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For Reg and Lily where it all began




Meet the characters . . .
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Maia


‘Maia felt the song enter her bones.


She needed to run, to leap, to fly, to be free.


It was singing her name. “Sun Catcher.”’


Maia the flame-haired.


Maia the outsider.


Maia, the stolen princess.


Always an outsider, headstrong Maia longs for life outside the watery world of the Cliff Dwellers.


Frightened of the sea, she dreams of training a hunting eagle, but when she is named Sun Catcher she discovers her destiny lies in a distant land.
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Kodo


‘Above him the silk hung waiting.


Kodo grasped a strip, tearing it from the thorns.


The silk was shrieking, commanding him to free it . . .’


Dreamer, friend, thief.


Kodo the lizard boy, longs to leave the stilt village and his life as an untouchable. His friendship with Maia is forbidden. Valiant, loving and true of heart, yet vulnerable to the silk’s power he will lie, steal and betray to possess it.





[image: image]


Razek


‘She called me Storm Chaser.


Storm winds destroy the weed beds.


You are the storm I chased, Flame Head.


I can’t go back without you now.’


Razek the Storm Chaser, the arrogant weed-master.


Driven by his love-hate relationship with Maia, he first endangers her by bringing the Wulf-Kin to their village, then deserts his people to protect her.
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Tareth


‘A tall dark-haired figure swinging on crutches, as if blown by storm-winds.


A man with eyes of fire and an eagle feather in his hair.’


Tareth, a crippled weaver of the singing silk.


A warrior driven by his promise to protect Maia.


Maia calls him father, but is he?


His life is not his to give.


Long ago, the mysterious singing silk claimed him.
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Elin


‘A beautiful woman, with eyes like blue ice and red hair that tumbled down her shoulders.


She held herself like a queen, but her robes were worn, the fabric frayed.’


Magnificent. Dangerous.


Death Bringer.


Elin is ruthless in her desire to destroy her lost sister and claim the power of the sun-stone. Imperious and corrupt, she believes she can catch the power of the sun, only to find that some things burn even brighter than her hatred.
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Caspia


‘Caspia glanced at her, grinned and took hold of the sun-stone. Maia closed her eyes and waited for the scream and the smell of burning.


Nothing happened. She heard the Wulf-Kin exhale beside her, as if he too had feared for the girl.’


Caspia, the thought thief.


Raised as a pawn in her parents’ pursuit of power, spoiled, damaged Caspia is no puppet. As duplicitous and ambitious as her mother, she dreams that one day she will seize power, and bend Khandar to her cruel, childish will.




ONE


[image: image]


Var lay hidden in the grass. His black rat scrabbled from the back-sack and gnawed at the leather cords binding the running blades to the bag. Var hissed at him. The rat thought better of the delicacy and nibbled at the shoots of new grass. He was quite safe. The vulture wheeling on the high updrafts was hunting for bones.


Var watched the large group travelling slowly across the plain. Horses, goats, eagles, people. A boy rode far out on the left flank of the untidy procession. He cast his eagle into the sky. Its huge, bronze wings beat powerfully, black tips almost touching the top of the tall grasses, as it skimmed the plain and suddenly dropped. The vulture swooped lower. No pickings there. The eagle had its prey trapped beneath its claw and its carcass would be too small to tempt a bone-smashing vulture to linger. It flew off towards the distant city. The tribe was going there too. So was he. But first he had to meet the red-haired witch.


He reached for his back-sack. Tiki, his rat, was gnawing the leather thongs of the running blades again.


