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 THE LAST STORMLORD

“It’s comin’!”

Mica stood up and looked down the wash. He could see over the settle to where the riverbed cut north through the plains. “There’s nothin’ there.” He glanced at his brother where he sat in misery, holding his head in his hands. “Shale, there really isn’t.” But even as he said the words, he gave an uneasy glance back up the wash.

Beside him, Shale struggled to stand up. His fear vanished, swamped in the excitement of feeling the power of water on the move. The water in his blood stirred in joyous response; his heart raced. “Listen,” he said, and cocked his head to hear better. “I tole you so!”

Mica listened, then squinted against the light to look up the wash. His eyes went wide with horror.

The rush shot down the riverbed, filling it from side to side, riding up the banks on the curves and sloshing back down again. The front was a roaring brown monster topped with a ragged curl of foam. It consumed the gully, blasted it with sound that was at once familiar and exhilarating. The feral rage of water on the move. Life and death inextricably mixed.

Too late, the settle heard.
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 PART ONE

 Prisons without Walls




 1

Scarpen Quarter
 Scarcleft City
 Opal’s Snuggery, Level 32

 



It was the last night of her childhood.

Terelle, unknowing, thought it just another busy evening in Opal’s Snuggery, crowded and noisy and hot. Rooms were hazed with the fumes from the keproot pipes of the addicted and fuggy with the smell of the resins smouldering in the censers. Smoky blue tendrils curled through the archways, encouraging a lively lack of restraint as they drifted through the air.

Everything as usual.

Terelle’s job was to collect the dirty plates and mugs and return them to the kitchen, in an endless round from sunset until the dark dissolved under the first cold fingering of a desert dawn.

Her desire was to be unnoticed at the task.

Her dream was to escape her future as one of Madam Opal’s girls.

Once she’d thought the snuggery a happy place, the outer courtyard always alive with boisterous chatter and laughter as friends met on entry, the reception rooms bustling with servants fetching food from the kitchens or amber from the barrels in the cellar, the stairs cluttered with handmaidens  as they giggled and flirted and smiled, arm in arm with their clients. She’d thought the snuggery’s inhabitants lived each night adrift on laughter and joy and friendship. But she had only been seven then, and newly purchased. She was twelve now, old enough to realise the laughter and the smiles and the banter were part of a larger game, and what underlay it was much sadder. She still didn’t understand everything, not really, even though she knew now what went on between the customers and women like her half-sister, Vivie, in the upstairs rooms.

She knew enough to see the joy was a sham.

She knew enough to know she didn’t want any part of it.

And so she scurried through the reception rooms with her laden tray, hugging the walls on her way to the kitchen. A drab girl with brown tunic, brown skin, brown hair so dark it had the rich depth of rubies, a timid pebblemouse on its way back to its lair with a pouch-load of detritus to pile around its burrow entrance, hoping to keep a hostile world at bay. She kept her gaze downcast, instinctively aware that her eyes, green and intelligent, told another story.

The hours blurred into one another. Laughter devoid of subtlety drowned out the lute player’s strumming; vulgar banter suffocated the soft-sung words of love. As the night wore on, Scarcleft society lost its refinement just as surely as the desert night lost its chill in the packed reception rooms.

Out of the corner of her eye, Terelle noted Vivie flirting with one of the younger customers. The man had a sweet smile, but he was no more than an itinerant seller of scent, a street peddler. Madam Opal wanted Vivie to pay attention to Kade the waterlender instead, Kade who was fat and had hair growing out of his nose. He’d come all the way downhill from the twentieth level of the city because he fancied the Gibber woman he knew as Viviandra.

Behind the peddler’s slender back, Terelle made a face at  Vivie to convey her opinion of her sister’s folly with him, then scurried on.

Back in the main reception room a few moments later, she heard nervous laughter at one of the tables. A man was drunk and he’d lost some sort of wager. He wasn’t happy and his raised voice had a mean edge to it.


Trouble, she thought. Rosscar, the oil merchant’s son. His temper was well known in the snuggery. He was jabbing stiffened fingertips at the shoulder of one of his companions. As she gathered mugs onto her tray, Terelle overheard his angry accusation: “You squeezed the beetle too hard!” He waved his mug under the winner’s nose and slopped amber everywhere. “Cheat, you are, Merch Putter—”

Hurriedly one of the handmaidens stepped in and led him away, giggling and stroking his arm.


Poor Diomie, Terelle thought as she wiped the stickiness of the alcohol from the agate inlay of the stone floor. He’ll take it out on her. And all over a silly wager on how high a click beetle can jump. As she rose wearily to her feet, her gaze met the intense stare of a Scarperman. He sat alone, a hungry-eyed, hawk-nosed man dressed in a blue tunic embroidered with the badge of the pedemen’s guild.

“This is empty,” he growled at her, indicating the brass censer in the corner of the room. “Get some more resin for it, girl, and sharp about it. You shouldn’t need to be told.”

She ducked her head so that her hair fell across her face and mumbled an apology. Using her laden tray as a buffer, she headed once more for the safety of the kitchens, thinking she could feel those predatory eyes sliding across her back as she went. She didn’t return to replenish the censer; she sent one of the kitchen boys instead.

Half the run of a sandglass later, she saw Vivie and Kade the fat waterlender heading upstairs, Madam Opal nodding her approval as she watched. The sweet-smiling, sweet-smelling  peddler was nowhere in evidence. Terelle snorted. Vivie had sand for brains if she’d thought Opal would allow her to dally with a scent seller when there was a waterlending upleveller around. A waterlender, any waterlender, was richer than Terelle could even begin to imagine, and there was nothing Opal liked better than a rich customer.

Terelle stacked another tray and hurried on.

Some time later the bell in Viviandra’s room was ringing down in the kitchen, and Madam Opal sent Terelle up to see what was needed. When she entered the bedroom, Vivie was reclining on her divan, still dressed. The waterlender was not there.

“Where’s the merch?” Terelle asked.

“In the water-room,” Vivie said and giggled. “Sick as a sand-flea that’s lost its pede. Drank too much, I suspect. I was bored, so I rang down to the kitchen. Now you can have a rest, too.” She patted the divan and flicked her long black hair over her shoulder. “And Kade’s not a merchant, you know. He lends people water tokens. Which means you should address him as Broker Kade. Terelle, you have to learn that sort of thing. It’s important. Keeps the customers happy.”

“Vivie, if Opal catches us doing nothing, she’ll be spitting sparks.”

“Don’t call me Vivie! You know I hate it. It’s not a proper name for a Scarpen snuggery girl.”

“It’s your name. And you’re not Scarpen. You’re Gibber, like me.”

“Not any more. Opal’s right when she says ‘Viviandra’ has class and ‘Vivie’ doesn’t. And why shouldn’t we be lazy occasionally? I deserve a rest! You think it’s easy pandering to the tastes of the men who come here? You’ll find out when your turn comes.”

“I’m not going to be a handmaiden,” Terelle said. “I’m going to be an arta. A dancer, like the great Arta Amethyst.  In fact, I am going to be greater than Amethyst.” To demonstrate her skill, she bounced to her feet, undulated her hips in a slow figure of eight and then did the splits.

Vivie groaned. “You are such a child! You won’t have any choice in the matter, you know. Why in all the Sweepings do you think Madam Opal paid Pa for the two of us? So as you could be a dancer? Not weeping likely!”

All hope vanished as Terelle glimpsed the darkness of her future, crouching in wait just around a corner not too far away. “Oh, Vivie! What sort of handmaiden would I make? Look at me!”

She hadn’t meant to be literal, but Vivie sat up and ran a critical gaze over her. “Well,” she said, “it’s true that you’re nothing much to look at right now. But you’re only twelve. That will change. Look at how scrawny Diomie was when she first came! And now . . .” She sketched curves with her hands. “That jeweller from Level Nine called her luscious last night. A plum for the picking, he said.”

“Even if I burst out of my dresses like Diomie, my face will still be the same,” Terelle pointed out. “I think I have nice eyes, but Madam Opal says green is unnatural. And my skin’s too brown, even browner than yours. And my hair’s too straight and ordinary, not wavy and black like yours. No load of powder and paint is going to change any of that.” She was not particularly upset at the thought. “I can dance, though. Or so everyone says. Besides, I don’t want to be a whore.”

“Opal will stick a pin in your backside if you use that word around here. Whores sell their bodies on the street for water. We are trained snuggery handmaidens. We are Opal’s girls. We do much more than - well, much more than whores do. We are, um, companions. We speak prettily, and tell stories and sing and recite and dance, and we listen to the men as though they are the wisest sages in the city. We entertain and make them laugh. Do it properly, like I do, and no one cares  if we don’t have fair skin and blue eyes and straw hair like Scarpen Quarter folk.”

“Opal says I’m the best fan dancer she’s seen for my age.”

“Maybe, but she can’t teach you, not properly, you know that. You’d have to go to a professional dancer for lessons, and that’d cost tokens we don’t have. Opal’s not going to pay for it. She doesn’t want a dancer, or a musician, or a singer - she just wants handmaidens who can also dance and sing and play the lute. There’s a difference. Forget it, Terelle. It’s not going to happen. When your bleeding starts, the law says you are old enough to be a handmaiden and Opal will make sure that’s what happens.”

Terelle lifted her chin. “I won’t be a whore, Vivie. I won’t.”

“Don’t say things like that, or Opal will throw you out.”

“I wish she would. Ouch!”

Vivie, irritated, had leaned across and yanked a lock of her hair. “Terelle, she’s given you water for more than five whole years, just on the strength of what you will become after your bleeding starts. You know that. Not to mention what she paid Pa. She invested in you. She will spit more than sparks if she thinks she’s not going to get a return on her investment. She won’t let you get away with it. Anyway, it’s not such a bad life, not really.”

But the crouching shape of her unwanted future grew in Terelle’s mind. “It’s - it’s horrible! Like slavery. And even barbarian Reduners don’t own slaves any more. We were sold, Vivie. Pa sold us to those men knowing we would end up in a brothel.” The bitterness spilled over into her voice.

“This is not a brothel. It’s a snuggery. A house for food and entertainment and love. We have style; a brothel is for lowlifes with hardly any tokens. And I am not a slave - I am paid, and paid well. One day I shall have enough to retire.” She picked up her hand mirror from the divan and fluffed up her hair. The reddish highlights in the black gleamed in the lamplight. “I think I need another ruby rinse.”

“I’ll do it tomorrow.”

“Thanks.” Vivie smiled at her kindly. “Terelle, you’re not a slave, either. For the odd jobs you do, you have water and food and clothes and a bed, not to mention the dancing and singing lessons. You’ve been taught to read and write and recite. When you start working properly, you’ll be paid in tokens like the rest of us. You can leave any time you want, once you pay back what you owe.”

“Leave? How can I leave unless I have somewhere else to go? I’d die of thirst!”

“Exactly. Unless you save enough tokens first.”

Terelle slumped, banging her heels against the legs of the divan in frustration.

