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Chapter One:


[image: image]


Mount Haze, Northern Three Rivers – One Year Ago:

Another day, another rebel faction raid. Mishka Silverfloe hitched a sigh as she picked her way, carefully, through the dense, dank jungle covering the lower reaches of great Mount Haze. Everything was dripping and stinking in the fetid heat trapped under the canopy. The staccato beat of raindrops on leaves thrummed through her head, echoing the steady pounding of her footsteps and the almost inaudible groan of old trees breathing in the damp. 

This close to the border with Past Tiger and the wildlife in the region grew some very sharp teeth. But it wasn’t chittering monkeys or lone prowling panthers Mishka was on guard for. Death stalked her steps, creeping through the knee-high undergrowth with a phantom’s grace. Mishka had been leading her on a merry trek for the last fifteen minutes, skirting boggy waterholes and criss-crossing the raised, spidery roots of massive, hollowed out trees, just to give her hunter a workout. But her patience for the game was wearing thin. 

She could be back in Delta City now, enjoying the clement weather, reclining on pillows and blankets laid out on the grass, sipping chilled white wine while nibbling on lacy wafer biscuits. Listening as the Delta City Philharmonic played Nebadiah’s Seventh Symphony with intended cannonade accompaniment. Kindean had bought the tickets weeks ago and a bottle of ‘52 Diviner’s White, just to make the prospect of a well-deserved day off irresistible. ’52 had been a particularly fine year for her favourite vintage. She could almost taste the sweet but sharp wine on her tongue and smell the gunpowder in her nose. 

She shivered hungrily, imagining the thunder of the cannon as the orchestra swelled to crescendo. A rapturous harmony of bombast and skill, the vibration thrumming through her bones like the best kind of magic. And beside her, quietly soaking it all in, fingers laced with hers, the man she loved. Total heaven.

But she wasn’t in Delta City, was she? No. She was stuck in the stinking northern jungles, ankle deep in rot and leeches waiting for death to get a freaking move on. Ugh. That was it. She’d had enough. The time for fun and games was over. Those rebels weren’t going to arrest themselves and she needed to get to the meeting spot before the idiots got too drunk to say or do anything incriminating. 

She raised her voice to be heard. “If you’re going to attack me, Sammia, get on with it, already. I have things to do today.” 

A normal person would never have heard the attack coming. Sammia, Child of Death, knew how to use the trees, the undergrowth, and the dripping condensation to her advantage. She’d spent plenty of time hiding out with the rest of the Dread Four in Past Tiger’s jungles and the other woman’s movements were as graceful as they were economical. Alas, against Mishka, none of that mattered. 

Mishka didn’t see Sammia leap down from the sturdy bough of the tree behind her, but that didn’t matter because she heard her just fine. She heard the rasp of her boot sole slip ever so slightly on the moss covering the branch as she launched herself through the air. Before that she’d heard the creak of the bough, the tremble of the leaves at the end of the branch, the otherwise imperceptible intake of breath before Sammia committed to her leap. A normal person wouldn’t have heard a thing. But Mishka wasn’t normal. Thank the Torch Bearer, for that. 

She struck out with a low leg sweep the instant Sammia landed behind her, using her momentum to complete her turn and back up the grazing jab she aimed at the other woman’s head. Sammia rolled to the right, lunging with a hooking kick of her own for Mishka’s ankles as she came out of her roll. Mishka hopped over the kick and side-stepped to the left, fists up. 

Sammia bounced to her feet, her grin a wet flash of white in the emerald gloom surrounding them. They circled each other, the ground slick and spongy underfoot. Sammia, Child of Death, wore the colours of the jungle well. Clad in tight fitting green silk trousers and smock with a dull leather jerkin crossed with straps for the weapon missing from her back. Not a complete surprise that Sammia had decided against leaping from a tree with a six-foot spear strapped to her back, but still, Mishka wasn’t used to seeing her without her weapon of choice. 

During the war a rumour had spread that Sammia’s immortality was tied to her spear; take it and she would be rendered powerless. Needless to say, it wasn’t true. All the same, Mishka cast a quick look around the treetops for any place the other woman might have stashed her spear. It might not be the source of her power, but she sure was prickly about people handling her polearm. 

Sammia held out her arms, crouched low in a wrestler’s stance, and twinkled her fingers invitingly. “Come at me, princess.” 

Mishka grinned back at her, showing all her teeth. “Drop dead, Sami.” 

The Child of Death lost her smile. “Don’t,” she grumbled. 

“Aww,” Mishka drawled. “What’s the matter? Don’t you like your pet name anymore?”

They continued to circle. Around and around the same tiny patch of free ground. Beyond the canopy, the wind shifted direction, causing a fresh deluge of raindrops to thunder down overhead. Mishka heard the shriek-squeal of an animal at the exact moment it became a panther’s dinner someplace else in the jungle. 

Sammia narrowed her eyes. “No one calls me that.” 

Well, not anymore. Killean was gone. Hopefully for a long time to come. Mishka’s childhood friend-turned-enemy was currently sleeping his life away in Silent Hell and had been for the last five years. Which was something of a sore spot for his ex. Sammia was the only member of the Dread Four still free to roam the Lands of Magic. And her freedom was something of a technicality. 

“I’m sorry,” Mishka simpered, “that was insensitive of me. I’m sure you must be – frustrated – with the way things are. I mean, who else but a blood thirsty lunatic would ever lie with you? And there just don’t seem to be enough of those around right now. It must be so sad for you. No one to call you pet names. No one to give you back rubs. No one to —" 

“Oh, that’s it.”  Sammia launched herself forward, head low and arms wide in a front tackle that ploughed Mishka into the trunk of a tree covered in phosphorous toadstools.

