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Also by Sue Tingey


The Soulseer Chronicles


Marked


Cursed




For Mum, Dad and Mike
who always encouraged me in everything I ever wanted to do.




One


I left Jamie cooking supper. Jinx was off somewhere on Bob – getting wine I hoped; we were almost out.


I loved this time of the evening when it was still light enough to walk along the crystal sand beach surrounding our lake. I had about half an hour before sunset, when the two suns would drop from the heavens and sink below the horizon, empurpling the sky before it changed to black.


Pyrites gambolled along beside me chasing the crab-like creatures that scuttled here and there across the sand, sometimes flapping his wings to fly along by my shoulder. He was enjoying this holiday just as much as we were.


Jamie, Jinx and I spent most afternoons making love, and just thinking about that made me shiver.


Of the two, Jamie was the more serious lover – and I would have said the most conventional until a couple of days ago when he’d whisked me up into the sky while Jinx was still sleeping and we’d given the term ‘Mile High Club’ a whole new meaning.


Jinx, on the other hand, was – as in most things – not serious at all. He loved to nip and suck and lick and kiss – he could turn the most ordinary patch of skin into a full-blown erogenous zone. Not a square inch of me was safe. He was my bad boy, and although he hadn’t said as much, if he thought he could get away with tying me up I think he’d be more than happy to give it a go.


I couldn’t help but smile remembering earlier this morning, when I’d woken up to the sound of muffled male laughter and puffs of warm liquorice-breath on my face. As soon as I’d opened my eyes, I’d been rewarded with a swipe of Pyrites’ tongue: my drakon was more than a little excited to see me awake.


‘What is it, boy?’ I’d asked, and he’d scrambled off the bed and waited just inside the door puffing white smoke, clearly impatient for me to get up. After yawning and stretching, I’d wrapped a blanket around me before clambering off the bed and padding barefoot across the marble floor to join him, but as soon as I reached him, he’d shot into the next room and out through the open door onto the beach.


The laughter had become louder as I’d followed him; my men were obviously enjoying themselves and I wondered what they were doing that was making Pyrites so eager for me to go outside.


Jamie and Jinx were in the lake, leaving boots and trousers discarded on the jetty. I strolled across the sand and along the wooden walkway to crouch down at the edge. They were ducking and diving and acting more like little boys than daemons who were thousands of years old. But seeing Jinx and Jamie laughing and playing around and generally enjoying each other’s company made me happier than I could have possibly imagined. Over the weeks we’d spent together they had become friends, and I was hoping it was more than their love for me that bound them to each other.


I sat down next to their clothes and Pyrites took to the air to dive-bomb them as they swam. All of my men being in playful moods had chased away the spectre of Amaliel Cheriour, the disgraced Court Enforcer and Corrector, if only for a short time.


‘Hey!’ Jamie shouted upon seeing me. ‘Come in!’


I leaned forward and dangled my fingers in the water. ‘Brr, too cold,’ I told him.


‘Come on, it’ll be fun.’


I shook my head.


‘We can always warm you up afterwards,’ Jinx said, and gave me an exaggerated wink which made my heart sing – and him hard to refuse.


‘All right,’ I said with a smile, ‘but no peeking.’


They both covered their faces with splayed fingers, their eyes glinting through the gaps, and I laughed and let the blanket slip to the deck, which earned a wolf-whistle from Jinx. I sat down on the jetty’s edge and slid into the water – I’d been right: it was bloody cold!


They swam over to greet me, Jamie with his wings pulled up like a great dorsal fin and Jinx with his tail snaking out behind him, weaving from side to side across the water’s surface and steering him like a rudder. Then I was surrounded, and any thoughts of the cold water vanished, for there was nowhere else I’d rather have been.


We swam and we played while Pyrites sped around us, creating waves for us to ride and puffing steam across the surface, which had the double effect of warming our upper bodies and surrounding us in thick white clouds, through which we had to fight to find each other. This started a rather bizarre game of hide and seek, with the finder demanding a forfeit from the one they’d found. Needless to say, neither of them bothered to find each other but ganged up on me. I didn’t mind – some of the forfeits were more than a little interesting.


It was just one memorable morning out of many, and as I strolled along the sand I wondered what new joys tomorrow would bring.


Then Pyrites and I rounded an outcrop and any happiness I’d been feeling drained away. A tight feeling of foreboding gripped my chest as I saw Bob plodding along the beach towards us – alone. Something was wrong; I’d never seen him without Jinx. He whinnied upon seeing us, a truly pathetic sound coming from such a huge, fearsome creature.


Pyrites stayed beside me, puffing grey smoke; I clearly wasn’t the only one who thought something was amiss. As I began to run towards Bob, panic welled up inside me. Where was Jinx? Why wasn’t he with Bob? When we reached him, Bob snorted and stamped his hooves then hung his head, eyes half closed, his wings pressed back tight against his body.


I laid my palm on his neck, struggling to keep the worry from my voice. ‘What’s the matter, boy?’


He gave another whinny and his flanks quivered; his fear and dejection were almost palpable and I was getting really scared now. Bob was an infernal-eyed powerhouse of a flying machine – I’d always though he looked like he should be ridden by one of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. To see him in such a bad way frightened me more than if he’d come storming down the beach with the aforesaid Horsemen in tow.


‘Come on,’ I said, leading him towards the villa. Jamie would know what to do. Jamie always knew what to do.


When we reached the front step I called out, not wanting to leave the despondent horse. I waited a few moments and called again, ‘Jamie!’


I glanced at Bob, and he pushed his snout against my shoulder, a gesture very similar to when Pyrites wanted comfort. My heart was pounding; my fear cranked up another notch. This was so unlike him – he never craved affection; an offhanded pat on the neck or rump from Jinx was about the sum of what he would tolerate.


‘What’s happened, Bob?’ I asked, stroking his silky black forehead. ‘What’s happened to Jinx?’ Because I was pretty sure something had happened – something really bad.


I looked back up at the villa. ‘Jamie!’ I called again – where was he? ‘Jamie—!’


—then a searing pain hit me, like something was skewering my brain with a red-hot iron, and with a groan I collapsed to my knees, clutching my head.


‘Lucky?’ I heard my name, but it sounded like I was being shouted at me through water – no; not water, blood. It felt like my ears were thick with blood.


Then hands were on my shoulders and Jamie was on his knees in front of me. ‘Lucky – are you all right? What’s wrong? Are you hurt?’


‘I . . . I—’ Then the pain hit me again and I screamed.


‘What’s wrong? What’s happening to her?’ I could hear Kayla, but Jamie couldn’t; he couldn’t hear the dead, not like Jinx and me.


They were both talking at once and although they probably weren’t shouting they might as well have been, because each word shot through my head like a bullet.


‘Be quiet,’ I managed to gasp, ‘please – be quiet. Please . . .’


Jamie scooped me up into his arms and carried me inside, and every step sent a spike of pain across the front of my head, making my eyes feel like they were being pressed outwards and it was only my tightly-squeezed eyelids keeping them within their sockets. When he laid me down on the bed it was a blessed relief. I felt the bed shift as Pyrites hopped up beside me and snuggled down, his head against my hip. I tried to lift a hand to stroke him, but it felt so heavy, as though a brick was strapped to my wrist.