Vivie laid her mirror aside. “Terelle, Terelle, don’t you remember what it was like in the Gibber Quarter before we came here? I do. It was horrid.” She shuddered. “The only time we had enough water was when we stole it. I was glad  when Pa sold us to the Reduner caravanners—”

She broke off as they heard footsteps in the passageway outside. Terelle jumped off the divan and grabbed up her tray. When the waterlender entered, she was picking up the empty mugs on the low table. She bobbed and scuttled past him. When she glanced back from the doorway, she saw Vivie smile shyly at Kade from under her lashes. One bare shoulder, all invitation, had slipped from the confines of her robe.

Terelle pulled the door shut.

 



Back in the main reception room, the crowd had thinned. Most of the handmaidens had gone upstairs with their first customers of the night. Men who had not secured a girl waited their turn. Opal, plump and painted, flirted shamelessly as she bargained prices with latecomers. Servants brought more amber, keproot and pipes. The air was thicker now, yet there  was an edginess to the atmosphere. Terelle scanned the crowd, seeking the cause.

The pedeman in the blue tunic sat alone, and his eyes, still sheened with feral hunger, sought her - but he wasn’t causing any trouble. On the other side of the room, Merch Rosscar glowered at Merch Putter, the man he had earlier called a cheat. He began another drunken tirade, his speech slurred, his words threatening, his nastiness growing more and more overt. Putter stirred uneasily. Terelle glanced at Opal, who gave the merest of nods. Terelle dumped her tray and slipped out of the room. She went straight to the unroofed courtyard where Garri the steward and Donnick the doorman controlled entry to the snuggery via a gate to South Way.

“Trouble,” she told them. “Madam Opal wants Merch Rosscar removed.”

“Drunk again, I s’pose,” Garri said. “Look after the gate a moment, Terelle. Anyone comes, they’ll have to wait a bit till we get back. Come on, Donnick.”

Terelle sat down on the doorman’s stool next to the barred gate. Outside in the street all seemed quiet; at this late hour, not too many people were still up and about. The city of Scarcleft tumbled down the slope known as The Escarpment in stepped levels and South Way was one of three roads that descended from the highlord’s dwelling, on Level Two, to the southern city wall, on Level Thirty-six. During the day it was usually one of the busiest thoroughfares in the city.

She leaned back against the courtyard’s mud-brick wall so she could look up at the sky. On those nights when Opal’s was closed, once every ten days, she would take her quilt up to the flat roof so she could fall asleep watching the stars as they slid, oh so slowly, across the black depth of the sky. She liked not being surrounded on all sides by walls. She liked the feel of the wind gusting in from the gullies of the Skirtings in unpredictable eddies. She even liked it during the day when  the air was so hot it crackled the hair on her head, and she had to rub rendered pede fat onto her lips to stop them drying out.

Whenever Terelle tried to explain such things to Vivie, the older girl would throw her hands up in incomprehension and remark that talking to her sister was as unsettling as having a stone in your sandal. So Terelle didn’t try any more. She learned to accept the fact that she was odd and Vivie was the one who fitted in. Terelle wasn’t comfortable in the snuggery; Vivie revelled in it like a birthing cat that had found silk cushions. Terelle sometimes cried real tears - and Vivie had never shed a tear in grief in her whole life.

Now, though, the oil lamps around the walled courtyard dulled the sky and made it hard to see the stars. A flame sputtered and shadows danced. Once more she saw the dark lump of a future crouching just out of reach, waiting to smother her.


I’m trapped, she thought. It had been her fate from the moment she had been included in the deal made with the caravanners passing through their settle. Her father had his tokens, enough for a year or two’s water, and she had this. She took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of citrus flowers, a hint of perfume, the stale smoke of burned keproot.

She had to get out. She wasn’t Vivie, and she never would be. Yet how to escape?

Garri and Donnick returned, hustling an irate Rosscar between them. Outside in the fresh air, he appeared less drunk and more dangerous. “I’ll be back, Merch Putter!” he shouted over his shoulder, even though the merchant was nowhere in sight. “You’ll regret the day you cheated me!”

Terelle opened the gate, but when the steward attempted to guide the man through it, he lashed out with a kick, catching the older man in the knee. Terelle winced. Garri had swollen joints at the best of times. Donnick, a hulking youth of  eighteen with few wits but a good heart, gently levered the drunken man through the gateway and closed the gate.

Terelle stepped back into the passage leading to the main reception room. Light flickered as some of the lamps guttered. There was someone coming the opposite way, and she politely flattened herself against the wall to let him pass. But he didn’t pass. He stopped: the pedeman in the blue tunic. She turned to hurry on, but he barred her way, his arm braced against the wall at chest height.

Her heart scudded; fear broke through on her skin in goose bumps. She did not look at him but kept her head lowered. “Excuse me, pedeman. I have work to do.”

He did not move the arm but lowered his head to whisper close to her cheek. “How much is your first-night price, child?” The tip of his tongue thrust into her ear, seeking to know her.

She tilted her head away, reminded of the forked tongue of a snake questing after prey. “I’m not a handmaiden. I’m a servant.” Her voice sounded thin and frightened to her ears. Her terror was out of all proportion to her danger; after all, one way lay the security of Garri and Donnick, the other way Opal and her servants. No one would allow him to touch her. Not this night. Yet she shivered as if the cold of a desert night wind brushed her skin.

Madam Opal won’t sell my first-night before my bleeding starts, will she?

“You’re a lying Gibber child,” he whispered. “And you should not try to deceive your betters. I will buy your first-night, and you’ll pay for that lie.” He placed a hand on the bud of her breast and squeezed, the touch a promise of horror. “It won’t be long now, will it, sweetmeat?” She pushed him away, ducked under his arm and ran for the safety of the reception room at the end of the passage.

But the safety was illusory, her danger only postponed.

She was crying when she entered the room, and dipped her head to hide the tears.

 



The night was unending. The man in the blue tunic did not come back, but from one of the handmaidens she learned his name: Huckman. Pedeman Huckman, and worse still, he was a relative of Opal’s. He owned a train of packpedes and ran cargoes from the coast to Scarcleft, bringing pressed seaweed briquettes to fuel the ovens and fireplaces and smelters of the city.

A wealthy man, and wealthy men bought what they wanted.

Fear fluttered at the edges of Terelle’s thoughts for the rest of the evening. She still felt his hand on her breast, bruising her as he enjoyed her shock. Just thinking about him made her stomach churn.

At last the final dirty dishes and mugs were delivered to the kitchen and Opal indicated she could go to bed. Feet dragging with fatigue, she walked down the passage to the courtyard once more, on her way to the servants’ stairs. Merch Putter was walking in front of her, on his way out after his time upstairs with one of the handmaidens.

Donnick opened the gate for the merchant, but before the man stepped through, he turned to press a tinny token into the youth’s palm. And that was when they all heard it: a shrill keening, like a fingernail being dragged down a slate. No, more than that, a screech so horrible it shrieked of danger, of death on the move. Terelle had never heard such a sound before. She was terror-struck, rendered motionless. The merchant flung himself back into the courtyard, plunging sideways into the potted pomegranates.

Garri, on the other side of the courtyard, yelled “Zigger!” He dropped the bundle of dirty tablecloths he had been carrying and ran towards Donnick. “Close the gate! Close the blasted gate!”

But Donnick stood rooted, his mouth gaping foolishly at Garri, as if the danger was coming from his direction.

And the zigger flew into his mouth.

Terelle glimpsed it as a black blur the size of a man’s thumb. The keening stopped abruptly, replaced by the shriek of Donnick’s agony. He clutched at his throat and a gush of blood spewed from his mouth like water from an opened spigot. His screams faded into a choking gurgle. He fell to his knees, staring at Terelle, begging her for help she could not render. He clawed at his face, jammed his hand into his mouth, clutching for something he could not reach. She stared, appalled. His blood was splattered over her feet but she couldn’t move.

Time slowed. She saw past Donnick through the gate to where a man stood on the opposite side of the street, his face muffled in a scarf. He held a zigger cage in one hand and a zigtube in the other.

She thought, her calm at odds with her shock, I suppose it’s Rosscar and he meant to kill Putter. Her terror dissipated into numbing vacuity. Donnick fell sideways, his body twitching uncontrollably.

She moved then, to kneel at his side and stroke his arm, as if she could bring comfort.

Garri came to stand beside her, patting her shoulder in clumsy sympathy. “Go inside, Terelle. Nothing you can do here.”

She stammered an irrelevance that suddenly seemed important: “He’s from the Gibber, like Vivie and me. He tells me stuff. About the settle where he was born. His family.” She started to tremble. “We must be able to do something—”

The steward shook his head. “Lad’s already dead. His body just don’t know it yet.”

As if he heard the words, Donnick gave one last shuddering spasm that arched his back from the ground. His gaze fixed on Terelle’s face, speaking his horror, his terror, his  pain. When he collapsed it was with brutal finality. His eyes glazed, blank with death. The zigger crawled out through his open mouth and paused. Terelle hurled herself backwards, half sprawling as she levered herself away on her bottom, whimpering in fear.

The zigger sat on the plumpness of Donnick’s lip, blood-covered and sated, purring softly while it used its back legs to clean its jagged mouthparts and brush the human flesh from its wing cases. Terelle’s trembling transformed to shudders, racking her whole body.

“Kill it!” she begged, clutching at Garri’s ankles. Do something, anything, please . . .

“I dare not, lass. That there beetle is a trained zigger, worth more tokens than I earn in a year, and someone’d blame me, sure as there’s dust in the wind. ’S all right, though,” he said, lifting her to her feet. “Won’t hurt us. It’s eaten now and won’t want to feed again. In a while it’ll fly back to its cage. That’s what they’re trained to do.” He glared out through the gate to where the zigger’s owner still waited, but didn’t challenge him. With a sigh he turned back to her. “Go wash, child. Use the water in Donnick’s dayjar.”

She looked down at her feet. Blood ran stickily down her legs and into her slippers. Shuddering, she kicked them off. Mesmerised, unable to stop herself, she stared at the zigger again. She wanted to flee, but couldn’t bring herself to turn her back on it. Next to the gate, Merch Putter vomited messily into the pomegranate bushes.

“Remember that whining sound,” Garri said, “and if you ever hear it again, take cover and hide your face. It’s the wing cases sawing ’gainst each other in flight. Makes the victim turn his head, so all his soft bits and holes - eyes, nose, throat, ears - are facing the bleeding little bastard.” He glanced at Merch Putter. “Go, Terelle. I’ll take care of this, and tomorrow I’ll report it to the highlord’s guard. That’s all I dare do.”

“Would it - would it have made a difference if Donnick had closed the gate?” she asked.

He drew in a heavy breath. “No, I don’t suppose so. It would’ve flown over the wall, wouldn’t it?”

Just then the zigger spread its brightly veined wings and flew off, heading straight towards the cage held by the muffled figure on the other side of the street. Garri bolted the gate behind it, as if it was a departing guest.

Terelle fled towards the servants’ rooms, leaving a line of bloody footprints across the courtyard.

