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JINN HUNTER

The Story So Far

Oddball and loner Oliver Quinn was raised by his uncle, the proprietor of New York’s most bizarre emporium of Oriental rugs, Ozymandias & Son.

Zoned out more than he’s zoned in, Oliver perceives patterns in everything – from fallen autumn leaves in Washington Square Park to the freckles on a stranger’s face.

When his uncle gives him a mysterious paperweight – said to have been in the family for centuries – Oliver’s life changes in the most unexpected way.

Gaining entry into Zonus, the heart of the secret Realm that encompasses all our lives, he learns that what he imagines to be reality is no more than a fragment of what actually exists.

In a multiverse where every permutation is not only possible, but certain, our world is an insignificant backwater.

With the veil lifted, Oliver is introduced to a parallel life form with which we share the multiverse:

The mysterious and all-powerful race of jinns.

Far from being loveable blue-skinned giants projected by Hollywood, jinns are capable of wreaking terror on an unknown scale. When they go rogue, as they frequently do, they must be captured, tried, and imprisoned.

This perilous task is entrusted to the bravest fraternity of warriors in existence – the Jinn Hunters.

Stumbling into the secret heart of the Realm, Oliver learns of the Prism. A vast penitentiary fashioned from sheets of impregnable glass, it contains legions of incarcerated jinns.

But, as Oliver soon comes to understand, his arrival is no accident.

Having brooded for an eternity – since being imprisoned by King Solomon – the most evil jinn in all existence has just escaped…

…Nequissimus.

The future of the Realm rests on Oliver Quinn, whose ancestral bloodline is primed to capture the great jinn, thereby saving not only humanity, but the entire multiverse.

Having been accepted into the union of the Jinn Hunters, Oliver’s training begins with his fellow cadets. These include a twelve-fingered half-jinn named Amarath, a tri-horned lizard, a drooling furry mouth, and an alpaca called Zelgar.

As Oliver’s training at the Cadenta Academy for Jinn Hunters continues, Nequissimus leaves a trail of destruction through all corners of the Realm, meting out revenge for having been kept prisoner for so long.

Meanwhile, far away at one of the Realm’s most distant outposts, a happy-go-lucky lemon-yellow jinn named Borbor is summoned by the authorities at Zonus. Although capable of transporting himself in the blink of an eye, he vows to make the journey on foot.

Learning that he’s descended from the most celebrated ancestral line of Jinn Hunters – the Jinnslayers – Oliver understands that the layers of danger are deep and intertwined. Put a single step wrong, and Nequissimus will snuff out Oliver’s life long before he is ready to hunt him.

Uncertain whom to trust, he learns the ropes from Morrock, a veteran malbino guard who was in charge of the Prism penitentiary until Nequissimus escaped.

Training at the Cadenta Academy carries on, with Oliver learning the ins and outs of a multiverse which, only days before, would have seemed utterly implausible, if not impossible.

With the training on track, Oliver is possessed. Having attacked his fellow cadets, he strides into the Processing Hall where rogue jinns are being booked in. Once inside, he unleashes a terror of death and destruction, manifesting a jade sea filled with zawak fighting fish.

Half a generation of Jinn Hunters is devoured.

Far away, Borbor the lemon-yellow jinn trudges over one horizon and the next, on the long and arduous journey to Zonus.

On his way he encounters a little brass button which materializes into a marooned admiral of the seas, endures the great Crushed Glass Desert, and reaches the Dominion of Xöx. It is there that the epic Tale of the Three Clouds is recounted by a blacksmith and his wife.

After insulting his hosts, Borbor manages to escape, and crosses the frontier to the Kingdom of Imagined Souls.

Annis, the leader of the Cadenta Academy, takes a shine to Oliver. Singling him out for special attention, he provides the cadet with the ultimate protection – The Book of Methuselam.

Oliver is arrested by a legion of invisible officers hailing from the chameleon guard. Blindfolded and manacled, he’s charged with causing slaughter in the Processing Hall. Evading the sentence of death, he is secretly afforded passage to flee, and eventually reaches the Kingdom of Imagined Souls.

