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They'd followed him, damn it. The dot on the nav panel had come out of shift space at about the same place he had. How the hell had they managed that? He'd have to think about that later. He wasn't going to be able to outrun them. His heart thudded. All this way to get caught at the last hurdle. 

The nav system displayed a star with four outer gas giants, all surrounded by moons and rings. The smallest and furthest of them, a sapphire blue planet, glowed a microjump away. It had several moons and an asteroid cluster currently on the far side of the planet. Maybe he could hide.

“Take us to that asteroid cluster. Find the biggest one.” 

While the AI worked, he put on his exosuit. Not bad, thirty seconds. For what it was worth, out here in an unknown system.

“I have found a suitable asteroid, Dru.” Astra showed him the asteroid, silhouetted against the spooky light of its blue primary.

“Great. Get us over there and put the ship into synchronous orbit.” The ship would be just another rock dancing a tango with a bright blue world. Maybe he had a chance.

Dru tried to relax, unknotting his forearms and his shoulders. His seat harness tightened around him and for a few mind-numbing seconds the universe went gray, then the blue world filled his vision.

“Can you see the patrol ships?”

“One has stopped at the largest planet. But the other... has just appeared from its microjump to this world.”

Dru's heart hammered. Damn and blast. They were smarter than he'd hoped. He watched the dot on the screen that was the patrol ship approaching until it disappeared.

“The patrol ship is on the opposite side of the planet,” Astra announced. “I cannot see it, but it cannot see us.” 

Yeah, thanks, Astra, he'd worked that out.

Javelin's shields flared as they vaporized debris. There was plenty of that out there. His ship maneuvered, slaloming between the larger moonlets as it kept the planet between it and the attacker. This was a helluva risk but he was out of ordnance. At least it was only two patrol ships out there. He'd taken out one of them and that had given the other two some pause to think. If he was really lucky the ship's captain wouldn't bother looking too far, give up and go back to his post. If he was lucky.

He sucked a mouthful of water from his suit's system. 

The largest asteroid appeared, a slowly tumbling mountain. Javelin decelerated, almost grazing the asteroid's surface as it matched the space rock's motion. 

He wished he could see where the patrol was. It could be anywhere, weapons hot and ready to fire. If it found him, he'd be dead.

“The ship approaches.” Astra almost whispered the words. “It is coming around the asteroid, searching.” She showed an estimation of the patrol's track as she moved Javelin, keeping the asteroid between them.

Dru wished he still had a missile. But he didn't. 

“The ship is moving on,” Astra said.

Dru blew out a breath as the dot moved to the next big asteroid and circled it. He might just have survived. Again.

It seemed like hours before the patrol craft moved off. Dru stayed where he was until Astra could show him the disturbance where a ship had entered shift space, outward bound. He sat back in his seat and let the tension drain away. He’d been lucky. Next time he was at Nambor Station he’d get a cloaking device. It would be worth the expense.

“Dru, I have detected another ship on the asteroid.”

Dru's heart went into overdrive. “What ship?”

Astra zeroed in on the location, showing an alien craft, its battered carcass harshly lit by the blue glow of the planet. His heart rate slowed to normal. “It's a wreck.”

“Yes. It is hard to estimate its age at this distance.”

A wreck. Maybe his trip out here wouldn’t be a complete waste of time. Wrecks could have salvageable items, stuff he could sell. Especially if it was an old wreck. His spirits soared. “Okay. Let’s take a look. How far away is it?”

“I will place the ship above it. From there, you can use your propulsion jets.”

The AI moved Javelin until the ship hovered above the wreck site. Dru went down to the cargo bay and exited through the airlock. He landed on the asteroid’s surface and examined the wreck in his helmet's light. The craft was essentially oval with a cockpit at the front. It had ploughed into the rocky surface, its nose and side coated in dust. He'd guess the gaping hole in the ship's side was done by a missile, not a collision with the asteroid. Pieces of metal and debris broken off by the impact surrounded the site. The transparasteel had survived the crash, although he noted some pockmarks and scratches. The ship had a tail, so he figured it would have been atmosphere capable. He didn't recognize the design, but Astra would probably be able to shine some light on that. His guess would be a light transport.

“What do you make of it, Astra?”

“Working...”

