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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.







Extract from Sketches of the Fall


It wasn’t easy being a girl sometimes. Especially not when you were just sixteen, and hauling in wet fishing nets over a deck slippery with scales and slime. It was even harder when you were also a Dustel Islander, without a proper home, and the only fishing grounds you were permitted to fish were those of the Reefs of Deep Sea.


It isn’t fair, Brawena Waveskimmer thought. The reefs were several days’ sail away from South Sathan Island in the Stragglers where most of the Dustel fisher folk lived, and that meant all the fish had to be cleaned and salted on board before returning to port. Then, of course, they didn’t fetch the higher prices of fresh fish sold by the local Stragglermen.


‘It’s a circle,’ she muttered under her breath. A horrible endless circle keeping them poor. They worked harder than most people and yet earned less, all because they were Dustels, not Stragglermen. Because they were citizens of a place that no longer existed.


‘Watch what you are doing,’ her grandfather growled. ‘You almost lost that fish.’


She hooked the flopping tunny from the deck and dropped it into the holding area. Her grandfather resumed winching in the net. I shouldn’t be doing this at all, she thought resentfully. It’s a man’s work. If only Da hadn’t drowned at sea. If only I had brothers instead of a pack of sisters.


For that matter, if only Morthred hadn’t sunk the Dustel Islands beneath the sea almost a hundred years ago…


She’d heard the story often enough. Her grandfather’s father was alive then. From the deck of the family fishing boat, he’d actually seen the distant islands sink beneath the horizon. No one had believed it at first. The fishermen had pulled up their nets and set sail for Arutha Port, expecting the islands to appear out of a sea mist any moment—but they weren’t there to find any more. A couple of shocked Awarefolk clung to the wooden wreckage of someone’s home, now gently bobbing in an expanse of floating debris that stretched for miles in all directions. There were birds…disoriented birds everywhere, flying aimlessly, keening their distress. Among them—although her great-grandfather had not known it just then—were all that remained of the non-Aware citizenry of the port. Many of them flew clumsily down to his boat, calling and crying out to him to help them, save them, didn’t he know who they were… Look here, I’m your cousin, Etherald; look at me, I’m your neighbour Lirabeth… But he didn’t know what they were saying. He hadn’t understood then what they were trying to tell him as they came and settled on the mast of the boat, as they crowded the rigging and clung to the gunwale. They chirped and chittered and cried, and they had made no more sense to themselves than they had to him.


No one understood until much, much later. And now it was the best kept secret of the Isles of Glory, kept by all people who claimed Dustel ancestry: the knowledge that their closest relatives were birds with human intelligence. Not the same ones who had suffered the spell, of course, but their descendants. Small, dark birds with a purplish sheen and a maroon band across their breasts, who spoke their own avian language and yet could understand human speech.


Brawena took the last fish out of the net and straightened her aching back. And saw something that shouldn’t have been.


‘Grandda, what’s that?’


The old man stared out in the direction of her gaze. There was a disturbance in the water, a sudden swirl about fifty paces astern. Even as they watched, it began to spread, sending out tentacles of movement through a gentle swell.


‘Must be a school of something,’ he said gleefully. ‘Get the foresail up, lass.’


She moved to do his bidding as he raised the anchor, but she kept an eye on the swirling water while she worked. ‘It doesn’t look like fish,’ she said, as he edged the boat around and the canvas gathered up a puff of wind. ‘It can’t be a whale…or a sea-dragon, can it?’


He frowned and eased off on the tiller so that the canvas hung limply. There was something odd about the disturbance. It looked almost as if the water was boiling, or as if some great leviathan of the deep was pushing its way upwards. The water was heaving. A school of frightened fish swept past the boat and for once neither Brawena nor her grandfather took any notice.


‘I think we’d better leave,’ the old man said suddenly. ‘Get the mainsail up, girl, and quickly.’ The urgency of his tone made Brawena dive for the halyard without taking time to ask why. It was one thing to suggest leaving, of course, and quite another to do so when there was only the lightest of breezes. Until the underwater upheaval, the ocean had been almost flat, and the wind playfully fickle, dancing up ripples here and there, then fading into stillness.


Once the sail was raised, Brawena looked back over the stern.


In the middle of the boiling ocean, something thrust its way upwards like a huge skeletal hand reaching for the sky. Water poured away from it, leaving the bare fingers standing red and naked and shining in the sun. She still hadn’t had time to make sense of that when the sea surface ripped open in a jagged line, as if a giant had torn it asunder from underneath. Everywhere she looked shapes reached up out of the water, shedding the sea in torrents. A school of porpoises leapt away in panicked curves of silver and grey.


A gust hit the sails of the boat, and it heeled sharply. Brawena clutched the gunwale, her mouth dropping open as she gazed wide-eyed on the scene astern. Scarlet trunks, leafless ebony trees, round sea-weeded knobs, pillars of purple and green and gold sprang from beneath the ocean and were pushed skywards. Waterfalls cascaded foam from between them all as water rushed back to the sea.


And still the things from the depths pushed up from the sea floor. The scarlet and black trees—corals she realised—were now ten paces up in the air and still rising, thrust upwards on a base of seaweed-covered rocks and sand. The welling up of water came closer and closer to the boat, as more reefs appeared from beneath the waves. The last mass to appear, covered in weed and oyster shells and anemones, seemed strangely angular, the corners too regular to be natural. There were towers and steps and walls of rock, lines of them. Streets of coral-encrusted buildings. Fish caught in the ruts of bygone roadways flopped and gulped, hot and helpless.


Doomed, she thought, and sadness cut through her like a flensing knife. All that life, it’s all doomed in the sunlight…


She clutched at her grandfather.


He wiped away tears and whispered, ‘Child, it’s happened. It’s finally happened.’ Their boat, caught on the outward flow of waves, slid away from the broiling seas.


‘What has?’ she whispered, knowing she ought to be able to make sense of this, but shocked instead into a state from which sense had vanished.


‘Don’t you understand, lass?’ He waved at the land behind them. ‘Those are the Dustel Isles!’ His face glowed with joy even as his tears runnelled down the creases of his cheeks. ‘There was once a town, right there—see the buildings? Perhaps it was even Port Arutha. Brawena, Morthred is dead! We can go home again…’


—Postseaward, 1797.




Anyara isi Teron: Journal entry


23 / 1st Double / 1794


As I pen this in my cabin aboard the R.V. Seadrift, I find myself wondering: is this really I, Anyara isi Teron, here on board a ship bound for the Isles of Glory? Freckled, prosaic, undistinguished Anyara, embarking on an adventure most men could only dream about—it’s not possible, surely! And yet I, an unmarried woman, find myself untrammelled by family, with the shores of Kells rapidly dwindling on the horizon and empty ocean ahead…adventure indeed.


True, there is Sister Lescalles isi God sitting opposite me as I write, reading her religious tracts and praying for my godless soul. My parents would only countenance my journey if I was chaperoned by a senior missionary sister of the Order of Aetherial Nuns, and Lescalles is nothing if not senior. She must be close to seventy. Far too old, surely, to embark on a journey like this one, yet her eyes shine with the zeal of a proselytiser as she contemplates the Glorian souls she will save.