Through the knowhow of the ancient Book of Methuselam, Oliver manages to stay alive. Now a fugitive, he crosses paths with Borbor. Together, the two of them seek out Masterman – for only he knows the password that will enable them to escape the Kingdom of Imagined Souls.

Borbor is captured by the chameleon guard and hauled up onto a funeral pyre. Even though it’s the last thing he wants to do, Oliver mounts a one-man rescue mission. Hurrying to the blazing pyre, he imagines into existence a fantastical airship. Bearing wings, pistons, and cylinders filled with gas, the ‘Ozymandias’, as Oliver calls it, carries the pair of them to safety…

Or, rather, to a pair of free-floating cherry-red lips.

Before they know it, the lips part, and Oliver and Borbor find themselves in danger of being ground into paste. Blurting the password given to them by Masterman in the nick of time, they are ejected.

Falling through the empty sky, they collide onto a glass shelf balanced in mid-air. The size and shape of a dining table set for six, it is just hanging in nothingness, and is home to a wizened old man.

Oliver is the first to fall.

Tumbling down for what seems like an eternity, he plunges into a sea of dragon’s blood. Fished out from the waves, he is amazed to find that it’s none other than his fellow cadet at the Jinn Hunter Academy, Amarath, who’s his saviour.

The elation is short-lived, for Amarath announces her intention to take the fugitive Oliver back to Zonus in order to be tried. But before she can make good on her plan, her dhow, and the nets – both of them jinns – mutiny.

In the blink of an eye, Oliver and Amarath are cast adrift on a raft on the sea of dragon’s blood. With luck stacked against them, Oliver calls in his Amber Wish.

A moment before they are drowned by the tumultuous force of an enormous quasticam, a jinn fish, the waves freeze as hard as rock. Having been saved by the activation of the Amber Wish, Oliver and Amarath are borne to safety in a sleigh pulled by a pair of horned stookas.

Crossing one horizon after the next, they are delivered to a pristine beach with three suns above.

Despite the fact Oliver had saved her, Amarath lures him into the undergrowth and captures him in a cage conjured from vines.

A scent of sulphur wafts in on the breeze.

The distinctive aroma of Nequissimus.

And with it, carnage and consternation ensues.

The great jinn slips into Oliver’s form, bloating and contorting him, and liquefying him into pink waxy goo.
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This book is for Gaia and Noor,
who do their best to keep the jinns at bay.



[image: ]

The scent of fear is the

perfume of the jinn.

Arab proverb
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PART ONE

Ghost Wind



One

At three minutes past four, the doors to the great Cadenta Hall swung inwards and a pair of primitive-looking creatures scurried in, the second close on the heels of the first.

In a certain way, they resembled armadillos.

They had elongated snouts, even longer tails, and armoured shells ribbed in deep, undulating grooves. But that was where the armadillo likeness ceased, and where raw oddity began.

Known as ‘qemqems’, the creatures were a peculiar shade of fluorescent green. They had five legs, each of which was a different length, all of them ending in an almost human-like hand. They enjoyed gorging themselves on figglewist fruit, dreaming of the sound of falling rain and – most curiously of all – were always born at 3.13 on a Sunday morning. They had more obsessions than any other life form, and were especially obsessed with pondering why they were so obsessed.

Among the primordial of creatures in the Realm, qemqems were not jinns, nor, despite their appearance, had they anything to do with armadillos, nor anything else from the mortal world. Against remarkably slim odds, they had in actual fact developed from the sap of a palm tree.

The xistic palm.

A tree so rare that anyone claiming to have seen one was almost certainly set to pass off falsehoods.

Packed with extraordinary qualities, xistic palm sap was the only known cure for the dreaded ra-mû-clam cough, and was the best liquid in which to cook the lesser green mzofoo fish. It was briefly employed as the currency in the Kingdom of Sligg, whose ill-advised monarch once swapped half his entire fortune for an eggcup filled with the prized sap.

Across the Realm, the search for the xistic palm had driven the sane mad, and led to nineteen of the greatest discoveries in exploration.

Discoveries such as that of Jetsula – a kingdom in which the inhabitants were hollowed-out forms of themselves.

