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Chapter 1


Rich men are poor warriors. 
At least, that was the opinion being jabbed at Jack. From his own bodyguard too. 
“You know I’m your employer, right?” he asked Jaheem. 
“You know I don’t give a damn, right?” The reply was sharp, hissed from snarled lips in scorches of syllable. 
That was the answer he’d been expecting. This was going to be a harsh challenge.  Man versus tree. 
The gym’s combat training area was as big as a basketball court. Thick foam matting covered the floor in one solitary carpet. Its blue PVC skin squeaked under Jack’s trainer treads as he paced back and forth, readying for onslaught. 
Jaheem had size and strength. Jack had speed and stamina. Their traits were about to clash for supremacy.
His opponent stood scowling at the far end, thudding fists. Gloved in red, they looked like bulbous sledgehammers. They were slapping in leathery smacks as Jaheem continued his goading. “You don’t like to hit people, do you?” 
“You know I don’t.” 
He snorted and shook his head. “You’re a little pussy, rich boy.” Taking a step forward, he raised his fists in fighting stance. “This fight will not end until you draw my blood.” 
Jack exhaled deeply. He was wearing padded fitness gloves with truncated fingers. The light material and exposed fingertips gave him dexterity over Jaheem’s chunky blunt instruments. Snug suede tightened round his knuckles as he clenched and readied. Fibres in his biceps and forearms swelled taut, powerful, but the truth was blatant. “You know I’ve got no chance of doing that.” 
“You create worlds, don’t you? You can’t bloody a feeble human being?” 
“Feeble? That’s the last word I’d—” 
Jaheem charged across the mat in massive strides. He swung a ferocious left-right-left combination, sending Jack ducking as blurs of boxing glove flew inches from his face. 
Jack did a backwards roll, sprang to his feet, and skipped far back in retreat. 
“Come on, rich boy. You want to fire me? Fire me then. I’ll still beat you senseless before I leave this palace. Now,”—he circled his bowling ball shoulders before returning to boxer’s stance— “fight!” 
Jaheem unleashed a flurry of haymakers. Every swing a rippling scythe. 
Jack darted, dodged, and rolled. He countered with—what he thought was—a forceful roundhouse kick. Jaheem swatted it away with a sneer. Sweat and powdery deodorant pervaded as another barb was spat through flecks of spit. “I said fight, not throw fleabites.” 
The barrage of red hammers continued. Bobbing and weaving, Jack’s nerves were alight, twitching. Survival mode switched to maximum; he knew no bone could withstand a single blow from the giant’s assault. Countering again, he tried a leg sweep. A concrete column would have been easier to budge. 
Liquid was already glistening across his opponent’s ebony forehead. Jaheem was investing tremendous energy into each swipe. He wasn’t playing. 
A horrific jab missed Jack’s nose by millimetres, staggering him sideways before he tumbled into a forward roll, leaping to his feet again. “Take it easy, mate.” 
“Will your enemies take it easy on you? Fight! With every breath, fight!” 
The fury resumed. 
Ducking, Jack landed a fist in Jaheem’s midriff. He struck with purpose, aiming past his opponent as if to strike the wall behind. It was a solid blow. 
Nada. Aside from a flinch, it had no effect. The effort was met with derision. “Is that it? We’re going to be here all day, boy.” 
Jack paced in nimble circles, eyes fastened upwards, watching for pre-punch grimaces. “All day? You’re already tired, big lad. You haven’t got the stamina.” 
“Then I’d better finish this quickly.” He launched at Jack with wild swings, relentless. 
Almost cornered, Jack charged through double doors leading to the main gym, sending their glass panelled-steel battering against the walls in clangs of metal against concrete. Laden with ultramodern equipment, its expanse rivalled any fitness facility in the world. This was where Jack had transformed his body from skinny to Spartan. Where, growing up, he’d watched in awe at the breath-taking weights his bodyguard lifted, curled, and pushed with ease. 
Jack shielded behind a squat press machine and its sturdy iron circles. “I think the fact has been proven, mate; I can’t beat you. Fight over, ok?” 
Jaheem’s forehead was peppered with droplets, the fluid pouring in crooked streams down his cheeks, landing in splashes on the PVC matting. “You draw my blood, or this fight won’t end. I’ll smack the pretty off that face. There’s nobody in this palace who can stop me.” 
Jack hadn’t even broken a sweat. He couldn’t bench press 1000 lbs like his opponent, but he could dodge all day, tire the titan out. Plus, he could do some goading of his own. “What about Miss Karlsson? If she stands in your way? You wouldn’t hit a lady, would you?” 
Eyes peeling, face contorting, and pearly teeth clenching, he replied, “You would hide behind the skirts of a woman? You cowardly little weasel!” 
He battered the structure of the weight machine with a fierce strike, rattling its steel frame. Jack ran back behind another piece of equipment—an assisted pull-up device the big lad used on rare occasions—and waited for the next flurry to unfold. 
But, instead, Jaheem walked backwards towards the mirrored wall. To the rows of neoprene-coated kettlebells, arranged in pairs and by size from 4kg up to 64kg. Solid iron, they were cannonballs topped with chunky, triangular handles; their weights labelled in thick white numbering. Jack used them for building forearm, wrist, and shoulder strength. The heaviest he worked with was 24kg. Jaheem could swing the 64kg ones—one in each hand—like they were toys of foam and feather. 
Now his opponent was standing with hands on hips, peering along their shelved lines. He looked back at Jack with a devilish smirk and grasped one of the smaller kettlebells in his bulky glove. Taking a step forward, his head bobbed side to side, scanning. Aiming. 
“Bloody hell. You must be joking, mate.” Jack was clutching the machine’s metal bars, bouncing on the balls of his feet, ready to move. 
His tone rose sharply, “Do I look like I’m joking?” He lobbed the iron ball like an oversized grenade. It smacked in violent chimes against the frame Jack was hiding behind, causing him to stumble, hands raised in defence. 
Clutching a 32kg kettlebell in each leather-clad paw, Jaheem strode forwards, glaring. He’d gathered far bigger ammunition to hurl. 
Jack ran across the gym, darting between the cover of bulky fitness equipment. At the back there were assortments of sports sticks dangling on racks, beside boxes of balls, mitts, and other accessories. He grabbed the nearest as he raced past—an aluminium baseball bat—and turned to face his attacker. Concrete walls gave him nowhere further to run. He rotated the sleek bat like a sapphire sword and readied to parry. 
The first kettlebell was launched. Jack repelled it with a thundering clang. Vicious bites of vibration ravaged his palms and forearms as the large sphere landed at his feet with a heavy thump, staggering him backwards. Gasping from the collision, his arms fizzing, only survival instincts stopped his aching fingers from releasing their grasp on the bat. 
The next missile flew. Thrown even harder. Jack hammered a resounding response. Battering force sent shockwaves across his entire body, as the kettlebell thudded and rolled across the blue foam flooring.  Panting, he clutched his weapon. Every limb dipped in dull agony; extreme pain was gnawing at his patience. “Now you’re starting to piss me off.” 
Jaheem, whose face was drenched in cascades, thudded his gloves and returned to boxer stance. “About time. Now, draw my blood”—his tone lowered to a slithering whisper— “or I’m going to draw yours.” 
Jack loosened his grip on the—now slightly dented— baseball bat, rotating his shoulders, trying to shake out the aches, overcome the throbbing. “Don’t make me smash this over your skull. The fight is over.” 
“It ends with blood.” Jaheem charged, swinging once again, but puff and sweat signalled his energy was rapidly depleting. 
Dodging, he whacked the furious giant on his kneecap with the bat, creating gasp and stagger. It stopped the assault long enough for Jack to dart back among the heavy weight machines. 
Jack was standing beside a bench press which had its back pad angled upwards. Laid across the top of its frame was a barbell with huge discs bunched at either side. Several hundred lbs. More than enough to counter Jack’s weight. 
Jaheem was still advancing, but his sledgehammers were hanging lower. The granite-like pectorals were heaving, the forehead streaming. Jack saw his chance. Mustering all the strength his aching limbs could supply, he threw the baseball bat at Jaheem’s face, tomahawk style. As the bulbous gloves raised to block, Jack charged up the bench press board, stepping on the barbell like a ladder rung, launching himself high into the air and aiming downwards with a flying fist. He screamed a defiant battle cry with all his bodyweight and rage channelled into one strike. 
Which connected squarely with Jaheem’s nose. 
Jack thudded onto the matting, flat on his back, winded. His opponent was towering over him but stunned. Shaking his head, he stumbled a step forward. Then, recovering, he pressed glove to nostril. Crimson blotched the red leather. A single drop. 
He looked at the tiny spatter and smiled. “Good. Well done.” 
[image: image-placeholder]They sat on the gym terrace, joking, and enjoying the Scottish spring breeze. Clouds clumped and parted, leaves rustled, and beaks chirped in branches. Jaheem’s forehead was still gleaming under the sun’s golden caresses. 
Guzzling from tankards of iced water, they discussed their contest. “I know I said go hard at me, but damn, mate,” said Jack with a chuckle as he lifted the drink to his lips with stiff fingers. 
Chunky cubes and sliced lemon seemed to be easing Jaheem’s obvious exhaustion; they clinked and swirled against the sides of his frosty glass as he took another satisfied swig. “You insisted. It went against every instinct I had, but you insisted.” 
“I’m sorry for putting you through that.” He gazed up at cotton drifting across azure and felt welcome wind nudging his raven fringe. “I just needed to know I could hold my own against the best. The last time I tried that, I had to be rescued.” 
“You mean Oakenfol?” 
Jack nodded, sighed, and took another cooling gulp. “Even with a suit of titanium armour, I lost.” 
Jaheem reached across the rattan table’s glass top and rubbed Jack’s shoulder with his banana-bunch hand. “But you didn’t lose this time. You fought like a tiger.” He shrugged and glugged. “A small tiger, but still a tiger.” 
Jack smiled. “Thanks. Although, I regretted the whole thing after about five seconds. You scared half the crap out of me.” 
“Do you think Dante kept me round for my good looks and charm?”
“You’ve got your moments. Don’t sell yourself short.” 
Jaheem leaned back and laughed heartily. “Anyway, I knew you had the speed and wit to counter me. I’ve never known anyone faster. And, as I said,”—he gestured to Jack’s scarred forearms— “your enemies will show you no mercy. Combat training that doesn’t emulate real combat, is useless.” 
“Well, I’m not too worried about enemies.” 
“A man as rich as you always has enemies.” 
“True, but rich men don’t usually face what I had to. And I don’t intend to repeat it.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“I should have listened to Dante. I should have listened to you. I screwed up so badly. People died. I’m never going beyond the canvas again. Not after last time. So, that cuts out all the monsters, at least.” 
Jaheem lifted the large water jug from its silver tray and poured another full tankard. Cubes and yellow slices chinked in gurgling chimes. “This world is rife with monsters.” 
Gloves now off, Jack stared at his scarred palm. Tufts of suede fluff from his gloves were wisped along its groove. “I suppose it is. In any case, I’m done with the Painted Worlds.”  
“Maybe. But maybe they aren’t done with you?” 
“Nothing’s getting me back inside a painting, mate. You know how many times I nearly died?” 
“Death is nothing to shrug off, it’s true. But you didn’t die.” His words hardened. “Look at me. You didn’t die. You overcame and conquered. One way or another, you won the war within that world. And most importantly”—he tapped his temple twice— “you learned.” He sighed and shrugged. “It seems a pity to waste such a magnificent gift.” 
“My mind’s made up, old friend. I’m going to try doing some good in this world instead. I’ve got so much, and there are people who have so little.” 
“Hence this charity thing in London?” 
“Yea. I’ll check out the things up for auction. Miss Karlsson assures me it’s legit. I’m even thinking of donating paintings regularly to their future events, if I get a good vibe on Friday.” 
“I assume that won’t include The Lands of Queen Annabelle?” 
“No chance. I’d never leave the fate of friends in strangers’ hands.” 





Chapter 2


Jack was in his private jet. 
Cruising high above the English countryside, the deluxe aircraft’s flight path had been smooth, save for a few sporadic trembles of turbulence. Having your own plane wasn’t something Jack took for granted. He was privileged, no question. It didn’t mean he had to hate it though. He sipped freshly squeezed orange juice, nibbling on the tart citrus strands which coated his tongue, gazing through the window at fields squared and shaded in mocha, pickle, and pear. 
They still had another thirty minutes until touch-down in London. Jaheem was reclining in an armchair specially made for his enormous frame. Reinforced, its supple, leather-upholstered arms were extra wide, to make comfortable resting for his oversized onyx biceps. Its nylon seat belt was twice the thickness of Jack’s, the chunky silver buckle broad as a small envelope. Regular material wouldn’t have coped well with Jaheem’s weight if the wind decided to summon violent lurches. 
“This beauty didn’t see many flights when Dante was alive. I think it spent most of its time gathering dust in a hangar at Inverness Airport. Crazy, considering the cost. This new addition is fantastic though, thank you,” said Jaheem, rubbing the soft white leather surrounding him. The elegantly decorated cabin had a dozen seats for guests, bunched in threes round mahogany coffee tables, but Jack and Jaheem had their own private section at the back, beside two large portholes and a bar with expensive bottles that rarely saw their corks pulled. 
“You’re very welcome, mate. You know, you never told me how you met him. If you don’t mind, I’d love to hear.” 
He drank from a large bottle of mineral water, clutching its grooved plastic in his chunky palm. “Oh, no? Yes, of course. I first met him in Rome when he received his knighthood. I was working alongside the Italian police, for one of the private security companies that was contracted to help protect dignitaries and government officials from the mafia. They often hired Africans, so they could pay low wages to men with imposing figures, like me. Peanuts, but what they paid still seemed a fortune compared to the Congolese military.” He glugged, the bottle crinkling under his grip. “It was a rough job. The Cosa Nostra had a wide network of power and influence, and plenty of vendettas to settle. On top of that, because of my skin colour, I was looked down on—not literally, of course—by many of those I worked with, insulted, treated badly every day.” 
“Like you were second class?” 
Jaheem stared out the window and smiled, his voice distant. “Second class would have been a luxury, believe me. Anyway, that evening they assigned me to guard Dante because he was the richest, the most famous of all the guests. And, obviously, I was the biggest and strongest man they had. I think their government wanted to make a show of how much they valued their national treasure, by assigning him a giant bodyguard.” 
“What were your first impressions of him?” The jet was swaying in slight knocks. Clouds and rays battled for first place amidst the sky’s wispy haze. 
“I liked him immediately. He didn’t seem to see my skin colour. Of course, he wasn’t blind, he knew I was black, but it seemed of little importance to him one way or the other. He wasn’t like the others. He asked my name, called me by it, smiled and asked me questions about my family.” He took another swig and leaned forward, his massive shoulder muscles swelling under tight cotton. “You have to understand, Jack, I grew up in a house with no electricity, no running water. Our floor was bare earth carpeted in rags. This man was famous, a billionaire. He owned planes and palaces. It blew my mind that he even took the time to learn my name.” 
Jack sipped. Stories of Dante made him feel safe, reassured there was still good in the world. “That was his way. I understand. Keep going, please.” 
“People received their honours and made speeches. One or two were modest, but the recipients were mostly these types of despicable braggards who revelled in their own pretentiousness, oblivious to how stupid they sounded. Even the humbler of the knights and ladies droned on with long speeches. I wondered how such people always seemed to rise to the top of society. I concluded it was—at least in part—their shameful ability to self-aggrandize their achievements, inflate their acts with hot air. And the security was not allowed to sit. At least, I wasn’t. Believe me, it was a night of sore feet and even sorer ears.” 
Jack laughed. “I’m sorry, mate. I’m laughing at them, not you. And how about Dante’s speech? I bet it wasn’t boring. He had a charismatic way of addressing crowds. From the few times I heard it, at least.” 
Jaheem snorted. “It certainly wasn’t boring. It caused tongues to cluck. It was classic Dante.” 
“How so?” Relaxing into his chair, Jack enjoyed comforting leather and words in equal measure. 
“After all the meandering bragging from others, Dante’s speech, the most anticipated of the evening, was”—he paused and chuckled— “refreshingly concise, you might say.” 
“Concise? How concise?” 
“He strode up onto the stage, received his knighthood and then approached the podium. Instead of beginning any speech, he simply bowed and said, ‘Grazie.’ Then he descended again. The crowd was bamboozled, whispering, tutting. He didn’t seem to give a damn what they thought, and I had a feeling he’d done it to mock their pomposity. I knew then that this was a great man.” 
Smiling, Jack had another sip of juice. “I wish I’d been there to see it. So how did you end up working for him then?” 
“I was his escort in the limousine back to the airport. To this very plane, in fact. I was sitting across from him, and, in the course of some casual chit-chat, he told me, stroking his bushy beard—it had more black than grey at the time—that my size and his fame were similar: both a blessing and a burden.” Jaheem gulped more from the bottle. “I said, excuse me, sir? And he said, ‘no need to address me as Sir, I’m not a knight’.” 
“But he’d just been knighted?” 
“And that was what I told him, with the utmost respect, of course.” 
“And?”
“He started laughing when he realised his mistake. Then I started, unable to help myself. It was contagious. We barely stopped until we got to the airport. I hadn’t been happy in a long time but being in his company was like a tonic.” 
Jack sighed. His eyeballs were enveloping in tiny stings. He plucked a tissue from the box behind him and dabbed at the liquid. “I remember that feeling.” 
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
“You didn’t mate, really. Please keep going. I’m enjoying this, despite appearances.” 
“Ok. So, anyway, we laughed a lot. Even as I escorted him across the tarmac to the plane’s steel stairs. My sides were aching, and I had to wipe tears from my face more than once. When we stopped laughing, his face suddenly turned stony, and he asked me in a hard tone if I liked violence.” 
“Violence? That was a sharp turn in seriousness after so much laughter.” 
“Yes, I thought so too. I replied that I hated it, but it was my greatest natural talent, when necessary. He nodded, offered me a job as his personal bodyguard and gestured to the stairs. He said to me that with any luck, I’d never have to use my greatest talent again.” 
“That was it? Just like that? You didn’t have any of your stuff with you, and you just went off?” 
Jaheem shrugged. “I had my passport in my jacket—which I always kept as ID—and the suit I was wearing. He didn’t mind and neither did I. I was glad to leave. I boarded, the plane took off and I’ve been living at the palace ever since.” 
“Incredible. From that one chance encounter, your life changed forever.” 
He nodded and smiled. “And I had a best friend forever. Just like I have in you now.” 
“Yea, right enough, you’re a great friend,”—Jack gulped his juice and looked out the window— “when you’re not trying to smash my face in.” 
Their laughter continued until they touched down in London. 




Chapter 3


The Biarritz Grand was London’s most luxurious hotel. Its function room was an elegant cavern carved and decked in marble, chandeliers, and garnet carpet. The décor wasn’t so different from Jack’s home. 
Except back there, he decided who was allowed entry. In the Biarritz Grand if you had enough cash, or more likely, plastic, they guaranteed welcome. Tonight, the vast area was heaving with monied attendees, all mingling and schmoozing before the start of dinner. 
Cello and viola, pitching from balmy and gentle to sharp and bright, washed invigorating serenades across chattering bustle. Paintings—none of them remarkable to Jack—hung in ornate golden frames on lofty walls. Intricately crafted mahogany tables and marble plinths boasted pricey vases and sculptures arranged along the room’s sides. Wood and brass were polished to perfection. 
Jack was strolling alongside Jaheem in a tailor-made tuxedo. He wasn’t overly keen on formal wear, but the tailor had done a fantastic job. For three thousand pounds, he ought to have. Unlike hotel security, who scanned the crowd in dark suits and ties, Jaheem wore smart casual. A short-sleeved silk shirt and loose trousers. Easier for swinging his massive limbs, in the unlikely event of trouble. 
With Jaheem being at least a foot taller—and wider—than any other person in the room, they cut a conspicuous path among clucks and clinks of tongue and glass. Men nodded and greeted, ladies gazed and smiled through eyelash flutters and pouted lipstick. 
The tables were laden, their underlying surfaces visible only in slivers. Cutlery and gleaming glasses glinted under sparkling hues cast from bunched crystal above. Plates were a sea stretching length and breadth, intermingled with white waves of napkins. Also, —no doubt against fire safety regulations—the organisers had crowned each tablecloth with silver candelabra; flames caused waxy tears to weep in celebration as they flickered atop rows of slender candles. 
A waiter, who looked like a young schoolboy working part-time, took a misstep and knocked into Jack’s chest. The empty tumblers on his circular tray collided in tinkling chimes as he clung to Jack, before stumbling backwards. Jaheem frowned, putting a firm hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Be careful where you’re walking, boy.” 
“I’m so sorry, sir.” His handsome face was aghast, words blurting in tremble. 
He saw the lad had been trying to avoid bumping into a lady draped in backless blue sparkles. As with a lot of the dinner guests, she was wandering round carelessly, like she owned the place. Perhaps she did? Jack smiled reassuringly at the waiter, shrugged, and looked up at Jaheem. “It’s ok, mate.” 
Jaheem removed his hand. The boy breathed a noticeable exhale. 
Jack turned to the teen. “No worries, buddy. Be careful though. Some of these big shots would have your job for knocking into them like that.” 
“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” The boy weaved among the throng with tray raised high, trying to dodge endless elbows and hands flailed in overenthusiastic gesticulation. Poor kid, having to spend his Friday evening pandering to clueless poshos. 
[image: image-placeholder]Dinner was decent and 20,000 pounds a plate. 
All the cost going to charitable causes saw Jack happy to give. He and Jaheem were sat on fancy seats of silky fabric and gold leaf finish, at a central table, alongside an elderly Swedish prince and princess, a South Korean airline tycoon and his—far younger and prettier—wife, and a gay entrepreneur couple from California. Conversation flowed pleasantly, though his dining companions seemed fascinated with Jaheem and his imposing size. Never one for revelling in too much attention, that suited Jack. 
After the last of the dessert dishes had been ferried away, the auction began, conducted by an attractive lady in a satin marigold pantsuit. Suave, with caramel skin and hazel curls, Jack heard the businessmen discussing her celebrity status. She was a TV star, apparently. 
He had no idea; he favoured canvas over screens. He recalled Dante’s despair at the smart phone invasion: These days, everyone is glued to electronic rectangles. The entire world is zombified, controlled by rectangles. Rectangles, rectangles, rectangles. I don’t understand their enticement. 
Dante had bewailed the encroachment of rectangles on society, then turned to admire one of Jack’s paintings—it being rectangular in shape—and scrutinised for twenty straight minutes, smiling, and not saying a word. 
Jack chuckled and enjoyed his fizzy mineral water, swirling the cubes in clinks. Frosty bites across his tongue and throat were welcome refreshment. The throng of penguin suits and designer gowns surrounding him was turning the atmosphere stuffy. Colognes and perfumes, announcing leather, flowers, and every essence in between, were cloying; rising and blending, their scents bunched round the room like blackening bananas smeared with sandalwood and citrus. 
It was overpowering. He’d never been a huge fan of fragrances. Or the mega rich, despite being in that category himself. He wanted to spend money, do some good, then get back to the Scottish Highlands’ serenity as soon as the event was finished. 
The items came up for offer. Jack bought Jaheem an uber expensive limited model Swiss watch, earning him a thumped pat on the shoulder and loud thanks. He’d have to get the wristband enlarged.  
He also bid on—and won, of course—a 1-week luxury train trip across Europe for Miss Karlsson and driving gloves once owned by the Scottish racing legend Jim Clark, for Harbir. They’d both be elated, and the thought made him content. When it came to giving versus receiving, the joy was tenfold for Jack. Perhaps because he could already buy anything he wanted? 
Then the final item was brought on stage: a walnut wood box, about the size of a school pencil case. The tuxedo-clad hunk holding it revealed its contents with a click and flip of weathered lid. 
It was a small, scruffy paintbrush. Jack’s interest was jostled.
The glamorous auctioneer explained its history. “Ladies and gentlemen, this generous donation is an extremely rare item.” She gestured to her colleague, who held the box open wide and presented it in a slow, sweeping motion, taking careful paces across the stage so people could catch a better glimpse. “First used when its owner was the tender age of just seven years old; this is one of the childhood paintbrushes of Pablo Picasso. The very first brush in fact, which helped to awaken his fabled painting career.” 
The crowd clucked, smiled, and nodded in approval. Dante had been the most famous painter ever, but Picasso was still a legend in his own right. 
Yea, Jack was going to snap that up. It would be a gift to himself. Creating a painting with Picasso’s brush would be fun. Even if the finished canvas wouldn’t be explored.  In fact, he’d use it to try some miniature examples of cubism. Would he be able to outdo the Spanish master at his own quirky style with his own brush? Jack was energised at the challenge. 
With her tiny wooden hammer clasped in dainty grasp, she began. “So, shall we start the bidding at 25,000 pounds? A bargain for this little gem of art history, surely?” 
Jack flicked an index. 
“Thank you, Mr De Luca. No surprise you were first bidder,” she quipped. 
Heads turned. The crowd tittered and chuckled. Jack nodded and smiled in reply, sipping his lemon hinted fizz. He’d chained himself to fame grudgingly, and even brief dazzles of limelight had him shuffling in discomfort. 
“25 with Mr De Luca. Do I hear 30?” 
Across the table, the Swedish prince’s hand went up. He winked over candle flickers. There was no malice in his manner. 
“Very good, 30 with His Royal Highness. Do I hear 35?”
Jack bid again. 
“35 back with Mr De Luca. Do I hear 40?” 
The royal poked fingers skyward once more. Sipping at delicate froth bubbling in a crystal flute, his lips parted, and cheeks crinkled at Jack in friendly competitiveness. It was all for charity, at the end of the day. There could be no losers if the needy benefitted. 
Jack wanted it though. 
There was back and forth between the Swede and Jack. One or two other interested parties dipped in and out. Then at the far end, across the crowd, another bidder entered. At a table in the furthest corner, beside the entrance to the function room’s VIP cocktail lounge. 
“85? Ok then, 85 with the gentlemen over here to my far right.” 
The prince bowed out at 95,000 pounds. The other bidder, who Jack couldn’t see for a sea of wealthy heads, stayed in. The bid rose to 125,000. 
Jack was having that paintbrush. The bidding was becoming tiresome, especially with the result assured. He’d end it quickly. He shouted out to the auctioneer, upping the stakes sharply. “250!” 
Murmurs of approval rippled through the audience; men with large sums to squander being the type they most admired. The lady in charge flashed flawless teeth between supple cheeks, pausing and jerking her neck slightly. “With Mr De Luca at quarter of a million pounds.” She scanned the room with raised eyebrows and mild sarcasm. “Do I hear any other bids? Anyone? Ok, going once, going twi—” 
“500 grand!” The bidder in the far corner shouted out at the last moment. The guests’ mumbles were rumbling now, with one or two ladies gasping in high pitch. 
The man’s shout was brief, and from afar, but it sounded familiar. Unpleasantly so. 
Jack stood, peering across the expanse of fancy folk and dancing candle flames. The first face he saw was drawn and rodent-like. That slime bag, Ramon. Sitting across from him was the back of a chunky, bald head. The owner unmistakable. Hendy. Sat beside Hendy, facing away from Jack and leaning lazily on his chair arm, was a man with slicked hair, smattered in grey. 
Arthur. 
Jack’s skin was prickling with heat, his cheeks and forehead pulsing. But not from fear. Not this time. 
All eyes were on Jack. From across the room, Ramon crimped a smile, and shrugged, gulping from a cognac glass. Arthur’s back remained turned. 
With his vision fastened on the grey of Arthur’s crown, Jack announced his position to the room, and the man he had once known as dad. “One million pounds!” 
A deluge of gasps flooded the function room. Murmurs snowballed to excited chatter and cluck. 
The auctioneer had to raise her voice over the crowd’s loud reaction. “One million with Mr De Luca!” She looked at Arthur, bemused. “Do I hear—” 
Slicked hair casually shook sideways. 
“Then, going once, going twice, sold to Mr De Luca for a staggering one million pounds!” she shouted, knocking her hammer on the podium’s gavel. Not that anyone could hear the smack. 
The audience had erupted in raucous applause. 
It was all background noise for Jack. He was still focused on the men guzzling and smirking beside the VIP lounge. What was Arthur playing at? 
He was going to find out. Mr De Luca wanted a word, and he didn’t feel like waiting. 





Chapter 4


“Of course, I’m going with you. I’m your bodyguard, or had you forgotten?” Jaheem was glowering across the room at the VIP lounge’s entrance. Arthur and his crew of seven had sauntered through it after the auction ended. Only Hendy had looked back, giving Jack a wink. 
He shook his head, speaking in hushed volume. “No, of course I’ve not forgotten, mate, but I’m not hiding behind anybody this time. Don’t worry, there’s security everywhere.” He nodded towards three suit-clad Vikings standing sentinel in the corner. “There’s even the Swedish Royal Police, for God’s sake. Just sit here and chill. The drinks are still flowing. People will be here schmoozing for another couple of hours at least. Have a glass of bubbly or two. I’ll be back shortly.” 
Jaheem exhaled hard through circled lips. “I’m not happy about this.” 
He placed a hand on Jaheem’s silk-covered shoulder. “I know, ‘cause you’re my best friend, but I’ve got to stand face to face with him. By myself. Not hiding behind you or anyone else. I’m going to show him who’s got the balls this time.” Standing, Jack took a deep breath. “And if he puts his hands on me, he’s going to need an emergency dental appointment.” 
[image: image-placeholder]“Alright, Jack, long time no see. How you been?” The gaps and gold in Hendy’s crocodilian grin were already causing irritation. 
Standing a dozen feet inside the lounge’s entrance, Hendy’s bulky frame was blocking the path towards Arthur. The tuxedo he had on was sharply tailored and looked classy—even on a thug like him—although he’d stayed loyal to his usual brand of brash, pina colada-style aftershave. 
Jack didn’t return the smile. “I want to speak to Arthur.” 
Suit arms drew tight against chunky biceps as he crossed limbs and pursed lips. An unofficial bouncer, it seemed. He spoke in the usual strained manner, the words struggling to exit his beefy cheeks. “You mean your dad? Yea, course you can. He’s not the bloody Pope, is he?” 
“Ok then, excuse me.” Jack motioned to walk past. Hendy didn’t budge. 
Face stony and tone steely, he looked Jack up and down, asking, “Not got any weapons on you, I hope.” 
“Wha—” 
The grin returned. “Just kidding, Jack. Why you so bloody serious? All that money take your sense of humour, did it? On you go, you cheeky sausage, he’s keen to talk to you.” 
The lounge oozed elegance. Sumptuous surroundings reminded him of the Sapphire Lounge in his palace. Luxuriant but not boasting of bling; the dozen couches and armchairs were silky blue and purple, patterned in gold leaf and placed on Persian rugs of pleasing colours, underneath which lay a floor of immaculate marble. Seascapes framed in shiny lacquer, bright flower arrangements flaring from vases and a grand piano dominating the far corner all combined in grandiose effect. 
Arthur’s presence ruined it all. Sitting on a central sofa sipping cognac, he greeted Jack with a wry grin and beckoning gesture. Nearby, his grubby crew were huddled at the bar in a slovenly coven, slurping spirits; their harsh accents sleazing out comments about attractive ladies in attendance at the charity event. Sharp suits and flashy watches couldn’t conceal the type of men they were. 
“Have a seat, son.”  
“Don’t call me that. What are you doing here?” 
Gently clinking his drink on the glass-topped table between them, Arthur leaned back, rolled his eyes, and shrugged. “It’s still a free country, ain’t it? You think you own the bloody place, just ‘cause you’ve got money now, eh?” He looked over at his minions, raising his voice. “Mr million quid paintbrush over here. Thinks he’s the King of England.” 
“You’re the king, Arthur. Hail, King Arthur,” replied Ramon with slurred squeak and raised glass. Grunts and blurts of agreement croaked from the men swaggering beside him as they sniggered and stared at Jack. 
He wasn’t intimidated. Jack’s muscles bulged solid and supple under his finery. Intensely trained in martial arts and boxing by Jaheem, he had no problem taking on all eight of them. In fact, a part of him craved the fates would sway things that way. 
“I don’t know what game you’re playing, but I’m not taking part. And I’m surprised you can risk that kind of money. I thought you’d have frittered it all away on gambling by now.” 
Arthur ran his tongue across his lower lip then nodded, as if a fair point had been conceded. “Well, yea, but you can’t lose if you play in your own casino, can you? If I have a bad run with the cards, I’m only handing it over to myself, ain’t I? And I’ve got three casinos now. Nice little cash cows they are. Very nice, indeed. Told you I’d been investing, didn’t I? You didn’t believe me, did you?” 
Jack wanted to slap the smugness from his lips. “I don’t believe a word that comes out of your mouth.” 
He drew a deep breath through gritted teeth and thin smile. Then his tone U-turned towards conciliatory as he nodded to the armchair across from him. “Come on, son. Have a drink with your old man. What am I? A monster?” 
“I don’t drink”—he leaned forward, eyes glued on Arthur’s— “and you’re not my old man.” His heart was pulsing in solid, steady rhythm as he goaded towards physical confrontation. Dante would have been appalled. 
Arthur tapped and pinched the sofa’s ornately pattered arm. He bit his lower lip, then slowly lifted his teeth, nodding with sly eyes. “Well, it’s a shame you see things that way. That’s a real shame, that is. Cause, truth be told, I came here tonight to try and reach out. To try and begin reconciliation with my estranged son. Thought you might reconsider the business proposition I put to you before. For your old man’s sake if nothing else.” He reached forward, tipped a mouthful of cognac, and placed the empty glass back down with a clunk. “After all, you owe me.” 
Arthur’s crew were perching and leaning on bar stools and black marble. Enjoying the show with smug chuckles and sneering whispers. Bow-tied hyenas. 
Jack blew a popped puff, breathing deeply and trying not to overheat. “I owe you? I seem to recall my apprentice wages, which were a pretty penny, staying in your pocket. Or is that cognac making your memory fuzzy?” 
He snorted. “That was peanuts compared to what you inherited from your teacher.” He drew out the last word in mock Italian accent. “And who entered you into that competition in the first place?” He pointed to the lounge exit. “You’d probably be scrubbing out pots in the kitchen in a place like this if I hadn’t. You owe me for everything. Not to mention the fact I spawned you into this bloody world.” 
Jack had heard enough. “This conversation is over. I’m not your son anymore. Accept that or don’t. Goodbye.” He turned, meeting the grotesque smile of Hendy. This time though, Jack didn’t feel like having his path blocked. They were two or three feet apart. “Get out of my way.” 
Hendy sucked in air slowly, shaking his shiny head and tutting. “Jack, all that money took your manners. And you used to be such a polite little squirt.” 
The attempt at appeasement having been declined; Arthur reverted to provocation. Standing, both words and steps came solid and slow. “Oh, I’m your old man, son, whether you like it or not. DNA can’t be denied, even if names can. Even if that name gets changed to match some old Italian poof with daft hair. And you want to watch your mouth, talking to your own dad like that. Very disrespectful. Someone might sort you out.” 
Blocking the exit, Hendy was chuckling at the insult. Jack turned to face Arthur, who had approached so close his pock-marked cheeks were an inch or two from Jack’s. The alcohol odours from his breath brought back childhood memories. Unpleasant ones. His crew began to crowd, their numbers encouraging bravado. He could sense Hendy’s hefty figure lingering close behind. 
Jack wanted to see who had the balls. Last time he’d been lacking. Now he wasn’t. “Sort me out? Are you man enough to do that yourself then? Or are you going to hide behind your lackeys?” 
Arthur’s cheeks flared into shades of magenta. He looked over Jack’s shoulder at Hendy and said, “Step aside. I’m talking with my”—he paused, glaring at Jack with icy eyes— “son.” Then he said the same out of the corner of his mouth to the men crowded behind. They retreated a few feet round the bar, collective focus still trained on Jack. 
 Their noses were all but brushing. His words oozed in oily slithers. “Oh, don’t you worry. I don’t need no help to deal with an uppity little turd like you.” He glanced downwards at his crotch. “I was wiping the floor with so-called hard men when you were still swimming round down there.” 
Arthur’s words were relaxed but his fists were folded tight. Jack’s weren’t. The bar beside them had a solid marble counter. He was going to smash those lumpy cheeks into—a waiter stumbled into Arthur, steadying against his chest before standing back and saying with a shaky voice, “I’m so sorry, sir.” 
Outraged, Arthur spat a reply devoid of sympathy. “Watch where you’re going, ya clumsy little git! You’re lucky I don’t give you a slap for putting your hands on me.” 
Jack saw it was the same young boy who’d knocked into him earlier.  Ignoring Arthur, Jack placed a protective hand on the lad’s shoulder. “You again? Have you been tippling at the cooking sherry or something?” 
The boy, who only looked about fourteen, pointed at the floor apologetically. Blonde locks clipped neat and blue eyes shining in the bloom of youth, he replied, “I’m really sorry, sir. I’m not used to walking on these thick rugs. They make the floor so uneven.” 
Jack gestured to the exit with a flick of eyes. “Go on, get out of here quickly”—he slowed and sharpened his words— “and be more careful, ok?” 
The boy strode off at fast pace, glancing back nervously before disappearing round the corner into the main function room. 
Scowling at the hastily departing waiter, Arthur’s cheeks crinkled above twitching jaw as he seemed to be distracted by flashes of suspicion. 
“What do you mean ‘again’?” 
“What?” 
“You said, ‘You again’. What did you—” Arthur patted his suit jacket twice, then, cursing, he reached inside the tailored folds. “He’s just thieved my bloody wallet.” 
Jack dipped a quick hand inside his own tuxedo. Same story. The boy was no waiter. He was also cunning enough to know wealthy men rarely checked their wallets. Clever. But he’d stolen from Arthur, and now there would be consequences. Severe ones. Unless Jack got to him first. “Look, I’ll find him, and I’ll get your—” 
“Drinks down, boys. We’re going on a little hunting trip. Ramon, pay the bill.” Arthur’s scowl had reformed into a ravenous smile. As his crew clunked their glasses on the counter and surged out the exit, Arthur shook his head at Jack’s offer. “Oh no, don’t trouble yourself.” His broad grin and gleeful eyes surged discomfort in Jack’s stomach. “Looks like this evening wasn’t a wasted trip after all.” He took two steps forward then did a sharp turn, leaning and whispering into Jack’s ear. Hot cognac vapours washed in unpleasant waves as he hissed, “I’m gonna take a hammer to those thieving little fingers. Or”—he paused, pulling his head back a fraction to meet Jack’s eyes— “maybe a hacksaw.” 




Chapter 5 


Jack strained a smile at his table companions as he leaned on Jaheem’s bulbous shoulder, whispering in his ear. “Remember that kid that knocked into me earlier?”
The function room was filled with clink, chatter, and chuckle. Arthur and his minions had already poured out its front doors in search of the pickpocket. Time was striding and that stupid boy was in deep trouble. 
Jaheem nodded. “He walked past this table a few minutes ago, in a hurry. Closely followed by that motley bunch of thugs. Something amiss? What’s going on?” 
Jack returned the nod. “There’s not much time, mate. Just try not to make a scene. Have a stroll round the lobby and the streets out front and keep an eye out for him. If you see him, collar him—gently, don’t hurt him—and bring him back in here as discreetly as you can. Sit him in my seat, where there’ll be plenty people about. I’ll go and check in the kitchens in case he’s trying to sneak out the back way.” 
“You expect trouble?” 
“Trouble’s never far behind when Arthur’s involved.” 
Jaheem rose and strode. The table stopped its conversation and gaped in awe. 
Jack paced quickly through the lobby, then jogged down an opulently carpeted corridor towards the hotel’s main restaurant. Pushing through the staff doors in his razor-sharp tuxedo and shiny shoes, he caused frowns among men and women bustling in white linen and blue striped aprons. Steel counters stretched spotless under air steamy with spice, balsamic vinegar, and garlic. 
“Excuse me, sir, are you lost?” asked a stout chap with cherry cheeks and an Irish accent. 
“I’m looking for one of the waiters. Blonde hair, blue eyes, good-looking lad, about fourteen or so.” 
“May I ask why, sir?” 
“He’s potentially in big trouble—not from me though, to be clear—if I don’t find him and talk to him.” 
Another of the chefs, a slender and tall chap, peered then smiled under peeled eyes. “Wow, you’re Jack De Luca.” 
“Yes, I am, thank you. Never mind that. Where’s the young lad? I don’t mean him any harm. I just want to speak to him.” 
The staff had paused duties, grouping in mouth-gaped puzzlement. A petite lady with thick-rimmed spectacles and boy cut hair encased in a white hair net said, “That sounds like that new boy. Only started this afternoon. What was his name again? Sounded like a Bible name or someth—Elijah, that was it!” 
“Have you seen him?” 
She pointed down a tiled corridor at a walnut wooden door. “The male staff’s changing room. He’s off home. Said he wasn’t feeling well. He’s still in there though.” 
Jack thanked her and strode towards the door. The steel lever handle barely clicked as Jack pressed it with quiet care, opening the door slowly. The thief, who was oblivious to Jack’s cautious entry, was throwing crumpled waiter clothes into one of the upper lockers. Dressed in jeans, t-shirt, and light waterproof jacket, he began hurriedly shuffling into the shoulder straps of a backpack, drawing them tight. Then the boy turned, freezing upon realising he’d been found out. 
“Oh, crap.” The boy was no wordsmith, but it did sum up his situation. 
“Oh crap, indeed.” Jack slipped hands inside trouser pockets, leaned back on the door, and gestured to the backpack with a head flick. “What are you playing at, mate? Is that full of stolen wallets? That’s no way to make a living.” 
The boy’s reaction was surprising. “I know. I—I didn’t want to. I had to.” He sounded genuinely apologetic. But then, perhaps his acting skills were honed? 
“You had to? You’re starving, then? You look pretty healthy to me.” 
“No, not like that. I mean, I—I’m so sorry, Jack.” 
Jack. Familiarity pinged in the pickpocket’s words. 
“Do you know me?”
The boy shrugged; his sheepish blue gaze roaming across whitewashed ceiling and rows of lockers. “Well, yea, everyone knows you, right? You’re famous. You’re that rich guy who does all the fancy paintings.” 
Jack nodded. “True, I am.” But there was something more. Now, scrutinising his features, it seemed almost like— 
The boy lunged through the fire escape, sending its heavy door battering open and swinging shut with a sharp clack. 
“Dammit!” He barged through in pursuit, into the dusky drizzle of a London evening. 
Looking downwards, he could see the kid was navigating the rain spattered fire escape flights at breakneck pace, vaulting over the railing near each corner to speed down the steps as fast as possible. Damn, he was fast. 
Jack sped after him. Thief or not, he didn’t deserve whatever grisly rewards Arthur had planned. 




Chapter 6 


Rapid splashes along myriad alleyways led Jack to a main street. 
Lit by lampposts and headlights, the road was clogged with London traffic. Roofs patched in streaming pools, the vehicles queued and nudged, clamouring for the lights’ green release. Black sponges far above squeezed excess in heavy spatters as rumbles signalled worse to come. 
Across four humming lanes of cars, black cabs and food delivery mopeds, Jack saw the kid—named Elijah, apparently—stop to catch his breath. Blonde locks soaked two shades darker, jacket gleaming, he looked round, gasping, hands on hips and scanning. 
Ducking below the traffic’s cover, Jack watched Elijah through the liquid-mottled windows of a black cab. Catching him would be a lot easier if he thought he was no longer being chased. Then he could be sneaked up on and collared at walking speed. Running, even Jack, at Olympic fitness levels, had been struggling to match the boy’s lightning-like vigour. His speed was astounding. 
He would have been more prone to admiration if fingers weren’t at stake. Arthur and his crew were a ruthless pack, keen to retrieve more than meagre sums contained within a wallet. Hungry for sport. 
Jack’s tuxedo was being drenched from silky snug to soggy, the finely tapered material clinging to his limbs in sticky grip. His shoes weren’t designed to resist the puddles he crouched in. Sodden socks squelched against leather as he peered and wiped streams from his forehead and eyes. 
Hunched, Jack began sneaking between cars. His fancy evening wear now like a second skin, he tried to step as quietly as possible on the flooded tarmac. Elijah, having taken a long last look, acted like the chase had been abandoned. He strolled towards a side street, pulling up his waterproof hood and adjusting his backpack straps. 
Jack weaved across the lanes in delicate sploshes. The kid was within grabbing distance. He would soon be—
“There he is!” 
He looked across the hammering haze to see three of Arthur’s hoodlums jogging down the pavement to his left. Elijah saw them and bolted down the side street. They picked up their pace in response. 
The lights changed, sending the traffic trundling, then flowing, moving with sporadic horn toots and windscreen wipers flapping at max capacity. 
Jack stepped into the middle of the pavement, blocking their pursuit. They wanted to beat and mutilate a schoolboy. His conscience was clear for what was imminent. “Gents,”—he pointed back the way they’d just came from— “do yourselves a favour and crawl back under your rocks. I’m not asking.”
The answer was unequivocal: “Let’s do the little painter poof!” 
Forming a semi-circular advance, they attacked him from the front and sides, fists swinging wildly. Jack followed Jaheem’s rule against multiple combatants: take out the biggest opponent first. 
That was the man to his right, who swung two meaty blows in quick succession. Jack ducked and smacked him in his solar plexus, sending the thug thudding into a puddle, buckled onto knees, wheezing, and groaning. A nasty blow. Thoroughly deserved too. 
Knuckles struck the back of Jack’s head, searing pain along his scalp. He lashed a backwards elbow which connected with crunch and yell. Glancing down, he saw his attacker slumped on the gleaming concrete, clutching a nose gushing crimson. The final crew member, who was scowling at Jack, didn’t want a fight. At least, not with fists. 
He’d pulled a knife. 
“You come at me with that, and I’ll break your arm.” The pavement was fizzling; blanketed by the sky’s torrential sobs. The remaining attacker said nothing. Instead, snarling, he lunged, swiping in a sideways assault. 
Jack dodged and kept his promise. Grabbing the man’s wrist, he held the wielding arm straight and hammered a palm into the elbow joint. A crack and shriek saw steel clattering and villain collapsing. 
Sweeping the knife into the gutter’s bloated flow, he raced off once again, leaving the three tough guys on the deck. 




