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‘Arden is endlessly and amusingly inventive, always finding something new to say about any cliché he bothers to visit … his characters are just that extra bit three-dimensional.’ Roz Kaveney, Dreamwatch

‘New liveliness shines through the marine adventure staples of slave ships, piracy, haunted wrecks and sea monsters. Dazzling magic combines with sword-rattling action that ensures that every favourite swash is well and truly buckled in this modem classic that will appeal to fans of Howard and Leiber who remember when fantasy was fun.’ Waterstones Online

‘Arden’s fantasies are wonderful camp confections in which every jokey reference is matched with a moment of genuine horror or terror, every moment of visual charm with one of visceral disgust. These are huge inventive books with a unique flavour and a group of ingenu adventurers whose sentimental education involves us in excitement, passion and blank verse.’ Amazon.co.uk

‘Arden is a writer who clearly enjoys playing with language and who obviously appreciates the literature of various periods … He is also emerging as a master of melodrama.’ The SF site
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The Sisterhood Song


They ride with lightning on a swirling sky,

The strangest strangers sweeping down from high:

What’s left for us? What but to say goodbye?

They come, they come! I see them taking form –

The Sisterhood of the Blue Storm!




They once united in a sacred chain,

Now what unites them is a Web profane:

What do they bring? What but a spider’s bane?

They come, they come, their evil to perform –

The Sisterhood of the Blue Storm!




When islands vanish from the oceans blue,

With sands and orchids, jungles and bamboo:

All gone, all gone? What can it be but true?

They come, they come down like a deadly swarm –

The Sisterhood of the Blue Storm!




In lust of power they search and search the seas,

And when they come they will not hear your pleas:

What, plead with them? What man does more than flees?

They come, they come, and still your trail is warm –

The Sisterhood of the Blue Storm!




But now the lightning fills the swirling sky,

Now come the Sisters sweeping down from high:.

There’s nothing left! My friends, goodbye, goodbye!

They’re here, they’re here! Look, now they’ve taken form –

The Sisterhood of the Blue Storm –

The Sisterhood of the Blue Storm!




Players

JEM, the hero, seeker after the Orokon

RAJAL, loyal friend to Jem; fellow seeker

LITTLER, their small companion

CAPTAIN PORLO, a pirate, master of the Catayane

PATCHES, his long-suffering cabin boy

SELINDA, a noble lady of the Isle of Hora

MAIUS ENEO, beloved of Selinda

RA FANANA, a nurse; slave to Selinda

TAGAN, a eunuch; also slave to Selinda

LEKI, who is nothing like Tagan

UCHEUS, who is nothing like Leki

OJO, who is nothing like Ucheus

JODRELL, father to Selinda; a Triarch of Hora

FAHAN and AZANDER, his fellow Triarchs

PRINCE LEPATO, suitor to Selinda (Innerman)

LORD GLOND, suitor to Selinda (Outrealmer)

BLARD and MENOS, drug-abusing sentries on Hora

CHIEF ADEK, of whom they go in fear

MARGITES of the Sea Vagas, a travelling player

Other PLAYERS in The Javandiom

SAXIS, who is either a philosopher or a sorcerer

The SEA OUABIN, a notorious corsair, master of the Death Flame

SCURVY, a crook-backed dwarf; his familiar

VERNEY, former trusted associate of the Sea Ouabin

YOUNG LACANI, an old man; slave on the Death Flame

BONES and PANCHO, also slaves on the Death Flame

ROBANDER SELSOE, the celebrated castaway

WHALE, fat first mate on the Catayane

WALRUS, buck-toothed boatswain on the Catayane

PORPOISE, slithery helmsman on the Catayane

SEA-SNAKE, well-endowed cook on the Catayane

ALAM, a survivor from the Death Flame

MAIUS CASTOR (‘CASTOR-UNCLE’), father to Maius Eneo

MYLA, Rajal’s missing sister; a child of great magic

SHIA MILANDROS, a bitchy young girl

FAZY VINA, ditto; her best friend

FATHERS to Shia Milandros and Fazy Vina

KOFU, the unman who tended Ojo

ARD IRED, the unman who tended Ucheus

GOODY PALMER and her FIVE DAUGHTERS

The BLISHA DOLL, much-abused doll of Selinda’s late mother

PAREUS ENEO, Dynast of Aroc

PRIESTS OF AROC, their religious leaders

The GATHERING OF THIRTY, rulers of Hora

KEEPERS OF THE LAW on Hora

The AUCTIONEER on Shaba Lalia

GUARDS, SLAVES, SAILORS, MERCHANTS, HARLOTS,

ISLANDERS OF NUMEROUS ISLANDS,

STREET-CHILDREN, CANNIBALS

&c.

SOME IMPORTANT PEOPLE, PRESENTLY OFF-STAGE:

CATA, the heroine; beloved of Jem

POLTY (POLTISS VEELDROP), his implacable enemy

BEAN (ARON THROSH), accomplice of Polty, beloved of Rajal

LADY UMBECCA VEELDROP, evil great-aunt to Jem and Cata

NIRRY, her runaway servant; staunch friend to Jem and Cata

EAY FEVAL, friend and spiritual advisor to Umbecca

CONSTANSIA CHAM-CHARING, former great society hostess

TISHY CHAM-CHARING, her unmarriageable daughter

SILAS WOLVERON, father to Cata; not really dead

BARNABAS, a magical dwarf; certainly not dead

LORD EMPSTER, Jem’s treacherous guardian: see also AGONIS

TRANIMEL, Ejland’s evil First Minister: see also TOTH-VEXRAH

EJARD BLUEJACKET, unrightful King of Ejland

QUEEN JELICA, his wife, the former Miss Jelica Vance

‘BOB SCARLET’, highwayman and rebel leader

HUL, his deputy; once a great scholar

BANDO, friend to Hul; veteran rebel

RAGGLE and TAGGLE, sons to Bando

LANDA, a beautiful young Zenzan Priestess

BAINES, also known as the ‘One-Eyed Beauty’

GOODMAN OLCH (‘WIGGLER’), husband to Nirry

MORVEN and CRUM

Various other OLD FRIENDS, ENEMIES

&c.

VARIOUS DEAD PEOPLE:

ADRI, a scrawny and nervous youth

NICANDER, known as ‘childlike Nicander’

INFIN IJAS, a dreamy youth whose eyesight was poor

ZAP, a bit of jester, said to be ‘boneheaded’

JUROS IKO and JENAS IKO, twins and singers

LEMYU, a sailor in a stripy shirt

CAPTAIN BEEZER, formerly master of the Catayane

SULTAN KALED, formerly ruler of Unang Lia

RADENINE, son to the Dynast Pareus Eneo

ANIANI, a young maiden; his beloved

BELROND, her father

TRIARCH SPEKO, maternal great-father to Selinda

WILEY WAN WO, steward of Castle Glond

MANI, daughter of Wiley Wan Wo

BLACKMOON, sometime companion to Robander Selsoe

SELINDA’S MOTHER, former abuser of the Blisha doll

SCHUVART and HANDYN, the great composers

THELL, ancient author of The Javandiom

VICTIMS of the Sisterhood of the Blue Storm

VICTIMS of the Triurge

&c.

