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CHAPTER 1

‘I’m sure,’ said Farwander, ‘we can come to an agreement.’

By way of reply, Big Marga put the tenderising hammer back onto the table and selected a pair of black iron pincers instead.

‘After all,’ continued Farwander with what he hoped was a winning smile, ‘what is money, at the end of the day?’

‘The only thing that matters,’ replied Big Marga as she gave the pincers a couple of test snips. ‘That’s what you nobs are built on, ain’t it? Money? Great big piles of money?’

‘I’m afraid, dear Miss Marga, that is something of a...’

‘Just tek ’is cods off,’ said one of Marga’s underlings, of whom three were present in the room. Although the place was large – it had once been a splendid mansion on the outskirts of Last Fathom – the trio of leg-breakers, and the substantial bulk of Big Marga herself, seemed to take up all available room. Marga’s trade was as a butcher and all four wore leather aprons and white shirts, their sleeves stained brown with old blood. Their knuckles were covered in scars and the whole crew didn’t have a discernible neck between them.

‘Now that’s the first good idea I heard all day,’ said Marga, flashing a set of gappy teeth. ‘You gives what you owes me, in return for me leavin’ your family jewels where they are.’

‘Now regrettably, as we have already ascertained, there is no money.’ Farwander gave up on the smile. There had, it was true, been some maidens who had fallen for it, but he doubted Big Marga went for his type.

‘Don’t talk giblets. You’re a nob. You got money comin’ out of yer stuffing-hole.’

‘Don’t let the name and the airs fool you, Madame,’ replied Farwander. ‘The venn Farwanders have not had a pitcher to make water in for three generations.’

‘So what ’appened to what I loaned you?’ Big Marga leaned in close and brandished the pincers in his face. Marga was a powerful woman and it would be barely any effort at all for her to remove Farwander’s nose with them.

‘I was robbed,’ replied Farwander.

‘So was I. By you.’

‘Yes, it weaves quite the tapestry of sorrow. The fact remains, Lady Marga, that I am just as much the victim as you are. Should you wish the return of your capital you should enquire at the home of an apothecary named...’

‘What we hangin’ around ’ere for?’ asked another of Marga’s meat piles. ‘He doesn’t ’ave it. Write it off like, and send ’im back out missin’ somethin’ so’s everyone else knows not to cross us.’

‘They knows that already!’ snapped Big Marga. ‘All of Last bloody Fathom knows you don’t owe Big Marga nothin’ you can’t pay! It’s idiots like this as never learn!’

Farwander used the conversation between Marga and her minions to get a better appreciation of his surroundings. The decaying mansion was one the underworld of Last Fathom used as neutral ground to make deals or agree pacts between the various crews. Farwander was currently tied to a chair in the mansion’s grand entrance hall. A double staircase ran around both sides of the room to a landing that had since half-collapsed with damp and neglect. Pale spaces on the wood-panelled walls showed where paintings had long since been looted and the only furnishings were a few mouldering heaps of splinters. The main doors had long since departed their frame but the way out that way was blocked by the three butchers. The back way went through the remains of the servants’ quarters and kitchen.

It was not very promising. Then again, neither were the prospects afforded by staying tied to the chair.

It was not an easy decision to make, since it would probably lead to his death. But it was the only option Farwander could take, as all the other choices were worse. So he made it.

Farwander had learned over the years that a man should never go anywhere without at least three sharp implements. He could be disarmed of one, and the second could be found if he was searched, both of which had happened as soon as Marga’s butchers had dragged him off the streets of Last Fathom for transport to this dismal place. The third, however, was a tiny blade no bigger than his thumbnail that he kept concealed in the ruffled cuff of his shirt. The trappings of a would-be nobleman meant he could wear such an impractical garment without it seeming suspicious. In truth it was purely practical, since the cuff gave him a place to hide things, like the blade he was now using to saw through the ropes holding his arms to the back of the chair.

‘Shut up the lot of you,’ snarled Big Marga at her butchers. ‘It’s my crew, I’ll cut off whatever I want!’

