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One


As I watched, ten small specks of black grew to dots and then to figures on horseback as they charged through the valley towards us, leaving a trail of dust in their wake. I had been back only three days and they had already found us.


‘Jinx!’ I called, my eyes not leaving the advancing riders. They were close enough now that I could see sunlight glinting off the armour that marked them out as Lord Baltheza’s royal guard. I supposed I should be grateful for the small mercy that they weren’t the chief executioner’s men.


In a moment Jinx was beside me, ‘What’s wrong?’


I gestured towards the valley. ‘We have visitors.’


He stared down at the fast approaching horsemen through narrowed eyes. ‘Come on,’ he said, taking my hand and leading me inside the isolated herdsman’s hut serving as our home for the night.


Jamie was sitting on a low stool – one of very few usable pieces of furniture. He didn’t look up from the thin blade he was sharpening, but continued the rhythmic turning of the steel as he rubbed one edge against the stone and then the other. The three rabbits Pyrites had caught for our supper lay at his feet, ready for skinning and cleaning. My drakon was sprawled on the floor beside them, his eyes fixed on Jamie, mesmerised by the motion of the blade.


‘Ten riders heading this way,’ Jinx said without any preamble.


Jamie still didn’t look up. ‘Amaliel?’


‘Baltheza’s guard.’


I let out a shuddery breath. What were we going to do? We couldn’t keep running forever.


‘Fight or flee?’ Jamie asked.


‘If they were here for a fight brother, they’d have approached by night so we wouldn’t see them coming.’


Jamie lifted the knife to examine its edge. ‘That should do it.’ He looked up at last and flashed me a smile that would normally make my toes curl and my stomach give a little flip, but today my heart felt like it was weighed down with fear.


‘Lucky,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘Jinx and I will go and see what they want. You stay in here.’


I tried to smile but failed miserably. ‘Isn’t it obvious—?’


‘Not necessarily. As Jinx says, if they wanted trouble they’d have come after dark and there’d be more of them.’


‘Pyrites, stay with your mistress and guard her with your life,’ Jinx told my drakon. Pyrites puffed out his chest, sat to attention and began to grow to the size of a great dane – not that he really needed to; he had firepower and, where my safety was concerned, he wasn’t afraid to use it.


Jamie hugged me close. ‘Stay in here,’ he repeated.


Jinx handed Jamie one of the swords resting by the doorway and strapped another around his own waist, then stepped over to me, rested his hands on my shoulders and gave me an encouraging smile. ‘Don’t look so worried,’ he said and gave me a kiss full on the lips that went on for so long I began to feel dizzy.


‘Jinx,’ Jamie said with an exasperated sigh.


Jinx pulled away from me and winked. ‘Keep that thought,’ he said and followed Jamie out of the hut.


‘Be careful,’ I said from just inside the door, and Jinx waved once before calling out to Bob, his big, black powerhouse of a flying horse.


Despite my nerves, seeing Jinx and Jamie standing out in the sunshine together made me catch my breath. Two men couldn’t be more different, yet in some ways so much the same. Jamie – all blond hair, blue eyes and tanned skin – could have been human if not for his huge, snow-white wings. Jinx, on the other hand, couldn’t have been more daemon, with glossy, maroon skin, horns, an arrow-tipped tail and long maroon hair so dark it was almost black, hanging in a braid to just below his waist. They were both beautiful in their own way and I cared for each of them a lot more than was entirely good for me.


Jinx called out again and within moments I could hear the beating of wings and a dark shadow passed overhead. Bob glided down to land in front of the hut with a grace that belied his bulk and fierce demeanour, and in one fluid movement, Jinx had grasped his shaggy black mane and pulled himself up onto the creature. Bob snorted and stamped his hooves, his red eyes glowing with infernal fire. Unperturbed, Jinx gave him a slap on the rump; the beast surged forward and, with two powerful flaps of his leathery wings, was airborne. Jamie gave me one last smile, unfurled his own wings and then he too was flying into the sky.


I shut the door and sank down on to the stool. Three days: it had taken them only three days to find us and it made me wonder whether the Underlands was really the place I should be making my home. How could I ever be safe here?


Pyrites somehow knew where my mind was going as he put a claw on my knee and made a small mewing noise.


‘I know. If I went back I would have to leave you and Jinx, and I couldn’t bear to do that,’ I told him, scratching the underside of his chin. And it was true: I couldn’t take even a small drakon into my world, and I certainly couldn’t take a daemon who, on earth, would leave a trail of death and destruction in his wake. And without them – well, without them I was lost.


The last time I’d returned to my world I had lasted only five days alone. I’d missed them hugely and I’d known it was no safer on Earth than in the Underlands – even less so without my daemon guard – so, by the end of the five days I was a nervous wreck with every unexplained sound causing me to reach for a strategically placed carving knife or hammer. Of course, there was also the matter of Lord Baltheza: if he had sanctioned a visit by one of the court assassins I would have been history in no time without my friends.


I started thinking about all I’d learned over the past few days. I’d tried to find out as much about my new home as I could – as if the knowledge would somehow protect me – and I’d begun by asking questions. Every time we’d stopped in our travels, or settled down for the night, I’d put every question I’d thought of to Jamie and Jinx. One of my first was: were there other countries in the Underlands? But apparently there weren’t; instead, the Underlands were divided into states overseen locally by their individual lords, but ultimately ruled over by Baltheza.


Another question I’d asked had been: how come Amaliel has so much power? This was something neither Jamie nor Jinx could answer. Everyone, except for perhaps Baltheza, hated him, and yet he appeared to wield almost as much authority within court as Lord Baltheza himself.


If he was one of the approaching riders I just knew we were destined for trouble, which set me to worrying about my two men yet again.


They were gone a long time; at least it seemed that way. I kept getting up and walking to the door to peer out, but from the cabin I couldn’t see the valley below and that was where they would be. I was tempted to go outside to take a look, but I knew from experience that if Jinx and Jamie had told me to do something it was usually for good reason, even if it didn’t always sit easily with me.


