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Gory battles, a tense plot with a thrilling conclusion, and a ribbon of weirdness running throughout make Dark of Winter a highly satisfying read.

This was absolutely fantastic...this book has one of the most emotional deaths I’ve read in ages, and I was literally sitting there whispering ‘no no no!’

I loved the originality of it...so beautifully written...absolutely delivers.

If the intent is to grab a reader and hold on with a forceful, supernatural grip...mission accomplished.

Instantly engrossing...layered storytelling...left me wanting more.

The book absolutely rocks and is one of the better books I have read in a long, long time.

... set in an amazing fantastical world...Percy’s style of writing is very immersive

The story immerses you into the world immediately, and is difficult to put down.

I don’t think I’ll ever judge a book by its cover again after reading this great story.
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Suddenly the Wayward Star slowed.

I sat in the back of the golden carriage nursing Bent’s head on my lap.  He hadn't moved at all, made no sound either save for a pitiful whimper that died the moment it passed his twitching lips.  His skin was as it had been since Snory Piks took two giant bites out of him; cold to the touch and as pale as milk.  It had a deathly pallor and I feared the worst.  I moved the matted hair of his fringe off his face and willed him to stir. 

He didn’t.

“The ship’s slowing, Bent,” I informed, hoping that maybe a comatose part of him could still hear, still register what was going on around him.  I liked to keep him informed, thinking he could follow my voice from his deep stupor.  Follow it back to consciousness, to life.

“Perhaps we’re at ‘Pots already.”  The inflection in my voice sounded positive.  I didn’t feel it but it was for his sake.  I'd encourage him to get better with my last breath even if I didn’t feel optimistic.

I craned my head to cadge a look at the world outside the carriage but couldn’t see much.  Boobarty stomped past for a third time and I wondered what was going on.  The metal tip of his crutches chipped away at the boards of the ship so that wherever he went there were tell-tale pock marks snaking around the deck.  He’d be an easy Turned to find in a child’s game of hide-and-seek.  Despite the fact he was eight-foot high and walked on gleaming arms made of serrated blades.

We’d helped ourselves to the Baron’s carriage, transferring everything from our old beat-up monstrosity to the nice new one.  It was solid gold which could be considered an impediment to a clandestine crew such as ours but it’d been there and whole, healthy and workable and not falling apart like our old one so we took it.  Carefully moving Bent for fear of opening up his two vicious wounds and the remains of our frugal possessions over.  Pal and I secured our horses to it with amateurish knots as neither of us knew anything of reins and tackles.  I think we’d done an alright job and I believed it would suffice but horses, carts, tackles and bridles baffled me, baffled all of us for none of us were from practical backgrounds.  I’d my fingers crossed mentally for the moment we finally docked and put our equine skills to the test and rolled off the deck.  Would the horses remain secured to the carriage or just drift off in disparate directions leaving us humiliated and motionless?

I lowered Bent’s head down gently and left him so that I could walk the deck, proclaiming to any in earshot that I wondered what the hell was going on but no one spoke.  Boobarty stomped past me looking always around, up to the top of the mast and to the sides where there was nothing but water.  Something was up.  Something had spooked him, but what was he looking for?

The old ship creaked and groaned and, like Boobarty, I stopped to look all around too, including up to the top of the mast but could see nothing remarkable or out of place.  I was half expecting to find a predator Turned, primed to pounce on me.  My imagination was running wild.  I’d enough to worry about without inventing new threats.

The ship slowed to a glide and then to a stop and it shouldn’t have.  We’d powered across the Witherdue at a fantastic knot only to peter out of energy the moment Black Pots was in sight.  This was beyond frustrating. I wanted to see Smidgen again.  My dear people eating monster friend. 

How I missed him.

“What’s going on?” I asked but no one answered.  It seemed everyone was trying to determine that very thing.

It seemed so quiet.  Even the hungry mouths of nature abandoned us.  The opportunistic gulls, wheeling and cawing, had beaten a hasty retreat and flocked off to the south. 

A blazing flash of silver rent the heavens and a peel of thunder colluded with our lack of luck and the sky darkened rapidly.  A heavy hail fell from the leaden clouds and I was forced to make a hat with my steeple hands to keep the icy stones striking my head and stinging.  It sure hurt when they hit, bouncing off me to clang and rattle along the oak wood deck.

“We’ll never make ‘Pots now!” I moaned and hurried to the side to see if there was an obvious reason for this irritable hiatus.  We’d made good progress and had entered the gulf of the mainland in hours rather than days.  If we’d continued on course Black Pots would’ve been a little way ahead, minutes rather than hours but now we’d stopped completely it may as well be a hundred years in the past.

The monkey Turned that’d powered the ship from Big Oar scrambled over the hull of the ship.  The sound of their fingers and hard nailed toes tip-tapping across the keel was louder than the thunder rolling in the black clouds.  There were twenty to thirty of them, climbing over each other and padding forward on large, swollen knuckled hands.  They gawped at me, slow blinking and curled their lipless mouths to reveal jagged yellow teeth and hissing, slaking tongues.

“This isn’t good,” I proclaimed obviously and as one they all seemed to take a step closer towards me.  There were perhaps more than thirty of them now as more scaled over the side from the rear of the ship to circle and confront me too.

One at the front drew a fist and swung it towards me.  Another mounted the first one’s shoulders and thus raised was almost at my eye-line.  It too took a swing at me.

I went for Moribund, in that instant remembering I'd lost it and my hands fumbled with the twin hilts of Bent’s old swords.  I'd no muscle memory of them and missed reaching for both hilts, managing to duck before one of the monkey-Turned could hit me.  

