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About Jen Williams

JEN WILLIAMS lives in London with her partner and her cat. She started writing about pirates and dragons as a young girl and has never stopped. Her short stories have featured in numerous anthologies. Jen’s first novel, The Copper Promise, was released last year to great acclaim and her second, The Iron Ghost, is out soon.




About the Book

An exclusive digital short story by dazzling epic-fantasy talent, Jen Williams, author of THE COPPER PROMISE.

Reckless adventurers Wydrin of Crosshaven and her companion, Sir Sebastian, never turn down a quest that bears the promise of coin.

So it is that they find themselves mooring on the jagged rocks of the desolate Sorrow’s Isle, in search of an oarsman’s sister missing somewhere on its cursed shores.

Now they must navigate amid the deathly tales that haunt the isle, or else be swallowed for ever into the depths of magic and danger that lie within . . .



By Jen Williams and available from Headline

The Copper Promise





Praise for Jen Williams and The Copper Promise:

‘The Copper Promise is dark, often bloody, frequently frightening, but there’s also bucket loads of camaraderie, sarcasm, and an unashamed love of fantasy and the fantastic’ Den Patrick, author of The Boy with the Porcelain Blade

‘A fresh take on classic tropes, this debut novel of dragons, lost magic and dungeon adventure is 21st century fantasy at its best’ SFX magazine

‘The Copper Promise is near-perfect fantasy-adventure fun and a breath of fresh air in a genre choking on its own grittiness. Read it and remind yourself what made you fall in love with fantasy books’ Starburst Magazine

‘A gripping, fast-paced adventure that’s a must-read’ SciFiNow

‘The Copper Promise is an excellent book, stuffed with all the ingredients of sword and sorcery mixed to a fresh new recipe. It’s a shamelessly good old-fashioned blood-and-thunder tale, heroic fantasy the way it’s meant to be’ Joanne Hall, www.hierath.wordpress.com

‘Williams’ vivid imagination and worldbuilding will take her far, along with a real talent for dialogue’ Glen Mehn, www.glen.mehn.net

‘The characterisation is second to none, and there are some great new innovations and interesting reworkings of old tropes . . . This book may have been based on the promise of copper but it delivers gold’ www.quicksilverreads.wordpress.com

‘It is a killer of a fantasy novel that is indicative of how the classic genre of sword and sorcery is not only still very much alive, but also still the best the genre has to offer’ www.leocristea.wordpress.com

‘If there was one word I’d use to describe The Copper Promise, it would be “joyful”’ www.graemesff.blogspot.co.uk

‘Fast-paced and wonderfully-realised, Jen Williams’ first novel is a delight. The reader will encounter pirates, dragons, zombies, gods and demons, to name but a few, on their journey through this exciting new world’ www.readerdad.co.uk

‘Each page is a wild ride into the unknown and follows a cast of characters that you will root for from start to finish. An immensely enjoyable debut’ www.sleeplessmusingsofawellgroomedmoustachedman.wordpress.com

‘A wonderful sword and sorcery novel with some very memorable characters and a dragon to boot. If you enjoy full-throttle action, awesome monsters, and fun, snarky dialogues then The Copper Promise is definitely a story you won’t want to miss’ www.afantasticallibrarian.com

‘The Copper Promise is such a gem . . . the kind of story that got me reading fantasy in the first place and I honestly believe this will one day be looked on as a classic of the genre’ www.ebookwyrm.blogspot.co.uk






Author’s Note:
   
This short story follows Wydrin of Crosshaven and Sir Sebastian on a quest that takes place before the events of their first full-length novel, THE COPPER PROMISE.


   
Wydrin leaned forward in the boat, bringing her head closer to Sebastian. The night was clear and quiet, the stars overhead frozen in their brilliance.

‘I still say we don’t look for missing people,’ she said, pitching her voice low. She glanced towards the figure at the prow of the boat. In the dark she could make out very little of him, save for his rhythmic movements as he dragged the oars through the water. He wore a hood, despite the warmth of the summer’s night. ‘It’s hardly a job for a sell-sword.’

‘And I say we take whatever work is going,’ said Sebastian. He shifted in the boat, stretching out his long legs in front of him. ‘It’s not like we can just pick and choose at the moment. Especially after the last man we were employed to protect ended up losing a finger.’

Wydrin leaned back.

‘Our fee bought him a warning. No one else would have got that much.’

‘He probably thought he was safe from the woman who was supposed to be guarding him,’ said Sebastian. In the starlight, Wydrin could see that he was half smiling now. ‘Perhaps he thought you were joking.’

‘Then he learnt more than one lesson that night.’ Wydrin patted her dagger where it rested at her belt. ‘Don’t grope the serving woman’s daughter, don’t ignore a fair given warning and don’t trust a sell-sword.’

‘Well, he definitely learnt one of those lessons, at least,’ said Sebastian. ‘Besides which, this isn’t really a case of finding a missing person. They know where she is. They just don’t want to fetch her.’

He nodded to where the island was now looming to their right. It was tiny by Crosshaven standards, and Wydrin suspected it would take no more than a couple of hours to walk to the far side, but she could already see the jagged black rocks that gave it its name: Sorrow’s Isle. Difficult to spot from a well-lit ship, those rocks had torn the bottom out of more than one vessel over the years, and remains littered the sea around them. Their tiny boat slipped between nautical corpses, a scavenger amongst the dead.

‘All right, but why at night?’ she said. ‘The sun over our heads would make this place a good deal less daunting.’

‘It is cursed at all hours,’ the man with the oars cut in. ‘But they say that if the island sees you in daylight, it will always remember your face. One day you’ll come back here and you won’t know why, only that you need to see what lies in the caves, and then you will be lost forever.’

Wydrin rolled her eyes at that.

‘Sounds delightful.’

They drew up to the rocky shore just as a thin band of pale sky to the east announced the dawn. Sebastian and Wydrin climbed out of the boat carefully; the sand was rough and uncertain under their feet. The man in the boat quickly began pushing his vessel back out into deeper water, keeping his back to them.

‘Hey, aren’t you going to wait for us?’ asked Wydrin. It felt cooler on the island and a breeze was pushing at the back of her neck.

‘Not in these waters,’ he said, still not looking at them. ‘You have the signal. Use it and I will come.’

