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‘War is not its own end, except in some catastrophic slide into absolute 
damnation.  It’s peace that’s wanted.  Some better peace than the one you 
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The story so far 
 

 
housands of years ago the people of the Myr locked away the 
world’s evil creatures in a subterranean realm known as the 
Endless.  For centuries, the Myr was untroubled by these creatures, 

but the evil never went away.  It was only hidden... 
 

 
Gideon Grayson lies dying.  As is the way of his kind, one of his children 
is destined to inherit his mystical powers.  

Plagued by dreams in which his twin brother Caliban throws the 
world into chaos, Gideon’s son Remiel seeks out a seer by the name of 
Lilith Cortese who confirms his worst fears.  Hoping to avoid the future 
Cortese described, Remiel poisons his brother with an apothecary's potion 
which gives Caliban all the symptoms of leprosy. 

On a ship bound for Sanctuary, a leper colony on an island in Lake 
Erras, Caliban escapes by jumping overboard, taking with him the ship’s 
captain, Gamelyn Blake.  Caliban and Gamelyn are swallowed up by the 
Worldpool, a churning vortex in the middle of the vast lake.  Concerned 
for Gamelyn’s son Gerriod, Remiel administers a potion to the boy, 
making him forget the terrible events of that day.  

 
 

Thirty years pass.  
 
 

In the land of Camulos, the Kobolds break through to the Endless whilst 
mining for shatterstone, inadvertently granting the ancient evil known as 
the Ghul access to the Myr.  Now led by Caliban Grayson, the Ghul strip 
Camulos of all its shatterstone and round up every single Kobold.  The 
Kobolds are taken into the Endless where a creature called Succellos uses 
her unique power to rob them of their free will, reducing the once proud 
race to mindless slaves.  The Kobolds spend the next year digging, 
opening breaches throughout the Myr.  The Kobolds also unearth the 
Cabal, terrifying behemoths that were buried deep in the Endless eons 
ago.  

One such beast, the Morrigu, attacks the peaceful hamlet of Skyfall 
Town, the first of many Myrran settlements to be threatened by the Cabal.  

A short distance to the west, Gerriod Blake is transporting supplies 
to Sanctuary when he is attacked by lepers trying to escape the colony.  
He manages to fend off the lepers’ attack but in the process is swept into 
the great vortex now known as Caliban’s End. 

T 



 

 
Gerriod survives his fall into the Endless.  He finds his father bound 

to a crucifix but is unable to free him.  Informed of Caliban’s plans to 
subjugate the world above, Gerriod flees the Endless, unaware that his 
escape is all part of a much greater plan. 

Caliban sends a battalion of Ghul to the Bregon Woods where the 
witches of Morae dwell.  The witches – known as the Pryderi – share a 
unique bond with their offspring and Caliban exploits this in a terrible 
way.  His troops abduct the Pryderi young over a protracted period.  As 
the months pass more and more witches submit to Caliban's request that 
they join him in the Endless. 

The Pryderi send Lara Brand to the Isle of Grisandole in the hope 
that she may find a grimoire known as the Incanto, a tome that would 
give the witches the power to defend themselves against the Ghul’s 
relentless attacks.  Lara fails to find the book and is assaulted by the Ghul 
on the isle.  She escapes and is picked up at sea by an Acoran sea captain 
by the name of Simeon Kallady. 

Caliban’s forces search the Myr for the whereabouts of his brother.   
A Kompiran boat is attacked by the sea beast known as the Ryugin.  The 
town of Marshmead is invaded by the Ghul.  Similarly in the lands of 
Acoran, Ankara, Kolpia, Helyas and Sessymir, the Ghul and Cabal make 
their presence known. 

An Assembly of Nations is convened.  Representatives of almost 
every Myrran nation attend, hoping to find the means to stop the evil that 
has crept into the world.  After much discussion, the Myrrans, hoping to 
avoid all-out war, agree to send three assassination squads into the 
Endless to kill Caliban.  

One squad, led by a Sessymirian by the name of Lokasenna Hagen, 
will journey north to the mine of Strom Mir in Nilfheim.  Another squad, 
led by the politician Maeldune Canna, will head across the Nessan Sea to 
the Myr’s eastern continent and enter the Endless via Caliban's End.  The 
third company will be led by Jehenna Canna, the Consul of Acoran.  This 
group will make their way to Lucien where thousands of Myrrans have 
already died in battle with the Ghul. 

On the eve of the squads setting out from Cessair, they receive their 
first loss - the great hero Bannick Landen is killed. 

 
 

The story continues the following morning... 



 





 

Chapter One   Acoran Way, Eastern Landing 
 

 
here is no way I’m going in that thing!’ 
Sela stood, hands on hips, with a look of disdain fixed on the 
face beneath her colourful mask.  The thing was a six foot 

square, hempen carriage with an oakaen floor.  In Sela’s eyes, it did not 
look like it was capable of carrying the weight on the entire squad.  It was 
suspended beneath a monstrous bobug which clung upside-down to the 
roof of the cavern eighty feet above.  The bobug looked like a beetle, dark 
and shiny, but it was ten thousand times bigger than any six-legged 
creature Sela had seen on the Tamu Plains.  The beast was to carry the 
squad into the black reaches of the vast underground tunnel known as the 
Acoran Way. 

Jehenna scoffed at Sela’s diffidence.  ‘Have you no stomach for 
heights, or is it fear of the dark which unsettles you?  Or perhaps you’d 
like a bigger basket?’ 

Although Jehenna was being sarcastic, she was actually right on all 
three counts.  Sela’s world was one of wide, flat expanses where height 
was measured by the length of a spear or by the long blades of the 
savannah grasses.  Tamu was a land of sun-filled days and at night the 
phosphorescent grasslands would glow until the morning sun.  She had 
rarely experienced true darkness, and now she was about to plunge 
headlong into it.  Sela spent her days surrounded by space and warmth 
and was a little alarmed by the thought of spending three days careering 
through the cold dark under the Acoran Ranges confined to a tiny 
carriage. 

‘Are you scared of the bobug?’ Jehenna added unnecessarily. 
The bobug was not the issue; like all Tamuans, Sela shared a highly 

empathic relationship with most beasts and trusted them above most 
intelligent bipedal lifeforms – such as her squad leader. 

Sela disliked the tone in Jehenna’s voice and strode up to the 
Acoran, her head tilted right back to look her in the eye.  Unfortunately 
for Sela, it was one of those moments when a retort would not be thought 
of until long after the opportunity to reply had passed.  Instead she 
grimaced at Jehenna, a gesture that was completely hidden behind the her 
large mask.  This done, she walked back from the edge of the platform to 
brood.   
 
 

‘T  
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They were standing atop a small, wooden dock that was suspended by 
ropes high above a dark expanse under which lay a bubbling mire.  The 
sulphuric stench from the black ooze was overwhelming. 

‘Welcome to the Acoran Way, one of the engineering wonders of the 
Acora!’ Jehenna proudly announced with her left arm swinging around in 
a grand gesture to indicate the space above and below them. 

‘The Acora built this cavern?’ Tawhawki asked, his question laced 
with doubt. 

‘Well, no actually,’ Jehenna said, clearly annoyed by the question.  
‘But what we did do is design the means to traverse the space.  It is 200 
leagues between here and Harvagor at the western end.   Over 5,000 iron 
rings have been laid in the cavern roof.  It took countless Acora fifty 
years to complete the job.  Over 150 workers died in the course of that 
time.  It took as many years to train the bobug to use the rings.’ 

Bormanus stepped forward and gazed up at the creature above.  He 
flicked back his long, white hair and pouted his lips like a teenage girl.  
‘Into the abyss on the back of a bug!  That doesn’t exactly fill me with 
confidence,’ he muttered self-indulgently.  ‘I’m putting my life in the 
hands of a dumb beast.’ 

Surprisingly, it was Sela who came to the bobug’s defence.  ‘Firstly, 
she doesn’t have hands.  She holds onto the rings above with hooks at the 
ends of her limbs.  Secondly, she’s not dumb.  But she is nervous.  She 
doesn’t like the dark.  Contrary to what the Acora believe, it’s not the 
promise of food at the other end of the tunnel that keeps her going.  It’s 
the light.  She knows that when she gets across the Way, you will let her 
graze in the sun.’ 

Jehenna was astounded.  ‘How do you know that?’ she asked Sela 
suspiciously. 

‘It’s the way of my people,’ Sela replied giving Jehenna no 
indication that she wanted to discuss it further. 

Jehenna turned to Bormanus who was still gazing doubtfully into the 
darkness before them.  ‘The passage below and before us is not an abyss.  
Hundreds of feet below us lies a stagnant pool we simply call the Mire.  It 
is the source of this stench and runs the entire length of the Way.  You 
will get accustomed to the smell.’ 

The entire squad gazed at Jehenna with disbelief.  This was not a 
smell to which one became accustomed. 

Jehenna lifted her gaze to the roof of the cavern.  ‘Her name is Ema.  
She is one of five bobugs we use to cross the Way.’  

The bobug’s chitinous skin shone in the glow of the morning that 
poured in through the entrance to the Way.  Closer inspection revealed 
that the bobug’s exoskeleton was actually translucent and the morning 
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sun’s light hinted at organs, veins and muscle just under the creature’s 
casing.  Its size and weight were immense and yet it hung from the rings 
by six limbs thinner than Bormanus’ waifish arms.  As Sela had 
mentioned, each limb ended in giant, smooth hooks. 

‘You should feel honoured,’ Jehenna continued.  ‘You will be the 
first karbish ever to ride –’ 

‘What’s a karbish?’ Rama asked. 
‘Anyone who is not Acora is karbish,’ Jehenna replied. 
‘Why do I feel a little insulted by that?’ Sela sneered. 
‘You feel insulted because you are intimidated by our achievements.  

It is not the wish of the Acora that other races feel inferior, but we can do 
little to change such a reaction.’ 

‘Of all the arrogant, egocentric things to say.  The Acora have to be 
the –’ 

‘Will we have to put up with that smell the whole way?’ asked 
Bormanus. 

‘How are we going to all fit in the basket?’ asked Tawhawki. 
‘Has anyone ever fallen into the Mire?’ asked Rama. 
Jehenna was stunned.  She was accustomed to Acoran troops who 

never questioned anything and never complained.  Here she was, 
apparently accompanied by the Myr’s elite, and already she was wishing 
she had not agreed to lead the squad.  So far, the only member of her 
squad who hadn’t bothered her with comments, queries and criticisms 
was Kali, the mute Kolpian, but he had more than made up for his silence 
by standing on her foot twice. 

Jehenna took a breath and dealt with the last question she was given.  
‘Yes Rama, over the years many have fallen into the Mire.  None are 
unchanged by the experience.  The river of mud below you is not 
something you’d want to get close to.  Its vapours will put you to into the 
heaviest of sleeps.’ 

Rama smiled broadly.  ‘That doesn’t sad too bad.  In fact, I could 
use a good nap.’ 

‘This is not a slumber from which you would easily wake.  Should 
you be woken by another, you would have no memory of your previous 
life.  There were many Acoran engineers a century ago who just 
wandered the lands after falling to the Mire.  They had forgotten where 
their homes were.  Forgotten their families.  There is no recovery, no 
cure.’ 

‘How long are we going to be hanging above this wonderful 
mudpond?’ asked Sela. 

‘It will take us three days to make the crossing.’ 
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Above them, the roof of the entrance to the Acoran Way was bathed in 
golden light as the sun’s first rays reached out from the far horizon.  
Looking eastward, the mouth of the cavern offered one of the most 
glorious views in the Myr: the crimson waters of Lake Cessair glittered as 
morning light skipped across its surface.  Far across the lake, silhouetted 
against the rising run, the majestic spire of Cessair Tower rose into the 
sky like the mainmast of a ship.  To the right of the cavern entrance, the 
southern mountains of the Acoran Ranges curled around the lake 
maternally.  A flock of red larida wheeled in the air and one by one broke 
formation to dive into the lake to retrieve a scaly breakfast of carpu from 
its depths. 

Beneath the entrance, a shining bluestone path could be seen leading 
up from the water’s edge where a collection of small boats lay moored.   

The cavern itself had no floor.  The path from the lake led up to the 
gangway upon which the unlikely collection of assassins stood.  When 
Sela first stepped onto the gangway, it rocked and bounced to such a 
degree that she fell to her knees, much to the disgust of Jehenna who 
strode purposefully across the gangway to the hanging platform below the 
bobug. 

The gangway had also posed problems for Tawhawki.  The weight 
of his massive six-legged body made the timbers of the gangway bend 
slightly.  Halfway along the suspended pathway, one of Tawhawki’s 
hooves split a plank and his hind leg fell straight through.  The gangway 
pitched violently to one side but Tawhawki managed to keep his balance 
long enough to regain his hooves.  Unfortunately, all the provisions the 
Caquikki consul was carrying slid from his broad back and made a 
soundless decent to the noxious mud below. 
Surprisingly, blind Rama had no issues with the gangway at all.  His 
sense of balance was more finely tuned than any Acoran, and despite the 
lack of railings or guide-ropes, he made the trip across to the platform 
without a single misstep. 
 
 
Jehenna had coaxed everyone but Tawhawki to leap across from the 
gangway to the carriage.  The six foot gap did give rise to more 
commentary than she had hoped, but now she had all but one member of 
her squad in the hempen basket, Jehenna felt she was actually getting 
somewhere.  She was indebted to Kali who picked up Sela and jumped 
across to the carriage despite her protestations.  Sela’s screams bounced 
off the cavern walls and Jehenna found herself momentarily envying the 
Kolpian’s deaf state. 



 INTO THE ENDLESS 21 

Tawhawki looked critically at the gap between the hanging platform 
and the carriage.  ‘Excuse me, but did anyone actually think about how 
I’m supposed to get over there?  I don’t think this arrangement was made 
with Caquikki in mind.’ 

All stared blankly about the carriage.  It seemed ridiculously small 
compared to Tawhawki’s large body.  Tawhawki stamped one of his front 
hooves in frustration. 

‘Ah, a golden moment for Myrran bureaucracy!’ laughed Sela 
scornfully from the carriage.  ‘One squad go galloping off on snorses 
across the open fields of Scoriath, but which team gets the Caquikki?  
The one traversing hanging walkways and leaping across endless pits into 
tiny baskets!  Public officials – don’t you love them?’ 

‘Excuse me, my good fellows.  Do we have a problem?’  Out of the 
shadows stepped the rotund, purple-clad figure of Porenutious Windle 
who had silently made his way up the gangway. 

‘Hmm, let’s see,’ smirked Sela who had always held Windle in low 
regard.  ‘We have a small, hempen basket hanging over there and we 
have a 200 pound Caquikki standing here.  Small basket, big gap, large 
Caquikki.  Somehow, I don’t think it’s going to work.’ 

Porenutious dabbed his bald head with his handkerchief.  Although 
the sun had just risen, he was sweating already.  The short walk up from 
the lake was enough to start a process of perspiration that would continue 
until Windle placed his head on his pillow at day’s end.  ‘Yes, yes, 
ma’am.  I see you do have a point,’ he said weakly.  ‘Perhaps if we…’  
He had no solutions so he looked away pretending he had not started the 
sentence. 

Jehenna frowned.  ‘Mr Windle, why are you here?’ 
Windle smiled wanly and stepped forward purposefully as if to make 

an important announcement.  ‘I am here for two reasons.  Firstly, the 
Chamberlain sent me to make sure you got away safely.’    He looked 
about at the blank stares.  The company was clearly unimpressed with 
this display on interest.  They had more pressing matters to attend to. 

‘And the second reason?’ Jehenna said plainly, folding her arms in a 
show of annoyance.  Windle’s appearance was not part of her schedule 
and she was not a person who deviated from schedules easily.   

Windle looked at the boards of the landing beneath his feet.  He 
licked his lips and cleared his throat.  This nervous preamble unsettled 
Jehenna.  Something had happened.  Windle was the bearer of bad news.  
‘I… bring you sad news,’ he said, his reluctant voice echoing across the 
cavern. 

‘What news?’ said Jehenna. 
‘We have incurred our first casualty,’ Porenutious replied. 
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‘Already?’ remarked Sela, startled and anxious over the news. 
‘Who has been lost?’ Jehenna queried.  As she asked her mind 

quickly flicked through the members of the other assassination squads.  
She quickly dismissed proven fighters such as Pylos, Bannick and Sir 
Edgar.  She thought of the more vulnerable individuals that accompanied 
these warriors: the priest, the fisherman, the politician.  ‘Maeldune?’ she 
said with panic rising in her voice.  ‘Is Maeldune okay?’ 

 ‘As far as I know, Consul,’ Windle responded respectfully. 
‘Then who?’ Sela exclaimed. 
‘Bannick Landen was found dead this morning at the base of Cessair 

Tower.’ 
It was numbing news.  Bannick’s reputation was such that many 

regarded him as almost invincible.  Even those who did not know him 
were shocked, and those that did – Rama, Tawhawki, Sela and Jehenna – 
were stunned into speechlessness.  Bannick Landen was simply not 
somebody one could picture as being dead.  It was impossible to think of 
him and not be swept up in images of vitality.  Bannick was often 
described as being “larger that life” and now he was dead.  The fact 
seemed to contradict itself. 

Finally after a long silence, Jehenna asked, ‘Who did this?’  Her 
voice was dry and constricted, as if she had not spoken for days.  
Although her husband was no fan of Bannick, she had always admired his 
uncompromising manner and the energy that characterized his approach 
to everything he did and said. 

The politician in Windle responded to the awkward situation.  ‘This 
highlights the threat we pose to Caliban.  It highlights the importance of 
our mission and –’ 

‘Who did this?’ Jehenna repeated. 
‘We do not know’ Windle said rather meekly. 
‘Forget your political spin Mr Windle.  What it highlights is that we 

are compromised.  I doubt it was a Ghul soldier who killed Bannick.  He 
was not one to be vanquished so easily.  It would have been someone he 
trusted or had no reason to fear.’  She turned to the rest of the squad.  ‘So 
the first of us has fallen.  This should drive home the point that we are at 
war.  This is no afternoon stroll we are on.  I suggest we put aside our 
petty concerns and stop our squabbling.’  She looked at Tawhawki.  ‘It is 
time for us to measure up to the obstacles that are before us.  It is time for 
us to act as consuls, elected to serve the people of the Myr because we are 
the best of our kind.’ 

Tawhawki stepped forward to the edge of the hanging landing.  His 
hooves clip-clopped on the boards and echoed around the chamber.  ‘In 
other words, jump into the damn basket,’ he said plainly. 
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‘Precisely,’ she replied.     
  
 
Tawhawki’s torso lent forward and his fist clenched as he reared up on 
his two back legs.  His muscled were like knots of steel rope as his body 
tensed.  Without another moment’s hesitation he thrust his great equine 
body out across the gap. 

Sela screamed at the sight of the bulk of the Caquikki hurtling at the 
carriage, like a hooved cannonball.  Startled by the cry, the bobug pitched 
forward.  The basket also swung forward much to Tawhawki’s dismay.  
He shot out a thick arm and just managed to snag one of the mooring 
lines.  His weight was such that the entire carriage listed to one side and 
Sela was flung from it out into the blackness below.  Her hands flayed the 
air and had it not been for Tawhawki’s tail, she would have disappeared 
into the black. 

Tawhawki yelped in pain and Sela screamed even louder.  The 
bobug rocked forward again, keen to leave the noise behind. 

Trying to be forceful and quiet at the same time, Sela growled 
through clenched teeth, ‘Would you give me a hand here, Tawhawki?’ 

‘I do not have a hand to spare,’ he growled back.  He could not hold 
on much longer.  He imagined the muscles in his arms were on the verge 
of ripping.  They were not designed to bear his body’s considerable 
weight.  The added weight of the Tamuan thrashing about as she held his 
tail was more than he could take.  He looked up to see the concerned face 
of Kali peering over the edge of the carriage. 

‘Get her off me!’ he mouthed to the Kolpian, exaggerating each 
syllable in the hope the deaf brute would understand.  He wasn’t left 
wondering long, for in the next instant, Kali leant out of the basket and  
reached past Tawhawki for the frenzied figure of Sela Noye who was 
doing nothing to make her situation better. 

She glanced at Kali’s extended arm, but it was well short of her own.  
‘I can’t reach it!’ she cried. 

‘Climb up, Sela!  You have to move!  Get on my back!’  Tawhawki 
flicked a glance over his back and realised that Sela was prepared to hang 
on his tail until she – or he – dropped.  She waved one hand around but 
made no attempt to climb up his tail onto his back. 

He had no choice but to buck.  Although the absence of solid ground 
beneath his hooves meant Tawhawki’s kick had little power in it, it was 
enough to send Sela flying high enough into the air for Kali to grab her 
hand.  Sela was swung up into the carriage and unceremoniously dumped 
on the floor.  Her yelping throughout this manoeuvre did nothing to calm 
the bobug and the skittish, giant creature lurched forward again.   
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Tawhawki used the bobug’s momentum to swing himself up to the side of 
the carriage which he clung onto for dear life.  His six legs kicked 
frantically in the air, unable to find a purchase that would help him up 
into the basket. 

Jehenna wasted no time in slinging one of the free mooring lines 
around Tawhawki’s torso.  She locked this rope around a bitt at the front 
of the carriage.  With this secured, she could attend to hauling the huge 
Caquikki into the carriage.  Rama and Kali helped her do this whilst Sela 
and Bormanus backed up against the other side of the carriage, bracing 
themselves for the impact of Tawhawki’s heavy body upon the carriage’s 
thin, oakaen floor.  
 
 
Jehenna grabbed a rope that led up to a muzzle around the bobug’s 
spherical head.  ‘Let’s go Ema,’ she said softly as she gave the rope a 
gentle tug.  The bobug moved off slowly. 

Soon the bright light of the cave entrance was lost behind a turn in 
the cavern and to Sela’s delight, she was not enshrouded in darkness.  A 
soft, warm light fell from above.  It was coming from the bobug.  ‘The 
bobug mates at night,’ Jehenna explained.  ‘It uses this light to attract a 
male.  We found that by keeping the female without a mate, it will glow 
whenever it finds itself in darkness.  Their blood has a luminescent 
quality.  Before the coming of the shatterbugs, the Acora used bobug 
blood to light our cities, our shipping beacons and this passage under the 
mountains.  However, without the sun to replenish it, the bobug can’t 
maintain the glow for more than a few days.  If we don’t reach the 
western landing in three days, we’ll be in darkness.’ 

Tawhawki, clearly annoyed with how the mission had unfolded thus 
far, voiced his concerns.  ‘Now this is a deal that just keeps on getting 
better!’ he groaned.  ‘Here we are tied onto the back of the slowest, 
loneliest bug in the Myr.  Three days!  You said it’s two hundred leagues 
to the other side.  It’ll take weeks to get there at this speed.’ 

Jehenna gave a saturnine smile.  ‘Oh we won’t stay at this speed for 
long.’  She gestured to the roof of the cavern.  In the amber glow of the 
bobug, they could see that further up the cavern the size and layout of the 
rings changed.  Instead of single small rings close together, the track was 
defined by pairs of larger rings much further apart.  The bobug was 
coming to the end of the single rings.  ‘I’d find something to hold onto if 
I were you,’ Jehenna warned, looping a length of hempen rope around her 
forearm.   

As she said it, the whole carriage pitched to the front.  Above them, 
Ema was coiling back on her rear legs as if to spring.  
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And then they were off.  With her fore limbs extended, the bobug 
hooked onto the two larger rings in front of her.  In the same movement, 
her hind limbs drew up, hooked onto the same rings and thrust her 
forward.  This galloping motion would be maintained for the journey.  
Ema would not be rested until they had reached the far side of the Way. 

Despite Jehenna’s warning, everyone else in the basket was caught 
off guard.  Had there been more room in the basket they would have been 
flung out of it, but Tawhawki’s body walled them in.   Sela found herself 
buried between his hind quarters.  Tawhawki’s tail brushed against the 
Tamuan and a rather noxious smell gripped her face. 

‘That’s disgusting!  That’s worse than the mud below!’ she 
exclaimed. 

‘Well I didn’t ask you to put your face there!’ Tawhawki replied 
defensively. 

‘I don’t mean to be a bother, but is someone standing on my foot?’ 
Rama inquired, with the gentility of a priest. 

Although he hadn’t heard the question, Kali noticed that his large 
foot was squashing the blind man’s toes.  His sweet eyes conveyed an 
apology and he swivelled around to free Rama’s foot.  As he did so, he 
accidentally sent one of his elbows into the back of Sela’s skull. 

‘Ouch!  I don’t believe this!’ she cried as she bent over in pain, 
exposing her quills.  Kali tried to move himself into a position whereby 
he wouldn’t step on or collide with the others in the basket but achieved 
the opposite.  His shoulder collected Bormanus in the face and he went 
reeling backwards into several of the quills splayed out along Sela’s 
spine.  His girlish shriek shot through the cavern like an arrow. 
 
 
Jehenna brought one hand up to her temples rubbing them as if to relieve 
a severe migraine. She knew this was going to be a very long trip.  
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Chapter Two   The Stone Forest, Tethra 
 
 

ylos had taken Bannick’s death hard.  He wanted to lash out at 
someone, strike a blow for vengeance, but he had no target.  He was 
now sure the Kompiran waitress was a hired assassin, but he had left 

the hunt for her to others.  He had a mission to complete and as much as 
he wanted to find Bannick’s killer, others duties had to come first.   

Who had hired her?  Caliban?  If so, why?  To send them a message?  
Pylos did not know.  And so he slung his rucksack upon his back and 
strode out from Cessair in the early hours of morning following 
Maeldune Canna, the ill-respected leader of his company. 

 Their route was straight-forward enough – they would head south-
east, across the Cessair’s fields of flowerfall until they reached the Stone 
Forest of Tethra.  From there they would head east across the region 
known as the Ganesa Plateau.  Pylos reckoned they would reach the city 
of Brigantia – otherwise known as Murdertown – within a week if they 
were not delayed. 

The Helyan had little hope that they would pass through Tethra 
without incident.  Even if they managed to avoid the Ghul and the Cabal, 
there were other things to worry about.  The Stone Forest was a popular 
place for Tethran bandits to attack travellers on the road from Cessair to 
Brigantia and these criminals were capable of putting to task even a 
skilled soldier such as himself.  Then there was the local fauna to 
consider: blue-skinned lizacks with their long tusks and unpredictable 
temperaments; herds of wild barga capable of trampling the company if 
startled; horned, three-legged carnopods, and thick flocks of savage 
durnodaws that could kill a man in a second.  Tethra was not a pleasant 
place to visit. 

 Even the local Tethrans were best-avoided.  They were not a 
people who welcomed strangers and Maeldune Canna’s squad was as 
strange a collection of visitors as could be imagined.  They drew their 
snorses to a halt as they reached the end of the languid fields of flowerfall 
that signalled the border of Tethra. 

At their head rode Maeldune, tall and sombre.  His sharp eyes shone 
like the many jewels on his hands as he stared across the small river that 
separated them from the Stone Forest.  He was looking for the narrow 
opening in the forest that marked the start of the Brigand Road, the 
ominously named route through the mass of granite obelisks that covered 
the landscape ahead in thick clumps. 

Behind him rode the Kheperan Sefar Hadith, who was just as 
resplendent in his flowing silk robes of brilliant white.  His huge body 

P 
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looked ungainly upon his snorse and it showed signs of relief when he 
dismounted to stretch his legs. 

Remiel Grayson also climbed down from his mount, taking pains to 
make sure his cloth veil was still fixed over his face.  He had said little to 
his companions since leaving the city of Cessair and they had responded 
in kind, leaving the priest to travel in silence. 

By contrast, the boorish Tethran sea-captain Gunther Ross had not 
stopped talking since they had set out that morning.  He talked mainly 
about himself and much of this talk was devoted to his proud descriptions 
of all the metal he had grafted to his skin.  In the late afternoon sun, his 
tarnished metal shone like a corroded brass statue. 

Behind Gunther rode the mariner Gerriod Blake who bit at his lip 
nervously as his snorse came to a halt.  The red-headed Tuathan had 
never ridden a snorse before and had found the fast-paced ride across the 
flowerfall fields to be a harrowing experience. 

The Sapphyrran Trypp Elan rode beside Gerriod.  Although he too 
had never ridden a snorse until that morning, he did not struggle with his 
situation the way Gerriod had.  Years of climbing the cliffs around the 
Skyfall had honed his sense of balance to the point that staying perched 
upon a snorse was no great challenge to him.  This is not to say he looked 
at home on his mount.  The sight of a blue-skinned, shelled rider on the 
stalk-eyed snorse was as unlikely as sight as could be imagined on the 
gentle fields of Cessair. 

The tail of the company was brought up by Pylos Castalia astride his 
proud snorse Lampetia.  He had brought her all the way from Helyas but 
would soon be separating from her as the Stone Forest was not a place for 
a snorse.  Not only was it difficult for the beasts to traverse the sharp 
granite shingles that covered the forest floor like broken glass, but the 
region was also home to carnopods which liked nothing more than the 
taste of snorse flesh upon their yellow tongues. 

Pylos shared his mount with the Spriggan Mulupo whose garrulity 
was driving the Helyan mad.  Mulupo had talked the entire day.  Even 
when they had stopped for lunch, he followed Pylos around, seemingly 
unwilling to let anything bring about a break in his monologue.  Pylos 
had met other Spriggans but this familiarity did not give him the 
linguistic skill to understand half of what Mulupo had said.  Despite this, 
he found himself occasionally amused by his companion, preferring him 
to the morose, self-important individual who led the squad. 

‘The Brigand Road lies straight ahead,’ said Maeldune to the 
company.  ‘We will cross here, head east until sunset and make camp by 
the roadside.  If my information is correct, we should be up onto the 
Ganesa Plateau in two days’ time.’ 
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‘If we’re not killed by bandits,’ Gunther said with a smirk on his 
iron-adorned face. 

‘What do you mean?’ asked Gerriod apprehensively. 
‘A small group like this would be no trouble for the local thugs,’ 

Gunther said theatrically.  It was clear to everyone but Gerriod he was 
relishing in the opportunity to create an atmosphere of danger.  ‘Let’s 
hope they don’t hear us coming.’ 

‘But what interest could they have in us?’ Gerriod protested.  ‘We’re 
not merchants.  We have no money.’ 

‘Oh they’re not interested in money,’ Gunther replied.  ‘Just metal.  
For getting dressed.’  He pointed to the broad metal plate embedded in 
his chest.  ‘From our swords to our spoons, we would be quite a catch for 
the bandits.’ 

‘Enough Gunther!’ said Pylos who could see the unsettling effect the 
Tethran was having upon Gerriod.  ‘We’re more than a match for your 
petty criminals.’  He turned to the mariner and said, ‘Relax Gerriod.  I 
passed through here a week ago and saw no sign of any bandits.  
However, I believe it would be wiser to set up camp here on the field and 
venture into the Stone Forest in the morning.  We’ve made good time.  
There is no need to push on further.’ 

Maeldune’s eyes flashed.  He had suspected that Pylos would 
challenge his authority but had not expected such a thing on the first day 
out.  He marched across to the Helyan with an insincere smile upon his 
face.  ‘General Castalia, if my memory serves me correctly, you were not 
given command of this mission.  Please correct me if I am wrong.’ 

Pylos shrugged off Maeldune’s polite sarcasm.  ‘You are wrong to 
suggest that we continue into the forest tonight.’ 

A tiny twitching of Maeldune’s temples betrayed his annoyance but 
the Acoran kept his voice calm and his words measured.  ‘Your advice – 
though unlooked for – is much appreciated General, however we will 
continue on our way until sunset.  I realise that you are unaccustomed to 
receiving orders, but I am sure your service in the Cessair Guard has 
given you a healthy respect for the chain of command.’ 

If Pylos was chastened by this rebuke, he did not show it.  He simply 
stared back at the Acoran with cool eyes of blue.  ‘Very well, Minister.  
We shall march until sunset.’ 

Gunther Ross stepped up and joined the conversation before 
Maeldune could end it.  Though he was not quite as tall as Maeldune, he 
had a much more intimidating presence.  The great iron ball that was at 
the end of the thick chain that had been engrafted into his right forearm 
dragged across the grass behind him, leaving a line of squashed flowerfall 
in its wake.  Underneath the slightly rusted metal strip on his forehead, he 
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frowned at the Acoran.  ‘I know you’re meant to be smart, being a 
minister and all,’ he scoffed, ‘but you can’t think that we can go skipping 
down the road to Ganesa and not be noticed.’ 

Remiel Grayson stepped forward to join the discussion.  ‘Captain 
Ross is right, Minister.  Whoever killed Bannick would be watching the 
road.  They’re probably watching us now.  Perhaps they’ve already ridden 
ahead to Ganesa anticipating our route.’ 

‘Does anyone else have an opinion on this?’ 
Mulupo had been sitting on the ground watching a shatterbug 

crawling across the flowerfall and seemed to be paying scant attention to 
the discussion.  But upon hearing Maeldune’s unconvincing request to 
hear other opinions, he jumped up and walked into the centre of the circle 
that had formed.  ‘The wise priest is of course correct as is our 
abdominous friend here.’  He nodded at Gunther who had no idea what 
the word abdominous meant but inferred from it that it was in the same 
realm as wise.  ‘We would do well to stay off highways and roads.  
Minister, with all due respect, you seem to be anotic when it comes to this 
point of view.’ 

‘Anotic?’ 
‘Lacking ears.  The opinion of the company is quite clear.’ 
Pylos turned his back on Maeldune and spoke to the group.  ‘I 

recommend we circle around the plateau.  The Stone Forest stretches far 
to the east and south.  We can use its cover to approach Ganesa from the 
south.  There is a path up onto the plateau south of the Scarlet Rock 
Theatre.  From there it is a three day march to Murdertown.’ 

Gunther Ross nodded. ‘In light of what happened to Bannick, it 
makes sense to head off in an unexpected direction, but know this – it 
will still be a dangerous journey.  Surviving the perils of the Stone Forest 
will be this squad’s first major victory.’ 

Pylos grinned.  ‘Then I hope it will be one of many.  Are we agreed 
this shall be our route?’ 

There were nods of consent from all in the company bar one.  
‘General Castalia,’ Maeldune said through gritted teeth, ‘we are not in 
Helyas now.  This was not your decision to make.’ 

‘I did not make the decision, Minister.  The squad did.  Do you have 
a problem with the plan?’ 

‘It is built on weak foundations.  You all assume that the secrecy of 
this mission has been compromised citing Bannick’s death as evidence of 
this, but we do not know for certain that Bannick was even killed.’ 

‘I beg your pardon,’ Pylos growled, not liking where Maeldune had 
taken the discussion. 
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‘Pylos, I appreciate that he was your friend,’ Maeldune said softly, 
trying not to sound insincere, ‘but he was drunk when I left you two last 
night.  For all we know, he just walked straight off the edge of the tower.’ 

Pylos dug his nails into the palms of his hands as he tried to subdue 
the rage that was building within him.  ‘Bannick Landen was a great man.  
I would caution you to tread carefully when you speak of him.’ 

Maeldune recoiled slightly.  The venom in Pylos’ voice was 
something to be feared.  ‘General Castalia, I was merely voicing my point 
of view.  Perhaps you are too close to this situation to see things clearly.’ 

Pylos’ fists clenched even tighter.  ‘You are a politician, and as such 
you deal in lies and half-truths.  This squad has little use for your 
opinions.’ 

Feeling the tension and not liking it, Trypp Elan decided to 
contribute to the discussion.  ‘Even the Sapphyrro have heard of Bannick 
Landen and it would seem that we are the poorer in his absence, but I 
must confess to some confusion.  I do not understand how singling out 
one man to be killed could be a strategically wise move on Caliban’s 
behalf.  By killing Bannick, hasn’t Caliban alerted us to his influence?  
Made us more cautious?’ 

‘Perhaps Caliban is playing with us,’ volunteered Sefar in his 
characteristic deep voice.  ‘To give himself an advantage.’ 

‘Playing?’ Remiel said, his eyes fixed on the Kheperan.  ‘What do 
you mean?’ 

‘Let me explain.  As you may know, until recently the tribes of my 
country were constantly at war with one another.  We fought with one 
another for so long that often the reasons for the disputes were forgotten.  
And all the while paladins like me were rewarded handsomely – with 
jewels, gold and women.’ 

Gunther Ross lifted his head and leered, ‘Women?  You were 
rewarded with women?’ 

‘Kheperan women, Captain.’ 
The beauty of Kheperan women was so renowned it was almost a 

cliché.  It did not take much for Gunther’s limited imagination to picture 
the rewards to which Sefar was alluding.  He contemplated living a life as 
a paladin and from that point on lost all interest in the conversation 
around him. 

‘You were saying?’ said Pylos. 
‘Well, the reason the paladins were indulged so comprehensively 

was simple.  It was compensation for the dangerous role we performed.  
Our enemies knew that the greatest insult they could deliver a tribe is the 
death of its paladin.  By taking out our greatest warrior so easily, Caliban 
has taken a significant piece before we have moved any pieces on the 
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board.  And in doing so, he has weakened our fellowship, making us 
suspicious and preoccupied with doubts.’ 

Under his cowl, Remiel blanched.  Sefar’s allusion to Siege opened 
the floodgates to a long-forgotten memory… 
 
 
‘It’s your move, Remiel,’ Caliban stated as he stared across the circular, 
tiered board that lay on the table before him. 

Remiel hunched forward and gasped when he saw it – an opening.  
He could see that in two moves he could take out Caliban’s king.  Remiel 
was proud of how quickly he had moved his pieces up the tower whilst 
Caliban squandered his turns on inconsequential moves in an 
inconsequential section of the board. 

Caliban looked up at his brother’s eyes and read what he was 
thinking.  ‘You’re excited about your impending victory.’ 

Remiel smiled and conceded, ‘Yes, I am.  I should have you in two 
moves.’ 

‘You are extremely reliant on that cardinal.  Is it wise to put one of 
your strongest pieces in such a vulnerable position?’ 

Remiel’s confidence trembled.  ‘What do you mean?  Vulnerable to 
what?’ 

Caliban gave a patronising smile.  ‘Vulnerable to this,’ he said as he 
spun the board around and moved a keep guard in behind Remiel’s front 
line and took out his cardinal.  Suddenly that strategic landscape of the 
board altered dramatically, and Remiel could see that the unexpected 
loss of the cardinal had crippled him.  He had based his entire game 
around it and the loss of the piece was not only critical – it was 
embarrassing.  He would lose in three moves and there was nothing he 
could do about it. 

Caliban leant back and placed his hands behind his head.  ‘Remiel, 
you may be the same age as me but you are a novice in the art of 
deception.  It has taken time but I have become the better player.’ 

‘I shouldn’t have relied so much on that cardinal,’ he said, defeated. 
‘True but there’s more to it than that.  You see, the trick to Siege is 

making your opponent think that the decision he is making is not only his 
own, but one that his opponent is not expecting.  But the fact is, I have 
been steering you towards that spot on the board where you thought you 
had me at the advantage.’ 

’But how did you know what I’d do.’ 
‘I tempted you with absolute victory.  You see, in my experience, 

people are impatient and if you place the opportunity of a quick and 
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unequivocal victory before them, they will rush in and take it.  You failed 
to see the pieces I had been moving in behind you.’ 

‘How will I beat you now?’ Remiel laughed.  ‘You’re ruthless!’ 
‘No, it’s not ruthlessness you lack.  It’s patience.’  Caliban leaned 

forward.  ‘Remiel, I think I could wait decades to beat you.  How long 
could you wait?’ 
 
 
‘We’re wasting time,’ Maeldune said bluntly. 

‘I understand your desire for haste, Minister,’ Remiel said politely, 
‘but the longer, less travelled route may be the safer.’ 

Pylos smirked provocatively at Maeldune.  ‘It is time to decide.  You 
know the feeling of the squad.  What is your decision?  Which road do we 
take?’ 

Pylos could almost hear the cogs in Maeldune’s head whirring and 
ticking as he weighed up the situation.  Pylos knew Maeldune was a 
shrewd politician and could see he did not have the numbers in this. 

Maeldune smiled demurely to the group and said, ‘Your idea is 
sound.  We should stay off the road.’  Although the Minister’s voice was 
subdued, Pylos detected a quavering quality to it, and was pleased he had 
contributed to unsettling the Acoran, if only slightly.  
 
 
‘Where are the cities now?’ Remiel asked Gunther Ross who sat opposite 
him chewing on a piece of dried meat he had pulled from his rucksack. 

‘On my way here, they were near the southern edge of the plateau, 
not far from the Scarlet Rock Theatre.’ 

Remiel nodded.  He unscrewed the lid of the drum of water he had 
been carrying for the past two days as they had wound their way through 
the labyrinth of granite obelisks that made up the Stone Forest.  He lined 
up all the flasks he had gathered from the other members of the company 
and commenced filling each up.  This done, he handed one bottle to 
Gerriod and the other to Gunther.  ‘Then we may see them when we make 
our way up onto the plateau.’ 

Gunther did not stop eating to respond to Remiel.  ‘We may, Father.  
The cities don’t tend to stay in the same spot for much more than a week, 
so they may have moved on.  If we’re lucky, they’ll still be there.’  The 
Tethran got up and burped.  ‘Excuse me gentlemen, but I must relieve 
myself.’  He walked off, quickly disappearing in the shadows the Myr’s 
moons threw across the landscape. 
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Gerriod sat lacing up his boots perplexed by the conversation he had 
just heard.  He turned to Remiel.  ‘Father Gideon, can I ask you 
something?’ 

‘Perhaps,’ the priest responded without any trace of humour in his 
voice.  Gerriod was surprised.  He had never heard of a priest being so 
guarded. 

‘It’s about the Ganesa Plateau.’ 
‘Of course, go on.’ 
‘You just asked Captain Ross about the location of the cities on the 

Ganesa Plateau and he said they were currently in the south.  Now maybe 
I misunderstood, but how can cities move?’ 

‘You have never been to Ganesa before?’ 
‘Father, I have lived most of my life in a tiny fishing village called 

Palia.  I doubt you’ve even heard of it.’ 
Palia.  Remiel paused, wondering how to answer this.  The mention 

of Palia was like an incision in his brain, releasing things he had tried to 
hide there.  Of all the unforseen twists and turns life was notorious for, 
Remiel had never considered he would be sitting down talking to the man 
whose father he had condemned to the waters of the Worldpool. 

 
 
Remiel scrambled his way up to the helm of the boat.  He kicked sharply 
at the chain caught between the post and the steering wheel.  With abject 
horror, Gerriod realized what he was doing.  ‘No!’ the boy screamed.  
‘My father.  You’ve got to save my father!’ 

Remiel kicked again, and without looking up stated plainly, ‘Your 
father’s dead, boy.  There’s nothing I can do.’ 

 
 

‘Please call me Gideon.  Father is so… formal.’ 
‘The thing is – Gideon – that I only been three places in my life.  

Palia, where I live now.  Murias, where I was sent when my father went 
missing.  And the Endless, where my father now is.  I don’t know much 
of the wider world.  We don’t get a lot of visitors in Palia and the ones 
that do come are usually bound for the leper colony.’ 

The mere mention of the leper colony made Remiel shudder.   
The mariner noticed the involuntary spasm.  ‘What is it?’ 
‘Nothing.  Just the chill of the evening breeze,’ Remiel said as he 

wrapped his arms around himself to emphasize the point.  ‘Gerriod, 
Ganesa is made up of three cities carved into rocky mesas and these cities 
move across the plateau.’ 

‘But a city cannot move.’ 
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‘It can if it is on the back of a Colossi.’ 
‘And what is that?’ 
‘You’ve never heard of the Colossi?’ 
‘No,’ said Gerriod as if he had something to be ashamed of.  ‘I’ve 

lived a fairly sheltered existence.’ 
‘Many millennia ago, long before the Myr had known of the Ghul or 

the Morgai, long before the first shelp ate the grass and the marroks 
howled at the moons, before time itself began, a race of giants roamed the 
world.  In fact, giant seems remarkably inadequate as a description as 
these creatures are larger than anything we would describe with the 
word.’ 

‘How big are they?’ Gerriod gasped amazed that he had lived half a 
century and not heard of so wondrous a creature.  

‘They have to be seen to be believed.’ 
‘But how can they have cities upon their backs?  And why do they 

move?  What are their names?’ 
‘Gerriod, you ask me questions no Myrran can answer 

authoritatively.  The mesas on their backs are not part of their bodies.  
They are more like… a barnacle attached to a ship, albeit one extremely 
large barnacle made of granite and quartz.  There are those who believe 
the Colossi fell into a sleep lasting thousands of years and when they 
woke mesas had formed on their backs.  Other believe it is some form of 
punishment inflicted upon them by gods we know not of.’ 

‘But how did people come to live in these mesas.’ 
Beneath his dark veil, Remiel smiled.  ‘That I can explain.  

Thousands of years ago, the ancestors of today’s Tethrans also shared the 
plateau with the Colossi.  The Tethrans of old were peaceful, but the 
plateau was also home to many aggressors so the Tethrans carved refuges 
into the rocky towers that lay on each of the three Colossi.  In time, the 
refuges grew into great cities, defensible during the day and secure at 
night.’ 

‘You sound more like an historian than a priest,’ Gunther Ross 
laughed as he sat down beside Remiel.  ‘You know more about Tethra 
than I do.’ 

‘I… had a brother who studied history avariciously.  He told me the 
tale of the Colossi and I never forgot it.’ 

‘Are they… intelligent?’ asked Trypp who had been listening to the 
story as he prepared an evening meal of roots and berries for himself. 

‘It’s hard to tell,’ replied Remiel.  ‘They certainly do not 
communicate with us, but perhaps they see no need.  Do we bother to 
communicate with insects?’ 
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‘I guess not,’ Gerriod mused.  ‘Tell me, Gideon, what do the Colossi 
look like?’ 

‘You will see soon enough.’ 
‘Yes, they’re kind of hard to miss,’ Gunther added. 
Trypp looked over at the burly Tethran and asked, ‘Is it true what I 

have heard about the night-climbers of Ganesa.  Do people really do 
that?’ 

‘Yes, I did it myself,’ Gunther answered proudly. 
Trypp couldn’t help himself and instinctively stared at the Tethran’s 

armour-plated paunch.  Gunther saw this flickering gaze and understood 
it immediately.  ‘When I was a younger man, of course!’ he grunted 
defensively, one hand unconsciously stroking his belly as if to reassure it. 

Bothered that another item of conversation had arisen that was 
beyond his knowledge, Gerriod asked brusquely, ‘What are they?  The 
night-climbers?’ 

‘They’re rock climbers.  The Colossi are thousands of feet high.  
Only a fraction of the height of the Skyfall, but still a prodigious height to 
climb.’ 

Gerriod was astounded.  ‘Are you saying there are people who 
actually climb these things?  At night?  Whilst they’re moving?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Gunther fondly, recalling the days when he had the 
strength and lapses in sanity to dare such a feat. 

Trypp turned to Gerriod and conveyed what he knew of the night-
climbers.  ‘Many who come to climb the Skyfall talk of their adventures 
in Ganesa.  That is, those who survive the night-climbs.  Every year, 
hundreds of people die on the shifting faces of the Colossi.’ 

‘If they climb at night, how do they see?’  Gerriod was stunned that 
their existed people who would so willingly put their own safety at risk.  
He felt he had a lot to learn about the wider world. 

‘By the light of the moons,’ Gunther explained.  ‘Or by lamplight on 
cloudy nights.  It’s something to see, mariner, the heaving masses of the 
Colossi grinding their way across the plateau as hundreds of tiny lights 
inch their way up the sides.  I ain’t no romantic, but it sure is a damn 
pretty thing to see.’ 

Gerriod was bewildered.  ‘But why not climb during the day, when 
the Colossi are asleep?  Wouldn’t that be safer?’ 

‘Now where would the fun in that be?’ Gunther jeered.  He leaned 
back on his iron-plated elbows.  ‘I’d say if all goes well, we should arrive 
at Scarlet Rock Theatre about midnight in three days’ time.  There’s a fair 
chance the Colossi will still be there by the time we arrive.  We can 
purchase some ales from the theatre and go out on the plateau to watch 
the fallers’ 
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‘Fallers?  What are they?’ 
‘Mariner, I’d reckon the name says it all.  You see, there’s a bit of a 

Tethran past-time to sit out on a cloudy night with a jug of ale and watch 
the fallers.  When those climbers holding the lamps fall from the Colossi, 
I swear, there’s nothing funnier in the world.’  He smiled broadly and it 
was clear that he truly believed that watching fellow Myrrans fall to a 
grisly death was a wonderfully satisfying way to spend a few hours. 

Trypp looked up at the Tethran in disgust but Gunther was too deep 
in reverie to notice. 

‘Do you know I once won a small ransom the last time I watched the 
fallers.  You see, we usually hold bets on –’ 

‘Captain Ross, I do not want to hear your tale,’ Trypp said bluntly 
and moved away. 

‘Well there’s no need to be rude, lil’ blue fella,’ hollered Gunther 
after Trypp, but the Sapphyrran just kept walking. 
 
 
The walk across the shingled floor of the forest had taken its toll upon the 
company and most of them were asleep within an hour of the sun setting 
on the third day of their journey to Brigantia.  Pylos, Trypp and Mulupo 
sat around a small fire sipping on hot cups of javo.  Mulupo had gone to 
great pains to ensure the company had an ample supply of javo beans and 
whilst he did not carry them himself – that was a job for Pylos – he was 
more than happy to share a pot when a brew had been made. 

Trypp was massaging his feet.  Although the soles were accustomed 
to rocky surfaces, the sharp rocks that littered the ground on the route 
were beginning to impact upon his bare feet and he looked forward to 
climbing up onto the plateau to the north where the land was flat and free 
of shingles.  ‘General Castalia, how far do we have to go until we reach 
the Scarlet Rock Theatre?’ 

‘At least two more days I’m afraid, Trypp.’  Pylos pulled off his 
boots and examined his own feet – there were few places where the skin 
wasn’t blistered.  ‘It’s a painful road I admit but it’s also the safest.’ 

‘Road?’ Trypp observed with a gentle smile.  ‘It’s hardly a road!’ 
‘I’m sorry but Bannick’s murder has highlighted the need for us to 

take a harder, less obvious route to Caliban.’ 
‘It has the bouquet of irony, does it not?’ suggested Mulupo. 
‘Excuse me?’ said Trypp. 
‘It’s ironic – Bannick Landen was killed by an assassin and yet the 

reason we are on this peregrination is because that is what we have 
become – assassins.’ 

‘I’m not sure I follow you,’ Trypp said. 
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‘We’re assassins.  That is our job isn’t it?  To assassinate Caliban.’ 
Trypp paused.  ‘Yes, that is our job, but I … I don’t see myself as an 

assassin.  I go to protect my city and its people.  I am no assassin.’ 
Mulupo shook his head.  ‘In Camulos, we believe that our actions 

define us, so by definition we are assassins.’ 
Pylos could see that Mulupo’s comment had unsettled Trypp.  He 

knew it was not Mulupo’s intention to cause Trypp any consternation but 
the look of dismay upon the Sapphyrran’s face highlighted the impact the 
statement had upon him.  Pylos put a hand on Trypp’s shoulder.  ‘Your 
motivation is as pure as the waters of the Skyfall, Trypp.  Do not doubt 
your purpose.’ 

 ‘I have not considered Mulupo’s point of view,’ Trypp responded.  
‘I must think more on this matter.’ 

‘Trypp, let philosophers and theologians debate the righteousness of 
our mission in years to come – we don’t have that luxury.  Right now, the 
Myr bleeds.  What we seek to accomplish justifies –’ 

‘The means by which we reach that goal?  I’m not so sure it’s that 
simple, General.  It never is that simple.’ 

‘Three days ago,’ Pylos said gravely, ‘one of my dearest friends lay 
broken on the paving stone beneath Cessair Tower.  I lost many good 
men when the Ghul attacked Sulis.  In Morae these vermin abduct 
children every night.  It is that simple.  The salvation of our races lies in 
our hands.  Any hesitation on our part is a betrayal of all those who have 
fallen already.  I’m sorry Trypp but I can’t allow you to question the 
validity of this undertaking, or your part in it.  This is a noble cause.’ 

Pylos had not meant to turn the discussion into a dissertation, but he 
could not restrain his words.  He looked at Trypp hoping to see some sign 
that his points had struck a chord with him, but the Sapphyrran just stared 
back with tranquil eyes that neither judged nor showed understanding.  
 
 
It was Pylos who awoke first.  He wasn’t sure whether he had heard 
something in his sleep or smelt a change about him but he knew before he 
opened his eyes that they were surrounded.  It was still night but a cloud 
of shatterbugs that hovered about the camp revealed a squad of twenty 
Ghul mounted on skitteriks encircling the company. 

‘So much for taking the safest road,’ he muttered to himself as he 
scanned the ghoulish faces of the soldiers staring back at him.  Each of 
the mounted riders bore something that made their presence all the more 
disturbing and grotesque.  On long bone spears, the Ghul had impaled the 
heads of the snorses that had borne the company across Cessair’s fields of 
flowerfall.  They thrust these spears into the hard ground and drew their 
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swords.  Pylos’ heart quickened as he scanned the horrific display for his 
own mount but her head was not there.  Somehow Lampetia had escaped. 

Pylos unsheathed his blade and prepared for battle.  The skitteriks 
nearest him snapped their mandibles as if to show him they were not 
daunted by the shining, dark sword in his hands. 

Gunther followed his companion’s lead.  He lifted his right arm and 
swung it above his head.  The iron ball that was fixed to the chain that ran 
from the Tethran’s forearm was lifted into the air, narrowly missing 
Pylos’ skull in the process.  It whirled around furiously, ready to be 
slammed into the nearest assailant. 

‘Oh this is just what I need!’ said a deep voice behind the pair.  Sefar 
had also risen, drawing his scimitar as he rose from his makeshift bed 
among the shingles. 

‘There’s nothing like a good scrap,’ Gunther said as he shifted his 
weight and sent his iron ball down upon the head of the nearest skitterik.  
The ball crushed the head to a pulp and the skitterik fell to the ground in a 
black heap.  Before its rider could dismount, Pylos struck out, throwing 
his sword like a dagger.  The blade sliced into the Ghul’s belly.  Moments 
later the rider burst out in flames, much to the surprise of Sefar and 
Gunther. 

‘How did you do that?’ Gunther asked, amazed at the sight of the 
burning Ghul. 

‘I don’t know,’ said Pylos as he rushed over to retrieve his blade.  
‘They just do that.’ 

‘No they don’t!’ cried Sefar who was hacking at a Ghul soldier who 
refused to die despite receiving numerous fatal blows. 

Gunther was having a little more success.  His iron ball had crushed 
the heads of three of the Ghul near him – they would not be getting back 
up.  As much as Pylos disliked Gunther – ‘The man’s an idiot’ – he 
enjoyed fighting by his side.  What Gunther lacked in style and grace, he 
made up for in sheer power.  There was no economy to his movement.  
He was a juggernaut.  He had been hit numerous times by the Ghul 
around him but their blades of bone smashed to splinters on his armoured 
skin. 

Gerriod, Trypp, Mulupo and Remiel had jumped to their feet and 
pulled out the weapons they had chosen for the mission.  This eclectic 
group had one thing in common – they had no experience in handling a 
weapon.  Gerriod wielded a Kobold axe which he had selected because it 
reminded him of the hatchet he had used to chop firewood back in Palia.  
Trypp carried a slingshot and although he had never used such a weapon 
before, he displayed a proficiency with it that was quite astounding.  
Whilst he would not kill their enemies with the slingshot, he managed to 
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blind several skitteriks in the space of a few seconds.  Remiel had 
reluctantly taken possession of a steel broadsword and he swung it like a 
novice.  Pylos kept an eye on the priest – it seemed he would need 
protecting. 

Mulupo had selected throwing stars as his weapon of choice.  Pylos 
had assumed that this was because he had some expertise with them.  It 
was quickly apparent that Mulupo had no expertise; every one of his 
throwing stars missed its mark by at least ten feet.  Mulupo posed more of 
a threat to his companions than he did to the Ghul. 

Despite the variable level of skill in the company, Pylos was pleased 
with how the battle was unfolding.  They had whittled down the numbers 
of their attackers to nine.  Pylos and Gunther were chiefly responsible for 
this but Gerriod had managed to kill one of the Ghul who erupted into 
flames under his axe in much the same way they did under Pylos’ blade. 

Sefar had given up trying to kill the Ghul and concentrated on the 
skitteriks.  This was easy work.  Trypp had managed to blind most of 
them so they were vulnerable to the shining scimitar Sefar wielded with 
such finesse. 

But then the tide of the battle shifted.   
‘Something’s coming,’ said Remiel who was the first to hear the 

crashing sounds coming from the darkness to their left. 
In a stroke that was as elegant as it was devastating, Pylos swung his 

sword into the necks of two Ghul who made the mistake of standing next 
to one another.  Their heads fell to the stony ground simultaneously and 
their bodies broke out into flame.  The light from the blaze illuminated 
the arrival of Tethra’s most vicious animal – the carnopod. 

Pylos looked up at the beast stunned by its size.  It was at least three 
times taller than he and many times as wide.  A massive horn curled 
down from the top of its head to a point just above its mouth which was 
lined with more teeth than it probably needed.  Its impenetrable, crimson 
hide had the texture of a cobblestone path.  The ridge of its back was 
lined with large, round plates which were flushed with colour signifying 
its aggressive mood.  It stomped up and down on its three short legs as it 
scanned the area looking for the source of the smell that had drawn it 
near.  The carnopod’s eyes twisted around independently which gave the 
beast the look of something given to madness. 

Pylos quickly realised why the Ghul had brought the heads of the 
snorses.  It was to draw the carnopod near.  This done, the remaining 
Ghul quickly retreated into the darkness leaving the company to deal with 
the savage beast.  Its hunger aroused, the carnopod lolloped from snorse 
head to snorse head searching for meat to devour.  Enraged by the 
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absence of snorse flesh, it let loose a roar that suggested its irascible 
temper had just taken a turn for the worse. 

Pylos lashed out at the great beast before it could focus upon one of 
his companions.  As sharp as his sword was, it just bounced off the 
carnopod’s thick hide.  The beast bellowed at Pylos and snapped at him 
with its sharp jaws.  He jumped back, but tripped over his feet in the rush 
to avoid the teeth bearing down on him.  The jaws snapped shut inches 
away from his chest.   

Pylos hit the ground hard and his sword fell from his grasp.  The 
carnopod leapt forward and placed its thick front leg upon the Helyan’s 
stomach.  With a crazed stare and salivating jaws, the carnopod slowly 
lifted its head back.  Pylos could see what it intended – it meant to skewer 
him on the end of this horn and there was nothing he could do to avoid it.  
His hands felt around for his sword but it was beyond his reach.  He was 
defenceless.  The carnopod brought its horn down. 

Pylos’ view of the rapidly descending horn was momentarily 
obscured by a dark shape.  It was Trypp.  He had smothered the Helyan’s 
body and taken the full force of the blow.  He grunted in pain as the 
carnopod’s horn smashed into his shell.  It didn’t pierce the thick chitin, 
but the force of the impact was incredible.  Trypp rolled off Pylos the 
moment the carnopod stepped back to deal with the other members of the 
company that had rushed in to help Pylos. 

Gerriod chopped at one of the carnopod’s stubby legs whilst Sefar 
and Remiel struck at its face with their blades.  Gunther brought his 
heavy iron ball down upon the carnopod’s right flank in an attempt to 
break its ribs.  None of these attacks did anything more than enrage the 
beast further.  It lashed out at them with its savage jaws, unable to 
concentrate upon a single attacker.  Each blow it received drew its 
attention so it snapped alternately at Gerriod, Remiel, Sefar and Gunther 
as they took turns at delivering their attacks.  It was a short-term strategy.  
They were doing little damage to the carnopod.  Sooner or later, the beast 
would snag one of them with its sharp teeth and there would be no 
escaping a bloody end. 

Mulupo took an entirely different approach to fighting the carnopod.  
He clambered up one of the stone pillars and thrust his arm into a hole 
that lay at the top.  He lay there atop the obelisk feeling around furiously. 

‘What are you doing?’ Pylos called to the Spriggan.  The Helyan had 
dragged Trypp to one side where they lay curled up under one of the 
stone obelisks.  Neither of them was in any condition to return to the fray. 

‘These stone plinths are actually granite agglomerates, pieced 
together by the stonemites that use them as hives,’ Mulupo answered, 
wincing in pain as he pushed his hand further into the mound.  Stonemite 
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after stonemite bit into his arm as he rummaged about in their nest.  Then 
after an agonizingly long time, his groans and shrieks of pain were 
punctuated by a cry of triumph.  His arm shot out of the nest and in his 
hand he held a bug as large as his head, a dark green creature with a 
massive abdomen. 

Mulupo jumped from the stone pillar onto the back of the broad-
shouldered carnopod.  He pointed the abdomen of the bug at the 
carnopod’s head.  The stonemite quivered for a second and then a highly 
noxious ejaculation of bright yellow liquid burst forth from its body. 

The carnopod roared as the stonemite’s secretion spilled over its 
head.  The behemoth twisted around and snapped at Mulupo but it could 
not reach him with its jaws.  It bucked and jumped but could not remove 
the Spriggan who continued to press on the stonemite in his hands, 
spraying the yellow fluid all over the carnopod’s hide. 

The beast continued to roar but its ululations were soon drowned out 
by a deep rumbling sound filling the air.  It grew so loud that even the 
carnopod stopped its frantic attempts to remove Mulupo.  The ground 
began to shake.  The shingles at their feet bounced about as the rumbling 
grew to deafening proportions. 

Suddenly all around them the stone obelisks erupted as countless 
stonemites burst from their nests.  They scurried down the stone pillars 
and swarmed across the ground, converging on the carnopod.  Thousands 
upon thousands of stonemites crawled up onto the beast, summoned by 
the yellow secretion Mulupo had sprayed over its skin. 

Mulupo leapt from the back as the carnopod moments before the 
stonemites covered the beast like a shroud.  The beast bellowed and 
jumped about but it could not remove the stonemites.  It rammed into the 
stone pillars trying to scrape the carpet of bugs off its hide, but it was a 
futile task. 

‘Interesting idea Mulupo,’ Sefar said as he helped the Spriggan to his 
feet, ‘but all I think they’re doing is making it madder.’ 

‘We shall see,’ said the Spriggan sagely.  He looked up to the sky 
and smiled. 

Sefar followed his gaze.  The slapping sound of hundreds of wings 
could be heard between the carnopod’s raucous bellowing and then the 
moons were covered in darkness as if a thick, black cloud had covered the 
sky. 

‘What is it?’ Sefar asked Mulupo whose knowing smile had not 
faded from his face. 

‘We all have our predators, Sefar.  The stonemites’ is the durnodaw.’   
As if having some prescient awareness of the fate of the carnopod, 

the shatterbugs that had lit the strange scene scattered, giving the crazed 
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beast a wide berth as the flock of durnodaws descended.  The sharp-
beaked birds were driven into a feeding frenzy in the presence of 
multitudinous stonemites.  They hammered away at the bugs covering the 
carnopod.  More and more birds attached themselves to the beast.  Its coat 
of stonemites quickly became one of black feathers and silver beaks.  The 
durnodaws continued to spear down from the sky, all focused upon the 
carnopod, like a hundred arrows all aimed at the one target. 

In time, the bellowing stopped and the carnopod’s massive body 
dropped to the floor of the Stone Forest.  ‘Those beaks usually break 
stone,’ Mulupo noted.  ‘The carnopod had no chance.’ 
 
 
A groan as long as it was deep drifted out of a nearby ditch to their left.  
A dark shape rose out of it.  Pylos and Sefar drew their weapons and 
trained them on the figure. 

‘Put away your weapons!’ a thin, articulate voice barked.  It was 
Maeldune.  In the wan light of the few shatterbugs that had not flown off 
into the night, his face looked pale and drawn. 

Sefar returned his scimitar to its scabbard but Pylos kept his blade 
drawn.  ‘What were you doing Maeldune?  You were on guard.  Fall 
asleep?’ 

‘I was hit from behind.’  Maeldune’s right hand was plastered to the 
back of his head where the blow had landed. 

‘I wonder whether it was prudent to leave our pernoctation in the 
hands of the Acoran,’ commented Mulupo.  He turned boldly to 
Maeldune and added, ‘And I mean that pejoratively of course.’ 

‘Hit but not killed Maeldune?’ grunted Gunther suspiciously. 
‘I thought the Acora had excellent hearing,’ added Pylos echoing 

Gunther’s tone. 
‘It was my hearing that saved me Pylos.  I moved a second before a 

Ghul’s club came down upon my skull.  I should be dead.’  As if to 
corroborate his story, Maeldune held out his right hand.  It was covered in 
blood.  ‘I have no recollection of what followed, but I assume we were 
attacked and somehow survived.’ 

‘That’s right,’ Pylos said without any sympathy for the Acoran. 
Gerriod was huddled over Trypp who had sat himself up against a 

stone pillar.  ‘Are you alright Trypp?’ the mariner asked. 
‘I will be.’ 
‘Can you walk?’ Pylos asked the Sapphyrran.  ‘I don’t think it wise 

to stay here in case another carnopod picks up the smell of the snorses.’ 
‘Yes, I can walk,’ said Trypp stoically. 
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The company quickly shouldered their belongings and moved off 
into the deeper darkness of the forest.  They were bruised and sore but 
alive.  As he helped Trypp to his feet, Gerriod looked at the group 
hobbling off into the forest of rock.  ‘You know, I didn’t think so before 
but now…’ 

‘Now what?’ asked the Sapphyrran. 
‘Now I think there’s a small chance we might actually stand a 

chance.  We might actually succeed.’ 
 
 
Pylos woke early, disturbed by a strange rumbling sound.  At first he 
thought the noise was coming from beneath him and in his state of half-
sleep, images of the Ghul burrowing up from beneath him flooded his 
brain. 

Again the sound played in his ears and he realised that it was not so 
much a rumble as a gurgle.  He opened his eyes and turned his head to his 
left.  There, in the dull light before dawn, he could make out the figure of 
Gerriod Blake, lying awake with his hands behind his head.  The gurgling 
sounded again, this time much louder than before. 

‘Was that your stomach?’ Pylos asked. 
‘Yes,’ Gerriod answered tentatively, his speech little more than a 

whisper; whether he kept his voice down out of embarrassment or 
concern for the others who were still asleep wasn’t obvious.  ‘I’m 
hungry.’ 

‘We ate yesterday at lunch,’ Pylos said perfunctorily, as if to suggest 
that this should be more than enough to sustain a person for a day or two. 

‘Exactly,’ replied Gerriod who was accustomed to three square 
meals a day (and a few bites to make the gaps between bearable). 

Pylos thought about this a moment and then suggested with a happy 
look, ‘Let’s go hunting!’ 
 
 
Gerriod followed in Pylos’ footsteps as the lithe Helyan darted through 
the grey obelisks of the forest.  The sun had not yet risen and the subdued 
light of fading night gave the area an ethereal quality.  Gerriod’s mind 
wandered back to Palia, to the ancient cemetery that sat on the hill 
overlooking the sleepy hamlet where he had been raised.  The bioliths 
resembled the headstones that had so captured his interest as a child.  He 
would come to the graveyard on the few days his father did not take the 
boat out and sit quietly, surrounded by the granite tributes to those who 
had died.  The headstones stuck out of the ground like bookmarks to the 
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page upon which each person’s life was written.  So many people over 
the years.  His mother was one of them. 

‘We’re in luck!’ whispered Pylos as he looked into the sky above 
them.  The Helyan had halted suddenly and Gerriod was so caught up in 
his reveries, he failed to notice his companion had stopped.  The mariner 
slammed into Pylos’ back leaving the two of them in an awkward 
embrace for a few painfully long seconds.  Gerriod jumped back and 
Pylos turned to give him a scornful look. 

The Helyan put a finger to his lips to indicate the need for silence.  
This finger then pointed directly overhead where a flock of swiggu were 
slowly loping their way across the sky.  There were at least a dozen of 
them.  They were strange creatures, far too fat for their leathery little 
wings but somehow they stayed aloft.  Their tubby pink bodies hung from 
their tiny wings like wet sacks of grain.  Gerriod could hear their snorts of 
exertion as they pushed their way across the morning sky.  

Pylos lifted his dagger and took aim at a large swiggu at the front of 
the flock.  Then in a blur of movement, his arm thrust forward.  The 
released dagger shot through the still air and... 

‘Missed!’ Gerriod exclaimed.  ‘You missed!’ 
So poor was Pylos’ aim that the swiggu were still oblivious to the 

fact that they were being hunted.  The dagger arced through the air and 
clattered on some rocks some twenty yards away. 

Pylos, clearly embarrassed by his failure, wiped his hands on his 
tunic and said, ‘The blade was a little slippery.  It may have had some 
morning dew on it.’  He winced as he said it.  Silence would have offered 
a better excuse. 

Gerriod raised his eyebrows.  ‘Yes, it could have been the morning 
dew, or maybe it’s just the fact that you’re a really bad shot.’ 

The mariner reached down into the folds of his cloak and withdrew a 
thick cord about two feet long.  In the middle of the cord sat a small patch 
of leather, scuffed by many years of use. 

‘What are you doing?’ asked Pylos apprehensively. 
‘Like I said, I’m hungry.’ 
‘And you think you can shoot down a swiggu with that?’ 
‘Not if we keep talking about it.’ 
Pylos was accustomed to unquestioning obedience from thousands 

of troops so it rattled him a little to be spoken to in such a way by a forty 
year old sailor.  He searched through the libraries in his brain for a quip 
that would put Gerriod back in his place, but in light of his failed attempt 
to kill the swiggu, he thought it would be better to say nothing and hope 
Gerriod would miss by an even greater margin. 
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Gerriod scanned the area for a suitable stone to place in his 
slingshot.  He could take his time.  The flock’s movement through the sky 
was ponderously slow.  They were still well within range. 

He took aim at the nearest swiggu.  It was no coincidence that it was 
also the fattest – he was really hungry. 

The sound of the slingshot whipping around and around was etched 
upon the quiet of the morning.  And then all sound ceased as the 
projectile was released. 

The swiggu did not even have time to squeal.  The rock slammed 
into the side of its pink head.  Moments later its plump body landed in the 
space between the mariner and the soldier. 

Pylos waited for a smug look to alight on Gerriod’s face.  He didn’t 
have to wait long.  A mischievous glint in Gerriod’s eyes was a precursor 
to a succession of comments that made Pylos regret he had even 
suggested the morning hunt. 

‘I just can’t believe you missed!’ Gerriod chortled. 
‘Everyone misses from time to time, Gerriod.’ 
‘But not you!  You’re a Helyan!  You can hit a Ghul with your 

sword at a distance of twenty feet.’ 
‘So?’ 
‘And you’re the General!  You’re the best of the best.’ 
‘So?’ 
‘A near miss I could understand, but you missed by at least ten feet.  

I’m not even sure which one you were aiming at.  Was it the one at the 
front of the flock or the one at the back?’ 

‘Could we drop this please?’ 
‘The swiggu didn’t even know you’d thrown anything at them!’ 
‘I am not proficient at knife-throwing.’ 
‘Not proficient!  Pylos, you were terrible.’ 
The Helyan’s fingers twitched as he tried to control his mounting 

anger. 
‘Relax General,’ Gerriod laughed, acutely aware of Pylos’ mood.  ‘If 

we do get into another fight – which seems more than likely – there’s no-
one else I’d rather have watching my back.’ 

Pylos was dumbstruck.  After the parade of thinly-veiled insults, it 
was a most unexpected comment. 

Gerriod bent down and slung the dead swiggu over his back.  As he 
moved off through the stone pillars, he called over his shoulder, ‘You 
better run back and get your knife.  We’ll need it to carve up our 
breakfast.’ 
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‘Are you wondering how the Ghul found us in this maze of stone?’ 
Gerriod was carving up the meat whilst Pylos sat nearby turning a 

pebble over and over in his hand as he stared blankly at the other 
members of the company who were still asleep under their cloaks. 

‘That has been on my mind,’ Pylos whispered as he turned to face 
Gerriod, ‘but that wasn’t what I was thinking about.  Something else is 
bothering me.  Something Jehenna said.’ 

‘Maeldune’s wife?’ 
‘Yes.  She said that the Acoran archers had killed many Ghul at the 

breach near Lucien.’ 
‘I remember.’ 
‘Yet I have spoken to countless others who have claimed that the 

Ghul could not be killed.  Look what happened tonight.  Sefar hacked 
away at the Ghul with as much fury as I could muster, and yet only you 
and I were able to slay them.’ 

‘Gunther managed to kill them too.’ 
‘Yes, but only by smashing their heads into tiny pieces.  I wonder 

how he would have fared with a sword.  The Acora killed many Ghul, but 
the Sessymirians couldn’t.  The Ankarans couldn’t.  Even the Pryderi 
who tried using magick against the Ghul quickly learnt they couldn’t kill 
them.  But in Sulis that night of the first attack, I lost count of how many 
had fallen under my blade.’ 

‘Maybe it’s not us,’ Gerriod said, thinking aloud.  ‘Maybe it’s our 
weapons.’  

Pylos considered this.  He frowned momentarily and then his 
eyebrows raised as he saw something that had been staring back at him 
for months.  ‘Of course!’ Pylos exclaimed.  ‘I am so dull.  Why did I not 
see it earlier?  It is so obvious!’ 

‘See what exactly?’ asked Gerriod. 
Pylos pulled out his sword and showed Gerriod the blade.  It was not 

the shiny silver of most swords – the metal was dull and black.  
‘Shatterstone!  It’s made of shatterstone, as are the heads of the Acora’s 
arrows.  He reached over and picked up Gerriod’s axe.  ‘This is also made 
from shatterstone!’  The Helyan laughed loudly, not caring whether he 
woke his companions.  ‘I had to fight with the Helyan Senate for weeks 
to get them to approve the acquisition of a small complement of 
shatterstone swords.  Very expensive, but worth every coin.’ 

He twisted onto his knees and started rolling up his blanket. 
‘What are you doing?’ Gerriod asked intrigued by Pylos’ erratic 

behaviour. 
‘I’m going.’ 
‘Where?’ 
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‘Back to Cessair.  I have to let the Chamberlain know.  This is 
important.’ 

‘You’re not going anywhere General.’ 
It was Maeldune, standing imperiously behind Pylos. 
Pylos stood up and faced Maeldune who stood a full foot taller than 

the Helyan.  ‘What do you mean?’ 
Maeldune’s cold, grey eyes bored into Pylos’ scarred face.  He 

paused a long time before answering, as if to remind Pylos who was in 
command of the mission.  ‘I would have thought my statement was plain 
enough to avoid repeating General.  You are not abandoning this 
mission.’ 

‘You know this information will save lives.  I must return to Cessair 
so others Myrrans can protect themselves.  If I can get word to the other 
companies –’ 

‘You will throw away the only advantage we have.  I agree that this 
is a significant discovery – if it bears out – but it will not stop Caliban, 
nor will it stop the march of the Ghul.  There is not enough shatterstone in 
the entire world to match blades with the Ghul.  We have a mission to 
complete.  I shouldn’t have to remind you of your duty.’ 

Maeldune was shrewd.  He knew using words such as mission and 
duty would weaken Pylos’ opposition.  But the Helyan pursued his 
course.  ‘Are you insane Maeldune?  We have two other squads for this 
very eventuality.  They can continue the mission.’ 

Maeldune stepped forward so that Pylos had to crane his head back 
to maintain eye contact with the Acoran.  ‘And what if they can’t finish 
the mission General?  Have you thought of that?  What if we are the only 
ones left?  Every day hundreds of lives are lost.  Are you willing to accept 
those deaths for the days we would lose should we return to Cessair?’ 

‘I’m not asking you to come with me,’ Pylos snarled. 
Maeldune stepped away before answering.  Pylos had all but 

declared his animosity towards the Acoran.  Years of political 
manoeuvring told Maeldune to change tactics.  He could achieve the 
higher ground by backing down.  His voice softened and he dropped his 
gaze so that it rested at Pylos’ feet.  ‘But I am asking you to stay, Pylos.  
You are second-in-command of this squad.  Should I die, which is more 
than likely given my lack of skill with a weapon, you must take the helm.  
Who else can?  The Spriggan?  The priest?  Gerriod?  We stand no hope 
of success should you leave.’ 

Confusion settled upon Pylos’ brow.  The change in Maeldune’s 
temperament was unexpected and he was not sure how to respond to it.  
‘Minister, I fully intend to return to the company and continue the 
mission.’ 
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Maeldune nodded, accepting the explanation.  ‘I believe you Pylos, 
but I fear there would be no mission to return to.  I would not dare hope 
that we could survive out here without you.  There is much at stake here – 
are you willing to risk it all?’ 

Pylos did not answer immediately.  He had always considered 
himself a conservative when it came to military decisions.  Years of 
respecting by a chain-of-command fought against the necessity of letting 
the world know of the vulnerability he had discovered in the Ghul.  The 
Chamberlain’s final words rang in his ears:  

‘May I emphasize the fact that the companies have one primary goal 
– the death of Caliban…  If we cut off the head, the body should die. ’ 

He was inspired by these words at the time, but now he found them 
to be a millstone around his neck.  ‘Very well.  I will stay.’ 
 
 
Dawn broke and the smell of fried swiggu quickly woke the other 
members of the company.  The low-lying sun painted the eastern side of 
the stone obelisks a luminous orange. 

Pylos and Gunther consulted an old map of the Stone Forest Pylos 
had obtained before leaving Cessair.  Whilst the map was extremely 
crude lacking in precise topographical detail, it did supply the two men 
with enough points of reference to work out how far they had come and 
where to head next. 

‘If that last gully was this river bed here,’ Pylos said pointing to a 
thin broken line on the map, ‘we should be eight leagues from the Scarlet 
Rock Theatre.’ 

‘Then we should turn north.  If we can exit the forest here,’ Gunther 
said placing a metal coated finger onto the map, ‘we should find a path 
that brings us up onto the plateau.  At our current pace we should reach 
the theatre shortly after nightfall tomorrow.’ 

Pylos agreed with Gunther’s calculations but was in two minds as to 
whether it was wise to stray so close to the theatre.  He was reluctant to 
reveal their whereabouts especially when they had been found so easily 
by the Ghul the night before. 

‘I doubt Caliban has any Tethran spies,’ Gunther said in response to 
Pylos’ concerns, ‘and anyway, he’d be hard put to find us amongst the 
thousands of people who attend the Scarlet Theatre every night.’ 

Pylos could see his point.  He had visited the theatre years before 
and knew that Gunther wasn’t exaggerating. The massive open-air 
amphitheatre could seat at least ten thousand spectators and drew such 
crowds every night.  They should be safe there. 
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The light of day was beginning to fade when they put the Stone Forest 
behind them.  Gunther had found a shelp-track which cut back and 
forward across the face of the steep incline up onto the Ganesa Plateau.  
The track was quite wide and well-used.  It was not uncommon for the 
shelp-herders on the plateau to bring their flocks down to the edge of the 
Stone Forest in search of the moss and roots the animals ate.   

Before ascending the escarpment, Gunther made a simple brew 
consisting of rock-moss and what was left of his personal store of water.  
The intoxicating aroma of the boiling drink hung deliciously in the air. 

‘It seems simple doesn’t it, but few people can pull off this brew.  If 
the heat is just slightly wrong, you get undrinkable sludge.  But if you get 
it right…’ – he paused to sniff his concoction and smiled broadly – ‘you 
get this!  It takes effect almost immediately.’ 

‘You’re getting drunk?’ Gerriod gasped. 
Mulupo looked up at the Tethran with imploring eyes.  ‘Captain 

Ross, I seem to have exhausted my supplies of water, but – being 
somewhat partial to the joys of a well-constructed beverage – I am 
wondering whether it would be beyond you to consider the possibility of 
allowing me to partake in sampling that most potable substance you hold 
in your hands.’ 

‘Spriggan,’ Gunther said brusquely, ‘it’s a good thing I don’t 
understand you, because if I thought for a second that you were trying to 
snaffle some of my brew, you’d be wearing my iron knuckles on your 
face.’ 

Mulupo paused.  He shifted his weight from hoof to hoof as he 
decoded the linguistic variables of the Tethran’s response.  ‘Ah, I see that 
you have responded to my humble request in the negative, sir.’ 

‘You’re a clever fella,’ grunted Gunther as he took a long swing of 
his drink.  He stood up and burped. 

Pylos eyed the Tethran critically.  ‘Gunther, you’re no good to us 
drunk.’ 

‘Ah, don’t be so uptight Pylos.  Anyways, I’m a better fighter when 
I’m fuddled.’   

Gunther made his way over to the shelp-track, slid on a small rock 
and crashed down on Mulupo, who had followed him closely, enjoying 
the smell of the rock-moss brew. 

Mulupo was pinned under Gunther’s substantial weight.  The 
Tethran just lay looking up at the sky laughing.  ‘Whoa!  That’s quite a 
brew!’ Gunther chortled.  ‘Getting up this here track might be a struggle.’  
He heaved himself back on to his feet, and gave a shallow apology to the 
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Spriggan who felt as if his every bone had been crushed under Gunther’s 
steel and iron-plated body. 
 
 
As it was, they made good time up the escarpment, despite Gunther Ross’ 
state.  On a number of occasions Pylos thought the Tethran was going to 
walk right of the edge of the cliff, especially towards the end of the ascent 
when thick clouds rolled in, hiding the Myr’s moons. 

At one point on the journey, the clouded sky above the plateau was 
lit up.  ‘What was that?’ Sefar asked the group but no-one had an answer.  
They knew it wasn’t lightning as the clouds had been lit from below.   

‘It came from the plateau,’ observed Remiel. 
‘Perhaps it was a beacon flare,’ suggested Gerriod.  ‘We use them on 

stormy nights on Lake Erras.’ 
Sefar shook his head.  ‘That was no beacon.’ 
‘I wouldn’t worry,’ slurred Gunther.  ‘It’s probably some dramatic 

trick from the Theatre.  Something to amuse the opera-buffs.’ 
‘I don’t think so,’ Remiel said quietly.   
Pylos turned to Maeldune.  ‘What about our leader?  Minister, what 

do you think?’ 
Before the Acoran could answer, the sky lit up again. 
‘Let’s just keep moving,’ Maeldune grunted.  He had said very little 

since the Ghul attack.  Pylos assumed this was due to embarrassment over 
his lack of participation in the fight, but something told the Helyan there 
was more to it than that.  

A short time later, the light flashed for the third and final time and 
Remiel winced.  ‘What’s wrong?’ Trypp asked.   

Remiel’s eyes were closed and his head slightly cocked to one side.  
When his eyes opened, his pupils were dilated and his face was flushed.  
His temples pulsated as if his veins were about to explode.  ‘On the edge 
of my hearing, I thought I heard…’  His voice faded, as if his thoughts 
were too dreadful to mention. 

‘Thought you heard what?’ whispered Trypp, aware that Remiel was 
struggling with whatever was running through his mind. 

‘I thought I could hear thousands of voices, crying out at once.’ 
‘Do you hear them now?’ 
Remiel closed his eyes again, listened, then shook his head.  ‘No, 

nothing.’ 
‘Maeldune?’ Pylos asked, sure if anyone else could hear what 

Remiel heard, it would be an Acoran. 
Maeldune shrugged to indicate he hadn’t heard a thing. 
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As they neared the top of the shelp-track, another noise stopped the party 
in their tracks.  It was Gerriod who first noted the booming sound that 
was sounding at rhythmic intervals every few seconds.  ‘What is that 
sound?  It’s like thunder, but –’  He turned to Pylos who had been 
walking alongside him for the last part of the journey.  ‘Is it the Colossi, 
moving across the plateau?’ 

Pylos gave the mariner a warm smile.  ‘Yes, it is.’ 
‘Why do they move?’ 
‘I have been told they forage for food.’ 
‘What does something so large eat?’ 
Overhearing the conversation, Gunther chimed in.  ‘They eat 

durnodaw eggs.  It’s all part of the chain.  The stonemites eat the rock.  
The durnodaws eat the stonemites and the Colossi eat the durnodaw.’ 

‘But the durnodaw is not much bigger than an ordinary bird.’ 
‘A single durnodaw lays thousands of eggs.  They hide them under 

the red dirt of the plateau, but the Colossi can always sniff them out.’ 
‘I’m glad I’m not a durnodaw,’ Gerriod said as the pounding steps of 

the Colossi shook his body. 
 
 
When they reached the lip of the Ganesa Plateau they were met with the 
sight of a large red stone structure which was lit up by hundreds of 
torches and lamps.  In the distance, the company could see three massive 
black shapes moving across the landscape.  They were perhaps a league 
away but dominated the dark sky. 

Although he had heard about their prodigious size, Gerriod was 
awestruck when he finally cast eyes upon the Colossi.  They were of a 
size that was stupefying to behold – larger than a hill, but smaller than a 
mountain.  Two of the creatures were stationary, but the third and nearest 
Colossi moved ponderously across the dusty plateau floor to the north.  
As far as Gerriod could tell in the dark, the Colossi was totally grey in 
colour, except for its sad blue eyes which shone in the darkness as though 
they were lit from within.  What amazed Gerriod most of all was the 
shape of the ‘creature’ – it looked just like a man down on his knees, 
crawling across a dusty floor, his bald head lowered as if he were 
searching for something he had lost. 

‘It looks like… a person,’ he panted. 
‘I’m a person,’ said Sefar.  ‘It doesn’t look like me.’ 
‘I’m a person too,’ noted Trypp. 
‘I struggle to see any resemblance to my own being,’ added Mulupo, 

‘and I too claim some right to be considered a person.’ 
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‘I’m sorry – that’s not what I meant,’ apologised Gerriod.  ‘It’s just, 
I was expecting something resembling an animal.’ 

‘Like a shell?’ asked Trypp. 
‘Or perhaps a horn?’ Sefar suggested, joining in the fun. 
‘Or hooves such as those that would be found on an ungulate 

mammal, such as myself?’ 
‘No!  I pictured something like a giant shelp!’ Gerriod exclaimed.  

Everyone turned to face him with bemused looks upon their faces.  ‘Well, 
no-one explained what they looked like.  I had to imagine them for 
myself.’ 

The Colossi turned its head to look to the south seemingly staring 
straight at the party, but its gaze was only fleeting and it returned its 
attention to the ground underneath its great head. 

‘That one’s the largest of the three,’ Gunther said.  ‘Tethrans call 
him Galam.  It’s an old Tethran word meaning first to wake.  The other 
two follow him.  Their names are Lo and Mok. 

‘Can they communicate with one another?’ Gerriod asked. 
‘We don’t have time for a history lecture,’ Maeldune sneered.  ‘Let’s 

head over to the theatre, gather some fresh supplies and head on to 
Brigantia.’ 

 
 
They made their way up onto a broad bluestone avenue that was lined 
with glass poplars.  This avenue ran all the way from the Brigand Road to 
the north to the main entrance of the theatre.  The company walked under 
a wide archway that had the words Scarlet Rock Theatre etched in ornate 
gold letters across its surface. 

Gerriod’s mind reached back across time and space to the deck of his 
ship The Crimson Dawn.   

‘I was a dancer, you know.  I once performed at the Scarlet Rock 
Theatre before the Lord Chamberlain himself.’   

The leper’s sad voice reverberated inside his head, and he realized 
how much he hated Caliban, for what he had done to his father, what he 
had done to the Tethran dancer, what he had done to the world. 
 
 
The curved walls of the theatre’s exterior stretched out on either side of 
the company.  Exquisitely painted representations of a famous opera 
singer covered panels on the theatre walls.  Dame Yam Ka was an 
Ankaran from the distant city of Copacati.  It was said that her voice 
could break glass and the hardest heart. 
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‘Where is everyone?’ grunted Gunther.  ‘It can’t be that late!  The 
shows usually don’t finish until midnight.’  He was accustomed to the 
avenue being filled with theatre-goers and merchants.  Most 
performances also attracted devotees of the artists who could not afford to 
watch the performance but would happily sit outside the theatre listening 
to the music that floated over its high walls. 

A Spriggan caravan lay outside the theatre.  Since the slaughter in 
Camulos, Mulupo had been informed of numerous merchants who had 
been abroad at the time of the massacre.  The thought of seeing his 
countrymen filled him with joy and he trotted as quickly as he could over 
to the caravan.  His expectant expression turned to one of disappointment 
– the travelling shop was empty.  All its trinkets still intact but there was 
not a Spriggan to be found. 

‘How can this be?  Some of these items are extremely valuable.’ 
‘Perhaps the Spriggans have gone in to watch the performance,’ 

offered Maeldune.  ‘It is Dame Ka after all.’ 
‘Even the most dithyrambic aficionado of Dame Ka would not 

abandon his caravan,’ Mulupo contended.  ‘As much as we delight in the 
finer arts, business is business.  Add to this axiom the regulation stating 
that traders are not allowed in the theatre and I think we can discount 
your inchoate suggestion, Minister.  I fear something deleterious has 
occurred.’ 

‘Let’s go up the steps,’ said Gunther with some urgency.  ‘There’s 
something wrong here.’ 

Mulupo stepped away from the group.  ‘I will remain outside and 
seek the whereabouts of my countrymen.  Some expiable crime has taken 
place, perhaps at the hands of our lucifigal nemeses.’ 

Maeldune opened his mouth to voice his objections to this idea, but 
after a moment’s reflection decided against standing in Mulupo’s way.  
‘Very well.  The rest of us will investigate this mystery.’ 
 
 
‘Why is it so quiet?’ Gunther wondered aloud as they made their way up 
the steps leading into the stadium. 

There was nothing that could prepare them for what came next.  It 
would have been impossible for any of them to imagine a sight more 
gruesome.  Almost ten thousand Myrrans had gathered for the concert 
and all of them were dead.  Most had remained seated, although some 
bodies lay in the aisles and a number had fallen over the railing at the 
front of the stands.  Every single corpse had a gaping hole in his or her 
torso, a large cavity where the heart once lay.  Most had their eyes open, 
staring out at the centre of the arena in disbelief. 



CALIBAN’S END 54 

Pylos moved through the stands examining the bodies.  ‘This devilry 
was done this night.  Their blood is still warm.’ 

‘But what could have done this?’ Gerriod’s voice was so strained, 
his words struggled to leave his lips. 

Remiel was crouched over a body of a young girl.  The sight of the 
innocent youth lying torn and bloody on the steps had brought tears to his 
eyes.  ‘This wasn’t the work of the Ghul.  There’s no sign of their 
presence.  There are no footprints in the pools of blood.  No signs of 
struggle.’ 

‘Then how did this happen?’ asked Sefar who was struggling to look 
at the bloodshed. 

‘I believe this is the work of one of the Cabal, one we have not heard 
of.’  Remiel lifted his head and stared across the stands.  ‘To kill so many, 
so quickly.  Thousands of victims in just one night.’  His voice trailed off 
into sobs. 

‘But why didn’t they run?’ Gunther said as he paced from body to 
body.  ‘Surely whatever killed them couldn’t have done it at once.’ 

Maeldune said nothing.  He just stared at the multitudes of violated 
bodies.  His face was fixed in a blank expression but his eyes suggested 
he was struggling with what he saw. 

Trypp crawled off to the dark space under the first tier of stands and 
vomited.   
 
