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   Enter the SF Gateway …


   In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


   

   ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





   Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


   The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


   Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.






 

Chapter 1

 

THE great clam's brilliant blue mantle shimmered along the edges of its opened shell. Decades of coral encrustation had turned the creature into a jewel as bright and colorful as the reef itself. The clam pulsated slowly as it syphoned sun-warmed seawater through its massive folds. 

A short distance away, a scuttling crab lifted a plume of fine sand. It hung suspended for a moment, then settled. A few small reef fish fed nearby, and feather worms slid in and out of their tubed homes to sway in gentle currents, but nothing larger disturbed the quiet surrounding the giant clam. 

“The sea is calm, gentle friend,” Iuti Mano sang softly. 

She squatted near one end of the huge, hinged shell, taking slow, careful breaths from the tube vine attached to her shoulder. She had set a weighting spell on herself earlier to prevent her from floating upward with each breath she took. A thin stream of bubbles bounced along with her calming words toward the surface. 

Iuti was dressed much more plainly than the clam. Her shirt and trousers were faded and worn, torn after weeks of searching through the treacherous coral for this particular site. Her white hair was tied in a tight warrior's knot atop her head. The only ornament she wore was a large shark's tooth hung from a thick necklace of braided, human hair. 

“The water is sweet and warm,” she sang. She flexed her fingers to keep them from stiffening around the hilt of her bared sword. “Relax, generous friend.” 

The great serrated shell stretched open another finger's width. 

Save for the slight movement caused by the clam's rhythmic syphoning and her own breathing, the water remained still. Iuti took another breath of slightly sour air and glanced up to where Tarawe sat in their small canoe. The gift was watching through a glass-bottomed bucket. She grinned as their looks met. Iuti blew a stream of bubbles and grinned back. 

Iuti's chant affected only the clam itself. It was Tarawe who was keeping the water calm. With her newfound water and wind magic, the girl was holding the sea so still it hardly seemed to move. The surface gleamed like polished glass above where Iuti crouched. Even the clouds were being kept at a distance so that none would cast a shadow over the light-sensitive clam. 

Tarawe had spelled a protective shield around the clam as well, to keep out any sea creatures whose movement might startle the mindless creature and cause it to retract and close itself inside its massive shell. That wasn't something they wanted to happen while Ho'oma'eva was deep inside. 

Iuti returned her full attention to the clam. The sea mimic, in his guise as a long-armed octopus, was just dipping out of sight again into the great clam's maw. Ho'oma'eva had spent the long day hovering over the ever-widening mouth of the clam. His rusty orange body contrasted sharply with the clam's brilliant blue. He sank slowly and lifted, sank and lifted, each time brushing the tips of his tentacles against the sensitive surface of the clam's shining flesh. 

In the beginning, the fluted folds of azure had shrunk back from his touch, retracting from where they were spread over the outer lips of the shell. Sometimes the shell itself would begin to close. Then Iuti would whisper another word of the calming spell, Ma'eva would lift away, and after a time the clam would relax fully open again. 

They had been working with the clam since morning, and after so many hours of quiet, it had grown tolerant of Ma'eva's gentle probing. Now it only shivered slightly and shifted away from his teasing touch. The massive shell remained steadily open. 

At long last, Ma'eva nudged a gelatinous fold aside and the object of their long search was revealed. Iuti tensed, then quickly forced herself to relax again as she stared at the Great Pearl. It was much larger than she had expected, larger than an overripe coconut. It glowed milky white against the clam's deep-blue flesh. 

Even in their wildest childhood speculations, back when she and Ma'eva had playfully seeded the clam with a fingertip-size pebble of coral, they had never imagined such a prize as this. Of course, they had never expected to wait twenty years before harvesting it. 

Iuti smiled. This harvesting of the Great Pearl held more meaning than the simple gathering of the stone. Her agreement to make the attempt had been a long-standing mating challenge between her and Ma'eva in his human form. The sea mimic's sinuous movements around the gleaming pearl reminded her of the many pleasant hours of lovemaking they had shared in celebration of the end of their childhood challenge. 

Ma'eva bumped the pearl closer to the center of the widely spread shell. The clam shivered slightly. The shell moved. 

Iuti sang the charm again, hiding her excitement behind the soft calming words. “The sea is calm, generous friend,” she sang. 

She tightened her fingers around the hilt of her sword. She knew she couldn't stop the massive creature from closing, as it surely would when Ma'eva began pulling the pearl free. But by wedging her weapon between the two halves of the hinged shell, she hoped to give him time to lift the pearl and escape before the shell's strength overcame her own and closed completely. 

If they failed to retrieve the pearl today, it would be weeks, perhaps months, before they could try again. After being disturbed in such a way, the clam wouldn't relax again soon. Iuti had made Ma'eva promise to leave the pearl if he couldn't get both himself and the great gem out in time. If the sea mimic were to become trapped inside, he might well be a pearl himself by the time Iuti could force open the shell and get him out. 

“The sea is calm, generous friend,” Iuti sang. Ma'eva slid a trio of tentacles around the pearl. 

