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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.












Prologue


In the lost past the place that was now Inland had been surrounded by other lands, well-known to the people of the old time. But the powers of the past had vanished, and with them all swift and distance-devouring ways of travel. The human race had made a new Covenant with the natural world: to do no harm. Weather and earth and crops and beasts were willingly obedient to the new gentle power of magic. But there was hardly enough magic to go around, sometimes not enough to keep the waggon roads open in winter. Inland itself had become like a whole world of tiny countries, separated from each other by almost impassable tracts of ruined wasteland. The people lived slow, quiet country lives and most of them never expected to travel beyond the nearest tradestown. From the marshy eastern seaboard of the magical land a few bold fishing boats ventured out, bringing back strange goods and stranger stories. But the Fishers were peculiar people. To most Inlanders, brought up to believe that any unnecessary travel was a waste of magic, such adventuring was not only horribly dangerous but probably downright wicked …









Chapter 1: The Sea


The wind was not strong, but it never let up. It blew from the sunset, pushing the small sailing ship ever deeper into a grey emptiness that closed in on every side. On land, the clammy greyness would have been a normal heavy mist of Leafall, the moon after the end of summer. Out here it seemed as if the whole world had disappeared forever.


Two figures stood near the bows of the little fishing smack, both of them shrouded in heavy woollen cloaks: one russet and one grey. The smaller figure, whose cloak was grey and noticeably shabby and travel stained, was a young woman about twenty years old: still a flores, by Inland reckoning; just on the brink of adulthood. When she pushed back the fold of her hood, to stop cold beading moisture from dripping into her eyes, she revealed a broad, almost homely face surrounded by wiry yellow curls, and naturally pale skin tanned ruddy brown. Her challenging and brilliant eyes, which were clear grey, were her best feature: but at the moment their expression was not happy.


Her companion was a tall, slender flores with dark hair and eyes the peaty brown colour of a mountain stream. At first glance it could be seen that he was a year or two younger than the woman, who already had a weather worn and hardy look. On closer inspection there was nothing childish, no boyish carelessness in the look of this young man. His companion’s eyes were serious for the moment. In the young man’s face there was a shadow that seemed to have taken root for life.


They both turned away from gloomy contemplation of the fog at the same moment, looked at each other and sighed.


“When I was a little girl,” said Zanne, the young woman with the yellow hair, “I thought the world began in the woods above our Mill at Garth, and ended at Mosden market. I’d heard of other places of course … and I believed in them more or less. But at the back of my mind I felt as if the world between our village mill and the tradestown was huge enough for anyone: even after I started going to magic school. When you begin to use magic on your own everything changes … I remember the first time I pushed myself into a high lift. I got the shock of my life when I looked down and saw the wastelands spread out all around the little patch of countryside I lived in.” She grinned. “And now of course I’ve been everywhere and seen everything! That’s my trade. But I’ve never seen anything I liked as little as this. Even in the wastelands, the outland as we used to call it in Garth, you find ghosts and relics of the past. This is just nothing. It’s like a world made of dishwater!”


She grimaced at the flat grey ocean: flat as it looked the surface still rose and fell in a way that was most uncomfortable for the stomach.


“And I hate the way everything keeps bouncing up and down!”


She laughed, trying to lift their mood to the level of ordinary, traveller’s grumbling. But the mere mention of Zanne’s ‘trade’ brought back the gloom.


For all of its existence, Inland had been haunted by unhappy relics of the age of the machines, or ‘makers’ as Inlanders called them. The sick and weary survival of a few Great Makers, the powerhouses that used to fuel the old rule of force, was a constant drain on Inland’s vital energies. Those who were talented in the new way of power feared the old Makers so much that they dared not meddle with them: magic used in terror and hatred would only spread destruction, and weaken Inland even more.


Zanne was different. She had a strange talent, unknown in any other magic maker yet born. Zanne could reach through the forms and see that the makers were also part of the natural world—as natural in their inner essence as the crops and fields and beasts and weather of Inland; now kept fertile and (more or less) docile by magic alone. She loved and understood the Makers, and so (by a sad irony) it was her work to seek them out, to give them good death. It was on such a mission that she and Holne, the flores beside her, were embarked. But this time the monster was not hidden in one of Inland’s wastelands. It had been detected in another country—an unknown, incalculable land.