‘Lucky,’ Jamie whispered, ‘can you talk? Can you tell me what’s wrong?’


‘Something’s happened to Jinx,’ I mumbled through lips that felt like they belonged to someone else.


Then another spike of pain shot through my right side just below the ribs, as though I’d been stabbed with something burning-hot. I screamed, and I could hear someone else’s screams reverberating inside my skull – Jinx’s.


‘They’re torturing him,’ I sobbed, and then whoever it was did something so incredibly awful that my body couldn’t stand it and everything turned red and then black.


I was only unconscious for a moment or two, but when I woke I could no longer feel Jinx and I guessed he had passed out too. I still had an ache behind my eyes, but the rest of the pain had receded as if it had been washed away, leaving traces like a tidemark throughout my body.


I struggled to sit up.


‘Lucky, are you all right?’ Kayla was sitting on the edge of the bed.


I didn’t dare risk nodding. ‘Better,’ I mumbled.


‘What happened?’ Jamie asked. ‘You said something about Jinx—’


‘Bob was on the beach, alone – he looked so lost; so despondent.’ I flopped back against the pillows, too weak to stay upright. ‘Someone has Jinx and they’re hurting him. Really hurting him.’


Kayla gasped, and Jamie’s brow crinkled into a puzzled frown. ‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes . . . No . . . I—’ I was finding it hard to think straight. ‘Yes. Yes, I don’t know how I know; I don’t know how I can feel what he’s feeling, but I know he’s in terrible pain.’


Jamie sank down on the bed next to me, making Kayla shift to one side, otherwise he’d have been more or less sitting on her lap. He ran his hand through his blond curls in an agitated swipe.


I looked up at him. ‘Do you think it’s—?’ I couldn’t bear to say his name, let alone believe he might have my Deathbringer in his clutches.


‘Amaliel?’ he said with a grimace. ‘I hope not. I truly hope not.’


‘It doesn’t bear thinking about,’ Kayla added.


‘Could he somehow have trapped Jinx?’ I forced myself to ask.


‘I would have said no,’ Jamie said. ‘Jinx is nigh-on fireproof – but if you’re sure it was Jinx you were feeling . . .’ He looked down at me. ‘Are you sure? I mean, how can it be?’


‘I heard him scream . . .’ The words caught in my throat. ‘It was awful.’


‘I think you need the rest of your guard. I’d better get Shenanigans and Kerfuffle.’


‘And Kubeck,’ I reminded him.


He gave a distracted nod.


‘How will you get a message to them?’ If Jinx had been here he would have sent a raven – the Deathbringer had an affinity with the harbingers of death – but he was gone. If I’d been in my human form I’d have cried at the thought. But I wasn’t, I hadn’t been human for more than two weeks, since the first time the three of us had made love.


‘Maybe tomorrow, if you feel better, we should return to court and we can find them together. We should also go to Baltheza; if Amaliel has truly captured Jinx, then he should know.’


‘Rather you than me,’ Kayla said. ‘He is so not going to be happy about any of this.’


I ignored her. ‘If it is Amaliel . . . but you and Jinx were both so sure he had no real power,’ I said, clutching at straws.


Jamie’s expression was grim. ‘Maybe we were wrong.’


There was nothing we could do until the morning, so we both picked at the dinner Jamie had cooked, the empty seat at the table stealing away any appetite we may have had. Even Pyrites wasn’t interested in eating, and as for poor Bob, he just stood on the beach with his head hanging down, his huge muzzle almost scraping the sand.


We went to bed, though neither of us really slept. Jamie held me in his arms, but that was the sum of it. Making love was the furthest thing from our minds. Without knowing Jinx was safe and well it would have felt wrong.


A couple of times I almost dozed off, but each time I came to with a start and looked about me, hoping I’d find a maroon arm draped about my waist, but I knew in my heart it couldn’t be: Jinx was gone.


*


We set off at first light – Jamie and I were both awake and neither of us could face breakfast. Kayla had been unusually quiet, wafting around from room to room as I collected our things. Jamie had hardly said a word. Although he and Jinx were often at odds with each other – after all, Jinx was the daemon who brought death to my world and Jamie the Guardian who protected it from daemon activity – Jinx’s disappearance had hit my angel harder than I could have ever have imagined. I didn’t know if it was because he loved me and knew how much I was hurting, or because they were now truly friends, but he was definitely as troubled as I was.


Jamie rode Bob – a first for both of them, but we needed him if Shenanigans, Kerfuffle and Kubeck were to join us. Kayla sat behind me on Pyrites, and even though she said very little throughout the journey, just having her close was comforting.


The countryside below us passed in a blur; for the first time I barely noticed the forests of scarlet and burgundy pines and the lush fields of copper and bronze crops. Even the sight of amethyst rivers meandering below us and the ice-capped mountains shining like crystal in the sunshine didn’t fill me with my usual enthusiastic wonder.


And every mile brought us a little closer to the royal palace.


Returning to court was not at the top of my things-to-do list. Officially I was Lord Baltheza’s daughter and Kayla’s sister. The latter was true – Kayla and I shared the same mother – but I was not truly Baltheza’s child, and for this I was eternally grateful. Baltheza was a monster, as far as I was concerned, though his cruel and violent nature hadn’t been helped by Amaliel Cheriour feeding him a poison which had been slowly driving him mad – so mad that Amaliel had been able to turn Baltheza against my mother, the woman he allegedly loved and whose ring I now wore, even going so far as to have her tortured and executed. He was recovering now, but I wasn’t looking forward to spending even a short time in his company.


My heart sank even further when the fortress surrounding the royal palace came into sight. Although I loved the vibrant little town within the fortress walls, I hated the palace and its occupants; the members of the court were every bit as debauched and cruel as their ruler, and that hatred compounded my gloom so that even the bustle of the town below us couldn’t lift my spirits.


It was market day; the streets were packed with carts and brightly coloured stalls and had we been on foot, it would have taken us an age to fight our way through to the palace entrance. We were coming in low enough that I could hear some of the vendors shouting out to potential customers, inviting them to try their wares, and I caught the occasional whiff of musky perfume or the tart aroma of pickled vegetables. A few shoppers looked up as we passed over, but on the whole the daemons crowding the cobblestoned streets paid us no heed, being more interested in procuring bargains.


We carried on over the mêlée and all too soon the grey stone walls and turrets of the gothic castle that was home to Lord Baltheza were right before us.


As much as I hated the palace, it was an impressive sight. Had I been a child I would have thought it a fairytale castle with its ramparts, moat and portcullis; as an adult I knew it was a much darker place, more akin to something out of a horror movie. Only once had I been deep down in the bowels of the castle, to the place where Amaliel Cheriour had plied his trade, and that was one time too many. It was worse than any set someone in Hollywood could have thought up.


We came in to land at the front entrance and Jamie wasted no time in calling over a bored-looking guard – a skinny daemon with a walrus moustache and tusks to match – and sending him to announce our arrival to Baltheza.