Actually, this was something I had planned to talk to them about. I hated that sometimes they treated me like the ‘little woman’. Jinx might not know any better, but Jamie bloody well should having spent a lot of time in my world, and if anything he was the worst of the two. Of course, now they were gone risking their lives for me, and I was alone and worrying about them, my getting bolshy about this seemed pretty pathetic.


When I thought I couldn’t stand the wait any longer, Pyrites’ head jerked up and his ears pricked forward. He gave a low rumble in his chest and jumped to his feet, growing a few more sizes until he was as big as a small pony. He moved so he was between me and the door and stood glaring at it, snorting puffs of steam which gradually changed from white to grey to black.


‘What is it, boy?’


He gave another low grumble. I grabbed the knife Jamie had been sharpening from where it lay and backed towards the bedroom. The handle to the front door began to turn and Pyrites roared . . .


‘It’s only us, you stupid sod,’ I heard Jinx say as the door swung open. Pyrites stood his ground until Jinx appeared in the doorway followed by Jamie. ‘I swear, one day he’s going to roast us.’


‘Why do you think I always let you go first?’ Jamie said with a grin.


‘And there I was thinking you were being deferential to your elder and better.’


Pyrites gave a puff of smoke, shrank until he was not much bigger than a Yorkshire Terrier and scampered out of their way as Jamie closed the door behind them.


‘Well?’ I asked.


Jinx gave a bob of his head in Jamie’s direction giving him the job of telling me the bad news, as I knew it must be from the change in their expressions.


‘Just tell me,’ I said.


‘An attempt has been made on the life of Lord Baltheza.’


‘Is he dead?’ I asked, though I didn’t really care. Baltheza was, in my opinion, a sadistic monster – if he was dead, he deserved it.


‘He lost two of his guard and another was injured, but Baltheza was unhurt,’ Jamie told me.


More’s the pity, I thought. Until something else struck me: ‘Does he think Kayla and I were somehow involved?’ As he had only recently ordered me to be executed for plotting to kill him, this was a real concern. It was also why I was on the run: in this world justice was served out fast and with little chance to defend oneself.


‘No,’ Jamie said, ‘not you.’


My two daemons were studiously avoiding eye contact with me, which sent my anxiety levels soaring. ‘What about Kayla?’


‘She and her entourage have disappeared.’


‘I thought that was the point: she’s in hiding.’


‘Well, it didn’t take him long to find us; he has spies everywhere,’ Jamie said. ‘Anyway staying in a mini palace on the coast is hardly hiding out. She might as well have sent Baltheza a postcard.’


‘And now Kayla’s gone,’ Jinx said, ‘leaving not a trace of her or her guard. It doesn’t look good.’ I scowled at him. Upon seeing my expression he gave me an apologetic smile. ‘I’m only telling you how it is. That they have truly disappeared makes Baltheza suspicious.’


‘I suppose Lord Daltas has convinced him she’s as guilty as sin,’ I said. He was the daemon who had got me into this mess in the first place. He thought he could use me as a lever to get Kayla to marry him, which would have brought him one step closer to the throne. His plan had misfired, and now I doubted Kayla would marry him if he was the last daemon in the Underlands.


‘Daltas is currently persona non grata at court. Though this could change at any time,’ Jamie said.


‘Why would Baltheza think I had nothing to do with it, but Kayla had? He was pretty sure I did before.’


‘Why would you send armed assassins to kill a man when one of your consorts is a Death Daemon?’ Jamie said.


Put like that I suppose he had a point. ‘So, what of the riders?’ I asked.


‘Here.’ Jamie pulled a small scroll of parchment from his pocket and handed it to me. ‘They were coming to tell you all charges against you have been dropped and to escort you back to court.’


‘Like that’s going to happen,’ I said as I opened up the document and scanned the contents. Sure enough, it confirmed I was no longer a wanted woman, but although it should have made me feel safe and secure, I couldn’t help but think it was some kind of trick.


‘I think perhaps you should go,’ Jinx said.


Jamie swung around to face him. ‘Are you mad?’


Jinx leaned back against the doorframe. ‘Do you believe Kayla had anything to do with the assassination attempt?’


Jamie’s brow furrowed for a moment then he shook his head.


‘Nor do I, and yet she has disappeared. Poof! she and her guard have completely vanished. Does that not strike you as strange?’


It was true; Kayla and Baltheza may not have a typical, cosy, father-daughter relationship, but she’d chosen Vaybian over Daltas when Daltas would have seen her on the throne. By all accounts, Daltas would have had no qualms about killing Baltheza to seize power – Kayla had told me that herself and it hadn’t sat well with her, so it made no sense for her to want to kill her father. I said as much to Jamie and Jinx.


‘Unfortunately, it makes sense to Baltheza,’ Jinx said.


‘Only because she’s disappeared,’ Jamie said.


‘Where do you think she’s gone?’ I asked. ‘Do you think she’s all right?’ And then, slowly, something started to make sense to me: if Kayla hadn’t tried to kill Baltheza, was it possible someone was trying to make it look like she had? I glanced at Jinx, whose expression was grim. My mouth went dry. ‘Is it possible Kayla has been taken by someone against her will?’


‘By whom?’ Jamie asked.


‘Now there’s the question,’ Jinx said. ‘We should go to the villa where she was staying and take a look around; maybe we can persuade Baltheza that Kayla is in as much danger as he is.’ Then he smiled his dangerous smile, the one that meant violence was not very far from his mind.




Two


Jinx and Jamie went back down the mountain to tell the riders we would be returning to court in due course, and to request that they pass our felicitations – whatever that meant – to Lord Baltheza. I still had my doubts about returning to the palace. Although Baltheza had claimed I was his daughter, he certainly didn’t trust me and I wouldn’t be at all surprised if he only wanted me at court so he could keep an eye on me. Either that, or he wanted to use me to draw Kayla out into the open. Of course, it may also have been the case that the pardon wasn’t worth the parchment it’s written on, and his intention was to arrest me immediately upon arrival. Though, if that were a possibility, I imagined Jamie and Jinx would be more worried.


