

[image: Cover Image]




[image: image]




For Bev and Dennis

There for every step of the journey



Contents

Title Page

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

About the Author

Hachette Australia

Copyright




Chapter One

‘There’s nothing here. Nothing green, no sign of animals, nothing. It’s like this part of the world is dead.’

Quinn Freeman shuddered at Ash’s words. Dead. That’s exactly what it looked like: bare rocks and shifting sands that stretched away towards a craggy, desolate mountain, the top of which was lost in dark, threatening clouds. Even the air smelt stale, with a tang of burning embers, coating his throat and making his eyes water all the time.

Ever since that first day when he’d been chosen for this crazy quest to map the world and prove it wasn’t flat, he’d been waiting with dread to arrive at this place. For surely this was the end of the world? The only thing missing was Genesi, the fire-breathing dragon who awaited anyone silly enough to sail this far.

It wasn’t that long ago that Quinn had decided that he had nothing to fear from Genesi. That the dragon was a mere story, and that people – such as the Gelynion explorer Juan Forden, who had kidnapped Quinn – were more to be feared. Now he was not so sure, and he was keeping a wary eye on that forbidding mountain, and the wreaths of dark smoke that encircled it.

The rocky shore looked yellow in the dying light of the sun; pale gold turning to burnished bronze, like the famed loganstones mined in a secret corner of Verdania. A breath of air ruffled Quinn’s dark hair as he scanned the barren coastline, searching for something – anything – that could be eaten. All he could see were the strange piles of long white teeth dotted at intervals along the sand. Cast-offs from Genesi?

A deep growl to his right startled him.

‘What was that?’ he asked, turning to face his friend Ash, who was now slumped morosely over the rail beside him.

‘My stomach,’ she muttered, blushing.

Quinn managed a laugh. ‘And here I was thinking girls were such dainty creatures …’

Ash thrust her elbow at him roughly, catching him on the side of the jaw. ‘Ow,’ he said.

‘Don’t mess with me when I’m hungry, Quinn.’

He rubbed his jaw ruefully, knowing that he’d deserved the jab. Weeks of surviving on little more than gruel-flavoured water had left everyone on board the Libertas on edge. And Ash had even more reason to be anxious than the rest of the crew.

Quinn looked at her now, so skinny that her cheekbones seemed to slice across her skin – and yet he could still see the wiry strength in her. It was the same strength that had led her to stow away on the Libertas in the first place, that had seen her find a place as a healer amongst this group of hardened sailors, and had allowed her to stand up to those same sailors as she’d argued for her place aboard the ship.

‘Still glad you came?’ he asked her.

She looked at him sideways, eyes deep blue under her lashes.

‘Yes,’ she said, simply. ‘Despite everything, even if this is the end of the world, it’s better that being in the King’s castle by myself.’

He nodded. Ash’s mother Sarina had died of a broken heart after being hounded from their home village for her knowledge of plants and healing, leaving Ash alone in Oakston, the biggest town in Verdania. It was only by chance that he and Ash had been reunited in the walled garden at the King’s castle. Ash had found work at the castle, and Quinn had been chosen for Scribe School, to learn to be a mapmaker under the instruction of Master Blau.

Quinn sighed now as he thought about how different his life would have been had Master Blau and Zain never knocked on the door of his family’s white-washed cottage in Markham. Instead of starving here, gazing hopelessly at a desolate shore, he’d be looking forward to a sizzling roast dinner with four kinds of vegetables and thick, steaming gravy.

Quinn loved his mam’s gravy and had been helping her make it for years, which is how he knew that the secret ingredient was … He frowned. Was it a pinch of arrowroot? Or a teaspoon?

Wincing as a sharp pain shot through his head, he realised he couldn’t remember. Which would not be a big deal if he wasn’t Quinn. Because Quinn remembered everything, from every step of every one of his mam’s recipes, to where he was on this day six years ago, to every detail of the maps he was creating on this journey. He held pictures in his mind of everything he ever saw or read or heard and when he wanted to remember, he simply flicked back through those pictures until he found the one he needed.