Chapter 7 


The rain eased. 
The chase didn’t. Jack’s fancy loafers smacked and splashed over concrete, tarmac, and grass. His lungs were burning, but not as fiercely as his determination. 
Elijah showed equal resolve. He bolted with endless energy through streets, alleyways, and parks. It seemed like they’d run the breadth of London by the time Jack finally cornered him. 
He chased Elijah into the dingy sludge of a construction site, near the docks. Ringed by tall sheets of corrugated iron and lattice fencing, the area had no obvious means of escape. Finally. Just as well, as Jack’s tank was verging on empty. 
Gasping, Jack stood with hands on hips, squashy soil clumping round the sides of his shoes, while the kid recovered about twelve feet away, bent, hands resting on knees, sucking air in rapid grimace. The night sky—dimly lit by lampposts set far back on deserted pavements—was crisp and murky in temperature and colour. 
“I’m sorry, Jack”—he guzzled more oxygen, standing with clenched teeth and furrowed brow— “I’m really sorry.” 
“What’s going on? Why do I get the feeling I’m not talking with a stranger?” His heart was still thumping as he focused on steady breaths between sentences. He took a couple of steps forward to get a better look at Elijah’s face, feeling the fibres of his suit and shirt shift in unpleasant grates. Now that Jack wasn’t distracted by frantic motions, it was clear exactly how heavy the rain had been. “Who are you?” 
Elijah pulled the backpack off, unzipped it, and fished out Jack’s wallet. Walking in squelches with the folded tan leather in soft clasp, he offered, unable to meet eyes. “Here. I just want you to know, I’m not a thief. Everything’s still there, for what it’s worth.” 
Jack didn’t bother looking. He slid it inside his soaked tuxedo pocket. “What the hell are you playing at? And did you know you’ve got a mobster’s wallet in there too? He’s out for your blood. Why do you think I chased you halfway across London? For a couple of hundred cash and a few credit cards?” 
Still looking away; his voice shaking, he replied, “He’s just a businessman. Trying to get ahead in life, like everyone else. And he was never out for my blood…” 
“Wha—” 
There was a piercing whistle from the shadows. Floodlights clicked and dazzled from the direction of the scaffold-cloaked three-storey building beside them. Boots clumped on mud. Wood clacked. 
As his eyes adjusted to the sudden onslaught of brightness, Jack looked round the site. Adrenaline-fuelled tremors surged in his stomach, spreading across his chest and limbs. 
He was surrounded by a throng of armed thugs. 
Baseball, cricket, hockey; they brandished heavy bats with menacing intentions etched in their expressions. Grumbles and curses rippled across stocky leather jacket-clad shoulders as they glared, spat on the ground and patted weapons on palms. 
Jack turned to the entrance gate. At the front of more club clutching henchmen, two bulky goons were standing with pump action shotguns. Pointed straight at him. 
Arthur appeared between them, the men moving to give him a broad path as he strode past, saying loudly, “Point those things down, for Christ’s sake. You’re not in a bloody gangster film.” 
Jack scowled at Elijah. The little rat had lured him into the lions’ den. 
The boy’s breathing had slowed. He shook his head and said once again in a half-whisper, “I’m sorry.” 
“Jack”—Arthur walked up to Elijah with a smug smile, putting an overbearing arm round the boy’s neck— “let me introduce you to your brother, Elijah.” 
Still recovering from the urban ultramarathon and tensed with violent expectations, Jack’s ears didn’t register the statement properly. “What? I don’t—” 
“Well, half-brother, actually. The result of”—he rubbed Elijah’s damp blonde locks vigorously— “an indiscretion I had many years ago. Thank God your dear old mum never found out, eh? Can you imagine that?” His tuxedo had barely seen a speck of rain, the slicked grey of his hair was combed straight and flat, undisturbed by the elements. He’d clearly skipped the legwork part of whatever scheme he’d concocted. 
Jack breathed deeply, trying to curb adrenaline with oxygen. He was in trouble, but had faced a lot worse, beyond the canvas. “Ok, so you’re a cheating scumbag. No surprises there. What’s this all about? You really hate me that much? You lured me all the way out here to make me disappear? Using this lot? And my own brother?” 
Arthur tutted and rolled his eyes theatrically. “Such a drama queen, just like your mum.” He signalled over Jack’s shoulder with an eye flick. “No, I’d like to re-propose my business arrangement.” 
A whistle and thud had Jack wincing. A small dart, topped with a fluffy red crest, was sticking into his thigh. His feet became unsteady in the mud. Stumbling forward on shaking knees, he took a swing at Arthur, but his arms were slow, getting heavier with every second. “Come on then. Come on!” His words were slurring. Jack slumped onto his backside, swaying, struggling to remain conscious. 
Arthur crouched, rubbing Jack’s face with his scarred palm. The contours of his pockmarked cheeks were fading to blurs as he whispered, “I’ve changed the terms though.” 




Chapter 8 


“Don’t do anything for this scum. I’ve never feared cowards like them. I won’t start now.” 
Eyes sly above a thin smile, Arthur pointed his gun at Jaheem’s forehead.  A chunky cylinder coated in chrome—designed for bullets big as lipsticks—bulged in the centre of the largest revolver Jack had ever seen. “You’re one trigger pull away from oblivion, me old China. You want to keep your mouth shut. You ain’t made of bloody titanium, are ya?” 
Jaheem’s mighty limbs were restrained. The hands in rigid, solid bar handcuffs. The ankles in chain-gang style shackles. A few feet behind him stood two goons with aimed weapons and intense glares. One had what looked like a 9mm pistol, the other a tranquiliser dart rifle. The type that had been used to drug and bundle Jack and Jaheem into vans and on to the unknown location they were in now. 
“You don’t scare me, you little rat.” 
“Brave man.” Arthur paced, casually waving the revolver in circles, as if it were helping generate his response. His Chelsea boots tapped out crisp steps on polished wood. “Yea, a right brave fella, you are.” He turned to look at Jack. “This gorilla put eleven of my lads in the hospital. Including poor old Hendy.” Chuckling, he moved his finger off the trigger and used the barrel sights to scratch along his moustache. “I think Hendy found out that—despite what they say—size really does matter. He’s not very happy, I can tell you.” He wagged the bulbous handgun at Jaheem as if chiding a child. “Not happy at all, big fella.” 
Several trained shotguns were keeping Arthur’s teeth in his mouth. Jack breathed deeply, trying not to agitate Arthur’s trigger finger, but unable to stay silent at the arrogance oozing from his lips. “When you kidnap people, you take what you get.” 
Arthur strode close. His tone sharpening, he pointed the hand cannon backwards at Jaheem with eyes fastened on Jack’s. “Yea, and when you’re mug enough to get kidnapped, you also take what you get.” He pointed with his free hand round the room. It was a grand banquet hall, cleared of tables and chairs to form a huge makeshift studio, even bigger than Jack’s back in Scotland. Ten large canvases sat on heavy easels, placed at intervals along its walls. Several trolleys loaded with paint, brushes, palettes, and other accessories were placed in the near corner. 
Enough to do fifty paintings, at least. Arthur hadn’t scrimped on supplies, no doubt expecting a colossal return on investment via his accosted ex-son. “So, just so the updated terms are clear, I’m offering you this one time. You paint ten. The best ones you’ve got in you. I don’t want this dragging on forever, so I’ll give you one month. Thirty days, starting from tomorrow. You finish, and you and your monkey leave in good health. That’s the end of it. In return, I’ll make sure he’s well treated and stop Hendy from blowing his head off. Deal?” 
“Why the paintings? If you want a ransom, I’ll wire the money and—” 
Arthur tutted and tucked the pistol into his trouser waistband. Its black rubber handle bulged over his cream leather belt. He’d changed from tuxedo to smart casual. The shirt he had on was pastel, suave and perfectly formed. Nothing like the heart beating under its designer fibres. “You’re rolling in it, but you don’t understand it, do ya? Money like that always comes with a lot of questions. Easily traceable and every other headache I don’t want. Would have a lot of red flags raised by the bank. You don’t just wire several billion unnoticed. No chance. The police, fraud squad and taxman would be having a look, quick as you like. After all, why would you give billions to someone you—irrationally—hate?” He walked over to Jaheem and patted his tree trunk arm. His strained manner was of a nanny one kid’s tantrum away from giving a vicious spanking. “Nah, 10 paintings, done and dusted. Then they disappear into private collections like they never existed. And the money for them disappears too. I’ve already got buyers lined up. No questions, no bank trail, no police. You’ve got a happy Arthur and you and your ape get to go back up to the land of poofs and bagpipes.” 
“Tell him to stick his deal up his ar—” 
“Are you deaf? I said you want to keep your mouth shut.” 
“Jack, I’m not scared. I—” 
Arthur spat words and wagged his finger upwards. “No, you’re not scared, but he is! For you! Now put a sock in it, or you’ll get another dart. And maybe a cricket bat over the head for good measure.” 
Jack raised a palm, trying to inject a measure of calm into the room. There was too much lead ready to sing along barrels for unchained emotions to rule the situation. “Let me handle it, mate.” He focused on Arthur, scrutinising his eyes. “How can I trust any deal from you? How can I believe you’ll stick to it?”  
“You can’t. But I can trust you, can’t I? 
“What?” 
“I bet that’s what your beloved teacher taught you, isn’t it? Nah, I know it is. Keep your word. Be a man of honour. Keep your promises. Bet he taught you all that bollocks, didn’t he?”
Jack nodded. “Somebody had to.” 
Arthur smirked and gestured towards Jaheem. “Now, he might not fear what I’ll do to him, but you don’t want to see your mate hurt, do you? And nothing has to happen to either of you. I’m a businessman. I want money, that’s all. You paint—for his sake if nothing else—and swear to secrecy about all this. Then what have I got to worry about? I’ll have what, at least four billion, five billion quid in paintings, tax-free, and my goody two shoes son bound by his promise. No need to add blood, and all its hassles, into the mix.” He stepped forward, until their faces were inches apart. Espresso vapours wisped from slithering lips as Arthur asked, “So, do we have a deal?” 
The revolver’s handle was brushing against Jack’s abdomen. A headbutt and grab would have seen Jack armed. And Jaheem cut down in a hail of pistol and shotgun blasts. 
Agreeing to Arthur’s terms was the least insane choice available. He just wanted money. That was perhaps the only thing Jack could be sure was true. He would skyrocket his estranged father into billionaire status, give his word about confidentiality, and then, even Arthur, overjoyed with his colossal wealth, would grudgingly let them go. 
“Ok, Arthur, deal. I promise to paint those billions you seem to crave so much,”—Jack looked round the room at the gun toting thugs— “but I’m making you all another promise.” 
Standing back with neck jerked, Arthur gritted teeth in mock fear and fluttered his fingers across the air, as if playing an invisible piano. “Oh, watch out lads, it’s the painter’s promise. Brace yourselves.” 
Sniggers and mocking grunts blurted from stubbled chins. 
“If anything happens to him, I’ll kill all of you.” 
Jack and Arthur’s eyes were locked, swimming in a gluey pool of hostility. Arthur’s cheeks were pinkening, as he clenched his jaw, processing the threat directed at him. Like he was deciphering a long-forgotten foreign language. 
Broad grin flashed below groomed moustache, revealing veneers. Arthur’s eyes were peeled, sparkling. “That’s ma boy, Jack!” He walked forward and clasped the back of Jack’s head, pointing at him and announcing to his crew. “That’s ma boy, right there.” Words slowed, the syllables strained and tangled as—what looked like—a flicker of sadness flashed from deep within. “That’s ma boy.” The blend of pride and melancholy almost sounded genuine. 
It didn’t last. Eyes steeling, his voice lowered into a growl as the clammy grip grew stronger. “Oh, I like that. I like that a lot. You didn’t get that from no soft old Italian git, did ya? You’ve got more of me in you than you think, son.” Soft pokes and words prodded Jack’s chest and ears as Arthur leaned close and whispered, “I think there’s a monster deep down, lurking somewhere inside you.” He ruffled Jack’s hair and marched towards the door, declaring to the room as he left, “Names can be changed. Genes can’t. Make ‘em ten good ones, son!” 
Jack looked at the canvases. Ten masterpieces in a month. That would kill an ordinary painter. 
Fortunately, he wasn’t. 




Chapter 9 


Jack’s genius blazed. 
Magnificent, verdant; his brushstrokes slicked the canvases in symphonies of elegance and symmetry. His brush brought forth marriages. Shape, space, texture, and tone were coupled in glorious unions; their children springing into sublime existence, galloping rampant in earthquakes of intensity and tsunamis of serene pastel. 
His black sweater and trousers were spattered, smudged, and stained as brush bristles danced unchained, unyielding, despite his situation’s smothering embrace. He triumphed, conquered, and confounded. Even the armed thugs on guard duty would stand mesmerised, amazed, their jaws slack and eyes wide in hypnotised gaze. 
But his emotions transferred through the paint in far less splendid manner. Anger simmered in Jack’s soul. Life’s never-ending injustices stabbed at his guts as he periodically stood back and checked the futile beauty of his work. Existence was a miserable affair. Good people like Dante died without warning in undignified gasps, while sneering evil was allowed to continue its slither, untroubled, unfettered, and unaccountable. 
Bloodsuckers, reptiles, monsters; Arthur and his ilk were the pits of humanity. Craving wealth like cackling ghouls, wolves chasing helpless prey. Trampling anything in their way. 
The worlds within the paintings he crafted would be rife with corruption. Jack didn’t give a damn. The canvas no longer held allure, and he wasn’t creating for exploration. He was doing it for his friend. Only Jack—and Jack alone—could enter beyond the Painted Veil. For everyone else, these were simply pretty works formed from masterful strokes. 
One by one, as the days bled into weeks, Jack neared the end of his task. Every signature symbolised a work finished, and a new world awoken. Never to be known. 
From time to time, Jaheem would be shuffled in to sit as Jack painted—under heavily armed guard—and they would chat, lifting Jack’s mood and spurring him on towards completion. Arthur was keeping his side of the deal. Jaheem always entered the studio well-fed and unbruised if not a little sullen at his failure to prevent their predicament. 
Jack gave constant reassurance and sincere smiles. They would soon be free.  He swore, in silence, never to leave his Scottish estate ever again, once they were safely behind its gates. 
[image: image-placeholder]Sitting up on squeaky springs, Jack rubbed crusts from the corners of his eyes, yawning. He grasped, clicked, and spun the top from a water bottle. The liquid was lukewarm, but wet washes still eased dryness in his throat from the meagre sleep he’d snatched. 
He looked round at the masterpieces. Not bad at all, considering the time restrictions. Landscapes, seascapes, cities, fruit bowls and more. Whatever. What was on the canvas didn’t matter—neither to him nor Arthur—if the price tag was hundreds of millions apiece. 
Nine done. One to go. 
Despite being assigned a room in whatever leased countryside kidnap mansion they were being held in; Jack had requested a camp bed to be put inside the studio. He’d wanted every waking moment to be devoted to the ten canvases and the freedom they represented. He was exhausted, but, for the sake of a smooth transaction with Arthur, he was determined to dig deep and push through the sleep deprivation and stress. 
The hall’s double doors swung open, and in limped Hendy, using a solitary crutch, grunting greetings at the shotgun cradling crew members perched on seats and pacing round the studio. The tip of the crutch sang out miniscule rubber squeaks as Hendy scraped and pressed it across the varnished floor. 
He stopped to take in the paintings, nodding in glum recognition. “You always were something, Jack, even as a little squirt. Good to see you’ve risen to the challenge.”  
Jack took a final gulp of the water and screwed its top back on, placing it on the cheap, balsawood bedside table. Standing, he wheeled a trolley of painting equipment towards the final canvas. “Didn’t have much choice, did I?” 
Hendy’s manner was muted, not the normal carefree and jovial lump of gristle he was used to. Jack sensed more than his body had been wounded by Jaheem’s violent strikes. The golden, gapped smile had been replaced by subdued frowns. His cheap pina colada aftershave was trying to mask whiffs of sweat and spirits, unsuccessfully. “This last painting’s mine. Your dad’s given me it, as compensation for—for injuries caused in the course of my duty.” 
Duty. Did he think he was a soldier? He fought the urge to laugh in Hendy’s face. Shrugging, Jack said, “Fine, whatever. I couldn’t give a damn.” 
Hendy scanned the blank canvas. Placing his free hand on his chunky hip, he nodded slowly, saying, “I want something with animals.” 
“You’re only going to sell it, anyway. What does it matter what I paint?” 
He clacked closer on his crutch, smelling like showers and cognac were being shunned and loved daily, in equal measure. Brow furrowed and one eye bloodshot, he said, “Because it’s my painting and I’m telling you, that’s why.” 
“Ok, fine, animals.” Jack picked up a large brush, tapping its walnut handle on the trolley’s aluminium frame as he stared at the canvas. “How about some rats?” 
Hendy huffed and shook his head. “You don’t want to be pushing my buttons, Jack. Not with the mood I’m in.” He limped to beside the canvas, lost in thought. The daydreams of a snake. “Lions. I want lions.” 
Jack sniggered. Did Hendy see himself as an apex predator? “Oh right, that makes sense. Because that’s something you’re good at, isn’t it?” 
Eyebrows raised a fraction; he was grimacing faintly as he breathed. His injuries were still affecting him, even weeks after. Jaheem must have landed some battering hits. “You what?” 
“Lyin’. That’s your best talent, isn’t it? Me old China.” Insufficient sleep—combined with a vehement loathing—was coating Jack’s tongue in salt. 
Hendy held up a pork sausage finger and thumb with a sliver of space separating them. There was a tremble to his digits. “Your mate’s this close to having a very nasty accident. You want to be careful you don’t push my good nature to its limit.” 
“Shut up, you slime bag. You’re a vicious rottweiler, and Arthur—your boss—controls the muzzle and leash. Don’t threaten my friend. We both know it’s all hot air.” 
Hendy’s jaw was twitching; his irises crackling in anger. “Is that so?” Then, glancing at the trolley of paint and brushes, his eyes returned to the canvas. He exhaled hard, as if relenting, and pointed. “Lions. Good ones.” 
Jack tutted at the idiocy of his statement. What on earth constituted a good lion? “Fine. Lions. Good ones.” 
“And I want some nice scenery. Valleys, cliffs, hills, rivers, stuff like that.” 
“Fine. Is that it?” 
“Nah”—he hobbled, barging, and wrapping his free arm round Jack’s neck in a sweaty clamp— “if I’m not happy with my painting, you’re gonna be very unhappy too, believe me.” 




Chapter 10 


Jagged granite daggers spiked towards cotton-speckled cerulean. The haunting crags topped a panorama of valleys criss-crossed in sparkling flow and abundant growth. Sturdy trunks sported fruit-packed branches, blossoms, and leaves. Meadows of dappled emerald, teeming in flora and fauna, blended with sweeping hills and plunging waterfalls. Lakes shimmered, rays warmed, and butterflies floated. It was some of Jack’s best work. 
Now it was time to paint the lions. Jack had considered making them comical, deformed—just to spite Hendy—but actions like that would have far outdone the cruelty of his captors. His perilous situation was no fault of anything alive within the art he was crafting. And they would be roaming round its painted lands long after Jack had passed on. He couldn’t curse such majestic creatures for eternity. 
Nor the place they would call home. He’d been trying to wish their beautiful new world well as his bristles perfected the details, but niggles kept reminding, like mosquitoes buzzing round his brain. 
He was painting all this for the benefit of Hendy. A serpent, a leech, feeding off the bounties from better men. A scowling reptile with cold blood and no conscience. A bloodsucking scumbag. 
Jack placed the brush and palette down on the trolley’s top and guzzled water. The bottle wasn’t long from the fridge. Its grooved plastic was cold in his clasp, and he held it to his forehead, breathing deeply and focusing every iota of remaining positivity in his sleep-deprived brain. There was a thin film of condensation on the bottle’s surface, which he rubbed back and forth against his cheek and brow, enjoying the moisture’s soothing caress. 
Once the big cats were done, the ten paintings would be finished. Arthur would revel in smugness and then release both Jaheem and him. They would soon be home. 
Jack glugged again, exhaled forcefully, and decided to make something good from a tough situation. 
He would crown two monarchs. 
Squeezing black onto the palette, he started on the first. He could have wished it silently, but a verbal declaration seemed more proper. Speaking in whispers so the goons on duty wouldn’t hear, he said, “You are Strazar. The Obsidian King.” He formed and filled the outline of a giant lion, far larger than any in London Zoo. “Your roar is without rival, and you retreat from no one.” Jack dabbed a shaggy mane of jet, centred with burnt orange eyes and yawning jaws boasting primeval knives. 
Strazar’s body was frozen within the frame. But his gaze was piercing, alive. Jack gently shook his head, even managing to blurt a chuckle. “You are hell on legs, my friend.” 
He picked up a fresh brush, mixing white with the merest hint of silver. “But you have a brother, a fellow royal.” He smudged and stroked another equally large body. “And you, you are Golman. Not mute, but your preference is to stalk in silence. Cool headed, deadly, your claws cleave like keen scimitars.” Jack crafted a face of dagger and ice, swathed in frost flutters. “I name you King of the Silent Killers.” 
Like his sibling, Golman’s eyes were already burning a path towards Jack. The depiction frozen by paint; the soul already rampant. “Prowl like a shadow.” He met Strazar’s intense stare. “And you, roar like thunder.” Jack chose a smaller brush and walked to the canvas’ bottom right-hand corner. Signing his name, he looked at the two kings and whispered, “We will never meet, never know each other, but I declare you the greatest lions that ever existed.” 
“Your majesties,”—Jack bowed his head discreetly— “enjoy eternity.” 




Chapter 11 


“You know, son,”—Arthur shook his head slowly, slicking tongue over lower lip— “you really are something. I can’t deny it, and I don’t think any sane man would.” He was chuckling and sucking from a takeaway coffee with a grin bigger than any jackpot winner. Strolling and nodding, he stopped and gazed at each painting. There was no artistic appreciation in his eyes. Only pound signs. 
“Then if there’s no problem, I want—” 
“I haven’t finished talking yet.” His grin retreated, then broke free again as he took in the next work. “As I was saying, you really are something.” He tipped another sip through the cup’s perforated plastic top. Bitter wafts flapped as he said, “Within one month, you’ve made me one of the richest men on earth. One month. One bloody month! The sort of money it took Rockefeller or Carnegie years—no, decades—to build up.” 
With Jaheem clinking in shackles beside him, and that massive revolver still bulging from Arthur’s waistband, Jack decided it wasn’t the best time to get clever. His shoulders and back ached, and he yearned for his soft palace bed. Just wanting to go home as soon as possible, he listened and nodded. Jaheem, reading the room well, did similar. 
They reached the final masterpiece. Arthur handed his coffee to a nearby crew member and stood with arms folded, drawing out a whistle as he inspected. “Now that is marvellous. Bloody marvellous. Look at that landscape. And those lions. Bloody hell. Feel like they’re ready to jump off the canvas and have me for lunch! Yea, bloody hell,”—he stepped to within an inch of its surface and grazed fingertips across the world Jack had crafted— “that is stupendous, I must say. Must be the cream of this whole crop.” 
“Hendy wanted lions. Good ones, as he put it, so that’s what I did.” 
“You know what? I think I’m gonna keep this one for myself. Put it in whatever swanky new place I buy with the profits from all your generous efforts. It’ll make a great centrepiece.” 
Jack shrugged. “Fine. Not my business. Look, I swear to secrecy on all this, ok? I’ve kept my half of the deal. I’ve made you one of the richest men in the world. Now—” 
“Yes, you have, son. Yes, you have.” Arthur gestured for the coffee, which was handed back to him by a thug with a shotgun. He sipped and gasped, his smug eyes not leaving Jack’s. Stroking the revolver’s bulging handle, his voice lowered to near whisper. “I’m rich, beyond my wildest dreams. And you’re the only person who can blab about it.” Tilting the coffee yet again, his palm wrapped the pistol’s grips firmly as he paused, looking downwards at it then up again. “So, you know what that means?”  
Jack’s stomach erupted in a volcano of adrenaline. He’d misjudged Arthur. He was going to—
“It means, you and your umba gumba mate”—he swirled coffee and thoughts, before bolting his gaze onto Jack’s— “can leave.” 
The four crew members standing beside and behind Arthur were awash with smirks and sniggers. 
Jack ground his teeth, breathing through his nose, and shaking an exhale. Temper lost for one second now could translate into eternal consequences. “Ok, thank you.” 
“Well,”—he gestured to the hall’s tall doors— “go on, then. Off you pop, Little Picasso. Your mate too. Before I change my mind.” He pointed his finger up at Jaheem. “You ever meet me again, you mind and watch your manners, big fella.” 
Jaheem was shrewd enough not to reply, but his eyes spoke a story of smouldering rage. Jack also said nothing but swore he would never meet Arthur again. Nor any other villain. Security at the palace would be trebled. He’d hire ex-royal protection officers, ex-special forces, guard dogs, whatever it took. His estate was where he’d live out his days. There was more than enough space—marbled and green—without having to venture into the world’s ugliness. 
“Give them their wallets back and drop them at that bus stop at the edge of the woods”—he flicked his eyes upwards between coffee gulps— “and uncuff the gorilla last. He starts swinging his fists, you have my permission.” Arthur turned to continue his admiration of Strazar, Golman and the vast world they occupied. Speaking from the side of his mouth, he muttered casually, “I’ll see you around, son. Thanks for the donation.” 
The doors opened and in clacked Hendy, with a throng of Arthur’s gang. Stubble, leather, and scars crowded across varnished floor. Among their number were the three men he’d trounced on that rainy pavement, four weeks before. One had his arm in a cast, suspended in a sling of grubby cream mesh. Aside from Jack’s own small contribution, he guessed the arriving members were those Jaheem had hospitalised. The man with the broken arm glared at Jack. The rest had scowls oozing venom, their eyes spitting it at Jaheem. Ramon’s ferret-like features appeared particularly peeved. 
The group surged close, bunching behind Hendy. “Alright, Arthur, need a word,” said Hendy. 
“Alright,”—Arthur shrugged— “what?” 
Jack and Jaheem were supposed to be exiting, escorted by the men at Arthur’s side, but the process had been interrupted. The influx of surly faces causing pause. 
“Me and the lads don’t think these two should be allowed to leave.” 
Arthur continued sucking at his coffee, his smile and nods subtle. “Ok, and why’s that?” 
“Because they’re witnesses. One word from either of them and we’ll have the Old Bill on us, and then we’re looking at serious time.” He looked at Jaheem and then Jack. “Dead rats don’t squeak.”
Arthur bobbed his head side to side, his ears accepting Hendy’s argument in thoughtful meanders. “Yea, well—despite his insistence to the contrary—he is my son. I know him. He won’t talk. He’s made his promise. I’m sure he’ll convince his African nursemaid to do the same. You’re rich now, try and relax.” He spoke to the huddle behind Hendy, raising his voice. “And all you lot, you’re all millionaires once these have been sold. I don’t think that’s a bad pay day, is it?” 
“Yea, one million quid each, right lads? Small potatoes compared to what’s here.” Hendy was standing inches from Arthur, the dictionary definition of dejection. 
“Look, me old China, you’re starting to irritate me. From what I’m told, you got your arse well and truly kicked in five seconds by that one”—he nodded towards Jaheem— “and almost cost the whole operation. Took three men to carry your ample girth off to the hospital, but I’m still giving you one of these as compensation, seeing as I’m soft hearted.” He stretched his palm towards the paintings behind them. “So—” 
His tone rising sharply, Hendy pointed towards the world of Strazar and Golman, jabbing his finger in sync with the words. “Nah, Arthur, that’s my compensation. That was the painting I was promised.” 
Arthur tutted. “That’s worth double the others. Anyone can see that. He gestured with eyes to the other works. You can take your pick from that lot. Four hundred million quid not enough for being fat and useless?” 
Hendy squeaked closer on his crutch. “I’m sorry, Arthur.” 
He shrugged. “No need. You just should have spent less time with the drink and more in the gym. Did you really think, that after a bottle and a half of cognac”—he pointed at Hendy’s protruding waistline— “and that giant bloody meal you stuffed in your fat face, you’d be able to take this great big lump, one on one?” He sniggered into his coffee. 
“Nah, that’s not what I’m sorry for.” He reached behind his back and drew a chunky snub nose revolver. 
Arthur gasped.
Flame, smoke, brains; they filled the air in heinous spray. 




Chapter 12 


Arthur’s corpse slumped in a bloody heap. 
The hands of time grew ice. Vapours of chaos swirled the makeshift studio as shotgun bellows and pistol barks mashed with curses, screams and ruby splashes.  
Amid the madness, Jack staggered backwards, hands raised towards his face. From among Hendy’s group, he saw the sneering glare of Ramon, with a pistol pointed towards him, shouting over the cracks of black powder and screeching throats. “Say hello to your mum for me!” 
That was when Jaheem’s bulk wrapped Jack tight, shielding him from Ramon’s barrage. He felt several thuds and flinches vibrate across the powerful frame protecting him. Then, he looked up to see his friend’s mouth dripping crimson, struggling to breathe through splutters and chokes. 
Only one thing blurted from deep inside Jack’s chest. “No!” And what a waste of time that word was. It never stopped anything bad from happening. Jack looked in horror, helpless as Jaheem—though still standing tall—began to shake and stumble. His beloved friend’s eyes were fading, the vital fire glazing in frost. 
Jack staggered as the weight started to bear onto him. The four men loyal to Arthur were now splayed across the hall’s polished surface, along with several of their attackers. Pepper, iron, and repulsive odours reeked rampant. Hendy was lying among the fallen too, but his vibrant shout signalled he hadn’t suffered significant injury. “What you bloody waiting for? Kill ‘em both!” 
The barrels turned. Jaheem’s eyes were straining, fighting to stay awake. Jack was speechless with despair. 
And then there was a hiss as the air filled with powder. Like a volcano of talcum, it sent the firing squad into splutters, coughs, and confusion. Someone had sneaked in with a fire extinguisher, bathing the executioners, and Hendy, in copious puffs of white. 
That was when, in desperate grunts and shuffles of shackles, Jaheem grasped Jack under both armpits and barged him. Towards the canvas. The world of Strazar and Golman was beckoning rapidly, as Jack shook his head, eyeballs enveloped in stings, streaming. “No, I’m not leaving you!” 
With a quaking smile, Jaheem cupped Jack’s cheek tenderly. Then he shoved him backwards through the masterpiece. Distracted by wheezing and eye rubs, Hendy and his murderous thugs were oblivious to Jack’s exit. 
The canvas pressed against his back like cling film, bursting in a puff of glittering silver and gold as its portal transported him beyond the Painted Veil, to the world beyond. 





Chapter 13


Jack thudded into thick mud. 
Suspended at least fifteen feet above, well out of reach, the portal’s puckered fizzles were the brightest he’d ever seen. Its rays dazzled for miles across charcoal clouds. 
The squelching mire, which was caking his paint-smudged clothing, had saved him from a far harder fall. Dirt sucking at his trainers, he dragged himself up, wiping away tears with grubby fingers, still nauseous from the horror he’d seen moments before. Jaheem was gone. His best friend, taken from him. He’d sacrificed himself in a display of spectacular heroism. He’d given everything to save Jack. And what Ramon had shouted. Had his mum been—
His survival furnaces fired alive. He could hear the rustle and clink of leather and metal below the broad ridge he’d landed on. Kneeling, Jack steadied with outstretched fingers in the slippery muck, conscious of how loud it made his movements among the silence. Looking around, he could see he was in a ramshackle settlement, which was encircled in a solid-looking palisade of shorn tree trunks; their tops carved into spikes sharp as spear tips, and—gauging from the stench—smeared in animal faeces. Nasty. 
A good part of the sprawling town, or whatever it was, was shaded in hues and shadows from the portal, but flaming torches in iron baskets also lined the sludge which snaked in myriad directions. 
Far off, jutting upwards from the horizon, he could make out the giant crags he’d crafted. It was hard to be sure, peering into the night sky’s mottles, but the basic landscape beyond the palisade appeared to be as he’d painted it. 
What the hell was this place though? 
“Viper, is that you? You better not be screwing around again. I’m not in the bloody mood.” The voice was unnerving. A mix of hiss and grumble. 
Jack peeked over and recoiled in horror. There was a soldier, seemingly on sentry duty. Armoured, armed, and agitated; it was a cross of man and creature. The thing had a human upper body, joined to the sinewy tail of an oversized snake. A reptilian land mermaid, or, more likely, merman in this case, as the gravelly voice suggested. 
The repulsive figure, hooded and clad in sturdy leather with chinking chainmail sleeves, was slithering over the mud, towards an embankment which would lead it up to where Jack now crouched. 
Bewildered, he was reluctant to make any movement that might catch the creature’s eye, but he had to find cover. Holding his breath, Jack moved his body even lower, going prone and scanning for a hiding spot. 
The ridge was covered in mounds of varied sizes. Nearby, he saw one just big enough to hide behind. It was set back from the portal, so shaded from the bulk of its forward-spraying rays. He rose, scurried, and curled, trying to make sure his whole body was within the bump’s shadows. 
Hisses loudened as the abomination wound its way closer. “Viper? Where are you? I’m bloody sick of this. Anaconda finds out you’re drinking, wandering off and playing silly buggers, and we’re both for the skewer.”  
Jack could hear the slick slides of its tail as it traversed the mud, searching, mere feet from where he hid. He held his breath, blood thumping from feet to forehead. He was unarmed and aching from weeks of relentless painting. Stealth was by far the most sensible way to escape whatever hellish pit he’d dropped into. 
“Must’ve been hearing things. I’ll gut you myself one of these days, you drunken wastrel.” The monstrosity slid away, back towards the embankment. 
Jack glanced cautiously, taking tiny breaths. The tail was patterned in pale yellow and white rosettes, like an albino python. It dealt with the muddy surface in proficient curls and smooth bursts of speed. A lot quicker than he could trudge through it. He feared how fast these things—whatever they were—could propel themselves when giving chase. 
What nightmare had his inner turmoil devised this time? The breeze washing over him was lukewarm, but his neck was rippling with frosty chills. He released a pent-up exhale, sucking oxygen in guzzles until his pulse returned to semi-normal. One thing was clear: wherever he was, he had to leave. 
Pronto. He grasped at the mound, to drag himself up as quickly and quietly as possible. The texture his palms ran over was odd. Not like rock. Nor dirt. He rubbed at it, wiping away the layers of grime as best he could. Its gnarls knocked adrenaline through his system. 
Gently—tenderly even—he brushed at the earth underneath him; his trembling hands revealing the true surface. It was grey and hard as boiled leather. A scale. The size of a London pavement slab. 
The ridge was a reptile. 
Twisting under the palisade in opposite directions, its width was half a motorway. The girth? God only knew. It seemed partially buried under the ground and was more landmark than lizard or snake. He’d landed on it with a smack, yet nothing had stirred upon impact. The snake-man thing had also slithered over it without a care. 
Jack gave the scale an extremely tentative tap. He may as well have been tugging at tree bark for all the response, not that he was complaining. Was it dead? He hoped so. 
Unable to reach the portal, and still wary of the danger back in England anyway, his determination to vacate the hut settlement had just been intensified tenfold. His priority was getting off whatever lay under his feet. 
He crept with intense care in the opposite direction of the snake sentry. The ridge—it caused him less stress to think of it that way—wound in a lazy circle until its bulk stretched to the palisade and no doubt beyond. Jack scanned, desperate to find a gap between the wood and the sludge-covered surface. Even a foot would be doable. He hadn’t been eating properly, after all. 
There was nothing. The tree trunks and dirt met in tight formation. Though stinking and savage in their design, the jagged palisade spikes had been expertly constructed to keep out even the tiniest of intruders. 
Looking across the settlement in its grimy rolling ghastliness, he realised the only choice was to sneak through its streets and, hopefully, find a gate and exit through it unnoticed. 
The drop onto the pathway below looked approximately twenty feet, but the ridge’s angle allowed him to slide about half the distance, before yet again slapping into sludge. He rolled sideways on landing, to lessen the impact. He was starting to look like some sort of swamp creature. 
Jack continued his slink down a meandering path with haphazard shacks and huts crammed on either side. The doors were wooden and reinforced with iron bars or studs, the roofs a variety of thatch, slate, and yet more wood. If the residents stayed asleep, he didn’t give a hoot about their horrendous approach to town planning. 
Mud was clinging heavily, making every movement more difficult. The upside was it had covered the riot of paint spatters on his clothing, giving a form of unintended camouflage. His face was patched in it too. The lower layers already beginning to dry, they stretched tight like an aged skin over his cheeks and forehead. He told himself some people actually paid for facial mud packs, and he was getting a free treatment. Lucky him. 
He froze. Up ahead, coiled in the shadows between two shacks, was another one of the creatures. Jack was directly in its line of vision, but the thing didn’t budge. He treaded extra slowly, as quietly as the squishy path would allow. 
The closer he got, the louder he could hear it. Snoring. Air was being drawn inwards with human-like wheezes, and then pushed out again in whistling hisses. The snake-thing was also garbling sporadic nonsense between snores. It might have been comical, had the whole situation not been so terrifying. 
Jack approached closer. Littered on the ground beside the creature, opaque and empty, were two large bottles. The sickly-sweet reek was familiar and enveloped his stomach in unpleasant flutters. Rum. Judging from the containers’ sizes, it’d indulged in several litres at least. These things could really put the booze away. 
Was this the other sentry, known as Viper? Its dark hood was hanging low, obscuring the face. Jack couldn’t see what revulsions the leather cloaked, and he had no desire to either. 
“Wha—Who’s that? Boa? Sod off and let me sleep, you bloody jobsworth.” Its sudden mumbles sent prickles across Jack’s skin as he stood tensed, not making a single motion. The hooded head remained hanging, but a lethargic hand, gloved in a plate and mail gauntlet, flapped twice in Jack’s direction before the creature sank back into drunken slumber. A useless sentinel for sure, but what was belted at its waist would be of definite use. 
A sword in a dirt-speckled scabbard. The style of guard—D-shaped, curling like calligraphy—and curved blade were that of a pirate cutlass. Reaching forward with breath held, Jack clasped its leather-bound grip and pulled slowly, testing how much the weapon would scrape as it was being tugged free from its sheath. The first few inches were a firm fit, but virtually no sound was made. Teasing the steel gently, his heart doing gymnastics, he continued to draw the blade until it slackened and slid out in full. 
Viper—if that was his name—remained snoring and muttering in a sozzled state of rum-fuelled dreams and daze. 
Sword in hand, Jack crept further down the incline, still mindful of treading extra stealthily, to compensate for the squelching sounds.  Once the sleepy ramblings were no longer audible, he took a moment to re-affirm his abilities. 
Even wielded with aching muscles, the cutlass’ movements flowed with ease. The sword’s quality was impressive. The blade’s sheen was dull, but its edges were honed. Holding it in delicate grip, he rotated and swayed it, familiarising himself with its weight and balance. His skills had survived, rooted in his brain from the last time he’d fought beyond the canvas. He was still a master swordsman. 
His chances of leaving alive had just increased. 




Chapter 14 


Several hours of sneak, hide and scurry saw Jack crouched behind a thicket of brittle thorn bushes, observing the settlement’s main entrance from across a grimy courtyard. 
Unfortunately, the huge double gates were barred and guarded. Heavily. 
The palisade above them, though still spiked and dung-smeared, had reformed into stout ramparts, along which regular patrols slithered in pairs. Quivers—crammed with arrows—hung on the sentries’ backs, and longbows rested on their shoulders. The ones at ground level had pikes twice the length and thickness of broomsticks, crowned with steel serrated in triangles like shark’s teeth. 
Whatever he was going to do, he had to do it fast. The sun he’d painted was slowly waking, breathing blends of magenta, violet and marigold over the crags and valleys beyond. 
His muddy clothes and skin wouldn’t hide him once the night’s shadows had melted. In any case, it was certain the town would also begin to wake from slumber. In the stark light of day, any creatures milling around only had to catch a glimpse of his human form and alarm bells would clang. 
He thought back to his last venture within a painting when the assassin’s fist had crunched his nose. Was his blood paint inside every canvas? Or had Dante’s ashes made that masterpiece unique? He touched his thumb gently against the cutlass’ edge. Time to—
Holy. Crap. 
Another snake creature had slithered towards the gate. The height of a giraffe, with shoulders wide as four silverbacks, it weaved through the muck on a long, ghastly tail dappled in black and grey. The sword at its waist was half the length of a lamppost—at least—and reminded Jack of a butcher’s meat cleaver. Rectangular, with no guard or pommel, its bulbous grip was twined in wide bands of tawny leather and cased in a scuffed black scabbard. The weapon was an enormous, club-like machete. Designed for a warrior who didn’t have to prioritise defence. And who was always striking downwards at far smaller opponents. 
The monster had no chainmail or plate. Just a hooded leather tunic, joined in the centre by brass buckles broad as kitchen drawers. Its arms were like woven bridge cables; human in definition but layered in snake scales. The same repulsive pattern as its tail. Its body was blotched and striped in scars. Remnants of a hundred arrows and swords loosed and swung during past battles. In vain, it seemed.
Jack’s tongue was turning to sandpaper at the thought of those biceps and that blade combining in a combat situation. He didn’t want to find out how horrendous the wielding would be. 
All the guards on duty—both on the ramparts above and sludge below—bowed their heads and hissed in unison. “My lord.” 
It took its hood down to reveal a—surprisingly—human facial structure. Jack only had a side on view from behind his bushy refuge, but torch flames and rising sun meant he could make out its features with relative ease. The monster’s face was clearly male. 
The nose, ears and mouth were all approaching normal. His skin was neither gnarled nor scaled. A shade greyer than real people, but that was it. The hair on his head was matted and hanging in long, scraggly locks, but it was definitely hair, not fur.  
What betrayed the serpent masked beneath a man’s veneer were his eyes and tongue. The gaze was opaque; made of marbles concealing unholy darkness. His forked tongue—the length of a leather belt—darted in rapid flicks as he growled, “Captain, your report.” 
One of the snake-men at ground level replied. “All quiet, my lord. No activity.” 
“Good. I inspected the Grey Cave. Another twelve hatchlings have joined us.” 
“Thank you, my lord. I’ll see to it they’re attended to and fed, immediately.” 
“Good. As you were then, captain.” 
“Yes, my lord.” 
The colossus turned lazily; his field of vision passing across the spot Jack was hiding in. 
He stopped. His massive head tilting a fraction, he squinted with soulless eyes. The tongue flicked as, still peering in Jack’s direction, he spoke once more. “Captain.” 
“Yes, my lord.” 
“No activity, you said.” His scaley hand clasped the cleaver’s grip. 
The captain’s tone raised, but trembles talked of fear, not outrage. “Yes, my lord, surely. No activity. Not a jot, my lord.” 
“Then”—the monster pointed in Jack’s direction with an index finger thick as a baseball bat— “what the bloody hell is that?” 
Jack’s system was shivering with adrenaline. He had an intense urge to flee but stayed crouched. Maybe the thing was pointing past him? Jack was caked in mud, which matched the bushes shades exactly. How could he have seen him? 
Looking down, he found his answer. The sun’s glow had peeked over the palisade further than he’d realised. Morning hues had stretched to the cutlass held in his hand. Its steel guard was glimmering. Tiny glints, subtler than a star sparkle. 
But still able to catch a keen eye. 




Chapter 15 


“What have we got here?” The looming titan reeked of sweaty leather and death. His voice was a jumble of reptilian fizzle and grumbling thunder. 
Stealth no longer a choice, Jack stood straight, scanning for escape opportunities. They were scant. His nerves were alight, crackling with fear at the inevitable to come. This was no gentle giant scowling down at him. 
Wood creaked along the ramparts as the bowmen stretched their strings taut. Their arrows aimed squarely in his direction. The monster’s eyes were fixed on Jack, as he raised his enormous palm. “Hold. Now,”—he peered forward, the thick folds of his tunic rubbing in leathery rustles— “who sent you? And how did you sneak in?” 
Wafts of putrid warmth flooded the air around Jack as the questions were asked; the strength of his breath easily washing across the broad patch of earth that separated them. Ground he could no doubt cover with one or two swift flicks of his tail. 
Jack readied his cutlass, but it would be like trying to fell a bull elephant with a bread knife. “Nobody sent me. And”—he pointed shakily in the direction of the portal— “I came through the bright light at the back of your town. I call it a portal, but—” 
“The Sunspot? You came through the Sunspot? Do you take me for an idiot, boy?” His hanging straggles swayed in greasy knocks as he heaved a series of sniggers. The soldiers around the ramparts joined in. 
“I don’t know what to take you for. I don’t even know what the hell you are. But it’s the truth. I came through it. I arrived from another world. I—” 
“You did, did you? You must be magical, then? Are you some sort of mighty wizard?” The gravelly words were marinaded in sarcasm. 
Time to try for the bluff. Jack steeled his tone, shaking out the shakes from his sentences as best he could. “You don’t want to find out, my lord.” He pointed to the gates. “Now open those gates and move aside, and I won’t have to kill you all.” 
If bluffing were money, Jack would have just dropped a cool billion. 
The colossus stared. Neither scowling nor grinning. Just staring. Silence was a minute spread across millennia. Their eyes were joined in foul marriage. Jack’s heart was hammering as he gazed, transfixed by merciless black marbles. 
Then, to his astonishment, the creature released his clasp from the cleaver’s grip. “Captain.” 
“My lord.” 
“Open the gates.” 
“My lord?” 
“Are you deaf, captain?” 
“Apologies, my lord. At once, my lord.” The captain barked a command and a series of clunks, clanks and creaks ended with the giant gates wide open. 
Stunned at his demands being agreed to, Jack stood in the squishy muck, palm wrapped firmly on his cutlass as the sun, now above the horizon, bathed his face in warming glow. The mud layered across his face was fully dried and uncomfortably tight. 
He had more pressing concerns though. The snake colossus slithered casually across the courtyard, to a stack of giant barrels and jug-sized tankards by the rampart wall. He lifted one of the wooden cups and turned a squeaky brass tap, releasing gurgling froths of amber liquid into the container. 
“I suppose it doesn’t matter who you spy for”—he gestured with his drink to the rows of sentinels— “or how you squeezed your skinny bones past these idle fools.” He tilted the tankard; dribbles coursed down his grey chin. “A dead dog cannot bark. You have until I finish this ale. Captain, allow the wizard to leave unimpeded.” 
“Of course, my lord. Everyone, move aside. And you lot, lower your bows.” 
Jack squished cautiously towards the gates, cutlass held high and close. As he neared the exit, the monster took another slurp and broke into a grim grin more gruesome than any crocodile. “Thank you, wizard.” 
“What? What do you—” 
“For the unexpected sport. It’s a pleasant way to start the day. Now,”—his black eyes peered into the tankard and then returned to Jack— “you’d better get those little legs working. I’m almost done.” 
[image: image-placeholder]The settlement’s sludge gave way to daisy-flecked meadow after only a minute outside the palisade. It was far easier to walk on. Not that Jack was walking. 
The good news was his body had pushed through its earlier exhaustion. The bad news was he was running for his life. From an enormous ghoul of far superior speed. 
Jack could see a treeline ahead. A forest lush in branch and bush. If he could make it into that labyrinth of trunks and leaves, perhaps the titan’s size would work against him? Still sprinting, Jack glanced back to check the distance left. 
Cleaver raised, and face contorted in heinous cackles, the aberration was weaving seamlessly—and at breakneck speed—across the grass in semi-circular motions. “Come here, boy. I’ve got a spike ready for that head of yours!” 
Lungs burning, mud melting with sweat and tinging his vision in tears, Jack summoned every ounce of energy to propel himself under the forest’s canopy. Jumping across a low-lying branch and between two narrow trunks, he dared not look back as the forest groaned and cracked behind him. The horror was ploughing his way through in close pursuit, hacking and splintering with his horrendous arsenal of blade and bulk. 
A rush of air made Jack instinctively tumble into a forward roll. The snake creature’s blade had swiped inches from his body, slicing into a tree’s base instead, sending it crashing to the forest floor in a crescendo of crack, creak, and rustle. 
Sap, herb and sweat pervaded as the cleaver ripped wood and battered earth in manic flurries. Jack rolled and dodged, his clothes adding moss and bark to their muddy fibres. Only a madman would have tried parrying. 
Drained of energy and devoid of cover—the area surrounding him had been reduced to kindling—Jack drew a deep gasp and threw his cutlass at the snake’s face, tomahawk style. 
He clanged it away with a sideways swipe and a sneer. “Is that it, boy? Not very impressive, for a wizard, is it? Now,”—he lowered the weapon and hissed through crooked lips— “come here so I can feed your flesh to the worms. They call for you. Can you hear their hunger?” 
Jack fell to his knees in despair and exhaustion. He had nowhere to run. He—
A splinter the length of a teaspoon was lodged under the scarred skin of his left forearm. 
He pinched its tip and ripped it free. The skin tore and his blood began bubbling. A viscous gum, it gleamed in the golden rays filtering through the forest’s now decimated canopy. 
His blood was paint yet again. 
The liquid flowed down his arm, coating his fingers in rasping scarlet sparks. Jack stood, looking at the bed of shredded wood and cracked branches underneath him and his assailant. The snake giant had unwittingly created a tinderbox. 
It seemed a shame not to make use of it. 
Jack’s breathing steadied as his would-be executioner paused, squinting with black eyes peeled at the crackling blood, which was now popping like firecrackers every time the drips reached his fingertips. Holding up his—now paint-soaked—limb and forming a fist, he decided to address the earlier question. “The worms are hungry, are they?” His arm erupted, roaring, wrapped in raging flames. “I wonder if they’d like some barbecue?” 
The creature slithered backwards in shock. Jack dragged his palm along the ground in a line, wishing for an inferno even taller than the demon itself. 
The paint didn’t disappoint. 