 
Gunther rushed through the stands searching vainly for some sign of life 
amidst the carnage.  The Tethrans had their breastplates ripped from their 
flesh.  Their hearts had been taken out. 

‘Gunther, I’m sorry,’ Remiel offered, placing his hand upon the 
Tethran’s broad, metal-encased shoulder. 

‘It’s not your fault, holy man.  Caliban’s just gone and made this 
personal.  Promise me one thing – you all let me be the one to kill him.’ 

‘We can’t promise that,’ Remiel said sadly. 
‘Then I’ll have to make sure I find him first.’ 

 
 
It was Trypp who heard it first – a quiet shuffling noise.  It was difficult 
to notice amidst the distant booming of the Colossi’s slow and steady 
steps.  The noise came from the middle of the arena where someone was 
slowly making his way up the wide flat steps of the arena’s central dais. 

The figure leant on a wooden staff.  It had long, ragged white hair 
but its face was in shadow.  Similarly ragged, charcoal coloured robes 
hung around it like a collection of old strips of leather.  The figure 
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seemed to wheeze with exhaustion as it made its way to the top of the 
wide dais. 

Pylos looked quizzically at Gunther.  ‘A survivor?’ he offered. 
Gunther just shrugged.  ‘Surely that’s not Cabal.  Aren’t they all big 

monsters?’ 
Remiel made his way down the stairs leading from the lowest stand 

onto the arena.  His eyes were fixed on the figure on the dais.  ‘They are 
monsters,’ he said to Gunther without looking at him, ‘but they are not 
necessarily big.  Stay on your guard.’ 

‘Look!’ cried Gerriod. 
The figure had stopped in the very heart of the theatre and shifted its 

body slightly as a brilliant white lantern was illuminated above its head.  
Its face lay in shadow under a tousled mess of greasy white hair. 

Gunther reckoned the figure to be no taller than four feet – the 
priest’s caution seemed misplaced.  The Tethran tucked his iron ball 
under his arm and jumped the rail to the arena.  He landed on the dusty 
rock floor and started walking toward the figure.  He stuck out his right 
arm and swung the iron ball above his head in large, lethal arcs.  The 
figure on the dais remained where it was seemingly unaware of Gunther’s 
approach. 

Pylos, Sefar, Remiel and Trypp joined their metal-plated companion 
on the floor of the theatre.   

The light above the head of the figure on the dais was growing 
brighter, illuminating the brutality in the stands, leaving no aspect of the 
carnage hidden from view.  But no-one was looking at the stands.  
Gunther and his companions were staring at the light before them.  
Strangely, the more brilliant the light grew, the easier it was to look at. 

Trypp found himself becoming mesmerised.  Despite the 
illumination, his head was foggy.  He felt as if he was on the edge of a 
dream, vaguely aware of his actions but unable to influence them.  He 
could not remember what he was doing in the stadium but he found 
himself strangely drawn to the beautiful luminescence before him.  He 
shook his head and as he did so, he managed to pull his gaze away from 
the seductive lantern.  He caught sight of Maeldune behind him.  The 
Acoran had not made his way onto the arena, but rather was hiding 
himself behind the small wall that separated the performance arena from 
the stands.   

Trypp pulled his slingshot from his bag and armed it with a large, 
sharp rock.  ‘Don’t look into the light!’ he shouted to his companions.  
His voice had lost all its gentleness; every syllable had been infused with 
panic. 
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It was all the warning Pylos needed.  He cast his eyes down, where 
he could see the figure in his peripheral vision but not the light. 

 Remiel looked to his left and saw that Sefar was transfixed by the 
light.  He raised his hand and slapped the Kheperan hard across the face.  
Sefar looked around with a dazed expression on his face, as if he had just 
woken from a dream. 

‘Sefar, get behind me now,’ Remiel yelled.  ‘Hold my robes and shut 
your eyes.’ 

Stunned by the situation, the Kheperan did what he was told without 
hesitation.  He crouched down so that he was covered by the priest’s 
shadow.   

Remiel looked across to his right to see Pylos, edging closer to the 
figure under the lantern.  The Helyan shielded his eyes from the light but 
kept his sword raised, held purposefully before his body like a standard 
bearer marching into battle. 

Trypp also moved closer to the dais, his eyes completely shut.  He 
was relying on other senses to direct him.  Gerriod and Gunther also 
moved forward, but they had not taken heed of Trypp’s warning.  They 
both stared into the light, drawn to it like small insects to a flame.  
‘Gerriod!  Captain Ross!’ Trypp cried but the two of them were so 
entranced by the light they could not hear a thing. 

The enigmatic figure on the dais lifted its head slightly and there was 
an audible intake of air.  The light above its head momentarily faded.  Its 
cloak dropped away, revealing countless tentacles dangling from its neck.  
Each tentacle ended in a thin, curved prongs that dripped with blood. 

Out of the corner of his downcast eyes, Remiel caught sight of the 
tentacles and shuddered. ‘Argas!’ he whispered to himself.  Long ago 
Caliban had told him about a creature he had stumbled across in scrolls 
he had acquired from ancient vaults under the city of Caquix.  The 
creature was called Argas and if there was a member of the Cabal to be 
feared more than the others, this was it.  It used its lantern to entrance its 
prey and then it would blind them.  The creature would rip out its 
victims’ hearts with its tentacles and feed upon the bloody organs. 

Suddenly the glowing orb above Argas erupted.  A pure, intense 
light shot out over the vast space, stripping all colours away as its white 
brilliance impacted upon every surface.  The light was so bright that 
Trypp could see it though his eyelids were shut.  As it erupted, a faint 
whipping sound sliced through the air. 

Without thinking, Trypp leapt to his left, his arms blindly stretching 
out for Gerriod Blake.  As he collided with the mariner, the Sapphyrran’s 
carapace was hit by something with tremendous force.  Not since the 
attack of the Morrigu above Skyfall Town had Trypp felt such violent 
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power.  Fortunately, whatever hit him had been aimed for Gerriod, who 
lay under Trypp’s body with a vacuous expression on his face. 

 Gunther Ross was not so lucky.  When the white light exploded 
from the glowing orb, the Tethran was staring straight into it.  Deep in his 
mind, he knew something was wrong, knew he shouldn’t be standing 
there defenceless before the small, strange being in the centre of the 
theatre.  Gunther was also aware of something snaking through the air at 
him at incredible speed.  He was so transfixed by the beguiling light that 
he did not even move as the thin claw at the end of the creature’s tentacle 
gripped onto the edges of the metal plate he had grafted to his chest ten 
years before.  The Tethran just stood there impassively as the talons dug 
under the plate and ripped twenty square inches of metal from his flesh.   

The searing pain wrested Gunther’s mind back into his control and 
he screamed a wrenching cry of pure agony as if his very soul had been 
torn out of him.  He fell to the dusty, blood spewing from his torso like a 
volcanic eruption. 

 Pylos was saved by years of discipline in the field.  He had walked 
forward, his eyes clenched tightly, holding the shatterstone sword firmly 
in his grasp.  Its hilt was held before his waist so that its dark blade 
protected his naked torso and the rapidly beating heart inside it.  
Moments after the bright light shot out across the theatre, Pylos felt 
something collide into his sword with such force that the Helyan thought 
his wrists had been broken from jarring impact.  Then with greater 
strength than Pylos thought possible, the sword was ricked out of his 
hands.  The Helyan fell forward to his knees as he vainly tried to keep his 
prized weapon within his grasp. 

 Sefar and Remiel were untouched.  From where Sefar cowed 
behind the priest, all he had seen were Remiel’s flapping black robes 
superimposed over the ethereal glow coming from the centre of the 
theatre.  In the fulgent detonation that followed, Remiel just became a 
black shield against the luminous assault.  In his peripheral vision Sefar 
could make out countless clawed tentacles whipping past on either side of 
him.  One slammed into the crimson wall behind which Maeldune was 
hiding, ripping away the stone, leaving the Acoran exposed.  Sefar’s gaze 
switched to Gunther Ross, whose hands were clutching his chest 
feverishly as he fell to the theatre’s floor. 

 Sefar expected Remiel to fall just as Gunther had.  There was no 
way the priest could have evaded the strange being’s savage appendages.  
But he seemed unharmed. 

As innumerable tentacles retreated back to their source, slithering 
across the red floor like serpents returning to their nest, Remiel spun 
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around to see what had befallen his comrades.  ‘Get back to the wall!’ he 
screamed to the others. 

They ran like they had never run before.  Pylos picked up Gunther, 
and Trypp picked up Gerriod.  It would not be long before the creature 
struck again.  They had seconds to find shelter.  Argas had already 
gathered up his tentacles and was ready to cast them out once more. 

 A split-second after the fleeing group had vaulted over the small 
wall that ringed the arena, the light exploded once more.  The sound of 
Argas’ claws smashing into the rock wall filled the air and then the wall 
was gone.  Argas had ripped down the only thing that stood between it 
and its quarry.  The company had no-where left to hide. 

A dark shape leapt out of a pile of bodies to their left.  It was 
Maeldune.  He was covered in blood.  He had gathered the dead around 
him like a shield and it had saved him from Argas’ second assault.  ‘Hide 
under the bodies!’ he cried.  ‘It’s our only hope.’ 

Pylos could not bring himself to even consider using the dead as 
shields.  ‘No, you’re only delaying the inevitable.  There’s got to be 
another way!’ 

Trypp stated flatly, ‘I will not disrespect the departed.’ 
Maeldune spat back at him, ‘It’s alright for you Sapphyrran – you’ve 

got a shell to hide in.’ 
The tentacles slithered back down the stands’ steps, returning to their 

host.  A third attack was only moments away. 
‘Get behind me, all of you!’ Remiel roared. 
Sefar shook his head at the priest.  ‘Father Gideon, I don’t know 

what you did before, but you can’t protect us all.’ 
‘Get behind me!’ Remiel repeated, aware that they had only seconds 

before the clawed appendages would fly out again.  This time they would 
hit their marks. 

Somewhere outside, the sound of the crawling Colossi was like a 
death knell.  Boom! 

Pylos ignored Remiel and scanned the arena for his sword.  His eyes 
flicked back and forth frantically until…  ‘There!’  It stood like a black 
crucifix in the dusty red dirt in front of the dais.  Without even thinking of 
whether he had time to do it, Pylos leapt onto the area and started 
sprinting for the weapon. 

‘What’s he doing?’ said Maeldune incredulously. 
‘He’s trying to save us,’ Trypp observed. 
‘He’s going to get himself killed,’ Maeldune retorted. 
Remiel’s face was a portrait of desperation.  ‘Pylos no!  You don’t 

have time.’  But the Helyan wasn’t listening. 
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Another booming sound reverberated across the theatre, but Pylos 
could not hear it above the beating of his heart.  The tentacles had almost 
fully retracted and he was over ten yards away from the sword.  The light 
above Argas’ head dimmed once more before releasing its energy.  Pylos 
reached for his sword but unexpectedly he found himself upended by one 
of the last tentacles to return to the body of the creature he was trying to 
kill. 

‘Pylos!’ Trypp shouted desperately but his voice was drowned out 
by the dull pounding noise beyond the theatre. 

Pylos scrambled to his feet but he had nowhere to go. 
In an act that was as reckless as it was honourable, Trypp leapt back 

onto the arena and raced towards Pylos who was still many feet from the 
sword.   

In the stands Maeldune cowered behind a bloody heartless body and 
everyone closed their eyes as the explosion of light spilled over the 
stadium like the wrath of a god.  Trypp kept on running despite the 
futility of his actions.  Pylos bit down hard on his tongue in anticipation 
of the sheer agony of having his heart ripped out of his torso. 
 
 
Suddenly the whole world seemed to be thrown upside down and every 
single body in the theatre, dead or otherwise, was thrown a few feet into 
the air as the ground beneath them moved.  The bright light was gone and 
for a while nothing made sense. 

Pylos was the first to dare to open his eyes and for a brief moment, 
he was totally disoriented.  The air around him was thick with crimson 
dust.  Behind him he could make out the figure of Trypp lying face down 
in the dirt.  The Sapphyrran lifted his head, totally confused as to what 
had just transpired.  Another booming sound echoed through the stadium 
but this one not as close as the one that had sounded before. 

‘Are you okay?’ Pylos asked Trypp, extending a hand to help the 
Sapphyrran from the ground.  But his companion didn’t take his hand; he 
didn’t even notice it.  His eyes were focused on the incomprehensibly 
large creature overhead.  It was one of the Colossi. 

Pylos wheeled around following Trypp’s gaze and upon seeing the 
gigantic figure so close that he felt a strange sense of earthbound vertigo, 
he fell back down on his rump, breathless and amazed. 

Slowly it dawned on him what had happened.  The Colossi known as 
Galam had placed a village-sized hand down upon the theatre, levelling 
the stand.  Not only had Galam destroyed half the stadium, it had 
squashed the Cabal creature like a bug.  The dais was crushed and all that 
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was left of their assailant was a dark smear on the ground and the stains 
of hundreds of flattened tentacles. 

‘It’s dead!’ Pylos said with a profound sense of relief and lay back 
on the ground, shut his eyes and thanked his gods he had been spared yet 
again. 

‘What were you thinking?’ Trypp asked curiously, without any note 
of criticism in his voice.  ‘You were never going to make it to your 
sword.’ 

Without opening his eyes, Pylos smiled.  ‘There’s an old Helyan 
saying: If you must die in battle, do so running at your opponent, not 
away from him.  I always liked that saying.’ 

A deep laughed sounded from behind the pair.  ‘And you, Pylos, just 
had to take it literally!’ 

Pylos sat up and swung around to see Sefar, alive and intact.  ‘In 
Helyas we only take things literally.’ 

Trypp stood and smiled at Sefar.  ‘It is good to see you safe, Sefar.  
We were fortunate to have an unexpected ally in this fight.’ 

Maeldune stepped out from behind Sefar, his eyes fixed on the 
departing figure of the Colossi.  ‘You don’t think that dumb brute knew 
what it was doing, do you?’ 

‘Why don’t you run after it and ask it, Minister?’ Pylos sneered as he 
got to his feet.  

‘Strange it is that it did not step on any of us,’ Trypp said before 
Maeldune could respond.  ‘It killed this monster but spared our company.  
It saved us.’ 

‘It didn’t save these people,’ Sefar observed grimly and all eyes went 
to the thousands of corpses surrounding them, many of whom had been 
squashed into the rock and dirt of the theatre.  Sefar had a point.  If 
Galam had any concern for tiny creatures with whom he shared the Myr, 
the dead surrounding them lay in stark contradiction to such feelings.  
‘We were saved by lumbering chance, not ancient wisdom.  We were just 
lucky.’ 
 
 
Gerriod made his way over to the small group near the shattered dais.  He 
was clearly unnerved by what had transpired, and although he had no 
broken bones or wounds, he walked slowly, an older, wearier man.  ‘I 
think you’d better come.  Captain Ross is in a bad way.’ 
 
 
Gunther lay in the stands being cradled by Remiel, surrounded by a thick 
pool of blood.  Pylos stepped forward but the other members of the squad 
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kept their distance, as if to provide what little dignity they could to 
Gunther’s inevitable demise.  A wound as terrible as the one he had 
received could only lead to death. 

Remiel was crouched over the Tethran whose eyes were shut and 
body was still.  Much to Pylos’ surprise, Remiel’s hand lay across 
Gunther’s bloody chest. 

Pylos knelt down beside them.  ‘Please Father Gideon, let me inspect 
his injury!’ 

Remiel leaned back and his hand slid off Gunther’s chest.  Pylos 
prepared himself for the sight of mangled flesh. 

There was not a mark on him.  Although his shirt was torn apart, his 
skin was untouched.  There was no wound where the iron breastplate had 
been torn from his flesh.   

Gunther’s chest heaved as air filled it and moments later his eyes 
opened.  He was dazed but very much alive. 

‘What devilry is this?’ Pylos asked Remiel who looked upon the 
miracle without any sense of shock. 

‘I used a vial I once acquired from a Tuirrenian apothecary.  A 
healing potion.’ 

Pylos eyed the priest suspiciously.  ‘I have never heard of any potion 
that can bring a man back from the dead.’ 

Remiel shook his head.  ‘He was not dead when I administered the 
solution.  Close to it, yes, but not gone from us.’ 

Pylos nodded but there was nothing in his face that indicated he 
accepted the explanation. 
 
 
The company left the theatre.  Trypp ventured off to find Mulupo whilst 
the others discussed their next steps. 

‘What’s the plan Minister?’  It was a simple enough question but 
Maeldune knew that Pylos was – yet again – testing the Acoran’s ability 
to lead. 

‘We’ll leave this place as soon as we can.  We should find supplies 
in the surrounding buildings.  We’ll only need water.  We can eat when 
we get to Brigantia.  I would like to be there within two days.’ 

‘There are stables not far from here,’ said Gunther faintly.  Although 
he was on his feet, he seemed damaged in a way that could not be healed.  
His arrogant swagger had completely disappeared.  The defiance in his 
eyes had dimmed.  His armoured shoulders slumped and his voice 
trembled.  Pylos could not help but stare at him.  It was difficult to see 
any trace of the man who once occupied that metal-plated body. 
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It was understandable.  Gunther had just discovered the massacre of 
thousands of his countrymen.  It was doubtful he would ever be the same 
again. 

 ‘You mean to take the Brigand Road?’ Remiel asked Maeldune. 
‘Yes.  In light of this catastrophe, there seems little point in taking a 

less obvious route.’ 
Remiel nodded.  ‘I agree.  We should abandon secrecy in favour of 

speed.  Caliban lashes out at all the world now.  Thousands died this 
night.  Every moment that passes, more are slain.  We must get ourselves 
to the Worldpool without delay.’ 

‘What was that creature?’ Sefar said.  ‘Does anybody know what it 
was we just fought?’ 

After seconds of silence, Remiel spoke.  ‘Its name was Argas and it 
was one of the most powerful and dangerous members of the Cabal.’ 

‘Forgive me for asking this, Father,’ said Pylos warily, ‘but how 
does a priest know such things?’ 

‘I was not always a priest Pylos,’ Remiel answered with a tone that 
declared that he was unwilling to discuss the matter further. 

‘Well, it’s dead now, so this mission only gets easier now, right?’ 
Gerriod suggested, not really believing any of the words that left his 
mouth.  ‘Right?’ 

‘If no-one else has anything worthwhile to add,’ said Maeldune 
brusquely, ‘I suggest we make preparations for our journey to Brigantia.  
I would like to leave within the hour.’ 

‘I have something more to add.’ 
‘What is it General?’ A note of suspicion could be heard in 

Maeldune’s voice. 
‘Maeldune, I must ask your forgiveness.  Until this night, I must say 

I had certain… concerns about you.’ 
Maeldune’s face darkened.  ‘General –’ 
‘No let me finish.  I will be direct.  Bannick’s murder filled me with 

suspicion and – though it shames me to admit it – I thought you capable 
of that sort of betrayal.’ 

‘General, may I remind you that I am –’ 
‘Yes, you are Minister for Justice.  We are all well aware of that.  

Just… hear me out.’ 
‘Very well,’ Maeldune said uncomfortably. 
‘I must admit that I even entertained the thought that you had a part 

to play in the Ghul attack two nights ago.  Your convenient absence from 
the fight was hard to ignore.’ 

‘As I said –’ 
‘But tonight I have abandoned all my suspicions.’ 
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‘And why is that General Castalia?’ Maeldune said contemptuously.  
He felt he was being patronised by Pylos and it was not something to 
which someone of his station was accustomed. 

‘Argas.’ 
Maeldune’s face went pale at the mention of Argas’ name.  The 

Acoran could still hear the sound of the stone wall cracking as the 
creature’s claws pounded into it, seeking to find his heart so that it could 
tear it out.   

Pylos laughed.  ‘Yes.  It tried to kill you too.  Either I’ve been wrong 
about you and you’re on our side, or…’ – he paused for effect – ‘or 
Caliban doesn’t like his servants very much and cares little whether you 
live or die.’ 
 
 
Trypp came up to the group accompanied by Mulupo.  The Spriggan had 
blood all over his gold waistcoat, but he seemed unharmed.  He slumped 
to the ground and placed his head in his hands. 

‘The blood’s not his,’ Trypp explained.  ‘He found the bodies of the 
Spriggan traders.  They had been slaughtered not far from the arena’s 
entrance.’ 

‘Slaughtered?  By whom?’ 
‘Ghul.  They were riddled with arrows carved from bone.  It seems 

they had been lined up and shot.’ 
Remiel knelt down beside Mulupo and stroked his head tenderly.  

‘I’m sorry Mulupo.’ 
‘I know his name,’ Mulupo said plainly. 
‘What?’ 
‘The Ghul commander who is responsible.  I know his name.’ 
‘You saw him?’ 
‘Yes.  He even introduced himself to me.  His name was…’ 

 
 
‘Lucetious.’ 

‘You called for me, Lord?’ 
Caliban hobbled forward and placed a hand on Lucetious’ shoulder 

in a show of affection.  ‘Yes, I did.  I have been watching the events 
unfold in Tethra with great interest.  The Spriggan’s ingenuity in 
dispatching the carnopod was truly inspiring, wouldn’t you say, 
Lucetious?’ 

‘It was most resourceful.’  
‘Indeed,’ croaked Caliban, ‘but I am growing nervous about my old 

friend Maeldune Canna.  I think he needs our help.  Pylos Castalia 
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clearly suspects him of duplicity.  I think it is time we changed that.  For 
your next task, Maeldune must be considered… expendable.’ 

‘Do you want them all killed?’ 
‘I want them tested further.  Certainly the squad you sent to the 

Stone Forest wasn’t up to the task.  I want to push these men who plan to 
kill me.  You must move quickly – you have little time.  You are to take 
Argas to the place they call the Scarlet Rock Theatre.’ 

But Lord, surely Argas will –’ 
‘Slaughter my brother and his companions?  That is unlikely.  Pylos 

is far too resilient to dismiss so easily.  I think the Sapphyrran could also 
surprise you.  If worst comes to worst and lives are about to be lost, I 
believe my dear brother will reveal himself as Morgai.  He is more than a 
match for Argas but he does not want to divulge his identity to his 
companions.’ 

‘Then this attack is just to force his hand.’ 
‘Yes.  It would make for an interesting game.  It is time that the 

Myrrans realised that Remiel Grayson walks among them.  Let Argas 
know a banquet awaits him.  He will be able to feed on the hearts of 
thousands enjoying a night out at the opera.’ 

‘Opera?’ 
‘There is no time to explain.  Set up a perimeter around the theatre.  

No-one leaves.’ 
‘Yes, my lord.  It will be done.’ 

 
 
‘What did he say to you Mulupo?’ 

Mulupo looked up at Remiel with eyes that articulated his pain more 
than mere words could.  The Spriggan had held out hope that his people 
would survive, they would rebuild, but in light of the horrors he had just 
witnessed outside the Scarlet Rock Theatre, their future seemed bleak.  
Genocide, it seemed, was a foregone conclusion. 

‘What did Lucetious say?’ Remiel repeated. 
‘Nothing,’ Mulupo replied.  ‘As I lay there clutching my 

compatriots, he just bade his troops to fire upon me.’ 
‘What happened?’ 
‘A brilliant light radiated from the theatre. The closest Colossi 

seemed to take an interest in it.  I think it found the light to be… 
disconcerting.’ 

‘What happened to the Ghul?’ 
‘They fled.  Some took refuge in the theatre, which did not prove to 

be a choice characterised by sapience as this was the section that was 
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decimated by the Colossi’s monumental arrival.  It was a serendipitous 
turn of events on a less than serendipitous night.’ 

Mulupo turned away, not wanting to discuss the matter further.  
Respecting this, his companions set about their duties.  None of them 
wanted to stay a moment longer at the theatre than they had to.  
 
 
‘Father Gideon, I have found some stores of water but I’ll need a hand 
carrying them.  Could you assist me?’ 

Remiel glanced up to see Pylos leaning against the theatre’s outer 
wall.  He was tapping his foot which seemed uncharacteristic.  Pylos did 
not seem like the impatient type. 

‘Of course,’ Remiel replied and stood up to accompany Pylos. 
 
 
They made their way to the far side of the ruined theatre to a small 
building that had escaped the Colossi’s path of destruction.  It seemed a 
long way to go to fetch water. 

Pylos opened the door.  A window let in a slither of moonlight but it 
was not enough to illuminate the room.  ‘The drums are against the far 
wall,’ Pylos said as he stood in the doorway and waited for his 
companion to walk past him.  Remiel thought it strange that Pylos had not 
left a lamp lit when he had found the water. 

Before he had a chance to recognise the sound of a sword being 
drawn from its scabbard, Remiel’s body stiffened as a searing pain shot 
through his back.  He looked down to see a dark blade, smeared with 
blood, sticking out his stomach.  He was about to die at the hands of 
Pylos Castalia. 
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Chapter Three   Acoran Way, Western Reaches 
 
 

ehenna was ready to kill someone.  Perhaps everyone.  She had pulled 
herself up out of the basket and climbed the lines to the cockpit, a 
point a few feet under the bobug where the ropes were tied to the 

creature’s harness.  A small rope seat was fixed to the harness for 
journeys not requiring the carriage below.  Jehenna had told the group 
that she was just carrying out a routine check of the harness, but that was 
a lie.  All she wanted to do is get a bit of space between her and the five 
individuals in the basket below.  Almost three days had passed and she 
felt that if they did not reach the western landing soon, she would shoot 
them all, or throw herself into the Mire – whichever was easiest.  She 
looked down at the group crammed into that little space thirty feet below, 
and realised she disliked the entire lot of them, albeit some more than 
others. 

Sela – the colourfully-robed, colourfully-spoken Tamuan.  Still 
smarting from the pain of quills piercing her buttocks in an unfortunate 
accident on the second morning of the journey, Jehenna held the Tamuan 
in nothing less than absolute contempt.  Sela had complained every hour 
of the journey, even in her sleep.  She had the uncanny ability to evoke a 
reaction in at least one person around her.  At first Jehenna had gained a 
small degree of pleasure from her verbal jousts with the Tamuan consul, 
but she had found her to offer poor competition in a battle of wits and the 
exchanges quickly became tiresome. 

Rama – the tall, polite Ankaran.  A gentleman perhaps, but not one 
without his failings.  Blind Rama seemed so at peace with himself and the 
world around him, his inability to be annoyed by anything had to be 
considered a significant character flaw.  Also, the man seemed to be 
narcoleptic.  He had slept for most of the journey, a situation exacerbated 
by the fact that he was a frequent snorer.  Not the quiet, gentle snorting 
that could almost be considered endearing.  No, Rama indulged in an 
impossibly loud, basket-rattling snore that seemed to put his very life in 
danger.  At first Jehenna was concerned that he was overly sensitive to 
the sleep-inducing fumes below, but Rama had informed her that like 
most members of his race, he was predisposed to slumber and took every 
opportunity for sleep.  It took Jehenna some time to get accustomed to the 
constant staring that accompanied his sleeping hours – his lidless eyes 
never closed.  Even in the depths of sleep they just continued gazing back 
at anyone who looked his way.   

Tawhawki – the stern, sombre Caquikki.  Intelligent, observant and 
almost tolerable if not for certain unpleasant behaviours involving 

J 
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personal hygiene.  In one corner of the hempen carriage a flap had been 
placed for excretion.  Whilst most travellers preferred to hold on to their 
by-products over the three day journey, the flap allowed for occasions 
when one just couldn’t wait.  However, Tawhawki’s equine body did not 
enable him to use such amenities.  Yet rather than summon up the self-
discipline to contain himself until the western landing, Tawhawki chose 
to unashamedly relieve himself twice in the corner of the basket. It was at 
these times that Jehenna saw him as a beast and not a member of one of 
the most articulate and sophisticated races in the Myr.  Furthermore it 
gave Sela something to harp on for hours after each event.  Jehenna was 
astounded – if not jealous – that Rama could sleep through the jumentous 
smell.  To add insult to olfactory injury, the Caquikki took up most of the 
carriage and whilst he was apologetic for the discomfort he was causing, 
Jehenna found herself constantly romanticising about what the journey 
would have been like had he fallen from the basket back at the eastern 
landing. 

Kali – the gentle-eyed Kolpian.  The clumsiest assassin imaginable.  
Jehenna sported the bruises to prove it.  Kali took up the little amount of 
space that Tawhawki didn’t use and spent most of the journey 
accidentally stepping on feet or bumping the heads of those around him.  
He was clearly ill at ease with the mode of transportation and in the light 
of the bobug, Jehenna could see his brown skin had taken on a greenish 
hue.   

Bormanus – the foppish, white-haired Cephalonian.  Perhaps the 
least irritating of the squad, but too aloof to be trusted and too effeminate 
to gain her respect.  He never prepared meals, never offered to stand so 
that others could sleep and at one point, Jehenna watched him place 
Rama’s cloak over Tawhawki’s mess in an attempt to stifle the offensive 
smell.  Although these were small things, in the confines of the carriage 
every personality flaw took on the dimensions of a heinous crime.  
Bormanus spoke only when necessary but Jehenna had the impression his 
mind was racing, even in sleep.  His eyes were sharp and reminded the 
Acoran of the way the Elidese aardwolves look for competing scavengers 
when the scent of carrion is in the air. 
 
 
Jehenna had spent time in the cockpit fine-tuning her two arm-mounted 
crossbows and cleaning the feathers of the bolts.  The crossbows were 
another testament to the engineering brilliance of the Acora.  When 
strapped to the forearm, a quick upward movement of the wrist would 
snap open the lathe and cock the weapon.  A downward movement of the 
wrist would fire it.  As a bolt was discharged a gearing mechanism placed 



CALIBAN’S END 68 

another bolt into the tiller and drew back the string.  A skilled marksman 
could fire a volley of five shots in the space of a few seconds.  Few other 
races in the Myr had the skill to operate the weapon as most found the 
firing action to compromise their aim.  Jehenna was highly adept in its 
use.  She loaded the bolts into each crossbow and mused that she could 
take out everyone in the basket before they had a chance to look up. 

Although she could see them, Jehenna could not hear anything from 
the squad below.  The bobug was moving at a phenomenal speed and all 
that could be heard in the cockpit was the sound of the cool air rushing 
past, and the click-click sound of Ema’s hooked claws connecting with 
the iron rings lining the cavern roof.  

Even in the darkness, Jehenna was familiar with this section of the 
track.  They had been travelling down an extremely narrow passage for a 
number of hours.  The sound of their transit had reverberated off the 
cavern wall which could be seen flying past in Ema’s glow.  Suddenly, 
the sound fell away as they emerged into a massive space.  There were no 
cavern walls to be illuminated; all that could be seen was the bobug, the 
carriage and the next pair of rings further up the track. 

 ‘We’ll be in Harvagor in a few minutes,’ Jehenna called down to the 
others.  ‘Prepare to disembark.’ 

Unsurprisingly, Sela scoffed.  ‘Prepare to disembark!  I’ve been 
prepared for three days now!’ 

Rama tilted his head as if listening to something.  ‘Something is 
here…’ 

‘What do you mean?’ Sela asked hurriedly, alarmed by his manner. 
In the cockpit above, Jehenna had been gazing out at the rings 

emerging out of the darkness, enjoying the visual accompaniment to the 
rhythm of Ema’s movements.  The rings were reassuring, a reminder to 
her nation’s creativity and industry.  Every leap of the bobug towards a 
pair of rings was a step closer to home.  But as they neared the end of the 
great expanse something unexpected and terrible happened.  Ema leapt 
forward but no rings came in view.  Her claws scratched at empty space 
and then she shrieked, hurtling through the air like a glowing orange 
stone. 
 
 
They slammed into a rock-face with a sickening thud.  The carriage tore 
loose of the bobug and all its occupants were thrown free.  Jehenna was 
mercilessly catapulted from the cockpit and disappeared into the 
darkness. 

Ema bounced down a steep embankment.  After falling for what 
seemed an eternity her descent was abruptly halted.  Near the bottom of 
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the cavern, a razor sharp black stalagmite pierced the creature’s chitin-
coated belly.  Impaled on a rock, her phosphorescent blood seeping out 
onto her thorax and legs, poor Ema was a monument to the tragedy that 
had swiftly befallen the squad. 
 
 
When Kali hit the side of the cavern, he was lucky enough to grab hold of 
a small outcrop of rock.  He was winded, but conscious.  He clung on to 
his precious rock ledge, terrified of falling any closer to the mud he could 
smell beneath him.  To his left he felt the impact of Sela and Rama upon 
the rock.  He lashed out a hand to catch Sela who was nearest but only 
caught her fingertips for the briefest moment.  It was not enough and in 
his dazed state, he felt her slipping away into the darkness.  Kali had to 
decide whether to drop down below to help her or ensure his own safety 
by climbing up.  He was spared from having to make a decision.  Seconds 
after colliding with the ledge, a spear made of thick bone crashed down 
on his wide hand, pinioning him to the rock. 
 
 
Tawhawki knew his fetlock was broken the moment he hit the rock.  The 
sound was unmistakable and the pain confirmed it.  He bellowed in 
agony, a cry cut short by the realization his downward movement had not 
stopped.  He was sliding.  The Caquikki consul kicked and snatched at 
the air around him, vainly reaching out for something that would slow his 
momentum.  He could feel the loose scree under his back.  Dust filled his 
broad nostrils.  Tawhawki thought there was a chance he could live 
through this, if he could only…   

Could only…   
His brain was trying to tell him something but his usually sharp 

mental processes had become confused.  There was something he had to 
remember.  Something worse than a broken fetlock.  Suddenly, he 
stopped sliding and felt something warm embrace his legs.  Mud.  He was 
up to his gaskins and sinking fast.  Then everything started to get very 
blurry, very quickly.  
 
 
Rama was in a bad way.  He had hit the wall at the worst possible angle.  
His head had buckled under the weight of his body and had he been 
slightly more rigid, his spine would have snapped in two.  He was 
concussed and his descent to the cavern floor resembled that of a rag doll 
thrown down a flight of irregular, sharp-edged stairs.  He made no sound 
himself but the sound of his wrist cracking and his ribs breaking was a 
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sickening embellishment to his fate.  He wheeled across the dirt at the 
base of the cavern and was fortunate he not to roll into the Mire, but it 
would not take long for the fumes of the mud to consume his still body. 
 
 
Sela was in such a state of disbelief that she could not even contemplate 
screaming.  As she hit the rock-face, in the fading orange glow of the 
falling bobug, she could see Kali’s outstretched hand vainly reaching for 
her.  She felt his nails scratch her skin and then she was falling.  She 
instinctively rolled herself up into a ball.  Fortunately, when she hit the 
embankment the quills lining her back did much to slow her descent.  The 
smell of the mud was palpable but she was not drowsy – yet.   

Below her the bobug was pathetically clawing at the air, a stake of 
stone piercing its abdomen.  Her heart ached at the sight of the creature in 
so much pain.  In its death throes, the bug shone brightest of all, and in 
that illumination, Sela could see the prostrate body of Rama in the dirt on 
the shores of the Mire.  But it was not his proximity to the mud that 
alarmed her.  It was the group of figures surrounding him.  She knew 
what they were immediately.  They were the Ghul. 
 
 
Bormanus fared the best of the group in the carriage.  The Cephalonian 
had displayed remarkable agility and presence of mind when the bobug 
plummeted into the black.  He had jumped clear of the carriage before it 
hit the rock-face and was lucky enough to land on a shelf of granite high 
above the bog.  He was on his feet before Ema had ground to a halt at the 
bottom of the embankment.  For a politician, it was a remarkable display 
of reflexes, but even more surprising was the fastidious way he dusted 
himself off before looking over the ledge to the scene of carnage below 
him. 
 
 
From her position aloft, Jehenna had been thrown further than the others 
and this proved to be a fortunate thing.  She had landed high above in the 
passage leading to the western landing.  Her flight had been terrifying but 
it was characterised by horizontal movement, not vertical.  Jehenna had 
tumbled a considerable distance down the path leading to the landing but 
she was unhurt.  She found her feet, pirouetted, and sprinted back towards 
her squad. 

When she reached the lip of the expanse, she was overawed by the 
events before her.  To her right she could see Bormanus wiping dirt off 
his cloak.  Far below him, she could see Sela running down the slope 
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towards Rama who was surrounded by the Ghul.  Directly beneath the 
ledge upon which she was standing, Jehenna could see Kali, one hand 
skewered by a Ghul spear, the other clutching his aggressor by the throat.  
To Kali’s right, she could see Ema’s final movements, and below her, in 
the black ooze of the Mire, she saw Tawhawki sink to his knees.  Rage 
belted on the door to her brain, but she kept it in check.  In the space of a 
second, the situation was analysed and all options considered. 

Her only choice was to get to Tawhawki before he lost all 
consciousness.  The others had little hope, but it was more than the 
Caquikki had, if Jehenna did not go to his aid.  She threw herself from the 
ledge towards the bobug.  As important as the creature was, she could 
afford it little respect.  In the growing dark it was the best thing to aim for 
and she would rather land upon its body than the shale of rock 
surrounding it, or the quagmire enveloping Tawhawki.  Mid-flight 
Jehenna could feel herself falling short of the bobug and so curled herself 
into a ball and somersaulted, kicking out after two rotations.  It was 
enough.  Her feet pounded into the creature’s thorax.  Jehenna used her 
forward momentum to leap from Ema’s body down to the shoreline.  
Tawhawki was falling into the bog’s grasp. 

Jehenna raised her right armed and aimed.  ‘You’ll thank me for this 
in the morning.’  Her right hand dropped, the crannequin clicked and a 
bolt exploded from the crossbow, embedding itself in the Tawhawki’s 
shoulder.  He screamed in pain, but he was conscious and that was all that 
mattered.  Jehenna grabbed his hands and pulled, and growled: ‘If you 
don’t move it, I’m going to sink another bolt in your hairy white rear.’  
Tawhawki’s eyes focused and he smiled at the Acoran.  Then he erupted 
into action.  He jumped clear of the mud and buckled on the shore. 

‘My fetlock is broken.’ 
Jehenna knew that this was no small issue but could give no 

sympathy.  ‘Well, you have three other legs don’t you?  I’ve only two and 
you don’t hear me complaining.’ 

She knew how to motivate him.  Despite the broken leg and the 
wound Jehenna had just inflicted, he rose majestically to his feet.  ‘Climb 
on Jehenna.  You can’t stay here either.’  He extended a hand and in a 
fluid motion swung her onto his back and struck off across the shale.  
 
 
Sela pulled her vibrantly coloured robes over her head and crouched 
down into a ball.  She held Rama beneath her and went still.  In the glow 
of the dying bobug, it seemed she had just curled into a foetal position 
hoping her attackers would simply go away.  But the Ghul would not go 
away.  Before them lay two Myrrans ready for slaughter and their small 
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hearts had already started beating faster in anticipation of the occasion.  
The sound of bone swords being drawn from leather scabbards 
punctuated the silence. 

Sela was shaking.  It looked as if fear had taken control of her.  The 
Ghul came closer.  The Tamuan’s quills rose.  When the Ghul were 
within a few feet of their quarry, an eruption of spines brought the bone-
clad warriors to an unexpected end. 

Or so it seemed.   
Ten Ghul lay writhing on the ground around Sela and Rama.  The 

leader lay gargling with a quill embedded so far into his throat that it 
stuck out the other side of his neck.  Another had two quills buried in his 
eyes.  Next to him a female lay kicking as her hands clawed at the quill 
piercing her heart.  And so on.  But none were dead.  All were suffering 
greatly but none had been claimed by death.  What should have been 
mortal blows merely mutilated the Ghul. 

Sela cradled Rama maternally.  He had not stirred. 
The sightless Ghul pulled the quills from his eyes and regained his 

feet.  Sela fumbled down the side of her boot and withdrew a short knife 
she had concealed there.  In an admirable display of marksmanship, she 
flung the knife into the Ghul’s stomach.  ‘Stay dead, you devils!’ she 
snarled.  The Ghul doubled over, but refused to die. 

Sela sunk back to the ground.  ‘What does it take to kill them?’ she 
cried to herself.  Her despair quickly turned to horror as she noticed her 
slurring speech.  Adrenalin had provided a momentary protection against 
the power of the Mire but now she could feel its pull towards sleep.  In a 
supreme display of will, she lifted her head to see a heartbreaking truth – 
the mud had no effect on the Ghul, who were making their way to the 
pair, their approach as relentless and inevitable as the tide. 

Sela found herself succumbing to the sleep, even though she knew it 
meant her death.  Her vision clouded and all sounds became dull.  Her 
eyelids were a hair’s breadth away from being closed. 

‘No!’ screamed Jehenna.  ‘You’ve got to stay awake!’ 
The Acoran came in from above, galloping on Tawhawki whose gait 

was so uneven that Jehenna eventually spilled from his back into the 
space between Sela and the Ghul.  She had wrapped a sash around her 
face in an attempt to avoid the narcotic effect of the Mire.  It was a 
temporary escape from the fate the mud had in store, but it gave her time 
to take the situation in hand. 

Without turning back to look at him, she bellowed orders to 
Tawhawki.  ‘Take them away from the Mire.  I’ll handle these… things.’ 

The Ghul had all risen and clasped eyes upon Jehenna.  The Acoran 
stood her ground, legs apart, arms by her side, afraid of nothing. 
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‘You are bold Acoran,’ rasped the Ghul with the quill sticking from 
his throat.  ‘But you won’t live long enough for your friends to get away.’ 

‘Who are you?  Why have you done this?’ 
‘You fully know who we are Jehenna Canna, Consul for Acoran, 

wife of Maeldune Canna, and sister-daughter of Queen Ana Carrucan.’   
 Jehenna blanched to hear her name spoken by creatures such as 
these.  She raised both her arms and prepared to fire. 
  
 
Tawhawki picked up Sela, whose muttering indicated she had not 
completely given herself to the mud.  He then slung Rama on his back.  It 
was unclear whether the Ankaran was even alive.   

The weight of his two passengers made progress back up the slope 
extremely difficult, but Tawhawki knew he had no choice but to ignore 
the pain and get them to higher ground.  His broken fetlock screamed 
every time it brushed against a rock, but the agony of his injury helped 
keep the Mire at bay.  After what seemed like an eternity, he clambered 
up onto a shelf of rock where he could lay Rama and Sela upon the 
ground. 

It was dark now.  Only a faint glow emanated from the body of the 
bobug many yards below the ledge upon which they rested.  Tawhawki 
could hear Sela’s rapid breath and when he felt around and came into 
contact with Rama, he could tell by the rise and fall of the Ankaran’s 
chest that he too was alive. 

Suddenly, Tawhawki was aware of movement to his left.  
Silhouetted against the dying light of the bobug, he could make out a 
large shape approaching him. 

‘Who’s there?’ he called anxiously but the dark shape gave no 
answer. 
 
 
The Ghul shuffled towards Jehenna.  Their flesh was torn where Sela’s 
quills had pierced their wan bodies and dark green blood dribbled down 
their skin.  They had formed a circle around her, a circle they were 
closing as fast as their shredded limbs would allow. 
 
 
Tawhawki watched the large shape kneel down beside him.  It was Kali.  
Even in the dull light, Tawhawki could see that he was wounded.  His 
hand was bleeding so profusely, Tawhawki was surprised the Kolpian 
was still conscious.  Kali’s other hand held a Ghul soldier the way a child 
would hold an old doll.  The Ghul was still conscious but only just.  Its 
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limbs dangled uselessly and its eyes bulged.  Kali had gripped the Ghul’s 
neck so hard, it was broken.  The head lolled about in his fist.  Whilst the 
soldier was still alive, it clearly posed no threat to anyone.  Not knowing 
what to do with the pallid puppet, Kali had dragged it with him.  

Rama was coming to, and much to Sela’s relief, her efforts had not 
been in vain.  In his unconscious state, he had not been affected by the 
Mire.  His wrist was broken, as were two of his ribs, but he was alive.  
When he had gathered his senses, his first comment was: ‘Where’s 
Jehenna?’ 

‘I’m here,’ came a voice out of the darkness. 
‘You’re alive!’ cried Sela. 
‘Sorry to disappoint you,’ Jehenna replied. 
‘But my quills didn’t kill them.  How did you…?’ 
‘Survive?  Simple.  I killed them before they killed me.’ 
Tawhawki shared Sela’s surprise.  ‘But we have heard countless 

reports of how the Ghul cannot be killed.  Look at this one.  Kali has 
broken it neck and yet it still lives.  And Sela could only maim the 
dreaded things with her quills.’ 

‘All I know is I shot ten Ghul and ten Ghul died,’ Jehenna said 
proudly.  ‘Exploded in fact.’ 

Sela’s head sprung up.  ‘Did you say exploded?’ 
Jehenna nodded, but in the faint light the gesture was difficult to see.  

‘Yes.  There’s nothing left of them but ash.’ 
Rama considered this for a moment, then asked, ‘Jehenna, what are 

your bolts made from?’ 
She plucked one out of the chamber on the underside of one of her 

crossbows and placed it in the Ankaran’s hand.  ‘The feathers are taken 
from the wings of a white larida.  The shaft was hewn from ironwood, 
and the tip was forged from shatterstone.’ 

Despite a fractured wrist and broken ribs, Rama smiled to himself.  
‘I have a theory.  We’ll test it on Kali’s prisoner.’ 

 
 
The Ghul soldier was laid across the rock between them.  His eyes flicked 
back and forth as he was placed on his back.  Kali held the Ghul by his 
wrists, pinioning his hands to the rock so firmly that the prisoner did not 
consider trying to escape.  Tawhawki lay his hind quarters across the 
Ghul’s thin legs. 

‘What’s going on?’ said a thin voice.  It was Bormanus.  His white 
hair and fair skin made him look like a ghost in the dull light.  He stepped 
forward and gazed curiously at the Ghul captive. 
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 ‘We are going to conduct a test,’ said Rama.  ‘I believe the Ghul 
are vulnerable to shatterstone.’ 
 ‘It would explain why some Myrrans have been able to kill them.  
It would also explain what I saw in the cavern back in Tamu.  The bodies 
there had been blown apart.  There were a number of Myrran weapons 
lying around the site of the battle.’ 

‘What sort of weapons?’ 
‘Mainly Kobold axes.’ 
Tawhawki looked up at Bormanus whose face was blank as he 

listened to the other.  ‘I must concur with Rama.  It is likely that the axes 
were forged from shatterstone.  It has always been the Kobolds’ favourite 
metal.’ 

‘Well, there’s only one way to find out,’ said Bormanus.  He drew 
his weapon, a thin, silver rapier, made from Sessymirian steel, and held 
the tip over the Ghul’s heart.  Without a moment’s hesitation, he pushed 
forward and the sharp blade sliced through the Ghul’s pale skin and slid 
into his heart.  The Ghul’s face scrunched up as the pain of Bormanus’ 
thrust shot through his body, but he did not die. 

Jehenna pulled a shatterstone-tipped bolt out of the tiller of her 
crossbow.  She held it aloft so all could see the black metal tip at the end 
of the ironwood shaft.  ‘Shatterstone,’ she said as she touched the sharp 
tip.  She then turned her attention to the Ghul captive.  ‘Normally I would 
not mistreat a prisoner-of-war in this way, but you Ghul have proven 
yourselves to be the epitome of evil.  Your conduct in this campaign you 
have waged against us has been nothing less than obscene.  I know what 
you did to those poor Acora who fell before you at the breach near 
Lucien.  At least you will die with the knowledge that we will not feast 
upon your flesh, which is more surety than we can hope for.’ 

Despite the broken neck, the Ghul had a response for Jehenna.  ‘You 
speak like a pampered princess, Jehenna Canna,’ he croaked.  ‘Do what 
you will to me but do not bore me with your justifications.  Know this, 
you face an enemy you can’t defeat in Caliban.  The Ghul will keep 
coming.  We are legion.’ 

Jehenna leaned forward and snarled, ‘So are we.  The allied forces of 
the Myr will wrap you up in your dark crypt and you will be nothing 
more than a bad memory.’ 

A sneer formed across the Ghul’s thin lips.  ‘Allied forces you say.  
Not as united as you think, arrogant one.’ 

‘What do you mean?’ growled Jehenna, leaning even closer. 
She received no answer.  The Ghul soldier had achieved what he set 

out to do – he had unsettled her. 
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Realising that the foul creature would give her nothing more Jehenna 
clenched the shatterstone-tipped bolt and rammed it into his chest.  The 
Ghul did not scream.  His eyes continued to stare into the darkness above 
as mortality claimed him.  His skin erupted into flame and his chest burst 
open as it had been a cannon and his heart the cannonball.  A slew of 
flesh, bone and blood was thrown out into the air.  Sela screamed as some 
of the bloody waste fell upon her bare arms. 

The vivid death was ended.  The remnants of the Ghul lay before 
them, around them, on them.  Rama wiped his blood spattered face and 
said prosaically, ‘I think we can now conclude that the Ghul are 
vulnerable to shatterstone.’ 

‘This is news that should be shared,’ said Jehenna.  ‘We have found 
the chink in the armour.’ 

‘Would you have us return to Cessair?’ Bormanus asked skeptically. 
Jehenna shook her head.  ‘No.  Of course not.  We are almost 

through to Acoran.  We could not go back even if we wanted to.  The 
only way is forward.  Our mission demands it.  But if we should meet 
Myrrans we can trust, this is information we must divulge.’ 

‘Myrrans we can trust?  That’s a bit cynical isn’t it Jehenna?’ 
Bormanus said frivolously. 

‘I don’t think Bannick Landen would agree with you.  The fact is 
those Ghul knew we were coming.  This was a trap.’ 
 
 
In the darkness of the cavern, the squad members attended to their 
wounds.  Kali’s hand was bandaged, Rama’s wrist was wrapped.  Jehenna 
found the crumpled carriage at the base of the incline and before the Mire 
could take hold of her, she retrieved a number of supplies including some 
flasks of water, and a light woollen blanket which she cut up to wind 
around Rama’s rib cage.  ‘This won’t ease the pain,’ she said dryly as she 
wound the cloth around his torso.  

‘We mend quickly,’ Rama said stoically.  Jehenna wasn’t sure 
whether this was true or not, but she was pleased that the Ankaran had 
said it. 

Jehenna also attended to Sela’s bumps and bruises.  The Tamuan 
would not remove her mask outside her own country but she willingly 
gave her arms and legs to Jehenna to clean.  For the first time since the 
start of the expedition, Sela was quiet.  It made for a nice change. 

Jehenna looked at the quills running down Sela’s back, intrigued.  
Despite the fact that Jehenna had seen hundreds of quills embedded in the 
Ghul she had killed, Sela’s back seemed to host a full complement of 
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long, transparent spines.  ‘That thing you did with your quills – can you 
do it again if you need to?’ she asked. 

‘Yes,’ Sela replied hesitantly, unsure of Jehenna’s interest.  ‘The 
quills grow back within minutes. 

‘You know Rama would be dead if it weren’t for you,’ the Acoran 
said as she wiped the Ghul’s blood from Sela’s forearm. 

Sela nodded, unsure of how to respond.  ‘Did I surprise you, Jehenna 
Canna?’ 

Jehenna thought about her response before opening her mouth.  
After long seconds, she said, ‘Yes.  Yes you did.’ 

‘I guess I have to thank you for rescuing me,’ Sela said reluctantly. 
‘No.  You don’t.’ 
‘Thank-you anyway.’ 
‘You’re welcome Sela.’ 
‘This doesn’t mean we’re friends does it?  I would find that just too 

awkward to deal with.’ 
Jehenna laughed as she took Sela’s other arm and dabbed at her 

abrasions.  ‘No, it doesn’t mean we’re friends.  All it means is I’ll think 
twice about shooting you when you start complaining again.’ 

They were quiet for a moment and then Sela sniggered to herself. 
‘What is it?’ Jehenna asked. 
Sela swallowed hard to stop herself from laughing further.  Finally 

when she had composed herself, she said, ‘Pampered princess!  The Ghul 
called you a pampered princess just before you killed him.’ 

Jehenna smirked.  She dropped Sela’s arm and walked away.  
Suddenly she stopped and turned.  ‘Remember, he said it just before I 
killed him!  You would be wise to consider that before you start using the 
phrase yourself.’ 

She disappeared into the darkness to find the shatterstone bolts she 
had used to kill the other Ghul. 

Sela looked across at Tawhawki who was tightening the bandage 
around his fetlock.  ‘I’m lucky she hasn’t killed me already,’ she said. 
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Chapter Four   Assipattle River, Scoriath 
 
 

hree days had passed since Bannick’s death and suspicion still hung 
heavy in the air not unlike the dark purple rain clouds in the Scorian 
sky above.  Although some people believed Bannick had fallen 

through a window after a night of drunken revelry, it was hard for most to 
accept that someone of his stature could die so easily.  Bannick Landen 
had faced innumerable dangers, survived skirmishes and battles, travelled 
from one end of the Myr to the other – he could not just fall from a 
window. 

There were those who believed Bannick’s demise was related to 
the mission to kill Caliban.  Although Lara Brand did not know Bannick, 
she believed this to be the only logical explanation for his death.  Caliban, 
it seemed, had successfully launched a pre-emptive strike.  The assailant 
may have been privy to the deliberations of the council.  Perhaps he or 
she was still close-by.  ‘Maybe,’ Lara mused to herself looking around 
the squad, ‘the killer is one of us.’   

She was unable to dispel uneasy thoughts about the fellow 
members of her company.  Her eyes jumped from one member of the 
squad to the other, and with each individual came a motive.  She imbued 
each person with the capacity to commit the murder: Sessymirians were 
capable of killing their grandmothers, so Lokasenna Hagen was not to be 
trusted; the secret and deadly ways of the Susanese meant Sumi Kimura 
could have equally done it; the famously friendly nature of Will Stoops 
would have made it easy for him to lure Bannick to an unfortunate end; 
and centuries old trade disputes between Scoriath and Arnaksak gave Sir 
Edgar Worseley all the justification he required.  All could be guilty.  All 
except the Tagtug the Mabbit who seemed so impotent and 
inconsequential that it seemed ridiculous to consider him.  And yet, the 
complete absence of malice or power in the Mabbit made her suspect him 
more than any other.   

Lara shifted in her saddle.  Her snorse was fleet of foot and any 
other rider would have been pleased with the beast she had been given, 
but unlike most Myrrans, Lara did not have legs to hang on either side of 
the beast and this made things hard for her.  She tried coiling her 
serpentine lower half around the girth of the beast but every time it sprang 
over a rock or log, the coils would tighten and the creature gave out a 
quacking yelp of pain.  Lara tried balancing her abdomen and tail along 
her mount’s back, but it was hard to do so at such a swift pace and she 
didn’t like the feel of the creature’s damp fur on her scales.  

T 
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Edgar had been watching her struggling with the situation.  ‘My 
lady, perhaps you would be better off bestride the back of my steed.  You 
can hold on to me.  Juliet will bear our collective weight.’ 

It was a chivalrous offer.  They had hundreds of leagues to cover 
and Lara could not keep up this circus performance for much longer.  She 
looked up at the knight on his huge snorse.  Edgar’s face was a benign 
landscape.  He smiled and held out a gloved hand.  At that moment Lara’s 
snorse jumped a low-lying fence and she rose six inches off her 
uncomfortable saddle.  Her arms flailed in the air and she prepared herself 
for a rough landing.  But Edgar had grabbed the witch and with 
impressive strength, pulled her across the space between them and swung 
her behind him.   

Lara tried to put her arms around his shoulders but he was a big 
man wearing bigger armour and it was difficult to hold him securely. 

‘Lady, hold onto my belt,’ the knight offered, sensing her 
discomfort. 

She reached down and clasped her hands around his waist.  Lara 
had never been this close to a male of any race in the Myr.  Even above 
the stench of the fens and paddocks through which they were riding, she 
could smell the Scorian’s distinctly inoffensive odour.  She had assumed 
all soldiers would reek of perspiration, mud and dirty linen, but there 
were no such smells emanating from Edgar’s person.  That is not to say 
he didn’t have a scent; he smelt like a man but a clean one and Lara found 
herself enjoying the olfactory sensations more than she could ever admit.  
She inhaled as if sampling a bottle of Nessan wine, but instead of picking 
out the flavours of the grape, she was differentiating the smell of his hair 
from that of his skin.  She closed her eyes to deepen the experience and a 
smile spread across her face as her mind latched onto the smell, tied the 
moment intrinsically to it and locked it away in the vault of her memory. 

‘Are you alright?’ asked Stoops who had drawn alongside them 
and was perplexed at the sight of the Moraen, closed-eyed and sniffing 
Edgar’s back. 

Lara sat bolt upright and nodded quickly, not wanting anyone to 
dwell of what had just transpired. 

 Stoops moved off, sensing conversation would not be 
forthcoming, his snorse labouring under his weight.  He drew alongside 
Sumi and Tagtug twenty yards ahead, and whilst neither of them was 
particularly loquacious, the Tuirrenian stayed by their side for the rest of 
the morning. 

Tagtug’s snorse also carried the party’s provisions and from time to 
time Lara noticed Stoops leaning over to pull something to eat from the 
stores on the beast’s back.  Lokasenna had struck out on her own and was 
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fifty yards ahead of the rest of the company, oblivious to the fact that by 
lunchtime, Stoops has eaten the company’s supplies for the day.   
 
 
Edgar was the complete gentleman.  He politely asked Lara about her 
home and her people, and he in turn told her about his travels.  The knight 
seemed genuinely interested in her life, despite it seeming provincial and 
dull to her when compared to the great exploits of a knight of a Pelinese 
court.  He was enthralled by the Pryderi and their ability to conceive a 
child without the presence of men. 

She was nervous he would ask questions about her own child but he 
was the consummate diplomat and avoided straying into areas that could 
cause her discomfort. 

He was perfectly happy to talk about his own family.  He was raised 
in Pelinore, the son of a respected blacksmith.  At the age of fifteen he 
became a squire in the court of King Pius.  He had never married, and 
since the passing of his parents, he had no-one in his life other than a 
younger brother by the name of Dominic, a lad he spoke of in 
exceedingly affectionate terms.  He was also extremely proud of Scoriath 
and would offer commentary on the land around them.  Indeed, Edgar 
would sometimes offer such unnecessary detail in his descriptions that 
Lara found herself nodding off at times over the course of the long ride.  
Despite this – or perhaps because of it – Lara was comforted by his voice; 
it was a welcome distraction from the drab lowlands through which they 
now travelled. 

In the first day of their journey, the party had moved through pretty 
fields and farms where dull-eyed grizzums grazed on the flowerfall, and 
great flocks of larida owned the sky.  But as they rode north, farms gave 
way to fens and fens to thicker bogs.  The green and gold of the grass 
faded and the land and sky met in a grey embrace. 

In one sludge-filled area thirty leagues north-east of Cessair, even 
the snorses struggled traversing the muddy ground.  Edgar cautioned the 
company to stay on their mounts.  ‘Our steeds can traverse the fen but we 
will sink.’  However the snorse upon which Tagtug was riding 
contradicted the knight’s claim, stumbling in the bog and he dropped the 
compass Mulupo had given him.  He climbed down to pick it up, and he 
noticed the ground tremble as he laid foot upon it.  He reached out to grab 
the compass, but it slid away from him as the surface of the mound split 
apart to reveal a yellow eye the size of the Mabbit’s head. 

Lara screamed and Tagtug scrambled back up onto his snorse, 
snatching the compass from the dirt as he did so. 
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‘Stay on your mounts!’ Edgar cried, his voice drowned out by the 
grunts of the snorses, unnerved by Lara’s reaction to the creatures below.   

‘There are things in the mud!  In the mud!  Yellow eyed… things!’ 
she exclaimed, unsettling the snorses even more. 

Edgar turned in the saddle and spoke loudly enough for the others to 
hear, but gently enough to reassure the Moraen.  ‘They cannot escape the 
mud and they would not harm you if they could.’ 

Lokasenna had already crossed a patch where numerous yellow-eyed 
creatures lay.  Lara’s outburst had disturbed them and across the muddy 
flat, pairs of glowing eyes opened and stared upward.  The Sessymirian 
was not particularly alarmed by the presence of these denizens of the mire 
but she had never heard of them before and her curiousity was piqued.  
‘What are they?’ she called to Edgar. 

‘They are called skorpya and we are very lucky to see them.  I have 
not seen a skorpyan colony since I was a boy.’  The members of the 
company made their way carefully to the edge of the flat where 
Lokasenna waited. 

‘The colony is stuck here in the mud until it is time to breed in late 
spring.  The spring rains release the creatures for a few days and then they 
mate.  They return to their mud pit where they will stay until the next 
mating season.’  

‘What happens to the young?’ Lara asked scrunching up her nose in 
disdain.   

‘They are born in the mud.  Look, there!’  He shot out a gloved hand 
where a smaller pair of glowing eyes could be seen next to the eyes of its 
mother.  He sighed contentedly; very few Myrrans had seen a skorpyan 
calf.  

‘What an existence!  What’s the point?’ Lara exclaimed, failing to 
recognise the occasion as a momentous one.  

‘You could well argue that for us all – what’s the point?’ Edgar 
politely retorted.  Something in Lara’s comment upset him, but she was 
too disgusted by the skorpya to notice. 

‘But to stay fixed in one spot, doing nothing but watching – it’s 
hardly living.  I’d rather be dead.’  

‘Miss Brand – hardly living?  You undervalue the sanctity of life 
when you place it upon a scale.  Do not mistake these creatures’ torpidity 
for uselessness.  Though seldom seen, there are thousands of skorpya 
colonies throughout the fen.  They feed on the larvae of the moskita 
which would ravage this country if not kept in check.”   

Lara was taken aback by his sobriety, and instinctively said, ‘So?’  
She regretted it as soon as it left her mouth. 
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‘The skorpya did not choose its existence, but it lives it fully within 
the boundaries placed upon it.  Just as you strive to do.’  His manner was 
resolute.  Uncompromising.  It was not that he was harsh with the 
Moraen, but his voice had lost its characteristic softness, and that shocked 
Lara more than any verbal attack could. 

‘I’m sorry, Sir Knight.  I did not mean to offend.’  And she meant it.  
She knew she had disappointed him in some way; from nowhere an 
uneasiness had formed between them, their discomfort magnified by the 
presence of her hands around his waist. 

Edgar said nothing, and wheeled his snorse away from the mud flat.  
He whispered something into its ear and the beast exploded into action, 
past Lokasenna, striking out across the fen, leaving the rest of the party 
behind. 
 
 
Lara could hear nothing but the northern wind blustering and the soft 
pad-pad of the snorse upon the land.  Edgar was silent.  She tugged 
gently on his cloak.  “Sir Knight?”   

He did not answer.  She was not sure why the inexplicable situation 
affected her so, but tears had welled up in her eyes.  ‘Edgar?’ 

‘Yes, Miss Brand?’   
‘I am not sure what I have said that bothers you so, but I am truly 

sorry for it.’ 
Although she could not see his face, Lara instinctively knew that he 

was digesting her apology.  After a few seconds, he pulled the snorse to a 
halt and swivelled in the saddle.  Realising the moment called for a 
familiarity his armour prohibited, he bared his head, tucking the helmet 
with its great plume under one arm.  His face declared his forgiveness 
long before his mouth uttered any words.  His eyes put her at ease and she 
risked a smile which he gave back without hesitation.  ‘No, my lady.  The 
apology is mine.  It’s just… you touched upon a nerve.  I shouldn’t have 
castigated you.’ 

Lara did not know what it meant to be castigated, but she felt that 
whatever it was, Edgar had not done it without reason. 

‘Can you tell me why –’ 
He cut her off with a gentle gesture of silence.  ‘In time, you will 

find out the answer to your question.’ 
Before she could query his mysterious comment, Lokasenna rode 

past sneering, ‘If you two children have worked out your differences, we 
must be going.  We must reach the Assipattle by nightfall.’ 

She kicked unnecessarily harshly at her snorse’s sides.  The creature 
yelped and lurched into a run across the dreary landscape, the 
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Sessymirian driving her heels in at every opportunity.  This was 
Lokasenna’s way: gentleness was a flaw, subtlety was a weakness.  For 
three days she had urged her mount on by insulting it often and whipping 
it with a branch she had plucked from a tree.  It was obvious that Edgar 
was uncomfortable with this treatment as every time she rebuked the 
beast or struck it, his mouth would open as if to say something and then 
close, showing the restraint that so characterised his every movement.  In 
contrast to Lokasenna, Edgar would often offer gentle words of 
encouragement to his steed Juliet, leaning down to rub her fetlocks and 
scratch her back. 

Lokasenna kept to herself and seemed unwilling to consult with her 
squad over direction and tactics.  She barked orders and made demands 
but rarely discussed matters.  Their mission brief was simple enough – by 
backroads and fields they were to travel to Pelinore in northern Scoriath.  
Once there, they were to acquire a vessel to make the difficult Oshalla 
Ocean crossing en route to the Nilfheim Breach in Sessymir.  From there 
they would enter the Endless and hunt down Caliban. 

At first Edgar struggled with the mission’s objective – assassination 
– but their journey had already taken them past small farmhouses that had 
been attacked by the Ghul and what he saw quickly convinced him that 
their objective was just – Caliban could not be permitted to live. 

The Ghul presence in Scoriath suggested there was a breach 
somewhere nearby from which the brutal warriors ventured forth on their 
sorties of destruction and desecration.  Edgar toyed with the idea of 
seeking out this breach but knew Lokasenna would not entertain the 
thought of anything that delayed them in their journey north to Nilfheim. 
 
 
On the second day of their ride through Lower Scoriath, the party came 
upon a church where all the priests were hanged upside down from the 
rafters.  Attached to the church was an orphanage.  Edgar ventured inside 
the building to find the children had been slaughtered and their blood had 
been used to pain a message on the orphanage walls:  

‘I cannot wait forever Remiel.’   
This was the first of many such messages Caliban would send to 

the peoples of the Myr.  He was taunting them, goading them into action. 
Edgar pondered what he would do if he ever had the opportunity to 

meet the brother of Caliban, who seemingly was the catalyst for all the 
ills that had come to light over the past year.  He wondered how a 
relationship between two brothers could ever decay to the point that it set 
worlds at war, and thanked his god that his own relationship with his 
sibling was true and constant. 
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Although the horrific discovery of the orphanage was sickening, it 
was not enough to make Will Stoops lose his appetite.  They had stopped 
on a windswept hillock to rest the snorses and to take their bearings.  
Stoops clambered down from his snorse – it whinnied happily to be 
relieved of his prodigious weight – and scanned the ground as if 
expecting to find something.  ‘Ah ha!’ he whispered in triumph, reaching 
down to the earth beside his boot and pulling something out of the dry, 
yellow grass. 

‘What have you found?’ asked Lara curiously. 
Stoops presented a gloved hand proudly on which lay a small 

brown mound.  Lara stared at the mound incomprehensibly, and then 
caught a whiff of a pungent smell that made her slither back a step. 

Edgar was hunched over a map Lokasenna had cast on the ground 
before them.  He looked up at Stoops with a distasteful look on his face. 

‘You hungry?’ Stoops asked cheekily. 
‘That isn’t what I think it is, is it?’ Edgar asked tentatively. 
‘Well that depends on what you think it is, doesn’t it?’ Stoops 

responded playfully. 
‘You’re not planning to eat that are you?’ Lara exclaimed. 
Stoops looked incredulously at her then beamed a broad smile.  

‘Why would I want to do that?’  He dropped the pile of excrement and 
threw a massive arm around her shoulders, squeezing her affectionately 
whilst swivelling her around to face the west.  ‘Look!’ he said, pointing 
across the hillocks rising and falling across the spare wilderness 
surrounding them.  ‘Can you see?’ 

‘See what?’ Lara said uncomfortably from under the recesses of his 
arm. 

‘I have something exciting to share with you, Miss Brand.’ 
His rich brown eyes twinkled and Lara was reminded of her 

mother.  She had the same eyes.  Deep, dark and like Stoops, they had 
shone with a hint of mischief.  ‘About a league away to the west, a small 
herd of staggorns is grazing.  We are downwind from them, and they are 
unaware of our presence.’ 

Lara smiled fondly.  The mention of staggorns had unsurfaced a 
long-forgotten memory.  ‘You have my mother’s eyes.’ 

Stoops was not sure how to respond so he just said, ‘I see.’ 
‘I have heard of staggorns before, Mr Stoops.  My mother told me 

about them long ago.  She said staggorns were beautiful, noble creatures 
that had been hunted to the brink of extinction.  They have horns as sharp 
as Sarras thorns and don’t take too kindly to being eaten.’ 

‘Your mother was right,’ Stoops agreed.  ‘I have seen what a 
staggorn can do to a would-be predator.  The carnage left by an angry 
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male staggorn is something to see.  Or not, depending on your level of 
squeamishness.  But the risk is worth it.  If you’ve ever eaten roast 
staggorn, I’m sure you’ll agree.’ 

Edgar looked up and addressed Lara.  ‘In Pelinore, hunters brought 
in their kills on wagons, headed either for the butchers of the taxidermist.  
The horns were so sharp that they could slice open the skin of any passer-
by who got in the path of these bloody convoys.’ 

Lara’s brow wrinkled.  ‘What’s a taxidermist?’ 
‘A taxidermist is a craftsman of sorts, one who stuffs and mounts 

the skins of dead animals,’ replied Edgar. 
Lara’s face wrinkled further, but not in confusion.  She was clearly 

disgusted by the concept.  ‘That’s obscene!’ she exclaimed.  ‘Who in the 
Myr would want such an object?’ 

‘Sessymirians pay large sums for the horns,’ Sumi stated, a hint of 
disgust also evident in her quiet voice. 

At the mention of her race, Lokasenna – who rarely took part in 
such conversations – stepped forward and held Sumi in her cold gaze.  
‘Yes.  That’s true.  Such trophy heads adorn the walls of my 
countrymen’s houses, alongside the heads of Keelii, huks, marroks and 
blood-beaked ostra.  Ambassador Falskog is rumoured to have a rare 
white peg’ii from Cephalonia hanging over his hearth.’ 

‘Surely you don’t condone this obscene practice?’ Lara asked, her 
tail twitching in agitation. 

‘Of course I do.  The acquisition of such objects of art is a rich part 
of Sessymirian culture.  In fact, my office in Strom Mir has been 
decorated with a magnificent striped staggorn.  His horns would be 
twelve feet across.  He had gored three of Nilfheim’s best hunters to 
death before I managed to kill the beast.’  Lokasenna was standing tall, 
clearly proud of her country’s traditions; her defiant stance was inviting 
anyone to take issue with what she had just said. 

It was Sumi who took up the challenge.  She glowered at 
Lokasenna.  ‘What a wonderful piece of furnishing!  An animal head!  I 
wonder what adorns your hallways – cadavers perhaps?’  The disdain in 
her voice made her sarcasm unmistakable.  ‘If I were the Mabbit, I’d 
sleep with one eye open, lest our leader decides she wants to make a 
trophy of him!’ 

Lokasenna had invited this rebuke and was prepared to match it.  
‘Your hypocrisy galls me.  The Susanese have plundered the oceans for 
centuries, yet frown upon any and every Sessymirian pursuit.  I am well 
acquainted with your race’s predilection for taking the moral high ground 
in matters of trade, but your people have slaughtered just as many 
leviatha as mine.’ 
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Sumi’s face was usually unreadable, but for a brief second her 
emotions were tattooed across her countenance.  ‘That’s not true.  We 
have long since abandoned this practice.’ 

‘Really?  We still see Susanese ships scouring our oceans.’  
Lokasenna stepped closer to Sumi, clearly trying to intimidate the smaller 
woman. 

Sumi stood her ground.  ‘Maybe we should kill and stuff the 
Moraen,’ she sneered, waving a hand towards Lara.  ‘She does have a tail 
after all.’ 

Lokasenna looked down at Sumi and said, ‘Princess Sumi, you 
hardly have the tongue for sarcasm.  Do not think I will –’ 

‘Enough!’ cried Stoops, the large palms of his hands raised in a 
gesture of supplication.  ‘Please, let’s not bring up old rivalries between 
races.  We have a common enemy and a long way to go.’ 

The effect was immediate.  Both Sumi and Lokasenna cast their 
eyes down like chidden children, although Lara noticed a throbbing vein 
in Lokasenna’s temple pulsating with agitation. 

Stoops slung his longbow over his shoulders and proclaimed, ‘I’m 
going to get myself something to eat.’ 

‘Do you want company?’ Edgar offered, desirous of any activity 
that would remove him from the present company. 

‘Thank-you Sir Edgar,” said Stoops congenially, ‘but I think it’s 
better I hunted alone.’ 

Edgar nodded disappointingly and moved away from the group to 
clean the mud from his boots.  Stoops set off but stopped within a few 
yards and turned.  ‘Edgar, if I’m not back within the hour, come looking 
for me!’ 

At first this seemed like a mild joke to Lara, but the sober looks on 
her companions’ faces suggested the request was genuine and not a 
whimsical moment of humour. 

‘I will do as you ask,’ answered Edgar. 
As the amorphous bulk of Will Stoops faded into the long dry grass 

at the crest of the hill, Lara looked over to Edgar who was using a knife to 
pick off bit of caked dirt from the soles of his shoe.  ‘What did he mean 
by that?’ she asked the knight. 

Edgar stopped his delicate work and looked Lara straight in the 
eyes and said, ‘The staggorn is especially dangerous if cornered.  It could 
turn on Stoops and impale him on its horns before he had a chance to 
loose off an arrow in defence.’ 

Lara nodded as she took in the danger facing her companion.  ‘He 
must really be hungry,’ she stated wryly. 
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An hour passed.  Lara watched the sun gently creep behind the cloud-
laden canopy above and her anxiousness grew with every minute Stoops 
did not return.  She hardly knew him, but she had chewed her thumb into 
a callous as she waited for Edgar to decide when and how to find the big 
Tuirrenian. 

‘I think I’d better go,’ Edgar stated, as if aware of Lara’s thoughts. 
‘I’ll come too!’ she stated. 
Edgar clasped her gently by the shoulders and said softly, ‘You’ll 

be safer here, my lady.’ 
Lara recoiled a little.  ‘Do you realise how patronising that sounds 

Sir Edgar?’ she said bluntly. 
As the knight put on his helmet, he gave an apologetic smile.  

‘Miss Brand, please forgive me if I sounded –’ 
She put a finger to her mouth and received his silence as a result.  

‘Let’s just find him, shall we?’ 
Lokasenna, who had grown increasingly annoyed by Stoops’ 

absence, barked an ultimatum in their general area.  ‘If you’re not back in 
an hour’s time, we’re leaving without you.’  She then lay back on the 
grass and closed her eyes. 
 
 
They rode off into the west, Edgar resplendent in his gold and red garb, 
and Lara looking significantly less noble, clutching onto the knight 
desperately as he urged his steed into a gallop. 

The grass below rushed by in a blur.  Edgar’s eyes scanned the 
terrain looking for some sign of Stoops’ passing.  Lara said nothing, 
allowing Edgar to concentrate on the task at hand.  She looked ahead 
across the undulating hills and saw nothing but a softly billowing curtain 
of grass.  The low-lying clouds swept by and the rays of the sun they 
occasionally let through raced over the grey land.   

Unexpectedly, Edgar spoke.  ‘How did your mother know so much 
about staggorns?  I thought the Pryderi never travelled beyond Morae’s 
borders.’ 

‘Not all Pryderi are insular,’ Lara replied.  ‘A few travel abroad.  
Well, never far from Morae, but my mother was one of a small number 
who occasionally sort out work in neighbouring lands.’ 

Edgar’s eyes remained fixed on the immediate surroundings, but 
his mind was centred upon Lara.  ‘Work?  What sort of work?’ 

‘The sort of work other Myrrans could not do.’ 
Edgar mulled over this answer.  And then he realised what Lara 

meant.  ‘Oh, magick.  Your mother performed magick for others.’  He 
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seemed somewhat sedate in his statement, as if there were something 
about magick that unsettled him. 

Lara could feel his discomfort.  ‘Why does that bother you, Sir 
Knight?’ 

He briefly flicked his head around to look into the eyes he could 
feel upon the back of his head.  ‘It’s not that it bothers me, Miss Brand, 
but…’  He paused, trying to find the words that would best encapsulate 
his feelings.  ‘I am a simple man and I have no understanding of the 
strange skills of your people.  Like most Myrrans, I fear what I do not 
know.’ 

Lara laughed and as she did so she could feel the Scorian’s large 
body relax as if relieved by her reaction.  ‘Sir Edgar, you have nothing to 
fear from the Pryderi!’ 

He nodded.  ‘Perhaps fear was too strong a word.’  He paused a 
moment, then said, ‘Please go on.  You were telling me about your 
mother.’ 

‘From time to time she worked for farmers in the lowlands, casting 
spells she had created to protect their livestock.’ 

‘Protect?  From whom?’ 
‘Mainly thieves.  And natural predators.  Sometimes disease.  My 

mother was gifted, one of the few Pryderi who could create new 
incantations and –’ 

Her voice trailed off as Lara realised that something had taken his 
focus away from her.  He pulled hard on the snorse’s reigns and without 
warning jumped from his mount onto the grassy ground beneath.  He 
strode back the way they had come, his gloved hand stroking the long 
reeds of grass, looking for something that he had caught in his peripheral 
vision.  Lara slid down off the snorse and stood watching him stare into 
the rippling sea of dull yellow that surrounded them.  The knight’s head 
craned forward, tilting from side to side, his eyes darting around to find… 

‘Blood!’ he exclaimed, his hand pointing at a clump of darkly-
stained grass. 

Lara slithered over to him and gazed down upon the blood-stained 
stalks.  ‘That’s not his blood is it?’ she asked tentatively. 

“I’m not sure,’ Edgar replied.   
Lara was unprepared for the knight’s uncertainty.  It seemed out of 

character. ‘What do you mean you’re not sure?’ she laughed. 
Edgar frowned a little and turned away. 
Lara smiled apologetically, touched that this man could fight off 

battalions of enemies without injury, but could be so easily wounded by 
the slip of a woman’s tongue.  ‘I’m sorry,’ she said gently.  ‘I didn’t mean 
it.’ 
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Edgar gave a small bow to indicate his acceptance of the apology.  
He then fell to his knee and touched the dirt at the feet of the grass stalks.  
‘He passed by here.  Here are his boots’ impressions upon the land.’   

She followed him back to his snorse and without warning he 
clutched her around the waist and lifted her onto Juliet’s back.  ‘We have 
no time to waste,’ he explained awkwardly and threw his leg over the 
saddle and stirred his mount into a gallop in one fluid motion. 
 
 
They rode for ten more minutes before stopping at the top of a 
particularly steep hill.  Their eyes scanned the monotonous panorama 
before them.  Suddenly Lara screamed as she spotted a body lying in a 
small creek at the base of the hill upon which they were perched.  ‘It’s 
him!’ she cried and Edgar kicked Juliet’s sides.  She exploded into a 
frightening race down the steepest face of the hill.  The world rocked 
violently as she hurtled down the slope. 

A bone-shuddering leap across the creek announced their arrival at 
the bottom of the hill.  Edgar quickly dismounted and ran to the body.  He 
tripped as he did so and fell onto a rock, gashing his forehead wide open, 
but he did not feel it, nor was he aware of the blood rushing out the cut.  
He felt nothing but the sickening feeling that was a prelude to the 
confirmation of a dreadful fear. 

It was Stoops.  Though he had been sliced into pieces there was no 
mistaking it was him.  Lara could hardly bear to look at him.  There was 
not an inch of his body that was not bathed in blood.  His clothes had 
been ripped off and apparently dragged away, as the body before them 
was completely naked.  There was no sign of his weapons either.  It was 
as if the staggorn had taken away trophies of its kill, but Lara was too 
shocked to see the irony.  The gruesome sight before her made her want 
to retch, and she clenched her teeth to avoid doing so.  Stoops’ torso had 
been so severely gored, she could see through to his spine.  Underneath a 
wet mask of blood, the once jovial face of Will Stoops was frozen in pain.  
His dead eyes were staring up into the heavens, deep blue orbs floating 
against the blood red of his stained skin.   

Edgar knelt down and cradled the Tuirrenian’s body.  The knight’s 
breast plate and steel-clad arms were smeared in Stoops’ blood.  Edgar 
was a portrait of despair.  It was clear he admired the big Tuirrenian and 
he clutched the dead body to his chest in a forlorn gesture. 

Lara slithered behind Edgar and tenderly put her hands on his 
armour-plated shoulders.  ‘I’m so sorry,’ she offered, but the knight 
seemed immobilised by sorrow, unable to move, unable to hear.  All 
around, flesh and internal organs lay over the grass, the bloody debris 
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bending the stalks flat under its weight.  It seemed the staggorn had been 
merciless in its attack and had not stopped savaging Stoops until long 
after his death.  The cuts were straight and deep as if the horned creature 
was trying to flay the very flesh from Stoops’ bones.  Entrails had been 
gouged out of the cavity of Stoops’ chest and flung aside.  The enormity 
of the violence perpetrated on the man’s body enveloped Lara like a 
bloody miasma and at that moment she was glad the species was facing 
extinction.  She hoped that one day soon every remaining staggorn would 
be hanging on Lokasenna’s walls. 

Edgar lifted a gloved hand and wiped the blood from Stoops’ face.  
‘Do you have a hero?’ he asked. 

Lara looked around, confused by the question.  The knight did not 
turn to face her, but in the absence of anyone else, she had to assume the 
question was intended for her.  ‘A hero?  I… I can’t say I do.’ 

‘Not even as a child?’ he said softly. 
‘Well, I guess my mother was my hero in a way,’ Lara reflected.  

‘She died heroically, saving me from a pack of marroks.’ 
Edgar turned.  He had slivers of tears sitting on the rim of his 

eyelids, unbroken and precariously balanced on the small platforms 
beneath his grey eyes.  ‘I am sorry to hear that.’ 

Lara gave an empathetic smile.  ‘It’s okay.  I’ve dealt with it.’  She 
coiled her serpentine tail as she lowered herself to be at his eye level.  
‘Why did you ask?’ 

He took off his helmet and scratched his scalp before wiping back 
his deep black hair.  Only yards above, the cold, clammy hands of low-
lying clouds clasped themselves around the hill the pair had descended.  
Within moments, Lara Brand and Edgar Worseley were cloaked in a fine 
mist.  The knight shivered.  He looked broken.  His golden armour was 
blackened by blood and dirt, and his previous grandeur had all but 
disappeared.  To Lara, Edgar looked smaller than he had before.  
Younger.  Indeed, it was then Lara realised that he was not much older 
than herself, and just as vulnerable to the vagaries of having emotions.  It 
was as if he had stepped off a pedestal, and in becoming less of an object 
to be admired, he had become more of a man. 

‘As a child, I would always hear stories of William Stoops of 
Tuirren.  His skills as a warrior were the stuff of legend in Pelinore.’  His 
eyes unfocused as his mind wandered back to images of his childhood.  
‘My brother Dominic and I would often play games where he would be a 
Sessymirian pirate and I would be Will Stoops, defending the city of Tir 
Thuinn with my unerring marksmanship.  We would always fight over 
who was to play Stoops, and because I was the oldest, I always got my 
way.’ 
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Lara gazed tenderly at the knight.  It was then she realised that the 
blood painting the left side of his face was not Stoops’, but his own.  She 
instinctively reached out to the wound, her fingers stopping a few inches 
from his face.  Edgar looked up at her as her eyes closed.  Her lips were 
moving, but he could not make out what she was saying – or rather, 
chanting.  He could feel warmth emanating from her fingertips and he 
gave himself to it, closing his eyes as her words floated over him like a 
morning breeze.  And then, as swiftly as it began, the warm feeling 
stopped and the spell was ended.  Edgar put a hand to his forehead and 
found no trace of the wound.  The bleeding had stopped and his skin was 
unbroken. 

‘You healed me?’ he said slowly, incredulously. 
Lara blushed, unsure of whether he disapproved of her magick. 
‘Yes.  I hope you don’t mind,’ she said demurely. 
Edgar was amazed.  ‘You’re a healer?’ 
‘No.  I can only manage small cuts and abrasions.’  Lara could feel 

his staring eyes upon her.  She blushed.  Without thinking, she picked up 
his helmet and started wiping it with her robe, unconsciously needing 
something for her hands to do whilst he shared his childhood memories 
with her.  ‘So, Stoops was your hero?’ she asked, inviting him to 
elaborate upon his recollections. 

‘Yes, very much so.  Once, when I was ten, he visited Pelinore.  I 
can still picture the day when his boat arrived at the docks.  The word had 
got around, and before the vessel had even birthed, most of Pelinore had 
assembled down at quay.  Even King Pius and his entourage had ventured 
down from the Keep to witness the arrival of Will Stoops.  I had pushed 
my way to the edge of stone wall overlooking the marina just in time to 
see Stoops’ ship The Hungry Grizzum slide into its berth.  Below me the 
surging waters of the Nessan Sea pounded the stone wall and its timber 
braces.  Although I did not know how to swim, my fear of drowning was 
completely erased by my desire to see this legend from the east.   

‘After what seemed like an eternity, Stoops came up on deck and 
the crowd surged forward.  I was precariously perched on the wall and as 
the King strode out to greet Stoops, the crowd parted and I was 
unceremoniously impelled from the wall.  The world reeled around me as 
I plummeted towards a wet demise.  But before the cold waves could 
claim me, I felt something shoot past my ear and descent was abruptly 
halted.  Five feet below me, the white tipped waves licked and snapped at 
my heels like hungry marroks.  I was hanging by the collar of my shirt.  I 
instinctively reached above my head to find a long, white arrow with 
scarlet fletching.  The arrow was buried deep into a vertical oakaen brace 
running from the top of the wall to deep under the surface of the heaving 
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water below.  From the deck of The Hungry Grizzum, Will Stoops had 
fired an arrow so quickly and accurately the entire crowd held their 
collective breath before erupting into rapturous applause.  And as the 
crowd cheered, I just dangled helplessly, pinned to the sea wall in a state 
of grateful shock.’ 

If she had breathed during the telling of the story, Lara could not 
remember it.  She had felt every word of the knight’s tale and now could 
understand why he was so discomposed over the bowman’s demise.  ‘He 
saved your life,’ Lara stated, her admiration for Stoops doing much to 
ease Edgar’s pain. 

‘Yes he did, but that’s not all.  It was what he did afterwards that 
really defined his qualities, made me realise that he deserved every bit of 
praise he had ever received.’ 

Lara’s gaze encouraged him to continue.   But Edgar was looking 
down on the desecrated body in his arms.  Stoops’ head was tilted back at 
a sharp angle as the knight struggled to maintain his embrace of the 
massive, bloody body in his arms.  Edgar lay Stoops down on the grass 
and tenderly wiped the blood from his face. 

Lara spoke, her voice no more than a whisper: ‘Please, continue.’ 
The knight cleared his throat.  ‘The roar of the crowds was so 

deafening I could hardly hear the crashing waves below me.  In fact, the 
people of Pelinore were so enamoured by Stoops’ incredible display of 
marksmanship, no-one thought to help me up.  The cheering cacophony 
above rose in volume and suddenly a large hand with a leather tab over 
the forefingers wrapped itself around my tunic.  My collar was ripped off 
as I was lifted back onto the cobblestone pavement of the promenade to 
stand face to waist with Will Stoops.’ 

‘He pulled you from the wall!’ Lara said.  
‘Yes,’ Edgar nodded.  ‘My father said the King had stood 

imperiously at the stairs where the dock met the promenade.  He was 
clapping just like everyone else, clearly impressed with Stoops’ skill with 
the bow, but somewhat less interested with my fate. Stoops ran up the 
dock to where the King was waiting, with his hand outstretched ready to 
be kissed by this famous visitor to his realm.  But Stoops pushed the hand 
aside and made his way through to that section of the promenade over 
which I had fallen.  He hung himself over the edge – he was a lot thinner 
then – and grabbed hold of me.  In one powerful motion hoisted me onto 
dry land.  The crowd exploded into even louder applause, all except the 
King and his entourage who had promptly left the promenade.  Stoops 
squatted down on his haunches and grinned broadly as he ruffled my hair.  
“It’s a bit too cold to go swimming, isn’t it lad?” he joked. 

“I can’t swim,” I replied breathlessly. 
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To this he smiled and said, “Well you’d better start learning if 
you’re going to fall off walls.” 

“How will I ever repay you?” I asked, overwhelmed with gratitude. 
“Who knows?” he said.  “One day – if I live long enough – you 

may save me back.” 
“But I’m just a boy,” I said. 
“Just a boy now, but if you work hard and stay focused, one day 

you could become a great man.  A knight perhaps or the captain of a 
ship.” 

‘Before that day, I had never thought of becoming a knight, but that 
younger Stoops planted the seed of an idea that I would end up dedicating 
every hour to bringing to fruition.  Back then I was only a stable-hand 
and spent most hours of the day shovelling snorse excrement around and 
feeding grizzums, covered in muck with no thoughts of how to extricate 
myself from it.  Over the following five years, I taught myself how to 
read, and how to fight.  I learnt the ways of a knight, and doggedly 
pursued every member of the Pelinore Guard until one accepted me as his 
squire.  Had I never met Stoops, I would still be in the stables.’ 

‘I understand,’ Lara said softly. 
‘One day – if I live long enough – you may save me back, he had 

said.  But I failed.  I didn’t save him.’  Edgar wiped the last vestiges of 
blood from Stoops’ face.  Then something completely unexpected 
happened – Lara laughed. 

It was not a nervous laugh nor was it a perverse way of coping with 
Stoops’ death.  It was an explosion of delight, of sheer joy.  Edgar spun 
around to see the Moraen beaming as she stared down at Stoops’ face.  
She clapped her hands in excitement and slithered around beside the 
bloody body.  At first Edgar was too shocked by this behaviour to 
comment upon it; he just gazed dumbfounded as Lara grabbed Stoops’ 
head and held his face close to her own. 

‘Miss Brand, you do great disrespect –’ 
‘My mother had brown eyes!’ she exclaimed with unmistakeable 

delectation. 
‘I don’t follow.’ 
‘Stoops has brown eyes, just like my mother’s.  He not dead!’ 
‘What?’  Edgar leaned forward and took hold of the bloody head.  

He stared into its dead blue eyes… 
‘Of course, I should have realised earlier,’ Lara scolded herself.  

‘That explains why his clothes aren’t here!’ 
Edgar was totally perplexed.  ‘Are you telling me this isn’t 

Stoops?’ 
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‘Of course it isn’t!’  It was not Lara who spoke.  The voice was 
much deeper.  ‘How can that be Stoops when… I am!’ 

They wheeled around to see the broad figure of Will Stoops 
walking down the cutting at the bottom of the hill.  He was very much 
alive. 

‘How can this be?’ Edgar said, letting go of the head and standing 
up to face Stoops.  The head of the other Stoops dropped heavily onto a 
rock and rolled to one side. 

Lara slithered over to the living Stoops and threw her arms across 
his belly in an affectionate embrace.  Stoops grinned slyly and teased, 
‘I’m touched that you care so much!’ 

Unsettled by this comment, Edgar asked, ‘How much did you 
hear?’ 

Stoops stepped forward and gazed upon the knight as if seeing him 
for the first time.  ‘So you were the little boy I saved that day in Pelinore!  
Remarkable!’ 

Lara pushed him away in an animated and not-quite-sincere show 
of disdain.  ‘You listened to all of that!  How could you do such a thing?’ 

‘Now, now!’ said Stoops in a placating fashion.  ‘Who could 
possibly resist wanting to hear the opinions of others at their own 
funeral?’ 