We set off early the next morning. There wasn’t much to pack; we’d been travelling light as we’d gone from one hiding place to another in an effort to keep one step ahead of Baltheza and his men. That we had failed miserably wasn’t lost on me; I’d just have to hope my supposed father and I wouldn’t have any further falling outs, though I wasn’t going to hold my breath on that one.


I hadn’t slept a wink, but neither of my two daemons had any trouble. Even Pyrites, who was usually most sensitive to my moods, had begun snoring as soon as he’d curled up on the pillow above our heads. Consequently, by the time we set off I was tired, I was worried and I was fractious. Jamie and Jinx both knew it and didn’t even bother to try talking to me.


Kayla and her guard had been staying at a villa not far from the mountain where Pyrites and I had holed up last time I was on the run. I recognised some of the landscape flashing by beneath us as we flew over small villages and fields of rust, copper and bronze crops. Soon, though, we left the rural areas behind and the vegetation changed to tall forests of scarlet and burgundy pines. As we sped closer to the mountains, the lush maroon, purple and red foliage faded away to be replaced by grey rock. Unlike the last time I’d been here, we carried on up over their snowy peaks where the air turned frigid and I was glad of the cloak Jamie had insisted I tie around my shoulders.


As soon as I saw the villa in the distance I knew Jamie was right; this was not some bolthole or hiding place. It was a mini palace. Kayla was obviously not as afraid of her psychotic father as I was.


The villa was quite beautiful; a vision of midnight blue marble and gold. Had I been Kayla, I would have been happy to live out my days in such tranquil surroundings. So why did Baltheza think she would leave such an idyllic place to live in a fortress and be saddled with a position that would very likely get her killed? She had forsaken court for over twenty-five years to be with me, she had left Vaybian to be with me – these were not the actions of a woman hell-bent on becoming queen. And if nothing else, knowing this made me fear for her safety even more.


‘I think we were right,’ I said, as we walked through the marble hallways and past a huge swimming pool filled with water the colour of amethysts.


‘Right?’ Jamie said, turning to look at me.


‘I don’t think Kayla left here by choice.’ In my heart I knew she hadn’t, but if Baltheza hadn’t taken her, then who had? I felt totally miserable. Kayla and I may have had our quarrels recently, but I still loved her as my sister; we had spent so long together.


Jinx nodded in agreement, but his mind was elsewhere. He stopped and turned full circle. ‘This place has recently seen violence,’ he said.


My heart skipped a beat. If anything had happened to Kayla . . .


‘There’s no blood,’ Jamie said. ‘If she had been taken there would be blood. Her guard would have defended her to their last breaths.’


‘Blood can be washed away,’ Jinx said.


‘Jinx,’ Jamie warned and looked my way, his brow creased with worry.


‘There’s no point hiding this,’ Jinx said, ‘the air reeks of hostility.’ He turned to Jamie. ‘Can’t you smell it; feel it?’


Jamie gave an almost imperceptible nod. ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘let’s search the place.’ So that’s what we did, even Pyrites trotted around sniffing and snuffling like a little bloodhound.


‘Here,’ Jinx called. ‘What do you make of this?’


Jamie hurried to his side and I followed as Jinx pointed at a spot about waist high on one of the marble columns. We both leaned in close to take a look.


‘It’s been chipped,’ I said.


‘Hit by a sword,’ Jamie agreed.


‘Judging by its colour, it’s quite recent,’ Jinx said, running his finger along the blemish.


Pyrites made a mewing sound and when we looked his way he started to paddle from foot to foot in agitation.


‘What is it lad?’ Jinx asked.


Pyrites pawed the floor then sat back on his haunches waiting for us to come and see. We all crossed to where he sat and as soon as we joined him he jumped back up onto his feet and once again began to paw the marble slabs.


Jinx crouched down beside him with Jamie opposite. ‘I can’t see anything,’ I said, peering over their shoulders.


Jinx squinted at the floor. ‘We can’t see it, but Pyrites can smell it. Is it blood boy?’ Pyrites made the mewing sound again.


‘Let’s check the bedrooms,’ Jinx said to Jamie and me. ‘They would have come at night.’ Both men got to their feet and together we went looking for the bedrooms.


The master bedroom was another expanse of dark blue marble; the bed took up most of the far wall and was big enough to sleep a small army of bodyguards, which it quite literally did. At last count Kayla had seven, though this could have changed.


The bed had been freshly made with clean, silken gold sheets and pillowcases. Jinx picked up one of the pillows, sniffed it and threw it down, repeating this action with all of the others.


‘What are you doing?’ I asked.


He picked up a fifth pillow and lifted it to his nose, his nostrils flared and he ripped off the case. ‘Look,’ he said.


I moved a little closer and gave it a tentative glance, scared at what I might see, but there was nothing. ‘I . . . I can’t see anything.’


‘Smell it,’ he said holding it out to me.


I moved closer and he shoved it under my nose, so I did as he said and took a tentative sniff. ‘It doesn’t smell of anything much.’


‘Exactly,’ Jinx said.


Jamie gave him a puzzled look and took the pillow from him and he too sniffed the fabric. ‘It’s new,’ Jamie said. ‘As in: never been slept on.’


I frowned at him, took the pillow back and turned it over in my hands, then sniffed at it again. It was true – used pillows normally smelled musky, or at least a little like the person who had slept on it.


‘I wonder if they went as far as changing the mattress?’ Jinx said as he started stripping off the sheets. He gave a grunt. ‘Give me a hand turning this.’


Jamie stepped forward and grabbed the other side of the mattress. Being so large it was difficult to manage, and they struggled to lift it as it bent and flexed in the middle, so Pyrites joined in by stuffing his snout under its foot and pushing upwards until it flipped over.


‘Oh hell,’ I said.


Whoever had taken Kayla hadn’t been thorough enough; there was a dark green stain right in the middle of the mattress. Pyrites padded over to take a sniff and gave a little whine.