In an instant Drawn dropped down in front of me, flicking the front row of monkeys with his ribbon like body.  I saw a handful slam into the side of the ship and were still, broken by the ferocity of Drawn’s powerful flick.  The others hissed but they hesitated, held back while they sized the flexible Drawn up.  Drawn’s message was clear: stay away from Flendin.  Even more were climbing over the sides and back of the ship, scaling up from the underside where they’d been concealed and Drawn coiled right back up ready to retaliate again with deadly force.

I swore the ship started to close in on us too, the sides moving slowly inwards as if the dimensions of it were shrinking with us still on board.  It seemed even the ship was a living, sentient thing wanting to attack us.  The sides constricting the way it was pushed the monkey-Turned towards us, reducing our fighting area, pooling the enemy together to form one large overwhelming crowd. 

“This definitely isn’t good!”  Another obvious statement from me and I took a blind step back, almost slipping on the slick hailstones hammering onto the deck of the ship.

A monkey-Turned must’ve crawled up the hull behind me for I felt something grab me around the neck and squeeze.  I felt my eyes bulge and I gasped desperately for air.  Whatever was choking me hauled me over the side and I plummeted head first into the foamy water.  One moment I was figuring out how to combat the Turned sailors and the next cold, harsh water filled my lungs.  I fought against the weight of my wander-coat and broke the surface of the water, sucking air into my body in exaggerated gulps that hurt my head and chest and I was starting to burn with the sudden cold of the sea.

The ship attacked us about three miles from Black Pots and the shock of the cold ocean stole the breath from my lungs and I gasped and shivered all at once.  I bobbed in the ice-cold sea for a few moments trying desperately to orientate myself.  I couldn’t believe it but the actual ship was fighting.  The ship, our salvation from the death beaches of Big Oar, was an enormous Turned.  As I looked it bisected its mast so that they resembled arms and attacked both HalfMan and Drawn simultaneously.

My eyes trained to the shoreline in the far distance behind the ship where I could see smoke rising, dark and billowing and shooting straight to the heavens as a pillar of doom, an indication that the people of Black Pots were burning.

It seemed we were all having a bad day.

Waves pulled me under again, the sea roared in my ears as I went down.  White frothy brine filled my mouth, rushed up my nose forcing a pressure in my head and chest.  I instinctively threw out my arms and legs and moved as a frog would swim across the face of a pond, but I wasn’t a swimmer and the weight of my wander-coat helped drag me down quicker than my athletic ineptitude could alone.

I broke the surface one final time before the deep darkness of the Witherdue could steal the last of my breath and I saw HalfMan hacking at the masts and knew he couldn’t be complicit in this betrayal.  He’d been the Baron’s man but the bastard Turned in the gold shell-like armour had deceived him just as he’d me and the others.

It was clear that the Baron wanted Crowe dead and the rest of us were expendable detritus caught in the witch’s dangerous and deadly orbit.  We were all guilty by association and in a way the witch had done us in just as I knew he would.

HalfMan was fighting back whilst I was sinking and drowning.  I was beaten and lacked the determination to contest that inevitability.  The water was so cold it obliterated my strength instantly and I was already tired from long months of fighting and worry and of being cold every day, cold to the bone.

In the murky browns and greens of the deep water I thought I saw Bag glide gracefully past me.  Unwaveringly and like a heavy stone it headed towards the unfathomable bottom, bubbling as it went.  It would rest there, anchored for eternity, freezing, fronded with weeds and forgotten.  Bag finally lost to the world wasn’t a bad thing but that my skeleton would be forever close to it bothered me for a brief, agonising moment before I realised that in the end nothing mattered; nothing.

I was dying.  I’d be custodian of Bag in death just as I'd been in life so the circle of shit continued to turn in death just as in life.  I shouldn’t be surprised at that.  In fact, there was some comfort to be had in the predictability and the irony of finality.

Finally I was okay with my fate.  I felt almost content that my life should end this way and subconsciously I stopped waving my arms and legs and surrendered to the heartless cold and drag of the heavy sea.

Then some meddling cunt pulled me up and out of the water.  I vomited salty, shrimp tasting water from my mouth and nose then drew my first, painful lungful of air and felt a fire-like pain wrack my chest and back.

Whoever had rescued me looped his arms beneath my own and dragged me hurriedly from the dock and into shadows and backways of small buildings.

I was too disorientated to react.  Too tired to retaliate and barely barked when the person rifled through my deep pockets, taking my purses like a common thief would.  I think more appeared for I sensed another three, maybe four crowd around me.

The robber let me drop so that I smacked my head onto the hard, stony ground and I winched.  My hair so wet it squelched loudly in my own ears as I hit the cobbles head first.

“You fuck-stain, you think I don’t know who you are? The whole world is talking about you and what you done to the witches and what you done to the Baron and the King.  You think eyes ain’t everywhere watching and waiting for a catch as fat as you?”

“The ship, my ship...” I managed to squeal before a boot collided with the side of my head.

“That’s gone down taking the lot of you scum with it.  You’ll do nicely though.  You’re a fat enough catch on your own, Flendin Fuck Pig.  I’m captain Fulkes and I work for Goudalai.  Goudalai owns the county of Murmant and you’re his to sell to the highest bidder.  Baron, King or witch he won’t care but I’m pretty sure as shit you do.”

It seemed I wasn’t going to die today.  My dear friend Bent had, along with Pal and the faithful Drawn but I endured the way pain always does.

“You’ve pissed off all the wrong people!” Captain Fulkes swung another boot at my head.

“Fuck off!” I growled.  Against my wishes I still had some fight but he just kept kicking me until I was too dazed to talk.

At least I’d finally got rid of that bag.

I thought I pulled a bloody smile just before I passed out.
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Dark storm clouds mixed with the death smoke of Black Pots turning day to preternatural night.  It was as if some supreme power had snuffed out the light of the world in an apocalyptic fit of rage.  There was no birdsong, no breeze noisily moving the sails of lofty masts in the harbour, no chatter and clamour of day to day living, only the snap and crack of fires David-Bo had unleashed upon the town, and the groan of buildings losing the fight to remain upright.