“I have no current records of a ship of this kind. It most closely resembles a Zaarv, an Yrmak light courier. The design on the tail resembles one said to belong to a legendary Yrmak pirate clan led by Drarkghon.”

An Yrmak pirate, eh? There might well be something to find in this ship. It would make up for missing out on the Gherbar treasure.

“When did she operate?”

“According to stories, nine hundred and thirty standard years ago.”

Dru grinned. An antique, then. Even better. He reached into a pouch on his belt and pulled out a spybot, a smooth, palm-sized sphere. With a flick of his wrist, he activated it, and the drone lifted from his hand in a silent glide. A small screen on his wrist display came to life, feeding him images as it drifted into the ship. No signs of life, considerable damage. He’d have to be careful. Dru eased into the ship through the hole in its side. He stood in what was left of a lounge. One of the tables and its benches were still bolted to the floor but the other, closer to the hole, had been wrenched away. A green-suited figure was spread-eagled on the floor, lying on his back. His heart jolting, Dru reached for his pistol. Steady. This warrior was long dead. 

Dru stood staring down at the remains, a hole where its chest should have been. You poor bastard. Seems whoever found him wasn't taking prisoners. He hated Yrmaks with every atom of his body. Murderous, merciless assholes. Images hammered on the edges of memory, clamoring to flood his mind. He forced them back. 

Dru stepped over a second body slumped in an open hatch and made his way into the battered cockpit. It had survived the impact fairly well, the console and controls still recognizable. He couldn't read the Yrmak labels, but it was easy enough to work out which were the navigation, environmentals, and engine controls. Why had they been out here in this god forsaken system? Then again, did he care?

He retraced his steps. The open hatch on the other side of the room had to lead to the living quarters and the freight compartment. He stepped through into a corridor still as pristine as it had been before the crash. Funny to think nobody had been here for hundreds of years. Ignoring the crew quarters, he floated down to the cargo bay. The hatch was ajar, clearly wrenched open.

All four compartments were empty, their lids raised.

Whatever had been in them was gone, no doubt taken by whoever attacked the ship. How disappointing. Then again, the Yrmaks' handguns would be worth something in the antiques market. He put them both in his carry sack and glanced around. Some academic might find this wreck interesting but it held no appeal to him. He took a clear image of the symbol on the tail, a circular swirl around the head of a fearsome beast.

“Dru, I have found a reference to Drarkghon. The story goes that she had a vast treasure. Despite many attempts, it has never been found. But please understand that most authorities believe she never existed.”

“Huh. Myths and legends don't buy fuel rods.”

He climbed carefully out of the hole in the ship's hull and drifted over the wreck toward Javelin.

Something in the dust glinted. And another.

Probably more debris. But he stopped and landed anyway. It would only take a moment.

Coins. He picked one up and examined it, turning it in his fingers. He'd bet this was gold, bearing the likeness of a Human profile. The other two were the same. It wasn't an Imperial coin.

Was this treasure taken in a raid? Surely it had to be.

He gazed at the ancient wreck.

A vast treasure, huh? He'd never looked for Yrmak treasure before. But there was a first time for everything. 
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The old house stood above the ocean, seeming to rise out of the rocks. Some people called it forbidding, maybe even haunted but for Kit it was still home, even though she'd moved into town ten years ago. The taxi driver was already heading down the road back to Korhaven when the front door opened.

“Gran.” Kit dropped her travel bag and advanced to let Gran hug her, feeling the unlikely strength in the old lady's arms. 

She also noticed the tremble.

She leaned back a little so she could see Gran's face, noting the red-rimmed eyes, the lines in her face etched deep, the rumpled hair so unlike her gran. “Are you all right?”

The old lady managed a grin. “I've been better. It's wonderful to see you. Thanks for coming.” She spied the bag. “What's that for?”

“I'm due for a break. I'd like to stay for a while — if that's all right with you?”

Gran’s eyes searched her face. “You don't have to.”

“Of course I do. You'll be busy taking care of Gramps. I know what he's like when he can't do things.” 

Gran sighed. “Thank you. I'm grateful.” She conjured up a smile. “Come in, come in. Your Gramps will want to see you.”

Kit let herself be towed along. “How is he?”

This time Gran chuckled as they passed into the hallway. “Not too bad, considering. Silly old fool.”