The man clambered into the boat, fumbling the oars in his hurry to get moving again.

‘Who are you to this girl?’ called Wydrin. ‘Does she know you?’

‘I am her brother,’ said the man. He moved away from them, shoulders bunching as he yanked the oars through the water. The pair watched him go for a moment.

‘Not a brave man then,’ said Sebastian, mildly.

The island was about as desolate a place as Wydrin had ever seen. No trees to speak of, no grass, just a collection of rocks and small, stunted bushes. In the growing silvery light of dawn she could see a clutch of bird nests clinging to a sheer outcrop of stone to their left, and on the breeze she could smell bird shit and seaweed. Directly behind them the rock was pitted with holes – most no bigger than a hand span across – with a few big enough even for Sebastian to walk through without bowing his head. She shivered, and then frowned.

‘She will have gone into the tunnels,’ said Sebastian, gesturing at the caves. ‘We should move slowly in there, and watch our footing.’ He took the pack off his shoulder and removed their travel lamp, fiddling about with it until its soft yellow light illuminated his face.

‘Why would she have gone in there? Not enough certain death where she’s from?’

In the lamp light, Sebastian gave Wydrin a look. ‘Did you not listen to the story they told us?’

She waved a hand at him. ‘Oh, they did start going on about some king or other, but I thought they were just trying to impress us with local history.’

‘Come on,’ Sebastian stood up, holding the lamp out in front of him. ‘Let’s try the biggest entrance first. I’ll tell you what you missed as we go.’

Wydrin drew one of her daggers and they made their way down into the cave. Sebastian’s lamp painted the walls in buttery light, revealing rock thick with barnacles and tainted with salt, like a ghost of the sea. The smell of seaweed and rot was powerful.

‘Around two hundred years ago, there was a king,’ began Sebastian as they picked their way carefully down the tunnel. The floor was littered with sea shells and jagged rocks. ‘King Vestra. He was a terrible ruler, your usual tyrant. He lived in ludicrous luxury while his people starved. Eventually his subjects rose up against him and he fled, taking those knights he still considered loyal and striking out across the sea to find somewhere else to be a bastard. One night, when the winds were calm, they came across Sorrow’s Isle.’

Sebastian paused. Ahead of them the tunnel split in two. Wydrin knelt, gesturing at him to lower the lamp.

‘Here, look,’ she ran her fingers lightly over the cave floor. ‘She hasn’t left much of a footprint, but she’s scuffed the sand up some. We want the left-hand passage.’

They moved on, and Sebastian continued.

‘The king saw the glinting of lights on the shoreline – blue, green and white – and convinced himself it was the glittering of fabulous gems.’

Wydrin laughed.

‘They came ashore, and King Vestra ordered his knights to start looking for the treasures he was sure must exist, but he didn’t quite trust his men, so accompanied them into the dark. Every now and then they saw the lights again, always in the distance, drawing them deeper and deeper into the heart of the island. Down in the dark, one by one, the king’s knights vanished until he was left wandering alone, all hope of finding a way out lost.’

‘Oh great,’ said Wydrin. Around them the walls of the tunnel were drawing in. ‘No, please, do continue. This is exactly what I want to hear right now.’

‘Eventually he came to a great central cavern, where there were lights, and beautiful women of strange aspect.’

Wydrin grinned.

‘That old chestnut.’

‘The women were, as I said, beautiful, with eyes that glowed like sapphires, and dresses made of silver scales. The most beautiful of them all, a tall woman with a silver crown – a queen, obviously – asked King Vestra if he would join her on the throne. He, only able to guess at the fabulous wealth of these silver-clad beauties, agreed. Immediately the women fell upon him and tore him to pieces with their sharp teeth, until only his bones remained. The queen took the bones, using them as the armrests of her throne, and his skull as a drinking vessel.’

‘It’s a good story, I’ll give you that,’ said Wydrin. ‘Evil kings, evil queens, questionable fashion, a gory ending – it’s got everything. What does it have to do with the girl we’re looking for?’

The tunnel had widened out again and now there was soft black sand underfoot. Here the girl’s footprints were as clear as day.

‘You’ll like this. The girl believes herself to be a direct descendent of King Vestra. She has, apparently, been obsessed with stories of the king since she was small, and now she has come out here to see if they are true. That is what her family claim.’

Wydrin shook her head.

‘She came out here by herself? To check whether an old fairy tale was true?’

‘Stole a boat, brought it to the island. Her family came after her but stopped when they realised where she was headed.’

‘I don’t know if I’m impressed or embarrassed for the kid.’

‘Personally, I’d like a word with the family,’ Sebastian held up the lamp, illuminating a number of small holes in the wall at head height. ‘I’m not turning away coin, but even so . . .’

There was a sudden skittering noise all around. In an instant Wydrin had both daggers in her hands and she turned a tight circle, but she could see nothing untoward. Sebastian had thrown back his cloak, ready to draw his short sword.

‘What is that?’

The sound was louder now, a scratching chittering that made the hair on the back of Wydrin’s neck stand on end. She glanced towards the passage they’d just left, but nothing had followed them down.

‘I don’t know,’ said Sebastian. He moved to put the oil lamp down. ‘Perhaps we should . . .’

The circle of yellow light revealed movement on the ground around their feet. Enormous crabs, some as big as dinner plates, were surging across the sand, their shells a lurid orange speckled with black. Wydrin yelped and took an involuntary step backwards. Her foot landed on the shell of a crab and for a moment she lost her footing, waving her arms for balance. In retaliation the crab snapped at the back of her ankle with a pincer as long as her hand, and she narrowly avoided having her feet cut out from under her.

‘Shit!’

Awkwardly Sebastian dropped the lamp and drew his sword, using its metal length to push the creatures away, but they clung on, swarming over his boots and worrying at his leather greaves. In the confusion of the dark came the echoing snap snap as the crabs chopped hungrily at this unexpected source of fresh meat.

Wydrin, a dagger in either fist, stabbed downwards with all her strength and was rewarded with a fleshy crack as Ashes and Frostling pierced the shell of a crab trying to make off with her toes. Grinning triumphantly she repeated the manoeuvre, spearing several smaller crabs, until she spotted movement on the wall behind Sebastian’s head.

