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        For John Edmund Charles Richards,

who has fire in his soul
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        Running along the bottom of the pages of this book is a hidden chapter which reveals the secret history of how the fireblood world began. Use the translation of the chapter-heading numbers to crack the code, and discover this ancient story for yourself…
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         Augustus Flint stood listening to the silence of the rock and the glass and the steel all around him. He was a tall man, wiry, with sinewy muscle, and every bit of him hummed with a strength that was almost visible even though he stood as still as the strange stone that lay on the kitchen counter.

         ‘I don’t want to leave them,’ he whispered, picking up an old and battered canvas rucksack from the floor. His words echoed in the enormous space of the open-plan living area, though he was trying to be very quiet. It seemed to him that the word ‘leave’ bounced back over and over from the huge vaulted ceiling, the enormous facets of glass that looked out onto the dark gorge below and the steel girders that connected the walls around him.

         ‘You shouldn’t be leaving them,’ replied the Stone. It was an uneven oval of frosted crystal that had quite lost its shine, about thirty centimetres long, and half that in width. It looked like a huge lump of very, very old sea glass, but you’d never say that to her. She’d be furious with that kind of observation, though, frankly, furious seemed to be her usual state of mind.

         ‘Definitely should not be leaving them,’ she added. ‘Do something else instead.’

         ‘Something else?’ Augustus heaved a heavy sigh, his breath catching in his throat. ‘How are you—’ His voice cracked. He cleared his throat and swiped a hand across his forehead, then quickly down across his eyes. With the same hand, he pulled hard on his moustache and beard, considering what to say next.

         ‘How am I never helpful?’ prompted the Stone.

         Huffing a mirthless laugh, Augustus replied, ‘I don’t feel good about this mission. Something’s off. Even though this place’ – he gestured to their home, carved into the cliff face – ‘is protected from within and without, and even though I’ve taught them the hidden entrances and exits, and to be quick and strong and clever, I worry for Finn and Tula. They’ve only ever been out with me, at night, and very rarely then…’

         ‘The last time you felt something was off,’ said the Stone, her voice hard, almost strident, ‘your wife, the mother of those two children, was killed in cold blood.’

         Before Augustus could reply with the breath he’d sucked deep into his chest, his eyes wide with hurt and shock, she added, ‘Trust your instincts, you stupid, stupid man! Why is it that the grown-ups of this world always make such terrible mistakes?’

         ‘It’s different this time,’ muttered Augustus, leaning towards the Stone, his fists clenched at his sides. ‘I have more gifts from mythic and frailskin creatures now. I can speak any language, stop my own blood, control the portals. If I don’t go, we are looking at catastrophic consequences. This planet will die—’

         ‘It will not die! It will sleep for an age, then recover again, as it has done before. Forget the volcano, Augustus! Think of your children!’

         ‘My children are part of the planet that will die if I don’t leave now and complete the task.’ He put the bag on the kitchen counter and reached for the Stone.

         ‘Leave me here,’ blurted the Stone. Then, ‘No!’ she shrieked when he withdrew his hand. ‘Take me with you.’ He frowned and she cried out again. ‘No! Leave me here!’

         Augustus sighed. ‘Milady,’ he said, hesitant, ‘you always come with me. What if I need answers?’

         ‘The children will need answers,’ said the Stone, and her voice was softer now, ‘especially if you don’t come back.’

         ‘What? There’s n—’

         ‘I will need to tell them, Augustus.’

         ‘Milady! I—’

         ‘I’ll need to tell them everything you’ve kept from them, because if you don’t get this to work, it’ll be up to them to save the world, and they won’t have the first clue how.’
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         [image: ]Finn and Tula Flint slipped into the shadows behind a noisy row of restaurants near Bristol Temple Meads train station. Finn could smell fire, the waft of woodsmoke in the night air, and the scent of it both terrified and intrigued him. There was so much going on around them that he was struggling to focus. He had to concentrate on making sure they looked normal, instead of like children who’d never been allowed out of their house in daylight. Ever.

         How far north can the trains take us? signed Tula. How will we get tickets? I’m starving.

         His sister hadn’t spoken aloud since their mother died eight years ago – she’d been barely a year old and Finn had been three. No one but Finn and his father understood her subtle sign language. A twitch of an eyebrow meant Where are we going? and when she added a slight flick of her finger, with a tiny dragging motion of her hand, well, that became Where are you taking us?

         It was all a bit complicated, but Finn was an expert at understanding her, even better than their dad, though sometimes, like now, he wished he wasn’t. He tried to ignore the urgent expression around Tula’s eyes, how she was biting her top lip and touching a thumb to her stomach. He knew she didn’t realise it was making him feel bad about what a terrible job he was doing looking after her – she was only nine – and somehow that made everything worse.

         Tân is starving too, she continued, and patted her coat pocket gently. It wriggled then went still. Tân is sick of walking around. He wants to sleep now.