A gust of wind rattled through the ropes and canvas overhead, flicking cold water into their faces and stirring the mist without breaking it. Holne rubbed at a sheen of fish scales that had transferred itself from the rail to his cloak. He was a fastidious person, and the smell that pervaded everything on board depressed him more than any dangers ahead.


“I just wish—” he began.


At that moment Bartey Fisher, their captain, came strolling around the corner of the deckhouse, swaying easily to the boat’s motion. She was a short square woman, with a constant broad grin that had worn deep grooves like fishhooks in her leathery cheeks. She wore thick canvas breeches and a long greasy knitted jersey that reached almost to her knees. She and her aged uncle, her two silent sons and her whiplash-thin sarcastic daughter usually ran this dirty but sturdy old vessel as a fishing smack. But Bartey’s covener, the leader and guide in magic of the east coast fishing community, had recommended her as the best captain for Zanne and Holne’s voyage. Regrettably, like all members of the east coast meeting, the Bartey Fishers found landlover Inlanders’ fear of the sea highly amusing. The captain and crew seemed to spend a good deal of their time hanging around waiting for Zanne or Holne to fall over, or to turn green and rush for the side.


The smack was called the Sandy Bottom, a name which struck both Zanne and Holne as ridiculous. The captain’s daughter said it was a very lucky name for any boat to have, that was steered by her ma.


“How’re you today, my young woman and great boy?”


She winked at Holne. “Found those sea legs yet? Never mind, we’ll be in sight of land sometime this hour. We’ll lay you off to the foreigners by noon, and me and the Sandy Bottom’ll get back to our proper trade.”


Bartey’s leathery grin became sanctimonious. “Oh, it’s a terrible thing for honest Inland Fishers to have to mix up with these foreign folk. They eat babies, you know. That’s where they get their magic. And they can change into birds, and all sorts of unnatural things. I wouldn’t have anything to do with Magians myself, if my covener and meeting hadn’t specially asked it.”


This was rather far from the truth. The crew of the Sandy Bottom were famous among even Fisher families for their smuggling adventures. It was because of their matchless knowledge of the shoals and creeks of the foreign coastline that they’d been asked to carry Holne and Zanne across the sea. But though most members of Bartey’s community had at some point tasted Magian liquor or tried out strange Magian goods, smuggling wasn’t talked about in decent company. A sly twinkle in Bartey’s eye showed how little she expected to be believed, so that even Zanne, who had very literal ideas about honesty, couldn’t take offence.


Still she frowned. “I wish you wouldn’t talk like that, about the Magians, Bartey. It’s not right and it’s not fair. They’re just ordinary, magical people; the same as we are.”


Bartey rolled her eyes at Holne. “Oh, my covener and meeting, she is a serious one, your friend. I don’t mean any harm young Zanne.”


Then she gave Zanne a hard, grave look that surprised her. “Aye, Zanne of Garth. I know they’re people like us, and I know their trouble is ours in the end. We’re all living in the one world, under the Covenant. But a person’s magic can accept that a course of action is necessary, and that person can still not like to see two young lives put out so far from our land, and maybe lost.”


She was embarrassed then, scratched her head with one horny hand and leaned energetically over the rail as if she was going to leap overboard.


“What’re you gawping over here for anyway? You dropped something? You won’t see landfall this way, it’s off the other bow. My covener, I should’ve thought even a farmer could feel the smell of it coming by now.”


Zanne suppressed a scowl. She was getting rather tired of this constant teasing. But Holne could always keep his temper. He grinned easily.


“We were looking for the end of the world.”


All Inlanders knew that the world they lived in was held together by magic. The whole fabric of reality was maintained, in the end, by nothing more than the web of the needs of the people who lived in it, and their cooperation with each other. This disturbing secret was usually well hidden beneath the normal, solid appearance of things: but the emptiness of the sea was a frightening reminder of the truth, to those who weren’t hardened by familiarity.