Although, since falling from a mast and banging his head while trying to escape from the Gelynions (and a boatload of pirates) a few weeks earlier, it was as though someone had torn strips from his picture book. The big pictures were still there, but some of the details were missing.

Ash had warned him that the knock to his head might have side effects, but he’d thought he’d just suffer a few flashes of pain for a day or two and it would all return to normal.

Days had stretched to weeks and the sharp pain came less frequently – but he was only just beginning to feel the full damage to his memory.

He hadn’t told Ash about his worry. He’d decided to keep it to himself.

A deep rumble interrupted his thoughts, and Ash nudged him. ‘Who’s dainty now?’ she said with a laugh.

‘That wasn’t me!’ he responded, more sharply than he intended as his eyes were once again drawn to the distant mountain. ‘Look!’

Ash clutched his arm as they both stared at the peak. The gloomy clouds around the barren peak were even thicker, swirling and billowing.

‘Wh—what is it?’ asked Ash, clutching Quinn’s arm.

‘I don’t know,’ he shouted, as the deep rumble echoed once again. ‘But I don’t think we should tarry here.’

‘Do you think it’s Genesi?’ whispered Ash. ‘Are we going to be eaten?’

‘Well, you won’t make much more than a mouthful,’ said a deep voice behind them. ‘Either of you.’

Quinn turned to face his captain, his eyes travelling up to look into Zain’s scarred, weathered face. The Deslonder was the tallest man Quinn knew – or one of them, he amended, thinking of Morpeth, the other Deslonder who, along with Juan Forden, had so recently been Quinn’s captor aboard the Gelynion ship the Black Hawk.

‘I’m becoming less of a mouthful by the day,’ Quinn retorted, pulling the loose waistband of his patched breeches up for emphasis.

‘Have you spotted anything?’ Zain asked, serious now. ‘Anything at all?’

‘Nothing,’ said Ash, echoing her earlier words. ‘There’s nothing edible anywhere. There’s just rocks and sand and … that!’ She gestured wildly in the direction of the mountain, still belching smoke but no longer creaking and groaning.

Zain frowned.

Quinn knew that his captain would be more worried about the crew’s hunger than dragons, imagined or not. Zain was an intensely practical man who focused on the here and now, and one of the most difficult aspects of any expedition like this one was food supply. The possibility of starvation was always a passenger on a ship like the Libertas. That Zain, who had come to Verdania as a slave more than twenty years before, had pleaded with his King for the opportunity to take part in this race to map the world, hand-picking his crew for the journey, only made it worse. He’d brought them all to this place.

His prize of choice was freedom, not just for him but for every man aboard the Libertas. Quinn, whose father was a freehold farmer, had not fully appreciated the magnitude of this prize until his own freedom had been taken from him by Forden and Morpeth. But he was also beginning to understand the price they might all pay for the opportunity to compete for the prize.

Quinn wondered if the other two explorers – Dolan, the former mercenary who had chosen gold as his prize, and Odilon, who was competing for a seat on the King’s Council and the power that went with it – were experiencing the same hardships. He hoped that Ajax, Odilon’s cheerful redheaded mapmaker, was okay. The last time he’d seen his friend, Odilon had been leading Ajax away into the dark, having handed Quinn over to the Gelynions and stolen a copy of his map.

When it came to the third mapmaker, however, Quinn couldn’t help but hope that noble, blond Ira was at least hungry. If not starving. And wet. And cold. And locked in a dark room pleading for mercy. And …

‘Have you checked the calculations today?’

Zain’s voice broke into Quinn’s thoughts, and the pleasurable image of Ira broken and alone faded. Quinn would not soon forgive the other boy for pushing him down into a pit so that Quinn could be taken captive by Juan Forden. Actually, make that never forgive.