         ‘Stop!’ whispered Finn, holding his hand up at his sister, wincing at the noise of all the millions of things going on around them. ‘Please just stop. I can’t think with you going on and on at me. Tân is not walking around. He is sitting around – fat lazy lizard – while we do all the legwork.’ He grimaced at the bright-green crested gecko peeking out from Tula’s inside jacket pocket, and the creature glared balefully back at him.

         Why are you so cross? Just because Dad’s been gone for ages doesn’t mean we have to be all stressed out! Aren’t you glad to be out on an adventure instead of stuck inside like always?

         Finn was about to speak again when a rectangle of light flooded across the ground. A door opened and someone came out into the alley.

         The children shrank against a wall into the shadows.

         Tula drew closer to her brother, breathing in the scents from the alley. Oh, WOW, Finn. That guy’s throwing out fresh boxes of leftovers! I can smell … pizza!

         Finn grinned, thankful for once that no one could hear his sister. If she’d spoken aloud, attracted attention, that would have been dangerous, out here on Bristol’s streets on their own.

         On their own.

         For the first time ever.

         His grin faded as Tula moved forward. ‘Wait,’ he whispered.

         For what? she signed impatiently. Stop being such a scaredy-cat!

         ‘Tula, we’ve got to be careful because we have no idea what we’re doing! We’ve never gone anywhere without Dad! Never gone to the shops, to school, never run in parks, never walked on pavements, never been on a bus or met anyone other than Aunty Myra.’

         Not complicated, Finn, signed Tula. We’ve found some food, we’re hungry, we’re going to eat it. And there’s no need to be so cross because Dad’s only been trying to protect us. The outside world might be mean about your hunch and me not speaking out loud and—

         And we’re going to be just fine, signed Finn fiercely, standing up straighter. Just fine.

         Tula grinned back at him, motioned to the bins outside the restaurant kitchen door and did a show-off backflip, landing right next to them.

         We’re already fine! she signed. Dad says no one can climb or jump or decipher a code faster than me and you. He says he’s trained us well.

         Finn pulled a face. ‘He said never to tell Aunt Myra about you icing things up just by breathing or waving, or that magnetic thing you do with locks—’

         That’s because Aunt Myra is always pestering him to send us away to boarding school.

         ‘For help with our “oddities, where they could lead a normal life, for snakes’ sakes, Augustus”,’ said Finn, mimicking their aunt, and Tula did her silent laughing thing with her hands in front of her mouth and her eyes all crinkling up.

         I’m glad we don’t know how to contact Aunty Myra, signed Tula, so we’ve got no choice but to go search for Dad and eat pizza by ourselves.

         ‘Cheeky,’ said Finn in his best stern voice, but he was smiling and feeling better at the smell from the boxes left on the bin. ‘When we find him, he’s going to be so impressed that he’s going to let us do everything from now on.’

         They each grabbed a few boxes and moved soundlessly further down the alley where they could eat in peace.

         ‘I hope there’s a cucumber or something in this lot,’ Finn whispered, ‘otherwise Tân is gonna have one of his hissy fits.’

         You know nothing, Finn Flint, signed Tula, her fingers moving quickly. If you listened to Desperate Diners just once instead of playing Flybynight Warrior all the time, you’d know pizzas definitely don’t have cucumbers. One of Dad’s rants about fast food was… Tula trailed off. A siren wailed in the street behind them, and traffic noise swelled as a light went from red to green. Finn hadn’t thought that cars would be so … loud.

         How long do you think it’ll take us to find him? Tula asked as she stared up at the graffitied wall at the end of the alley. It’s been ten days…

         Finn swallowed. ‘Dead end,’ he said, changing the subject.

         Look, signed Tula. We can hide in those boxes over there.

         ‘Okay,’ replied Finn. Tula’s hand on his arm was cold, and it scared him. The two of them were usually a whole lot warmer. It would be good to stop and eat.

         Within minutes they’d arranged a rough shelter from a huge refrigerator box and some pieces of cardboard. Tula found a wooden crate, and the pair sat inside the box, the crate between them as a table.

         Lovely, signed Tula, her hands dancing in the shape of a heart. Bring it on, bro.

         ‘Okay,’ murmured Finn, but then came a soft call down the alley that froze the siblings instantly.

         ‘Oi, oi! Someone hiding down there, then?’

         Finn and Tula locked wide eyes.

         Let’s take a look, signed Tula, blinking.

         Finn nodded, and his sister turned slowly to lift the top of the box behind her so they could both see through a crack. A man dressed entirely in black from top to toe was coming down the alley. Three thugs shambled along behind him, attitude in their walk and attitude in the pulled-up hoods of sleeveless tops, though being December it was absolutely freezing.

         Uh oh, signed Tula.

         Tân climbed up on to her shoulder, and went completely still except for his tail, which had curled up behind him in a movement that also meant uh oh.