“The end of the world!” Bartey chuckled, never tired of the old seafarers’ joke. “Well, don’t you worry Holne. Wherever the Sandy Bottom goes, there goes me and my lass, and the boys and nuncle. We won’t stop wanting a sea to sail on, and wind and sun and stars too, so don’t you fret.”


Bartey laughed loudly at her own wit: and even Zanne managed a patient smile. The Fisher was a good hearted person and she’d been kind to them, despite her rather limited sense of humour.


“Well, well, I must be getting on. Got to remind uncle he’s to cook three extra for dinner again. Poor old noddle, he’d forget his head if it wasn’t sewed on.”


“Two extra,” said Zanne.


“Eh?” The captain looked puzzled. “Ah, did I say three? Funny thing, I keep doing that. Keep thinking there’s three of you on board. Well, it does no harm. There’s plenty, and we’ve all healthy appetites.”


Bartey strolled away. Zanne and Holne looked at each other curiously. But they had other things to think of besides the captain’s mistake, on this last morning before the adventure began. The air was a little warmer now. Zanne spread her cloak on the boards and they knelt facing each other, ready to begin the Link exercises, which they had practised faithfully each morning for the three days of the voyage. ‘The Link’ was the bond between body and mind. It was part of a covener’s training to develop this bond, through the strenuous and beautiful exercises that every magic student learned. Magic works by likeness: mind and body working as one, knowing each other, obedient to each other, are like magical talent and the world.


Zanne and Holne had worked well together, even under the inquisitive eyes of the Fishers. But this morning even for Zanne, to whom the Link was second nature, concentration was impossible.


“‘Two young lives lost.” She scowled in exasperation. “And people eating babies …What nonsense the Fishers talk!”


“I certainly hope so,” remarked Holne wryly.


“What were you going to say, Holne, before Bartey came? I wish—you said. I suppose you wish you’d never come?” She gave him a direct look. “It’s not too late you know. If you’ve changed your mind, you could sail back with Bartey. It might be for the best.”


Neither they themselves nor Bartey Fisher had any real idea of what might lie ahead. But there was a special danger for Holne, and the decision to seek it out had been his alone.


Magia …


In the chill, rocking world of mist, with the sea dew salt on her lips, Zanne remembered an Inland summer’s day, two months ago. Zanne had been in the apple orchard, at home at Townsend farm near the village of Garth in Mid-Inland. It was Midsummer. Above the farm’s well-tended yards the sheep downs rose, the cropped turf buzzing with grasshoppers. In the ruinstone meadows down the valley children roamed the golden stubble left after the hay, scratching and searching for scraps of treasure from the olden time: smooth pebbles of coloured glass or shards of pretty crockery—just as Zanne has hunted, as a child. She could hear their clear voices as she picked: the last of the golden Rose apples and the first of the early cropping Sunsets and Briars. As she worked at this soothing task, her hands dipping in and out of the cool leaves, her eyes judging the ripeness of each bright fruit, the pleasure that it gave her made some hard thinking easier. Zanne always loved to come back to the farm. Nothing ever rested her like this kind of work.


She was thinking about the trouble that had arisen in Magia. Though the people of Inland were divided from each other physically, by poor and dangerous roads and by the great wastelands, in magic they came together. In every town or country settlement there was a meeting house where people would gather, from the streets round about or from scattered farms, to decide the affairs of the Covenant. Generally the meetings were only concerned with how to satisfy one crop’s need for rainfall, along with another’s need to have the fine weather continue. But even this small local magic, shifting bits of the world and holding others, as Inlanders would say, could not be carried out in isolation. At the shifting centre of each separate community of individuals lay the meeting’s covener: a woman, usually—very occasionally a man—who had been born with magical talent and trained to use it. The covener was aware not only of the needs of her own community but of those around it. At the centre of all lay Hillen Mound, the school of magic on the northern moors; and from Hillen the Thirteen members of Hillen Coven watched over the whole web of meetings. From Hillen there came to each individual, through the channel of the covener’s talent, as much sense of the welfare of Inland as a whole as that person was willing to bear: and even some hint of the lost lands beyond.


