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Everyone froze when the bell started ringing. It clanged from the great bell tower, its heavy toll echoing across the city. Its citizens stared at each other, bewildered. Then the ground shook, tiles fell from the roofs and the trees swayed. The canals through the city flooded, washing the narrow streets and wide piazzas with greenish, befouled water.


People ran for the gates, knocking over market stalls, tripping and trampling over those slower, weaker than themselves. They fought each other as they tried to cross the bridges spanning the canals – some wide, most not – pushing, shoving, not caring who was thrown over into the now broiling waters, not looking back to people begging for help as they sank, still clinging to whatever meagre belongings mattered to them most.


Tariq watched it all from the top of the bell tower. He let go of the bell rope and faced the sea.


The wave rose higher and higher. A few ships hadn’t made it to harbour before the immense sea gates had closed. The wave smashed them to splinters and dragged the remains down into the deep.


But one boat battled on.


It was silver and small, and rode the waves with stubborn determination, galloping over the huge crests. The sea raged against it, and yet the tiny silver craft fought on, the last hope of an entire city.


Then the tidal wave struck the walls, the bell tower crumbled as if made of sand. Tariq fell, fell into the swirling, roaring, fathomless depths …


‘Tariq? What’s wrong? Tariq?’


Tariq gasped, flailing as if he was still tumbling. He stared around frantically, bewildered at what was real and what was a dream, until he saw Nani squatting beside him.


She was real. She always was.


She put her hand against his forehead. ‘You’re hot. You got a fever?’


‘I’m fine. Really. It was just …nothing,’ he lied, quickly throwing off his blanket and getting up. The rest of the clan were already packed, with rafts loaded and canoes being pushed off the bank into the water. ‘We have to pack. We can’t keep everyone waiting.’


Nani wanted to ask more, but instead turned towards the dawn sun. ‘We’ve got a long way ahead of us, but by tonight we’ll be in our new home. Our home in Ethrial.’ She lumbered to the canoe with her bedding, but suddenly doubled over as she started coughing.


‘Just need a sip of water. Clean water.’


Tariq knew what she meant. Once, they’d merely dip their hands in the river and scoop out a mouthful, watching the droplets sparkle through their fingers. Not now. Not since the business owners of Ethrial had lined the rivers with factories and diverted the streams that the clan had lived off for countless generations. Not since the building of the Four Rivers Dam.


If you drank from the river now, you got sick. The fish had found new streams to swim in. The animals that had once thrived on these familiar banks had perished. The river stank of rot.


Tariq fished out their water flask, which he’d filled from a stream coming down off the mountains. He shook it, barely half left. ‘Just a sip.’


‘You first,’ insisted Nani. ‘You have a whole day paddling ahead of you. Sweaty work.’


‘I’m not thirsty,’ said Tariq.


She knew he was lying, but Nani didn’t have the breath to argue so took the bottle and drank. Sip by sip, the coughing stopped. Good. But when she breathed, a wheezing hiss passed through her thin throat. Bad.


How much further would they have to journey? They had to be near Ethrial. Smoke smeared the west and he could taste the dust of vulcanite ash in the back of his throat.


After a few more sips, Nani stopped wheezing and pushed the flask away. ‘We need to save it. You have to pay for water in Ethrial.’


‘Pay? For something that falls from the sky? They’ve just flooded our homeland to make their great dam. They have more water now than … than …’


The tidal wave. The wave that drowned a city.


Nani nudged him. ‘What?’


‘Nothing.’ He pushed the canoe into the water. Some were already paddling out to the middle of the river. ‘We don’t want to get left behind.’


‘We’re all going to the same place,’ she replied sourly.


‘Ethrial can’t be that bad.’


‘Wait till you get there and trapped between its walls. Air so filthy it turns your tongue black.’


‘The huge sea wall and the bell tower …’ he said, remembering the city of his dream.


Nani flinched. ‘What did you say?’


‘It was just a stupid dream. It doesn’t mean anything.’


‘I’ll decide what it means. What did you see? A city?’