         The guy who’d spoken was probably the man in the suit. He had slicked-back hair and a huge signet ring on the index finger of his left hand. You noticed it straight away because of how his fist was clenched round the handle of a nasty-looking whip.

         The three behind him were enormous. Colossal. About seven foot tall and at least three foot wide. The muscles in their arms bulged and rippled under heavily tattooed and scarred skin. Even though Finn hadn’t been out much in the real world, he was pretty sure these guys wouldn’t be able to merge casually in crowds of happy families and peaceful do-gooders. Definitely not. With their bunched fists and snarling expressions, they looked distinctly like do-badders, and the stink of them…

         Eat quickly, signed Finn. He passed Tula another slice of pizza, ramming one into his own mouth. We need a distraction, he signed. Fuel up fast while I think.

         ‘They came in here…’ said the man in the suit. He lifted his nose to the air and sniffed.

         Huh? They came in here? Is he talking about us? thought Finn. He swallowed hard and Tula’s hand crept over to his, holding it tightly. The glare from the kitchen door caught the edge of the man’s face in a grim white light, throwing his quivering nostrils into sharp relief.

         Before any more thoughts could enter Finn’s head, Tân flung himself into the alley, skittering round the pointed shiny shoes of the suited man, past his three sidekicks and straight towards the rubbish bins.

         ‘Eeeeee!’ squealed the biggest of the thugs in a voice too high for his hulking size.

         Tula clapped a hand to her mouth in horror.

         Call Tân back! mouthed Finn to Tula.

         She shook her head violently. No! If he comes back here, they’ll grab him AND he’ll bring them to us!

         The suited man put a hand on the shoulder of the biggest one. ‘Compose yourself, Jed,’ he said in a silky voice. ‘You all right, Carl?’

         The smallest of the thugs grunted. ‘Yes, Mr Craven, sir.’

         Craven took a step forward, and the light from the back door of the restaurant moved across his face, revealing the pointed teeth of his triumphant smile. He was staring right at the box in which Finn and Tula were hiding.

         ‘Found you, kids,’ he said. ‘At last. Wondered how long it would take to flush you out of your lair, and now here you are, running to Daddy.’ He gestured with his whip to one of the three massive forms behind him, who were shifting from foot to foot, looking nervous or eager, Finn wasn’t sure which. ‘Rafe, go get them.’

         ‘Yes, Mr Craven, sir.’

         The one in the middle moved forward reluctantly. A knife handle just above his belt flashed in the light.

         Okay, signed Finn to Tula. Get Tân to come to us, then we sprint back up the alley.

         Tula’s eyes flickered. Finn watched as Tân peeped out from the rubbish bins, and then there was a yelp from Rafe, and Tân was heading back their way. In the blink of an eye he was on Tula’s lap and wriggling into her pocket.

         Finn took a deep breath. He nodded, and he and Tula burst out of the box in a tangle of fast-moving limbs and bright-eyed determination.

         Shielding Tula, Finn ran hard down the right side, knowing Mr Craven’s thugs were huddled on the left. Even though Finn was fast, Rafe still reached him, clouting him on the jaw with furious strength.

         ‘Got him, Mr Craven—’

         Finn jumped and spun away with lightning cracks of arms and legs. His eyes caught snapshots of everything as his head whipped round – Jed, still gaping in astonishment, frozen at the far end of the alley … the close-up eyeballs of Carl … Rafe swiping at him desperately—

         Then the flavour of fresh-struck flint flooded Finn’s mouth, stopping him in his tracks. He skidded to a halt, whipping round to see where the taste of fear had come from.

         Tula! No!

         Mr Craven was holding his sister, twisting her up by her long pale hair, twisting, twisting, twisting it back till her arms came round and clenched at his arm. He laughed – a high-pitched, breathy wheeze – but that was the only sound in the alley. Tula could not scream.

         Finn’s fists clenched at his sides. ‘Let go of my sister,’ he rasped, his chest heaving.

         Run! mouthed Tula.

         Craven laughed, soft and low. ‘Dearie me,’ he murmured. ‘The boy has no manners.’ His eyes narrowed and he yanked on Tula’s hair again. She hung limp, unmoving, as Finn stepped closer, closer.

         Don’t, Finn, she begged, her face moving too subtly for the thugs to notice. Please. Calm down.

         Finn stopped a metre from Craven. ‘Last chance,’ he said. Finn’s voice was low for a twelve-year-old. And measured. He faced up to the thug like a person three times his age. ‘Otherwise,’ he continued, ‘you’re going to get hurt.’

         ‘Oh, really,’ drawled Craven. ‘You have a secret weapon, then? Better than mine?’ He flicked his whip in the air like a cheerleader with a ribbon stick and laughed again.

         Finn did not reply. His body angled back and down, like a big cat getting ready to strike.

         Craven sneered again and gestured to the others. ‘Time to take this little squirt apart,’ he hissed. ‘Gargan is going to be very pleased with me for finally finding these lovely treasures.’

