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A Tale of the Lost Isles.


CHAPTER 1

Yana Selishe marched through the broad Avenue of Ancestors, as the sun’s first light chased away the shadows, transforming the city behind her into a glittering, golden wonder of domes and spires. Yet her destination was, as always, the darkness.

Yana's men flanked her, their footsteps accompanying the sounds of chains as they dragged along their prisoner. Ahead, the golden-masked guards – the Bidajah – watched silently as the towering doors of the Temple of Birrahd swung slowly open. The citizens of Yad-Sha’Rib whispered dark tales into their cups of what took place in the temple – if they dared whisper it at all. Few knew the truth better than Yana. She was once an assassin, now bound by ties of blood to serve the Merchant-King, So’Kurrah, as captain of the city’s Manhunters. But to serve her king meant to serve his right-hand man, the Grand Vizier, Zhar-Mharrad. And it was to the vizier that she now went, dragging along the captives, doing her duty as always, without question.

She crossed the threshold of the temple without pause. The light of dawn appeared to falter as it kissed the shadow of that cursed earth, the darkness seeming to hiss defiantly as it retreated. One by one her men passed through the portal, some forty cubits high, with doors of polished black stone guarded by Zhar-Mharrad’s faceless men. Yana suppressed a shudder of disgust at what the temple had become. She vaguely remembered the days when the doors were chased with gold, and pilgrims came from leagues around to make offerings to Birrahd. Those days had waned as Zhar-Mharrad’s fortunes had waxed, and now there was only the black.

The great doors closed softly behind them. Ahead, rows of braziers fizzed to life of their own accord, marking the way through the silent temple. The Manhunters followed the path of fire, skirting the dimly lit prayer chamber where hooded cultists knelt in silent supplication to the God of Many Forms. Yana led her men down the winding stair shod in obsidian scales like the back of a twisting serpent, down into the belly of the great temple; down, down into the pits, where fires always burned and screams always echoed.

The screams today were different.

Yana had known something was amiss as soon as she had stepped into the unnatural darkness of the temple. Her prisoner had felt it even more acutely, and now as they descended to the lowest level of the black pits, he writhed as though in great pain. Like all the tortured souls in this place, the prisoner was a Heritor – a strange breed, imbued with uncanny powers from birth. The so-called ‘gifts’ of the Heritors made them the very devil to hunt. Some were fast as lightning, others strong as giants. Some communed with spirits, others could transform their very bodies to shadow. They would be powerful indeed but for the curse they bore – the ‘Blood Burn’ that wracked them with pain should they overstretch their abilities. The dog that Yana’s hunters dragged along now had almost escaped them by fleeing through a solid wall! That was a new one, even for Yana Selishe, and tracking him had been like hunting a ghost. But Yana had not established herself by giving up easily, nor did she fear the cursed creatures she hunted. She had pursued the man doggedly through the night, until he could flee no more. Now he was her prisoner. His fate would not be pleasant, but better that than that such a creature be allowed to roam free in the Golden City.

Finally, they reached their destination. Firelight gleamed from the floor of a polished, black stone dais, upon which stood the Grand Vizier himself, his back to his huntress, gazing into a brazier of flickering green flame. His crimson cloak, trimmed with intricate cloth-of-gold serpents, trailed down the dais steps. His arms were outstretched, bony fingers, tipped with gold claws, curled as he concentrated on the flames. Beside him, on an ornate silver perch, sat his favourite pet, a large, two-headed raven, the feathers of its head missing with age, its beady eyes staring at Yana, reflecting the fire from the brazier. It always looked as though it knew what was going on. Sometimes, the vizier spoke to it as though it possessed true intelligence.

Yana craned her neck, trying despite herself to catch a glimpse of whatever Zhar-Mharrad could see in the fire. But just then, with a sudden flare and a plume of silver-green smoke, the flame was extinguished, and the vizier turned to face her with a theatrical flourish. The raven squawked.

‘It is always an honour when Yana Selishe visits the temple.’ Zhar-Mharrad’s voice was deep and earthy. His thin, dark lips enounced each word with cold precision. ‘You bring me another prize.’ His piercing, painted eyes gleamed even in darkness, fixing Yana with a look of cruel mockery. For her, or her prisoner, she could not tell.

