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CHAPTER ONE

FALLING
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Nix stared at the blazing funeral pyre in disbelief. He still felt numb and a little distant. Only yesterday his aunt had been telling him off for not tending the birds and today he was watching her drift away on plumes of smoke.

The sun had just risen on the horizon and there was a chill wind sweeping in from the edge of the island. The normal birdsong that welcomed the morning was missing and Nix stared at the birds in the trees. They were silent - watching the fire and the smoke that swirled and rose into the still-dark heights. It was almost as if they were showing that they would miss his aunt as well. His gaze drifted back to the flames that burned brighter than the sun.

‘We have to get back to the hall, Nix,’ a soft voice said from next to him and he felt a comforting hand on his shoulder. 

He dragged his eyes from the fire and turned to the short, thin woman who stood beside him. Her brown hair was tucked into a dark scarf and her face was stained with tears. ‘I’ll be there in a while, Cook.’

‘I’m sure the scribe won’t be expecting you too early today,’ Cook assured him. ‘But we have to go. The masters will want their breakfast soon.’

Nix looked around at the small group gathered to say goodbye to his aunt. Their clothes marked them all as the lower class of Charm Island. Their threadbare woven tunics didn’t even keep out the winter cold. 

He wasn’t surprised that none of the masters of the hall had come. He and his aunt were invisible servants. Unseen and ignored as they ensured the masters led the pampered lives they were accustomed to.

He turned back to the fire and heard the footsteps of the others on the late winter frost as they left. As the fire dimmed and the sun began to rise Nix scuffed at the ground with a bare foot. His frozen toes loosened a small pebble from the dirt and he reached down to pick it up.

He stared at the remnants of the fire as he rubbed some dirt from the pebble. He took a small knife from his pocket and with the tip he scratched an ‘N’ onto the stone then held it tight for a few seconds. A small smile curved his lips as he knew the memory of his aunt’s funeral was now locked in the stone. As he turned away from the fire a voice made him jump. 

‘Why do you do that?’  

Nix hadn’t realised that Toran had stayed. He was Cook’s son and was the closest Nix had ever come to having a friend. Nix and his aunt had moved from one floating island to the next for most of the fourteen years of his life. 

Nix slipped the new memory stone and knife into his pocket and tried to pretend he didn’t know what Toran was talking about.

‘Everyone cries at a funeral,’ Nix he said, wiping an invisible tear from his cheek. He had already done his grieving – ever since his aunt had shown the first signs of rock fever at the beginning of winter.

It was the same disease that had taken his whole family over the years. His parents had both died from it when he was young. He didn’t even remember them – except when he used the memory stones.

‘I mean the rock,’ Toran said. ‘I’ve seen you do that before. You did it the day you arrived here last summer. Your aunt did it as well.’

Nix had learnt long ago that he and his aunt were different to other people. It was a difference that had kept them on the move. Once he had shown his bag of memory stones to a new friend. The boy had looked at him as if he were mad. Memories in a stone? They had moved on less than a month later.

‘We use them for a game,’ Nix explained with a shrug. He started walking away from the funeral pyre, glancing back only once.

Toran kept pace with him and soon they reached the narrow path that led down the side of the rocky face of the island. The sun had risen enough to tinge the sky a pale blue all the way to the horizon.

The ground fell away to empty space where the island ended. The cave he lived in was built into the rocky foundations of the airborne island. Far down below, floating in the crystal-clear air were several dozen islands. Some were higher than others and some were so small they couldn’t be seen from this distance. 

‘I have to go and help in the kitchens,’ Toran said. ‘Do you want me to cover for you for this morning?’

‘I won’t be long. I’ll just check the birds and come up again,’ Nix said with a shake of his head. The last thing he needed was time alone to think.

Toran nodded and hurried off towards the large building across the lawn. It was Charm Hall and housed the masters of all the trades among the islands. Having earned the highest status possible they lived out their lives in luxury and decadence.

Nix ran down the steep path. There was no barrier to stop him tumbling off the edge to a certain death, but he had climbed up and down so often he was not afraid.