The ropes came loose and Farwander jumped from the chair.

Farwander was quick enough to get a few steps’ head start on Big Marga’s crew. They bunched together to block his way to the main entrance, so Farwander bolted in the other direction.

Marga made a furious and frustrated noise, and loomed towards him like a rosy-cheeked tidal wave.

Farwander ducked under a swingeing haymaker from Big Marga and headed for the grand staircase behind her. The damp, rotted steps sagged beneath his feet as he leapt up the staircase three steps at a time.

‘You cheeky bugger!’ yelled Big Marga after him as the crew gave chase. Farwander reached the landing as they thundered up the stairs behind him.

Most of the landing had fallen away. Enough remained to give Farwander a way into the east wing of the mansion, through a door promising only darkness and rot. It was better than anything that lay behind him, though. He slipped and wrenched his ankle as he turned, and had to scrabble on all fours towards the doorway as Marga reached the landing behind him.

‘I’ll ’ave your guts, you sod!’ she yelled. ‘I’ll pull ’em out through your...’

Big Marga was indeed a big woman. It was her tremendous strength that had not only made her an excellent butcher, able to cleave through a carcass with a single blow, but had dealt with all of Last Fathom’s leg-breakers and extortionists who assumed that a woman would be easy to intimidate. She had crushed them all, figuratively and literally, and made herself one of the port’s most feared individuals. Once she got her trunklike arms around a soul, she would crush the life out of him. She had won underworld wars with a meaty hand around an enemy’s throat, or by pinning a foe down with her substantial bulk until he stopped wriggling beneath her pounding fists. She was a brutal, towering, shaven bear of a woman.

Farwander, though not a small man, was much smaller than her. As a result, the rotten landing had supported him. It did not give the same courtesy to Big Marga.

The landing collapsed, throwing Marga and her crew back down into the entrance hall in a crash of splintering wood and curses. Farwander plunged into the gloom of the east wing and had to fight to keep his footing on the slimy floorboards. He could hear Marga raging incoherently behind him as he tore through curtains of damp spiderwebs and struggled to find a way out.

One long-boarded up window showed a crack of light where a board had fallen away. Farwander grabbed at the remaining boards. Damp mossy wood came out in clumps. Three boards went and the hole was big enough to climb through. Farwander did so, ignoring the tearing sounds from his fine breeches catching on a nail.

It was a considerable drop down to the tangle of overgrown trash and debris piled up against the back of the mansion. Farwander let go and tumbled into the mess, putting out a hand to protect himself and feeling it plunging into mud and slime. He fought to extricate himself and his panic rose to the sound of Marga’s crew rampaging out through the mansion’s front door.

Even in such straits, a ridiculous, petulant voice at the back of his mind bemoaned his current situation’s lack of dignity.

There weren’t many places he could run where Big Marga wouldn’t find him. The whole of Last Fathom knew her name, and knew that when she sent the word out to bring in a particular soul, that soul was dead. But apart from Last Fathom, there wasn’t anywhere else. The swamplands surrounding the port would be as likely to kill him as Marga herself. Farwander had no money, no friends and no way of leaving the city before some cutthroat on horseback rode him down on the path. So it was down into the tangle of Last Fathom that Farwander ran, reasoning that only in the press of people could he hope to find somewhere to hide.


CHAPTER 2

Last Fathom was built on a suspect foundation of duckboards and sunken piles, placed over the swamps surrounding a natural harbour. It was the harbour that had given the place a reason to exist and the town had been established in spite of the fact that the land was inimical to habitation in every other way. Clusters of buildings clung precariously at the crossroads of wooden walkways. The few pieces of solid ground were given over to stone watchtowers looking out over the ocean, or to temples and shrines that flourished here in spite of the impiety of the typical Last Fathomite. This was a town where one took everything one could get, and if that meant buying a little extra good luck from the appropriate god, then so be it.