         Finn’s vision zeroed in on Craven. The man’s pointed teeth seemed somehow longer than before and anger came off him in waves, but it was his eyes that made Finn’s heart freeze. They blazed a dark ruby red now, as if filled with blood, and they were focused on Finn, and Finn alone.

         What the—? he thought.

         Then, just as Carl’s big, hairy fingers came for the back of his shirt, he saw his sister shout NOW! with both hands, and he gave it everything he had.
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         [image: ]Heat raged up through Finn’s body and blasted from his hands in a torrent of scorching brightness straight into Craven’s face. It took a second for the man to register that this boy was actually throwing a nuclear blast of light at him before he felt the agony of burning. He shrieked and threw his arms up to protect himself, dropping Tula to the ground but holding tight to his whip, which, in the shock of the moment, he did not even think to use.

         Finn spun to face the other three, and in the face of that white heat the hooded thugs scrambled screaming to their feet, rushing to get away, and pulling Craven with them. When they reached the street, Craven threw one last glance back, and the rage and hatred on his face shocked Finn from white heat to white ash.

         Tula was still on the ground, still clutching Tân. The world seemed to hang motionless for a moment, the only movement the clouds of mist that billowed from their heaving breath into the icy air. Then she sprang to her feet, placing Tân carefully in her pocket.

         Finn! she signed. What was that? What did you do? How did—?

         Finn’s mind cleared.

         ‘They were looking for us,’ he said. ‘Those people. We’re not safe here.’ He lifted his hands slowly to his face, staring at his shaking fingers in disbelief. Soot from his skin dusted to the cobblestones, and he hurried over to his sister.

         In that moment, the world on the road beyond seemed to whoosh suddenly to life, tyres sending dirty spray into the air, horns loud, another distant siren somewhere, the pounding footsteps of Craven and his crew already inaudible in the city noise.

         Finn? signed Tula, her arms moving in a mad windmill around her head. Answer me! That light from your hands? What was that?

         ‘I-I don’t know,’ stammered Finn. ‘Did you see their eyes? Did you hear what they said? They’ll be back for us!’

         A voice with an Irish accent echoed down the alley. ‘And there’ll be more of them next time.’

         Finn snapped back into his cougar crouch, facing the exit to the road to see who had spoken, his arms out wide, while Tula leapt to her feet just behind him.

         A dark figure was silhouetted against the streetlights, legs apart, hands on hips. Despite the bright light behind the man, Finn and Tula could make out every detail of his form. Short black hair, immaculate goatee beard, one earring, chiselled features, chiselled muscles in tight black T-shirt, fitted jeans, black combat boots.

         ‘Who are you?’ demanded Finn. ‘What did you say?’

         The man stayed put. ‘You’re right. Those idiots are going to come straight back here.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘In about, oh, I reckon … eight minutes. They’ve got a lot of friends. And I’m not sure you’ve got a lot of firepower left.’

         Firepower? signed Tula. Finn? What does he mean?

         ‘I’ll explain everything,’ said the man. ‘Come with me.’

         Finn’s cougar stance melted and he straightened his knees to standing again. ‘Y-you understood her,’ he stammered. ‘You understood my sister.’

         Shh, Finn! commanded Tula.

         But Finn’s chest was heaving with emotion. ‘How did you know what she said?’

         Be quiet, Finn! gestured Tula, her face furious.

         ‘I think,’ said the figure, ‘it’s time we got going.’

         No! signed Tula. No, Finn! He feels strange. I – I can’t read him.

         ‘Often you can’t read your father either,’ said the man, ‘yet you trust him.’

         ‘Tula!’ gasped Finn, whirling to face his sister. ‘Tula!’

         No! signed Tula again, her eyes wide with fear.

         ‘I’m your only chance,’ said the figure. His face shifted sharply into profile as he looked up the road. ‘Here they come.’ Turning to face them, he said, ‘I know this is strange, me arriving unannounced like this’ – he looked hard at Tula – ‘but we’ve been searching for you because these idiots are the least of your worries. There are … others. Aren’t there, Tula?’

         Finn looked from the man to his sister then back to the man. Neither of them had anything more to add.

         ‘Tula?’ Finn grabbed his sister’s hands, but she had nothing to say.

         ‘Tân has been telling her, but she won’t listen.’

         ‘Tân? What do you m—?’

         ‘Come,’ urged the man, and he extended his arm. ‘Don’t forget your bag. It’s in the box. You need your bag.’

         Finn’s heart pounded as he stared at the figure’s face. He felt his eyes do that weird thing where they zoomed and held an image in his head. The image now was of brown eyes, softer than you’d expect in a guy like this, and worried-looking. He was for real. No doubt.

         Then the clincher: ‘I know what happened to your father,’ said the man. Even Tula looked startled, her expressions dancing in hope and fear across her face. ‘We must hurry back to his office to pick up his, er, letter opener, then we’ll have all we need to get him back.’