ANIMALS OF VARIOUS SORTS:

RAINBOW, a most remarkable dog

BUBY the monkey

The BLUE RAVEN

KYRA, an unfortunate heifer

EJARD ORANGE, a marmalade cat

BOLLOCKS, a marmalade cat

PUSS, a marmalade cat

The OXEN OF THE MOON

The ORCHESTRA AQUATIC, in Javander’s palace

TAXIDERMISED BIRDS and MOTHS UNDER GLASS

Numerous FISH, both dead and living

PONIES, MULES, SERPENTS,

RATS, FLIES, FLEAS, LICE

&c.

GODS AND STRANGE BEINGS:

OROK, Ur-God, father of the gods

KOROS, god of darkness, worshipped by the Vagas (purple)

VIANA, goddess of earth, worshipped in Zenzau (green)

THERON, god of fire, worshipped in Unang-Lia (red)

JAVANDER, goddess of water, once worshipped in Wenaya (blue)

AGONIS, god of air, worshipped in Ejland (gold)

TOTH-VEXRAH, the evil anti-god

The LADY IMAGENTA, his mysterious daughter

AMAS, son to Javander, Prince of Rocks (purple)

EON, son to Javander, Prince of Winds (green)

ISOL, son to Javander, Prince of Shells (red)

OCLAR, son to Javander, Prince of Tides (blue)

UVAN, son to Javander, Prince of Sands (gold)

The SPIDERMOTHER, leader of the Sisterhood of the Blue Storm

WEBSISTERS of the Sisterhood of the Blue Storm

The SIBYL OF XARO, a wall full of holes

The SIBYL OF INORCHIS, another one just like it

The THUNDERER AROC XARO, a mystical volcano

The THUNDERER AROC INORCHIS, another one just like it

The TRIURGE, a terrifying metamorphic land-monster

The MANDRU, a terrifying metamorphic sea-monster

KALADOR, beguiling alter-ego of the Mandru

The FLYING ZENZAN, a haunted ship

ABORTIONS writhing on Theron’s floor

The HARLEQUIN

Other CREATURES OF EVIL

&c.


The Story So Far

It is written that the five gods once lived upon the earth, and the crystals that embodied their powers were united in a circle called THE OROKON. War divided the gods and the crystals were scattered. Now, as the world faces terrible evil, it is the task of Prince Jemany, son of the deposed King of Ejland, to reunite the crystals.

Already the anti-god, Toth-Vexrah, has burst free from the Realm of Unbeing. Projecting his powers through his Creatures of Evil, Toth is determined to avenge himself on Orok, the father-god who rejected him. If Toth grasps the crystals, he will destroy the world. Only Jem stands in his way.

An unlikely hero, Jem was born a cripple, but gained the power to walk after falling in love with the wild girl Catayane. Cata was later trained as a lady, and Jem’s old enemy, Poltiss Veeldrop, sought her for his bride.

Escaping her tormentors, Cata was briefly reunited with Jem, but now they are divided again. Cata is a member of Bob Scarlet’s rebel band, fighting Ejland’s Bluejacket régime; meanwhile Jem must continue the quest.

Jem has found three crystals so far. His companion Rajal now bears the purple Crystal of Koros; Cata, the green Crystal of Viana; Jem, the red Crystal of Theron. But Jem’s guardian, Lord Empster, will no longer help them, and Toth’s powers are increasing fast.

Now, on a flying carpet from the desert realms of Unang-Lia, Jem, Rajal, their friend Littler and the magical dog Rainbow soar towards the far-off, mysterious Isles of Wenaya, desperate to find the missing blue Crystal of Javander.

Little do they know that the shady old buccaneer Captain Porlo is following them for a reason of his own.

And Toth-Vexrah is on their trail.
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PART ONE

The Lost Boys
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Chapter 1

A MOUNTAIN ON FIRE

Like hundreds upon hundreds of bright flowers, flung carelessly across the surface of the sea, the Isles of Wenaya stretch away from the mainland of El-Orok in a great ragged arc. Quite where the isles end is a mystery, at least to the sailors of El-Orok – Ejlanders, Zenzans and Unangs alike. Some say another continent lies beyond, of an extent even greater than their own; some say that where the isles end, the earth ends too, with the sea sizzling away into a fiery trench. There is talk of fish-people, monstrous sea-serpents, and much worse besides. Superstition, no doubt; but even on the many-sailed ships of Ejland, mightiest of the nations of El-Orok, tarry fellows are known to quail as they venture deeper and ever deeper into the watery labyrinths of Wenaya. The isles, and the seas in which they lie, are feared as places of dark magic.

So Prince Jemany had read in books of travels, long ago during languid days in Lord Empster’s library. Back then in Agondon, Jem would have found it hard to imagine that he would ever come to these isles – let alone on a magic carpet.

Sighing, he stretched out on the hot fabric, shutting his eyes against the sharp morning light. Incense rose from the soft wool. How luxuriously he had passed the night, sunk in these fragrant hollows! Embraced in the genie’s magic, he had felt no fear. Now, he was certain, the magic was dispersing. But might it not last just a little longer?

Warm winds rippled through his dishevelled blond hair and once again he felt himself, not quite unwillingly, drifting back into sleep. Lightly he circled Rainbow with a protective arm. The stripy dog lay panting, blinking, his head on his paws, his new silver collar flashing brightly. The collar had been a gift from Princess Bela Dona, the strange, beautiful girl Jem and his companions had befriended in Unang Lia. The Princess had assured them that the collar had magical powers. But the magic, if magic there were, had yet to manifest itself.

Dreamily Jem listened to Rajal’s voice, and Littler’s. They were wondering just when the carpet would land.

It was a good question.

‘Can you see anything, Littler?’ Rajal was saying.

Cross-legged, hunching over, Littler stared into the Orb of Seeing, his own mysterious gift from Princess Bela Dona. The young Unang boy was hardly interested at all in the real scene passing below; with his gleaming new talisman, he endeavoured instead to see their destination. Wenaya, yes – but where?

When Jafir the genie had set the carpet in motion, Jem and his companions had simply been glad to be on their way with all speed. They had given little thought to how their journey might end.

Now, they were beginning to wonder if Jafir had either.

Littler strained his eyes into the orb. Princess Bela Dona had not actually explained to him how to use it – if, that is, she had known. Was there, perhaps, some special way of looking? Blue reflections shifted in the rounded glass.

‘Something,’ he murmured, ‘some kind of … blue—’

‘That’s the sky, you idiot!’ said Rajal. ‘Give me a look—’

‘Hands off! The orb’s mine—’

‘Well, look harder.’ Impatiently the Vaga-youth toyed with his own talisman, the Amulet of Tukhat that he now wore round his wrist Could it really protect him from harm? If so, he thought ruefully, it would have quite a task, judging by his past experiences. In Unang Lia, he had come close to death – and to things, perhaps, still worse than death. He shook his dark-haired head, as if to banish painful thoughts.

He did not quite succeed.

‘We must land soon, mustn’t we?’ he said impatiently.

‘Yes,’ said Littler. ‘But where?’
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Deep in the jungle, heat hovers like a mysterious menace. Moisture coils up steamily from the earth and drips back down from curling, riotous leaves, from clustering flowers and speckled, huge-capped toadstools. Sunlight, even in the brightness of morning, glimmers and fractures through the lattices of green.

There were sounds of crashing. Then came voices.

‘It’s our last chance.’ It was a boy who spoke.

‘Didn’t you say we’d had that already?’ said another, leading a protesting heifer.

‘We’re alive, aren’t we? Uchy, don’t be such a follyface.’

