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Prologue

 


A waltz
erupted in the rapids. The Pursuer bounded across the ocean,
churning black sea white. Sails creaked as they turned, swaying
smoothly with the wind, progressing across the watery dance floor
with grace and learned sophistication. Above the homebound ship the
starry sky glittered like a candlelit chandelier over the oceanic
ballroom. The sound of the ocean serenaded the elegant dancer
through the night.

Lars struggled with his footing
as he negotiated the cabins. His inexperience had overcome him on
his very first night and he had hoped he would learn quickly but a
childhood in a blacksmiths did little to prepare him for a life at
sea. Luckily the crew had taken a liking to him and if he stayed in
the navy he would eventually grow accustomed to the sea sickness
and staggered hours. At least that’s what they told him.

Now he found himself wide awake
and on a final mission to earn the respect of his Captain; it’s
not what you know…his father used to say. Their voyage was
almost over. He needed to ensure he would return home as crew and
not held up in a crate wishing he’d never left the bosom of his
family. Reaching the cook’s room door he pushed himself inside and
fell mercifully at the feet of Coster.

Coster, as far as he could
tell, took no sleep. He kept his kitchen as orderly as he kept his
uniform. He beamed at Lars and grabbed him by the scruff of the
neck with what seemed like giant hands. He shoved the boy on a
stool in the corner and wagged his finger at him whilst preaching
the benefits of caution when entering the kitchen.

“Now, my boy what can I do ye
for, you wouldn’t be after raiding my supplies like some rodent
would ye?”

“N-No sir,” Lars said nervously
before gaining his composure. “I came to get a drink sir, for the
Captain.”

“Captain doesn’t usually take a
drink at night, you wouldn’t be lying to me now lad!”

Lars shook his head profusely.
“No sir, Captain hasn’t asked for one, but it’s cold tonight and I
thought she might…”

“Be more inclined to keep you
on?”

Lars turned away ashamed, if
Coster could see through him the Captain would never be fooled.

Coster dribbled some rum in a
tankard and passed it to the boy. “Tho’ it won’t do no good lad,
this is Captain’s last voyage, Mr Wicks is taking command in Hermia
and he’s unlikely to appreciate being woken up two hours before his
morning watch.”

Lars stared into the tankard
and contemplated drinking the liquid himself. “But…”

Coster rested a reassuring hand
on his shoulder, “You’ll be sailing back with us lad don’t you
worry about that. If only to chase the rats.” He ruffled Lars’ hair
affectionately. It wouldn’t be long before his own lad would be
embarking on similar adventures.

“But why’s the Captain
leaving?”

Coster’s laugh seemed to shake
the kitchen, he patted Lars and nearly knocked the wind out of him.
“Lad, Captain is the finest sailor I come across, and I come across
a lot, but she’s got airs about her, you must have seen it, speaks
well, writes proper.” Realising such common knowledge had escaped
Lars’ attention Coster knelt beside him and spoke very slowly.
“She’s the Princess of Hermia isn’t she, where’s your head been!
She’s returning home, to a big palace, lots of finery and we’ll be
back with the wind in our faces carrying Dukes and Earls around the
islands at their fancy.” Coster sighed, he’d enjoyed the Captain’s
missions, escorting trade ships and rounding up pirates.

Lars thought for a second, the
rum in the tankard swirled in his hands. “I think I’ll still go on
deck.”

Lars couldn’t comprehend why a
Princess would want to leave all the pleasantries of royal life;
the rest of the crew weren’t as ignorant. In the four years they
had sailed together they had seen how Adiah was part of the sea.
They had accepted her as Captain without question or disapproval
and, after several dangerous but successful voyages, they adored
her. They knew Adiah would miss the sea more than the sea would
miss her, and the sea would pine for Adiah for a long time.

From the kitchen Lars made his
way through the creaking ship. The worn-out noises of the newlyweds
sounded in the Captain’s personal quarters, making Lars blush. He
hastened his footsteps until he felt the cold night air on his
skin. Illuminated by a scattering of gas lamps, a lonely figure
clutched the helm.

A zephyr blew through the deck,
caressing the face of its Captain lover. Adiah closed her eyes
mournfully. She sucked the salty aroma into her lungs in an attempt
to savour her last dance. When dawn broke land would ruin the
horizon and Adiah’s romance would be over. She held the wheel
ignoring her tiredness.

Lars had viewed his Captain as
a leader, a sailor, but tonight he saw the Princess. He saw the
majesty in her pretty face, the sovereignty in her bold stance. She
had the world and yet in her eyes she had nothing. He approached
her, softly at first to appreciate this new apparition, but as he
grew nearer he hardened his footsteps so as not to alarm her.

“Mr Youngman,” she said
surprised, “You’re not on duty.”

“No Captain,” Lars replied. “I
thought you might like a drink, to toast your last night.”

Adiah stared at the boy’s
shaking hands and expectant eyes. She took the tankard and drank
half of its contents before handing it back to him, “Go on warm up.
It’s important to rest when you’re off duty. We don’t regulate the
watches for our convenience.” She sighed remembering how she would
stay up for hours on end just to listen to the ship.

Eagerly Lars drank before
wiping his mouth clean. “It’s good of you to give your cabin away
Captain.”

“When you Captain your own ship
you’ll understand that two newlyweds are best locked away. Besides
it’s their wedding night. I’m just grateful I don’t have to sleep
in it tomorrow.”

“Are you looking forward to going home?” Lars covered his mouth,
realising he was taking liberties, once again too late.

Adiah glanced at the ship,
“Home? This is my home Mr Youngman.”

The conversation died quickly,
but the two sat in a respectful silence and the Pursuer
sailed on, ignorant to the fact her dance was coming to an abrupt
finale. The black vessel in the distance was gaining on them.

Adiah turned and squinted into
the irregular darkness. It was too late. The knives of the
cutthroats were already gleaming; gleaming and hungry.

 


The black ship sliced,
fearlessly through the sea, shredding the waves around it,
unstoppable and determined. The crew worked relentlessly,
ruthlessly. Blood poured from their battered bodies. The
Fury’s sails swelled, suffocating the stars and stealing the
wind to push them faster. Large shadows circled her, following the
ship hungrily.

“Faster! You focsle-heads!
Faster!” Mr Scragg yelled.

The deck was alive with grunts
and cries. Sweat beaded down foreheads, backs and arms. Blood
stained ropes where blisters had burst and skin had burned. The
crew worked like the waves, rocking back and forth, pushing and
pulling, swaying the ship as much as the tide. Their bodies pounded
like mallets on flesh, abusing their stations into unquestionable
submission.

Scragg, the first mate, watched
them scrupulously. He eyed the weak, took note of the strong, all
the while feeling the elixir tingling in his blood.

“Mr Scragg sir?” The Captain’s
assistant shouted. He was a boy of thirteen, gifted to the Captain
after his expeditions through the Southern Tropics. He had dark
blood running through him but his skin was as white as frost and
the tribe had regarded him as a curse, offering him to stop the
raids. The Captain had taken the boy to the Fury and from
there they watched the tribe being slaughtered and the sea turn red
with mutual satisfaction. The boy’s eyes were like windows to that
day and Scragg was always reminded of it when he caught the boy’s
attention. It wasn’t an unpleasant memory.

“Captain wants to see you,” he
said confidently. Scragg would have flogged a man for raising an
eyebrow at him, but Ghost was unassailable in Mercy’s care. Instead
he clenched his tingling fist and headed swiftly to the Captain’s
quarters.

Mercy’s head was spinning with
memories and dreams. The feeling made him want to vomit. He pressed
himself against the walls of his cabin and slid down to the floor
smiling. His heart pounded and the sea laughed around him. The wide
grin on his face began to fade as the anger returned. The poison
made his muscles twitch. Then his vision returned. He was
invincible. Captain Mercy the hurricane, the cannon ball, the fire.
He was a shark, muscular and deadly, with cold, black eyes. His
skin had been weathered into leather, and where he was free of
scars he was heavily tattooed with skulls and demons. Six thick
gold rings hung from holes in his ears and one from the centre of
his nose, ringing funeral bells whenever he moved. He wiped red
streaks from his, large, twisted nose with his heavy hands.

“Captain,” Scragg said
surveying the destroyed cabin. Everything had been upturned or
smashed, everything except the chest with the glass vials.

Captain Mercy opened his eyes
and stared at Scragg. They were all changing; it was becoming more
noticeable now. Scragg had been a skinny hoe of a sailor before
they took the elixir, now his body bulged with strength and power.
His eyes were starting to take on a red tint where there should
have been white, but they were not nearly as noticeable as the
startlingly, bloody eyes of Captain Mercy. His abuse of the elixir
had greatly exceeded that of the crew; he told himself he couldn’t
risk an arrogant privateer growing more powerful than him, he told
himself the addiction was controllable.

“Mr Scragg!” Mercy growled, “I
am in the mood for a flogging.”

“Aye sir,” Scragg replied soberly.

“Ship Ahoy!”

The call brought both men out
on deck. At the appearance of the Captain the crew threw themselves
harder into their work, hammering the deck ferociously. It felt
like the ship had suddenly lunged six feet ahead. Mercy failed to
notice his crew’s efforts. His attention was fixed on a distant
schooner, hovering on the horizon. A gargoyle smile cut into his
grotesque face. The thirst for violence would be quenched; would be
soaked.

“There she is Captain,
orders.”

“Bring me survivors. Pretty ones.”

“In the brig?”

“Except her. Chain her
in my quarters.”

Scragg grinned, “After a parade
on deck?”

The Captain glanced over his
First Mate. “If that would please the crew.” He stepped forward and
yelled his commands to the famished ship.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



PART I


One

 


Sunlight
beamed down through the dense foliage. The shadows heated and
slowly the dew began to dry around the body of a man and his wolf.
A large rook dropped down to the burnt cinders of a dead fire where
the small bones of a pigeon rested. The wolf watched the bird
hungrily. He snorted and placed his wet nose against the man’s
dirty hand. There was no response.

The wolf stretched out his paws
and whined to himself. He thought back to the departed pigeon he
had shared with his companion and he remembered how much his friend
would needlessly waste. His eyes glanced over the man; the snoring
oaf had been close to unconscious for over five hours. The day
would soon escape them and lunch would be out in the cold
again.

There was a noise from beyond
the cove they slept in. The wolf raised his ears and nudged his
friend again. Reluctantly the wolf got up and licked the dirty
bristles on his companion’s face.

“Stop it,” his friend moaned,
“Stop!” He pushed the wolf away with his hands, forcing his eyes to
remain closed.

The wolf persisted and finally
his friend opened his bleary, bloodshot eyes and scowled at the
morning. His head pounded. As he moved the world around him spun
and he held onto the dirt for support. His bladder was aching, but
it was going to have to wait. Egan Wey’s hearing focussed on the
approaching party up ahead. He examined his shambles of a camp.
Grabbing his hat and rucksack of necessities, he clambered down
into the roots of a large oak, concealing himself and the wolf as
best he could. The marching footsteps grew louder, but Wey and the
wolf were well experienced in concealment. They knew to lay still
and silent, only taking the slightest breath and listening
closely.