‘Blood?’ I asked.


‘Blood,’ Jinx said.


‘Maybe it isn’t theirs. Maybe the bed was already stained. Maybe . . .’ I came to a halt as both my men and Pyrites were looking at me as though I was the village idiot.


‘They must have come at night. Kayla’s guard were overcome and she, and most probably her men, were taken.’


‘Would they have bothered taking Kayla’s bodyguards as well?’ I asked.


Jinx blew air out through pursed lips and lifted his fist to his chin in thought. ‘Only in as much as they wouldn’t want to leave any signs of violence: if the guards were overcome, either they or their bodies would have been taken. Kayla can’t be both villain and victim.’


‘Do you think she’s . . .?’ I hesitated, not wanting to say the word.


Jinx shook his head. ‘They may well have killed her guard, but I doubt they’d have killed Kayla. What good is a dead scapegoat?’


‘I hate to point it out, but if she’s dead, she wouldn’t be able to argue her innocence,’ Jamie said, giving me an apologetic grimace. My fists clenched at my side so hard I could feel my nails biting into my palms – I wanted to believe Jinx, but Jamie had a point.


‘Like Baltheza would listen,’ Jinx said. ‘You know how he is when he gets all of a lather. And this last attempt on his life was too close for comfort; he won’t be happy until he has someone’s head on a spike. If two of his guard hadn’t died trying to save him he’d probably have had them executed for incompetence anyway.’


‘I knew he was insane,’ I said, ‘but it’s like he’s getting worse.’ I hoped it didn’t run in the family, though I still couldn’t really believe he was my father and didn’t think I ever would. As for my mother – well, that she was meant to be Kayla’s aunt didn’t sit very well with me either. I couldn’t be totally daemon, I just couldn’t.


‘They do say power corrupts, and he’s been ruler of the Underlands for a considerable amount of time,’ Jamie said, interrupting my maudlin thoughts. ‘The power and the temptation to use it for personal gratification have gradually turned him and his court into a hotbed of decadence and depravity. Once on that slippery slope, insanity looms large.’


‘I think he’s paid that price in full,’ Jinx said, ‘he’s as mad as a rat in a cage surrounded by a pack of cats.’


‘So, what do we do about Kayla?’ I asked.


‘We carry on searching the place and hope we find something that might give us a clue as to who has taken her – and where.’


We searched the villa from top to bottom, then the gardens. Pyrites scampered ahead of us, sniffing and snuffling as he went. When he reached an area of lawn he started to grumble again. As I drew nearer, I could see watery streaks of jade decorating the russet blades and the red earth below. It looked as though the attackers had tried to wash the blood into the grass.


‘Do you think it’s Kayla’s?’ I asked.


Jinx frowned at me. ‘She’s a royal.’


‘So?’


‘Kayla’s a blue blood. Green is the colour of a lesser daemon.’


‘When you were wounded your blood was red,’ I said to Jamie.


‘Jinx and I are Higher Daemon, our blood is red, just like yours.’


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘But that would mean that if Baltheza is telling the truth my blood should be blue?’


‘I suppose it could be purple. I’ve never seen the blood of a daemon-human cross,’ Jinx said.


‘Purple?’ Jamie said.


‘Red plus blue equals purple.’


‘I don’t think it works quite like that, Jinx.’


‘Baltheza told me my mother was Kayla’s aunt,’ I said.


‘Hmm.’ Jinx and Jamie both pulled faces of disbelief. ‘I’m not so sure about that,’ Jinx said.


‘Me neither,’ Jamie agreed. ‘We’ve been giving it some thought and it doesn’t really make sense that you’re totally daemon – for one thing you can shed tears – but then, a lot of the things Baltheza says and does are a mystery, so who knows?’


‘I guess we can give it more thought later, but we have enough to worry about for the moment,’ Jinx said, ‘like finding Kayla.’


They were right: Kayla had to come first. If it was the other way round, I was sure she’d give everything to find me. I followed the three of them across the grass, Pyrites surging ahead, his snout moving from left to right as he scented the ground and the air. Then we entered a grove of trees and he put on a sudden spurt of speed and disappeared into the undergrowth. I heard a pathetic little whimper and he began to howl, a terrible heart-wrenching sound. Both Jinx and Jamie pulled their swords.


‘Look after Lucinda,’ Jinx said and strode through the grove to find the drakon.


I went to run after him and Jamie grabbed me by the arm. ‘We wait here.’


‘Jamie, Pyrites sounds like he’s been hurt.’


‘He’s upset ’tis all.’


‘He sounds more than upset.’


‘We wait here until Jinx tells us otherwise.’


‘But Pyrites—’


‘Pyrites will be fine.’ I pulled my arm free and hugged myself. ‘Honestly, he will be fine,’ Jamie promised. I really hoped he was right.


The seconds stretched into minutes, and had there been walls to climb I would have been climbing them. Then Jinx called, ‘It’s all safe,’ and Jamie took my hand and we moved through the trees.


I didn’t need Jinx to tell me that acts of violence had occurred within the grove. Trees were gouged and green bloody handprints stained the bark, marking the passage of a fierce battle, and despite the heat of the day I felt cold and sick with apprehension.


The trees gave way to gardens and there was nothing they could have done to hide the evidence of an almighty fight here. Flowers were trampled and bushes and saplings crushed and snapped. More blood stained the flagstone pathway that led out through a gate, and on the other side we found a cliff which dropped away sharply from us.


Jinx was standing at the edge, overlooking the sea, with his hand resting on the drakon’s head. Pyrites was puffing black smoke and his wings were pulled back tight against his body.


Jinx turned his head to glance our way. ‘I wouldn’t come any closer,’ he said, his voice bleak.


‘Wait here,’ Jamie said to me and walked over to join Jinx, who gestured downwards with his head. ‘Oh shit,’ he said, when he’d looked down.


