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On the distant horizon, where the rosy clouds met their reflections in the sea, an island had appeared.

Cori squinted at it through the spyglass. The warm breeze whipped her dark hair around her face. Beneath her bare feet, Lucky’s foredeck rose and fell with the waves. The motion made the island hard to focus on, but she kept trying. All day, the world around the houseboat had been little else but sky and water. No white sails had come into view. Turtles and seabirds had passed by only briefly. Most of the time, Cori had felt as if she and her two companions were the only living things in all that bright emptiness.

An island meant safety. That smudge of land on the horizon would give Cori and her companions a place to anchor for the night, protected from the wind and waves. If the island was inhabited, they might have the chance to buy fresh food from the locals. And if it was the right island, then she would finally meet the secretive leader of the Loyalists.

A shiver of excitement crept over her. In the Loyalists’ message twenty days ago, they had called her splendid one. They had told her to sail for Whalehead Island in the Blackrocks region. Now she was almost there.

From the rear deck came a panicked cry. ‘The map!’

Cori glanced back at her companions. Jem, a lanky eighteen-year-old, reached uselessly after a pale shape tumbling away in the wind.

Tarn, a boy the same age as Cori, turned Lucky’s wheel to follow the flying paper. ‘Cori!’ he called. ‘Grab it!’

Far ahead of them, the map flapped merrily above the waves.

Cori was a good deal smaller than Jem or Tarn – but her reach wasn’t limited by her scrawny arms. She stretched out her left hand. The gauntlet that she wore gleamed golden in the evening sunlight. She needed only the right gesture and enough strength to use its magic.

Concentrating on the map, she pinched her fingers together.

The map halted in the air, its edges fluttering.

Cori slowly drew the gauntlet back, imagining that she controlled a giant invisible hand that was pulling the map towards her. She could feel the wind trying to snatch the paper, but a breeze was nothing compared to the power of the gauntlet. Lucky sailed towards the map, helped along by his churning flipper wheels. The map hovered over the waves until it was close enough for Cori to pluck it from the air.

Jem cheered wildly.

Tarn said, ‘Nice catch.’

‘You know what?’ Cori shouted. Tucking the spyglass under her arm, she straightened the map of their homeland, showing it to her companions. ‘I just saved Aquinta!’

Jem raised her long arms and bowed deeply to Cori, pretending to worship her. ‘Glory to our Champion! Glory to the saviour of the realm!’

‘Guess the quest is over,’ Tarn said. ‘Let’s go home.’ But instead of turning Lucky around to the south-west, he steered them back onto their course.

Cori chuckled and headed for the rear deck.

The gauntlet was not meant for catching windborne maps and hats and dishcloths, although that was useful with a klutz like Jem around. The gauntlet had been forged five hundred years ago for mighty feats of strength and courage by Ladara the Artificer, the first Champion of Aquinta. It was part of the Oceanforged Armour, a collection of artifices made with glister from Aquinta’s earth, shaped with coals as hot as its volcanoes and quenched with the salt water of its seas. Long ago, the nation’s ruling heroes had worn the armour in legendary battles and daring rescues. It had saved more lives – and conquered more enemies – than Cori could count. And the armour had chosen her to carry on the Champions’ noble legacy.

She joked with her companions, but she would be the saviour of the realm someday. Guided by the glowing signet stone set into the gauntlet, she would rescue the rest of the armour from hidden vaults around Aquinta. In time, she would have to overthrow the corrupt and useless Prime Council, who had divided the armour in the first place. She would take the throne as the Twenty-Sixth Champion in history and the first one in two centuries. Then, at last, the order and wealth that Aquinta’s people had known in the Age of Glory would be restored.

Or so Cori had been told by a Loyalist witch in the backcountry of the Blackrocks. But judging from the tales of the Champions before her, zany old sages in the wilderness were the experts on the great destinies of chosen heroes. Besides, the gauntlet didn’t give her much of a choice. The moment that she’d first put it on, it had magically bonded itself to her hand.