Kit didn't miss the bantering tone.

“Kit's here, August,” Gran called as she went into the front room.

He sat in his usual shabby armchair, his wrapped leg propped up on a stool. The bruises on his face stood out dark against the pallor of his skin and the usual broad smile was a shadow of itself.

“Kit. You're looking wonderful.”

Kit planted a gentle kiss on his cheek and sat on the sofa next to Gran. “I'm a lot better than you. How are you feeling?”

“Better than I look.” He heaved a sigh and grimaced as if that hurt. Cracked ribs?

“What happened?”

Beside her, Gran tutted. “Silly old fool.”

Gramps's lips quirked in the ghost of a smile. “I was up in the attic. I slipped on the stairs and fell, broke my leg.”

“He was unconscious. And it was another half hour before the medical team showed up.”

Kit noted a distinct quaver in Gran's voice. She must have been beside herself with worry. “Shouldn't you be in hospital?”

Gramps scowled. “I hate those places.”

“Besides, we can't afford it,” Gran murmured.

“It's just a broken leg and some cuts and bruises.”

“And three cracked ribs,” Gran added. 

He waved a hand in dismissal. “Don't fuss, Dorothy. I'll be on my feet in a few weeks.”

So typical of the man, Kit thought, trying to pretend he was fine when he wasn't. It was difficult for Gran, but he didn't seem to appreciate that. And if they couldn’t afford the hospital, finances must be tighter than Kit had realized.

Gramps noticed the travel bag. “Will you be staying?”

Kit nodded. “I couldn't leave Gran to cope with you all by herself.”

She noticed a hint of relief in his expression. Maybe he did know how hard it was for Gran. Smiling, he patted her hand. “Happy to have you back.” 

“Would you like a cup of tea, Kit? I know I would. The kettle’s just boiled. And I baked some choco cookies, your favorite. No, no. I don't need any help.” She bustled off to the kitchen and returned carrying a tray wafting the delicious aroma of warm cookies. Kit helped her put out the cups and pour tea from a beautiful old pot that might have been worth something had it not been for the chips. Kit bit into a cookie, crunchy on the outside, gooey on the inside. It was every bit as good as she remembered from years ago.

Tea and cookies even cheered Gramps. 

“So... what have you been up to apart from falling down the stairs?”

He leaned forward as best he could, waving a finger. “I've got something to show you. Fetch me the book, dear.” This last to Gran, who sighed and went to the study. She came back with a battered volume, the leather cover showing signs of insect damage.

The atmosphere in the room felt suddenly tense. Gran looked almost annoyed, her lips tightened, and yet sad or worried as she handed Gramps the book.

With some difficulty he turned to a page at the back, scattering fragments of brittle paper as he did so. He handed the open book to Kit. “Be careful with it.” His eyes had narrowed, his gaze intent.

The page held a hand-drawn diagram. It looked like a rough map of a circular room showing doorways and squares. A couple of lines of text in an old-fashioned script had been written below the diagram. It was hard to read but Kit deciphered, 'On the dragon's isle she has hid her treasure.' The next words were mostly unintelligible except for the words 'sky' and 'Mother'. The rest had disappeared with the paper it was written on.

Based on the handwriting, Kit could accept it must have been a couple of hundred years old. “It's old. What did you make of it?”

Gramps's eyes glittered. “The treasure. Drarkghon’s treasure. It's real. This points to it.”

Kit suppressed a sigh. That old lay. “Gramps, it's a myth. Dragon Island has been clambered over and dug up for years... centuries. There is no treasure.” She waved the paper. “Where did you get this?”

“Here.” He pointed up. “In the attic. I was up there, doing some tidying up, going through boxes when I found this amongst some old papers and books. It's old; very old. It could've been written while Drarkghon was still using the island. Sounds like it, doesn't it? Don't you think?”

Out of the corner of her eye Kit noticed Gran roll her eyes. Kit was inclined to agree with her. Despite the many, many expeditions over the years, half the town still believed that the Yrmak pirate had hidden her loot on the island. Very, very cunningly hidden.

As a child Kit had played pirate games with the kids from the fishing village. After she'd gone to university to study Yrmak culture she'd come back in the summer holidays visiting the island to look for artefacts. And, truth be told, a well-hidden hope that maybe there was a pirate hoard. She’d never found a thing. Neither had anybody else.