‘I do, Grand Vizier,’ she said, bowing low and despising herself for doing so. ‘A Heritor, found in the Al’Sarifal district.’

‘Ah!’ Zhar-Mharrad smiled, his moustaches twitching. ‘And tell me, what was he doing in the docklands? Eking a living from crumbs, like a gutter-rat, perhaps? Or was he… trying to find a ship?’

Yana frowned. ‘My lord vizier is astute, as ever. He was looking for a ship,’ she replied.

Another scream echoed from some far-off chamber. It didn’t sound entirely human. And there was something disconcerting about the vizier’s manner. More so than usual.

‘Of course he was,’ the vizier said. ‘Your men may deposit the prisoner in the east dungeon, and take their leave. You, Ku Selishe, shall come with me. I have something to show you.’

Despite her reservations, Yana nodded to her second-in-command, her jemadar, Faizil. She saw in his eyes both relief to be dismissed from this fell place, and yet concern for his captain. His worries were misplaced: Yana Selishe was known by her enemies as the ‘Shadow-Viper’. Zhar-Mharrad might make her skin crawl, but she did not fear him. She feared no one. Faizil obeyed Yana nonetheless, giving a signal to the others, and marching from the chamber.

Zhar-Mharrad descended the steps from his dais, and walked past Yana towards a corridor she had never before noticed. She suppressed a shudder, not at the fell wind that blew from that corridor, nor at the sinister howls that reverberated in the very rock, but merely at the prospect of spending any time alone in the company of Zhar-Mharrad. She was cruel, yes – she had to be, in her line of work – but the Grand Vizier was something else. He was soulless. Some said he was in league with demons, and Yana did not doubt it.

Yana followed the vizier along the passage. It twisted and turned for what seemed like an age, the way lit only by ominous green glowstones set into polished walls. They ascended a winding stair, and at last came to another black chamber, altogether more sinister than those Yana had seen before. It was circular, with a domed ceiling painted like constellations, glowstones sparkling in place of stars. It might have been beautiful, but for the horrifying carvings on the walls, of inhuman creatures and twisted beasts – the one-thousand-and-one forms of the god Birrahd. By flickering green light, myriad pairs of beady black-stone eyes stared into Yana’s being; never had she felt so vulnerable than here, under the inquisitorial gaze of Zhar-Mharrad’s patron deity.

The Grand Vizier’s eyes joined those of the carvings, and Yana realised he had been staring at her, a twitching smile beneath his black moustache suggesting that he enjoyed her discomfort. What’s more, he stood before a strange pedestal, which Yana had not noticed when she had entered the room. It grew almost organically from the smooth stone floor, terminating at a broad bowl, filled with some dark, oily liquid. Zhar-Mharrad stood with one bony hand outstretched over the bowl. With a single golden claw, he pierced his palm, and a bead of dark red blood fell into the pool, causing a perfectly circular ripple upon the liquid within. For the briefest moment, Yana felt sure the shadows at the vizier’s back had twisted, and hungry eyes now thirsted for blood.

‘Tell me, Ku Selishe,’ the vizier said, again using the formal address that he surely knew Yana hated, ‘do you know how the Heritors came to be?’

‘I have heard the stories, oh wise Vizier,’ she replied, caring not if he sensed her tone of mockery. ‘Stories of the Lost Isles.’

‘Yes, the fabled “Ghost Archipelago”. The place that changed the Heritors’ ancestors, granting them extraordinary gifts, which they have passed down to their progeny for generations since. Now these lesser creatures thrive across the world, trading upon the reputation of their more illustrious forebears, enjoying power that they never earned.’

‘That may be so in other cities, but not in Yad-Sha’Rib. The man we found today is the first Heritor seen here in nearly thirteen moons.’

‘There may be others, but they have long learned to stay hidden, never to use their gifts, for fear of attracting your attention, Ku Selishe. Truly, you are a blessing to us. King So’Kurrah himself said those very words to me just recently.’

‘Your words flatter me,’ Yana said, bowing. She no longer fooled herself that So’Kurrah held power in the city. His vizier had long since inveigled his way into every facet of government. His golden-faced soldiers patrolled the streets at night; stood watch over the king’s family; guarded the king’s treasure. Or, rather, they ensured that the king could do nothing without Zhar-Mharrad’s say-so.