And true, too, somewhere on board is Shor iso Fabold, who is charged with ‘keeping an eye on Anyara to make sure she comes to no harm in this madcap venture of hers’. Poor Shor. He has grown to hate me, and we would avoid each other if we could. But alas, how is it possible to avoid someone on a ship smaller than our townhouse garden back in Postseaward? We dine at the same table, share the same companionways and walk the same decks. We nod politely and bid one another good morrow, but underneath he seethes. To think there was a time I would have wed him, had he asked, and been joyous in the union.


That was before he found out I was determined to set sail for the Glory Isles. Before he found out I was reading copies of all the translations of his conversations with Blaze Halfbreed and Kelwyn Gilfeather. (I asked the young clerk who worked in the library of the National Society for the Study of non-Kellish Peoples to secretly copy them for me; in return I promised to procure him a job as librarian on my cousin’s country estate. We both kept our side of the bargain. There, I have written down my wickedness…I am quite without conscience.)


There is an irony in the antipathy with which Shor now regards me, of course. The seeds of all he has come to dislike about me were sown by what I learned of Blaze Halfbreed, and it was he who—by his interviews with Blaze—unwittingly showed me that other possible future. Through her, I learned there can be another life for a woman, a life beyond that of obedience and piety and ‘taking a turn around the garden’ for fresh air and health. Poor Shor indeed. He admired both my intelligence and my independence, but ended by hating my exercising of either. The idea that I have obtained official royal sanction of my journey—I am bidden by Her Excellency the Protectoress to report to her on the position of Glorian women in Isles society—is anathema to him.


And so we tread carefully around each other, and pretend indifference to our shared past. It is awkward, but I have no regrets for what I have done. My deception was regrettable, I know, but he would not let me read the text of his conversations with Blaze, so what was I to do? He titillated my imagination with his stories of her, but tried to hide her actual words from me. Am I the brazen jade he named me in our final argument? Probably. But I will let nothing stop me from searching for this woman, born half a world away from me, whose life has been so different from my cosseted existence—and yet who has the power to speak to my soul.


I have more of the copied conversations with me on board: I had not time to read them all before we left. I have yet to find out if Ruarth Windrider—whose impossible love for Flame, the Castlemaid of Cirkase, brought tears to my eyes—survived the death of the dunmagicker Morthred. I desperately want to know if Flame rose above her contamination with dunmagic. Did she give birth to the child, Morthred’s heir, who was the source of her contamination? Did Blaze ever marry, and if so, then whom? I want to know just what this mysterious Change is that Blaze has spoken of so often. I want to know what happened to the ghemphs: why and how they vanished. Shor told me Glorians were still receiving citizenship tattoos from the ghemphs as late as the year the first Kellish explorers arrived, 1780, but then they abruptly stopped. He said he never found a child born later than that who had an ear tattoo.


And, most importantly of all, I want to know what happened to magic. Is Shor right and it was all a figment of the collective imagination born of superstition: some kind of mass hallucination experienced by the Glorian peoples?


I could probably find an answer to most of these questions were I to read the rest of the copied documents I have. From where I sit, if I glance over to the wall under the porthole, I see my two sea chests, now stacked on top of each other to make a chest-of-drawers with polished brass handles; all I have to do is open that top drawer and the documents are there for the reading. Yet I hesitate to hurry through the papers. I have months ahead of me, and I must ration my reading. Perhaps this evening I will dip into the first of the papers. Just a few.


Right now Lescalles is restless. Here we are, barely two days out of port, and already I know her as well as I know the freckles on my own nose. I shall put her out of her misery and suggest a turn about the deck…




ONE: Ruarth


I dug my claws into the rope of the rigging and tried to calm my chaotic breathing. I was safe now, surely, no matter what happened. As long as I held on.


I took a deep breath, aware I was shivering. Pure funk, of course, not cold. When you’re covered with feathers, you don’t feel the cold much, and even the stiff breeze that made the shrouds strain against the mast of the Amiable could not bring a chill to my skin.


The truth was that the terror I felt went so deep it could have been part of my soul. I had just flown down from the top of the stack that towered five hundred paces high above the surface of the ocean. Five hundred human paces, that is. I hadn’t followed the path, either. I had arrowed down like a gannet towards the sea, driving myself lower with every beat of my wings. All the while, I was thinking: if Kelwyn Gilfeather kills Morthred right now, then I might end up with my feathers splattered all over the ocean. No, not feathers. Skin and flesh. I would be a very dead human, without ever knowing what it was like to be human.


To be quite honest, the closer Morthred’s death came, the less I believed it would not affect the Dustel birds. The less I believed we were immune because we were born ensorcelled…


But apparently Kelwyn hesitated to kill the dunmaster, and I lived a little longer. As I sat there on the rigging I spared a moment to wonder what scared me the most: that Morthred would die—or that he wouldn’t. I couldn’t make up my mind. Both possibilities were entangled with horrors. I looked down from my perch and ruffled my feathers in an attempt to calm my panic. Pull yourself together, Ruarth! Think.


Four people stood on the deck directly below me. None had any idea I was there.


Flame was one of them. She was dressed as she had been while watching the race, in a green gown. The dangling ends of a heavily beaded sash kept the skirt from lifting in the wind. I might have thought it lovely had I not known it’d been given to her by Morthred, a gift from among his plundered riches. Morthred, who had raped her. Who had contaminated her, defiled her, tried to mould her to his image of evil.


She spoke to two sylv women, both subverted now to dunmagickers, and the Amiable’s captain, a one-armed Spatterman I knew only as Kayed. His forearm was missing, something he had in common with Flame, although his was gone from below the elbow, unlike Flame’s which had been amputated above the joint. I suspected he was a foul-mouthed bastard at the best of times; now that he was imprisoned with dunmagic he almost foamed with righteous rage, but powers that were not his kept his mouth from uttering the words he wanted to say.


I switched my attention back to the two sylv women. They were the lucky ones among Morthred’s subverted acolytes; they had not taken part in the stack race because neither of them could swim. All those who had participated were probably dead by now, or at the very least doomed.


‘I don’t care what you think,’ Flame was saying to them. ‘We are leaving now.’ She turned to Kayed. ‘Cast off.’


‘We haven’t paid the port fees—’ the man began. I pitied him; the brown-red of dunmagic played over his shoulders and torso, imprisoning his will with its chains. He could not do much with his rage; every time he tried to resist, the dun-coloured ropes of magic that were looped over his body well nigh strangled him. On our journey from Porth to Xolchas Stacks aboard his stolen vessel, his resistance had almost killed him several times.


‘They won’t see us go, and don’t question my orders or I’ll toss you overboard,’ Flame snapped. Dunmagic rippled outwards from her, foul with coercion. This time the man didn’t hesitate. He turned to his crew and gave the orders to sail. I dithered, trying to think of a miracle that would stop our departure from Xolchasport. I glanced upwards to the top of the stack. Cliffs loured over the harbour, a lethal rockface that could sheer away at any time. Seabirds inhabited every ledge; large and brutal in their language, argumentative by inclination, they were as foreign and incomprehensible to me as fish in the sea.