         Finn tasted hot orange juice in his mouth, which always happened when people told the truth.

         ‘Letter opener?’ he asked.

         The man shrugged. ‘It’s the key to a locked place that’ll help us find your dad. I’ll explain later.’

         Finn raced back to the box and grabbed his dad’s old khaki fishing bag. The thick canvas of it was stained with rust and dirt, but the inside was pristine and carefully padded for its precious cargo. He pulled the straps over his shoulders and snatched up two pieces of pizza on his way out.

         ‘Come on, Tula,’ he said, holding out a slice. ‘It’s going to be okay.’

         He tugged her with him out of the alley. Parked at a hasty angle on the pavement was a Jaguar Mark 1, the driver’s door still open and the radio blaring with a news broadcast about volcanic activity escalating in Russia.

         ‘Jump in,’ said the man. ‘Hear that? Sounds as if we need to hurry.’

         ‘He thinks Dad is in Russia,’ whispered Finn. ‘Probably getting readings from Mount Elbrus, like we thought!’

         ‘Yes,’ came a voice from the bag on Finn’s back. ‘That’s what they all think.’

         Tula’s eyelids fluttered, but she came to the car and climbed in, staring around her at the luxurious interior.

         Finn felt hope flicker in his chest, and it felt good. He shut the car door and the man pulled off into the traffic. The newsreader had stopped talking about Mount Elbrus being ready to erupt and was moaning about gangs on the streets of Bristol instead.

         Finn signed to Tula: This guy definitely knows where Dad is.

         He just wants the bag, replied Tula. And Dad’s letter opener.

         ‘Everyone wants the bag,’ said the man up front, driving expertly through the traffic. ‘Everyone always wants the bag. And the opener. Could you kids please keep your greasy fingers off the upholstery?’

         Finn, I can’t feel where Dad is at all, signed Tula, on the verge of tears. I don’t know about Mount Elbrus. We’re losing him…

         Finn bit his lip. He found his gaze locking with those brown eyes observing him in the rear-view mirror.

         ‘Hey,’ said the man. ‘My name is Patrick. Some prefer Patrick the Mighty, but I don’t like to insist.’

         ‘Hello,’ said Finn, his voice barely a murmur. He squeezed Tula’s hand and then wrapped his arms tightly round the bag. ‘Where is our dad?’

         ‘I was hoping you two could tell me that.’ One of the brown eyes winked at Finn, but Finn couldn’t smile back.

         ‘But you said—’ he blurted, a sense of unease shifting the hairs on the back of his neck.

         ‘I said I knew what had happened to him. He’s been captured by bad people who want information from him. I don’t know where he is, though we’ve got a lead from the Ministry of Defence.’ Patrick grinned. ‘You should know that I’m one of the rare firebloods who can read minds and project the occasional message to the—’ Patrick stopped abruptly.

         ‘Hang on,’ he said. ‘Let me do this properly otherwise my boss, George, will flay me alive.’

         Patrick cleared his throat and continued in a robotic tone. His Irish accent lilted more strongly. ‘Your thoughts may be interpreted, not just for training purposes. If you do not want your thoughts to be interpreted, transmitted or communicated in any way, and if you do not want to be contacted by the finest fireblood mind, then please tick the box.’

         ‘What box?’ asked Finn, his voice a bit whispery.

         Patrick laughed. ‘Yeah, I know, it’s like I’m being all reasonable, but actually, er, not at all. Don’t worry, though. I’m the only one at the fortress who can intrude on your minds. Sir George says it’s because I was closest to the dragon’s head when she…’

         Finn thought quickly while Patrick began talking – like he actually believed it – about some strange legend that would fit right in with the Flybynight computer game he played, but not here in the real world. Tula’s hand crept over to hold her brother’s. Finn felt shocked at how icy she was.

         Scarcely had the thought entered his head than he saw Tula shift closer to the car door. She placed her other hand against it, and her fingers twitched. She didn’t have to sign anything to him – he already knew what she was doing. Inside that door the locking mechanism was clicking softly open. Finn squeezed Tula’s hand hard, ready and waiting. Then, as Patrick braked to a crawl, coming up to a set of traffic lights at Temple Meads station, Tula signed: MOVE!

         The car door shot open and both children barrelled out at the speed of light, dodging taxis, bikes and buses, with the outraged shouts of Patrick fading behind them.
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         [image: ]Fifteen minutes later, just as the Exchange clock clicked round to 6pm, two ragged shadows hurried from Temple Meads station up out of the city towards Princes Lane. Despite the absence of moonlight and the pockets of darkness, the children moved with a surefooted certainty, closer and closer to home. They agreed they needed to get this ‘letter opener’, no matter what it opened, before anyone else, and they’d sneak in through the back door, hidden several streets beneath their actual house.

