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  Chapter One


  A Hero Leaves His Home


He was going to break the sea. The waves or the distance would not break Rob Sardan; he would break them instead.

Clasping the coarse wooden railing, he drilled his gaze into his father, Hamel’s face as if hoping to cause physical harm. The old man returned a hollow stare, shadowed by his bristling eyebrows. Yet, as they exchanged this long, hateful glare, the crowd on the docks closed in around him, and Hamel vanished.

Gold Port slipped further away, its gigantic arches spanning the cove like a bulbous tree that had hurled its bulk over the gap. Tendrils of moss dangled from it, and Lizard people in harnesses chipped away at the stuff. If he hadn’t been so angry, Rob might have stayed to watch them peel the muck away, to see if the stone beneath really was gold.

The taste of bile filled his mouth, he moved from the railing, almost bumping into one of the sailors. For a small ship, it had a large crew, the stink of pungent, sour sweat, spices and bitter fragrances almost masked the salt sea air.

They should have been his people, yet he’d never been around this many. He grudgingly admired their thick muscles and curled hair. His father had raised him in a country of Lizard folk – saurai tribes constantly at odds. But here he was at last, amongst humans. He should have been ecstatic, yet he trembled with anger.

“Stop your wobbling!” one of the sailors cried.

Rob spotted a wide man with an orange beard in a filthy apron with a cauldron under his arm. His bearded face nodded slowly as he lowered it, pressing his chin against his chest. Another, much taller figure, with a flowing coat that failed to cover his hairy chest, prodded the filthy apron.

“You make another soup from carrots, and I’ll skin your face off,” the sailor bellowed, making the chef retreat with a nervous smile and an uncertain nod. “I’m serious, you give me a drop of that gunk and you’re off my ‘do-not-maim’ list, you understand?”

Rob sidled between the two of them. The taller sailor looked down at him with a sneer. His velvet-lined coat clung in waves, patched by sweat and sea stains. Rob wished he had more than his worn, blue tunic and rope belt, he hoped his facial expression was enough to instil fear in the bully.

Laughter burst from the crew, rolling and rising like the tide, making Rob’s blood boil until he thought his skin would steam.

“What d’you think you’re doing, boy?” the sailor chortled, shoving him. “This chef’s useless. Next port, I say we chop him up and feed him to the beasts. See if he makes a better meal than carrot stew!”

“You could try that,” Rob glanced at the chef, who eyed him with panic, shaking his hairy head. “But then you’d have to deal with me.” He punched the sailor’s chest, the impact sending a shock through his knuckles, rattling his arm.

“Not a smart boy, are you?” the sailor said, unfazed.

“Let him be,” the chef muttered.

“What’s that, Wobbler? You want the boy left alone? He just attacked me! They all saw it. Maybe he can go to the beasts too! Oh, but you wouldn’t let such a nice young lad go to waste like that, would you?”

“Wobbler?” Rob snarled. “That’s your best insult? Make fun of him for his stomach? Besides, what kind of idiot taunts the chef? If I poked the chef, I’d be careful about every mouthful of food.”

The sailor’s smile dissipated. The crew laughed again, but there was a shift in tone and allegiance. Rob stood to his full height as the sound grew and the chef retreated into the shadow of the cabins.

“This isn’t a performing theatre,” growled someone from above. “Those crates won’t stack by themselves.”

“Aye, Captain.” The sailor hurried away, leaving Rob to glare at the woman who had ended the confrontation prematurely. Captain Oighrig Doileag beckoned him up to the quarterdeck with a stern wave.

She wore a black frock coat with golden stitching across the coattails. Her pleated skirts, black and gold, held to her waist by a sporran of lace that fluttered in the wind. Somewhat more impressive than what the loudmouth had been wearing, considerably more so than Rob’s attire.

“How old are you, boy?” she asked, her braided hair jingling as she moved. “Ten? Eleven? A pretty, young face ain’t enough at sea.”

“I’m thirteen,” he tried to sound defiant, but she glared him down.

“This is my crew, and I have my reasons for letting you aboard, and if you cross my crew, you cross me. I want you safely delivered, but I won’t tolerate your attitude.”

Rob’s innards curdled into sour knots, and he avoided her eyes. At last, she sniffed and straightened up. “Khamas, is it? You must have done something real bad for your da’ to send you there!”

“I didn’t do anything! He’s a liar!” he waved a hand towards the vanishing shore where his father had stoically stood, watching and ensuring his son remained in the embrace of the sea.

“Aye, your da’ told me it were dangerous to keep you around in Lizard country. You violent, boy? Or stupid? A clever lad wouldn’t pick fights with the chef, true, but that midshipman you picked on will be after you.”

“I can fight. I could take everyone on this ship!”

His feet left the floor, and the sky flashed by in a blur before his head slammed against the deck. Laughter surrounded him; he shook his head and met the captain’s eyes as she looked down from the top of the stairs. Standing proved difficult, and he leaned against one of the crates that crowded the ship, raising more jibes from the crew.

“If you donnae want that to happen again, you should keep your mouth shut!” the captain bellowed, inviting more laughter from her subordinates.

He ignored the mockery and tried to focus on the last glimmer of Gold Port. The salt on the air worried at his nose and throat, intensifying with every rise of the waves. He wiped his eyes to rid his own salt water and tried to see the shore, the golden arches of the port, or at least the distant bronze horizon that spoke of the endless desert beyond. But he only saw water and a haze of grime, Bodies pushed past him as the coast vanished into a murky, grey-green horizon.

