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King Doon the Great ruled Londaland in peace for a grand total of 43 years. Those years were good. They saw the developing world into a new era, with the rebuilding of cities long fallen, and established a society edging ever closer to civility. It wasn’t fair, of course, but it was better than what had come before. There were established two sects: the silkers, who were the nobles, rich and powerful, and the threaders, who lived like slaves, and whose lives were made hard by toil.

Doon’s reign marked a point in time when things began to change. Old London was under water, had been submerged for an age, and was little more than legend. Though among the new centres grew one that quickly became the King’s seat and the country’s new capital. And so it was that Camdon City grew in stature.

But other things had altered since the cataclysm that had brought ruin to the world and put Old London under the Eastern Sea. A change had manifested in the caverns beneath the toxic deserts of Mors Zonam, that land poisoned by ancient war. A new race evolved to lie hidden for a great many years. Among the people of Londaland, this different kind were perceived as myth. Like ghosts, they appeared fleetingly to a hapless few—most of whom did not survive to make report—and like ghosts, their existence was denied. Yet one day the king of that race would reveal his

	

  


  1. Surviving


  1801 AD (After Doon)


  Tower Bridge, a district of Camdon City, Londaland


Musket blasts echo down the debris-strewn alley. More soldiers up ahead. Tucking my head low, I watch their long shadows drift by my hiding place in a haze of dust and smoke. Are they Londalanders or Urthian? I listen to them pass before risking a peek over the rubble that shelters me, though a glance upwards with my good eye tells me it ain’t safe here. The ruined building towering overhead may topple at any moment and bury me alive or crush me to death.

Time to move.

I climb a mound of stones, limp to the alley’s end and glimpse the rust-brown of the Urthian battle garb as bronze-skinned soldiers trudge out of view. Not ours, then, though it wouldn’t make much difference at this point. The few survivors on either side are desperate. Usually scared and hungry. They shoot first and don’t bother with questions.

Snippets of the Urthian language sound harsh on the smoggy air.

‘Hakkard-toth, lakkan darh morhcantai.’

‘Vlastrakken zah hagblaten haw. Darh doth atta-dran!’ The foreign voices drift away.

I’m kinda numb inside after all that’s happened. I’ll tell you about it, if you like. I’ll tell you everything, though my words ain’t always right. I was a street boy, see? ’Til I met Michael. Michael taught me to write.

Resting a moment, I rub at my twisted foot through the cracked leather of my old riding boots. It never healed right—my foot. It’s turned in at the toe, the ankle forever buckled, but kneading it sometimes eases the ache.

To my left a terraced house remains standing, almost whole. That is, it used to be a terraced house. Now it’s just a house. I’m wary because it’s unusual—a building intact like that. It looks useable, which means it could be occupied, right? But by what? Terrified, I force myself to approach. It could be a lair. I need to know because my mission demands it.

Cautiously, I slip along the roadside wall to the door. I couldn’t see it properly, back there, but it’s ajar, an inch of thick darkness showing through the crack. The toe of my boot eases it open further. A shaft of light shows the trappings of a former life: chairs set around a kitchen table, the remains of a half-eaten meal mouldy on plates, a dusty sink, towels hanging from a row of small hooks. The place awakens another kind of ache. This one deep down inside. I rap my knuckles against the wooden door, catch a muffled noise and wait. Was that a sound from within or is my imagination toying with me? I can’t decide. Pushing the door wider, I wince at the squeal of rusting hinges before stepping inside. I stop, and peer around in the gloom. Insects have nested here, their papery nests bulge from the corners. Hanging from the ceiling, hag bats twitch, disturbed by my invasion.

I creep through the room, my ears straining. There’s a nasty, damp smell. My senses warn me there’s something in here with me. It’s a feeling, a scent in the air, the knowledge of that maybe noise. A door leads into a hallway which is lit only by light squeezing through a fissure in the wall and there a staircase rises to the first floor. A framed imograph of a mother and child lies fallen. Its shattered shards of glass catch in the fissure glow and crunch beneath my boots.