The oddest thing about xistic palm sap was that it could become almost anything at all that was needed desperately at a particular time.

That was how the qemqem came into being.

For all their obsessions and idiosyncrasies, the creatures had an attribute that was greatly prized.

An aptitude for absolute precision.

Seldom required, it was a skill often overlooked. Except, that is, when the slightest error would result in catastrophe, disaster, or death.

Once inside the Cadenta Hall, the qemqems scurried into the middle of the vast chamber. Neither showed any surprise that the space was devoid of trainee Jinn Hunters, yet filled instead with a hundred thousand identical, numbered desks.

Behind each desk sat a mandrill baboon.

A mandrill baboon hunched over a battered old typewriter.

Against the din of a million nimble mandrill fingers touch-typing, the qemqems weaved their way between the desks.

As they scurried ahead, the first caught a stray thought of a succulent figglewist fruit.

The second thought of falling rain.

Suddenly, both at once, they paused – in the slender aisle between desk number 49,998 and desk number 49,999.

‘Crick-crick?’ the first qemqem questioned, in their language.

‘Crick-crick!’ the second replied firmly.

The first peered upward, miniature eyes blinded by the candlelight.

‘Crick-crick! Crick-crick!’ He hesitated, and peered up again. ‘Crick-crick!’

The second qemqem flicked the end of his elongated snout.

‘Crick-crick?’

‘Crick-crick!’ the first shrilled.

With tremendous care, he positioned a tiny glass bottle on the floor between the desks. All around it, the baboons continued to type as though their lives depended on it.

No larger than an upturned thimble, the bottle was plugged by a minuscule cork.

The second qemqem removed its stopper, and the first eased the bottle a fraction of an inch to the left.

‘Crick-crick!’

Gazing up into the darkness above the chandeliers, the creatures blinked knowingly, in time with one another.

As they held their breath in anticipation, minds flashing with the thought of figglewist fruit, a strand of fibrous ribbon lowered itself.

Down through the blackness.

Into the dim yellowed glow of candlelight.

Until it was six and a quarter feet from the floor.

Positioned perfectly below was the tiny glass bottle.

At their faultless precision, the qemqems grunted in unison.

A few moments passed in which the mandrill baboons clattered away at the typewriters, more stridently than before.

Then, very slowly, a droplet of pink waxy liquid slipped down the length of the ribbon, dripping silently into the bottle.



Two

Despite the innumerable permutations of infinite possibility, no lemon-yellow jinn had ever fallen into a drunilia flower before, for reasons the Advanced Calculation Committee had never quite understood.

So, when Borbor tumbled from the heavens and into the kaleidoscopic flower, he was in uncharted territory.

When the petals had closed up, a pungent scent was emitted – not by the flower, but by the Gröl Swamp. The effect was to send Borbor into infantile slumber.

A most curious thing was that the trees were actually a central part of the bog, as were the slimy rocks, the fissures, and even the damp air hanging listlessly above the ground.

As the odour dissipated, the swamp exuded a great deal of qluzy, a substance welling up from clefts in the marsh. Oily, and maroon in colour, it poured out as though a vein had been tapped.

Having been triggered to activate by Borbor’s sudden arrival, the swamp did something that surprised even itself.

Streaming out from the fissures, qluzy covered the rocks and inched up the tree trunks, until the marsh had all but vanished.

The qluzy dried and hardened.

When the maroon ground was firm, with no rocks left in sight, shoots began to sprout.

Not the shoots of trees or flowering plants.

But the shoots of buildings.

Pushing out, they soared up into the boundless sky through which, only minutes earlier, the lemon-yellow traveller – still trapped in the drunilia flower – had been tumbling.

Within ten minutes, more than thirty buildings were scattered over what had so recently been Gröl Swamp.

An hour later, hundreds more high-rises had appeared – encasing the entire expanse of three and a half horizons.

All the while, Borbor dozed in the flower, his stomach rumbling and grumbling, the dreamscape devoted to reveries of feasting.

By the next morning, a metropolis had grown – bustling with traffic and with the rumpus of life. Like any great city, there were upmarket areas with mansions and parks, and ghettos where have-nots eked out a miserable existence.