Cori climbed down to the rear of the boat and returned Jem’s map. Jem sat on the deck, this time holding the map’s edges in place with her feet. In one hand, she held a complicated instrument for navigation. Cori recognised the compass part and the sundial part, but she couldn’t make sense of the curved ruler or the jumble of glass lenses. Sometimes it seemed like Jem couldn’t make sense of them, either.

‘See anything interesting?’ Jem asked, taking back the spyglass.

Cori glanced at the distant island again. The three travellers had spent many nights of their voyage anchored near islets and sandbars. This wasn’t always comfortable, especially in thunderstorms. ‘I think it’s a proper island,’ Cori said. Then she let her hopes get the best of her. ‘It could be Whalehead.’

‘I can’t promise that,’ Jem said, as she made some tiny adjustment to her instrument. ‘But sailing north-east for two days from our last port at Lock Atoll would put us closer to Whalehead than anywhere else.’

Tarn turned to join in the conversation, keeping one hand on the steering wheel. His round face crinkled as he narrowed his eyes against the setting sun. ‘Where else could we be?’

Jem pointed to some scattered specks on the map. ‘If I’ve miscalculated, we could be somewhere among these wild islands. But that would be all right.’ She rubbed the back of her alarmingly pink neck. While Cori’s skin was amber and Tarn’s was a rich brown, Jem was pale, and she sunburned easily. As a witch, she had some knowledge of healing potions and magical preventatives. As a student witch who had been expelled from her training, she didn’t know enough to make her latest sun-protection experiment work. ‘What we don’t want is to sail past Whalehead and end up out here.’ Her long finger circled the northern region of Mutemount on the map. ‘I’d be nervous heading that way in a Council warship, never mind my Lucky.’

Cori traced the signet stone on the back of the gauntlet. It was hard to tell in daylight, but as they had sailed further north, the jewel had begun to glow again. When she’d searched for the gauntlet, its light had been turquoise. Now, when she viewed it at night, it shone orange, like an ember in a fire. Another piece of the Oceanforged Armour might be hidden somewhere in Mutemount, but she agreed with Jem. Sailing Lucky to Mutemount was about as appealing as trying to swim there.

Ever since the Prime Council had divided the armour and ended the Age of Glory, Aquinta had been crumbling. Almost a hundred and fifty years had passed since anyone had heard from the people of Mutemount. Halcyon in the east had cut off all travel, trade and communication a few decades ago, but sailors could still approach its mangrove-lined shores. When people sailed for Mutemount, they didn’t come back.

And none of theories trying to explain the disappearances made complete sense. If the volcano in the island’s centre had erupted after thousands of cold quiet years, it could have destroyed all life around it – but that wouldn’t have affected everyone who had gone searching for it afterwards. If Mutemount had been invaded by a country beyond Aquinta, then it would be strange for their armies to stop there, instead of expanding into Nexus or the Blackrocks. A pirate fortress was unlikely, because some boastful, bitter or drunken pirate would surely have given up the secret by now. And a sinister plot by the Prime Council was laughable. They couldn’t pull off a conspiracy if they tried.

Whatever was causing the problem, it would be Cori’s responsibility to deal with it when she took power. It had become her responsibility the moment that the gauntlet had chosen her.

A high-pitched squawk sounded above them. Cori felt a change in the rhythm of Lucky’s rocking as the boat began to turn.

‘Hey, Tarn,’ Jem said. ‘No birdwatching at the wheel.’

‘Sorry.’ Tarn corrected his steering. ‘I thought he might tell us about the island.’

Cori glanced upwards. A white seabird was hovering just above them. ‘How would a bird know if that’s Whalehead or not?’ she asked. ‘You’ve told me that animals don’t use human place names.’

With a shrill cry, the seabird perched at the top of Lucky’s mast.

‘There,’ Tarn said, sounding pleased. ‘He just asked for some fish guts.’ To the bird, he added, ‘We don’t have any, but you can rest up there as long as you want.’