‘Do you know why your prisoner today was looking for a ship so brazenly?’ Zhar-Mharrad went on.

This gave Yana pause. It was true that the man she had caught had not been taking the precautions usually displayed by his kind. Indeed, he had been showing off his powers in a bid to attract a daring captain to take him from the city – a rash course of action that had led to his downfall. Yana said only, ‘Desperation, I suppose.’

‘In a manner, but not just that. No, he was stirred to activity after a long time in hiding, because he felt the pull of magic in his blood. He felt the call of the Lost Isles.’

‘What do you mean, Lord Vizier?’

‘Those screams you heard from my dungeons. I could see they bothered you. They had about them the edge of agitation, of frustration, not just at their confinement, but at their inability to heed that which calls them. The Ghost Archipelago has appeared, Ku Selishe.’

‘Then the stories… they are not just stories.’

‘Indeed not. After two hundred years, the Lost Isles have returned to the world, and the Heritors can sense it. The source of the Heritors’ power – the Crystal Pool – calls to them, in their dreams, in their every sense, in their blood. It calls home its wayward spawn, to complete whatever it is they started all those years ago. But we shall not let them achieve their goals!’

‘What do you mean, Vizier?’

‘I mean the wastrels who call themselves Heritors do not deserve this power. They are arrogant fools, vagabonds, dilettantes! They misuse power that they have not earned, passed down from far worthier adventurers than they. Imagine if even a handful of them were to drink from the pool. Imagine what might happen if their powers were increased. Who knows what gifts they would gain: power over men? Life everlasting? And what then? Would you, our most fierce Manhunter, bow to a Heritor? Would they even let you live, knowing that you have enslaved so many of their vile ilk?’

Yana felt anger rise in her craw. ‘I would never bow to those… freaks of nature,’ she growled. She knew the vizier was playing to her own pride, but his words made sense all the same. She had too long witnessed what the Heritors could do, for good and for ill. She remembered her predecessor in the ranks of the city’s hunters – her father. She remembered how he had met his end, and the Heritor who had brought it about.

‘Good…’ the vizier smiled. ‘Then you must redouble your efforts, for I have heard whispers on the wind of another Heritor at large. Their identity is concealed even from my power, for reasons I cannot ascertain. But they are out there, and they will be looking for a ship, mark my words. That man you brought in just now – he had the right idea. If he was searching for a captain, it is because word is out upon the streets of our city. Word that treasure-seekers and fortune-hunters need a Heritor to guide them across the sea to the Lost Isles. You shall find any such captain, and deal with them. Do I make myself clear?’

‘Perfectly. But, Lord Vizier… if I may…?’

‘Yes?’

‘You said we must stop the Heritors from reaching the Crystal Pool. How can we do that? They will surely be setting sail as we speak, from every city in the world.’

Zhar-Mharrad smiled wickedly. ‘Their numbers are perhaps not so great as you imagine, Ku Selishe, and the voyage is perilous. But you are correct that we need an advantage of our own, which is why I have selected a Heritor from the dungeons to act as our guide.’

‘My lord!’ Yana gasped. To treat with the Heritors was long forbidden, under pain of death. Not that it truly surprised her that Zhar-Mharrad might stoop so low.

‘Fear not, child. I have taken precautions. Behold!’ Zhar-Mharrad now flicked the dark liquid beneath his hand, and the strange bowl reverberated with a deep hum. The surface of the liquid began to dance; spikes of oleaginous water stabbed upwards, before once more being absorbed into their mass, and then, as one, were perfectly still.

Zhar-Mharrad beckoned Yana forward. She stepped to the pedestal, peering cautiously at the liquid. The bowl still resonated, but the liquid was now unmoving, like a polished slab of obsidian. But upon that dark mirror, an image began to form: hazy at first, but now clearer. At once, Yana recognised the dungeons below. In the centre of a filthy cell, a man hung by his wrists from chains. His face was covered by matted hair, but from the sallow skin that hung from his skeletal frame, Yana could tell that he had seen too many summers.

‘He is one of yours,’ the vizier purred. ‘One of the first you brought to me. You captured this man when your father could not.’

Despite herself, Yana glared at the vizier. ‘I thought he was dead!’

‘King So’Kurrah himself ordered the stay of execution, for this man’s value to us could yet be immeasurable.’