‘Me, a follyface? Ojo, what about Leki?’

‘He’s more than a follyface, he’s a madmaster.’

‘That’s not what I mean – I mean, what will he say when he finds out what we’ve done?’

There were two of them, both aged perhaps fourteen or fifteen orbits. Ojo, the one in front, was thickset, stocky; Ucheus, who tugged at the heifer’s rope, was slender, almost delicate. Both boys had skin the colour of bronze and dark, unkempt hair, Ojo’s a shock of ragged curls, his companion’s a crudely hacked mass of spikes. Downy growth furred their upper lips and their limbs were webbed with scratches. They were dirty and the tunics they wore, though once ornate, had long been reduced to rags. They struggled uphill through the enveloping jungle.

Ojo said, ‘Leki should be glad that someone’s taken charge.’

‘Leki thinks he’s in charge,’ Ucheus said doubtfully.

‘Yes, and look at the mess we’re in.’

It was difficult to argue. Ucheus set his mouth and followed in silence for some moments, pausing from time to time to tug, always a little harder, at the rope around the sickly heifer’s neck. How he hated to look into her big, sad eyes! He hoped he could avoid those eyes when Ojo cut her throat – at least, he hoped it would be Ojo who cut her throat. Ucheus might have spent more time on Castor-uncle’s farm, but after all, it was Ojo whose father was a Priest of Aroc.

If only it were over. ‘Kyra, come on!’

Ojo rolled his eyes. ‘Follyface, did you have to give her a name?’

‘I give all the animals names. Didn’t you learn anything in Sacred School, Ojo? A name’s a charm against evil.’

‘Doesn’t work then, does it?’

‘Not for Kyra, I suppose.’

‘Nor for us.’

‘What?’

‘We all had names. And we’re dead.’

‘Not all of us,’ said Ucheus. ‘We’re alive, you said so before.’

Ojo pushed between sticky vines. ‘And seven of us aren’t.’

‘Seven? No, Ojo – six.’

‘Maius Eneo? You don’t still wish you’d gone with him, do you?’

Ucheus said glumly, ‘Of course I do!’

His friend’s reply was brutal. ‘Maius Eneo’s drowned, Uchy – drowned on the first day. Leki’s right about that much, at least.’

‘Leki? You said he was a madmaster!’

‘Not about this – face it, Uchy!’

The slender youth cast down his eyes. How could Ojo speak this way? Wasn’t it bad luck even to utter such doubts? In the end, if only one of them lived, it had to be Maius Eneo – dear, marvellous Maius Eneo … no, he could never have died at sea. Hadn’t he been the best swimmer of them all – hadn’t he been the best of them at everything? To be sure, Maius Eneo would reach the Isle of Hora, he would bring help – why, even now he might be on his way back!

Anger welled in Ucheus and he wished he had the nerve to fling himself forward, wrestling Ojo to the ground, making him take back the stupid thing he had said.

But they could hardly fight amongst themselves, could they? Not now.

There was an ominous rumbling beneath their feet.

‘The Thunderer’s angry with us,’ Ucheus murmured.

Quickly, with no more words, the boys clambered through the tangled shadows, making their way towards the Plateau of Voices.

Kyra tugged at her rope.
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‘The Crystal of Javander?’ Littler murmured.

Rajal’s voice was wry. ‘That’s what I said. Just look for that, hm – save us a lot of time. Say, you don’t think Jafir’s spell will take us right there, do you – land us right on top of the blue crystal?’

Littler, concentrating on the orb, did not reply.

Miserably, Rajal looked around him. How tired he was of the magic carpet – tired of the billowing fabric beneath them, that was barely big enough to contain them all; tired of the wind in their faces and hair; tired of being cramped, hot, and hungry … Very hungry, by now.

Ruefully reaching into a pocket, Rajal drew forth the bag of gold that Fish had thrust into his hand, just before their journey began. Good old Fish! Hearty meals, many of them, were easily within their reach – if only they could find a nice comfortable tavern.

Some chance.

It had been at dusk, the evening before, when they had left behind the hot desert wastes. In the night, the scene beneath had been a watery shimmer, scattered with dark humps of islands and faintly, here and there, with a flicker of fire. Now it was a brilliant shade of ultramarine, sparkling as if with scattered diamonds. For some time there had been no islands. Had they gone beyond the Waters of Wenaya? Rajal peered cautiously over the carpet’s tasselled edge. In one direction there were only open seas – then he turned his head and saw clouds of smoke.

He jerked upright. ‘Look!’

‘Wh-what?’ Jem started awake.

‘Hey! Don’t rock the carpet!’ Littler protested, grabbing the orb before it rolled over the side.

Rajal pointed. ‘That mountain – it’s on fire!’

They turned their heads. A smoky trail scudded across the sky, issuing from the apex of a high, wooded island. The island was still far away, and there was no other land in sight.

Jem yawned, stretching. ‘Raj, it’s only a volcano.’

‘A what?’ said Rajal. ‘Jem, when have you ever seen a mountain like that?’

‘Well, in a picture,’ Jem admitted. ‘It smokes, that’s all.’

‘Like a tobarillo?’ Rajal said dubiously. ‘But why?’

‘Explodes too, doesn’t it?’ said Littler. ‘Well, sometimes – I’ll look in the orb.’

‘I’ll throw that thing overboard in a moment,’ said Rajal. ‘It doesn’t work, anyway.’

‘Of course it works,’ said Littler. Shifting on to his haunches, he stared into the glass again. ‘It just hasn’t yet.’

Rajal rolled his eyes. ‘How is it,’ he wondered, ‘that a genie who can send us soaring across the sky, across half the world, couldn’t stop one little brat – not to mention his dog – from clambering up beside us? How are we going to be able to find the Crystal of Javander, if we’re worrying all the time about this pest?’

‘Littler’s been a good friend,’ said Jem.

‘He’s a baby – and he’s brought his dog with him!’

Littler’s eyes flashed. In his short but turbulent life he had endured insults worse than these. He was not afraid of Rajal. ‘I’m not the one who doesn’t even know what a volcano is,’ he sniffed. ‘Jem, I helped you out in the dreaming dimension, didn’t I? I’ll bet I’ve got out of more scrapes than the pair of you put together. I’ve been a thief for as long as I can remember, I think fast, I’m quick on my feet – and now,’ he added proudly, ‘I’ve got a magic orb. You’ll see, I’ll be worth my weight in gold.’

Rajal weighed the bag of gold in his hand. ‘Jem, how much do you think Littler weighs?’ he said mischievously.

Jem ignored him. ‘I’m sure you will, Littler. Rainbow too, hm?’

Smiling, he fluffed the dog’s stripy fur. Whether Littler and his colourful friend would help or hinder them was neither here nor there. There was no turning back. The four of them were together now, and heading into danger.


Chapter 2

ULTRAMARINE

‘Follyface, careful of that spear—’

‘It’s my eyes, I’m dazzled—’

Ojo and Ucheus were standing on the Plateau of Voices. In truth, it was not so much a plateau as the merest rocky shelf, jutting above a sea the colour of ultramarine. Ucheus set down his spear, but still held tightly to Kyra’s rope. He screwed up his face and shielded his eyes. Far above, he was aware of smoke from the volcanic summit of the island, drifting slowly in the cloudless sky. Below, the sea foamed gently against the rocks.

‘On a morning like this,’ he murmured, ‘it’s hard to believe we ever had the Blue Storm.’