“Who do you think wrote this?” she asked, hefting the book. “Presumably a relative?”

“I went up and brought the box down to the study,” Gran said. “It belonged to Dietrich Beersohn, August's great great —” she waved a hand. “A distant uncle. It's about two hundred and fifty years old.”

Kit shared a look with Gran. She turned to Gramps. “Gramps, the Drarkghon story is nearly a thousand years old. This isn't contemporary.”

The old man's lips tightened into his stubborn expression. “He found something. I'm sure of it.”

Kit tried not to roll her eyes. Best to go along with him. “You think this fragment means something? What?”

He spread his hands, palms up. “That the treasure exists. I've always thought there was some truth in the story.” His lips quirked and he lifted a finger. “But I've come to the conclusion it's not buried on Dragon Island.” 

At least that was a step in the right direction. “So, where?”

His eyes sparkling, he grinned. “Another planet.”

Kit sagged into her chair. Good grief. “Where do you come by that?”

He spread out a hand-drawn map on the table. Kit recognized the outline of Dragon Island. Here the lagoon, there the natural arch in the cliffs that allowed boats to enter. It was the only way onto the island, the rest of its perimeter ringed by towering cliffs constantly hammered by the swells of the Southern Ocean. Gramps had numbered the main elements – the little harbor and the settlement, the round outlines of where Yrmak houses had once stood, the locations of the main places where digs had taken place. And he'd marked where he'd searched. 

“I've looked everywhere on Dragon Island. It's not there. And the old Yrmak settlement near the river was completely destroyed.” He meant the mainland settlement, inland from Korhaven. “Dietrich's map is about something, though. We just have to find out where.”

Kit noticed Gran shaking her head. Good call.

Gramps kept talking. “Last time I was over there I found a diagram in a corner. It looked like a star chart. I took a picture but... I messed it up. Even expanded, I can't read it.” He flicked through his comm and handed it to her. “See?”

He showed her what was basically a black square with maybe a few dark grey lines. Well, yes. It was certainly unintelligible.

“This is where it was. Number six on the map.” He jabbed his finger at the spot. 

Kit risked a glance at Gran, who met her gaze and lifted one shoulder.

The front doorbell chimed, the shadowy figure of the caller visible through the frosted glass. Gran sighed and heaved herself upright to answer it.

Kit recognized him immediately the door opened. Sanur Rievers, good-looking hustler and sleaze. He'd dated Kit's friend, Camille, for a time. She'd tried to warn Camille about him, but it took a while for her to learn her lesson. 

Gran wasn't happy. “What do you want?” she snapped.

“I'm here to see Mister Beersohn. I heard he had an accident? I hope he's well. Oh, there he is.”

Before Gran could stop him, Sanur had pushed his way past her and into the sitting room. Gramps swept the map and the paper off the table.

Sanur hesitated when he caught sight of Kit, smiling down at her. “Kit. I didn't realize you were here.”

“Just visiting.” 

Sanur wore elegant casual clothes, clearly expensive, and his long black hair was tied back into a ponytail. But he radiated deviousness, as though he was checking to see how he could use you. Why Camille couldn't see it she couldn't imagine. Kit resisted the urge to shudder but she'd probably wash her hands when he'd gone.

Gramps glowered at him. “Rievers. What do you want?” 

“I heard you had an accident. I stopped by to offer my best wishes. Is there anything I can do?”

The old man's nostrils flared. Kit was sure if he'd been able to stand he would have manhandled Sanur out the door. 

“Did Purrakh send you?”

Sanur scratched his cheek. “Not really. But she did ask me to remind you that payment is due—”

“I know when payment's due. You want to do something for me?”

The man smiled. “Sure.”

“Bugger off. Right now. I don’t want to see you in my house ever again.”

Sanur shrugged. “Oh well. It might not be your house for much longer. I hope you're better very soon.” He turned to Kit, cranking up the charm. “Wonderful to see you, Kit. Looking as lovely as ever.”

Sleazy creep. “I'll see you out,” Kit said, taking his arm and tugging him out of the room, aware of his subtle cologne.

“I haven't seen you for years, Kit. You haven't aged a day. Have lunch with me? Dinner? For old times' sake?” Sanur asked on the porch.