Other ships jostled around them and in their wake. All very similar to Oighrig’s: slim and long with pointed prows fashioned like the heads of sea serpents. One had a fang, cracked and jagged, but glittering as if made of glass. The ship Rob stood on had a head that coiled back and faced the crew, glowering with an unspoken threat.

It wasn’t fair. He had been trying to protect his friend, and in return, he’d been exiled by his coward of a father. Rob wanted to scream every time he thought about it: delving into forbidden caves with Diyn, making trouble, and telling stories. But in those caves, they’d seen the thing with fire for eyes. An empty shell, a dead thing that moved, propelled by green flames that screamed.

Too many questions. Rob’s mother had been uncharacteristically quiet. He thought she knew they’d send him away, and she did nothing to stop it. How could it be a crime to see something?

Rob clenched his jaw and staggered towards the forecastle and the door to the lower cabins. The damp floor, stained green in patches, remained plain and flat. He had heard of ships with decorative floors and bejewelled lamps dangling from the rigging, but this trader’s vessel stood simple, light and sturdy, cramped with barrels and crates marked with painted symbols that Rob vaguely recognised as human letters. He knew Lizard letters better and had a few spoken words of the beast-tongue they used to shepherd the giant creatures that roamed the deserts.

The door to the cabins was stuck, the wood warped and splintered near the top and edges with a smear of oil on the handle. Rob shoved his shoulder against the door, but it stood firm until he kicked it in hot frustration, splintering one of the hinges.

The captain had raised his ire, bringing his mind back to his days in the sauros city of Galot, where he’d seen plenty of soldiers cut from the same arrogant cloth; big, brutish and intimidating. They had bullied his small friends too many times – the sight of another such person amongst his own kind disheartened him.

As he hurried into a steamy, groaning stairway, he pushed the memories away. The stench of boiling cabbage and roasted potatoes intensified as his flared nostrils caught the close air. He arrived at a cramped passage that twisted and ran the length of the ship, the creaking of the bowels echoing in rising volumes. He slunk towards the rear of the ship, attempting to move with the rocking and swaying, his ears catching the clattering and bustling noises ahead.

Licking his lips, he peered around the door of the galley and smirked at the belly hurrying back and forth between a set of pots and a sizzling cauldron. The chef’s beard had bits of food stuck in it; he wore a taut jerkin and an apron fit to burst. His skin was strangely light around the eyes and mouth, but almost the same dark shade as Rob’s otherwise.

“You here to help, lad?” the chef asked, weighing a pot in his hand with a frown. “Aye, I can’t see you back there, but I could smell you a mile off. The lads up top giving you trouble?”

“The captain hit me,” Rob slunk into the galley and peered up at the immense chef. “I thought she would help me, and then she punched me in the face. I’ve had worse, though,”

“Ha! Just wait!” The chef shook his head at the apparently unsatisfactory pot and flung it at the wall. “Bloody thing’s useless. Captain keeps saying she’ll get me a new one, but she never does. Maybe now…”

“Doubt it,” Rob grumbled. “She’s mean and unhelpful.”

“Oi! I’ll hear none of that! Get to know her and she’s friendly enough. You just got to show her respect and treat her like the captain, because, you know what? She is the captain.”

“So how can you demand new pots from her?”

“Well,” he sniffed uncomfortably and pulled a spoon from his pocket before dipping it into the cauldron. “What’s your name, lad?”

“Rob Sardan.” He chuckled at the change of subject.

“Hrod? That’s no sort o’ name,” he beamed and took a sip of his soup. “Ack, needs something. Salt? Nay. I know; a pinch o’ Eoran!” He laughed and spat into the mixture. “That’s a true name, lad.” He stuck out a hand. “They call me Eoran.”

“I’m still Rob. My mother named me. Says she heard it while in the north.”

“So, it’s a Draigish name? Only draigs live further north than this, Rob.” A glimmer of something Rob couldn’t place flashed in the chef’s eye.

“It’s from the far north,”

“Oh ho! So, your ma thinks she saw the pale folk, does she? Plenty claim it, but nobody ever brings anything back from there.”

“Morven did,” Rob sniffed the soup; his father used these spices to cure scabs. He picked up a knife and balanced it on his finger, scrutinising its edge. “She taught me how to fight.”

Eoran paused and looked at the ceiling.

“Did she teach you how to fight and not die, though?”

“So far, so good,” Rob shrugged. “It was just basic stuff. Told me it would keep me out of trouble. But mostly I liked playing out the fights from all the good stories. We had all the best stories compared to our neighbours. We lived in Galot with the Lizard people.”

“Oh, aye? Sounds dangerous if you ask me. They say the saurai used to be humans, but they spent too much time with those big scaly beasties and soon enough their own skin turned scaly.”

“Rummery!” Rob scoffed.

“Eh? What’s a rummery?”

“Sorry, old sauros word. It means I don’t believe you.” He peered past the chef’s elbow and sniffed. “What’re you cooking?”

“This isn’t cooking lad. This is preparation for a voyage. None o’ this food keeps for a month, so I got to cook it with the right herbs.”

“The Re’Luibh; the life herb!”

“Fancy name for it. So, you know a wee bit about cooking?” Eoran beamed.

“Not cooking,” Rob grunted and chopped the turnips, unsure of why. “My father’s a physician. The herb stops vegetables – and other things – from rotting.”

“Aye,” Eoran frowned and snatched the knife back. “We already got a sawbones on this ship. An’ let me tell you something, boy, Fenella’s not to be messed with. If she catches word of you knowing herbs, she’ll sew your gob shut. A good doctor is hard to find, so if you’re on a ship, the crew will treat you good if they know you’re the one who patches them up. If another healer comes along, then they get a bit bad-tempered. Fenella once burned a lad’s hands off fer coming on board with a knowing of herbs.”