‘Look at us now,’ Ojo said bitterly. ‘Doesn’t that tell you the storm was real?

Ucheus supposed it did. Only a moonlife had passed since the night of the storm, but already the time before seemed sundered from them as if by an abyss of years. What terrible magic that night had wrought! He gazed over the sea, thinking again of the wild whipping winds, the flashing blue lights that had taken Inorchis, their companion island. ‘Sometimes I wonder if it’s still there – still there, only we can’t see it.’

‘What? The storm?’

‘Inorchis, of course. What else?’

Ucheus sighed, then so did Ojo, saddened by even the name of their lost home. With a resigned air the stocky youth took Kyra’s rope, tethering her to a rock by the sacrificial slab. ‘Uchy,’ he said, more kindly than before, ‘why don’t you get some branches for the fire? Leki could well be awake by now. If he sees that Kyra’s gone, he might guess what we’re doing – hm?’

They worked in silence, tearing at the dry, salty vegetation that sprouted from cracks in the rocky shelf. Beside the slab was a shallow pit, blackened with traces of innumerable fires that sun and wind had yet to blanch away. When they had filled the pit, Ojo dug the fire-lens from a pocket of his tunic. He stood splay-footed over the branches and leaves. Focusing the sun’s rays, his face twisted in concentration as if it were his mind and not the brightness above that would set the pit to burn.

Kyra lowed piteously, as if she knew what the fire was for. But she was too weak to resist now, wasn’t she? Ucheus gulped, avoiding the sight of her face with its blinking, huge, sad eyes.

Beyond the slab, gaping impassively, were the hundred mouths of the Sibyl, or rather a hundred holes in a sheer wall of rock, the largest perhaps the size of a man’s head. Not for the first time, Ucheus trembled in the presence of these holes, so dark, so ominous against the sun-drenched plateau. Some said the holes reached far beneath the sea, perhaps into the very depths of the world.

The leaves began to smoulder; Ojo slipped the fire-lens into his pocket again. The two boys exchanged glances. Ojo gulped. Could he really go through with this? Priest of Aroc his father may have been, but what did that matter? Neither boy had seen a sacrifice before, let alone officiated at one. On Inorchis, only those who had passed the Manhood Trial had been permitted even to witness such acts. But Ojo knew he must take the lead. If Ucheus placed his faith only in Maius Eneo, Ojo would show him … yes, he would show him!

He picked up his spear. Kyra scrambled back.

Ucheus said quickly, ‘Not the spear, Ojo.’

‘You’re right.’ Hanging from Ojo’s belt was his kos-knife, the only one that remained to the three who were left. Ucheus had lost his long ago; Leki’s had snapped against a sow’s breastbone; whatever had killed their six companions had been careful to leave no weapons behind. Ojo gripped the flattened, cracking handle, testing the blade against his thumb.

Dull, but it would have to do.

‘Hold her, Uchy.’

Through what followed, Ucheus tried to keep his eyes closed. If only he could have blocked his ears, too – and his nose! He had killed pigs and rabbits, but this was worse, much worse: this was Kyra. Flinching, he heard her desperate squeals; he felt her violent thrashings, convulsing up through his rigid arms. The stench of fear rose hotly all around him, mingling with the acrid smoke from the pit. He forced down all his weight on the rearing shoulders.

‘Hurry – Ojo, hurry!’

‘I’m trying—’

In a crude piece of butchery Ojo hacked bluntly, then stabbed back and forth into the sagging throat. Blood spilt across the slab, squirting first like milk from a pulled teat, then rushing in stinking, steaming gouts. Ucheus felt the hot stickiness splashing over his hands and running around his hard, bare feet. Then Kyra’s bowels gave way. Ucheus gagged. Vomit filled his mouth and he would have broken free, but Ojo, with curses, commanded him to stay.

The slender boy screwed his face tighter, swallowing hard and struggling not to breathe as the dying heifer first kicked, then writhed, then shuddered beneath him. At last the throbbings in the neck were still. Ucheus reeled away. Smoke blinded his eyes and he felt the battering wings of birds, swooping down desperately.

‘Come back, damn you!’

‘It’s finished, isn’t it?’

‘Finished? It’s only begun!’

Ojo was right. Blankly, Ucheus stumbled back. First they turned over the hot corpse, exposing the dugs that he had milked so many times. Teat-sucker, the others had called him, but though the slender boy had minded the name, he had not minded the task. When Kyra was sick and her milk was running dry, he had indeed sucked goadingly at the rough teats, as his cousin Maius Eneo had shown him how to do, long ago on Castor-uncle’s farm. The memory had been a fond one, but all thought of his old life was terrible to Ucheus now, the merest mockery.

Ojo grabbed his spear again. ‘Hold back the legs.’

Ucheus gulped in breath, as if about to dive, while his stocky friend first gouged holes with the spear, then took his kos-knife to the soft underbelly, hacking clumsily through the stinking guts. New, more terrible waves of stench assailed them. By now both boys were covered in gore. Blood dripped from their hair, from their eyelids, from their lips and fingers; their tunics were sodden. But there was no stopping: before their work was done, they were tearing with their hands, gasping at the strength it took to rend the slithering skin, to part the hot bones.

At last the entrails were steaming on the slab; the meat burning in the pit. The birds were frenzied. Ucheus was sobbing and could barely breathe. Ojo lurched upright, clutching Kyra’s heart in his trembling hands. Exhausted, he staggered to the wall of a hundred holes.

He bit his lip, struggling for words. If Ojo had never witnessed such a ritual, still he had peered into the sacred texts; he had heard his father, and other Priests of Aroc, intoning the lessons in Sacred School. Whether what Ojo would say was even vaguely right he did not know, but after all, he barely cared. They had come this far; they must end it now. He flung himself forward, crashing painfully to his bare knees.

‘Hundred-voiced Sibyl,’ he began softly, ‘all-wise one, sister of the Sibyl of Inorchis, who is daughter of the Thunderer Aroc Inorchis, who is brother of the Thunderer Aroc Xaro – before you we come with this offering of flesh … Hear us, Sibyl of Xaro, and tell us what we ask, for you are the last chance that remains for us now … Sibyl, speak to us in your hundred voices – tell us, how will we ever be restored to Inorchis? Tell us, will the Thunderer spare us? Sibyl, how will we survive this ordeal?’

Ojo breathed heavily, Ucheus too. The birds, as if fearful, had suddenly scattered. There was no sound but for the fire, the sizzling meat, the soft wash of waves. Lying on the reddened, slippery rock, turning away from the smoke and blood and entrails, Ucheus gazed across the empty sea. How strange it was, how impossible to think that this vista of ultramarine had once been filled with an isle like this one, identical in everything, but for the towns and farms that had flourished upon its slopes! He thought again of the storm; he thought again of the Sibyl, and wondered what she could say that might help them now.

If only they had asked about Maius Eneo!

‘Uchy,’ Ojo moaned at last, ‘it’s no use—’

‘It is, it has to be!’ his friend flung back.

Ucheus was right: for now, something was stirring within the rock. When the sound began, it rose slowly above the threshold of awareness. The boys might have thought it a gust of wind, playing fleetingly over the placid sea; they might have thought it one of those deep interior groanings, those mysterious stirrings of the smoking mountain. Only when the sacrifice seemed worthless, when Ojo had laid down the stiffening heart and Ucheus, after crawling to the edge of the rock, stood poised to dive into the cleansing sea, did the song of the Sibyl come drifting around them.