As the breath whooshed out of her lungs, Mishka did wonder if goading the notorious killer had been her best idea to date. But not for long. Riding out the impact as her spine collided with trunk and fungi, she pressed her fingers together and cupped her palms, clapping them hard over Sammia’s ears. 

The other woman yelped and leapt free. Mishka licked her lips and curled them over her teeth before bringing her fingers to her mouth. Sammia’s eyes widened. She threw up one hand, “No, wait!” 

Mishka did not wait. She took a breath and gave a sharp whistle. The shrill sound tore through the dank jungle like a musket rapport. Sammia was thrown backward by a solid wave of sound that sent her flying across the narrow clearing and into the undergrowth growing up between two trees. She landed in an undignified heap on her back. 

The jungle was alive with sounds. Monkeys screamed. Panthers coughed out yowls of protest and a symphony of warm-blooded critters hidden in the ferns broke into a chorus of complaints, scampering deeper into the forest. Birds took wing, blasting free of the canopy, making the branches shake in their wake. 

Oops. Not exactly stealthy behaviour, Mishka. She needed to remember she still had a job to do. Torvin would have words for her if she blew the mission scuffling with Sammia. She sighed, rolling her shoulders and scraped fungus stains off her back.

“You okay?” she asked, as the other woman hauled herself out of the thicket. 

Sammia rolled her eyes, “It’s not like you can kill me.” She cocked her head, smacking the side of her skull. “I could do without the ringing in my ears, though.” 

“You attacked me first,” Mishka reminded her. 

Sammia plucked a broken stem from her froth of hair. “You told me to do it.” 

That...was true, actually. Darn it. Mishka grimaced. “We need to quit messing around and get on with the job,” she announced briskly, deciding her remaining dignity demanded she ignore that remark. 

Sammia’s look was droll. “You know this is a waste of time, right?” 

Of course, she did. She was supposed to be sipping wine with her beloved while the sky over Delta City rang with music and cannon fire. But that wasn’t the point. It was never the point. At least according to Torvin. 

“There’s been an uptick in subversive behaviour in this region. As agents of Three Rivers Intelligence it’s our duty to investigate,” she said. 

Sammia was not impressed. “It’s going to be the same as last time. A bunch of drunk yokels and Tiger ex-pats talking big in some disused mine in the mountains.” 

Mishka sighed, shoulders sagging. “It would be nice if just once they chose somewhere else to have their clandestine meetings. There are a couple of very good hunting lodges not far from here.” 

“These’re amateurs,” Sammia scoffed, crossing the clearing to retrieve her spear from its hiding place in a patch of feathery ferns. She expertly strung the spear to her back without a mirror. “They’re playactors, not real rebels. It’s not like in my day. Back in the war, we knew how to do things right.” 

Mishka wanted to argue with that on principle, but Sammia wasn’t exactly wrong. The Onryn Uprising had upended the balance of power across the Lands of Magic. Things could so easily have ended very differently for all of them had Dadarro been a little less deranged and Killean...well, never mind. That was all in the past. Right now, it was her job to make sure none of the disgruntled rebel groups popping up around the country harboured the next Killean Onryn in their midst. 

She eyed Sammia warily. “Just remember you work for us now,” she warned, “get too misty eyed about the glory days and it’ll buy you a one-way ticket to Silent Hell.” 

“And you’ll be the one signing the ticket, right?” Sammia’s smile was caustic and nasty. Almost a provocation in itself. 

Mishka crossed her arms over her chest and reminded her, “Torvin put your life in my hands.” 

When the war had ended with Dadarro dead, Killean and the other members of the Dread Four locked away and Killean’s army of Accursed falling apart without a leader to follow, it had made sense to hunt down Sammia.  

Three Rivers’ Intelligence had been tracking her since her split from the Dread Four during the war, in the vain hope that she might lead them to Killean. That hadn’t happened and in the excitement of their abrupt victory, Rivers’ Intelligence had lost track of the Child of Death. 

Mishka had spent three months chasing whispers and hunting down leads until she finally caught Sammia in middle-of-nowhere Cow prairie lands. The collar should have been her crowning moment of victory and the final nail in the coffin of the Onryn Uprising. The least her father could have done to reward her for her good work was properly punish the war criminal. 

Instead, he offered her a job. 

Worse. He offered her the exact same job he’d granted Mishka after the war. The job of a Three Rivers’ spy, working in the shadows to keep the country safe. A position that should be granted only to the most trusted patriots and citizens of the land, not a Green Peaks mercenary who made her name killing her fellow Accursed in the Valley Good Arena. 

Once again, in a single thoughtless act, Mishka’s father had managed to disrespect and invalidate all her hard work for the sake of his never-ending schemes. Yet, despite this being the pattern of a lifetime, Mishka never could shield her heart from the blow of disappointment. 

“An enemy in the hand is an excellent shield against our enemies hiding in the bush, Mish,” her father had told her when he first announced his intention to have Sammia work under her supervision. 

The inanity of his delivery, puffing on his pipe as he sifted, listlessly, through the endless pieces of paper his clerk kept handing him, only added to her mounting fury. 

They were in his private study, hidden behind a secret passage on the second from top floor of the Royal Palace. The room was still full of Minuidon’s junk. Elaborate swords in jewel crusted scabbards whose blades couldn’t cut paper. Suits of armour strung together with wire, moth-eaten tapestries depicting a fabled draconic past that never really existed. Mishka wondered how her father could stand it.

Former High King Minuidon had been a tyrant and petty bully who had blackmailed her father with threats against her life for most of her childhood. If Mishka had her way, all evidence of Minuidon’s reign would be purged from the palace within a half hour. She didn’t understand how her father could spend all his time surrounded by keepsakes of the man who had oppressed them all. He acted more like a squatter than the king of his own castle.