“It’s all right,” Rob shrugged. “I don’t want to be a healer.”

“It’s a good life if you find the right ship-”

“I don’t want to be a healer,” Rob hissed and took the knife back. “I am meant for bigger things than a kitchen.”

“Rummery! Can’t get much bigger than this!” Eoran slapped his belly with a laugh. “You want to be an adventurer? You after a great girl, or beastly boy? You want to be in the stars? You want them to remember you.”

Rob stabbed a turnip and span to face the chef with a grin. “My mother told me stories about heroes. Like Uallas; she killed monsters in Herebealde. Oh, and I loved Grainne, who battled the sorcerer in Digro City and stole a magic sword.”

“So, you’d like your name on that list?”

“I want to win battles. I want to find adventure. I want to stand on top of a mountain and hold a magic sword!” He struck a pose and closed his eyes.

“Why’s that, then? Lots of kids talk about it, but I’ve nay seen any go and do it proper without getting hurt. So, I reckon there’s something behind all this, am I right?”

“Perhaps,” he shrugged. “It’s a feeling, you know? I had a friend called Diyn back in Galot; he was always in trouble with the City Watch. One time, they hunted him into the mountains, and I followed them. He was so frightened, so fragile, I jumped in and fought them off – that’s how I got this!” he rolled his sleeve up to show a pale scar across the dark skin of his bicep.

“I’ve had worse from kitchenware!” Eoran laughed.

“The brutes would think twice before picking on my friend again. Rob Sardan’s friends are always protected! I saw his eyes, gleaming with gratitude. That’s why, Eoran.”

“So, you made one little lad feel safe, and now you want to be a hero for the world to see? Is that it?”

“Wouldn’t you?” he smiled and then absently dug at the edge of a table with his fingernail. “Galot isn’t a happy place. The king and the nobles keep everyone under their thumb; there’s hardly any food, and soldiers run amok everywhere. My friend wasn’t the only one to get hounded and beaten.”

“It don’t sound like a good place for a kid your age,” Eoran sighed. “Not that Khamas is better – it’s worse if anything.”

“I don’t see how it could be. The people were just so…” he searched for a word. “Dead. Like sculptures that moved. But sometimes, not very often, something would make them come alive, just for a little while.” He warmed at the memory.

“Stories about heroes?”

“Yes! Uallas, Grainne, Neasa, all the old heroes. When my mother told the tales and sung the songs, people came alive again, Eoran!”

“And you want to give people something to come alive to, eh?”

“It’s not a bad dream,” he said defensively. “They said those heroes were all well and good, but none ever came from Galot. It’s time that changed. I can’t let the king get away with it; I can’t let the bullies win.”

“That why you tried to protect old Eoran? That the sort of thing that’ll make you a hero?” With a sad smile, he put his hands on Rob’s shoulders and held his gaze. “Heroes are more than just stories, they’re people. And people are complicated; people are strange. Nobody is a hero through and through, there’s always something in them that’ll turn sour.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Rob, you’ll learn it one day,” he drew a deep breath, and his eyes flashed red for half a second. “There are no heroes, only villains who win.”

The chef’s eye wandered to the door, and he frowned. A gangly woman with long hair and patches of grey across her face had a hand on the doorframe. She showed crooked teeth, and Eoran stiffened, pushing Rob behind his bulk.

“Morning Fenella,” he rumbled.

“It’s evening, you dolt,” the doctor retorted. “And yes, I did hear your conversation.” Her yellow eyes found Rob with a spark. “The captain wants me to examine the lad. Should have asked before he got near the ship. He could’ve already infected us, and the food,” she jabbed a pot, making it topple and spill dark blue liquid onto the counter. “Do you ever think before you do something, Eoran?” She said the name with sarcastic venom.

The chef’s arms tensed with hardened muscles, making Rob tilt his head, but the medic yanked him away from Eoran.

“Let me go!” Rob growled, snatching his arm back. “I want to stay here.”

“And I want to be master of the seas,” Fenella snapped. “You need examining.”

“I’m not sick. My father’s a physician; he would have told me if I were sick.”

Fenella yanked Rob out of the kitchen. “I don’t want you near the crew until I’ve looked at you.”

“Go and eat your own head!”

Fenella’s fist slammed into Rob’s abdomen, knocking the air out of him, so he fell to his knees.

“I thought you wanted to be a hero,” Fenella snarled. “Get up.”

In the doctor’s cabin, he spotted tables, chairs and a bookcase overflowing with books, scrolls and cracked vials of thick liquids. They did not seem to be in any particular order, and Rob suspected they often littered the floor when the wind hit.

“Any number of things could be wrong with you,” Fenella explained as she dug through a bag. “The dark plague, the ocean’s touch, green foot, and let us not forget desert sweat. Amazingly, you haven’t had a concussion if the captain gave you a beating.” She straightened with a long metal rod in her hand.

“What’s that for?” Rob asked, shuffling away and eyeing it with suspicion.

“It’s to shove up your backside if you don’t stop asking questions.” She prodded Rob’s chest. “Take off your shirt, boy.”

“I don’t fancy being branded, thank you.” He frowned and sniffed the musky air.

“Been listening to Eoran, eh? He’s not to be trusted if you’re smart. You are a smart boy, aren’t you?”

“Not particularly.”

The rod smacked him across the chin, but when Rob started to cry out Fenella put a sweaty hand over his mouth. “Listen, boy, you’re not fooling me. I saw your father on the docks, and if he’s taught you a fraction of what he knows, then I’d say you’re smarter than this whole ship. But you are not clever. You may know things, but you have no idea what a ship’s like.” She tugged on Rob’s shirt so hard it tore down the middle. “Breathe as deep as you can.”