In this way a rumour of trouble had filtered through the land. Some people, most perhaps, would still feel nothing—for ‘Magia’ was barely a name and their own concerns absorbed them. Others, more outward looking by nature, had noted the distant threat, and the word Magia had acquired for them a taint of vague unease.


Because of Zanne’s training, and her trade, her sense of the trouble was quite precise, though there were features that she didn’t understand. She was expecting daily, resignedly, a summons from Hillen.


Rare talents must be used, the old things that should be dead must be put to rest … Zanne accepted the task that she seemed to have been born for. It hadn’t always been so. When Zanne of Garth was a little girl she had dreamed with hopeless longing of the marvels of the lost past, but that was over. She had become convinced, through hard experience, that the great Makers couldn’t share the same world as Inland’s magic: when it came to a choice, she could not choose the unmaking of Inland. But it would always be hard and sad work for her to put the great Makers to death. And even Zanne, who loved adventures, was beginning to wonder how long this work would continue. Was she doomed to spend the rest of her life wandering the roads like some glorified rat catcher?


She sat in the branches of an old Sunset tree, past its heavy cropping years and allowed to grow freely. Magic had held this tree at the height of a twelve-year-old child: magic had set it free. Magic, by slow and delicate shifting of the nature of things changed sour soil to fertile; lengthened the apple season til it lasted from New Summer to the first snow …


Zanne knew that her talent was considerable as well as unusual. At one time, before her elders understood how strange Zanne’s particular gift was, her teachers had hoped that she would join them at Hillen, the magic school and heart of magic, buried under its great mound. In the dark and silence that lives under the earth, and in every human heart, home of all beginnings and all dreams, Covenant magic had begun: and there its roots would always remain. Zanne loved darkness as much as any Inlander. She had lived in those silver-dappled corridors and shadowy halls for years as a schoolgirl. She would have been proud and willing to return there forever.


She would have been equally happy to become a country covener like her own mother here at Garth—blessing the new milk, healing small ills; killing the peoples’ meat animals so that their death should be covenanted and gentle. But there was no hope of either life for her, so far as Zanne could see. She was “Zanne the maker-killer”: everybody knew her story. Unfair as it might seem, to the average Inlander her magic would always be tainted by its contact with the hated past.


No, thought Zanne, on that summer day. It’s not unfair. They’re right to doubt me … Even now, here among the apple trees, part of her still yearned for something fearfully bright and far away: the time of long ago with its towers of light and its beautiful monsters of shining, singing metal …


What’s to become of me? she wondered, turning over a round and glowing Sunset apple in her hands. Will my life always be jagged and awkward, like a bit of something broken? Don’t I fit in anywhere?


She heard the latch lift and fall on the orchard gate. Two people came through the trees, one of them a spare, middle-aged woman with greying hair, dressed in grey leggings and a tunic of deep blue. With a glad exclamation Zanne jumped down from her perch.


“Holder Elima!”


The Holder of Inland, headmistress of the magic school, might be regarded as Hillen’s own covener, the woman who spoke for the Thirteen as the covener speaks for her meeting. But this was not the public role it might seem, and it was rare for the Holder to leave Hillen Mound. Elima, that awesome figure who had ruled Zanne’s childhood and at last become her dear friend, smiled a little grimly as she saw Zanne’s delighted expression change.


“Holder—oh, I am sorry to see you here.”


Elima laughed. “Zanne my child, will you never learn to be tactful? Yes, you’re quite right. It takes grave trouble to bring the Holder out of Hillen. However—”She glanced around at the laden trees and the summer flowers in the grass beneath them. “I will be tactful and truthful, and say trouble couldn’t have brought me to a lovelier place than Townsend orchard.”


“It’s about Magia, isn’t it.”


“Yes, Zanne. It is about Magia. Sit down, won’t you. We have things to discuss.”


Zanne looked to the other visitor, who was hanging back shyly. He was wrapped in a light cloak, the hood pulled over his face: which seemed odd, for though the sky was dapple grey and the air cool it wasn’t a chilly day by the standards of an Inland summer. But though Zanne could be blunt she knew (at least sometimes) when to keep her mouth shut. So she asked no questions and they sat down, all three, in the flowery grass, the boy in the cloak a little apart.