A vacuum of hate had sucked the life and light from Black Pots and the populace was as dead as the town.  More random fires sprung up for the desolation spread like an angry cancer from the harbour to the less populated outskirts turning everything, people, buildings, trees, to blackened charcoal.

It was a hellish vista that Smidgen was powerless to counter and he realised dourly that as much as he’d like to, he couldn’t save everyone in the world: sad fact that in Black Pots he could save no one.  His entrenched sense of fairness and justice put a frustrated pain in the side of his head and set a visible twitch in his weapon holding hand.  He sighed resignedly, big shoulders drooping down reflecting his mood perfectly.  He was too late to save the people of Black Pots for Davad-Bo had killed everyone.  He couldn’t hammer all the evil into the ground for this time his adversary was as tall as a building and as wicked as hell itself. 

“We sneak out the way we sneaked in before it gets the chance to kill us too,” a predictably shallow option from the would-be wizard, Rancel.

“Look, he’s clearly waiting for something and that something has got to be Flendin.”  Smidgen had waited and watched for so long his legs had locked into place.  He took it in turns to lift one leg, bend it repeatedly at the knee and then lift the other.  It felt good to move, to get the blood pumping in his muscles.  They’d been stood in the top room of the building overlooking Black Pots harbour for days.  The golem guarding the quay hadn't moved in all that time so consequently neither had they and now Smidgen was bored.  The hours were waning and so too, finally, was his patience.  “Any point now and things will kick off. I know it. I feel it in my bones.”

Rancel made a grunt of disapproval.

Contrary to Smidgen’s prediction the golem didn’t move and more monotonous time passed.

“I reckon,” said Rancel bored with the oppressive silence, “I reckon if we had candles we’d have burnt through three just waiting for Flendin.  Candle clocks have spaced markings that, as the candle melts, slowly reveals the passage of time.”  Rancel felt obliged to validate his insight. A wise and astute wizard indeed.

“I’ve seen one before,” Smidgen snarked back.  He was getting fed up, despondent.  If things didn’t happen soon he’d do something rash like go down to the golem and hit it, hard.  All the death and destruction, the wanton carnage was making him feel sick.  He was a decent sort, at odds with his looks, he was a sensitive soul and death and reckless destruction upset him.  He was so desperate to leave the sights and smells of Black Pots behind his skin was itching, literally making him ill.  He scratched at the back of his neck and watched, willing something to happen and still the golem never moved.

It was starting to hail.  Little frozen balls tapped and tinkled on the window and bounced off the frame outside.  Those dark clouds, indistinct from the body burning smoke, opened up and pissed over the disaster that was ‘Pots.

“This could be good.  Put those wretched fires out,” Smidgen noted aloud.  “Especially the big one on the golem’s head.  It’s so big I can feel the heat from here.”

Rancel made a desperate sigh.  “This Flendin fella making a job of getting to Black Pots,” he moaned all over again.  The hail became a roar as it intensified.  “Probably be on our fourth candle by now.”

The window was being hammered hard and they both took a conscious step back, just in case it gave.

“He’s coming.  He told me to wait for him here so he’ll come.  Any time now Redhead will return with news he’s sighted the ship and our friend down there will leap into action and so will we,” Smidgen persisted optimistically.  His hand holding the mace twitched; an indication of his eagerness to hit something.  Unlike with Rancel, Smidgen’s appetite for violence was growing more with each passing hour.  The golem looked less intimidating the longer Smidgen studied it.

A seagull with black markings along the tips of it wings landed on the golem.  Davad-Bo never reacted to the intrusion, just continued to stare out to sea.  The golem was an unwavering thing, determined to spy Flendin.  It was hyper focused and as still as the statue it parodied to be.  The fire on its head hissed and steamed, reacting to the deluge of hail.  It finally petered out with a deep fizzing sound but Davad-Bo was so utterly consumed with Flendin it seemed unfazed or oblivious to the death of its gruesome beacon.

“The fires are dying down,” Rancel noted casually.  He forced a hand down his top where he’d stashed lots of coins from Sharkey’s hoard.  Some had travelled down his legs and clanked out the bottom of his trews.  Greedily he bent down to pick them up.  Despite now being stupidly rich he couldn’t let a single coin escape him.

“The fire on its head’s gone out,” Smidgen said ignoring his rapacious companion.  Money didn’t interest him though protecting his friends from insurmountable evil did and he continued to analyse the golem.  “All the time it has its back to us we have the advantage.  It only moved to find more people and they’ve all run away or are dead.  It won't move now.  It’s got no reason to.”

“Let’s not be rash or hasty,” Rancel picked the last of the money up and kissed it before dropping it down his top.

Smidgen noticed the desperate greed, saying, “You don’t know where that’s been.”

The sudden deluge ended and the long-forgotten sun finally burnt a hole through the clouds.  A shaft of golden joy lit the belly of Black Pots both heartening and invigorating Smidgen at once.  It warmed his blood figuratively if not literally and he let out a happy sigh.  He interpreted the timely intervention as a sign of good defeating evil and thus encouraged every fibre of his being ached to move, to break into sudden potent action.

They could stare and stare until tomorrow became today and still the golem wouldn’t move.  Not until they did or its target, Flendin, came sailing down the inlet.  “It’s like a determined dog waiting for its master.”

Rancel snorted, declaring, “That’s rich.”

“Meaning?”

“Just that you have doglike qualities yourself.”

“Like?”

“Well you eat damn well anything and defecate where you want.”

“I don’t go around chasing everything and I don’t like sticks.  And I definitely don’t go around kissing dirty old coins.”