“Sir,” a small voice called,
“The fire’s cold. Estimate travellers left at least three hours
ago.”

“And in which direction?” A
commanding voice said.

Wey could only see the arms and
legs of the uniformed men ahead of him, but he recognised them as
the local militia. There were five of them in total, not a patrol
and Wey noticed they were missing their swords. He smiled, it was a
training party. With a silent sigh he rested back against the bark
and waited patiently for them to continue with their nonsense.

“The footsteps are confusing,”
the trainee paused. “A dog has been here, contaminated the evidence
sir.”

“And therefore we must …?”

There was a long silence and
finally a third voice spoke up.“We can determine that the traveller
was less than half an hour from Langley and six hours from
Helmsgate, therefore it is likely he is journeying to Langley. Is
probably at Langley already?”

“Very perceptive Private.
Course of action Private Peers?”

“To trek into Langley and question the inn keepers.”

“The inn keepers?” Their Commander said surprised.

“Yes sir, by the smell of the
fellow’s sleeping place I would say he was a drinker and given
there are no discarded bottles it is likely he will head for a drop
of ale to start his day.”

“Right men, step to it.”

Wey listened as they stomped
away. When they were out of earshot he began to laugh. He wiped the
dust off his hat and jacket, noticing another hole in the leather.
Unbuttoning his trousers he took a long piss over his former camp.
That would certainly confuse the soldiers on their return.

They were of course mistaken;
Wey was neither heading to, nor leaving Langley. Nor was he likely
to go anywhere near Helmsgate. What the soldiers had never even
considered was that he arrived by boat during the night, camped in
the wilderness before heading for the city and he was taking such
an erratic route to avoid the authorities. They were right about
one thing though, he did need a drink.

“Thorin lets move out!”

The wolf whined and nudged the
pigeon carcass.

“We’ll see what we get on the
way.”

 


It was a blazingly hot summer’s
day, too hot for Wey. He trudged through the wilderness, avoiding
all signs of civilisation, in his large leather jacket. After the
first mile he was soaked with sweat and regretting his choice to
bring rum and not water. Wey rarely learned from that oversight.
The jacket, like the rum, was necessity; it held every tool of his
trade in concealed pockets and linings. His sister had made it for
him six years ago and the time was starting to show in the worn
sleeves and collar. Still if he lived long enough he could get her
to make him another one.

Thorin kept a steady pace with
his friend, keeping alert for foes and, more pertinently, food. He
was desperately hungry and longing to be back on the ship. The
ground seemed wrong when it wasn’t swaying in the sea. After three
months on the water Thorin had acclimatised himself so well he
hated being in his natural habitat. He waded through the foliage
grumpily.

It was a two day trek to the
Hermia’s heart on foot, providing they got an early start. Wey
accepted that it would probably be three days before he reached the
city and meet his contact, but if he hurried he might get a day’s
whoring in to set him in the right frame of mind.


Two

 


Brother
Carlston clasped one white knuckled hand over the carriage door,
the other over his chubby, green face. The sharp vomit stench
lingered around the two travellers, coupled with a faint hint of
sandalwood; no priest had ever been able to purge the smell of
sandalwood from their skin. Brother Carlston’s eyes were squeezed
shut, but even open he would have been able to see very little. For
the past hour they had been travelling the forest, rife with
thieves and murders. The coach driver had insisted on extinguishing
all light until civilisation greeted them. Brother Carlston would
have normally worried over the undesirables lurking in the shadows
outside, but the coach was hurrying so quickly along the untamed
track he was certain they would crash before any raid could be
launched.

The coach flew over a large
mound in the road. Carlston groaned as he was thrown into the air.
His companion, Brother Finnian, had made no noise since stepping
inside the coach, nor did he seem to move as the rocky roadway
thrust Carlston into the air. They had travelled for over an hour;
it felt like minutes, it felt like days. Brother Finnian fixed his
gaze firmly on the floor and making it impossible to penetrate his
thoughts.

“Can we slow down?” Carlston
shouted to the driver who either was hard of hearing or enjoyed
distressing priests. “Finn, are you all right?”

Finn raised his head as though
he had only just realised where he was and where he was going. “I
was just running the ritual over in my head.”

“You’ve done it a hundred times,” he said, reassuringly.

When the coach hit the cobbled
street Brother Carlston’s stomach finally revolted and the priest
was forced to press his head out of the window and bless the street
with Temple stew. He praised the gods that it was so late only the
vagrants saw his indiscretion. The coach pulled into the courtyard
of the First Minister’s mansion. He caught Finn averting his eyes
from the large fountain oppressing the grounds.

 


The mansion was exactly as Finn
remembered. He knew each painting, each statue, by heart and yet
this didn’t comfort him. Carlston, although a confessed simple man,
was not overawed by the grandeur of their surroundings. There were
many rich gentlemen still accustomed to the old ways and many who
had requested his personal attendance. His position as a priest had
grounded him and he made every effort to comfort both gentlemen and
their servants with equal respect. He had tried to bestow this
quality to Finn, but the boy’s prejudice had, at times, left him
callous to those in fortune.

Carlston took charge of the
duties. He had an inkling that Finn had only be requested to join
him as words that should have been said a long time ago could be
held in no longer. With extraordinary patience and sympathy he
urged Finn through his former residence and, against his better
judgement, Finn followed.

They were greeted at the
staircase by a tall gentleman in a black uniform. He was
deceptively old, disguising the fact beneath a trimmed grey beard.
Finn recognised him immediately. He smiled, surprised to see the
old soldier still in service.

“The Minister has requested a
brief word with Master Finnian before we begin.”

“Of course,” Brother Carlston
replied. He had already predicted this would be the case and had
slyly packed a romance novel to pass the time while he waited. He
patted Finn on the back. “Go on Brother.”

Finn hesitated so Carlston gave
him a shove up the first step. Slowly he followed General Balor,
his father’s personal guard, up the staircase and across the hall
to the room his father had occupied for over forty years. Balor
knocked lightly and opened the door. He stepped aside for Finn to
enter first.

“He gets tired very easily,”
Balor explained. He held out his hand and shook Finn’s with a
degree of warmth. “It is good to see you Master Finnian, you look
very well.” With that he left, making a point of closing the door,
trapping Finn inside.

The room was poorly lit, the
corners had succumbing to the shadows. There was a heavy aroma of
incense, an attempt to disguise the stench of death and urine that
was now as embedded into the Minister as strongly as sandalwood was
embedded in Finn.

Finn peered into the room, his
feet standing firm, as close to the door as they could reach. He
could see the bed and the drapes around it. He told himself that he
was a man now, more than a man, he was a priest and the past had
been laid to rest. Before him was an ailing invalid in need of his
final death right. Once it was over he would return home and
continue in his life without it being stained by this one
occasion.

Slowly, with the courage of a
warrior, he stepped over to the water bowl and began to wash his
hands, drawing out the process far longer than he needed to.

“Finnian!” A voice barked from
behind the velvet drapes that adorned the bed. “Is that you
Finnian?”

Finn sucked in the air to
steady himself. “Yes father.”

“What are you doing over there?”

“I’m just preparing myself for
the rite, I won’t be a moment.”

“Get over here,” the dying man
demanded.

“I just need to light some
candles, to light your path.”

“Don’t talk such nonsense boy.
I didn’t call you here for hocus pocus!”

Finn hesitated. He tried to
calm himself with breathing and mantras, but the old man was far
too efficient at stirring his darker side. Drying his hands he
slowly moved over to the bed and glimpsed his father for the first
time in four years. The disease had ravaged the Minister’s body,
making him a skeleton of his former self. His eyes were sunken and
his skin sagged, as though he had spent the last four years in a
pickle jar. He wore a hat on his head, but his hair was clearly
thinning and grey. Finn remembered his father as a vain man who
valued the radiance of his appearance. The man in the bed was
almost a stranger. Almost, apart from his eyes; those cold,
calculating, detached balls still glaring impatiently at the world
before them.

“If you didn’t call me here so
I could do my duty I shall bid you a goodnight sir.”

“When did I raise such a surly,
self-righteous boy?” The Minister snapped.

“Perhaps in the time you were
not raising me,” Finn muttered under his breath.

The Minister didn’t hear the
comment or prentended not to. He tried to pull himself up, but only
succeeded in slouching back into his pillows. The pain was immense,
but the medicine that worked so effectively clouded his judgement
and for now he needed to think clearly. Finn had grown. He looked
like his mother, shared her striking features and fair hair, but
the Minister could see his own father’s eyes in the boy and a
physique shared by the Fernwick men. He looked strong, stronger
than the Minister would have ever hoped, and he held himself with
determination and conviction. He would have made a good politician
but the religious robes he wore created a mockery of all that could
have been.

“I have out lived the surgeons’
expectations. They say I am now borrowing time.” He coughed to
clear the thick mucous from his throat. “I cannot leave this room.
I cannot move from this bed. I have tried and with each attempt I
grow weaker.”

Finn was silent; it was not in
his father’s nature to give up.

“So you will understand that,
if I were able, I would embark on this task alone and leave you in
your preferred exile from our world.”

“You want me to do something
for you?”

The Minister shook his head,
“Not for me. For the Princess, for your friend, Adiah.”

Finn felt a pang at the mention
of her name. It had only been two months since her death and no
amount of mourning would ease the loss.

“You remember her?”

“Of course I do,” he replied,
offended. “She was my best friend. Her death, well, it has been
difficult.”

“She’s not dead.”

Finn looked confused. “I beg
your pardon.”

“Adiah isn’t dead, she is in
the Vaults.”

“The Vaults!”

The Minister raised his hand
for silence. “I had the incident investigated, covertly. There was
no storm recorded by any other vessel and some of the wreck has
been recovered off the coast of Juliet scorched. Reliable sources
have confirmed a privateer vessel crossed paths with Adiah’s ship
that night but then changed course and docked at the Vaults.”

“A privateer vessel?” Finn
suddenly understood. The old man had lost his mind. “Father they’re
licensed by the King. I’m sure if Adiah was alive her father would
know about it.”

“Of course he knows about it.
He instigated it. Now the coward has locked himself up in his
palace under the guise of a mourning monarch!” The Minister, in his
anger now managed to sit up. “He has taken her and I don’t know
why, but she is still alive and she must be saved. You must save
her.” He pointed a wiry finger at Finn.

The priest sat down. The
temptation to believe him was overwhelming. Adiah had been his
closest friend. Her death had devastated him. She had left him and
their island to live across the ocean with her uncle and her
correspondence had always been filled with unbelievable adventures.
He looked forward to her letters every month and remembered the
sympathy he felt for her when she wrote of her return, then agony
he felt himself when she never fulfilled her promise. He longed for
his father to be right, but the likelihood was too incredulous.

“Does anyone else know about
this?” He asked his father doubtfully.

“Balor, he has been my body in
this matter.”

“Then can Balor not free Adiah
himself?”

The Minister glared at Finn
venomously. “You would rather an old soldier rescue her? You would
put her fate in his hands rather than your own?”

Finn was silent. “If she were
alive perhaps things would be different, but Adiah died.”