Chapter 16


The fire danced high, hot, and bright. 
Smoke churned and billowed as the snake creature flailed his blade at the flames, still trying to hack at Jack, but dense waves of soot and embers saw him recoiling in splutters. 
“This isn’t over, wizard! This isn’t over! I’ll have your head on a spike!” The venom in his words was genuine, but they were being shouted in retreat. Not even a behemoth that size could bear the furnace blazing and belching before it. 
Neither could Jack. The smoke had him rasping. The fire was burning in his foe’s direction, but a simple change in wind direction could see him either cooked or asphyxiated. With the monster held at bay, the elements were his new enemy. 
And so, wishing his torch-like limb extinguished—to avoid setting unintentional fires along the way—he escaped further into the forest with a fast jog and forearm bearing worse scars than before. 
The trees dipped down a steep incline and cleared, giving way to cascades of daffodils, daisies, and emerald blades. Kneeling at a small stream, Jack scanned for any odd wildlife under its sparkling babbles. Nothing. After scrubbing his grubby hands clean, he sniffed at the liquid and took a small sip. Crisp as Scottish spring water. He formed a bowl with his palms and guzzled until his stomach was swishing like a water canteen. 
Having drank his fill, he washed the dried mud from his cheeks and forehead, enjoying the cool kiss and warm caress of fresh air and sun against his skin. He dipped his hair into the water and rubbed at the grime, shaking off the excess like he was in some daft shampoo advert. It would have been funny if he weren’t completely screwed. What the hell was he going to do? The portal was guarded by some nightmarish army, led by a gigantic psycho with a lamppost-sized meat cleaver. 
Looking back across the treetops, he saw smoke was still billowing in thick columns, into the sapphire sky, in the palisade’s direction. He hoped it was only snake people who were being forced to breathe in the fumes. 
Anyway, the fire wouldn’t last forever. He had to keep moving. Jack didn’t even want to think about Jaheem. Not yet. The memories were there, stabbing at his mind, but he couldn’t afford to give in and cry. Not now, while danger still loomed. And anyway, if he started, he might not be able to stop. He didn’t want to think about what Ramon had said either, but at some point, he’d have to. 
He splashed more water on his face, hoping its cool washes would regenerate him. They distracted, nothing more. He rested a few minutes then pressed on. He wanted to be as far from the dung-smeared mud settlement as his tired legs would allow. 
Not knowing what else to do, he followed the stream’s flow downhill. The valleys, crags and hills beckoned. With any luck, there might be some nicer residents among them, who could perhaps even offer a solution to his current exile. 
He couldn’t meet anyone nastier than he had already. That was for damn sure. 
A butterfly floated past, giving his jangled nerves a jolt. The width of a frisbee, its velvet wings boasted chocolate, teal, and cherry, all speckled in silver glitters. Exquisite. 
Jack smiled. Weakly, but he managed. He’d painted one beautiful thing among the horrors, at least. 




Chapter 17 


Jack walked for miles. 
The stream slaked his thirst, fruit trees eased his hunger, and scenery sparked cautious curiosity and uncertain wonder. 
The crags, though still misty on the horizon, were sublime. Spiking tall and vast, they badged the landscape in testimony to his talents. Jack gave himself a grudging nod of approval. 
He strode over rolling hills. Shamrock seas swollen in waves of sycamore, cedar, and oak, they swirled and stretched, swathed in petals, feathered serenades and butterfly flutter. Ponds and lakes gleamed, bathed by honey hues from on high; their banks drowning in floral scents and bumblebees buzzing their duties in dutiful harmony. 
Perhaps the snake town was the painting’s sole corruption? The beauty surrounding him was impossible to deny. Yet, experience urged wariness. He chomped into an apple—its flesh crunchy and juice sweet—and slapped his brain back into a state of guardedness. It was only a short while before that he’d been fleeing for his life. 
The stream continued. It had gradually become wider and deeper, and now ended in a waterfall. Jack knelt and peered over the cliff. The flow was tumbling in frothy slaps onto the surface of an expansive rock pool. Its turquoise ripples glimmered like liquid crystal. 
The drop must have been fifty feet, at least. Except for any sudden reappearance of the psycho snake giant, there was nothing that could motivate him to jump it. 
He’d walk around. Although, looking in both directions, the canyon edge seemed to go on endlessly. He couldn’t picture any snake creature successfully traversing to the area below and that made him want to get down there as quick as possible.  
Checking the rocks, he saw one section of the cliff face was partially sloped, in a series of ridges. A careful climb to the slope’s end would take him to within a dozen feet or so above the water. That jump was doable. 
After scanning the pool for any underwater undesirables, he began his descent. 
Lowering himself down to the first ridge took the most care, as he had little to hang on to except grass, and the distance stretched his tired legs to their limit.  Once on the solid surface though, he was able to use jutting rocks as handholds, and steadily make his way down. 
When Jack got within safe jumping distance, he plunged straight in. 
[image: image-placeholder]The lukewarm liquid swirled around him in bursts of bubbles, tickling his sinuses before he kicked hard and rose to the surface with a gasp. 
Jack plodded forward chest deep, wiping his eyes and forehead. Enjoying the invigoration of immersion, he decided to duck again and wash more of the mud from his clothes. 
When his head rose from the ripples the second time, it was to the creak of wood and a question. 
“Who are you?” The voice was raised, to compensate for the waterfall’s slaps and sploshes. 
Oh crap. Someone was standing on the rocks of the pool’s rim with a bow drawn and arrow aimed. Though the archer was in casual stance and the string not fully extended, the projectile’s iron tip was still staring him straight in the eyes. 
Jack waded two steps until the water was waist height while raising his hands slowly. “I’m Jack De Luca.” 
“Unusual name. What are you doing?” The questions came from delicate lips, but they were formed with words hard as granite. 
The archer was—putting it mildly—a slender young lady of striking good looks. Hair apricot, skin pearl, and eyes hazel; she was the most beautiful girl Jack had ever seen. Even to the point it didn’t sit right. The knocks from her aura sounded a warning: people shouldn’t look so perfect. 
“Just minding my own business, my lady,” replied Jack with the mildest tone he could muster. The arrow was still aimed at his face. 
She gestured to the canyon’s edge. “You came from up there. I watched you climbing down. What were you doing up there?” 
“Same, my lady. Just minding my own business. Have I done something to offend you? If I have, I—” 
“You came from where the Greys roam. You were aware of that, I assume?” 
“Greys? I—” 
Her bow arm relaxed the string as tone and eyebrows raised. “Yes, Greys? The Clan of the Grey Snake? If you walk far enough back in that direction, you’ll reach the gates of their city. You’re trying to tell me you didn’t know that?”
“Erm, no, I was just”—with a deliberately slow movement, he wiped water from his eyelid— “out for a stroll.” 
She lowered the bow. Lips pursed and eyes sly, the girl seemed to be calculating before she said, “Out for a stroll. I see. Either you’re genuinely touched in the head, or you were up to no good with that scum. Which is it?” 
This was one of the reasons he’d sworn never to go beyond the canvas again: his own creations assuming he was insane or a liar. And, not to mention, trying to kill him, of course. 
Jack breathed deeply and gave a polite reply with palms raised open and high. “Neither my lady. I’m telling the truth.” 
She grasped the arrow by its flight and stuffed it back in the slim leather quiver slung across her back. Then, twirling the bow casually against the rocks like a cane, she said, “Fine. My greatest weapons require no wielding, and they can always sniff out a scoundrel.” 
“Wha—” 
From his left, a roar pounded across the pool, battering off the surrounding rocks. Like a flurry of knives slicing the air, prising at Jack’s ear drums. Grimacing, he covered them with tight palms. Even the water’s surface was scuttling for cover in hasty waves. 
Jack turned to see a lion padding through the shallows. It was jet black with burnt orange eyes. The Obsidian King. 
Strazar. 
He was even bigger than Jack had intended. At least four times the size of a normal lion. 
“These two are the greatest lie detectors in the Three Kingdoms.” The girl’s button nose was crinkled, but it seemed to be from confusion not malice. 
Two? There was only— “Holy hell!” Jack turned to find a fearsome face of dagger and ice, inches from his own. 
Golman. 
He prowled so silently, even the water didn’t signal his presence. 
The fright of Golman’s ghost-like stealth sent Jack sideways in frantic splashes, but with little room to move. The shaggy fibres of Strazar’s jet mane were already beside him. Hot breath of salt and fish washed against his head from either side. 
And the teeth. Primeval knives gifted from Jack himself. Problem was, he hadn’t intended to ever see them up close. 
Grunts, sniffs, and probing eyes roamed over Jack as he shivered waist deep, on his knees. The pool’s temperature had turned from fine to freezing. Whiskers wisped and velvet snouts nudged as they, bumped, brushed, and judged. Jack was trapped between two huge heads of fur. He was quite keen to go to the bathroom but didn’t want to influence their opinions. 
The roar of the waterfall was now soft purrs compared to the racket Strazar had released a short while before. 
Tongues were unleashed, not teeth; somewhere between rump steak and sandpaper, licking his face in broad strokes, coating his cheeks, nose, and hair in gloopy, warm saliva. 
Not great, but better than angry jaws. 
“They”—she paused, as if having to shake the words out of her mouth— “like you? That’s impossible. They don’t like anybody, except me, of course.” 
Assailed by slobbering pink kisses, his face dripping in lion spit, Jack replied, “Well, aren’t I the popular one.” 
Trembling, but growing less frightened by the second, he stroked frost and jet furs with either hand. “Ok, that’s enough, thank you. I think I’ve had quite enough, your majesties.” They continued. He assessed his position with a firm command. “Enough. Stop.” 
The lions obeyed. 
The mystery lady’s sparkling eyes were straining wide. “They listen to you. I don’t believe it. How is that possible?” 
Despite the disgusting slurps, their affection had fired tingles along his spine and scalp. Not to mention flooded his chest with immense relief as he released a long, overdue breath. Jack wiped his sticky face with his sleeve and stood, walking until he was ankle deep in the ripples, a couple of feet from the redheaded beauty. 
She had a scimitar-style sword hanging at her hip. Both the scabbard and belt were rich ruby leather, lined in ornate brass studs. She circled a palm around its golden pommel, but it was done in casual swagger not warning. 
“Well, this is an interesting day, indeed.” She nodded at the canyon edge. “I only rode here in the remote hope of a little target practice. And here I find you, the most unusual Jack De Luca, a tamer of titans.” 
Her rouge lips parted into a broad smile, revealing pearls in superb alignment. 
Oh, and two protruding fangs. 
Vampire ones.
Perfect. 




Chapter 18 


This world was frying pans and fires.  
Now standing on the rocks, breeze and sun were whispering away the wetness and bringing a measure of warmth. But his journey had taken him from snakes to vampires.  
“Why don’t you come back with me? I should be interested in knowing more about you, Jack De Luca.” She stroked Strazar’s chin with elegant fingers. “And it seems these two would be positively heartbroken if you didn’t.” 
Strazar grumbled in agreement. The nudge of his head pushed her body to within inches of Jack’s. Her scent was a heady blend of sandalwood, citrus, and cinnamon. It was delightful after the mud, dung and sweat of the—what he now knew was—City of the Grey Snake. He found himself developing a rapid appreciation for perfume. 
Vampires though. How could they be trusted? She seemed nice enough, certainly nicer than the Greys, but was she a snake herself? The type who made clever use of smiles. Memories of Oakenfol had Jack hesitant. 
“Well, I’m not—” 
“You know, it’s not entirely safe travelling these parts.” She nodded at Strazar and Golman. “You might benefit from their gesture of”—she shook her head and smirked— “friendship. They’ve never extended it to a stranger before. Would be a pity to squander their offer.” 
Unarmed, lost, and not knowing what other dangers he might come across, Jack decided to trust in the two big cats. There was an honesty in their eyes. They’d watched him from the first moment he’d brushed them on the canvas. They knew who he was and were grateful for their crowns. 
“Ok, I’ll come.” 
“Wise man. Despite those bizarre rags.” Jack found her direct but not obnoxious. It seemed like she was used to saying exactly what she thought but had lots of practice at tempering the delivery. It was gentle tease, not vicious insult. 
He looked down at his soggy, grubby outfit and shrugged. “Sometimes the clothes don’t make the man.” 
“Let’s hope not, for your sake.” Her smile once again revealed pointed teeth. Despite the friendly lions, he wished he still had that cutlass for emergencies. 
“If we’re travelling together, may I at least know your name, my lady?” 
“Zora of the Vampyra. Now, Strazar, if you will.” She tapped the black cat’s side, and he crouched. Climbing onto his muscular back, she tucked her knee length leather boots against him and took gentle grasp of his mane. He rose, legs long as a pony but thick with furry muscle. 
“So,”—Jack looked at Golman’s ice blue eyes— “should I do the same with him?” 
She shrugged alongside a wry grin. “Worth a try. Don’t be offended if you end up walking though. Golman doesn’t appreciate riders. Cramps his stalking and sneaking. He barely even tolerates me on his back. But yes, you’re welcome to try.” 
Jack appealed to the white titan with palms outstretched. “Mind if I hitch a lift?” 
Golman crouched and Jack climbed on, clamping his thighs against velvet sinew, and wrapping frost flutters round his fists in careful folds. The lion’s body was vibrating in rhythmic purr. For the first time since entering the painting, he didn’t feel entirely at its mercy. 
Zora’s mouth gaped as she swayed her apricot locks in delicate knocks. “Are you some sort of magical charmer?” 
“No, I’m just a pai—just Jack.” Catching himself, he left out his profession. Experience was painful but had its benefits. He was a wandering nobody. That was all anyone needed to know, at least for now. 
“Well then, just Jack,”—she clicked her heels against Strazar— “onwards, to the Catacombs.” 
The Catacombs. What the hell was he getting himself into. 




Chapter 19 


They rode for countless miles. Each stride, trot and canter taught him how to better adjust and position himself on Golman’s back. Until Jack was comfortable, confident, and even a little cocky. The journey was approaching pleasant but nagging uncertainty and slaps of sadness stopped him from enjoying what should have been a bounty of delights within the new world he’d made. 
Zora’s sarcasm and smirks reduced, and she bordered on charming as Jack listened with warm rays massaging his neck and feline purrs caressing his nerves. Her knowledge of the geography, flora and fauna had him fascinated. It was no torture to look at her face as she chatted, either. 
If only for those two spiked teeth. They pricked at his ease and kept niggles fizzling as butterflies floated, streams gurgled, and birds chirped. 
Eventually, at the top of a steep hill, as the sun was waving its fiery goodbyes for the night, Jack saw fortifications of black stone. Imposing and ornately crafted, the walls rose high, topped in stout ramparts and chunky towers. As the lions padded near, he noticed the stone had a sheen. Like marble but duller and more robust looking. 
Approaching closer still, he realised the entire perimeter was surrounded by a trench. Broad as a village street and at least twenty feet deep, a moat of muddy water lay at its bottom. He didn’t want to think about what might be lurking under the murky surface. Access was via a large—though half the height of the Grey City’s gates—wooden drawbridge braced in iron bands. 
A formidable fortress indeed. 
“These are the Catacombs?” Jack had imagined something underground. He’d largely overcome his childhood fear of the dark, but it was still a relief to know—
“This is the Onyx Gate. The Catacombs lie far beneath, of course.” Tutting, she frowned, shook her head and stroked Strazar’s mane, saying to him, “You’ve befriended a real fountain of knowledge here, haven’t you?” 
Her sniping had resurfaced. Jack ignored it. “And it’s all well-lit down there, I assume?” 
Eyes scanning the ramparts, she spoke from the side of her mouth. “No, we stumble around in the dark, clinging to the walls and crawling on our hands and knees like drunken oafs.” She rose a hand towards a helmeted head peeking between the blocks of onyx. The sentinel peered, bowed, and disappeared. 
The drawbridge began its creaky descent. Hefty iron chains rattled and clunked, until the trench was bridged with wood. They were nowhere near the edge, but Jack still pressed his legs a fraction tighter against Golman as the cat strode towards the entrance. A few feet beyond the drawbridge, a portcullis squeaked and scraped as it was lifted and held in place with two solid thuds. 
The lions continued in casual strides with Zora and Jack on their backs, across a torch-lit courtyard laid in spotless slabs of slate. Strazar’s claws were clacking against the smooth surface as streams of men—or, vampire males, rather—armoured in full plate hurriedly lined up on either side, standing at attention. As Strazar strolled past, they bowed in turn, announcing a firm, “Your Grace.” 
Matte charcoal, their armour was sleek and stylish with none of the usual cumbersome bulk. Minimal clink and clank came from the vampires’ movements. Each trooper had a single red gem set into the top of either shoulder. Jack couldn’t be sure of the stones’ type, but their sparkles said rubies. They wore Roman-style helms, consisting of a skullcap with protruding neck guard and the front flanked by two broad steel cheek flaps, tied in the middle with maroon laces. The spears they clasped had tops stretched long and thin like enormous syringes, designed for piercing with precision. 
Zora nodded as they bowed, saying things like, “Keep up the good work,” and “Very good, very good.” 
At the end of the welcome party was a hulking soldier with two larger rubies on each shoulder. The crest on his helmet flared up and outwards in a semi-circle, like a baby peacock was parading atop his head. The bristles were striped in scarlet and black. His scimitar was twice the size of Zora’s, though the scabbard and belt were far less fancy. He looked pretty cool; Jack had to admit. 
“Your Grace, welcome back.” The voice was surprisingly genteel, almost posh. It didn’t seem suited to his stocky build and thick neck. His mint eyes were wide at the sight of Jack mounted on Golman. 
“Thank you, commander. All quiet?”
“All quiet, Your Grace.” 
“Glad to hear it. Carry on then.” 
“Yes, Your Grace.” 
They continued through another set of thick iron gates, into a cavernous tunnel, which stretched downwards and straight in gentle gradient. The crackle and flicker of wall torches—plentiful and burning brightly—were the only sound apart from clacks of claw and throaty grumbles from Strazar. Zora stared far ahead as if lost in contemplation. 
Jack’s anxiety had increased the moment he’d heard her called ‘Your Grace.’ His last foray into a painting had left him with mixed views on royalty. 
“So, you’re some kind of royalty then?” 
She broke from her quiet. “Sharp observation. I shall have to watch out for you.” 
That explained her self-assuredness. “Let me guess, you’re the queen.” 
She turned to look at him. The flutter of flames was reflecting in her hazel irises as the lions descended further down the tunnel. Saying nothing, she gave a smile and a nod. Both were slight. 
Doubt was flooding. If she was the queen, then was there a king too? And if so, would he be another Oakenfol? “You didn’t mention that when I asked who you were, back at the waterfall.” 
“You asked my name, and I told you.” 
Jack could feel the temperature turning a fraction cooler. The warmth from the torches was welcome. 
He hoped he would be too. 




Chapter 20 


“Welcome to the Catacombs.” Zora’s slender arms were folded in crinkles of elegant leather as she leaned into the archway, awaiting a response. 
The lions had retired to their den, and Jack had followed Zora on foot. 
Now his mouth was agape. 
He’d envisioned a claustrophobic system of cramped tunnels and squalid dwellings, sparsely lit by candles and campfires. The first tunnel’s size should have signalled otherwise, but he’d thought it was only extra-large due to it being the main entrance. 
How wrong he’d been. What met his eyes instead was a vast underground metropolis of breath-taking architecture. Perhaps his most wondrous—albeit subconscious—work. It boggled his brain to think that, had his deal with Arthur turned out as intended, he would never even have known it existed. 
It was an enclosed rock dome of staggering size and organisation. Torch-lit streets of slate stretched and circled among brooks, parks, orchards, and lakes. They brimmed with life. Children chased and chattered, families smiled and strolled, couples lounged on lush green lawns, whispering words bashful, heartfelt, and bold. Flowers announced, flames danced, and water babbled under warble from lofty branches.  
Beyond the public area were thousands—Jack couldn’t have counted them—of exquisite rock-hewn houses; their doors and shutters boasting vibrance and whispering pastel. Pillars, arches, and squares had all been crafted and sculpted with immaculate detail and care. It was a world removed from the sludge he’d first slapped into on arrival. 
“Let’s walk and talk?” suggested Zora, unfolding her arms and gesturing to a short flight of broad steps. 
So, they did just that, their path washing in petal scents and fresh air as they went. This was a vampire city? 
“Not what you were expecting?” 
“Not at all. It’s incredible. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before.” 
She shrugged. Her tone betrayed feigned modesty. “This is only the Grand Cavern. There are fourteen more of varying size. Three aren’t much smaller than this one.” 
“Unbelievable. How many vampires live here?” 
“The last census counted just over one million.” She swayed her head side to side in slow motions. “I must say though, I thought even the most ignorant Humanite would have heard of the grandeur of the Catacombs. You are a strange one, Jack De Luca. Fascinating, but strange.” 
That made two of them. Jack discreetly scanned her face for any imperfections. He couldn’t find a fleck. 
They strolled side by side, over broad flagstones, past fluttering flames and trees boasting plump peaches and bulbous pears. 
“You eat fruit?” 
She shook her head. “No, but the trees look pretty.” 
“And do you have a husband? Is there a king of all this?”  
She stopped and clucked loudly in pretend shock. “That’s a little forward, isn’t it? We’ve only just met.” 
Jack rolled his eyes. “I didn’t mean it like that.”
Chuckling, she continued walking, gesturing for him to do the same. “I know. I do tease a little too often. My apologies. And no, there’s no king.” She nodded and smiled at a young couple relaxing on a nearby lawn as they both bowed their heads and paid respects. “There’s only me.” 
“Why did you invite me here? I’m not a vampire so—” 
“Vampyra. Vam-pee-rah. Please pronounce it properly. It’s irritating when you don’t.” 
“Fine, Vampyra. I’m not one of you, so—” 
“So, you’re Humanite, so what? I’ve never seen my lions fawn over anyone like that before or listen to the command of a stranger. You have a mystery about you, dressed in those odd rags and strolling where the Greys roam. It’s intriguing.” Stopping once again, she clasped a palm across the top of his hand. The skin was smooth and soft, but noticeably cool. As if she’d formed and thrown a snowball without wearing gloves. Flawless cheeks formed into dimples, and fangs peaked between pouting lips. “I think you’re in expectation of me turning into some kind of monster.” 
Jack was half-sure she was one already, though, compared to his first encounter in the painting, she was positively civilised. “I’ve had bad experiences with hospitality in the past.”  
Her hand moved to his cheek, lightly stroking it. The silky cold digits were both unsettling and stimulating. “The Vampyra don’t waste time on lies or pretence, at least not for petty reasons. Rest assured if I weren’t inclined to be hospitable, you wouldn’t be here, having this conversation.” 
“Thanks for the reassurance.” Yikes. Some people would have read a threat within that. Jack was undecided. 
On they walked. 
Strolling through an orchard of apple trees badged in ripe green and red, Zora stopped at a wooden plinth laden with a large clay jug and dozens of small cups. Lifting with one hand, she held the hefty vessel with surprising ease and gestured to the cups. “Some wine?” 
“I don’t drink, I’m afraid.” 
She raised an eyebrow. “Rather rude to refuse a host’s wine.” Her scorn was mild, but the sentiment stood. 
He glanced downwards at the slate’s opaque sheen. “I think vomiting all over this wonderfully clean path would be even more rude, Your Grace.” 
“You can’t stomach it?”
He nodded. “I’m afraid none of that stuff sits well inside me. Too much indulgence on a couple of previous occasions.” 
“Very well, we shan’t have you made sick, but I’m afraid there’s only wine. We don’t drink water.” 
Jack pointed to a nearby brook. “If you don’t mind, I’ll take a cupful from there instead.” 
“How quaint you Humanites are. Yes, of course, help yourself. Try not to scoop any fish up though. There’s the occasional piranha.” She poured herself some wine. Sour blackcurrant and grape vapours wisped as she placed the drink to her lips and smirked between sips. “Your drink would have a stronger bite than mine.” 
Jack knew damn well a piranha wouldn’t fit into one of those cups, as no doubt she also did. He picked one from the plinth and dipped it into the brook. Carefully, as he didn’t fancy goldfish with his refreshment. 
They finished their drinks and kept walking. Looking him up and down, she said, “We’ll need to get you out of those rags and into something nice. I bet you’d cut a handso—” 
While turning a corner through an area of sumptuous red rose bushes, a group of children, yelling and laughing, barged into Zora and him, knocking flailing limbs and chins against Jack’s midriff. 
“So sorry, Your Grace.” The kids cowed and bowed. They looked around seven or eight years old, at least, by human standards. Zora tutted, smiled, and rubbed the nearest boy’s raven crown. “Be more careful, children.” They nodded frantically, agreeing in bleats. She flicked hazel eyes upwards and sighed through a smile. “Go on, then. Off you go, you little rascals.” Then her eyes weaved a second and she put a delicate hand on the last boy as he was about to scurry off. “Not you.” 
“Me, Your Grace?” 
“Yes, you. Your name is Tielo. Am I correct?” 
“Yes, Your Grace.” 
“A handsome name for a handsome little boy.” 
“Thank you, Your Grace.” The boy bowed sheepishly. 
She crouched beside him, her demeanour taking on an educational edge. “Now, the thing is, I know your grandmother. She is a most wise and honourable lady.” 
“Oh.” 
Zora smiled and caressed his small shoulder, raising her index finger like an antenna. “Listen. Can you hear the birds? Their cheerful chatter?” 
The boy looked unsure, but replied, “Yes, Your Grace.” 
Jack folded his arms. What was she doing? The boy—like everyone else he’d seen in the public area—was decked in velvet, leather, and silk. The other children had run off, oblivious of their absent companion. 
“Well, one of those little birds chirped in my ear a few days ago. It told me you’ve been very rude to your grandmother on several occasions.” 
The boy’s throat bobbed. His face was tensed. “Sorry, Your Grace.” 
Smiling, she brushed his chestnut locks, speaking in words soft and spiked, like raspberries rolled in crushed glass. “Sorry is an empty word, Tielo. You must correct the action that causes it to be said in the first place. That’s the evidence you’re sorry. Do you understand?” 
“Yes, Your Grace.” 
“Good boy. Now, here’s what’s going to happen: the next time that little bird sings in my ear, it’s going to tell me that Tielo is the best-behaved boy”—she gave his chest a delicate tap with her fingernail— “in the whole of the Catacombs. Is that clear?” 
“Yes, Your Grace, the best-behaved, I promise.” 
She stood and brushed his hair again. “Good lad. Now, around that corner, a couple of minutes’ walk down the path, there are some pretty flowers I think your grandmother would like. The stems have no thorns, so you won’t cut yourself. I suggest you pick a nice big bunch to give her.” 
The boy—of course—agreed enthusiastically. Bowing again, he turned to leave. 
“Oh, and Tielo?” 
“Yes, Your Grace.” 
Her voice harshened, salt replacing sweetness. “You will bow to your grandmother when you present your flowers.” 
“Yes, Your Grace. Of, course, Your Grace.” 
“Go on then, off with you.” 
Tutting and rolling her eyes, she said to Jack, “Children, eh? I’m far happier dealing with lions.” 
They continued their stroll. Jack made a mental note to be extra polite to any vampire grandmothers he might meet.




Chapter 21 


Jack woke nestled in soft cotton. 
The bed rivalled any within in his palace. Or perhaps tiredness was twisting his perception as he stretched, pressing bare skin on clean sheets. Either way, he was once again surprised at vampire hospitality. And at the spectrum of creations spawned from his subconscious as he’d brushed bristles on canvas. 
He was torn over whether the turmoil in his emotions had made yet another monster, this time in the form of Zora. His heart told him no, but his brain counselled caution. Vampire fangs weren’t just pointed dental decorations. 
Yet she seemed fair and reasonable. Towards the end of his long stroll with her, exhaustion had started to drag at his eyelids, causing him to stumble on the slate and mutter replies through a weary mouth. She’d shown no offence and wished him a pleasant rest. One of her aides had escorted him to the Royal Cavern, and the spacious chambers he now lay in. 
He looked around the suite. All the bulky items of furniture were exquisitely chiselled from, and set within, the rock. It smacked of the type of quirky boutique hotel tourists paid thousands to honeymoon in. Thankfully, like the Grand Cavern’s public area, it was well-lit. The four corners were occupied by wrought iron stands loaded with hefty candles, their flames standing tall and straight like sentinels guarding against the dark. 
Jack was happy about that. This wasn’t a place to be lying in darkness. But without natural light, he had no idea what time of day it was. It seemed like he’d only slept a few hours, but that was hard to gauge after awaking from swirls of deep slumber. 
One thing he was sure of though: hunger. His stomach was griping, chiding him with rumbling bubbles. He needed a proper meal, but would manage on whatever might be available, for now. He scanned the room for fruit bowls or—
Delicate clunks of knuckle on wood saw him sitting up, alert. “Yes?” 
The door creaked a fraction. He peered round the bed’s ornate headboard to see a blonde lady peeking through the slightly open doorway. Upon making eye contact, she opened the door further and dipped her head in a gesture of respect. The modest black blouse, trousers and sandals told Jack she was one of Zora’s aides. 
“Sorry to disturb you, my lord. May I come in?” She spoke in a gentle, melodious manner that was already making his scalp tingle. 
He shifted the sheet upwards to make sure his midriff and below were covered. His grubby clothes lay in a crumpled heap on the floor. He hadn’t been expecting female visitors. 
“If you really must. I’m not a lord, by the way. You don’t have to call me that. I’m Jack.” 
Though not tall, she walked in with the grace and poise of a top-earning fashion model. Back in the UK she might have been a multi-millionaire celebrity. Here she was just another ten-a-penny stunner. With fangs. 
“Thank you, my lo—Jack. Oh, do forgive me, it’s the first time a Humanite guest hasn’t been addressed as lord.” 
Shifting and leaning on his pillow to better converse, Jack pressed the cotton sheets, so they were firmly moulded round his entire torso. “That’s ok. Have there been many Humanite guests?” 
“Oh yes, a fair number over the years, my lo”—she hesitated and smiled bashfully— “Jack.” 
“Like who?” He fought the urge to ask if they’d all left with their necks intact. 
“Ambassadors, dignitaries, merchants and so forth. Mostly from the Empire Valleys but occasionally The Crag Kingdom too.” 
“These other kingdoms, their residents are all Humanites?” 
Pale skin shifted in crinkles of clear confusion. She answered alongside hesitant nods. “Yes, they’re all Humanites.”
“And they look like me? Roughly speaking, I mean.” 
Her face contorted further. “Well, yes, of course.” 
“Where—” 
“It—it may be something interesting to discuss over dinner with Her Grace.” The smile was broad but a strain in her steel blue eyes spoke of an urgent task to be completed. 
“Dinner?”
“Yes, that’s why I disturb you now. Her Grace was wondering if you would like to join her and some of the nobles for dinner. And, not to worry, she said to tell you that an appropriate Humanite meal will be served.” 
Jack wasn’t keen on the potential double meaning. On the other hand, he was deep within Zora’s kingdom, surrounded by myriads of vampire soldiers. If she wanted to try and put him on the menu, she didn’t have to send an invitation. Plus, he had—fairly—strong confidence the two lions wouldn’t have led him into a trap. They wouldn’t deal in deceit. Besides that, here, beyond the canvas, when his blood spilled, it tended to be others that were sent running for cover. 
“Fine, that’s very thoughtful of her. I’ll be happy to join.” 
“Oh, excellent. Also, Her Grace was wondering if you would like some fresh things to wear?” 
Jack looked across at his grimy, paint-spattered clothes. The vampires—or Vampyra, as he should get used to calling them—were stylish if nothing else. New clothes were a no-brainer. 
“Definitely, please.” 
“Excellent.” She nodded towards the half-open door. “May I?”  
“Sure.” 
Two crisp claps brought a flurry of female aides. A dozen beaming beauties, carrying varied clothing, displaying it for Jack’s perusal. They placed boots of different shades in a long row and presented outfits of tunics and trousers draped across their arms. The styles on offer were all impressive, but he had no clue what good Vampyra fashion sense might be. 
He shrugged and appealed to the blonde aide. “Can you help me out? What do you think would be best?” 
“Certainly,”—her eyes fastened on his— “it would be my pleasure. Your eyes are a light brown, so perhaps something to complement them?” She lifted a tunic from the outstretched forearm of her companion and stepped forward, holding it closer to Jack. It was caramel suede, fastened down the centre with five elegant clasps of brass.  
Beautiful. “Very nice. I like that, but the sleeves are a bit short.” Jack was mindful of the mottled ribbons—and now burn marks—etched across his forearms. 
“Oh, well, it comes with this silk undershirt.” She gestured to a pearl white garment across her colleague’s arm. The sleeves were regular length with cufflinks matching the tunic’s clasps. 
“Ok, that’ll be just fine then.” 
She suggested trousers of matte black calfskin and knee-length velvet boots which matched the tunic in colour. A swanky selection. He agreed. 
She laid the outfit across the surface of a circular rock table in the suite’s centre, with the boots beside it on the floor. Ten dinky crystal bottles, corked and labelled, were placed in a row alongside the clothes. “Some fragrances. It is Vampyra tradition to apply a little before attending dinner with the queen. You may choose whichever takes your fancy. Is there anything else I can help you with?” 
“No, thank you for all your help. And where is the banquet room, exactly?” 
Smiling, her fangs shining against bright candlelight, she replied, “I’ll be waiting outside to escort you, after you’re dressed.” 
The ladies left and Jack rose to put on his new outfit. 
Stomach grumbles continued as he dressed, but his appetite was in flux. 
Dinner with vampires awaited. 




Chapter 22 


“Well, look at you,”—Zora stretched syllables like elastic as Jack presented himself to the room— “you’re practically reborn.” 
His silk-lined boots were snug, comfortable, and stylish, ditto for the trousers’ pliant calfskin. He glanced at fine suede and glinting buckles neatly tapered down his torso and couldn’t deny he’d acquired a dapper look. 
All eyes were fastened on Jack. For the sake of decorum in front of the other dinner guests, he bowed. “Thank you, Your Grace.” 
The hall’s chairs were highbacked with thick arms and upholstered in violet satin. She sat forward in hers, looking along the rows of young ladies sitting at her sides, and then gesturing to him with a mischievous grin and tone, she asked, “What do you think, ladies? Passable? You should have seen him earlier.” 
The company was mixed gender, but the closest sat to Zora were female. And, of course, gorgeous. Scarily so. 
“He’s handsome,” replied one of them. Her voice oozed slick as oil, sending a blend of shiver and tingle down his neck and spine. 
“Very nice, indeed,” said another, between nibbles and sips from the rim of a shimmering goblet. 
“Not bad, I suppose, for a Humanite,” said a third. Her hair was raven and rich with sheen, flowing in sumptuous curls across a bodice of emerald velvet. Giving him a scrutinising look from his boots up, she slid the tip of her bubble-gum tongue over pointed teeth. Aloof words. Lingering eyes. 
The other ladies didn’t announce interest. At least, not with speech. 
A welcome brimming with fangs and fluttering eyelashes had Jack breathing rapidly and in need of a seat. This was too weird, even by his standards. The silk undershirt was already beginning to stick against his back like a second skin, despite the air’s cool pleasance. 
Sitting down to dine with the undead. Bloody hell. Still, Vampyra hospitality was better than the Greys’ attitude towards guests. So far. 
Zora seemed to sense his discomfort. The grin melted and she gestured to an empty chair half a dozen places down, on her right. “Please, sit, Jack De Luca. You are a special guest in the Catacombs and the same goes for my table. Rest easy.” With smirking tight lips, she quipped. “We don’t bite.” 
Chuckles and sniggers rippled around the hall. How hilarious. Jack eased into the chair’s soft cushioning and hoped he’d be able to eat whatever was on offer. Hungry grumbles had strengthened to growls and sweat was filming his forehead.  Fruit was all good, but his body craved the fat and protein only meat could provide. 
The banquet table was an enormous horseshoe of onyx. Broad-surfaced and built to accommodate at least one hundred diners, it only had a fraction of that number. Zora sat at its head, in the centre; thankfully, he was sitting at a close angle, which meant he could speak directly to her without having to crane his neck, strain or talk over others. That was convenient, as she seemed keen to converse. 
Jack looked round the candelabra-lit hall’s golden glow at beautiful faces sipping wine and slender bodies swathed in finery. He hoped the vampires he’d painted had a solid tolerance for alcohol. He didn’t want to fend off drunken bloodlust. 
He was catching whiffs of perfume, but they were surprisingly subtle. The lady to his left was wearing a smattering of lavender, and to the right he smelled mint, blended with, perhaps, lemongrass. He’d dabbed citrusy fragrance on each shirt cuff, to keep in line with their traditions, but the vapours were far from unpleasant. He raised his wrist and took another sniff of freshly crushed zest. Invigorating. The Vampyra had no shortage of skilled artisans. Jack wondered if they included painters. A kit would be an extremely useful item for getting out of his current exile. 
The food arrived. Carried and domed in glimmering steel—he assumed it wasn’t silver—the hefty dishes were placed one a piece in front of every guest, including him. Jack braced for potential horrors to be revealed. 
Lifted covers showed the Vampira plates to be piled with red meat, sliced thickly like chateaubriand. Raw, certainly, glistening with goo, yes, but not much worse than steak tartare—not that he ate it. 
He needed to know what the meat was though. Meeting eyes with Zora he asked, “What ki—” 
She appeared to be reading his mind. “Cow, sheep, goat. One or two, like General Kazimir”—she nodded at a mature gent in leather military uniform— “are fond of pig. Not to worry though, your meal is cooked.” 
A servant’s arm darted over his shoulder and lifted the steel dome from its plate. 
It was a whole roast chicken. A large one. 
Heavenly vapours clashed with hellish ambience. Sage and oregano billowed towards Jack’s nostrils, and he wasted no time drawing their salty odours deep with ravenous breaths. Garlic would have been a terrific addition, but then, it was harmful to them, somehow. He wasn’t sure exactly how though. 
Speaking to Zora, he gestured at his plate. “This smells fantastic. No garlic though. Is that because, you know…” 
She nodded. “Yes, the smell is absolutely repulsive to us.” Sipping her wine, Zora spoke with a wry smile, words tinkling like chiding windchimes. “You do know some things then. Bravo.” 
“I might not be as clueless as you thi—” 
A gentle clunk saw a crystal jug of freshly squeezed orange juice placed beside his chicken. Fibrous strands swirled, rose, and fell within the tantalising liquid. He poured a cupful and glugged, gasping in delight at the zesty sweetness coating his tongue and throat. It was a welcome refreshment from plain water, which was all he’d had since going beyond the canvas’s corrupted veil.  He refilled and did the same twice more. 
Tipping her goblet lazily, Zora tapped the table’s black surface with flawless fingernails. She hadn’t touched her meat. The plate was stacked with red medallions, but her large metal prong remained laid beside it. The other Vampyra seemed to be waiting on her. He decided to be patient and conform to their etiquette, despite the chicken—in its perfectly crisped skin—calling his name. 
Jack was still confounded by the absence of excess blood served. That was one thing he was certain of: vampires needed blood. But, then again, maybe not, in this case. 
After all, the Vampyra were, in a sense, his version of vampires. Spawned in the deepest pits of his turbulent subconscious, they’d been brought into existence through a medley of brushstrokes and emotions. He’d never even considered vampires particularly deeply until this current crisis.  Sunlight didn’t seem to bother them. Maybe he also hadn’t made them bloodsu—
Ok, he had. Bulbous glass jugs of blood were placed beside each plate. Yuck. 
Zora tutted at the servers. “About time.” 
Pouring it liberally over the meat like a sauce, she began stabbing at the slices, lifting, and devouring them. The other Vampyra followed hastily, piercing with prongs, chewing with slurpy gusto. Jack decided to pretend it was cranberry sauce. Temporary delusion had its uses. 
The nobles on either side were equally enthusiastic. Steel clinked and fangs tore while flames swayed in wobbles and flickers. Truth be told, it wasn’t that bad. There were a few faint wafts of iron as the lady closest him munched her dripping mutton, but that was it. 
Besides, he had feasting of his own to do. Tearing off a plump drumstick, he sank his teeth into the succulent, seasoned meat. His fingers were soon gleaming with warm, slippery grease as he enjoyed mouthfuls of tender flesh, juicy with oils and salty aroma. So damn good. He was going to eat the entire bird, easily. 
The banquet flowed with wine, chat, and chomp. Jack ate heartily, devouring both legs before moving onto the breasts, surprising even himself at the appetite that had been building inside and fired alive by vampire cuisine. For a race that didn’t cook their own food, the Vampyra knew how to make a fabulous chicken roast. 
Smiling and speaking through chews, her bottom lip layered in crimson, Zora asked, “Its curious, you Humanites and your cooked meat. Remind me why you don’t enjoy it raw? Something to do with your stomachs, isn’t it?” 
The hall’s attention was firmly fixed on him. He was shifting in his chair; the satin cushion’s softness giving no respite from his current spotlight. “Yes, it would make us sick. We can eat some meat raw though, like some kinds of fish, and even beef at times, but most people”—he placed his strip of chicken breast down, to show the guests Zora had his full attention— “most people—most Humanites, I mean—just prefer meat cooked. Aside from the risk of getting sick, it just looks and tastes better when its cooked.” 
“Fascinating.” She dangled a red sliver over her mouth and dropped it in. Mumbling through meat, she said something Jack caught as, “Explains why you don’t defeat your enemies.” 
“You’re the only warriors in this world who defeat your enemies? I’m sorry, I don’t under—” 
“No,”—having finished the mouthful, Zora licked dribbles from her fingers— “it explains why you don’t eat your enemies. It would take all day to cook a Grey. Who can be bothered with that kind of wait?” 
Titters and snorted laughter rippled and echoed around the hall. Gnawing jaws and sipping lips were smirking, contorting in agreement. 
“I mean, yes, Greys do taste far better than they look—not difficult, admittedly—but I couldn’t sit from sunrise to nightfall, waiting for the spit to crisp them to the correct degree.” She nodded at his plate. “I’m told it takes long enough to perfect a chicken.” 
The room’s amusement continued. 
Zora’s statement saw words blurting from his mouth, unchecked. “You eat your enemies?” 
Her slender neck drew back sharply, as if he’d claimed trees were made of marshmallow and tigers played table tennis. “Of course, I do.” 
“How the hell can you say that so easily?” He was appealing to a sense of shame that didn’t exist, but he couldn’t hold back. Treating cannibalism like a joke was beyond outrageous. His words fired fast and loud. “It’s disgusting!” 
A gruff voice rebuked him from across the table, on his left. “Easy, boy. You’re speaking to the queen.” Jack looked to see General Kazimir’s features straining in irritation. A nasty scar—long healed but deeply etched—stretched down his forehead and left cheek, disappearing into trimmed grey beard. The strike must have been particularly vicious. Kazimir’s face spoke of discipline, fearlessness and fury restrained. His amber irises were trained on Jack, as if ready to release a flurry of poison arrows. 
Zora raised an elegant palm in a stop motion, but her gaze stayed on Jack. Hues from candle flickers quivered across her long, straight locks, emphasising their rich apricot shade.  “Thank you, general, but it’s quite alright. I rather like his impertinence. It’s refreshing.” Laying down her prong, she tipped her goblet and gestured for a young servant boy to refill it. The wine gurgled, she winked at the pourer with a “Good lad,” and then returned her attention to Jack. 
“Now, getting back to your question of how I can say these things so easily.” Her eyes roamed the ceiling’s dome as if an answer was hanging there. A light head shake and shrug showed she could find no complex response. “I open my mouth and the words come out. It’s that simple. If an enemy—be they Grey or Humanite—is determined to snuff my star, I don’t hesitate. Not for a moment. Neither to kill, nor to claim my spoils.” 
Mumbles and nods among the other Vampyra made clear their agreement. 
“Great, so your enemies’ flesh is just the spoils of war?” Vampyra logic was astonishingly brutal. Oakenfol had been evil, but at least he hadn’t wanted to eat Jack. He glanced round the hall. Not one shred of empathy was evident in the diners’ piercing eyes. 
“You think Humanite armies show any less contempt for the conquered? In my experience, their barbarism knows no limits.” Zora’s eyes were set straight on Jack’s. Despite a hall full of sympathisers, she made no attempt to rouse supportive opinions. Her tone stayed cordial, with words spoken through a soft smile. 
“Any army can be barbaric, of course. But it’s just different. They don’t eat—” 
“Murdering defenceless children, carrying off women to make them wives against their will, stealing anything of value and leaving families destitute, razing villages and crops to the ground with fire so that there is neither anywhere to shelter nor anything to eat. Do you think—” 
“Yes, those are terrible crimes, and yes, they are barbaric, but it’s just not the same as eating those you’ve defeated.”  
“Explain to me why.” 
There was silence. Jack saw a faint smirk coat Kazimir’s lips. Trying to explain human morality to a vampire was pointless. “Well—well then, why haven’t you eaten me? I’m sitting here, defenceless, after all.” He wasn’t defenceless, but they didn’t know that. 
Leaning forward, Zora squinted and peered, in mock scrutiny. “Are you my enemy?” 
“Of course, not.” 
She smiled. “I know, otherwise you wouldn’t be my special—if not at this moment rather vocal—guest. You would have been sniffed out and turned into lion dung. Your rags would now be floating around under that waterfall where we first met.” 
Jack’s mouth was turning dry, his throat tickly. He tipped a mouthful of orange juice. The cool sweetness gave a measure of calm. “I don’t believe Strazar or Golman would ever hurt me. We have a bond.” 
Zora nodded softly, her eyes weaving as if calculating the value of Jack’s statement and conceding its truth. “It seems so. A bond I can’t fathom. A bond I want to figure out. Just as I want to do with the mystery behind you, Jack De Luca.” 
“Just Jack, please. And please, no more talk about eating your enemies.” He looked down at the remaining chicken. His appetite was on ice. “I was enjoying that, you know.” 
She snorted. “Ok, Jack, apologies for curbing your appetite. But you still suspect I’m the villain of this story, don’t you? Simply because of the way I deal with those who would wipe me from existence?” 
“It’s just not right. If you can treat your enemies like that, what’s to stop you behaving that way any time you feel like it, with anyone?” 
“Oh, I see.” She nodded at his plate. “You like chicken, yes?” 
The answer was obvious. “I do when the accompanying conversation doesn’t upset my stomach.” 
“Then, let me ask you, if you were out walking and came across a field full of chickens, would you set about slaughtering them all?” 
“What are you talking about?”
“It’s a simple question.”
 “No, I wouldn’t.”
“But you’re having a chicken as a meal right now.” 
Jack shrugged. “So?”
“So,”—her tone hardened a hint— “you clearly have no respect for its life. Do you think it wanted to be on your plate?” 
“Of course not.”
“And was it your enemy?” 
Jack sighed. She was just making fun now. “Who’s ever had a chicken for an enemy?” 
“Exactly. But still, you were happily devouring it until a few moments ago. A dead chicken—one that has born you no ill will—causes you no guilt and eating its flesh gives you pleasure, yes?” 
Jack was irritated at the fact he couldn’t deny her words. “Yes.” 
“Then, walking in a field full of them, why not simply kill every chicken you see?” 
“That would be both cruel and unnecessary.” 
Zora responded with slow nods. “Unnecessary, ok. Agreed.” Smiling broadly, pearly fangs poking between blood-glistened lips, she looked at the carcass on his plate then at him. He’d torn both legs off and ripped chunks out of its chest. “Cruel?” Saccharin and sarcasm coated her question as she asked, “How’s your chicken?” 
Exasperated, Jack blew out a hard exhale and glugged juice. Was she truly a monster or just a colossal pain in the backside? 
The general interjected. “Your Grace, you say this boy, unarmed and—appearing to be—ridiculously ignorant about almost everything, it seems, was roaming beyond the Grey Canyon?” 
“Along its edge, certainly. I saw him climb down myself.” 
“Then—with the greatest of respect—how can we be certain he isn’t in league with that scum? Or that he wasn’t up there spying for someone else, and now, invited within our halls, that he isn’t gathering intelligence for them here as well? He seems all too accomplished at pretending ignorance if you ask me.” 
Zora nodded. “You are my most trusted general, and it moves me that the Catacombs’ security is always foremost in your mind.” She looked at Jack and winked. “But I trust my lions more. He’s neither involved with the Greys nor a spy. Besides, there wasn’t even a flicker of recognition when he laid eyes on me. I flatter myself a spy for the empress, or even that mad cow in the crags, would be aware of my identity.” 
Being talked about like he wasn’t there caused Jack special irritation. He’d suffered it a lot as a little boy. “You’re right, I’m not in league with anyone. And if your hospitality consists of inviting people to dinner so you can mock and accuse them, and speak about them like they’re invisible, perhaps I should take my leave from the Catacombs.” Rising, he began to push back on the chair, its heavy legs creaking a woody squeak as they scraped on polished slate. 
“Jack, wait.” Tone mild and smile sincere, she made a gentle downwards pressing gesture with both palms. “Stay. No more mockery, I promise.” 
He sat again. The chicken was still swimming in oily juices. Maybe his appetite could be persuaded to resurface. 
General Kazimir was less conciliatory. “Your Grace, if he wants to leave, I say goodbye and good fortune to him.” He swirled his goblet, smiling into the liquid before taking a sip. “But he’ll be something’s dinner before sunrise.” 
Brief chatters of laughter bubbled from among the guests. 
Her words sharpened subtly like knife blades, from butter to bread. “And I said no more mockery, did I not?” 
The hall quietened and he dipped his head. “As you command.” 
Zora wagged her finger slowly at Jack. “There is something deliciously peculiar about you. Something elusive I can’t pin down.” 
The general was still smirking. Jack wanted to wipe it from his smug face. Preferably with a robust left-right-left combination. Words flew instead. “You think you’re a hard warrior, general?”
Kazimir scoffed. “I know I am.” 
“Well, I fought the Grey Snake himself. Have you?” 
His face froze. Then he broke into raucous laughter. “Sincere apologies, Your Grace. I was wrong. This boy is no spy,”—Kazimir leaned forward, resting elbows on onyx and slithering words at Jack— “but he’s a talented jester.” 
Her smile was dry, but Zora seemed to be restraining herself, as promised. “Interesting as you are, Jack, you did not fight the Grey Snake, I can assure you.” 
“I fought him. He nearly killed me. It’s the truth. Bring the lions in to tell whether I’m lying or not.” 
Kazimir’s laughter had stopped but a broad sneer remained. “Now it’s you who tries to do the mocking, boy. The Grey Snake sleeps—long may it sleep—and the Grey Snake is a female not a male. Hence the cursed hatchlings it gives birth to. Or do I need to explain to you where babies come from too?” 
Giggles and chuckles were stifled. The ladies at Zora’s side were clearly titillated by Jack’s claim but seemed mindful of not mocking, looking to her with feigned frowns and slender palms covering smirking mouths. 
“I fought him; I swear.” He pointed upwards. “He was tall as this ceiling, with arms like this,”—he made motions in the air depicting biceps the size of giant balloons— “and he had a sword no armour could withstand. It was a massive cleaver, and shredded trees like they were twigs. And his form was not that of a female, general. He was a—” 
“Silence!” Zora’s shout cut through the nobles’ mumbles and clucks like a honed machete slicing gingerbread. Her face had been contorting more solemn with every sentence Jack spoke. The soft smile was now a stony glare. “Anaconda.” 
“What?” 
“Anaconda. You’re describing Anaconda. Chieftain of the Greys. The brutish sword you saw is known as Soulcleaver.” 
“Anaconda? Are you sure?” 
She tutted, speaking impatiently. “Of course. He’s been the focus of my desire for many years.” 
“Your desire? I don’t und—” 
“I desire revenge.” Voice lowering to a hissing whisper as candlelight quivers swayed across her flawless face, she stared at Jack with hazel eyes hard as marble. “And I shall have it.” 




