to his haunches and traced a neat, clear outline around Senator Grey’s body. The fat captain stuck his tongue out in concentration as he worked; to Kal’s eyes, he resembled a fat toad squatting on a lilypad.


When Dogwood had finished, he looked up at his squad and grinned, as if he was expecting a round of applause for his efforts. ‘Alright, people,’ he ordered, ‘let’s get the stiff on the wagon. Careful where you grab him; don’t touch the … wound.’


Kal sat and watched from a nearby stone bench just outside on the terrace. She had shed her wings, claws and tail, and was now dressed simply in a shiny black catsuit, heels and smudged eyeliner. Most of the party guests had fled at the same time the Senate Guard had arrived to set up a perimeter, and now only Kal, Ben and a handful of other responsible or interested individuals remained. As Grey’s body rattled off on a cart to the city morgue, Dogwood went around taking statements.


Kal waited for her turn with her head in her hands, unable to shake off the gruesome image that still hung around in the back of her mind. Grey had been branded in the middle of his chest: the design on the hot iron must have been a foot square, and it had been pressed deep—agonisingly deep—into Grey’s flesh. The white bone and bright red flesh surrounded by charred black skin served to highlight the frightening mark with a horrible clarity. Grey must have been in agony before he died of either the pain, the shock, heart-failure … maybe all three—


‘Moonheart!’


She looked up and saw Dogwood looming over her, a notebook in his hand. As he proceeded to work through his list of what he considered to be vitally important questions, Kal provided him with terse, one-word answers.


‘… and did you notice anybody leaving or entering the party just before the body was discovered?’


Yes, she thought.


‘No,’ she told Dogwood. The captain was Felix Firehand’s man, and Kal’s loyalties were with Ben.


‘Finally, have you ever seen this symbol before?’ He showed her his sketch of the brand on Grey’s chest.


Yes!


‘No.’


Dogwood had reached the end of his list. He thought for a moment, chewing the inside of his cheek, then decided to dig deeper.


‘How well did you know Senator Grey?’


Kal shrugged ‘I’ve played cards with him at the Pit occasionally,’ she replied cautiously.


Dogwood licked his pencil. ‘He was a regular, I hear. And so are you. You know him quite well, then.’


Kal bit her lip. She had played thousands of hands of cards with Grey, and shared a lot of jokes and Senate gossip, but she knew next to nothing about his personal life.


‘Did Grey owe you money?’ Dogwood asked.


‘Yes,’ Kal had to admit. Lots of people she gambled with owed her money. Dogwood must have known before he asked the question, so there wasn’t much point in denying it. She tried not to show her impatience with the interrogation, lest it arouse suspicions. Dogwood seemed satisfied with what he had though.


‘You’re on my list, Moonheart,’ he said as he snapped his notebook shut. ‘What with last night’s robbery, that’s two lists with your name on. You know how the old saying goes: once is happenstance; twice is coincidence; and three times is …’

He stopped mid-sentence.


‘Is … ?’ Kal prompted, but Dogwood had obviously forgotten


‘Don’t make me start another list!’ he barked. Then the fat captain turned and marched away, shouting orders at his squad, arranging for guards to stay at the scene of the crime. Kal watched him go, a sour look on her face.


Buffoon, she thought to herself.


 


* * *


 


Kal stepped out into the gardens to get some fresh air. Some hope of that; the night was still and the heat was oppressive. She found a balustrade that overlooked the city. Sounds carried up from the metropolis below: merriment, laughter and revelry, and the occasional scream. A fire had broken out on the East Bank, and over on the Kingsway a troop of city watch charged in pursuit of an unknown perpetrator. The King of Thieves perhaps? Kal hoped that they didn’t catch him before she did. She needed to see him again, to find out more about the man behind the mask … and of course to get her revenge.


Fireworks crackled overhead. Kal smiled wryly; if an army ever wanted to attempt to breach Amaranthium’s walls, the chaos of Midsummer Night would be the perfect time. She looked out over the dark forest that surrounded the city. Far to the east, a thousand flickering bonfires filled a series of forest clearings.


There was an army approaching!


Kal just hoped that it was the one that everyone was expecting. General Cassava and the legions were returning to the city tomorrow.


‘Psst! Kal!’


She turned. Half-hidden among a grove of cypress trees was a small stone rotunda with a domed roof; a tomb or memorial of some kind, Kal guessed. The gated entrance was open a crack, and a soft light glowed from within. She approached cautiously; even though she recognised the voice, Kal knew better than to ever lower her guard.


The rotunda housed life-sized statues of the gods Banos and Arcus, standing back-to back, brandishing swords at some unseen foe. Ben was standing in front of the pair, a lantern in his hand. ‘Ill met by moonlight, Kalina Moonheart,’ he said dryly.


‘Nice little summerhouse you’ve got here,’ Kal said. ‘Are you hiding out from that nasty Mister Dogwood? I’ve been trying to find you, Ben; I think I have an idea who—’


‘Tell me in a bit, Kal,’ Ben said. ‘The Senate is now in session, and you’re invited. Follow me.’ He went over to the wall and pulled on the head of an ornamental gargoyle. In response, the plinth that supported Banos and Arcus split in two, and with a quiet rumble slid apart, revealing a narrow staircase that descended into darkness. Ben stepped between the two gods and started down. Kal followed, ducking her head as the plinth closed up again above her.


They made their way down in silence. Kal could guess where they were going. She had been under Arcus Hill many times before, but had usually entered by a different route, via the catacombs under the Basilica. Three hundred steep, uneven steps later, they entered the Forgotten Tomb. But unlike the other times they had met here, they were not alone. Three other people sat on worn leather chairs around the stone sarcophagus in the centre of the cave.


Ganzief Greatbear was thumping the top with his great fists.


‘Just imagine,’ he was saying. ‘I could just shove the top off this tomb and be the first person in a thousand years to look a god in the eye!’


‘The second person,’ Ben corrected, as he and Kal made their way between the stalagmites.


Felix Firehand was sitting at a respectful distance from the stone block. The boy, Gwyn, was sat on the cave floor by his chair. Firehand looked up at Ben with a disapproving expression ‘You opened the tomb of Arcus? What did you see?’


‘Exactly what I expected,’ Ben said with a shrug. He took a seat and put his feet up on the tomb. Firehand flinched at this sacrilege.


The final person seated around the stone block was Viola Witchwood, a senator who had made her fortune in trading luxury goods. She had attended Ben’s party, not in a tawdry costume, but in a beautifully-cut emerald-green tunic dress. Kal felt awkward and plain as she took a seat next to her.


‘Hello, Kal,’ Witchwood said. ‘What are you doing here?’


‘Apparently, Kal has some information that might be of interest to us,’ Ben said. ‘Alright, shall we get started?’


Senator Firehand stood and took control. ‘This emergency session of the Senate is now open,’ he announced formally. ‘There is only one item on the agenda: the murder of Senator Jarole Grey. Surely our great Senate can shed some light on what Grey may have done to deserve such an end.’


Kal smiled to herself. That may have been true, just not in the way that Firehand meant it.


‘Grey was a rich man who bought his seat in the Senate chamber with his family’s money,’ Greatbear summarised, ‘and he hardly ever sat in it. He was running for consul only because every Grey for the last twenty generations has done so, but his heart was always down in the Snake Pit. I cannot believe he ever troubled anyone long enough for them to even notice him, let alone want to kill him in such a … creative way.’


‘It’s an attack on the Senate itself, then,’ Ben deduced. ‘Or an attack on the Consulate, in which case you three had better start employing more guards if you want to survive long enough to see the votes counted.’


Ben’s provocative words made Firehand, Witchwood and Greatbear all turn suspicious eyes on one another.


Kal stood up. She wasn’t intimidated by these senators, especially when she knew more about the situation than they did. ‘Did any of you actually see the symbol branded on Grey’s body?’ she asked them. ‘Captain Dogwood was pretty quick to arrive, and surprisingly effective at containing the crime scene.’


Firehand bristled. ‘If the details had gotten out, there would be hysteria on the streets. Dogwood is just very good at his job—’


Kal threw down a leather-bound notebook onto the stone tomb. It landed open at a pencil sketch of a bold design: a clenched fist surrounded by flames. The senators all leaned in to look. Witchwood gasped, Greatbear laughed, and Ben beamed at Kal with undisguised pride.


‘Where did you get this, Moonheart?’ Firehand asked sharply.


‘Captain Dogwood’s back pocket,’ Kal admitted freely.


‘Care to explain, Felix?’ Viola Witchwood said, a mischievous sparkle in her green eyes. ‘You probably know more about this symbol than the rest of us.’ 


Firehand sat rigid in his seat. ‘I hardly need to explain myself,’ he said. ‘Yes, the flaming fist may have once flown from the banners of my great ancestors in the early days of the Republic, but it has long since been appropriated by others. We all know what it symbolises now.’


Revolution!


‘This information can’t leave this …’ Firehand gestured to the darkness that filled the edges of the cave, ‘… place.’


Kal saw the fear behind his eyes. She knew that she had some power over him now. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘I don’t spread lies and rumours … at least not until I prove them true.’


Gwyn looked up from where he was sitting playing with pebbles on the cave floor. ‘Kal will help!’ he said.


Greatbear slapped the stone tomb with his palm. ‘There you go then,’ he roared. ‘That settles it! The voice of the gods has spoken. Kal will solve this mystery!’


‘Tell them what you suspect, Kal,’ Ben said.


Kal sat back down. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘There’s another group who might be interested in revolution—in hitting the Senate hard during the elections. Last year I did a job for Ben; I had to warn Raelo Redrake to stay away from the Dragonites. But they rarely let those involved with them break off ties and live. And Raelo is still alive. He left the party just before the murder, and he hasn’t been seen since. I could go and check up on him …’


Firehand mulled this over. ‘And what would you want in return for your help?’ he asked, in a tone of voice that suggested that he already knew the answer.


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Kal mused. ‘You could reopen the Snake Pit and drop Zeb Zing’s trial, for a start.’


Firehand was silent for a while. There was a chill in the air; the Forgotten Tomb was probably the coolest place in the city right now.


‘Find me a killer,’ he said eventually, ‘and then we will talk about your friend.’


Kal turned to leave, but not before she had some final words to the Senate, including Ben: ‘I’ll see what I can find out. But right now, you’re all suspects too.’


 


* * *


 


Kal walked alone down one of Arcus Hill’s wide tree-lined avenues. It was three in the morning, and the city was starting to quiet down. She wanted to visit Zeb as soon as she could, to tell her the latest developments. She wasn’t hurrying though; in her mind she was lost in the past, thinking back to the time when she and Ben had first explored the mysterious underground world beneath the city …


… and seen—inscribed on a stone door, thousands of feet beneath street level—the same symbol that she had seen tonight—the blazing fist of Lord Protector Feron Firehand, who had founded the Republic five hundred years ago; the untouchable hero whose many statues around the city were only outnumbered by those of the gods.


A man who thought his secrets had been buried forever.




 

 

 

 

 

 


II.v


 


I Love the City


 

 

 


It was seven years ago that I first saw the flaming fist of Feron Firehand. It was the day that Ben and I entered the city; Ben had not been back since visiting as a child, and I had never seen it at all. We came in from the east, along the Zorronov Road. Apparently, the entrance to Ben’s secret tunnel was somewhere between the two concentric walls that ringed the city, so as dusk fell we found ourselves approaching the bridge that spanned the moat.


‘The guards shouldn’t stop us at this gate, at least,’ Ben said. ‘Although, they might wonder what we were doing out in the Wild, so we need a vaguely convincing story. Follow my lead!’


The moat was wide, the water black and still, and the bridge was narrow and flimsy; I guess that the idea was that it wouldn’t support the weight of some of the larger monsters that might come crashing out of the Endless Forest. The walls on the far side of the moat were constructed of whitewashed concrete, and two forty-foot-high towers stood either side of a gated arched tunnel.


We crossed the bridge and approached the guard who was leaning against the postern gate, smoking a roll-up. ‘We’re back!’ Ben announced confidently.


The guard looked at Ben, and then at me trailing behind. We could have passed for a pair of grubby farm workers, returning from a day in the fields, if it wasn’t for the fact that in this city the fields were inside the outer wall. ‘Where have you been?’ the guard asked in a bored and dutiful voice.


Ben grabbed me in a surprise hug. ‘I took my girl here to a secluded grove a few miles away to propose to her!’ he declared. The guard looked up and gave us a second glance. My screwed-up face and stiff body language probably didn’t do much to help support Ben’s story.


‘Well … congratulations, I suppose,’ the guard grunted.


‘Oh, spare me your good wishes,’ Ben said cheerfully, ‘She said no!’


The guard laughed, the tension was broken, and a minute later we were through the tunnel and into the ring of farmland that surrounded Amaranthium.


I was giggling like a teenager. I was a teenager back then! ‘You’ve got the gift of the golden tongue, Ben,’ I said. ‘The city schools are going to be fighting over you when we eventually get inside.’


It was an innocent comment, but it precipitated the moment that, looking back, set us both on the course that led us to where we are today.


‘I don’t think I’ll ever go back to being a schoolteacher,’ Ben said. ‘I’ve been thinking, Kal; if we do find my ancestor King Aldenute’s stash hidden under Arcus Hill, then we should invest it in some kind of business …’


What did Ben know about business? ‘The storytelling business?’ I joked. But almost immediately I had a flash of inspiration: we could buy a run-down building, and turn it into a theatre; writing,  making costumes and rehearsing long into the night; recruiting a company of actors—a band of friends with who we would have the happiest of times sharing Ben’s stories with the world.


If Ben and I had been on the same page back then, then our lives would have been so different now; but of course we were not …


‘There’s one position in the city that has but two very simple entry requirements,’ he told me. ‘You have to be at least thirty years of age, and a millionaire …’


Ben was convinced that there was a seat in the senate chamber with his name on it.



 


* * *


 


I tried to look the soldier in the eye, but he stared ahead blankly. His surcoat and shield were unadorned, but the black pennant that flew from his spear bore a simple, chilling white image: a skull.


The soldier was also twenty feet tall, and made of stone. We were standing on the Field of Bones, before one of the enormous granite sentinels. A hundred of them—a whole century—stood as a monument to the legion that had been completely wiped out defending the city five hundred years ago.


‘They gave their lives for the crown, for my family,’ Ben reflected as he stared up at the fearsome warrior. ‘But by the time the monsters were driven back from the city, the king had killed himself and the palace had fallen. The last thing my illustrious ancestor ever did was knight his guard captain, Feron Firehand, after he slew the West Wind Dragon. Suddenly we had a new hero and the Republic was born. Of course, it’s a republic in name only; even today, at least one of the two consuls elected every year is a Firehand, and the other is usually some crawling sycophant. Someone needs to put a stop to it.’


Was Ben nursing an ancient family grudge? ‘You told me you weren’t interested in reclaiming the crown.’


‘I’m not,’ Ben said, ‘I want to play the Firehands at their own game. In the senate house, in the courtrooms … in the elections! The elections are actually held, and the votes counted, right here on the Field of Bones.’


‘Well, you’ve got my vote at least,’ I said. ‘But you’ve got to earn it by getting us into the city. Where is this secret tunnel?’


‘Somewhere … right here,’ Ben said, moving away to a spot between two of the giant soldiers: the Field of Bones was bordered by a stepped terrace, for the crowds to gather on during public events, and all along the top level was a five-foot-high carved frieze. ‘The king’s family feared for their lives during all the political upheavals,’ Ben said, ‘so this tunnel was their emergency escape route. The door is hidden in the frieze … just here I think … and the words to open it have been passed down through our family …’


Ben kneeled in front of a stretch of carvings depicting legionaries and monsters battling in the forests, and whispered his secret phrase: ‘I love the city.’


I just sat on the stone step and pretended that I wasn’t with him.


He repeated the phrase slightly louder. Nothing happened.


It was dark now, but the Field of Bones was busy with beer tents, food stalls and crowds of labourers socialising under the looming shapes of the statues. A group of guards tramped past on patrol. A peddler, his pony loaded with knick knacks, went by in the opposite direction. And all this activity was just a taster of what life would be like within the city walls proper. It was a strange thrill seeing so many new people, after growing up in a village where I knew everyone else’s face better than I did my own. So I watched the nightlife while Ben crawled about looking for his door.


‘I love the city!’ he proclaimed out loud, standing up and spreading his arms before the frieze. A group of young farm hands walking past turned to look. One strapping lad mimicked the gesture and shouted, ‘And I love you!’ The patrol of guards looked back to see what the commotion was.


I honestly don’t know what Ben would have done without me there that night. Punched the stone until his fist bled, probably, and shouted and screamed until the guards dragged him off and threw him out into the Wild for the night. I never did register the point at which helping Ben avoid and escape trouble became a full-time job for me, but looking back, this may have been the night.


‘Senator,’ I addressed him in a mocking tone. ‘Did you think that  there was a little creature that’s been sitting behind the door for five hundred years, listening out for someone to come along and say the magic words? Here, let me have a look. You go and get us some dinner at one of those stalls.’


Ben shuffled off, mumbling to himself, and I took the chance to examine the frieze without distraction. On one of the carved panels that Ben had been focusing on, a one-eyed giant—a cyclops—was towering over the legions; further along the frieze, the cyclops was on its back, and a triumphant soldier was holding up a bloody sword in one hand and the cyclops’ heart in the other; on the right hand side, the surviving legionnaires were depicted surrounded by monsters, making their last stand on a ridge, with the distant, unreachable city on the horizon.


Eye … Heart … Amaranthium.


I love the city.


I put my left hand on the cyclops’ eye, and stretched to put my right over its torn-out heart. I couldn’t reach the other side, so when Ben came back, holding two sausages in buns, I ordered him to go and put a hand on the small carving of the city. The very second he did so, there was a click and square panel of stone moved inwards a fraction of an inch. We both moved quickly in front of it, to cover it up from curious eyes, and for a while we stayed there, nonchalantly leaning against the stone, eating our greasy sausage supper.


‘You’re amazing, Kal,’ Ben said, wiping his mouth and licking his fingers. ‘Maybe I really should have asked you to marry me back there in the forest.’


‘You should have asked me when you were just a schoolteacher,’ I told him. ‘Powerful politicians are just not my type.’


That was the first and only time that subject ever came up.


 


* * *


 


It was almost dawn by the time we were able to enter the tunnel. Workers were heading out into the patchwork of farmland that surrounded the city, but the Field of Bones was deserted. Nobody was watching, so we carefully moved the square stone cover aside and entered the cramped space beyond.


Inside was a metal-runged ladder that dropped away into darkness. Ben had gone and bought a couple of lanterns earlier, so we were ready to go. I slotted the cover in place behind us—it clicked back into position—and we began our descent. The ladder led down perhaps twenty hundred yards, then a rough-hewn tunnel led off in the direction of the city. It was low and narrow, so we had to duck down and walk in single file. Our invasion of Amaranthium had begun.


‘This tunnel used to come out under the palace,’ Ben was saying as we walked, ‘but the Senate buildings occupy that part of the Hill these days, so I have no idea where exactly we’re going to end up. You know, if we’re really lucky, then the tunnel might pass through the Forgotten Tomb itself. Can you imagine, Kal—we could be moments away from stumbling across a royal fortune!’


Ben stopped dead in his tracks, and I crashed right into his back.


‘Hmmmm,’ he said, swinging his lantern about. ‘I wasn’t expecting this.’


We were standing at a crossroads.


The first tiny seeds of doubt and panic started to sprout roots in my mind. ‘Do you think we’re close to the way out?’ I asked.


‘No,’ Ben said. ‘I don’t think we’ve passed under the river yet, and Arcus Hill is on the other side of that. I’m not even sure exactly which way we’re facing right now.’ He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out half a crusty bun.


Ben explained: ‘Banos escaped the Labyrinth of Ice by dropping crumbs from a magic cake, baked for him by some girl who was madly in love with him.’


Was he serious?


‘Going by the taste of the one that I ate,’ I said, ‘I don’t think that these are magic buns.’


Ben gave me a withering look, then proceeded to walk down the left tunnel, dropping breadcrumbs as he went. I followed after him. What choice did I have? ‘This is just a waste of food, if you ask me,’ I said. ‘If we get lost and starve down here, then you’ve only got yourself to blame!’


We followed the new tunnel for a good couple of miles as it snaked about beneath the city. For all we knew, we were now back outside the city walls. Had we gone deeper underground, or were we nearing the surface? Who could tell? What would be worse? Coming to another crossroads, or coming to a—


‘Dead end!’ Ben said. He swore loudly several times.


He turned around, but then I noticed the keyhole …


It was a perfect square, about an inch wide, in the dead centre of the rockface. As I brought my lantern closer to look, I started to notice other details: there was a design carved into the stone. Brushing away the ancient dirt and dust, I uncovered an image that surrounded the square hole; a large symbol, about three feet across, that covered what appeared to be a solid stone door.


Ben was staring at the symbol open-mouthed. ‘Do you recognise this?’ I asked him. ‘What does it mean?’


‘It means,’ he said, ‘that my ancestors weren’t the only ones who knew about this tunnel. That’s the mark of Feron Firehand!’


At that moment, a strange guttural growl echoed down from somewhere down the passage we had just come down.


‘Popular place, this secret tunnel of yours,’ I murmured.


 


END OF PART TWO




 

 

 

 

 

 


PART THREE


 


THE TRAP




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.i


 


Triumph


 

 

 


Kal woke up tangled in red silk sheets. It wasn’t often that she started her day in an unfamiliar room, but even when she did, the first thing she did was roll off the bed, balance face-down on her toes and the palms of her hands, and—keeping her back as straight as a board—slowly lower her nose to the floor.


After ten repetitions, she heard the door open. Someone padded barefoot across the polished floorboards. Kal tried not to smile as a small cup of coffee was placed on the floor directly under her nose.


‘Thanks, Zeb,’ she said.


‘Come up to the roof for some lunch when you’re done,’ Zeb Zing said. ‘It’s the best place in the city to watch the procession. We may as well enjoy the view while I still own this house.’


Zeb left, and Kal managed to squeeze out twenty more push-ups before her arms dissolved beneath her. She picked up the tiny cup and knocked it back in one gulp. Zeb made her coffee thick and strong using some devilishly complicated apparatus that Kal didn’t fully understand. If luxury had a taste, though, then this was it. Everything in Zeb’s smart townhouse was exquisite.


Kal found a beautiful hand-printed dressing gown hanging on a hook on the back of the door. It fell to mid-thigh, and with a belt it could pass as a summer dress, so she improvised by borrowing a chain that held a velvet curtain in place. Kal had snapped the heels off her party shoes, so now she was more or less in a fit state to make it home across the city. She needed to change into some practical clothes and get her weapons, for today she was hoping to catch a killer.


But not on an empty stomach.


Zeb’s roof garden had one of the best views of any building in Amaranthium. Built high up on Arcus Hill, it overlooked the river and the urban sprawl over on the other side. Kal could just about make out the Field of Bones beyond the open East Gate. An army was massing its ranks outside the city. After a decade away at war, General Cassava was returning from the edge of the Wild.


Zeb was lounging in a deckchair, in the shade of palm trees that sprouted from large terracotta pots. She was riffling through a sheaf of documents while eating fruit from a bowl set beside her. She looked up as Kal approached. ‘Ben Godsword sent me a pile of paperwork to go through before my trial,’ she told Kal. ‘Felix Firehand didn’t waste any time in filing a suit against me on behalf of all my patrons who lost money the other night. He wants to take both the Pit and the house as recompense.’


Zeb sighed. ‘It’s not that I’m ungrateful that Ben’s taking my case, but Kal—he wants details about all my financial affairs: insurance and taxes, debts and assets. I can’t go into all that; it’s a tangled mess for a start … and not entirely legal. I’ll just get into even more trouble.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Kal said, taking a banana from the bowl. ‘As soon as I catch this killer, then you’re off the hook. Failing that, I’ll go after the King of Thieves himself and bring him to account. He said he had given all our money away, but I’ll make him go and steal it back off someone else if I have to.’


Zeb smiled at Kal’s confidence. ‘I know you will, Kal. After all, it takes a killer thief to catch both a killer and a thief.’ She looked  Kal’s makeshift attire up and down. ‘I can find you some proper clothes, you know.’


‘No time,’ Kal said, tossing the banana skin and grabbing a peach. ‘I need to run home and grab some gear, then I’m going to head over to Raelo Redrake’s house and wait for him to return from the ceremony. What with his previous involvement with the Dragonites, that man is prime suspect number one at the moment.’


‘What number am I?’ Zeb asked bluntly.


‘Forty-two,’ Kal answered with a grin. ‘Don’t worry—I’ll get round to you eventually!’


She glanced about the nearby houses and mansions. A lot of people were up on the roofs, and more were lining balconies and hanging out of windows. They were mainly household staff and guards; the wealthy senators and merchants would all be gathering outside the Basilica, taking their seats in the podium that would afford them the best view of the climax of Cassava’s triumph.


‘Thank you for helping me, Kal,’ Zeb said. ‘You don’t have to do this, you know.’


Kal waved the thanks away. ‘It’s nothing,’ she said. ‘You’ve helped me more than I can possibly repay you. And I’ve helped Ben a fair bit too over the years, so him helping you out is just karma coming back around.


‘Although, to be honest, I’m sure Ben has his reasons, just like I have mine. In my case, those reasons are gold and shiny!’


Zeb beamed at Kal. ‘I wouldn’t expect anything less. Oh, I almost forgot—there was a letter for you in amongst all this stuff.’ She handed Kal an envelope.


Kal popped the peach into her mouth whole, and tore the letter open. It was from Ben. She read it out loud:


‘Kal—before you head out to stir up trouble, go and pay a visit to Doctor Phyn at the university. I’ve arranged for you to test some of the experimental equipment that they’re developing—Ben.’


She looked down from the roof; the university buildings were right at the bottom of Arcus Hill, on the west bank of the river. ‘It’s on my way,’ she shrugged. ‘I might as well drop in.’


Kal took a short run up and hurled herself off the edge of Zeb’s roof garden.


‘Literally,’ Zeb noted, staring at the lingering dust cloud that Kal had kicked up. Moments later, the still summer air was shattered by the blast of a hundred trumpets: on the opposite side of the city, General Cassava had entered Amaranthium.


 


* * *


 


Kal swung from the branch of a tall elm and dropped down onto the roof of the house to the rear of Zeb’s, six yards below. A group of people having a midday barbeque on a nearby balcony cheered her on as she negotiated her way down  to street level in a series of controlled jumps. Kal darted down a narrow path between two buildings on the opposite side of the street, vaulted a fence and ran through someone’s garden. A man watering flowers looked up as Kal passed, but what was he going to do? Chase her? She scrambled up the university wall and hopped over to the dome of the observatory.


The large copper dome had a narrow gantry around its circumference. There was a great view over the river and Lover’s Bridge, but Kal didn’t expect that students would be allowed up here to watch the procession. When she was halfway around, though, she saw someone coming the other way: a tall man in knee-length trousers and an open-necked white shirt, with broad shoulders and a narrow waist, short brown hair and a wide smile. He greeted her warmly.


‘Kal Moonheart! I’ve never seen you out and about in daylight before! I was beginning to think that you might be a vampire.’


Kal came to a halt in front of him. ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked him. Dressed down, without his mask, the King of Thieves came across as friendly and unthreatening.


‘I came to watch the triumphant general cross the bridge,’ he said. ‘I didn’t think that anyone else would be up here!’

He laughed when he caught Kal’s disbelieving stare. ‘Actually, I was heading on up the Hill to see what I could steal while everyone who’s anyone is out enjoying the parade.’


Kal shook her head. The man was nothing if not honest.


‘You should come,’ he said seriously. ‘There’s plenty of loot stashed away in those mansions. Too much for just one person to carry; we would make a great team.’


The worst thing was that Kal was actually tempted. I could go, she told herself, if only just to get in with this guy … before I take him down.


‘I’m busy,’ she said. ‘Maybe another time. Now that I know what you look like, I’ll be able to come and find you.’


‘There’s rarely any better time than the present,’ he said, but he stepped aside to let her pass. ‘If you ever want to find me, though, just ask around Crab Corner. Everyone knows me; my name’s Will Straightarrow.’


Kal was suspicious. Why was this man so open? But then who would believe her if she publicly accused him  of being behind Amaranthium’s biggest crime spree?


‘Off you go then!’ he said. ‘I’ll try to make sure that I’ve finished up at Redrake’s house before you get there.’


Kal paused as she went by. How did he know so much about her? He was leaning against the rail now, his attention seemingly held by the procession of white-robed figures crossing the bridge. Kal joined him, and for a few slightly awkward moments, they watched the parade below.


Led by the two outgoing consuls—a brother and sister from the Firehand family, no less—the entire body of the Senate, Ben included, was marching ahead of Cassava’s army. There were a hundred of them … well, ninety-nine now … and Kal could also pick out Felix Firehand, Ganzief Greatbear and Viola Witchwood.


As if in answer to Kal’s unspoken question, Will Straightarrow began to talk. ‘They haven’t made last night’s murder public yet, but everyone in the city is talking about it. Look at them all, going ahead with their ceremonies and rituals, when behind their gated mansions they are plotting each others’ downfall. It could be Redrake, sure, but people on the street are whispering that Witchwood is the killer. Did you know that three of her lovers—rich and powerful men and women—have died in mysterious circumstances over the years. Some say that poor old Grey was her latest conquest.’


Kal could play this game too. ‘If you are going to listen to rumours,’ she said, ‘then the killer could be Greatbear. People have always been suspicious of him since he defected from Zorronov. I think everyone has wondered at some point if it’s possible that he’s a double agent. Or what about Felix Firehand; his family have been ruling from behind the scenes for centuries—maybe this is his way of keeping the balance of power tipped in his favour.’


The senators had now passed, and Cassava’s troops marched into view. They carried the battle flags of their conquered enemies: frightening tribal designs on ragged banners. Shuffling along in chains behind the troops came the prisoners of war: those who had once fought proudly under the captured banners. From a distance they looked like tall bearded men wrapped in unseasonal furs, but Kal knew what monsters Cassava had been fighting in the east …


Trolls!


These brutish creatures would be led down to the lowest chambers in the Cut, and at the same moment that General Cassava triumphantly ascended the steps of the Basilica they would be garroted with steel wire. There was no sense in keeping monsters in the city any longer than necessary after showing them off to the crowds.


From up on the observatory dome, the scene below seemed surreal; there were monsters in the city, but the crowd were cheering and clapping. The King of Thieves was still blathering on about last night’s more real horror. ‘Benedict Godsword,’ he ruminated. ‘Now there’s a man who has potential to be a secret killer. He plays it cool, but the man is descended from ancient kings and gods. Just think how much frustrated entitlement must be simmering under the surface. He’s not put himself up for the consulate, but maybe he has his eye on an even higher position.’ Straightarrow treated Kal to a broad smile. ‘Someone should tell him that there’s only room for one king in this city right now!’


Kal returned his playful gaze with an accusing one of her own. ‘By the way, what were you doing at Godsword’s party last night?’


‘You mean apart from hoping for a chance of a dance with you? I was looking to fill my pockets. You have no idea how profitable a packed party can be: a dance here, a kiss there; a gold bracelet and a silver hairpin …’


The rumble of drums was getting louder, and Kal could hear shouts, and even some screams, from just out of sight down the Kingsway. A handful of robed priests were running down Arcus Hill and across the bridge, in the opposite direction to the marching troops.


‘They don’t look too happy about something,’ Kal said, almost to herself.


‘General Cassava always had a knack of winding up the priests,’ Straightarrow said. ‘And there’s your final suspect, right there: I’ve heard rumours that the general killed a dragon out in the Wild. That constitutes an instant knighthood and makes the general a shoo-in for the consulate, despite never having been a senator. It’s no coincidence that after ten years away, there’s murder in the Senate the day before the almighty general returns.’


Kal’s fingers gripped the iron railing tightly; she had heard a familiar sound over the increasing noise of the crowd—something she had last heard seven years ago and had hoped to forget. No. Not here! Not inside the city! The priests had every reason to be worried: every day in the Basilica they no longer prayed to their own long-dead gods, but instead pleaded to the god of the monsters, the Dragon, to spare the city from its wrath. General Cassava, it seemed, was taking the opposite approach …


Will Straightarrow whistled when he saw what was coming into view. ‘Well, it seems Cassava didn’t kill a dragon after all!’ he breathed.


General Cassava rode into view on a white charger. She was wearing silver armour, but her head was bare; Cassava had dark southern skin and hair cut short in a military crop. In one hand she held up a massive lochaber axe; her biceps bulged with the effort of keeping it aloft. In her other hand she gripped a chain, with which she dragged along her sacrifice. It was custom that a general would seal their triumph by executing their greatest enemy in front of the crowds.


The chains were wrapped around the creature’s muzzle, preventing it from unleashing its cry; but still it whined, making an unmistakable sound that tore at Kal’s eardrums like daggers on glass. The chains  criss-crossed down the monster’s neck and then were tangled all over its torso, wings and legs. It managed to half-walk, half-shuffle across the bridge to its doom, prodded from behind by spears. A bloody stump was all that was left of its once mighty tail.


Crowds were running down Arcus Hill now to get a better view; students were moving in swarms through the university grounds to get to the bridge; and all over the city, shouts, screams, cheers and lamentations mixed in the sultry summer air. The priests were begging Cassava to turn back.


‘Oh, this is rare!’ the King of Thieves declared. ‘This is a massive two fingers up to the dragon god. And in all this pandemonium, I could probably walk right into the Basilica and peel the gold off the inside of the dome and nobody would notice! I’ll see you later, Kal!’


Kal hardly heard him leave. She had closed her eyes as the dragon was dragged across the Forum to the Basilica steps. They must have loosened the chains then, because the dragon’s awful screech split the sky, silencing both the priests’ protests, and the clamour of the crowds. Kal raised her hands to her ears.


But then, almost as soon as it had begun, the dragon’s cry was cut off with a thud. For the first time since the Midsummer celebrations had started, Amaranthium fell silent.


The city now had another Dragon Killer.


‘I declare a new era!’ Cassava’s clear voice carried across the still air. ‘No longer will we fear monsters outside the city walls, or within our imaginations! For as long as I shall live, I will protect you all from them both!’


Kal turned away from the spectacle and made her way down from the observatory dome. She was deep in thought as she walked across the now-deserted university quadrangles. Could General Cassava protect the city from what had killed Senator Grey at Ben’s party? Kal shivered despite the heat. Not all monsters had wings and claws.




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.ii


 


Research and Development


 

 

 


Kal was troubled. Between the priests who begged the Dragon to stay away from the city, and the Dragonites who thought that life would be somehow better under the winged god’s rule, General Cassava stood alone, a lightning rod in a storm. Executing a dragon in the city was inviting a repeat of the monster invasion that shook Amaranthium five hundred years ago. Kal could see trouble ahead: there was a groundswell of support for both priests and Dragonites in the city, as well as an arrogant liberal elite who would no doubt approve of Cassava’s troops intervening if citizens came to blows.


A sweet smell drifted down from the Hill: the priests were burning saffron—an attempt to appease the dragon god by disguising the smell of the blood  on the Basilica steps. The last time Kal had smelled that pungent scent was when they had beheaded a Dragonite in Satos Square. The braziers had burned for days, and the smell had hung around Kal’s apartment until she was sick of it. To her, it was the smell of death.


She shook her head to clear it of morbid thoughts. She had arrived outside the yellow limestone College of Engineering. Ben’s letter hadn’t directed her here specifically, but she was acting on a hunch. Hidden around the back of the college was a modern extension, built in stone to match the older buildings, but still clean and unweathered. There was a shiny plaque on  one side of the entrance doors:


 


Department of Resistance Analysis

Sponsored by Senator Benedict Godsword

1001


 


Kal smiled to herself. Resistance Analysis sounded like a euphemism for something. A lot of folk believed that philosophers and alchemists dabbled in magic and arcane rituals behind the ancient walls of the university. When she was new to the city, Kal had once determined to find out for herself what went on here, and had sneaked into a philosophy lecture. Sat among the offspring of wealthy aristocrats (the only citizens who could afford the hefty fees) she had learned two important lessons that day: one, that nobody was checking attendance, so she didn’t need to sneak next time; and two … that there was no discernible difference between a real unicorn and an imaginary unicorn.


‘But I can kill, skin and eat a real unicorn!’ Kal had argued with the professor.


‘Are you saying, young lady, that in your imagination, a unicorn can’t be killed?’


Over the years, Kal had gotten a pretty good education in history, literature and the arts. Unfortunately for her though, the colleges of Science, Engineering and Medicine had the nerve to demand to see her enrolment papers before they would let her take part in any lab experiments. Today, she entered the cool lobby of the Department of Resistance Analysis expecting to be challenged, but the place seemed deserted. There was only a fat old porter, half-asleep in his cramped lodge just inside the doors.


‘I’m here to see Doctor Phyn,’ Kal said.


‘She’s down in the basement,’ the old man grunted. He barely opened his eyes.


Kal shrugged and went looking for some stairs. Instead, at the back of the lobby, she found herself facing a pair of open vertical shafts around four feet across. Chains rattled along on the the inside walls of the shafts, moving down  the left shaft and up the right. Kal was bewildered; was she supposed to jump in and grab a chain?


Luckily, the solution soon revealed itself, saving her any embarrassment. A wooden compartment was descending the left shaft, while a similar one was rising on the right. Kal hopped inside the left box and watched the lobby disappear above her. For several seconds she was in complete darkness, and then just as she was wondering whether or not she should start panicking, the basement level rose into view and Kal stepped out.


She could hear running water under her feet. Some underground river powering the lift mechanism? She was impressed already, and slightly apprehensive about meeting this Doctor Phyn. Walking down a whitewashed brick tunnel, Kal found herself standing before a solid metal door labelled Research and Development. The only way in was to pull the bell chain and hope for the best. No wonder the porter wasn’t too bothered about who wandered past him.


The door was opened by a young woman who had a small frame and short blond, almost white, hair. She was wearing a sleeveless top and loose linen trousers.


‘Well, hello Doctor,’ Kal said.


Nim Phyn laughed. ‘Hi Kal. Come on in! I’ve been waiting here for you all morning.’


‘Ben should have told you that I don’t do mornings,’ Kal said as she followed Nim. They entered  an underground chamber that had white tiled walls and a concrete floor. Strange glowing lamps  hung from the ceiling, illuminating the space with a flat, even light. There were workbenches full of mechanical equipment and unfamiliar tools, and large cabinets stuffed with papers and books.


Nim perched on a high stool and watched Kal’s face as she looked around the basement. ‘Anything catch your eye?’ she asked.


Kal accepted the invitation to have a snoop around Nim’s workplace. She examined a tray of rings fitted with intricate devices—needles, lockpicks and coils of filament wire. A two-wheeled frame with a seat and handles was propped against a wall. In one corner there was a tailor’s mannequin dressed in some soft, thin black leathers. Kal stopped by a collection of long knives with smooth, gleaming blades. She picked one up to admire: it was slim, light and very, very sharp.


‘They’re chrometal,’ Nim said, from over at her desk where she had begun inspecting a pistol crossbow. ‘Hard, flexible, and they won’t rust. Take one. In fact, take two. I had them made for you, after all.’


Kal tested the weight of the knife; the blade and the handle were perfectly balanced. She wondered how good of a replacement blade this would be for the bloodsteel shortsword and knife that Ben had given her last year; ancient weapons that had melted away to nothing in the lava of a volcano.


‘Are they better than the blades of the gods?’ she asked Nim.


Nim shrugged. ‘Did the gods have  a block-wide steel foundry like the one I have use of downtown? They’ll serve you well, Kal. Ben told me about your knife fetish, so I ordered these especially. I even had them engraved for you.’


Kal looked closer; the knife was etched with an image of a dragon that coiled around both sides of the blade, from the hilt to the tip.


She was delighted. ‘I do not have a knife fetish. Well, I didn’t until now, anyway.’


‘Then I should stop listening to his Royal Highness, Benedict the Almighty,’ Nim said mischievously, ‘and form my own opinion of the legend that is Kal Moonheart.’


‘Legend?’ Kal scoffed. ‘You’ve been spending too much time holed up in your little bunker. What is it you do down here exactly, Nim? Resistance analysis? Some of these contraptions seem to be designed more for inflicting rather than resisting!’


Nim gave her an impish grin. ‘Well, they do say that attack is the best form of defence. Come and have a look at this—my latest toy.’


Kal walked over to Nim, who offered up the pistol crossbow. Kal had seen one like it before; they were used mainly for recreational shooting. This one had a steel stock and a black wooden body and grip … and an extra attachment at the back for a spool of wire.


‘Three hundred yards of eighteen gauge high tensile wire,’ Nim explained. ‘Strong enough to support two of you, Kal. What are you? About a hundred and forty pounds?’


Kal raised an eyebrow. ‘I have no idea,’ she said. ‘Don’t tell me that this is for climbing!’


‘No, of course not,’ Nim said, ‘but it will do for a speedy descent: look, the bolts have backwards-facing sprung barbs: you’ll have to be a good shot to hit a suitable spot, but—’


‘I’m a very good shot,’ Kal said, pulling the cocking arm down and taking aim across the room, holding the weapon steady with both hands. She fired, and the bolt flew towards the door and hit precisely in the join between the wall and the door jamb. Kal was impressed with the draw weight; it must have been at least a hundred pounds. She tried to yank the weapon back and pull the bolt out by the wire, but the barbs held.


‘The wire passes through the body of the crossbow,’ Nim explained, ‘so you can use it as a pulley. This lever here …’—she showed Kal where to find it—‘ejects the wire so that you can release the weapon. I’ve got some spare coils you can take.’


Kal was impressed. ‘I was going to head home to kit myself out, but you might have everything I need right here, Nim.’ She nodded over at the mannequin. ‘Are those threads for me too?’


Nim’s face lit up. ‘Of course! I spent all last night adjusting them to what I hope will be a good fit. Oh Kal, you won’t believe what they are made of!’


 


* * *


 


Ten minutes later, Kal was fitted-out in soft, but tough, leather: trousers, boots and a sleeveless jerkin. Nim stood in front of her, altering the buckles on the harness that secured Kal’s knives and crossbow.


‘How long have you been working for Ben, Nim?’ Kal asked. ‘He’s never mentioned you to me before.’


‘He never mentioned to me that he knew you before this week, either,’ Nim said, as she fastened three wire cartridges to Kal’s belt. ‘I don’t know much about him really. I was a grad student in applied engineering when he set up this department and offered to fund my doctorate. He treats me to dinner occasionally and we discuss my work, but that’s about it. Do you know him well?’


Not as well as I thought I did.


‘We used to be close,’ Kal said, ‘before he entered the Senate. Now he’s more like someone I do jobs for.’


‘Are you off on a job now?’ Nim asked, stepping back to check out Kal’s get-up.


‘Yes,’ Kal said. ‘And if I were you, Nim, I’d stay down here and bolt that door behind me. Things could get ugly on the streets tonight.’


Nim followed Kal out the metal door and along the corridor to the lift shafts. She put a hand on Kal’s shoulder as Kal went to step into the rising wooden box. ‘Promise you’ll be careful out there,’ she said. ‘I’ve never met anyone like you before, Kal, and I think we could be friends. Come back safe, okay?’


Kal had to wait for the next box before she could get away. ‘I can’t promise that I’ll be careful,’ she said as she rose up the shaft, watching Nim’s face disappearing below her. ‘But I will be back.’




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.iii


 


Suicide is Painless


 

 

 


Kal stepped back out into the glare of the midday sun. It was too hot really to do anything today, except perhaps lie in the shade drinking gin and tonic water, which she was sure Zeb was doing right now. But Kal had to beat Raelo Redrake back to his mansion on the hill, so she willed her limbs into action and jogged off across the university grounds. Once over the wall, she clambered up the side of a row of terraced townhouses. To Kal, the rooftops were a road that led in any direction that she wanted to go. As she climbed, her mind went back over the  parade that had preceded General Cassava’s return to the city; now that she thought about it, Kal couldn’t remember seeing Redrake among the procession of senators. His bald head wouldn’t have been hard to miss. Well, if he wasn’t at home either, then hopefully he had left a clue …


Kal was out of breath once she got up top, but her new leathers were still cool and dry. And she was impressed that they were hardly marked where she had rubbed up against the brickwork of the houses. Nim had done a good job fitting her out: stitching together a dragonskin outfit would have been beyond the skills and tools of most tailors. Kal always took pride in practical clothes and weapons; they made her feel confident when setting out on a job. Apart from the crazy wire-firing crossbow—which she wouldn’t be trusting her life to any time soon—Kal was pleased with her new kit.


She hopped, skipped and jumped her way along the long crescent of teracotta-tiled roofs that led around the circumference of Arcus Hill. Pausing at the gutter of the last house in the row, Kal prepared to drop down into Dragon Park. She could hear voices below though: the gruff, brutal tone of soldiers:


‘Shut your face, old man! Your ancient gods ain’t coming back; you should be kissing the general’s beautiful arse for stepping in instead!’


‘The Dragon … he will come … he will kill us all!’


Kal looked down over the street, being careful not to let her shadow give her away. Three of Cassava’s legionaries were tormenting a poor old priest in the road below. The man was in a state of frantic distress, no doubt after witnessing Cassava ritually slaughtering a dragon on the Basilica steps. The city’s priests generally devoted their whole lives to avoiding stirring up trouble with the great winged beasts.


‘He certainly will be coming if you keep screaming. Hold him down, lads!’ The soldier started to unbuckle his belt as his two friends laid the old priest flat on his back and held him still with a boot in each of his elbows.


Kal could have easily dropped down off the roof, broken both her fall and the lead soldier’s neck at the same time, and put a dagger in each of the other men’s hearts before they even realised that she was there. But no: what was she, some kind of vigilante? This isn’t my problem, she thought as she stepped away and found a route down the other side of the building.


As she left the scene, the old priest’s shouts turned to spluttering gurgles.


 


* * *


 


Dragon Park. The only place in the city where you could find a statue of the Dragon—right at the spot where a thousand years ago it had killed Arcus (reportedly by biting him in two) and so ended the age of the gods. The statue had come to symbolise Amaranthium’s uneasy truce with the god of all monsters: We acknowledge your power and strength, it seemed to say. We will always remember what you did here. Now please stay away and leave us in peace.


As she hurried down the central corridor of conifers in the direction of Raelo’s mansion, Kal could see that something was different about the Dragon’s silhouette. Today it had no head! The head, and the giant hammers that had done the damage, were lying on the grass nearby … as were the bodies of the two soldiers that had swung them. So blood had been split already, but surely the city’s priests wouldn’t kill Cassava’s soldiers just for vandalising a statue?

 Then Kal spied two distant figures leaving the scene, wiping blood from their swords. Scruffy, bearded men in worn travellers’ cloaks.


Dragonites. Kal could almost smell the Wild on them; the cult had long been banned from the city, and its acolytes now lived in camps out in the forest. This pair had no doubt snuck in through one of the many secret ways under the walls, and now they appeared to be heading in the same direction she was. Kal slipped down a parallel pathway and tried to catch some of their conversation through the trees. They were discussing Raelo Redrake:


‘… first Dragonite consul … loyal … disband the legions …’


‘… and burn the temples … Redrake could wield absolute power …’


‘… torturer kept a man alive for ten years …’


And then they were out of earshot, having left the park and entered Raelo’s mansion. Kal watched the front doors from the cover of a low yew tree: Raelo’s home stood alone in its own square acre of grounds; one of the few private residences that could rival Ben’s for size. The building was taller than it was wide; a stout tower with decorative crenellations around the top. Raelo was a ineffectual voice in the senate, Kal had heard, so he had built a home to project an image of power and strength instead. Was that how the Dragonites got to him, Kal wondered; by promising him the power he had always craved?


The gate and the front doors of the mansion were hanging open. In the shadow of the portico, the entrance was dark like the mouth of a cave. Where was Greg, Raelo’s personal guard? He was usually always outside, happily chatting with passers-by. And he would never just leave the doors open if he was escorting guests inside. Something was up. The deserted entrance beckoned, so Kal broke from cover, crossed Park Road, and ran up Raelo’s front steps. A figure emerged from the darkness at that moment and stood in her way.


‘Greg! Where’s Raelo? Is he home?’


The young guard just gaped at Kal with a vacant expression. His eyes were rolling around in his head as if he was dizzy. He stumbled forward and fell into her arms. His lower body was hot and wet—Kal realised that he had been run through with a sword.


‘Lie down,’ she said. ‘Just close your eyes and try to get some rest.’ She laid him down carefully in the shadows of the doorway. As she stood up, Kal pulled out her pistol crossbow and cocked the bolt. Raelo’s atrium appeared deserted. As she stepped away from Greg’s lifeless body, something crunched under her feet. She glanced down; the floor was covered with tiny fragments of marble. The column that usually displayed Raelo’s proud bust was empty.


She ventured deeper into the gloom of the house, holding the crossbow out in front of her in a two-handed grip. The whole place was covered in deep-pile carpets, thick wall hangings and heavy curtains, all in rich reds and blacks. Light wasn’t welcome here, and Kal discovered that even at midday, lamps had been lit to illuminate the central stairwell that rose five storeys through the spine of the mansion. Kal stood at the bottom and looked up …


Two men were creeping down, swords drawn. When they spotted Kal they froze for an instant, then charged towards her. Kal shot her bolt instinctively … but her instincts were good: the bolt entered one of the men’s cheeks and exited via his ear, finally burying itself in one of the thick oak balusters that supported the banister. The second man didn’t see the filament wire that trailed in the bolt’s wake, and his feet gave way as the wire caught him under the chin. It was enough to open up his jugular and he crashed down at Kal’s feet squirting blood.


That noise certainly wouldn’t go unnoticed if there were more of them. Kal ejected the cartridge and slotted a fresh bolt and coil of wire into the crossbow. She stepped over the bodies and started up the stairs. For every floor, there were four short flights of steps at right angles to each other, spiralling in an anticlockwise direction around an open central shaft: it was a dangerous battleground—full of shadows, corners and blind spots, and the landings were too small to provide sure footing. She could hear doors slamming, and voices and footsteps above her. She really should go for help, but with two kills in hand, Kal was feeling overconfident.


As another couple of Dragonites descended, Kal took a more considered aim with the crossbow. This time she fired a low shot across the stairwell that thudded into the opposite wall. Neither of them saw the resulting tripwire, and they both came crashing down head-over-heels towards her. One of them dashed his brains out on the stone edge of a step, where the carpet didn’t quite reach. The other cultist, a woman, fell at Kal’s feet. Kal dropped immediately and drove one of her new knives into the woman’s breast. The Dragonites were not protected by the city’s laws, and so Kal had no compunctions about killing them.


She bounded up to the fourth floor. It was all quiet  here. She was sure she had heard more than two people up there; the rest must be waiting for her somewhere. Kal looked around—there was a closed door on every landing and on every corner of the stairwell. An attack could come from above or below. She held a knife loosely in each hand. Raelo had built his home like a fortress; going up you had the wall on your right, hindering your sword arm. Kal, while not quite ambidextrous, was proficient enough with her left hand, so she wasn’t too worried about that. What she was worried about was if—


—four doors banged open simultaneously, two above and two below her. Four rough men closed in on her. Kal could see a crazed look in the eyes of her attackers. She had heard that the cultists farmed drugs out in the forests. There were certain mushrooms that induced all kinds of strange states of mind: fearlessness, aggression … but also a lack of finesse; before they could bring their swords to bear on her, Kal stuck a knife in one man’s gut, and sent another flying back down the stairs with a solid boot to the midriff.


Then she felt the inevitable pressure of a blade sliding across her exposed back. The toughness of her leather surprised the Dragonite, and Kal was able to elbow him in the face and turn to face him. But the one that she had sent down the stairs was back on his feet and coming back up at her. And the fourth cultist was hanging back looking for an opening. Kal was flustered. In desperation, she jumped up onto the banister and leaped across the gap of the stairwell, dropping down to the stairs two flights below.


She landed perfectly though, like a cat. Come on! she willed herself. Five down; three to go! As the three cultists bundled down the stairs after her, she took careful aim with one of her knives, and hurled it at the nearest enemy.


She missed. The knife bounced off the wall and fell down the stairwell.


Kal was about to turn tail and run when, unexpectedly, a door opened on the landing between her and the remaining three men. As they passed, Will Straightarrow stepped out calmly, still dressed in his short trousers and summer shirt. He grabbed one of the men by the neck and shoved a shortsword under the hem of his unsuspecting victim’s mail shirt and up into his  ribcage. Will pulled out the sword as fast as he could and turned to face the other two. One of them took him on, while the other came for Kal.


This one was armoured too, in a rigid leather breastplate, but he was as slow as he was well-protected. Kal dodged his clumsy thrust, and wasted no time in slicing up with her knife, chopping the man’s arm off at the shoulder. Her blade then took his other arm off on its way down.


The cultist staggered back in shock, bumped up against the banister and toppled over backwards. His scream lasted three seconds before it was cut off with a loud smack.


Kal looked up at Straightarrow, who was standing over the bodies of his two opponents. He opened his mouth as if he was about to make some kind of inappropriate joke, then thought better of it.


‘You promised that you wouldn’t still be here when I arrived,’ Kal reminded the King of Thieves.


‘I was hiding under Redrake’s bed, waiting for a chance to escape,’ he said. ‘I was trying on the senator’s silk shirts when these guys turned up.’


‘Where is Redrake?’ Kal snapped.


Straightarrow shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Probably schmoozing at some party of Cassava’s where they’re all drinking dragon blood.’


‘No,’ Kal said. ‘He wasn’t at the triumph. He’s here somewhere.’ She remembered something that Greg had told her once. ‘He has a panic room at the top of the house!’ She pushed past Will and headed up to the top of the stairs: the final door had no handle, lock or visible hinges. Kal banged on it with her fist.


‘Raelo! Open up! It’s Kal!’


She thought she heard a faint groan from behind the door. Will Straightarrow had followed Kal up the stairs and was looking on with mild curiosity.


‘I can help you!’ Kal shouted to Raelo. ‘Whatever it is you’ve done, it’s not too late to give yourself up.’


A weak croaking voice answered: ‘No one can help me now,’


‘I can make sure that you get a quick painless execution!’ Kal promised brightly. Straightarrow laughed out loud, and Kal shot him a warning look.


But after a few seconds of silence, there was a click and the door swung inwards. Senator Raelo Redrake stumbled backwards away from the door and collapsed into a chair. His panic room was dark and bare; the only thing other than the chair was a wooden table that held a bottle and  goblet of wine, and a wooden plate of what looked like chopped leaves.


Raelo looked stunned to see Kal. His head lolled in his chair and his breathing was fast and shallow.


‘Why did you kill Grey?’ Kal pressed him. ‘Was that your plan? Or the Dragonites?’


‘Grey?’ Raelo looked confused. ‘What … what are you talking about, Kal?’


‘You left Ben’s party just before Senator Grey was found dead. I guessed that you and the Dragonites would have something to do with it! You never did cut ties with them, did you? Now they want to set you up as consul and—’


‘No, Kal, no!’ Raelo insisted, almost choking as he spat the words out. ‘I’ve done nothing wrong. I’ve shunned the Dragonites for over a year now … but they told me that I could never leave them. At first they tried to bribe me, promising me power and fame; I told them I was happy simply being wealthy. Then they threatened to hurt my family; I told them I had no family. So they promised me that I’d disappear … that I’d be tortured for years where no one would ever find me. I stupidly ignored their threats. I only left the party because Greatbear was more interested in talking to Ben’s girlfriend than me. I came … straight back … here …’


The senator had stopped breathing. Kal tried to shake him but his limbs were stiff. Will was looking suspiciously at the leaves on the table. He sniffed the wine.


‘Don’t drink it!’ Kal said.


‘I know,’ Will said. ‘It’s hemlock.’


Kal closed Raelo’s eyelids and, not knowing what else to do in a situation like this, kissed his bald head. He had died an innocent man; the Dragonites Kal had overheard had only been talking about what could have happened if Raelo had been elected consul.


‘Let’s go,’ she said to Will. ‘It wasn't Raelo or the Dragonites who killed Grey. This is a dead end.’


There was a noise from the ground floor. Will went out to the stairwell and looked down. ‘And we’re trapped in it,’ he said. ‘Dogwood and the Senate Guard are here.’


Kal swore and rushed down to Raelo’s bedroom. She flung open the window, but there was nowhere to go: the nearest building was a hundred yards away.


‘How much do you weigh?’ she asked the King of Thieves.


‘Huh?’ he said. ‘Do you mean with or without this pile of jewellery I found in the senator’s strongbox? Hey, don’t look at me like that. It’s not like he has any use for it anymore!’


Kal sighed. ‘Bring it,’ she said. ‘You can give it to me for getting you out of this situation. Consider it the first instalment of your repayment plan’  She slotted a cartridge of filament wire into the pistol crossbow and took careful aim across Raelo’s gardens. Footsteps were coming up the stairs. There was no way that Kal wanted to be on yet another of Dogwood’s lists. She gritted her teeth to try and steady her aim, and squeezed the trigger.


The bolt flew true, lodging firmly in a window frame of the opposite house. Kal uncoupled her end of the wire and secured it around the heavy post of Raelo’s bed. The crossbow itself now had freedom of movement along the wire like a makeshift pulley.


Kal and Will put one arm around each other’s waist, and held on to the crossbow with the other. Then, without stopping to think about it, they jumped  out of the window.


They made it halfway across the distance before the wire snapped.




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.iv


 


Crab Corner


 

 

 


The good news was that there was a tree directly below them. The bad news was that it was a monkey puzzle tree, and as Kal smashed down through its crown, the tough, spiny branches thumped and smacked her body. It was like being beaten by a gang of thugs with staffs. Kal felt her cheek rip as the sharp leaves pulled at her flesh. Then another branch delivered a blow to the side of her head and knocked her senseless.


At least that meant she didn’t feel the pain of hitting the ground. When she came to, her left elbow was hurting bad, and stars were flashing in her field of vision. Kal managed to ascertain that she was lying behind a low wall, luckily hidden from the eyes of the squad of Senate Guard that stampeded past.


She remained as still and quiet as she could, despite the pain in her battered limbs, as Captain Dogwood came plodding along in the wake of his squad. ‘Chase that man down!’ he gasped. ‘He killed ... Senator Redrake ...’ Dogwood dropped his bulky body down on the wall just yards from Kal and tried to catch his breath. ‘I’ll just wait here,’ he puffed, to no one in particular.


Kal was in agony, but she didn’t dare make a move. No matter what she told Dogwood, she wouldn’t escape at least one night in the guardhouse cells. She considered giving in to the temptation and passing out, and just hoping that Dogwood wouldn’t notice her, but then something happened that made her forget her pain: a man in a wide-brimmed hat appeared on the scene and sat down next to the Guard captain. Kal couldn’t see much more since both men had their backs to her, but she did see Dogwood get handed a heavy bag of money. What was this all about? Dogwood was supposedly loyal to Felix Firehand.


A minute later, both men got up without a word and went their separate ways. Kal waited as long as she could bear, then slowly got to her feet. She shook the stiffness out of her arms and legs, and tried to rub away the throbbing pain. Blood was dripping down from her cheek. Holding her hand against her wounded face, she limped off across the street and into the park.


 


* * *


 


Ben’s house wasn’t far, so Kal made her way there. She wasn’t supposed to visit him publicly, lest their association became too well-known, but right now Kal was distressed and desperate for a safe haven. What a sight she must have been, stumbling up the quiet streets of Amaranthium’s most exclusive neighbourhood, dripping blood on cobbles that, unlike downtown, never ran with sewage and manure. In fact, Ben had told her once that there was a full-time cobble-gardener whose only job was to make sure that no horse droppings ever disgraced the streets for longer than five minutes.


There were green banners covering many of the frontages of  the homes of merchants and self-made new men and women—banners that proclaimed their support for Viola Witchwood. And there were gold banners for the aristocracy who supported one of their own—the letters below the portrait read simply FELIX, to distinguish this year’s candidate from the many other Firehands who held sway over the city. There was only one house with a red banner rooting for Ganzief Greatbear, but it was the biggest banner, and it flew from a specially constructed  wooden scaffold that occupied the highest ground in the city.


Kal stopped to rest in the shadow of the banner. She was almost home and dry. Why did Ben have to have the longest drive as well as the biggest mansion? She took a deep breath and made one final push for the house. She could see Ben moving around  through an open window on the ground floor, so she made for that and stuck her head inside—


—and jerked back just in time as a flashing blade fell from the top of the window frame and almost decapitated her. Ben spun around as the blade thudded into the windowsill, and Nim’s head popped out of the next window along. ‘Kal!’ she shouted. ‘Don’t go near the windows—I’ve been setting booby traps!’


 


* * *


 


Kal must have passed out again, because when she woke up she was lying across a leather couch in Ben’s study. Nim was sat at her feet, reading a book, and Ben and Zeb were at his desk, surrounded by a mountain of paperwork. The late afternoon streamed in through the (deadly) window, lending a gentle light to the quiet scene.


‘So you state here that you paid protection money every week,’ Ben was saying to Zeb, ‘to a crime lord called …’—he double-checked  his notes—‘the Peacock!’ Ben sat back in his chair. ‘Can we contact this person?’


Zeb was lounging in the chair opposite, smoking a thick stogie. She blew a cloud of spicy smoke over the desk before giving her answer: ‘No. You don’t contact the Peacock, Benedict. The Peacock contacts you.’


Ben thumped his head theatrically down on the desk. ‘Come on, Zeb!’ he moaned. ‘We’re trying to prove that you didn’t rob your own customers. This Peacock might be able to vouch for you, or even know who this King of Thieves is.’


‘If I did know who the Peacock was,’ Zeb said, ‘I still couldn’t tell you. My life would be forfeit.’


Ben shook his head. ‘Why did I ever agree to take on this case?’ he complained. ‘It’s just a tangle of secrets and dead ends. I need a drink!’


‘Fine then!’ Zeb said. ‘Go back to your life of sleeping all day and drinking the all night. I’ll fight my own battles.’ She stood up.


‘Zeb, sit down.’ Ben said. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Hey, it says here,’ Nim said, reading aloud from her book on Senate law, ‘that if you defeat another senator in court, then you assume his level of authority. Firehand’s been a senator fifteen years longer than you have, Ben, so that’ll be a pretty big leap in status for you if you win.’


‘Will you also take his place in the line-up of candidates for the consulate?’ Kal asked from the couch. Her cheek hurt as she spoke; she put a hand to it and found it had been bandaged up.


‘Oh, hey Mooney,’ Ben said, spinning around in his seat. ‘Nice of you to wake up finally and join us. But to answer your question: if I wanted to stand for consul, I wouldn’t have to wait for the chance to beat Firehand in court. Anyone can stand … well, anyone rich enough, and with enough backers in the Senate. But didn’t you see the big banner outside? I’m supporting Greatbear—the man of the common people!’


‘Yeah, I saw your banner,’ Kal groaned, getting up in to a sitting position. ‘You could probably have seen it from Refuge.’


Refuge was the village at the foot of the Starfinger Mountains where, years ago, she and Ben had lived a much simpler life.


Zeb came over to sit with Kal on the couch. ‘So what’s the story behind all these bruises, you poor thing?’


‘They were all for nothing,’ Kal said. ‘Raelo  had been trying to shake off the Dragonites for months now, but they drove him to his death before I could save him. Senator Grey was killed by someone else. Oh, but your toys worked great, Nim … up to a point.’


Nim looked pleased, but Zeb was disappointed. Kal finding the killer was the only way she could escape trial. ‘So what now?’ she said. ‘Do I have  any more outs?’


‘Just one,’ Kal told her, ‘but I’m not too thrilled about chasing it up.’


Ben looked up from his notes. ‘The secret door?’ he said.


Kal nodded. ‘Deep under the city, there’s an ancient locked door with the flaming fist symbol on it. Ben and I discovered it when we first came to Amaranthium. Unfortunately, we didn’t make a map. We were too busy running for our lives down there.’


Nim perked up. ‘I have some cool equipment for a subterranean tactical operation!’


‘A what?’ Zeb asked her.


‘A dungeon crawl!’


‘I’ll need some heavy explosives.’ Kal said thoughtfully. ‘And some help. In fact, I have someone in mind who owes me a favour. Would you believe that I ran into the King of Thieves today …’


Zeb gave a low growl. Ben looked at Kal sharply. ‘Kal, if you know who he is, we have to get the Senate Guard to bring him in.’


‘You don’t run the Senate Guard anymore, Ben,’ Kal reminded him. ‘If they arrest this man, then Firehand will probably make him disappear—put him in some deep, dark cell and lose the key—and there goes your star witness. But either way, he’s too clever to get caught anyway, and far too slippery to let anyone hang any crimes on him.’


‘So what are you saying, Kal?’ Zeb said. ‘You’re going to try and befriend this guy?’


‘Yeah,’ Kal said, attempting to stand. She couldn’t sit around all day waiting for her bruises to fade. ‘I’m thinking of setting the kind of trap where I am the bait.’


 


* * *


 


Crab Corner was in the Lower East Side of the city, as far away as possible from, the heights of Arcus Hill. Here, the narrow streets were dirty and crowded, but somehow Kal managed to get around quickly. Nobody minded if you put a hand on their shoulder and pushed them gently out of the way; nobody stared at you suspiciously if you ran anywhere. In fact, people who were trying their hardest to draw attention to themselves, such as the soothsayer on the corner of Meat Street and Silver Lane, were being ignored by most passers-by.


‘When the rains fall, the scourge of Amaranthium will rise!’ he bellowed in Kal’s face as she tried to shimmy past him.
 

She looked up at the clear blue sky. ‘Not today then!’ she said. ‘Hey, do you know where I might find Will Straightarrow?’


‘Young Will?’ the soothsayer said. ‘Of course! Keep going, turn left at the crab, walk past  Whalo’s temple and a hundred yards further on you’ll find the Dead Dog tavern. Will will be there playing dice!’


‘Thanks,’ Kal said, flipping him a shilling and continuing on her way.


Crab Corner lay in the shadow of Amaranthium’s seawall, and was so named because a hundred years ago the district had been plagued by an invasion of giant crabs. The Senate had refused to offer any aid to the beleaguered locals, until a week later when they were forced to send the legions in. By that time, three hundred people had died and the rest of the city was threatened. It took two whole legions and some heavy siege equipment another week to drive back the creatures.


Kal turned left when she reached the plinth that displayed the ancient shell of one of the monsters: the carapace was six yards wide and bristled with jagged spines. The claws were big enough to grab a victim and tear them in two. Kal had heard terrible stories about how fast they scuttled, and how they were able to smash through the flimsy walls of the downtown buildings. At least the grim tale had a happy ending: the locals didn’t go hungry for months after the plague was put down.


Kal could see the Dead Dog up ahead, decorated by multiple bill posters with Ganzief Greatbear’s face on them. She had been to the tavern many times, and knew a lot of the patrons, but this Will Straightarrow seemed to have the aura of a local celebrity. He must have risen to fame in the year she was away in Balibu. He had taken on the mantle of the King of Thieves and started spreading his ill-gotten gains around Crab Corner. His confidence must be sky-high for him not to worry about Kal betraying him to either the Senate or to the city’s crime lords.


The tavern was an old beamed building, furnished with lots of cheap wooden furniture. Men and their pets, and a handful of women, stood or sat around  quaffing ale. The rushes that covered the flagstones were damp with spilt drinks. There was shouting and excitement emanating from a table in the centre of the room. Kal didn’t bother getting a drink—she would rather wash in the watered-down brew they served here, than drink it—so she wandered over to see what the commotion was about.


Will Straightarrow and three red-nosed, wrinkled old men were sitting around a wooden board that was full of colourful tokens and coins. Straightarrow was rattling a wooden cup to the accompaniment of a rhythmic handclap from the spectators. His opponents watched him intently. ‘Come on, William,’ one of them said. ‘Put us out of our misery.’


‘Double six will do it,’ Will said, then released the dice into a felted circle in the middle of the board.


Double six! The crowd erupted, and the three defeated old men slipped dejectedly out of their seats while Will poured the money from off the board into his bag. Two new opponents had already sat down, and Kal had to leap forward, pushing men out of the way and spilling their drinks, to secure the remaining seat.


Will looked up and grinned. ‘Hello, Kal. So you managed to escape earlier, then? I did my best to lead those guards away. Have you come to try your luck against me?’


Kal smiled back. ‘I don’t need luck,’ she said. ‘I am the master of every game I play.’

She examined the board in front of her. ‘I don’t know this one yet, though, so you’ll have to tell me the rules.’


The crowd roared with laughter. ‘It’s easy!’ Will said, handing Kal the cup filled with five dice. ‘We always let new players go first. I’ll explain the rules as we go, but for now there’s only one move you can make to start things off.


‘So come on, Kal—roll the bones!’
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Kal rolled a six, two fours, a three, and a two. She looked up at Will with a well, what do you make of that, then? expression.


‘The game is called Demon Dice,’ Will said, ‘and the aim is to call on the help of three  gods in order to defeat the demons. Five ones will call Arcus to your side; five fours will call Banos; and five sixes will call Lovath herself.’


Kal was only half-listening. Looking over Will’s shoulder, she could see a familiar shape up on a shelf above the bar. A long tubular weapon made of gleaming brass and polished wood. A blunderbuss! It would be a mistake to complain about watered-down beer here.


‘You get four rolls though,’ Will continued, ‘before you have to pass the dice to the next player, and you can set aside any dice that you want to keep before each roll.’


Kal’s hand hovered over the board. ‘Okay, I think I get it …’ she said, setting aside the fours, and dropping the three remaining dice in the cup. ‘By the way, what are we playing for?’


‘I almost forgot,’ Will said. ‘Everybody put ten shillings in the middle.’ The other two players started counting out their loose change. Kal smiled to herself. They were playing for a grand total of two crowns. She added  half a crown to the pot, and then shook and rolled the dice: another two fours and a two.


‘Two more rolls to try to get the last four,’ Will said, ‘and then you win a token to place on the board. Get all three tokens and all this’—he waved a hand at the pile of coins and they both laughed—‘could be yours!’


Kal worked out the odds in her head. ‘That’s a little less than one chance in three,’ she said, setting aside the fours and throwing the remaining die again: it tumbled across the felt, bounced back off the wooden rim of the board, and finally came to rest … a five.


‘One more chance, Kal! But when you pass the dice to my friend, Dene, on your left, he also gets to pick any of your rolls to set aside before he makes his throw.’


Dene was watching Kal with interest. Like Will, he was young and broad-shouldered, with an easy smile. The guy on her right was the same, as were the crowd of supporters rooting for Will from the sidelines: confident youths wearing casual but well-cut clothes. They weren’t your average downtown tavern patrons, that was for sure—they weren’t like the sad-faced labourers who spent half their wage on drink to get them through the night.


Dene’s eyes followed Kal’s hand as she picked up the die for her final throw. His mouth turned up in a half-smile and he even dared to wink at her!


Kal bared her teeth in response, put the die back down, and grabbed the four dice that she had set aside instead. She dropped them into the cup, shook it and tipped them out onto the felt, ruining Dene’s chances of completing a set of fours. She held his gaze, not looking down at the results.


‘Your move!’ she said, handing him the empty cup.


 


* * *


 


It was three hours later when Kal and Will stepped out into the late afternoon sun. Kal’s pockets were jingling with all the money she had won. ‘Let’s walk and talk,’ she suggested, ‘and I’ll buy you a bite to eat somewhere.’


Will didn’t seem all that bothered that Kal had shown him up in front of his friends. ‘Alright,’ he agreed. ‘What did you want to talk about? I’ve no money to give you right now, if that’s what you’re after. And that jewellery from Raelo’s … well, I might have fenced it off already.’


‘Let’s talk about your little den of thieves,’ Kal said. ‘You might want to keep the blunderbuss hidden under the bar, in case other people you’ve robbed make the connection.’


Will shrugged. ‘There are a lot of guns in the city these days. And I drink in a lot of different bars.’


‘Oh really?’ Kal said. ‘But how many of them have a sign above the door saying, William Straightarrow: licensed to sell intoxicating liquors?’


‘I see nothing gets past you, Kal,’ Will conceded. ‘What else did you notice?’


‘That there’s a brewery attached to the inn. If you ask me, that would be a good place to concoct your strange green fog of sleepiness that you used at the Snake Pit. By the way, Zeb is still wondering where her guards got to on the night of the robbery.’


‘They’re quite safe, I promise you,’ Will said. ‘We locked them away in the cellar. I’ll try and remember to set them free tomorrow. And as for the green fog—some of the lads are chemistry students at the university. We don’t use anything that we haven’t tested on ourselves, though!’


They walked until they reached the wharf, where Crab Corner met the harbour. The smell of seafood was making Kal hungry, and they wandered over to the food stalls, where fresh fish were being grilled. ‘Don’t you worry, though,’ Kal said, ‘that one day you’ll be found out, or even betrayed, to the Senate or to the crime lords?’


‘Every single day,’ Will admitted. ‘But we are experts at destroying evidence and maintaining a web of alibis. Hell, Straightarrow isn’t even my real name, for a start! Hey, fancy some jellied eels?’


Kal pulled out a handful of coins, but the girl selling the eels waved the money away. ‘Will doesn’t pay for his eels,’ she said, ‘and if you’re with him, then neither do you.’


‘Girlfriend of yours?’ Kal asked Will as they walked away. She tucked into her eels: they were chewy, and the mash that came with them was hot and soft.


‘No,’ Will said. ‘I just helped her out once when her father was in jail. He was caught selling fish cakes with added slivers of slug. I’m all for punishing frauds, but they didn’t have to smash his tools and equipment too.’


‘Aren’t you the helpful one,’ Kal said. ‘So who else do you hand money out to?’


‘Well …’ Will said. ‘You see that beggar over there?’


‘No.’


‘That’s because Jimmy Bobbin is now apprenticed to a carpenter in Shavings Street. Fourteen is far too young to be begging on the streets; too young to have lost an arm in a street fight that got out of control. We figured out that you only need one hand to saw if you’ve got a good vice to hold the wood steady.’


‘Why do you do this, Will? Why do you have to help people?’


‘It’s just the way I was brought up,’ he said, as if it was the most natural thing in the world. ‘If you’ve got the brains, the energy and the means, then you have a responsibility to help others, wouldn’t you say? You’re wasted running around after Benedict Godsword and his slimy friends, Kal; you should join us. We’re not rum divers or ding boys: there is honour among some thieves, you know.’


‘Hmmm,’ was Kal’s reply. She had no idea what a rum diver or a ding boy was.


‘Isn’t that why you came here?’ Will asked her, with mock surprise. ‘I was hoping you were thinking about leaving Ben for me.’


The cogs in Kal’s mind turned around slowly as she sensed an opportunity. ‘It’s tempting,’ she admitted, with just a small hint of promise in her voice. ‘But I never leave business unfinished. Zeb still needs my help.’


Will shook his head. ‘The money that I stole from her—from the rich senators who can more than afford it, rather—has been put to work on several big community projects around Crab Corner. I couldn’t return it even if I wanted to. Which I don’t, by the way.’ He grinned. ‘It’s against the thieves’ code.’


‘Then help me catch a killer,’ Kal implored him. ‘That’s something worthwhile, surely?’


‘When a senator dies, it’s not murder—it’s politics,’ Will said sagely. ‘And I have no interest in politics. Let them kill each other. Do you think whoever winds up as consul is going to make any difference to the people around here?’


Kal glanced around the busy wharf. It was a mild summer evening, the day after Midsummer Night; a good day for winding down after a party, for taking a stroll and catching the sunset … except everyone here was working; fishermen were loading their boats with lobster pots ready to catch the dawn tide; shipbuilders were hauling planks of pine between workshops; seafood on ice was being packed into wagons for nighttime delivery to restaurants and kitchens around the city. For the people of Crab Corner, a public holiday only meant a mad rush to catch up afterwards.


‘There’s something I want to show you,’ Will said. ‘I’m building something—well, restoring actually—something that will level the playing field a little for the locals; close the gap between Crab Corner and Arcus Hill. It’s this way!’


They walked away from the wharves and onto Crab Common—a patchy strip of grass that was bordered by rows of identical tenements: narrow, crumbling five-storey buildings that were decorated, not with banners and flags, but with clothes and bed linen hung out to dry.


Kal grabbed Will’s hand. She had no illusions about her powers of seduction, but she knew how to be direct. ‘If you won’t help me personally, at least tell me what the word on the street is. You know what people are talking about; you told me so earlier.’


‘That’s true,’ Will said. ‘We do try to keep tabs on what other criminal organisations are up to around Crab Corner, and we’ve heard some of the local crime bosses are getting a little nervous: Senator Viola Witchwood has been seen visiting the Bower.’


‘The Bower?’


‘The Peacock’s den. It’s not too much of a stretch to believe that Witchwood may have acquired her advantages in business and commerce by making deals with Amaranthium’s criminal elements. The Peacock is already involved in tax evasion, extortion and slave labour. If Witchwood becomes consul, then between them they would rule both legal and illegal sides of city; they could get away with anything, with … murder.’


Kal remembered Viola’s striking green eyes looking playfully at her during Ben’s meeting in the Forgotten Tomb. Was the rich, beautiful senator really conspiring with the head of the criminal underworld to take control of the city?


‘We should investigate,’ she said. ‘Together! If Witchwood and the Peacock are plotting, then we could take them both down. I know the Peacock is after you for that stunt you pulled at the Snake Pit. Zeb paid hundreds of crowns a week in protection money; so you weren’t just stealing off her, you were stealing off the city’s biggest crime lord too. The Peacock isn’t going to rest until you are caught and, well … you must know how thieves who try to go it alone are killed.’


‘Remind me,’ Will said with a lopsided smile, but Kal thought she detected a flicker of worry behind his brown eyes.


‘I heard about this one occasion where they let a man loose in the middle of the crowd at the Panathletic Games. That was after they had cut his ribs away from his spine and broken them so they stuck out of his back like wings—’


‘Alright, I get it,’ Will snapped. He took a deep breath. ‘Sounds like the kind of thing that the people who mutilated your friend Senator Grey might enjoy. You know, I’ve always been meaning to take on the real bad guys in this city—it’s just that stealing from rich, lazy folk was just too damn easy. Okay then: for now, we’re partners.’ He gave her hand a squeeze and led her across the common.


Kal should have been pleased, but Will seemed even more upbeat now than before. Had she really got him to help her, or had he somehow manoeuvred her into agreeing to help him? Either way, she had got in with him like she planned, so she guessed she may as well see it through.


‘We’ll stake out the Bower tonight then,’ Will suggested. Kal nodded. ‘But for now,’ he said, ‘here’s what I wanted to show you!’


 


* * *


 


They were standing on the edge of the common, staring up at a crumbling old ruin. The sinking sun cast long shadows amongst the broken stone columns and weather-worn statues. Kal noticed that there was wooden scaffolding around the stonework.


‘The old Thermalore,’ she said. ‘I remember hiding out here for a night a few years ago!’


‘Well, it’s in a somewhat nicer state now,’ Will said. ‘On the inside, at least—come on in!’ He bounded up the wide stone steps and took a key to the solid bronze doors. He and Kal then took a door each and heaved them open.


The vestibule was lit by high windows that were set just below a domed roof that was painted a bright, clean white. Apart from some workbenches, a pedal-driven lathe and some scattered tools, the space was fully restored and redecorated. Indoor plants and a mosaic, depicting Whalo and Firuze mixing water and fire, gave the room a splendour rarely seen in Crab Corner.


Will led the way through a door and into a long dressing room, where newly-cut stone benches lined the walls beneath a glimmering line of polished brass hooks. The decor was simple, but tasteful. When Kal followed Will through the door at the opposite end, she gasped.


The last time she had seen the main bath, it had been just an empty pit gouged into the earth, open to the sky. Now it was a perfect rectangle—a fifty-yard-long lead-lined pool beneath a new barrel-vaulted roof. The air between the pool and the roof hung with steam.


Kal couldn’t resist running to the edge, kneeling and plunging her hand in. ‘It’s hot!’ she exclaimed. ‘But who …’


‘I might have sent Dene ahead of us to light the furnace,’ Will admitted.


‘Oh really?’ Kal raised an eyebrow. ‘Do you have a special signal for that, whenever you’re thinking of bringing a girl here?’


‘Actually, this is the first time the furnace has been lit, and the first time I’ve ever brought anyone here, let alone a girl! I swim alone in the cold water most days.’ Will shrugged off his shirt and kicked away his short trousers. Kal watched wide-eyed as, step-by-step, he lowered his naked body into the water. He was slim and muscular; with a swimmer’s V-shaped body. Kal’s eyes were fixed on his abdominals as they shifted and rippled each time he twisted his torso. If he was going to be shameless in his nudity, then she would be shameless in her staring.


‘You’re bruised all over,’ was all she could say.


‘No thanks to you dropping me on a tree. Are you coming in or what? Nothing like a hot bath to relax you before a tough adventure.’


Kal stood and dropped off her belt, laying her knife and crossbow on the tiles. The dragonskin leather came off next, peeling easily off her body like it was silk. Kal walked over to the side where there were no steps, raised her arms, bent her knees and fired herself into the air. She broke the surface of the water cleanly.


Will watched her from the centre of the pool as she swam slow rings around him. ‘How did it come to this?’ she asked him. ‘I mean, how did your life lead you to the point where you find yourself planning an offensive against the city’s biggest crime lord?’


‘I guess it was when I made the mistake of robbing the Snake Pit in order to finance this little bit of luxury for the not-so-fortunate people of the city. I admit, it was probably a bit too audacious, even for me; a robbery too far.’


‘And what was it that drove you to do that?’ Kal persisted, treading water in front of Will.


‘My parents,’ he said. ‘Although I was born in Crab Corner, my parents worked hard and saved enough money to send me to the university. I studied politics, philosophy and economics … and soon came to the conclusion that to make a difference to the world, you have to operate outside the system. My parents were disappointed; I think they were hoping that I would find a respectable, and well-paid, job in the Senate.


He swam forward, closing in on Kal and putting a hand on her shoulder as they floated face-to-face. ‘You tell me how it feels to work for the Senate,’ he said. ‘Do you feel like you’re doing good in the world?’


‘I’m too selfish to think about doing good for others,’ Kal admitted. ‘It’s hard enough looking after number one. It’s a tough city; there are too few moments like this when you feel you’ve gotten away from it all, even if it’s only for a little while.’


Will smiled: his wide, unaffected smile that had stuck in Kal’s mind since the first moment that she saw it. ‘See?’ he said. ‘I told you this was a worthwhile enterprise. And I get my pleasure and satisfaction from seeing it in other people.’


They leaned in as one to kiss. The mineral water on their lips had a sharp, metallic taste.


‘Your parents would be proud if they could see you now,’ Kal joked as they broke off for air.


‘My father is really, I think. He’s a smith—he even helped fashion some of the metal trimmings here.’ As he talked, Will’s wet hand caressed Kal’s neck and shoulder. ‘My mother is worried about me, though. She wanted me to promise her that if I was going to rob and steal, then I had damn well better  do it to help people, and not for personal gain.’


‘And did you promise?’ Kal asked, as she reached below the surface of the water to pull him even closer.


‘I did,’ Will said, as he moved one hand over Kal’s breast and slid the other between her legs. ‘I promised I’d be bad for good.’
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The midnight bell roused Kal from her doze. Its familiar muffled monotone knell  sounded from above the dome of the Basilica and echoed around every corner of the city. The sound was dull and sombre, but it always gave Kal a thrill. For her, the hours after midnight held great potential for excitement and danger. If trouble didn’t find her, then she would find it.


She slipped out of bed and pulled on her leathers. A candle was still burning in Will’s small attic room above the Dead Dog. The King of Thieves himself was still asleep, sheets peeled back from his naked torso which was glistening with beads of sweat. Kal smiled at his defencelessness … then she got on with snooping around his room. Maybe he had some cash lying around that she could help herself to.


The room was almost bare, though. There was a chest overflowing with clothes (and it had no false bottom that Kal could find) and a simple wooden desk and chair. Will probably didn’t even keep any loose change for food, since people in Crab Corner seemed happy to feed him wherever he went.


Kal paused at the door. There was a narrow shelf built just above it, wedged between the rafters of the roof. She reached up and took down an oblong walnut box about six inches long. Inscribed in brass on the lid were two words: Volvunt Ossa.


She flipped the lid. Inside was a row of five intricately-carved bone dice. The face of each was carved like a skull, and the eyes and noses made the spots. Kal lifted one out to admire it, turning it in her fingers.


‘Family heirlooms,’ Will said from the bed. ‘There was a time when the men—and a fair few of the women—in my family were professional soldiers. They invented the game we played last night, Demon Dice. That particular set has been on campaign many times over the years.’


Kal put the box back on the shelf without a word. In situations where she was caught out, she always remembered an old maxim that Ben often resorted to: Never apologise; never explain.


‘Those dice are weighted,’ was all she said.


Will smiled. ‘My family got very rich while sitting around camp waiting for marching orders. They managed to fritter it all away since though. What are you doing up, Kal? We’re not hitting the streets until three. Come back to bed.’


‘I need to go and pick up some stuff,’ she told him. ‘I’ll meet you at the Bower later.’


‘If you like. We’ll be on the roof of the Idole Rouge. It’s the nearest building to the Bower that isn’t owned or controlled by the Peacock. Buy a ticket for the last show, and look for the stairs behind the gallery.’


She nodded. ‘What shows are on at that time of night? Actually, don’t tell me; I think I can guess.’ The Bower was slap bang in the middle of the city’s red light district; streets that Kal usually tried to avoid.


‘Don’t have too much fun if you get there before me,’ she warned Will, kissing him before she stepped out of the room.
 

 


* * *


 


Kal pulled the bell cord outside the lab door. Nim answered almost straight away. ‘Kal!’ she exclaimed. ‘It’s one in the morning!’


‘I know,’ Kal said as she stepped into the basement. ‘You’re still up though. What crazy contraption are you working on now?’ In the centre of the floorspace, surrounded by tools and parts, was Nim’s two-wheeled frame with the leather seat and pedals.


‘It’s called a velocipede,’ Nim explained. ‘You could use it to get around the city in half the time you could in a horse and carriage.’


Kal looked at it doubtfully. ‘Good grief, Nim. You’d have to have legs stronger than a horse to get those wheels moving up Arcus Hill.’


‘No, no, no,’ Nim squealed excitedly. ‘You see, it all comes down to … gears!’


Kal shrugged and went and helped herself to some replacement knives from Nim’s workbench. She found some wire spools for the crossbow, and then picked up and examined a leather holster that contained a short length of flat L-shaped metal, and what looked like a tiny steel firearm, just three inches long. ‘Can I take these?’ she asked.


‘The snap gun? Sure. Anything I put out on that bench is good to go.’ With obvious pride, Nim watched Kal kitting herself out. ‘You know, I ought to give you a key so that you can come and pick up stuff when I’m not here.’


‘And when would that be, exactly?’ Kal joked.


The small girl laughed. ‘I do have a life outside the lab, you know,’ she said. ‘In fact, some of the students I tutor are having a big party tomorrow night.’ Nim played with her short blonde hair nervously. ‘You could come if you finish up whatever it is you’re up to by then.’


‘I’d love to,’ Kal said enthusiastically, before she could remember what went down at the last party she had been invited to. ‘But I won’t be much use to you if we’re sitting down to dinner discussing new innovations in engineering.’


‘Oh, no,’ Nim assured her. ‘The only engineering going on will be arranging the lifting of several beer kegs!’ Nim looked serious all of a sudden. ‘Who are you going after tonight, Kal?’


Kal stopped at the door on her way out. ‘Only the biggest villain in the city. This Peacock that Zeb was going on about might be in league with Viola Witchwood. It’s possible that they might be making a play for absolute power. And also … I think Captain Dogwood might be being bribed to fudge the murder investigation, too. The Senate will crumble against this level of corruption.’


‘Unless you stop it, hey Kal?’


‘Stopping the Peacock and Witchwood will help Will and Zeb. That’s all I care about. Then maybe when Will has the Peacock off his back, and Zeb doesn’t have a trial to worry about, then I can get them both to make up and be friends.’


Nim sniffed. ‘Well, be careful. You know what they say about Witchwood.’


‘No. What?’


Nim looked around, even though they were alone, and came closer to Kal. ‘They say she has powers. Last year, when you were away, she started a scandalous affair with this rich merchant ... but then apparently one night she bewitched him and—’ Nim paused for effect.


‘And? Come on, Nim!’


‘He walked home in some kind of trance and murdered his wife and children. Then he signed over his business to Witchwood, before cutting his own throat. The contract was shown in the Forum, soaked red with blood, but the Senate still declared it legal and binding.’


Kal shuddered. ‘Let’s see her try to bewitch a knife,’ she said.


 


* * *


 


Kal tried to look inconspicuous as she walked the streets towards the Bower. She had her weapons and equipment in a bag, and wore a plain, loose shirt over her leathers. She imagined the Peacock and Witchwood had hidden eyes all over the city; it wouldn’t do to let them know she was coming.