The island just below was much larger than the one he lived on. He could walk the length of Charm Island in just over a day and it was only half as wide. Not that he had much of a chance to do so as servants weren’t supposed to be seen. They lived in the rocky caves and were despised as an unpleasant necessity. The term Rock Rat had come to mean anyone who lived below the manicured lawns and gardens of the island.

A bird, a little below his island, rose on the warming air currents and Nix watched for a few seconds, envying its freedom and flight. His one dream in life was to fly but he contented himself with tending those who did.

He paused at the entrance to his home. It was cold and dark inside. Aunt Lily would have had a fire banked to last the day. 

His eyes adjusted very fast to the darkness as he went in. It was another difference that made him stand out. He slipped off the tunic he had borrowed from Toran and tugged on the only one he owned. It was stained and old, but the birds didn’t mind and he didn’t either. He walked over to a high shelf and took down a small leather pouch. 

He tipped its contents onto the rocky floor of his cave. A dozen stones, of different shapes and sizes, lay scattered before him. Each had a small ‘N’ scratched into the surface. He looked at each one in turn, knowing where and when he had found them. Each one had a memory inside.

He took the new memory stone from his pocket and gathered them all up. He put them back in the bag and pulled the leather thong tight. Reaching up, he placed it back on the shelf. Next to it was another bag, bigger and much older. 

He picked it up and tipped some of the stones into his hand. These were the collective memories of his entire family. Each was inscribed with a letter, and some also had a small star scratched next to the letter. Some of the stones had memories stored in them – but most were just empty stones. He had no idea why they were in the family memory bag, but he put them back with the rest and returned it to the high shelf.

A loud jangling noise made him turn with a scowl. He glared at the offending bell that hung high in the roof of his home. Why did the scribe ring it every morning? Nix was always at the hall before breakfast was served to the masters. He didn’t need reminding, not even today. The bell continued to swing back and forth, linked to the rope that led upwards through the rock and into the basement of Charm Hall above.

He made a soft clucking noise to soothe the birds that shared his rocky cave but the bell wasn’t bothering them, only Nix. Without warning his vision began to blur and a throbbing deep in his head blocked out the sound of the bell. 

He sat down with his back to the wall so that he couldn’t fall any further. He shut his eyes and brought his knees up to his chest.

With a sinking heart Nix knew what it was. Rock fever! This was how it had started for his aunt. It wasn’t something he even wanted to think about.

After a few seconds his head began to clear and he blinked the cave back into focus. Swallowing hard, Nix pushed himself to his feet. How long did he have? Six months, maybe less. He shook his head to dispel such thoughts and regretted it a second later as his head buzzed with pain.

A flutter of wings, quiet on the early morning breeze made him look up. A snow-white dove flew into the cave and perched on a thin landing rail just inside the entrance. It was a little early for messages to be arriving. He walked over to the bird, dipped his hand in his pocket and brought out a few grains of birdseed for the dove. Then he removed the message pouch from its leg without the bird even looking up from its feed. The bird, finishing the seed and feeling the weight free of its leg, flew off to the back of the cave to find a nesting hole to sleep in after its long flight.

Nix opened the pouch and peered at the small writing on the outside of the scroll. Not many people at the great hall could read, but his aunt had taught him when he was just a small boy.

He didn’t need to know who the message was for as he always had to find the scribe and take him along to read the letter to its intended recipient anyway. Of all the masters, the most messages came for the Master Storyteller. All of them wanted him to attend an event on their island and entertain them. Of course he never went. None of the masters here did much. 

All except for one master. Master Tobuk. Having reached the top of his trade as a Master of Illusions he had taken over the role held by his father. Charm Master. Dispenser of all charms throughout the islands, he was the highest-ranking master of them all. 

This message was addressed to him, the Grand Master of Charms. To have arrived here so early in the morning it must have been released late in the night. It must be a very urgent matter. The blue wax seal on the parchment was of a flying eagle, the symbol of the scribe on Little Peak Island. 