‘I was not told. Why was I not told?’

‘Because you are a soldier!’ Zhar-Mharrad snapped, and at once a sharp edge came to his words. A chill breeze blew about the room, and the shadows themselves seemed to shrink in upon them.

Yana bowed. She had forgotten herself in her anger. And she had forgotten the dark forces with which Zhar-Mharrad communed. ‘Forgive me,’ she said, the words sticking in her throat.

The chill subsided, the shadows retreated; the vizier had made his point. ‘You hate this man, it is natural. But is it not the way of your order to set aside such feelings for the greater good? This Heritor will be my guide when I set sail for the Ghost Archipelago.’

‘But… his power. Any man he looks upon is held in his sway. Perhaps it would be better to take another… – ’

‘I have chosen him,’ Zhar-Mharrad snapped. ‘Birrahd wills it, and so shall it be. Besides, I have taken precautions. Look.’

Yana gazed again into the pool. She saw the man more clearly now, as he raised his head. His hair fell from his face; Yana recognised him fully as the man who had killed her father. But his uncanny powers were no more a threat.

The man had no eyes.

Yana looked to Zhar-Mharrad, whose ever-present smirk was now a broad grin, full of menace.

‘Now, Ku Selishe,’ he said. ‘If you are satisfied, I believe you have a job to do.’


CHAPTER 2

Every night, the dream was the same.

Samir tossed and turned, plagued by visions of lush jungle and skull-carved mountains; of screeching, reptilian creatures, and bottomless pools of rich blue water hidden in lost valleys. He ran through undergrowth, through caves, through long-forgotten coves, running endlessly from some unseen pursuer, to the ominous thrumming of distant drums. It should have been frightening, but the dream was not a nightmare. It filled Samir with a thrill the likes of which he had never known in his young life. Every nerve in his body jangled in heightened elation. Every noise of the jungle reached his ears; every strange smell carried by foreign winds reached his nostrils. He ran faster, jumped higher, shouted louder and felt more alive than at any other time he remembered.

He entered a cave. A vast cavern, whose limits could not be seen in the enfolding darkness. From some distant crack in the upper reaches, a crepuscular ray of silver moonlight shone upon the mirror-smooth surface of a strange pool. Sam stood upon its shore, and he was not alone. One by one, torches were lit, illuminating the faces of men and women of every creed, from every far-off land Sam had ever read about in storybooks. They muttered words Sam could not understand, and then, solemnly, one by one, they stepped forward to kneel by the pool. As they dipped their hands into the water, the cavern reverberated, a vibration that rumbled through Sam’s very bones. The distant drumming echoed all around, growing louder, more rhythmic. And a light, white and pure, shone from beneath the water’s surface. Men turned, inviting Sam to join them, to kneel by the pool and bask in its glow.

He stepped forward, his limbs almost failing in strength as the vibrations grew stronger, and the drums grew louder. It took an age to take just a few steps, and the light seeped over the water’s edge, and began to consume him. Something within Sam burned. He tried to cry out, but could not. He felt every fibre of his being pulled apart and clashed together again. He felt as if he might die, but knew he would be reborn, somehow different. But still, he could not stand it. The light seared, the drums boomed, and Sam roared with pain, with elation and ecstasy, with grief for the life he had known, and now left behind.

Sam fair leapt from his bed, crying out despite himself, and then stopping in his tracks as the familiar walls of his tiny bedroom swam into view. His heart pounded; sweat-drenched nightclothes stuck to him. He clutched at the amulet that he always wore around his neck; a jagged, crescent-shaped chunk of oxidised bronze. It felt like ice against his skin, yet its familiar presence brought him comfort.

Through holes in the ragged sackcloth hanging over his window, the dawn sun glowed, casting his room in an orange hue.

The door opened, and Sam jumped, as if for a moment he believed that some predatory creature from his dream had followed him back to the real world.

Samir! What is wrong?’ Sam’s mother stood in the doorway, wringing her hands with concern for her only son.

‘Nothing, mother,’ Sam lied. ‘It was just a bad dream, that is all.’

‘Again? Do not think I am a fool, Samir Lahij. I see what is happening.’

‘You do?’

‘Your father always said this day would come.’ Her eyes were large and full of worry. ‘You feel something, don’t you? Like… something calling you away from here?’