And by the end of a day, the city had risen and ripened, as though it had endured for centuries. There were statues celebrating leaders, libraries filled with communal knowledge, schools and universities, skyscrapers, factories, and even a velodrome.

In a landscape altered beyond all recognition, the only object transferred from the former incarnation was the single drunilia tree.

The tree in whose kaleidoscopic flower its captive lay fast asleep.

As if prompted to do so by the fact the city was in some way complete, the petals opened. Dreams deluged with light, Borbor woke, stretched, scratched his head, blinked, and took in his surroundings…

He found himself cupped in a fragrant flower, its petals awash in a flamboyant rage of colour.

All he could remember was a wizened hand jolting him, tumbling from the glass sheet, and falling fast through nothingness. The moment of impact had come so fast, the memory was a blur.

Drowsily, Borbor peered out from the flower.

The drunilia tree now found itself in a walled garden, the tumult of a vast city in the distance. All around, there were beds of aromatic shrubs, and row upon row of medicinal plants, each one labelled by a precise hand.

Climbing down, Borbor strolled through the garden. Feet padding over the dew-covered lawn, he breathed in the scent from the miscellany of outlandish flora.

Before he knew it, his stomach was rumbling, reminding him it hadn’t been fed in what seemed like an eternity.

Goaded on by hunger, he made his way through the garden and up to the front door of a little cottage. Basking in shade, it was all covered in ivy, as if straight out of a child’s fairy tale.

Above the door, a sign hung from slender chains.

It read: Hope is a waking dream.

Borbor screwed up his face.

He was sitting on his mother’s knee eating feeloop porridge from a ladle, the Tale of Bastulap conveyed line by line from an elderly pair of lips to a young oroking’s ear.

Turning, Borbor took in the garden and the wall, with the city raging beyond, then back at the cottage shrouded in ivy and shadow.

He could hear his mother’s voice, as clear as it had been when he was young:

‘Hope is a waking dream,’ she said. ‘Those are the words suspended above the ivy-covered door at the home of Leila, magician princess of Bastulap.’

Just then, with the sound of unoiled hinges rasping, the door swung open inwards.

Without thinking, Borbor stepped inside.



Three

A droplet at a time, the pink waxy liquid slipped down the length of the ribbon.

Gradually, it massed in the bottle, the qemqems watching with keen attention and the baboons typing frantically all around.

After no more than a handful of drops, the bottle was filled.

But rather than overflowing, it expanded, stretching itself to accommodate more of the liquid. Each time it was nearing fullness, the bottle swelled a little more, until it was just over sixteen and three-quarter gallons.

Curiously though, the vessel’s neck was not enlarged.

When the flow of pink waxy liquid had ceased slipping down the ribbon, the first qemqem fitted the stopper.

‘Crick-crick!’ snapped the second.

More usually, the qemqems would have hurried directly to their masters at the Department of Perfectly Precise Calculation. But on this occasion, they had been given strict instructions to return to the Cadenta Hall.

Not the permutation with the typing baboons where they had collected the pink waxy liquid, but the one in which Annis was waiting for them.

Through crunching infinite permutations of possibility, a helter-skelter egg had correctly predicted in which permutation the pink waxy liquid that had been Oliver – or rather, a version of Oliver – would arrive.

Locating the right version of the hall by itself would have been impressive. But the calculation was made all the more notable when taking into account it had to be one in which the tapeworm, from the belly of a green sloth jinn, was positioned at the exact spot in which the waxy liquid would fall.

There was, of course, an infinite number of other locations scattered throughout the Realm in which the wax had fallen – and not fallen – but Annis had stipulated it had to be in the Cadenta Hall.

The reason was risk.

Reconstituting a victim melted through form reversal was only remotely possible when the chance of failure was less than fifty-five billion, six hundred and twelve to one.

In the circumstances, the odds were not quite as favourable as they might have been. The most wildly enthusiastic calculation put Oliver’s chance of being brought back to something resembling normality at just less than forty-nine billion, nine hundred and thirty-six million, three thousand five hundred and six to one.

Struggling to raise the bottle, the qemqems staggered between the desks, spry baboon fingers typing all around, until they were halfway down row number 5952.