Edgar’s face went scarlet as he replayed every tearful comment he 
had made.  Lara, noting the knight’s discomfort, remonstrated with 
Stoops.  ‘This is not a funeral and it was cruel of you to eavesdrop the 
way you did.’ 

Stoops placed a large hand on Edgar’s shoulder and said, ‘I’m 
sorry.’  He was genuine.  ‘I’m not sorry I heard what I did, but I do 
apologise if you felt I abused the situation.’ 

Edgar nodded, keen to change the focus of the conversation.  ‘I 
don’t understand how this can be.  Where is the staggorn?’  He turned 
back to the body at his feet.  ‘Who is this?’ 

Stoops squatted next to the body and pulled out his knife.  He 
waved the knife casually over the body, paying it no more respect than he 
would pay any kill.  ‘That is the staggorn!’ 

Edgar squatted down too, his posture echoing that of Stoops.  
‘This?’ 

The big Tuirrenian looked up at Lara who nodded in agreement.  
He then looked back to Edgar.  ‘It’s Pryderi magick.  I’ve seen it before.  
Ranchers and staggorn herders sometimes employ Pryderi to cast spells 
on the animals to dissuade poachers from hunting them.  This incantation 
is one of the best.’ 
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Lara smiled.  ‘My mother created this spell.  It’s deviously clever.  
An animal under this spell will take the form of its killer when slain.  
Nothing can be done to stop this transmogrification and nothing can be 
done to restore the beast back to its true form.’ 

Edgar could not fathom why.  Stoops noted his confusion and 
explained the situation further.  ‘The staggorns were killed in vast 
numbers mainly due to their magnificent antlers.  With this spell, such a 
prize is unobtainable at the moment of the staggorn’s death.  Also, there 
are very few people who seem able to eat the flesh of an animal that looks 
exactly like them.’  He then turned his knife into the belly of the corpse 
and started cutting the flesh into long strips of meat. 

‘Ew!’ Lara squirmed.  ‘What are you doing?’  
Stoops gave a sardonic grin.  ‘I’m not one of those people.  Who’s 

hungry?’ 
 

 
Stoops quickly sliced up the rest of the meat and wrapped it up in his 
cloak.  He tied this moist bundle up with some thin rope he kept looped 
into his belt and lashed this to the back of the snorse.  This done, they 
made their way – on foot and tail – back up the hill. 

They moved quickly and quietly.  A light drizzle began to fall.  
After ten minutes, Edgar spoke.  ‘Where were you when we came across 
your – the staggorn’s – body?’ 

‘I… was searching for arrows.  My arrows.  I… missed,’ Stoops 
said with great difficulty. 

‘You what?’ asked Lara smirking, deliberately making him repeat 
himself. 

‘I missed,’ he grunted, clearly annoyed with himself.  ‘Twice.’ 
‘But you never miss!’ Lara said incredulously. 
‘I do now.  I must be getting old,’ he said trying to sound light-

hearted but failing miserably in the attempt. 
‘Well, you’re still the best marksman in the entire Myr,’ Edgar said 

protectively.  ‘But I wish I’d known that body by the creek was not you 
before I touched it.’  He gazed down at his blood-encrusted armour and 
gown.  ‘It’s going to take me days to get all this clean.’ 
 
 
Lara was surprised to find that Lokasenna had waited for the rest of them.  
The Moraen deduced that she really had no choice.  The Ghul were at 
large and nightfall was closing in quickly. 

That night Edgar, Lokasenna and Stoops ate a hearty meal of roast 
staggorn.  Even though Lara knew the meat was not that of Stoops, she 
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couldn’t bring herself to eat it.  Sumi objected to eating a beast that was 
close to extinction and Tagtug contented himself with berries he found in 
the brambles lining the stream where they had made their camp. 

The night passed without incident and morning came quickly 
bringing with it a cold and incessant drizzle. 
 
 
They had been riding for six hours without a break.  The bogs of the area 
had slowed them down a little which drove Lokasenna to a greater degree 
of inflexibility.  She pushed on without any discussion with the company, 
her gaze forever northward.  Occasionally she stopped until the rest of the 
company had caught up with her then devoted her time to riding close 
behind any member of the party whose pace had slowed.  It seemed even 
the snorses were intimidated by her, as all sped up whenever she came 
near. 

Edgar speculated that there were only two types of leaders – those 
who led with a banner and those who led with a whip.  Lokasenna lashed 
out at anyone who asked for a break or slowed to take in the view.  When 
the bag containing the remaining staggorn meat fell from the back of the 
snorse carrying the stores, due to a poor knot tied by Tagtug, Lokasenna 
verbally savaged the Mabbit saying she would not endure any more 
delays.  Lokasenna would not hear of any suggestion to pick up the meat, 
so they left it there on the ground to be devoured by the insects of the fen.  
Stoops looked down at the bag of meat forlornly – he had been looking 
forward to lunch since breakfast – but knew now was not the time to 
challenge the squad’s leader. 

‘She seems possessed,’ whispered Lara over Edgar’s shoulder.  
‘Will we reach the Assipattle by nightfall?’ 

He turned in the saddle to face the Moraen.  ‘The Assipattle is 
usually four days’ ride from Cessair, so to reach it in three... had we kept 
to the highway, perhaps, but I think our leader expects too much.’ 

‘I hate her,’ Lara stated plainly. 
‘Lady, I know she is a virago at times but perhaps we should not be 

so quick to judge.  Who knows what she went through in the Nilfheim 
Mines?  She probably lost many friends.  I hazard a guess that she may 
even feel partly responsible – she was in charge and on duty at the time of 
the Kaggen’s attack.  Most of the pit crew were slain that day.  Many 
more have died since.  We must give her our allegiance.  The 
Chamberlain does not make his appointments lightly.’ 

‘Edgar, your trust in others will get you killed,’ Lara teased. 
He grinned.  ‘It hasn’t yet.  Anyway, I have you to protect me, so 

how can I come to harm?’ 
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Lara laughed loudly.  ‘Oh yes, I’ll be a great help!’ she exclaimed 
sarcastically.  ‘Because I am so strong and fearsome!’  Her voice 
softened.  ‘Honestly Edgar, I wonder what I am doing on this mission.  I 
have nothing to add.’ 

‘We all have a part to play.  Of that I’m sure.’  He tenderly placed a 
hand on her face.  It was such an overt show of affection that Lara 
blushed.  But she did not pull away. 

The sound of a snorse pulling up sharply broke the spell.  ‘If you 
two would like to get a room at the next inn, just let me know!’ 
Lokasenna hissed.  She did not wait for a reply, wheeling her mount 
around and whipping it into a run. 

Edgar’s reaction to Lara was surprising but comforting.  His mouth 
spread wide in mock horror.  ‘I think we’re in trouble now!’ he smirked.  
He turned and spoke to the snorse and the creature burst into a fast and 
rhythmic pace. 

 
 
And so Lara spent the next few hours in warm silence, her skin tingling.  
She found herself studying every detail of her fellow rider from the safe 
view she had behind him. 

Edgar’s fine, crease-free, clean red cloak flapped around her and 
she could see the hint of stitching where he had carefully attended to 
small tears in the wool.  A soldier who sews was not a common sight on 
the battlefields of the Myr, but Edgar was no ordinary man.  He was a 
model of precision and detail.  Every buckle on his saddle was perfectly 
set; even his manner of riding was exact. 

Lara noticed the intricate designs of strange animals running 
around the rim of his golden helm.  It was crowned with a magnificent 
red plume, plucked from the tail of a yaffle and dyed with the richest inks 
produced on Susano.  Its splendour, however, was somewhat lost on Lara 
who had already spent too much time pulling its long feathers out of her 
mouth.  Incredibly, despite days of riding through dank surroundings, his 
armour still gleamed as it had when she first saw him standing proudly in 
the Cloud Chamber.  It didn’t stay clean by itself; Edgar displayed a 
highly conspicuous penchant for order and cleanliness. 

Before laying down to sleep the knight would spend fifteen 
minutes or more smoothing out the ground, picking up the smallest of 
small pebbles and throwing them away.  Lara noticed that his blanket was 
laid out – perfectly square and flat.  His cloak and armour were placed 
close by in a soldierly formation.  Even his weapons, a large broadsword 
and two silver daggers, were arranged symmetrically by his side before 
he closed his eyes to sleep.  Just for fun, Lara quietly turned one of the 
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daggers so the pommel faced the opposite direction.  She noted with wry 
amusement that by the time she woke up the following morning, Edgar 
had returned the weapon to its original place. 

In the morning he was even more fastidious.  Fortunately he woke 
early so the company was not waylaid.  Edgar started his morning 
regimen before the sun came up and by the time they were ready to 
depart, every item of clothing was carefully folded and packed and 
anything that could be cleaned was cleaned.  He had removed all the dirt 
from his boots and then wiped them down with a rag he had secreted in 
one of his packs.  With a different rag, the knight then polished each 
piece of armour until he could see his reflection.  Edgar was a creature of 
routine, meticulously aware of detail.   

The first morning Lara had noticed his attention to cleanliness, she 
thought to herself that he had some serious issues that he hadn’t resolved.  
On the second day, she thought that it was just a quirk in an otherwise 
acceptable set of personal traits.  Now she thought his proclivity to be a 
perfect symbol of the goodness within.  

 
 
To Lara’s left, Sumi, Stoops and Tagtug travelled as a loose group.  Sumi 
rode her charge effortlessly.  Lara was very impressed with her display in 
the Cloud Chamber when she effortlessly struck the boorish Gunther 
Ross on the forehead with one of her iron stars.  Her motion on the snorse 
was similarly fluid and graceful.  Her snorse moved as if it were not 
bearing a rider, running and leaping effortlessly across the fens.  Sumi 
was quiet for most of the trip, but never aloof.  Stoops was testimony to 
that.  To suggest that the two had been in conversation would imply more 
activity on her behalf than actually occurred.  However, she was an 
excellent listener and smiled whenever the conversation demanded it, 
which was quite often as – despite the loss of the meat – Stoops remained 
extremely jovial during their passage over the Scorian fens.  He laughed 
and talked constantly, especially around camp, and did not seem overly 
concerned whether anyone was interested.  He was one to make 
observations about a wide range of things but his observations were 
generally obvious and trivial.  The only time he was quiet was when he 
was eating and she suspected he had stayed close to Tagtug just so he 
could keep his stomach satisfied. 

At camp he and Edgar would enter into long conversations about 
politics, weaponry and countries Lara had never heard of.  Stoops was 
content to cook as Edgar went about his end-of-day routine of unpacking, 
folding and cleaning, and as each attended to his duties, the dialogue 
between the two covered more topics than Lara thought possible.  
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Surprisingly, neither exhibited any awkwardness following Edgar’s 
revelation regarding Stoops’ impact upon his life.  If anything, Edgar 
seemed more relaxed around the bowman, and they interacted as equals, 
or brothers. 

Whilst Stoops prepared the evening meals, Tagtug would run off 
foraging for food more suited to his diet and Lokasenna just sat and 
stared into the dark, enmeshed in distant and private thoughts. 
 
 
The hazy disc of the afternoon sun fell away to their left as the party 
climbed to the summit of a long, lonely hill crowned with a solitary 
emerald elm.  Lokasenna halted, giving unspoken permission to the rest 
of the party to do likewise.  Below them the landscape was dotted with 
copses of iridescent green trees.  The ground ahead looked considerably 
more solid and dry than that which they had covered.  To the northwest 
the mountains surrounding Kolpia came into view, beautiful purple peaks 
capped with brilliant white snow. The fen they had been travelling 
through fell away to the east.  As if respecting the auspicious moment, the 
sun sliced through the rolling clouds and beams of golden light 
illuminated a city far, far to the east.  Beyond it, almost on the edge of 
sight, a blue curved horizon could be seen. 

‘What city is that away down there?’ Lara asked. 
‘It is the port city of Tindalo,’ replied Edgar. 
‘Tindalo,’ Lara repeated, testing the unfamiliar name on her 

tongue. 
‘It is a welcome sight for sailors making their way down from the 

stormy oceans to the north, but it has a bad reputation, even among 
Scorians…’ 

Lokasenna could sense that a history lesson was imminent and so 
she cut Edgar off with a question more relevant to their current situation.  
‘Sir Edgar, how far is it to the Assipattle River?’ 

‘We’ve made good speed.  We’ll make the Assipattle before day’s 
end.’ 
 ‘Good,’ she said quietly to herself.  She stopped in her tracks and 
dismounted.  ‘We will stop here for lunch,’ she said to no-one in 
particular. 

‘Terrific!  I’m starving,’ said Stoops as he wiped away the crumbs 
of the loaf of bread he had just finished. 
 
 
Edgar unpacked the food stores from the snorse Stoops had named 
Larder.  The knight meticulously rolled out a blanket and removed any 
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bugs, grass or dirt that had the temerity to lodge there.  When the food 
blanket was creaseless, Edgar then placed the cutlery in a straight line in 
the top corner.  Alongside these he placed tankards and cups.  He filled 
up the top right corner with various plates and bowls, stacked precisely 
with the largest ones on the bottom and the smallest ones on top.  He then 
formed a line of condiments beneath the cutlery and next to these were 
placed various tubs of butter and cheese.  The last item in the secondary 
line was a loaf of bread.  This looked a little odd on its own, but Lara 
knew the empty space to the right of the loaf had been reserved for the 
two cobs of bread Stoops had already devoured.  In the bottom left-hand 
corner of the blanket, various meats were arrayed on silver plates that 
sparkled as if they were sitting on the table of King Pius.  Some of the 
meats were wonderfully succulent, especially the Kheperan shelp Stoops 
had basted in a rich pepper gravy.  The last item to be placed on the 
blanket was a bundle of pristine, white napkins.  Lara had noticed Edgar’s 
disappointment each time these were never used, so she took one and 
demonstrably placed it over her lap.  She smiled at him, hoping for a nod 
of approval.  When he gave the affirmation she sought, she blushed, like a 
smitten schoolgirl. 

Whilst Edgar set the table, Sumi collected whatever firewood she 
could find.  This she lit in a small hollow, just yards below the crescent of 
the hill.  Sumi’s talents included being able to create a fire that would not 
generate any smoke.   

Stoops had been scanning the land from the top of the hill, 
scrutinising every surrounding tree, bush and hill.  ‘Yes!’ he exclaimed 
quietly, clearly buoyed by something he had spotted.   He made his way 
over to Larder and pulled out an incredibly large pot he had been hiding 
inside a slightly larger hessian bag.  He made his way over to the fire with 
the pot which he placed on the ground reverently.  ‘Excuse me, my lady,’ 
he addressed Sumi with sincere courtesy.  ‘You would do me great 
honour if you could collect some water for me whilst I set about finding 
something to place in this pot.’ 

Sumi wasn’t sure whether his formal tone was satirical, but bowed 
graciously and said, ‘Master Bowman, it will be done.’ 

He watched her speed off down the hill, his eyes lingering on the 
shape of her waist and hips.  ‘Ah, if only I were a lifetime younger,’ he 
sighed to himself, not caring whether anyone could hear or not.   

Lara’s curiousity was piqued.  ‘Stoops, what are you going to cook 
in that pot?’  

‘Yaffle!’ 
‘What’s yaffle?’ asked Lokasenna. 
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He put a fat finger to his mouth urging her to silence.  A shrill 
tuneless call could be heard nearby.  ‘That’s yaffle.’ 

Edgar lifted his head.  ‘It’s coming from that tree on yonder hill.’ 
Lokasenna looked over.  ‘We don’t have time for you to go hunting 

again.’ 
He laughed and dismissed her concern with a wave of his hands.  

‘Oh I don’t need time.  Just these.’  He reached behind and unslung his 
quiver.  With a click of a buckle, it rolled out as a mat and Lara was 
surprised to see so many arrows.  Most of them were of similar lengths, 
but some had different arrow heads.  ‘Here we are!’ he said as he pulled 
out two unusual-looking arrows. 

One arrow had an odd-looking metal bulb sitting just behind the 
head.  Stoops turned one section of this bulb around until it clicked.  The 
other arrow had a small hole in the shaft just below the feathers.  To this 
he attached one end of a ball of twine he had taken from his pack.  
‘Tuirrenian twine!” he said proudly.  ‘Never go anywhere without it!’  He 
then unclasped the beautiful Tuirrenian longbow that was attached to the 
harness of his snorse. 

Stoops lifted the bow, paused to get a feel of the direction of the 
wind and then placed the first arrow on the drawstring of his mighty bow. 

In less than a second the arrow buried itself into the bole of the 
distant tree and the iron bulb split open releasing an ear-splitting shriek.  
A dense cloud of yaffle-birds broke from the leafy boughs of the tree.  
Stoops already had the second arrow in his bow and he was tracking one 
of the birds.  It swung towards the squad and then rose high into the sky.  
In a glare of the afternoon sun streaming through a break in the clouds, 
Lara lost sight of the yaffle but Stoops hadn’t.  A twang sounded from his 
bow, followed by the whizzing noise of the twine uncoiling at Stoops’ 
feet, then an almost imperceptible distant thud as the arrow hit its mark.  
Seconds later the bird hit the ground at Stoops’ feet. 

He gave a wry smile.  ‘They usually fly the other way.  I guess I 
didn’t need the twine at all!  Anyone for yaffle?”   

The other birds returned to their nests in the tree.  Their sorrowful 
cries ebbed out across the hill and the first drops of rain began to fall. 
 
 
The company came over the crest of a hill and beheld the Assipattle 
River.  It languidly wound its way around low lying hills to disappear into 
a grove of trees to the east.  It was a broad river that was bound by tall 
reeds and brambles.  To the right the old road that ran from Cessair all the 
way to Pelinore came into view.  Like the landscape around it, the road 
was empty and would remain that way so close to evening.  The Scorian 
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wilderness was not a place most people ventured out into when dark was 
approaching. 

‘We should camp here tonight, Lokasenna,’ suggested Edgar. 
The Sessymirian was scanning the area.  She shook her head.  ‘No.  

I would like to get to the high ground on the far side of the river before 
we stop for the day.’ 

‘I don’t think it’s going to be that easy,’ remarked Edgar.  ‘The 
bridge is out.’  He pointed north-east and there at the base of the slope the 
wooden bridge that serviced the road had seemingly collapsed, its beams 
lying like fallen soldiers in the shallow waters of the Assipattle. 

‘What can we do?’ asked Lara. 
‘We cross,’ answered Lokasenna.  ‘We do not have any choice.  

Edgar, correct me if I’m wrong, but the nearest bridge is twenty leagues 
away near Grimlock Fen.’ 

All eyes turned to the knight. 
‘Lokasenna is right, but I’m not sure that crossing the river at dusk 

is such a good idea.’ 
‘It’s a shallow river,’ Lokasenna said dismissively. 
‘That’s not the issue,’ he said firmly but politely. 
‘What’s the issue?’ Lara said, a little nervous about Edgar’s 

reticence. 
‘Kelpii.’ 
Lara had heard of the Kelpii.  She had been told tales of travellers 

who had strayed from established roads and paths only to be pulled into 
rivers and ponds by this most unpleasant race of water-dwellers.  They 
were not found outside of Scoriath, but their reputation had certainly 
spread as far as her village in Morae. 

‘Well, we can’t cross then,’ Lara said decisively. 
‘Moraen, the choice is not yours to make,’ Lokasenna said sternly.  

‘Leadership of this company lies with me.’ 
Lara turned to Edgar, hoping the knight would argue the point, but 

he said nothing.  As much as he thought that crossing the river at that 
time was a poor decision, he would never refute Lokasenna’s right to 
make it.  She had been appointed by the Chamberlain and that chain of 
command had to be respected. 

‘Very well,’ said Edgar, avoiding eye contact with Lara as he 
acquiesced to Lokasenna’s decision.  ‘We should not tarry here a moment 
longer.  Let us commence the crossing.’  
 
 
Usually, the snorses would have an easy time crossing a river so shallow 
but something had spooked them.  They grunted and belched at each 
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other as if they were also discussing the merit of Lokasenna’s idea.  As if 
in response to this insubordinate behaviour, Lokasenna smacked her 
snorse with the branch she had been using as a whip and the poor creature 
jumped awkwardly though the water until it scrambled up the slippery 
bank on the other side. 

Lokasenna wheeled around arrogantly on her mount and sneered at 
the rest of the squad still making their way across the river.  ‘See – 
nothing to fear!’ she called from the bank.  It was not intended as 
encouragement; it was meant as a rebuke. 

Lara looked down into the waters swirling around her snorse’s 
hooves.  The water was dark despite it being so shallow.  Suddenly she 
noticed ripples as if something large had passed by, just under the 
surface. 

She turned to Sumi and mouthed, ‘There’s something down there.’ 
And then from beneath, an explosion of claws and teeth ripped 

apart the river.  The water became a bubbling cauldron, filled with 
frenzied, malevolent creatures.  Within seconds, the Assipattle was made 
even darker with blood.  Despite the warning Edgar had given about the 
Kelpii, none of the squad could have been prepared for such an attack.  
The onslaught was ferocious.  From below the Kelpii tore at their snorses, 
scratching and biting any flesh they could sink their long claws into.   

Edgar had leapt from Juliet and stood up to his waist in the river 
defending her from the hordes of Kelpii that rose from the river.  The 
Kelpii were as dark as the river and seemed a part of it, covered in water 
weeds and muck from the riverbed.   

Edgar’s broadsword swung through the air and lopped off the 
heads of three Kelpii in a single swipe.  He stood in front of Juliet with a 
steely gaze in his eyes.  Every Kelpii that approached was quickly 
dispatched with his mighty sword.  The knight sliced and cut at the 
incensed attackers furiously and was only allowed a respite from the 
onslaught when he had thirty dead Kelpii floating in the water around 
him.  He turned to Lara who was still astride Juliet and asked whether she 
was alright.  The terrified Moraen nodded and Edgar smiled. 

He looked down at the blood upon his sword and grunted 
unhappily.  Reaching under his breastplate, Edgar withdrew a thin white 
cloth and proceeded to wipe the blade clean of the bloody mess that 
dripped from it. 

‘Sir Edgar,’ said Lara in a timorous voice, ‘perhaps we could leave 
cleaning your weapon until later.’  She looked over his shoulder with 
dread.  ‘There’s more of them.’ 

Edgar swung around and made quick work of the approaching 
Kelpii. 
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To his left Sumi and Stoops were standing back to back as they 
loosed their weapons upon the attackers.  Stoops moved so quickly that it 
was impossible to see his hands as he fired off a succession of ten arrows 
in as many seconds.  Sumi almost matched his speed.  A semi-circle of 
dead Kelpii surrounded her, an iron throwing star embedded in each of 
their throats.  Tagtug took shelter between the pair, overwhelmed by the 
violence that had broken out in the tranquil river. 

The company had survived the first assault but their snorses had 
not fared so well.  With the exception of Edgar’s steed, all the snorses had 
been ripped apart in the initial attack. 

‘Oh no!  Look!’ said Lara pointing in the direction of the northern 
bank.  The entire bank was lined with grey, skeletal figures bearing 
weapons of bone.  ‘The Ghul!’ 

On the shallow ridge above the river several Ghul were unfurling a 
net.  Others were pulling back the drawstrings of their bows whilst 
footsoldiers made their way into the river with their white swords drawn. 

Stoops fired three arrows at once and as impossible as the feat 
seemed, each one hit their mark.  Three Ghul stopped in their tracks, each 
with an arrow buried in his heart.  And then they combusted.  The 
twilight air was lit up for a moment as the three Ghul broke out in 
brilliant flames.  Stoops fired another three arrows and achieved exactly 
the same result. 

‘The big one,’ went the cry from somewhere in the line upon the 
bank.  ‘Concentrate on him.  He has shatterstone!’ 

At the appearance of the Ghul, Sumi had drawn her sai and raced to 
the line of soldiers coming down the banks to engage them.  She had 
avoided all their strikes and had managed to land seven blows upon the 
nearest group.  She had felt their skin pop open as she rammed the sai 
into their throats and chests.  When she had stabbed the last of the group 
she had attacked, she looked back down the line hoping to see a 
collection of corpses like those of the Kelpii she had already slain. 

It was as if she had not attacked them at all.  They had not even 
fallen to their knees.  She glanced back at the flaming remains of the Ghul 
Stoops had shot…  ‘The big one.  Concentrate upon him.  He has 
shatterstone!’ 

The realisation of her enemies’ weakness was tarnished somewhat 
by the fact that none of her weapons had been forged from shatterstone.  
Nor had Edgar’s broadsword, by the look of it.  He had thrust his blade 
into the chest of a Ghul soldier who just slid off the steel and kept on 
walking. 

A Ghul sword entered Sumi’s peripheral vision.  She ducked and 
rolled to her left which not only saved her life but also put her in a 
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position whereby her attacker was open.  She thrust one of her sai 
forward and pierced the Ghul’s skin at the base of his spine.  It was a 
killing blow, and whilst it stopped the pallid soldier in his tracks, it 
certainly did not kill him. 

‘Shatterstone.  They’re vulnerable to shatterstone!’ she cried above 
the chaos upon the river. 

Edgar was too busy slaughtering the second wave of Kelpii to hear 
her.  He dropped the last of his opponents and turned to Lara.  ‘Please 
stay here on Juliet.  I’m going to exchange blows with the Ghul on the 
bank. 

She jumped off the snorse and grabbed him.  ‘Edgar, stop!  Your 
sword’s not made of shatterstone.’ 

‘No, good lady.  It’s wrought of the finest Tindalo steel.’ 
‘The Ghul are vulnerable to shatterstone!  That means you’re not a 

threat to them.  You need to keep the Kelpii at bay.  Protect me!  Let 
Stoops look after the Ghul.’ 

Edgar wasn’t sure what she intended but he took her on trust.  He 
stood his ground beside her and hammered away at any Kelpii foolish 
enough to come close. 

Lara’s eyes spun back into her head and she became transfixed.  
Her hands came together, her fingertips touching, and in the space 
between her palms an ember of blue fire appeared. 

A Ghul soldier holding a long bone pike noticed Lara’s 
vulnerability and rushed at her.  Edgar threw himself between them, 
swinging his sword.  The broad blade sheared the assailant’s head clean 
off.  His body fell where it was but the head spun away with the 
momentum of the attack landing with a small splash at Lara’s tail.  She 
continued with her incantation, the blue flames growing, her hands 
trembling as it contained the arcane energies. 

Tagtug was proving to be a valuable ally.  He hopped and bounced 
from place to place frustrating the Ghul who tried to take him down.  The 
more he frustrated them, the more they focussed upon him.  This 
distraction gave Lara the time she needed.  Her voice grew louder and the 
words became more defined as the ball of blue fire grew. 

But then Tagtug made a mistake.  He scampered over to Lara with 
the intention of picking up the Ghul’s decapitated head and throwing it 
back at the attackers in a gesture of defiance.  He reached down to pick 
up the head and then recoiled in terror.  At the base of the head, tendrils 
thrust out, like the legs of an arachna.  The head swam off through the 
dark river searching for the body from which it had been separated.  The 
Mabbit screamed and fell backward, bumping into Lara who fell on her 
backside.  The ball of fire disappeared. 
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Sumi and Stoops were doing their best to repel the Ghul but their 
numbers were too great and Stoops was running out of arrows.  Sumi had 
put away her sai and was wielding her short sword to great effect.  Whilst 
she could not kill the Ghul, she could remove their legs.  She dived across 
the water and sliced the Ghuls’ limbs from under them.  But she was 
tiring and the Ghul just kept coming, pouring over the bank and down 
into the river. 
 
 
Edgar had slaughtered more Kelpii than could be counted and his golden 
armour was awash with their blood.  The remaining Kelpii retreated to the 
reeds, waiting like carrion for the battle to end. 

Amidst all the chaos, Lara turned to Tagtug and spoke gently.  
‘Tagtug, I can't be distracted.  Do you understand?  I can't make a single 
mistake or the spell must be respoken.  You must distract them.’ 

Although Tagtug had never been in a battle before, he did show 
remarkable confidence once he knew what was expected of him.  He 
jumped and skittered about the Ghul, doing everything he could to pull 
their attention away from the witch. 

It was a crude but effective strategy and it worked.  Suddenly the 
entire river was lit up by a brilliant ball of blue flame that sat within 
Lara’s hands.  It did not burn her but the Ghul shied away from it.  As 
Lara passed the bodies of those Ghul whose legs Sumi had removed, their 
skin burst in flames unable to be doused out by the river. 

The company quickly gathered around her.  Stoops twisted his 
head around, scanning their bloody surroundings.  ‘Where’s Lokasenna?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ Edgar said fearfully.  ‘I lost sight of her as soon as 
the Kelpii attacked.’ 

‘We can’t stay here,’ said Sumi.  She looked back to the reeds.  
The Kelpii stared back, waiting, searching for any sign of weakness to 
exploit. 

Though Lara’s orb of fire burned brightly, Edgar could tell that she 
was struggling.  ‘How long can you sustain it?’ he asked. 

‘I’m not sure,’ she answered weakly.  ‘It’s a new spell.  Arinna 
taught it to me the night before left.  She thought it would come in 
handy.’ 

‘She was right,’ Edgar said warmly.  He then turned to Sumi and 
Stoops.  Consuls, any ideas?’ 

‘I’ll take your snorse and search for Lokasenna,’ said Sumi.  ‘As 
much as I’d like to, we can’t abandon her to this filth.’ 
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Edgar nodded.  ‘Take Tagtug with you, but do not engage the 
Ghul.  We will take the road north.  It winds through a steep gully about 
two leagues further on.  We will meet you there.’ 

He turned back to Lara and said, ‘You need your strength to 
maintain the spell.  With your permission I will carry you in my arms.’  
Without waiting for her reply, he scooped her up in his thick arms and 
marched out of the river.  Though he was covered in blood and unable to 
draw his sword should they be attacked, she felt secure in his arms.  She 
rested her head against his breastplate and thought, ‘There are worse 
places I could be.’ 
 
 
‘I’m exhausted,’ groaned Stoops as he peered into the darkness beyond 
the gully’s entrance.  ‘Should I survive this night, I am going to lose some 
weight.’  Suddenly he lifted his bow and trained it upon a figure 
approaching from the south.  It was Sumi, leading Tagtug on Edgar’s 
snorse. 
 ‘Any sign of Lokasenna?’ Edgar asked. 
 ‘None.  She’s either been captured or they’ve disposed of the 
body.’ 

‘There is one other possibility,’ Stoops suggested. 
They were all thinking it.  She was the one.  The traitor. 
‘We cannot condemn her as a traitor just yet,’ urged Edgar.  ‘We 

have no proof.’ 
‘Either way, we cannot wait for her,’ said Sumi.  ‘We must put as 

much distance between ourselves and the Ghul as we can.  And we’ll 
have to do it on foot.  Edgar, your snorse is wounded.  She cannot 
continue the journey.’ 

The knight ran to his steed and saw a deep cut running down her 
left flank.  ‘Juliet, you poor thing,’ he said as he ran his hand over her 
side.  The snorse grunted in pain.  It wasn’t a life-threatening injury but 
Sumi was right – she could not continue on the mission. 

Enveloped by the blue light of her mystical flame, Lara looked 
over at the animal sympathetically.  ‘Even if I could stop this incantation, 
I could not heal her,’ he said apologetically. 

‘Miss Brand, I would not expect you to do so even if you could,’ he 
said gratefully.  ‘She will find her way to fields of flowerfall and sunny 
days.’   

He led the snorse off the road and whispered his good-bye. 
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‘Seven arrows,’ Stoops said ruefully as he inspected the remains of his 
quiver.  ‘Twelve if you count the ones not made out of shatterstone.’ 

‘It’s not even close to what we’ll need,’ Edgar said ominously, 
stroking his chin as he considered their situation. 

Stoops looked up at the steep sides of the gully.  ‘It’s a good place 
to make a stand here,’ he said to himself.  ‘They can only approach from 
the south where the road is narrow.  No chance of being outflanked.’ 

Edgar shook his head.  ‘I’m sorry, but I can’t agree.  The Ghul 
would just use their numbers and overrun us.  We’d be better off trying to 
outdistance them.  If we can stay clear of them till morning, we can 
survive this.’ 

Stoops smiled.  His little white teeth stood out against his dark 
skin, making his smile seem even bigger than it was.  ‘I didn’t mean all of 
you, Sir Edgar.  I meant me.’ 

Sumi, Lara and Edgar shared the same expression of shock.  Even 
Tagtug seemed curious about Stoops’ statement. 

‘You can’t keep them all back,’ Sumi said.  ‘You’ll die.’ 
‘There’s a distinct possibility of that, I know, but let’s look at the 

alternative.  If I walked, I’ll slow us down and if I slow us down, we’ll all 
die.’ 

‘There has to be another way,’ protested Edgar. 
‘Sometimes Edgar there is only one way.’  He nodded at Lara 

whose face displayed the strain of maintaining the fire spell.  ‘Get her out.  
Edgar, you'll have to carry her.  I’ll hold them back here for a while at 
least.’ 

‘I’ll stay with you.’ 
‘No.  You're better off protecting them.’ 
‘But you'll die.’ 
‘Well, that sounds better than walking all the way to Pelinore!’  He 

laughed but the humour was short-lived as a crossbow bolt made of bone 
sliced through the air between them. 

Edgar knew he had no choice.  He picked up Lara and turned to go. 
‘Wait!’ said Stoops.  He pulled a shatterstone-tipped arrow from 

his quiver and dropped it in Lara’s lap.  ‘Should the light fail,’ he said, 
‘I’m sure you’ll find a use for it.’  He gave her a wink.  ‘Now go!’ 
 
 
The Myr’s largest moon emerged from behind the thick clouds overhead 
and Stoops saw fifty or more Ghul edging forward out of the shadows at 
the mouth of the gully.  A blur of movement and one of them dropped in 
flame as an arrow was fired into the creature’s eye socket.  It was enough 
to halt the line.  The Ghul did not know how many arrows Stoops had and 
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this worked to his advantage.  Rather than shoot all his arrows at once, he 
held off, hoping that fear of the death shatterstone brought would be 
enough to slow them down.  The Ghul hissed and snarled at him but 
edged back beyond the entrance of the gully where they believed 
themselves to be outside his reach.  Every now and then, one of them 
would steal closer only to be cut down in a blaze of fire. 
 ‘Now I’m in trouble,’ Stoops said to himself when he had fired his 
sixth arrow.  When he fired his seventh arrow, it only took the Ghul a 
moment to realise that he had no more shatterstone to shoot.  

They poured through the gully’s entrance unsheathing their swords 
as they came. He fired a volley of arrows that maimed the soldiers at the 
front but still they kept coming.  He discarded his bow and swung his 
huge fists in great sweeping arcs but the Ghul swarmed over him like 
Tethran stonemites, and he fell under the weight of their numbers. 

The Ghul continued to hew his body long after his death. 
 
 
Sumi stopped and looked back into the darkness.  ‘He has fallen.’ 

Edgar turned around but did not stop.  ‘He gave his life to buy us 
time.  We must press on.’ 
 
 
Lara was exhausted to the point of deliriousness.  Huddled in the knight’s 
arms, she had managed to maintain the incantation well beyond her 
normal limits.  She looked up at Edgar’s noble face.  ‘If I didn’t have a 
tail, would you be interested in me?’ 

‘My lady, I wouldn’t have carried you so many leagues if I weren’t 
interested,’ he teased back. 

She smiled.  Although she was weary, terrified and in pain, his 
gentle countenance gave her strength, igniting emotions that she had 
never experienced before.  She nuzzled her face into the crook between 
his arm and his chest and fell as close to sleep as she could without losing 
her grip upon the protective incantation. 
 
 
She woke to find a fire glowing but it was not hers.  Lara sat up to find 
Sumi and Tagtug watching over her.  She found Edgar’s cloak draped 
over her as a blanket and Stoops’ arrow by her side.  It was morning.  
They had survived. 
 ‘Where’s Edgar?’ she asked. 

‘Fetching water,’ answered Sumi.  ‘He stood guard over you until 
the sun came up.’ 
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‘How long have I been asleep?’ 
‘A while.’ 
‘I’m sorry.  I was exhausted.  I just couldn’t stay awake.’ 
‘You did your best.  We survived the night.’ 
‘Stoops didn’t.’ 
Sumi could say nothing.  She had enjoyed Stoops’ company and 

her fondness for the big Tuirrenian only multiplied when she witnessed 
his valour in battle.  The nobility of his sacrifice the night before made it 
hard to think of him. 

As sleep faded from Lara’s head and her mind sharpened itself in 
the light of morning, the attack at the Assipattle River replayed itself in 
her head.  They had been ambushed.  It was unclear whether the Kelpii 
were a part of that ambush, but their involvement certainly made it easier 
for the Ghul to press their attack.  Lara thought about Lokasenna’s 
obsessive desire to reach the Assipattle by nightfall. 

‘Sumi.  Lokasenna – she betrayed us.  She –’ 
‘Is right behind you.’ 
Lokasenna stepped forward and slumped to the ground beside the 

fire.  She had a large gash across her forehead and the blood had caked on 
her face hiding much of the dark birthmark that surrounded her left eye.  
Her furs were shredded and the skin it revealed underneath was either 
bruised or bloodied.  The spike on her left arm was similarly covered in 
blood, but this blood had a green hue to it.  The sleeve of her left arm was 
stained in the same colour.  She looked as if she had battled with every 
Ghul that had ever spawned. 

She turned to Lara with a grim expression on her face and said, 
‘You were saying?’ 

 
 
When Edgar returned from a nearby stream, Lokasenna unfolded the 
story of her escape from the Ghul.  They had set upon her moments after 
she had crossed the river.  She pointed to the gash on her head and 
explained how she had been hit by a Ghul bola that had knocked her from 
her snorse.  The Ghul had taken her prisoner but she had escaped when 
one of the soldiers standing guard over her was hit by an arrow and burst 
into flame. 

‘Stoops!’ exclaimed Sumi. 
‘So he saved you too,’ said Lara sadly. 
‘I suggest we use the daylight to put as much distance as we can 

between us and the Ghul,’ Edgar said.  ‘I don’t think they will give up on 
us just yet.’ 
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They said very little over the course of that day.  For a while they kept to 
the road as it was the easiest route to take, but the need for secrecy 
impelled them onto paths seldom trodden, and before mid-morning they 
found themselves traversing a lonely moor with nothing but a cold 
northerly wind to keep them company. 

Edgar prepared a soup for them at lunchtime, but it seemed a poor 
substitute for the meals Stoops had made.   

By late afternoon, they had travelled almost twenty leagues.  
‘We’ve made good time!’ said Edgar proudly as he looked back upon the 
barren wilderness they had just crossed.  He led them down a path that 
had brought them to the border of a scraggly swamp overgrown with 
brambles and blackweeds.  The northerly wind had dropped and a sombre 
stillness permeated the world around them.  ‘The path goes around the 
bog,’ he said.  ‘If we keep up this pace we should be on the other side by 
dusk.’  He pointed across the swamp to a distant hill where a copse of 
thick trees stood overlooking the desolate landscape. 

‘You’ve been here before,’ Sumi observed. 
‘Yes, I know the area,’ he said with a note of sadness in his voice. 

 
 
As they made their way around the outskirts of the swamp, Lara became 
increasingly aware of the descent of the sun behind the thick clouds to the 
west.  The horrors of the night before played themselves out in her mind’s 
eye.  General images presented themselves at first – the vicious attack of 
the Kelpii, the relentless approach of the Ghul – but these were usurped 
by more horrifying pictures – the severed head of the Ghul swimming 
away to find its body, the mordant march of the Ghul whose limbs Sumi 
had removed and the sad vision of Stoops standing in the middle of the 
gully awaiting his death.  She was not sure she could live through another 
night like that. 

As they neared the end of the track running beside the swamp, 
Sumi pointed at the copse of trees they had spied earlier.  ‘It is a 
breathless day on the moor and yet the trees wave in the air as if rocked 
by the wind.’ 

Edgar stopped at the head of the line and turned to face his 
companions.  ‘It is a warning – not to stray too close.’ 

‘The trees are alive?’ Lara exclaimed. 
‘Yes, they are,’ Edgar replied sombrely. 
Sumi’s eyes widened.  ‘The Drasili?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
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Lara, Tagtug and Lara stared at Edgar and Sumi as if they were 
communicating with each other in a strange language.  ‘The Drasili?’ 
Lara asked curiously. 

Edgar paused before explaining himself, weighing up how to best 
describe the fantastical history of the Drasili.  Lokasenna looked up at the 
branches swaying in the grey sky and frowned.  There was something 
unsettling about them. 

‘This land did not always look as it does now.  Hundreds of years 
ago, this area was a verdant wood where thick oakaens grew and all sorts 
of fauna lived in the dappled light of the ancient trees.  The story goes 
that the wood was also home to a powerful Morgai by the name of Guy 
Drasil.  Seeking a life of solitude he had left his home of Johannan in the 
south and travelled to Scoriath.  When he came across the wood, he 
realised he had found the place he had been seeking and so he made it his 
home.  Untroubled by the world outside, Drasil lived a happy life in the 
wood.  He built a house and dug a well.  He lived off the plants and roots 
of the forest and befriended the animals.  For hundreds of years Drasil 
stayed in the wood, content in his solitude, until one day, some 
woodsmen from Tindalo came across it.  It only took them a moment to 
imagine the wealth to be gained by so much quality lumber and they took 
to the trees with their axes.  Drasil scared the woodsmen away with some 
magick but they returned days later, angry and vengeful.  Whilst Drasil 
was sleeping, they set fire to the wood.  There was nothing the Morgai 
could do to stop it.’ 

‘What happened to him?’ asked Lara. 
‘Apparently Drasil perished in the fire but not before he cursed the 

area.  He placed a spell upon the well he had built in the centre of the 
wood.  It was the only thing to survive the conflagration.’ 

‘What spell?’ 
‘Any who drink of the well are unable to leave.  They take root in 

the burnt soil and grow branches and leaves to replace the trees that were 
taken by the fire.’ 

Lokasenna frowned.  This look of consternation was quickly 
replaced by a mocking scowl.  ‘What utter nonsense!’ she exclaimed.  
‘It’s a children’s bedtime story – nothing more.’ 

Edgar’s face darkened but not in response to Lokasenna’s ridicule.  
He was looking past his shoulder, back across the flat lands they had just 
crossed.  He could see grey shapes moving against the grey landscape 
about a league away.  Twisting around to the west, he could see the sun 
releasing its hold of the day and sinking below the horizon.  ‘We’ve got 
company,’ he said in a baleful voice. 
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They all turned around to see the Ghul.  Though they were some 
distance away, their very presence was a slap to the sense of security they 
had enjoyed during the day.   

‘It didn’t take them long to find us,’ Sumi noted. 
‘How could they follow us during the day?’ Lara said exasperated 

by the Ghul’s sudden appearance. 
‘It has been a dull day,’ said Edgar.  ‘The sun has been shrouded 

for much of the time.  Perhaps they can travel in these conditions.  Or 
perhaps there is a breach nearby.’ 

‘I don’t think talking is our best defence,’ said Lokasenna, drawing 
her sword.  She stood in the centre of the path and raised the sword in 
defiance. 

‘What are you doing?’ Lara asked.  ‘You’re not going to fight them 
are you?’ 

‘I have old debts I have to pay,’ she said nonchalantly.  ‘I wouldn’t 
be here otherwise.’ 

Edgar placed a hand upon her shoulder.  ‘Lokasenna, now is not 
the time to make a stand.  We need to take cover.’ 

Lara looked over at the Drasili.  Their branches thrashed around in 
the air as if disturbed by the presence of so many strangers to their land.  
‘Are you saying we should take cover in the trees?’ 

‘The Drasili will protect us.’ 
‘How can you know that?’ 
‘Trust me.’ 
 

 
As they ran closer to the copse, it became obvious that Edgar’s story was 
credible.  Figures from numerous races seemed to have merged with the 
trees, their torsos rising from the trunks like the figureheads on Acoran 
clippers.  They swivelled their heads around as Edgar led his companions 
under the boughs of the strange wood.  The Drasili said nothing.  They 
just gazed impassively at the tiny figures that had taken shelter below 
them. 
 Not long afterwards, the Ghul emerged from the path that ran 
around the swamp.  They had their weapons drawn.  There was no 
strategy to their attack.  They simply marched up to the copse to take the 
Myrrans.  This proved to be a mistake. 

What happened next was astounding.  The branches of the trees 
swept towards the ground and slashed at the Ghul, ripping them limb 
from limb before pounding their remains into the ground.  Some trees 
tossed the Ghul out into the swamp whilst others coiled their branches 
around the invaders, crushing them until their bodies had turned to mush.  
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Here and there the branches thrust down at the creatures, pinioning them 
to the ground before tearing them into countless pieces. 

One of the Ghul raised her bony knife and swung it hard into the 
branches that had come down upon her like a cage.  The white blade bit 
into the bark slicing it wide open.  A chilling cry of pain broke from the 
Drasili as gouts of blood spurted from the wound in the bark.  Roots 
broke through the surface of the earth and wrapped themselves around the 
attacker.  She thrashed about but could not break the tree’s grip.  She was 
imprisoned and could do nothing but dwell upon the dreadful fate that 
awaited her when the sun rose. 
 
 
So savage was the Drasili’s attack upon the Ghul that very few escaped 
the trees’ wrath.  The dismemberment of the Ghul was so comprehensive 
that Lara did not have to worry about Ghul heads scurrying across the 
leafy ground as they sought out their bodies.  Not even the Ghul could 
piece themselves together after the Drasili were finished with them. 

‘Perhaps we should stay here tonight,’ Edgar suggested.  It seemed 
like a foregone conclusion but he was sensitive to the fact that Lokasenna 
was the squad’s leader.  He looked over at her but she was too enthralled 
by the carnage the Drasili had wrought to notice him. 

Lara looked over at the knight.  ‘Should we light a fire?’ 
‘No!’ exclaimed Edgar in response.  ‘No fire.  It would be a grave 

insult to those who have saved us.’ 
 
 
Under the watchful gaze of the silent Drasili, the company lay down to 
sleep.  The figure of a young man was embedded in the trunk of the tree 
Edgar rested against.  The man looked down upon the knight and smiled.  
His face was proud yet serene.  His long, dark hair flowed onto his broad 
shoulders which were cloaked in a blanket of moss.  Around the man’s 
head a garland of flowers had grown which gave the figure a regal 
quality.  As Edgar lay between the thick roots of the tree, it gently 
wrapped its lower branches around him in a tender embrace.  It was not 
long before the knight was asleep. 
 
 
The night passed slowly for Sumi.  She had taken position on the edge of 
the copse in case the Ghul returned in the course of the night.  She could 
see the writhing shape of the Ghul female caught in the roots of a nearby 
tree.  From time to time, Sumi heard the sound of the coils around the 
Ghul tighten.  The tree was not going to let its captive go. 



 INTO THE ENDLESS 115 

 
 
The following morning Sumi was awoken by an acrid smell.  The body of 
the captured Ghul had stopped its squirming and was now just a burnt 
lump among the roots.  Even through the diaphanous veil of the morning 
mist, the sun was enough to incinerate the vile creature. 
 
 
Lara woke up and slithered over to Edgar who was sitting on a rock, 
stroking out some creases he had discovered in his cloak.  ‘We owe you 
our lives, Sir Knight.  Had you not thought so quickly, we would have 
perished.’ 

‘Miss Brand, it was no coincidence we were near the Drasili wood.  
I have been guiding us towards it since we first left Cessair.’ 

‘Why?’ 
He glanced up and smiled at the face staring down at him.  The 

family resemblance was unmistakable. 
‘Your brother?’ she said delicately. 
The knight nodded slightly.  He stood up slowly and faced the tree.  

He bowed slightly and the tree seemed to bend in response.  A memory 
floated up from the knight’s heart. 
 
Dominic, the younger of the two boys, snuggled down in the orange pile 
of leaves and shot his brother an impish grin.  Edgar smiled back then 
snatched up handfuls of surrounding leaves and covered his younger 
brother’s head until he was completely obscured.  
 
Edgar moved off contemplatively, leaving Lara to gaze upon the young 
man trapped in the tree.  A gust of wind blew and a large green leaf spun 
through the air until it landed in her outstretched hands. 
 ‘Thank-you Dominic,’ she said politely and turned to follow the 
knight. 
 

 
Lara stopped and turned back towards the copse.  All the trees seemed to 
be watching them go.  Sumi passed by the Moraen and noticed the large 
leaf she was holding carefully in her hands. 

‘Why do you keep the leaf?’ she asked. 
‘I don’t know.  Perhaps… perhaps it’s a reminder of what I must 

strive for: to persevere, to endure… to remember.’  She secreted the leaf 
inside the folds of her robes.  For a second, as Lara’s hand slid out from 
the cloth covering her breast, Sumi caught a glimpse of warm light leap 
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from deep within the cloak.  A small smile had crossed Lara’s illuminated 
face.  Sumi expected the witch to explain the light, but she just turned and 
slithered away. 
 
 
‘What’s wrong?’ Sumi asked Lokasenna who was standing on a boulder 
overlooking a broad vale.  The swamps had given way to fields of clover.  
Small rivers ran off the backs of a line of rounded hills to the west. 

‘It’s the silence,’ the Sessymirian said slightly perplexed.  ‘It’s not 
normal.  We should be able to hear the river running down there.  The 
wind is blowing from the north but it brings no sound on it.’ 

Edgar gave a gentle laugh.  ‘Scoriath is a strange place in many 
ways.  The silent clover is an odd but beautiful piece of flora.  Most 
plants harness the sun’s light for energy.  This strain of clover harnesses 
sound.  It feeds on it, absorbing it in the process.  You will not even hear 
yourself speak further down the hill.  This valley is the only place in the 
Myr where the silent clover grows.’  

‘That’s remarkable,’ said Lara.  ‘Sir Knight, your homeland is 
indeed a wondrous place.’ 

‘Then you should return here in the spring, Miss Brand.  In spring, 
the clover releases all the sounds they have stored up inside them.  When 
the clover blooms, it releases a melody so beautiful that even the birds 
stop singing just to hear it.  There is no music as sweet as clover song.’ 

Lokasenna scoffed.  ‘This botanical lesson is all very interesting, 
but if we don’t move on, the only singing we shall be hearing is a funeral 
dirge.’  She gestured westward where the sun had grown fat on the 
horizon.  ‘The Ghul will be back soon.’ 

‘Then we should prepare,’ said Lara.  She sat down on her coils 
and closed her eyes, preparing for the fire spell that Arinna had taught 
her.  As she did so, her companion stood around her and watched the sun 
slide away.  By the time it had set, the company was bathed in the warm 
blue glow of Lara’s magick. 
 
 
They made their way across the saddle of the silent vale.  All sound faded 
from their ears.  Tagtug stopped and sniffed the air.  The party halted 
immediately, looking at the Mabbit anxiously. Edgar knelt down and 
gently frowned indicating the obvious question.  Tagtug sniffed again and 
nodded to him.  He had picked up the distinct scent of Ghul. 

Lokasenna peered into the darkness beyond Lara’s light. She 
cocked an eyebrow and her hand swung around as if to ask, ‘Where?’  
Tagtug shrugged and the Sessymirian rolled her eyes dismissively.  With 
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a flourish of her ragged fur cloak she turned and strode off into the 
darkness, unafraid of anything before her. 

But despite her bravado, or perhaps because of it, Tagtug did not 
move an inch.  He sniffed again and his face indicated confirmation of his 
suspicions: Ghul were very close by.  He closed his eyes to pinpoint 
where the fetid scent was coming from.  Confusion grew on his face and 
he pointed to the west, then south, east and north.  They were surrounded.   

A Ghul soldier stepped into the light.  Although Tagtug could not 
hear anything on the silent slope, he could make out the words the soldier 
mouthed: ‘Hello Longears!  Remember me?’ 
 
 
It was Craddock, one of the Ghul who had pursued him across upper 
Camulos.  Somehow, he had survived the fall when the line broke on the 
Six North tower.  Tagtug had assumed he had fallen to his death and yet 
there he was standing there before them.   

Craddock drew a grisly knife from its sheath and stepped forward. 
A rock came hurtling out of the darkness and thudded into Lara’s 

temple.  At once the protective blue light of fire fell from her hands and 
splattered noiselessly on the clover.  Lara hit the ground a moment 
afterwards and rolled helplessly down into the darkening vale below. 

Craddock’s face shone with malice.  Tagtug made no disguise of 
the terror he was experiencing and without any attempt to explain his 
intentions, he bolted off into the darkness where Lokasenna had 
disappeared.  

 
 
Sumi broke into a sprint after Lara.  She shouted the Moraen’s name but 
the silent clover soaked up her voice and nothing was heard.  She became 
acutely aware of how reliant she was upon sound.  She had been trained 
to use all her senses in battle and found that having one removed to be 
incredibly unsettling.  Her heart rate accelerated as she scanned her flanks 
for any sign of movement.  With no aural signs to use, she felt 
dangerously limited in her ability to react to the dangers that surrounded 
her.   

Sumi jumped in front of Lara’s limp body to stop it from rolling 
further down the hill.  She cradled the witch’s body in her arms, 
desperately hoping that the blow had not killed her.  Lara opened her eyes 
slowly and groaned.  Disoriented by the silence as much as the darkness, 
a look of terror sprang up on her face.  Sumi did her best to reassure her, 
but Lara could not be calmed. 
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She screamed an empty scream as two Ghul leapt out of the 
darkness with knives in their hands.  Cobbled by the silence, Sumi did not 
have time to react. 

Fortunately, Edgar had followed Sumi and with a swing of his 
mighty sword he decapitated both Ghul before they had a chance to land 
their blows.  Their heads fell to the clover at Sumi’s feet.  She quickly 
picked up a head in each hand and threw them down the hill.  She made 
sure that they would have a hard time finding their bodies. 
 
 
Three crescent moons shone their wan light upon the landscape.  Dark 
figures moved all about.  There were no avenues of escape. 

Lara tried frantically to create another ball of fire.  A small flame 
appeared in her palms but it flickered and sputtered, like a candle at the 
end of its wick.  Lara realised she was too agitated to sustain the magick.   

Sumi knew it too.  She quickly scrambled about in the dark 
searching for a small bush she had brushed against moments earlier.  
Finding it, she tore off a small branch and plunged this into Lara’s blue 
flame before it died.  She breathed a silent sigh of relief when the branch 
ignited.  It was not much, but in a dark land surrounded by enemies, a 
little light went a long way to restore her confidence. 

To their right a small group of Ghul emerged into the light of 
Sumi’s firebrand.  More Ghul emerged out of the darkness to their left.  
Within seconds, a host of Ghul appeared, all brandishing weapons of 
various descriptions.  Edgar swung his broadsword in wide arcs, in a vain 
attempt to keep the attackers at bay but his plain steel weapon could only 
maim the enemy.  He needed something that would kill them. 

 
 

‘Here,’ Adzoba said fondly.  ‘I can’t repay you for what you’ve done.  
This is just a token of my gratitude.  A reminder of our first meeting.’  
Into Edgar’s hands he placed a small phial of angelfire.  ‘Let’s hope you 
never have to use it!’ he added with a laugh. 

 
 

The angelfire!  He still had the angelfire.  He rustled around in a pouch he 
wore on his belt and quickly extracted the bottle the Mayor of 
Marshmead had given him months ago.  He indicated to Sumi and Lara to 
follow in the direction Lokasenna and Tagtug had taken when he gave the 
signal.  They nodded, trusting the knight but not understanding him.   

Edgar lifted the phial up high and slammed it down on the ground 
before them.   A wall of fire erupted engulfing many of the Ghul who ran 



 INTO THE ENDLESS 119 

around in a frenzy doing little more than igniting their comrades.  Lara 
and Sumi darted around the wall and raced off in the direction their 
companions had taken. 

Lara stopped and swivelled around when she noticed that Edgar 
had not joined them.  In the light of the wall of fire she could see him 
hacking his way through the Ghul hordes, stopping occasionally to pick 
up a severed head and throw it into the fire.  He towered over the Ghul 
and cut his way across them like a terrible storm.  He was magnificent but 
he had countless opponents.  It was only a matter of time before the battle 
would turn and he would fall, as bravely and as futilely as his hero, Will 
Stoops. 

Sumi tugged at Lara who started slithering back to Edgar.  Lara 
tried to tear her arm free but Sumi was not prepared to let the Moraen die 
out of loyalty to the knight.  She pulled her forward using her superior 
strength to drag the witch away from Sir Edgar Worseley’s last stand. 
  
 
Lokasenna stood on a small mound before them, holding a struggling 
Tagtug in her hand.  The Mabbit was bleeding from various wounds and 
the moist spike on the Sessymirian’s arms revealed her as the traitor in 
their midst.  This of course came as no great surprise to Lara which made 
the confirmation sting all the more.  She had suspected it but done 
nothing.  In perverse triumph, Lokasenna raised the squirming Mabbit 
like a trophy.  She then rammed her spike into his ribs and dropped him 
to the ground. 

Tagtug gave a spasm and then was still.  Lara screamed but nothing 
was heard.  Without thinking about what she was intending she reached 
into her flowing robes and pulled out the shatterstone arrow Stoops’ had 
given her.  She threw this to Sumi who caught it in her free hand just as a 
thick-set Ghul ran at her with a morningstar made of bone.  Sumi rolled 
under the chain and thrust upward with Stoops’ arrow.  In the burst of 
flame that followed, Lara could see Tagtug’s writhing eyes.  He was still 
alive. 

Lara coiled down to attend to the Mabbit, her hand reaching out to 
stop the blood pouring from his side.  Although it would not undo the 
damage that lay under the skin, a healing spell would stop the bleeding.  
Lara did not care how vulnerable she was – she would ease Tagtug’s 
pain, even if it was the last thing she did. 
 
 
Three large Ghul brandishing huge maces approached Edgar.  His skull 
was bleeding heavily and the blood pouring across his forehead was 
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making it difficult for him to see.  He ducked under one mace and 
brought up his forearm to block the other.  A third mace slammed into the 
base of his back.  He could not hear his spine breaking underneath his 
armour but he knew instantly it had snapped.  Under a torrent of brutal, 
silent blows, he fell. 
 
 
Sumi moved forward to engage Lokasenna who taunted her, her hand 
beckoning her to approach.  Sumi was so focused upon the arrogant 
Sessymirian, she failed to notice the Ghul rushing at her on her left.  It 
was Craddock, the boorish Ghul that had taunted Tagtug earlier.  He bore 
no weapon but slammed into her with his shield. 

She was winded and dropped to her knees.  The shatterstone arrow 
fell from her hand and disappeared in the darkness.  Craddock swung the 
shield back and pounded it against Sumi’s skull. 

She did not lose consciousness immediately and that saved her life.  
Though she was groggy, she could make out the glowing wall of 
angelfire to her left.  She staggered towards it, feeling its heat intensify as 
she drew closer.  The silent vale swirled around her as she collapsed to 
the ground at the foot of the burning wall, safe from the Ghul in the 
glowing sanctuary of the fire.   
 
 
Lokasenna thrust out with her spike as her right hand pulled out a dagger 
strapped to her thigh.  Lara evaded the spike but not the dagger.  Its blade 
sliced across the palm of her hand, noiselessly ripping open the skin.  The 
witch ignored the pain and slammed her bloody hand into Lokasenna’s 
neck.  Again the smug superior grin spread across the Sessymirian's face.   

She was a savage combatant, cruel and cold, but one-dimensional, 
her thoughts rarely going beyond that which was before her eyes.  Lara’s 
tail had swung behind her opponent and in an incredibly powerful blow, 
the Sessymirian’s legs were taken out from under her. 

Lara quickly slithered behind Lokasenna and grabbed at her left 
arm with both hands.  She brought the spike up to Lokasenna’s temple 
and pushed against the skin. 
 Lara knew if she killed Lokasenna, the Ghul would be all over her 
in seconds.  So she held the spike against the Sessymirian’s head and 
waited.  Lokasenna realised what Lara was proposing. 
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The Ghul had surrounded the pair, waiting for their orders.  With the 
spike still pressed against Lokasenna’s temple, Lara shuffled forward and 
wound her tail around Tagtug who lay on the ground in a crumpled heap. 

After what seemed like an eternity, Lokasenna lifted her hand and 
gestured to the Ghul to back down.  There was a long moment when it 
looked as if they would not obey, but Caliban had made it clear to them 
that his daughter’s command over them was absolute.  They retreated into 
the darkness. 
 
 
Lara knew that she could not hold Lokasenna for long.  The Sessymirian 
was strong.  She was patiently waiting for the moment when Lara’s 
strength faded.  It was inevitable.   
 It was shortly before morning when Lokasenna broke Lara’s grip.  
She expected Lokasenna to turn on her, ram her spike into her ribs just as 
she had done to Tagtug.  But she didn’t.  She just smiled and walked 
away.  It was not an act of mercy.  Lokasenna knew that her father had 
plans for the Pryderi and as much as she wanted to kill the witch, her 
sense of duty to the father she had never met was much stronger. 
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 Chapter Five   Murdertown, Tethra 
 
 

ylos’ sword was buried so deeply in Remiel’s back, the hilt was 
against his spine.  Remiel had fallen to his knees but remarkably 
was still alive, still conscious.  His face was contorted in a 

horrified grimace.  The physical pain was almost unbearable, but it was 
outweighed by his shock.  Of all the members of the company, Pylos 
Castalia was the last person he thought would turn on him. 
 A tiny shatterbug landed on the window sill, casting a soft orange 
light over Remiel’s agonised expression.   ‘Pylos… why?’  It was more 
a pained explosion of sound than speech. 

‘I know who you are.  I know what you are.’ 
 ‘I… am…’  Every syllable was an agony. 

‘Your name is Remiel Grayson and you’re not a priest.’ 
Just as Remiel’s face was contorted by pain, Pylos’ face was 

disfigured by rage.  His eyes burned with hatred.  His teeth were clenched 
and his brow was a knot of poorly-suppressed rage.  ‘I know you’re 
Morgai.  The fight in the theatre, your healing of Gunther… these are 
things no priest could do.’ 

‘I –’ 
‘No lies!’ Pylos warned, twisting the blade in Remiel’s back.  ‘You 

may be Morgai but I doubt even Morgai could survive having their spine 
severed.’ 

‘You are correct.  I am who and what you say I am.’ 
‘Then this is all your fault!’ Pylos screamed.  Spit flew out his 

mouth and his voice shook as his self-control slipped away.  ‘You are 
responsible for all this death!’ 

‘It could be argued that I am.’ 
Pylos slammed his fist into the back of Remiel’s head. ‘How dare 

you!  You gormless marrok!’  He grabbed Remiel’s cowl and ripped it 
back.  He then took hold of his hair and pulled it back so that Remiel 
looked up at him though he was standing behind him.  ‘You will give 
yourself up to the Ghul.  You will end these atrocities tonight.’ 

Remiel gasped as blood pooled in his mouth.  ‘Do you think I 
haven’t considered that?  Do you think I like what I see happening across 
the Myr?’ 

Pylos tore at the thick veil Remiel wore across his face.  ‘Let me 
see the man who has condemned the world to misery and death.’  He held 
his captive fiercely by the jaw, staring at him with a look of disgust.  ‘So 
this is what Caliban looks like.  This is the face of evil.’ 

‘P 
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Blood dribbled out from Remiel’s lips and ran down his chin onto 
Pylos’ hand.  ‘Pylos…’ 

‘Do not ask for mercy from me!’ Pylos roared.  He slammed down 
with his fist, driving his knuckles into the bridge of Remiel’s nose.  The 
snapping sound of bone did nothing to satisfy the Helyan.  ‘Will you heal 
yourself now?’ he screamed.  ‘Will you?  Coward!’ 

Remiel’s head slumped forward and the blood from his nose and 
lips spilled onto the floor.  He was teetering on his knees.  The only thing 
that was keeping him up was the sword Pylos had wedged in his back.  ‘I 
can stop this,’ he groaned through his pain.  ‘There are no other Morgai 
left who can help you in this fight.  I am your only chance to –’ 

‘Why the deception?  Why hide what you are?’ 
‘I cannot trust our company.  We are compromised Pylos and you 

know it.’ 
‘I don’t care!’ Pylos growled, yanking back Remiel’s head hard.  ‘I 

can take care of Maeldune.’ 
‘Then you do know?’ 
‘Of course I know.  Do you take me for a fool?’  Pylos leaned 

close.  ‘I will deal with him in due course.  But Maeldune isn’t the topic 
of our discussion.  You are!  Why haven’t you given yourself to your vile 
twin?’ 

Remiel’s head rolled about on his neck.  For all his Morgai power, 
he was fading.  He wasn’t sure how much more he could withstand.  He 
could feel his body going into shock.  He could smell the blood leaking 
out the rents Pylos had made in his body.  It was taking every ounce of 
his energy just to stay alive enough to answer Pylos’ questions.  ‘Pylos, 
you cannot really believe that the Ghul will stop their attacks now they 
have been let loose upon the world.  You cannot believe that the Cabal 
will return to the Endless now they have been freed.’ 

‘Don’t tell me what I can and can’t believe!’ Pylos snarled.  
Without warning, he ripped the sword from Remiel’s back.  The howl 
that left Remiel’s lips was bestial.  He had lost himself in the pain.  He 
fell forward onto the blood-soaked floor and could not move.  His 
thoughts had lost all shape.  For a time, he could not even remember his 
own name.  The darkness of the building swirled around him and he 
couldn’t distinguish it from the darkness of his mind.   

 
 
When Remiel regained focus, he wasn’t sure whether a few seconds had 
passed or a few hours.  Sitting in front of him was the figure of Pylos 
silhouetted against the faint moonlight that leaked into the room.  The 
shatterbug had flown away and they were left in darkness. 
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The pain that had shut down Remiel’s body had faded.  His hands 
ran across his stomach to find that the gaping hole Pylos had cut in his 
abdomen had closed.  His Morgai powers had saved him. 

Remiel was surprised that Pylos hadn’t cut off his head whilst he 
was unconscious.  ‘I am not killed?’ 

‘Not yet,’ said Pylos in a low voice.  ‘I need to understand certain 
things.  Only you can explain them to me.’ 

‘I shall do my best.’  Remiel lifted himself up onto his knees.   
‘Why is all this happening?’ 
‘Why do you think?’  Remiel coughed and a thick globule of blood 

shot out of his mouth. 
‘At a guess, I’d say revenge.’ 
‘Revenge.  Yes, that’s certainly a part of it.  That’s where it 

started.’ 
‘Go on.’ 
‘I believe he now derives enjoyment from what he does.  In a 

twisted way, he is basking in the opportunity to justify his barbarities by 
claiming that they are acts of revenge.’ 

‘Do you believe you are blameless in all this?’ 
‘Not at all.  My sins were well documented at the Assembly of 

Nations.  I will not deny them now.  But there is little that can be done to 
make amends.  But I will do what I can to stop it.  I believe I can end 
this.’ 

‘You could end this all by giving yourself up to the Ghul.’ 
‘Pylos, you know how wars play out.  These hordes from the 

Endless will not go quietly back to the darkness.  You want to hand me 
over to the Ghul, then do so.  It will not save one life up here.  Do not let 
him dictate terms.  I have witnessed the future Caliban has designed.  
Thirty years ago, a Morgai seer explained it to me in horrifying detail.  I 
have seen tomorrow Pylos and it is not something you would accept.  We 
must write our own future.’ 

Pylos leaned in close to Remiel and responded through gritted 
teeth.  ‘So what Sir Edgar suggested in the Cloud Chamber was true – 
this was all done in response to some mystic nonsense.  Did you ever 
think, Grayson, that your intervention has brought about the very future 
you hoped to avoid?’ 

‘I think about it all the time.  I cling to the idea that the future is 
fixed.  Even as we speak, we are shaping what is to come.  We don’t walk 
upon paved roads.  We hack out our own routes, make our own paths and 
we walk at different speeds.  As a soldier you must know that.’ 

It was a lot for a soldier to digest.  Pylos stared at Remiel, unable to 
speak. 
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‘What will you do Pylos?  Will you gamble our hopes on handing 
me over to the Ghul?  You’re an astute man.  You know what that 
entails.’ 

‘I must think on this further.’ 
‘We don’t have much time.’ 
Pylos stood up and stared at all the blood that dripped from his 

sword.  It glistened in the moonlight.  He wiped the blade on the side of 
his tunic.  It was already stained – when he had picked up Gunther during 
Argas’ attack in the theatre, the Tethran had bled so much that Pylos’ 
clothes stuck to his skin.  Another stain would not be noticed. 

He walked to the doorway and turned around.  Remiel stayed 
where he was, unsure of what the Helyan intended. 

‘Are you coming?’ Pylos asked. 
Remiel stood up slowly and picked up the cloth veil Pylos had 

ripped from his face.  He wrapped this over the ridge of his nose which – 
though still broken – no longer hurt. 

‘Why do you maintain the disguise?’ Pylos asked.  ‘If Caliban 
knows where you are, why hide your face in this way.’ 

‘It’s not a disguise Pylos.’ 
‘What do you mean?’ 
‘Believe it or not, I am a priest.  My order requires me to wear this.  

You see, I didn’t join the priesthood to hide from Caliban.  I joined for 
atonement.  For my sins.’ 

‘Did you find what you were looking for?’ 
‘Not yet.’ 

 
 
They stepped out into the fresh air.  A cool easterly wind was blowing 
across the plateau bringing with it the smells of the ocean.  Remiel 
breathed deeply and underneath his veil, he smiled.  ‘The Nessan Sea,’ he 
sighed.  ‘It makes me think of home.’ 

Pylos made to walk away but was held back.  Remiel had 
tentatively placed a hand on the Helyan’s shoulder.  ‘Pylos, there is 
something else.’ 

‘What is it?’ 
‘I must ask you not to reveal who I am… to anyone.’ 
‘I am not easily given to deceit Grayson, but I do not think it is in 

the best interest of the mission to announce to our company that the 
catalyst for this great tragedy actually walks among us.’ 

‘What will you do about Maeldune?’ 
‘I am in two minds.  He is dangerous.  He would think nothing of 

slitting our throats as we sleep.  But whilst he is among us, Caliban’s eyes 
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are focused upon us and not on the other two squads.  We improve their 
chances for success every hour we keep Maeldune alive.  We know he is 
not to be trusted and that gives us an advantage whilst he believes we are 
vulnerable to his deceits.  We may garner from him information about his 
master that may help us in our quest.’ 

‘Your reasoning is sound.’ 
‘Maybe, but it sickens me to think that if I don’t kill him, he may 

well outlive us all.’ 
‘Pylos, in the future I have seen, Maeldune will not outlive you.  I 

have seen his demise.’ 
‘Is it painful?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Then let us hope that is a future we have not altered in any way.’   

 
 
A cloud of red dust seeped into the dry air of the Ganesa Plateau as 
Maeldune’s company made their way on snorseback to the bustling 
metropolis of Brigantia.  At the head of the pack Pylos Castalia and 
Gunther Ross turned to one another and smiled.  They had reached the 
eastern edge of the Ganesa Plateau.  From where they stood, the 
escarpment fell away dramatically.  At the base of it lay a densely packed 
city that sprawled out to the north and south.  To the east, on the far side 
of Brigantia, the scintillating splendour of the Nessan Sea stretched out to 
the horizon, providing a colourful contrast to the dirty browns and blacks 
of the city that lay wedged between it and the plateau.  

‘We’ve done well.  I didn’t think we’d reach Murdertown so 
quickly,’ said Pylos. 

‘Yes,’ Gunther replied.  ‘We should get down to the city before 
sunset.  Plenty of time for a few ales before bed.’ 

Pylos gave Gunther an encouraging grin.  Gunther was trying hard 
to sound like himself, but the massacre of the Scarlet Rock Theatre was 
not so easily dismissed.  The Tethran had said very little over the two 
days that had passed since the shocking events back at the theatre.  Pylos 
was pleased they had reached the city – a few ales was just what Gunther 
needed. 

‘Murdertown?’ said Gerriod as he clumsily pulled his snorse to a 
halt beside his companions.  ‘I thought we were going to Brigantia?’ 

‘We are,’ Pylos said.  He pointed to the cramped city lining the 
coastline below them.  ‘Brigantia is its official name, but most people call 
it Murdertown.’ 

‘It’s hardly a welcoming name,’ Gerriod noted. 
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‘It’s not a welcoming place,’ Pylos said dryly.  ‘Unless you’re a 
criminal.   As far as dens of iniquity go, Murdertown is one of the most 
nefarious.  It’s called home by some of the Myr’s most disreputable 
types.  Thieves, assassins, cut-throats and pirates swarm to it like 
buzzbeetles to a honeyjuice pot.  Ironically it is also home to the Hulks.’ 

‘The Hulks?’ 
‘You don’t get out much do you Gerriod?’ Gunther grunted.  ‘The 

Hulks are massive iron prison barges where criminals are contained.  You 
do have criminals back in Palia don’t you?’ 

‘Not really.’ 
‘It sounds like a strange place,’ mused Gunther. 

 
 
They made their way down the escarpment and before long stood before 
the black gates of Murdertown.  On either side of these broad, iron gates, 
tall walls cobbled together from sheets of rusted metal, tarnished steel 
beams and weather-stained ironwood posts stretched out to the north and 
south.  The chaotic structure of the walls was unified by one design 
feature – a thick strand of rusted, barbed wire that curled along the top of 
the palisade.  Over these walls floated plumes of acrid smoke that spewed 
out of the Machineworks, Tethra’s main foundry where all sorts of metal 
were produced for its citizens to embed in their skin. 

Above Murdertown’s gates three men hanged from a gibbet.  Two 
of them were still, their lives having expired when their necks were 
broken from the sharp snap of the rope.  The third man was not so lucky.  
His neck wasn’t broken from the drop and he wriggled spasmodically as 
he dangled above the entry to the city. 

At the base of the gates, on either side of the dirty road that led into 
the city, lines of beggars groaned insensibly as they stretched out their 
arms to the company.  Many of them bore terrible injuries.  When Pylos 
informed Gerriod that most of these injuries were self-inflicted as a 
means to evoke pity in passers-by, the mariner was torn between 
compassion and revulsion.  
 
  
The city was no less confronting inside its high walls.  The gate led to a 
bustling, noisy public place.  Merchants hollered across the space hoping 
to entice a buyer to their tables where all manner of dubious items were 
for sale.  These ranged from frightening looking weapons to vials of 
strange swirling potions that bubbled and hissed menacingly. 
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The pungent smell of burning meat thickened the air.  Upon a spit 
in the middle of the courtyard, three thin, black carcasses turned around 
and around, watched eagerly by hungry children with grimy faces. 

‘What is that?’ Gerriod asked Pylos pointing over to the spit. 
‘Marrok,’ Pylos answered.  ‘These would have been caught in the 

deserts of Helyas and brought across by ship.’ 
‘Marrok?  How could anyone possibly eat it?’ 
‘If you’re hungry enough, you’ll eat anything,’ Pylos replied. 
As Gerriod continued to gaze about the courtyard, he could see the 

significance of Pylos’ comment.  Murdertown and poverty were well 
known to one another.  He could see women wearing rags propositioning 
anyone who looked like they had at least one gold coin in their pockets.  
He could see gaunt-faced men leaning against walls, staring back at him 
with little in their eyes besides murderous intent.  He could see rattu 
scampering about the rubbish heaps that lay around the public space like 
civic statues.  Murdertown may have been a crowded metropolis but it 
was not a community.  Few people spoke to one another.  Those who did 
speak communicated via whispers that did little to make the mariner and 
his companions feel welcome. 

On one side of the courtyard, a number of haggard-looking felons 
were held in stocks.  These thick manacles of wood and iron were fixed to 
large iron rings that had been set in the greasy flagstones lining the 
courtyard.  The captives were bleeding from numerous gashes across their 
heads.  Small rocks and rotten fruit lay around them, the debris of their 
public humiliation. 

Gunther could see the horror on Gerriod’s face and the concern on 
Trypp’s.  The burly Tethran turned to face the pair of them.  ‘This area is 
just for stonings.  If you want real entertainment, head over to 
Punishment Square in the centre of town.  That’s where the choppers are.’ 

‘Choppers?’ Trypp inquired. 
‘Decollation,’ Mulupo offered as an explanation. 
Trypp and Gerriod stared back blankly. 
‘Decapitation,’ Mulupo added seeing elaboration was required.  

‘Beheading.’ 
‘Oh, not just beheading,’ Gunther scoffed.  ‘There’s flogging and 

hangings.  Occasionally the Magistrates let you sit in on one of their 
inquisitions.’ 

‘So this is home, Captain Ross?’ remarked Mulupo.  ‘Quite a 
salubrious locale.’ 

‘You give me any more lip Spriggan and you’ll be joining those 
three unfortunates hanging above the city gates.’ 
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Near the spit in the centre of the courtyard was a bronze statue that was 
covered with such a thick patina of grime it was difficult to see the metal 
underneath. It depicted a beast with a wide head full of tiny serrated teeth. 
It had three eyes, one located above the wide mouth and the others on 
either side of it. The creature had large claws that were held above its 
head in an aggressive pose. 

‘What is that?’ Gerriod said bewildered as to why a city would 
place such a grotesque representation at its entrance. 

‘It the ephemeron – it only lives for one day.  It’s our national 
emblem.  They used to roam the Ganesa Plateau.’ 

Maeldune sneered.  ‘Used to roam – the Tethrans hunted down 
their national emblem to extinction.’ 

Gunther scowled at the Acoran.  ‘What’s your point, Maeldune?’  
He stepped forward, his metal-clad fist clenched tightly. 

Maeldune stepped back and said nothing in reply. 
Gunther’s burning stare let Maeldune know in no uncertain terms 

that he would think nothing of pummelling the Minister for Justice into 
the ground.  Satisfied that his threatening gesture had been understood, 
Gunther turned to his companions and directed their attention to a 
crooked path that led down into the heart of the city.  ‘I’m heading off to 
the Bowery for a decent meal and beer,’ he said gruffly.  ‘Anyone care to 
join me?’ 

Without waiting to see whether anyone was interested in 
accompanying him, he sauntered off across the courtyard and disappeared 
into the deepening darkness of Murdertown. 

Gerriod did not follow.  He was transfixed by the individuals in the 
nearby stocks.  ‘These men are kept in place whilst others throw rocks at 
them?’ 

‘I take it that you don’t conduct lapidation back in Palia?’ Mulupo 
asked. 

At first Gerriod thought he was being sarcastic, but there was 
nothing in the Spriggan’s eyes to suggest that he was being anything but 
sincere.  ‘If you mean do we throw stones at criminals until they bleed... 
no we don’t do that, Mulupo.’ 

‘Until they bleed?’ Mulupo echoed.  He shook his head and stepped 
forward.  His small hooves clattered on the courtyard flagstones. 
‘Gerriod, these men will stay here until the exhalation of their last 
breath.’ 

‘They are stoned to death?’ Trypp gasped.  ‘By whom?’ 
Maeldune decided to step in.  ‘By their peers.  Any free person 

may pick up a stone and throw it.’ 
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Trypp’s gentle eyes squinted in the light of this comment.  ‘And 
you call this justice?’ 

He turned back to look upon the men in the stocks.  Two of them 
had their torn faces raised and he could see their eyes darting fearfully 
across the courtyard, apprehensive about anyone who wandered close 
enough to throw a stone.  The third man, a much older person as 
evidenced by his blood-spattered, wrinkled skin and clotted masses of 
grey hair, hung in his stocks as if he had already died.  Only the faint rise 
and fall of his shoulders suggested that he was still breathing. 

Maeldune held out a hand and gestured towards a pair of swarthy 
Tethrans who were gorging themselves on pieces of marrok meat freshly 
cut from the spit.  ‘Their crime was against society.  Who better to exact 
the punishment upon these wretches than this man and this man?’  

They watched the pair stagger past them.  Though the sun had not 
yet set, the men were drunk and looking for either trouble, entertainment, 
or both.  They eventually stumbled over to a pile of stones that lay not far 
from the men in the stocks.  Malice revealed itself on the faces of the two 
men in the form of leering grins.  They picked up some stones and gazed 
purposefully at the trio in the stocks.  Before they had a chance to throw 
the missiles, they were distracted by a blue-skinned figure unlike anyone 
they had ever seen before. 

‘Excuse me sir, where are you from?’ asked Trypp politely. 
The metal-clad man he was addressing stared back quite stunned 

by the question.  ‘What?’ he growled. 
Trypp repeated his question, showing no sign that the man’s bulk 

or drunken state intimidated him. 
‘From Corra,’ the man said reluctantly.  ‘Why?’ 
Trypp ignored the question.  ‘And why are you in Murdertown?’ 
Underneath the strip of iron that ran across the man’s forehead 

bloodshot eyes tried to focus on the strange individual who stood between 
him and his pleasure.  ‘I don’t know who or what you are, but you best 
get out of my way.’ 

Trypp was unfazed by the man’s belligerence.  The other Tethran 
who was significantly more intoxicated than his friend just watched 
quietly, amused by the Sapphyrran’s effrontery.  ‘Tell me why you’re 
here,’ Trypp said again. 

‘To dispense society’s punishment,’ the man replied uncertainly.   
Trypp knew he was merely repeating something he had heard 

before.  The man probably didn’t even understand what he had just said. 
‘So these men have committed a wrongful act against you, sir?  

You have a grievance that explains your presence here?’ 
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The man scowled and stepped forward aggressively and pushed 
Trypp in the chest.  ‘I don’t have to explain myself to an animal.  I have 
more right to be in Murdertown than you.’ 

‘You’re wrong,’ said a confident voice behind the man.  He spun 
around to find the scar-marked face of Pylos Castalia standing behind 
him.  Pylos was smaller than the man but his stance was much more 
powerful.  The Helyan had one hand resting on the pommel of his 
shatterstone sword.  ‘You do have to explain yourself.’ 

There was no way the Tethran was going to push Pylos in the 
chest.  Whilst he did not recognise Pylos, he knew he was being spoken 
to by a Helyan and even a Tethran knew to choose his words carefully in 
such a position. 

‘How long have you been here, in Brigantia?’ Pylos asked calmly. 
‘A little over a month,’ the man replied quickly. 
‘And how many stonings have you participated in?’ 
‘Ah, that would be five –’ 
‘Five stonings in a month?’ 
‘No.  Five stonings today.  I couldn’t count how many I’ve been to 

since coming here.  Maybe a hundred.’ 
‘So you have come here every day to throw rocks?’ 
‘That’s right,’ the man answered defensively.  ‘It’s my… ah… 

civic duty.’ 
‘Leave now,’ Pylos said in a cold, steely voice.  He took the rock 

from the man’s hand of the Tethran and tossed it away. 
‘Come on Brunner,’ said the other Tethran who knew, despite his 

drunken state, it was not in their best interest to stay.  ‘They’re running 
the gantlope in Punishment Square tonight.  We don’t want to be late.’ 

The first Tethran turned to his friend excitedly.  ‘Who’s running 
tonight?’ 

‘A couple of mortsafers they caught the other night.’ 
Without giving Pylos a second look, the two men lurched off 

across the courtyard and headed down the same dark path that Gunther 
had taken a few minutes earlier. 

Trypp turned to Pylos.  ‘Mortsafers? Gantlope?’ 
‘Mortsafers are a very specific type of criminal, exclusive to 

Tethra.  You see, Tethrans bury a person’s belongings along with the 
body.  This was once a problem.  Coffins were constantly being torn open 
by grave-robbers.  But then someone invented the mortsafe – a metal 
coffin.  It stops most thieves but there are still some who will dig up a 
mortsafe and try to pry its riches from the dead.  A Magistrate once called 
these criminals mortsafers and the name stuck.’ 
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‘Yes, but what did that man mean by running the gantlope?  I’ve 
never heard that expression before.’ 

‘Whenever a mortsafe is broken into, the family of the deceased 
gather in two lines in the city square.  They are encouraged to bring their 
own cudgels and whips, but if they don’t have such weapons, the 
Magistrates here in Murdertown will often supply them.  What happens is 
the mortsafers must walk the line, receiving the punishment the family 
hands out.’ 

‘They walk?’ 
‘At first they walk but usually by the end of the line, they crawl.  

That is, the ones that get to the end of the line.’ 
‘That man said they run the gantlope, not walk.’ 
‘Ah, that’s just wishful thinking,’ Gunther said dismissively.  ‘No-

one runs.’ 
‘Why not?’ 
‘Because anyone who runs is hanged.’ 

 
 
A light rain began to fall with the night.  All over Murdertown lanterns 
were lit but they did little to dispel the dark atmosphere that lay across the 
town like a fog. 

Pylos looked around the courtyard.  Sefar was haggling with a 
nearby merchant over the cost of some item whilst Gerriod looked on.  
Trypp was rummaging around in his bag in pursuit of a few gold coins to 
give to the children who were hanging around the cooking marrok in the 
centre of the space.  It dawned on Pylos that Maeldune was no longer 
with them.  ‘Now where’s that slippery Acoran got to?’ he said to 
himself. 

Hearing the comment, Remiel gave the Helyan an answer.  ‘He 
skulked off whilst you were talking to the Tethrans,’ he whispered.  ‘No 
doubt he is making some plans on our behalf.’ 

‘That’s what I’m worried about.  We should leave now.’ 
‘Not just yet,’ Remiel said in a distracted voice.  He was looking 

over at the stocks.  One of the felons was smiling at him.  It was the old 
man.  His body was no longer slumped lifelessly upon the flagstones.  He 
had lifted his head and Remiel could see the wretch’s battered face.  With 
a realization that was as unsettling as it was surprising, Remiel recognised 
the individual.  It was Jolon Bligh, the gentle old man who had been 
accused of the murder of a ship captain months earlier in Garlot.  Remiel 
remembered the day he was taken away – it was the day after Maeldune 
had visited him at the abbey – and remembered the disbelief he felt when 



 INTO THE ENDLESS 133 

he had been told of the gentle old man’s crime.  It was a great relief to 
find he was still alive. 

He walked over to Bligh, followed closely by Pylos.  He knelt 
down beside the old man.  ‘I know you don’t I?  You’re Jolon Bligh 
aren’t you?’ 

‘Yes, Father Gideon.  I attended mass every Sunday.’ 
‘Until you were brought here,’ Remiel said softly. 
Suddenly the old man’s face reddened as a sense of shame 

scorched his withered face.  ‘Father, I didn’t kill Cap’n Gramercy, I 
swear.’ 

Remiel nodded.  ‘I believe you Jolon.  I do.’  In the shadows of the 
cowl Remiel wore over his head, his eyes hinted at the pity he felt for the 
poor man. 

‘I’ve got nothing to gain by telling you this,’ Jolon creaked, ‘but I 
must speak the truth that has been hidden – the Minister for Justice is to 
blame.’ 

Pylos knelt down beside Remiel.  ‘Maeldune Canna is to blame for 
sending you here?’ 

Restricted by the thick stocks around his neck, Jolon shook his 
head slightly.  ‘No.  He’s to blame for killing Cap’n Gramercy!  I’m sure 
he done it.’ 

Pylos placed a hand on Remiel’s shoulder and whispered, ‘This 
man is no criminal.’ 

‘I agree.  He is innocent.’ 
‘We must free him.’ 
‘Yes.  Leave it to me.’ 
‘What will you do?’ 
Bligh and Pylos stared intently at the priest who closed his eyes 

and became as still as the corroded statue of the ephemeron only yards 
away.  Then his thick veil shook as he uttered three simple words: 
‘Unseen and unheard.’ 

Bligh and Pylos felt a fleeting sensation ripple across their skin as 
if a faint breeze had sprung up out of nowhere. 

Remiel opened his eyes and turned to Pylos.  ‘We don’t have much 
time Pylos.  Release him.’ 

‘Here?’ Pylos gasped.  He thought of the Chamberlain’s 
expectation that the squads remained as inconspicuous as possible.  
Rescuing a criminal from a public place was hardly consistent with this 
expectation.  ‘We’ll be seen.’ 

‘Have you forgotten already that I am Morgai?’ Remiel hissed.  
‘For a brief time we will not be seen or heard by anyone in the courtyard.  
Break his bonds before the magick fades.’ 
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Pylos made his way behind Bligh.  The stocks were held in place 
by an old padlock coated in rust.  Pylos jammed his knife into the keyhole 
in the centre of the lock and turned it hard.  The padlock burst open and 
moments later Jolon Bligh was standing before them, a free man.  No-one 
in the courtyard showed any sign that they had witnessed the old man’s 
emancipation. 

‘Bligh, I have released you, but you must do something for me,’ 
Pylos said quickly.  He whispered even though he did not have to.  ‘I 
have a task for you.  Something more important than anything you have 
ever done in your life.  Do you understand?’ 

Bligh’s face presented a momentary show of confusion, but then a 
broad smile spread across his face, revealing crooked, yellow teeth.  He 
was staring at the long scar that ran down the left-hand side of Pylos’ 
face.  ‘You’re Pylos Castalia aren’t you?’ the old man said in awe.  ‘Of 
course you are.’  He suddenly dropped to his knees and bowed his head.  
‘I will do whatever you ask of me General.’ 

Pylos took the old man by the shoulders and said, ‘Please don’t do 
that.  You’ve spent enough time on your knees.’ 

Remiel and Pylos lifted Bligh back onto his feet.  Feeling his 
unsteadiness, Pylos continued to hold onto the old man’s arm.  Bligh 
patted the Helyan’s hand appreciatively.  ‘What would you like me to do, 
General Castalia?’ 

‘I need you to make your way to Cessair.  You must get word to 
the Chamberlain himself about the Ghul.’ 

‘The who?’ 
‘You will find out soon enough.  Tell the Chamberlain that 

shatterstone will kill the Ghul.  He will know what to do.’ 
‘Sir, there’s no way the Chamberlain will hold an audience with 

me.’ 
Pylos tugged at one of his fingers and pulled off a golden ring with 

the emblem of a kestra in flight wrapped around the gemstone at its 
centre.  ‘Show him this.  He will recognise it.  He gave it to me two years 
ago.  He will know you speak for me when he sees it.’ 

‘No offence General, but wouldn’t you be better off sending a 
Magistrate, or a soldier?’ 

‘I need to send someone I can trust and such a person will not be 
easy to find in Murdertown.  Do this Jolon and you will be richly 
rewarded.’ 

‘Dear sir, there is no greater reward than my freedom.’ 
‘Then make sure you do not lose it.  Stay out of sight until the 

opportunity to leave Murdertown presents itself.  Find a merchant caravan 
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and join it.’  Pylos wrapped Bligh’s gnarled fingers around his ring.  ‘You 
must not fail us.’ 

The old man stood up straight and proud.  ‘I won’t, General.  I 
failed at most things in my life but I won’t fail this.’  

‘A simple life is not a failed one, Jolon,’ Remiel mused.  ‘Take 
care.’  He turned to Pylos and told him that the charm that had hidden 
them from view would soon fade.  ‘We must get the others and catch up 
with Gunther.  He said he was going to the Bowery.’ 

‘It’s a seedy district not far from the wharfs.  He’ll be at The 
Magistrate’s Arms.  It’s a popular tavern on the eastern side of the city.’ 

‘What about Maeldune?’ 
‘I imagine he is up to his elbows in treachery.  He will find us.’ 
 

 
The tavern was full and so was Ross by the time they found him – he had 
wasted no time in getting drunk, much to Remiel’s annoyance.  ‘I just 
don’t think it’s not a good idea to stay much longer, Gunther.  We were 
supposed to remain inconspicuous.’ 