He nodded reluctantly.


‘What colour was the tower?’ Despite her age, Nani swung herself smoothly into the canoe, sighing as she settled in.


Tariq climbed in and picked up his paddle. ‘Old stone, yellow and all cracked. Green tiles on the roof.’


Nani sucked her few remaining teeth as she pondered. ‘You know it’s not a dream. You had a vision. Like before. What happened?’


He told her. About the colossal wave that overwhelmed the horizon and dragged a city under the sea. Of the tiny silver ship.


‘You’ve told no one else, have you?’ she whispered.


‘No. I know how people feel about people … like us. Seers.’


Seers. Wizards. Magicians. The Gifted. Shamans. There were so many terms for people like him.


Seers had advised tribal leaders and kings once. They’d been celebrated – but now? Despised and feared.


Nani sighed. ‘You’ll need to keep your powers hidden, especially now they will grow as you approach your thirteenth spring. When is it?’


‘Six months from now.’ But this was the first time she’d mentioned other powers. ‘What do you mean, my powers will grow?’


‘Each seer is different. The visions are part of your powers awakening, but as time goes on you’ll gain strength in one area or another. Some learn to speak with beasts, others have the ability to read minds, then there are those who can control the elements. A rare few can do all three. All because of their connection to—’


‘The three spiritstones. I know the stories, Nani.’ Nani nodded. ‘The spiritstones once gave the whole world harmony, and the seers drew their greatest strength from them.’


‘Until the stones were stolen,’ said Tariq. Everyone knew they’d been taken by Imix, the most powerful seer of the age.


‘Yes, and without the stones seers cannot accomplish the legendary magic they were once known for. But that doesn’t change anything. Many believed that much power shouldn’t belong to one person. That’s why people are afraid of us. Something your parents never understood. You must learn from their mistakes. What you saw in your vision—’


‘Dream. It was just a bad dream.’


‘Enough, Tariq!’ Nani smacked her fist into the side of the canoe. ‘Your mother’s gift got her and your father banished, and they were lucky that was the worst of it. There were those in the clan who wanted them to be punished far, far more severely! And places like Ethrial? They’ll have you rot away the rest of your life in some dank hole underground, never to see daylight again. Used wisely, your powers can avert disaster, guide folk along a better path. If you’re foolish, then all you’ll unleash is chaos. Like your mother.’


He hated it when she talked about his parents like that. Tariq remembered Nani pulling him away from the gathering, not even giving him the chance to say goodbye. Seven years ago now. He’d not heard anything from them since.


The flotilla slowed down as the river traffic increased. The river widened as more streams joined it, bringing other boats, small ships and rafts laden with fruit and crops from remote farms. Wagons and pedlars plodded along the muddy road on either bank. Seagulls circled overhead and there was something new in the breeze.


Smoke.


Factories dotted the riverbanks, belching great clouds of smoke from their towering, tottering chimneys. Filth-encrusted sewers poured the factory waste straight in where the workers washed, cooked and gathered water to drink. Flies buzzed merrily, feeding on the foulness.


Some factories were mere sheds, small workshops with glowing furnaces, where smiths beat iron upon their anvils and artisans assembled vulcanite heart-engines into the empty shells of metal horses, oxen, even toy dogs and cats. Others factories were gigantic, the heat from their furnaces prickling Tariq’s skin even from this distance.


Nani began coughing again. Tariq gave her his flask and said nothing when she emptied it. ‘This is why they flooded our lands. This is civilisation. Progress.’


A man, his raft piled with apples, drifted in front of their canoe. Tariq pictured those apples tipped over, bobbing in the water. The vision was so clear. The apples bobbing, the man floundering in the water as his raft drifted away from him, carried in the wake of another boat. Tariq felt almost dizzy, as if he was standing on top of a steep slope, not knowing if he would fall or not.


Tariq smiled at the apple seller, gesturing towards the bank. ‘I’d stay on the side of the river. You’re taking up too much room. Might get knocked over.’