 



It was hot up on the flat roof of the snuggery. Terelle pulled the day bed into the shade cast by the adjoining wall of the snuggery’s uplevel neighbours, but the heat of the afternoon shimmered in the nearby sunlight, dragging her water from her with its ferocity. She sat cross-legged on the woven bab ropes of the bed, a stone mortar jammed against her shins while she pounded the pestle. When the rubyleaf powder was fine enough, she added water to make a paste. She puzzled over the oddity of how something green could end up staining things red-brown. She failed to come up with a satisfactory answer, but anything was better than remembering the way Donnick had died the night before. Or the words Huckman had murmured in her ear and the way he had squeezed her breast.

She considered instead what Vivie had said about them stealing water as children in a Gibber settle. Now that she thought about it, she dimly recalled sneaking out at night to fill jars from the wash when the water came down like a meddle of running packpedes. She remembered taking water from the open stone channels, too. What were they called? Slots, that was right. They had them here in Scarcleft as well, to irrigate the bab groves outside the city walls.

But most of all, she remembered being scared. Scared of  the dark, scared of being caught by the reeve. Scared of Pa if they failed to return with water. Scared of his shouting.

She frowned, thinking back. She could remember the settle, every detail. She could have described each crack in the walls of their house, or the shape of the stains on Pa’s baggy trousers, or the patterns on the water jars beside the fireplace and the way the water in them iced over on cold nights. Her memory of events had faded, but the place was imprinted on her mind, as unchanging as carvings in stone. Other people don’t remember things the way I do. Why not? It worried her.

She wondered if forgetting the unpleasant happenings had been deliberate, the desperation of a child who had not wanted to remember. But she was no longer a child. Her future had challenged her childhood; Huckman’s hand on her breast and Donnick’s death had banished it forever.

“Oh good, you’re ready.” Vivie clambered onto the rooftop, fanning herself. She sank down on the day bed with a heartfelt sigh and leaned back so that Terelle could rub the paste into her scalp and comb it through the strands of her hair.  She is so like a cat, Terelle thought. Wanting to be stroked all the time. Vivie demanding to be pampered was among her earliest memories.

“I hear Rosscar fled the city this morning,” Vivie said, closing her eyes. “Opal’s grinning like a frog in a dayjar.”

“What? Why?”

“Rosscar’s pa, the oil merchant, paid Opal not to tell the highlord’s guard how Donnick died. Luckily for Rosscar, Garri hadn’t got round to reporting it. Opal will be in a good mood for days. She made a heap of tokens.”

“But . . . what about Donnick?”

Vivie shrugged. “Makes no difference to him.”

Upset, Terelle tightened her lips and tried not to think about it. Luckily Vivie lost interest in the subject. The heat of the afternoon mired conversation anyway. The monotonous click  of cicadas sunning on top of the wall was comfortably familiar and it was pleasant not to be at the beck and call of every girl in the snuggery, helping to primp and preen them for the evening, running here and there fetching things, finding lost items.

If only she could forget the night before.

“That’s good,” Viviandra murmured as Terelle’s fingertips massaged her scalp. She stretched, enjoying the first breath of a breeze that promised to cool the desiccating heat of the afternoon.

“It’s been long enough, I think. You want shiny highlights, not bright red hair.”

“Bit longer won’t make any difference. It’s so good just lying here with nothing to do.”

Terelle took no notice. She started to wash away the rubyleaf paste, taking care to catch the water afterwards. “Vivie, why didn’t we have a water allotment when we were kids?”

“Hmm? Oh, Pa lost his rights to land in the bab grove. Don’t know why - a debt, maybe. And he couldn’t find regular work.”

Terelle took the comb and began to tease out the tangles. “Tell me about my mother.”

Vivie sighed. “I have told you, countless times.”

“No, you haven’t. I don’t know anything.”

“You know everything I know. Father found her out on the plains when he was prospecting.” She counted off the facts on her fingers, not bothering to conceal her impatience. “He guessed she’d been abandoned by a caravan. Her name was Sienna. She was dressed oddly, in colourful fabric. She spoke a strange language. Pa wanted her; he took her, she lived with us and later she had you and then she died. What more is there to tell?”

“You were eight or so then. She must have talked to you.”

“Terelle, she could hardly speak our tongue! What could she say?”

“Where do you think she came from?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think anyone knew. And she couldn’t tell us.”

“Sienna is not a Scarpen name. Or a Gibber one. I’ve asked lots of people about that.”

“Maybe she came from across the Giving Sea. Though we lived a long way from the sea.”

“Was she happy?”

“Was anyone ever happy living with Pa? He made my ma bitter and unhappy by taking a second woman. He killed your ma because he was too mean to call the midwife when you were born.” She was matter-of-fact, rather than angry. “Terelle, I scarcely knew her, and what I did know I’ve mostly forgotten. Looking back on it, I think she was weak and ill most of the time. Maybe because of her experience out on the Gibber Plains? She didn’t say much, but then she probably didn’t have the words anyway.” She stood up. “I’m going to the baths now; do you want to come?”

Terelle shook her head. The women’s bath house was a gossipy place, abounding with stories, and normally she loved it there. This time, though, she wasn’t in the mood. “I’ll clean up here,” she said.

Vivie smiled her thanks and left, her scent floating behind her. She had spent days concocting a personal fragrance; Terelle found it over-sweet.

She poured the rinse water onto the fruit trees. Watering them was her job, and sometimes she used cooking water cadged from the kitchens or dirty wash water from the bedrooms. Her allotment of pure water for the plants she sold to the street waterseller for tokens, and used those to buy items in the bazaar. At first she’d thought she was being clever, saving water like this and getting money to spend on herself, but now she was wiser. Opal knew perfectly well what she was doing and in fact intended for her to do just that. It  was a lesson for every child to learn: water was life; water was wealth. You didn’t throw away old water and you didn’t waste drinking water. Ever.

As she watered a kumquat already coming into fruit, she glanced down over the balustrade. Below, the lowest four levels of the city of Scarcleft merged into one another, the outer walls of one building forming the boundaries of the next a step below. From this angle, the city looked lush, each terrace and roof crowded with potted plants: dwarf figs and apricots and quandongs, melons and peppers, herbs and spices, keproot and hemp. The rock-hard daub of the stepped streets between the houses was brown, as were the high windowless walls of mud-brick on either side, their sun-baked clay as hard as iron. Gates set into the walls were brilliant patterns in the drabness. Painted with family colours and symbols, heavily studded with gemstones, the gates varied from the garish scarlet paintwork and amethysts of the snuggery to the subtle combinations of ochre wash set with smoky quartz on a nearby potter’s house.

Further down, on the buildings of the waterless inhabitants of the city’s lowest level - the thirty-sixth - there was neither paint nor studs. Nor much greenery sprouting from rooftop pots, either. Terelle let her gaze linger for a moment on the crumbling bricks and palm-leaf weave of the walls there and felt a familiar touch of fear.

To be waterless . . .

There could be no worse fate. Once it had been hers and could well be again if she didn’t order her life wisely. She had been born without water allotment, owed none by any settle or town or city, all because at the time of her birth her father had been both landless and unemployed.

She drew a ragged breath, unbalanced even at the thought.  I won’t let it happen again. Useless to rely on Madam Opal or on Vivie, and certainly useless to think of her father, almost  faceless now in her memory, who had sold them both. Never again, I swear it, she told the lurking dark. But I’ll earn a living my way, not Vivie’s way.

As she watered the last fruit tree, she kept back a finger-breadth of water in the bottom of the bucket, which she then poured into the sun pattern pressed into the clay of the flat rooftop. Her sacrifice to the Sunlord, the giver and taker of life. For a moment she knelt there in the heat of full sunlight, watching the rivulets spread outwards to fill the indentations. Greedily, the Sunlord sucked up the water.

“Lord of the sun, help me,” she whispered, but she couldn’t frame the words to specify her wants, even as the water began to vanish. Why would the Sunlord listen to a snuggery child? He, who was so great you couldn’t even gaze at his true face as he moved across the sky? She addressed his emissary instead. After all, Gridelin the Watergiver was supposed to have once been human, until he was raised into the glory of eternal sunfire. Watergiver, intercede for me, she prayed, her eyes screwed up tight. I need to escape snuggery service.

When she opened her eyes again, only a damp patch remained. She watched its edges contract. Like magic, she thought. People said that was proof a prayer had been heard.


But, the coldly sensible part of her head said in return,  that doesn’t mean the prayer will be answered.
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Terelle shifted to the shade and just in case the Sunlord withheld his aid, she schemed. Or tried to. Trouble was, nothing came to her. No sudden revelation, no miraculous idea. Her eyes watered with threatening tears. She rubbed at an eyelid, and then regarded the wetness there resentfully. No one else she knew ever shed tears when they wept. Tears only came to others when they had grit in the eye, or smoke. It was just a silly habit she had, absurdly pointless. Water wasn’t supposed to be wasted.

A soft rhythmic drumming and tinkle of harness turned her attention to the street once more. A lone rider travelled downlevel past the snuggery, mounted on a myriapede hack, his face hidden by the brim of his hat. People in the street scattered out of his way. Nobody wanted to argue with a pede. Even the smaller hacks were taller than any man and had mouthparts as long and as sharp as scimitars.

When Terelle stuck her head through the balustrade to see the rider better, she realised his mount was a particularly fine one: the segment scales were a burnished wine-red, edged with gold tassels. Two feelers, inlaid with gold wire in intricate patterns and each as long as three men lying end to end,  touched the walls on either side of the street as the pede passed by. The embroidered saddle and gem-studded reins were richly ornate. The rhythmic undulations of its eighteen pairs of pointed legs - three pairs to a segment - did not miss a beat as the animal flowed down the steps. On its second segment, within reach of the rider at the front, were tied several zigger cages and a zigtube. Terelle’s heart skipped a beat.

Ziggers . . .

No, don’t remember. Don’t remember any of it. Think about something else.

So she wondered who this Scarperman was who rode with his zigger cages so openly displayed. Ziggers were expensive to own and even more expensive to train. Yet despite his display of wealth, the rider himself was plainly dressed. The white desert tunic over loose pants gathered in at the ankle and the broad-brimmed palmubra hat woven of bab leaf were standard garb for desert riders. He wore no jewellery, nothing that drew attention to him, but the self-confident certainty with which he rode gave him an aura of power.

Perhaps, she thought, he wasn’t a Scarperman. Perhaps he was a Reduner caravanner, travelling far from the quadrant he acknowledged as his own.

As he passed, he looked up, enabling her to see his swarthy face. She knew then that he was no Reduner. She’d seen him once before in the street, in fact, and the warden mistress had told her who he was: Taquar Sardonyx, one of the rainlords of the Scarpen Quarter and Highlord of Scarcleft City.


Why does he need ziggers? she wondered. As highlord, he answered to no one but the Cloudmaster, in Breccia City. As highlord, he had the power of life and death over every citizen in Scarcleft and controlled every drop of the city’s water, of  her water. As a rainlord, which all highlords were, he could kill or torture with his power, without ever having to resort to ziggers. He was known to be relentless in his pursuit and  punishment of water thieves. As a rainlord, he took the water from the dead.

Like Donnick. Oh, Donnick.

Cold grey eyes did not flicker as his gaze met hers and then moved on. There could be nothing to interest him in a child poking her head through a snuggery balustrade, but she shivered nonetheless.