‘Not calling. More… pulling at me. I cannot explain it, Mother. I dream of places I have never seen, yet I am certain they are real. My blood rushes like the tide – like I am meant to be at sea. I don’t know where I am supposed to go, but still I know the way, like I have made the journey before, long ago. But… it is stupid of me. I have never left Yad-Sha’Rib.’

‘Do not ever think you are stupid, Samir. You are far from that! That place you dream of is real, I think, although I have never seen it. Your father spoke of it many times. Jungles, steaming and hot, and filled with strange creatures. Mountains taller than the highest temple spire, carved with faces of monsters and gods. A mysterious pool in a moonlit cave…’

‘Yes! My father really spoke of these things?’ Sam leaned forward eagerly, his heart skipping a beat.

‘He did. It was something to do with his gift – that very gift that you share. And there was something else…’ Her face became very grave.

‘Tell me!’

‘He said a time would come when all of your kind would feel this call to a faraway land, to the place where your ancestors found their power. The “Crystal Pool”. And he said this would be the most dangerous time of all, for your kind – the Heritors – would strive to set sail no matter the risk, while ambitious men would go to any lengths to gain the secrets of the pool for themselves. Wicked, dishonourable men; and unspeakable tyrants. You know the kinds of people I mean. I have warned you.’

Sam knew all too well, even though his mother would not speak the name of the Grand Vizier, lest spies be inexplicably lurking outside their hovel. ‘Yes, mother. I stay away from the guards. I never show anyone what I can do… what I am. I wear the amulet always.’ He untucked it from his nightshirt as proof, its greenish surface shining dully in the brightening morning sun. It was heavy – almost the size of Sam’s palm – but he never removed it, as his mother insisted.

‘Then put it back,’ she said. ‘You know it must be worn near your heart. You may hide from mortal eyes, but the amulet protects you from… unnatural sight. Your father was careless, but he left me with that gift, for you.’

‘I know,’ Sam said, sadly. He had heard the story of his father’s death many times. How he had tried to find more of his kind within Yad-Sha’Rib before the vizier could capture them. How he tried to lead an uprising against Zhar-Mharrad’s regime, but had instead been slain by the Manhunters. Or, rather, by the most legendary of the Manhunters, the ‘Shadow-Viper’, whose true face had never been seen, whose name was whispered in fear. Yes, Asim Lahij had been a so-called Heritor, blessed with magical powers, as was Sam. An idealist – a revolutionary. A brave man. And, as Sam’s mother was always quick to remind him, it was his bravery that had got him killed.

‘Sam, I must ask you to make me a promise.’

Sam knew what she was about to say. ‘If I can,’ he said.

‘Promise me that you will resist these foolish notions. Promise me that this… magic… in your blood shall not control you. You will not try to leave the city. You will not… leave me.’

Frustration, sorrow, pity and anger clashed within Sam’s breast. ‘But what if father’s cause was right? What if it is my… my destiny?’

‘Swear it, Samir!’ she insisted. ‘You are fifteen years old, and this is not a game. I lost your father to this curse. I will not lose my son.’

Sam hung his head. ‘I swear,’ he muttered.

‘Then we shall say no more about it,’ she said. ‘Now get dressed – it is a little early, but we may as well begin our chores. I will make breakfast. Your favourite.’

She smiled brightly, as though nothing had been said at all, then shuffled from the room with a song on her lips.

Sam pulled back the sackcloth curtain, and gazed out of the little window, across the pitted roofs of the shanty town, to the distant horizon where a sliver of shimmering sea glittered tantalisingly out of reach. It was rare that he considered just how little he had, or just how unfair his lot was. His mother had raised him better than that. But now, as he stared out towards the docks, the press of hundreds of dilapidated hovels, all teeming with life, felt stifling. He imagined what it might be like to run to the harbour, find a ship, and sail across the sea.

He squeezed the amulet tight, so that the irregular points dug into his palm. These feelings did not come from within him. They came from without, as though some unseen force was controlling him. And in the face of such magic, what power did a promise made by a mere boy hold?

* * *

‘Run, Sam. Run!’

Hassan barged into Samir in his haste to get away. Sam snapped out of his daydreaming only to stop himself falling, and snatched a glance back down the market aisle. Angry shouts reached his ears
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