“That’s not how that saying goes,” she ground out, clasping her delicate teacup with shaking fingers. The truly disgusting thing was, if she tossed her lukewarm tea in his face the guards stationed at the corners of the stuffy room would arrest her for treason. “Sammia, Child of Death can’t be trusted. In the name of the Light, she even abandoned Killean!” 

Not that he hadn’t deserved to have his beloved ditch him, but the point remained. Sammia had proven herself untrustworthy. She had no creed and no cause beyond her own self-preservation. Those were lousy traits in a friend and lover, but truly terrible traits in a spy. 

A spy had to be willing to give up her life and honour in the name of king and country. She had to be willing to stomach any indignity and shoulder any insult in the name of Three Rivers’ continued safety. Mishka understood that, so why didn’t her father?

“We can’t let a potent symbol of the failed rebellion walk free, darling,” her father soothed. 

“Then lock her up! For crying out loud, that’s what we did with the rest!” 

“Well, that’s true,” Torvin temporised, “but Silent Hell is getting a bit crowded...” 

Mishka put her cup down before she shattered it in her bare hands. “Daddy. Silent Hell is part of an infinite expanse of magical energy outside the reach of time and space,” she reminded him through gritted teeth, “it doesn’t get crowded.”

“We–ell, almost,” Torvin tapped his fingers against the drum of his pipe. His blue eyes were smiling when he focused on her. “I want you to work with her. Watch her. If the war taught us anything, it’s that we can’t keep pushing our Accursed to the sidelines. So many of them are looking for a cause to believe in. I believe with your guidance, Three Rivers can be that cause.” 

Mishka believed her father was full of it. There was no point in calling him out on it though. Torvin-the-Spark had multiple reasons for everything he did and he delighted in keeping all but the most trivial hidden from his closest advisors. Mishka wasn’t foolish enough to flatter herself into thinking she counted as one of those. 

Abandoning yet another failed teatime with her father, Mishka had risen from her cushion with a familiar ball of bitterness festering in her guts. “I want full authority to pass judgement on her conduct,” she warned. “If I say she goes to Silent Hell, she goes, Father. No arguments. You may think a criminal can do this job as well as I, but I’d like to see how well you rule without me in your corner.” 

Her father beamed at her, outwardly proud, but Mishka, who had wiled away her adolescence longing for such a look, knew how empty it was. He wasn’t proud of her; he was proud of the reflection of his own cleverness he saw in her place. He delighted in his manipulation as he forced everyone and everything to dance to his tune yet again. 

“Of course, sweetheart,” he promised, “you are my Princess of Whispers. You know I trust your word above all others. Now let me tell you about this group in the mountains. The rumours coming out of the region are alarming. They say this group know where the Firefly is. I want you to go and find out the truth...” 

“Oi,” Sammia called, drawing Mishka’s attention. “You think this lot have the Firefly?” she whacked at a clump of bushes whose bladed leaves struck upward like a thicket of spears. 

Mishka side eyed her hard. “Why don’t you tell me?” she suggested snippily. “You’re the only person alive – well alive and awake – to have seen it this century.” 

“Seen it, held it. Threw it at Bodai’s head one time,” Sammia agreed before pointing out, “That doesn’t mean I know where it is now.” Her tone turned speculative. “I thought your lot snatched it up after the battle of Dragon’s Ascent.” 

Mishka pursed her lips. “You thought wrong.” 

Memories of that final, hideous mess of a battle pushed up from the dark crevices in her brain where she shoved all her baggage. Sight, sound, taste, touch, smell. It was all indelibly engraved in her memory. Nadil’s blood soaking her gloves and clawing at her nostrils. Gunpowder clogging her lungs, coating her throat and the sight of smoking craters, torn earth, shattered rock, and ruined bodies filling her vision. 

Two dragons twinned in the air, one red as a streak of blood the other black as soot, sinuous bodies wrapped around each other like two bits of string wound in a murderous knot. The sky was rent red and black, the clouds bloodied and stained by magic and battle. Ash fell like fat snowflakes, covering the smoking ground in a dull patina of grey. Fallen banners and pennants lay trampled all around her, belonging to her side and the enemy’s – if such distinctions meant anything anymore. 

In that moment, cradling Nadil’s body in her arms, kneeling in churned earth charred black, as ash and ruin rained down around her, Mishka could do nothing but watch the battle raging overhead, transfixed. 

She didn’t know what to wish for, who to root for. In an instant, the cut and tried war of clearly delineated sides, who was good and who was bad, had been transformed. She knew well enough what defeat would look like, as the sky boiled in a vortex of incoming magical destruction and the ground rumbled in warning beneath her. 

If the red dragon won, they were all doomed. Every battle her side had fought to this point, everything they had tried to prevent, was on the verge of coming true. Dadarro was ascendant. A feral god, spewing fire into the air, eager to tear the mountains down around them. 

Bu the black dragon had his measure. The black dragon was vicious where the red was vainglorious. The black dragon didn’t waste time knocking down mountains when he could lock his jaws around the red’s throat. 

But what would happen if the black won, Mishka had wondered, awed into a sort of contemplative stupor as gouts of fire rained from the sky. Killean was not supposed to be on her side. He was not supposed to forfeit the battle so he could wade in to stop Dadarro’s ritual. He wasn’t supposed to help her save Nadil. But he had and now Mishka didn’t know what to think. 

“I don’t think they have it,” Sammia mused aloud. Her thoughts, at least, still focused on the present mission. But then again, Sammia hadn’t been in the final battle. She hadn’t seen the things Mishka had seen. Despite having been part of the group that had unearthed the Firefly, she had never seen its full power. 

“Neither do I,” Mishka said. “But King Torvin thinks someone does. It’s our job to find them.” 

Long ago, the great sage Myron created three relics, not that they were relics when he made them, but they’d quickly gained the name due to their potency and legend. Each was an object of power so great, their individual names had been passed down through the centuries, accumulating numerous myths around them. 