“Terelle! What are you doing out there in the sun without a hat?”

Startled, she jumped, bumping her head on the railing. Garri the steward had come into the courtyard below and was now frowning up at her, his face pinched into a picture of long-suffering.

“Weeding the pot plants,” she lied. “I’ve finished now.”

“We’ve bought a tenth of water and Reeve Bevran said they would channel it an hour before dusk. That’s now, and everyone’s too busy to attend to it. Go up to the Cistern Chambers and meet him.”


“Me?” Garri had never before shirked the supervision of the channelling of water. However, he was limping heavily as he crossed the courtyard, and then she remembered the way Rosscar had kicked him the night before.

He stopped to stare at her, his heavy eyebrows drawn into one of his many expressions of disapproval, which were generally accompanied by a mutter under his breath such as: “Why is it I have to tell everyone everything twice?” This time it was: “Yes, you! Get up to the chambers and meet the reeve before he gets tired of waiting. And take a hat!”

Terelle nodded and ran down the stairs into the house, pausing only to grab a palmubra from the stand by the door to the courtyard. Garri was waiting by the gate to let her out. “Remember,” he said, “one tenth, already paid for. Make withering sure the Karsts next door don’t siphon any off. Here’s the  snuggery seal. Bevran will show you how to press this into the wax to seal the cistern cover afterwards.”

Terelle hid a smile and slipped through the gate into the street. Garri had maintained an acrimonious feud with the Karst family’s steward for so long, no one remembered how it had started. She hurried up South Way to the chambers that housed the supply cistern serving their level. The gateman let her into the courtyard where Reeve Bevran was already waiting. He smiled a greeting as he raised a questioning eyebrow. “Terelle? You are coming with me? Where’s Garri?”

“Limping,” she said.

Bevran grinned. “For him to admit it, it must be bad.”

She grinned back. “He didn’t say a word.”

“Ah. And he trusts you to do this, little one?”

“Would you cheat us, Reeve Bevran?” she asked pertly.

He tapped her on the nose. “Mind your manners, or you’ll come to a dry end.” He gestured her inside and led the way downstairs to the water tunnel. At the entrance, he picked up a lighted lantern and said, “Take your shoes off and put on a pair of these.” He indicated a pile of rough-woven sandals. “We don’t dirty the tunnel with street sandals. And keep to the walkway. We don’t tread where the water runs.”

Her daydreams had never included the possibility that she, a Gibber-born snuggery girl, would ever tread the sanctum of a water tunnel. She gazed around in awe at the ancient brickwork, as neat now as the day it was fashioned by unknown workmen. The reeve’s oil lamp flickered and their shadows danced on the curve of walls interrupted only by a brick path built along one side of the tunnel. Only the bricks at the bottom were damp; she had expected it to be wetter.

“I don’t see you as often as I used to,” the reeve said. “You don’t come to play with Felissa as often.”

“I’ve got more chores now,” she said. Her regret stirred;  she liked his daughter and would gladly have knocked on the Bevran gateway more often if she’d had the time.

“Ah.” He cleared his throat in an embarrassed fashion. “Hmm. Er, Madam Opal hasn’t got you working in one of the upper chambers, has she?”

“No. I’m not old enough.” Huckman the pedeman loomed in her thoughts. How much is your first-night price, child? How much will Opal sell you for?


“Good.” He sounded relieved. “It is not legal for children. Remember that.”

She was surprised at his tone and then realised with astonishment that he didn’t like the idea of her working as a handmaiden any more than she herself did. Sensing an ally, she blurted, “I don’t want to work in the upper rooms at all.”

He stopped and turned to look at her, holding the lamp up high so that he could see her face. Once again he cleared his throat. “Oh, Terelle . . .”

The regret in those words, coupled with his silence, told her more than anything Vivie had ever said. There was nothing anyone could do. Opal had watered her for five years; she was entitled to collect her dues.

“Couldn’t the waterpriests—” she began in desperation, feeling the flutter of panic once more.

“Bargains over water and water debts are not the affairs of priests, Terelle. Their concern is with worship of the Sunlord and his Watergiver. If they bothered themselves with petty concerns and neglected their prayers, who knows what could happen?”

“What about rainlords, then? Don’t they have some say in water debts?”

“Their job is to make sure that no one gets any water he is not entitled to. They would support Madam Opal. If she put you to work in the upper rooms before you reached your, um, womanhood, or if she forced you to pleasure men, you  could protest, but she is entitled to have you pay off your water debt. You could work in the kitchens instead.” He paused and then added softly, “Come and play with Felissa whenever you want.”

His unspoken words lingered: while you can.

“Thank you.” The reply sounded small and weak in the echo of the tunnel. She blinked back treacherous tears. It wasn’t fair.

He walked on and she followed, her thoughts rebellious. She pictured the snuggery kitchen, with its huge ovens and fireplaces, and Dauvrid the cook with his foul temper. The kitchen maid started work each day before anyone else was up; the scullery maid went to bed only when the last dish had been washed. Neither of them ever had a day off. And they worked for little more than water and their keep. No, she thought fiercely. I won’t do that, either. I won’t, I won’t. Not ever.

“This is the first of the inlets to houses between the level-supply cistern and the snuggery,” Reeve Bevran said a moment later, and held the lantern up to show her the large metal sheet recessed into the floor of the tunnel. “Can you read the lettering on it?”

“Bevran,” she said. “This is the cover for the inlet of your house.”

“It is stamped with a wax seal, which tells me it has not been tampered with. When I buy water for my own family I have to get another reeve to open and re-seal the plate. When it comes to water distribution, we reeves must be above suspicion. Come, let’s go on. There are four more outlets you have to inspect before the snuggery’s: the Malachites’, the Masons’, the Karsts’, and the myriapede livery’s.”

They stopped at each for Terelle to check the seal. When they finally arrived at the snuggery inlet, Bevran broke the seal and pulled the plate out, manoeuvring it to slip into a groove at the back of the hole.

“There’s your snuggery cistern down there,” he said. “Take a look.”

She peered into the hole. The glint of lamplight on water seemed a long way down.

“Now we go back to release the water,” he said.

“How can I be sure it won’t spill over the plate and be lost to us?”

He smiled. “You are welcome to stay here and make sure. But believe me, the amount of water released at any one time is carefully calculated. Anything that overshoots the hole splashes against the plate and then drains back into your cistern.”

She nodded. Simple, yet clever. “Who built them? The tunnels, I mean. We didn’t have any in the Gibber. Not that I remember, anyway.”

“Well,” he began as they walked back, “the story goes that once upon a time, water fell from the sky just anywhere, at any time. Random rain, they called it. Sometimes there was too much water, sometimes not enough. Folk never knew where or when to plant because they never knew when the rain would come. People would die of thirst or be drowned in water.”

“Drowned?”

“Not able to breathe. Just as travellers sometimes choke on sand during spindevil storms. Anyway, then the Watergiver came, sent by the Sunlord himself. Some say he was a heavenly spirit, sent in the guise of a man. Others say he was just a nomad blessed with holy knowledge. One story says he got lost in the desert and walked into the sky, where the Sunlord taught him to control water and sent him back to teach us.”

“At the temple, the priests say he was the first cloudmaster.”

“Yes. He taught those who followed how to suck up fresh water from the salt sea to make clouds. He showed them how  to bring the clouds to the Warthago Range. Forced high by the hills, they break open.”

“And when they break, the water falls out?”

“Yes. They call that rain. Never seen it myself. It soaks into the ground. The Watergiver showed other sensitives - who became our first stormlords and rainlords - how to build wells in the Warthago Range and bring the water from them to Breccia City by tunnel. And that was how the Time of Random Rain ended.”

“Why not just live in the Warthago Range if that’s where the water has to fall?”

“The best place to grow bab palms is in the good soils at the base of the escarpment, that’s why. Warthago Range is just rock and stone and rough gullies.”

“And the other cities?”

“They came later, one by one. Scarcleft, Qanatend, Portfillik, Portennabar . . .”

“Breakaway, Denmasad and Pediment,” she finished. “The eight cities of the Scarpen Quarter.”

“Yes. And there it stopped, because there is a limit to how much rain can fall from the sky. The cloudmaster had to water the other quarters as well, you see.” He added sadly, “In all those hundreds of years, the tunnels have supplied every city with exactly the right amount of water. Until now.”

Terelle drew in a sharp breath. His voice was grief-filled, as if he spoke of something past and done with, gone forever. In horror she realised that he was afraid. He was a reeve, by all that was holy! One of the men and women who controlled water, and therefore life. If he was scared . . .

Apprehension rippled up her spine as they came to a halt where the tunnel ended in a stone wall. Bevran said, “Behind this wall is the cistern. Water enters it from the level above.” He pointed to a metal wheel in the wall above a spout. “When I turn this, you’ll get your water.”

“But how do you know how long to let it run?” she asked.

He reached into an alcove near the spout and removed one of the objects stowed there. “We use one of these.” He showed her a glass timer filled with sand. Etched into the glass were numbers: 1/10. “One extra tenth,” he explained. “I leave the valve open for the exact time that the sand runs. These timers are all made by the Cloudmaster’s glass-smith, guaranteed accurate.” Swiftly he turned the wheel and upended the timer. Water gushed out into the tunnel. “Of course,” he continued, “it’s more complicated when it is time for the quarterly free allotments to be dispensed. Then we have to make calculations based on how many persons in each household, how old they are and whether they have water allowances anyway. All that is a decision made by a committee of reeves.”

She thought about that, then asked, “Who decided how much a day’s free allotment was to be in the first place? The Watergiver?”

“Maybe. Certainly that was decided a long, long time ago and as far as I know the size of a personal dayjar has never altered. Just as the amount of land under irrigation can never be altered, either. ‘Each man shall have his sip and no more, lest the sky run dry,’” he quoted. “Any extra has to be bought, and the buyer has to explain why he needs extra.”

She wanted to protest at the injustice done to those who had no free allowance, who were born without an entitlement because of what their parents didn’t own or didn’t do. She wanted to ask about those who lost their entitlement because of a change in their status.

But she didn’t. She knew better. Who was she to question a representative of a highlord? She was a snuggery girl, born waterless, the lowest of the low, and lucky to be alive.

Instead she watched the water swirl out from the supply cistern and into the darkness of the tunnel.
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In the half-darkness of the vaulted waterhall, the water was black-surfaced and motionless, a mirror to the lamps lighted by the servants. Of the sixteen oblong cisterns, separated one from the other by stone walkways, twelve were full to the brim and reflected the teardrops of lamp flame.

To Nealrith Almandine - son of Granthon, Cloudmaster of the Quartern - the smell of water was overpowering. It doused any whiff of lamp oil, or any odour of sweat or dust or perfume that might have clung to his body or clothes. He shut his eyes and let its redolence seep into him: pure, cleansing, rejuvenating. For a moment in time he allowed himself to feel the connection: his body, the content of the cisterns around him. Water to water. Life - his life - calling to the source of all life.

If only—

“My lord?”

If only he could control it.

“Highlord?”

If only he had been born a stormlord.