Jinx uttered a curse, turned his back on the cliff’s edge and went to walk away, then hesitated mid-step. ‘Did you hear something?’ he asked Jamie.


Jamie leaned forward to peer over the edge. ‘I thought so.’


Jinx strode back to join him and they both looked down. I moved a few steps towards them, my own ears pricked and listening hard. I wanted to know what was down there, but I’m not good with heights and I couldn’t quite bring myself to get any closer to the edge.


‘There,’ Jinx said.


Jamie frowned in concentration as he listened, then all of a sudden launched himself off the side of the cliff. It was so unexpected I gasped and started towards the edge before remembering Jamie had wings and could fly.


‘What is it, Jinx?’


‘Stay where you are,’ he said.


‘Jinx?’


‘They threw their bodies over the cliff,’ he said. ‘I suppose they hoped they would eventually be washed away by the tide.’


‘Bodies? Whose bodies?’ I asked, rushing to stand beside him, my fear for Kayla outweighing my fear of falling.


Jinx grabbed hold of me and pulled me away from the edge. ‘Kayla’s bodyguards.’


‘Kayla?’ I asked struggling to break free of him.


‘No,’ he said, ‘Kayla isn’t down there.’


I looked up at his face and he gave me a gentle smile.


‘You’re sure?’


He pulled me to him and kissed the top of my head. ‘Quite sure.’


The sound of beating wings had us both looking back towards the cliff edge as Jamie appeared from below.


‘What in the name of Beelzebub?’ Jinx said, and let go of me to hurry to Jamie’s side as he dropped down to land. Cradled in his arms was a daemon. A daemon I knew only too well: Vaybian, Kayla’s lover.


‘Is he alive?’ I asked as Jamie gently laid him down on the grass.


‘Just,’ Jamie said.


Vaybian’s usually deep jade skin had paled to the tone of overcooked peas and was smeared with darker green liquid. A nasty gash scarred his brow and an open wound encrusted with drying blood sliced across the top of his thigh. A similar cut ran across his chest down from his left shoulder to the bottom right side of his rib cage, though to my inexpert eye the thigh wound looked the worst.


His eyelids flickered, and for a moment I thought he was about to wake, but then his head slumped to one side. I looked up at Jamie in alarm.


‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘He’s unconscious, that’s all.’


Jamie carried him back to the villa where we laid him down on one of the couches in the living area while Jamie and Jinx did their best to clean and dress his wounds.


‘They must have thrown him over the cliff thinking him dead,’ Jamie said.


‘Considering all the trouble whoever did this has gone to, you’d have thought they’d make sure he was,’ Jinx said. ‘A fall off a cliff won’t kill one of our kind and none of these injuries are fatal.’


‘The others all had their throats cut,’ Jamie said and he and Jinx exchanged a glance.


‘Yet Kayla’s lover did not,’ Jinx muttered.


‘It’s mighty strange that he’s the only one to survive. If it were I who’d orchestrated this intrigue, he’d have been the first one dead.’


They were right – it was damn weird. I glanced at the unconscious daemon willing him to wake up. We needed to know what had happened.


‘Unless of course, they knew we’d come and they knew we’d undertake more than the cursory search of Baltheza’s soldiers,’ Jamie murmured almost as if to himself.


They both turned to look at me. ‘I think Lucinda needs her full complement of guard,’ Jinx said.


‘Aye,’ Jamie agreed, ‘and sooner rather than later.’


‘We can’t travel while Vaybian’s like this,’ I told them.


‘I’ll send a message to Kerfuffle and Shenanigans,’ Jinx said.


‘You can do that?’ I asked, surprised.


‘We may not have mobile phones and the internet in the Underlands, but it doesn’t mean we live totally in the dark ages,’ Jamie said, smiling for the first time in quite a while.


‘Actually,’ Jinx said with a grimace, ‘we do. I was going to send a raven.’


‘A raven?’


‘I have a very good relationship with the harbingers of death.’


‘It figures,’ I said with a sigh.


It was so easy to forget that such a sexy and funny man was a Death Daemon; the Death Daemon, and I didn’t really like to be reminded of it, though I guess it was better to have him on my side than not.


That I was apparently ‘marked’ by him, as well as by Jamie, put me in a very unusual situation. I allegedly belonged to them both and any daemon causing me harm would be on the receiving end of their very rough justice. Jamie’s mark alone was enough to make a daemon think twice, but being marked by Jinx was something else altogether. I had seen members of the court edge away from him as he passed. Whenever we visited the Drakon’s Rest the conversation stuttered into silence and tables cleared to allow us to sit.


‘I’ll go and send the message,’ Jinx said.


I watched him walk out into the courtyard and put his head back to gaze up into the sky. Within moments, several black birds

appeared above him and dropped down to land on the flagstones at his feet. They sat there, heads cocked to one side as though listening to him, until he held out his right hand and one flew up to alight upon his outstretched fingers.


‘Will he tie a message to its leg?’ I asked Jamie, my eyes not leaving our friend and his little companions.


‘There’s no need. Kerfuffle and Shenanigans will know who’s sent the message and why.’


‘But how will they know where to find us?’


‘The raven will tell them.’


That made me look at him. ‘The raven can speak?’


Jamie laughed out loud. ‘Of course not. It’s a bird, albeit an intelligent one.’


‘Then how will it tell them?’


‘By leading them to us. They will literally follow the ravens.’


When I looked back out into the courtyard Jinx was stroking the bird’s feathers with his fingertips and I could see his lips moving as though he was speaking to it. When he took his fingers away, the bird gave a little bob of the head and fluttered up into the sky followed by his other feathered friends who had been waiting patiently at Jinx’s feet. Jinx watched them fly away, his hand shading his eyes against the glare of the two suns, and then turned to come back inside.


When he saw me watching him his lips lifted into a smile and his tail curled around his leg to give a little wave. Jamie gave a derisive snort.


‘What?’ I said, giving him a sideways look.


‘He knows you’re totally fascinated by his tail.’