“Zanne,” said Elima. “Does the word ‘skybreaker’ mean anything to you?”


She watched the young woman’s face: it was always a pleasure to see her old pupil’s quick mind at work. Nothing was ever hidden there, everything was as clear as day. Elima saw the flash of elation, of wonder, and how quickly it was curbed.


“So that’s why I must go to Magia.”


“Yes, Zanne. We don’t know how, we don’t know by whom, but somewhere in that land across the sea the last dream is being dreamed again.”


Zanne had studied old records that most coveners feared to touch, and she knew a great deal about the dreams and madness of the lost past. To the Thirteen this thing that Elima called the ‘skybreaker’ was merely senseless: crazier even than the rest of the blind greed that had starved and poisoned the earth. But Zanne knew more. Her sense that there was something very strange about this new threat was confirmed.


“Oh, but—”


Elima recoiled a little from Zanne’s eagerness, and held up her hand. “No, Zanne. I give you the name, don’t expect me to discuss the problem further. To call up the past even in words is unsafe for the Thirteen. I won’t mingle fear and distaste with my magic any more than I must. Let it be enough to agree that somewhere in Magia one of the buried monsters that you can put to rest is stirring … If it is allowed to return to life, just as you, Zanne, once upon a time, wanted to rouse the great Daymaker, the consequences will be very serious. The web of new reality that we have made, under the Covenant, will be torn and broken. We, as well as the Magians, are in great danger, until you have found the thing and given it a good, covenanted death. But wait child—”


Zanne had started to get to her feet, as if she was ready to set out for Magia there and then.


“That’s not all. That’s the simplest part.”


She held out a hand to her companion.


“Come here, Holne. There’s no need to lurk like an outlaw.”


In spite of the cloak and hood, Zanne had recognised the young man, of course. His name was Holne. She had met him a year ago when her work took her to Minith, the mountain country where Inland’s small harvest of new metal was mined. She had thought him an enemy, a threat to Inland, and then she had been his first friend as he struggled out of the grips of a most horrible trouble.


“Holne?” she said, doubtfully. “Are you—are you well?”


Zanne had been sent to the mining country looking for an old Maker. She had found instead a cache of poisonous waste, horribly altered by its survival into the magical world. The people of the past had buried change and fear under those mountains, and fearful change, made real in magic, had lived on. The elders of Minith had been keeping their plague a secret, believing that no one could help them; though the best and brightest of their children became monsters, afflicted with awful suffering, and died horribly … Until Zanne came, and saw the unnatural and hideous beasts that prowled the mountainside by night: and at last guessed the truth.


Holne pushed back his hood, a little defiantly. There was not a trace in his clear-cut, sober features of the hideous transformation that he had endured.


“I’m well. No, Zanne, that’s not it. Your patent cure seems to be working still.” He grinned, with an attempt at the impudent flippancy that used to irritate her when they first met. “But I’m not having much success at my lessons under Hillen Mound. I want a little holiday, and I was hoping you’d help me out again.”


Zanne had discovered, in the midst of that horrible adventure, that Holne had real magic talent. Throughout Inland, and especially among the stern miners, a boy who claimed to have magic was rather scorned and doubted. She’d known things wouldn’t be easy for him at Hillen, even without his other history. But cost what it may, as she knew herself, magic talent can’t be wasted …


She’d often thought of him in this past year, but never tried to make contact. She’d felt she’d only be a reminder of the past.


“Holne, I’m so sorry. But what do you mean? How can I help?”


“The Holder knows. She thinks I might make a good cabin boy for your voyage, carry your bags and so on.”


Elima saw that Holne could not bear to explain himself clearly.


“You need attendance on this mission, Zanne. We know enough of Magia to believe that a covener travelling alone … would not be understood. We asked for volunteers: Holne came forward, and it seems to us he also needs the journey. He needs to be sure that his sickness will not return, before he can progress with his magic training, and become what we need him to be. In your company he will be safe from harm, but he will face the power of the makers, and become sure of something we already know: that the Minith sickness is gone, and will not return.”


In the cool summer air the young man trembled, as if with fever: but his eyes were steady as he faced Zanne.