‘We can’t leave without the Rampartlord,’ the older of the two dunmagickers, a middle-aged woman called Gabania, protested. She’d worked for Syr-sylv Duthrick and the Keeper Council before her subversion to dunmagic.


Flame raised an eyebrow, even though she must have known Gabania was referring to Morthred. ‘Rampartlord?’


‘The dunmaster. Rampartlord of the Dustel Islands. It—it’s the title he prefers.’


Flame snorted. Perhaps she recognised irony. There were no Dustel Isles, thanks to Morthred.


The second dunmagicker, Stracey, waved her hands in agitation. ‘He’ll kill us,’ she whispered.


‘He’s not here, Stracey,’ Flame said and added nastily, ‘but I am. And I will kill you if we don’t leave. Right now.’


Stracey looked at Gabania for leadership and Gabania hesitated, obviously toying with the thought of resistance as she considered her own strengths matched to Flame’s.


‘Don’t do it,’ Flame warned. Then she let the menace in her tone slip away as she added, ‘Listen, this is our chance. Morthred won’t call us back with the force of his will, I promise you. He is going to die any time now and we can go where we will, do what we will. And all the treasure on this ship will be ours…’ I could hear no trace of the Flame Windrider I knew just then. ‘Think of the power we’ll have, Gabania. Dunmagickers, with a ship, and these sailors as slaves, and all the money we’ll ever want. Everything, in fact, that Morthred has amassed over the past few years since his powers returned.’


A flash of hope sparked in the older woman’s voice as the remnants of her independence asserted itself. ‘Morthred’s going to die?’


‘Yes. Those people who tried to rescue me back on Porth—I saw one of them here. I know those people. I know the way they think. They will kill him any minute now, while everyone else is still occupied with the stack race.’


‘Will we—will we be sylv again?’ Stracey asked. She sounded puzzled, as if she didn’t understand her own question.


Flame reached out to cup the girl’s face in her hand. ‘No, sweetie. You won’t. Because you won’t let it happen, will you? You will use you own dunmagic to stay a dunmagicker. Now, go and make sure those fools of sailors obey my orders.’


Obedience to Morthred had made Gabania and Stracey tractable, so they went without further argument. For a moment Flame watched them, then she leant against the railing. I knew what she was doing; I’d seen it often enough. Tendrils of colour floated outwards like a soft mist. Once it would have been silver blue; now it was more a deep lilac colour, and streaked with both silver and reddish-brown. She was going to cover our departure with illusion. It was a form of magic that no longer came so easily to her: it was a sylvtalent rather than a dun skill, and she was losing her sylv.


Above her, I felt ill, with an illness that was lodged more in my mind and heart than in my gut. I had tried to keep my Flame—the gentle, loving Flame—alive, but I really had no idea how to save her. I still didn’t understand her present subversion, any more than Blaze and Kelwyn had last time I’d spoken to them. There was something odd about it. All I could do was hope that once Morthred was dead, it would make a difference. That her own integrity would allow her to fight, to give her a chance.


And above us, in the town of Xolchasbarbican, were the people who might be able to help. Kelwyn Gilfeather, the Sky Plains physician; perhaps there would be something he could do with his medications once Morthred was gone. And the others: Blaze Halfbreed who had proved herself more than a friend; Tor Ryder, the Menod patriarch who would rid the world of magic if he could find a way; Dekan Grinpindillie, the Aware lad from Mekaté—they all wanted to help, but I had no idea how to stop her from sailing away from them and the hope they offered.


I’d assured Flame that there were those who would rescue her, who would ensure she never suffer again the tortures Morthred inflicted on her. She’d listened, I’ll give her that. Then, on the last occasion we spoke at all intimately, she’d held me in the palm of her hand and closed her fingers around my body. Her thumb caressed my throat in a gesture that contained no love, no gentleness, no concern for the fragility of my bones. She raised me to the level of her eyes, only a hand span from her face. ‘I am a dunmagicker,’ she said. ‘I want nothing else.’


‘Flame—’ I began.


‘Lyssal,’ she hissed, reverting to her real name. ‘Call me Lyssal.’ The thumb moved in a circle at my throat. ‘I can crush you, Ruarth, as easily as a thrush crushes a snail shell.’ She tightened her fingers until I found breathing an effort. ‘So simple. So very simple to do.’


I kept absolutely still, feeling the extremity of my danger through the sweat of her fingers. This was not Flame. This was a stranger who wanted to snap my neck.


What held her back? Some remnant of the woman that still dwelled within—the Flame I had known since I was a fledgling living in the crannies of the walls of the palace of Cirkasecastle and she was the lonely, neglected Castlemaid, heir to a throne, who had fed the birds on her window sill?


We were in the Lord’s House in Xolchasbarbican at the time and, perhaps luckily for me, a servant of the Barbicanlord had entered the room just then. Lyssal whispered in my ear, ‘If you ever come near me again I will kill you, Ruarth. Be warned.’ And she opened her fingers, allowing me my freedom.


I had not dared to test her promise. I’d not come near her again, choosing merely to watch from a distance. I continued to speak to her in gesture and whistle, but mostly she did not listen. That was easy enough; if she looked away, she missed all the visual clues and therefore most of what I said. And now, as I looked down from the rigging with my loneliness dragging at me like a yoke around my neck, I could not think of any way to persuade her to stay.


The crew were already hauling in the hawsers. Sailors manned the winches and sails shivered upwards. No one on the wharf as much as looked our way as illusion swirled about us, suffocating, unnatural.


Once, I’d gloried in the sylvpower Flame manifested. Once, I’d seen it as something of value. It had given her a chance to escape the unpleasantness of the fate her father and the Breth Bastionlord contrived for her, backed by the Keepers of The Hub: as a brood mare for a perverted tyrant. The Council of the Keeper Isles had wanted the Bastionlord to sell them his saltpetre and they’d put pressure on the Cirkase Castlelord to give the ruler of Breth what he wanted in return. Lyssal. It was an evil compact, with Flame no more than bait for the sharks. Her sylvtalents had saved her then.


But now, now it was her sylvpower that made her vulnerable to dunmagic subversion. Perhaps, I thought, Tor Ryder is right. The Isles would be better without any magic at all. Perhaps it is an evil thing. Not innately evil—not even Tor thought that—but evil because of the failings of mankind. There are too many people who use sylvmagic in ways that are either petty and trivial, or monstrous. All power, Tor said to me once, should have checks and balances to keep it harnessed. Yet no one can bridle the sylvs of the Keeper Isles.


He should have added: except a dunmaster. Morthred had done a fine job of bridling sylvpower.


A flock of birds flew across the wharf towards me, twittering as they came, each call distinct to my ears. They were saying their names, over and over—it meant nothing; it was just a way we Dustel birds had of keeping in touch as we flew in a flock. Of saying to others in the air about us, ‘I’m right here, by your wing tip.’ They were heading towards me, doubtless to give me news of what was happening in the upper town of Xolchasbarbican. I felt a flooding relief: I would be able to pass them a message for Blaze and Gilfeather.