‘I’m not,’ I said frowning at him. He raised his eyebrows into a ‘yeah – right’ expression. ‘I’m not,’ I asserted again.


‘You’re not what?’ Jinx asked as he strolled through the archway into the room, but from his grin I suspect he knew full well.


I ignored him and went to take a look at Vaybian. His colour had improved and was more like the colour of peapods, though still a long way from his usual deep green.


His wounds were no longer seeping blood through the bandages and he was resting fairly peacefully, though I wished he would wake up so he could tell us what had happened and who had taken Kayla. I would also be interested to hear how they had been ambushed: I knew from a past episode that her bodyguards would appear at the first whiff of danger, even waking from a deep sleep to protect their mistress. That at least one had sustained injuries whilst still in the bed was a mystery.


‘He has shifted from unconsciousness into sleep,’ Jinx said. ‘A good sign.’


‘How do you know?’ I asked.


His eyes twinkled. ‘I told you once before: sleep and being unconscious are all levels of death, and I’m an expert on that, if not anything else.’


‘Oh good,’ I said with a shiver, ‘I’ll sleep so much better for knowing that.’


*


By late afternoon we’d exhausted our search for clues in the house, Vaybian still slept, and our stomachs began to remind us that we hadn’t eaten all day.


‘Let’s eat,’ Jinx said, ‘I’m starved.’


‘Then you’d better go and get some food – we have none,’ I reminded him.


‘I don’t like the idea of splitting up,’ Jamie said.


‘Well, we’ll have to if we’re going to eat. I’ll stay to watch over Vaybian,’ I said. ‘Pyrites can stay with me.’


‘Pyrites also needs to feed.’


‘He can wait until we come back,’ Jinx said. ‘Unless of course you want to go and get the food with Pyrites while I look after sweet Lucinda?’


‘I don’t think so,’ Jamie said.


Jinx smirked at him and I could almost see Jamie’s hackles rising. ‘Pyrites and I will be just fine until you get back, won’t we boy?’ I said, running my fingers over my little drakon’s head. He puffed white smoke and rubbed his head up against my hand.


‘We won’t be long,’ Jamie said, putting his hand on Jinx’s back and pushing him towards the door.


Jinx winked at me over his shoulder, ignoring Jamie’s scowl, and before they had even gone outside I could hear them beginning to argue. ‘I think it’s just as well Mr Kerfuffle and Mr Shenanigans will soon be here,’ I said to Pyrites. He puffed steam, obviously thinking so too.




Three


I was worried about Kayla and the awful, heavy, sick feeling that had stolen over me when I first heard the news remained. Her guards had been slaughtered, which was terrible, but I took solace in Vaybian being alive as he would want to find her as much as I would; he would help us. Provided, that is, he hadn’t orchestrated everything . . .


I found it hard to settle. I paced, stared into space, wandered around the garden and courtyard, but every time I ended my journey staring down at Vaybian’s sleeping face. By my third circuit of the villa and its grounds I’d reached the stage where I was sorely tempted to slap the sleeping daemon very, very hard to try and wake him.


Fortunately for him, though not my frazzled nerves, Jamie and Jinx returned just as I was about to give in to the temptation. Jamie frowned at me and Jinx chuckled. I tried to appear nonchalant as I bent down to pull the blanket covering the patient up to his chin. I somehow doubted I carried it off, as Jinx began to laugh like a drain and even Jamie cracked a smile.


‘Come on you,’ Jamie said, ‘we have lunch.’


I had been expecting fish or rabbit or something else that needed cooking. What they plonked down on the table was a basket full of bread, cheese and several flagons of what looked like it could be wine.


‘Where did all this come from?’


‘There’s a village on the other side of the mountain,’ Jamie said. ‘Apparently Kayla’s men shopped there regularly and,’ he and Jinx shared a smile, ‘they said that a group of riders passed through at speed one night ago, and came back through the village in the early hours of the morning. Some say they thought they heard a woman’s cries.’


‘Oh God,’ I said, my heart dropping down into my stomach.


‘When he says cries, what he means is they heard a woman shouting and swearing and cursing her companions with various anatomically impossible fates which would make a brothel keeper blush,’ Jinx said, opening one of the flagons and sniffing the contents. He gave a contented smile and after glancing around the room strolled off to raid a cabinet for goblets.


In the meantime, Jamie disappeared into the kitchen and returned with knives, plates and a board on which to cut the bread.


‘Here,’ Jinx said, pouring out the wine, ‘throw this down your neck. It’ll make everything seem that much better.’


‘Jinx, someone killed all of Kayla’s guard,’ I said.


‘They did,’ he paused as he passed Jamie a flagon, a resigned expression clouding his face, ‘and there’s not one thing we can do about it, so why waste emotional energy? Kayla and Vaybian are, however, alive and that is cause for celebration.’


‘We don’t know Kayla’s alive.’


Jinx looked up from the wine he was pouring. ‘She’s not dead; I’m sure of it.’


‘How could you be?’


‘Do you feel deep inside that she’s dead?’


‘No, I feel sick with worry.’


‘If she was dead you would know.’


‘Would I?’


‘Believe me,’ he said, ‘you, if no one else, would know.’


I must have looked confused as Jamie laid a hand on my shoulder. ‘Jinx is right. You would. Remember how when the first time we entered court you were drawn to her?’


I did; it had been a very strange sensation. ‘Yes, I could feel her before I saw her.’ I accepted the goblet Jinx handed me. I would just have to trust that they were right.


‘Though I must admit, I can’t quite understand this connection the two of you have,’ Jinx said.


Jamie took a sip of his wine. ‘Nor I. I was going to ask Kayla, but never got the opportunity.’


‘It’s not a daemon sibling thing then?’


They both shook their heads. ‘When we find her we’ll have to ask,’ Jamie said.


We sat on the floor around a small table close to where Vaybian was resting. The marble floor was cold and hard on my backside and Jinx very considerately went and collected some of the pillows off the bed for us to sit on.