‘Seb, they’re coming out the walls!’

Sebastian spun, trying to shake a trio of crabs from his gauntlet, only to see more of the beasts dropping from the holes in the tunnel wall. He staggered backwards; many were climbing up the back of his cloak, their armoured legs tangled in the thick wool. Wydrin leapt towards him and smacked the back of his cloak with the flat of her dagger, trying to knock the crabs free.

‘Ow! What are you doing?’

‘Just bloody keep still a minute . . .’

There was a flash of movement and a small figure streaked across the chamber, yelling something unintelligible. Wydrin caught a glimpse of something long and silver just as the biggest crab in front of them split in two. There was more shouting and several other crabs burst into bits.

‘Hold on!’ Wydrin lowered her dagger. ‘Hey!’

The figure was a child with dark brown skin and hair black as ink. She looked to be no older than ten, and wore tough, sensible clothing: a woollen undershirt with a leather tunic that hung loose on her skinny frame. In her hands she held a short sword that was obviously far too big for her, its long straight blade dark with crab guts. The girl stood holding it above her head as if poised for one last killing blow. She was breathing hard, her narrow chest rising and falling.

‘Woah, okay, I think that’s enough . . .’ Wydrin approached the girl with one hand held out. The crabs, alarmed by the sight of their slain brethren, were quickly retreating back through their secret holes. Sebastian swore quietly to himself as he shook off the last of his passengers. ‘Are you Varnie?’

At the sound of her name, the girl lowered the sword. The point of it hit the floor with a clang.

‘Who are you? Are you adventurers? You’re sell-swords, aren’t you? Did my brother send you?’

‘We’re your escort home, kid.’

Immediately, and with obvious effort, Varnie brought her sword swooping back up again, and Wydrin took a hurried step backwards.

‘I’m not going until I know the truth!’

‘By the Graces, kid, stop waving that thing about.’

The girl glared at them both, her eyes wild, but the sword was a touch too heavy and she let it drop again.

‘I saved your lives,’ she said in a matter-of-fact tone. ‘You owe me.’

Wydrin laughed, putting Frostling away.

‘I’m not entirely sure that we were in mortal danger there, although you certainly have an impressive sword. Where did you steal it from?’

The girl scowled.

‘It’s mine. Well, it’s my dad’s, so it’ll be mine eventually.’ She drew herself up to her full height. ‘It is a royal sword.’

‘Varnie, we can’t stay here.’ Sebastian came forward, having divested himself of the remaining crabs. ‘This place isn’t safe. These creatures are the least of it.’

The girl shook her head firmly, sending her long hair flying.

‘I came all the way here, and I’m not going back until I know what happened to the king.’

‘Kid, you can’t go around believing in fairy stories,’ said Wydrin. ‘There’s no great secret here. Just some miserable caves and a lot of aggravated wildlife. Believe me, I’ve explored more holes in the ground than you’d want to know about, and do you know what’s always at the bottom of them?’ Wydrin shrugged. ‘Dirt, dust, and the footprints of whoever plundered it before you.’

‘I thought you would understand! You’re adventurers, sell-swords, scoundrels . . .’

‘Now, hold on,’ said Sebastian, looking faintly offended.

‘You should be as curious as I am,’ continued Varnie. With some difficulty she put her straight-bladed sword back in the sheath that was slung across her narrow chest. ‘Don’t you want to know what’s down there? There could be treasure. King Vestra was my ancestor, and if any of his things are still there, they are mine.’ She lowered her voice, and her tone took on an edge of pleading. ‘If there’s treasure, I will give you a share of it, as my loyal subjects.’

Wydrin snorted, but the girl carried on.

‘Look, I even found the queen’s chamber. It’s down a sharp drop that’s too far for me, but you could make it easily. I just want to go and look at it, and then we can go back. I promise.’

Wydrin sighed and put her hands on her hips. Sebastian shrugged, and retrieved the lamp from the floor.

‘Doesn’t it worry you?’ asked Wydrin. ‘That this place is supposed to be cursed?’

The girl raised her chin slightly, planting her feet in the black sand.

‘I have a king’s sword, and the blood of kings in my veins. I’m not afraid of anything.’

‘By the Graces . . . Is it far then, this chamber?’

It took them only a few moments to find the drop that Varnie spoke of. Sebastian’s lamp illuminated very little of the room beyond, although they could see the ground, littered with broken shells. It looked to be about six feet down. Sebastian peered into the gloom, and sighed.

‘Shall I go first then?’

He crouched until he was sitting on the edge, then turned and slowly lowered himself down. He landed with a crunch.

‘It smells even worse down here. Can you pass the lamp?’

Wydrin leant over the edge and carefully handed him the light.

‘Why is this so important to you, Varnie?’

The girl looked up, distracted. She was eager to see what the lamp would reveal.

‘I’m just curious.’

Wydrin raised an eyebrow.

‘Just curious? This is a dark and dangerous prank to pull in the name of curiosity, kid. Your family will be worried sick.’

‘No one else . . . no one else cares about this stuff. I’m sick of being treated like we don’t matter. At home, my mum repairs fishing nets until her fingers bleed, and my brother just sits in the tavern all day brooding. But we have the sword, and if the stories are true . . .’ In the dark Varnie was little more than a shape, but Wydrin could see how she lowered her head. ‘And I suppose you never did anything your parents didn’t want you to do when you were my age?’

Wydrin grimaced as the sound of Sebastian’s laughter drifted up from below. She pushed her boot towards the edge so that a small cascade of pebbles fell over the side.

‘I’ll have you know I was . . . relatively well behaved. Do you want to get down there or what?’

Awkwardly, the girl shuffled forward and with Wydrin holding on to her shoulders, she lowered herself down far enough for Sebastian to grab her and ease her down the rest of the way. Wydrin followed, scrambling down the rocky drop easily enough.

‘A quick look around,’ said Sebastian, picking up the lamp again. ‘And then we’re out of here.’

The chamber was much bigger than Wydrin had originally thought. Their small light sent a pale glow up walls carved from shining black rock, and the ceiling was lost to them. Here and there lay pools of stagnant sea water, and in the distance . . . faint blue and green lights.

‘There it is!’ cried Varnie, and in an instant she was off, running straight into the dark.