Once there, they put the vessel down.

With three of its five feet, the first qemqem fumbled for an invisible handle.

An invisible handle to a door.

An invisible door to the conduit.

The conduit leading to the permutation where the chief instructor was waiting.



Four

Few things in the Realm were quite so baffling as conduits and the way they worked.

So convoluted, so utterly unlikely, and so perplexing were they, that entire civilizations had devoted every waking moment to attempting to understand them.

The study was typically thwarted by the fact that the more you tried to appreciate how conduits linked one thing with another, the less you understood. The only way to make any progress at all was thought to be via the use of a little-known scientific offshoot which went by the initialism DNKLESWIT.

For all the study, theories, and mind-numbing treatises, the most celebrated and original piece of scholarship on the subject had been penned by a six-year-old child, whose nickname was ‘Little Mo’.

The son of an outcast family, he lived in the Kingdom of Marsalus at the edge of the Great Slime Forest, in a house made from waxed avocado seeds.

Dispensing with the big-headed pomposity that tended to fill reports on the subject, Little Mo got down to the nitty-gritty and thought in a new way.

A way that was as simple as it was profound.

Written in double-ended impossibility down the page, his thesis was refreshing and succinct to the point of genius.

It read:

DO NOT
THINK
BUT DO

The paper appeared in the right place, and at the right time.

So fatigued with his own search for understanding, the paramount thinker of Marsalus championed Little Mo.

Within a matter of hours, the boy had been propelled into the limelight. Regarded as the one person alive who could explain the unexplainable, he was showered with attention and accolades. Everything he said was taken down by special scribes, then bound in ornate volumes in aged yolok hide.

Many contained no more than a handful of words.

A few were entirely blank.

The less writing they contained, the more valuable they were deemed to be.

Travellers came from far away to touch the feet of Little Mo, and to be in the presence of the creator of such masterwork.

The more the child begged the people of Marsalus to forget about him and get on with their lives, the more they acclaimed him as a prophet.

Until, one day, unable to take the adulation any longer, Little Mo climbed to the top of the magnificent palace that had been built for him.

Having let out a shrill giggle, he jumped.

The end was as immediate as it was untidy.

His smashed remains were paraded through the streets of the capital, as the inhabitants of Marsalus beat themselves with poisonous nettles. They mourned the loss of Little Mo, the most original thinker in their history. Having interred his body in a vast marble tomb adorned with fire dragons and sacred flames, they crawled around it, prostrating themselves in awe.

Over time, a new religion developed.

A faith known simply as MO.

Through centuries, it spread like wildfire, bringing extraordinary wealth and recognition to the small Kingdom of Marsalus.

The tomb became a place of pilgrimage.

Exquisite leatherbound volumes containing the Teachings of Little Mo were guarded, studied, and were worshipped by every man, woman, and child.

Word of the faith spread far and wide.

With time, the neighbouring powers became so envious, they declared war simultaneously.

Carnage followed.

The Kingdom of Marsalus was destroyed, and its inhabitants enslaved.

But still, MO thrived like never before.

Set free on the Ghost Wind.



Five

A late summer’s day beside the river.

Sunshine streaming through weeping willow.

Pools of light and shade dancing over reeds.

At the water’s edge, a man’s bare feet ambling through lush grass.

A woman unpacking a picnic nearby.

Ripples in the water.

The sound of splashing.

The man crying out, his finger pointing.

A little boy rushing forward.

A dolphin sashaying through crystal water.

A crown of mistletoe on its head.

But this time there was a difference…

Instead of visiting the scene in memory, Oliver was actually there.



Six

Even before his feet had crossed the threshold, Borbor knew exactly what his senses were about to witness.

Like all lemon-yellow jinn mothers, his own was an extraordinary storyteller. A storyteller who painted effervescent tales with words. Omitting no detail, she had described the cottage so vividly that it existed in Borbor’s mind long before he ever set eyes upon it.

In the hallway, a sideboard on which pirate buttons were arranged.

Coloured glass bottles filled with the pickled teeth of hanged ghouls.

A dining table set for thirteen, overlaid with a cloth woven from goro-goro hair.