Less hidden—in fact, quite the opposite—was another faction that was making its presence felt in the city. General Cassava’s legionaries were on every street corner and outside every public building. They weren’t in armour: the laws of the city stated that no commanding officer was permitted to exercise their power inside the city walls, except on the day of their triumph, when troops were allowed to join the procession and celebrations, but not in uniform.


Cassava’s troops were pushing the boundaries of the law; officially they were doing nothing more than enjoying a nighttime stroll, stopping to converse innocently with their friends. They were all dressed identically in red tunics and black cloaks, their sword blades correctly covered by a scabbard. The bulk of Cassava’s army was still encamped out on the Field of Bones, but Kal estimated that at least a thousand armed men and women were positioned inside the city.


But for what purpose?


Kal headed downtown, past the dark empty shape of the Snake Pit, past the Cathouse (which Cassava’s men seemed especially interested in patrolling) and set her sights on the illuminated facade of the city’s cabaret, the Idole Rouge.


‘Hey you! Get over here now!’


Kal slowed her pace, but not her course, forcing the two soldiers to come to her. ‘Are you Kal Moonheart?’ one of them asked her.


She shook her head innocently. ‘Nope!’


The soldier looked at Kal, then at a scrap of paper on which she could see a rough sketch of a serious-looking girl with freckles and messy hair.


‘Are you sure?’ the soldier said.


‘I think so,’ Kal said. ‘Look, I gotta go—I’m supposed to be in the chorus line in the next show at the Idole!’


The other soldier spoke up on Kal’s behalf. ‘Let her go, mate,’ he said. ‘She can’t be Kal Moonheart. She doesn’t look strong enough to lift the spear of Mena, let alone impale a dragon with it. The general’s looking for a tough warrior, remember?’


Kal was able to slip away. ‘What’s in the bag?’ the first soldier shouted after her.


‘My heels and a wig!’ she yelled back, before waving goodbye and losing herself in the crowds milling around the cabaret. Posters on the walls showed a line of male and female dancers, arm-in-arm, legs kicking above their heads. A gallery ticket for the show cost Kal fifteen shillings (a standing ticket in the stalls cost more than five times that price) and she pushed her way through the busy foyer to the stairs.


She found the unmarked door that led to a fire escape that gave her access to the roof. On a narrow flat section she found Will and some of his gang: his friend Dene, two other lads and a girl that she hadn’t seen at the Dead Dog earlier. They were all gathered around the statue of the god of love and desire, Lovath, who was famed for her blood-red skin.


‘Hey Kal,’ Will said, his face lighting up when he saw her. ‘Dene and the guys have been staking the place out, seeing who has been coming and going. The Peacock never leaves, though; guests are always invited to the Bower for any meetings.’


‘Is Witchwood here?’ Kal asked. ‘No point in wasting our time for just one of them.’


‘Her carriage was seen leaving her house on the the East Bank just before midnight,’ Dene reported. ‘Right now it’s parked outside the home of one of her known lovers in Temple Gardens.’


‘So she’s not here,’ Kal said.


‘Actually, she is,’ Will said with a grin. ‘Witchwood’s carriage was a decoy. An unmarked trap pulled up outside the Bower an hour ago, and the senator climbed out … alone, in a simple grey hooded cloak.’


Kal went to the balustrade and looked out. Across the street was a block of several buildings, including Amaranthium’s biggest brothel, the Cathouse. ‘Which building is the Bower?’ she asked.


‘All of them,’ Will said. ‘The whole block is interconnected, including the Cathouse. I know this because I once … er … because Dene once paid a visit—’


‘Guards?’ Kal asked as she scanned the crowds in the busy streets below.


‘There are three men up on the roof,’ one of the thieves supplied. ‘They’ve just been walking round and round the perimeter all night. There’s one of them now, carrying a bow. Don’t worry about Cassava’s soldiers over there; they’re only here for the … nightlife.’


‘Three guards can’t cover all four sides of the block at once,’ Kal reasoned. ‘I’d only need a small window of opportunity to cross the street.’ She took out her pistol crossbow and cocked the bolt. ‘This time,’ she told Will, ‘you’re not getting a ride.’


‘When you get in, see if you can open a door on the opposite side,’ he suggested. ‘The doors have no locks; they must all be barred internally.’


The wide street was a hundred yards across: Kal could see now how the Bower was a veritable fortress: hidden in plain sight, set apart from the surrounding streets, and with surprisingly few ground floor doors and windows. She set herself against the balustrade and aimed at the top jamb of an opposite window. She picked one that was dark and curtained: hopefully, nobody would be in the room, and the curtains would deaden the sound of smashed glass.


‘You’re clear,’ the other girl told her.


Kal shot her bolt. The second it hit, she looped her end of the wire around a chimney stack behind her, gave Will a brief wave, and jumped off into thin air. The cable went taught, but this time it held. Kal shot across the busy street, a black shadow in the darkness above the glow of the street lighting. Her boots hit the window opposite, and she punched through it, her body slipping through the gap between the curtains.


She landed on her feet, arms out for balance, pupils dilating to take in her new surroundings. She relaxed as her eyes adjusted to the gloom; she was in a dark library. The walls of books would have helped muffle the sound of her entrance.


Kal took a couple of sulfer sticks from her pocket and rubbed them together to produce a flame. She lit the two oil lamps that stood either end of a table in the centre of the library. The darkness retreated, revealing the Peacock’s collection of books.


Kal was amazed. No wonder Witchwood and the crime boss got on so well.


Every shelf in every bookcase was jammed with arcane works: spellbooks, heavy tomes with mysterious runes on the spine, grimoires and fantastical bestiaries. Parchments inked with pentacles and other strange sigils were unrolled and displayed on the walls behind glass frames.


Kal could almost feel the electric sizzle of magic in the room.




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.vii


 


The Green-Eyed Monster


 

 

 


Magic! Even the smell of it hung in the air of the library: the sharp metallic tang of the enchanted inks; the alien scents of the rare beast hides that provided the leather bindings. Kal picked up a heavy volume that had been left on the centre table: The Encyclopaedia of Erotic Enchantments. Senator Viola Witchwood was known to be a wily seductress, so was this her reference book? Kal turned to a random page; her eyes widened at the illustrations within. I need to show this to Will, she thought. She flicked the page over. Her mouth dropped open. Or perhaps not!


The next book on the pile was called The Power of Symbols. Kal opened it at a page marked by a strip of thin pink leather. The tongue of a basilisk, maybe, or the tail of a parvicursor: something rare and exotic, she guessed. When she moved the bookmark to one side, she froze.


The symbol illustrating the page was the same symbol that she had seen burned into Senator Grey’s chest: the clenched fist, surrounded by a ring of flames. Kal’s first thought was, Grey’s murder was a ritual killing … a magical ritual! She went on to read the lines of text underneath the symbol:


The flaming fist was the personal crest of Feron Firehand during the revolution of 505. During the formative years of the Republic, Firehand would personally carry out the executions of enemies of the state by branding them with the symbol. To use the brand today is to invoke the restless spirit of Amaranthium’s greatest leader.


Kal heard a noise outside the door. She put the book down and slipped behind a nearby bookshelf. The library door opened, and a man stepped inside—a guard, dressed in worn leathers, with a green tabard decorated with the silhouette of a pouncing cat. Kal held her breath, but the man didn’t seem interested in checking the room. If he had, he might have noticed the smashed glass beneath the curtains where Kal had entered.


Instead, the guard turned the key in the door behind him, went straight to the centre table and picked up The Encyclopaedia of Erotic Enchantments. Kal couldn’t believe it; with his back to her and both hands occupied, he presented one of the easiest targets she had ever had the pleasure to deal with. In two quick bounds, she crossed the library and wrapped her forearm around the man’s neck, pressing her bone against the artery in his neck. The second he dropped to the floor, she released her grip. It was a fine line between unconsciousness and death, but Kal had plenty of practice at the sleeper hold: the guard was quite safe in her hands.


‘Just stay there and have a little rest,’ she whispered to him. ‘Dream about …’—she glanced at the page he had been absorbed in—‘the magic starfish. Eeuww!’


Kal dragged him out of sight. She considered donning his guard uniform, but thought better of it. That gambit had never worked in the past—in fact, she was less likely to arouse suspicion as a random stranger, than as an unfamiliar face in a familiar uniform. Kal unlocked the door and stepped through into a larger room that was also lined with books, and furnished with comfortable leather chaise lougues and reading chairs. A giant wall-to-ceiling mirror served to double the scope of the room. The works shelved here were mainly histories and atlases, although Kal did spot a collection of one of Amaranthium’s newest forms of literature: the novel.


She picked one up at random: Swords of the Silver Sea: a fabulous tale of adventure in far-flung lands. The lurid illustration on the cheap cardboard cover showed a muscular sailor with a cutlass fending off a sea-monster, while a half-naked girl screamed and struggled as tentacles wrapped around her. It looked exciting. Kal dropped the book in her bag next to the items she had brought from Nim’s. She could rarely get any sleep when she got home after a mission like this, so something diverting to read was always welcome.


Kal thought someone was watching her, but it was only her reflection in the mirror. Why did stealing even the smallest thing make her feel guilty? Was it because that, unlike Crab Corner’s hero of the needy, Will Straightarrow, Kal would just as soon steal from a careless shop keeper than she would a wealthy crime boss. She stuck her tongue out at her disapproving reflection, and looked for a way out of the room.


There was a door, unlocked, that led to a long red-carpeted corridor with several closed doors on either side. Will had been right—the whole block must be connected. This corridor was far longer than the house had appeared from the outside. If she wasn’t careful, she was going to get lost in here.  Still, her objective was clear: take things one room at a time, find some stairs, get to ground level, open a door and let Will and the thieves into the Bower.


As Kal started along the corridor, the door at the opposite end opened. A girl dressed only in a silk shift and silver choker pranced down the corridor, pulling a nervous-looking middle-aged man along by the hand. As she stopped to let herself into one of the side doors, she gave Kal a long stare and a wink. Kal smiled back and tried to act like she was supposed to be there. She must be in the brothel. Oh well, first time for everything!


The end door opened out onto a wide balcony where two staircases zig-zagged four floors down to ground level. The space was vast, with red carpets, red fabric wall coverings, and an enormous crystal chandelier. Kal paused before stepping out—someone was stomping up the stairs. It was Captain Dogwood. He pushed angrily past two bare-chested gigolos who tried to waylay him on his way up. ‘I need to see the Peacock!’ he shouted up the stairs. ‘Now!’


In the middle of the balcony, a guard stood at a door. Kal saw him lock the door and pocket the key before striding forward to meet Dogwood at the top of the stairs. ‘The Peacock is busy, Captain. You know the rules. You need to wait until you’re summoned.’


‘Damn it, man, this is important!’ Dogwood complained. He was sweating after hauling his fat bulk up the stairs, and he took a moment to take a few great gasping breaths. ‘The murder …’ he began.


The guard thumped the butt of his spear in front of Dogwood. ‘Captain,’ he said firmly, ‘I am escorting you downstairs to a waiting room. You do not want to make a scene and spoil the enjoyment of the Peacock’s clients.’


Kal laughed to herself as Dogwood capitulated and let himself be walked back down the stairs, his face even redder then when he was struggling to get up them. Served him right for getting involved with someone who had no respect for his position. The guard followed Dogwood down, and Kal was faced with a sudden on-the-spot decision.


The balcony was clear; she could enter the Peacock’s chamber in a matter of seconds. Witchwood would likely be there, too. She could confront them both, with an easy escape down the stairs and out to the street if things went bad. Forget about the original plan; plans were something you sat and made while opportunity was passing you by.


Kal ran across the balcony and skidded to her knees in front of the door. In her hand she had Nim’s small metal snap gun. A thin rod protruded from the muzzle, and she stuck that into the lock of the door and pulled the trigger. The rod hammered against the pins with a dull thud, clearing the cylinder for the next stage of the assault on the lock. Kal inserted the L-shaped tool—a torque wrench—and gave it a twist. The lock gave way, and Kal slipped quickly through the door.


She closed it behind her, threw the bolts and stood still and listened. It was quiet; she was in a small dimly-lit antechamber. Maybe nobody had even heard her make an entrance. In contrast to the bright red decor of the rest of the Cathouse, the Peacock’s chambers were blue and shadowy. Kal pushed aside thick velvet drapes and entered a sitting room with casement doors thrown open to a balcony. In the centre of the room there was a round table with two chairs next to it. Apart from the glow of the street lights, the only light came from a single candle that was jammed into an old empty liquor bottle on the table, which was stood next to a full bottle and two ornate glasses.


The room was empty. The fresh night air mixed with the fragrant scent of the candle. Kal felt calm and relaxed despite the tense situation. There was a door off to the left. A bedroom? This could be interesting. She stepped towards it. As she moved, she reached into her bag and took out a small spherical metal object: she always took care to choose the right weapon for the right occasion, and this particular item would be good for a confrontation.


‘Kalina.’


Kal whirled around. Viola Witchwood was sitting at the table in the middle of the room. Her green eyes flashed in the candlelight. Her long dark hair tumbled in ringlets over her shoulders. It covered more of her body than her emerald silk camisole did. The senator was beautiful; a woman in her mid-thirties, where physical prime collided with experience, knowledge and confidence to devastating effect. ‘Sit down,’ she said, gesturing to the other chair.


Kal stayed where she was, and clutched her metal ball. ‘Where’s the Peacock?’


Witchwood laughed, a deep husky laugh full of pleasure and amusement. ‘It’s just you and me, Kal. I knew you would be coming one of these days, and I saw you exploring my library, so I got us a drink ready.’


Kal sat down warily. She placed her metal globe on the tabletop within easy reach. Nim had designed it to be simple to activate. Witchwood glanced at it but feigned disinterest.


‘You knew I was coming?’ Kal asked.


Witchwood nodded. ‘When Ben Godsword brought you into that secret meeting and set you on the tail of the murderer, I could see that you’d soon be digging up secrets left, right and centre. I knew that my connection with the Peacock would be at risk.’


‘Your connection …’ Kal began, as a thought began to form in her mind.


‘A crime boss always has to have layers of protection, so that they cannot be implicated directly in any part of their operations. This can often be achieved by creating a chain of command, up which orders can be only traced so far. Another approach, however, is to create a secret identity. You’ll never find the Peacock, Kal, no matter how hard you search this place.’


Kal shook her head. ‘Because you  are the Peacock,’ she said. A chill ran down her spine as she realised that this was one secret she was unlikely to be allowed to leave the room with. So why was Witchwood telling her?


The senator gave a conspiratory smile and leaned forward across the table. ‘Don’t worry,’ she whispered. ‘I know you’re not here to arrest me. You’re not a good girl fighting for justice. If you can keep my secret, I can do something for you.’


Kal squirmed in her seat. Witchwood’s breath was warm and sweet, and the smoke from the candle was richly scented. Kal felt hot, dusty and dirty dressed in her scuffed leathers. ‘What are you suggesting?’ she managed to ask.


‘I know that Will Straightarrow and his band of merry men are camped outside. When they robbed the Snake Pit, they earned themselves a death sentence. I could have them slaughtered in the blink of an eye, Kal … but maybe I’ll let them live if we can come to some arrangement.’


Kal thought for a minute. Getting Witchwood off Will’s back was only half of what she came here for. ‘Zeb Zing paid you protection money, Senator. Perhaps you could also make good on your side of that arrangement too.’


Witchwood smiled. ‘We can negotiate,’ she murmured. ‘I’m pleased that you’re willing to talk, at least, and haven’t yet started littering my home with a trail of bodies like you’re famed for. I’ve always wondered what it would be like to tame Kalina Moonheart.’ Witchwood uncorked the bottle and tipped an aniseed-scented green liquor into the two waiting glasses. ‘Let’s drink to the start of a mutually satisfying relationship.’


Kal wasn’t finished yet. ‘Did you murder Senator Grey? I saw your book on magic symbols.’


Witchwood shook her head. ‘Of course not. I was researching the symbol as part of my own investigation. I’m a crime boss and politician, Kal: I deal in blackmail and smuggling, forgery and money laundering, racketeering and coercion. And that's just in the Senate House!’


‘I’m a very bad woman, but I’m not a psychopath. I’ll help you catch this killer, if only so that I am not the next victim.’ She raised her glass to Kal and took a sip.


Kal nodded. She believed Witchwood. She was also feeling light-headed, and could do with a stiff drink. She picked up her glass and downed it in one gulp. ‘To mutual satisfaction then,’ she said. The liquid left a sweet, tingling trail down her throat.


Witchwood grinned, put down her glass, and fixed her incredible eyes on Kal. They were hypnotic and seemed to suck all depth and focus out of the room, until Kal had trouble tearing her own eyes away. Her heart was racing and her thoughts became muddled. Kal tried to raise her hand and grab the metal ball that was supposed to be her protection and escape ticket. It was a small bomb that Nim had created for her. But Kal’s  fingers felt heavy and numb, and she only succeeded in knocking the bomb onto the carpet.


Kal tried to stand. Witchwood stood too, and Kal stumbled and fell into the witch’s warm embrace.


 


* * *


 


Kal woke up after who knew how long. Her surroundings and circumstances had changed somewhat dramatically. Instead of Witchwood’s plush boudoir, she was now in a cold, damp underground cell. She was naked and tied to a wooden chair; her feet bound to the chair legs, her arms painfully twisted behind her and tied to the bottom of the chair back. The cords were thin and bit into her skin.


She wasn’t alone in the cell, either.




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.viii


 


Demolition Girl


 

 

 


In the cold chill of the dungeon, Kal felt wretched and helpless. How could she have been so stupid? She had been drawn into Witchwood’s trap like a fly into a spider’s web; the witch saw her coming, no doubt through the magic two-way mirror in the library. Had the routine with Dogwood and the guard been a pantomime simply to let Kal approach Witchwood’s room unchallenged? Her eyes were sore and her mouth was dry … the candle on the table in Witchwood’s room! … what soporific drug had it been pumping out? Something that the senator was accustomed to, but Kal was not. And the promises that fell from that sensuous mouth ... Kal had believed them all.


Viola Witchwood was here now, standing by the door of the cell, watching Kal come around. She smiled and slipped forward, barefoot and still only clad in a strip of silk that barely covered her hips. Witchwood placed another chair in front of Kal, back towards her, and then straddled it, lowering herself until they were both eye-to-eye. In her hands, the witch held a foot-long golden baton. One end had a smooth round knob, but the other was shaped like a cat’s paw, with four curled claws. Delicately, Witchwood used the claws to drag Kal’s damp, straggly hair out of her eyes.


‘This is a test,’ Witchwood said. ‘It’s simple. All you have to do is tell the truth. If you pass, I’ll never let anyone hurt you ever again.’


Kal felt sick inside. How the hell was she going to play this? Tell the truth? String Witchwood along? Say nothing? Scream as loud as she could? She knew that she was deep underground, beneath the Bower. It was no use pinning her hopes on Will, or anyone, coming to rescue her.


‘Do you understand, Kalina? I want to help you through this.’ Witchwood’s  tongue wrapped itself silkily around the syllables of her name: Kal-in-a.


Kal was tied up so tight it hurt. She was at the mercy of this woman, who was now throwing her a lifeline. Kal understood Witchwood’s game completely. ‘Yes,’ she said.


‘Alright. So let’s begin. Do you love Will Straightarrow?’


Kal struggled to get her head around the first question. Why is she asking? Do I love Will? I don’t know! No, I don’t love him. Not yet, anyway.


‘No,’ she said.


‘Good,’ Witchwood said, letting the cool metal of her wand brush Kal’s cheek. ‘He might make a good member of my team too one day, but I wouldn’t want him to be a distraction. What about Ben Godsword?’


Do I love Ben? Of course not! ‘No,’ Kal said. She choked back a bitter laugh. ‘Are all the questions this easy?’


Witchwood smacked Kal hard across the cheek. When Kal had regained her senses, Witchwood hit her again.


‘Don’t make me hurt you,’ she said. ‘Kal, if you’re going to be with me, I need to know you can let go of your old ties. I don’t want to share you.’


Kal said nothing. Could she bring herself to say what the witch wanted to hear?


‘You’re clever, Kal: resourceful and cunning. That’s why I want you. Do you know what first brought you to my attention?’


Kal tried to stare at the floor, but Witchwood placed her golden claw under Kal’s chin and forced her gaze back up.


‘Over the last couple of weeks, merchants and traders who I have interests in have been coming to me complaining that you somehow tricked them into signing a complex covenant. At first they were relieved to  have got you off their back, but then they got scared: rich, powerful men and women … scared of you, Kalina Moonheart. Scared that you now have some kind of supernatural hold over them for the rest of their lives … and beyond.’


The documents she had collected for Ben. It seemed like a lifetime ago that Kal’s only problems were how to hustle careless gamblers. Ben had never told her that the people she had played chess and cards with were all under Witchwood’s protection. Maybe he didn’t know himself.

‘So tell me, Kal,’ Witchwood said. ‘What are you up to?’


Kal had no idea what Ben wanted with the documents. She had tried to make sense of them herself, but the language was gobbledygook. So what the hell could she say to satisfy Witchwood?


The witch slid the back of the cat’s paw down Kal’s neck, over her breast, and then flipped it when it reached the muscles over her ribs. Kal felt the four claws prick her skin.


‘Tell me, Kal,’ Witchwood said. ‘Anything you’ve done in the past, I’ll forgive; it’s time to start a new life. You’ll want for nothing when you’re with me: you’ll have safety, security, money …’


Kal didn’t doubt that. But what would Witchwood do if Kal told her that Ben was involved? Yes, she might even promise not to harm him … but one day Ben would disappear, and Witchwood would whisper sweet lies into her ear.


Kal looked her tormentor in the eye and said: ‘Those people who signed for me: they’re all going to hell. And so are you.’


Witchwood’s green eyes went hard. Kal ground her teeth as the four claws of the golden wand bit deep into her flesh. When they started to drag along her torso she threw her head back and screamed. The pain was only matched by the awful feeling of helplessness.


‘I don’t want to kill you, Kal,’ Witchwood said, her once-beautiful features twisted into an animal snarl. ‘I’ll keep you alive as long as I possibly can, I promise.’


Kal tried not to listen. She tried to block out the pain and retreat into her own mind. She thought she could hear shouts and screams and noise coming from outside the cell, but she couldn’t make sense of it, or even tell if it was real or just inside her head. Witchwood seemed oblivious as she wielded her claw with sadistic care and skill.


It was through this haze  of pain, panic and confusion that Kal saw what happened next. The door to the cell crashed open behind Witchwood. The senator rose and turned to face the invader—a tall knight in antiquated armour. In one gauntleted hand he held a glowing brand. Coils of smoke surrounded him, pouring in from the corridor behind, and a blast of heat heralded his arrival.


Witchwood had time to utter one word—‘No!’—before the knight stepped into the cell, grabbed her by the neck, then slammed her against the hard stone wall. He then brought the smoking brand up and applied it to her chest. Witchwood’s scream was the most appalling thing Kal had ever heard, but it was cut mercifully short as the knight lifted her away from the wall and smacked her against it again. Witchwood’s skull cracked and she fell silent.


The killer turned and stared at Kal, who was still bound to the chair. He started towards her, but then hesitated. Smoke was still coming in from somewhere and filling the cell, and other noises and voices were getting closer. The killer turned and ran from the room, his bulky armour hardly slowing him down at all.


Kal coughed and choked in the smoke, the new danger triggering her survival instincts. She snapped out of her delirium and yanked at her bonds, but only succeeded in tipping herself and the chair over onto the floor.


Witchwood’s golden claw was lying on the floor next to her body. Kal tried to drag herself and the chair over to it. The smoke was slightly thinner at floor-level, but Kal could feel it slowly killing her. Freeing herself with the claw would be painstakingly fiddly. And if the killer had set the Bower  on fire, then escape would be impossible anyway.


Of all the ways Kal had imagined dying, being burned alive was the worst. Far better to poison herself now and get it over with. She started to suck greedily at the smoke. But as the safe, dreamy darkness began to take her, she was jolted back to the real world  by a sudden series of loud bangs from somewhere close by. The stone walls of the cell shivered and concrete dust fell down through the smoke.


 Then there was a voice right next to her:


‘Senator! What the— Moonheart! What are you doing here?’


Kal recognised the voice.


‘Pomegranates,’ she groaned. ‘The pomegranate bombs!’ She opened her eyes and peered through the smoke. Captain Dogwood was standing over Kal and Witchwood’s body, wringing his hands like he couldn’t decide whether to take down Kal’s ramblings in his notebook, or touch her and risk disturbing a crime scene. Kal gave him an urgent prompt: ‘Untie me, you idiot!’


Dogwood shook himself out of his stupor and produced a flick-knife from his belt. Once free, though, Kal found her muscles had cramped and she still couldn’t move. ‘You’ve got to carry me out of here!’ she croaked. ‘Don’t mind her,’ she said, seeing Dogwood’s gaze turn to Witchwood’s smouldering wound. ‘She’s finished!’


‘Fine!’ Dogwood said, pulling Kal up. ‘You’re under arrest, Moonheart, for arson, murder, and … indecency!’ He threw Kal’s naked body over his shoulder and struggled out of the cell and into the smoke. Another explosion shook the foundations of the city block. Kal’s bag full of Nim’s pomegranate bombs had been taken from her earlier, its contents probably handed out among Witchwood’s guards. If the building was on fire, and the fire had reached the bombs, then the densely-packed explosives would have a powerful effect in the confined stone spaces of the basement.


Kal wasn’t a structural engineer, but she had a horrible premonition of what that effect might be. She pounded her fists on Dogwood’s back to urge him to move faster as he stumbled around in the smoke. They came to the bottom of a staircase, but the room above was full of raging flames. Kal could sense a hint of fresh night air beyond though.


‘Run, Dogwood!’ she said. ‘Run through it! As fast as you can!’


Dogwood slumped in despair. He was carrying both Kal and eighty pounds of excess fat. Kal knew, though, that his weak mind would let him down before his body ever did. So she tried appealing to the part of him that was used to taking orders.


‘Move, Captain!’ she shouted hoarsely. ‘What the hell are you doing down here when there’s a killer out there somewhere?! You’ve got the wrong girl! The city still needs you tonight!’


Dogwood shot up the stairs like a cannonball. The flames whipped them as they crashed through the blazing room—a shop floor of some kind—and fell into the street. People were all around: passers-by, theatre-goers, night watchmen, prostitutes, their patrons and the Cathouse guards. Kal felt herself being lifted off Dogwood’s back by a pair of strong arms.


‘You were only supposed to go in and open a door,’ Will said, holding Kal close and stroking her hair. ‘You didn’t have to bring the whole bloody place down!’


The Bower—an entire city block, six storey’s high; four acres of prime real-estate—seemed to ripple in the still night air. Flames made every window glow, turning the night sky orange, then the foundations gave way and the whole block came down, quenching the fire in clouds of dust and smoke.


The crowd turned and fled from the dangerous spectacle. Will gave Kal his shirt, and along with the rest of his gang and Dogwood, they found shelter across the street in the foyer of the Idole Rouge.


‘The good news,’ Kal told Will as he tended to her wounds, ‘is that you don’t have to worry about Witchwood anymore.’


He raised an eyebrow. ‘So what’s the bad news?’


‘I’ve still got a killer to catch, and I think I know who it is … a five-hundred-year-old ghost!’




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.ix


 


Excavation


 

 

 


I can never remember much about history, no matter how much I read or listen to Ben’s stories. I can name every one of the twenty-four gods, and tell you tales of their exploits all day long. But real history? It goes in one ear and out the other. I couldn’t name more than a handful of Amaranthium’s kings or queens, let alone any of the faceless politicians who have run the city throughout the years of the Republic. But there is one name that no one in the city is ignorant of, not least because of the titanic bronze statue that stands in the centre of the Forum.


Feron Firehand.


Five hundred years ago, when the royal family was tearing itself apart, and monsters were tearing the city apart, Firehand rose from the ranks of the legions to quell Amaranthium with might, bravery and cunning. Depending on who you talk to these days, he was either a hero or a villain; a protector or a tyrant; charming or brutal, honest or manipulating. He hammered out the tenets of the Republic … but then decreed that democracy would only begin upon his own death.


When he was alive, Firehand was involved in every facet of city life. He rose at dawn to train with the legions. He would be down at the custom houses overseeing imports and exports while the rest of the city’s ruling elite still slept. All afternoon he would work the palaces and temples, keeping the aristocracy and priesthood in line as they fought for position in the power vacuum left by the old king. By night he would move from society ball to guild hall dinner, from thieves’ hideout to conspirators’ den, making deals and promises, threats and compromises: he towered over the city like an omniscient, omnipotent god.


Firehand ruled  Amaranthium for over fifty years. When he was eighty-five years old, he left the city in search of one final challenge: to intercept an ogre that had been seen approaching from the west. Firehand never returned to Amaranthium. But then, no one ever saw the ogre again, either.


Feron Firehand: a modern god for a modern age. It’s telling that his memorial is taller than the statues of any of the ancient gods.


And now, it seems, he’s  back.


 


* * *


 


Even when Ben and I arrived at the city, seven years ago, we found that there was no part of it that Firehand had left untouched. He had obviously even discovered the tunnels under the city that Ben had thought were known only to his own family. We stood before a locked stone door carved with  Firehand’s personal emblem: a fist within a ring of flames.


Actually, we stood with our backs to the door, because something was coming down the tunnel towards us.


We heard it again: a low growl, accompanied by a faint echoing gurgle.


‘What does that sound like to you?’ I asked Ben.


‘I don’t know,’ he snapped. ‘Reading about monsters isn’t the same thing as meeting them!’ He put down his lantern and drew his sword. ‘Here,’ he said, offering the blade to me. ‘Deal with it?’


I took the Blade of Banos. There was another grunting growl from down the dark tunnel. Nearer, this time though. I thought I could hear a faint sucking and blowing noise … like waves on a pebble beach … like breathing.


‘Sea troll, I reckon,’ Ben said in a frightened voice. ‘They’re big, Kal.’


I nodded. I had seen pictures. Alright, so they had been drawn on a classroom chalkboard by the man standing next to me, but still …


I handed Ben back his sword. ‘Put your lantern out,’ I told him.


‘Kal,’ he said, ‘those things come from the deepest caves in the ocean! They can see us in the dark!’


‘I know,’ I said. ‘Trust me, Ben.’


Ben did as he was told. He understood that his job was thinking long-term, while mine was coming up with ideas in the moment. He planned ahead, and I got him out of fixes along the way. That’s how it worked back then, in the days when we trusted each other completely. I closed the shutters on my own lantern at the same time Ben shut his; the darkness that closed in around us was absolute.


As the creature got closer, and our ears pricked up to do the work of our lost senses, the deep growl sounded louder and nearer than ever. There was a smell too: a fishy musk laced with brine. And then we felt it: hot wet breath on our faces. Whatever the creature was, it was almost directly in front of us.


Ben was doing a remarkable job of keeping still by my side. I could feel him trembling. I waited, though—waited until I felt the air in front of me move as the creature reached out to grab us …


… and then I struck, flipping open the front shutter on my oil lamp. The oxygen flooded  in and the flame flared back into life. The polished copper reflectors inside the lantern threw a beam of light right in the troll’s face. I saw the monster clearly as it hopped backwards in surprise: it had a twisted, gnarly body that would probably stretch to twelve feet tall if it had room to stand up, long webbed fingers with curling claws, an oversized head with a wide mouth packed with razor teeth, and two enormous round eyes, the pupils of which shrunk rapidly in the face of my luminous attack.


‘Run!’ I shouted.


Ben went right and I went left—we slipped around the startled troll and dashed back down the tunnel. We got about a mile before I ran out of breath. I wasn’t as fit back then as I am now. I dropped to my knees, and Ben skidded to a halt beside me. ‘Get up!’ he urged.


I waved a hand. ‘It’s alright. He won’t come after us.’


Ben looked back down the tunnel  nervously. ‘Are you sure? I’d be pretty angry if someone pulled that trick on me.’


I had to laugh. ‘He’s not you though, is he? He’s just some hungry troll who’s now going to try and catch some other kind of dinner—the kind that doesn’t explode in his face when he approaches it!’


We walked slowly until we came to the crossroads. One tunnel led back to the Field of Bones where we had begun our subterranean adventure. Of the other two, one  led to wherever the sea troll had come from—some caves probably, that opened out to the sea at the foot of the cliffs. The other, hopefully, would take us where we wanted to go: beneath the old palace.


‘You want to get out now, before we get even more lost, or wind up in a trolls’ nest?’ I asked.


‘No, no,’ Ben said. ‘I feel quite safe down here with you. Let’s try this way—that other tunnel smells of fish.’


 


* * *


 


Eight hours later, after several more dead ends, and another hairy encounter with the troll, we finally made it underneath what was once the royal palace. The tunnels had gradually been leading upwards, and now we were in a large open cavern. In a centre,  a huge column had been formed by a stalactite meeting a stalagmite, and around it had been carved a spiral stair. I waited at the bottom while Ben bounded eagerly up.


He came back down moments later, a glum look on his face. ‘There’s no way through,’ he moaned. ‘The top of the stairs has been concreted over. The secret way into the city has been blocked up … permanently.’


We both sat down on the bottom step to think things over. ‘Is the palace still standing?’ I asked.


He shook his head. ‘No. At first, when the king died, Firehand ordered that the princess, and all her cousins and kin, remain locked in the palace. My ancestors feared for their lives, of course; anyone with royal blood was a threat to the new order. So they fled the city through this tunnel, treading on this very step that we are sitting on now. When Firehand found out, he was furious and ordered the palace to be pulled down. They built the modern Senate House on the foundations. I was hoping that the tunnel would still be in use, but …’ He spread his hands. ‘I guess that the answer is no. We’ll just have to find another way into the city.’


We sat in the soft glow of the lanterns for a while, eating the last of the food we had brought with us. Somewhere up above, just out of sight and out of reach, was the biggest city in the world. And its walls and defences were keeping us out as if we were as dangerous as trolls and other monsters of the Wild.


Perhaps we were.


Ben was lost in thought, no doubt wondering what other routes into the city were available to us. There were smugglers, he had mentioned, who might have been able to help us … but for a price we couldn’t afford. Without money, the only advantages we had were the old stories and legends in Ben’s head.


I traced patterns in the mud of the cave floor with the toe of my worn travelling boot. Thinking …


Then I had an idea.


‘We don’t have to get into the city at all!’ I told Ben ‘We’re under Arcus Hill, right? Near the top?’


‘Yes,’ Ben said. ‘Only the Basilica—the great domed temple we saw—is higher than the Senate buildings.’


‘So the tomb of Arcus must be close by then?’


 According to Ben, the old king had hidden a vast fortune in the tomb of the god Banos. The reason we were here was that, according to me, Banos was buried with his lover, Arcus: whose tomb was  somewhere under the hill that bore his name.


Ben shook his head. ‘No. I mean, yes, but … hell, Kal, the tomb could be twenty yards in that direction,’—he waved a hand randomly—‘for all the good it would do us. If it was possible to get to it from here, then my family would have found it too, surely, half a millennium ago, when they fled the palace. And Firehand’s been down here as well, we know that now. No way would it have remained hidden all this time.’


I stood up and looked around the cave. ‘Unless it was sealed up,’ I said. I turned to Ben. ‘Back in Refuge, the miners used to block off dangerous or unused seams with heavy rocks held together with clay mortar, remember. If you know what you’re looking for …’


In a shadowy corner of the cave, a large chunk of rock stuck out at an odd angle; it looked like it had been wedged into a three-foot-wide horizontal gash in the cave wall. Sure enough, the gaps around it were filled in with long-dried clay and smaller pieces of rubble.


I grinned and turned to Ben. ‘I’m going to need the help of those kingly muscles!’


 


* * *


 


The long crack in the rock was narrow and uneven. There were parts where I could barely squeeze my hips through, and Ben could barely fit his beer gut past, but eventually we made it to a wider tunnel, where we could crawl on our hands and knees. And a few hundred yards later, we found it: the Forgotten Tomb.


The final resting place of Arcus and Banos; laid to rest in a granite cave near the peak of the hill where Arcus met his end battling the Dragon. It was said that his tomb was built by goblins and trolls, the city having fallen to the monsters for the first and only time. There wasn’t a Feron Firehand to save the day that time around.


The floor of the cave was scattered with waist-high stalagmites, and the roof was high and dark. Right in the centre was what looked like a long stone table. Ben made his way over and knelt before it.


I moved around to the other end and gripped the corners of the slab. ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘It’s no use praying to them. They’re not likely to help push the lid off from inside.’


Ben gave me a withering look. I guess I had just insulted him and two gods, one of whom was his divine ancestor. ‘I almost can’t bring myself to do it, Kal,’ he said. ‘I can’t believe that it’s going to be this easy. What if Firehand did find his way here … what if—’


I heaved on the lid. With a dull grinding noise, it shifted half an inch. Ben seemed to come to his senses and find his sense of occasion. ‘Arcus and Banos, in the name of the Godsword line of kings and queens, I claim your bones for the city of Amaranthium …’ He put his weight on the other end of the slab and shoved.


When it was halfway off, we could see that the coffin was empty, but still we heaved the lid the rest of the way until it slid off and hit the cave floor, resting at an angle against the tomb.


Ben had broken a sweat in the exertion. He dropped to the floor and wiped his brow with a filthy sleeve. I thought I heard a sob. Was he crying?


‘The story ends here, Kal,’ he said quietly. ‘I bet that bastard Firehand got here centuries ago. I bet his family are still living it up today on the interest off my inheritance!’


‘Don’t think like that,’ I said. ‘Maybe the king knew that this wasn’t a safe place. Maybe he moved the bones and the treasure somewhere else … maybe he even left us a clue!’


Ben snorted. ‘A clue! Oh yes, perhaps my ingenious ancestor wrote a message in the dust at the bottom of the tomb for all to see!’


I had to laugh. ‘Or maybe under the lid, where no one’s likely to check!’


Ben gave me a sharp look. We both pulled the lid away from the tomb until it toppled over onto its back, then we dropped to our knees in stunned silence when we saw the words carved into the stone:


 


’Cross city streets, ’twixt gate and gate,


’Neath feet of kings, bones of dead gods wait,


On a bed of elemental cold they lie,


In the dark where doomed lovers go to die.


 


I couldn’t believe it. A riddle!


‘Do you know where it’s referring to?’ I asked Ben.


‘I have no idea,’ he said. ‘But you were wrong about one thing at least, Kal: if we are going to find this hiding place, we will have to find a way inside the city after all.


 


END OF PART THREE




 

 

 

 

 

 


PART FOUR


 


THE TRIAL




 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.i


 


The Living Dead


 

 

 


Kal woke up when she sensed a small, soft hand stroking her brow. She surfaced from a dream about Feron Firehand, only to find herself looking into the eyes of his descendant, the white-haired senator, Felix Firehand.


The senator was sitting in an armchair across the room, peering at Kal from under his bushy black eyebrows. The hand that was stroking Kal belonged to his young priest, Gwyn, who was sat on the bed next to her. ‘Kal’s awake!’ he exclaimed.


‘So I see,’ Firehand said in his deep, authoritative voice. ‘Don’t try to move, Moonheart.’


Kal tried to move. She felt a sharp pain at her side as she did so. She looked under the sheets and discovered her torso was wrapped in bandages. They covered the deep wounds that Witchwood’s claw had inflicted.


It was the third time in as many days that Kal had woken up in a bed that wasn’t her own. The room was large, and the furniture old and shabby. Had she somehow ended up at Firehand’s home? Kal was also unbearably hot under the sheets; she could physically feel the pressure of the heatwave crushing the city beneath a miasma of heat. It would take a storm of epic proportions to release Amaranthium from such a grip.


‘Hello Gwyn,’ she said, ignoring his master. ‘What are we doing here, then?’


Gwyn was dressed in a clean white toga and was sporting a laurel wreath among his blonde curls. He looked like a young god. Kal remembered that Firehand had said he believed Gwyn was indeed a god reincarnated. The divine youngster leaned in to Kal and whispered, ‘The bad man made you better.’


Kal gave Firehand a sharp glance. ‘But how did–’


‘You’re in Ben Godsword’s home,’ Firehand said. ‘Captain Dogwood brought you here. Then Godsword sent for me; I was a doctor before I entered politics. Quite a successful one. I’ve applied a garlic poultice to your cuts and made a splint for the broken toe on your right foot.’


‘Oh,’ Kal said. She didn’t even know that she had broken her toe. She was so used to being knocked around these days that she rarely noticed a new pain. It must have been when she had fallen out of the tree. Her skin crawled at the thought of Firehand’s hands all over her body, but at least—she hoped—the man had taken no pleasure in it, unlike Witchwood clearly had. ‘Well thank you, I guess,’ she said. ‘I should be grateful, I suppose, that I didn’t wake up in a prison cell.’


‘Well, even Dogwood couldn’t think of a good reason to arrest you, Moonheart, considering the state he found you in: tied-up and tortured. But what on earth were you and Witchwood doing at the Bower?’


Kal told Firehand the truth. ‘I was following a lead. I suspected Witchwood and the Peacock may have been involved in the murders. Well, Witchwood was the Peacock … and she thought that she could win me over to her side, in her own special way. But she’s not the murderer, obviously. That turned out to be—’


‘—Feron Firehand. Yes, I’ve had to listen to you shouting in your delirium for the past couple of hours.’ Felix cracked a rare smile. ‘I should probably thank my illustrious ancestor. With Witchwood dead, my odds of becoming a consul have significantly shortened. I believe myself, General Cassava and Ganzief Greatbear are the only three candidates left … and there are always two consuls elected.’


‘I’ll find the killer,’ Kal said. ‘I’ll—’


‘You’re in no fit state to do anything,’ Firehand said, interrupting her once more. ‘You need to rest and recover, young lady. We’ll just have to double the guard during the election, and give every senator round-the-clock protection.’ He rose from the chair and picked up his black leather doctor’s bag. ‘Come on, Gwyn. Time to go.’


‘I’m not doing it to save your elections,’ Kal said. ‘I’m doing it help Zeb. You promised you’d call off her trial.’


Firehand paused at the door. ‘I promised no such thing, Moonheart,’ he said. ‘But it’s too late for that now, anyway. The trial is set for tomorrow.’


Kal took a sharp breath. She couldn’t hide her shock. ‘Tomorrow?’


‘It’s the only day that the courts are in session. The Senate voted today to give General Cassava permission to hold some celebratory games in the week between the elections and the festival of Phanto.’


Kal sank back on her pillow. Ben had often complained that, what with all the various religious festivals and enforced entertainments, it was a wonder that any work got done at all in the city. Many of the conservative, aristocratic politicians actually preferred it that way.


‘Postpone the trial until after the election!’ Kal urged. ‘Give me a chance to find the killer.’


Firehand smiled again, but this time it wasn’t friendly. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said, picking up Gwyn. ‘This is my chance to prove to the voters that I am the man to clean up the city from vice and moral laxity. Zeb Zing has bled honest—but susceptible—folk dry for years, even before this supposed robbery. I want to show the people of Amaranthium  how they are being swindled the moment they set foot in places like the Snake Pit.


‘And I want to see Zeb Zing hang by sunset tomorrow. The festival of Phanto will then be a celebration of all that is good and just in the world. Good day, Moonheart. I advise you to keep your head down and stay in bed. Doctor’s orders.’


And with that, he stepped out of the room.


 


* * *


 


Stay in bed? Kal thought. Like hell I will! She threw back the sheets and climbed out of bed. Her body ached all over, and she held her hand to her stomach as she limped over to where a pile of clothes had been left on top of a chest. They looked like they belonged to Zeb: a red silk shirt and black pantaloons. As she reached for the shirt, though, she jerked back in surprise as the chest opened.


‘What are you doing in there?’ she said.


Will Straightarrow climbed out of the chest and they fell into each other’s arms. ‘I climbed in through the window. Took me twenty minutes to disarm the cunning poison dart trap that someone had rigged up, though.’


‘My friend Nim has been working on some pretty elaborate defences for the whole house,’ Kal said. ‘Ben doesn’t want any more murders under his roof.’


‘Well, let’s hope the murderer isn’t as crafty as me when it comes to breaking and entering,’ Will said. ‘But anyway, how are you feeling? I was sleeping next to you all night, but you didn’t notice. I had to hide in a hurry when I heard Firehand’s voice outside this morning’


‘Did you hear that creep?’ Kal said. ‘He’s obsessed with taking Zeb down.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Will said. ‘He’s got no evidence to accuse anyone of anything. I should know, remember—we were very careful to leave no trace of the robbery.’


‘You have to help us, Will. Man of the people or not, your exploits got Zeb into this mess.’


Will held Kal at arm’s length and looked her in the eye. ‘Hey, it’s hardly my fault that Firehand is a zealous crusader who’s got it in for Zeb Zing personally. Do you think that I should take the witness stand? I’d just end up the one doing the rope dance instead of your friend. But I will help somehow, Kal, I promise. I’ll think of a way.’


Kal sat down on the foot of the bed and looked her lover up and down. Will was the master of disguise, cunning stunts and careful planning. She thought of his gang of thieves working away on tricks and weapons in their converted brewery.


‘I think I know how you can help us …’ she began.


Will raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m all ears,’ he said.


‘Alright, but first you can help me with a more immediate itch that needs scratching. Come here.’


After they had made slow, quiet and careful love, they lay in the bed discussing Kal’s idea.


‘I’ll come back tonight and we’ll go over it,’ Will said.


‘We’ll see,’ Kal told him. ‘Nim invited me to a party.’


‘You have time to party? Are you even up to it?’


‘I made a promise. And I might need Nim’s help too. Now you need to get out of here before Ben or Zeb decide to come and visit me!’


After Will had let himself back out the window, Kal dressed herself in silk. The scarlet shirt brought out the hint of red in her hair; she pulled it back into a tight ponytail, which had the effect of accentuating the severe masculinity of the clothes. Kal examined herself in the mirror by the door. She felt confident in her mind, if not in her bruised and battered body.


She drew a deep breath. Time to throw myself back into the fight.


 


* * *


 


Kal stepped out into a corridor. She didn’t know Ben’s house that well, so she decided to go snooping. She found a door that opened to a narrow staircase, which descended all the way down to a service corridor at basement level, at the end of which she discovered the kitchen.


Kal froze when she realised that a goblin was standing at the sink, washing dishes. He—or she, perhaps—turned and gave Kal a dumb, disinterested look.


‘Hello,’ Kal said. The creature just looked embarrassed, and went back to furiously scouring a copper pot. Kal shrugged. No wonder Ben had never mentioned his household staff by name to her; that was because he didn’t have any staff; he just made use of what basically amounted to slaves, seeing as the Senate didn’t offer goblins any more rights or status than it did domestic pets.


On any other week, she’d take it up with Ben, but so long as he was representing Zeb in court then she would just have to keep her mouth shut. Kal walked past the goblin and found her way into the larder. She found a plate of cold, salted cooked meats, which immediately triggered her saliva glands into action. She rounded up some bread and a big pot of mustard, and made herself a sandwich. She spied a quart jug of milk, fresh in from the ice house, and gulped it down  in one go. It was the most delicious meal that Kal had tasted in weeks.


Hunger satisfied, Kal found her way out of the kitchen via a stair that led out into the sunshine around the side of the mansion. When she turned the corner to the frontage, she found Zeb talking to a group of men and women. They headed off down Arcus Hill as Kal approached.


Zeb had a tear in her eye. ‘My gang,’ she said simply. The Snake Pit crew. So Will had kept his word and set them free. ‘Oh Kal, my worst fear was that they had betrayed me. But they were captured and locked away somewhere.’ She laughed through her tears. ‘Your goddamn King of Thieves. He treated them well, though, I’ll give him that. When they had their blindfolds ripped off, they found themselves sitting at a table in Hondo’s Hog House of all places. The restaurant had been told it was a surprise party, and the food had been paid for in advance.’


Kal could believe that. It sounded like the sort of thing Will might do for fun. ‘It’s probably for my benefit,’ she said. ‘I made quite an impression on him yesterday.’


‘Well don’t let him make an impression on you,’ Zeb warned. ‘He’s a thief; he stole from us, and one day soon, he’s going to pay. That’s the only reason you’re getting involved with him. So don’t get too close.’


Too late, Kal thought, but she kept a straight face.


‘How are you, anyway?’ Zeb asked ‘You look a hell of a lot better than you did last night when they dragged you in.’


‘It’s the clothes,’ Kal joked. ‘Inside I’m dead. And this heat is insufferable; let’s get back in the house.’


The atrium was cool and quiet. The open-plan space that had been the scene of the party was now neat, clean and ordered. Kal crossed the spot where she had found Senator Grey’s body, and a chill ran up her spine.


They found Ben in his office, sitting on his desk, surrounded by piles of paperwork. He looked tired and frustrated, and Kal couldn’t help but notice the hip flask that was also on the desk. Ben brightened when he saw her, though.


‘Welcome back to the land of the living, Mooney,’ he greeted her. ‘Can you take over here while I go to bed. No, don’t give me that look. I’m joking.’


‘What is all this, Ben?’ Kal asked.


‘Eye-witness statements—I managed to get them off Dogwood after some effort. Everyone who was at the Snake Pit on the night of the robbery was questioned … and nobody noticed anything that will be useful to make a case for Zeb’s defence. The Snake Pit guys I just interviewed were no help either—they had no idea where they were held, or by whom.’


‘Firehand needs evidence too, remember,’ Kal pointed out. ‘If he wants to convict Zeb, then he needs to prove she robbed her own business.’


‘Does he?’ Ben said, handing Kal a piece of paper. ‘Take a look at this.’


Kal scanned the list of names. ‘I recognise the names; they’re all senators.’


‘Yes: the jury for tomorrow’s trial. Supposedly the names are drawn at random, but almost everyone on that list is an aristocrat with some connection to Firehand. There are maybe five names who might be sympathetic to our case, but both advocates have a right to strike five names off the list, and Firehand will choose the ones that we would rather keep. It won’t make a jot of difference who I choose.’


‘Can you bribe any of them?’ Zeb asked bluntly.


Ben gave her a pained expression. ‘My bribery budget is stretched pretty tight as it is right now. Do you know how expensive it is being a senator?’


Kal slumped down on the leather sofa next to Zeb. There was one final factor that could swing the result: the man or woman who would rule the courtroom. ‘Who’s going to be magistrate?’ she asked.


‘Well, that’s one position that Firehand has no influence over,’ Ben said, reaching for a thick book. ‘The court appointments were all scheduled at the start of the year. Tomorrow, the criminal court will be presided over by …’


He showed Kal the name.


‘Ganzief Greatbear,’ she said. ‘So whose side is he on?’


Ben spread his palms. ‘Who knows. The Bear has always followed his own agenda. Or perhaps he follows the agenda of his handlers back in Zorronov, if the rumours are true. Hell, Kal, the man is as unpredictable as the weather. He’s rich, so he won’t stand for a bribe. He follows his own set of principles and logic. He only has one weakness as far as I know.’


Kal knew Greatbear quite well from the times they had faced each other across the card table. The man was a keen gambler—and a gracious winner who also always kept his humour in defeat. He enjoyed socialising and gossip, and often spouted provocative opinions just to get a rise out of his political opponents. He made and spent a great deal of money, most of it on gambling, food and drink, and women.


‘Yeah,’ Kal concurred. ‘He has a weakness, alright … his weakness is me.’




 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.ii


 


Born Under a Blue Sky


 

 

 


They spent the rest of the morning and afternoon in Ben’s study, with the blinds drawn on the windows to keep out the fearsome sun. At  lunchtime, a goblin brought them sandwiches, which Ben ate standing up while he paced the floorboards, declaiming the opening statement he was rehearsing for tomorrow’s trial.


Kal sat on the floor, her legs spread out to stretch her muscles. She half-listened to Ben, while at the same time slapping cards from a deck down in rows and columns—a game of solitaire. When it wasn’t possible to play with others, Kal often liked to challenge herself.


Zeb lounged on the nearby couch and listened to Ben. With no alibi or evidence of her innocence, the owner of the Snake Pit was relying on the senator’s oratorical skills to get her out of trouble.


‘Why is he doing this, Kal?’ she asked her friend. ‘Benedict Godsword doesn’t owe me anything.’


Kal smiled. ‘It depends who you put the question to,’ she replied. ‘Ask Ben, and he’ll say that Amaranthine law is the fairest in the world, and that everyone inside the city walls is guaranteed a defence, no matter how guilty they are. Not that you’re guilty, of course!’


‘Of course. So … what if I asked, say, you?’


‘Well,’ Kal said, ‘I’d tell you that Ben’s been looking for an excuse to take on the Firehands for a long, long time now. If Ben destroys him in court, then Felix won’t be able to stand for consul … and then the Firehand dynasty’s grip on the city will be severely weakened.’


‘If,’ Zeb echoed. ‘I thought about running away, you know, Kal; leaving the city for good.’


‘And go home?’


She nodded. ‘I left the Winter Steppe over fifteen years ago now, but I sometimes think about going back. It may take some time getting used to living in the saddle again, but I bet I could still beat anyone in the tribe with a bow.’


That was true. Kal and Zeb practiced shooting down at the butts on the Field of Bones every Sunday morning until their arms were sore. Kal was a good shot, but Zeb could decorate a someone’s hat with an arrow from a hundred paces.


‘If you were going to go,’ Kal said, ‘then it would have to be tonight.’


Zeb shook her head. ‘No. I don’t want to give Firehand the satisfaction of driving me from the city. This is my home now.’


Kal’s hands idly continued with her game: the next card she drew  from the deck was the Queen of Cups. She examined it wistfully for a moment. ‘You know I’d do anything to help you, Zeb,’ she said, ‘so, I think it’s time I gave Ganzief Greatbear what I know he’s always wanted from me.’


Zeb’s eyes went wide. ‘No!’ she said.


Kal gave her a tight smile. ‘If he will just show a little bit of sympathy for our cause in the trial, it will be worth it. And besides, it will cost me nothing but an hour of my time.’


 


* * *


 


When darkness fell, Kal went to work. As she crunched along Ben’s drive, she looked up at the massive visage of Ganzief Greatbear that  stared out from the giant banner Ben had erected. The fat senator had made quite a name for himself since he had defected from Amaranthium’s traditional enemy, the eastern city of Zorronov, some twenty years previously. He had shaken up  Senate politics with his maverick approach, and Kal could understand why Ben would support him, rather than the entrenched aristocracy, in the consular elections. But whose side was Greatbear really on?


Well, Kal didn’t care. She was going to see the senator tonight with one specific deal in mind: to give up what she knew Greatbear was after, in exchange for his support in the trial. Kal knew that he wouldn’t be able to resist: Greatbear had implored her regularly for all the years they had known each other.


The city was quiet tonight. General Cassava’s troops were on patrol everywhere, and now they were unashamedly in full uniform: steel-banded body armour over red tunics, and skirts of steel strips for both men and women. News had reached Ben’s mansion that Cassava had passed an emergency bill in the Senate House that, in the wake of Viola Witchwood’s murder, granted the general executive powers when it came to keeping the peace.


Tonight, the only sound, apart from the footsteps of the patrols, was the noise of hammers and sawing that carried across the still night air from way over by the docks. The Amphitheatre was being prepped for General Cassava’s games: a weekend of fun and death that would precede—and probably continue right through—the elections. Kal made a mental note to steer clear of that part of town over the next few days. There would be plenty of bookmaking action, but Kal generally drew the line at gambling on people’s lives.


She avoided the soldiers, too, as she made her way around the circumference of Arcus Hill. They had been looking for her yesterday, and Kal had a suspicion that her reputation as a dragon killer had caught their general’s interest. But honestly, if Cassava wanted that title now, then let her have it. Kal would happily let it be known that the dragon Cassava had executed in the forum was much, much more fearsome than Kal’s dragon from Refuge, if that was all the general wanted to hear.


Kal’s route took her across the Forum. The vast paved public space marked the terminus of the Kingsway that ran in from the East Gate. At the western end of the Forum, a winding stair climbed the rock face to the Basilica at the very top of the Hill, and the north and south sides of the rectangular plaza were packed with  civic buildings, temples and the court houses, as well as the great library and the Cut—the city’s sinister prison. The fearsome statue of Feron Firehand towered over all of this, and the long black shadow that was thrown by the moon landed, with delicious foreboding, squarely on the pale stone facade of the Senate House itself.


Kal kept to the edges of the plaza to avoid the patrols. The soldiers here were busy erecting what looked like tall wooden posts on the podium, the raised speaker’s platform in the south west corner of the Forum. While they were busy, Kal slipped down the side of the Senate Guard barracks and into the small cemetery beyond.


She often passed through here, since there was a gate at the back that led to a residential district where many senators lived. She didn’t always stop at the small grave that sheltered under an ancient yew tree in an out-of-the-way corner, but tonight she made an exception.


 


Rafe Firehand


974-1004


‘All or Nothing’


 


You were one of them, too, Kal thought. What would you have done if you knew the ghost of your beloved ancestor was running around murdering people? Chased him back down to hell, no doubt! I really could have done with your help now …


 


* * *


 


Ganzief Greatbear’s home was a small townhouse in the middle of a long terrace of twenty identical buildings. Unlike Ben, he obviously preferred to live in a kind of affluent anonymity. The only difference between Greatbear’s house and his neighbours’ was the Senate Guard standing outside. Kal stepped across the small well-tended lawn in two strides, and nodded at the guard (who she vaguely recognised) as she knocked on the door.


Greatbear opened it himself. He was clad in a red velvet dressing gown and was clutching a tumbler, in which ice cubes knocked around in a clear drink.


‘Kal!’ he exclaimed. He looked over her shoulder as if he couldn’t quite believe that she would turn up at his home alone. ‘Come on in!’


Kal entered the narrow hallway. The floor was tiled black and white, and the walls were covered with gold-framed icons—tiny but detailed portraits of the gods. Greatbear’s heaving bulk was almost on top of her, and she could smell the zalka on his breath.


‘Having a party?’ she asked.


‘A private party,’ Greatbear said. ‘It has been a long day, Kal. I have been on my feet in the Senate House arguing for hours against Cassava’s bill, but it was passed forty votes to thirty-eight. So much power in the hands of one person! It is hardly in the spirit of the Republic. And why do soldiers always think they will make great politicians? Cassava can not expect to be admired as a  mighty triumphant general, and then at the same time get down and dirty amongst the schemes and petty feuds that riddle the Senate House. Descending into politics is like trying to argue with a madman: Cassava will never win—the Senate will only drag her down to their level!’


Kal waited until Greatbear’s rant ran out of steam. ‘Have you finished?’ she asked finally.


He took a deep breath. ‘We could have done with Ben’s support today.’


‘He’s busy trying to help a friend,’ Kal said. ‘You know, if Ben defeats Firehand in court tomorrow, then it will clear the path for you to take the consulate.’


Greatbear laughed. ‘You are right—it will just be me and Cassava left standing. And maybe, if we both become consuls, then perhaps I can find another war for her to fight to get her out of the way. A nice distant war! Ho ho ho! But why are you here tonight, Kal? You do not normally like to talk politics.’


Kal took a deep breath. ‘I thought we could make a deal, Old Bear. After all, we both have something the other person wants …’


Greatbear seemed to sober up almost instantaneously. He dragged a hand through his beard. ‘Come on through to my parlour,’ he said.


Kal almost laughed out loud when she saw the giant stuffed bison head above the fireplace in the parlour. There was also an eagle, wings aloft, displayed under a glass dome in the corner. Spread out on the floor, between two luxurious chaise longues, was—of course—a bearskin rug. The walls were red, and Kal felt quite suitably dressed in her own red and black silk outfit.


‘Can I get you a drink?’ her host asked.


‘I think you’d better,’ Kal said, ‘before I change my mind.’


She perched awkwardly on the arm of one of the chairs, while Greatbear went to an ornate drinks cabinet, and poured Kal three fingers of zalka.


‘Do you know why I defected from Zorronov?’ Greatbear asked her.


Kal shook her head.


‘In my motherland, the Empress wields unlimited power. There is virtually no personal, political or religious freedom, and a man with opinions, such as myself, risks being sent to the salt mines in the frozen north for showing even the smallest sign of dissent. When I first entered politics, I dreamed of reforming the system, but there is a saying in Zorronov: ‘We are born under a blue sky, but die in a dark forest’. Well, I could feel the forest closing in, Kal, and I knew I had to escape.


‘Amaranthium offered me everything that Zorronov could not: a place to speak my mind and fight for freedom and justice. Yes, the Senate is a corrupt maelstrom of self-serving snakes, but it is a democratic mess, and I love being a part of it. So, Kal, if you are asking me to favour your friend in tomorrow’s trial, then I am sorry but I cannot help you. However, if you are asking me to see that the trial is fair and justice is done, then you have my word: it will be.’


‘That’s all I came here to ask of you,’ Kal said.


Greatbear smiled sadly. ‘In that case, much as I would like to accept your offer, Kal, it would be inappropriate for me to take a bribe.’


Kal stood up and  took the senator by the hand. ‘Then I’ll give it to you freely. You’ve waited long enough.’


Greatbear almost choked on his zalka. ‘What, now?’


Kal laughed. ‘Why not? It won’t take long. Where would you like to do it? On the rug?’


She sat down cross-legged and stroked the skinned-bear’s head. The senator dropped his weight down opposite her, hastily re-arranging his robe to protect his modesty.


‘Are you ready?’ she asked him.


‘You realise, Kal,’ he breathed, ‘that after this, things can never be the same between us again.’


‘That’s true,’ she said, taking the deck of cards out of her shirt pocket and spreading them in an arc across the bearskin. ‘But there will be always be plenty of other rich gamblers for me to go after  once I’ve wised you up.’


So Kal spilled her secrets for the very first time. ‘Alright,  the first rule of cards is that you should never bluff, at least not against weak opponents. They’ll just call you anyway. And when you do play, always make a serious bet of at least two-thirds of what’s already in the pot. After all, it's money that counts at the end of the night, not the actual number of hands you  win …’




 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.iii


 


Judge, Jury and Executioner


 

 

 


Kal woke up with a throbbing headache. She had stayed much longer than she meant to at Greatbear’s, and had sunk too many zalka shots. And then, after the gambling lesson, she had gone to Nim’s house party. Nim had scolded her for turning up so late, but was still eager to introduce Kal to all her university friends. Kal had been offered a bottle of dark, cloudy home-brewed ale, which after one gulp she had decided tasted like weasel piss. But even so, she finished the bottle, and also several more, and had even ended up participating in a party game. The aim had been to recite poetry, slowly at first, but faster and faster as the game progressed; Kal had crashed out, tongue-tied, in the early rounds.


Now it was dawn. The bed in Ben’s spare room was hot and sticky. Kal looked to her right, but the other side was empty; Will had been up to his tricks with his gang last night, and had not found time to visit her. Despite the looming trial, he was not worried about either Ben or Felix producing any evidence that might implicate him in the Snake Pit robbery, so he just carried on with his life as normal.


Kal mentally kicked herself. She had only known the man for a few days. Why was she missing him already? It wasn’t as if she hadn’t slept alone for most of her life.


She got up, washed her face, put on a plain white shirt and black trousers, and went downstairs. Ben was in his study, writing. He had his pen in one hand, and what looked like a slice of chocolate cake in the other. There was a half-empty bottle of frizzanti on the desk. He looked tired.


‘What?’ he said, catching Kal’s raised eyebrow. ‘All this is just party leftovers. It would have all got eaten up … if it wasn’t for the fact that my party was crashed by an uninvited murdering ghost!’


‘Have you been up all night?’ Kal asked him. ‘You should have got some rest, Ben. There’s only so much preparation you can do before you go insane!’


‘It’s not all stuff to do with the trial,’ Ben said, folding the letter and dribbling wax from a red candle over the flap. ‘Senators have many other responsibilities too, you know!’ He took aim with his signet ring, and banged it down on the wax hard and fast, imprinting the seal with the Godsword coat of arms. Then he slumped back in his chair and let out a deep breath. ‘Wake me in thirty minutes, Kal. Then we had better head down to the court house.’


Kal leaned in to try for a nosey peek at the address on the letter. ‘Want me to run and deliver that for you?’ she asked him.


Ben didn’t open his eyes. ‘No, it’s alright,’ he yawned. ‘I’ll get a goblin to take it. They make great messengers: they can’t read, and if they do get stopped, they’re trained to eat the letter. Actually, one in four times, they eat it anyway …’


Zeb entered the study. Like the pair of them, she hadn’t slept much either. The dark shadows under her eyes were matched by her outfit of black silk. Her long black hair was tied back in a braid. Unarmed, for a change, she still looked like a woman you definitely wouldn’t want to mess with.


‘Benedict,’ she said. ‘Why is there a crowd of cheering people outside?’


Ben opened one eye. ‘And so it begins,’ he said. ‘The trial is just a day’s entertainment for some people. I have my fans and supporters around the city. They’ll want to escort us down to the Forum. We should be safe, though; I trust the public these days more than I do the Senate Guard. So come on, let’s go give them a show!’


Ben leaped out of his chair, grabbed his purple senatorial robes from the back of his chair, and threw them over the shabby clothes that Kal was pretty sure he’d been wearing since the party. He picked up his document case and gestured for Zeb to lead the way outside.


The two guards sent to protect Ben tried to hold back the crowd as the three of them stepped out the front door of the mansion, but Ben ignored them and dived in among the people. Kal smiled as she saw him shaking hands and clapping backs. People were quizzing him about the trial, but Ben deflected the questions with jokey answers, and instead turned the conversations back on the crowd: ‘How’s the fish business, Haral? Hello Bullo—I’ve tried to get rents reduced in Crab Corner. That leg isn’t going to grow back any time soon, Mistra, but there is public money available if you bother filing a claim!’ Ben’s supporters were street traders, bankers, merchants and even other junior senators, and Ben knew all their names—a simple memory trick, but they loved him for it.


The guards awkwardly tried to clear a path and encourage Ben and Zeb on their way. Kal followed in their wake, wondering if the guards knew that the murderer they were watching out for was an armoured phantom who would be fairly hard to miss in a crowd. Probably not, she guessed; it was unlikely that their boss, Felix Firehand, had told them what his famous ancestor was getting up to these days.


The sun rose in the sky, getting hotter and hotter, as the group shuffled down and around Arcus Hill on their way to the Forum. Kal was glad they were walking slow; any faster and she’d break a sweat. The crowds on the street were growing as they approached the plaza of imposing civic buildings. Noise and clamour leaked from the Forum. Kal frowned: had all these people got up this early for Zeb’s trial? She saw a man run up to Ben from the direction of the Forum, and speak to him urgently. Ben’s eye’s widened, and he set off at a fast walk, leaving his supporters trailing.


Zeb had been left behind as Ben rushed ahead. Kal caught up and took her friend’s hand as they walked the final few hundred yards to the court house. The crowds ahead were getting louder and louder.


‘Is it too much to hope,’ Zeb said, ‘that the commotion in the Forum is because that bastard Firehand has become the latest murder victim?’


Kal’s mean streak wasn’t as pronounced as her friend’s. ‘I wouldn’t wish that kind of death on anyone,’ she said. ‘Don't worry, Zeb—we can win this battle in court, the fair way, without any help from murderers.’


They finally entered the Forum. Last night, when Kal had passed through, it had been deserted. Now it was jam-packed. People hung out of windows and crammed the balconies and rooftops. On the ground, the crowd was pressed up in the south-west corner, where on the podium, the four wooden posts that Kal had  seen being erected now had decorations …


Two men and two women had been nailed to  them: hanging from six-inch spikes that had been driven though their palms; hanging like salted fish left out to dry. A figure, dressed in green, was stalking the podium in front of the dangling victims. Kal recognised the figure’s weapon before she recognised the face—the sun flashed off the flat side of the lochaber axe like it was a mirror.


‘Amaranthium!’ General Cassava roared. The crowd cheered and whistled, simply in response to the name of their city being shouted at them. ‘I returned from the Wild to protect you, and protect you I will. Yesterday, when I was granted executive powers, I took an oath to serve this city in its time of need, and my work has already produced results: I have upturned the Senate House, poked around in its darkest corners, and look what fell out: traitors and dissidents!’


Ahead of Kal and Zeb, Ben was trying to push through the crowd, but people were packed into the forum shoulder-to-shoulder. Defeated, he turned back to Kal and Zeb with a look of anguish in his eyes.


‘Do you know the people stuck up there?’ Zeb asked. ‘Who are they?’


‘Senators,’ Ben lamented. ‘Friends. Certainly not traitors and dissidents! Pacifists and republicans, more likely. It looks like Cassava is cleaning house.’


The general was walking along the line of posts, her heavy axe held aloft with perfect control, its blade lightly tickling the necks of the nailed-up senators. ‘This fool was entertaining Dragonites—our city’s mortal enemies—in the Senate chambers.’ Boos and hisses floated up from the crowd. ‘This greedy leech was embezzling money—your money!—from the public purse.’ More boos and obscene shouts. As Cassava walked the line, thin red lines appeared scored across the victims’ throats. Almost at exactly the same moment that Cassava reached the last man and turned to face back down the line, the slits opened up like seams splitting in clothes, and fountains of blood sprayed out over the front rows of the baying crowd.


Ben stared directly at his colleagues as they died: a supreme effort, since Kal knew how much death and violence distressed him. Then he looked to Kal and Zeb and put his arms around their shoulders. He was pale and faint, and the women had to take his weight and guide him away from the crowd.


‘Is this even legal?’ Kal asked him. ‘What can you do about this, Ben?’


‘Nothing,’ he groaned. ‘Not unless I want to be next. At this rate, not even the new consuls will be able to stop her … and that’s assuming Cassava lets the elections go ahead.’ He urged them in the direction of a wide, low building fronted by a long colonnade. ‘Come on, let’s get to the court house. We can only hope that it’s a place where justice can still be found in this city.’


When they were halfway up the steps to the court house, General Cassava’s voice rang out once more across the Forum:


‘Kal Moonheart!’


Kal froze, causing Zeb and Ben to stop, too.


‘She is out there in the city somewhere,’ Cassava said. ‘Maybe she’s even listening to me right now. Are you, Kal? I know that you are also busy taking the fight to the monsters that haunt Amaranthium. What a team we would make, Kal, if you joined forces with me. Come to me, Kal—my door is always open to you!’


‘Not a chance, you mad bitch,’ Kal muttered under her breath, as she and her friends made it to the top of the steps and entered the court house.




 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.iv


 


Man of the People


 

 

 


Kal flopped down in the low, padded cerule chair. In the cool stone interior of the court house, its velvet cushion was the only soft place to sit. The court room was empty, apart from a handful of guards who glared at Kal for daring to sit in the magistrate’s seat (but didn’t themselves dare to ask her to move). Ben preferred to walk as he waited, and he paced the stone benches that would soon be filled with clerks, members of the jury, and other court officials. Zeb stood, arms crossed, nervously watching the sundial on the wall, the shadow of which crept ever closer to noon, when the trial would open.


Kal  gazed absent-mindedly around the empty space, trying to clear her mind of all that she had just witnessed in the Forum. Carved coats of arms decorated the balconies of the public gallery. She recognised the crest of the Godswords—a vertical blade on a divided field—and also that of the Firehands—an open palm surrounded by fire, a subtle alteration from the clenched fist of centuries ago. There was another striking design that looked familiar, but that Kal could not put a name to: five skulls—one central, and the other four at the corners of a square escutcheon.


‘Whose crest is that?’ she asked Ben.


He blinked and shook himself out of this thoughts. ‘That one? Oh that’s the Truebolt family crest—the fallen legion whose statues stand in the Field of Bones, remember? Old General Truebolt insisted on the skull devices when the king knighted him before sending his legion off on that suicide mission. Truebolt was a mischief maker, by all accounts. He had a motto he was fond of: ‘If you lack—’


‘Godsword!’


Felix Firehand had entered the court room, and people were now starting to fill the lower benches and the public gallery. ‘I didn’t think you’d show,’ Firehand said mildly. ‘I thought you would decide to be circumspect and not risk your career taking on a man who has never lost a prosecution.’


Kal noticed Ben glance over at the jury who were filing in to take their seats: twenty senators, men and women mostly from rich aristocratic families like Firehand’s. ‘There’s always a first time for everything,’ Ben managed to retort.


Firehand clapped him  on the shoulder patronisingly. ‘Well, there will be one consolation when you lose, at least: you’ll be a man of even less standing and respect in the Senate than you are now, so at least General Cassava will leave you alone.’ Laughing smugly, he walked away and joined his legal team on the prosecution bench.


Kal could now hear the booming voice of the man who would preside over the trial. She jumped up out of Greatbear’s seat, and went over to join Ben. His own legal team had turned up: Nim was here, her pencil hovering over a jotter already. ‘Hi, Kal!’ she said. ‘Sorry I’m late … they were having some kind of party in the Forum when I got here. People were covered in red paint.’


Kal sat next to her and looked at the strange symbols Nim had marked on the paper. ‘Hello, Nim,’ she said. ‘What is this? Some kind of secret code?’


‘It’s just a faster form of writing  I invented, so I can make an accurate record of the trial. I call it smallhand!’ She peered down at her own fresh marks. ‘It says … er …  you will be a man of great straining and repose in the Senate. General Cassava will love your lobes … oh rats, Kal, I think I was trying to go too fast!’


Heads turned in the court room as Ganzief Greatbear entered. He was surrounded by his four personal lictors, as befitted his position as a magistrate of the city. His great bulk was swathed in expensive white silk, and his fingers dripped with jewelery. Around his thick neck he wore the symbol of his rank on a golden chain: an effigy of the god of justice, Jeno—her arms spread wide in a gesture of balance.


He stopped at the prosecution bench to talk to Firehand. Kal heard them laughing and joking about something. But then he waddled over to Ben and, as Firehand had done only moments before, Greatbear pummeled Ben’s shoulder in an over-friendly manner. ‘Good luck, Ben. Kal always said that you could talk your way out of a man trap, so I have been looking forward to this day! Ho ho ho!’


He didn’t bother waiting for Ben’s golden tongue to answer, though. Instead, he stumped straight up the steps to the magistrate’s seat. Everyone had fallen silent, even the crowd in the public gallery. It was customary in the court house for the first person to cause a disruption to be thrown (by force, usually) back out into the forum. Kal could see the lictors eagerly scanning the faces in the room for even the merest hint of trouble.


There was none. Greatbear commanded the respect of everyone there. ‘I am going to start,’ he announced, ‘by pretending that I did not witness what I just saw out in the Forum. In my court, justice still prevails.’ He looked at the sun dial on the wall behind him. ‘At least for the next six hours. General Cassava has just decreed that all Senate and judicial business will be shutting down at six o’clock, when she will be officially marking the opening of her games. No doubt by lopping the heads off a few unfortunate prisoners …’

There was a smattering of nervous laughter


‘So!’ Greatbear said, clapping his hands. ‘Let us get on with it!’


 


* * *


 


Felix Firehand stood up first, to outline his case for the prosecution. ‘But before I begin,’ he said, ‘let us invoke the goodwill of Phanto, the god of ethics, honour and morality.’ He bowed his head and stood solemnly in silence.


Greatbear waved a hand impatiently. ‘Damm it, Felix, we do not have the time for this. Your god is dead; they all are. My court is a secular court; those of us in this room are quite capable of settling this case without supernatural assistance.’


Firehand’s eyes slid open, and he nodded in acquiescence. ‘Very well,’ he agreed, but his eyes flicked to the public gallery. Kal turned around and followed his gaze. Up among the other adults watching the session, she saw Gwyn sitting on his own in the front row. The boy noticed her and waved.


‘I have no wish to waste the court’s time,’ Firehand said. ‘I came here today to prove that Zeb Zing has been swindling the patrons of her … establishment, this Snake Pit as she calls it. I’m not going to make a rambling speech to try and persuade you of this fact’—Firehand smiled thinly across at Ben—‘but simply call on some witnesses to lay out the plain truth for all to see. I have plenty of good, honest folk to choose from.’ Firehand looked over to where an eager-looking man, a fellow senator, was half out of his seat on the witness bench.


‘Sit down, man!’ Greatbear snapped at him. Then he took a deep breath. ‘The defence has the right to make an opening statement first. Senator Godsword?’


When Ben didn’t respond, Kal turned to him and noticed he was still staring dumbly around the court room: at the witness bench, along the rows of seats behind it, and up at the public gallery. Kal looked up there again, and this time she noticed a lot more familiar faces than just Gwyn’s. It was like Tuesday nights at the Snake Pit all over again: every wealthy gambler in town was here this afternoon.


‘Too many …’ Ben said out loud. He turned to Greatbear. ‘That’s too many witnesses! He can’t call that many. The law …’


Greatbear sighed. ‘Calm down, Ben. He has not called anyone yet. There is no law to say these people cannot be present in the public gallery. Firehand is playing games with you. Now come, Senator. Our defendant is counting on you, is she not?’


Zeb gave Ben an encouraging nod, and he seemed to relax a little. And so the richest man in Amaranthium, Kal’s lifelong friend and mentor, the man of a thousand school room stories and lessons, stood up to begin the performance of his life.


 


* * *


 


‘I may have made a mistake agreeing to represent Zeb Zing,’ Ben told the court room. ‘In my eagerness to stand true to my belief that every citizen, no matter how degenerate, of our great city has the right to a fair trial and robust defence, I overlooked the fact that Miss Zing is one of the most dangerous people in Amaranthium. I tried to persuade her not to bring weapons into the court house, but I’m pretty sure she has a knife in her cleavage.’


There was faltering laughter around the court. Zeb fixed Ben with a hard, flat stare.


‘Some of you may not know Zeb’s story,’ Ben went on. ‘She grew up on the harsh Winter Steppe, and discovered a talent for relieving the men of her nomadic tribe of their valuables, thanks not only to her varied skills—in archery, horse-riding and knives—but also thanks to her ability to calculate probabilities, and then to offer her challengers odds they found hard to resist. Of course, the money aways ended up in Zeb’s hands. Her hustling soon acquired her a nickname among the tribe: the Snake in the Grass.


‘She was as good as kicked out by her tribe. Well, by the men of the tribe. To the women, she was something of a hero, seeing as she spread her profits around among those who needed extra food or furs for their families. But the Winter Steppe tribes are extremely patriarchal, so Zeb made her way to Amaranthium … where a talented traveller is always welcome, and no barriers stand in the way of ambition or ability.’


Zeb’s expression softened, and Kal smiled to herself. She was starting to see where Ben was going with this.


‘This was almost twenty years ago. Zeb made a living as a professional gambler for a while, before she started organising and running tournaments in the back rooms of inns and taverns across the city. With help from investors and some sizable bank loans, she set about  converting the abandoned temple of Vuda into what would soon become one of the city’s most popular entertainment venues. Zeb Zing is a prime example of the entrepreneurial spirit of Amaranthium, and even to this day she still gives a great deal of money to the poor and disadvantaged.’


Ben paused and affected a serious expression. ‘But, of course, as you all know, Zeb’s arrival in the city coincided with the rise of corruption and extortion, all of which can be traced to one building: the snake pit that—’


Zeb shot Ben a furious glance. There were laughs and a few cat calls from around the room, but Ben raised his voice to speak over them: ‘—the snake pit that is known as the Senate House! For it was also twenty years ago that Felix Firehand stood for election as a senator, sliding  into a seat kept warm by his ancestors, eased in by the grease of his family’s immense fortune. Since that day, Felix Firehand has ruled this city, sitting atop an unstoppable juggernaut of money that lets him do whatever he likes, to whomever he likes!’


There were a few sharp intakes of breath at this blatant attack. Firehand himself stood up. ‘Objection,’ he announced calmly. ‘Accusations like these are hardly relevant to the case, and besides—they are completely unfounded.’


Greatbear said nothing to uphold Firehand’s objection, but instead gave Ben a curious look, seemingly giving him the go-ahead to continue.


‘Of course it’s relevant,’ Ben said. ‘There’s probably not a senator in this court room, let alone in the jury, who hasn’t been bribed by Firehand or his family at some point—and I see more senators here today than I often do when I have a bill that needs voting on in the Senate House itself. And as for proof …’—Ben scanned the rows of faces in the public gallery—‘you’ll find it in the records of this very court.’ Ben picked out a man sitting near the top level of the balcony. ‘Gil, I represented you when you filed a case against Firehand last year, you remember?’


The man in the crowd seemed surprised to find himself drawn into the drama. ‘Umm … of course,’ he replied in an unsteady voice. ‘I accused Firehand of bribing voters when I was trying to pass a public works bill. But the case—’


‘The case was thrown out of court before it began, for lack of evidence!’ Firehand butted in. ‘You can’t cross-examine the public gallery, Godsword. And it’s too late to drag up old grievances. Gil made a mistake going to you to handle his complaint, anyway; it’s well known you have a personal grudge against me, and would leap at any slim chance to fight me.’


Ben pounced on Firehand’s comments. ‘Oh, but before he ever suspected who was trying to block his bill, and before he approached me, our friend Gil took his concerns to one of Amaranthium’s most famous prosecutors …’


All eyes in the court room went back to the poor senator in the public gallery, who had turned an embarrassed shade of red. But sensing something was expected of him, he managed to speak. ‘That’s true,’ he said. ‘I first took my suspicions to Felix Firehand … but he attempted to buy my silence by offering me a quarter of a millions crowns …’


The court house erupted into howls of laughter and hoots of derision. Firehand attempted a retort, but his comments were lost among the chaos. From the magistrate’s chair, Greatbear watched the proceedings with a neutral expression, eventually bringing order and silence with a clap of his hands.


‘Enough of this!’ he said. ‘Would you like to finish your opening statement, Godsword—perhaps without any further theatrics?’


‘Of course,’ Ben said, shuffling his notes as if trying to work out where he was in his speech. ‘I have only one thing more to say, for now, and that is: members of the jury, you now have a unique opportunity to show the world that justice in Amaranthium is not corrupt, and is not to be swayed by wealth and ancient family names. Zeb Zing may have been born on a savage steppe, thousands of miles from here, but the moment she walked up the Kingsway and through the Great Eastern Gate of our great city, she became that one thing that all of us—senators, soldiers, market traders and shopkeeps—that all of us value above all else: we are citizens of Amaranthium, the  most free and democratic city in the known world. Your judgement today will show the citizens of this great city whether it is indeed possible for a man or woman to rise from the streets to a position of wealth and standing, without getting stamped down by the jealous establishment.’


He sighed as he lowered his papers. ‘Because I sure don’t want to feel like I’m the only one who managed it.’




 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.v


 


The Rake


 

 

 


Kal gripped Zeb’s hand as Firehand stood to begin cross-examining his witnesses. ‘Don’t worry,’ Kal whispered. ‘He’s got nothing on you. Just sit tight and watch this case fall apart.’


Zeb looked nervous. ‘We all have secrets, Kal.’


‘Firehand has secrets, too,’ Kal assured her. ‘Ben will make sure they come out.’ She certainly hoped so, anyway. Kal thought back to the previous morning, when she had been lying in bed with Will.


‘And if I break into his house, you’re certain I’ll find something?’


‘Certain? No. But I’m a gambler, Will. I don’t need to be certain. I just have to know that the risk is worth the reward. Zeb taught me that.’


Firehand’s first witness had taken to the stand: a senator Kal recognised as a regular at the Snake Pit. She couldn’t remember his name—Grims? Gruns? Something like that. He was the kind of player she usually tried to avoid getting involved with at the card table: a safe, cautious player; one who would happily wait all night for an unbeatable hand before risking his money.


‘Senator, do you swear by Phanto to tell the truth—the pure and unadulterated truth?’ Firehand asked, adding his own divine embellishment to court protocol.


‘Of course!’ the senator  agreed quickly. In the magistrate’s chair, Greatbear  sighed audibly.


‘Now, Grins,’ Firehand began. ‘You were at the Snake Pit on the night of the robbery. How much money was stolen from you?’


‘I had bought exactly five hundred crowns worth of chips,’ Grins answered. ‘I think I was up by almost a hundred when the robbers burst in, so … I must have lost about six hundred crowns that night.’


‘A not-insignificant amount,’ Firehand mused. ‘How much money do you usually lose at cards?’


‘Lose? Oh, I don’t usually lose,’ Grins said. ‘The previous week, I won a thousand crowns. The week before that I did even better: I won three thousand crowns. I keep very accurate records. I submitted them as evidence.’


Firehand was doing a good job at pretending to be surprised. ‘Well then,’ he said. ‘The stolen money must have seemed like a drop in the ocean compared to your winnings. Tell the court how much money you have won at cards over the last year.’


‘Well, of course I don’t win every week, but I do consider myself a skillful player. My records show that over the past year I won almost fifty thousand crowns.’


‘Fifty thousand crowns! I am impressed,’ Firehand said. ‘And all this time I thought cards was merely a game of chance. Tell me, what did you spend your hard-won profits on?’


‘Profits?’ the senator said. ‘Oh no, I didn’t make any profit. In fact I ended the year about fifty thousand crowns down.’


Firehand raised a bushy black eyebrow. ‘Really? And why is that?’


‘Because of the rake,’ Grins said. ‘The Snake Pit takes a ten per cent cut of every pot.’


Kal heard Zeb growl beside her, and she instantly understood Firehand’s line of attack. Firehand, though, in a state of mock outrage, proceeded to lay it out for the benefit of the court:


‘So you are saying, Grins, that a skilled card player still finds it almost impossible to turn a profit at the Snake Pit, because his or her winnings are skimmed by the gambling den to the sum of a hundred thousand crowns?! This sounds like legalised robbery to me!’


Zeb stood up and  shouted furiously across the court room: ‘Grins Whitebane is not a skilled card player. Kal is a skilled card player. She can beat the rake and turn a profit!’


‘Kal?’ Firehand smirked. ‘Do you mean Kalina Moonheart? Your closest friend and member of your defence team? The woman you were seen talking to on the night of the robbery? Forgive me for asking, but do you have any other examples of successful gamblers at your establishment?’


Ben had now risen to his feet. ‘Objection!’ he called. ‘This is not relevant to the robbery.’


‘No, it is not,’ Firehand agreed. ‘But then, who said this case was anything to do with the robbery? I came here today to prove that Zeb Zing swindles the people of this city, and I put it to this court that she takes money from under the noses of our most respected citizens at night, while they relax after working hard all day for the good of this city!’


‘That’s not fair,’ Zeb fumed. ‘I work hard, too, and I benefit the city; I pay my taxes.’


Firehand looked up at Greatbear. ‘Perhaps now would be a good opportunity for me to cross-examine the defendant?’


Greatbear shrugged. ‘It may as well be now as any other time.’


Kal slumped on the bench. She felt sick inside. She didn’t doubt that Zeb would put up a spirited defence, but Firehand was an experienced prosecutor, and Kal knew that he was unlikely to ask Zeb any questions he did not already know the answer to.


Kal glanced up at the sun dial. If she concentrated she could see the shadow slowly move across the wall. They were running out of time!


 


* * *


 


Firehand’s opening remark was innocent enough: ‘You have a well-appointed house on Arcus Hill, Miss Zing.’


‘So do you,’ Zeb shot back.


‘Well, yes,’ Firehand admitted. ‘But my property was a gift, awarded to an ancestor of mine some years back by the grateful people of the city after some heroic act of public service. These days, the neighbourhood is affluent and exclusive.’


Zeb shrugged. ‘I got a big discount,’ she said. ‘There is a local rat problem.’ This generated a few laughs from the public gallery.


But Firehand was not deterred from his line of inquiry. ‘I only mention your large home, Miss Zing, because city law requires that all property purchases must be vetted to ensure that they are not bought with the proceeds of crime. Are you a criminal, Miss Zing?’


Zeb shook her head. ‘I do not have a criminal record—’ She paused for a moment, and Kal thought she detected a shadow pass across her friend’s face. ‘… in Amaranthium,’ she amended quietly.


‘In Amaranthium, yes,’ Firehand echoed, a predatory glint flashing in his dark eyes. ‘You know, I did wonder why a woman like you, facing such heinous charges, yet spared from prison by the wily tricks of your friends, didn’t up and run home when you had the chance. Perhaps it is because the fate that awaits you back on the Winter Steppe is a worse one than you face here …’


Zeb’s head had hung in shame. The court room was silent, hanging on to Firehand’s every word. Kal could only do the same, not knowing what the man was going to come out with next. Whatever Zeb’s secret was, she had hidden it well, even from her friends.


‘You do not deny then,’ Firehand continued, ‘that if you returned to your tribe on the Winter Steppe, then you would be arrested, charged, and most likely executed—in a far more savage manner than the mere hanging you face here—for the murder of your husband!’


Kal was stunned.  Beside her, Ben groaned as the fight visibly left his body. Zeb, though, found her voice: ‘Yes, I killed a man once, a long time ago: a violent and cruel man!’

Zeb had hinted once that she fled an abusive relationship, but Kal had never pressed the issue. Firehand, however, had probably gone as far as sending spies out to the steppe to dig up a scandal.


‘Well,’ Firehand said. ‘I do not doubt that your husband was a monster. But if  crimes of violence and cruelty were punishable by death, Miss Zing, then I would have my days taken up pushing for the death sentence for almost every person in this room … including your friend, Kalina Moonheart!’