‘I have,’ Quinn answered Zain now. He had spent the afternoon checking wind speed, the angle of the sun, and the estimated drag of the ocean. ‘It’s all there.’ Quinn had taken greater care than usual when adding the details to the captain’s manifest, knowing he couldn’t rely on his memory.

Some days he wanted to scream in frustration about the tattered edges of his once perfect memory, but to do so would bring attention to it. Better, he thought, to wait. Surely he would recover soon?

Zain exhaled loudly, his own frustration apparent, though it was focused on the lack of stores aboard the Libertas. ‘The sun will soon be gone,’ he said. ‘Let us turn in for tonight and hope that the morning light brings better views.’ He did not mention an evening meal and Quinn and Ash knew better than to ask.

‘I’ll just check on Cleric Greenfield before I go to bed,’ said Ash. ‘He is becoming more frail each day and it worries me.’

The elderly cleric had been sent with them by the King to ‘supervise’ Zain, and was a kind and gentle presence on the Libertas. Quite what the King had thought he might do to stop Zain from setting sail for the sunset and never returning to Verdania, nobody knew, but, as no-one on board would ever do anything to upset the cleric or disrupt their quest, it was a moot point.

‘And I,’ said Zain, shaking his head. ‘I have tried to make him take extra portions, but he will not.’

Ash smiled as she took her leave. ‘No, he wouldn’t.’

Quinn knew she was very fond of the grizzled little man, who had provided much solace for her when Quinn had been kidnapped.

‘He never, ever doubted that you would come back,’ she’d told Quinn in such a wide-eyed way that Quinn suspected Ash may have had a moment or two of uncertainty. Quinn couldn’t blame her for that. He’d had several long, dark moments of doubt of his own and the blackness that he’d felt inside himself during those times had frightened him more than Genesi ever could.

Then again, Quinn thought, looking once again at the rocks, that was before he’d found himself here, where the dying orange light was as fiery as a dragon’s flames, and the earth looked scorched and desolate, as though laid waste by a dragon’s smoky breath.

He had thought their quest would end in a rush of water as they fell off the edge of the world, but maybe this wasteland, where nothing could grow or survive, was it and they would simply fade away.

Quinn rubbed his eyes. His head was beginning to hurt again and the lack of food was making him so very, very tired.

‘Are you all right, Quinn Freeman?’ Zain asked.

‘Just hungry.’

Zain eyed him closely. ‘You have not been yourself.’

‘No,’ he said, managing a smile. ‘I’m about half of myself right now, I think.’

Zain did not laugh. ‘You have been through a lot,’ he said. ‘We have asked a lot of you. I knew that you did not want to do this and –’

‘You said you needed me,’ said Quinn, quietly. ‘You still do.’

Zain’s faith in him, in his memory, as an important tool in winning his freedom, was one reason that Quinn didn’t feel he could tell him about the problems he was having.

‘I do,’ said Zain. ‘We all do –’

‘Then there’s nothing more to say,’ Quinn interrupted, glad that the lengthening shadows meant that Zain could not clearly see his face, which was screwed up against the tears pricking the backs of his eyes and the throbbing pain beginning in his head. ‘I will do my best, Zain. I promised you. I promised my da.’

Zain nodded, reaching over and grasping Quinn by the shoulder. ‘I know you will,’ he said. ‘For now, though, to bed.’

Quinn nodded. ‘I’m going to dream of bacon,’ he said, forcing joviality into his voice. ‘And, er …’ He paused a moment, flailing about mentally to remember the word he wanted, while Zain looked at him closely. ‘Griddle cakes,’ Quinn said triumphantly as it popped into his head.

‘Hmm,’ his captain said. ‘Well, make sure your dreams don’t keep you up all night salivating – you seem tired.’

‘With any luck they’ll make me feel so full I’ll sleep until the breakfast bell,’ said Quinn, scuttling away before the conversation could go any deeper.

Tiredness was the least of his problems.
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