Chapter 23 


Jack was relaxing in the Lions’ Den. 
It was bigger than he’d expected. Several hundred acres bigger, in fact. Bones, dung and blood were noticeably absent. From the immediate vicinity, at least. Although, in a cavern as big as the one he was currently lounging in, with two enormous killers roaming free somewhere, there were bound to be a few nasty spots dotted around, further down. 
For now, the rolling carpet of shamrock he lay on matched any pristine Scottish glen in serenity and cleanliness. Birds were bursting into song and twitter as a nearby brook soothed in serenades with its whispering, crystal flow. Bounties of flowers engulfed greenery in radiant bouquets. Bumblebees buzzed back and forth, negotiating petals yellow, purple, and pink. Clinging and shimmying, they gathered precious cargo with vigour, bustle, and hum. What a blessed life it was for bees. Content and focused, their existence was simple but clear. They would never have to conquer heartbreak, regret, or self-doubt. Unlike him. 
It was the morning after his—interesting, putting it politely—banquet with the cream of Vampyra society. Waking early and feeling sad, thoughts about Jaheem’s unjust death slapping at his heart and stinging his eyes red, he’d stridden through echoing halls to seek out his two new feline friends in hopes of being cheered up. They were nowhere to be seen, so he’d laid down on a hill’s gentle slope and plucked daisies, listening to peaceful gurgles and upbeat chirps, waiting. He knew the kings would catch his scent eventually. 
The whole place was bathed in natural sunlight from an elaborate vent and mirror system constructed within the ceiling and walls. Dazzling rays dripped downwards at regular intervals through iron-grated slits and were bounced in multiple directions by enormous circles of steel and glass. Artificial amplification turned the den into a summer meadow. Vampyra engineering was ingenious. Branches and bushes gave shade, but he’d wanted to lift his mood and stretch out on a cosy surface, like a cat. It was the Lions’ Den, after all. 
“I thought I might find you here. May I join you?” It was Zora’s voice. The tone was soft, missing its sarcastic edge. 
Looking up, Jack made a visor with his hand. When you took away the fang factor, Zora was one of his most exquisite creations to date. Hair in shining apricot braids, she was wearing flimsy sapphire silk from neck to knee. It clung to her svelte shape, stretching slightly tight across her chest and hips. Her eyes sparkled like exotic gemstones in the sunlight. Unarmed, unarmoured and barefoot, she looked almost vulnerable. Her manner seemed milder too. 
He’d hoped to spend some time by himself, especially as he suspected a flood of tears might gush at any moment, but it was probably best to keep in his host’s good graces. The conversation about enemies and eating habits wouldn’t easily be forgotten. “You’re the queen. I can hardly refuse, can I?” 
Smiling, she swayed her head gently, replying, “Not really.” She sat close to him, her pale, perfect toes pinching at lush blades beneath. 
Jack nodded towards the emerald expanse of trees, flowers, and water features. “This is quite a den. I swear, I think I could get lost in here.” 
“Well, normally, I would say, for a Humanite wandering into here, getting lost would be the least of your worries.” She plucked a daisy from the sliver of grass between them and smirked softly. “Normally, of course.”  Her graceful neck was nearly grazing his nose when she leaned to pick the flower. The perfume she’d dabbed was something between crisp apple and lime. He breathed it in deeply but discreetly. 
“You gave them a whole cavern to themselves. You’re very good to them.” 
She shrugged. “As you know, they are rather large fellows. I’d never want to see them distressed from lack of space. I think of this den as their own little kingdom. One to roam free, roar and prowl in, where they are the royalty.” 
“Doesn’t that make them rivals to your own crown?” He creaked a weak smile from his cheeks. He wasn’t feeling particularly comical, but the laid-back vibe was easy on his nerves, and he wanted it to continue. 
Her rouge lips pursed into a smile. “Well, they have broader shoulders than mine. Perhaps they’d bear the burden more happily.” 
“You know, it’s funny. I haven’t heard you once actually say that you’re the queen. But it’s obvious. Even if I didn’t know, I’d know.” 
Tutting with a mellow tongue, Zora placed a cool palm on his hand. Delicious citrus wafted as she fixed her hazel gaze on his and said, “Any lady who must say ‘I am the queen’ is no true queen.” 
During dressing, he’d only thrown on his suede tunic, and left the undershirt off. Zora’s eyes were now fixed on his forearms. Tracing the lines of his scars with a delicate caress of fingernail, she said, “You have stories written on your arms”—she turned his hand upwards in her soft clasp— “and on your palm too.” Her touch had him both unsettled and invigorated in equal measure. 
“Stories? They’re just scars.” 
“Scars are stories. The clearest kind. If someone tells a tale with their tongue, they might be lying.” She rubbed her palm over his arm, surging a mingle of pleasure, unease, and tingle across his skin. “These don’t lie. Extreme things happened to cause these marks. Events I bet were far from the ordinary. What caused such rich literature to bind itself to your flesh?” 
“Stupidity.”  
Snorting delicately, she plucked another daisy and began pulling its tiny white petals off, one at a time. “Tell me if any of these stories involve Anaconda, at least.” 
“So, you do believe I fought him?” 
She nodded. “I have no idea how, but yes. Somehow you did what nobody else before you has: faced him and survived. I should very much like to know that story.”  
Jack gestured with eyes at the burn marks on his forearm. The skin was mottled and darkened in broad patches. The injuries should have been far worse, considering the inferno which had engulfed his limb. There was no pain, but the discolouration seemed permanent. “I didn’t escape completely unharmed, unfortunately. This was from the conclusion of our encounter.” 
She stopped the petal picking and squinted at him. “He used fire against you? The Greys don’t use fire as weaponry. They don’t particularly like it. Smoke even less so. That doesn’t make—” 
“He didn’t. It—it’s complicated.” 
“Well, I’m no simpleton. I can cope with complex information.” 
“I know you’re not a simpleton, it’s just—” 
“It’s extremely complicated? I see.” She tossed the daisy. “Well, I still need to know all the details, I’m afraid. They’ll be far more useful than you’d think. Anaconda hasn’t been seen outside of his city in many years, but crisis is sure to be coming, with that scum still lurking there, alive. I intend to remedy that, sooner rather than later. I owe him repayment for past crimes against my family and my people. I will have his blood, Jack, one way or another.” 
He sighed. He wanted to tell her the truth, or at least as much truth as was necessary. There was no way he’d get back through the portal without help, and, so far, she was the closest to an ally that he’d found. They also had overlapping agendas when it came to the psycho snake giant, Anaconda. Maybe he could work out an agreement with the Vampyra. 
If only they weren’t vampires. Jack’s blood—being paint, beyond the canvas—was useless to them, but fangs caused trust issues. He grasped a handful of grass, pulling at its roots, sighing once more. “If only my life weren’t so complicated.” 
“I think everyone has that thought, at some point. So, go on then, let’s hear how you survived an encounter with the most vicious warrior in this world. Tell it all and tell it true.” 
He scoffed. “The truth. Every time I tell the truth, it gets me right in the shi—anyway, the truth’s overrated. It doesn’t set you free. That’s a load of rubbish. It makes people uncomfortable, angry, and spiteful. That’s why us humans—Humanites, I mean—go round telling polite little lies all the time. So we don’t have to deal with the consequences of the truth.” 
She met his gaze, searching, reading his features, the milky skin around her eyes crinkling in calculation. “And what is this terrible truth that you hold inside? Something pains you deeply, I can sense it.” 
 “First of all, do you think I’m insane or a liar?” 
Zora bobbed her head side to side. “Perhaps a tad eccentric, but definitely not insane, no. And those two”—she peered across the cavern, scanning— “wherever they are, have already made it quite clear you favour the truth. Despite, by your own admission, little Humanite lies for the sake of politeness, you aren’t full of deceit. I can feel that.” 
“Thank you. So, if I tell you something that sounds both insane and a lie, you won’t automatically assume it’s either of those things, right?” 
“Correct.” 
Partial truth might suffice. He had to get back through that portal one way or another. He’d leave out the fact their world was his painted creation and tell whatever else was necessary. “Ok, you know above the City of the Grey Snake, there’s this bright light. You know of it, right? Anaconda called it the Sunspot.” 
She tutted. “I’m not an idiot, you know. Everybody knows the Sunspot hovers over the Greys’ cursed city, though”—she shrugged— “nobody actually knows what it’s for. Including the Greys themselves, I suspect.” 
He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I know what it’s for. Precisely what it’s for.” 
Tilting her head, her lips formed into a wry smile, before opening wide, fangs on full display. “Come now, I—” 
“You said you wouldn’t make assumptions. If that’s what you’re going to do, I think I’d rather just pick daisies.” 
Her smirk reformed into sincerity. “You’re right. That’s what I said. Continue, please. I’ll not interrupt.” 
Shaking his head, he silently begged help from the birds, flowers, and bees, but their surrounding calm couldn’t quell the pressure welling within his chest. “Look, there’s no easy way to say all this, so I’ll just say it. I came through the Sunspot, and I landed in the City of the Grey Snake. In fact, from what General Kazimir said last night, I suspect I landed on the Grey Snake itself. I tried to sneak out, but Anaconda caught me. He let me leave the city so he could hunt me down for sport. But he didn’t reckon on a”—he paused to choose an appropriate term— “powerful gift I have. I fought him off with fire and escaped. Then, after walking for a very long time, I climbed down the canyon and met you and your lions. And now, I have to get back through the Sunspot somehow, to return to the world I came from. That’s the truth. No matter how crazy it sounds, that’s the truth.” He took another deep breath. Zora’s eyelids were slitted, her face serious. He was waiting for her to break into hysterics. “So go on then, let’s hear your clever reply to that.” 
She smiled, weaving her eyes in concentrated thought, then looking down at his scars one more time. The words that came out her mouth had no coating of sarcasm, no glass shards attached. 
“Very well then. It seems our destinies are intertwined.” 




Chapter 24 


“So, you’re a wizard then?” 
“No, not exactly. Though, in this world, most would understand my gift that way. It’s c—”  
“Complicated. Yes, your life truly is complicated. But, if you came through the Sunspot, there must be powerful magic within you, protecting you. It’s known that anyone touching the Sunspot—anyone but you, it seems—erupts into ash. I’ve heard rumours Anaconda’s thrown prisoners into it and even occasionally his own soldiers, as punishment for drunkenness, dereliction of duty, and so forth. All ash. All except you.” 
“It was never, ever meant to be used for that purpose. It saddens me greatly that it could be used as a method of murder. It’s supposed to be a gateway between worlds, nothing more.” 
They were strolling side by side over grass and under trees, deeper into the Lions’ Den, in search of Strazar and Golman. Zora’s attention was glued to Jack, with none of the questions she asked having simple answers. 
“I have so many questions.” 
“I can see.” His smile was sidling towards genuine. Releasing some of the burden lodged behind his ribcage had helped ease earlier distress. A gentle breeze nudged his crown as flowers perfumed and warble wafted from rustling branches. He walked alongside Zora with neck and shoulders noticeably less tense than before. Perhaps the truth wasn’t so terrible after all. 
She laughed. Not girlishly, but since he’d divulged part of his identity, and the fact he’d survived the Greys’ city and their horrific chieftain, her manner had edged familiar, almost flirtatious even. “What lies beyond the Sunspot? Where’s your home?” 
“What lies beyond is—well in some ways it’s not so much different from here. But then, in other ways, it’s completely different. My home’s in a place called Scotland.” 
“Scotland.” She said the word once more, loud, and slowly. “Scotland. I like it.” Pointing around them with two open palms, she asked, “Is it anything like this?” 
He nodded. “The funny thing is, apart from being in a cavern, and the unusual lighting system, we could be walking in Scotland right now.” 
“Really? How fascinating! I thought it would be weird and wonderful, and completely different from this world. Are there lions in Scotland?” 
“There are,”—he decided against mentioning zoos and cages – “but none close to the size of yours. Not even close.”  
“Yes, there are smaller-sized lions here too. Dotted across the Empire Valleys. My two are the exception. What about Greys?” 
“No Greys, thank goodness. We do have large snakes, relatively speaking, but they’re nothing like what I’ve seen here.” 
“And Vampyra?”  
He searched for an answer that wouldn’t cause anger. He could hardly say her race was fictional back in the real world. But then, he had heard of people who considered themselves actual vampires, and even drank blood. 
“There are some who claim to be similar, but they’re nothing like you. Not as”—he wanted to pick a non-offensive way to express himself— “special as you, your people and everything you have here. Nowhere near as special, in fact. I don’t think anything in my world is like the Vampyra or the grandeur of the Catacombs.” 
“Thank you. You honour my people.” 
“You’re welcome.” 
“You know, you should be careful.”  
“Why’s that?” 
“You’re almost starting to sound charming.” She hooked her arm around his as they continued their walk. Her skin pressed cool and silky while she clamped against him in a firm but friendly manner. Jack sensed her slender body disguised considerable hidden strength. “If you’re not careful, we might even start acting like friends.” 
“That might not be such a terrible thing. It would mean we could work against the Greys, for mutual advantage. Perhaps, from now on, you could ease off with the mockery a bit, Your Grace.” 
“Very well, I’ll try my best at minimal teasing. And yes, I think our desires overlap promisingly. But anyway, for now, I need to know more about your relationship to the Sunspot. For example, can anyone from your world come through it? Are we to expect a deluge of people from Scotland falling on top of the Grey Snake in the future?” 
He shook his head. “I wouldn’t worry about that. It’s me and only me that can use it. Nobody else.” 
“And you’re sure of that?”
“Entirely sure.” 
“Fascinating. Also, I must ask, if you’re so desperate to go back through the Sunspot, to get back to this other world, this Scotland, why did you come through in the first place?” 
“Someone pushed me through. It wasn’t my choice.” 
“Oh, an enemy did this. I see.” 
“Quite the opposite, actually. He was my best friend.” 
“Your best friend? Yet he forced you into another world with no choice. Hardly sounds friendly to me.”  
“He had no choice either. People were trying to kill me. He saved my life.” 
“Oh, I see. And may I ask, what became of your friend?” 
Jack took a deep breath and blew it out shakily. “Those same people murdered him. He gave his life to save mine. He was the bravest man I’ve ever known.”  
She rubbed her palm up and down his bare upper arm, both calming and disquieting him. “I’m sorry for your loss. There is no greater sacrifice nor example of courage any being can give.”
“Thank you.” He wasn’t sure if she was paying lip service or expressing genuine empathy, but the words were touching. 
“And the killers?” 
“They live.” 
“And, if you get back to Scotland, you plan to remedy that, I assume?” 
He sighed. “I promised to pay them back in kind.” 
Her arm still entwined with his, she nodded casually, as if he were talking about the prompt returning of a borrowed lawnmower to his next-door neighbour. “Good, glad to hear it.” 
He turned to her, locking their eyes. “Zora—may I call you Zora?” 
“Of course. I was starting to think you’d forgotten my name.” 
“Look, Zora, I made a promise to kill several people. To end their lives.”
She reached up and plucked a pear from one of the low-hanging branches passing overhead, offering it. “Yes, naturally. Quite right too. Here, eat. The pears in the den are particularly plump with juice.” 
Jack sighed yet again and sank his teeth into the pear. She was right. Sweet juice dribbled over his lips as he slurped on the fruit’s firm flesh. He was still chewing as he said, “I don’t know if I can keep that promise.”
She stopped walking and took a small step backwards, squinting. “Why ever not?”
He took another bite, chewed, swallowed, and tossed the half-eaten pear onto the grass. “Because I don’t know if I’m capable of that. It’s no small thing to kill.” 
Her eyebrows raised higher. “I know some Humanites struggle with things like that, but they murdered your best friend. That’s what you, said, wasn’t it?”
“Yes, but—” 
“And you promised you would kill them all, yes?” 
“Yes, but now I’m faced with the thought of actually doing it, I—” 
“Jack, you made a promise, and you must keep it.”
“Look, where I’m from, the world where I’m from, it’s not as simple as here.”
“How so?”
“Because you can’t just go around killing people you consider enemies. It doesn’t work like that.”
“But they did exactly that, did they not?” 
“Yes, true, but maybe I’m better than them. Maybe I’m not like them. Maybe there’s another way.” A murder trial for them, not a spree of his own. 
“Jack, listen, words are skeletons. They—” 
“What are you talking about?” 
She rolled her eyes before focusing them back on his. “Words are skeletons. They are hollow and lifeless, unless fleshed out by action.” She stepped forward and brushed his fringe. “And sometimes that action requires spilling blood. You want to face the Greys’ city and Anaconda, but you’re not prepared to kill? What are you going to do? Scare them off with harsh language?” 
“That’s different, they’re monsters, not people. If I have to kill them, then so be it. There’s no other choice.” 
“Monsters, yes, but when you chop their heads off, it’s not blackberry juice that spurts out. Trust me, I have experience. Do you think I feast on jam when I slice a Grey’s head?” 
“Come on, not this again, please. We were just starting to get along as well.” 
She nodded rapidly, agitated but still speaking with restraint. “Ok, let me ask you this: did your friend provoke anyone to cause his death?” 
“No, not at all.” 
“So he definitely didn’t deserve his fate?”
“No, of course not. He—"
She jabbed him in the chest with an iron index finger. Words and pokes hammered in harsh, harmonious rhythm as she said, “Then they deserve theirs. Give them the fate they earned.” 
Shaking his head, he caressed his suede-clad pec, rubbing away the smarts from her strong prodding. She could never understand his stance. Fangs made sure of that. “I wish I could see it as simply as you do.” 
Frown reforming back into smile, she took hold of his arm again. “Come on, let’s find those two. Perhaps they can inspire your deadly side.” 
They continued walking. 
“Accept death, Jack, and that sometimes if you don’t deliver it, it will be delivered upon you. You’ll be far happier once you face that brutal fact. If not, your enemies will trample you. The world—be it this one or any other—will trample you. Life will trample you. And what a pity that would be.” 
“You’d feel sad if something happened to me?” 
Looking upwards at badged branches and the rock ceiling far beyond, Zora weaved her citrus-sprinkled neck side to side in subtle sways, saying, “Oddly enough, I think I would.” Her eyes returned to meet his. “You’re interesting.” 
“Well, anyway, all this talk of promises is theoretical, for now. I don’t even know if I’ll ever get back through the por—Sunspot. I don’t think the Greys are just going to let me stroll up to it with a ladder, are they?” 
Her high cheekbones formed dimples. “I’d say unlikely, though you’re very welcome to try.” 
“May I ask—” 
“There you are, finally!” Zora unhooked from Jack’s side and stood with arms and smile wide. 
Strazar’s shaggy bulk was padding towards them over the grass, splashing as he ploughed through a deep stream. His pace slowed as he approached, nudging both left and right towards Jack and Zora with his enormous head, demanding attention from them both. The underside of his mane was dripping from the dip, with jet hair hanging in long straggles. 
She stroked the broad bridge of his nose, speaking in that simplified, babyish tone that people so often did with animals. “Where’s your brother, eh? He sneaking around as usual, is he?” 
He reached up and ran his fingers through the bushy plume spiking from Strazar’s crown. The obsidian hair was coarse and rich, like bristles on a quality broomstick. Whiskers thick as piano wire tickled his forearm as the lion nuzzled its face against him in affection. Jack had to reposition his feet into a boxer stance so he could brace against the movements. He guessed the cat weighed at least a ton, easily. Eyes the size of snooker balls analysed and searched Jack’s face. It wasn’t just his size that was uncommon. Fierce intelligence burned within burnt orange. Muttering to both the lion and himself, he said with a smile, “Hell on legs, no doubt.” 
Another huge bundle of muscle and fur nudged from behind, giving him a mild fright. Golman. He’d approached in flawless silence yet again. Jack ran a palm over velvet frost and stared into ice eyes. “You really do prowl like a shadow, don’t you?” It was as Jack had gifted, but he hadn’t expected the assassin skills to be quite so phantom-like. 
Broad tongues flopping from jagged jaws, both cats panted warm, salty vapours on and around his arms and face, slurping in meaty slobbers. Their breath didn’t reek, but a mint or two wouldn’t have killed them. 
He turned to see Zora watching their interaction. Hands on hips, she was smiling but Jack sensed melancholy, betrayed by strained eyes. “Are you ok?” 
She nodded gently. “Yes, fine. I just never thought I’d see them show love towards any other but me.” She stepped back towards them and began petting, getting pink laps in exchange. “Is it stupid to say I feel a measure of jealousy?” 
“No, not at all. There’s no need though. They’re your lions, and always will be. I’m only a new face; they’re probably just fascinated by my eccentricities, is all.” 
She rolled her eyes. “Nice try. We both know it’s something deeper than being a new face or having eccentricities. But what, I wonder?” 
Jack shrugged. “I suppose we’ll never know.” He already did, of course. They loved him because he’d brushed them alive onto canvas and gifted them majesty for eternity. Their eyes said so quite clearly.
“Perhaps,”—she rubbed her palm along the underside of Golman’s powerful jaw— “but perhaps my wits need time to sharpen.” 
“What do you mean? You’re not short on wits, anyone can see that.” 
She smiled. “Thank you, but I don’t think you catch my meaning. This world is full of magic. Things we can’t yet understand, which wait patiently to be revealed. They are around us constantly, but our wits haven’t sharpened enough to grasp them. How do you think these two came to be with me? It was magic, and I still don’t understand it myself. I hope one day, my wits will allow me to.” 
“You met them by magic? Are you sure?” He had a legitimate reason for scepticism.
“Nothing else could have been responsible.” She gestured to a spot beside the stream, shaded by thickly swathed branches.  “Let’s sit? Don’t worry, these two will gladly lie down beside us, I’m sure.” 
And so they did. Kneeling and cupping his hands, Jack drank from the water’s sparkling flow then plucked a swollen peach from the branches. The lions lay, stretched out between him and Zora, emphasizing their enormous length from head to tail. He munched succulent fruit with one hand and rubbed Golman’s sinewy velvet skin with the other. Strazar rested his head contentedly beside Zora’s lap as she ran elegant fingers across his mane, stopping occasionally to rub his ears. 
“Together, do you think they could slay Anaconda?” asked Jack. 
“Both together, versus him alone? I’m fairly certain.” She stroked obsidian; her beautiful face contorted in mild grimace. “But it would be a fight I’d rather not see play out, unless given no other choice. One should avoid playing dice with the lives of those beloved. They’re not just lions to me. They’re like my family. It would sadden me greatly to lose either of them. Perhaps that sounds laughable to you?” 
“Not at all. In fact, it’s common for people back in my world to love animals like family.” He chuckled, slapping Golman’s vascular hind quarters in solid pats. “Often they’re even the most popular members of a household.” 
“That resonates with me. I’ve never had much time for children, and I can count on one hand the adults I enjoy spending time with.” 
“Am I among that privileged few?” 
“We’re here, aren’t we? Nobody put a knife to my throat.” 
Her eyes lingered on his. He broke gaze and stuttered through peach chunks. “So you—you said these two were brought to you by magic?” 
“How much time do you have?” 
He shrugged. “The Sunspot’s not going anywhere, and neither are the Greys. I think I have time for a story. It sounds like a meaningful one, too.” 
“Very well, but first, so you understand the circumstances, I must tell you about the Greys, and what’s transpired in the past between them and the other peoples of this world.” 
Jack lobbed his peach core across the orchard, wiped his dripping fingers on the grass, then leaned on Golman’s shoulder, giving Zora his full attention, a deadly storyteller, and an even deadlier pillow. What a bizarre life he led. “I’d very much like to hear all about it, thank you.” 
“Ok, so, the Grey Snake. Let’s touch on the topic of that demon first. Now, you say you landed on it when you tumbled through the Sunspot?” 
“I strongly suspect so, yes. At first, I thought it was a ridge. A landmark. Then I realised the surface, under the mud, that it was made up of extremely large scales.” He gestured in the air to show the scales’ size and shape. “Was it the Grey Snake?” 
She nodded. “It was, yes. There is only one snake like it in this world. It extends around and under the Greys’ city and far beyond in both directions. Nobody is even sure how large it is. The covering of soil, grass, and even trees make it hard to distinguish reptile from hill. However, it is widely known the section with its reproductive parts is within the city boundaries, and that in a cave deep under the city, it births its repulsive hatchlings, which, in an unfortunately short space of time, grow into Greys.” 
“And it’s always been asleep?” 
“I’ve never heard otherwise. I hope I never see it wake either. It causes enough chaos in its state of slumber.” 
“It gives birth constantly?”
“Constantly, and the births appear to be growing in number. It’s likely their army is expanding again, rapidly. Grey scouting parties can sometimes be seen roaming along the edge of their canyon, far from the city. Why do you think I was there at the waterfall? Once in an orange moon, I manage to claim a few, either with arrow and blade or with Golman’s assassin skills. He’s quite the climber.” 
“And the Greys, they’re all male?” 
“Yes. Or something closely resembling male. They have no females and no marriages. All new members of their cursed clan are spewed from the womb of the Grey Snake.” 
“Anaconda started off as one of these hatchlings too?” 
“Yes, but he grew to a considerably bigger size and strength than almost all the others, as you saw first-hand. He emerged as natural leader once he’d grown to full form. There is only one other larger sized Grey I know of—Sidewinder—a fearsome beast indeed, the Greys’ under-chieftain, but he’s still nothing approaching Anaconda’s strength and dominance. Anyway, Anaconda organised the Greys from a rabble into a formidable fighting force, constantly bolstered by new hatchlings. Eventually, scouts’ reports strongly suggested he was planning an invasion of the Three Kingdoms, to subdue them all, and end all life which wasn’t Grey. Something had to be done.” 
“War?” 
She nodded, stroking Strazar’s mane and smiling at his grumbles. “Yes. The Three Kingdoms entered an unprecedented alliance. Empire, Crags and Catacombs, enemies on and off since the start of time, came together with one mission: to crush the Greys finally and decisively. Together, with all their might, they marched on the City of the Grey Snake.” 
“Something clearly didn’t go to plan then.” 
“Indeed, it didn’t. Despite far greater numbers, the alliance forces were poorly co-ordinated and prone to squabbling, jostling for prominence, and suffering mistrust which had festered over lengthy periods of time, caused by endless conflicts, land disputes and cultural chasms. The Greys had no such hinderance. They were one united army under a single leader. Using enormous timber gangways, they descended their canyon and met the allies on the low plains. They fought with vicious force and guileful tactics. Anaconda alone slaughtered hundreds of seasoned warriors, routing line after line of Vampyra and Humanite. I heard, in the end, he had so many arrows and spears stuck in him, he looked like a slithering porcupine. Yet he was still able to swing that giant blade with brutal force.” 
“He’s beyond formidable, that’s for sure. But obviously, if he’d won, we wouldn’t be sitting here.” 
“There was no victor. The war had several distinct losers though. Anaconda’s forces were decimated and halted, and any looming invasion was effectively quashed, but at terrible cost. Outflanked, and swarmed by hordes, the emperor and most of his knights were slain. Cut to pieces. The King of the Crags was also killed. An arrow through the eye.  And, of course, my own father and mother failed in their attempts to finish off Anaconda themselves. Both perished under Soulcleaver…” 
“I’m sorry.”
She nodded with pursed lips. “And so, devastated and retreating, each force made haste to their respective strongholds. Even Anaconda, his tail constricted by a hundred shafts of wood and his forces severely weakened, made a tactical retreat. The Grey problem was postponed, not resolved. I was a child at the time, and had been told to stay here, in the Catacombs. I only knew the outcome when the remaining Vampyra forces returned, minus my parents.” 
“It sounds like a grim day.” 
“A grim day,”—she looked across the den, voice distant— “and the same one when I knew I was to be queen, at the tender age of ten years.” 
“You have my deepest sympathies. My own childhood had its fair share of heartbreak too. I was never crowned a king at ten though, thankfully. That must have been a horrendous burden to bear, at that age.” 
She sighed. “Thank you, and yes, it was. I was overwhelmed with conflicting emotions. Sadness, for my dead parents, but also anger towards them and their carelessness, for having gone off to battle without considering the consequences should they both fall. And, stronger than those feelings, perhaps the strongest that swallowed me, was fear. Fear of whether I would be a worthy queen, fear of an inevitable Grey resurgence, and fear of conspirators within, who might seek to seize control of the Catacombs from a defenceless child.” 
He nodded at the outstretched lions. Two purring blocks of sinew, tooth, and claw. “But you recruited two loyal bodyguards.” 
“Yes, I did.” 
“And I think that reduced your worries about internal power struggles, at least?” 
“I was no longer defenceless. I was still a little girl”—she stroked Strazar’s frying pan paw, running fingertips across his hooked, razor claws— “but with two titans by my side.” 
“But where did you—I mean, surely these two didn’t just appear in the halls of the Catacombs, out of nowhere?” 
She laughed heartily. “It was magic that brought them to me, but not that brazenly.” 
Jack welcomed the light-hearted interlude and joined in, surprised at his own chuckles. “Fair enough. Then how?” 
“The Onyx Gate was open for a long time, funnelling in returning soldiers, many of them wounded. I ran through it and into the rapidly approaching night.” 
“That doesn’t seem like a great idea for a ten-year-old girl.” 
“And you were so full of wisdom at ten years?” 
He shrugged. “Fair point.” 
“Anyway, no, it wasn’t a great idea, but the turmoil of my emotions had taken hold. You can understand that feeling, surely?”
More than she would ever know. “I can, yes.” 
“I wanted to be alone, to escape, to run away from the unwanted responsibility that had been thrust upon me. I made my way through the gate. Even amongst the throngs of returning soldiers, a guard noticed me leaving and tried to stop me. I declared that I was queen, and I would have his head if he dared touch me.” 
He chuckled. “You were a firecracker, even at that age.” 
“A what?” 
“Erm, it’s something back in my world. They make noise, a bit like thunder. The closest thing I’ve heard here, so far, is Strazar’s roar. Anyway, never mind. You had fire in you, is all I’m saying.” 
“I see. Thank you. Anyway, after what seemed like forever, running as fast as I could, I ran into a forest. Darkness and shadows surrounded me. I stumbled, led only by slivers of moonlight. I—”
“You can’t see in the dark? I thought Vampyra had some kind of night vision, or something like that?” 
She tutted. “Who told you that? Our eyes are only slightly superior to Humanite ones at night,”—her tone held mild chiding— “which isn’t saying much.” 
Jack realised his knowledge on vampires was patchy at best. “I apologise for my ignorance. Please continue.” 
“So, as I was saying, I ran into the forest, deeper and deeper. The canopy thickened and the darkness along with it. Until I could barely see my own hands, never mind any path. It was then I realised my mistake and regretted my rashness. But I couldn’t find my way back. The only sounds were leaves quivering in the breeze and the mocking hoots of owls.” 
“I can only imagine myself at ten, lost alone in a strange, dark forest. I would have been terrified.” 
“It got worse. There was a roaring. One unlike I’d ever heard before. A thundering.” She glanced downwards with a sly smile. “I think you can relate to my shock at the time.” 
Jack snorted in agreement. “Oh, yea. I’m glad he’s keeping his trap shut now. I don’t think my ear drums could take it.” 
She stroked his mane. “And so, he bounded forth. Obviously—as you can imagine—his coat didn’t distinguish itself within the pitch black. All I saw were two large eyes of burning orange.” 
Jack shook his head. “Damn, that is brown trousers stuff.” 
“But the bigger fright”—she stretched forward and ruffled Golman’s frost flutters before sitting back again— “came from this one.” 
“Turned up right behind you like a ghost?” 
“Exactly. I screamed so hard it caused owls to take their leave of the trees. And there these two were, almost touching me, to my front and rear. Two lions. Even in the darkness I could sense their extraordinary size. Their salty breath was beating down, washing across my face from high above. I assumed them my stalkers, of course. My executioners. Who would happen upon lions in the forest and assume them anything but enemies?” 
“It’s the natural assumption. Lions don’t normally like little girls, except as dinner.” 
“And that was my conclusion too. My end had come.” 
“But it didn’t. That must have been an even bigger surprise.” 
She nodded. “And, perhaps, in some way, a disappointment.” 
“I’m confused. You were disappointed they didn’t kill and eat you?” 
She waved a dismissive backhand. “The eating was of no consequence. Once torn to portions, the meal doesn’t weep.” Reaching into Strazar’s mouth, she tugged on one of his enormous front teeth, causing a half-hearted, sleepy snarl. “But I think a part of me wanted these to do their job that day. To extinguish me. It would have been the end of sorrow and burden. Eternal death is the sweetest form of peace, after all.”  
Jack shrugged. “If you say so. Pretty grizzly way to go though.” 
“So, obviously, my end didn’t come. They nudged into me gently—as gently as their size could allow—and my terror soon turned to contentment. Our bond was sealed within only a few moments. Gifts from the unknown, a source of magic I still can’t fathom, they made clear we were kindred spirits. They guided me safely back to the Catacombs and have protected me ever since. They are my family.” 
“Incredible. And where did you choose their names from?” Only one person had named them. The one smudging his brush bristles in the paint from which they’d originated. Him. 
“That’s part of the magic.” 
“How so?” 
“I knew their names as soon as we met.” 
Weird. “Yes, that is a kind of magic. Good names, too.” He allowed himself a smug internal smile. 
“Good? Try magnificent. Now,”—she stood, dusting grass flecks from her shimmering dress— “let’s go to the armoury. I have something I want to give you.” 




Chapter 25 


“Are you sure?” Jack was stunned by Zora’s offering. 
“Quite sure. I hope you’re not going to insult me by refusing it.” 
Another cavern, another remarkable sight. Its ceiling was far lower than earlier parts of the Catacombs he’d been in, at around a dozen feet above head height, and there were no flaring flowers or sparkling streams. It wasn’t natural grandeur which had his eyes peeled wide in surprise. 
This time it was the colossal volume of arms placed and stacked on gigantic blocks and racks, aisled in lengthy stretches on spotless slate tiles. Spears, swords, bows and crossbows; they hung in hundreds—no, thousands—polished and in prime condition. Rows of wooden barrels were packed with uncountable quivers of bolts and arrows. Slings—of Biblical fame—dangled from hooks like deadly leather fashion accessories, their ammunition stored below in buckets filled to brims with bulbous black marbles. Axes, hammers, and pikes were invited to the party too, their heads heavy, well set, and ready to inflict death on demand. 
It was a warehouse for waging war.
They were in the armoury. And, after a leisurely tour, Zora had handed him a surprise gift. It was the most remarkable weapon he’d ever seen. A knight sword like no other. 
Before arriving at their current location, they’d said goodbye to the lions and stopped at the Royal Cavern. She’d changed into a sleek leather bodice and trousers. Studded with diamonds and rubies along its tapered sleeves and slim lapels, the excess of precious stones should have looked lurid, but Zora carried it with panache. She wore her scimitar too; the ruby leather belt and scabbard complementing her outfit effortlessly. Not wanting more attention towards his scars, Jack had put on a clean silk undershirt, this time in black. 
Now he marvelled at craftsmanship trumpeting across his palms, concealed in a charcoal scabbard of ornate steel. The sword’s grip was smooth onyx striped with slender red leather bands. Grasping it, he enjoyed the immaculate friction holding solid against his skin. The guard’s metal and colour matched the scabbard; threefold and tapered, it flared from the blade like a series of jagged bat wings. 
What most struck him about the piece though, was the pommel. An emerald gem the size and shape of a small doorknob; its inner workings looked alive, swirling with smoke wisps and crackling slivers, as if its gleaming orb held a hurricane within. It was simply amazing. The most exquisite jewel in existence. 
“I just never expected such a magnificent gift. Thank you. What kind of jewel is that? It’s incredible, it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen. It’s like it’s got a life of its own.” 
“Perhaps. And yes, it is extremely special. It’s a tempest emerald. The only one of its kind, discovered deep within the darkest chasms of the Catacombs. I give it to you gladly,”—she ran her tongue across pointy teeth— “though it’s not quite a gift. Neither it nor the sword it sits upon.” 
“What do you mean?”
“Gifts are given freely. This one comes with conditions attached. Two, actually.”
“As long as neither of them is money. I’m a bit short on that just now.”
A light snort evolved into flowing chuckles. “I have plenty of wealth. Do the Catacombs look impoverished to you?” 
He nodded at her gem-speckled clothing. “No, true. You don’t seem short of means.” 
“Exactly. It’s not your money I need.” 
He shrugged. “Then what?” 
She strolled, running her fingers across a rack of spears, tapping their tips as if testing for sharpness. “First, you make a new promise. One of loyalty to me and the Vampyra. I shall do the same for you.” 
“I’m not eating anybody or drinking any blood. I’ll tell you that right now.” He wouldn’t be signing up to the eternal vampire club. That was for goddamn sure. 
She broke into laughter. “No, nothing like that. You will remain your same interesting Humanite self. No eating enemies, no blood to drink. But I need your word you will choose us over all others in this world, no matter what temptations may be placed to encourage otherwise.”  
“I can’t make a promise of loyalty to officers like General Kazimir: officers I don’t know, and frankly, I don’t like. I can to you though, as their leader, and you alone. That’s the best I can swear to you.” 
“Good enough. And I swear the same to you. If I break my oath, may the Catacombs collapse and kill all life within them.” 
That was a hell of a pledge. “Fine. Then I promise you my loyalty. And the other condition?”  
“I need to know what you’re capable of. You talk of gifts, of fighting off Anaconda with fire, but it’s not clear to me exactly what your magic means.” 
He looked down at the sword in his hands. “I can swing this thing like a master. My gift helped me learn within seconds.” 
“And that’s very useful, but it won’t be enough for the challenges ahead. We’ll need the type of magic you said you’ve already used. The type you used to survive Anaconda. Swords alone don’t seem to suffice, not against him. You think my father wasn’t lethal with that blade?” 
“This was your father’s?”
“Yes, retrieved from the battlefield by a plucky squire.” 
“And you’re giving it to me? Are you sure? It’s a family heirloom.” 
She tutted and shook her apricot locks softly. “There won’t be any family left to speak of, or any Vampyra, if Anaconda isn’t purged from this world. And you’re the only person to survive facing him in single combat.” She nodded at the sword. “If in the hands of a wizard—or whatever you consider yourself—it can somehow contribute to his death rattle, the investment will have been worth it. Besides, with all the earlier talk of promises in the den, it seemed destiny was whispering in my ear. I believe the sword, and the gem that crowns it, will have great bearing on our future, wielded by your hand. It’s too much of a coincidence, considering its name.” 
“The sword’s name?” 
“Yes.”
“Which is?”  
“Dark Promise.” 




Chapter 26


“Ok, fine, I’ll do my best to impress.” 
They were still in the armoury, standing beside a training square dotted with a dozen wooden mannequins sown in sackcloth and filled with straw. Dark Promise was belted around Jack’s waist in rich leather, patterned to match its scabbard. Its weight and way it hung on his hip seemed like the sword had been made for him. Even waiting for him. 
“You don’t have to impress. I just need to know exactly what my ally is bringing to the campaign, and that you can use your gift at a moment’s notice if need be.” 
Jack blew out a hard exhale. “Ok, so, do you have any painting materials in the Catacombs?” 
“Painting? I don’t understand.” 
“Maybe I’m about to help you sharpen your wits.” 
She smiled wryly. “Very good.” 
“So, do you have painting stuff? Brushes, palettes, and, of course, paint?”
“It’s an odd thing, but we’ve never used paint. We have none of those things, I’m afraid. You can’t use your gift without them?” 
“But I saw wood of all shades in the Grand Cavern. Someone painted it, didn’t they?”
“Well, no. Our artisans used stain and dye for that, and a long time ago. Would those be of any use to you? I could have my aides root around for some. It might take a while.” 
Jack shook his head. “I never heard Dante talk about stain or dye, and never saw him use it once during my apprenticeship. I suppose it won’t hurt to try it out later, but I’m not hopeful. My gut tells me it’s all about the paint. Don’t ask me why. That’s just the way it seems to be.” 
“Who’s Dante?” 
Smiling, Jack ran a palm over the tempest emerald, marvelling at its swirls and fizzles. “A great man. My father. He taught me how to use my gift.” 
“Oh, and now he is...?” 
Jack’s silence supplied the answer. 
As did hers. Calm nods spoke condolences. 
“There’s something else I can do, to give you a clear idea of my abilities. What you would call, my magic.” 
“Ok. Go ahead then.” 
“I need you to listen carefully though.” 
“Don’t I always?”
“Yes, but this involves my blood. And—”
Her eyes flashed wild, then delved into grimace, bathing in strain. Agitation swayed the confident tone of her voice shaky as she said, “Your blood?” She licked her lips. “Jack, whatever you’re going to do—” 
“You have to trust me.” He drew Dark Promise from its scabbard. The blade’s black steel sang a vigorous song. Its construction and balance were impeccable. 
“What are you doing?” Words and stare had hardened in tandem.  
“Do you trust me?” He rested the sword’s tip against the print side of his thumb.  
Eyes glaring, she snapped, “I don’t trust myself! Now, tell me, what, in black blazes, are you doing?” 
“I’m going to draw my blood.”
“Don’t do that.” 
“You wanted to see what magic lies within me.” He gestured with eyes to where the weapon’s point met his flesh. “Careful what you wish for.” 
Zora was eyeing his thumb like it was a morsel of rare lamb shank. “Jack don’t do that. Haven’t you learned anything about the Vampyra? No. I don’t want, I can’t—” 
He drew a stinging slit across his skin. The blood bubbled and streamed down his digit, across the bottom of his palm, dripping to the slate, landing in gummy blotches. 
Fangs lengthening and tongue writhing, she snarled at its sight. “What have you done; you fool?” 
She lunged at his hand. Then stopped just as suddenly. Taking hold of his thumb, she squinted, face frowning in befuddlement. “What the—that’s not blood. That’s,”—she moved her pale, button nose within a hair’s breadth, sniffing— “is that? What is that? Paint?” 
Jack nodded. “In this world, this is what runs through my veins. Don’t ask me how or why because I don’t know. Maybe one day my own wits will sharpen enough to understand, but I doubt it. Some things, we just have to accept.” 
She stepped back, agitation and fangs shrinking, her tone rapidly turning milder. “I apologise.”  
“No need. You warned me twice and I appreciate it.” He held his palm up. “It had to be done though. Give me your sword, please.” Her scimitar hung on svelte hips in its ruby leather and brass studded scabbard. 
She wrapped her palm around the grip. “Fang? Why?” 
“Fang? Cool name. Just give it to me, please. You’ll be glad, I promise.” 
She drew the finely crafted blade free but held it hesitantly. “You’re sure you know what you’re doing, aren’t you? This sword is precious to me.” 
“One hundred percent sure.” Ninety-five. Close enough. 
Zora held it in two open hands and offered it handle first. He took hold of Fang and smeared his blood across the handle, guard, and blade, coating it in gooey red, sending his wishes along with the paint. The weapon crackled and smoked as it transformed, the fumes pungent, somewhere between gunpowder and rain spattering on dusty granite. 
He handed it back to Zora, who clasped it in fascinated silence, studying its new form with a broad smile and bulging eyes. “What have you done to the metal? It’s gleaming.” She took a few steps into the square’s centre and practiced swipes in the air. “And so much lighter.” 
“And so much sharper too. Sharp as the sharpest razor, in fact. I wished it that way for you.” 
“What is it?” She weaved the shining blade in gentle motions, grinning broadly. 
“Titanium. Strong as steel but—as you’ve already noticed—far lighter. Oh, I also wished the blade unbreakable. It’s the least I could do, after you gave me this,” he said, nodding at Dark Promise. 
She unleashed a flurry of graceful spins, slices, and stabs on the three nearest mannequins, shredding their heads and bodies, coating slate in tumbles of straw. Her movements elegant but deadly, Zora attacked with cat-like precision and nimbleness. He was glad they were on the same side. And hoped it would stay that way. 
“It’s magnificent. Thank you, Jack.” She held it high, nodding thoughtfully. “I shall rename it. Fang, you are no more. Now,”—she leaped back into the square and sliced a mannequin’s head off with ease— “you are Shining Bite.” 
While Zora was marvelling at her own upgraded blade, Jack decided to work a little painting craftsmanship on Dark Promise. The wishes of a painter carried immense power beyond the canvas, and Jack needed every ounce of support. He spaced red drips along the grip, guard and blade and smeared them in circles, wishing that the sword be all the things Zora’s was, but with the added factor it would always return to his hand when he willed it. His palm and its grip would be bound like magnets. A bold hope, but the billows of smoke and rattling sparks from Dark Promise signalled he and the sword were cemented. 
What the hell, he’d do the pommel too. He rubbed his bloody thumb across the tempest emerald’s top and sides, coating it in gluey scarlet gloop. Should all else fail, should hope be lost, the gem would come to his defence. He didn’t even know what that would entail, but he knew he had hope in his heart while he wished it. It crackled, smoked, and shone with even stronger vibrance than before. 
“Jack, can you do this for all the weapons in the armoury? The Vampyra would be all but unstoppable.” Zora’s hazel eyes were shining, excited. 
He shrugged with palms upturned, looking at his chest. “There’s a finite supply, it seems. Last time I used a lot, I felt dizzy, almost fainted. I don’t want to find out the limits of this Humanite body. That’s why I wanted to get hold of paint that doesn’t drain my lifeblood, and brushes to do fine detail wouldn’t hurt either. I don’t want to Jackson Pollock myself into an early grave.”
“Jackson what?” 
“Never mind. Is there anywhere you think I might get hold of a painter’s tools? I can assure you, Anaconda wouldn’t have that gruesome grin much longer if I did.” 
She sheathed Shining Bite and he did the same with Dark Promise. 
Nodding, she said, “I have an idea who might have one. Several, in fact. First though”—she stepped away from the straw-bathed training square and gestured to the mannequins— “bring forth the type of fire you fought off Anaconda with. Burn them with it. I don’t doubt you have magic Jack, but I need to know its extent.” 
“That’ll scar me even more badly than I am now. You want that?” 
“No, but it must be done. I won’t lead my people into war unless we have an advantage previously absent. Think of it this way: you’ll have more stories ever present before your eyes, to keep you wise.” 
Sighing, he drew Dark Promise once more, grazing its razor tip across the knuckles of his left hand. Then, sheathing the blade again, he clenched his fingers in a snug bundle and watched them spark and billow, wishing they would become a torch, a blazing fire, an inferno across his fist. 
And they did. Flames erupted, engulfing his hand in roasting roars. He flew at the mannequins—the ones Zora hadn’t already cut to ribbons—and unleashed a series of hammering jabs in rapid succession. They were ablaze within seconds. 
He wished his fist extinguished and it snuffed at once. There was pink discolouration and the cut from Dark Promise wouldn’t be going anywhere but smarting and stinging were minimal. 
Jack pointed to the burning dummies. Their combustible husks were crackling, churning smoke, collapsing onto the floor in bundles of ash and ember. “Good enough?” 
“More than. Come, let us plan a strategy for Anaconda’s demise.” 