A few more careful touches. A few more calming words. Then the prize would be theirs. Iuti took a breath and sang the calming charm again through smiling lips. 

Suddenly a shadow slid across her shoulders. A cloud? she thought. It couldn't be. Tarawe would never allow such a dangerous distraction at this critical moment. 

Something large splashed into the water behind Iuti. She looked up and back to see a streak of gray sweeping toward her. 

Shark! she thought, but knew instantly it was not. 

It was a dolphin! 

How could a dolphin have broken through Tarawe's shield? Even the shark god Mano Niuhi hadn't been able to do that. 

There was no time to warn Ma'eva. Iuti could only hope he had felt the vibration of the splash from his position deep inside the clam. It was clear the clam itself had sensed the disturbance. It shivered and began quickly sliding in on itself. 

Iuti rammed her sword into the swiftly narrowing crack of the hinged shell. 

She ducked as the dolphin swept past her. It crossed directly over the rapidly closing shell and brushed its tail across the clam's flesh, as if deliberately urging it to retract. 

“Mano's bloody teeth!” Iuti muttered. Where had the dolphin come from? What was it doing? Why hadn't Tarawe stopped it? 

There was no sign of Ma'eva. Iuti leaned forward and saw him deep inside, caught in the retracting mantle's folds. His tentacles were still tangled around the pearl. 

“Leave it!” she cried. “Get out, Ma'eva!” 

Bubbles bounced upward along her cheeks as the closing shell reached the metal edges of her sword. It ground to a halt. Iuti held the blade level with all of her strength. Its razor-sharp edges sliced easily through the clam's soft flesh. They chipped away flakes of pearlized shell, marring even the coral-hardened outer edges of the great clam's home. But the heart muscle of the clam was far stronger than she. The sword's hilt began to twist in her hands. The shell began, slowly, to close again. 

“Get out, Ma'eva!” she called. She could say no more, for her air was gone. She groped with her mouth for the tube vine while continuing to watch Ma'eva struggle upward with the pearl. He had almost reached the outer edge of the shell, Iuti sucked in a breath of warm air and used the strength it provided to hold her sword steady. 

As suddenly as it had come the first time, the dolphin swept over her again. It caught the air tube in its mouth and yanked it away from her shoulder. A quick glance showed the vine dangling just out of reach, Iuti cursed as the shadow of the dolphin passed on and disappeared. 

Her footing was still firm in the treacherous coral, but despite her own great strength, her sword continued to twist slowly in her hands. Her wrists burned with the strain of trying to keep it from snapping vertical and releasing the shell to close entirely. 

Ma'eva had maneuvered the pearl to the very edge of the shell. He was trying to turn it to fit through the narrow opening. The egg-shape gem was obviously heavy and there was only one way it would fit through the opening now. Ma'eva tugged and twisted and turned. 

Iuti's lungs felt as if a knife were passing through them. Her arms trembled. Leave it, Ma'eva! she cried silently. It's not worth your death! Her vision began to grow fuzzy. 

Still Ma'eva did not release the pearl. He slid part of his body out of the shell. He used four of his arms to brace himself against the outer shell, and for an instant, it looked as if he might be able to lift the pearl free. 

Then a sudden racing current knocked away Iuti's sure footing. The dolphin again! This time it brushed its broad tail against the backs of Iuti's legs. She fell and her sword was wrenched from her hands. She had time only to curse the dolphin's flashing form again before landing hard on the razor-sharp coral. A blue-black cloud spread suddenly over the great clam. 

Iuti scrambled up, blinking away growing darkness, denying the overpowering urge to surface for air. She stumbled back toward the clam, surprised to see that it had not yet fully closed. A handful of coral rubble had washed into the narrow crack where her sword had been. The stones had stopped the shell from closing entirely, but as she watched, the porous coral crumbled into sand. The great shell slid tightly closed. 

Iuti could see nothing of Ma'eva through the spreading ink and her own desperate need for air. Had he escaped? Had he been caught, or crashed in the final closing of the shell they had worked so long to keep open? 

There was nothing she could do without air. The sea all around her had turned dark; she wasn't even certain which way the surface was. Only an image of Ma'eva trapped between the closing jaws of the great clam remained clear in her mind. She could hear nothing but the pounding of her own heart. 

She felt swift motion, warm water sliding rapidly across her skin. The dolphin! she thought. 

Go ahead and kill me, Dolphin, she tried to say, I can't do anything to stop you now. But her lips wouldn't form the words and she had no air to force them free. Her arms and legs felt as if they were stones. 

Suddenly bright light struck her eyes. Sunlight! The water slid away from Iuti's face, and in her shock, she gasped and sucked in a deep, painful breath of afternoon air. Then another and another until her vision cleared and she could feel and hear again. 

“Ser Iuti!” It was Tarawe's voice. “Ser, come! We have to help Ma'eva.” 

“Ma—” Abruptly Iuti came fully conscious. “Where?” she rasped before choking on a mouthful of splash from her own flailing arms. “Is he alive?” 