‘Wait!’ cried Wydrin. ‘You’ll break your bloody neck!’

She and Sebastian ran after the girl, taking care to look where they were putting their feet. The irregular light of the lamp swung wildly, sending shadows leaping everywhere. For the first time, Wydrin felt a stab of genuine unease. If there was something down here, they would never see it in time.

‘Varnie, where are you?’ Wydrin found she had drawn her dagger without realising it. ‘You better answer me right now, kid, or I will . . .’

‘Wydrin, look.’

Sebastian was pointing at the cavern floor. Beneath their feet, the grey debris of shell and sand had been replaced with bones; bleached yellow and white, they covered every inch of the floor. Wydrin could see the fine filigree bones of fish and birds, even a few big lizards, with teeth like rows of serrated knives. And skulls. Lots and lots of human skulls.

‘Oh great.’

They heard Varnie cry out from just ahead of them. She was kneeling on the floor amongst the bones and the muck, her hands full of round, marble-like stones. There was a big heap of them where she knelt all green and blue, glass-like and shining. Next to Sebastian’s lamp they seemed to glow with an eerie light of their own.

‘Is this King Vestra’s treasure?’ the girl asked, holding them up eagerly. ‘These must be jewels of some sort. Emeralds or sapphires or something.’

Wydrin reached down and picked one up, turning it over in her fingers. Up close, the surface was pitted and scratched, the substance murkier than glass. She took a deep breath, and forced a smile.

‘Afraid not, Varnie. There’s a type of lizard that lives in damp places, you see. My mother used to call them Fie-Lizards, and they can give you a serious nip if you aren’t careful. They eat by shovelling mud into their mouths and filtering it through their stomachs. The grit and the sand that gets left inside eventually gets pressed down into these.’ She held the bauble up to the light and it shone. ‘Fie-pearls. Eventually the lizard dies, its bones rot, and this is left behind. There are places that will buy them off you to make cheap jewellery, but they’re not treasure, not by anyone’s definition. Sorry, kid.’

The girl looked down at the fie-pearls in her hands. ‘These have all been in lizards’ guts?’ Abruptly she dropped them back on to the ground.

‘It’s easy to see where the stories about the lights have come from,’ said Sebastian. ‘And it’s also pretty clear that we aren’t the first people to come down here.’

Varnie looked up and, for the first time, seemed to notice all the bones around her. She stood hurriedly, one hand on her sword hilt.

‘I still want to look around,’ she said. ‘I’ve come this far.’

They searched the rest of the cavernous chamber rather more carefully, but much to Varnie’s obvious disappointment, they found no treasure, no crowns, no ancient lost swords, and no throne made of bones. Eventually Wydrin called a halt.

‘There’s nothing here, kid. You can’t say we haven’t had a good poke around.’

‘But the bones . . .’

‘Probably just looters chasing after the same stories as you,’ said Sebastian, his voice soft. ‘They came here and got lost. A bad place to die, down here in the dark.’

‘Yes, which is why we’re leaving now, no more arguments,’ said Wydrin, crossing her arms over her chest. ‘Right, Varnie?’

The girl looked for a moment as though she might argue again, but then she lowered her head.

‘I s’pose so.’

They made their way back towards the portion of wall they’d climbed down. Wydrin briefly rested a hand on Varnie’s shoulder.

‘Don’t take it too hard, kid. These sorts of stories, about monsters hidden away beneath the earth, they’re never true. And it’s probably better that they’re not, right? You’ve got a good head on your shoulders though, and I wouldn’t be surprised if . . .’

There was a thunderous crash, and all at once the ground beneath Wydrin’s feet shuddered and seemed to drop away. She heard Varnie scream – a single high-pitched note – and the cavern was full of lights: green and white and blue. Wydrin had a moment to register the sound of Sebastian drawing his sword before she hit a wall of freezing-cold water. She gasped, trying to draw air into her suddenly frozen chest, then she was under, the water closing over her head like a shroud.

Wydrin twisted, trying to get a sense of where she was. She had apparently fallen into a pool that had just opened up in the cavern. Above her she could see shimmering lights, and something that could have been Sebastian, standing at the lip of the pool, but the sea-water was stinging her eyes and already it was difficult to hold her breath.

Ye gods and little fishes.

Wydrin kicked for the surface, knowing full well that the longer she stayed in such cold water the less strength she would have to drag herself out, but she was wearing heavy leathers with two daggers on her belt, and the water did not want to let her go. She reached up, wondering why Sebastian wasn’t lowering his sword or his belt for her to grab on to, when suddenly something took hold of her foot and she was dragged down into the dark.

Panicking, Wydrin turned around in the water, trying to get a look at what had taken hold of her. There was something grey down there: a sinuous shape made of shadows and murderous intent.

A shark.

Unable to stop herself, Wydrin cried out, losing the mouthful of air she had been holding and replacing it with bitter sea water. The shark had a hold of her boot somehow, and was swimming down into the dark with powerful thrusts. It looked to be a good five feet long, the grey skin of its sleek body dappled with darker grey stripes.

The light was going fast. Wydrin drew Ashes and lashed out with the blade, but she couldn’t quite reach the shark. Instead she slashed at her own boot, cutting at the piece of leather closest to the shark’s lethal snout. Her vision was turning black at the edges now, her chest a growing furnace of pain. One lucky cut and abruptly she was free. Without stopping to think she kicked desperately away, no longer sure which way was up. She didn’t feel cold anymore, which in itself seemed to be a bad sign.

And then out of the dark two more sinuous shadows were wheeling towards her, twins to the shark that had caught hold of her boot. They were moving fast, so much faster than Wydrin could manage, and she knew with a sudden terrible clarity that she would die down there.

She looked up, determined at least to see light for the last time, but before she could make out anything solid the first shark hit her, barrelling painfully hard into her chest and pushing . . . no teeth, just its blunt head and a terrible pressure. Wydrin flailed, her hands slipping over its strange, rough skin. It nosed her harder, pushing relentlessly and forcing her up. There was, she realised, more light; she could see the animal’s eye, round and black and full of sorrow.

What is happening?

	She hit the surface of the water with so much force her upper half flopped awkwardly on to the floor of the cavern. Her lungs roared with pain and she gasped desperately, knowing she would never get enough air: it was too late, too late.