“I became the beast,” he said. He looked down at his own shapely brown hands clasped on his knees, the wildflowers nodding around them. The summer day seemed invaded by a tang of unnatural, shrivelling heat. “It’s not as easy to forget, as you and I hoped it might be, Zanne. It’s hard not to know—”


Elima shook her head. “Boys! Always this need to prove the obvious—excuse me Holne, I’m a tetchy old lady. You are healed: we need coveners. We don’t see how another ‘choice journey’ will do you any good. But if you’re right, if there should be the slightest risk, we think it wrong of you to ‘try yourself’ against this challenge. Moreover, a companion who’s thinking only of his own troubles won’t be much use to Zanne!”


But the Holder had left the decision to Zanne, and Zanne hadn’t hesitated.


So now they knelt together on the deck of the Sandy Bottom, with Inland far behind and the cold, alien ocean all around: ahead of them a world unknown, in which they’d have no one to depend upon but each other.


“No,” said Holne. “Of course not. I haven’t changed my mind, and I’m eternally grateful you said yes. I only meant to say: I wish we could get off this boat. But I’ll go back with the Fishers if that’s what you want. I think you’ve done me enough favours for a lifetime.”


By unspoken consent they stood up, abandoning the Link. Zanne wrapped her rugged old cloak around her, and glanced at Holne, still neat, even elegant in his russet tunic and grey figured leggings, after three days and nights of fish-scales … How did he do it? Holne of Minith’s neat good looks had annoyed her when she first met him: but now she laughed.


“Well, I’ll admit I wasn’t sure, but I’ve come round. At least one of us will look respectable! Besides, remember what I asked Elima in the orchard that day?”


“Were there any other volunteers …?” Holne grinned wryly. Trust Zanne, she always made straight for the point. There had been none, of course.


She grew serious. “But Holne, I’m not the person to tackle these Magians alone. All we know of them seems so, so, uncovenanted, to me. I’m afraid I’m going to get into awful trouble. Saying the wrong thing to the wrong, er, dignitary—”


It was not just the difficulties of travel that kept Magia and Inland far apart. When the Covenant was made, the people of Inland had tried to start afresh in every way. Magians had chosen to revert to the past; where magic belonged, they said. Their new world was not new at all. It was a return to old ways that the machine age had destroyed … Neither side of this argument could understand the other, and the result had been complete estrangement. Apart from the smuggling trade there had been scarcely any contact between the peoples, until this new trouble came to shake the shared web of magic. To the few Inlanders, who knew or cared anything about the place, Magia was a land of wicked luxuries and ignorant, savage customs. There were no proper coveners, no meetings. The people lived like a great gang of outlaws, under an outlaw chief whom they called their ‘queen’ or ‘king’; and magic, instead of being everybody’s business, was a secret craft, stolen away and kept to themselves by the few.


Elima had warned her young emissaries that they must not judge Magia by Inland’s standards; that ‘different’ does not mean ‘wrong’; that the Magian way of life was their choice and must be respected … But Zanne knew her own failings. She might dream of the makers, but she would only want real marvels if everyone could share them. Unfairness made her very angry, and she wasn’t good at hiding her feelings. She was going to find it hard to be diplomatic.


And there was no choice, they must go straight to the royal palace, the stronghold of the outlaw chief: for, as Elima had explained on that summer afternoon, after Holne’s part was told, there were further complications.


Just about the time that Hillen Coven had become aware of the lurking danger, strange seabirds had been seen, flying over the moorland town and around and even inside Hillen Mound. They were Magian birds, like the ‘pilot birds’ the Magians used in their seafaring. The Thirteen had guessed that Inland’s neighbours must be trying to communicate by magic; and somehow failing. They’d caught the birds and sent them back to the College of the Mages—which was known to be the Magian equivalent of Hillen Coven—with written messages of warning and offers of help.


Soon the birds had returned, with written messages of their own. Lady Monkshood, the Great Mage of all Magia, announced herself to Hillen Coven and suggested that it was time the long estrangement came to an end. As a first step, she requested that Zanne of Garth, the highly talented young woman whose fame had even reached across the sea, should be sent to Magia, to teach the young king something of Inland’s ways.