Kayla and I climbed down from Pyrites as he began to shrink, and when he was the size of a parrot he alighted on my shoulder so he could enter the palace. Bob was another matter; there was no way we could take him inside the building. Although Baltheza’s court was a perverse and strange place, a depressed, winged horse trudging through its passageways would probably be one strangeness too far.


‘Will he be all right if we leave him here?’ I asked. Usually as soon as Jinx had finished with him he would slap Bob on the rump and the beast would fly off, returning when Jinx called him.


Jamie patted Bob’s neck. ‘He’ll come if we call him,’ Jamie said. ‘He wants to find Jinx as much as we do.’ And with that Bob trotted away, unfurled his wings and launched himself up into the sky.


Baltheza didn’t keep us waiting for long. Two guards the size of grizzly bears, if not nearly so attractive, arrived within ten minutes to take us to their leader. They escorted us through the long, gloomy corridors of the palace, the echo of our footsteps sounding too loud in the confined space, and out into a walled garden; coincidently, the place where Jamie and Jinx had last seen Amaliel.


Baltheza was sitting on the low stone wall surrounding the pond. Unusually, there was no naked slave girl lounging at his feet; apart from two guards standing by the entrance to the garden he was alone.


His back was to us, his beautiful black curls veiling his face as he leaned forward to drop small pieces of bread onto the water’s surface, which were immediately swallowed by brightly coloured fishlike creatures. He turned to look up as he heard us approaching.


His nostrils flared and his thin jade lips pressed together. ‘Why do I feel I’m about to get more bad news?’ he said, looking from me to Jamie. ‘It would be nice if, just for once, you came to visit me for the pleasure of my company.’


‘Same old Daddy,’ Kayla muttered as she dropped down to sit next to him.


Jamie gave a bow and I did the same. ‘Lord Baltheza,’ Jamie said.


‘You’re looking well,’ he said to me, ignoring Jamie.


I couldn’t say the same of him; he was as ugly and frightening as ever. Two thick, disfiguring ridges of puckered skin ran from the bridge of his aristocratically long, narrow nose, across where his eyebrows should be and up into his hairline where they met twisted ram horns. His opalescent white skin shimmered with green and blue, but spots of rose flushed his cheeks: he really wasn’t at all happy. Then he fixed me with his truly terrifying eyes, dark orbs of orange dissected by vertical slits of black.


‘The Deathbringer has gone missing,’ Jamie said without any preamble.


Baltheza froze for a moment. ‘Missing?’


‘He flew off with Bob yesterday afternoon and never came back, though Bob did – alone.’


Baltheza frowned at us both as he took this in. ‘Maybe he was called away on business.’


‘I’d know if he had been,’ Jamie said. ‘When he walks the Overlands I’m made aware of his mission.’


‘Hmm,’ Baltheza tapped a pointed talon against his lips, still looking at me.


‘There’s something else,’ Jamie said.


Baltheza almost had to drag his eyes away from me to pay attention to Jamie. ‘More?’


‘We think . . .’ Jamie glanced my way. ‘We’re pretty sure whoever has him is torturing him.’


Baltheza’s reptilian eyebrows shot up almost into his hairline. ‘Torturing the Deathbringer? Impossible.’ Then his eyes narrowed. ‘How could you know this? And more importantly, why did you come here – to me?’


Kayla gave sniff. ‘Typical of Daddy, it’s always me, me, me.’


‘We came to you because you’re the Lord of the Underlands and we thought this was something you should know,’ Jamie said, clearly as exasperated as Kayla.


Baltheza crossed his arms and glared at Jamie. ‘You can search the palace; he’s not here.’


‘We didn’t expect him to be.’


Baltheza snorted and started to say something, but I didn’t hear him as pain blossomed in my chest and I staggered and fell to one knee. Before I could recover, something punched into my stomach leaving me gasping for breath.


Then I was being picked up and hugged against a hard chest, and it was only when he spoke that I realised it was Baltheza who was holding me.


‘What’s happening to her?’


‘I don’t know how, but Lucky’s feeling what Jinx is feeling; at least that’s what she says.’


Long slender fingers stroked my hair. ‘Attacking Lucinda is as good as attacking me.’


‘Oh, for goodness’ sake!’ I heard Kayla mutter in irritation.


‘I don’t think whoever is doing this knows they’re attacking Lucky,’ Jamie said – then another spike of pain hit me in between the eyes, Jinx’s roar of pain, anger and hate bounced around inside my skull, and although I was still conscious and I could hear him and feel his pain, everything else was a blur of shadows.


This time the torment didn’t stop: I’d barely got over one assault when the next hit me. Had I been totally human I’m sure my heart would have given out, but worse than the pain were Jinx’s screams, though he didn’t plead or beg for it to stop; I could feel him fighting whoever was doing this to him.


‘Can’t we give her something?’ I heard a voice say. ‘Something to knock her out?’ Then there was muttering, and the sound of a door opening and closing – then another blast of pain had me whimpering.


‘Here, try this.’


Someone lifted my head and a goblet was pressed to my lips. ‘Try to drink some, darling,’ Kayla said. ‘It’ll make you feel so much better.’


I forced myself to take a sip. The liquid tasted sweet but with a kick, like a liqueur, leaving a trail of warmth that ran across my tongue, down my throat and into my chest. Then my head began to spin, first in slow, lazy circles, then faster and faster until I thought I might just throw up – and then another spike of pain, this one freezing cold, like I’d been stabbed with a shard of ice, shot through my upper body just above my heart.


But before I could open my mouth to scream the drug did its job and I sank into blessed oblivion.




Two


I awoke to arguing male voices. ‘We can’t break the connection if we don’t know what it is and how it works,’ Jamie said.


‘Is she connected to you in the same way? I mean, is it the mark that’s doing it?’


Vaybian? I struggled to open my eyes, but my eyelids felt like they were weighed down with pennies. I felt a moment of panic – had I died?


‘I’ve never heard of someone who’s been marked having this sort of connection,’ Jamie said, ‘and Lucky’s never felt it when either of us were wounded before.’


‘Then why now?’ Yes, it was definitely Vaybian, Kayla’s green-skinned captain and petulant lover.


‘Does it really matter?’ I heard Kerfuffle say. ‘The Deathbringer is in trouble and Mistress Lucky is in pain. We find him and save him, and then we can worry about the whys and wherefores.’


‘I agree,’ Shenanigans said. ‘We have to stop Mistress Lucky’s pain.’ Present tense! Relief washed over me – I was alive.


‘Easier said than done, when we don’t know where Jinx is or who’s taken him,’ Jamie said.


‘I wouldn’t have believed it possible,’ Shenanigans said. ‘How could anyone capture the Deathbringer?’


‘Irrelevant,’ Kerfuffle said in his no-nonsense way. ‘We’ll worry about that once we’ve got him back.’


‘Since when have you started caring about the Deathbringer’s wellbeing?’ Vaybian asked.


‘Since my mistress’ welfare depended upon his,’ Kerfuffle said, and I didn’t need to have my eyes open to know my smallest guard would be standing with his hands on his hips, his oversized marshmallow head tilted back so he could glare up at Kayla’s lover.