He opened his eyes. With effort, he swallowed the bitterness, the sense that he had been the victim of an unjust fate. That was childish, and he was far from being a child.

Beside him the reeve waited, face impassive, even as the questioning intonation of the echo whispered through the vaults: “Highlord? . . . ighlord? . . . lord? . . . ord?” - until it was lost in the background tinkle of trickling water. “Should we take samples, my lord?”

Nealrith hauled his thoughts back to his responsibilities. “Yes, of course. All the cisterns, as usual.”

The man moved to obey. The only other occupant of the hall stayed at Nealrith’s side, regarding him with a cynical half-twist to his mouth. “Mist-gathering, Rith?”

Nealrith nodded, acknowledging his abstraction. “Sorry, Kaneth, I have much on my mind.” And that was an understatement. Even as he spoke, he was watching the reeve kneeling at the cistern to fill the vials they had brought. The black glass of the water’s surface shattered into half-moons of reflected lamplight and Nealrith felt the movement as a shiver across his skin.

“I’ve noticed,” his friend said dryly. “You should talk more about what bothers you, you know. As my old granny used to say, ‘A trouble shared is a trouble pared.’”

“From what I know of your old granny, I doubt she was ever given to uttering words of wisdom.”

Unrepentant, Kaneth shrugged and grinned. “All right, so it was someone else’s granny. But the sentiment remains. What’s the matter, Rith?”

“You know what’s the matter. And talking about it is not going to solve anything. Let’s see how much is in the overflow cisterns.”

“You don’t need to see,” the other man said flatly.

Nealrith looked at him. The lamplight accentuated the deep grooves of a desert-etched face; even Kaneth’s good looks were not immune. We appear lined and older than our years, Nealrith thought. And yet they weren’t old, either of them, not really. Other men of thirty-five considered themselves in  their prime. But Nealrith and Kaneth were both rainlords, and in these times, that made the difference. Kaneth had the advantage, though; he had a fighter’s physique, broad shoulders and muscles that spoke of a more youthful strength and vitality. Nealrith was thinner and less toned. Too much sitting at a desk dealing with city administration, he thought, and envied his friend. Kaneth’s fair hair still glinted straw-gold in the light, while his own was already salted with grey.

“No. I don’t need to see,” he agreed. The admission was surprisingly hard to make, and he heard his voice sag with the same grief that had aged him. “The two top cisterns are empty. The middle ones are half-full. The lower ones are fine.”

“And at this time of the star cycle they should all be brimming.”

“Yes.” He began to walk up the slight slope between the oblongs of water. “I want to look at the intake.”

Kaneth fell in step beside him. “I saw the inspection team return this morning,” he remarked.

“Ryka Feldspar and Iani Potch?”

“Who else would I mean?”

“Yes, they are back.”

“Will you stop making me drag information out of you? Did they find anything wrong that would account for the drop in the amount of water arriving here?”

Nealrith knew his hesitation betrayed him. Worry seethed beneath his outward calm. Worry that was close to panic.

“Nothing. Ryka said they rode the whole course, checked the mother cistern, the intakes from the mother wells and every inspection shaft. There was nothing wrong. No signs of theft. Nothing except that the water flow is reduced from what is normal.”

“Could she give a reason?”

“The highest well shafts in the Warthago Range do not  reach the underground water any more. Which means less water for the mother cistern.”

“She has enough water-sense to know that?”

“Granted, she’s not much of a rainlord. But Iani? He’s one of the best we have. Nothing wrong with his water-sense.”

“He’s also sandcrazy. Last time I saw him, he told me he thought Lyneth was with a nomadic tribe of pedemen who wandered the land, invisible to the rest of us.”

Nealrith shook his head sadly. Iani’s daughter Lyneth had disappeared in the desert and the rainlord had never been the same since.

“If the groundwater level has fallen . . .” Kaneth hesitated. “The information has implications.”

“Do you think I don’t know that?” Immediately he’d spat out the words, he wished he had not said them. There was no point in alienating a friend, and Kaneth was that. It was just so hard to bridle his worry.

Friend or not, Kaneth had never been one to accept rebuke mildly. He drawled, deliberately provocative, “On the contrary, I am quite sure you do. Your problem is not one of lack of understanding, but of will. The will to do something about it.”

“And just what do you think I should do?” Nealrith’s tone was still dangerously taut. “Slaughter half the city so there are fewer people who need to drink?”

They had reached the intake from the mother cistern tunnel. The splash of water through the heavy iron grille should have been comforting; instead it unsettled. Nealrith glanced through the bars. The rounded brick walls funnelled away into the darkness until they disappeared in a tiny pinpoint of light. That slim ray would have been sunlight entering at the first of the maintenance chimneys. There must be a crack in the cover. The tunnel did not end there, of course; it went all the way to the foothills of the Warthago  Range, three days’ ride distant, to the mother cistern, which was fed in turn by pipes from the mother wells.

“Kill some of our citizens . . . the lowlevellers perhaps. Now  there’s an idea,” Kaneth replied, dryly sarcastic.

Nealrith grimaced and softened his tone. It was pointless to turn his anxiety into bad temper. He went back to Kaneth’s original point. “Implications? Yes. The main one being that there wasn’t enough rain last year.”

“But there were the right number of rainstorms.” Kaneth paused, and then asked, “Weren’t there?”

“Oh yes.” Nealrith turned to face him. “I haven’t lied to you. My father hasn’t failed in that regard. Nor will he . . . yet.”

“So there was insufficient rain in each storm cloud.”

“Obviously.”

Kaneth’s eyes narrowed.

Nealrith made an exasperated sound and lowered his voice to make sure the reeve could not hear. “All right, I’ll say it, Kaneth. My father’s powers are failing. You want it even blunter than that? Granthon, Cloudmaster of the Quartern, is gravely ill. Possibly dying. He is not lifting enough water vapour from the sea. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

“No, but I needed to hear you admit it, Nealrith. And I need to hear what you intend to do about it.”

Nealrith ignored his words and waved a hand at the tunnel entrance. “Take a sample here.”

Kaneth fumbled in his tunic pocket for one of the onyx vials he carried for the purpose. “Can you sense anything wrong?”

“I would say the water is just about as pure as when it came from the skies. Its essence is not wrong, just the amount.” Nealrith thrust his hand under the water where it splashed through the grille. He kept it there for a moment before he added, “About half the flow of this time last year. And every  star cycle before that. The city’s mother cistern is not filling to capacity. Ryka said it is eight handspans too low. They had to adjust the siphon.”

“How long before that translates into shortages on the streets?”

Nealrith shrugged. “Depends on when we start rationing.” “We can’t wait until these cisterns are empty and the decrease becomes noticeable in the level-supply cisterns down in the city. We have to start rationing now.”

“That’s . . . drastic.”

“Then what about deepening the mother well shafts?”

“It’s not a solution, Kaneth. I’ve spoken to the engineers. The groundwater level needs to be maintained. And the only way to do that is to have sufficient rain.”

“The engineers are fossilised old sand-grubbers, you know that.” Kaneth turned back to the intake flow and caught some of it in the vial, which he then stoppered. “The city engineer wouldn’t replace a single brick of the tunnel if it was left up to him, the sun-dried old fool. Rith, we can’t just go jogging along pretending nothing is wrong! Deepen the shafts. Build more shafts. Tap into the groundwater elsewhere and bring water through a new tunnel. Be stricter about the enforcement of birth control - there are still rich folk who have more than two children because they can afford to buy their dayjars. Anything is better than sitting back and waiting for people to die of thirst. Better still—” He paused.

“Better still what?” Nealrith was willing to listen to anything, for how could you ration something that was already apportioned at its acceptable limit? There was no wastage of water in Breccia. Each man, woman and child received exactly what he or she needed for life. Every fruit tree, every palm grove, every jute and flax plant, every vegetable patch received exactly enough for growth and harvest. Ration water and food  production would drop. Eventually people would die. They’d starve, if they hadn’t already died of thirst.

But Kaneth backtracked. “Are you saying that the Cloudmaster cannot make good the lack?”

“You don’t need me to tell you it is unlikely. You’ve seen him. My father is old beyond his years, and ill. I am going to the Sun Temple after this, to ask Lord Gold to make a heavier sacrifice to the Sunlord. Perhaps that will help.”

Kaneth snorted. “Withering waste of water.”

They looked at each other, two men who had been friends since the day they had first met as children, almost thirty years earlier. Nealrith’s heart lurched. They were like sand grains at the top of a slope too steep for stability, waiting for the landslip, the irrevocable damage, the words that couldn’t be taken back. He smothered a desire to change the subject rather than hear something he knew instinctively he would not be able to countenance.

“Spit it out, Kaneth,” he said finally. “What is your solution? None of what you have suggested so far is practical. You can’t tap into water that simply isn’t there. More wells somewhere else would be accessing the same underground water as the present ones do; you know that. And I am assuming that you are not going to recommend wholesale slaughter of a number of our citizens so that the rest of us have enough to drink.”

“As much as it might sometimes be tempting,” Kaneth said with a flippancy that grated on Nealrith, “one has to draw the line somewhere.”

“So?”

“We must let the other three quarters fend for themselves. Your father has more than enough strength to supply us here in the Scarpen Quarter; let the other three find their own water.”

Nealrith drew in a sharp breath. “Sunlord help me - you  are advocating wholesale slaughter! You can’t be serious.”

“I am perfectly serious.” And indeed for once he appeared to be. The cynical half-smile, the insouciance, were gone. He was utterly sober. “Save ourselves. It’s all we can do.”

“It is unthinkable.”

“Oh no, it’s not, for I am thinking it. And I am not the only rainlord to do so.”

“Taquar Sardonyx of Scarcleft, too, I suppose,” Nealrith said bitterly. “But the idea is ridiculous. Quite apart from the sheer inhumanity, we would have the Reduners battering at our walls with an army of zealot tribesmen mounted on pedes and tapping out ziggers. Have you thought of that? A war on our hands at this time? You should, because you may be one of those who fall with a zigger burrowing up your nose. Although I suppose a war would indeed reduce the number of our citizens in need of water.”

Kaneth shrugged dismissively. “All right, keep the Reduners supplied with water, although I suspect they may actually care the least. Many of them think they should return to a time of random rain anyway. But we should stop sending rain to the White’s ’Basters and the Gibber grubbers. After all, what have they ever done for us? We don’t need them, Rith. They are weeds, sucking up water and producing nothing we cannot do without in the short term.”

He caught hold of Nealrith’s sleeve. “Think of it. Your father need only supply half the amount of rain. He can do that much. It will buy us time to find other stormlords to help him, to find another to replace him as Cloudmaster when the time comes. He will live longer if he has fewer stresses on him.”

“He wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he had to do that! The shame and the guilt would kill him. What of those who would die in the White and Gibber quarters? You are advocating the brutal eradication of two peoples, as if they were rats in the waterhall!”

He had raised his voice and the echoes faded out around them: “waterhall . . . hall . . . all.” The reeve looked up from his work, curious. Nealrith lowered his voice to a furious whisper and shook off his friend’s hand. “Kaneth, I didn’t think even you would be so utterly without conscience.”