         Over to the left of their hurrying feet, the cliff plunged to a busy road thirty metres below, the usual rush of cars loud at this time of night. Beside it, the River Avon flowed powerfully towards the sea, and just ahead, nearly a hundred metres above the river, slung the familiar arches of Clifton Bridge. Its elegant curves shimmered with hundreds of lights that usually delighted Finn, but this evening the shadows seemed too long, and a stench of sewage made him feel sick.

         He was the first to reach a small door with a dramatic tableau carved into its surface, thickly painted in glossy blue. It was wedged into the clifftop along the high cobbled road to the bridge, scarcely noticeable. Above it was the back of an old, sprawling hotel, and, beyond that, townhouses stretched all the way along the road to the bridge. Though lights were on in many windows, no one was about.

         Tula nodded, and Finn leaned into the door, listening. A few seconds later, he quirked an eyebrow at his sister, placing two fingers on the head and heart of a huge leaping creature in the carving. She stepped forward, resting her hand over the ancient keyhole. The wood around it was scarred and gouged, as if a hundred beasts had sought entry there, but under the lightest touch from Tula’s fingertips the mechanism behind it clicked and groaned. When she turned the heavy iron handle, the door opened, slow and silent.

         Despite Finn’s restraining hold on her shoulder, she stepped, unhesitating, into the pitch black beyond, and Finn followed quickly after. Only when Tula had closed and locked the door behind them did Finn dare to speak out loud.

         ‘What is that stink?’

         Both children lifted their noses and sniffed the air.

         ‘Probably Mrs Juggernaut’s drains,’ decided Finn. ‘Again. Dad is going to have to fix that situation the second he gets back. It’s disgusting.’

         Finn and Tula had no trouble seeing every nook and cranny of the underground room in the inky blackness. Three niches had been hollowed out of the craggy rock walls. They were about half a metre tall, quite narrow, and a carved stone figure stood in each.

         The niche to the left of them held a young Chinese woman wearing an old-fashioned kimono. She had a beseeching expression on her face and one of her hands was slightly outstretched, as if asking for something.

         The figure to the right was that of a young man. It was difficult to make out his face, obscured as it was by a knight’s helmet that reached down his nose. His posture was that of a person coiled for action, as if about to jump into battle. He wore chain mail, and his left arm held a decorated shield.

         Finn and Tula ignored both of these and walked straight over to the stone dragon in the niche ahead.

         ‘This place always gives me the creeps,’ muttered Finn. ‘Why can’t we just go through the front door like normal people? Maybe we should have jumped on a train and—’

         Finn, admonished his sister. We’ve got to get that key thing before anyone else does. She gestured towards the dragon.

         It was sitting back on its hind legs but reaching forward with the clawed foot of its right foreleg, talons fully extended. Its mouth was slightly agape, showing curved fangs and a long tongue that seemed ready to lick its lips and speak. Narrowed eyes were masterfully carved, and they appeared to watch every movement with keen interest.

         As ever, Finn took a moment to catch his breath – he’d once run into an outstretched claw and still bore the scar on his chest, a small black circle just below his collarbone – but Tula strode fearlessly forward and clasped the taloned paw, the fingers of her right hand alternating with each claw of the fearsome beast. She had the same dark scar from a similar accident, but their dad had still refused to remove the dangerous statue.

         Come on, she signed to Finn. Unless your hands hurt? She looked at Finn’s fingers with suspicion. Was it painful, what you did back in the alley? Did Dad teach you to—

         ‘NO! That’s never happened before and it’s never going to happen again. I don’t want to talk about it. Probably another reason why Dad kept us locked away, because I’m weird and ugly and danger—’

         Tula whirled round. Stop it, Finn. They stared into each other’s faces, hearts thudding at seeing how afraid the other was. It’s the same as my icy magnet hands, signed Tula, but the opposite. Don’t worry about it.

         Finn swallowed and made himself smile at her. ‘I wish Dad had explained how…’ He trailed off.

         Tula bit her lip, her eyes wide with anxiety.

         ‘Forget it,’ said Finn. ‘Plenty of time for that once we’ve found him. Let’s hunt for this letter-opener key and get some sleep. Then we’ll leave tomorrow with a better plan.’

         He stepped towards the dragon reluctantly, and Tula reached for the claw again. It always seemed to Finn that the statues were on the brink of springing to life, this dragon in particular, ready to tear him to pieces. Gritting his teeth, he helped Tula turn the statue, she pushing one way on its claw, and he pulling hard on its tail. A grating sound echoed into the small room and a part of the rock to the left slid open. It was just wide enough to slip through, though Finn caught his ankle as he squeezed past to the other side.

         ‘Ow!’ he muttered, pulling up the leg of his jeans to examine the damage, but it was already healing fast. In five seconds not a trace remained of the painful graze and his golden blood. He’d got better at healing himself as he’d got older, but Tula had always been faster than him.

         
      You okay?
    