Chapter 27 


The letter was delivered by a swaggering knight named Theodore. 
Member of a party of imperial emissaries, he was chief among their dozen, though the diplomacy in his tone and demeanour needed serious polishing. About six and a half feet tall, broad, and clean-shaven, Jack wasn’t sure what was shinier: his breastplate or his floppy blonde locks. He was sure though, that he didn’t like Theodore’s smug, satisfied face. Its slapability factor was off the scale. The situation was made worse by the fact that—for some inexplicable reason—the Empire Valleys didn’t give their knights the title of Sir or Ser. It was Beloved instead. Beloved. As well as being laughable, it seemed particularly inappropriate in Theodore’s case. 
“Her Majesty sends her regards and requests you consider her gracious invitation to the Empire Palace, under the sacred Flag of Peace,” he said, presenting a beige scroll sealed in the centre with pressed red wax. His voice was posh, spoken from lips that sounded like they’d sucked silver from the cradle upwards. Looking across the Throne Cavern, he winked at Jack as he passed the parchment to Zora’s aide. A casual eyelid flick given in the manner of a grown man greeting a child. Sly cobalt gaze topping cocksure smirk told Jack they wouldn’t be best buddies any time soon. It seemed Jack’s subconscious had manifested yet another walking, talking, toxic canvas fart, birthed from brushstrokes. 
The party of Humanite knights had arrived unannounced at the Onyx Gate a few hours after Jack’s painting display, requesting entry, and flying a white and lilac flag of horizontal stripes. The symbol of peaceful intentions, respected universally between the Three Kingdoms, so Zora had told him. The Greys gave it no such acknowledgement, of course. 
Weaponry having been handed over on arrival, the imperial guests now stood in audience a dozen feet from Zora. Beside her was the blonde aide who’d helped Jack with fashion, and two stocky Vampyra soldiers with heavy-handled, jagged pikes flanking each side of the throne. 
To Jack, it was a surprisingly modest one, placed atop four broad steps. It was carved from Onyx and impeccably polished, though without cushioning, unlike the chairs in the banquet hall. Before the knights had been granted entry to the Throne Cavern, Zora had said she didn’t like to feel at ease while sitting on the seat of power and that the solid surface pressing her flesh kept her mind focused, reminding her of the seriousness accompanying throne-related matters. The walls were sparse too. Looking around, he could see there was actually no decoration at all, except for candelabra on fancy stands and torches washing warmth through the air with their bright, flickering dances. 
Jack was standing quietly to the side, far back from them all, wanting both to observe interactions and avoid his presence causing any unhelpful interruptions. Or aggravation. He’d thought he would have been glad to see fellow humans—devoid of snake scales and vampire fangs—but now, clanking swaggers in plate and chainmail had him discouraged. Zora’s tongue veered towards caustic more than it should have, and he had serious issues with her culinary inclinations, but there was a robust modesty to her, like she was above the pettiness to which most were prone. She was regal. 
Theodore damn sure wasn’t. As Zora was scrutinising the scroll’s message, flattening the curling parchment, and stretching it taut, Theodore eyed Jack from calves to crown, sizing him up. 
“So, Beloved Theodore, you’re a knight then?” asked Jack coolly, communicating absence of admiration. 
The tone was returned. “Last time I checked. I assume you’re not?” 
He nodded. “I’m just me. I’ve never thought much of titles. They always seemed like something people hide behind.” He hardened his words a hint. “Something that gives people a”—he swirled his hands in circles, searching for a firm but subtle stab— “misguided sense of superiority.” 
Nodding softly, Theodore’s grin boasted perfect dental condition. “Interesting perspective. Although perhaps you’ll feel differently”—he flicked a fleck of grit from his bulky shoulder guard and met eyes again— “if you’re ever able to earn a title yourself.” 
“If becoming a knight means everyone’s going to call me Beloved Jack, I think I’ll pass, cheers.” 
The other knights were grouped a few feet back from their leader. Their stares towards Jack were stony but not glaring. Contempt didn’t seem to simmer within their gazes, not like Theodore. In fact, one had pursed a smirk when Jack took his first dig at Beloved Theodore. The only knight there with ebony skin. Far shorter than Theodore—around Jack’s height—but about a foot wider with a V-shaped torso, he had stubby curls shorn sharply and a square jaw swathed in jet stubble. Peering, he nodded at Dark Promise, smiling in apparent admiration, and said, “Quite a sword you’ve got there. That gem on the pommel is incredible. It’s just stunning. What is it?” 
“Thanks. It’s a tempest emerald. The only one of its kind. It, and of course the sword too, were generous gifts, actually. It—” 
Theodore barged between their sentences. “Fine blades are wasted if they can’t be wielded properly. I—” 
“Beloved Theodore, I didn’t grant an audience to listen to idle snipes.” Zora released her fingers from the bottom of the scroll, and it rolled back into a cylinder, albeit far looser than before. Tapping it in papery smacks against her palm, she fixed her vision on the imposing knight’s cobalt eyes. “I’ll ponder what Her Majesty has proposed and give you my answer in the morning”—she gestured at Jack— “after conferring with Jack and giving it some thought. As for tonight, I shall have rooms, meals and wine arranged for you. Feel free to stroll in the Grand Cavern.” She spoke both to him but to the knights behind too. “You may remove your armour and relax in comfort. The Flag of Peace is forever sacred in the Catacombs.”
Theodore neither bowed nor thanked. He smiled, nodded, winked smugly at Jack again and shrugged at the blonde aide as if to say show me out. The other knights dipped their heads and expressed gratitude. The ebony guy even managed a quick “Your Grace” before following his colleagues out of the cavern and on to a leisurely evening. 
“I’m not a fan of Theodore, I’ll tell you that for nothing,” said Jack, walking to the steps beneath Zora’s throne. 
Still tapping the scroll in her palm, she smirked, saying, “Let’s just say when it comes to the empress and her knights, some are distinctly more beloved than others.” 
“Oh, it’s like that, is it? Well, in any case, since he’s here, I’d happily give him a tour.” 
Standing, Zora walked down towards Jack; her boots squeaking light leather clacks as she descended the steps. She chuckled. “You would? How tolerant of you. I thought you didn’t like the puffed-up fool?” 
“I don’t. I was thinking a night tour of the Lions’ Den might cure what ails him.” Of course, he would never send a man to his murder for being insufferable, but it was fun to muse over the prospect. 
She laughed. “I’m sure those two would thank you. Plenty prime meat on that man’s bones. I wouldn’t mind a nibble myself. Unfortunately, the Flag of Peace is sacred tradition, so you’ll just have to endure Beloved Theodore.” She pushed the unravelled parchment into his hands. “Here, read the empress’ letter. It mentions you by name. I strongly suspect she has designs on you.” 
“Me? Are you sure?” 
Zora rolled her eyes and tutted. “Yes, I’m sure. Unless—by some utterly bizarre coincidence—there’s another Jack De Luca with magical powers wandering around in the Three Kingdoms? What do you think?” 
He unrolled the parchment and stretched its rich fibres flat. It read:
Dear Zora
Warmest greetings. I do hope you and your people are keeping safe and well in those magnificent Catacombs. Let me also apologise in advance for Beloved Theodore. I do indulge him a little too much at times and worry this can reflect in his behaviour. 
Nevertheless, he is my finest warrior and the Champion of the Empire Valleys, which makes him the ideal knight to lead your escort safely back here to the palace. Should you decide to honour us with your presence, of course.  
I strongly suggest you consider my invitation. It is to our mutual benefit, and we have much to discuss. My scouts inform me that Anaconda’s forces grow stronger by the day, and that he is once again poised to strike at The Three Kingdoms with all his poisonous might. We must meet and formulate a strategy to see he is not successful. Our kingdoms have not always been natural allies, but in this instance, there can be no alternative. 
Sources also tell me of a mysterious Humanite who is currently enjoying your hospitality. Handsome, black of hair, and rumour has it he possesses powerful magic. I also hear he claims to have survived a violent encounter with Anaconda himself. He sounds like quite an extraordinary young man. I should be most happy to meet this Jack De Luca. If you decide to grace us with your presence, please do be sure to bring him. 
I look forward to your reply, and, remaining hopeful, your imminent visit to the Empire Palace. 
Yours 
Petronella 
“Sources. She has sources within the Catacombs, within your own people?” asked Jack, re-rolling the parchment and handing it back to Zora. 
“As I do within hers, and the Crag Kingdom. How else would we all spy on each other? There’s always someone willing to provide information for a heavy purse of gold or a fist full of gemstones. Spies can never catch everything, of course. The most important secrets are usually jealously guarded.” She turned to the two pike-bearing guards. “You may leave us.” 
A bow and a “Your Grace” saw them marching from the Throne Cavern in subtle clinks and clanks. Vampyra armour seemed far superior to the bulky clunking of its Humanite equivalent. He decided he would get fitted with some before their next expedition. 
But he wasn’t sure where that should be to. “Do you trust this empress?” asked Jack. 
She jerked her head back a fraction, circling it as she sighed. “Of course, I don’t. There are buckets of bad blood between our people, particularly from the last war against the Greys. She sees her husband’s death as being—at least partly, if not totally—to blame on lack of Vampyra support in the field.”  
“And is there any truth in that?” 
Zora shrugged and slid pink tongue over pearl fangs. “My father was somewhat impetuous, and may have prioritised his own glory, attempting to kill Anaconda, at the expense of the emperor’s position. These things happen in battles, but the imperial knights were neither cowards nor unskilled. I was told they were simply swamped by far greater numbers, which would have happened regardless. That wasn’t the Vampyra’s fault.” 
“But you suspect the empress holds a grudge against you, being the heir?” 
“I suspect she’s as fond of me as I am her.” 
“Well then, the answer’s clear. You have to refuse her invitation.” 
“That would be the logical course of action, but for a number of factors.” 
“Which are?” 
“First, I am not a frightened little mouse, hiding in my hole, trembling at this world.” 
Jack blew a soft exhale. “Ok, so you’re brave. I can see that. That doesn’t mean you have to act recklessly.” 
“No, and I’m well aware of that, thank you very much.” She walked back up the steps, perching on the throne, drumming its polished arm with delicate taps of her fingertips. “The empress, the empress. She’s many things, but she’s no fool. I have no doubt she’s keenly aware of two facts.” 
“And what are those?” 
“If any harm were to befall me at her hand, the full might of the Catacombs would declare war and march on the Empire Valleys within days. It would be a devastating blow to both kingdoms, at a time when Anaconda’s power is yet again peaking. I can’t see her risking such detriment to both her forces and resources when she needs them the most.” 
“And the other fact she’s aware of?” 
Zora raised the crumpled parchment in her clasp. “This letter she wrote was dipped in flattery, but not without facts. She needs us and, I’m loath to admit, we may well need her too. Better to have our fighting forces combined, to face those Greys and their demon leader. It gives a far greater chance of victory. She knows it as well as I do.” 
“I don’t know, is it worth the risk? Can’t you just send some diplomats, like she did?” 
“I know her. She’ll take that as an insult, and it may damage any possible alliance. She’s sent her knights here offering the Flag of Peace and invited me back there under its sanctity. Nobody from the Three Kingdoms has ever violated that tradition. Only the Greys treat it with disdain, the same as they do everything else.” 
“A flag is just a piece of cloth. I don’t care if some posh woman feels insult—” 
“And she may well have the painting materials you asked about before. Her halls are reportedly packed with paintings of all sorts. I know she had a large portrait painted of her late husband after he fell in battle. If those tools are anywhere to be found, it’s in the Empire Palace. You’re sure you can use them to our strong advantage against the Greys, yes?” 
Jack nodded. “If I get the right painting tools, I think I can take out the Greys by myself. Anaconda, and even the Grey Snake too. Put an end to their cycle of violence, once and for all.” 
Zora rose with vigour. “Then it’s settled. My answer is yes, and we go tomorrow, at the break of dawn. I’ll see the lions are particularly well-fed and rested tonight.” 
“Maybe you should have them skip a meal or two. They can spend the journey eyeing Theodore with hungry eyes.” 




Chapter 28 


The Humanite knights had beautiful horses. Nothing approaching the majesty—or ferocity—of Strazar and Golman, of course, but impressive mounts, nonetheless. Strong beasts blessed with muscular thighs and shoulders, they closely resembled Clydesdale or Shire breeds, except their hair was short and shiny not thick and shaggy. The colours were exquisite too. Forged in the swirls of Jack’s subconscious, their remarkable shades and patterns shone brightly despite the sky’s layers of pewter gloom. 
Clicking heels and fluttering flaps of rein, Theodore and his party sat saddled in fine leather as they trotted away from the Onyx Gate. To Jack’s annoyance, the horses’ heights saw the knights looking slightly down on him and Zora. That seemed to suit Theodore, whose own particular ride was stunning white and patched in rich azure, like a Scottish sky in springtime. 
Jack pressed his heels into Golman, tugged frost mane, and slowly eased back towards the group’s rear, riding behind a squad of ten elite Vampyra warriors all boasting both armour and stallions black and sleek. He was already sick of the smug glances from Theodore’s pretty, blue-eyed mug. Zora stayed up front alongside the floppy-haired champ, floating in and out of casual chat with him and one or two of the others. She had impeccable patience when the occasion demanded it. Although, her efforts were aided by grumbles and glares from Strazar, which seemed to be keeping Theodore’s tongue under control. 
One of the Humanite knights also slowed until he was riding alongside Jack. It was the bulky black guy who’d admired Dark Promise. Smiling, he gestured to Golman with a nod and said, “I’ve read and heard incredible things about him and his brother. Mighty beasts, indeed.” 
They were following the path of a large river; paws and hooves pressed dandelions teeming across the lush green blades of its banks. The water ran deep and opaque, no rays available to add shimmer to its fast-flowing surface. They were close to its edge. Jack hoped nothing with teeth was lurking in its depths. “They are.” He nodded at the knight’s horse. It was dark purple, with a shining silver tail and crest. Stunning. “That’s a beautiful horse, by the way.” 
He rubbed its poll and neck. “Thank you. Her name’s Meggy.” 
“Good name.” 
“Good name for a good horse. She’s not only a beauty, but also extremely fast for her size. Makes for a speedy exit when necessary. Handy”—he looked at Golman again, his stubbled cheeks crinkling— “if these two were to have a disagreement.” 
Jack smiled. He was cautiously warming to this guy. “What’s your name, friend? I’m Jack.” 
“A pleasure. Please, call me Jerome.”
“Not Beloved Jerome?” 
“I am, officially, but Jerome is fine.” His voice lowered as he peered up the chain of riders towards Theodore. “Some put great stock in how others address them. But, as you observed before, it can cloud one’s mind with delusions of self-importance”—he shrugged, stroking Meggy’s crest— “and I’ve never seen a title keep a man’s head on his shoulders. Not when blades are determined to remove it.” 
“Sensible attitude to have.” They veered from the riverbank and began their descent into a narrow valley, following a path of well-trodden, patchy grass, with healthy petals of pink and yellow lining its sides. “I’ll be honest, Jerome. When I first laid eyes on you lot, I took you all for arrogant fools. Perhaps I was wrong.” 
He snorted, once again lowering his voice, and glancing ahead. “There’s a saying I favour: empty barrels make the most sound.” 
Jack had heard his teacher say the same to some of the kids at school. He knew who Jerome was referring to, but just smiled and replied, “Good saying.” 
Jerome fished a leather skin from his saddle bag. Clamping and plucking the chunky cork with his teeth, he glugged and gasped with satisfaction. Offering it grasped in a clinking gauntlet, he asked, “Wine?” 
He shook his head and tapped the knapsack strung across and hanging snugly at the side of his Vampyra breastplate. “No thanks. I have some water and fruit juice. Thank you though.” 
Jerome gulped from it again, squeaked the cork back in place, and tucked it back in the bag. “Can’t blame you. Not the most sensible habit, but it does help long journeys pass faster.” 
“As does friendly conversation.” Jack flicked an index finger forwards, at the Flag of Peace. “That thing’s really held sacred by all then?” 
He nodded. “One of the few reliable things in this world, it seems. Violation of what it stands for would see the collapse of diplomacy and trade between the kingdoms. Though, I don’t place blind trust in cloth”—he clanked gauntlet against breastplate twice— “or even steel. Both can fail you.” 
“Anything can fail you. Usually people.” Reaching across to the passing flowers, Jack snapped a bundle of healthy yellow from its stem and drew in the fragrance, feeling the velvety petals brush his nose in a soothing scent of earthy, caramel blend. Drawing the perfume deep one more time, he tossed the flower and asked, “So what do you think of all this nature we’re travelling through?” 
“Magnificent. A masterpiece. If only I could meet the artist.” 
Jack smiled. Not that he would trust him easily, but this guy seemed alright. 




Chapter 29 


“Her Majesty thought a discreet entrance through the Labourers’ Gate would be wise, Flag of Peace or not,” said Theodore as their mounts clacked and padded over the cobbles of a winding tunnel of sparse torchlight. “I for one could do without fending off any outraged mobs that might form upon sight of armed Vampyra warriors entering the city. Grudges run deep among some of our citizens, I fear. I do hope you understand.” 
“She is most considerate. I must say also, Beloved Theodore, you are a true knight and gentleman. Thank you for helping the journey pass so quickly, with your wit and charm keeping me enthralled at all times.” 
Echoing against the passage’s confines, Zora’s words oozed oily and loud, causing Jack silent cringe. He shared a quick glance with Jerome. The knight’s smile was thin, but his eyes were in stitches. 
Theodore nodded in what seemed like sincere appreciation. “Thank you, Your Grace, only doing my duty.” Jack suspected it was the first time he’d recognised her as a queen since they’d met. The numbskull had an affinity for flattery. 
After a while of riding through musty air and past smouldering torch fumes, the tunnel formed a moderate incline and eventually opened into a wide courtyard surrounded on three sides by high walls with ramparted walkways. The fourth side was a sweeping set of steps which led up to a large entrance and hall stretching beyond its arch. Both the steps and ramparts were crafted in blocks of marble, seamlessly joined, and swept clean. 
The ground was a different story. It was carpeted in auburn, dropped from four sturdy trees which stood near the courtyard’s respective corners. There was a noticeable absence of chirp from the balding branches. Soggy, the leaves stuck to the floor and cluttered its gutters; scrunched and mashed, they bunched like cornflakes left too long in milk. Broad, thick beds of golden straw were placed on either side of the square, between pairs of trees which provided meagre shade with their sparse branches. The beds seemed freshly laid, appearing dry and free of fallen leaves. 
Golman strode over the damp surface, following the others’ direction. Jack patted his mane, whispering, “Looks like some decent straw for a comfortable lie down, eh? Stay vigilant though, ok? Always.” 
Squires, huddled and handsome in suave beige leather, waited beside a bungalow-shaped hut of chestnut wood in the courtyard’s furthest corner. As the knights dismounted, reins were taken and the magnificent steeds led off into another, smaller tunnel, clopping over marble and sodden crinkles. 
As they got down from their lions, Jack sidled close to Zora, and spoke discreetly through gritted teeth. “Wit and charm? Enthralled? Really?” 
Smiling, and weaving eyes to check her sides, she whispered through thinly parted lips. “Sometimes it’s better to feed arrogance than fight it. Enough spoonfuls may lead to choking. Learn to mask your emotions better, ok? Play the game. The Greys aren’t the only ones in this world that slither.” 
The journey from the Catacombs had taken until the next morning, but now they stood inside the Empire Palace with fresh rays of the day warming their faces. Jack’s back was a bit stiff from the riding, and he stretched in a backwards rowing stance, tutting at the grubby floor and musty smell its rotting carpet created. The groundskeeper needed re-training. 
Yawning carelessly like a conceited oaf, Theodore pointed to the Vampyra stallions. “Your Grace, may I have our squires take your horses through with ours for feed and water? We have excellent stable hands here; I can assure you.” 
Zora nodded. “Very well,”—she spoke to the squad commander— “commander, send two of the squad to accompany the horses.” 
“Of course, Your Gr—” 
Theodore cut in. “Uh, I’m afraid outside of this courtyard, the Labourers’ Courtyard, your soldiers must relinquish all weaponry. Her Majesty has graciously allowed them to keep their arms, as long as they stay within this area. You’re very welcome to have them oversee the steeds’ care and—of course—accompany you wherever you wish in the palace, but”—Theodore sucked air through his pearly teeth in mock awkwardness— “as was the case in the Catacombs for us, we can’t have foreign warriors wandering around the halls with weapons. I’m sure you understand.” 
“Fine. You abided by our rules, and we will reciprocate. My troops will stay here, armed. I don’t envision any more than a few hours discussion, in any case.” 
“Of course. And”—this time the flicker of nerves didn’t seem in pretence as he turned the subject to Strazar and Golman— “also, of course, it goes without saying that your lions must stay within the courtyard too.” He pointed to the straw at either side of the courtyard. “I don’t know what they sleep on, but Her Majesty had these extra-large straw beds laid out if they wish to rest.” 
“Very thoughtful of her, thank you.” She stepped forward in subtle clinks of sleek armoured boots and petted both cats. “You two, lie down, rest, and behave yourselves. Do not leave this courtyard or I’ll be extremely cross.” 
Jack had an internal chuckle at her ordering them around like errant chihuahuas. He gave their velvety noses a quick rub too. “We’ll be back soon, and you”—he spoke to Strazar— “don’t go roaring, and you”—he spoke to Golman— “don’t go exploring.” 
Zora tutted and frowned. “I think that was the essence of what I’d already said. Anyway, Beloved Theodore, lead on. I’d like this meeting to be of substance, but also swift.” 
“Of course, but, I’m afraid, the weaponry rule applies to everyone,” said Theodore nodding at the swords belted round Zora and Jack’s waists. 
“Fine then,”—she unbuckled the ruby leather, rolled its belt around the scabbard, and handed it to the Vampyra commander— “Jack, hand over your sword. Commander, keep these by your side at all times.” 
“Of course, Your Grace.” The commander waited for Jack to give his weapon. He undid the belt reluctantly and gave it over. 
“Now, we need a steward, to supervise our guests, make sure they’re not neglected,” said Theodore with his gauntlet-clad index finger hovering in front of the other Humanite knights, pointing, seemingly indecisive. Jack sensed there was a measure of theatre in the air but couldn’t be sure if it was sharp instincts or mistrust for snobs that was making him feel that way. “Uh, Beloved Jerome, perhaps you can stay and keep these fellows company? Have a glass or two of wine, arrange some food, play some dice? Hospitality and free-flowing conversation are your specialities, after all.” 
“Of course, Beloved Theodore. It’ll be a pleasure,” replied Jerome with a nod. 
Theodore turned to the other knights and flicked his hand towards the steps. “The rest of you, with me, to escort the guests.” 
Zora’s tone turned a tad sharper. “Dice and food are fine. Commander, see our warriors have moderate wine. Anyone I find drunk on my return will be making the journey back to the Catacombs on foot.” 
“Of course, moderate wine, Your Grace.” 
Jerome smiled, turning to Zora. “It’ll all be fine; you have my word. Your swords—in fact, all your weapons, steel, and beast—will be waiting for you here when you get back. I’ll have a few goats slaughtered and brought up for the lions. They’ll be fine.” 
She raised eyebrows and replied coolly. “It’s not them I’m worried about.” 
And with that, they climbed the steps and strode along the corridor beyond, on their way to meet Petronella, Empress of the Valleys. 




Chapter 30 


“Welcome, welcome! I am so very glad you accepted, dear Zora.” Beaming, Petronella had a beehive hairdo like a carnival balloon and her outstretched arms were draped in frilly silk sleeves hanging halfway to the floor. Footmen bowed, harpsichords serenaded, and glistening crystal leaves bid welcome from above while the empress did so below. 
They were in the Court of the Empire Palace, and it was swish. The flooring pattern reminded Jack of his own palace’s reception area. Glossy marble, it was an enormous grid of black and white squares. Like a chessboard, but the pieces preened, moving unrestricted in shiny-buckled shoes, clacks of heel cloaked in rustling finery and, of course, Jack and Zora’s clinking steel boots as they approached Petronella, following Beloved Theodore, and flanked by the other knights. 
Zora had been right about the paintings. Their ornate frames engulfed lofty walls on every side of the court’s hall. Portraits, landscapes, seascapes and more. Decent work too. Nothing like his, but decent. Although, in the usual mind-bending manner beyond the Painted Veil, they were all—technically—his. 
The ceiling outshone the walls by far. Captivating, sublime, Jack took it in as they walked. Woven stone friezes told legends of monsters and maidens, villains and heroes, conquering kings, and valiant knights. They all converged around a sunken oval centrepiece. A man armoured in shining plate on a cherry red horse, perched triumphant among the carnage of battle. It was painted too. He could feel hope swelling under the snugness of his breastplate. If the imperials had the tools he needed, any conflict would be short and then he could get the hell out of this Painted World. 
“You are most gracious, Your Majesty, thank you,” replied Zora as they stopped a few feet from where Petronella beckoned. Theodore bowed and clanked to beside his leader, towering over her with a lazy hand resting on his sword pommel as he stared at Jack with a self-satisfied smirk. The other knights also bowed, but took their leave, clunking away over gleaming marble. 
Petronella’s cheeks bunched, forming crinkles of foundation and blush as she flapped a dismissive backhand, saying, “Oh now please, we are both queens in our own right. I believe first name terms are perfectly acceptable, don’t you?” Her voice was poshness polished and varnished. 
“I believe so too. Thank you, Petronella.” 
“Oh, marvellous. See? We’re agreeing already. What a fine alliance we shall build.” She was swaying her body excitedly as she gestured, causing the hem of her gown to flutter, spreading its ridiculous radius even further. Jack took a subtle step back, worried he might tread on or trip over its oozes of bright royal blue. “Now,”—her chestnut brown eyes fastened on Jack’s— “who is this dashing young man?” 
Jack dipped his head before replying, “I suspect you already know, Your Majesty.” 
Petronella grinned, revealing teeth tinged in yellow. “Well, aren’t you a cheeky little thing? But yes, I have heard many interesting things about you, Jack De Luca. Zora, I’m extremely grateful you decided to bring him. Thank you.” 
“Of course. I wanted him here to be part of our discussions. I believe him to be a key asset in the war to come.” 
Stepping forward, her gown hem whispering and slinking across Jack’s boots, she extended her gloved forearm, cupping his cheek. The white satin was soft, and her voice tinkled like wind chimes in a moderate breeze, as she said, “Your supple-cheeked youth is uncorked tonic.” She sighed, looking deep into his eyes. “I have a feeling you and I will be great friends, Jack De Luca.” 
And he had a feeling she was partial to much younger men. The gentle caresses from her satin-clad palm should have been pleasant, but stained enamel and plastered make-up had him faking a smile and fighting the urge to pull away. She was old enough to be his mum. Yikes! “I—I hope so, Your Majesty, thank you. And please, just Jack.” 
“Very well, dear Jack. I have heard you’re a great wizard, not to mention warrior too.” Her hand was lingering, the fingertips moving in subtle circles over his skin, causing him unpleasant shivers. 
“Doesn’t look like much of either,” muttered Theodore into his breastplate. 
The empress, still with her palm holding Jack’s face, flashed a scowl up at her champion, though her tone remained delicate. “I don’t believe your opinion was asked for.” 
He replied with pursed lips and a solid nod. “Apologies, Your Majesty.” 
Zora cleared her throat. “Perhaps we should begin our meeting? I would like to agree on amicable terms and then leave for the Catacombs by mid-afternoon at the latest.” 
She withdrew her hand and took a step back. “Oh, what a pity. Are you sure you won’t stay the night? I’ve had one of the palace’s finest suites prepared for you.” She smarmed at Jack. “And, of course, this dear young man.” 
“You’re too kind, Petronella, but, once concord has been reached, I prefer to return home with haste and begin war preparations immediately. I will rest either when Anaconda is destroyed or when I am swallowed by eternal death.” 
“I’m afraid I feel the same, Your Majesty,” added Jack. His convictions weren’t quite as vehement as Zora’s, especially about eternal death, but he did want to get back through the portal. Urgently. 
The empress sighed through a smile. “Very well then, but I insist we at least have breakfast first. Important decisions should never be made on an empty stomach. Don’t you agree, Jack?” 
He genuinely agreed, with the motion supported by his growling stomach. “Breakfast would be very welcome, thank you, Your Majesty.” 
Zora grudgingly accepted. “Fine, a quick breakfast, although I hope—” 
“Not to worry, your”—she paused— “special dietary requirements have been considered.” She gestured with shimmering satin digits to double doors on the left. “Please, follow me. And, of course, there’s no law saying we can’t discuss serious matters as we feast, is there? And even if there were, who cares?” Walking past Beloved Theodore, she grazed his chunky armoured arm with a slide of her palm. “Here, in the Empire Valleys, I am the law.” 
They followed, trying not to step on the flowing trail of her gown, to the doors, which two bowing footmen in beige leather jerkins opened in unison. 
A petit young lady was waiting, greeting them with an elegant curtsy. She wore a hat of sumptuous snow velvet badged in jade and opal broaches, from which fern plumes of dyed swan feathers flared. Her flowing dress matched the hat and was styled like the empress’ though the hemline was more modest. “Your Majesty, breakfast is prepared and ready when you wish.” 
“Thank you, my love.” She turned to Jack and Zora. “This is Cateline, my niece, and also lady in charge of organising court meals.” She flailed arms, causing her humungous dress sleeves to flap like ship flags in a storm. “Frightfully important job, I must say. So glad she does it well.” 
The banquet hall resembled that of a long-established 5-star hotel. Not unlike the Grand Biarritz, in fact. Though here, instead of multiple tables, there was a single broad rectangular one, stretching the length of a tennis court and coated in crisp linen. 
Petronella, of course, sat at its nearest head, while Jack and Zora chose seats directly to her left and right. Sturdy and cushioned, they were soothing against his butt after such a long ride, though he still had rigid steel plate between him and the chair’s soft back. He was starting to regret even bothering with the armour. 
Three places of decorated porcelain and glinting cutlery were set before them by young men with immaculate gloves and manners, as well as a small crystal vase of roses, fragrant, pink and in full bloom.
Petronella leaned forward and brushed her nose across the petals. “Very thoughtful of you, my love. You know how much I do adore roses. The pink ones especially.” 
“You’re very welcome, Your Majesty. May, I begin service?” asked Cataline. 
“Well of course, my love. We didn’t come in here to admire the décor, did we? Chop, chop, now,” Petronella replied with a playful chide. “Oh, and ensure there’s plenty of Queen Zora’s raw cuisine and, uh, the accompanying condiment.” 
Cateline clapped her hands twice, crisply, and loud, and servers began streaming from the kitchen hallway doors with loaded trays. Salt and pepper promises seasoned the air beside roasted boasts of fine herbs and spice. The dishes were placed in myriad along the length of the table. 
“Zora, I’m sure your unique selection will be here any moment. Now, Jack, I being the stuffy empress that I am, will sit and have my usual favourites brought to me, but please feel free to take your plate and fill it with whatever takes your fancy.” 
He gazed with delightful surprise at the river of abundant delicacies. These imperials knew how to eat. The dishes were fresh from ovens, pans, and spits, filling the room with steamy billows of succulence. It smelled like heaven’s kitchen. His mouth was watering. 
Zora’s was contorting. Then she began retching. Holding her throat, coughing violently. 
Jack sprang to his feet, causing the chair to tumble backwards onto its side. “What’s wrong?” 
Stumbling up, she wheezed out a reply. “Garlic. The food has garlic.” She lurched towards the double doors and into the court, buckled and heaving. 
Petronella was fuming. She slammed her palm on the table, causing the cutlery to tremble in metallic clinks. “Cataline! Get your backside over here now!” 
Cataline floated, sporting a clenched grin. “Your Majesty?” 
“Why the bloody hell is there garlic in our food? I specifically told you, no garlic to be used in breakfast today!” 
“Your Majesty, I swear, I instructed the cooks, three times, no garlic to be used whatsoever.” 
“Then they clearly had problems understanding you!” She bellowed a frustrated exhale, before shifting in her chair to speak to Zora, craning her neck and bulbous beehive. “Zora, I am so, so sorry. Please accept my sincerest apologies. If you want, I’ll have the cooks horse whipped for their incompetence.” 
Now standing far from the garlic vapours, Zora’s nose was still wrinkled, and her fanged mouth strained in mild grimace, but she seemed recovered. Her tone was polite. “No, it’s fine. No need to punish the cooks.” She shot a piercing glance at Jack. “It was clearly a mistake without malice.” 
The words were coated in that sickly saccharin sauce cooked up when ladies were trying—and failing—to mask their contempt for other ladies. Jack had heard his mum spread it thickly across sentences many times as a child. 
“I shall have all this food removed and sandwiches brought in for Jack and me. If you—”
“You’re too kind, Petronella, but the stench will remain for many hours.” 
“Well, we have many banquet halls. I can—” 
“Thank you so much, but I have sustenance here”—she tapped the bloated leather skin tucked at her side— “and can drink at my leisure. No need to trouble the cooks further.” 
“Very well then. Once more, I am so sorry. I promise you our breakfast will be quick, and we’ll be with you very soon.” She spoke past Zora to Theodore who was standing nearby. “Please escort Queen Zora to the campaign room and give her whatever she needs.” 
Zora said no more. Just nodded and smiled. Her eyes lingered on Jack’s, boring into them before she followed Theodore off through the court. 
“See you soon,” Petronella called after them, before turning to Jack with a sigh and tut. “Stupid cooks, I swear.” Then, with wrinkled cheeks and gritted teeth, she said, “That was blood in that skin, wasn’t it? You can’t tell me that isn’t at least a little repulsive. That she drinks blood like we do water.” 
Jack shrugged and nodded. “Being honest, yea, it is. But she is Vampyra, so...” 
She broke into a broad smile and patted his hand. “Well, anyway, no blood here. Only delicious food for Humanites like us. Go on, fill your plate, as many times as you like. Take your time and let’s have a lovely chat as we eat. There’s no reason you shouldn’t enjoy garlic, is there?” 
Zora seemed to have recovered, and the sooner they ate the sooner the alliance would be solidified. Plus, he was desperate to get at that bacon and sausage. “None at all.” 
Gaudy floral perfume clogged his nostrils as Petronella leaned in, tapping the charcoal steel of his breastplate. “You know, if this feels uncomfortable, you may remove it. Friends don’t require armour when breakfasting together, do they?” 
“That’s very kind of you, Your Majesty, but it was a hassle to get it all put on properly. I needed help to make it fit comfortably, truth be told. I can’t be bothered with the same again for the return journey.” 
She chuckled. “A practical man. I like that. Well then,”—she pointed down the table with an outstretched palm— “eat, enjoy, before it gets cold.” 
Jack walked beside the table, taking in the choices, ravenous and advised by the empress from afar. “You must try the pheasant sausages, they’re fabulous. Oh, and the goose liver pate is to die for. Don’t you dare leave without having at least one spoonful of the caviar. Yes, yes, go on, don’t be shy, that gammon is the finest you can find.” 
Eventually, his plate was heaped with enough salty, greasy food to give a hippo a heart attack. What the hell, he’d earned an unhealthy indulgence. And it wasn’t clear when, or even if, he’d ever see a meal like this again. 
Looking across the breakfast hall, he saw the Empress flapping her satin palm for Cateline. She held up a fork and said, “Now our Vampyra guest has gone, I think I’ll dine with silver, not this awful commoners’ steel.” 
Silver. He wasn’t sure what it did to vampires, but it couldn’t be good. As for the empress, she was a snob, and appeared to prove cougars didn’t just roam mountain forests, but, to her credit, she had shown consideration for Zora’s wellbeing, despite the cooks’ mistake. 
He returned with his plate, sat, and dived into flavour, oil and satisfying texture. A lot of the dishes were heavy on the garlic, but then he liked it, so not a problem. He made a mental note to rinse his mouth properly before meeting up again with Zora. 
Petronella stabbed and sliced in dainty scrapes at the modest arrangement on her plate, mumbling, “A little too much garlic.” 
A server brought an ornate tea set on a shining tray and laid a cup beside each of their places. The man poured a thin gurgling stream for Petronella with elegant precision and speed. Jack recognised the pleasant fragrance of jasmine. Miss Karlsson sometimes sipped it during their meetings in Jack’s office. 
The server’s voice was crafted posh rather than natural born. “Some tea, my lord?” 
“Yes, thank you very much, but I’m not a lord,” Jack replied with gentle nods. 
“Not yet, at least,” said Petronella, her smile sly between sips. 
After it was filled, Jack raised the cup and had a large sip. The tea was mildly sweetened and lukewarm. He’d never been much of a tea drinker, but it was nice. The flowery vapours soothed as he tipped his nose near the liquid to drink. 
“Your Majesty, I couldn’t help but notice all the paintings in the court.” It was time to see if he could snag a painting kit. Preferably a top quality one. 
She laughed softly, placing her cup on its saucer with a delicate clink. “Well, I should hope so. There are over one hundred of them, after all. I should be worrying about your eyesight if they didn’t catch your attention. What did you think of the ceiling centrepiece?” 
“Beautiful. I think that one’s my favourite, actually. I loved the subject matter. That man, the colour of his horse, his armour, the setting. Striking stuff.” 
Nodding, she swallowed hard and reached forward, patting his hand. Then, taking a folded napkin, she dabbed at her eyes, sniffing, and sighing repeatedly. 
“I’m sorry, Your Majesty, I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
She smiled weakly, shook her head, and flicked a giant-sleeved backhand. “No, no, you’ve done nothing wrong, dear Jack. It’s just”—she dabbed again with the napkin— “that wonderful, wonderful man was my husband. The finest man I ever knew.” She placed the napkin on the table. It was dappled in small smudges of pink make up. “You must think me a fool, I do apologise.” 
His own eyes were moistening a fraction. Losing a loved one was a horrible affair, and stabs of anguish were still fresh in his own heart. “Of course you’re not a fool. He was your husband. Its ok to feel sad. May I ask his name?” 
“Dragoslav.” She whimpered and sighed loudly, weaving her enormous beehive in bobs of misery. “My beloved Dragoslav. I shall never, ever, ever, ever, love another.” 
“I’m so sorry for your loss, Your Majesty. Believe me, I understand your pain.” 
She sniffed again, then her weepy face stared along the table’s length and beyond, reforming into a glare, snapping out words cold and hard as cobbles on a frosty street. “He was taken from me.” 
“Zora told me. She said he fell during the last battle, murdered by a horde of Greys.” 
Her voice was still icy, and the words blurted, as she said, “Oh she did, did she?” Then, fluttering her eyes as if to shake herself awake, the tone melted from concrete to cotton. “She did, did she?” Petronella took hold of Jack’s hand, but the touch and gaze were different from before. She seemed vulnerable, wistful. “Jack, may I ask you something?” 
“Of course, Your Majesty. I’m your guest. Ask what you like.” 
“You are such a sweet young man, thank you.” She tightened her clasp. “Have you ever lost someone that you loved deeply?” Tears were pooled in her lower eyelids, ready to spill. 
“I have. More than once. Very recently, too. I’m still in mourning.” 
“I am so sorry to hear that, my dear Jack. And when you lost them, it was a dagger in your heart, yes?” She’d described it precisely. A stabbing pain, just like a knife. 
“Exactly. One that won’t go away,” he replied. 
“Yes, yes, you understand it so well, clever lad. The invisible dagger. Worse than a real dagger, in fact.” 
Tears were now trickling over her blushed cheeks. He could feel stings behind his own eyes too. 
“Far worse, because there’s no way to get rid of it,” he replied with a heavy sigh. 
“That’s right, dear Jack. A real dagger is far less cruel. It is removed, you die, and there is no more sadness. Or it stays. Same result. But the invisible dagger”—she erupted into tears, mouth contorting wide in sorrow as she spoke through fierce sobs— “wounds for eternity.” 
Cateline sped to the table in rapid flutters. Jack looked round to see a dozen worried footmen hanging on the hall’s periphery. “Your Majesty, are you ok?” 
Petronella, still engulfed in unhappiness, replied through a heavy sigh, “I’ll be fine, thank you my love, but I don’t wish to be seen like this. Everyone must leave, including you. Close the doors and let me wail away from my subjects’ eyes, with some dignity.” 
“Of course, Your Majesty.” Cateline curtsied quickly then clicked her fingers twice, waving the footmen away frantically. All doors creaked and clunked shut. 
Leaving Petronella and Jack alone. 