The man just scowled and ignored him. He pushed on with his punt, forcing the other small craft to paddle to the sides, into the stagnant pools between the sewers.


‘Clear the way!’


A boat, unlike any Tariq had ever seen, came tearing along the water. As sleek as a knife, with a silver prow, its hull was engraved with swirling designs. It had a single funnel belching acrid smoke, and ploughed arrogantly through everyone else. Upon it stood three elves in decorative silver armour.


The boat buffeted against the apple raft, the wash off its hull making the raft wobble and tipping the tall pile of apples straight into the river. The man tried to keep balance but it was no good – in he splashed. The smaller children of the clan took no time and dived in, laughing as they gathered up the bright red orbs even as the apple seller yelled.


I tried to warn him.


Tariq’s dizziness passed. He’d stepped away from the edge, for now.


Another vision. Not as intense as the tidal wave, not as overwhelming, but he’d seen the future, and had a chance to change it. If only the apple seller had listened.


It was scary, thinking he could get these glimpses from nowhere, at any time. He’d avoided talking to Nani about them, but maybe he should. Could he control them? Choose when to have them?


No wonder seers had been so important, and so feared.


‘The Silver Guard,’ cursed the apple seller as he hung on to his raft. ‘They think they’re better than everyone.’


‘Warriors always do,’ said Nani. ‘Grab us an apple, Tariq. A big, soft, juicy one.’


The apple seller glared at them. ‘Apples ain’t free.’


‘Yeah, they are.’ Nani chortled. ‘They literally grow on trees.’


‘Nothing grows on these trees,’ Tariq said. The trees lining the river were dead, their trunks and bare branches coated in thick ash. ‘Is that progress too?’


The crowds grew as more traders joined the ever-widening river. A barge – longer than three canoes – chugged past, belching smoke from its exhausts as its paddles churned the oily water.


It was afternoon when the clan headman, Malah, stopped. They all gathered around him, and saw.


They’d reached the end. Their river clan had reached Ethrial.


As Tariq took in the view, he noticed how one tower rose higher than all the rest, a bell tower with a green roof. He held his breath, captivated by wonder.


Ethrial was the city of Tariq’s dreams. The city he’d seen destroyed.
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Livia drummed her fingers upon the cracked leather cover of her book, reluctant to open it. She should be in the workshop – there was still so much to do before the carnival. She should not be sitting out in the courtyard of Wyvern House reading …fairy tales.


The Spiritstone Saga.


What was a book like that doing here, in the Guild of Artificers? They were scientists, not village minstrels. They earnt their keep by creating devices and wonderful, useful mechanisms that served Ethrial, that made it the greatest city in the world.


But Lady Fausta had thrust this book in her hands and told her …what was it?


To ‘keep an open mind’.


Livia pulled a somewhat bruised apple from Left-Hand-Side Pocket Three, took a big bite and opened the book cover.


She knew Lady Fausta was going to test her on this, so she better get it over and done with.


A crowd of other apprentices ran past, laughing, shoving, tripping over each other to get out. It was market day and they had coins to spend on cakes, sherbets or on any old junk they’d repair and sell on. One of the older apprentices, Claudia, pushed along a wheelbarrow of mechanical toys to sell. A silver-plated monkey sat on Claudia’s shoulder, banging a small drum. That was fine work.


Livia idly shook her Right-Hand-Side Pocket Two, and the few coins there tinkled against each other. She wanted to run off with them. By the time she finished the book, all the best cakes would be gone and she’d have to pick the stale, crumbly ones.


Just get it over and done with. Quickly.


Three spiritstones, created by the gods at the beginning of the world.


Who still believed this rubbish?


One, the World’s Egg. A great gemstone of multiple colours, given to the elemental lords of wind, water, earth and fire.


Two, the Crocodile’s Tear, given to the beast lords.