“Even I?” Kaneth stood looking at Nealrith with a sharply raised eyebrow. “Well, even I don’t want to see my fellow Scarpermen die of thirst. It is you - and your father - who would see us all die a lingering death as our gardens and groves wither and the cisterns empty. Tell me, Nealrith, Highlord of Breccia City, which is a better ending: to have all four quarters die slowly, or have two of them prosper and only two succumb to a waterless death? Yes, I’ll admit it, I think of myself. Is there shame in that? I want to live! I am looking to settle down at last - to marry into the Feldspar family, actually. But that’s neither here nor there. Rith, I want you to propose this solution to Granthon. He will listen to you.”

“Never!”

“Then I will. Someone has to have a practical solution for a very real problem, and the Cloudmaster has got to listen. You’re a dreamer, Rith, and your scruples will suffocate us all in sand.” When Nealrith did not reply, he added, “I warn you, there will be those who will fight for this to the bitter end, and you may not like our methods. We will salvage something from this mess, with you - or in spite of you.”

“You can’t force my father to do something that goes against all he has ever worked for: the unity of the four quarters and the prosperity of their peoples.”

“That’s just words, Rith. There has never been unity. Or prosperity, either, if you were to ask a Gibberman. It may have been Granthon’s dream in his younger days, but he never achieved anything like it. And now we have a problem. And even you have to admit that there are only two possible  solutions, at least in the long term. We either find several more stormlords - and we’ve had a singular lack of success there, you must admit - or we reduce the number of water drinkers. It is as simple as that.”

Nealrith said nothing, knowing that it wasn’t simple at all.

It was a choice between the apparently impossible and the totally unconscionable. He turned away so that Kaneth wouldn’t see his revulsion, or his grief at the widening breach in a long-time friendship.

 



Breccia, like all Scarpen cities, was a single entity. Even though the narrow streets radiating downwards from Breccia Hall sliced through it, even though the winding lanes circling each level were cracks in its cohesion, every part of the city was linked. Houses and villas grew into one another, sharing walls, connected by their flat roofs, interlocked beneath the ground by arteries of brick tunnels supplying water.

The first and highest level contained only the waterhall. On the next was Breccia Hall, and the remaining thirty-eight levels spilled down the escarpment slope in the shape of a fan. The lowest level at the base, inhabited by day labourers and the waterless, was a tattered flounce to the city. Although hemmed with a wall, parts of this dirty petticoat to Breccia seeped out through the gates in the form of foundries and liveries, kilns and furnaces, knackers’ and slaughter yards. Another trimming to the city was more salubrious: the bab groves, the rows of trees interspersed with slots and cisterns and vegetable plots. Beyond them were only the drylands, the Sweepings to the north and the Skirtings to the south.

Level Three, where Nealrith headed after leaving the waterhall, was home to the city’s richest inhabitants and the main house of worship, the Sun Temple, with its attached House of the Dead. After speaking with Lord Gold, the Quartern Sunpriest, Nealrith backtracked to Breccia Hall on Level Two.  The hall was the traditional residence of the ruler of the Quartern, and was therefore now home to Granthon Almandine and the rest of the Almandine family. Granthon’s father, Garouth, had preceded him in the post. When the old man had died ten years earlier, Granthon had succeeded to his father’s position by virtue of his talent, not his birth. Unfortunately, Granthon was now not just the Cloudmaster of the Quartern, but the Quartern’s only stormlord.

Nealrith Almandine knew his father’s life had been far from easy. If the histories were correct, in some eras there had been several hundred stormlords scattered through the Quartern. Even during Nealrith’s own childhood there had been ten or eleven, but one by one they had died, leaving only Granthon. For five years, the Cloudmaster had shouldered his responsibility without the help of another stormlord, a burden too great for any one man no matter how talented. Worse still, he’d been forced to acknowledge to the world that Nealrith, his only child, was not a stormlord and never would be. It had been a bitter blow to both father and son.

Granthon was kind enough never to mention his disappointment and wise enough never to reproach Nealrith for a lack beyond any man’s power to remedy, but he could do nothing about the bleakness in his gaze. Nealrith saw it every time his father looked at him, and suffered that same blow again and again.

If only. If only.

When Nealrith entered the stormquest room of Breccia Hall, his father was reclining on a divan, propped up by cushions, while Ethelva hovered uncertainly behind her husband, wanting to fuss over a man who loathed fuss. Nealrith concealed a sigh. His mother was still tall and elegant, but her calm had long since become careworn, and the evidence was there in her prematurely white hair and the worry lines of her face. She was a water-blind woman renowned for her  common sense, and Nealrith was not used to seeing her so indecisive, but Granthon’s illness had lapped too long at her every thought. She had become prey to doubt, just as Nealrith had, filled with uncertainties about the future of the family and, indeed, the land itself.

Nealrith delivered his assessment of Breccia’s water storage and the tale it told: his father had cut back too much on the size of his storms. Granthon said nothing at the news. His stillness was unnatural, as if he had even forgotten to breathe.

“Father?” Nealrith asked.

The Cloudmaster stirred. His gaze dithered around the room, lingering for a moment on the scroll racks and the rolled documents they contained. The lectern in front of him was spread with the parchment he had been considering when his son had entered the room.

“Father—”

“Open the shutters, Rith.”

“Father, no. You have done too much today already. You can’t drive yourself beyond—”

“Every day that I allow the levels to fall is another day I will not be able to make up.”

That was true, and Nealrith knew it. He took a deep breath and pushed away thoughts of what should have been, of that insidious if only. “If you do too much, you will die, and where will we be then?”

“You have to find a replacement for me.”

“We’ve been looking for as long as I remember.” He concealed his frustration and tried to ease the tightness in his gut. Kaneth was right, damn him; they had to do something other than talk.

His father made a slight movement of his right hand, an opening out, as if he had just taken an unwelcome decision. “There’s one place no one has looked. Two actually, although not even I would think of looking among the ’Basters.”

Nealrith was confused. “In the White Quarter? Of course not! Where, then?”

“The Gibber.”

Nealrith made a gesture of irritation. “A waste of time, surely. From what I’ve heard, there are very few water sensitives, and there’s never been a rainlord or a stormlord from there. You know the saying, ‘Wash a crow with rosewater and it still won’t be pink.’ They are a water-blind people. Worse, they are stupid and ignorant and dirty and dishonest.”

His mother interrupted. “Don’t judge, Rith. Perhaps they are dirty because they don’t have enough water, ignorant because they have never been taught and dishonest because they are so poor. A thirsty man might steal to live.”

“And what about the stupid part?” he asked wryly.

“Perhaps they are stupid merely because you haven’t the wit to see them any other way.”

He had the grace to laugh. “All right, all right. They are not as bad as I think and I displayed a bias that was both unjustified and unworthy of me; you are probably right about that. But that still doesn’t make them water sensitive. They have never paid more than the barest of lip service to the Sunlord and the Watergiver, which might explain it. We would do better to look in the White Quarter; they at least are a pious people who have some water sensitives. Or so I’m told.”

Granthon held up a hand. “We both know that the trouble with the White Quarter is not their sensitivity but their secrecy. We are not welcome there, and who can blame them? They have been spat upon for generations. Anyway, it takes more than sensitivity to make a rainlord, let alone a stormlord. We have more chance among the Gibber folk. At least they look up to the Scarpen. I suspect they would gladly give us their water-talented children.”

“Fools,” Nealrith muttered, but the remark said as much  about his opinion of his own quadrant as it did about the people from the Gibber.

“I want you to go there,” Granthon said. “A quest to find a potential stormlord. I want you to run the tests in every Gibber settle on the plains. Take Iani with you. It will give him something to focus his mind on.”

Nealrith was appalled. “You want two rainlords out searching the Gibber? Why? Anyone can conduct the tests for water sensitivity. It doesn’t need a rainlord!” And I have a city to run.

“I may not be much of a storm gatherer nowadays, Nealrith, but I am still in full command of my senses.”

“You must have a reason.”

“Other than desperation? Yes, two, in fact. My passion for our land’s history has rendered up a reward. A name and a place. I didn’t do the actual research work; I passed that to Ryka Feldspar. She has a scholar’s mind.” He smiled at Ethelva. “I wonder sometimes if we don’t underestimate our women, Nealrith. She found that one of my predecessors - from a very long time ago - bore a name that sounds as if it came from the Gibber. Gypsum Miner of Wash Drybarrow.”

Nealrith stared, speechless.

“The long history of mining in the Gibber means they have more family names related to that ancient occupation than we do,” his father continued. “Their constant fossicking has led them to use minerals and rocks as personal names all the time. And ‘wash’ is the Gibber word for dry riverbed, what we’d call a gully.”

Nealrith was impatient. “Wash Drybarrow is an actual Gibber settle?”

“Well, Ryka found a Wash Dribarra, which has a settle. After that, I sent some of my people out to talk to Gibber folk down on Level Forty.”

He was intrigued in spite of himself. “What did they find out?”

“Gibber reeves manage matters pertaining to water. However, unlike our reeves, who must have water skills, they usually have none. There are occasional water sensitives among Gibber folk, but they are regarded as potential water thieves. As a consequence, a child exhibiting water sensitivity usually has the tendency beaten out of him.”

Ethelva gave an unladylike snort. “Or rather, they have the tendency to admit to it beaten out of them.”

“Exactly. Rith, I want rainlords testing in the Gibber because I don’t want the slightest chance that a water sensitive child, or an adult for that matter, is missed. I want more than standard tests. I want you to hunt for any sign of people there who may be hiding their talent deliberately.”

Nealrith considered that. “I suppose it doesn’t make sense that there should be water sensitives here but not in the Gibber. We are supposed to have had the same origins.”

“Even Reduner sandmasters and tribemasters have some talent with water,” Ethelva said, “and they aren’t supposed to be related to us at all.”

Granthon nodded. “We have searched the Red Quarter and the Scarpen - scoured them, more like - for the past twenty-five years, and found nothing. Think, Rith. The three new talents we identified in that time, we found right here at home. Your daughter Senya, Iani’s Lyneth, and Ryka Feldspar. Ryka may be the daughter of a rainlord, but her power is weak. And Senya looks to be no better. Lyneth, now - but we all know what happened to Lyneth.”

He fell silent, and Ethelva squeezed his hand. Even Nealrith was discomfited by the memory. How could he forget? She had been the hope of the Quartern, Iani’s lovely six-year-old daughter. Dark-eyed and dimpled and plump, she had charmed them all with her lively inquisitiveness, her mischievous charm. And she’d been stormlord-talented. Then one day some fifteen years past, on a routine journey with her parents  to attend a family wedding in another Scarpen city, she had wandered off into the desert. Nealrith felt sick about it even now. They had never found her body, and her father had never recovered from the shock. Iani the Sandcrazy - he had blamed himself because he was the rainlord of the group; he should at least have been able to follow the trace of her water.

Granthon stirred restlessly. “Only three children in almost thirty years - and we didn’t even have to look for them, as they were all born to rainlords. What harm can it do to search the Gibber?”

“Father, it’ll take a year or more! What about my duties here?”