Terror consumed them.
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Rajal murmured, ‘That mountain’s getting closer.’

Smoky trails scudded across the sky.

‘We are, you mean.’ Littler leapt up, twirling excitedly.

‘What are you doing?’ said Rajal.

Littler, it seemed, had forgotten his orb. ‘Oh,’ he cried, ‘if only we could explore all these mysterious isles—’

He capered and cavorted.

‘Get down, idiot!’ Rajal pulled him back from the carpet’s edge. ‘Don’t worry, before all this is over, we might just explore every single Isle of Wenaya. How many did you say there were, Jem?’

But Jem was barely listening. With foreboding he gazed into the weave of the carpet, rippling beneath them on the waves of the wind. The design was one of extraordinary intricacy. There were whorls and spirals, there were peacock eyes, there were rivers and trees and shooting stars; there were mysterious figures in robes and turbans, reaching forth hands that held dazzling jewels. He traced the rays of light, stitched in azure thread, that stabbed out brilliantly from a sea-blue stone. It was – it would have to be – the Crystal of Javander.

The foreboding in Jem’s mind became sharper and he touched the stone he possessed now, the Crystal of Theron that he wore beneath his tunic. His eyes closing, he saw again the vision of Toth-Vexrah that had consumed him just before this red crystal came into his possession. If Toth’s crazed words were to be believed, the powers of the antigod had been massively increased, feeding on the spiritual energies that had burst forth, like waters from a collapsing dam, with the destruction of Unang Lia’s most sacred temple. Jem breathed deeply, tightening his grip on the crystal. Only a day had passed since he had found it, yet already it felt like a part of his being, and would remain thus, he knew, until he found its blue sister.

It was then that the carpet lurched, just a little, and the Orb of Seeing rolled towards Jem. He reached for it, but just as he was about to clutch it, saving it from plummeting over the edge, he felt a sudden stabbing in his eyes. It was the face of Toth-Vexrah, leering at him from the depths of the glassy sphere …

‘The orb!’ wailed Littler.

‘Forget the orb,’ said Rajal. ‘Look!’

They swivelled round. A flock of seabirds came plunging towards them, talons glittering, wings outstretched.

‘They’re coming right for us—’

‘Hang on—’

They clung to the carpet. Rainbow’s claws dug deeply into the weave. Like thunder, a hundred wings beat above them, shrieking filled the sky, and the carpet shuddered, beginning to spin. Jem gritted his teeth. In an instant, he was certain, he would feel beaks and claws, slashing through his tunic like razors. Instead, just as the birds were upon them, the carpet veered away, dropping like a stone through the dazzling sky – and the birds did not follow.

Rajal gasped, ‘Are they going to turn back?’

‘They weren’t after us,’ said Jem, ‘they were … fleeing!’

‘Then they’ve gone?’ said Rajal. ‘Thanks be to Koros!’

‘To your amulet, you mean!’ Littler returned.

Princess Bela Dona’s gift to Rajal flashed brilliantly against his brown, tensing wrist. Perhaps it was really a charm against evil: for an instant, Rajal might have believed it. But only for an instant. The birds had vanished, but still the carpet went spinning dizzyingly down. A blue vortex whizzed beneath them. Rainbow barked. Rajal closed his eyes, bracing himself – but the splash never came.

The carpet spun downwards at a sharp angle. Surging into view came the wooded slopes of the island. Littler praised the amulet; Rajal blessed it, then cursed it again as the smoke from the volcano closed around them like a black, choking curtain. Sulphur filled their lungs. They swooned; they coughed; tears sprang from their eyes. From below, they heard the sinister bubbling of the caldera.

‘We’re sinking!’ Rajal cried. ‘We’re sinking!’


Chapter 3

A BUZZING OF FLIES

Of the hundred voices, some were high, some low, some sweet, some strident, but all sang the same riddling song. Slowly Ojo raised his eyes to the Sibyl, pushing back his dripping, bloody curls; Ucheus did not even dare to turn back. Fearful that some vision might accompany the song, he remained gazing out at the sea and the pale, cloudless canopy of the sky. How strange it was, how deeply strange, to think that all the time they had been on Xaro, this daughter of the Thunderer had been with them, just as her sister had been on Inorchis, this unseen being who lived beneath the rocks! They had wondered at her, feared her, longed for her guidance. Never had they imagined the reality of her presence.

The song, with its own terrible thunder, boomed around them in the smoky air.


Children who call upon my sacred fame,

For trial of manhood to this isle you came:

Like those before you, to spin on the gyre

In waters of doubt and the truth of fire.

But just what drowns and what it is that burns

Are secrets hidden in the wheel that turns.




Children who dare to play my sacred game,

Fears lie behind you that I dread to name:

Fears still must come to a terrible birth

As waters claim all but one from the earth.

But which for the waters, which for the ground

Are secrets hidden till the wheel goes round.




Children who marvel at my sacred claim,

In one way alone may your fates be the same:

Strike down the pilot from the bright light’s glare,

Till waters cover over the one from the air.

But which are the waters – which are the skies?

Such are the secrets in the wind that flies.



When it was over, the silence was deeper than before. The smoke was clearing. Still Ucheus stared across the sea; slowly, Ojo turned to him. The boys had known each other for as long as they could remember; they had even been best friends once, before Ucheus met his cousin Maius Eneo. Now they seemed almost shy of each other. Trembling, Ojo gripped his friend’s slender arm. When he spoke at last, the stocky boy had lost all bravado, all pretence. If there was much in the Sibyl’s words he did not understand, still he recognised a terrible foreboding.

‘Uchy,’ he whispered, ‘we’re going to die.’

The reply was a whisper too. ‘But she’s told us … nothing.’

‘We’re going to die,’ Ojo said again, ‘all but one of us—’

Ucheus gulped, ‘No, Ojo, no – Maius Eneo, he’s going to save us … there are things – things you don’t know …’

Ojo’s voice cracked. ‘Follyface, we’re going to die, I tell you!’

‘Madmaster! How can you say that?’ Now Ucheus was angry too. His friend’s grip was tighter and he flinched as the nails dug into his flesh, but still he did not break away, still he did not turn – and so it was not until the last moment that they saw it, breaking from the smoke at the Thunderer’s summit, reeling down from the sky behind them. At once, Ojo let his hand fall. He shuddered. He pointed.

‘Uchy, look … the pilot from the air.’
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‘Hang on,’ shouted Jem, ‘just hang on—’

But in a moment, the ordeal was over. Blackened, weak and gasping, they found themselves on the other side of the smoky curtain. The carpet, spinning no more, scudded over the jungle. Cautiously, Jem and his friends relaxed their grip on the reeking fabric. They brushed their eyes. For many moments their vision was hazy and they could barely make out the scene below.

Jem breathed deeply. ‘Thank the amulet,’ he said, ‘indeed.’

Rajal looked suspiciously at his wrist. ‘If this is a talisman,’ he said, ‘I’d prefer one that didn’t get us into trouble in the first place.’

‘At least you’ve still got it,’ said Littler. ‘What about mine?’

‘Now that definitely didn’t work,’ said Rajal.

Littler bristled, but restrained himself. They lapsed into silence as the carpet descended, gently now, down the wooded slopes of the island. A soft beach lay below. Few sights could be more peaceful, but Jem thought again of the vision of Toth, staring at him from the orb. Perhaps it had been an illusion, no more, but secretly he was glad that the orb was lost. With a shudder he wondered if Toth had been watching them, if he could be watching them even now.