Ben stood up. ‘Objection!’ he shouted. ‘All of this is beside the point; the law out in the Wild has no bearing on the law of this city—’


Firehand turned on him, a vicious rage distorting his features. ‘Oh, let’s not debate legal technicalities, Godsword,’ he spat. ‘There are some crimes where guilt is self-evident. Never mind the harsh laws of the Wild, or the refined laws of the city; the crime of murder is an anathema to humanity and to the very gods themselves!’ He turned and addressed the jury. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I put it to you that Amaranthium has been infiltrated by this murderous, venomous snake, who is poisoning this city by slowly, but surely, bleeding it dry of your hard-earned wealth. Zeb Zing must hang for her sins!’


The crowd were yelling and shouting, whether in agreement or opposition to Firehand, Kal could not tell, but the noise was so loud that even Greatbear could not bring the court to order with his heavy-handed claps. Firehand was standing triumphant, basking in the drama he had invoked, and Kal had a horrible violent urge to reach for the knife hidden in her boot and send it flying across the court room. In her mind’s eye, she could visualise the expression on his face as the blade stuck in his skull between his eyes.


Then her fantasies were shattered as the doors at the back of the court flew open, and the low afternoon sunlight streamed in. Firehand flinched as the sun hit his eyes. The court room fell silent, everyone’s attention arrested by an awful stench that suddenly seemed to permeate the whole building. Whatever had just entered the court house smelled of death and decay.


When Kal turned around to look, her mouth fell open at the sight of the monster standing in the doorway.




 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.vi


 


Judgement


 

 

 


The creature just stood there, lingering on the threshold of the court house, drinking in all the attention. Then behind it, Captain Dogwood (who had been stationed outside, guarding the court house doors) gave the thing a kick up the backside to get it moving so he could close the doors again.


Kal stared in horrified fascination as the strange being stumped up to the front of court. People on both sides of the central aisle gagged and spluttered as the stinking thing passed by. Finally, it stopped at the foot of the steps leading up to Greatbear’s seat. The two lictors stepped into position to prevent it from going any further. ‘What is the meaning of this?’ the magistrate asked.


Kal noticed Nim hand Ben a note. It seemed that somebody, at least, knew who this newcomer was. Ben looked at the note, blinked in confusion, then stood up. ‘This is my witness,’ he explained, in the tone of voice that suggested he couldn’t quite believe it himself. ‘His name is Drub Drogger. He is on the court schedule; his identity has been confirmed.’


The thing called Drub Drogger let out a hacking cough. ‘I’m sorry I’m late,’ he croaked. ‘I had to get cleaned up.’


Firehand was holding a silk handkerchief to his nose. ‘Well, ask the man your questions, Godsword,’ he snapped. ‘Then get him out of here, before I am sick!’


Ben shrugged and turned to Drogger. The filthy, hunched-up man was leering expectantly at him. Some brown, syrupy liquid dripped from his grime-soaked clothes and onto the spotless slabs of the court room floor.


‘So, Drub,’ Ben said, glancing down at his note, ‘I see that you are a farmer. Have you … had a good crop this year?’


Drogger cackled. ‘Aye!’ he said. ‘I’m a gong farmer. I harvest the night soil. There’s plenty o’ that to wade through ’round about election time. And this heatwave has made it ten times as bad!’


Kal heard low moans and polite coughing noises from around the court. She guessed the court room was probably the cleanest place that Drub had ever entered. Usually, his job would take him to the cesspits of homes not connected to the city’s sewerage system.


‘And you were at the Snake Pit on the night of the robbery, then?’ Ben queried.


Drub shook his head. ‘No, I’m the one who brought you all those papers, remember?’


Nim handed Ben a sheaf of documents. He flicked through them with interest. ‘These are court records of all the buildings that Firehand has put out of business in the past year: Bobbin’s Brewery, Karnog’s Burlesque, Amazot’s House of Mirrors, The Grapevine … The senator has been busier than I thought, stamping out vice and dissolution in the city!’


Nim handed Ben another pile, and his eyes widened when he saw them. ‘And these,’ he said, ‘are purchase and planning permission documents for the building of temples to Phanto around the city, on the sites of … Bobbin’s Brewery, Karnog’s Burlesque …’


There was a murmur of discontent passing among the senators in the jury and in the gallery. Nobody loved a religious maniac, not least one as powerful and influential as Firehand. Some of Amaranthium’s bloodiest tyrants in the past had been fueled by divine zeal.


‘And you just found these documents?’ Ben asked Drub incredulously. ‘Where?’


The gong farmer treated the court to a crooked gap-toothed grin. ‘In the shit pit outside Senator Firehand’s estate, as if he had just flushed them away! Couldn’t read ’em myself of course, but I have a nose that can sniff out things of value, so that’s why I brought ’em to you, Mister Godsword!’


‘This is an outrageous lie!’ Firehand interrupted. ‘This … person … couldn’t possibly have happened across these papers!’


Then, with his next words, Firehand condemned himself: ‘I would never have just thrown them away!’


 


* * *


 


When the jury voted, they acquitted Zeb Zing by an overwhelming majority. Their verdict, though, was more of a judgement on Felix Firehand, whose consular ambitions they ended that day. Although he was one of their own, the aristocracy of Amaranthium evidently now considered Felix to be akin to the mad, embarrassing relative—someone to be quietly pushed to one side, rather than to be held up as a shining example of their ilk.


Firehand kept his fury in check as he shook hands with Greatbear and Ben in front of the public gallery; the game of politics was a long one, and Firehand had to show a graceful acceptance of defeat. But Kal noticed that while Ben and Zeb celebrated with hugs and spontaneous kisses, Firehand yanked Gwyn by the hand and dragged him out of court with unconcealed fury in his eyes. The child looked back at Kal imploringly, and her heart went out to him.


Greatbear was full of praise for Ben’s handling of the case. ‘Your star is on the rise, Ben,’ he boomed. ‘Perhaps next year it will be you standing for election as consul!’


Ben shook his head modestly, still clinging on to Zeb. ‘Oh no, I can guarantee you that there is no chance whatsoever of me standing for consul next year.’


Kal left them to it. She would catch up with Zeb later. Right now, she slipped out of the court house with the crowds and, after pausing to sniff the air, headed down an alley at the side of the building. Drub Drogger was leaning against the wall smoking a fragrant roll-up that only barely concealed his stench. Kal went straight up to him, grabbed his matted hair, and kissed him forcefully on the mouth.


‘I think I love you,’ she said to him.


Will laughed and tried to push Kal away as he pulled off his grotty wig and spat out his false teeth. ‘I was worried I wasn’t going to make it in time,’ he said. ‘Firehand’s town house was as clean as a whistle—I had to ride to his estate outside the wall to dig up the real dirt.’


‘You did good,’ Kal told him. ‘For a change!’


‘I did it for you, Kal,’ Will said. He reached into the pocket of his dirty overcoat and produced a fist-sized pouch. ‘But here’s something to help Zeb get the Snake Pit back up and running: a gift from me. Well, from Felix actually … I wish I’d had time to root around his villa a bit more; there were a lot of interesting locked doors in that place!’


‘First, you need to get to the bath house,’ Kal said. ‘And burn these awful clothes! Where did you find them?’


There was the trill of a bell from down the alley, and Nim came scooting towards them on her two-wheeled velocipede. ‘I soaked the clothes in skunk spray I filched from the biology department,’ she said as she squealed to a halt next to them. ‘Did the nose stay on, Will?’


‘I can’t actually get it off,’ he said, tugging at the fake proboscis glued to his face.


‘Nim,’ Kal said suddenly. ‘Does the university have many books on Feron Firehand, the ancient general?’


‘A few,’ Nim said. ‘We even have some books written by him when he was Lord Protector. They’re on loan from the Firehand archive.’


‘Which is where? The Forum library?’


‘No, it’s a private collection, I think. It’s on the Firehand estate.’


Kal looked up at the sun, then at Nim’s wheels.


‘What are you thinking?’ Will asked.


‘There’s something I need to check,’ she said. ‘Something to do with the murders. Nim, I need to borrow your contraption. I can try and beat Firehand back to his estate.’


‘I’ll come with you,’ Will said.


‘No,’ Kal said. ‘You’ll slow me down. And you really need that bath right now!’ Kal swung her leg over the frame of the velocipede, and set her booted feet in the pedals. ‘I’ll join you at the Thermalore later.’ She kissed him goodbye.


‘Hey, don’t I get a kiss, too?’ Nim said. ‘But seriously, Kal. Zeb is free now. You don’t need to go hunting this killer any more!’


‘I’m not so sure,’ Kal said. ‘If what I suspect is true, it’s not only the consular candidates that are in danger. The ghost of Feron Firehand could be eliminating all of his family’s enemies!’


She took off down the alley, turned into the Forum, and pointed the vehicle down Arcus Hill, letting gravity carry her down the Kingsway. People jumped out of the way as her finger flicked the trigger of the little bell.


Kal was worried: with this latest victory, Ben was going to be the talk of the city tonight, especially when all the senators and other influential citizens met later on at the opening of Cassava’s games. What vengeful spirit would be able to resist such a high-profile target?


Kal pumped the pedals. It was time to stamp out the Firehand dynasty’s remaining embers of power.
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Deus ex Machina


 

 

 


Kal bombed down Arcus Hill; the cobbles of the Kingsway—worn smooth by millions of feet—offered almost zero resistance. The wheels of Nim’s velocipede were ringed with cuchuck—the same rare substance that soled Kal’s boots. Except that Nim had added a cushion of air between the tough, elastic substance and the rim of the wheel. The ride was smoother  than the sprung coaches that senators were dragged around in.


The velocipede flew over Lovers’ Bridge, and even momentarily left the ground at the apex of the hump. This stunt elicited some cheers from pedestrians, and Kal chanced a glance back to flash them a grin. She was still on a high following the court victory. All her friends had worked together to help Zeb, and now Kal was doing what she loved best: setting out on a new exciting and dangerous mission. She wasn’t exactly sure what she would find at Firehand’s county villa, but then even the uncertainty was part of the thrill.


In Satos Square, Kal had to brake hard and thread her way carefully though the crowds. They were gathered around three large cages that had been set up in the centre of the square. Inside, wild animals prowled and paced: a panther, a gorilla and a horned reptilian creature that Kal couldn’t put a name to—exotic beasts the public could expect to see set upon gladiators and condemned prisoners at Cassava’s games. The crowds were taunting the creatures and throwing sticks and stones at them. But all Kal could think of was how funny it would be if she could somehow magic away the bars of the cages.


She considered running up to her apartment to fetch some more weapons and equipment, but it would be too risky to leave her vehicle unattended. She would just have to improvise if she got into any trouble. Trying to steer the velocipede around the perimeter of the square, Kal found the pedals hard work at such a slow speed. She tried flicking the levers on the handlebars, and after a series of jerky clunks, found that she was suddenly able to accelerate away with ease. Nim really was a genius!


Kal passed through the East Gate and onto the Field of Bones. Preparations were underway for the elections: wooden palisades were being set up in order to manage the hordes of voters who would descend on this place to mark their ballot cards. Kal sped right though, crossing the long shadows of the statues that lined the road to the city: the giant stone soldiers of General Truebolt’s lost legion. What had Ben said their motto was? Oh, what did it matter? They were all long dead.


Kal was pedalling alongside fields of corn and cabbage now. Although still within the outer ring between Amaranthium’s two walls, this was the closest most people ever got to the country. Here, in the fertile flood plains of the Cold Flow, the humble hovels of lowly farm labourers shared the same address as the opulent country villas of Amaranthium’s wealthiest families. The Firehand estate was three storeys high in places, but it was so wide, with many wings and extensions, that it seemed to lie low on the ground, hugging the earth like a sleeping dragon.


There were lights on in the villa, and a guard at the gate, so Kal left the road, stashed the velocipede behind a hedgerow, and skirted around the estate’s red brick wall until she found a point of entry: a spot on the wall where the chance arrangement of a poplar tree, a corner of the villa, and the blinding glare of the sinking sun made it a perfect spot to scramble up and over without being seen.


Kal climbed onto the stables, then onto the terracotta-tiled roof of the villa itself. In the eaves of what she guessed was the servants’ wing, Kal spied an open window. She approached it from above, then dropped off the guttering and swung inside.


A young girl of perhaps fourteen was sitting on a simple bed, darning a sock. Her mouth gaped open when Kal dropped in, but she didn’t jump or make a sound. In Kal’s experience, it took a lot to provoke an extreme reaction in household staff. Kal smiled at the girl and flipped her a silver shilling. The unspoken deal struck between them was, you didn’t see me.


Kal slipped down shadowy corridors and stairs. It was that time of day when it was dull inside, but too early for the lamps to be lit: the perfect time for creeping around. Kal waited in the darkness at the foot of a stairwell as a guard strolled past, then continued on in her search for Firehand’s library.


She ended up stepping through a door that led to the entrance hall of the villa: a vast space with twin sweeping marble staircases and a tessellated glass roof that let the sunset flood in. Kal closed her eyes against the sudden light, then opened them again slowly. When she did, she came face to face with …


… herself.


It was the painting that Firehand, on the advise of Gwyn, had purchased from Ben: Vuda and the Dragon. Under a blood-red sky, on the slopes of an ancient pyramid, Vuda faced off against the nemesis of the gods. Her hair was black and her skin was dark. Her bosom swelled and her eyes were steely and set wide-apart. Kal laughed every time she saw it. Her own hair was a muddy brown, her skin was pale, and her bosom rarely troubled the seams of her clothes, but Ben had captured her eyes perfectly. She wondered if Firehand had noticed.


She turned her back on the painting, and continued looking around. There was a set of stairs at the back of the hall that led down to a heavy-duty metal door in the basement. It was protected by what looked like an incredibly complex warded lock, so even if Kal had brought her tools, she would not have been able to get through. Will had been right when he said Firehand had lots of interesting locked doors. Oh well, she’d keep looking around and worry about this one later.


Kal found what she was looking for on the second floor: a long room lined with bookcases that doubled as a museum and art gallery. Pedestals around the room held up busts and small statues of various gods. Cabinets supported large glass cases that displayed ancient religious relics. Kal lingered over one of them: the hoof of Mena. Seriously? Whether it belonged to a god or a goat, it was certainly old.


At the far end of the room, Kal discovered what was surely the Firehand archive: hundreds of books on the life and times of Feron Firehand. One section of books was locked behind glass: The Lord Protector’s personal memoirs! Kal ripped the leather cover off another book, laid it over the glass, then put her elbow to it. The glass broke quietly. Taking care not to cut her arm open, she reached in and extracted the volume labelled 505, the year of the revolution.


She took the book to a seat by the window. The library had blinds to diffuse the sunlight and protect the books. Kal ran the blind up and positioned herself so she could keep an eye on the drive up to the villa. When Felix returned from the games, she would make herself scarce.


Until then, it was time to go digging into his family’s past …


 


* * *


 


Kal closed the book and tossed it to one side. The sun was a red stain on the western horizon, backlighting the city with a bloody glow as darkness closed in all around. Shouts and cheers could be heard from the distant amphitheatre, as men and animals tore each other to shreds.


Kal’s mind was five hundred years away, though, thinking back over the life of Feron Firehand. Everything she had feared had been verified by the man’s own hand, in page after page of confidently-inked script. She had suspected bloody secrets, but the hero of the revolution, by his own admission, had been a monster, ordering the deaths of all his political enemies even while goblins and trolls smashed against the city walls, and dragons wheeled overhead.


The bloodiest massacre in Amaranthium’s history had been instigated inside its walls.


And now it was happening again.


Kal looked up when she heard the noise of a carriage approaching. Felix was back. What should she do: confront him? Hide and spy on him? Get the hell out of here and warn Ben that Felix was resurrecting his ancestor’s murderous ways?


Then something caught her eye: a flash of light out in the fields. Something else, or someone else, was approaching, and had been briefly marked out  by the dying rays of the sun. In the courtyard below, Felix was helping Gwyn down from the carriage. The guard at the main gate was watching them, his back to the fields …
 

The guard turned too late. The armoured figure walked up to him and ran him through with a sword before he even had time to react. Kal jumped up from her seat and ran out of the library. The ghost was coming for Felix; this wasn’t what she had expected at all!


She took the stairs four at a time, and hit the bottom with a such force that every bone in her body jolted and her jaw slammed on her tongue. She pulled open the front door and yelled to Felix: ‘Get in!’


Felix looked at her in bewilderment. Another of his guards who had been standing by the carriage moved to intercept the approaching killer. The guard raised his sword, only to have his right arm chopped clean off, followed by his head.


Felix made it through the door with Gwyn in his arms. Kal shut and bolted it to buy them some time from the killer, who was advancing on them implacably, a bloody sword in one hand, a glowing brand in the other.


Kal shoved Felix and Gwyn away from the door, and herded them down the steps to the basement. The senator looked frightened and confused. ‘Moonheart?’ he stammered. ‘Who … what is happening?’


They stopped outside the metal door. Above them came the sound of the front door being smashed to pieces.  If Kal was right, though, the key to the lock in front of them wasn’t the kind you kept anywhere but in your own pocket at all times. ‘It looks like your ancestor is disappointed in you, Felix,’ she said. ‘Now get this door open! Hurry!’


‘I don’t have a key,’ Felix snapped, hugging Gwyn close. ‘You stop that thing, Moonheart,’ he continued hysterically. ‘I’ll reward you!’


Gwyn looked calm, and fixed Kal with a curious expression. She felt a shiver of fear snake through her body, but nevertheless she drew the dagger from her boot. She could hear the clatter of armoured feet on the tiled floor above. Her weapon was going to be useless against an armoured ghost; so unless the killer passed them by, they were going to get slaughtered down here.


‘Gwyn will … Phanto will aid you,’ Felix said, clutching the child tightly by the arms. ‘Put your faith in him and you will win this fight.’


The heavy footsteps were approaching. A shadow blocked out what little sun filtered down the stairs. ‘Why don’t you give Phanto to me?’ Kal suggested. Firehand bristled at the implication: that the killer would possibly leave Kal and the child alone. His grip tightened and Gwyn let out a small sob.


The armoured figure started down the stairs. The only light now came from the orange glow of the brand. The flaming fist of Feron Firehand hung in the air, and Kal could feel the heat of it on her face. She tried to speak, but her mouth was dry with fear. But then what could she possibly say to frighten off a ghost?


She felt something cold touch her arm. Gwyn had dipped his hand into Felix’s pocket and produced a key; a delicate steel key with a long shank and many teeth. As the killer descended the stairs, Kal took the key and slid it into the lock. It turned; the heavy door swung open on massive oiled hinges, and Kal pushed Felix and Gwyn inside.


She slammed the door shut right in the killer’s visored face. There was a series of violent clangs as the killer knight slammed a gauntlet repeatedly against the metal, but the door was six inches thick; nobody would be breaking through tonight. Kal turned the key and pocketed it. ‘Thank you, Gwyn,’ she breathed. ‘That was divine interven—’


She stopped dead when she turned and saw where they were. Four thick foot-long candles lit a small cellar that had been turned into a shrine to Felix’s child-god. A life-size winged statue of Gwyn-as-Phanto was the centerpiece of a display that included a pile of golden treasures, gilt-framed pictures and strange carvings. In front of the statue was a low wooden table, with ropes at each corner.


Felix seemed furious that Kal had entered his sacred space. But he took his anger out on Gwyn, striking the boy with a solid smack across the face, then shoving him away so that he fell  to the floor, crying.


Kal was still stunned as she took in the other items around the cellar. Implements hung from hooks on the walls: wooden staves, knotted ropes and leather thongs with multiple plaited tails. But what were they for? The ropes on the table would never hold  a person down … the table was too small—


‘You beat him!’ she gasped.


Kal ducked not a moment too soon as Felix swung a heavy wooden baton at her head. She turned to face her attacker and ended up taking the return swing directly on her shoulder, making her stumble backwards and drop her dagger. Firehand followed up in a frenzy, raining blows down on Kal as she tried to regain her footing.


‘I discipline him!’ Felix raged. ‘I focus the boy’s divine powers; I control him!’


Kal fell back onto the wooden table. Felix moved forward with his weapon raised for a finishing blow, but Kal had the position and quickness of mind to beat him to the punch: gripping the edges of the table with her hands, she kicked out with both legs, putting all the power of her quadriceps into two accurate hammer blows that smashed both of Felix’s kneecaps.


He groaned and dropped down in front of her, then screamed in pain as his ruined knees hit the flagstones.


Kal sat up on the table. ‘So what’s it going to be, Felix?’ she asked him. ‘I can open the door now and let you face the wrath of your ancestor, or I can keep you safe here until we find a nice cosy cell for you down in the city prison. You should be quite secure from any killers in there!’


‘You won’t get away with this, Moonheart,’ he growled, pain twisting his features. ‘You’ll have to kill me now to keep me off your back, and I know that even you are not that cold! I have money and influence, and even from a prison cell I will reach out and make you suffer until my final breath—’


He choked suddenly and gasped for breath. His eyes swivelled madly, and he started spitting blood. Kal watched impassionately as he died in front of her. Then his body slid to one side, revealing Gwyn standing behind  with Kal’s bloody dagger in his hand.


‘The bad man is dead now,’ he said calmly.




 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.viii


 


The World is Not Enough


 

 

 


One of the most spectacular views in the world is when you are standing under the Celestial Gate of the Basilica, looking out over the city. Everything is so close, you can almost count every window, but you are high enough to be able to see everything without hardly needing to move your head. The Godstair drops away to the Forum, where the Kingsway carries the eye down to the bottom of Arcus Hill, where the Cold Flow splits the city in two and underlines the activity on the Embankment, where crowds swarm like ants night and day, bustling to and from the harbour, where the ocean-going trading vessels lie in the shadow of the ringwall, hinting at the world beyond the city.


The first time I saw that view, though, I didn’t have time to even take it in, let alone stand and appreciate it. Ben and I were chased out of the Basilica, not by angry priests or guards, but by a gang of trolls.


We had caught the salty, fishy scent of one of the creatures while we were catching our breath by the tomb of Arcus and Banos. It had been stalking us all the while we were underground, and now it was closing in on us … only this time it had brought friends. We could hear several guttural voices. Running rings around it wasn’t going to be an option now.


Ben was desperately trying to scribble down the words of the riddle, while I looked around for a way out of the Forgotten Tomb. ‘Here!’ I said upon finding a narrow tunnel that led in the opposite direction to the one through which we had entered. Ben shoved his notebook in his pocket, and with one last look back at the final resting place of his divine ancestor, he followed me once more into the unknown.


The tunnel ended at a stone door: but this one had no hinges, handle or lock. Instinctively, I guessed it was a cover, so I put my boot to it and it fell forward, slamming down on the ground beyond. We jumped through and turned into a wide tunnel. By the light of our lanterns, we could see we were dashing past a row of statues: men and women, mostly old, but some young, all wearing the same crown and gripping the same sword.


Ben’s sword!


‘That one even looks like you!’ I gasped as we ran. The sound of the trolls wasn’t far behind.


‘So you believe me now, then?’ he laughed. ‘When we get a chance to stop, I’ll accept your pledge of allegiance!’


‘Never!’ I shouted, sprinting ahead. The tunnel of kingly tombs ended, and a strange new world opened up: a world of bones and skulls. They lined the walls of a maze of corridors that split off in all directions. I slid to a halt, overwhelmed.


Ben caught up. ‘I’ve heard of this place,’ he said, panting hard. ‘This is the ossuary—we’re under the Basilica! We’ve almost made it into the city—come on!’


We kept going, breathless now, taking the turnings that seemed to lead upwards. Around one corner we passed a priest. ‘Trolls coming!’ Ben advised him as we ran. The priest dropped his books, turned and followed us.


There was a square of sunlight ahead. We bounded up the steps and suddenly we were in the vast vaulted hall of the Basilica, beneath the great golden dome. Priests, people and gods (or rather, statues of gods) were all around us. We charged through them, scattering the crowd like they were pigeons and we were cats.


And then we were through the entrance to the Basilica and into the sun. The city lay before us in all its splendour, but we hardly noticed; we were too busy watching where our feet fell as we plunged down the precarious Godstair to the Forum. Screams, grunts and roars filled the air behind and above us. People in the wide plaza below were starting to react to the commotion. A squad of guards in shining steel armour and blue surcoats were running towards us …


… and then running past us, as they formed a semicircle of spears around the three big stinking sea trolls that had followed us into the Forum. I only looked back once—as soon as we were lost in the crowd, I knew we were safe. There were hundreds of people filling the Forum, more people than I had ever seen in one place in my entire life. Some of them looked even grubbier and more world-weary than we were.


We were going to fit right in.


 


* * *


 


We were starving. Ben ducked into a restaurant that looked inviting. He came out shaking his head, though, after looking at the prices on the menu. We left the upmarket environs of Arcus Hill, and found a more modest establishment on the Embankment: Sharpo’s Seafood Saloon.


‘You should sneak back into the crypts tonight,’ Ben said, through a mouthful of battered haddock. ‘Close off the Forgotten Tomb again. It might come in handy as a hidey-hole some day.’


I was tucking into what was apparently all the rage in the city: fried potato chips splattered with vinegar. They tasted good, especially washed down with red wine. Ben had insisted on ordering a large pitcher. I rarely drank back when we lived in the village (and they only served up ale in the White Horse) but it only took one sip to persuade me that I quite liked big city sophistication.


‘Alright,’ I said between bites. ‘Anything else I can do for us? I saw an inn next door. Would you like me to go and book us a room on my way past?’


Ben ignored my attempt at sarcasm and shook his head. He pushed an old brown envelope across the table. ‘No need,’ he said. ‘Remember I told you that the Godsword name still carries some weight here in the city.’


I opened and held up the letter carefully, so as to get as little chip fat on it as possible. It was torn and faded, and looked a couple of hundred years’ old.


‘Anyway,’ Ben added, ‘I don’t think I’ve got enough money on me to pay for this meal, let alone a room.’


I paused with a chip hanging out of my mouth. ‘Then how—’


Ben winked, glanced over his shoulder, then grabbed the vinegar bottle and tipped a large amount into the wine pitcher. He then called the serving lad over.


‘This wine’s gone off!’ Ben complained. ‘Just smell it—it’s awful! I’m not paying for this rubbish!’


 


* * *


 


It was getting dark when we eventually found the address in Ben’s letter. Despite its promising-sounding name, Swan Street was actually in one of the less salubrious parts of town, deep in the East End. At one end of the street was some kind of cabaret venue, the Idole Rouge; and at the narrower, less-bustling end, sandwiched between a pawnbrokers and gloomy tavern, was the building we were looking for.


Number ninety-nine Swan Street apparently belonged to a signmaker called Colm Shroomshaw—there were numerous examples of his work nailed up over the  window frames. We looked at each other, and Ben shrugged. There was a faint yellow light dribbling through the cracks in the boards over an upstairs window, so Ben hammered on the door.


After what seemed like an age, an unwashed, balding man opened the door. He looked and smelled drunk. ‘I’m closed!’ he snapped. ‘And I’ll stay closed until whatever time I wake up tomorrow!’


‘Bow down before your king!’ I quipped. Ben waved me aside and tried to show the man the letter he had been carrying. I stood by and waited for the inevitable roar of laughter.


‘Deeds for the house, my sorry ass!’ the signmaker said. ‘I’ve owned this shop for nearly ten years, ever since I won it in a bet with the previous owner. You can take your ancient deeds and shove them up your—’


‘So how’s business?’ I asked the man, peeking over his shoulder into the murky interior of the shop. There were piles of wood and tins of paint everywhere, but no sign of any new works in progress.


Colm shrugged. ‘Times are hard, but gin is cheap. Now go away!’


‘The reason I ask,’ I persisted, ‘is because I wondered if you would consider taking up a new career. Have you ever built sets for the stage?’


 


* * *


 


Amaranthium’s brand new theatre, the World, opened up three months’ later with a performance of Banos and Ouila, a classic tale of god-meets-princess, god-impregnates-princess, and god-abandons-princess-for-a-life-of-adventure. The play was written by Ben, while Colm and I did the real work and hammered together the stage.


We found our actors by simply recruiting those people who had the nerve to come and express an interest in what was going on during the refit of the old shop. The play was a big success, and the World even attracted the attention of Amaranthium’s greatest living playwright, Terrance Deadhand, who offered us an exclusive run of his latest work, Zandir and Phenolin. That summer was one of the best of my life; we had queues stretching all the way down Swan Street as far as the Cathouse, and I think we were even stealing their custom. I was the prompt, whispering lines from the wings, and also the understudy for the role of Phenolin. Every day I was a bag of nerves, both dreading and hoping for the day when our lead actor would lose her voice.


When the curtain went down on the final performance, though, I knew in my heart that our brief career in the performing arts was about to come to an end. I wondered if Ben knew it, too. Yet, after I locked the doors on the last of the audience, I found him at his desk backstage, flicking through a heavy tome and scribbling notes.


‘What’s this?’ I asked him. ‘You’re writing next season’s production already?’


Ben sighed and put his head in his hands. He looked exhausted. ‘I have to,’ he said. ‘We’ve had a great year, Kal, but we really need to raise our tickets prices and reduce overheads next year if we want to make enough so that I can enter the Senate.’


I perched on the corner of the desk. ‘Still dreaming about that, huh? Don’t you enjoy what we do now? This life we’ve made for ourselves?’


‘Of course I do, Kal,’ he said, but his expression belied his words. ‘We’ve had a great year, but …’ The struggle on his face was plain to see. ‘… but the World is not enough, Kal. I want to raise the Godsword name as high up the flagpole as I can. I want to start a new era for my family … or at the very least put up a fight against the multitude of Firehands who seem to fill the Senate House. Did you know that half of the senators who aren’t named Firehand are still related to the family in some way or other … it’s a corrupt mess, Kal, it’s …’


I let him have his rant, my mind elsewhere. He obviously hadn’t worked it out yet. I could tell him  now, or forget about it forever. In the end, as I watched his eyes as he railed on about injustice and inequality in the city, I knew that I had to come clean:


‘I solved the riddle,’ I said.


‘… and then that idiot Felix thinks he’s going to be consul in a few years and … and … What did you say?’


‘I solved the riddle. Come on. It’s a nice night—let’s go for a walk!’


 


* * *


 


It had gone midnight; the city’s shops and inns had all shut up, and the Kingsway—the widest and longest street in the city—was almost deserted. We ambled slowly in the direction of the river.


‘How long is this street, anyway?’ I asked Ben.


‘Five miles, all the way from the East Gate, through the Forum, to the Basilica,’ Ben said. ‘Every king and queen of Amaranthium walked this route to their coronation.’


‘Right up to the Basilica?’


‘Yes, the Godstair is still part of the Kingsway—it leads all the way up to the Celestial …’ Ben frowned. ‘… Gate …’


 


’Cross city streets, ‘twixt gate and gate,


’Neath feet of kings, bones of dead gods wait,


 


We walked in silence for a while. I could almost hear the gears in Ben’s head crunching as he went over and over the four-line riddle. He was good at creating his own words and stories; but not so great at deciphering other people’s. We stopped on the bridge over the Cold Flow, and that’s when I finally saw a smile flicker across Ben’s lips as he gaped out over the deep, dark river.


‘It’s been staring me in the face every night on stage,’ he said. ‘This is where Zandir and Phenolin were killed: rolled in their mattress, bound with chains and thrown into the Cold Flow!’


 


On a bed of elemental cold they lie,


In the dark where doomed lovers go to die.


 


Ben leaned out over the river. ‘This is where the old king hid  his treasure, and the the bones of Banos and Arcus,’ he exclaimed. ‘In the water under Lovers’ Bridge! Kal, how long can you hold your breath?’


‘That doesn’t matter,’ I said, pointing further along the bridge. ‘Look!’


 

 


END OF PART FOUR




 

 

 

 

 

 


PART FIVE


 


THE ELECTION




 

 

 

 

 

 


V.i


 


Vote of Confidence


 

 

 


On the night Felix Firehand died, Kal didn’t go and join Will at the Thermalore as promised. Instead, with Gwyn sitting on the crossbar of the velocipede, she pedalled straight back to Ben’s mansion. She found Ben and Zeb toasting their court room victory with yet more leftover frizanti. Kal unceremoniously dumped Gwyn in their care and went up to bed, exhausted.


The adventures of the past five days had left her shattered in both body and brain. She craved sleep and rest, but her dreams were haunted by a kaleidoscope of images and scenes: an armoured knight looming ever closer out of smoke-filled gloom … Gwyn screaming and Firehand raising a whip, blood spraying from his mouth … Viola Witchwood dragging her cat’s claw up and down Kal’s body, even as Will Straightarrow’s fingers trace the line of the wound, the pleasure of his touch mixing with the pain of the torture … a glowing fist engulfed in raging flames … Ganzief Greatbear and Nim dancing maniacally at a party while skeletons jiggle all around them … Zeb holding a knife drenched in the blood of the husband she had been accused of murdering … a deafening clatter as giant carved dice tumble on the Field of Bones like hail, smashing the statues there to pieces … General Cassava licking blood off her obscene axe … and Kal’s own hands reaching out to the ghostly knight and lifting the helmet …


Kal jerked awake. In the dark silence of the room, she voiced the name of the murderer out loud. As if saying it somehow made it true, she was suddenly certain she was right.


It was election day, and to mark the occasion the elements had conspired to throw up a new backdrop to the city. It was dawn, but the sun was cloaked behind an army of storm clouds that filled the eastern horizon. For the first time in weeks, Kal felt a chill as she climbed out of bed.


She attempted to perform a few stretching exercises to warm her body up, but her sore limbs protested so she gave up. Kal dressed in black, as if for a funeral. If she made it through another day without somebody’s death, then it would be nothing short of a miracle.


She was hungry, so at least her appetite was still working as normal. She headed down in search of something to fill the hole, but paused on the stairs when she saw who was  lurking in the dimly-lit vestibule.


‘I’m looking for a missing child,’ Silas Dogwood said, rising from the bench where he had been waiting. ‘Have you found one, Moonheart?’


Luckily, Kal had a story already to hand. ‘Gwyn came home with us after the trial,’ she explained. ‘Felix was upset, so I offered to look after him.’ She held the fat captain’s stare. ‘You can go ask Felix yourself if you like.’


Dogwood made a snorting noise that Kal suspected might have actually  been a laugh. ‘Felix Firehand was murdered last night,’ he told her. ‘His body was eventually found locked inside his bolt-hole in the cellar. We had to break down a wall to get in. I imagine the murderous ghost had no such problems.’


Kal shrugged. Last night, she had found a spare key in the basement, so she had locked up as they left, and dropped the key down a well on their way home. ‘You really think a ghost killed him?’


‘No,’ Dogwood admitted, ‘but putting the blame on a ghost is easier then admitting that I don’t know. Firehand wanted me to keep the story about the ghost a secret, lest it hamper his chances in the election. Well, I guess that doesn’t really matter anymore.’ Dogwood gave Kal a stiff nod. ‘Good day, Moonheart,’ he said, and let himself out the front door.


Kal was suspicious. He didn’t want to grill her this time? Pin the blame on a ghost to hide the real killer. She still suspected that someone had bought Dogwood’s loyalty. Now that Felix—the Commander of the Senate Guard—was dead, Dogwood was free to follow someone else’s agenda without compromise. Kal made a mental note to avoid anyone in a blue Senate Guard surcoat today.


She went down to the basement and turned on the gas lamps in the kitchen. After finding a stack of charcoal in one store room, and a supply of eggs and bacon in another, Kal soon had the brazier hot and breakfast underway. When the goblin cook turned up for duty, Kal waved him away.


She heard voices above, so she loaded a tray with food and a jug of grapefruit juice (and a beer for Ben, which she thought he deserved) and carried it all upstairs. Ben, Zeb and Gwyn were all sitting at one end of the long table that stood in the corner of the open-plan living area. They made a perfect little tableau of a family gathering.


‘Well,’ Zeb said as Kal dished up spoonfuls of fried mushrooms, ‘you didn’t tell me you had such pretty goblins, Ben.’


‘I gave your staff the day off,’ Kal told Ben. ‘It’s election day—everyone gets the day off today. Even those people who don’t actually have a vote.’


Ben looked slightly uncomfortable. ‘I can’t imagine Cassava extending the franchise to monsters any time soon. Greatbear would love it, of course, but with two diametrically opposed consuls, I imagine they’re going to veto each other into ineffectiveness over the course of the next year.’


‘Is there any point in even having a vote today?’ Zeb asked. ‘There are only two candidates left, and two consular seats up for grabs.’


‘Well,’ Ben mused, ‘there is the remote possibility that one of the candidates might not gain the vote of any centuries at all. The law is unclear what the outcome would be in that case, though. And of course there’s the more likely possibility that neither of the candidates will survive the day, what with the ghost of Feron Firehand still on the loose!’


Gwyn, who had been  eating quietly, spoke up: ‘Kal will stop the ghost!’


‘Hush now, darling,’ Zeb said. ‘Kal’s done enough this week, for both of us. She needs to rest.’ Zeb stood up and beckoned for Gwyn to follow. ‘So come on, let’s go for a walk. If Greatbear needs votes, then I may as well go and make sure he gets mine.’ She took Gwyn’s hand in a motherly fashion—he was never to be carried around anywhere again—and left the table.


Kal watched Ben as he finished up his breakfast. True to form, he dropped a tomato down his tunic while trying to pile too much food onto his fork. He tried to rub the stain away with his hand, which he  then licked clean. He burped, tilted back on his chair, put his feet up on the table and looked at Kal. There was a mischievous smile on his lips. He cracked open his beer and took a long swig.


‘Are you going to go and vote, too?’ he said, wiping his mouth with his sleeve.


‘I might,’ Kal said. ‘What are you so happy about?’


‘Oh, nothing,’ he said. ‘I’m just pleased that everything turned out for the best at the trial. Shame about what happened to poor old Felix though.’


Kal gave him a weak smile. ‘The killer’s still out there, Ben. No one in the city can relax just yet. I have a theory, though. Want to hear it?’


‘Of course,’ he said eagerly. ‘I knew that you wouldn’t be able to drop this case, even after Zeb was cleared. She’s an incredible woman, by the way!’


‘Oh, shut up,’ Kal said. ‘She’s far too good for you, and you know it.’ She moved closer to Ben and sat on the end of the table—a move she always made when she wanted him to stop joking around and take her seriously. ‘I know why the killer targeted Firehand, Witchwood and Grey.’


Ben raised an eyebrow. ‘Go on.’


‘Last night at Felix’s, I read through Feron Firehand’s journals. Did you know that when he was young, Feron had a brief  fling with a young merchant’s daughter called Lucia Witchwood? And when he joined the Senate Guard, he formed a relationship with the captain at the time: Rian Grey.’


Ben considered Kal’s words. ‘Are you saying that … Witchwood and Grey—our Witchwood and Grey—were Firehand’s descendants?’


‘I think so.’


‘But … Jarole Grey was black!’


Kal sighed. ‘It’s been five hundred years, Ben! I don’t think you’ll be able to recognise Firehand’s descendants just by looking at them!’


Ben took another swig of his beer. ‘So … what, the ancient hero of the revolution has returned from the grave to punish his kin for corrupting his vision of a pure republic. Well, let me buy the man a drink!’


‘The Lord Protector was anything but a hero, Ben. Read his journal. He was a murderer and a torturer, not to mention a womaniser who was, shall we say, very forceful in his advances. Almost anyone in the city could be Firehand’s spawn … and so almost anyone could be his next victim. Although, it looks like he’s starting high up in the Senate and working his way down.’


Ben looked serious for once as he took in the picture Kal had painted. ‘So, you think you can stop the murders?’


‘Maybe,’ Kal said. ‘I need to go out and recruit some help first. I’ll see you later.’


Ben nodded as she turned to leave. He drained his bottle. ‘Thanks for the beer, Kal,’ he said. ‘Where did you find it?’


She turned on her way out. ‘Oh, in a cupboard in the kitchen that was labelled Snarky.’


Ben’s eyes widened and he paled visibly. ‘Goblin beer!’ he spluttered.


 


* * *


 


Kal walked through the city, rather than ride the velocipede. She didn’t want to attract attention, and besides—the streets were busy today with people heading to and from the Field of Bones to vote. She also needed time to think, to confirm her suspicions, and decide both how she was going to act on them, and who she could trust to ask for help.


She went looking for Will in Crab Corner, but the Dead Dog was full of elderly drinkers playing dominoes; none of Will’s young gang were about. Upstairs, his bed was empty and cold. She was on her way out when Will’s friend, Dene, came out of another room. He looked tired and anxious.


‘Kal. We need your help.’


‘Where’s Will?’ she asked him.


‘He went on a job last night and didn’t come back. I think Will’s been captured!’


Kal couldn’t help but laugh. ‘What did he decide to rob this time? The treasury?’


‘No, the amphitheatre. We heard they had a bunker under the arena, where they keep all the prizes, as well as the proceeds of all the wagering on the fights. But it was a trap: Cassava’s got him, Kal!’


Kal clenched her teeth. That certainly changed things! ‘Well, it would be suicidal of me to rush in waving a sword and try to rescue him,’ she said. ‘But I had business with Cassava anyway. Now I really need to see her!’


When she left Crab Corner, though, Kal didn’t head for the amphitheatre. Cassava was likely to be with Greatbear on the Field of Bones, where the consular candidates traditionally sat upon a stage where they could watch and acknowledge the voters passing by. When Kal stepped through the city’s East Gate and onto the field, she could see the stage at the centre of a swarm of thousands of people. But what took her breath away wasn’t the massing crowds, the enormous statues, or even the vista across the wide open countryside. What made her pause was the fact that, although it was almost noon, lamps had been lit all over the Field of Bones.


It was still dark. The storm clouds had kept pace with the rising sun, and now filled half  the sky, advancing from the east in a perfect north-south line like an army. General Cassava’s green-clad soldiers lined the voting arena, nervously watching the skies rather than watching the crowds, perhaps afraid that this was one army that they had no hope of ever holding back.


Kal heading on down towards the voting pens—a maze of temporary wooden palisades erected to coral the crowds. The voters of Amaranthium were divided into centuries—ancient and arbitrary divisions founded along lines of status and money. The consulship was decided by the number of centuries that each candidate won the support of, not by the number of individual votes. Kal was a member of the largest century—that of the common people—so in the grand scheme of things, her vote carried less weight than the aristocrats, who were divided up along family lines.


Kal pushed and squeezed through the throngs, taking shortcuts over the barricades to get closer to the stage. But when she finally got near enough, all she could see was Greatbear sitting alone, waving cheerfully to his supporters. Where was Cassava? A cool dread set Kal’s nerves on edge; she wasn’t having much luck finding people today.


‘Name?’


She looked around. A man at a desk was handing out ballot cards. Kal decided that, what the hell, she was here now—she may as well make her voice count, even though it sometimes felt like a small voice in a big, dark cave.


‘Kalina Moonheart,’ she said, signing her name in a ledger. The clerk checked her signature against the one he had on record, and then checked her face against a written description. Satisfied, her gave her a scrap of card and directed her to a curtained-off voting booth.


Once inside, it was almost too gloomy to see, despite the booth being open to the sky. Kal had to stare at the card for some time before she made sense of what she was seeing …


This was unexpected.


There were three names on the ballot card.


She shook her head in disbelief as she marked her card with a bold X and posted it in the slot at the back of the booth. She was still quietly chuckling to herself when she stepped out of the booth into a middle of a ring of armed soldiers.


‘Kalina Moonheart. General Cassava demands your presence.’


So they had finally caught up with her. Kal guessed that she couldn’t deny who she was this time, having just proven herself to the clerk.


‘So let’s go then,’ she said briskly. ‘I just hope the general doesn’t want to thank me for giving her my vote!’




 

 

 

 

 

 


V.ii


 


Caged Beasts


 

 

 


The amphitheatre was in the middle of the slums south of Crab Corner. It had been built to celebrate the triumph of a previous victorious general, and hundreds of tenement  houses had been bought up cheap and demolished to make room for it. Thousands of poor folk had been evicted, and Kal had heard that the cabal of senators who had authorised the amphitheatre had offered the displaced citizens the chance to earn some pitiful coin working as woodcutters and carpenters for the new construction. It sickened her to hear that some of them had no choice but to agree.


Kal and her escort walked through a narrow street that was hung with laundry and stank of effluence. The four-storey buildings leaned in on them and almost touched gutters overhead. Every now and then, Kal caught a glimpse of the giant timber construction they were making for: the amphitheatre was the largest wooden building in the city, and acres of the Wild outside the city wall had been deforested to provide for it. It was almost as big as the Basilica itself.


As they got closer, Kal could hear the noise of the audience, punctuated by the ring of steel. Sometimes her keen ears picked out the dull smash of bronze, too. Bronze! What unfortunate combatants had been lumbered with such ancient weaponry? The soldiers guided Kal past the line of people queuing at the box office, to some stairs around the back that led down into the concrete foundations below the amphitheatre.


Kal lingered on the threshold. ‘I always prefer to meet new people in an open, public space,’ she joked with her escort.


The soldiers laughed among themselves. ‘You might get your wish yet,’ one of them said ominously. ‘Now move!’


She stepped down into a torch-lit underground chamber. What had once been an open space with a low ceiling had been transformed into a metal maze: cages upon cages of animals were packed in so tight that the corridors between them were barely two feet wide. Kal was forced into the narrow space. She flinched when a black shape leaped out of the darkness and crashed against the bars of its prison.


‘He likes you!’ one of her guards laughed.


Kal looked at the creature pacing its cage. It was a panther. Its coat, which should have been glossy velvet, was patchy, and there was more rib showing than muscle.


‘It’s hungry,’ Kal said. ‘Do you ever feed them?’


The guards laughed again. ‘Well, let’s see … the next show is in about half an hour!’


They pushed Kal onwards. In the centre of the chamber, and presumably right underneath  the arena above, was a circular walled-off room. A guard at the door stepped aside, and Kal went through into General Cassava’s lair.


The room within was lined with racks of weapons. Colourful rugs with tribal patterns softened the tone a little, although they were worn thin and dirty. The general was sitting at a table eating lunch: a whole roast chicken that she tore at with a heavy dagger. As Kal entered, she stood up and held out a greasy hand in greeting.


Kal ignored it. Her attention was caught by the cage off to one side. Will Straightarrow, stripped to the waist, was locked inside. There was no room in his new home to stand, so he sat on the floor. Cuts covered his torso, and blood matted his hair. He looked up at Kal with hopeful eyes.


She took in his predicament. ‘I trust you have a cunning plan for getting out of there,’ she said.


Will gave her a lopsided grin. ‘I’m looking at it,’ he said.


Kal turned to Cassava. The general was dressed in the simple uniform of a soldier of the legions: a leather breastplate and skirt. She had lowered her hand and was now watching Kal with the affected easiness of a trained soldier—relaxed, but alert and coiled. Cassava said nothing, she simply eyed Kal with a curious stare, and Kal realised she had inadvertently started a game of ‘first to speak, loses.’


Kal was standing face to face with Cassava for the first time. The general was tall, with coal-black skin. She might have been beautiful once, but a lifetime of warmongering had transformed her body: she was heavily muscled, her shoulders were broad and her chest flat. She had shaved her head smooth with a blade, and when her lips parted in a half-smile, Kal could see that her teeth had been filed to points.


A minute passed by slowly. Then Kal decided she had no time for this game, so she started a new one: ‘I need your help,’ she said to the general.


Cassava blinked in surprise. Then she laughed—a warm, rich laugh that was at odds with her appearance. ‘And why should I help you, Kalina Moonheart?’


Kal was pretty sure that Cassava wasn’t the killer. So that made her an unlikely ally instead. ‘You need to round up the Senate, and put your army to guard them,’ Kal pleaded. ‘It’s for their own protection, until we know who the next murder victim might be.’


She decided to let Cassava know what she suspected about the descendants of Feron Firehand. The one thing that she could be almost completely sure about was that Cassava was not one of them. The general had been the only surviving soldier in an army from far-off Nubara that had attacked Amaranthium some twenty years ago. Cassava had impressed the general who captured her so much that he took her as a lover, a wife and finally as a protégé. After his death, there was nobody better qualified to lead the legions.


Cassava was shaking her head even before Kal had finished speaking. ‘I don’t care about the safety of the Senate,’ she said. ‘My job is to protect the entire city, not to babysit some backstabbing politicians.’ Cassava cocked her head to one side. ‘Do you think you know who the murderer is, Kal? Tell me, and I’ll solve all your problems right now. I can arrange a very spectacular and public end for them.’


‘I have a suspicion,’ Kal said, ‘but I can’t say until I’m one hundred percent sure. Protect the Senate, and give me time to get that proof.’


Cassava spat a great gob of phlegm to one side. ‘Proof!’ she exclaimed. ‘Do you think I had proof when I executed those traitors in the Forum yesterday? If you wait for proof, Kalina, you’ll never act, and more people will die.’


‘What about justice?’ Kal said. ‘A fair trial? I suppose you don’t think the killer deserves that either?’


Cassava laughed again. ‘My way is justice, Kal. Justice delivered by a decisive leader, and presented to the public for their approval and satisfaction. Senate justice is just a room full of professional speakers tripping up a jury with verbal trickery and arguments, and where the punishment for corruption and murder is often just cosy prison time, the perpetrators swept underfoot and hidden away from the public eye.’


‘You’re standing for election to the highest office in the Senate!’ Kal reminded her. ‘You must have some respect for its methods.’


‘No, none,’ Cassava said. ‘I only know that I must fight my way into the Senate in order to tear it apart from the inside. I have no time for intricate political manoeuvring. Why do you think I am here, overseeing my games for the people, and not sitting in a comfy chair on the Field of Bones counting votes on my fingers? I don’t need to go out and beg for votes with empty promises like other politicians: people can see what I am doing—putting soldiers on the streets, and working for the public. The city, and the Senate, will soon be mine, Kal.’


Cassava wasn’t going to offer any help to Kal at all. She was obsessed only with her own rise to power.


‘What are you going to do with him?’ Kal asked, nodding towards Will, who was following the exchange with interest from his cage.


‘I’ll have some fun with the King of Thieves later,’ Cassava said. ‘Nobody can ever say that my own style of justice doesn’t give thieves a sporting chance.’ She went back to sit at her table and tore another leg off the chicken. ‘The question is, Kal, what am I going to do with you?’


‘I know what you want,’ Kal said. ‘You admire me. You want me to join your cause, as your lieutenant, troubleshooter or pet, right? That’s why I’m here, but I’m not a pushover, general; we have to help each other. Release Will, lend me your legions, and I’ll work with you for the good of the city …’


Cassava said nothing. A grin spread across her face as she chewed her food. Kal felt a growing sense of unease rising from the pit of her stomach. Then she realised …


Like Will, she had walked into a trap.


‘You’re right about one thing, Kal,’ the general said. ‘I do admire you and respect your abilities. Since I’ve been back in the city, I’ve heard stories about you all over, from the dockside taverns, to the halls of the Senate. You’re a dragon killer, Kal: a mythic hero to millions … even though most people wouldn’t recognise you as they passed you in the street.’


Kal said nothing. She knew what was coming next.


‘But there’s only room in this city for one hero,’ Cassava said, slamming the blade of her knife deep into the table for emphasis.


Kal tried to remain calm. The door behind her was still open, so far as she knew. She was only yards from a busy, public place. From his cage, Will mouthed the word go, and that made up her mind.


She turned and fled the room. Cassava’s laughter followed her out. There was no guard outside anymore, but something was different. The avenue between the cages had been closed off. Instead of running straight out, she was forced to turn left down a new path that led her to a different part of the amphitheatre. She cried out in terror as bestial shapes slammed against the bars of the cages as she ran. A cacophony of howls and roars filled the underground chamber.


And then Kal was at some stairs. She stumbled up them, and at the top she raced towards an arch of dull daylight. She was just in time: a gate rattled down behind her as she made it outside.


It took her a few seconds to work out where she was. She had visited the amphitheatre a few times before, but she had never seen it from this perspective. She closed her eyes as if to block out the eyes that were staring at her. Maybe, by some miracle, she would open them and find herself somewhere else.


But no. Even with her eyes clenched tight, Kal could still feel the soft sand of the arena beneath her feet.




 

 

 

 

 

 


V.iii


 


Dragon Killers


 

 

 


Thunder boomed from the encroaching black clouds. In the arena, Kal opened her eyes and stared back at the thousands of faces that packed the wooden terraces all around her. The low rumble of their excited voices was just as threatening as the imminent storm.


The arena itself was a sunken sandy pit. Smooth concrete walls, fifteen feet high, prevented an escape into the crowd. Kal turned her head slowly, taking in every detail, a habit that was instilled in her no matter how dire the situation. There were other gated entrances opposite her and to the right, and on her left was a built-up gatehouse and a larger portcullis, perhaps for letting chariots in. Up in the crowd, her eyes fell on the blond head of Nim, who was hurrying down one of the aisles to the front benches, waving frantically. Kal raised her fingers to her temple, and flicked Nim a calm warrior’s salute.


Kal heard the scrape of another gate. The excitement of the crowd increased in pitch as a new combatant entered the arena on the opposite side. He walked confidently across the sand, sweat shining on the muscles of his bare chest. Kal stepped forward to meet him.


‘I’m not going to fight you, Kal,’ Will said when they stood facing each other. People in the crowd were calling for blood, or throwing down obscene taunts.


‘No,’ Kal agreed. ‘She can’t make us.’


To Kal’s right, another gate opened and then closed as a third person stepped out onto the sand. The crowd’s jeers turned to cheers at the sight of their master of ceremonies. General Cassava held her giant lochaber axe in one hand, and a gladius in the other. She lobbed the short sword in a gentle arc, and it landed blade-down in the sand directly between Kal and Will. The crowd whooped at this pantomime.


Will shrugged and gestured for Kal to take the blade. She pulled it out of the sand and examined it: the gladius was steel and fairly well-balanced. The blade was sharp too, but badly nicked and stained with someone else’s blood. She handed it to Will and drew her own dagger from her boot. Even a sword would be no good against Cassava’s axe, but at least the chrometal daggers that Nim had supplied had proven their worth: they were so sharp, a child could kill someone with them. A child had done exactly that.


‘People of Amaranthium!’ Cassava roared in her rich voice that carried her words to the top tiers of the amphitheatre. ‘Allow me to present to you a man who, if he wasn’t here now, might otherwise be sneaking around your homes and businesses, helping himself to your possessions and profits. I give you: the King of Thieves!’


The crowd booed. If any among them recognised Will Straightarrow, generous citizen of Crab Corner, they were drowned out by those looking for a villain. Will looked stricken. ‘I wouldn’t,’ he said to Kal. ‘I’d never steal from the people.’


‘I know,’ Kal replied.


‘But!’ Cassava said. ‘I can do even better then that! I can give you someone whose notoriety tops even the city’s greatest thief! Someone who once was regarded as a hero, but has recently been exposed as a traitor of the highest order. For Kalina Moonheart has confessed to conspiring with Senator Ganzief Greatbear, an agent of Zorronov! Taking foreign coin as payment, Moonheart has brought murder on some of our most respected leaders!’


No! Kal was too stunned to protest. The lie was as audacious as it was brilliant, smashing the reputation of two of Cassava’s opponents in one neat story.


‘She calls herself Dragon Killer, and he boasts that he can steal the gold from underneath a sleeping dragon. I have faced these fearsome beasts myself out in the Wild, and I assure you that such feats are not easy. So perhaps we should give our friends here one final chance to prove their idle boasts!’


Cassava raised her axe, and Kal turned to face her, but at the same time she became aware of the larger gate behind her rattling up. She spun around and had to control her impulse to run when she saw what lurked behind the rising bars of the portcullis. It wasn’t the red eyes that brought back the memories, or the sweeping, sleek shape of the creature’s head; it was the sharp tangy smell of its excretions that terrified Kal the most. She could almost feel the sticky oil on her body, setting her nerves on fire as it burned. The dragon could kill you in a hundred ways, not least by fear alone.


The beast squeezed its sinuous body through the gate. Its head was the size of a horse, and the neck that followed was two yards thick; not even Cassava’s axe would dispatch this one in a single blow. When the dragon dragged through its wings and unfurled them, the crowd gasped and there were more than a few screams. Kal heard the stamping of feet as some terrified folk made for the exits.


But Kal stood her ground. She could see the thick iron collar bolted around the dragon’s neck that seemed to weigh down its head; and trailing from the collar, a heavy iron chain passed between the dragon’s two hind legs and disappeared into the darkness beyond the gate.


Cassava shook her axe one-handed above her head. She screamed, ‘There can only be one dragon killer!’ and charged the monster head-on. The dragon opened its jaws to meet her, and Kal was sure that the general was going to get herself bitten in half. But the chain pulled tight and the dragon’s head was yanked back. However, its long tongue flicked out and whacked Cassava with such force that she was lifted from the ground and flung ten yards to one side. She pulled herself to her feet with an insane grin on her face.


Adrenaline coursed through Kal, and she too found herself running at the dragon the second she saw it turn its head to face Will. But with eyes on opposite sides of its skull, the dragon was never going to be caught off-guard. A dark slit of a pupil rolled backwards and spotted Kal. She slid to a halt in the sand, and was about to hop back, when her feet were taken out from under her by the bony claw at the tip of the dragon’s arm. Kal tried to roll away as a leathery wing was dragged over her. When she finally got clear she found her left arm and leg slick with the dragon’s oil. Sand from the arena stuck to her as if she had just emerged from the sea.


The dragon had turned its attention back to Will. Kal guessed he was running around to try and confuse the beast, for she could see it awkwardly trying to shift position, dragging its chain as it turned to attack. The dragon was slower and clumsier than Kal had expected, and she could see why: there were patches of missing scales on its neck, where cuts and lacerations leaked black blood. She could even see a broken spear-tip poking out from its shoulder.


Cassava was circling around towards Kal now, also positioning herself behind the dragon. Both Kal and the general had to keep an eye on its thrashing tail, which whipped about unpredictably. Cassava turned to Kal and bared her teeth. ‘It’s mine, Moonheart. And then you are mine!’


Kal didn’t reply. There was a time and a place for backchat, and this wasn’t either.


Then Will made his move. Kal saw him suddenly appear as he dived forward and rolled under the dragon’s belly. The dragon twisted and tried to bring its jaws to bear on its tormentor, but it only succeeded in getting itself tangled up in the chain. As the dragon kicked at Will with one great taloned foot, the chain pulled taught and its head was yanked down to the sand. The dragon’s jaw slammed shut on its tongue, biting a good yard off the end of it.


But Will didn’t pause to allow the dragon to regain its senses; instead he dashed straight back at it … and then hopped up and stamped on its head.  With arms held out for balance, and with the crowd shrieking in delight, he scooted up the dragon’s neck, onto its back, and then hurled himself into the air.


Will managed to grab the top of the wall around the arena and pull himself up. He turned and extended an arm back down. ‘Kal!’ he yelled, his palm open for her. ‘Come on!’


Kal started over to him, leaving Cassava facing-off with the dragon. But then she stopped. ‘Wait!’ she shouted up to Will. ‘One minute!’ And before Will could reply, she changed direction and sprinted across the sand, leaping over the dragon’s swishing tail as if it was a skipping rope. She plunged into the gloom beyond the dragon’s gate, and followed the chain back down a sloping passage.
 

At the bottom of the dragon’s pit, two handlers were operating a huge metal wheel, around which the chain was wound. They fled as Kal approached, fury in her eyes, her dagger held out in front of her. She kicked the handle that unspooled the chain, and released the hook that held the end to the framework of the wheel. The chain immediately flew up the tunnel as the dragon pulled free.


Kal ran back up the slope, and without looking at the chaos she had unleashed, turned and launched herself up at Will’s outstretched hand. He easily hauled her up into his strong arms, and they held each other as they looked back out over the arena.


The dragon had risen twenty feet above the sand, treading air as it beat its powerful wings. Cassava stood below it, screaming insults and challenges, but the dragon’s gaze was swinging back and forth over the crowd, most of whom were on their feet applauding. They were convinced this was the greatest show they had ever seen.


‘Go!’ Kal shouted to the dragon. ‘Fly away!’
 

But the dragon’s attention was fixed on two of Cassava’s soldiers who were trying to ward it away with spears. Did it recognise its tormentors? The dragon twisted its lower body forward, spread its legs, and let loose a wide-angled spray that drenched the soldiers, as well as thirty or so members of the audience in the front row of the terraces. There was a moment of stunned silence, after which the soaked spectators all began clapping and laughing again.


Then the dragon scraped its clawed wing tips forward along its scaly thighs and followed up its spray with a shower of sparks. When the sparks hit the flammable excretion, the group of cheering people were turned instantly into screaming human torches. The excitement around the arena turned quickly to terror as the flames began to spread.


Kal felt a sudden stab of guilt. She let that happen. No—Cassava let that happen! She was the one who had brought a wild animal into a public place. Kal turned to Will. ‘We have to get out of here,’ she said.


Will was transfixed by the flames. ‘Um, yeah …’ he agreed, snapping out of it, and they both turned to run. But the exits were jammed with a mass of panicking people, while armed soldiers kept watch for the escaping prisoners.


Kal scanned the crowds. Nim had appeared out of the door to one of the four watchtowers that rose from the perimeter of the amphitheatre. What had she been doing up there? Kal ran along the wooden benches to get to her, and Will followed. The dragon, meanwhile, had landed on the opposite side of the terraces, and was chewing on one of Cassava’s soldiers who had dared to approach it.


‘Kal!’ Nim exclaimed when they met. They all had to move clear of the fire that had spread to the litter and debris beneath the stands, and was chasing people out of their seats with hungry licking flames. ‘Hello again, Will! This is crazy! Who brought that poor dragon into the city?’


‘Nim! What are you doing here?’


‘Oh, I’ve been going back and forth between the university and Ben’s house all morning, delivering those explosives you wanted. You know, for that underground adventure you were talking about. Ha ha, I had to steal the ingredients bit-by-bit from the chemistry lab—’


‘Nim!’


‘Oh, sorry, Kal—Ben’s having an election drinks gathering at the mansion for all his senator friends. I overheard someone saying that you and Will had been caught! Ben sent me over to try and help you out.’


Kal swore. Ben was fooling around with other senators—potential murder victims—when he should have been keeping a low profile all day! ‘I have to get back there!’ she said.


‘You mentioned you’d come to help Kal,’ Will reminded Nim urgently.


‘Oh yeah! Well, if you can’t find a way out at ground level, I’ve left a little something for you at the top of that tower!’


Kal didn’t have time to ask what. A gang of soldiers had spotted them and were fighting through the crowds to get closer. Kal ran for the tower with Will hot on her heels. ‘Thanks, Nim!’ she called back as she went.


A wooden stair spiralled up the tower. Kal kicked open the door at the top and found herself outside on a five-yard-square platform, two hundred feet up, the sole purpose of which seemed to be to support a guard and a flagpole. The guard lay unconscious before her, a small dart sticking out of the side of his neck. Well done, Nim! Next to him was what looked like a parcel wrapped in canvas with rope handles. Kal saw a note attached that read: JUMP!!


She stood there, contemplating the package. Smoke and screams drifted up from the pandemonium below. The whole amphitheatre shuddered as the dragon rampaged through the terraces. Will appeared at the top of the tower and started looking around the parapet.


‘No escape wire?’ he asked.


‘Not this time,’ Kal said, showing him the package.


Will looked doubtful. ‘We can’t trust our combined weight again this high up,’ he said. ‘I’ll find another way out.’ He looked at the short sword he had managed to hold on to. ‘Don’t worry—I’ll try not to hurt anyone too bad.’


Kal nodded. Killing outlawed cultists like the Dragonites was one thing, but killing citizens, let alone soldiers of the legions, was wrong, no matter how crazy their general was.


Will kissed her goodbye and turned back to the tower. Kal could hear the footsteps of the soldiers as they ascended. Across the amphitheatre, as flames raced up one of the opposite towers, a soldier jumped to his death. Elsewhere, there was a crash and a chorus of screams as one of the seating stands collapsed. Kal hoped Nim had gotten out already. She trusted Will would find a way.


She took a deep breath and wrapped her wrists in the rope handles of the canvas pack. She had to get to Ben and the other senators before the killer did. Without Cassava’s help, she would have to stand between them and the killer alone.


Over all the noise and voices, Kal could hear Cassava’s voice ringing out, shouting for Kal over and over. Kal shook her head. Sorry, General. Got to go. She stepped back to the corner of the platform, muttered one final expletive, then took a running leap into the unknown.


 


* * *


 


The dragon left the amphitheatre at the same time Kal did, except that as it was soaring upwards towards stormy skies, Kal was plunging to the city streets. But then the parachute snapped open, and Kal found herself gliding west above the rooftops, wafted away from the burning amphitheatre on a lucky updraft of hot air from the fire. She looked up: the chute had opened in a pyramidal shape, two yards square, held together by a frame of  bamboo rods.


The dragon flapped off to the north, in the direction of the distant Starfinger Mountains. ‘Fine!’ Kal yelled after it. ‘Leave me to sort out this city’s problems on my own, why don’t you!’


She laughed as she flew: laughed at her own joke; laughed at the sheer exhilaration and relief of her escape; laughed at the sudden surge of power and confidence she felt as she traversed the city like a super-powered god.  She also laughed as she wondered if Nim had personally tested her latest creation before entrusting it to Kal. As if!


Kal found she could steer a course by yanking on the handles of the chute. She passed by the Snake Pit, and shouted down when she spotted Zeb and Gwyn outside. They didn’t look up, and Kal passed on by, crossing the Embankment, the Cold Flow, and finally touching down on the university lawns at the foot of Arcus Hill.


A gathering of astonished students watched as she cut herself free of the chute with her dagger. ‘Don’t try that without at least three large drinks beforehand,’ she advised them as she hurried past and up the Hill.


Kal made it to Ben’s mansion five minutes later, a mere fifteen minutes since she had turned the tables on Cassava and freed the dragon. She could see that the lights were on inside, despite it still being early afternoon. As she ran breathlessly up the gravel drive, she could also make out the silhouettes of Ben’s guests behind the ground floor windows. There was no sign of the Senate Guard who were supposed to be on duty outside. Kal picked up her pace—


—and was stopped suddenly in her tracks as a blinding yellow light flashed from behind every window. For a split second the silhouettes inside were picked out in sharp contrast, before fragmenting into thousands of pieces as all the glass windows shattered.


Then the mansion exploded with an deafening BOOOOM, and Kal barely had time to drop to the ground before chunks of stone and marble began to rain down on top of her.




 

 

 

 

 

 


V.iv


 


Tumbling Dice


 

 

 


Ben! Kal’s shock lasted mere moments, before avenging fury took its place. She brought all of her anger to the aid of her muscles, and heaved away the splintered wooden beam that had her pinned to the ground. Masonry and smashed furniture fell away as Kal stood up in a cloud of dust.


She had been transported to another world; instead of the sunlit tranquillity of the previous day, the peak of Arcus Hill was now a vision of hell. Roiling black clouds hung so low they were almost within reach. Rising plumes of dust and smoke obscured the horizon, and scattered flames played freely among the grey rubble that lay everywhere. There was nothing human, nothing recognisably man-made, within sight.


Kal cringed as a zigzagging bolt of lightning flashed through the sky, revealing the nearby bulk of the Basilica as it grounded itself on the spire of the dome. Kal knew that the thunder would follow, but even so it still made her quail as it echoed all around. She felt it rattle her bones.


What had happened here to turn her world upside down? An accident? Nim had mentioned that she had been storing explosives at the mansion. But Nim was far too professional to be careless. Someone else must have seen an opportunity to wreak havoc. Kal had foreseen death today, but not on this scale.


She started to pick her way through the remains of the mansion. Kal had wanted the explosives for an expedition she planned to lead into the caves below the city. Well, that looked like it was going to be a one-woman expedition now. But at least she no longer needed the explosives: she had picked up something in town today that she hoped would allow her to access the mysterious door deep underground that bore the mark of Feron Firehand.


She wandered at random in this disorienting new world, but then she picked out the cracked dome of the garden rotunda, and she made her way over to it. Ben’s statues of Banos and Arcus had been smashed to bits; an alabaster hand jutted out of the broken masonry as if in greeting (or perhaps farewell) and Kal saw a white head—she wasn’t sure which god it belonged to—face down on the scorched grass.


The plinth still covered the stairs that led underground. Kal grabbed a broken length of iron railing and jammed it in the crack that ran down the middle. With all of her strength, she levered the plinth apart. It was dark down the hole, and a blessed cool breeze escaped and washed over Kal’s grimy, sweat-soaked face. She paused for a moment to regain her breath, then turned to her next task: ripping off the sleeves of her black silk shirt, and winding the material around a fallen branch to make a torch.


Three hundred steps led down to the stalagmite-strewn Forgotten Tomb. It was the first time that Kal had been here without Ben. They had discovered it together, and every time since he had been waiting for her, feet up on the sarcophagus, usually with some crazy mission to send her on. Kal lit the braziers that surrounded the stone coffin. She trailed her fingers along its rough edge. Ben always wanted to be buried here, with his divine ancestors. But would she ever find his remains now?


Kal put all gloomy thoughts aside for later. She had to hurry; now that she thought she had deduced the killer’s identity, it was only a matter of proving it, and then all she would have to do was hand the matter over to … well, there had to be someone she could trust in this city. Kal turned to the far side of the cavern, where a stout wooden door marked the tunnel by which she and Ben had entered the tomb all those years ago; the tunnel that led to the endless maze of secret passages and troll caves … and ultimately to a stone door that bore the flaming fist sigil of Feron Firehand.


She lifted the heavy wooden bar that secured the door from the inside, then heaved it open.


And as soon as she did so, she stumbled backwards in shock.


The armoured ghost of Feron Firehand was waiting for her in the darkness on the other side.


Kal backed away until she felt her behind touch the stone of the tomb. The ghost advanced a few steps into the cave and then stopped. It held a two-handed broadsword point-down in front of it. Standing perfectly still, the ghost resembled the effigy on a tomb of a knight.


Then it spoke.


Leave, it said, the words sounding as hollow as knocking bones.


Kal opened her mouth to reply, but her tongue was thick and dry in her mouth. She swallowed painfully. Why am I afraid?


Leave, the ghost repeated. Now.


Kal found her voice. ‘I know you won’t kill me,’ she told it. ‘I’m not on your list.’


The ghost said nothing; it just stood there blocking the way. Kal made a move to step past it, but the ghost raised its blade threateningly. She paused—could she be sure the ghost wouldn’t hurt her? Kal thought she knew who was behind the helmet … but how well did she really know that person?


This stalemate continued for another long minute, and then was broken by the sound of several pairs of boots on the stairs down from the ruin of the mansion. General Cassava appeared, followed by three of her soldiers.


Kal’s eyes flicked between the ghost and the general. ‘So you finally decided to come and help me after all?’ she said to Cassava.


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Cassava growled. ‘Help you? After the stunt you pulled at my games? No, Moonheart, I’m here to finish what we started. And if I can’t beat you at dragon killing, then I’ll beat you at ghost hunting!’


And with that, Cassava raised her axe and charged across the cavern. She dodged the stalagmites, jumped up onto the tomb, ran its length, then leaped at the armoured figure of the ghost, swinging her axe in an overhead arc directed at her target’s helmet.


The ghost was fast: fast enough to raise its sword in time, and quick-witted enough to realise that clashing blades with Cassava’s falling axe wouldn’t be wise. Instead, it aimed its counter-strike at the axe handle, and knocked the weapon out of Cassava’s grasp. The general hit the cavern floor weaponless, and rolled away, calling for her troops to step in to attack.


Kal had been skirting the fight, and found herself within grasping distance of the general’s axe. She lifted it up, but it was too heavy for her to consider using herself. Instead, she looked over at Cassava, who was staring back at Kal, while between them the ghost battled with all three of the soldiers at the same time. One of them was already on his knees, blood spurting from a mortal wound.


What the hell, Cassava could take all the glory if that was what she wanted. Kal swung the axe and lobbed it with an underhand throw. It sailed over the heads of the combatants and fell directly into Cassava’s hands. ‘Take the killer alive!’ Kal shouted. As Cassava waded back into the fight, Kal nipped behind the ghost and plunged into the tunnels beyond.
 

 


* * *


 


She ran blindly for a while, just to get clear of the sounds of combat. Kal’s torch barely lit the way, and it was almost impossible to tell which tunnels were man-made, which were carved by monsters, and which were natural caves. She tried to take the downwards sloping passages, if possible, and head east, although her sense of direction was the first thing that deserted her.


Kal paused to catch her breath. In the distance she could hear noise and running footsteps … getting closer! She feared the ghost was coming for her, desperate to stop her entering its secret lair. Kal took a deep breath and hurried on.


The noise of pursuit sounded suddenly closer than ever, and at that exact moment Kal found herself coming up against a dead end. Panic began to rise deep within her. She turned back, but as she approached the previous junction she saw one of Cassava’s guards run past it. Was he chasing … or being chased? Kal lingered at the corner for a while, but now there was not a single sound to be heard.


She went on, cautiously. The explanation for the silence became clear a hundred yards further down the tunnel. The soldier she had just seen was lying on his back, his throat slashed out. A couple of steps further on, Kal found the head of the final soldier. There was no sign of a matching body. Kal squinted into the darkness ahead of her. Would she find Cassava’s corpse next? Would she herself live long enough to find it?


An ear-splitting scream broke the silence. That didn’t sound like a scream of pain … it sounded like a battle cry! Cassava! It came from the direction Kal wanted to go—they must have gotten ahead of her when she took the wrong turn. She extinguished her torch when she saw light up ahead. Perhaps she could slip around them again.


In an open cave, surrounded by a ring of dropped torches, General Cassava battled the ghost of Feron Firehand. Despite the armour, the ghost was the fastest of the combatants, dodging and twisting away from the general’s ponderous axe swings. But the general wasn’t a clumsy fighter by any means: she wielded her axe with a varied, imaginative style: as well as slicing, she was stabbing with the sharp corner of the blade, then sliding the axe head down to her hand, and hitting out with unpredictable thrusts from the shaft.


As Kal crept up on them, the fight suddenly ended. Cassava blocked a sword strike with the shaft of her axe, then, while still holding her weapon out horizontally in front of her, shoved forward and impaled the ghost’s right shoulder with the sharp heel at the bottom of the axe blade. The ghost dropped its sword, and Cassava stood back to prepare a finishing blow.


But the  ghost’s sword hit the cavern floor point first, and in the instant before it toppled over, the ghost took it up again in its left hand, and ran it straight through Cassava’s stomach.


The general collapsed to her knees without a sound, and the ghost turned and fled. Kal ran to the fallen general’s side, only to find her grinning and laughing as she coughed up blood.


‘Well, get after it, Moonheart!’ Cassava spluttered. ‘I winged the bastard. Now you go and finish the job!’


‘How can I stop it if even you couldn’t?’ Kal said, as she checked Cassava’s wound. Blood was leaving her body so fast that a small red lake was forming on the cavern floor.


‘Well if you don’t, then we’ll call it a draw!’ Cassava took a ragged breath and looked Kal in the eye. ‘The game is up for me, Kal. You win—it seems that you’re the true hero of Amaranthium after all, not me! Maybe I was wrong to try and take you down, but I won’t ask for your forgiveness. I had dreams of fame; I wanted a statue in the Forum; I wanted to rule the city through force of will alone. So I failed, but what a day! What better way to die than fighting to save the city from monsters!’


Kal didn’t know how to respond. She didn’t have to say anything, though, because Cassava died quickly in her arms, a joyous smile on her face.


 


* * *


 


Kal picked up a torch and followed the ghost the rest of the way to the secret door. She only had to follow the splashes of blood. Eventually, she recognised the long winding passage that she and Ben had got lost down on their journey under the city six years ago. She put out her torch again when she detected light ahead. The stone door was up ahead, and torches flickered in sconces on either side of it. The ghost paced back and forth before the door, occasionally stopping to peer back up the tunnel. It was clutching its injured right shoulder with its left hand.


Kal watched patiently. Eventually the ghost decided it couldn't wait any longer, and marched in her direction to resume its search of the maze. Kal hid herself in a dark crevice until it had passed by. When she was sure it had gone, she ran up to the door.


She found herself facing an impossible barrier: a solid wall of stone inscribed with the intimidating flaming fist. The only clue that there was indeed a way through was the small square hole in the direct centre of the block of stone. A keyhole …


Last time, Kal and Ben had been trapped against the door by a troll, with no way through.


This time, Kal had the key.


She knelt and opened the pouch at her belt and took out a small oblong walnut box. She opened the lid and tipped the five bone dice onto the cave floor. Then she slid out the long metal pin that acted as a hinge for the lid of the box. The skull-faced dice were unusual in that the number one spot was directly opposite the five, not the six, and this allowed for a narrow slot between the two centre spots. The pin was twisted and shaped in such a way that the dice could be fitted onto it in only one order. Kal fumbled with the puzzle for a few nerve-wracking minutes before she finally slotted all five dice onto the pin.


She fed it into the square hole in the door. She could feel the slight resistance as the dice lifted the tumblers. Kal took a deep breath, and twisted the pin.


The cylinder turned. Kal put her palm against the stone and pushed. With only a light touch, the door split in two and swung silently open.


There was total darkness beyond. Kal grabbed a torch and stepped through the door. She got the impression of a vast open space around her. Twenty yards into the cavern, she arrived at the edge of a deep pit. There was an unlit torch here, fixed to a eight-foot pole, so Kal reached up and kindled it.


The torch burst into  bright light. Kal couldn’t help but gasp when she looked into the pit and saw what was revealed. She also noticed that the pit was massive, its extremities cloaked in darkness, but that there were more torches on poles all around the rim.


It took her ten minutes to encircle the pit and light all the torches. The cavern was the biggest that she had ever seen beneath the city, and the pit was fifty yards across. When she finally arrived back at the first pole, the truth she had suspected was finally laid bare; something that Feron Firehand had alluded to in his journals, but could not bring himself to write down; something so terrible that even Amaranthium’s Lord Protector could never have justified it as a necessity of war …


The pit was a sea of bones; millions of bones; the remains of thousands of men and women. Skulls, rib cages, arm and leg bones, all mixed up with ancient scraps of armour, helmets and weapons; a secret mass grave that had been hidden under the city for five hundred years.


The lost legion of Amaranthium—the soldiers honoured by statues on the Field of Bones—had not given their lives defending the city from monsters. In fact, they had never left the city at all. In his mad grasp for power, Feron Firehand had murdered them—the entire legion, down to the last soldier.


Kal had never felt more alone than she did then: deep underground, carrying the weight of a terrible secret. She had to get back to the city and tell people. She turned to go, but someone was standing right behind her.


Leave, the ghost said once again, but this time Kal detected a faltering tone in its voice. Please.


The sight of the bone pit had confirmed Kal’s worst fears. Unbidden tears welled up in her eyes.


‘I knew it was you,’ she said.




 

 

 

 

 

 


V.v


 


Hurt


 

 

 


The ghost joined Kal at the edge of the bone pit. It stood, sword sheathed, clutching its wounded side, and looked out over the sea of skulls, rather than directly at Kal.


This isn’t your fight, Kalina Moonheart, it said.


‘It’s not yours either,’ Kal replied. ‘Nor is it the fight of the people you killed. What happened here happened centuries ago.’


The ghost turned slowly to regard her. What do you know of that? it said. What do you know of who I am and why I do this?


Kal shook her head sadly. So they were going to play this game, then. ‘Everyone knows about the lost legion,’ she said. ‘How could anyone not, when a whole line of twenty-foot-tall warriors greet you at the gates of the city. They died fighting for their king when the city was besieged by monsters.’


She paused. ‘Except … it wasn’t the king whose idea it was to order them into their final battle. He always kept them close; they were his most loyal legion—King Aldenute and General Truebolt were lifelong friends; cousins, I think. Most of the legion were family, a close-knit fighting group. It was Feron Firehand, the king’s advisor, who in his own words sent the legion away. It was his idea that they should sneak out of the city through the tunnels to launch a surprise attack on the monsters’ rearguard. Well … it looks like they never made it. Firehand must have ambushed them here.’


The ghost clenched its gauntleted fists, as if in anger at being subjected to this tragic tale.


‘I got all that from Firehand’s journals,’ Kal continued, ‘but I didn’t make the connection with you, though, until this morning. That was when I remembered something. In the court house, just before the trial, I noticed that General Truebolt’s coat of arms—the five skulls—looked familiar. And you yourself told me that your family had a military history.’


Kal looked straight at the ghost. ‘You also said that you changed your name. Well, I guess that it isn’t much of a leap from Truebolt to Straightarrow, is it, Will?’


The ghost sagged visibly before her. Kal, reliving the moment from her dream, reached out with both hands and lifted the helmet. It was surprisingly light, and she guessed the whole harness was probably costume armour. No wonder the ghost had been able to move and fight so fast.


Will looked sad-eyed and defeated, as if all he ever cared about had been keeping his secret from Kal. ‘Why, Will?’ she asked him. ‘Why did you take it on yourself to avenge such an ancient wrong?’


‘There was nobody else who could have, until me,’ Will said, finding his passion again as he explained himself. ‘The few surviving Truebolts have lived in fear for centuries, timid and downtrodden, afraid to speak for fear of reprisal. Only I had the guts, the skills and the imagination to bring this fight back to the Firehands. I was already a successful thief, handing out my money to those who needed it, when I discovered the key to this cave. It was the final proof of what we had long suspected: General Truebolt’s gaming dice, perversely twisted by Firehand into a grotesque memento of his murder. I found it at the bottom of an old chest of junk belonging to Felix Firehand’s father. It was the spur I needed to act. My gang—they are Truebolts too—believe in the cause, but without me they’d get nowhere. They need me to inspire them.’


Of course, Kal thought, Will’s gang would have helped him carry out the ghost’s intricate stunts. Were they disguised as waiters at Ben’s party, ready to hand Will the burning brand at the opportune moment? Were they standing by with the armour at the Bower, waiting for Will to get a chance to get close to Witchwood? And after hearing about the explosives, Will could have ordered his gang to target Ben’s mansion, too, while he rushed here to intercept Kal.


‘But why go after Firehand’s descendants in this awful way?’ Kal asked. ‘Just revealing the truth would have been enough to discredit him. They’d tear down his statue in the Forum in an instant, and put up a memorial to General Truebolt in its place!’


Will shook his head dismissively. ‘And what would change, Kal? Nothing. Felix would have still been a fanatic. Witchwood’s crime empire would have continued to expand. The Firehand family would still infest the Senate. Feron Firehand’s legacy would have lived on. It’s bad blood, Kal, and it needed to be bled out. Firehand murdered a thousand of my family. By comparison, I’ve been quite restrained. Hopefully, my actions will scare off a whole generation of corrupt politicians.’


Kal was shocked. ‘Bad blood? Surely you can’t believe that!’


‘You know what I mean. The Senate was an incestuous, corrupt mess. Privilege, money and cronyism dictated every law that was passed. At least now, Ganzief Greatbear has the chance, as consul, to change things.’


Kal’s eyes widened. ‘You’re doing this for Greatbear?’


‘Yes. He doesn’t know though.’ Will laughed. ‘Greatbear is the only good man in a city filled with scoundrels. He’s popular too, but the way the elections are weighted, he never would have secured enough support to become consul without my help. Someone had to get their hands dirty for the good of this city. The Truebolts have always been gamblers—why else would they have gone along with Firehand’s crazy plan—and I’m no different. I’m risking it all for the city I love.’


Kal was silent for a moment as a wave of sadness passed over her. ‘I could almost have sympathised with you, Will,’ she said, ‘had you not gone after Ben, too. The Truebolts were loyal to the Godswords five hundred years ago. You should have gone to Ben when you discovered the key. He could have helped you. We could have helped you, Will!’


‘No,’ Will said. ‘Just because I’m a Truebolt doesn’t mean I show blind allegiance to royalty or divine blood. Ben Godsword has potential to be the worst of them all. He believes his family name gives him some god-given right to rule over us, and he has the money to do whatever he like. And of course … you know that Feron Firehand kept the King’s daughter captive for months after the revolution, before she eventually escaped. You know what he was like … it’s more than likely that Ben has some Firehand blood in him himself!’


Kal had heard enough. She pulled her dagger out of her boot. ‘You can tell that story in court, then, and see if a jury agree with you.’


Will didn’t flinch. ‘I’m not going to fight you, Kal,’ he said. He drew his sword and tossed it away into the pit. It vanished amongst the bones below. ‘See? I’d never hurt you.’


‘Then give yourself up,’ Kal said, ‘and we won’t have to fight. I’m taking you in to face justice, Will.’


‘No, Kal,’ he said firmly. ‘There’s only one way we’re leaving this cave, and that’s together, both of us free. We can start a new life. All this is over now—my work is done. There will be no more ghost, no more King of Thieves. And no more Dragon Killer either. We can walk out into a new future—a fair and just world where we can be simply Will and Kal. Don’t you see, Kal, we could have it all! I love you.’


Kal was blinded by a sudden rush of tears. She waved her dagger clumsily  at Will. He caught her wrist in his left hand.


‘Don’t,’ he said. Even Will’s left arm was stronger than Kal’s right, and he could have turned the dagger on her in an instant. Instead he applied just enough pressure to keep Kal’s hand still.


It was his only weakness, she knew. He did love her, and thought that he could both get away with his crimes and be with her forever. Well, maybe there was a way that they could both get out of this free, for she knew that bringing Will to face justice would be to condemn him to torture and execution.


The dagger was still caught between them. Kal relaxed the pressure in her right arm. Will instinctively and unconsciously drove the dagger downwards, and the blade slid six inches into Kal’s gut. She groaned in pain.


‘Kal!’ Will gasped, letting go of the dagger in shock. ‘I’m sorry!’


‘Don’t be,’ she said, grasping the dagger handle and pulling it out of her flesh. ‘Because I’m not.’ She turned the dagger in an instant and drove the deadly point straight through Will’s flimsy armour and into his heart.


‘It’s true what they say,’ she spoke softly in his ear as she held him. ‘You always hurt the ones you love.’




 

 

 

 

 

 


V.vi


 


Under the Bridge


 

 

 


I pointed, and Ben stared and shrugged. ‘What am I looking at?’ he asked.


‘Look closer,’ I said. ‘You walk past it every day.’ Ben would have to cross the bridge on his way to the Forum; he was a regular visitor to the libraries and  record offices, and he liked to haunt the public galleries of the Senate House and court rooms, too; all to gain vital preparation for his dream of one day becoming a senator himself.


‘The big boat-shaped block?’


I laughed. The bridge was supported by a pair of massive  bulwarks known as starkwaters; they looked like  the hulls of  stationary stone ships, with pointed, steel-bound prows facing upstream to break up the winter ice A short, square three-storey tower rose out of each bulwark. One was used by the Senate Guard as a watch tower; the other was abandoned.


Thousands of people passed through the archway under the second tower every day; few stopped to wonder what was behind the small rusted iron door. It was five-foot high and recessed in the stonework, and there was no lock. Ben tried kicking it, but only ended up stubbing his toe. ‘Are  you sure about this, Kal?’ he muttered. ‘Could a king’s hidden treasure really remain undiscovered behind such an obvious door for centuries?’


I shrugged. ‘There’s no reason for anyone to want to go in there. The tower is just an empty shell.’
 

‘Perhaps. We need to get back to the the World, wake up Colm and get him to bring his tools down here.’


‘Not a good idea,’ I said, glancing over at the opposite tower, where a light flickered in the darkness. ‘There’s always a guard watching up there. Follow me around here though!’


Once out of sight around the corner, we leaned over the wall and stared down across the water. The river was so dark it may as well have been invisible, but a cold chill and a steady sloshing sound gave its presence away.


‘Can you see that? Just there, above the water level …’


‘A window! We need to get back to the World, wake up Colm and get him to bring—’


I patted my leather shoulder bag. ‘Already sorted,’ I said, taking out a spool of thin hemp rope. ‘Here, tie this around your waist … like this … Alright, if anyone comes, just pretend to be leaning against the wall!’


I abseiled down the bulwark with no gloves, no rappel and no secure anchor; it was the most dangerous thing I had ever done, but I didn’t know any better in those days. The window was a narrow lancet: barely two feet high and a foot across. I kicked out what lead and glass remained, and swung my legs in so that I was sitting on the sill. I had a torch and tinder box in my bag, and when I fixed up some light I could see why the treasure might have remained undiscovered for so long.


Inside the tower, the wooden internal structure had long since rotted and fallen away. Instead of a floor, the bottom of the starkwater was a still pool of water.


‘What can you see?’ Ben called down.


‘Not much,’ I answered back. ‘Wait there, I’m going in!’ I jammed the torch into a crack in the stonework, steeled myself for the cold, then slipped through the window and into the water.


The pool was an oval, twenty yards across at the widest point. The water was black, dirty and freezing cold, and my feet couldn’t find the bottom. This would be a hopeless search. But then I had a thought: if you were going to hide something in the foundations of a tower, an alcove in the stonework would be a good spot. I drifted clockwise around the pool, kicking out at the giant concrete blocks that made up the starkwater.