OK, she had to admire the artwork. Some ancient scribe had put in a lot of effort on the beast lords. Monkey kings dangled from trees, and the lion chiefs and glistening serpent sages all gathered with the other animals around a great stone embellished with obsidian powder. Still, it was a shame the scribe hadn’t used their talents in something useful, like technical drawings. Was there anything more beautiful than a perfectly scaled drawing of a mechanism? Each dimension marked exactly, every cog, piston and cylinder shown front, side and in section? Now that was true art.


Finally the Heart’s Desire, gifted to the mortal races: the humans, korrs and elves.


Most of the tales described it as a dazzling diamond, immense in size and filled with light from the realm of the gods themselves. Now wouldn’t that be a thing to see?


So there were three spiritstones. But what did they actually do?


She flicked through the book, chapters and chapters of stories, legends, fairy tales – but she wasn’t interested in those. Livia’s gaze fell upon the notes that had been added into the margins. Other members of the Guild had studied this book before. One word attracted her scientific eye.


Catalyst.


The word came up again and again.


A catalyst. A device or compound that caused change.


It seemed there were people, catalysts, who could use the spiritstones. She read about how such a person could change the weather using the World’s Egg. Then she saw a full page illustration of a seer commanding animals, even speaking to them, with the Crocodile’s Tear. A few pages later she flicked through a story of how a seer had understood the needs of an entire kingdom with the Heart’s Desire.


Fairy tales! Impossible! She really should get on—


The book was snatched right out of her hands. A boy waved it in the air, showing it off to his three mates. ‘What have you got here?’


Justin. Of course it would be Justin. ‘It’s a book. Something you wouldn’t be interested in. Give it back.’


He glanced at the cover, his eyes widening. ‘I don’t believe it. The Spiritstone Saga? Seriously? I thought you elves were cleverer than that. What next, Livia? Looking for fairies under the bed?’


‘Fairies don’t live under the bed. They live at the bottom of wells.’


‘I wouldn’t know,’ said Justin, sniffing loudly. ‘But then I’m a scientist.’


‘You have to keep an open mind,’ said Livia, not really believing it applied to myths about magic stones.


‘You’re blushing,’ said Justin. Then he tossed the book back and dashed off through the courtyard arch with his friends. ‘Last one pays for the cakes!’


‘Keep an open mind,’ Livia repeated to herself, testing the heat of her cheeks with the back of her hand. ‘Don’t think about the stalls selling fresh lemonade, or that mangoes are in season and apprentices get ten per cent off sherbets, or that cake stalls will be …’


She shoved the book away – into Left-Hand-Side Pocket Four – and raced off under the arch and out of Wyvern House.
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‘Tariq, you’re shaking.’


Tariq gripped the wall beside him, stopping himself from falling. ‘This is the city, Nani. I dreamt of people fleeing, then the wave came and washed them all away.’


Tariq took a deep breath, then looked again. The sea was still, the waves lapping against the beach where fishermen and sailors worked on repairing their boats and nets. People mingled cheerily upon the bridge that spanned the Grand Canal. Smoke rose from countless chimneys, sitting overhead like a sullen cloud. There was nothing to fear.


Yet.


‘We need to warn them, Nani.’


‘And tell them what? That they need to abandon their city? Their homes?’


‘We had to abandon ours!’ he snapped. ‘When they built that dam and the river rose and washed everything away. Our homes, our temples, everything.’


Nani touched his cheek gently. ‘They won’t listen. They won’t listen and they’ll blame you for frightening them. They’ll realise you’re a seer and …You’ll suffer, my darling. Everything is forewritten.’


Was she right? Tariq had tried to warn the apple seller and been ignored. ‘What’s the point of having this gift if you can’t use it to help?’


‘You’ll find a way.’ Then she peered up ahead. ‘What’s going on? Why aren’t we heading into the city?’


‘Malah is arguing with some fella. See? The one with the big feather in his hat.’


Malah and others of the clan were indeed arguing with Big Feather. Big Feather, though, had militia with him – gruff-looking men with spears. Big Feather waved them back. ‘You are not permitted to bring these … rotted-out tree trunks into our fair city! Only official boats and transport allowed!’