Then it happened. The BOOM! filled the air like a clap of thunder.

‘What the—’

‘Dive!’

Where the burning ball came from, they had no time to see. They knew only that it was headed straight for them, plunging towards the carpet like a fiery comet. Viciously the flaming thing tore through the fabric, then Jem and his friends were falling into the jungle below.

Long moments passed. Silence.

‘Wh-what happened?’ said Rajal.

Sourly he looked at his amulet. A thick clump of ferns had cushioned his fall, but his limbs were in a tangle and he was quite sure he was bruised all over. Clumsily he struggled to stand.

‘I think we know what happened,’ said Jem, tugging himself free from a web of vines. ‘The question is who – and why.’

The jungle pressed around them, dripping, dense and green. Tickerings and strange, breathy flurryings sounded about them in the hot, moist air. Hanging from a branch was a scrap, still smouldering, of the magic carpet. Sadly Jem gazed upon the blackened fabric.

‘You look as though we’ve lost a friend,’ said Rajal.

Jem glanced round worriedly. ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘we have – in fact, two. Where’s Littler? Where’s Rainbow?’

They called their names, but neither the expected cry, nor a bark, sounded above the hushed flurryings and tickerings. Jem reached out, parting a screen of vines. He glimpsed the beach, a distant dazzle through gaps in the foliage.

He screwed up his eyes. ‘They must be close.’

They called again.

Still no reply.

‘We’re stranded, aren’t we?’ Rajal said glumly.

‘Maybe – maybe not. You don’t think we’re alone on this island, do you – like Robander Selsoe?’

‘Maybe – maybe not. Rainbow!’

‘Littler!’

Their cries were spirited away, muffled quickly by the tropical growth. They peered through the gloom, this way arid that. Branches and vines screened out the sky but offered no relief from the oppressive heat.

‘Jem,’ said Rajal after a moment, ‘who’s Robander Selsoe?’

‘Really Raj, it’s a famous story – a true one, too. He was a shipwrecked sailor. On an island he was, just like this – oh, for years on end. Whole cycles – all by himself, and a ship never came … Littler!’

‘Rainbow!’

‘Jem,’ Rajal said next, ‘what if this island’s like Robander Selsoe’s? I mean, what if there’s no one here except us – the four of us, I mean?’

‘There has to be. Otherwise, where did that fireball come from?’

‘I thought it sort of … dropped from the air.’

‘Balls of fire don’t just drop from the air.’

‘Not even round these volcano things?’

‘Well, all right. But that was shot from a cannon. Rainbow!’

‘Littler!’ Rajal looked up dubiously through the leaves. ‘What about when we were flying overhead? I didn’t see any signs of life, did you?’

‘Only trees, trees and trees.’

‘Typical. Just when we need a nice, comfortable tavern. I’ve even got the gold to pay for it, you know – got the gold, and nowhere to spend it. Just typical. Littler!’

‘Rainbow! This is crazy – they can’t just have vanished.’

‘They could have been knocked out – by the fall, I mean.’

‘I hope not. Who knows what may be lurking round here?’

‘Lurking?’ said Rajal. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Snakes, poisonous spiders—’

Gulping, Rajal hoped his amulet was not really useless. He had wondered if they were searching in the most effective way, and thought that perhaps they should split up; now he thought that he would not suggest it. Acutely he became aware of the soft, strange sounds that filled the dense greenery, the bubblings, the hissings, the tock-tock rhythms of insects in bark.

So it was that Rajal, not Jem, was first to hear the peculiar, intent murmuring that sounded from beyond a screen of vines.

‘Jem, what’s that?’

‘What’s what?’

‘I don’t know – listen.’

But before Rajal could pull him back, Jem parted the sticky vines. At once the sound was louder, not a murmuring but the relentless buzzing of hundreds of flies. Without quite knowing why, Rajal was alarmed.

‘They’re busy,’ he muttered.

‘Yes,’ said Jem. ‘But with what?’

They soon knew the answer. First came the sweet overpowering rottenness, wafting towards them as they floundered forward. If the stench was enough to drive them back, their curiosity was stronger.

The object of the flies’ fervour was something heavy, something pendulous, hanging from a high branch. The foliage here was especially thick, the shadows deeper, but still there was light enough to see the twisted neck, the bloated face, the blackened, hanging hands.

Rajal stumbled back. ‘Jem! Come away!’

Jem only stared at the flyblown corpse. ‘Raj, look at his clothes—’

‘What? Jem, I don’t want to look at him at all!’ Rajal’s hand covered his mouth and he shuddered as Jem stepped forward, pointing solemnly to the knickerbockers, the belt, the ragged remnants of a stripy shirt. On and on buzzed the flies; maggots, yellow and writhing, tunnelled through the flesh of the dead man’s face. By now, even his dearest friend might not have recognised him, but one thing was clear enough.

‘He’s an Ejlander,’ said Rajal. ‘An Ejlander sailor.’

‘But how did he get here? And get like this?’

‘Suicide. Well, you would, wouldn’t you? I mean, if you were stuck here – like Robander Selsoe.’

‘Robander Selsoe didn’t kill himself, Raj. Look at this man’s belt. Someone’s ripped away his purse – and his knife. What about his cutlass, where’s that gone?’

‘He lost it in the wreck – Jem, come away.’

‘This man’s been murdered, Raj.’

‘A long time ago. Just look at him, Jem!’

‘A long time? In this climate?’

There was no time to say more. Suddenly, through the trees, came a sound of barking.

‘Rainbow? Raj, this way – quick!’

Vines closed on the scene of death as they sprang forward, running in the direction of the urgent sounds. A clearing lay ahead. The barking seemed to come from there, but still they could not see Rainbow’s bright fur.

Then, all at once, they were swept through the air.

‘A trap! We’ve tripped a wire!’


Chapter 4

GREEN MANSIONS

‘Jem?’

‘Raj?’

‘Your elbow’s in my eye.’

‘Yours is in my ribs. Can’t you shift?’

‘That’s what I’m asking you!’

Rajal sighed. To be swept suddenly into the air was an alarming experience; still more alarming it was to wonder what might happen next. His limbs were twisted up at angles and the mesh of the net cut painfully into his skin. His eye, the one with the elbow in it, watered profusely; the other could barely focus. All he could see were the bright rays of the sun, stabbing down through the deep green.

‘What is this, anyway? An animal trap?’

Jem’s voice was rueful. ‘Look below, Raj.’

‘I told you, your elbow’s in my eye—’

‘Well, just be glad it’s not a spear.’

‘Hm?’ For a moment Rajal wondered what Jem was talking about; then, blinking, he became aware of reddish, peculiar shapes moving below. His heart lurched and he felt something prodding at his throat. He gulped and saw a slender youth standing beneath him with a long sharpened stick, upraised and threatening. A stocky fellow was covering Jem. Both were very ragged and very dirty. With matted hair and dark discolorations over their faces and limbs, they looked as if they had recently fallen into mud.

And what was that smell?

The stocky youth, who seemed the more aggressive of the two, twisted his spear at Jem’s throat. ‘Who are you? What are you doing here?’

Jem said, ‘We could ask you the same question.’

‘Don’t provoke us – we know what you are.’

‘Then you’ve no need to ask, have you?’