Child of the salt. A woman’s voice in her head, cutting through the pain. It was warm and cold at the same time, a voice like water flowing over ancient stones. Daughter of the sea. You head towards a darker tide, and it is not time for you to join us yet. You will see us again.

‘Wydrin? Wydrin, are you all right?’

She turned on to her side and coughed up cold sea water. The pain in her chest was lessening already, and when she opened her eyes she could see Sebastian’s face looking down at her, creased with worry.

‘Did you see them?’ she croaked.

‘See what?’ Sebastian frowned. ‘Listen, Wydrin, we have to get out of here, this whole place is unstable. Can you walk?’

Varnie was kneeling next to the big knight, her face grey with shock. She suddenly looked a lot younger than the girl who had gone running off into the dark.

‘It was like the ground swallowed you up,’ she said.

Wydrin grimaced and, leaning on Sebastian for support, dragged herself to her feet.

‘It was the sea, kid,’ she said. ‘The sea swallowed me up. Come on, let’s move.’

Later, Wydrin would remember very little of the journey back to the coast. At some point in the dark tunnels she passed out, and Sebastian carried her the rest of the way over his shoulder, Varnie walking in front with their lamp held in both hands. What she did remember was sitting on the miserable little beach with Sebastian’s cloak wrapped around her, while a small fire burnt oily flames. It was late afternoon, and the sky was overcast. She couldn’t stop shivering.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Varnie again. The girl was sat on the opposite side of the fire with her knees tucked under her chin. She had taken the sword belt off and it lay next to her on the sand. ‘I didn’t mean for anyone to get hurt.’

‘Hey, I’m fine.’ Wydrin smiled. In truth she had a stinking headache and her throat was raw, but the girl’s brother would soon be coming with the boat. A hot bath – several hot baths – a bottle of mead and then she would be fine. ‘You know, Varnie, being a princess is all well and good – I imagine there are banquets in your honour and fancy dresses and it’s true that people have to listen to you if you’re royalty – but being an adventurer isn’t a bad option either. You can do what you like, when you like, and best of all, you don’t need anyone to tell you whether you are one or not. You just go and do it.’ She paused – it was painful to talk for any length of time. She slipped a hand inside her pocket and pulled out one of the fie-pearls – it was a green one – and passed it to the girl. ‘Also, if you’re going to be an adventurer, you’ve got to learn to fill your pockets while you’re looting. It’s not much, but it’s a start.’

The girl looked up at her, a fragile smile on her face. She turned the fie-pearl over in her fingers.

‘Although,’ continued Wydrin, ‘you’ll probably want to give that a bit of a wash first.’

Varnie nodded and scrambled off to where the sea met the sand. She crouched there, letting the seawater run over her hands.

‘So, what was that all about?’ asked Sebastian in a low voice. He was carefully heating a battered tin cup over the fire, but now he was looking at Wydrin with a shrewd expression on his face. ‘Everything was shaking down there, weird lights all over the place, and then you just jumped back out of the water as if something threw you out.’

Wydrin shrugged.

‘I don’t know about ancient kings or “women of strange aspect”, but there was something in those caves, Sebastian. And it was capricious, just like the sea.’ She paused, remembering the shadowed, lethal shapes that had knifed through the water towards her, and the pure certainty of her own death. Then that warm and cold voice, making a different choice at the very last moment.

‘I’d say you had a lucky escape then,’ said Sebastian. He briefly rested a hand on her arm. ‘I am glad. Ours would have been a very short partnership otherwise.’

Wydrin smiled faintly. The Graces had told her that they would see her again; she rather hoped not. She had had more than enough of monsters in the dark. She gratefully took the tea that Sebastian had brewed, thinking again of the three sharks; deadly, sorrowful. Beautiful. ‘Buggered if I know what it was all about. Hey, you know I was talking about getting a tattoo . . .?’
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It was Siano’s turn to walk the sky-chain.

She touched the tips of her fingers to the pitted rock of the cliff face behind her, taking satisfaction in its familiar solidity. Below her the tiny province of Apua crowded within its crevasse, the stacked red bricks of the monasteries fighting for space, and on the far side, the twin to the cliff she now perched on sat like a thick bank of storm cloud. Between the two cliffs hung the greatest of the sky-chains; the sky-chain for the Walk of Accuracy.

The chain itself was a wonder, each link a foot wide, and made of gold. Or at least, that was what Father Tallow said, although personally, Siano suspected the gold was only a covering and, underneath, the chain was made of something a little more reassuring. It stretched away from her and dwindled to a fine golden line high above even the tallest of the monasteries, until it met the far wall. Beneath it, Apua was teeming with people going about their daily lives, but you could be sure that there would always be a few pairs of eyes looking up, because you never knew when someone might attempt to walk a sky-chain. You never knew when someone might fall.

Siano had walked all three chains more times than she could count.

She stepped out from the small platform built into the rock and placed her foot on the first great link, testing its strength, feeling the soft thrum as the wind pushed against it, and the slower, more gentle rocking underneath that. She had taken her boots off and her bare foot looked warm and brown against the sun-bright gold.

‘Are you going to take all day, Siano?’ came a voice from behind her. She glanced back to see Leena grinning at her, nervous energy making her step from foot to foot. She was another of Father Tallow’s pupils, but she had yet to walk a single sky-chain or take a single life. Siano pitied her.

‘Please.’ Siano stepped fully onto the chain, the drop yawning away beneath her feet, and sketched a brief bow. ‘If you have finally gathered your courage, you are more than welcome to go first.’

She watched a grimace spasm across Leena’s face.

‘Just get on with it.’

Siano smiled and turned back to the chain in front of her. To either side the other sky-chains stretched into the distance: black iron for the Walk of Silence, blistered lead for the Walk of Secrecy. Taking a deep breath, she let herself feel the weight of her own body and its place in the universe. She let herself feel the texture of the link under her feet, warm and rough and solid. And then she walked.

I’m the best there is. Leena knows it, and Father Tallow knows it. She held her hands out to either side, feeling the wind beginning to push at her now she was out from under the shelter of the cliff face. I will be a weapon to turn the fate of the world.