And then the world lurched.


I have no other way to describe it. Everything around me dropped away, leaving my stomach somewhere above and my mind in limbo.


My last glimpse through avian eyes appalled me: I saw birds turn into people and fall out of the sky. And then Morthred’s death swept over me, changing every particle of my body into something else.


For a moment I truly died.


There was darkness, a blackness so blanketing it contained only emptiness. Silence, an external muteness so intense I could hear the internal sounds of my body being ripped apart, particle by particle. Numbness, a lack of stimulation so pervading I felt I had no body. I thought: so this is what it is like to die.


I plunged into the darkness, into the silence, into the numbness, into that total deprivation. When I emerged, I was on the other side of death, in a life about which I understood nothing.


Everything had changed. Everything. All my senses had been altered so much I couldn’t…well, I couldn’t make sense of them.


I was Ruarth Windrider and I was human.




TWO: Elarn


Well, I’ve read the note you brought from Kelwyn Gilfeather. He says I should talk to you, and so I will, although I can’t say I regard you Kellish foreigners with any particular kindness. You are all far too fond of pontificating on Glorian deficiencies for my liking. I hear tell there are some among you who want to bring in your priests to convert the Glory Isles to your religion; I even hear talk of a fleet of missionaries. What makes you think your beliefs are better than ours? Take my advice, and don’t try it here on Tenkor. We are Menod on these six islands of the Hub Race. Always have been, always will be.


Doubtless you have heard that we of the Tideriders’ Guild don’t always see eye to eye with the Menod Patriarchy, and that is true enough. We are the temporal power on the islands of Tenkor and they are the spiritual power here. In fact, throughout much of the Glory Isles. We often have our differences, but don’t make the mistake of thinking you can divide us; you can’t. When threatened from outside we unite, just as we did back in 1742 at the beginning of the Change.


Guild and Patriarchy affairs have always been entangled so tight it would be hard to separate them anyway. Did you know Menod success in spreading the word of God stems from our Guild treasury? That’s right, Menod wealth came from the longboatmen and tiderunner riders of the Hub Race. Still does. Without us, the Menod Patriarchy would be nothing. Of course, our support is freely given; we of the Guild are mostly Menod, after all.


Me? Oh…I’ve never been much of a one for religious observances myself. I attend the festival services, twice a year, and make my obeisance at the Blessing of the Whale-King, but no more than that. I was born full of sin, riddled through with evil, my father used to tell me, and then he’d beat me for my lack of piety. My reluctance to demonstrate religious devotion should not have puzzled him—for years he refused to allow me to enter the Worship House, saying that until I could control my wickedness I was not allowed the blessings of God. How he thought that would encourage piety instead of having the opposite effect, I have no idea. But then, my father always was a twisted soul.


However, I am still a Menod; do not doubt it. Just not a very good one.


Sorry, I’m rambling. You want me to start with the day the people fell out of the sky? Very well. I’ll begin there. It’s appropriate anyway, because to me that was the day the Change began. Blaze will tell you it started back on Gorthan Spit, but that’s her story, not mine. To me, it began on the day of the Fall. We called it that, hoping an innocuous word would take away the horror; it didn’t. It still doesn’t.


The Fall was a watershed between the old world that went before and the world of the Change thereafter. On Tenkor, we always date events from then. ‘Oh, that happened two years before the Fall’ or ‘Oh, he died about ten years after the Fall’. Most of all, it was just a horror so intense no one who lived through it would ever forget.


I remember everything about it as if it happened yesterday, instead of fifty years ago.


I was down on the waterfront in Tenkorharbour, at the Guild Hall where we tideriders all had rooms. I was idling around, waiting for my turn of duty. I should have been using the time to study—I had a final astronomy examination the next week, followed by a string of papers on rider ethics, wave anomalies, tidal subtleties, and the new sand configurations of the Hub Race. If I didn’t pass them all, I’d have to wait another year before retaking, and that would mean one more year before I had the Eagre Certification and full Guild membership, one more year before I earned myself the honorific ‘Syr-tiderider’. I knew I needed to study. Instead, I was chatting to my best friend, Marten Lymik, in the Guild common room. He was a long and lanky fellow, Marten, a fine rider with good balance and endurance, but a bit slow in the brain department. The kind of man who saw the point to a joke ten minutes after the rest of us had stopped laughing. He wasn’t stupid, you know, just slow and rather literal.


And me at that age? Well, I was only twenty that year, and about as callow and as irresponsible a young man as you could find anywhere in the Keeper Isles. There were only two things I took seriously: one was riding the waves, the other—well, the other was the same thing as preoccupies most young men of twenty. I imagine you know what that is even in Kells.


Marten and I were talking about the Keeper Fair, if I remember correctly. The ship had caused a bit of a stir when it sailed past Tenkor for its home port several months earlier, jury-rigged and with half of its poop deck scorched. Keeper Pride followed it in a day later with similar damage. Marten was curious to know if I’d discovered yet just what had happened.


I shrugged in reply. ‘Just because my father is Guildean doesn’t mean I know anything of Keeper Council affairs. The Council loathes us Tenkormen and tells us as little as possible, you know that, Marten.’ And my father would never have dreamed of gratuitously passing on information to me either, but I didn’t add that.


He thought for a moment, then ventured a hesitant opinion. ‘It’s just the Menod Council and the Tenkor patriarchs they despise, not us guildsmen, surely. The Keeper Council needs tideriders and longboatmen.’


‘Maybe. Either way, Syr-sylv Councillor Duthrick is hardly likely to tell us anything he doesn’t have to.’


‘They say in The Hub both ships took some damage when they were fighting the dunmagickers on Gorthan Spit, and they are having some refitting done at the far end of the harbour.’


‘Yes, I did hear that. So what?’


It was his turn to shrug. ‘Don’t know really. What I want to know is why no one is allowed near them, I suppose. Anyone would think those two ships carried the Keeperlord’s treasure, the way they are guarded. And last week two more Keeper Council ships sailed up to The Hub as well. That’s an awful lot of their fleet to have in port at any one time, isn’t it?’


I had to admit he was right. ‘Hmm, odd, I agree. Wonder what they are up to?’


‘Or what they fear,’ he said. He was like that, Marten. He’d make a remark without seeming to think about it, and come out with something succinctly to the point. I could never quite work out if the profundity was wisdom or serendipity.


Just then one of the tide boys came in to bring me a message. ‘There’s a lady to see you, Rider Elarn,’ he said. By the way he smirked, I knew he used the term ‘lady’ rather loosely.


‘Cissy, I’ll bet,’ one of the other riders in the common room said with a laugh. ‘That girl is never going to leave you alone, Elarn.’


‘I shouldn’t think he wants to be left alone,’ Marten hazarded.


As usual, Marten was out of date. I’d grown tired of Cissy, and was trying to extricate myself as best I could. I sighed and stood up. ‘What’s the weather going to be like for the next run, Denny?’ I asked the tide boy as I followed him out.


‘The latest report was good,’ the lad replied. ‘Fine weather, water level at the Rocks is a fathom, downflow speed is twenty notches. With the moons as they are now, you should have a good run, all the way.’