‘Jem,’ Rajal hissed, ‘are you trying to get us killed?’

‘They’re just muddy boys, Raj – younger than us.’

By now, Rajal’s eyes had cleared. ‘I know the light’s not good here, Jem, but look a bit harder.’

‘You mean they’re older?’

‘I mean that’s not mud—’

‘Shut up!’ barked the stocky youth. His eyes flickered over the two captives, sunlight playing ominously on the tip of his spear. ‘Now answer this question: which of you is the pilot from the air?’

The leaner youth looked troubled. ‘Ojo, I’m still not sure about this. What if—’

But the youth called Ojo was not listening. Threateningly, he repeated his question.

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ declared Jem. ‘We’re from Ejland.’ Then to Rajal, aside: ‘I don’t suppose you could offer that bag of gold, could you? I mean, it might be worth it.’

Sotto voce: ‘What, waste it on them? If we had some bright beads, I might just buy the island. But the gold? There has to be a tavern somewhere, you know.’

Ojo spat, ‘You were on that mat – that rug.’

‘Carpet, actually,’ said Rajal, ‘which you shot down. Now why did you want to go and do that?’

‘The cannon?’ said Ojo. ‘No, that wasn’t us.’

The one called Uchy shook his head. ‘Oh no! We didn’t—’

‘But we would have,’ said Ojo.

‘We would?’ His friend looked at him sharply.

Jem said, ‘You knew it was a cannon?’

Suddenly, the stocky youth was angry. ‘I ask the questions! And I want answers!’ He dragged his spear across Jem’s throat. It was as well that the tip was blunt, or it would have drawn blood. ‘But I think you’ve already answered my question. It’s not just the way you talk – it’s your hair.’

‘Now I really don’t know what you mean,’ said Jem.

The stocky youth looked grimly at his companion. ‘Just like Lemyu, eh Uchy? Sun-coloured hair, a sure sign of evil—’

‘But Ojo, Lemyu wasn’t evil, he was good—’

‘He died, didn’t he?’ Jem heard desperation in Ojo’s voice. It was almost as if the stocky youth were trying to convince himself of what must happen next, of what he must do – as if this were his last chance … ‘Oh, I think we’ve got our pilot all right, Uchy – and the Sibyl says we have to strike him down. To strike him down,’ he repeated slowly.

‘Ojo, we can’t – you can’t.’ Nervously the slender youth looked up at Jem – then blurted, as if suddenly he could not restrain himself, ‘Did Maius Eneo send you? Did you come from Maius—’

‘Shut up, just shut up!’ Ojo whipped round, clashing his spear against his companion’s. Wrong-footed, Ucheus blundered back. Ojo advanced on him, trampling down the undergrowth. The leaner youth held his spear aloft, warding off blows, but he was clumsy, and fell. An instant more and Ojo was astride him. The stocky youth had flung his spear aside, but now he grabbed the kos-knife from his belt. Ucheus gasped as the bloody blade pressed against his throat.

‘Ojo! What are you doing?’

Only for a moment did it seem that Ojo might really drive in the blade. His eyes narrowed with bitterness as, clumsily, reluctantly, he released his companion. ‘Just shut up, Uchy – I’ve told you, I’m handling this—’

‘But not well,’ said Ucheus defiantly, scrambling up. He knocked the kos-knife from Ojo’s grip. It fell into the undergrowth. ‘You’re acting like a fool, Ojo. It was the heart, wasn’t it? Ever since you held the heart in your hands, you’ve been like … like a madmaster. Just remember, the sacrifice was your idea.’

‘Sacrifice?’ whispered Rajal. ‘That’s it, Jem – if we ever get out of this, I’m throwing this amulet into the sea.’

‘You could try throwing down the bag of gold.’

‘Right now? I don’t think they’d notice.’

Angrily Ucheus grabbed the kos-knife, stuffing it into his own belt. It was as if he were daring Ojo to fight him again. Earnestness filled the slender youth’s face as he turned back to Jem. ‘Sun-haired one, tell us – do you come from Maius Eneo?’

Jem bit his lip. Say yes. Just say yes.

Rajal blurted, ‘Maius who? Look, we don’t know what you’re talking about—’

Jem groaned; Ojo smacked Ucheus in the chest. ‘Told you! Didn’t I tell you?’

The two youths gazed at each other levelly. There was a silence. The heat of the day was rising, pressing insistently through the gloom of the jungle. Dapples of light sparkled on the greenery and steam, fecund and reeking, curled up from the undergrowth.

Jem cleared his throat. Later, perhaps, he would abuse Rajal, but this was not the time. ‘I don’t suppose you’d consider cutting us down?’ he asked their captors.

‘No, but we might consider killing you,’ said Ojo.

He retrieved his spear, jabbing it up towards the net again.

Ucheus moved forward, placing a hand on his companion’s arm. His voice, this time, was gentle. ‘Ojo, don’t you remember how you believed in Lemyu, how you trusted him? You agreed with Maius Eneo about him, you know you—’

The stocky youth cursed, shaking off the hand that tried to hold him back.

But now Ucheus would not let him go. ‘Maius Eneo was right about Lemyu, wasn’t he – right about that, at least? And Lemyu – he was sun-haired, wasn’t he? And—’

‘Raj, do you get the feeling we’ve met this Lemyu?’ Jem muttered. He raised his voice, foolishly no doubt, since the youth called Ojo was angry enough. But Jem was angry too, and could not resist. ‘This Lemyu,’ he said sharply, ‘I don’t suppose he’s a sailor-fellow hanging from a tree, with maggots in his face and flies buzzing all around—’

Rajal gasped, ‘Jem, what are you—’

Shock registered in the bloodied faces. Ojo cried out, ‘Now do you see, Uchy? They know too much – they know everything!’ He shook away his companion’s grip. He swung back his spear.

He charged forward. ‘Die, pilot!’

Ucheus cried, ‘Ojo, no—’

Jem braced himself. But before the spear could plunge through his flesh, there was a crash of foliage and another voice, high and fierce, rang through the clearing. A blade hacked down, dashing the spear from Ojo’s hand.

In the next moment, the stocky youth was lying on his back, howling, bested by the new challenger who sat astride him, waving a rusty cutlass in the air.
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Rajal said nervously, ‘Who can this be?’

‘Let’s just hope he’s on our side, Raj.’

From the net, Jem and Rajal could see no more of this new challenger than a knobbly brown backbone and a headdress which appeared to be made from feathers and leaves.

‘You’ve been a bad boy, Zandis Ojonis,’ he was saying. His voice was cracking, crazed. ‘First Kyra – oh, I know about Kyra, never you mind. If I could have stopped you, I would. I’m your leader, aren’t I? If there was an offering, it was mine to make – mine!’ The cutlass swept down, stopping just short of Ojo’s neck. ‘Do you understand, Zandis Ojonis?’

From Ojo came only a humiliated moaning.

Ucheus stood by, twisting his hands. ‘Leki, please—’

‘Madmasters, what did you think you were playing at? Look at the pair of you, covered in blood! Ucheus, I’m surprised at you, letting him go through with it. And now this – is this the way to treat our guests?’

‘Guests?’ echoed Ucheus.

‘Yes, follyface!’ screeched the youth in the headdress. Springing up from Ojo, he turned to the captives.

Jem drew in his breath. Beneath his headdress, the newcomer’s face was painted with stripes, and over his chest hung a necklace of bones. His only clothing was a loincloth – fashioned, it appeared, from the tatters of a tunic such as his companions wore.