“You have me there.  I stand corrected my dear Smidgen, you are nothing like a dog.”

“I wonder if it can swim?”

“What?”  Rancel checked the floor again for any missed coins.  “What you going on about?”

“That thing,” Smidgen nodded his head in the direction of the expectant golem.  “I wonder if it can swim.  I was thinking that it’s standing awfully close to the water and if we got up close behind it and, you know, gave it a shove would it sink or would it swim?”

“Give it a shove!  You’ll be lucky if you move it an inch.  It probably weighs a tonne!”

Smidgen screwed the remains of his nose up; he did that when he was calculating.  “Reckon I could budge it.”  He tested an imaginary golem with a playful shunt.

A whining drone noise behind them and he stopped larking around.  Redhead flew up the staircase trailing wisps of charcoal smelling smoke behind and coughing like a babe with pertussis.  “Bloody fires everywhere,” Redhead cursed.  “Now the rains put them all out it’s like steam city out there.”

“Do you reckon it can swim?” Smidgen asked of Redhead as it circled him then drew level with his face.

“Flendin’s ship has sunk!”

After days of inactivity Smidgen’s heart suddenly tripled its rate.  Excitement coursed through his twitching arms and he squeezed the mace so hard his knuckles turned bone-white.  “Sunk?  Where?  Is he okay?”  He had to help, before Flendin drowned.  The time for standing and waiting was over.  It was finally time for action.

“Three miles west.  Hurry.  I saw the ship go down.  I don’t know if any survived.  Hurry Smidg’.”

“Golem or not it’s time to pick a fight.  He’s pinned us down for long enough,” Smidgen said, brushing gently past Rancel he made for the top of the stairs.  He grabbed Redhead and stuffed him down his leather jerkin.  The shrunken head would be safe there.

“I’d rather you didn’t.  It’s a bad idea, us against that thing. It killed a town, Smidgen,” Rancel’s voice trembled with fear.

“So have I once before,” Smidgen bluffed excitedly, hesitating at the top of the stairs.  He was a big man and the staircase was very narrow. 

He’d waited and watched for long enough.  Nothing would stop him getting to Flendin.  Not even a golem.

He let out a gasp as his shoulders got wedged between the walls of the staircase.  He’d broken much of the building getting to the top floor and now he’d break the rest getting back down.  The walls wobbled almost imperceptibly as he forced himself down.  How he hated buildings; they just weren’t designed for him.  He liked barns, vast and airy with lots of space.

Rancel winced with the inevitability of destruction.  Smidgen wasn’t a subtle creature.  “Can we move a little more quietly?” he suggested.  “You’re loud enough to provoke that golem from its stupor.”

Smidgen made more noise hurrying and he jumped some of the way down.  Now he started moving he was determined to pick a fight.  His blood was up.  Some more of the internal wall broke off as he squeezed down the stairwell and it came banging to a rolling stop at the foot of the stairs.  “And you want to know why I avoid taverns?” he sniped, rubbing brick dust out of his hair and off his broad shoulders.  “Me and buildings just aren’t compatible.”

Rancel raised imploring hands, “Slow down.  Take it easy.  Last thing we need is for the whole building to come crashing down on top of us.  Well actually the last thing we need is for the golem to find and kill us but also for this fine edifice not to fall down on top of us either.”

Smidgen took a doorjamb with his shoulders as he passed through into the lobby.  “I got a fight to pick, can’t hang about any longer.  If we try and sneak past the golem it may notice and follow us so we need to deal with it quickly.”

“This whole building is going to fall apart before we even get out.  Look Smidgen, wait up.  I just feel that you shouldn’t be picking a fight on your own.”

“I’m used to that,” Smidgen huffed.  They were almost out. 

Part of the front façade of the building toppled over before he even got close to the door and they both, monster and wizard, stopped fast in their tracks.

“It wouldn’t have heard that,” Smidgen pacified, his facial expression at odds to his words.  “That golem can’t hear above the hissing of the steam on its head.  Can it?”

“You know those are people it was burning.  Real people fizzing and popping and turning the sky iron grey and black.”

Smidgen agreed, “Yes and that makes what I’m about to do even more necessary then.  If you’re scared then bad things will keep happening to you.  I learnt that travelling with Flendin.  You have to stand up for yourself, stand up and tell the bad guys that it isn’t good enough.”

Rancel didn’t look convinced.

“What are the alternatives?”  Smidgen stopped to lecture.  “A life lived in fear is a half-life lived.  That isn’t easy to say.”

“Very philosophical today, for a monster,” Rancel noted sourly.

“A monster, a dog, you’re being charming this morning.”

“No just scared and worried that whatever we do will end up with us both dying.  Impending doom tends to make me gibber.”

“Don’t worry about that.  You’re thinking too hard.  We got Flendin to rescue.  That’s all you got to focus on.”  Smidgen got outside just as the front of the building toppled over and slammed down hard around him.  When the dust settled he cleared his throat and patted himself down.  How every part of the old building had missed such a massive target surprised him but not as much as the two Turned eyeing him from across the road did.

“Rancel, get behind me.”

“Who are they?” Rancel asked an impossible question.

Smidgen shrugged, widened the spacing of his legs so that he shielded more of the wizard.  The bigger out of the Turned was not quite half Smidgen’s height but he was covered in spines, thin, brown and probably sharper than knives.  The smaller one was a child, a boy, perhaps eight or ten years old when he’d been Turned.  Smidgen noted the marks on the ground, tracing them back to a collapsed building.  It seemed they’d escaped the destruction by crawling out from under an old warehouse or factory.

“They hit my head,” confessed the bigger of the two.  “They’d slam it with the door for fun.  It kinda hurts all the time now.”