Like the gauntlet on Cori’s hand and the potions Jem brewed in her kitchen, Tarn’s body contained a high concentration of glister. Many people who were raised on soil rich in the magical element gained unpredictable powers as they grew up. Tarn’s was communicating with animals – although what they communicated was often confusing, like the seabird’s request.

‘You say fish guts like it means something,’ Cori said.

‘It means he’s used to people throwing him scraps from boats,’ Tarn explained. ‘And I think people and boats mean we’re nearly there.’



The sky darkened. The moons rose – first the small pink one, then the big yellow one. As the stars came out, lights began to appear on the island. The beam from a lighthouse was soon joined by the fainter twinkles of lamps and lanterns in buildings and streets.

When they were close enough to see ships in the harbour, Cori wrapped a bandage around the gauntlet, hiding the glowing signet stone and the telltale shine of golden metal. As little as she liked having to dampen the gauntlet’s magic, she knew it was best to keep it hidden from everybody but Jem and Tarn. Most people she met would probably not recognise the Oceanforged Gauntlet as a lost treasure of the Champions, but anyone could tell it was a beautiful and expensive artifice. In the southern Blackrocks, she’d escaped from pirates who would have cut off her arm to take the gauntlet for themselves. Other crooks might want to do the same. And if the Council Guards recognised the gauntlet, she was likely to be arrested and imprisoned as a threat to the Prime Council.

On the other hand, what if the Loyalists didn’t recognise her without it?

The thought gave her a feeling like a knotted rope tightening in her stomach. The Champions of the past had mostly been adults. They had been beautiful and dignified – or at least, they’d been painted and sculpted to look that way. They had sailed in magnificent ships with armies at their command, dressed from head to foot in dazzling golden armour. Cori was a scrawny thirteen-year-old with salty hair and a chipped front tooth. She was sailing into town in a ramshackle houseboat with a farm boy and a drop-out witch, wearing only one piece of the Oceanforged Armour. She needed the Loyalists’ help. If she disappointed them, the whole of Aquinta might be doomed.

Jem lowered the speed lever, slowing Lucky’s flipper wheels as she guided him past other vessels towards a long pier. Cori and Tarn climbed up to the foredeck together. They lowered the sails and tied them down neatly, then stood at the ready to help Jem with the mooring.

From the front of the boat, they had a good view of the lively port town. The streets were clean and busy. Music drifted over the water. A curving white structure formed an arch above the pier. Oil lamps lit up the sign that had been etched into it.

Tarn carefully read the sign aloud. ‘Well-comb… is-land… Welcome to Whalehead Island.’

Southbrink Island, where he came from, was small and remote with no school. When Jem had started helping him practise reading from her witchery textbooks, he had only been able to sound out one letter at a time. ‘You’re getting better at that,’ Cori told him.

But Tarn’s troubled frown didn’t shift. ‘Why is it written on a jawbone?’
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With Lucky safely tied up for the night, the three travellers headed for the town. As they walked under the white arch, Cori stopped to look up at the other side of it. The arch was lined with a row of holes. They looked like the sockets from which teeth had once grown.

A chill crept up the back of her neck. If that was an animal’s jawbone, she dreaded to think of the size of the whole beast.

‘What’s your verdict, Tarn?’ Jem asked. ‘A whale? A shark? A whale shark?’

‘It can’t be a shark,’ Tarn said slowly. ‘The teeth are too different. But I don’t know what it could be.’

Cori could see what he meant. In fish markets and at sea, she had seen sharks with flat triangular teeth. The holes in this jawbone were round.

‘There were monsters around Mutemount in the Age of Glory,’ she said.

Jem shuddered. ‘Not far from here, then.’

‘What did they look like?’ Tarn asked.

Most of what Cori knew of the Champions and the Age of Glory came from her time as a Council Page – a ward of the Prime Council’s Radiant Palace, adopted and trained for life as a servant. The palace had once belonged to Aquinta’s Champions, and she had learned as much as she could from the historical scrolls and paintings that remained there.