The medic poked, sniffed and grumbled over Rob’s body. He lost track of time in the haze of concoctions shoved under his nose, the orders to spit and the occasional smack across the head. Eventually, the medic leaned back and scowled.

“No diseases I can detect,” she said, begrudgingly.

“Can I go now?”

“Where will you go? You’re strong, boy. Stronger than anyone your age I’ve ever seen. That kind of muscle build at your age can mean several things, either you’ll atrophy and be bed-bound, or you’ll get as fat as Eoran or, perhaps…” Fenella’s face set into a scowl, but the words said something else. “You’ve got potential, but if you’re going to sea, you need to know what’s what. Not everyone can be trusted. Everyone is out for something, and everyone will lie to you.”

“Rummery! I don’t believe you!”

“Arrogant boy! If you want to be safe, you’ll keep quiet while on this ship – you’ll make sure you’re armed, and you’ll make sure you keep a knife under your pillow. People lie, especially to those who hold the power of life and death. If you can heal, they’ll lie to you. If you can kill, they’ll lie to you. I’ve lied to you many times since we met. First off, the captain never told me to examine you. I did it anyway because it was the right thing to do, and I wanted to get you away from Eoran.”

“Eoran was nice to me!”

“Nice? You want to be with nice people? Of course, everyone does. That’s why the worst people try to be nice.” The medic pulled a rusty knife from her bag and held it out, hilt first. “If you know what’s good for you, and I seriously doubt that you do, you’ll keep this with you, especially when you sleep.”

Rob took it and examined the rust-speckled blade; the brass hilt had a twisted pattern running through it.

“Keep that with you at night and make sure your door is closed tight. Where you sleeping, boy?”

“In the hold with all those crates, I think.”

“Well, keep hidden and keep an eye on the door. If you hear it open a crack, you grab that hilt, and you watch that door. I’ve seen that look in Eoran’s eye before, and it gives me the shivers.”

Fenella lowered her voice and leaned closer.

“You don’t know why you were sent away, do you?

“Because my dad’s a coward,” Rob countered.

“Someone’s after you, boy,” the doctor glanced at the door before continuing. “I heard whispers. The Pirate Lord, he’s back. And you’re on his list.”


  


  Chapter Two


  Khamas


Six weeks out from Gold Port had given Rob an ear for the sounds of the ship. He knew the creaking floors, the tilt that came with each wave and when Eoran was sleeping in the kitchen, before even entering the room.

Surrounded by a stench of sweat and boiled cabbage, the chef’s mouth hung limply around the neck of a flask. He snored deeply, but his belly hardly moved. Hopping onto a stool, Rob snatched an apple from the table and took a loud bite.

“Where did the captain get her hat?” he asked, chewing, open-mouthed. “I should like a hat like that.”

“What?” Eoran groaned, waking. “What’re you doing here, lad?”

“Eating an apple,” Rob held it out for inspection. “It’s not very good.”

“Then you can start washing my pans.” The chef nodded to a basin hidden in the corner with crockery stuffed into every inch. He might not have enjoyed the job, but Eoran indulged his talk of adventures, so he had been savouring these times.

“Everyone starts somewhere, boy,” Eoran proclaimed as he did almost every day. The ritual had become almost pleasant, and the warmth of the kitchen brought him back to the harsh desert he’d been brought up in. Although it was a moist warmth.

“Where did you start? Cleaning cutlery on a trading ship?”

“Nay,” the chef laughed. “I started by killing me own parents.”

Rob’s hand slipped on a frying pan, dunking his arm into the slushy waters. A tingle ran down his spine, and he slowly let his eye drift to the chef’s. “How?”

Eoran hummed. “You’re more interested in the how than the why? Is that how it is for everything, lad? Do I take it you’re more interested in how than why?”

“It’s obvious why,” Rob laughed. “I told you! I like exciting stories with lots of fighting!”

“You like fighting? Like how your mum taught you?”

“I like winning.” He jested and let the warmth of the kitchen into his imagination and delved back through the years. “I saw the look on my friend’s face when I rescued him from those stupid soldiers, it was…” he grasped for words but failed. “I don’t know. I’d do anything for that feeling.”

“Folk what say that usually end up regretting it.”

Rob stuck out his tongue and returned to the pots, elbow deep into the worst, grimacing. The cloth spread more dirt than it cleaned, but he scrubbed nevertheless, shoulders hunched.

“I used a knife,” Eoran said, sniffing. “Me dad were in the yard chopping wood and I leapt on his back, plunging the thing into his spine. He went down easy. Ma’ were ready for me though; she had a sword, one of those thin ones they use in the west. We fought for an hour, maybe two, but she went down in the end. They always do.”

“Then you joined a crew?”

“Nay. I wandered for a while. Things happened; folk died, and I tried to save them. I should have learned to fight better, so maybe I’d be a captain, not a chef.” His tone had changed; an echo of something distant.

“Being a chef is good. Every crew needs a chef – sometimes two.”

“Sardan!” a gravelly voice called, and a grimy face appeared at the door. She scowled at Eoran and then at Rob. “Captain wants to see you. Razal knows why, you little sod bucket.”

Slipping to the door, he waved cheerfully to Eoran and followed the sailor through the now familiar passageways beneath the ship. She jabbered on, but Rob tuned it out, assuming it to be insults not worth heeding. He used to hear a lot of them in the Lizard lands, they’d only made him more determined to prove them all wrong. They didn’t think he could survive the desert heat, so he’d stayed out for a week. His parents had been furious, but he got the impression his mother had been begrudgingly proud of him for having put those smug, grinning bullies down.