‘We are not leaving our boats!’ shouted Malah. Big Feather shrugged. ‘Then stay out here, for all I care.’


Leave their boats? How could they? Tariq put his palm protectively against the canoe’s hull.


Malah argued more, but Big Feather threatened him with his militia. Eventually Malah waded out and began dragging his own canoe out of the water. Others looked horrified, but eventually did the same.


‘We’re abandoning our boats?’ said Tariq.


‘We’re not abandoning them,’ muttered Malah as he slid his hand over the hull of his canoe. ‘I’ll find a way. We’ll have half the clan stay here while the rest of us look for work. It’s the only way.’


Another part of their lives having to be left behind. Tariq wondered if he could take much more. Surely there were other rivers they could have lived along? He gazed up at the high city walls, hating them.


Nani nudged him. ‘Come on. Give me your arm. I want to walk, instead of being carried in like a sack of cabbage.’


He nodded, took her arm and together they entered the river of people pouring into the city through the Lion’s Mouth.


The main gate had been sculpted in ages past to resemble a giant lion’s head, its jaws wide open as it hungrily devoured the endless supply of people. Tariq shivered as they passed under the great stone fangs, half expecting them to snap shut. Even Nani tightened her grip, and she wasn’t afraid of anything. Tariq elbowed his way through the crowd until a few moments later when they passed through the gullet of the lion and emerged into the city.


Ethrial, the capital of Osha.


‘Cool, fresh water! Straight from the mountains!’


‘Buy your silk here! Madam, what about a new dress?’


‘Mango sherbet! Discounts for apprentices!’


It must be market day. The colours dazzled Tariq. The Grand Canal split into four smaller canals, forming a moat around the main market square. Each canal was so full of boats you could walk across it without getting your feet wet. The boats were laden with … everything. More than everything, being offloaded to the sprawling cluster of stalls covering the square.


The square itself was covered by three huge canopies: one red, one blue, the last white to keep off the midday sun. The city folk, dressed in embroidered silk and linen, were bedecked in jewellery and had long feathers in their velvet caps. The stocky korrs wore gold rings in their beards and the elves had gemstones studded into their scabbards. Jugglers, dancers and acrobats entertained the crowd. A dog danced on its hind legs. Young boys and girls, their tunics emblazoned with guild badges, crowded around the cake and sherbet stalls. Everywhere Tariq looked there was some new marvel.


Nani tugged his elbow. ‘Stop gawking and find Malah! We don’t want … want …’


She gasped. She struggled for breath and then shook with a chest-cracking coughing fit. He helped her down on to the cobblestones, under the white canopy.


‘Nani?’ The air here was too stale and too full of strange smells for her fragile lungs. All it needed was a breeze to blow the dead air away.


A well sat in the centre of the marketplace, but the moment Tariq leaned over it he knew it was foul. The stench rising from below made his head spin. There was no way he was giving that to Nani, even though others were loading up their buckets. Maybe they were used to it?


Tariq looked around. Where was the …


‘Fresh water! Cool and sparkling and – hey!’


Tariq grabbed the water seller. ‘Give me a cup.’


The man snapped his fingers under Tariq’s nose.


‘Give me two pennies first.’


‘I don’t have two pennies! Can’t you see she can’t breathe? She needs water!’


‘And I need two pennies.’


Tariq snatched the flask off the man’s belt. He ignored his shouts and poured the water between Nani’s thin lips. She swallowed and, slowly, her shudders receded. But she looked terrible. She needed to rest. Where was Malah? Tariq looked up and—


‘Thief!’ yelled the water seller. ‘You all saw it! The mudder stole the flask right off me! Get the Silver Guard!’


What was he yammering about? Tariq held out the flask, but the merchant knocked it out of his hand. ‘It’s filthy now! No decent person will want to drink from that!’


Others gathered. Even a dog had stopped to watch. Tariq faced the growing crowd. Surely they’d understand? ‘She needed water! Where we come from no one would deny a stranger water!’


The three great canopies rippled and pulled at their ropes. The stall awnings flapped as a breeze swept across the square, growing stronger moment by moment. A man yelled as his velvet cap was blown off his head.