The stairs lead to several upper rooms. A closet in a bedroom holds Draker uniforms hanging in a neat row. The Drakers were Camdon City’s watchmen. Before the war, that is. I sluff off my old, patched jacket and slip into a Draker long coat. It’s on the loose side but better than my old one and it don’t smell too bad. I catch a hint of stale cologne that lingers from its last owner. It’s thick, warm and black, with shiny brass buttons and two red strips on the epaulets and cuffs.

A Draker’s reinforced top hat sits on a side table. I ain’t interested in that but there’s a drab coloured blanket on the bed. It’s clean, apart from a little dust. I shake it out, filling the air with motes that swirl and blaze in the light from broken windows. I roll the fabric to stow it with the few other belongings in my pack.

There’s a good pair of boots under the bed but they’re too big for me. Shame. Mine leak and my feet have been damp and cold for ages. I leave the boots but bag a pair of good woollen socks from a drawer.

In the grimy bathroom, I catch broken reflections of a youth in a cracked mirror. The face is old beyond its years, the left eye unseeing, scarred and occluded white. I wipe the glass to see better, rub a hand over my stubbly face, in need of a wash and a shave. A cutthroat razor rests on the wooden edge of the sink. I fold and pocket the razor, prise a corner of the mirror free with my fingertips and take that too.

Returning to the ground floor, I check the back room and, pushing the door wider, step into the half-light. I freeze at a sound: the scurry of feet. Or was it paws? That feeling again. That smell, only stronger. Annoyance taps at my mind. A Draker’s house, yet no gun, no ammunition, not even a watchman’s club. Disappointing to say the least. And now I’m in a room with something living, and I wish I wasn’t. My eye adjusts to the murk as I deliberate: stay and make a wary search for perks, or hang it and run for the door?

The something shuffles in the corner, a low shape, close to the floor amid a range of other similar forms.

When nothing attacks, I edge to the side wall to tear back the curtain from the window. In the sudden stream of light, a small pup cowers amid its dead mother and siblings. It seems lost yet unwilling to leave its mother’s side. I count seven others—two black, the rest tan with black faces. All skin and bones. All dead. The survivor, jet black with darkly golden eyes, watches me and I wonder what it’s thinking. Is it afraid, terrified, relieved, glad of the company? Who knows? It seems sad and curls up, nuzzling into the crook of its mother’s throat to settle down on the filthy floor.

If it stays here, it will die like its brothers and sisters. I don’t know what killed them. Perhaps the mother was shot or injured, her master blown to the wind in some street battle when the Urthians came. They probably starved. I’ll never know. Whatever the truth, there seems only one thing to do. I cross to the pup and scoop him up for a closer look. He’s a scrawny fellow. He licks my fingers, sniffs, peers at me, pees, chews my thumb with needle-sharp teeth.

‘Ow!’ I catch a whiff of him. ‘Blinders! You stink!’ Lifting him by the scruff of his neck, I hoist him away from my nose. I swing the pack from my shoulder and widen the entrance to lower him in.

*

Winter 1802, Londaland—somewhere north of Camdon City

Stink wakes me at close to ten o’clock. At least, that’s the time according to my favourite pocket watch. I’ve collected five along the way. Found them here and there. I don’t like to think about where or how.

Watches ain’t in short supply. Watches ain’t the problem.

I give each one a winding and shiver as a savage wind bites in from the Eastern Sea to chill my bones. My stomach growls like a caged bear. There’s never enough food and my stock of dog biscuits ran out long ago. Food. Food is the problem. I fend off Stink’s slobbery tongue and wipe my cheek on a sleeve as his tail fans the air.

He looks at me with those golden eyes before pointing his snout in the opposite direction, as though he suspects a morgue rat is lurking in the burned out halker that’s splintered on rocks further up the beach. It would be hard to know for sure. Dunes lie between, partially blocking our view, the ashen sand cracked and spiked with dead grasses.

I take the telescope from my pack and survey the open beach and billowing sea.