 When I was about halfway around, my feet found an opening.


I tried to feel around with the toe of my boot: the hole was about two feet square, and went back further than my legs could reach. There was only one thing for it: I secured my fingers as best as I could into the crumbling mortar between the breeze blocks, and plunged beneath the water, stretching my body out as far as possible into the void. About five feet in, I felt my toes break the water’s surface.


There was another chamber through there!


Oh hell, there was no turning back now. I took a deep breath and entered the tunnel head first. It was harder than I thought it would be, and I suffered a brief moment of panic when I lost all sense of direction in the darkness. But eventually, my flailing hands found the surface, and I managed to sit up at the end of the tunnel, my head, shoulders and elbows breaking into the secret chamber.


The darkness was complete. Even a starless night in the forest wasn’t as black as this. The strange pressure in the air pocket played tricks with my ears and my brain. I wasn’t thinking straight as I grasped around with my hands. But luckily, I found something almost straight away …


A small metal case!


 


* * *


 


Fifteen minutes later, I was sat on a rug in the hearth of a big blazing fire, drying off. We had ducked into the first tavern we could find on the Kingsway, on the lower slopes of Arcus Hill: a rowdy watering hole filled with students from the nearby university. Nobody paid us much attention. I could have passed for a student myself, fresh from some riverside lark gone wrong, and Ben was the epitome of a dishevelled postgraduate.


Ben turned the case over and over in his hands. ‘It’s small,’ he remarked.


‘Maybe the king just left you Banos’s knuckle bone,’ I teased, ‘and one gold crown: all that’s left of the family fortune!’


He scowled, and examined the case close up. I leaned in to see. There was some kind of keyhole: a narrow slit, two inches long. Ben set the case on his knees, picked up his mug, and took a long draft. He swished the ale around in his mouth while contemplating the case.


I was impatient. ‘Well, aren’t you going to open it?’


Ben looked puzzled. ‘I need a key, Kal!’


‘Oh give it here,’ I said. ‘And your sword too.’


‘My sword?’ Ben said, but handed it over in the face of my flat stare. He carried the Blade of Banos everywhere he went; it was probably a more valuable asset than the property on Swan Street.


I laid the metal case down on its side on the rug, lock facing upwards. Then, grasping the sword in both hands, lowered the point into the slit. The catch released and the case opened up. A large silver key with a triangle-shaped bow fell out onto the rug. I handed it to Ben.


‘Well, it seems the king guessed that leaving valuable relics where they were susceptible to water damage wasn’t a good idea,’ he said. ‘I know what this key opens, Kal!’


I had no idea. ‘You do?’


‘Yes! And it’s not far from here. Come on!’


Still slightly damp, I followed Ben as he ran up Arcus Hill. In the Forum we raced past the enormous statue of Feron Firehand (soon to be torn down and replaced with an equally-massive statue of General Cassava, who gained immortality saving the city from a deranged killer) and entered the lobby of the city bank. It was past midnight, but money never slept, and the bank was still open.


‘The triangle represents Arcus Hill,’ Ben explained as we approached the desk. ‘It’s the oldest symbol of the city.’ He nodded at a gilded coat of arms that hung above the front desk: a golden triangle, filled with smaller circles that I imagined were supposed to be coins.


An elderly clerk sat at the desk, poring over a ledger. Ben coughed cheerfully to attract his attention, and then showed him the key. The clerk asked for Ben’s name, and received the reply, ‘Godsword.’ The clerk went rigid as he tried to control his surprise. ‘Follow me, Sir. Madam,’ he said once he had come to his senses.


We walked through a series of underground corridors, and through a number of heavy doors, which the clerk unlocked and locked again behind us. ‘We have vaults below the bank that haven’t been opened in several generations,’ he informed us as we went, ‘but I must admit that after five hundred years, I never expected to ever see this vault opened at all.’


He left us respectfully alone in front of a heavy oak door, in a long chamber full of similar doors. ‘This is it, Kal,’ Ben said. ‘Sometimes, it all just comes down to having the right key to the right door.’


‘I’ll remember that,’ I said, trying to contain my excitement ‘Now just open it!’


Ben slipped the key into the lock, turned it, and pulled the door open. We walked into a small room barely big enough for two people. It was lined with shelves, and the shelves were lines with bones.


Ben started searching around immediately. ‘Meet Banos,’ he said, handing me the skull of a god. ‘Or maybe it’s Arcus. They look quite similar, don’t you think?’


I could barely hold on the ancient relic, my hands were trembling so much. I put it down on a shelf, and noticed something shining under a pile of ribs, so I dug it out.


‘No treasure,’ Ben was saying as he rifled through the remains of Arcus and Banos. ‘I guess I could try and sell the bones to a  museum or the university, but who would believe that they were the bones of the gods?’


He turned to me with a resigned look on his face; a look that turned to an expression of awe when he saw what I was holding. ‘Kal!’ he gasped. ‘Is that …’


‘Looks like it,’ I said, throwing him the circular object. He held it gently in his hands, admiring the intricate design and the jewels.


‘This …’ he breathed, ‘this will make us a fortune … or at least set us on the path to a fortune. The diamonds alone must be worth thousands, and that’s before you factor in the historical value …’


‘You can’t sell that, Ben! It’s your birthright!’


He shook his head. ‘I can. I told you before, I have as much right to be king as you have to be queen. I want the Godsword name to be known again, but I’m going to do it the fair and democratic way. Royal blood is meaningless these days, and this may as well be a chunk of gold to me now. I couldn’t care less if they melted it down.’


‘If you are going to sell it,’ I said, ‘are you sure you wouldn’t rather just retire to a little farm between the city walls? We could keep chickens!’


He laughed. ‘But that’s boring, Kal. You know I love stories—exciting and dangerous stories—and I want to be part of one myself. The tale of how the old king broke down and killed himself is one I’m sick of hearing, so it’s time to make a new ending. General Truebolt—now there was a man who gambled everything on one heroic venture! That’s who inspires me, not my meek ancestors.’


‘General Truebolt’s heroic gamble didn’t work out so well,’ I pointed out.


‘Maybe not,’ Ben said, ‘but at least he tried, and died a hero battling invading monsters. They built statues of him and his men—the only statues of the Godsword kings are down in the crypts below the Basillica. I’d rather be remembered as a man who took a risk, than not remembered at all.’


I believed him, but I couldn’t resist needling him once more. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to try that thing on for size though? Just once?’


Ben sighed. ‘Alright, Kal. Just for you.’ He put the crown on his head and danced a merry caper around the tiny vault, finishing with a flourish and a wink. ‘All hail me,’ he laughed.


And so for the first (and last) time, I fell to my knees before a king.




 

 

 

 

 

 


V.vii


 


The Scourge


 

 

 


Kal held on to Will for as long as she could. But he was heavy, and her strength was fading fast. When she finally released him, he pitched backwards and dropped over the edge of the pit. The body of Will Straightarrow joined with the bones of thousands of other Truebolts. As the bones closed around him, it was almost as if his family were grabbing and embracing him, welcoming him home.


Kal watched him go. She felt no regret or sorrow, just a simmering anger, tempered by her wounds and exhaustion. Will Straightarrow was not the man she thought she knew, so why mourn him like a lost lover? How had he managed to smile and joke and keep his murderous side from her? There was only one answer: he had been a psychopath. She should have recognised the signs, but she had mistaken his hate for charitable zeal.


Kal took the bone dice key and threw it into the pit after Will. This cave would never be locked again: the treachery of Feron Firehand must now be made public. All Kal had to do now was make it to back to the city and tell people. She staggered away from the pit, gasping in pain. The dagger wound in her stomach had pierced her abdominal muscles and made every step agony. Blood was spilling from between her fingers as she pressed a hand to the rupture.


She reached up to one of the torches, and held her dagger in the flames. The conductive chrometal blade quickly heated up. She was going to have to cauterise the wound if she didn’t want to bleed out before she escaped the caves. The only trouble was, Kal had seen plenty of evidence over the years of the hidden dangers of stomach wounds. Blood and bile from ruptured organs could kill from the inside too. She needed to get medical help as soon as possible, but until then there was only one thing for it …


She slid the hot blade back deep into her wound. Kal’s howls of pain echoed around the cave, and continued bouncing off the rock walls as she gnashed her teeth and dropped to her knees.


When her head eventually stopping swimming, she forced her tired muscles into action and stood up. Then she began the long walk back to the surface: the longest walk of her life.


 


* * *


 


At the first crossroads, Kal had the choice of heading away from the city, towards the Field of Bones. She dismissed that option; chances were she would run into Cassava’s soldiers long before she found a friendly face. So she stuck to the tunnels, making her way back up to the Forgotten Tomb. Every step was torture; every breath was fought-for.


She made it all the way under the city, and through the damp tunnels under the river, but faltered as the way got steeper climbing up Arcus Hill. She stopped dead in the middle of a seemingly endless passage. Kal’s mind was blank, her limbs numb. She didn’t decide to lie down here—she was incapable of decisions—she just knew that there was no way she was going any further.


For some reason, as she lay in the dirt, Kal began to dream. Her mind cast back to the forests around Refuge that she used to explore as a child. There were caves filled with imaginary trolls there. She used to creep into them with her neighbour, Deros, both of them dreading the sudden touch of a gnarled, warty hand on their shoulders …


A rough hand grabbed Kal’s elbow and hoisted her to her feet. ‘Get up, Moonheart!’ a voice bellowed in her ear. ‘I’m not carrying you back this time!’


Dogwood? Kal tried to give the fat captain a hug. ‘You can arrest me now,’ she drawled. ‘I don’t care anymore.’


He laughed his ugly barking laugh. ‘I’m not here to arrest you, Moonheart. I’m here to help you. Come on—walk!’


Arm in arm, they plodded up the slope. ‘Just don’t … try to interrogate me as we go,’ Kal said, when they paused for breath. ‘I don’t think I can walk … and talk at the same time.’


‘I promise not to,’ Dogwood said. ‘Damn it, Moonheart—I’ve been looking out for you and helping you all week! I just couldn’t say anything in case my authority as Captain of the Senate Guard was compromised.’


Kal looked at her rescuer in disbelief. ‘What?’ she said.


‘It’s true,’ he said, explaining away as they resumed the climb. ‘After you caused all that carnage at Raelo’s place, and shot out of the window on a wire, I had to send my men chasing all sorts of false leads in order to let you and Straightarrow escape. And at Witchwood’s den, I only went to see her as an excuse to be around to lend a hand in case you needed me. I’ve blanked out the bit where I found you naked, by the way.’


‘Thanks,’ Kal grunted.


‘Felix was adamant that I should obstruct both your investigation and Godsword’s preparations for the trial. He was furious when I let Straightarrow into the court room late. Legally, the doors should have remained closed. Felix tore me down afterwards—he said he was stripping me of my rank. Unfortunately, no one was around to hear him, and the next morning he was found dead, so …’


They were almost at the steps up to the mansion. Kal stopped for breath. ‘I know you’re not helping me out of the goodness of your own heart, Silas,’ she said. ‘So who’s paying you?’


Dogwood bristled. ‘Let’s get one thing straight, Moonheart. I’m not the kind of man who stoops to taking bribes. My, er, benefactor was contributing to the Senate Guard’s equipment and training. Anyway, any accusations of impropriety will soon be silenced, because the man I am helping is now consul elect!’


Of course, the elections! The votes cast on the Field of Bones were counted and announced live, so the result was usually known by mid-afternoon, sometimes even before voting was closed. How Cassava’s death would affect the results, Kal could not even begin to guess. But right now she had more important things to think about:


‘What about Ben? Did you find Ben?’


‘Yeah, I found him,’ Dogwood said. ‘Come on, one last push up to the top!’


The stairs up to the surface were soaking wet and slippery.  Kal soon found out why: the storm had finally broken, and relentless rain was soaking  Amaranthium, sluicing out the dust and dirt of the past month. As Kal emerged from the underworld, the rain attacked her as if it bore a personal grudge. She raised her arms and opened her dry, bloody mouth, and let the storm scourge her inside and out.


 


* * *


 


When I look back over that long week, one image always returns to the front of my mind: the meeting in the tomb in the aftermath of Ben’s party. I can still see their faces: Viola Witchwood, her flashing green eyes regarding my presence there with amusement; Felix Firehand scowling from beneath his bushy black eyebrows; Gwyn on his knee, the boy’s expression one of fading innocence; Ganzief Greatbear, seemingly laughing at nothing; and Ben himself, feet up on the tomb, smiling as he introduced me to the others. They all had their schemes, dreams and secrets that night, but  now, with the hindsight of the intervening decades, all their concerns seem so ephemeral and insignificant.


For now, as I write this, my hand numb from the cold mountain air, every person that I was with in that cave is now just dust and bones.


 


* * *


 


Nim was the first person Kal saw as she and Dogwood stepped through the rubble of the mansion. The blond girl ran over through the rain and just about managed to stop short of giving Kal a hug. ‘Oh no, you’re hurt!’ she said.


‘I’ve felt better,’ Kal agreed.


‘I’ll go get help from the university. There are bound to be some medical students sitting around who could do with the practice. You stay here, Kal!’


Nim rushed off before Kal could object. A ring of Senate Guard surrounded the ruins of the mansion, and although they let Nim slip through, they were doing their best to keep gawpers and soldiers from Cassava’s legion  coming closer. Dogwood guided Kal to where two stone columns had fallen against each other, forming a pyramidal shelter backed by a wall of rubble. A lonely figure sat on a stone bench beneath the shelter.


Dogwood fell back to allow Kal to approach alone. She dropped onto the bench with a painful groan. ‘So, you’re alive,’ she said, laying her head on Ben’s shoulder.


‘And so are you!’ Ben exclaimed. He looked as dirty and tired as Kal did, but had somehow managed to salvage a bottle of spirits from the ruins. ‘I was worried when I heard that Cassava had got you. And then of course I saw that!’ Far out over the city, an orange glow and a black cloud of smoke fought a losing battle with the rain, marking the last dying gasp of the amphitheatre. ‘What happened, Kal?’


She took the bottle from him and took a large gulp. Whatever the spirit was, it numbed her pain. Revived, if only by a fraction, she briefly filled him in. ‘… and I was worried about you when I managed to get back here and saw all of this!’ Kal said, waving a hand to indicate the wreck and ruin that surrounded them. ‘I thought you were inside with all your friends. How did you survive, Ben?’


‘It was a trap, Kal! After you had gone, I figured it out—that the killer might come for me next. Nim helped me rig the explosives. A bit over the top, perhaps, but it was a last ditch resort in case the booby-trapped windows and flying circular saws in the hall didn’t work. Did I tell you about those? Anyway, it was a good job we prepared, because it wasn’t just one killer who turned up today, but a whole gang of them.’


Will’s gang, Kal realised. The last generation of Truebolts all wiped out in one massive explosion. ‘But where were you at the time?’ she asked.


‘Hiding,’ Ben said. ‘I was actually inside the tomb beneath the house. I could hear you, Cassava and the ghost battling it out in the cave around me. I tell you, Kal, I’ve never been so scared in my life!’


Kal felt like she was going to laugh, but the feeling only lasted an instant. Tears came instead, and at that moment she broke down completely. Ben held her awkwardly as great wracking sobs shook her body. Eventually, she regained her composure. She extracted herself from Ben’s embrace and turned to look him in the eye. There was one more matter before the story was over.


‘So what happened with the election? What happens about the result now that Cassava’s dead?’


‘Well,’ Ben said, ‘the law states that if a consul elect is killed before assuming the role, then the election will be held again.’


He paused for effect. ‘However … that doesn’t really apply in this case, since Cassava only came third in the poll.’


Kal almost fell off the stone bench. When she had seen the three names on the ballot card, she has dismissed the last-minute addition as a joke. ‘But that means …’ she began.


Ben smiled. ‘That’s right. It was a close-run contest, but Cassava only gained the support of thirty-one centuries. Greatbear beat her into second place with thirty-three. I managed to secure the votes of thirty-seven. Kal, you are looking at the next consul of Amaranthium!’


Ben! Out of nowhere he had put his name forward and, with no obvious campaigning or promotion, secured more than a third of the city’s support. ‘But … how?’ Kal managed to ask, shaking her head.


‘Well, remember you came asking me for money after the robbery, and I said I was struggling. It’s because I was spending money faster than I could lay my hands on it. There were times when I would have gone under completely, if it wasn’t for small lifelines like when Felix bought my painting.’


Kal frowned. ‘Really, Ben? You were spending money on bribes?’


‘No!’ he protested. ‘A cash injection into the city’s economy! The Senate is always reluctant to actually spend public money, so I spent mine instead: on funding libraries, schools and small businesses. The City Watch and Senate Guard—large employers of people from poorer areas of the city—now have new equipment and funding. It was just a bonus that Captain Dogwood was too proud to accept an under-the-table donation without insisting on helping me out somehow.’


‘So I discovered,’ Kal said wryly. ‘But the commoners in the city don’t have that much influence in the elections, do they?’


‘That’s true,’ Ben agreed. ‘The mercantile centuries carry a lot of sway, but certainly didn’t need any financial help from me. So that’s why I had you running around the city gambling and bargaining for those documents from  merchants. They were share certificates, Kal, giving me a stake in much of the major industry and business in the city. I wrote to all the merchants afterwards promising that I would work with them for mutual profit, if I were ever in a position to influence trading laws.


‘The aristocracy were always going to be the hardest group to turn my way, though. They’ll always look down on a self-made-man, and I wasn’t ever going to resort to playing the royalty card. But I had  noticed that Felix was a crack in their armour that threatened to embarrass them all. I know they were secretly pleased when I took him down.’


He looked around the ruin of his mansion. ‘I never planned to run this year though: it was only after Greatbear suggested that I run next year, that the thought popped in my head that conditions might be riper right now! It’s lucky things worked out though—without the lodgings at the Senate that consuls get, I’d be homeless. I couldn’t afford insurance on this place.’


Kal whistled through her teeth. ‘So many things had to go right and slot into place for you though. You took a hell of a risk, Ben!’


Ben shrugged. ‘Well, I guess I’m a gambler too, Kal. It’s no good sitting and waiting for fortune and fame to come to you. In the words of old General Truebolt’s family motto: lapides non, noli volvunt ossa!’


Kal’s weary brain stumbled over the archaic language. Then, for the first time that day, she cracked a smile.


‘If you don’t have the stones, don’t roll the bones!’


 

 


THE END
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PART ONE


 


THE VOYAGE


 

 


When I was young, my spirit free,

My feet, they led me to the sea.

No place in this world could ever be,

A cage to hold the soul of me.




 

 

 

 

 

 


I.i


 


Beginning of a Great Adventure


 

 

 


Snow lay thick on the forested lower slopes of the Starfinger Mountains. It was midwinter—Kal’s favourite time of year, when running through the trees and valleys warmed her fur-clad body, but the crisp air still tickled her nose and ears with cold. As she paused to suck oxygen into her lungs, her breath steamed, visible against the bright blue sky.


The snow deadened all sound, driving animals into shelter and turning a familiar landscape into a ghost world. The only noises were snow slipping off the branches of fir trees and crashing to the ground, and, once, the heavy beat of wings, as a hungry tawny owl  scouted the white wilderness for a glimpse of a mouse or vole.


As her breathing and heart rate slowed, Kal  listened; he was out there, somewhere, hunting her, and like the other animals of the forest, Kal’s tracks were easy to follow. The snow was a foot deep—fresh, virgin snow that had fallen overnight—and it would be child’s play to follow the path she had forged through it.


She picked up her weary limbs and tried a new tactic: running rings and figures-of-eight around the  pines. She stopped again barely a minute later. This was futile; she might put him off the scent for five minutes, but she would waste five minutes creating the diversion.


Kal’s eyes fell on a fallen tree: a twenty-yard giant brought down by the recent storms and not yet collected for timber. But she didn’t just run straight up and on to it … she ran past it, stopping at the foot of another tree, one she hoped looked like the sort she might be expected to try and climb and hide in. Then she retraced her steps, placing her feet carefully in the furrows she had just made, and only then did she jump onto the fallen tree’s dead trunk.


She scuttled along its length. When she reached the other end, she saw another welcome sight: a frozen-over stream that normally she would have heard babbling  from some distance away. Now she knew where she was. All she had to do was reach the stream and follow the ice home.


The problem was, the stream was ten yards away: too far to leap. Unless … Kal’s gaze fell on the slim, frosty branch of a bare elm tree. If she could reach that and swing …


She made up her mind, pulled off her rabbitskin gloves, and took a run at it. What was the worst that could happen? A wet and sore backside if she fell into the snow?


Kal leaped off the end of the deadfall and grabbed the branch. Her cold fingers slipped off the icy bark, but by then she was already flying through the air. She fell hard on the frozen stream, but the three-month-old ice didn’t break, and she actually slid downhill on her belly for twenty yards,  skidding up the bank at the first bend.


Half an hour later, Kal found her way to a straw-thatched cottage in a forest clearing. A young man with a beard and long hair was outside, shirtless in the snow, chopping wood. He put down his axe and gave Kal a hug and a kiss. ‘Are you alone?’ he said, looking around.


‘Alone and starving!’ Kal replied. The man smiled and went inside, returning moments later with two parcels wrapped with linen and tied with string. Kal stuffed one in her satchel and unwrapped the other. As she took a bite out of the huge pork sandwich that dripped with fat and apple sauce, she spotted a small figure emerge from the forest, following in her tracks.


‘Here he comes,’ Kal said. ‘I bet him my lunch that he couldn’t catch me before I made it home.’ She shouted across the snowy clearing: ‘What kept you? I’ve been waiting here for ages!’


Kal’s pursuer, a young, serious-looking boy, stepped forward to accept the remains of the sandwich that Kal proffered. He was damp and covered in pine needles. ‘I fell out of a tree and into a snowdrift, looking for you, Kal,’ he grumbled.


The bearded man laughed. ‘So what have you two got planned for the rest of day, then?’ he asked.


‘We’re going on a quest to find the treasure of Dark Dell,’ Kal told him excitedly.


‘Alright then. But be careful, Kal. You know the rules: be back before the sun falls below the mountains, and don’t go beyond the Watcher Tree. And look after Deros here—his mother will kill me if he picks up so much as a bruise.’


‘Yes, Dad,’ Kal said, although she had already forgotten what the rules were.


Kalina Moonheart was ten years old, and about to set out on another great adventure.




 

 

 

 

 

 


I.ii


 


The White Spot


 

 

 


Kal dreamed of snow and forests, and also of ringing bells.


She woke instantly. Back in the village of Refuge, bells meant danger. But she wasn’t in Refuge any more. She was in her city apartment, and the noise meant intruder! There were a cluster of tiny brass bells hanging from cords just above Kal’s bed. The cords ran, via a network of loops fixed to the walls, to both the window and the door. Judging by the blast of cold winter air that hit her in the face, it was the window that had been breached.


Kal affected a stretching yawn, slipped her hand under her heavy straw-packed pillow, and closed her fingers around the handle of her dagger—one of several she kept concealed around the room. She could hear someone moving around, trying—but failing—to avoid the creaky floorboards. Kal prepared to leap out of bed and attack the intruder …


Then she heard the clinking of glasses and the glug glug of a drink being poured. She opened one eye slowly.


Kal’s apartment was open-plan. From her bed she could see that her small table, where she usually ate alone, was set with a candle, two shot glasses and her most expensive bottle of brandy. A figure in a black leather greatcoat and black tricorn hat was crouched down, setting a flame to kindling in the fireplace.


Kal threw off her feather-and-down blanket, sprang out of bed stark naked, and crossed the room. ‘Damn it, Lula,’ she said. ‘You can’t just turn up in the middle of the night and light the fire!’


The girl in the hat looked up and smiled. ‘I just did, Kal.’


‘No,’ Kal said, kicking ashes over the blossoming flame. ‘I mean you can’t light the fire because the chimney is blocked. There’s a dead dog stuck up there or something.’


Lula backed off and sat down in one of Kal’s cowhide-upholstered bucket chairs. ‘This whole building looks like it’s condemned, Kal. I almost fell to my death climbing the crumbling mortar. Why do you still insist on living here? I keep offering to let you winter with me.’


Kal took her dressing gown from the hook on the back of the door. It was fine red silk,  imported from the far-off Empire of the Moon. Golden dragons coiled around Kal as she yanked tight the belt. ‘I like it here. The rent is cheap. What do you want, Lula?’


‘I want to get warm,’ Lula replied, taking a slug of the brandy. She shuddered as it went down. ‘That’s a start, anyway!’ She tossed away her hat, shaking free her glossy black hair, and examined the label on the bottle. ‘Spirit of the Revolution? They serve this stuff at the governor’s parties in Port Black. Did your friend Ben get it for you from the Senate House?’


‘He doesn’t get things for me,’ Kal said, prickling at the dig at her rich patron. ‘I stole it.’ She took the other glass and knocked the fiery spirit back as if it were water.


Lula was impressed and they chinked glasses. ‘We just got in on the high tide,’ she said, pouring out two more shots. ‘And we’ll be leaving again before dawn. I want you to come with me, Kal.’


‘What, tonight?’


‘Yes! You need to escape this city, Kal. Get away from the crowds, the politics and the bad weather. Join me on the open sea. Swim with me in blue lagoons, and drink rum on beaches where the sand is still warm at midnight!’


‘Come on, Lula,’ Kal scoffed. ‘You didn’t sail halfway around the world and wake me in the middle of the night to give me the opportunity to change my lifestyle. I’m guessing you’re here on business … and no good business, I imagine.’


‘You’re right,’ Lula said. ‘The crew are all out over the city right now making drops. I just delivered a package personally to one of your highest-ranking senators. But that’s not why I’m here. We’ve been friends for a few years now, Kal, haven’t we? Always helping each other out?’


Kal nodded. The Island girl sitting opposite her, all leather, long hair and coffee-coloured skin, was twenty-six—Kal’s age—and, thanks to her skills with ropes, boats and cutlasses, had helped Kal out of many scrapes in the past. They made a good team, but the balance of favour probably lay with Lula … and Kal guessed that she was about to be called to account.


‘So you need my help with something?’


‘Yes,’ Lula admitted. ‘But you’re not going to like it.’


It was Kal’s turn to refill their glasses. ‘I’m not going shark-hunting with you again,’ she said, holding up  her forearm to show off a scar. ‘And diving to that sunken galleon was more trouble than it was worth in the end. Three pieces of eight didn’t stretch all that far—’


‘It’s vudu, Kal.’


Kal felt a chill crawl up her spine, as if an insect with a hundred legs had found its way inside her dressing gown. Vudu! Dark, ancient magic … the magic of the gods …


‘I can’t help you with magic, Lula,’ Kal told her friend. ‘Show me something I can see and touch, and I’ll fight it to the death for you, but vudu … count me out. I can point you to some philosophers and theologians at the university who can—’


‘No, it’s you and only you who can help,’ Lula said. ‘I need someone smart and brave to find out why my people have been cursed!’


As if the night could get any colder! ‘Cursed?’ Kal repeated incredulously.


‘Yes,’ Lula said in a low voice. ‘We have either displeased our god, or shown ourselves to be unworthy of her. The people of the Auspice Islands have been struck with a terrible curse that turns their flesh to ash and their brains to salt. Almost everyone I know—my friends, my family, half my crew—has succumbed to it … has become a zombie.’


Kal was shaking her head. The Islanders were a superstitious people, still worshipping gods that the people of Amaranthium had given up as dead centuries ago. ‘I can’t believe it,’ Kal said. ‘I can’t believe in curses. I refuse to believe in zombies.’


‘You will, Kal,’ Lula said. ‘I’m only half Islander—as you know, my mother was a merchant from this city—but the curse has begun to take hold of me, too. I don’t know how much longer I’ve got …’


And to underline her tale, Lula raised her right hand in front of Kal’s face. In the centre
of her brown palm was a inch-wide blemish that stained her smooth young skin: a perfectly round, dry and cracked white spot.




 

 

 

 

 

 


I.iii


 


Mooncusser


 

 

 


Kal pulled her sea chest down from the top of her wardrobe. The old knocked-about teak box was well-travelled—Kal had been to the Auspice Islands before, but never to Port Black itself. That time, Lula had advised they steer clear of the town since two pirate lords were at war on the streets. Would that have been more or less dangerous than a town besieged by zombies? Kal wondered.


She lined the inside of the box with a couple of shirts. But she could pick up clothes anywhere, so she packed the rest of the space with weapons and books. She had a collection of blades of various sizes—made from a razor-sharp stainless metal crafted specially for her by her friend Nim Phyn, a doctor at Amaranthium’s university. The books were Kal’s favourite kind: outrageous adventures that featured warriors, wizards and a multitude of monsters. Concealed among the pages though, were more important documents: letters of introduction from her friends Ben Godsword (a consul of Amaranthium, no less) and Zeb Zing (owner of the world-famous gambling den, the Snake Pit). With friends like those, Kal could be assured of a line of credit from both official and underground channels almost anywhere in the world.


Kal paused before closing the lid. What weapon would be effective against zombies? She had a sudden thought, and went over to her rack of kitchen implements. Her meat cleaver would be a good choice for lopping off limbs, or for smashing skulls with the blunt back. She smiled; Nim had crafted this for her, too.


Before she left her small apartment, Kal took a scrap of paper and a pencil and wrote out a note for Ben: Something came up. Back whenever! KM xxx. The truth was though, that Ben probably wouldn’t miss her: since he took on the role of consul at the start of the year, he had barely needed her help, and spent most of his time in a huddle talking politics with his co-consul, Ganzief Greatbear.


Well, Kal thought, after running around after you for so long, I deserve a holiday!


She pinned the note to the table with a dagger and left, locking the door and kicking the key back underneath.


 


***


 


By the time Kal got her chest down the four flights of narrow stairs, Lula had brought a pony and trap around to the front of the building. Kal’s friend had a wide smile; her mood had lifted considerably the moment Kal had agreed to come away with her.


It was four in the morning, but there was already activity in Satos Square as market traders set up their stalls ready for the dawn. Kal jumped aboard the trap, and Lula shook a stick above the pony’s head to get it moving. From the end of the stick, a carrot on a string dangled.


Taking up most of the room in the trap was a six-foot-long bundle that hung over both the left and right side. ‘What’s this?’ Kal asked. ‘What are you smuggling this time, Lula?’


Lula snorted. ‘We don’t call it smuggling. We call it … enabling the free market! Challenging unfair trade sanctions and price-fixing.’


Kal laughed. ‘You know me, Lula. I don’t judge. I don’t romanticise things either, though. I doubt you’d be doing this if there wasn’t a nice profit involved. Is it a body? Wait … is it a zombie?!’


Now it was Lula’s turn to laugh: a loud, hearty chuckle that made people turn and notice her. ‘No, it’s not a zombie. Take a look.’


As the pony clopped along the Kingsway, Kal peeled back the tarred cloth and discovered that Lula’s cargo was just a bolt of bright red material. ‘Is this cotton?’


‘Calico,’ Lula answered over her shoulder.


‘Well, that’s not very exciting,’ Kal said. ‘Didn’t you used to bring in tea, coffee and liquor?’


‘Now who’s being romantic?’ Lula jibed. ‘Calico is cheap to buy, and because imports are banned completely—something to do with protecting the Republic’s wool trade, I think—it sells for a nice profit. The best thing about smuggling calico, though, is that you’re not risking the noose if you get caught: just a thousand crown fine and three months in the Cut. Even so, the man I was taking this to tonight got cold feet and refused to take delivery. His loss, though—we always insist on payment up front.’


Kal smiled to herself. Lula was a smart operator: a girl after Kal’s own heart. Kal herself made  most of her income from gambling, but she always played a straightforward, safe system that was designed to win slowly but surely. Nobody ever got rich quick, in any walk of life. Well, nobody who had to build their life up out of nothing, at least.


They passed through the East Gate. The two guards on duty didn’t even glance at the trap, which Kal thought odd, until Lula looked back and gave her a wink while patting her pockets. So she had bribed them; the two young, bored guards would probably take the price of a pint of beer to look the other away even if someone was to lead a dragon into the city.


Lula guided the pony and trap across the Field of Bones, its hooves crunching through the hoar frost. It was bitterly cold, but it hadn’t snowed yet. This far south, snow was an event; back in the Starfinger Mountains snow was just another word for winter. Kal huddled up in her woollens; she had piled on several layers—old clothes that she hoped to throw overboard one-at-a-time as they sailed towards the sun.


She wasn’t concerned that they hadn’t headed straight down to the city’s harbour. She imagined Lula’s ship was hidden in some smugglers’ cove somewhere on the rocky coast. The old excitement was stirring, and the thought of a month at sea before they reached Port Black was a sweet agony. Perhaps knowing that they would have plenty of time to talk on the voyage, Lula hadn’t troubled Kal with any more horror stories about the zombie curse. Instead, she happily chatted away about her other recent exploits, telling an outrageous tale of how she rescued forty slaves from a sultan in Nubara.


‘The sultan agreed to give them to me as my own personal slaves … in return for his hand in marriage.’


Kal could only shake her head in wonder at the situations that Lula got herself into. ‘So what did you do?’


‘I married the cretin, of course! The marriage lasted six hours: from the ceremony, all through the quite excellent feast, right up until the moment when I slit my new husband’s throat in our bed chamber. Then I just walked out of the palace with my slaves. The sultan’s eunuch guards were too well disciplined to do anything but stand there and let me go!’


Lula laughed to herself. ‘Well, that was enough excitement to last me for years, so I decided to keep my head down for a while by joining this gang of respectable smugglers.’


Kal smiled. Respectable! Travelling with Lula certainly wasn’t going to be boring. She was easy company, even pretending to understand and laugh along with some of Kal’s clumsily-told tales of bad beats and lucky draw-outs at the card tables.


And while they talked, the second of Amaranthium’s ringwalls approached: the ultimate frontier that protected the city’s farmlands and country estates from the dangerous Wild beyond. The guards there tended to view with suspicion anyone entering or leaving the city, so a bribe would be quite pricey. As they approached the gate, though, Lula swung the carrot to the right, and the pony set off down a narrow track.


‘Fancy one last meal before we leave the city?’ she asked. Kal nodded. She guessed now where they were headed: the Mooncusser Inn was a renowned smugglers’ haunt, and it was situated in a small hamlet that lay in the shadow of the ringwall. The hamlet was nestled in a deep hollow that was overflowing with fog, but yellow lights glowed from the windows of the Mooncusser to guide them safely to it. The inn was evidently open all night.


When they arrived, Lula flipped the stable boy a silver shilling. ‘Leave your chest with Ned here, Kal,’ Lula said, ‘and let’s go get loaded to the gunwalls!’


Inside, the public room was low-beamed and smoky. Men and women sat around in heavy coats and hats, despite the two hearths blazing away. Lula led Kal to a discreet booth at the back of the inn.


‘Moonheart at the Mooncusser,’ Lula joked. ‘Alright—last chance for a while to eat or drink something other than sea biscuits and rum. Although I advise against drinking the grog our boatswain serves up: it will tear a hole in your insides faster then a sabre through your stomach.’


Kal opted for ham, egg and chips, washed down with ale—an early breakfast of sorts. Lula ordered rump steak, but chose to drink rum.


‘Once you develop a taste for it, you never want to go a day without,’ she said.


‘I feel the same way about winning money at cards,’ Kal said.


As they chatted and ate, she cast her eyes around the inn and its patrons. Two men in the red uniform of the city watch were playing dominoes in one corner. Were they on duty or not?


‘The Mooncusser is a safe haven for smugglers,’ Lula assured her. ‘I can stow my unsold cloth here until I can find another buyer.’


‘Don’t the watch ever search this place?’ Kal asked, through a mouthful of food. The inn was festooned with nautical paraphernalia; rigging hung from the beams, and large oil paintings of ships at anchor off the coast of tropical islands hung from the walls. Behind her, on a shelf, was a miniature clipper in a bottle. The inn could hardly be more conspicuous if it tried.


‘They do,’ Lula said. ‘But they never seem to find anything. The sergeant of the watch in this sector is an agreeable man, and a friend. He has a lovely wife and some adorable children …’


Kal’s eyes widened. ‘You threaten his family?’


‘No!’ Lula laughed. ‘Or at least, only in the sense that they would be extremely hurt if word ever got out that the captain and I were lovers. Are you ready to go?’


Kal downed her drink and stood up. Lula motioned for her to sit back down, and made a subtle signal to the landlord. A minute later, the lad collecting empty glasses tossed something into the fire, making it flare up with green flames. As everyone’s head jerked around to look, Lula reached under the table and pulled a lever.


The table, chairs, and even a section of the room rotated one hundred and eighty degrees. Kal gasped in amazement as the inn slid out of sight. But the fun wasn’t over yet—with a quiet mechanical rumble, their table descended into the basement. They found themselves in a stone chamber, where a tunnel of natural rock led off into darkness.


Kal sat in awed silence for a moment, while Lula watched her expression, drinking in her reaction. Finally, Kal stood up. Her sea chest had been placed ready for her on the floor; she took hold of the handle on one end and Lula took the other. Lula took a lantern from an alcove, and together they plunged into the tunnel.


As they passed between large, white stone blocks—the foundations of the ringwall, Kal presumed—she idly wondered, as she always did at times like this, when she would return to the city.


She never ever wondered if she would return.
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Kal and Lula struggled along the coastal path. In the Wild, outside the city walls, the paths were seldom-travelled, let alone maintained. The rugged coastline rose and fell, and Kal and Lula found themselves climbing rocky steps and sliding down muddy slopes, all while lugging Kal’s sea chest between them. A downpour of freezing rain upped the ante and made the journey twice as hazardous; Kal could barely see two feet in front of her. Lula finally called a halt under a rocky outcrop.


‘Almost there,’ she said, ‘but we’ll give the rain a chance to clear before we enter the cove. The way down is pretty dangerous.’


Kal looked out into the gloom. A miserable sea squall threw the raindrops around in a wild dance. Outside their shelter was a flat cliff-top of exposed rock, with a drop-off to the sea just yards away. What looked like a single tall tree had somehow managed to gain a footing in the cliff; the downpour obscured the top of it from view.


‘How many of your crew are bearing this … white spot?’ Kal asked her friend as they sat side by side, shivering together.


‘Quite a few,’ Lula admitted. ‘Less than half though!’ she added, seeing the expression on Kal’s face. ‘Don’t worry; no one is too far gone. You’re not going to get trapped on a ship full of zombies in the middle of the Silver Sea!’


‘I  need to know what I’m getting myself into,’ Kal said. ‘Are all the victims Islanders?’


‘Yeah,’ Lula said. ‘Well, most of them. The captain’s got it too. He hasn’t told the rest of the crew yet. Didn’t want to worry any of them.’


Or inspire a mutiny, Kal thought. ‘I just want to know if I’m vulnerable too,’ she said.


‘Don’t you worry,’ Lula said, taking Kal’s hand. ‘Even if you caught it from me tonight, you’ve still got a couple of months until you turn. I have faith you’ll break the curse before then. We all  have faith in you, Kal.’


Kal groaned inside. What had Lula told her smuggler friends? That she was some kind of superhero? There was a rumour going around the city that Kal had killed the ghost of Feron Firehand last summer; it wasn’t unreasonable, she guessed, that some superstitious people might think she had some power over the supernatural.


The rain shower passed over, and the bright white waning moon emerged from behind the dark clouds. Lula stood up and, taking a small brass telescope from an inside pocket of her long coat, walked to the cliff-edge and stood scanning the dark sea. From where Kal was sitting, the horizon looked empty; her eyes were instead drawn up the tree.


It wasn’t a tree.


A twenty-foot-high post had been erected atop the cliff, and swinging by a chain from the crossbeam was one of the most fearsome sights in the world: an occupied cage. The moonlight gleamed off white human bones that had been picked clean by gulls and crows, and washed down by the rain.


‘Friend of yours?’ Kal asked Lula.


‘That was Gaspar Azul,’ Lula said, collapsing her telescope and putting it away. ‘The second most feared pirate on the Silver Sea.’


‘The second most feared?’


‘Gaspar’s brother, Amaro, is still the number one scourge of the Republic’s trade routes. And now he’s out not only for loot, but also for revenge.’


Kal shivered. She had often seen pirates hanging in chains at low-water mark in the docks. Their bodies were left to be washed by the tide three times before they were taken down and buried. But by gibbeting Gaspar in such a high and prominent spot, the authorities were making it clear that he would be a permanent deterrent to other criminals.


‘And you make harbour right underneath this poor fellow,’ Kal said.


‘We’re smugglers, Kal, not pirates, remember,’ Lula said. ‘Big difference. We are not like him.’


She led Kal down a narrow crack in the cliff. Walls of stone rose on either side of them—alternating stripes of limestone and shale that looked as though they had been laid down by some divine mason. The rock was cleanly cut as if some other destructive god had taken an axe to the coast and gouged out the path in one clean strike.


‘Lightning hit here a few weeks ago,’ Lula explained as they descended. ‘Just ahead there was a massive rockfall that created a new cove that isn’t on any maps yet. The perfect place to haul up and hide.’


Kal slipped and almost fell. The smooth rocks were soaking wet. ‘Secret, but not very safe,’ she complained. ‘Did you carry all your calico up this way when you took it into the city?’


Lula laughed. ‘Of course not! We rowed as close to the walls as we could on a makeshift barge, but we sank it afterwards to cover our tracks.’


Once again, Kal was impressed with Lula’s operation. But to go to so much trouble for the sake of a shipment of cloth … well, something didn’t quite add up. Kal knew better than to press her slippery friend, though; she would have to find out for herself.


Something in the rockface caught Kal’s eye: a beautiful fossilised ammonite, its coiled shell perfectly preserved millions of years after its death. Kal looked around; now that she was looking, she could see hundreds of them.


‘Wait until you see what’s up ahead,’ Lula said. There was a glow coming from around the next corner of the gorge, and when they turned it Kal wasn’t disappointed. The passage widened, and a couple of ship’s storm lanterns had been left to illuminate an incredible natural wonder: looming above them was the fossilised skull, neck and upper body of what looked like an ancient dragon.


Kal stood admiring it for some time. ‘It’s not a dragon,’ she eventually decided. ‘Its jaw is too long. And are those flippers? What sort of creature was this?’


‘A sea serpent,’ Lula said. ‘And they’re not all extinct, either. You don’t often see them, but there are dragons of the sea in the deepest parts of the world.’


‘We should get it out of the cliff!’ Kal said. ‘We could sell it!’


‘Oh no we shouldn’t,’ Lula said. ‘If we started digging that thing out, the whole cliff is likely to fall down on us. Leave it, Kal. Nature is no less dangerous dead than it is alive. Look but don’t touch! Come on, we’re almost at the ship.’


Around the next bend, the  crevice opened up further into an enormous cavern. The southern side was open to the beach beyond, and half the roof was open to the moonlit sky above. The floor of the cavern was a carpet of smashed rock and fossils. And filling almost the entire two-hundred-foot headroom of the cavern was a sight that Kal found both familiar and novel at the same time.


‘Welcome to Calico Cove,’ Lula said.


A double-masted schooner was beached in the newly-minted cove. The ship was tipped over at an angle, and the exposed portside hull was busy with crew members working from a makeshift scaffold. On the starboard side, cables running between the masts and solid rocks on the cavern floor held the ship in position. The sails were all furled, but the flag on the mainmast was flapping in the wind that blew in from the sea. Kal recognised the design: a leaping fish above two crossed swords, white upon black.


She couldn’t quite make out what was going on in the moonlight. ‘Is the Swordfish getting a new paint job?’


‘She’s getting a clean hull,’ Lula said. ‘If you’re being chased by pirates or Republic warships, it can make all the difference between escaping and getting caught. Regular careening can give you three extra knots of speed and tighter turns.’


They clambered down the rocks to the cavern floor. Kal took a closer look at the Swordfish as they approached. She had travelled on it several times before. It was a fast ship, but not a fighting ship. There was no gun deck, and the crew carried pistols and cutlasses more for their personal protection in port, rather than for resisting boarders. She watched them now at work: men and women of all ages and nationalities, tarring and caulking the hull, fixing the rigging, and hauling casks of fresh water  aboard on a winch. A group of sailors were ushering a herd of goats into cages ready to be put aboard. Many of the crew were Islanders or even darker Nubarans, but even the northerners among them had deep sun-bronzed skin. Kal would be the palest person on board.


The captain of the Swordfish was sitting at a desk that had been brought out onto the cave floor so that he could watch the goings-on. Lula joined a queue of other smugglers, and when she reached the front she handed over a bulging bag of money. ‘All deliveries successful,’ she told her captain. ‘All except one. Senator Nissa had a change of heart. He won’t be telling anyone, though. And I left the merchandise at the Mooncusser; they’ll find us another buyer.’


The captain, a heavy-set bald man with tattoos all up his arms, a patch over one eye and a monocle in the other, grunted in satisfaction as he weighed the gold on a set of merchant’s scales. He entered the figures in a ledger. Kal noticed that he kept his free hand tightly clenched as he wrote, no doubt to hide his affliction. ‘Nice work, Lula,’ the captain said. ‘And it’s good to have our quartermaster back, too; go and hurry up the crew. We need to be ready in an hour to slip out on the high tide.’


‘Aye aye, Captain,’ Lula said. ‘Oh, and I brought us Kal Moonheart, too.’


Kal stepped out from behind Lula and raised a hand in greeting. ‘Hello, Dead Leg,’ she said with a smile.


Dead Leg stood up and the monocle dropped out of his eye. ‘Well, I’m a son of a rum puncheon!’ he exclaimed. ‘I didn’t think that even the mighty Dragon Killer would be willing to challenge a god’s curse. Not even for a thousand doubloons!’


Kal’s smile froze on her face, and she slowly turned her head to look at Lula. The other girl looked uncomfortable under Kal’s gaze, and it took her a moment before she opened her mouth to speak. But Kal cut her off at the last moment: ‘I’d step in to help my friends for a lot less that that,’ she told Dead Leg.


‘I’ll show Kal to her berth,’ Lula said, dragging Kal away from the captain’s table.


‘A thousand doubloons?’ Kal said as they climbed a ladder to the tilted deck of the Swordfish. ‘When were you going to tell me about that, Lula?’


‘The ten men and women who suffer the curse each gave me a hundred doubloons to go get you, Kal,’ Lula explained. ‘They didn’t specifically say that the money was for you. I was going to tell you later, so we could discuss how best to split it.’


‘You could have told me sooner,’ Kal said. ‘I agreed to come and help you, Lula, because I thought you were my friend!’


Lula stopped at the door that led below the quarter deck at the aft of the ship. ‘No, Kal, you came because you wanted to get out of that stinking city. Because you crave freedom and adventure. I gave you that chance; gold or friendship has nothing to do with it!’


Well that told her. Lula was nothing if not challenging. ‘Don’t worry about it, Kal,’ she said in a more soothing tone. ‘There will be plenty of chances to make money in the weeks ahead. A thousand doubloons will seem like a drop in the ocean!’


The living quarters for  those crew members who qualified for a berth of their own were behind the galley, and as Kal and Lula passed along a passage that ran along the port side of the ship, they caught whiff of a strong spicy aroma.


‘What is that smell?’ Kal said. Food was one of the few things that had the power to take her mind off money.


‘Don’t ask me,’ Lula said. ‘Usually the sweetest-smelling thing on board this ship is your own armpit.’


The galley door swung open, and the man who stepped out defied Kal’s previous assumption that she would be the palest person aboard. He was tall and skinny, and his skin was the colour of chalk. White dreadlocks were tied back in a tail behind his neck, and the only colour about his person were the food stains on his white apron, and the pink in his eyes. He was holding half a coconut in each hand.


‘Greetings, friends!’ he said. ‘I hope you both like Island curry.’


‘I love it,’ Kal drooled.


‘Great!’ the albino said. ‘Because you eatin’ it every day for the next month. My name is Che, by the way. I’m the new cook!’
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The Swordfish made an impressive getaway from Calico Cove. The scaffolding and anchoring ropes had been removed, and the schooner—its clean hull free of barnacles and seaweed—now sat upright on the sand, waiting on the high tide. Only one line remained in play: a thick hawser that stretched out to sea, looped around a large smooth rock that broke the waves a hundred yards out, and returned to the ship where it was wrapped around the capstan—the barrel-shaped winch in the middle of the deck. At the turn of the tide, four of the strongest deck hands stepped up to the bars of the capstan and pushed in a clockwise direction, pulling the hawser taut.  The Swordfish  was fifty yards long, and weighed a hundred tonnes, but it popped out of Calico Cove like a cork from a bottle, slipping off the floor of the cave, sliding off a sandy shelf, and plunging into the cold grey sea.


While most of the crew wrestled with the canvas on the wind-and-rain-lashed deck, Kal decided to try and find something to do down in the dry hold. With a bowl of curry in one hand, she went around making a show of checking and adjusting the ropes securing the water casks in their racks. A great deal of food and water was required to nourish a crew of twenty for a month at sea.


Kal spooned the hot, coconut-flavoured curry into her mouth under the baleful gaze of a goat that had stuck its neck out of a nearby cage.


‘Don’t worry,’ Kal said. ‘I’ll make sure you’re last in line for the pot.’


The goat bleated at her.


‘What’s that? You’d rather go first and get it over and done with?’


‘Sun over the yardarm!’ a voice squawked from right behind Kal. She almost dropped her bowl, and spun around to find a bamboo cage full of around thirty wildly-coloured parrots and parakeets. One of them beat its wings furiously in front of Kal’s face. She stepped back and almost tripped over something else.


She looked down. A dog! A small brown dachshund was yapping at the birds. All the goats were braying now, and Kal felt a mild rush of panic as she tried to stand clear. She hadn’t expected to find such a menagerie on board. Then she turned and came face-to-face with another frightening sight: a white, skeletal face that grew out of the shadows.


She just about managed to avoid making her shock obvious. ‘Che,’ she said.


‘Hello, man,’ he said, ignoring the obvious fact that Kal was a woman. ‘Makin’ friends? Hey, Sea Dog! Go ’way!’ The small dog ran off and bounded up the aft companionway. ‘Sea Dog is the captain’s pet,’ Che said. ‘Should’ve got a cat, if you ask me, on account of all the dirty rats down here. Now that is one animal you can’t make a sweet-tastin’ curry from.’


The albino cook was carrying a small cauldron full of his Island curry. ‘I came lookin’ for you to offer you seconds,’ he said.


Kal had already had a large portion, not to mention the big meal she had eaten at the Mooncusser. However, she lived her life by the simple philosophy of you take what you can, when you can. ‘Fill me up,’ she said, greedily.


Alright!’ he laughed. ‘I do like to see people enjoy a whole heap of my cookin’. Can’t be too likky likky, you know what I mean?’


Kal didn’t, but she nodded along anyway. ‘What’s your story then, Che?’ she asked him as he ladled her out a fresh serving. ‘Paying for your passage to the Auspice Islands with your cooking skills?’


‘I never did dream that I’d be goin’ back,’ he said. ‘Yesterday I was a short order cook at the Greasy Goblin; I had been workin’ in the city for ten years, when the captain walks in last night and offers me the position of sea cook. He says my curry is the best thing he’s ever tasted, and that you can’t beat the cookin’ skills of a true Islander.’


‘So, you’re going home,’ Kal said.


Che nodded. ‘Can’t say that I look forward to it. My father, he drove me away when I was young. A monster, he called me, the only white face in a family of black Islanders. Cursed by the gods, he said. My father is not even partic’ly superstitious; I just think he was ashamed of me.’


‘It’s possible your father might be suffering under a real curse now,’ Kal said, ‘if you believe what people are saying.’ 


‘Man,’ Che exclaimed. ‘I was born this way; I never heard tell or saw black skin turning white before. That’s some bad science indeed! They say that Vuda has cursed her people, but I don’t think so. Why would she do a thing like that? I’ve been prayin’ to Vuda all my life and she never lifts a finger to help me, so why would she bother to punish people either? I’ll look in on my father, for sure—out of respect—but don’t expect me to have any sympathy if he’s been zombified. He had it coming for the way he treated me as a child.’


Che shuffled off through the hold, and Kal noticed that his gangly body was slightly hunched, and he dragged his left leg behind him—it was a body that told the story of a lifetime of abuse and ill-treatment. She ate her curry in thoughtful silence, while staring out at the rain (although the Swordfish wasn’t armed, there were gunports along the side of the hold). In Amaranthium, people believed that the gods had died hundreds of years ago, but in the Auspice Islands at the edge of the world, Vuda still lived in people’s imaginations. She was a god of ritual and superstition, of charms and spells, potions and prophesy—dark magic known as vudu, or science, as some Islanders called it.


When the rain cleared and the dawn broke, Kal shook the evil thoughts out of her head and went back up topside.


 


* * *


 


The Swordfish made headway south, aided by a north-westerly wind, at a brisk fifteen knots. Kal found Lula standing by the tiller on the quarterdeck, talking to the navigator, a tall Nubaran who was shirtless despite the winter wind and stinging spray. His powerful body and good looks were  marred only by his smile: when he greeted Kal, he flashed her a mouthful of  rotting black teeth.


‘Jako,’ he introduced himself, offering Kal his hand. She shook it firmly, despite noticing that Jako’s entire palm was a chalky white colour. But she was the one they were relying upon to vanquish the curse, so it wouldn’t do to show fear in the face of it. Besides, Kal’s only real concern was infection passing via cuts and scratches, and she had made a habit of checking herself regularly since they set sail.


‘It’s true what they say then,’ she said, taking in his broad, glistening chest. ‘Nubarans don’t feel the cold.’


‘It is not true!’ Jako said. ‘I’m freezing! I just need to feel the wind on my skin and the boards beneath my feet to pilot the ship!’ (Kal noticed that he was also barefoot.) ‘I know the waters between here and Port Black like the inside of my own codpiece—and if I was naked, I could get us there blindfold!’


Kal smiled. This was fairly tame as far as banter at sea went, and sure enough, Lula opened her mouth to up the stakes with a bawdy broadside. She was cut off though by a shout from the maindeck: ‘Moonheart! Get down here!’


Kal obeyed the captain’s command and presented herself to Dead Leg, who was leaning against the mainmast. He looked at ease, casually chewing an apple, but in reality he was watching the crew like a hawk. ‘There’ll be plenty of time for socialising when we find an anchorage  … maybe five days from now, ha ha ha. How are your eyes, girl?’


Kal looked back over the stern of the ship. ‘I can still see the dome of the Basilica from here,’ she said.


Dead Leg squinted through the mist. ‘I’ll take your word for it,’ he said. ‘You can see  fifteen miles further from the nest, though, so get up there! When you see that blasted city drop off the map, then I’ll declare us safe.’


Kal clambered up the shrouds—the rigging that supported the mainmast. The crow’s nest was tub-shaped, but with railed sides, so Kal could dangle her legs out while she sat up there. The horizon was twenty miles away now, and when the spire of the dome of the Basilica finally vanished, the sea between Amaranthium and the Swordfish was empty, save for a pod of dolphins that was chasing the ship.


They were free of the city, and Kal was free too: free of the life that had been closing in on her; free of her fealty to Benedict Godsword, whose career and lifestyle had taken him to places Kal could never follow—at least not as a friend. The Senate House was no place for an adventurer and trouble-shooter like Kal. Maybe she would join the crew of the Swordfish permanently instead, and travel the world searching for excitement, love and money. Kal watched the dolphins for a while as they passed the hull, jumping and diving alongside the dipping and rising bowsprit. Then her eyes flicked to the southern horizon ahead of them and she let out a cry: ‘Ship ho!’


Sea Dog started barking in response.


‘Sails?’ Dead Leg shouted up.


Kal could see a white square rising above the line between sea and sky. ‘Yeah, it has sails!’


‘I mean, how many?’


Kal took the telescope off the hook and zoomed-in on the approaching vessel. As it came about, Kal could make out the corners of each mast’s topgallant. ‘Three!’ she shouted down.


Down on deck, Dead Leg, Lula and Jako huddled together for a brief conference. Kal could guess what they were talking about: a three-masted ship was more than likely a warship, and in these waters it was probably a Republic ship of the line. However, since it was approaching the city then it probably wasn’t looking for local smugglers, let alone the Swordfish in particular.


And yet … when the warship had turned to change course, it seemed to be in order to approach them head on, and the wind was now blowing the Swordfish directly into its path. Kal looked again through the glass. As the ship drew near, her keen eyes could just about make out the figurehead: a grinning skeleton wearing a crown and holding aloft a sword.


Kal now recognised the ship.


 It was the Mort Royal.


Why couldn’t he just leave her alone?


She monkeyed back down the mainmast and ran aft to the tiller. ‘It’s Ben,’ she gasped, catching her breath. ‘He must have left the city before us, and has now turned around to head us off. I’m afraid we’re about to get boarded by a consul of Amaranthium!’
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Dead Leg gave the orders for the halyards to be slackened, and for the Swordfish to be brought into the wind. Soon the ship was stationary, with its sails luffing, bobbing up and down on the swells rather than cutting through them. Kal’s stomach started to churn for the first time, but whether from the motion of the deck or from the imminent encounter with the Mort Royal, she couldn’t say.


‘No point in making this more difficult than it needs to be,’ Dead Leg said. ‘There’s nothing on board any more that will interest them anyway.’ Kal noticed a couple of the crew rush down to the hold as if to make sure that there was nothing of interest to be found.


‘I’m not going to let him take you away from me,’ Lula told Kal as they stood together at the bulwark, watching the Mort Royal manoeuvre under oar until it was prow to prow, portside to starboard with the Swordfish. ‘I’ll fight anyone who tries.’ She opened her coat and patted the cutlass at her hip.


Kal smiled at the implication; the Mort Royal was so big that the entire deck of the Swordfish was in its shadow. The warship had not one, not two, but three gun decks, and Kal estimated that there were fifty cannon on just the one side.


‘Do you know how many gunners it takes to operate just one of those forty-two-pounders?’ Dead Leg asked as he came to stand beside them.


Kal shrugged. ‘Three?’ she guessed.


The captain laughed. ‘At least ten,’ he said. ‘And what with the soldiers, those pulling the oars, and not to mention the team on the rigging, there must be no less than a thousand hands on board.’


Lula winked at Kal. ‘We’ll take five hundred each, then?’


‘Don’t worry,’ Kal told her friend. ‘Ben’s just here to talk me into going home. I’ll refuse. He’ll offer me money. I’ll refuse. He’ll leave. He doesn’t control me, Lu.’


The crew of the Mort Royal threw down ropes, and Dead Leg obliged by ordering his crew to secure them. When the two ships were tethered, however, a heavy corvus bridge fell down across the gap, its metal spikes smashing into the deck of the Swordfish. Dead Leg swore; the damage wasn’t insignificant. Kal’s nervousness grew; this encounter wasn’t going to go smoothly, and she was going to get stuck in the middle of both parties.


Ben appeared at the top of the ramp, and he strolled down followed by a retinue of the Senate Guard. He dressed well these days, now that he was a consul, and today sported a luxurious (if slightly creased) blue sea coat that was decorated with gold buttons. He wore a dandy black hat with a wide brim to brush off the winter weather, and polished leather boots. Only a day-old stubble betrayed the early start he must have undertaken to get ahead of Kal.


‘Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,’ he said as he set foot on board the Swordfish. He stopped and nodded to Dead Leg. ‘Permission to come on board, Captain?’


‘Permission granted,’ Dead Leg replied in a controlled voice.


‘Good!’ Ben said. ‘I was just taking my new ship out for a cruise to test its seaworthiness. See what she’s capable of. Just because the Republic hasn’t been involved in a navel battle for ten years, doesn’t mean that we won’t get embroiled in one tomorrow. If you hear a loud boom later, that’s just me testing the guns. If you hear a very loud boom, then we’ve blown the powder-hold!’


Dead Leg stumped his wooden leg impatiently as Ben talked. The captain wasn’t as easily impressed by Ben’s prattle as many of the fawning sycophants in the Senate House were. ‘Anyway,’ Ben said, ‘I thought I’d give the men a drilling in conducting a search of a ship.’ He pulled a fob watch from his doublet. You have twenty minutes, Captain,’ he said, addressing the other captain on board: Captain Silas Dogwood of the Senate Guard, who had accompanied him down the ramp. ‘See if you can find me some contraband!’


Dogwood—a short fat man with a gleaming breastplate—gave a crisp salute and a leering grin. He barked orders to his squad, and the soldiers dispersed around the ship.


‘Nothing personal, matey,’ Ben assured Dead Leg. ‘Oh, hello, Kal,’ he said, apparently noticing her for the first time. ‘Fancy seeing you here. How about you fix us up with a mug of grog, or whatever you have on board, while we’re waiting. I bet the captain has a plentiful supply in his cabin. Right, Captain?’


Dead Leg grunted, and waved Ben and Kal to the aft of the ship, then stumped off to supervise the inspection.


 


* * *


 


The captain’s cabin was sparse and plainly-furnished. Dead Leg’s pride and joy was a large table, roughly-hewn from tropical hardwood. Ben put his boots up on it as he slumped in the chair. Kal opened up the large drinks cabinet and sorted through the bottles. Hidden away at the back, she found a bottle of Black Kraken rum. This was the good stuff; not something that Dead Leg would suffer to be watered down and served as grog to the crew. If he found it half-empty later on, she would just blame it on Ben.


She found some fancy cut glass tumblers and poured herself and Ben a generous helping each. Kal took hers to the window bench, where she could look out astern over the southern horizon. Would she ever make it to those warmer climes? The inspiring view was desecrated by what Kal first thought was a fresh onslaught of rain. But then she realised, judging by the colour, that it was probably Jako, relieving himself as he took a break from manning the tiller above.


Ben was toying with the captain’s pair of compasses. ‘So, Kal,’ he said. ‘How are you?’


‘I’m fine,’ Kal said. ‘You got my note then?’


Ben shrugged. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I did get word from the lads at the East Gate that you were seen leaving the city in the company of Lula Pearl, a suspected smuggler. She bribed them with just three crowns each to keep their mouths shut. I know that because I always pay them double to keep me in the loop.’


‘You won’t find anything on this ship, Ben,’ Kal said, shifting along the bench to hide the roll of calico that had been laid out there. It was ridiculous that trading in this thick, coarse material should carry a penalty. The sample Kal was sitting on was dyed deep blue, and had wooden and glass beads strung onto the tassels along its fringe; it was a bit shabby: hardly the kind of thing that would sell at a good price to a discerning customer. Kal wondered, not for the first time, why Lula bothered.


‘Oh, I don’t expect to find anything,’ Ben said, waving a hand dismissively. ‘In fact, I specifically told Dogwood not to find anything. I really came to find you, Kal.’


She knew it! ‘I’m not coming back with you, Ben,’ she said.


‘I’m not here to take you home,’ he said. He laughed. ‘In fact, I don’t really need your help at all in the city these days. Life is good. Greatbear and I make a good team in the Senate House: we passed a bill only yesterday to reinstate the midnight curfew. That should keep trouble off the streets at night. Oh, and I moved out of that temporary apartment at last: Zeb has let me lodge with her and Gwyn. It’s good to have an Arcus Hill address again.’


Kal smiled, and she started to relax. ‘So why are you out here chasing me then? You’re usually still asleep at this time in the morning.’


Ben took a swig of Dead Leg’s rum. He choked on it, and managed to dribble on the sea chart that was unrolled across the table. Kal watched patiently as he tried to wipe it up with his sleeve.


‘Good grief,’ he spluttered. ‘Why is it that sailors do nothing by halves? That rum could fell a dragon.’


Kal knocked hers back in one gulp, then resumed staring at Ben impassively.


‘I’ve got a job for you, Kal,’ Ben said. ‘But not in Amaranthium. In Port Black. When I heard you were heading that way, it reminded me that there’s something you can help me out with.’


Now it was Kal’s turn to laugh out loud. ‘Let me guess,’ she said. ‘Zombies?’


Ben made a face. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. You and I both know better than to take horror stories from halfway around the world seriously. No, my problem these days is pirates.’


‘Pirates?’ Kal said. ‘You mean that … Amaro Azul guy who’s been terrorising the high seas? You want me to hunt him down?’


‘No, no,’ Ben said. ‘The million-crown price on his head should keep every bounty hunter between here and Balibu busy chasing after him. I’ll be happy if he goes to ground forever; that way we rid ourselves of him and we save ourselves the bounty. The pirates I’m concerned with are our pirates.’


Kal raised an eyebrow. ‘Our pirates?’ she parroted. ‘Oh, you mean privateers?’


‘Yeah,’ Ben said. ‘As you know, we license a certain number of privateers to assault ships and raid coastal towns of non-Republic nations: for example Nubara, and the islands governed by Eldragoro and Zorronov. Part of the arrangement is that they hand over a certain percentage of their takings—we raised it to twenty percent last year—to the governor of Port Black. All that cargo and coin is then supposed to make its way back to Amaranthium to fill the Republic’s coffers. My problem right now is that although we’ve been licensing more and more ships lately, the money coming in has dwindled to a trickle.’


‘Could be something to do with the zombie stories,’ Kal mused.


Ben spread his hands. ‘Could be,’ he said. ‘That’s what I want you to find out. Investigate the governor: see what he has to say, and if his explanations hold water, then let me know what’s going on. What do you say, Kal? One last job? This one will pay very well, I assure you.’


‘That’s what you always say,’ Kal said. ‘But you usually just end up paying me just enough to tide me over until your next emergency comes along.’


‘Well, this is different,’ Ben said. ‘This time, the size of the reward is down to you.’ He pulled a scroll out his inside pocket and tossed it across the cabin to Kal. She caught it before it sailed out of the window and into the sea. The scroll was sealed with wax, and stamped with the insignia of a consul of Amaranthium.


‘What’s this?’ she asked, picking at the wax with her fingernail.


‘Your cover story,’ Ben said. ‘It’s a letter of marque. It names the captain of the Swordfish as a licensed privateer. When you get to Port Black, get yourself some cannon, hire a few local thugs and head back out and chase down some Nubaran barges. Take your haul to Port Black, hand it over to the governor … and then follow the money to find out where it’s all disappearing to. You get to keep your eighty percent, of course.’


Kal took her knife and sliced the seal cleanly. She read the letter  while Ben poured himself the last of the Black Kraken.


The license was pretty comprehensive. Kal was pleased to read that the commission not only gave the crew permission to fight, steal and even kill in the name of the Republic, but it also assured them that if they were captured by an enemy nation, they would enjoy the special protected status of prisoners of war. They were, in effect, now part of the Republic navy.


There was just one sticking point …


‘Ben,’ she said when she had finished reading. ‘This letter doesn’t name Dead Leg as captain of the Swordfish. It names—’


‘That’s right,’ Ben said as he swallowed the last of the rum. ‘I couldn’t very well sign off such an important document to someone I hardly know, let alone trust. So go plunder some galleons, Kal; net yourself some booty. You’re a pirate captain now!’




 

 

 

 

 

 


I.vii


 


Edge of the World


 

 

 


Kal must have stood open-mouthed for a good few moments, because Ben suddenly laughed and tried to brush away the significance of his words. ‘Oh, don’t worry, Kal,’ he said. ‘I don’t expect you to march out on deck and order Dead Leg to walk the plank. Quite the opposite, in fact—take your time; pick your moment; make your move when Dead Leg slips up … or if you’re really lucky, when he’s drunk on rum and slips over!’


Kal couldn’t quite believe what he was asking of her. ‘I can’t make a play for control of the Swordfish—I’m the lubberiest person on board!’


‘I’m sure you’ll find a way,’ Ben said. ‘Especially if you fancy a shot at all the loot that’s out there for the taking. The captain of a ship gets at least four full shares, I believe. The point is, Kal, that nobody must suspect your cover. You have to be seen to earn your commission. I don’t want the governor of Port Black thinking that it was me who sent you after him.’


You mean you don’t want to be implicated, Kal thought. She knew the game Ben played as well as he did. So she made a move of her own:


‘Give me some of your soldiers.’


Ben raised an eyebrow. ‘Hmmm?’


‘Give me some of your soldiers. You said yourself that I should hire some muscle. So save me the trouble and expense and give me some of the Senate Guard. They would be useful support if I got into an altercation with the captain, too. I’m sure you can spare a couple—think of it as sending them off on a training exercise!’


Ben nodded, an amused look in his eyes. He had seemed drunk earlier, but now he was bright and alert. ‘Funny you should say that, Kal,’ he said, ‘because I actually was going to send someone along to help you out—’


At that moment, there was a knock on the cabin door, and Dogwood entered without waiting to be asked. He stamped his booted feet on the floorboards and made a crisp salute. ‘No incriminating evidence on board, sir,’ he reported. ‘Maybe this isn’t the ship we’re looking for, after all. But there is this …’ He placed a silver hip flask on the table before Ben, who popped the top and took a sniff.


‘Smells like dead fish. What is it?’


‘Don’t know, Consul,’ Dogwood said. ‘There are barrels full of it hidden at the back of the water stores. But until I know exactly what it is, I can’t say if this lot are smuggling anything illegal or not.’


‘That’s a tough situation, Captain,’ Ben said. ‘Just think—you could have the greatest gang of smugglers who ever sailed the Silver Sea within your grasp, yet you’re just not certain enough to be able to make an arrest.’


Dogwood looked pained. ‘I do have a suggestion, sir,’ he said.


‘Oh really?’ Ben said, throwing Kal a knowing look and a wink.


‘Yessir. I could sail with these fellows to the Auspice Islands, and continue my investigations there. If you’re looking for trouble, then that’s the place to go. That’s where crime and trouble has its roots. I’ve been all around the world, sir, and I’ll tell you this: there was never a more depraved nest of filth and felony than Port Black!’


 


* * *


 


The crew of the Swordfish gathered on deck to see off Senator Godsword. Dead Leg was less than happy about giving Dogwood a lift, but he tried to make the best of it. ‘Nobody gets free passage,’ he told Ben. ‘I’ll find your man some work that suits his station. There are plenty of rats on board he can chase down and arrest.’


Dogwood was manhandling a massive chest that was almost as wide as he was. He gave Dead Leg a half-smile—a look that implied he wouldn’t be taking orders from anyone during the voyage.


‘Well, so long, Kal,’ Ben said as he stood at the foot of the ramp back up to his ship. ‘Come home soon, won’t you.’


Lula appeared behind Kal and draped her arms around her neck. ‘Not if I can help it, Senator,’ she drawled. ‘Me and Kal are going to live out our days in a hut made of driftwood and palms, on a lonely beach where no one can ever find us.’


Kal could only shrug at this declaration. Ben leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. ‘You’ll only get bored,’ he whispered in her ear. ‘You can come live in the attic of Zeb’s house instead when you return.’


What a choice! Kal pushed Ben up the ramp while she still had some fond feelings of him to take away with her. But as the Mort Royal slipped its moorings, she caught a glimpse of a small grey face peeking out of one of the oar ports. Goblins; the voiceless, subjugated labour-force of the Republic. Even Ben, who was a tireless champion of democracy and equality amongst humans, had no compunction about mistreating those the civilised world deemed to be monsters. Ben’s family, stretching right back to the age of the gods, had suffered tragedy after tragedy at the hands of the creatures of the Wild. And he wasn’t the only one who saw the world this way; people everywhere believed that all dangerous creatures in the world were fighting for the Dragon, the terrifying winged god who would one day wipe out humanity in a rampage of fire and blood.


 Kal turned her back on the sight of the departing ship, and went instead to the prow. They had turned north into the wind when they had stopped, but as Dead Leg gave the order to raise the mainsail, the Swordfish swung back south again. Kal stepped up onto the bowsprit and  gripped the forestay rope, and instead of looking back, looked ahead: to the horizon, and to the future.


 


* * *


 


The Auspice Islands were five thousand miles away, in the tropics on the other side of the equator. Depending on winds and currents, a ship like the Swordfish could cover about a hundred miles a day. If they reached the Auspice Islands in a month, it would be the dead of winter in Amaranthium, but the height of summer in the tropics. Right now, the winter sun was pale and remote, but every day would bring them closer to its warmth. Kal’s body ached for it. She knew she would burn, but she didn’t care.


The first stage of the voyage took them straight down the Dragon’s Breath: a swift current that ran along the coast of Eldragoro. The Swordfish could make an impressive fifteen knots, but Eldragoro was an enemy of the Republic, so Kal had her work cut out for her keeping watch for unfriendly ships. If she was going to be a pirate captain one day, though, she couldn’t spend all her time up the mainmast.


‘Give me something new to do,’ she asked Dead Leg on the fifth day out. She motioned to where Jako was leaning against the tiller, seemingly lost in a daydream. ‘How hard can that be?’


Dead Leg laughed. ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘It’s easy. Give it a go.’


Kal stepped up to the quarterdeck, where the muscular Nubaran stood near the aft rail. How did he get a body like that when all he did was stand around all day, unlike the rest of the crew who hauled ropes and clambered around the rigging? ‘Hi Kal,’ Jako said as she approached. ‘Come to take over?’ He stepped away from the tiller—a two-yard-long lever attached to the rudder pole—keeping it steady with just the fingertips of his right hand.


Kal wrapped her arms securely around it. ‘Don’t forget,’ Jako said, ‘if the captain shouts for starboard helm, he means shove the tiller right, so we turn to port.’ He released his fingers and gave Kal some room.


‘I know how the tiller works!’ Kal said. Then suddenly she was knocked off her feet as the tiller jerked hard to the right. ‘Bloody barnacles, Kal!’ Dead Leg swore from the deck. ‘Hard-a-port, lass. Now!’ Kal scrambled to her feet, only for the tiller to hit her hard on the back of her head as it swung around. Eventually, she managed to wrestle it under control. Dead Leg watched her for a while, then when he was satisfied, he called the rest of the crew for a break. Kal was left in control of the ship. Her muscles complained, but she gritted her teeth as she battled the fast, but violent, current that carried them south.


She saw Che roll a cask of grog out on deck, and having reefed the sails, the weary crew gathered around to refresh themselves. Lula and Dogwood, who had barely said a word to each other all week, had set up a board game on a crate and seemed to be finding some mutual quiet enjoyment. Che carried round a platter of seafood, and Sea Dog followed at his heels, yapping and begging for scraps.


Kal concentrated on holding the ship on course, trying to maintain a steady distance from the Eldragoro coast. It was a cold, crisp day with clear skies. Yellow hills and patches of green scrubland passed by, punctuated by small clusters of white buildings. Jako came back to stand beside her. He was carrying two black jacks (leather cups, stiffened with tar) full of grog. Kal didn’t dare take her hand off the tiller to take one from him, though.


‘Careful,’ he said. ‘You’re drifting to the edge of the current. It doesn’t follow the coast perfectly: look how the water ahead is a deeper blue, with more bubbles and breaks. Navigation isn’t just about having a strong arm, Kal—it’s about observation and feel, knowing what a change in temperature means, or what the movements of whales signify … and a thousand more tiny details that even I couldn’t explain. The coast may look quiet, but there are corsairs in almost every village and every bay, watching and waiting for ships to flounder.’


Kal was impressed. ‘You’re probably the most skilled member of the crew,’ Kal probed. ‘Does the captain appreciate you?’


‘He thinks I’m worth a share and a half,’ Jako said, with a modest grin.


A share was an equal division of the crew’s earning. ‘That’s still dependant on how profitable the whole operation is though, right?’ Kal said. She was determined to find out more about why such a skilled crew was wasting time smuggling calico.


‘The rewards are potentially enormous,’ Jako sighed, ‘although the captain is a cautious man, and doesn’t want to take undue risk. I guess we will have to slow things down even more now we have that Dogwood sniffing around. The captain has the patience to wait trouble out, but I can’t say the same for the rest of the crew, especially with this curse hanging over us. Some of us want to make our money fast, to send back to our families in case the worst happens.’


Kal cast a concerned glance over to where Dogwood was sitting with Lula. ‘Don’t worry,’ Jako said. ‘I’m not going to do anything rash, at least. I’ll leave it to you to sort out. Lula assured me you’re never going to let us turn into zombies.’


He took over at the tiller and handed Kal the other black jack. She took a sip of the watered-down rum; it was revolting, but after a long hard sweaty day, she could see its appeal. She wandered down to the deck abeam the mainmast, where Lula and Dogwood were playing. She didn’t recognise the game. The board was painted onto the inside of an open wooden case: two rows of alternating black and red extended triangles, like teeth, on which were laid out black and white counters. Lula shook two dice out of a cup, and moved her counters along the teeth.


‘The game’s called cosmic race,’ Lula said. ‘I don’t know why.’


Dogwood snorted. ‘It’s because there are twenty-four points—one for every hour of the day; thirty counters—one for every day of the month; and the spots on opposite sides of the dice add up to seven—the number of days in the week. It’s cosmological, you see!’


‘If you say so,’ Lula said. ‘All I know is that I’m winning.’


‘Not for long!’ Dogwood said. He tossed his dice and moved two of his counters around the board.


‘It looks pretty random to me,’ Kal said. ‘Where’s the skill?’


‘A Nubaran merchant taught me everything there is to know about this game, Moonheart,’ Dogwood said. ‘Believe me, it takes a great deal of skill.’


Lula’s dice fell on the board. ‘Double six,’ she said. ‘Fancy that!’ On his next turn, Dogwood only managed a three and a two. Lula then reached for another die, but one that had numbers on it rather than spots. ‘I double,’ she said, placing the die next to the board so that the top face read sixteen.


Dogwood studied the board in silence for a while, then stood up. ‘I decline,’ he said, throwing Lula some silver coins. ‘I just remembered that I need to go and write up my journal in my cabin.’


He plodded off. ‘I should have let him win,’ Lula said, as Kal took Dogwood’s seat. ‘The game keeps him from his investigations, at least. Apparently he’s on the trail of an evil gang of narcotic traffickers. My crew are getting sick already of his constant questioning.’


‘I’ll try and warn him off, if I can,’ Kal said. The last thing she wanted was for Dogwood to get in the way of her own, subtler, inquiries into Lula’s operation. ‘Now tell me about this game,’ she said. ‘Is there really an element of skill?’


‘Oh yes,’ Lula said. ‘But only a small one. If an expert played a beginner twenty times, then on average the expert will only win by about eleven games to nine. That’s why cosmic racing is all the rage over on the Islands now: anyone can take on the professional gamblers and have a chance of winning.’


A sudden spark ignited in Kal’s brain. ‘But there is definitely an edge?’ she asked again. Lula nodded.


In gambling parlance, an edge was a long-term advantage that would net a profit over a period of weeks and months, if not on any one particular day. It was the reason that Kal stuck to playing games of skill at the Snake Pit back home, but avoided games like the Magic Wheel or Shoot, where the odds were stacked in the gaming den’s favour.


The trip to Port Black was suddenly looking to be a lot more exciting. In any place, in any situation, where Kal had an edge, she knew she would thrive.


‘Teach me how to play,’ she said.




 

 

 

 

 

 


I.viii


 


Serpent Shanty


 

 

 


Kal stood at the rail and threw her last old lambswool pullover into the sea. They were two weeks into the voyage, and the winds and waters were getting a lot warmer. Her sea chest was empty now, save for her weapons, Ben’s letter, and some bundles of calico that Lula had asked her to hide from Dogwood. She was looking forward to splashing out on a new wardrobe once they reached Port Black—perhaps a striped silk shirt like Lula favoured, teamed with a spotted kerchief like Jako wore on his head to keep off the sun.


Right now Kal was wearing a baggy linen shirt, but Lula was going about her duties on deck half-naked. The Island girl had a certain confident swagger. No, it was more than confidence. Kal was confident; Lula was showy. The two women could not have been more different: Lula had luscious brown curves, whereas Kal was lean and pale. Lula’s body was decorated with tattoos and gold; Kal’s was unadorned. The only thing they had in common was a collection of scars.


Maybe I should get inked once we get to Port Black, Kal thought idly, watching Lula with  a kind of envious fascination. As she watched, Dead Leg came to stand beside her. He raised a brass sexton to his good eye, and declared to anyone within hearing range that they were at the Equator.


‘How does that thing work?’ Kal asked him.


The captain looked at her in surprise, like he had just been caught out. ‘This contraption?’ he said. ‘No one’s ever asked me how it works before. Truth is, Kal, I don’t really know myself. I just point it at the sun at noon, and it tells me something called the angle; but I have to go back to my cabin, get out the almanac, and cross-reference the angle with the date to find out our latitude. We were near enough to the equator yesterday, so I figured today was as good a time as any to announce it to the crew.’


Dead Leg treated Kal to a gap-toothed grin. ‘The captain has to act like they know what they’re talking about, even if they have to sit down later to double-check their facts.’


‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ Kal said with a straight face.


The crew had gathered on deck to perform the traditional line-crossing ceremony: a ritual conceived to appease Whalo, the god of the sea. Two of the youngest crewmembers, a teenage boy and girl, had dressed as Whalo and Vuda—Whalo in blue calico robes, and Vuda draped in a black flag. The scene they acted out was Vuda’s forgiveness of Whalo, her husband.


A millennia ago, when the Dragon and its minions had attacked the Auspice Islands, Whalo had sent a tsunami to  sweep away the monsters. It had worked, but it also drowned the native Islanders, broke the land into hundreds of tiny islands, and drove his wife into a rage of grief and fury from which she had never recovered. The forgiveness that the costumed players enacted was an optimistic plea to the two gods to cease hostilities in whatever heaven they now resided, and to calm the storms and tempests that spilled over into the mortal world.


As Kal and Dead Leg watched the pantomime, a white head popped out of the midships hatch, causing Vuda to stumble on her words. There were mutters and a few boos from the crew, but they turned to laughter when Che climbed on deck and showed them what he was carrying: a giant rat trap that was mounted on a foot-long plank of wood. Not one, but two enormous rats dangled from the sprung mechanism. They had evidently both been caught sniffing for cheese at the same time.


‘Coo yah!’ Che exclaimed triumphantly, holding up his gruesome trophy. ‘Two rats; one trap!’


‘I told you he was lucky,’ Dead Leg said, wading into the crowd and slow-clapping with his meaty hands. ‘Alright, show’s over; time for you all to get back to work.’


Che joined Kal at the bulwark just as he was about to toss the rats overboard.


‘Can’t you  make a nice stew with those?’ Kal asked.


‘Already try it,’ the cook said with a wink. ‘Most of the crew moan that it taste like bilgewater, though. Only you and Sea Dog seem to like it.’


Kal laughed. ‘You should stuff them and make a trophy,’ she said. Che laughed too, and they chatted companionably for a while, both of them avoiding work while Dead Leg was out of sight. Kal spotted a dark line on the horizon. ‘Is that land? Where are we?’


Che suddenly looked fearful. He squinted, but his pink eyes watered. ‘Cuss my eyes,’ he said. ‘You sure you see land? Why we not turnin’?’


Kal looked up the mast to where Dogwood was snoozing in the midday sun. She put her fingers in her mouth and let out a piercing whistle. Dogwood jerked awake and almost fell out of the crow’s nest. He looked frantically in all directions, until he too spied what Kal was seeing. ‘Land ahoy!’ he announced, with an impressive parade ground bellow.


‘Port helm!’ Dead Leg shouted in response. At the tiller, Jako banged the rudder full-left so hard that Kal almost fell overboard.


Che was still staring anxiously out to sea, nervously pulling on his dreads.


‘That’s Nubara, right?’ Kal said. ‘There’s nothing dangerous there, is there? At least not in the north; its just deserts and camel-herding nomads.’


‘Nubaran pirates patrol the coast  now,’ Che said, ominously. ‘They the worst of the worst. Gangs of escaped slaves in captured ships. They got no use for treasure or hostages, since nobody will trade with them, so they  kill and burn and rape instead. At least they will spare me the worst if they catch us.’


Kal gave him a quizzical look.


‘They most likely kill me first,’ Che said. ‘We albinos bring bad luck everywhere we are found south of the Equator. Twice so aboard a ship. Dead Leg, he only manage to convince his crew to let me on board the Swordfish by reason that I must a made the trip to Amaranthium safe enough.’ He lightened up a shade. ‘That, and the fact that I cook a sweet jerk chicken.’


Kal looked at Che with part sympathy, part admiration. ‘You’re brave to come home,’ she said.


‘It is long past time to work things out with my father,’ Che said.


Lula was up on deck; in her role as quartermaster she was exhorting the crew to put some effort into their work. ‘Come on, you scallywags, I want us on an even keel with every sail as trim as it can be!’ She turned to the cabin boy, a young lad who looked about twelve. ‘Pip, toss a log overboard and get our speed. The faster we get away from Nubara, the faster we’ll make it safely back to Port Black! Now sing for me, my sea urchins! Take my darlin’ and take my land!’


‘Crush my castle down into sand!’ the crew sang back to her.


‘You can pull the ground from under me!’ Lula exhorted.


‘But you can’t steal away the sea!’


 


* * *


 


That night, black clouds hid the moon and stars, but the wind was still mild and the brief showers of rain were warm. Kal was alone on deck, apart from Jako, a dark shape abaft. He seemingly never slept, and was always at the helm. The Swordfish cruised through the night, the sails having been shortened and braced securely before the crew retired to their bunks in the forecastle. The ship was now heading further out than Kal had ever been from land before, cutting a dangerous path to the Auspice Islands across barely-charted waters. Kal hated the unknown—she would almost rather take on Nubaran pirates than suffer the horrors of her imagination.


She was hanging by her arms to the foremast boom, her ankles crossed and raised behind her. With a grunting effort, she pulled herself up until her chin rose above the boom, then she lowered herself slowly, feeling the pain in her biceps and in the spread of muscles in her back. She tried to raise herself again—for the fifteenth time. The  effort made her want to scream, but she needed to do this—the whole voyage so far had been one of preparation; Kal had to be ready both physically and mentally for the challenges ahead. It was how she had lived her whole life since she had left her village: death could come out of thin air like lightning out of a summer sky, and sometimes the only thing that could save you was readiness. Hope for the best; prepare for the worst, she had told an old lover once. Where was he now? He was dead, she remembered.


Kal had been aware of Lula watching her for some time, but she didn’t react. It was a game she liked to play with people: convince them that they had her at a disadvantage, and then surprise them as they made a move. Lula was too clever to try and sneak up on Kal, though. Instead, Lula reached out surreptitiously and slackened the block that held the boom in place. Kal found herself moving slowly across the deck. When the ride stopped, she looked down and saw the open hatch and the black hole of the hold below her.


‘Damn you, Lula,’ she laughed. ‘Put me back.’


‘I’m already damned, remember,’ Lula said, holding up her palm. The white spot was twice as big now as when Kal had first seen it. ‘I just want to make sure you’re fit to fight zombies for me. Come on—ten more chin-ups!’


Kal managed two more. It was two more than she would have managed without the extra encouragement.


‘Eight more!’


‘I can’t do one more,’ Kal groaned.


‘Alright,’ Lula said. ‘Tell me something instead, then. What were you and Ben talking about that day in the captain’s cabin?’


‘What? Nothing, Lu. Nothing important, anyway. Now, put me back!’ Kal’s arms had gone numb, and she didn’t even dare  try to move along the boom to get to a safe spot to drop down.


‘Tell me that he’s not tasked you with hunting smugglers, like he did Dogwood,’ Lula said. ‘I just need to know that you’re giving your all to me, Kal.’


‘I know … nothing about Dogwood’s investigation,’ Kal spat out, truthfully. ‘Lula, if he gets in our way when we get to Port Black, I’ll deal with him, I promise.’


‘Alright,’ Lula said. Kal’s promise was valuable currency among her friends. Lula pulled on the rope. ‘I’m sorry, Kal. I just …’


But Kal wasn’t looking at Lula’s apologetic expression. As the boom swung back into position, and her view out to sea shifted, Kal saw something beyond the prow. ‘Lula!’ she hissed. ‘Look!’


There was something a few miles out. Something that could be seen despite the darkness that surrounded the ship, and that was because it glowed a strange phosphorescent green. As Kal dropped from the boom and leaned on Lula’s shoulder to catch her breath, the glowing thing sunk beneath the waves.


Kal’s brain couldn’t process what she had just seen. It wasn’t land; it wasn’t a ship. By a process of elimination it could only have been one thing: a sea monster.


‘I’ll be right back,’ Lula said. ‘Keep it busy, Kal—sing to it!’


Sing to it? Kal looked back, but Lula had already disappeared below deck. When Kal looked back out to sea, the thing had resurfaced, closer this time, revealing the hump of a great serpentine back. One after another, yards and yards of curved spines broke the surface and submerged again. Whatever the thing was, it was enormous.


Kal ran back to the quarterdeck. ‘Jako!’ she called.


‘I see it,’ the navigator said, wide-awake now and gripping the tiller. ‘Don’t panic, Kal.’


’What is it?’ she asked him.


‘Well,’ he said, with a tight smile. ‘We call him Briney …’


Kal couldn’t quite believe what she was hearing. ‘You give it a name? You know what it is?’


‘Aye,’ Jako said. ‘We just didn’t expect to see him this far out from the Islands. Lula will deal with him … if she gets back in time.’