“He's caught in the clam. Come!” Tarawe dove straight down. Iuti took three deep breaths, then one more to bring luck to the dive, and followed. 

The ink Ma'eva had released was dissipating quickly. A large stain had settled over the upper edges of the clam. With air in her lungs, the seawater was clear to Iuti again and she almost called out in relief when she saw a writhing mass of tentacles at the top of the great shell. Ma'eva was alive! 

Iuti motioned for Tarawe to bring the air tube near. The girl did it without leaving Iuti's side, using her water magic to carry the tube to them. Then she closed and opened her left hand, and the water all around them grew calm again. There was no sign of the damnable dolphin. 

As quickly as Iuti touched him, Ma'eva grew still. He slid three of his long arms around Iuti's left arm and clung with sucking tension to her water-soaked skin. 

“I'm here, good friend,” she said. “I'll get you free.” 

A fourth tentacle snaked around her wrist and held her close. Iuti managed a smile as Ma'eva's rubbery head relaxed against her fingers. She pulled in a breath of air from the tube vine and bent to examine Ma'eva's other arms. Only two were caught in the closed shell, but they were caught firmly, about a finger's length from their tips. There was no sign of the pearl. 

Tarawe brushed Iuti's shoulder and pointed to where her sword lay on the coral. Iuti nodded. There was only one way to free Ma'eva, since he chose not to free himself. The tendrils around her arm squeezed tighter. 

Tarawe swam to pick up the sword herself, not trusting her untrained water magic to bring it to them as safely as the tube vine had come. She had learned the hard way that human-made items weren't as trustworthy as those of the sea. She handed the sword's hilt to Iuti carefully, then bit her lower lip and moved back. 

Iuti didn't hesitate. As soon as the blade was in her hand, she sliced it across the shell's upper edge, cutting Ma'eva free. He clutched her hand tightly for just an instant, then hung limp. The natural suction of his mimicked body kept him wrapped firmly around her arm as she swam swiftly for the surface. 

Tarawe reached it first. “Is he—” 

“He'll be all right,” Iuti said as soon as she had air. “We need to keep him in the water, though. If he changes back to his human form now, he'll carry the injury with him, and there's no way to know if that was two fingers or a whole hand I just cut off.” 

“Or a foot,” Tarawe said. She stared wide-eyed at Ma'eva. 

“Aye,” Iuti muttered. “Or a foot.” She hoped Ma'eva had sense enough to remain in his present form until the tentacles could regenerate fully. He had promised, before she had agreed to this plan, that he would if the need arose. 

He also promised to leave the pearl behind at the first sign of danger, she reminded herself. Fool mimic. She thought for a moment, then decided against placing a binding spell of her own on her injured friend. 

To her relief, Ma'eva remained limp and fully an octopus while she climbed into the canoe. She scooped up a bucket of seawater, peeled Ma'eva from her arm, and set him into it. She licked two fingers of her right hand and said a soft word while dipping them into the water beside the sea mimic. His color mottled, then brightened again. He relaxed onto the bucket's bottom. Iuti wasn't certain the small healing spell would work—she had never had occasion to treat a mollusk's injuries before—but she knew it would do no harm. 

Tarawe lifted herself aboard in silence. 

“What happened?” Iuti asked. She was surprised at the depth of her disappointment. They had come so close. 

Tarawe dropped her gaze to the sea. She brought it back slowly. “I don't know. The dolphin—” 

“How did it get past your shield?” 

“I don't know! It just came. I tried to stop it, Ser, but all of a sudden it was there. I couldn't stop it from scaring the clam.” 

Iuti frowned. Tarawe had no reason to lie about what had happened. And she certainly had no reason to want the pearl harvest to fail. The pearl had been promised to the birdfolk in return for their help in the recent battle at Fanape. Tarawe considered the debt as much her own as it was Iuti's or Ma'eva's. 

“How could a simple dolphin break through your shield when Mano Niuhi himself could not?” Iuti asked. 

Tarawe straightened. “I did just what you said. I watched all around and didn't let anything bigger than a fingerfish move in the water near you and Ma'eva.” 

“Then how—” 

“I told you! It just came! There was a big splash and then it was there! I thought it was a bird at first, but then I saw it wasn't.” 

Her words made no sense. “What did the dolphin do after it first startled the clam into closing?” 

“It circled back and knocked the air tube away from you,” Tarawe said. “I tried to turn it in the water, but nothing happened. I mean, the water turned, but the dolphin just kept moving through it. Then it knocked you down and—” 

“Was it you who washed the coral stones into the shell to keep it from closing?” Iuti asked. 

Tarawe nodded. “It was all I could think to do. It didn't work very well.” 

“It worked well enough to save Ma'eva's life,” Iuti said, glancing into the bucket, “and most of his limbs. What did the dolphin do then? Where did it go?” 

“I don't know. I was too busy trying to keep the shell from closing and then getting you to the surface for air.” Tarawe's shoulders slumped. “I'm sorry, Ser. It was my fault. I should have seen it coming and strengthened my shield, or ... something.” 