Chapter 31 


“Painter’s tools?” Petronella’s sobbing had stopped as soon as the hall’s doors had clunked close. “I must confess to being really rather confused, dear Jack.”  
“It’s not easy to explain in detail, but I have a unique gift, one I can use to all our advantage. However, it’s most powerful when I’m able to channel it using proper paintbrushes and paint.” Using a painting kit also didn’t leave his body drained and scarred, but that was excess information. 
“Your magic is tied to paint in some way?”  
“Not in some way. In every way. And it’s not really magic. At least, I was never taught to see it that way. But, for the sake of simplicity, yes, let’s call it a kind of magic.” 
“Paint magic? I see. How fascinating! And Zora, she’s aware of the full extent of your powers?” 
He nodded. “She is. At least, she’s seen some of what I can do. She also knows that if I can get a good supply of tools and paint, there might not even need to be a war with the Greys. Tens of thousands of your soldiers’ lives could be spared. The Vampyra too.” 
Sitting back in her chair, the ruffles of her gown rustling, she squinted before sipping from her cup once more. “Well, however would that work?” 
“Being honest, I’m not entirely sure what approach I’d take. You just have to trust me on that. Now, Your Majesty, with the greatest respect, time is ticking. Are you open to giving me what I need?” He stared into her eyes. “I’ll avenge your husband, I promise. Maybe the dagger won’t be removed, but its blade might dull, if you know the entire Clan of the Grey Snake is wiped from this world forever.” 
She raised a make-up caked eyebrow. “Your magic is really that powerful? That’s quite a boast, dear Jack. One might be tempted to think you were exaggerating.” 
“I know, it sounds far-fetched. It’s hard to explain. I’m still learning as I go along, but my confidence, and my abilities, are growing rapidly. I know I can purge this world of those monsters. I’m not entirely sure how, yet, but I know it’ll be made a lot easier if I have quality painting supplies at hand.” 
Her eyelids narrowed as she stared into her teacup, swallowed in thoughts. “Jack, may I be forthright? I feel I can trust you. You have a good heart and a sharp mind, I can tell.” 
“Thank you, and yes, please, be forthright.” 
“To avenge my husband satisfactorily, you would have to destroy the Vampyra too.” 
“What? Why?” 
“He was abandoned by them. Led by Zora’s foolish father, they left their agreed position, to pursue the selfish glory of slaying Anaconda. The Greys might have held the blades, but it was the Vampyra who all but pushed him on top of them.” 
“Really? Zora said—” 
“Zora, my dear boy, eats people and drinks their blood. She’s quite proud of that fact as well. Or am I lying?”  
“No, you’re not lying, but—” 
“She would eat you if you weren’t seen as useful to her.” 
“No, surely not? I don’t think so. I’m not her enemy.”
Petronella rolled her eyes then fastened them on his. “Dear, sweet, Jack. Anyone who is not Vampyra, is her enemy. Some may be more useful than others, such as yourself at this moment, but be under no illusions.” She clinked her cup on its saucer, her tone hardening. “Those fangs are symbols of evil, regardless of how much sugar coats the tongue between them.” 
“She’s been good to me. She invited me into the Catacombs after she’d only just met me.” 
“Yes, and why did that hospitality happen? A little bird told me Zora found you amusing because her lions didn’t devour you on the spot. Hardly a basis for strong friendship, is it?” 
“It’s complicated.” The empress didn’t understand the strength of the connection between Strazar, Golman and their creator. As for Zora, she seemed to be a person of her word. He’d been tricked before though. Now a mouse of doubt had been dropped in his ear, and was squeaking round his skull, interfering with thoughts and logic. 
“Look, Jack, you’ve formed some sort of rapport with Zora, yes?” 
“I believe so, yes.”  
“Fine. She can be deceptively charming when she wants to be. But the other Vampyra nobles? How did they react to your presence in the Catacombs?” 
“I’m not sure. They didn’t seem so enthusiastic. General Kazimir seemed particularly unwelcoming.” 
“Kazimir.” She gritted and bared her teeth in disdain. They really did need several dozen good scrubbings with a toothbrush. “Oh, heavens. Why am I not surprised? He’s a vile brute, indeed. Absolutely vile. My husband had war councils with him. I was in the room and saw the way he talks to people. There’s an utter lack of finesse and respect. Or did you get a different impression of him?” 
“He did seem pretty obnoxious, yes.” 
“So, allied with the Vampyra, it might be that—assuming she’s actually taken a genuine shine to you—Zora is all that stands between you and a myriad of bloodsucking fangs? If she should fall in battle, will her forces listen to you, follow you, or—much more likely—try to make dinner of you?” 
“I don’t know. I do know those lions would protect me to the death though.” 
She sighed. “Is that so? Jack, in reality, you happened upon Zora in the wild and she all but coerced you into her service. That’s not right, is it? We are your people. Real people. Humanites. She’s not like us. She’s a bloodsucking beast and she’s using you. As a pawn. Are you a pawn?” 
“I’m nobody’s pawn.” 
“No, you’re not. You’re smarter than that.” She lifted her fork. Its grease-spattered teeth were shimmering under the chandeliers. “Silver. Such a pretty metal,”—she broke into a smirk— “and defiant in the face of evil.” 
“Eh?” Jack wasn’t a fan of royals speaking in riddles. 
“Never mind. Now, as for painter’s tools, yes, the palace has a vast selection safely stored away in lovely boxes, all easily portable. As a fellow Humanite and someone who sees the best in you, and wants to trust you, I’m quite happy to let you take your pick—” 
“Fantastic! Thank—” 
“But, first, if you’re telling me you’ll wield enormous power with these tools, with your paint magic, then I want certain assurances.” 
“Assurances? Like what?” 
She leaned forward, the oodles of perfume again causing stifle to his nose. Her voice was mushy, dripping honey. “Swear loyalty to me. Swear service to the defence of the Empire Valleys. Take the side of humanity. The right side. Never return to those cursed Catacombs again. Come back to what you know, Jack. Come back to where you belong.” 
He sighed. He’d already made his promise—right or wrong—to Zora. “I don’t think I can do that.” 
Still leaning forward, her satin palm once again clasped his. “It pains me, dearly, to see you in such conflict. And, I do understand, being a young man of such loyalty, that you would feel some guilt over switching your allegiance. It is honourable, but”—she drew her hand away and sat back, taking a bird-like sip and talking into her teacup— “as regards the painting materials, I can’t hand over something that might easily be used against me, by a man currently siding with unreliable and untrustworthy Vampyra. You must choose.” 
He blew a hard exhale. Temptation was tickling, and he did appreciate the lack of fangs in the Empire Palace. “I—I don’t know. I—” 
“Oh Jack, if you really think about it sensibly, there’s no dilemma at all. Swear loyalty to me, remove that ghastly Vampyra armour and replace it with that of an imperial knight. A Humanite knight. I’ll name you Beloved Jack myself, and you will have a life of dignity, honour and comfort, surrounded by your own kind, Humanites, not those that guzzle blood and eat anybody they dislike.” 
Nah. He wasn’t planning on living out his life in this Painted World, nor having to see Theodore’s smug smirks daily. Nor being called Beloved Jack. Yuck. “Your Majesty, you flatter me. Unfortunately, I’ve already made a promise to Zora. One of loyalty. I intend to honour that promise to the best of my ability. I have to decline your offer, tempting as it is. Perhaps we should forget this conversation happened and go and join her, to discuss the campaign against the Greys. As one unified force.” 
The softness disappeared from her words as they cooled and hardened. “Oh, I see. Well, that is an unfortunate stance. And your mind is made up, definitely?” 
“I’m afraid so.” 
“In that case, let me ask you something: what is the best weapon against an enemy?” Her mood had shifted, the skin around her eyes was crinkling, straining, despite her smile staying delicate. 
Jack shrugged. “I’m not sure.” 
“Why, another enemy, of course.” She picked up the fork again and twirled it, looking smug. “Silver. A metal of many uses.” 
He didn’t like the wicked glint in her gaze. “What do you mean?” 
“You know what silver is wonderful for?” 
“Tell me.” He suspected an ominous answer was on the way. 
“Subduing and killing Vampyra. You didn’t know that? Steel works too, but nowhere near as well as silver. Its effective in any way you can imagine. Renders them powerless, even by its touch. You can even make nets from it if you want to capture them alive, for example.”  
Jack’s breastplate was tightening, the air trapped under it turning hot, sticky. He wished he hadn’t crammed his belly quite so full of the rich breakfast dishes. Tongue turning dry, he tried to stay calm and knock the shakes from his lungs and limbs. A horrible surge of anxiety was coating his neck in clammy film. “Where’s Zora?” 
Her mouth contorted and gaped in feigned shock. “Oh, you haven’t heard?”
“Heard what?” The conversation’s tone was rapidly turning unpleasant. 
“A terrible event took place as you and your escort made your way to the palace. An ambush.” 
“An ambush? What the hell are you talking about?” 
“Zora never arrived at the Empire City. A single marauding Grey named Sidewinder—second only to Anaconda in size and strength—attacked the escort in the valleys and carried her off.” She poked the fork tips, saying with a sarcastic grin, “Oh, and I’m afraid all the Vampyra warriors were slaughtered. And those two ghastly lions.” 
 “Slaughtered? What the hell—” 
“Even one of my own precious beloved fell to the dreaded Sidewinder. Poor Jerome. Cut to pieces, so they say.” She stared with pleased eyes and slithering words. “But then, it was rumoured he was a spy for the Vampyra, so perhaps it was for the best. Brave warrior, big mouth.” 
“What? Please tell me this is some sort of imperial black humour you’re using, to wind me up.” 
She tutted. “It’s no joke, you impertinent young fool. The ambush in the valleys was well witnessed by dozens of my subjects. At least, that’s what they’ll say they saw. On the other hand, nobody saw you and your Vampyra friends enter the palace through the Labourers’ Gate. Nor Sidewinder, a little while later, of course.” 
Jack was done with pleasantries as the situation’s betrayal shone clearer. “You cow. What about the Flag of Peace? You said this was a peaceful discussion. You gave her your word!” He grasped the breakfast knife at his side in a trembling grip. Its blade wasn’t quite kitchen, but it had a sharply pointed tip and decent cutting edge. If it could cut sausages, it could cut flesh. 
Petronella’s eyelids drew in fright as she bellowed, “Guards! Guards! Get in here at once!” 
The double doors battered open, and a flood of knights surged into the banquet hall, clanking and clunking with weapons drawn, ready to strike. They surrounded Jack in a circle of honed sword tips. The largest of which was Theodore’s, who held his blade inches from Jack’s face. 
“You gave her your word of a safe passage. You’re a lying bitch.” 
Theodore smacked Jack on the top of his head with the flat edge of his blade, searing pain across his scalp. “How dare you talk to Her Majesty like that, you Vampyra-loving scum.” 
Petronella emptied her teacup and tutted. “Oh, you pretty idiot, do you think she wouldn’t have done the same to me? She’s a monster. What does it matter who said what? Promises to devils don’t mean anything. The important thing is, she’ll soon be dead, and my enemies will ravage each other, leaving me and Ethedred to mop up the remains.” 
He had no idea who Ethedred was. He was worried for Zora though. “Where is she? Where’s Zora?”
Standing, Petronella walked around her chair, leaning lightly on its ornate back with a light palm. “That won’t matter to you now, I’m afraid. I gave you every chance to serve the winning side. But now…”
“This is crazy! The Vampyra will blame you for this then attack you.” 
She wagged her finger. “No, no. They will blame the kidnappers of their queen. The Greys carried out that terrible assault. The evidence will be undisputable, I’m afraid. Especially once the Vampyra scouts report her severed head sitting high on a spike at the gates of the City of the Grey Snake.” 
Theodore chuckled. His blade tip was hovering in front of Jack’s nose. “Even now, Sidewinder will be trussing her up for transport. She’ll soon be on her way to the Greys’ city, delivered to Anaconda for his personal amusement, torture and slaughter. Can’t say I envy her.” 
Petronella huffed and glared at Theodore. “You have a big mouth. I wish you would keep it shut. Still, I suppose it doesn’t matter now. Any final words, Jack?” 
“You plotted all this with the Greys? Sidewinder’s still in the palace?” Jack, let the knife handle slide down within his damp clasp so its blade was against his bare skin. He squeezed hard, feeling its steel press, cut and sting. The sticky goo of paint was starting to fill his palm. 
“Now, that would be telling, wouldn’t it? Goodby—” 
An imperial soldier marched through the double doors with urgency, bowed, and addressed the empress in hurried words. A row of gold insignia on his beige plate armour suggested he was an officer. “Your Majesty, sincere apologies, but it’s about the lions.” 
She turned to face the man. In fact, his entrance drew all eyes from Jack. Though not swords. “What of them? Surely they’re both snared at least, if not dead by now.” 
“Neither dead yet, Your Majesty. But one will be soon. We—we caught the black one.”  
Her words were trembling, teeth clenching as her voice rose. “The black one? You are aware there are two.” 
“Yes, Your Majesty.” The man’s salt and pepper stubble was stretched taut across anxious cheeks.
Petronella’s tone was escalating, her temper a bomb about to blow. “Then where is the white one? Why didn’t you capture him?”  
“He sprang like a phantom from the net, in less than a second, before it had time to close on him. Then he climbed the wall with unnatural skill and bounded off along the ramparts”—he glanced at Jack with a nervous grin— “like a scared little tabby. There’s no sign of him. I suspect he’s fled the palace by now. He ran off in terror, Your Majesty. I doubt we’ll see him again.” 
Picking up her teacup, she threw it at him and shrieked over shatters of porcelain. “Do you know nothing? You idiot! That scared little tabby could shred ten platoons of sword swinging arses like you! More importantly, he could smash into my chambers tonight and take his revenge! He is an assassin of fame! Have you even read a single book, you bone-headed dolt? You fool, you incompetent, you utter moron! I want him found and killed! Now!” 
“Apologies, Your Majesty, and, of course, Your Ma—” 
“Shut up! Don’t infuriate me further, numbskull! Kill the other one, at once! If Sidewinder hasn’t beaten you to it, you brainless oaf!” 
Taking advantage of the distraction, Jack reached across crisp linen, discreetly wrapping the rose vase in his paint-dripping clasp. Wishes were gushing from his heart, along his arm and onto the finely cut glass. Smearing across it in slides of paint. 
The empress liked roses. Fine. He’d create a bouquet for the bards. 
Flowers crackled and glass cracked as the roses smoked and rattled, battling for freedom from their crystal constraints. 
Then, holy crap, did they ever succeed. 
Their pretty heads erupted in a thundering volcano of petals, exploding upwards like a cross between colossal roman candle and heavy machine gun. Streaming endlessly, they engulfed the banquet hall’s high ceiling with deafening bangs and booms before cascading and swirling like snowflakes in a floral blizzard from hell. Dainty nature mocking volcanic lightning.  
Petronella and her knights were knocked to knees and backsides in shock and fear. Swords and armour clattered on marble as crackling ammunition billowed and spat sparks of flaming pink. The bees would have been appalled. 
Explosive force hammered Jack out of his chair, smacking his back against the wall. Well-forged Vampyra steel saved him serious injury. The armour had been worth it after all. Only slightly winded, and spurred on by urgency, he stood, sucking in air as his boots crunched on shattered vase glass. He surveyed the surrealness. His enemies were carpeted in glittering petals. 
Glitter flared to crackle. Flowers lusted for tantrum. Sensing imminent threat, Jack lunged between the double doors, scraping along the court’s chequered floor in sparks of breastplate and plated thigh. Still strewn on his side, he looked back, mouth agape. The petals were transforming, sprouting, at shocking speed, bursting with spikes, and twining into colossal roses of their own, snaking round and snagging limbs, torsos, and necks, wrapping them in jagged shackles of ropey stem and dagger thorn. They bulged thick as trees, their petalled canopy pressing the ceiling, forming an impenetrable thicket, full of groans, cries and stifled knights chained in a twisted jail of exquisite distinction and fragrance. 
Theodore, having fallen close to the exit, hung with his head near the doors. Body bound and face fully exposed. 
Good. 
Jack had wrist-length gauntlets poking from a side pouch between his breastplate and plated trousers. Like all Vampyra armour, they were superb quality and design. He pulled them out and slid them on. Calfskin with chainmail knuckles and fingers, they clung snug but flexible over his knuckles. The leather had generous powdered lead sown within its lining. Zora had called them splinter gloves. Now, feeling the weight around his fists, he understood why. His hands were hammers. 
Theodore had confiscated swords but given no thought to checking deadly accessories. Now karma was coming for his smarmy mouth. 
Wham! Wham! Two shots saw the champion spitting teeth. They rattled and tumbled across the marble in a shower of scarlet drool. “My teef! Knocked out my teef, you baschtard!” 
He grabbed Theodore’s floppy blonde locks. They were smeared in blood, from thorny scrapes. “I’ll do worse than that. I’ll knock your nose into your little bird brain. Now, I’ll ask you one time: where is Zora?” 
Panting, relenting, he mumbled through gasps, splintered teeth and splutters, “Schame plache we came in. If he’s shnot taken her off alweady.” 
“You little monster! Vampyra lover! How dare you! I’ll have you strangled with your own guts!” Petronella’s limbs were tethered, and her fancy dress torn and tangled as she screamed, eyes filled with tears—perhaps genuine ones this time—at Jack with a banshee’s lung capacity. 
She was too deep within the thicket to reach. Not that he would have beaten up a woman. Probably. He bowed and smiled. “Goodbye, Your Majesty. Thanks for breakfast.” 
Her venom echoed as he hurried through the court. 
Remembering the garlic issue, he stopped and uncorked the water in his knapsack, swirling his mouth twice and spitting it on the floor as he strode, rinsing the food’s taste from his tongue. Then he swallowed a third gulp, savouring its cooling wash, before stashing the skin at his side again. 
He barged through the doors, flooring an unlucky footman with a lead-laced jab, and sped back towards the Labourers’ Courtyard. 
Both hoping and fearing that Sidewinder was still there.





Chapter 32


Slowing, Jack breathed and stepped as silently as possible while approaching the archway that opened into the Labourer’s Courtyard. A familiar reek of iron filled the wind, cloying, surging fear under his breastplate. There would be horror to accept, it was just a question of to what extent. 
As he drew nearer, he saw a group of imperial warriors standing staggered down the steps, from top to bottom. They cradled oversized crossbows with bolts thick as walking sticks. The soldiers were focused on a net suspended high between two of the courtyard’s trees. It was bloated with shaggy black fur.
Strazar. 
The cat was bundled so tight his thunderous roar had no chance of escaping. Instead, wisps of grumbling gripe drifted from between the snare’s sturdy bonds. 
The layer of mushy leaves had been deliberate, to hide netting. It must have been spread directly under each straw bed that had been laid out for the lions. He could see the ropes and mechanisms used to spring and raise the traps were camouflaged in glued tree bark. Looking across, he saw the same type of net hanging just as high on the courtyard’s other side. A lattice of chunky rope drawn tight like a coin purse. It was empty, apart from some hefty clumps of straw, which were falling to the marble below in sporadic flutters. Golman’s instincts had proven a second sharper than his fearless brother’s. 
Sunshine was pouring amidst wispy azure. Bathing a courtyard of corpses in its warming glow. The Vampyra squad had been slaughtered, their armour shattered and weapons lying in splinters and shards. Jerome’s body and head lay several feet apart from each other. The plate covering his back was split diagonally in a gaping crack. The brutal force needed to cause such carnage spoke of something more than Humanite fighting skills. 
Still unaware of Jack’s entrance, the soldier at the top of the steps shouted, “Right lads, let’s kill this demon. Take aim at the fur and try not to sever the bloody ropes, ok? On my command. Ready!” 
He sped towards the officer, abandoning stealth.
“Aim!” 
Lunging from the archway, Jack clenched fists gloved in metal and lead. 
“F—” 
The officer, obviously hearing the impending boot clinks, turned to be met with a left-right punch combination, which smacked him down the steps, sending him tumbling in grunts, clunks, and clanks. Jack raced down behind, but his first move was doing a lot of the work. The rolling officer set off a domino effect as the others struggled to step aside in time. Crossbows clattered and plate metal clinked as each imperial stumbled and fell, knocking into their platoonmates. 
Weaving a path downwards, Jack paused and hammered a single blow into each splayed soldier’s face as he made his way past. Cheekbones, jaws, and noses crunched and cracked with sickening ease under the splinter gloves savage strikes, knocking the men unconscious every time. 
A spear-sized bolt whizzed past his head. He let out a shout and stumbled backwards, ending up on his back between an unconscious imperial and his dropped crossbow. The last member of Strazar’s execution squad had been standing on the bottom step, and had managed to lurch aside, into the spacious courtyard, avoiding knocks from his platoonmate, who was now sprawled on the leaf-sprinkled marble nearby. 
The imperial already had a fresh bolt rested in his weapon’s arrow track and was frantically winding the squeaking side handle to get its string locked onto the firing latch. 
Dragging himself up, Jack heaved the crossbow by his feet. The bulk swayed his aim before it settled on the imperial’s face. “Stop. Drop it. I’ll let you live.” 
He ignored him, winding the string tighter, like a madman. It was seconds away from being fireable again. 
Crosshairs fixed on his opponent, Jack tried again, this time shouting, “I said drop it!” 
Deaf to Jack’s order, the soldier began raising the bulky crossbow. As he lifted it to shoulder level with a fierce grimace and one eye closing to aim, Jack made a final appeal, through waves of adrenaline, saying, “You’re going to lose.”
But this enemy was determined. 
Jack pulled the trigger. Shudder and twang cannoned the bolt forward. Straight through the imperial’s throat. The force was such it knocked and skidded him three or four feet across the courtyard. Where he came to a lifeless halt. 
Jack clattered the crossbow down, feeling nauseous, ashamed. “Goddammit! Didn’t you hear what I said?” He walked down the last couple of steps, still talking as if the soldier were alive. “What is this? A game?” 
His legs were shaky. Dizzy, he stumbled to the wall, steadying himself. What had he done? 
Breathing heavily, he shouted up at Strazar. “I’ll find a way to get you down!” The ropes holding up the net were well out of reach. He’d find a way, but he needed a minute to process—
“Do you despise life, child?” The voice was harsh, halfway between hiss and rasp, rumbling in guttural grates. 
Jack turned and looked across the courtyard. There was a gruesome creature lurking in the tunnel’s shadowy entrance. 
A Grey. 
A huge one. 
Their under-chieftain.
Sidewinder. 




Chapter 33 


Slung over Sidewinder’s shoulder, bound in—what appeared to be—a net painted with molten silver, was Zora. Hanging limp, like a corpse in a body bag, all he could make out were glimpses of black armour and apricot hair pressed tight, hiding her face. Distressed mumbles and whines drifted from the glimmering bonds, like someone trying to fight free from nightmarish sleep. 
“I asked you a question, child.” He slithered from the tunnel’s entrance into balmy sunshine, until half the courtyard’s length lay between him and Jack. The speed he moved at explained why the ground was pooled, drenched in devastation. 
As did his size. Towering ten feet at least, his chest was broad as two hippos’ heads tied together. Arms grey and blotched in hickory spots, they twitched with bulbous clumps of muscle; tree branches, bearing the promise of carnage not fruit. Unlike Anaconda, his torso was armoured, encased in a hefty breastplate which sprawled downwards and flared into chunky skirts at the base of his upper body. The steel was scored and grimy but looked like it could laugh off a tank shell. 
Thick as a Nile crocodile and stretching far behind into a taper, his tail’s meaty length must have been fifteen feet. Writhing, it shifted in rapid flicks. Ready to propel forward at any moment. 
And the eyes. Venomous rubies cored in vomit yellow. They glared above a grin gifted from hell and below a bald dome abundant in revolting boils. A black tongue darted back and forth between cracked grey lips. Sweat and faeces reeked their way through the breeze, attacking Jack’s nose with acrid wafts. 
He’d already been nauseous before Sidewinder’s appearance. Now, repelled, he was struggling not to heave. How did painted horrors like these keep leaping from the depths of his own mind? 
Jack looked at the cutlass tethered around Sidewinder’s waist. It was nowhere near Soulcleaver proportions, but it still dragged along the ground in a tatty scabbard wide as a plank of wood. The D-shaped calligraphy of its guard formed a hole most men could squeeze their heads through. He glanced around at sliced limbs and shattered armour, swallowing hard and trying to control the trembles across his body. 
Sucking in lukewarm air, he tried to encourage saliva by rubbing his tongue and inside cheek together. His forehead was pulsing. This opponent was no joke. Ten Vampyra elites and a brave imperial knight hadn’t been able to fell him. They’d landed some solid blows—garnet stripes gaping across the scales of his arms and tail were testimony—but the fight had ended with one victor. The one grinning at Jack with grievous intent. 
Breathing out a slow exhale, Jack replied, “I don’t despise life.”  
“And yet, you sought to get in my way.” 
“I did”—he swallowed again— “and I still am.” 
“Those who get in my way despise life. Even if they’re unaware.” He pointed at the scattered corpses with a sweeping palm. “See? Pitiable wretches. What a pleasure it was, to relieve them of their hatred for existence. Not much of a challenge though, sadly.” 
“You might find me a different sort of opponent. Just ask Anaconda about my abilities.”
Eyes bulging and grin gaping he hissed, “What? The wizard? Is that you?” 
Jack was unarmed, and he didn’t know how much chance he would have with a blade anyway. He certainly wasn’t going to defeat Sidewinder with splinter gloves. Time for another colossal bluff. Taking a deep breath, he replied, “Yes, it’s me. I’m a powerful wizard. Let the queen go and I wo—” 
“Oh, this is a glorious day.” He tossed Zora to the side casually as if she were a sack of crab apples. She smacked on the ground with a stifled wheeze. Then, tilting and weaving his boil-swathed head in the sun’s honey hues, he closed his eyes, opening his mouth as if someone were pouring vintage wine inside. “A glorious day, indeed. And there I was, making my departure. You almost missed me. The clash of steel and screams drew me back. I thought I must have forgotten one of the Vampyra rats. As if I could resist more slaughter.” He grumbled in sniggers and tongue flicks then fastened hungry gaze on Jack. “But no, here I find the Humanite that faced Anaconda and survived. Now I believe it, too. You must have used magic. You’re a mere boy.” 
“This mere boy will serve you up to the worms, old reptile.” He pointed to the silver bundle holding Zora. “All I want is the queen. Leave her there and slither away. I’m not asking.” 
He laughed heartily in hissing grumbles. “Glorious, glorious. Your threats are more precious than gemstones. I am deeply amused. You’ve got guts, child.” His tongue flickered as he leaned forward, boring those horrendous eyes into Jack’s. “I wonder what they’ll look like, spread across this courtyard?” 
“Prettier than you, I should imagine, but that’s not going to happen.” He had nothing but armoured gloves and empty words. There was no other choice. He had to slice himself somehow and release his blood. Yet again. Dammit. If he ever made it back through the portal, he’d be a shredded mess, disfig—
Emerald glints caught his eye from the left, beside the wooden corner hut. On the ground, beside the deceased Vampyra commander, lay Dark Promise. The gem on its pommel was winking at him, speaking with electrical hum. Begging to aide in the confrontation. 
Jack held out his gloved palm and Dark Promise scraped from its charcoal scabbard, singing, and flying into his clasp, as if pulled by powerful magnets. He rotated the blade and pointed the tip at Sidewinder. “This is your last chance. Leave the queen and you leave with your life.” 
Sidewinder jerked backwards a couple of feet upon seeing the sword had flown by itself, but then moved forward again, grinning broadly. The reaction was pleasure not terror. He tilted his head, swaying with a smile, as if surrounded by symphonies. “Ah, that wondrous dirge. There’s no sound sweeter. A sword singing for its soon to be dead owner.” He glared and grinned at Jack. “Except, this one has melodies forged in magic. Exquisite.” Then he drew his enormous cutlass, which sang its own terrible song, and held it down at his side, lazily. The blade—serrated like the mother of chainsaws—was still smeared in congealing blood. “This is Ravager. Its teeth are the last thing you’ll feel before you sink down into the dark place, never to return. The worms are already rejoicing.” 
“The worms are waiting for you, not me. You’re—you’re going to die. I’ll tear you apart with my magic.” Jack was clumsily throwing bluffs like a drunken darts player in a sports pub. 
The threats only seemed to thrill the Grey further. His crooked smile was stretched fully wide. “Thank you, for this, wizard. Fight hard, use all your magic, and please,”—he readied the blade as his words rasped hard and fierce— “try not to die too quickly!” 
He slithered forward slowly. Holding Dark Promise high and close, Jack looked to his sides, checking for room to—
The cutlass whooshed. Jack ducked and dove to the side across the leafy marble, before jumping to his feet with nerves alight and senses burning, glued to his Grey opponent. 
“Come on, let me see your magic, wizard. Test me, I beg.” He let out a raging hiss and swiped with a downwards slicing blow. Jack dodged again. Ravager smacked the stone, sparking and carving a crack across its surface. 
Sidewinder writhed side to side in violent twists, lunging four times in a row with vicious swipes, at head and foot level. Jack bobbed, jumped, and dodged. On the fourth time, a low strike attempt, he jumped over the cutlass, then skidded and tripped, before bouncing to his feet beside the middle of the tail. With a defiant cry, he slashed at a diagonal angle and tore down, raking along and upwards with his blade, carving out a scaley chunk the size of a Christmas ham. The wound spurted then gushed, streaking the ground in thick ruby smears. 
“You little bastard!” Enraged, his massive frame shifted violently, doing a 180 turn, the bloodied tail lashing like a whip as he did so, smacking the wooden hut’s corner and leaving it buckled, creaking, and spiked in splinters. 
He flew at Jack once more, hacking and hammering in flurries and blurs of cutlass. Backing against one of the walls, a swoosh missed Jack’s head so narrowly that he felt brisk air lift the hair on his crown. Ravager’s jagged teeth struck the block behind with shrill song and spark. 
Gasping through the constraints of his breastplate, Jack knew he couldn’t duck and dodge forever, and there was no way a clash of such mis-matched blades would work in his favour. Any attempt at parry would rattle his bones. He had to try another tactic. Fast. 
Dark Promise was bound to Jack’s hand, to return each time. He’d wished it so, back in the Catacombs. Maybe it could be used in boomerang fashion. With little time to aim, he picked a broad, exposed target, launching it at Sidewinder’s bulging sword arm. It buried itself in his flesh, sounding like a heavy boot plunging into wet mud, sinking halfway to the hilt in his bicep, resulting in a rasping barrage of curses as the Grey fought to dislodge it. Jack took advantage of the distraction to sprint past him back into the main courtyard, jumping over his tail’s trailing sinews. He’d race up the steps, get one of those heavy crossbows and go for a headshot. 
Strazar was still hanging in that net trap, griping, desperate to get out. If only the lion were in the courtyard. It would be a different fight entirely. He could try to slice the suspending rope with a thrown sword or fired bolt, but the shot was so precise, while Sidewinder was a bulky target and far easier to hit. Maybe he could give it a try thou—
Sidewinder pulled Dark Promise out, clattering the blood-drenched blade onto the deck, and then he stormed forward, swiping, and screeching. Nearing the steps’ base, Jack spun and held out his hand once more. The sword flew into his grasp. Only to be slung again in half a second. It halted the bellowing assault mere feet from striking distance. Dark Promise had speared the Grey’s mitt like a splinter of black steel. It had gone right through, the guard now pressing tight against scaly palm. The Grey, ablaze with rage, tugged and screamed at the sword’s grip. That would keep him busy for another minute. Or at least enough time to grab a crossbow and lance those boils with a jagged bolt from the steps above. 
Unfortunately, one of the imperial executioners had climbed to his knees, groaning and half-conscious on all fours. Unaware, Jack hurriedly turned again, only to fall right over him, landing flat on his front. As he scrambled to his feet, the imperial did the same, stumbling and clinging to Jack, trying to steady himself. 
“Get off me! Get your hands off me! You’ll get us both kil—” 
The man’s head was sliced clean off, spraying Jack’s face in blood. It flew across the courtyard in grim bounces and rattles. 
“Oops! That one will be blamed on you.” Sidewinder had torn Dark Promise out and now loomed with Ravager’s tip inches from Jack’s face. “Don’t worry though. You won’t be around to hear it.” He swung a backhanded blow that hammered Jack’s breastplate, leaving it split and hanging in frays. 
Jack slumped to his knees. Sickening vibrations from the impact were marauding across his whole body. He dragged painful air into his lungs, crying for oxygen. The steel plate had saved him from the first strike. It wouldn’t from the second. 
“So now it ends. Say hello to the worms for—” 
That was when a ton of muscle, tooth and claw pounced on Sidewinder’s back. 
Golman. 
Sinking daggered jaws into scaley neck, he ripped at the Grey’s eyes, gouging them both out with black scimitars spiking from mighty paws. A scared little tabby was shredding the fearsome Sidewinder with ease. His eyes dangling from their sockets, the under-chieftain’s devilish self-assuredness rapidly melted into terrified screams. The King of the Silent Killers was asserting his throne with terrifying confidence.
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Sidewinder kept flailing his blade in vain at an enemy clamped out of reach. One of those wild swipes sliced through the rope holding up Strazar’s net, which tumbled to the steps, its top opening to release the Obsidian King. Who, unfortunately for Sidewinder, was seriously pissed off.
He bounded out and down to join his brother, snarling and ravenous. 
Jack plugged his ears with trembling fingers and curled into a ball, pressing his head behind the tree’s base. Waiting for the thunder. 
Then it came. A pent up roar of such hurricane rage that, combined with Golman’s enthusiastic savaging, knocked the Grey flat on his back. Strazar soon saw to it the Ravager danger was removed. Because it was difficult to swing a sword with no arms. Once that was done, it was an open buffet for the two kings. 
Sidewinder screamed as the two lions feasted on anything not covered by steel. The wails soon faded to silence. 
Alarm bells were now clanging both within the palace and the city below. Heavy boots stomped in unison, the noises still far but rapidly growing closer. Horns announced, shouts rang out and steel clanked. The bells’ violent chimes were alerting every troop in the vicinity. God only knew how many heavily armed legions would soon surround them. 
He had to free Zora, and they had to leave. Right now. 
Stumbling up but still spluttering, lungs straining, he clambered out of his shattered breastplate and limped past Sidewinder’s pulped remains, retrieving Dark Promise in the process. “You two, dinner’s over. With me. We’re leaving.” 
Rampant, they continued their gorging. 
“You two, with me. Now, with me!” 
The lions, their jaws and jowls drenched and dripping, bounded by his side. He stopped to grab Shining Bite and his own sword’s scabbard, belting it around his waist. Every action brought pulsing agony, but he had no choice. Pain fuelled rageful words towards the two cats. “Open your ears next time. You know who I am. What did I create you for? To be made a fool of? Move when I tell you to! We’re leaving.” 
Struggling and crippled by nauseous agony, he hobbled across the courtyard and sliced the ropes of Zora’s net—the painted silver was mercifully soft—and hauled her out and up with dwindling strength reserves. “Are you ok?” 
“No, I can’t see. But I can ride. Get me on him.” She was drowsy. The silver had sapped so much. 
“Strazar, kneel, your queen needs to ride. Now!” The Obsidian King obeyed, waiting for Zora to be perched on his massive back. 
The bells continued their clangs. Stomps and shouts from the palace were getting closer. The city beneath rippled in commotion. Horns, trumpets, even gongs; they were being blown and battered frantically in every quarter. 
She coughed and wheezed as he fumbled her sword fastened and helped her onto Strazar. Then he climbed on Golman—usually a pleasure, now fraught with pain—and they were ready to go. 
“My warriors?” She asked sleepily, her eyelids fluttering. 
“All gone. I’m sorry.” 
“The painting tools?” 
“Didn’t get any. Not worth dying for either.” 
The lions began their descent into the tunnel’s shadows. “Sidewinder?” 
“Don’t worry. Now he’s Sdewnder.” 
“What?”
“He’s missing two ‘i’s. Now let’s go. Ride!” 
The lions bounded down and through the tunnel, pounding the ground, tearing along its path. Jack perched as low as possible, clinging to Golman’s frost flutters. He was catching wafts of that dead Grey’s blood. It didn’t repel him though. 
It smelled like justice. 




Chapter 34


The sun blazed, faded, and retired below the horizon, recruiting luminary cousins to take its place. During that whole time, Jack, and Zora rode. Her eyesight and strength gradually returned as the lions galloped valleys, waded rivers, and traversed boulder, bush, and brook. 
Barely a word was spoken. Even after Zora had recovered and Jack was breathing relatively comfortably again, chatter was abandoned in favour of focused survival. They took the most discreet route out of the Empire Valleys, which was, not coincidentally, almost the exact one Beloved Theodore had led them along in the first place. 
Clouds smothered the moon and stars, and landscape became shapes of shadow and dark shade. The sky wept. Not bawls but sniffles. Jack’s body was complaining from battle and a day of riding. 
He called across to Zora. “I need to rest. Everything’s aching.” 
“Ok. Just a little longer. I’ve been in this area before. I know a spot very close that’ll be safe for stopping in.” 
Several painful minutes later, they were in a dell, shrouded by thorn bushes and tall trees. He clambered off Golman, stiff as a stick of bamboo, rubbing the lion’s ears and saying, “I never said thank you for saving my life, but I’m saying it now. Thank you, dear friend, and sorry for scolding you earlier.” 
The lion, whose jowls still had traces of Grey blood, replied with a soft grunt before scaling a nearby tree, climbing in rustles and creaks, and settling himself across several sturdy branches. Jack could only see the outline of his face and mane looking over the dell. The deadliest sentinel ever known. 
Camp was Strazar. Literally. He stood with slowly soaking fur while Jack crawled underneath, savouring the rich carpet of grass against his back. The breastplate had saved him, but he was glad it no longer blocked his flesh and bone from soft surfaces. He drew Dark Promise from its scabbard and pushed it into the ground, around two thirds to the hilt. The blade pierced soil like prime fillet steak, sinking in firm, satisfying shifts. The tempest emerald served as a torch, lighting a modest radius in green glow. 
Zora lay beside him. Drizzle became drops, drops turned to splashes and splashes to hammers. There was no whining wind, just tears. Underneath the Obsidian King’s imposing frame, the grass stayed dry. 
“I feel bad lying here while he gets soaked.” 
“I suspect he’s more than happy to still be in existence and able to experience the downpour.” She moved close, her lips millimetres from his ear. “As am I.” 
She was pressed against him. Even through her armour, there was warmth. “Zora, I mean no offence, but your body, its warm. I didn’t think—” 
“I suspect it’s a side effect of being bundled in silver for so many hours, or the invigoration of dancing around the jaws of eternal death. Either way, I feel energized.” She brushed his fringe with delicate fingertips. “And very grateful.” 
“Well, it’s the cat up in the tree you really need to thank. I was done for until he made his appearance. I tried my best against Sidewinder, and, as usual, my best wasn’t good enough. I’m a poor excuse for a warrior.” 
“Oh, really, what nonsense! You stood against him, and you survived. It was his corpse added to the carnage, not yours. That’s all that matters.” She brushed a slender palm across his crown, smiling. “You’re a very brave man. And I want to say thank you, for saving me from the horrors Petronella had planned.” Zora leaned forward and planted a firm kiss on his cheek. Her lips were soft and warm; a pleasant contrast from the pain and misery he’d been battered with since turning Petronella’s banquet hall into a botanical garden. 
“Another one to add to the revenge list then. I can’t believe she’d be so brazen.” 
“Enemies devastating enemies. Saves your army half the work and gives you best chance of triumph overall. Clever. Treacherous, but clever. I suspect she pledged to lend military support to the Greys in their plans of conquering the Catacombs. A pledge she wouldn’t have honoured, of course.” 
“She was spitting venom about you in the end. Horrible old cow.” 
“I miscalculated the level of hatred felt towards the Vampyra. It appears we’re not much more popular than the Greys, despite existing in peace with the other two kingdoms for many years now. Also, despite showing respect for traditions like the Flag of Peace, which now hangs in tatters thanks to her scheming.” 
“She wanted my loyalty, in exchange for as many painting materials as I needed.”  
Zora held his cheek in her palm, caressing. The caring touch of her hand was taking his mind off aching muscles and bones. “She had no interest in talking to me. It was all about getting her hands on you and having me carted off as a prize in her plot with Anaconda.” 
“It seems so. She tried very hard to manipulate me. I almost fell for it too. I was tempted.” 
“It’s ok to be tempted. You chose me. You kept loyal to the promise you made.” She spoke in a tone delicate as paper-thin crystal. 
“It felt the right thing to do.” 
“And then you risked your life to rescue me.” Her words were floating like goose feathers from a punctured pillow. Not a hint of the sarcasm she’d been so keen on when they first met. The tempest emerald’s hues were bathing her face, reflecting in hazel irises, creating exquisite sparkles as the clouds continued rasping their watery contents across the dell. She brushed his hair again, gently, repeatedly. 
His conscience was nagging him, and he needed to purge. “Back in the Empire Palace, in the courtyard, I killed one of the imperials. I shot a crossbow bolt through his throat.” 
“Ok. And that was your first time taking the life of another Humanite?” 
“First time taking the life of anybody. To be honest, I’m struggling with it. I feel like a part of me’s changed. Like a piece of my inner decency’s dead, replaced by evil, a monster. A monster that has potential to grow.” 
“I see. And this man intended to kill you?” 
“He did, yes.” 
“And, knowing you, you gave him at least one chance to abandon his attempts and surrender. Correct?” 
“Correct. In the end, he left me no choice.” 
“Ok. And would you rather it was you lying dead in his place?” 
“No.” 
“Well then, sleep well. You’ve done nothing wrong. Oh, and speaking of sleeping well, one moment.” She unclipped and unbuckled her breastplate, placing it with a gentle clunk at the far side of the lion, below his shaggy, blood-tinged mane. Then, after doing the same with Shining Bite, she started plucking apart the clasps of her leather undershirt. 
“What are you doing?” 
“Taking this off so I can fold the leather and put it under your head as a pillow. You need to rest your head with some comfort, Jack.” 
“But then you’ll be—” 
She chuckled and chided him with a mild tut as she continued to unfasten the calfskin. “Oh, black blazes, really? You can take on half the Empire Palace and face Sidewinder in single combat, but you can’t face seeing a lady’s bare chest? What are we? Children?” 
His heart was halfway to thumping. It was a joke to her, but he’d never actually seen a lady’s bare chest. He’d created heroes, villains, monsters, and mountains; suns, moons, and stars were dabs on a canvas. He could eat a sandwich with one hand and forge a world with another. That was a matter of brushstrokes and came easily. 
Now, as Zora began slipping her undershirt off, his nerves bristled in a way he wasn’t coping well with. The adrenaline and near death of earlier in the day had him feeling both vulnerable and electrified, and her behaviour was coursing a blend of anticipation and agitation throughout his body. 
She took off the shirt, leaving her nude from the waist up. Jack, ever the gentleman, forced himself to look away. Before doing so though, he’d caught a glimpse of pale within green glow. The perfection was astounding. 
“Here, lift your head.” He did so and she placed the pliant leather folds underneath. She was leaning extremely close as she put his makeshift pillow in place. Hints of citrus and something else not easily distinguishable were wisping. The scent of an amorous vampire? 
He lay back down again, onto its cushioning and couldn’t deny its comfort. “Thank you, you didn’t have to do that.”
“And you didn’t have to save me from the horrors of Anaconda’s torture chamber, but you did. Here, drink some fruit juice.” She uncorked the skin and held it to his mouth. He drank deeply from the orange juice. The zesty sweetness was welcome. 
“May I lay with you? I promise I’ll behave.” The tinkles in her tone suggested otherwise.  
“Are you sure you don’t feel cold like that?” He was talking with eyes averted. 
“No, I feel warm if anything. In fact, if you don’t mind, I think I’ll take my boots and trousers off too. The plate coverings have me feeling constrained.” 
“What?” He hoped the rattle of torrents on grass and branch was helping conceal his trembles. 
“I’d like to lie down without the constraint of all this leather and steel and recuperate for a few hours. I was bundled in silver and slung over that scum’s shoulder you know.” 
“So, you’re just going to lie there, you know, naked?”  
“No,”—she leaned and tapped his leather-clad chest gently— “I’m going to lie here, naked. I need somewhere comfortable to rest my head too, you know.” 
“I think that might be a bit inappropriate.” He was arguing, but not sure why. 
Zora scoffed. “Inappropriate to who? We’re the only ones out here. She grazed across Strazar’s abdomen with an upwards fingertip. What? Do you think he cares?” She spoke to the cat. “Do you care if I undress?” There was a throaty grumble, his two front legs shifted a fraction, then silence. “See? That was a no.” 
“Well then if you must. It’s not my job to tell you what you can and can’t do.” His teeth were chattering, breath quickening. 
She tugged off her boots, then came the trousers. She lay pressed close, her head resting on his chest, overlapping her thigh across his, and grazing along his boots with playful toes. Her soft apricot hair was tucked under his chin, smelling faintly of cinnamon. He put his arm around her shoulder. She was so smooth. 
The sky was gushing, leaves and bushes were being battered, the grass fizzling. Drips were pouring down the side of Strazar’s fur. The lion stood still as a statue. 
“This feels like a special moment, doesn’t it? Here, with the clouds pouring out their sorrows, having survived so many dangers. Don’t you think?” Zora’s palm was rubbing up and down his torso in delicate strokes. He shivered in delight. 
Jack stared straight up, nervous at Zora’s nudity. Their heads were directly underneath Strazar’s crotch, separated by a couple of feet, thankfully. The Obsidian King was packing some serious equipment up there. He virtually had a fifth leg. 
“It does, yes. Although it might be more of a special moment if I wasn’t staring up at an enormous lion’s di—” 
“Did Petronella mention Ethedred?” 
“She did, yes. She basically said that Ethedred was in on the plot. Is that the Queen of the Crags?” 
She nodded, her hair rubbing against his neck in delicate grazes. “Then, I’m afraid to say, the whole world is against us, Jack. You and I barely survived today and—I want to be honest with you—we may not survive the coming days.” 
He gave Zora a gentle kiss on the forehead, causing her to wriggle even tighter into his embrace. “I don’t know exactly how much power lies within me, but I’ll try my best to make sure we do survive.” 
“What will happen will happen. I don’t fear eternal death. It is the ultimate peace, after all. But not before I have my vengeance, on all those who have wronged me.” 
He sighed. “You’re braver than me. Can’t say I’m keen on the idea of death at all.” 
“I just see things differently. What I do hope we agree on is this moment. We should make the most of it.” 
Placing her mouth on his, she gave him a new experience: a lingering vampire kiss. Shudders of excitement shrieked around his system as he held her silky locks in soft clasp, giving in. A sharp fang nudged against his lower lip, like a needle, as she pushed her mouth tighter, pressing their tongues together. He should have been afraid. Instead, exhilaration slapped fear from his heart and banished it to sit, drenched, in the ongoing deluge outside. 
“I agree. We should make the most of it,” he said, withdrawing from their embrace briefly, before returning. 
So there, under the lion and light of a tempest emerald, they made the most of it. 




Chapter 35 


“How are you feeling this morning? Any better?” Zora was now fully dressed and swigging blood from her leather skin as the sun fired its first rays of the day over the dell’s glistening shamrock and mocha. 
Jack was doing much better but thought it best to double check. He stood and stretched cautiously in a backwards rowing stance, waiting for aches and pain. They were mercifully slight compared to the night before. Guzzling crisp dawn air, he blew it out in barely visible billows. He still had a mild ache across his pectorals when his chest expanded, but his lungs were back to normal. 
“Still a little stiff, but the sleep really helped a lot. And”—he edged out the words sheepishly— “thank you for—for being so kind and caring with me last night.” 
She smiled softly and nodded. “My pleasure. It was nice.” 
“Yea, it was. And—” 
“And it was more than a little deserved, but last night was then and this is now.” She still spoke with gentle words, but their flirtatious edge had evaporated. She pointed over the treetops to Crag tips far beyond. “We’re on the edge of Ethedred’s lands. They might look far but determined riders can easily make up the distance in short time. Let’s stay focused on getting back to the Catacombs, ok?” 
“Understood.” He drank deeply from his water skin and replaced the cork. Sloshing its contents, he guessed it held two more mouthfuls at most. Evidence of his fierce thirst the night before. They’d need to stop at a stream to refill. “You think Ethedred will have men out looking for us?”  
Belting Shining Bite around her waist, she replied, “It’s possible, if word has already reached her about our escape. Although it’s not the men that concern me so much.” 
“She has female warriors?” 
She tutted. The click of her tongue was mild as she broke into a playful smile. “Don’t say it with such surprise. The Catacombs have some too.” Peering at the Crags jagged peaks, she said, “She only has a handful, but yes, and very accomplished warriors they are. Though, being honest, it’s Ethedred herself who I’d rather not tangle with.” 
“She’s quite the fighter then?” 
Zora shook her head. “Not especially. Of course, unlike venomous Petronella, she is a capable warrior, and battle hardened, but she’s no fighter of legend. She’s no Sidewinder if that’s what you mean.” 
The lions had already dumped a couple of stinky heaps of Sidewinder onto the grass, earlier that morning. The Grey was looking distinctly tanned. Shorter too. Though he did smell about the same. So much for legends. 
Broad puddles from the previous night’s downpour striped and circled all around them. The heavens really had opened, although Strazar’s shaggy mane was already starting to dry against golden glow. At least, it looked that way from under the nearby tree where he was crouched, sharing the remains of a stag carcass with his brother. Its horned head dangled on a snapped neck as they devoured shredded venison. 
“Then what makes you particularly keen to avoid messing with her?” 
“Well, in the unlikely event we do cross her path, it’s what she’ll be riding on that causes me unease.” 
Jack pulled Dark Promise from the soil, wiped the blade, and sheathed it. “Ok, now I’m slightly concerned. And that would be...?” 
“Alfredo.”
“Alfredo?” 
She sighed and glugged more crimson liquid before saying, “Jack, you know I have affection for you, but please don’t imitate a deaf man. It’s boring and takes up unnecessary time. Concise communication may save our lives.” 
Slipping on the snug and solid splinter gloves—they’d proven their usefulness—he raised his palms in a relenting defensive motion. “Ok, point taken. So, who or what is this Alfredo?” 
“Alfredo is the alpha of the crag rhinos. One of only a handful, in fact, to survive the last war against the Greys.” 
“Ok, an alpha crag rhino, that does sound like a problem. Anything I should know if we encounter him?” 
She whistled to the lions, beckoning. They grunted, took final bites, then turned and ambled towards her and Jack. “Well, I think it’ll all be self-explanatory if you see him, but I suppose I would warn he’s extremely bad-tempered, will charge you with his gigantic horn—be sure to get out of the way—and he has skin tough as several layers of boiled leather armour.”
As the lions approached, Jack nodded towards them. “Couldn’t these two deal with him?” 
She bobbed her head side to side, eyes weaving an answer. “Possibly, but, as you know, I prefer them both alive and healthy. Not worth the risk unless there’s no other choice.” 
“Fair enough. So, what’s the best course of action to tackle him if Ethedred turns up?” 
She climbed onto Strazar’s back, clasping mane and pressing her legs against his sides as he rose to full height. “I’m not sure trying to tackle him is a wise course of action. I’m told during battle with the Greys, he ploughed his way through several platoons of them. With no less difficulty than you or I would trample tall grass.” 
“Ok, so—” 
“If riding, ride hard in the opposite direction.” She stroked Strazar’s jet spikes. “Both these two are far faster than any rhino, alpha or not. If though, for some unfortunate reason, you find yourself on foot, then run away, with all the speed you can muster.” 
“Could I outrun a crag rhino?” 
“No.”  
“Oh.”
“But you could try to climb a tree or a cliff face, cross a river, or even a deep-looking stream. I suspect he’s a poor swimmer. Crag rhinos tend to be.” 
He stroked Golman’s mane. Rain had washed away the Grey blood but now his jowls were streaked in stag juices. He petted the titan; confident his frosty friend would keep him safe. “There you have it then, dear friend, it sounds like any stops on the way are going to be extremely quick.” He climbed aboard and clicked his heels. 
The lions strode side by side as they left the dell by means of a steep, stretching hill. The sun was bathing everything. Jack was enjoying the soothing warmth as it built up on his skin, although he wouldn’t have refused a pair of sunglasses. “Alfredo. Bit of a strange name for a fearsome alpha rhino with armoured skin, isn’t it?” 
“Possibly. But then, his mistress is more than a little strange herself, so I’m not surprised.” 
“Has she always been that way?” 
“Always been a bit unusual, yes, but since Balthazar’s—the Crag King’s—death and her gaining absolute power over the Crags, she’s become increasingly paranoid, unstable, and hostile. During the king’s reign, the Catacombs received at least occasional diplomatic and trade missions. Now, nothing. He wasn’t particularly warm towards Vampyra either, mind you. Simply more practical than his oddball wife.” 
“And does she possibly blame you for her husband’s death in some way, like Petronella?” 
She shrugged. “That’s probably a factor, but, in all honesty, I don’t think she likes anybody. Especially non-Humanites, of course.” 
“Do you think her, and Petronella are going to make another move against us soon?” 
Zora poked fangs gently into her bottom lip, weighing the question. “I strongly suspect they’ll stick with their original scheme and keep out of any impending conflict between the Catacombs and the Greys. They’ll fortify their positions and keep their armies behind high walls, preserving resources and waiting to see what happens.” 
“Perhaps the Vampyra should do the same? It might not be the worst idea.” 
She shook her head and laughed, but he didn’t sense any happiness. “I wanted revenge before. How do you think I feel now, after what happened?” 
“Just promise me we’ll talk more about it once we’re back at the Catacombs, before you make any decisions you might regret?” 
Her answer was neither hot nor cold. She stared straight ahead. “Fine. I owe you that.” 
They’d reached the hill’s top and were now descending a mild incline onto a verdant and immense plateau coated and clumped in purple orchids, golden daffodils, and puffy pink dahlias. Simply striking, and even more glorious under the woken sun’s amber umbrella. 
“These flowers are incredible.” Vivid splashes from a master craftsman, some might have said. 
Her voice was wistful, detached, as she stared into the distance, heavy burden appearing to press on her mind. “Yes, very pretty.” 
He twisted one way, then the other, scanning the landscape as Golman and Strazar began padding faster on the flat. “If anyone’s after us, at least we’ll see them coming from far away.” 
“Stay vigilant in any case.” The merest hint of a thin smile broke from her lips. “I wouldn’t want anything happening to my rescuer.” 
“Just rescuer? Not friend, or—” 
“Friend is fine. A special friend, let’s say.” 
Jack swaggered a tad on his frosty saddle. He was poking, seeking gentle banter to distract her from troubling thoughts and speed the journey. “How special, exactly?” 
“Special enough that I won’t slap you in the face with a splinter glove for teasing me.” 
 He spread his arms wide with palms upturned, being careful about balance as the lion bobbed. “Who’s teasing? We’re just talking. So, anyway, you’d be very upset then if something happened to me?” 
She was still facing forward.  “You do realise wise men don’t ask questions they already know the answers to, don’t you?” 
“Whoever said I was wise?” 
She snorted lightly. “Good point. You do seem to have more bravery than brains, at times.” 
“I try to keep a balance. Not always very well, I suppose. Zora?” 
“Yes.” 
“I’ll miss you if I manage to get back through the Sunspot. Will you miss me?”  
She nodded, smiling but there was a solemness to it. “I will.” 
“What if I said I’d stay, to you know, stay here with you?” 
“You’re sweet. Annoying, but sweet.” 
“So you wouldn’t want that?” 
“No, I’m afraid not.” 
“Why not?” The question had been casual and only a semi-sincere musing, but the brusqueness of her answer knocked his ego regardless. 
“Because we’re from very different cultures and even from different worlds. That doesn’t mean I don’t care for you; it just means it’s the way it is. If you go back through the Sunspot, I will miss you and have fond memories of my special Humanite friend. We will have had our time together, and I will never forget it.” 
“Then—” 
“But our time—memorable as it was—will have ended and that will be that. You will go back to your home, where you belong. And I will stay here, where I belong. You’ll return to Sco—what was your home called again?” 
“Scotland.” 
“Ah, yes. Scotland. Scot-lund, correct?” 
“Perfect pronunciation, yes.” She was changing the subject, and it was for the best. 
“Scotland. Such a pretty name.” She swept an upturned palm, pointing at the petal-drenched panorama surrounding them. “And how does your Scotland compare to this part of our world?”  
“Well, Scotland’s beautiful, that’s for sure, but I think this particular region beats even it. What kind of creative force could craft such beauty; I wonder?”  
She shrugged. “It’s one of the great mysteries. Never to be known.” 
Jack enjoyed an internal smile in place of outward smugness. “Yes, I suppose you’re right.” 
He knew the great mystery of this world. It was just the myriad of little ones that perplexed him. 
Conversation was patchy and humour sparse. He managed to make her laugh with his impression of gap-toothed Theodore, “My teef! Knocked out my teef, you baschtard!” but she was clearly tussling with troubled thoughts. 
So they rode on, eyes peeled and ears pricked, hoping not to meet Ethedred and her temperamental friend, Alfredo. 