I nodded, pleased. It would be a fast trip, finishing up in the Basin of The Hub before nightfall. I considered which model of tiderunner was most suitable for the conditions and said, ‘I’ll take the Flying Dragon, and the bell-curve paddle then. Check the waxing and the leash, will you?’


He grinned at me. ‘I already have.’


I grinned back. He was a good lad, if cheeky, and he’d soon be promoted up to apprentice rider.


‘Oh,’ he added, ‘Syr-tiderider Bennis came down the Race on the last ebb, and he said to watch the Serrated Spit. There’s been an extra load of sand dumped there and it’s extending further towards the western shore. He reckons there’ll be quite a break at that spot on the way up, and if you hit it when the sun is low in the sky, it’ll be hard to see.’


I nodded again. ‘I’ll watch for it. Now where’s the lady?’


We had arrived at the main entrance to the Hall, and he pointed to the porch pillars. A woman stood there, dressed in red skirts, her hair a little too tumbled and her bosom a little too visible to be quite proper. I repressed a sigh. ‘I’ll go on up to Deliveries after this to collect the outgoing packets,’ I told Denny. I meant the Office of Tenkor Express Deliveries, but none of us bothered with that mouthful. Deliveries was an arm of the Guild and was, like all the main Guild buildings, up in Tenkorhaven, quite a climb from Tenkorharbour where the Tideriders’ Hall was. It wasn’t my job to collect the packets, but if I was going to escort Cissy home, I thought I may as well do something useful. ‘You make sure my gear is ready when I come back,’ I added.


I strolled over to Cissy. ‘Is there something wrong?’ I asked. ‘You know you shouldn’t really hang around here like this.’ I resisted the temptation to tell her to button up her bodice, and wondered at myself. The very thing that had attracted me to her in the first place was now an irritation.


She pouted. ‘You haven’t been to see me all week.’


‘I’ve been busy.’


‘No, you haven’t. You’ve been right here. You haven’t been up to The Hub in three days. And Alva said she saw you go waverunner riding with Gerrick and his two sisters the other day, just for fun.’


That was true enough. The weather had been fine, and the expected bore wave had promised to be perfect…it had all been just too good to resist. Besides, I loved tideriding upright, feeling the water beneath my feet. I loved the way the waverunner answered to a shift in weight, the way you could manipulate the runner even as the water manipulated you… To me, it was the ultimate experience between man and wave. When we were working, though, we didn’t use a waverunner. It would have been too exhausting, with too many possibilities to lose the wave. And so a waverunner was just for fun.


In the end, I ignored Cissy’s complaint, saying instead, ‘I’m on duty for the next tide, but I have some time still. Come, I’ll walk you home.’


She turned to walk with me, but she wasn’t happy. ‘Why don’t you come by any more, Elarn? What have I done?’


I kept a firm hold on my irritation. ‘You haven’t done anything, Cissy. But I did warn you, you know, right at the beginning. I told you I just wanted us to have fun. No strings.’


‘Yes, you did,’ she agreed bitterly, ‘and that’s great for you. Everyone thinks you’re a fine lad, a gallant with the ladies. Everyone just thinks I’m a slut.’


A pack of boys from the Menod school passed us on their way home for lunch, their collars twisted and dirty, their smell reminiscent of schoolboys everywhere. I waited till they had passed, then said, ‘You’re not a slut, Cissy.’


‘Then why do I feel like one?’ she snapped. ‘That’s the way you’ve made me feel, Elarn Jaydon!’


I didn’t know what to say. Why did I always find seduction so easy and extricating myself so hard? ‘You’re not a slut,’ I repeated. ‘There’s nothing wrong with a bit of fun. We weren’t hurting anyone. You don’t believe all that blather from the patriarchs, do you, about chastity?’


‘Oh, no, we weren’t hurting anyone,’ she said, still bitter. ‘Just me.’


‘Nonsense. You enjoyed it just as much as I did.’


‘Enjoyed? Past tense? It is all over then?’ The look she gave me was one of wide-eyed fear.


I was puzzled; indignation I might have expected, hurt even, but fear? ‘Cissy, you knew it wasn’t going to last forever. I told you that, right at the beginning.’


‘And so you walk away, just like that? No ties, no regrets?’


‘No regrets at all. We had so much fun and I loved your company. What is there to regret? And as for ties, we can be friends, always. Just not lovers.’


‘Friends? What have I got to be friendly about? I’m the one left with a reputation in shreds and a bun in the oven!’


I came to a standstill and stared at her.


She was silent.


I stuttered like a guttering candle, ‘B-b-but—that’s—that’s not possible!’


She tilted her head and stared back, a flat stare that was close to hate.


‘We were so careful!’ And I had been too, always using an apothecary’s sheath. She’d been cautious as well, just to be certain, using whatever method was favoured by women then, or so she’d told me.


‘Yes, we were, weren’t we,’ she said, her tone thick with sarcasm. ‘Well, sometimes being careful is not enough, is it?’


She stood there, staring at me, wild-eyed and close to tears, and, God help me, I couldn’t say a thing. I felt I’d been clobbered by my own tiderunner. I didn’t want to marry Cissy. I didn’t love her. I never had. She was a fisherman’s daughter, of no consequence, and my family was second to none in Tenkor. My father was the Guildean—head of the Tideriders’ Guild—and the Guild managed the whole of the Tenkor trade and delivery routes to The Hub. Mine was the richest family in Tenkor, and probably—or so I thought then in my naiveté—one of the wealthiest in all the Keeper Isles. There was no way I would ever wed someone like Cissy Lepanto. There was no way I would ever want to wed someone like her. Men like me bedded women like Cissy; we didn’t marry them. And she should have known that.


A whole tidal-rip of thoughts rushed through my head: my father would kill me. Cissy’s father would kill me. Cissy’s four brothers would kill me. Father would have to buy them off. He’d murder me. Cissy would have to be sent away somewhere remote for a while. We’d have to persuade her to give up the child, to keep the whole thing quiet. It could be done, surely…but my father was going to be furious. It’d cost him money, and he hated to lose money. He’d cut my allowance, which was already miniscule, to nothing. I’d have to learn to live off my wages as a tiderider who had not yet passed his final Eagres. Damn it all, it wasn’t fair. I’d been so careful.


For a moment Cissy continued to stand there looking at me, her face all of a sudden not so pretty. Her bottom lip trembled, then she turned, picked up her skirts and fled, leaving me standing there like a ninny. Several passers-by smirked at me. I was humiliated, and it was an effort to contain my anger at her. Why did girls have to be so blamed emotional about things?


Nearby a flock of birds moved along the gutter, mouse-like, picking up seeds that had dropped from a recent grain shipment bound for the Tenkorhaven granaries. I wanted to move, to continue on my way, but I felt rooted to the spot, in need of a miracle that could change time, transport me back to earlier that morning, when all had been right with the world.


And that was when it happened.


I’ll never forget that sound, never. The wet, soggy blood-drenched splat of it.