‘We must go too fast for you, little brother,’ Var muttered, scooping the rat into his tunic. It curled up against his stomach, wedged against the ridge of his belt, as he tied on his running blades and set off across the plain towards the Sun City.
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TWO
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Caspia heard the Wulf Kin following her. Good. They were loyal to her, though they had never bonded with her mother, Elin, the queen. They had always been her father’s creatures. Now they were hers and would help her to reach him in the Tower of Eagles, leaving the Queen to fight the imposter Sun Catcher, Maia. A weakling, who was afraid of her own power. Caspia had read her thoughts, had seen her doubts as the Wulf Kin had dragged her into the Sun Palace. She, Caspia, daughter of the Queen and Urteth, the Eagle Warrior, could have defeated her on her own. And what better way to prove that it was her destiny to become Sun Catcher? She would have enjoyed seeing Maia fall. She wondered whether Maia even had the courage to fight Elin, or whether she would meekly hand over the sun-stone.


Caspia remembered the moment when Maia had blocked her thought-stealing. The jolt of losing contact had been painful. She frowned, tempted, for a moment, to return to the solar. Perhaps her mother had underestimated her younger sister. But her mother had dismissed her.


Caspia swept out of the palace. She could hear chanting in the city below. The palace boys almost fell over themselves in their hurry to bring her black mare to the foot of the steps where the two Wulf Kin ponies stood, lathered in sweat. The Wulf Kin waited for her to mount, their great beasts, more bear than wolf, crouched beside them. Vultek stepped forward, cupping his furred hand, and tossed her into the padded saddle.


The young Wulf Kin had ambitions to inherit the place of Zartev, her father’s favourite. His thoughts were easy to read. Perhaps she would help him when Zartev became too weak to defend himself. But not yet. She pulled her foot free.


‘We ride to the Tower of Eagles,’ she said.


‘You don’t stay to see the sun-catch?’ he asked.


She wanted that above all else, but frowned down at him. ‘The Queen will catch the sun now she has the sun-stone,’ she said. ‘We go to Urteth.’


She rode away from the Sun Palace and the slender obelisk of the Catching stone, pointing like a finger to the sky, and into the square, sweeping past several riders. A dark-haired boy caught her gaze. He was wide-eyed, fizzing with excitement. Caspia felt the shock as their gazes locked and she looked straight into his thoughts. They tumbled pell-mell into her head, almost knocking her from the saddle with their colour and strength. Images of vast tracts of water, a boat, lizards, herself. No, not her. Someone who looked like her.


She turned in the saddle, prolonging the bond. In his thoughts she felt the thirst for a fight, the thrill of a mad pony ride and, hidden deep, caught in a net of lies, a secret. A silk secret. One of the Wulf Kin yelled and the contact between the boy and herself snapped.


Her back stiff, her gaze fixed on the flicking ears of her mare, she trotted along a maze of twisting lanes, through jumbled shacks, and emerged into the colour, smells and noise of a market.


Crowds scattered. A dyer’s stall, festooned with hanks of brilliant yarn and banners of cloth, was knocked flying. A black-and-white mongrel wriggled from the wreckage, snapping at the ponies’ hooves as they trampled the bright cloth. The merchant’s shout died in his throat as he saw her. Vultek cursed as his pony stumbled. Caspia laughed and rode on through the chaos until they were through the vast city gates and onto the greening plain. She reined her horse in.


She thought of the boy. She was sure she had heard silk. But the whisper had been faint. She must have been mistaken. Only Elin still had silk. The rest had been lost, burned in a fire when all but one of her mother’s sisters had died. The moth-garden had been torched and the moths had perished. The silk Weaver, Tareth, had vanished despite her father and mother’s attempts to find him. Despite the Wulf Kin trackers with their wulfen.


Elin’s anger and the tale of Tareth’s treachery, his disappearance with the sun-stone and a child, had threaded the songs and stories of her childhood. She knew the tale well, knew how serious the loss of the silk had been. It had signalled the end of everything they’d known. How could this stranger, a boy, be hiding thoughts of silk?


Vultek’s pony bumped against hers. His wulfen howled. Caspia felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. The Wulf Kin swung from his pony and knelt, pressing his ear to the ground.


‘Something comes. Many footfalls. Horses.’


Caspia stood in her stirrups, shading her eyes, looking across the plains.