Gunther laughed at Remiel’s comment.  ‘Trust me, not going to the 
pub in Murdertown’s being conspicuous.’ 

‘None-the-less, I think Gerriod, Trypp and Mulupo had the right 
idea when they said they’d hide down by the wharf.  It’s not wise to be 
sitting here drinking when half the company is elsewhere.’ 

‘I’m surprised the Spriggan didn’t come,’ noted Sefar.  ‘He’s 
partial to a drink or five.’ 

‘He’s also smart,’ urged Remiel.  ‘He can smell trouble.  Being 
here in the tavern is trouble.’ 

‘Listen, Father,’ Gunther growled, his voice slurred and loud.  ‘I 
got two things to say to you and I’m only going to say them once.  Firstly, 
you’re not the leader of this little expedition, Maeldune is, so don’t start 
throwing orders around.  Why, you’re not even a consul, so I’m not even 
sure why you’re here.’  He pointed a figure savagely as he spoke, 
punctuating every syllable with a demonstrative poke.  ‘Secondly, we’re 
going to be on the road an awful long time, and I plan to get myself a 
little bit of company tonight before we head off.’ 

‘That’s awfully… consular of you, Gunther,’ Sefar said pointedly. 
‘The priest needs to loosen up, that’s all,’ the Tethran replied as he 

slurped at his tankard and leaned back on his chair. 
Pylos ignored Gunther’s boorish behaviour and looked around the 

smoky room.  Though it was past midnight, the tavern was still full.  It 
was predominantly filled with men, but here and there a woman wearing 
a low-cut blouse and badly painted face would wander through the room, 
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occasionally followed by a man opening his wallet to make an offer for 
her services. 

One courtesan sat by the bar gazing over at the table where Pylos, 
Sefar, Remiel and Gunther sat in awkward silence.  She was 
unmistakably Tethran but was prettier than most women of her race.  She 
had hair so red it seemed woven from fire and searing green eyes that 
blazed with intelligence.  The woman held herself with a haughtiness that 
would seem at odds with her occupation.  She ignored the drunken 
fawning of men who could not match her price.  She slid down off her 
stool and made her way across the room. 

‘It’s a fine evening that brings in the likes of you fine gentlemen,’ 
the courtesan said.  She winked at Gunther and quipped, ‘Yourself 
excluded of course, Captain.’ 

Gunther chuckled to himself then leant forward in his chair.  ‘My 
friends, may I introduce you to the finest whore in Murdertown – Delia 
Jones.’ 

Sefar’s face broke out in an eager smile whilst Remiel stared coolly 
from under his cowl.  Pylos did not look up, preferring the white head on 
his beer to the flaming red-head standing at his shoulders.’ 

‘Is there something I can do for you, sir?’ 
No-one else on the table answered the woman.  Pylos lifted his 

head to find a pair of suggestive green eyes staring back at him.  She was 
so close he could smell a sweet perfume floating up from her skin.  Like 
many Tethrans, she had armour plating, but certain parts of her flesh 
remained exposed, and these were not easily ignored. 

‘I’m sorry, miss,’ Pylos stuttered.  ‘Were you speaking to me?’ 
‘I wasn’t talking to the priest,’ she laughed.  ‘No offence Father,’ 

she added. 
‘None taken,’ Remiel said with a note of mild amusement in his 

voice. 
She placed a soft hand on Pylos’ shoulder.  ‘I’m sure if you put 

your mind to it, you could think of a better way to spend your night than 
sitting about with these men.’ 

Pylos’ bronze skin flushed red.  He was clearly out of his depth.  
‘I’m sorry Miss Jones.  I… I am sure you would make for excellent 
company, but… I do not consort with prostitutes.’ 

He said it with such trepidation Delia Jones could not see reason to 
take offence.  The man before her was inexperienced with women.  She 
could see that.  He was the type who would keep his heart for one person 
and not spoil it by seeking pleasure in the arms of another.  She leant 
close to him and whispered in his ear, ‘A man like you shouldn’t let all 
those muscles go to waste.  I hope she’s worth it.’ 
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He was startled.  ‘You hope who is worth it?’ 
She grinned.  ‘Whoever it is you are saving yourself for.’  She 

tossed her bright hair back and smiled at Sefar, Gunther and Remiel.  
‘Such a waste!’ she said as she ran her fingers through Pylos’ cropped 
hair.  ‘I’m almost tempted to give him one for free.’ 

Gunther and Sefar exchanged a shocked glanced.  The Kheperan 
then looked up hopefully at Delia but she just shook her head and 
shrugged.  ‘I’m sorry, young pup, but that horn sticking out your head 
does nothing for me.’ 

Gunther slung a thick arm around her waist.  ‘What about me 
Delia?  Or am I too much man for you?’ 

She pirouetted herself out of Gunther’s embrace with a childlike 
giggle.  ‘That’s one way of putting it Gunther.  Let’s make a deal.  You 
lose fifty pounds, have a bath and rob a bank to pay my fee, and I might 
consider it.’ 

She strutted off through the throng to her seat by the bar where she 
engaged in light-hearted banter with some uniformed men who had just 
entered the tavern despite the late hour. 

‘Damnation!’ Gunther grumbled as he watched Delia flirt with the 
tall, broad-shouldered men dressed in black and red.  ‘Magistrates.’ 

They all bore shatterstone swords despite being off-duty; this was 
not surprising – to see an unarmed Magistrate was unheard of.   Long 
flowing black robes trimmed with red velvet fell from the Magistrates’ 
shoulders upon which sat the distinctive golden epaulets that most 
Magistrates chose to wear – they were shaped like talons gripping the 
wearers’ shoulder and they were believed to symbolise the swift justice 
that could be brought about by the men and women who took up the great 
office.  Hanging over each man’s red breastplate in a large looping X, 
golden bandoliers were studded with the infamous spiked iron balls the 
Magistrates used when apprehending felons.  These poison-tipped 
projectiles were fired by the launchers strapped to each Magistrates’ 
forearms.  They were simple weapons that the Magistrates used to 
dramatic effect. 

In Murdertown, it was not uncommon for such a large group of 
Magistrates to be gathered in one place.  Murdertown was the unofficial 
headquarters of the Magistrates largely due to the fact that their work 
often brought them down here.  Those deemed guilty of crimes not 
punishable by death were taken to the prison ships that lay moored off the 
coast.  Those felons who had received the death sentence were brought to 
the city where they would meet the end in one of a multitude of ways.  
This had made Murdertown a tourist destination for Myrrans who 
enjoyed such gruesome entertainment. 
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One Magistrate stood a full two feet above his colleagues.  He was 
a Kheperan but where his horn should have been, there was only a stump.  
The serrated marking at the top of this stump suggested the horn had been 
sheared off. 

‘It’s the Stretcher,’ Gunther whispered fearfully.  Remiel was 
intrigued.  In the short time he had known Gunther, Remiel thought him 
incapable of fear, but the individual at the bar clearly made the Tethran 
nervous. 

‘What!’ said Sefar.  ‘Here?’ 
‘Forgive my ignorance,’ said Remiel ‘but who is he?’ 
‘I’m surprised you haven’t heard of him Father,’ Sefar said with 

surprise.  ‘The Stretcher is the most infamous Magistrate to have lived.  
He’s a Kheperan and a nasty one at that. He’s currently posted in Tindalo.  
I hear there’s plenty of work up there for him.  It’s got a bad reputation, 
that town.’ 

‘Why is he called the Stretcher?’ 
Gunther leaned forward with a conspiratorial glint in his eyes.  

‘Wherever the Stretcher is posted, he has local carpenters build him a six-
foot oaken table.  Upon this table, the Myr’s worst felons are placed.’ 

 ‘That’s not a particularly terrifying punishment,’ Remiel said 
sounding a little disappointed in light of the atmosphere of dread that had 
accompanied the conversation.  ‘Lying down on a table – that doesn’t 
sound so bad.’ 

‘If you’re not six foot it is.  The criminal is bound to chains 
attached to pulleys at either end of the table.  If you are under six foot you 
are stretched until you are the length of the table.’ 

‘That’s barbaric,’ Remiel exclaimed.  ‘There is no justice in this 
punishment!’ 

Pylos nodded.  ‘There are few crimes that merit such treatment.’ 
Sefar thought of Mulupo.  ‘I think he’d have some trouble 

stretching the Spriggan to six feet.’ 
‘Oh that wouldn’t stop him from trying.  I have heard rumours of 

malefactors being ripped in two.’ 
‘What does he do to felons who are taller than six feet?’ Remiel 

asked, casting a quick glance at Sefar who exceeded the length of the 
Stretcher’s table by two feet. 

‘He lops off parts of you until you fit,’ Gunther said, relishing in 
the gruesomeness of his reply. 

‘But if I’m a six foot criminal,’ Remiel noted, ‘my punishment is 
basically to lie down on a table?’ 

‘The Stretcher has never shown must interest in six foot criminals.’ 
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A thunderous bout of laughter broke across the bar and it was clear that 
the Magistrates were committed to a long night of drinking.  The 
bartender had placed a line of frothy tankards along the bar which the 
Magistrates quickly drank in unison and slammed back down to indicate 
they were ready for more. 

Pylos gazed at them for a while.  One of them was a Helyan but 
Pylos did not know him.  Although most Magistrates had come through 
the ranks of the military, some of them were plucked from the private 
militias many merchants employed to protect their goods in transit.  Pylos 
assumed the Helyan was such a man.  The other Magistrates were dark-
skinned Tuirrenians whose bodies resembled lumps of knotted muscles.   

When Pylos turned back to face his companions he noticed that 
Gunther was staring at him with a strange expression.  He was drunk and 
he had the look of a man who was about to say something stupid, 
something that would get him into trouble. 

The Tethran put his hands behind his head and said, ‘She’s 
married.’ 

Pylos’ face darkened.  It had been a long journey to Murdertown; 
he was in no mood for Gunther who was clearly out to bait the Helyan. 
‘Who is married?’ he asked Gunther suspiciously.  

‘Oh come on Pylos!’ Gunther said with more familiarity than their 
relationship justified. ‘Everyone knows it. I can’t say I blame you neither. 
Apart from old Delia over there, you’d have to look a long way to find a 
more attractive ornament.’ 

Pylos leaned forward and said sternly, ‘Tell me what you mean.’  
He thrust a finger into Gunther’s breastbone to emphasise his annoyance.  
‘Well?’ 

The Tethran looked down at Pylos’ finger and grinned. It was a 
strange sensation, to be prodded in such a way.  Gunther was accustomed 
to the dull feeling of metal across his chest but now that skin of steel was 
gone, ripped away by Argas’ claws.  He could feel Pylos’ anger but he 
was unimpressed and unintimidated.  The alcohol he had consumed had 
stolen from him his judgement.  

‘You leave that there and you’ll lose it Pylos.’  
Gunther grunted as Pylos drove his finger even harder into the 

Tethran’s sternum.  He made an attempt to grab at it but Pylos was too 
quick and pulled his hand away.  

‘You’re fast Pylos, ‘Gunther smirked, ‘but your reputation is a 
joke.’  His slurred words were punctuated with dramatic gestures and 
long pauses.  ‘You’re as soft as cream inside.’  
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‘Stop it Gunther,’ Sefar cautioned.  He could see where the 
conversation was headed.  

Gunther waved away his comment like an annoying insect.  He 
leaned forward on his seat so that his face was only inches away from the 
Helyan.  ‘Have you told Maeldune yet?’ he said in a low taunting voice.  

‘Told him what?’ Pylos snarled.  
‘That you desire his wife.’ 
The punch sent Gunther flying out of his seat.  He slammed into 

two Magistrates who were making their way to a nearby table, their hands 
full with tankards of ale.  Gunther’s heavy body sent these drinks high 
where the amber liquid hung for a dreadful second before raining down 
upon the Magistrates.  

‘You stupid oaf!’ one of the men bellowed.  
‘Bloody fool!’ yelled the other.  
Ordinarily, Gunther would have responded apologetically to the 

Magistrates.  But he had changed, and on this night he would not bow 
down before them.  He would not be humble nor would he be servile.  He 
was drunk.  Emotionally drained.  He simply didn’t care any more.  The 
massacre at the Scarlet Rock Theatre had altered him irrevocably. 

He eyeballed the closest Magistrate.  The man was a mountain but 
Gunther unimpressed.  ‘What did you call me?’  

‘Have you got iron for ears too?’ the massive Tuirrenian sneered.  
‘I called you stupid.’  

‘I’m not so stupid that I’ve ever been stabbed by my own weapon.’  
The Magistrate’s eyes narrowed.  ‘What do you mean?’ 
Gunther whipped up his hands and snatched at the man but did not 

strike him.  Not at first.  His hands snapped at the bandoliers slung across 
the Magistrate’s chest and ripped out two of the iron balls that lined the 
harness.  Before the Magistrate could do anything, Gunther rammed the 
spiked balls into the man’s thick neck.  

He dropped instantly, the powerful poison coating the spikes 
stripping all control from his muscles. 

Moments later Gunther disappeared under a thickening clump of 
Magistrates intent on taking down the man who had the temerity to strike 
one of their own. 

Pylos jumped up to intercede but was held back by Remiel.  ‘You 
can’t Pylos!  There’s something much bigger at stake here!’ 

The Helyan turned to the priest, his eyes wide with fear – not for 
himself, but for what the Magistrates would do to Gunther.  ‘They’ll kill 
him,’ he grunted as he tried to release himself from Remiel’s surprisingly 
strong grip.  ‘Attacking a Magistrate is punishable by hanging.’  
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‘Then he’ll have to hang,’ Remiel said forcefully.  ‘Remember the 
mission.’  

Sefar gazed nervously around.  The Magistrates were focussed 
upon Gunther but it would not be long before they turned their attention 
upon others who may have been involved in the remarkable incident.  
‘We should go.  So much for being inconspicuous.’  
 
 
Jolon Bligh made his way through the alleys down to some stables north 
of the main gate into the city.  He moved slowly, carefully.  He could see 
no sign of anyone following but he could not shake the feeling that he 
was being watched.  He was tired but he kept on moving, his body 
fighting to keep up with his racing mind.  It had not stopped racing since 
Pylos had released him from the stocks earlier that night.   

Upon his release Bligh had found his way to the merchants quarter 
of the city and to his dismay discovered that the next caravan to Cessair 
would not be leaving for a month.  News of the massacre at the Scarlet 
Rock Theatre had reached Murdertown and there was not a merchant in 
the city money-hungry enough to risk an expedition across the Ganesa 
Plateau.  Bligh then decided to seek out a ship.  If he could find a ship 
making the short journey to Corra to the south or Tindalo to the north, he 
could avoid the Ganesa Plateau altogether, but again, there were no 
traders willing to make the trip in the current climate of fear. 

‘I’ll have to do it myself,’ he said to himself.  He decided to take a 
snorse from the stables and ride out that night before the Magistrates were 
informed of his escape.   

He emerged out of the darkness of the alley into the soft light 
spilling from a lantern hanging above the stables of the Magistrate’s 
snorses.  It was a bold move – to steal the mount of men and women who 
could summarily execute him – but he was condemned to die anyway so 
the risk was no different to that attached to stealing anyone else’s snorse.  
The Magistrates’ steeds were the strongest and fastest around and he 
would be less likely to be caught if pursued on his flight to Cessair. 

Bligh quickly darted into the stables.  It was dark inside.  He could 
see the silhouettes of snorses against the open window at the far end of 
the stable.  Light from the stable-master’s hut bled across the straw at that 
end of the building, but it was not enough to cast light on Bligh’s 
activities. 

He found a snorse tethered a post to his left where the darkness was 
deepest.  It whinnied as he approached but it did not seem bothered by his 
presence. He quietly untied it, his gnarled hands fumbling with the rope.  
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Bligh was sweating and shaking and yet in spite of his nervousness, he 
found he was smiling.   It felt good to be alive.  

‘I don’t believe that belongs to you.’ 
The old man wheeled around to see a tall figure step into the 

stables.  ‘You!’ Even in the dim light, there was no mistaking the identity 
of the man.  It was the very person who had sent him to Murdertown – 
Maeldune Canna. 

The Acoran stepped into the muted light.  His face looked serene, 
almost happy.  

‘Stay away from me,’ Bligh snarled.  ‘I am on a mission.’  He felt 
around, hoping to wrap his hands on something to ward off the Acoran 
who would clearly not stand by and allow the old man to steal one of his 
Magistrate’s snorses. 

‘A mission!’ Maeldune scoffed. ‘A felon?’  
‘I am only a felon because you made me one,’ Bligh spat.  ‘We 

both know you killed Captain Gramercy.’ 
Maeldune nodded.  ‘Yes but knowledge is irrelevant when 

compared to power, and power is something I have in great abundance 
and you do not possess at all.’   

Bligh tried to ignore Maeldune’s smug tone.  He pressed his case.  
‘I have been given a mission of great importance.  Pylos Castalia himself 
has chosen me to carry a message to Cessair.’ 

Maeldune’s thin eyebrows lifted in surprise.  ‘Has he indeed?  Was 
the good General aware of the fact that you should be rotting in the stocks 
right now.’ 

‘General Castalia freed me so that I could perform this duty.’ 
Maeldune stepped closer.  ‘General Castalia has neither the right to 

free you nor the wisdom to appreciate the danger involved in taking the 
law into his own hands.’ 

Bligh stepped back, fearful of what was hidden in Maeldune’s 
words.  ‘Danger?  What danger?’  His back pressed up against the snorse 
he had been untying.  It grunted unhappily and pushed Bligh back 
towards Maeldune. 

‘Danger?’ the Acoran said with a sly smile creeping across his pale 
face.  ‘This for example.’ 

His hand whipped into the folds of his cloak and pulled out a long, 
thin dagger.  Without another word Maeldune plunged the blade into 
Jolon Bligh’s belly.  A shrill, mournful cry broke from the old man’s lips 
as he fell to the straw-covered floor of the stables.  His body shook for a 
few seconds and his last thought swelled in his brain like a blister – he 
had failed at the only significant thing he had ever attempted in his long 
life.  It was a dreadful realisation to have as his life faded from his body.  
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He could not even feel the pain of his torn flesh and shredded stomach – 
his despair and grief had made him numb to the physical world. 
 
 
Maeldune put a shiny leather boot on Bligh’s still body and rolled it to the 
back of the stall.  The old man’s blood dripped out over the straw, and the 
dry stalks stuck to his belly like a thatched roof.  

‘Murdertown!’ Maeldune smirked to himself.  ‘I could learn to 
love this place.’ 
 
 
The Stretcher marched down the cobblestone road that led from The 
Magistrate’s Arms down to the wharf.  Puddles at his feet exploded as he 
stormed through them.  His eyes were scanning every dark corner and 
recess, searching for the others who had accompanied the man who had 
attacked one of his colleagues.  He pointed down an alleyway as he 
turned to one of the Magistrates who had left the tavern with him.  
‘Search down there.  I’ll stay on the road.’ 

The Magistrate pulled out his sword and vanished into the darkness 
of the alleyway.  The Stretcher turned to the others.  ‘Spread out.  The 
Tethran was with a Helyan, a Kheperan and a priest in the tavern.  Word 
is that a Sapphyrran, a Spriggan and two other men entered the city 
earlier tonight.  They are to be arrested or put to rest,’ he snarled.  ‘We 
will have justice before this night is done.’ 

 
 

Justice.  The word was like a powder keg in Murdertown. It had fearful 
connotations.  But it was not always that way…   
  
 
The young Chamberlain stood at the front of the public assembly hall at 
the base of the Cessair Tower.  Slightly raised above the throng of 
onlookers, Tiberius Llyr strode the stage like a veteran performer.  
Before him, a bevy of fifty-one judges stood to attention, listening as one 
to his condemnation of them.  In the surrounding stalls Myrrans of all 
descriptions leaned forward to hear his closing comments. 

‘And that is why, my fellows,’ Llyr proclaimed, ‘you must go.  You 
have let down the very people you were charged to protect.  You have 
allowed crime to flourish and in doing so you have created a state where 
the good man fears the bad, not the other way around.’ 

In certain sections of the massive crowd, rumblings could be heard.  
The criminal element Llyr was crusading against had gathered to witness 



CALIBAN’S END 144 

the end of their days of rule.  These felons – thieves, murderers, 
extortionists, kidnappers and the like – were demonstrably unhappy with 
the Chamberlain’s first public announcement but could do nothing to stop 
it. 

‘The Myrran judiciary will be dissolved in thirty days.  In your 
place we will appoint Magistrates.  They will sit in judgement over all 
matters of law.  There will be no appeals court.  The judgements of the 
Magistrates will be unequivocal.  I will personally select the Magistrates 
from all recommendations that are put to me and will be personally 
responsible should this initiative fail.  But it will not fail!  A new day has 
come.  Justice will be taken from the shaking hands of old men and 
returned to the people.’ 

A tidal wave of approval broke upon the floor of the hall.  As the 
applause faded, hoots of derision followed, aimed squarely at the fifty-
one robed men standing at the foot of the dais. 

One man, seemingly the oldest of the judges, hobbled forward, his 
cane clattering against the marble floor of the chamber.  ‘You cannot do 
this.  You have no right.’  He shook his cane at Chamberlain Llyr who 
stood his ground, unperturbed by the man’s public questioning of his 
authority. 

‘Oh quite the contrary, Justice Obfuscato.  It is you who have no 
rights.  This radical change has the full endorsement of the Assembly of 
Nations.’  To the left of the dais, many ambassadors, governors and 
monarchs had taken front-row seats to hear Llyr’s great address.  The 
looks on their faces said it all.  They were beaming.  Sick of the 
carcinogenic effects of the criminal underworld, they were delighted by 
the bold changes Llyr was willing to make.  Llyr had no time for the 
endless oscillations of the Myrran public service, replete with their 
impotent working parties and exploratory committees.  ‘Justices, we do 
not believe that you are equipped to deal with today’s problems.  You 
have become irrelevant.’ 

Again, a surge of applause indicated where the common people 
stood on the matter.  Justice Obfuscato looked up at the crowds.  
Intimidated by the strength of their support of Llyr, he decided to say no 
more. 

Llyr raised his hands to quieten the crowd.  ‘From now on, all 
criminals will be sent to prison ships that lie moored off the coast of 
Tethra.  These ships – the Hulks – will be where we will hold all the 
world’s villains.  Furthermore, we will have no more lawyers.  Anyone 
caught practising law will be sent to the Hulks as will the civil 
libertarians who have championed the rights of the criminals for far too 
long.  We will place all our rotten fruit in one barrel.’ 
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‘Maeldune, where have you been?’ Pylos barked. 
 ‘Keep your voice down General,’ Maeldune hissed as he ducked 
down under the tarpaulin the company was hiding under.  ‘I’ve been 
looking for you.  From the things I have heard, it’s clear you’ve managed 
to make a right mess of things.’ 

Pylos had no retort.  Maeldune was right.  He had made a mess of 
things.  Gunther had been taken prisoner and the rest of the company had 
narrowly escaped the clutches of the Magistrates.  Rather unheroically, 
the company now huddled under canvas sheets that lay on top of some 
scaffolding that lined the steep ramparts that separated Murdertown from 
the Nessan Sea. 

‘You can stop this Maeldune,’ Sefar said angrily.  ‘You’re Minister 
for Justice!  The Magistrates will listen to you.’ 

‘I could stop it, that is true,’ Maeldune responded with an obvious 
air of superiority.  ‘I could, but I won’t.  We are meant to be travelling in 
secrecy.  Should I reveal myself to the Magistrates now, our veil of 
secrecy will be ripped away.’ 

‘Nonsense!’ scoffed Sefar.  ‘With all due respect sir, we lost that 
veil of secrecy some time ago.’ 

‘And whose fault was that?’ Maeldune retorted. 
‘Enough!’ snapped Pylos.  ‘We can get out of this without 

Maeldune’s help.’ 
‘Shouldn’t we go back for Captain Ross?’ Trypp asked.  He did not 

particularly like the Tethran but it seemed wrong to leave him in the 
unforgiving hands of the Magistrates. 

‘Gunther Ross was a thug,’ Maeldune sneered.  ‘An unenlightened, 
common thug.  It sounds as if he got what was coming to him.  We have 
no need for liabilities such as he.’ 

‘Your loyalty is astounding,’ Pylos remarked. 
‘You have no idea,’ Maeldune replied, seeming to enjoy the 

ambiguity of his statement.  ‘General Castalia, I will remind you once 
more of the mission. We can’t go back.  It would compromise everything.  
You should consider Gunther as a casualty of war.’ 

‘Shouldn’t we be leaving?’ asked Gerriod.  Whilst Pylos, Sefar, 
Remiel and Gunther were getting themselves into trouble at the tavern, he 
and Trypp had found a boat they could use to effect their escape from 
Murdertown.  The vessel, a small skiff, lay bobbing in the water at the 
base of the scaffolding on which they sat.  ‘The boat’s directly below.’ 

‘As are our supplies,’ Mulupo added.  The Spriggan had not been 
idle.  He had procured fresh food and stores of water.  Although he had 
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said little since the massacre back at the theatre, he had remained focused 
upon the task at hand. 

‘I’m not sure we should move now,’ cautioned Pylos.  ‘Maeldune 
may have been followed here.’ 

Maeldune leaned close to Pylos so the Helyan could see his 
contempt.  ‘Do not judge me, Pylos.  It is your actions that have placed us 
in this position.  I was not followed.  Stick your head out and see.  The 
Magistrates have moved on to scour other sections of the city.’ 
 ‘I doubt that,’ Pylos said.  ‘They’re not stupid.’   

Despite his reservations, Pylos edged along the scaffolding to a 
point where he could lift the tarpaulin and get a good view of the 
surrounding area.  He gripped the timber frame of the scaffolding and 
slowly rose up on his haunches, peeling back the canvas sheet under 
which he hid. 

At first he did not move.  Gerriod, frustrated by the interminably 
long wait, called to Pylos.  ‘Well?  Are we are out of trouble?’ 

Suddenly the Helyan ducked; the movement was swiftly followed 
by the sound of a metal object striking the timber framework above their 
heads.  Pylos threw the tarpaulin back to reveal the approach of at least 
twenty Magistrates.  ‘Sorry Gerriod,’ he said looking at the spiked metal 
ball that missed his head by less than an inch.  ‘We’re not out of trouble 
yet.’ 
 
 
Gerriod fell awkwardly – head first – and the sound of his skull hitting 
the timber rail of the skiff was so loud, it could be heard over the tumult 
of the waves upon the base of the sea wall.  Trypp was a lot more 
fortunate; he landed relatively softly on a large coil of rope on the deck of 
the skiff.  This piece of luck coupled with his impenetrable carapace 
meant that within seconds of landing in the boat, he was ready to do what 
he could to bring about their escape.  Gerriod, by contrast, was out cold 
on his back.   

‘That’s the last of us!’ called Remiel.  ‘Let’s go!’ 
‘We’ll have to row until we get out a bit,’ Pylos said. 
He took hold of one of the oars.  ‘Get on the other one!’ he barked 

at Maeldune, who was about to voice his opposition to being ordered 
around when a small spiked ball cracked against the transom board 
behind him.  Maeldune quickly jumped into the seat beside Pylos and 
together they pulled hard on the oar.  The blade of Pylos’ oar dug deep 
into the water, but Maeldune’s stroke resulted in the blade just bouncing 
across the surface.  As a result the skiff turned 90 degrees, rather than 
away from the sea wall. 
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‘Put your back into it,’ growled Pylos. 
They pulled on the oars again but Maeldune accidentally pulled his 

right out of the oarlock.  Again the skiff turned but went nowhere.  A 
volley of spiked balls rained down from the scaffolding above.  One 
struck Trypp’s carapace and bounced off into the water, the shock of the 
near miss causing the Sapphyrran to bite his lip. 

Pylos was not so fortunate.  An iron ball embedded itself in his 
shoulder.  He grunted in pain but was so focussed on the job at hand, he 
did not pause to pull the object out of his skin.  ‘Again!’ he roared, but 
Maeldune was so busy fumbling around, he failed to make any stroke at 
all.  For the third time, the skiff spun around on its axis.  Pylos’ eyes were 
white with rage.  Maeldune glared back at him and said, ‘I’m not a 
sailor!’   

‘Maeldune,’ Pylos hissed, ‘if you don’t learn to row very quickly, 
you’ll get us all killed.’  He then pulled the ball out of his shoulder, 
ignoring the blood which spouted out of the wound like a small fountain.  
He could feel the ball’s poison cutting through his veins, tightening his 
muscles, constricting his breathing and accelerating the beating of his 
heart.  He knew he could ignore the pain for only so long.  Soon it would 
consume him and he would be dead, but he also knew that if he did not 
pull the boat out of the reach of the Magistrates, they would all die 
anyway.  

Maeldune tried to wedge his oar back into place but the entire 
paddle slid through the oarlock and before anyone could do anything, it 
was ripped out of his grasp by the choppy waters surrounding the boat.  
Moments later it was irretrievably pulled out to sea. 

Pylos froze, staring at the disappearing oar.  He had no words that 
could express the crushing feeling in his stomach.  Maeldune had become 
more than a liability; his every action seemed designed to place them in 
harm’s way.  The politician’s head sank down into his hands and for a 
long moment no-one said anything in the boat. 

Suddenly, another volley rained down from above.  Silhouetted 
against the night sky, Remiel could see three Magistrates clambering 
down the scaffolding.  Their next volley would not miss.  ‘We have to get 
out here now!’ he yelled over the crashing sea, pointing up at the 
scaffolding. 

Another five Magistrates scrambled over the wall high above and 
made their way down the iron and timber framework that covered the 
greystone wall like a lattice.   

Pylos swivelled his head upward.  ‘I’m not going to stay here and 
get picked off by these thugs,’ he snarled. 
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‘What are you doing?’ asked Trypp, incredulity clearly evident in 
his voice. 

‘I won’t die like this,’ answered Pylos, setting one foot on the 
transom board.  ‘I’m going up.’ 

‘No, there’s another way,’ Trypp urged.  ‘They are not the enemy, 
Pylos.’  The Sapphyrran swivelled about so that his back was to the sea 
wall.  A half-second later, a spiked ball bounced of his carapace and 
skittered across the deck.  When Trypp turned back to face Pylos, the 
Helyan said, ‘They’re not the enemy?  You sure about that?’ 

Trypp ignored the comment.  He jumped past the mast and scooped 
up the coil of rope he had fallen on earlier.  In one fluid motion, he 
looped one end of the rope in a figure-of-eight around his body to secure 
it tightly.  The other end was thrown to Mulupo who instinctively moved 
to the boat’s bow and commenced tying it to an iron ring hanging 
underneath the skiff’s small bowsprit.  The Sapphyrran did not wait for 
Mulupo to finish securing the line; he pushed past Sefar and dived over 
the skiff’s rail, disappearing soundlessly beneath the waves. 

Just as Mulupo finished the clove hitch on the rope, the line went 
taut and the entire keel swung about until it was facing out to sea.  The 
boat then pitched forward, the keel sinking deep into the water.  Pylos 
scanned the waves before him looking for Trypp, but the Sapphyrran did 
not surface. 

The boat sliced across the surface of the Nessan Sea.  Underneath 
the choppy waves, Trypp powered through the water, his long arms and 
legs moving in large sweeping arcs.  The weight of the boat was 
considerable, but Trypp’s muscles, honed on the cliffs of the Skyfall, 
were up to the task.  Within a minute, they were well out of reach of the 
Magistrates who clung to the scaffolding, livid that their quarry had 
eluded them. 
 
 
Remiel stood at the mast, looking westward, back towards Murdertown.  
His cloak billowed and his cowl was temporarily blown from his head 
revealing thick dark hair.  A warm wind blew against his face.  ‘There’s 
our westerly.  Let’s hoist the sail.’ 

He and Pylos moved as one and the sail went up and filled 
instantaneously.  The skiff jolted as it was thrust forward, impelled by the 
strong winds blowing off the headland behind them.  Within seconds 
Pylos was at the boat’s port, his hand outstretched.  A pale blue hand with 
two long fingers shot out of the water and clasped themselves around the 
Helyan’s wrist.  Pylos braced himself and with a sinewy heave, pulled 
Trypp Elan onto the deck. 
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Trypp panted heavily.  His carapace moved in rhythmic spasms as 
he refilled his lungs with air.  Pylos put a hand on the Sapphyrran’s 
shoulder in recognition of his impressive display of strength and quick-
thinking.  Exhausted as he was, Trypp managed a small smile, relieved 
that he had managed to extricate the company out of their predicament 
without loss of life.  The smile quickly faded when he gazed over at 
Gerriod lying on the deck unmoving.   

It was a little easier to see now they had moved out of the darkness 
under the sea wall.  The rain clouds that had graced Murdertown earlier 
had moved away and two of the Myr’s moons now shone over the Nessan 
Sea.  By this light Trypp could see the sorry state Gerriod was in.  The 
mariner’s red hair was flat and damp with blood.  Remiel squatted down 
next to him and stroked his head.  Although this looked to be no more 
than a tender gesture, Trypp noticed Gerriod responded to it.  Within 
moments of the priest’s touch, the mariner became conscious, dazed but 
unharmed by his sickening fall from the scaffolding.  The Sapphyrran had 
heard many things about the Order of Garlot, but restorative powers were 
not among them. 

Remiel stood up and made his way to the prow of the skiff.  As he 
passed Pylos, he placed a hand on the Helyan’s shoulder.  Trypp expected 
Pylos to wince – it was the same shoulder that had been hit by the 
poisonous spiked ball – but the Helyan did little more than shiver at the 
priest’s touch.  

Although Maeldune had no injury, he looked more poorly than 
anyone else in the boat; the shifting Nessan Sea had already taken its toll 
upon him and he hung over the rail as if he were about to vomit at any 
moment.  Sefar also looked ill at ease in the boat; he stared at the sea as if 
it were an enemy capable of any misdeed. 

‘What now?’ Remiel said to Pylos.  Although the General was not 
the official leader of the expedition, Maeldune was in no shape to protest.  
The Acoran hung over the rails like wet clothes upon a washing line. 

Pylos looked westwards, back at Murdertown.  ‘Whilst we have 
this wind behind us, I suggest we head north-west.  That should take us 
near the Garlot Peninsula.  We should reach the Nessan coast within two 
days if this wind stays constant.  Once we’re in sight of the Abbey at 
Garlot we can hug the coast until we find a beach to land the skiff.’ 

‘I agree,’ Remiel said. 
Pylos moved to the stern and took hold of the long wooden pole 

that controlled the angle of the rudder.  ‘I’ll take the tiller.’ 
‘I’ll see to the sails,’ said Remiel. 
‘I’ll tend to the mariner,’ said Trypp. 
‘He’ll be okay,’ reassured Remiel.  ‘Just keep him comfortable.’ 
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Gerriod raised himself onto his elbow and scanned the boat.  
‘We’re still alive?’ he said with a faint smile on his face. 

‘Only just,’ replied Trypp. 
‘That’s good enough for me,’ the mariner mused.  He closed his 

eyes and fell back onto the floor of the skiff.  Within moments, he was 
asleep, happy in the knowledge that they had all escaped death for one 
more day.  Life had stopped being about living.  It was about eluding 
death. 
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Chapter Six   Lucien, Acoran 
 
 

hey emerged from the underground shortly before sunrise.  The 
forest around them was still and silent save for the rhythmic 
chirruping of friggu from a nearby stream.  The pre-dawn light 

under the dense canopy was tinged with blue and everything looked 
peaceful in the world outside. 

Sela stood in the entrance of the Way and groaned.  It was not that 
she was in pain – her bruises were minor compared to the injuries of 
Rama, Tawhawki and Kali.  She groaned out of dismay.  Her gowns were 
covered in dirt and dust and that did not please her. 

‘Look at this!’ she exclaimed, directing her comment at Jehenna.  
‘I’m covered in filth!’ 

‘Maybe that’s a good thing,’ Jehenna said stepping forward to take 
the bait.  ‘That costume of yours isn’t exactly understated.  Hardly ideal 
when we are trying to sneak into the Endless.  A layer of grime might just 
be what it needs to stop us from getting killed!’ 

Sela’s hands dropped to her waist, a sure sign that Jehenna’s 
comment had hit its mark.  ‘This is no costume,’ she snapped, 
emphasizing the word costume as if it were poison.  ‘These are my 
clothes!  Of course I shouldn’t expect the Acora to know anything about 
cultures other than their own, but a Tamuan considers his or her clothes to 
be a –’ 

‘We don’t have time for this,’ Jehenna said abruptly, waving the 
Tamuan away.  ‘This is a military operation, not a lecture series.’ 

Although Sela’s jaw was hidden by her face mask, everyone knew 
it had dropped.  Under her cloak, Sela’s quills quivered as suppressed 
fury coursed through her body.  By the time she had thought of a 
comeback, Jehenna had disappeared down the stairs that led down to the 
sleeping village of Harvagor below. 
 
 
The sun was just kissing the tips of the tall ironwood trees above when 
they reached the outskirts of the town.  A few lights had come on in 
numerous houses, adding to the lambent glow of streetlamps filled with 
clusters of shatterbugs. 
 By Acoran standards, Harvagor was not a large town.  Fifty-two 
buildings were gathered around a serene pond upon which glided 
hammer-beaked ducca.  The birds swam in wide circles pausing only to 
smack the heads of any carpu foolish enough to swim close to the surface. 

T 
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The architecture of the town’s structures was unique to the area.  
The Acora of Harvagor believed in the cyclic nature of all things and the 
designs of their buildings reflected this right down to the round, ironwood 
doors and spherical doorknobs.  Surrounding paths also followed this 
design.  In fact, the only straight lines to be seen were the trunks of the 
ironwood trees that surrounded the settlement like a fortress. 

In wide paddocks at the southern end of Harvagor, a herd of 
bobugs grazed quietly on the rich sweetgrass that grew there. 
 ‘Wait here!’ Jehenna said to her companions when they reached the 
point where the woods stopped and Harvagor’s landscaped gardens 
began.  Even the gardens were circular in design.  Concentric rings of 
bellberries, flowerfall and water-roses radiated from each garden’s centre 
where statues of notable locals stood silently in the doleful light before 
dawn. 

Jehenna stalked away through the nearest garden and disappeared 
behind the curved wall of a stable where snorses grumbled, hungry for 
their morning feed. 

Not long afterwards she returned with a sackful of food and some 
medical supplies to properly dress the wounds her squad had incurred 
inside the Way. 

Jehenna lay the sack down.  It was heavy, flattening the dew-
soaked grass beneath it.  When she undid the thin cord wrapped around 
the sack’s neck, a delicious smell slithered its way out of the bag.  Sela 
gasped loudly when she saw all the fresh food that lay inside.  Freshly 
baked breads and pastries vied with sweet meats and fruits for dominance 
of the squad’s olfactory senses. 

‘By the stars!’ Tawhawki exclaimed.  ‘Wherever did you get this?’ 
‘I have a friend who looks after the town’s commissariat.’ 
‘A merchandiser gave you all this?’ Sela asked as she reached in to 

take a cream-filled pastry. 
‘Being a pampered princess has its advantages,’ she replied with a 

wry smile that quickly disappeared as she outlined their course of action.  
‘We won’t be stopping to eat like this again until we reach Lucien which 
is two day’s march from here.  By midday today, I hope to reach a tunnel 
that will keep our passage across Acoran hidden.  Tawhawki, you will 
stay put as I put a healing salve and a splint upon your broken leg.  Rama, 
I’ll also put a new bandage on your wrist.  I will redistribute our supplies 
so that you two do not carry as much.  Sela and Bormanus, you will fill 
our flasks in the stream at the bottom of the gully behind you.’ 
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‘Stop!’ Rama hissed to Jehenna who was setting a rapid pace through the 
glade.   

They had just come over the top of a hill and the company had 
spread out considerably.  Rama had been able to keep up with Jehenna 
despite his blindness.  She was concentrating on speed so to Rama’s 
sensitive ears, her footfall was heavy and he had not struggled to place his 
feet where hers had gone. 

Behind Rama, Kali stumbled along.  He was unused to the tangle of 
ferns and bracken at his feet and had managed to trip over numerous 
times.  Despite this, he had kept up with Jehenna and Rama as they raced 
up the hill.  They were in the thickest part of the forest and although the 
sun had risen, the forest floor was still damp from the morning dew.  
Some way behind them Tawhawki and Bormanus walked together, 
neither particularly concerned with Jehenna’s desire to get to the Lucien 
breach as soon as possible.  Tawhawki limped, but the healing salve 
Jehenna had placed upon his leg had removed most of the pain, making 
walking considerably easier.  Having five other good legs also helped. 

Sela wandered at the back of the line.  She grumbled as she walked, 
rarely lifting her head to take in the spectacular forest surroundings.  Even 
when the sun burst through the canopy painting the glade with splintered 
rays of white light, she snorted contemptuously.  When she had agreed to 
the mission, she had no idea that it would entail so much walking. 

‘Stop!’ Rama called a second time and Jehenna halted in her tracks. 
‘What is it?’ 
‘I hear something.’ 
Jehenna cocked her head and listened but could hear nothing.  The 

Acora were renowned for their sensory sensitivity but she had to concede 
that the blind Ankaran was her superior in aural matters.  ‘We’re near the 
tunnels now.  I don’t want to stop.’ 

‘Jehenna, please be quiet!’ he urged as politely as he could make the 
request. 

‘What is it?  I can’t hear a thing.’ 
‘It’s a sound I’ve never heard before.’ 
‘What’s it like?’ 
‘It… it hums.’ 
As he said it, she detected the sound.  It was low, like thunder from a 

distant storm, but it was there and it was getting louder.  She looked down 
the track where Kali was standing silently.  The poor Kolpian had lost the 
enchanted scroll that Lilith Cortese had given him and was now relegated 
to the role of a dumb brute. 
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Kali stood out on the landing outside the Cloud Chamber.  His knees felt 
weak and though he was at least ten feet back from the edge, he wanted to 
crawl back down the stairs to the room the Chamberlain had provided for 
his lodging.  Though the concept of being surrounded by walls, a floor 
and a roof was foreign to him, it seemed a lot more comforting than the 
open space that made his head spin at the top of the tower. 

He watched the other delegates leave the Cloud Chamber, many of 
them in pairs, some of them in groups, most of them talking.  
Communicating.  A strange feeling welled up in his broad breast.  A 
yearning for something.  There was a word for it.  But the words were 
slowly fading in his mind.  The gift of language that Lilith Cortese had 
presented to him that fateful night on Hurucan Hill was fading and he 
found that he was wishing he had never been given it, if it meant that 
slowly losing it would make him feel the way it did. 

At least he had the scroll.  Even though he could not hear other 
people’s voices inside his head the way he had heard Lilith’s – and 
Chabriel’s – he had the scroll so that others could read what he was 
thinking.  He looked down at his hands.  Lilith’s scroll looked so small in 
his thick fingers.  He curled his thumb under the scroll, unrolled it and 
placed his palm against the page.  Words crawled across the page, but 
they now looked unfamiliar.  Indecipherable. 

‘Friendship.  I am lonely.  I want to contribute.  I want to make a 
difference.’ 

He looked down at the words, frustration settling in on his kind face.  
The words made pretty patterns but he would never know what they 
meant.  

He looked up to see another pair leave the Cloud Chamber.  They 
were both important.  The Chamberlain had paid particular attention to 
the male.  But Kali could not guess what their roles were.  He did not 
even know their names. 

As they passed him, the Kolpian had an idea.  He would show the 
pair the scroll and they would help him understand the words that had 
appeared. 

Unable to speak, he reached out to the male and grabbed him softly 
by the cloak.  The man swirled around and swatted at the hand that had 
grabbed him.  Kali’s heart leapt into his throat when the man’s hand 
knocked the parchment sending it sailing up into the air where it paused 
momentarily only to be snatched up in a zealous wind.  And then it was 
gone. 

As the pair disappeared down the curving flight of stairs, a feeling of 
emptiness descended upon the Kolpian.  He had never felt so alone.   
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It was winged but had no feathers.  Instead the pennons covering its body 
seemed to be carved from slate.  Its wings moved so quickly they emitted 
a droning noise.  This was not the only sound the strange beast produced.  
Its massive wedge-shaped head opened up and it let loose a deafening, 
ferine cry.  The high-pitched noise exploded across the forest and the 
Cabal behemoth known as Kleesto announced its arrival in its own 
inimical way. 

The savage sonic blast picked up Jehenna and Rama and hurled 
them twenty feet across the glade into a dense copse of trees.  Rama fell 
deep into some brambles and as thorny as his landing was, the bush 
cushioned the impact with the forest floor.  Not so lucky was Jehenna 
who was thrown into the unforgiving bole of an ironwood tree.  She slid 
down the trunk clinging to consciousness, her brain and body stunned by 
Kleesto’s sudden attack. 

The beast swept through the air, past Kali who had been oblivious 
to Kleesto’s presence until the moment its scream had scooped up 
Jehenna and Rama like leaves in a silent gust of wind. 

Kleesto circled around Jehenna and Rama looking for a place to 
land to finish off the pair.  Its 100 foot wingspan impeded its progress 
into the thicker parts of the forest.  To get closer to the prostrate figures of 
Jehenna and Rama, it would have to land, giving up its aerial advantage. 

Kali quickly appraised the situation.  Kleesto must have recognised 
him and remembered that its sonic barrages had little effect upon his 
person.  It had picked out the company’s leaders, probably on the 
assumption that they were the group’s strongest members.  Now it had 
weakened them, it would quickly move in and finish them off, thus 
reducing the squad’s members by a third. 

Kali could see Jehenna sprawled under a thick tree.  She was 
dazed, unaware of Kleesto’s approach.  He realised that he had to do 
something to draw the monster’s attention away from Jehenna and Rama.  
He did not really understand his part in the mission, but he knew Jehenna 
was irreplaceable.  He was expendable; she was not. 

He spied a small patch of pastureland further down the hill to his 
left.  If he ran towards it Kleesto might consider him a more accessible – 
and palatable – choice of prey.  The open field – the beast could attack 
him easily out there. 

Kali sprinted down the hill hoping that his quick movements would 
catch Kleesto’s eye.  They did but at first the creature didn’t seem 
interested in him.  It continued to circle Jehenna and Rama, looking for a 
way into the copse.  But when Kali reached the open pasture beyond the 
trees, Kleesto shrieked in delight and took off in his direction. 
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Jehenna had no idea what had hit her.  Her head was a mess.  Thoughts 
tumbled around.  There was no order.  No clarity.  As she picked herself 
off the ground at the base of the tree, she tried to pull her thoughts back 
into line.  She had been hit from behind, picked up and thrown across the 
glade.  There had been a high-pitched sound.  Then there had been the 
dreadful crunching of her body against the ironwood trees.  Her head 
throbbed.  Her ears ached.  On the edge of the ringing sound that filled 
them, there was another sound.  A humming.  Rama had said something 
about humming. 

Rama.  Jehenna’s eyes bounced around the copse looking for some 
sign of the blind man who had warned her of the approach of whatever 
had assaulted them.  The Ankaran was nowhere to be found.  Then 
Jehenna saw Kali.  He was running down the slope, with his head turned 
back up the hill.  She could see his serene face.  Although he was 
running, he was not showing any signs of fear.  In fact he was smiling.  
He was looking back at something, running and looking as if he wanted 
whatever pursued him to follow him. 

Then Jehenna caught sight of the beast.  It was massive.  It hovered 
and darted rather than flew.  Its wings were a blur.  Three pairs of clawed 
legs combed the air underneath a long body covered with shards of grey 
feathers. 

Kali broke out of the woods and sprinted across the open field 
beyond.  Jehenna watched incredulously as the Kolpian gave up the cover 
of the trees.  The stupid oaf had placed himself in the most vulnerable 
spot of all. 

Jehenna watched helplessly knowing that it would be pointless to 
yell out to him.  ‘Of all the idiotic…’ 

Rama rose out of the brambles to her left.  He was bleeding from 
the long thorns he had landed upon, but was otherwise unharmed.  ‘The 
sound.  It’s moving away,’ he said as he scrambled his way across to 
Jehenna. 

‘It’s Kali.  The beast is chasing Kali,’ she said as she watched 
Kleesto swing out around the grassy pasture and hover at the far side, its 
jaw opening slightly in a terrible smile.  It was eyeing Kali who stood in 
the middle of the field waiting for the beast to swoop. 

‘Jehenna!’  The voice was Tawhawki’s.  He had seen Kleesto and 
was limping quickly across the slope to the copse where Jehenna and 
Rama stood.  Behind him, Sela and Bormanus were jogging, both of them 
staring at the sight of Kali standing defenceless in the field down the hill. 
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It was then Jehenna realised that Kali’s act wasn’t borne out of 
stupidity.  It was out of bravery.  The Kolpian had deliberately drawn off 
Kleesto so they could escape.  She was faced with the sort of decision 
that leaders despised.  She had to weigh up his welfare against that of her 
companions.  Had she been on her own, the Acoran would have rushed to 
his aid, but she had to consider the lives of her team as well.  As a result 
of their encounter with the Ghul, Tawhawki had a broken leg, Rama’s 
wrist had been fractured, two of his ribs broken and he had been 
concussed.  Sela also had been badly knocked about.  They were not in 
any state to fight. 

Jehenna had no information on the monster they faced.  Even if 
they all tried to get to Kali, the beast would get there first.  He had made 
the choice to place himself in such a vulnerable position.  She had to 
respect his decision. 

‘Come on,’ she said in a low, angry voice.  ‘Let’s go.’ 
‘But what about Kali?’ asked Sela, turning her head fearfully to the 

field where Kleesto hovered menacingly, relishing the moments before 
her attack. 

‘There’s nothing we can do for him,’ Jehenna growled.  ‘Now go, 
while we still have a choice.’ 
 
 
Out in the field, Kali’s eyes widened as he saw someone he thought he 
would never see again.  She was racing up the hill, behind Kleesto, her 
dark hair entwining itself with the light morning breeze.  But she was too 
far away to help.  No-one could help him. 

Kleesto hung over him like an executioner’s axe.  Kali watched the 
beast’s eyes narrow as it opened its mouth to strike.  Despite the fact that 
Kali’s last confrontation with the creature on Hurucan Hill suggested he 
was impervious to its sonic attacks, the Kolpian braced himself for the 
scream.  But it never came. 

Kleesto had feigned an attack to put Kali off his guard and it had 
worked.  The moment of confusion was all the beast needed to dart past 
him and attack from behind.  Kali did not even have time to turn around.  
Kleesto’s massive jaws spread open and clamped down on his head.  A 
sickening pop could be heard as the Kolpian’s skull gave way under the 
vice-like embrace of Kleesto’s powerful jaws. 
 
 
Jehenna had steered the group through the copse and down the slope on 
the far side of the hill at a breakneck pace.  Even if they wanted to stop 
they couldn’t; their momentum down the thickly wooded slope was such 
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that it took all their concentration to avoid all the obstacles the forest 
placed in their way.  Sharp-bladed ferns whipped at their legs.  They leapt 
over boulders and logs as large as shelp.  Their bodies shuddered as each 
jarring step took them further and further from the place where Kali had 
made his stand.  

Jehenna was cursing under her increasingly laboured breath.  Kali 
was probably dead by now.  Whilst it may have given the rest of the team 
an opportunity for escape, it was far from a desirable outcome.  They had 
a long way to go to complete the mission and being one man down so 
early was a catastrophic outcome.  Part of her was screaming, demanding 
to turn back, but her sense of practicality shouted down all opposition to 
their current tactic.  And so they kept on running. 

‘Do you know where we’re going?’ Sela called between grunts as 
she struggled to keep up with Jehenna. 

‘Yes.  There is a tunnel at the base of this hill.’ 
They slowed down to a walk and eventually stopped as Jehenna 

tried to get her bearings.  It was approaching midday but it was dark 
where they stood.  The leaves above created a thick green roof that the 
sun struggle to penetrate.  In a few places beams of white light streamed 
through in long, thin lines, lighting in dappled patches a pretty forest floor 
where large red and white mushroots grew at the base of thick grey tree 
trunks.  A cloud of shatterbugs floated above thick-bladed ferns and 
somewhere in the distance a brook babbled peacefully.  The place seemed 
familiar.  She knew she was close. 

Bormanus sat on a rock with a look of disdain emblazoned on his 
face.  The patch of forest around them looked the same as every other 
patch of forest they had seen since arriving in Acoran.  ‘So you have 
tunnels out here?  In the middle of the forest?’  His thin voice was 
fractious.  It seemed as if the morning’s adventures were taking their toll 
on him. 

‘Yes,’ said Jehenna ignoring the abrasive attitude he was 
displaying. 

Bormanus looked down at his hands and sighed when he noticed 
that he had chipped a fingernail on a rock in their sprint down the wooded 
slope.  ‘So where are these tunnels?’ he said, his manner suggesting he 
was already bored with the situation. 

‘They’re hidden Bormanus,’ Jehenna said curtly.  ‘If you’d like to 
help me look for them, that would be a help.’ 

Bormanus flicked his white hair back like a petulant schoolgirl.  
‘I’m sure you know what you’re doing,’ he sniped. 

Jehenna turned away from him and bit her lip to contain the 
frustration she was feeling.  So far, the mission had been a disaster.  Kali 
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– dead in all likelihood.  Tawhawki – injured.  Rama – injured.  Although 
Sela and Bormanus had avoided any serious injury, their attitudes were 
like a wound that the entire company had to suffer.  In her burning mind, 
Jehenna cursed her luck.  She could have had people such as Pylos or Sir 
Edgar or Sumi in her squad, but instead she had… 

Then she realised, it was not luck.  It was design.  Her husband had 
helped the Chamberlain construct the groups, as had Porenutious Windle.  
She felt compromised. 

Suddenly, an ear-piercing shriek sounded and a bough overhead 
splintered and cracked as a sonic barrage hit the canopy under which they 
sheltered. 

 ‘I think you better find those tunnels quickly,’ said Bormanus 
wryly as a humming sound filled the air.  Somewhere above the canopy, 
Kleesto hovered, trying to catch sight of the party. 

Jehenna strode across the forest floor, the sound of her footsteps 
upon the leaf-strewn ground silent to all but Rama.  ‘What was that?’ he 
said as she walked under a natural archway of branches. 

She stopped.  ‘What was what?’ 
‘It sounded hollow.’ 
Suddenly Jehenna’s face beamed.  ‘Rama, you’ve found it!’ she 

said with delight.  She dropped to her knees and wiped away the leaves 
and topsoil to reveal a pair of trapdoors in the forest floor.  Each door was 
roughly ten foot square. 

Bormanus strolled over to where she knelt and said, ‘You forgot 
the entrance was a trap door?’ 

Jehenna didn’t look up as she continued to wipe away the natural 
debris.  ‘There are countless tunnels all over Acoran, Bormanus, and they 
all have different entrances.’ 

Bormanus said nothing more as he watched her struggle with one 
of the heavy doors.  Rama and Tawhawki pulled at the other door.  After 
some exertion, the entrance to the tunnel was opened.  A cool, dark wind 
rushed out to greet them as they peered down into a black, rectangular 
hole in the ground. 

Another scream sounded high above and branches and leaves 
rained down on them.  Kleesto knew they were near. 

‘It’s dark in there,’ Tawhawki observed, stating the obvious as he 
tried to work out how he would make his way down the shaft.  

‘Is it?’ Rama said with a smile but the comment went ignored. 
‘It’s not a deep shaft,’ Jehenna said to the Caquikki.  ‘You’ll be 

able to jump down without hurting your broken leg. 
‘If it’s all the same to you Jehenna, I’d rather see what I’m jumping 

into.’ 
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‘I can change that,’ Sela said proudly.  She slipped off into the 
ferns whilst her companions stayed where they were around the shaft.  
She returned minutes later followed by a cloud of shatterbugs.  They 
hovered around her head, silhouetting it.  With a flourish of her hand, she 
pointed into the shaft and the shatterbugs flew down past the others to 
light the tunnel beyond. 

‘You can talk to the shatterbugs?’ Jehenna said incredulously. 
‘Well, I wouldn't call it talking,’ corrected Sela.  ‘Communicating 

would be a better word.’ 
‘Okay,’ said Jehenna trying to accept the correction graciously.  

‘So you can communicate with the shatterbugs.’ 
‘If you knew anything about Tamuans, you’d know that we can 

communicate with most beasts.’ 
Jehenna’s thin, dark eyebrows rose as she betrayed her ignorance 

of this rather significant piece of Myrran lore.  Like most of her 
compatriots, her education had focused on all things Acoran; this 
parochialism occasionally revealed itself, but the Acora weren’t overly 
concerned about this chink in their armour.  They genuinely believed that 
most things known beyond Acoran’s borders probably weren’t worth 
knowing anyway. She decided to focus on the problem at hand.  ‘Can you 
communicate with that monster above.’ 

‘Just because I can communicate with a beast doesn’t mean it will 
listen to me.  Somehow, I don't think that thing will listen to me.  The 
Cabal are supposed to be intelligent.  It would probably even understand 
you.  Perhaps you could go out and speak to it.’ 

Jehenna smiled at the Tamuan’s feistiness.  ‘I think I’ll leave that 
discussion for another day, thank-you.’  She turned to the others and said, 
‘We’ll be safe in the tunnels.  It won’t be able to follow us.’ 

‘Jehenna, who built these tunnels?’ Tawhawki asked inquisitively.  
He had studied a reasonable amount of Acoran culture but the books he 
had read had made no mention of a network of tunnels under Acoran. 

‘My great, great grandfather Zachariah Carrucan was the King of 
Acoran two centuries ago.  By all reports, he was a rather obsessive and 
secretive man.  Many described him as mad.  He had these tunnels built 
throughout the country and –’ 

‘I thought this was a military operation and not a lecture series,’ 
said Sela smugly. 

Ignoring the comment, Jehenna shifted her gaze to the rungs of the 
ladder and made her way down to the bottom of the ten foot shaft.  Rama 
quickly joined her, followed by Bormanus. 

Tawhawki edged close to the lip of the shaft preparing to leap into 
it.  Water from recent rains had seeped through the cracks in the trapdoors 
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and produced small puddles across the floor of the tunnel.  The soil 
looked soft, or at least soft enough to land on without further damaging 
his femur. 

‘A big lug like you should be afraid of a little hole,’ Sela cajoled. 
The Caquikki took Jehenna’s lead and ignored her comment.  He 

stepped forward and dropped into the shaft.  His five good legs took what 
little impact there was and he trotted off to join his companions who had 
already started making their way down the shatterbug-lit passageway. 

Behind her mask Sela smiled, content with the knowledge she had 
got the better of Jehenna and Tawhawki.  She slowly made her way down 
the ladder, replaying the brief exchanges over in her head, enjoying the 
way she had found comments that had annoyed both of them.  So pleased 
with herself was she that Sela stopped focusing upon where she was 
placing her feet; on the second last rung of the ladder, she slipped and fell 
into a muddy puddle that stained her colourful robes and mask.  ‘I’ve had 
enough of tunnels,’ she grumbled as she hurried to catch up with the 
others. 
 
 
Jehenna had meant what she said back in Harvagor – the company did not 
stop for food or sleep.  Occasionally she let them stop to take a sip from 
their flasks, but these breaks were brief and all too infrequent.  Often Sela 
would catch up to the group just as they were shouldering their gear to 
start walking again.  The Tamuan felt permanently out of step with the 
group.  A number of times she called the shatterbugs back to her which 
would deny her companions of light and thus slow everyone but Rama 
down. 

It was a long, dull, silent trek.  No-one spoke and there was nothing 
to see other than the timbers that held up the tunnel roof.  Every now and 
then Jehenna would steer them down a new tunnel, but they all looked 
basically the same.  Some sloped up.  Some sloped down.  Some were 
flat. 

After two days of King Zachariah’s tunnels, Sela felt a little mad 
herself and was overjoyed when they emerged near Lucien. 
 
 
Trees so tall that their tops could not be seen from the forest floor stood 
in rows like Helyan troops awaiting orders.  There was such symmetry to 
the forest that the effect of standing there in the midst of countless 
arboreal laneways was somewhat unnerving to all except Jehenna Canna.  
The lines of trees extended for leagues.  As Sela tentatively crossed from 
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wooded corridor to wooded corridor, a feeling of claustrophobia 
descended upon her; she was a long way from the open plains of Tamu. 

She walked back to Jehenna Canna who was biting on a mushroot 
she had pulled from the bole of the nearest tree.  Peering out through her 
mud-spattered mask Sela asked, ‘Did the Acora plant these trees?’ 

It felt like a stupid question.  It seemed obvious that the forest had 
not grown that way by its own design.  Nature’s plans were chaotic.  Her 
patterns were subtle.  There were no ranks and rows in nature.  No lines. 

However, when Jehenna’s rebuke came, it was not what Sela had 
expected.  ‘Who plants a forest?  Are you mad?’ 

Sela pointed to the left and right.  ‘But look at the lines.  This isn’t 
a forest – it’s a grid!’ 

‘Well we didn’t plant it.’ 
Sela stopped pointing and placed her hands upon her hips. 

‘Someone must have.  Trees do not grow in lines!’ 
‘These ones do!’ Jehenna’s voice was strained.  This was becoming 

a characteristic of her exchanges with Sela.  ‘Listen.  It is not my job to 
explain the botanical intricacies of our surroundings.  It is my job to get 
this squad to the Lucien breach and from there, find a way to Caliban.’ 

‘But surely you –’ 
‘No!  Stop!’ Jehenna raised her hands in despair. ‘There are some 

things that I simply cannot explain Consul Noye.  I can’t explain why 
these trees grow in straight lines.  I can’t explain why it is that you must 
argue with me on every single point.  I can’t explain why the other squads 
consist of warriors like Bannick Landen, Sefar Hadith and Pylos Castalia, 
and my team has –’ 

She pulled herself up.  She had almost articulated thoughts that, as 
a leader, she was expected to keep private.  Her mouth hung open for a 
moment whilst everyone stared, waiting to hear the insult for which she 
had set the stage. 

But the insult never came.  ‘We are fifteen leagues from Lucien.  If 
we move quickly, we can be there by lunch,’ she said before whirling 
around and marching off down the laneway of trees.  She didn’t even 
pause to see whether her company was following. 
 
 
It was mid-afternoon when Jehenna pulled the company to a halt.  The 
landscape had changed.  They had left the ironwood trees behind and 
were now surrounded by thick, leafy oakaen trees that sprawled across 
the air above them, keeping them in shadow despite the blue skies high 
above.  Blocks of angular black crystal rose from the soft, mulch-covered 
ground around the company.  Wide-bladed ferns competed with the 
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crystals for space.  It was a lush environment and Sela preferred it to the 
prison-like ironwood forest or the mad king’s tunnels.  The Tamuan 
finally felt like she could relax.  She was soon given an opportunity. 

They had been marching up a steep slope for some time and the 
chance to stop was welcomed by all.  Jehenna instructed them to keep 
their voices down as they rested. 
 ‘Why?’ asked Bormanus curiously.  ‘Are we near Lucien?’ 
 Jehenna stood to attention, keeping a watchful eye out as the rest of 
the squad unpacked their belongings and prepared something to eat.  ‘The 
town of Lucien lies about three leagues to the south-west,’ she said in a 
low voice, finally taking a seat on the ground when she was sure there 
was no immediate danger. 
 ‘So why are we whispering?’ 
 ‘The Lucien breach is not in Lucien.  It is here.  We are within a 
hundred yards of the deep gully that houses the breach.’ 

Sela sat up shocked by the casualness of the comment.  ‘So what 
you’re saying is that there could be a gang of Ghul soldiers just sitting 
over the rise.  And here we are having a picnic.’ 

‘I thought it would be best to eat before a fight.’ 
‘We’re going to fight?’ Sela gulped. 
‘Well that depends on whether the Ghul are still there.  My guess is 

that they will be and they won’t just stand aside as we march into their 
realm.’ 

Sela pushed away the stick of bread she had been preparing to eat.  
‘I’ve lost my appetite.’  She nodded up the slope to where the rise ended 
at a naturally formed wall of black crystal.  ‘Perhaps we should take a 
look.’  
  
 
Jehenna peered over the rim of the deep gully and then fell back down 
against the crystal wall and groaned. 

‘What is it?’ asked Sela. 
Without having to move Rama said, ‘There’s thousands of them.’ 
As one they all raised their heads over the wall that ran round the 

side of the verdant ravine.  Though it was afternoon, the thick canopy 
overhead and the steep incline of the gully meant that the entire area was 
draped in shadow.  And in the shadows, the Ghul thrived. 

Rama was right.  There were thousands of them.  Tens of 
thousands.  They covered the landscape like white insects on the carcass 
of a beast.  Some could be seen sharpening their bone weapons on the 
shards of black crystal covering the fern-encrusted slope that led down 
into the darkness.  Other Ghul were perched on rocks and logs, feeding 
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themselves meat that dripped blood upon the greenery.  A number of less 
recognizable figures were there – the remains of fallen Acoran warriors. 

What was almost as remarkable as the sight of so many Ghul 
packed into one area was the relative silence of the crowd.  The 
occasional scrape of bone on crystal and the general hum of breathing 
was all that could be heard.  No-one spoke. 

‘They’re not very sociable are they?’ Bormanus noted. 
‘There are so many of them!’ gasped Sela.  ‘They must have 

known we we’re coming!’  
‘Or perhaps the Ghul numbers are a lot greater than we imagined,’ 

suggested Tawhawki. 
‘Whatever their reason for being there,’ said Jehenna with great 

sobriety, ‘they’re in the way!’ 
‘You’re not actually thinking of going through them are you?’ 

Rama said nervously.  Though he couldn’t see them, he had a very clear 
mental picture of the masses below and the thought of continuing on 
through the breach seemed madness, even in one as headstrong as 
Jehenna. 

‘We have a mission,’ Jehenna replied bluntly.  ‘The Chamberlain 
said we were to head through the Lucien breach, and that’s what we’re 
going to do.’ 

‘You’ll kill us all if you take us in there,’ Sela remonstrated.  It was 
only her fear of the Ghul that kept her from shouting. 

Tawhawki reached into a pocket on the front of his gold waistcoat 
and pulled out his glasses.  In a manner much like his father, he carefully 
wiped the spectacles before placing them on the bridge of his long, 
hooked nose.  ‘Consul Canna, I would not be so bold as to question your 
judgement in matters of combat but exactly how do you hope to penetrate 
this rather formidable defence?’ 

Jehenna’s brow clenched like a fist as she tried to work out a 
strategy but the sheer weight of Ghul numbers was such that every plan 
she conceived dissolved quickly afterwards.  Even if she were backed by 
the remaining ranks of Acoran marksmen and infantry, she would fail.  
Rama had proven that the Ghul had proven invulnerable to all forms of 
weaponry other than those forged from shatterstone, and there were not 
enough shatterstone arrowheads in all Acoran to cut down a tenth of the 
Ghul Caliban had sent to the Lucien breach.  It was also clear at a glance 
that they could not hope to sneak their way into the breach.  The land was 
so densely covered in Ghul soldiers that the company could not go five 
feet without encountering the enemy.  ‘There is always a way,’ Jehenna 
said to herself as if it were an irrefutable truth.  But from where the 
company crouched, the way was blocked. 
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‘We could try,’ said Bormanus as he watched Jehenna struggle 
with the situation, ‘but it would be a foolish way to die.  We have already 
been ambushed twice.  I agree with Sela – I think they knew we were 
coming.’ 

Jehenna ran her hands through her long, black hair.  Her face was 
taut.  She made no attempt to hide her frustration.  ‘What would you have 
me do then?  Return to Cessair and tell the Chamberlain we have failed.’ 

Bormanus stared back impassively.  ‘That is one option, but there 
are others.’ 

Jehenna gave him a doubtful look.  ‘And what options are they, 
Bormanus?’ 

‘It would seem that everything we have done so far has been 
anticipated.  It is time to do the unexpected.  To take a less predictable 
road.’ 

‘Where would you take us Bormanus?’ 
‘I think you can guess Jehenna.  The last place Caliban would 

expect us to go is the breach in Cephalonia.’ 
Jehenna scowled.  ‘To Cephalonia – are you mad?  It’s over a 

thousand leagues away.  The only way we could reach it is by boat and 
even then the journey would take us forever.  Your concern is not for the 
Myr but for your homelands.’ 

Under his long, straight white locks, Bormanus’ face reddened.  ‘If 
we do not find a way, then all homelands are lost.  Think on it Jehenna.  
The Ghul were waiting for us in the Acoran Way.  That beast… what was 
its name Tawhawki?’ 

‘Kleesto.’ 
‘Kleesto was looking for us in the forests outside Harvagor.  And 

these Ghul are assembled here for our benefit.  It would seem Caliban has 
anticipated our route, so we must take another.’ 

Jehenna could see the sense in what he was saying, but Cephalonia 
seemed so far away.  It would take months… unless they had a boat 
unlike any other.  A boat so fast and great that the seas seemed smaller 
under her mighty sails.  She knew of such a boat. 
 
 
‘Where did you say we are going?’ Sela asked as she jogged beside 
Jehenna who was marching with such purpose, it was hard for her 
companions to keep up with her. 
 ‘We are going to the port city of Griflet.  I know a man there who 
has just taken command of a ship that may suit our needs.’ 
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 ‘Can you trust him?’ asked Tawhawki, overhearing Jehenna’s 
response.  ‘We have been compromised.  We should be careful who we 
trust.’ 
 Jehenna nodded in agreement.  ‘I think I can trust this man.  He’s 
my brother.’ 
 
 
Crawling across the lattice of branches high above them, the herd of 
bobugs grazed on the canopy’s tender green leaves. 

‘Good!’ said Jehenna glancing upwards.  ‘These aren’t wild.  
They’ve been domesticated.’ 

‘How can you tell?’ asked Rama who could hear the ponderous 
movements of the creatures high above, but could not see them. 

‘They have harnesses on them.’  She stepped closer to Rama and 
extended her hand.  ‘May I use your staff?’ 

A quizzical look passed Rama’s face but his polite demeanour was 
such that he quickly replied, ‘By all means.’ 

Jehenna took the long, brass staff and strode over to the nearest tree 
and struck its smooth side.  Rather than the sound one would expect from 
metal striking wood, a noise not unlike a bell sounded, reverberating up 
the trunk until it was lost in the canopy. 

The bobugs above stopped ranging over the lattice of leaves and 
scuttled across to the trunks of the nearest trees.  They quickly slid down 
the trees and crouched before the company, their great translucent bodies 
dwarfing the five Myrrans gazing upon them. 

‘Thank-you Rama,’ she said as she handed the Ankaran back his 
staff.  She turned to the rest of the group and announced, ‘Our 
transportation has arrived.  I will take the lead bobug and steer us toward 
the Naiyeni River.  From there we will travel on foot to Griflet.’ 

‘But...’ 
Even though Jehenna couldn’t see Sela’s face behind her mask, she 

could tell the Tamuan was agitated.  ‘Yes, Sela?’ 
‘There are no carriages.  You’re not suggesting we just hang on do 

you?’ 
‘Precisely,’ Jehenna replied.  ‘The harnesses have rope seats and 

handholds.  If you loop the ropes around your wrists, you shouldn’t fall.’ 
‘Shouldn’t fall?’ Sela cried in exasperation. 
‘What about me?’ Tawhawki asked nervously.  ‘There’s no way I 

can –’ 
‘Yes, I know,’ Jehenna said abruptly, cutting him off.  The rope 

seats were not designed with his massive, six-legged body in mind.  ‘You 
will be required to walk the distance to Griflet.  I imagine we will be 
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delayed a day or two as we make preparations to sail.  Hopefully you will 
be able to arrive at Griflet before we depart.’ 

‘You must be joking!’ Tawhawki said angrily.  ‘That’s impossible 
and you know it!  Or have you forgotten that one of my legs is broken?’ 

‘I am well aware of that Tawhawki,’ she countered 
unsympathetically.  ‘In fact I have my doubts about what value you can 
possibly be to us now.  Speed is of the essence, especially now we are 
headed for Cephalonia.  We cannot wait for you.’ 

‘You heartless barga!’ Sela squalled. 
‘I was appointed to be your leader, not your nursemaid,’ Jehenna 

shot back. 
Rama raised his hand to speak.  ‘Excuse me Jehenna, but if speed 

is of the essence, why are we only going as far as the Naiyeni by bobug?  
If we are to leave our colleague behind, why not go the entire way to 
Griflet by bobug?’ 

‘The forest thins significantly as we head south.  The bobug is 
swift among the trees but on land, it is a lethargic beast.  It will be faster 
to walk once we reach the Naiyeni.’ 

Jehenna realised that her decision was not popular.  Tawhawki was 
scowling.  As far as she could tell, so was Sela.  Rama’s face displayed 
concern.  Bormanus’ expression was as indecipherable as ever.   

‘Now if we do not have anymore questions, we’ll be under way,’ 
Jehenna said as she moved towards the nearest bobug, a gigantic female, 
with bulbous eyes filled with curiousity. 

Sela stayed where she was, amazed by Jehenna’s indifference to 
Tawhawki’s plight.  ‘We can’t just leave him here like this.’  Although 
Sela had developed a penchant for disagreeing with Jehenna at every turn, 
the Acoran was surprised that her prickly companion had come to 
Tawhawki’s defence so stridently.  As far as Jehenna could tell, Sela 
hated Tawhawki more than anyone. 

‘Tawhawki is not in any immediate danger.  It is many hours until 
nightfall and I doubt that the Ghul will wander far from the Lucien breach 
anyway.’ 

Sela shook her head vigorously, the red feathers of her mask 
exaggerating her movements.  ‘What about the small matter of the 
screaming demon that attacked us outside Harvagor?  It killed Kali.  It 
won’t hesitate to bite Tawhawki’s head off as well!’ 

Jehenna’s body tensed.  The constant demand that she justify 
herself was something totally alien to the Acoran.  ‘You may not want to 
hear this Sela, but Tawhawki will probably be safer away from us.’ 

‘How can you be so cold, you arrogant, pointy-eared shrew?’ 
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Jehenna snapped.  Sela had spoken one too many times.  She strode 
up to the much smaller Tamuan, her fists and teeth clenched firmly.  Sela 
jumped back a little, surprised by Jehenna’s sudden show of anger.  Rama 
stepped forward to stand between the two.  The tension was so palpable, 
he could almost see it. 

‘Listen Consul Noye,’ Jehenna said through gritted teeth.  ‘If I 
appear cold, it’s because I have to be.  I have to make decisions.  I have to 
put the mission first.  We have already lost one man.  I cannot allow this 
operation to be compromised further.  You think I’m hard on Tawhawki, 
do you?  It’s nothing compared to what I have in store for you should you 
continue to question my every decision.  Is that clear?’ 

An awkward silence descended upon the group.  Sela had been 
given the opportunity to respond, but did not take it.  She was too stunned 
to speak. 

Jehenna was not prepared to let it end there.  Her face displayed a 
severity and a sharpness that not even her unquestionable beauty could 
soften.  ‘Consul Noye, I require you to do your duty.  To fulfil your 
obligations as Consul.  You will demonstrate your compliance 
immediately.  You will stand beside a bobug.  You will take hold of its 
harness.  You will say nothing.’ 

Sela was frozen for the briefest of moments.  Then, to everyone’s 
great surprise, Jehenna included, she walked over to the nearest bobug, 
took hold of its harness and silently awaited her orders. 

Jehenna’s face did not betray her sense of relief but her shoulders 
relaxed slightly.  She asked the others to follow Sela’s example.  Finally, 
she nodded to Tawhawki in farewell, took hold of the bobug’s harness 
and pulled it slightly.  The vast creature responded dramatically leaping 
onto the trunk of the nearest tree and scuttling away into the shadowy 
canopy. 

 
 
Sela hadn’t opened her eyes in over six hours.  It hardly made a 
difference.  She still felt sick to her stomach.  She had managed to swing 
her legs up into the rope seat that hung from the bobug’s back but she felt 
far from comfortable.  The constantly shifting motion of the bobug made 
her stomach swirl.  At one point she thought she was going to vomit but 
fortunately her empty belly could not commit to such an action. 

In contrast to her stomach, her head was full to overflowing.  Most 
of her thoughts were centred upon Jehenna.  It was true that the Acoran 
had shown a glimpse of kindness to her when she had commended her 
upon her valour back in the Acoran Way, but since that time, she had 
been belligerent and overbearing.  She had hardly displayed any concern 
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over Kali’s death and her treatment of Tawhawki seemed insensitive in 
the extreme. 

‘I hate her, I hate her, I hate her,’ Sela muttered to herself as they 
hurtled through the Acoran forests, her bitter mantra an attempt to drown 
out the clattering sound of the bobug’s limbs upon the sprawling branches 
above. 

 
 

‘We'll rest here tonight,’ Jehenna's voice hollered over the noise of the 
bobugs’ movements.  Without thinking, Sela opened her eyes and she 
was slapped across the face with vertigo.  Her mind reeled as she 
inadvertently took in the astounding view.  From her lofty position high 
amongst the canopy, Sela could see the vales of Acoran rolling away to 
the south, like a light green cloth rippling in the breeze.  Weaving its way 
around the folds in the land, a wide and gentle river bubbled over rocks 
and ledges, sweeping around bends, eventually disappearing under a thin 
blue mist that descended upon the land as night drew in.  She could see 
flocks of kestra winging their way across the darkening sky in search of a 
meal to bring home to their aeries in the mountains to the north. 

Sela quickly shut her eyes again.  She could hear Jehenna saying 
something about the Naiyeni River but her brain struggled to make sense 
of anything as the bobug gave up its upside-down position for a vertical 
one as it slid down a tree trunk at a frightening speed.  

It took Sela a few moments to accept that they were back on solid 
ground.  She rolled out of the rope seat and lay face down in the aromatic 
riverside grass.  A sweet smell filled her nostrils, clearing her mind of all 
the heated thoughts that had consumed it all day.  She felt calm.  
Strangely, the frenetic journey across the tree tops seemed but a distant 
memory. 

Sela sat up and opened her eyes.  She was on a patch of vibrant 
green grass that covered a small knoll that led down to the pebble-
encrusted shore of a river whose waters were clearer than any water Sela 
had ever drawn from a well.  From where she sat she could see shoals of 
fish hovering like clouds above the reeds where bright red friggu 
gambolled amongst the green.  On the far side of the river she could see a 
small family of ducca happily slapping the river’s surface with their flat 
beaks.  She had not felt so contented since leaving her village of Nuadu 
on the plains of Tamu.  To her right, Bormanus lay on the grass with his 
eyes closed and a slight smile on his face.  She could tell he felt as 
contented as she did. 

‘The fragrance you smell is sweetgrass,’ said Jehenna as she patted 
the side of her bobug which was munching avariciously on the green 
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verge at the edge of the forest.  ‘Breath it in.  It will relax you.  Re-
energise you.’ 

Rama wandered down the slope to the river’s bank.  ‘Oh, I don’t 
need sweetgrass to re-energise me.  Just enough water to swim in.’  He 
dropped his robe to reveal a taut, muscular copper-skin body underneath.  
Fortunately, Rama’s long dreadlocks obscured much of his nudity and 
Jehenna was able to speak to him without too much awkwardness. 

‘Oh, I wouldn’t go swimming in that river if I were you.’ 
‘Why not?’ Rama said, disappointed at the prospect of not being 

able to enjoy the cool embrace of water.  As an amphibious race, the 
Ankarans could stay on land for long stretches, but it was not something 
they would do by choice.  Though he had said nothing, the journey 
through the Acoran Way and the trek through the forests had taken a lot 
out of him and he desired a swim the way a starving man desired food.  
The thought of that desire being unfulfilled was crushing. 

Jehenna pulled a small chunk of dried shelp out of her pack and 
threw it out over the river.  It was high above the river’s surface when the 
waters erupted and countless fanged praga fish jumped out and tore 
ravenously at the small morsel of meat. 

‘What was that?’ Rama asked, intrigued by the gnashing sounds 
that had filled his ears. 

‘That was the praga fish!’ Jehenna said with a little bit of perverse 
pride in her voice.  ‘They are indigenous to the Naiyeni River.  There are 
few creatures in the Myr as vicious and ruthless as our praga.  Whilst it is 
only small, its three rows of incredibly sharp teeth can strip a creature of 
its flesh within seconds.  Its fins actually end in claws that are just as 
sharp as its teeth.’ 

‘But the sounds I heard,’ Rama said amazed, ‘they were high in the 
air!’ 

‘Yes, the praga can leap up to twenty feet into the air.  There have 
been many reports of Acora being attacked whilst walking across the 
bridges that span the river at numerous places.  These attacks are often 
coordinated, sometime involving more than one hundred fish at a time.’ 

‘We’re not planning to cross any bridges on the way down to 
Griflet, are we?’ Sela asked disconsolately from her patch of grass on the 
knoll. 

Jehenna smiled but did not answer which depressed the Tamuan 
even more.   

‘What about the other creatures on the river?’ asked Rama.  ‘I can 
hear a flock of ducca on the far side of the water.  Why does the praga 
fish not attack them?’ 
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‘The praga seems to prefer people,’ Jehenna replied, ‘which can 
make life difficult when you need to get close to the river.’  She walked 
back to her pack and withdrew an even larger piece of dried shelp meat.  
‘Apparently it tastes a bit like us,’ she said with a grin as she hurled the 
meat as far down the river as she could.  As it sailed through the air, Sela 
could see the shadowy shapes of hundreds of praga, swimming 
powerfully through the deep water following the path of the piece of 
meat.  Then, as if on some unseen signal, the swarm of fanged fish shot 
out of the river and came together on the meat.  The huge gnashing ball 
fell back down to the surface of the river which was churned up by the 
ferocious feeding frenzy. 

Jehenna wasted no time in stepping onto the pebble-strewn shore of 
the Naiyeni River.  She fell to her knees, put her face close to the water 
and whispered, ‘Simeon, get her ready.  We’re on our way.’ 

‘What are you doing?’ asked Sela somewhat stunned by her squad 
leader’s actions. 

Jehenna quickly rose and retreated to the safety of the river bank.  
‘I have just sent a message to my brother.’ 

‘How?’ 
‘It will sound like a geography lecture,’ Jehenna said smugly. 
Sela grunted as she recognised Jehenna’s rejoinder.  ‘Just tell me,’ 

she said.  
Jehenna took a seat beside Sela.  She was joined by Rama who had 

put his robe back on and was trying to put aside his disappointment over 
not being able to take a swim. 

‘The Naiyeni River,’ Jehenna explained, ‘takes its name from an 
ancient Acoran word which means whisper carrier – remarkably, the 
river carries sounds the way most water ways carry leaves.  It is said that 
something spoken upon the river’s edge in Efnissien could be heard the 
following day in Griflet almost 150 leagues away.  This has enabled an 
extraordinary line of communication between Efnissien and Griflet.  To 
this end, the late King of Acoran stationed whisper-catchers in Griflet, 
men and women who patrol the banks of the Naiyeni listening for any 
word from the north.  This job is paid handsomely; many Acora have lost 
entire ears to the vicious praga, who will cunningly follow the ripples of a 
whisper all the way downstream just to feed on the flesh of a careless 
whisper-catcher.’ 

‘That’s quite astounding,’ said Rama who was truly impressed by 
the whispering river.  ‘You are quite sure you message will be delivered 
to your brother?’ 

‘He is well-known in Griflet.  The message will find its way to 
him.’ 
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Sela’s mind was on other things.  A hearty meal, a warm bed and a 
night spent indoors.  ‘Will we be staying in Efnissien?  It’s on the way 
isn’t it?’ 

Much to Sela’s disappointment Jehenna shook her head.  ‘I will 
obtain some snorses from a farm outside Efnissien so we can ride to 
Griflet, but I do not think it would be wise to travel through the city.  We 
cannot risk one of Caliban’s spies discovering our new route.’ 

‘You don’t trust your own countrymen,’ Sela observed. 
‘I don’t know who I can trust,’ Jehenna responded honestly.  ‘What 

I do know is that we should not take unnecessary risks.  I’m afraid we’ll 
be sleeping outdoors until we get to Griflet.’ 

‘Wonderful!’ Sela said sarcastically before rolling over on the 
sweetgrass and closing her eyes.  She was asleep within seconds. 
 
 
Rama woke first.  Wrapped in the mellifluent fragrance of the sweetgrass 
on which he lay, he found it difficult to open his eyes, but a familiar 
humming noise tugged and pulled at him until sleep could hold him no 
more. 

He jumped up and cocked his head to one side, pushing his keen 
senses to triangulate the source of the noise.  The humming was growing 
louder and that meant only one thing – Kleesto was approaching. 

‘Jehenna!’ he yelled, dispensing with his characteristic calm 
manner.  ‘We’ve got trouble on the way.’ 

He could hear the Acoran scramble to her feet. 
‘Where?’ she asked as she scanned the skies.  Although she 

couldn’t hear the noise that had roused Rama, she assumed it was 
Kleesto. 

‘North-east,’ replied Rama.  ‘Coming in high above the treetops.’ 
Jehenna looked above the forest behind them.  The sun hadn’t risen 

but the lustre of the stars had faded as the sky shed its black robes and 
donned a gown of indigo. 

‘Sela!  Bormanus!’ Jehenna snapped.  ‘Get up!’ 
Sela was curled up by a fallen log.  Her large face mask lay to one 

side but her face was hidden under a woollen blanket.  She stuck a hand 
out from a blanket and pulled in the mask so that none could see her place 
it upon her face.  When this was done, she jumped to her feet and cast 
aside her outer cloak so that her quills were ready to fire at any 
approaching threat. 

The morning sun was momentarily obscured as Kleesto swooped 
down upon the knoll.  She did not attack on this first pass.  She had 
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something in her claws and she hurtled this at the group.  It was large 
and… it had legs.  Six of them.  One of them was broken. 

Jehenna had lifted her arm-mounted crossbows but had no time to 
fire at the beast before the unconscious body of Tawhawki barrelled into 
her, sending her flying off her feet.   

Tawhawki rolled like a broken wheel down the knoll.  His body 
smeared the grass with blood as he tumbled over it.  Kleesto’s talons had 
cut deep into his hide and as he drew to a stop in the weeds that lined the 
river, he looked as close to death as a person could be without actually 
crossing over.  Although his body showed signs of breathing, it seemed 
that might change at any second. 

Kleesto wheeled around in the sky and hovered, ready to strike. 
Jehenna was winded, but unharmed.  She quickly scanned the area 

to assess the situation.  It was dire.  Sela was huddled on the grass and 
whilst it seemed she was ready to retaliate with her spines, it also looked 
as if she had just curled up in a ball, hoping the bad monster would go 
away.  Rama had picked up his staff and was facing Kleesto who was 
hovering menacingly in the air no more than fifty yards away.  Jehenna 
knew that the creature would unleash something from her repertoire of 
attacks any second. 

‘Bormanus, get out here and fight!’ Jehenna screamed to the 
Cephalonian who had taken cover behind a rock at the edge of the forest. 

‘Are you insane!’ he shouted back.  ‘We’ll be safer in the forest!’  
‘I’m not leaving Tawhawki,’ she said.  ‘Not again.’ 
‘Then you’ll die,’ he sneered. 
‘So be it!’ she called back.  Running down the short slope to where 

Tawhawki lay on the embankment, Jehenna put herself between the fallen 
Caquikki and the monster that had savaged him so.  She lifted both her 
arms and aimed her crossbows at the flying beast before her. 

This act of defiance was enough to catapult Kleesto into attack.  Its 
triangular head reared back revealing multiple sets of teeth.  Suddenly, 
Jehenna felt herself being tossed twenty feet into the air by a sonic 
barrage that hit harder than any blow she had ever experienced.  She 
fought to stay conscious as the world spun around her. 

The sharp sensation of cold water on her forehead pulled Jehenna 
back from the blackness that threatened to take her but the river was no 
friend.  She was lucky that she hadn’t been devoured by praga already.  
At first, this made no sense – the praga were not known for their slow 
reactions – but a quick glance revealed she had landed in a patch of water 
separated from the rest of the river by a bank of pebbles.  To her left, the 
river water surged as a shoal of praga tried to leap the wide bank, but the 
water was too shallow for them to get enough momentum to cross the 
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natural causeway.  A number of the savage fish lay on their sides on the 
pebbles, snatching at the air with teeth like knives. 

Jehenna quickly clambered out of the river and made her way back 
to the knoll.  She found Sela nursing Bormanus and Rama.  Both men had 
severe wounds.  Rama’s shoulder had been torn badly and Bormanus’ 
chest had a gaping wound in it.  Sela was in tears as she hunched over 
their bodies.  She looked up as Jehenna approached.   

‘Sela what has happened here?’ 
‘The beast,’ Sela said through panic-stricken gasps for air, ‘it just 

mowed them both down.  Bormanus ran out to help when it attacked you 
but that thing just carved him up with its claws.  Rama too!’ 

Jehenna was about to ask where Kleesto had gone when a 
deafening hum revealed its whereabouts.  The beast had circled behind 
the trees and emerged above the stretch of grass lining the river to the 
south.  ‘There you are,’ said Jehenna in a stern whisper.  ‘I’m ready for 
you now.’ 

Kleesto took her hovering position and Jehenna braced for another 
sonic assault.  ‘Sela,’ she said to the Tamuan cowering beside her, ‘when 
I give you the word, I want you to fire off as many quills as you can.’ 

Sela shook her head.  ‘Jehenna, that creature’s feathers are like 
scales of armour.  There’s no way I’ll be able to penetrate them.’ 

‘Trust me,’ Jehenna said calmly.  ‘Just get ready.’ 
Sela swivelled around so that her back was facing Kleesto.  The 

beast was hovering, the thrumming of her wings sending reverberations 
through the ground.  Suddenly its head dropped back, once again 
revealing countless blades of teeth. 

‘Now!’ Jehenna screamed and the air was filled with hundreds of 
quills.  Many of these bounced off the beast’s pennons, but some buried 
themselves in the soft tissue lining the creature’s throat.  Its sonic blast 
never came; in its place a pathetic shriek was released as pain coursed 
through its body and momentarily stopped all other considerations. 

Kleesto dropped from the sky like a boulder.  It landed so heavily 
Jehenna could feel the ground shake through her boots.  The beast 
writhed on the grass trying to pull Sela’s spines from the roof of its 
mouth.  Failing this, she twisted onto her feet and let loose a cry of anger 
so loud that it sent ripples across the surface of the Naiyeni.  Jehenna and 
Sela hadn’t killed Kleesto. 

‘Are you sure that was a good idea,’ Sela said nervously as the 
beast started walking towards them. 

Jehenna didn’t respond.  She was concentrating.  Her right arm was 
extended and supported by her left hand.  She had to make the shot count.  
A small twist of her wrist sent a shatterstone bolt firing across the space 
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between them.  A small splash of blood, tissue and vitreous humour 
indicated she had hit her mark.  The bolt exploded in Kleesto’s left eye 
and the beast dropped to the ground once again.  Jehenna’s attack 
introduced a new sort of pain to the beast and it thrashed about more 
savagely than ever.  It let fly shriek after shriek in an attempt to hit its 
tormentors, but blinded as it was, by rage and by shatterstone bolt, none 
of these sonic blows came close to Jehenna or Sela. 

‘I think you’ve made it even madder,’ said Sela. 
‘I think you’re right.’ 
Kleesto clambered back up onto her claws and broke into a blind 

run.  Whether she was aiming for Jehenna or not was unclear, but one 
thing was certain – when she collided with the woman who had blinded 
her, she recognised the opportunity for revenge. 