There was no mention of the great undead, no hint of any trouble at all.


The Thirteen were cautious, and mystified. Without this odd development, Zanne would have been sent straight to the College of Mages with her offer of help: Hillen had no intention of smuggling the maker-killer into Magia, to do her work in secret. But it seemed impossible that the Mages were unaware of a danger to their land that all Inland could feel. There must be some reason for secrecy. At last the Thirteen had decided—wisely or not they did not know—to accept the request at face value, and Zanne had agreed to do the same.


Zanne would be received as tutor to the ten-year-old king of Magia, and pursue the more important mission in whatever way seemed best.


“I don’t think it’s so strange,” murmured Zanne, staring at the grey water and following her own train of thought. “Folks who need Zanne the maker-killer often don’t want to say so straight out. It’s stupid: you might as well be ashamed of having a broken leg. But once you’re among them and the effects of the old power’s presence become obvious, they have to stop lying about it: and then the job’s half-done …”


But she frowned as she spoke, because there was something going on here besides the mystery of the messages. Great makers don’t waken from the dead all by themselves … There might be a challenge waiting for Zanne such as she’d never met before. She hoped she was up to it. The sea stared back at her, its blank unceasing motion reminding her that Magia was supposed to be a land of waters. Water, the unstable element, was always the most difficult for a covener to handle: which was probably one reason why she, as well as her stomach, had not enjoyed this journey.


She wished, briefly, that she had someone older and wiser than herself beside her, instead of Holne. She didn’t want to be the senior, she was feeling very young and incompetent. But she’d have still been the one who had to do the real work. She remembered his face in the apple orchard when he’d pushed aside the hood that he didn’t need because of the weather. Not a trace of the beast: no, but the scars were there. If this journey was what he needed, of course he must have it. There was a lesson to learn too: that her own past wasn’t something she could leave to look after itself. You carry your past. You can’t save someone’s life and forget about it. You owe them, in a way, more than they owe you.


The breeze was growing stronger. The deck of the little boat, which creaked continually as if each of its timbers had a voice and never stopped complaining, chose that moment to raise a crescendo of groans, and to buck underfoot like a restive pony. Zanne and Holne grabbed each other, laughing, and for a change managed to keep their feet. Zanne glanced over Holne’s shoulder and suddenly stiffened.


“Zanne? What is it?”


Both of them saw her: a skinny old woman in a big blue cloak coming out of the hatch that covered the fish hold—an evil-smelling hole, now empty except for the Sandy Bottom’s ballast of boulders. The tossing of the deck didn’t seem to worry her. She glanced at them as she passed with a bright inquisitive look. Her face was crumpled like a walnut shell; they saw (they agreed afterward) every wrinkle. She nodded briskly as if satisfied with what she saw, and disappeared behind the deckhouse.


Holne and Zanne stared at each other: then launched themselves at the tangle of netting that was lashed to the deckhouse wall. Before they could haul themselves along to the corner of the deckhouse, Bartey Fisher appeared just where the old woman had vanished.


“Ah, you’ve finished the liddle exercises? We’re letting the birds out, thought you landfolk’d like to see.”


“The birds?” repeated Zanne


“Aye, the pilot-birds. Magian birds. The way of it is, you keep them caged for the journey, and let them out of the coop near land. They’ll guide you in by their cries—night, storms or shoals or whatever. Magians trust those birds like I trust my covener: and I must say they’ve never let me down, either. But these ones are official birds. Sent by the College of the Mages to fetch you, Zanne. They’ll go into the harbour coop now, and the Magians will send out a boat for you.”


She heaved a sigh. “So now you leave us, my young woman and boy. But trust us, the old Sandy Bottom’ll be standing off the Magian roads every dark of the moon, in case you need to come home unofficially! You send word through any of the waterfront inns here, or in the city. Say that Sharkey’s wanted. Everyone’ll know who you mean.”


She tapped her nose wisely. “That’s my name among the foreigners. But not a word to those Mages, eh? They’re very hard on innocent Fisher folk, when they catch ‘em, the College of Mages wardens are.”