That didn't make sense either. Tarawe's water and wind skills were for the most part still untested, but the one thing Iuti knew the girl could do well was set a proper shielding spell. There was no way any sea creature could have broken through her guard. The dolphin couldn't even have jumped over the shield, because Tarawe's control of the air was even stronger than that of the water. Only the strongest of the birds could break through. 

A chill ran along Iuti's arms. “By the gods!” she whispered. She glanced up and around. Except for a few scattered clouds, the sky was completely empty. Not even Tarawe's friendly gull was nearby. 

“It must have been a flying dolphin!” Iuti said. 

Tarawe caught her breath. She looked quickly up at the sky, then down again at the sea. Her face turned very pale. “A flying dolphin?” she said in a very small voice. 

Iuti set the bucket containing Ma'eva into the bottom of the narrow hull. “Only a bird could have broken through your shield. The flying dolphins are as much airfolk as they are creatures of the sea. There's nothing else it could have been.” 

“But why would it come here?” Tarawe cried. “Why would a flying dolphin want to stop us from harvesting the pearl?” 

“I don't know.” Iuti slid her paddle into the water and began pulling the canoe toward the small island where they had made their camp. But she did know. Or at least she had a good idea. The way Tarawe fumbled as she turned in her seat, the tenseness of her back as she slid her own paddle into the sea, made it clear that the girl knew, as well. 

“Revenge,” Tarawe whispered. 

The word scudded like a wind-damaged gull across the quiet lagoon. 

 

 

 


 

Chapter 2

 

TARAWE gripped her paddle tightly as they moved away from the great clam. The wood was rough and dry, warm after its day in the hot sun. Tarawe didn't need to paddle. She could easily have moved the small canoe by moving the water itself, but she was afraid to use her magic now. Afraid she might make another mistake and bring more trouble than they already had. 

“I never meant to kill the dolphins,” she whispered into the wind. “I never meant for my magic to kill anyone.” 

But it had. 

Tens of humans and uncounted seafolk, even birds, had died in the great storm Tarawe had mistakenly called just a few months before. The girl squeezed her eyes shut against remembered pain and matched her strokes to those of Iuti Mano at the back of the canoe. 

They had been paddling like this the night she had called the storm. They had traveled through an entire sun-drenched day without pausing, without water. When they had finally stopped, and while Ser Iuti slept, Tarawe had sung to the wind. She had used a chant she had once heard the Fanape Island sorceress sing when the island needed rain. 

Tarawe had been excited at first, delighted when the winds began answering her call. Soft breezes and teasing eddies tumbled toward her, carrying the unmistakable scent of approaching rain. But in the end it was much more than a simple rain squall that came. The winds grew in power and swiftness. The swells began running deep and long. Soon the waves were lifting high enough to be ripped into glistening spray by the ever more powerful wind. 

Tarawe had known no way to stop it. Calling the storm had been her first use of true magic. She had never before used anything more than a simple healing spell, and that only on herself and in the company of her mother. Tarawe had been completely helpless in the face of the gathering storm. 

Many weeks passed and many lives were lost before Tarawe found a way to harness the air and the water and return them to calm. In the meantime, the lands and coral reefs affected by the storm had been devastated. Tarawe herself had nearly been destroyed as her untrained mind was forced to absorb the death thrust of every life her storm took. 

Most painful of all had been the deaths of the flying dolphins. The evil sorceress Pahulu had forced two of the magical creatures into the maelstrom at the storm's center. Worse yet, she had forced the flying dolphins to herd their cousins, the sweet-faced true dolphins, into the storm before them, and thus lose their own souls as they died in the act of killing their own kin. 

As the dolphins were torn to shreds in Tarawe's raging seas and screaming winds, the sorceress had absorbed the power released by their innocent deaths. Tarawe, completely unpracticed in the ways of power, had absorbed only the pain. The horror of the dolphins’ deaths still lay like an icy splinter next to her heart. 

“I never meant for you to lose your souls,” Tarawe whispered. She pulled her paddle from the water and bent forward to press her face against her knees. The canoe stopped. It dipped and steadied. A hand touched her shoulder. 

“Are you all right?” Ser Iuti asked. 

“It came because of me,” Tarawe said. “It came because of what I did.” 

“We can't be sure of that,” Iuti said. “It might only have been drawn to us because of the magic in your shield. It didn't try to hurt us, and it could have easily.” 

“It hurt Ma'eva,” Tarawe said. 

“Ma'eva could have escaped safely if he'd swum out of the clam right away,” Iuti said. “All the flying dolphin did was stop us from taking the pearl.” 

“Why would a magic dolphin care about a stupid pearl?” 

“I have no idea,” said Iuti. “Maybe it wasn't interested in the pearl at all. Maybe it was just playing, or curious, or thought we were hurting the clam. I've heard they're very protective of the lesser seafolk.” 

Tarawe looked up. Ser Iuti was watching her in that steady, calm way of hers that revealed nothing of what she might be thinking inside. Her hair, still bleached white from her disguise in Sandar City, had slipped from its knot to hang in long, wet strands across her shoulders. The scars on her right cheek looked dark against her golden-brown skin. 