Cori gestured to the arch. ‘The monsters were never that big in the paintings,’ she said. ‘It was hard to tell what they were meant to be. The scrolls kept calling them giant fish, but back then, people called dolphins and turtles fish, too. And in one painting I saw, the monsters even had feet, like crocodiles! Addrion, the Twenty-Fifth Champion, wiped out the last of them – that’s why they called him the Bruteslayer.’

‘Twenty-Fifth,’ Tarn said. ‘The one before you?’

Cori stretched her armoured and bandaged fingers. ‘Yeah. He was.’

Addrion the Bruteslayer had been enormously tall. He’d been incredibly strong even without the magical powers of the Oceanforged Armour. Painters and storytellers had obsessed over his muscles, his square jaw, his flowing hair and his regal manner.

In short, he’d been nothing like Cori.

She stared up at the arching jawbone. Now, it was her duty to make Aquinta’s seas peaceful and safe, as Champion Addrion had done. But she couldn’t imagine beating any foe as gigantic as this beast must have been.

‘And is there any chance at all,’ Jem asked, wincing nervously, ‘that Champion Addrion didn’t finish the job? And these crocodile-fish came back? And they’ve got something to do with everyone vanishing around Mutemount?’

Cori considered this. ‘Maybe.’ The ocean was vast, deep and full of strangeness. It would be difficult to tell if the monsters were gone for good.

An uneasy silence settled between the three companions.

‘Well, that is all very interesting!’ Jem exclaimed, with forced cheerfulness. ‘I’m sure I’ll remember that the next time I go for a swim! Now, what do we want for dinner?’ She turned towards the main street.

‘I don’t mind,’ Tarn said. ‘As long as it can’t talk to me before it goes in the pot.’

‘Of course, Tarn,’ Jem said, her voice soft and patient. As a group, they avoided eating most kinds of meat. Tarn could hold a conversation with anything brighter than a prawn, and hear smaller, simpler creatures muttering to themselves. The smell of meat made him nauseous and distressed.

Cori followed last, watching her fellow travellers walk ahead of her. Jem greeted passersby with enthusiasm. Tarn, meanwhile, looked everywhere but at the people, his attention caught instead by dogs watching from doorsteps and bats flitting above the lamplit street.

They were good companions. They worked hard and rarely complained. They were kind to her and to each other.

Cori would be sorry to see them go.

Travelling with Jem and Tarn had been pleasant while it lasted. But the Oceanforged Gauntlet wasn’t stuck to their hands, and Cori’s quest for the rest of the armour was likely to be long and dangerous. Jem had training to finish. Tarn had a loving family back on Southbrink Island. They were probably looking forward to returning to their normal lives.

The thought of parting ways hung over Cori like a fog. It dimmed and dampened the bright sights and rich aromas of the busy street, which she would otherwise have enjoyed to the fullest.

Eventually, Jem found them a suitable place to eat. They sat around a low table in the street and ate cheap noodles soaked in a hot, zesty sauce. But for Cori, the thought of leaving her companions sucked all the joy and comfort out of the meal. Tonight might be the last time she ever saw them.

‘I’ve got to learn to make that dish,’ Jem said, setting down her empty bowl. Then she noticed Cori’s full one. ‘Now, what’s got into you? Hardly a bite has gone into your mouth and hardly a word has come out of it.’ She raised her brows expectantly. ‘Is it because we mentioned Champion Addrion? Are you yearning for the Age of Glory again?’

It was a fair observation. Normally, Cori was neither a fussy eater, nor a dainty one. ‘Nah.’ With a sigh, she stopped poking at her cold vegetables. ‘Thanks for bringing me to Whalehead.’

Jem smiled, though the concern on her face remained. ‘That’s all right.’

‘I hope we’ll see each other again after this,’ Cori said. ‘I’ll really miss you.’

‘Why?’ Tarn looked puzzled. ‘You going somewhere?’

Cori sat up straighter. ‘I’m going with the Loyalists.’ Hadn’t this been the plan all along?