“And if she is alive, being
tortured in the Vaults, you will leave her there? No, that is not
my son. He would not leave her to such a cruel fate, even if I am
just rambling like a madman, you would not let that stop you if
there was but one chance I am right. You must go Finn. You must get
her from that place. You must take her back to her uncle in Helena
and you must look after her there.”

Now suddenly it all made sense.
Finn rose, if he wasn’t so angry he would have been impressed at
this latest ploy. Still on his death bed the old man was intent on
destroying everything Finn valued.

“How dare you? How dare you
bring Adiah into your schemes, rest her soul! I have chosen my
profession. I’m a priest, father, you can’t change that. I don’t
know why I bothered coming here.” He tried to move away but a thin
hand grabbed him. Needle fingers pinched his wrist.

“Don’t you leave me boy,” he
threatened. “I have told you no word of a lie. She is alive and she
is in danger.”

“And you wish for me to rescue
her, be her knight in shining armour. Why me father? You have far
more capable men at your disposal.”

“You love her and you will take
care of her.”

“I am a priest!” Finn snapped
to his father’s surprise. “I care for the girl, truly I do but I
can’t save her and your attempts to lure me out with the promise of
her affection as a prize is insulting to us both.”

His father released him,
suddenly more frail and helpless than he had ever been. “She’s your
sister,” he said resting back in his bed as though the secret alone
had been keeping the air in his lungs.

Finn touched his cheek,
convinced he had just been slapped. He opened his mouth, then
closed it again. “What did you say?”

The Minister closed his weary
eyes. “She’s your sister, Finnian. The King has… specific tastes.
After the birth of his son he found the Queen old and repulsive. He
is a vicious, heartless man.”

“We are the same age,” Finn
murmured, trying to make sense of the madness.

His father continued. “I grew
up with Adiah’s mother. We were always close. Very close.”

“Did my mother know?” He said drawing his father away from
excuses.

“She suspected. Finnian your
mother was a troubled woman. I tried to care for her, but we were
never truly compatible.” He began.

Finn turned away. He caught
sight of the window that overlooked the courtyard. He could see his
father standing there, staring down at the body of his wife as
blood froze on the snow covered fountain.

“She knew,” he assured his
father.

“Finnian, I will not justify
myself to you. You are not a man of the world. You have no
understanding of these matters. And I will not ask for your
forgiveness. What’s done is done. There is still a girl trapped and
you are now responsible for what happens to her.”

Finn scowled. He clenched his
fists, tempted to beat the old man into the next world
personally.

“She must be saved. You must
honour my wishes Finnian; this one dying wish must not be
snubbed.”

“You will die alone,” Finn
replied coolly. “You have no wife, no children by your bedside.
Perhaps those that elected you will mourn your passing, but you’ll
be replaced as easily as you won your post. Nobody will feel your
loss. Not like they felt the loss of my mother. I won’t carry you
like I carry her.”

“So you will leave your own
sister to rot in prison.”

Finn shook his head. “You’re
right, I am not a man of the world. I can’t understand or condone
what you’ve done. I’m a priest, a simple man and no ounce of
goodness within me would let me leave a dear friend in peril. If
she is there I will save her, but for her sake, not for your dying
wish.”

The Minister nodded smugly.
“Balor will accompany you. I have made arrangements for you to
leave tonight.”

“Does Adiah know?”

“I saw no benefit in revealing
the truth to her. To either of you. You naturally adopted a sibling
role with each other. The truth would have complicated matters.” He
nested back into his bed. “You should not tell her. Her legitimacy
to the throne would be compromised.” The Minister crossed his hands
and closed his eyes. The issue was resolved.

Finn waited in silence. He had
expected his father to at least express some remorse or even
encouragement on his new task. He received nothing. He recalled the
last words his father had said to him as he left for the Temple,
they seemed more than appropriate.

“You are a disappointment,” he
murmured as he left.

 


His hands were trembling as he
exited the room. Sliding down the hall wall he rested on the floor
in shock. Anger and delight waged war in his head. He tried to
banish the disgust he felt for his father and instead attempted to
understand what needed to be done. Yes, he would try to help,
although he doubted his ability to break an inmate out of prison.
Could she actually be there? Could she really be alive? He had to
assume she was. He knew, were their roles reversed, Adiah would not
hesitate to come for him and he could not abandon her.

He had a sister. The truth
struck him hard. He had been an only child all his life and now,
now he had a sister. Exasperated he rubbed his eyes, comprehension
eluded him once more. Adiah was his friend, but they were nothing
alike. She was wild and wilful while he was introvert and reserved.
She looked like the portrait of her mother that hung in the palace,
petite and pretty, although the more he thought about her the more
he matched their hair colour, eye colour and complexion.

“Master Finn,” the General
said.

Finn hadn’t even noticed him
standing there. Gathering his composure he quickly stood up and
brushed the creases from his long black coat.

“General, my apologies.
I…”

“If you are ready I have a coach waiting for us.”

“Now?”

“There is a contact we must
meet. It is imperative we move as quickly as we can.”

“I should speak to Brother
Carlston, he can arrange to have some things sent over.”

Balor shook his head. “Master
Finn we have no time to wait for luggage. Our guide will ensure we
have everything we need. I have already spoken to the priest
downstairs. He understands that you are to fulfil one final task
for your father.”

“Did you tell him what it
was?”

“No, nor did he ask. And I
would implore you Finn to be very careful who you trust. We are
about to commit an act of treason and if we are caught we are
likely to face the gallows. The King will pay highly for anyone who
betrays us so keep your wits about you and hopefully we will have
your sweetheart back with you soon enough.”

“Sweetheart?”

“Yes Finn,” Balor told him
sternly. “Even priests have sweethearts.” He patted Finn on the
back. “Come now, the Brother will take care of your father.”

As he moved away from the
bedroom Finn fancied he saw his mother cross the hall.


Three

 


Every low
life, scoundrel, scumbag and scallywag to sail the islands found
themselves wondering the streets of Beggar’s Lane at some time in
their short lives. It had grown alongside its sophisticated sister
like a deformed, leper brother. Whereas Hermia’s city prospered
with the influx of new mainland technologies, Beggar’s Lane slumped
further into the trench of the past, deprived, depraved and
thoroughly debauched.

Inns and whorehouses held the
foundation of the district, supporting the slum houses and illegal
markets. A criminal could hide for days in Beggar’s Lane. An honest
man could get lost for life.

Wey marched through Water
Street admiring the subtle changes to the buildings around him
since his last visit. Sheets of tin had been attached to the holes
in the Shipman. Madam Jacqueline’s had curtains up in their
windows, a worthy improvement. The market sellers had managed to
pilfer some exotic foods from the Tropics and were charging an
extortionate price for the liberty of looking at them. Thorin
strutted through the street taking care to cock his leg at every
available opportunity.

Wey was not a stranger to
Beggar’s Lane, but he was a visitor and visitors, familiar or not,
were always treated with a degree of caution, suspicion and
ignorance. Nobody wanted to know Wey unless Wey was there to see
them. It was how he liked it; it was how Beggar’s Lane had managed
to maintain the stronghold for underground island trade. Then a
voice called out his name and stopped him in his tracks.

“Mr Wey, I didn’t think we’d be
seeing you so soon.”

The interruption was annoying,
but manners were something a Fimorri man like himself took
particular pride in. He removed his hat and smiled broadly at the
raven haired woman who lustfully leaned from her balcony. Her
bellowing voice stirred her comrades inside and the balcony was
suddenly littered with rippling bosoms and plump lips.

Wey replied in a noble bow, the
kind you reserve only for the richest ladies and lowest whores.
Their beckoning cries were well rehearsed but genuine as they posed
from their balcony like secondhand dolls in a display case. He made
a gesture of excuses before walking away, after taking one final
hungry look.

The door to the Red Dragon had
been smashed twenty nine times this season, each collision had been
commemorated by a new, neatly nailed plank of wood making the Red
Dragon entrance look like a patchwork blanket. As Wey opened the
door the stench of the bar, mingled with the filth from outside,
created a sickly, sweet, putrid odour that punched Wey hard in the
face. There was a steady flow of customers each hour and many full
time residents, lingering on the same rotting tables like mold.
Several faces recognised Wey and avoided his eye line. The more
ignorant and curious of the punters gawped at the stranger’s
apparent confidence in their local.

Wey marched across the sawdust
covered floor ensuring the slight heel on his worn boots clinked
loudly while Thorin sniffed at the beer stains, food stains and
blood stains hungrily. The bar at the heart of the room was the
attraction of Beggar’s Lane, stocked with an array of spirits, ales
and ciders to intoxicate and blind eager drinkers. Shelves of
quality spirits sat in dusty coats above the bar counter, whilst
half empty unmarked bottles littered the counter top.

A scuffling behind the bar was
the only indication of the landlord’s presence. Wey rested against
the bar top and coughed. Thorin found a comfortable spot on the
floor and salivated beside the spit on the fire. A bearded face
peered up from behind the counter. The landlord didn’t smile, but
his eyes betrayed the pleasure he had from receiving an old
friend.

“Mr Wey,” he said already
rummaging through his finer bottles.

“Mr Groader, fine weather we’re
having.” Any officers in tonight?

“Aye, very fine today but we’ve
had storms like you wouldn’t believe lately.” Groader found his
most valued bottle of rum and began to pour two shots. He placed
the bottle on the counter before climbing up on his tall stool. The
dwarf always insisted that business must be performed eye to eye
and was quite willing to blow the kneecaps off those who
disagreed.

“But you expect the weather to
hold?” Will the officers be in tonight?

Groader studied the door, “I
think the sun will hold.”

Wey smiled and gestured to one
of the wooden booths in the far corner of the bar. Unlit candles
wedged into old bottles sat on each of the booth tables but Groader
made no effort to light them. Engulfed in suspect shadows the two
crooks sat down while one of the Red Dragon’s barmaids began a song
and dance around the room, delighting and distracting the other
drinkers. Thorin slid quietly into the booth and found a spot on
the floor overlooking the main entrance and the spit on the
fire.

“So we got the pigeon,” Wey
said filling his glass a second time and knocking the shot
back.

“I take it I won’t expect her
home.”

“You send a fat plump bird into
the hands of savage pirates, what do you think we’re going to do
with it. I told you before send them skinny.”

Groader sighed and let his
proud gaze drift over the barmaid circling the room. She was his
eldest daughter and, although she was not his most beautiful, she
was certainly the most cunning. She would continue her performance
until the musicians arrived and took the reigns, ensuring no
unwanted attention was drawn their way.

“Good fee, the cargo must be
valuable.” Wey said snapping Groader’s attention back.

The landlord nodded evasively.
Wey leaned forward suspiciously. “And the cargo is?”

“A girl,” Groader replied.

Wey yawned at the monotony,
“Which whorehouse?”

Groader raised a dismissive
hand, “Nothing like that. Any creature spat out of hell can steal
children. I would not have asked the Fimorri to help unless I
needed Fimorri expertise, or rather the expertise of one infamous
Fimorri scallywag.”

Pausing, Wey then smiled when
he realised he was that infamous scallywag. Allowing his ego to
swell he encouraged Groader to continue, ready to accept the job
entirely on the fact he was an expert in them and couldn’t be seen
to let his reputation falter.