Confused with this untimely and unsolicited confession Smidgen was at a loss for a reply.  After a while he said, “Who did?”  He really didn’t want a conversation right now.  He wanted to deal with the golem and go and find Flendin.

“People.  People are cruel.”

“Yes some are.  We’ve got to go now.”

“Can we come?” asked the boy Turned.  He looked quite normal save his nose had been pulled up to his forehead and beak shaped lips drooled saliva almost constantly.  The lower part of his face was red with the continuous dribble.  He snorted a lot too, through his forever flaring nostrils.

“Er, I don’t think so,” replied Smidgen.  “I don’t know where we’re going,” he lied.

“Neither do we,” said the big spikey Turned, adding hopelessly, “We’re worried people will come and start hitting us again.  They slammed doors into the side of my head and laughed when they did it.  See the side of my head is shallow, dents in both sides.  It hurts a lot too.”

“We’re not good company,” said Smidgen, really hoping to put the Turned off following him.  “We’re going to attack the golem that killed this town then we’re off to find Flendin.  Trouble follows this Flendin around.  You wouldn’t be safe with us,” Smidgen ended with a dark tone and raised warning finger.

“Flendin’s good.  We’ve heard of Flendin.  He’s friends with the Turned.  We’ll come with you.  I’m Gorbix,” said the big Turned walking up to Smidgen.

Smidgen sighed loudly, feeling his chest lower and his chin jut out dejectedly.  His impetus waned instantly the moment it was clear they’d follow him regardless of his desires.  “What were you doing in that building?”

Smidgen could see the damage that head smashing had done for Gorbix’s head was elongated from permanent physical trauma.  His eyes, like those on a narrow fish’s, protruded either side of a skull that had once been fuller, more rounded.  Years of his head being used as a doorstop had reduced the skulls width, but the eyes had survived, large and intact.  They moved this way and that, forever anticipating an attack from any angle or direction at any time.

“We were captives over there and when the building collapsed we saw an opportunity to escape.  They liked keeping us to hit and beat.  They would always slam doors into my head,” Gorbix referenced his head again.  “There were more of us, many more but they died in the games or when the building came down.”

“Games?”  Didn’t sound like fun to Rancel.  He braved a step out from behind Smidgen.

The smaller Turned, as if attached to Gorbix by an invisible rope, nearly walked into the back of the bigger one, potentially impaling himself on those thin, lethal spines.  “They made us fight each other.  I’m Lickwood.  I like licking wood.”

He reminded Smidgen of a fly for he was small and constantly moving, shooting off looking for something else to investigate and examine.  He’d already established that he liked getting in everyone’s way, busily tucking himself behind, to the side or sometimes underneath people, looking for something to lick.  His little facial features had been pushed up onto his forehead and his nose was spindly and hooked.  It was unclear what he was looking at at any given time for his eyes moved independently to his head.  Everything interested Lickwood and the licking possibilities were endless.

“Gorbix, just Gorbix,” said Gorbix categorically.  “I have no other name than Gorbix.  Well met.”  He tried again to greet Smidgen formally.  He was used to his companion’s strange ways and he whistled him back like a master would an over stimulated pet.  “Stay close to me,” he instructed.  “I told you not to run off like that!”

Smidgen had heard enough.  The day was waning.  “Time to even the odds for Flendin,” Mace tapping impatiently in an opened palm, Smidgen headed off towards the quay and the ever-vigilant giant golem.  Rancel, Gorbix and Lickwood followed.

The golem was still unaware of them.

This wouldn’t last long.
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“I’ll go this way,” Rancel ducked away the opposite direction to the golem, hunched over and trying his hardest to walk without making a noise.  There were plenty of hiding places in all the broken buildings and decimated walkways and he was taking his time finding the right hole to duck into.

Gorbix and Lickwood followed Smidgen doggedly.

“When I’ve finished hitting the thing I’ll come and find you,” Smidgen whispered after his companion but Rancel was gone from sight in seconds.  Tutting to himself, Smidgen inched slowly towards the golem and the quay.  “When I finished hitting it I’ll get Rancel,” he said softly to Redhead, adding, “Stay down my top and don’t move.”

“What’s that you said?” Lickwood sure was loud for a young boy.  He tried to grab Smidgen’s free hand, to hold it as they walked.

Smidgen had forgotten he’d followers.  “Nothing, keep quiet,” he gently rebuked Lickwood, forcing his hand away.

Choppy water slapped the stone sides of the wharf and the doused fire atop the golem’s head continued to hiss intensely.  Smidgen could feel its dwindling heat even from way back and carefully and quietly he persevered, approaching the golem from its right side where some buildings still stood that he could use as cover.

A loose piece of wood snapped as he trod on it and he froze immediately in case the murderous golem had heard him.

Suddenly the golem raised an arm and Smidgen thought he’d been discovered, but then Davad abutted a large stone hand to its forehead to shield its eyes from the burgeoning morning sun and it continued to look out to sea.  The suns establishing strength glistened strikingly on the swelling water, twinkling and flashing and blinding to unprotected eyes.  The golem’s eyes, like those of the Tracker Hunger’s, were painted on and Smidgen wondered how they could see.  But dark magic made anything possible.  Dark magic made nightmares come true.

The stone demon still hadn't noticed him so he advanced a little more, each step more brazen than the last.  “That’s right, you just keep looking that way,” Smidgen uttered breathlessly.  He was no more than twenty feet away from it now.

“Did you say something then?” Lickwood had no concept of stealth and it took Gorbix and his smothering hand to shut the diminutive Turned up, to stop him talking.  Lickwood licked the hand fervently, a welcome distraction for all save for Gorbix who winced visibly.

Davad-Bo was still unaware of them.