The deck had been all but cleared, the scrapes and notches in the floor reminding Rob of the heavy crates he had helped unload at ports across the sea. Some trades had been made while still on the water, passing barrels over to another ship. One had been full of pengs – bird-like folk with white and black feathers – but the captain had put Rob below decks that day. Try as he might, he hadn’t helped that day, and it stung.

But with the cargo cleared, he could see out across the waters without climbing the rigging. The sun exaggerated the red shores of Khamas, as it spilled between towers and onto the beach.

Captain Oighrig had teased Rob over supper that the beach dripped with the blood of those who had tried to invade the Shores of Horror. But he’d seen plenty of red sand in the sauros lands and knew that blood in sand turns brown. And yet, as he stared over the side of the Long Reul – he’d learned the name of the ship – the shore did appear as wet as spilt blood.

The harbour stood in a bay that curved in a crescent, the extreme ends carved into the faces of howling wolves. Rob snorted at the sight; wolves weren’t real, and the way the faces had been eaten by the weather made them seem less ferocious and more like a child’s drawing.

Portly ships mulled around the wolf faces with large cranes and trebuchets; Rob wondered if they would assault Oighrig’s vessel, but the weaponry faced away from them. As they came closer, he spied holes and burn marks across one of the wolves.

The sun climbed, and Rob felt the heat on his scalp as he pulled away from the edge and trudged to the helm where the captain stood. “How’s the little hero?” she asked, smiling.

“Eoran had me washing pots,” Rob shuddered.

“Could be worse. You could be working in a Draigish fire pit! I wanted to talk to you, Rob. I admit I thought you were a brat when I first clapped eyes on you, but you’ve struck something in me and no mistake. I like your positive outlook, perhaps. Your da’ paid good money to put you on my ship, and I’ve got me own reasons for wanting you. Be landing soon. So, I want to ask you about where you’re staying. With your uncle, wasn’t it?”

“Aye,” Rob growled, slipping into sea-talk. “I mean, yes.”

“Ack, you can talk how you like on my ship, boy!” She laughed

“I’ll do just that.” He pulled his coat tight. He had gained muscle across his chest he’d been pleased to discover.

It was in all the stories; the hero gets stronger, gains muscle, and can stop any villain. Thinking about those tales brightened the world, and he felt purpose again. A great distance lay between him and the old life, he could start his story anew. He knew what kind of story he wanted to be in, and as angry as his parents made him, this new world was one he could seize.

On the horizon to the east lay a ship that had been trailing them since the dawn. The crows-nest spotted a black flag but no symbol. A black flag meant pirates, and pirates meant trouble for honest traders. The captain’s face pulled taut at the news.

“It’s Skagra, I’ll bet,” she grunted. “She pillages around these parts.”

“We’ll fight them if they come. And we’ll beat them. It’ll send a message to the pirates not to mess with you.”

“Fighting and beating don’t bother me, lad. It’s the loss of crew, stock, time and reputation. If folk think pirates are attacking you, then they’re not like to use your service. And pirate attacks are getting worse, especially with the rumours in the taverns. They’re saying…” She hummed. “They’re saying the Pirate Lord has returned.”

“Yeah, I heard. Since when did pirates have lords?”

“Good question,” she sighed and pulled a flask from her coat. “Years ago, there were one called Mothar. Nobody knew where he came from or why. But he had a ship of the worst kind of criminals. He destroyed traders and even sunk other pirates. Got famous pretty quick, and there was folk thinking sailing were for no one but pirates! Some started trading over land instead, took maybe a year for simple deliveries! Things got worse, and then one day Mothar landed in Khamas and tried to take the Baron’s Iron Mines. Just about started a war. Folks thought he were just one crew gone bad, but he were backed up by a hundred other pirates.”

“Pirates were working together? You sure about that?”

“It isn’t unheard of. Some captain takes a shine to another, or two crews split off from one but then stick to each other’s routes like siblings. But this were different. These crews were under Mothar’s command – and nobody knows why. Some say he controlled them with magic. I say he knew of a great treasure, and they all wanted a slice. He broke loads of towns to pieces, just to spread fear. Mad, he was, yet they all followed him, and that’s what made them times so scary. Perfectly normal folk just turned crazy and started flying Mothar’s flag! Even the Pengish Empire started sending out longships to fight him.”

“What happened to him?”

“There were this one pirate who never joined him, named Morven and she-”

“Morven?” Rob gaped.

“Eh? What? You’ve heard of Morven? How can you hear of her and not Mothar? What tales did your dad tell you?”

“My mum’s name is Morven!”

“Is she?” Oighrig pursed her lips. “Tell you the truth it used to be a good name, years back. Nowadays it’s shunned for bringing bad luck.”

“She used to be an adventurer, but she was never a – a pirate,” he faltered. “She taught me fighting, and I don’t fight like a pirate! I’m not a villain!”

“Calm down. Probably just a coincidence.”

Rob’s shoulders sank, his chest heaving. People hated pirates; they were always the bad guys. She could never have been one of them. Had she talked about pirates? Maybe, but he couldn’t remember a specific time. Then again, so many of her stories were set at sea, or on strange islands and coasts.

He didn’t know if he wanted to be part of that kind of story. His mother, a pirate? Did that stain his own legend? How could a pirate help people? He wanted to be the kind of hero who helped people who fought pirates.

“So, what happened to this Pirate Lord?” he asked.