The Firefly, containing the essence of Eternal Flame, the very fire of creation itself, and said to grant its chosen wielder immortality. Gendril’s Flute, once created as a gift for Myron’s son, an instrument with the power to control creatures of spirit and the Accursed. Lastly, the Sapphire Clam, said to bestow mastery of the Timeless Realm of spirits upon its holder. 

Put them altogether and the person who held them became a living god. Undying and with the strength to control the most powerful magical beings residing in both the Material and the Timeless realms. Given all that, it wasn’t surprising idiots had been trying to reunite the relics for centuries. 

Most of the people who looked never had a hope of finding them, and many more had come to believe the legends were made up, until Killean had uncovered the Firefly in Dadarro’s name during the war. The Onryn had only found one of the relics, but even those who had not been at Dragon’s Ascent to see a column of fire skewer the sky, knew that the power unleashed by just one relic was enough to turn the land into a wasteland in the blink of an eye. 

In the ash-stained moments between Dadarro’s defeat and Killean’s capture, before Three Rivers forces had steamed over the lip of the crater, Mishka’s father in the lead, the Firefly had vanished, meaning that when her father reached the bottom of the pit all he found was Mishka, clutching Nadil in her arms, and Killean, kneeling, panting in the dust, gasping against the strain of retaining his human form. 

It said something about the respect – or lack thereof – her father had for her as an agent of Three Rivers that to this day he had never asked Mishka what happened to the Firefly. It said something about Mishka that she had never volunteered the information. 

Because the thing was, Mishka didn’t just root out secrets. She kept them too. 
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Chapter Two:
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Climbing mountains sucked. The lower slope of Mount Haze was quilted in jungle. Its ascent was gradual and several logging roads and fire breaks had been hacked through the foliage to make it easier, but it still sucked. It was difficult to be stealthy when you were sweating like a spitted pig and forced to whack at the undergrowth with a spear just to cut a path through. Electing to use the logging roads defeated the object of stealth, but at least it let them make up lost time. 

The rebels’ hideout was indeed an old tin mine. It was not very deep and had never produced much of a yield, subject as it was to flooding in the rainy season and shaft collapses for the rest of the year. Now only the main shaft remained open. Reaching the mouth of the shaft, Mishka and Sammia stopped. 

“No sentries,” Sammia remarked. 

The two of them were hunkered down behind a tree, overlooking the narrow clearing. Mount Haze rose in an almost shelf-like formation, with various plateaus at different elevations. The mine punched a hole through its rocky heart at the first elevation, the air barely any thinner here than it had been in the sweaty jungles at its base. That didn’t make it any easier to breathe. Mishka felt like there was an invisible gag tied over her nose and mouth. Her every inhalation felt like she was sucking air through wet muslin. 

“They’re amateurs, remember?” she retorted. “And anyway, with only one entrance they don’t need to worry about people sneaking up on them.” 

“So, how are we doing this then?” Sammia asked, irritably shoving a fern frond out of her face. “We gonna wait to nab ‘em when they come out?” 

That had been Mishka’s plan. She had no way of knowing who the ringleaders of the group were and despite her father’s confidence in the intelligence, the information she had to work with was dreadful. Literally all she’d been told was that a group of people - none of them local to the region – had started gathering in the old mine. They could well be smugglers, or some other garden variety criminals who wouldn’t know what the Firefly was if it roasted their faces right off. Even if the rumours were true, and these people who fermenting rebellion, Mishka had no chance of capturing them all. 

No, her father had sent her to rout this gathering like a hunter ordering his terrier to dig up rabbits in a burrow. He wanted her to scare these people with a few token arrests, hoping the rest would scatter. 

But Mishka had a feeling she couldn’t quite put her finger on. There was something here. Something big. The suspicion only grew now she was looking into the mine mouth. She recalled a tiny shred of evidence in the mess of hearsay the local agents had dug up. Something that lit a spark in her mind, warming her suspicions. 

“Thing is, there’s rumours of a portal somewhere up on the plateau,” her informant had told her. “Old stories about spirits coming and going out of the mountain – like maybe there’s an entrance to the Timeless Realm under the mountain. Old Jertzy, the woodcutter, he was up on the plateau near the mine and he said he saw strangers with all this equipment.” 

“What kind of equipment?” 

“Jertzy didn’t know. Said it wasn’t picks nor lanterns. Said it looked mighty strange. Like something a wizard would use.” 

“Wizards aren’t real,” Mishka snapped. “They’re silly stories told by people who don’t understand magic. You should have made him give you a proper description of what he saw. If – and it’s a big if – these rebels have set up a magic lab in the shaft then they’re up to something more serious than bad mouthing the king.” 

Properly chastened, her agent admitted sheepishly, “Jertzy told me something else. He said these strangers spoke funny. Said it sounded like Fish Talk to him.” 

‘Fish’ was slang for someone from the Fish Archipelago, an island chain to the south-east of the mainland. Most of the islands were little more than pirate dens but the largest island in the chain, Jumping Carp, was a nation with considerable power. When a mainlander called someone a ‘fish’ they were really referring to a native of Carp. 

“What would Jumping Carp be doing hiding out halfway up a mountain in northern Three Rivers?” She wondered aloud. The question was rhetorical. She hadn’t really expected an answer. 

Her informant, Light Bearer bless him, didn’t seem to realise that. “Maybe... they’re building an arsenal of secret magical weapons in order to launch an invasion of the mainland,” he blurted out excitedly, face bright with the reflected glow of his own lunatic inspiration. 

Mishka had dismissed him without giving any credence to his ‘theory’. But she hadn’t forgotten old Jertzy’s story. She had an ear for a hidden truth, and Jertzy’s story about a forgotten portal had the echo of a greater truth to her. “There are tracks running right and left from the cave mouth. I’ll take the right, you take the left,” she told Sammia. “Walk the path and keep your eyes peeled for anything that might suggest an active portal nearby.” 