Tarawe met her look and said, “That dolphin was protecting the pearl, Ser.” 

Iuti sighed. “Aye, so it seemed. Well, there's nothing we can do about it now. It'll be months before that clam will relax enough for us to try again. We'll just have to wait for Ma'eva to return to his human form and ask him. Maybe he'll know what happened.” 

She started back toward her seat at the back of the canoe. “Or maybe your gull would know. I wish the birds would tell us why they're so interested in the pearl. They may change their minds about wanting it when they find out how big it is. I doubt any of them will be strong enough to lift it.” 

“My gull said she's not supposed to talk about the pearl,” Tarawe said. She suspected the great clumsy bird wasn't supposed to talk to her at all, but they'd become friends since the Teronin War ended and the bird seemed to enjoy her company. She had mended the gull's wing, injured during the storm, and then taught the great bird to fly again by providing supporting air currents for it to ride. 

“Where is your gull anyway?” Iuti asked. 

Tarawe picked at a splinter in her left palm, wishing she didn't know. After a moment, she said, “She flew off this morning to find the other birds and tell them we were harvesting the pearl today.” 

“Mano's teeth,” Iuti muttered. “That's just what we needed. They'll be upon us first thing tomorrow demanding their payment. Without Ma'eva, we'll have a hard time explaining why we don't have it.” 

Tarawe glanced back toward the bucket where Ma'eva lay coiled. His formerly bright-red color had faded to a mottled gray. He looked limp and lifeless. “I'm sorry he got hurt.” 

Ser Iuti smiled, “Don't worry about Ma'eva. This isn't the first time he's lost part of a leg while taking the octopus form. It's one of the ways octopus escape being eaten. They grow their lost limbs back very quickly, and I've set a healing spell that should help.” 

“Why didn't he break free of the clam on his own?” Tarawe asked. “Why did he wait for you to come back for him?” 

Ser Iuti's smile faded. She started paddling again. “He claims I can heal any wound I cause him,” she said. “And he likes being rescued by me, even when it's not necessary. He has a strange sense of humor, the sea mimic has. Come on, let's get back to the island.” 

“I wish using magic wasn't so dangerous,” Tarawe said before turning forward again and sliding her paddle back into the water. Ser Iuti grunted. In agreement, or with the effort of paddling, Tarawe couldn't tell. 

Kala Atoll was small, little more than a ring of coral sandbars set in the middle of the wide western sea. They had made their temporary camp on the only islet large enough to sustain a few coconut palms and a single, struggling breadfruit tree. The rest, although they stayed above the high water mark in calm weather, were swept too often by storm tides to provide a base for more than hermit crabs and an occasional grabber vine. It was a lonely place, far distant from any of the populated atolls, and until today, Tarawe had felt safe there. 

She had lived in fear for many years on Fanape, never speaking out, never daring to try the healing spells her mother allowed her to learn without ever formally teaching her. Most certainly, never trying the spells the visiting warriors showed her. She remembered feeling magic in the air all around her; there had been days when her fingers had itched with the desire to touch it. But the dark presence of the island sorceress and her mother's adamant warnings had always stopped her. 

Even on the day Pahulu had stolen her mother's soul and sold her empty body to the Teronin warriors, Tarawe had remained silent—frozen with fear and a fury that she could control only by saying and doing nothing. By then, she had understood that the sorceress was drawn to any use of magical power, that she fed on the souls of those who dared to set any spell within her realm. 

It wasn't until Tarawe had left Fanape that she began experimenting with the magic she'd learned from watching her mother and the others. Ser Iuti said it shouldn't be possible for her to use such borrowed spells, but while they didn't always work precisely, Tarawe found that by changing and combining the charms, she could turn most of them to her use. Iuti said that shouldn't be possible either. 

Maybe I should stop using other people's magic, Tarawe thought as they approached the island. Maybe I'm not supposed to use it, and that's why things keep going wrong. She glanced down at her hands—her wind hand on the right, her water hand on the left. With the exception of that first wind-calling charm, she hadn't borrowed that power. She was certain of that. 

The touch of the wind and the water felt like a part of her own body. Even as unpracticed as she was, she could move either the air or the water with little more than a thought. The danger arose when she didn't think, Tarawe knew. She had spent most of her time at Kala simply studying the natural movements of the air and ocean currents, so that she could learn to alter them without endangering anyone or anything nearby. 

Her mind had once been nearly destroyed by the death thrusts of the many killings she had done, with her own hands and with her storm. She knew she dared not kill again and still hope to survive whole. 

When they reached the beach, Tarawe helped Iuti pull the canoe onto the sand and unload their few supplies. Ser Iuti picked up the window bucket holding Ma'eva and a short, thick length of bamboo holding the last of their day's water ration. “Ma'eva's going to be hungry when he wakes,” she said. 

“Do octopus eat roasted breadfruit?” Tarawe asked. 

Iuti laughed. “Ho'oma'eva will eat almost anything, but I think hermit crabs might suit him better than breadfruit right now.” 