Kit stood in the doorway, easing the door shut. “Not a chance.”

She shut the door and leaned on it until she heard his skimmer set off down the road before she went back inside, her mind buzzing with questions.

Gran looked apprehensive, nervous, and Gramps looked defiant.

“What was that all about?” she asked gazing from one to the other. “Payment for what?”

The old couple exchanged a glance, Gramps looking just as belligerent as he had when Sanur was here. Outside a wheeling sea bird screeched and a wave thudded onto the cliff far below.

“Come on. Out with it.”

Gran took a deep breath. “August had this grand idea of making money on the stock market. Some fellow he met in town sold him on a great deal. He just needed one hundred thousand credits to make three hundred in a year.”

Kit just managed to stop her jaw from opening. One hundred thousand? They'd been conned. “Where did you get the money?” Although she thought she knew the answer.

“Purrakh.”

Kit's heart sank. Purrakh, Korhaven's Yrmak matriarch, leader of organized crime on this part of the continent. Words like devious, rapacious, and greedy came to mind.

His face flushed, Gramps said, “I feel stupid. I thought I was smarter than that. Turns out I wasn't. I checked it all out on the net. It's a legitimate company with an excellent reputation—”

Gran scowled at him. “Only it isn't.”

He waved a hand at his wife. “Don't. I know.” He looked away.

“The money disappeared out of your account.”

They both nodded.

“When I finally contacted the company's head office, they said they'd never heard of the man I spoke to, and it wasn't a legitimate investment plan. We weren't the only ones. Which made me feel a tiny bit better.” Gramps heaved a sigh and turned to look at her. “And then my leg got broken and I can't do anything until it heals.”

Oh my goodness. Silly old fool. He wouldn't have discussed it with Gran, he never did. “How much did you borrow?”

Gran shot a withering glance at her husband. “Fifty thousand. They took that and the rest of the money in the account.”

Kit felt faint. No wonder Gran looked distraught.

“Did Sanur organize the loan for you?”

He nodded.

Sanur. Smooth as slime and about as nice. 

“So, you owe Purrakh fifty thousand... payable when?”

“At the end of the sestile,” Gran mumbled. “If we don't pay, we forfeit the house.”

Kit rubbed her forehead. Good grief. Great heavens. “You put up the house as collateral?” 

“We don't have anything else,” Gramps said. “I thought it was watertight.”

“But you can stay here? If she takes it over?”

The old lady's eyes glistened as she shook her head.

“Can't you sell anything? Paintings? Artefacts?”

“We've already sold what we could. But what we've earned won't even pay the interest.” Gran gathered herself. “Still, it's not your problem, my dear.”

Kit sat down again. Oh, Gramps, you silly old fool. Purrakh had effectively bought this grand old house for a paltry fifty thousand.

Gramps eyed her in a wary sort of way. “You think I'm an old fool, don't you?”

Yes I do. “It wasn't the smartest thing you've ever done.” 

Kit picked up her teacup and went over to the window. On this fine day a gentle breeze carried a hint of salt and the sea sparkled in the sunlight. Sea birds rode the currents, sometimes spearing into the water after prey. It was all so calm, so peaceful. Dragon Island lay on the horizon, a dark smudge twenty-five klicks from here, a lovely trip in the little power boat moored in the sea cavern below the house. 

Kit finished her tea and put the cup on the tray. “I'll talk to the bank, borrow the money. “I can pay it off —”

Shaking her head, Gran said, “No you won't. It's not your problem.”

Kit put her hands on the old lady's shoulders. “Of course it is. You looked after me when Mom and Dad died. Now it's my turn to look after you.”

Gramps jutted his chin. “You don't have to do that. Help me find the treasure. I'm certain it's real.”

“Huh. Like all your other hare-brained schemes.” Gran thrust the plate at him. “Have another cookie. You love them when they're still warm. You too, Kit.”

Kit chewed. If she'd had money, she would have given it to them. Her academic pay barely covered expenses but maybe it would be enough for the bank to lend her the credits.

Gramps's voice broke in. “Kit, you're a scholar. You probably know more about the Yrmaks who used to live here than creatures like Purrakh. If anybody can find anything on Dragon Island, it will be you.”