It was too late: the monster swam under the Swordfish’s keel and surfaced on the port side, its immense tubular body arching over the deck like a bridge. The scaly green torso was twenty yards thick, and snapped the topmast and topsail yard clean off. Kal dived to the deck as splinters and canvas came smashing down, accompanied by splatters of glowing slime. The monster didn’t stop there, though—it plunged back into the sea and doubled back on itself, corkscrewing around the hull two more times.


Kal could feel the coiled creature putting the squeeze on. She could hear spars cracking and timbers groaning. What could Lula have possibly run off to fetch that could save them now? A magic spear?


Then the monster broke the surface once more and brought its head to bear on Kal. The sea dragon was at least four times bigger than any other dragon Kal had seen. When it opened its jaw, a knight on horseback could have stood comfortably on its tongue. A double row of teeth like white spear tips framed the dreadful maw, and the monster roared at her—a frightening sound like an ocean storm multiplied hundreds of times over, accompanied by a rotten smell that made Kal want to puke.


But it didn’t attack. It tilted its head and fixed Kal with an aquamarine eye that was as wide as Kal was tall.


What did it want? Kal had nothing to give it.


It roared again, and Kal fell on her back, covered with another wave of the monster’s stinking spittle. It clenched its curled body and the Swordfish screamed out in pain. The mainmast split in two, and the top half plunged down into the deck, stabbing it like a dagger.


Sing to it! Lula’s crazy suggestion, which Kal had dismissed as whimsy, was her only play. She got to her feet and stared down the sea dragon as it brought its eye to bear on her once more.


‘When I was young, my spirit free.’


The creature held her gaze. Its jaws relaxed slightly.


‘My feet they led me to the sea.’


Kal’s singing voice was low and throaty, but the sea dragon’s head started to sway. It let out what could almost have been a contented purr, but what came across as a thunderous rumble.


Then Lula reappeared on deck. In her hand was a small leather pouch. She stood beside Kal and lobbed the pouch underarm into the dragon’s mouth. It tipped its head back as if to swallow the offering, then sank out of view beneath the ship.


The coiled body released its grip, and the dragon fell away like a loosened knot. Kal and Lula ran to the rail and looked down. The green glow dwindled to a dot hundreds of fathoms deep … and then it vanished.




 

 

 

 

 

 


I.ix


 


Thunder Road


 

 

 


They replaced the mast with the spare, and patched up the hull with wood from the deck. In the next two weeks, the sea dragon made three more appearances; and each time, Lula dealt with it by tossing it another mysterious offering. When Kal asked her what magic she was using to keep the monster at bay, Lula simply smiled and said, ‘Vudu.’


Kal felt like she was stuck in the middle, hanging in the space between Lula’s secrets and Dogwood’s investigations. When she tried to interrogate Dogwood, as they battled over the cosmic race board, he just tapped the side of his nose. ‘Senate business, Moonheart,’ he muttered. ‘And the last time I checked, you don’t work for the Senate.’


‘I voted for Ben last year,’ Kal reminded him. ‘Without him, you wouldn’t work for the Senate either.’


Dogwood chuckled as he threw the dice and moved his counters. ‘In politics, no one cares about the voters once the votes have been counted. I’ve been Captain of the Senate Guard while senators have risen and fallen around me. I know more about how the Republic is run than any politician, and the rule is that once you’ve got yourself where you want to be, all the promises and friends you made to get there are instantly forgotten.’


Kal shook her head. Dogwood was insufferable. And to make matters worse, he was good at his job and he knew it. As far as Kal could tell, his only weakness was his new-found love of gaming, something he could never have allowed himself to be seen indulging in back home. It was funny, watching him now sitting opposite her, still dressed in his blue Senate Guard surcoat, which he wore like a vest over his naked blubber. The swirl of gold stars sewn into his surcoat glittered every time the sun came out from behind the clouds.


Dogwood had most of his counters home, but he still had two of them imprisoned on the bar, after Kal had captured them. Kal also had most of their escape routes blocked off, thanks to some clever tactical positioning that Dogwood had ignored, to his cost. Kal took the doubling dice and turned it from sixteen to thirty-two, giving Dogwood the choice of either doubling the stakes, or quitting.


He hesitated. Dogwood loved to gamble, but he was risk-averse. ‘Tell you what,’ Kal said, as casually as she could manage, ‘if I win, I’ll let  you pay me in information instead. Just a few harmless hints, even. As  I’m sure you know from your work in the Senate, a small titbit of information can be as valuable as a chest full of gold!’


Ten minutes later, Kal had freed her last counter from the board, and Dogwood was forced to spill the beans. ‘There’s a new drug on the market,’ he told her in a hushed voice. ‘One that’s taking Amaranthium by storm. It’s more dangerous than opium—it’s a stimulant rather than a depressant—and that’s what’s got the authorities worried: addicts don’t lay around in smoky dens all day; they become aggressive, with heightened senses. Gangs of political rebels are getting sucked in, and thanks to the drug they’re up all night, plotting violent schemes. They call the drug Black Ice, because it comes out of Port Black.’


‘And you think the crew of the Swordfish are involved?’ Kal asked, pressing the fat man for more information.


‘Perhaps,’ Dogwood said. Then his ego got the better of his circumspection: ‘I’ve laid a trap that will lead me to the source of the drug. I’ve marked hundreds of bills with invisible ink, and instructed the bank of Amaranthium to hand them out to any suspected addict asking for a withdrawal. If the same bills turn up in circulation in Port Black when we get there, then I’ll know I’m on the right trail!’


 


* * *


 


That night, alone in her small cabin, Kal unlocked her sea chest. She took out one of the calico bundles that she had been looking after for Lula, and unwrapped it. There was another bundle inside, wrapped in waxed leather and tied with twine. Kal had never doubted for one moment that it was money, but she had never been curious enough to take a closer look … until now.


There was a lot of money in the package: a block of fifty bills, each promising to pay the bearer one hundred Republic Crowns (or—and this was of more interest to international smugglers—one hundred ounces of gold). Lula had given Kal five bundles to look after, too. Kal didn’t bother counting all the linen-paper notes; instead she lit a candle and held one of the bills over the flame.


Chances were, Dogwood would have marked the notes with lemon, honey or vinegar—something that would brown when heated. A thief she once knew—Will Straightarrow—had told her about that trick. Sure enough, under the smoke of the candle, the secret mark revealed itself: a spiral of twenty-four stars. Kal smiled; the golden constellation had been the symbol of the Guard long before the Republic—back when they had been the Royal Guard. One star for each of the world’s twenty-four gods.


So, the crew of the Swordfish were indeed smuggling Black Ice. And making a fortune from it, it seemed. Who’s the detective now, Dogwood? Kal gloated to herself. The question was, when should she confront Lula about it?


Kal always favoured the simple and direct answer to any problem, so she took one of the notes, locked her chest, and went in search of her friend.


Lula wasn’t in her own cabin. Kal went along the passageway, passing the open door to the galley. Che was still up, sitting on a stool, peeling potatoes.


‘Have you seen Lula, Che?’ Kal asked.


‘Up on deck,’ Che said.


‘Thanks,’ Kal said. ‘Oh, and Che?’


‘Yah?’


‘I hate potatoes.’


Che grinned. ‘Well, you better catch us that sea monster, man, cos I’m fresh out of goats!’


Kal passed on and up the rear companionway. The moonlit deck was deserted, but Kal could hear voices above her on the quarterdeck.


‘… has to be a map,’ Dead Leg was saying. ‘There are thousands of uninhabited islands around Port Black. Thousands! You don’t bury treasure and forget to make a map. It just ain’t right!’


Kal crept up the ladder and peeped over. Dead Leg and Lula were standing with their backs to her. Both of them were as still as statues, with their arms outstretched like scarecrows.


‘Maybe there is no map,’ Jako said, from his usual position at the tiller. ‘Maybe there’s no treasure either.’


‘There had better be,’ Dead Leg said. ‘The sooner we find it, the sooner we can give up this smuggling lark and retire.’


‘Speak for yourself,’ Lula said. ‘I say if we find any treasure, we invest the money in another ship and crew. We could make twice as many runs to Amaranthium and back. You know the demand is there. And you know what they say: while the sun shines—make hay!’


‘Either way,’ Dead Leg said, ‘we have to shake off this curse first. I just hope you’re right, Lula, when you say that Moonheart can—’


Kal would have loved to hear more, especially about the treasure, but Sea Dog wandered out of the captain’s cabin and woofed at her. She threw him an evil glare, and clambered up to the quarterdeck as naturally as she could.


‘Speak of the Dragon …’ Jako said.


‘… killer,’ Kal said, twisting the well-known phrase, ‘and she shall appear.’ She walked around Dead Leg and Lula to stand face to face with them. ‘What are you two doing? Waiting for gulls to perch on you? I’m not that hungry.’


‘It’s an old sailors’ trick,’ Lula said. ‘You stand with your back to the wind, with your arms outstretched, and then your right hand will point into the eye of the storm.’


Kal followed Lula’s arm. The sky to the east was clear and full of stars. ‘There’s a storm coming?’


‘A big one,’ Dead Leg said. ‘A typhoon. It’s coming in fast, and it’s going to chase us all the way home to Port Black!’


Kal shivered, despite the balmy night. A bad storm was the one thing she feared most of all, and that was because she would be helpless, trapped on this small ship—her life not in her own hands, but in the hands of the crew.

She swallowed her sense of dread. What you couldn’t control, you couldn’t waste time worrying about. ‘Lula,’ she said. ‘Can I show you something?’


She took Lula aside and gave her the marked note. Lula swore. ‘You have to keep Dogwood off our backs, Kal,’ she said, as they walked the deck. ‘At least, until we can offload these notes in Port Black. Then they’ll be someone else’s problem.’


‘Lula!’ Kal said, stopping by the mainmast and looking her friend in the eye. ‘If I’m going to help you, then you have to be honest with me. You told me you were smuggling calico!’


‘That wasn’t a lie,’ Lula said. ‘We do smuggle calico. We just smuggle a few other things too. All the crew swore an oath not to tell anyone though.’


‘Do you want to hang?’ Kal hissed. ‘Like that Azul brother on the cliff top? I can’t save you from both the rope and the curse!’


Lula looked sorrowful. ‘This is the last time, Kal. When we get to Port Black, I’m going straight, I promise.’


Kal sighed and looked away. She already knew that was a lie, but she decided not to tell Lula that she had overheard them talking; it would only make the situation worse. It seemed like her friend was going to be harder to save than she had ever imagined.


 


* * *


 


The next day, the swells were twenty feet high and the troughs were twenty feet deep. Kal tried to avoid going on deck at all if she could help it, but seeing the rest of the crew—and even Dogwood—going about their business as usual (albeit with forced cheerfulness), she made the effort to test herself.


She clung to the mainmast shrouds for a while, grimly nodding and smiling at people as they passed. It wasn’t too bad; in fact, being able to see the horizon actually helped ease the disorientation that brought on the sea-sickness. Even so, when Dead Leg came by she asked the captain the question she didn’t really want to know the answer to: ‘Is this as bad as the storm gets?’


He laughed a merry laugh. ‘The storm hasn’t reached us yet, Moonheart! This is just the …’ His words were stolen away by the thirty-knot wind.


Dogwood descended slowly from the crow’s nest. His face and surcoat were dripping with what looked like potato and coconut curry.


‘What are you doing down here, matey?’ Dead Leg shouted at him over the wind. ‘It’s not the end of your shift!’


‘I threw up into the wind,’ Dogwood moaned. ‘And the wind threw it back at me. I’ve been shouting down, but you can’t hear me: there’s land ahead!’


Oh, thank god! Kal thought, as Dogwood told them what he had seen. They were only a week out from Port Black, but a safe anchorage to wait out the storm would be worth a day or two’s delay. ‘I’ll go tell Jako!’ Kal said, feeling more confident now.


She hauled herself up to the stern via the web of ropes that the crew had crisscrossed all over the ship to provide hand-holds on the slippery deck. ‘Two islands to the south-west!’ she told the navigator. ‘Or maybe it’s two outcroppings of headland, about a mile apart.’


Jako’s response to this information was to take some rope and start looping it around his bare chest and then around the stern rail. ‘This is it, then, Kal,’ he said. ‘The final stretch.’


‘What are you doing?’ she said, a terrible sense of forboding washing over her. ‘We’re going to  wait out the storm in a sheltered bay, right?’


‘There’s no shelter on those shores, Kal,’ Jako said. ‘You’ll see as we get closer. They’re the outermost  of two parallel chains of islands that run five hundred miles all the way to the Auspice Islands. Some of them are hidden below the surface of the water, others are just spikes of rock or shit-covered breeding grounds for birds. At some points, the channel between the islands is less than twenty yards wide and five fathoms deep.’


Jako’s wild grin didn’t seem a good fit with the scene he had just described. Yet he was holding course straight for the islands, which Kal could now see as two black jagged shapes ahead of them. The crew were busy lowering the sails to about half their normal height, and even dismantling the upper yardarms.


‘Then why the hell are we going there?’ Kal asked Jako, incredulously.


‘Because there’s a powerful current that runs straight down the channel, and a prevailing wind that blows in from the north. It doesn’t matter where the typhoon comes in from, or how strong it blows; the Swordfish and the storm will get blown south together. We don’t need no crew or charts now—just me at the tiller for three days and nights, steering her home!’


‘You sure you can do that, Jako?’


He smiled his rotten-toothed smile. ‘They say calm seas never made a great sailor,’ he said. ‘And I am a great sailor!’


Lightning flashed as they neared the first of the islands. Kal saw desolate black rocks glistening with surf and spray. Piled up on the higher ground near the island’s interior was not just one, but five wrecked hulks. A mile or so further south there was another island, then another, interspersed with fingers of black rock like waystones or signposts. But Kal couldn’t read the terrain; it was impossible to see where the safe route through the archipelago lay.


‘Welcome to Thunder Road, Kal!’ Jako shouted over the boom of the surf and storm. ‘Best get back to you cabin and lock yourself in for the next few days. Don’t bother coming out for food: you won’t be able to hold it down!’


 


* * *


 


Kal lay in her bunk, soaked in sweat and clutching an almost-empty bottle of rum she had stolen from the captain’s cabin. She had hoped that drunkenness would provide an escape from the storm, but she still felt stone-cold sober, as if the storm and the rum fought each other with equal might, leaving Kal hanging high and dry in-between.  The cabin was spinning, but she wasn’t sure if that was the work of the alcohol or the waves. At one point she thought she imagined the whole ship had turned upside down and rolled like a barrel.


She couldn’t take any more of this, and she dreaded the thought of reaching the bottom of the bottle. She rolled off her bunk and fought her way to the door. The passage to the hold was running with water, and Kal had to dodge a broken crate that had slipped its moorings and was crashing up and down the ship. She staggered to the stern cabin and banged on the door.


Lula opened it a crack. She seemed calm, and her eyes were dark and gleaming. ‘I hoped you’d come,’ she said.


Kal slipped inside. Lula’s cabin was directly below the captain’s, and was the second largest on the ship. The small glass portholes were only barely above the waterline, and the cabin was alternately plunged into darkness as a wave slopped against the aft,  then vividly lit-up as the cabin tilted to the lightning-wracked sky. Lula had a large futon covered in soft pillows in the middle of the floor, and Kal dropped onto it without asking. Remaining standing wasn’t an option.


‘I need rum,’ she said. ‘Please tell me you’ve got some left!’


Lula stood over Kal, graceful and loose-limbed, despite the rolling floor beneath her. She wore just a thin silk dressing gown, and didn’t seem bothered that it was open, revealing her body to Kal.


‘I can think of something better to take your mind off the storm,’ Lula said, fixing Kal with a cool gaze.


Kal was surprised. Her friend had never made any kind of advance towards her before. Kal watched Lula’s breasts move with the sway of the ship. The thought of losing herself in the other girl’s body excited her.


‘Alright then,’ she said simply.


Lula knelt before Kal on the sheets. Kal sat up and touched Lula’s knee, but Lula was busy with something else: unwrapping a cloth parcel and taking out a glass tube with a bulbous end. The glass was fouled inside with a strange black residue. Next, Lula  reached for a bolt of calico lying beside the futon, and yanked off a handful of the beads from the tassels. She sorted through the beads in her hand, picking out the black glass ones, which she proceeded to cut with a small knife, dropping the shards into  a small hole in the glass bulb.


Black Ice!


‘Want to try something new?’ Lula said, at which point Kal realised that she hadn’t been talking about sex.


‘I’ll try anything twice,’ Kal joked, but her nervousness made the words catch in her throat.


‘Don’t worry,’ Lula said as she lit a candle under the glass bulb. The black crystals turned glossy and started to smoke. ‘One hit won’t hurt you. It focuses your mind and body, turns your feelings inwards; it will make the storm seem like a minor distraction. They call it Black Ice, Night Quartz or sometimes simply Blade. It’s only dangerous to certain other creatures. In the Auspice Islands, it was responsible for wiping out almost the entire population of merpeople; in Port Black they call it Sirensbane.’


Lula handed Kal the pipe. Kal inhaled deeply. The smoke tasted sour, but the effect was instantaneous: the swaying of the cabin seemed to cease, and Kal felt wide-awake, strong and clear-headed. She coughed briefly, and then her body relaxed.


Lula took the tube and took a hit. ‘This stuff is too expensive to waste,’ she said, licking her lips and sighing deeply. ‘We’ll take just enough to get us through the storm.’


Kal didn’t need another taste. She felt like going outside and dancing on deck. She felt like she could climb the mainmast, dive into the raging sea and swim alongside the ship.


She felt like she could do anything she wanted.


She bent forward and kissed Lula on the mouth. The Island girl tasted of rum and spice, and her skin smelled like the sun.

After a time, Lula pulled away. ‘I always wondered what it would be like to taste the mouth that ripped out a dragon’s jugular,’ she said.

‘Why didn’t you say so earlier?’ Kal said. ‘I just wasted four weeks watching Dogwood toss dice.’


They kissed again. Kal pulled down Lula’s gown, and turned her attention to Lula’s neck, then started to move slowly down her body. Lula had to fight her off, pushing Kal away and then pulling her out of her shirt and pantaloons. Kal fell flat on her back among the soft sheets, every nerve in her body buzzing. Lula kissed Kal’s knees and the inside of her thighs, then slowly moved her tongue upwards.


Outside, the storm screamed in anger; inside, Kal howled in pleasure.


 

 


END OF PART ONE




 

 

 

 

 

 


PART TWO


 


PORT BLACK


 

 


A friendly fish, a mermaid’s kiss,

Who could wish for more than this?

Ride a seahorse all night and day,

And catch a starfish along the way.




 

 

 

 

 

 


II.i


 


Fool’s Gold


 

 

 


Kal and Deros fought their way up the forested mountain slopes. The mountain fought back: it sent snowdrifts to slow them down, ice to make them slide and tumble, and fog to disorient them and throw them off course. When all around them was white, though, all they had to do was just keep going upwards … if they could only determine which way the ground sloped under all the snow.


‘Deros!’ Kal shouted ‘Slow down!’ Her voice bounced off the snow and echoed around the otherwise silent forest.


Deros halted. ‘What’s the matter, Kal? Can’t keep up?’


Kal waited until she had reached him before replying. ‘No,’ she said. ‘It’s not that. I just think you’re leading us the wrong way.’


Deros gave her a disgruntled look, pulled off his fur-lined mittens, and took a scroll of parchment out of his coat pocket. ‘No, I’m sure we’re going the right way,’ he said. ‘Look—you go diagonally up from here to get to Dark Dell.’


‘Ooh, that’s a long word,’ Kal said. ‘Diagonally. You been reading what’s left of the book again?’ Kal knew that the only book the Browns had was an old encyclopedia that was nailed to the door in their outdoor privy. Every day, there were less and less pages left to read. ‘Look,’ she pointed out to him. ‘The map’s not to scale. And we can’t go directly that way anyway; there’s a ridge with no way up or around. We have to go north instead, and then cut across to the west.’


Deros studied the map in silence for a while. ‘I know: what if we go up past Goblin Stone, and turn west at the Watcher Tree?’


That was exactly what Kal had been trying to say, but she let Deros take the credit.  They trudged on through the forest. Under the pines there was less snow, but more undergrowth to battle through. Kal was sweating under her sheepskin. ‘Why do you get to keep the map, anyway?’ she asked Deros.


‘It was me who found it,’ he said.


‘In my folks’ woodpile!’ Kal reminded him. ‘And that was only because you were trying to steal our logs, rather than chop your own.’


Deros decided not to go any further down that road. ‘I’m the oldest,’ he tried instead.


‘Yeah,’ Kal said. ‘By two months. I’m the tallest though! I’m five foot six!’


And so it went on, as they pushed their way through tangled copses of fir and spruce, and followed game trails where the snow was two feet deep, undisturbed by animals who were now snuggled in their burrows. Kal and Deros stopped for a breather at a large round rock that was taller than the both of them. Someone had carved a rough, leering face in the rock with a mason’s chisel. When Deros climbed up to brush the snow off, he revealed two horn-like protrusions.


‘Have you ever seen a real goblin, Kal?’ he asked.


‘No,’ she said. Then, before she could stop herself: ‘Have you?’


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Last year. I was out hunting rabbits with my bow, just up the trail from here, and one stepped out right in front of me.’


‘Gosh,’ Kal said. ‘What did  you do?’


‘I shot it!’ Deros said. ‘Right in the belly. It crawled away. I didn’t tell anyone, obviously, ‘cos there was no body, and the rain washed away the blood.’


Kal smiled. Obviously. No one had seen a goblin, or indeed any kind of monster, in the forests around Refuge for more than a generation. Yet even now, a lot of people were afraid to walk alone more than a few miles out from the village. This was still the Wild after all, and there were no walls between here and the goblins, trolls and dragons who roamed the uninhabitable parts of the world.


‘My dad saw the body of a goblin over in Grim Tor when he went to trade some furs,’ Kal said. ‘What did your goblin look like, Deros?’


Deros didn’t answer, and instead struck out up a steep, stony slope. Kal followed, grabbing onto branches for support. Sometimes they slipped out of her hands and whacked her in the face. Snow slid off the trees and into her eyes. Snowmelt was getting inside her clothes. Was this what adventure was like? Pain and struggle? Still, she would rather be out here than sitting at home by the fire.


An hour later, they reached the tree line, three hundred feet above the village, and five thousand feet above something that Kal had heard called sea level. She stood with Deros under the row of twisted and stunted trees that were exposed to the freezing mountain winds. The trees only had branches and needles on the downward, sheltered side. Another half a mile up the slopes, though, a single great pine had somehow managed to survive alone where no other trees grew: the Watcher Tree.


In days gone by, the villagers had taken turns to sit in the tree, to keep it occupied day and night, and to ring a bell if any monsters came across the mountains. No one sat there now, but the great bronze bell still hung thirty feet up, swinging from a chain wrapped around the V formed by a split in the trunk. The wind howled around and inside the bell now, making a sonorous sigh that sounded like an army of approaching ghosts.


‘Want to go climb it?’ Kal said.


‘Um, maybe not this time,’ Deros said in a small voice. ‘We’ve maybe got two hours until we’re due back, and Dark Dell is still a mile along the tree line from here.’


They set off west, the pale afternoon winter sun shining off the snow and into their eyes. Their destination lived up to its name, though: Dark Dell—a knotty grove of spiny cedar and yew. It lay under the shadow of a great spur of the mountain that reached down  like a giant arm, the fist meeting—and hanging over—the tree line. One day, it seemed to say to Kal. One day. It might be tomorrow, it might be in a thousand years, but one day I’m going to come crashing down and crush every living creature nesting, grazing or passing beneath me.


They had brought lanterns. Deros lit one and hurried ahead. Kal knelt and examined some strange markings that had been cut into the trunk of one of the thickest trees. Something wasn’t right here …


She found Deros staring at a solid wall of roots and branches at the back of the dell. ‘The cave entrance should be here,’ he said. ‘But we’ll never get through without—’


Kal handed him an axe.


‘Where did you find this?’ he said, looking around.


Kal laughed. ‘In my dad’s shed,’ she said. ‘What? Didn’t you bring a weapon too?’


Deros took the axe and started chopping away. Kal sat by and watched, content to let Deros provide the brawn now that she had supplied  the brain. Ten minutes later, Deros stepped away from the hole he had hacked. The map proved true to its promise: there was a tunnel beyond, just tall enough for them to stand up straight in. Deros looked  at Kal, trepidation in his eyes. She shrugged. No animals would have been able to get in or out past the roots, so the chances were the tunnel was empty. She took the lead for a change, and her friend followed.


The tunnel went on for about twenty paces, ending in an open chamber that was about fifteen feet wide. There was a wooden crate in the middle of the cave floor. Deros tried to push past Kal to get to it, but she held out an arm to restrain him. ‘Careful,’ she said.


The floor of the cave was strewn with bones.


Kal bent down to examine them. They looked like the remains of deer, foxes and badgers. Kal picked up a large thigh bone and examined it. There were curious scratches scored into it.


‘Is it safe?’ Deros asked. He was hopping up and down in excitement.


Kal tossed the bone aside. ‘It’s safe,’ she declared.


Deros ran to crate, flipped off the lid, and whooped in joy. ‘Kal!’ he said. ‘We’re rich!’


She went to look. The chest was indeed filled with chunks of glittering gold.


‘If we’re rich,’ Deros said, ‘does that mean we still have to go to school?’


Kal picked up a piece of the treasure. ‘We’re not rich,’ she told him.


He looked bewildered. ‘We’re not?’


‘No,’ she said. ‘Come on, Deros, did you really believe that the treasure map just floated into the village and blew into the woodpile at the side of my house? It was put there so that we would find it! There are marks carved into the trees outside this cave: hunters’ marks. People have been here recently; probably our fathers on one of their expeditions. And the bones in this cave aren’t the complete skeletons of animals that have died here: they’re a random assortment that someone must have collected from off the forest floor, or saved after skinning a haunch of deer. One of the bones had knife marks on it!’


Deros looked crestfallen. ‘But …’ he said, holding up his gold plaintively.


‘It’s fire iron,’ Kal said. ‘Otherwise known as fool’s gold. I bet it was my dad’s idea. Something to keep us busy for an afternoon. He will probably try and make out that it’s some kind of lesson or something.’


Deros tossed the iron away and they trudged back down the tunnel, abandoning their treasure. ‘So now what?’ he said.


Kal looked up as they stepped back outside. The sky was darkening in the east; the eastern slopes where bright and tinged with gold; the western slopes were in grey shadow, but there was still a bit more daylight left. She had forgotten what time they were supposed to be home by.


She turned to Deros and said, ‘Want to go on a real adventure?’




 

 

 

 

 

 


II.ii


 


A Slippery Deck


 

 

 


Kal and Lula stepped up on deck, hand in hand, to a silent world of darkness and flame. Kal couldn’t make sense of what she was seeing, but Lula squeezed her hand excitedly. ‘We’re here,’ she said.


Of course: the coral maze. This was the closest Kal had ever got to Port Black before; she and Lula had dived for shells here some three years earlier. The Auspice Islands were protected from the violence and terrors of the Silver Sea by a ten-mile-wide barrier reef, through which a labyrinth of narrow channels had been cut by hand. The paths were marked by torches on poles, but the correct route through them was a secret, and any vessel or monster taking a wrong turn would end up jammed in an ever-narrowing dead end.


Dead Leg stood at the prow, holding out a lantern in each hand to signal to Jako. The Swordfish progressed carefully through the maze under oar. They passed the occasional sandy cay that glittered like diamonds in the moonlight. The night was balmy, and a hot wind blew in their face, bringing with it the distant sound of calypso music: steelpans and catgut guitar.


‘The Reaping Wind,’ Lula said. ‘Every night it blows across the islands, puts the weak and ill to rest, and  carries away the souls of the dead. It’s too bad we didn’t sail in on the Paradise Wind in the morning. That would have been a more auspicious start, breathing new life into the Islands, and cleansing away bad karma and jinxes.’


‘No,’ Kal said. ‘This is more appropriate. I bring death. I always have.’


They cleared the reef, and entered waters as still as a mountain tarn. Kal could see a haze of lights ahead: red, green and yellow. Port Black was a lazy sprawl that covered a flat peninsula that jutted out of the largest of the Auspice Islands. There was no natural harbour: the town was surrounded on three sides by white beaches, and backed by jungles and mountains.


Dead Leg clapped his hands loudly. ‘That’s far enough! We’re safely through. Drop anchor and ready the boats!’


‘Safe from sea monsters,’ Kal remarked to Lula, ‘but not from zombies. I’ve a longing to stay on board, in bed in your cabin, for a few more weeks.’


Lula held up her palm. The white stain was almost touching her fingers. ‘If you do,’ she said, ‘you’ll be sharing your bed with a zombie before long. Come on, let’s grab our things to take ashore.’


A group of four of the crew came up on deck, holding Che up on their shoulders. They were calling him Lucky and promising him a night to remember at some place called the Blue Mahoe. They piled into a launch that was half-filled with barrels—to be refilled with fresh water ashore, Kal guessed—and set off for the town.


Quarter of an hour later, Kal found herself at the oar of the second boat, with Lula, Dogwood and the Swordfish’s boatswain—a tall blond woman whose job it was to keep the ship in good repair. Kal didn’t know her name, since everyone just called her Bosun.


‘We’ve rented the whole east wing of the Blue Mahoe,’ Lula said as they pulled through the dark water. ‘You’ll like it, Kal. The food is excellent. Especially the crabs!’


Bosun snorted in laughter.


‘What is this Blue Mahoe I keep hearing about?’ Dogwood asked.


‘It’s Port Black’s premier brothel,’ Bosun told him. ‘I can’t wait to get back there, myself. They have this one fellow, he’s so good you can only visit him once while you’re in town.’


Kal raised an eyebrow. ‘Why’s that?’


‘Because you can’t walk for a week afterwards!’ Bosun chortled.


Dogwood’s face was grim. ‘I’ll be seeking accommodation at the governor’s mansion,’ he said haughtily.


For some reason, both Lula and Bosun found this hilarious, and fell about laughing, almost threatening to capsize the boat. Kal put all her effort into getting them to shore as fast as possible. What with the four of them and a dozen barrels in such a tiny boat, the gunwall was lipping astern. The barrels were full, Kal realised, possibly with that fishy substance that Dogwood had sniffed out earlier in the voyage. One more mystery to solve, when she got the chance!


They hit a soft sand bar, and had to drag the boat through the shallows and up to the strandline. Would there ever be a time when Kal’s breeches weren’t soaked? There were bonfires burning on the beach, and as her eyes adjusted to the glow, Kal could make out people and palm-thatched huts, smoky barbecues and strings of coloured lanterns. People were shouting, singing and chanting, and a crowd gathered around the boat, making aggressive or challenging remarks in several languages. Kal saw a man whose jet black skin was painted with a white skull and bones, and a woman with a skirt of fish scales and a clam shell brassiere. Another man had a jacket made of black crows’ feathers that contrasted with his white skin; another woman wore no brassiere at all.


She fought down a wave of panic as the strange crowd pushed closer. What kind of fresh hell had she wound up in now? But then the crew from the first boat came down the beach to help haul away the barrels, and Lula took Kal’s hand and pulled her through the crowd. Bosun lifted Kal’s sea chest high above her head and followed.


‘Every night is carnival now in Port Black,’ Lula explained as they shoved their way through a throng of customers at an open-air bar. ‘They drink and dance and screw, all in the name of Vuda, hoping that she will lift her curse.’


Kal looked around as they left the beach and entered sand-swept streets where the wooden buildings looked only slightly less temporary than the huts. In the heaving nightlife she saw dragons and sea-nymphs, satyrs and elves. One woman was painted entirely red, with a fantastic pair of minotaur horns sprouting from her head. ‘At least I don’t see any zombies,’ Kal shouted to Lula over the noise of a marching band.


‘They put a palisade up around the town to keep them out,’ Lula said. ‘We’ll go out into the jungle tomorrow to look for some! Listen, Kal, I have to go and wrap up some business in town. Follow this street all the way up the hill until you reach the Blue Mahoe. You can’t miss it! I’ll meet you there later.’


She whirled away and vanished into the crowds, leaving Kal standing alone. Dogwood had been lured away by a nearby gaming house, its cosmic racing tables spilling out into the street. Bosun and the crew had carried off the chests and barrels elsewhere.


Kal patted her pocket to make sure she still had Ben’s letter of marque. That was the only thing she couldn’t afford to lose. She looked up the street; did Lula really expect her to turn in early and keep the bed warm for her?


Not a chance in hell! Kal decided to follow her friend and see what she got up to in her home town. She fought her way through the crush in the direction she thought she saw Lula go. It was a difficult pursuit: Kal was harassed by the leader of a procession of dancers, who presented her with a crown of paper flowers. A naked man coated head to toe in sugar cane syrup and wearing cat ears gave Kal a spontaneous kiss and a bouquet of real flowers—bright purple orchids. His eyes were dark too, and Kal recognised the signs of a Sirensbane user. She found herself unconsciously licking her lips. Then she spotted Lula darting down an alley between a grog shop and a vudu charm emporium. Holding her flowers to her face, Kal followed close behind.


She emerged in a plaza where a crowd had gathered to watch a troupe of fire-eaters. Kal saw Lula enter a tent on the far side, so she hurried on over. This should be Dogwood’s job, she thought, investigating the smuggling operation. She looked back to check that the Guard captain wasn’t actually on Lula’s tail too. Then she yanked the tent flap and stepped inside.


Whatever she had expected to find inside the tent, it wasn’t this. A thin man sat at a small round table, slowly shuffling an oversized deck of cards. The tent was cool and dark, lit only by two tall red candles on sconces either side of the table. Swathes of coloured silk hung from the roof, as did hundreds of tiny curious charms: glass globes, wicker dolls, silver stars, and small cloth bags, contents unknown. The candlelight made the man’s brown skin glow orange. Lula was nowhere in sight.


‘Sit down,’ the man said.


Kal remained standing. ‘Have you seen a girl?’ she asked. ‘Long black hair. Good looking.’


The man shook his head. ‘Sit down,’ he repeated.


Kal shrugged and took a seat opposite him. He slid the top card off the deck, and flipped it over with a long, thin finger.


The Six of Swords. It was an illustrated deck, and the card showed a ferryman punting a barge towards a distant coast or river bank.


‘You have travelled here over water,’ the man stated in a toneless, uninterested voice.


Kal flashed him her best smile. ‘You think I got this pasty face from living here?’


He didn’t smile back. The next card wasn’t a numbered card. The deck was obviously an expanded deck, with all the Major Arcana cards that were used mainly for divination. The new card was the Tower, and the illustration was of a stone turret being smashed by lightning.


‘You bring calamity,’ the fortune teller said, sliding off another card. ‘And death …’


The third card showed a man at the end of a rope, but the card had been dealt upside down. ‘The Hanged Man, reversed,’ the fortune teller said, prodding the card with his finger, ‘meaning that you bring death to others. Let us see how many lives you will take …’


He turned a fourth card: a man carrying a bundle of wooden staves. ‘Ten …’ he said.


‘Is that all?’ Kal tried to joke. She was getting impatient with this charade. ‘I’ll be finished by tomorrow lunchtime then.’


But the man wasn’t finished yet. He placed another card on top of the last: the Ten of Cups. ‘Twenty …’ he counted.


Kal’s mouth was dry, and a prickle of dread was creeping up her spine. Don’t let him get to you, she chided herself.


A third card was placed atop the previous two: the Nine of Pentacles. ‘Twenty-nine,’ the fortune teller announced with some finality.


Kal wasn’t going to stand for this nonsense. ‘This is bullshit,’ she said. ‘Did Lula put you up to this? You claim to know all this, but do you even know my name?’


The man said nothing. He let the cards do the talking, riffling them with such speed that Kal, who had a practiced eye for catching out cheating card mechanics at the gaming tables, couldn’t see any way he could have stacked the deck.


He dealt two cards. The first was the Moon. The second was the Three of Swords.


The illustration on the Three of Swords was three blades skewering a large red bleeding heart.
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Kal stepped outside the tent. It was just as uncomfortable outside as inside; the hot Reaping Wind did nothing to cool the sweat that had broken out over her body. Her clothes unbearably clingy, and she tugged at them for some relief. Supernatural weather and ominous prophecy! Not to mention the prospect of battling zombies in the alien jungle outside of the town. Why had she agreed to come here again? It would have been safer back in Amaranthium: at least the scheming politicians and underworld denizens there were human.


She struck off uphill, heading for the top of town, where the buildings were bigger and spaced further apart. The mansions and commercial buildings were painted bright cool colours—white, pink and lime—with oversized louvred windows to let in the air, and high ceilings to take up the worst of the tropical heat. This part of town wasn’t exempt from the chaos of the carnival though, and as the night’s revelry reached a climax, other more violent and sinister aspects of Port Black revealed themselves: Kal could see a building on fire across town, and as she rubbernecked and walked at the same time, she almost tripped over a corpse lying in the street. Everyone else was just passing around it as if it were a just a puddle.


Where is the law? Kal wondered. Back home, the City Watch would break up any altercation, often before it had even begun (sometimes with more violence than either transgressor intended to mete out upon each other in the first place, but still …) Here, though, Kal had not seen anyone in any kind of official uniform since she had stepped off the boat.


When she made it to the top of Main Street, she found out why.


Kal stood at the foot of the driveway that led up to the governor’s mansion. The gardens on either side were wild and overgrown, and the massive three-storey brick building had been given a slap-dash coating of red paint, which was already flaking off, revealing patches of the original white  underneath. A sign hung from a metal post where Kal stood, but instead of displaying the name and title of the Republic’s representative here in the Auspice Islands, the sign showed a crude representation of a thick male member. Scrawled along its length were the words: The Blue Mahoe.


No wonder Lula and Bosun had laughed when Dogwood declared he would be staying at the governor’s mansion.


The mansion was now the biggest den of iniquity in Port Black.
 

 


* * *


 


Kal stepped through the front doors into an enormous entrance lobby. Pink stucco walls and white balconies and stair rails provided a clean, cool backdrop to a riot of potted palms, gilded furniture and brightly-coloured chaise longues. A thousand candles made a crystal chandelier glow almost brighter than the sun, and in this artificial daylight smooth, perfumed courtiers mingled with hairy, filthy sailors.


Jako went by with two women on each arm. One was young and plump, the other skinny and in her sixties. ‘Kal!’ the navigator exclaimed. ‘I appear to have my hands full here. Care to help out?’


‘Not tonight, Jako,’ Kal said. ‘So … the governor runs a brothel now?’


Jako shook his head. ‘The governor was run out of here last summer. He’s holed up in the fort on the edge of town with what’s left of his garrison. No one’s seen him since.’


A year? Kal was surprised. Someone had obviously kept word from reaching Amaranthium on the other side of the world. It had only been the discrepancies in the governor’s accounts that had alerted Ben of trouble brewing here.


‘So … who’s running the town now?’ Kal asked.


The girls either side of Jako simultaneously made the sign for warding off evil: raising their index and little fingers in the shape of the Dragon’s horns. Jako looked irritated. ‘We don’t talk about him while we’re having fun, Kal. Or indeed at any other time, if we can help it. You don’t want to draw his attention. Just enjoy yourself while we’re here. I’ll see you tomorrow morning. Lula says we’re going on a zombie hunt.’


And with that, he took his girls upstairs.


Kal followed him up at a respectful distance, trying to blank out the shouts and squeals coming from all around her. She was dog-tired, and craved the kind of comfort that only Lula’s bed and  glass pipe could provide. Kal was so absorbed in her thoughts that she almost didn’t notice the couple sitting together on the first floor landing.


‘Hey, man,’ Che said, wafting away the smoke from a giant reefer. He was with a pretty girl with ringlets in her hair. She couldn’t have been much older than sixteen.


‘Che,’ Kal said. ‘You made it here, then. I bet Port Black has changed a bit since you last saw it.’


‘Mos def,’ Che agreed. ‘I never knew Rose that time. She new here, and  lucky me is her first ever customer.’


‘And also my last!’ the girl said, gazing up adoringly at the albino. ‘I’m quitting this place tomorrow. I didn’t expect a man to be so … gentle and caring. It was incredible.’


Kal smiled. ‘Depends on what you like, I guess,’ she said, painfully aware of Bosun’s screams floating down from the rooms above. She bid farewell to the new lovers, after declining a toke on Che’s ‘herb’, and headed up to the top floor of the east wing. She knocked on Lula’s door, having got the room number from one of the Swordfish’s crew she passed in the corridor.


This time Lula didn’t come to the door. ‘Get some sleep, Kal,’ she called. ‘Your room’s next door. I’ll see you in the morning.’


Kal didn’t know what to do. She remained outside the door for a moment, refusing to leave. ‘I want you,’ she said in a low voice, more to herself really, but Lula must have heard because the door finally opened. Lula’s dressing gown was done tightly up.


‘Kal,’ Lula said, in a soft voice. ‘We don’t have a thing, me and you. I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong impression. I’m not saying we won’t hook up again in future, but I’m not looking to get tied down right now, you know?’


‘Oh,’ Kal said. ‘But I thought …’


Lula flashed her an unreadable smile. ‘I still love you, Kal. So let’s not complicate things, okay?’


Kal stumbled into her own room and fell onto the bed. It was too hot to sleep, so she lay awake all night stewing over things in her head. Why hadn’t Lula or any of the rest of crew told her that the governor was no longer in control? Were they trying to protect this mysterious person Jako had alluded to? Did they think Kal would blab to Dogwood? Kal figured she still had quite a way to go to gain the confidence of the crew.


And what about Lula herself? Did she know that Kal had followed her earlier? Or could Kal attribute tonight’s snub to the mercurial Lula that she already knew so well? Most likely the latter, she thought. What did I expect when I got involved with her? What did I expect when I got involved in any of this? Trouble!


After an hour of fitful tossing and turning, Kal got up and went back downstairs. If I can’t get some rest, I may as well go and find some fun!


 


* * *


 


The morning sun was so bright, Kal felt like her eyelids were being attacked. She had forgotten to angle the shutters in the window the night before, and now bars of sunshine were raking the bed. Kal had a rule, though: once she was out of bed, she had to resist the temptation to get back in it; so once she had adjusted the window, she fell to her morning exercise routine.


Twenty minutes later, she was glowing with a coating of sweat. She let it dry on her skin: no one else in her company seemed to bother washing very often, so why should she go to any trouble. She didn’t want bad breath too, though, so she unpacked her tooth cloth and pot of tooth powder—a delightful mixture of chalk and peppermint—and scrubbed her mouth out.


Lula entered the room as Kal was strapping on her arm bracers. ‘Zombies don’t carry weapons, Kal,’ she said. ‘You don’t need to be that careful.’


‘What about their teeth?’ Kal said. ‘Do they bite?’


Lula shook her head. ‘No. If they do get violent, they tend to try and grab you around the neck and throttle you.’


Kal went to her chest and took out one more piece of equipment: a wide leather choker with spiked studs fitted all around. She fastened it around her neck. She also had a long knife at each hip, and a strap over her shoulder, from which her butchers’ cleaver hung down between her shoulder blades. ‘I think I’m ready,’ she said.


Lula grinned with delight. All of last night’s awkward encounter was seemingly forgotten—not that Kal would have expected anything less from her friend. Kal smiled back and the tension was completely broken, but she still felt a twinge of regret looking at Lula, who was dressed in black trousers, a black silk shirt, and a black hat with a purple ribbon in it. She looked amazing. Kal was wearing a simple linen shirt that had once been a deep navy, but was now a faded blue. She promised herself that she would go shopping for something more exciting as soon as they returned from the jungle.


Jako was waiting for them at the front door. His outfit consisted of a leather thong and sandals, and there was more leather in the sandals than in the thong. He had two full-length scimitars at his belt. ‘I’m ambidextrous,’ he explained when he caught Kal’s look. And evidently strong enough to wield two swords at once, as well, Kal thought. Jako would be a powerful ally in a fight … or a dangerous enemy.


Jako had brought along a bag of fresh fruit for breakfast. He tossed Kal a banana, and then the three of them stepped out into the day, a vivid world of white and blue: whitewashed buildings, white sand, and blue sky and sea. Port Black in the day was a complete contrast to Port Black at night, not least because it was silent.


‘Where is everybody?’ Kal said. ‘It’s not that early!’


‘Asleep,’ Jako said. ‘Nobody gets up before noon here.’


Kal didn’t buy it. In Amaranthium she was usually woken by the smell of baking bread, and the sound of the market below her window. ‘Nobody? What about market traders and fishing boat crews? No town ever just stops dead.’


‘There’s next to no local economy any more,’ Lula explained. ‘Everyone here is either a captain or a merchant, or employed by a captain or a merchant, or in the business of feeding, watering and entertaining people employed by captains and merchants. This town was built on the profits of trade and piracy—on the buying and selling of exotic and illegal goods.’


Kal caught sight of the fort: a round, squat turret bristling with cannon, that rose from the water a hundred yards out to sea. ‘And the governor runs the whole show on behalf of the Republic,’ she said, as if simply remarking on the obvious.


‘Not any more,’ Lula said. ‘The Republic is half a world away. It was bad enough when we had to send ten percent of our profits back, but when your friend Senator Godsword and his cronies demanded twenty, we rose up and ran the governor out of town.’


Lula laughed. ‘I say we, but I’m just a lowly sailor. The richest captains control the trade now, and protect their profits with so many mercenaries and bodyguards you could almost call them private armies. There’s no law or justice in Port Black any more, just the law of supply and demand. Whoever has the most money, the biggest ship and the heaviest cannon calls the shots here.’


Him! Kal remembered Jako’s wenches warding against evil last night. ‘And who might that be?’ she asked, as casually as she could manage.


Jako looked around nervously as they walked. The street was empty save for a man sheltering under a wide-brimmed hat, driving a horse-drawn wagon laden with ale barrels. ‘The Magician,’ Jako whispered.


Lula waved her hand. ‘Don’t listen to this frightened fool, Kal,’ she said. ‘The Magician may be a strange one, but he’s the most generous businessman in Port Black. Everyone who works for him or trades with him is generously and fairly paid. He believes in sharing out profits and spoils equally, and he demands that everyone else in town follows his example. Me and the rest of the Swordfish crew have done well for ourselves smuggling for him. And he keeps the zombies out of Port Black …’


They had reached the palisade at the edge of town. The row of twenty-foot sharpened stakes was enough to keep out all but the most determined mortal enemies. But strung along a rope above the sharpened spikes was one extra row of defences—a collection of wards and talismans: silver trinkets, wooden effigies, feathers, posies of dried flowers … and tarot cards.


 


* * *


 


The jungle outside Port Black was a riot of bamboo, ferns and rosewood. What paths there once were had long overgrown since the zombie infestation, and Kal, Lula and Jako had to use their weapons to hack their way through the foliage. It was hot, thirsty work, and they stopped to gulp down water from the first stream they came across. Before she drank, though, Kal cupped the water in her palms, and carried it to a spot where a shaft of sunlight broke through the canopy. She held the water under the light and peered into it


‘The water’s clean,’ Jako said. ‘I’ve drunk contaminated water many times before, anyway. Its didn’t turn me into a zombie; it just gave me the shits.’


‘Let her do her job, Jako,’ Lula said.


‘The only way Kal’s going to break this curse is if she takes it up with Vuda herself,’ Jako grumbled.


‘What makes you so sure Vuda has cursed the Islanders?’ Kal asked him, as she sat down on a rock for a rest.


‘Not just the locals. Me, you … everyone who ever sets foot on these islands. It’s because we’ve wrecked the place: acres of jungle on the south coast have been chopped down; all the fish have been caught and eaten; the silver mines have been emptied, and all the beautiful shells that you used to just find washed up on beaches have been stolen and sold. So yeah, either argue your case with Vuda … or burn down Port Black, and maybe then she’ll leave us alone.’


‘I can’t imagine this Magician character would be very happy about that,’ Kal said.


‘No he wouldn’t,’ Lula said. ‘Everyone in town who hasn’t suffered the curse is happy to keep on making money while they can, and damn the consequences. It really would be easier to find a god and beat her into submission than to take on the Magician and the coterie of captains that rule Port Black.’


Kal smiled grimly. So that was what they expected of her—to search the islands for the elusive god of dark magic, who everyone believed was still alive and living in a hidden temple somewhere, and parlay with her for the lifting of the curse. Jako seemed to honestly believe it was their only chance. Who knew what Lula really thought.


Kal got up. ‘Well, let’s go ask a seashell where to find Vuda,’ she said lightly.


Jako held up a hand. ‘Zombies!’ he whispered. ‘I can hear them … that way!’


Kal couldn’t hear anything. She followed Jako and Lula to where the trees ended, and a sloping meadow stretched out before them; a field of low, lush green plants. There was a sickly sweet smell in the air … and there were zombies in the field.


Kal counted about a score of them: twenty or so. They were walking slowly along furrows in the field that they had trodden down over time. When they reached the end of their row, they turned and doubled back. They made no noise except a quiet rustle as they brushed past the plants.


Kal turned to Lula. ‘Give me your telescope.’


Lula handed her the brass instrument, and Kal put it to her eye. It was a five-draw instrument that extended to about thirty inches. Kal spent a few moments struggling with the focus, but then suddenly she was staring so closely at a zombie’s face that she gasped.


The face was white and cracked, as if it was made of ashes from a burnt-out fire. Its eyes were just black glassy spheres, with no iris or pupil, and its mouth was pressed shut in a grim line. The creature was wearing clothes that were old and dirty, but otherwise in good condition. It had once been a man, but some of the others in the field had been women. There were no child zombies, Kal was relieved to see.


‘What are they doing?’ she wondered out loud. ‘Morning exercises?’


‘If you stumble on them in the jungle, they never seem to react  unless you approach them,’ Lula said. ‘But then sometimes, when you think there’s none around, they rush out of nowhere and attack you. There’s no sense to what they do.’


Kal drew her knife. ‘I’m going down to see them.’


‘Did you just hear what Lula said?’ Jako hissed. ‘They’ll get you!’


‘So you both say,’ Kal said. ‘I need to know for myself.’


Jako growled and turned away. But it was a good job that he did, because at that moment about a dozen zombies came crashing through the jungle behind them. Jako barely had time to shake loose his scimitars before they were on top of him. He lashed out with both blades, decapitating two zombies at the same time. Lula drew her cutlass, and Kal pulled out her knives.


‘They don’t feel pain!’ Lula shouted to Kal as she hacked the outstretched arms off the nearest creature. ‘So don’t stop til you’ve chopped them to pieces!’
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The thing stepping towards Kal, arms grasping for her neck, had once been a tall, well-built man—a villager, judging by its simple clothes and bushy fuzz of hair. Its face was dry and cracked, like sun-baked mud, and its black eyes stared at nothing.


Kal ducked beneath its outstretched arms and sliced its belly open with her long knife. The guts that fell out were cold and grey, and the blood that covered them was black and viscous. The zombie didn’t react to its awful wound; it just reached down and grabbed Kal around the neck, its fingers catching on the spikes of her collar. Kal wrenched her head back and forth, and the zombie’s fingers fell away, shredded by Kal’s dangerous adornment.


She drove her knife hard into the creature’s neck. The flesh was dry and dusty, and was easily breached, but still the fingerless zombie flailed at her, trying to crush her in a fatal embrace. Kal gritted her teeth, planted her feet firmly on the ground, and pushed her blade upwards, under the zombie’s jawbone and into its brain. Finally it got the message, and collapsed in a heap at her feet.


Another was ready to take its place. Kal put her blades either side of its neck, her wrists crossed over each other, then ripped her arms out wide, separating the zombie’s head from its body.


There were no more left to destroy. Lula and Jako had efficiently butchered the rest. Both of them were sweating and panting with exertion. Lula wiped crumbly zombie flesh and sticky zombie blood off her cheek. ‘You alright, Kal?’ she asked.


Kal was shaking as she stepped clear of the pile of limbs and chunks of flesh. ‘I’m fine,’ she lied. ‘I got two. How many more to go?’


‘Thousands,’ Jako said. ‘You can’t fight this curse, Kal. For every zombie you kill, two more people will have turned in the meantime.’


People! Kal recalled the warning of the tarot cards. Did these two count towards the twenty-nine she was fated to kill? Or didn’t they matter now that they were mindless zombies? Kal couldn’t bear the thought of murdering innocent villagers, but twenty-nine mercy killings wouldn’t be so hard to live with …


The jungle was silent again. The zombies down in the field were still stomping up and down the rows of low shrubs, as if either they hadn’t noticed the fight, or had no interest in it.


‘Lula,’ Kal said. ‘People are still alive on the island, right? In villages? Your father …’


Lula’s father was a local fisherman who had been seduced by a visiting merchant—a wealthy woman long since vanished from Lula and her father’s life.


‘His village is five miles along the coast from here,’ Lula said. ‘He was fine last time I visited. I told him to leave the island. I almost daren’t go and see …’


Kal could see that Lula was worried—frightened, even. She didn’t care about her own safety half the time, but she still looked out for  the only family she had left.


‘Did he carry the white spot … the curse?’


Lula shook her head. ‘No,’ she said. ‘But my step-mother did. Dad promised he’d look after her and my step-brothers, no matter what, but Kal … I can’t bear to know!’


Jako was shaking his head. ‘You don’t need to go there, Lu,’ he said. ‘Whatever’s happened to them, there’s nothing we can do until we break the curse. Right, Kal?’


Kal looked at the pair of them; minutes earlier, Jako and Lula had dismembered five horrific monsters apiece, but now it was Kal who was the strong one they were both looking to for reassurance. But this was why they had brought her here: in the face of supernatural terrors, only she had the cool head to look the worst of it in the eye.


‘We’ll swing by the village,’ she decided. She needed more information, and the one thing she hadn’t seen yet was someone actually turn into one of these things.


They tramped downhill until they emerged from the trees onto an endless strip of narrow beach. The sand was soft and fine; Kal carried her boots as they walked, so that she could get a sure footing with her toes. They walked for an hour in bright sunlight, shunning the shade of the trees in case anything awful leaped out at them. Kal felt her neck and forearms burning. Lula, however, looked cool and comfortable under her hat, and Jako’s black skin was natural armour against the sun.


The first signs of habitation they encountered were the villagers’ canoes pulled up onto the beach. The brightly-painted boats looked cheerful against the white sand and pale blue sea, but Kal could tell straight away that something was wrong …


The canoes were upside-down, their bottoms smashed out—most likely by the large rocks that lay strewn around. Would mindless zombies do this? Kal wasn’t so sure.


The village was a collection of bamboo and palm-thatched huts scattered on the lush green lower slopes of one of the island’s tallest mountains. Even at ten thousand feet high, its peak was green, and  a strange purple mist covered the trees. It was alien and unlike any mountain Kal had seen before.


There was no sign of life anywhere in the village; only a few wild  boar rooted around the huts looking for scraps. Lula’s family had lived in the largest hut in the centre of the village, befitting her father’s status as a village elder. It was raised on stilts—a precaution against floods and vermin. Not zombies, though: the front door panels—lightweight cedarwood frames supporting tightly-woven bamboo rods—had been ripped off their hinges.


‘Don’t go in there,’ Kal said to Lula.


But Lula had already seen the graves at the side of the hut: four small roughly-carved stone effigies standing on low mounds of  fertile soil.


The largest stone figure was about a foot high: a crude representation of a round, jolly smiling woman. The other three were smaller, skittle-shaped males. ‘He lived long enough to bury his family, at least,’ Jako said. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’


Lula just stood over the graves. ‘My step-mother always said that I’d meet a bad end on one of my crazy adventures,’ she said. ‘That’s what she hoped, I suppose; because every time I came home I reminded her of my father’s indiscretion.’


While Lula was lost in memories, Kal entered the hut and looked around. The place was a mess: the thin partition walls had been torn down, and clothes, fishing spears and ornaments lay scattered around the seagrass rush-matted floor. Had zombies been in and trashed the place?


Maybe. Maybe not. Kal stooped at the foot of the bed and picked the broken neck of a rum bottle that was lying amid a pile of sharp shards. Maybe it wasn’t the fresh water that was contaminated here.


She sensed movement behind her, and sprang to her feet. But it was only Jako who emerged from the shadows. ‘We shouldn’t linger,’ he said. ‘Zombies will sometimes follow you for days at a respectful distance, then spread out and surround you when you stop for a rest.’


Kal nodded. ‘I’ve seen all there is to see here anyway,’ she said.


Back out on the porch, Kal squinted as her eyes adjusted to the sunlight. As the world swam back into focus, she saw a far-off blurred square of dark blue, set against the light blue sea and sky. Her brain beat her eyes to the conclusion that is was a sail. She leaped down to ground level and dragged Lula into hiding behind a pile of lobster pots. Jako joined them an instant later.


‘Telescope!’ Kal said.


‘I’m going to have to get you your own for your birthday,’ Lula said, handing Kal her instrument. Kal put it to her eye; she found the focus faster this time, but Jako had already recognised the approaching ship.


‘The Drago Azul,’ he said.


The ship rounding the headland was a large brig, half as long again as the Swordfish, with eight gunports on either side. The square-rigged sails were blue, and the hull was also blue with lots of gold trim on the transom stern. Kal could see a crowd of sailors moving around on deck.


‘You know whose ship it is?’ Kal asked, although she had a suspicion already.


‘Amaro Azul’s,’ Lula said, a trace of fear in her voice.


‘The pirate?’ Kal said. ‘What is he doing here?’


‘Here here? Who knows? But he’s come to the Islands for revenge, most likely,’ Lula said. ‘It was the governor of Port Black that put the hempen halter on his brother. Hanging Gaspar Azul was actually the last thing the governor did before he was forced out of power.’


‘No wonder the poor guy’s holed up in his fort,’ Kal said. ‘Kicked out of town with nowhere to go but into the hands of the world’s most pissed-off pirate. Hey, they’re lowering a boat to come ashore.’


‘We should go,’ Jako said. ‘Whatever Azul’s here for, it’s got nothing to do with us.’


I’ll be the judge of that, Kal thought. ‘We could find a spot in the jungle to hide and watch what he does,’ she said.


Jako shook his head. ‘We don’t want to be caught between a gang of a hundred pirates and an army of zombies when the sun goes down,’ he said, the voice of reason. ‘Let’s get back to Port Black and plan our next move from there.’


Kal looked at Lula, who nodded. ‘You two are far too careful for your own good,’ Kal said. ‘Aright, let’s go back. I’m getting hungry anyway!’


 


* * *


 


Something was different about the Blue Mahoe when Kal, Lula and Jako stumbled through its doors. Instead of high jinks and ribald laughter, everyone was sitting around eating and chatting quietly. Dead Leg and the rest of the Swordfish’s crew had arrived; the captain was sitting at a table gaming with Dogwood, the pair of them holding bowls of food in one hand and dice in the other. Whatever they were eating, it smelled delicious. Kal followed the savoury aroma through several parlours and corridors until she found her way to the kitchen at the back of the mansion.


There she found Che throwing whole onions, cloves of garlic and handfuls of rice into an enormous cauldron. His pretty girlfriend, Rose, was sat on a wooden counter plucking a chicken. ‘What’s going on, man?’ Kal said. ‘Are you trying to work off the bill you ran up with Rose last night?’


Che laughed. ‘No way. They offer me a job here! All I did was make breakfas’ for me and Rose, and suddenly everyone wants a taste and I have to cook a whole heap more!’


‘Some of the guys  here now want to turn this place into a restaurant,’ Rose added. ‘They reckon they’ll get bigger tips waiting tables than warming beds.’


‘And that’ll be just cook and curry for all,’ Che said obscurely.


Kal had to smile. Of all the people she had met on this adventure, at least Che wasn’t involved in piracy, dark magic, smuggling, zombie curses, or indeed anything more sinister than smoking ganja. She knew who to come to for some easy, uncomplicated company … and, of course, some good food.


‘Did you go home and check up on your father?’ Kal asked. ‘Is he alright?’


‘I am home,’ Che said. ‘Before I leave town, ten years ago, I live here in this big ol’ house! My father, he’s the gov’nor. He’s fine now though—no one can hurt him in his little fort.; and he can’t hurt me, haha.’


Kal’s mouth fell open. What? ‘You never mentioned all this before,’ she said.


‘No way I want the crew to know who my father is,’ Che said. ‘And they didn’ tell me he been kicked out the house neither!’


Well, this crazy town is bringing out all the secrets tonight, Kal thought. She had no chance to question Che further, though, because there suddenly came a series of screams and shouts from the somewhere near the main lobby.


‘Stay here,’ Kal said to Che and Rose, and hurried off to see what was going on.


When she arrived back at the entrance hall, she found it twice as busy as when she had left. This time the light from the chandelier reflected not off gilt, but off steel: swords, cutlasses, axes and daggers. And  in the hands of the man in the blue coat who commanded the attention of everyone in the Blue Mahoe, the light glimmered off a brace of flintlock pistols.


‘I’m here for the gutter-crawling cur who betrayed my brother and collected the bounty on him. One of you owes me one hundred thousand doubloons … and their life!’


Amaro Azul was tall, with long flowing black hair that was streaked with blue dye. His skin was the deep olive shade common to the people of Eldragoro, and he wore a immaculately-groomed and oiled beard and moustache, as well as a great deal of gold jewelry. His coat was open to reveal a bandolier that holstered four more pistols. Kal had heard that such a rig was common at sea, when the chance of drawing a water-ruined weapon was high, but she suspected that this get-up was more for effect than anything.


Azul stepped up to Dead Leg and aimed his pistol right between Dead Leg’s eyes. ‘What about you, sir?’ Azul growled. ‘I heard the slimeball I seek sailed on a leaky heap of flotsam called the Swordfish. You fit the description of the captain of that sorry vessel. Was it you who brought poor Gaspar here in chains to meet his fate at the gallows?’


Dead Leg kept his cool, despite a bead of sweat breaking out on his forehead. ‘If I had collected the bounty on your brother,’ he said calmly, after swallowing hard, ‘I would be living a life of luxury on a secret island far, far away from the rest of these scallies.’


Azul laughed, and his crew sniggered along. They stopped abruptly when he pointed his pistol upwards and fired a shot that echoed all around the room, brought flakes of plaster floating down from the ceiling, and set the chandelier swinging. ‘Someone better get me a drink and a bite to eat,’ Azul demanded, ‘because I’m going nowhere until I’m satisfied!’


Kal edged around the room to where Lula was standing against a pillar in the shadow of the balcony. ‘Do you know who …’ Kal began, but the look Lula gave her told all.


 Lula’s teeth were clenched in fear, but her guilty eyes couldn’t meet Kal’s. Lula held her chin up, though, as if she were proud.


Kal’s mind cast back to what Lula had told her as they left Amaranthium: I decided to keep my head down for a while by joining this gang of  smugglers.


Oh no, Lula, Kal thought to herself. Just how much more trouble can you get yourself into?




 

 

 

 

 

 


II.v


 


Tropical Chancer


 

 

 


So it was Lula who had captured the notorious pirate, Gaspar Azul, and handed him over to the governor of Port Black in exchange for a handsome bounty. Well, Kal thought to herself, she’s certainly going to owe me a slice of the pie if I get her out of this mess alive.


Amaro Azul had turned his attention—and his pistols—on Dogwood. Thankfully, the fat captain wasn’t wearing his Senate Guard surcoat (for a change), so perhaps he didn’t consider himself on duty tonight. Even so, if nothing else, Dogwood wasn’t a coward. He stood up in the face of Azul’s aim and held the pirate’s stare. There was a jingle of belts and chains as Azul’s crew reached for what weapons they hadn’t already drawn.


Kal took a deep breath and stepped forward, shrugging Lula’s hand away from her shoulder. Azul raised a quizzical eyebrow as Kal approached his table, but he lowered his pistols, and Dogwood sat back down. Everyone in the Blue Mahoe now had their eyes on Kal.


‘I know who captured your brother,’ she said to Azul. And, because she had an image as a pirate to cultivate, added, ‘I’ll tell you in exchange for a bar of gold.’


Azul smiled. He had beautiful white teeth—the whitest Kal had seen in Port Black. His coat was salt-faded but clean, and up-close he smelled of cinnamon and pine needles. He was aggressively attractive—the kind of man for whom Kal would instinctively raise her defences  … but also sometimes let break through.


‘You undervalue my thirst for vengeance, girl,’ he said. ‘I’ll give you as much gold as you can carry if you tell me.’


Kal sat down at the table next to Dead Leg and Dogwood, and Azul took a seat opposite. ‘His name is Bob Bones,’ Kal said, pulling the name out of thin air. ‘He’s not here, though. He wanted to be let ashore on the coast of Nubara; said he would rather take his chances in the desert than risk running into you.’


Azul treated Kal to an even bigger smile: a smile like a shark. ‘You lie,’ he said. ‘You lie well, I admit, but not well enough to deceive me.’


Kal just shrugged. Her only hope now was to see the bluff through and not waver. Azul’s bright blue eyes held her gaze for over a minute … then he visibly relaxed, laughed, and clapped his hands.


‘So you like to play games,’ he said. ‘Well, so do I! But not with an empty stomach and a dry mouth. Who do you have to kill to get some service around here?’


At that moment, Che appeared carrying a tray loaded with drinks: pint glasses filled with a dark fizzing liquid.


‘Well, hello, Chalky,’ Azul said as the albino set down the tray. ‘What’s this?’ He took a swig, choked, turned his head and sprayed all over the floor.


‘My own champion creation!’ Che said proudly. ‘Made from bissy nuts, vanilla and cocaine. I call it Vitalize!’


Azul sniffed it. ‘It might do for washing down my deck,’ he remarked.


Kal and Dead Leg took a cautious sip of theirs. ‘It’s missing something,’ Dead Leg said.


‘Alcohol!’ Kal and Azul said as one.


The Eldragoran pirate snapped his fingers at a member of his gang, who tossed him a bottle of red wine from a nearby table. Azul took everyone’s glasses and tipped away the brown drink until the glasses were only half-full. Then he pulled the cork from the wine with his teeth and topped up the drinks.


He took a swig of the new concoction and sloshed it around in his mouth. ‘This is my creation,’ he declared. ‘I name it for my brother … Gasparvino!’


Kal tried it, liked it, and told Che to go and prepare more. Azul drained his glass and slammed it back down on the table. ‘Make lots more!’ he ordered.


One of the most eventful nights in Kal’s life had just begun.


 


* * *


 


The Blue Mahoe was suffocating under a miasma of smoke. As Kal moved between parlours, corridors and alcoves, she couldn’t escape the fog of tobacco and marijuana, and the sharp tang of Sirensbane.


Azul’s crew were mixing with Dead Leg’s, joining together in mutual appreciation of drink, flesh, gambling, drugs and violence. Kal noticed Dogwood throwing dice with Azul’s first mate, a fearsome giant with a beard down to his belt. She saw Bosun playing five finger fillet, egged on by some raucous Eldragorans. Many of the Drago Azul’s crew, like the Swordfish’s were from all around the world, and Kal saw Jako and some other Nubarans engaged in a naked wrestling contest under the chandelier. Local Islanders from both crews were swapping tales of life in and around Port Black, and even discussing which downtown venues to take the party to later in the evening. Kal heard mention of a gorilla fight held in a secret location on the seafront. Only Dead Leg sat alone, Sea Dog on his lap, watching the proceedings warily with his one good eye. But even he indulged that night: Kal noticed him cradling his stained Sirensbane pipe.


Kal was looking for Lula, and found her—of all places—talking to Azul in a window seat halfway up the main staircase. Lula was also smoking from her glass pipe, and she offered it to Kal as she approached. Kal shook her head; she was sorely tempted, but the previous night, following Lula’s rejection, she had gotten high with Jako instead, and then gambled with Dogwood deep into the night. Kal had won a great deal of money through aggressive play … but sleep had not come her way as easily, and now she was wary of what another night on the drug would do to her body and her senses.


‘Cursed by a god?’ Azul was saying to Lula. ‘I cannot believe it. You curse them, Lula; you challenge them with your beauty, and—’ He pulled his eyes from Lula’s when he noticed Kal standing there. ‘Ah ha! Here is my tale-telling friend. So you tell me why I had to fight my way through fifty mindless ghouls to reach Port Black? No lies now; you know I can’t be fooled.’


Kal thought about all that she had seen and heard recently. ‘The Islanders have brought this nightmare upon themselves,’ she said, cautiously.


Azul fixed her with a stare, and then shrugged.‘As you say,’ he laughed. ‘I would have avoided the jungle altogether if I had known the governor had lost control of the town! Perhaps I will head down and see if this new council of captains needs a new member. If they haven’t got the governor sundried and swinging by now, I will personally see to it. Revenge for Gaspar! The greatest tragedy of all is that he was hung for the one crime that he didn’t commit!’


Azul stood up and hoicked at his crotch. ‘But first,’ he said, ‘I need to go and drop the brown anchor and empty the bilges. Don’t go anywhere, ladies!’


‘We have to go!’ Kal said to Lula once Azul was out of earshot. ‘What were you thinking, Lu? You don’t want to be drawing his attention!’


‘It’s called hiding in plain sight, silly,’ Lula protested as Kal dragged her down the staircase. ‘He has no idea who captured his brother. He’ll get drunk, get bored, then get lost! Where would we run to, anyway?’


‘A safehouse in town?’ Kal suggested. ‘Maybe the governor could let us hide with him in his fort. Or we could buy a small boat and take to the sea. You must be able to afford one, Lula, considering the size of the price on Gaspar’s head!’


Lula shook her head. ‘The governor couldn’t make good on the hundred thousand doubloon bounty. Over the years, he financially ruined Port Black; that’s one of the reasons he was run out of town.’


At the foot of the stairs they ran into Dogwood. ‘Moonheart!’ he snapped. ‘I need some money!’


‘You and me both,’ Kal said. ‘Hey, you don’t happen to have any more of those marked notes …’ Then Kal suddenly realised why Dogwood wasn’t wearing his gold-threaded surcoat. ‘You’ve gambled everything away, haven’t you?’ she said. ‘Even the clothes off your back!’


Dogwood bristled. ‘It’s not my fault,’ he moaned. ‘You said the game was mostly random, but there’s a man in town who managed to beat me ten times in a row earlier today!’


Kal raised an eyebrow, ‘A man?’


‘The Magician, they call him,’ Dogwood said. ‘And I swear it’s magic—dark weird magic—that he uses to win. I’d go back and challenge him again and try and catch him out, but the Bank of Amaranthium has been closed. They turned it into a temple to Vuda. I have no way of getting any more cash.’


An idea flared up in Kal’s mind. She only considered it for the briefest of moments before committing herself. ‘I have a plan,’ she told the other two. ‘Lula, you go and find us a boat for tomorrow morning. Dogwood, stay here and make sure that Azul and his friends keep drinking. I want them to pass out before they notice we’ve gone.’


‘What are you going to do?’ Lula asked.


‘I’m going to get Dogwood’s money back,’ Kal said, ‘and hopefully win some more on top. And there’s a few questions I want to ask this Magician character before we leave town.’


 


* * *


 


At the bottom of Kal’s sea chest were the envelopes she had packed back in her apartment in the city. One of them contained a letter of introduction from Zeb Zing, Kal’s best friend and proprietor of the Snake Pit in Amaranthium. Kal used the Snake Pit as a bank—one that provided her with a line of credit in almost any gaming house around the world.


She tore off her zombie-splattered shirt and threw it in the firepit. She was standing at the mirror, buttoning up her only remaining item of clothing—her best red silk blouse—when the door to her room opened and Amaro Azul blundered in.


‘You don’t look like the kind of girl who works in a brothel,’ Azul slurred. ‘Which is just as well. When it comes to sex, I never pay …’


There was an awful pause as Azul hiccuped and belched.


‘… the kind of cheap prices they ask for here,’ he finished.


Kal laughed and turned to face the pirate. She screwed up her nose: the force of his drink-infused breath was stronger than the force of his personality.


‘On any other night, you might have a chance,’ Kal said. ‘But you’re too drunk tonight. Far too drunk to appreciate what I have to offer!’


Azul stared at her in befuddlement while his brain processed her words. ‘Damn me!’ he said, eventually. ‘You’re telling the truth too. I can always tell, you know.’


He tottered around the small room as Kal tried to usher him out. She had almost got him to the door, when his eyes alighted on Lula’s telescope, which Kal still had with her from their trip to the jungle.


‘Beautiful,’ he crooned, stroking the polished brass. ‘Where did you find such a fine specimen?’


‘Its not mine, it’s Lula’s,’ Kal said, putting it back on the shelf. ‘Now scram! Go and take a cold bath or something!’


And when you come looking for me again, I’ll be long gone!


 


* * *


 


Kal left through the back door to avoid rousing suspicion. The kitchens were empty and had been cleared up for the night. Only Che’s recipe book lay open on the counter, next to the copper cauldron of cold curry. As she helped herself to a spoonful of curry, Kal had a peek at the book to see if she could discover any culinary secrets, but the recipes all seemed to be written in half-sentences and undecipherable notes.


She moved on through the overgrown gardens and headed down Main Street, following the route she had approached the mansion from the previous night. Somewhere on that particular journey she had passed a store she now planned to visit on her way to the gaming house.


Marley Laveau’s Vudu Emporium.


Silver bells jingled as Kal pushed open the door, and dangling talismans swung in the warm gust of tropical air that followed her inside. A young man was stocking the shelves: filling glass jars with chicken paws and small obsidian scrying orbs. ‘Hello,’ he said when he noticed her. ‘We stock crushed nightshade for repelling zombies, before you ask. Or a rock salt necklace if you’re—ah—already infected …’


‘Do they come with a money-back guarantee?’ Kal asked him.


‘Of course,’ he said, ‘but no zombie has come back complaining yet. Although that might be because of the hex around the store.’


Kal laughed. ‘I actually came in looking for a powerful charm,’ she said. ‘For luck at cosmic racing. I saw you have game boards in the window, so I hoped …’


The assistant broke out into a grin, and reached into a drawer behind the counter. ‘I know what you need,’ he said, pulling out a handful of small items. ‘These are expensive, and we definitely don’t offer no money-back guarantee. Success isn’t certain, either; you’ll need to judge for yourself the best time to employ them. And you’ll need four of them …’


 


* * *


 


The name of the gaming house was the Cheating Parrot, which Kal thought was appropriate, considering what she expected to go down here tonight. Inside, it was like a furnace, hotter than even the hot night outside. Hundreds of tiny lanterns were strung in rows across the ceiling, and hundreds of people were packed around the tables.  Kal could hardly hear their voices over the clack of counters and the rattle of dice.


One man sat alone amid the chaos, as if he occupied the eye of the hurricane. He commanded a small table, around which the crowds circled, but kept their distance. A defeated opponent was skulking away, and the railbirds cheered as Kal stepped up to take the empty chair.


‘I knew you would return, Dragon Killer,’ the Magician said in his sonorous voice. ‘I read it in the cards.’


The wiry black man was dressed in a hooded red robe, and tonight he had painted a silver mask around his eyes. But it was the same man Kal had encountered in his tent last night. ‘Did the cards also tell you who was going to win?’ Kal asked him.


‘Of course,’ the Magician replied, with just the faintest hint of a smile. He didn’t elaborate any further.


Kal tried to keep her cool and control her breathing. Tonight, the usual excitement of hitting the gambling tables was mixed with a trace of fear. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all!
 



 

 

 

 

 

 


II.vi


 


Midnight


 

 

 


Kal and the Magician set up their counters in silence. Kal took black; her opponent took red. They placed their pieces on the board, hands crossing and almost touching as they laid down the inch-wide, quarter-inch-thick wooden discs in their seemingly random starting positions, some on one side of the board, some on the other.


To win, though, Kal had to move all of her counters, no matter where they started, in an anticlockwise direction around the board, from the corner under the shadow of the Magician’s left shoulder, along the thin triangular points that divided the board, until they reached home, the quarter of the board on Kal’s right. Only then could she attempt to bear off her counters from the board and win the race. The Magician’s counters would move the in the opposite direction, and any solitary counters left isolated on the board were in danger of being captured as the two wooden armies crossed paths.


There was a pot of dice on the table, so Kal fished out a couple of pairs—a blue pair and a green pair—and gave the green pair to the Magician. He accepted them without comment. Kal hadn’t expected him to be so obvious as to cheat with loaded dice, anyway.


‘We will play for one hundred doubloons,’ the Magician stated. Kal nodded. It was a relatively small wager, but if the doubling cube were to make an appearance, then the stakes could easily escalate to two hundred, then four hundred … all the way up to six thousand and four hundred doubloons.


‘So you’re in charge of this town now,’ Kal said, conversationally, as play began.


The Magician gave her a quizzical look. ‘Port Black is ruled by a conclave of captains,’ he corrected her. ‘Not by me alone. Pirates and freebooters they may be, but first and foremost they are extremely wealthy, fair-minded and experienced traders. This town is more prosperous now than it has ever been.’


‘Oh, but they all rely on you, though, don’t they?’ Kal persisted, as she moved her counters along the points. ‘After all, it’s your magic that keeps the zombies at bay.’


The curious expression gave way to a wry smile as the Magician rolled a four and a six, capturing two of Kal’s counters and sending them to prison on the bar—the central hinge of the board. ‘My opponents do not usually interrogate me so hard,’ he said. ‘Tell me about yourself instead, Kalina Moonheart. What brings you to Port Black?’


‘Oh, come on,’ Kal said, rolling a double five and freeing her captured counters. ‘Surely you already know everything about me.’


‘I do,’ the Magician said, the two simple words slipping off his tongue like a threat. ‘But I still want to know if you will tell me truth, or if you will lie. That would gain me greater insight into your character then the cards ever could.’


What could Kal tell him? Ben Godsword sent me here to investigate the governor’s finances. Lula asked me to save her from a zombie curse. And I suspect that you may be involved in both these things.


‘I came here looking for new opportunities,’ she said instead, which wasn’t exactly a lie. ‘My friends tell me that working for you can be very rewarding.’


The Magician didn’t answer at first. Kal noticed the noise of the crowd for the first time: they bristled in excitement as the Magician reached for the doubling cube and challenged Kal to raise the stakes. She studied the board carefully; her position was poor, so the right play was to decline the offer and forfeit the game.


‘I can cover your losses tonight if you pledge yourself to me,’ the Magician said. ‘I pay well, too … in cash, or in any other manner that might satiate your desires …’


Kal lifted her gaze from the board, and looked questioningly into the hooded man’s dark eyes.


‘I deal in vice and pleasure,’ he said. ‘You could say that I am a libertarian of sorts. I believe people should be free to indulge in whatever pursuits they wish, without interference from those in supposed authority. If your tastes run to those pleasures that civilisation frowns upon, then join my empire instead: everything is permitted here, and I can find you a role that suits your passions: gambling, drink, violence, sex or drugs.’


Kal’s first thought was, Sirensbane!


‘We shall see,’ she answered. ‘The night is yet young. Ask me later. You win this game, so let’s play again!’


 


* * *


 


Kal got off to a good start on the second game. Her chosen strategy was to play a running game, and try and get her pieces across the board as fast as possible. And after a few good rolls of the dice, including some doubles, which allowed her to move her pieces twice as far again, Kal was looking at an easy—if slightly lucky—win. The Magician was playing a priming game, grouping his counters into walls to try and block Kal’s progress. It wasn’t working, but he just nodded when Kal offered the chance to double the stakes to two-hundred doubloons.


‘You don’t seem worried,’ Kal said. ‘It’s not looking good for you here.’


‘I have seen how this game turns out,’ he replied. ‘When the future is laid out before you, why worry about anything?’


Kal felt a flicker of irritation … and also a prickle of fear. The Magician’s confidence was unsettling. If he really could see the future then she was wasting her time here. Her plan depended on her working out if and how he was cheating. ‘You must worry about something,’ she said. ‘Aren’t you at least slightly bothered that the Republic will decide to put an end to your little operation here, and send a fleet to smash it?’


‘It’s hardly little,’ the Magician scoffed. ‘We were vulnerable at first, it is true, in the days following the overthrow of the governor. But the secret was kept safe by my loyal workforce. Even the crews I send to Amaranthium to sell Sirensbane, they would never talk, not even under the threat of torture.’


And not even to their closest friends, Kal thought ruefully, thinking of Lula’s reticence during the voyage.


‘That’s some powerful hold you have over them,’ she said. ‘Perhaps they are more frightened of you than of the Republic.’


The Magician gave her a cool glare. Kal could feel the crowd around them draw breath. ‘Fear is something I save for my enemies,’ the Magician said. He raised a hand to Kal. The pale brown palm was tattooed with a baleful eye in bright blue ink. The Magician’s forearm was swallowed up by his voluminous sleeve, but Kal could see that it was covered with marks: glyphs, arcane script and other mysterious icons. After giving Kal a good look, the Magician reached over and turned the doubling cube to show the number four.


Kal was rattled. How could he offer to double the stakes again, when Kal was clearly winning?


She accepted the offer, and then proceeded to get herself in a series of awkward situations where her pieces were constantly being captured and sent to the bar, from where they would have to begin their journey all over again from the start.


They played the game out to its conclusion. Kal ended up losing the game, and four hundred doubloons.


 


* * *


 


Kal insisted on a break, but promised the Magician that she would return for at least one more game. She needed a drink. Actually, what she really needed was a hit of Sirensbane. In her pocket she had kept a small chunk of the black crystalline drug. She had seen some of Dead Leg’s crew shred it with a blade and sniff it up their nose for  instant gratification. If she took some now, the rush of clarity and confidence might help her defeat her fear, play better, and beat the Magician …


If …


Kal dropped the crystal underfoot and crushed it with her boot. She ordered rum, with lots and lots of ice, and returned to the table. In her absence, the Magician had destroyed another hopeless challenger. Kal sat down without a word and began to set up her pieces.


This time she decided not to talk, but to concentrate on the game. Cosmic racing, like many other gambling games, involved a balance of risk and reward. Although the dice were random, you still had to choose which pieces to move. Striking out for home left your pieces vulnerable, but exactly how vulnerable was something you had to calculate in your head. The almost infinite combination of dice rolls and board positions made cosmic racing a deceptively simple game.


The Magician raised the stakes early on, but Kal redoubled after a hot streak with the dice. She was heading for a win, but fought to keep her focus on  the counters, the board and the odds … and not the crowd, the heat or the intimidating stare of the man sitting opposite her. 


When the silence between them got almost too much to bear, it was the Magician who cracked first. ‘Word reaches me that Amaro Azul is back in town,’ he said.


Kal’s eyes never left the board. Word reaches you. So that is how you get your information. Not through the magic of the cards, but through a network of spies and gossip. No wonder you spend your nights here, in public, rather than running the town from behind closed doors.


‘He’s after the governor,’ Kal said. ‘And I doubt he will leave town without him. Maybe you should hand him over.’


‘I don’t think so,’ the Magician said. ‘The governor is far too useful to me alive. As far as the outside world is concerned, he is still running Port Black. I would keep the illusion alive for as long as possible. I will deal with Azul myself.’


The Magician put such heavy, threatening emphasis on these last words that Kal almost couldn’t help but look up at his face. But she managed to check herself just in time, and that was when she saw it … she saw the Magician cheat.


She had to refrain from cracking a smile. The man was shameless. Kal had never cheated at gambling in her life, but now that she had confirmation of what was being done to her, then all scruples and honour could happily be abandoned. She now had the go-ahead to pay her own tricks, and turn the tables on this fraud.


 But first, she had to set him up for a big fall …


The Magician offered to double again, and Kal accepted. ‘Azul says his brother was innocent,’ Kal said, keeping the conversation going and acting like nothing was amiss. ‘Do you know what crime the governor accused him of?’


‘It was said that Gaspar Azul robbed the governor’s mansion, and stole away the entire family fortune,’ the Magician said. ‘But even under torture he never confessed. And the treasure has never been found.’


‘Do you think Amaro Azul knows where it is?’


The Magician gave a cruel sneer. ‘No. I believe Gaspar was telling no lie: he didn’t steal anything. The governor’s torturer never failed to get the truth out his prisoners.’


The way he said it, with such pride and venom, left Kal in no doubt as to who the governor’s torturer had been.


The game progressed in silence once more. And once again, Kal lost.


 


* * *


 


The night got later, and the Cheating Parrot got hotter. Kal was sweating freely, and she was painfully aware of the fact that her armpits were soaking her shirt. Still, she had to stay just a while longer and see her plan through. ‘I’ve lost thirteen hundred loons tonight,’ she told the Magician. ‘But I reckon you’ve used up all your luck, and I need to win my money back. So I challenge you to one more game … this time for a thousand.’


An excited rumble passed through the gaming house. All of the other patrons had abandoned their own games to watch this crazy woman lose and lose to the Magician. Now she was practically begging him to ruin her. The Magician himself remained calm and collected, despite his heavy robes and hood. His mouth twitched at the corners, the closest he ever got to a smile. ‘Well then,’ he said ‘Let us play.’


The option to raise the stakes was available at the start of a player’s turn, and the Magician offered to double before any dice had even been thrown. If it was a scare tactic, it backfired. ‘I was going to do the same thing,’ Kal said, accepting the offer. ‘I need to make sure I cover my losses and make some kind of profit, too.’


The Magician just shrugged. ‘Remember,’ he said, as he made his opening move. ‘If you cannot pay your debts, then you start working for me. If you lose too much, then you belong to me.’


Kal just sloshed the ice around in her glass and took a swig of her rum, trying not to give the impression of someone who was literally gambling for their life. ‘Double it again,’ she said, turning the doubling cube to show the number four. She rattled her dice around in her shaker, and rolled midnight: a double six. It was an auspicious start, and some people watching actually cheered. The Magician silenced them with a glare.


Kal’s advantage was short-lived, though, as the inherent randomness of the game levelled the playing field. If anything, the Magician was now gaining the advantage as he built a wall of counters mid-way around the board, creating a tricky obstacle for Kal, and a useful staging ground for his own advance. Inevitably, the Magician offered to double the stakes again, to eight thousand doubloons.


Kal accepted. So long as the game remained reasonably closely-fought, she wasn’t too worried. The Magician’s underhand tactics only afforded him a small advantage. As she knocked back the last of her rum, she saw him cheat again: as his long-sleeved arm reached across the board to move his pieces, his other hand also moved. Concealed beneath the dark red cloth of his robe, he surreptitiously moved one of his other pieces—an almost unnoticeable shove of a single counter from one point to the next. But enough, not only to move the Magician’s pieces one step closer to home, but also to strengthen his overall strategic position, to give him more options regardless of the next throw of the dice, and to put extra pressure on Kal’s attempts to get home. Underhand indeed. If Kal hadn’t been making an effort to memorise the position of all the pieces, she might never have noticed what was afoot.


This time, however, it wasn’t going to work. Another lucky double six meant that Kal was able to move her trailing counters clear of the Magician’s defences. Both armies of wooden discs had now passed each other, which meant there were no more chances for blocking or capturing. The game was purely in the hands of the dice now, as both players raced their counters home. Kal offered to double the stakes to sixteen thousand doubloons, and for the first time the Magician had to pause to consider.


‘You have a small advantage,’ he said, ‘but I have nothing to lose. Sixteen thousand doubloons is a small price, compared to the chance of having the great Kalina Moonheart under my will forever. I accept the double!’


He was right, too: accepting or declining a double was more a test of nerve than of strategy. Statistically, the Magician was correct to gamble for the larger prize, rather than  just giving up without a fight. And he was right about Kal’s financial situation, too: she couldn’t rely on the letter from Zeb in her pocket to cover a debt of what amounted to around fifty thousand Amaranthium gold crowns. And also, the Magician now had the option to double again before the game was through.


Which, of course, he did.  Whenever a player had all their counters in their home corner of the board, it was simply a matter of rolling the dice and bearing off the pieces one-by-one. The Magician had whisked away five of his fifteen counters already before Kal managed to get all of hers home. The Magician turned the doubling cube to read thirty-two.


Kal had come too far to back down. She couldn’t afford to pay up either way, so if she was going to lose, why not go out in style?


The spectators had gone silent now. Kal’s downfall was imminent; her life was forfeit and they were paying their respects by keeping quiet. The Magician had only two pieces left on the board—he would win next turn no matter what he rolled. It was now Kal’s turn, but she still had four pieces left, all of them gathered six points away from freedom.


Kal rattled the dice in her shaker for a long time, watching the predatory look in the Magician’s eyes.


‘Double,’ she said, simply.


The watching crowd gasped and groaned. They must have thought that this was nothing less than sheer masochism. The Magician surely must have suspected a trick at that point, but what else could he do? ‘Take,’ he said, accepting the offer. Kal could see a sudden flicker of doubt in his dark eyes as she set the doubling cube to show sixty-four.


Sixty-four hundred doubloons rested on Kal’s final throw. Only a double six would allow her to move all four counters off the board. She looked the Magician in the eye and released the dice from her shaker, letting them tumble onto the wooden board.


The dice were two of the set of four that she had purchased earlier at the vudu emporium. The other two were perfectly normal wooden dice, painted blue with gold spots, and even stamped with numbers that marked them out as a matching pair belonging to the gaming house. It was that pair that Kal had played with all night, after pretending to scoop them out of the pot when she had first sat down to play. The pair she rolled now though (and had also made use of on two other occasions during this game) were also blue with gold spots, with exactly the same number stamped on them, and exactly the same minor marks and scratches that the first pair had.