She saw nothing. Closing her eyes, she cast the catching net of her thoughts wide, probing the emptiness. Nothing. Whatever Vultek could hear was too far off. She squinted at the sky. Glimpsed the speck of a distant, soaring bird hunting above the plains.


‘Traders?’ She knew that, now the wolf-walk snow was melting, supplies would flow to and from the city as the frozen trade routes opened again. ‘Herders? Bringing beasts for slaughter?’


Vultek rose to his feet. ‘Slow-moving,’ he said.


‘Then we go to Urteth,’ decided Caspia and, without waiting for him to mount, urged her horse into a canter.
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A figure rose like a shadow from the grass. Caspia’s horse shied, almost unseating her. By the time she had regained control, the Wulf Kin had flung themselves from their ponies and were attempting to wrestle the tall figure to the ground. He eluded them and with a leap straddled Caspia’s black mare, a knife held against her throat.


‘Call off your beasts!’ Var demanded. ‘I came as summoned. I seek the red witch who calls herself Queen. Are you she?’


Caspia watched Vultek assess the threat. Choose not to attack the assassin. As the stranger’s knife pressed into her neck she decided that she would make Vultek pay for that.


‘I am Caspia, the Queen’s daughter.’ She was pleased that her voice was strong, contemptuous. ‘Who dares call my mother the red witch?’ She raised her hand to push the blade aside and gasped as it slit the skin of her fingers. Beads of blood oozed from the cut and dripped onto the horse’s mane.


She tried to twist around, but he was swift, dragging her from her horse, clamping her wrist, keeping her at his side. From the corner of her eye, Caspia saw a large black rat scurry across her saddle and burrow into her mare’s mane, reappearing between its ears. It planted its paws firmly and, leaning forward, nibbled the horse’s forelock. Her horse snorted with fright and to Caspia’s amazement slowly bowed its head and dropped to its knees.


‘Who are you?’ she demanded.


Satisfied that neither horse nor rider could flee, Var released his grip but continued to watch Vultek.


‘Var,’ he said. He pointed his knife at the Wulf Kin. ‘He is angry. Does he do as you bid?’


‘Of course.’


‘Do you trust him?’


Caspia hesitated for a heartbeat. ‘Of course,’ she repeated.


Var sheathed his knife. ‘Then tell him to wait where he cannot hear what he need not know. And quickly – unless you want this meeting known by those who cross the plains behind me.’


Caspia hitched up her skirt and strode away from her Wulf Kin escort. She spun round. The boy was right behind her, balancing delicately on strange wood and metal blades that made him taller than she was. He must move more quietly than the shadows, she thought. The black rat sat on his shoulder. Its beady eyes watched her closely, as did the bright, golden eyes of its master. Eyes like a bird of prey.


‘Who are you?’ she demanded again. ‘What d’you want? Who is following you across the plain?’


‘Not following. They make their own way. I passed them at sun-wake. Men and women with eagles. Children. Riders and herders.’ He gestured towards the Sun City. ‘I will enter the city with them and find the Queen.’


‘Why?’


Var shrugged. ‘To kill as the red witch wishes.’


‘Who?’


When he remained silent Caspia’s anger spilled over. ‘I am the Queen’s daughter. She has no secrets from me. Tell me. Who have you come to kill?’


Var was unmoved by her anger. ‘If you, with your hair like fire, are daughter of the red witch, then you already know why I’ve come.’ He reached to stroke the rat, picked him from his shoulder and tucked him into his tunic.


Caspia glared at him, but his golden eyes were a wall blocking the way to his thoughts. She clenched her fists. She would not fail. She would steal his thoughts. He smiled, blocking her probing. Caspia looked away. And suddenly knew that she didn’t need to read his thoughts because she did indeed understand her mother.


‘You have to kill the girl who claims to be the Sun Catcher. The queen wants her dead.’


Var did not betray even by a flicker that she had guessed the truth.


‘Once she has the sun-stone, the Queen will not need the girl.’ Caspia watched Var closely. ‘Although she is her sister, she wants her dead. The last sister to die,’ she said. She noticed his slight reaction. ‘You are young for this work,’ she challenged.