Straggly, half-dead plants surviving on octagonal aspidistra stands.

An ornate frame fashioned from carved jinn bones.

Six fingerless hands made from wax.

A cupboard adorned with bracelets cut from mermaids’ wrists.

Then, a door.

Beyond it, another – half the size of the first.

Squeezing through, Borbor made his way on tiptoes over the bare floorboards into the salon.

The curtains were sewn shut, an iron candelabrum doing little to illuminate the dark. Pacing in, the traveller knew that Leila, the magician princess, would be waiting there, just as she had been in the Tale of Bastulap.

As his eyes adjusted, he heard his mother.

‘If the password isn’t spoken just right,’ she said, ‘the floor will shake and open and…’

A woman’s voice interrupted the stream of memory.

Borbor squinted.

Furled head to toe in black, a figure was poised at the far end of the room on a nursing chair. She was knitting a cloak from strands of fear.

‘Sarulam,’ she whispered.

Without thinking, the yellow-lemon jinn replied:

‘Mysteriass.’

Delighted at having remembered the password, Borbor paced forward onto a carpet of damp, woven seaweed.

The floor began to tremble, then shake.

Suddenly, the boards beneath the carpet disappeared.

An instant after, the woven seaweed rectangle plunged down into a mineshaft.

Resorting to instinct, Borbor thrust both paws above his head as he leapt upwards.

In a feat worthy of an eclypsian acrobat from the Kingdom of Muxak, the lemon-yellow traveller grabbed hold of the candelabrum, his mind fumbling for the word…

The word that had slipped from his mother’s mouth so long before.

A word which, until that moment, had never had any need to be afforded perfect pronunciation.

Face flushed, fur spattered with melting wax, Borbor let out a series of frantic cries:

‘Mysteriass! Mee-ster-eee-ass! Mest-e-assss! Mest-er-eeee-a-ss!’

At the far end of the room, the woman didn’t flinch – her fingers knitting the final stitches of the cloak.

Swaying from the candelabrum, wailing, whimpering, Borbor heard something.

Not a sound in the princess’s salon.

But rather, a memory.

A memory with no visual image attached.

The sound of his mother sneezing over and over, as she told the tale.

She had a cold, Borbor moaned urgently to himself – so her pronunciation wasn’t quite right!

Thinking fast, arms throbbing from the great weight suspended below them, he cried out:

‘Nysteriass!’

Leila, the magician princess, peered up from her knitting.

‘Zarularfong,’ she replied in a kindly tone.

No sooner had the word left her lips than the room was reset.

The mineshaft vanished beneath floorboards, overlaid once again by the seaweed carpet.

An instant after, the traveller was lying in a heap on the floor, paws rubbing the patches of wax.

‘The cloak is almost ready,’ said the princess, knitting a last stitch or two. ‘I was beginning to wonder whether you would ever arrive.’

Heaving himself up, Borbor bowed reverently, and declared:

‘All hail the Kingdom of Bastulap!’



Seven

Employed by an enigmatic policy unit in Quadrant Fid-Fi-9, the colony of barking sphinx dung beetles was widely regarded as unreliable in the extreme.

The only reason they clung hold of the faintest semblance of credibility was that, centuries before, they had been instrumental in restoring the balance to Zonus when all hope was thought to be lost.

That, however, is another story.

With Nequissimus wreaking havoc throughout the entire Realm, every possible line of problem solving was followed – even the lines of enquiry that would, in other circumstances, have been shunned.

What was certain was that the barking sphinx dung beetles were the last straw in integrity. They might have been snubbed altogether, but a glamorous female lark moth on the Panel for Adjudication of Unlikely Solutions spoke boisterously in their favour:

‘Barking sphinx dung beetles are as worthy as any one of you!’ she scowled, flittering her iridescent wings with ire. ‘Their opinions must be heard! It’s their right, and their sovereign duty!’

The other members of the panel abhorred the lark moth. They only agreed to her request because not doing so would have led to an even more caustic confrontation.

So it was that the barking sphinx dung beetles were permitted to contribute a solution to the grave conundrum of the age: how to rid the Realm of the most malevolent jinn in existence.