Not knowing what to do, Sela pulled out a quill and approached the 
beast only to be viciously swiped away.  Kleesto then set her attention 
upon the writhing woman underneath her claws.  The beast opened her 
vast jaws and prepared to feast. 

Jehenna had run out of options.  She had fired two bolts from her 
crossbows, but these just skittered of Kleesto’s tough feathers.  The claws 
around her neck were crushing her windpipe.  If the beast didn’t bite her 
soon, she would die anyway – her neck was about to break.  Kleesto’s 
jaws just hung there over her head, fixed in a manic smile.   

A strange cracking sound filled Jehenna’s ears and she was 
suddenly aware that the temperature had dropped.  She was so cold she 
shivered, but that seemed inconsequential in light of the fact she was just 
about to have her head squashed.  The air grew colder still.  Small icicles 
appeared where Kleesto’s saliva had gathered.  A film of ice appeared 
over the beast’s horrible teeth.  Kleesto did not move and an incredible 
realisation dawned on Jehenna – the creature had been frozen.  But how? 

Jehenna decided that the best place to explore this quandary was 
not between Kleesto’s jaws.  She rolled out from under the beast and 
jumped to her feet.  Standing beside her was a stunningly beautiful, black 
haired woman with pale skin and lips so red and shiny, they looked like 
jewels.  

‘Who are you?’ Jehenna gasped. 
‘My name is Lilith Cortese,’ replied the woman, ‘and I need to sit 

down.’  
‘You… you’re Morgai.’ 
‘I’m exhausted,’ Lilith said as she collapsed to the grass and hung 

her head on her knees. 
A cracking sound behind Jehenna made her spin around.  The 

strange noise was the sound of Kleesto’s uninjured eye swivelling around 
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to stare at the two women beside it.  The rest of the creature was still 
frozen by Lilith’s spell, but the power of the magick was quickly fading.  
Without understanding it, Jehenna realised that the battle was not over. 

‘You’ve got to finish it!’ she said to Lilith. 
‘I can’t!’ Lilith replied, almost too exhausted to speak. 
‘You’re Morgai aren’t you?’ Jehenna said exasperated.  ‘You can 

do anything.’ 
‘At the moment, girl,’ countered Lilith, ‘I can’t even stand.  

You’ve got to finish this yourself.’  Lilith slumped forward unable to say 
anything more. 

Jehenna instinctively stuck out her crossbow and at point blank 
range tried to fire another bolt, this time into Kleesto’s right eye.  There 
was a click but nothing more.  Jehenna knew the sound.  The chamber 
was empty.  She had no more bolts to fire. 

Suddenly, her vision blurred as the impact of Kleesto’s claw 
against her temple sent her reeling.  She staggered back and fell.  Blood 
streamed over her eyes where the beast had struck her.  She was 
defenceless.  The battle was almost over.  They had lost. 

She wiped the blood from her eyes to see Kleesto trying to regain 
control of the situation.  The beast lurched backwards, its floundering 
limbs barely responding to its thoughts.  It fell on its hind legs and tripped 
on something.  A body.  It was the six-legged Caquikki it had brought all 
the way from Lucien. 
 
 
Tawhawki was vaguely aware of something going on around him.  
Instinctively, he thrust out a leg to protect himself.  His hoof connected 
with Kleesto’s feathered body.  Ordinarily, the behemoth would have 
shrugged off such a feeble blow, but blinded and half-frozen, it was as 
vulnerable as a beast its size could be.  It wavered for a moment on the 
edge of the embankment and then toppled into the Naiyeni River. 
 For the first time in her life, Jehenna found herself appreciating the 
dreaded praga.  They were merciless in their attack upon the vast beast.  
Despite Kleesto’s size, or its feathers of stone, the praga soon reduced it 
to a set of bones that sank to the pebbles on the bottom of the river.  
 
 
‘You were wrong about one thing, Jehenna,’ Rama said wryly, holding 
his bleeding shoulder as the bubbling fury in the river gradually subsided. 

‘What’s that?’ said Jehenna, stunned that the Ankaran was back on 
his feet. 
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‘The praga don’t just eat people.  They seem to like the Cabal as 
well.’ 

‘Luckily for us,’ Jehenna laughed as she lay on her back and let the 
smell of sweetgrass envelop her. 
 
 
Lilith Cortese was tending to Bormanus’ wounds.  She was applying an 
ointment to the gaping hole Kleesto had torn in his chest.  A small white 
cloud of vapour rose from the ointment and when it dispersed, Bormanus’ 
chest was as it had been before the beast had attacked.  He sat up amazed, 
his hands clutching at his repaired skin.  When he gazed upon her face, he 
leapt backwards.  ‘I have heard of you.  You are the enchantress Lilith 
Cortese, are you not?’  Despite the fact that she had just saved them from 
Kleesto and healed him from wounds that would have killed him, he eyed 
her warily. 
 ‘Lilith Cortese is my name,’ she said softly, ‘and you have no need 
to fear me.’ 
 ‘You healed me with an ointment.  I thought Morgai would use 
magick.’ 

‘Not all Morgai are healers.  Fortunately, I know one or two 
apothecaries.’ 

‘Not that I don’t appreciate your intervention, Miss Cortese,’ 
Bormanus said as he clambered to his feet, ‘but why are you here?  How 
comes it you find us in an hour of need.’ 

Lilith laughed.  ‘Finding you was not difficult.  The noise of 
Kleesto’s attack could be heard from the other side of the forest.  As for 
why I am here, I have been tracking that beast for many days.’ 

Jehenna gazed at her with admiration tinged with suspicion.  ‘Your 
powers are extraordinary.  What other talents do you possess?’ 

‘I have heard that Morgai can sense one another,’ Bormanus noted.  
‘That they are attuned to the presence of others of your kind.’ 

‘That is true to a point,’ she said with some reservation. 
Bormanus’ eyes flicked over to Jehenna.  ‘The one Caliban seeks – 

his brother.  Finding him would end this conflict.  Lilith could help.’ 
Lilith laughed.  ‘And would you simply hand him over to Caliban, 

expecting that the Ghul would go quietly into the darkness and not bother 
the Myr again?’  

Bormanus shrugged. 
‘I tell you this truly, sir, were Remiel Grayson standing beside me, 

I would not be able to sense him.  I am coming to the end of my time, and 
my powers are not what they once were.  I am no longer sensitive to such 
things.’  
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Bormanus leant forward and said, ‘But you are no more than 
twenty-years old!’ 

‘Not everything is as it seems,’ she said as she brushed her hair 
back and preened her dress. 

Jehenna knelt beside Lilith and grabbed her hand.  She looked at 
the Morgai with a sad look on her face.  ‘You are the one who saved 
Kali’s tribe from the Ghul aren’t you?’ 

Lilith nodded. 
‘I have sad news for you Morgai.  I fear that Kali may have fallen 

two days ago at the hands of this fell beast.’ 
Lilith clutched Jehenna’s fingers in empathy.  ‘Your fears are 

correct.  I saw him die, but could do nothing to stop it.’ 
Without any warning an image burned itself into Lilith’s mind. 
 
 

She was kneeling on a rounded hilltop.  It was a pristine day, full of sun 
and skies that radiated with warmth.  From the crest of the hill she could 
see for leagues across an archipelago of islands.  A strange mist sat 
across the sea to the south but to the east and west, deep golden waters 
sparkled with brilliance.  Shatterbugs, gillygulls and kestra threaded the 
sky, weaving in and out of one another in a playful show.  Down the 
slopes of the hill, a herd of long-haired barga ambled their way across 
meadows sprinkled with wild pink orchida. 
 A figure approached her, silhouetted by the sun.  The woman’s 
lithe body was accentuated by the light behind her.  She walked with 
confidence and grace.  It was Jehenna Canna.  She carried an ornate 
golden glaive in one hand.  It was a beautiful weapon and she bore it with 
reverence, as if it were a ceremonial mace. 
 Jehenna was speaking.  Laughing.  Smiling.  She held the beautiful 
glaive high in the sky where the blade caught the sun and refracted it like 
the face of a diamond.  Then, with a vehemence most people had never 
known, she rammed the glaive through Lilith’s chest. 
 
 
Lilith had glimpsed her death before now she recognised her murderer.  
Jehenna Canna was the one who would end her life. 

‘Are you okay?’ 
Lilith could not look Jehenna in the eyes.  ‘I’m sorry.  I just need to 

lie down for a spell.’ 
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Despite the ferocity of Kleesto’s attack the company was ready to travel 
by late morning.  Jehenna walked over to the place where Lilith Cortese 
had laid down to rest.  She had drawn her cloak over her head.  Tiny 
snores indicated the Morgai was fast asleep. 
 ‘Morgai?  Morgai?’ Jehenna said softly as she placed her hand 
upon the woman’s shoulder. 
 ‘Please, call me Lilith.’  She pulled the cloak from her face and sat 
up. 
 ‘We’re leaving for Griflet now,’ Jehenna said.  ‘We would like you 
to accompany us.  I have spoken to my companions about this.  We 
believe you could be of great assistance to us.’ 
 ‘Really?’ said Lilith bemused by the offer.  ‘What makes you think 
you can trust me?’  
 ‘You saved the Kolpians.  You saved us.  I trust you.’ 

‘And what makes you think that I even want to accompany you?’ 
Jehenna smiled.  You chased Kleesto over two lands.  I do not 

think you would do that if you did not oppose Caliban.’ 
Lilith looked into Jehenna’s eyes and saw there was more to it than 

that.  The Acoran was holding something back. 
‘And can I trust you Jehenna Canna?  Can I trust you?’ 
Jehenna was shocked by the comment and a little insulted.  ‘Of 

course you can trust me.  Why would you ask such a question?’ 
‘Because you are not being entirely honest with me, dear.’  It was 

Lilith’s turn to smile.  Her full lips turned up at the corners as she awaited 
Jehenna’s response. 

Jehenna was not easily intimidated but Lilith’s smile unsettled her.  
Could the Morgai read her mind?  Or could she sense falsehoods?  ‘I 
apologise Lilith.  You are correct.  I am guilty of the sin of omission.’  
She paused before explaining herself.  Lilith just gazed back patiently, 
waiting for the truth to be presented.  ‘My companions and I know it was 
you who read Remiel Grayson’s visions.  You have insights that we could 
never have.  You have seen things that no-one else has seen.  Things that 
could turn this conflict on its head.’ 

‘How do you know this?’ Lilith said warily. 
‘You once knew the apothecary Garnett Shaw.  He told a knight by 

the name of Sir Edgar Worseley what you had seen, and he in turn 
relayed it to us.’ 

Garnett Shaw.  It was a name she had not heard in many years.  It 
brought back memories of rainy days in Pelinore.  Rainy days before 
Caliban had risen to power.  ‘I see,’ was all Lilith could say. 

‘Garnett Shaw is now dead as are all the apothecaries of 
Marshmead.  Killed by the Ghul.  On Caliban’s orders.’ 



CALIBAN’S END 180 

Jehenna said it as a way to convince Lilith Cortese to support their 
mission.  To aid them.  But the sad irony was that Lilith had known for 
many years that she would accompany the squad to Griflet and beyond.  
There was no case to present.  Her choice had been made long ago.  As 
the pages of precognition turned in her head, Lilith nodded graciously to 
Jehenna and said, ‘I would be honoured to help you where I can.’ 
 
 
Griflet was situated upon a bluff.  The town did not actually sit on top of 
the tall cream-coloured cliffs overlooking the busy harbour – it was built 
into the cliffs and its many structures resembled barnacles on the sides of 
ships.  The town’s multifarious buildings jutted out of the rock taking 
advantage of the spectacular view the cliffs afforded.  These structures 
were predominantly crafted from wood, although here and there could be 
seen buildings wrought of Acoran blue-iron and tailor-made glass.  These 
newer, bubble-like structures were owned by Griflet’s wealthy and 
powerful, most of whom were merchants.  It was not uncommon to see 
such men and women standing out on their glass-encased platforms 
watching their fleets sail out into the great Arion Ocean, riding out on a 
tide that held the promise of even greater prosperity. 

The structures on the cliffs were connected by wooden poles that 
served as steps across the precipice.  These walkways were simply 
comprised of poles that had been thrust into the cliff face like pins.  The 
beams were situated at a distance of three feet apart and were not bound 
by any railing, despite the fact that most of the town was hundreds of 
yards above the docks that served Griflet’s busy port.  

Vessels of all descriptions bobbed serenely in the gentle sea 
lapping at the cliff’s feet.  From time to time a thin high-pitched sound 
ripped a hole in the tranquility as the dock master’s whistle summoned 
another boat to the small timber pier where goods would be unloaded and 
loaded. 

High above the dock, flags of all descriptions fluttered in the warm 
breeze blowing across the bluff.  Flocks of gillygulls sportively danced 
and darted around these flags, playing a frolicsome aerial game only they 
understood. 

In the middle of the cliff, the Naiyeni River shot out of a broad 
hole in the rock.  The river waters turned a great wheel that was 
suspended from the cliff face and via a series of pulleys and winches, this 
wheel powered the many wooden elevators that transported people up and 
down the cliff face. 

At the top of the cliff, high above the great wheel, one building 
stood out.  It was the only one that was not directly attached to the bluff.  
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It was connected to the land by a massive wooden beam that had once 
been one of the tallest trees in the forests outside Lucien.  The beam was 
broad enough for ten men to walk along shoulder to shoulder.  The 
building it led to was spherical in shape and crafted entirely of glass 
except in places where the huge curved sheets were held in place by a 
blue-iron frame.  The unique structure was not fixed to the great beam but 
rather hung from it.  The only access into the huge sphere was via a series 
of rope ladders and suspended carriages that hung precariously from the 
vast beam. 

The inside of the sphere was comprised of a number of circular 
platforms designed to take maximum advantage of the view.  Tables had 
been placed close to the curved glass walls and at these sat members of a 
wide range of Myrran races, drawn to Griflet by business and a little 
pleasure.  The incredible sphere was a restaurant formally named 
Gastromycetes but known to most as The Glass Ball.  It was a highly 
sought-after dining venue, with patrons having to book a year in advance 
to be ensured a table. 
 
 
Jehenna walked out onto the long beam that led to Gastromycetes.  
Behind her marched Rama who was steadier on the precipitous walkway 
than most people with sight.  Tawhawki and Sela followed behind him.  
Tawhawki walked tentatively but Sela was on her hands and knees, 
terrified by the severe drop on either side of the broad beam.  Ironically, it 
was she who had instigated their being on the walkway.  When Jehenna 
had told her of the finest restaurant in the Myr, she had made the Acoran 
swear to taking them there before departing for Cephalonia.  Jehenna had 
agreed, primarily to shut her up, but also to taste the roast barga that some 
people travelled halfway around the world to experience.  Jehenna’s royal 
lineage assured the company of a table.   

Bormanus and Lilith made up the rear, content to accompany the 
group but neither particularly interested in the culinary delights that 
awaited them. 

Jehenna looked out over the panorama of blue before her.  She had 
always loved Griflet.  Like many Acora, the port city was a special place 
where she could put aside the troubles that entered her life with sublime 
regularity.  It was a place of peacefulness.  She always felt safe in Griflet. 

Suddenly out the corner of her eye she saw a flash of light, like the 
glint of the sun’s rays on the edge of a knife.  Before she could turn 
around, she felt the cool, threatening touch of metal upon her neck.  She 
was shoved sharply in the small of her back and as her body lurched over 
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the edge of the walkway, she looked down at the jagged reef below and 
realised that there was nothing she could do to prevent her own death. 
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Chapter Seven   Garlot, Nessa 
 
 

verhead, clouds hung so heavily, they seemed to defy gravity.  
Like a voluminous herd of giant shelp, they ambled across the 
skies, staying close together, hiding the stars beyond.  A delicate 

mist sat a few feet above the waves. Trypp looked out into a velvety, 
darkness that was both strange and familiar.  He had never sailed in such 
a small boat before, but he felt at peace with the skiff’s steady passage 
across the shifting, monochromatic dunes of the Nessan Sea.  Outside the 
boat everything was soft and undefined.  There were no sharp edges, no 
bold colours, no beginnings and no end.  He took comfort in this lack of 
precision, this absence of certainty.   

Into his thoughts floated images of the Skyfall.  The passage across 
the unlit sea was not unlike his forays up the great waterfall.  The greater 
distance had become irrelevant; his attention was pushed onto his 
immediate surroundings.  The milieu of the sea and the skiff fed his 
senses.  He was acutely aware of the minutia of each moment as it passed: 
the crisp crack of the sail capturing the warm western wind, the abrasive 
touch of the raw timber deck upon his bare feet, the fetid smell of vomit 
emanating from Maeldune’s corner of the boat.  He felt Gerriod stir 
beside him.  He could sense Gerriod’s eyes flickering under their lids as 
the last vestiges of a heavy slumber fell away. 

The mariner sat up and rubbed his head where it had smashed into 
the deck the previous night.  In the dim light he could make out Sefar at 
the skiff’s prow, clutching the rail nervously, looking fearfully around 
him as if he might fall into the water at any time.  Remiel and Mulupo sat 
on the bench above the boat’s centreboard keeping an eye on the skiff’s 
raggedy canvas sail.  Behind him, leaning casually against the transom 
board at the boat’s stern, Pylos held the skiff’s tiller.  ‘Where’s 
Maeldune?’ he asked.  

Mulupo took off his hat and held it over his heart as if he were 
paying his respects to the dead.  ‘Our erstwhile companion has 
temporarily succumbed to a severe bout of naupathia,’ the Spriggan said 
mischievously, nodding towards a trembling black shape beside Pylos. 

‘By the gods, what does that mean Mulupo?’ Gerriod said bluntly, 
getting a little tired of having to concentrate really hard whenever the 
Spriggan said anything. 

Pylos smiled and pointed his forefinger over the boat’s rail.  ‘He’s 
talking to fishes.’ 

‘That’s a Tuathan term!’ Gerriod laughed.  ‘I haven’t heard it in 
years!’ 

O 
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Pylos leaned forward, intrigued.  ‘Really?  Talking to fishes?  I 
thought only the Helyans described seasickness in that way.’ 

At the prow of the skiff Sefar raised his head and said, ‘Actually, 
it’s quite a common saying in Khepera too.’ 

Gideon turned from his work on the skiff’s mast.  ‘Many Nessans 
use the phrase.’ 

Keenly aware of the effect this discussion may have upon the 
nauseated Maeldune, Trypp whispered, ‘It is an idiom that has over recent 
years crept into the vernacular of the Sapphyrro.’ 

‘Well!’ said Pylos grandly, looking around at the eclectic collection 
of races gathered in the small skiff.  ‘Perhaps we’re not that different after 
all!’ 

At that point, the skiff was raised by a small wave that was out of 
rhythm with the steady procession that had been striking the boat since 
they had left Murdertown.  A long, grotesque moan exited Maeldune’s 
mouth.  Pylos, Gerriod and Sefar all looked at each other with 
unconcealed delight and erupted into a boorish cheer. 

From his undignified position at the boat’s stern, Maeldune turned 
his head slightly and sneered.  ‘I hope you gentlemen are enjoying 
yourselves.’  His voice was hoarse and contempt could be heard in every 
syllable.  ‘There are others in this boat who are more deserving of your 
ridicule.  May I remind you that we are now one man down and that was 
not my doing.’  Maeldune wiped his mouth and swivelled his body 
around and tried to sit up to face the rest of the company.  ‘Laugh all you 
want at me, but remember, whilst you do so, Gunther Ross is probably 
hanging from the gallows above the gates to Murdertown.’ 

Pylos’ hands struck out like a pair of Ankaran fangtails.  He 
grabbed Maeldune by the collar and pulled him close, so close that the 
Acoran could not focus on Pylos’ cold, grey eyes.  ‘Listen here, you 
pointy-eared huk.  Don’t think for a second you fool me.  You have no 
more concern for Gunther than you do for anyone else who doesn’t bear 
your name.’ 

Maeldune’s fingers clutched at Pylos’ steely hands which were like 
a steel trap upon his cloak.  The bureaucrat glowered at the Helyan.  
‘Release me Pylos.’ 

Pylos said nothing.  He continued to delve into Maeldune’s face 
with his steely gaze.   

Unsuccessful at his attempt to pry Pylos’ hands from his robes, 
Maeldune dug his long, sharp nails into the Helyan’s skin.  Blood seeped 
out from Pylos’ hands, but the Helyan just smiled cynically at Maeldune, 
clearly not bothered by the nails biting into his flesh.  He had received 
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countless wounds on the battlefield; he certainly would not succumb to 
Maeldune’s effeminate attempt to extricate himself.   

‘Look!’ 
Gerriod hauled himself to stand next to the mast.  His eyes weren’t 

on the pair at the skiff’s stern.  He was looking eastward, at the expanse 
of water that separated the tiny boat from the coast of Nessa.  His face 
was pale, stricken with fear. 

Pylos shoved Maeldune away from him and looked across the sea 
following Gerriod’s gaze.  The waters before them were black.  The 
Myr’s moons were hidden behind a thick curtain of clouds.  Although 
there was very little to be seen, Gerriod had spotted something to the east. 

‘What is it?’ Pylos said, standing up in the skiff beside Gerriod. 
The mariner waited till another wave lifted the boat upon its crest.  

‘There!’ he exclaimed.  ‘East nor’ east.’  He could see a black shape 
against an even darker horizon.  He had seen the shape once before, but 
not at this distance.  It was a boat, but a boat unlike any vessel that had 
sailed on the Myr’s seas.  A clawed arm reached out from the hull of the 
boat and raked across the ocean waves.  Somehow the Ghul had brought 
one of their living vessels up from the Endless.  ‘It’s the Ghul.’ 

‘What?’ exclaimed Sefar.  ‘Here?’ 
Pylos took command immediately.  ‘Trypp, climb the mast if you 

can and check if it’s just the one boat.  Remiel, drop the sail.  That will 
make us harder to spot.  And we don’t want to speed ourselves to the 
north-east if that’s where danger lies.  Gerriod, take the tiller.  Set us due 
south for the moment.’ 

The men in the skiff erupted into purposeful movement. It only 
took the Sapphyrran seconds to scale the mast. Gerriod looked up at 
Trypp anxiously hoping that his companion had good news – that there 
was only one boat and it had turned away.  Unfortunately, Trypp could 
not satisfy Gerriod’s desperate optimism – there was not one boat 
heading towards them; there were twenty. 

Although it was difficult to be sure in the darkness, Trypp reckoned 
they were facing at least one hundred Ghul. 

Sefar looked back towards the Tethran coast.  Suddenly 
Murdertown didn’t seem like such a bad place to be.  ‘Do you think if we 
turned around we could –’ 

‘No, we can’t go back!’ snapped Gerriod, surprised by his own 
willingness to speak up at a time like this.  ‘The wind would be to our 
fore.  If we flee, they will run us down. We are no match for them. I have 
seen these boats, been in one. They would be upon us within minutes.’ 

Pylos gazed upon the monstrous-looking vessels bearing down on 
them.  The bony arms of the boats clawed through the waters at a 
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rapacious speed.  Gerriod was right.  Soon they would be within range of 
the Ghul archers Pylos could see taking their positions at the front of the 
boats.  If they turned, they would be exposing their backs to the Ghul.  It 
was not how he wanted to die.  ‘Does anyone have any ideas?’ he said.  
‘Are we prepared to fight?’ 

Gerriod looked about, searching for an alternative to combat.  His 
face lit up when an idea came to mind.  ‘Drop the mast!’ 

‘What?’ said Sefar. 
‘We drop the mast and flip the boat.  We’ll be safe underneath.  

Their arrows won’t penetrate the hulls.  We just have to stay down until 
morning.  The daylight will take care of the Ghul.’ 

‘It’s so simple it might just work!’ said Pylos.  ‘The Ghul would 
not be expecting such a reaction.’ 

‘It’s not that simple!’ protested the tall Kheperan.  ‘I can’t swim.’ 
‘Neither can I,’ added Maeldune weakly. 
Pylos shook his head in amazement. ‘I don’t believe it!  I’d expect 

nothing less of the Minister for Justice,’ Pylos said in exasperation, 
waving a casual hand towards Maeldune, ‘but you Sefar?  How is it that 
you – a consul – do not know how to swim?’ 

‘Excuse me Pylos but I’m not the only one,’ Sefar sulked.  ‘I have 
heard that Sir Edgar Worseley cannot swim either.’ 

Remiel stared at the approaching flotilla and then looked past them 
where a faint blue line across the horizon marked the cliffs of Nessa.  
‘There’s no way they can get back to the coast by morning,’ he mused.  
‘They’re too far out as it is.’ 

‘It’s a suicide mission,’ Pylos noted.  ‘They have no intentions of 
surviving this assault.’ 

‘That makes them even more dangerous,’ Remiel responded.  
‘Somehow, I don’t think hiding under the boat is going to be enough.’ 

Mulupo nodded his head vigorously.  ‘I must concur with my 
ecclesiastical friend here.  The carnificial denizens of the Endless will be 
nothing but relentless in their pursuit.’ 

‘Excuse me,’ said Gerriod, ‘but we really do not have time for this 
discussion.’ 

He was right. The Ghul boats were frighteningly close. The archers 
in the nearest vessels pulled their bows back and a volley sailed through 
the night sky.  The arrows fell into the waters in front of the skiff with 
tiny splashes like the one made by raindrops upon puddles. 

‘They’ll be upon us on the next volley,’ Pylos said calmly. 
‘Then we have to turn her over now!’ Gerriod cried.   
With the exception of Maeldune who just stared miserably out of 

his dark robes, the company burst into action.  Without any more 
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guidance than the common desire to avoid an untimely end, they grasped 
the port rail with their hands and jammed their heels into the starboard 
rail.  As one they shifted their weight so the entire skiff was tilted up on 
its starboard side.  It teetered on its edge for a few seconds before falling 
back down, slapping against the water with its keel. 

The company tried a second time.  Again the boat stood 
precariously on its right flank, but this time when it fell back down into 
the waves, it did so with its hull to the sky.  They had capsized the skiff. 

As soon as they hit the water, Trypp took hold of Sefar who 
thrashed around like a crazed animal.  He dragged him up into the 
upturned boat where the Kheperan eventually ceased his frantic 
movements.  The deep hull had given them plenty of breathing space 
which Sefar filled with fearful gasps and groans.  A lifetime of desert 
sands and rocky plains had not provided him with even a rudimentary 
understanding of the movements a body was required to make to stay 
afloat.  He clung desperately to the skiff’s wooden seat which lay just 
above his head.  The harsh scratching sound of his long horn digging into 
the timbers of the hull did little to ease his sense of anxiety. 

The next person to appear in the dark space was Mulupo.  In 
contrast to the agitated Sefar, Mulupo was calm but a little annoyed by 
the situation.  ‘Oh dear, I seem to have been divested of my sable, silk 
topper.’ 

‘Are you hurt?’ asked Sefar, having no understanding of what the 
Spriggan had just said. 

‘He has lost his hat,’ Trypp explained. 
‘Oh,’ said Sefar. 
Two more heads broke through the surface of the water under the 

skiff.  It was Remiel and Gerriod.  Remiel’s thick veil had fallen from his 
face, swept off by the churning waters of the Nessan Sea.  Gerriod stared 
at the priest’s face.  There was something familiar about it.  He had seen 
it before.  Long ago.  But where?  Recognition hovered on the edges of 
his mind. 

Suddenly Pylos erupted out of the water.  ‘Where’s Maeldune?’ he 
exclaimed between breaths. 

His question was met with a chorus of silence.  Pylos did not wait 
for the blank faces to articulate the fact that they had not seen him.  He 
dropped back into the water to find the Acoran. 

‘He said he couldn’t swim,’ Trypp gasped.  The Sapphyrran 
slipped under the water to assist Pylos in the search for Maeldune.  
Remiel swiftly followed. 

No-one spoke in the upturned skiff.  The cold waters slushing 
about the small, dark space reverberated in the ears of the three 
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individuals awaiting the return of their companions.  A long minute past 
followed by an even longer one. 

Finally when the waiting became unbearable, Sefar filled the space 
with a thought that had been dominating his headspace for the past two 
days, something that was irrelevant to their immediate predicament.  
‘Pylos was hit by one of the Magistrates.’ 

‘What?’ said Gerriod in a stunned voice. 
‘I can’t work it out,’ Sefar whispered as if he were confiding a deep 

secret.  ‘Those iron balls the Magistrates use are coated with poison.  
Why is Pylos not dead?’ 

‘Perhaps the projectile that struck the General did not have the 
veneniferous aspect you refer to.’ 

‘Did not have the what?’ 
‘Perhaps it wasn’t poisonous,’ Mulupo explained.  Fortunately in 

the darkness under the boat, Sefar could not see him rolling his eyes. 
‘No.  The Magistrates never deviate from standard practice.  Those 

balls are design to kill.  Pylos should have died within minutes of being 
hit.’ 

‘Sefar, why are you saying this now?’ asked Gerriod. 
‘Somehow Pylos has survived something that should have killed 

him,’ Sefar replied.  ‘It makes me suspicious.’ 
‘You’re suspicious of Pylos?’ Gerriod exclaimed. 
‘No.  I would trust Pylos Castalia with my life, but...’ 
‘But what?’  
‘Perhaps he’s not Pylos.  Perhaps...’ – he paused – ‘perhaps it’s one 

of the Morgai.  Perhaps it’s Remiel Grayson.’ 
‘That’s ridiculous,’ Gerriod said.  ‘How could it be?’ 
‘I have heard Morgai can shift their shape, assume the appearance 

of others.  Perhaps Grayson has taken on Pylos’ form.’ 
‘Excuse my contrariness Sefar,’ Mulupo said, ‘but your hypothesis 

cannot be sustained – only the female Morgai can shape-shift.’ 
‘Then how do you explain Pylos’ miraculous luck?’ 
‘I can’t believe Remiel Grayson would have the gall to travel with 

us after all he is responsible for,’ Gerriod mused.  
All of a sudden Trypp’s head breached the water under the boat.  

He was panting heavily having held his breath to the point where his 
lungs felt like they would explode in flame. A moment later Pylos and 
Remiel also appeared.   

‘He’s not in the water – at least nowhere nearby,’ Trypp said.  ‘He 
must have been pulled up into one of the Ghul vessels.’ 

‘That’s what I’m afraid of,’ Pylos said ambiguously.  Before 
anyone could ask him to explain what he meant, the skiff pitched wildly 
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as the sound of ten or more Ghul jumping onto the upturned hull 
reverberated in the small space below it. 

‘Tell me that’s not what I think it is!’ grunted Sefar. 
Suddenly a crude sword was thrust through the hull, followed by 

another and another. A fourth blade broke through the hull and buried 
itself deep into Remiel’s shoulder.  His teeth clenched as he tried to stifle 
an agonized scream. 

‘Dive!  We can’t stay here – we’ll be cut to ribbons!’ Pylos yelled.  
‘Trypp, take Sefar.  Stay down, dive deep and head east.’  He thumped 
the upside-down prow of the boat to indicate east.  Another sword sliced 
through the timbers and then all sound disappeared as the company 
abandoned the skiff. 

Pylos hoped that the east-bound currents in this part of the crossing 
would pull the company away from where the Ghul thought they would 
resurface. The longer they stayed down, the greater the likelihood that 
they wouldn’t resurface to face an arrow tip or sword. 

Above the Helyan the grey-blue light of the night sky filtered 
through the water. He could see the bodies of Trypp and Sefar, 
silhouetted against the grey. They were moving eastwards as he hoped. 

A little closer to the surface, but also heading in the right direction, 
the mariner Gerriod swam.   His motion lacked grace and power but he 
did not seem to be struggling for air. Not yet.  His arms and legs cut 
through the water in slow-moving arcs. 

To his left, Mulupo shot effortlessly through the water.  He 
reminded Pylos of the friggu that occupied the shallows of Helyas’ 
waterways.  Mulupo’s aquatic skills surprised Pylos as the Spriggans’ 
home of Camulos was an arid land of few rivers and no lakes. 

The Helyan turned his head down towards the blackness below 
looking for Remiel.  His legs kicked out behind him and he commenced 
pulling himself down into the deep.  His lungs were beginning to sting.  
‘Where are you Remiel?’ he screamed inside his head.   

Pylos looked up to the surface. It seemed so far away. He could 
make out the shapes of the strange Ghul boats gathered around the skiff 
like praga upon a piece of meat.  He could see their long, branch-like 
arms raking the water.  Here and there he could see arrows and swords 
perforate the water hoping to snag the fleeing Myrrans. 

The boats were slowly moving east. The Ghul had somehow 
surmised their direction of flight and were following. They knew it would 
not be long before the need for air would be greater than the risk of 
getting it and when the Myrrans breached the surface, they would be 
slaughtered.  It was hopeless. 



CALIBAN’S END 190 

Pylos’ lungs were screaming out for release from the searing pain.  
Soon he would have to head back to the surface where he would meet a 
bloody end, dying not as a soldier but as a hapless beast. 

Suddenly the roof the ocean was ablaze in brilliant white light.  
The hazy shapes of the boats above became sharply defined silhouettes of 
black, surrounded on all sides by shafts of shimmering light that reached 
down into the depths like the arms of angels.  The world beyond the 
surface was illuminated with such intensity, Pylos had to turn his head 
away from the light.  He could see so clearly in the water around him that 
for a moment he wondered if he had succumbed to the delirium that was 
said to accompany drowning. 

Just as swiftly as the light had appeared it faded leaving behind 
nothing but the shape of a tall, dark figure falling from the skiff above 
into the gathering darkness of the deep. 

 
 
 
 

Pylos swam towards the dark shape that dropped towards the ocean floor 
like an anchor.  It was Remiel.  His robes swirled around him as his 
unmoving form plummeted through the waters, heading for the ocean 
floor that lay many fathoms below. 

Pylos struck out a hand and caught the priest by the sleeve.  He was 
unconscious but Pylos could see no sign of injury.  He wrapped an arm 
around Remiel’s waist and swam for the surface.  After what seemed like 
an eternity, he broke the choppy surface of the Nessan Sea. 
 
 
No-one could have anticipated the strange scene that awaited Pylos on the 
ocean’s surface.  There was no sign of the Ghul other than the acrid, 
burning smell that indicated their passing.  The strange boats that had 
carried the Ghul were still there, but they were no longer alive.  Their 
long spindly arms bobbed on the undulating waves like driftwood. 

The waters to the east of Pylos were disturbed by the heads of his 
companions returning to the surface.  Sefar and Trypp were first, closely 
followed by Gerriod and Mulupo.  Great gasps for air could be heard 
above the incessant waves as tortured lungs were quickly appeased. 

Pylos pulled Remiel up to the side of one of the Ghul vessels.   The 
priest showed no sign of life.  His face was pale and Pylos could not feel 
any pulse. 

‘Let me help you get him into the boat.’ 
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It was Gerriod.  The mariner took the still figure of Remiel 
Grayson into his arms and held him close as Pylos scrambled up into the 
Ghul vessel.  He then reached down and hauled the priest into the boat 
where he lay like a corpse. 

‘Get into the other boats,’ Pylos called to the others in the water.  
He commanded them as if he were on the battlefield directing the actions 
of his troops. ‘Sefar and Trypp, take that one.  Gerriod and Mulupo, that 
one there.  Hack the limbs off the boats’ hulls and use them as paddles.  
Head due east.  You should see the Blue Cliffs of Nessa ere long.’   

Trypp assisted Sefar in his efforts to climb over the bony rail of the 
closest Ghul vessel.  It was not easy getting the massive Kheperan out of 
the water.  His arms flailed about and somewhere under his long robes, 
his legs churned about in the water doing little more than kicking and 
scratching Trypp. 

With a great sigh of relief, Sefar eventually collapsed into the dead 
boat.  Although he was unnerved by the fantastical vessel with its lank, 
lifeless arms spread out on either side of its dark green body, he was 
happy to be out of the water and could easily ignore the morbidity of the 
situation.  However as he rolled into the boat, he was presented with 
something he had not expected.  It was a body clad in black, smouldering 
robes.  Contrasting against the inky darkness of the man’s garments, a 
thin hand adorned with golden rings bearing precious jewels lay across 
his chest.  The man’s face was hidden by the folds of his cloak but Sefar 
knew who it was.  Maeldune. 

Sefar rolled the Acoran towards him so that he could see his face.   
‘Oh gods!’ he exclaimed when he saw what had happened to one side of 
Maeldune’s face.  It was blistered and burnt.  His long pointed ear was 
blackened, ornamented with flakes of charred skin.  His cheek and jaw 
were much the same.  Here and there cracks appeared in the charcoaled 
surface and these revealed a pink wetness underneath.  Cringing at the 
horror of it, Sefar stared at Maeldune, stunned to find him in the boat and 
shocked to discover him in such a poor state.  It was at that point 
Maeldune opened his eyes. 

‘Pylos!’ Sefar screamed across the waves.  ‘It’s Maeldune!  He’s 
here.  We’ve found him.  He’s alive.’ 

Pylos’ emotions twisted into a knot when he heard Sefar’s 
announcement.  Maeldune was alive.  Pieces of the puzzle were 
rearranged in his brain.  They had been attacked by the Ghul.  Maeldune 
had disappeared during the attack.  And now all the Ghul were dead and 
Maeldune was burnt like roast barga on a spit.  He knew Remiel had 
something to do with the Ghul’s defeat but even that left him in a state of 
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ambivalence – after all, Remiel Grayson was the catalyst for the Ghul’s 
return to the Myr. 

They pulled the boats together and Trypp cast his gentle eyes over 
Remiel’s prostate body.  ‘The priest?  Is he...?’ 

‘Dead?’ said a deep voice.  ‘Not yet.’ 
Remiel sat up in the boat and stretched as if waking from a deep 

sleep. 
‘Father Gideon… are you alright?’ Trypp asked.  Like Pylos, the 

Sapphyrran was trying to make sense of what had happened, but Pylos 
had the edge.  Pylos knew what Remiel was.  Trypp had also seen the 
light but did not associate it with Remiel as Pylos did. 

‘Yes, thank-you Trypp,’ Remiel responded softly.  ‘I am alright.’ 
‘Let us push on,’ Pylos said. 
‘But how did we survive all this?’ asked Gerriod as he gazed 

around at the flotilla of dead boat-shaped beasts upon the water.  ‘What 
happened to the Ghul?  What happened to Maeldune?’ 

The eyes of the company swivelled around to face Maeldune who 
said nothing.  He was preoccupied and had not heard his name spoken.  
He sat in the boat with Sefar and Trypp with his mouth agape.  He was 
staring at Remiel. 

‘Is there something wrong Minister?’ Remiel asked with an 
uncharacteristic tone in his voice. Trypp recognised the inflection. It 
seemed Remiel was taunting the Acoran. 

‘It’s nothing,’ Maeldune said quickly, his voice harsh as if it too 
had been burnt.  ‘I am just unaccustomed to seeing you without your 
veil.’ 

‘Yes.  I lost it in the attack,’ Remiel responded.  ‘Why does this 
interest you so?’ 

‘I am neither interested nor disinterested in it, Father Gideon,’ 
Maeldune said placing emphasis upon the name. 

‘But you continue to stare,’ Remiel retorted.  ‘See you something 
in my face that you recognise?’ 

Though his face was fixed by a layer of scorched skin, Maeldune’s 
scowl was obvious to all.  ‘What lies behind your words Father?’ he 
hissed. 

‘This conversation serves no-one,’ Pylos said as pulled out his 
sword and leant over the side of the boat’s rail to hack off one of its 
arms.  ‘We must leave now.’ 

Gerriod’s face scrunched up with revulsion as he watched Pylos 
slice through the boat-creature’s left arm.  A spout of bright green blood 
shot out of the joint where his blade sheared the long, thin limb from the 
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ribbed body in which he sat.  The splash of colour erupting out of the 
creature’s side contrasted starkly with its blackened skin. 

Gerriod considered the wondrous light he had seen streaming 
through the canopy of turbulent waves when they had fled the Ghul.  
‘What was that light?’ he asked the group.  ‘Is that what killed these 
creatures?’ 

‘I’m not sure,’ answered Pylos.  ‘I have heard that in the deepest 
parts of the ocean there are creatures that can create their own 
illumination.’ 

‘I have heard that too,’ said Sefar, ‘but this was no such creature.  
The light came from above.  Maeldune, where were you?  Did you see 
anything?’ 

‘I… I saw nothing.  I was unconscious.  The sickly smell of flesh 
burning pulled me out of the darkness.  All about me Ghul were burning.  
One of them fell upon me as I lay dazed at the bottom of this boat, the 
result of which I’m sure you can see for yourself.’  

Sefar had another question for the Acoran.  ‘Maeldune, how did 
you get into this boat?’ 

Maeldune brushed a long strand of black hair off his burnt face 
before answering the Kheperan.  He seemed to be thinking carefully 
about his response before articulating it.  ‘When we abandoned the skiff,’ 
he said slowly, ‘I was clubbed across the back of my head.  I think I was 
snatched out of the water by one of these strange creatures’ – he indicated 
the boat in which he sat – ‘and deposited amongst its Ghul crew.’ 

Pylos smirked.  ‘I find that very hard to believe,’ Pylos said 
bluntly.  ‘Why didn’t they kill you?’ 

‘Then believe this General!’  Maeldune’s hands parted his long 
black hair on the back of his skull and there was one of the largest bumps 
Pylos had ever seen, in or out or war. The swollen mound was almost the 
size of a fist. 

‘He is telling the truth,’ Gerriod said as he stared at the purple and 
white lump on the back of Maeldune’s head. 

‘Mariner,’ said Mulupo craning his head to see the lump, ‘although 
the prodigious mass of clotted blood on the minister’s cranium gives his 
story undeniable veracity, it does not explain why he was not killed by 
our pallid malefactors.’ 

‘Perhaps they wanted to take me captive, Spriggan,’ Maeldune 
sneered.  

‘Taking captives didn’t seem to be on their minds when they were 
shoving their swords through the hull of the skiff,’ Pylos noted. 
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‘They have been abducting Moraens for many months now,’ 
Maeldune countered as he flashed Pylos a hostile look.  ‘Perhaps I could 
be of some use to them.’ 

‘Oh I don’t doubt that,’ Pylos said as he stepped from his boat into 
the one Maeldune occupied.  He stood over the Acoran in a pose meant to 
intimidate. 

Maeldune pulled himself up to his full height. He stood almost a 
foot taller than Pylos and stared down at the Helyan with scorn emanating 
from every pore in his body. ‘I am the Lord Chancellor’s right-hand man, 
not some common grunt,’ he said looking down his nose at the Helyan. 

Pylos’ fist pummelled into Maeldune’s stomach.  The Acoran 
doubled over, releasing a long, deep moan of pain and fell to the bottom 
of the boat.  ‘Sounded like a common grunt to me,’ said Pylos as he 
stepped over Maeldune and bent down to hack the limbs off the boat. 
 
 
The remaining voyage across the Nessan Sea occurred without major 
incident.  Maeldune fell into an uncomfortable sleep whilst Trypp and 
Sefar took turns at paddling.  No such division of labour occurred in the 
boat behind them.  Gerriod took on the burden of paddling whilst Mulupo 
passed the time telling the mariner about all manner of things none of 
which related to the task at hand.  Although Gerriod did not understand 
most of what Mulupo said, he did find the presence of the Spriggan’s 
voice to be a welcome distraction from the demands of paddling. 
 
 
The sun rose above the cliffs that stretched out before them like a blue 
ribbon.  As Remiel and Pylos paused to get their bearings, Trypp slowly 
pulled his vessel alongside the lead boat, taking care not to wake Sefar 
and Maeldune who both lay fast asleep. 
 The Sapphyrran spoke to Remiel.  ‘Father Gideon, please allow me 
to look at your injury.  I have no salves or ointments, but I have clean 
water and some rags to stopper your wound.’ 

‘My wound. Trypp?  I am not wounded.’ 
‘Father, I know you were struck by a Ghul weapon back in the 

skiff.  I heard the blow.’ 
‘I am sorry Trypp, but you are mistaken. In the chaos that reigned, 

you must have misinterpreted the sound.’  Remiel considered Trypp’s 
show of confusion and did his best to address it.  ‘Look here.’  He pulled 
back his robe and loosened his undergarments. His shoulder was 
unblemished.  No wound was to be seen. 
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Trypp shook his head.  ‘There is much that happened last night that 
needs explaining Father.’ 

Remiel nodded but had nothing more to say on the matter.   
 
 
‘I have never been to Nessa,’ Pylos said looking up at the Blue Cliffs 
before them.  ‘Tell me about it.’ 

‘Nessa is a beautiful country,’ Remiel replied.  ‘It is filled with 
ancient glades.  The most famous of these is Nemetona, the Sacred 
Grove.  Nemetona stays in autumnal splendour all year. The colours of 
the leaves suggest the onset of winter, as they are all ablaze in hues of 
amber, red and orange but the leaves never drop and the timelessness this 
brings to the forest has brought a religious significance to the area.’ 

‘And you Remiel?  Are you religious?’ 
Remiel looked about anxiously, but the occupants of the other two 

boats were too far away to hear Pylos using his real name.  He looked 
tired.  The Morgai spell he had used to kill the Ghul had taken much out 
of him.  ‘For thirty years I have agonized over what I have done.  At 
times I thought I would be driven mad by it.  I have oft-times stood on the 
edge of those cliffs toying with the prospect of throwing myself off.’ 

‘What held you back?’ 
‘Obligation.  I must fix what I have broken.  I must take the longer, 

harder road.’ 
‘And you discovered that through religion?’ 
‘In a way.  There are others who reside at the abbey in Garlot – 

abbots and prelates – whose teachings have helped me see –’ 
‘They know of your past?’ 
‘No.  That is only known to a handful – you, Caliban, Lilith 

Cortese, the apothecary Garnett Shaw…’ 
‘And Maeldune,’ added Pylos. 
‘And Maeldune.’ 
‘We should kill him before he does more mischief.’ 
‘He will die soon Pylos.  We should wait for now.’ 
‘I’d prefer to take matters into my own hands,’ Pylos argued.  

‘Why do you advocate restraint?’ 
‘Pylos, look at the damage I have wrought by trying to challenge 

the future.  I have seen Maeldune’s death.  It will come.  That is enough 
for me.’ 

‘I just hope it comes before he sticks a knife in my back,’ Pylos 
muttered before digging his makeshift paddle deep in the water and 
pulling hard.  The boat pushed forward and an uneasy silence fell in the 
space between its two passengers. 
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Their small flotilla of Ghul vessels drifted closer to the mighty Blue 
Cliffs of Nessa.  High above, kestra and haaks watched their slow 
movement across the vast sea. 
 ‘We should reach the shores under the abbey by mid-morning,’ 
Remiel said as he pointed to a distant spot where the cliffs swept around 
to form a narrow peninsula. 

They could see the black shape of the abbey standing at the very tip 
of the cliffs.  Picked up by the breeze that blew in from the east, a thin 
line of black smoke drifted out from the peninsula and dissipated high 
above the ocean. 

‘The abbey!’ gasped Pylos.  ‘It’s burning.’ 
 
 
By the time they arrived at Garlot Abbey, the proud building had 
collapsed upon itself.  Here and there timbers still smouldered.  Bright 
orange threads of embers occasionally revealed themselves when the 
breeze disturbed the remains.   The ground was covered in grey ash, as 
was the statue of Cephalus Silenus that stood in the abbey’s courtyard. 
 The collapse of the building had strewn rubble all about.  
Fragments of stained glass picked up the sun’s rays and refracted them so 
that the blackened stone was painted in soft pastel hues.  The 
churchwrens had all flown away and in their absence countless 
shatterbugs crawled over the shards of timber, rock and glass. 
 A crowd had gathered around the ruins.  The people of Garlot had 
been shocked to wake up to the smell of their beautiful abbey burning.  
They stared in disbelief at the mounds of debris that marked the fall of 
their place of worship. 
 Remiel and his companions watched from the shadows of the glass 
poplars that surrounded the courtyard.  Some of the townspeople had 
started sorting through the remains of the abbey and had retrieved a 
number of bodies from the rubble.  Remiel shuddered when he saw the 
broken figure of the Archbishop being carried across the courtyard. 

‘This was all done for my benefit,’ he whispered to Pylos.  He 
knows exactly where we are.’ 

Pylos’ eyes were aflame.  The sight of the dead priests being pulled 
out of the ruins had set alight his anger.  ‘How could a man be capable of 
such spite?’ 

‘I hurt him deeply.  He seeks to do the same to me.’ 
Maeldune stepped up beside the pair.  He had said little since Pylos 

had punched him in the stomach earlier that day.  He had wrapped a scarf 
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across the bottom half of his face and drawn his cowl over his head 
hoping to hide his burnt face from the gaze of others.  In a perverse way, 
he reminded Pylos of Remiel. 

‘We should not tarry here,’ Maeldune warned.  ‘The townspeople 
may suspect our involvement in this heinous deed.’ 

‘We are involved,’ Pylos growled. 
‘We must depart immediately,’ Maeldune said, directing his 

comment to Remiel.  ‘Gerriod has acquired some supplies – food, 
medicine and water – and I know where we can obtain transport to 
Madron’s Pass.’ 

‘No,’ replied Remiel.  ‘We will not go to Madron’s Pass.  Caliban 
has known our route from the start.  We must take an unexpected turn.’ 

‘There is no other way over the Amaranthine Mountains to our 
east,’ Maeldune stated with surprising firmness.  ‘We could travel 
hundreds of leagues north to Tuatha and go around the mountains – 
surely you are not suggesting we take so circuitous a route to Caliban’s 
End?’ 

Remiel held Maeldune in a cold stare.  ‘All I know, Minister, is 
that our every step has been anticipated.  We must shift our fortunes.  
There are other ways to our destination.’ 

‘Perhaps you would care to share them with me Father Gideon.  
After all, I am still the appointed leader of this expedition.’ 

Remiel said nothing as he weighed up the consequences of his next 
decision.  There was another way through the Amaranthine Mountains.  It 
was called the Thin Grey Line and it was a route known only to the 
followers of Cephalus Silenus.  The Almoners used it in their travels to 
reach the lands east of Nessa.  It was not a path that Maeldune would 
know, nor would Caliban have heard of it.  But to take it would require 
travelling to the Sacred Grove of Nemetona.  It would mean placing 
Cephalus Silenus and the Almoners in the path of danger and that was the 
sticking point – too many people had been put in harm’s way already. 

Remiel shrugged.  ‘I know of no other way.  We will trust in your 
leadership Maeldune.  We will follow you to Madron’s Pass.’ 
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Chapter Eight   Hollow Hills, Scoriath 
 
 

e are not changing plans!’ Lara remonstrated. 
She stood there with her hands on the oily scales of her 

hips, her bottom lip stuck out like a balcony.  If she had feet, 
she would have stamped them.  Sumi knelt on the ground cradling Tagtug 
in her lap.  He had lost a lot of blood before Lara had closed his wound.  
He drifted in and out of consciousness, his breathing rapid and shallow. 

Sumi had drawn a crude map in the dirt before her.  Lara stood 
nearby with her arms crossed.  They had been travelling slowly through 
the seemingly endless Scorian hills, but the time had come to make a 
decision about which direction to take.  A constant wind buffeted them, 
whipping across the Wort River to their left, carving a veil of spray from 
the surface of its brown waters. 

Sumi gritted her teeth.  She had spent the better part of the last hour 
trying to convince Lara that to continue to Pelinore would be suicide, but 
Lara was being inflexible and refused to listen. 

Lara’s tail drew vague shapes in the dirt as her mind toyed with the 
idea of taunting Sumi into seeing her point of view.  ‘I didn’t think you’d 
be afraid of the Ghul,’ she muttered, so quietly Sumi hardly heard it 
above the implacable wind. 

Sumi saw right through the ploy.  ‘Lara, I am tired and in no mood 
for this argument.  We are compromised.  If we do not adapt we will die.  
We must turn north-east to Bregon and from there take a boat to 
Sessymir.’ 

‘No.  We cannot enter Morae.  We must push on to Pelinore.  That 
is our mission.’  Lara turned her back on Sumi as if to say the matter was 
closed.  Sumi looked up to the heavens in frustration. 

‘No.  No doubt Lokasenna has informed Caliban’s forces of our 
route.  They will be waiting for us.  We cannot risk it.  We will strike 
through the Morae forests to Bregon.’ 

‘Then you will do so without me.’ 
Sumi gazed down at Tagtug’s shivering body.  He was barely alive.  

‘Look at him Lara.  I can’t do this without you.’ 
Lara turned back and revealed a face full of tears.  Her breath was 

punctuated by gulps for air.   
Sumi tenderly lay the Mabbit’s head down on the earth and rose to 

face Lara.  ‘What is it?’ 
Lara snorted back tears.  She was still weeping violently, so much 

so that Sumi gently wiped her face in a gesture so out of character that 
Lara’s crying softened and eventually ceased.   

‘W 
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Sumi softly placed a hand on Lara’s shoulder.  ‘Why do you 
weep?’ 

‘Because I want to live, Sumi.  Because I want to see my baby girl 
again, but if I return to Morae, I will be caught and taken to into the 
Endless.  The marroks have my scent.  As soon as I enter the forest they 
will know it and they will find me.  If they don’t, the Ghul surely will.   
Sumi, these vermin took my baby away.  If I am brought before Caliban, 
my child will never again see the light of day.  It is the only thing keeping 
me going.  I have no stomach for battle.  I only fight to see my little 
Birren again.’ 

Sumi nodded.  She understood.  Had she been left with the 
opportunity to have children with Trojanu, she would have felt the same 
way.  But she was also concerned that Lara was clinging to the hope that 
the Ghul would spare her child.  She had seen nothing to indicate that the 
Ghul were capable of such restraint.  ‘Lara, you must consider the 
possibility that your child is dead.’ 

‘No you don’t understand.  She’s alive!’ 
‘I admire your faith but –’ 
‘No.  I’m not delusional!  I can feel her, Sumi.  She’s still alive.’ 
Lara loosened her blouse and revealed her chest to Sumi.  In her 

chest the blue stone embedded in the skin pulsed with an unearthly light.  
‘All women in Morae who bear children develop the Birthstone.  It grows 
whilst the child is in the womb and when the child is born is shines 
brightly.  However, when a child dies, so too does the light of the stone.’ 

‘Caliban has taken your child as ransom?  For your services?  Is 
that why your child is still alive.’ 

‘Yes. He seeks to control all of us.  Our bond with our children is 
particularly strong.  He knows this.  I fear since I left Morae many more 
witches have left to join him.’ 

‘But you remain.’ 
‘How can I trust a man who has done what he has done?’ 
‘But what of your child?  By opposing him, don’t you put her at 

risk?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Does that concern you?’ 
‘I think about it every night.  I tell myself that she would not want 

to live in a world of darkness where evil thrives and good people submit 
to cruel, naked terrorism.’ 

Sumi nodded.  ‘The good people will triumph, Lara.’ 
‘Will they Sumi?  Do you really believe that?’ 
‘Not always,’ she admitted, ‘but often enough to keep going.’  She 

looked out across the lands to the north.  ‘We must make a compromise 
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Lara.  We cannot go to Pelinore and we cannot go through Morae.  What 
are our options?’ 

‘There are several small settlements that line the northern coastline, 
mainly abandoned Sessymirian outposts and Scorian fishing villages.  If 
we follow the Wort River northwards we can make our way to one of 
these and from there find a way across the Oshalla Ocean.’ 
 
 
They made their way across the Hollow Hills, a labyrinth of steep conical 
hills that stretched across the highlands of Scoriath.  The hills were 
completely brown, covered in a thick, dry moss that was almost a foot 
deep in places.  This made going slow but Sumi told herself that the Ghul 
would find it just as difficult to traverse.  As they walked over the hills, 
the spongy moss hid all signs of their passing.  She was confident that 
their pursuers would not be able to track them down. 

Night approached.  ‘I think we’ll be safe to create a fire,’ Sumi said 
when they had decided upon a campsite nestled in the arms of a 
particularly steep hill. 

Lara woke Tagtug who had slept most of the day on Sumi’s back.  
She fed him some berries she had picked that morning but he was not 
interested in eating and vomited the little he ate before returning to a 
restless sleep. 

There were no branches to use to fuel a fire so Sumi ripped up a 
patch of moss and placed it a shallow bowl she had made in the dirt.  
Using a flint she had secreted in one of the pockets of her tunic, she lit the 
porous moss.   

To her delight she found the moss was extremely flammable.  With 
no more encouragement than a tiny spark, the brown mass before them 
burst into flame.  Orange and yellow tongues of fire leapt into the air and 
embraced the trio with their warmth.  The moss burned quickly and Sumi 
found she was regularly pulling out large clumps from the hillside to keep 
the fire going. 

Darkness descended upon them.  A thick band of clouds had settled 
overhead.  The Myr’s moons would not shine upon them this night.  A 
number of shatterbugs flittered about the dell where they set up camp, 
bathing the area in a soft yellow light. 

Sumi brewed up a cup of javo and shared it with Lara whilst 
Tagtug slept at their feet.  ‘Tell me about your people, Lara,’ Sumi asked.  
‘Tell me about these incredible powers you possess.’ 

Lara was a little surprised about Sumi’s conversational tone, but 
welcomed it.  After days of sharing stories with Edgar, her silent trek 
across the monotonous landscape with Sumi and Tagtug had been hard to 
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bear.  Though she was desperately tired, she embraced the opportunity to 
talk. 

‘The name Pryderi translates to the proud and it is an apt 
description of my race.  Unlike the Morgai, the Pryderi do not inherit 
their powers.  We have to work for them.  Centuries ago when the world 
was much younger, my people delved deeply into the pagan lore of 
magick.  They delved and they studied.  They travelled to hidden temples 
and read ancient scrolls.  They studied all that existed before religion and 
science tried to explain away everything.  They watched and they 
listened, quietly discovering the secrets of the arcane arts.  This mystic 
journey took many centuries and all the findings were written in a book 
called the Incanto.  As time passed our powers rose to rival even those of 
the Morgai.’ 
 ‘Did you learn your skills from this book?’ 

‘Me personally?  No.  The little I know, I have been taught by the 
coven.  The Incanto has not been seen for hundreds of years.  It was 
stolen from us.  ’ 

‘Who stole it?’ 
‘It was the Morgai, jealous of our increasing power.  Without the 

Incanto, our talents faded.  Secrets were passed down orally but many 
were lost and it became harder to acquire the magick our forebears 
enjoyed.’ 

‘Do you know where is the book now?’ 
‘It was rumoured to be hidden on the Isle of Grisandole but that 

proved to be false.  Some believe the Morgai still have it.  Others believe 
it has been lost to the ravages of time.’ 

‘If – somehow – the book could be found, the Pryderi would be a 
formidable force.  They could take this fight to Caliban, burn the Endless 
and every Ghul with it.’ 

‘My coven sent me to Grisandole with much the same thing in 
mind.  But all I found was the Ghul.’ 

Sumi thought deeply about the Ghul’s presence on Grisandole as 
she sipped at the hot mug of javo.  ‘Lara, you don’t think Caliban seeks 
this book too do you?’ 

‘It would make sense.  With so many Pryderi at his command, he 
would be unstoppable if he had possession of the Incanto.  It contains 
many powerful spells.’ 

Sumi passed the mug to Lara and asked, ‘What other spells can you 
perform?’ 

‘Not many.  Apart from the creation of small spheres of fire and 
light, my talents are limited to simple healing incantations and some other 
completely useless spells.’ 
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‘Useless?’ 
‘I can change the colour of my fingernails.’ 
‘What else?’  It seemed Sumi agreed that changing the colour of 

one’s nails to be a waste of time. 
‘I can take the very air from around us.  It only takes a moment to 

conjure, but I’ve never really found a use for it.’  
Sumi was much more impressed by this spell.  ‘That is a special 

power indeed!  You could suffocate our enemies.  You could steal the 
very air from their lungs.’ 

‘No, it doesn’t work like that.  Such spells form a nexus around the 
creator.  I would rob myself of the air I breathe.  Pointless magick, really 
– unless I wanted to kill myself.  And I don’t.  Not yet anyway.’ 

‘Does it have a name?’ 
‘It’s called En Ayra.’ 
‘En Ayra,’ repeated Sumi, copying Lara’s inflection perfectly.  
‘There is one other spell I have been learning.  I am yet to master it 

– En Pyrrha.  The incantation is very quick but it is complex and subtle.  
Very few Pryderi have been able to master it.’ 

‘What can it do?’ 
‘It draws on primeval arcane forces that permeate the world around 

us.  The spell-caster can shape this energy into a cannonball of mystical 
fire.  It is the most aggressive spell we know of.  I think I’ll be dead 
before I master it.  I never saw a use for it back in Morae, but I’d dearly 
love to know it now.’ 

‘So would I,’ said Sumi mournfully as she looked up at the hills 
surrounding them.  In the faint glow of the shatterbugs’ light, she could 
see countless Ghul coming towards them. 

 
 
They cascaded over the hills like a poisoned stream.  Within moments, 
Sumi, Lara and Tagtug were encircled by the pale warriors.  The Ghul 
had their weapons drawn but were clearly under instructions not to attack 
unless provoked.  Sumi slowly drew her sai but made no attempt to 
engage the throng. 
 Suddenly, the thick crowd parted on one side as Lokasenna made 
her way down the hill. 

 
 
The Sessymirian eyed Sumi with callous regard.  They were worlds apart, 
one an abandoned child who had lived a hard, lonely life and the other a 
diminutive princess from Susano who had lived a life surrounded by 
family and friends.  Although she hardly knew her, Lokasenna despised 
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Sumi.  It was an animosity infused with her contempt for all Myrrans, but 
Sumi’s pretty face and confident air gave the Sessymirian’s hatred a 
focus.   

Without so much as a spiteful word, Lokasenna stabbed at Sumi 
who easily parried the stroke.  Out of the corner of her eye Sumi could 
see the phalanx of Ghul soldiers pulling back their crossbows.  Lokasenna 
thrust out with her spike a second time and followed up with her sword.  
Sumi anticipated the move and easily avoided it.  Lokasenna was strong 
but she was no warrior.  The collective sound of crossbows being armed 
highlighted the fact that whether Lokasenna could fight or not was 
irrelevant.  Sumi was outnumbered, Lara was exhausted and Tagtug was 
helpless. 

She knew she had to do something unexpected to shift the balance 
of the situation.  In an entirely unexpected move, she jumped away from 
Lokasenna and tumbled into the midst of the Ghul who had encircled 
them.  She quickly grabbed the forearms of two of the Ghul and pulled 
down hard.  Following the distinct sound of their fingers clicking the 
triggers of their crossbows, two bolts of bone shot out from the crossbows 
and pounded into the flesh of Lokasenna’s shoulder. 

‘You idiots!’ Lokasenna hollered.  ‘Leave this one to me.  Take 
down the other two!’ 

But Sumi had no further interest in combating Lokasenna.  She 
dived towards her companions.  Lara was huddled protectively over 
Tagtug who was awake and in a state of confusion regarding what was 
going on around him. 

‘Lara!’ Sumi screamed.  ‘En Ayra – cast it now!  Just do as I say.  
Do it!’ 

Lara’s eyes closed and the incantation began.  Sumi reached into 
the fire and pulled out a thick clump of burning moss and hurtled it over 
Lokasenna’s head.  It sailed through the air in a fiery arc. 

A mirthless grin appeared on the Sessymirian’s face.  ‘You foolish 
girl.  You’ll kill us all.’ 

Sumi rolled close to Lara as she concluded the spell.  As the last 
words left Lara’s mouth, Sumi said, ‘Tagtug, hold your breath.’ 

The fiery clump of moss hit the ground behind Lokasenna, and in 
an explosion of light and heat, everything was on fire. Everything, that is, 
except Sumi, Lara and Tagtug who were enveloped in an airless bubble.  
The searing flames could not penetrate this sphere where no oxygen 
existed to fuel their combustion.  The Ghul surrounding the trio ignited 
instantly.  Only a few feet away Lokasenna was burning, her screams 
unable to be heard inside the vacuum.  All around them swords, shields 
and spears of bone fell to the burning ground as the Ghul were 
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incinerated.  The north winds pushing across the land stirred up the 
conflagration, sending it high into the sky above and all was red and 
orange. 

Inside the bubble, Lara’s eyes closed in concentration as she tried 
to sustain the incantation as long as she could.  Sumi peered out of their 
airless cocoon watching the flames rapidly spread across the distant hills. 
 
 
Fortunately, the fire ended as quickly as it had started.  Once the moss 
had been consumed, the fire had nothing else to feed upon.  Small flames 
danced across the charred soil, but it was nothing that posed a threat to 
Sumi, Lara or Tagtug. 
 Charred corpses covered the land but Sumi could find no sign of 
Lokasenna.  ‘I hoped to find something – bones, her spike, her sword.  
But there’s nothing.’ 

Tagtug scrambled up onto his haunches.  ‘Greh!’ he grumbled to 
himself.  His long ears swivelled around and his nose twitched.  He was 
anxious about something. 

‘What is it Tagtug?’ Sumi asked, unsettled by the Mabbit’s skittish 
behaviour. 

Suddenly the burnt bodies on the ground near Sumi exploded 
upwards as Lokasenna thrust herself out from underneath them.  She was 
a terrifying sight.  Her long, blonde hair had been burnt off in the 
conflagration and her skin seared so savagely that where it wasn’t black, 
it was raw, pink and moist.  Lokasenna’s smouldering robes had 
protected some of her body from the blaze, but her arms were burnt so 
dramatically, Sumi was amazed to find her actually holding a sword. 

She swung the sword at Sumi who had her own weapons sheathed.  
Managing to twist her body so that it was out of Lokasenna’s reach, Sumi 
tripped on one of the Ghul corpses at her feet and fell to the blackened 
land. 
 Seeing Sumi’s vulnerable position and Lokasenna’s purposeful 
approach, Lara quickly slithered between the two, without any idea of 
how she would halt the Sessymirian.  As it was, she didn’t have to do 
anything. 

Lokasenna stopped and stared strangely at Lara.  There was no 
malice in the gaze.  She dropped her sword to the ground and reached into 
her robes.  Though they were shredded by the fire, one object she had in 
her pocket remained unscathed.  It was a glass cube.  ‘I know why you 
fight, Lara Brand,’ Lokasenna rasped.  ‘Familial ties.  You seek to free 
your daughter.  I understand that.  I am here for similar reasons.’ 
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‘Caliban has your daughter hostage?’ Lara remarked as she 
watched tiny figures form in the cube.  She had seen such an object in her 
youth.  It was a memory cube. 

‘No, but I do fight for family.’  Three tall figures appeared inside 
the glass.  A baby in a bassinet slept in front of them. 

‘Really?’ said Lara sceptically. 
‘I seek to free my father.’  Lara peered into the cube.  She could 

tell by the distinctive birthmark covering the child’s left eye that she was 
looking at a tiny Lokasenna, not long after her birth.  She also recognized 
one of the men in the cube – it was Maeldune Canna, the Minister for 
Justice.  Standing next to him was a flaxen-haired woman she took to be 
Lokasenna’s mother.  The third figure was a gaunt man with dark hair 
and pale skin.  

‘Your father?’ 
‘Caliban Grayson.  I am his daughter.’ 

 
 
Distracted by the revelation, Lara, Sumi and Tagtug were unprepared for 
what happened next.  Lokasenna burst past Lara and jumped upon the 
fallen Sumi.  The Sessymirian’s attack was brutal.  She drove her spike 
hard into Sumi’s shoulder.  It tore through skin, sinew and bone until it 
burst out the other side; lifting her shoulder blade up at a terrible angle.  
With her other hand Lokasenna twisted Sumi’s face around so that it lay 
upon the smouldering remains of the scorched moss.  The ground was 
still hot from the brief but intense fire and Sumi could smell her flesh 
burning as her face was pressed against the ashes. 
 Suddenly Tagtug sprang forward baring his teeth.  Despite his 
terrible injuries, he was too fast for Lokasenna and sank his claws and 
teeth into the burnt flesh of her neck.  She screamed in agony and 
rammed her spike into his stomach.  He yelped with pain and fell 
backwards, clutching at the spike.  His scrambling hands dug into her 
brittle skin and the spike was ripped from her wrist.  Lokasenna howled, 
clutching the stump of her forearm with her good hand.   

Tagtug clutched at his belly but the blood just seeped out through 
his fingers.  He rolled onto the small patch of moss that had been 
protected by Lara’s spell and curled up in a foetal position. 

Lokasenna continued to shriek in pain.  Grabbing the opportunity, 
Lara hurtled herself at the Sessymirian, knocking her to the ground.  
Using her momentum, Lara slid behind Lokasenna and in an instant had 
entwined her serpentine coils around her enemy’s torso.  Lokasenna 
flailed at the air but without her sword or her spike she was no threat to 
the witch. 
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Sumi ran to Tagtug and held his stomach to stem the release of 
blood.  She looked up at Lokasenna who was still struggling trying to 
break free from Lara’s maddened embrace.  ‘You monster!  How could 
you betray your own people thus?  Have you no shame?’ 

‘Don’t speak to me of betrayal,’ Lokasenna spat.  ‘I know what 
betrayal feels like.’  She held up the blackened stump of her left arm.  
‘This is what my people did to me.  All because my mother had a child 
out of wedlock.’ 

Neither Lara nor Sumi knew what to say.  Lara hated Lokasenna 
and placed the deaths of Stoops and Edgar at her feet.  But as she watched 
the Sessymirian examine her severed arm, another emotion rose up in her.  
Something akin to pity. 

Lokasenna twisted her torso around in Lara’s coils so she could see 
the witch’s face.  ‘I won’t give up Lara,’ she said solemnly.  ‘Just as you 
won’t abandon your daughter, I won’t forsake my father.’ 

‘Then you are a threat to her and I must do what I can to stop you,’ 
Lara replied.  She tightened her clasp and Lokasenna grunted as two of 
her ribs snapped under the pressure. 

‘Go on!’ the Sessymirian taunted.  ‘You don’t have the mettle to do 
it.’ 

Lara did not need any goading.  She looked at Tagtug and Sumi’s 
blood-soaked bodies.  Crack!  She thought of Stoops’ valiant stand at the 
Assipattle.  Crack!  She could still smell the stench of the dead children 
in the Scoriath orphanage.  Crack!  And she felt the silent slaughter of 
dear Edgar.  Crack! 

In the midst of her coils, Lara felt Lokasenna’s body go limp.  She 
unfurled her tail and the blackened body of Caliban’s daughter slumped 
forward across the burnt earth. 

Lara slithered over to her companions.  Tagtug was curled around 
his wound and Sumi lay on her back staring up at the thick layer of 
clouds above. 

‘Your face Sumi…’ 
‘It’s not my face that hurts.’  She raised her head so that she could 

see the wound in her shoulder.  Blood was streaming out across her chest.  
Underneath her, a pool of blood had also gathered where it had run from 
the hole in her back. 

Lara placed a healing hand over the wound.  ‘I can heal this, but I 
can’t do anything about your face.  It is too…’  Lara was struggling just 
to look at her companion.  The right side of her face was a calloused mess 
of cauterised skin.  The smell alone was disturbing, but the blackened 
crust that lay across Sumi’s burnt cheek and forehead made Lara want to 
vomit.  ‘You poor thing.’ 
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‘It doesn’t hurt me.  Truly.’ 
‘You’re being stoic,’ Lara said as she wiped away the blood from 

Sumi’s shoulder.  ‘I know you must be in agony.’ 
Sumi smiled.  Only one half of her face lifted; the burnt side stayed 

fixed, like a mask.  ‘I promise you Lara, I do not feel my burns.  I know 
they exist – I can smell them – but I feel no pain.  I suffer from 
thermanaesthesia.’ 

‘What’s that?’ asked Lara as she closed her eyes and spoke the 
simple incantation that would mesh together Sumi’s skin where 
Lokasenna had pierced her shoulder with her spike. 

‘I don’t feel heat or cold.  It’s a rare disease.’ 
Lara finished the incantation and opened her yes.  ‘Right now, I’d 

consider it a rare gift.  I would like to know more of your condition but 
we have no time for talk.  We must leave this terrible place.’  She looked 
over at Tagtug, a bloody figure of fur and rags sprawled upon the moss.  
‘If we don’t find a place to tend to him, I fear he will die.’   

Lara lifted Sumi to her feet then quickly slithered over to Tagtug.  
She looked forlornly at his frail body, knowing that she could do little 
more than patch up the hole Lokasenna had made in his stomach. 

‘Little Mabbit,’ she said, ‘I would dearly like to mend you 
properly, but I lack the skills to do so.  So sleep for now and dream of 
briars and boomberries.’  She invoked a delicate piece of magick and put 
him too sleep.  Gathering him into her arms, she thought of Birren and a 
great sadness filled her heart. 

Sumi shouldered their supplies and gear.  She hung Tagtug’s 
hempen sack over her damaged shoulder – it was light and did not trouble 
the injury – and her own belongings over her left shoulder.  She strapped 
their water bottles to her waist along with the mug she and Lara had 
shared.   

The pair of them quickly left behind the ill-fated campsite, hoping 
that the worst of their journey across Scoriath was behind them.  They 
were wrong.  
 
 
The Myr’s three moons wheeled overhead but could not penetrate the 
blanket of clouds that lay across the smoking remains of the Hollow 
Hills.   

A blackened body lifted itself out of the ashes.  Eyes white with fury 
flared out of a face of charcoal.  Thin, cracked lips parted and from them 
wheezed three defiant words: ‘Not… dead… yet.’ 
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After three hours of slithering up and down the seemingly endless hills, 
Lara had to stop.  She was exhausted carrying Tagtug and had to rest. 

‘Let me take him,’ Sumi said.  ‘We can’t stop here.’ 
‘You’re in no shape to carry him.’ 
‘Perhaps but it is the logical thing to do.  I can’t defend us from the 

Ghul.  You can.  If you are too weak to cast your magick, we’ll all die.’ 
‘But…’ 
Lara tried to present an opposing argument but Sumi was right.  

There was no way they would survive another assault without the use of 
magick. 

So Sumi carried the Mabbit on her back whilst Lara shouldered some 
of the supplies.   
 
 
Tagtug knew he was close to death but he felt disassociated from the 
knowledge, as if it was someone else whose life was slowly ending.  In 
his delirium he dreamed of being surrounded by his family back in the 
Briar Patch where he had never heard of the Ghul or the man they called 
Caliban.  He was in great pain but Sumi’s soft footfall on the charred 
earth was smooth and soft.  It was silent – conversation between Sumi 
and Lara ceased as each struggled to cross the hills – so his mind played 
snatches of the Spriggan songs he had heard when he sat on his boulder 
above Kishe.  That seemed a lifetime ago, and yet a lifetime did not seem 
that long at all. 

For Sumi, an internal dialogue began, encouraging her to keep going.  
The pain from her shoulder was excruciating.  Though Lara had sealed 
the wound, the internal damage was extensive.  She was sorely needing 
rest but would not let any hope of it tempt her mind away from her 
objective – to keep walking until morning.  Although Tagtug was half her 
size, he was still an extra burden and after an hour of walking across the 
undulating mounds of the Hollow Hills, she began to struggle.  She kept 
shifting the Mabbit’s weight from shoulder to shoulder but it never gave 
her more than a few seconds of respite from the pain she felt shooting 
down her spine.  She wanted to cry, wanted to place the Mabbit under a 
bush to die while she curled up on the ground pretending all of this had 
never happened.  She had never felt so low.  Her eyes focussed on small 
milestones in the landscape ahead, and once she had talked herself into 
reaching one – ‘Just ten more steps to the rock on the left, nine more, 
eight, seven…’ – she would look for another.  Anyone looking at her 
would not easily perceive any sign of struggle, just a steady north-
westerly gaze and the occasional whispered word escaping from her mind 
and mouth.   
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 Although Lara had not taken the battering Sumi had, her body sang 
for respite.  The burnt ground had singed her scales, her head throbbed 
and she found herself constantly out of breath.   From her abdomen down 
to the tip of her tail were hundreds of tiny muscles that pushed her 
forward and every one of these ached.  She looked over at Sumi, burnt 
and bruised, her eyes staring straight ahead.  She marched with such 
confidence and steely determination that Lara felt guilty about any doubts 
that had crept into her own mind.  The only thing keeping her from giving 
up was Sumi’s steadfast demeanour. 
 
 
A few hours before sunrise, they arrived at the Wort, the river they would 
follow all the way to the Oshalla Ocean.  It was a wide brown river 
framed by the melancholy shapes of willoo trees that lined the banks on 
both sides.  It meandered through rolling meadows, slowly making its 
way through a gentle valley which marked the border of Scoriath and 
Morae. 

Sumi, Tagtug and Lara slowly made their way through the land.  
The Wort bent westward for a time.  Imperceptibly, the world around 
them grew lighter and they left the Hollow Hills behind them as the sun 
came up on their backs.  Sumi was so fixated upon putting one foot in 
front of the other, she was surprised when Lara mentioned the fact that 
morning had broken.  The young sun illuminated meadows of long green 
grasses rippling under the constant wind blowing in from the Oshalla 
Ocean.  On their left, the river widened and swept around a long, gentle 
bend before returning to its northward path.  On the far side of the bend, 
the steady circular motion of the blades of gigantic windmills stirred 
something in Lara’s mind.  

‘I know this place,’ she said to herself as old memories nudged the 
horrific events of recent days and nights out of her mind.  ‘There should 
be a bridge about two leagues ahead, where the road from Pelinore 
crosses the Wort.’  Lara turned to Sumi, and for a second glimpsed the 
pain her companion was in.  ‘We can rest here for a moment.  The sun is 
up so we are in no immediate danger.’ 
 Sumi put up no argument as she knelt down and tenderly laid 
Tagtug down on the soft grass.  She went to stand but her legs gave way 
under her and she found herself in a prostrate position beside the Mabbit.  
Her face was flat against the ground and her arms lay loosely by her side.  
Lara put a hand on Sumi’s head and was surprised to find it was wet with 
perspiration.  Sumi made no attempt to lift herself, and Lara could hear 
her laboured breathing. 
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 ‘Are you alright Sumi?’ Lara asked, her voice quivering with 
concern. 
 Sumi did not lift her head from the verdant cushion supporting it.  
‘Don’t mind me – I’m just smelling the flowers.’  

‘Flowers…’ Lara muttered to herself.  ‘Now you’ve just reminded 
me of something.’  She rose high up on her tail scanning the land before 
her and spying a band of young willoo trees on the bank of the river only 
a short distance ahead, she nodded with tentative satisfaction.  ‘That 
should do it.’ 

‘Do what?’ Sumi asked without even turning her face from its 
grassy pillow. 

‘Don’t go anywhere.  I’ll be back shortly.’ 
Without waiting for a response, Lara slithered off towards the trees.  

Sumi opened one eye to see her companion disappear into the grasses, 
and sardonically said, ‘So we’ll just stay here then, shall we?’ 
 
 
It was over an hour before the Lara returned.  Sumi had fallen asleep and 
Tagtug remained in a semi-conscious state.  Lara flattened some grass 
and threw some twigs she had gathered upon the ground.  Into the centre 
of this small pile she placed three small stones.  She closed her eyes and 
began an incantation.  In the midst of the grass a small spark flashed and 
a gentle blue flame grew around the stones.  A delicious aroma climbed 
up into the air.  Sumi inhaled this sweet smell in her sleep.  A smile 
formed on the side of her face that had not been burnt and she opened her 
eyes.   
 ‘What is that smell?’ she said drowsily.  ‘It’s wonderful.’ 
 Lara muttered a short phrase and the flames licking at the stones 
disappeared.  Her hand darted into the embers of the small fire and 
withdrew the three blackened pebbles.  Still warm, she dropped them into 
her lap.  ‘I’m sorry I took so long.  They were very hard to find.’ 

‘What was hard to find?’ 
‘These.’ 
‘What are they?’ 
‘Veganistones.  I’m sorry – these are very small.  They’re out of 
season.  I was lucky to find what I did.’  She took one of the stones 
from her lap and presented it to Sumi.  ‘Here, eat it.’ 

 ‘What – this stone?  I’ll break my teeth on it.’ 
 ‘No you won’t.  Trust me.’ 
 Sumi bit down hard on the stone and her eyes widened further 
when she tasted the meat underneath its charcoaled surface. 
 ‘It’s delicious!’ 



 INTO THE ENDLESS 211 

 ‘How do you feel?’ 
 ‘Like I’ve just been recreated!’  She lifted her left arm and flexed 
her muscles.  ‘My shoulder!  It doesn’t hurt anymore!’ 

Lara smiled nervously.  She watched Sumi’s eyes inevitably drift 
to the other two stones. 
 ‘I’d like another if I may.’  It was more of a demand than a request. 

Lara was prepared for this.  She wrapped the remaining 
veganistones in the folds of her dress.  ‘No – the others are not for you.’ 
 Sumi’s eyes narrowed.  
 Lara whispered an incantation and with some urgency.  Sumi 
looked at the witch’s hands tightly clutching her dress where she had 
secreted the stones and then gazed contemptuously at the Mabbit who 
was probably going to take them.  But they were not his.  They were hers. 

The fleshy side of Sumi’s face became scarlet with rage.  Her hand 
went to her side and drew her knife.  ‘He’s just an animal, Lara!’ 

Lara ignored the comment and continued with her spell. 
Sumi raised the knife and bared her teeth.  ‘Just an animal like 

you!’  The blade sliced through the air towards Lara’s skull.   
But it never hit.  The blow glanced off an invisible shield.  Lara 

had constructed a barrier to protect her and Tagtug from the post-
consumption frenzy that had overtaken Sumi.  It was an adequate defence 
but only temporary.  Lara was a novice in the incantation and could not 
sustain it beyond a few seconds.  Fortunately, she did not have to. 
 ‘Oh Lara, forgive me.  I don’t know what came over me.’ 
 ‘I do.  The medicinal properties of the veganistones are most 
powerful – but at a cost.  You acted exactly as I expected.  Your body’s 
reaction is typical.  Fortunately, the desire is fleeting.  I do not fear you 
anymore.’ 
 ‘But I called you –’ 
 ‘I’ve been called worse.  And it was the stone speaking.  It was not 
you.’ 
 ‘I’m so sorry.’ 

Tagtug’s eyes flickered open and Lara slithered across to him.  
‘You’ll have to help me here.  I haven’t the energy to create another 
barrier.  You’ll have to hold him down.’ 

‘Very well.’ 
Lara slipped the stone into Tagtug’s mouth.  His pained face 

softened and he looked up at her with innocent eyes.  Then, like an 
approaching storm, like pupils darkened and flashes of uncompromising 
desire lit up his irises.  His padded hands reached out for another stone.  
Sumi pressed him back down into the grass.  And then the mild creature 
fought back. 
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 His teeth bit down hard into Sumi’s arm.  The pain was 
extraordinary but she did not let go.  Tagtug showed a surprising amount 
of energy for one who had been so close to death.  His eyes were fixed 
upon the one stone clenched in Lara’s hand.  He kicked and clawed, his 
entire body contorting to free himself from the grip of the women who 
held him down. 

Suddenly, he relaxed and his eyes left the stone.  His muscles went 
loose and his face lost the maniacal stare that typified a recipient of the 
veganistone’s potent properties.  Tagtug turned to Sumi and smiled.  She 
released him and placed a tender hand on his head to indicate that 
everything would be okay.  Lara’s face dropped when she saw Sumi’s 
trusting gesture.  ‘No, Sumi, look at his eyes – he’s –’ 
 But she had no opportunity to finish her sentence.  Tagtug sprung 
at her, kicking Sumi aside as he shot forward, his arms outstretched for 
the last remaining stone.  One hand grabbed Lara by the wrist and the 
other sunk long, dirty nails into the scaly flesh of her throat.  She was 
caught off balance and toppled backwards. 

Sumi clambered to her feet as Tagtug and Lara rolled down a short 
slope, the Mabbit desperately trying to free the stone from Lara’s grasp.  
Blood seeped out under his fingernails, and Lara’s face grimaced as she 
vainly tried to tear herself away from her crazed companion. 
 Sumi cried out to her.  ‘Just give him the stone, Lara.  We don’t 
need it.’ 
 ‘No!’ the Moraen screamed defiantly. 
 Tagtug released her wrist and his hand ploughed into Lara’s face, 
gouging her skin.  She instinctively closed her eyes as his long fingers 
hovered above the eyeballs he fully intended to remove. 
 And then, as swiftly as it had come upon him, the desire for 
another stone passed, and he fell to the ground, exhausted by his attack 
upon the very person who had pulled him back from death.  He lifted his 
head to look at Lara, and his eyes were awash in guilt and shame. 
 ‘It’s okay, little one,’ she said maternally.  ‘You could not control 
yourself.’ 
 Tagtug held her hands to his lips and kissed them, his sorrow 
evident in his humble gesture.  Her forgiveness was absolute.   
 Sumi looked quizzically at the Lara.  She had watched her closely 
over the past few days and had realised that the Moraen had a lot more 
strength than anyone realised – including Lara.   When they first set out, 
Sumi had the distinct impression that the witch felt that her presence was 
more of a hindrance to the company than a boon.  But now their company 
was no more – Bannick, Stoops and Edgar were dead – and upon Lara 
hung any chance of survival, let alone success.    
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Sumi looked over at Tagtug.  Whilst he was not fully recovered – 
even the veganistone could only do so much – he was not going to die.  It 
was Lara who had saved them from Lokasenna’s ambush and it was Lara 
who had brought them back to health.  And here, when she had been 
insulted and attacked by her own companions, the witch had shown more 
compassion and decency than one could expect in any race, let alone the 
much maligned Pryderi. 
 Sumi sat down beside Lara, took a cloth from her sleeve and gently 
wiped away the grime encasing the witch’s face.   

Lara smiled at the tender act.  ‘Thanks.’ 
 ‘Lara, the last veganistone.  Why did you not give it to Tagtug?’ 
 ‘He did not need it.’ 
 ‘But you received a beating when you could have given it to him 
and avoided the attack.’ 
 ‘We do not have time to look for more and who knows when and 
where we made need to use another one.’ 
 Then Sumi realised – she was saving it for her daughter.  Just in 
case.   

Lara pointed to the north.  ‘Beyond the windmills there should be a 
bridge where the road from Pelinore crosses the Wort.  The Pryderi 
village of Coldbrook is not far from here.  When I was young, my mother 
would take me there late autumn to harvest the veganistones.  It was a 
long way from Bregon Grove.’  She gazed across the river.  ‘Seems even 
further away now,’ she murmured plaintively to herself. 

‘We need to go to the village to rest and get supplies – we have no 
food left.  We should also dress our wounds properly.’ 
 Lara shook her head slightly.  ‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea.’ 
 ‘Why not?  If your people won’t help us, who will?’ 
 The Ghul have been occupying Morae for many months now and 
Caliban has gathered many of my people to his side.  We cannot entreat 
the Pryderi for assistance.  It’s too dangerous.’   
 ‘We need help Lara.  We must risk it.’ 
 Lara thought hard about Sumi’s proposition.  ‘There is one who 
would help us.  She is highly regarded amongst the Pryderi.  Perhaps the 
greatest witch alive today.’ 
 ‘What makes you think she is above Caliban’s influence.’ 
 Lara did not want to consider it.  If Arinna Brine faltered, how 
could anyone else expect to triumph?  ‘You don’t know her, Sumi.  If you 
did, you wouldn’t even suggest such a thing.’ 
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The town of Coldbrook could be seen through the leafy tendrils of the 
willoo trees.  Its quaint buildings hugged the far side of the river.   

A hundred warm memories gently blew across the landscape of 
Lara’s mind: the day she found her first veganistones, sitting in the 
meadow making flowerfall chains with her mother, chasing Arinna 
through the trees bordering the village, hiding in the windmills when 
there were chores to be done.  When Lara looked back on her childhood, 
her fondest recollections were based in Coldbrook.   

The thought of possibly seeing Arinna again after so many weeks 
and hardship and pain was invigorating.  Arinna would know what to do 
next.  Her advice had never faltered.  
 
  
The smell of barga turning on a spit was intoxicating.  Lara looked 
across the lively courtyard and was overwhelmed by the smells, the 
conversations and the slightly chaotic ambience of Smithy’s Bar. 

‘Look at you Lara!  About to go on a great adventure,’ Arinna said 
proudly. 

‘Perhaps you should be going in my stead.  I’m not like these 
warriors.  I will end up getting someone killed.  Most probably me.’ 

Arinna laughed and looked over to where Pylos and Bannick were 
seated by the balcony.  They relaxed over a beer as if tomorrow was just 
another day.  Similarly, the Tethran Gunther Ross seemed to have little 
concern over the mission that had been laid before him.  Gunther had just 
thrown a friggu into his mouth and after a moment’s pause broke out into 
convulsion as an electrostatic shock coursed through his nervous system.   

The applause that broke out around him confused Lara.  ‘Why 
were they clapping to see a compatriot in pain?’ 

‘It’s a strange world, Lara.’ 
‘It is indeed.  We are a long way from Morae.’ 
‘What did you think of the Assembly?’ 
‘It was exhilarating and terrifying.  So many great people in one 

room.  I felt like I didn’t deserve to be there.’ 
‘Lara, we have every right to attend the Assembly and our need is 

greater than most.’ 
‘But the weight of responsibility, Arinna.  I do not believe I am the 

right person to represent our people.’ 
‘You survived the attack upon Grisandole.’ 
‘I was lucky.’ 
‘Maybe that luck will serve you well.  I know a little girl who is 

waiting for you somewhere in the Endless.  She has faith in you… as do I.  
Just do your best.’ 
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‘I will try.  I will find her and I will find Pippa.  I will bring our 
babies home.’ 

Arinna looked over at the array of soldiers and statesmen in the 
bar.  ‘It looks like you have plenty of assistance.’ 

‘They are an inspiring lot aren’t they?’ 
‘Not all of them, but generally speaking, I think you’re in good 

hands.’ 
‘I think so too.  Although I’m a bit scared of our leader.’ 
Arinna nodded.  ‘Watch yourself around that one Lara.  She is 

hard to read.  Sleep with one eye open.’ 
‘That’s comforting.’ 
‘Just be careful who you trust.’ 
‘What about Bannick?’ 
‘Oh you can trust him.  He’s a rogue and hero in a beautifully 

wrapped package.  If he is sober enough to join you tomorrow morning, 
he will be a great asset.’ 

‘Edgar?’ 
Arinna took a sip of her beer and smiled mischievously.  ‘Ha!  He’s 

an odd one that one.  Did you notice how he kept picking off the lint from 
his cloak?’ 

‘I thought he was like something out of an old storybook.  He 
seemed… honourable.’ 

Arinna softened.  ‘I’ve been too harsh.  He is a decent man.  I felt 
his heart.  It is as pure as his armour is clean.  I have met him before, you 
know.’ 

‘Really?’ 
‘It was two years ago.  He was searching for his brother who had 

gone missing whilst travelling in the highlands of Scoriath.  At that time, 
a band of thieves – escapees from the Hulks – had been attacking villages 
across Scoriath and Morae.  Unfortunately for them, Edgar Worseley 
arrived in town an hour before they did.  When the thieves made their 
intentions clear, Sir Edgar came to our defence and by the time the sun 
set on Coldbrook, our attackers lay dead in the main street and Edgar 
had wiped all traces of their blood from his sword and armour.  The 
following morning, he said farewell and continued on his way.’ 