I forced my eyelids apart, squinting against the light, and tried to drag myself into a sitting position. I had a dull ache behind my eyes again, but thankfully all the other pains had faded away, leaving only a memory.


‘Mistress,’ Shenanigans said, hurrying over to my bedside. He was the biggest of my guards at over seven feet tall, and looked like a two-legged, emerald-green rhinoceros. One ivory tusk sprouted from the centre of his forehead and another from the top of his snout above cavernous flared nostrils, and large ivory fangs protruded between thick, rubber-band lips. For all his size, his eyes – currently full of concern – were his smallest feature; tiny buttons mostly hidden within his wrinkly hide. ‘How are you feeling?’


‘Not so bad now,’ I said, giving him a shaky smile.


He didn’t look so sure. ‘Maybe you should have another draught to make you sleep.’


‘That won’t help find Jinx.’


Kayla sank down onto the bed next to me. ‘Daddy’s sent his spies out everywhere, but they’ve found no trace of him.’


‘They didn’t find Amaliel either?’


‘No, they didn’t,’ she said, tapping her forefinger against her lips. ‘I’m sure we’re missing something.’


‘Who’s she talking to?’ Vaybian asked, and I winced. In my befuddled state I’d forgotten I’d been hiding the fact that Kayla was still around. He was jealous enough of our relationship without knowing that, even when dead, she was with me and not him.


‘I was talking to Jamie,’ I said.


Jamie raised an eyebrow, but very sensibly kept quiet as he sat down next to me. Vaybian wasn’t so easily deflected. ‘You were talking to someone else – who is it you see?’


‘I think you have to tell him,’ Kayla said.


‘And make him more morose than he already is?’ I murmured to her.


‘Is it Kayla?’ he asked, glancing around the room. ‘Is she here? Is my princess here?’


Jamie took hold of my hand, squeezed my fingers and gave me an encouraging smile. ‘It’s time he knew.’


‘Knew?’ Vaybian asked, his expectant expression enough to tell me what I had to do, even though I really didn’t want to be dealing with this right now.


‘When Kayla died, the last thing she said was that she’d never leave me,’ I told him.


‘She’s here now?’


I gave a small nod then wished I hadn’t as I saw sparkles and felt slightly sick.


Jamie moved closer, hugging me to him. ‘You should rest,’ he said.


‘How can I rest when I know Jinx is out there somewhere all alone?’


‘If he were out there all alone, there wouldn’t be a problem,’ Kerfuffle pointed out.


‘You know what she means,’ Shenanigans told his small friend, giving me an apologetic smile.


‘How is she?’ Vaybian asked, totally focused on what mattered to him and ignoring everything else, as usual. Though I supposed I couldn’t blame him – finding out the love of his life was still around after he thought she was gone for ever would have focused his attention.


Baltheza had asked exactly the same thing when he had realised I could still see my friend even in death and Vaybian repeating the question did nothing to improve Kayla’s temper. She glared at him, even though he couldn’t see it. ‘Why is it people keep asking how I am when it’s pretty bloody obvious? I’m dead, Vaybian.’


‘Oh, you know,’ I said. I wasn’t sure I wanted to say she was pissed off with him for asking something so amazingly stupid. ‘Kayla is Kayla; she hasn’t changed any now she’s dead.’ I looked at her and smiled. ‘Though she has re-grown her hair and snakes,’ I added as an afterthought. Before Amaliel had ruthlessly slit her throat, he’d tortured her by shearing off the vipers and her beautiful scarlet and emerald locks, which was not a good way for Vaybian to remember her.


To my surprise, Vaybian’s expression softened into a gentle smile. ‘Where is she?’


I nodded to where she was sitting and winced. I really had to stop doing that.


‘Tell her I miss her,’ he said.


‘You just did.’


‘I wish I could see her again.’


‘Maybe one day,’ I told him, but didn’t add that it would most likely be the day that he died; he didn’t need to hear that.


Kerfuffle abruptly crossed to the door and was reaching for it even as we heard the first rap of knuckles against wood. He opened the door and to my complete and utter surprise Baltheza swept in. Never before had he come to me; I was always summoned to appear before him.


Jamie got up from the bed and all my guard bowed, but they could have been as invisible as Kayla. He strode past them to me and sat on the edge of the bed, in the spot Jamie had just vacated.


‘I didn’t expect to find you awake. How are you feeling?’


‘A little weak.’


When he peered at my face and gently brushed the hair back from my brow to take a better look at me I had to fight to hide my shudder of revulsion.


‘You look a little better.’ He glanced up at Jamie. ‘Any more attacks?’


‘Lucky’s only just awakened.’


He returned his attention to me. ‘I’ve had my spies combing the Underlands, but wherever Amaliel is, he’s hidden from me.’


‘Any news on Jinx?’ I asked.


He gave a sniff, not hiding his dislike; the mannerism reminded me of Kayla. ‘The Deathbringer was last seen in the small village north of the lake where you were staying, where he bought bread, cheese and three bottles of red wine. The bag containing the items was found less than twenty yards from the shop. It looked as if he’d been picking flowers when he was taken – most strange.’


‘If he was that close to the village, didn’t anyone hear or see anything?’ Jamie asked.


Baltheza glanced up at him. ‘Not that they’re saying – although I can’t see any reason why they’d lie about it. The young woman who served him was apparently well-smitten by the Deathbringer; she said they’d shared a word or two before he left. My agents said she was visibly upset at the thought that something might have happened to him.’


‘How does he do it?’ I heard Kerfuffle mutter. ‘The most feared daemon in the Underlands and yet he’s probably had more women than I’ve had hot dinners.’


‘And of those you’ve had quite a few,’ Shenanigans finished for him – then seeing me looking their way, both started paying their footwear a lot of attention.


If Baltheza heard, he ignored the two daemons. ‘As disconcerting as I find all this, I’m more concerned about your wellbeing than his,’ he said.


‘You are?’


‘I’ve lost Kayla and her mother, for ever; I don’t want to lose you as well.’


‘Not so long ago you wanted Lucky executed for treason,’ Jamie pointed out, which was most unlike him – he usually treated Baltheza with all the caution due a highly volatile, venomous snake.


Baltheza waved his comment aside with an aristocratic flick of the wrist. ‘I was fed lies about her by someone we now know to be untrustworthy and dangerous. It won’t happen again. Now’ – he got to his feet – ‘I’ll leave you to rest, but if there’s anything you think I can do to help, tell me.’ He bent down and kissed my cheek before striding across the room and pausing as he reached the door. ‘Guardian, a word alone, if I may.’


Jamie glanced at me, then followed Baltheza out into the hallway.


As the door closed, my guards exchanged puzzled glances. ‘What in the name of Beelzebub,’ Vaybian muttered, ‘was that all about?’


Kayla shifted on the bed so she was right beside me. ‘Daddy is acting a little strangely. It’s almost as though he actually cares for you. Most odd.’


‘He cared for you,’ I said. ‘When we told him you were dead he was very upset.’ I looked around the room. ‘Where’s Kubeck?’ I asked, suddenly noticing my newest guard’s absence.


‘Down in the Chambers of Rectification,’ Kerfuffle said.