That was desperation talking. “Gramps, we don't know if Drarkghon was real. She's a story, a legend going back nearly a thousand years. Her clan doesn't exist anymore.”

“But the island's called dragon, after her.”

“I think the Yrmaks who came here called it 'Drarkghon' because of the legend.”

“At least go over there, see if you can get that picture of the star chart.” He was pleading.

What could she do? Whatever the diagram was, it must have been seen before. She could probably find an image of it in the university systems. But that wasn't the point, was it? He looked eager, and yet apprehensive, as if she would disappoint him.

They'd brought her up, made sacrifices for her. “Don't get your hopes up too high. But... I'll go over and take a look tomorrow.”

For the first time since she'd arrived, Gramps grinned. “Thanks, love. I knew you would.” 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Enter the Dragon
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Kit steeled her nerves. It's going to be okay. I did this before, I'll do it again. She stepped off the quay into the boat, staggering a little as the vessel shifted under her weight. Yes, but it had been years since she’d done it on her own. Oh, stop dithering.

She started the engine, the sound loud in the confines of the sea cave, and slipped off the mooring rope. One more deep, settling breath and she set course for the entrance, out to the open sea. The water was calm under a cloud-flecked sky. The forecast had said fine weather, so that cloud on the horizon would slip away as it usually did. She eased the throttle open and the vessel's bow lifted as it surged toward Dragon Island. She tasted the salty tang as the breeze whipped her hair and her spirits lifted. How many years had it been since the last time she and her friends had made this trip? The last year of high school, fifteen years ago. She winced at the memory. They'd taken a crate of beer. She didn't remember a lot about that night. She was in trouble with Gran and Gramps when she dragged herself home the next day. But she had happier memories of other times, rummaging through the old Yrmak ruins, swimming in the lagoon, fishing from the point. 

The cloud she'd noticed on the horizon was tracking this way. From here she could see its flattened top. Maybe she should go back? But she was over halfway to the island now. Best to head there, though she'd have to hurry to beat the weather. As she put on more power Dragon Island grew larger, the details more apparent. The cliffs that surrounded the island were always misty because of the spray thrown up with every wave that crashed on the rocks. This was the tricky bit, finding the arch that led into the lagoon, the only place where a boat could land. She peered ahead, looking for the telltale headland.

The crash threw her sideways, her fingers clutching the wheel to keep her upright. The engine coughed and died as water slopped over the side.

Crats. Her pulse raced. She must have hit something. The boat listed, its right side higher than the waterlogged left. Idiot. She hadn't worn a life jacket. Off to one side a log drifted in the water, barely visible. That must have been what she hit. 

Where was the radio? She tried to make a call but the device was dead. Stupid, stupid, stupid. She should have checked all of this before she left. Where were the flares? She waded down to the stern and found life jackets and flares in a watertight box. She took a moment to put on a jacket then fumbled with the flare. Open this, pull that.

A red tracer streaked up, incandescent against the advancing darkness of the storm.

What to do now? The boat was sinking. It must have been holed. Kit tried her comm. No signal. Not enough satellites in space around this remote world. She'd have to hope somebody had seen the flare. 

The water had risen to thigh height. The sun disappeared. Thunder cracked overhead and rain poured down. The boat couldn't last. It vanished beneath her, sliding into the deep leaving her floating in the water, supported by her life vest. All she needed now was a vrack. The big predators were drawn to wrecks, maybe even one as inconsequential as this one. Wouldn't that be nice? Finished off by a hungry vrack. She tried not to think about the rows of teeth. What would Gran and Gramps say? They had enough trouble of their own, what with the debt and Gramps's broken leg.

The cold seeped into her system. She couldn't feel her toes. A wave slammed into her face; she choked, swallowed brine, coughed. 

What was that? 

Her heart raced. A huge shape loomed just over there. She’d heard of vracks three times the length of Gramps’s little boat. Something like that could swallow her whole. She would disappear. Nobody would even know what happened to her. It was coming closer, the dark bulk visible through the driving rain and the waves. She tried to swim away without making too much splash.

She couldn’t move forward. Something had grabbed her collar. She thrashed, trying to break the hold.

“Stop struggling, idiot. I’m trying to help you.” 

Strong, exasperated, distinctly male, shouting above the fury of the storm. Relief flooded through her, turning her muscles to jelly.