Stink’s ears pivot as he homes-in on sounds beyond my range, sounds that lie beneath the moan of the easterly, the waves and the raucous cries of gulls. His ears are upright and pointed, not floppy like some dogs’. I don’t know what breed he is, but he looks like the sort the Drakers used before they lost control of Camdon City—before everything fell apart—which makes sense as he came from a Draker’s house.

He's black and kinda wolfish although from certain angles his face looks almost bear-like. So, I’ve taken to calling him Bear Dog when he’s good. He’s grown quickly in the year and a half since I found him and he’s now so large I doubt he’ll get much bigger. In that time we’ve practised a few basic commands, clicks and hand gestures mostly, ’cause anything else can get you noticed when it ain’t safe. There are a few whistles I use, which sound like bird calls, but I still speak to him all the same. He’ll sit, lie down, come to heel, jump up, take—he’s good at that one—whenever I say. But his best trick is to steal.

‘What is it, boy? What’s there?’ I whisper. Experience has taught me that caution is a good thing. And Stink only reacts when there’s a reason. I’ve learnt that, too.

He ignores me, of course. He’s a dog and dogs don’t speak—not in the same way people do. But if you watch him closely, you can understand everything he’s saying. It’s just a different sort of language.

The pocket watch I use most is cased in gold. I run a grubby thumb fondly over its polished surface, tuck it back into my waistcoat pocket and peel myself away from a bedroll that’s clammy with damp. Suppose that’s what you get for sleeping in a wreck. I glance up at the half a deck that forms my roof, the jagged edge smashed where it was driven onto rocks. Now it’s stark against the bleak Twinemoon sky. Suppose it’s better than no deck at all, like a lot of the others. It was the best I could find by last night’s thin moonlight when we crawled inside to shelter. Stink soon curled in tight to my body beneath the skirts of my coat, and that is how we slept. That’s how we always sleep.

I glance south at the coastline I’ve walked for days, keen to turn inland away from this cursed wind.

The wrecks huddle along the shore like the fallen skeletons of giants, their naked ribs battered to dark lines. Washed in by a sinister tide, there are both merchant galleons and gunships with a scatter of smaller vessels. An ironclad rusts in the shallows, jutting from the waves at a hapless angle. To my right, the sea reaches to the horizon, grim and grey, broken only by the storm brakers that tower heavenward. To my left the land rises and falls, patched with charred woodlands and settlements, scarred by the craters of bombs that fell during the war. The Gawper War, they call it, but I’ve a feeling the Gawper War has barely begun.

The air is damp and heavy with salt and decay. Below me, bodies litter the beach, lapped by the low tide. I’m sure they weren’t there when I crawled into the steam-tug.

I make the sacred sign and squint into the nearby wreck, trying to discern movement in the shadows of its belly. Then Stink emits a low growl, a sound that tells me he’s planning something. Normally what follows is loud and aggressive, though sometimes the growl rumbles away to become a moan or whimper, which might signify any number of things. Mostly I take it to mean I’m hungry, ’cause I feel the same.

Peering out at the halker, I wonder what’s onboard.

‘There could be food,’ I mutter to Stink under my breath, still afraid that something deadly might explode from the murk of the ship, that a creature from Mors Zonam has nested in there or another desperate soul—like me, only better armed—is lurking there. I finger the slingshot in a pocket of my long coat while selecting a good round pebble from another pocket with my other hand. It’s a better weapon than a gun, these days. Bullets and black powder run out and are hard to replace. You can find stones almost anywhere.

Taking out the slingshot, I slot the pebble into its leather pouch. Stink whines, glancing at me briefly before fixing back on the halker.

‘Come on,’ I tell him. ‘We can’t sit here all day.’

I scramble up the tug’s storm-battered boards and drop myself over the edge of the bow to land on the beach. Stink shadows me, leaping down and stalking nearer, his chest low to the sand. Closer we creep, until we reach a dune from where we spy.

‘What d’you think?’

Stink’s gaze remains locked onto the halker’s dingy innards.

I wonder if anything of use might have survived the fire. The damage to the hull looks bad—a gaping wound in the side—and I think it’s seen battle. A smaller hole further up the clinkers is suspiciously cannonball-sized. Scrambling up to the peak of the dune, I see the stern is peppered with red-feathered arrows, each lodged in the timber, some fire-blackened.