“He tried to destroy Ramas. You’ve heard o’ Ramas, I bet? It’s where humans, saurai, pengs and draigs all live side by side. It’s dangerous. But they’re rich – richest folk in Diyngard, though donnae say that to the pengs. They’ve got jewels as big as your head and gold to melt the dreams of draigs. And the ships! Lad, you’ve not seen a ship until you’ve seen one from the fleet of Ramas! They’re massive, bigger than most buildings. Ramas is the only place where they make ships that can sail the Nasgadh Sea! Not even the Air-keepers will fly over it!”

“Why did Mothar want to destroy the city?”

“He were crazed, I say. Or he wanted all their power for himself. It all happened when I was about your age. I heard about it plenty of times from wandering singers and the like. Mothar went to Rhamas with ships full of the worst pirates ever to sail. But Morven came with her ship – the Sea Hammer – and defeated four crews in a night, and then Mothar ran away. She chased him north, but neither was seen again.

“Maybe he never died. That’s the thing about stories; if you die in secret, then you never really die. Nobody saw Mothar die, so, as far as the stories were concerned, he never died. Folks remember him, saying he’d come back one day, or that he was in this city or that town. That’s what happens to villains who vanish – and heroes too.”

“Everyone dies eventually.”

“Not in here,” she tapped her head. “Make sure you die in secret.”

“I’ll do my best not to die at all.”

***

Rob headed down the gangplank and onto a dock steeped in mist. With one last look at the ship, he hopped onto the cobblestones.

“Watch your step, lad,” Oighrig told him. “Most captains would have thrown you into the Ginnungagap before we passed Leoht.”

“I had a fine captain who recognised quality.”

“Flattery won’t help you,” she put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “Khamas is deadly. I got family here; trapped by the Barons and their bloody wars.”

“My uncle’s a strong and respected man about the island.”

“That might be more dangerous,” she sighed. “The Barons of Khamas have been at war with each other for decades. We thought it would calm down, but then Mothar exacerbated things and now with the rumours of him coming back…” She shook her shaggy head with a forced smile. “Be careful, is all I’m saying.”

“I’ll do my best. If I see any wars going on, I’ll be sure to take care; either that or show them all a thing or two!” He beamed, and she nudged his arm.

“Keep that attitude and you’ll be a Baron yourself one day.” She laughed. “Listen, we’ll be unloading for an hour or so. If you cannae find your uncle by then, come back here. I know a place you can stay.”

“I knew it,” Rob laughed, pulling away. “Flattery will help me.”

“Watch it.”

He shrugged into the crowd, his boots smacking the cobbles with satisfying thuds. Rob’s mossy tunic had become worn and tattered after the time at sea; his fingerless gloves remained in good condition, as were his cotton trousers, but he still felt the need for a hat. For now, his long dreadlocks snaked with the breeze.

In the buzz and hum, he meandered across cobbled streets, taking every moment he could to leap on a barrel or a crate to get a better look at the walls that guarded the docks. They loomed like gravestones, dirty water marking their faces at intervals. Below them, a press of people, which only got denser as they approached the docks.

A crowd of humans moved from ships to docks to meet with merchants, many of whom were the bird-like pengs, dressed in finery, checking lists or passing coins between feathered fingers. The Pengish Empire often sent proclamations of their military victories across Diyngard, even to Galot and other sauros lands. He had rarely seen an actual peng in real life before, but ahead he spotted one arguing with a human captain under a swinging lamp.

“Captain Morag,” the peng squawked. “The more talk you give me of these Air-keepers, the more inclined I am to put an end to our dealings.”

“Don’t give me that,” Morag snarled. “I know at least five of your clients have also been attacked! So, if yer trying’ to cheat Morag out of a fair pay-”

“I do no such thing,” he raised a feathery hand as if to strike her. “I will not deny that reports have increased, but the fact remains, my rate is fifteen for the delivery.”

“Razal’s Shield! If me ship gets torn to pieces like Colmac’s did, then I will hold you personally responsible.”

“If you say so. Colmac tried to hold me accountable for the Air-keepers once. He’s still working off his debt in the frozen dungeons of Penguve. I bet you’ve heard of them, Captain? Towers of ice and frost so cold you can barely move. We don’t need chains down in the south, the cold keeps you in your place.”

“To the pits with your threats.”

“Calm down, Morag.” He laughed. “You are upsetting the children.” His hand spread towards where Rob stood, who took the hint and left them to their argument.

The buildings loomed claustrophobically along the dirt path that wound through frantic byways and alleys. Rob moved on, not caring how lost he became; if he needed to get back to the docks, he’d just follow his nose.

He caught the sounds of singing and high voices growing louder until he found a pair of short and heavily armoured figures hunched under a dim lamp. They leapt to attention, sharp eyes staring from under visors as beaks snapped and feathers ruffled.

The gold-trimmed white breastplates marked them as Imperial Pengs – or at least, they had been. Dents and scratches covered their steel, and their tired eyes were sunk, deep and hungry. They were a long way from home, in a violent country of humans, all of them taller and stronger. Rob sidled closer.

“Going somewhere, human?” hissed one of the Pengish guards.

“I fancied a drink.” He pointed at the door behind them.

“This is a Pengish bar. No featherless allowed.”

“I’ll go where I want.”

“No, you bloody well won’t,” the other peng spoke in a higher voice. “Berrach owns this land and made it her law that only pengs can enter. This is Pengish land!”

“Look, I’m not here to hurt anyone,” he tried to smile, but the door to the bar opened and six more pengs came out, all dressed in fine linens and sashes with blue jewels strung across them. The guards squawked in their own language and drew knives, harsh whistles filling the air.

“You want trouble, human?” said one. “I heard featherless are stupid.”