The golem resembled a statue, alabaster white in places and heavily lichened in its many grooves and chiselled folds.  Cold grey clay hardened by a fire that’d died centuries, millennia, before this day, watched unwaveringly for a ship that’d unknowingly been sunk already.  It was focused totally on the quay and paid no mind to the three shapes encroaching with stealth from behind.

The golem had slaughtered most of Black Pots.  The noise and confusion of those pitiless hours had passed and now the only sounds were those of the snap and crack of persistent fires and the rumblings of collapsing buildings.  Double storeyed stone edifices folded in upon themselves, victims of the wanton damage Davad and Bo had visited upon the hapless town.  Hundreds were dead.  The town would never be the same, could never recover from such a thing.  Some wounds just never healed.

This level of destruction was testament to not only Davad-Bo’s strength but the cruel efficiency of their weapons too. 

Both Lorribol and Hamminin were terrible things and Smidgen was smart enough to keep his distance and not rush things.  He kept the other side of them for now while he stood amongst the smoking ruins and thought. 

“It is a worrisome sight,” Smidgen admitted to himself.  Now that he was closer the golem’s true height was frighteningly evident.  “I’m strong but also think things through,” he gasped through gritted teeth.

Lickwood looked like he was fighting to get free of Gorbix’s hand, like he wanted to say something and Gorbix was gesturing with his eyes.

“What?” Smidgen hissed.  He tried to follow Gorbix’s gaze.  He appeared to be looking at a heap of rubble.  Laying on top was an old broken door.  “What you want me to hit it with the door?”

Gorbix nodded.

“I’m not going to hit it with that door.  Besides I’ve got a perfectly good mace here.” Smidgen hefted it up.  It whined as it cut through the air.

“Push it?” Redhead ventured from inside Smidgen’s top.  Peering out the top like a timorous familiar.  “Push the golem,” he encouraged.

“I could try.  The damn thing will turn and notice me soon.  It can’t look west forever.  Well I suppose it could but it most likely won't.  I’m rambling.”  Smidgen shut up and levelled his mace up ready to hit the golem.  But he didn’t hit Davad-Bo.  He didn’t sneak up behind it and swing one mighty midriff bisecting thump from his iron mace into it. 

He swung it at the broken side of a house instead.

A cracking bang thundered in Smidgen’s ears as he brought the whole side of a building crashing down into Davad-Bo.  The golem, surprised by the sudden impact of the masonry rushing into him, buckled and dropped hard to one knee, losing his sword that slipped hilt first down into the cold water of the harbour.

Smidgen charged in, waving his mace always about.  The iron mace clanged off the ceramic body of Davad-Bo and he threw it back towards the golem three more times and each time it took a bigger chunk off.

Gorbix rushed in and hit it with the door.  The door broke in half and he ran off again desperately looking to find another one to hit it with.

The golem fell forward on both knees and Smidgen rushed it again, ramming his shoulders into the back of Davad-Bo then kicked at it until it floundered near the edge of the water and then two more rapid swings from his mace sent the golem after the lost sword and full into the water with a gigantic, fizzing splash.

Smidgen gasped as the displaced water surged over him in one sudden cold deluge.  He couldn’t believe he’d bested the giant golem.  Realisation dawned and he stopped procrastinating and wiped water from his brow and eyes, blinking vision back into them.

“Time to go,” he gestured at Rancel with a flicking mace.  “Get over here, we’re going.  Leave your hidey hole, wizard.  I think it’s time to leave Black Pots with great speed and urgency!”

Rancel fussed with his felt hat, stiffened it by pulling it up, and ran as fast as he could to catch up with Smidgen.

“Come on wizard, I don’t know if this thing can get back out of the water or not.”

“I’m coming, I’m coming.”

“Come on wizard, let’s get out of here.  Flendin has lost the ship.  Hurry up.”

Smidgen took off as fast as he could.  He’d spent so much time bemoaning a lack of action and now everything was happening at once.  He ran with all the speed he could muster and reluctantly and a lot slower Rancel attempted to follow.  Gorbix and Lickwood followed not far behind.

“Hurry, hurry.  Flendin’s ship has sunk,” Redhead burst out from Smidgen’s jerkin.  “Follow me.  We have to get to Flendin before he drowns.  We have to rescue him.”

“First my legs hurt from boredom and now overuse,” Rancel griped sourly.

“At least we dealt with one problem,” Smidgen meant the golem.

Rancel dared a look back at the quayside.  “I hope the ‘rock’ is drowning.”

“Let’s hope it stays down there,” Smidgen huffed breathlessly with the exertion of panic and heavy exercise.  He was running as fast as he could with a persistent Lickwood still trying to catch his hand to hold.  “Let’s hope statues do indeed drown.”

But the water was frothing and bubbling already as an agitated and venomous Davad-Bo was making its way back to the surface.
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Fotz had nearly died.  She’d run out of energy halfway across the Witherdue and sunk like a stone down and down.  Strong tides carried her eastward, dragged her sorry lump onto the shores of Renin Rancid in Murmundy, southwest of Black Pots.

Shrunken heads circled her as she slumbered; they debated loudly amongst themselves if she were alive or not, if the sporadic quivering of her guts was a death rattle or her breathing.  Then she stirred and they fluttered back like disturbed flies.  The dog-witch vomited sea water then snagged a head or two to eat for urgent, instant energy.

“So tired,” she uttered, falling back onto her hunches.  Eyes under heavy brows looked this way and that for another head but she was too exhausted to chase them.  “Where am I?”

“We could tell you but then you’d eat us.”  A brazen head called Onni chided the witch.  “We suggest a truce.”

Fotz was so tired she fought with all her remaining energy just to keep her eyes open.  “That swim has done me in.”

“A truce?” Onni the head reiterated.