It’s true, there could be food in there. I weigh the risk, my stomach refusing to still. Jarred, canned or bottled goods would work: beans, meats, hallard eggs, pickles, sweet preserves, cherries in brandy, whisky or wine—not that alcohol would be much help. Barrels might be unspoiled and could contain salted fish or meats, olives or oil. I bite my lip and remind myself to stop thinking about food. It don’t help when you’re starving.

Despite Stink’s continued growl and my jittering nerves, I decide to investigate.

He pauses around eight yards from the hull, shoulders hunched, his growl building.

I whisper. ‘You really think there’s a big old rat in there, huh?’

He has a thing for morgue rats. Hates ’em. I limp past him. Reaching the hull, I jump up to grab a hold of its edge—nice and quiet—heave my body slowly up to peer into the halker. I sense my eyes grow wide as something shifts in the darkness before me. My heart thumps in my throat.

A sudden flash of white startles me as a gull launches, squawking from the shadows. I fall to the beach while Stink barks like crazy, leaping at the bird but coming nowhere near it. Pulling myself up again, I climb aboard, ease down into the ship. We’re in luck. Barrels. Twelve in a row, all roped up and secured for a voyage, though I’ve no way of knowing what’s inside each one without breaking the seals. I don’t see anything else that might prove to be food. There’s no rats, morgue or otherwise.

With a sigh of relief, I unbind a cask, roll it across the sloping floor and up the broken hull. The beach below is empty, except for Stink who peers up at me imploringly: What’s taking so long?

I click my tongue twice—a signal I use to tell him, Watch it! He tilts his head at me before darting aside as the barrel falls to the sand. I hunt below deck for something with which to prise open the lids. There’s nothing much: the remains of a smashed windlass lamp, a clutch of cannons and some shot that’s been thrown around. I find a mariner’s satchel but ditch it when its contents prove to be only an empty tobacco pouch, some ruined maps and damp matches. Useless.

There’s a burnt body at the far end, adhering to the lower clinkers and the deck. Moving closer, I see there’s been a spill of tar and the body’s held by the tacky burnt remnants of the puddle. When I blink, I see the body of a spy, the one who had seemed to set everything in motion.

 

Six months earlier, I’d found myself in Camdon City’s Museum of Unnatural History, which towered over the dark waters of the Tynne, though from where I had stood the river couldn’t be seen at all. I was deep in the building on the first floor, surrounded by glass cabinets full of ancient things. In the case before me were some machines that sat open, like the splayed covers of books. Only they weren’t books at all. They were devices, each with a blank panel on the inside of the front cover and rows of little square buttons on the inside of the back. On each of the buttons was a letter or number. Some of the machines were mangled and burnt. Others were half missing their parts. There wasn’t a single one whole. A card behind the glass explained that no one knew what made them work, although they were probably for writing or for sending messages somehow. It said they were built by the Old People, those who lived long ago. At nineteen years of age, I didn’t much care. I wasn’t there for the artefacts.

I was there to find a spy.

My employer, who at that moment stood at my side, was a wiry fellow named Michael Banyard. He was a young man in his prime—though older than myself—a silker with a head of black hair, a slender face and a large nose, which had something of the nobleman about it. I thought of him fondly because he was much more than my master. He’d become my mentor, having taken me in from the rat-infested city streets, for which I was grateful.

He leaned closer to whisper in my ear.

‘Remember—green jacket, missing button. If you make contact, bring him directly to me, Ebadiah.’

I gave a nod. ‘Right you are, boss.’

Michael strode away to lurk beyond the doors in the next room, leaving me to nervously watch for a man wearing the green jacket of a Londaland gunner. There were others like him in the city, but this gunner’s jacket would have a gap somewhere on the double-breasted rows of buttons, where one was missing. That’s how I’d know him.

For half an hour I waited there, wondering if he’d show, hoping he would. For then we could take his message and at least go home. I was well acquainted with those museum artefacts by the end.