‘Then why don’t you go back there?’


‘Dirty mudder!’


The wind whistled along the narrow alleyways branching off from the square. The canal water, usually so still, surged and the boats bobbed and knocked against each other. A merchant lost his footing and fell into the canal with a cry and splash.


Nani coughed again. The water seller stared, horrified. ‘She’s got the Black Flux!’


People suddenly retreated, covering their mouths, but that didn’t stop the curses from pouring out. Each face was so full of rage.


All but one. A girl met Tariq’s gaze, her eyes soft and sympathetic. She was an elf and wore smart plain clothes with pockets everywhere. There was a badge – of a spanner and quill – upon her chest. Some guild apprentice, then.


Before she could say anything, the white canopy rippled like a stone-struck pond. The ropes, strung from the nearby posts, quivered and the crowd parted to the sound of armoured footsteps. Three of the Silver Guard entered the small circle. Two of the elves were tall, their hands resting comfortably upon their sword hilts. The third – younger and stockier – looked back and forth, his fingers twitching nervously.


He’s not an elf, thought Tariq. He’s a korr. That was unusual. Short and sturdy, korrs were traditionally masons and miners – this one certainly had fists chunky enough to smash rocks – but these days most worked as traders and artisans. He’d never heard of any but elves within the Silver Guard.


The canopy began to flap and pull against its knots.


The water seller barged forward. ‘He robbed me and she’s got the Black Flux. They shouldn’t even be in the city!’


Tariq faced the older elf. ‘We haven’t done anything wrong. My gran needed water.’


But the elf wasn’t interested. ‘Come with us. The old woman too.’


The water seller pushed his way in front of the three guards and gestured to the crowd. ‘Look at them! River clan or I’m a goblin’s grandad! Everyone knows they’ve got filthy habits, riddled with diseases!’


The elf turned to the shorter guard. ‘Artos, go round up the rest of the clan and bring them into custody.’


Why did no one listen? Was everyone in the city so cruel? All this over a drink of water!


The korrish guard grabbed Tariq’s wrist, his thick fingers locking in an iron grip. ‘Let’s go.’


Tariq’s head pounded. The pain was sharp, right at the base of his skull and stabbing straight through to behind his eyes. He felt tears swelling as he gritted his teeth to stop from crying out. This just wasn’t right. Why were they treating them like this?


The wind roared. The canopy billowed like a sail collecting wind. It swelled and the ropes began to fray. The flimsy wooden stalls shook and a couple of tables were blown over, scattering their goods in all directions. Hats went flying in the wind, and the gritty soot in the air stung the skin.


‘This isn’t right,’ Tariq groaned. ‘You can’t do this …’


The big canopy overhead suddenly ripped free. Not just free, but it then wrapped itself around the guards, the ropes whipping through the air and entangling them over and over again. The korrish guard let go of Tariq as he tried to wrestle out of the bindings even as they tightened. People panicked, crashing into each other, knocking over stalls. Wild winds circulated through the mob, blowing a few people into the canal. Boats crashed against the canal walls as the waters churned violently.


‘Nani! Nani!’ Tariq pulled at the canopy, trying to find her. ‘Nani!’


‘Run! Tariq! Run!’ Her muffled cry came from somewhere further under the flapping cloth. Tariq raised the sheet higher and—


Jerked back as a sword point hissed past, a centimetre from his neck. The korrish guard threw off the mass of ropes around him and prepared another swing.


Tariq dropped the canopy back down over his head. Then he dashed down alleyways, fighting the howling wind, along crooked streets while the clatter of armoured feet echoed from all around. He didn’t know which way to turn! There was no—


‘Here! This way!’


The elf, the girl with all the pockets, stood in a shadowy doorway, beckoning frantically.


There was no time to wonder why she was helping him. He just ran in through the door and she slammed it behind them.


Tariq didn’t know it then, but the decision to go through that door would change not only his life, but the lives of everyone in the world.
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