There were shouts from below, although whether they came from observers of her walk or just people going about their general noisy lives, she couldn’t tell. Her eyes wandered to the tall segmented building that lay on the far side of the chain, directly under its path; the House of Patience, its broad, red bricks painted with rich images of dragons, birds and women. Some people believed that places such as the House of Patience should be hidden from view, that they should be disguised as more wholesome establishments, but Apua was famous for the profession. Why hide it? For a little while, she forgot entirely about the golden links and the deadly drop inches from her feet. In there, right now, Father Tallow would be teaching his children all the ways of Patience, and none of them would be quite as skilled as Siano.

The wind picked up a little, blowing her hair across her eyes. Most people would tie it back before attempting to walk across a sky-chain, but Siano had barely thought about it.

She was over three quarters of the way across and enjoying the thin sliver of sunlight warming her back when the bells began to toll, over and over. Siano paused, the wind pulling playfully at her jacket. When the children of the House of Patience were small, they were given a song of their very own. Each one was subtly different, and they all learned their own by heart. It  was their second name, their signature. Siano listened, and after a few moments, smiled. They were calling her name.

Siano spread her arms and ran the rest of the way across the chain.

‘Siano, my child, come with me.’

The monks in their scarlet robes had ushered her up to the top floor of the House of Patience, ignoring all of her frantically whispered questions, and now Father Tallow himself was here to greet her. He was a tall, painfully thin man with a fringe of grey beard on his chin, the hair on his head oiled back into a long braid. His hands were long and delicate, a woman’s hands, save for the thick yellow fingernails. He grasped Siano’s shoulder with one of those hands now, and the girl was reminded of the strength hidden in them.

‘What is it, Father?’

‘Keep a civil tongue in your head, and speak only when spoken to.’ Father Tallow led her through the opulent Receiving Room, where clients were served iced wine and tiny honeyed cakes – the cakes and wine were usually left untouched, since their clients were, by necessity, uncommonly paranoid – before being plied with reassurances and relieved of their money. Next to this was an anteroom that Siano had never been in, and this was where Father Tallow led her now. Before going in, he squeezed Siano’s shoulder again, apparently responding to the girl’s questioning look. ‘An important client, Siano. It is a great honour.’

Inside, the room was dark and stuffy. Small red lamps lined the walls and there were richly decorated screens to all sides. Siano’s training immediately provided her with a hundred places to hide, and a hundred places to expect danger. There were thick rugs on the floor and small clay pots burning incense that smelt of scorpion oil and lilies, and in the middle of the room was a low table. In the centre sat a large black lacquered box.

The room was crowded, small, dark – perfect for a job – but there was no one else present. Even behind the screens, Siano sensed there was no one. Perhaps the client would be brought to her?

‘Here, Siano, you will kneel.’ Father Tallow indicated the space in front of the table. Siano went to her knees in the waiting posture, her palms lying face-up on her thighs, showing no weapons: a gesture of respect. ‘Good. I have taught you much, Siano. As much as anyone learns at the House of Patience before plying their trade out in the world, perhaps. I ask you now particularly to remember the lessons of secrecy and stillness.’ Siano glanced up, trying to read her old teacher’s face. She felt her own stomach clench. ‘Are you listening, Siano?’

‘Yes, Father.’

Father Tallow nodded, and then walked forward and knocked three times on the lacquered box. There was a curious change in the atmosphere of the room; rather than stuffy, it now felt cold. The darkness was no longer a useful tool, it was threatening. Siano shivered.

‘I am here.’

The voice came from the box.

Siano let out a low cry of surprise, quickly silenced by Father Tallow’s warning look. Her teacher reached forward and opened the box, revealing a bloody severed head sitting upon a plump cushion. The head was either not particularly fresh or had experienced a rough journey, as much of the skin was missing, and the eyeballs had been gouged out. Strange angular shapes had been carved into the small pieces of flesh that had been left intact.

‘Good, good. This is the one, is it? She looks an eager sort.’ The voice was old, and cultured. It sounded relaxed, and faintly smug. ‘Your best, you say?’

Siano swallowed hard. She was untroubled by the sight of the severed head – she would not have lasted long at the House of Patience if such things worried her – but the voice was something else.

‘Siano has trained in all the methods of Patience, my lord, and excelled at them all.’ Father Tallow’s voice was steady, to his credit. ‘We feel she has a natural talent for the business.’

‘Ah, good. A child of mine, then. Yes, this will be perfect.’ The severed head did not move inside the box, but that was where the voice was coming from. ‘You have the names?’

‘Yes, my lord. We have the list, and information on all the families mentioned. It will not be a problem.’

‘Excellent. Blood and names, it always comes down to that, in the end. Siano, is it? Look at me, girl.’

Siano raised her head respectfully, gazing on the bloody holes where the thing’s eyes should be.

‘Magic has returned to the world, do you know that?’

Siano nodded, and, at a glance from Father Tallow, cleared her throat. ‘Yes, my lord. There was a dragon in Creos, and griffins were seen to fly across Ynnsmouth.’

‘Heh, griffins.’ The voice sounded both amused and sour. ‘Ede is thick with magic once more. Places and creatures that have been dormant, shall rise. And so it is time for a friend of mine to return, for old debts to be repaid. And you are going to help me with that, young Siano. You will be my instrument.’

‘Yes,’ murmured Siano.

‘I have given your master a list of names,’ continued the voice. ‘Many years ago I hid the seeds of a spell in the blood of three men.’

Siano frowned slightly at the mention of a spell, but she kept her silence. The voice coming from the severed head continued.

‘These men were servants of mine, and they agreed to carry the seed in their blood for the granting of certain . . . privileges. I do find it quite fascinating, my young friend, how much a person will agree to when it is not them who will pay the price.’ Siano kept very still. She had no idea what the voice was talking about, but she assumed that either Father Tallow knew or it would be explained to her in time. ‘The descendants of these men have carried the seed in their blood, a quiet little passenger through the centuries, and it is time for this blood to be spilled, and the spell set in motion. There are three families on this list, Siano, and you will kill them all, and you will collect vials of their blood. Do you understand? You must be fast and deadly and quiet, a dark hawk on the wing.’