There was just one small difference …


The crowd erupted in shock and awe, and the Magician fell back in his seat as though he had been shot.


Kal didn’t look down; her eyes never left the Magician’s.


‘Midnight strikes,’ she said.




 

 

 

 

 

 


II.vii


 


The Girl Who Got Burned


 

 

 


The Magician raised his hand and gave a signal. A silent servant came over to the table and counted out Kal’s winnings: sixty-four hundred doubloons in various currencies: bags of coins, bars of gold and straps of bills.


Kal stuffed the notes down her shirt, hitched the bags to her belt and clutched the gold bars to her chest.


‘Do not worry,’ the Magician said, sensing her new unease. ‘You are under my protection now. So long as you remain in Port Black, anyone who even thinks of robbing you—and I will know if they do—answers to me.’


Kal nodded. ‘Thank you,’ she said.


‘No, thank you,’ the Magician said. ‘It has been an agreeable and entertaining evening. If you want more where that came from’—he nodded at the gold in Kal’s hands—‘then please bear my offer in mind. I need managers for new gaming establishments that I plan to open up. Someone with such an expert eye for foul play would be most desirable.’


Kal said nothing. She just nodded and backed away slowly. A dumb retort here could be fatal. What she really wanted to say was, You can take your job offer, stick it in your Sirensbane pipe … and smoke it!


But instead, she turned and left. The street outside, despite being busy with nightlife, felt cool and safe compared to the Magician’s stifling lair. Kal sucked in the warm Island air greedily. The wind carried the smell of fried pork, and Kal felt the saliva rise in her mouth. She sought out the vendor and paid him with a gold coin. He barely had enough change. Kal walked up Main Street chewing on spiced, salted pork and rinds.


She reflected on her success. Tomorrow morning, this whole chilling escapade would be behind her. Kal would take Lula and leave this strange world of magic, zombies and vengeful pirates. She would get word to Ben about the governor’s downfall, and let him deal with the Magician. She, meanwhile, would take care of Lula: Kal was certain that she knew how to free her of the curse, and of the tangle of lies she was caught up in.


Lula! Kal’s heart surged at the thought of the Island girl’s flashing eyes and luscious skin. If there was one thing left to do before she could consider this whole affair over, then it was to win Lula over for good.


And as with all of Kal’s battles, the key to winning this one would be in the preparation …


 


* * *


 


Half an hour later, Kal stepped out of Elizabeth Bonny’s Haberdashery fitted out from toe to top in brand new threads. She wore knee-high sealskin boots, black high-waisted velvet trousers, and a red and white striped silk shirt with an outrageous collar. Her belt was four inches wide, the buckle a slab of silver, and over her shirt she wore a black leather waistcoat with gold buttons. Kal’s money was now in a new leather satchel that hung at her hip, its strap over her shoulder. Her tricorn hat was decorated with feathers from some fearsome creature that Kal had never met, and didn’t ever want to meet: the giant carnivorous bird known as a roc.


Kal strode up Main Street with such an air of confidence that the throng of people parted before her. At the edge of the downtown district, she paused, though. There was still one more thing to do in town …


She about-turned and ducked down a side-alley, heading towards a sign over a shop that showed a mermaid coiled around an anchor. Inside, a brawny pirate was laid out on a couch, shirt off, while another man bent over him, wielding a long needle in one hand, and holding a pot of dark blue liquid in the other. Next to the couch were two buckets: one was filled with smoking ash, the other smelled of urine.


‘I’m nearly done with this fellow,’ the man with the needle said. ‘Take a seat. Look through the books if you want some ideas.’


‘I know what I want,’ Kal said. ‘I’ll draw it for you while I wait.’


 


* * *


 


As Kal crunched up the driveway to the mansion, she was struck by the stillness of the night. The skin at the back of her neck prickled, an accompaniment to the sore itchiness of her new tattoo. Everyone is just lying around in a drunken stupor, she told herself; but even so, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something bad was storing up its evil power and preparing to strike. The sooner she got off this island, the better.


The entrance lobby of the Blue Mahoe was almost empty. The candles on the chandelier had burned themselves out, and Captain Dogwood sat alone at a table lit only by a single candle. In the shadows cast by the moonlight, Kal could make out the two teenage members of the Swordfish’s crew. She only knew them by the names of the gods they had played in the pantomime at the equator: Whalo and Vuda. They were kissing passionately in an alcove under the stairs. Surely a good omen, Kal thought, smiling.


Dogwood caught the smile, and his eyes took in Kal’s new get up. ‘Successful night, Moonheart?’ he snapped. And then, as if she were a member of his guard: ‘Come on; report.’


By way of an answer, Kal tossed the straps of money onto the table. Dogwood peeled off a bill and studied it by the light of the candle. Under the heat of the flame, the secret markings—a spiral of stars—became visible.


‘The Magician paid you with these?’ he asked.


Kal nodded.


‘Might not be his, though,’ Dogwood said. ‘The gaming house might be laundering the cash.’


‘The Magician owns the gaming house,’ Kal said. ‘So, either way …’


Dogwood nodded. Then he laughed: a harsh bark. ‘So it looks like I’ll be making an arrest tomorrow morning!’


‘Don’t,’ Kal said, putting a hand on Dogwood’s shoulder. ‘He’s dangerous. Leave town tonight with me and Lula.’ Kal looked around. ‘Where is she, anyway?’


Dogwood shrugged off Kal’s hand. ‘Don’t tell me how to do my job, Moonheart,’ he said. ‘I’ve got to make up for my, er, lapse in judgement. I’m never touching a pair of dice again. Your friend’s upstairs, anyway. Last I saw her, she was downing shots with that pirate, Azul. They were making a game of it.’


Kal cursed and went to the stairs. The silent darkness above taunted her imagination with a thousand terrible things. She ascended slowly, stepping over a drunken sailor, whether from the Swordfish or the Drago Azul, she could not tell. In the east wing, all the doors were shut except one, and from inside the room Kal could see a faint glow, and hear a snuffling, scratching sound.


She crept closer as silently as she could. It was a good job her new boots were soft leather and didn’t squeak. She inched her head around the doorframe and saw …


… Sea Dog rolling around on the blankets. Dead Leg’s head appeared from behind the opposite side of the bed.


This was not Dead Leg’s room. ‘What are you two doing here?’ Kal said. ‘Where’s Che?’


‘Probably with his new girlfriend on the other side of the house,’ Dead Leg said. ‘We were just, um …’


Kal noticed that Dead Leg’s arm was under Che’s mattress. ‘Are you looking for drugs?’ Kal said. ‘Hell, Dead Leg—Che was the cleanest person on board. Well, so long as you don’t count that horrible ganja he liked to smoke. But it’s Sirensbane you’re after, isn’t it?’


‘Er, yes!’ Dead Leg quickly agreed, which immediately made Kal think he was lying. ‘As captain,’ he continued, ‘I have a responsibility to ensure my crew aren’t, um, over-indulging …’


Something suddenly clicked in Kal’s mind. ‘Oh, cut the crap,’ she snapped. ‘I’ve just realised what it is you’re really looking for—’


But before she had a chance to say what, they were interrupted by a cry from further down the corridor.


Lula!


‘Come with me,’ Kal ordered Dead Leg. ‘Azul’s got Lula.’


Dead Leg gave Kal an odd look, but shrugged and followed. Together, they approached the door at the end of the corridor. There were sounds coming from within; sounds of a scuffle. Kal put her hand on the door handle, and suddenly realised that she was unarmed. ‘Give me  your knife,’ she said to Dead Leg.


‘Let me handle any trouble,’ he insisted. Kal turned the handle and opened the door a crack.


She quickly shut the door again, and leaned back against it, her eyes wide.


Dead Leg had a revolting grin on his face. ‘Seen enough yet?’ he said.


Kal had seen far too much. Lula had been on the bed, naked, on her knees, her hands gripping the iron rails of the bed frame. Azul had mounted her from behind, his gold jewellery clinking as he thrust in rhythm with Lula.


‘Lu,’ Kal sighed, half in disappointment, half in regret. She staggered back to her own room in a daze. There was nothing to do now but throw herself onto her own bed and wait for this new storm to blow itself out.


She grabbed her pillow to wrap around her head in an attempt to silence Lula’s yelps of pleasure and Azul’s grunts. But the second before she did, all hell broke loose …


She heard windows smashing downstairs, and shouts and screams that definitely weren’t ambiguous. Dogwood was calling her name: ‘Moonheart! Help, damn it!’


Kal sprang off the bed, grabbed a weapon from her chest, and ran down the corridor to the balcony. Dead Leg was there, as well as Jako and Bosun. A large naked man had followed Bosun out of her room, his enormous manhood swinging between his legs.


The kid who Kal only knew as Whalo was running up the stairs, his face wet with tears and blood. ‘Zombies!’ he wailed as he reached the top. ‘They got her!’ Kal and the others looked over the balustrade. Below them, Dogwood was standing in the small circle of candlelight, fending off four zombies with his sword and an upturned stool.


The girl Vuda was lying on the floor at Dogwood’s feet … in pieces in a puddle of blood. She had literally been torn apart.


Another window smashed, but this time it was somewhere above them.


The Blue Mahoe was under siege.




 

 

 

 

 

 


II.viii


 


The Reaping Wind


 

 

 


Kal didn’t bother with the staircase; she leaped up onto the balustrade and launched herself off, grabbing the extremities of the chandelier with both hands. The giant crystal and iron structure groaned as Kal’s weight dragged one side down. When she was hanging as low as she was going to get, she let go and dropped to the ground floor, landing on a divan so hard that the stuffing popped out and the wooden frame broke in two.


Kal was now directly behind two of the zombies that were threatening Dogwood. She pulled her weapon out of her belt and swung it in a wide arc. The weapon she had grabbed from her chest was her meat cleaver, and she smashed holes in the back of each of the zombies’ skulls. Ashen brains poured out of the rents like sand out of a split sack, and the zombies dropped to their knees.


Kal turned to Dogwood, who was struggling to fend off one of the other  creatures; he had just run it through with his sword, and was now wondering why it wasn’t dead yet. ‘Chop its head off!’ Kal suggested, then left him to it, bounding back up to the balcony three steps at a time.


She passed Jako and Bosun, who were heading down to deal with the horde of silent, slow-walking undead that was filing through the Blue Mahoe’s smashed-down front door. Most of the zombies were dressed in simple villagers’ clothing, and if it wasn’t for their bleached white skin, dead eyes, and unwillingness to knock, they might just have been workers out on the town, looking for an evening’s entertainment after a hard day in the fields.


Kal found the first floor overrun with zombies now, too. Dead Leg was in command,  shouting orders to those of his crew who had managed to rouse themselves. Bosun’s courtesan friend was also taking charge, trying to organise the Blue Mahoe’s own crew into a protective huddle. Kal dodged through the fray and sprinted down the corridor to Lula’s room. She yanked open the door just in time to see the window panes opposite bulge and explode inwards. She jerked back, pulling the door shut again just in time—there was a rapid thud, thud, thud as shards of glass embedded themselves in the wood.


She opened the door again cautiously. A hot wind—the Reaping Wind—gusted in through the broken frame of the ceiling-to-floor windows. Three zombies stood on the ornamental balcony outside. Azul and Lula had managed to roll off the bed to avoid the flying glass, and were lying in a tangle of sheets on the floor.


Kal went straight to deal with the intruders first, hacking at their arms and hands as they lumbered into the room in a tight group. Three on one was too many though, and Kal found it tough to land an effective blow while trying to avoid six grasping hands. One of the zombies batted the cleaver out of her hands.


‘Stand back!’


She instinctively responded to the offer of support, and stepped aside to put some space between her and the zombies. Azul had risen from behind the bed and was holding a pistol out in front of him. When Kal was clear, he fired. There was a loud bang and a great deal of smoke as the powder in the gun’s chamber exploded, sending a ball of lead smashing into one of the zombies’ skulls. Bone fragments and dust went everywhere, and the remainder of the zombie’s body crumpled to the floor.


‘Thanks!’ Kal said, waving away the smoke with her hand.


‘The wardrobe!’ Azul said. ‘My other guns. They’re loaded!’


The large mahogany wardrobe was just behind Kal. She pulled open the doors and grabbed a pistol from the bandolier hanging inside. The surviving two zombies were ignoring Azul and still coming after her; Kal backed up almost inside the wardrobe as she raised the gun and  pulled the trigger.


 Nothing happened.


‘Cock it!’ Azul shouted.


Kal was flustered. She fiddled with the weapon as the zombies lurched ever-closer. It was a flintlock pistol: Kal had seen them before but never used one herself. But when she pulled back on the flint-tipped hammer, she heard it cock with a satisfactory clunk.


The zombies were almost on top of her. Kal put the muzzle of the gun to the nearest zombie’s forehead and pulled the trigger. This time the gun did fire: Kal watched, almost in slow-motion, as the hammer was released, dragging the flint along the tongue of metal that rose up from the lock plate, sending a shower of sparks down onto the firing pan. Kal almost dropped the gun when it went off. Another zombie head disintegrated.


Through the smoke, Kal saw Lula appear behind the final zombie and drive her dirk through its brain, pinning the zombie to the door of the wardrobe. She had a wild grin on her face. ‘You know I don’t mind you barging in to watch, Kal,’ she said, ‘but you didn’t have to bring these creeps with you.’


‘Shut up,’ Kal said. Lula’s eyes were dark and shining; she was high on Sirensbane. Kal gave a Azul a sidelong glance; he was busy reloading his guns. We have to go, she mouthed to Lula.


Azul looked up from his weapons. ‘Now that you are here, Drago Matador,’ he said, ‘maybe you could stay, and between us we make some more explosions!’


‘Shut up!’ Kal repeated. Azul was stone cold sober, she noticed—so much for the plan of getting him drunk and escaping. ‘I think  you should attend to the safety of your crew, Captain,’ Kal suggested. ‘This place is being invaded by zombies.’


Azul pulled up his breeches, slung on his bandolier and rushed from the room.


Kal went in the opposite direction: to the balcony. She looked down; it was an easy drop into the ferns below, via the low springy branches of a papaya tree.


‘What about our crew?’ Lula said as she pulled on her boots. ‘I’m not leaving until they’re safe.’


Kal sighed with impatience. She didn’t care about anyone but Lula, and even Lula was testing her resolve now. She had made a promise to Lula and nobody else. Dead Leg and the others only had themselves to blame for getting involved in the Magician’s empire. There were no innocents here tonight.


‘Forget about them,’ Kal said. ‘You wanted me to save you; this is the only chance we’re going to get.’


‘They’re my friends,’ Lula said, angrily, holding her ground at the door while Kal stood waiting at the window.


‘Friends are a liability,’ Kal said. Right then, she meant it.


Lula didn’t reply. She gave Kal a cold look and left through the door.


Alone on the balcony, Kal was suddenly aware of the noise of battle and chaos all over the mansion. People were fighting for their lives in there.


‘Damn it!’ she said to herself, and went after Lula.


 


* * *


 


Kal stepped into a world of bodies and blood. The long corridor that stretched from the east wing of the mansion to the west wing was jammed with struggling figures, all of them so heavily splattered with dust and gore that it was hard to tell the living from the undead. Dead Leg and Azul were in the thick of it all, their crews fighting side by side. The pirates and smugglers were holding their own against the seemingly never-ending onslaught, but the residents of the Blue Mahoe were faring less well: Kal saw Bosun’s well-endowed paramour lying dead on the carpet, blood still pouring from gaping wounds all over his body; it looked as though  several pairs of hands had gouged fist-sized chunks out of his flesh.


Kal advanced through the crush, lashing out to the left and right as she went, spitting out curses to Lula, Azul, Ben, and anyone else she could think of who might be to blame for getting her into this situation. She couldn’t see Lula anywhere in the chaos, and as she looked around she lost her footing, tripping over a body and suddenly finding herself flat on her back on the soft, squelchy, blood-stained carpet. A zombie sat down on top of her, and she just about managed to grab its wrists as it groped for her.


It was unbelievably strong. What had been a small, thin woman in life, was now a powerful, vigorous monster in death. Kal stared at the zombie’s eyes as they struggled. The irises were completely black; there was no life in them … none at all. Except … did Kal imagine it, or did a tear squeeze out from behind an eyelid, only to instantly dry on the zombie’s white cheek?


The monster was moaning as it pushed its hands closer to Kal’s face. Kal was screaming with the effort of throwing it off. But in the end she was saved, not by her own strength, but by Sea Dog. The tiny dachshund leaped in, locked his jaws around the zombie’s wrist and twisted. The zombie’s hand was ripped away, and the vicious little dog ran off with it, taking it back to his master.


With her free hand, Kal was now able to pick up her cleaver and then bury it in her assailant’s neck. She kept hacking away until the head was half-off, and the zombie stopped moving. ‘You owe him!’ Dead Leg shouted from down the corridor. Kal could only laugh hysterically at the thought of owing her life to a small dog. She jumped to her feet and got back in the action. Just a few paces away, the kid Whalo was being held against the wall by a zombie whose hands were around his neck. Kal sprang forward and smashed the zombie’s skull in.


But unlike Sea Dog, she was a fraction of a second too late with her rescue. The zombie collapsed, but its hands never let go of Whalo’s throat. Kal heard the boy’s neck snap as he was pulled to the ground.


Kal swore. There was no end to the zombies, who were still coming in through windows and filling the staircase both above and below. They never raised their voices above a low moan, so Kal was painfully aware that each scream she heard was another ally being torn apart. Would the next scream be Lula’s?


She couldn’t see her friend anywhere. But she did spot someone else: a skinny figure, limping down the stairs from the top floor, pulling a young girl along with him, pushing past the zombies and just managing to stay ahead of their groping hands.


‘Che!’ Kal shouted after him. ‘Stay close to me!’


But the albino ignored her. He hoisted Rose onto the bannister, climbed up beside her, pushed off and slid  down to ground level. They slipped off halfway down, though, and crashed to the floor. Che pulled Rose to her feet, and hobbled off with her towards the kitchens.


Kal followed him. If there was one person in here that needed protecting, then it was Che; he was almost a cripple, he wasn’t a fighter, and he wasn’t involved in smuggling Sirensbane for the Magician. And he had said he was the governor’s son. Estranged or not, saving his life might be worth something if the governor was ever restored to his rightful position.


Kal didn’t risk sliding down like Che had. Zombies were falling over each other to get up the stairs, so Kal clambered over their bodies to get downs, hopping from back-to-back, and kicking at their faces as she went. In the entrance lobby, Dogwood and Bosun were in the centre of a circle of thirty-odd zombies. Kal tried to dash around the edge of the fracas, but Dogwood  spotted her. ‘Get over here, Moonheart!’ he bellowed. ‘We could use some support!’


Kal didn’t argue. There had to be an end to this zombie onslaught eventually, so the best she could do for Che, for Lula and for the rest of them, was to put down as many of the monsters as she could. In a violent rage, she hefted up a heavy table and hurled it into the undead crush. It knocked down about five of them, and she stepped in to finish them off with her cleaver. She hacked her way to Dogwood and Bosun, who were both filthy with dirt, dust and streaks of what could only be their own blood.


‘Whoever said that worse things happen at sea,’ Bosun said, almost cheerfully, ‘hadn’t ever experienced this!’


Then then the tall woman was grabbed by both arms by a pair of zombies. She dropped her cutlass and went down on her knees, trying to use her body weight to slip out of the zombies’ grip. Kal and Dogwood tried to get to her, but she was dragged out of range, her two attackers going crazy fighting over her. Bosun screamed as both her shoulders dislocated at the same time, and her flesh began to rip. She was put out of her misery fairly quickly, though, as a third zombie appeared behind her, gripped her head in both hands and twisted it until it tore away from her neck.


Kal and Dogwood fought on in silence. There were no words left. Furious anger fuelled Kal’s attacks, and she cut down all three of Bosun’s killers in quick succession. Her mind almost left her body as she hacked and hacked and hacked in a numb rage.


 There were too many zombies, though, and too few of the living still left alive to help. When her muscles finally gave up fighting for her, Kal barely noticed. She half wondered why she was now lying on the floor. She watched in a daze as a zombie, its hamstrings cut by Dogwood’s sword, crawled across the floor towards her. It reached out and its dry, cracked fingers brushed Kal’s hair and stroked her face.


Kal hadn’t the energy to resist. She closed her eyes …


They snapped open at the sound of a whoosh, chop right in front of her face. The zombie’s hands had been sliced off, and a second blade stabbed down and impaled its skull. It was Jako; he stood over Kal like a god, muscled body heaving with exertion, twin scimitars held at his sides in an unintentionally heroic pose. Divine intervention, Kal thought.


‘It’s over,’ he said. ‘That was the last of them.’


He helped her up. Kal didn’t have the words to thank him, so she just embraced him in gratitude for a moment, then pulled away and stumbled off in the direction of the kitchens. The house was silent at last, but there was still horror waiting around every corner. Each time Kal found a body, her heart leaped at the thought that it might be Lula or Che. She found neither of them, though. When she reached the kitchen, it was deserted. The cauldron of curry had been tipped over and the back door was wide open.


Had Che and Rose got away? No, Kal thought, picking up Che’s curry-soaked recipe book from off the tiled floor. He wouldn’t have left this behind.


She stepped outside into the warm night. The hot Reaping Wind gusted around the mansion, shaking the trees. Carrying away the souls of the dead. It would have a heavy load tonight. Lying on the gravel path was another body, and the wind tugged at its hair and dress, giving it some semblance of life.


But when Kal turned the body over, she could see that was just an illusion. There was an ugly gash in Rose’s throat and blood soaked her dress, the moonlight making it look like a black scarf. Kal picked up the small girl—she hardly weighed a thing—and carried her back inside.


In the entrance hall, the surviving Swordfish crew were dealing with the bodies. Zombies were being taken out the front door and piled high outside on the driveway; dead pirates and smugglers were laid side-by-side under cut-down curtains around the hall. The Swordfish's doctor was tending the injured. He had done nothing much but sit around and play the fiddle on the voyage over; now he had more work than he could possibly cope with.


 Dead Leg, Jako and Dogwood were sitting at a table talking. There was no sign of Lula, or of Azul and his surviving crew.


‘… probably found a weak spot and broke through the barricade somewhere near the mansion,’ Jako was saying. ‘We should go and find out where.’


After laying Rose down, Kal walked up the others. ‘Where’s Lula?’ she asked.


‘Gone,’ Dead Leg said. ‘Azul took her. That pisshead picaroon knocked Lula out cold with the butt of his pistol before making off with her and the rest of his crew as soon as he could. If they had stayed and fought, I wouldn’t have lost half so many of my own people.’


Dogwood was glaring at Kal fiercely. The side of his head was bleeding from where he had had an ear torn off. ‘This is all your fault, Moonheart,’ he said.


Kal shook her head wearily, but Dogwood persisted. ‘How much money did you win from the Magician tonight?’


She told them.


‘Six thousand doubloons!’ Dogwood repeated. ‘I only lost five hundred to him. You were supposed to teach him a lesson and win just enough to buy a new boat, not bankrupt him! I’ll bet he let the zombies into town.’


Dead Leg and Jako turned to Kal with accusing eyes. She was too tired to protest. She pulled up a chair and slumped down into it. ‘No,’ she said in a quiet voice. ‘The zombies didn’t just wander in here from the jungle. They came looking for someone. Not me, though.’


She took a breath. ‘But I do know who they came for, and I also know why.’




 

 

 

 

 

 


II.ix


 


The Butcher of Port Black


 

 

 


‘They came for Che,’ Kal said. ‘And they took him … alive, I’ll bet.’


Dead Leg looked puzzled. ‘Che?’ he said. ‘The cook? Why the blue blazes would they want him?’


‘Oh please,’ Kal scoffed. ‘Don’t act like you don’t know. You sailed all the way to Amaranthium to bring him back here.’


The burly captain of the Swordfish shook his head in bewilderment. ‘I did no such thing, Moonheart. I dropped in to the Greasy Goblin in the city after delivering an ounce of Sirensbane to a senator on Arcus Hill. I was as hungry as a shark and Island curry was on the menu; it was the tastiest, most finger-lickin’ thing I ever put in my mouth! So I got talking to the cook, who turns out to have a hankering to visit home again. I offered him a job and he accepted; it’s not like I pressganged him into service. Dangle me from the mizzenmast if that ain’t the truth.’


Kal didn’t buy it. ‘You just happened to stroll into the Greasy Goblin? Someone must have mentioned it to you. Who?’


Sea Dog was sitting in Dead Leg’s lap, and the captain’s hand was trembling as he stroked his pet. His curse-marked hand.


‘Who, Dead Leg?’ Kal repeated.


Dead Leg was a tough, heavy-set man, and his eye patch, peg leg, scars and tattoos spoke of a hard life, both at sea and in battle. But now, for the first time since Kal had known him, he seemed frightened. ‘I can’t say who …’ he muttered.


Dogwood was sitting opposite Dead Leg, and now he leaned forward to join in the interrogation. ‘Can’t say?’ Dogwood said. ‘Or won’t?’


Dead Leg tried to look everywhere except return Dogwood’s gaze. He can’t say, Kal realised. He literally can’t. Something or someone has some kind of hold over him.


‘Let me try and help you remember,’ she said, trying to keep it friendly. ‘During the voyage here, I heard you, Jako and Lula talking on deck about a treasure map. And earlier tonight, I discovered you searching high and low for something … in Che’s room.’


Dead Leg’s eye widened. He stayed silent, but looked more uncomfortable than ever. Jako, who had not spoken until now, stepped in to help him out:


‘It was some wild and crazy legend that Lula said she heard,’ he explained. ‘An albino stole a map that leads to the legendary Vault of Vuda, and he fled to the other side of the world to escape her wrath! We thought Che was the thief. But we looked everywhere on board the Swordfish and we found nothing. And why would we, anyway? Che isn’t the only albino in the world. Before she started turning everyone into zombies, Vuda cursed thousands of her people with all sorts of other afflictions. So maybe the zombies took Che because he’s an outcast too; they think he’s one of their own—’


‘Enough!’ Kal snapped. She stood up, and Jako rose with her, his hands dropping to the hilts of his scimitars. ‘I’ve had it with your superstitious nonsense,’ Kal told him. ‘You’re always coming up with some story: zombies are cursed; zombies can be stopped if we go beg a god; zombies broke through the barricade; zombies want to be friends with Che; zombies this, zombies that …


She fixed the Nubaran with a hard stare. ‘You’re trying to divert me from getting to the truth. Whose side are you really on, Jako? His?’


Jako remained unmoved. ‘I saved you tonight,’ he said calmly. ‘I could have let you die.’


‘You’ll wish you did,’ Kal spat back, ‘if I ever find out you’re playing me.’


Jako shook his head. ‘I ain’t got time for this,’ he said, and walked out the front door.


Dead Leg sighed as he watched his navigator disappear into the dark night. ‘You don’t want to be making an enemy of Jako Jujube,’ he told Kal. ‘He’s fearfully good at everything he does; fighting, sailing, dealing with maps, charts and lines, not to mention women and drink. If anyone was going to challenge me as captain, it was that man. Maybe I should be thanking you, Kal, for driving him away.’


Kal thought of the letter of marque in her pocket. If anyone was a threat to Dead Leg’s authority, it wasn’t the navigator. ‘How long have you known Jako?’ she asked him.


‘Over a year,’ Dead Leg said. ‘Certainly before we started smuggling Sirensbane. We picked him up in a little coracle off the coast of Nubara. Said he was fleeing a gang of pirates who had raided his village.’


Kal sat and chewed her lip. Maybe Jako really was superstitious. And maybe Dead Leg just didn’t want to admit that he was after a treasure map. Were they really under the influence of a malevolent power? Or was it all in her imagination?


The surviving members of Dead Leg’s crew had finished up dealing with the bodies, and had gathered around the table. There were but a dozen of them left. They looked to their captain for orders or encouraging words of some kind.


Now that the secret was out, though, Dead Leg decided to nail his colours to the mast. ‘I say we’re done selling Sirensbane,’ he said, rising to address his crew. ‘Maybe the Magician’s  behind this zombie business, maybe not, but working for him was a curse in many other ways. Now I reckon that albino must be important if he’s worth all this chaos, so I got us a new adventure: there’s treasure out there somewhere, I can feel it in me bones.’


The crew were too exhausted and shocked to get really excited, but Kal could see that their natural longing for buccaneering and booty was stirring again. They stood  a fraction straighter, their eyes glimmering with the faintest optimism.


Dogwood turned to Kal. ‘Never mind all this dreaming of treasure,’ he said. ‘This town has a very real drug problem. I’m going straight down to ask the Magician a few questions in the morning. His vudu mind tricks won’t work on me.’


Kal didn’t reply. Instead she stood up and addressed everyone. ‘Don’t any of you care about Lula?’ she said. ‘Don’t pirates watch one another’s backs, as well as sharing out treasure and rewards? It was Lula who told you about Che and his map. You owe her a slice of the prize, if you ever find it … but you won’t find it so long as zombies have Che, and you can’t share it so long as Lula’s still in the hands of Amaro Azul!’


The crew deflated slightly. They wanted an easy fortune, not a fight with the Magician or Azul. ‘We’re smugglers, not pirates,’ Dead Leg mumbled.


‘All of us need to work together,’ Kal went on. ‘If  you’re going after treasure that doesn’t belong to you, then you’re pirates, like it or not, and the only way to balance the bad karma that comes with stealing is to share the spoils and honour your friends. That’s the pirate code, right?’ She put her hand out in the middle of the table. ‘We’ll rescue Lula together; find Che and his treasure together; and smash the Magician’s Sirensbane operation together! And if you stand with me, then I promise you all I'll find a way to break this zombie curse once and for all.’


Dead Leg reached out and slapped his palm over Kal’s fist. ‘Then I guess we are pirates now,’ he said.


Kal looked at Dogwood. ‘Come on, Silas,’ she said. ‘The Senate can’t help you all the way out here. Don’t take on the Magician alone.’


When Dogwood slapped his hand down on Dead Leg’s, the crew finally cheered. ‘Fine then!’ Dogwood said. ‘To the pirate code! All for everyone, and everyone for all!’


Kal laughed. ‘That’s not the pirate code; that’s the … that’s not even a code at all!’


 


* * *


 


The mansion gardens were grey in the colourless predawn world. Glossy black hummingbirds flitted from flower to flower, and cicadas sang in the undergrowth. The Reaping Wind had died, and the Paradise Wind had yet to rise. Kal’s filthy new clothes were glued to her body with sweat.


They walked the driveway in a tight huddle, and proceeded cautiously down Main Street. There was no one else out and about in town. The soft dirt and sand roads muffled the sound of even Dead Leg’s wooden stump. ‘I don’t like this,’ Kal said. ‘It’s far too quiet. If someone wanted to finish us off, now would be the perfect time to strike.’


‘They had their chance,’ Dogwood said, ‘and they blew it,’


That was when Kal felt a sharp sting on the back of her neck. She slapped it like she would a fly, but her palm came back black with dirt and ash. Kal turned around—there were burning embers in the air like fireflies. Back where they had come from, at the top of Main Street, there was a red glow.


‘They’re burning down the house,’ Dead Leg said. ‘Destroying the evidence of the zombie attack, I’ll bet. Let’s shake a leg—I ain’t going to feel safe until I feel the boards of the Swordfish beneath my foot.’


They were halfway to the beach when Dogwood called a halt at the crossroads between Main Street and the wide shopping thoroughfare of Beluga Boulevard. ‘Something’s different here,’ he said.


‘Well hurry up and tell us what, oh great detective,’ Dead Leg said, ‘so we can get going.’


Kal followed Dogwood to the wall of the posting house, where a mosaic of sun-faded fly posters had been stuck up. In the middle of the display was a freshly printed WANTED poster.


‘Yesterday there was a poster here offering a reward for Amaro Azul,’ Dogwood said. ‘Look at it now.’


The new poster showed a charcoal sketch of a ugly, vicious-looking pirate in a black hat and shirt, arms crossed and holding up a pair of meat cleavers. The block-stamped lettering underneath read:


 


WANTED

DEAD OR ALIVE

Kalina Moonheart

THE BUTCHER OF PORT BLACK

For Arson, Murder and Theft

REWARD: $1,000,000


 


One million pieces of eight! Kal did the sums in her head; it was roughly ten times the amount she had won off the Magician last night. She wondered if the person handing her in would really get paid. Or would they get fobbed off like Lula had, after she took Azul’s brother to the governor?


‘Pinning the blame on me will cover up what really went on tonight,’ Kal surmised. ‘Ah, well—it’s nice to feel genuinely wanted for a change.’


‘One million …’ Dead leg breathed. ‘That’s a big pile of loot.’


‘Don’t get any ideas,’ Kal said. ‘Anyone who survived the mansion slaughter isn’t going to be given a bag of cash and a pat on the back if they turn me in. We’re all loose ends that need to be stamped out. What do you pirates say? Dead folk tell no tales?’ She looked up and down the deserted intersection. ‘We should split up. Hanging around in a big group is going to get us noticed.’


Dead Leg turned to his crew. ‘You lads scatter and make your way back to the Swordfish. Haul up and make ready to go as soon as possible.’


The lads—technically eight lads and four ladies—all melted away down side streets. Kal, Dead Leg and Dogwood carried on down Main Street, but on a whim Kal took a random left turn. If she was alone, she might have taken to the rooftops, but the back alleys would have to do.


Dead Leg cursed as he tripped over a cat. Sea Dog barked at it and it slunk off. ‘Damned if that creature doesn’t run to the Magician and tell on us,’ Dead Leg said. ‘All the cats in this town carry messages for him. Well, all the black ones, at least.’


‘Where is his base of operations?’ Kal asked. She was wondering where the Sirensbane was manufactured.


‘Nobody knows,’ Dead Leg said. ‘He’s everywhere and nowhere all at once. He used to appear in person to hand us our latest shipment of Sirensbane, and always when you were least expecting it. The last time, I was sitting on the pot in the Fat Futtock—the tavern downtown—when there was this creepy cough behind me—’


‘Hold up,’ Dogwood hissed. A gang of armed men were prowling the street ahead of them; men in breastplates and combed helmets; a uniform of sorts, but the colours and styles were mismatched. And rather than patrol in formation, each man kept to his own personal space. Mercenaries, Kal thought. Working for the Magician not out of loyalty, or for love of his libertarian empire, but for money.


When the mercenaries had passed, Kal and the others pressed on. They were almost at the beach. At the top of a steep set of terraced gardens, they could see out across the bay. The moonlight rippled on the still water. A sprinkle of lights marked the position of anchored ships, and also the fort.


‘You know,’ Kal said, ‘there’s one player in this game we haven’t met yet.’


‘The governor?’ Dead Leg said. ‘Nobody’s seen him for a year. I’ve even forgotten what he looks like. Black guy with a big beard is all I remember. He’s safe in his fort pretending he hasn’t lost control of the town. But’s not even in the game any more, let alone a major player.’


‘We should go get him,’ Dogwood said. ‘He deserves asylum in the Republic. Plus, he might have some supplies we can use. Those cannon on the walls could be adapted to fit the Swordfish.’


Kal stared out at the fort. Lights were on in the windows of the lower levels close to the waterline. In the dungeons.


‘Alright,’ she said. ‘Let’s go and check it out. But we have to be careful! I’m not walking up to the front gate in plain sight, not with such a large bounty on my head. Dogwood, you should go back to the ship and bring it close to the fort. We might need to make a fast getaway.’


Dogwood clearly didn’t like taking orders. ‘Why doesn’t the captain of the ship go and do that?’


Because I want someone I can rely on to be there when I need them, Kal thought, but she would never feel comfortable admitting that to Dogwood. ‘I’ll be brutally honest,’ Kal said to him. ‘The crew aren’t going to be happy to see you when you climb on board. They’ll be anxious to come back for their real captain.’


Dead Leg laughed. If he guessed that Kal didn’t trust him not to bail on her, he didn’t show it. Both men agreed with Kal’s plan, and after Dogwood had gone his own way, Kal and Dead Leg found themselves approaching the half-mile-long causeway that stretched out to the fort. It was a concrete road lit by lanterns, but bordered by sloping verges of jagged black rocks. Kal and Dead Leg clambered over them, travelling parallel to the road. It was slow going, but at least they were out of sight. The fort was shut up completely, and there were no guards posted anywhere along the causeway; only up on the battlements, where a handful of tiny figures patrolled under a giant flag. The flag showed a gold triangle surrounded by twenty-four stars, on a red background; it was the only flag of the Republic flying in Port Black. Kal frowned as she looked up at it. There was something about it that didn’t look right.


The only life they encountered were lumbering animals on the rocks that Dead Leg called Sea Lions. They flopped off the  rocks and into the water as Sea Dog bounded ahead, clearing a path. Eventually they made it under the shadow of the fort’s wall. A tiny barred window glowed with candlelight. When Dead Leg reached it and looked in, he seemed surprised.


‘What are you doing here?’ he said.


Che came to the window. ‘Zombies, they grab me and bring me here! I do not even know where here is. My eyes, they are not so good, man. I only see a dark blur.’


‘You’re at the fort,’ Dead Leg told him. ‘Maybe Kal can tell you why though. It sure beats me!’


Kal stepped up to the window. She touched Che’s hand in sympathy for his plight. ‘I guessed as much. The fort is under the Magician’s control now. No place in Port Black, or anywhere on the Islands, even, is safe from him. There are zombies on the battlements above. Only they would manage to put up the Republic flag upside down.’ The triangle that represented Arcus Hill was pointing down, not up like it was supposed to.


‘Is my father dead then?’ Che asked.


‘The governor’s been gone a long time,’ Kal confirmed. ‘The Magician has been keeping up the pretence that he is still here for as long as he can, while he builds his strength. Illusion and lies, that’s what he deals with. And zombies, of course.’


Dead Leg grunted. ‘Well, let’s get you out of here, Che. You’re part of my crew and I’m not setting sail without you. In return, you can show us the way to this hidden treasure of yours.’


 The window was too small to escape through, but there was a door just a bit further along the wall. Dead Leg kicked it. It was made of the hardest tropical heartwood, and there was no lock on the outside.


‘Treasure?’ Che said, as Kal and Dead Leg looked for a way in. ‘I got no clue what you mean.’


‘Vuda’s treasure!’ Dead Leg said. ‘Please tell me you’re the man with the map!’


‘It’s okay, Che,’ Kal said. ‘We know about the treasure. Or at least I do. But it’s not some legendary treasure of the gods. I think you stole the family fortune from your father, the governor, when you fled the Islands ten years ago. The Magician found out about it, and he had Dead Leg here bring you back from Amaranthium.’


‘Well, that explains a lot,’ Dead Leg said. ‘I’m sorry, Che. I didn’t know you were the governor’s son. The Magician bamboozled me. But I thought Gaspar Azul stole that treasure? They even hung him for it!’
 

Kal was picking at the shellstone walls with her knife. Tiny fragments of coral broke away. She could probably cut footholes to climb up, but it would be impossible to break through. ‘The Magician tortured the truth out of Gaspar before they hung him,’ she told Dead Leg and Che. ‘But the Magician must have kept that truth to himself. I’m guessing Gaspar did actually go to rob the mansion, but saw Che leaving with the treasure instead.’


Dead Leg nodded. ‘Gaspar must have told Lula, too, when she captured him. That’s where Lula got the legend of the albino thief from. He must have told her in the hope that she would let him go, but Lula must have thought she could collect Gaspar’s bounty and go after the treasure. Hell, when we get her back, I’m going to put that girl over my knee.’


‘It’s all true,’ Che admitted. ‘My father, he was very cruel and wicked man; and he was ashamed of my whitey skin. I only meant to thief enough to start a new life. I was sixteen back then, and jus’ wanted enough to escape and travel the world. I had no idea of the worth of what I take.’


‘It’s not your fault,’ Kal said. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll get you out and then get far, far away from here.’ She was at the window, looking past Che, through the bars of his cell, to the guardroom beyond. There was a ring of keys on a hook on the far wall. ‘Dead Leg,’ she said. ‘How clever is your dog?’


It turned out that Sea Dog was very clever. He wriggled through the window, trotted through Che’s cell and jumped up and grabbed the keys in his jaws. However, Che tried them all in his cell door, and none of them fit.


‘They must be for the door in the wall,’ Kal said, ‘but there’s no keyhole on this side.’


Dead Leg was gently tapping the door with his peg leg. ‘Come on, Sea Dog,’ he cooed. ‘You can do it, boy. Put the key in the lock …’


Kal shook her head. ‘I don’t doubt he’s clever, Dead Leg. But I’ll be damned if—’


The door swung outwards. Sea Dog stood in the guardroom beyond, wagging his tail, the ring of keys in his mouth.


‘Good boy!’ Dead Leg exclaimed, stepping inside and scooping up the little dog in his arms. ‘I think you deserve your own full share of the treasure for this!’


Kal didn’t buy it; she had seen some strange things in her time, but not like this. A cold wind blew from somewhere inside the fort and hit Kal in the face as she followed Dead Leg inside. The hairs on the back of her neck rose, and a chill rippled through her body as she realised the danger they were in. The wind sucked back, and the door slammed shut behind her.


‘He’s here,’ she said.


The Magician materialised from the shadows of the guardroom. He was wearing a black cloak this time, and when he pulled his hood back he had a gold pentacle traced on his forehead. In the candlelight it flickered and became the focus of everyone else in the room.


‘You!’ Dead Leg said.


‘Father!’ Che gasped.


 


* * *


 


Kal had begun to suspect the truth when she had been throwing dice with the Magician. It seemed like days ago, but had in fact only been hours. When the Magician had talked about the governor’s missing family fortune, Kal had thought about the governor’s poor cursed son, Che, who had fled from the violence and cruelty of his own father. It was easy to imagine how the governor’s hatred and bitterness had grown over the following decade, finally breaking out into the creation of a new monster: a Magician who would suck Port Black dry of Republic money, and rebuild a new empire by creating his own curse … the curse of Sirensbane.


Dead Leg drew his cutlass and charged. The Magician calmly raised a palm and intoned one word: ‘Stop.’


Dead Leg stopped, and when the Magician said, ‘Kneel,’ he went down on his knees.


Kal knew that she should flee, but how could she leave Che to his fate?


The Magician picked up Sea Dog and stroked him gently. Dead Leg didn’t react; he just remained frozen in place. ‘Welcome home, my son,’ the Magician said to Che. ‘I’m sorry I had to have you thrown into this cell. I will release you as soon as I can, of course. As soon as you tell me where you hid what you stole from me.’


‘I will not tell you, never,’ Che said, from behind the bars. He turned to Kal. ‘Run, Kal,’ he said. ‘The treasure is yours!’


Kal shook her head. ‘I’m not leaving without you. I don’t know where—’


‘Yes you do!’ Che said frantically. ‘Remember the secret we cook up together to hide the trail?’


The Magician sneered. ‘Moonheart is never leaving this place alive. Neither are you, son, if you refuse my offer of reconciliation.’


Kal drew her dagger. The Magician was alone and seemingly unarmed. She could never kill a man, not even a man like him, in cold blood … but if he tried to stop them escaping …


‘Dead Leg,’ Kal said, ‘Help me free Che. We’re all leaving.’


But the captain remained rooted to the spot at the Magician’s feet. ‘Oh, Dead Leg doesn’t take orders from you, Moonheart,’ the Magician said playfully. ‘He is my man now. Isn’t that right, Captain?’


Dead Leg’s fist was clenching and unclenching. The fist that bore the mark of the zombie curse. He was trembling, as if struggling to get up, but all he could do in the end was nod to his tormentor.


The Magician grinned as he stroked Sea Dog. ‘Good man. It’s the Sirensbane that flows through his veins; it binds him to my will. Until I command otherwise, he will remain kneeling before me, no matter what happens. Am I right, Captain?’


‘No,’ Kal said, desperately.


‘Yes,’ Dead Leg said, hopelessly.


The Magician took Sea Dog by the tail and swung him against the stone wall, dashing the small dog’s brains out. Dead Leg didn’t even react. The Magician’s terrible grin widened.


‘Your will is my will now, Captain. You’ll do as I command.’


‘Yes,’ Dead Leg said again in a hollow voice.


‘Good. Now kill Kal Moonheart.’


 

 


END OF PART TWO




 

 

 

 

 

 


PART THREE


 


THE FORBIDDEN ISLAND


 

 


A swirling storm, a turning tide,

Send me to my shell to hide.

But the deepest sea and the darkest cave,

Are just new challenges for me to brave.




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.i


 


The Purple Mountain


 

 

 


Lula Pearl paused for a brief rest under the shade of the eucalyptus trees. They smothered the slopes of the Purple Mountain, and on a warm day like today they gave off a cloudy emission, the amethyst hue of which gave the mountain its name. Lula breathed it in; it was sweet, fresh and cooling, and gave her energy for the next stretch of the climb: a steep ridge on the side of the mountain that was exposed to the sun. She had better hurry; the peak of the mountain was riddled with caves and secret gorges, and she couldn’t afford to lose her quarry.


Out on the ridge, she could see them ahead of her: a white man and woman, lugging a chest between them as they struggled up the path. If they looked back, though, they would just get an eyeful of the sinking afternoon sun, and not see the ten-year-old girl who was on their trail.


She didn’t know it then, but at the same time as Lula was climbing the Purple Mountain, halfway across the world her future friend and lover, Kal Moonheart, was trudging through the snow up the Starfinger Mountains. In some respects, their worlds were very different; in others, the same.


Lula stopped where a cloud of enormous green dragontail butterflies had landed on something. They fluttered away as she reached down and lifted it up: a golden cup that was fashioned with a pattern of geometric skulls. Inzek treasure! The Inzeks were the children of Vuda, and inhabited the Islands thousands of years ago. Legends of their lost cities and treasure hordes still fuelled the fantasies of adventurous children like Lula even today.


To take the treasure, though, was to be cursed by Vuda herself. Yet Lula wasn’t surprised that the woman she was following up the mountain paid no heed to ancient warnings. This woman was from a distant city called Amaranthium, where the people laughed off stories of the gods, and turned the temples into banks and casinos.


The woman Lula was following was her mother.


Back in the village, earlier that day, Lula had heard her father and her stepmother talking. Arguing, really, since Lula’s real mother was a prickly topic of conversation between them. But between all the shouting and sulking, Lula gathered that her mother’s ship had been spotted anchored off the coast. Then, later in the afternoon, Lula’s friend Otis had seen strangers on the mountainside. He said he had been out earning a few extra coppers picking coffee beans in the plantation on the leeward side of the mountain, and had fallen asleep on the job. When he woke up, everyone else had gone home, but he had spied two figures taking the path that led to the summit.


Lula hadn’t seen her mother in five years. She was a wealthy merchant who travelled the world, and had little time for the children she left with their fathers in her numerous ports of call. But on that last visit, she had given Lula a triangular beaver-fur hat, and Lula was wearing it now. She wanted to be sure her mother recognised her daughter when she surprised her at the top of the mountain.


The summit of the Purple Mountain wasn’t a sharp peak, but rather an uneven plateau of fern-covered gullies. The view from the edge was incredible: Lula could see all the way to Port Black, and she could even pick out the half-built fort out on its island in the bay. Further along the coast she could also see the seashell quarries and bare patches of tree stumps, where the island’s natural resources had been plundered by its Republic overlords.


But what did a ten-year-old care about such things? Right now, all Lula thought about was the thrill of stalking her mother. Perhaps her mother would come and visit more often if Lula impressed her today. Or maybe she’d even take Lula away to sea with her, and teach her how to be merchant, and get rich travelling the world buying and selling exotic goods.


Lula turned into the interior of the summit. The trail was easy to follow; at this altitude it was cool and humid, and there were damp footprints in the lush grass. It wasn’t long before Lula was creeping through the ferns towards the sound of voices in a secluded grove. Over the babble of the voices was another sound: squelch, slap, squelch, slap …


Lula crept as close as she dared. Peering out from between the fronds, she could see her mother and the other man (her mother’s first mate, she reckoned) standing around a hole in the ground. Lula’s friend Otis was waist deep in the hole, digging out clods of dark, fertile earth with a shovel.


When he was done and had climbed out, Lula’s mother and her mate dragged the chest to the lip of the hole, and shoved it in.


They were burying Inzek treasure! This was bad news. If the Islanders ever found any Inzek gold, they were sure to donate it to the temples of Vuda. To secretly bury it was sure to incur the god’s wrath.


But if her mother’s actions so far didn’t completely shock or surprise Lula, then what happened next turned her world completely upside down …


Lula’s mother stepped towards Otis as if to thank him, but her hand suddenly flicked upwards, and there was a bright flash of metal. Otis was left standing there, a vivid red horizontal line drawn across his throat. As he seemed to struggle for some words, the other man, the first mate, started cursing at Lula’s mother. The tall blond woman put her hand on the man’s shoulder  to calm him, but then he dropped to his knees clutching his stomach as if taken by some sudden illness. Lula’s mother helped Otis gently down into the pit he had just dug, and then she gave her first mate a friendly pat on the back, sending him tipping forward to join the village boy.


It was only when her mother took up the spade and started to shovel earth back over the bodies, that the full realisation of what had just happened hit Lula, and she gasped out loud.


Her mother was with her in an instant, holding her close and whispering platitudes, explanations and soft words of affection. ‘I had to do it, Lula darling, don’t you see? Or they would have done the same to me. Gold turns people against each other. That’s its curse.’ Lula was sobbing, and her mother’s patience was thin; the tenderness didn’t last long. ‘If I could only give you one piece of advice, Lula,’ she said in a serious tone, ‘then it would be this: always look out for yourself, and never mind anybody else.’


She gripped Lula’s head in her hands and looked her daughter in the eye. ‘Now run back home,’ she said with a twisted attempt at a smile, ‘before I have to kill you, too.’


 


* * *


 


Lula never saw her mother again after that day. A few years later, Analine Marley was captured at sea by General Cassava of the Republic fleet. She was hung as a pirate from the yardarm of her own ship. Lula learned her lesson, though; she never told anyone else about the hidden gold.


And six years later, when village life was closing in on her and threatening to bind her to the slopes of the Purple Mountain for the rest of her life, the advice came in useful. To the surprise of her father, stepmother and stepbrothers, Lula Pearl somehow found the means to buy, equip and crew a small ship. Then she sailed away from her old life and never looked back.




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.ii


 


Marooned


 

 

 


Lula squinted in the harsh sunlight. She could see a blob of green floating in front of the sun, underlined by a white stripe and surrounded by blue sea and sky. A small island! She looked up: the sky was clear and cloudless. She looked down: the sea was clear and teeming with shiny mackerel. She turned around …


Amaro Azul was standing at the other end of the plank, toting one of his pistols. The rest of his crew were gathered around him, enjoying the spectacle.


‘Go on, girl,’ Azul said. ‘One more step!’


Lula could barely feel her limbs, let alone move them. She had spent the last three days chained to Azul’s bed. Fortunately, the captain himself had spent the nights sleeping in the forecastle with his crew. But during the day he had sat at his desk and, while Lula squirmed in frustration, her muscles cramping in agony, he had chatted away  as he worked on his ledgers and logs.


Azul had fondly reminisced about growing up in Eldragoro with his brother, Gaspar. Lula had no choice but to listen to all the charming tales of brotherly adventure: Azul and Gaspar’s first voyage, where they had sailed a two-man yacht between the Straight of Swords; their first trip to a brothel, where they had shared the cost of the most expensive whore; and their first kill—the owner of the brothel, who had tried to charge the brothers twice the whore’s usual price, even though they had finished up with her in half the allotted time, and hadn’t bruised her too badly.


And as he talked, Azul fingered the brass telescope that had once belonged to Gaspar; the accursed trinket that had proved too tempting for Lula to resist, and inevitably had given her away.


She had put up with three torturous days of this physical and emotional torment, and then this morning they had keelhauled her.


A long rope had been tied around her ankles, then Azul’s giant bearded first mate had dropped her over the side at the bow and dragged her along the side of the ship, all the way to the stern. He did this six times, yanking her up for air each time he turned. Too slow, and Lula would have been drowned; too fast, and she would have been ripped apart by the sharp barnacles that covered the Drago Azul’s hull. The first mate found a happy medium that left Lula gasping for air and covered in cuts.


And now here she was, the final humiliation: standing at the end of a plank, dressed only in her beaver-fur tricorn hat and a tattered shirt that flapped around her hips in the sea breeze.


‘Why are you doing this?’ Lula asked her captor. ‘Why don’t you just kill me?’


Azul made a face like he was shocked. ‘Do you take me for a monster!’ he protested. ‘I am a fair and honest man. You condemned my brother to his death by handing him to the governor of Port Black, but you did not kill him yourself. And so, following the pirate code, I too condemn you to  death, but I will not strike the finishing blow.’


He looked at the pistol in his hand. ‘Here, I have a parting gift for you.’ He jumped up onto the plank, reached forward and laid the pistol within Lula’s reach, along with a small bag. ‘There’s a ball and enough powder for one shot,’ he said. ‘So make it count!’


Lula grabbed the gifts. She wasn’t too proud to refuse.


She looked over her shoulder at the lonely island: her new home, and probably her grave. ‘Where are we?’


Azul shrugged. ‘Just some remote little island we once used as a hideout some years back. The chart we made is probably the only one in existence. We won’t be coming back, though—there’s no shelter on the beaches, and the jungle is full of some of the biggest insects I have ever seen. Now go, Lula. Go and inspect your new kingdom!’


Lula could only think of one last play. ‘If you’re going after the governor next, I can help you get to him! We’ll make a plan together—I can take you in as if to hand you over for the bounty, then you can surprise him …’


Azul laughed, and Lula trailed off. ‘I wouldn’t trust you even if I did need help,’ Azul said. ‘But I don’t need it. My good friend the King of Eldragoro has been looking for an excuse to take over Port Black for years, and Gaspar’s cruel death has given him one. The Armada is already halfway here, and I have examined the town’s defences at first hand. Port Black will fall, Lula. Just be glad you will not be around to see it—there will be blood on the streets, and it’s so hard to tell who is and who isn’t a zombie these days.’


Lula’s anger rose, and she started back down the plank to the ship. Azul, still laughing, stamped his foot hard on the wood, and the plank started to wobble. Lula’s arms flailed desperately.


‘Oh, I almost forgot,’ Azul said, reaching into his coat pocket. ‘This belongs to you. I won’t have this filth polluting my ship.’ He tossed a small packet to Lula. Her last remaining Sirensbane! She grabbed for it, and as her fingers closed around it, she toppled off the plank and fell head first into the sea.


The water was warm and almost comforting. The salt stung her cuts, but it jolted her weary body awake. For a brief moment, she felt free and safe. When she surfaced, though, she got a mouthful of bilge water and rotten fruit peelings: the crew were dumping the garbage overboard. Lula loosed a colourful curse at Amaro Azul.


He waved as his ship’s sails caught the wind. ‘Goodbye, Lula Pearl! You were a good lay, but I have another woman to chase now. If I deliver Port Black to my king, then he may reward me with his sixteen-year-old daughter! She is as shy and as meek as a mouse, but I will think of you when I screw her. It will make it twice as exciting, but be only half the trouble of the real thing!’


Azul’s laughter rang in Lula’s ears as the ship drifted away.


 


* * *


 


The garbage would attract sharks, so Lula immediately made for shore. Both survival instincts and anger powered her limbs as she fought her way through the riptides. It was only a mile to the beach, but Lula’s leg and arms were aching before she was even halfway. At one point, she was certain that she wasn’t even going to have the luxury of contemplating her own death on a soft sandy shore; she was going to sink beneath the waves and get ripped apart by sharks before she even hit the bottom.


These grim thoughts were what inspired her to make the extra effort. Her brain focused on the white line of the beach, and her legs found their own kick-reflex, operating independently of her will. She was still kicking when a surging wave deposited her face down in soft wet sand. It took her some moments to realise she was safe.


She crawled up the beach on all fours. Her hand came down on a large bright red scallop shell. Lula recognised it from her childhood; it was an extremely rare dragon’s paw shell. Her father once had one hung above the door of his hut, until it was stolen one night. Lula stopped crawling and look around. There were thousands of the shells scattered all over the beach. I’m safe and rich, she thought.


And dead. There would be no escape from this island.


The beach was a thin strip of shimmering silvery-white sand that stretched off to the left and right, and vanished around the curve of the headland. The sun was so hot, Lula was dry almost as soon as she  stood up, but as she made her way to the shade of the jungle, a horrific screeching wail made her pause. Insects? Just how big are they exactly?


Lula checked her gun and  powder. The flint sparked when she pulled the trigger, and the powder was bone dry in its pouch, so she filled the pistol and rolled the shot down the barrel, jamming it home with a thin branch. One shot. Make it count, Azul had said, but Lula was sure he wasn’t thinking about using it on the wildlife.


She screwed her hat down tightly so that the brim was just above her eyes, and set off on a walk around the island. The creepy jungle could wait until later. And who knew—maybe there was a convenient boat moored on the opposite shore.


There wasn’t, of course. The far beach was just as empty and remote as the side she had washed up on. As she trudged through the sand, Lula cast her mind back over the sequence of events that had led her here. The seeds of her destruction were planted a decade ago, she ruminated, when she had left home and sailed the world. Lula had taken jobs where she could find them: in bars, on ships, in docks and on plantations. But the pattern was always the same—once she had worked hard enough to gain her employer’s trust, she disappeared in the dead of night with all the money she could lay her hands on. And who could blame her? There was no legitimate job in the world that wasn’t too much work for too little reward.


As she gained skill and experience, Lula turned to more dangerous pursuits. Her exploits could fill a hundred books, but she spent the money almost as fast as she made it. Unlike Kal, Lula wasn’t a disciplined gambler, and she was prey to most of the world’s vices. But still, she kept on reaching for bigger and bigger prizes.


The capture of Gaspar Azul almost cost Lula her life. Even when suddenly awakened from a drunken stupor, Gaspar had proved a fearsome swordsman. They had fought in a tent in the middle of the Nubaran desert (Lula had blagged her way into Gaspar’s company on a tomb-raiding expedition) and Gaspar had only fallen when he had accidently sliced through the tent’s guy ropes with his sword, and brought the canvas down upon his head. Gaspar’s bounty would make Lula rich, and allow her to finally stop moving and settle down somewhere.


Or so she had hoped. But the governor of Port Black had not been able to pay the ransom. And in the bleak dark emptiness of her disappointment, a new temptation had materialised to take advantage of her …


Sirensbane.


Lula had started working for the Magician, smuggling the drug into Amaranthium. It was a well-paid job, the best Lula had ever found, but Sirensbane was an expensive habit, and no amount of runs across the Silver Sea could ever free her from the Magician’s power. She would have to work years to drag herself out of debt.


At least money was now the least of her problems.


Lula found herself looking down at her own footprints in the sand. She had walked all around the island in a couple of hours, and now she was back where she had started. She sighed and collapsed down onto the beach. Maybe it was just as well Azul had caught up with her. What else would she have done? The zombie curse had swept through the Islands, and Lula had been stricken down like her friends and thousands of others. She had been getting increasingly desperate, and had pinned her hopes on  the one person she trusted in the world: Kal Moonheart. Poor old Kal, who  most  likely had been ripped apart by zombies at the Blue Mahoe, had been Lula’s last chance. All Lula had done was bring Kal to her doom.


Tears came suddenly. Lula reached for her pistol. One shot. She raised the barrel and stared down it.


No, she thought.


At least not while I’m sober.


She unwrapped the packet of Sirensbane. The drug had been crushed into tiny glossy black flakes. Lula picked one between her fingers and went to lay it on her tongue.


And then she noticed something out on the beach …


Two sets of footprints emerged from the sea and up the sand. Lula stood and walked up to them: the second pair disappeared after hers around the island. That meant someone had been following her, and if so …


She whirled around, and came face-to-face with—




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.iii


 


Crocodile Tears


 

 

 


—‘Kal?’


Kalina Moonheart was standing in front of the sun. Her whole body was lit from behind; the tangled reddish-brown hair that escaped her black hat was burning like fire, and her sunburned skin shone with an opalescent sheen like a marble statue. Kal’s red and white shirt was torn and tied up around her waist, revealing a wide, flat belly with abdominals jutting out like islands in a sea. Her feet were bare, and her velvet trousers were shredded almost up to the crotch. Lula could see Kal’s new tattoo for the first time: a black dragon that wound around and up her left thigh, it’s tail disappearing between her legs.


‘Kal,’ Lula repeated, sinking to her knees in the sand as if grovelling before a god. ‘How did you … how did you get here?’


‘Well, that’s a long story,’ Kal said. ‘But the gist of it is that I escaped Port Black, chased down Azul’s ship, sneaked aboard and then hid in the bilge compartment for three days. Let me tell you, I’d have swapped places with you in a heartbeat. Down there, underwater for hours, breathing through a bamboo shoot … I passed the time dreaming of being chained to a bed.’


The bilge compartment! The lowest part of the ship, where there was only an inch of space between the the stagnant water and the deck above. Just the thought of it made Lula feel queasy. She stumbled forward and hugged Kal’s Legs.


Kal hoisted Lula to her feet. ‘You look terrible, Lu,’ she said. ‘You’ve got heat stroke, and you must be starving. Did they feed you?’


Lula couldn’t find her voice. She was delirious, alright: deliriously happy. She moved to kiss Kal on the mouth, but her rescuer pulled away.


‘I’m still mad at you,’ Kal said. ‘We could have been far away from here if we had just fled the mansion when we had the chance. But, oh no—you had to run back in to save your friends. Well, it’s a good job I reminded them of that fact, otherwise they wouldn’t have been so keen to help me find you now.’


A wave of despair passed over Lula. ‘It’s no good,’ she managed to say, after a few deep breaths. ‘You wasted your time coming after me, Kal. Only Azul knows where we are. No one’s ever going to come and rescue us now.’


But Kal only smiled: the genuine confident smile that had drawn Lula to her the day they met. It had been at a wrestling match of all places, held in a dockside warehouse in Amaranthium. Kal had been so sure that her guy was going to win, she had persuaded Lula to bet everything she had on him, too. But the match had been fixed, and they both lost a lot of money. Lula stayed over on the floor of Kal’s flat that night, and the next day Kal had taken her to the Snake Pit, where she had taught Lula how to play cards. Between them they won back more than double what they had lost.


‘… to have to trust me,’ Kal was saying.


Lula shook herself back to the present. ‘What?’


‘I said, you’re just going to have to trust me. Do you think I’d come all this way without a plan for getting us home again? Come on, let’s get into the shade, get some food down us, and I’ll tell you the whole story!’


Kal took Lula’s hand and led her up the beach to the shade of the jungle. Kal was talking as she went—‘find shelter soon. This place might look like paradise now, but come nightfall it’s going to be very cold and very wet’—but all Lula could think about was the fact that Kal’s big leather satchel was moving and bulging, as if something was inside it, trying to get out.


Was Lula losing the plot completely? ‘Kal.’ she said. ‘There’s something in your bag …’


‘Oh, that’s dinner,’ Kal said. ‘I picked it up while I was following you around the island. It’ll be fresher if we don’t kill it until just before we put it in on the fire. Speaking of which, start gathering dry twigs!’


Dinner! While Lula had spent the first hours of her exile dwelling on the past and thinking about killing herself, Kal had been hunting and planning for their survival. Lula felt a hot rush of shame mixed with anger. She shook off Kal’s hand and plunged ahead into the trees. It was cool and moist under the giant ferns. The jungle was a riot of vines and strangling figs. Lula found she had to place her feet carefully with every step, lest the flora trip her up.


And then there it was again: that ear-shredding shriek from somewhere up ahead.


Lula cocked her pistol. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, as Kal came up behind her. ‘Whatever it is, I’ll take care of it.’


Kal tossed her bag down among the roots of a giant hollow banyan tree. ‘Vuda’s demon guardians,’ she said. ‘I heard they haunt many of the more remote islands. That’s why nobody ever comes here. They’ll ignore us, though, just so long as we stay on the edges of the jungle and don’t stray too far inland. A bullet won’t stop them, Lu, but thanks anyway for the offer of protection. We need to work together and help each other if we’re going to pull through this.’


Lula took some deep breaths and lowered her gun. Work together! She could tell that Kal was throwing her a lifeline, to make her feel like she wasn’t completely useless. ‘Alright then,’ Lula said. ‘You start on the shelter then. I’ll collect wood for the fire.’


Kal grinned, and Lula actually laughed as she set off on her scavenger hunt. Despite their crazy predicament, despite the last hellish few days … so long as Kal was here—no, so long as they were both here, together—then there was hope.


 


* * *


 


Lula dumped her kindling in the stone-ringed pit that Kal had dug in the sandy dirt at the top of the beach. She lit it with the flint of her pistol, then Kal produced dinner from her bag: a wriggling two-foot-long juvenile crocodile, whose jaws were clamped shut by her leather belt.


‘I saw it snoozing in the mudflats by the stream on the other side of the island,’ Kal said. ‘I didn’t even stop to think about it, in case he caught wind of me; I just creeped up behind him and slipped my belt over his nose.’ She held the struggling animal up to her face. ‘I bet you didn’t expect to see me today,’ she said to it, almost tenderly. Tears were welling in the croc’s eyes. ‘Oh don’t cry,’ Kal said. ‘We both know that you’d eat me just as soon as I’d eat you.’


Then while Lula held it down, Kal drove her knife straight down between its eyes. The meat, once barbecued, was delicious: smoky, chewy and salty.


‘Tastes like chicken,’ Kal said. ‘Fishy chicken.’


It was sunset. Lula held another chunk of croc meat over the fire on the end of a stick, idly turning it as she gazed at Kal. ‘So …’ Lula said. ‘Tell me what happened back at the Blue Mahoe. Last thing I remember was killing a zombie that was attacking Azul. He looked at me, looked around—presumably to see if you were about—then knocked me out cold with the butt of his pistol.’


So Kal told her side of the story. Lula listened in horrified silence as she heard of the death toll at the mansion. Her horror turned to sudden intrigued interest when Kal revealed that she had confronted Che about the treasure, and found out that the cook had indeed stolen and hidden a fortune belonging to his father, once the governor of Port Black, but now the Magician.


‘Holy hell, Kal,’ Lula said. ‘So Gaspar Azul was telling the truth all along! When I hauled him in to collect the bounty, he kept rambling on about the albino. Said he’d split the treasure with me if we ever found it. I almost agreed, but then figured I could collect the bounty and go find the treasure myself.’


Lula washed her meat down with a skin of spring water. She was starting to feel more like herself, and was even having fun, sitting by the fire swapping tales with Kal. Her hunger and thirst had been sated, but she had other needs to take care of before she could completely relax. Her hands automatically went for her pouch of Sirensbane. ‘Please, please tell me, Kal, that you got a map off the damn albino. If we find the treasure, we can split—’


In less than a second, Lula found herself flat on her back in the sand with Kal on top of her. Kal’s hand gripped Lula’s wrist that was holding the pouch. ‘No more!’ Kal said. ‘You’re done with this stuff!’


Lula dropped the Sirensbane in the sand, rolled, and grabbed it with her free hand before Kal could react. She got to her feet and put the fire between herself and her friend. ‘Kal, I need it! I’ve not had a hit in three days.’


‘Look at your palm,’ Kal said.


‘What?’ Lula turned her hand over and spread her fingers. The white spot, which last time she had looked had spread to her fingers, was now just a coin-sized circle in her palm. ‘Kal,’ she breathed. ‘How …’


‘If you want to be free of the curse, then you have to free yourself of the drug,’ Kal said. ‘It’s how the Magician controls people. First your lose your will to him, then your body. I’ve seen it happen to Dead Leg.’


Lula felt the anger and anxiety rising again. She needed a hit, and who was Kal to deny her? It took all of her self-control to remain calm. A fight with Kal would get her nowhere. She tried a different tack, rubbing her arm across her eyes and letting loose a faint sob. ‘Don’t do this to me, Kal. I’ll just die if I go without for much longer. The Magician can’t control me here—let me take a little and come off it gently.’


‘Throw it in the fire,’ Kal said. Her voice was cold.


Never! Lula had to think fast to come up with a way to save it from the flames. She tossed the pouch … over the fire to Kal, who instinctively caught it. ‘You keep it,’ Lula said. ‘It’s worth a lot of money. No point in wasting it.’


Kal grunted, but seemed to accept this, as Lula knew she would. ‘Alright,’ Lula said. ‘Get on with your story about how you escaped Port Black. And it had better be exciting enough to take my mind off the cravings I’m getting.’


 


* * *


 


‘I refused to fight him,’ Kal said, picking up her story at the part where the Magician ordered Dead Leg to kill her. ‘I was dancing and dodging all around the cramped guardroom, knocking into the stone walls and the bars of the cells. Che was shouting for his father to stop it, to call Dead Leg off, but the Magician only chuckled. Tell me where you hid the treasure first! he said. Don’t tell him! I said to Che, because I had suddenly realised how I might find my way to the hiding place myself. All I had to do was escape this room.


‘I eventually got out: not through the door in the fort wall we had come through, but up a narrow stair that led up  the battlements. Dead Leg was hot on my heels, and there were zombies shambling around up top. The front gate was still shut tight, so the only way out was to jump.


‘So I dived off the walls. I had no idea how deep the water below was, and there’s only one way to stop yourself from cracking your head open on the rocks—I turned my dive into a belly flop, and smacked down with such force that I was knocked out cold. But Dogwood had brought the Swordfish around, and managed to haul us in.’


‘Us?’ Lula said.


‘Yes,’ Kal said. ‘Dead Leg jumped after me. He smashed his wrist apart on the rocks and banged his skull pretty bad. But the good news is that when we got him on board, he had regained his senses. The Magician’s influence had worn off. Well, we think so anyway—he’s still zombified, just not aggressive any more. We locked him below deck for his own safety, and set off around the coast in pursuit of you and Azul.


‘Azul’s ship was still moored just offshore from your village. It was still dark, but even so there was no way even a surprise attack was going to succeed. Let’s face it, smugglers don’t make good fighters. So we came up with a plan to do some smuggling instead … I decided to smuggle myself aboard.


‘I swam out to the Azul’s ship and climbed the anchor line, entering the ship by the hawsehole. I didn’t have a plan at that time: I’d told Dogwood and the Swordfish not to come back for me, and sent them away to a safe cove. I was prepared to risk everything and kill a lot of people to break you out, Lu. But I was sneaking across the deck to the captain’s cabin when I overheard Azul talking to his first mate. He was telling him to keep it a secret, but they were going to abandon you on some old island hideout for a week or so.’


A week or so! Lula was furious. If the bastard had the nerve to come back, she’d show him what she thought of his games … she would return his bullet to him, right between the eyes!


‘So that’s when my plan changed,’ Kal said. ‘I thought it would be safer to keep my head down until we got here. Now here were are: Azul’s long gone, and the Swordfish will be along to pick us up long before he ever comes back.’


Lula smiled and shook her head. Kal Moonheart! What would she ever do without her? ‘There’s just one problem with your plan, Kal,’ she said. ‘Like I told you, nobody but Azul knows where we are. This is an uncharted island—one tiny speck in a thousand that all look the same. How is anyone going to know we are here to rescue us?’


Kal laughed. ‘Well, that’s the thing,’ she said. ‘We’re not at Azul’s hideout at all. Azul wrote down a course for his navigator to follow, but I got hold of it and switched it. This island is even more remote and secret; nobody has set foot here for at least a decade.’


Kal drank in Lula’s stunned silence for a few moments, before delivering the final broadside: ‘Certainly not since Che came here to bury his stolen treasure.’




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.iv


 


The Demon-Haunted World


 

 

 


As darkness fell, so did the rain, and then hundred-mile-an-hour winds that turned what would have been a light shower into a freezing full-frontal assault. Lula and Kal set up their shelter inside the banyan tree. Its roots formed a cage that was two yards across, and inside they dug a smaller fire pit and  constructed a cot either side of it, raised a foot off the ground to keep insects and snakes at bay.


They lay facing each other, snug and warm in their den. The smoke from the pit stung Lula’s eyes, but the fire was burning lemongrass to keep the mosquitos away, so the trade-off was worth it. Rain shook the roof of ferns, and the occasional drip fell and sizzled in the flames. Lula had crushed some of the bunches of lemongrass, and was rubbing the oil into her skin.


‘You smell nice,’ Kal said.


‘I should bottle this stuff and sell it,’ Lula said. ‘Repels mosquitos and attracts women. It would be more popular than aqua vita.’


Kal laughed. ‘I said you smell nice, not that I’m attracted to you.’


‘If you say so,’ Lula said, catching and holding Kal’s gaze. Kal broke the connection first, shifting uncomfortably on her bed.


‘Get some sleep, Lu,’ Kal said. ‘You look tired. We need to be fit for treasure hunting in the morning.’ She turned over to face away from Lula and instantly began to snore.


Lula may have looked tired, but she was wide awake. Her body ached, and she couldn’t decide whether to wait until Kal was asleep and steal back her Sirensbane, or wake Kal and ask her about—


‘—the map.’


‘Hmmm,’ Kal said dreamily.


‘The treasure map,’ Lula said. ‘The one you got off the cook.’


Kal just grumbled something, reached into her bag, and tossed a leather-bound book over to Lula.


The cover was plain and stained with food. Lula turned to the first page, squinting in the dim light of the fire. The neat, hand-written title said: RECIPES


What the hell? Lula flipped through page after page of Che’s rambling, half-legible instructions for making, among other things, shrimp gumbo, goat curry and shark’s fin soup. She reached the back cover without finding a map, or any kind of navigational coordinates. The book was useless.


The recipe book had been laying open in the galley of the Swordfish every day of the voyage. What had Kal seen in it that no-one else had? No doubt she would make Lula wait all night, then tease her with a drip-feed of clues in the morning. Damn you, Kal. You’re too damn clever for your own good.


There was no way Lula was going to give Kal that satisfaction. She turned back to the beginning of the book.


Ten pages in, something made her pause. An unfamiliar concoction with a bizarre list of ingredients:


 


VUDA’S BOUNTY


A Traditional wayfarers’s dish from Port Black.


40 pounds of Wide Nose Whale.


4 Squid Eyes.


36 Naiad Wings.


Mix with salt water, egg whites (and shells) and green vegetables, then place at the bottom of a deep stone oven. Soak in water when cooked, and garnish with black lotus.


 


Lula sat cross-legged on her cot, face screwed up in thought. This strange recipe had to mean something, but what? Kal’s rumbling snores weren’t helping her concentrate. Lula looked at the recipe again.


A Traditional wayfarers’ dish from Port Black.


… from Port Black.


Lula smiled. Suddenly the rest of it all made sense. She tossed the book aside and flopped onto her back. To hell with Kal’s games and teasing; now Lula could sleep easily and dream of treasure. It was almost enough to take her mind off her body’s aching for Sirensbane.


A piercing shriek split the night. Sleep wasn’t going to be so easy after all. The demons that guarded the island would see to that. Thinking about the monsters that haunted the island’s interior, Lula had a sudden horrible sense of foreboding. She picked the book off the floor and read the last line of the recipe again:


… and garnish with black lotus.


‘Oh no,’ Lula breathed. ‘No treasure is worth this.’ Tales from her childhood were slipping back into her mind: fireside legends of lost civilisations, abandoned ruins and creeping monsters. She knew now where they were. It wasn’t just any old island that Che had chosen to stash his treasure on…


This was Vuda’s secret sanctuary.


The Forbidden Island.
 

 


* * *


 


Lula’s sleep was fitful, and she woke up hungry. She could hear noise outside their den, and her paranoid mind conjured up a hundred horrible things that it could be. Then she realised that is was just Kal moving around outside. Lula’s lethargic body slumped back onto her cot; she felt sick inside at the thought of venturing out into the jungle today. A dangerous desert island wasn’t the best place to be if you were coming down off Sirensbane.


Kal appeared with breakfast: two small snappers that she had caught on the end of a sharpened stick, and smoked over the fire. ‘Get up, sleepyhead,’ she said. ‘It’s time to go treasure hunting.’


Lula nibbled at the fish. It felt tasteless in her mouth. ‘You shouldn’t have brought us here, Kal,’ she said. ‘This is the worst place to be in the Auspice Islands. We shouldn’t go any further inland. Let’s just stay on the beach and wait to be picked up.’


Kal didn’t seem bothered. ‘So you worked out where we are then?’


‘Of course,’ Lula said. ‘Che’s recipe was directions for how to get here from Port Black. It was all written in some crazy code. Forty pounds of Wide Nose Whale means sail forty miles West North West. Squid Eyes is South East, and Naiad Wings—whatever they are—means North West. Salt water, egg whites and shells, and vegetables is the island: sea, sand and jungle.’


She paused to recall what came next. ‘A deep stone oven could be the temple of Vuda. But there’s only one place in the world where the black lotus grow: the Forbidden Island.’


Kal was literally drooling as she chewed on her fish. ‘I know! Che brought his treasure, by chance or by fate, to the very place where Vuda gathered all the ancient gold of her people centuries ago. Now that may or may not be just an old legend, but I don’t doubt that Che’s horde was made up of a lot of Inzec gold collected over the years, so in a way the old legends have come true.’


‘Yes,’ Lula said. ‘And it was probably Vuda who guided Che here. Hell, Kal, it was probably Vuda who put the idea in the poor fellow’s head to steal the gold in the first place. And now that it’s here, you want to go and steal it from under the nose of a god?’


Kal just raised an eyebrow. ‘Are you scared, Lu?’


‘Of course I am!’ Lula said. ‘And so should you be. When I came to the city asking for your help, I didn’t expect us to end up here in a million years. Why couldn’t you have picked a quiet, remote island, where we could have sheltered safely?’


Kal’s patience looked like it was wearing thin. ‘That’s always been your problem, Lu,’ she said, standing up. ‘Always wanting the easy life. You get involved in a smuggling, ill-advised love affairs, fooling around with drugs and other high jinks, but you haven’t got the guts to face up to a real challenge; a real adventure! This treasure could set us both up for life. Well, if you’re not with me, then I guess I get to keep it all!’


And with that, Kal stormed out into the jungle. Lula could hear her hacking away at roots and vines with her cleaver. What had gotten in to her? Kal was supposed to be the sensible one, but when she got a sniff of treasure then it was Lula who was suddenly the voice of reason. Kal had become far too cocksure, far too confident and headstrong, and it just wasn’t attractive any more.


Lula groaned as she pulled her aching body into action. Being clean wasn’t as fun as being high; and being responsible wasn’t as fun as being reckless. But she had to go and look out for her friend.


 


* * *


 


Lula caught up with Kal half a mile into the jungle. Kal was standing in a clearing where a trickle of sunlight broke through the canopy, and sparkled on her sweat-drenched body. ‘So, you came,’ she said with a wry smile.


‘I’m not a coward,’ Lula said. ‘I just don’t have a death wish. You seem to, though, so I’ve come to watch your back.’


Kal’s expression softened. ‘I wouldn’t want anyone else watching it,’ she said. ‘Lu, I’m sorry, but when I signed up for this, both you and Ben promised there would be opportunities along the way for loot and reward. Well, I saw an opportunity, and I’m taking it. It’s not as dangerous as you think.’


‘I guessed Ben gave you some orders,’ Lula said. ‘What’s he using you for this time, Kal?’


‘He’s not using me,’ Kal protested, taking up her cleaver and resuming her assault on the foliage. Then she slumped and turned back to Lula. ‘Alright, he’s probably using me. He sent me to investigate the governor, knowing full well that I’d probably stir up a whole hornet’s nest of trouble. Well, he was right. But when we find this treasure, Lu, we’ll get far away from here … leave Ben and the Magician to fight it out between themselves.’


Kal went on hacking a path through the jungle. Lula stood watching for a moment, lost in thought. But she wasn’t dreaming of running away with armfuls of treasure; she was thinking of Amaro Azul’s threat: the Eldragoran Armada was going to descend on Port Black. Now it seemed that the Republic fleet were, too. And caught in the middle of it all were the islands she loved, the people she grew up with … the father she left behind when she was eighteen, and who might still be alive somewhere. Could she run while her home was despoiled?


Damn it. She knew Kal wouldn’t care. But then Kal’s home had been destroyed years ago—by a dragon, of all things! Maybe that was why her heart was a little harder than Lula’s.


‘Look at this!’ Kal called from up ahead.


Lula shook off her thoughts and went to look. It was a stone skull, carved on the side of a building block that was resting on the jungle floor, tangled in vines. The skull was stylised to look female, and swirls of hair were engraved around it.


Vuda


‘Inzec ruins,’ Kal said. ‘I didn’t spot any kind of structure above the trees on the walk around the island, so the temple must have collapsed. Aren’t Inzec temples usually pyramids?’


Lula nodded. ‘The temple to Vuda is supposed to be the tallest pyramid in the world. Maybe we’re not on the right island after all.’


An ear-piercing scream sounded from somewhere up ahead. Lula flinched, then drew her pistol.


‘Relax,’ Kal said. ‘You’ve seen off sea monsters, remember?’


Lula laughed nervously. ‘Briney? Oh, he’s just a big softie, really. Feed him and he’ll leave you alone. Vuda’s demons, on the other hand …’


‘Have you ever seen one?’ Kal asked.


‘No,’ Lula said. ‘And I don’t want to.’


‘Well, then don’t turn around,’ Kal said. ‘Because there’s one watching us right now!’


 


* * *


 


Lula felt the demon’s eyes cutting into the back of her neck like the point of a knife. She felt compelled to turn around—it was arguably more frightening not being able to see the creature that was about to kill her, tear the flesh from her bones, and eat her.


She turned.


The demon was sitting on a branch of a tree. It was winged, with glossy black feathers, a cruel hooked yellow beak and sharp pointed horns. Its burning orange eyes bore down on Lula as it emitted another stomach-churning inhuman wail.

Lula stared back at it until it shut up.


‘It’s an owl,’ she said.


It was indeed a very large, but very harmless-looking, owl. It's lustrous plumage and tufted ears would have given it a very frightening aspect at night.


‘I wonder what it tastes like,’ Kal said. ‘Shoot it, Lu.’


‘No,’ Lula said. She tucked her pistol back in her belt. ‘It may not be a flesh-eating demon, but it’s still sacred to Vuda.’


Kal shook her head. ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘I give up trying to cure you of your superstitious ways.’


In a better mood, they pushed on to the centre of the island. It was only a couple of miles, but the going was tough; it was noon by the time they emerged from the jungle and found themselves looking out over a sheer drop.


It wasn’t a cliff-edge; it was a top of a stone wall. A mosaic of crumbling blocks, ledges and walkways disappeared into swirling mists below them. ‘Have we come out on the roof of the temple?’ Kal wondered out loud. The view in front of them was also obscured by the humid clouds.  ‘I don’t fancy trying to get down there without my climbing gear. Come on, let’s follow the edge and find another way down.’


There wasn’t another way down, though. They followed the wall for a good mile, making four left turns before they arrived back where they had started.


‘It’s a pit,’ Kal deduced. ‘A big square pit.’


‘No,’ Lula said, noticing the way the wall had a very slight slope to it. ‘It’s a pyramid. An inverted pyramid!’


The temple of Vuda, the largest pyramid in the world, except that it was built below the ground.


… place at the bottom of a deep stone oven.


‘The treasure’s here, Kal,’ Lula said, excitedly. ‘Maybe Che just threw it in. But how are we going to get down? We’ve not got the gear for this. I’ve not got the energy for this! I couldn’t find the strength to climb a ladder right now, let alone attempt to clamber down there.’


Kal stood chewing her lip for a few moments. ‘There is a way,’ she said, eventually.


Lula listened while Kal revealed her plan.


Was she crazy? Lula was appalled. ‘No way, Kal,’ she said. ‘Just no! After all we’ve been through to get here, that’s the worst suggestion ever!’




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.v


 


The Lotus-Eaters


 

 

 


‘It’s the only way,’ Kal said, opening her satchel.


Lula could only watch in stunned silence. The mists closed in around them, penetrated only by the screams of the demon owls. Somewhere above them, the sun was almost at its highest point, heating up the temple of Vuda just like the oven it was described as in Che’s recipe book.


Kal took her cleaver in one hand and Lula’s pouch of Sirensbane in the other. She laid the bag on the flat stone of the temple wall, and began to mash it with the blunt back of her cleaver. Then she ripped open the bag, revealing the pile of crushed black crystalline shards.


‘Have you ever taken this much at once?’ she asked Lula. There must have been half a pound there.


Lula shook her head. ‘I saw a friend do it once. We never saw him again after that night, though. He must have … turned.’


Kal put her blade in the middle of the pile and dragged it to one side, creating two equal portions. ‘How about this much?’


Lula nodded. ‘Once.’


‘And what was it like?’


Lula spread her hands. ‘I don’t know. I can’t put it into words. It was … a rush. A thrill.’ And now that I think about it, it was one step from being turned into a mindless zombie.


‘I’ll tell you what it’s like,’ Kal said. ‘And I’ve only had a fraction of this amount. It’s like someone lights a fire in your soul; your body feels like it could run and jump and fight and fuck forever; your mind swells and opens, and every sense is amplified a thousand times.’


Lula licked her lips. The way Kal put it, she could almost taste the first hit. ‘Kal,’ she said. ‘We can’t go back down that road. Let’s just wait until the Swordfish gets here. They’ll have ropes and pulleys, and the crew can haul the treasure up.’


‘You want to share everything with the crew?’ Kal said. ‘I'm all for the pirate code, but let’s see how much there is before we start thinking about how much to share. We’ll go get the treasure now; the Sirensbane will make us strong enough to make the climb down and back, and our minds will be alert enough to find the easiest route. We’ll just bring back a handful of treasure for the time being; just one gold Inzec idol will be enough to live off for a year! Lula, just think: we can buy that shack on that remote island, stock up on food and drink, and spend our time lazing in the sun together.’


Lula was tempted by the gold, but she wasn’t thinking of the beach hut. She was wondering how many ships, cannon and crew she could hire. She was thinking of how she could reclaim Port Black for the Islanders. Surely Vuda would let her take the treasure, if she put it to good use in her name.


Could she persuade Kal to fight with her? Probably not; Kal was loyal and kept her promises, that was certain, but she had promised to help Lula, and Lula only. Kal would more likely hire an army to keep Lula away from Port Black, if that was what it took to keep her safe.


As Kal watched her, waiting for her response, Lula went to Kal’s bag and tore a page from Che’s recipe book. She wrote something on it, and tucked it carefully in the pocket of her shirt.


‘What’s that?’ Kal asked.


‘Just a note,’ Lula said, ‘to whoever finds our bodies.’


Then she touched her finger to her tongue, then dipped it in the Sirensbane. When it returned to her mouth, the effect was instantaneous: it was indeed as Kal had described: the Sirensbane was the spark, her tongue was the touch paper, and her heart was a bonfire that was about to ignite.


 


* * *


 


They climbed down into the misty darkness like two spiders down a downspout. Lula was not frightened by the vertiginous void, though. In fact, quite the reverse; She was exhilarated by the challenge, and revelled in the feeling of weightlessness as she dropped between ledges and crevices, her hands and feet seemingly barely touching the stone. Her limbs had a power that seemed unquenchable, and her eyes and mind could pick out every texture and relief on the wall. She would not fall; she was untouchable.


As the sun reached the highest point in the sky, it sent its rays directly down into the shaft, burning away the mist and revealing the bottom of the temple for the first time. The pyramid was five hundred feet deep, and at the lowest point was a small square of darkness. Was it water? It seemed to absorb the sun, rather than reflect it. Lula was eager to find out. Whereas before, she might have quailed at the thought of approaching the sanctum of a god, now she exulted in the prospect.


At the end of the age of the gods, Vuda had gathered the remains of her people and their gold, and brought them here to her temple, to protect them from the sea monsters that were wrecking their boats, and the dragons that were burning their villages. But the god of the monsters, the Dragon himself, had sniffed Vuda out, and descended on the Forbidden Island. To protect her people, Vuda had transformed herself into a field of black lotus flowers. The Dragon had feasted on the flowers, and succumbed to delirium and sleep, allowing Vuda’s people to escape.


It was the soporific effect of the flowers, as well as the wounds the Dragon received at the hands of Arcus as they fought in Amaranthium, that sent the god of monsters back to its nest in Vorpalore, where it still slept to this day. But not before it had killed all of the other gods—Arcus, Banus, Draxos, Mena, Whalo, Satos and the rest—and left humanity to struggle on in a world without immortal rule.


The population of the Auspice Islands grew back over time; the surviving Inzec tribes mixing with settlers from Nubara, Eldragoro and even from as far as Amaranthium. And local legends insisted that Vuda had survived her confrontation with the Dragon, for sometimes a black lotus flower would be spotted floating in the warm blue sea, or washed up on a white sandy beach.


Lula had never seen one herself.


Until now …


The bottom of the pyramid was indeed truncated by the surface of a pool: a square of water about ten yards across. But what gave it its unfamiliar texture was the hundreds of black flowers that floated upon it. Lula launched herself from the wall twenty yards above the pool and executed a perfect swan dive into the flowers. Kal splashed down to join her, and they trod water in the centre of the pool, breathing in the ethereal, intoxicating scent of the black lotus.