“Turn around and grab the edge of the boat.”

Boat. Not a vrack. A boat. Kit’s spirit soared. She turned around and recognized the side of a boat tossing in the waves. A figure leaned over the side, reaching for her. She kicked, lunging for the outstretched hand. One hand, then the other, grasped in a hard grip. 

“Kick”.

He pulled while she kicked her legs, dragging her over the side into the boat along with a lot of water.

“Thanks.” She sucked air into her starved lungs.

“Bail,” he commanded, tossing a bucket at her. “I've got to head us into the wind or we'll both drown.” 

*** 
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THE BOAT HEAVED, SLOSHING around the water inside. Damn it, if he didn't get her turned into the wind, they'd both be in the water. Dru worked his way up to the wheel and shoved it around until the vessel's side to side movement swung around to up and down, surging up green mountains then sliding down into troughs. No way he could get back to Korhaven in this. He'd have to make for Dragon Island. He switched the navigation system back on. While it worked, he glanced over his shoulder at the woman, who was busy bailing. Shouting over the noise of the storm, he said, “The system is telling me to swing to port. Hang on.”

The boat swung, tacking as it made for a dot on the screen. Shapes appeared through the rain, towering cliffs. He had one heart-stopping moment as a wall of rock appeared to his left, close enough to touch. Then it was gone and the boat shot into the relative calm of a lagoon.

Dru blew out a long breath. The waves had subsided to white caps whipped up by a gentler wind. Through the curtain of rain he could see a curved beach and a jetty. He was soaked to the skin but the life jacket was at least keeping his torso warm. The nav system seemed to have everything under control.

The woman had sagged to the seat at the back of the boat, bent over with her hair hanging around her face. She was probably wetter than he was, having been in the sea. He wondered what happened to cause the situation but that would have to wait until later.

“Are you okay?”

She looked up at him and flicked the hair off her face. “I've been better. But I'll survive. There's a jetty. We can tie up there.”

He nodded. “Better get up the front and get the rope ready.”

She staggered to her feet and came forward.

Surely she'd have the sense to take off the life vest? It seemed not. “Leave the vest here.”

She pulled a face and took the vest off. She was a good-looking woman. Tall, slim, great body. She'd clean up nicely.

He watched as she inched around the narrow access way to the bow and dragged the painter up. The boat slowed, moving toward the jetty. She steadied herself, ready to jump across to tie the boat up as soon as it was close enough. Her leap was ungainly and she almost fell but she scrambled up and got the rope in place on a bollard. Not exactly elegant but the job was done. She scampered along the jetty to the boat's stern and managed to catch the rope he threw to her. Dru shut down the engines.

She'd taken a comm out of her top pocket.

“Do you have a signal?” he asked, eyeing the device.

“No. But there's a radio in the refuge in the rocks.”

“Refuge?”

“Storms blow up around here quite a bit. If sailors can get to here, they're safe. The community has built a shelter with some basic supplies and a radio that can contact the mainland. We'd better do that.” 

He nodded and swept a hand. “Lead on.”

She hurried up the jetty bent against the unrelenting wind along a narrow, well-used track. Rain slapped his face and trickled down inside his shirt. The boom of waves crashing in the distance competed with the wind. 

The shelter nestled against a low cliff, blending into the scenery. It had been built from thick blocks of the local grey stone, with a sloped roof made of slats. She wrestled the door open and closed it as soon as they were inside, reducing the sound of the wind to a dull roar. The single room was a windowless oblong. A kitchen area was tucked away at one end, a heater at the other, a table and chairs in between, and a couple of bunk beds stood up against the wall. The all-important radio was fixed to the wall.

The woman turned the heater on then went to the small kitchen area and set a kettle to boil. She dialed the coast guard and reported the situation, mentioning her name was Kit. That seemed to be enough for the operator to know who he was talking to. “Tell my Grandparents I'm fine.”

She turned to him. “Did you hire the boat?”

“Yes. From Chen's.”

“What's your name?”

“Dru Sherren. And I'm on my own. No one's expecting me.”

She passed on the information to the operator. “They want to know if we need a pick-up. A tow back to shore?”

He shook his head. “The boat's okay. We can return to port when the weather settles.”