But there was something else, too. Around his hips was a loose, broad belt, and hanging from the belt were a curving scabbard, a sailor’s purse and a brace of knives. He slipped the cutlass back into the scabbard.

‘Lemyu’s things?’ Rajal murmured.

‘No doubt about it,’ said Jem.

The painted youth smiled, bowing with exaggerated courtesy. If Jem found Leki alarming, he found him puzzling too. In Lord Empster’s library there had been many engravings of savages. Jem had learnt that they were ignorant, brutal and warlike, and that some, perhaps all of them, dined on human flesh; he recalled the horror of Robander Selsoe when a party of cannibals landed upon his island, bent upon conducting their vile orgies. Epicycles ago, when reports of such creatures had first reached Ejland, men of learning had been thrown into a conundrum. How was it, they wondered, that human beings, created by the all-benevolent father-god, could be capable of such depravity? In time, an explanation had been found. Savages, it became clear, were not human at all, but mockeries of humanity, Rejects of Orok, who merely assumed the semblance of human form.

Whether this was true, Jem did not know, but he knew one thing: this youth who stood before them now was a most unusual savage. Perhaps, thought Jem, he was no savage at all.

‘Allow me to introduce myself,’ said the youth. ‘I am Lekis Sanis Saxis, governor of this island.’

‘What?’ said Rajal. ‘Governor?’

Jem dug his friend in the ribs. ‘Raj, keep your big mouth shut this time, please?’ He raised his voice. ‘Governor … indeed this is a privilege,’ he attempted. ‘My name is Jemany, and my friend is Rajal. We are poor travellers, driven by … by poverty from our native land. Cursed by an evil enchanter, we were destined – why, to fly to the very edges of the earth, had we not the fortune to descend over your island.’

The eyes glittered in the painted face. ‘Cursed by magic? Then it seems we have much in common.’

Jem’s interest was aroused at once, but Leki only bowed again and gestured to his companions. ‘You have met my well-intentioned, if blundering subordinates. You accept my apologies, I trust, for their somewhat … precipitate actions? This Isle of Xaro, you will understand, is a place of many dangers … but curse me for a follyface, what can I be thinking of? Ojonis, Ucheus – cut down our guests, cut them down at once!’

As it happened, it was the governor and not his subordinates who performed this duty. The youth called Ojo was only just rising, clutching his ribs, assisted by the concerned Ucheus. Leki’s cutlass swished back through the air. Blunt metal hacked at rope. The net began to sway, then slowly revolved.

‘Hang on, Raj!’

‘To what, Jem?’

Their fall, fortunately, was cushioned by the undergrowth. Really, it was not so bad: with cramped legs and arms, Jem struggled against the chrysalis of twine, managing in a moment to kick himself free. Rajal had a little more trouble; he groaned elaborately. With a laugh, Jem plucked at his friend’s bonds.

‘Come on, Raj, on your feet!’

‘Feet? Have I still got any?’

Rajal lurched and would have fallen if Jem had not grabbed him. In the next moment, they were both stumbling. The shuddering began without warning, rippling beneath the jungle floor like the stirring of a monstrous, buried beast.

Or like thunder. Thunder under the ground.

It was over in a moment. For a second time, Jem scrambled up from the sticky, steamy vegetation, brushing himself free of clinging leaves and spores. Around him, the others were rising too. Only Leki had remained standing, riding the convulsions with a splay-footed glee, waving his cutlass excitedly in the air.

Grinning, he turned to his frightened subordinates. ‘You see, Zandis Ojonis?’ he said in a carefree voice. ‘It was all for nothing, wasn’t it? Did you think your paltry sacrifice could appease the Thunderer? I told you Kyra would never be enough, and I was right, wasn’t I?’

‘We didn’t want to appease the Thunderer,’ said Ucheus. ‘It was the Sibyl we went to, the Sibyl. We just wanted to find out what would happen, that’s all—’

‘Happen? The Sibyl?’ Leki flung back his head and laughed. ‘You’re madmasters, the pair of you – as if the Sibyl would tell you anything!’

The painted youth turned back to Jem and Rajal, resuming the manner of moments before. If his words were controlled, his voice retained a crazed edge. ‘Our guests are unhurt? But of course, of course – a rumble, no more. On an island like this, one must expect a little rumble from time to time … But come, we dally here to no purpose – you must be in need of rest, not to mention food.’

‘Oh, please do mention it,’ said Rajal.

Leki smiled. ‘Then let us go to Sarom. Come.’

‘Sarom?’ said Jem.

‘Indeed, where else would I take my guests? Ucheus, gather up the net, hm? We’ll set it up again later.’

With that, slinging the cutlass over his shoulder, the painted youth moved off jauntily through the jungle. Turning, he beckoned Jem and Rajal to follow. Uncertainly, they exchanged glances. To be sure, they could run for it, but what would be the point? They were trapped, leagues from anywhere, on this strange island. They were also very hungry.

Better to play along, at least for now.

‘Uh,’ Jem attempted, as they pushed through the foliage, ‘I don’t suppose any of you have seen a little boy, about – oh, so high, and a dog the colour of the rainbow?’

Leki turned sharply. ‘Boy? Dog? They are your friends?’

‘Our very good friends, lost when we … landed.’

‘Indeed? Ah, but there are many dangers on this Isle of Xaro.’ There was a faraway note in Leki’s voice. It was rather as if he had dismissed the subject, but a moment later he turned again and said sharply, ‘Ojonis … Ucheus! No … Ucheus, just you. Look for the boy and the rainbow-coloured dog.’

‘Me?’ Fear glittered in the lean youth’s eyes.

Leki smiled again at his guests. ‘But come, come.’
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In the jungle, words fade quickly. As soon as Leki’s party had trudged away, pushing through the green mansions of leaves, no sound of their voices echoed back to the damp, fecund place where Jem and Rajal had swung in the net. There remained only silence, or rather, that peculiar jungle silence which is not silence at all but compounded of a thousand tiny cracklings, hissings, rustlings. Steam rose acridly, shimmering in the dappled light, and on a mossy, rapidly rotting log sat a large toad, swelling out its throat and blinking its bulbous eyes. Coiled languidly round a branch was a tree-snake, coloured black and gold like a tiger.

There came a sound of fluttering. It was a bird, not a seabird, but a Wenayan jungle bird, a raven coloured not black but a deep, mysterious blue. Descending, perching lightly, the raven stabbed its beak into one of the bright fruits that hung, hugely engorged, amongst the leaves. Sweet juices squirted and dripped. The serpent uncoiled, as if to pounce, but just then the toad gave a bilious croak. The raven stiffened and flitted away.

Darting here, darting there, the strangely coloured bird was nervously alert, fearful of what dangers might yet lie concealed amongst the sweltering chambers of leaves. Several times its sharp little beak snapped up juicy beetles and worms that gleamed suddenly in the sun-dappled shadows. But the raven did not linger. Always its bright eyes swivelled and flashed. Onwards, onwards it hopped and flew. Soon the treacherous snake was far behind.

Then it was forgotten. Skittering above a path of trampled ferns, the raven became aware of a sweet mysterious pungency, headier than the perfume of any fruit or flower. With it came an enticing music, the buzzing and blowing of thousands of flies. Pushing between vines, forgetful of its fears, the raven alighted on a spindly branch. Curiously it took in the source of the pungency, the heavy
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