“Truce,” she mimicked.  White sea-spray, carried off the ocean by the wind, pelted her coat and it was cold.  She shivered and the heads moved back before daring to approach her again.  The tide hissed as it slunk back out to sea, water bubbled between the pebbles beneath her paws.

“Your brother is miles to the north in Murmant.  You have a long way to go to catch him up.”

“I need to move away from the shore.  I’m so cold.”

“You need to eat, that will warm you up some more.  But you can’t eat us.”

“Trust me, you don’t taste so good anyway.  I need something substantial.  What do you recommend?”

“Them,” said Onni and all the heads floated away to reveal a group of curious onlookers.

Fotz had enough energy to tear through the people.  Some ran into the sea to escape her but she ploughed fearlessly straight back into the Witherdue to kill them.

Aggression and hunger drove the chill from her bones and she was cold no longer.  She forgot about being pathetic and wet and cold and just fed.  Focused intently on slaughtering everyone she nearly drowned, waded out in the deep she became so sodden her fur turned as dark as night.  She leapt out of the water and onto those left gibbering on the shore, pulling them apart with her teeth and sickle shaped talons.

The slaughter didn’t take long and she managed to eat most of the meat before she wandered up the shore to rest.  She found a nest of lichen covered boulders to shelter behind, nestled down and closed her eyes.  She’d take a little sleep to rebuild her strength, just a little one and then she would take the head’s advice and go north.  She would find Crowe and those that he travelled with and kill them for taking Snorgkillian from the world and leaving her without her sister.

The heads settled down along her gently undulating back.  Finally, the dog-witch could be trusted and they’d a new mistress in Fotz.  To demonstrate their gratitude and loyalty they’d find Crowe for her and watch as she killed him but for now they’d all rest and recuperate for long days lay ahead.

Onni said, “Do we tell the soldiers?  We go real high, higher than most heads fly and we can be with the soldiers in little under a day.”

His conspirator, a head called Stunkhuss, hissed back, “Quiet, I’m thinking.”

But he wasn’t thinking, he was looking at the witch’s stomach as it rose and fell and it looked like there was something growing and moving in it.
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“Aren’t you supposed to blindfold me?”  I was so wet and cold from being dragged out the water that my teeth chattered incessantly.  I still managed to enunciate reasonably well, though I spat down my chin as I spoke.  By the gods my extremities stung with the cold.  They felt heavy and uncooperative, throbbed and tingled in an uncomfortable, disconcerting way.  My feet and hands felt worse than any other part and I just needed to get some friction, some heat going.  But every time I made to rub at them my captors hit me with hard slaps and punches.  They didn’t like unpredictable movement for they feared ‘The Blade’.  I thought my current ineptitude and distress was obvious but a powerful reputation was a difficult beast to refute.

They punched me a few more times, nudged me in the small of the back, goading me forward but my legs were tired and buckled and I fell faster than a stone from a high tower.  My chin hit the hard ground, sending a shockwave of pain first to my brain then the very top of my head.  Perhaps I was bleeding.  In truth I was so wet all over I wouldn’t be able to tell.

I rolled onto my back, thinking that maybe I could make a run for it if I sprung up but four hooded figures rushed me and kicked at me and driven by my sense of self-preservation I kicked back.  It was futile, their numbers and aggression rapidly beat me back into submission and I raised my stinging hands and feet in supplication.

“Grab him!” A grizzled, impatient order was barked and I felt rough hands around the scruff of my neck hoist me back up like I weighed nothing.  There was some serious muscle amongst the ruffians.

I was being dragged forcefully through the backstreets of whatever seaside town ‘The Wayward Star’ had been scuppered at.

“Where are you taking me?”

“Somewhere safe,” said Fulkes.  “All your friends are dead so we gotta make do with you.”

“Safe for you or me?” I joked.  That I still had the tenacity to be facetious surprised me if not my captors as I'd been through a lot already, emotionally as well as physically.  I'd nearly drowned and possibly lost every friend I'd ever had.  What could these opportunist scavengers do to me?  Kill me?  After all I’d lost I'd welcome death.  The only thing that kept any semblance of a drive in my soul was the thought that Esa endured.  That she was being held by The Bear and was waiting for me to rescue her.  If I knew she was dead also then I would just give up now.  I swore my heart would explode from all the grief and tragedy that was my miserable life. 

“I don’t suppose you seen a big bear have you?  Taller than a man and as wide as any house?” I thought I'd ask, sniffing a trail of snot back up my nose, or was it blood?  I hadn't stopped shivering yet.  I'd die from influenza at this rate.  The cold would go to my bones and rot me from the inside out.

“I think,” Captain Fulkes joked with his men, “I think you hit your head harder than I thought.  Keep moving.”

“I take that as a no.  You’d not miss him if you did see him.  He’d probably kill you anyhow.”

“You or big bears won't be my problem much longer.” Captain Fulkes pushed me and I jostled forward a couple of rushed steps that almost tripped me for my legs didn’t want to move.  “Two, three more days and someone will buy you.  I’ve just got to keep you ticking over until Goudalai gets here.  You’re his prize now.  All the profits are his.  I just get the pleasure of roughing you up.”

“You’re a lucky man to have my company,” I bolstered.  He could threaten me as much as he liked for I was impervious to dread.  After everything I'd been through and the losses I'd endured nothing could intimidate me now.  Want to kill me?  Fine.  How could death be worse than the litany of misery that’d been my life?  Besides that stubborn streak of mine would be damned if it would submit to a short, pig nosed streak of gutter piss like this captain Fulkes.  “What you a Captain of anyhow?  Captain of what?  Faeces?”

He clipped me around the ear for that, remarking, “In the mean time I get to rough up a big name.  Days like this make life worth living.”

I thought he was going to hit me again but he didn’t.  I'd prepared a special smile too, all bloody and snotty and just as wide as my aching face.