The bell high above him rang again and much longer. It was obvious the scribe was angry at being ignored. No doubt he had a number of horrible tasks lined up for Nix.

Nix tucked the new message back into its pouch and then into his pocket. Grabbing a rag, he brushed down his tunic to shift as many of the bird droppings as he could. They didn't bother him, but he knew those up in the great hall did not like the smell. 

‘I'll be back soon,’ he called out to the birds as the ringing faded to a faint echo.

When he was halfway up the narrow path a flock of birds flew towards him. Nix flicked a thought out to them to turn from their path. Not only would they hit him, but the cliff face of the island as well. The birds changed course and flew off, squawking at Nix. He resumed his climb wondering how their tracking could be so far off.  

All thoughts of birds fled his mind as he reached the main level of Charm Island. A swift movement high above to his left made him stop and stare. Sinking down from the sky was a huge black bulk and it was heading straight for him. He stared at it for a few seconds than realised that he would have to move. He hurried backwards, with his eyes still on the huge black shape. It was obvious that it wasn’t a bird, but what else could be falling from the sky? 

He didn’t have to wait long to find out as the black object landed right in front of him. ‘It’s a dragon ship,’ he muttered to himself. The large black wings folded in and the ship came to a halt right next to a tall marble post outside the hall. He saw a tail flick past then it seemed to glue itself to the side of the ship, forming a very odd set of steps to the ground below. 

He could hear a great deal of talking from onboard the ship and a few seconds later three men came hurrying down the tail-steps. They took no notice of Nix and marched up the steps to the hall. By their red velvet cloaks and ornate walking sticks, Nix guessed that these were mayors from some of the other islands. 

A few seconds later an older man wandered down the steps as well. He brushed down his black cloak with his hands, looking annoyed at the dirt he found on it. He too, ignored Nix and tied a rope from the ship onto the marble post.

Nix had seen other dragon ships in the sky below many times, but always from a distance. Every now and then one came to Charm Island, but he had always been down in the depths of the hall, and missed their fleeting visits. They had always dropped off their passengers and left before he could come out to look. 

From a distance, the ships seemed to be graceful and shining with gold so bright that it hurt to look at them. It was said each ship was charmed and would fly anywhere its drifter told it to go. 

This one looked more intimidating than graceful and did not glow at all. In fact it was so dirty that the soot hid the golden exterior. The man slouched against it watched Nix with a bored expression as he whittled a piece of wood with his knife. His black robe marked him as a drifter and Nix returned the man’s gaze with more than a hint of jealousy. The hood of the drifter’s robe was down and his age showed in his grey hair and heavy lines on his face.

‘You can come closer if you want,’ the drifter said, using the hem of his cloak to shift a little dirt from the hull of his ship.

Nix knew he had a message to deliver and that he had been summoned twice already by the scribe but nothing could have stopped him taking up the drifter’s offer. He walked up to the ship, which seemed to hover a hand-span above the grass, and then around it.  

The sides of the ship came up far too high for Nix to see the deck but he could see the outline of scales moulded on the side, even through the sooty dirt.

‘She’s a beauty. Well, she is when she’s clean,’ the drifter said. ‘But that’s what you get for travelling through the Lowlands.’

Nix had his hand stretched out to touch the hull of the ship, but hung back, unsure if he was allowed to. He turned to stare at the drifter in surprise. ‘You’ve been to the Lowlands?’

‘Only this once,’ the drifter replied with a slight shake of his head. ‘It’s not somewhere I’d go back to in a hurry either. The fall zone wasn’t where they said it would be and the ship got covered in dirt and soot and a few other things too.’

‘What’s a fall zone?’ Nix asked.

‘It’s where things fall,’ the drifter explained in a dry, sarcastic voice. 

His reply didn’t mean anything to Nix but he wasn’t daunted by the drifter’s lack of effort to explain. ‘They say it’s always night time there and the people have no eyes as they wouldn’t be able to see anyway...’