“So a girl,” he said excited.
“Pretty?”

“The Princess.”

“A Princess?”

“The Princess.”

“Of Hermia, devil a doubt she’s
shark food by now!” He whispered feeling the anticipation of a
conspiracy upon him.

Groader leaned in closer and
reached for the bottle of rum. He filled Wey’s glass, avoiding eye
contact again. Wey was something of an aspiration of Groader’s and
in a moment all that he admired and sought in his own character
would be replaced by a frightened, broken child.

“She’s in the Vaults.”

He half expected Wey to leave
but he didn’t. He swiped the drink from the table, emptied it and
then took the bottle. The shell of Egan Wey was still beaming with
arrogance, but inside Groader could see him tremble.

“Then let her fascist family
get her,” he grumbled.

“Her fascist family put her
there, least that’s what I’ve heard. She’s obviously out of favour
with his Royal Highness.”

“Who’s the contact?”

Groader gestured to the bottle
clenched in Wey’s fist. “Minister Fernwick.”

Wey finished the bottle and let
the warm blanket of drunken stupidity caress him. He put it on the
table and tried to let his ambition overcome his fear. This was the
job the Fimorri had been looking for. Finally they could hurt the
islands. If the Royals wanted their Princess locked up, he would
free her. If the government wanted her safe, well he would ransom
her for the privilege.

“Shall I arrange a
meeting?”

Cautiously Wey nodded, “Mr
Groader I do believe the Fimorri have reached a turning point,
let’s toast, damnation to King Cormac.”

Wearily Groader nodded and slid
himself from the booth, “Aye and I’ll get you something to soak it
all up before they arrive.”

Thorin whimpered from under the
table.

“Aye you too.”

The Fimorri would have you
believe they were fearless, but they knew more than most that every
man has his weakness. Wey had lived through hurricanes, wars and
massacres of his people. He’d seen his friends fall beside him and
he’d forced the friends of others to fall. Sometimes he would sleep
uneasy when he dreamt of his past adventures but when he thought of
the Vaults he could not bring himself to close his eyes. Just
hearing the word had conjured up memories he had tried to bury with
rum and opium and anything else that would obliterate his mind. But
the thoughts would now haunt him until he had got the girl free,
because now he had accepted this mission they were bound together
and he knew what pretty little things endured in the Vaults.


Four

 


The carriage
arrived in Beggar’s Lane seeking refuge in the small stable shack
at the far side of the Red Dragon. Balor leapt from it with the
grace of an experienced horseman, but winced as his elderly knees
buckled under the strain. He offered a hand to Finn and helped the
boy clamber down on to the shitty floor. He had expected the boy to
undergo severe culture shock the moment they left the mansion but
so far he was holding up.

They left the stables and were
immediately thrown into the usual night time brawl. A fight had
broken out from one of the whorehouses and like a snowball it was
picking up every drunk and crook that happened to stumble in its
path. Finn stared at the mêlée unable to comprehend it. In his
school days he’d seen and even been subjected to the odd fight but
this was like a volcano erupting before him. He was horrified,
stunned and fascinated as bodies hurled themselves from the filthy
streets into the fight only to be tossed back out again slightly
tenderised.

Balor held him back in the
darkness, seemingly unaffected by the scene. He checked his pistol
and sword before covering himself in a worn black coat that
resembled something of an old uniform, but was unadorned with any
allegiances.

“So this is Beggar’s Lane,”
Finn murmured to himself.

“You’ve never been?”

Innocently Finn shook his head.
The fight had begun to tantalise him and he found himself incapable
of turning away.

“Finnian,” Balor said
seriously, “We are about to meet a man who will be able to help us.
He will accompany us to the Vaults and he will assist us in
removing Adiah.”

“Is he a soldier?”

Balor sighed, “Listen to me
very carefully Finn, from the moment we step foot in that hovel we
become outlaws and every solider with a royal crest on his chest is
sworn to kill us.”

“Then who would help us turn
against the King?”

Balor almost broke a smile. The
boy he had once known was fiercely smart and driven, but years of
solitude had sheltered him from the crumbling authority and
servitude Hermia suffered. He patted Finnian’s back and gestured to
the unruly mob.

“Any low life cut throat that
crawled through the gutter.” His eyes narrowed and he pulled Finn
deeper into the stable. “Cut throat Finn, means cut throat.
There’s not a man before you that would think twice before turning
on his country or turning on you. But none of these lowlifes
satisfies our requirements and we have to turn to the larger demons
in the more secluded bowels of hell.”

Finn wondered if the old
soldier was drunk.

“Our guide is Fimorri.”

It seemed likely. “Fimorri are
folk law.”

“Fimorri have become folk law.
Oh they’re not two headed monsters or anything so unholy but
they’re as vicious as a maternal viper. Do not trust him, do not
believe the fanatical stories he tells you and do not reveal
anything you do not need to.”

“But if we can’t trust
him…”

“Finn we have very few options.
We can forget this whole sorry affair and return to wait for your
father to pass, or we can put our lives in the hands of these
people to bring a young woman home.”

Resolved, the two men emerged
from the darkness and danced around the violence. Their purpose
driven footsteps seemed to repel the chaos and they found
themselves opening the patchwork door to the Red Dragon
unharmed.

The inn attacked every sense
Finn had. He staggered back as he tried to acclimatise his nose.
Balor swiftly pulled him deeper, expelling enough confidence for
the both of them. It was risky bringing Finn into the public eye
whilst he negotiated with the guide, but Balor was hopeful that
Finn’s absence from society had left him as much as stranger to
those around him as he was to his own father. He located the
Landlord and waited to be shown to their man.

 


The laughter and singing
overpowered the fiddler trying to tout for donations of silvers and
coppers from his intoxicated companions for the night. He danced,
frustrated, between the tables while the merriment erupted even
louder, forcing him to concede defeat and join his less dedicated
musicians by the bar. With the utmost pride and care he placed his
fiddle within its battered wooden case and sighed deeply. It was
another slow night, to accompany a very slow week.

Taking a mouthful of ale he
watched the tavern door open. Holding the black liquid in his mouth
he watched the two cloaked figures move swiftly through the crowd.
They headed directly to the far corner of the tavern, the dark
corner. A man did not survive in this world without knowing when to
become invisible and the fiddler was keen to see his fifty-second
year. Swallowing the ale he averted his eyes to the remaining
liquid in his tankard, resisting the temptation of watching the
most unusual meeting to ever grace the Red Dragon.

If he had of looked up, if his
eyes had been strong enough to see through the intentional
gloominess of the Red Dragon, he would have been drawn to the man
occupying the corner and noticed the glowing eyes of his protective
companion. Those glowing eyes were fixed upon the table of two well
dressed gentlemen picking gingerly at legs of chicken and roasted
potatoes. They had overlooked the fallen chicken leg on the floor
in the sawdust. The glowing eyes blinked and the wolf let out a
frustrated whimper.

 


A carefully placed hat covered
his face, but Finn could see two glowing ember eyes from beneath
the table. Tales of demons and disfigured men plagued his common
sense. As they were seated at the booth Finn felt fur from a warm
body beneath the table. He dared a look and was relieved to see the
melancholy wolf resting beneath. The man too didn’t stir fear into
his heart as he had almost hoped. Instead he bore a friendly, if
slightly sinister smile, and smelt of rum and earth. His clothes
gave the impression of poverty but they were in fact finely
tailored to accommodate the life of an active adventurer.

“Mr Wey,” Balor began.

“General,” Wey replied looking
at the younger man, “You have brought a friend.”

Balor lowered his voice,
“Master Fernwick. He is your employer.”

Finn was about to pronounce his
correct title but Balor stopped him.

“I am to protect Master
Fernwick’s safety,” Balor explained.

“And I am to lead you into your
nightmares and deliver you safely home,” Wey grinned slyly, still
watching the boy.

“You will receive payment when
the job is finished,” Balor stated firmly.

“Does he do all your
negotiating?”

Finn gawped unable to find
anything to say.

“Master Fernwick is not used to
dealing with people like yourself.”

“But of course General you
are.” Wey took a tiresome breath, “Shall we begin?”

“We have horses in the
stable.”

“Then they’ll sleep well
tonight. We go on foot to Grenwich.”

Finally a place Finn was
familiar with. He was about to voice some offer of assistance when
Balor interrupted.

“Grenwich! We need to be kept
away from the militia. Our boat needs to leave Dark Haven.”

“The militia have been drawn to
Dark Haven like flies to shit these past few days. Probably waiting
for your departure, if I may be so bold. We would never venture
into Grenwich, to the Marble Docks themselves and wave to all those
happy soldiers as we sailed away. Before we begin you will have to
trust my decisions as none other than me will be making them.” Wey
smiled proudly and rose. “Let’s go before the devils catch us.”

 


Business in the tavern
strengthened as night drew closer to morning. The noise began to
rattle like thunder as laughing and fighting rolled across the
tables. The doors swung open and closed consistently as the sly
occupants of the Red Dragon conducted business and partook in
various activities of their leisure. In the chaos of the night the
fiddler failed to notice the darkness spit out its inhabitants. He
failed to notice the wolf exit the tavern with a chicken leg in his
mouth.


Five

 


The Red
Dragon, like most of the buildings in Hermia, was linked to a
series of underground tunnels spreading throughout the island like
a network of veins. The sturdy built escape routes in the heart of
Hermia’s mansion community were thought to be a well kept secret,
each nobleman certain that his was the only tunnel running under
the city’s paved streets. Many would be absolutely horrified to
know that the network was used by Hermia’s criminal underworld to
such an extent that the tunnels had evolved to meet the needs of
smugglers and thieves alike.

Finn had always been aware of a
secret passage from his father’s bedroom but had never dreamed it
linked his childhood home to every other in Hermia. Balor, of
course, had escorted many gentleman and ladies through these
routes, together with a number of whores and suppliers of various
illegal substances, but that had been many years ago and the
tunnels had since advanced beyond anything he could have
imagined.

Subtle markings had been carved
into the walls at important intervals, but were hidden among the
graffiti and sword marks, ensuring only those who knew how to read
the markings would end up at the correct destination. Wey touched
the wall to check his route before marching with complete
confidence into the tunnel. Their only light came from a neon
fungus seeping through the cracks where the damp was strongest and
Finn was sure he would never find the way back to the Inn or to
anywhere else for that matter.

They walked for two hours
without rest, which seemed to compliment all three men who were
each deeply absorbed in their own thoughts. Balor watched their
guide carefully, he was sure they would make it to the Vaults
before he betrayed his employers and he was resolved to slit the
man’s throat as soon as he was in possession of the Princess. Finn
focused on the floor, trying to keep his footing in the darkness
and ignoring the strange piles of bones placed on the edges of the
passage. Rats ran over his boots demanding to get ahead of him and
he tried to take comfort that they were not fearful of what lay
ahead. Wey listened to the footsteps above, behind and ahead of
him.

The quality of the passages
began to improve. Glazed clay bricks became foundations, whilst the
neon fungus was replaced with oil lanterns. Finn felt himself grow
more relaxed in this new, sophisticated escape route; Wey felt his
shoulders tense. A difficult job lay ahead of them and the
commotion in the tunnels around him started to make him uneasy.