Var was amused. He couldn’t remember when he had felt young. Perhaps it had been before the Finder had found him, a small child alone in the Hidden, separated from his pack in the barren land. The Finder had taught him everything. There had been no time to be young. He studied her. She was no older than he was.


‘As are you,’ he replied.


Caspia laughed. ‘And when you have killed her, if you find that she has silk, bring it to me, not to the Queen. The Queen desires her death. I am tasked with looking for stolen silk and a story-coat. The girl may have brought it with her. Find the Tower of Eagles. Bring it. I will pay you well.’ She held out her cut hand. ‘My blood on it. Serve me and my father, Urteth.’


Var felt the rat nosing restlessly against his stomach. He didn’t trust her. The girl’s eyes were compelling. He felt her try to read his thoughts again and swallowed a snort of silent laughter as she failed. Despite himself he admired her audacity for trying even as his mind snapped shut like the secret catches on the Finder’s box. The thought of the reward that she promised tempted him. The red witch queen had promised to pay well too. He pulled out his knife and let a drop of her blood drip onto the tip of the blade.


‘A life. And silk,’ he agreed.


‘You will find her in the Sun Palace. Her name is Maia,’ said Caspia.
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THREE
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Maia sat sewing, aware but apart from the bustle around her. The old silk in her hands whispered. She tried not to listen to the voices but sometimes a picture drifted into her mind. Then she had to watch as one of her sisters walked unknowingly to her doom, hear her shriek as Elin locked her away forever. It was a relief when the whispers became smoke and the picture dissolved, even though she knew that the smoke was from the flames that had roared through the palace. A fire that had sent Tareth running, the baby, Maia, in his arms. Fleeing with the sun-stone and moon-moth cocoons. There were no cries in the smoke picture. No writhing figures. No night-wake waiting to visit her as she tried to sleep.


Maia tugged a fine thread through the silk, carefully stitching the last patch onto Elin’s robe, and stabbed her finger with the fishbone needle. She sucked at the bead of blood. Each of the four patches torn from the story-coat had whispered the name of a sister, had started to murmur its own song. Xania whispered in the silk. She had come too late to save her sisters, but she had saved their song.


Maia had wanted to stuff her ears with beeswax so that she wouldn’t hear. She had always done that when she had to visit the moth-garden hidden above her home in the Cliff Village. It was dangerous to spend too long listening to silk whispers.


Tareth had not wanted her to touch the silk patches. He hadn’t wanted her to hear the death songs. But there was no one else to sew the silk to Elin’s gown. No one who could bear the burden of the sisters’ songs. Only Tareth, who had once woven the silk and now sat tethered to a strap loom, desperately weaving the last of the silk threads into eye-pieces for the sun-helmet. This silk was not old and tainted: it had come from threads the Warrior Women had unbound from the plaits attached to their bows, threads found by Kodo wrapped around the huge bronze wheels in the message tower, silk teased from the fraying hem of Xania’s story-coat. He must finish before sun-wake when Maia would put on the helmet and the silk and catch the sun. If he didn’t, she would have to face the sun’s glare, her eyes unprotected. She would be blinded as the Watcher had predicted when she had named her Sun Catcher.


Maia glanced at Elin. She sat, stripped of her gown, wrapped in Tareth’s salt-stained cloak, regal despite the travel-worn cloth and the circle of silent Warrior Women guarding her. Maia tied the final knot.


‘Will it sing to her? Will she hear her sisters’ torment?’ Yanna asked, standing beside her, as if to help her with the burden of sewing the silk.


Maia cut the thread and slid the flint flake back into her belt pouch.


‘I don’t know.’ She smoothed the patches, her fingers barely skimming the silk as she bid it farewell. It lay silent under her hand. Unless their song was woven among the other threads and stories in Xania’s story-coat she would never hear their voices. She was glad she wouldn’t have to listen again to their passing.


