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King of Sparrows: Act 1 - Dakka Bel 

 

Chapter 1  

  

“There's a saying in these streets,” said the landlord. “It asks what a man can say about Luci that the 

dead don't say themselves, and it's a tricky one, because the answer is nothing.” 

He stood by the window, in full light of the moon. Silver rays ran over his skin, but did little to 

augment his features. Long, matted hair crawled towards beefy shoulders set upon a body made by 

both gut and muscle.  

His name was Flintus Lascaux. 

“Your rent is late again. Do you know what that means?” 

Dakka Bel had a fairly good idea, but he chose to remain silent under Lascaux's watchful glare. The 

landlord was never alone in such circumstances, and one of his lackeys was not far away.  

“It means,” he stood over Dakka, “that soon I'll start taking more than just coin.” 

Dakka sat in his apartment on the only chair that had any legs. Pressed against the plaster a variety 

of empty shelves, a broken stove and a musty mattress fought for space. One of Lascaux's lackeys 

stood by the door - a shrivelled man in comparison to the landlord, but whose eyes bore a similar 

hint of malice.  

"Death threats won't work," Dakka met Lascaux's eye. “I can't pay my rent if I'm dead.” 

The landlord's face soured.  

“And yet you can't seem to pay it while you're alive.” 

He kept his eyes upon Dakka, but shouted towards the door and on cue, the lackey abandoned his 

post. Dakka knew the drill.  He braced himself for the blow; a force that sent him lolling to one 

side. A sharp, throbbing pain irrupted from his jaw and spread across his entire cheek.  

He tried not to care. He had been hit by Lascaux before and that was much worse. 

"Too afraid to do it yourself?" he goaded unwisely. 

Lascaux ignored the jibe. He paced along the floor, kicking up sand with each powerful stride. 

“We could sort this out like civilized beings. I could simply evict you and find a tenant willing to 

pay the fucking rent. There are hundreds out there, in this dump of a city, who would kill to put a 

roof over their head.”  

"Who would they kill for, Lascaux? You or Black Luci?" 

A meaty hand caught his throat and he was dragged from his seat. Cold and delirious, he slacked in 

the landlord's grip like a doll.  



"Don't you dare speak of them!" Lascaux snarled; each breath delivered with chilling intonation. 

"So you do fear them?"  

Lascaux threw him back down. "It's only fools who think they have nothing left to fear - fools and 

the dead and how often they are both." 

"You're on borrowed time, is that it? Black Luci are buying every tower block in the slums and 

yours is one the only one left." 

Lascaux turned to face the window and the moonlight gave way to his presence. Dakka tried to 

gauge his expression, but all he could see was an aura of white surrounding a monstrous shadow.  

A soft breeze blew through a crack in the glass and carried in a hint of the world outside. The smell 

of the factories, the warmth of the desert and the heartbeat of the city, each washed over Dakka like 

an evocative wave. 

"We are all of us on borrowed time," said Lascaux, "even Black Luci." 

Dakka raised an eyebrow, "and what does that mean?" 

"It means mind your fuckin' business," said the lackey, who stiffened at a knock on the door. 

"Boss?" 

"It's Larius, send him in." 

A sandy-hair man stooped through the doorway. He was much taller than even Lascaux and the 

landlord had to look up to catch his eye. 

"You have news?" 

"Yeah, he says that they have him making something. No...wait, repairing I think, didn't say what. 

Isn't good, if you ask me." 

Lascaux rubbed his brow, "hmph, very well. I suppose I'll just have to wait until I can speak to him 

myself, though if...no, no matter. Tell him I've heard the message." 

"You think they know?" 

"What? Oh, hardly. For all their brawn and imagined cunning, they haven't a brain among them..." 

Dakka squirmed in his chair. He wasn't tied in any fashion, Lascaux's sheer indomitability kept him 

from rising, but his legs had gone to sleep and the chair began to dig into his spine.  

"Not interrupting am I?" he asked. 

Larius looked at him as though he had just noticed Dakka's presence. "Is this one of them?" he 

asked. 

"No," Lascaux smirked. "This little weasel just owes me money. Though, I'd rather not talk about it 

now..." 

"Ah." Larius nodded, "all right, I see you're busy."  

Dakka watched him duck under the doorway and slam it shut. It jumped inside its frame and flakes 

of plaster and a large cloud of dust showered from the ceiling.  A layer of chalk coated his tongue 



and he coughed.  

"Now then..." said Lascaux and resumed pacing.  

"Oh don't mind me," Dakka rasped in an attempt to conjure saliva. "I wouldn't dream of interrupting 

your meeting." 

Lascaux stopped beside the stove and picked up a pan. It was grey with age and several coats of 

dust. With his index finger, he drew a line in the grime and revealed its proper colour underneath.  

"If you think that passes as wit, Mr. Bel, you will have to do better." 

Dakka sat back in his chair and attempted nonchalance. For the past four months, Lascaux had 

demanded coin and his method for doing so had much remained the same. The room, the chair and 

the players - these were static - and yet there was a change within Lascaux, affected purely by time. 

His temperament had soured and he adopted the habit of pacing back and forth, clutching the 

worthless items that Dakka collected. 