“You can’t be serious,” Sammia complained. “You want to go schlepping through more undergrowth? Why can’t we just wait here and bash some heads when the fools come out?” 

Because Mishka’s keen hearing had picked up on something. A faint, but persistent whine. A high-pitched sound reminiscent of the teeth-grinding ring of a wet thumb running over the lip of a crystal wine glass. It was squeaky but not weak. Sharp, but consistent. And it was magical. Mishka had heard the sound many times before when close to a portal gate. Jertzy was right. There was a portal out here. She just needed to find it. 

“Go,” she ordered Sammia. “Meet back here in five minutes.” 

Sammia scoffed. “What? You think I’ve got a timepiece on me? You’re having a laugh. What happens if our quarry comes out of that hole while we’re mucking about in the bushes?” 

Then Mishka looked a fool and Sammia would make sure she never heard the end of it. She trusted her senses, however. There was a portal close by. Her mother had gone to a lot of effort to ensure Mishka would never be simply normal, and it had paid off. She knew there was a source of magic nearby. 

“Come find me the moment you find something,” she told Sammia as she set off on her chosen path.

Whether it was the lack of wind or the thick forest or something else distorting the signal, Mishka was having trouble locating the direction of the sound she could hear. It pulsed faintly underneath the more mundane sounds of the jungle, and even the distant echo of people gathered in the mineshaft below. Another reason Mishka didn’t want to sit around waiting at the edge of the clearing. 

Unless her ears were deceiving her, and they never did, there were an awful lot of people packed into that shallow shaft. Far more than it should be able to hold. Jertzy’s tale of strange magical doings was looking more and more likely. There was definitely something fishy going on here. 

Striking off into the vegetation, Mishka let her senses run ahead of her. For most people, the five senses were innately tied to their bodies. They felt what touched them, they heard what was right behind them, they saw only what was in front of their noses and they tasted only what they put in their mouths. Mishka’s senses weren’t like that. She could smell tastes, and taste smells. She knew what snowflakes sounded like when they joined together to form snow. She could hear the unique hum of every river and stream and the softest groan of shifting ground under her feet. 

When a creature, hot blooded, soft and furry, bounced and scurried over the knotted mess of undergrowth covering the jungle floor, she heard it. If she concentrated, she could smell the small explosion of new scents released into the air as it disturbed a patch of rotted mulch, revealing the rich earth underneath. She could hear the reverberation of its rapid heart, and the twitch of its whiskers. If she really pushed her imagination, she could almost sense what the rodent sensed. 

She didn’t care about a rodent. It was the song of magic she needed to track. She was on the right path. The whine was now a keening, cutting through the air. She heard something else too. Human voices. They were still a ways off. Hidden from her sight by dense foliage and trailing vines. 

She orientated herself toward the sound of voices, leaving the beaten path and pushing into the underbrush, which grew up to her waist. Pushing through ferns, succulents and Starless Mother only knew what else standing in her way, was like wading deeper and deeper into the ocean from the safety of the beach. Mishka didn’t care. The hunt had its claws in her now. The voices, growing clearer and louder, lured her on. 

“Where have you been?” a male voice, low and quiet with a tone of strain and intensity to it. 

“Got news,” the other panted. Voice high. Either a woman or a boy, breathless as if they’d just finished a fast climb up the same slope as Mishka. “Our ears in town say Three Rivers agents have been asking questions.” 

“Damn it,” cursed the first. “Go on then. Tell the boss. Knew this was a mistake. The Fish ask too much.” 

“We’ll never clear everything out in time,” the second said anxiously. 

“It’s us I’m worried about,” the man snapped back. 

The keening whine of the portal at rest erupted into the glorious chime of magic awakened. Mishka thrust the fronds of some spiky plant with nasty serrated edges out of her path and ripped her feet free of the vines and tendrils that snared her ankles, blundering through the undergrowth at speed. It didn’t matter what obstacles were set in her path. She barely saw them, ignoring the things that snatched at her hair and scalp and snagged her arms. Her eyes were no use to her in the trees. She needed her ears to guide her along the right path. They told her she had only seconds before the portal closed. 

“Stop!” she shouted, bursting into a small, almost perfectly round clearing formed by a circle of ancient, felled trees, so old and lichen cloaked, they looked like hillocks rising from the ground. 

A rustic portal stood in front of her, formed of three wooden posts that came together like a door and lintel. Magic swirled in the heart of the portal between the vertical posts, blue grey like the surface of the ocean on an overcast day. 

The second voice belonged to a woman. She spun around to stare at Mishka, lips parting in a perfect ‘O’ of surprise. Her mouth and chin were the only parts of her face not shadowed by the hood of her cape. The man set to guard the portal grabbed her roughly by the shoulders and shoved her through the portal. 

Mishka threw herself forward, sliding along the ground in a skid. One leg extended, she scythed the guard’s feet out from under him. He toppled toward her with a grunt. Mishka tucked into her slide, jack-knifing her upper body forward as the man toppled. She struck him with a double-palmed blow to his solar plexus. The guard crumpled onto his side, mouth open in breathless pain. 

Scrambling to her hands and knees, Mishka kicked loose of the guard’s clumsy attempt to grab her and lunged for the portal. The magic was rapidly draining away, retracting at the edges, until the glowing aperture was half its original size. If the portal closed before she could made it through, she’d lose her opportunity. Even if she beat the power word for the portal out of the guard, those inside would have time to flee using the sister portal on the other side. 

Her lunge was ungainly and she had to scramble through on her hands and knees, but she made it before the portal closed. 