‘Elin fears that it will,’ she added. ‘And because she does, she will hear the voices.’


Yanna nodded. She tossed the gown to Elin.


Elin pulled it on. Defiantly she glared at Maia and smoothed her hands across the patches. Her face contracted. She was not as immune as she would have everyone believe.


For a moment Maia regretted sentencing Elin to a life of whispering and bitter memories. But Elin had killed her sisters.


Yanna took the fishbone needle from Maia’s hand and pinned it inside the pouch on her belt. ‘It is well done, Sun Catcher.’ She glanced at Elin. ‘A fate better than death. She will remember and regret for all of her to-comes.’


Elin rose to her feet. The Warrior Women moved forward, tightening the ring around her, afraid she might spring free. ‘What is there to regret, archer? I was betrayed by my sisters, by the Story Singer, by the weaver thief.’ She pointed at Tareth. ‘He stole the sun-stone. I was born to be Queen. I did what a queen must to rule this land. He is the one you should judge and punish. He stole the sun-stone and left the sun unharnessed.’


‘And kept the Sun Catcher safe from you and sent her back to us,’ retorted Yanna.


‘My daughter, Caspia, is the true Sun Catcher. The stone is hers. She will return to claim it and punish you for your treachery. The upstart will not save you.’ She glared at Maia, her eyes like fire. ‘Nor a lame weaver. And Urteth’s Wulf Kin will rid Altara of your archers. He will burn the place to the ground. Your memory will be lost in the ashes.’


‘Take her away,’ said Yanna. ‘I am weary of her. Let her sit alone in the darkness and listen to the silk.’


The noise of her departure woke Kodo, who had been dozing by the fire. He yawned and stretched. ‘Is it time?’


‘Not yet.’


‘I’m hungry.’ Kodo scratched his head until his hair stood on end like a dark raised lizard’s crest.


Razek, lingering in the shadows beyond the fire, laughed. ‘You are always hungry, lizard boy.’


‘Trader,’ Kodo corrected him.


‘Lizard boy trader,’ mocked Razek.


‘Eat!’ Zena flipped a flatbread from her blackened pan onto the pile she had made and set by the fire. ‘We must go down to the Stone Court now. Otherwise there will be no place for us. Everyone will be there to see the Sun Catcher.’


Maia’s stomach roiled. The smell of the warm baking bread suddenly making her feel sick.


Zena gave Kodo several flatbreads. ‘To take. We will have to wait for the sun. You will be hungry again.’ She watched as Razek left the shadows to help himself to food. He frightened her still, this strange, silent friend of her Sun Lady. She couldn’t decide if Maia was pleased to see him. He had followed her across the Vast and haunted Altara until he had forced his way into the warrior’s holdfast to find Maia and had been banished by Yanna. Maia had told him to return home. Razek had not listened. Didn’t he understand that what the Sun Catcher commands must happen?


Razek glanced at Maia. ‘We must wait in the Stone Court?’ he asked.


Maia nodded. ‘And don’t look up when the sun comes,’ she said. ‘You must cover your eyes against the light.’


Kodo tucked flatbreads inside his tunic, reached for another and chewed it hungrily. He grinned at Maia. ‘We’ll find a good place and watch until we have to hide our eyes when the sun falls into your hands and you catch it like a honeycomb in the bee cave.’


Maia swallowed. ‘And hope it won’t sting like the Watcher’s bees.’


Kodo’s grin grew wider, although that shouldn’t have been possible, thought Maia. He was trying to cheer her up, to give her courage.


‘It will be a good sun-catch,’ he encouraged her.


‘A good sun-catch,’ echoed Razek, and if he looked stern it was only because he had wanted to be the first to wish her well.


‘Many, many people have come to see you, Sun Lady,’ said Zena.


Kodo held out his hand. ‘Come with us. You’re too small to fight your way through the crowds.’


‘You’re not much bigger,’ said Razek. He flicked his fingers in farewell to Maia. ‘Come if you are coming,’ he called over his shoulder as he strode from the hall. ‘I will protect you from harm, little Lizard Keeper.’