Chapter 36 


Ethedred never showed up. Jack had spent the whole journey back to the Catacombs staying alert for a barmy queen on a volatile rhino, only to be pleasantly surprised and perhaps, rather oddly, disappointed at not getting to see how imposing the mighty Alfredo actually was. 
Now, after a long sleep and solid dinner, he stood in the War Room of the Catacombs, across from General Kazimir as they waited on Zora’s arrival. Jack was steeling himself for a clash of strategies with the scarred veteran. The guy was stress on legs. 
The area was brightly hazed with candle flames, both flickering in wrought iron circles above and swaying on tall stands throughout the room. Slate floor spotless and walls lined in shelves of books and parchments, he wondered how many battle plans this place had witnessed. How much slaughter had he enslaved this world into? 
Kazimir’s athletic torso looked sharp as a dagger in a tapered charcoal tunic of fine calfskin and trousers to match. Grey hair impeccably clipped, five bulbous rubies set in onyx strips were lined along each of his shoulders. Testimony to his strategic experience and war savvy. Or so Jack hoped. 
An enormous map of the Painted World was spread across the table between him and the general. The parchment’s far corners were peeling upwards, held down by lead balls with flat bases that reminded him of the smallest kettlebells back in his palace gym. Kazimir was scrutinising, grazing a leathery, scarred index finger over and around certain points in its depictions, mumbling to himself. Then, breaking from thoughts of strategy, he spoke from the side of his mouth. The words clicked clear through trimmed grey beard. His voice was neither posh nor rough; the tone was sharp, stern, and solid. “I spoke with Her Grace earlier. She told me you fought very bravely and against overwhelming odds. All in order to rescue her from the heinous clutches of Sidewinder.”  
Jack suppressed an oregano burp with the top of his closed fist. He was bloated with roast chicken. “The fight is true, yes. Though, I don’t know how brave I really was. I was just keeping my word to Zor—Her Grace, is all. I promised to always be loyal.” 
Still scanning the map, surveying with narrowed eyelids, he said, “I see. You know, I didn’t want you to have that sword. When I first saw it at your side, I felt compelled to question Her Grace why in black blazes she would give it to some odd, wandering Humanite fool.” He chuckled. “As is her way, she told me to mind my own business. Now—” 
“I didn’t ask for it. She—” 
“I’m not chiding you, boy. Let me finish.” He walked to a nearby plinth, poured scarlet into steel, and then returned, where he stood close to Jack. Wisps of sour grape and blackberry from the goblet whispered wine not blood. Amber eyes sat above a wry smile. “I’d offer you one, but you don’t drink, do you?”  
Jack shrugged. “No need to. I’m already drunk on life.” 
Kazimir’s smile broke broader, revealing pearly fangs. “Very good. Now, as I was saying, I was far from impressed at our first meeting, but”—he sipped from his cup— “it seems I was wrong in my initial estimations. I thank you sincerely for rescuing our queen. I thank you on behalf of myself, and the entire Catacombs.” 
“Thank you, general. I realise I wasn’t the most agreeable guest when I first came here. I appreciate your gracious words.” 
The scar down his cheek crinkled as he patted Jack’s velvet-covered shoulder firmly and said, “Good lad.” He took a deeper sip. More of a gulp, ending in gasp when he’d finished tilting the goblet. 
“I’m sorry about the soldiers you lost to the empress’ treachery.”
“As am I. They were fine warriors. Brave, skilled, and now taken from us, right when we need every able-bodied fighter the most.” 
“I wish I could have saved them too. I’m sorry I wasn’t in time.” 
He put his hand on Jack’s shoulder again, and while pressing firmly, said, “In conflict, if you try to save everybody, you’ll end up saving nobody. Warriors perish in combat sometimes. It’s the nature of the occupation. Can’t be avoided. On the plus side, the Greys’ loss of Sidewinder was significant. It shames me to say, but he was potentially equal to at least a hundred of our soldiers, on the battlefield. Probably far more.” He removed his hand and raised his goblet, smiling solemnly. “Again, I thank you for your efforts.” 
Zora marched in; her manner was business-like. She was dressed in an outfit of sleeveless bodice and trousers. Ruby leather, the midriff and legs were speckled in diamonds. The gems bathed in candle admiration and danced disco with the flames. But, as usual, Zora somehow commanded brash to behave beautifully. 
Kazimir dipped his head. “Your Grace.” 
Jack exchanged nods and pursed smiles. “Your Grace.” He bent to decorum for the sake of Kazimir’s ears.
Her words were brusque. “Gentlemen let’s discuss the current situation with some urgency. Jack, the general is fully aware of the plot against me, and what transpired in the Empire Palace.” She stood beside the map, resting palms on the table edge. “So, general, your thoughts on our predicament? As is your custom, please speak plainly and directly. You will not offend me.” 
“As always, Your Grace.” Kazimir emptied his goblet and gently clunked it on the table, outside the parchment’s edges and tapped his finger on the map’s Grey city. “So, drawing from past experience, if we wage war on the City of the Grey Snake, I envisage one of two likely scenarios playing out. Neither of them good. The first possible outcome is we are victorious. After all, our army has grown large over these past few years—some 200,000 strong, including reserves—and is well-fed, well-trained, and well-armed. Stranger things have happened. So, for the sake of argument, let’s imagine we slay Anaconda, wipe the Greys out, raze their city to the ground and block up the cave from which the hatchlings are spawned. Perhaps setting it ablaze before we do so.” 
“That sounds like an attractive scenario to me,” said Zora. 
“Of course, Your Grace, but if—and I stress if—we were to emerge the victors, it would be with devastating losses. I can’t see anything but horrendous damage to our armed forces. It may even come down to who has the last hundred warriors standing. That is when, as you’ve told me they’ve planned, the Empire Valleys and Crags may decide to swoop. Should both kingdoms attack at once, which is a distinct possibility, I fear we would be like a rabbit trying to fend off a crag rhino. 
“Ok, and the second scenario.” 
“We engage the Greys and lose. If their forces are far larger than anticipated, if the weather turns heavily wet, making the ground trudge for us and slick slither for them, if the empress has donated silver for them to make arrows, bolts, nets and so forth, or a combination of those factors, then they will swamp, route, and slaughter us. Leaving the Catacombs with little protection against either a Grey advance, or attacks from the other kingdoms, or both at once. Then, as with victory, we would have the rabbit and the rhino.” 
Jack interjected. “So, what you’re saying, general, just to be clear, is that, in your expert opinion, going to war with the Greys will likely result in catastrophe, mass slaughter and suffering, no matter what?”  
Kazimir’s answer was matter of fact and fast, as he met eyes with Zora. “Most likely, yes.” 
“Then, may I suggest an alternative course of action?” Jack’s words were directed at Kazimir, but his target audience was Zora. 
“All suggestions have some merit, in such circumstances,” replied Kazimir. 
“First, can I ask, is there another way into the Catacombs, other than the Onyx Gate?” 
“No. There are slender ventilation systems for the greenery, which can be easily sealed, if necessary, but no way for enemies to enter.” 
“And the rock of the Catacombs’ ceilings is impenetrable?”
“Absolutely. Unbreachable.” 
“So, if you broadened and deepened the moat at the Onyx Gate, perhaps filling it with some fierce inhabitants, strengthened the drawbridge, reinforced the ramparts and gate into the Catacombs, and built defensive heavy weaponry, such as catapults, and—” 
“How long would that take? The enemy may soon be upon us.” Zora was rolling her eyes and standing with hands on hips. 
“Please, Your Grace, let me finish.” Jack was conscious of her urgency and anger. Understandable, after the way she’d been treated. 
She tutted. “Well go then, before we all die of thirst.” 
“So, general, if you strengthened your defences as I’ve described, it would be extremely difficult for any attacking force to overwhelm the Onyx Gate and enter beyond it, yes?” 
“Yes. Especially if defended by replenishable garrisons from within the Catacombs. In fact, even if there weren’t time to make the reinforcements you suggested, the Onyx Gate would be a challenge for any enemy to breach. As long as it remains plentifully guarded.” 
“And in term of resources, is the Catacombs self-sufficient? Do you need to trade essentials from the other kingdoms or gather them from the surrounding countryside, for sustaining life?”  
Kazimir’s eyes stalled, calculating. “A few luxuries are traded with the other kingdoms, but we export rather than import. Gemstones, especially. The main consideration is meat, and, of course, blood. We have capture parties go out every month or so, to take animals, then we place them in three considerably sized caverns for breeding, grazing and slaughter. They are currently ample, but others could be converted if we had to rely more on breeding for sustenance. The Vinyard Cavern, the Lions’ Den—” 
“The den belongs to two titans. Loyal defenders of this kingdom. It will never be converted into a food factory, general. I hope that’s clear.” Zora’s leather boots pressed over the slate in angry clacks as she strode to the plinth and gushed a full goblet from the bulky, opaque jug, before glugging and looking at both Jack and Kazimir with an irritated gaze. 
“Apologies, Your Grace. Only an example. Ill thought, it seems.” 
Still beside the plinth, she drank again then said to Jack, “And so?” 
“So, the point I’m trying to get at, which I think you understand, general, is that the Catacombs could be a secure refuge for a long time, without the necessity for war. Am I correct?”
“Yes.” 
“Then my suggestion is this: you fortify your defences as strongly as possible, make adaptations and preparations for isolation from the outside world—it being entirely against you anyway—and form a strong shield against any coming storms. Weather them and survive.” 
Goblet in hand, Zora strode beside the map, close to Kazimir and Jack. Her hazel gaze was smouldering at Jack. And not in a flirtatious way. 
“Your Grace, I must agree with the boy. That does seem our wisest course of action at this moment. Bear in mind, there is also the possibility the Greys may turn their eyes towards the empress, following the loss of their under-chieftain and failed delivery of their Vampyra prize. Or perhaps Ethedred will start conflict with someone other than ourselves? Who’s to say? It’s not impossible.” 
Zora tilted steel, swigged, and clunked. “Or perhaps everyone will stay in their strongholds, including Anaconda. And, with each year that passes, hatchlings will spill forth daily. Perhaps more Sidewinders, perhaps even another Anaconda over time. They will grow so strong we will have no chance. At least now we have a fighting one. Am I the only one that understands that?” 
“I understand that. But they won’t be a threat to you if you do what I suggest,” said Jack.  
“And how do you know that? Does your magic let you see the future?”
“No, but if you promise to stay here, I’ll go there. I’ll finish this problem once and for all.” 
“By yourself? You think you can finish this thing alone?” Her face was contorted in flawless doubt. 
“Grant me access to the armoury.” 




Chapter 37 


Jack had etched another story into his forearm. The biggest yet. 
He’d filled a jar—a little larger than one for marmalade—to the brim with his blood. The paint neither sparkled nor sparked. He swirled it and studied, but its thick gloop was a regular red shade to be found on any ordinary palette. Nothing remarkable. Just his life force, dripped, and waiting to be weaponised.  
He was in the armoury. Sitting on a stool and sipping tart orange juice from a cylindrical skin of rigid leather, breathing deeply. The drain of paint from his veins had made him unsteady but he was already on the mend. His new scar had healed into a chunky strip, pink as canned ham. 
Zora was in the corner and a prickly mood. Leaning on a rack of dangling war hammers, she’d said nothing as he poured part of himself into a plain glass container. He could sense the brooding vibrance though. It wouldn’t be long before she—
“So that’s it, then? You’re going to face the entire Clan of the Grey Snake using just that jar?” 
“I’m going to do whatever I’m going to do. You heard the general. He agreed with me. And he seems to know what he’s talking about. You have strong defences, plenty of resources. There’s no need for your people to be slaughtered. I’m going by myself, to finish this. Once I’m done, you won’t have to worry about Anaconda and the Greys ever again.” 
“Oh, really? And how do you plan on doing that?” 
“I’ll find a way in, by stealth, assassinate Anaconda, find the cave where the hatchlings come out and then I’ll—well, I’ll figure it out as I go along.” 
“Sounds like quite a plan”—she ran a palm across one of the chunky hammer heads— “and explains all those scars. What was it you said caused them? Didn’t you say it was stupidity?”  
“I did.” 
“And now, you plan to indulge in more of it?” 
He sighed and swigged more juice, staring at the jar’s powerful contents. “I’ve become pretty good at improvising. I’ll find a way. Nobody else has to get hurt. Your people don’t have to risk annihilation. You don’t have to risk it.” 
“I don’t fear eternal death. I fear the shame of not avenging my parents and my people.” 
Jack blurted blunt and hard. “Well, then you’re stupid.”  
Eyes peeling in surprise, Zora stood with hands on hips, Shining Bite swinging in tiny clinks as she did so. “I beg your pardon?” 
“Shame can be tolerated. Regret can be tolerated. You’re strong, you’ll cope. Believe me, I have plenty practice living with both those emotions.” 
“Look—” 
“If you exist, you have hope.” He stood and approached, rubbing the soft skin of her arm, firmly but cautiously. It was cool again, unlike the night under the lion. “You have hope. Don’t throw it all away just to satisfy some absurd notion of honour.” 
She shrugged his hand off. “Absurd? How dare you call me absurd!” 
“I didn’t say you were. I said your notion of honour was. It’s a delusion. One we all see differently. You see it as killing that monster out there, don’t you? To pay him back for all his crimes, right?” 
She tutted. “Again, you ask questions you know the answer to.” 
“And what did Anaconda try to do to me, exactly? I hadn’t declared war on him, had I? I fell into his lair by mistake. I’d done nothing to him. But he still wanted to chop my head off and put it on a spike, for sport. For little other reason than it seemed to amuse him.” 
“Then you should understand—” 
“But you don’t hear me whining about revenge, do you?” 
Her tone rose sharply as she folded athletic arms across gems and ruby leather. “Whining? I’m not whining.” 
“You’re complaining, and your lips are moving.”
“That does not make me a whiner.” 
“Whatever you say, Your Grace.” He walked back and sat on the stool again. He needed more time to recover from the blood loss, and heated conversation wasn’t helping. “Do you know what I think true honour would be, right now, for you?” 
She billowed sharp sarcasm. “Use small words, I’m not as clever as you.” 
“I think true honour would be you staying here, staying strong for your people, and leading them with courage and wisdom, as you’ve been doing this whole time. And, by the way, you’re the only leader I’ve met in this whole cursed world that has any bloody honour. You already have plenty. You don’t need to prove it by getting yourself sliced in half by Soulcleaver. Don’t repeat the mistake your parents did.” 
“Finished?”
He stared at the paint, viscous and rich in its vessel. “I’m just getting started.” 
“Look, I am a warrior, not some simpering courtesan of the Empire Court. If you insist on carrying through with this foolhardy mission, then fine,”—she clacked forward and cupped his cheek in a clasp so firm it bordered on pinching— “but I’m coming with you.”  
He placed his hand softly on top of hers. “No. No, you’re not. You’re staying here. I know you’re brave and a fighter, but I risked my life to keep you from the clutches of the Greys, didn’t I?” 
“You did. And you know I’ll never forget your courage, shown on my behalf.” Her palm was pressing, caressing. 
“But you seem to be forgetting it already. I saved you from the Greys and now you want to deliver yourself on a plate to them?” 
“I won’t be bundled in silver this time, and I’ll be armed with sword, bow and lions.” Her words slowed and softened; the flawless rouge lips even formed a thin smile. “And, of course, I’ll have you. My powerful wizard friend, Jack De Luca.” 
“We are friends, aren’t we? Despite our—considerably strong, shall we say—differences, we have become friends, right?” 
She took her hand from his face and once again stood with hands on hips. “I should hope so, after what we’ve been through.” 
“Then, as a friend, even a special friend, as you called me, please do as I ask. You’re the queen, I can’t command you, but I’m asking you: please, let me deal with this my way.” 
She grimaced, seemingly perplexed. “Why do you feel this is your burden alone?”  
“I’d rather not get into it, but it’s all up to me, as always. I’m responsible for all this. It’s up to me to put an end to it. I’m solving the problem, then I’m getting back through the Sunspot.” 
“I thought you didn’t drink wine. You’re acting as if you’ve had a whole barrel. You’re not responsible at all.” 
“I am responsible. It’s compli—” 
“Complicated. Again, with the complicated. You can’t dismiss everything nonsensical you say as complicated.” She wagged his finger at him. “And you are not responsible for the horrors of this world.” 
“Zora, I am. More than you could ever understand. It’s up to—” 
She rolled her eyes. “Look, you promised me your loyalty, did you not?” 
“Yes, I did. I’ve been loyal, haven’t I? But I didn’t promise to obey your every desire. Especially ones that could well spell the end for you.” He tapped Dark Promise’s scabbard. “Do you want me to return the sword if you feel I’ve broken my promise?” 
She snapped, “No! A boy on his own against an army of savages needs all the help he can get!” 
With that, she stormed away and out of the armoury, scowling as she strode.  




Chapter 38


It was time to equip as well as he could. Time for his most vigorous efforts at manipulating the canvas surrounding him. Time to fight his way back into the real world. Or die trying. 
The question was which of the weapons from the armoury’s deadly selection would be best suited to keeping him alive and putting monsters in the ground. He walked alongside the lengthy racks, lifting, and testing weight, balance, and precision. There was no need for another sword. The one he had couldn’t be broken or lost. 
Projectile weapons though, would be essential for taking out sentinels in silence and from a distance. He needed optimal combination of portability and swift power. So, what to take? 
A leather sling spoke to him; two long straps, slender, but woven tight from sturdy strands, attached to a pouch about the size of an egg cup. He’d once read an article by a prominent archaeologist who’d claimed that type of sling could whisk its ammunition out at up to 100 mph, with as much stopping force as a .44 magnum revolver, if swung with the right training and experience. 
He lifted it from its hook. It weighed virtually nothing. It was hard to believe a sliver of leather could compete with a large calibre handgun for lethality. Reaching into one of the buckets below, he drew out three of the opaque marbles designed for its usage. They were smooth and hard, unsurprisingly, being polished onyx, though not especially heavy. He walked to the training square where he’d previously reduced the wood and straw mannequins to flame and ash. They’d been replaced by a semi-circle of fresh ones. 
Placing a single black ball into the pouch, he grasped the strap ends, raised it above his head and held it there, the heaviest part dangling down and nudging his arm. Then he stopped. He had no idea how to use the damn thing. What if the balls were like magnum bullets and he was about to accidentally shoot himself in the head? Well-placed paint would provide instant assistance. So, he returned to the jar, spattered the weapon, and wished himself an expert while rubbing his fingers along its finely crafted surface, cupping the pouch in his gooey palm. It sparked, smoked, and popped, emerging from the peppery swirls with a subtle silvery sheen as it lay in his—now confident—grasp. 
And that wasn’t all his painted fingers had channelled into the sling. Forget .44 magnum. Any ammo flung from its modest-looking jaws would be .50 calibre and armour piercing. 
Returning to the mannequins, Jack dropped the same ball back into the pouch and began swirling the sling around his head, aiming at the target directly ahead, around twelve feet away. Air from the weapon’s tornado vortex was breezing his hair, tickling the tops of his ears; the speed far faster than he’d anticipated. He glanced up at what looked like mini helicopter blades, rotating in a circle bent on destruction. He focused his aim and released. The stone loosed from its constraints, flashed, and zipped, striking the mannequin’s head, which erupted into a splintering burst of straw and wood. Obliterated. That was all good.
The ricochet off the wall behind wasn’t. The ball cannoned backwards in a small arc, soaring mere inches over his skull, striking the head of a hefty war axe, and smacking a jagged crack along its two-sided blade. 
Holy crap. .50 calibre, for sure. Jack made a note to be mindful of not using the sling where the marbles might bounce off confined tough surfaces and come back to bite him. 
He filled a small calfskin knapsack until it was swollen with sling balls, then slung it diagonally across his shoulder and torso, adjusting the strap until the bag sat snug, within easy reach. There was no way he could bring a bullet for every Grey, but what he was carrying would give him plenty silent kills for sneaking through their city. He placed the sling on top of the ammunition and folded the knapsack’s thick flap shut across its top, tying it sealed it with loose suede laces. 
What else could he take? Scanning the vast sea of arms, he saw bandeliers of throwing knives saying hi.  Lifting a chestnut belt crammed with ten of the palm-sized daggers, he drew one from its holster and smeared it in paint from handle to blade. Once the crackles and smoke had stopped, he tried an experiment on yet another mannequin. 
Aiming with precision, he launched the knife into the target’s chest, deliberately taking care to stand further back than before. And with good reason. The blade landed true and sank deep. Then exploded in a three feet radius of hissing liquid, which steamed, stank, and rasped as it reduced the wood, straw, and sackcloth to sagging drips on the slate in less than two seconds. In fact, it was even eating through the floor too. Ultra-strong acid tended to act like that. 
Taking a new, full belt of ten, he dipped his fingers in the jar and made sure both the belt and knives were properly coated. The paint reacted, did its job and the blades’ shade changed to a lemon-yellow hue. He’d wished for acid daggers. They would slice and stab, but, more importantly, transform into bombs upon impact with their target, erupting into ravenous showers; no flesh or metal tasty enough to satiate their savage appetites. 
If he were unfortunate enough to be chased by a horde, or even a squad of sentries, the knives would devour multiple enemies with each throw. A well-thrown one might even melt Anaconda’s cocksure grin clean off. Nasty weapons but justified against slithering snake ghouls. He fastened the bandelier horizontally across his chest—so that it criss-crossed with the knapsack’s broad strap—and tied it tight to minimise any sound of chafe or scrape. 
As for armour, he was content with his current combination of boiled leather breastplate and calfskin under suit. It was comfortable, would allow for easy dodging and sneaking, and he wouldn’t feel the distracting constrictions that came with plate metal. 
He’d considered making himself titanium again—as he had in his last battle, against Oakenfol—but this was a different affair. Stealth and speed would trump strength, and, besides, there was no metal that would withstand Soulcleaver’s devastating blows if he didn’t manage to take down Anaconda by assassination. Better to be light enough to run, hide and strike. 
One thing he would do though, was fortify his knee-length leather boots against the sludge of the Greys’ settlement. He coated them in the remaining paint and wished them to make him surefooted, nimble, and silent on all surfaces, especially mud. They crackled and sparked, and when the paint had finished its work, the material was a tad snugger, more comfortable and—unexpectedly—his legs moved noticeably faster as he strode over slate and out the armoury exit. 




Chapter 39 


After making a couple of stops to pick up water, juice, and fruit, he headed towards the Onyx Gate.  Straps were jostling for space across his breastplate, now the slender backpack of provisions had been added. The leather was light but clumped. Minimal weight was best for such a trek, and he’d be able to refill from trees and streams on the way. The world he’d created boasted no shortage of bounties amongst its rife corruption. 
The lions were standing at the entrance to their den, waiting for him. He smiled despite the near future swirling uncertainty and fear inside his mind. What titans, what majesties; the finest big cats ever to stride. Far superior to the mere good ones that scumbag Hendy had demanded. 
Approaching and petting their furry jowls and noses simultaneously, he spoke softly, sad, not good at goodbyes. “Well, you two, this is it. I’d say behave yourselves but there’s fat chance of that. Though we’ll never meet again, you’ll always be in my heart. The same goes for your queen. Look after her, always, ok? I don’t think she’s very happy with me, but she’ll get over it.” He gave them both a final stroke and headed up the tunnel towards the Onyx Gate. Roaring wall torches washed warmth across steel and leather as his paint-enhanced boots helped him stride with powerful pace and ease. 
As he made his way up, it became clear the clack of Strazar’s claws on stone were following him. He turned to find the lions in tow. Stiffening his tone subtly, he said, “You two, go back. You’re not coming with me, so just go back to your den.” 
They stood stony, suddenly suffering from selective hearing.  
“I said go back. Do as I say!” 
Silent in their defiance, they didn’t budge. 
“Bloody hell! What am I going to do with you, eh?” he asked, gasping in exasperation, but also touched by their stubborn loyalty. 
“They don’t seem to be good at listening today.” It was Zora’s voice, coming from behind him, further up the tunnel. 
He turned to find the queen cloaked in black. Her hood was only slightly drawn down, sitting atop apricot and a solemn face. A knapsack and blood skin peeked from under the cloak’s thick cotton, and a quiver crammed with arrows sat on her back. Her bow was slanted diagonally across a black steel breastplate, held in place by its thick firing string. A coil of tightly wound thin rope was looped over her left shoulder and tied with leather lace. She was grasping another cloak, its sweeping skirt tails spreading across slate. Her other hand rested casually on Shining Bite’s pommel, the elegant fingers cupping it as she stood in silence, waiting for Jack’s reaction. 
He exhaled strong and slow. “They’re not the only ones with a listening problem, it seems.” 
Shadows and flame flickers flirted with pale and hazel as she replied, “I’m excellent at listening.” Her tone steeled, unyielding. “I was just never good at obeying.” 
“Bloody hell! How many times—” 
“I need neither your permission nor approval, Jack. I appreciate you care for my safety, and I thank you, but I’m not a child. I will satisfy the yearning that burns inside me. Yours is for the Sunspot, mine for Anaconda. As I said before, when we were in the den, our destinies are intertwined.” 
“Zora, please—” 
“No more lectures. I’ve made up my mind. And I understand stealth. Better than you, it seems. It’s preferable for the assassins not to be bickering between themselves, isn’t it?” 
“There won’t be any bickering once I’m out there. By myself.” 
Turning her hooded head, she pointed further up the tunnel, towards the Onyx Gate. “That gate will stay closed, and its drawbridge drawn, unless I command otherwise. You can slaughter the two hundred warriors in the garrison and try to open it yourself, or you can accept I am mistress of my own fate. I need no male to dictate my movements.” 
“So, I’m your prisoner now, because I don’t want to see you get hurt?” 
She shook her head slowly. The hood’s thickly woven fibres shifted downwards as she did so, coming to rest above her eyebrows. “Quite the opposite. I’m eager to see you galloping free. Just not without me.” The lions paced forward and stopped by her side, staring at Jack in silence, blocking a sizeable part of the tunnel. “And these two, of course.” 
It was becoming clear to Jack he didn’t have a choice. A part of him was frustrated. Another part glad. “Why are you so bloody stubborn?” 
She smirked. “Years of practice.” 
He relented. “Looks like the queen gets her way then.” He spoke to the lions. “You, keep your mouth shut, ok? And you, don’t go pouncing on anything unless absolutely necessary.” 
“Anything else? Or shall we ride?” Her voice was lighter, like a burden had been hoisted free. 
“There is something else.”
“Which is?” 
“Once—sorry, if—Anaconda lies dead, you take those two and you get out of there fast. You leave me to the rest.” 
“Agreed. Now,”—she stepped forward and handed him the cloak— “put this on. Shadows are an assassin’s most powerful ally. Made best use of when immersed within them.” 
“Thank you.” He was still irritated but also grateful. He realised he hadn’t put enough thought towards camouflage. 
“I know a spot where the Grey Canyon is relatively easy to climb.” She tapped the rope. It was topped with a small but sturdy looking grappling hook. “And, unless you’re planning on flying over their palisade, we’ll need this rope too.” 
Another thing he’d forgotten to bring.  The last time he’d battled an army, he had simply flown over Oakenfol Castle’s defences. “Fine. Let’s go then.” 
They mounted the lions and headed towards the gate. 




Chapter 40 


The portal’s rays were streaking across mottled azure in golden fizzles. Jack could just make out the sparkles of its entrance, to the rear of the city, suspended above the bulbous ridge he’d first thudded onto upon arrival. He was still more comfortable thinking of the Grey Snake as a land feature than a living creature. Its lumps and bumps rose, dipped, and stretched for what seemed like forever, swathed in grass, tree and bush; stretching so far, soil and snake were impossible to distinguish.  
Jack and Zora were crouched on a forested hill—at least, he hoped it was, right to its core—looking across at the dingy city from atop a steep slope. A spot occasionally used by the elite Vampyra scouts, according to Zora, as it offered excellent vantage, cover, and the area’s thickets of thorn bushes tended to dissuade Grey patrols. Golman was off prowling and Strazar lay at the base of a huge tree, using one of its chunky roots to rest his chin on. He’d struggled with the canyon climb but powered and clawed his way up in any case. His body was relaxed but burnt orange glistened vigilant as always. 
So, there it was. The portal. Right in front of his eyes, but access no more guaranteed than survival at this point. He still wasn’t sure how he would reach the damn thing to jump through it. He’d find a way, of course, that was for sure. Perhaps roll a large barrel underneath it. Or use a pile of dead Greys. Jack would drip a giant beanstalk from his own blood if necessary. He was getting through it. If they weren’t discovered in their mission and murdered, of course. 
Although, if he should get through the portal, that wasn’t the end of possible danger. Where would he come out? In some Arab sheikh’s palace? A Russian oligarch’s mansion? He might tumble from one snake pit straight into another. He was hopeful it wouldn’t be a den of gun-toting vipers. Absence of choice dampened that worry, oddly enough. 
Zora pointed towards the city. “The scouts have reported, and I think you know from personal experience anyway, that the city’s busy in the day but turns deathly quiet at night when they snore in their hovels. So, we wait for nightfall”—she tapped the coil of rope and its compact grappling hook— “and climb over into whichever part looks darkest and least guarded. Agreed?” 
The place was certainly rife with slither. Weaving in and around their ramshackle buildings under the fading afternoon sun, Greys were going about whatever ghastly business they did, when not plotting mayhem and world domination. Or perhaps that’s what they were making preparation for, right there and then. 
One sight he couldn’t see though, was Anaconda. “Agreed. Can’t see Anaconda though. Any idea where you think we’ll find him?” 
“The scouts’ information on that is uncertain, but logic would dictate his dwelling to be the largest. See if you can spot a likely target. That’s where we’ll head for once shadows are on our side.” 
They scanned the city’s sprawling rooftops in silence, peering. There were a number of far larger buildings rising from the disarray of shambolic shacks. 
“I’ve just found it. For sure,” said Jack, blowing out a shaky exhale as he pointed at a huge, circular structure of dark stone walls and peaked wooden roof. It sat on the crest of a swollen mound of mud and scraggly bushes, looming over the surrounding settlement. 
Zora’s vision traced along Jack’s finger, squinting. “Where? Yes, let’s—oh.” 
Anaconda had slithered out its enormous door. Soulcleaver was around his waist, and he appeared to be wearing the same giant tunic as before. No wonder its leather reeked, he probably never changed it. Even from their vantage point, high up and several hundred feet away, his size and dreadful form brought back frightening memories for Jack. 
Zora’s voice was as icy as a Scottish December morning. Her fangs lengthened as she snarled, “Scum. I’ll taste his blood or perish trying. I’ll wager the hatchling cave hides under that mound too.” 
Jack crouched away from the thorn bushes, slouched, and rested his side against a tree, breathing rapidly, trying to slow his lungs to a semi-normal rate. “Holy crap. I’d forgotten how bloody big he is. Far bigger than Sidewinder. That cleaver too. Damn. I don’t know, Zora. I don’t know. There are so many of them. I just don’t know.” 
She sidled to him, kneeling, and placing a gloved palm on his forearm. The fangs retracted and the snarl melted rapidly into empathetic chimes. “You’re scared?” 
He was speaking through heavy gasps. “I am. I’m scared.”  
She smiled in silence, her hazel gemstones glistening as she brushed his hair. “Good.” 
“What? How is that good?” 
“It means you’re not stupid.” 
“That’s up for debate. This plan may have not been fully thought through.” 
Zora poked a backwards thumb at the City of the Grey Snake. “There’s no simple solution to a problem like that.” She leaned forward, stroking his cheek with calfskin fingers. Her neck was noticeably free of perfume. Assassins were best served not smelling of pretty fragrances. “But I believe in you. I believe your magic will triumph. And I believe you have the courage to conquer any obstacle that gets in your way.”  
His breathing slowed. Her kind words had calmed him, at least marginally. “Thanks. And, I know, I tried to discourage you—rather strongly, let’s be honest—but now I’m facing this, now it’s right here in front of me, I’m glad you’re here. I’m glad I’m not alone.” Grimacing, he crinkled an anaemic smile, his system still shaky. “I’m glad you, and those two, have a listening problem.” 
She smirked. “You’re welcome. Now,”—she rose and walked hunched, behind the bushes’ cover to a nearby tree alcove, sitting within it – “we’ve ridden a night and a day, we had to climb that canyon, and tonight we sneak into the most dangerous place in the world, to try and assassinate the most dangerous monster who ever lived. Perhaps we should rest and take our mind off worries for a short while.” 
“Yea, ok, I think I do need to—” 
“Come here.” 
“Zora—” 
“Come lie in my arms. We’ll be scared together. Maybe comforting each other will breed much needed courage.” She beckoned with an embrace. 
“What happened to staying focused?” 
“I am focused. If tonight, my time is finished, if my star is destined to be snuffed, I don’t want my final memories to be just sludge, snake scales and clash of steel.” 
He exhaled through circled lips, bobbing his head side to side. “Well, I suppose when you put it like that.” A lukewarm breeze rustled the branches above, swaying their leaves. The sun’s rays were retreating as it began its lazy descent below decks. 
“Come on. Come here. I’d like to hold you. Strazar’s keeping an eye out for any intruders.” 
He drew a deep breath. If nothing else, it would distract him from anxiety. Plus, her reasoning was sound. Why not lie in the arms of a stunning beauty one more time? Perhaps it’d be the last pleasant thing he’d ever do. 
“Is that a command, Your Grace?” Temptation was tickling as he teased, enjoying her open arms, keen to be wrapped around him. 
“We’re not in my kingdom now. You have as much authority as me. It’s a polite request. Or can a lady not make a polite request of a gentleman? Of course, if you don’t want to,”—she looked away, rolling her eyes and huffing in feigned annoyance— “then I apologise. I had no idea I was so hideous.” 
Jack raised his eyebrows in a disbelieving frown. “I think we both know you’re far from hideous. Unless you start talking about eating people, which does make you quite a bit less attractive.” 
“Then I won’t broach that subject. Now, come lie here. I promise I won’t devour you.” 
“Well, since we might not see tomorrow.” He crouched, hunched, and moved into her welcoming arms. 
The thick material of their cloaks cushioned as they huddled in an alcove of dandelions and grass. Nature’s carpet was unkempt and clumped, providing welcome softness under Jack’s backside. Leafy scents blended with earthy wood as they nestled against bark and into green blades. 
Her words were soft as candy floss as she whispered into his ear, placing a fang on the lobe, clamping it with a tantalising sting. “There, that’s not so bad, is it?” 
“No, it’s not. Just don’t bite any harder. Those things are sharp.” 
She lifted the fang and pressed a hard kiss from cool lips, into the shell of his ear. “Is that any better?” 
He shivered. “It’s exciting. It makes me feel...” 
“Makes you feel?” 
Sighing, he wrapped his arms tight around her svelte waist, brushing her breastplate’s lower rim. “Honestly, I don’t know how I feel, half the time. My life is just a mess. Remember when you told me about the dark forest you ran into as a little girl, where you got lost, and met the lions?” 
She was kissing his head now, tenderly. “Of course.” 
“Sometimes I feel like that. A little lost child.” The backs of his eyeballs were rippling in stings as he ran a splinter glove over Dark Promise’s emerald pommel, staring at its furious swirls and crackles. “Sometimes, I feel like the chosen one.” He exhaled hard and thumped gnarly bark. “Sometimes I want to scream out and re-paint my whole life.” Breathing out in trembles, he dabbed at his lower eyelids with the leather-clad back of his hand, sniffing a sigh. “Sometimes I wonder why I was ever born.” 
“You were born for greatness, you’re just too modest to realise it. And a good thing too. I’m glad my partner in assassination is someone with modesty.” 
“You are?”
“Of course. Do you think I’d have even entertained this idea if you were some arrogant fool like Beloved Theodore?” 
“Fair point. I wonder if he’s still keeping the empress impressed, now he’s only got half his front teeth?” 
She smirked. “Do that impression of him again.” 
“My teef! Knocked out my teef, you baschtard!” 
They laughed quietly and hugged more as the shadows lengthened. Darkness, and the dangers accompanying it, were rapidly approaching. 