The magic of the Timeless Realm, by virtue of being timeless, did away with the need to transition through time and space to get from one location to another. Mishka experienced the glare of magic sparkles in her eyes and the sharp, crystal glass chime of the portal’s magic ringing in her ears and then she was tumbling onto hard ground, the eerie subterranean reek of old stone, ancient damp and stilted air hitting her nose. 

Her hearing was at once muffled by the impossible weight of the mountain above her and intensified by the bouncing echoes of voices ricocheting off narrow, sharply angled corridors of earth and stone. 

Someone was shouting very loudly in a foreign language. They were shouting at her. Mishka jumped to her feet, a flurry of sensory data flooding her brain. She was in an underground laboratory of some kind. The rocky ceiling was low and dimpled with the paltry beginnings of stalactites dripping from the ceiling like nodules of candle wax. The room was fairly large, but the outer edges near the walls were hedged with baby stalagmites. 

The floor in the middle of the room was oddly lumpy from the smoothed down remains of more felled stalagmites. The room echoed with the sound of dripping. The louder, deeper echoes came from further within the cave system, where water dripped from a high ceiling into a deep pool. The shallow, but more immediate, echoes came from the beakers and test tubes set up on benches scattered around the lab. 

Alongside racks and tubes, small braziers and boiling pots, there was an assortment of objects and equipment Mishka had no name for. One table was covered in what looked like metal limbs, jointed like spider legs. There were several faintly glowing orbs, pulsing with dangerous magic and a large glass cube set on the floor filled with a swirling mist that winked with twinkling eyes. 

The man yelling at her wore a sturdy, stained smock, somewhere between a blacksmith’s apron and a mortician’s gown with thick, arm length leather gloves. He was not a young man but had the lungs of one. He squawked like a chicken, cowering back into his work bench. His skin reminded her of mahogany, rich in shade and deep in hue, and smooth as the surface of a chestnut, as if the skin of his face had hardened under a glossy patina of polish. Mishka scanned the room for the woman she’d chased through the portal, but she was gone. 

She held out her hands to silence the deluge of foreign words spilling from the man’s lips. “You’re Carp, aren’t you? Who are you and what are you doing here?” 
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Chapter Three:
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It was possible the scientist may have tried to answer. He certainly had enough to say about something. Sadly, Mishka didn’t understand a single word, and something was blocking her magic, which usually aided her in moments like this. They were also, rudely interrupted. 

Men with scarfs hastily wrapped around their heads to obscure their faces crowded the doorway on the far side of the chamber, brandishing clubs, coshes and mean looking short daggers. 

This would be a lot easier if Sammia was here, Mishka thought as she prepared to do what she had to do to put these men down. Unfortunately, what she was about to do was almost certainly going to draw the attention of everyone else in this hidden lair. 

This was what she got for being hasty. She should have captured the guard outside, found Sammia and then the two of them could have secured the portal, waited until the people in the cave cleared out and raided the laboratory for clues. 

Instead, Mishka was about to trash the place. Oops. Bringing her fingers to her mouth she gave another sharp whistle. Every glass and ceramic receptacle in the lab exploded in a rain of shards. Equipment toppled. Papers were blasted through the air. 

The men crowding the doorway were knocked down like skittles and the scientist in his smock fell to his knees, hands clapped to his ears, howling in grief and pain as his work was destroyed. 

Alas, it wasn’t just notes and chemical fluids her whistle released. The glass cube on the ground shattered. Something emerged from within the mist. 

That something had eight beady little red eyes. At first, the creature – or spirit – had no solid form. It looked like an angry cloud of gas. But as Mishka watched, its form hardened.

Shimmering metallic silver like liquid mercury, it congealed into a round blob that somehow had locomotion enough to ooze at speed across the uneven floor. 

Mishka gave another whistle, directed at the blob. The blast of sound split around the blob before pulverising a chair into matchsticks. The blob kept coming. 

The scientist shrieked, pointing at the blob before clambering up onto one of the still standing workbenches. 

He looked scared, more than he had before. He knew what the blob was. He knew what it could do. He knew it was dangerous. And his first response was to get off the ground. 

Mishka waited until the blob was almost to her booted toes before hopping over it and climbing onto the bench with the scientist. 

“Can it reach us?” she demanded, looking around for a way out. 

The scientist yammered nonsensically at her. He pointed to the floor. The blob had shifted direction and was now oozing toward the bench with intent. Its cluster of glowing eyes, rising like bubbles from the surface, fixed on Mishka. 

A mouse dashed out of a fallen mesh cage, running into the blob’s path. The blob rippled, lunging like a toad’s tongue, it bubbled forward. To Mishka, its motion was like watching a blob of paint jump, weird and unsettling.

The blob engulfed the tiny creature. The mouse’s squeals were pitiable. Not just pain, or fear, but abject torment. Mishka could still see the mouse through the blob, it lay rigid on its side, as if paralysed. The blob spread over it, slick and shining. Its eyes bright but hazy. Distracted. Savouring its meal.  

The scientist shoved her shoulder. He pointed urgently, miming putting his fingers to his mouth and blowing. Mishka gave a sharp whistle, directed at the blob. 

This time the wall of sound did not break harmlessly around the blob. It struck true. The blob’s form rippled like the surface of a lake churned up by a strong breeze, before it came unstuck from the floor. The soundwave shoved the blob backwards into a downed table, where it splattered across the wood like a daub of silver ink. Mishka saw its ruby eyes flare once before extinguishing. 

She relaxed. “It’s dead.” 

The men she’d knocked down at the entrance were getting groggily to their feet. Mishka hopped off the workbench and grabbed the nearest man by the front of his oily jerkin. 

She jerked the kerchief away from his face. He was barely more than a boy and built like a scarecrow. His face was thin and narrow and his nose was beak-like and too large for the rest of his face. 

“Who are you?” she demanded. “Who do you work for?” 