The drifter gave a short snort of laughter and put his whittling into his pocket. He reached out a hand towards Nix. ‘They say a lot of things. I didn’t see any eyeless people. The name’s Declan.’

‘I’m Nix.’ Nix rubbed his hand on his tunic then shook the offered hand. He had a million questions he wanted to ask about the dragon ship but he remembered that he was expected in the great hall. ‘I have to go. Will you still be here in an hour or two?’

‘I’ll be here as long as the mayors want me to be,’ Declan replied with a shrug. He took his knife and carving out of his pocket and began to carve some detail onto the dragon form that he had shaped.

Nix nodded a polite goodbye to the drifter and turned towards the hall. He ignored the impressive marbled steps right in front of him and headed around the back of the hall. His route into the hall was through the servants’ area at the back.

The smell of fresh-baked bread made him draw a deep breath and he licked his lips. He pushed open the door that led into the kitchen and eyed the loaves of bread resting on the large wooden table. Rusty, Cook’s dog, rose from his comfortable spot on the rug and slunk into the back corner of the kitchen. Nix took no notice as the dog had never liked him. At least it didn’t growl at him as much as it used to. 

Cook stood at another bench, decorating fancy cakes with icing and coloured sugar. As Nix let the door swing shut she turned and smiled at him.

‘I could smell you before you even came in, Phoenix,’ she said with mock reproach. ‘Leave me your tunic and I’ll wash it for you. You can keep Toran’s for a few days.’

Toran grinned at him from where he was stirring a pot over the fire. All of her seven children worked in the main hall in some way or other.

‘Yes Cook,’ Nix replied, even though he had no intention of leaving his tunic. He didn’t know if she had a real name but everyone called her Cook. She was one of the few people who used Nix’s full name and only when she was cross with him.

‘I promised Lily I’d look after you,’ Cook said, selecting a powdered donut and carrying it over to him. She shook her head a little as she handed it to him. ‘It’s a shame she fell ill so young and with you still only fourteen summers old. One day they’ll find a cure for Rock Fever. I’m lucky never to have lost any of mine to it.’

Nix just nodded as he popped the still hot donut in his mouth. He had no intention of telling her about his dizzy spell. 

‘If they let us live up on the surface we wouldn’t have to live in damp caves,’ Cook continued talking as she handed him a bread roll. ‘Then they couldn’t call us Rock Rats either.’

‘I like my cave,’ Nix replied, pocketing the bread for later. He didn’t think he’d be comfortable living in a house with walls and windows and no natural breezes.

‘You’d best get yourself upstairs. The scribe was in here ten minutes ago looking for you. He said he had a lot of errands for you to run today.’ Cook handed him another donut and turned him towards the wooden stairs at the back of the kitchen.

‘Yes Cook,’ he replied. He put the donut in his pocket with the bread.

‘Hold on,’ Cook called out to him. ‘Since you’re here you can take this tray up to the masters in the feasting hall. And if that Master Baker grumbles about my bread one more time he can come down here and bake it himself!’

Nix took the tray of fancy breads and ran up the stairs two at a time. He was breathing hard by the time he reached the top of the short flights of stairs that led to the main hall. He ignored the fact that it was yet another symptom of Rock Fever.

The masters were all at the long wooden table in the feasting hall, talking and eating at the same time. Nix saw that the seat at the head of the table was empty. It belonged to the charm master who had no doubt been called away to see the visiting mayors. His plate of food was half-eaten and Nix knew the master would not be in a good mood for having his breakfast interrupted. Nix put the tray on the table and hurried out before any of the masters noticed him. The scribe wasn’t the only one who gave Nix nasty errands to run.

He went to the main reception hall at the front of Charm Hall. Most days the scribe would be at the small writing desk in the corner, waiting to give him a list of unpleasant jobs. But there was no sign of either the scribe or a letter to take today so Nix waited by the desk for a few minutes. 

‘There you are, Nix!’ a voice said from behind him. A skinny, tall and very nervous looking man hurried into the hall. He had a sheaf of papers under one arm and a collection of writing tools and ink in the other. His clothes were wrinkled and his ginger hair was tousled as if he had not long woken up. ‘I’ve been looking everywhere for you.’