The harbour itself was rarely without a flotilla of trading ships and the smaller craft that served and piloted them. Last Fathom was the safest harbour for weeks of sailing in any direction. The goods and money that moved through the port were the ground in which the town’s underworld had taken root, and just about everyone in Last Fathom was tied into exploiting the opportunities that arose with every new ship on the horizon. From the urchins in the streets to the Wind and Storm Wardens in their grand lodges on the quayside, everyone in this town was grafting off their own piece somewhere along the line.

Farwander pondered this as he made his way through the grimy market streets of the Hangman’s Cross. Men were no longer strung up from the spindly trees that rose between the ramshackle buildings, but a couple of the old gibbets remained and the name had stuck. Market stalls sold everything here, half of it to serve the crews of visiting ships, half of them offloading stolen or jettisoned goods spirited away from the harbour in the middle of the night.

‘Fresh from the archipelago!’ cried a hawker, whose stall was full of peculiar trinkets of stone, bronze and carved bone. ‘Not gonna come around again for hundreds of years! This is history, ladies and gents! You, Madame, get yourself something beautiful! When the mists roll in again, this’ll be worth thousands!’

Farwander ducked into a doorway and watched the hawker for a while. He had heard the rumours of the island chain returning, and of the rush to plunder it for whatever secrets and treasures it held before it vanished again into the mists, or beneath the waves, and into realms of memory. It all sounded as fanciful as a fairytale, and about as distant from Farwander’s own existence as possible.

His train of thought was broken by the sight of an immense shaven-headed man, like a golem carved from pink meat, moving through the crowds. Even without the apron and bloodstains, Farwander would have instantly pegged the man as one of Big Marga’s. He was going from stall to stall questioning the hawkers, and Farwander knew full well he would be asking if any of them had seen a slender chap with oil-black hair on the scummier side of dashing, who looked like he had been beaten up and threatened with dismemberment less than an hour before.

It hadn’t taken them long, thought Farwander bitterly. Big Marga had sent the whole of Last Fathom after him.

Farwander quickened his step and headed down a row of pungent stalls selling fish. Every eye seemed turned on him. His hands seemed to itch – he needed a weapon, he needed an edge, anything to give him an advantage. A squat fishmonger watched him pass, cleaver in hand, and Farwander was certain the man’s piggy eyes were trying to decide if the hassled, hurrying man was the same one whose organs of generation would earn a pouch full of gold from Big Marga.

‘You going somewhere?’

Farwander halted as a stranger stepped in front of him. It was a grizzled fellow of indeterminate age, with scraggly grey hair clinging to his scarred scalp and chin. He wore a long embroidered coat and smelled of low tide.

‘Nowhere, thanks,’ said Farwander.

The sea dog stepped to the side, blocking him off. ‘You look like a man with a lot on his mind.’

‘I’m fine, good sir, if I could just...’

‘Need something to take the teeth out of it all? I got some grog like nothing you ever drank. Got Witherbloom seeds, ground Bloodvine pods, best in the town. Pure stuff, matey, best prices.’

‘No, thank you.’ Farwander pushed past the sea dog and headed for an archway leading out of Hangman’s Cross in the direction of the ocean.

‘Suit yourself,’ said the sea dog with a gap-toothed grin. ‘Oi!’ he yelled. ‘I’ve found ’im!’

The stranger’s cry was echoed by raised voices back in the market, and Farwander gave up trying to look like anything but a fugitive. He sprinted through the archway and the rickety wooden buildings of Last Fathom raced past. Now he was out of the market he felt witheringly exposed, with hiding places receding from him and his every move open to anyone who happened to be glancing down the street.

Farwander pounded the duckboards in the direction of the docks. The masts and rigging of docked ships loomed between the tottering tenement blocks and taverns. His mind raced as he weighed up potential bolt-holes – taverns, flophouses, alleyways. None of them were close or inviting enough.

He shoved people and knocked them aside as every lumbering pedestrian in the town seemed to emerge from their homes at once to get in his way. Behind him a rising commotion grew closer as more would-be bounty hunters joined in the chase.

Farwander was fit enough, but his lungs were already burning as he passed the Temple Of The Seven Riders and the raucous drinking holes of Grey Saints’ Square. He glanced behind him and could pick out a few tough-looking
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