These men were not a bunch of disorganised rebels, nor were they amateurs. They wore no visible insignia but the fact that they were armed and had set up a laboratory like this made her suspect organised crime. There were several smuggling rings who liked to set up operations in border territories. Not all of them trafficked in magic, but enough did that she couldn’t narrow down the list of suspects. 

“I’m not telling you nothing, Rivers,” sneered the boy. 

“Ah, good. A double negative.” Mishka smiled. “If you won’t tell me nothing, perhaps you’ll tell me something?” she suggested sweetly. 

“What?” The boy looked confused. He hadn’t even tried to break her grip on him. Good manners, or was he just terminally dim? 

The other men were quicker on the draw. One tackled her from the side. Sending all three of them sprawling across the floor. Mishka’s shoulder slammed into the sawn-off base of a stalagmite and a lance of pain shot through her frame. 

She barely had time to roll onto her back and kick up with her legs before more of the men were on her. She shouted. Not a cry of pain or a call for back up she knew couldn’t hear her. Her voice was a weapon when she chose to use it. 

Every man in the room fell to his knees, hands clapped over to his ears. A tiny storm of water droplets crashed to the floor, shed by the shivering baby stalactites on the ceiling. 

Mishka jumped to her feet, just in time to see the scientist, his ears wadded with torn paper, dash through the doorway leading deeper into the underground complex. Jumping over the men on the floor, Mishka ran after him. 

The narrow, rough-hewn passage opened up into a large, sunken chamber, dominated by a serene looking and unfathomably deep underwater pool. The pool was the source of the resonant dripping she’d heard earlier. 

Here in this chamber the stalactites were full grown, so ancient some of them dipped almost low enough to touch the surface of the lake. The outer edge of the pool was fenced by stalagmites resembling the sharp, needle teeth of big mouth fish. The walls of the cave glowed faintly, striated with glittering geodes.

Wherever this cave system was, it wasn’t connected to the mine, that much Mishka was sure of. The portal had transported her to somewhere even deeper under Mount Haze. Or possibly a mountain in an entirely different country. Crossing continents was no trouble at all for portal hops. 

This was such a bad idea. But she was here now. She might as well learn something. 

The scientist was slowed by the slick, uneven ground and the calcified spikes blocking his path. He still beat her into the passage on the other side of the lake. 

The passage was too narrow to overtake the wheezing scientist even as she gained on him. She made a lunge for the back of his smock just as the passageway widened into a junction with a large central area where several cloaked figures were engaged in frantic activity. 

“Help!” bleated the scientist in clearly understood Lowlands tongue. The sneaky beggar. Evading her grab he ran into the middle of the group. 

Mishka was immediately confronted with a lot of cloaked figures brandishing blades. 

“Who are you? Who do you work for?” one of the cloaked figures demanded in a clear, Carp-accented voice. 

Interesting. Either the portal had transported her to Jumping Carp island or the highlands of northern Three Rivers was experiencing a sudden and inexplicable epidemic of foreign fish. 

Mishka rested one fist on her hip. “That’s my line.” 

The man who had spoken took a menacing step forward. Mishka noted the dull flash of bronze fretwork decorating the back of the sturdy gauntlet he wore under his nondescript robes. It matched the decoration on the cross guard of his very finely made short blade. 

The men in the laboratory had all had makeshift and unadorned weaponry. The sort of arms common brigands would carry. Mishka would bet that under his cloak this man wore Carp armour. She could hear the squeak as the tiny pieces of mother-of-pearl scale rubbed together. How very intriguing. 

“You will answer,” the man barked. 

Mishka smiled and asked, “On whose authority?” 

The man drew breath, right on the verge of telling her before his wits caught up with his knee jerk response. “Intruder,” he snarled, making it clear by the tone of his voice that he would rather have called her something much more unpleasant. “You will die!” 

There was a bustle of activity from behind the armed men and a querulous female voice spoke in a burst of Carp. 

Mishka couldn’t see the speaker. She was hidden by the bodies of the men-at-arms in front of her. Her accent was pure Lowlands, however, even if she did know enough Carp to bark commands at soldiers. 

Mishka cleared her throat pointedly. “Um, hello? Perhaps the lady at the back would like to explain that for the rest of the class?” 

“Fat chance,” scoffed the woman. 

There was something familiar about her voice. It struck a note like the clear chime of a tuning fork in her memory, but she couldn’t quite place it. 

Responding to whatever the woman had said to the soldier the other armed men moved to absorb the Carp scientist into their ranks, forming a human wall between Mishka and her quarry. 

“You will leave this place, Daughter of the Spark,” ordered the Carp soldier stiffly. 

“Ahh,” Mishka hummed. So that’s what the woman had said. She’d recognised Mishka and warned the soldier off. 

“So you know me. Have we met, before?” Mishka directed her question to the woman she could not see. “If you know who I am, you know name-dropping my father is only going to spur me on. And for the record, no one calls me ‘Daughter of the Spark’. That’s a silly name.” 

Mishka had picked up a few unofficial titles in certain low places due to her activities that she was, perversely, proud of. “That shrieking harlot”, “Mishka of the Whispers”, and “Oh, no, not that Rivers witch”, were some of her favourites. None of them had anything to do with her parentage.

For most of her childhood Torvin had refused to acknowledge he was her father. He’d had his reasons. On a good day, Mishka would even concede some of them had been good reasons. 

What this meant was, even now, she was not known as the daughter of a king, or even the child and heir of the great mage and commander Torvin-the-Spark, the name her father had won when he was simply the head of Three Rivers Mage Guard. 

Even her name, Silverfloe, came from the minor deity that had granted Mishka her magic and not from any legacy she might have reasonably expected to gain from her father. 