‘Yes, my lord.’ Siano realised that she could smell the head now, even over the heady scents of scorpion oil and the warm echo of polished wood. The head smelt like the back entrance of a butcher’s on a hot day, when the floors were washed and waves of pink water came down over the step.

‘The House of Patience can do this.’ Father Tallow came and stood behind Siano and briefly rested his fingers on the back of her neck in a gesture of support. ‘It is my belief that Siano was brought to us for this very purpose. To be your weapon, lord.’

The voice chuckled.

‘That is most fine. I am fond of my weapons. Siano, there will be women and children on these lists. The blood lines must be severed. Do you have any objection to this?’

Siano sensed the danger in the question and was seized with a sudden, morbid curiosity. What would happen if she did object? What would be her fate if she said no? It was like looking into a glass tank at a deadly viper, and contemplating putting your hand inside.

It hardly mattered. Siano was made for such a task.

‘I have no objections, my lord.’

‘Good.’ The mineral stench of the severed head increased, and as Siano watched the partially scabbed wounds began to bleed again. ‘Then you will kill in my name.’
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Wydrin leaned against the guardrail and watched as dark, solid shapes passed them by slowly, the river making soft, insistent noises against their hull. It was late evening in this strange, cold country and the last light of the day turned the featureless grasslands grey and milky violet, but it did little to illuminate the sentinels on the banks. Their own lamps cast the faintest glow over the surface of the nearest one and she could make out a rough stone face, contorted with rage, or pain, and then it was gone again, lost in the dark.

‘What do you suppose they are?’ she asked Sebastian.

The big knight had been staring off to the north where the shadows of the distant mountains haunted the horizon. He turned back to her, shaking his head slightly as if to clear it. ‘I don’t know. Statues of local gods? It is difficult to make them out.’

‘Oh good, gods,’ said Wydrin. ‘We haven’t had enough of that lately, after all.’

They were sailing up the river known as the Comet’s Tail, heading towards Skaldshollow, a city in a land so distant that Wydrin had never heard of it before the letter had arrived; the latest plea for their services, another generous promise of coin. Their work was certainly taking them to some strange places these days.

She glanced up towards the stern of the boat. The crew of the Molly Sings were moving with purpose, black shapes in the dusk, but one figure was still, his narrow shoulders and the white shock of his hair covered in a dark hooded cloak. She knew the shape of him and the way he stood, and that in itself was an annoyance.

Sebastian caught her looking, and she cursed inwardly.

‘Give him time,’ he said. ‘Frith is stubborn, but he’s no fool.’

‘That’s what worries me.’ Wydrin shivered and pulled her own furred hood over her head. The wind that filled their sails was icy. ‘Here, there’s that boy again. I think he likes you.’

Sebastian glanced up and a young sailor briefly caught their eyes before heading rapidly past. The youngest son of the captain, he had been sniffing around them since they came on board. Wydrin had started to think that he must have heard of them, that their fame had reached this tiny river tribe, until Sebastian had been caught in a sudden downpour about a week into their journey upriver; the rains here ended as quickly as they came, soon to be replaced with a freezing, driving wind. Sebastian had stripped off his soaking shirt below decks, and the young sailor had dropped an entire tray of dirty dishes.

‘Do you think so?’

‘Are you kidding? If you jumped in the river right now he’d jump straight in after you.’

Sebastian looked away. ‘He’s just a boy.’

Wydrin snorted.

‘What? He’s my age, at least. Don’t you think he’s cute? I think he’s cute. A bit wet-looking maybe, like he’d sit at your feet and fetch your slippers, but—’

‘You prefer the complete bastards, of course.’

Wydrin ignored this. ‘How long’s it been, Seb? Are you really going to let those Ynnsmouth fools ruin everything?’

Sebastian shook his head, and the look he shot her was edging towards angry. ‘It’s not that. Everything that’s happened, with the demon, and then with the brood sisters . . .’ His voice trailed off. The wind was coming on fiercely again, bringing with it the chill of the mountains they were gradually snaking towards. In the morning they would see them clearly again, a grey fracture against the sky.

‘What do you need?’ Wydrin eyed her friend warily. There were deep lines at the corners of his eyes – lines that hadn’t been there a year ago. ‘Do you want to talk about what happened?’

Sebastian smiled. ‘I just need time, and distractions. And you’ve always been good at those.’

‘Yes, well. This promises to be a good one.’

Crammed into his tiny cabin Sebastian slept deeply, although there was no rest in it. He dreamed of the demon again, of Ip’s small pale face, as clean and innocent as the moon, and of her feet, red to the ankles with blood. The demon’s disguise had been so perfect he had never suspected what travelled within the girl; at least not until the Ynnsmouth knights were dying and a deal with the creature that called itself Bezcavar had felt like his only hope. In the dream he saw his sword turn the brittle colour of ash again, felt the enchanted armour settle against him like a second skin. And then in that way that dreams have, Ip’s face turned into that of another girl, the one with the scarlet hood dotted with pearls. She had screamed at the edge of the lake and the brood sisters had turned to him with blood on their claws, and he knew it was his fault.

The brood sisters. The daughters of the dragon-god Y’Ruen, and somehow his too, a connection via his blood that he still did not quite understand; a fever born of death. In his dreams he saw them on the battlefield of Baneswatch again, their faces green and beautiful, their silvered hair streaked with blood. Ephemeral standing knee deep in the bodies of his brothers, reaching out and calling him ‘Father’.

And then in the midst of these fever-bright dreams there came a different voice, and it was like a cold hand on his brow. He moved towards it, desperate to feel cold, to be able to shiver.

. . . and he stood once more before Isu, a boy again. There was the great dark chasm from his dreams, and the mountain was a heavy presence in his heart, a relentless pressure now weighted by guilt and a need for redemption. He could feel snow under his bare feet and in his hands he carried a goblet, filled to the top with something red. The mountain was speaking, in its voice as slow as ice ages.

‘Where must I go?’ he asked, unsurprised that his voice was now a boy’s voice. ‘I don’t understand what you want.’

The mountain gave him nothing more, save for the image of a tiny green plant miraculously untouched by dragon-fire, and a man with ice in his veins . . .

And then the voice was gone and Sebastian woke in the darkness, his arms thick with gooseflesh.