‘They smell divine,’ Kal said.


‘They are,’ Lula said. ‘They are the very essence of Vuda.’


‘Would she mind,’ Kal said, reaching out and plucking a long, pointed leaf from one of the flowers, ‘if we had a taste?’


‘The Dragon had a taste,’ Lula cautioned, ‘and it led to his downfall.’


‘The Dragon wasn’t high on Sirensbane,’ Kal retorted. ‘Now that we’re not climbing, my limbs are on fire! I need something to take the edge off.’


And before Lula could stop her, Kal had nibbled off the tip of the leaf. She threw her head back in delight and let loose a pleasurable moan. ‘Oh, Lu, you have to try it!’ Kal was looking around the dark pit and down into the black pool, seemingly marvelling at things only she could see. ‘The treasure, Lu, it’s here!’


Lula couldn’t see anything except rough-hewn stone walls and dark, inky water. But the ecstatic look on Kal’s face was all it took to make Lula reach for the lotus flower herself. Her thoughts were rushing through her drug-addled brain like lava cutting through ice, and it didn’t take much mental acrobatics to convince herself that Vuda wanted her to partake in the holy flower, through which the treasure—the means of Port Black’s salvation—would be revealed to her.


She crushed a lotus petal unceremoniously in her hand, and licked her palm.


The world changed.


The pent-up energy drained instantly out of Lula’s body, leaving her feeling relaxed and loose-limbed, yet still powerful and alert. It was an exquisite combination, and she felt her body and senses become one with the world around her. She was floating dreamily in a world of warm, yellow stone, shining black flowers and sparkling clear water. To Lula’s new eyes, the dirty shirt she wore was now a diaphanous gown, and her tangled black hair now fanned out across the water, glossy and straight. Kal too had been transformed. She was once more the supernatural creature that Lula had seen on the beach, her hair a red flame, her plain, open face transformed into one of otherworldly and mysterious beauty. Kal’s pale eyes were now shimmering sapphires, as deep a blue as the ocean.


But this time, Lula did not succumb to a wave of lust for her friend. Instead, she followed Kal’s eyes downwards to the bottom of the pyramid. Filling the apex below the water was an abundance of gold, pearls and gemstones: fabulous treasures in the form of idols, chalices and weapons, and jewel-studded medallions, rings and crowns. The booty lay on a bed of gold and silver coins, and black and white pearls.


‘We’re rich,’ Kal breathed.


‘Port Black is rich!’ Lula said. ‘This is too much, even for us, to spend ourselves.’


‘You’ll be Queen of the Islands,’ Kal said, swimming closer to Lula and slipping her arm around her waist.


Queen! Appointed by Vuda herself. Yes! Lula could imagine it.


‘And I’ll be Queen of Amaranthium,’ Kal said, her excitement rising. ‘The Republic has had its day now. It’s ruined both my city and your islands. Between us, we’ll forge a new world.’


Lula nodded dreamily. If that was what her god wanted, so be it.


Kal slipped under the water and, with just a twist of her body, swam down to the treasure, as graceful as a siren. When she surfaced, she was holding a delicate golden crown in both hands. She placed the crown on Lula’s head.


‘My queen,’ Kal said.


Lula felt sick with joy.




 

 

 

 

 

 


III.vi


 


Chains


 

 

 


With a crown on her head, a golden sceptre in one hand and a cluster of gems swinging from silver ropes in the other, Lula bounded up the wall of the pyramid. She only had to touch her toes to the stone and flex her calves, and she was shooting skyward toward the sun. Kal was following close behind, but Lula didn’t wait for her at the top; she plunged on into the jungle. The temple and the island felt small and suffocating, and only the open sea was boundless enough to give her body the space and freedom it craved. She fully intended to swim to Port Black and stake her claim to rule.


She charged through the jungle like a tropical storm. Tree roots and vines twisted aside to get out of her way. Ferns and leaves curled clear, snakes slithered away, and vivid green parrots flew before her, only dispersing into the sky when they reached the beach.


Lula stepped out onto the burning sand and pulled up short. Standing in her way to the sea was a ship sitting on a sandbar. She stopped and smiled at the sight of its colourful sails and the jaunty cut of its jib. The crew were walking up the sand toward her: a picturesque collection of laughing rapscallions. They wore  striped gay-coloured shirts, spotted handkerchiefs on their heads, and shiny buckles at their belts. They clapped and cheered when they saw Lula emerge from the trees. One of them took up a fiddle and started to play a sprightly sea shanty. Some of the others began to sing.


Their leader, a jolly fat man with red cheeks and a twinkle in his eye, stepped forward to greet Lula. She tried hard to calm her raging heart and patiently treated him to her best benevolent smile. As the fat man approached, though, it suddenly became clear to Lula that he wasn’t going to stop and kneel … he was going to reach out and touch her.


‘Bow down before me!’ she roared. ‘I am your queen!’


 


* * *


 


Something smacked Lula. She opened her eyes and got smacked again. And again: by a stinging slop of seawater that almost blinded her. She swallowed a mouthful, and got a good deal up her nose, so the next minute or so was a noisy battle of spluttering, blinking and snorting to regain her senses.


She tried to turn away to avoid the next wave, but found her movement constricted. She took the next wave on the side of her cheek. Looking down, as the surf drained off her body, she saw that her waist was wrapped in chains. Where the hell was she? A horrible grinding, screeching sound from nearby was making it hard for her to think.


She managed to twist her body around within the loops of chains, and found herself face to face with Kal. The waves fell one by one on Kal’s face, but she didn’t seem to mind: she was unconscious.


Kal was on the opposite side of—and resting her sunburned face against—a foot-thick wooden tree trunk. The trunk was sprouting out of the sand at the shoreline, and the two women had been chained to it. The wood was dark and smooth, as if it had been … varnished.


One clear thought penetrated the mud of Lula’s mind: they were chained to the foremast (or, more likely, the spare foremast) of the Swordfish!


As Lula slowly regained her awareness, she managed to make some kind of sense of her situation. The top of the foremast had been driven into the sand, and the anchor chain had been wrapped tight around Lula’s waist, Kal’s waist and the mast. The Swordfish itself was still resting on its sandbar about thirty yards away, and was the source of the painful screeching sound. The ship’s doctor was on deck, abusing his fiddle.


Lula let loose a wordless yell at the enthusiastic musician. The scraping halted for a moment, then was taken up again with renewed vigour. The sound of it was like claws being dragged across Lula’s skull.


Her tongue was swollen and numb. She worked her jaw in circles to try and get some feeling back. When she could finally speak, she said, ‘Kal!’


No response. Kal was dead to the world.


‘Kal, wake up,’ Lula urged. How could Kal still be out of it? Lula’s limbs ached, her head was pounding and her throat was so dry it hurt to breathe. Kal seemed like she was in the middle of a happy dream, though, and she blew bubbles through the foam of the surf that had gathered around her lips.


Lula struggled at her bonds, but it was no good; now that the surge of strength that the Sirensbane had provided her with had run dry, she was as weak and helpless as a child. She felt like screaming like a child, too; she could feel herself weeping like one. To crave a hit so bad, but to be confined and helpless, was the absolute worst feeling in the world. It was like being trapped frozen in a waking dream, or like lying alive in a close-fitting coffin with the sun and air six feet out of reach.


As the tide moved up the beach, the waves let up, and Lula and Kal were soon waist-deep in the sea. The Swordfish lowered its launch, and Lula could see the fat red-faced man being rowed out to meet them. It was Kal’s revolting friend, Captain Dogwood. He had a horrible leering grin plastered all over his face.


‘Unchain us!’ Lula ordered. She didn’t mean it to, but it came out as an aggressive howl.


‘Can’t,’ Dogwood smirked, as the little boat came up alongside them. Pip, the cabin boy, was at the oars. Dogwood dug into his pockets and pulled out a bag. Plunging his hand into it, he produced a heap of Sirensbane.


Lula went wild, and shook her chains so hard that the mast wobbled, and Kal groaned. ‘Give me some!’ Lula pleaded.


Dogwood shook his head. ‘Can’t,’ he repeated, and he tipped his palm and let the black glass shards slide into the sea. They hissed and fizzed as they dissolved. He made as if to empty the rest of the bag—


‘No, wait!’ Lula screamed in horror. ‘I’ll pay you. I’ll make you rich!’


This time Dogwood laughed; an irritating high-pitched giggle. ‘You already did, my queen,’ he mocked, looking over to the beach. Lula followed his gaze: emerging from the jungle were four of the crew, hauling a massive chest between them. They lowered it onto the sand the first chance they got, and opened it up to show the rest of their friends. Pretty soon, most of the crew were gathered around, handing out golden treasures and letting waterfalls of coins slip through their fingers. Another team plunged into the jungle, ropes wrapped around their shoulders. The doctor changed his tune to a frisky jig, and the sailors began to sing lustily:


‘A friendly fish, a mermaid’s kiss. Who could wish for more than this?’


It was all too much. Lula managed to control her rising anger and distress just long enough to look Dogwood in the eye and utter three words she would regret for the rest of her life. ‘I’ll kill you,’ she hissed. She meant it, too.


But Dogwood only seemed amused. ‘Yes, you said you’d say that.’


‘What?’ Lula was confused.


Dogwood dipped into his pocket again, and this time produced a scrap of paper. He cleared his throat and, standing up in the prow of the little boat, almost threatening to capsize it, he read aloud:


‘If you are reading this then it is probably because we are out of our heads on Sirensbane. Do not give us any more, no matter how much we beg you. Chain us up for at least two days. If we promise you money, ignore us. If we threaten to kill you, ignore us. Whatever we say, ignore us! Follow these instructions, and we will be in your debt forever.


‘Your friends, Lula Pearl and Kal Moonheart.’


Dogwood folded up the note  neatly and put it away, but he tipped out the last of the ship’s supply of Sirensbane into the sea. Lula felt too hollow and empty to react, but Kal had finally awoken, and the sight and smell of the fizzing Sirensbane prompted her to start moaning and wailing.


‘Kal, Kal,’ Lula soothed. ‘It’s alright. Calm down.’


But Kal wouldn’t be calmed, and she screamed all night long. The tide came up to their necks before it began to recede, and the cold rain fell once more. But neither the sea nor the shower could quench Lula’s fever. The Swordfish, once free of the sandbar, moved further around the coast to get away. Until then, the doctor played his fiddle nonstop to drown out the pathetic cries of anguish from the two broken women chained up on the beach.
 

 

 


END OF PART THREE




 

 

 

 

 

 


PART FOUR


 


THE ARMADA


 

 


So trim the sails and run out the brass,

And nail your colours to the mast.

Fight on rum and salt sea air,

For victory favours those who dare.




 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.i


 


A Fatal Kiss


 

 

 


Kal walked ten paces up the snowy slope, then stopped and looked back.


Deros was still standing by the tree line. He was shivering. Was he cold or frightened?


‘Come on!’ Kal shouted. ‘If we’re going to find real treasure, it will be further up the mountain!’


Her words echoed around the grey peaks. Deros cursed and ran up to meet her. ‘We’ll find real monsters, that’s for sure.’


‘So what?’ Kal said. ‘We’ve got weapons.’ Kal had a small axe and Deros had a large stick. ‘You said you chased off a goblin once, so they’ll probably stay well clear of you!’


Deros’s face twisted with the agony of being caught out in a lie. ‘How do we even know where we’ll find treasure anyway?’ he said.


‘Doesn’t matter,’ Kal said cheerfully. ‘Real adventure is in the looking, not the finding! Anyway, whatever happens, I promise you a reward.’


‘What?’ Deros said cautiously.


‘A kiss,’ Kal said. ‘From me.’ She turned her back on him and continued up the slope. She didn’t look back; she knew he would follow.


Kal started to wish she had brought her bearskin hat. The wind above the tree line was fierce and biting. The snow was probably ten feet deep, but it had been here since autumn and had frozen almost solid, so she could walk on top of it. It was hard, sloping and slippy, though, and once she had passed the Watcher Tree there was a mile of frozen emptiness to cross.


She kept her eyes down, occasionally raising them to the dark line ahead that marked the top of the wide open slope. The terrain was more aggressive and dangerous ahead, but among the jagged spurs and folds of rock were the entrances to some of the passes that led between the peaks. No one from the village ever had reason to use them though—it wasn’t as if you could actually cross the Starfinger Mountains. There was nothing beyond them. It was mountains beyond mountains, miles upon miles, all the way to the Improbable Mountain at the top of the World. That place, the ancient home of the Gods, was said to be a magic mountain where the laws of nature did not apply.


Refuge’s new young Schoolmaster, Ben, had told Kal some fantastical story about how swirling lava deep underground had turned the entire world into a giant magnet, and the Improbable Mountain was one of the poles. Although it was hard to take him seriously when he didn’t sound like he believed it himself. Science classes weren’t his strong point. Stories and legends of the gods sounded more real when coming from Ben’s mouth. Kal still held out hope that the Improbable Mountain was magic, and that maybe she would find an enchanted trinket or relic that had rolled down or been blown off the peak.


She reached the top of the field of ice. Deros was close behind. They stood together, taking deep breaths of the cold mountain air, and watching the steam from their mouths disappear into the star-sprinkled dusk. ‘What a view!’ Deros exclaimed. ‘I think I can see my house from here.’ Lights were coming on down in the village, and tendrils of woodsmoke rose straight up into the sky like strings of grey wool.


‘It’s beautiful,’ Kal agreed. ‘But cold!’ Now that she had stopped moving, the chill had a chance to grab her.


‘Kissing is supposed to warm you up!’ Deros said optimistically.


Kal shook her head. ‘Save it for when we’re freezing to death under an avalanche.’


‘Huh!’ Deros snorted. ‘You’re just like this mountain, Kal: beautiful but cold!’


Kal gave him a sharp look. What had prompted that? She had only been trying to be funny.


Deros looked a bit embarrassed. Had he been trying to give her a back-handed compliment? She turned her back on his awkwardness, and faced the mountain pass that lay before them.


A corridor of hard rock lay before them, twisting off to the left out of sight some hundred yards in. Broken layers of rock hid the entrances to dozens of hidden cave entrances on either side. Drifts of snow concealed dangerous fissures and sudden drops, as the route rose and fell like a road shattered by an earthquake.


Kal stepped forward.


Deros was not so quick to follow. ‘Wait,’ he said. He struggled to conceal his fear. ‘Okay, if we run into a monster—a troll, a wolverine  or a goblin—we need a plan. I’ll wave my stick in figure eights to confuse it, while you sneak round and whack it in the back with your axe.’


Kal laughed. ‘If we see a monster, we run,’ she said. ‘We can slide all the way back to the village. Get to my house—it’s the nearest. My dad will deal with the monsters. He’s got a bigger axe than me.’


She pressed on through the snow, lifting each foot high, stretching forward and placing it down carefully, breaking the sparkling white crust of ice. Deros literally followed in her footsteps.


It was hard to see in the gathering gloom. Kal knew that they should turn back before it got too dark. But she just wanted to see around the next bend; to see something new, some new revealing aspect that would redraw the borders of the map of her world, and make it that tiny fraction bigger. That would be worth more than any treasure.


Around the bend in the pass, she met a pair of eyes staring right back at her.


She froze. Deros, too busy looking down at his feet, walked into the back of her. He yelled out, but the thing watching them didn’t react.


It was a head … the head of someone buried up to the neck in the snow.


With a morbid fascination, Kal approached. The head was frozen solid, the skin and hair white, the eyes open but still pale blue. Kal bent down until its nose almost touched hers.


‘It’s Mister Speckle,’ Kal said. ‘The baker.’


Deros came up to look, his curiosity getting the better of his fear. ‘He’s been missing for a year!’ he said. ‘My dad said he ran off with a young strumpet. I’m not sure what a strumpet is … Some kind of goblin?’ he looked around nervously.


‘If there were monsters around, he’d have been eaten by now,’ Kal said. ‘Looks like he froze to death up here. Come on, help me dig him out!’


‘What?’ Deros said.


‘Dig him out! Missus Speckle’s going to be very happy when we slide her husband back into town.’

‘She might even reward us!’ Deros said. ‘Then we’ll be rich after all!’


‘Missus Speckle’s old and poor,’ Kal said (Missus Speckle was forty). ‘We’ll just have to do this out of the goodness of our own hearts!’


Deros shook his head. ‘No way, Kal. I’m not wasting my energy for nothing. Let’s just head home and tell our parents instead. They can come and fetch him.’


He turned away and started off back down the pass.


‘Help me and you’ll get your kiss,’ Kal called after him.


Deros stopped, swivelled on the spot, and returned to Kal and Mister Speckle. He stood hopefully before her, and Kal bent her head to deliver a peck on the lips.


It was quick and cold, but enough to satisfy a ten-year-old. They set to work. Kal started scooping away snow with the flat of her axe head, Deros tried to help by flicking it away with the end of his stick. After a time, Kal called a halt, and they both stepped clear of the body.


‘That’s not good,’ Deros said, looking at what they had uncovered.


‘No,’ Kal agreed. The smell was stinging her eyes.


‘We should probably get back now.’


‘Yes,’ Kal agreed.


Mister Speckle’s frozen flesh only extended as far as under his chin. Below the neckline he was just a cage of picked-clean ribs.


But that wasn’t all. Inside the natural cave of the rib cage was a stinking pile of droppings. Trapped under the snow, and soaked with scent, the revolting pile still smelled as fresh as the day it was laid.


The icy wind blew the smell further up the pass.


Deros prodded the poo with his stick. But it was Kal who figured out its meaning first.


‘We need to get out of here now,’ she said. ‘This is a trap!’




 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.ii


 


Mutiny


 

 

 


CRACK—BOOM! A distant harsh echoing sound roused Kal from her sleep. Thunder? Her body was wet and cold with snow … no, not snow: it was sweat. The mountain terror was just a dream, and she was actually safe at home. She could sense a comforting presence nearby.


‘Dad? Mum?’


All she got in response was a mocking laugh, and the illusion was broken. Kal’s mind returned to the present.


She was lying on a pile of sawdust, and the ground was moving in a nausea-inducing kind of way. Lula was lying nearby, clad only in a shirt and her black hat. The scene was lit by a swinging lantern, which sent long vertical lines of shadow moving before Kal’s eyes in a kaleidoscopic, disorienting manner.


They were at sea.


 In a cage!


She groaned, and pulled herself into a sitting position. Her whole body ached, but she guessed she ought to be thankful she wasn’t still chained to a mast. Fuzzy memories of the previous few days swirled around in Kal’s head. She and Lula had gone after treasure, but in their greed they had gone too far, and ended up forfeiting their prize to—


‘Dogwood!’


The fat captain of the Senate Guard was sitting on a stool watching them. Kal made a move towards him, but a sudden flapping ball of feathers filled the space between them. A parrot! Kal realised where they were: locked in the parrot cage in the hold of the Swordfish.


‘…’ she said. She summoned up some saliva to wet her throat and tried again. ‘… Let us out, Silas,’ she eventually croaked.


Dogwood just groaned and looked back over his shoulder. Kal suddenly realised—the bars were behind him. Dogwood was locked in the cage, too.


CRACK—BOOM! That noise again, like quick, sharp thunder.


‘What happened, Dogwood?’ she said. ‘What’s going on?’


‘The crew decided that they didn’t want me as their new captain, after all,’ Dogwood explained glumly. ‘They didn’t like the idea of going back to Port Black to arrest the Magician, like we had all agreed.’


‘So much for the pirate code,’ Kal said. ‘What have they got planned for us now?’


‘Well,’ Dogwood said. ‘I did manage to convince them that if they took us back home, Senator Godsword would pay a handsome ransom for our safe return.’


Kal slumped back in the sawdust. Bailed out by Ben again! What a way for all this to end. ‘When we get home,’ she said, ‘I’m going to crawl into bed and not come out for a month.’


CRACK—BOOM! The parrots all started squawking.


‘What is that infernal noise?’


‘It’s the Eldragoran Armada,’ Dogwood said. ‘They’re using cannon to break a passage through the reef that protects the Islands.’


That wasn’t good news, Kal reflected. The mile-wide reef protected the Islands from more then just enemy ships. ‘It’s just as well we’re getting out of here,’ she said. ‘I wouldn’t want to get caught between the Magician and the Armada while they scrap it out.’


‘We have to go back,’ a small voice said. ‘Back to Port Black.’


It was Lula. She had woken up now, too.


‘No, Lu,’ Kal said. ‘Forget it. It’s over. We’re alive, and that’s more than we deserve right now. I promised to help you, and that’s what I’m going to do: you’re going to stay with me at my flat in the city for as long as it takes for us to recover.’


‘You promised to break the curse,’ Lula said ‘And the curse ends with the Magician. We can’t leave my people caught between him and that bastard Azul. We have to help them!’


Kal shivered. A horrible memory stirred; one that was always at the back of her mind. A freezing mountain. The pungent tang of monsters. ‘When I interfere and try to do good, then people die,’ she said.


Dogwood, however, was on Lula’s side. ‘If we can get to Port Black before the Armada, take out the Magician, and take back the fort, we can claim the Islands for the Republic again. The Armada wouldn’t dare attack then. Especially if we can man the cannon on the fort walls.’


‘We can rescue Che!’ Lula added.


‘In case you hadn’t noticed,’ Kal said, ‘we’re in a cage heading away from Port Black.’ She had no energy to argue any more, and curled up in a corner. All she wanted to do was sleep forever.


‘Well, if you won’t think about helping people,’ Lula said, ‘then think of the adventure! Or would you rather spend a month cooped up in here?’ Kal heard what sounded like digging. Curiosity got the better of her, and she rolled over to look. Lula had her arm up to her elbow in the bucket of parrot seed.


‘They put me in here once after I accidently chopped a man’s finger off in a knife-throwing contest,’ Lula said. ‘After that, I swore I’d never let myself get locked up again.’ Her hand came up out of the bucket, her fist clenched. ‘This could be the beginning of a great adventure, Kal,’ Lula said. ‘And every great adventure begins with one small step.’ She opened her fist and held out a small brass key.


Something stirred in Kal’s chest, and she slowly got to her feet.


‘Back to Port Black!’ a parrot squawked. ‘Back to Port Black!’


 


* * *


 


Kal donned an old military jacket of Dogwood’s (that was twice her usual size, and fit her like a trenchcoat), grabbed her bag (which had been conveniently left on a hook in the hold) and exited the Swordfish via the aft gunhatch. She clambered up the beams and windows of the transom—the superstructure of the captain’s cabin—and gained the quarterdeck unseen by any of the crew. The  ship’s doctor was standing with his back to her, overseeing the deck below. What was his name again? Oh yes …


She crept up behind him and put a knife to his throat. ‘All hands on deck, Mister Tooth. Smartly now!’


The doctor gave a nervous cough, but he didn’t argue. ‘All hands!’ he shouted in as calm a voice as he could manage. The depleted crew were just the ten men and women who had survived the zombie attack at the Blue Mahoe. They hove the ship to, and then gathered in a small bunch between the mainmast and the forecastle.


Kal jabbed the doctor in the arse with the point of her knife. ‘You too, matey,’ she said. ‘Your place is before the mast, not up here.’


The man had no choice but to obey, because across the deck, sitting on the forecastle rail and toting a long musket, was Dogwood. His evil grin suggested an itchy trigger finger.


Kal leaned against the mainstay, trying to project an image of cool confidence. In truth she was deadbeat and—despite the heat of the sun—covered in goosepimples. She gripped the thick rope for support and looked out over the crew. ‘Who is the captain now?’ she asked them.


All eyes fell on the doctor. ‘I am,’ Doctor Tooth said. ‘Dead Leg is confined to his cabin, on account of him being a zombie and all now, so we had a vote.’


Kal swallowed a brief flicker of regret for Dead Leg’s fate. ‘Wrong answer!’ she said. ‘Captain Dogwood assumed command of this vessel with the authority of the Senate. You don’t get to vote. Locking your captain away is an act of mutiny!’


‘We don’t recognise no Senate at sea,’ the doctor grumbled. ‘Never have.’ The crew all nodded in agreement.


Kal shrugged. ‘Then that makes you lawless pirates, not mutineers,’ she said. ‘Either way, the punishment is the same, isn’t it, Captain?’


‘Indeed,’ Dogwood agreed. He looked up. ‘If you would, Quartermaster.’


The hapless crew were surrounded on three sides. Lula was halfway up the mainmast, armed with a crossbow. She lobbed a rope up and over the topsail yardarm. It fell and then stopped and dangled just five feet off the deck. The end was looped and coiled around itself thirteen times.


It was a hangman’s knot.


‘The punishment for mutiny and for buccaneering is death,’ Dogwood said cheerfully. ‘But I can’t afford to lose all of you, so we will just hang one man today. The rest of you will get a flogging! So … if you would, Mister Tooth, just slip your head in the noose for me now.’


There was a stunned silence on deck. The doctor took off wire-framed spectacles he wore and rubbed them, as if hoping that when he put them back on his situation might have changed. The crew casually moved away from him, leaving him standing alone. They obviously figured a flogging was a better option then leaping to the doctor’s defence.


‘I’m … sorry,’ he spluttered.


‘So am I,’ Dogwood said. ‘Now let’s hurry up and get you swinging. We need to crack on if we’re going to reach Port Black before the Armada.’


The doctor fell to his knees, a quivering wreck. ‘No, please,’ he moaned. ‘I won’t mute—  … mutinise— … I won’t do it again, I promise!’


Kal laughed and clapped her hands, breaking the tension. ‘You bet you won’t!’ she said. ‘Alright, enough messing around. The show’s over. Let’s get back to work.’ The crew breathed an audible sigh of relief, and Lula started to haul up the noose.


‘No,’ Dogwood said. He hadn’t lowered his gun. ‘This man gets hanged. Now.’


‘What?’ Kal said.


‘Senate law is not a joke, Moonheart,’ Dogwood said. He pointed his gun directly at the doctor. ‘You can either have a quick death by hanging, or a slow death by lead poisoning.’ To demonstrate he was serious, he swung his gun left and fired. A section of the rail exploded, and a block broke free and swung across the deck. Dogwood calmly reloaded the gun, taking a cartridge from his belt, ripping off the end with his teeth and filling the priming pan and muzzle with powder and shot. He then returned his aim to the doctor.


With a hopeless, wretched look on his face, Doctor Tooth put his head in the loop, and Lula drew in the slack. The rest of the crew held their breath. In the distance, the Eldragoran cannon rumbled on.


But Kal drew a deep breath of clean sea air. She knew something like this would happen when they all escaped the cage; but she had a play, and it was now or never. She raised her voice: ‘Belay this nonsense!’ she shouted, choosing her language carefully. ‘There’s another course we can take here. No one has to die.’


Dogwood looked annoyed by her interruption. ‘What are you talking about, Moonheart?’


Kal took a scrap of paper from her bag—a scrap that had gotten wet several times, as well as having been torn in several places over the course of her adventures. ‘I’m taking command of this ship,’ she announced. ‘I have Senate authority, too.’


‘You?’ Dogwood scoffed. ‘What do you know about captaining a ship?’


‘Well,’ Kal said, striding back and forth along the quarterdeck now that she had everyone’s attention. ‘It’s true that when we started this journey, I had no sea legs. But unlike you, Dogwood, I didn’t spend my time hiding up in the crow’s nest.’


She addressed the crew directly: ‘I worked hard, and I reckon I can now hand, reef and steer with the best of you. But of course, that’s not what you want in a captain: what you need in a captain is leadership, trust and reward. It’s true that I’m going to lead the Swordfish into danger, but you can trust me not to put you in any situation where I won’t be at the front of the action. And although we’re going to spend the treasure we found on guns, equipment and help, there will eventually be a reward. Think of it as an investment; if you sail with me then the Silver Sea will be ours to plunder forever more. And here’s why …’


She opened her letter and read aloud: ‘In discharge of the great trust which the Republic hath placed in me, I do by virtue of full power and authority derived unto me, and out of the great confidence I have in the good conduct, courage, and fidelity of you, the said Kalina Moonheart, to be Master and Commander  of the vessel the Swordfish, which hereafter shall be fitted for the public service and defence of these islands, and also of the officers, soldiers and sailors, which are, or shall be put upon the same, and to cause—’


She paused to take in air.


‘—and to cause the vessel to be well manned, fitted, armed and victualled, and by the first opportunity, wind and weather permitting, to put to sea for the guard and defence of these islands, and in order thereunto to use your best endeavours to surprise, take, sink, disperse and destroy all the enemies ships or vessels which shall come within your view.’


‘Given under my hand, Benedict Godsword, Consul of Amaranthium in the year one thousand and six.’


‘In other words,’ Kal clarified, ‘sail with me, and we have the Republic’s permission to be the scalliest pirates who ever put to sea.’


Everyone cheered, except Dogwood who threw down his musket in disgust. Kal stepped among her new crew, taking the noose off from around the doctor’s neck, and captain’s hat off his head. She put it on herself, and took a long spyglass from the hands of another sailor. She pretended to scan the horizon, but in reality she was trying to remember the advice that Lula had given her earlier.


‘Turn twelve points to starboard and run all the canvas out. Get us on a course for Port Black. Let’s not drag our anchor: I want to see what this tub can do!’


As the crew rushed to their stations, Kal looked up at Dogwood.


He winked back at her. The plan had worked.


‘Shall I dump the water supplies, Captain?’ one of her crew called over. ‘We’ll go faster if we lose a few tons of deadweight.’


‘What’ Kal said. ‘Oh yes, damn straight! Er, I mean … make it so!’




 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.iii


 


Cat o’ Nine Tails


 

 

 


As the Swordfish raced through the night towards Port Black, Kal tried her damned hardest to mug up on being captain. Right now, too alert and too excited to sleep, she was sat at Dead Leg’s great hardwood desk flicking through the ledgers. The ship’s accounts were a sorry mess—a confusing scrawl of debts and loans. It was impossible to determine if and when the crew had last been paid. Mixed in with the financial records, there were other figures, too: the number of lashes a crewmember had received as punishment for crimes such as ‘sleeping on watch,’ ‘stealing rum,’ and even ‘kissing a goat.’


Kal went to the leaded windows at the back of the ship and tossed the ledger out to sea. Might as well start from scratch; the treasure in the hold would provide for the ship and crew for years and years, never mind paying for new hands, weapons and equipment. There was so much loot that Dogwood was down there now, on permanent guard duty. In her mind’s eye, Kal could imagine gleaming new cannon—perhaps long brass bow and stern-chasers—a new lick of paint and even a new mainsail and flag: black, with a red heart inside a round white moon …


A sound broke through her fantasies—a drawn-out moan and a thumping on the wooden walls. It was Dead Leg, chained up in the galley just along the corridor. When Kal had pulled him out of the water following their leap from the fort, he had momentarily regained his senses, and his humanity. But now the captain had relapsed, and was apparently nothing more than a groaning zombie. Kal had been putting off going to see him; she could hardly bear to see him. Dead Leg had been one of her few real friends among the crew, and she knew that when she did go and visit him, it would most likely be to put him out of his misery.


‘You bring calamity and death. Let us see how many lives you will take …’


Kal shivered despite the hot night. How many of the crew would she lead to her death before she had seen this adventure through? She had never been responsible for anyone’s life before but her own; now every death would be on her head. The Magician’s prophecy was in danger of coming true.


In the bunk in the corner, Lula was sleeping (and snoring) like a baby. Some comfort she was to Kal now. Kal tried to shrug off all gloomy thoughts and went up on deck. The sails were all full—the Reaping Wind was speeding them toward their fate at a rate of knots. The cabin boy was hanging above her like a monkey, drawing in the ropes on the spanker, the aftmost sail.


‘Looking trim, Pip,’ Kal said.


Aye, Captain,’ the youth said. ‘There’s hardly an inch of slack in her lines.’


The ropes were indeed all taut like a cat gut guitar. They hummed with a melancholy lilt as the Reaping Wind plucked them. Kal almost imagined that she could hear a melody in the sound, until she realised that someone was up in the crow’s nest playing an accompaniment on the fiddle. Kal decided to climb up.


She entered the nest via the lubber hole—so named because only non-sailors actually used it. Everyone else would take the scenic route up the futtock shrouds and over the lip. But Kal wasn’t prepared to take that many risks to prove she was worthy of being captain.


Doctor Tooth was in the nest, his fiddle jammed under his chin. He stopped playing when he saw Kal, and gave her a warm smile that was free from any animosity.


‘I heard one of the crew call you Sawtooth,’ Kal said. ‘Is that because of the way you play the fiddle?’


The doctor shook his head and patted another instrument at his belt: a surgeon’s bone saw. ‘This beauty produces screams even more discordant than my fiddle,’ he said proudly.


Kal winced and looked out to sea. She could see a faint chain of lights that marked the beacons that ran the length of the reef. An almost constant flickering to the north indicated the position of the Eldragoran Armada blasting their way through.


‘They’re breaking through the narrowest part of the reef,’ the doctor said. ‘But luckily for us, it’s miles from Port Black. We’ll beat them there for sure. The wind is our side; we should make town as dawn breaks. We’re lucky with that, too; without Jako, we need all the help we can get.’


Kal nodded grimly. Jako had been their star navigator, sailor and swordsman. But Kal had accused him of being the Magician’s spy, and he had left them. She wondered where he was now. Would she have to fight her way past those dual scimitars to get to the Magician? Would the person wielding them even be human any more?


‘You’re a doctor,’ Kal said. ‘Do you think there’s any way to cure them once they’ve turned? Dead Leg, Jako … the hundreds of Islanders that the Magician has under his spell?’


The doctor just shrugged. ‘The only cure I know of is amputation of the head.’ He stroked his saw fondly.


Kal sighed. ‘I have to go and see Dead Leg,’ she said. ‘One last time.’


 


* * *


 


Kal hung around in the corridor for ten minutes while the doctor and two of the stronger lads went into the galley and made sure it was safe. While she was waiting, Lula passed by. Kal’s friend had finally woken up, and was now looking as fresh as a flower, despite her ordeal on the island. If she had as bad a headache as Kal did, she was hiding it well.


‘Waiting for breakfast?’ Lula said brightly. ‘I’m so hungry I could eat a whale.’


‘I’ll bring you something,’ Kal said. ‘Go and check on the crew, Quartermaster. Make sure everyone has weapons. We’re  almost there.’ Lula nodded and swaggered off. The doctor and the others reappeared and motioned for Kal to enter the galley.


‘Will you need this?’ the doctor said, offering up his saw.


‘I’m good,’ Kal said. She held up her cleaver. Its blade had remained razor sharp since the day she threw it in her sea chest. The doctor flinched and stepped aside.


The galley was dark, lit by a single swinging lantern that threw moving shadows around the walls, and it smelled of curry and mould. Pots left unwashed since Che had cooked down here lay strewn about. Kal almost jumped out of her skin when the light fell on a gruesome trophy nailed to the wall: Che’s two giant rats that he had caught in the one big trap. The cook had made a bodge job of stuffing and displaying them.


In the corner, Dead Leg moaned.


The Swordfish’s ex-captain was hunched over on a stool. Chains secured him to a meat hook on the wall. His wooden leg tapped spasmodically on the floorboards.


Kal cautiously approached. ‘Hey, Dead Leg. It’s me. It’s Kal … Kal Moonheart—’


Dead Leg lifted his head and growled at her. His round face and bald head were ashen grey, his one good eye a milky globe. He rattled his chains violently.


All hope died inside Kal. There was no point in drawing this out any longer. She raised her cleaver and advanced on the sad creature.


‘Let us see how many lives you will take … Ten … Twenty … Twenty-nine!’


Dead Leg suddenly lunged forward and the hook popped out of the wall. Before she knew it, Kal was jammed back against the worktop with Dead Leg’s bulk crushing her ribcage. With one hand, she managed to hold his head away and keep his gnashing, frothing jaws from her neck. Her other hand was free, so she brought the cleaver to the zombie’s neck …


… and then  paused.


She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t kill him.


‘Lula!’ she screamed. ‘Get in here! Quick!’


 


* * *


 


Kal and Lula watched over the hapless crew, who they had herded at the narrow end of the forecastle, while Dogwood searched the bunks. The only person not present was Dead Leg, who was safely chained up again in the galley.


‘Are you sure about this, Kal?’ Lula said. ‘You’re going to look paranoid and weak if you’re wrong.’


‘I’m not wrong,’ Kal said. ‘I could see flecks of it all over Dead Leg’s clothes.’


As if to confirm her words, Dogwood gave a grunt of satisfaction, and came out from under one of the bunks clutching a small package.  He tossed it to Kal. She unwrapped it in full view of the crew; it was Sirensbane, of course. Someone had been drip-feeding it to Dead Leg, keeping him in his zombified state.


‘Whose bunk is that?’ Kal asked in a low, dangerous voice.


It turned out to be the doctor’s. Kal shook her head in furious disappointment. ‘What are we going to do with you, Sawtooth?’ she said. ‘Maybe if you want the treasure all for yourself so bad, we should tie you to a gold bar and throw you overboard.’


‘Hang him!’ Dogwood said with a grin.


The doctor was as white as a sheet, and looked resigned to his fate. And Kal was resigned to hers, too: a fate that had decreed that she would take someone’s life tonight.


‘Lu,’ she said. ‘Fetch the rope again.’


 


* * *


 


They gathered once more on deck under the mainmast. While the doctor stood with Lula, who had even made him hold the coil of rope, Kal addressed the crew.


‘All your past crimes and transgressions were wiped clean the moment you pledged yourself to me,’ she reminded them. ‘But I’m going to show you now that there will be discipline and justice aboard the Swordfish.’


‘We’re all dead anyway,’ the doctor said in a quiet voice. ‘Whether by your hand, or the Magician’s, we’re all going to be lying in Whalo’s arms at the bottom of the sea before this business is over.’


Kal let the doctor’s words hang in the air for several silent moments, before she revealed her course of action. ‘Hanging is too good for you, Sawtooth,’ she said. ‘Wait here.’


She left them in suspense and returned to her cabin. When she came back, she brought with her an item that Dead Leg had once fondly referred to as the ship’s pussy: a leather baton that sprouted nine three-foot-long thongs of knotted corded cotton.


‘Lula,’ she said to her quartermaster. ‘I think it’s time the doctor puckered up and kissed the wooden lady.’


The rest of the crew let out a nervous laugh at this expression. The doctor was stripped to the waist, turned to face the mast and made to hug it. Lula tied his hands with the rope. He squeezed his eyes shut as everyone stepped clear, and Kal shook loose the cat.


‘You’re going to get through this, Doctor,’ Kal said, ‘because we still need good men like you in our crew. Everyone here is too valuable to lose. You’ll get your treasure eventually, but you’ll always have these scars to remind you what you risked to get it.’


The cat made a soft whipping sound as it fell, but the doctor’s screams split the predawn sky.


Kal worked in silence, but inside a part of her was also screaming at what she had to do.




 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.iv


 


Hempen Halter


 

 

 


The Swordfish blew into Port Black on the westerly wind just as the sun started to rise over the Purple Mountain. The town was still in darkness, and it was quiet, like it always was in the mornings. But it was not unguarded …


A new ship lurked in the middle of the bay: an enormous galleon. It was the kind of ship that in years gone by might have formed part of the Republic or Eldragoran treasure fleet: a slow, hulking container ship that hauled plundered gold and artefacts from one end of the world to the other. No sooner had Kal noted the newcomer than a puff of smoke signalled the imminent arrival of a cannonball.


‘Incoming!’ Dogwood yelled as the shot hurtled towards them. But he needn’t have worried: it plopped into the water a good fifty yards off their larboard bow.


Lula had a telescope trained on the galleon. ‘That had to be a warning shot,’ she said. ‘Nobody shoots that poorly. The ship is in bad shape too; it looks like a patched up wreck. There are no lanterns on board even—how are they running the guns in the dark? … Wait a minute!’


‘What?’ Kal said, joining Lula at the rail.


‘Zombies,’ she said. ‘That ship has a zombie crew.’


Kal let out a harsh laugh. This was the state of the Magician’s defences? Kal’s confidence surged. Now that they were finally free of the curse themselves, the Magician had no power over them. His threats were all illusion, and his army was a shambling mess. The powerful and mysterious sorcerer was, to Kal, now simply a petty crook and a trickster. Taking him down would be a quick and easy pleasure.


‘Lu,’ she said. ‘Help me at the tiller.’


Together they tackled the heavy wooden arm, and the Swordfish elegantly fishtailed between the galleon’s subsequent shots, which fell on either side and behind the playful schooner. The Swordfish slipped into the centre of a group of closely-moored brigs and let out the anchor lines. Kal wasted no time in dispensing orders:


‘Take up all the canvas, lower the flag and strike the figurehead. I want to see bare poles before the sun comes up. We want to look liked we’ve been moored here all night. This ship isn’t the Swordfish any more. We’re all going ashore separately, and nobody’s to let on that we’re back in town. I want to surprise the Magician if I can.’


 Kal looked over her crew. ‘Line up by the capstan for your orders.’


Dogwood had hauled up a crate of treasure from the hold, which he had bagged up into equal portions. ‘Are you sure about this, Moonheart?’ he grumbled as the crew started to gather, their eyes bright with expectation.


‘It’s a gamble,’ she admitted. ‘But that’s what I do best. Trust me, Silas!’


She turned to the line of sailors, who were as well-ordered and respectful now as she had ever seen them. ‘Alright, listen up,’ she said. ‘I’m giving each of you a thousand doubloons. Exactly how you spend it is up to you, but I want three things done before the day is out. I want you equipped for battle, so grab some close combat weapons: muskets, swords, axes—whatever you’re comfortable with. Dogwood’s going to secure us some cannon, so I also want each of you to recruit a new gunner for our crew. We need to be able to sail and shoot, so we need more hands. Find someone you trust, and pay them whatever it takes to secure their loyalty. And finally I want it known that there’s more treasure where this came from for other captains who are willing to fight for the Republic.’


She looked into each of her crew’s faces. ‘I promised that I’d release you from the Magician’s curse. This time tomorrow he will be dead: I’ll deal with him personally. Our real enemy is the Armada that’s following in our wake. If we can show them enough strength, we can make them back down. These islands will be safe again!’


Safe under Ben’s control again, she thought to herself wryly as the crew nodded along with her. When all this was over, she was going to take her new crew far, far away to lands where no one had even heard of the Republic.


The crew stepped up one by one and accepted their bag of booty. ‘Make sure you have all the tools you need,’ Kal told the doctor as she handed him his share. He seemed almost in awe of Kal now—amazed that he still had her trust—and accepted the bag with an obedient and grateful nod. Then they all set off for shore, rowing both launches off via different routes. Two of the crew took to the water in a small round coracle they had found in the hold. Kal and Lula were left alone on deck. They both stripped off and packed their clothes and weapons in watertight bags. They wouldn’t need to carry any gold for their particular task.


‘Last one to the fort is a powder-wetting bilge-swiller,’ Lula said, diving into the dark water before Kal could reply.


 


* * *


 


When they got there, the fort was deserted. The gates and cell doors where open, the cells empty, and the battlements deserted. Kal sat straddling one of the giant forty-two pound cannons (far too big to steal for her own ship) and looked out over town as the dawn light flooded through the sand-swept streets. The town seemed to sparkle; it was beautiful and quiet.


‘If he’s not here, then where is he?’ she wondered out loud.


‘Somewhere out in the jungles perhaps?’ Lula said.


Kal remembered the first zombies she had seen, marching up and down in rows in a field. They had been farmers, she had later realised, tending the Magician’s marijuana crops. ‘He could even be on another island altogether,’ she conceded. ‘Wherever he is, he must have a large zombie workforce manufacturing Sirensbane. If we can find it, we can free them. The zombification will wear off, given time, I’m sure of it.’


Kal saw hope flicker in Lula’s eyes. ‘You think so?’


‘I do,’ Kal said. ‘We came back from a brush with it. There’s no reason why Dead Leg and the others can’t, too. It might not even be too late for your father, Lu.’


Lula’s father, her only family, was one of the hundreds who had gone missing from the island, leaving their villages  deserted.


‘We’ll kill the Magician, when he appears, then turn away the Armada, and then go find the Islanders,’ Kal insisted. She smiled. ‘All in a day’s work.’ She looked back out to sea. There was no sign nor sound of the Armada’s approach. Did the Magician even know they were coming? And would he fight or fly when the Eldragorans arrived?


As the sun rose in the sky, life returned to Port Black. As noon approached, the smell of grilled seafood filled the air. Taverns were opening on the seafront, and Kal could see some of her own crew mingling with the  crew of the sloops and clippers that sailed into the anchorage. The watching galleon had allowed most of them past—they were smugglers working for the Magician, no doubt. Port Black was still his distribution centre. He was here somewhere … ‘All we have to do is find him,’ Kal muttered impatiently as she watched the activity.


‘But where?’ Lula said. ‘He’s never to be found unless he wants to be. ‘Once, I woke up one day wondering where my next shipment of Sirensbane would be coming from, and there was the Magician—’


‘—sitting at the foot of your bed,’ Kal guessed, remembering a similar story of Dead Leg’s. ‘Wherever he is, we can’t sit here all day. We need to think of a way to make him reveal himself. Wait—what’s that building there? The long white building with the flagpoles on the balconies?’


‘The customs house,’ Lula said. ‘It’s where we used to pay the levy on our trade, when the town was under Republic control. It’s a flophouse now, though.’


‘The Magician’s going to be there,’ Kal said.


Lula peered down at the building. ‘How can you tell?’


‘Look what they’ve put up in the square outside. Come on, things could be happening any time now. In fact, it’s most likely to be noon.’


 


* * *


 


Kal and Lula hurried along the causeway towards the mainland. On the beach and on the streets there was a general movement of people, like a longshore current, towards the customs house. Kal and Lula let themselves be carried along, listening to the buzz of angry conversation. Many among the crowd appeared to have grievances they wanted to air with the Magician. Kal pulled the brim of her hat down; if he was indeed going to be there, she wanted to get as close as possible to him before she was discovered.


The square was packed. On the wide stone steps that led up to the customs house, a raised wooden platform had been erected, and rising from it was an eight-foot-high post with a cross beam. Kal had a horrible feeling that, unlike her own improvised noose she’d had Lula throw across the yardarm, this one wasn’t for show.


There were guards on the customs house balcony, on the other surrounding rooftops and surrounding the scaffold. Not zombies; the Magician trusted his personal safety to mercenaries. Most of the guards here today were black Nubarans, probably recruited from the fearsome pirate gangs that infested the Silver Sea. They looked around the crowds with predatory eyes, hoping to find some disquiet they could quash.


As the bells and clocks around town struck noon, the Magician appeared on the wooden platform. He literally appeared: one moment he wasn’t there, the next he was. There was probably a trapdoor involved; it was a cheap trick that didn’t impress Kal, but the crowd were momentarily silenced, allowing the Magician to take control of the situation.


‘I know why you are all here,’ he said. ‘Your cargo has been seized and you fear that I have the gall to simply steal it from you. You should have more faith, my friends! I will be paying you today for your plunder, as I aways do, but this time you will receive more than just gold.’


This kept the crowd quiet, as they waited for the Magician’s next words. Kal shoved her way closer to the scaffold, with Lula following in her slipstream.


‘My secret laboratory has been working overtime,’ the Magician boasted. ‘Today, your ships will leave Port Black for all corners of the world loaded with Sirensbane!’


The crowd didn’t seem too impressed by this. They were clearly the holdouts who had yet to fall in with the Magician’s schemes. ‘We just want gold!’ one man shouted. ‘Take your cut, and pay us for the rest, like the old governor used to do. We don’t need none of your nasty drug.’


‘Arr!’ several other pirates concurred.


‘You fools!’ the Magician spat at them. ‘You could all be rich beyond your wildest dreams. New untapped markets are opening up in the Empire of the Moon, in Zorronov, Indux and Balibu … There is an unquenchable thirst for my products. The old governor was a near-sighted fool, who paid you a pittance, bleeding you all dry in the name of his Republic masters on the far side of the world. Pledge yourself to me and you will all rise in power and status as I do. Pledge yourself to me, or …’


Kal was near the foot of the platform now; she could see the Magician’s controlled fury up close. He had his audience in the palm of his hand with both fear and promise. There was no way they could refuse him.


The silence dragged on. Then one captain squeaked, ‘Or?’


The Magician sneered. ‘Or take your chances as lawless pirates on the Silver Sea. I will no longer buy the treasure you steal on your voyages … Instead, I will hold you accountable for your thefts. Let me now show you what I do to those who steal from me. Bring out the prisoner!’


Two strong Nubarans dragged Che up on the scaffold. His dirty clothes and white face gave him the look of a walking ghost. Without any preamble, he was hoisted up onto a wooden stool below the gallows and fitted with a rope necktie. The crowd sighed as one with collective awe; the legend of the accursed albino thief had spread far and wide.


‘Ah, hush Dada,’ Che managed to whisper. ‘I’m sorry, Dada.’


‘Your father is gone,’ the Magician hissed. He raised his voice to the crowd: ‘The governor is dead, and it was his cursed son who begat his downfall by robbing him of every penny he had. I am the only man who can rule these islands now. You all know me as the Magician, but from this moment on I will have a new name. It is Corus Sirensbane!’


Kal’s fury rose like a leviathan from the depths. How could a man be so evil that he would sacrifice his own son to further his schemes? She made to move forward, but Lula held her back. ‘No, Kal. What are you going to do? Jump up there and kill this Sirensbane in front of his guards?’


‘Why not?’ Kal snapped. ‘As soon as he falls, they won’t be his guards any more; they won’t hurt us.’ She slid her cleaver out from her belt and looked for the moment to leap up onto the platform.


A man’s voice spoke softly in her ear: ‘If you try anything, your friend dies.’


Kal slowly turned her head. It was Jako. The muscular Nubaran was stripped to the waist as usual, and had one of his long scimitars curved across Lula’s shoulders, caressing her neck.


Kal was staring at Jako in silent fury when she heard the sound of the stool being kicked away on the platform. She looked back to see Che dangling from the rope, his hands clutching at his neck, his legs kicking and jerking beneath him. His breath came in short sharp gasps, and some colour actually came to his face: a horrid livid purple.


Sirensbane watched impassively as his son choked. If there was any emotion on his face, it was satisfaction. Then, just before the end, he turned and walked away. Nobody saw where he disappeared to, not even Kal, since all eyes were on the horrible spectacle of the hanging man.


With the Magician gone, even the hardened Nubaran guards softened a fraction and cleared the steps at the side of the platform to allow someone to come up and offer the traditional act of mercy. Jako nodded his assent, and Kal was up in an instant. She grabbed Che around the waist and tried to still his twitching body.


‘I found your treasure,’ she said to him, although he was barely conscious. ‘And I’ll spend every last penny on seeing that fiend dead. I swear it!’


Then she yanked down hard, snapping Che’s neck and finally freeing him from his life of torment.




 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.v


 


Nautilus


 

 

 


Kal held on to Che for several long seconds, lost in an island of calm amid the tumultuous sea of shouts and voices. Then she turned around. Jako was still holding his scimitar to Lula’s neck. ‘Alright, Moonheart,’ he said, ‘come with me. I’ll find  you two somewhere nice and damp until it’s your turn to dance the hempen jig.’


Kal moved slowly, using every second she had to try and think of a plan. The nearest guards were occupied taking down Che’s body; if she moved fast enough, she might get a knife in Jako’s head—or at least his sword arm—before he could hurt Lula …


Her thoughts were interrupted as bells started ringing all over town again. Not the slow bong, bong, bong that tolled noon, but a discordant jangling that could only mean one thing …


Port Black was under attack!


Jako’s concentration only wavered for a moment, but it was enough time for Lula to kick him in the groin and slip out from under his arm. She took Kal’s hand and together they dived into the crowd, which was moving like a spooked school of fish towards the beach. Every captain, sailor and fisherman wanted to get to their boat … but whether to fight or flee, who could say? There was no time for Kal to make a rousing speech and whip up support for a defence of the town. Not that she would have been very eloquent considering the grim mood she was in.


They ran instead back to the causeway to the fort, where Dogwood had brought the ship as close as possible. It was drawing not much more than five fathoms in the transparent water, the rudder scraping the silver sand. Half of the crew had made it back, and others were following in Kal and Lula’s wake, some to get to the ship, the rest to man the fort. When they got on board, Kal noticed some new faces … and some guns.


The twin long-bore bow-chasers were positioned either side of the bowsprit, facing ahead. Kal could also see a pair of stubby twelve pounders on either side of the deck. ‘Six more below, and two more in your cabin as well,’ Dogwood reported. ‘We were running out of space to put them.’


‘It’s fine,’ Kal said. In a sea battle, the captain’s cabin was usually the first place to be converted into a gun deck. She looked out to sea—a row of white canvas on the horizon indicated that the Armada had arrived. Kal forced herself to focus on their present dilemma; inside, she was seething with anger at Che’s death, but now she had to put it behind her and think about defending Port Black. She looked up. ‘We need a new flag,’ she said. ‘Do you have a Republic banner or anything?’ she asked Dogwood.


The doctor stepped forward with a folded package in hand. ‘When we told the local captains and sailors that we would be fighting for Port Black, we didn’t tell them it was for no Republic. There was a time when the Auspice Islands were independent, and their banner was—’


‘The black lotus,’ Lula said. ‘The symbol of Vuda.’


‘Then this ship’s new name is the Black Lotus,’ Kal said. ‘May Whalo bless all who sail in her, and so on! Come on, Lu. Let’s get up in the nest and see what’s going on.’


‘It’s bad luck to rename a ship, Kal!’ Lula complained as they climbed the mast. ‘They say—’


She stopped dead when Kal looked down and flashed her a black look. Had Lula already forgotten Kal’s view of superstition and the supernatural?


‘If that’s what it takes to get people to follow me, then that’s what I’ll do,’ Kal said. ‘Didn’t you know that it’s bad luck for anyone to stand against me. So things will even out, I’m sure.’


In the nest, Lula put her eye to the telescope while Kal stood impatiently by. ‘What can you see?’ she said.


‘Over a hundred vessels,’ Lula said. ‘About twenty large men o’ war, forty or so merchant ships—probably armed, of course—and the rest smaller flyships. Oh, and the Drago Azul is leading them in.’


Amaro Azul’s ship. His knowledge of the town would give the Eldragorans an advantage. Kal looked out to sea and noticed that the Armada was not on a direct approach: it was curving around to attack from the east, as far from the fort as possible.


‘They’ll lose the weather gage,’ Kal said. The Reaping Wind had blown in from the west. But when the new flag was hoisted up, she  realised she was wrong: by day, the Paradise Wind was an easterly wind, and would be at the backs of the oncoming fleet: a powerful advantage in any sea battle.


All the other vessels in the waters around the peninsula of Port Black had either fled or accepted Kal’s summons and huddled under the shadow of the fort. Only the zombie galleon remained on guard, lobbing a slow barrage of poorly-aimed cannonballs at the Armada. A squad of small fast flyships surrounded the galleon and whizzed around it in circles, fearless of its attacks. Their own bombardment was more effective, tearing down the galleon’s masts and battering its hull with a metallic clatter.


A metallic clatter? What in the world was that ship made of?


Kal’s confusion was punctured by Lula yelling, ‘Look!’ and jabbing her finger at several spots in the sea between town and the Armada. Kal was now even more perplexed; she could see nothing but the shadows of fast-moving clouds. She always panicked when things started getting out of hand. ‘What are you looking at?’ she snapped at Lula, but then she realised …


They weren’t shadows—they were shapes under the water, and they were moving far too straight and steady to be big fish. As Kal watched, a straight line of spray extended out from the front of one of the shapes, as a missile of some sort sped across the water, hitting one of the Eldragoran man o’ wars just below the waterline. It yawed suddenly to port.


‘Nautilus!’ Lula said. ‘The Magician said he had boats that sailed underwater, but I never believed him!’


And I never believed he had the strength to defend Port Black, Kal thought to herself. But his weakness was just a trap to lower the guard of his enemies.


‘We need to get out of here, Kal,’ Lula said.


‘No,’ Kal replied, in the face of all sense. ‘We’re staying.’


‘Caught between Sirensbane and the Eldragorans? Whose side are we on now?’


‘No one’s,’ Kal said. ‘We need to find a way to stop this war before thousands of people get killed. Get the signal flags, Lu—it’s time to find out if every man and woman with us is prepared to do their duty!’


Lula pulled out the signal flags in order to communicate Kal’s orders to the other ships that had stuck around to join their cause, while Kal herself went down to talk to her crew eye to eye. She descended the mast by hitching her marlinspike to the flagpole halyard and using it as a belay, allowing her to slither down to the deck in less than two shakes of a mermaid’s tail. The crew were suitably impressed, and they stood to attention to hear her speak.


Kal raised her voice over the sound of cannon fire out to sea. ‘We can’t let the Magician—or Sirensbane, or whatever he calls himself now—win this battle with his strange underwater contraptions and metal boats. And we can’t let the Eldragorans win it, either—if they get their hands on Port Black, they’ll exploit it far worse than the Republic ever did.’


This last part may or may not have been true, but Kal had rather see Port Black back under Ben’s control than Amaro Azul’s.


‘So we’re going to put a stop to this war! They call me Dragon Killer, and that’s what we’re going to do: take down the Drago Azul, the Blue Dragon. Amaro Azul is leading the Armada, and if we sink his ship, then  the whole invasion will fall apart. Taking down dragons is no easy task, of course, but if you know their weaknesses and you have a good plan, it can be done!’


The crew looked nervous and excited at the same time.


‘I know the Drago Azul's weakness,’ Kal told them, ‘and I have a good plan! So here’s what we’re going to do …’




 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.vi


 


The Battle for Port Black


 

 

 


There was silence once Kal had outlined her plan. Only the clatter of the Eldragoran cannon raking the side of the zombie galleon could be heard, punctuated by a sudden loud bong as one of the nautiluses took a direct hit.


The doctor spoke first: ‘Will that be a port or starboard broadside?’ he asked, trying to sound optimistic.


Kal shrugged. ‘We’ll have to play it by ear. How fast can we get the cannon ready?’


One of the gunners, a new man who had been recruited in town, spoke up: ‘I can have this beauty sponged, primed and loaded in less than a minute in the heat of battle,’ he said, slapping the cannon next to him. ‘But for the first salvo, we usually double-shot ‘em.’


Kal nodded. ‘Alright then. If the plan works we’ll only need to fire once anyway, so I want each team to man a pair of cannons on opposite sides of the deck and have them ready to fire, double-shotted and everything, at my command. Any other questions?’


Pip, the youngest member of the crew, raised his hand. ‘If we get as close as you say, we’re sure to get boarded,’ he pointed out.


‘We will,’ Kal agreed. ‘So I hope you all picked up weapons in town.’ Seeing Pip’s empty hands, she threw him her marlinspike. ‘Stick that in someone’s goolies if you have to,’ she said.


Up in the crow’s nest, Lula was relaying the plan by attaching a series of chequered, coloured flags to the rigging. She saluted Kal to say she had finished. Kal turned back to her crew. ‘Alright, let’s weigh anchor and move out!’


There was no way Kal’s small fleet could sail directly upwind and into the battle, so they had to beat to the wind instead, striking out to the North East, with the intention of zig-zagging a path to the Drago Azul. Their initial trajectory took them around the outskirts of the raging conflict, and—under a new name and a white flag of truce (Kal had no compunctions about deception)—they looked like a rag-tag band of refugees fleeing from the carnage. They drew no attention from either the Armada or the Magician’s fleet.


Kal watched from the rail. The Eldragoran Armada had broken formation and was fighting a moving battle, keeping ahead of the nautiluses’ attacks. The small, metal submarines were hampered by a wide turning circle, allowing the Eldragorans to easily predict their next moves. Already, a handful of the strange fish-shaped craft were floating belly-up in the water. But the sea was also already carpeted with wooden debris: the battle could go either way.


Unless Kal quickly put an  end to it. She nodded for Lula to give the signal (a sudden changing of the white flag to a hastily stitched together red and gold ensign), and the small flotilla suddenly tacked into the wind. They hung motionless for a mere instant, sails luffing, before they were off again, racing under taut, close-reaching sail directly towards the heart of the battle … directly towards the Drago Azul. The brightly-painted blue and gold ship was an easy landmark amid all the smoke and chaos.


The next few minutes were excruciating, as the Black Lotus and company ran the gauntlet of the sea battle. They were caught in the crossfire between the Eldragoran men o’ war and the zombie galleon. The Black Lotus’s flying jib snapped off with a crack as a cannonball sailed over the bowsprit; behind them, a small clipper belonging to one of Port Black’s captains collided with a nautilus and reared up out of the water, before rolling back down on its side, hitting the water with a loud smack.


Kal joined the doctor to lend a hand at the tiller as they raced towards the Drago Azul. The crew of their target had noticed them now; Kal could make out the big shape of the bearded first mate watching their approach with interest. The red and gold flag Kal was flying was enough to confuse him: it was the flag of Eldragoro. ‘Try to get close enough as if we were going to ram them,’ Kal said, ‘but without making it look like we’re going to ram them.’ The doctor gave her a questioning look. ‘I don’t know!’ Kal replied. ‘Sail casual!’


There was clear water on the Drago Azul’s starboard side, so Kal aimed for that; and so,  dragging it’s anchor, the Black Lotus slid into position alongside the larger ship, heeling slightly to port as the crew all dashed across the deck to man the guns that faced their enemy. To end the battle as fast as possible, Kal had to make her one broadside count; and to accurately hit the Drago Azul’s weak spot, she needed to get as close as possible. There were less than six yards between the two ships; Kal’s gun teams ran the cannon carriages into position as fast as they could, securing them with breach rope—a sturdy cable that secured each gun to the bulwarks.


Dogwood was on deck, shouting orders. Kal concealed herself on the opposite side of the mainmast; she didn’t want Azul to know she was here just yet. She knew that the Drago Azul had eight gunports facing her ship at this very moment, and she didn’t want to give him an excuse to fire first. Kal tried to block out the sound of the battle raging around her, and concentrated on listening to Dogwood’s commands.


‘Get ready! One … Two …’


One chance! But Kal knew the Drago Azul’s weak spot because she had seen it first hand … from the inside. When she had stowed aboard the ship on the voyage to the Forbidden Island, Kal had crept through the hold and seen something very interesting: a spot in the otherwise impervious oak hull where a previous rent had been repaired in a hurry with pine taken from the decking and interior framework. It was a tiny spot, perhaps only a yard across, and unlikely to be breached by anything other than a perfectly placed close-range bombardment …


‘Threeee …’ Dogwood counted, stretching out the syllables of the count as he watched the side of the Drago Azul slide slowly past. Kal was holding her breath.


‘Fire!’ There was a moment’s pause as each cannon’s fuse burned down the touch hole into the breach, and then …


… Six cannons fired their double payload simultaneously, and the Black Lotus rocked with the tremendous recoil of the blast. The broadside had been pre-aimed—the gun carriages had been moved into predetermined positions—so that all six fired at a convergence point six yards out from the beam of the ship. That meant a dozen twelve-pound cannonballs struck the Drago Azul’s hull at exactly the same time, tearing the ship a new hole just below the waterline. The warm seawater rushed in so fast that the Drago Azul started to sink almost immediately, dragged down at an angle so that its masts and rigging tangled with the Black Lotus’s—an unforeseen after-effect.


Still, one thing Kal was sure of was that the Eldragorans wouldn’t be slow to abandon ship. She heard her own crew drawing weapons, heard the sound of extra feet on the deck, and heard the loud, familiar voice of their captain urging his men on: ‘Kill every living bastard on this bastard ship!’


Now that she had him where she wanted, Kal prepared to reveal herself. She popped the top button of her shirt and pulled it down over one shoulder. Then she changed her mind and did herself back up—from what she knew of Amaro Azul, he was more likely to be blindsided by sauciness rather than sexiness. Kal stepped out from behind the mast.


Azul was standing before her, dressed in black leather trousers, ridiculous bucket-top boots, an undone shirt of vivid blue, and several medallions of polished gold. ‘Hold up, lads!’ he said when he saw her. ‘It’s Kal bloody Moonheart!’


His crew paused on the brink of attack. To her left, Kal saw Pip drop his marlinspike in relief. Azul just stared at Kal for a few long moments, while behind him his ship sank out of view, its masts scraping the Black Lotus as it went down.


Eventually he found his voice. ‘You just sank my beautiful ship!’ he growled. ‘If I wasn’t in the middle of the most important battle of my life, I’d take you below deck and flog you to within an inch of your life with my own leather codpiece! And then I’d—’


‘Maybe later,’ Kal said. ‘Sod your precious ship. I’ve come for you, Amaro. I’m the captain of this ship, and I’m looking for a mate who can keep up with me. Lula told me you know your way around a woman’s deck; stem to stern, as it were.’


Azul’s mouth hung open in shock, and he almost dropped his pistols. ‘Damn, girl,’ he said as stray cannonballs flew overhead, and the ship rocked from the swell churned up by a nearby explosion. ‘You picked the worst moment to play this game. Did you really need to scupper my ship to tell me this?’


‘I needed to end this battle,’ Kal said. ‘But I’ll make you a deal: order the Armada to go home, and then we’ll go after the Magician together: you and me. The zombies you’re fighting are innocent, and you’ll lose most of your ships trying to sink these metal contraptions. You’re caught in the Magician’s trap, Amaro, but it’s not too late to back down. I know you want revenge for Gaspar, your brother, but this isn’t the way! My way is better, so join me!’


That was it: all Kal could do now was hope her gamble paid off. She folded her arms and tried to adopt a confident front while Azul wrestled with this choice. Eventually he made up his mind …


‘No,’ he said.


‘No?’ Kal parroted. She gestured all around, to where her crew, and the crews of all the other ships from Port Black, had pistols and muskets all trained on Azul.


‘No!’ he repeated, ignoring the threat and raising his own pistols towards Kal. ‘Now I’m taking your ship, so get off this deck  before I make you spring a leak, too.’


He didn’t get the chance to fire—at that moment, a coil of rope fell from the mast above and pulled Azul’s arms to his sides, making him drop his guns in surprise. Lula came down the rope and picked up both pistols. She tossed one to Kal.


‘Are you sure the answer’s no?’ Lula said, twirling the pistol around her finger. ‘I’ll give you one last chance to call off the Armada.’


‘Lula Pearl!’ Azul exclaimed. ‘I knew I hadn’t seen the last of you! I knew you’d somehow managed to trick me when we realised we had dropped you off on the wrong island. I’m glad you made it back alive, in a way! But still, even if I did want to join you and Kal on a wonderful three-way orgy of revenge—and believe me, my loins are stirring at the thought even now—I couldn’t turn back the Armada even if I wanted to. The King of Eldragoro has decreed that Port Black will fall, and neither the Magician nor you pair of crafty sirens will be able to stop it. You see, the Magician isn’t the only one who knows how to spring a trap …’


As if to underline his words, a sudden clamour of voices and cheers rose from nearby Eldragoran ships. Both Kal’s crew and Azul’s were looking out to sea, and when she turned Kal saw straight away what the commotion was: another mass of ships had appeared on the horizon. The sails filled the horizon, and Kal guessed there must be at least five hundred vessels out there.


‘My king has called on all his powerful allies, and made deals with many other nations,’ Azul gloated. ‘This is the biggest Armada the world has ever seen! This attack has been in the planning ever since Port Black fell out of Republic hands. If I take this town, not only will I have my revenge on the Magician, but I’ll also take the king’s daughter as my prize, and become gobernador of these islands. The Eldragoran Empire will finally surpass your Republic in size and strength, so I will be the second most powerful man in the world, after my king—and certainly the most powerful man in the southern hemisphere!’


In response, Lula cocked her pistol. She looked to Kal for the final decision, though. Azul, too, was staring at Kal, but with a manic gleam in his eyes.


A part of Kal died inside. She had completely misjudged the game, and had gotten involved in a hand where the stakes were the highest in the world—far too high  even for her. Azul had everything to win and nothing to lose, and like all good gamblers he was fearless in seeing the hand through to the end. For the first time ever, Kal was actually impressed by the man.


 She was never going to let Lula kill Azul, of course. Kal’s gambit had failed; her bluff had been well and truly called. Azul’s gang could easily overpower the crew of the Black Lotus, so Kal’s ship (and the captain’s hat that went with it) were no doubt lost to her now.


The shadow of the zombie galleon was creeping across the deck. The ships that had followed Kal from Port Black were already attempting to extricate themselves from this disaster and flee the battle. Azul shrugged away his bonds and took his pistol back from Lula. ‘So if you’re not going to shoot me, Moonheart,’ he said to Kal, ‘I’ll ask you again: get the hell off my new ship!’
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Sirensbane Smile


 

 

 


Kal was frozen with indecision. What was her play now? The word run sprang to mind—but that was no easy task, seeing as she was surrounded by water and fighting ships. Swim, perhaps? While she was agonising over the situation, Azul grabbed Lula by the wrist and hurled her in Kal’s direction. Lula crashed into Kal at the exact moment a thundering boom sounded overhead, and the zombie galleon fired all of its starboard guns directly down into the deck of the nearest Eldragoran man o’ war. The warship was instantly crippled, and the wave it threw up rocked the Black Lotus, throwing Kal and Lula over the rail and into the sea.


Under the water, the world was quiet and slow-moving: a complete contrast to the battle raging overhead. Kal could see twenty fathoms down to the white sand, where brightly coloured fish went about their business, oblivious to the world-changing events playing out above. Cannonballs dropping into the water had their anger quenched, and they sank like graceful diving seabirds. One of the Magician’s nautilus submarines floated past, the refracted sunlight dappling its silvery scaled carapace, making it look like an elegant fish riding the current.


Kal grabbed the side of the nautilus with one hand, and pulled Lula along with the other. When the submarine surfaced, they clambered up onto its back.


They were back in the thick of it, in a world of smoke, spray and noise. Over the rumble of cannon and the creaking and cracking of wood, it was the screams of dying sailors that sounded loudest in Kal’s ears. The nearby man o’ war was now just a floating horror house of blood and splinters. Kal and Lula were trapped in a narrow canyon, with the stricken warship on one side and the cliff-like hull of the zombie galleon on the other. Kal could see that the galleon’s hull was all iron and rivets underneath its wooden outer shell. Was the whole ship metal? Such a thing was incomprehensible to her.


What wasn’t incomprehensible was the galleon’s other secret. It fired again: another devastating broadside that followed fast on the heels of the last, causing further catastrophic damage to the Eldragoran ship. The gaping mouths of the  guns were almost wide enough to crawl down—they were larger than even the fort’s giant forty-four pound guns. So one thing was certain: when comparing the galleon’s latest strikes to its clumsy pot shots earlier in the day, Kal guessed that the ship wasn’t entirely crewed by zombies.


The round lid of the nautilus flipped open, and the Nubaran pilot popped out to see who was on his back. Kal still had one of Azul’s pistols—it was waterlogged, but that didn’t matter; she held it by the barrel and knocked the pilot out cold with the heavy stock. She took his cutlass and was staring down into the cabin of the vessel—there were lots of strange levers and brass-rimmed dials—when Lula grabbed her and pulled her back into the water …


The Black Lotus had been coming up the channel between the two larger ships, its long bow-chasers pointing directly ahead. When it fired, the nautilus was flipped out of the water and turned on its back. Another booming double crash, and the small metal craft was knocked out of the end of the channel. The Lotus slipped past, and Kal took a mouthful of water from its swell.


Kal and Lula climbed aboard the wrecked warship through a gash in the hull. The gundeck was flooded, but the ship was still afloat … for now. Up top, it was chaos; hundreds of fighting men were moving among the ruined masts and rigging, at a loss what to do next. There were bodies everywhere: Kal saw one man with a six-foot-long splinter of wood through his chest, and another body that was clean, dry and smartly dressed in an officer’s uniform … except that it was missing a head.


Amid the noise and cries of battle, a new sound could be heard: trumpets and horns from the Eldragoran Armada. ‘What does that mean?’ Kal asked Lula.


‘Some new threat,’ Lula said, leading Kal to the opposite side of the ship where they could get a better look at the state of the battle. Kal couldn’t see anything except ships and smoke, but Lula was reading the signal flags that were being hoisted on the command ships. ‘It’s another fleet!’ she exclaimed. ‘Three hundred more ships, but this time they’re not part of the Armada … they’re mercenaries, privateers and Nubaran pirates!’


Of course! Kal should have known that Sirensbane wouldn’t trust his defences completely to brainless zombies. The shuffling creatures they had seen on the deck of the galleon earlier, who were such a bad shot, were merely a facade. In truth, the galleon, the nautilus submarines, and now this new fleet, were all controlled by some of the bloodthirstiest pirates and immoral hired-killers who ever put to sail.


Once more, the odds of victory for either side were shortened, as if the dice were held perpetually spinning in mid-air. And once more, Kal felt that it was somehow down to her to do something decisive …


She could see the sails of Black Lotus again—it was coming around on the side of the warship away from the galleon. Eldragoran marines were lining up for the chance to leave the wreck of their ship. Kal pulled Lula by the hand and ran to join the queue.


‘Kal, wait!’ Lula protested. ‘There’s no point in going after Azul again! You can’t stop this battle.’


‘I’m not going to stop it,’ Kal replied. ‘I’m going to win it!’


The starboard side of the warship’s deck was tilting upwards, and the troops were clambering onto the exposed hull and sliding down to the deck of the Black Lotus. Azul was welcoming them aboard with enthusiasm, but his mood soured when Kal and Lula dropped in on him. ‘You are like a couple of cursed doubloons that keep coming back!’ he said. ‘Someone lock these troublemakers below! I tell you, both of you have a date with my codpiece when this is all over—my studded codpiece!’


‘This time, we’re here to fight for you!’ Kal said.


‘What?’ Azul and Lula exclaimed as one.


‘The Magician’s army is pirates, not zombies,’ Kal explained. ‘And I don’t have a problem killing pirates.’ She patted her pockets. ‘In fact, I have a warrant for that sort of thing on me somewhere.’


Lula didn’t look convinced, but Azul slapped his thigh with glee. ‘Well, bugger me with the mizzenmast,’ he laughed. ‘Maybe this ship does have room for two captains, after all. Although I have to say, Moonheart, that despite the fact that you managed to sink the Drago Azul with a lucky shot, this ship of yours hasn’t as much firepower as I’d like. But what we do have now is swords, so how do you feel about sailing into the heart of that pirate fleet and taking part in a bit of boarding action?’


‘Bring it on,’ Kal said. She had an idea who the pirate leader might be, and she was begging for the chance to take him on.


The Black Lotus set its staysails, reached around and ran fast towards the line of pirate ships that were rounding the coast. Amaro Azul jumped up onto the bowsprit and turned to face the men and women who were crowded on deck. There must have been over a hundred of them: Eldragoran marines as well as  both Kal and Azul’s crews. ‘Listen to me,’ Azul shouted. ‘These good-for-nothing pirates are not likely to be honourable bastards like we are; they won’t surrender if we strike their colours or kill their captain. So we’re going to have to kill every last one of them. Don’t stop fighting until there’s no one left to fight!’


He turned and pulled out his shining spyglass, and sighted to the fore. He turned back and closed the glass by slamming it against his chest. ‘We’ve enough troops to take on their biggest ship,’ he said, ‘but be prepared to take a couple of broadsides before we manage to scupper their guns. Some of you here will surely die! Hell, it might even be me feeding the fishes tonight, but until that happens we will live the Eldragoran way: we will take life by the tail and ride it as hard as we can until we are thrown off!’


The marines cheered. Next to Kal, Lula looked terrified. Dogwood and Doctor Tooth joined them. The doctor was holding his bonesaw in a clenched fist, and Dogwood was brandishing his Senate Guard shortsword. The sight of the Republic crest on the hilt made Kal suddenly homesick, and that sickness turned to fear in her mouth. The marines were all equipped with muskets, swords, grappling hooks and even breastplates, but all Kal had was a cutlass she hadn’t even had chance to  swing yet, let alone fight with. Oh, and  her meat cleaver. If only Nim could see me now, she thought, thinking about the blond girl back in Amaranthium who manufactured all her tools and weapons.


Kal tried to hold it together. ‘I’ll look after you,’ she said to Lula, putting a hand on her friend’s trembling shoulder.


‘It’s you who needs looking after,’ Lula replied, with a weak smile. ‘All these crazy situations you keep getting us into.’


‘I’m glad you came back, Moonheart,’ Dogwood chipped in. ‘I wasn’t sure how I felt about being press-ganged into the Eldragoran marines.’


Kal fist-bumped the fat man’s chest. Dogwood would have survived being part of Azul’s crew, Kal was sure of it. He would have found a role that no one else wanted, and thrived. People like him didn’t care who they worked with, when they really only ever worked for themselves.


There was no time to worry about things for much longer; the Black Lotus was closing on the largest of the pirate ships—a massive forty-gun, square-rigged brig with black sails. It was flying a skull and crossbones, of course. The deck was lined with black Nubarans, as well as mercenaries of every shade of skin from all around the world. Musket shots filled the air, and a marine standing next to Kal dropped to the deck, a red hole in his temple.


This was just a taster, though, of what they would have to endure once they bumped up against the larger ship. No one spoke as the distance closed. The gun teams made ready to fire, for all the good it would do, while the pirate ship also seemed to be holding its breath, ready for a close range broadside. The Lotus slid smoothly alongside its enemy as if it were docking in a cramped harbour, nudging it gently at the widest part of the beam.


Then all hell broke loose.


When the pirate cannons let rip, over one thousand pounds of iron were loosed at the Black Lotus. Grapeshot shredded her rigging and sails, and twenty-four pound balls the size of grapefruit tore through her deck and hull. The air was suddenly filled with splinters, and as time seemed to stand still, Kal was hyper-aware of the carnage all around her: Azul’s giant first mate, a man Kal imagined would be in the thick of the fighting, never got the chance to set foot on board the pirate ship—he was lifted off his feet by a cannonball to the chest and flung out to sea. Three marines were treated to broken necks and spines as the mainmast snapped and fell on top of them, and one of the Lotus’s two-ton guns was knocked free of its moorings and slid back across the deck. Dogwood was in the way, and he was crushed against the opposite bulwark. His scream hung in the air seemingly forever …


And then time resumed, and Kal found herself rolling on her back, clutching her leg. A foot-long splinter of wood was lodged in her thigh muscle. It was sheer agony, and she was left reeling and wailing as everyone else followed Azul and boarded the enemy.


Lula had left Kal behind and joined the fight. There was nobody alive on the Lotus now except Kal. Pip, whose only task had been to hold the tiller steady, was missing at his post and the ship was drifting free. Dogwood was either unconscious or dead behind the cannon, and none of the other bodies on deck were moving. The deck was tilting astern, too: the Black Lotus was sinking.


Damned if this captain is going down with her ship, Kal thought, getting painfully to her feet. Her thigh was numb, but she could stand. She didn’t dare pull the splinter out, though. She began to stagger over to check on Dogwood.


Then Jako appeared over the rail and stood in front of her. He drew his two scimitars.


Kal hissed. There were no words. Jako had been the Magician’s man from the start; he had done his best to obfuscate Kal’s investigations, and he had threatened the life of her best friend. Kal raised her cutlass. If she was destined to die fighting this man, then so be it.


Jako didn’t speak at first, either. He just flashed his Sirensbane smile: a black void of rotten teeth. He was bare-chested, and Kal could see that his hands and forearms were grey up to his elbows, and his smooth black chest had a grey stain over his heart. He was still human—just—but driven by drugs and by his master.


‘Time to claim that million pieces of eight bounty on you, Butcher,’ Jako joked.


Kal shook her head. ‘You won’t live long enough to spend it, even if you kill me,’ she said. ‘Look at you, Jako, you’re a sick wreck.’ Kal held up her cleaver in her free hand. ‘Luckily for you, I’m the cure.’


Jako’s reply was to just slash and sweep his blades in an intimidating display. Kal caught his eye, and perhaps she imagined it but there was regret there: he had become a monster, but there was still a tiny spark of humanity that was aware of the life he was losing hour by hour.


Would that stop him killing Kal? Probably not, but she hoped it might give him pause. She pressed her verbal attack: ‘You’re a slave to Sirensbane … the man and the drug!’


Jako moved in to attack. Kal tried to keep her cool—she knew that dual-wielding conferred no real advantage except to strike fear into an opponent. After all, you could only swing one weapon at a time. For a strong fighter like Jako, a large two-handed blade would have given him more power and control.


Kal stepped forward, putting her weight on her leading leg—her good leg, fortunately—and met Jako’s advance. She used her cleaver for attack, and her cutlass for defence; she also had the advantage of the sloping deck. Kal put all of her rage into the fight: her anger at Che’s death, her frustration at Jako’s duplicity, her sorrow at what the drug had done to so many people here …


She managed to drive Jako back to the capstan, but it took all her strength. And when Jako put his back to the metal cylinder to stop his backwards slide, Kal knew her advantage was lost. But then, to her surprise—and certainly to Jako’s—Pip crawled out from where he had been hiding behind the capstan. He stabbed Jako in the heel with the marlinspike Kal had given him.


Pip! The boy swore he was sixteen, but Kal reckoned he was some years younger. He had run away to sea for adventure, not violence, but his timid jab was enough to turn the battle back in Kal’s favour; Jako lost his balance and twisted away from the unexpected attack. Kal stepped in with her cleaver and delivered a crushing blow to Jako’s right shoulder.
 

It should have been over, but Jako shrugged off the wound like it was a mosquito bite. He dropped one scimitar, and battled on with the other. Jako’s real advantage was now clear: he was just as skilled with his left sword arm as with his right, and his drug-ravaged body refused to feel pain.


Kal was losing hope of a quick victory. Her defences dropped for an instant, and Jako’s blade sliced across her collarbone, whipping up a spray of blood. Kal felt the steel strike bone, and she was knocked backwards, tripping over a dead body. Now the tables had really turned: Kal was beneath Jako on the sloping deck. She rolled away from him, getting under the barrel of the loose cannon just in time to avoid a finishing blow. Jako’s sword clanged on the bronze bore.


Jako hopped up onto the cannon itself. He was grinning insanely.  Kal was still scrabbling around on her back, but no matter where she moved to, Jako could jump on her and kill her in an instant. It was surely all over for her now.


Then the grin was wiped off Jako’s face. A sword point emerged from his belly. Dogwood’s sword point. When the sword was pulled back out, and Jako fell off the cannon, the Captain of the Senate Guard was revealed, still pinned to the breach of the cannon by his left hand, but triumphantly brandishing his weapon with his right.


‘Is there a bounty on that fellow?’ Dogwood asked. ‘Because if there is, it’s mine!’


Jako stood up.


Dogwood instinctively threw his shortsword, and it stuck in Jako’s back, but it didn’t stop him. Jako was a dead man walking, and Kal could only stare in horror as he slowly lurched towards her. His eyes were dead, his vile grin was dead, but his body just kept on moving.


Kal tried to get up, but her injured leg wouldn’t cooperate. She looked around for help, but there was none. The Black Lotus was drifting away from the action. The noise of battle from the deck of the pirate ship was getting fainter. Kal noticed that one large triple-decker warship had detached itself from the fray around the galleon and was heading in their direction. It was hardly likely, though, that it was interested in a small sinking schooner, even if it could get here on time.


Jako raised his scimitar and stabbed downwards. Kal jerked her hips to one side and the blade slid inside her belt, pinning her to the deck.


The warship was getting closer now, racing directly towards them under full sail. It wasn’t an Eldragoran ship—it must have been one of the new arrivals. Kal thought she recognised the figurehead: a king holding a sword aloft …


Jako went and picked up his other sword from where it had slid and got caught in some fallen rigging. He returned to try and kill Kal a second time.


A skeleton wearing a crown and holding a sword aloft …


Jako raised his scimitar.


The Mort Royal!


The Amaranthium Navy’s command ship smashed into the side of the Black Lotus, splitting the smaller ship in two with its narrow prow. The grinning skeletal figurehead was heading straight for Jako, and the sword in its hand went straight through his neck, plucking him off the deck and whisking him away like a prize catch.


After the sudden destruction, Kal found herself still pinned to a rapidly sinking section of the deck,


‘Don’t go anywhere, Mooney!’ a voice shouted from the circling warship. ‘Help is on its way!’


‘Ben!’ she groaned. I couldn’t escape if I wanted to.
 



 

 

 

 

 

 


IV.viii


 


Dreadnought


 

 

 


Kal was hauled onto a pontoon and winched up to the main deck, while the Mort Royal continued on to pick up the survivors of the pirate ship battle. Kal soon found herself surrounded by sailors and soldiers in both Republic and Eldragoran uniform. Lula appeared and took Kal’s hand, while Doctor Tooth examined her leg.


‘Looks pretty bad,’ he said, fingering his bonesaw. ‘Might have to come off …’


Kal sat up and shook away everyone’s probing hands. ‘Lu, go and make sure Dogwood and Pip have been picked up. Doctor, if you really want to help, get me some rum! And where the hell is Ben?’


Benedict Godsword pushed through the crowd. He was still wearing his blue sea coat with the gold buttons, but it looked a lot more travel-worn than the last time Kal had seen it. He was also clutching a bottle. ‘Kal!’ he said. ‘I might have known I’d find you in the thick of the action!’


‘Is he dead?’ Kal asked urgently.


‘The Nubaran zombie guy? Yes, he’s dead. We removed his head to make sure. He put up quite a struggle, though!’


Kal relaxed, but only slightly. ‘What are you doing here, Ben?’ she asked, grabbing the bottle from him and taking a swig. The liquor was hot in her throat, and the warmth spread to her limbs.


‘Your friend Lula put up signal flags from the pirate’s rigging. My crew spotted them—they meant nothing to me, of course—and we headed straight over!’


‘No,’ Kal groaned. ‘I mean, what are you doing here? At Port Black? You must have followed us all the way from Amaranthium!’


‘Well, no, not exactly,’ Ben said. ‘I went to visit the King of Eldragoro first, on a diplomatic mission. I wanted to see if he knew anything I didn’t about what was going on down here. When I heard he had sent the Armada, I had to quickly think on my feet to negotiate a deal. Can I have my rum back?’


Kal had yanked the splinter from her thigh, and washed away the blood with  rum. A gaping hole was left in the middle of her new tattoo, making it look as though the ink dragon had been violently slain. She tore a strip off her shirt and bound it tight. ‘You’re drunk enough already by the smell of it,’ Kal said to Ben. ‘What sort of deal?’


‘Of course I’m drunk!’ Ben said. ‘I’m in the middle of a sea battle. It’s either hide below, or get drunk and join the fun! The deal I made with the King of Eldragoro was the creation of … well, of a league of nations of sorts, to make sure that the world can never be held to ransom by people like … like …’


‘Sirensbane,’ Kal said. ‘The governor of Port Black broke bad. He’s manufacturing and smuggling drugs on a large scale, and turning zombified addicts into his own private workforce.’


‘Good work, Kal,’ Ben congratulated her. ‘I knew you’d uncover the truth. When we’re done with his ships, you can tell me all you know, and we’ll go after him.’


‘He’s a monster,’ Kal went on. ‘Possibly insane. And if you’re going to send someone after him, then it’s going to be me. You don’t even need to pay me—’ Her words were drowned out by a cacophony of cannon fire. The crew of the Mort Royal were all looking and pointing at something, so Ben helped Kal to her feet and they went to the side to have a look. At the centre of the battle, the action continued to revolve around the zombie galleon, like a cyclone swirling around a malevolent eye. Its cannons were inexhaustible, and it was laying waste to the allied fleet.


‘Sirensbane is aboard that ship.’ Kal said. It was obvious now: his secret manufacturing base was a floating fortress.


Ben put his arm around Kal’s shoulder. ‘Well, he won’t be for much longer. You see those ships—’ Two frigates were closing in on either side of Sirensbane’s galleon. Kal couldn’t see how they could possibly be carrying enough firepower to bother the larger ship, though. ‘The Firehand and the Cassava,’ Ben laughed. ‘Like their illustrious namesakes, they have a lot of underhand tricks prepared.’


The two frigates positioned themselves fore and aft of the galleon, avoiding its broadsides, but also seemingly giving themselves a smaller target to fire at. Kal shook her head in puzzlement as she watched. The guns on the sides of the frigates were not conventional cannon … they were more like long tubular piping …


And then they fired. Or rather, squirted. An oily vomit splattered the galleon’s hull and decks, and when it slopped around the waterline, it burst into a terrible and vivid red flame.


‘Dragonfire!’ Ben exclaimed gleefully. ‘We found stores of dragon oil in General Cassava’s armouries last year. She must have extracted it from dragons while out on campaign. We had to mix it with petrock and burnt lime to make up the quantities we needed, but the intensity is almost as much as the real thing. That ship will be a floating funeral pyre in less than a minute!’


Kal watched the burning galleon. ‘Would you like to wager any money on that?’


Ben frowned, and his expression turned sour at having his moment of triumph doubted. He gave Kal a disappointed look, but when he turned back to look out to sea, he swore.


The fire had burned itself out, but the galleon was still there.


Only now, its wooden shell had completely fallen away, revealing an indestructible metal hull and superstructure. The high afternoon sun glared off it, and Kal had to cover her eyes.