“They can be shared by the city’s other rainlords. This is important.” Granthon lay back, fumbling for the support of the cushions. “Let’s just say that we found a child in the Scarpen or the Red Quarter who has the potential to be a stormlord. It would be many more years before they would be skilled enough to help me.” He gave a sick smile. “By that time we could all have died of thirst. On the other hand, if you find someone in the Gibber, they could perhaps be older and closer to attaining their full powers.”

Nealrith grimaced. “I once had my purse cut by a waterless Gibberman, and I’ve seen how they live down on the last level. Hovels, reeking with vermin. And you should hear what caravanners say about travelling through the Gibber itself. They have to pay outrageous taxes just for passing through, whether they take water or not. If they don’t pay up, they risk getting raided. Murdered even. Is that the kind of person we want as a new stormlord?”

“You are not usually so quick to judge!” his mother snapped. “Every pot is black on the bottom. They are not the only ones with a dark underside. There will be many good folk among them, too.”

He forced a smile. “I’ll try to remember that.”

“Do so,” she said with some asperity. “If there are ills on Level Forty, then ask yourself if that is not the fault of the city’s ruler.” Before he could retort, she added, “Perhaps the two of you should ask yourselves this: Why do we lack talented children all of a sudden?”

“What do you mean?” Nealrith asked, still smarting from her implied criticism of his rule.

“Just that. Never before has the Quartern been short of stormlords, let alone rainlords. Perhaps we should be looking for the reason.”

It was Granthon who answered. “There’s nothing so unusual in going for a time with so few stormlords born. My study of history has taught me that much. It will change; it always does. In the past it never mattered much if there was a gap in births, because there were enough older rainlords or stormlords to manage until a new generation came along. It’s just that this time we have been unlucky. We lost a lot of young, talented people.”

Nealrith nodded. He’d numbered good friends among them.

“Two were probable stormlords and the others were possibles. Such a tragedy. Iani’s Lyneth was just the last,” Granthon said.

“Garouth called the deaths an unnatural coincidence,” Ethelva said thoughtfully, then reminded Nealrith, “Your grandfather put all you younger rainlords - those who might have developed into stormlords - under guard after that.”

“Unnatural? They were just unfortunate accidents and illnesses,” Granthon said, but his protest was hesitant, as if he doubted its truth. “Two disappeared during a spindevil wind-storm, I remember. We nearly lost Taquar Sardonyx then, too.” He shook his head sadly. “I had high hopes of Taquar. I thought he might just make a stormlord. He came so close, but never had quite enough pull. I wondered if what he suffered in the  sandstorm might not have been the reason he lost the edge a stormlord needs. So close, so close, and he took it badly.”

He shifted position, trying to get comfortable. “He offered me his aid recently, you know. He added his strength to mine, to see if it helped me.”

Nealrith tried to quell the jealousy that raged through him at the thought. It should have been me. But then, what would have been the point? They both knew the limitations of Nealrith’s rainlord skills.

“No, I didn’t know. When was this?” he asked.

Ethelva came to rearrange the cushions at Granthon’s back as he elaborated. “Last year when you were out inspecting the tunnels. I tried to teach him the knack of gathering a cloud out of the sea.” He sighed. “He is stronger than you, certainly, but not as strong as I hoped. He had nothing to lend me that would make any difference.”

“Oh. He wouldn’t have been holding back deliberately, would he?”

His father lashed out with a hint of his old energy. “That suggestion is unworthy of you! And ridiculous.”

Nealrith flushed. “Perhaps. Father, there’s something you should know. Kaneth and, I suspect, Taquar, and maybe others as well, are saying that we should abandon the ’Basters and the Gibber folk. That you should bring rain only to the Red and Scarpen Quarters.”

To his surprise, his father said merely, “Ah yes. Taquar mentioned that to me. Several years back, when it became clear that we were not going to find any more stormlords in a hurry. He regards both quarters as expendable. In a way, he is right. We don’t need them for our survival. We’d be short of resin and salt and soda and some minerals, but we’d survive.” He looked up at his son. “So he’s persuaded Kaneth to his point of view, has he?”

“It’s an . . . an evil idea. How can they even consider—”

“Nealrith, don’t be a fool. This is exactly the sort of thing we may have to consider. I will have to decide soon which areas must get no rain at all so that I have the strength to bring rain elsewhere. Would you rather we die first?”

Nealrith stared at his father in horror.

“Ah, I see. You would have us all go down together, so that no one survives at all?”

“I can’t believe you would—”

“Believe it!” his father growled in another display of his old strength. “Stop dreaming, Nealrith. Even if you find a potential stormlord or two in the Gibber Quarter, we may have to let whole parts of the Quartern die. There won’t be a choice. My disagreement with Taquar is over when to do it, not whether to do it. He wants me to conserve my energies as long as possible by cutting down on cloudmaking. It’s a wise strategy; I’m just not quite desperate enough to do it yet. But if you fail in the Gibber Quarter, then yes, I will withhold rainstorms from that whole Quarter. And the White Quarter, too.”

For a moment Nealrith stood, immobile, the blood drained from his face. Ethelva came and laid a hand on his arm. He turned to look at her and saw the acquiescence there, written in her eyes. His horror deepened, choking off thought. His  mother could believe such a solution was necessary?

“Do as your father asked, dear. Open the shutters.”

He strove for coherence. “Sandblighted eyes, Mother, he—”

“Nealrith, just do it.”

He made a gesture of negation but threw open the shutters anyway. Light blasted in on a wave of dry heat, both so intense he winced.

Granthon did not bother to look down at the slopes of the city below; instead he squinted towards the horizon and waited for his eyes to adjust. Nealrith knew he was already  assessing the distant water in the air, far beyond a mere rainlord’s perception.

“The conditions are good,” he said. “Can you see, Nealrith?”

It took a moment, but then he could indeed see wispy clouds dissolving and coalescing above where the Giving Sea bordered the southern limits of the Quartern. Not many, but enough to make Granthon’s stormquest easier.

“Yes,” Nealrith said heavily. If only I could help! Guilt rippled through him. Irrational, he knew. It wasn’t his fault that he was no more than an average rainlord. Watergiver knew he tried.

Then his father’s focus was gone from him, turned inwards, pushed outwards, whatever it was that he did at moments like this, with whatever power he possessed. Nealrith gazed at the cloud over the sea and tried to imagine that he could see the changes his father wrought, the gathering of water, the building of the dark storm clouds packed with the potential of life-giving rain.

For a long while there was nothing; then the storm clouds were there, growing larger and darker by the moment. Time passed; a servant entered the room twice to upend the sandglass. The clouds moved away from the sea, rose higher, slowly shifted closer across the Skirtings.

His father lay, propped up on the divan at the window, bathed in sweat. Giving up his own water in the effort. His own life seeping away as he reached the limits of his power. His skin was pale, his breathing shallow; his body shivered.

Nealrith shot a look at his mother, knowing he could not keep his fear out of the glance.

“Yes, it is too much,” she whispered, the words soft, her voice resigned. “It was too soon. One day he will not come back.” She held her son’s gaze. “One day there will be one stormquest too many.”

He tried to swallow, but his mouth was dry. “Could it be . . . today?”

“No, no, not yet. A year, two . . . who knows? Lord Gold makes sacrifices, the Sun Temple worshippers pray for him, the High Physician doses him; perhaps one of them will find the miracle they seek. We all do what we can. I no longer grow flowers. I bathe infrequently. I don’t give my clothes to be washed so often.”

He looked back at the clouds. They would bypass the city to the east, and they moved as if they rode winds across the sky. He knew there were no winds; there never were. Nothing except the force a stormlord sent from himself. All being well, soon they would reach the Warthago Range and be forced to rise and drop their rain.

Priests explained all water-power by saying the Sunlord had gifted it to his believers in order to mitigate the ferocity of his radiance. That made sense to Nealrith. A god by his very nature must always overwhelm, and water-power evened up the balance. What puzzled him was why the Sunlord had not helped as the stormlords disappeared one by one from the Quartern. Why had he not ensured the birth of others?


I mustn’t question, he thought. The Sunlord knows best and the priests say we must accept his will. Everything happens for a reason.


He looked back at his father, the last stormlord in the land. He wanted to help him, yet he knew in his heart he was glad he didn’t have to give up so much of himself to keep others alive. He was glad his whole life was not governed by the quest for storms. Still, he would have done it to help his father, to prevent the Cloudmaster’s life seeping away from him, his strength draining drop by precious drop.

And then Granthon cried out, a heart-rending cry of pain and outrage and despair.

Ethelva gasped and dropped to her knees at his side, grabbing for his hand, but Granthon pushed her away.

“No!” he cried. “No—”


“Father, what is it?” Nealrith’s heart was pounding. He couldn’t even begin to guess what had gone wrong. He glanced at the storm clouds again. They were dark enough to carry rain and they were heading - as far as he could tell - in the right direction.

Granthon clutched at him. “Nealrith,” he said, and shock made his voice quaver, “someone took it away from me.  Someone stole my storm.”
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Scarpen Quarter
 Breccia City
 Feldspar House, Level 3

 



“Ryka, Ryka, come quickly!”

Ryka Feldspar looked up as her younger sister Beryll came skidding across the terracotta tiles into the room, grinning with a mixture of delight and mischief. “Quickly, change out of that horrible tunic thing and wear something pretty, for pity’s sake. Your Destined One is here! Talking to Papa.”

Ryka pushed away the document she had been translating and looked short-sightedly at Beryll, who was already rooting through her wardrobe. It shook alarmingly under the onslaught.

“What are you doing?” Her newest silk outfit, intended to be worn for the first time at the annual Temple Gratitudes, came sailing through the air and only her quick reflexes stopped it from overturning the ink jar. “Beryll, please! Stop and tell me what’s going on.”

Her sister’s head ducked down into the cupboard, her voice muffled as she rummaged through footwear. “Lord Kaneth Carnelian is here, asking to see you. Mama waylaid him and sent me to tell you to dress nicely.”

She looked at Beryll blankly. “Uh?”

Her sister emerged triumphant, waving a pair of embroidered slippers. “He’s come as a suitor, you dryhead! Oh,  Ryka - how did you manage to get ink all over your fingers? You’d better wash.”

Ryka laughed, unbelieving, and went to return the dress to the wardrobe. “Whatever he’s here for, it’s certainly not as  my suitor. He might have an eye on you in a year or two, perhaps, if he wanted to marry a Feldspar. But I doubt he’ll ever marry. He likes his women pretty and plentiful and playful, does Kaneth.”


And he likes snuggery jades, too, from all accounts, she added sourly to herself.

Beryll laughed. “He’s too old for me. At least thirty-five. Besides, I’m not a rainlord. You are. And so is he. Two rainlords: more chance of a stormlord child. Mama says there’s a rumour that the Cloudmaster ordered Kaneth to marry if he wanted to continue to receive a rainlord allowance from the Quartern’s coffers. The only other unmarried rainlord female is Senya Almandine and she’s a child, so what does that tell you?”

Ryka stilled, and the silk slid to the floor, unheeded. “Are you serious, Beryll?” she asked at last. “Cloudmaster Granthon  ordered him?”