‘Oh,’ Jem said. ‘But we can come, too – can’t we?’

Tarn frowned at Cori distrustfully. ‘Unless you don’t want us to.’

‘It’s not that I don’t want you to!’ Cori said in a rush. ‘I just… didn’t think you were planning on it.’

The silence stretched.

This was turning out even worse than Cori had imagined. ‘We never said we’d do the whole quest together, did we?’ She forced a chuckle. ‘That’s too long. You’ll get sick of me.’

The joke rang hollow.

Cori turned to Jem. ‘Don’t you want to finish your witchcraft studies?’

Jem winced. ‘Eventually.’

‘I mean, you two never had to help me, even if it’s nice that you did,’ Cori continued. ‘The Loyalists will look after me. They’ve been waiting for decades to bring back the Champions. They’ll have ships, safe houses, armed bodyguards—’

‘And we don’t.’ Tarn folded his burly arms. ‘That’s what you’re really saying, isn’t it? Me, Jem and Lucky aren’t good enough for the Champion.’

‘It might take me years,’ Cori said, exasperation creeping into her voice. ‘You might get hurt. Why do you even want to come?’

Tarn dropped his gaze to the table. ‘Maybe I don’t.’ He stood up.

‘Hang on! We can talk this over!’ Jem seemed to be trying for a bright, positive tone, but to Cori, she sounded frantic. ‘Obviously, we haven’t been clear with each other about our expectations, but now that out it’s in the open, we can all – Tarn, please sit down!’

But he was already stomping off into the busy street, at night, alone, in a town that none of them knew.
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‘Sink it,’ Cori swore, jumping to her feet. ‘What’s he doing?’

Jem twisted in her seat, watching Tarn stride into the ambling crowd. ‘Going back to Lucky, probably.’

‘This isn’t the countryside, Jem!’ Cori started after their companion, beckoning Jem to follow. ‘This isn’t Little Point or Scantling, where you two know everyone!’ She stretched on tiptoe, trying to see over the strangers around her. ‘He’s got no street smarts! He could get mugged! Or kidnapped! Or beaten up by a gang!’ Cori had spent the first eight years of her life in the slum tunnels under the capital city of Highwater, where crime was rife. But Tarn had grown up with a completely different set of hazards. Farm machinery didn’t lurk in laneways. Venomous snakes didn’t sneak up in a crowd to stab people from behind.

Jem caught up to Cori in a few loping steps. ‘I don’t think that sort of thing happens in a town like this.’

‘I was lured aboard the Harridan in a town exactly like this!’ Cori cried.

Ahead of them, Tarn shouldered his way through a busker’s audience. All around, under the warm light of the street lamps, people were chatting, eating, laughing and clapping along to the music. Two strangers were standing in the shadows near a food stall, as if deciding what to order. When Tarn passed them, the taller stranger – a bald man – turned away from the stall and closed in behind him. Then the crowd around the busker shifted, and Cori lost sight of Tarn and the man.

‘Did you see that, Jem? He’s being followed!’ Cori didn’t dare stretch out her arm in such a crowd. Keeping her hand close to her body, she focused on the people ahead of her and made low, sharp swatting gestures. Though the gauntlet’s powers were muffled by the bandage, it was still strong enough to nudge the busker’s spectators aside. People stumbled out of her path with small cries of surprise or annoyance, as if they’d been jostled by a fellow audience member.

Cori broke into a jog, giving out pushes and pokes with the gauntlet to clear the way. Somewhere behind her, Jem gave a sudden yelp.

She must have collided with someone. Cori didn’t stop to look back. She gave the woman in front of her a prod with the gauntlet.

The woman didn’t step aside. Instead, she stepped into Cori’s path and looked right at her. Cori saw the stranger’s gaze flick from her face to her bandaged left hand.

Before Cori could decide whether to duck sideways or give the stranger a big shove with the gauntlet, the woman spoke in a gentle murmur.

‘We’re so honoured that you accepted our invitation, Your Majesty.’
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