“Is this how many it takes?” Rob sneered, a rush rising through his blood. “Half a dozen pengs to take down one human?”

“A child,” Eoran stepped into the light, his matted and overgrown beard shivering in the breeze as he eyed the pengs. “Get away from there, boy, are you thick or something?”

“They threatened me,” Rob protested. “I just wanted a drink, and they said they’d kill me.”

“Did they now?” Eoran folded his arms. “You’re coming with me, boy.”

“Why? You want to take my britches down?”

“I can do worse than that, lad,” he grinned, and Rob felt a burning run down his throat at the sight. “Follow me and leave the bird folk alone.”

“Bird folk?” a peng shrieked. “I don’t care who or what you are, but I will not stand for such insults! The pengs are-” he quailed under Eoran’s glare. The air grew hot and stuffy, and the feathery foes shuffled nervously.

Eoran waved Rob to follow. A chill ran across his back, and the air drew close. Discomfort descended in the shadow of the Pengish bar, so he hurried off in Eoran’s wake. As he got nearer, the air became breathable, and the tightness in his chest fell like water.

“Pengs are powerful,” Eoran explained. “You might think they’re small and weak, but let me tell you, you can’t mess with them. One gets hurt, then thousands of the bloody things are on you.”

“I can take them! They can’t bully people like that all the time. We should stand up to them and-”

Eoran spun and slammed a hand into Rob’s chest, pinning him against the wall. He leaned in close, his ale-drenched breath beating against Rob’s face and the sweat stains on his jerkin standing out in the misty air. “Listen here, this is Khamas, and in case you didn’t know, it is on a knife-edge with those Barons. The last thing needed is interference from the Empire. All it would take is, say, one stupid boy starting a fight.”

“They weren’t going to let me in the bar.”

“So, you were going to fight them, is that it? You weren’t just going to walk away and find another place to drink; you thought you could fight them? Why?”

He shrugged and looked away from Eoran, who let him go and straightened.

“You’ll not end up a hero if you just fight for no reason.” He urged Rob to follow him down the street. “You ever hear of the Sea-Stone Sword, boy?”

“Doesn’t sound practical.”

“There’s an old story about a lass who went off looking for the magic sword of the Sea King. She wanted fame and power, but what happened? She became a villain. Some said it were the Sword’s fault, others said she were always a bad one. In the end, the Air-keepers came and killed her. You know the Air-keepers, lad? Big beasties with wings like the night; they’ll tear you to pieces if you get on their wrong side. There’s some say they can control the winds. No wonder they wanted the Sea-Stone Sword, too. Then they’d have the sea and sky under their power.”

“What is the Sword? Is it really made of stone?”

“That don’t matter. The Sea-Stone Sword may have been a powerful weapon, but it were also a dark and broken mirror,” Eoran’s light-hearted voice sharpened. A flick of red passed across his eyes, and he tensed as he spoke. “The power it would grant, they say, might be enough to kill an immortal. But to grant someone that power would be to destroy their humanity.”

Rob’s heart raced with a hundred new questions; the Sword had to be real, and he could find it. Cool, fresh air tinted with the salt of the sea filled his lungs, promising adventure and excitement. Pirates far and wide would think twice about raiding towns or attacking ships if Rob Sardan held the Sea-Stone Sword!

“Is it a real thing, this sword?”

“The story matters more, boy. Sininen, the poor girl; she’d been a nice lass, a friendly one who loved everyone, but when she got hold of the Sea-Stone Sword, everything changed. The power could have broken the whole world. Every inch of Diyngard would have shattered.”

They came to a square where a crowd of humans with stiff, braided hair shouted at their business partners. The melee of dress and customs made Rob dizzy. A tall man with no hair at all strode past and planted both hands on the shoulders of a woman who seemed to have infinite hair; they laughed at one another, then set about talking in rapid voices in a language he did not recognise.

Eoran leaned against a wall and put his hands behind his head; Rob looked at him sidewise and cleared his throat. “The Sea-Stone Sword,” he began, but Eoran shook his head.

“If you’ve got questions, ask me something I can answer!”

“Okay then, how did you make those pengs back down? I’ve always heard pengs don’t listen to anyone but their own kind.”

“Curious one, aren’t you?” Eoran scratched his chin and leaned back. “It’s a long story, boy, and not one that can be told in polite company.”

“This is polite company?” He indicated the rowdiness. “It looks more-”

The ground shook, and a burst of orange crashed against the buildings. The wave lifted Rob off the ground, sound hammering his ears as his head smacked the floor. He blinked and tried to wipe the blurring from his eyes, stumbling upon shaken legs, someone who bustled past smacked him in the ribs.

Eoran called his name, but he sloshed through the gutter, following the crowd towards the source of the light. He staggered, ignoring the jumbled yells of those he shoved. Smoke filled the air, overwhelming the rank stench of sewage.

He found the cobbled dockyard. The City Watch fought the crowd back, but all stared wide-eyed at the sea. There, on the misty waters, bobbed a burning ship, its hull ripped from within, its masts bent at angles like dislocated limbs. The Long Reul.


  

  Chapter Three


  Eimhir Doileag


“I leave Master Sardan in your capable hands, my love,” Captain Oighrig said, wincing as she applied ointment to her burned arm. The man she spoke to was almost skeletal with thin hair that reached his shoulders, curling up just before touching them. He had an eyepatch and hobbled; his left leg bound in old bandages.

“Rob Sardan?” the man said, tilting his head.

“That’s me, and who are you?” Rob frowned, still annoyed that he’d not been allowed to rescue anyone from the burning ship.