“Who lights all these
lanterns,” Finn thought aloud.

Wey glanced over his shoulder,
“Men who know better than to talk down here.” He stopped in his
tracks and cursed under his breath. “Lot of militia here tonight
General.”

Balor hadn’t heard a sound but
agreed. “Does this spoil your plans?”

“Plans?” Wey said smiling, “Why
I could slit both your throats here and take those pretty purses no
trouble.”

Finn’s heart sank in his chest,
though strangely he was only concerned with not making it to the
Vaults, the prospect of being murdered seemed minor in
comparison.

Wey began to laugh. “Come here
let me take a look at you.” He grabbed Finn and examined his thin
face. Balor drew his sabre. “Easy, old man that’s no walking stick
you’ve got there. Yes we may get away with it.”

“Get away with what?” Balor
growled.

“Look at the boy’s eyes, why
I’d think he’d never told a lie in his life be damned. And the
clothes are a pretty fine match too.” He then turned to Balor,
“General, your jacket and boots if you will.”

“What?”

Sighing Wey removed his own
jacket, everybody needed an explanation nowadays, nobody could take
him at his word. “Lady Heeley is on her death bed, she requires a
priest, or at least she would if she wasn’t sworn to the Sands.
Nevertheless at times such as these one may be entitled to a change
of conscience, in which, privately of course, a priest may be
called in.”

“Lady Heeley is not dying.”

“Oh trust me she is,
cantankerous old bitch is riddled with the pox from her whoring
days.”

Balor scowled, “What are you
talking about? That is a Lady of the Court!”

Wey chuckled to himself, “A
Lady of the Court? That is the whore of Lord Heeley, shipped in
from Helena six years ago. The real Lady Heeley met an unfortunate
end at the hands of some unknown assailant three years past.”

“Surely someone would know the
difference,” Finn replied.

“Ah but that’s the beauty of
it, the late Mrs Heeley was a recluse, she barely stepped foot
outside her bed chamber.”

“How do you know all this?”

“It’s important for an unknown
assailant to know everything. Now Master Fernwick you shall be a
priest and I shall play your guard. Just chant some nonsense, that
should convince them. We will then have a perfect route to our
glamorous harbour.”

“And where shall I be in the
charade?” Balor growled.

“You shall fetch us a carriage
with Thorin here and we will leave the house by the main entrance,
like proper decent folk.”

“Wouldn’t it make more sense if
we all got the coach together?”

“My good man, every coach
entering the plaza is searched for illegal exports nowadays. Where
have you been, it’s a very untrustworthy place we live in at the
moment. Empty taxis often make their way to the harbour in
readiness of docking vessels. Now off you go sir, I’m sure you can
navigate these tunnels better than I and if not Thorin will take
you to the nearest source of food he can find.”

Thorin looked up hopeful.

“Finn… Master Fernwick stays
with me.”

“It’s okay Balor. I think if
there is a need for a priest I should go.”

“That’s the spirit. Come now,
dying ladies don’t hang around forever.” Wey hummed to himself in
the darkness; if there was one thing Egan Wey hated it was
uncertainty and a little time alone with his employer would reveal
all the cards in play so he could ensure the game was his to
win.

 


Wey pulled himself up an iron
staircase and banged on a large oak door. It was several minutes
before the banging was answered. It gave him enough time to check
his pistols were in place and that Finn’s appearance was
convincing. Finally a tall, sour looking gentleman stared at them
from the open door.

“Yes?” He said with
suspicion.

It would have been easy to
stick a sabre in him and have done with it but that could cost Wey
the job so the charade had to be played out. “Brother for you sir
to see the Lady,” he said innocently.

The man’s face softened. He
nodded and ushered the two men into the basement. “Who sent for
you?”

Wey was trying to think of a
name when Finn stepped in. “By letter, it was signed by the Lady
herself, she requires absolute confidentiality. May I be permitted
entry without the other servants seeing me?”

The man nodded, but eyed Wey
apprehensively.

“My guardsman. The passages are
no longer safe and he is a strong pair of hands to assist in the
ritual.”

“I can assist,” the servant
replied valiantly. Finn smiled at him, he was a fellow
believer.

“My guardsman was cleansed at
Temple friend. Although I understand your desire to help and if
time was on our side I would cleanse you myself but I fear I must
see to our Lady now. Perhaps you could set some candles in the
kitchen and gather anyone who would care to help, I shall join you
in mourning when it is time.”

“Bless you Brother.”

Finn touched the man’s eyes and
blessed him. Wey watched in awe. Suddenly the nervous boy had come
alive in his role. He shook his head in astonishment as they headed
on into the fine mansion. Damn Thespians, he thought.

 


Lady Heeley’s bed chamber was
located at the front of the house. The house itself was poorly lit
due to Mrs Heeley’s confinement, if it had been well lit the
ignored housekeeping would be clearly noticeable and would not be
rectified until Lady Heeley was dead and the staff were looking to
be employed by the new master of the house. The darkness suited the
midnight visitors as they scurried through the house like mice in a
pantry.

A nursemaid sat outside the bed
chamber dozing on a small chair. Finn gestured to leave her be and
entered the room without knocking. He surprised himself with his
own confidence; as a priest, this was the first time he had ever
taken charge in any religious ritual. What was more unexpected was
how natural it all felt, even given the circumstances. He turned to
their servant companion and rested a reassuring hand on his
shoulder.

“We will return to the kitchens
when it is time.”

The servant nodded dutifully
and allowed Finn to approach the bed chamber and remove his jacket.
Wey closed the door gently and listened for the hallway to empty.
When he was satisfied everyone had left he smiled triumphantly. He
turned to Finn who was already lighting the oil lamps.

As the room turned from black
to yellow the finery of the surroundings were revealed. Large oil
landscapes covered the walls like a tapestry of the kingdom. The
furniture was lavish and heavily polished, holding trinkets and
valuables of no purpose. In the centre of the room a large bed,
adorned with silk drapes, hid the withering body of Lady Heeley. In
her prime she had been one of the most beautiful women in Hermia
but now she was little more than a hag. Her once glowing skin was
covered in sores and boils and she stank of decay.

Her body lay limply beneath the
covers delighting Wey. He watched as Finn neared the bed to light
the final lamp and approached from the other side without making a
noise. He removed his pistol from his holster.

The death rite had been turned
into a complex ritual of chanting and cleansing. It had the
potential to last for days if required, but in fact only a small
mantra was needed for the soul to return to the spirits. The
grandeur was to comfort and to impress those unfortunate enough to
deal with death. As the new sciences overpowered Hermia’s religious
following the Temple had been forced to enhance the ceremonies,
much to the disgust of many of the traditional priests like Finn.
Regardless of his opinions on the matter, in Lady Heeley’s room he
had no equipment whatsoever and he was forced to perform the most
basic rite. He turned to the corner of the room and began to wash
his hands in the porcelain basin.

A gun was cocked. Finn froze,
his hands still in the water.

“Put your hands where I can see
them and turn around,” the woman said boldly.

He slowly pivoted to face her.
Although the disease had eaten away at her flesh and hair, her eyes
glowed with the fire of life. She pointed her pistol with complete
confidence, unashamed of revealing her modesty. For a second Wey
was invisible, but Finn suddenly caught his eye and saw he had
secured himself in the drapes of her bed, his own pistol pointed at
the back of her head. Quickly Finn turned back to Lady Heeley eager
to conceal Wey’s position.

“What were you looking for
thief? Jewels, gold, secrets?” She hissed.

“I am not a thief,” Finn
replied coolly, “I am a priest and I was washing my hands before I
began the death rite. I apologise I if I startled you.”

She spat at him, but missed and
the glob of mucus and blood stuck to the floor. “Do you think I’m
an idiot. I asked for no priest, Temple horseshit offends me.”

“I’m deeply sorry to hear that.
I’m obviously here on a misapprehension.”

“Drop your weapon now,” she
demanded.

“I only carry a ceremonial
sword,” Finn replied much to Wey’s amusement.

Lady Heeley rose to her knees,
as she did the pistol pointed at her moved too. “You are no priest,
a liar knows a liar.”

“I assure you my Lady I am what
I say I am.” Carefully he reached inside his collar and removed the
small, unique amulet, hanging from a silver chain. The stone was
from the Temple, stamped with a unique seal. With several slow
steps he knelt by her bedside so she could inspect it.

“By the living thunder,” Wey
muttered.

Lady Heeley turned her head as
the butt of Wey’s gun smashed into her temple, knocking her
unconscious. She slumped forward ungracefully whilst Wey removed
her weapon.


Six

 


The tunnels
were deceptively long in places and despite Balor’s haste he was
not making the progress he had hoped. The wolf had tried to lead
for much of the way but Balor had ignored him, now he had calmed
himself he stopped and allowed the wolf to take point. Annoyingly
they were breathing fresh air in minutes.

Balor made his way quickly to
the theatre. There were usually plenty of coachmen about there.
Unfortunately that night he was disappointed to only find one, but
one was better than none at all. He nodded to the wolf and together
they marched to the driver.

“You there,” Balor demanded,
“Charlston Plaza post haste.”

“Yeah you can piss off you
drunk!” The coach driver grumbled.

Although Balor spoke like an
officer, with an officer walk and officer pride he was dressed as a
vagrant and smelt even worse. The wolf by his side and his borrowed
attire had left him at the bottom of Hermia’s social network. But
there was one thing that could make even a King stand on one leg.
Balor began patting the inside of Wey’s jacket. The scoundrel had
taken his purse as well. He cursed under his breath and stared
hopefully at the coachman.

“My friend, I have a large
purse of gold awaiting me in Charlston Plaza, half of which is
yours if we can leave this instant.”

“Aye but you see I’ve got a pot
of gold at the end of a rainbow matey and I don’t expect a few
coins more would see me the better.”

“Listen to me coachman,” Balor
growled, “I am the General Commander of the Third Division and I
command the use of this coach.”

“But I’m the General of the
Third Division,” the coachman sneered.

Balor sighed, one day he would
meet a coachman he could abide. He drew his pistol and aimed it at
the man, who had clearly been in this situation many times
before.

“Dismount your carriage sir,”
Balor ordered impatiently.

The coachman sighed and slowly
began to clamber down from the wagon, unsubtly reaching for the
rusty crowbar that had got him out of these scrapes before. When
his hands clasped the weapon he felt a sharp pain on the back of
his neck.

Watched closely by the wolf
Balor dragged the coachman’s unconscious body onto the sidewalk
before claiming his transport. He beckoned Thorin up to join him
but the wolf was adamant he would ride in the back. Once he’d
relented, and once Thorin was comfortable he made his way to
Charlston Plaza.

 


“You’re a goddamn priest!” Wey
said in bewilderment. “Let me have a look at that again.” He
examined the seal in amazement. The brand itself was incredibly
difficult to fake, and the amulets were impossible to sell on so
only a fool would steal one. The boy had to be the genuine
article.