‘Sorry I got held up, Korren,’ Nix muttered back.

‘I was going to get you to make some more parchment, but we seem to have visitors. They may be here to buy a charm so I’d better be there when I’m needed.’ Korren was talking to himself as he checked the sheaf of papers and then looked around the hall looking confused. ‘I wonder where they are. Come with me in case I need you to fetch something.’

Nix thought that such important visitors were probably being entertained in more elegant surroundings. Nix followed Korren as they checked several small reception rooms, then the library, and worked their way up to the top floor of the hall. Nix had only been up here a few times. Golden drapes hung at the windows and red velvet cushions adorned the many chairs. Exquisite tapestries covered the walls. He knew that some of these had been given in payment for charms.

Voices up ahead told him that they had found the visitors. The voices were coming from the viewing room. Nix hid a small grin as they walked along the corridor. Cook had brought him here once and he remembered it well. They’d had only a few minutes while the charm master was busy elsewhere but it was long enough to make him want to return.

It was built on the side of the hall and it extended over the edge of the island. It had a much better view than his cave.

As the door came into view he saw Master Tobuk enter the room. The black beady eyes of the charm master stared at Nix and Korren as they entered but his expression dismissed them as unimportant as he turned to talk to the mayors.

‘Welcome to Charm Hall. I require a day’s notice when requesting a charm, but since you are here I can make an exception.’

The mayors all shook their head and spoke together.

‘We are not here to buy a charm.’ 

‘Our islands are sinking.’ 

‘Something must be done!’ 

The charm master stared at the tall, thin man whose fancy M insignia denoted he was from March Island, the one just below them.

‘Mayor Jorah, please relax. I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about. It’s just a natural fluctuation of heights,’ Master Tobuk said in a calm voice. 

‘I can almost see the Lowlands from Ester Island,’ the overweight mayor said with a tone of disgust.

‘And we don’t want to be shaded by any of you any more than we have to, Mayor Rossen, the third mayor snapped. Nix guessed he was from the Lowlands.

Nix dared a direct look at the Lowlands’ mayor. He didn’t appear to be any different to the other mayors. His shock of red hair contrasted with his pale skin; in fact he was so pale that Nix guessed it must be very dark in the Lowlands. The mayor held his head up with his chin jutting out as he glared at the other mayors. 

Master Tobuk walked to the window, across the clear glass floor and then looked down. ‘You are worrying over nothing Mayor Orlan. They don’t look any closer to me.’

Nix and the scribe edged closer until they too could see the view through the glass floor. Far below was March Island and Nix had to agree with Master Tobuk. It looked just the same as it always did. The islands often moved a little but always returned to their normal place in the sky.

‘That’s because your island is sinking as well!’ Mayor Jorah snapped back.

Nix thought back to the birds around the rock this morning. The birds often hovered just above March Island, picking on the scraps of the large marketplace there. Could it be that the birds weren’t higher - but their island lower? As if to prove his theory right, another flock of birds flew under the glass floor, obscuring their view for a few seconds.

‘They are just high flying birds. I have seen them before,’ Master Tobuk said, looking to be having trouble controlling his temper. ‘You are wasting my time with your overactive imaginations.’

The mayors all began talking at once; seeming very offended by Master Tobuk’s words.

‘Come down to March Island and you’ll see what I mean,’ Mayor Jorah insisted.

‘Do we have to wait until all the islands falls on top of my lands?’ Mayor Orlan demanded.

‘Bring up the drifter,’ Master Tobuk said with an undertone of anger and impatience. ‘He will confirm that the islands are not sinking. Mayors, perhaps I can offer a discounted charm so that your visit is not a complete waste of your time?’

The charm master, with a theatrical flourish of his white cloak, produced a small sliver flask and placed it on a table by the wall. Nix had seen the illusion before, but he had never seen where the master took the flask from. Master Tobuk had been the best illusionist in all the islands so it wasn’t surprising.
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