Kodo rolled his eyes.


‘If we don’t go with him, he will get lost. Razek is not used to a city. He is from the weed beds. He lives in a cave. Whereas I have seen many places. I have sailed far on a trader ship. I could tell you many tales. Trader Bron, he is master of the ship . . . he saw me on my lizard swimming out to his boat and . . .’


With Zena trotting beside him Kodo skirted the fire and vanished into the darkness. Maia could hear him chattering still as he left the hall. The fire seemed a less comforting place with her friends gone.


Tareth, sensing her disquiet, looked up from the loom.


‘It is not too late, Maia,’ he said.


Maia heard Yanna’s intake of breath. Felt her silent protest. Yanna had already told her what her destiny must be, as had her sister, Xania, while they crossed the Vast.


‘You don’t have to do this,’ Tareth told her again. But his hands did not stop tossing the shuttle through the warp and beating the new line of thread tight against the rest of the precious silk in his frantic haste to weave the eye-pieces for the sun-helmet.


Maia thought of the Vast, of Xania dying from Wulf Kin poison, determined that Maia should reach the Warrior Women. She remembered the unquestioning loyalty of Yanna as she had taught her to be a warrior and taken her to the lake cave in the mountains to seek the hidden sun-stone. She thought of Nefrar, Yanna’s cheetah, who had pulled her from the water in the underground cave and become her shadow. Even now he stretched by her feet, the tip of his twitching tail almost in the ashes as he soaked up the heat. So many had helped her. The Eagle People had ridden to escort her into the Sun City. Tareth and Kodo and Razek had followed her. She thought about Elin. She thought about catching the sun to put an end to the long cold. She was afraid.
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FOUR
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Razek shouldered his way through the shifting crowds. He bumped into a large man in an embroidered cloak, bounced off him and was aware of hawk-sharp eyes before they were swept apart and Zena was torn from Kodo’s grip.


‘Razek,’ shouted Kodo.


Razek turned, saw Kodo’s frantic wave and grabbed Zena as she was tumbled past.


‘Careful, little lapran, or you’ll be swallowed whole. Then who will guard Maia? And run with tales to Yanna?’


She hung onto his tunic, as he set her on her feet.


‘And if you had not been banished you wouldn’t have been in time to find the Sun Lady and see her catch the sun,’ Zena said boldly. ‘You would still be in Altara with your face always like a storm.’


Kodo laughed. ‘Razek has to make the weed boys do as he says so he rages at them like a storm when they are slow and lazy. He’s a Storm Chaser.’


‘Much you know about it, lizard boy,’ retorted Razek. ‘And I didn’t give you the right to use that name!’


Kodo whistled. ‘The Watcher named you Storm Chaser?’


Zena gazed at Razek. He was frowning, his face as black as thunderclouds. He looked like a Storm Chaser. ‘A good name.’


Razek shrugged. ‘I didn’t take the name. I am the Weed Master.’


‘No weed here for you to master,’ teased Kodo.


Zena looked from Razek to Kodo, only half-understanding the trouble between them. They were both Maia’s friends but they didn’t like each other.


Kodo punched Razek on the arm. ‘But it was good to fight beside a fierce Storm Chaser in the palace garden.’


‘It was a good fight,’ Razek agreed. ‘We fought well.’


‘So did Maia,’ said Kodo.


‘She was always fighting with the weed boys,’ said Razek. He followed Kodo’s gaze to the Sun Palace. ‘She was . . . is strong.’


Zena nodded enthusiastically. ‘She will save us.’


‘Save us?’ A thin boy, his skin burned by countless desert winds, his leather tunic oiled and supple, was listening to them. A black rat nibbled the rag ends of his long hair which was carelessly caught at the base of his neck.


Zena held out her finger. The rat sniffed at it. Zena scratched between its ears. ‘She will end the dark,’ she said proudly. ‘What’s his name?’