The old woman they’d seen should have walked straight into the captain. But she couldn’t exist. They were the only passengers, and there was nowhere to hide on this tiny boat: Zanne and Holne stared around the familiar little deck, searching in vain for some clue to the puzzle.


“You saw her?” demanded Zanne: and Holne nodded, while the captain looked a little bemused.


Then there came a shout from the coop at the foot of the mast. Taly Fisher, the captain’s daughter, flung up her arms. The freshening breeze at last stripped the mist away, and black-tipped grey wings flashed across the suddenly bright sky.


“Look!” cried Zanne. “Look—!”


Right across the close horizon lay a thick dark band: it was the sea wall. Behind it rose a forest of masts, beyond them another forest of roofs and chimneypots. They had arrived. They were in Magia.









Chapter 2: The Young King


The young king’s name was Temias. Since he was two years old he had lived in the royal apartments: the bedchamber which was hung with black and silver for the darkness of the Covenant, the audience chamber where the hangings were red, the colour of magic; and the royal study where the walls were left bare whitey-yellow stone, to signify the natural world. Before the queen died he had lived with his nurses in another part of the palace, but he didn’t remember that. He didn’t remember his mother the queen either.


He lived surrounded by every luxury. Every hour of the day and night armed guards watched at the door of his apartments; and at the foot of the stair to the royal tower; and all around the courtyard in which it stood. He never left his rooms without a troop of the royal guard around him, resplendent in black and silver uniform. But his human servants and soldiers were nothing to the magic in his service: the guardian spells hung around his bed and the words of power that fastened every door. Not to mention the lesser magics that made life comfortable. For as long as he could remember Temias had been told that he was the most important person in Magia, and he believed it. But there was one other person almost as important as he and that was Lady Monkshood, the Great Mage, the head of the royal College of the Mages. In all the magic colleges, all over the land, those of Temias’s subjects who’d been born with magical talent worked for the common good: that is, they used their magic as the head of the college told them. But the Great Mage was at the deep centre of all, directing and controlling. Temias was afraid of her. He should not be afraid of anything, because he was the king and in the end all power belonged to him. Nothing could be done in Magia: nothing could happen at all, without his consent. Without his presence, the great magical ceremonies by which the land was ruled would be useless. But it was often hard to remember this, when Lady Monkshood was near. What made it worse was that he wasn’t simply frightened. He admired her too, and in a strange way even loved her: she was the most important person in his world. He looked forward with a mixture of dread and longing to her visits, when she would bring him papers to sign and tell him about the state of his kingdom. He loved to see her enter his red hung audience chamber in her sweeping red robes. He loved to hear her talk of the great plans she had for the glory of Magia, to see her broad, strong hands move as she spoke, as if squeezing and kneading the air itself into new and wonderful shapes. But the fear was always there. It made him so ashamed, he tried to hide it even from himself.


His tutor, Mrs Amber, was afraid of Monkshood too. That was more understandable, because Amber was a spy. She thought he didn’t know. But it was quite obvious from the things she said that she was one of those wicked rebels of whom he had heard Lady Monkshood speak, who were always stirring up trouble. She talked about the poor, and hinted that there was something badly wrong with the way the Colleges were run. She said the wardens of the Covenant were unjust and harsh in the way they punished people who stole because they were hungry, and used witch-magic because they could get no other.


It had occurred to Temias that he should tell his guards about Amber, or maybe denounce her to Lady Monkshood the way secret enemies of Magia were often denounced in his storybooks. But he was interested and curious and after all, he was the chief over all the wardens of the Covenant, and the governor of all the prisons. If he didn’t mind her talk it was nobody else’s concern. So he listened and said nothing. It puzzled him to think that Amber didn’t understand. She called him ‘your majesty’ but in her mind, he could tell, she thought he was an ordinary boy: who could make up his own mind about things and decide for himself what was right and what was wrong. She didn’t know anything about what it meant to be a king.


Temias had known for a while that something was going to happen. He had a feeling, sometimes it seemed to be in his mind, sometimes in his stomach, like a spring being coiled too tightly or wound up too far. Something was going to snap … But when the thing happened, at first he didn’t recognise it at all.
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