Taking out his hipflask Wey
took a strong gulp and laughed. “You know if you had mentioned that
earlier I wouldn’t have had to worry about you getting us killed.”
He started to laugh as the rum tickled the back of his throat. “A
Minister’s son a priest! Well Brother, I’ll be damned.”

“Finn. Just Finn, please, at
least until I return to Temple.”

“Well Finn, you have certainly
gone up in my esteem, word had it all you rich folk had gone the
way of Sand Science. Nice to see there are still some
traditionalists at heart.”

“My mother was an avid follower
of the Temple,” Finn murmured trying to disguise the pain. “Mr
Wey?”

“Wey, just Wey,” he teased.

“Wey, Balor said you’ve been to
the Vaults.”

“Did he now. Well he might just
be telling you truths there.”

“How can the stories be true
then?”

“The stories?” Wey said making
his way to the window.

“That the screams of men deafen
the prisoners, and that no man can escape and live. That rats feed
on the bodies of criminals and crows circle the cells waiting for
death.”

“Oh those stories, yeah most of
them are true.”

“But you’re here, you
escaped.”

“But am I living?” Wey
whispered and allowed himself to be distracted by the street
below.

“If they’re true how could
Adiah survive it?”

“Is she bonny?”

“What?”

Wey sighed and finally gave the
boy his full attention. “Is she a handsome girl?”

Finn thought back to the last
time he had seen her. She seemed beautiful and he had heard others
call her so, but all he remembered was sadness beyond her pale blue
eyes. Eventually he nodded.

“Then there’s a chance,” Wey
replied. “There’s a chance she’s alive, but she won’t be the same.”
Hooves sounded on the cobbles outside. “But that my friend is not
my problem. Here he comes. Let’s get a move on.”

Wey grabbed the limp body of
Lady Heeley and began wrapping her tightly in the bedding. He used
silk scarves from her dresser to tie the sheets together. Her body
breathed heavily under her shroud.

“Let’s get moving before this
bitch wakes up.”

“Where are we taking her?”

“For a spot of sight seeing,
she’s been cooped up awfully long don’t you think?”

“Wey!” Finn demanded.

“Insurance policy. The state is
still very susceptible to a gun pointed at a rich whore’s head,
even if it is pissing puss everywhere. You grab the legs, there’s a
lad.”

Clumsily the two men carted
Lady Heeley down the stairs of her mansion. The house was alive
with noise from the servants’ quarters as the staff were awaiting
the news of their mistress’s death. Moving as quickly as possible
Wey opened the door and heaved the body out onto the street. Finn
followed, desperately trying not to injure their hostage.

Balor sat on top of the coach
and glared at the body they were carrying. He understood many would
have to die to return the Princess but to begin so early was a very
bad omen. Wey bundled the body inside the carriage, kicking the
alive corpse until she would fit, before clambering up to the top
of the coach and beaming at Balor.

“Did you have to kill her?”

“She’s not dead General, just
resting. No coachman?”

“Unconscious.” Balor replied
coldly.

“Dandy, shall we?” He leant
down to the side of the coach, “Hop in Finn and if she starts
stirring hit her with something hard!”

 


 


The coachman grunted as his
body was pulled along the bumps of the cobbles.

“Careful, he’s needed alive,”
the Lieutenant whispered.

His companion shrugged and
heaved the body into their cart with the other four.

“What is he?” The Lieutenant
asked as he took out his notebook.

“Native,” the younger man
replied.

“Good we can call it a
night.”


Seven

 


A chorus of
tortured wails amplified through the caves of the jagged prison
rock as though the Vaults were labyrinths for banshees and sirens.
Natural springs leaking through manmade cells kept a steady,
unremitting, sardonic rhythm. Black carrion birds perched on barred
openings, taking abrupt solos in the horrific symphony before
breaking away with slices of human flesh for their ravenous
young.

In the dim light of approaching
dawn the illuminated rock struck the sea like lightening. A poorly
constructed wooden skirt docking yard gave refuge to the commanders
of prison ships and Vault guards, all eager to partake of the
whorehouses and drink holes ungoverned by the Treaty. The Vaults
stood as a testament to the broken law, as much a prison for
criminals, as hell is for sinners. The darkest men graced both the
cells and the guards’ rooms ensuring the faint hearted were quickly
broken and apportioned out.

The latest hangings began to
draw the crows to the gallows. The furnace fired and the night
began to roar as the recently dead were burnt and honey scented
smoke pooled into the starry sky. The Vaults was now a chimney,
glowing from its base with sparks spilling from its head, pushing
out the souls of the damned.

 


Adiah’s cell was reserved for
the desirable prisoners; the sanitation and reasonable hospitality
was in no way compensation for what awaited its guests. She had
been shackled to the wall for more days than she could count. The
strain on her body had weakened her muscles greatly, but the
sustenance she received ensured her mind was as sharp as the day
she arrived.

The barred doors and hole in
the wall offered no escape. Rats wandered freely, while the walls
seemed to be alive with running water. She had tried to escape her
restraints and the effort had almost killed her. So far the rest of
the Vaults had eluded her, but soon enough she would receive the
honoured grand tour of its menacing facilities. The thought both
inspired and terrified her. There was no escape from the cell, but
outside, amid the maidens and thumbscrews there was hope.

A long series of metal locks
turning signalled the return of her cellmate. She listened with
relief and sympathy as the guards returned Lars to his damp, stone
bed. Most of the crew had been executed aboard the Pursuer
when it was first captured. Strong, noble seamen were shot without
mercy whilst their younger, weaker comrades were made to watch.
They separated the informants, who could now be seen hanging from
the gallows with traitors and pirates, and the useful, who
had once filled Adiah’s cell.

The guards in the Vaults had
particular tastes and surprising patience. Lars was a favourite;
the young boy had been beaten, tortured and raped so many times,
but never to the point of death. He had been returned with broken
bones, bleeding and unconscious, always in a recoverable state so
he could be used again and again and again. The other young men and
women had been depleted quickly and disposed of promptly until only
Adiah remained. She could only assume her steady composure had
turned them off her, but being the youngest of four captured women
she feared they were saving her for when Lars was finally
spent.

Lars was tossed inside the
cell. He let out a faint moan as he hit the floor. The guard, a
fat, bulbous man with boils covering his scarred, misshapen face
entered the cell and stamped his foot on the boy’s back. Something
snapped. His keys jangled on a rope tied through his filthy,
bloodstained trousers. Clumsily he reached for them and moved
towards Adiah.

The stench of rotten meat and
piss began to choke her as her shackles were unlocked. She fell to
the floor and cried out in pain as blood pooled back into her arms.
The guard reached out to touch her face with his rough, chapped
hands before roughly running them over her breasts. The door was
open, Adiah stared at the inviting exit. She was ready to go. The
guard rammed her head into the wall and spat at her.

“Limber up bitch!” He growled
as he left the cell.

She lay on the floor and waited
for the room to stop circling. Gradually the pain in her head
started to ease. Lars made a noise. It stirred her. Quickly she
pulled herself up and crawled over to her friend. He opened his
weary eyes and smiled at her. The teenager looked like an old man.
He’d seen far too many horrors to maintain his innocence, his body
ruined beyond repair.

“The pain’s gone,” he
whispered.

“Sleep now lad, they’ll let you
rest tomorrow.”

“The pain’s all gone,” he said
contentedly. “I can’t feel anything.”

Adiah squeezed his hands, they
were lifeless. “Lars, your hands are freezing!”

“They’re fine, touch them.”

She released him to wipe the
tears from her eyes. Carefully she lifted him up and cradled him in
her arms. His body was limp, his eyes fading.

“I’m sorry Captain, I think I
may be dying.”

“Shhh, don’t talk such
nonsense. You’re just tired, close your eyes and in the morning
we’ll sail home.”

“I’m not scared anymore. I want
to see me Pa, I want to tell him I sailed on a ship.”

“He’ll be proud of you.”

“You can escape,” he mumbled,
“The chimney…”

She closed his eyes and rested
him on the floor. Alone in the cell she sat by the window to stop
the crows coming in.


Eight

 


Grenwich
Market erupted into life as the sun rose. The returning fishermen
began docking and off-loading their catch into the surrounding
warehouses. Finn had the opportunity to watch the turbulence unfold
before him, fascinated by the large quantity of cargo that had been
stored on the small ships. He stood in the centre of the market
with only Thorin by his side. The others had gone to secure their
journey out of Hermia, Wey to negotiate, Balor to satisfy his
increasing paranoia.

Finn felt like he had been
standing in the same spot his entire life. The events of the night
before, even his life in the Temple couldn’t ground themselves in
this new reality. He couldn’t deny his excitement, nor conceal his
apprehension over what awaited him beyond the horizon.

From out of the crowd a hand
grabbed him and pinned him to the wall of fresh tuna he had been
standing beside. The stench of salty fish from the plates made him
gag, but it was preferable to the sickly aroma coming from his
ostentatiously dressed assaulter. Thorin growled from behind his
attacker distracting him momentarily. It gave Finn enough time to
scramble free. As he did he felt the tip of a blade on his neck. He
stopped and stared the stranger in the eye. He was a tall, square
man, who had used a quickly earned income to cover a lifetime of
squalor. He wore clothes of the current fashion but without
education or grace, making him look like a vagrant who had got
lucky at the Temple handouts.

“Mr Wey?” He sneered.

Finn’s eyes darted around the
crowd. There were no familiar faces near him.

“No sir,” he finally said.

The man scowled, not wanting to
believe Finn. He had known this wasn’t the rogue he had searched
all of Hermia for but he had to be sure. Wolves had been known to
wear sheep fleece.

“The wolf yours?”

Thorin growled again, ready to
pounce if the need arose, although he knew from experience that it
was wiser to wait for all the discourse to be concluded first.

“Yes sir,” Finn replied, “Since
he was a pup. Though he’s a mongrel not a wolf, people often make
that mistake.”

Returning his blade clumsily to
its sheath he smiled revealing two rows of rotten teeth. Thorin
relaxed and sidled up to Finn.

“My apologies lad, I’ve been
searching for that murdering son of a whore for six months
now.”

“Murdering?” Finn covered his
mouth as soon as he heard the words. He was sure he’d slipped
up.

“Aye, killed half my crew and
stole my cargo too. I swore if I ever came across the scoundrel I’d
slit his throat from ear to ear,” he made the slitting gesture with
his chunky fingers.

If he thought about Wey too
much Finn would certainly find aspects to his character he frowned
upon. The past few hours together were already shrouded in immoral
activities, but murder? Could he really be such a man? Finn knew
the answer before he even formed the question. Wey was a man with
blood on his hands and he had no intention of washing it off.

“Well lad you wouldn’t be
looking for work by chance, I have an opening on my vessel for just
your type.”

“Ah no sir, I am…” he paused,
unable to think of a convincing lie.

A commotion in the distance
disturbed the whole market. Like a ripple in the water the crowd
moved back then forwards towards the isolated carriage in the
distance. Finn felt his face blush.

The stranger reached out to
grab a young runner who was making his way quickly from the scene
and drew the small boy close to him.

“What occurs?” He demanded.

“Crazy woman, kicking and
screaming. They’re dragging her off to Farnworth House now!”