“After a fashion. Marry, or find tokens in short supply.”

She felt the colour drain from her face and abruptly sat down again.

“You have a dowry you didn’t even know about!” Beryll crowed.

“Even though I’m so low in talent I’m only a cat’s whisker from being a mere reeve?” She pursed her lips, her anger growing. If Kaneth really was coming to propose, then he had a cheek! Suddenly willing to marry her because he needed a rainlord’s allowance from the treasury? She’d have something to say about that.

“Maybe so, but you’re the best the Quartern’s got for Kaneth.” Beryll grinned, enjoying her sister’s discomfort. She  did a little dance, scooped the outfit from the floor without breaking step and thrust it at Ryka with a flourish. “Like it or not, you’re getting married!”

“Not if I can help it!” She snatched the dress and threw it back into the wardrobe with scant respect for its fragility. “I am certainly not wearing that to meet Kaneth. Spindevil take it, Beryll - we grew up together and if he doesn’t know exactly what I look like by now, then he’s a lot more dense than I thought.” She refused to even glance in the polished surface of the mirror stone, and stalked out of the room, exactly as she was. She couldn’t believe Kaneth was thinking of marriage to her anyway. The idea was ludicrous.

Plain Ryka, the other girls had called her in their younger years. The boys, still too young to appreciate her long legs and golden hair, had been even less kind. They’d taunted her with names like mangle-gangle or fumble-tumble, because a combination of short-sightedness and dreaminess meant she tended to trip over things a lot. Kaneth had been one of the worst of her tormentors.

When they were all older, the girls had - more kindly - encouraged her to improve her looks with powders and paints, but she’d always known the results were absurd. She was too solid of body, too mannish in the way she moved, too tall, too . . . un-dainty. Moreover, she had a habit of creasing her brow when she squinted to see better, which gave her an unjustified reputation for bad temper. As time passed, the boys, young men by then, had simply drifted away, indifferent, to marry others. And Ryka had shrugged and got on with her life. At least her eyesight didn’t hamper her reading; it was only when things were more than a pace or two away that they started to go blurry.

Now, as she took the stairs two at a time on her way down to the reception room, Beryll following her, she frowned again, not caring if she appeared forbidding. By the time she entered  the room where Kaneth waited with her parents, she felt thunderous and guessed it was obvious. She ignored the signal of her mother’s desperately fluttering hands, and glared at Kaneth.

Her father said, “Ah, there you are. Kaneth has something to say to you. Come, my dear,” he added, taking his wife’s arm and ushering Beryll out at the same time, “we’ll leave them to talk things over.”

Kaneth, who had also risen, came across to her saying, “Sorry to disturb you. Your father said you were busy translating some Reduner scrolls for the Cloudmaster.”

“Yes. And Beryll said you’ve been ordered to marry.”

He looked taken aback. “News travels fast.”

“And that you have me in mind.”

“Blighted eyes, Ryka, can’t you at least let me do the asking?”

She folded her arms. “All right. Go ahead.”

“I was thinking of something more romantic. You know, out under a flowering orange tree or something. A stroll on the rooftop.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. This is me you’re talking to, Kaneth. Ryka Feldspar. Tell me you have suddenly developed an overwhelming passion that necessitates a romantic proposal doused in the scent of orange blossom and I shall laugh in your face.”

“You are not making this easy for me.”

“Why in all the Scarpen should I? You are only proposing because you’ve been ordered to.”

“There’s more to it than that—”

“So I was informed. Cloudmaster Granthon threatened to cut your allowance.”

“Er, well, yes, but—”

“But nothing! We fight like a couple of horned mountain cats every time we meet, you chase every female who bats her  eyelids at you and you sleep with anyone who will have you, and then you expect me to fall into your arms because you take the trouble to arrange a romantic interlude for a proposal? I can only assume you are out of your sunfried mind. Have you been going outside without a hat on your head?”

He stared at her.

She kept her arms folded and glared back.

He said, “I take it that you are going to say no?”

“Did you doubt it?”

He looked uncomfortable. “Er, yes, I did. I thought that if the Cloudmaster ordered it and seeing the Quartern needs stormlord children—”

“Oh, so you don’t really want to marry me. You just want my children. Lovely proposal.”

He paused. Then, “Why do I get the idea that whatever I say, it will be the wrong thing?”

“Maybe because you’re finally thinking straight. Granthon didn’t speak to me about this, you know. At least not lately, and not naming you. And anyway, what difference would it make if he had? I am an inadequate rainlord at the best of times. You could marry Beryll and have just as much chance of talented children.”

“I don’t want to marry Beryll! I want to marry you.”

She arched an eyebrow in disbelief.

“Curse it all, Ryka, you know the fix we are all in. We need stormlords, and we all have to make sacrifices—”

She gritted her teeth, her rage close to overwhelming her. “So marrying me would be a sacrifice, would it? Wonderful. I suppose giving up all your snuggery handmaidens would be a terrible sacrifice indeed. No, wait a moment. I don’t suppose your idea of sacrifice goes quite that far.”

He flushed, but she couldn’t tell if it was anger or shame that put the colour in his face. “Ryka, I am willing to do whatever it takes to bring more water to the Quartern. And you  should be, too. This is not about us - it’s about the possibility of our children becoming the saviours of us all.”

She made a sound of exasperated fury. “That’s something you should have been thinking about ten years ago, Kaneth Carnelian. But no, you were having too much fun. And only  now you are having an attack of guilty conscience?”

“All right, I admit it. I haven’t been a model rainlord. And I always thought that if anyone was going to have stormlord children it would be Taquar or Nealrith, and I could leave it up to them. Well, for whatever reason, they haven’t, and that leaves us, you and me. Ryka, I have been - well - yes, er, I do like women. I love women. I love bedding them. But the kind of women I bed aren’t the kind I want to be the mother of my children. In fact, you and I, we—”

“Oooh!” She clenched her fists, quelling an almost overwhelming desire to punch him on the nose. Or better still, lower down. A lot lower down. “So I am good enough to have your children, but I’m not someone you’d ever want to bed? ‘We’ nothing, Kaneth Carnelian. There is no ‘we’ and there never will be!”

She turned on her heel and wrenched open the door, only to find herself face to face with Beryll, who’d had her ear pressed to the panelling. Ryka hissed at her in fury and stalked away.

Beryll, eyes bright with interest, watched her go and then turned her attention to Kaneth. “You are such a dryhead,” she said. “You really messed that up, didn’t you? Maybe you should  think about marrying me instead.”

“Marry an eavesdropping brat? Beryll, you are impossible. And you shouldn’t listen at doors.” He shouldered past her, grabbed up his palmubra in the hallway and let himself out.

Beryll grinned and made her way upstairs again.
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Back in her room, Ryka plonked herself down at her desk and picked up her pen to continue the translation. Only this time, she dug the chitin nib into the flax paper with such force the ink spattered.

“Go away,” she said when Beryll entered.

Beryll ignored the request. “Ryka, you’re sandcrazy. You’re twenty-eight - where do you think you are going to find another marriage partner at your age?”

“Why should I want one? What’s so marvellous about being married? I can be perfectly happy unmarried. I can even have children if I want.” She dabbed furiously at the ink spatters with her sleeve.

Beryll came and sat on the edge of the desk, looking interested. “Oh?”

“What I ought to do is have a child with Taquar. There’d be a much better chance he would have a stormlord offspring. His water sensitivity is as strong as it gets in a rainlord.”

“I thought you didn’t like Taquar.”

She shrugged. “I wouldn’t have to live with him. But he’s handsome. I am sure he’d be a good lover. From what I’ve heard, he’s just as experienced as Kaneth.”

“I can’t believe you just said that! Ryka, what’s got into you? I know you and Kaneth argue a lot, but you once told me you liked it that way, because he was one of the few people who had the brains to think things through. A man who didn’t have a hypocritical bone in his body, I think you said.”

“Ah. I take that last one back, for sure.”

Beryll cocked her head and considered all that had happened. Then her eyes widened. “Oh, my. You - oh my sandblighted wits - you’re in love with him!”

Ryka rolled her eyes towards the ceiling. “With Taquar? Nonsense!”

“Stop being deliberately obtuse! Why didn’t I see it? And  don’t deny it; it’s written all over you. You’re in love with Kaneth Carnelian.”

She opened her mouth to deny it, then thought better of it. Her shoulders slumped. “Is - is it so obvious? He wouldn’t have seen, would he?”

“I’m sure he went away convinced you loathe everything about him, right down to his delightful eyelashes. But Ryka, I don’t understand—”

Her sister laid her work aside. “Oh, Beryll, think about it for a moment. You heard everything, after all. He doesn’t want me! He wants his pretty snuggery handmaidens with their simpering ways. I’m large and clumsy and short-sighted. Ryka the reliable, good for a stimulating argument every so often. Kaneth doesn’t bed women like me. He doesn’t even look at me as if I am a woman! And he never has. All he wants now is a mother for his children, someone who will do a good job while he’s off having fun with his jades.”

She rubbed at her ink-stained fingers. “But I - I love him. I’ve loved him ever since we were half-grown kids playing water tricks on the priest in religious class.”

Beryll tilted her head, still not understanding. “But why?  What is it about him that is so loveable? All right, so he is witty and funny when he wants to be. And he’s the best flirt I’ve ever met. Gorgeous to look at - not dark and mysterious like Taquar, but all muscles and that dimpled smile . . . oo-er. But you, you’re Ryka Feldspar the scholar; how can you be in love with a man who has spent most of his life pinching the bottoms of snuggery girls? Father said the Cloudmaster thinks you have the best mind in Breccia. What can you possibly see in a lightweight nipple-chaser like Kaneth Carnelian?”

Ryka, suddenly tired of keeping secrets, wanted Beryll to understand. She said softly, “There is so much more to him than most people see. More than he sees in himself. But I see  it. I see the man he could be, if only he would believe in himself. Have you ever noticed that he never shirks on his duties to Breccia? Who is it that Highlord Nealrith turns to when he needs a job done well? Kaneth! Every time.”

“You sure that isn’t just wishful thinking? Because you find it hard to believe anyone with such a charming smile can be no more than an overstuffed prick?”

“That’s horrible. Don’t be so vulgar.”

“Then tell me what you really see in him.”

She stood and went to look out of the open shutter of her window. “So many things. His parents weren’t even water sensitives, did you know that? They were artisans from one of the lower levels of Pediment City. Horrid people. I met them once when I was about, oh, eight, I suppose.”

“How did that happen?”

“He was being granted rainlord status. They had to sign papers relinquishing their rights to his water or his earnings. He and I were standing with some of the other students in the academy courtyard when his father came stalking up and told him - in front of all of us - that his powers were an aberration that would never last because he was just a no-good layabout from downlevel Pediment. Kaneth tried to be polite, but his father cuffed him over the head and told him not to get too uppity because one day he’d be back on the lowest level, where he belonged, without any of those fancypancy water-powers he had no rights to. And he wasn’t to come home when that happened because none of them would help. His mother stood there and nodded. It was horrible. Kaneth went as white as a ’Baster and didn’t say a word.”
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