“This is Iolair,” Oighrig explained. “And this is Eimhir Doileag, my daughter.” She indicated a child no older than Rob who clung to Iolair’s robes; her large, deep eyes framed by thick, curling hair, darker than Oighrig’s. Her arms twitched, and she retreated behind Iolair, ducking out of Rob’s sight. Oighrig grumbled before grasping her sword hilt and turning to the sea.

“You’re not even staying the night?” Iolair asked, pitifully. “It’s been three months, Oig! Eimy doesn’t even know you’re her mother. You’re just a stranger what comes here sometimes.”

“For Razal’s sake, Iolair! My ship’s been blown up, my crew is hurt, and you expect me to play house with you? I’m heading out on Morag’s convoy – she owes me a favour, and I need to get to Erskine Hall. They’ll rip me off, but I’ll get a vessel before the month’s end, and we might afford food for the winter.”

“How many died?” Rob asked, bouncing on the balls of his feet. “Is anyone trapped? I can help get them out!”

“This is what I’ve had to deal with all the way from Gold Port,” Oighrig grunted. “Good heart, but terrible sense of when it’s the time or place.” She fixed Rob with a silencing stare. “Now, I need to find out the answers to those questions, but nobody’s talking because half the folk want to be a hero like you, boy. Razal’s arse, this place is disorganised.”

Rob’s head drooped; the crew had not become overly friendly with him, but if any of them had died, it still stung. Their songs had made him laugh, their insults had made him better at sniping back, and the food had been… Well, there had been food.

The old man, Iolair, put a hand on Rob’s shoulder and said, “I’ll make sure the boy’s safe.”

“Do that,” Oighrig knelt, her hand whipping out to grasp her cowering daughter. “Now listen, Eimy, Rob is a friend – he’s new to Khamas and needs all the help he can get. Can you be brave and help him find his uncle?”

The girl nodded slowly. He smiled at her, which made her cringe, then shuffle back into the shadows. Her mother stood with a heavy sigh and turned on the spot before vanishing into the crowd of people, barrels and crates that filled the Red Docks.

Rob’s chest flooded with heaviness as he peered through the bodies, searching for her, but when he failed, he straightened and looked into the haggard face.

“Your uncle is it?” the man asked. “What’s his name?”

“Bian’sior,” Rob replied. “He lives in a village called Beinn’s Ruin. It’s at the foot of one of the mountains, my fath– I mean, Hammel said.”

Iolair’s eyes grew almost as large as Eimhir’s as he studied Rob’s face. Wordless, he ushered Rob towards the damp and dirty walls of the dockyard. Grey stone and at fifty-yard intervals, falls of brown water drained into streams that divided the harbours. In the middle of each interval was a gate cut into the rock face, its ironwork rusted and screeching with every breath of wind.

A guard in a grey helmet eyed Rob as he passed. Rob looked towards the smouldering ruins of the ship that had brought him here, small boats still mulling around it, harvesting scrap. He wondered about Fenella, the old medic who had not been seen since the explosion; Eoran would be pleased if the old complainer had died.

The folk at the gate shouted, shoving one another, and Rob detected the ring of steel. Screams and roars erupted before a brawl broke out. He braced for the fight, Iolair pulled him away. Rob craned his neck to watch the carnage as it spread and weaved onto the docks like wildfire. Yet, they descended a hill and the scene fell out of sight, though the sounds and sharp smells remained. The metallic blood, the shudder of fists and swords; it coalesced into an intoxicating symphony.

“Let me go back!” Rob demanded. “Oig’s crew might be in danger!”

“They can look after themselves,” Iolair muttered. “Razal knows, I’ve seen them do it.” He frowned. “It’s your family that’s in trouble, boy.”

“My family is better at taking care of itself than you, I bet,” Rob mumbled and kicked at a stone.

“Beinn’s Ruin was destroyed three weeks ago. Nobody survived.”

Rob stopped mid-step. The words hammered, echoing across his mind with a force that brought him to one knee. Khamas had grown from a distant legend where his uncle lived into a stark reality at the end of the world.

Rob’s mother had told him this is where to find the best warriors; it raised them and sculpted them. Yet, while at sea, he had heard other stories. Violence in the streets, daily killings, folks of monstrous size, and the Barons who fought for control.

Morven talked about Khamas with an edge in her voice. Her stories bordered on terrifying at times but kept an air of admiration and longing. That had been enough to conjure images in Rob’s mind, and he had spent a lot of time on the ship finding ways to fit the place into his ideal story.

If this place had all the terror and hatred they said, he wanted to change it. A story worth telling. But how could a hero let his own family go unavenged? That wouldn’t stand.

“You can stay at our place,” Iolair said. “But keep quiet. Orphans and abandoned children get taken by the Barons more often than not.”

The scream gathered power, renewing its assault on his throat, scrabbling to get out. Of course, he thought. This is how the stories go – the hero seeks vengeance against the villains. He stood to his full height, barely reaching above Iolair’s chest.

“Who did it?” he asked with a growl.

“When we’re indoors.”

“Who did it?”

“Not out here in the open.”

“Who did it?” he shouted this time, spittle flying between his teeth.

Eimhir’s head popped into view, her face drawn in what might have been fascination or terror. He guessed the latter – he knew how to mould his face to the right expression that frightened people. Fingers pointed at the older man. Put the idea in their heads – Rob Sardan could not be taken lightly. Do it enough times, and who knew how many villains he could put down with a single look?

“Follow me,” Iolair spun and hurried down the dirt road.

Rob hesitated for a second before dashing after. The man let him catch up and together they marched through the countryside, ducking through woodland and mires, the sky deepening all the while, but Rob kept
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