The stranger released the boy
and shook Finn’s hand, “This my friend I must see. If you ever need
work let me know, Mr Sprig’s my name.”

“Mr Sprig,” Finn shouted, “Are
you sure it was a Mr Wey?”

“As sure as I am the sun will
rise tomorrow.” With that he was another face in the market.

Finn slumped down to scratch
the fur on top of Thorin’s head. He looked into the wolf’s eyes for
answers until he heard his name being called from a nearby
ship.

Balor was calling for him from
a small schooner. The Hope and Glory sat, almost pitifully,
amidst the more glorious ships of Hermia. Wey was talking to the
stocky Captain, shaking hands and laughing. Even Balor seemed at
ease as Finn approached, if only he knew the monster they were
travelling with.


Nine

 


Captain
Harold Hardy was extremely excited by his guests. They paid far
more than was needed, which meant they were in a hurry to leave
discreetly. He would of course oblige them, but Hardy was as loyal
as an alley cat and upon his return to Hermia he would wait until
the authorities approached him and take a handsome fee for his
information. They were a strange collection of men, and he had
transported many unsavoury sorts out of Hermia, so many he was
considering it as an advertising slogan. The negotiator, Mr Wey,
was the usual type, although surprisingly he was travelling as a
passenger and not posing as crew; his type often did for free
passage. The old soldier, not that he confessed to his profession,
kept to himself and seemed at loggerheads with his criminal
companion. Then there was the boy, almost gentle in his nature but
carrying a huge weight and totally out of his depth on this
shoreline. Captain Hardy was sure it was going to make for an
interesting voyage.

In actual fact he was wrong.
The voyage was oddly uneventful. Weather conditions were perfect
and the traffic at an unthreatening distance. The schooner made
good time and the crew seemed to be in good spirits. Mainly the
guests confined themselves to their quarters and rarely ventured
out together. The wolf however stayed on deck, at ease among the
sailors. Mr Wey was seen the most and had inspected the schooner
with amusement. He drank with the sailors and could understand the
sailing jargon that so far eluded Captain Hardy.

Balor was also at ease on the
ocean, not because he found the waves soothing, but because he knew
for the moment he would not be betrayed or caught. Since the
Minister had taken him into his council Balor had suffered from
insomnia. The gift he kept in his breast pocket had been burning
him since he received it and after locking his cabin door he
removed his jacket and took out the vial of red liquid. It looked
like blood and when it was presented to him that was what he
thought he was holding. Now it was just wickedness. There was
movement outside his cabin and quickly he restored his jacket and
the vial to their rightful places.

The footsteps weren’t heading
his way, instead they were about to disturb Wey’s peaceful slumber.
He’d spent the night drinking and was now suffering badly. Resting
back on the bed he tried to convince himself he felt no pain, but
the throbbing in his temples was hard to ignore.

Wey’s door was never locked,
not because he felt safe on the boat, but because he always
preferred his only exit to be free of as many obstacles as
possible. Thorin was snoring beside him until a knock at the door
interrupted them both. Wey groaned an indistinguishable obscenity
but the knocking persisted.

“You’ll be over side with a gut
full of shot if you keep that up,” he muttered as he pulled open
the door.

Finn stood there defiantly.
Obviously last night he had grown a spine and was exploiting it to
its full advantage in a strict, disapproving stance.

“Finn,” Wey said unable to fake
a smile. “What a delightful surprise?”

“I need to speak to you.”

Dropping his shoulders Wey
relented and allowed the boy into his cabin. There was barely
enough room for the two of them and neither were willing to sit
down with the other standing over.

“What ails thee Brother?” Wey
teased.

“I met a man in Grenwich, he
was looking for you.”

The innocence had evaporated
from Finn’s voice and had been replaced with something stronger.
Wey knew instantly this was not a time for playing with his
employer and that perhaps he had underestimated him.

“Did you indeed,” he stepped
away from Finn wishing he was out of the cabin altogether.

“He said you stole his
cargo.”

Wey rolled his eyes, there
wasn’t a ship in Grenwich he hadn’t ripped off at least once in his
life.

“And murdered half his
crew.”

Although there weren’t too many
of those.

“Was he telling the truth?”

“That depends who the talkative
fellow happened to be.”

“A Mr Sprig.”

Behind his indignant exposure
he was sighing in relief. “Oh Mr Sprig. Sprightly Mr Sprig.”

“Is it true?”

“In part.”

Finn was getting flustered.
“Which part?”

“I stole his cargo, in a way,
and I killed his crew in a way.” Wey took a deep breath and watched
as Finn’s frown began to implode. “I take it Mr Sprig failed to
mention what his cargo was? Of course he did. What dear Mr Sprig
didn’t tell you was his cargo was a shipment of Fimorri women
captured off the mainland coast. They were being transported to be
sold on the Pink Carpet.”

“The Pink Carpet?”

Wey smiled at the boy’s
restored innocence, “When you next visit a whorehouse look down.
Anyway I set them free, which would mean I did steal his bloody
cargo. Unfortunately he hadn’t read the rule book on Fimorri women
and when they were unleashed they took vengeance on the crew
members that chose to violate them. So in a way I suppose I am
responsible for the deaths of eight slave capturing rapists. I’m
sorry if that means we can no longer work together.”

“You didn’t actually kill any
of them?”

Wey thought back, “I shot two
of them.” Slowly he faced Finn daring him to show disapproval.
“Just like I’ll shoot anyone who gets in our way, or stab, or
strangle or do whatever I need to. Do you have a problem with that
Brother?”

Of course Finn had a problem.
The whole concept was smashing his morals to pieces. He wanted to
object, to sit down and show Wey the error of his ways but he
needed Wey as he was. To retrieve Adiah he would need a ruthless
hurricane.

“I do if you intend to betray
us like you did Mr Sprig.”

“I was never in Sprig’s
service, I was despatched by one of the fathers of the women. Sprig
was merely a casualty.” Wey sat down on the bed basking in his
clear victory. “Finnian you’re entering dark waters now, there are
a lot of things you’re not going to like.”

Nodding his head Finn turned to
leave, but stopped in the doorway.

“If you had been working for Mr
Sprig, kidnapping those women, would you have betrayed him?”

In another situation Wey would
have lied but on this occasion he didn’t need to. “They were my
sisters Finn of course I would.”

“Good.”

“Finn word of advice, while
you’re sailing with me you’re not a priest, you’re not rich and
you’re not the son of a Minister. You a barnacle, and we have one
goal to achieve, nothing else stands in the way you hear me.”

Finn nodded. He left the room
feeling more confused than ever. He didn’t want to dislike Wey, but
he felt he was obliged to do so. His crimes could not be atoned by
rescuing one princess, but who else would help? Finn took a walk on
deck that night, weighing up his options. He removed his amulet and
let it glimmer in the oil light. He looked at the swirling, indigo
water. Dark shadows moved around the boat, either sea monsters or
tricks of the night. Finn watched them, feeling a deep fear and
curiosity luring him into the water. The boat rocked and his amulet
dropped from his hands. He gasped as it hit the water and quickly
moved away from the edge of the boat before the darkness swallowed
any more of him.


Ten

 


Hope and
Harmony docked in the large port of Petra off the eastern coast
of Helena. The port was alive with fresh trade and excitement as
the ships came and went as quickly as the wind changed. Business,
pleasure, tourism and pilgrimage populated the harbour like flies
to a carcass. It was a perfect chaos to get lost in, a thought that
had never occurred to Captain Hardy as he watched his passengers
disembark from his vessel and make for the nearest tavern. He made
a note in his journal of their destination and returned to his
work.

As soon as Wey felt the eyes
leave his frame he led his employer out of the tavern and into the
market. Quickly he advised Finn to purchase some food supplies and
then led them all away from the dock into the surrounding
wilderness. Thorin took point on their trek into the dense foliage,
leading them into safe isolation. Petra was purely a stop gap for
ships, trading in bulk rather than on an individual basis. There
were few homes around the area, most located around the harbour and
not within the acres of marshy woodland beyond the small village.
After an hour’s walking they reached a small clearing that Wey was
familiar with. There was shelter from the elements but a clear view
of the harbour and all that passed through it.

Balor began to gather dry wood
from the nearby bushes.

“No fire,” Wey said. “We’re
camouflaged as long as there’s no light here.”

“It will be cold tonight,”
Balor replied.

“If you’re worried about your
bones you can have my coat,” Wey taunted.

“I was concerned about Master
Finn,” Balor murmured angrily.

“It’s okay, priests have to
meditate in the snow as well as in the sweltering heat!” Finn
exclaimed proudly.

Wey made himself comfortable on
the grass, Thorin joining him. Eventually Finn sat near them, but
allowed himself a good view of the harbour. He’d never been to
Helena and had been hugely disappointed at its similarity with his
homeland. Slowly Balor bent down to sit, trying to disguise the
pain in his knees.

“So what do we do now?” Finn
asked apprehensively.

“Now we eat and wait for dark.
Then we will pass the point of no return, we either succeed or
it’ll be the gallows for us all,” he said cheerfully.

Neither Balor nor Finn wanted
to be the first to ask what Wey had planned and both sat in the
grip of a tense silence until Wey released them.

“We make for the road and
hijack the first noble carriage we come across. Most folk travel
with at least two guards. We will rob them and take their places on
the ship they are meeting.”

“How will we know they’re
meeting a ship?”

Wey tensed his muscles and hid
his inner repulsion. “The Vaults opens its doors the first of every
month to noble gentlemen with certain requirements. The journey
takes three days after a stop in Juliet.”

“Are you that sure a noble man
will take this path?” Balor scoffed.

“My friend,” Wey said darkly,
“I’ve seen several gentlemen take this path already.”

Balor rose wincing as he did
so, “I’ll be a few moments,” he said to Finn reassuringly and
disappeared into the bushes to relieve himself.

Finn opened his food package
and began to apportion the contents into four. Thorin licked his
black lips.

“You don’t want to go back to
the Vaults do you?” Finn said in a whisper.

Wey forced a laugh, “You find
me a man who does, I’ll find you a doctor who will drag him off to
Farnworth House!”

“I don’t want to go. I remember
the stories when I was a boy. But they’re just stories.”

“Brother Finn everything you
have heard about the Vaults is true and worse. The most terrifying
nightmare you ever had is bliss compared to what you will see
there.”

“Then why are you going
back?”

He frowned, it was a question
he had thought would be easy to bluff, but he found himself giving
a far more honest reply. “If I can get just one person out it will
make up for the six months I spent there.”

“You were there six
months!”

“Once for six months, once for
six days.”

“How did you escape?”

His frown brightened, “That my
friend would be telling.”

Finn sighed, “I’m sorry you
have to go back there,” he said genuinely, “And I’m sorry the
thought of it brings you so much pain.”

“Pain!” Wey said, “Don’t be
soft lad, you don’t come out of that place with any feelings at
all. Come on cut me I’ll wager the devil’s ransom I won’t flinch.”
He held out a small penknife but Finn shook his head.

“Do you think Adiah’s
alive?”

“It would be better for her if
she died.”

Finn gulped.

“She won’t make you much of
wife,” Wey told him bluntly.