It was a balmy spring afternoon and we should have been home ’cause the Mysteries Solved office was closed, it being a Saturday, with no investigations that were big enough for us to work through the weekend. This spy business was a different matter, though. Our minds weren’t on our usual cases at all. We were all caught up by thoughts of the war that had already blighted us for several years and, stuck there in that gloomy hall of broken things, my mind drifted. I recalled the years I’d spent on the street, scavenging to stay alive—remembered the nights sleeping rough under Rook’s Bridge and shining shoes on the corner of Bunson Street. I was thinking about the time I first met Michael when, staggering in, a figure trailing blood across the floor jolted me from my memories. Never mind the missing button, I knew at once it was the spy. The gunner’s jacket was enough—that and the bloody wound in his back.

‘Michael!’ I ran to the stricken man, who half collapsed into my arms and half over a cabinet of dusty trinkets. ‘Michael! He’s here!’

Michael came running and took hold of the spy, easing him carefully down onto the floor. He crouched to listen as the spy spoke his last, words both urgent and quiet. They were important words. I didn’t know it then, but they were words that would alter the course of my life. And nodding and committing them to memory, Michael collected them all.

 

I leave the corpse alone, free another barrel and roll it out. Soon all twelve are on the beach below the halker, and I hike off to fetch a rock from the other side of the dunes where stones lie scattered. My third strike cracks a stave of the lid and pressing down in the middle forces an end to pop up. I lever out the stave. The smell of fish hits me and with dubious caution I lower my face for a better sniff.

‘Ain’t too bad. Edible, I’d say.’

Stink looks at me with curious eyes: If it’s food, why ain’t we eating?

I dig out a pale, salted herring and toss it to him. He catches it mid-flight and gulps it down with barely a chomp. Then he’s jumping up on his hind legs, fighting to stick his nose into the gap in the lid. I pull out another herring and throw it for him, take a third and eat that myself, savouring every morsel, bones and all. It’s the first thing I’ve eaten in two days. I sit down and look out to sea until a thump causes me to turn. The barrel is on its side, Stink’s muzzle wedged in the gap.

‘Hey!’ I’m up like a shot.

He darts away with several fish hanging from his jaws.

Before long all twelve barrels are cracked open. Fish, fish and more fish. I tamp the broken staves back into place, sit and think. These need to be hidden somewhere safe or they’ll be stolen. I certainly couldn’t leave them here. The sea would wash them away or spoil them. It’s a puzzle ’cause I’d rather take the whole lot with me. But twelve barrels? Not a hope. Not without a horse and cart or a steam truck—neither of which are an option right now.

After some thought, I recall seeing an old haulage rig back in the steam tug. Tipped on its two wheels, that would take one barrel and I’d be able to pull it. I decide to take one with me and bury the rest on the landward side of the dunes. There’s an old tarp in the tug, too, which will protect the barrels a little.

I set to work, returning to the wrecked tug to drag out the iron rig, drop it over the side and toss the canvass tarp after it. The next phase of my plan takes ages. The barrels are big and heavy, and rolling them across the sand is hard work. Pushing them up and over the dunes is tougher still but I persevere as this food could save my life. If I venture inland and find nothing, I can always return to dig them out.

I find a broken board from a ship and use it to dig a deep hole while considering the barrels. They could help others. That’s certainly true—and if they’re buried, no one else will find them. No one will eat the herrings unless I come back. If I don’t—and let’s face it, I might not—then they’ll all go to waste. Several times I pause, thinking I might just leave them to be found and used, but in the end I carry on.

I carefully roll them in, cover them over with the tarp, weigh that down with rocks, and shovel sand over the top before shoving the broken board into the sand as a marker. Satisfied that the dune looks pretty much as it did before, I load up my one barrel onto the rig, collect my pack and bedroll from the tug and set off, hauling the rig inland with Stink running around me as the cold winter sun begins its slow descent.

Out to the south, a line of cliffs jigger-jags away into a distant haze, the land rising and falling in gentle hills that are green though patched with blackened, scorched earth. There are no settlements in sight and trudging ever further from the coast, I quickly lose the sea. To the west the land flattens and seems to roll on forever. That’s where I’m heading. Into forever.