‘Tiki,’ said the boy, lifting the rat from his shoulder and settling him on Zena’s palm. ‘And how will she do that?’


‘She will wear the silk and catch the sun,’ said Zena. She fumbled in her sleeve and drew out a flatbread, offering a corner to the rat. ‘She came from a far place to find the lost sun-stone and bring it here.’


Kodo was looking as if he thought it a waste to feed flatbread to a rat. ‘Come on, let’s find a place at the front where we can see.’ He could see men and women in faded cloaks of saffron cloth and carrying huge curling bronze horns make their way to the sides of the square. ‘It will start soon.’


Zena handed the rat back to the boy. The rat, thinking his flatbread was being stolen, bit her. Zena squealed. The rat leapt from the boy’s hand, picked up the bread and scuttled into the crowd.


‘You’ve lost him,’ said Razek.


The boy hitched his back-sack more securely over his shoulder. ‘He’ll find me again when he’s eaten.’


Razek, intrigued by the sight of two strange curved sticks hanging from the sack, watched him go. And lost sight of him instantly. He blinked. The boy had slithered away like an eel’s shadow slipping among seaweed fronds. It was as if he’d never been there.


‘Did you see that?’ he asked Kodo.


‘Does it hurt?’ Kodo was asking Zena as she sucked the small puncture marks on her hand. ‘Why did it bite you?’ He shuddered. ‘Never trust rats. The lizards hate ’em. They burrow into the hatching pen. And when we bring the eggs back from the lizard scrape they eat the eggs . . . and even the hatchlings.’


‘Did you see how he slid away?’ demanded Razek. ‘Did you see his sticks? Were they hunting sticks? Throwing sticks?’ He gazed across the crowd. He could see no sign of the boy but, like Kodo, noticed the horn bearers. They stood facing the Sun Palace. They were wearing tall hats with eyeless masks painted with swirls of gold, red and white.


The rising sun warmed Razek’s shoulders. The light changed. The gloom of the square brightened, became tinged with pink. Beside him, Zena twisted to watch the light.


‘Wait. Watch Maia. Don’t look at the sun,’ said Razek.


‘The Catcher comes!’


‘She greets the sun,’ called another. And pitched full length on the ground, hiding his face in his arms.


It was as if this was a signal. Everyone was falling; tumbling like the giant kelp cut from its holdfast. Razek saw the tiny figure of Maia in the glinting, golden helmet high above him. Saw stars gleam about her as the light touched the crystals sewn across the story-coat.


Her hands were moving.


Razek buried his face in his arms. But even through flesh and cloth Razek saw the blaze as the sun fell on his back and the bronze horns roared their greeting. The wave of sound and light bounced around the square, pinning the crowds to the ground. Razek felt as if he was dissolving in light. Warmth washed over him. He tried to look up to see Maia somewhere at the brilliant epicentre of heat and golden sound but he couldn’t move.


Then it was over. The horns fell silent. The crowd drew breath, stirred, dared to believe. Then a murmur began and swelled to a roar. A roar which the horns picked up and tossed joyfully around the Stone Court in a bright waterfall of sound.


‘Sun Catcher! Sun Catcher! Sun Catcher!’


The crowd rose to their feet, pointing at the shining stone. At the giant, stone-locked crystals throwing light across the Sun Palace and out across the hillside.


‘Sun Catcher!’
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FIVE
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Maia padded barefoot through the great hall. The fires had collapsed into heaps of white ash studded with glowing embers. A boy was feeding sticks into one of the mounds. He blew into the slumbering fire, sending puffs of ash in the air as the new flames crackled round the kindling. Grabbing an animal-skin bag, he used the bellows to fan the flames.


Maia wondered if he would be in trouble for letting the new Solstice fire die. Was the fire that had taken so much effort to catch so unimportant that it could be left untended? She had had to carry the Solstice flame into the hall to set the new fires alight. A fire born by her catching the sun.