In the daylight they could see the statues clearly, and they were no more reassuring. Made of some sort of dark granite, they depicted a full range of hideous monsters: women with snakes for hair and holes where their eyes should be, huge hulking shapes with twisted, ruined faces, men with many arms, their clawed hands holding severed heads. At the bottom of each was a small pile of food, or coins, or swatches of brightly coloured silks, all covered in a thin layer of frost.

‘Offerings,’ said Sebastian. They were back on the deck in the cold dawn light. Wydrin was eating a lump of salted pork wrapped in yellowish bread. ‘Offerings to what though?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Wydrin around a mouthful of pork. ‘But I don’t like how they’re all facing the river.’

Frith came up onto the deck then, his brown face as narrow as a knife blade within his fur-lined hood. After a few moments a great black bird flew down from the morning skies and settled on his shoulder. He caught sight of them and came over reluctantly.

‘The captain says we will be within sight of Skaldshollow by the evening. We can travel on foot from there.’

‘It’s been a long journey,’ said Sebastian, keeping his voice neutral. Wydrin was picking pieces of crust from her bread and flicking them over the side.

‘Too long,’ said Frith. ‘I only hope that the journey halfway across Ede is worth the coin.’

‘Your castle will still be there when you get back, you know,’ said Wydrin. She held out a piece of the crust to the bird on Frith’s shoulder. It tipped its head to one side before snapping up the offering with its clever beak.

‘Unlike some people, I have responsibilities.’ The young lord looked away, his grey eyes stony. ‘It will not be far now.’

In the early afternoon, the boat stopped to pick up a new passenger. A short, rotund woman called Jayne hauled herself up and over the side, her full pack clanking and rattling as she came. She wore the rags and bags of a travelling tinker, and had a belt studded with hipflasks, which Wydrin soon discovered were filled with several varieties of rum. They quickly became friends.

‘So, what are these all about?’ Wydrin gestured at the statues as they shared a tipple that tasted like the bottom of a stove. The featureless grasslands had given away now to hills, the river weaving between them, but the grim river watchers were still there.

Jayne made a complicated gesture with her fingers, which Sebastian took to be a sign of protection.

‘Old things are rising,’ she said. Her voice was a croak, pickled by a long association with strong drink. ‘You must have heard the rumours, the stories?’

‘I’m a bit tired of rumours at the moment,’ said Wydrin.

‘There was a dragon, crawled out from under the stones in Creos.’ Her bushy grey eyebrows disappeared up into the mop of her hair. ‘And there was an army of green monsters.’

‘Ah, we might have heard those particular rumours.’ Sebastian cleared his throat.

‘Aye, well, the dragon might be gone now – I saw it go myself, falling into a hole in the sky – but it ain’t the only thing. I’ve heard tell of old stories coming to life all over. Dormant places that haven’t stirred in hundreds of years. The Singing Catacombs in Creos are filling the moonless nights with their music again, and the plains of Pathania are said to be haunted by strange lights.’ Jayne coughed a little, worn out by her own poetry. ‘These are strange times.’

‘You could say that,’ said Wydrin. Sebastian stifled a smile. ‘But what does that have to do with the statues?’

‘People are afraid.’ Jayne took her hipflask back and swallowed down a large gulp. ‘If the old gods are returning, maybe it’s time to bring back the old ways of worship.’ She lowered her voice. ‘It’s not so bad here. Here it’s flowers and grain and wholesome things. Out in the wilds of Briskenteeth and Tsold I’ve heard that the sacrifices are . . . fresher.’

‘That seems a little extreme.’ The hills were covered in trees now, and they passed tall pines and oaks on either side. It made everything a little darker, and in this cold land the light was already draining from the sky. It occurred to Sebastian that thieves could easily hide in those trees, and take a passing river boat with barely any fuss at all. He shifted, feeling the weight of his broadsword at his back. ‘What do they believe is coming for them?’

Jayne shrugged. ‘This land is full of magic, deep magic that goes right down into its bones. My ma used to say that the stones was haunted. That it was a natural place for ghosts. Some places are more magical than others, you know that?’

Sebastian nodded, thinking of what O’rin, the god of lies, had told them about magic. Edenier, the magic of the will, used by the mages and lately by one Lord Aaron Frith; and Edeian, the magic that was inherent in the soil and air of Ede. He had felt it too, down in the tunnels under Pinehold and in the Citadel itself, where the dragon had waited for them.

‘Strange places, yeah, there’s loads of them,’ said Wydrin.

‘And it’s been getting worse, too.’ Jayne fixed them with an ominous look. Sebastian suspected she used the same look when trying to shift a few bottles of ointment or a dubious good luck charm. ‘Ever since the dragon, the strange places have been getting stranger. And it’s like I said: this is a haunted land.’

It was dusk before the river took them out of the hills and the landscape opened up again, revealing the mountains, now impossibly close. Nestled at the bottom of the closest one was the city of Skaldshollow. The full moon hung over it like a wart, bloated and strange.

‘There it is,’ said Frith. He had stalked out onto deck as the sun set, apparently eager to see their destination. ‘A long journey, on a few words and a promise of gold.’

‘That’s how adventurers work, Frith.’ Wydrin smiled a little. ‘The copper promise. The fun is in finding the adventure as you go.’ Her smile faded. ‘Not that you’ll need to worry about that much longer.’

Sebastian cleared his throat and pointed. ‘It looks to be carved right into the bottom of the mountain. It must be a cold place.’

It was too dark to make out much, but Sebastian could see clusters of stone buildings and steep roads like scars leading up out of the settlement towards the mountain peak.

‘This entire land is too cold,’ said Wydrin. ‘Who would want to live in a place where it’s always winter?’

There were lights too, lights everywhere; red, orange, white and green. And a lot of them appeared to be moving. Lights, and the darker spaces behind them. Sebastian frowned.

‘Is it me,’ he asked, ‘or are parts of the mountain walking around?’

Next to him, Wydrin sighed. ‘But of course. We wouldn’t journey to any old normal city in the middle of nowhere. I wonder what weird crap is waiting for us this time?’

Sebastian shook his head. Looking at it made him think of his last journey with the brood sisters – a different mountain, not so long ago. The dangers there had been obvious, but he had been a fool. He turned away from the view.

‘We’d best get ready. We’ve a long journey ahead of us.’
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