Lara sat thinking over the story and smiled. 
‘Lara?’ 
‘Hmmm?’ she replied absent-mindedly. 
‘You’re not enamoured with him are you?’ 
Lara felt the blood rush into her face even before she could mount 

a defence.  ‘Enamoured?’ she laughed tremulously.  ‘I wouldn’t know 
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what to do!  And somehow, I don’t think we’re biologically-compatible 
anyway!’ 

They both giggled.  ‘I’m not so sure Lara.  Stranger things have 
happened.’ 

‘I just feel safer, knowing the knight will be there,’ Lara confessed.  
‘The Mabbit on the other hand…’ 

‘The Mabbit is even more nervous and scared than you are.  It has 
been an overwhelming experience for him and he does not understand 
most of what is going on, but he has his part to play.  I think you will find 
before this story ends that he will surprise you.’ 

‘What do you think of the Susanese Consul?  She’s very impressive, 
isn’t she!  A bit intimidating though.’ 

Arinna nodded.  ‘Underneath Sumi’s stoic exterior is a young girl 
still dealing with a heart filled with grief.  Her pain is such that she will 
be a formidable ally – she will fight with the fury of one who had nothing 
to lose.’ 

Lara heard a hearty laugh and turned to see who had made it.  It 
was Will Stoops, the rather rotund man from Tuirren, standing by the spit 
instructing the chef to put some more meat on his plate.  The plate was 
already overflowing, but Stoops kept insisting. 

‘And him?’ Lara asked. 
‘Will Stoops is in many ways the day to Sumi’s night: vociferous, 

social, light-hearted.  But both would lay down their lives to ensure the 
mission’s success.’ 

There was movement in the booth next to theirs.  Maeldune Canna, 
his wife Jehenna and the portly bureaucrat Porenutious Windle were 
leaving.  Lara waited for them to go before whispering to Arinna, ‘I don’t 
like that one.’ 

‘Maeldune Canna?’ 
‘Yes.  I didn’t like the way he treated Tagtug in the Assembly.’ 
‘I know what you mean.  The waters of his heart are deep and 

treacherous.  Like many of his kind, he has much ambition.’ 
‘His wife is beautiful,’ Lara observed. 
‘You are not the only one to think so,’ Arinna mused as she nodded 

her head towards the figure of Pylos who was staring at Jehenna Canna, 
despite the presence of her husband. 

‘What did you hear?’ Lara asked conspiratorially. 
‘Just a few stray thoughts.  But he will never do anything.  He is far 

too honourable.’ 
‘Arinna, I’m not sure how to take all these consuls and ministers.  

There seems to be a lot more to what they say than what is spoken.’ 
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Arinna’s face darkened.  ‘The noise in my head during the 
Assembly was almost unbearable.  So many intense emotions in one 
place.  I need time to reflect on all I heard.  So many conflicting 
thoughts.’  She paused as if considering what to say next.  Lara had the 
feeling Arinna was holding something back. 

‘Is there something you’re not telling me?’ Lara asked 
suspiciously. 

‘Now is not the time, Little One.  But there are some things that we 
need to discuss when next we meet.’ 

‘Who knows where or when that will be?’ 
‘Probably where you’d least expect it.’  Arinna looked over at 

where the barmaid was in conversation with a burly Tethran and 
gestured to her to bring two more tankards of ale.  The barmaid simply 
returned to her conversation, pretending she didn’t see anything that 
would require her to move.  ‘One thing is clear Lara – some things never 
change.’ 

‘What do you mean by that?’ 
‘They hate us Lara.  They’ve always hated us.’ 
‘Who?’ 
‘The other Myrrans.  Even here on the balcony.  They have so 

much animosity towards us, it’s virtually palpable.’ 
‘Perhaps we are to blame,’ Lara suggested tentatively, scared that 

Arinna would savage her for embarrassing naiveté. 
‘Go on.’ 
‘Maybe it’s time we came down from the trees and became part of 

the world beyond.  Perhaps they mistrust us because we have not let them 
know us.’ 

‘If only it were that simple.  Sometimes, I think we would be better 
allied with the Ghul than these Myrrans.’ 

‘You can’t be serious!’ 
‘Of course I’m not.  We should go to bed now.  You have a big day 

before you.’ 
‘It would seem I’m not the only one going to bed,’ Lara observed. 
Arinna smiled when she understood Lara’s meaning.  Bannick 

stumbled by, barely able to walk, his drunken frame supported by the 
beautiful Kompiran waitress at his side.  But as she stared at the 
Kompiran her smiled faded. 

Lara picked up on her friend’s shift in emotion.  ‘What’s wrong 
Arinna?’ 

‘The barmaid.  She’s keeping her thoughts close to her.  She’s 
hiding something.’ 
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‘I don’t like her,’ Lara conceded, still annoyed over the poor 
service the pair had received that night, ‘but she’s just a barmaid.  What 
could she have to hide?’ 

Arinna shrugged as Bannick Landen and his Kompiran escort 
stumbled out of Smithy’s Bar. 

‘I wish you were coming with me, Arinna’ Lara said earnestly.  
‘What will you do now?’ 

‘I will return to Coldbrook.  Tonight.  I fear for my mother.  Lately 
there have been rumours of Ghul appearing on the eastern reaches of the 
woods.’ 

A look of concern passed over Lara’s face.  ‘Why are you still here 
then?’ 

‘I wanted to make sure you are okay, Little One.  I know a spell 
that will spur on Viola and she will not stop until the journey’s done.’ 

‘I hope I don’t have to ride a snorse!’ Lara mused as she slithered 
out of the booth.  She did not want to delay Arinna a moment more.  
Mothers and daughters should not be separated.  It was time for Arinna 
to return to Coldbrook.  They hugged one another by the stairs. 
 ‘Do you think we have a chance?’ Lara asked nervously. 
 Arinna put her hand affectionately across Lara’s chest.  She could 
feel the warmth of Lara’s Birthstone drifting up through her blouse.  
‘When all hope seems lost, Little One, look to your heart.’ 
 
 
Lara’s heart seemed pulled in separate directions.  She was energized at 
the thought of seeing her people again, but the overwhelming 
hopelessness of their situation was almost paralysing.  They had so far to 
go it was impossible to imagine an end to their journey. 

Under the shade of a willoo tree, Lara stood on the eastern bank of 
the Wort and looked across the river at the town of Coldbrook.  One look 
was all it took to realise the Ghul had visited the town.  A number of 
bodies lay in the street, Pryderi who thought they could oppose the will of 
Caliban.  They’re bodies had been torn apart and if it weren’t for their 
distinctive serpentine tails, it would have been difficult to even identify 
their race.  But there was one body that was recognisable.  It lay by the 
bridge and the entrance to the town.  It was the body of a white snorse 
with dark brown bands running across its back.  ‘It’s Viola – Arinna’s 
snorse!’ Lara gasped. 

‘I’m sorry, Lara’ said Sumi as she drew alongside Lara and looked 
upon the bloody carnage of Coldbrook.   

Tagtug hopped up beside them and took Lara’s hand when he saw 
the first of her tears fall.  His mind went back to the day he had 
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discovered the destruction of Kishe.  That was the day he had embroiled 
himself in the affairs of the world beyond the Briar Patch.  He knew he 
was now paying the price for his curiosity.  He hoped he would not have 
to die for it. 

Lara dropped her head into her hands but Sumi continued to scan 
the town, trying to piece together what had happened.  ‘They’ve been 
mauled by marroks.’ 

Lara looked up at the terrible scene, her face reflecting the despair 
that was cascading through her veins and pooling in the cavities of her 
heart.  ‘The Ghul who occupied the Bregon Woods – they used marroks 
to keep us contained.’ 

‘It would seem they have expanded their territory to include 
Coldbrook.’ 

Lara fell in a heap on the bank of the river.  Tagtug slung his arms 
over her shaking body, trying to comfort her but she was inconsolable.  
Her crying got louder and her body rocked dramatically, as if it could not 
contain the pain that swirled inside it.  ‘I can’t do this!’ Lara howled.  ‘I 
can’t go on!’ 

Sumi knelt down beside the Moraen.  She could feel Lara’s 
hysteria building, and whilst she understood why she felt the way she did, 
it looked as though the witch’s grief might bring them the sort of 
attention they were trying to avoid. 

‘Lara, you’ve got to be quiet!’ she urged her companion.  ‘If the 
marroks are still about –’ 

‘They will smell me out.’ 
She said it as if she didn’t care.  Sumi could feel Lara’s resolve 

crumbling. 
‘Lara, now is not the time!’ she whispered harshly. 
‘No.  It is the time.  Arinna’s gone.  I will follow shortly.’   
Sumi had never heard a voice so steeped in despair.  ‘Lara, I know 

this must be hard for you, but you’ve got to remember – you have a little 
girl waiting for you somewhere in the dark beneath our feet.  You’re her 
only hope.’ 

‘There is no hope,’ thought Lara cynically, and then Arinna’s 
words floated into her head: 

‘When all hope seems lost, Little One, look to your heart.’ 
The memory of Arinna’s parting comment prompted Lara into 

unravelling her torn, burnt cloak and peering under her shirt.  A soft blue 
light emanated from under her skin.  Birren was still alive, waiting for her 
mother to pull her out of a world where the sun did not shine.  No-one 
else was going to save her. 

‘We have to go.’ 
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They ran by the side of the river where the willoos hid them from sight.  
They pushed through strings of leaves, staying close to the boles of the 
trees where the shadows were darkest.  To their left, the wide brown river 
wandered past the old town where the Pryderi of Coldbrook had lived 
without a care.  But that, like most things in the Myr, had changed. 

‘Look!’ said Sumi with surprisingly happy note in her voice. 
They stopped.  Lara followed the direction of Sumi’s pointing hand 

to where a small wooden pier jutted out into the Wort River.  Moored to 
this pier was a small raft.  Sumi’s face beamed.  ‘We can take the raft 
downstream to the coast.’ 

It wasn’t hard for Lara to understand Sumi’s joy.  For the first time 
in a week they would have a respite from the dangers and hardships that 
had rained down upon them.  Or so she thought. 
 Tagtug cocked his head up.  His eyes darted around and his brow 
furrowed.  He sniffed and wheeled around so that he faced southward. 

Lara followed his gaze and her heart sank.  Beyond the curtain of 
willoo leaves, not one hundred yards behind her, was largest pack of 
marroks she had ever seen.  The animals were sliding across the grass 
purposefully, their eyes fixed upon the trees where the trio stood. 
 Sumi looked down at the raft and back at the snarling beasts.  Even 
if they bolted for the raft, they wouldn’t make it.  The marroks would be 
on them in seconds.  Sumi thought of standing her ground, but the rising 
wave of teeth and claws quickly dismissed that idea. 
 Tagtug’s large, placid eyes scoured the pack.  Acutely aware of the 
deadly situation in which they found themselves, he shifted his weight 
from foot to foot as the marroks closed in.  His ears twitched nervously 
and turned outwards as the marroks spread out to surround their quarry.   
 ‘Well,’ sighed Sumi, as if resigned to the sharp, pointy fate that 
awaited them, ‘at least it couldn’t get any worse.’ 
 Lara face blanched as the pack of marroks parted to let its leader 
slither to the fore.  ‘Sumi, it just got worse.’ 
 At the front of the pack was a massive white marrok with red eyes.   
 ‘Sumi, the albino at the head of the pack.  He is after me.’ 
 ‘After you?’  Sumi asked as she backed away with Lara, pulling 
out her sai. 

‘On the night the Ghul took my baby from me, that beast’s jaws 
were at my throat.  It has my scent.’ 

The quivering in Lara’s voice alerted Sumi to the fact that her 
companion was finding it difficult to speak.  She could see the fear in 
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Lara’s eyes.  The witch’s hands shook and her breathing had accelerated.  
‘There’s something else, isn’t there?’ 

Lara swallowed hard.  ‘It killed my mother.’ 
Sumi stepped out of the green shroud of the willoo to face the 

beast.  ‘Maybe it’s time we balanced the scales.  If we take out the leader, 
we’ll be in a much better position to deal with the rest of them.  I think 
it’s time you attempted the En Pyrrha spell you told me about.’ 

‘Now?’ Lara exclaimed.  ‘I’ve never successfully completed it!’ 
Sumi nodded towards the approaching marroks.  ‘Now would be an 

excellent time to try!’ 
Lara stepped out into the sunlight and the albino howled in delight 

when it saw her.  Lara closed her eyes and started an incantation. 
The marrok stopped and hissed to its companions.  It was clear it 

was communicating with the pack, giving out orders.  Three marroks 
slithered forwards.  They bared their teeth and their long forked tongues 
flickered out in unison. 

Lara broke off her spell and looked up.  ‘Sumi I don’t have enough 
time,’ she cried apprehensively.  Her voice trembled wildly as her innate 
fear of the marroks swelled up in her throat. 

‘Then I’ll give us time.’  Sumi threw herself forward and 
unexpectedly rolled before the three approaching marroks.  Her hands 
flicked out, a blur of movement launching three metal stars that buried 
themselves in the guts of the beasts.  All three animals reeled back, alive 
but in no condition to continue their attack.  Behind her, Sumi could hear 
Lara’s renewed incantation growing in volume.  
 Twenty feet in front of them, the albino was hissing out more 
instructions to his followers.  Three more marroks slithered out but 
stopped five feet in front of their leader.   
 ‘Come on Lara,’ Sumi urged, her eyes on the serpentine forms 
before her. 

Suddenly Lara’s voice stopped.  She had finished the spell.  White 
flame erupted from her palms and shot like a burning cannonball at the 
heart of the huge white marrok.  But before it could reach him, the three 
marroks before him lined up in front of their leader.  The bolt of fire 
blasted a hole clean through the first marrok it hit and it was dead before 
its burning body touched the ground.  The second one was seared across 
its chest and fell forward across the dead beast in front of it.  It convulsed 
twice before death claimed it as well.  The third marrok felt the heat of 
the spell, but was unharmed.  It stood in front of its leader, panting. 

Sumi’s face dropped – their only hope for survival had just been 
destroyed by the marroks’ suicidal loyalty to their leader.  If this 
realisation was disappointing for Sumi, it was absolutely crushing for 
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Lara.  Her heart sank, and her hands started shaking uncontrollably.  She 
had seen the white marrok tear apart her mother and now her life was 
about to end the same way.  There was nothing she could do to stop it.  
Her mind felt as if it were freezing.  Her body fell into an apoplexy. 

The albino howled triumphantly.  It knew it had won the day.  He 
could smell the fear emanating from the three cowering figures before 
him, and he savoured it.  There was no need to rush upon them.  The 
Pryderi witch would not be able to summon another spell and the other 
Myrran now held two small weapons against the pack of fifty.  As for the 
Mabbit, the small, weak creature would prove a tasty appetizer for the 
greater feast. 

‘What do you want to do?’ Sumi whispered to Lara.  ‘If we race for 
the raft, they’ll attack us from behind.  I’d rather die facing my killers.’  
She held her sai defiantly ready to meet her death with in the same proud 
manner her husband exhibited that fateful day aboard The Princess 
Orani. 

The albino’s lips lifted in an obscene smile that revealed needle-
like teeth.  Its tail thrashed the long grass, as the creature savoured the 
delicious smells that were flowing out of the pores of its prey.  There was 
nothing to be done now but eat. 

Suddenly a hand wrapped itself around the handle of one of Sumi’s 
sai.  It was Tagtug.  Sumi was startled by this but let the Mabbit take the 
weapon.  It seemed fair that he – the most defenceless of the three – 
should be armed.  He lifted the sai up and looked at it with inquisitive 
eyes, holding the weapon the way a child would, surprised by its weight.  
And then he did the last thing anyone would have expected him to – he 
ran the blade along his forearm, slicing deeply into his own flesh.  Blood 
spurted out across the grass and Tagtug did nothing to stop it.  Almost as 
one, the marroks inhaled the sweet smell of blood and howled like a 
demonic choir. 

‘What are you doing?’ Sumi cried at Tagtug who was now ripping 
the shirt off his back.   

Tagtug wiped the tattered shirt up and down his arm, smearing the 
blood all over the coarse fabric.  His self-inflicted wound was so deep 
that the shirt was a sodden, red lump of cloth within seconds.  Before 
Sumi or Lara could say or do anything, Tagtug wrapped the bloody cloth 
around a rock and hurled it over the head of the albino marrok, deep into 
the pack behind him.  The marroks became a mindless throng of 
snapping, sniffing beasts.  They were incensed by the smell and there was 
not one among them that could resist the allure of the blood-soaked 
package Tagtug had hurled into their midst.  Even the albino took its eyes 
off Lara as it twisted around to tear off a chunk of Tagtug’s garment.  The 
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seraphic smell of the bloody object drove the pack into such a frenzy that 
once the cloth had been torn apart, the only thing on their collective mind 
was to taste more of the same. 

Tagtug leapt away from Sumi and Lara and sprinted across the 
grass to their right, away from the river and the raft. 

‘No Tagtug!’ screamed the Sumi who understood immediately 
what he was trying to do. 

But Tagtug just kept running into the deep grass, until Sumi could 
see him no longer.  The marroks raised themselves on their tails and burst 
forward after him, the albino at the head of the surging pack.  The scent 
of their prey was like a well-paved pathway.  It would not be long before 
they would be feasting on Mabbit flesh. 

‘Why did he do that?’ Lara said incredulously as the throng of 
gnashing teeth and claws disappeared over the grassy hill. 

‘To save us.  Come on!’  Sumi strode off down the line of willoos 
towards the pier but Lara just stayed looking eastward in the direction of 
the marroks.  She could still hear them baying for Tagtug’s blood. 

‘But we can’t just leave him!’ she protested. 
Sumi just kept walking.  ‘We have no choice,’ she said solemnly.  

‘Tagtug did what he did to save us.  We will not dishonour his sacrifice 
by wasting it.’ 

Lara put her hands on her hips and snarled, ‘There is nothing 
honourable about leaving him to die.’ 

Sumi stopped.  Lara had touched a nerve.  ‘What would you have 
me do, Lara?  Well?’ 

It was abundantly clear to Lara that Sumi did not like leaving 
Tagtug anymore than she did.  ‘I’m sorry Sumi, it’s just we a running out 
of martyrs.   Look at what has happened to our squad: Bannick, Stoops, 
Edgar and now Tagtug – all dead.’ 

‘Tagtug isn’t dead yet.’ 
‘But he will be.  I’m not sure I can bear any more sacrifices.’ 
‘And yet each one brings us closer to your child Lara.’ 
She was right, but it would not be long before the marroks, having 

caught and eaten Tagtug, would turn their attention back towards the two 
remaining members of Lokasenna’s squad.   
 
 
The pair made it to the raft without seeing any sign of the marrok.  They 
could no longer hear the sinister baying of the beasts and knew that this 
did not bode well for Tagtug.  Sumi untied the rope that had kept the raft 
moored to the pier.  She pushed off from the pier with a longer wooden 
pole that the boatswains of Coldbrook used to steer their humble craft 
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downstream.  The raft drifted off into the middle of the Wort where the 
deep waters thrust them northward towards the wide bridge that linked 
Scoriath to Morae.  The air was still and she could hear nothing but the 
anarchic swirls of the river lapping around the raft. 

The bridge came closer.  It was at least three hundred yards long 
and fifty yards wide, a beautiful structure, made from wide arcing beams 
and blocks of Sessymirian marble.  It was adorned at regular intervals by 
exquisitely wrought, iron lamp-posts that had been crafted by the 
Kobolds.  But all this was lost upon Sumi and Lara.  Coldbrook was not a 
place of beauty anymore. 

Sumi’s ears picked up the frenzied sounds of the marroks.  She 
twisted her head around to pinpoint the direction of the noise. 

Lara looked over at her companion.  ‘You hear them?’ 
‘Yes and they’re getting closer.’ 

 
 
It wasn’t long before Lara could hear them too.  The feverish yelping and 
baying rose as the pack drew nearer.  Lara, being the taller of the two, 
craned her head up to scan the eastern bank but could see no sign of the 
marroks through the willoo trees lining the Wort.  It seemed the pack was 
running parallel to the river and the raft travelling upon it. 

Sumi realised what was happening as they neared the bridge.  ‘I 
know what they’re going to do.  We’re not out of this yet.’ 

‘What are they going to do?’ 
‘They’re heading for the bridge and then they’re going to jump.’ 
‘But marroks hate water.’ 
‘I don’t think they’re planning to swim to us.  They’re going to 

leap onto the raft.’ 
As the waters around them were divided by the arches of the 

bridge, Lara scanned the structure above them.  There was no sign of the 
beasts, but the sounds of them seemed horribly close. 

Sumi pushed at the pole as the raft disappeared into the shadows 
under the bridge.  The archways formed narrow tunnels, fifty yards deep.  
The brown waters carrying the raft picked up speed under the bridge and 
as they rushed towards the light at the other end, Lara could do nothing 
but hold her breath. 

Sumi held her sai aloft, ready to stab at whatever jumped down 
upon them.  It was a strange place to make a last stand – on a raft in the 
middle of a river – but she was ready to make her final moments the stuff 
of legend. 
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They shot out from under the bridge and were momentarily blinded by 
the light.  As Sumi expected, a dark shape leapt from the bridge and 
hurtled towards the raft.  It pounded into Lara’s back sending her forward 
into the deck.  Her head hit the wooden deck so hard, she lost 
consciousness.  The last thing she saw was Sumi’s sai flash in the 
sunlight as the creature that had leapt from bridge tumbled into her. 
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Chapter Nine   Arion Ocean, South of Tethra 
 
 

urprise!’  
Jehenna’s heart skipped a beat as a metal hook buried itself into 
the folds of her travelling cloak and yanked her back from the 

terrible drop.  Once she had regained her footing, she spun around to face 
her attacker. 

‘Simeon!’ she screamed when she found herself looking at the 
broad, weathered face of her younger brother.  ‘Of all the stupid 
pranks…’ 

‘So you know this man, do you?’ asked Sela with a confused tone 
in her voice.  The Tamuan had removed one of her quills and held it 
inches above Simeon Kallady’s neck. 

Simeon’s claws went to Jehenna’s waist and pulled her closer.  She 
clasped her hands around his thick neck and he spun her round.  She 
giggled with delight.  The proud Acoran consul had disappeared and in 
her place stood a young, affectionate woman whose face had shed any 
trace of the sternness it had shown before. 

‘Simeon, you’ve grown fatter!’ she teased as her hand rubbed her 
brother’s belly. 

‘Girl, I should have you keelhauled for disrespecting the office of 
captain.’ 

‘Is the ship ready?’ Jehenna asked. 
‘She is.  A whisper-catcher brought me a message yesterday 

morning.  What’s all this about Jen?’ 
‘I’ll explain over lunch.’ 
Simeon’s eyes lit up.  ‘You’re eating at The Glass Ball?’ 
She looked down at his paunch and smirked.  ‘Maybe you should 

have the salad.’ 
 
 
A table was created for the group and they were treated to the finest 
dining experience any of them had ever known.  Their table by the 
window afforded them an unparalleled view of the gorgeous tapestry of 
the Arion Ocean.  Jehenna and her bother took seats by the window and 
swung their chairs around so they could look out upon the ocean as they 
ate an entree of strips of barga drizzled with honeygrape syrup. 

Lilith sat quietly next to Jehenna.  Her eyes were on the great fish 
tank in the centre of the restaurant where a myriad of sea creatures swam, 
scuttled and floated among gently swaying waveweeds.  Beside her sat 
Bormanus as aloof as always, preferring to gaze at the colourful denizens 

‘S 
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of the restaurant than speak to his companions.  Beside him sat Sela Noye 
who was intrigued by the intricate fresco that covered the entire ceiling of 
the circular dining room.  It was beautifully lit by ornate chandeliers 
crafted by some of Camulos’ most talented artisans.  The candlelight 
flickered across the detailed mural accentuating the colours and shapes of 
the artwork. 

Tawhawki sat on the lucullan carpet that covered the entire floor of 
the restaurant.  His vast body made things difficult for the koopoos who 
scurried from table to table armed with plates of exotic food and carafes 
of sweet smelling wine.  He leaned on his elbows and followed Sela’s 
gaze at the roof of the restaurant.  ‘Ah, you are admiring the work of the 
great Caquikki artist Giottoki.’ 

‘I don’t get it,’ Sela said bluntly.  ‘Is it a story?’ 
‘Yes.  I am familiar with this piece although this is the first time I 

have ever seen it in person.  It’s called Exodus.’ 
Rama who was denied the sight of the fresco they were discussing 

asked Tawhawki to describe it.  The Caquikki’s face shone with 
exuberance at the invitation to provide a description of the piece.  He 
reached into his waistcoat pocket and brought out his spectacles which he 
carefully wiped before placing upon the bridge of his nose.  ‘The fresco 
tells the story of the exodus of our Arnakki brethren from the island of 
Caquix many thousands of years ago.’ 

‘What!’ Sela exclaimed.  ‘Brethren?  The Arnakki and the 
Caquikki are nothing alike!’ 

‘Yes,’ replied Tawhawki patiently.  ‘We are very different, but our 
myths tell us that this was not always the case.  This painting depicts the 
years when our two races separated.  As you can see in this section, there 
was a time when a large number of children were born to the Caquix with 
genetic abnormalities.’  He pointed to a part of the fresco that depicted a 
female Caquikki holding up a naked child.  Whilst the child had six legs 
it lacked the characteristic Caquikki tail.  Another showed a newly born 
infant without hooves.  Another displayed a young child standing on two 
legs whilst its parents looked on in horror.  ‘As you can see here, the 
numbers of deformities grew until the dark days of the Cleansing.’  At 
this point he pointed at a gruesome picture of Caquikki drowning 
children. 

‘That’s appalling!’ Sela said, her voice filled with the disgust her 
masked face could not display.  ‘You should be ashamed.’ 

Tawhawki smiled and said, ‘I’m afraid it was a little before my 
time.’ 

‘It is still horrible.’  
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‘It’s not a period we are proud of but it is a rich part of our 
folklore.’  He continued to point at series of pictures that illustrated his 
commentary.  ‘As the years wore on, it became clear that a new species 
had emerged, and they resembled other bipedal races which were 
becoming prolific on the face of the Myr.  The Caquikki called this new 
species the Equinakki, which translated to those without hooves.  It was 
decided that the Equinakki would be sent to lands far away and left to 
their own devices.  They journeyed far north to a frozen land at the far 
end of the world.  They called the land Arnaksak which simply meant 
new land. 

‘As time passed the Caquikki eventually forgot their original horror 
over the emergence of the Equinakki.  Indeed, after many centuries, the 
Caquix who gave birth to Equinakki were considered to be blessed, and 
there was no hostility, or shame attached to the sending of children to 
their northern home.  This last panel depicts the sad day when the Coh-
Equinakki was born.’ 

‘Coh-Equinnaki?’ asked Sela. 
‘The Last of the Hoofless Children.’  
‘It sounds like an incredible piece,’ Rama said with a note of 

sadness.  ‘I wish I could look upon it.’ 
‘It’s the most beautiful thing I have ever seen,’ Sela said to herself. 
 

 
While Tawhawki was telling the story of the Arnakki exodus, Jehenna 
and her brother were enmeshed in a conversation of their own.  They 
were totally absorbed in one another.  The two siblings couldn’t have 
been more unalike.  Simeon’s swarthy face was a map of every place he 
had ever visited.  It was weathered, sunburnt and lined.  His head was 
devoid of hair, his teeth were crooked and his face unshaven.  Despite all 
this, it was a comforting face to look upon.  His eyes were welcoming and 
his chafed lips were poised and ready to smile. 

Simeon nodded as Jehenna unfolded the details of the mission to 
him.  He nodded solemnly when she told him of the loss of Kali.  He 
gently touched her cheek with one of his hooked hands as pride swelled 
up in him when she told him of her battle with Kleesto.  

‘This beast I have heard of before,’ he said when she had finished 
her story.  Some months ago we pulled a Moraen from the seas off 
Grisandole.  She had narrowly survived an encounter with the beast you 
have slain.’ 

‘Lara Brand.’ 
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‘Yes.  That was her name.  She wouldn't tell us exactly what she 
was doing on Grisandole, but she did say she was trying to find a way to 
stop the Ghul.’ 

Jehenna nodded.  ‘The witch attended the Assembly of Nations 
with another of her kind.  They have suffered much in Morae.’ 

Simeon skilfully hooked his metal claw around a glass of wine and 
brought it to his lips.  He closed his eyes for a second and let the wine’s 
bouquet wash over him.  ‘It seems many people are suffering.  I have 
heard tales of dreadful things abroad, not to mention the countless Acora 
we have lost outside Lucien.’ 

‘These are terrible times, Simeon.’ 
Suddenly his expression changed.  His dry lips parted as a wide 

grin spread across his weatherworn face.  ‘All the more reason to 
celebrate the time we have together!’  He took a large swig of his drink 
and placed the glass back on the table.  ‘Those Nessans know how to 
make a nice drop, don’t they!’ 

Despite the air of light-heartedness that surrounded her brother, and 
the generally felicitous atmosphere of the restaurant, Jehenna clung to the 
sombre line of discussion concerning the evils that had spread across the 
world. 

‘Simeon, I am concerned that I may be placing you in danger by 
entreating your help like this.  I am desperate.  I didn't know where else to 
turn.’ 

He frowned momentarily, then quickly assumed a carefree aspect.  
‘What could possibly harm me?’  He held up his claws and snarled as if 
he were a terrifying beast.  Jehenna gave a small laugh but remained 
uneasy about the situation. 

He nudged her with one of his claws.  ‘Jen, you worry too much.’ 
She shook her head and pointed out the window at the glittering 

expanse of ocean beneath them.  ‘There’s a creature out there.  The 
Ryugin.  It’s already destroyed many ships.  Killed hundreds of Myrrans.  
It’ll be waiting for us.’ 

Simeon quickly dismissed her concerns.  ‘But it’s never been up 
against a ship like The Fortitude.  Wait until you see her, Jen.  She’ll take 
your breath away.’  His proud, defiant eyes allayed her fears somewhat, 
suggesting that there was nothing that could harm him, or anyone else, 
whilst aboard his great ship. 

Jehenna cast a glance at the Morgai Lilith Cortese.  Her beautiful, 
young face was grim.  It did not seem she shared Simeon’s confidence. 
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The Fortitude was without a doubt the finest vessel in the Acoran fleet.  
She was a clipper, only two months old.  She was testimony to the 
Acora’s obsession with maritime speed – long and lean with a prow as 
sharp as a sword.  Above the deck a great cumulus of sails billowed in the 
northerly breeze.  The Acoran national flag fluttered 150 feet above the 
deck at the top of the mainmast.  The masts were made of the finest 
Lucien timber, treated and aged until they were as strong as steel.  Acoran 
clippers usually ran under full sail, even in a gale, and the masts had to 
withstand the tremendous power harnessed by the twenty-one sheets.  
The foremast and mizzenmast carried five tiers of sails each.  The canvas 
sails were imported all the way from Gorias in Tuatha and were as strong 
as any material known to the Myr.  Some of the ships were reputed to 
reach forty knots in ideal conditions, covering over 200 leagues in a day. 

The Fortitude was also extremely sturdy despite the elegance of her 
design.  She had a long, gracefully tapered hull, the stern of which was 
considerably wider and fuller than any ship that had preceded her.  The 
design was ridiculed when it was first drawn up as it defied all current 
thinking concerning the shape of a ship’s hull.  At first the chief 
shipwright of the Griflet yards refused to build her, stating that the ship’s 
bow would cut into the water too deeply, and that the decks would be 
awash when it hit the first wave.  The bow design he had used for every 
ship he had ever built allowed a ship to rise and fall on the undulations of 
the ocean.  The Queen demanded that the shipwright build the clipper 
with its sharp hull unchanged and when The Fortitude returned from a 
trial voyage to Corra three days ahead of schedule, he became the toast of 
Acoran.  Five more ships were commissioned by the Acoran government, 
and they were the pride of the nation. 

Although The Fortitude had remained in Griflet since its maiden 
journey to Corra, the local populace still gathered in huge crowds at the 
water’s edge to look upon her, awestruck by the magnificence of her 
design and craftsmanship of her construction.  There wasn’t a sailor in 
Acoran who didn’t hope to obtain tenure on The Fortitude.  It came as no 
surprise that command of the ship was given to Captain Simeon Kallady, 
the most well-respected seaman in all Acoran. 
 
 
Simeon stood at the top of the gangway, barking orders to a sailor above 
the royals to unfurl the stunsails.  Beams were extended from the spars 
above the mainsail, topsails and topgallants.  From these retractable yards 
on either side of The Fortitude great shrouds were unfurled and set by 
burly seamen manning the sheets.  The ship looked like a great, white 
gillygull stretching its wings before taking flight. 
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‘Captain Kallady?’ 
Simeon cocked his head to one side and swivelled around.  

Standing before him on the floating pier that connected the shoreline of 
Griflet to his ship, Jehenna and her squad looked up at The Fortitude in 
wonder. 

Jehenna raised her hand to her temple in a light-hearted salute.  
‘Permission to come aboard.’ 

Simeon’s eyes shone with delight.  ‘Permission granted, Consul 
Canna.’ 

The squad clambered up the gangway and stood on the main deck 
with their jaws agape. 

Sela felt dizzy as she looked up.  The intricate network of shrouds, 
sheets and spars above resembled a shatterbug’s web.  Crewmen swung 
from beam to beam with seemingly reckless indifference to the heights.  
Cloud upon cloud of canvas hung from the yardarms, billowing in the 
wind, impatiently waiting for the chance to fly high above the open sea. 
 With Jehenna and her company aboard, it was not long before the 
anchors were drawn up and the hawsers were lying in coils beside the 
ship’s gunnels.  A symphony of voices sounded all over the ship as 
Simeon Kallady gave the call to set sail.  A well-rehearsed flurry of 
activity followed as the vast crew of The Fortitude set about their duties 
with the diligence and precision for which Acoran sailors were famed.   
 
 
The Fortitude’s sleek, shatterstone-crested hull effortlessly sliced through 
the swells.  She refused to rise and fall on the rolling seas, arrogantly 
carving her way, the occasional burst of spray under her bowsprit only 
sign of resistance offered by the darkening Arion seas.   

The first of the evening’s stars peered out through the navy blue 
dome overhead.  Shatterbugs in the binnacle lights aboard the ship were 
all aglow and the decks were splashed in a warm, orange light. 

‘I love it out here,’ Jehenna said when she was joined by her 
brother on the spar deck.  Wedged in the hook where his right hand once 
was, a cup of hot javo sent an intoxicating smell into the air.  Jehenna 
breathed deeply and sighed.  There were worse places to be.  She had 
been watching the wake of the ship, hoping to see the sea snorses of 
Arion that sometimes playfully darted around vessels that crossed into 
their pastures of blue. 

‘I have something for you, Jen,’ Simeon said merrily.  ‘A present.’ 
‘Why does that make me nervous?  Ah, yes, I remember your last 

present for me.  A pet praga fish wasn’t it?’ 
‘That’s right!’ replied Simeon beaming proudly. 
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‘And you thought that my bath would be a good place to keep it, 
didn’t you!  Of course, you forgot to tell me it was in there which led to a 
rather unpleasant surprise.’ 

Simeon continued to beam proudly.  Without batting an eyelid, he 
asked, ‘And how is the bite?  Did it heal?’ 

Jehenna scowled.  ‘I have a scar on my buttocks.’ 
‘Oh well,’ Simeon said flippantly.  ‘I’m sure Pylos won’t mind.’ 
All the colour in Jehenna’s face dropped out of her face, then 

returned seconds later as her embarrassment became greater than her 
shock.  She quickly turned her head around to see whether anyone had 
heard the comment but was met with the sight of a lot of sailors quickly 
going about their business, looking anywhere else but at her.  She turned 
back to her brother, her fists clenched tighter than her teeth. 

‘What?’ he said, feigning ignorance.  ‘What?’  Suddenly his face 
took on a look of shock, as he pretended to realise his mistake.  ‘Oh dear!  
I said Pylos, didn’t I?  I’m an idiot.  I meant Maeldune!’ 

Jehenna stepped forward and punched her brother in the face. 
He fell down upon the deck and shook his head to clear it of the 

tiny flashes of light that dominated his vision.  A number of sailors 
stopped pretending to work and looked over at their captain, sprawled on 
the deck.  They weren’t sure what he was going to do.  They had never 
seen anyone strike him before.  To their surprise, he looked up at his 
sister standing over him and smiled.  ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, and it sounded 
genuine.  ‘That was a bit mean!’ 

‘It was an idiotic comment, Simeon,’ she pouted. 
‘I really do have a present for you, if that helps,’ he said as he felt 

the warm caress of a bleeding nose upon his chafed lips. 
‘It might, depending on what it is,’ she said giving a little ground to 

him.  
Simeon’s face shifted a little to reflect his chagrin.  ‘Here,’ he said 

as he walked across the deck to a small storage closet and pulled out a 
long, golden glaive with a pink bow around its handle.  ‘You should like 
it.  You can kill people with it.’ 

‘I can think of someone now,’ she said suggestively as she took the 
fine weapon.  ‘Without taking off the bow, she spun it round a few times 
in her hand, getting a feel for its weight and balance.  She then held it up 
high, like a prized trophy.  He could tell she liked it. 

At that moment Lilith Cortese walked up onto the deck and 
stopped in her tracks when she saw Jehenna holding up the glaive.  The 
Morgai recognised the weapon at once.  It was the one that would take 
her life. 
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Jehenna rested the glaive on the gunnel and turned to face her 
brother.  ‘You’ve never liked Maeldune, have you Simeon?’ 

Before he answered, Simeon took a sip of his javo.  He had always 
been honest with his sister.  It was not a time to change that.  ‘He’s 
arrogant and ambitious Jen.’ 

Jehenna saw Sela standing over by the ship’s binnacle, scolding a 
sailor who had accidentally swung his mop into her face.  What had she 
called her back in Lucien?  An arrogant, pointy-eared shrew?  ‘You 
know some people would say the same thing about me, Simeon.’ 

‘You’re headstrong, Jen; not arrogant.  There’s a difference.’ 
It was a nice thing to say.  Jehenna smiled.  A set of perfect teeth 

broke through lips that usually remained closed in a slight pout.  It was 
the sort of smile that made people forget their chain of thought.  When 
Jehenna was happy, she was radiant. 

Simeon had long recognised his sister’s exceptional beauty.  It had 
made him protective of her and dismissive of all suitors including 
Maeldune Canna.  Simeon often wondered whether she was happy with 
Maeldune.  He assumed she wasn’t.  He couldn’t imagine anyone being 
happy married to him.  He decided to change the subject.  ‘What can you 
tell me about your mission?’ 

She opened her mouth to speak then closed it.  Uncertainty 
flickered in her eyes.  ‘Simeon, it supposed to be a covert operation.  
We’ve been sworn to secrecy.’ 

Simeon looked back across the deck nodding.  Sela was still 
reprimanding the sailor with the mop.  Bormanus and Tawhawki stood by 
the jigger-mast deep in conversation.  Rama was curled up in a hammock 
on the quarterdeck; his snoring could be heard over the snapping of the 
sails.  Lilith sat on a stool by the capstan combing her hair, occasionally 
stopping to sip from a goblet she nursed on her knees. 

‘Well, Jen, I think I can guess the nature of the mission.’  He 
waved a hook in the direction of his sister’s companions.  ‘Looking at 
them my guess is the Assembly of Nations has chosen groups to represent 
numerous peoples.  My guess is there are two maybe three other squads 
so that all nations have representation.  You are responding to the attacks 
on Sulis, Marshmead and Sarras, to name but a few.  There are probably 
many more attacks I don’t know about.  It is clear you are not seeking to 
hunt down the monsters known as the Cabal; Kleesto’s attack clearly took 
you by surprise.  So my guess is you are seeking a way into the realm that 
spawned this evil.  I imagine I am taking you to Cephalonia to do exactly 
that.’ 
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Jehenna was impressed.  Simeon had always been canny but his 
ability to describe their mission in such accurate detail highlighted what a 
fine brain he had. 

‘As always, you see things clearly Simeon,’ she admitted.  ‘There’s 
no point keeping secrets from you.  Yes, we do seek a way into the 
Endless, but not by force.  We do not want to draw attention to ourselves.  
We were hoping to enter the Lucien breach but now that is not an option.’ 

‘If you’re not going to fight… you’re an assassination squad!’ 
Simeon said loudly as his mind connected the pieces. 

‘The attacks have been orchestrated by one man – Caliban 
Grayson.  We hope to take him down.’ 

‘With this team?  You expect to sneak past the Ghul hordes, find 
their leader and kill him?  With this team?’  He was on the verge of 
laughing. 

Jehenna crossed her arms defensively.  ‘That’s right.’ 
‘You’re even braver than I thought!’ he joked.  ‘Jehenna, what did 

you do to deserve such a squad?’ 
Jehenna followed his gaze to where Sela was trying to gain 

possession of the mop at the heart of her little dispute.  The seaman held 
the mop above his head and Sela snatched hopelessly at it but it was well 
out of her reach. 

Over by the capstan, Lilith Cortese continued to preen herself.  On 
the quarterdeck, Rama’s snoring was beginning to annoy several sailors.  
Over by the jigger-mast, Tawhawki had lost his footing and skidded 
across the deck, squashing two seamen along with Bormanus against the 
portside gunnel. 

‘I must be atoning for past sins,’ said Jehenna miserably. 
Simeon laughed loudly, but his mirth only served to hide his 

concerns about his sister’s chances of surviving the mission.  ‘Jen, 
wouldn’t you be better off sending some Kompiran assassins?  Or the 
Cessair Guard?  He put a hook up to his head and scratched.  ‘You know 
you’re not all going to make it.’ 

‘I’ll be amazed if any of us come home alive,’ Jehenna said 
bluntly. 

‘Are you able to tell me who leads the other squads?  Bannick?  
Pylos?  Stoops?’ 

The evening breeze blew Jehenna’s dark tresses across her face.  
When she pulled her hair back off her face, Simeon could see her sister’s 
expression had changed.  She was disturbed.  ‘Simeon, Bannick’s dead.  
He was killed the night before we set off.’ 

Simeon had met Bannick Landen on a journey from Scoriath to 
Arnaksak.  Like so many others, he liked Bannick, admired him.  He 
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remembered the atmosphere of invulnerability that seemed to hang in the 
air around the Arnakki hero.  In his presence, it was impossible to feel 
afeared of anything.  And now he was dead. 

‘Bannick?  How?  Why?’ 
‘I think Caliban wanted to send us a message.  It would seem 

Caliban has someone in his employ in Cessair.  Someone who knew our 
moves before we made them.’ 

‘What do you mean?’ 
‘We were attacked in the Way.  An ambush.  Only a handful of 

people knew of our route under the mountains.’ 
‘Surely not one of the Assembly?’ 
‘Perhaps.’ 
‘One of your own squad members?’ 
‘To be honest Simeon, I don’t trust any of them.’  She paused and 

looked around the decks at the eclectic group she was charged to lead.  
‘And yet they fought so bravely against Kleesto.’ 

‘You’ve been compromised Jehenna.  And if they could kill 
Bannick so easily…’ 

They both fell silent, caught up in separate thoughts.  Their voices 
were replaced by the rhythmic pounding of the waves upon The 
Fortitude’s steep hull and the occasional slurping sound as Simeon 
finished off his cup of javo.  He placed the mug on the deck under his 
wooden legs and pulled out a sugarapple from a deep pocket inside his 
navy blue overcoat.  ‘You want a bite?’' he said waving the apple in front 
of his sister. 

She smiled appreciatively and plucked the fruit from the end of his 
claw. 
 
 
The coast of Acoran fell away as The Fortitude glided across the starlit 
waters of the Arion Ocean.  It was a balmy night and many sailors who 
were off duty had gathered on the ship's many decks to enjoy the 
evening.  Some sang lewd shanties, some played hard-fought games of 
sabat and Siege while others were content to smoke a pipe as they 
exchanged stories of all the women they had conquered. 

A number of them had made bets on their destination but not a 
single sailor had placed any money on Cephalonia being at the end of the 
voyage.  When Jehenna had told Simeon that she had to get to Cephalonia 
as quickly as possible, he did not question it, nor did he question her 
request to keep the destination a secret for as long as possible.  Most 
sailors had put their hard-earned gold on the research facility of Amasis 
as being their likely heading.  Although the rest of the world was 
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generally unaware of the existence of the facility, it was common 
knowledge among the Acora.  So too was the fact that the Captain’s 
mother was head of the science station.  The presence of his sister on the 
voyage only made this destination the firm favourite among the ship's 
gamblers (of which there were many). 

Irrespective of where they were going, most of the sailors were 
simply content to be at sea on the magnificent ship. 

 
 
Jehenna crunched down on the sugarapple but did not hand it back to her 
brother.  The sea air made her hungry.  She took another bite and waited 
for his reaction, but his mind was on other things. ‘What is it?’ she asked. 

‘I was just thinking about Bannick.  He was one of a kind.’ 
‘He sure was,’ she replied.  ‘However, I don't think Maeldune liked 

him very much.’ 
‘Gah!’ Simeon grunted.  ‘Maeldune doesn't like anyone.’ 
Jehenna dropped her head slightly.  Simeon noted this and quickly 

added, ‘Yourself excepted, of course.’ 
Jehenna rolled her eyes at this painfully obvious attempt to please 

her. 
Simeon decided to refrain from any more comments about his 

sister’s husband and moved on to a new topic.  ‘You haven’t told me who 
is leading the other squads.’ 

‘One team is led by Lokasenna, a Sessymirian.  They’re heading 
for the Nilfheim breach.’ 

Simeon started shaking his head.  ‘Lokasenna Hagen – the one-
handed foreman of Strom Mir?  Jen, I’ve heard of her.  She’s insane.  Six 
months ago the captain of The Perseverence had an argument with her 
concerning a late payment on a boatload of Cold.  He ended up losing an 
eye!’ 

‘Yes, she’s a perfect representative for Sessymir.  She leads Sumi 
Kimura, Will Stoops, Sir Edgar Worseley, the Moraen you fished out of 
the sea near Grisandole and a Mabbit from the Briar Patch.’ 

‘A Mabbit?’ 
‘Yes.  A survivor of the Ghul attack on Camulos.’ 
‘Apart from the Mabbit, it’s quite a strong group.  And the other 

teams?’ 
‘One other team.’ 
‘Who leads it?’ 
She didn’t say anything but leaned forward leaning on the gunnel. 
‘Who leads the other team Jen?’ he asked again, her silence 

amplifying her curiosity. 
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‘Maeldune.’ 
‘What!’ Simeon exclaimed in an eruption of shock and perverse 

delight.  ‘He’ll get them all killed!  And where, can I ask, is Pylos 
Castalia?’ 

‘He’s on Maeldune’s squad.  I’ll be surprised if he doesn’t strangle 
my husband before the journey’s end.’ 

‘Well, we can only hope,’ Simeon muttered to himself, unable to 
resist making one more comment regarding Maeldune. 

Jehenna cast her eyes down at the water below.  Her long fingers 
fidgeted with one another as they rested on the gunnel.  A shatterbug 
landed on one of her knuckles, illuminating the look of sobriety that had 
spread across her face. 

‘Hello little critter,’ she said softly.  ‘You’re a long way from 
home.  What are you doing so far out to sea?’ 

‘I could ask the same of you Jen,’ Simeon said enigmatically, ‘and 
I don’t mean the mission.’ 

It took her a while to take his meaning.  Simeon could be quite 
obtuse when he wanted to be.  ‘You are right Simeon,’ she sighed 
disconsolately.  ‘Maeldune is arrogant and he is ambitious.  I was young 
enough, stupid enough, to see these as admirable traits.  I was blinded by 
his confidence.’ 

‘If you weren’t of noble stock, you could walk away from this 
union.’ 

‘Walk away, Simeon?  Where would I go?’ 
‘I’m sure a certain General from Sulis…’ 
Surprisingly, she did not shy away from the comment.  ‘I know.  

I’ve seen the way he looks at me.  But I cannot give Pylos any indication 
of my feelings.  I will not sully our royal name.’ 

‘Then you have feelings for him.’ 
‘I cannot deny it.  At least, not to you.’  She proffered a weak 

smile, almost as an apology.  ‘Pylos Castalia is a most estimable man.’ 
‘He does have a scar,’ Simeon said mischievously. 
‘It is the most honourable of physical imperfections.  I imagine he 

received it in the heat of battle.’ 
Simeon had heard the tale of how Pylos had earned his scar – in a 

play fight with Bannick – but he realised Jehenna didn’t need to hear the 
story at that time. 

She looked up at him with big, brown eyes that were tinged with 
panic.  ‘You won’t tell anyone, will you Simeon?’ 

‘I will carry your secret to the grave,’ he said, pretending to be 
serious.  He then gave her a kiss on the forehead and moved off to join 
his officers in a game of Siege. 
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Mornings on the Arion Ocean were usually spectacular affairs, a 
glittering pageant of colour and movement.  However, when Tawhawki 
clip-clopped his way onto the deck, he was met with something entirely 
different.  A thick shroud of mist lay over the ship and the waters 
surrounding it.  The sails were silent even though the night crew had 
trimmed them to eke what they could out of the fading wind.  The faint 
breeze had no more strength in it than the breath of a baby.  The ship’s 
boatswain Franklin Baffin marched over the decks dispensing orders at 
every mast, but there was little he could do to change the situation. 

The mood on the deck had changed with the weather.  The reveries 
of the night before had ended and a quiet seriousness had enveloped the 
vessel. 

Tawhawki found Bormanus upon the forecastle.  He stood beside 
the bowsprit looking out into the mist with a curious smile upon his face. 

‘You seem quite content for such a dismal morning,’ 
‘I love mornings like this,’ Bormanus replied, pushing back his 

white bangs so he could see his Caquikki companion.  ‘The seas around 
Cephalonia are like this every morning.  By midday the sun burns away 
the mists and everything in the world is new again.  A foggy morning – 
it’s a small price to pay for a bright day.’ 

‘How do you know this will change?’ 
‘Everything changes Tawhawki.  Sooner or later change will 

come.’ 
 
 

When Sela came out onto the deck, she found Bormanus and Tawhawki 
huddled over a game of Siege.  Between them the seven-tier circular 
board was turned around and around as Bormanus sought out his next 
move. 

Tawhawki looked up at the Tamuan standing beside them.  
Although her mask hid her expression, he could tell she was perplexed by 
the game before her.  ‘You don’t play Siege in Tamu?’ he asked. 

‘No,’ she said a little defensively.  ‘It looks like a ridiculous waste 
of time.  What’s the point of it all?’ 

Ordinarily Tawhawki would have ended the conversation there, but 
he was bored waiting for Bormanus to make his move and so took the 
opportunity to fill in the time by explaining the game to Sela.  ‘It’s about 
strategy Consul.  It’s about making your opponent think you are doing 
one thing when you are actually doing something else.’ 

‘So it’s really a game of deceit,’ she huffed. 
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‘That’s one way of putting it.’ 
‘So if you excel at Siege, you are not one who should be trusted.’ 
Tawhawki laughed.  ‘I’ve never thought of it in that way.’ 
‘And the winner of this match is the less trustworthy of the pair of 

you.’ 
She was trying hard to engender discord, but Tawhawki was more 

amused by her argument than offended.  ‘Perhaps it would be best if I 
explained to you what is going on here.’  He took his spectacles out of his 
waistcoat pocket, polished them and placed them on his thin nose.  
‘Bormanus is trying to take my citadel.  I occupy the five highest levels 
of the board.  Naturally, my king sits on the highest level which is called 
the Keep.  Surrounding him are the cardinals and keep guards.  The next 
level contains archers and artillery.  The fourth level contains pikemen 
and dragoons.  On the fifth, lowest level I have my infantry.’ 

‘But that’s not fair!’ she exclaimed.  She turned to Bormanus and 
pointed indignantly at all his pieces on the lowest circles of the board.  
‘You have more men than Tawhawki.’ 

Bormanus scowled, annoyed that his concentration had been 
broken.  ‘But he has the height advantage.  His pieces have greater range 
than mine.’ 

‘Well… how do you win?’ Sela asked trying to sound disinterested 
as she knelt down beside the board. 

‘Bormanus must get a piece to the Keep, where my king currently 
stands.  He must do so in fifty moves.’ 

Bormanus made his move, lifting a small carved representation of a 
knight on a snorse up one tier of the board.  As he did so, he placed a 
small white stone in a rack beside the board. 

‘A risky strategy!’ scoffed Tawhawki as he swivelled the board 
around to study the impact Bormanus’ move had upon the game. 

‘You don’t win by avoiding risks, Tawhawki.’ 
‘I don’t understand this at all,’ groaned Sela in frustration as she 

tried to make sense of the complex arrangement on the board. 
Tawhawki pointed at where Bormanus had placed his knight.  

‘This piece has fallen within range of my bowmen.  Now a roll of the 
appropriate dice will determine the piece’s fate.  When combatants come 
within range of one another, a dice is rolled by the player whose turn it 
is.’   

He handed her an oddly shaped dice that had been sitting on the 
rack where the white stones were placed.  It was made of bone and was 
beautifully crafted.  The dice was a dodecahedron.  On each of its twelve 
sides an image was carved.  An image of the sun was displayed on four 
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sides, another four had the image of the moon and the remaining four, a 
star. 

Without understanding the rules, but wanting to play a part in the 
game, Sela asked, ‘Can I roll it for you?’ 

‘If you can promise me you’ll roll a sun,’ Tawhawki said with a 
smirk. 

‘I’ll do my best.’  She rolled the dice.  It hopped across the smooth 
planks of the forecastle, finally coming to rest with a sun facing upward. 

‘Ha!’ Sela shouted in exaltation.  ‘You’re dead Bormanus.’ 
He stared back at her coldly.  ‘A momentary setback, my thorny 

friend.  You’ll find I’m not so easy to kill.’ 
 
 
Franklin Baffin was joined by his captain at the helm.  ‘Bosun, I’ve 
brought you a cuppa.’ 

‘Thank-you Captain,’ Baffin said appreciatively.   It had been a 
long night and the steaming cup of javo was just what he needed to lift 
his spirits.  He carefully unhooked the mug from the Captain’s claw and 
smiled.  He was one of the few men on board who received such special 
treatment. 

‘Report,’ said Simeon brusquely as he peered out into the mist. 
‘Wind dropped just after midnight Cap’n.  Then this mist came in 

and has hung around us like a noose.’ 
‘Hmmm, just dropped did it?’ Simeon mused.  ‘This is most 

unusual.’ 
‘Sir?’ 
‘Bosun, I’ve made this run across the Arion Ocean countless times 

and I have never seen a mist like this.  Nor have I ever been becalmed.’  
He looked up at the limp sails above him.  ‘Here we are with shroud upon 
shroud hanging from our masts and not a breath of wind to stir them.’ 

A gentle step was heard behind the pair at the wheel.  They turned 
around to find Jehenna and Lilith making their way across the bridge.  
They could almost be mistaken for twins.  Although Lilith was 
significantly paler than Jehenna, she possessed the same aura of 
aloofness.  To the sailors on board, both women had the striking beauty 
that deemed them unobtainable, except in the dreams and lascivious 
imaginings of wishful men. 

‘Having a problem Simeon?’ Jehenna asked. 
‘We’ve stopped.  The wind has dropped.’ 
Jehenna’s face hardened.  ‘Where are we?’ 
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Baffin stepped forward and bowed respectfully to Jehenna.  ‘Miss, 
we were making good speed until late last night.  I put us due north of the 
Isle of Antaeus.’ 

‘That puts us dead centre of the Arion Ocean,’ Simeon said.  
‘We’re a long way from land.’ 

Jehenna turned to her brother.  ‘Is this sort of thing normal?’ 
He shook his head.  ‘It is most abnormal, Jen.’ 
Suddenly Lilith pointed out across the deck into the mist-covered 

waters on the starboard side of the ship.  ‘Look!’ she exclaimed before 
breaking into a sprint across the bridge.  She jumped down the narrow 
stairs to the quarterdeck and ran across to the starboard gunnel, her purple 
and gold robes flowing out behind her like a flag.  She leaned over the 
rail and peered into the mist.  ‘I don’t believe it!’ 

Jehenna wasted no time in joining her.  Simeon took a little longer, 
his wooden legs hammering the deck as he rushed over to see what had so 
shocked his Morgai passenger. 

‘Nep’gii!’ Lilith exclaimed with delight as she pointed out to sea. 
About fifty yards abreast of the ship, a troop of young nep’gii were 

jumping across the waves in a playful balletic performance.  The rarely 
seen creatures tumbled and danced upon the water as if it were a stage.   
As they pirouetted and spun, their shaggy manes swung around their long 
heads and necks.  Although they were also known as sea snorses, the 
nep’gii were not actually related to their land-bound counterparts.  Their 
eyes did not sit on stalks, but rather were hidden under a long, tan mane 
that ran from the nep’gii’s head all the way down its back.  Instead of 
broad feet and thick legs, the sea snorse had a long, prehensile tail that it 
curled up under its belly when not using it to thrust itself through the 
waters. 

‘At last, I have seen them!’ Lilith said.  Her eyes were aflame in 
wonderment.  ‘The nep’gii of Arion!  I have long desired to look upon 
them.  I thought I would run out of time before I got the chance.’ 

‘Run out of time?’ Jehenna said, perplexed by the statement. 
A soft footstep behind them distracted them momentarily from the 

sight of the sea snorses frolicking in the ethereal mists surrounding the 
ship.  It was Bormanus.  He looked past the trio and smiled when he saw 
the marine fauna that had captured their attention.  ‘Ah, nep’gii,’ he said 
with the familiarity of someone who had seen the creatures before.  ‘I 
believe they are a sign of good luck.  Am I correct Captain?’ 

Simeon nodded.  ‘Apparently, although we don’t seem to be having 
too much of it at the moment.’ 
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‘Have you seen the peg’ii, the sky steeds of Cephalonia?’ 
Bormanus asked Lilith who had returned her gazed to the nep’gii who 
continued to put on a show for her. 

Without taking her eyes from the waters before her, Lilith 
answered.  ‘No, but I have long thought of it.  When I was a little girl, I 
would draw pictures of the peg’ii.  Whilst other girls were busy dreaming 
one day of marrying a prince and living in a golden castle, I just hoped 
one day I would lie in the fields of wild orchida on Cephalonia and watch 
the peg’ii play.’ 

‘Perhaps you will have your chance soon.’   
Simeon grumbled.  ‘That’s if we ever get to Cephalonia.’ 
Jehenna turned to her brother and clutched at his arm.  ‘Simeon, 

tell me that we’re not stranded here.  You grand ship doesn’t seem so 
grand just sitting here, dead in the water.’ 

He gave her one of those mischievous smiles she had seen him 
wear for much of his life.  ‘Sister, this boat’s got a few surprises left in 
her.’  He swivelled around and marched back to the bridge, giving orders 
as he went.  ‘All hands on deck!  Take up the sails!  Prepare to fire up the 
engines!’ 

Jehenna caught up with Simeon on the bridge.  ‘You have 
engines?’ 

‘Yes.  The biggest, most powerful Cold engines you’ve ever seen.  
The bunkering will take some time.  I suggest you have breakfast in the 
officer’s mess.  We’ll be underway by mid-morning.’ 

Jehenna hugged her brother.  ‘Thank-you Simeon.  For everything.’ 
 
 
He was true to his word.  Within hours, The Fortitude was speeding 
across the waves under its own power.  The mist continued to envelop the 
boat, so they could not travel at full speed for fear of hitting the reefs that 
dotted the Arion Ocean like weeds in a poorly maintained garden. 
 
 
Although it was mid-morning, Lilith could feel sleep crawl over her.  It 
was not a comforting feeling.  Her dreams had increasingly brought her 
horrific details of things to come.  Her foresight was exhausting her.  The 
terrible images found their way into her slumber and she rarely woke 
feeling refreshed and energized.  She just felt old.  The sound of the 
pounding waves faded and once again Lilith Cortese found herself in that 
place beyond time, where truths were revealed. 
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Jehenna Canna knelt on the deck with her brother in her arms.  He had 
so much blood covering him, he was unrecognisable until she wiped his 
face with her hand. 
 Eyes dulled by pain looked up helplessly.  ‘I’m sorry Jen, but I 
don’t think I’ll be able to take you all the way to Cephalonia.’  His body 
convulsed as his vital organs gave up and then he was still. 
 
 
Lilith sat upright on her bunk.  It was a familiar dream but no easier to 
bear because she had experienced it before.  She was panting and her 
brow was draped in perspiration. 

She made her way over to the small dresser in her cabin and looked 
at the old woman in the mirror before her.  Her rugose face contrasted 
starkly to the stunning beauty Lilith cloaked herself in when in the 
presence of others.  It was getting harder to maintain the guise of youth.  
Here in the presence of nobody, she could ignore her vanity and wear the 
face the centuries had given her. 

‘This is your fault, Lilith,’ said the old woman in the mirror.  ‘You 
should have guided him properly.’ 

‘I tried,’ she replied weakly. 
‘You did not try hard enough.  Or think enough.  Remiel Grayson 

should have killed his brother.’ 
‘He is a noble man, like his father.  There was no hope that he 

would kill Caliban.’ 
‘You should have killed him yourself!’ sneered the old woman in the 
mirror, ‘when you had the chance.  Look what you have unleashed upon 
the world as a consequence of your folly.’ 

‘I… I…”  But Lilith had no answer.  The old woman in the mirror 
was right.  This was her fault. 

‘You know Simeon Kallady will die shortly.’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Have you told him?  Have you told his sister?’ 
‘I have learnt that there is a danger in divulging too much.’ 
‘So you will just let him die.’ 
‘Yes.  I will let Kallady die!’ she shouted.  ‘And Baffin.  And 

Tawhawki.  I’ll let them all die because I must.  I don’t have a choice!’ 
Ignorant of the tears that streamed down her craggy face and onto 

her golden robes, Lilith stood and rushed out the cabin, desperate to get 
away from the old woman in the mirror who made her feel so bad.  So 
caught up in the moment was she that she failed to notice the figure of 
Rama standing in the shadows with a most puzzled look upon his face. 
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There were two explosions. 

The first occurred in the boiler room of The Fortitude.  The great 
engine had exploded, taking with it the entire aft section of the ship and at 
least fifty members of the crew.   

The dread cry went out shortly afterwards.  ‘We’re taking on water 
Captain!’ 

‘Drop the bulkheads!’ came the reply which was quickly followed 
by a deep, grinding groan as oakaen bulkheads were lowered into place 
and secured with iron battens.  This quick response to the first explosion 
had kept the ship afloat and saved many lives in the process. 

The second explosion was even more shocking than the first.  
Without any warning, the waters at bow of the ship erupted and the Cabal 
beast known as the Ryugin shot out of the waters and heaved itself onto 
The Fortitude’s deck.  Timbers, sheets and shrouds were ripped apart as 
the beast’s teeth raked across the deck in an indiscriminate slaughter.  The 
carnage that followed the fury of teeth and claws was staggering.  Flesh 
and bone mingled with the ship’s debris floating in the surrounding 
ocean.  The attack of the Ryugin was the most brutal, violent act Jehenna 
Canna had ever seen.  Her heart leapt into her mouth as she searched for 
some sign of her brother. 

He stood on the bridge, barking orders that were echoed by his 
bosun, Franklin Baffin.  In all the bloody chaos that entailed, Simeon 
Kallady was a symbol of order and control.  Despite the splintering 
timbers and the ear-piercing screams of dying men, Simeon stood calmly 
at the helm trying to carve a way out of the horror that had befallen them.  
Despite his hooked hands and peg-legs, he resembled a statue of an 
explorer in an age long since past, his eyes staring down the danger 
before him.  

Jehenna could see no sign of her companions.  It was likely they 
were below deck.  As she watched the vast teeth of the Ryugin crash 
down on the crew of The Fortitude, she hoped that her companions would 
stay where they were.  They could do nothing to repel the beast that had 
leapt up out of the misty sea. 

Baffin leapt down from the bridge to tell the men on the main deck 
to arm the harpoons.  The Fortitude was well-armed.  Although the 
Ryugin had destroyed much of the front third of the boat in its savage 
attack, it had not touched either one of the two harpoons that lay on the 
main deck.  Baffin ran across midships, but before he could get a single 
word out, the Ryugin twisted its enormous body around and slapped its 
thick crimson tail down upon him. 
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The beast then slipped off the deck and vanished into the foggy 
white sea. 
 
 
Simeon Kallady held his valiant boatswain in his arms.  ‘Cap’n,’ Baffin 
spluttered, his mouth a pond of blood.  ‘How’s the ship?’ 
 Simeon looked around his once-proud boat.  Four of its five masts 
had been shattered, the sails were all in shreds and the decks were an 
undulating mess of broken timbers.  They had lost all ability to steer and 
all around men were dying.  Simeon brushed Baffin’s hair out of the 
man’s face and smiled comfortingly.  ‘The ship’s fine Bosun.  We’re in 
excellent shape.’ 
 Baffin’s back arched as a bolt of pain shot up his spine.  ‘So we’re 
going to make it Cap’n?’ 
 Simeon blinked away tears as he witnessed the last moments of his 
loyal officer’s life.  ‘Of course we’re going to make it.’  His voice 
faltered as he said, ‘You’ll be home in time for tea, Franklin.’ 
 Baffin’s eyes sparkled for a brief moment – perhaps it was his 
name being spoken by his Captain for the first time – and then went dull.   

‘I’m sorry Simeon.’  Jehenna placed a hand upon her brother’s 
shoulder.  ‘He was a good man.’ 

‘We’ve been compromised, Jen.  The engine couldn’t have blown 
up by itself.  Someone made this all happen.  Someone in your squad.’  
They had been betrayed and in a man to whom loyalty and honour was 
everything, Simeon felt the perfidy like a blade though his heart.  ‘Get 
them on deck.’ 

Jehenna was stunned.  ‘What?’ 
‘Get them on deck!  It’s the only way I can protect you.  That thing 

won’t attack you whilst you stand alongside whoever has turned against 
us.’ 
 
 
She did as she was told.  It made sense.  Sela, Tawhawki, Bormanus, 
Rama and Lilith were made to stand upon the poop deck whilst some 
sailors gathered the ropes that would bind them all together. 

‘What are you doing Captain?’ asked Tawhawki, suspicious of 
what was about to take place. 

Simeon strode before them, holding his clawed hand up to indicate 
he expected only silence from them.  ‘Look around you.  The ship is 
barely afloat.  I have lost at least 150 good men this morning.  Many 
more are dying as I speak, bleeding from wounds that would sicken you 
to see.  One of you has done this.  One of you has betrayed his 
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companions and all the Myr by this disgraceful act.  I do not know who, 
but I would wager good money that giving up your own life was not part 
of whatever deal you made with Caliban.’ 

‘How dare you!’ shouted Sela but she said no more when Simeon 
approached her with eyes that would melt snow.   

‘Do not speak, Tamuan!  This is my ship,’ he growled.  ‘I just 
watched my bosun die.  I won’t do the same for my sister.’  He turned to 
the sailors he had ordered to prepare the ropes.  ‘Bind them to the 
mizzenmast.  Bind them hard.  None must escape.’  He then stepped 
towards Jehenna and said, ‘I’m sorry Jen, but I must ask you to join 
them.’ 

‘I will stand with them, but I will not be tied.’ 
He wanted to argue the point but knew it would be pointless.  It 

would be enough that she agreed to stay with them.   
Fear sprung up in Bormanus’ deep grey eyes when he realised that 

they were going to be tied to the mast.  ‘Madman!’ he screamed, his voice 
as shrill as any woman’s.  ‘You’ll get us all killed!’ 

‘Everyone’s got to die sir,’ Simeon replied.  ‘But very few men get 
to choose when.’ 

‘You maniac!’ Bormanus hissed.  ‘I don’t choose now!’ 
His outrage meant nothing to Simeon.  Jehenna’s companions were 

tied to the mast, albeit with considerable resistance from Tawhawki and 
Bormanus.  Sela said nothing in protest.  She had realised that if Simeon 
Kallady was right, there was no safer place on the ship. 
 
 
‘Seaman Hawkins,’ Simeon said to one of the sailors standing nearby.  ‘I 
want you to head into the main hold and fetch me some Blue Cold.  A 
few blocks should do.’ 

It was an unusual request.  Blue Cold was a highly dangerous form 
of Cold, mainly used as an explosive.  Ship captains sometimes carried a 
block or two to scuttle a ship instead of allowing their vessel to fall into 
the hands of pirates. 

Simeon indulged the seaman with an explanation.  ‘I’m going to 
blow a hole in that beast’s head so wide you’ll see the sun shine through 
it.’ 
 
 
It was a strange sight to see.  The decks of The Fortitude were deadly still 
as everyone stood at his post waiting for the return of the Ryugin.  In the 
centre of the poop deck, Sela, Tawhawki, Rama, Bormanus and Lilith 
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were lashed to the ship’s thick mizzenmast whilst Jehenna stood close by, 
her arms outstretched, her crossbows cocked and ready to fire.   

On either side of the poop deck, blocks of Blue Cold had been 
lashed to the gunnels.  Like his sister, Simeon had a pair of crossbows 
mounted on his forearms.  His left arm was trained on the block of Cold 
fixed to the port gunnel; his right arm was aimed at the starboard block.  
He was ready for the Ryugin whichever side it decided to attack next.  

The fog that had mantled the ship was no longer thick and 
impenetrable.  Overhead glimpses of blue sky could be seen through the 
gauzy white sheet.  Holes developed.  Rents appeared as if the Ryugin 
had also torn at the mist.   

Bound so tightly to the mizzenmast that he could not move his 
arms, Tawhawki sneered: ‘I won’t allow myself to die in such an ignoble 
fashion.’  He pulled at the ropes but only managed to prick himself on 
one of Sela’s spines.   
 He stifled his pain as an idea formed in his head.  He twisted his 
hand around so he could grab one of her quills.  Sela was so caught up in 
the approach of the Ryugin, she was oblivious to his touch.  Then he 
yanked down as hard as his bonds would allow him and pulled a quill out 
of Sela’s back. 

She screamed in agony, but the Caquikki did not care.  He had the 
quill.  He quickly ran it up and down the ropes at his wrists.  It was sharp 
and severed the rope in no time. 

Suddenly, a deafening noise filled the air.  The entire ship moved 
on its axis and in a cloud of splintered timbers, the Ryugin burst through 
the main deck.  It took everyone by surprise.  Simeon was thrown across 
the poop deck.  A shard from one of the timbers spun through the air and 
smashed into Jehenna’s face.  She fell back from the impact and her 
vision was blinded from the blood that sprayed out the long gash the 
wood had carved in her face. 

In the centre of the ship the Ryugin bellowed triumphantly.  Its 
frilled neck flared out like a flower in full bloom.  It was bedraggled with 
ropes and harpoons from earlier encounters with obstinate Kompirans and 
defiant Helyans, most of whom were now dead.   One of its eyes was a 
cloudy white colour, the result of the sai Sumi Kimura had driven into it 
on the tragic day the beast attacked The Princess Orani.  It fixed its other 
eye, a gleaming red orb full of malice, upon the tiny Myrrans scrambling 
across the deck below and chose its victim. 

Tawhawki had fallen when the beast had burst through the deck 
and lay helplessly against the port gunnel.  He was trying to pull himself 
up, but a broken beam lay across his hind legs and would not move.  The 
Ryugin’s head shot forward and its jaws clamped around the Caquikki.  It 
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then flicked its head backwards and Tawhawki was flung away like a 
piece of rotten meat.  He disappeared into the mist.  Somewhere far from 
the ship his bloody, broken body slapped against the water, unseen and 
unheard by his companions on board the ship. 
 
 
When Jehenna wiped the blood from her eyes, she was horrified by what 
she saw.  Simeon lay crumpled against the port gunnel, his coat ripped to 
shreds and stained with blood.  The Ryugin hovered above him, its jaws 
wide open in a malicious smile.  The beast’s claws prodded at him.  He 
flinched and it roared in delight, pleased that its plaything was still alive.  
One of the beast’s claws flicked him away and he went sliding across the 
deck to where its other claw was waiting to catch him to flick him back 
again. 
 Suddenly a massive ball of flame shot across the deck hitting the 
Ryugin square in the face.  It howled in agony as the skin beneath its 
scales bubbled and burnt.  Its wild movements sent Lilith Cortese flying 
into the mizzenmast.  She lay crumpled at its base, unable to move, let 
alone conjure another spell. 
 Jehenna’s vision was continually being obscured by the gash in her 
face.  It was a deep wound and whenever she moved the pain of it seared 
across her head.  She could see Simeon struggling to his feet at the port 
gunnel.  He was scraping his claws on the gunnel, cutting the ropes that 
bound the volatile lump of Blue Cold his crew had set there. 
 ‘Simeon!’ Jehenna screamed.  ‘Don’t!’ 
 It was futile.  The Ryugin had savaged him within an inch of his 
life and he could hardly stand.  Also, Simeon’s metal claws were not 
designed to hold blocks of Cold.  As the Ryugin’s thrashing body rocked 
the ship, the Cold slipped out of his grasp and fell to the deck. 
 Incredibly, it didn’t hit the deck.  Rama had slid forward on his 
belly with his hands outstretched.  Though he was sightless, his aim was 
unerring.  The Cold fell into his hands which softened the impact, 
avoiding the explosion that Jehenna foresaw.   
 ‘Rama, throw it at the Ryugin,’ Jehenna bellowed.  ‘Do it now!’ 
 He did it so quickly that his movements seemed more like a reflex 
action than a conscious act.  The blue block tumbled through the air 
toward the open mouth of the beast. 

Although it was writhing, apparently unaware of the explosive 
missile Rama had thrown, the Ryugin twisted its jaws so that its long 
teeth came down upon the block – but it didn’t bite it.  It had caught the 
block carefully, with a touch so gentle it was incongruous with the beast’s 
ferocious aspect.   
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 It didn’t matter.  A bolt from Jehenna’s crossbow split through the 
air and pounded into the Blue Cold.  The explosion that followed was 
bloody and satisfying.  The Ryugin’s teeth splintered and its jaw split 
apart as the Cold erupted.  The explosion tore through the roof of its 
mouth and shredded much of the crimson cape surrounding its head.  An 
agonised cry escaped its shredded throat and then it was gone.  It slipped 
out through the hole it had made in the deck and vanished. 
 Jehenna sprinted across the poop deck to where her brother lay in a 
huddled mess.  ‘Simeon?’ she said nervously as she knelt beside him and 
took his body into her arms. 
 His eyes fluttered open and he looked up into his sister’s face.  ‘Is 
it gone?’ he asked, his voice so raspy it was difficult to understand him. 
 ‘Yes,’ she said, her eyes welling up with tears. 
 ‘Is it dead?’ 
 ‘I don’t know.  I hope so.’ 
 ‘I’m sorry Jen, but I don’t think I’ll be able to take you all the way 
to Cephalonia.’  A chest rattling groan broke from his body and Jehenna 
knew at once, her brother was dying.  His eyes fell upon the gash in her 
face.  ‘That’s a nasty cut, Jen,’ he croaked.  ‘That will leave a scar.’  
Something resembling a laugh broke from his battered body.  ‘You’ll be a 
perfect match for–’ 
 The tears sitting on the rim of Jehenna’s eyes spilled down her 
bloody cheek as she watched her brother’s last smile fade from his face. 
  
 
The surviving sailors had spent much of the day repairing the massive 
hole the Ryugin had torn in the hull of the ship.  The Fortitude would 
have sunk had it not been for Lilith Cortese’ quick actions.  She had 
frozen the waters surrounding the hull allowing the sailors to do what 
they could to make the vessel seaworthy.  Despite the fact they had lost 
their captain, the seamen of The Fortitude worked as if Simeon Kallady 
was watching their every move.  By mid-afternoon, the breach in the ship 
was patched and although the ship was still a wreck, she had one sail 
intact and a sound hull – enough to sail away to safer waters. 

After resting herself for a brief time, Lilith positioned herself at the 
aft end of the poop deck and lifted her hands high into the air.  Her robes 
billowed out towards The Fortitude’s bow as a mighty wind came from 
nowhere and gripped the ship in its firm embrace.  The five sails on the 
mizzenmast filled and the boat sped off across the waves. 

The movement of the ship was not welcomed by all.  Jehenna 
marched aft with a look on her face that would stop the sun from rising.  
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‘Stop it!’ she demanded as she approached Lilith.  ‘Tawhawki’s back 
there.  I’m not leaving him behind.’ 

Lilith kept her arms outstretched and the wind continued to blow.  
‘Jehenna, trust me.  We cannot save him.  I have seen the future and 
Tawhawki doesn’t appear along the road upon which we travel.  He’s 
gone.’ 

‘We don’t know that!’ 
‘Jehenna – listen to me!  The Ryugin is not dead.  Not yet.’ 
‘I don’t care.  I abandoned Tawhawki once before.  I will not do so 

again.’ 
‘You have no choice.  If you turn around you will kill us all and 

your brother’s death will count for nothing.’ 
All was silent except for the flapping of the sails above the poop 

deck.  The remaining crew members stood stock still.  Everyone on deck 
held their breath, waiting for Jehenna’s decision.  

‘Hawkins, take the helm,’ Jehenna said to the nearest sailor.  She 
then marched aft and gazed out across the waves looking for some sign of 
Tawhawki.  There was none. 

As the ship slipped away into the east, Jehenna stayed astern 
unwilling to speak to anyone and dwelt upon the shame of her decision to 
condemn her companion to an inescapable, lonely death. 
 
 
The sun was shining brightly upon the Arion Ocean.  Tawhawki was 
completely spent.  He tried to stay afloat, but three of his legs were now 
broken.  His hind legs had been shattered by the beam that had fallen on 
him and his collarbone had been broken by the Ryugin’s jaws.  
Everything hurt.  He had never known such pain.  The water faded away.  
The sky above simply stopped existing.  Everything was pain. 

As his head slipped beneath the water, a wide, indistinct shadow 
floated across the surface of the waves, pausing over the drowning figure 
of Tawhawki Fall. 
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Chapter Ten   Madron’s Pass, Nessa 
 
 

e’ll never get to Caliban’s End at this speed,’ Gerriod 
observed. 

They had been travelling in a wagon drawn by a 
mountain grizzum for two days.  Sitting high on the plank of wood that 
served as the driver’s seat, Remiel Grayson held the reins with Pylos 
Castalia by his side, ever vigilant and ready for action.  In the canvas-
covered wagon were squashed the rest of the remaining members of the 
company. 

Sefar sat with his knees up around his ears, clearly annoyed by 
their current situation.  It was stifling inside the wagon.  The afternoon 
sun continued to heat the canvas surrounding the group crammed in the 
small and uncomfortable space. 

‘It is a necessary inconvenience Sefar,’ Maeldune said coolly.  ‘We 
have been compromised twice and cannot risk another attack.  This 
disguise may save our skins.’ 

Mulupo laughed cynically.  ‘Minister, only a dullard could possibly 
believe that the preservation of our collective epidermises lies in the 
sanctuary this conveyance provides.’ 

The wagon went over a large rock in the road and the occupants of 
the caravan were all thrown upwards.  Gerriod’s skull hit an overhead 
beam with a crack.  ‘I agree with the Spriggan,’ he grunted. 

Maeldune dropped his veneer of propriety and sneered, ‘How can 
you agree with him when you don’t even understand him?’ 

Gerriod raised an eyebrow.  ‘What are you saying Maeldune?  Do 
you think me a fool?  A person doesn’t need a degree from the University 
of Caquix to know that this caravan was a bad idea.’ 

‘And where did you receive your education Gerriod?  The 
University of Murias?  The Palia School of Higher Learning?’ 

Mulupo shook his head.  ‘Minister, surely such an overt display of 
sarcasm is beneath someone of your proud rank in life.  Our lugubrious 
situation is –’ 

Suddenly the wagon pulled to a halt. 
Maeldune’s brow creased.  ‘Father Gideon, why are we stopping?’ 
Pylos stuck his head through a slit in the canvas sheet that 

separated the wagon from the driver’s seat.  ‘A convoy of heavily-laden 
caravans passed by here recently.  Their tracks have stopped and the 
brush on the side of the road has been disturbed.’  He turned to Sefar.  
‘Consul, I could use a hand here.  The rest of you, stay put.’ 

‘W 
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Pylos jumped down to the dusty roadway they had been following 
up into the Amaranthine Mountains. 

‘What do you think happened here?’ asked Sefar, climbing down 
from the rear of the caravan. 

Pylos’ cool, grey eyes scanned the immediate area.  ‘It’s a good 
place for an ambush.  My guess is that the convoy was stopped back here.  
There are footprints here where three attackers would have dropped from 
this bough above the road.’ 

Sefar looked up to see a wide, flat branch above.  It was thick 
enough for three men to stand abreast.  In his minds’ eye he saw Ghul 
leaping down from the bough and standing in front of a procession of 
grizzum-drawn carts. 

Pylos continued scanning the area.  ‘I figure they had four 
marksmen hidden in front of the convoy.  One there behind the rock on 
the right, another behind the fallen log.  On the left the copse of trees 
would have hidden the other two.  At least five more foot soldiers would 
have been hidden in the tall grasses back there to stop the convoy from 
retreating.  Look!’  He bent down to pick up a small white shaft.  ‘This is 
a fragment of the bone arrows the Ghul use.’ 

‘Something doesn’t make sense.  The Ghul only come out at night.  
I doubt there would be a merchant in the entire Myr who would be foolish 
enough make the hazardous journey through Madron’s Pass at night, 
especially these days.’ 

‘I do not believe the attack occurred at night.’ 
‘Then how could it be Ghul?’ 
Pylos shook his head.  ‘I do not know.  I have seen how Ghul fare 

in the bare light of day and it is not a pretty sight.  We may find the 
answer to this puzzle if we find the convoy.  It won’t be too far.’   

Pylos gestured to Sefar to follow him.  It was not a difficult trail to 
follow.  Broken branches, crushed grasses and distinctive tracks in the 
soil led them down a steep gully.  The Ghul had tried to hide the tracks, 
but Pylos could trace the passage of the convoy as easily as a lesser man 
could follow road signs.   

At the base of the gully the vegetation was thick, and the men 
could hear the sound of a small brook gently rolling its way down the 
middle of the cutting.  On either side of this brook, wide bladed grass had 
been flattened.  Although he did not stop to investigate, Pylos noted 
numerous footprints in the soft dirt.  ‘Those tracks are not more than a 
few hours old,’ he pointed out to Sefar as they made their way across the 
gully. 

Branches thick with foliage had been cut from surrounding trees 
and crudely heaped on three large, canvas-covered wagons.  In no time at 
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all, Pylos and Sefar had stripped the wagons of the greenery that had been 
covering the caravans.  Bright markings and patterns were revealed that 
proudly declared the identity of the merchants – Spriggans. 
 
 
The pair was soon joined by the rest of the company. 

‘Alas, I fear this could well be the last of my people – apart from 
myself of course,’ Mulupo remarked with such sadness Trypp thought the 
Spriggan’s heart would break. 

Pylos looked closely at the distinctive markings on the side of the 
caravans.  ‘I knew these Spriggans.  Many years ago, they came to Sulis.  
I remember these designs.  He pulled his sword from its scabbard.  Even 
in the dappled gloom of the deep gully, its dark blade shone 
magnificently.  ‘These are the Spriggans that sold me this sword.  It cost 
me a small fortune, but it has saved my life on many occasions.’ 

Mulupo also recognised the markings on the side of the caravans.  
He pointed to the closest one.  ‘This is my cousin Camello’s wagon.’  

Pylos looked inside.  The stench that hit him was so pungent he fell 
away from the wagon as if he had been thrown from it by someone 
within.  He held his mouth as if he were about to vomit.  ‘The Spriggans,’ 
he rasped, ‘they’ve been slaughtered.’ 

Mulupo looked up at the caravan with a despairing look.  His face 
was contorted by speechlessness.  Even his extensive vocabulary lacked 
the words that would articulate his pain.  He wandered off to a dark 
corner of the vale and sat down cross-legged on the grass.  He dropped 
his head into his lap and sobbed.  
 
 
Pylos turned to Remiel with confusion on his face.  ‘What I can’t 
understand is why this particular attack was hidden.  The Ghul have 
always proudly left behind a trail of destruction.’ 

‘Have they taken anything?’ Remiel inquired. 
‘Yes,’ answered Pylos.  ‘The cases in this wagon have been 

looted.’ 
‘What was in them?’ 
Pylos re-entered the closest caravan.  He could be heard 

rummaging about in the cases within.  Moments later he emerged.  The 
look of confusion had vanished from his face.  ‘I know what these 
Spriggans were carrying.  Here – smell my sword.’ 

Remiel cocked one eyebrow.  ‘Smell your sword?’ 
‘Yes.’  Pylos thrust out the sword. 
‘It smells… like sulphur.’ 
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‘Yes.  It’s a very distinctive odour.  It’s the shatterstone.  Cessair 
Tower smells the same.  I think if you try the crates, you’ll find they 
smell the same.’ 

‘But the Ghul have their own weapons.  Why take these?’ 
‘This attack was a strategic move.  The removal of the opportunity 

to exploit their weakness.’ 
‘Let us depart,’ called Maeldune from the other side of the gully.  

‘We have nothing to gain by staying here.’ 
‘In a hurry, Maeldune?’ Pylos scoffed.  ‘Show some sensitivity.  

Mulupo must be given time to grieve.’ 
Maeldune’s eyes widened in anger.  ‘That is enough of your 

impertinence General!  I’m afraid we do not have the luxury to waste 
time on –’ 

He stopped himself but he was far too late.  Silence reigned.  
Everyone stopped what he was doing and all eyes fell upon Maeldune.  
His fair complexion had become ruddy.  He spun around to find Mulupo 
standing behind him, waiting for him to finish his sentence.   

‘Your tongue seems to have become inert, Minister.  Allow me to 
complete your sentence.  I believe you were going to say that we do not 
have the luxury to waste time on Spriggans.  How accurate is my 
prognostication of your unfinished sentiments?’ 

Maeldune’s foolish grin indicated he had no answer for Mulupo, 
but the Spriggan was not willing to let go of the moment and he 
continued to stare up at the Acoran awaiting a response.  Pylos folded his 
arms and leaned back against the trunk of a tree, interested in seeing how 
the deft politician would extricate himself out of the tight corner in which 
he found himself.  Although appalled by his insincerity, Pylos was 
enjoying watching Maeldune’s discomfort. 

‘Mulupo,’ Maeldune began, ‘like so many of my countrymen in 
Acoran, I have mourned the sad loss of your people.  The genocide of the 
Spriggans at the hands of Caliban is my personal motivation for leading 
this mission.  As a child I would watch the Spriggan skyshops float over 
the Acoran range to descend into our cities with all manner of wonderful 
things.  I hold the Spriggans as dearly as I would my own family, but – let 
me put this carefully – in a way, I have already accepted the passing of 
your people.  Whilst it would have been wondrous to find remnants of 
your race still alive, in a way, having already reconciled ourselves to the 
fact that only one of you remains, the poignancy of this terrible discovery 
is easier to bear than…’ 

The bureaucrat could not find a way to conclude his soliloquy so he 
knelt down and put his arms out to the Spriggan in a gesture of 
compassion. 
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Pylos grinned.  He knew Mulupo would not be fooled by emotive 
rhetoric. 

Gerriod snarled, as if Maeldune had dug a knife into his brain.  
‘Surely the Spriggan won’t accept such bilge,’ he thought to himself.   

Remiel also watched on, awaiting a barbed reply wherein Mulupo’s 
vocabulary would strip away all of Maeldune’s pretences.  But no such 
comment came.  Mulupo just stood staring at the Acoran.  His hands 
twitched as if the moment had overwhelmed him.  He looked about at the 
caravans carrying the bodies of his compatriots and back at Maeldune, 
whose face seemed to echo the sadness in Mulupo’s. 

Maeldune’s fingers moved ever so subtly, beckoning the Spriggan 
into his embrace.  And incredibly, Mulupo stepped forward and buried 
himself in the Acoran’s arms.  

Maeldune wrapped himself tenderly around the Spriggan, and 
gently stroked his back in a grand display of unbridled concern.  Pylos 
shook his head in disgust and headed back to the caravans but as he 
turned away, he thought he caught a glimpse of a smile on Maeldune’s 
thin lips. 

The smile – if it were there at all – did not last long.  Mulupo bared 
his teeth and sunk them deep into Maeldune’s neck.  The Acoran shot up, 
howling in pain, but Mulupo did not release him.  The Spriggan’s jaws 
had locked into position and it took the combined strength of Pylos, Sefar 
and Trypp to pry him loose. 

As Mulupo was torn away from Maeldune, gouts of blood sprayed 
into the air.  ‘You… crazed animal!’ Maeldune screamed, all his political 
adroitness now a vague memory.  ‘I console you, and you… you bite me, 
like a rabid marrok.’ 

Held tightly in the grip of Sefar and Trypp, Mulupo was beaming a 
bloodstained smile.  ‘Like you, sir, I can feign an expression when the 
whim takes me.’ 

‘Are you mad?’ Maeldune screamed. 
Mulupo gestured to Sefar and Trypp to release him, which they 

did.  The rage in the Spriggan had passed and he seemed to have regained 
his composure.  He fastidiously smoothed down his gold waistcoat and 
attended to a button on his sleeve that had unfastened itself during the 
melee.  ‘Minister, let me put it in terms you will understand.’  His voice 
had become deeper, slower, his face fixed and sombre.  The Spriggan’s 
speech was characterised by a tone none had heard him take before.  ‘Do 
not speak of my people again and do not speak to me again.  Failure to 
comply with either of these two requests will have significant 
consequences.’ 

‘What consequences?’ Maeldune asked with great uncertainty. 
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Mulupo’s stare bored into Maeldune’s face.  ‘I’ll bite your entire 
head off.’  There was not a person there who did not believe the Spriggan 
meant what he said. 

Remiel stepped between the pair and said, ‘We must go.  If the 
Ghul did do this in the middle of the day, we should not tarry here.’ 

Pylos nodded.  ‘I agree.  Do you think we should head on to the 
pass or retreat and take another route to Caliban’s End.’ 

Remiel clasped his hands and brought them up to his chin as he 
considered the options.  ‘If this attack did take place in the daylight as we 
suspect, we must discover how.  I do not believe the answer lies behind 
us.  We must push on, even though we risk a confrontation by doing so.’ 

Sefar stepped forward and pulled out his scimitar.  ‘I hope they do 
attack.  All this sneaking about and hiding is eating at me.  I think it’s 
safe to say that Caliban knows we’re coming anyway.  We should not 
fear a fight, especially now we are on dry land.  We are meant to be the 
Myr’s fighting elite.’  He then cast a dismissive glance at Maeldune.  ‘Or 
at least, some of us are.’ 

Pylos knelt before Mulupo.  ‘We will give these Spriggans a proper 
burial and continue on afterwards.’ 

Mulupo nodded appreciatively.  ‘General Castalia, as fearsome a 
warrior as you are, your prowess on the battlefield is overshadowed by 
your qualities as a gentleman.  I humbly thank you for this gesture.’ 

Pylos received the compliment and then proceeded to take the 
fallen Spriggans out of the caravans and lie them on a grassy flat patch to 
one side of the gully.  Remiel, Trypp, Gerriod and Sefar did their best to 
dig graves with their weapons whilst Mulupo collected flowers to honour 
the dead.  Maeldune slunk away into the shadows further down the gully 
and disappeared from sight. 