“I'll go find some,” Tarawe said. She tied her carry pouch to her waist. 

Iuti nodded. “Check the rain pots first. I'll set a fire and open the oven. The food should be well cooked by now.” 

They had left breadfruit and a large parrot fish baking in an underground pit while they were away. Tarawe's stomach rumbled in anticipation. It had been many hours since she'd eaten, and then it had only been the soft insides of a newly picked drinking coconut. She felt as if she could eat a pair of breadfruit, all on her own. 

After carefully stowing the paddles and bailer and tossing away the limp tube vine, Tarawe ran inland to their freshwater catchment roof. The lean-to of woven coconut fronds was set at a shallow slope against a pair of trees so that rainwater could run off it into a row of halved coconut shells. 

Tarawe had seen two rain squalls pass near the island that day and was relieved to find that at least one of them had passed directly over it. All of the shells were filled with clean drinking water. Tarawe could easily have nudged the clouds closer, using her wind magic, but she had promised Ser Iuti that she would keep her entire attention on the harvesting of the pearl. The warrior woman also insisted it was best not to use magic unless it was truly needed. “There is always a price to pay,” she said. Tarawe thought of the sleek dolphin that had prevented them from harvesting the pearl and suspected Ser Iuti was right. 

Tarawe carefully transferred the water into bamboo storage logs. She sealed each length with a wad of breadfruit sap before tying them into a bundle and replacing the empty shells under the catchment roof. She carried the logs, along with a coconut shell still three-quarters full, back to where Iuti was opening their earth oven. The nutty fragrance of roasted breadfruit sped her steps. 

“Four!” Iuti said when Tarawe arrived and sat the water logs beside her. “We did have some good luck today. Did you drink yet?” 

The question surprised Tarawe. Simple courtesy dictated that their water supply be divided by the leader of their small group. 

Ser Iuti looked surprised when Tarawe shook her head no. “You make a good traveling companion, girl,” she said. She nodded toward the coconut shell. “You drink that. I'll finish what's left from the canoe.” 

“You weren't able to drink all day,” Tarawe said. “You need more. I'll take what was left on the canoe, and there's water still sitting in some of the fallen breadfruit leaves. I'll drink that while I look for crabs. You'll get sick if you don't drink enough tonight.” 

“You sound just like Ho'ola. Always telling me how to take care of myself.” Iuti muttered the remark, but she took the coconut cup from Tarawe's outstretched hand. 

“Auntie Ola's a good healer,” Tarawe said. “If she were here, she'd make you drink more than that.” 

Iuti laughed and motioned her away. “Go find some crabs for Ma'eva. We'll open a pair of drinking nuts with our dinner, all right? That would satisfy even Auntie Ola.” 

“Drink the water,” said Tarawe. 

Iuti drank the cup dry. 

Tarawe returned to the catchment roof to set the cup carefully back into line with the others. Then she scrambled through the brush to the beach. The sun had dropped near the horizon and Tarawe hurried through the growing shadows. She wasn't afraid of the dark; she was just eager to find Ma'eva's dinner quickly so she could get back to her own. 

She kept her gaze on the ground as she scuffed through the coarse sand near the brush line. Before she had gone far, she caught sight of slow movement just ahead. She quickened her steps to reach a large hermit crab crawling across the sand. Its shell was almost as big as her own fist. She picked it up carefully. The crab pulled inside as she lifted it, then when she did nothing to startle it further, began crawling back out again. Before its questing claws could reach her fingers, she tapped it with her other hand to frighten it back inside. 

“Why are you carrying such a big house, little crab?” she asked, for the shell was much larger than a hermit crab this size warranted. The crab must have just recently moved into the shell. He began crawling out again, as if to answer her question. She laughed and tapped it back inside before stuffing the shell into her woven waist pouch. As she started walking again, the shell shifted. There were scrabbling sounds as the crab tried to scratch its way free. 

“I'm sorry to interrupt your dinner,” Tarawe said to the next crab she discovered; it was dining on a sliver of decaying sponge shell, “but Ma'eva needs to eat, too.” She dropped the surprised crab into the pouch with its cousin. 

She found a third and then a fourth crab and was about to pick up a fifth when a splash drew her attention to the water. She turned her look to the sea. There was another splash, closer this time. Something large moved in the shallows. Tarawe moved carefully toward it. 

A sudden flash of bright blue-green brought a grin to Tarawe's lips. It was the parrot fish again, the one she'd been trying to catch for days. It was a magnificent creature, fat and shiny, iridescent where it caught the direct rays of the setting sun. It had swum so close to the shore that for a moment Tarawe thought it might beach itself in the shallows. She wished she'd thought to carry her fishing nets the way Iuti Mano always did when she walked along the shore. 

But there were other ways to catch a fish. Slowly, so as not to startle the parrot fish, Tarawe began pulling off her shirt. If she could get close enough... 

She threw herself forward and scooped the fish into her out-flung shirt. The fish thrashed in sudden panic. Tarawe stumbled and fell. The parrot fish slipped and slid inside her improvised net. 