A woman fell out of the air, screaming, and landed on the cobbles in front of me, not more than a few paces away. She was naked and old and wrinkled—and now also very dead. Her blood sprayed onto my shoes, rich and red and glistening. At the same moment, a dozen people flicked out of nowhere into the gutter next to me. Naked, living, pallid-skinned people. Men, women, children. For a moment they all stood erect, then every single one fell over as if they didn’t know how to stand. One of the younger children started to wail, a terrible prolonged skirling of mindless terror, of fear so great you felt there could never be an end to it. All the hair stood up on the back of my neck. The sound was taken up by others, and then echoed back from the streets around me, even from the rooftops.


I was in such a state of shock, I couldn’t move.


What had happened?


I had no idea. Nothing came to me. I just stood there and stared at the woman who had died, noting the runnel of blood that slithered its way to the gutter, hearing the wailing that saturated the air from all directions. Forgetting, even, all that Cissy had told me. Eventually I took a hesitant step towards one of the crying children, but she screamed all the louder and shrank back against the nearest house wall until her cries turned to gulps that shuddered her whole body. One of the naked adults, a man, tried to catch hold of her. By the similarity of their features, I guessed them to be father and daughter, but she seemed just as terrified of him as she was of me. He crawled towards her, and then raised himself up until his face was close to hers. He tried to speak, but the only sounds he made were incomprehensible grunts and squawks. He moved his face nearer to hers, as if to kiss her, and her renewed wailing took on a further note of extremity that made him cower away. He huddled down into the gutter, and tried to tuck his head under his arm as if he could stop the sound from reaching his ears.


I backed away. I was shaking, and I couldn’t stop. I turned and began to run up the hill towards the Guild Chambers. I wanted answers, something that would make sense of all this, that would tell me I had not somehow awoken into a nightmare.


There was another man lying in the roadway a little further up. He, too, was naked, and he had what appeared to be a broken leg. I slowed and skirted him, keeping my distance. He did not ask for help as I passed, but looked at me dumbly with eyes that were swirls of pain and confusion. I didn’t stop. I knew of no way to help him, and all I could think of was that I must get to the Guild.


And then I saw Cissy.


Her skirt: the rampant redness of it draped across the cobbles like a throw-rug, her feet poking out from under. One of her shoes had come off and lay forlornly in the gutter. Her upper torso was hidden under a naked body, another woman’s this time. I froze. I don’t think there was a single coherent thought in my head as I went forward and knelt there beside them both. I heaved the naked woman away—whoever she was, she was dead. I gathered Cissy up into my arms. There was blood everywhere, whose I couldn’t tell. Cissy’s head lolled on her shoulders, at all the wrong angles.


I stared, but couldn’t believe it. I’d just been talking to her. Just a minute ago, she had been alive, angry with me.


And now—now, her neck was broken, her eyes permanently open. Blood already congealed on her lips. I don’t know how long I held her like that; my mind seemed to have stopped functioning.


Someone gripped my shoulder. ‘Syr, bring her into my house.’


I looked up. A man had come out of one of the artisan dwellings lining the road; by his clothes he was probably a carpenter. I didn’t know him, but he probably knew me. It was hard to be anonymous when you were the Guildean’s only child. ‘It’s Cissandra Lepanto,’ I said, as if that explained everything.


‘I know,’ he replied. ‘I know the lass, Syr. I’ll send word to her father. Bring her inside.’


Together we carried her past the other woman’s body and into the man’s parlour, where we laid her on the table. I made a gesture of incomprehension towards the street. ‘People fell out of nowhere,’ I said in a whisper. ‘They just—fell.’


‘I saw. Magic,’ he said. ‘Has to be the red magic.’


I digested that. ‘Dun?’


‘What else? Syr, you had better get along to your father now. There will be…things that need doing.’ We exchanged glances, each of us with thoughts we didn’t want to utter. Dunmagic in Tenkor. It was unthinkable. ‘The bastards,’ he muttered. ‘The sodding bastards.’


I gestured at Cissy as he flung the tablecloth over her body.


‘I’ll do what is necessary,’ he assured me.


I nodded and stumbled out into the street.


Dunmagic. I thought back over what we had recently heard about dun. Anything rather than think about Cissy.


Some sort of battle had taken place on the island of Gorthan Spit some months earlier, between dunmagickers led by a dunmaster, and the agents of the Keeper Council. The dunmaster, a man named Morthred, had escaped. Recent rumours rippled around about how he was ancient and had been the man responsible for sinking the Dustel Islands in 1652. Of course, most people thought it was much more likely the disappearance of the islands was the result of some kind of geological event, like an earthquake, rather than dunmagic.


Dunmagic…I’d grown up fearing a magic I’d never even seen until this day. I shuddered.


As I climbed the steep cobblestoned road towards Tenkorhaven, I tried not to think about Cissy, but I couldn’t stop myself. A few moments before her death she had been desperately unhappy, in despair for her future. In trouble because of something we had both done. I’d offered her nothing: not comfort, not understanding, not solutions, not even compassion. In fact, I hadn’t thought of her at all. I’d been thinking only of myself. She must have died shattered by despair, while I’d been angry at her for shaking the foundations of my neat little world.


I had wanted a miracle to take me back to an earlier time when there was nothing to worry about. Well, it hadn’t happened quite that way. I hadn’t wanted her dead. That would never have occurred to me as a solution. Nor was I glad she had died, exactly, but I was glad no one would ever have to know what a tangle we had woven for ourselves.


I wasn’t glad she was dead, but I was…relieved the problem had suddenly vanished.


I swallowed. Poor Cissy, all nicely tidied away, along with our secret.


God, I thought, what sort of person am I, that I can look on her death as a solution? That I can’t mourn a woman I was happy enough to bed? That I can feel relief knowing her pregnancy is not going to cause me trouble after all?


I suddenly didn’t like myself very much. Elarn Jaydon, I thought, you’ve got to be the world’s worst cad.


There was no comfort in the thought, and I still felt the relief.


My father’s chamber in the Tideriders’ Guild was full of people when I arrived. Apparently the word of what had happened had spread with the speed of a darkmoon bore tide. Representatives from each of all the main administrative departments were there: the office of the High Patriarch, the Matriarchs’ Bureau, the Menod University, the Chambers of Commerce, the Fishermen’s Guild, the Menod Treasury, the Tenkor Guard. Most of them I knew; others I recognised only by their affiliation, indicated by the insignias sewn onto their clothes, or by their badges of office.


The room was silent when I stepped inside; a silence so drenched with emotion it was almost painful. My father did not acknowledge my entrance. When he did speak, it was in the low, measured tones he used when he was saying something of import: ‘So, we are agreed then. It is likely what happened today is a result of the death of Morthred the Mad, when his magic died with him. The naked people are the descendants of Dustel Islanders who had been transformed by his dunmagic into birds. When his magic ended, they fell out of the sky.’ He cleared his throat and frowned in the direction of the High Patriarch’s emissary. ‘I find it distressing Lord Crannach never saw fit to tell this office of the existence of such ensorcelled birds prior to this moment.’ A painful silence followed while everyone, in their embarrassment, looked anywhere except at the emissary. It was almost unheard of for a Guildean to direct such a public rebuke to the office of the High Patriarch.