Eight

Observed in memory, the riverbank was a mosaic of imagery, perfectly conceived.

When giving seed to dreams, the late-summer day’s sequence of events was equally enchanted – yet similarly incomplete.

As if guided by an invisible director, it showed no more than was required.

This time it was different.

The scene was not dreamt, or perceived as a past occurrence.

Watching in real time, Oliver was actually in its presence.

Any detail he wished for was available.

Taking in the precious view – the rainbow dolphin, his parents, and himself – Oliver grasped something.

Something that had always escaped him.

The sequence of the dolphin with the mistletoe crown – which visited Oliver in both waking hours and sleep – wasn’t about a fragile connection to his parents.

Nor was it about magic in the mortal world.

It was a tether.

The point at which his soul was rooted.

Not to himself – but to the sinews of existence.



Nine

The Ghost Wind raged through one kingdom after the next, leaving death and searing destruction in its wake.

Entire cities were ground into dust, their inhabitants slaughtered. Without a grain of mercy, the wind continued to advance, bringing terror on a scale unknown since the Time of Black Fear.

Nothing was safe from its wrath.

Not even those who’d taken sanctuary in the rusted iron fortress of Drestulam.

An entire population was hiding there.

Thousands of innocents.

Terrified, they huddled low in the underground passages snaking sideways under the citadel. Some prayed. Others were doing what they could to comfort their children and the elderly.

In a darkened corner, far beneath the south tower, a mother was clutching her little daughter. Born six summers before, the child had been named Mortica. She may have looked like any girl her age, but she was different from the other children, and from everyone else seeking shelter in the iron fortress.

The reason was that Mortica was really the daughter of a frost jinn, delivered at birth to the family who were raising her as their own. As with all infants from the bloodline of frost jinns, she could perceive things hidden to others.

While the people of Drestulam regarded the advancing Ghost Wind as a threat about to destroy their kingdom, Mortica saw it differently.

She saw it as a blessing.

A blessing in disguise.



Ten

Summoning all their might, the pair of qemqems forced the unwieldy glass bottle through the conduit and into the Cadenta Hall.

Although they were in exactly the same position in which they’d been only moments before, the renewed permutation of their surroundings was quite different.

Gone were the mandrill baboons and their battered typewriters, and the sloth jinn’s fetid tapeworm – replaced by emptiness.

Candles flickering in chandeliers above.

The labyrinthine floor below.

There wasn’t a soul, except for the short, stout figure of Annis.

Pacing up and down, he was agitated beyond belief.

‘What took you so long?!’ he spat, as the qemqems scurried through the conduit and out from the shadow thrown by the bottle containing the pink liquid remains.

The remains of Oliver Quinn.

‘Crick-crick!’ both creatures chirruped defensively.

‘That’s no excuse!’

Again, the qemqems twittered.

Rummaging in his carapace, the first produced a thick, fibrous document, which he held out to the chief instructor with his longest leg.

Annis scowled.

‘You qemqems are all the same! All you think about is damned paperwork! Can I remind you there’s no time at all to waste?!’

Courageously, the second creature positioned himself in front of the bottle. He wouldn’t budge until the contract had been signed in triplicate.

‘Happy now?!’ Annis scowled.

As the qemqems hurried away to blow their payment on figglewist fruit, the instructor slapped his hands together.

Three and a quarter seconds of silence passed.

At the end of it, a hard and brown object slalomed across the labyrinthine floor. Spiralling round and around to where Annis was standing, it came to rest at his feet.

An antique mahogany box.

The lid sprang back, revealing a pair of cloth gloves.

The left one was white. The right was black.

Hurrying to put them on, Annis buttoned them at the wrist.

Once his eyes were closed, he used all ten fingers to sketch out a design in mid-air.

Like an orchestral conductor crossed with a stage magician conjuring a spell, he mapped out the intricate details of a mechanism.

The gloved hands racing, a design materialized, made up of multi-coloured lines. Varying in texture, they appeared to take on a life of their own. Twisting around one another, intersecting, they lurched in all directions, forming an immense and elaborate blueprint.

The blueprint of a machine.