I pause to stock up on pebbles from the path, picking them out with my fingertips and polishing them clean on my sleeve before dropping them into a deep pocket of my Draker long coat.

Fields and hedgerows surround the path that’s grown into a gravelled road, and after a mile or two more, a hamlet appears ahead. The half dozen houses seem deserted. I work my way through them, checking for food or other perks. High up at the back of a dusty shelf, I find an old can of hallard—the meat of those giant red crabs with sixteen long, spidery legs—and a jar of pickled eggs. Not the greatest combination, but I ain’t complaining. It’ll make a change from herring.

The next building looks like a store. Old painted signs in the windows advertise all kinds of goods: canned food, tobacco, boiled sweets, carbolic soap, potatoes… I cup my hands at the dusty glass to see better. The place looks empty, the food and other stuff raided long ago, but I enter anyway to check and make a circuit of the store front until a hiss calls my attention to the six-foot thresher that’s ambling out from behind the counter.

I guess you might not know about the dragons, or threshers as we call them. A medium sized thresher is easily stronger and faster than a man: the bigger ones more so. Their jaws can rip an arm clean off with ease and their venomous bites soon kill any who escape injured. There’s no antidote to the poison, far as I know.

I back away slowly, find the door and leave the dragon to its small kingdom.

A signpost stands by a crossroads at the heart of the settlement, an arrowed board pointing the way to Louborough. Another tells me Snettings Hill lies opposite. Fordby Sea Town is at my back and Finglesford is ahead. Hoisting my pack higher on my shoulder, I move to set off but then stop. There’s something else on the signpost, lower down—something scratched into the wood of the post itself. I tilt my head and squint at the etched symbol: a backwards S with a horizontal line topping the upper end of the letter, and a downward pointing arrow at the base. What does it mean? And who left it there?

The salted herring is a real find but the one I ate straight from the barrel has left me feeling sick. Too much salt on an empty stomach, I guess. I watch Stink as he pads along nearby, nose to the ground, sniffing at who knows what. He ain’t fussed, but we better rinse the others before eating them, or better still, soak and cook them. My mouth waters at the thought of hot fish stew, but my canteen’s dry.

Water, then. That’s next on the list in my head. I view the land through my telescope and fix upon a line of trees that snakes around the foot of a hillside about five miles ahead and off to the right. That could be a river, which would do nicely. Picturing an ideal camp with a fire on the shingles of a modest beach and a bivouac built of branches—moss and leaves as a mattress—I slide my telescope back into my pack and aim for the treeline with quickened pace.

*

It must have been less than an hour since the death of the spy in the green gunner’s jacket, whose name I was never to learn, and we were back home at 96 Bunson Street. Michael’s strapping business partner, Josiah Mingle, soon called me to the study, so in I limped. The room smelled of beeswax, parchment and ink—scents that were usually comforting, though they did nowt for me that day. The men were wearing their gun belts and rapiers, which was worrying. The two had returned from their draft overseas fighting for king ’n’ country. We were all hoping that would be an end to it, that the war would be over, and they’d be home for good. But there was a new urgency about Michael. Quill in hand, he stooped over his old desk, scribbling a number of circles on a map in his bright, quick way.

‘Ah, there you are, Ebadiah. What I must tell you is of the utmost importance. I’m now certain the gawper Skallagrim is behind this entire wretched war, and that he has plotted the doom of us all.’ I watched with interest over his shoulder as he continued. ‘The information our brave spy died for leads to but one conclusion—that Skallagrim will seek to hide in one of six lairs, the locations of which are scattered the length of Londaland. I’ve marked them here. Be assured, our foe is more dangerous now than ever before. He’s a threat to all humanity.’ Rolling the map, he had thrust it into my hands.

Skallagrim, the Gawper King… His name would become synonymous with the downfall of humankind.