‘What?’ I said, pulling the covers back and swinging my legs out of the bed. Bad move – the room gave a very unpleasant lurch.


‘No, no, mistress,’ Shenanigans said, throwing Kerfuffle an exasperated look, ‘he’s searching through Amaliel’s stuff, in case we missed anything last time.’


I dragged my legs back up onto the bed and slumped against the pillows. ‘I don’t know what he’s likely to find that would be helpful.’


‘Anything, something, nothing,’ Shenanigans said. ‘I think he just wanted to keep busy and he knew there was nothing else he could do for you here.’


The door swung open and Jamie returned, his expression perplexed.


‘Well?’ Kerfuffle asked.


Jamie pushed the door closed behind him and ran a hand through his hair in agitation. ‘Just when I think Baltheza can’t possibly surprise me any more, he manages to do just that.’


‘He’s not acting crazy again?’ Kerfuffle asked.


‘No,’ Jamie said. ‘Here’s the thing; he’s genuinely upset that Lucky’s in so much pain. He’s also concerned by Jinx’s disappearance and its significance. For once he’s acting like a responsible monarch and worrying about what effect this could have on his people.’


My guards stood in silence for a few moments.


‘I must admit he’s treating you in a way that he never treated me,’ Kayla said. ‘Quite often he would say words of concern about my wellbeing, but they were just that – words. There was never any sincerity.’ She tapped her lips with her forefinger. ‘It makes me wonder how long Amaliel had been drugging him.’


I repeated this to Jamie. He thought on it for a moment. ‘Amaliel had been poisoning his mind for years – maybe, towards the end, he wanted to hurry up the process. Maybe he had an endgame in mind.’


‘Amaliel did say he’d suspected I was the Soulseer from the moment I was born. Maybe that was when he started to plan?’


‘No,’ Kayla said, her expression grim, ‘it must have been going on long before then.’


‘Baltheza is going to have Henri questioned,’ Jamie said.


‘Even though he’s a horrible little shit I wouldn’t wish that on anyone,’ Kerfuffle said with a shudder. There was muttered agreement from the rest of my guard.


‘Maybe we should speak to Henri first,’ Vaybian suggested. ‘Once Baltheza’s been at him he’ll be good for nothing.’


‘He hasn’t got Amaliel to do his dirty work now,’ Shenanigans pointed out.


‘That’s what I mean,’ Vaybian said, his lips twisting in distaste. ‘If Baltheza’s in charge of Henri’s questioning he’ll go too far, probably leave him as nothing more than a gibbering wreck, then we’ll get nothing of value out of him.’


‘That’s if he doesn’t kill him outright,’ Kerfuffle added.


‘They have a point,’ Kayla said with a sigh. ‘Daddy has never had much finesse when it comes to the extraction of information.’


‘I doubt Henri will tell us anything,’ Jamie said. ‘He hates Lucky with a passion.’


‘Well,’ I said, pushing back the covers and swinging my legs out of the bed again, this time a little more gently, ‘unless we try, we’ll never know.’


‘Where do you think you’re going?’ Jamie said.


‘To see Henri.’


‘No way—’


‘Yes way: if anyone knows what Amaliel’s plans are, it’ll be Henri.’


‘And Henri has no reason to be loyal to Amaliel,’ Shenanigans added. ‘He hung Henri out to dry.’


‘Exactly,’ I said. ‘He may have revenge on his mind.’


‘Lucky, if he’s feeling vengeful towards anyone it’s going to be you,’ Jamie pointed out.


‘That’s true,’ Kerfuffle said, and Shenanigans gave a grunt of agreement.


‘You stabbed him, mistress, and Pyrites burned him, scarring him terribly,’ Shenanigans reminded me.


‘And Henri le Dent was always vain about his looks,’ Kerfuffle added.


‘They have a point,’ Kayla said.


‘Then there’s the small matter of cutting off his hand,’ Vaybian said with a snort of laughter, and Kayla giggled.


‘I stabbed him to save my life,’ I said, though why I thought I should justify my actions I didn’t know, ‘and I cut off his hand to save Pyrites from getting his throat cut.’ Hearing his name, my drakon rubbed his head against my legs. ‘Anyway, there’s no harm in trying.’


‘Let me do it,’ Jamie said. ‘You don’t want to go down into that terrible place again.’


‘Jamie, you can’t protect me from everything,’ I said in exasperation. ‘I need to be doing something – anything – to stop myself going mad with worry.’


Jamie dipped his head in acquiescence, but I could tell he wasn’t happy about it.


They followed me out of the room and to the dark stone staircase that led to the Chambers of Rectification. As we descended, I began to wish I’d taken Jamie’s offer and let him deal with Henri. Each downward step brought a little more fear to my heart and by the time we reached the cell-lined corridor which led to the torture chamber, I had to grit my teeth to stop them chattering.


‘You don’t have to do this, you know,’ Jamie said.


‘We can attend to this matter for you, mistress,’ Shenanigans added.


‘Probably best if you let us attend to this for you,’ Kerfuffle mumbled and by his grim frown and stony eyes I knew why none of them wanted me there; they didn’t think I’d have the stomach for what might have to be done to get the information we needed out of Daltas’ former assassin.


At one time they would’ve been right. Now I wasn’t so certain. Someone – and I was pretty sure it was Amaliel – was torturing Jinx, one of the two men I loved, and I knew I was prepared to do whatever it took to save him and get him home safe to me.


We stopped at a cell halfway along the corridor. ‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ Jamie asked.


I took a deep breath. ‘Let’s get on with it.’


Jamie drew back the bolts unlocking the door. ‘I’ll go in first, you follow with Pyrites, and you three,’ he said to Shenanigans, Kerfuffle and Vaybian, ‘come in behind us and watch our backs.’


Pyrites grew a bit until he was the size of a mastiff. If Henri was scared of any of us it was my drakon – he had good reason to be; Pyrites did not like him one little bit and would happily finish off roasting him given half the chance.


‘Right,’ Jamie said, ‘let’s do this.’


He pushed open the door and walked inside. I was right behind him, Pyrites and Kayla by my side, and the others crowded in after us and closed the door.


Henri was sitting on the floor in the far corner, his knees bunched up to his chest. He looked up with fearful eyes, but upon seeing us his misshapen lips twisted into a sneer and he straightened his legs out in front of him, displaying a stained shirt and grubby breeches.


‘And to what do I owe this pleasure?’ he asked.


‘We’ve come to talk about Amaliel,’ Jamie said.


‘And why would I want to talk to you about him?’


‘He deserted you. He left you here to suffer. You help us find him and we may be able to get you out of your present predicament.’


‘Not to mention prevent you from receiving a visit from Lord Baltheza, who also wants to know Amaliel’s whereabouts and won’t be quite as restrained in his methods of extracting the information,’ Vaybian said.


Henri’s eyes flicked from Jamie’s face to mine and back again and he licked his lips, clearly rattled. ‘I don’t know where Amaliel is. As you pointed out – he left me.’


‘What were his plans? He must have spoken to you of his intentions,’ Jamie said.


‘What would I know? He didn’t tell me he planned to leave me, that was for sure.’