My father paused to give his displeasure time to sink in, then moved on to what was more important. He would not have forgiven, though, not my father. And he would never forget. ‘How many people are we talking about?’


The emissary, himself a patriarch, cleared his throat twice. ‘Dustel birds? There must be hundreds here in the city…’ His voice trailed away, then he started up again. ‘No one ever did a census of them. We had no reason to. They never were a bother. Not till now. Now…I counted two dead across the square on my way here, and another six injured. Perhaps fourteen more who seemed unhurt. Just in that short walk.’


‘All now people?’


‘Yes.’


‘And there will be hundreds more?’


‘I believe so.’


My father nodded, and addressed the group as a whole again: ‘I want them all taken to the University, alive or dead. Put the students to work helping. And I want every healer and doctor and herbalist we have in the city to go there. Syr-guildmasters, please mobilise your people to help—the survivors will need clothes, for a start. The Treasury must release some money to pay for food. I expect the Patriarchy to take the lead in ensuring the welfare of the uninjured.’ His eyes met mine across the room. ‘Rider Elarn, I want you to take a letter to The Hub on the next tide. How long do we have?’


‘Just short of two hours before it’s scheduled, Syr-guildean,’ I said. When father was formal with me, which was almost always, so was I with him.


‘Wait here, rider. The rest of you—start work.’ The room emptied in seconds. When the Guildean gave an order, you acted.


‘Did anyone actually see birds change into people?’ I asked. I was trying to remember exactly what I had seen. Birds pecking at grain in the gutter…and then… Dear God.


‘Apparently, yes.’ A piece of parchment already drawn towards him, he opened the inkwell. ‘And it seems the Menod Synod have always known what they were.’ That still rankled obviously; he sounded more than irate.


‘They don’t seem able to speak,’ I said. ‘And the children are so frightened…’


I told him what I had seen—without, of course, going into any details about Cissy—and he continued to write without making a comment. Only as he sealed the letter did he say, ‘This is not going to be pleasant for anyone, Elarn. A great many people died today, and not all of them were Dustels. I believe there’s even a hole in the Worship House roof where a man fell through and landed on one of the High Patriarch’s assistants.’ As with almost everything he ever said to me, his tone was larded with rebuke. You should have more restraint, the inflection said. You are the son of the Guildean, you should set an example with your courage and demeanour. There should be no quaver in your voice, no matter that you speak of death and horror.


At times like that, I found it hard not to hate him. Hard not to blame him for driving my mother to suicide with his unjust accusations of infidelity. Hard not to hate him because he had rejected me for so long, refusing to accept even the possibility I could be his son. ‘You are an abomination in the eyes of God,’ he’d told me once. And he’d banished me from his household, to grow up on a remote mainland farm along the shores of the Hub Race.


My mother had killed herself from the shame.


When I was twelve I returned against his wishes, to confront him in this very room. We would both always remember that day, when we faced each other across that desk, meeting for the first time in seven years, and he saw the truth in my features. How could it be otherwise? I was a son who was a mirror image of his sire. Features not seen in the small boy were startlingly apparent in the youth. The same jaw line, the same creased dimple in the cheeks, the same way the eyebrows had of kicking up at the outer edge. If I wanted to know how I would age, I need only to look at his face.


I’d always known who I was, of course. My mother told me before she was forced to part with me. ‘Never doubt your parentage, Elarn,’ she whispered to me. ‘You are Korless Jaydon’s son. It is not my lineage that makes you what you are, but his.’ I never saw her again. She died six months later. He took much from me, my father.


He sighed and handed me the letter. ‘This is for the Keeperlord. And I want you to bring a reply on the first ebb.’


I looked up from the letter, startled, to meet his eyes. That would mean I would have only a bare couple of hours’ rest in The Hub before I had to return, and I would be riding back in the dead of night. My father knew what he was asking of me, of course; he’d been a longboatman before he’d turned to Guild administration. It was the only way you could ever advance in the Guild.


‘You want me to ride the ebb at night?’ I asked carefully, just to make certain.


‘Yes,’ he snapped. ‘When you arrive back, come straight to see me. Don’t talk to anyone until you have done so. Don’t let anyone see you. You can stay indoors at home until the effect wears off. If I have a freak for a son, then at least his deformity may as well be of value to us.’


I froze. He hadn’t used those words for years. Freak. Deformity. I had thought—I had hoped—that I had shown him I was neither of those things. I think I knew then that, no matter what I did, I would never be anything else in my father’s eyes. I could look normal, act normal and hide my supposed wickedness from all the world, and still I would be nothing more to him than a deviant despised by God.


I tried to keep the hurt out of my eyes. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ I said.


‘Hold to the wave,’ he said, giving the age-old farewell to the tiderider.


‘As the King wills,’ I responded woodenly in return. There was no king, of course; the stock reply referred to the Whale-King, the bore itself when it was at its strongest in the darkmoon months. In the end, the success of any ride depended on the nature of each individual wave as much as on a rider’s skill; and the bore—from the gentle quartermoon Minnow to darkmoon Whale-King—was notoriously fickle.




THREE: Ruarth


I know you don’t believe any of this. Blaze has told me you don’t think magic existed, that you don’t believe that I—or any of the Dustel Islanders—was ever a bird. She says you Kellish people believe only in logic and science. You think we are myth-makers. Or liars, to put a more unpleasant slant to it.


Truthfully, I find that assertion strange, for I have spoken to the priests you have brought with you on your ships. They would have us believe that certain pious people among you see your God, see him in some insubstantial form that he chooses to take when he walks among you. They say he sometimes speaks in audible tones directly to those individuals, even though he has no body. But you don’t deem that magic. What do you call it? Religious aetherials? A miracle of faith? Sounds like magic to me!


Oh, don’t look so affronted, Syr-ethnographer. I do not scorn your god, or any god. In truth, I find it easy to believe in the reality of a deity, for I have known the reality of magic. I spent the first twenty-two years of my life ensorcelled by dun, remember. Every bone, every organ, every part of me was scarred when Morthred’s magic ended. No, not with scars you can see. They are marks on my soul, on the essence of me.


I hung upside down on the shrouds. My heels were caught in the squares of the webbing, saving me from the plunge to the deck. I was naked, of course. Featherless for the first time since I was a nestling in a niche of the palace wall in Cirkasecastle.


Not much time had passed. The Amiable drifted away from the dock and the sails still hung limply as the helmsman—Captain Kayed himself—stood staring at the naked bodies on the wharf. Some of them stirred, some groaned. Others did not move. One of the living, apparently unhurt, was a child. She sat among the dead and injured with an expression of utmost shock on her face.


By now, the whole ship was in a state of shock.


Below me, Flame stood like a statue, illusion forgotten and already unravelling around the edges. Her hands gripped the railing, the knuckles white. The set of her shoulders spoke of the intensity of her emotion, but I could not see her face. I wanted to call out to her, to tell her I was there. To say I lived still, to beg her to help me. But when I called there was no sound. When I flapped my wings, it was to find I had none. It was just as well my feet were trapped because in that brief moment of confusion, I did try to fly.