“I've got you!” Tarawe cried, and then choked as their combined splash filled her opened mouth with seawater. The fish slid upward in her arms. Its head came through one of the shirt sleeves. Their excited looks met. 

“What...?” For an instant, the fish's expression looked entirely human. Tarawe almost let it go. Then she remembered that it was tomorrow's breakfast she held and tightened her grip around the creature's belly. 

It was a mistake. The parrot fish had slid just far enough forward in her arms so that her squeeze gave it the force it needed to break free. Tarawe's shirt sleeve ripped open and the fish burst away from her in a flash of iridescent blue. 

Tarawe sat, stunned, staring after it. 

She started to laugh. “You're a tricky one, you are, friend fish.” She looked ruefully down at her shirt. At least it had split along the seams, she'd be able to repair it without too much difficulty. A handful of scales, each as big around as a human eye, were tangled in the fabric. Tarawe picked them free and stuffed them into her waist pouch, along with the frantically scrabbling hermit crabs. She stood and tapped the side of the pouch to encourage the crabs back into their shells. 

“I'll get you next time,” she called after the fish, then blinked in surprise when she saw it swimming back toward her, almost to within her reach. 

Tarawe took a step toward it. It veered and raced away. Then it returned again. 

“What's wrong with you, fish?” Tarawe said. “Do you want to get caught?” That thought made her more cautious. She considered using a bit of her water magic to entice the fish into her hands, but then thought of the flying dolphin again. She left the magic untouched. 

The fish swam up to her, then swept away again, staying in water almost too shallow for its size. It swam around the curve of the island that led to the open ocean side. Another hermit crab caught Tarawe's attention. She walked up onto the beach to add it to her collection. She had almost enough now to provide a good meal for Ma'eva. 

Tarawe glanced back at the water and was startled to see that the parrot fish had returned yet again. As quickly as she noticed it, the fish darted away, stopped, then turned half back. It was almost as if... 

“Do you want me to follow you?” Tarawe asked. 

The fish raced off once more. 

Very cautiously, staying in shallow water, Tarawe followed it around the island to where she could see the open ocean. 

“I'll come,” she said. “But don't think you can fool me into—” 

Tarawe stopped. She caught her breath and froze. 

Across the coral shallows, a sailing canoe was just cresting the waves at the outer edge of the reef. Sunlight flashed on the high decorative prow, revealing a fiercely grinning image. It was a war canoe! 

 

 

 


 

Chapter 3

 

THE canoe swept inward with the lifting swell. It settled with barely a ripple into the shoulder-deep water near the edge of the reef flat. Two men scrambled to drop the sail, while others paddled to carry the outrigger forward and away from the surging danger of the following waves. These sailors were obviously well skilled to have succeeded at so dangerous an approach to the island. 

Before Tarawe could step back, or even squat to make herself less visible, someone on the canoe shouted and pointed her way. Paddles flashed again and the canoe sped toward her. 

Tarawe turned and ran. She splashed from the water, crossed the shadowed beach at a run, and raced back through the brush. She slipped back into her torn shirt as she ran. Her waist pouch bounced against her hips. 

“Ser! Ser Iuti!” she called. “Someone's coming!” she shouted only loud enough to alert Iuti Mano. She didn't want the men on the canoe to hear. “There are warriors on the reef” 

Iuti was already up and strapping a sword onto her back when Tarawe ran into the breadfruit-fragrant clearing. “How many?” the warrior woman demanded. She slid a second sword belt—a death gift from a Teronin she'd killed—around her waist. 

“Only one canoe with six men.” Tarawe panted, trying to catch her breath. “They brought the canoe right through the waves onto the reef. I've never seen—” 

Iuti grabbed up her shield, another war gift. “Did they see you?” 

“Aye,” Tarawe replied. “They're wearing feathers, Ser, and—” 

“Bring Ma'eva!” 

Iuti began running back the way Tarawe had come. 

Tarawe hurried to the bucket in which Ma'eva lay. He was smaller than before, although not by much. He must have wakened long enough to have changed his form at least a little. He was still gray and mottled, deep in whatever healing sleep Ser Iuti had set. Tarawe scooped up the bucket and ran to join her. 

Iuti was standing in the brush that bordered the beach, so still in the deepening shadows that she looked like a shadow herself. A slight movement of her hand was all that alerted Tarawe to her presence. She motioned Tarawe close and they both peered through the leaves to watch the approaching warriors. 

The men had stopped their canoe in waist-deep water. Two of them anchored it, fore and aft, with lines tied directly to the coral, while a third rolled the stepped sail into a tight bundle. Two others shifted mats and travel gear onto the beach. By the ease with which they handled the bundle of water logs, Tarawe judged the containers to be empty. All the men wore sheathed weapons and headbands of cowrie shells and bushy gray feathers. Gull feathers, Tarawe thought, and that made her angry. 