Mishka decided that either this woman didn’t know her very well at all, or she’d made up that nickname on purpose to annoy her, because she knew very well how much of a sore spot her father was to her. 

Who could know her well enough to poke old wounds, but not well enough for Mishka to recognise her voice? That was the question. Mishka was very, very good at recognising voices, for obvious reasons. 

All at once several pieces of information clicked together in her mind. The presence of magic savvy criminals, the functional portal, old Jertzy’s story about smugglers co-opting the mine – and the vague sense of familiarity she got from the hidden woman. 

Mishka sucked in a sharp breath and asked, “Mamie Cat. Is that you?”

The soldiers gave the truth away with their reactions. Mishka could hear the uptick of their heartbeats, the quickened breaths, the way they all bristled on the spot. She smiled wider. 

“Gotcha.” She clucked her tongue. “Oh, dear, oh dear. Whatever is the Silk Paw up to now? Daddy will be so disappointed to find out you’ve rewarded his leniency by opening up an illegal killer blob laboratory.” 

“It got loose?!” one of the men blurted in alarm. 

“Relax,” Mishka told him. “I splattered your blob all over the floor. Now why don’t you put that blade away before I do the same to you, hmm?” 

Keep them talking, she thought to herself. If she could convince them she knew more than she did, she might just get out of this with her head still on her shoulders. Confidence was the key. Still, her mind was racing. 

The Silk Paw was an old, powerful, and well-connected Smuggling clan. The Paw operated in several mainland countries and were said to have connections with the pirate lords operating on the high seas. 

The Silk Paw trafficked in all kinds of things. Magic, certainly, but not normally the really dangerous kind. Contraband of all descriptions. And, most dangerously of all, intrigue. 

The clan were as much spies as they were smugglers, which was why no king, queen or territorial lord, had ever made a serious effort to drive them out of their lands. 

Mamie Cat, the clan’s matriarch, was a renowned information broker, who tended to sell information to the highest bidder, no matter who they were. 

It hadn’t always been that way. Years ago, the Silk Paw clan had been allied with the Onryn. This was back when the Onryn and Three Rivers were enemies. Then the Onryn were wiped out. Most of them anyway. The clan’s two remaining heirs, Kindean and Killean, took opposing sides in the war and Mamie Cat, who knew them both, began playing both sides. 

She’d sell information to Three Rivers on the uprising’s plans and then turn around and give information on Three Rivers troop movements to Killean, yet somehow none of the information she gave either side proved decisive enough to tip the scales. 

This wasn’t because Mamie Cat was a poor spy. The exact opposite. By playing both sides, she’d expertly guaranteed that the Onryn boys had only ever met once on the battlefield. Everything she’d done had been to keep the brothers from killing each other. Or so she claimed. 

Her protestations and her web of intelligence connections had been enough for Mishka’s father to ignore her double dealing once the war was won. Bu this, whatever this was, might just put her in a prison cell. 

Mamie Cat shoved her way through the wall of men. Short, round, and old in the way that trees grew old – gaining wrinkles instead of rings – Mamie looked like someone had distilled the concept of ‘matronly grandmother’ in a vat of pure magical aether and out popped Mamie Cat. All except the eyes, which were as mean and darkly gleaming as an avaricious crow’s. 

The cant of Mamie’s several chins was pure defiance. “Now, girlie, you’re alone here. I don’t think you’re in a position to make demands.” 

“That’s where you’re wrong. I have it on the highest authority I can be demanding anywhere.” Just ask any one of her ex-boyfriends. On second thoughts, don’t. They were all jerks. 

Mamie almost cracked a smile. Several of her wrinkles deepened and the pouches under her sharp little eyes shifted. “Let’s make a deal,” she suggested. “You turn around and go back through that portal and me and the boys will clear up and be out of Haze in no time. How does that sound to you?” 

“It sounds like you’re asking me to let criminals go free,” Mishka replied flatly. 

Mamie scowled. “And what other choice do you think you have? You’re outmatched here.” 

“Outnumbered,” Mishka corrected sharply. “Never outmatched. I can bring this cavern down on all your heads,” she warned. 

“And your own,” Mamie countered. 

“Perhaps,” Mishka hedged. “Or perhaps my magic will protect me. Are you willing to find out?” she asked. 

Mamie’s grin was not what she’d been hoping for. “I just might be,” she purred, her sharp, little eyes darting to the left and just behind Mishka. 

Mishka turned to look. A stupid mistake. If there was anyone or anything behind her, she’d have heard them, but some things are instinctual and instincts could be hard to shake. 

Like smiling when someone smiles at you, Mishka’s slight turn was involuntary. And it cost her everything.
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Chapter Four:
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One of the men, she didn’t know if they were Carp or Silk Paw, struck her a belting blow to the back of her head and neck. White light flashed in front of her eyes and a cascade of sensation burst to life under her scalp. 

Mishka stumbled, knees buckling briefly, more from surprise than the force of the blow. She regained her equilibrium quickly, but the men were already circling. 

One of them made a feinting lunge to her left, while another moved to her right, seizing her arm. A third man jumped forward; one hand raised to slap his palm over her mouth. 

Mishka screamed in his face. The man collapsed like a dropped curtain, but with a lot less grace. The other men staggered away from her, clutching their heads. Mishka whistled sharply and they went down, unconscious to the last man. 

The damage was done, however. Mamie and the scientist were gone. Mishka had lost her collar. “Damn it.” 

She stood still and listened. There was life in these subterranean tunnels. She could hear running footsteps, the sounds of heavy objects being moved and somewhere, the faint whine of a second portal. She could hear voices too. 

“...on to us?” 

“Someone must have seen something in town. Just bad luck.” 

“Not luck. It’s those damn Carp. I told them to keep a low profile.” 

“Forget it. Could be for the best. This was bad business from the start.” 

“But Mamie said —" 

“Mamie don’t
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