         ‘Yeah,’ replied Finn. ‘Remember the code?’

         Mmm. Tula tapped seven digits into a keypad just inside the opening, and the gap in the wall closed behind them, leaving them in a dark, rocky tunnel that was too narrow for comfort, and so low in places that Finn would have to stoop more than he already did.

         ‘Let’s go,’ he murmured, and they hurried along the tunnel. It wound uphill about five hundred metres or so, the ground beneath them rough and uneven, until at last it ended abruptly. Tula’s face gleamed with sweat, Finn noticed, but when he reached for her hand she felt cold and shivery again, probably because that stench was much worse here. Her eyes were raised to a wooden trapdoor in the rocky ceiling just millimetres from her nose, but just as he was about to ask her why they weren’t going straight into the vast room above, she lifted a finger to her lips.

         Shhh.

         There. A voice raised in anger, the sound coming from the room above them. Both stood, listening, and when Finn realised who was speaking the taste of flint flooded his mouth again.
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         ‘It’s Patrick,’ whispered Finn, ‘the man from the car… How did he know where we live?’

         ‘Why are you here?’ came Patrick’s voice again.

         Who is he talking to? signed Tula.

         There was a noise upstairs like breaking glass, and a shrill shriek that made both Finn and Tula jump. They stared at each other in bewilderment as a far-off tearing noise echoed through the rock.

         What was tha—? Tula was staring up at the trapdoor.

         Before she’d even finished signing, that sewage stink flooded the air, a hundred times worse than before. The sound of running footsteps – those of hard, huge, heavy feet – pounded the floors above them, followed by an exclamation from Patrick, and in that moment his voice filled their heads:

         Okay, you little miscreants. You got me into this – you’d better get me out. I need you to help defeat this horde of Venomous.

         ‘What?’ whispered Finn, his forehead creased in a frown. ‘How did he know we were—?’

         We should stay here, signed Tula to Finn. ‘Venomous’ – she did quote marks in the air with her fingers – does not sound good! We’re safe in here – we’re all Dad has. If we don’t get to him—

         Come on! came Patrick’s voice in their heads again. COME ON!

         The pounding footsteps had slowed to an uncertain shuffle and tramp, but noises of clanking metal and what sounded like blades being pulled from sheaths were clearly audible.

         ‘Venomous are made-up monsters from Flybynight Warrior,’ whispered Finn. ‘They’re not real…’

         An unexpected silence settled, as if every creature above was filling its lungs in a slow measure of what was to come.

         And then all hell broke loose.

         The roar of fifty voices shook the building, along with the sound of more unsheathing blades and stampeding feet. They could barely hear Patrick’s yell, but somehow they could feel it in their heads, and it sent a surge of adrenalin coursing through their veins.

         ‘TULA! We must!’ cried Finn.

         Tula gritted her teeth, already thrusting her hands towards the trapdoor. She blasted it open with air from her hands in one spectacular explosion, and the carpet that had covered it in the room above flew back with such force that four of the creatures attacking Patrick were thrown hard against the wall.

         Finn, emerging from the trapdoor with a determined bound, stopped abruptly.

         ‘What…’ he gasped, struggling to breathe air so thick with stench. This was not Mrs Juggernaut’s drains at all. He gagged.

         Before him, in the cavernous space of their living room, stood a horde of massive greasy monsters, hissing at him and Tula, assessing their next move. They wielded axes, clubs and broken glass bottles.

         The stink of them pulsed from mottled and broken maggot-white skin. They looked as if they’d once been the biggest of men who’d been submerged in boiling oil until they’d half melted and swollen to gigantic proportions. Livid tattoos and patterned scars the colour of oily blood writhed from the top of their hairless heads to their gnarled ankles. Most were naked from the waist up. Trousers made of leather strained over their enormous legs, and many wore no shoes, their feet too wide and hairy and big to fit into any human kind of footwear.

         Venomous was a good word to describe these monsters: evil rolled from them in such strong waves that Finn and Tula could almost feel it poisoning the air, slithering over their skin. Their mouths, wide and lipless, resembled those of a cobra, with tongue and fangs to match. Their goat-like eyes bulged either side of nostril slits. The irises were blood red, exactly like those of the thugs in the alley, and seemed to move and flicker like flames.

         Just like in the game, signed Tula, and Finn nodded.

         One of them barked an order, and their clawed toes scratched against the floor as they shuffled slowly closer, heaving their breath in and out as if they’d climbed the gorge to this point in a matter of minutes. And they probably had.

         The four Venomous thrown back by the carpet began picking themselves up, dazed and disorientated.

         ‘Behind you!’ yelled Patrick, whirling to face the monsters. He was now wearing enormous gloves with claws, the kind you’d buy in a dress-up shop for Halloween. The surface of them gleamed with black scales and at the end of each finger curved a ten-centimetre talon that looked able to slice through solid steel.