Chapter 41 


The sky was a dazzle of stars. Twinkling pinholes in the canvas’ loftiest reaches, they glinted and guided as Jack and Zora crept cloaked over shadowed meadow, towards an isolated-looking section of the palisade. Portal rays shone like shimmering lasers, beckoning Jack to make his journey home. 
The moon ruled the night though. Flexing its luminous pecs, it swaggered bright among the sparkles and fizzles. Looking up at its beaming circle—Jack often painted full ones in his works—he was reminded that even the moon had a dark side. 
There was evil within everyone, and sometimes it had to be unchained. He understood clearly now that some creations weren’t worthy of life. He’d created Anaconda, who was a schemer, a tyrant, and a murderer. Now Jack was determined to erase that mistake from the Painted Worlds, forever. He was ready to destroy. 
It was a sad fact to accept, but, at times, light wasn’t enough to vanquish the darkness. Good wasn’t always enough to defeat the bad. Sometimes fires were set to fight fiercer fires. Sometimes thieves were hired to catch greedier thieves. Perhaps a monster was needed to kill a worse monster. 
Jack ran his hand over the bandelier of powerful acid daggers strapped across his chest. He reminded himself that it had been his power which had forged them, just like it had the dark carpet they were treading and the star-blanketed sky they sneaked beneath. He was no weakling, despite being outnumbered by the clan and dwarfed by their chieftain. He held that thought firm in his mind. To survive the night and return to the real world, he was going to have to use his gift in the most ruthless fashion ever. Showing not one shred of mercy. 
Dull silver haze bathed Strazar’s jet black bulk. He was well-dressed for an assassin’s expedition. Golman was a ghost. Almost literally. “Zora,” he whispered as they slinked. 
She replied in equally hushed voice. “What?” 
“Where the hell is Golman?” 
 “No idea. I’m sure he’s being cautious though. Let’s worry about the matter at hand, shall we?” 
They approached within feet of the high, spiked trunks of the palisade. The acrid stench of excrement was already nauseating. “Ugh, why do they smear the tips in that stuff?” 
“Intruders may survive the initial stabs, but sickness takes them later. Just be very careful and use the splinter gloves to grasp the sharp points.” She was unwinding the black rope, swirling the grappling hook, and aiming upwards. 
He didn’t fancy climbing over jagged filth. “Leave the rope. I’ll throw a dagger into the wood. The acid will melt through it and make a hole.” 
She stopped her swirls and stepped closer. “Won’t that make a lot of noise?” 
“Not much more than the clink of a grappling hook.” Probably. “And anyway, I don’t fancy sneaking through the city with a wound full of dung, do you?” 
“If you’re absolutely sure then. Go ahe—” 
They heard a soft grunt, and a Grey sentinel lurched and landed square across the spikes, sending both Jack and Zora stumbling backwards with gaping mouths. Strazar returned the grunt. 
The upper half of the soldier’s mail and leather-clad frame was dangling limp. His hooded head and forked tongue both hung still. He was impaled on the spikes, but his boiled leather back was unpierced. 
Another grunt, rustle and chink of chainmail saw yet another Grey land and dangle the same. About half a foot apart from the first. Both were equally dead. It wasn’t the fall that had killed them. 
“I think we’ve just found out where Golman is,” whispered Zora. 
“How the hell does he do things like that?” 
“Who cares? It works for us. We’ve got corpse cushions now. Let’s use the rope. The hook makes almost no noise. Save your daggers.” 
Jack agreed. Every weapon might count. She twirled the slender rope, landing the grappling hook perfectly into the spikey gap between the two dead Greys. She gave it a firm tug and handed him it. 
“What about him?” he asked, pointing to Strazar. 
“It’s best he stays here. If he gets into a confrontation and roars, the whole city will be alerted. He’s a rampant warrior, not an assassin. Anyway, when it comes time for me to escape, he’ll be here, fresh, rested, and ready to gallop.” 
“Fair enough.” In the moonlight, all he could see was a hulking outline and two fierce eyes of orange. He stroked the velvet nose and coarse mane. “This is goodbye then, dear friend. No matter what happens in there, this is goodbye. It’s been an honour. Take care, ok?”  
The lion grumbled and nudged against him. There was a tinge of whine to his reply and a sting of sadness inside Jack. 
It was time to get on with it though. He climbed up and over, pressing on the dead sentinels once he reached the top. Perching and checking for the softest landing spot, he was pleasantly surprised to find more dead Greys piled on the sludge beneath him. Perhaps six or seven, laid in a heap, to break his fall. 
Crouched nearby, beyond any hues cast by the portal, behind a thicket of bushes, were eyes of ice. 
He dropped the rope back down to Zora and jumped onto the carcass trampoline Golman had prepared. Stumbling a little on landing, he rolled into thick mud, coating his cloak in grimy patches. Dammit. Back in the muck again. At least his boots were paint-enhanced this time. He strode across the surface with ease to meet Golman, giving him a rubbed chin in thanks. 
Zora followed, but once on top, she adjusted the grappling hook and slid down the rope in a smooth action, her gloves rasping against its fibres until her boots met the piled bodies below. Once again tugging the rope hard, she left it dangling, saying, “Ok, good. Hopefully I’ll still have all my limbs left to climb it with later.” She spoke in strained whisper, almost inaudible. 
Jack matched it. “At least that’s a simple climb. I’ve got to get up through that damn Sunspot. Assuming I have all my limbs left too.” 
“Then let’s tread carefully and make sure we both have all limbs and our heads, ok? Use hand signals as much as possible. Make words the faintest whisper.” 
“Ok, let’s go.”  
Golman prowling in silence behind them, they crept with painstaking stealth into the myriad mud pathways criss-crossing the city. Zora’s boot soles and cloak hem were already caking as they clung to shadow and avoided hazy light from torch baskets and portal rays. She beckoned him with two glove flaps and whispered, “Black blazes, this place is even worse than I imagined.” 
“It’s a bloody snake pit. What did you expect, the Grand Biarritz?” 
“What?” 
“Never mind. Just go slowly and be mindful of the noise when you walk. Believe me, I trudged the whole length of this city before, and it doesn’t get any easier.” 
“How come you’re stepping with no trouble now then?” 
“I painted my boots.” 
She huffed under her hood and continued the tiresome slog. “Nice to be a wizard.” 
Making slow but steady advance, they could see the mound and its ominous building in the not too far distance, but there was still plenty of pathway to go. There didn’t seem to be any patrols at all. Had Golman kil—
Creeping round a corner between two rows of grubby shacks, they came across a Grey coiled in a dark corner. Hood half back, his tuft-covered dome rested to the side, against a boulder. There was no movement. Another victim of the King of the Silent Killers. 
No. A snorted snore blasted from between reptilian jaws, followed by murmured words and grunts. Peering closer, Jack saw three large bottle shapes scattered on the ground nearby. Was it that same drunk he’d stolen the cutlass from before? Viper? 
An arrow zipped and crunched into his skull, fluttering in a fleeting twang as his tail and limbs spasmed, then fell limp, almost instantly. It was a breath-taking shot at a target blurred by darkness. 
Jack turned to see Zora sporting a freshly fired bow and grin. “Let’s hope Anaconda’s drunk too.” 
Oh well, adios Viper. At least she’d solved his drinking problem. 
On they went. Jack, in his painted footwear, had to slow his bolstered pace for Zora several times. His boots were made for walking, and that’s just what they’d do. Too fast for her though, as she trudged, trying to keep squelching sounds to a minimum. 
Zora slogged; Jack stepped like a cat. Golman, obviously, did too. 
They encountered scattered sentries here and there. Some sleeping, some awake. Shining Bite sliced, arrows sang, and claws cleaved. Those deep in dreams never awoke. The vigilant were gifted permanent rest. 
Their destination drew nearer. Anaconda’s giant hovel was close. A long winding path upwards seemed to lead the way. The huts lining its sides were marked with large numbers etched into their doors. He was catching nasty wafts of rotting meat and stale beer. Storerooms perhaps. If that was the case, then good. Less potential residents to wake as they made their way past. 
Grunts from the lion alerted Jack. A patrol of Greys was coming down the path. The first one they’d seen since entering. Not counting the dear departed, of course. They were far up, their hoods angled downwards as they slithered. Only four, weaving over the muck in a straight line, one behind the other. 
Jack had a surge of panache. Expert with the sling and a knapsack full of .50 calibre marbles, it was time to shine. He tapped Zora’s arm and pointed to a shadowed area at the side. She moved silently, hiding. The lion crouched nearby her too. 
Opening the bag, he took out the sling and a single stone. He dropped it into the eggcup-sized pouch and grasped the strap ends. Then, holding it high, and with a good view, from torch flames and portal hues, he wound it. Hard. Within a few seconds, it was whirling like a hurricane in his hand. 
The Greys descended closer, ambling, not alert to intruders. Perhaps they’d been on the rum too. He waited and aimed. Their heads bobbed side to side, virtually aligned. 
He loosed the projectile and it whipped up the hill with a Christmas cracker pop. One stone. Four snakes. All slumped lifeless in the muck with crunched skulls. 
Zora tapped him on the shoulder, sounding impressed. “Well struck! A shot for the scribes.” She caressed the sling pouch in her palm. “My bow’s a toy compared to that.” 
“Not a toy I’d like to be on the receiving end of. Keep it readied.” He placed the deadly leather sliver back inside the knapsack, but left the flaps open for quick access. 
They moved up the hill to the Grey corpses. The stone had passed clean through all four of their ugly mugs. The exit wounds were apple sized. Golman nudged and tugged their mortal remains into nearby shadows, and they continued on. Until they finally reached the giant door of Anaconda’s dwelling. A quick survey found it was the sole entrance. No way to sneak in more subtly. No other choice. He hoped it wasn’t locked, and that Anaconda was in a deep sleep. 
The door’s chunky handle was a ring the radius of a basketball. He twisted it one millimetre at a time, cringing at every iron squeak. The latch was heavy, but he could sense it scraping, moving upwards. Anaconda cared for neither armour nor locks, it seemed. After all, who would be crazy enough to break into his house? Yea. 
Contorting his whole body, calling on his muscles’ total support, Jack managed to lift and release the latch with minimal clunk. The door was open. Now came the avoidance of hinge creaks. He eased the heavy wood forward like it was a crystal glass filled with nitro glycerine. It was mercifully silent. 
They were in. Giant torch baskets in each far corner told him Anaconda was too. Coiled at the structure’s far side, on a straw bed the size of a squash court, the behemoth’s snoring sounded like a lumber jack fending off swarming hornets with a chainsaw. The fearsome Soulcleaver was sheathed and stacked against a nearby wall. Grumbling torch flames licked amber flickers across its shockingly broad surface. 
Jack’s heart was thumping under his armour. The house’s area was huge, and a broad stretch of stone separated him from the chieftain, but, if wakened, that massive tail would propel his hulking frame across in a blink. He focused on breathing and slapped his brain repeatedly with the reminder that he was the creator of this Painted World, not that vile creature asleep on grubby straw. 
The floor was, of course, grimy, and smelly, but also sturdy stone. He supposed it had to be, to support Anaconda’s tonnage. The main thing was, there would be no croaks from floorboards as they crept. 
Still on the periphery and unsure how to best dispatch the snoring colossus, Jack leaned close to Zora’s hood. “Let Golman do the—the, uh, lion’s share of the job.” He winced at his own words. This was no time for puns, unintended or not. 
She replied with strained eyes and gritted teeth. “Absolutely not. Revenge belongs to me.” 
“He knows what he’s doing.” They were having one of those vibrant discussions people sometimes hissed in libraries. Except in this case, rather than tell them to be quiet, the librarian would hack their heads off with an enormous meat cleaver. 
The white lion, whose paws and lower legs were blackened by sludge in various stages of wet and dry, stood stony and silent. Staring across at the straw bed’s occupant with icy eyes. His coolness shamed the cucumbers. 
“I didn’t come all this way, wading through all this filth, to—” 
“Ok, ok. Just keep the noise down.” 
There was no point in arguing with a stubborn Vampyra queen, especially when their current location was taken into consideration. Standing across from the world’s most murderous monster. 
Dropping her cloak to reveal a suit of sleekly fitted black steel, she cautiously removed her bow and quiver, placing them with care on the stone floor. She clasped Shining Bite’s grip, drawing the blade extremely slowly. 
Then she stopped. Looking down at the sword and then to Jack, fangs enlarged but uncertainty in her eyes, she whispered, “I worry this won’t be enough.”
Jack slid two acid daggers from the bandelier and placed them in her palms. Blades downwards, she tightened her clasp around their handles in miniscule squeaks of calfskin. 
“These have an appetite far fiercer than any normal blade. Now, listen, very carefully, ok? Plunge one into each of his eyes—or both into his throat—at the same time. It has to be at the same time. Then leap away, stand, and run. Fast. Ok?”
“Ok.”
He placed a firm hand on her shoulder. “Stab them at the same time, ok? And don’t wait there, not even for a second. You leap away, stand and run, fast, ok?” 
Her fangs were at full length as she replied in syllables slow and razor. “I understand.” 
She didn’t creep, but walked at a deliberately cautious pace, back straight and daggers raised. The mud was coming off her boot soles in clumps, giving way to tiny steel clinks. Anaconda’s snoring stopped. Now alongside his midriff, Zora froze. There was silence, save for low roar from the torch baskets. 
Jack slid out another acid dagger and held it high in shaky grasp. Ready to hurl. 
The snoring resumed. Never was such a racket so sweet. Jack lowered the dagger but kept it in hand. 
Taking more steps and standing above the chieftain’s straggle-haired head, Zora paused, readying to strike. The blades were both aimed downwards at his eyes. Down they came and—
Wham! Anaconda had a dagger of his own. For him it was palm-sized, which made it like a broad sword for ordinary people. He’d slammed it right through the lower half of Zora’s breastplate at the last second. The acid daggers dropped into deep straw as Anaconda withdrew the blade, leaving her slumped on the ground, convulsing and writhing. 
“No!” Zora needed help, fast, but Anaconda was right there, fully awake and uncoiled, his giraffe height nudging the rafters. 
The grim grin and leather belt tongue flicked out rapid malice. “Oops! Did I kill your little girlfriend? Don’t worry, you’ll soon be join—” 
Golman bounded, sprang, and clamped jaws on Anaconda’s dagger hand, tearing flesh, twisting his massive frost swathed head in circles. There was a crunch, a rasping scream, steel clanged on stone, and the snake titan’s two lower fingers were transformed into stumps. The main parts being in Golman’s mouth. He spat them out and pounced again, going for the eyes. 
Anaconda gripped the lion by the throat, struggling to hold him off as he swiped and gnashed at the Grey’s face. Their brawl blocked the way to Zora. She was still moving but both frequency and vigour were reducing quickly. Jack ran forward with the acid dagger raised, trying to aim at Anaconda, but any throw would have risked engulfing Golman in deadly explosion. He could have tried for further down the tail, but it was twitching and thrashing so quickly, any missed attempt could risk affecting Zora. 
The Grey bellowed a thundering hiss, flinging Golman at the wall with a force that shuddered the stones, causing a section to crumble, fall, and clump on the floor. The lion was stumbling, dazed, struggling to get up. Anaconda propelled forward, grabbed his mane, and slammed his body once more in the same way. Golman’s eyes were closing, his head was hanging limp. Anaconda grasped him by the mane again, hissing, “Now, time for you to die!” 
“Hey! Over here! Have some of this!” Jack had fumbled the acid dagger back into the bandelier and drawn Dark Promise. He launched it at Anaconda’s head. The chieftain smacked it away with a leathery backhand and sneer. “That doesn’t work, wizard, remember?” 
Dark Promise chimed off the stone and flew back into Jack’s palm like a magnet. Anaconda’s eyes bulged and he let go of the cat, who slumped on his side. The frost chest was still rising and falling, but he’d been knocked punch drunk by Anaconda’s hammers. 
“Even if I die, I will destroy you!” Jack’s heart was doing drag races. He clenched his teeth. Waiting for onslaught. His mind was grabbing for ideas, scanning for solutions. What was the best way to fight Anaconda? Spill his own blood yet again? 
No. He had to prove, once and for all, that he could defeat even the most brutal bully imaginable, with his own fighting abilities. Nobody was going to push him around, ever again. Neither in this world, nor the real one. He unclipped his cloak and kicked it to the side. 
The snake colossus faced him and stared, saying nothing. His grin grew to full breadth as he peered at Dark Promise with eyes black and tongue flickering. Jack held the blade ready to throw again. There was yet more silence. Crushingly so. 
His companions were splayed beside opposite walls of the room. The queen on one side and the king on the other. The lion was fighting to stand, only to fall flat again. Zora was still moving, but barely. The hourglass’s sand was draining fast. 
“New blade, wizard? That’s a fancy trick you do with it.” Wafts of rancid meat washed over Jack as he hissed in harsh breathes. 
“It’s not a fancy trick, my lord. It’s powerful magic. Maybe you—” 
Jack threw a surprise sword at Anaconda’s eyes. It missed the mark, but still landed with a fleshy thud, piercing his cheek, right through, to the hilt. He cursed and spat, the writhes of his tail sending puffs of grubby straw billowing into the air. Then, yanking it out drenched in red, he threw it with a raging shout, into the wall above where Zora lay. Savage force hammered and lodged it deep between gaps of stone block. Jack held his hand out, the sword strained and scraped, but it was stuck. 
Cheek pouring crimson, Anaconda bolted backwards and grabbed Soulcleaver, drawing it from its scuffed black scabbard, and holding the terrible rectangular blade out in front. “Mine’s not fancy, but it’s famed.” He pointed downwards with his cricket bat thumb, like snake Caesar. “It’s going to send you down where the light abandons all.” He fluttered his two remaining fingers across the air like living creatures. “But they won’t abandon you. They will flock.” Then he looked at the bloody stumps and snarled. “I’ll have that lion boiled alive. And then served to the hatchlings for breakfast. The Vampyra can be their dinner.” 
Jack slid an acid dagger from the bandelier. His hands were trembling, but he slapped out the words pointed and solid. “I killed Sidewinder, and I’m going to kill you. There’s no mercy for you. No hope. I’m going to destroy you.” 
The tongue flicked and he tilted his scraggles to the side, nodding. “More lies and empty talk, wizard? Well, you’re right about one thing: there’s no hope. For you!” 
He slammed Soulcleaver downwards in a hacking swipe. Jack rolled as the blade chimed and sparked on stone, coursing jagged cracks across the grimy surface. Vibrations rattled his boot soles. 
Jack launched the acid dagger at Anaconda’s sword hand—it had switched to the full-fingered side—and, as expected it was clashed away with ease. The eruption of an ultra-strong acid cloud less so. Fizzling stench coated and clung to Soulcleaver’s blade, devouring, and melting the top section. 
Anaconda recoiled from the deadly chemical, screaming at Jack. “What have you done to my bloody sword?” 
“The same thing I’m going to do to you!” 
Soulcleaver was an easy target. Mindful of safe distance every time, he drew and threw dagger after dagger between dodges, ducks, and rolls, emptying the bandelier as titan and painter circled in the house’s centre. With each deflecting clang, the acid exploded, feasting on the blade further. Thick globules of stinking steel were pooling on the ground. Anaconda had no choice but to swipe the lemon hued little knives away. Either that or melt himself. By the time all the daggers had done their work, Soulcleaver had virtually drooped to nothing, hanging limp from its tawny leather grip. 
The chieftain flung the remainder back onto his straw bed where it lay, crackling and disintegrating. His eyes glared. “That sword was precious to me, you little turd.” 
“The sound of it melting is a symphony.” 
“Whatever that means, it doesn’t matter. You don’t have any more of your concocted daggers.” He raised the hand that was whole and curled it into a mammoth hammer. “I’ll beat you to death instead. It’ll be just as satisfying.” 
Jack’s bandelier was empty, and his sword was stuck in the wall, but he had his sling. Reaching down to his knapsack with eyes on Anaconda’s fist, he picked up the leather sliver and grasped for a mar—
Anaconda stormed forward with a wrecking ball swing of blurred knuckle. 
Dodging, Jack stumbled and fell. His open knapsack smacked on the stone, and all the black marbles spilled, rattling, and rolling fast in all directions. Anaconda was readying for another swipe. There was no time to chase after the ammunition. 
He ducked again. The blows were lethal, but relatively slow. Anaconda only had to connect once though, and his story would end in mud and misery. 
Jack skipped back. He still had the sling, but nothing to fire from it. 
Gloating, the chieftain pointed to the slender leather hanging from Jack’s hand. “Going to strangle me with that, are you? You’re no wizard. You’re an alchemist, a trickster.” 
Jack looked to both his sides. Zora had stopped moving. Golman, woozy and slouched, would be tortured, and eaten. As for himself, he would be smashed to a bloody pulp by snake punches. 
He had no blade to shed his blood. He’d tried to beat the king of bullies in a fight, and he’d lost. Everything was lost. 
Hope was lost. 
Up in the wall above Zora, the tempest emerald was smoking, sparkling, and crackling, straining on its pommel.
Even Anaconda’s assault stopped as he squinted at wisps and hues. 
The gemstone cracked from its sword and flew into his grasp, pulsing, pouring smoke, rippling in glints. Pretty ammunition. Jack dropped it into the sling pouch and began whirling. 
The titan laughed heartily. Hysterically even. Rasping rumbles of cackling mockery as he contorted in laughter. “What do you think you’re going to do with that little pebble, boy?” 
Jack said nothing, just whirled the straps. Harder and harder. 
Anaconda lowered his fist and offered his forehead, bridge cable arms spread wide “Go on then, boy, but after this scratch, I’m going to beat you near death and feed you to the hatchlings alive. My patience is depleted.” 
“So is mine!” 
The straps were hurtling in a typhoon circle, the air within humming like high voltage cables. He took aim. Anaconda’s grin melted at the last second, but he had no chance to regret his hubris. Jack released the gem, which zipped in a line of laser green, striking the Grey’s forehead. Burning a hole straight into it. 
He crashed backwards and slumped, curling into a lifeless coil. 
Jack raced to Zora. Turning her in his arms, and cradling her, he was shocked to see her face contorted and body frozen stiff, only faint choking sounds straining from her lips. She was seconds from fading. He tore his sleeve upwards and placed his wrist in her mouth. Taking hold of her forehead and jaw, he clamped her fangs into his skin, piercing them deep, gritting his teeth as the needle-like pain seared. “Drink, drink.” The paint gushed, pouring into her mouth. After a few seconds, her gloved palms clasped his arm weakly, feeding, sucking as he held her bite pressed, grimacing at the stabbing stings. Tears dripping on her crumpled breastplate, brushing her hair, he wished with all his heart she would have another chance at eternity above ground. 
The guzzling ceased and her head fell back in his embrace, limp. Smoke oozed from her nose and mouth. He could hear crackles and pops coming from under her armour. Then they stopped. 
Her eyes stayed closed. She was silent. 
Golman had clambered up, staggered over, and was lapping at her face with all his remaining strength, nudging her body repeatedly. Jack gently bobbed her head up and down in his arm. “Say something! Say something!” 
Nothing. She was—
“Something.” Then, eyes slowly opening bright and smile breaking wide, she held out her hand and they clasped leather-clad palms. “That’s twice you’ve saved me now.” 
Jack breathed a long, hard sigh and ran his fingers across silky apricot. The lion nudged his nose and she stroked in reply. “You’re ok. Bloody hell, you’re ok. I thought you were gone.”  
“I was. Until your blood—paint, rather—replenished in a way no ordinary substance ever could.” Her voice drifted as she stared upwards. Not at the dusty rafters but into far distance beyond. “Stronger than blood, stronger than fire, stronger than existence itself.” 
He nodded to the stinking heap of dead snake flesh nearby. “I’m sorry I stole your revenge. I didn’t have much choice.” 
She sat up, remaining in his embrace while rubbing Golman’s blood-drenched jowls. “Don’t be sorry. Vengeance was always your right and yours alone. He stood no chance against you,” she said, eyes digging deep into his. 
“What are you talking about? He almost killed me.” 
“Almost. The same as last time you faced him. Same with the empress. Same with Sidewinder. Almost, almost, almost.” 
“What are you trying to say?” 
“My wits have sharpened. You’re no wizard.” 
“I know. I told you I wasn’t.” 
“When that paint poured down my throat, dragging me up from the darkness, protecting me from eternal death, it wasn’t just magic. It was the essence of everything. The essence of creation.” 
Jack looked away, mumbling down at his scuffed and muddy breastplate. “It’s just a gift I have, nothing more.” 
“Oh, it’s a gift alright. But your gift, it’s not just painting little things.” She circled eyes down to her body, around the room, and over to the slain Grey. Then they bolted onto his, locked firm. “It’s also painting big things.” 
He nodded and sighed. “Yes.” 
“The mystery behind Jack De Luca is revealed. The answer, I tremble to comprehend. The Greys’ fate is sealed, with you against—” 
The ground was quaking. The stone beneath them splintering, rupturing as the structure swayed and heaved. 
Zora sprang upwards, as did Jack. Holding onto a wall to steady herself, she darted wild eyes, horrified. “The Grey Snake,”—she stumbled into Jack, holding onto his shoulders— “it’s waking.” 
Teetering under rafter creaks, he scraped a smear of blood from his wrist and lurched forward, dabbing it on Golman’s sandpaper tongue, wishing him back to peak health. 
The lion would need all his energy to gallop Zora safely out of the imminent chaos and reunite with his brother. 




Chapter 42


Golman leapt, scrambled, and pinched Dark Promise between his jaws, before tearing it free from the shaking wall. 
“Thanks, now let’s get the hell out of here!” Jack sheathed the sword and ran with the lion and Zora in swaying stumbles, towards the door. The whole floor was rocking like a ship deck under siege from battering weather. The rafters were creaking, tired of their thankless burden. One—a massive chunky block—at the far side tumbled and battered against stone and straw in woody chimes. Easily enough weight to kill someone. 
Zora stopped beside the deceased Grey and drew Shining Bite, staggering, trying to keep balance, as she aimed her blade at the tip of his tail. 
“We don’t have time for that!” 
Ignoring him, she hammered the sword, bending and picking up severed snake meat the size of a full length of fillet. Bundling it into her knapsack, she simply said, “Dinner!” 
“Let’s—” 
“This might be re-usable.” She pushed a golf-ball sized object into his palm. It was the tempest emerald, covered in goo. Jack clasped it firmly in his glove. Its pulse was beating like a heart, thumping, alive. What shimmering weapon had he unwittingly created? He was extremely glad he’d decided to give it a coat of paint back in the Catacombs. 
Another rafter, this time close by, creaked and splintered, slamming feet from where they stood, knocking muddy clumps and dust into their eyes. The walls’ stones were crumbling, the structure was shrieking. Time to go. 
Zora skipped over her bow and quiver as they wrenched open the door. Trying to aim arrows was useless when the world was shaking like a jelly on a plate. 
They lurched out to the mound and a scene of chaos. The entire city was swimming in scales and slither. Their hovels creaking, screeching, and collapsing, the residents were escaping their own stronghold as fast as their tails could send them. A trio of Greys slicked up, bobbing on the quaking soil; swords drawn. One frantically hissed, “What are you doing here? Where’s Lord Anaconda?” 
“Down in the dark place,” said Zora. “Why don’t I send you to join him?” 
The same Grey, whose rasps seemed relatively refined, perhaps an officer, turned and screamed to the fleeing hordes around him. “Vampyra! We have a Vampyra!” 
He may as well have been shouting about free diamonds. Or anything. The rumbles and shakes, cracks of rock, the trees on hills uprooting and splintering, the palisade creaking and collapsing; those things tended to panic and distract. Torch baskets were tumbling, turning over the mud paths to cloaking darkness. The portals rays remained but their streak across the sky wasn’t enough. Black blazes burned bedlam within the shuddering City of the Grey Snake. The whole clan was deserting, in desperation, over crunched wooden pathways created by the collapsed palisade. 
Zora drew Shining Bite and shone. She clashed blades with the loudmouth, steel singing against a backdrop of star-spattered crash, crack, and curse, and then sliced at the base of his tail, relieving him of it, before spinning and severing his head with a vicious backhand. The other two charged in wobbly swipes, struggling to balance. She ducked one, gutted him, and readied for the other—
Golman clamped the remaining Grey between primeval knives and crunched, pooling the sludgy mound in snake blood. 
The entire city was swelling and falling in ever deeper waves. Zora sheathed her sword. Her and Jack faced each other, battling the underground movements, trying to stay on feet. 
“Time for you to go! You’ll find Strazar! Just go, get to safety!” 
She strode forward, slipping on the quaking muck. Jack grasped her arm, helping her up. Standing, she lunged and planted a hard kiss on his lips, probing, pressing a hungry tongue against his. It lasted a mere second, but it was welcome. A final embrace goodbye. 
Zora withdrew and clambered on to Golman, pointing behind him. “Go and finish that bitch, or everything is doomed!” 
Jack was bracing his legs in a boxer’s stance against the heaving vibrations underneath, still grasping the tempest emerald. It was rattling in his palm, searing with heat. “As you command, Your Grace!” 
“And you can be sure I’ll deal with Petronella and Ethedred!” 
He smiled and held up a palm of goodbye to Golman, coupled with a command. “Protect your queen! Go!” 
“Farewell, Jack De Luca, painter of worlds!”  
Off they galloped, down the hill and over a fallen chunk of the palisade’s wood; Zora lopping off heads for sport as the lion raced, weaved, and dodged between fleeing Grey soldiers. 
Staggering, Jack turned to see the ridge under the portal had risen. Fully. Into a writhing skyscraper of fang and fury.
The Grey Snake. 
Hood flared like a cobra, her eyes burned scarlet and scowling against a backdrop of star swathes and moonlight. The fangs were broad and long as—she was the biggest bloody snake in existence. That was all that had to be said about the Grey Snake. 
Massive chunks of the surrounding countryside had erupted. The Grey snake’s bloated length stretched for what must have been miles. 
The portal beamed nearby. He could find a way to get it through it, and not have to deal with the fight of his life. Anaconda had been a churlish little kid in comparison. 
No. If there was ever unbridled evil, it was embodied in that snake. The hatchlings had spilled daily, making the Greys into the threat they were. Now she was awake, she didn’t seem to give two shits about her city, about her clan. Her eyes burned for Jack, and Jack alone. She’d been asleep so long. Now Jack was going to put her back to bed. Permanently. 
He charged in stumbles and lurches, towards the mother of repugnance. The tempest emerald was billowing smoke, vibrating so hard his hand could hardly contain it. The pressure on his fingers was so intense, so numbing, even through the splinter glove’s robust covering. He released them, to see the jewel was thrashing, buzzing, and sparking in his palm. Its inner workings were churning, furious, like a tumultuous weather system constrained in precious stone; desperate to scream free. 
Hisses from on high were beckoning, desperate for murder. Ravenous. The Grey Snake’s breath was battering the ground around him, flinging mud in every direction. Forcing acrid stench into his nostrils and throat. He clenched his teeth, scowled at scarlet and grey, and knew his will was stronger than hers. 
He was going to unchain evil. He was going to release the monster within to vanquish the monster without. He was going to destroy the Grey Snake. 
Clouds were clumping, bundled in black and riddled in lightning. Emerald, ruby, sapphire, diamond; their rampant dazzles put even the moon in its place. Flashes flared above the Grey Snake, wrapping the sky in torments of bellow and wail. 
The tempest emerald drew Jack’s hand upwards, like a magnet, forcing his arm stretched straight. He didn’t fight it. In fact, he welcomed the coming birth. 
A sapphire strike hit the gem, tearing electrical force across his body, shuddering muscle, nerve, and bone alike. He screamed, his body knocked rigid, and arms splayed wide. Another strike, this time ruby, flashed and seared, engulfing him in hellish vibration. Another, and another, and another. They hammered his palm until the gem he held exploded, showering him in glittering shards. 
Everything went black. 
Then he opened his eyes again. The sky was still a tsunami of turmoil, the Grey Snake’s hisses still ravaged the air. He was still determined to end the monstrosity spitting before him. 
Something was different though. He looked down at the ground. The fleeing Greys were like ants. He saw amongst them two moving dabs of black and white, upon one of which sat a dot of apricot. 
He waved and grinned. “See that? Now that’s a proper looker, that is.” The words poured, husky and muddled. He controlled them, but they were alien, spilling unfamiliar. Like being heavily drunk, but he hadn’t touched a goblet. 
Jack faced the Grey Snake, who was now chest level, and said, “Can’t say the same for you now, can we? No wonder you kept that ugly mug hidden. Bloody hell. Not enough cognac in the world, love.” 
The snake replied with a drawn out, bellowing hiss, which smacked his face in rancid blast. 
“Oh, where are my manners?” He took a bow on steady feet. The shuddering movements of ground were now mere trembles under his boot treads. “Lord of the Painted Worlds. Pleased to make your acquaintance.” He drew Dark Promise, which sang the song of a thousand swords. “Now, unfortunately, due to popular demand, I am gonna have to kill ya.” 
The Grey Snake slithered, circling him. Meadow, forest, and hill were being dragged and shrugged off like bed clothes. 
“Now, we can do this the easy way,”—he tapped Dark Promise’s blade— “or the hard—” 
The Grey Snake lunged, plunging fangs through his leather-clad forearm. The sword toppled from his grasp, crunching the ground, burying itself halfway to the hilt. 
He barraged the back of its hooded head with a hammering splinter glove, and it let go, recoiling, hissing, slithering again, repositioning. 
“The hard way it is then.” He curled both titanic hands into fists. “Any last words?” 
The Grey Snake hissed. 
“That it? Bloody hell. Like a broken record, ain’t ya?” 
The snake swung its head in a hammer blow, knocking his side and sending him scraping across countryside, tearing hill tops as he skidded. Standing, he held his guts in grimace. The breastplate had stopped most of the blow but couldn’t defend against battering vibration. “Wasn’t very nice, was it?” 
Another strike fired forth. Fangs sank into his hand, piercing right through the splinter glove’s chainmail backing. Again, he punched and punched, cursing. 
The snake pulled backwards, circling yet again. She propelled forward, swiping her head, connecting with his hip, spinning him in staggers. 
Then she coiled around his arm, squeezing, the tightness like a merciless vice. “Ya bitch! I’m gonna have ya, I’m gonna have ya!”
They tumbled and rolled, fangs stabbing deep and writhing muscle contracting even tighter.
The roll knocked them across miles of meadow, river, and trees, and then off the Grey Canyon, thudding them into the plains below. He fought to his feet, ravaged both by fangs and his own fury. “Two can play at that game!” 
Jack sank his jaws into the Grey Snake’s head. Ripping scale and flesh, crunching down on bone. Screaming in devilish defiance, his teeth plunged, clamped, as he tasted gooey iron and earthy scale. He tore off a chunk of flesh and skull, spitting it, then doing the same again to cleanse his tongue of rotten snake taste. 
The Grey Snake’s head was spinning, the eyes woozy. He’d chewed out part of its brain. Jack clenched fists and hammered its gruesome head further. Jab, hook, jab, hook. The snake was swaying but not in defence. From the force of his blows. Pouncing, grabbing its upper neck in both gloves, he smashed it to the ground, squashing trees like grass blades under their combined weight. 
He thundered its skull off the plains again, its hood had retracted, the scarlet eyes were vacant. He’d make sure. He lifted and battered, repeatedly. The ground they fought on was crushed, cracked as he punched and slammed, over and over until his arms and lungs ached and begged for rest. 
The Grey Snake dangled limp in his grasp. He shook it. “Anyone home, love? Looks like you’re back to sleep. Sweet dreams.” 
The bulky snake was hanging heavy, like a fleshed-out firehose. He had an idea. He could kill two birds, but not with a stone. “Come on, love. We’re going for a little jaunt.” 
And off he strode with the dead Grey Snake slung over his shoulder, its excess trailing far behind. Pounding the ground, every stride covering massive distance, he jogged towards his targets. First stop was the Crags. He took hold of the snake carcass and raised it over the Crag Kingdom. 
Then he brought it down like a hammer. Crags splintered and cracked. Their jagged peaks weak under the battering weight of the deceased Grey Snake. He slammed it again, and again, and again. Until the Crags were a pile of rubble. 
Jack saw miniscule figures, moving from among the ruins. He stooped. One was a dot of black riding a dab of sand. Interesting. 
Scooping the figure in his palm, he saw it was a little rhino, the size of a penny. With a rider even smaller. He chuckled, tapping his index up and down on the rhino’s tiny horn. “Well, ain’t you adorable. What’s your name then, little fella?” 
He could hear squeaks coming from the rider. Almost inaudible. He held the little blighters close to his ear. He could just make out the words. “Bastard! I am the queen!” 
Jack stood up straight. The ground was extremely far below. “Well, that’s charming, that is. Think I’m done talkin’ to you.” He tossed the rhino and rider away casually, high into the air, and moved on to his next target, dragging the dead snake once more on his shoulder. 
He reached the Empire City. The palace sat far above on a spacious hill. A nasty cow lived in there, surrounded by a bunch of wankers. 
Using the Grey Snake’s lifeless head and upper body, he swung hard, multiple times. The palace was crushed, levelled beyond recognition. “You called me a little monster. Guess you were half right.” 
Tired of carrying the damn snake’s dead weight, he dropped it and jogged back to the portal. With each stride, as he drew nearer, his size reduced. Until, standing beside its golden fizzles, he’d shrunk to perfect height for jumping through it. 
So he did. 




Chapter 43 


Jack burst through the portal and tumbled onto wooden flooring. 
Despite the hard landing, its varnished surface was cotton wool compared to the writhing blows and stabbing fangs of the Grey Snake. Muscles and mind still alight, fizzling from the fight of his life and dazed from the monstrous stupor that had consumed him, he stumbled up, taking deep, steady breaths, and realising he was in a huge dining room lit by golden hues oozing in from two open double doors. He didn’t recognise the place at all. It was obviously part of a fancy property though. The room’s size said that was certain. 
Something else was also abundantly clear: he was stark naked. The clothing he’d been wearing—all products of the Painted Worlds—had disintegrated upon his departure from the canvas. 
That was a problem. He decided, wherever he was, to make finding clothes his top priority. 
Looking up at the painting, he noticed the two lions were positioned just as he’d first depicted. That was about all that remained of the original. The valleys were cracked and crumbling, the crags smashed into a sea of gravel, and, most strikingly, a new landmark dominated the landscape. An enormous sword standing straight, buried halfway between hilt and tip. Dark Promise. It had remained in its colossal form. The mighty tempest emerald was missing from atop the grip, but the black blade stood as a beacon of both celebration and warning. 
Strazar and Golman’s gazes flared within bodies painted frozen, ferocity tinged with sadness. He raised a palm. “Take care, you two. You look after your queen, always, ok? Keep her safe.” Closing his hand into a fist, he clenched it high, saying, “Farewell then, Your Majesties. Enjoy eternity.” 
Goodbyes having been said, Jack focused his mind on the current reality. He sneaked through the massive house’s ground floor, conscious of any croaks the wood beneath might speak. Sparse lighting spawned cover of shadows as he crept. After carefully creaking open a few doors, he found what seemed like a guest room. Sliding drawers in and out slowly, his sight guided only by silver glow hazing through the window, he came across some cotton pyjama bottoms and a plain white vest. Not great, but better than his birthday suit. He drew the drawstring tight, tied it and moved further through, towards vapours of cooked meat and seasoning. 
Entering the kitchen, he saw, and smelled, that someone had devoured half a side of roast beef with all the trimmings. A couple of potatoes, crisped at the sides and herb-encrusted, had been spared and were growing soft in an oily pool of green speckles. He picked one up and chewed. It was still warm, with well-balanced herbs. Appetite wasn’t exactly forefront in his mind, but the extra energy could be needed. 
As might the carving knife. 
It lay beside the roast tray, still glistening with juice dribbles on its long, sharp blade. He grabbed a dish towel and gave it a wipe, making sure the grip wasn’t greasy. Knife clasped, he continued in stealth. 
He slinked into a decadently furnished living room. A wine-coloured leather armchair with broad seat was positioned beside the fireplace, not long set. Sparking and crackling, flames licked the logs’ sides in ever growing roars. Someone would be back soon. A full bottle of fine cognac and glass sat on a table beside the chair, alongside an ash-smattered crystal ashtray. Peppery sweet cigar odour clouded the air. A wretched reek that made Jack grind his teeth. He was still unsure of the homeowner’s identity, but an inkling was itching, twitching his already fraught nerves. 
Jack took a cautious check around the room, then picked a hiding spot behind a sofa’s chunky cover. He lay in wait for whoever would turn up. Cloaked in shadow and clutching the carving knife. 
Eventually, someone entered, clicking buttons on a sound system. Viola and cello rose and dipped, gliding around and over leather. Soft shuffles of slipper, squeak of seat and plunk of cork from glass signalled his company was enjoying the fire’s soothing heat. 
Still obscured by darkness, Jack emerged to see Hendy, sitting in a jet velvet smoking jacket and matching trousers. Sipping cognac and staring wistfully into the flames, he was swaying his bulbous bald head to gentle melodies weaving their way through the airwaves. 
Jack stepped closer, knife at his side. “Enjoying the good life now, I see.” 
Hendy bolted upright, his cognac splashing and dripping on the finely woven rug beneath. “Jack! What the bloody hell? How did you get past the security system?” His strained, croaky tone was rippled with shock, gawking at Jack standing there in pyjamas and a vest. Grasping a massive knife. 
“What does it matter? I’m here now.” 
The fire’s increasingly bright shine was sending glints across the carving knife. “Put down the knife, Jack.” 
“And why would I want to do that?”
Hendy clunked the glass on the side table, edging a fraction closer to its central drawer with his palms raised and open. “Let’s talk. Talk about your mum.” 
Jack nodded. “Ok, good idea. Let’s talk about her. I’ll hang on to this though.” 
“Ok, just stay calm though, yea? We can sort this out. So, your mum”—eyes darting back and forth between the table drawer and Jack’s, his words were rapid, unfocused, as his heavy frame shifted inch by inch— “was a lovely woman. We got on very well, we did, me and her.”  
“Funny, she always told me otherwise. Compared you to an attack dog, as I recall.” 
“Nah, that was just her messing—” Lunging, he flung the drawer open and drew out a pocket revolver, pointing it at Jack with an excitable aim. Abruptly smug, he smirked and said, “Looks like you brought a knife to a gun fight.” His words turned hard as ice and twice as frosty as he cocked the handgun’s hammer. “Now, drop that bloody knife.” 
Jack stared into the flames. They were roaring high and hellish. He looked down at his blade, then back to Hendy, shaking his head. “Nah, I don’t think I will.” 
“No problem, you can talk to your mum in person. And Ramon and those other wankers. Bye!” Hendy pulled the trigger and the hammer released. 
The result was a tiny metallic click. And another. And another. Until the cylinder had twirled full circle with no noise but Hendy’s curses filling the air. 
Jack pointed to the broad face of the room’s grandfather clock and its rhythmic tic-toc. “You don’t think much of me, do you? I’ve been in this room for over half an hour me old China.” Holding up his free fist, he gave it a gentle shake, then opened his palm to show Hendy the five vital parts his weapon was missing. Taking a few steps sideways with his stare still fixed on Hendy, he dropped the bullets into the wicker log basket. They fell in brassy rattles through splintered gaps, settling at the basket’s base, under a bulky pile of chopped wood. 
“Jack, come on—” Hendy’s face had rapidly transformed from grinning to aghast. 
“If you’d only had a gun like Arthur’s, you could have at least thrown it at me. But that piddly little thing? So, Ramon and the others? I take it you didn’t fancy sharing the swag then?” 
Hendy put the revolver on the table and gulped his large glass of cognac in one. He wiped his mouth with a strong gasp. “Greedy bastards. Bunch of bloody rabid dogs the lot of them. They needed put to sleep.” 
“And you don’t? You murdered my best friend and betrayed everyone you knew, over money. My mum didn’t go to America, did she? Was that your doing too?” 
“Now, Jack, wait. Listen, ok? That wasn’t me. Your dad did that. He did it in cold blood. He said he’d planned it for years. I only helped him clean up the kitchen.” 
Jack snorted. “He’d planned it for years?” 
“Yea, years. God’s honest truth, I swear. He got what was coming to him, didn’t he? And you’re right, your mate didn’t deserve what happened, just cause he sorted me out. But he busted me up really badly. Internal bleeding, broken bones. I’m still not right. Lucky if I can walk round the garden these days. I was angry. But you’re right, it was wrong. Forgive me, Jack, for old time’s sake, eh?” Hendy’s pleading washed over Jack. The desperate lies of a scumbag were worth nothing. 
Forgiveness for Jaheem’s murder was a far-flung planet. 
“Arthur was a terrible father. I’m glad I found a new one, a good one. But even he was able to keep his word that one time. And you ended up killing him. As for my mum, she was pretty awful too, but she didn’t deserve to disappear like that. What did you do with her?” 
“Your dad, he”—Hendy shook his head, in a pathetic attempt at sad pretence— “he insisted she be, disposed of thoroughly, so nobody would ever find her. That’s what Ramon told me. He had Ramon do it all. I had nothing to do with it, Jack.” 
Jack tightened his grip on the carving knife, feeling his muscles flex powerful and taut. “Of course you didn’t.” 
Hendy’s brow was dripping, eyes wide and fearful. He blurted, “And—and he wanted to get rid of you too, but I convinced him. I said no, Jack’s a good lad, he’s done no harm to nobody. I managed to persuade him. I saved your life, Jack. I saved your bloody life.” 
“My saviour.” 
“It’s the God’s honest truth. Swear on my life.” 
Jack chuckled and shrugged. “I’m afraid your life isn’t worth much now,”—he gestured with his free palm around the room— “despite all this.” He glanced down at the knife. “Any other sob stories you want to tell? Or are you done?” 
Hendy was struggling to keep the shakes from his answer. “Jack, come on, we both know you haven’t got it in you.” 
He shook his head slowly, raising the blade. Flame reflections danced on greasy steel. There was still a glisten of juice around the tip. Remnants of some poor animal, slaughtered to satisfy the appetites of a snake. “You’d be surprised what I’ve got in me.” 
“Jack, come on, for old time’s sake, eh? I was like an uncle—” 
Steel ended Hendy’s protests. 




Chapter 44  


Jack was in a joyless mood and a jacuzzi. 
It had been months since he’d returned to his palace. A call made from one of Hendy’s burner phones had seen Jack picked up by Harbir in a modest car and ferried back discreetly to the Scottish Highlands. Hendy’s swanky new mansion had, fortunately, turned out to be in an isolated corner of the remote borders between England and Scotland, so everything had gone unnoticed, and the journey had been relatively short. 
The headlines about Hendy’s demise didn’t surface until weeks later. He must have lain for a long time before someone discovered him. Jack didn’t give a damn. The chapter was complete and would remain a mystery. Harbir, who had also been close friends with Jaheem, acted as if the incident had never happened. 
Promise fulfilled. 
As for the painting, the police had been unable to verify Hendy’s legal ownership, and, after a lengthy investigation, had—along with many other valuables found in the mansion—declared it stolen goods, eventually returning it to Jack. It now hung in a quiet corner of the Gallery of Galleries, shuttered, bolted with huge padlocks, and sealed in several inches of reinforced glass. He’d miss Zora and her lions, but he had no desire to ever be tempted back to where savagery was the norm. The most terrifying example of which had erupted from within himself. 
A couple of weeks after returning to Scotland, he’d considered painting Jaheem, but the last time he’d tried to recreate a loved one, it hadn’t worked out well. The words from Dante’s final letter—the ones he should have listened to—stayed clear in his mind: You may be thinking you can solve this situation by painting me. Do not. 
Loved ones die and are lost forever. Life had humbled him yet again with that brutal fact. 
Now, on his bedroom terrace, soaking in a hot tub the size of most people’s living rooms, he stared at the stars through teary gaze and wondered why a gift so extraordinary had soured into such a curse. It should have all been so wonderful. 
Behind him, beyond the broad glass panels, he heard faint vibrations from someone knocking on the bedroom door. 
“Yea?”
“It’s me. May I come in?” It was Miss Karlsson’s voice. 
“Go ahead.” He wasn’t in the mood for civil chit-chat, but for her, he’d dig deep. Turning in the tub to face her, he made sure adequate layers of bubbles were preserving his modesty.  
Miss Karlsson strolled across Persian rug, her high heels poking into its rich fibres as she approached the terrace with shapely legs. His crush on her had lessened, but not evaporated. 
Walking through the open glass door, she stopped and raised an eyebrow. “Sorry for interrupting. Would you like me to come back once you’re dressed?” 
Jack stretched his forearms out, scanning the mess of burns and scars made shiny by liquid. “Am I so awful to look at?” 
She smiled and sighed. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.” 
He slid further under the warm water, enjoying the massage of jets and bubbling froth until only his head and neck were visible. “I think you’ve seen my face before. No big deal.” 
She nodded. “Fine. Now,”—she folded limber limbs across her business jacket— “this is going to sound extremely strange, especially with it being late at night, but there’s a young boy here, asking to see you. Just a schoolboy, around fourteen or so. I get the feeling he’s homeless.” 
Jack jolted, the water increasing in heat against his body. “A boy? What’s he look like?” 
“Honestly? Quite a bit like you. But blonde, and”—she pursed her lips then sighed, seeming confused— “he says he’s your brother. I always thought you were an only child?” 
His cheeks and forehead were glowing, his breath quickening. Agitated, he wanted to launch out of the jacuzzi, but was mindful he had nothing on below. “Miss Karlsson, if you could please go back to the reception area and keep an eye on him, I’ll be dressed and down very soon.” 
As soon as she’d left, Jack sprang, hastily towelling off the bubbles, shaking with rage as he brushed them clear. He dried his hair then threw on jeans, t-shirt and trainers and strode out to meet his so-called brother. 
That little rat, Elijah. 
[image: image-placeholder]“Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” Jack screamed, spitting flecks and pinning Elijah’s unkempt mop against marble as he clutched him by the throat. Elijah’s clothes were grubby, trainers scuffed and grimy. One eye was puffy, ringed in faded shades of purple. There were wafts of acrid reek rising from his grass-stained jeans. 
Jack didn’t give a damn. 
Face sullen, words weepy, he looked away, saying, “I know, I screwed up so badly.” 
“Badly? Badly?” He clunked Elijah’s head against the wall, causing him to draw breath through gritted teeth and grimace. “My friend’s in the ground now! And you helped put him there!” 
A gentle palm clasped Jack’s shoulder. It was Miss Karlsson. “Jack, please. This isn’t the way. At least take your hand off his throat.” She pressed his skin and stared into his eyes. “Please. He’s just a child. You’re scaring me.” 
He took a deep breath, released his clutch, and turned to the throng of burly security guards now surging close behind, crowding the palace’s entrance corridor. “Get this piece of shit off my property.”  
A trio of large lads in sharp black suits stepped forward to grab him when Elijah blurted, “I saved your life!” 
Jack held up his hand in a stop motion. Security paused, stony faced and waiting for instructions. 
“What did you say, you lying little rat?” 
“It’s no lie. When they had their guns turned on you. The fire extinguisher, remember? I fired the powder at them. Helped you escape. I saved your life.” 
“How do I know that was you?” 
“I saw how you escaped,”—he rubbed his throat, teary-eyed— “right before I had to run for my own life. I couldn’t believe my eyes.” 
“Whatever you think you saw, you’re mistaken,” he snarled above an icy stare, conscious that a legion of ears was listening in a lengthy line behind him. There were now only two people with knowledge of his cursed gift, and he wished even they would develop amnesia. The last thing he needed was rumours flying around the palace, about his abilities. 
Elijah looked into Jack’s eyes. The tone was neither threat nor barter. “I saw what I saw. Not my business, but I did save your life.” He held his palms high. They were trembling. “Look, I don’t want anything from you, except a safe place to sleep. I’ll work for it, I promise. Please, I’ve got nowhere else to go.” 
Miss Karlsson leaned forward, her nose brushing Jack’s ear as she whispered, “What would Dante do?” 
He scowled and sighed hard. “Oh, thanks for laying that on me. Thanks a lot. You’re a real humanitarian.” 
“He’s just a schoolboy. He’s got nowhere else to go. And he’s your brother, isn’t he, for God’s sake?” 
Jack took a deep breath and blew it out through clenched teeth while glaring at Elijah’s glum face. “Ok, then, fine. In that case, I hope you liked your stint as a waiter. Miss Karlsson, sort him out with a housekeeping uniform and the smallest bedroom you can find. And keep him the hell out of my sight, at the other side of the palace. I don’t want to lay eyes on him!” Jack turned to leave, then did an abrupt turn yet again. “And you listen to me: if so much as a toothbrush goes missing around here, you’re out the door in five seconds. Is that clear?” 
“Clear. Thank you, Jack. And”—he stared down at the floor, words muddling into mumbles— “I’m sorry, you know, for your friend.”  
He wagged his finger in rapid flusters. “Don’t you open your mouth about him! Just shut up! And stop calling yourself my brother!” 
With that, Jack stomped off down the corridor, barging his way through a huddled sea of security guards who were desperately trying to get out of his way. 




Epilogue 


Jack was in awe. 
He hadn’t realised any man could be so strong. Jaheem, Dante’s bodyguard, was lifting dumbbells paired in circular black chunks twice the size of Jack’s head. 
Shy, he’d sneaked into the gym and hidden behind an exercise bike to see the giant do his amazing weightlifting. He could only dream of being that powerful. Some people were born with all the luck. 
“You know, I see you hiding there.” Jaheem’s voice was strained as he spoke, doing another arm curl with a weight that was probably four Jacks compressed into lead block. 
Jack emerged from his hiding spot, a little sheepish, but keen to talk with the strongest man ever. “Wow! You saw me? Have you got special vision?” 
Jaheem bent and clunked the two enormous weights from his hands. Even from a couple of inches drop, Jack heard them thud hard onto the matting, sending a vibration across his trainer treads. Turning and chuckling, Jaheem pointed around the room and said, “No, but this place has a few mirrors. You interested in working out?”
“With those? No way! They weigh more than me!”  
Mopping his dripping brow with a towel and smiling broadly, he replied, “A lot more, but that’s not important. I was thinking something smaller.” He stepped closer and nodded at Jack’s body. “You can build your physique up; it just takes time.” 
He stared down at his skinny limbs and frail chest. “Well, I’ll never have muscles like you, will I? I wish I could.” 
“And I’ll never paint like you, but I wish I could. Everyone has their gifts.” He stepped right beside Jack, smiling, and towering like an oak tree with beaming white teeth.  
He had to crane his neck to reply. “I wish I’d had your muscles at school.” 
Jaheem stooped. Even squatting, he was taller than Jack. Sweat and deodorant were squabbling. “I see. And why’s that?” 
He sighed. “I just feel like I’m not a proper boy, cause, you know, I was bullied a lot and I never fought back.” 
Jaheem placed damp fingers the size of bananas on Jack’s skinny shoulder. “Anybody can be bullied. Doesn’t mean you’re not a proper boy, or later, a proper man.” He pointed to a polished wooden bench beside the wall, nearby. “Come on, let’s sit. I’m tired”—he blew a hard exhale— “and those weights never get any lighter.” 
They sat on the bench. It stayed silent under Jack but creaked complaints for Jaheem. 
“Well, I don’t mean to be rude, but I don’t agree. I don’t think anybody can be bullied. Only weak people.” 
“Is that so? What if I told you, at a point in my life, when I was fully grown, this size, with all these muscles, I was bullied every day.” 
“Sorry, Jaheem, that can’t be true. Nobody could bully you.”
“You think so? Why’s that?”
“You’re too big. Like a superhero or something. You’re invincible.” 
Still mopping his face, and now arms and hands, he snorted. “Invincible. I like that. If only it were true.” He drew a massive palm over Jack’s head, massaging the hair. “You’re a good kid, Jack. I knew it from the moment I first saw you. But being big doesn’t stop you from being bullied.” 
He liked the strong but soft ruffles of Jaheem’s palm. They said he meant something, to have the attention of the world’s strongest man. But he had to voice his disagreement. “Sorry, but I think you’re just saying that to make me feel better. I can’t believe it.”
“How so?”
“Because, if you’re as big as you, people are scared. They don’t want to make you angry.”
Jaheem stood and picked up his sports bottle, again sitting onto groaning wood and plucking the plastic top upwards with his teeth, glugging and gasping. “Sometimes. But sometimes, the bigger you are, the more people want to bully you.” 
“But that doesn’t make sense.” 
“People rarely do. Remember when your father and his friend—what was his name?” 
“Hendy.”
“Ah yes, the steroid knuckle duster thug. A nasty piece of work. Remember when they wanted to fight me?”
“Yea. That was crazy.”
“And am I bigger than your dad or his gold toothed friend?”
“Of course! You’re bigger than everybody.”
“But they still wanted to fight me.” 
Jack was starting to understand Jaheem’s point. “Well, I don’t think my dad likes to admit he’s weaker than anyone. No matter who it is. One time, I saw him fight six policemen who came to the house with a piece of paper from a judge. They said they were looking for stolen TVs. He gave two of them bloody noses and knocked one’s front tooth out. And Hendy, well, my mum said he’s a vicious rottweiler.” 
“I agree with your mum. Some men—and, admittedly, even some women—are like that. It’s not a good thing though, to want to be a tough guy, to fling your fists carelessly. You lose control, you can lose everything in an instant. How old are you?” 
“Eleven.”
“A good age to start trying new things. Want to try arm wrestling?” 
“With you? You’ll break my arm!”
Jaheem rubbed his forehead sweat free again and shrugged rippling shoulders the size of bowling balls. “Of course not, don’t worry. I’d never break the arm of a good guy like you, and anyway, Dante would be furious at me, for hurting his dear apprentice.” He rubbed Jack’s crown. “And I would deserve his anger too. So, want to try?”
“So you can pretend to lose? I’m not that stupid, Jaheem. Maybe one of the wrestlers on TV could beat you, maybe, if they were having a good day, but me? It’s like a chicken fighting a lion. No chance.” 
[image: image-placeholder]Their hands unclasped. Jack’s hand was about the size of Jaheem’s thumb. Jack had pushed with his whole body, against Jaheem’s tree-trunk arm. The struggle had ended as expected, with Jack winning and Jaheem conceding, unconvincingly. 
Breathing heavily from the exertion, Jack raised an eyebrow. “I know you let me win, you know. I’m not daft.” 
Jaheem shrugged and answered with a wet click from his cheek. “Maybe I went a little easy on you, but I was tired from the workout. These muscles can only take so much.” 
“But you still let me win.” 
“Ok, ok, so maybe I let you win. But one day, when you’re ready, if you want, we’ll have a contest of strength, and I won’t even think about going easy on you. Deal?” 
“Deal, but I think I’ll die.” 
“Die? Come on. Best friends don’t kill each other, do they? He opened his massive palm, waiting for Jack’s to join it.” 
“Best friends? Really?” 
“Really. You’re a cool guy, Jack.” 
“I am?” 
“Definitely. Dante says you might—and remember, I’m saying might—be the greatest painter who ever lived. Why wouldn’t I want to be best friends with a guy destined for such fame?” Jack placed his palm within Jaheem’s. It was like a baby trying to clutch a catcher’s mitt. Jaheem tightened his grip gently. “Best friends, now and forever.” 
“Now and forever? Promise?”  asked Jack. 
“Now and forever.” He ruffled Jack’s hair again and planted a soft kiss on his crown. “Promise.” 
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