“Should be okay mid-afternoon,” the operator said. “And next time, both of you, register your trip with us. Okay?”

While she was on the radio, he'd found mugs and made kaff for both of them. The mug warmed his hands and the hot, spicy brew spread through his body. He felt sticky and clammy but he'd felt a lot worse. He could live with it until he got back to his hotel. She hunkered over the heater, relishing the warmth. Steam rose from her drying clothes.

Dru took off his shirt and hung it over a chair near the heater. She stared at him, her eyes narrowed. He could tell her he was harmless but she wouldn't believe him. He decided to keep his trousers on. 

“Why did you come here?” she asked him.

“I understand this was the Yrmak pirate Drarkghon's stronghold. I wanted to see it.”

She swallowed a smile. “What were you hoping to see?”

“I'm trying to get a feel for Drarkghon, understand why she built a base here and how it was set up.” Which was true enough. It helped to get into a target's head.

Her eyebrows shot up. “You know, don't you, that Drarkghon probably didn't exist?”

What to tell her? Something vague was probably best. “I know there's a lot of legend around the story. Why are you here, Kit?”

Her face twisted as if something hurt. “I'm here to take a picture of something on a wall.”

He waited and she grinned. “My grandfather has a fascination for the island. Most of the people hereabouts would love to believe there's a buried treasure here. It's been dug over and pored over and investigated for years. There's nothing here, just buildings. Any artefacts were long since taken to the university or the museum in Korhaven, those that hadn't been looted. But... he thinks there's an engraving of a star map down there. He's got a broken leg, so he asked me to get a picture for him.”

Wow. That was unexpected. Maybe this trip would be worth even more than he'd hoped. “A star map?”

“That's what he thinks.”

“Will you show me?”

She shrugged. “It'll be a short run to the entrance to the temple from here. Sounds like the storm is blowing over but there might still be a remnant.”

“I'll live.” He put his shirt back on. It felt cold and clammy but at least it offered some protection

She eased the door of the shelter open and ran through the rain to a stone doorway where steps descended into darkness. Before she headed down, she opened a concealed cupboard and took out a torch. 

The steps were steep, descending further and further into the depths. The light from the torch danced off the walls, revealing intricate patterns and symbols carved deep into the stone. Strange figures and shapes seemed to almost move as he looked at them. All Yrmak. He stepped out of the stairwell into what he guessed was a wide, open space. The light of the torch didn’t quite illuminate the back wall. As she'd said, there wasn't much to see except the carvings. The place felt empty, too. If there had been any ghosts they’d long since vanished. 

“You'll notice the graffiti.” She pointed at one. 'LS  GH'. “Some of them are a little less romantic.” She pointed at another, a deeply scratched phallus. “People don't seem to care that this place has historical significance.”

Dru had seen plenty of similar signs defacing walls during his Fleet days.

“This was the meeting room, where the warriors would eat and talk.” Kit's voice sounded hollow in the empty space. “The doorway at the end led to a kitchen. There are sleeping quarters leading out of here and that doorway to your left led to the temple. Outside are the remains of storerooms. What would you like to look at?”

“That star map.”

She smiled, condescending. “Okay. It's in the temple. This way.” Her footsteps echoed as she walked across the stone paving to a tall doorway.

Inside, shadows pooled in corners, thick as smoke. Dru’s heart rate quickened. It wouldn’t be so hard to imagine ghosts here, lurking in the darkness beyond the light.

Kit pointed her torch at a raised block of stone. “That’s where the altar stood. It would have been polished greenstone but it was looted many years ago.” She shifted the light to an image carved into the rock behind the altar, a female Yrmak wearing robes that looked like clouds. “That's the Yrmak mother goddess.”

He’d seen similar images often enough, all a little bit different but of the same subject. There was an inscription beneath it.

“Can you read this?” he asked, running his fingers across the script.

“Not really. Yrmaks have a standard language they use between the clans and other species. But they also have a clan language and all the inscriptions in here are in that ancient dialect. I can make out some of it because there is a similarity but some of it is...” she lifted her hands, palms up. 

She took out a hand-drawn map and moved over to an archway, where she peered at an area of wall. Dru joined her and found what she was looking at. It did look like a stylized solar system with a central sun surrounded by seven concentric circles. Each circle had its own dot, probably representing a planet. 
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