         Finn and Tula stared in horror at the writhing mass of monsters swarming in through the windows.

         ‘I said behind you!’ shouted Patrick again, and the siblings spun to find themselves face to face with an eight-foot Venom, with two more at its shoulders.

         Finn was only dimly aware of Tula’s lightning-fast signing – Finn! Finn! Use that light from before! Now! Now! He was already dropping into a crouch, his fingers angled upwards and, in an instant, white-hot beams shot in a torrent from his hands. But the creature coming straight for him merely raised its forearm in a cry of rage as the light licked its eyeballs.

         ‘Tula,’ yelled Finn as the Venom roared again, thudding another step closer, the two behind him already barrelling forward, their mouths open in a frightening hiss, tongues flicking and fangs dripping poison.

         Patrick was a blur of movement, holding off the monsters, whirling, weaving, whirling again, as his clawed hands slashed with mesmerising precision. Every movement drew screams of pain and gouts of thick black blood that stank of burnt meat and sewage. Venomous thudded to the ground around him, but there seemed no end to their onslaught.

         Finn’s body shook with the effort of blasting the strange light from his hands. The shouts and yells and guttural grunts, along with the clash of steel against steel as Patrick battled his assailants, crowded out any sensible thought. He felt fear pull his heart into a tight knot, but breathed it away with shallow panting, gritting his teeth against the shakes that wracked his frame. He had nothing left.

         Your turn, he signed to his sister in desperation. Tula was already drawing a painful, ragged breath. With her eyes narrowed and focused, she exhaled, long and slow, out into the room, crackling the air with a freezing cold. Instantly, every creature around them was frozen in place, unable to move – unable, even, to blink. All sound was silenced, all motion stopped. A thin frosting of ice dusted every surface.

         Finn fell to his knees, sagging with a relief so intense it made him feel sick. ‘Whoa,’ he moaned. ‘That was close.’

         Close? CLOSE? Tula whirled on him, her eyes flashing, fingers flicking. We should never have come up here, Finn! Dad needs us!

         ‘Patrick would have been a total goner if we hadn’t helped!’ said Finn, outraged.

         That bumbrain can look after himself! signed Tula, her fingers making snapping sounds with the anger and the speed of her response.

         ‘I dunno,’ said Finn, getting up slowly. He walked over to where Patrick crouched, motionless, just centimetres from the lethal blade of the biggest Venom of them all. ‘You saved his life.’ He looked back at Tula. ‘This monster over here was half a second away from lopping off his head.’

         Tula did not reply, just stared, astonished, at Patrick.

         His heart in his mouth, Finn turned back to look at the Irishman.

         ‘You have got to be kidding me,’ he breathed.

         Ice was prickling and cracking in tiny fragments that fell to the floor with a chiming sound as Patrick began to move. He eased his limbs slowly until he was standing. Flexing his hands, he coughed and suddenly the glove claws were gone, seeming to melt back into his human skin. He sighed, as if with relief, and put his hands on his hips.

         ‘You broke Tula’s ice,’ murmured Finn. His eyes skittered around the room, but all the Venomous were still frozen solid.

         ‘I always break the ice,’ said Patrick with an ironic quirk of his eyebrow, ‘and actually,’ he added, ‘I was perfectly fine.’

         Finn shot a look at Tula, and her yeah, right expression made him want to laugh.

         ‘Huh.’ Patrick stepped forward and flicked Finn’s ear with his forefinger. He looked around him and swore. ‘Any of you see a guy in a suit with an ugly ring on his left hand?’

         ‘Noo…’ said Finn slowly. ‘Are you talking about the man called Craven from the alley?’

         Tân bobbed up and down, and Tula glanced at him sharply. Tân says he left with one of the monsters, she signed as Tân whisked back into her pocket.

         ‘A Venom.’ Patrick sighed. ‘I am a bumbrain.’

         He reached for Tula’s shoulder, looking into her eyes. ‘You ready to come with me this time, missy?’ It seemed he got no answer, because he added, ‘It’s going to carry on like this, you know, just like Tân said: Venomous everywhere you turn, rising up out of the gutters to fight you, never stopping till they’ve got your precious blood, got what’s in your bag.’

         Finn tasted the truth in his words – hot orange juice again – and when he looked at Tula he found she was waiting for his reaction. He signed, Oranges, and she nodded.

         ‘I didn’t think the Venomous were real,’ said Finn to Patrick.

         Patrick looked confused. ‘But that’s why your dad kept you hidden away in here. They’re very real, and someone betrayed your family. Now it’s time to stop hiding. Ready?’

         Finn squared his shoulders, cleared his throat and asked, ‘Telling Stone, should we go with this man?’

         A sigh came from the bag he carried on his back, and then the sound of someone clearing her throat. A reluctant smile crept across Patrick’s face as a low musical voice replied: ‘I’m afraid so, Finn and Tula. Only through him can you stretch your wings and fly.’
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