‘He’s bold,’ Pylos noted to Remiel.  ‘He’s gone to meet with his 
friends further up the track.’ 

‘He knows we suspect him,’ Remiel whispered back.  ‘It won’t be 
long before he reveals himself to all.’ 

Pylos nodded.  As he did so, he caught sight of a small metal object 
shining amidst the green stalks of grass at his feet.  ‘What is this?’ he said 
as he stooped down to pick the object up. 

It was a small brooch, wrought in the shape of a broad tree.  Pylos 
handed it to Remiel to study.  ‘Do you recognise this?’ 

Remiel looked at the brooch closely.  ‘No,’ he said turning the 
decorative pin over and over in his hand.  ‘It doesn’t look like the sort of 
thing a Spriggan would wear.  Perhaps it was part of their wares.’ 



 INTO THE ENDLESS 257 

‘No,’ responded Pylos with absolute certainty.  ‘This has been 
worn before.  Look underneath.  The gold is slightly tarnished.  This was 
not an item the Spriggans were selling.’ 

‘But who would wear such a thing?  Obviously not the Ghul.’ 
‘The distinctive tree shape reminds me of the trees of Morae.’ 
Remiel’s eyes narrowed.  ‘ You think this was worn by one of the 

Pryderi?’ 
‘It could explain much,’ Pylos replied.  ‘Think about it Remiel.  

Caliban has shown he has no qualms about wiping out entire races, but he 
did not kill all the Kobolds.’ 

‘Because he had a use for them.’ 
‘I think he has found a use for the Pryderi.’ 
‘What use?’ 
‘I believe there was more than one witch here this day.  I noticed 

strange marks in the soft dirt near the brook but they were not footprints.  
The Pryderi were here and somehow have found a way to protect the 
Ghul in daylight.’ 

‘It’s an interesting theory,’ Remiel said as he digested Pylos’ 
words. 

‘There’s something else.  Come to the caravan.’ 
They left the others who were knee-deep in the graves they were 

digging for the Spriggan dead.  Pylos reached into the bloodied caravan 
and took hold of something within.  He winced as he did so.  He dropped 
a long, yellow object onto the running board of the caravan where Remiel 
stared at it in confusion. 

‘What is it?’  
‘I’m not sure,’ Pylos replied.  ‘It seems to be a spear of sorts but 

shorter than any I have ever seen before.   It’s not made out of wood nor 
is it metallic.  It actually feels like cartilage.’ 

Remiel stuck out a hand and touched the strange object.  ‘It burns!’ 
he cried.  He quickly pulled his fingers away but the stinging sensation 
did not abate.   

‘It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before,’ Pylos whispered.  ‘It 
seems to be organic.’ 

‘Cabal?’ suggested Remiel. 
‘Perhaps.  There’s bound to be a breach around here somewhere.’ 
Remiel nodded.  ‘It stands to reason but we’ll never find it in these 

mountains.  It’s a labyrinth.  Sefar says most of the paths lead to dead 
ends – either sheer drops or unscaleable cliffs’ 

‘We’d never find it, but there is someone who just might.’ 
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Trypp did not want to let Pylos down.  Although they were different in 
almost every way, Trypp found himself strangely captivated by the grim-
faced Helyan.  Perhaps it was Pylos’ clarity of purpose, or maybe the 
sense of honour that was evident in most things the Helyan said and did.  
But at it simplest, Trypp knew the Helyan had a good heart and those 
seemed to be a diminishing commodity in the brutal world the Myr had 
become. 

The Sapphyrran scuttled across the rock-face with the confidence 
that had made him a legend among his people.  He found the rock of the 
Amaranthine Mountains easy to traverse and he had covered a great 
distance in a very short time. 

As he clambered around the curved wall that lay at the entrance to 
a deep canyon, he became aware of sounds that were out of place with the 
environment.  On the edge of his hearing, muted conversations echoed 
softly across the shadowy space. 

He edged across the steep walls, stretching out with all his senses 
so that he could find the source of the sounds before he was detected by 
whoever was making them.  It was not long before he had an answer.  In 
the recesses of the mountains, there were places where the sun never 
shone and it was in such a place that he found the Ghul encampment. 
 
 
There would have been no more than twenty Ghul.  They sat on rocks 
listening to whispered instructions given to them by a tall female with 
long, straight hair.  She held before her a long, bone arrow which she 
used every now and then to punctuate her points.  When she stopped 
speaking, her troops responded as one: ‘Yes sir, Major Drabella.’   

To the left of the soldiers, Trypp was surprised to see a small 
gathering of Moraens.  He recognised them immediately. Their distinctive 
tails swished back and forth across the dusty rock as they spoke to one 
another in hushed tones. 

But it was not the Ghul that alarmed Trypp, nor was it the presence 
of the Pryderi.  It was the massive creature that lay in the centre of the 
canyon. 

It was unlike any creature Trypp could have imagined.  It was at 
least three times the size of the few Ghul that were willing to sit near it.  
Its relatively small, round head resembled a yellow ball.  It was hairless 
and had no significant features other than a long slit that ran from one 
side of the creature’s spherical skull to the other.  Here and there a few 
dark brown spots decorated the skin covering the strange head and 
extensive body.  The creature had no legs to stand on; instead, it had a 
bulb of a body upon which it rocked.  It had huge forearms, easily as 
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wide as a tree and decidedly more menacing.  Each arm ended in a wide 
black hole, much like the cannons Trypp had seen in the courtyard below 
Cessair Tower.  It rested these unusual arms upon its protuberant belly. 

Trypp did not move.  Although he was high above the disturbing 
gathering, he was also vulnerable.  He had nowhere to hide. 

A small shatterbug entered the canyon and Trypp became fearful of 
the light it cast upon the canyon walls.  He closed his eyes and wished for 
the glowing insect to fly away, but when he opened them again, to his 
dismay he found the shatterbug was playfully fluttering about his head. 

He swiped gently at the shatterbug hoping to scare it away and in 
his efforts to avoid detection, he soon found he had achieved the opposite 
– he dislodged a tiny pebble from the thin shelf of rock to which he clung.  
He held his breath as he watched the little stone fall down into the deep 
canyon.   

The stone was so small that Trypp could not even hear it hit the 
rock floor fifty yards below.  For a moment, he thought he was safe.  
Neither the Ghul nor the Pryderi responded to the seemingly soundless 
impact of the stone upon the rock.  But there was one that had heard it – 
the creature in the centre of the camp.  Its name was Happestrum and 
though it had no ears, it could feel the vibration of the stone hitting the 
canyon floor and that was enough to wake it from its slumber. 

Suddenly, the slit running across its head opened wide to reveal a 
red eye that immediately focussed upon Trypp. 

Just as swiftly as its eye opened, Happestrum stretched out its arms 
pointing them at Trypp like a bowman fixing his sights upon a target. 

Trypp stared down the barrels of these arms in terror.  His heart 
thumped as he watched both arms recoil.  Two spear-like objects were 
fired his way.  He scampered up to a thin ledge a few feet above and 
managed to swing his feet up just as Happestrum’s spears slammed into 
the rock.  Shards of stone were sent in all directions as impact of the 
projectiles shook the rock-face.  Trypp swung precariously but managed 
to keep his purchase upon the steep wall. 

He could see the camp below burst into a flurry of activity.  Ghul 
raced to find crossbows, longbows and needleback spines – anything to 
wipe the Myrran from the rock-face above.  It was not long before 
Drabella had the entire camp organised into an offensive unit.   

‘Fire!’ 
A line of archers fired off a volley that Trypp only avoided by the 

most hazardous of leaps up the wall.   
He cast a quick glance downwards.  A group of grenadiers were 

arching their backs preparing to fire.  They were armed with the 
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poisonous needleback spines that had imprisoned Mulupo in a catatonic 
state for almost a year.   

Trypp had wasted no time in committing to a strategy of his own.  
He had to get higher, out of the reach of the creature that shot spears from 
its arms and out of the reach of the Ghul.  He leapt up the rock-face 
finding cracks and undulations that were no wider than his fingertips but 
were wide enough to hold him for a few seconds as he worked out an 
escape route. 

‘Fire!’  Drabella’s shrill voice echoed up the canyon a second time.  
Although the dread cry sent a chill through the Sapphyrran’s system, it 
also warned him that another volley headed his way.  He realised that the 
Ghul would have been wise enough to aim above him this time – his 
rapid ascent of the rock-face made his intentions clear – so he decided to 
react to the attack in an unexpected way.  He leapt away from the wall he 
was climbing.  He wrapped his limbs close to his chest and somersaulted 
through the space above the encampment.   

It was a desperate gambit but one that paid off.  The needleback 
spines shattered upon the rock-face he had been climbing just as he 
tumbled through the air to the wall opposite.  In an amazing feat of agility 
and strength, Trypp struck out with his left arm and snagged a small 
outcrop of rock.  He used his momentum to swing his legs up onto the 
granite protrusion.  He squatted on his haunches like a coiled spring and 
within a second of landing on the outcrop, he pushed away from it in a 
leap that sent him another ten feet up the rock-face. 

It was not a moment too soon.  Another pair of Happestrum’s 
spears smashed into the outcrop, obliterating it entirely. 

Trypp was high now, but not high enough.  A line of Ghul archers 
had sent a cloud of bone arrows his way.  Fortunately, his luck prevailed 
and the shafts that did hit him bounced off his carapace.  Had one hit one 
of his limbs, his manic climb out of the canyon would have been brought 
to a quick halt. 

He quickly scanned the rock-face above.  About thirty feet above 
him was a broad overhang.  It was at least five feet deep and over twenty 
feet wide – more than enough cover to get his breath back before 
continuing.  Under normal conditions he could have climbed to the 
overhang in seconds, but here in the canyon hidden away in the labyrinth 
of the Amaranthine Mountains, things were not exactly normal.  The wall 
above his head was covered with a thick sheet of ice.  It was as smooth as 
glass and he knew that even he would not be able to traverse it. 

His mind reeled to see such an obstacle but distant chanting 
provided him with an explanation as to its origins – the Pryderi.  The 
witches below had somehow created the ice sheet out of thin air.  His 
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eyes darted about to discover ice forming all about him.  His hands felt 
cold.  He looked down to find a film of ice spreading across his blue skin. 

He risked a glance at the encampment below.  The Ghul had 
lowered their weapons, enthralled by the magick that their Pryderi allies 
had employed to stop him from escaping. 

In the centre of the camp, Happestrum still had his arms raised.  He 
was about to fire.  His target was trapped.  It would be over in a few 
seconds. 

Trypp allowed himself to smile.  He saw a way out.  He lifted 
himself as high as he could so that his head and shoulders lay against the 
ice sheet that separated him from the broad overhang above. 

Happestrum fired and at the moment its two spears left its arms, 
Trypp dropped ten feet down the wall and quickly tucked his head into 
his chest. 

The impact of Happestrum’s projectiles upon the rock-face was 
dramatic.  Shards of ice fell like spilt nails to the ground beneath.  Some 
pieces of ice smashed against Trypp’s shell but he held on tightly to the 
wall, waiting for the frozen debris to pass. 

When Trypp lifted his head, he was elated to find that the way had 
been cleared.  Happestrum had inadvertently given him passage to the 
overhang above.  The Sapphyrran had no time to waste – the Pryderi’s ice 
spell was still in effect and he could see his route rapidly closing as ice 
reformed on the rock above.   

He moved with such speed that it seemed like he did not grip the 
rock-wall at all.  Moments later he was lying on his back protected by the 
overhang, breathing deeply as he tried to slow down his racing heart.  He 
looked up at a patch of blue sky high above.  It gave him hope but he was 
not out of danger yet.  Ice continued to form on the canyon walls and he 
was not sure he was out of range of the Ghul and the strange creature in 
the centre of their camp. 

Trypp rose to his feet and planned his navigation of the canyon 
above.  Suddenly the overhang shook under his feet shook and a 
deafening noise reverberated up the narrow chasm.  A crack appeared 
where the overhang jutted out from the canyon wall.  Whatever had 
struck the underside of the overhang had hit it with such force that the 
entire shoulder of rock was dislodged, along with a fair section of 
surrounding wall. 

Trypp jumped instinctively and found a shelf of rock to cling to as 
the canyon beneath him was filled by a cloud of dirt and dust.  He did not 
stay there long.  He had been given an opportunity to escape – he would 
not waste it by pausing to watch what happened to the Ghul. 



CALIBAN’S END 262 

Far below, Drabella stared up in horror as the overhang broke away 
from the wall.  She turned to Happestrum as shouted, ‘You stupid beast!  
You’ve brought the canyon down upon us!’  She had more to say but her 
voice was silenced by the rock and rubble that crashed over the Ghul 
encampment like a mighty wave. 
 
 
 ‘The Grove of Nemetona!’ Maeldune exclaimed.  ‘Are you mad?’ 

Remiel stared calmly back at the Acoran.  ‘I believe it is the only 
way.’ 

‘I can understand your desire not to venture further into Madron’s 
Pass based on what the Sapphyrran has found, but the Grove of 
Nemetona is a dead end.  We must either head north to Tuatha or south to 
Helyas.’ 

Pylos stepped forward with a broad smile on his face.  ‘Minister 
Maeldune, I believe I speak for all of us when I say you are no longer 
regarded as the leader of this expedition.’ 

Maeldune wheeled around on Pylos.  ‘That much is clear Pylos.  
You send the Sapphyrran ahead on a reconnaissance mission but fail to 
inform me of your purpose and now you and the priest are deciding upon 
our route without so much as a discussion.’ 

‘We have nothing to discuss with you, Maeldune.’ 
The Acoran clasped his hands together as he grappled with the 

insurrection.  ‘This is an act of treason Pylos.  What have I done to incur 
such insubordination?’ 

‘What have you done Maeldune?’ Pylos retorted sarcastically. 
Underneath his cowl, the unburnt side of Maeldune’s face 

reddened.  ‘So I must slay twenty Ghul or so to meet with your approval 
General?  Is that it?’ 

‘Just one Ghul would suffice.’ 
‘Contumacious fool!  There are other ways to lead other than by 

brute strength.’ 
‘As I said, Maeldune, we have nothing to discuss with you.  The 

decision is made.  We will follow the priest to the Grove of Nemetona.  
You may follow if you wish, or you can strike out on your own.  That 
decision we will leave to you.’ 
 
 
They made their way out of Madron’s Pass without seeing any sign of the 
Ghul.  By the time they reached the vineyards that lined the western 
slopes of the Amaranthine Mountains, night was falling upon the land.  
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The decision was made to camp the night and continue the march to the 
Grove of Nemetona in the morning 
 The company lit a fire upon which they cooked a young shelp 
Pylos had found wandering in the nearby meadow.  After the meal, 
Maeldune moved away from the fire and sat down in self-imposed 
solitude under a tree within earshot of the campsite. 
 The others contented themselves with a small drum of ale that 
Mulupo had acquired from a nearby farm.  Despite the ills that had 
befallen them since setting out from Cessair, the feeling among the group 
was one of unity.  Conversation flowed as easily as the drink they shared. 

‘I have heard that Cephalus Silenus dwells within the Grove of 
Nemetona, Father Gideon,’ Sefar said as he wiped the froth of the ale 
from his upper lip.  ‘Is that true?’ 

‘I have not been to the Sacred Grove before,’ Remiel replied, ‘but 
my understanding is that he still lives there.’ 

‘And the Almoners – how many dwell there with him?’ 
‘I’m not sure.  I believe there are hundreds of acolytes but many 

will be abroad collecting alms.’ 
Sefar frowned as he thought about his next comment.  With some 

hesitation in his voice, he said, ‘There are some who say that the 
Almoners are nothing more than bandits and that the money merely lines 
the pockets of Cephalus Silenus.’ 

‘Those who say such a thing are misinformed or in a state of 
delusion,’ Mulupo said before Remiel could respond. 

Sefar nodded to show that he accepted the Spriggan’s comment, 
but his eyes betrayed his feelings. 

‘You wonder what happens to the money,’ Remiel suggested.   
‘Yes,’ answered Sefar.  ‘It does not go to the poor.  We have many 

beggars in El Khadir who have never seen aid from the Almoners.’ 
‘You’re a paladin,’ commented Gerriod.  ‘Is it not beyond your 

means to help the poor yourself?’ 
‘Perhaps,’ shrugged Sefar, ‘but that would be considered an insult 

to my family who have built up the wealth I enjoy.  All I am saying is that 
we should be careful.  We have been compromised too many times to 
blindly trust people we know so little about.’ 

‘Sefar,’ Remiel said softly, ‘you are right to suggest caution but as 
for Cephalus Silenus being an architect of extortion – he is undeserving 
of such accusations.  And the Almoners are truehearted people who live 
to serve the needs of others.  In their ceaseless journeys collecting alms, 
the Almoners watch over the innocent and the defenceless.  You portray 
them as glorified tax collectors – they are much more than that.’ 
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‘I can attest to the veracity of that claim,’ added Mulupo.  ‘Last 
year my skyshop came down upon the plains of Tamu.  I was making 
repairs when the Sedomo came upon me.   They did not enter into my 
company to exchange pleasantries or to facilitate a business transaction.  
They are a race more acquainted with cannibalism than they are with 
capitalism.’ 

‘Are they not the same thing?’ Trypp asked, a wry expression on 
his face. 

Mulupo glanced at the Sapphyrran and shook his finger at the 
comment.  Not wanting to engage in a socio-economic debate, he forged 
on with his tale.  ‘The Sedomo approached me, their malicious intent 
made clear in their murderous looks and acuate spears.    Then, from 
nowhere appeared a red-haired a red-haired Acoran girl clad in indigo, 
accompanied by an Acoran man in similar garb.  I recognised them from 
their garments – they were Almoners.  The girl – Cate Audrey was her 
name – she was unarmed but even in the face of twenty savage Sedomo, 
she was unperturbed.  They came at her and she fended them off.  Using 
the palms of her hands she broke their spears and their wills.’ 

Remiel nodded.  ‘I know the pair of which you speak Mulupo.’ 
‘The Almoners are well-trained in the art of combat,’ Pylos noted.  

‘They need to be.  They carry much gold back to Nemetona.’ 
 A loud yawn escaped Gerriod’s lips and broke the flow of the 
conversation. 

‘I’m sorry,’ he said as he tried to stifle a second yawn.  He need not 
have apologised – within half an hour the ale and the long journey took 
full effect and everyone but Trypp was asleep. 

The Sapphyrran usually enjoyed taking the watch – it gave him 
time to ponder the events in which he had become entwined.  As the first 
of the Myr’s moons breached the sky, his thoughts turned to home.  
Somewhere over the Amaranthine Mountains lay the deserts of Khepera 
and the scintillating beauty of Lake Erras.  Soon he would be within sight 
of his beloved Skyfall.  The thought of the Skyfall stirred up mixed 
emotions within his breast.  The mental picture of the great cascading 
torrent was a reminder of much happier times but it also led his mind to 
the fears he had ignored for many weeks – what had happened to the 
people of Skyfall Town?  Had the Morrigu left them in peace or would he 
eventually return home to find that Mulupo was not the only one in the 
company without a race. 

When Pylos finally relieved him shortly after midnight, Trypp was 
exhausted contemplating what was happening back home.  Within 
moments of lying down on the cool grass he had chosen for a bed, he was 
falling into a deep and dreamless sleep. 
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Cephalus Silenus looked old.  Gerriod wondered how a man could look 
so old and still be alive.  Where his face wasn’t covered in white 
whiskers, it was lined with wrinkles.  His green eyes sparkled but 
underneath them lay heavy bags of sagging skin.  He was obviously 
Helyan – his olive skin and manly face indicated as much – but he also 
possessed an other-worldliness that reminded Gerriod more of the 
Morgai.  Cephalus’ long white hair fell onto a plain white tunic that was 
frayed around the edges.  If he had been collecting the alms for himself, 
he wasn’t spending the money on clothes. 
 The company stood on the steps of a humble cottage deep in the 
Grove of Nemetona.  Overhead the thick curling boughs of giant oakaen 
trees shut out much of the sky.  In a number of places, long strands of 
bright sunlight pierced the canopy and painted parts of the cottage and its 
lush garden in brilliant golden light.  One such shaft fell upon Cephalus 
giving him an aura that seemed appropriate for this august occasion. 
 ‘Please, do not kneel before me,’ he said to the company who – 
with the exception of Maeldune – had fallen to their knees as a sign of 
veneration.  ‘There are no ranks or stations here.  We are all equal in this 
grove.’  His voice was almost as deep as Sefar’s.  He spoke slowly and 
with great certainty.  Although he did not speak loudly, his words seemed 
to drown out all other noises. 
 Remiel stood and bowed.  ‘Thank-you for receiving us…’  He 
paused not knowing what title to use when addressing the legendary 
figure standing before them. 
 ‘Father Gideon, please call me Cephalus.  It is my name.  You do 
me no insult by using it.’ 

Remiel nodded.  ‘It is indeed an honour to meet you in person.  
Every day for many years I have looked upon your likeness in Garlot 
Abbey’s courtyard.’ 

‘Alas, I have heard what has happened to your beautiful church, 
Father.  I feel for your loss.  There were many good people serving at 
Garlot Abbey.  Their passing is tragic indeed.  It seems we now face an 
enemy who are completely lacking in human virtues.’ 

‘It is the same enemy that has driven us here.’ 
Underneath a long white beard, Cephalus smiled with 

understanding.  ‘You seek the Thin Grey Line.’ 
‘Yes.  We were stymied in our attempts to cross the mountains.  

We now turn to you for assistance.’ 
‘I give it unreservedly.’ 
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It was decided that the company would set out on the secret path the 
following morning.  They had marched hard to arrive at Nemetona within 
a day and as the sun commenced its descent in the obscured sky, 
Cephalus proposed a tour of the Grove before the company lay down to 
sleep. 
 He turned to Sefar and said, ‘Sir, would you like to see the Field of 
Confession?  It is a rare sight to behold.’ 

Sefar nodded graciously despite having no comprehension of the 
field to which Cephalus had referred.  ‘That would be a treat,’ the 
Kheperan replied clumsily. 

‘Yes indeed,’ Cephalus said encouragingly.  ‘Let us see what is 
done with all those coins the Almoners collect.’ 

Sefar did not know what to say.  Cephalus shuffled off, leaning on 
a twisted wooden staff as he led the company down a narrow laneway 
bordered on either side by massive hedge of Sarras thorns. 

Pylos looked incredulously at the hedge ‘Are these…?’ 
‘Sarras thorns?’ Cephalus said, finishing his question for him.  

‘Yes they are, General.  You have a sharp eye.’ 
‘Not as sharp as these thorns.  I thought the Sarras Bush only grew 

in the Briar Patch.’ 
Cephalus looked fondly at the wall of thorns and thick leaves 

surrounding them.  ‘Centuries ago a bury of Mabbits helped us plant them 
here in secret.  The Sarras Thorns stretch all the way to the rocky walls of 
the Amaranthine Mountains.’ 

‘Mabbits?’ said Mulupo in great surprise.  ‘Here?’ 
‘Yes,’ replied Cephalus.  ‘A number still remain among us, the 

descendents of the colony who first built this lush wall.  They are fairly 
shy so I doubt you’ll meet them, but they are extremely dear to us.  They 
remove the volatile Sarras fruit from the hedge.  Without them, we’d 
probably be in pieces.’ 

‘What’s beyond the hedge that demands such a fortification?’ 
Pylos asked as politely as his curiousity allowed.’ 

Cephalus’ green eyes twinkled.  ‘Beyond these walls lies a sacred 
place that few have seen.  As you are accompanied by a priest, I am 
happy to show it to you.’  He hobbled forward, clearly anxious to reveal 
what lay beyond the thorns.  ‘Come now.  It has been many years since 
we had anyone visit us.  I seldom get a chance to show off.  I think you’ll 
be amazed at what you shall see.’   
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They came to a place where a large hole had been cut in the thick hedge.  
A thick gate wrought in black iron and decorated with leaves of silver 
filled the gap. 

‘What’s beyond the gate?’ Sefar asked. 
‘The Field of Confession.  It is a field unlike any you have 

imagined.’ 
‘Where does it lead?’ 
‘Nowhere in itself but beyond the field lies the Thin Grey Line, the 

path you shall take to Khepera.’ 
 Cephalus turned to the iron gate and struck its ornate iron bars with 
his staff.  It was not long before the gates were opened by a beautiful, red-
headed Acoran girl.  Her face beamed when she saw the old man standing 
before her.  ‘Hello Cephalus.  I didn’t know you were visiting the Field 
today.’ 
 ‘It’s a happy surprise, my dear Cate.’ 

He stood back and held out his hand to introduce the group he had 
led to the gate.  ‘These fine men have journeyed all the way from Cessair 
and will be walking the Thin Grey Line tomorrow.  I thought we could 
show them the Field before they take their rest tonight.’ 

Cate Audrey curtsied politely before the group.  She seemed 
neither surprised nor alarmed to see them.  ‘It is an honour to –’ 

She stopped and grinned when she saw Remiel. 
‘Hello Cate,’ he said returning her smile.  ‘It is good to see you 

again.’ 
‘Father Gideon!’ she exclaimed.  ‘I hardly recognised you without 

your veil!’ 
‘I lost it some time ago Cate.’ 
Cephalus laughed.  ‘Well this is a day for uncovering things that 

are hidden!  Cate, my girl, please lead the way.’ 
She skipped merrily into the Field, waving a carefree hand for the 

company to follow her.  From the privacy of the back of the group 
Maeldune eyed her with rapacious eyes. 
 
 
And so the party entered the Field of Confession.  It was a wide open 
space, rooved by a blue sky and surrounded by the tall Sarras hedge.  The 
eastern side of the field was sealed by the sheer slopes of the Amarinthine 
Mountains. 
 But it was not what bordered the field that was astounding.  It was 
what lay inside it.  No-one said anything as they laid eyes upon countless 
shining statues rendered in likenesses so real that had they not been 
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comprised of precious gold, they would have been mistaken for people.  
They stood in countless rows that ran in perfect lines over the vast field. 

Almoners of all races moved among the gilded statues, 
occasionally pausing to pull out a weed at a statue’s base, or to brush 
away a cobweb that had formed in the nook of an elbow. 

Quite a few Almoners tended open patches of soil.  They gently 
churned the rich dirt with mattocks and shovels as if preparing it for 
sowing. 

‘What is this place?’ said Sefar when he finally could find the 
words to speak.  ‘It’s amazing.’ 

Cephalus smiled broadly, pleased by the compliment, but it was 
Remiel who answered the Kheperan’s question.  ‘In the churches all over 
the Myr, gold coins are collected at the beginning of every service.  Into 
this coin all the sins of the penitent are invested.  These coins are brought 
to this field by the Almoners.’ 

‘What happens to the coins?’ Gerriod asked.  ‘Where did all these 
beautiful statues come from?’ 

Silenus shuffled forward and reached up to touch Sefar paternally 
on the shoulder.  ‘In the light of a setting sun, the Almoners plant the 
coins in this field.  The sowing of the coins is a holy practice.’ 

Sefar’s face did not disguise his confusion.  ‘But where did all 
these statues come from?  Who are these people?’ 

‘The statues are a manifestation of the penitent,’ Mulupo said as his 
mind worked quickly to put the pieces together.  ‘These edifices are the 
personification of each sinner’s guilt.’ 

Cephalus clapped loudly, impressed by the Spriggan’s deductions.  
‘Your companion is correct.  When the coins of the confessionals are laid 
in this holy soil, something miraculous occurs during the night.  Where 
each coin is buried, by morning a statue of the sinner stands.’ 

‘What about those who have already donated a coin?’ asked Pylos.  
‘Do multiple statues exist for the same person?’ 

‘No,’ replied Cephalus.  ‘If a sinner’s representation already stands 
in the Field, the new coin is simply handed to the existing statue.’ 

‘I hear voices,’ Gerriod said curiously. 
Cephalus smiled.  ‘Let us investigate together shall we?  Let us 

approach the statues so that you may understand.’ 
They did so and their wonderment increased tenfold. 
‘By Heliope, this is astounding,’ Pylos gasped.  It was a reaction 

echoed by all his companions.  Looking about the field, they could see 
the faces of the statues, and these faces were moving, speaking quietly to 
themselves. 

‘Are they alive?’ Gerriod said incredulously. 
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‘I would not describe them as living,’ Cephalus replied. 
‘Are they sentient?’ Maeldune asked suspiciously.  ‘Do they have 

the capacity to reason?’  He too was amazed by what he saw but also 
unnerved.   

‘They are not sentient beings,’ Cephalus stated plainly.  ‘They are 
the manifestations of sin – that is all.’ 

‘What is the subject of their speech?’ inquired Pylos.   
‘Misdeeds.  Crimes.  Indiscretions.  The statues continually retell 

the sins of the one who gave the coin.’ 
Sefar turned to Cephalus with a stunned look upon his face.  

‘Please help me to understand this; I am not a church-going man.  If I 
attend a holy service, I hand over a coin and that coin is brought here 
where it is planted and by morning it has sprouted into a statue that looks 
just like me, a statue that continually repeats my sins.’ 

‘In essence you are right.’ 
‘It’s beyond belief!’ he blurted.  He did not mean to be offensive 

but he found the extraordinary scene to be overwhelming. 
‘It has nothing to do with belief or faith,’ Cephalus said gently.  ‘It 

is what it is.’ 
‘But why?’ Sefar implored.  ‘What is the purpose?’ 
‘Absolution.  The statues take some on the sinner’s burden.’ 
For a while, no-one spoke and the rumble of innumerable statues’ 

voices filled the air.  The words spoken were soft but in each statue’s 
hollow voice, remorse could be heard. 

‘How many are here?’ Gerriod asked as he turned his head to the 
north where the lines of statues faded into a light mist hanging in the 
distance. 

‘We do not know,’ replied Cephalus.  ‘There may be millions here.  
This place is a holy tesseract.  Although the Field stretches out as far as 
you can see, this statuary occupies a much smaller slice of the Myr than 
your eyes would lead you to believe.’ 

Gerriod shook his head.  ‘I don’t understand it, but it doesn’t seem 
to matter.  It is wonderful.’ 

‘Some of the statues are silent,’ observed Trypp.  ‘They do not 
move.’ 

‘Look closer, Sapphyrran,’ urged Cephalus.  ‘What do you see?’ 
Trypp gazed into the still face of a Tethran woman nearby.  ‘I see 

peace.  Serenity.’ 
‘Yes, you gaze upon the likeness of one whose sins have been 

forgiven.  The burden has been lifted and the statue is at peace.’ 
Remiel stepped forward.  ‘May we walk the Field?’ 
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Cephalus was surprised by the request.  His lined brow became 
even more crinkled as he raised his eyebrows in response.  ‘It is an 
unusual request, Father Gideon, but these are unusual times.  You may 
explore the Field on two provisos.  The first is that you leave before 
sundown – the Almoners must be permitted to plant their coins in peace.’ 

‘And the second requirement?’ 
‘Gentlemen, I must ask that whatever you see or hear stays within 

the thorny walls of the Field.’ 
They agreed and moved off amongst the statues, each man unsure 

where he should go but captivated by what he saw. 
 
 
Remiel stood staring at a statue in the corner of the field.  The statue was 
the same height and wore the same robes as he.   

‘I have done terrible things,’ Remiel said to the statue whose voice 
echoed the same sentiments. 

The statue opened its eyes and smiled.  ‘You are not responsible 
for your brother’s actions.’ 

‘What I did is indefensible.’ 
‘You have paid for that sin many times over.’ 
‘Then why are you not at peace?’ he asked the statue. 
‘Because you have not forgiven it yourself.  You cling to your sin.  

It is time to let it go.’  The statue closed its eyes and returned to its 
sorrowful mantra. 
 
 
The sun was low in the sky but the warmth of the afternoon hung around 
the Field of Confession as if unwilling to accept that the day was leaving.  
Maeldune wished that the penitent statues would all close their mouths so 
he could concentrate.  He was searching through the vast field for 
something that had caught his eye earlier that day.  He was prepared to 
stalk the field all night to find what he sought. 

Between the statues, the Almoners moved, busily planting coins 
before the day’s end.  At the edge of the field, not far from the western 
wall of Sarras thorns that bound the area, Cate Audrey covered her last 
coin with soft, brown soil.  As she did so, she saw Maeldune’s long 
shadow fall across the ground. 

She rose to her bare feet, and wiped her dirty hands on her indigo 
skirt.  ‘It is time to leave the Field, Minister.  You should return to your 
company.’ 

‘I seek other company tonight,’ Maeldune said darkly. 
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As if she had a window into the black desires in his heart, Cate said 
softly, ‘I am not for you.’ 

‘Girl, you are a mere servant.  I am the Minister for Justice.’  He 
grabbed her by her robes and pulled her close. 

Cate took hold of his wrist and turned it slowly.  Her grip was so 
unequivocal that Maeldune had to release his grasp on her for fear of 
having his wrist broken. 

‘You will not deny me!’ he snarled. 
She was not intimidated by Maeldune’s show of aggression.  ‘You 

will be denied and should you persist in this fruitless pursuit, you will 
come to harm.’ 

Pride flared up in the Acoran’s face.  He pulled a knife from the 
folds of his cloak.  ‘You dare refuse me?  You will pay for your 
impertinence.’ 

‘Sir, I do not fear you,’ Cate said plainly.   
Maeldune was incensed by her complete lack of fear.  He lifted his 

knife to her face.  Its blade shone softly in the setting sun’s fading light. 
‘Attack me with your knife and it will be used against you,’ she 

warned. 
Cate turned and walked down the grassy path that lay alongside the 

empty plots of soil on that side of the field. 
‘You’ll learn I am not someone you should turn your back on, 

foolish girl.’  His eyes quickly darted across the grove.  There was no-one 
close by.  He had suffered Pylos’ impudence for weeks, and he was not 
going to suffer the insolence of a simple servant girl.  Thoughts barrelled 
through his head at a terrifying pace.  He was tired of taking orders, 
especially those passed on by the Ghul.  He was tired of waiting for 
Caliban’s intricate designs of the future to manifest in a form that would 
benefit him.  He had bided his time for too long.  For the purpose of 
political advancement he had entered into an empty marriage to the 
Queen of Acoran’s niece, and all that had led to was years of sycophantic 
nodding to the Lord Chamberlain.  It was not enough.   

The pent-up frustration of years was held aloft with that knife and 
when Maeldune sprang at Cate Audrey, the blade he wielded fell with all 
the weight of his discontent. 

Cate stepped aside casually and spun around with a roundhouse 
kick to Maeldune’s jaw.  The knife went spinning into the air as 
Maeldune was lifted off his feet by the force of the blow; it was not until 
he hit the ground that he realised she had broken his jaw.  He rolled onto 
his side in a vain attempt to regain his feet but something shot through the 
air, and thudded into his hand.  It was the knife he had wielded only 



CALIBAN’S END 272 

seconds before and now it was buried in his right-hand, pinning it to the 
dark soil beneath his palm. 

Cate looked down at Maeldune with sincere pity in her voice.  
‘Minister, I did tell you that I would use your weapon against you should 
you choose to use it upon me.  Yours was a poor choice.  I hope you may 
learn from this incident and be a better man for having survived it.’ 

She smiled.  There was no malice or ill-feeling in the smile, and the 
benevolence of her disposition enraged him.  She started walking away 
from him. 

‘You can’t leave me here!’ he screamed.  His words were almost 
incomprehensible.  He winced as he moved his jaw.  The pain was so 
acute, he momentarily forgot the blade buried in his hand.  He 
unwittingly turned his arm against the blade and screamed so loudly, a 
flock of vultira burst from their nests among the forest of statues. 

‘Your friends will be here soon enough,’ she said quietly and then 
she was gone. 
 
 
‘Do you need some help Maeldune?’ 

He looked up to see the faces of three Ghul soldiers.  He 
recognised one of them – it was Major Drabella.  Her skin was torn and 
her hair ripped from her scalp in places.  She had survived the collapse of 
the overhang in the canyon near Madron’s Pass, but she was battered and 
scarred.  Her skull had caved in slightly on the left side of her forehead 
where a falling boulder had smashed into it.  No such dent had been made 
in her confidence.   

Drabella’s wan face was lit by the warm glow of two shatterbugs 
that were perched on her shoulders.  The beautiful crystalline creatures 
looked out of place, flapping their tiny gossamer wings upon the bone 
epaulets Drabella wore.  She looked down at Maeldune with a haughty 
look that did not make him feel he was among friends. 

‘What are you doing here?’ Maeldune gasped.  His words were 
contorted by the broken jaw he had received at the hands of Cate Audrey, 
but they were clear enough for Drabella to understand. 

‘Caliban sent us here to speak to you.’ 
‘How did you get into the Field?’ 
‘We pushed our way through the thorns.  Such a barrier might hold 

back a Myrran, but the Ghul are not so easily kept at bay.’ 
‘You must leave!’ Maeldune hissed.  ‘If I am seen with you, I am 

finished.’ 
Drabella waved his protestations away as if they were annoying 

insects.  ‘Maeldune, we are not concerned for your fate.’ 
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Maeldune winced as he looked down at the dagger that still lay 
impaled in the flesh of his hand.  He could not bring himself to remove it.  
‘Help me!’ he groaned.   

‘No,’ said Drabella coldly.  ‘We are not here to extricate you out of 
problems of your own creation.  We come here with a message.’ 

‘What message?’ 
‘Caliban has been watching.  He is most impressed with your 

loyalty but –’ 
‘I cannot say I am as impressed with his loyalty,’ Maeldune 

interrupted.  ‘I want you to explain the attack at the Scarlet Rock Theatre.  
Had not the Colossi arrived, I would have been eviscerated by that Cabal 
demon.’ 

‘The Colossi.  Yes, that was a surprise.  For all Caliban’s 
meticulous planning, he had never factored in the actions of the Colossi.’ 

‘I thought Caliban’s plans included keeping me alive.’  His speech 
was broken by gasps of pain each time his jaw moved. 

‘There was no danger to you Maeldune.  Caliban felt that he 
needed to get his brother’s measure.  He knew that Remiel Grayson 
would not let you perish.’ 

Drabella’s tone was dismissive and Maeldune would not suffer it.  
‘Who do you think you’re talking to?’ 

She ignored the question.  ‘Maeldune, do you wonder how your 
wife fares?’ 

‘Why do you speak of her?’ 
‘At the moment, Jehenna Canna is bound for Ankara aboard a 

vessel limping its way across the Arion Ocean.’ 
‘Why do you tell me this?  What is its relevance?’ 
‘Your wife, Maeldune – how would she feel about your attack 

upon this red-haired maiden?’ 
‘That is not your business Drabella.’ 
‘But it is.  Your attack upon the Almoner has introduced an 

unknown element into the game.  This girl knows you cannot be trusted.  
She may share this knowledge with your companions.’ 

‘They don’t trust me anyway.  They will continue on to the Endless 
whether I am with them or not.’ 

‘Then your usefulness to us must be questioned.’ 
‘Do not threaten me Drabella!’ Maeldune snapped.  ‘What of your 

usefulness?  You allowed yourselves to be discovered at Madron’s Pass!’ 
‘You know full well that our presence at the pass was necessary.’ 
‘You were meant to attack us, not a bunch of Spriggan merchants.’ 
‘Remiel Grayson must be continually reminded of the 

consequences of his actions.  The slaughter of the priests at Garlot was 
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not enough.  Killing the last few remaining Spriggans seemed an 
appropriate action to take.  It was an opportunity we could not allow to 
pass.’ 

‘It alerted the others to your presence!’ 
‘We do not fear them Maeldune.  With the Pryderi on our side, we 

cannot be defeated.’ 
‘Really?’ scoffed Maeldune.  ‘Then how is it that a single 

Sapphyrran managed to elude you?’ 
‘Luck,’ sneered Drabella.  ‘Trypp Elan was lucky.  Nothing more.’ 
Maeldune pulled himself up onto one elbow.  With the knife still 

embedded in it, he worked his hand free from the soil.  His face was 
wrapped in pain.  Since leaving Cessair he had suffered more injuries 
than most people had ever faced in their lives: he had been struck over the 
back of the head in order to corroborate his story when the Ghul had 
attacked them in the Stone Forest; this action was repeated to support his 
claim that the Ghul had taken him captive upon the Nessan Sea; when 
Remiel Grayson had fought back, he had been burnt by the immolated 
body of one of the Ghul; this had been swiftly followed by the punch 
Pylos had delivered to his stomach for calling the Helyan a grunt; 
Mulupo had also attacked him; and now as a result of his advances upon 
Cate Audrey, he had a broken jaw and his own knife driven into his hand.  

Upon noticing Maeldune’s preoccupation with the knife, one of the 
Ghul accompanying Drabella nonchalantly reached down and pulled the 
blade from the Acoran’s hand.  Maeldune bit down hard upon his lip to 
stifle the scream that burst from his lungs. 

‘Maeldune, Caliban desires to know why you are here in this 
strange place.’ 

Maeldune twisted his head up to face Drabella.  The pain on his 
face had been overtaken by rage.  ‘You can tell my dear friend that he 
needn’t worry.  His brother will be delivered to him and I will dispose of 
the others.  You and your bungling troops can stay out of this.’ 

‘Explain to me the route you will take,’ Drabella said 
authoritatively, ignoring the insult like a parent dealing with a petulant 
child. 

Maeldune considered his response.  It was not the time to engage in 
a power-struggle with Drabella.  He needed to wait until he had the upper 
hand.  Swallowing his pride, he gave her the answer she sought.   ‘There 
is a passage through these mountains that the squad will take tomorrow.  
It will take us directly to the border of Khepera.  We will travel to El 
Khadir and from there to the Worldpool.’ 

‘You will find El Khadir a poor choice of destination.’ 
‘Why?  What has happened in El Khadir?’ 
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‘It is inconsequential.  We will continue to monitor your 
performance.  I think we are agreed that it is time to cull your numbers.  
As amusing as your adventures have been to our master, he now tires of 
the company you keep.  Kill the Kheperan and the filthy Spriggan next.  
The Sapphyrran must also be slain before your reach Lake Erras.’ 

‘What about the mariner?’ 
‘Caliban has been impressed by Gerriod Blake’s persistence.  Let 

him live a while longer.’ 
‘And Pylos?  Surely it is time to be rid of him.’ 
‘Your skirmishes with the Helyan have amused Caliban greatly but 

that too is a relationship you should bring to an end.’ 
Maeldune nodded but he did not find the arrangement agreeable.  

He felt betrayed.  He had believed himself to be a partner with Caliban 
but he now saw signs that his old friend regarded him as a lackey – or 
worse, a source of amusement, like a jester or a clown.   

He glanced back over the Field.  ‘What of the girl who did this to 
me?  I demand you demonstrate your solidarity to me by punishing her 
most severely.’ 

Drabella deliberated upon this and then broke out into a mirthless 
grin.  ‘We will do what we can.’  

‘How will you find her in this field of statues?’ 
‘She will come to us.  Her heart is pure.  Despite what you tried to 

do to her, she will come to your defence.’ 
‘My defence?’ 
‘Yes.  When your companions find her dead body, no suspicion 

will fall upon you, as you will have a Ghul knife buried in your guts.’  
Maeldune was momentarily puzzled but as Drabella drew her knife he 
realised what the Ghul commander had in mind.   

‘Please - no!’ Maeldune implored.  ‘There has to be another way,’ 
He crawled away but the Ghul were on him in seconds.  His broken jaw 
wobbled as a cry of pure terror shot out into the night. 

Drabella pulled back the knife as her soldiers pinned Maeldune’s 
arms back.  He screamed again.  ‘Help!  Pylos!’  Such was his 
desperation that he did not care who came to his aid. 

Suddenly, Drabella’s head jolted sharply to one side and she 
tumbled away from Maeldune.  She had been struck hard.  The knife fell 
from her hand as she rolled across the dirt between the whispering 
statues. 

‘Minister?  Are you alright?’  It was the girl.  Cate Audrey had 
come to Maeldune’s aid just as Drabella had predicted.   

The Ghul outnumbered her three to one but to their surprise, they 
struggled to overwhelm her.  The two soldiers that had held Maeldune 
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raised their crossbows against her and fired their bolts in quick 
succession.  Cate was untroubled by the volley of bone shafts.  With 
hands that moved so quickly they could hardly be seen, she swiped aside 
the bolts with ease.  She clutched at the last bolt in this volley and caught 
it.  In a blur of movement, she twisted her hand around and sent the shaft 
flying back at the Ghul who fired it.  He only saw it a split-second before 
it entered his left eye. 

Unfortunately, even with reflexes beyond comprehension, Cate did 
not have eyes in the back of her head.  Drabella had crept behind her and 
struck with unbridled ferocity.  In one hand she held a crossbow from 
which were fired three bolts in quick succession.  These hammered into 
the Almoner’s left leg.  The bolts sliced through her calf muscles, 
effectively rendering her leg useless.  She fell to her knees just as 
Drabella unfurled the whip that usually hung from her belt. 

A snapping sound split the air and the whip coiled around Cate’s 
throat like an Ankaran tree-serpent.  Drabella tugged hard and Cate felt 
her larynx being squeezed.  It would not be long before it was crushed 
altogether. 

One of the other Ghul – the one that was not trying to pull a 
crossbow bolt from his eye – saw an opportunity and rushed at the 
Almoner.  In his hand he brandished the knife that he had plucked from 
Maeldune’s hand earlier.  Despite the fact that she was restricted by the 
whip around her neck, Cate effortlessly disarmed her attacker.  With one 
hand she chopped into his throat whilst the other stole the knife.  A 
second later the blade opened the Ghul from his belly to his chin.  He fell 
to the ground writhing about, trying to keep his organs confined to his 
torso but it was futile.  As he squirmed about in the dirt, his innards spilt 
out upon the ground.  He was still alive, but in no condition to fight. 

Maeldune could hear the heavy footsteps of his companions 
running across the Field, punctuated occasionally by the tapping of 
Silenus’ staff upon the ground.  The whip around Cate’s neck went slack 
and then disappeared altogether. 

Drabella fled.  The only sign of her was the pair of shatterbugs that 
had crawled upon her shoulders.  They now fluttered about in the still air 
shedding their delicate light upon the nearby statues.  

Cate tried to pull herself up, but her movement was arrested by a 
sudden, searing pain in her right foot.  The Ghul she had blinded had 
plunged his knife into her foot, pinning it to the ground, just as she had 
pinioned Maeldune’s hand earlier.   

She screamed and reached down to pull the knife from her foot.  
The remaining Ghul took advantage of the situation.  Whilst she was 
removing the knife, he jumped on her back and twisted her head back 
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exposing her neck.  In his free hand, he wielded the crossbow bolt he had 
pulled from his eye socket.  ‘Acoran woman – you have fought well, but 
like all your kind, your time is over.’ 

He pushed the bolt into her neck but she managed to get her hand 
up to stop the killing blow.  The Ghul was strong but so was she.  The 
harder he pushed the more she resisted.  It was a battle of wills.  At the 
centre of the struggle, the sharp tip of the crossbow bolt quivered an inch 
above her skin.  Should she falter for a second, she would die with a bone 
shaft buried in her throat. 

It was a crucial moment.  Maeldune saw the opportunity before 
him.  Nothing would garner the trust of his squad more than the defence 
of this innocent girl.  He pulled himself across the ground and stole up 
behind the Ghul who was too preoccupied to notice his approach.  He 
picked up the knife Drabella had dropped.  He was within striking range.  
He pulled his arm back… and waited. 
 
 
The Ghul had the superior position.  Cate knew it.  Her arm shook wildly.  
She gritted her teeth but it was hopeless.  Feeling her despair, the Ghul 
pressed his attack.  Her hand fell away and the bolt sliced through her 
throat, severing her jugular vein.  She dropped limply to the soil. 

Out of the corner of his eyes, Maeldune saw his companions 
approaching.  They were sprinting through the statues.  It was time to 
strike. 

Maeldune plunged Drabella’s knife into the back of the Ghul’s 
neck.  He pushed so hard the tip of the blade burst through the soldier’s 
throat.  The Ghul bucked wildly and Maeldune continued to push.  All he 
had to do was hold on long enough for the others to intercede. 

He didn’t have to wait long.  Pylos arrived first.  He plunged his 
shatterstone sword into the spine of the Ghul who promptly burst into 
flame and dissolved in a cloud of foul-smelling cinders. 

The Ghul that Cate had cut open was continuing to struggle with its 
spilt entrails.  Pylos ensured this struggle was short-lived.   
 
  
Pylos bent down over the figure of Cate Audrey.  He clutched her neck 
where the bone shaft had split her delicate skin.  Her red hair lay flat 
against her shoulders, damp with blood.  There was nothing that could be 
done.  She was dead. 

Remiel turned Maeldune around and in the suffuse light of some 
inquisitive shatterbugs, he studied Maeldune’s face for some sign of 
treachery. 
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‘The Ghul broke my jaw.  I tried to defend this girl, but was too 
late.’ 

As unlikely as the tale seemed, Remiel could not ignore what he 
had seen.  Maeldune was trying to kill the Ghul and his wounds were 
such that they could be not dismissed as self-imposed injuries. 

‘What were the Ghul doing here?’ Remiel rasped. 
Cephalus stepped forward, flanked by a number of Almoners.  He 

gestured to them to approach the body of Cate Audrey.  ‘Take her to my 
cottage and lay her on my bed.  Clean her wounds and put her in clean 
garments.  She shall be buried in the morning.’  He then pointed to 
Maeldune.  ‘Take the Minister to the infirmary.  Do what you can do heal 
his injuries.  It would seem he almost died defending our Cate.  Treat him 
with the respect such valour deserves.’ 

Moments later, the Field of Confession was still and empty except 
for the voices of the penitent statues which continued to confess the 
world’s sins to the night. 
 
 
‘Pylos, a word with you.’ 

It was early morning and Pylos was drawing water from the well 
outside Cephalus’ cottage.  Whilst the rest of the company slept, he was 
making preparations for the march to Khepera.  He looked up to see the 
ancient figure of Cephalus Silenus standing under a nearby tree.  
Cephalus’ face was illuminated by a lantern of shatterbugs and the face 
the soft light revealed was grim. 

Pylos put down the bucket in his hand and approached the old man.   
‘Yes Cephalus?’ he whispered warily. 

‘I must know, brave Pylos, how well do you know Maeldune 
Canna?’ 

‘All too well, I’m afraid,’ Pylos replied. 
‘You do not trust him?’ 
‘Maeldune?  No, I do not trust him.’  Pylos looked into Cephalus’ 

emerald eyes and asked, ‘Should I?’ 
‘He was wounded trying to defend Cate Audrey…’ 
‘But?’ 
‘But I have serious doubts General,’ Cephalus said sadly.  ‘Despite 

what we witnessed in the Field, I do not believe he is a man of virtue.  I… 
I fear he had a hand in Cate’s death. His heart is colourless.’ 

Pylos was shocked.  For all his hatred of Maeldune, he had not 
considered such a thing.  ‘You think he killed her?’ 

‘Pylos, I am a synaesthete.  I see things you do not.’ 
‘I’m sorry.  I do not understand.’ 
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‘A synaesthete’s senses do not work as yours do.  You hear words.  
They are sounds to you.  I see them as colours.  You can sense emotions.  
I can see them.  I can visualise a person’s true nature in the same way you 
can see what they are wearing.  My talents allow me to see what is in a 
person’s heart.  Words mislead, they hide the truth.  What I see cannot be 
hidden.’ 

Pylos smiled.  It made sense.  ‘This explains how you could 
achieve the impossible hundreds of years ago.’ 

‘You speak of the unification of the Church.  You are correct.  My 
abilities have allowed me to read people, influence their decisions in 
ways so subtle, I left no mark.  When Maeldune Canna speaks, I see little 
but shades of grey but on the edges of his words I see tinges of deep red.’ 

‘What does that signify?’ 
‘It could mean many different things.  Passion in some, anger in 

others.  In Maeldune I see raw ambition.  And it is coupled with 
something that makes him dangerous – frustration.  He will do anything 
to achieve his ends, and his grey language is the means by which he will 
achieve it.  He is at best a liar; at worst he is a murderer.’ 

‘Why do you tell me this?’ 
‘I would not have you suffer the same fate as Cate Audrey.  I see 

the goodness within you.  Or perhaps, it is our kinship, Pylos.  After all, I 
am a Helyan, you know.’ 

‘You are the greatest Helyan.  You brought in an age of peace that 
had never been witnessed before in the Myr.’ 

‘It counts for little now.  My time is coming to an end.  But you… 
you have important things to do.’ 

Pylos looked up into the eastern sky.  Where it had been black, 
now it was indigo.  Soon it would be blue and they would be on their way 
to Khepera.  It seemed such a long way to go.  And Caliban’s End 
seemed as far away as the fading stars above.  

He turned back to Cephalus.  ‘It is an amazing skill you possess.  
How did you acquire it?’ 

‘I have always had it.  As a child, I assumed everyone experienced 
the world in the same way.  In fact, it was not until I was a young man 
that I realised that others lived in a world where language and emotions 
were not accompanied by colour.  It was like finding out one day that the 
whole time you have been enjoying the taste of freshly baked bread your 
friends have merely been able to smell it.’ 

‘Cephalus, may I ask a favour?’ 
‘Yes, my boy.  You may ask.’ 
‘When you look at Remiel Grayson, what do you see?’ 
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‘That’s an interesting question Pylos.  His colours are most 
intriguing.  Around him I see hues that cannot be seen in the world 
around us.  There is a complexity to his palette that is difficult to convey.’ 

‘Can he be trusted?’ 
‘I cannot say.  Your instincts have served you well thus far.  Trust 

in them.’ 
‘Cephalus – I have one more request.  It is a bold one.  If there is 

any way you could spare some of your followers… the Almoners would 
be a great boon to us.’ 

Cephalus looked towards his cottage.  Inside that building lay the 
body of Cate Audrey, a woman so full of vitality and love, it was hard to 
imagine her dead. 

‘Pylos, I must say no.  There may come a day when my people will 
stand shoulder to shoulder with you to fight against the evils that have 
beset the Myr, but now is not that time.  The Almoners must continue 
their holy duties, for if we neglect the spiritual to obtain a physical 
victory, then we have won little indeed.’ 
 
 
They entered the Thin Grey Line.  It was a sight Trypp would never 
forget.  Perfectly vertical walls stretched up for leagues – literally.  At the 
very top of the incredible walls a sliver of light ran like a sapphire 
necklace across the nape of the world.  Before them stretched a perfectly 
straight, flat path as far as they could see. There were no undulations.  It 
was difficult at first to comprehend how a path could be so lacking in 
features.  Gerriod for one was extremely pleased with the total absence of 
hills.  

‘The walls – they’re totally smooth,’ Trypp said as he ran his long, 
blue fingers over the cool, grey rock beside him. 

‘Could you climb them?’ Gerriod asked. 
‘No,’ Trypp said without hesitation.  ‘Nobody could.’ 
‘Let’s go,’ said Pylos.  ‘We have a long march ahead of us.’ 
The path was so narrow it forced them to walk in single file which 

discouraged conversation.  All was silent except for the warm breeze that 
rolled in from the east.  Trypp found the walk down the thin line to be 
wonderfully spiritual and for the first time since leaving Skyfall Town, he 
found his mind was at peace. 

Mulupo went first, and he spent the first hour of the journey 
muttering superlatives to himself.  In all his travels he had never seen 
such a sight and though he was usually given to ornamentation of the 
most lurid degree, he found the straight lines and monochromatic shades 
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of the path to be strangely appealing.  He had never seen anything that 
was so simple and yet so grand. 

He was followed by Trypp who was in turn followed by Gerriod.  
In the middle of the line walked Sefar, then Remiel.  Pylos walked behind 
Remiel, followed by Maeldune who walked proudly at the rear of the 
squad. 

The Almoners had worked wonders upon the Acoran.  Though his 
facial burns remained, they no longer caused pain.  His jaw had been reset 
and his hand completely healed.  He suspected the patch of veganistones 
he noticed outside Cephalus’ cottage must have had something to do with 
his restoration.  He had fainted not long after he had been found in the 
Field of Confession and much of the night was a blur.  However, by 
morning, he felt stronger than ever and he looked forward to his mission 
with confidence.  He would show Caliban and his minions that he was not 
to be regarded so casually.  Much of what had happened in the world over 
the past year could not have been achieved without his contribution.  He 
would soon reap the rewards of his labours.  All he had to do was deliver 
Remiel Grayson to his brother.  His path was as defined as the Thin Grey 
Line before him.  He felt content.  It was a strange feeling. 

Pylos on the other hand was anything but content.  At numerous 
points during the march he had to stop to get his breath back.  Remiel 
noticed he was breathing hard and sweating profusely.  His eyes flicked 
around nervously though there was nothing to see.  In the close confines 
of the Thin Grey Line, there was no hiding his state of agitation. 

‘What’s wrong Pylos?’ whispered Remiel as he handed him a 
water bottle. 

‘I’m not sure.  It started as soon as we stepped onto the path.’ 
‘Do you feel okay?’ 
‘I’m not sure.’  Pylos’ face reddened.  ‘I feel I am caught in a trap.  

We are vulnerable here.’  His voice was strained. 
Trypp placed a hand on Pylos’ shoulder.  ‘We are safe here Pylos.  

We are alone.’ 
Pylos shook off the hand and started pacing back and forth.  ‘By 

the gods, my heart is racing!’  He felt like he was suffocating.  All 
morning the sides of the narrow canyon had appeared to be moving 
inwards as they walked, threatening to crush him, but whenever he 
stopped and examined them, he could see that the walls were exactly the 
same distance apart as they were at the start of the march. 

‘Pylos, I believe you are suffering from an acute case of 
claustrophobia,’ Mulupo observed.  
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‘Well isn’t that perfect!’ laughed Maeldune.  ‘General Castalia, if 
you don’t like the confined spaces here, how will you manage when we 
are deep underground in the Endless?’ 

Pylos spun around.  ‘I’ll just have to make sure we don’t stay there 
too long.’ 

 
 

They marched on and Pylos did his best to stifle the fears that continued 
to quicken his heart.  By the evening of the second day, he wondered 
whether the narrow fistula actually had an end.  

The sun disappeared behind them and the Thin Grey Line was 
steeped in darkness.  The light was dim, but it did not remain so for long.  
A light appeared behind them, moving down the narrow way at a steady 
speed.  Pylos shoved his way past Maeldune, drawing his sword as he did 
so to meet whatever approached. 

Moments later, Gerriod was heartened to see him sheath his blade.  
It was no enemy that approached but rather a pair of shatterbugs.  
Although there was no need for illumination – the path before them did 
not change – it was comforting to be able to see each other as they 
marched on into the night. 
 
 
Trypp heard it first.  A whistling sound from above.  He looked up and 
against the thin ribbon of stars above he saw a dark object hurtling 
towards them.  The Sapphyrran shoved Sefar forward, and seconds later 
something pounded into the ground where his companion had stood. 

The shatterbugs’ light poured over the object, revealing something 
so unexpected and shocking, it was some time before anyone spoke.  
Lying at their feet was the broken body of Akampa Lodd, the Sapphyrran 
Ambassador.  His carapace was shattered and his bones were smashed but 
there was no mistaking his identity.  In a poignant display of futility, 
Trypp fell to his knees and ran his hands over his compatriot’s body 
feeling for a pulse. 

‘Akampa, no-one deserves such an ignominious death, least of all 
you.’ 

‘But how?’ Gerriod said in a stupour. 
‘Something flew overhead,’ Maeldune said.  ‘Moments before…’ 
Trypp looked up to the sky with sad, green eyes.  ‘I know what did 

this is.  I have seen such foul work before.  It was the Morrigu.’ 
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It was some time before the Morrigu came back.  It carried numerous 
bodies in its talons, but these ones were alive.  Trypp pointed soundlessly 
at the writhing forms, terrified that they were more of his countrymen.  
As soon as the monstrous creature let them go, it was clear there were 
four of them. 

The figures tumbled through the air, their limbs flailing as each 
victim tried in vain to find some sense of stability in the empty space.  
Two of the falling missiles collided mid-air which altered their trajectory 
slamming them sickeningly into the smooth, unforgiving rock walls. 

It was then Pylos realised something.  They did not scream.  They 
were alive and seemingly conscious, but not one of the figures screamed. 

He drew his sword suspiciously and with morbid fascination 
waited for the bodies to hit the ground. 
 
 
His suspicions were proven correct when the bodies of four Ghul soldiers 
slammed into the cool rock at his feet. 

At first, the bodies that pounded into the floor of the Thin Grey 
Line did not move.  Gerriod dared to hope that even the Ghul could not 
survive such a fall.  But then their fingers twitched, their bodies 
shuddered and they slowly pulled themselves up onto shattered knees. 

It took Pylos less than a second to run through the nearest pair with 
his blade.  The narrow space was lit up brilliantly as the two Ghul 
capitulated in a soundless and visceral explosion. 

Pylos hacked and slashed the other two with all the fury and 
frustration that had built up since taking his first step along the narrow 
corridor.  He looked to the skies and hoped Caliban would send more 
Ghul his way. 
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Chapter Eleven   Oshalla Ocean, South of Sessymir 
 
 

umi looked down in horror.  Curled around her sai, Tagtug squirmed 
on the deck of the raft.  She had stabbed him in the stomach just as 
Lokasenna had done the day before.  His whimpering was drowned 

out by the sound of the pursuing marroks whose growls, hisses and howls 
rose to a crescendo when they realised they had been denied their prey. 
 
 
The sun had set.  With the night came the rain and it came down hard.  
The river was flowing firmly around them, but every bend revealed 
another stretch of water and not the coastline they so desperately sought.  
Sumi tried to keep the raft out of the brambles that lined the river’s banks, 
but her exhaustion was getting the better of her.  In the centre of the raft 
sat Lara, her head bowed down and her cloak wrapped around her body.  
Her tail was coiled around Tagtug, who lay cradled securely in the 
Moraen’s embrace.  His breathing was shallow and laboured.  Although 
Lara had sealed his wound, he did not show any sign of recovery. 
 ‘Here Tagtug,’ she said gently as she forced the last veganistone 
into his mouth.  ‘Swallow this.’ 
 Sumi knelt down beside Tagtug and held him down, anticipating 
the fury that would follow the medication.  He bit down on the 
veganistone and after some effort managed to swallow its sweet meat.  He 
then rolled over on his side and went to sleep. 
 ‘What’s he doing?’ Sumi said, agitated by his behaviour.  ‘Did the 
stone not work?’ 
 ‘I’m afraid not,’ Lara said sadly.  ‘I have seen this once before.  
His injuries are too extensive.  The stone has no effect upon him.’ 

Sumi put her hands up to her burnt face and groaned.  ‘This is my 
fault Lara!’ 

Lara rounded on her with surprising passion.  ‘Don’t be ridiculous 
Sumi!  It was an accident.’ 

‘I won’t be able to live with myself should he die.’ 
‘Enough!  You will learn to live with yourself because I can’t do 

this on my own.  I won’t make it to the Sessymir breach without you.’ 
Sumi gazed despondently at her.  ‘You gave him your last 

veganistone.  You were keeping it for your daughter.  Just in case –’ 
‘Then you must make sure she doesn’t need it.  Get me into the 

Endless before any harm comes to her.’ 
Sumi stared out into the sheets of rain slapping hard across the skin 

of the river.  Somewhere out there, beyond the rain, lay a doorway into 

S 
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the Endless.  Somehow, she had to make sure that Lara and her daughter 
were reunited.  The fight against Caliban had lost all its significance as a 
war.  It was not a war.  It was much more personal than that.  It was more 
like a game of Siege, the outcome of which would not be decided by who 
had the superior might, but who had the more determined will, and there 
was none more determined than she. 
 
 
‘We’re going to make it,’ Sumi said to herself as she steered the raft 
down the river.  The darkness had dissolved and landscape around them 
had become a wet blur.  Somewhere beyond the thick, obese clouds, the 
Myr’s moons had descended to their beds beyond the horizon.  ‘The 
morning has come.’ 

Lara breathed a sigh of relief.  ‘Good.  At least we won’t have to 
worry about Ghul for a while.’ 

‘You’re awake.’ 
‘I rarely sleep.’ 
‘Is that a Pryderi thing?’ 
‘No, it’s a being-really-scared thing.’ 
Sumi looked at Tagtug in the midst of Lara’s coils.  He had hardly 

moved the entire night.  ‘If we don’t find help for him soon, he’ll die.’ 
‘He’s shivering.’ 
‘We need to get him dry.’ 
Lara’s mind floated away to the day she had left Bregon bound for 

Grisandole. 
 
 
It was an overcast day but Lara had torn a hole in the clouds with an 
incantation Arinna had taught her years before.  It was a simple spell and 
considered a waste of magick by some in the coven, but as the sunlight 
streamed through the gap in the grey blanket above, Lara couldn’t think 
of a better use for her abilities.  
 
 
‘Maybe there’s something I can do,’ Lara said with more joy in her voice 
than could be hoped for in their bleak situation.  She fell into a meditative 
trance and her mouth started shaping strange words.  Sumi could just hear 
her above the splashing of the river. 

Above, the clouds thundered as if angered by the witch’s 
incantation.  Her voice grew louder and the cloud roared back. 
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And then to Sumi’s surprise the clouds above parted and the 
morning light streamed through.  All around the low-lying clouds 
reverberated aggrieved by the slice of daylight in their presence. 

As the trio swept down the river, the hole in the clouds followed 
them.  Sumi sat back amazed at what her Pryderi companion had 
achieved.  Small, watery explosions detonated all across the river as the 
rain teemed down, but not a drop fell on the raft.  Through the rift in the 
clouds above, Sumi saw a flock of crimson larida flying northward, and 
she was struck with an overwhelming sense of hope. 
 
 
The raft swung around a bend in the river and a magnificent seascape was 
revealed.  The pounding waves of a heavy, black ocean exploded upon an 
empty beach.  Out beyond the surf, twelve dark shatterstone stacks stood 
silently guarding the small hamlet.  These rocky sentinels rose up from 
the crashing waves in a wide semi-circle around the beach.  The 
formations were at least fifty yards high resembling the teeth of some 
hideous monster of the deep.  To the right of the shatterstone stacks, a 
manmade breakwater curled around one side of the shallow bay.  Where 
the breakwater met the shoreline a cluttered collection of buildings 
hugged the beach. 

The Wort had broadened out to a dark estuary.  On the eastern side 
of the swirling waters a landing came into view.  Three small boats were 
tethered to the dock but there was room for the raft on the far side.  
 
 
Sumi stepped out onto the landing.  ‘Do you know where we are Lara?’ 

‘Yes.  The bay is called the Wyrm’s Jaw, for obvious reasons.’  
She pointed at the shatterstone obelisks in case the reasons weren’t so 
obvious to Sumi. 

‘This looks like a Sessymirian outpost.  Look at the design of the 
dwellings.’ 

Lara nodded.  ‘We’re in Providence.’ 
The squat, utilitarian buildings assembled out of sheets of black 

steel and beams of iron were distinctly Sessymirian.  The structures 
huddled together facing the cold wasteland of the sea.  There was no sign 
of life in the small settlement. 

Sumi inspected the boats beside them.  ‘I thought all the 
Sessymirians left Morae many years ago. These boats are in perfectly 
good condition.  They haven’t been abandoned.’ 

‘Most Sessymirians departed when they had hunted the leviatha 
within an inch away from extinction, but some remained.  Believe it or 
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not, there are some Sessymirians who are quite content with a quiet life, 
away from the Cold mines, the pelt trade and the slaughter of leviatha.  

Lara’s sunlight spell faded and the trio were immediately spattered 
by thick drops of rain.  ‘Just our luck!’ Lara groaned as she held Tagtug 
to her breast, trying to shield him from the cold wind and even colder 
rain.    

At one end of the landing was an iron track that disappeared under 
a barred grate set into an opening in the steep bank running down the east 
bank of the river. Sumi tried to lift the grate but it would not budge. 

‘This probably connects to a tavern or general store,’ Lara 
observed.  ‘It probably locks from the inside.’ 

‘We need to get indoors,’ Sumi said looking across at Tagtug who 
was squirming in Lara’s arms as the rain flattened her cloak to his fur. 

Sumi picked up the few supplies they had left and made her way up 
to the metal buildings above.  Lara followed slowly behind.  Although 
Providence was only a small settlement, she found it disconcerting to find 
it completely devoid of any signs of life.  In a land overrun by Ghul, it 
was not a comforting development. 
 
 
The hanging signboard of a tavern flapped in the breeze. Scrawled across 
this rusting piece of metal in dark brown paint was the name of the 
establishment – The Huk’s Vile Breath.   ‘Hardly a welcoming name for a 
pub,’ Sumi mused. ‘Very Sessymirian.’ 

She swung open the heavy steel door and entered the building.  The 
tavern’s lanterns had burnt out but a few shatterbugs nestled in a corner 
threw their subdued light upon the room.  The tavern had few decorations 
other than the stuffed heads of local wildlife mounted on the walls.  Metal 
table and chairs did little to make the place seem more welcoming.  A 
number of tankards lay on their sides in the middle of puddles of ale on 
the bar.  

‘Nobody’s home,’ said Lara as she slithered through the door with 
Tagtug in her arms. 

‘What’s that smell?’ Sumi said, twisting up the undamaged side of 
her face as a potent, stale odour made itself known. 

Tagtug squirmed about also disturbed by the stench.  It came from 
the far side of the tavern where a long, beer-stained bar stretched from 
wall to wall.  Sumi made her way across the room as Lara carefully shut 
the door behind them.  Something about the place made her uneasy.  She 
slithered across to join her companion but the deeper she went into the 
room the more substantial her sense of dread became.  She tenderly 
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placed Tagtug on the bar and rolled her cloak up into a pillow for his 
furry head. 

Behind the bar Sumi found a trap door to the cellar.  She threw the 
supplies she had been carrying on the floor and took hold of the thick iron 
ring that served as the cellar door’s handle.  Pulling with all her might, 
she lifted the door and the tavern was assaulted by the smell of 
decomposing bodies. 

‘By the gods!’ she exclaimed as she knelt on the floor looking 
down through the opening in the floor.  ‘I think I’ve found where the 
Sessymirians went.’ 

Holding her hand over her face, Lara slithered over to the entry to 
the cellar and looked down.  It was dim but not so dark that she was 
unable to see the horrors that lay below.  The wan light of day drifted into 
the cellar through the grate they had noticed by the landing earlier.  
Though this grate lay at the far end of an adjoining passageway, the light 
was enough to illuminate a mass of corpses that lay in grotesque poses on 
the floor below.  Most of the bodies were punctured by savage wounds.  
Some even had been decapitated.  Despite the blood that covered the 
bodies like a crimson layer of dew, Lara recognised them as 
Sessymirians.  There would have been at least thirty bodies down there. 

She rolled onto her side and vomited. 
Sumi dashed away from the bar.  She stopped at the window and 

looked out at the shapes she had seen gathering on the grey sands outside 
the tavern.  ‘What are Pryderi doing here?’ 

Lara shot upright.  ‘What?’ 
Sumi gestured to the beach.  ‘And they’re not alone.’ 
Lara quickly slithered back across the tavern to where her 

companion was crouched under the sill of a small window.  Beyond the 
filthy glass, on the beach outside, she could see the serpentine shapes of 
the Pryderi, flanked by the cadaverous figures of the Ghul. 

‘How can this be?’ growled Sumi.  ‘I thought the Ghul could not 
tolerate the light of day.’ 

‘Maybe the dark clouds are enough to shelter the Ghul from the 
sun.’ 

‘Do you know any of these witches?’ Sumi whispered. 
‘No, I don’t think so.  It’s hard to tell from here.  Wait!’  One of the 

Pryderi stepped forward scanning the buildings before her. She had dark 
hair that shone lustrously despite the clouded sky above her.  Lara leaned 
closer to the window and her face dropped. ‘It can’t be!’ 

Sumi recognised her too. ‘Arinna Brine.’ 
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She was talking to a tall, thin Ghul female, an officer with long 
white hair who wore a coiled whip at her side.  Lara gasped.  It was 
Chabriel, the one who had stolen her daughter away. 

‘Let’s go,’ whispered Sumi, placing a hand on Lara’s forearm and 
pulling her away from the window. 

‘Wait!  I need to see what’s happening out there.’  She broke away 
from her companion and turned her attention back to the unthinkable 
scene before her.  She could not be sure she saw correctly, but it seemed 
to Lara that Arinna was giving Chabriel instructions.  She pointed at the 
building next door to the tavern and within moments a cadre of Ghul 
were dispatched to investigate it. 

 
 

Lara’s mind was in chaos.  Her best friend now sided with the Ghul.  
Thoughts of abandonment and betrayal filled her head.  With all the 
uncontrolled mental images that were painted across her brain, she should 
not have been surprised by what happened next.  Arinna Brine, the witch 
who could hear the thoughts of others, was looking straight at the tavern 
window. 

Lara and Sumi ducked as one. 
‘Do you think she saw us?’ Lara panted. 
‘We’ll soon find out. Come on – we’ve got to hide.’ 
‘Perhaps I could talk to her.’ 
‘Are you mad?’ 
Lara lifted her head slowly and peered through the dirty window.  

Out on the sands, Arinna was hunched over, her head hovering just a little 
above her hands.  She seemed to be chanting a spell.  Her tail twitched 
back and forth as the incantation grew in intensity.   Suddenly, an 
explosive force shot out of her hands shattering the glass of the window 
Lara had been looking through. 

‘You don’t want to talk to her!’ Sumi scolded as she took Lara’s 
hand and ran back across the tavern.  ‘Follow me. I have an idea.’ 

Sumi ducked behind the bar and picking up Tagtug, quickly made 
her way to the cellar door.  Tagtug twisted his head back and forth 
disturbed by the stench that was wrapping itself around his head.  
Ignoring his mute protestations, Sumi dropped into the room below. 

Lara went to follow but found she could not descend the small 
ladder that led down to the bloody sculpture of rotting flesh that lay 
beneath her.  Her face had turned pale.  ‘Sumi, I can’t go down there.’ 

‘If you don’t hurry, you’ll be joining them forever!’ Sumi chastised 
her.  ‘Now shut the trap door!’ 
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As soon as she did it, they could hear the sound of footsteps on the 
boards above.  The Ghul had entered the tavern. 

‘Quick!  Under the bodies!’ Sumi commanded. 
The press of dead flesh against her body made Lara nauseous.  The 

effluvium of the Sessymirians’ decaying bodies filled her nose and the 
small breeze that blew in from the passageway leading to the grate by the 
river did nothing to dispel the stench. 

With her arms tightly wrapped around Tagtug, Sumi lay under the 
body of a huge man who would have smelt dreadful even if he were not 
dead.  Lara lay next to them with the body of a similarly large 
Sessymirian woman draped across her.  She twisted herself around and 
peered out through the knotted blonde locks of the bloody corpse that 
hugged her in a gruesome embrace. 

Footsteps thumped across the floor above, coming closer and closer 
to the bar above their heads. 

Lara could feel Tagtug shifting about next to her.  She could tell he 
was agitated.  He kept swallowing and grunting; Lara realised he was 
trying to clear his throat quietly.  Suddenly he coughed and blood from 
days of internal bleeding sprayed out his mouth accompanied by a 
grotesque hacking cough. 

The footsteps stopped directly overhead.  The trapdoor opened.  
Moments later, Chabriel’s pallid face appeared and stared at the mound of 
bodies below her.  She could see no sign of Sumi, Tagtug or Lara but she 
was no fool. ‘There in here!’ she called to others who promptly stomped 
across to her side.  ‘Kill the Mabbit and the Susanese woman.  The 
Moraen must be taken alive.  Caliban wants the witch.’ 

Lara froze.  The hunt had become a lot more specific.  ‘Wants me?’ 
she whispered to Sumi.  ‘Why would he want me?’ 

Sumi wasn’t listening. She was rifling through a leather pouch 
hanging off the belt of the dead Sessymirian next to her.  ‘Now these 
could be useful!’ she said to herself. 

‘What are you talking about?’ asked Lara who could not see her 
companion’s hands rummaging across the body of the dead man beside 
her. 

‘Wait!’ came a familiar voice.  It was Arinna.  Lara had heard that 
voice a thousand times before and yet now it seemed unfamiliar.  
Something had changed.  She tried to quell the rising terror in her 
stomach. 

‘Hold off your soldiers Chabriel.  We can try diplomacy first,’ 
Arinna said confidently.  Lara was shocked by the authoritative tone she 
took with the Ghul.  Her friend was clearly in charge.  That should have 
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filled Lara with hope but it only made her feel even sicker. ‘Tell your 
squad to move back lest they burn. We need a little light here.’ 

‘En Ilumina!’  
The cellar was filled with an intense light that revealed the 

massacre of Providence in gruesome detail.  Lara gasped loudly, 
impressed with the ease with which Arinna had invoked the incantation.   

Arinna’s voice floated down through the trapdoor.  ‘Little One, you 
have no idea how impressive I’ve become.  Have you forgotten I can hear 
every word you’re thinking?  Please come out before this gets messy.’ 

‘We can’t stay here!’ Sumi whispered to Lara, despite the claim 
Arinna had made about hearing their very thoughts. ‘We can get out via 
the service tunnel.’  Suddenly her voice brightened as she lifted her head 
slightly so she could see around her.  ‘Look Lara!  The sun is out!  If we 
make it outside, we’ll be safe!’ 

‘Stay put, Little One,’ came Arinna’s voice.  ‘I don’t want to hurt 
you.’ 

Sumi pushed the heavy Sessymirian to one side so she could see 
Lara.  Her face was fixed in a stern expression.  ‘Don’t trust her Lara!’ 

‘She’s my friend.’ 
‘I think a few things have changed since you saw her last.’ 

 
 
Suddenly the entire floor above them was ripped apart.  Thick timbers 
became splinters.  Metal bolts crumpled and the stone wall of the cellar 
shook.  Standing at the edge of the vast pit she’d created in the middle of 
the tavern, Arinna Brine glowered as she scanned the bodies below for 
Lara and her companions. 

There was nothing in Arinna’s eyes that Lara recognised.  Her gaze 
was fierce, her expression hard.  Several Pryderi stood behind Arinna.  
Their faces lacked Arinna’s malevolent intensity and Lara could sense 
that they were reluctant accomplices rather than any angry mob.  It was 
not hard to imagine why they were there – for the sake of their children.  
It seemed ridiculous to consider a witch killing a fellow Myrran, but the 
bond between mother and daughter among the Pryderi was more acute 
than other races could imagine and if it came down to a choice, they 
would not hesitate to kill Sumi and Tagtug.  

The Pryderi were flanked by numerous Ghul who edged as close to 
the gaping hole as Arinna’s brilliant light would allow.  Realising that 
they were temporarily protected by this light, Sumi grabbed Lara’s arm 
and shouted, ‘Run for it!’ 

She thrust herself out of the mound of bodies and quickly pulled 
Tagtug free.  With an agility beyond anything Lara had ever seen before, 
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Sumi jumped over the corpses and landed at the mouth of the service 
tunnel that ran fifty yards down to the outlet by the river. 

‘No you don’t!’ Arinna snarled and immediately the white light 
that filled the cellar vanished.  As if on cue, a number of Ghul leapt down 
from the floor above, drawing their bone swords as they fell.  As soon as 
they landed on the fleshy floor of the cellar, they scrambled over to stop 
their enemies from escaping. 

It was all the encouragement Lara needed to slither out of there.  
She had no time for an incantation.  Her only hope was reaching the 
sunlight outside. 

Lara moved quickly down the service tunnel.  Sumi was already at 
the far end, fighting with the heavy iron latch that fixed the grate in its 
iron frame.  ‘It’s stuck!’ she exclaimed furiously.  They were so close to 
safety Sumi could stick her arm out and see the sunlight fall on her skin.  
But if they could not open the grate, all the sunlight in the heavens would 
not grant them salvation. 

Lara looked back up the service tunnel.  ‘Duck!’ she screamed, 
pushing Sumi to the floor as a blazing fireball shot overhead.  It 
continued out through the grate and tore through the air above the river 
until it slammed into the bank on the far side in a blazing explosion of 
rock, fire and water.  Lara looked at the bars of the grate.  The metal 
glowed as if it were on the verge of melting.  The biting smell of molten 
metal was preferable to that of decaying flesh, but it was hardly 
reassuring.  The fiery incantation highlighted just how far Arinna was 
willing to go to stop them from leaving. 

‘She cast En Pyrrha!’ Lara exclaimed.  ‘In mere seconds…’ 
‘I can take her down,’ Sumi said looking back towards the cellar.  

She could see the figure of Arinna hunched over, her hands trembling in 
the throes of a second spell.  

‘No, you can’t!’ cried Lara, her heart torn between her desire to 
live and her love for the one trying to kill her. 

‘She’s no longer your friend, Lara!’ 
Another ball of fire shot by overhead. The air sizzled as the 

flaming orb splashed through the grate and out across the river.  In the 
wake of the fireball’s passing the metal bars were aglow.  Lara’s decision 
to flee from the cellar was enough to change Arinna’s mind about only 
killing Tagtug and Sumi.  All lives were forfeit now.  But even that 
knowledge wasn’t enough to convince Lara to agree to Sumi’s desire to 
strike back.  ‘Sumi, I can’t allow you to –’ 

‘I’m sorry Lara, but I don’t require your permission.’  Sumi’s hand 
flew forward hurtling her sai down the tunnel straight at Arinna’s heart.   
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With a small gesture Arinna quickly invoked a spell to deflect the 
sai, then continued on with the more complex incantation she had begun. 

‘In the middle of one spell she cast another!’ exclaimed Lara.  
‘That’s impossible!’ 

Above their heads, a beam which ran the length of the tunnel 
started shaking.  Arinna’s companions dropped into the cellar and joined 
in her incantation.  The beam began to buckle and splinter.  Dirt and 
shards of rock started to fall from the ceiling of the passage. 

‘Now I don’t even know what that spell is called,’ Lara said in 
awe. 

‘We’re going to be buried alive if we don’t get this grate open,’ 
Sumi yelled.  She took a look at the glowing metal bars and muttered, 
‘I’ll probably regret this.’  She shot her hands out and grabbed the grate.  
The smell of her flesh being seared against the metal filled her nose, but 
her inability to feel heat protected her from the intense pain that should 
have resulted.  She tugged hard at the grate but it would not budge. 

‘Sumi, no!’ Lara screamed.  ‘You’ll burn your hands.’ 
‘It doesn’t matter if I can’t feel it,’ Sumi replied.  ‘Pick up Tagtug.  

We’re getting out of here!’  She pulled again as the beam above their 
heads shattered.  A second later the tunnel was no more.   
 
 
Sumi, Lara and Tagtug rolled out into daylight moments before the 
tunnel’s collapse.  The cloud of dirt and dust followed the trio out onto 
the landing, but it was quickly blown away by a brisk breeze coming in 
from the ocean. 
 Lara quickly lay Tagtug on the landing and took hold of Sumi’s 
wrists.  She took one look at the burnt skin and groaned piteously. 

Sumi ripped her hands away.  ‘There’s no time to worry about me 
right now,’ she said brusquely.  She gazed about looking for any sign of 
danger.  ‘We’re safe for the moment.  The Ghul won’t follow us out into 
the sun, and it will take some time for the Pryderi to get out of the cellar.’ 

‘But your hands –’ Lara said sadly. 
‘My hands now match my face,’ Sumi said sardonically.  ‘We’ll 

take a skiff.  Take Tagtug and get in that one.’ 
‘Where are you going?’ 
‘I’m going to make sure we’re not followed.’  Sumi jumped onto 

the raft they had taken from Coldbrook and picked up the pole she had 
used to steer the craft down the river.  Then one by one, she hopped into 
the other boats and rammed the pole through the deck of each.  ‘Let’s 
hope your friends know how to swim,’ she said with a wry smile on her 
face. 
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‘They don’t,’ answered Lara.  No Pryderi did.  This was a 
significant point as she clambered into the small boat that Sumi planned 
to pilot across the Myr’s most formidable ocean, but she decided not to 
dwell on it. 

Sumi jumped into the bow seat of the skiff.  In a fluid movement, 
she pulled at the tiller with one hand and unfastened the sheet connected 
to the mainsail with the other.  Moments later the sail scooted up the mast 
where the stiff northerly wind quickly filled it with cold air.  Lara cast off 
from the bollard and within seconds the wind ripped them out into the 
middle of the Wort.  ‘Do you know how to drive this thing?’ she called to 
Sumi, slightly unnerved by the speed at which the small boat sliced 
through the languid waters of the river. 

‘Yes. I was raised in Kumoku. I’ve been sailing skiffs since I was a 
child.’ 

‘Of course you have,’ muttered Lara, who was slowly getting 
accustomed to the fact that Sumi was accomplished in just about every 
area of Myrran endeavour.  ‘What was I thinking?’ 

Sumi looked out into the pounding surf before her.  ‘Getting out 
through the breakers will be hard. The wind is hitting us almost front on 
so we’ll have to tack.’ 
 
 
Fortunately the tide was high so they had no trouble getting over the 
sandbank that lay where the river met the sea.  As they pulled out into the 
brutally cold waters of the Oshalla Ocean, Lara looked back towards the 
beach.  Arinna and her fellow Pryderi had exited the tavern and were 
making their way out to the breakwater that hugged the eastern side of the 
bay. 

Sumi saw them too.  ‘We’re safe from her aren’t we?’ 
Arinna slithered out to the end of the breakwater.  The coven took 

up positions behind her.  Closing their eyes, they began an incantation 
that could not be heard over the waves that pounded on the sharp black 
rocks of the breakwater. 

‘I think I know what she’ll do next,’ said Lara. 
‘What do you mean?’ 
‘She cannot hope to hit us with En Pyrrha from the shore. And the 

Pryderi aren’t sailors. Her only hope is to get the Ghul to fire upon us 
from the shore.’ 

‘How can she do that?  The sun has risen and the clouds have 
broken up.  The Ghul dare not follow the witches outside.’ 

‘They can bring back the darkness.  Centuries ago the Pryderi 
could cast a spell called En Cumula.  It’s a rain spell of sorts.  Of all the 
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elemental incantations, it is the most difficult. But something’s changed. 
These witches are a lot more powerful than they should be.  They know 
spells that have long since faded from our knowledge.’ 

They both realised it at the same time.  ‘They have the Incanto!’ 
Sumi exclaimed.  She looked above and was given confirmation of Lara’s 
suspicions.  The sky was darkening.  Clouds were thickening as was the 
light around them.  ‘How long will this spell take?’ 

‘I’m not sure.  A hole in the clouds is easy enough, but to summon 
clouds from thin air is another matter altogether.  I’d guess that even this 
coven will need a few minutes to cast it and will require all of them.’ 

‘Once the clouds cover the sun, the Ghul will step out of the 
shadows and pursue us.’ 

Tethered to white poles inside the breakwater were numerous craft, 
most of which were more than a match for the skiff Sumi had selected for 
their escape.  Should the Ghul take to the boats, they would catch up to 
the skiff within an hour.   

‘Then we must get out of here quickly,’ Lara said. 
‘No. We must rid ourselves of our pursuers. We must finish off 

these Ghul here and now.’ 
‘But how?’ 
‘Just trust me.  Lara, I want you to talk to your friend.’ 
‘But the longer we stay here, the less chance we have for escape.’ 
‘No.  I have to make sure that the Ghul won’t be able to pursue us.  

There is a way.’ 
‘I can’t talk to her.  Not now.’ 
‘You have to.  I’m going to take us close to the breakwater.  Close 

enough for Arinna to hit us.  You have to distract her.  Keep her 
occupied.  Should she pick up a stray thought, she’ll know what I intend 
and then we’ll be undone.  You have to trust me.’ 

The thick surf slammed into the thin hull of the skiff as Sumi 
tacked back around so the boat was running parallel to the beach, heading 
east towards the breakwater.  Tagtug lay on the bottom of the skiff curled 
up in a tight ball.   

Lara looked at the proud figure of Arinna at the head of the 
breakwater.  The wind blew her beautiful robes and hair out into the air, 
giving her ophidian form an heroic aspect.  ‘What makes you think that 
she will want to talk with me? 

‘It’s in her interest to delay us.  She will not want to go back to 
Caliban empty-handed.’ 

Lara stood up on the deck, the coil of her tails wrapped around the 
base of the mast.  She could see Arinna’s cold stare turn to disguised 
delight as Sumi tacked towards the breakwater. 
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Lara stuck her head around the sail and asked Sumi, ‘What do I say 
to her?’ 

‘I don’t know – the first thing that comes into your head.’ 
Lara looked up at the figure on the breakwater and screamed: 

‘Filthy traitor!’ 
Lara expected a mocking reply but Arinna’s tone was quite 

diffident. ‘I am sorry you see it that way, Little One,’ she called out 
across the waves.  ‘From your perspective, that may be true. From mine, 
it is not so.  I have finally chosen a side.  It simply is different to yours.’ 

‘It happens to be a different side to the one you were supporting in 
the Cloud Chamber,’ Lara retorted. 

‘Things have changed.  They changed that day.  Whilst you sat 
listening to what the delegates were saying, I was listening to their 
thoughts.  I discovered what had been done to Caliban, what had been 
done to his daughter.  I discovered that not all present at the Assembly 
were on the same side.’ 

‘You’re talking about Lokasenna.’ 
Arinna shook her head.  ‘Oh not just Lokasenna. One would expect 

Caliban’s daughter to support her father.’ 
It was a revelation.  Arinna was suggesting there were others in 

that assembly who were fighting for Caliban rather than against him.  
Lara paused before saying anything more.  Images of that day flickered 
across her mind.  The voices of the Pryderi on the breakwater grew in 
volume and the rhythm of the incantation accelerated, matching the 
beating of Lara’s heart.  The skiff moved closer to the rocky ramparts.  
‘Who else?’ she cried. 

‘I think you can guess.’ 
‘Maeldune Canna.’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘And?’ 
‘Now I’m not sure Caliban would appreciate me giving away his 

secrets. I’ll tell you this Little One, there is no Myrran unity. I’m not 
talking about one or two individuals here.  I’m talking about nations.’ 

‘Arinna, this is… hard to understand.  Even in light of what you 
uncovered in the Cloud Chamber, how could you so easily abandon –’  

‘Oh come on Lara!’ Arinna snapped, dropping her genteel facade.  
‘We were abandoned long ago by the Myrrans.  We owe them nothing.  
Have you forgotten it was the Morgai who took away the Incanto and 
crippled us for centuries.  It was the people of the Myr who have treated 
us like pariahs, not the Ghul.’ 

‘That’s right,’ sneered Lara.  ‘The Ghul just stole our children.’ 
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‘A means to an end Lara. What I have done is safeguard the 
welfare – and future – of the Pryderi.’ 

‘You have gone mad.’ 
Arinna’s face reddened.  Anger flared up in her eyes.  ‘If I have, is 

it any wonder?  With so many thoughts flying around in here?’  She 
tapped at her skull with her long fingers.  The gesture scared Lara.  
Arinna’s manner had changed since they had said goodbye to each other 
on the stairs of Cessair Tower.  Behind Arinna’s imperious demeanour, 
Lara could detect despair.  It was in her eyes.  ‘I crave silence,’ she cried, 
‘but only get deceit. At least with the Ghul their speech and thoughts are 
not at odds with one another.’ 