"So what's with the lackeys?"  

"Let's get to the point," Lascaux turned around. "Your rent is due, Mr. Bel, and I want it paid, now." 

"I haven't got the money, you know I haven't. It's...it's been a bad month." 

"How do I know you're not just setting it aside? You think you can hold off paying me until you can 

slip out of the slums?"  

Lascaux peered through the window and out into the city, his vision somewhat obscured by the 

layer of grime upon the glass. Dakka lived near the top of the tower and yet the view from his room 

was hardly picturesque. All that could be seen was a wall of clay and concrete, unbroken but for the 

sky and the moon. Soft vanilla rays lapped against the towers and revealed the gaping holes, the 

missing walls and the fragments of ruins amid decay. These were not homes as much as they were 

carcasses; the husks of once-honoured giants. 

"No one leaves the Slums," he whispered. "You know that." 

"Of course I do," Dakka shifted his weight, "but even with the coin, where would I go? Lilenthis 

doesn't welcome the Outcast, even those with money and power. We live on the doorstep of the City 

Amidst the Sand and for miles around, there's only the desert to call home." 

As if in answer, the ceiling began to shake. All along the walls, the plaster cracked like dry earth. 

The trembling grew violent; dust leapt from crevices, whirled itself into mini-sandstorms and small 

sections of the wall tumbled to the floor. Pots and pans rattled and danced a jig on the shelves and 

Dakka felt tiny vibrations running through the leg of his chair.  

It was a single, unbroken scream that penetrated his being - a cold, unnatural sound uttered by no 

human tongue. This was a creature fuelled by fire and by smoke. It slammed by the tower in a burst 

of steam and steel; charging onwards like a great beast, caged in anger. The silence returned as it 

sped into the night, but the slum-tower shuddered, still remembering its touch.  



"And what of the train?" Lascaux whispered in the dark and his voice took on a wistful intonation. 

"They say it travels the length of the city and into the desert beyond. There are cities out there, 

swallowed by sand, for one such Outcast to start anew." 

"You sound like you've given this some thought," Dakka shrugged. "Can't say I have. All coin flows 

in this city, from the rich to the poor and then back to the rich. Any money I make is yours as soon 

as it's earned." 

"Except you don't have a copper to spare." 

"And you're not rich, isn't that what we're discussing?" 

“Nobody can survive long in the Confine, not even you." Lascaux looked through the window.  

"Even the Outcast have something to fear and you're a wanted man, Mr. Bel. I know you used to run 

with Luci and the city guard...well, let's just say they'd be interested to hear that." 

Dakka tried to rise, but the lackey dragged him back down.  

“Don't you fuckin' dare.”  

“Didn't think you'd like that,” a smile crossed Lascaux's lips.  

“So blackmail, is that it?” 

“If that's how I get my money, then yes. A shame, I was told you once had so much potential. Now 

look at you, living and rotting amongst the bottom feeders.”  

He was determined to add insult to injury, but Dakka chose not fall for it. He sat in the chair in a 

motionless slump. “Does that make you King Bottom Feeder?” 

Lascaux tore his gaze from the window and Dakka felt another blow to his jaw.  

“Damn it!” he spat, feeling his brain ache and his eyes blur, the metallic taste of blood on his 

tongue.  

“Perhaps if you'd honed your ability to earn money as much as you honed your so-called wit you'd 

have had something to pay me,” Lascaux replied. “So. How are you going to pay rent?”  

Dakka spat blood once again and blinked the dizziness from his mind,” I’ve a job coming up,” he 

lied, “should earn me something, if the deal goes through.” 

“What deal?”  

“Nothing too shady, nothing too difficult, I have an uncle who'll offer me a contract....of sorts.” 

He dropped his gaze from Lascaux and donned a calm air. The landlord had heard enough of his 

bullshit to know the truth from the lies. Dakka wrung his hands together. Sweat ran in a crown 

across his brow and down his back. Even the air he sucked through his teeth tasted thick and stale.  

Lascaux appeared to frown, but it was hard to be sure in the dark. Dakka could see nothing of the 

man except a black expanse of shadow and the rasping of his breath that came in great ragged 

bursts. 

“All right,” he said at last, “but if I hear you've been working for Luci...by the skies, boy, you'll be 



wanting your limbs back if I catch you..." 

"I swear, I won't." 

"We'll see." 

Lascaux left the window and turned back towards the chair. He bent down and obscured all the 

moonlight in the window until Dakka was forced to meet his eye. In the darkness, he could just 

make out a series of stroke that shaped his expression. They were clumsy and rough, like those 

hacked into a tree. 

“If you haven't got the money soon then you're out. And if you really piss me off, then I'll tell the 

city guard right where you are.” 

Dakka leant back and tried to gain some space. “I'll find the money,” he said for want of something 

to say, “I promise.”  

“For your sake, I hope so,” Lascaux straightened and let his eyes rove around the room, “though if 

you don't, perhaps I'll redecorate when you're gone.”  

He gave a short laugh and turned to his thug. The man bowed and gave Dakka a punch to the 

stomach for good measure. Dakka winced and doubled up, salty tears pricking his eyes. 

“You have two days,” said the Landlord, “and that's all you've got.” 