The wine was thick and fruity and so dark a red it was almost black, though it wasn’t heavy and actually slipped down the throat with an ease that had me accepting a refill, despite my not usually having a head for red wine. Jamie had cut the bread in thick wedges and slathered them in butter the colour of primroses. The bread was lighter than its texture promised and the cheese – the cheese was strong, creamy and made my taste buds tingle.


Pyrites accepted a couple of titbits, but it was too vegetarian for his liking and he soon disappeared to go hunting.


Despite everything, by the time we finished eating, I was feeling pleasantly mellow and when Jinx topped up my goblet of wine I didn’t stop him. Jinx drained the last of the second flagon and rummaged in the basket for the third. He slopped some into Jamie’s goblet and then into his own.


‘Cheers,’ he said and took a swig.


‘Cheers,’ Jamie said lifting the drink to his lips, but before he could sip, Jinx swiped the goblet from his hand sending it clattering across the marble floor. ‘What the—’


Jinx turned his head away and spat on the floor. Once, twice and a third time. ‘Drugged,’ he gasped, getting to his feet and hurrying out into the courtyard as he began to gag.


Jamie picked up the last flagon and sniffed the contents. His lips twisted into a grimace. ‘Now we know how they managed to attack Kayla and her guards as they slept.’


For a moment I was frozen in shock, then I put the goblet down gently. The sick feeling of fear returned full force. Jamie looked as ill as I felt.


Jinx staggered back into the room and flopped down beside us.


‘You all right?’ Jamie asked.


Jinx managed a sickly smile. ‘I think I coughed it all up.’


‘How did you know?’ I asked.


‘I could taste the death in it,’ he said.


‘It was poison?’ I said, feeling sicker by the moment.


‘No, drugged. Strong enough to make us all sleep, not strong enough to kill.’


‘They obviously wanted at least one of us alive,’ Jamie said, looking at me.


‘So, the villagers were helping them,’ Jinx said, his lips pressed together into a grim line.


‘I doubt they had much choice, Jinx,’ Jamie said.


Jinx pulled a face. ‘I need some water.’


‘Let me,’ I said. I went to get the jug and a glass from beside Vaybian and poured Jinx a draught.


He rinsed his mouth and spat into the flagon that had held the drugged wine, then took a long slug of the water. ‘That’s better,’ he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.


‘I think we should leave this place,’ Jamie said, ‘they must be coming for us.’


‘We can’t move Vaybian yet,’ I said. I didn’t want him slipping further into unconsciousness when we needed answers.


‘Why do you think they let him live?’ Jinx asked.


‘Maybe they thought the thigh wound was enough,’ I said. ‘If they’d hit the artery he would have bled out.’


‘But they didn’t, and would’ve known it.’


‘I suppose all will become clear when he wakes,’ I said, voicing my thoughts.


‘I’m not sure we can wait that long,’ Jamie said. ‘They attempted to drug us for a reason.’ He tapped the drugged flagon with his finger. ‘Maybe we should take another trip down into the village.’


‘Maybe we should stay here and wait to see who comes for us,’ Jinx countered.


‘It’s too dangerous for Lucky. They must have come armed to the teeth; they killed all of Kayla’s guard.’


‘Kayla’s drugged guard.’


‘I wish Vaybian would wake up,’ I said, glancing at the sleeping daemon. Jinx got to his feet and wandered over to the couch and crouched down beside him.


‘If he wakes up and finds you peering down at him you’ll scare the shit out of him,’ Jamie said.


Jinx glanced up and was about to make some comment but was interrupted by a loud thump, a flurry of wings and Pyrites skidding across the marble and screeching to a stop beside him.


‘What is it lad?’ Jinx asked.


Pyrites was jumping from foot to foot so fast he was practically tap dancing, his claws clicking away on the marble in an agitated rat a tat tat.


Jinx rested his hand on the drakon’s head. ‘Pyrites, calm down.’


Pyrites belched out black smoke and growled. Jinx jumped up and ran to grab his sword from where it lay on the floor.


Jamie was instantly on his feet, his own sword in hand. ‘Fight or flee?’


‘Aren’t you interested to learn who is brave or foolhardy enough to risk the wrath of a Guardian and Deathbringer?’ Jinx asked.


‘Not at a risk to Lucky.’


‘Pyrites, take your mistress to safety,’ Jinx said.


‘No way,’ I said crossing my arms. ‘I’m not going anywhere without you two. I did that once before and I don’t think my nerves could stand doing it again.’


‘Lucky, for goodness’ sake, can’t you for once in your life do as you’re told?’ Jamie said.


‘Not if it means leaving you.’


‘Jinx, tell her will you?’


Jinx put a finger to his lips then stretched out his hand in a ‘wait’ gesture. We all stopped stock still and waited, listening hard. From the courtyard came the tell-tale slap of leather upon marble. They weren’t even bothering to keep quiet. Jamie and Jinx moved to stand either side of the entrance and motioned for me to sit down at the table. Pyrites got the idea. He immediately flopped down and stretched out as though asleep. I dropped down beside him and lay half across the table as though I had passed out, peering through the hair veiling my face.


Two grey-swathed figures appeared through the archway, their voluminous hooded robes hiding their faces in unnaturally dark shadows. They were followed almost immediately by two brown-robed daemons. I could see their faces, and it was their expressions not their daemonic features that gave me goose bumps. These daemons had ill intent on their minds. They stopped a few feet inside the doorway and formed a loose line.


‘Where are the Guardian and Deathbringer?’ a sibilant voice hissed from within one of the grey cowls.


‘Find them,’ the second grey figure ordered with a voice that sounded like he was gargling slime.


The daemons in brown marched towards the adjoining rooms, the smacking of the soles of their leather sandals upon the marble slabs incongruous when compared to the silent progress of the grey-robed figures gliding towards me. The daemons in grey were different, and I was in no doubt who were the more dangerous of the four.


‘Stop!’ Jamie said stepping out behind them, sword in hand.