We stopped near a sad looking extension on the side of a stone warehouse.  Bricks of disparate sizes formed the wall and it sort of leaned out in places like it could collapse at any moment.  I didn’t think it due to unsecure foundations more that inept hands had built it, perhaps the same hands that pushed and goaded me along the backways right now.

A jangling clunk of heavy keys and I was heaved bodily into a dark room and the studded door slammed shut behind me.  A couple of thugs came in with me before the door banged ominously shut and I think I recognised the shape of Captain Fulkes amongst them.

“Can’t get rid of you can I?”

“You’re a funny man, Flendin Fuck Pig.  I will be sad when I hand you over.  This ain’t Never and we’re not as polite as you fairy thieves from that city are.  We’re going to slap you around, maybe break a couple of less important bones and rearrange your face a bit.  You’ll have to pay more for a warren by time we’ve sold you on.  Won’t be such a pretty boy.”

I made to wriggle out of my coat as it was sodden and heavy and rubbing at my wet skin but I was shouted at to stop moving.

“Wander-coat not that good when you want to swim is it?” A sarcastic remark from captain Fulkes.  I heard him crack his knuckles together and then three shadows loomed up to me.  More spilled out from a shadowy doorway at the back of the room.  It seemed I really was a celebrity.  I knew the old Flendin would’ve been impressed and delighted.  The new, however, was primed to expect pain.

Ever philosophical I understood this was payback for the way I'd treated Lawskin.  I subscribed to the notion of karma.  It made sense to me that you got right back what you gave to others so I deserved this drubbing.  Instead of feeling sorry for the pain I was about to experience I was resigned to it and found myself thinking of Bent and Pal and my horse.  Was it true that they were dead?  Drowned by the same green water that had attempted to snuff me from the world?  I couldn’t accept this.  They couldn’t have all died while I survived.  They were stronger than me, better people too.  Drawn would’ve plucked the comatose Bent out of the water.  They must all be alive and this faux captain was messing with me, was trying to crush my resolve.  It couldn’t be true for life without them would be quite meaningless.  They had to endure.  It had to be a lie.

Two more ape-like shapes appeared from a door masked in the shadows at the back of the room and I heard the unsavoury sounds of more knuckles being popped and cracked.

“Keep him alive lads, that’s all I ask.”
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They moved me to another building.  I’d passed out from the beatings and when I’d regained consciousness I didn’t recognise the room I was in.  They could’ve just moved me to another room but everything looked different.  I meant the bones of the building was off from how it seemed earlier, different brickwork, architect and it was colder, darker and damper too.

A candle made from the cheapest of animal fat, hissed and sputtered in the far corner.  Its obnoxious scent fizzed and stung my nostrils.  Captain Fulkes sat in the dull yellow light; a man stood either side of him.  More ape-like than men, hunched shoulders, hairy knuckles gripping hundred-year-old hatchets.

“Awake at last.  You sure know how to sleep, slugabed.”

“Have you got nothing better to do than babysit me?”

“Nope.”  Fulkes dragged his chair forward, his two apes reciprocated, their heavy boots pounded the hard ground with emphatic slaps.

I could hear dripping water somewhere off in another room.  “I’ve pissed myself,” I confessed smugly.

Fulkes shrugged, saying, “It happens.”

“Nice room,” I complimented my host.

He waved the praise away with open hands.  “We’re similar, you and I.  You might not think it but we’re both orphans rejected by the societies we were born into.”

“Can you just hurry up and sell me to someone.  I haven’t got time to hear this nonsense.”

“Oh you do have time.  We’re both thieves.  Both intelligent and independent.”

“Says the man working for someone who wants to sell me.”

“Yes I tolerate Goudalai, for now.  But I have ambitions that will come to pass one day.  But we’re similar.”

“Oh we’re nothing alike, trust me on that.”

“What did you steal when you fled Never?  What did you take?  Was it on that ship that sunk?”

“Now we get to the point don’t we.  Not very subtle are you.  I didn’t steal anything and if I had everything I owned was on the Wayward Star.  I have nothing to my name save this sodding wet coat that is so heavy with water it’s dragging down on my skin and making me cold and itchy.”

“I could uncuff you.”

I proffered my wrist to him.

“But I won’t.”

One of the apes sniggered.  My misery was their entertainment.
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The water hissed and raged as Davad thrashed beneath the waves.  He hated water.  It was difficult to traverse, his immense weight suckered him down and every movement he made was laborious and full of effort.  He was moving in slow-time and desperately he needed to get out.  He couldn’t drown but the fear of remaining in the murky green depths of the quay, like some forgotten anchor, forced him to scratch frenziedly at the walls of the harbour.  He couldn’t get purchase.  Bo complicated his panicked actions by flapping Hamminin ineffectively; creating counter waves that forced Davad back down every time he tried to push up.

With determination and time Davad finally broke the surface.  He managed to paddle to where steps had been hewn into the sides of the quay and, although way too small for his massive feet, they proffered enough of a break in the seamless wall for him to get leverage and heave himself free of the sucking, slurping water.  Back on land he stood stock still and dripped.

Bo continued to flap Hamminin as if imitating swimming.

“Stop that. Stop that I say!”

Begrudgingly The Bo did.

“Your incessant, meaningless actions could’ve trapped me down there for eternity.  You’re a fool.” Davad was trembling with anger.  He’d been pushed into the sea, lost his beautiful sword and had to contend with a halfwit for a brother.  He was not equipped to deal with tribulations.  He brought misery to others and didn’t suffer it himself.  He didn’t like mystery either.  Who attacked him?  Who threw a building into him and kicked him into the sea?  Again, he attacked others, they didn’t attack him.

“Where’s Lorribol?  What have you done with your holy treasure?” Bo gabbled insensitively unaware of the fury quickly building in Davad.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