A sixth man sat motionless at the center of the canoe while the others worked. He, too, wore a feathered headdress, but unlike the others, it had long, black feathers stretching high above its bushy base. Tarawe tried to imagine a bird with feathers so long and smooth and silky black, but could not. Like the others, the warrior wore a vest of knotted cord and polished tortoise shell plates. A necklace of shark's teeth hung around his neck. 

Tarawe glanced toward a movement beside her and saw Iuti's hand tighten on the hilt of her sheathed sword. She met the woman's look and Iuti bent toward her. 

“Get Ma'eva into the water the first chance you get,” Iuti whispered. Tarawe could barely hear her over the soft rumble of the distant surf. The men near the canoe made no sound at all. If Tarawe hadn't seen them coming, they could have come ashore in complete secrecy. 

“Shall I take him back to the lagoon?” 

Iuti shook her head. “It's too late for that. They'd see you. Then they'd know it's not an ordinary octopus you carry. Just free him as quickly as you can without alerting them.” She licked two of her fingertips and ran them along the scars on her cheek—the scars that had been made by the shark god's own teeth—then she held the fingers out to Tarawe. 

“Touch them,” she said when Tarawe hesitated. “You have to be able to wake Ma'eva from my healing spell or he'll be eaten by the first hungry crab that finds him.” She lifted Tarawe's free hand and pressed their fingertips together. “Be sure to use this hand when you lift him from the bucket. Understand?” 

Tarawe nodded—not understanding, but knowing what she must do. Ser Iuti straightened again. 

“I could set a shield—” Tarawe began. 

“No shields,” Iuti said quickly. “No war magic at all. These men are as skilled at it as I am. They'd crush you if you tried. And there's the dolphin to consider. We must avoid a fight if we can.” 

“Who are they, Ser?” 

Iuti lifted a hand to silence her. The warrior in the tall headdress had moved. He slid his long, bare legs over the canoe's side and stepped into the water. He lifted a massive war club from the outrigger platform and began walking toward the beach. As he came closer, Tarawe saw that he had three dark lines painted along his right cheek. 

Iuti Mano touched the scars on her own cheek, then motioned Tarawe to follow her as she stepped into the open. 

“Welcome,” she said just as the warrior in the tall headdress stepped onto dry sand. Her voice was soft, but the warriors all heard. They started and reached for their weapons. The one carrying the water logs dropped them with a splash into the shallows. 

“Join us on this island and be at peace,” Iuti continued. 

Tarawe recognized the greeting as one ranking southern warriors often shared. But if these were southerners, why was Ser Iuti so obviously expecting trouble? 

All of the men stared at Iuti for a shocked moment. Then suddenly, recognition touched their eyes. The scars on Iuti's face, and her white hair, made her appear very different from the way she had looked before. Tarawe was surprised these men recognized her as quickly as they did; they must have known her well at some time in the past. 

“Let our weapons rest as brothers,” Iuti finished. 

The man in the tall crest took another step forward. Then he stopped. He looked Iuti up and down slowly before spitting on the sand. 

Iuti glanced down at the glistening spittle. “Your manners haven't improved a bit, Kuwala,” she said. 

He glared and pointed his weapon at her. “You killed Mano Niuhi and you speak to me of manners!” His voice was low and gravelly, filled deep with anger. And thirst, Tarawe suspected. The man who had dropped the empty water logs had already scooped them back up and dropped them into the canoe so they wouldn't float away. The clatter of their landing inside the wooden hull echoed loud across the otherwise quiet reef flat. 

“Mano was the one who chose the battle,” Iuti said. 

“Mano was our brother!” Kuwala shouted. 

...and suddenly Tarawe understood. A chill ran along her arms and she gripped Ma'eva's bucket tighter. This powerful warrior was Mano Kuwala, Iuti Mano's eldest brother. Iuti had warned Tarawe that someday she would have to face her family to explain why she had killed the shark god. She would have to face her mother's and her brothers’ anger at being deprived of their totem's special protection. But Tarawe was sure Ser Iuti hadn't expected the meeting to come so soon, and certainly not on this deserted isle. 

“Mano had swum into the dark side of evil, Kuwala. The deed had to be done,” Iuti said. 

“You had no right!” 

“He left me no choice but to destroy him,” Iuti said. Her voice was tight, but she made no move to draw her weapons. She would not, Tarawe knew, unless she had to to defend herself. 

“He'd have taken my soul with him into the dark if he could have,” Ser Iuti said. “He almost did. He had already taken many others.” 

The other men had gathered close to Kuwala and now Tarawe saw the resemblances among them. They all carried themselves in that same erect way Iuti Mano did. They all had the same dark eyes and hair as black as a moonless night where it showed beneath their gray feathered headbands. Only Kuwala and one other wore the painted sign of the shark god on his cheek. 

Those two were brothers, Tarawe decided. The others must be cousins. 

“You stole the shark god's power from us ten years ago,” Kuwala said. “Now you return to the Western Isles in shame, just as I predicted. Did you really think we wouldn't find you here at Kala? We all knew this was your childhood hideaway.” 

“I didn't expect you to be looking,” said Iuti. “You could have saved yourself a long voyage if you'd waited for me at Kiholo.” 
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