The two lesser daemons whirled around to face him, whereas their leaders kept on moving towards me. Both held daggers in claw-like hands covered in skin that looked tight and bruise-blackened. There was something repugnant about them, and as I studied them through half closed eyes, I found myself mesmerised by a pulsating boil the size of a golf ball on the back of one of their wrists. The thing looked almost alive and an unbidden image of it bursting and spewing forth tiny spiderlike creatures flashed vividly into my mind.


‘My fine feathered friend said stop – and that includes you, too, Sicarii,’ Jinx said, and somehow he appeared to float down, as though descending an invisible staircase in between them and me. I snapped out of my trance, shuddered and had to swallow back bile, very glad that I couldn’t see beneath the creatures’ cowls.


The two figures stopped, one giving a malevolent hiss. Pyrites jumped to his feet with a long, low snarl and grew so he was shielding me with his body. I guessed the time for pretending I was unconscious was over, so I stood to peer over my drakon’s back.


A shout went up from our robed attackers and more figures in brown came swarming in through the arched entrance, forming a barrier between us and freedom.


‘James, my boy,’ Jinx called as he moved forwards, and with a flap of his wings Jamie flew up and over the heads of the freaky grey daemons to join Jinx and Pyrites, putting all three of my guards between the intruders and me. It was now four against probably twenty or so – not good odds to my way of thinking, but Jamie and Jinx were unperturbed.


‘I suggest you tell your guard to step down,’ Jinx said.


‘Give us the female and we will leave you in peace.’


Both Jamie and Jinx flexed their muscles and took a step closer to the two daemons in grey. ‘Not on your nelly,’ Jinx said.


‘We will have her,’ one of them said, gesturing to their brown-robed minions. They instantly surged towards us, swords in hand.


‘Pyrites,’ Jamie called as he stepped forward, his own sword at the ready.


My drakon understood immediately and he backed away, pushing me along with him. I heard the clash of steel against steel, and as soon as Pyrites came to a stop I stood up on tiptoe and strained to look over his back to see what was going on.


My men should have been overwhelmed by the sheer numbers, but with an ease that was bordering on magical Jamie and Jinx were holding their own. Several brown-robed daemons were already sprawled across the dark blue marble and several more were limping away clutching their wounds. Then three rushed Jamie, one from the front and one from either side, and another three ran at Jinx. Jamie and Jinx were good, but I wasn’t sure they were that good.


‘Pyrites – do something!’ I said, though I had no idea what. Jinx and Jamie were between them and us, and if he let loose with a stream of flame he was just as likely to roast my men as the enemy.


Pyrites obviously thought the same as he immediately shrunk to the size of a very large bird and shot into the air leaving a trail of steam behind him. A yell of triumph went up from the minions upon seeing me apparently undefended and two came rushing towards me swords in hand.


I began to back away as I reached for the dagger tucked in my belt, but my fingers had barely touched metal when Pyrites let out a roar so loud that it reverberated throughout my body and left my ears ringing. He roared once again and before my attackers were even within a few feet of me, a spout of my drakon’s fiery breath hit the first daemon and he erupted into a pillar of flames. The second skidded to a halt, but too late. Pyrites was not about to forgive a threat to his mistress and flew straight at him puffing black smoke. The daemon threw up his arms to cover his face and head, and was hit with a blast of fire that turned him into a screaming inferno of scarlet and gold.


The shrieking daemons careered around in a blind frenzy of panic and pain, clothing and flesh ablaze as their companions recoiled in the fear that their own robes might catch alight.


Taking advantage of the situation, Jinx shoved one of the two daemons he was fighting in the chest, sending him stumbling into his burning comrade. The back of his robe was a roaring sheet of flame within moments. Jinx’s last opponent leaped out of the way, and only just avoided being turned into a fireball himself. With an anguished cry he rushed at Jinx, sword held high. It was a bad move; with a flick of his wrist Jinx sliced across the daemon’s chest and the brown robe instantly turned to green as the thing sank to its knees.


Pyrites added to the chaos below him by letting rip with another long blast of flame, forcing our attackers to stop and retreat a step or two.


‘Back off, we don’t want to have to kill any more of your people,’ Jamie shouted as the last of his three opponents sunk to his knees with hands pressed to his stomach.


‘Then give up the woman,’ one of the grey-robed daemons called. The remaining brown-clad daemons spread out in a line behind him, their message clear: we’re going nowhere.


‘She bears my mark and that of my brother,’ Jinx said with a gesture towards Jamie, ‘do you expect us to give her up so easily?’


One of the creatures in grey gave a hiss, clutching his companion’s sleeve with knobbly fingers, and moved in close so he could whisper to him.


‘Is this the truth?’ the other asked after a moment.


‘It is,’ Jamie said.


The two creatures huddled together and whispered some more, then one turned and dismissed the group of daemons behind them with a flick of a blackened hand, and several hurried forward to pick up their dead.


The bodies of the three who had been consumed by fire were still hissing, spitting and popping, and making other disgustingly indescribable sounds. They were far too hot to handle, but eventually the minions, after a lot of muttering and shaking of heads, brought in some sacking and with a bit of a performance, which would have been funny if it hadn’t been so damned gross, dragged them away, leaving a greasy trail on the marble and the stink of burned flesh behind them.


‘Our apologies,’ one of the two grey-robed daemons said when the last of the minions had left. ‘Your involvement in this matter wasn’t explained to us.’


‘Who sent you?’ Jamie asked, sword still extended. Despite him telling them he didn’t want to kill any more of their number, his expression said otherwise.


The creatures bowed. ‘You know we can’t disclose this to you.’


‘In the circumstances, I think it would be understandable and indeed preferable if you did,’ Jamie said. ‘You’ve been sent here under false pretences.’


The two daemons whispered some more before turning back to face us, though I couldn’t see much within the cowls other than shadows, not even the gleam of hidden eyes. Judging by the state of their hands it was a relief.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE

SUE TINGEY





OEBPS/images/9781784290771.jpg
SUBTINGEY

conse





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
v

Jo Fletcher





OEBPS/images/Marked_title.jpg