‘He must have said something about what he was planning.’


‘I know it was all about the Sicarii.’


‘What about the Sicarii?’


‘He was going to make them into an unbeatable force, depose Baltheza and take over the Underlands.’


‘With you by his side?’


Henri gave a snort. ‘That was what he said, but as you can see, he lied.’


‘Then help us find him,’ I said.


Henri glared up at me, and I knew Jamie was right: Henri’s animosity towards me was tangible. His eyes glittered with hatred and when he spoke his voice dripped with venom.


‘Why don’t you ask your human friend, Philip? After all, it was he whom Amaliel saved – but I suppose if you’ve lost Amaliel, you’ve probably lost the human as well,’ Henri said with a smirk.


‘You are such a little shit,’ Kayla said, glaring down at him.


‘We know exactly where Philip Conrad is,’ Jamie told him.


‘Then go and ask him what Amaliel intends.’


I glanced at Jamie; his expression was far from angelic. ‘Hard to ask a dead man to tell tales.’


If Henri was surprised by this news he didn’t show it. ‘I thought she was the Soulseer.’


Jamie and I looked at each other, and Jamie began to smile. ‘Thank you, Henri,’ he said, ‘you’ve been very helpful.’


‘I have?’ Henri said with a confused frown.


‘You’re right: if you can’t – or won’t – help us, I’m sure Philip will. Amaliel slaughtered him, so I guess his longing for revenge will be greater than yours. Although I would have thought an impending visit from an angry Lord Baltheza would be enough to loosen your tongue.’


Henri licked his lips again and I’m sure I saw a flicker of fear in his eyes. ‘I have nothing to say – I’ve told you all I know. Amaliel didn’t share any confidences with me. I swear it, I swear it . . .’


‘It’s not me you’ve got to convince,’ Jamie said with a dark smile, and as if on cue, the sound of footsteps echoed along the stone corridor outside. ‘Goodbye, Henri. I doubt we’ll meet again – at least, not in this life. As for the hereafter, I somehow think our paths will be different ones.’


He swung around towards the door and gestured for me to leave first.


‘Wait, wait,’ Henri cried, all his haughty indifference gone. ‘Give me time to think.’


Jamie glanced back over his shoulder. ‘Time’s just run out.’


‘The Soulseer!’ Henri almost screamed. ‘The Soulseer, Deathbringer and the Guardian – Amaliel called you “the Trinity”. He said if you were his, nothing could stop him; he would rule supreme. And if he couldn’t tame you, he’d kill you – with the three of you gone, there’d be no one to stop him from becoming Lord of the Underlands.’


‘Not enough and too late,’ Jamie said.


We walked out of the door and Shenanigans slammed it shut behind us.


We met Baltheza and four of his guards in the corridor. His nostrils flared, but he said nothing until we stopped before him.


‘Learn anything useful?’ he asked.


‘Nothing we hadn’t surmised already,’ Jamie said. ‘Amaliel seems to think he can use Lucky, Jinx and me to fulfil his ambitions.’


‘How?’


‘I can see how he could use the Deathbringer, but I’d have thought Lucky would be a danger to any plans he might have. He curses the dead to remain bound to this world, while Lucky sees them on their way.’


Baltheza shrugged off his burgundy velvet jacket, folded it and handed it to one of the guards, then rolled up the lace cuffs of his very white shirt. I watched in morbid fascination. His glowing orange eyes met mine.


‘Don’t feel any pity for Henri,’ he told me. ‘If it were you waiting in that chamber he wouldn’t feel an ounce of it for you.’


I managed a small nod; I couldn’t find the words to speak. He gave me an affectionate smile before looking back at Jamie. ‘I’ll let you know if I learn anything of interest.’


‘We’re travelling to Dark Mountain,’ Jamie told him.


‘Explain.’


‘It’s where the human, Philip Conrad, met his end. Amaliel cursed him, and although he’s now released from the curse, he’s bound to the mountain’s caverns forever – unless Lucky helps him pass. As he was in Amaliel’s company for some time he might know something of his plans.’


‘Will he tell you if he does?’


‘He has no reason to love Amaliel.’ Jamie gave him a grim smile. ‘And we will give him an incentive to tell us what he knows.’


Baltheza frowned. ‘Incentive?’


‘To remain alone, bound to Dark Mountain for ever, or to pass onto the place where he deserves to be.’


‘Ah. In his position it is perhaps his good fortune that he has been so bound.’


‘Funnily enough, I doubt he sees it that way – but it’s worth a try.’


We stood aside to let Baltheza and his men pass. ‘Let me know how you get on,’ Baltheza ordered as he reached the cell door.


‘Lord Baltheza,’ Jamie murmured, bowing, with my other guards following suit.


One of his guards stepped forward and opened the cell door and Baltheza entered, followed by his men. The door slammed shut behind them and we started to walk away. As I climbed the first step of the staircase out of the dungeons, Henri began to scream.


I hesitated, but Jamie placed a hand under my elbow and urged me on. I didn’t resist him.


*


Back at our chambers we made ready for our trip. It wasn’t something I was looking forward to. Dark Mountain had once been the home of the Sicarii, a sect of assassins who cursed their victims, forcing them to remain tied to this world so the assassins could feed on their torment. The mountain itself was actually a huge shard of ruby that had erupted out of the ground. It towered over the landscape – it should have been beautiful, but stacked high around its base were the mouldering bones of the thousands of daemons the Sicarii had sacrificed over the years. It was as close to Hell as I ever wanted to be.


‘Do you think it’s even worth trying to speak to the human?’ Kerfuffle asked. ‘From what you’ve told us he’s probably just as unlikely to want to help.’


‘We didn’t exactly part on the best of terms,’ Jamie admitted, ‘but we have to start somewhere.’


‘I just wish it wasn’t there,’ I said, probably reflecting what everyone else was feeling. ‘Has Kubeck come up with anything yet?’


‘Not yet,’ Shenanigans said, ‘but there’s still a mass of scrolls, books and other documents for him to wade through.’


‘We told him to stay here and keep on searching while we go to Dark Mountain,’ Kerfuffle said.


‘I hope that meets with your approval, mistress,’ Shenanigans added.


‘It can’t hurt,’ I replied, but it was all taking too long. I wanted to find Jinx now. I wanted him safe and back with me.


‘Lucky, we will find him,’ Jamie said, as usual knowing what I was thinking. He took my hand and held it within his, but even that didn’t give me the sense of wellbeing that it usually did. It was as though a big part of me was missing.




Three


When we reached the courtyard outside the palace we found Bob surrounded by fearful guards. We hadn’t called him; he knew he was needed, but he was still unhappy, stomping his huge hooves and snorting puffs of steam at any who ventured too close.


The guards were visibly relieved to see us – whether they were scared of Bob because of his association with the Deathbringer or because he was frightening in his own right I wasn’t sure, but scared they were.


‘Vaybian, you and Kerfuffle ride Bob. Lucky and Shenanigans can ride on Pyrites,’ Jamie said.


‘May I make a suggestion?’ Vaybian interrupted as we all went to our steeds.


Jamie stopped and folded his arms, a what now? expression hardening his face; no doubt he expected more of Vaybian’s moaning. ‘Go on.’