She rubbed her eyes and the boy and the fire wavered in the grey light as if she was underwater. Her eyes hurt. But she wasn’t blind. The Watcher’s words were not true, then. Catching the sun had not darkened her sight. Her eyes were clouded as they had been after the first time she had caught and used fire to kill the wulfen and save Kodo. The Watcher had used eyebright. There might be gardens in the palace or the city where it grew. Kodo had promised that he would hunt for a cure for sun-blindness. Perhaps that was where he was even now.


‘Eyebright,’ she croaked. Her voice seemed to have been crisped by the sun. ‘Where can I find eyebright?’


Aware for the first time that he was not alone in the cold hall, the boy almost fell into the fire. ‘Lady,’ he stuttered. He scurried backwards on all fours and disappeared.


Maia stared after him. Had he heard what she had asked? She rubbed her eyes again. Maybe he had gone to find eyebright, she thought hopefully. There was no one else to ask. The palace seemed deserted. The night-wake which had sent her tumbling panic-stricken from her sleep platform had obviously not visited anyone else. She hadn’t woken Zena, who had insisted on sleeping beside her. Now she wished she had. Zena would have brought her chay and flatbreads and chatter to chase away the night terrors.


As she continued across the hall, Maia heard furtive sounds behind her. The palace boy was creeping back to tend the fire. He froze as she turned to look at him as if they were playing the childhood game of stalking a sleeping wolf. She moved on and heard him creep forward.


Not everyone was asleep. Elin was sitting in the dead moth-garden. Her fingers were tugging at the silk patches on her gown, then stroking the twigs of the thorn bushes.


‘Dead,’ she muttered. ‘All dead.’ She saw Maia hesitating at the edge of the garden. ‘Except you, sister.’


Maia flinched from her venom.


‘And you’ll soon join them,’ threatened Elin. ‘You won’t see another sun-catch. Caspia will be Sun Catcher.’


Caspia was welcome to the dizziness, the headache and the risk of blindness, thought Maia. ‘I never desired to be Sun Catcher,’ she protested. ‘I had no choice.’


‘I have summoned your death,’ hissed Elin. ‘As I summoned theirs!’ She moaned and wound her arms about herself as the voices in her head screamed. ‘I desired it,’ she whispered to her unseen sisters. ‘The fire took you. But I wished it. I wished you dead.’


Maia fled. She didn’t belong in the Sun City, but nor had she belonged in the weed beds. Not like Razek, who must already be planning to return to the cliff-tops. He might even go with Kodo when the trader ship set sail. She would be alone. Alone except for Tareth, the raving Elin and terrified palace boys.


She would find Tareth. Perhaps he would send Elin away. And agree to her plan to find an eagle. An eagle would help her to see. Its far sight would become hers. If the sun-dazzle lasted, it would not matter so much. And she would belong in this Land of Eagles if she had an eagle.


Tareth was propped in a fur-lined chair, drinking chay. He looked weary. As Maia entered he was stroking the eagle feather hanging in his hair. She knew that he still missed Magnus, his sea-eagle. There was a stranger with him, bearded and as plump as a breeding seal, his blubber not diminished by his huge height or hidden by his decorated tunic. His boots were embellished with stitching and appliquéd designs, circle and crosses and a strange winged bird. Even with her hazy vision she could see that they were beautiful. He was a man who thought highly of himself.


Maia took an instinctive dislike to him.


‘Sun’s greetings, Maia. This is Azbarak. Keeper of the palace stores. He has been telling me that the city granaries are nearly empty.’


Azbarak flicked his fingers in a greeting and lowered his head so that his eyes did not meet hers. Before his gaze slid away Maia saw his expression and the quick crossing and uncrossing of his fingers. This man was almost as wary of her as the palace boy had been.


She nodded. ‘What must we do?’


‘We will take the new crops that will grow now that the Sun Catcher has warmed the land and replenish the granaries.’


‘Take?’ frowned Tareth at him. ‘The Sun City always had its own fields and grew enough to feed the city. They traded for more if needed.’
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