I’d begun to speak. ‘Why are you giving—’

‘Yes, I know,’ said Michael. ‘The three of us had planned to pursue this together, but a few minutes ago our summons arrived. If Josiah and I are not at the docks by two o’clock sharp, we’ll be hanged as deserters, which really would negate any chance of us finding this fellow.’ He had brushed a strand of raven hair from his brow and put on his battered tricorn hat. ‘Though perhaps we shall return in good time, yet—I’m sorry—for now our secret mission must fall to you.’

This was all happening a bit too quick for my liking.

‘Fall to me?! There must be a trooper who’d do a better job—one who ain’t half-blind and who don’t limp. Blinders! If the army won’t take me, why would you think I could do it?’

Michael paused, resting a hand on my shoulder. ‘I have the utmost faith in you. You are more resourceful and street-smart than any trooper I know. And you shan’t be entirely alone…’

I stared at my twisted foot with my one good eye.

Briefly, he lifted my chin with a finger and lowered his voice. ‘You may be young, but you’re stronger than you think, Ebadiah.’

*

Hauling the loaded rig, I notice shoe prints in the rain-softened dirt of the track. I stoop, unnerved. They’re small, a woman’s or a child’s, I’d say, but the feeling don’t lift. Birds scatter from bushes like black bullets sweeping up into the blanched sky. Moving on, I pass a tall clump of dense foliage following a curl in an animal trackway and come upon the scene quite suddenly. Stink is behind me somewhere, snuffling in the undergrowth. I was right about the shingle beach, there’s a fine one. A brook babbles around it in a broad bend while the surrounding trees dapple it in shade from the winter sun.

I stop dead in my tracks.

A slender girl, around eighteen years old, is kneeling at the water’s edge and bowing low, about to drink from the stream. She is like a doe in a clearing. Nearby, her shoulder bag sits on the ground, a bound roll of fur strapped across the top. I check for others but she’s alone. Her lips sink nearer to the rippling surface.

‘Don’t!’ I blurt.


  


  Epilogue


Jade works her healing on Stink. When his cuts have closed over, I watch her massage the muscles around his wounds, loosening them up each night before we sleep. After months of patient work, she’s rewarded with an improvement in the dog’s gait. He’s quicker, too. Not quite as fast as he used to be, but close.

He’s in his element here in the fields, just south of Camdon City.

But it’s the woods he loves the most. He chases squirrels and snuffles in the fallen leaves, startles birds into the sky and leaps fallen boughs. Ain’t no morgue rats in these woods, no Morhs—no dragons either.

He ain’t the same since the battle. It’s left him with a permanent limp, like mine, but he gets around alright and is fast when he wants to be. Smiling, I sit atop a fallen tree and watch him run.

I think often about Roach—wonder how much he really knew. Was he aware that Jade and I would make a life together when he said she’d be good for me? That when we climbed the mountain, he was heading for his death? The more I revisit past events, the further I’m convinced he knew more than he ever shared. One thing’s for sure: I’m grateful and always will be. I carry the old man in my head and in my heart—and every day, listen for the whisper.

Stink finds me on the tree, throws me a look with a tilt of his head: Why ain’t you chasing squirrels?

I hear Jade calling me home, then.

‘Come on,’ I tell him. ‘Time to go.’

We find her in the kitchen tending a pot of stew on the old stove we salvaged from a wrecked house down the road.

‘Boots off. I just cleaned the hall.’ She greets me with a kiss as Stink circles us. ‘You and that hound… He’s like your shadow. Don’t you ever go anywhere without him?’

‘’Course not,’ I tell her. ‘He’s my dog.’

I think about Michael and Josiah, too, recall them leaving the house to ride for the docks. What became of them after boarding the gunship bound for Morracib. Are they surviving in that faraway land or injured and stuck in some bombed out shelter? Or do their bones lie mouldering at the bottom of the Eastern Sea? I visit the city once in a while—searching for perks—and decide to return one afternoon. It’s a long walk to Dockside, but the weather’s mild and Stink pads along next to me, so I don’t mind.

Dust blows across the ruined city and I wonder if it will ever be rebuilt. I try to picture the scene: workers erecting scaffolding, ladders leaning, carpenters sawing timber and masons hammering out the imperfections of golden stone as the cityscape rises once more. But it’s a fleeting fantasy and passing through Crowlands, I don’t linger around Bunson Street. The place feels haunted to me.