‘Would it not be more sensible for the lady to fly with you? If she has another of her fits whilst on the back of the drakon she might well fall.’


Jamie and I exchanged a glance.


‘I would not let my mistress fall,’ Shenanigans said with a scowl.


If Vaybian was worried by the huge daemon’s disgruntled expression he didn’t show it. ‘I doubt you would intentionally, but what if you did? Are you willing to take the risk? In fact, why are we bothering to do this at all? The human won’t help us – if anything, he will relish our predicament.’


‘We have to—’ I started to say, but before I could finish, Vaybian was proved right on at least one thing as a lightning bolt of pain hit me right between the eyes and I doubled over, clutching my head. Then it happened again and I couldn’t hold back the scream.


Someone held on to me, supporting me – I assumed it was Jamie – but then another spike of agony pierced my brain and I bucked in his arms, almost falling. As the pain subsided I could feel something warm trickling down my upper lip and I could taste blood in my mouth. I didn’t have time to figure out what this meant, for I was hit by another bolt of pain and my world turned crimson.


Jamie must have carried me back to our room, but I wasn’t aware of it; I was too consumed by pain and Jinx’s screams bouncing around inside my skull.


‘Give her some of the draught,’ a voice said, and then a phial was pressed to my lips and a dribble of warming liquid trickled down my throat. There were a few more moments of excruciating pain and then everything went black.


I awoke to flickering candlelight. I was lying on the bed covered by a blanket with Pyrites stretched out beside me. The others were sprawled out across the room. By the smell of it, they had just eaten, but even the thought of food made my throat close up.


Kayla was sitting on the end of the bed, knees pulled up under her chin and as soon as she realised I was awake she moved along the mattress to sit beside me.


‘How are you feeling?’


I waggled a hand from side to side. ‘So, so.’


Vaybian looked up upon hearing my voice and without any preamble, spoke to the room, his eyes fixed on me. ‘The fits are getting worse. We shouldn’t risk taking my lady’s sister to Dark Mountain.’


‘As she’s the only one of us who can see the dead there’d be little point going without her,’ Kerfuffle said.


I considered this for a moment – I could see Vaybian’s point, but Kerfuffle was right, I had to go – and more than that, I needed to go. I had to find Jinx.


As I stretched and pushed myself up into a sitting position, Jamie came instantly to my side. Kayla got out of his way to go and sit next to Vaybian. ‘You must see that I have to go – our only possible lead is in that mountain. There’s no alternative; without Jinx I’m the only one who can see and hear Philip.’


‘I’m concerned for your safety; we all are.’


‘There must be some way for me to get there safely.’


He wrapped his arms around me and kissed the top of my head. ‘We’ve been worried about you,’ he told me. ‘Even unconscious, you’ve been crying out in pain.’


‘How long did it go on for?’ I asked.


‘About three hours,’ Kerfuffle said, and seeing Jamie’s expression, he frowned at him saying, ‘What?’


‘Can you manage something to eat?’ Shenanigans quickly asked, trying to change the subject.


I shook my head. The thought of Jinx being tortured for three solid hours made me feel too sick to even think of trying to eat.


Jamie studied my face, then gently stroked my cheek with his thumb. ‘If we do as Vaybian said and you fly with me, maybe you’d be safe. The trouble is, we have no idea when the next fit will strike, or how long it’ll last.’


‘And are you sure you’re strong enough? Not only to travel, but to face Philip?’ Kayla added. ‘That’s probably going to be pretty miserable in itself.’


‘I must go,’ I repeated.


‘Great idea,’ Vaybian sneered. ‘If we’d set off five minutes earlier this morning you would have been splattered all over the countryside.’


‘Not if Jamie had been holding me. And anyway, I have to question Philip.’


‘Lucky, it could be a total waste of time – time we probably don’t have,’ Jamie said.


‘But what if it isn’t? What if Philip does know something that might help?’


‘How about I go?’ Kayla butted in. She sat down on the bed next to me. Of course; I’d forgotten Kayla was really dead, so she too could see and hear him. She smiled as she saw the understanding dawn on my face. ‘Besides, we have something in common: we were both tortured and murdered by Amaliel. I’ll probably have more luck in talking him around than you.’


I really wanted to be there, to be doing something, anything other than just sitting around waiting, but she did have a point. ‘You’re right: we didn’t part on the best of terms and you might just be able to talk him into helping us.’


‘What?’ Jamie asked.


‘Kayla says she’ll go and talk to Philip,’ I explained.


‘Actually, that isn’t such a bad idea,’ Jamie admitted.


*


I had to cool my heels waiting for Kayla to return – she promised me it wouldn’t take long, as she wasn’t constrained by distance; as an ethereal body she could go wherever she pleased in not much more than a blink of an eye. All the same, the time she was gone felt like an eternity to me.


Rather than mope, I put my mind to other things, such as whether Baltheza had managed to learn something from Henri. I guessed he hadn’t, he’d have soon told us if he had. It was becoming increasingly obvious that Amaliel didn’t trust a soul; I had a suspicion that if we did learn anything from anyone, it would be because Amaliel wanted us to.


It was more likely that Kubeck would find some answers before Baltheza did; I was counting on him.


‘I’ll go and get him, mistress,’ Kerfuffle volunteered when I’d voiced this opinion. It wasn’t long before he reappeared with the huge daemon in tow.


Kubeck was almost as big as Shenanigans, though more human to look at apart from a short tusk between his eyebrows. He was an unarguably handsome daemon, muscular and broad, with semi-glazed terracotta skin and sandy Grecian curls. I had saved him from a horrible death by execution, which meant he was mine, body and soul, to do with what I wanted, until death us did part. I chose to use him as one of my guard, and he appeared to be happy enough in his new employ – it was certainly better than the alternative.


‘Kubeck has news,’ Kerfuffle said as he marched through the door.


‘It may be nothing,’ he said, giving me a bashful smile.


‘But it may be something,’ Kerfuffle said, plonking a couple of flagons on the low table in the middle of the room.


I gave them a weary smile as I sank down next to it. ‘What have you found, Kubeck?’


‘This.’ He pulled a large folded piece of parchment from his jerkin and handed it to me.


I spread the yellowing document out across my lap, the aged skin crackling beneath my fingertips. My guards clustered around me and Kerfuffle sucked in a gasp. ‘This is not good,’ he said, ‘not good at all.’


I had to agree with him.


‘What is it?’ Vaybian asked, leaning over the table to take a look.


‘It’s a map,’ Kubeck said.


‘A map?’ Vaybian repeated. ‘Of where? I don’t recognise these places.’


‘You wouldn’t,’ I told him. ‘It’s a map of the Overlands.’


Jamie sucked in air through his teeth. ‘Although I sort of thought Amaliel might have crossed over into the world of humans, I’d hoped I was mistaken. That he has Jinx makes me fear for humanity.’


‘What do you mean?’ I asked.


‘He threatened to go to your world to collect the souls of the dead.’


‘You said he couldn’t – you said he didn’t have the power,’ I said in alarm.


‘He hasn’t, but sadly, Jinx has.’