‘A dreadnought!’ Ben gasped. ‘My naval engineers have been trying to come up with one of these for years, but they assured me it was impossible!’


Amaro Azul appeared at the rail and whistled. ‘Well, that was quite a show, Senator,’ he said. ‘What are you going to do next? Send up some fireworks to really impress and delight the enemy?’


‘I need to get on board that ship,’ Kal said.


Lula had returned, too. ‘Kal!’ she protested. ‘You’re not going anywhere. Your leg—’


‘—is fine!’ Kal snapped. Her leg was not fine, but she could stand on it, and that was all that mattered. ‘I’m going to end this thing, Lu.’


Azul was checking his gun bandolier. He tossed a soaked pistol over the rail, repacked the other three in their holsters, and nabbed a spare off one of his marines. ‘This ship is the only vessel that can get us close enough and survive a battering by those cannon,’ he observed as he checked his kit over.


‘Get closer?!’ Ben choked. ‘This ship cost me over ten million crowns!’


They all watched as the dreadnought rotated on the spot without any sign of being under oar. The Firehand and the Cassava were instantly destroyed by two simultaneous broadsides. They turned into flaming beacons as they were consumed by their own deadly dragonfire payloads.


Ben took his rum back off Kal and downed the bottle in one gulp. ‘But then again,’ he said, ‘what’s ten million crowns anyway? I’ll just raise taxes next year!’


 


* * *


 


Kal’s boots hit the deck of the dreadnought with a clang. The entire deck was a patchwork of six-foot square sheets of iron, fastened together by giant rivets. An enormous chimney rose into the sky and belched out thick black smoke. The vessel would be driven by steam, Kal guessed.


Azul had found a door. At least it looked like a door; the Eldragoran examined the metal wheel for a moment, then wrenched it anticlockwise. It spun freely, and the door opened outwards on heavily greased hinges. Azul stepped aside to let a troop of zombies stagger out. Lula was on hand to round them up; she had a length of rope along which manacles had been tied. Kal nodded in satisfaction; there would be no more zombie deaths added to her count today if she could help it.


She also didn’t want Lula’s fate in her hands. ‘Stay up top, Lu,’ she said. ‘We’ll send any more zombies your way. Find a boat and get them off this ship.’


‘Aye aye, Captain!’ Lula said. She snapped manacles around a zombies wrists while it tried to paw her face. These were Lula’s people, when it came down to it, and Kal had rather Lula help them than risk her life plunging into the heart of the enemy’s stronghold.


Kal stepped over the bulkhead and into the dreadnought. Azul followed, as did the dozen or so surviving Eldragoran marines. Boots clattering loudly, they all found themselves on a metal gantry overlooking a large hall full of strange machinery.


‘Be quiet, you imbeciles,’ Azul chided his troops.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Kal said. ‘He knows we’re here. He knows everything. Our only hope is that he eventually runs out of tricks and traps by the time we find him.’


Azul nodded. ‘When we find him, he is mine!’


‘It doesn’t matter who gets him,’ Kal said as they made their way down a spiralling metal staircase. ‘He can trip on his own robe and knock his brains out for all I care.’


‘It matters to me,’ Azul said. ‘I want revenge; for my brother, who Sirensbane had killed even after he tortured him and found him innocent; for riches and for glory. Do you not care about any of those things, Kal?’


She  shook her head. ‘Not any more. I just want him dead.’


Kal, Azul and the marines spread out. The interior of the dreadnought was a maze of narrow passageways and hissing machines. Strange phosphorescent lamps were fixed in the overheads, providing just about enough light to see. The whole ship was compartmentalised, presumably to contain damage and flooding. There was no way that the Armada would be able to destroy it by cannon alone. Kal ran her palms along the warm machines; if she only knew where to start, maybe she could dismantle the dreadnought from the inside.


She could hear Azul’s voice blathering away from one of the parallel passageways: ‘You are not what I first thought, Kalina Moonheart. I had heard that this famous Dragon Killer was heroic, fearless and willing to gamble everything in her quest for fame and fortune. I am relieved, in a way. I still admire you, girl, but I have to say that you are only the second greatest buccaneer in the world at the moment. Ha ha ha—look out!’


Kal could hear running feet, shouts, and the sound of guns being fired at close quarters. A man rounded the corner—a Nubaran pirate wielding a big axe. Kal’s reactions were faster than his, and she managed to shove her blade between his ribs before he even had chance to take a swing at her. She quickly moved into the shadows between two of the phosphorescent lamps, and took the next enemy before he  even noticed her, let alone attacked her. She grabbed him by the mouth and pulled her cleaver across his neck. He fell to the metal floor making a lot of mess, but not a lot of noise.


Kal felt a surge of exhilaration, and not a little satisfaction. Two quick clean kills; and this time, enemies she wouldn’t be losing any sleep over. It was a rare moment of triumph in this whole sorry business.


She could hear clangs as swords hit metal walls and pipes, and the double-bang of Azul’s pistols going off. Seconds later, there was another double-bang as he reholstered his spent pistols and drew the second pair from his bandolier. After that, there was silence except for Eldragoran voices. The surprise attack had been thwarted.


Then Kal saw movement at the end of the passageway. A red-cloaked figure passed through her line of sight and disappeared into the gloom. Seconds later, Azul must have seen it too—Kal could hear his shout, followed by the sound of pursuit. She followed, but with a little more caution.


She rounded a corner and found a compartment with an open circular hatch in the floor. A ladder descended to what sounded like a noisy engine room. It was hot down there, and Kal could sense the movement of numerous pistons and flywheels. She descended slowly … and arrived  late at the scene of a bloodbath.


Azul was standing in the middle of a pile of bodies: his marines were all dead, as were about twenty mercenaries. The red-cloaked figure was lying face down, a sword in its back. Azul was clutching his ribs; when he pulled his hand away, it was red.


‘Are you alright?’ Kal asked.


‘A mere scratch,’ Azul replied. ‘I didn’t have time to reload my pistols, so I had to resort to a little close combat. A few nicks are inevitable. Why don’t you have a lick, Kal—Eldragoran blood tastes finer than the most expensive wine.’ Azul pulled back the hood of the corpse at his feet. ‘We should toast my dead compañeros, and celebrate the death of—’


‘It’s not him,’ Kal said.


The man under the cloak was tall and slim, but that was where the resemblance to Sirensbane ended. Azul swore in several languages. ‘Where is he? I’ve had enough of this accursed trickery!’


Kal tried to contain the frustration she also felt. She looked around the engine room. The giant turbine  towered over them, and the steam that powered it was generated by hundreds of furnaces. The dreadnought could travel without sails or oar; it must burn an incredible amount of fuel.


‘I know where to go,’ she said.


‘Good,’ Azul said. ‘You lead the way. I will follow your pretty  little ass.’


He  winced as he moved. Azul was making light of his wound, but then Kal didn’t have time or words to waste on sympathy, so it was just as well. They made their way to a spot amidships, below the waterline. It was here that Kal noticed the bulkheads were thicker and  reinforced. She and Azul took out two guards silently, and pulled open a heavy hatch.


The compartment within was stacked with racks of barrels from floor to ceiling. Each barrel was stamped with the enigmatic letters: X X X.


‘This is not the Magician’s quarters,’ Azul said. ‘This is …’


‘The powder magazine,’ Kal confirmed. ‘Come on, we need to find some rope.’


They searched around the compartment. Azul found a coil of thinly-braided cotton rope, and Kal tapped one of the barrels. But their preparation was disturbed by the sounds of approaching enemies.


‘This is not going to work, Kal,’ Azul said. ‘If we leave a fuse burning, they are going to find it and stamp it out.’


Kal punched her fist in anger. ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘We need to cut our losses and leave. Are you ready to run?’


Azul sighed. ‘No,’ he said.


‘What?’ Kal said. ‘Come on. I don’t even think the Magician is aboard. I didn’t see any evidence of a drugs lab anywhere.’


Azul opened his shirt, and Kal could see that the wound he had received was more than just a glancing blow. His stomach had been punctured; it was the kind of mortal wound that tortured recipients with a long lingering death.


‘Go, Kal,’ he said. ‘I will give you as much time as I can.’


Kal helped him as he struggled to load and cock his pistol for the final time. Before she left, she kissed his cheek.


‘Give the Magician a painful death for me, Kal.’ he said. ‘Tell him I will see him in hell. Oh, and tell my king’s daughter that she will have to settle for a lesser man now. Or maybe a woman. Perhaps you could do her for me, Kal.’


‘Shut up, you ridiculous man,’ Kal said, laughing back a tear.


‘You deserve all the spoils and riches of this world now, Kal,’ Azul said. ‘Who is the greatest buccaneer to sail the Silver Seas?’


‘You are,’ she reminded him.


‘Only for as long as it takes you to get the hell off this ship. Then I pass my title to you. Now go!’


Kal didn’t need to be told thrice. She left the magazine and ran. The waves of pirates and mercenaries ignored her in their panic to check the powder. Her injured leg felt like it was on fire as she climbed the ladder, but it just served to remind her that she wasn’t dead yet. Back up on deck, she was relieved to see that Lula had gone, and the Mort Royal was a safe distance away, engaged in a close-range battle with the remaining pirate ships.


Kal ran the length of the deck. She didn’t have time to lower a boat. Instead, she ran up the sharply pointing prow and continued along the narrow bowsprit, hurling herself off as late as she dared before she slipped. There was no time to ready herself for a dive—the best thing she could do was curl her body into a ball to avoid a bellyflop.


The last thing she heard before she hit the water was a tremendous boom. There was a flash of bright white, and then the noise and light were suppressed as she was swallowed up by the sea. As she sank, she was buffeted by shockwaves and battered by chunks of metal. She swallowed water and was spun around at the same time, only to see a great metal section of the dreadnought’s hull blocking out the sun above the water.


When it hit her, she felt a smack of pain, then nothing.
 

 

 


END OF PART FOUR




 

 

 

 

 

 


PART FIVE


 


UNDER THE SEA


 

 


Now my heart is broken, my bridges burned,

And all I know has been overturned.

But when the world ends and we’re both free,

Look for me under the sea.




 

 

 

 

 

 


V.i


 


Blood on the Snow


 

 

 


Kal and Deros slowly backed away down the canyon. The frozen head of Mister Speckle seemed to watch them as they went. From somewhere up ahead in the dark, snowy mists they heard a shuffling sound and a bestial grunt. As one, Deros and Kal turned around and ran back the way they had come.


Except that running was impossible in the deep snow; instead, they had to almost jump, lifting their knees right up and hopping into the footprints that they had made on their way up the canyon. It was a slow, agonising retreat, and Kal knew that at this rate there was no way they were going to escape the monster whose hibernation they had just disturbed.


And then Deros did something unexpected: he dived to one side of the trail, disappearing into a deep drift. Kal immediately understood, and threw herself in, too. She landed on top of Deros, and together they scooped snow on top of them. If the snow could conceal and contain the monster’s scented trap, then it could also conceal Kal and Deros.


They hugged each other tight as something shambled past their hiding place, its heavy feet shaking the snow.


‘Good thinking!’ Kal whispered into Deros’s ear. ‘We would have been done for!’


‘Well, yeah, it was either this or try and fight it,’ Deros said in a faintly hysterical voice. ‘But I think two against one might have been a little unfair on the poor creature!’


Kal just hugged him tighter. ‘You saved us!’ she said. ‘I’m so, so sorry. Coming up here was a stupid idea. It’s all my fault.’


‘No, no,’ Deros tried to soothe Kal, despite being almost crushed underneath her. ‘You wanted to help Mister Speckle. It’s my fault we were even out here in the first place. I wanted to find treasure so bad. We should have stayed home and gone skating on the river instead with all the other kids, but you were kind enough to come with me on this stupid quest.’


Kal almost laughed. ‘Okay then,’ she said. ‘It can be your fault!’ She kissed him on the frozen nose. ‘Now let’s get home as fast as we can. Do you think it’s gone yet?’


When they emerged, the canyon was in darkness. The sun had almost disappeared behind the mountains, and when they reached the mouth of the canyon, the sloping field of snow they had climbed to get here was glowing orange. The sunset sparkled on the icy limbs of the Watcher Tree, and the forests and village below were just dark shadows.


A darker shadow moved along the tree line. Something was down there, something big.


 ‘What do you think it is?’ Kal said.


Deros squinted as he peered into the gloom. ‘It’s either a giant or a troll … or maybe even a giant troll!’


They watched it as it following the path they had taken along the tree line to Dark Dell, where they had discovered the stash of fool’s gold. The troll, or whatever it was, seemed to be following the only tracks it could find. But when it didn’t find them at Dark Dell, it would follow their scent down through the forest and back—


‘Home!’ Kal cried. Suddenly she was more scared than ever. Her parents’ cottage was the first place the creature would come to as it descended the mountain. ‘We have to do something!’ she said. ‘We have to warn them!’


‘How?’ Deros said. ‘Build a big fire? That wouldn’t be very sensible; the troll would come back up and get us instead. They always tell us to run and hide if we see a monster. Let’s go down to the forest and climb a tree!’


Climb a tree … the Watcher Tree!


‘Come on, then!’ Kal said, hurling herself down the mountain slope. Her legs gave way almost immediately, but she fell onto her belly and started sliding down the snowy field. She shifted her shoulders to adjust her direction until she was heading directly for the Watcher Tree—the giant pine that stood alone, half a mile above the tree line.


It was a hair-raising ride. At one point Kal realised that she was skidding so fast she would probably break all her bones if she hit the tree. She twisted around until she was speeding feet first, and pulled her axe out of her belt. She jammed it into the snow behind her, using the blade as a brake. It was barely enough. She was still going to smash her legs at this speed. At the last second, Kal turned side-on and hit the trunk of the Watcher Tree with a solid thunk that drove the air from her lungs, and sent snow crashing down on top of her from the branches above.


How many years had it been since someone last climbed the Watcher Tree and rang the great bronze bell? A hundred? Two hundred? How many years since someone had actually even kept watch up here? Refuge had been a safe haven for so many years that the villagers had got complacent. Well, tonight they were going to get one hell of a wake-up call. Kal gritted her teeth as she climbed the ladder of nails that had been driven into the trunk many generations ago. All her limbs were sore, and the cold wind burned her throat as she gasped for breath.


The trunk of the Watcher tree split into a V, and the bell hung between it, secured by a tangle of ancient rope and branches. A thick rope hung down, but when Kal pulled on it, it just snapped off. She tried to knock the clapper against the rim, but she couldn’t move it hard enough or fast enough, and it just made a dull clang. Kal tried to push the bell instead, ducking underneath it and putting her shoulder to the rim. But it was no good; it wouldn’t budge.


She swore out loud—the first time she had ever uttered such a bad word louder than a quiet whisper into her pillow at night. Looking back, she could see Deros picking his way carefully down the slope; he was anxious to help, but not so keen as to risk his neck sliding down.


The sun vanished behind the western peaks. Suddenly it seemed twice as cold. Kal knew her father would be standing in the doorway of the cottage right now, looking out for her return. Kal’s mother would be inside, pretending she wasn’t worried. And somewhere in the forest, the troll was hunting for food …


Spurred on by the urgency of the situation, Kal scrambled up the boughs of the tree until she was perched above the bell. She studied the frozen knot of ropes and branches for a moment, then took her axe from her belt.


She struck once. Nothing happened.


She struck twice. The bell shifted a fraction of an inch.


She struck again. A frozen bough cracked and split in two, and Kal almost fell out of the tree as the giant bell plunged down a foot, then swung outwards. As it swung back, the clapper hit the rim with a resounding bong.


The effect was almost instantaneous. As if responding to ancient ingrained fears, shouts and horns sounded down in the village, and fires were lit. Kal lay back against the bark in relief. The villagers would make their way to the cave under the ridge across the river. The braver ones would see off the troll with noise, fire and blades.


Deros finally made it up the tree. He and Kal joined hands, turned towards the village … and watched.


 


* * *


 


They watched for an hour. By then, the village fires were low, and the noise subdued. The troll hadn’t returned, so it was either dead or had been chased off in some other direction. Kal and Deros couldn’t wait around any longer; they descended from the Watcher Tree and, finding their way by feel and starlight alone, made their way home.


Kal’s cottage was deserted, the front door hanging open. She wasn’t worried, though—not yet. Deros squeezed her hand, but she just shook it off. They continued past her parents’ carpentry shed (Kal had been in there just this morning, helping her mother paint a new table for the White Horse Inn), passed a row of new brick houses (also deserted) and continued on to the village green, a large rectangle of carefully mown and tended grass, bordered on one side by the river that ran through Refuge—the deep, swift and cold Green Beck.


The troll lay dead on the grass, its severed head some distance from its body. Kal approached it without fear: the shaggy head was almost as tall as she was, and the sharp fangs as thick and long as her leg. She touched its nose; it as still warm and wet, and felt like a horse’s muzzle.


‘Not so scary now, are you, you big lump,’ she said to it.


She heard cries and sobs of relief behind her, and turned to see Deros being embraced by his parents. Mister and Missus Brown were both woodcutters, and tonight they carried their sharp axes with them.


 When they looked up and saw Kal, their expression turned from relief to sadness and sorrow.


Kal was now very worried. She was worried sick. The awful certainty of what had happened passed through her like a wave, and she fell to her knees.


The entire Brown family was around her, holding her, comforting her. Through her daze, she could only hear snatches of what they were telling her. ‘Your parents both fought the monster off as long as they could … held the bridge while the village was evacuated … very brave …’


‘It’s my fault,’ Kal croaked.


‘Kal, it’s nobody’s fault,’ Deros said. ‘The troll killed your parents, not you!’


It’s my fault, it’s my fault, it’s my fault, it’s my fault!




 

 

 

 

 

 


V.ii


 


Aftermath


 

 

 


It’s my fault, it’s my fault, it’s my fault, it’s my fault!


Kal fought her way up out of the nightmare, just like she had on many previous nights. And like every previous night, she banished the regret and buried the sadness by swearing to herself that she would never, ever again let herself get dragged into foolish escapades to help or please others.


And then she remembered where she was.


The sick bay of the Mort Royal.


 Following the destruction of the dreadnought, Kal had been dragged out of the water and put to bed with concussion. She remembered Doctor Tooth recommending a treatment called trepanning, before Lula had dragged him away. Then Kal had sunk into a deep sleep, and into the past.


Back in the present, it was now dark outside the portholes, and the ship bobbed on a gentle swell. Kal figured she had been out for at least ten hours. Long enough! She swung her legs off the narrow berth, steadied herself as a wave of dizziness washed over her, and then went looking for clothes.


In the next bed, Dogwood woke up to find Kal wearing his trousers. He waved an arm at her. It was an arm that was missing a hand.


‘How are you feeling?’ Kal asked. Dogwood’s roomy trousers fit Kal like mid-length pantaloons, but cinched with a belt they looked quite stylish.


‘I’m fine,’ he grunted. ‘It was all I could do not to scream when the doc cut it off, but I didn’t want to wake you.’


‘The doctor cut it off?’ Kal said, raising an eyebrow. ‘Did you get a second opinion first?’


Dogwood cackled. ‘Didn’t need one. My hand was so mashed it looked like a piece of seaweed. I’m not bothered, though. I’ll buy a gold hook with the bounty I’m going to collect for killing Jako, seeing as it turned out he was the leader of the pirates. Don’t forget, it was me who struck the fatal blow. I have a witness!’


Dogwood’s witness turned out to be Pip, who was in the bunk above. He looked a little green around the gills. ‘Hey, Kal,’ he spluttered. ‘The doc told me I was dead for half an hour! Drowned! They hung me by my ankles until twelve pints of water had drained. Captain Dogwood helped by whacking me with an oar until every last drop was out, and then I came to!’


Kal had to smile. She clasped the boy on his shoulder. ‘Thank you for stepping in with that dagger when you did. Dogwood should give you a cut of the bounty. Tell him that if he disagrees, you might forget what happened out there.’


Dogwood almost choked, and then he and Pip fell to arguing and negotiating. Kal was pleased that they had both survived the battle, but her heart fell at the thought of the Black Lotus, previously the Swordfish, lying at the bottom of the sea, along with its previous captain—


‘Kal, matey!’


She turned, and was confronted with a face she thought she’d never see again. The last time she had laid eyes on it, it had been grey and lifeless. But now the skin was full of life again; not the deep tanned brown it had once been, but a freshly-scrubbed pink. A patch covered one eye, but the other was a bright and clear blue.


‘Dead Leg!’ Kal exclaimed. ‘You were rescued, too!’


‘Rescued?’ Dead Leg spat. ‘My arse! When I regained my senses, I was chained to a hook in the flooded galley! It took all my strength to break free and swim out of the wreck. What did you do to my ship, Kal? I leave you in charge for one minute!’


 


* * *


 


While Ben talked to one of his admirals, Kal examined the paintings decorating the captain’s cabin. Famous Republic sea battles of the past, recorded for posterity in oils and hung in gilded frames: the Navy destroys the Indux Flotilla, despite being outnumbered three-to-one; the Navy lays siege to the frozen port of Novasky; the Navy brings down the Kraken of the Balibu Trench that had been terrorising the seas around Amaranthium. Kal wondered if Ben would commission a new painting: the Navy destroys the world’s biggest pirate fleet off the shores of Port Black.


The admiral finished making his report, saluted and left. Ben moved around the large map rolled out on the centre table, and began picking up small painted lead models of ships and putting them carefully away in a felt-lined ebony box. ‘It’s over,’ he told Kal. ‘We chased the last of the pirate ships and sunk them just as they tried to navigate the Nubaran passage through the reef, east of here. Three hundred and forty-three enemy ships destroyed, with less than a hundred friendly losses. We sank twenty-eight of those strange submarines, and even managed to capture one intact to send back to Amaranthium. This was a decisive victory, Kal—Port Black is safe again.’


Kal went over and studied the map. She picked up a lead dragon head, the size of a chess piece. ‘What does this represent?’


‘That,’ Ben said, ‘is some terrible sea serpent that accosted us between here and the reef. It was the most frightening thing I’ve ever seen, I tell you, Kal. It was a disgusting sickly green, with a mouthful of teeth, and it almost stretched up to snatch my crew off the deck. We’ll be taking a different route back tomorrow, that’s for sure.’


Kal looked up from the map. ‘Tomorrow?’ she said. ‘But, Ben—Sirensbane is still out there …’ She waved a hand across the thousands of islands on the map. ‘… somewhere.’


Ben shrugged. ‘But he’s not running Port Black, that’s the main thing. The new governor can put a bounty out on him—he’ll turn up eventually, I’m sure, hiding under a shell. Speaking of the new governor, I was thinking of installing your friend Lula. What do you think? She’s capable and popular with the locals.’


‘No,’ Kal said. ‘I mean, yes, Lula will make a good governor, but listen—Sirensbane still has a hideout somewhere where he’s pumping out that awful drug, and he has zombie Islanders working for him, Lula’s father among them most likely. They can be saved, Ben! Dead Leg came back from the curse, so we can’t just abandon them—’


‘I’m getting married, Kal,’ Ben said, suddenly changing the subject.


Kal was floored by this surprise revelation. ‘Married? You?’ She couldn’t quite take in what he was saying. ‘You asked Zeb to marry you?’


‘No,’ Ben said. ‘Of course not.’


‘She asked you?


‘No!’ Ben said emphatically. ‘I love Zeb, I do, but we can never be married. As paramour to a consul, she enjoys respect and privilege from her peers in the gambling business; and by extension I also gain support from the industry, since the casinos know I have an insight into their world, and their interests at heart. But Zeb and me, we have nothing to gain from actually  marrying each other.’


Kal was stumped. ‘So then who?’
 

Ben gave a slightly embarrassed smile. ‘Marina of Eldragoro.’


Kal looked blank for a second, then she twigged …


‘Princess Marina? the King of Eldragoro’s sixteen-year-old daughter? Oh Ben!’


‘It was part of the deal I made with the king,’ Ben said, holding up his hands to fend off Kal’s glare. ‘We agreed to divide up profits from trade in the Auspice Islands, and join our countries by marriage to secure good relations in the future.’


Kal felt her dizziness return, and she had to sit down. ‘Ben,’ she said. ‘Please don’t tell me this whole business was just a power play. Did you put Sirensbane up to this? Is that why you’re not interested in hunting him? Did you let him escape? Ben, the man is a monster! He is beyond evil. You don’t know how far he’s gone, or how far he’ll go if you let him run free!’


Ben paled. ‘What? No, Kal! I never even met the governor of Port Back, let alone knew that he had become this Sirensbane character. Kal, I swear it. The first I heard of it was from you! The deal with Eldragoro was made at very short notice. I had to think on my feet to make sure they didn’t steal the Islands away from us. Yes, I may have took advantage of the situation, but—’


‘I don’t know if I believe you,’ Kal said. ‘I want to believe you, but I don’t know if you’re putting on an act, Ben.’


She stood and turned away from him. She could hear his heavy breathing behind her, as if he was as shocked as she was. ‘Kal,’ he said. ‘You’ve known me longer than anyone. You know I tell stories, and you know I have secrets sometimes—things I don’t want to trouble you with—but I would never lie to you!’


Kal looked back over her shoulder.


‘You’ve changed so much since then, Ben,’ she said. ‘I just don’t think I do know you  anymore.’


Ben didn’t reply. He just spread his palms. His expression was open, honest and distressed by Kal’s words.


They stared at each other in silence for some time. Kal couldn’t think of anything to say, so eventually she just left without a word.


 


* * *


 


Kal went topside, passing sailors and soldiers who were heading down for the comfort of their hammocks. The vast expanse of the Mort Royal’s main deck was as wide as the Kingsway back in Amaranthium. The only activity now, though, was marked by the clink of bottles and the smell of tobacco: small scattered groups of men and women  were enjoying the quiet of the night. Two bells rang, followed after a short pause by a third. Kal couldn’t remember what time that indicated, only that the delayed bell meant that it was half past the hour, whatever  hour it was. One o’clock in the morning, she guessed.


Lula was standing alone at the rail, smoking a cigar. Hanging above her, glittering in the moonlight, was the captured nautilus submarine, having been winched out of the water on a giant crane. It swung to and fro in the Reaping Wind. Kal joined Lula beneath it, and together they shared a silent smoke. The cigar was wrapped in dark, ripe leaves, and tasted rich and sweet. Kal started to relax at last.


Eventually Lula broke the silence. ‘Everything alright?’ she said.


Kal sighed and blew smoke out to sea. ‘Sirensbane escaped, if he was ever here. The Navy and the Armada are leaving tomorrow, though. Oh, and they want to you be the new governor.’


Lula spat over the side. ‘And work for the Republic? I don’t think so. I’m leaving tomorrow, too, Kal.’


‘Where will you go?’


‘Anywhere but here,’ Lula said. ‘I love the Islands, and I wanted to save them, but I can never stay in one place for long. If Sirensbane ever resurfaces, I’ll be back in a shot, but until then … maybe I’ll head east. I’ve never been to the Empire of the Moon. Have you?’


Kal nodded. ‘Briefly. Ben sent me there once. I’ve been to most places in the world—most places where there are people, at least. You know where I’d really like to go? North of the Starfinger Mountains. See if the gods really had an ice palace at the top of the Improbable Mountain. Or south to Vorpalore. Find the Dragon, if he’s actually there.


Lula didn’t answer. Kal knew that her friend hated her throwing the Dragon’s name around lightly. They both stared down into the dark water below, passing the cigar back and forth between draws.


‘I was thinking of all the treasure that was in the hold of the Swordfish when it sank,’ Lula said. ‘But I don’t know if I care anymore or not.’


‘I don’t,’ Kal said. ‘I’ve spent my whole adult life chasing money, at the expense of making friends and being there for my friends. Everyone I know—Ben, even Zeb—is a colleague first and a friend second. Everyone except you, of course, Lu.’


‘So let’s leave together,’ Lula said. ‘Let’s travel the world, and enjoy it for its own sake, and not because of some smuggling job or mad quest.’


Kal was staring out to sea. Her gaze shifted up to the dangling nautilus.


Suddenly, the pieces of the puzzle clicked together in her mind.


‘There’s something I have to do first,’ she said. ‘Something we have to do.’


Lula caught Kal’s sudden excitement. ‘What?’ she said.


‘We have to deal with Sirensbane. I just worked out where he’s hiding.’




 

 

 

 

 

 


V.iii


 


Fifty Fathoms


 

 

 


Kal strapped herself into the pilot’s seat of the nautilus and spent a few moments trying to familiarise herself with the controls. There were lots of brass rimmed dials; one  was marked ballast, with the labels air and water at opposite ends of a scale; there was another that indicated both depth and pressure, so Kal figured that the two were related. Behind the seat was a firebox full of coal. Kal knew how this worked: its purpose was to heat the boiler, where steam was produced to drive the propellers.


Kal lit the firebox with her cigar.


The top hatch of the sub was sealed with a watertight ring, made from flexible cuchuck. Visibility was provided by two large thick-glass half-spheres that were fitted either side of the sub like fish eyes. Kal looked through the one on her left and gave Lula the thumbs up.


Lula wound the handle that lowered the winch. It was a two-person job really, and she soon lost control. The nautilus fell into the water with a slap and a splash. Lula dived in after it, and Kal flipped up the hatch to let her in. Quickly, she pulled it closed, and sealed the hatch by spinning a wheel that screwed it tightly in place.


‘Ready?’ Kal said.


‘Let’s do this before we change our minds,’ Lula said. ‘I’m betting that the trip over is going to be just as dangerous as the confrontation with Sirensbane himself.’


‘Trust me,’ Kal said. ‘I’m a natural with technology. Remember that horseless carriage I told you about? The one that Nim built as a present for Ben when he became consul.’


‘Yeah. You said you drove it into the river.’


‘Exactly. I have experience with underwater vehicles.’


Kal was in a good mood. Whenever she could leave the complex and confusing world behind, and single-mindedly focus on one objective, her spirits rose and she felt calm and confident. Reckless, even, but tempered by the detached part of her brain that could still calculate how risky and dangerous the situation was.


She turned the wheel next to the ballast gauge and saw jets of bubbles outside the portholes as the sub expelled air. Slowly, they sank beneath the waves, and Kal only wound the wheel back when they were twelve feet (or two fathoms) clear of the Mort Royal’s keel. She then pushed on a lever that operated the rear propellers, and the nautilus began to move. They headed west. When they passed over a shelf, and could no longer see the sea floor, Kal took them down another five fathoms.


On Kal’s instruction, Lula was thoroughly searching the cabin. ‘So where are we going?’ she asked. There had been no time to explain earlier, lest they miss the chance to  commandeer their ride.


‘We are heading twenty leagues west of here,’ Kal said, ‘to the last known location of a sea dragon.’ She couldn't keep the excitement out of her voice.


‘What? Are you crazy?’


‘No,’ Kal said. ‘Your friend Briney is here. And wherever we find Briney, that’s where we’ll find Sirensbane—both him and his drugs. Just make sure we haven’t got any on board ourselves.’


‘We’re clean,’ Lula confirmed, slamming shut the overhead lockers and squashing herself back beside Kal in the pilot’s seat.


Kal remembered how they had been chased half of the way to the Auspice Islands by the sea monster, and how Lula had got it off their back by tossing it a bag … a bag Kal now realised had been full of Sirensbane. Briney was just as addicted to the drug as any of the Islanders.


‘But how can Briney be this close to Port Black?’ Lula said. ‘And why now? … Oh, of course!’


Kal nodded. ‘He came in through the channel that the Eldragoran Armada blew through the reef.’ Had Sirensbane foreseen such an eventuality? Kal wondered if perhaps she and Lula would turn up to find a ruined hideout and a zombie dragon instead of the man they were after. She wasn’t sure which eventuality she would prefer.


Lula had found a sea chart, and spread it out on her lap. ‘There’s no way that Sirensbane could have hidden a base on any of the islands around here,’ she said. ‘But then, I guess, with vehicles like this, the base could be under a cliff, with an underwater entrance!’


Kal pointed to the spot on the map where Ben’s painted miniature had been placed. ‘There’s no island nearby,’ she told Lula.


Lula traced the contour lines on the map with her finger. ‘Kal,’ she said, ‘there’s a trench there; it starts at fifty fathoms, but who knows how deep it goes! You can’t be saying that the hideout is down there?’


‘Let’s find out,’ Kal said. She released more air from the tanks, and the nautilus sunk another five fathoms. The water darkened a shade, and the hull of the submarine made a metallic creaking sound.


They went on in silence for a time, taking direction from a compass needle that bobbed in a water-filled glass globe. But to find out how far they had come, Kal had to take the submarine even deeper, until they could see the terrain of the sea floor. The moonlight didn’t reach this far down, but a lamp in the nose of the nautilus threw out, via a cage of mirrors, a cone of light that revealed a world of rock and coral  teeming with lobsters, sea-worms and colourful fish. The occasional rotten spar of a wreck showed how unwelcome humans were down here. They followed a turtle for a while as it lazily drifted with an underwater current; and they disturbed an octopus, which threw up a cloud of sand as it scuttled off on eight legs. Kal shivered as a school of sharpfin circled them for a while. She remembered an old enemy meeting his doom by their razor sharp teeth,


Lula’s voice brought Kal out of her memories. ‘What did Azul say, before he died?’ 


‘Azul? He was just being his usual crude, joking self. He was a brave man at the end, though.’


‘Did he mention me?’


‘He was too busy thinking up new curses to throw at Sirensbane,’ Kal said. ‘Why, Lu? Don’t tell me you cared about him. After all he did to you! Chaining you up, keelhauling you, marooning you!’


‘He had a kind of honour,’ Lula said. ‘He let me live when he could have fed me to sharks. We weren’t so different, me and him. We both loved life too much to deserve to die.’


‘Nobody deserved to die,’ Kal agreed, thinking back over the past week. ‘Not Azul, not Bosun, Che, Che’s girlfriend … what was her name?’


‘Rosey, I think.’


Kal nodded. ‘Only one more person will die today, I guarantee you, and that person does deserve it.’


Lula returned the nod. There would be a reckoning, and soon: they were getting closer and closer to their destination. The depth gauge read thirty fathoms. Sirensbane was out there, Kal could almost feel it. Surely fate would not be so cruel as to deny the confrontation.


She remembered the dread premonition that her nemesis had made the first time they had met, in the fortune teller’s tent in Port Black. Twenty-nine lives, he had said Kal would take. Kal counted them off in her head …


The two zombies she had hacked to pieces that day Lula and Jako had taken her out into the jungle.


Twelve more during the attack on the Blue Mahoe.


The Nubaran pilot of the nautilus she had knocked on the head with her pistol butt—he must have drowned, surely.


The two mercenaries in the dreadnought, and one of the guards at the magazine door.


Seventeen … she was not even close to the final count yet. Unless Sirensbane had been talking about lives that would not have been lost if she had never come to the Islands. How many of the Swordfish’s crew had died when the ship briefly became the Black Lotus under Kal’s captaincy. Kal felt a chill, and it wasn’t just the coldness of the cabin at this depth. The total body count was too close to call. Had it been a mistake to bring Lula with her tonight? Would her friend’s life tip the balance?


Don’t let him mess with your head, she told herself. Don’t lose the only advantage you have over him!


Something sped across the beam of light in front of the sub and made for the shelter of a rocky arch. Kal turned the sub’s nose to face it. The light lit up a mereswine, a small dolphin-like creature with a stubby snout. But there was something odd about …


‘It’s wearing a collar,’ Kal said. Her mind registered several things at once: the collar, the mereswine’s frightened face, the shaking of the sub as if by a strong current, the greenish glow that encroached on the rock arch and lent it a sinister glow …


‘Kal!’ Lula shouted. ‘Move!’


Kal wrenched the control lever forward and to the left. The firebox behind her roared into life as the sub’s compressed-air tanks fed the engine; the fins on one side flattened, and they peeled away from the arch at speed. They made it clear just in time: a gigantic green shape passed overhead and smashed the arch to pieces. The nautilus almost rolled over in the resulting shockwave.


‘What just happened?’ Kal asked, as they sped away. Her hands were shaking on the control stick.


‘That mereswine was wearing a  collar packed with Sirensbane,’ Lula said. ‘It must have been let loose to try and divert Briney’s attention from the hideout.’


It made sense. ‘Well, that’s good news,’ Kal said. ‘Bad news for the mereswine, but good news for us. It means that we’re close … and that Sirensbane is still alive. I’d hate for Briney to get him before we did!’


 


* * *


 


After an indeterminable amount of time—in the dark, dangerous silence under the sea, one tense minute stretched out to an hour in Kal’s mind—they came upon the trench. At first, they could see nothing, just a ridgeline that fell away into black depths. But when they crossed it, Sirensbane’s lair came into view.


Perched on an outcropping of rock just below the ridge, fifty fathoms deep, was a large domed structure, surrounded by several smaller domes. The largest dome was as twice as large as the one atop the Basilica back in Amaranthium. The domes were constructed of glass and metal—hexagonal glass tiles, each about four yards across, set in a metal framework. They glowed yellow from within, and the honeycomb pattern made by the tiles put Kal in mind of a malevolent hornets’ nest.


‘How is that even possible?’ Lula said, staring out at the underwater structure in awe.


‘It must have been built on land, floated out here, and then sunk,’ Kal reasoned. ‘And it must have cost a fortune! The metal must be water-resistant for a start; Nim made me stainless blades, and they cost enough. Glass windows that big must be at least a foot thick. How could Sirensbane even conceive of such a thing, let alone afford it?’


‘Never mind that,’ Lula said. ‘How are we going to get in without being seen?’


‘We can’t,’ Kal said. ‘We’ll just have to hope they think we’re a survivor from the battle reporting in. We’ll just drift straight up to the front door. No tricks, Lu—I’m going straight for Sirensbane. I just hope there aren’t many guards … I mean, why would you even need guards inside a place like that?’


They drifted close to the largest dome, but the glass panels were all steamed up, as if there was a lot of moisture inside. Kal took them down to the base of the domes, looking for an entrance, but the honeycomb pattern of the  surface was unbroken all over. ‘The entrance must be in the rocky base,’ Kal said.


‘Or below it,’ Lula added.


Kal nodded in agreement. She and Lula had used a diving bell to explore a sunken wreck the last time they had visited the Auspice Islands together. Trapped air inside the massive iron bell meant that the water level never rose beyond the bottom of the bell, forming a round pool which you could dive into, and then swim back up for air, without having to return to the surface.


Under the rocky outcropping on the side of the trench wall, they found the entrance: there was indeed a rectangular opening almost the exact size of the nautilus. Kal spun the wheel that injected air into the ballast tanks, and carefully rotated the sub to line up with the dock. When they broke the surface of the pool, they found themselves under one of the smaller domes. It was brightly lit by the same soft phosphorescent lights Kal had seen aboard the dreadnought. And like on board the dreadnought, there was a welcome committee on hand to greet them …


There must have been at least a hundred zombies inside the dome, engaged in carrying crates and barrels to and fro across the vast floorspace. They all stopped what they were doing when they noticed the nautilus bobbing in the pool. A hundred pairs of unseeing, black eyes turned in Lula and Kal’s direction.


‘I’m beginning to wish we hadn’t come now,’ Lula said.


Kal flashed Lula a nervous grin. ‘Don’t be silly,’ she said. ‘You know that a bit of risk is part of the fun. When you come on a date with me you have to expect some scrapes, but I always show you amazing things, and take you to incredible places you’ve never been.’


Lula bared her teeth in reply, but it was more scowl than smile.


‘I bet you say that …’ she hissed, ‘to all the girls.’




 

 

 

 

 

 


V.iv


 


Rule the Sea and Live Free


 

 

 


Kal popped the hatch of the nautilus and clambered out onto the hull. The air under the dome tasted metallic and bitter, but it was breathable—an amazing feat of ingenuity in itself. Kal swallowed her curiosity; she was not here for a site inspection. She double-checked she had her cutlass and cleaver at her belt, but she didn’t draw them … not yet. The zombies were milling around all four edges of the dock, but they didn’t seem able or willing to jump the two-foot gap to get to her.


Lula climbed out too, and looked out over the zombie crowd. She didn’t say, but Kal knew she was looking out for her father. Every zombie encounter they had ever had was made that shade harder by the knowledge that one of creatures, somewhere out there, was Levon Pearl—a simple fisherman who had vanished, along with the rest of his village, as Sirensbane took control of the Islands.


After a time, Lula’s eyes flicked back to Kal. ‘How are we going to get past this lot? We can’t kill them. We promised: no more deaths.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Kal said. ‘Watch this.’


She hopped off the hull and onto the stone floor of the dock, gripping the shoulders of two zombies for support as she landed. The surrounding creatures just shuffled to one side to make room for her. Kal turned back to Lula. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘It’s okay.’


Lula made the jump, but cringed as she pushed through the zombies. ‘Why aren’t they trying to chew out faces off?’ she asked Kal.


‘Because nobody told them to,’ Kal said. ‘They act on Sirensbane’s orders, remember. And right now, he doesn’t know that we’re here.’


They took a few moments to investigate the contents of the boxes and barrels that were stacked up around the dock. On one side, the boxes were full of glossy black shards of Sirensbane. Each batch was packed in a slim, rectangular package of broken shards, like a mirror that someone had taken a hammer to. Kal estimated the weight of each slab as around ten pounds … with an estimated market value of a quarter of a million crowns. There were hundreds of crates ready for shipment. No wonder Sirensbane could afford to build an underwater fortress: his business was worth billions.


Kal took her cleaver to one of the barrels on the other side of the dock. The fishy-smelling liquid that dribbled out of the gash was the same stuff Dogwood had discovered in the hold of the Swordfish. ‘What is this?’ Kal asked Lula.


‘It’s called napazane,’ her friend said. ‘It’s made from naptha and azane, and I guess it’s the main ingredient of Sirensbane. We used to collect it in bulk from the factories and chemical works in Amaranthium, then hide it among our water supplies for the voyage back to the Islands.’


As soon as they moved away, a zombie stepped in and hoisted the leaking barrel up onto its shoulder like it weighed nothing. Kal and Lula followed it to the entrance to the dome, where a metal door was sliding open to allow zombies to leave or enter, and then sliding shut behind them.


As they fell in beside the zombie workers, Kal realised that the door was a kind of airlock—another door six yards further down the corridor was opening and closing in sync with the first, so that one of the doors was always shut at any one time. Kal’s best guess was that this preserved, at least as much as possible, the air pressure inside the dome, so that the sea didn’t rush in and flood it. But there had to be a fresh supply somewhere, topping up the air and oxygen levels. Surely even zombies had to breathe.


The tunnels carved into the rock were dry and warm. Hot pipes ran overhead, while clean marble tiles paved the floor. The walls had been painted a sterile white. It was unfussy and practical. Kal was impressed, and more than a little fearful: an ordered, careful enemy was one that had few weaknesses she could exploit. She would much rather face a chaotic madman than someone like Sirensbane, who had harnessed and disciplined his evil nature and built an empire.


At a T-junction, Kal noticed the zombies passing by in both directions along the top of the T, while the third passage—the one that led to the large centre dome—was clear. ‘Sirensbane is that way,’ she said.


Lula nodded, but didn’t speak. Kal could see the fear hidden behind her brave face.


‘I’ll confront him alone,’ Kal said. ‘It’s better that way. You go and find a way to get the zombies out of here while they’re still docile. If I can take him out before he realises we’re here, I’ll come back and help you. If things go wrong, save as many as you can and get out of here. Don’t come for me.’


Lula took Kal’s hand. ‘Be careful,’ she said.


It looked like she wanted to say more, but the moment passed. They didn’t have the time for an emotional heart to heart. Kal briefly gripped Lula’s wrist, and then turned and hurried down the empty passage.


Like a moray eel in a deep cave, the enemy lurked in the heart of its lair. The place where, Kal hoped, its defences would be lowered and it would be least prepared for an attack.


 


* * *


 


The first set of metal doors that Kal arrived at were marked with a sign: NO WORKERS. Kal guessed that was Sirensbane’s name for his zombies, but could they even read? Under the words, however, was a symbol: a human figure with a cross over it. When Kal slid open the door, she nearly stumbled. For the benefit of zombies that couldn’t comprehend the picture, there was a cattle grid on the floor.


Kal closed the door quietly behind her. A second door in front of her opened by itself and she continued in search of her quarry. It wasn’t the first time Kal had set herself on a course to kill someone, but it was the first time she had done so with the intention of taking her target out in cold blood if possible. To kill an evil villain while he posed no immediate threat to anyone—was that a kind of murder? Kal would let others debate the philosophy. All she knew was that if you could kill someone without emotion getting in the way, and it still felt like the right thing to do, then how could it possibly be wrong? To try to capture Sirensbane alive would be a big risk, considering his propensity for trickery. No, her mind was set: he had to die. Her injured leg throbbed dully as her adrenaline flowed, and her heart pumped blood faster around her body.


Still, a small part of Kal hoped that he would at least put up some kind of spirited defence, and not make it too easy for her.


She arrived at another double-door airlock, and this time emerged into a vast cavern with a low ceiling. She guessed that she was directly under the largest of the domes. There were barrels of napazane stored here, as well as lots of dusty metal equipment half-covered with sheets. Thick pipes radiating heat rose up from below. Were the domes built upon some kind of natural source of power, she wondered. An underground hydrothermal vent, perhaps? Kal wiped aside the dust from a large cylindrical vat; the metal was chrome-plated or maybe even pure chrometal, and she could see her own reflection as clear as in a mirror. What a mess, she thought, examining her cut and bruised face and running a hand through her tangled and matted hair.


In the centre of the cavern, a metal spiral stair rose up through a hole in the roof. Kal took some deep breaths to steady her nerves, and then stepped slowly and quietly up into the dome above.


The staircase rose above the floor of the dome, allowing access to a multi-level scaffold constructed out of steel girders. Each level was crammed with row upon row of laboratory apparatus: polished chrometal tanks, complex arrays of glass piping and bubbling vats. Everything was tidy, ordered and spotless. There appeared to be nobody around, and Kal was able to creep up to the top level, which itself reached less than half the height of the dome. The space was enormous; so big that Kal could see clouds of vapour forming in the vast emptiness overhead. Lights like hundreds of tiny suns covered the inside of the framework, and gave the lab a stark, flat light, under which there were no dark corners to hide in. Kal was on high alert—if Sirensbane was in here, they could spot each other at any moment.


And suddenly there he was! He was walking along the floor of the dome, right below Kal’s level. It took a moment for her to recognise him; Corus Sirensbane was not wearing his usual robes and sinister make-up. He was clad in a simple white shirt, black trousers and boots. His head showed a smattering of grey stubble. He looked like a normal middle-aged man strolling calmly about his workshop.


Sirensbane was passing from machine to machine, noting down readings in a book. Kal stalked his movements from above, taking stairs and ladders down whenever she got the chance. When she was fifteen feet up from him, on a gantry immediately overhead, she made her move: jumping and falling straight down, her sword aimed at the base of his neck.


And then the Magician pulled his next trick.


He nimbly hopped to one side as Kal fell to the ground. She landed easily, like a cat, but in the moment before she could rise, Sirensbane lashed out with a powerful kick, sending Kal sprawling against one of the metal vats. Her body banged against it hard and she dropped her sword. She didn’t have time to raise it before Sirensbane was on her again, his forearms bashing her arms away from her body, his knee coming up into her stomach, driving the wind out of her. She felt a sharp pain across the bridge of her nose, panicked, and hurled herself down onto the hard rock floor to escape the onslaught.


Kal fought to suck in air. A puddle of blood was forming on the floor under her face. She raised her head; Sirensbane had backed off, and had walked over to a solid stone table  in an open space clear of lab equipment. He put down his knife, picked up a glass decanter and poured himself a drink. Then he stood looking out to sea, his back to Kal in a supreme gesture of invincibility.


‘I am disappointed,’ he said. ‘Disappointed in myself for not anticipating that you would dare come here, Kalina Moonheart. I would have thought winning over six thousand doubloons from me, together with your lucky escape when we met at the fort, would have been enough to make you quit while you were ahead. Still, I have learned to expect the unexpected. I trained in wushu with the renowned soldier-monks  in the Empire of the Moon. My own body is now primed to protect me on instinct, even when my foresight fails me.’


‘Well, good for you,’ Kal said, wiping blood from her face. The gash was deep; her face would be permanently disfigured. ‘You’re finished anyway, Sirensbane. Your fleet has been destroyed; your hidey-hole here will be sunk by the Republic before dawn.’


Sirensbane brushed off the news. ‘I promised to pay the pirates a handsome price … if they won the battle. Their defeat only saves me money. I imagine I will have to move my base now, but so be it. My empire begins and ends with me; so long as I live I can bring new workers, fighters and smugglers to my aid. That is my power: control over people.’


He turned and poured a second glass from the decanter. ‘Here, Kalina. Pull yourself together and have a drink. This new bissy nut and cocaine beverage is quite refreshing. We will sit and drink and negotiate the terms of your survival.’


Kal stood up slowly, picked up her cutlass and limped to the table. She took the glass … and then threw the contents in Sirensbane’s face. ‘There’s not going to be any negotiating! I’m here to kill you!’


Sirensbane didn’t even flinch as the liquid splashed his face. He licked his lips as it trickled past his nose. His tongue was long and pointed. ‘And yet here I am,’ he said. ‘Still alive. I suggest you listen very carefully to my offer.’


His offer? Was he still intent on her running part of his operation, as he had first suggested when they had played cosmic race together? How could he dare risk even talking to her when her murderous intentions were clear. Perhaps he was not so confident of his wushu skills after all. Kal raised her sword and stepped towards him …


Then a familiar sweet wave sloshed through her brain, and she stumbled. Sirensbane stood still, a smile on his lips. Kal looked to the knife on the table: it gleamed with a sticky residue. She realised now what his game was: the knife was laced with his drug, and Kal would now have to fight to stay in control of her own will.


‘Sit down,’ he commanded, gesturing to a seat. Kal could feel vigour and strength surging through her body—she could easily have overpowered him there and then—yet Sirensbane’s orders brooked no resistance. She sat down. Like the table, the seats had been carved out of the rock of the floor of the dome. If Sirensbane floated his domes away, the seats and table would remain here until the end of time, as furniture for fishes and octopuses. Kal tried to concentrate on that image, rather than give in to the drug completely, and she involuntarily smiled. Sirensbane returned the smile, although his was cold. He poured them both a new drink.


‘We are the same, you and I,’ he began.


Kal’s anger surged inside her. If he was trying to win her round, then this was an opening salvo that misfired. ‘We are not the same!’ she snarled. ‘You are a monster. You’ve enslaved thousands. You killed your own son! You—’


‘Do you have parents, Kal?’ Sirensbane asked her.


‘What? No. They were killed years ago.’


‘Your parents failed you, then,’ Sirensbane stated, as if it were an incontrovertible fact. ‘Like my son failed me. I tried to keep Che close, to protect him from those who would kill him out of superstition or fear, but he wanted his freedom. He took that freedom, and he took my money too. He had already taken my wife from me—she died giving birth to him.’


‘Are you seriously trying to blame all this’—Kal gestured around the dome—‘on Che?’


‘No, of course not,’ Sirensbane said. ‘I make no excuse for my actions. You will get no hard luck story from me. Just honesty—the kind you won’t get from your politician friends. What I am saying is, that when you are truly alone in the world, with no family or friends, then you learn to work for no one but yourself. Nothing else matters. You don’t let other people stop you—their only aim is to get what you want, anyway. You don’t let laws stop you, either—they only serve other people, whose only aim is to get what you want.


‘That is where we are alike, Kalina Moonheart.  Twenty years ago, I was like you, working for the then-governor of Port Black, carrying out assignments of dubious moral standing. Watching and learning how the system works. In twenty years time, you could be like me. Tragedy will break you quickly; the world will grind you down slowly; a combination of both will soon change your perspective on life … and one day you will have to decide: will you get dragged under the waves and sink, or rise up and swim.’


Kal squeezed her eyes shut to try to keep Sirensbane’s sinuous words out of her skull. ‘You want me to swim with you … to join your shady empire, is that it? But how can I work for you after all you’ve done? You are evil … pure evil.’


Sirensbane gave her patient smile. ‘Evil is just a label, a judgement passed on us by other people. But in my world, there is no judgement. We can be free of all that. I told you before, Kal—I am a libertarian. Everything is permitted; nothing ever is taboo. Good and evil are as little significance as the black and white clothes we both wear; as little significance as my black skin and your white skin.’


Kal shook her head, but it only made her dizzy and even more nauseous. What was he talking about? It was clearly nonsensical bullshit … and yet the words were loaded with a vague promise …


‘But whatever you think of me, Kal,’ he continued, ‘I’m asking you to work with me, not for me. Do you think bar owners care about the right or wrong-doings of the people they work with, their patrons? What about a gambler like yourself? Your clients, the degenerates you sit down with at the card tables. Do you judge them? Of course not, yet you take their money—you take their business. Working with me, Kal, would not compromise your values.’


Kal’s mind couldn’t find the words to debunk Sirensbane’s sweet talk. She was hardly an eloquent speaker at the best of times, let alone with a head full of chemicals. Sirensbane’s arguments were tailored especially for her. She felt the truth in his words. ‘I …’ she began.


He sensed her hesitation, and pressed his point home. ‘My empire is large and expanding, Kal. I deal with legal goods too, and you can help me branch out there if you want. When you control the seas, every country in the world is there to be exploited and sold to. Do they not  say that whoever commands the trade of the world commands the riches of the world? Not only that, you are not answerable to kings or queens, senators or generals. Benedict Godsword and his ilk will never find you again, let alone rope you into their affairs. You can be your own master, of your own boundless domain.’


He gestured out of the glass dome to the infinite darkness beyond. ‘Rule the sea, Kal, and live free!’


This time Kal didn’t hesitate. She had made her choice before he had stopped speaking.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Count me in.’




 

 

 

 

 

 


V.v


 


Lula Pearl’s Last Stand


 

 

 


Lula lost herself amongst the crowds of zombies. Unwashed and sporting torn and blood-stained threads, she could have passed for a zombie herself; she needed only affect a shambling gait and Sirensbane himself wouldn’t have given her a second glance if he went by. Here, under the sea and in the middle of the enemy’s base of operations, Lula felt at one with her people again. So while Kal went after the cause of their affliction, it was Lula’s job to deal with the symptoms, and somehow rescue the Islanders from this watery hell.


Right this very moment, Kal would be face to face with Sirensbane. Lula was still amazed that her friend had come this far, and was taking on possibly her most dangerous ever enemy, and with no promise of a reward. It was true that Lula had never offered Kal anything except the thrill of adventure, and whatever opportunities came with it, but she had never imagined in a thousand years that Kal would happily shrug off the sinking of a boatload of treasure … and still risk her life taking on Sirensbane. Was she really doing it all for Lula, or for herself?


The passageway Lula was following opened out into a long, low hall. Zombies were loading barrels of napazane onto conveyor belts that carried the barrels up and away through hatches in the rockface. Crates of drugs appeared from other hatches, while several new tunnels exited in all directions. It appeared to be some kind of busy distribution centre. Lula found a raised gangway where she could observe the activity for a few moments. She was looking, of course, for her father, but he was nowhere to be seen.


A slight breeze tickled the back of her neck, and she caught a taste of fresh air. It appeared to be coming from a perforated pipe that ran above the gangway and disappeared down one of the other tunnels. Out of curiosity, and with no better options, Lula followed it.


She found herself under another of the domes. But this one wasn’t home to some sterile, functional loading bay or packing plant. Instead, it housed one of the most jaw-dropping sights Lula had ever laid eyes on. This dome was an underwater greenhouse. It was as big as the arboretum in Amaranthium’s Autumn Gardens, but filled with lusher, greener plants that pressed at the glass walls of the dome and tickled the roof with their extremities. The phosphorescent lights were bright overhead,  and the heat trapped inside was incredible.


Lula recognised several of the species here: butterfly palms and money plants, bamboo stalks and rubber trees. They were dense with green leaves, and Lula realised then what their purpose was: to provide oxygen for the domes. It was an ingenious solution to the problem of living under the waves, but Lula wasn’t as impressed as she imagined Kal might have been. A jungle torn from the sun wasn’t a jungle at all; it was just a sad shadow of true natural beauty.


She did a circuit of the several paths that led through the trees. There were a handful of zombies milling around, pruning the plants and wheeling barrows of fertiliser about. At the very centre of the dome there was a small pond. A few coconuts from the overhanging palms floated in the pool; Lula bent and picked one out.


She tried to think. If she tied coconuts to the zombies’ arms and legs, and shoved them out an airlock, they’d probably float to the surface pretty quickly.


She laughed to herself. Even if she could find enough nuts, what a game that would be, organising a line of a hundred zombies and fitting them with their flotation devices.


A rustling noise behind her made her jump, and she whirled around, nut held high ready to throw. But it was only a zombie dragging a net of fallen leaves past. She watched it shuffle out of sight. Lula thought it was someone she recognised. A fisherman she used to see around Port Black, perhaps?


What did it matter? In truth there was only one zombie she really wanted to save: her father. But why was that? She barely knew him, after all; she had maybe visited him four times in the ten years since she had left home.


Lula knew why. Guilt; she had run away, and now her father and her people were suffering. It wasn’t her fault, of course, but the guilt came from having spent a decade enjoying herself and getting up to no good, when she could have been doing something far more worthwhile; like helping her father and the other villagers stand up to Republic rule, for a start, let alone being there to resist the storm of terror that Sirensbane had whipped up.


When this was all over, her father safe and Sirensbane dead, perhaps she would take up the offer of being the new governor. And maybe Kal would like to stay with her; they could rebuild the governor’s mansion together, and live in luxury ….


She shook off her daydreams. She had work to do first.


 


* * *


 


Lula continued her exploration of the underwater stronghold. In the storerooms, kitchens and workshops, the zombies worked in silence. Half an hour had passed since Kal had left to face Sirensbane, and with every minute that passed, Lula wondered what had happened to her. Don’t come looking for me! her friend had ordered. Lula fought back the urge to do exactly that. She tried to focus on her own mission.


In the next dome she entered, accessed by an airlock with metal doors that were at least a foot thick, was an enormous dock the size of a field. Floating in it was a nautilus submarine as big as a two-storey building. Lula stepped to the edge of the dock and looked down; the water was shallow and there was a flat rock bottom. The pool didn’t lead out to the ocean. That explained why they hadn’t seen this entrance from below; but then how then did this giant submarine get inside the dome?


She looked up at the glass roof. This particular dome didn’t have an even pattern of hexagons, but rather was divided into two halves either side of a long join that arched across the circumference of the hemisphere. Of course! But where were the controls? Lula remembered—she had seen a great control wheel back in the airlock she had just passed through. No wonder the doors had been so thick: they had to be watertight!


There was a hatch on the side  the giant sub, and a ramp up and in. Lula poked her head inside: the wide open bay clearly marked the sub out as a transport vehicle. Stepping outside again, she caught a pair of zombies by the shoulders and ushered them up the ramp. They obeyed without complaint, and even sat down on benches when they got inside.


Lula turned a few more zombies in the direction of the sub, and pretty soon others were following them, falling into line like sheep. Soon Lula had a queue of passengers that stretched all the way out of the dome and back to the room with the conveyor belts. All too easy, she thought, praying that Sirensbane wouldn’t suddenly turn up and demand to know what the hell was going on!


She counted them off as they boarded. After about a hundred, it started to get pretty full, but if she shoved hard she could probably get a few more on. First though, she ran to the cockpit and made sure that the ballast was set for full buoyancy. Then she went back to the crowded cargo bay, ushered the stragglers aboard, and then pulled up the ramp from the inside.


One more thing to do: exit the sub via the pilot’s hatch. The zombies pressed in on her from all sides, but she didn’t feel any danger anymore as she pushed her way through them. They were her people, and soon they would be safe and free.


Back in the dome, a handful of latecomers had ambled in. Lula turned them around and herded them back to the airlock. ‘No room, guys. I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘We’ll go look for another way out, okay?’


A voice suddenly spoke out of nowhere, making Lula flinch. It was emanating from grills in the pipework overhead:


‘Attention all workers. There has been a security breach. Unauthorised personnel have entered the facility. Your orders are to kill any intruders on sight. I repeat: kill intruders on sight.’


Lula swore. She hurried to the dome’s exit, but one of the zombies stepped in front of her and groped for her. She punched it in the face and it fell away. Another had grabbed her by the belt of her trousers, and she had to undo her buckle to break free.


The zombies were strong but slow, and once Lula was clear she rushed to the airlock and secured the thick metal door. ‘Sorry, guys,’ she said, as she spun the large wheel labelled FLOOD. The water level inside the dome immediately began to rise. The zombies who wouldn’t fit on board the sub were going to drown, but there was nothing Lula could do about that ; she couldn’t possibly save all of them.


The  sub floated up as the water filled the dome, until it was bobbing around near the roof. Lula pulled on the large lever labelled DOORS. Hydraulic machinery groaned, and Lula watched through a porthole as the dome split in two and parted to allow the sub to escape. 


She saluted the sub in farewell, then turned to head back into the complex. All she could do now was to keep searching for another way out for herself and Kal … if Kal ever turned up. Sirensbane knew that they were here now, which meant that Kal hadn’t managed to take him out by surprise.


Lula didn’t dare dwell on the possibilities, though. She had her own immediate problems: almost every way she turned, she was faced with groups of zombies staggering towards her, grasping arms outstretched. She kept moving, taking turns at random, trying to get ahead of them so she could find somewhere to hide and catch her breath.


She hurtled down a long narrow corridor, rock walls closing in on either side. Luckily, the way ahead was clear, and the zombies behind her had been left far behind. If she could make it as far as the intersection ahead, she might just be able to lose her pursuers.

Then someone stepped out of the left passage, and turned to face her.


Lula skidded to a halt ten yards before the intersection. The zombie in front of her was the biggest she had seen: in life he must have been a tall man, with the thick muscular body of someone who had spent a lifetime engaged in hard physical labour.


The zombie was Levon Pearl; Lula’s father.


She caught the creature’s eyes. It was staring at her with a vacant, dumb expression, but with a flicker of anxiety—like a sick animal might stare in confusion and worry at an approaching threat. It was the saddest sight that Lula had ever seen, or ever would see.


‘Dad,’ she said. ‘It’s me. Lu.’


He stumbled towards her, arms outstretched. Like all the other zombies, his jerking advance and guttural snarls were at odds with the dead eyes and slack face that saw nothing and thought nothing.


It never occurred to Lula to run. She ducked under his powerful arms and hugged him tight. He returned the gesture with a crushing embrace that squeezed the wind out of her.


A crowd of zombies had shuffled out of the intersection ahead, and another gang of them had caught up with Lula and was coming down the corridor behind her. She only had moments with her father before they would be on top of her.


‘I found you, Dad,’ Lula said, with tears in her eyes. ‘I came home to find and rescue you. Well, I found you, at least—that’s all that matters in the end, isn’t it.’


Lula closed her eyes and held her father tight, as he continued to crush the life out of her.


His mouth opened, moved down to her neck, and closed around her jugular.




 

 

 

 

 

 


V.vi


 


Kal Moonheart’s Big Score


 

 

 


Kal ran a finger along the gleaming metal edge of a control panel, leaving a smear of sweat, dirt and blood. She idly browsed the confusing array of dials, levers and buttons, and the small brass plaques which labelled them: COMPRESS, PURGE, FILTER …
	

Sirensbane returned from a workstation where he had been speaking into the end of a tube. ‘I was giving my workers their latest instructions,’ he explained.


‘Keeping them busy?’ Kal said.


‘Actually, I was advising them to take their fifteen minute rest,’ he said. ‘My workers are treated a lot better then most people in this world. They are not slaves: most of these people are indentured servants. They owe me money; many of them thanks to expensive drug or gambling habits, and some of them because of taxes owed to Port Black. When they have worked off their debt I will release them.’


After how many years, though? Kal thought. But she said nothing. She didn’t want to antagonise her new business partner.


‘So …’ she said, gesturing to the laboratory equipment. ‘Show me how all this stuff works.’


Sirensbane’s eyes lit up. Kal could tell he was proud of his work. ‘It would be a pleasure,’ he said, touching her on the shoulder to direct her over to a large mixing vat.
 

‘This is where we mix napazane with what I call the spark: the magic ingredient! Of course, it’s not really magic, but a complex chemical formula, the ingredients of which are laughably mundane: vinegar and the acid from rotting fruit.’


‘So how did you discover this magic formula, then?’ Kal asked as she moved from station to station.


‘I told you,’ Sirensbane said. ‘I’m like you. I travelled around the world in my youth. On the Isle of Alchemy, off the coast of Indux, the adepts there have made countless scientific discoveries. But they are insulated and near-sighted. It takes a visionary mind to realise the potential of their knowledge, a mind unfettered by law or morality. A criminal genius, if you like, but I accept that title without shame. In fact, I am proud of it.’


Kal shook her head softly and smiled to herself. Sirensbane seemed to take the gesture as approval, and his enthusiasm for his grand tour increased. He took Kal’s hand and dragged her along.


‘This pipe is the purge pipe, for passing poisonous fumes out into the ocean, or for dumping a spoiled batch. This other pipe carries the solution to the reduction chamber here, where we use alcohol and mercury to turn the mix into Sirensbane. Then the final product is filtered and distilled in these tanks here. Thanks to the efficiency of my lab, and the exactness and cleanliness of my methods, the drug I produce is over ninety-nine percent chemically pure. A rival manufacturer couldn’t hope to compete with me.’


Kal stood in front of a inverted cone, where a drip, drip, drip of sticky, shiny black goo fell down and filled a large rectangular tray, where it cooled and hardened. She looked around the rest of the dome: the same arrangement of mixing vats, filtration systems and collection trays were repeated hundreds of times over.


‘How do you power all this equipment?’ Kal asked as she moved along the rows. ‘Some kind of underwater geyser?’


Sirensbane had returned to the stone table at the edge of the dome, and was leaning back against it as he proudly watched Kal explore his lab. ‘Yes, that’s exactly right. You’re very observant, Kal. This whole complex is sitting on a hydrothermal vent that produces heat of over five-hundred degrees Celsius. As well as providing warmth and hydraulic power, the chemicals and minerals that bubble up from deep underground can be extracted. The hot liquids are rich in zinc and cobalt …’


Kal tuned him out as he droned on. She didn’t really care how it all worked. She was just interested in the scale of this operation. When Sirensbane had come to the end of his story, she pressed him further: ‘Just how much of this stuff can you actually produce here?’


‘More than enough!’ Sirensbane gloated. ‘More than I can sell right now, that’s for sure. That’s why I need your help, Kal, to help me break into emergent markets. I can manage the traffic between here and Amaranthium myself, but I’ll need a capable partner to oversee the next stage in my expansion plans: the road between Amaranthium and Zorronov.’


Kal didn’t reply. She was busy examining one of the control panels more closely. Sirensbane must have taken her silence for hesitation, though, so he presented her with another offer:


‘Or you can take on one my new operations, one that is entirely legal, if that’s how you prefer to operate. This drink that is so popular now in Port Black—Vitalize, they call it. Created by my idiot son. They mix it with red wine and call it Gasparvino, after that filthy Eldragoran pirate. It has an agreeable taste, I admit, although I think I will add more sugar to the mix. It won’t be as addictive as Sirensbane, but should prove popular with the poorer masses who cannot afford harder drugs.’


‘No,’ Kal said. ‘I’ll peddle your Sirensbane. It will be satisfying sneaking it right under the nose of Ben Godsword.’


Sirensbane let out a sly chuckle. ‘Good. Good! Kal, you are everything I had ever hoped for in an accomplice. In fact I might even go as far as saying that you are the daughter I wish I had.’


Kal let that comment pass. She stepped out from behind a row of machinery. ‘But you’ll need to produce more. This isn’t enough.’


Sirensbane paused midway through taking a sip of Vitalize. He lowered his glass and looked at Kal. ‘More?’ he said, momentarily taken aback. ‘What do you mean, more? We produce more than enough already.’


‘I can score you a new client,’ Kal said, holding Sirensbane’s gaze. ‘His appetite is limitless, and he will happily take all the Sirensbane you can produce.’


Sirensbane was interested, Kal could tell. She could see the flicker of greed in his eyes. She broke eye contact and looked around: behind Sirensbane, outside of the dome, bubbles were rising in long vertical streams from all around the dome’s perimeter. In the darkness of the ocean beyond, a faint light flickered …


‘Who is this person?’ Sirensbane asked. ‘Tell me, Kal. I can promise you a handsome finding fee, and also a percentage cut of the profits. Is it a wealthy politician you know? Give me his name.’


‘Why don’t you ask him yourself,’ Kal said. ‘He’s right behind you.’


Sirensbane followed Kal’s gaze and turned around, looking out to sea. His face was lit by the green glow that was getting brighter and brighter.


As she had explored the lab and listened to Sirensbane’s talk, Kal had surreptitiously reversed the flow of all the filtration and reduction tanks. Then she had pulled the lever marked PURGE on as many of the mixing vats as she could, flushing the liquid Sirensbane mix out into the ocean …


The sea dragon was now hurtling towards the dome at a rate of knots. At the last minute it turned its head, and smacked its massive neck and upper body against the dome itself. The steel frame shuddered, and cracks appeared in the hexagonal glass panels.


Sirensbane screamed in horror, fury and panic, but the structure held. The dragon curled its incredible length around the dome, and angled its head to catch the streams of bubbles in its nostril. Its enormous hungry eye peered in through the glass, as if it were looking for the source of its next hit.


Sirensbane turned back to Kal, this time with rage and anger in his eyes. He picked up his knife from the table.


Then the dragon squeezed its coiled body. The metal superstructure screeched, and several of the glass panels exploded.


And water started pouring in.
 



 

 

 

 

 

 


V.vii


 


Burial at Sea


 

 

 


Lula’s father’s mouth opened, moved down to her neck, and closed around her jugular  …


And then he kissed her softly. ‘Lula,’ he whispered. ‘I never thought I’d ever see you again.’


‘Dad!’ Lula breathed. ‘What the— How the— You can talk? You’re not a zombie?’


‘No,’ he said. Then he seemed to suddenly become aware of the rush of real zombies that were closing in from both directions. He stood up and held both palms out to stop them. ‘Workers, halt!’ he said, in a quiet but authoritative voice.


The zombies stopped dead. They just stood there, heads lolling and mouths drooling.


‘Return to your previous tasks,’ Levon Pearl ordered. As one, the zombies turned and shuffled off. Within a minute, the passageway was deserted.


Lula struggled to get her head around what had just happened. ‘How—’ she began.


Her father gave her an easy smile. ‘It’s an override command,’ he said. ‘I’ve heard the Magician use it when he wants to issue new orders to particular workers.’


Lula ran her hands over her father’s body, as if she couldn’t believe that he was real. She brushed away the dirt and ash from his skin, revealing a rich healthy black colour beneath.


‘But how—’ she said again. ‘You’re not a zombie! You’ve been here, what … pretending?’


He nodded. ‘I was captured, like the rest of the village: we were all rounded up by the Magician’s mercenaries. Anyone who was addicted to Sirensbane went along willingly; anyone who was clean—and that wasn’t very many people—was put to the sword. I was clean. I had no choice, Lu … I rubbed myself down with ash from the fire pit, spilled drink and food on my clothes like all the other filthy addicts, and  fell in with the rest of them. We were taken by boat out to sea, and then bundled into one of those strange underwater tin can tubs and brought here.’


He looked his daughter in the eye, as if he too couldn’t believe what he was seeing. ‘I’ve been waiting for months for help to arrive, but I never thought in a million years that it would be you!


‘I came to the village,’ Lula said. ‘I saw the graves, of Marla and my three half-brothers. What happened to them? I feared they had become zombies or been killed by zombies.’


‘No,’ her father said sadly. ‘My sons never got hooked on that horrible drug. It was my wife and me who fell prey to its lure. Marla overdosed and died. My sons were killed fighting the Magician’s troops in the jungle. That drug destroyed my family, Lula. Well, almost all my family …’


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I wish I had come back sooner.’


‘You’re here now,’ he said. ‘I have only myself to blame for what happened. I fell into a horrible spiral of grief and depression … but in the end it saved my life. I broke the hold that the drug had over me, and I discovered that once you break it, you are always free of it. The Magician drugs our food here, to keep his workers in a submissive state, but the drugs have no effect on me now.’


He put his hand on Lula’s shoulder. ‘I was hoping that if rescuers ever came, then I could somehow use what I’ve discovered to help out.’


‘You already did, Dad,’ Lula said. ‘I’m here with a friend to kill Sirensbane and rescue the Islanders. I managed to get some of them onto one of the large underwater nautilus vessels, those tubs as you call them. Do you know if there are any more docked here?’


‘Yes,’ her father said. ‘There are two docks for the transport tubs. Come on, I’ll show you!’


He took her hand, and led her down one of the turnoffs at the nearby intersection. But as they ran, there was a sudden booming crash from somewhere above, and even the rocky passage they were in seemed to shudder.


‘What was that?’ Levon said.


‘Kal, probably,’ Lula said. ‘I hope that she knows what she’s doing.


‘Does she need our help?’


Lula paused as she remembered Kal’s words. Don’t come for me. ‘No,’ she said. ‘She said it would be too dangerous. We just need to get to that sub, get as many people on board as we can, then wait for Kal to come and find us … if she can.’


As they stood there, listening to further groaning and smashing noises, Lula felt her boots take in water. She looked down; the passageway was filled with an inch of cold seawater that was coming up through overflow grills in the floor. What had Kal done?!


Lula’s father must have seen the anguish on her face. ‘Is this Kal a good friend?’


‘The best,’ Lula said. ‘I love her.’


‘Then go!’ her father said. ‘Go to her. I can get our people onto the tub.’


Lula didn’t need telling twice. She kissed her father goodbye, and splashed back down the tunnel, crossing the intersection and heading towards the large centre dome.


 


* * *


 


Kal remained calm as Sirensbane closed in on her. Her mind was clear; the drugged knife had not, in fact, affected her at all. She was at peace with her fate: the chances were she would never leave this place alive. But then neither would Sirensbane! All she could hope for now was the bonus of seeing him  perish first. At least that way, she could die happy in the knowledge of a job well done. She picked her cutlass up off the ground.


Kal had seen the large nautilus submarine float up to the surface; she hoped that Lula was on board and had gotten safely away. The water was rushing into the broken dome so fast now that the entire complex—this miracle of ingenuity and engineering—would soon be a watery tomb.


Sirensbane was soaked. He waded towards her through the rising flood. Water poured in from above, cascaded down his arms and ran off the point of his knife. His face was a picture of evil fury. He needed no cowl and make-up  to terrify his opponents now: the baleful set of his eyes was the stuff of nightmares.


But that was exactly how Kal wanted it. The careful, deliberate, scheming Sirensbane was no more. The slow-burning fire that had raised him to the top of the mountain of evil had been extinguished. He was now reduced to a howling monster, a purely physical threat that Kal could handle on her own terms. She raised her blade and prepared to meet him head on.


Above them, Briney the sea dragon seemed to watch with interest. His body now snaked around all the domes, as if he was claiming the whole complex as his own. Out of the corner of her eye, Kal saw one of the smaller domes—the dock where they had arrived, she guessed—implode completely under the pressure of Briney’s embrace. His massive head drifted away to munch on the crates of drugs that were released from the wreckage. He cared nothing for the score that was about to be settled below.


Kal focused her attention back to the fight at hand …
 

Sirensbane lunged for her with his knife. Kal sliced down, a blow that she expected would take off his outstretched arm, but he wrong-footed her, slipping his knife from one hand to the other as he closed in. Kal felt its point score against the bone of her right forearm. The pain caused her to drop her sword. She only just managed to avoid a follow-up stab by punching her opponent in the stomach.


Her knuckles banged against hard, flat muscles. For a man almost twice her age, Sirensbane was in top physical shape. Kal had heard of the warrior monks that he claimed to have trained with in the Empire of the Moon: they practiced their skills night and day, often on an empty stomach, in remote and isolated monasteries free from any distraction. If Sirensbane had had given them only a year of his life, and honed his skills every day since (and Kal was sure he had) then he would be fit to challenge almost any opponent at any time.


He outclassed Kal in every way. She had made her way in the world by avoiding biting off more than she could chew. At a card table, in the company of weak and strong players, she would always refuse point blank to engage the better players in a hand, even at the expense of her ego. The weak opponents were where the easy money lay for the taking. But here, she had made the mistake of trapping herself with a dangerous enemy that she now couldn’t simply just refuse to engage with.


Or could she?


Kal found herself backed up against a hard metal vat, up to her knees in water, with Sirensbane almost on top of her. The tip of his blade was an inch from her face. Kal gripped his wrists, trying to hold him at bay, but the deadly point was getting closer and closer. He grinned at her, knowing that victory was at hand. ‘You stupid fool!’ he spat at her. ‘We could have had it all!’


‘We could,’ Kal replied. ‘But you forgot one thing … twenty-eight things, in fact!’


The knife point didn’t waver. ‘What?’ he said.


‘I’ve only killed twenty-eight people,’ she said. ‘According to your reading of the cards, I’m due one more!’


This time the pressure on the knife did relax, just a fraction, as Sirensbane paused to process this information. But it was enough: Kal dropped her right hand to her belt and brought it back up holding her cleaver. She buried it in Sirensbane’s face, right between his eyes.


He fell backwards silently, and sank beneath the water that was flooding his lair. His dead eyes stared up at Kal. They were empty of emotion; there wasn’t even evidence of the surprise of Kal’s final attack. Did he even see it coming? A quick death was far too good for him.


‘Bamboozled by your own bullshit,’ Kal said to the corpse. She hadn’t even bothered counting her death tally accurately at all. But she had suspected Sirensbane believed in his own hocus pocus more than she did. She reached down to retrieve her cleaver, but it was stuck fast in his skull and wouldn’t budge.


Well, it wasn’t as if she had much need of it now. ‘Keep it then,’ she said.


Then, remembering Che, who had travelled with her for two months, and whose delicious curries, soups and seafood platters the world would never taste again, she added one final riposte:


‘Compliments of the chef.’
 



 

 

 

 

 

 


V.viii


 


The Paradise Wind


 

 

 


With Sirensbane’s demise, a wave of emotion washed over Kal, flushing away all her anger, her zeal and her single-minded drive for justice. Suddenly she felt alone and afraid, trapped deep under the sea, inside a delicate dome that was crushed in like an eggshell, and that could collapse at any moment.


Now that the moment had arrived, she realised she wasn’t ready to die. But the only exit from the dome was the way she had entered: through the cavern beneath. The water in the dome was up to Kal’s waist, though, so the cavern below would already be flooded. She was going to have to swim through it.


She waded over to where the spiral stairs descended into the cold water. The way was still lit by the phosphorescent lamps, which was a bit of luck; without them, she would have been swimming in the dark. But getting out of here still wasn’t going to be plain sailing. There was also the small matter of—


Kal shook her head to clear her mind. One thing at a time! She took a deep breath and plunged into the water. She pulled herself down the stairs with her hands, paddling with her feet. At the bottom, she pushed off and kicked like a frog to get to the metal airlock that led to the passageway out. She tried to slide the door open, but as she had feared, the hydraulic system had flooded. The door opened just a crack. Kal got her fingers in, braced her legs in the door frame, and heaved.


It was no good. The door opened maybe another inch, but there was no more oxygen left in her lungs, and no power left in her muscles. Did she even have enough strength to make it back up to the dome?


She was about to let go and head back when the door started opening, seemingly of its own accord. Then Kal noticed two more sets of fingers alongside hers in the gap. All of a sudden the door was open and Kal was face to face with Lula. Her friend was floating in the passage on the other side of the door. She grabbed Kal by the hand and pulled her through.


They surfaced in an air pocket just down the passage. Kal took great gulping breaths, then proceeded to reprimand Lula: ‘I told you not to come back!’


Lula just laughed. ‘You can spank me later. Where’s Sirensbane?’


‘Sleeping with the fishes,’ Kal said. ‘Lu, please tell me you have a way out of here!’


‘My dad’s waiting for us on the last sub out of here,’ Lula said. ‘The connecting tunnels are all underwater, so we’re going to have to swim from dome to dome. Think you can make it?’


‘If you can, I can,’ Kal replied. ‘Let’s go!’


Kal followed Lula as she swam down the passage, took a series of turns, and emerged in a small dome that had so far survived the destruction. It appeared to be Sirensbane’s study: there was plush carpet (now spoiled by seawater) and a beautiful carved desk. Kal was almost tempted to have a poke around—old habits died hard—but Lula’s sudden cry stopped her in her tracks.


They looked out of the glass to the next dome. It was being battered by the dragon’s tail. Water had already filled it halfway to the top, and the submarine inside was already floating free of its moorings.  As they watched, every glass panel fell in at once, and the scene was obscured by a rush of bubbles. When they cleared, Kal could see the submarine caught in the dome’s metal frame, halfway in, halfway out, trying to push through at the point where the dome was divided into two halves. The propellers then switched up a gear, and suddenly the sub was free, heading for the surface and safety.


‘I told my father not to wait,’ Lula said.


‘At least he has some sense,’ Kal said. ‘Unlike you! You should have been on that sub, Lu.’


‘I told him not to wait,’ Lula repeated, ‘because I have a back-up plan. So stop complaining and get ready for one last swim!’


That shut Kal up. She let Lula take the lead once more, and followed her underwater through another series of turns and tunnels. Then she found herself swimming past trees and plants. When she finally broke the surface, Kal saw they were in another dome that was already almost completely-flooded with water. Palms and rubber trees filled the space all around and above them. A glass panel had broken above, and water gushed in, giving the impression of a jungle waterfall.


‘That’s our exit,’ Lula said, pointing to the hole in the top of the dome. ‘When the water level reaches the top, we just slip out into the sea.’


‘And swim fifty fathoms up to the surface?’ Kal said. ‘That’s impossible!’


‘Who said anything about swimming?’ Lula replied. ‘Wait here; I left something tied up below.’


Kal trod water as the ceiling got closer and closer. Air was bubbling out of the dome as the water rushed in, and Kal knew that their bodies would not be able to withstand the pressure when the sea water drove out all the air and completely drowned Sirensbane’s lair. She shuddered at the thought of her lungs being crushed by the sea.


But then she figured that the bitter heavy air that they had tasted in the domes had probably been treated by Sirensbane specially for breathing at these depths. If they took their fill of it, and Lula could get them up fast enough, then maybe, just maybe, they might have a chance of getting out of this mess alive …


Lula reappeared, and with her was a net full of coconuts. Coconuts that, in order for them to travel far and wide to spread their seed, nature had given  a fibrous husk, air pockets, and a density lower than water.


In short, nature had decreed that they float.


Kal and Lula entangled themselves in the netting, and made their way as close to the torrent of incoming water as they could. They took one last gulp of air as the last of it was driven out of the dome … and then they were underwater.


The sea dragon was waiting for them to emerge. As they rose up out of the dome, the dragon twisted its great neck in their direction and opened its enormous maw. Kal squeezed her eyes shut, but when she opened them, the dragon had turned its head away. Briney had no interest in them; instead he turned his attention back to what was left of Sirensbane’s lab. Arching his great tubular midsection high, he brought it crashing down on the central dome, breaking it in two. When the dragon’s body pounded down on the rock that the domes were built on, the whole outcropping ridge shuddered and began to break away. As Kal and Lula went up, Sirensbane’s entire lair dropped away, sinking down into the uncharted depths of the ocean trench.


And Briney flipped his tail and followed, chasing Sirensbane straight down into hell.


 


* * *


 


When Kal broke the surface, she did nothing for five minutes but float on her back drinking in the sweet sea air. The sun had yet to rise, but the predawn sky was a silky blue-grey that was, in that moment, one of the most beautiful colours that Kal had ever seen. She didn’t need to look to see if Lula was alright, since they were still holding hands.


A fresh, brisk wind scraped across Kal’s face: the Paradise Wind, carrying new life into the world, and blowing away evil. ‘We’re alive,’ Kal said, turning her head to look at Lula. ‘I never dared imagine this moment.’


‘You did it, Kal,’ Lula said. ‘You destroyed the curse and saved the Islanders. I always knew you would. Without you here, no doubt I would have become a zombie too, probably sailing the seas forever with my zombie crew on a zombie ship, smuggling Sirensbane forever. You saved me too, Kal.’


‘No,’ Kal said. ‘You saved me. You were right, Lu, I was wasting my time stuck in the city, working for Ben. I needed to get out, escape my old life … do something not just for money, but for the adventure … and for the people I love.’


Lula reached over and took Kal’s other hand and pulled her upright. Their lips met, and they kissed for what seemed like hours. Kal could feel the rising sun on her face long before she opened her eyes.


When they returned to the real world and looked around, they were met with incredible sights. The horizon to the east was filled with ships: the Republic Navy and the Eldragoran Armada. Kal could see the Mort Royal in the lead, and up against its hull was one of the giant nautilus transport subs. The other was floating free nearby. Between Kal, Lula and the line of ships was a landscape littered with broken crates and floating wreckage. Teams of sailors in row boats were scouring the flotsam.


Lula grabbed hold of their floating net of coconuts and kicked off towards the rescue party. ‘Come on!’ she said. ‘There’s going to be one hell of a party in Port Black tonight!’


Kal hung back.


‘Kal?’ Lula said, catching the look in her friend’s eyes.


‘I’m not ready to go back,’ Kal said.


Lula stopped paddling. ‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean I’m done with it all: with life, people … the world. I feel like … like I just want to drift away and disappear for a while.’


Lula didn’t argue. She started back towards Kal. ‘Then I’ll come with you,’ she said.


‘No,’ Kal said. ‘Your father needs you. Port Black needs you! Go and be governor, before Ben gives the job to someone else.’


‘But Kal,’ Lula argued, ‘I—’


‘I know,’ Kal said. ‘There will be a time for us. When things settle down in Port Black, come back to me.’


‘Where will I find you?’


Kal smiled. She already had visions of an endless, quiet and peaceful future. ‘You know where. You said it yourself once: in a hut made of driftwood and palms, on a lonely beach where no one will ever find us.’


‘You’ll only get bored,’ Lula laughed, echoing what Ben had said right at the start of this adventure.


‘Maybe I will,’ Kal said. ‘In that case, perhaps I’ll go and hunt down Briney. So don’t be long, Lu, otherwise you’ll find I’ve grown gills and a tail … Don’t be too long, or you’ll find me living with the dragons under the sea!’


 

 


When I was young, my spirit free,

My feet, they led me to the sea.

No place in this world could ever be,

A cage to hold the soul of me.


 


A friendly fish, a mermaid’s kiss,

Who could wish for more than this?

Ride a seahorse all night and day,

And catch a starfish along the way.


 


A swirling storm, a turning tide,

Send me to my shell to hide.

But the deepest sea and the darkest cave,

Are just new challenges for me to brave.


 


So trim the sails and run out the brass,

And nail your colours to the mast.

Fight on rum and salt sea air,

For victory favours those who dare.


 


Now my heart is broken, my bridges burned,

And all I know has been overturned.

But when the world ends and we’re both free,

Look for me under the sea.


 

 


THE END




Kal Moonheart will return …
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Fourteen-year-old Brandon Walker’s world is changed forever in the middle of the summer holidays when London is hit by a mysterious and catastrophic attack. With the help of two unlikely friends, he battles to uncover a secret within his own family that might hold the key to saving the whole planet.
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‘If Steven Spielberg ever makes this a movie, I'll be first in the queue to watch it’
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‘The action and suspense continue to escalate as the stakes get higher’


 

 


Available now!
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Lucy Jane Hardwick is yanked out of her slow student life by a mysterious man, and thrown into a world of spies, guns, fast cars and international terrorism.
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‘A wild ride at an insane pace’
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‘A story narrated with genuine wit and verve’


 

 


Available now!




Also published by Firebound Books
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A disinherited aristocrat, Halanya Thæc has been brought up in the confines of the imperial court, destined for a life of privilege and luxury. Yet Hal is happiest with a sword in her hand, and forsakes her status as ward to become a professional duellist, spending her days in training, her nights revelling, famed for her prowess in the capital’s duelling arena.


 


All of that changes when Hal falls in love with Meracad Léac, the freedom-craving daughter of a wealthy merchant. Meracad’s father will stop at nothing to ensure his own wealth and position, and plans to marry Meracad to Bruno Nérac, a powerful northern lord. Hal’s world is about to be thrown into chaos when she sets out to save the woman she loves …
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‘Tension-filled scenes with beautifully executed dialogue and description’
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‘A wonderful read. There’s constant excitement’


 

 


Available now!
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The kingdom of Delfinnia is in chaos. After assassins kill the king and his family, greedy self-serving men battle one another for the crown. Unknown to them is that one heir yet lives, a baby boy now hidden and protected.


 


In the mage city of Caldaria is a boy named Luxon, a young mage who will discover his past and his powers. For he will one day become known as the wizard who would break the world, the man who would embrace death and live, and the hero who would give the realm its greatest king.
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‘A rich texture of old-school fantasy storytelling’
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‘A wonderful read. There’s constant excitement’


 

 


Available now!
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Published in 2015 by Firebound Books
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