Rook’s Bridge is still standing. I cross it and follow the river Tynne out to the coast, where gulls cry and soar high above the sparkling sea. Mudflats spread far across the estuary and from here I can see for miles over a great expanse of water, out to the Eyes of Myrh and beyond, to the horizon. Following the shore, I walk down to a little beach and sit for a while, pondering. It’s peaceful here, and war seems far away. Stink sniffs at seaweed and chews on a stick that’s washed in on the tide. But my eye is drawn once more to the horizon. There the silhouette of a distant ship breaches the sky.

I blink in the sunlight, but the ship remains.

Getting to my feet, I view the spectacle through my telescope. It’s a big old warship, a galleon, Londaland colours flying from one of three masts. I lower the scope as a closer ship breaks the line of the islands, sailing in towards the cove. Several others follow behind, each of them with the same flag, just across the bay. It’s a sight to behold. A sight that makes my heart jolt. I make the sacred sign.

Running to the water’s edge, I can barely contain my excitement.

Ships returning from war? Can it be?

But then I glance up the beach towards the harbour and see the tall masts and rigging of a ship already at dock. In a trice, I’m moving. Stink senses something’s going on. He barks alongside me as I sprint up the beach. I run for the docks, my gaze returning to those tall ships drifting in, to the one already moored. Spraying sand, I dash to the path and there, pound my way up to the harbour wall. Beyond that, the ship is revealed in all its glory, berthed and sitting high in the water. Figures busy themselves with the sails and rigging, carry cargo down from the deck onto dry land. Stopping to catch my breath, I watch one fellow lead a horse down the gangplank, see other horses and gunners moving about the docks. Troopers in red coats carry stretchers bearing wounded men ashore.

I push myself too hard and come limping to lean on the wall of a dockside tavern, The Ship Keepers. I know it from before the war. From better times. It used to be the first stop a sailor would make once he’d disembarked from a voyage, there to be interrogated by the locals. I stop and stare at a line of horses tethered outside, searching for a pair I know—one a sleek, black gelding, the other a dappled grey mare—but they ain’t there. Hobbling to the tavern door, I throw it open and with a deep breath, step inside.

The tavern is busy with troopers, though there’s little drinking or eating being done. Their uniforms are worn, the colours stained and faded. They carry an air of fatigue as they arrange crates and barrels of provisions. One half of the room seems to have become a makeshift hospital.

I drag my aching ankle to the bar where a lieutenant with blood spattered epaulets is writing an inventory of supplies.

‘You’re back, then.’ It’s all I can think to say. ‘Is it over?’

He gives me a cursory nod and a wry smile before turning back to the page he’s working on. ‘The war with the Urthians? Aye, for what it’s worth. By all accounts the world’s a ruin.’

‘I’m looking for a silker, two of them really. They left on a gunship in His Majesty’s Fifteenth Regiment, before the bombs came. They were bound for Morracib to strengthen the front.’

For a moment I think he’ll ignore me but then his haggard face turns back.

‘The Fifteenth, you say? Which battalion?’

‘Don’t know.’

‘The Fifteenth… Well, their number was quartered in the first assault on Brinnah Pharos.’ My heart sinks but then he asks, ‘Names?’

‘Michael Banyard and Josiah Mingle,’ I tell him.

He frowns and I glimpse a distant recognition in his eyes. ‘Banyard, Banyard…’ He turns to a sergeant who’s assisting him. ‘Wasn’t there a Banyard in the officers’ mess back in Draymara?’

‘I believe there was, sir,’ says the sergeant. ‘A Major, if I’m not mistaken.’

‘When was this?’ I quickly ask.

‘Oh, six months back,’ says the sergeant.

‘So, he could be alive…’

‘Could be,’ says the lieutenant. ‘If that’s him.’ He returns to his task.

It’s funny, that small feeling growing inside. I think it’s called hope. So small and yet…

I head out, back to the dockside to wait and watch the ships come in.
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