‘You have lost your mind.’ 
‘No. Not lost it. It is right where it has always been.  I have 

changed my mind.  Expanded it.’ 
‘That sounds like brainwashing,’ Lara scoffed.   
‘Brainwashing?’ Arinna bellowed across the surf that crashed upon 

the breakwater.  ‘No, Little One.  Quite the opposite.  I have met Caliban 
and I know his mind.  Don’t be mistaken, I see things more clearly than 
you.’ 

‘I doubt that Arinna,’ Lara screamed.  Overhead, thunder rolled as 
the clouds merged into a blanket of dark grey. 

‘Lara.  You have a choice. Caliban will let you have your child 
back if you just –’ 

‘No Arinna.  I want her back on my terms.  Above the ground.  
Free.’ 

‘I see what is before you should you continue down this tragic road 
you have taken.’ 

‘We will survive,’ Lara said proudly.  ‘We’ve got this far.’ 
It was Arinna’s turn to scoff.  ‘This far?’ she sneered.  ‘You have 

such a long way to go, naïve girl.  The Oshalla Ocean is no lake you can 
paddle across on a lazy afternoon – it is a maelstrom.  If by miracle you 
actually make the coast of Sessymir, you’ll have roaming packs of 
marroks and huks to evade.  And then there’s the Sessymirians who have 
never responded well to uninvited guests.  What hope do you have?  Even 
if you make it all the way across the frozen wastes to the breach below 
Nilfheim, you’ll find a battalion of Ghul waiting for you.’ 

Lara was outraged.  ‘You told Caliban of our mission?’ 
‘Mission?  The plot to kill him?  Of course he knows, but I did not 

tell him.  He has known about your mission longer than you have.  Why 
do you think the great Bannick Landen was killed?’ 

The skiff was drawing past the edge of the breakwater.  At the bow 
of the skiff, Sumi ran a hand over her pockets feeling for what she had 
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taken from the dead body in the cellar.  Reassured by the objects she had 
secreted there, she quickly drove all thought of them from her mind 
before Arinna could catch a glimpse of her plan. 

‘Bannick Landen was a good man,’ growled Lara.  ‘So was Will 
Stoops.  And as for Edgar Worseley… I felt his heart.  It is as pure as his 
armour is clean.  Those were your words, Arinna!  And now he lies dead 
in the wilderness!  Dead at the hands of these monsters you now call 
allies.’  Lara’s voice rose, shrill and thin, as her emotions took over.  
‘And what of this poor Mabbit?  What has he done to deserve this?  What 
reason could you possibly have for the persecution of such an innocent –’ 

‘Persecution?  No-one knows what persecution feels like more than 
Caliban Grayson.’ 

‘You speak like an apostle.  Damn you Arinna – we are not his 
persecutors!’ 

‘You seek to assassinate him.’ 
Sumi looked back towards the shore.  The beach was now much 

darker.  Nothing highlighted this more than the squad of Ghul soldiers 
that tentatively emerged from the tavern by the river.  The sky was not 
completely covered with a protective layer of clouds, but it would not be 
long.  Sumi knew her moment was approaching.  She turned to the 
intimidating figure on the breakwater.  ‘We seek to protect the innocent,’ 
she shouted.  

Arinna slithered forward to the very edge of the rocks.  ‘Sumi 
Kimura, you are not in this to protect anyone.  Your motivation is not so 
altruistic, no matter how noble you pretend to be.’ 

‘What do you know of my motivation, witch?’ 
‘You seek revenge for the death of your dear husband Trojanu, 

killed when the Cabal were searching for Caliban’s brother – before he 
was found.’ 

Sumi said nothing, allowing her anger to flood her mind, hiding the 
thoughts that lay there, waiting to be transformed into action. 

‘Remiel Grayson was been found?’ Lara exclaimed.  
‘Yes. Caliban is preparing for his arrival.’ 
‘His arrival.’  Sumi digested this.  Remiel Grayson was on his way 

to Caliban.  Just as she was.  Her mind was cast back to that day in the 
Cloud Chamber.  She thought of the people who were gathered there that 
day.  Some she had known, but others…  And then she realised.  ‘The 
priest, Father Gideon – it’s him isn’t it?’ 

‘Clever princess!  You are correct.  Caliban’s brother sat there in 
silence as you all deliberated over what to do.  He stayed mute whilst you 
all endorsed this fool’s errand.  If you want to lay blame for the deaths of 
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your companions, put it at the feet of the priest who sat amongst you and 
said nothing.’ 

‘Said nothing?’ screamed Lara.  Her face was taut with rage.  ‘Who 
are you to talk of saying nothing?  Why did you not tell me this before?  
Why did you not tell me this that night we said goodbye?’ 

‘I told you that night that I needed time to sort out all the chaos in 
my head.  My mind had been flooded with so many conflicting thoughts.  
I needed to find peace and the only way to do that was to see Caliban.  
The Ghul made that possible.’ 

Lara’s mind drifted back to a conversation she and Arinna had 
whilst hanging from a sunlight bough back in Bregon Grove.  It was the 
day Lara had left for Grisandole on her ill-fated mission to recover the 
Incanto: 

‘This is a bad situation Lara and I am not so proud that I will not 
make alliances with those I despise to ensure the safety of my child.’ 

‘I should have seen this coming,’ Lara muttered to herself.  
‘It’s about reunification, Little One,’ Arinna said in response to the 

stray thought.  ‘As you may have noticed, I now have power to rival the 
Morgai.  Caliban has reunited the Pryderi with our ancient magick.  He 
has given us the Incanto.  And I have been reunited with my baby Pippa.  
Caliban will be reunited with his brother.  Everything that has happened 
has worked towards that end.  Caliban’s end.’ 

‘This man you serve is a monster,’ Sumi growled.  ‘He unleashed 
the Cabal!’  Although her tone was savage, underneath her anger, she was 
pleased.  She had managed to keep the skiff close to the breakwater.  The 
Ghul had been drawn outside and the Pryderi were within range … 

‘The Cabal’s return to the Myr was enough to drive Remiel 
Grayson out of hiding.  The outcome has justified their release,’ Arinna 
said dismissively. 

‘Caliban has found his brother,’ Sumi contended, ‘but the Cabal 
remain, free to slaughter at will.’ 

‘Caliban knows the people of the Myr will never stand by him, just 
as they will never stand by us, Lara.  So they must be deemed against 
him.’ 

‘Listen to yourself,’ Lara snapped.  ‘You have sided with a man 
who abducted your own child.’  Tears of frustration formed in her eyes.  
‘We are no threat to you.  I just want to protect my baby.’ 

‘Caliban has also been separated from his child.  And he has 
suffered worse.  Much worse.  If you had felt the pain he has endured, 
you would not be so quick to judge him.’ 

‘I don’t care what he has suffered, Arinna.  Nothing justifies what 
he has done to us. What he has done to you. What he has done to the Myr. 
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‘You should not care about the rest of the Myr. Do you think your 
Susanese friend there cares about you?  They hate us Lara.  All of them.  
They always have.’ 

 
 

The Pryderi had almost completed their spell.  The Ghul had made their 
way over to the breakwater dodging the patches of sunlight that still fell 
on the beach.  Others had waded out into the waves and taken command 
of some of the boats moored inside the breakwater.  They did not bother 
with rigging the sails.  Instead they concentrated on rowing at a furious 
pace across the undulating waters.  

Lara pointed at the approaching Ghul.  ‘Look at what you have 
become, Arinna.  Helping these foul creatures to hunt down your own 
kind.’ 

‘Look at you!  Look at you, Lara. Hiding under dead bodies.  
Fleeing one danger and heading into another.  You said it yourself – it is 
time for the Pryderi to come down out of the trees. Well, I’ve come 
down.’ 

‘To kill me,’ Lara said bluntly. 
 
 

The Ghul took formation behind the Pryderi as Chabriel barked orders at 
them.  In response to these orders, each soldier produced a long, thin 
spike from a quiver slung across their backs.   

Arinna rose up high on her tail.  ‘We have not come to Providence 
for you, Little One.  We have come for those.’  She pointed to the 
shatterstone stacks of the Wyrm’s Jaw and smiled enigmatically. 

‘But why?’ Lara asked, shouting to be heard over the din of the 
witches’ chanting.  The last ray of sunshine faded as the spell reached its 
crescendo.  Sumi knew her time had come to act.  The thought blazed to 
the front of her mind and Arinna heard it. 

‘Enough speech!’ the witch screeched.  ‘Chabriel – fire upon 
them!’ 

‘Take the sail!’ Sumi yelled as she shot up from the bench she been 
sitting on.  She jumped up onto the thin wedge of timber at the prow of 
the skiff, standing securely despite the irregularity of the roiling waves. 
She reached into her pockets and pulled out a collection of fishing hooks 
and lures that she had found in the pouch of the dead Sessymirian in the 
cellar.  With a deftness that defied belief, she slung these hooks through 
the air in rapid succession.  Despite the rolling waves and the distance 
between Sumi and her targets, she managed to achieve the impossible.  
Moments later five of the Pryderi on the breakwater fell to the rocks 
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clutching at the hooks that had been embedded in their throats.  Another 
volley from Sumi dropped another five witches.  It wasn’t enough to kill 
them, but it was enough to stop the incantation. 
 
 
The Ghul didn’t get the chance to attack.  So transfixed was she by 
Sumi’s incredible skill, Chabriel had not given the order to fire.  She had 
watched dumbstruck as Sumi’s tiny projectiles sliced under the soft scales 
of the Pryderi.  She had said nothing as she watched the witches fall 
down in a writhing heap.  And there was nothing she could say as the 
sunlight rained down on the beach.  Without the incantation that created 
them, the clouds quickly fading into nothingness, allowing the glory of a 
cold, blue sky day to be revealed. 
 Most of the Ghul were immolated instantly.  There were no 
screams or cries of pain.  Just fire.  Fire on the breakwater.  Fire on the 
beach.  Fire in the boats.  The sails of each skiff also caught alight.  It was 
a perversely beautiful thing to see the burning boats on the dark Oshalla 
waters.  

Lara turned her head to the breakwater and caught sight of a Ghul 
female darting for the shadowy safety of the tavern.  She had picked up 
one of the cloaks of the fallen witches and held it above her head.  It was 
thin but it was enough.  Chabriel had survived. 
 
 
Once the coven had been felled, Sumi continued to fire volley after volley 
at Arinna.  The witch deflected the tiny missiles with a blocking spell, but 
Sumi didn’t care – she relished the opportunity to display her hatred for 
the traitorous woman.   

This done, she quickly jumped back down into the skiff and swung 
the boat around so that it shot away from the breakwater before Arinna 
had a chance to unleash any offensive spells. 

Lara turned her head around to see the small settlement of 
Providence quickly receding over the mountainous waves of the Oshalla 
Ocean.  She could see the tiny figure of Arinna Brine at the edge of the 
breakwater, staring out across the dark waters.  Despite all that happened, 
she couldn’t help but feel sorry for her, and she wondered whether Arinna 
could hear her thoughts.  Deep in her heart she knew that the distance 
between them was now so great that it was unlikely Arinna could hear 
anything. 
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Tagtug convulsed again – it was clear he was not going to make it.  On 
the edge of his mouth the froth of his saliva had dried into small flakes of 
white.  His eyes had closed and he shook uncontrollably.  Lara stroked 
his head but he had sunk into a deep delirium and was not even aware of 
her presence. 

Lara looked over at Sumi, one hand on the tiller, the other on the 
sheet controlling the sail. Her eyes were flicking across the night sky and 
then across the water. This pattern of behaviour repeated itself again and 
again. 

‘What’s on your mind Sumi?’ 
‘Our direction.  The clouds now cover the sky so I have no bearing.  

All I need is a star or three and I can find the way north.  But I have 
nothing.  For all I know we are now facing south.  If you could cut a hole 
in the clouds with your magick, I could set us in the right direction.’ 

Lara closed her eyes in concentration.  Long seconds drifted past 
but to Sumi’s surprise nothing changed – the cloud cover remained 
impenetrable. 

‘I’m sorry Sumi,’ Lara panted.  ‘It’s too thick.  I can’t break 
through.’ 

‘That’s alright Lara,’ Sumi responded, trying hard not to sound 
disappointed.  ‘We’ll find another way.’ 

Lara looked out across the black swell surrounding them. It seemed 
hopeless. 

‘We all have a part to play.  Of that I’m sure.’ 
Although it was painful to think of Edgar, what he said was true.  

Each of them did have a role to perform, a contribution to make.  She 
looked down at Tagtug.  He had played his part.  He had defended Sumi 
when Lokasenna had attacked her and he had saved them from the 
marroks at Coldbrook.  He looked so frail at the bottom of the boat, 
huddled around the small hempen bag he had carried all the way from his 
home in the Briar Patch.  Lara had stopped his bleeding and eased his 
pain but there was no avoiding the fact – he was dying. 

A cold wind buffeted the boat and Tagtug’s fur blew flat against 
his body revealing something golden against his chest. 

Lara gasped. 
‘What is it?’ Sumi inquired, hearing the witch’s intake of breath. 
Lara held up the compass the Spriggan Mulupo had given Tagtug 

many months ago. 
Sumi’s face beamed.  ‘His compass!  I had forgotten all about it.’ 
‘We’re going to get through this Sumi,’ Lara said determinedly as 

she handed the instrument over to Sumi.   
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‘The compass doesn’t point north.  It points towards the Briar 
Patch, Tagtug’s home, but I can use that to work out our current heading.’  
She concentrated for a moment and then released the sheet and yanked 
the tiller to her left.  The sail flipped to starboard.  ‘We were heading in 
the wrong direction.  We have come too far east.’ 

‘Tagtug saved us yet again,’ Lara noted. 
‘Let’s hope we can return the favour,’ Sumi replied. 
 

 
For two days, the small skiff drove on through squalls and waves taller 
than most trees.  Sumi said little, devoting all her concentration to 
piloting the boat across the treacherous waters. 

It was cold and it was wet but the thing that played most on Lara’s 
mind was the monotony of the seascape around them.  Everything was 
grey.  Each time they slipped over the summit of a wave, she caught a 
glimpse of the ocean around them.  It seemed endless.  The horizon was 
the same in all directions, except for the few islands that dotted the sea to 
the west.   

On the third day of the crossing, the wind had shifted around to the 
south and Sumi ran the boat under full sail.  Each time the skiff shot over 
the top of a wave, Lara felt her stomach lurch as the craft became 
airborne, flying through the cold air for what seemed like an eternity 
before slapping down on the dark water on the other side.  Sumi pushed 
on like an obsessed keeler.   

‘Do we have to go so fast?’ Lara called above the slicing winds.   
Sumi pointed directly ahead where a mass of dark purple clouds 

churned above the grey horizon.  It was a storm as broad and violent as 
could be imagined.  ‘I want to avoid that!’ 

Lara looked quizzically at her companion.  ‘You want to avoid it 
by rushing headlong into it?’ 

‘I hope to get to shelter before it hits.’ 
Lara felt ridiculous as she cast her eyes around the tumultuous 

waves that rose and fell around her.  ‘Shelter?  Where exactly would that 
be Sumi?’ 

 Sumi’s eyes drifted across the shifting surface of the Oshalla 
Ocean, searching for something but said nothing to Lara to explain her 
behaviour.  To the north, lightning flared and lit up the horizon.  Lara 
could see the sheets of rain that were draped across the sky like ragged 
grey curtains.  

Suddenly Sumi stood up in the boat and shouted with glee.  ‘There!  
There it is!  There.’  She pointed down into the water off their starboard 
bow. 
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At first Lara thought she had lost her senses.  After the sleepless 
nights and draining days, it seemed logical to assume that Sumi had 
succumbed to madness, but as the next wave pushed away and the skiff 
sailed down its smooth back, Lara could see there was something in the 
ocean.  It was the last thing she expected to see – a light.  It was about a 
league to the north of their vessel.  The waters there glowed bright orange 
as if they had swallowed the sun.   

‘What is it?’ Lara said captivated by the ethereal light. 
‘It’s a good sign,’ Sumi said, with a mischievous grin on her face.  

‘We’re exactly where I hoped we would be.’  She straightened the tiller 
so that the skiff was headed directly towards the strange, orange light. 

‘No, wait Sumi!  My mother once told me of creatures called the 
Binshanee.  They use beautiful lights to ensnare unwary sailors.  They 
lure them onto rocks.’ 

‘It’s not the Binshanee,’ Sumi said unequivocally.  ‘We are not 
close enough to the islands to fall under their influence.’  

They sailed over the next watery hill and what lay beyond was 
even more startling than the lights Lara had just seen.  In the middle of 
the turbulent seas lay a vast round patch of still water.  It was perfectly 
flat and upon it sat a small collection of ships.  Sumi piloted the skiff 
down the wave they had just climbed and slid out onto the great, glassy 
pond in the middle of the ocean. 

‘How can this be?’ cried Lara as she looked up at the vessels that 
dwarfed their tiny skiff.  She tried to make sense of her surroundings but 
couldn’t.  ‘Where did these boats come from?’  

‘Some have come from Susano,’ Sumi said proudly as she steered 
the skiff through the moored vessels.  ‘That beautiful white caravel there 
is called The Discovery.  It’s a Kompiran science vessel captained by the 
great Masuru Ochi.’ 

‘But what is this place?’ Lara said perplexed by all around her.   
‘It’s a science station.  Its formal name is Deep Sea Research 

Outpost Three but we simply call it Toshi Station after the Susanese 
engineer who designed it.’ 

‘Why didn’t you tell me about it?’ 
‘I didn’t want to get your hopes up.  I wasn’t sure I could find it.  

It’s been many years since I last visited.’ 
‘You’ve been here before?’ 
‘Yes.  My brother works here.’ 
Sumi steered the skiff around The Discovery’s white iron hull and a 

landing tower came into view.  It was a tall, metal tube that stuck out of 
the still waters like a pipe.  On one side of the tower a ladder led from the 
water up to a hatch halfway up the shaft.  At the top of the shaft was a 
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circular observation deck enclosed in glass.  Sumi could see people 
standing at the window of this disk-shaped room and she raised a hand to 
signal a greeting.  An enthusiastic chorus of waving hands indicated that 
she was amongst friends.  The observation deck was a remarkable thing 
to see in the middle of the ocean, but Lara was too busy looking at 
something else to notice it. 

‘Sumi, there are creatures in the water beneath us!’ 
‘Yes, but don’t be frightened.  The station is also home to a colony 

of Keelii.’ 
Lara shivered as the sleek body of one of the Keelii swam by the 

hull of the skiff.  It was about ten feet long and dark brown in colour.  As 
the Keelii passed, it playfully blew a spout of water out through a 
blowhole on top of its head.  Then with one sweep of its long, powerful 
arms, it dived under the skiff.  Its svelte body tapered away to a mass of 
long white tentacles that clasped together as it disappeared into the water. 

‘Are they tame?’ Lara asked apprehensively.  In her youth, she had 
heard wild tales of Keelii that climbed aboard boats and mauled the crew. 

‘Are they tame?’ Sumi laughed.  ‘I don’t think tame is a word I’d 
use to describe a highly sophisticated, civilised people.’ 

Lara was stunned by the comment.  ‘But aren’t they just animals?’ 
Suddenly the waters on the far side of the skiff were broken by two 

Keelii.  They rose high on their tentacles which they vibrated under the 
water to give them some stability above it.  The pair, a male and female, 
looked down at the three Myrrans in the skiff.  The male had a 
particularly kind face.  His bulbous black eyes peered at Lara with benign 
curiousity.  Under these gentle eyes his nostrils puffed open and shut as 
he breathed in the cold Oshalla air.  Long, grey whiskers hung from a 
short, rounded snout.  His wide mouth was curled up in a soft smile 
revealing rows of tiny sharp teeth.  His jaw was framed by a thick, grey 
beard that hung all the way down to his waist.  The female was lighter in 
colour.  Her face was not as wide nor did it have the whiskers her partner 
proudly groomed with his long webbed hands.  Whilst the female was 
bald on top of her head, she was not lacking in hair.  Long black locks 
flowed down the back and sides of her head, clinging to her wet body like 
a satin ball gown. 

Sumi stood up in the skiff and bowed to the Keelii.  They bowed 
back with a graceful flourish.  The female opened her mouth and spoke 
but it was not like any language Lara had ever heard.  To her, it sounded 
like the Keelii female was choking, but Sumi clearly understood it and 
nodded her head in response. 

The male spoke next and gestured towards Tagtug with his long 
webbed hand. 
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‘He has been wounded,’ Sumi said solemnly. 
The male nodded and spoke once more.  Sumi bowed again and 

said, ‘Thank-you Yuma.  Thank-you Dena.’  Just as quickly as they had 
appeared, the two Keelii disappeared into the still waters surrounding the 
skiff. 

‘They’re going to help us.  They will look after Tagtug.’ 
‘How can you understand them?’ Lara asked incredulously. 
‘I have studied their language. The clicks, whistles and grunts are 

part of a sophisticated lexicon that is much more complex than our own 
simple language.  It allows the Keelii a precision and subtlety that is 
absent in our speech.’ 

‘You make it sound as if they are smarter than us,’ Lara said 
joking. 

‘Oh, they are,’ Sumi said unapologetically.  ‘Much smarter.  
Intellectually they are like Colossi next to our tiny minds.’ 

Lara looked into the deep waters and muttered to herself, ‘I always 
thought the Keelii were just animals.’ 

‘So they once thought of us,’ Sumi remarked as she sat back down 
in the skiff and steered it towards the tower at the centre of the calm body 
of water.  Overhead thunder roared.  ‘Let’s get inside before the storm 
washes us away.’  She reached down and picked up Tagtug, carefully 
placing him over her shoulder like a new-born baby.  With her other hand 
gripping the iron rails of the ladder on the side of the tower, she made her 
way up to a hatch that had been opened for them. 

Lara struggled getting up the ladder, but the warm light spilling out 
from the hatch above provided her with ample encouragement. 
 
 
‘Matsuo!’ Sumi screamed as she ran across the lush rug that spanned the 
entire floor of the observation platform at the top of the tower. 
 A young man in a long white coat ran to meet her.  He took her 
into his arms and held her tightly, laughing in delight as he clutched her 
to his chest. 

It was not difficult to see the family resemblance.  Matsuo Kimura 
stood the same height as his sister and had the same slight build.  His 
youthful face was similarly sprinkled with freckles and his eyes had the 
same demure quality that could be found in Sumi’s. 

He stood back and looked at her face.  He did not blench to see it 
so burnt and scarred, but his eyes betrayed the pain that he felt in seeing 
his beautiful sister disfigured in such a way.  He wanted to express his 
shock, wanted to ask her what had happened, but he knew there would be 
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a time for that.  He had other things to say.  ‘I’m sorry I didn’t make it to 
your wedding.  And I’m sorry what happened to Trojanu.  And Mai.’ 

Sumi opened her mouth to say something, but an incredible sorrow 
welled up inside her so she just rested her forehead on her brother’s chest 
as he stroked her back.  Trojanu had loved Matsuo.  They were terrific 
friends and Sumi knew that her brother would have taken Trojanu’s death 
hard.  They were cut from the same cloth.  Just having Matsuo near made 
Sumi painfully sensitive to the loss of her husband.   

And then there was Mai – their sister who had never returned from 
the Skyfall.  She had vanished about the same time the Morrigu had 
appeared.  So much pain.  Sumi wondered when it would all end. 

She turned to where she had placed Tagtug on the rug.  ‘Can you 
save him?’ 

Matsuo nodded.  ‘Our surgeons will look after him.’  He tenderly 
put a hand to the burnt side of her face.  ‘And they can look after you 
too.’ 

She shook her head.  ‘I will not trouble the Keelii with this.  My 
burns do not pain me.  I will bear them like a banner for all to see.’ 

‘Sumi, you know they can fix this,’ Matsuo urged. 
‘Matsuo, have you heard of what is going on in the world outside?’ 

Sumi asked. 
‘I have heard terrible things,’ he conceded. 
‘I seek to stop all that.  When this struggle is ended, I will come 

back and have the Keelii tend to my scars and injuries, but not before.  I 
am in no hurry.  I have no suitor to impress.’ 

Matsuo acquiesced with a warm smile.  He knew better than to try 
to change his sister’s mind.  For now. 
 
 
Lara watched Sumi and Matsuo step onto a small round platform in the 
middle of the observation deck.  Matsuo’s face was upon the forlorn 
figure of Tagtug who had been wrapped up in a blanket by some of his 
colleagues and given to Sumi.  Matsuo then pulled a lever on the small 
platform and it separated from the floor and disappeared down the shaft. 
 ‘Excuse me, Miss Brand,’ said a portly Kompiran man wearing a 
white uniform.  ‘My name is Mamoru Ochi.  I am the steward of this 
facility.  I would like to welcome you to Toshi Station.  Is there anything 
I can do for you?  Would you like a tour of the facility?  Or a hot meal 
perhaps?  You must be hungry.  Perhaps you would just like a cup of 
javo?  I saw the skiff you arrived in.  You are very brave.’ 
 He spoke in bursts.  Each of his short sentences was accompanied 
with a broad smile.  Although he meant well, Lara had so many things 
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going through her head, that she could not entertain the thought of a 
conversation, so she politely said, ‘Just a cup of javo thank-you, Mr  
Ochi.’ 
 ‘Very good, Miss Brand,’ he said jovially.  ‘I won’t be a moment.’  
 Lara turned to look out the window.  She could feel the gaze of the 
other Myrrans on the observation deck, but they respectfully kept their 
distance.  They were unaccustomed to having unannounced guests and 
many of them had never seen a Moraen before, so their stares were 
understandable.   

She coiled up by the window and watched the storm outside whip 
across the sea.  It was warm in the room and the rug was softer than 
anything she had felt before.  As dramatic as the windswept seascape 
outside was, within moments she fell into a dreamless sleep.  By the time 
Mamoru Ochi returned with a hot mug of javo, she was snoring. 
 
 
The change in Tagtug was remarkable.  He looked as healthy as he did 
the day Lara had first laid eyes upon him in the Cloud Chamber back in 
Cessair.  He sat on the floor in front of Lara playing with the compass 
Mulupo had given him.  Occasionally he would look up at Lara and 
smile.  He was like a child.  There was no trace of the hardships he had 
endured.  The Keelii had done a remarkable job.   

The sun that shone down on the icy seas outside crept across the 
thick red rug of the observation deck.  Tagtug wriggled his toes as the 
warm light caressed them.  He looked down at the strange valley in the 
ocean below the deck, where numerous ships rested on tranquil waters 
despite the furious waves that littered the turbulent seas not three hundred 
yards away.   

Sumi and Matsuo came over with a tray full of steaming bowls of 
poddoo soup and slices of hot bread.  The smell was intoxicating.  Sumi 
handed out a bowl to Tagtug who took it eagerly.  She then gave Lara her 
bowl, placed the tray on the rug and sat down to join her companions.  
Matsuo also sat down and took a bowl from the tray and placed it in his 
lap. 

‘Your friend seems much better,’ he observed, smiling at Lara as 
Tagtug slurped down his soup. 

‘That’s for certain!’ Lara exclaimed merrily.  ‘That’s his third bowl 
of soup this morning.’ 

Sumi laughed.  ‘I think the station will run out of poddoos if we 
stay here much longer.’ 

Lara’s smile faded.  ‘But we can’t stay here forever,’ she said 
softly. 
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‘You are welcome to stay as long as you need to,’ Matsuo said 
gently.  ‘You cannot save your daughter on willpower alone.  You need 
to get your strength back.’ 

Lara took a piece of bread from the tray and dipped it in her soup.  
‘Then we will be going soon Matsuo.  I feel stronger now than I did when 
we started this… adventure.  This place – it’s astounding.  It has 
rejuvenated me.’ 

Matsuo beamed.  He was proud of Toshi Station.  Proud of the 
work they did there, proud of the way they lived and proud of the 
relationships they had forged with the Keelii.  ‘It is a special place 
indeed.’ 

Lara looked out the window at the vessels below.  She could see 
Keelii swimming amongst them, playfully chasing one another around the 
ship’s hulls.  She could also see numerous sailors up in the rigging of the 
ships, enjoying the brief spell of sunshine.  Beyond the circle of calm 
water, huge waves pounded across Oshalla’s restless surface, a reminder 
of the turmoil beyond the sanctuary of the station.  ‘It’s astounding.  It 
really is, but what are you doing out here?’ 

‘Toshi Station has been here since I was a child.  Our father 
commissioned it.  From this place we have studied and protected the 
Oshalla Ocean’s leviatha for almost two decades.’ 

‘But why here?’ 
 ‘There is an ocean fissure not far from here where the leviatha 

feed.  They dine on krilla that live in the thermal currents that float up 
from the molten rock at the base of the fissure.’ 

‘The glow in the water!’ Lara exclaimed, pleased that she had 
pieced together the puzzle.  ‘That’s the fissure!  We saw it.  That’s how 
Sumi knew we were close!’ 

‘Well done Lara Brand!’ Matsuo cheered.  ‘You are correct.  The 
ocean there is illuminated by the lava flows at the base of the rift.’ 

Lara sighed contentedly as she looked around the comfortable 
room.  The sunlight continued to stream in as the facility’s citizens 
strolled around the deck, sipping mugs of javo as they gazed out across 
the awe-inspiring ocean.  ‘It must be wonderful to feel so safe,’ she 
mused. 

Matsuo put down his bowl of soup and leant forward.  ‘I cannot 
begin to imagine the terrible things you have endured Lara Brand, but 
you must know that even here, in the middle of the sea, we are not safe.’ 

Sumi turned to her brother with a shocked expression.  ‘What do 
you mean?’ 
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‘I didn’t want to worry you with this until it was absolutely 
necessary, but if you plan to leave soon, there is something you must 
know?’ 

‘What must we know Matsuo?’ 
He took a deep breath and began.  ‘Five days ago, a number of 

Keelii didn’t return from an expedition to one of the islands to the west of 
here.  The next day, we found what was left of their bodies floating upon 
the sea.  And then, three days ago – the day before you arrived – the 
station was attacked.’ 

Tagtug continued to slurp at his soup, oblivious to the conversation 
around him, but Sumi and Lara stared at Matsuo with the same 
penetrating eyes.  ‘Attacked by whom?’ Sumi asked. 

‘We’re not sure.  There was a subaqueous breach, just above the 
bedrock.’ 

Lara shook her head.  ‘Matsuo, explain it to me as if I were a child 
please.’ 

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, chagrin covering his young face.  ‘With the 
exception of this observation deck, this entire facility is underwater.  It 
was built into the bedrock of the sea floor.  The whole structure has been 
built out of the materials that have been designed to withstand the worst 
the ocean can throw at us.  And yet, whatever attacked us the other day 
ripped through steel as if it were cloth.’ 

Lara scrutinised Matsuo’s face.  ‘Sumi, it’s the Ryugin.’ 
Matsuo watched his sister’s face drop.  The monster that had killed 

her husband and destroyed her life was somewhere outside.  And then the 
shocking realisation of it all hit her.  ‘It knows I’m here.’ 

‘Don’t be ridiculous Sumi!’ Matsuo scoffed.  ‘How could it know 
you are here?’ 

‘You don’t understand, Matsuo!’ she said, her voice shrill as her 
throat tightened.  ‘These Cabal – they’re intelligent.  They’re cruel and 
capricious, but they aren’t dumb brutes.  This Ryugin would not be here 
if it were not for me!’ 

‘How could it know you’re here?’ 
Lara could guess.  Having being foiled in her attempt to kill them, 

Arinna had sent one of Caliban’s pets to finish the job. 
Sumi looked at her companion and said, ‘We can’t stay.’ 
 

 
The knock at the door startled Sumi.  Her mind was preoccupied, ablaze 
with countless thoughts and fears.  Memories of that terrible day aboard 
The Princess Orani dominated her headspace, but her panicked brain also 
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squeezed in images of what could happen to Matsuo and the people of 
Toshi Station should the Ryugin attack again. 

She quickly placed some food supplies in her bag, along with some 
dry clothes and a comprehensive map of Sessymir she had borrowed from 
her brother.  She didn’t have to turn around to know who was at the door. 

‘I can’t change your mind?’ Matsuo said as he stepped into her 
quarters.  He walked across the small room and sat on her bed. 

‘No.’ 
‘I thought as much.’ 
‘We’ll be going as soon as Lara and Tagtug are ready.’ 
‘The Mabbit is going with you?’ 
‘The Keelii surgeons did too good a job,’ Sumi replied.  ‘When I 

suggested that he stay here and recuperate, he shook his head furiously 
and growled.  I think we can assume that means he won’t leave my side.’ 

Matsuo smiled.  ‘He’s made of strong stuff.’ 
‘So am I,’ said a voice from the corridor outside. 
It was Lara standing there proudly with Tagtug sitting on her coiled 

tail as if it were a seat. 
‘You are indeed, Lara Brand,’ Matsuo said sincerely as he politely 

stood to acknowledge the pair. 
‘Are you ready?’ Sumi asked.  ‘We should depart as soon as 

possible.’ 
Lara nodded and Tagtug patted his ragged hempen bag to indicate 

his readiness. 
‘Then let’s head back to the skiff,’ Sumi said as she shouldered her 

bag and stepped out into the corridor. 
‘Not so fast,’ Matsuo said.  ‘You’re not heading back out in that 

tiny boat.’ 
‘You have a better idea?’ Sumi challenged him in the tone siblings 

reserved for one another. 
‘I do, in fact.  Come with me.’ 

 
 
They walked down Toshi Station’s long, metal corridors in silence.  
Matsuo could see his sister wasn’t in a talkative mood and he understood 
why.  In ties of stress, Sumi had always shut herself up in the cramped 
confines of her busy mind.  He could feel her anxiousness and he knew 
better than to try to talk her through it.  There were other ways to support 
her. 

Sumi believed she had placed the facility in the path of danger.  
Matsuo knew she was reprobating herself to seeking sanctuary at the 
station.  In her stubborn, proud mind, she was criticising herself for not 
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finding another way across the Oshalla Ocean.  It was ludicrous, but he 
knew just how harsh a judge she was of herself.  She would not stay a 
moment longer in his presence than she had to. 

It had been an extraordinary few days.  Sumi had ignored Matsuo’s 
repeated attempts to persuade her to allow the Keelii to see to her burns.  
She knew the Keelii had the surgical skill to redress much of the damage 
that had been done, but she would not allow them to examine her face or 
hands.  Whilst Lara and Tagtug were quick to indulge in the comforts of 
the station – hot food, warm baths and long naps – Sumi had denied 
herself most luxuries.  Within an hour of arriving at the station, she had 
acquired weapons from the armoury to replace those she had lost in the 
journey from Cessair.  She had spent time examining maps and charts.  
She had rationed out provisions for the trek across the icy wastes of 
Sessymir.  She had even consulted with the Toshi Station’s resident 
astronomer to find out how much lunar light they would have for the 
journey ahead. 

Despite all this military focus – or perhaps because of it – she was 
sparing in how much information she shared with her brother.  He knew 
this was not because she distrusted him.  She did not want to embroil him 
any further in the situation than she already had.  She feared reprisals.  
Matsuo’s news of the Ryugin lurking nearby only strengthened her belief 
that the less he knew, the safer he would be. 

Sumi could not stop her mind from examining every detail of the 
ill-fated expedition. 

‘I discovered that not all present at the Assembly were on the same 
side.’ 

She wondered how many others in the Assembly of Nations were 
traitors to their cause.  Maeldune was no surprise, but Arinna had hinted 
at there being many more.  She thought about the other squads that had 
ventured forth and dwelt upon their fate.  Had they been compromised as 
comprehensively as her own company?  Were they any closer to fulfilling 
the mission? 

Arinna had also raised other concerns in her mind.  What were the 
Ghul doing in Providence if not to capture the surviving remnants of 
Lokasenna’s team?  Arinna had said something about the Wyrm’s Jaw.  
What interest could Caliban have in a rock formation in the middle of a 
lonely bay? 

The Pryderi also infiltrated her mind.  They were now a formidable 
force.  They had the Incanto.  From what Lara had told her, this elevated 
the Pryderi from being relatively inconsequential to pivotal in the events 
that were unfolding.  Caliban’s army now included magick-users whose 
power rivalled that of the Morgai.   It was bad enough the Myrrans had to 
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combat the near-invulnerable Cabal and the virtually immortal Ghul.  
Now they had to fight their own kind.  The war was getting more 
complicated with each passing day. 

She pondered over the Ghul.  Immortal?  No.  They were just hard 
to kill.  Immortal was too grandiose a term to use to describe creatures as 
cruel and loathsome as the Ghul.   

And then it became clear.  She saw Caliban’s plan, or at least, a 
part of it.  The Wyrm’s Jaw – it was made of shatterstone, the very 
material that could turn a Ghul soldier into a dirty mound of ashes.  
Caliban was removing from the world the things that made his forces 
vulnerable.  She recalled rumours she had heard about Camulos – the 
shatterstone sheeting that covered the great towers of the Giant’s Web 
had been removed and taken away.  At the time she had dismissed it as an 
act of looting by some opportunistic pirates or thieves, but now she knew 
better.  From the very start, Caliban had been preparing for war.  He knew 
the Ghul were vulnerable to shatterstone and sunlight and had attended to 
this long before anyone had even heard his name.   

The role of the Pryderi suddenly appeared crucial.  She had 
witnessed a small number of Pryderi cover up the sun back in 
Providence.  Her mind ached with the thought of what thousands of 
witches could do if given proper encouragement. 
 
 
‘Well – what do you think?’ 

Sumi was so entrenched in thought that she had paid no notice to 
where Matsuo had taken them.  Instead of heading up to the surface 
where the boats floated peacefully upon the disk of calm water 
surrounding the tower, he had led the three of them deeper than Sumi had 
ever gone during her visits to the station.  They had walked out through 
tall iron doors into an enormous natural cavern.  A warm yellow glow 
filled the cavern, a result of its unique lighting.  Bobbing against the roof 
were the spherical shapes of hundreds of baybats.  Closely related to the 
bombats of Sessymir, the baybats also floated in the air as a result of the 
intense gases that built up in the round rodent’s body.  Whereas their 
northern cousins changed pigmentation as the gases within built up, the 
baybats shifted in luminosity.  By the time they hit the ceiling, the 
creatures were bright enough to light up a ballroom.  Their 
phosphorescent bodies supplied an incandescence that made Sumi feel as 
if she had walked into a dream.   

She looked out across what seemed to be a dark lake.  It was 
difficult to comprehend: she was under the sea in a vast cavern at the base 
of which lay a broad, peaceful body of water.  Hundreds of Keelii 
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playfully swam about in the lake.  Others sat on rocky shelves on the 
sides of the cavern wrapped up in conversations that echoed around the 
chamber in a discordant symphony of clicks and whistles.  Numerous 
Kompiran and Susanese scientists walked about on gangways suspended 
high above the water, occasionally stopping to speak to the Keelii below.  

‘Where are we?’ Sumi said her mouth agape. 
‘This is our secret cavern,’ Matsuo said with undisguised pride. 
‘How can such a place exist?’ Lara exclaimed, also overwhelmed 

by the incredible chamber.  ‘Did you… carve this space out of the rock?’ 
‘No.  It’s a natural cavity that exists in one of the rocky hills that 

line the sea bed.  It has been a home and refuge to the Keelii for 
thousands of years.  It was by sheer luck that we stumbled across it when 
this facility was being built.’  He pointed down below.  ‘That’s sea water 
there.’ 

Sumi gripped the railing and leaned out so she could peer into the 
deep dark waters.  ‘So this leads to the ocean?’ she asked as she stared in 
astonishment at all the Keelii diving below the surface to emerge a short 
time later with fish flapping about in their jaws. 

‘Yes,’ replied Matsuo.  ‘It links to the Oshalla by a massive 
passage in the rock.’ 

‘It’s amazing Matsuo, but I must ask, why are we here?  I don’t 
want to delay our departure a moment longer.’ 

He gave her a mischievous grin.  ‘Your departure, sweet Sumi, is 
the very reason we are here.  Follow me.’ 

He led them around the gangway to a small platform near the far 
end of the cavern.  At one point he stopped and spoke quietly to a pair of 
Keelii whom Lara recognised as Dena and Yuma, the couple who had 
greeted them when they first arrived at the station.  Sumi could not hear 
what he said, but the Keelii responded in a series of excited clicks before 
they dived from the gangway and disappeared into the dark waters below. 
 
 
Matsuo’s face was gleeful.  He stood beside his sister on the platform, 
humming nonchalantly but occasionally casting her an excited look.  
There was a time when Sumi would have been pulled into the moment, 
but things had changed.  She had changed. 

A deep thrumming sound reverberated in the chasm. What sounded 
like giggles emanated from the young Keelii in the water who quickly 
darted to the sides of the cavern to make room for what was coming.  The 
water below them bubbled and swirled.  Tagtug and Lara moved back 
from the edge of the platform, unsettled by the spumy change in the water 
below.  Far below the surface, a glowing red shape appeared and grew 
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brighter and larger with each passing second.  Suddenly the waters were 
broken by a massive red orb.  It reminded Tagtug of the Spriggan 
balloons he would see floating out of the land of Camulos, taking the 
Spriggans to distant places.  The red sphere shone brilliantly in the 
cavern, dispelling all shadows, bathing everyone in its rich light.  Lara 
shielded her eyes and turned away, but Sumi and Tagtug’s curiousity was 
greater than any fear that might have touched them.  They continued to 
watch as the orb rose higher and higher until it struck the roof of the 
cavern.  It was attached to a thick, translucent stem that bent slightly as 
what lay beneath continued to rise into the cavern. 

The churning swell grew, accompanied by large bubbles that 
blistered the skin of the water.  On the platform, no-one moved as the 
body of an adult leviatha breached the surface of the underwater lake, 
filling the massive cavern with its colossal body. 

It would have been at least two hundred yards from the light 
hanging from its broad head to the tip of it crescent-shaped fluke.  Its 
great wings were folded up against its body so it could fit in the cavern.   

Matsuo stepped to the very edge of the platform and held out his 
hand so that he could pat the astounding beast on its broad face.  ‘Isn’t 
she wonderful?’ he said jubilantly.  Happy to be patted in such a way, the 
leviatha purred so loudly, it sent ripples out across the waters below.   A 
number of Keelii climbed up onto the leviatha’s back and slid down her 
sides which didn’t bother the beast at all.  She floated peacefully in the 
water like a large ship on a tranquil harbour. 

Lara couldn’t decide whether the leviatha was uniquely beautiful or 
hideously ugly.  Her skin and blubber were transparent.  It was a little 
disconcerting to see the leviatha’s skeletal structure underneath, but Lara 
was captivated by the gigantic heart that beat within.  Arinna had once 
told Lara about the leviatha and how they could alter the opacity and 
colour of their blubber to match their surroundings.  They could turn 
themselves white to match the ice floes they hid amongst to catch giant 
squigga or could change to a vibrant red when taking refuge from 
Sessymirian hunters in the Oshalla’s great floating forests of kelp.  But 
their native state was one of translucency and Lara was engrossed as she 
watched blood flowing though veins, organs pumping and the creature’s 
tiny brain twitching as it looked around the cavern. 

The leviatha had two sets of eyes, one pair at the front of its 
square-shaped head and the other pair at the side.   Each dark blue eye 
was the size of a small house.  A veranda of long, black eyelashes above 
each eye gave the leviatha a gentle, feminine aspect and this did much to 
relax Tagtug – the massive creature seemed to have taken an interest in 
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the Mabbit and stared at him constantly whilst he skittishly shifted from 
padded foot to padded foot upon the platform. 

On either side of the leviatha’s body in the space between her head 
and her huge folded wings was a large air sac.  These transparent bubbles 
were so large that Lara imagined they could hold the entire group that 
was assembled on the platform.  She almost fainted when Matsuo told her 
that this was exactly the reason they had come to the chamber. 

‘You’ll be a lot safer in the air sacs than you would be on the deck 
of any ship I could spare.  If what you have told me about the Ryugin is 
true, it will be waiting on the surface for you to leave by boat.  It certainly 
won’t be expecting this!’ 

‘That’s because it’s complete madness,’ Lara said.  ‘You want us 
to travel all the way to Sessymir in the body of a leviatha?’ 

‘Why not?’ Matsuo replied.  ‘There’s more than enough air in the 
sacs to make the journey.  This creature can get us to Sessymir faster than 
any ship could.’ 

‘Stop right there!’ said Sumi emphatically.  ‘Us?  There is no us 
Matsuo.  You’re not coming.’ 

‘Yes.  I am.’ 
‘No, you’re not.’ 
‘You need all the help you can get.’ 
‘Matsuo, no offence, but how much help can you be?  You’re a 

scientist, not a soldier.’ 
Matsuo looked dejectedly at the floor.  It was a blow to his ego for 

which his noble spirit had not been prepared.  He looked over where the 
Mabbit was smiling back at the leviatha.  ‘And Tagtug is?’ 

Sumi shook her head.  ‘I’m sorry Matsuo, but he was chosen by 
Chamberlain Llyr to go on this mission.  You were not.’  She smiled and 
softened her voice.  ‘You have done more than enough by supplying us 
with transportation to Sessymir.’ 

Lara sighed.  ‘You’re serious then.’  Her tail was flickering back 
and forward nervously. 

Matsuo was aware of the witch’s trepidation.  ‘Miss Brand – the 
Keelii have been using the leviatha for long distance journeys for 
centuries.  They can travel at great speed and they can dive to deep places 
where you won’t be found.  The air sacs will protect you from the 
pressure of the ocean.’ 

‘And how do we steer it?’ Lara asked, still trying to come to terms 
with the thought that they were going to travel under the water inside the 
air sacs of a creature whose brain was smaller than her own. 

‘She’s not an it,’ Matsuo said, a little defensively.  ‘She has a 
name.  We call her Suki.’  



 INTO THE ENDLESS 317 

‘Are you saying she can understand you?’ Sumi asked 
inquisitively. 

‘Not us.  Them.  The Keelii will talk to her.’ 
‘Why would it… she help us?’ Lara said apprehensively.  Myrrans 

had relentlessly hunted down and butchered countless leviatha.  It seemed 
incredulous to her that the great beast would ever help them. 

‘She will help us because the Keelii ask it.  They have consented 
because we – the staff of the station – have earned their respect.  

The Keelii known as Dena made her way up onto the gangway.  
Matsuo bowed graciously to her.  ‘Thank-you for bringing our gentle 
friend to us,’ he said softly. 

Dena replied in a complicated series of clicks and whistles that 
ended in a long, low grunt which made Lara uneasy. 

‘What did she say?’ the Moraen asked Matsuo. 
‘The Keelii will guide you as far as the edge of the Toshi shelf, ten 

leagues away.  There the ocean floor falls away to a depth we cannot even 
guess.  Suki will dive deep there, deeper than the Keelii can swim, and by 
way of the Marianna Trench make her way to the southern shores of 
Sessymir.’ 

Lara looked suspiciously at Matsuo.  ‘There was more, wasn’t 
there?’ 

A guilty expression swept across Matsuo’s face.  ‘I didn’t want to 
worry you, but I can see there is no hiding anything from you, Lara 
Brand.  Dena also mentioned that at the mouth of the passage to this 
cavern there were signs that something large had passed by recently.  The 
sea bed has been disturbed and the water has an unfamiliar smell upon it.’ 

‘It’s the Ryugin,’ Sumi said.  ‘It has to be.’ 
‘Perhaps it would be prudent to delay your departure,’ Matsuo 

suggested earnestly despite the knowledge that his advice would be 
ignored. 

Moments later, he was helping his sister step into the transparent 
sac that Suki had lowered to allow them ingress onto the most unique 
form of transportation any of them had ever witnessed.   

Despite her reservations, Lara slithered from the platform onto the 
soft floor of the air sac.  Tagtug followed, hopping into the strange bubble 
without any show of concern.  He looked with happy curiosity as the 
great leviatha closed the sac around them, placing his hands upon the 
thin, translucent membrane like a child peering through a frosted window. 

Without any ceremony or words of farewell, Sumi, Lara and 
Tagtug left behind the sanctuary they had found, and like a barnacle on a 
sunken ship were soon surrounded by the cold, forbidding waters of the 
dark lake at the bottom of the sea. 
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It was not hot in the air sac but Sumi was sweating profusely.  She was 
terrified.  Only she knew what to expect of the Ryugin should they meet 
it and all signs pointed to such a confrontation being inevitable.  In the 
eerie glow of Suki’s bioluminescent lantern, she could see Lara and 
Tagtug were also apprehensive but at least their fear was borne of 
ignorance.  Had they witnessed the Ryugin in full fury, it was doubtful 
they would have stepped into the leviatha’s air sac. 

Or was it?  Both of them had displayed courage of a most 
exceptional kind.  Their valour was made all the more special by the fact 
that they weren’t soldiers or consuls, well-trained in matters of combat; 
they were normal folk – albeit one with floppy ears and fur and the other 
with scaly skin and a tail – who simply wouldn’t bow down to the 
tyranny that had entered their lives.  They were heroes, which made 
Sumi’s heart ache when she considered what lay before them. 

‘What is it Sumi?’ Lara asked, sensing her companion’s disturbed 
state.  ‘What’s wrong?’ 

From the window of Suki’s air sac, Sumi stared out at the rocky 
passage surrounding them.  The walls of the tunnels rushed by bathed in 
the red light that shone from Suki’s lantern.  The sleek forms of Dena and 
Yuma darted past like reconnaissance scouts accompanying a platoon of 
soldiers on the march.  The mouth of the tunnel came into view and 
Sumi’s heart rate quickened. 

‘Sumi?’ Lara asked again. 
Sumi swallowed hard and rasped, ‘It’s nothing,’ but Lara was 

convinced it was something. 
‘Tell me what’s on your mind.’  
Sumi turned to face Lara and at once the Moraen knew they were 

in much deeper trouble than she had first thought.  ‘The Ryugin,’ Sumi 
said sadly.  ‘It will be waiting for us.  At the end of the tunnel.  It will be 
there.  I know it.’ 

Lara did not know what to say.  She was both petrified and furious.  
An image of Birren passed across her mind and before she knew it, she 
found she had swung her hand around and slapped Sumi in the face.  ‘I 
am trying to save my daughter!’ she yelled.  ‘If I die now –’ 

Sumi hung her head in shame.  ‘I’m sorry.  I just couldn’t allow 
any harm to come to my brother.  I’ve already lost a sister and a 
husband…’ 

There was no more time for speech.  They shot out of the tunnel 
into the inky blackness of the Oshalla Ocean.  Suki spread open her 
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beautiful translucent wings and flew out into the ocean currents.  The 
Ryugin was upon them in seconds. 

 
 

The monster swept up beside them and swiped at Suki with one of its 
huge claws.  Suki twisted about and avoided the savage attack by inches.  
The Ryugin screeched with fury as the leviatha pulled away from it and 
headed for a forest of coral that lay north of the entrance to the tunnel she 
had just left. 

The Ryugin had lost some momentum in its failed first attack so it 
pulled its frilled ruff against its body and clawed through the water in an 
attempt to catch up to its quarry.  Sumi looked back at the beast and could 
see its appearance had changed dramatically since they last met.  She was 
not surprised to see its dull left eye, the result of the sai she had thrust 
into it in her defence of her dear friend Kappo aboard The Princess 
Orani, but that was not all.  Parts of its frilled cape had been ripped away 
as if shredded by an even bigger monster.  And even more startling was 
the discovery that the Ryugin’s jaw had been completely removed, 
inexplicably torn off or blown away.  Rags of scaly skin dangled from 
what was left of its mouth and throat.  It was incredible that a creature 
could sustain such injuries and remain alive. 

She thought of Trojanu.  His brave and desperate final act had 
saved The Princess Orani, but the tragic fact was that he was dead and 
the Ryugin was not.  It seemed nothing could kill the beast. 

Suki’s wide wings and fluke stirred the water so vigorously that the 
Ryugin soon became lost in the sand and silt that was churned up at the 
bottom of the ocean.  She raced for the coral forest with a swiftness that 
the Keelii accompanying her could not match.  As she approached the 
phosphorescent blue structures, she altered her appearance so that her 
skin was flushed with a similar iridescent blue.  The red light at the end of 
the thick filament on top of Suki’s head faded as she glided into the vast 
coral forest.  She stopped swimming, folded her wings to her sides and 
drifted to the bottom of the ocean where she hoped that her camouflage 
would be enough to fool the Ryugin.  Sumi knew it wouldn’t. 

The trio in the air sac peered out into the dark seas surrounding 
them looking for some sign of their pursuer.  She knew the Keelii, if they 
were still alive, would not head into the coral.  It was likely that they had 
swum off in the opposite direction in the hope of leading the Ryugin 
away from them.  But the monster would ignore them.  They were 
unimportant. 

Sumi was right.  The Ryugin floated by to their right, so close that 
Lara was afraid to exhale should the terrible beast chance to hear it.  
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Fortunately, they lay on the Ryugin’s blind side and it continued to drift 
past, oblivious to their presence amidst the gigantic gnarled branches of 
the delicately glowing coral.   

As it slid past, Lara gasped at the sight of something she would 
never forget.  Caught in a frayed net that had been pinned to the 
creature’s neck, Lara could see the skeletal remains of a Myrran man.  
The poor soul’s flesh had been ripped away by the ocean and its 
inhabitants.  One bony hand was caught in the net, incredibly still 
clutching an iron lance that was similarly caught in the hempen lattice 
that had been pinned to the Ryugin.  But it was not the lance that caught 
Lara’s attention in that fleeting moment – it was a beautiful armband that 
encircled the skeleton’s forearm.  Its design was familiar.  Lara turned to 
Sumi and glanced down at her forearm to see the same ornament.   

Sumi’s face was ashen.  She gazed upon the remains of her 
husband with an uncomfortable mix of pride and dismay.  Trojanu’s 
heroic pose highlighted the fact that he had died as valiantly as he had 
lived his life.   

The Ryugin was now a hundred yards ahead of them, partly 
obscured by the thick, blue branches of coral surrounding them.  Suki 
sighed with relief.  The low, nervous grumble floated out across the coral 
and up ahead Lara could see the body of the Ryugin stop.  It twisted 
around and scanned the forest for the source of the sound it had heard. 

Suddenly out of the darkness to the Ryugin’s right, the two Keelii 
accompanying them appeared and swam straight for the beast.  The 
Ryugin snapped at one of them forgetting that it no longer had a jaw.  It 
was the female Dena.  She easily managed to avoid the clumsy attack 
whilst Yuma swam past the Ryugin’s closed frill and ran his sharp claws 
down the ruff. 

It was a futile ploy for the Ryugin had laid eyes upon Suki and shot 
off towards her, leaving the Keelii far behind. 

Suki drove upwards, out of the coral and into the open sea.  Her 
great fluke waved through the water in rhythmic vertical motions as her 
broad wings pumped up and down.  She moved quickly for so large a 
creature, but the Ryugin moved faster.  One look behind revealed that it 
was quickly gaining on the terrified leviatha.  Sumi, Lara and Tagtug 
watched helplessly from their bubble, unable to influence the events that 
were unfolding around them.   

The Ryugin drew abreast of them and effortlessly twisted its body 
around to approach them from the side.  It dropped its head and powered 
through the water like a rampaging staggorn. 

‘It’s going to ram us!’ Sumi yelled.  She held up her hands, a futile 
attempt to defend herself from the colossal beast bearing down upon 
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them.  Moments later she was hit hard, but not by the Ryugin.  A split-
second before their pursuer crashed into Suki’s side, Tagtug jumped up 
and kicked his companions to one side of the air sac.   

Suki rolled about in the water, stunned and disoriented by the 
Ryugin’s fierce attack.  It was a miracle the air sac had not burst. 

As the Ryugin circled around for another assault, Lara slithered 
across to the unmoving figure of Tagtug.  The Mabbit lay in a broken 
heap, crushed to death by the impact of the Ryugin’s attack.  Lara looked 
at Sumi, her eyes pools of despair.  Tagtug had saved the pair of them 
again, but this time he had paid for his valour in full – he was dead.  All 
the veganistones and Keelii surgeons in the world would not change that 
fact.  He was dead and they would soon follow. 

 
 

Suki dived back down to the floor of the ocean.  She did well to weave 
her vast body around the cluttered landscape but the obsessed Ryugin was 
more manoeuvrable and faster.  It would be on them in seconds. 

Dena and Yuma appeared again, swiftly placing themselves 
between the Ryugin and its prey.  It was an astounding display of heroism 
but the Ryugin just buffeted its way through them, not even bothering to 
attack. 

It dropped its head again to ram them.  It would not miss this time.  
In a gesture of defiance, Sumi stood in the air sac with her knife poised to 
slash the beast when it struck.  Lara was coiled on the floor of the air sac 
next to the body of Tagtug, resigned to the savage death that was only 
seconds away… 
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Chapter Twelve   El Khadir, Khepera 
 
 

efar stood atop the dune and gazed northward.  The fair city of El 
Khadir stretched out on the baked land between the dune and the 
rich blue waters of Lake Erras.  Countless buildings with red and 

gold domes stood proudly among more humble stone dwellings and 
tapestried market stalls. 

A minute later he was joined by Pylos, his face bathed in sweat as 
he reached the top of the steep dune. The Helyan threw down his 
haversack and sword, and bent over, placing his hands on his knees, 
exhausted after the brutal march up the mountain of sand. His laboured 
breath filled the still air and despite his level of supreme fitness, minutes 
passed before he had enough energy to speak.  ‘That was one big pile of 
sand,’ he groaned. 

Sefar beamed.  ‘Thank-you Pylos.  We do our best.’ 
Pylos lifted his head, noticing the city of El Khadir far below them. 

‘So that’s home is it, Sefar?’  
‘Yes,’ the Kheperan replied.  ‘Right where I left it.’  
Pylos straightened up and stretched.  As he did so he slowly turned 

on the spot, taking in his surroundings.  They were high, much higher 
than he would have expected to be on a sand dune.  The dune was as high 
as any mountain found in Helyas.  Had there been clouds in the Kheperan 
sky, Pylos would have been looking down on them.  

On the northward side of the dune, the sandy slope fell away 
quickly.  A feeling of vertigo touched Pylos, making his skin tingle. A 
broad, flat plain of bright sand lay at the base of the dune’s northern face. 
On the far side of this white field lay the colourful domiciles that marked 
the outskirts of El Khadir.  The city itself was a claustrophobic maze with 
no clear sense of structure or design.  Houses, palaces, mosques and 
bazaars competed with one another for room.  Here and there a tall kor-
kor tree stuck its head out of the crowded space, its large, circular leaves 
providing a small amount of shade to the dense metropolis below.  

Beyond the city Lake Erras filled the northern horizon.  So great 
was the lake that it held within its reach the curvature of the world.  To 
Pylos, the immense lake resembled a gigantic longbow, drawn ever so 
slightly, and at the centre of the lake, where the arrowhead would be 
resting, lay his destination – the great vortex known as Caliban’s End.  

Turning westward Pylos could see league upon league of 
sandweeds filling the inaccessible soft land at Lake Erras’ south-western 
corner.  Beyond the sandweeds, Pylos could make out the grey shape of 
the Amaranthine Mountains. The mountains now appeared so far away 

S 
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that the horrors of the squads’ passage through them now seemed as hazy 
as the heated air that drifted above the shifting sands over which they had 
trudged for the past five days.  

This seemingly endless succession of dunes to the south of El 
Khadir resembled golden waves frozen in time, threatening to crash down 
on anyone foolish enough to venture out into them.  Pylos was amazed 
when Sefar had told them that the dunes to the south of El Khadir were 
home to thousands of nomadic Kheperans who somehow managed to 
survive in this inhospitable environment.  

Far below him under the lip of the southern face of the massive 
dune, Pylos could make out tiny figures slowly approaching as they 
crawled and clambered their way up the torturously steep dune. 

Sefar had been in charge of navigation since the day they had 
exited the Thin Grey Line.  Pylos had lost all sense of direction in the sea 
of dunes but Sefar had pushed on confidently, only stopping occasionally 
to reassure his companions that they were not lost.  

Pylos could make out Trypp’s squat shape, silhouetted against the 
brilliant white of the sand.  The Sapphyrran was accustomed to climbing 
but the constantly shifting sand was a dramatic change to the still and stab 
le granite of the cliffs above Skyfall Town.  The lack of water had taken 
its toll on Trypp, but he had maintained a positive outlook despite the 
difficulty of their passage through arid Khepera. 

Some way behind Trypp, Pylos could make out the unusual shape 
of Remiel Grayson bearing Mulupo on his shoulders.  The Spriggan had 
somehow talked Remiel into carrying him up the dune.  Although 
Mulupo was light and small, after five hours of clambering up the steep 
slope of sand, he must have felt like a bag of heavy rocks.  Pylos could 
see Remiel’s feet slide back a step for every two he took.  Occasionally 
he put out a hand to steady himself as he pushed on up the incline and it 
was clear he was struggling.  Deep down – although it was not something 
he would admit – Pylos was pleased Remiel had taken on such a burden.  
Penance for past sins. 

About two hundred yards behind Remiel and Mulupo, the dark 
figure of Maeldune Canna could be seen scrambling up the dune.  
Maeldune’s path was erratic.  He criss-crossed the dune’s face, trying to 
avoid the pain the steep slope dispensed in large doses.  Occasionally the 
rings on his hands sparkled in the midday sun and Pylos mused how 
unimportant such ornaments must now seem to the Acoran in his 
struggles to climb the mountain of sand.  An image floated into Pylos’ 
mind.   

Maeldune was just reaching the top of the dune.  He was teetering 
on the sandy edge, so spent that he could not take another step.  His hand 
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reached out for water.  In his mind’s eye Pylos saw himself approach 
Maeldune and push him back the way he had come.  A chorus of laughter 
erupted as Maeldune bounced and slid all the way to the bottom of the 
dune, many leagues below.  A voice whispered in Pylos’ ear: ‘He had it 
coming to him.’  Pylos turned to see the perfect face of Jehenna Canna 
staring back at him, a gentle wind playing with her hair as she stepped 
forward to kiss him. 

‘Do you want a bite?’ 
Sefar had just pulled a sugarapple from the sack of provisions he 

had lugged up the dune.  His deep voice stripped Pylos of his daydreams 
and the Helyan stood there on the crown of the dune feeling guilty of the 
thoughts that had crept into his head.  It wasn't the thought of sending 
Maeldune plummeting to the bottom of the dune that worried him.  He 
knew that everyone else would want to do the same to the arrogant 
bureaucrat.  But his vision of Maeldune’s wife...   

Pylos turned away from Sefar, aware of the blood rushing to his 
cheeks.  He knew Sefar had no way of guessing his thoughts, but he felt 
vulnerable all the same.  After all, Pedaeus Rhodes had once guessed 
them. 

Pylos wondered how many other people were aware of his interest 
in Jehenna.  Gunther Ross obviously knew.  Maeldune suspected, that 
much was clear.  No doubt Jehenna knew.  He had been caught gazing at 
her far too many times for her not to know.  He felt stupid.  He coveted 
another man’s wife, a man he hated almost as much as he hated the Ghul.  
Jehenna was beautiful – everyone said so – but  she had given Pylos no 
indication that his interest would be reciprocated. 

‘You know what I’d like to do?’ Sefar said as he joined Pylos on 
the southern edge of the dune’s crest. 

‘No.  What?’ Pylos said without turning to face his companion. 
‘I’d love to shove Maeldune back down the dune!  Right at the 

moment he reaches the top!’  Sefar struck out a hand in front of him, 
pushing the imaginary figure of Maeldune back down the slope.  
‘Wouldn’t you love to do that?’ 

Pylos didn’t answer but offered the Kheperan a conspiratorial 
smirk. 

They both looked down at the figures below them.  Gerriod was 
just a dot.  He had fallen far behind Maeldune and did not seem to be 
making much progress. 

‘The mariner’s doing it hard,’ observed Sefar. 
‘Yes,’ said Pylos, ‘but he doesn't complain.  He’s tough as Tethran 

leather.’ 
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‘He wants his father back.  I understand his motives.  Maeldune, 
well, his motives I’m not so sure about.’  Sefar lowered his voice.  ‘Do 
you think he’s working for Caliban?’ 

‘I think he’s working for himself.  I don’t trust him.’ 
‘I don't like him, but then I don’t like any Acora.  Far too precious 

for my taste.’  A broad smile spread on Sefar’s face as he thought about 
what he had said.  ‘Actually, there are some Acora that would taste just 
fine.  Maeldune’s wife for example...’ 

It was a deliberately provocative comment.  Pylos wasn’t sure 
whether Sefar meant what he said, or just said it to get a reaction from the 
Helyan. 

Sefar burst out laughing.  He slapped Pylos hard on the back which 
almost sent the Helyan toppling over the edge of the dune.  ‘Pylos, I’m 
playing with you!’  He laughed again and the sound of his joviality was 
so loud that fifty yards below Remiel stopped to look up at the pair atop 
the dune. 

‘I don't know what you're talking about,’ Pylos said sulkily.  He 
moved away from Sefar and focused his gaze upon the land to the east.  
On this side of the dune, the desert rose and fell for many leagues until 
the sands flattened out, their white sheen eventually fading into an 
expanse of red that lay on the horizon like a scar.  Keen to change the 
subject, Pylos pointed out across the desert and said, ‘That’s the Marid, 
isn't it?’ 

Sefar, pleased that he had unsettled Pylos, decided to drop the 
subject of Maeldune’s wife, and let the Helyan save face.  ‘Yes, you’re 
right.  If you think the dunes were hard-going, you haven’t seen anything 
until you’ve visited the Marid.  Over fifty leagues of burning rock and 
soul-destroying heat.’ 

‘Then it’s a good thing we don’t have to go there.’ 
‘Yes, as much as I hate the water, I’d rather travel over Lake Erras 

than the Marid.’ 
Instinctively, they both pivoted to the north to face the great lake.  

For a few minutes they were quiet until Sefar broke the silence saying, 
‘That’s funny.’  

‘What’s funny?’  
‘No ships.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘There are no boats on the water beyond the city.’ 
‘Is that unusual?’ 
‘Yes.  Usually Lake Erras is filled with merchant ships making 

their way to and from El Khadir.  I’ve never seen the lake empty like 
this.’  
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Pylos could detect some anxiety in the Kheperan’s voice.  Sefar 
placed his hands behind his neck as he tried to make sense of the 
situation. 

‘You don’t think it’s anything to worry about do you?’ Pylos 
asked. 

Sefar paused before answering.  His eyes remained focused on the 
lake until he shrugged his shoulders and turned away.  ‘I guess not.  
There might be a festival on in town or something.  It’s probably 
nothing.’ 

Pylos nodded in agreement, but inside he wondered if El Khadir 
held some new danger with which they would have to contend.  Despite 
his desire to allay Sefar’s fears, he asked, ‘Do you have family there?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Sefar distantly.  ‘A younger brother called Saul.’ 
Suddenly a groaning sound behind Sefar and Pylos startled the 

pair. 
It was followed by the soft thud of Remiel Grayson’s body upon 

the sand at the top of the dune.  Mulupo rolled off Remiel’s shoulders as 
they hit the ground and quickly stood up to wipe the sand off his 
garments.   

‘Master Hadith,’ he said, addressing Sefar in a formal tone, ‘there 
are few places in the Myr that I have not laid my eyes upon, so I must say 
with a certain degree of authority that this albescent, xeric kingdom is the 
most interminably sudorific land I have ever had the misfortune to visit.’ 

Sefar placed his hands upon his hips and shook his head in 
amazement.  ‘What are you talking about Mulupo?  You have nothing to 
complain about.  The priest just carried you up the sand dune.’ 

Mulupo cast Remiel a quick look.  Remiel’s eyes were open, 
staring into the sand beneath his face. Sweat had plastered his hair to his 
scalp and his drenched robes indicated that his perspiration was not 
confined to his head alone.  Despite his sunburnt skin, Remiel looked 
deathly pale. 

The Spriggan placed his hands on his hips mirroring the Kheperan 
who was almost twice his height.  ‘We are a partnership, something an 
obstinate Kheperan would know very little about.’ 

Pylos grinned at the exchange.  He liked the Spriggan.  ‘Mulupo, 
please ensure that you and your partner replenish your supplies of water,’ 
he said as he picked up the drum of water he had hauled across the dunes 
for the past five days.  ‘There is still a mouthful or two left in the drum.’ 

Mulupo pulled a face.  ‘Ugh!  Water!’ he sneered.  ‘General 
Castalia, please cast some illumination upon the decision to carry a barrel 
of the Myr’s plainest liquid when the same container could have been 
employed to carry wine, thus keeping us in a state of relative euphoria 
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instead of incarcerated in the dismal state of sobriety that has 
characterised this mission from its inception.’  Mulupo took the lid from 
the water drum and thrust his head into it.  He remained submerged for 
some time despite the fact that the water was specifically meant for 
drinking purposes only.  Pulling his head out of the drum he sneered 
again as water ran down his neck and back.  ‘I can hardly bring myself to 
touch the stuff.  This transparent and tasteless liquid is but a hollow 
reminder of the joy that is contained in a Nessan grape until it is picked 
and crushed by Garlot’s finest oenologists.’ 

‘Considering your stance upon the issue,’ Sefar said smiling as he 
tried to imitate the Spriggan’s manner, ‘it would be appropriate to offer 
what is left of the water to Father Gideon.’ 

Mulupo eyed the Kheperan warily before turning to Remiel and 
saying, ‘Father, I have brought you water in recognition of the 
cooperative relationship that has delivered us to the pinnacle of this silica-
encrusted peak.’ 

Remiel pulled himself up to take the water drum from the 
Spriggan.  ‘Thank-you Mulupo – you are too kind.’  Both Pylos and Sefar 
thought they heard a note of sarcasm in Remiel’s voice, but Mulupo was 
so busy rummaging in Sefar’s bag for fruit, he failed to notice. 

 
 

It wasn’t until late afternoon that the last of the company hauled himself 
onto the crest of the dune.  Pylos had gone back down the dune hours 
earlier to carry Gerriod’s pack and to bring him what remained of the 
water in the drum.  Whilst Gerriod was appreciative of Pylos’ assistance, 
he could say nothing.  He had invested every ounce of energy in the climb 
up the dune.  He had none to spare for conversation.  It fatigued him just 
to lift his eyelids.  The thought of opening his mouth to say thank-you 
was too much to expect.  Recent days had seen the mariner retreat further 
and further into himself until internal monologue was all he heard.  He 
just repeated the same phrase over and over: ‘There’s no such thing as an 
endless hill.’ 

Shortly after Gerriod collapsed on the soft sand at the dune’s crest, 
Sefar picked up his pack and said, ‘We should be going soon.  I’d like to 
be in El Khadir by nightfall.’ 

‘Going?’ said Gerriod disconsolately as he lay on the sand, gasping 
for breath.  ‘I just got here!’ 

Mulupo gazed at the city far below.  The western side of the 
countless buildings, minarets and walls were awash in orange light as the 
westering sun continued on its endless journey.  ‘Sefar, it’s over five 
leagues to the base of this dune and at least another league across the flats 
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before the city.  It is delusional to believe we’ll be down of this sandy 
scarp and indoors by nightfall.’ 

Pylos looked down the sharp incline in front of them.  ‘Sefar, the 
Spriggan’s right.  It will take hours to climb down and cross the plain.  
There’s no way we could do it by nightfall.’  

Sefar grinned.  ‘Pylos, you of all people should know, there is 
always a way.’ 

He raised two fingers to his lips and blew hard.  A shrill, oscillating 
whistle split the air.  Mulupo put his hands to his ears and winced.  ‘I 
hope, my young, desert-dwelling friend, that you can justify this 
dissonance.’ 

Trypp was sitting on the lip on the dune’s northern face trying to 
enjoy the view.  Sefar’s whistle felt like a knife in his head and he was 
glad when the noise ceased.  The whistling sound had disturbed two 
shatterbugs that had been perched upon the Sapphyrran’s toes as he sat 
looking out over the lake he had called home his entire life.  It warmed 
his heart to see it again, especially after marching for almost a week 
across a landscape that yielded little but pain.  Late afternoon had always 
been his favourite time of day.  Lake Erras was afire in tiny, silent, 
twinkling explosions of light.  Perhaps this is why Trypp enjoyed the 
presence of the sparkling shatterbugs as much as he did; they were a 
lambent reminder to him of the way light glimmered off the gentle waves 
of the lake at either end of the day. 

But as he gazed across the twinkling panorama something else 
caught his eye.  Things were moving on the edge of his vision, moving 
quickly and silently, like Kompiran assassins of old.  He tried to focus on 
what had distracted him but he could not see anything specifically.  The 
skies were empty.  Nothing moved on the steep face of the dune beneath 
him. There was nothing to be seen but something told him that the 
company was not alone. 

 
 
Suddenly the sand around them erupted.  Numerous creatures leapt out of 
the dune and flopped onto the sand around them.  Mulupo screamed in 
horror which contrasted starkly with the deep chortle that bubbled out 
from Sefar.  ‘Relax,’ he said casually, placing a hand upon Pylos’ forearm 
to stop him from drawing his sword.  ‘They are sandgups.’  

‘And we are supposed to know what they are?’ Maeldune said 
scornfully, glowering at Sefar.  Like Mulupo, Maeldune was alarmed at 
the dramatic arrival of the sandgups and had jumped back when they had 
appeared, tripping over his robes and landing in the sand in a most 
undignified fashion. 
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‘I would not expect an Acoran to know much about anything he 
could not profit from,’ Sefar rejoined as he knelt down beside one of the 
large, red creatures which outnumbered the company by two to one.  ‘The 
sandgup is indigenous to the area and are few in number.  We are lucky to 
have so many respond to my call.’ 

‘Can I ask why they are here?’ Gerriod asked, backing away from 
the nearest sandgup which seemed to be staring at him as if he were 
dinner. 

‘Relax Gerriod,’ Sefar laughed. ‘It won’t bite you.  In fact they 
can’t – they don’t have mouths.’ 

‘Oh that’s very reassuring,’ Gerriod returned, unsettled by the 
creature that was nuzzling against his leg. 

The sandgups lay on the sand like red rugs.  They were over three 
yards wide.  They had no arms; their flat diamond-shaped bodies tapered 
out to thick leathery wings on the sides and a small nub of a head.  The 
head was nondescript except for a single yellow eye that sat at the end of 
a two foot long trunk.  This  trunk  was a crucial part of the sandgup’s 
anatomy  as the creatures often travelled long distances under the surface 
of the sand with its  single eye sticking out so it could navigate.  Long 
powerful legs and webbed feet helped the creature thrust itself along 
under the sand, but it was its long flat tail that gave the creature its 
phenomenal speed.  This muscular tail swished backwards and forwards 
supplying the sandgup with enough forward momentum to put any other 
land-bound animal to shame.  Halfway between the sandgup’s head and 
its wingtips, two red horns curved upwards like bloody scimitars giving 
the creature a somewhat ferocious appearance. 

‘Why did you called these things, Sefar?’ Maeldune asked coldly.  
‘What are they doing here?’ 

Sefar took a step forward, onto the wide, flat back of the nearest 
sandgup.  Gerriod winced as he waited for the sandgup to retaliate but 
nothing in the animal's behaviour suggested it had a problem with the 
eight foot Kheperan standing on it.  If anything, the gently wagging tail 
conveyed a sense of contentment.  It seemed the sandgup actually liked 
having Sefar standing on its back. 

‘What are you doing?’ Gerriod exclaimed as Sefar knelt down on 
the sandgup and took hold of its horns. 

Sefar gave a roguish grin.  ‘It’s probably easier for me to show 
you!’ 

He leaned back as he held the horns.  The sandgup’s small head 
rose as it drew up its feet to its body, preparing to jump.  Its leg muscles 
bulged as its webbed toes dug into the sand. 

And then it was gone. 
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It burst forward so quickly it resembled an iron ball being shot 
from a cannon.  For a moment the sandgup and its passenger hung in the 
sky but gravity quickly took over and within seconds they were hurtling 
down the steep sands on the northern face of the dune.  The creature 
skimmed over the surface of the sand like a flat rock thrown across a 
pond, only it increased in speed the further it went.   

Gerriod felt sick as he watched Sefar plummeting down the dune’s 
face.  ‘He can't be serious,’ the mariner groaned as he noticed the 
wagging tails of all the other sandgups hoping to follow where their 
brother had gone.   

Pylos stepped onto the nearest sandgup and its tail flapped back 
and forth happily.  ‘Time to go,’ Pylos said with obvious glee.  He copied 
Sefar, jerking back on the sandgup’s horns.  In a cloud of sand, the 
sandgup shot itself out into the air and began its headlong descent to the 
desert far below. 

‘They're both insane,’ muttered Gerriod. 
A number of sandgups jostled for position at the edge of the dune, 

hoping to be the next to be chosen to race down the dune.  ‘I think they 
actually enjoy it,’ observed Remiel. 

‘Of course they enjoy it,’ grumbled Gerriod.  ‘Sefar’s showing off 
and Pylos is never happy unless he’s doing something that puts his life at 
risk!’ 

‘No.  I mean the sandgups.  Look at them.  They want to be 
ridden.’ 

‘That’s ridiculous!’ scoffed Gerriod, a little annoyed that the priest 
seemed to be approving of a mode of transport tantamount to suicide.  

Remiel stepped onto the closest sandgup and its tail slapped the 
sand in a show of eagerness.  ‘See!  It wants me to ride it.’  He pulled 
back on the horns.  As he did so Mulupo leapt forward and jumped on his 
back, assuming the position he had taken for the long march up the dune. 

A second later they were gone, sliding down the face of the dune 
like a raindrop on glass. 

‘I don’t believe it.  Has everyone lost their senses?’ 
Maeldune gingerly stepped onto the next sandgup and tentatively 

pulled its horns.  The sandgup exploded into the air and disappeared over 
the lip in the dune. 

And then there were two. 
‘Trypp, we should find another way down,’ Gerriod urged his 

companion but the Sapphyrran wasn’t listening.  He was looking 
curiously at the sandgup at his feet.  Its bulbous eye was looking back up 
at him, expressing as much emotion as a single eye could.  There was no 
mistaking it – the creature was hoping Trypp would climb onto its back.  
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But the Sapphyrran did not feel comfortable about doing so.  ‘I am sorry, 
strange one,’ he said softly, ‘but I have other means to get down from this 
peak.’ 

Trypp stepped past the sandgup and threw himself from the dune.  
The sandgup’s eye followed him, sadness welling up in the yellow orb as 
the creature realised it had not been chosen.  Trypp curled his long limbs 
into his body as he twisted in the air so that the shell on his back was 
facing downwards.  After falling twenty feet through the air, the 
Sapphyrran made contact with the sand and skidded off down the dune at 
a speed matching that of any sandgup. 

‘What is it with these people!’ Gerriod yelled to the empty sky.  
‘Has everyone gone totally mad?’ 

Gerriod grumbled a number of Palian curses as he reluctantly 
approached the edge of the dune.  He leant forward to peer over the sharp 
edge.  It was such a long way down.  A sense of vertigo swept over him 
and he crumpled back onto his knees, feeling his heart rate double in the 
space of a few seconds. 

He felt something pushing softly against the small of his back.  It 
was the sandgup that had nuzzled against him earlier.  Its large eye gazed 
at him gently as if to say, ‘Trust me.’ 

‘I’m going to regret this,’ he gulped as he slowly crawled onto the 
creature’s back and took hold of its horns.  

Moments later Gerriod was hurtling through the air.  He gripped 
the horns so tightly that he feared he would rip them out, but the sandgup 
did not seem to mind.  For the first thirty seconds of the stomach-
churning ride, Gerriod clenched his eyes shut.  He could hear the air 
streaming past his ears which did nothing to quell his fears about the 
breakneck speed at which he was heading for the bottom of the dune.  
The sound of the sandgup’s body sliding over the fine sand was 
occasionally broken by long seconds where the creature was actually 
airborne in steep places where the dune was almost vertical. 

He forced his eyes open to see how far he had to travel.  Directly 
below him, perhaps a hundred yards ahead, he could make out the round 
shape of Trypp sliding down the sand on his back.  Beyond Trypp, he 
could just make out the black shapes of Maeldune and Remiel hurtling 
down the white slope.  Gerriod could not see Pylos or Sefar who were 
probably somewhere amongst the small dunes at the bottom of the 
incline. 

Gerriod was surprised to find he could keep his eyes open without 
the vertigo consuming him.  The sandgup felt incredibly stable despite the 
dreadful speed it had built up.  He comforted himself in the fact that there 
was nothing in front of him into which he could collide. 
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At the base of the dune Pylos and Sefar stood watching the remaining 
members of the company speed down the sands.  Both men were smiling; 
the exhilaration of the ride down the dune still coursed through their 
veins. 

‘Sefar, that was extraordinary,’ said Pylos contentedly. 
‘It’s been years since I last rode on a sandgup.  It was worth the trip 

up the dune, wasn’t it?’ 
‘I’m not sure the mariner would agree with you, but yes, it was 

worth the walk up the dune.’ 
Remiel Grayson came barrelling off the dune.  His sandgup was 

travelling at a phenomenal speed, but the priest did not seem bothered at 
all.  The sandgup spun around sharply, digging into the sand as it did so, 
resulting in a dramatic but controlled stop.  Remiel stepped off the 
sandgup and Pylos was surprised to see that he was actually smiling.  It 
was strange to see a smile upon his face.  It was the first time Pylos had 
seen any show of happiness upon his face.  He looked years younger. 

‘You seem to be enjoying yourself,’ commented Sefar, also 
noticing Remiel’s beaming face.  Remiel just smiled back, unable and 
unwilling to put into words the joy he had experienced whilst shooting 
down the incline. 

Meanwhile Maeldune, unsure of how to stop and somewhat 
apprehensive about his sandgup’s speed, had slapped the creature’s trunk 
with the flat of his dagger.  The sandgup, angered by this cruel treatment 
had stopped abruptly sending the Acoran flying headlong into a small 
mound of sand. 

Maeldune's legs kicked pathetically in the air, trying to find 
something to lock onto so he could free his head and shoulders from the 
mound.  Sefar looked over at the sight of the Acoran struggling to 
extricate himself and collapsed into a fit of raucous laughter which 
continued long after Maeldune had pulled himself out of sand. 

Maeldune’s eyes flashed red as Sefar wiped tears from his eyes.  
‘You just keep laughing, boy,’ the Acoran snarled savagely.  ‘You’re 
headed for a fall of your own.’ 

With a lingering glare Maeldune watched the smile slowly fade 
from Sefar’s face, the Acoran clearly not intimidated by the Kheperan’s 
size.  Content he had made his feelings clear, Maeldune turned and 
started walking towards the nearby city. 

‘I think you've upset our favourite minister,’ observed Pylos wryly 
before Maeldune was out of earshot.  Maeldune’s long steps slowed down 
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as he contemplated biting at Pylos’ bait, but he thought better of it and 
kept walking out across the flats. 

Sefar turned to Pylos and said, ‘Did he just threaten me then?’  
Pylos put a hand on the Kheperan’s shoulder and said, ‘I’d watch 

my back if I were you.’ 
‘That’s why you're here isn't it?’ 
Out of the blue, Pylos thought of Bannick Landen.  Sefar’s 

comments were increasingly like the things Bannick would say.  
Impudent.  Provocative.  Amusing. 

But Bannick was dead.  Pylos gave his head a shake and walked off 
in the direction Maeldune had gone. 

Moments later, Trypp slid across the sand at the base of the dune, 
shortly followed by Gerriod.  The mariner rolled off his sandgup and lay 
frozen on the warm sand.  His eyes were fixed on the towering dune he 
had just flown down.  He did not move nor did he say anything.   

Sefar walked over to him, concerned that the ride had been too 
much for his companion.  ‘Are you alright?’ he asked nervously. 

At first Gerriod did not respond, but then his eyelids flickered as he 
became aware of the Kheperan standing over him.  Suddenly a smile as 
wide as his mouth would allow broke out across his face.  ‘Sefar, if I 
wasn’t so damned tired, I’d climb back up to the top and do it again!’ 

 
 

Sefar realised something was wrong as he and his companions 
approached the city, crossing the flat expanse that lay at the southern edge 
of El Khadir.  Daylight had faded to darkness but very few houses had 
any lanterns lit.  No sounds could be heard which was unusual as nightfall 
was usually accompanied by the songs of priests who sang lamentations 
from the minarets that dotted the city’s skyline. 

‘That’s odd,’ remarked Sefar to Pylos as he quickened his pace 
across the flats. 

Pylos was also surprised by what he saw and matched Sefar stride 
for stride.  He slid his sword from its scabbard and scanned the area for 
anything unusual. 

A figure carrying a lantern containing shatterbugs emerged from 
the city gates and made his way towards the company.  He was Kheperan 
– the horn made that clear – but even in the subdued light of the 
shatterbugs, Pylos and Sefar could tell something was wrong.  The 
Kheperan was limping slowly.  His face was hidden behind a scarf and 
his hands were bandaged.   

Before the company could get close to the Kheperan, he stopped 
and bellowed, ‘Stop where you are, Sefar!’  His voice was harsh, and his 
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manner uncompromising.  He held out a bandaged hand that made it clear 
that he did not want Sefar to take another step closer. 

Pylos could not help but state the obvious.  ‘He knows you,’ he 
said turning to face Sefar who stopped with a look of absolute dismay 
upon his face. 

‘Of course he knows me,’ Sefar said slowly.  ‘He’s my brother.’  
All eyes returned to the bandaged Kheperan.  He was tall, about the 

same height as Sefar, but all other comparisons had to end there as he was 
shrouded in cloth from head to foot. 

‘Saul, what has happened here?’ 
‘Is it the Ghul?’ Pylos added, anxious to formulate a strategy 

should the enemy be nearby. 
The Kheperan shook his head.  ‘Not quite.  What has affected us is 

a contagion of a different sort.’ 
‘Contagion?’ asked Remiel who had stepped into the lantern light 

to join Pylos and Sefar. 
‘Yes,’ Saul replied.  ‘It started a month ago.  A huge, black 

creature flew out of the east and bombarded us.’ 
‘Bombarded?’ Sefar said, his voice strained.  He had imagined his 

return to El Khadir numerous times over the journey from Cessair, but it 
was nothing like this.  He was confused and distraught, struggling to keep 
his emotions in check in this most unexpected family reunion. 

‘Yes.  The creature dropped body after body upon our city.  At first 
we had no idea where the bodies were coming from until one of us 
recognised the corpse of a woman who had been sent to Sanctuary a few 
years back.  We were being bombarded with bodies from the leper 
colony.’ 

Trypp put his hands to his face as he tried to quell the nausea that 
rose up in his stomach.  ‘Is there no limit to the Morrigu’s evil?’ he 
gasped. 

‘The Morrigu?’ 
‘Saul, the creature that has attacked the city is known to us,’ 

explained Sefar.  ‘It has laid siege to Skyfall Town, Palia and who knows 
how many other towns bordering the lake.  One of us, the Sapphyrran 
here, has engaged with the monster directly and was lucky to escape with 
his life.’ 

Saul nodded.  ‘It is good to see you still alive Sefar.’ 
‘And you too,’ Sefar replied automatically.  His expression was 

vague as his brain tried to digest everything his brother had told him. 
Pylos took a step closer to Saul who instinctively stepped back, 

painfully aware of his own contagious condition.  ‘Saul, for the leprosy to 
spread so rapidly… it is unheard of.’ 
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‘I don’t understand such things, Helyan.  I’m not a doctor.  But 
what I do know is what I see.  Not a single person in the city has been 
unaffected.  Men, women… even the children.  Sefar it is terrible.  The 
leprosy is so…’  He paused searching for a word.  

‘Virulent,’ suggested Mulupo. 
‘It spread so quickly that we could not even send someone to help.  

It is agony, Sefar.  Our skin burns every day.  The Morrigu dropped so 
many carcasses upon us that many still lie out in the street.  Few people 
leave their houses.  The stench of decay hangs in the air like a cloud of 
shatterbugs.’ 

‘What are you doing here Saul?’ Sefar asked as he pointed to the 
ground at their feet.  ‘I cannot believe this is a chance meeting.’ 

‘No, it is not.  A group of us decided we would warn any outsiders 
approaching the city.  I have been waiting for you Sefar.  Waiting for 
many weeks.  I knew you’d come from the south.  Any excuse to ride the 
dune!’ 

Sefar wanted to run across the empty space between them and 
embrace his younger brother, but he knew that Saul would not let such a 
thing happen.  He was far too practical. 

Gerriod’s mind was brought back to the night he was attacked by 
the inmates of Sanctuary.   

 
 
His hand slid down the railing and grasped hers.  Although her hand was 
wrapped in course bandages, and the skin underneath insensitive to 
touch, she was aware of his gesture and she curled her fingers around his 
in response.   
 
 
‘We must help these people,’ the mariner implored his companions. 

‘There’s nothing you can do,’ Saul said flatly.  ‘Many people have 
died already, preferring suicide to this half-life.’ 

‘There must be a way we can help them,’ added Trypp whose 
soup-bowl eyes were filled with tears in contrast to Maeldune who just 
looked at the ground before the Kheperan’s feet, his face blank, betraying 
no indication of the thoughts beyond it. 

‘There is a way we can help,’ said Pylos sternly.  ‘We can end this.  
We can’t do anything for the people of El Khadir this night, but a day will 
come when all the injustices that have been dropped upon us are avenged.  
We must finish the mission.’ 

‘Mission?’ queried Saul, who had been wondering about Sefar’s 
strange companions since laying eyes upon them from his spyglass an 
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hour earlier.  He had seen the party atop the great dune and watched each 
one slide down to the desert floor on the back of the sandgups.  He had 
assumed Sefar was on a consular exercise, but the word mission gave it a 
weight that he seldom associated with his light-hearted brother.  

Pylos turned to his group and said, ‘We cannot go further.  We 
cannot go back.  I am open to suggestions, if you have any.’ 

It was Gerriod who spoke first.  ‘I agree with Pylos.  If we cannot 
assist the people of El Khadir, then we must finish what we set out to do.’ 

‘Can we access the lake if we do not go through the city?’ Pylos 
asked.  ‘If we could get a boat –’ 

‘No.  We can’t.  On either side of the city are steep cliffs that 
plunge into the lake.  We will not find any boats that way.’ 

‘Then we need to find another town or city that will give us access 
to a boat,’ Pylos said plainly.  In his role as Helyan General, he was 
accustomed to making decisions in difficult situations and although he 
could not imagine a situation more difficult than the one before him, the 
skills he employed were the same.  Assess options.  Choose the best.  It 
was a simple process that had kept him alive for thirty-three years.  He 
would never allow himself to consider that one day there may come a 
time when it would fail him. 

‘What about El Silat?’ Saul suggested.  Despite the fact that he was 
eight foot tall, Saul looked small and frail, standing there defending his 
city with nothing more than a lantern in his hand.  ‘If you head due east 
you will find the city of El Silat.  From there you take a boat to wherever 
it is you’re going.’ 

‘You can’t be serious Saul?  No-one can make it to El Silat by 
land!’ Sefar exclaimed. 

‘You have,’ replied his brother. 
‘Then in the absence of all other options, that’s the way we’ll go,’ 

Pylos said with such conviction that none would oppose it.  He sheathed 
his sword, nodded to Saul and marched off into the east. 

‘Why do I think things are just about to get a whole lot worse?’ 
Gerriod grumbled to himself as he turned to follow Pylos who was 
already twenty yards ahead. 



 

 
 



  



  



  

 