‘Fuck!’ I said, as the penny dropped. Then, ‘Jinx wouldn’t.’


‘He’s been doing it for millennia.’


‘Yes, but only when necessary. Only when he has to.’


Jamie ran a hand through his hair. ‘It’s true that Jinx only takes death to your world to maintain the balance – but what if he went rogue? Think what would happen then.’


I crossed my arms and said stubbornly, ‘He wouldn’t. He hates what he has to do.’


‘Yet still he does it.’


‘It’s his job, his mission, if you like. That’s what he told me. That’s what you told me.’


‘It’s true,’ Jamie said, albeit a bit reluctantly, ‘both he and I are governed by certain laws. But what I’m trying to say is, if he’s being tortured, if he’s being put under duress, then maybe, just maybe, Amaliel can make him do something he would never have done before.’


And it slowly dawned on me that Jamie might be right. I had never felt as miserable as I did then. If let loose in my world, Jinx would be the ultimate weapon of mass destruction, and that would give Amaliel exactly what he wanted: hundreds, thousands, maybe even millions of souls. If he followed in Jinx’s wake cursing the dying as he had in this world, tying the dead to the Overlands so he and his cult of Sicarii could feed on them . . . It didn’t bear thinking about.


Then another thought hit me. ‘But Amaliel knows that the living can’t travel to the other side,’ I said. ‘That was his objective before. Now he knows it’s impossible, what would be the point in collecting more souls?’


Jamie’s face twisted into an angry frown. ‘To be cruel, to torture and to cause pain?’


‘He must be insane to do something so wicked.’


‘He is,’ Jamie said simply, ‘and he’s linked to the Sicarii, who’ve been around for a very long time, and like any cult, their rituals have become obsessions. It’s like humans praying to their gods. People do it, even though time and again their prayers aren’t answered – they carry on because it’s what they believe.’


‘Believing in God is hardly the same as cursing the dying—’


‘Maybe not, but it’s still as pointless.’


‘You can argue about it all day,’ Kerfuffle interrupted, clearly irritated, ‘but even if Amaliel is doomed to failure it’s not going to stop him from trying.’ He gestured to Kubeck. ‘Show them what else you found.’


Kubeck delved into the pocket of his jerkin and pulled out a small, hide-covered book. ‘He writes in some sort of code, which I couldn’t make head nor tail of, but towards the back there are some sketches I recognised.’ He flicked through the book and handed it to me.


Jamie dropped down next to me to peer at the page. It was covered with pictures of little oblong cages on chains.


‘You recognise these?’ Jamie said, looking up at Kubeck.


The huge daemon nodded, his expression grim.


‘What are they?’ I asked.


Kubeck moved closer and glanced around, as though worried he’d be overheard. My other guards read his body language too and closed in around us. This was somehow very important, and I had to suppress a shiver as a full battalion of Royal Marines marched right over my grave.


‘I’ve seen such drawings before,’ Kubeck told us, ‘in my uncle’s workshop.’


‘Kubeck’s uncle is a gold and silversmith,’ Shenanigans explained.


‘I remember,’ I said, but I was confused by the sudden change of direction. ‘What does jewellery have to do with anything?’


Kubeck moved even closer and crouched down in front of us. ‘About five or six months ago Amaliel Cheriour swept into the smithy demanding to see Uncle Davna. My cousin took him out back and they were squirrelled away with my uncle for a couple of hours or more.’ Kubeck rubbed his chin. ‘When Amaliel left, I could tell my uncle was worried. He shut up shop for the rest of the day and went home. Simion, my cousin, was another matter. He was excited and strutting around the place like he was suddenly a very important person.’


‘Did you ask him what Amaliel wanted?’ Kerfuffle asked.


Kubeck gave a half-smile. ‘Of course I did – we all did. The court’s Chief Enforcer and Corrector visiting our little workshop was . . .’ He shook his head as though he couldn’t quite believe what he was about to say. ‘It was exciting, if a trifle scary.’


‘It’s the sort of excitement I could do without,’ Kerfuffle murmured.


‘You, my friend, are quite right,’ Kubeck agreed. ‘Simion was full of himself for days; at least when we got to see him. He spent most of his time locked away in my uncle’s workroom. About two months later we had another visit from Amaliel, and when he left he was carrying a red leather-bound box. It was clear that my uncle and Simion had been making something very special for him, but neither of them would talk about it – my uncle was scared, but Simion would tap the side of his nose with his foreclaw and wink. Of course I knew what would happen. Simion had a liking for grog, but unlike the rest of us he couldn’t hold it. One night he had one too many and it all came tumbling out: he and Uncle had made Amaliel four crystal phials, to be worn in intricately designed golden baskets hung from golden chains. Four phials, four baskets and four chains.’


‘Not good, not good,’ Kerfuffle said.


‘No, not good at all. When Simion woke up the following morning and realised he’d let the drakon out of the cage he was terrified. He knew it was only a matter of time before Amaliel found out he’d flapped his tongue. Sure enough, within the week he was arrested for treason and executed.’


‘And when you tried to clear his name you were arrested too?’ Jamie said.


Kubeck nodded.


‘Gentlemen please,’ I said, ‘can we get back to the point: what’s the relevance of this jewellery?’


Kubeck’s eyes were worried when they met mine. ‘A very long time ago there was a daemon princess who, rumour had it, murdered her lovers when she had no further use for them and retained their spirits in small glass phials which she wore upon a chain about her neck.’


‘Necrodyti,’ Kerfuffle said.


‘Pardon?’


‘Her name was Necrodyti.’


‘That’s the one,’ Kubeck agreed. ‘We believe that the trinkets Amaliel asked my uncle to make were for the same purpose.’


‘I knew Amaliel was evil, but I never imagined he used the dark arts,’ Kerfuffle said. ‘I’m surprised your uncle and cousin agreed to make them.’


‘Would you deny anything to the Court Enforcer and Corrector?’ Kubeck said.


‘True enough,’ Kerfuffle said.


‘Anyway, before I was arrested I learned something even more interesting.’ He leaned in and lowered his voice to a whisper. ‘My uncle, distraught over the loss of his son, told me that this wasn’t the first time; Amaliel had come to him once before, a quarter-century ago.’


‘To make crystal phials?’ Shenanigans asked, his voice hushed, as though he too thought someone might be listening.


Kubeck’s head bobbed. ‘One amethyst phial. He told my uncle it was for a very special lady, and Uncle Davna didn’t think he meant as a gift.’


There was a knock on the door, stopping our discussion dead: four guards were standing outside to escort Jamie and me to Baltheza’s private chambers. Kayla hadn’t yet returned, which was weighing heavy on my mind, and I really could have done without having to talk to her father; I nearly always felt emotionally drained after one of our conversations.


‘I wonder what he wants now,’ Jamie said.


‘Let’s hope it’s good news,’ I said, though I seriously doubted it.


‘I wouldn’t wager on it,’ Jamie said with a snort.


‘Jamie, this is taking far too long.’


‘Jinx is strong and he’s obviously fighting Amaliel.’


‘But what if Amaliel does break him?’ I asked.


‘He won’t,’ Jamie said.
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