“A wife!” Finn shook his head,
“No I don’t want a wife! I’m a priest!”

“Then why risk a hanging for
her? I’m here for the money, old Balor’s here for the blind
obedience, where do you fall into this if not for the prize at the
end of it?”

Glancing at the cured meat in
his hand Finn replied, “We’re friends. Good friends.”

He was a terrible liar and Wey
saw through him as though he were a pool of water. He bit into his
fresh bread and examined the boy. In a few days the light in Finn’s
eyes would fade, the weight he carried would be unbearable and
nothing of his innocence would remain. Wey couldn’t decide whether
it was a good thing or a bad.

 


Lord Grisedale sat in his coach
looking at the pocket watch his father had passed down to him. It
was gold plated and elaborately engraved. He studied the hands
closely in the dimly lit coach. They were running on time, if
Grisedale was a smiling man he would have cracked his stony face.
Shuffling around in his seat he removed a child’s shoe from behind
his back. The small leather boot was his youngest daughter’s. He
ran his fingers over the laces before banging on the roof of the
coach. Quickly the coach came to a halt.

“Baxer!” Lord Grisedale shouted
in his coarse, raspy voice.

“Yes my Lord,” Baxer clambered
down from the coach and poked his head through the coach
window.

“This,” he said holding the
boot in the air as though it were poisonous. “Remove it.”

“Yes my Lord,” Baxer said
taking the tiny boot off his master.

“And the footman, have him
shot.”

Baxer nodded, “Of course.”

“Make sure the new footman
keeps the children out of my coach. I do not want their things with
me on my excursions.”

Baxer wandered off into the
bushes to dispose of the offending item.

 


Wey had heard the coach stop.
It was still in darkness beyond the road and he knew time was
running out.

“General how are those knees at
stealth?” He whispered to Balor.

“What do you want me to
do?”

“There will be two guards and a
gentleman. You secure the gentleman, while I draw the guards’
attention.”

Balor agreed and set off,
silently into the night. Wey closed his eyes and listened for a few
moments until he was satisfied Balor wasn’t going to let him down
with his creaking joints.

“What shall I do?” Finn asked
in an excited whisper.

“You stay hidden, nobody wants
to be saved tonight.”

Wey made his way onto the road
and strode towards the coach as though it were a welcoming tavern.
He drew his pistols as he approached the stationary coach. There
were two guards, as he had predicted and the passenger looked to
still be in the carriage itself. There were several reasons the
coach could have stopped and Wey considered and discarded each of
them as his invisibility began to fade. Whatever the reason he
could accommodate it.

“Good evening gentlemen,” Wey
said pointing two pistols at the guards. It would be easier to kill
them, but he didn’t want to get blood on their clothes. “Hands in
the air my friends, this is a robbery. You both behave and you get
to live.”

There was a scuffling from the
coach as Balor pulled the Lord from his seat and dragged him out
into the open. He was surprisingly strong for a man of his age and,
despite the Lord being twice his weight Balor held him firmly in
place with a knife pressed against his throat.

“Gentlemen your clothes and
valuables on the floor if you would be so kind,” Wey said to the
guards. “Weapons first.” The guards carried only one rifle each
together with a sabre, these were thrown in front of the coach.
They undressed calmly, almost as though they were enjoying the
whole robbery.

Wey felt a stab in his back. He
straightened up and raised his hands amused. Baxer held the sword
firmly, he looked at Balor.

“Release his Lordship,” he
demanded.

“He won’t,” Wey whispered,
“He’d rather see me dead and steal everything for himself, here
take my gun, shoot him.”

“I will ask you one more time
release him or I shall kill you both.”

Balor readied his blade.

“Kill them Baxer!” Lord
Grisedale ordered.

Wey closed his eyes; he’d heard
that name before. Baxer was part of the special guard, one of the
nasty ones too. He knew all of Wey’s tricks and he would be able to
counteract them to his advantage every time. Wey swore under his
breath and braced himself for the impending pain… of all the
coaches.

Baxer held a small flick knife
in his concealed hand, he was aiming at the older man, ready to
unleash both his weapons at the same time when he heard a noise. He
lashed around ready to cut down the third thief and his sword
clashed with another. Quickly he gained his composure and began to
attack the young man, but his steps couldn’t keep up. The young man
would not attack him but led him further away from the coach in an
ancient square dance. The experienced swordsman was no match for
the priest. He could find no holes in the boy’s skill or style.
Infuriated and challenged he pursued his attacker and the rest of
the robbery faded into obscurity.

Wasting no time Wey fired both
of his weapons at the remaining undressed guards. They fell from
the coach like apples from a tree. Quickly he turned to look at the
fight continuing down the road. Finn moved like a divine wind. He
handled a sword like he had been born with it welded to his arm
and, as it pierced through Baxer’s heart, Wey and Balor realised
they had underestimated their faithful companion.

“Everything okay there
Brother?” Wey shouted.

Finn had dropped to his knees
over Baxer’s body. He had never killed a man before. The fight had
consumed him beyond all consequence and now the outcome stared him
hard in the face, unchangeable, unfixable. It was his choice to
rescue Adiah and he would have to deal with the blood on his hands
for years to come. Mourning would come when his part was over and
he would make penance for every life that had to be taken. He
swallowed, promising the corpse a memorial when he returned to
Temple and forcing himself to show the hardness Adiah would need to
be liberated.

“Everything is finished,” Finn
replied and he joined Wey.

“Right then, lets see if our
Lordship is in the mood for a little chat.” Wey came face to face
with Lord Grisedale and grinned through his hatred. The Lord was
defiant against his captors, until Balor cut through the first lair
of skin on his purple throat.

“Well sir, your name if you
will, I’d hurry if I was you, before the arthritis starts up in my
friend’s hand and he can’t hold that blade steady anymore.”

“Grisedale. Lord
Grisedale.”

“The Lord Grisedale and where
might you be off to on this lonely night. In fact I’m quite sure I
know. You’re going to tell me the name of your boat, then you are
going to remove your clothes and think long and hard about the type
of man you are.”

“You will burn in hell for
this.”

“Then you will be in great
company my Lord. Now I believe you were kindly going to donate to
us your clothes.”

Reluctantly Lord Grisedale
began to undress, removing his long velvet cloak, jewels and
expensive wig. He stood in his undergarments, shivering in the
cold.

“Get the bodies off the road,”
Wey ordered Finn.

When he was out of ear shot Wey
drew his pistol and pointed it at the quivering Lord’s belly. “Just
so we’re clear, if you do not tell me what I want to know I will
pop a hole in your belly and leave you here to bleed to death!” He
smiled. “Now the name of the boat and Captain if you please.”

“The Virgin Queen under
Captain Batty,” he said through gritted teeth.

“And what did you reserve?”

His eyes narrowed.

“Come now we’re all men of the
world here.”

“A noble girl.”

“Of course,” Wey muttered under
his breath. “Good night your Lordship.” He smacked the butt of his
gun across the Lord’s face and watched as he fell backwards.

“Are you going to leave him
alive?” Balor asked surprised.

“They’ll be after us for sure
if they think we murdered a Lord.”

“He knows what we look like and
where we’re heading,” Balor murmured, sensing Finn coming
closer.

“Do you think he’ll be eager to
tell the authorities why he had a boat waiting to take him to the
Vaults? He won’t say anything. Now let’s get to it.”

 


Captain Batty was nervous, he
didn’t like being late and he didn’t like waiting in the middle of
the night like a low life criminal. He had half a mind to sail
without his guests, but the money he would lose would make the past
week entirely wasted. Since the Qatarians stopped trading with the
islands his business had fallen beyond comprehension. He found
himself taking the Vault contracts just to stay afloat and it left
a very bitter taste in his mouth. Supplying the Vaults was one
thing, but the gentlemen that now took an interest in his vessel
were an entirely different level of evil. He was in no position to
refuse them or the money, but morally he was in turmoil.

He spied a coach entering the
dock and he watched as two men unloaded a large ornate trunk
followed by a well dressed gentleman. They boarded the boat quickly
and greeted the Captain with unusual cheerfulness.

“Captain Batty,” Wey said,
filling out his guard’s uniform perfectly; “Allow me to present
Lord Grisedale.”

Balor stepped forward holding
Thorin on an elaborately decorated leash and collar made from the
real Lord’s jewellery and clothing. Balor was suffocating under his
velvet cloak, sweat ran down his face and he wiped it with a silk
handkerchief. The crew on deck were looking at him through the
corners of their judgemental eyes and he understood why. It made
him feel filthy to be dressed in such an unsavoury way and he
blamed Wey entirely.

“Cabin’s all set up,” Batty
muttered gesturing to one of his men to take the luggage and show
his Lordship down to his suite (the cabin he had specially equipped
for men such as Lord Grisedale).

Balor and Finn went below deck
and would remain there for the whole voyage. Captain Batty had no
interest in mingling with his guests and he advised his crew to
follow his example. Wey, on the other hand, was trying to make a
contact and get a feel for the crew and their position in this
whole affair. He remained on deck as the ship departed.

They were on a cargo ship, but
that made sense. The ship was too small to cause much offence on
the ocean. It was discreet and accommodating, but it was in no way
welcoming. The crew avoided Wey despite his obvious charisma among
sailors and the Captain watched him with absolute scrutiny. When
Wey finally got chance to talk with Batty he understood why.

“So you’re on the Vault
contracts, business must be slow,” Wey said knowing Captains
naturally like to complain about the state of business whether
they’ve got dust or gold in their pockets.

Batty shrugged.

“You’re making port at Juliet
to pick up supplies?” Juliet, being the nearest island to the
Vaults was a usual stopping port for most of the prison ships.

“We picked up supplies in
Petra,” Batty mumbled looking for an emergency he needed to attend
to. “Nobody stops in Juliet much now.”

Wey nodded logging the
information in his head for future use. “Our contact in the
Vaults,” Wey began.

“Don’t deal with Silas,” Batty
hissed sharply. “What your master conducts on that rock has nothing
to do with me or my crew. We’re just carrying barnacles from one
island to another, no crime in that.”

Batty stared at Wey, trying to
break him with his own integrity and feeling as guilty as every man
he had ever transported to that place. Wey patted his shoulder and
smiled, calculating the new information into his plan. He left the
Captain assured he had now secured safe passage out of the
Vaults.

 


“I don’t think he likes his
costume,” Finn said trying to ease Thorin’s collar.

“He’s not the only one,” Balor
said removing his cloak and wiping the sweat from his neck.

“Wey said we should leave
everything on.”

“Well Mr Wey is not paying me.”
Balor sat down on the small, but accommodating bed in his cabin.
“You did very well this evening Finn.”

Finn had never thought of
killing anyone as a particularly positive way to spend an evening
and he certainly wasn’t proud of himself. The evening happened and
they were still on their way to rescue Adiah, things were promising
but the dark waters were turning red and Finn struggled to ignore
them.

“I didn’t realise they still
taught combat in the Temple.”

“It’s part of us understanding
our ability to move within the elements.” Finn explained modestly.
“And it allows us to hit each other without remorse. Perhaps, when
all of this is done with, you’d like to sit in on a class?”
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