Moving faster and faster, the gloves dampened with perspiration – not that of the instructor, but of the jinns fashioned into glove-like form.

All of a sudden, Annis paused stock-still.

Opening his eyes slowly, he breathed in, then out, and watched – as the mechanism turned from a fantastic diagram into reality.

There were alembics, retorts, and elongated condensing tubes, conical flasks, burners, distillation dishes, magnets, and hydration chambers, vats with reinforced glass walls, high-powered engines, pistons, and interlocking clockwork gears.

The size of a three-storey house, the mechanism was an advanced study in raw inexplicability. Most curious of all was that it wasn’t simply an inanimate mechanical machine.

But rather, it was alive.

The multiple constituent parts had fused together like individual organs in the abdomen of an organic, breathing creature.

A full minute after slipping on the gloves, Annis found himself inspecting the apparatus. Had there been time, he might have marvelled at its peculiar beauty.

Alas, time was the one thing against him.

With every passing second and a third, the chances of reconstituting Oliver Quinn into something resembling human form decreased by a million and one.

When it was complete, the mechanism let out a grunt, blushed poppy red, and eased into a uniform shade of cloisonné blue.

Having paced over to the flask, the chief instructor jerked out the stopper. Grimacing at the stench, and from worry, he yelled an order in the language of bottle-nosed jinns:

‘Karatulamasticualak!’

As the last syllable left his mouth, the mechanism sprang into action.

Instantly, fifteen arms grew from its side, leading to as many hands, each of them burly, intricately wrinkled, and cloisonné blue.

Snatching the great flask as though it weighed less than a feather, they poured the precious pink contents into a funnel, which had appeared on the right side of the machine.

As soon as the final drop had entered, the hands and arms withered like dead vines. With nothing holding it, the flask fell, smashing onto the labyrinthine floor.

The waxy liquid moved through a series of transparent valves towards the body of the mechanism.

A stone’s throw from where Oliver’s mortal remains were being reconstituted and processed, Annis clutched his hands together at his chest. Mouth parched from angst, his eyes were dim, having lost their characteristic glow.

As he stood there, deafened by the tremendous grinding roar emitted from the machinery, the doors to the Cadenta Hall were flung open.

A pair of feet sprinted across the threshold, then over the immense expanse of the Cadenta Hall’s floor, ceasing only when they had reached the spot where Annis was standing.

Panting from the run, face flushed with anticipation, Amarath paused.

Her gaze having taken in Annis and his own pained expression, it panned up onto the mechanism.

‘Whhhhhat’s… happening?’ she exclaimed, the question drowned out by the machine’s raucous strains.

Annis didn’t turn.

Amarath stepped closer.

‘He’s dead, isn’t he?!’

Still, the instructor didn’t reply. His mind was elsewhere, divided between two concerns of equal consequence:


	Whether the only student he had ever encountered with a chance of reversing history would survive.



	Whether there was a hope of staving off catastrophe – the one certain to result from the very same student’s failure.





The waxy pink liquid surged through the valves and into a series of alchemical apparatus, then to a condensation tube, before entering an accumulation tank.

Unlike the first stage of the mechanism, which had been transparent, the next part was concealed behind a mottled cloisonné-blue skin.

Again, Amarath pleaded for information.

Annis said nothing.

Instead, he shuffled forward a pace or two, until he was up close to the machine. As if sensing his presence, the mechanism sprouted a single arm, then a hand – both far more whimsical than those which had grabbed the flask.

Clenched into a fist, the hand tumbled in circles, before presenting itself an inch or two in front of the instructor’s face. In their own time, the fingers drew themselves back, like the petals of a flower warmed by sunlight.

In the middle of the palm was a delicate glass bottle.

A bottle half-filled with a concoction stained cloisonné blue.

Reaching out, Annis unscrewed the lid and used the in-built pipette to drip a single bead of the liquid into each of his eyes.

Blue-black vapour streamed from his ocular sockets.

As it did so, Amarath spanned the last few feet between herself and the instructor.

Her face close to Annis’s, no farther than the width of an open hand, she watched as the vapour melted away, leaving the sockets robbed of their eyes.

‘What’ve you done?’ she said incredulously, the words spoken in little
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