The engulfing terror that followed the realisation I could not take to the air hit me mid chest with the impact of a fist. I was hanging upside down far above the deck and I had no wings. I tried to get a grip with my claws, and, of course, there were none. I could not curl my feet around the rope…


At least I knew what had happened to me. At least I’d had some intimation it was going to happen. What about those poor fledglings? Children. Stormhells…


Hands, I thought, hands. I have hands now. I have to do something with my hands.


An easy thought, difficult to execute. I was unable to tell my arms what to do, let alone my hands or fingers. They flapped and flung themselves this way and that. The digits of a bird’s forearm flex the flight feathers, they don’t curl themselves up and hold things, such as the ropes of the rigging. I concentrated. Hands can hold things. I have hands. Grip the rope. Finally holding on—tight—I was able to haul myself upright, using my beak as well. Teeth. Yes, I was confused. Utterly confused. I still had the thoughts, the learning of a bird.


Down on the deck, Flame pulled herself together and reasserted her illusion. Captain Kayed, unable to resist the dunmagic, turned the wheel, the sails filled and we edged away from the dock towards the open sea. Several of the sailors had noticed me by this time, but they were wrapped so tight in dunmagic they ignored the sight of a naked man clinging to the shrouds. Their disinterest in anything, even their own misery, would have been heartrending if I’d had any concern for others right then.


The ketch was a small ship, and the helm was aft of the shrouds I clung to, so it wasn’t long before Kayed also spotted me. Far from disinterest, his glance sharpened and his forehead furrowed. He looked at the two other dunmagicker women but, now that we were safely away from Xolchas Stacks, they were busy tormenting some poor wretch of a sailor, poking at him with a marlin spike and laughing at his antics as he tried to escape.


I’d watched Kayed closely on the voyage to Xolchas Stacks. I’d noticed that he seemed more alert than the other enslaved sailors. I’d even wondered for a time if he could have been one of the Aware, concealing his imperviousness to magic, but I’d felt no kinship to him, and eventually decided that he was as ensorcelled as the rest of the crew. It was just that he managed to hold on to a core of independent thought. He tried not to let it show too much when he was around the dunmagickers. It had never occurred to him to hide it from a nondescript bird that fluttered around the rigging and railings of the ship.


He was a large man, swarthy and broad, and he’d made the best of his missing limb by strapping a custom-made blade to his forearm. It projected out beyond the stump, serrated along one edge, hooked at the tip. He used it for everything from cutting his food to threatening his crew. He had a nasty habit of sharpening it with a whetstone while glancing from time to time at whomever had annoyed him last.


Now, once he was sure he was unobserved, he jerked his head at me, indicating I should get down to the deck. I didn’t need to be told why. I was too conspicuous where I was. No sailors were needed up in the rigging of the ketch and I was hung out there like a piece of washing on a line. And naked, at that.


It took me a long while to climb down. I kept wanting to just let go and open my wings… I still couldn’t control my fingers. A bird’s claws automatically grip when relaxed, and have to be tensed to release hold; hands seemed to work differently. It was baffling. My toes wouldn’t grip at all. My body felt enormous. My eyesight seemed dimmed, my hearing curtailed. But the sensuality of touch was astounding in its pervasiveness. Rope was prickly, rough, abrasive. The wind was cold. The salt of sea spray stung.


At last I reached the deck. My legs collapsed under my weight almost immediately, and I had to crawl. I wanted to go to Flame, to tell her…


I had hardly started when I was jerked back by the arm. Before I could protest or resist, I was flung forward and bundled down the hatchway into the forward area below decks. It was Kayed; he must have ordered someone else to the helm now that we had sailed beyond the harbour mouth. I wanted to tell him I needed to get to Flame, but when I opened my beak—mouth—all that would come out were unintelligible sounds. I had no control over my voice.


‘Are you mad?’ Kayed hissed at me. ‘You want that Windrider woman to see you?’


I managed to nod.


‘That woman is a dunmagicker and she’ll have you plucked and fried for breakfast if she knows what you are!’


I stared at him, trying to assimilate what he was saying.


He explained. ‘I noticed a bird sitting up there on the rigging. And then all those people fell down onto the wharf. When I thought to look back at the shrouds, you were there, and you were naked. And I’ll swear black and blue you weren’t on this ship when we set sail. Unless you came on board as a bird… This is more dun sorcery, isn’t it?’ he asked.


I nodded again. At least I could control what my head did.


‘There was a legend… I remember my granddad told me. About what happened to the Dustel Islanders when the islands disappeared…’ He shook his head in disbelief. ‘That can’t be true, can it?’


I couldn’t blame him for his bewilderment. Many people had come to know about the original ensorcellment of Dustel Islanders, but few had any idea the birds had retained their human intelligence, let alone that later generations had as well. They’d no idea some of us were Aware, or sylv. No idea that the killing of a particular dunmagicker would revert us to human form.


‘I’m a Spatterman,’ he continued, showing me his ear tattoo of a cockle shell inlaid with mother-of-pearl. ‘We grew up on the Dustel legends. Might never have believed it even now, though, except I overheard that Windrider woman talking to Gethelred, the supposed Rampartlord.’ He snorted. ‘Bloody dunmagicking bastard. He had the gall to pirate my ship, and turn me into a piss-hearted minion unable to refuse his orders!’ He swelled at the memory and shook his knife-hand under my nose. ‘I’ll kill the pox-hearted bastard if ever he gives me even half a chance!’ At the thought of rebellion, the red of dunmagic swirled around his throat and tightened. His eyes bulged as he choked. Instead of resisting, he relaxed. Gradually the red eased away and he could breathe again. ‘The bastards,’ he said. ‘Their magic won’t even let me think of harming any of them.’ He looked at me, considering. ‘He’s dead, though, isn’t he? Gethelred so-called Rampartlord. Otherwise you wouldn’t be here. I heard him tell Windrider he was the one who sank the Dustel Isles. Can that be true? It was Gethelred that did this to you? Ninety or more years ago?’


I nodded again. Not exactly true—it had been my great-grandparents, not me—but I had no way of explaining. I gestured, indicating I wanted to go back topside.


‘Are you crazy?’ he asked. ‘She’ll kill you. Or one of those other mad bitches will.’


I tried to speak, but the guttural sounds were, at best, animal-like.


‘You can’t talk?’ he asked. ‘Not at all?’


I shook my head.


‘Come, let’s get you out of sight.’ He pulled me along into the crew quarters, and rummaged around in one of the lockers for some clothes, which he flung in my direction. ‘Put these on.’


I tried, but fumbled miserably. Pulling on a pair of sailor’s culottes was beyond me. I tripped over and sat down heavily on the floorboards. It hurt. Feathers ’n’ tails, I thought, humans hurt themselves when they fall over.


The notion seemed absurd at first, then worrying. Things were happening too fast for me to absorb, too fast for me to see all the ramifications. I was trying not to think about the larger story, but somewhere inside my head I was aware a huge number of my people had died that day, and among them would be many members of my family, and countless friends. I wanted to grieve, but I didn’t know who to mourn. I wanted time to think, but I wasn’t going to be granted that luxury.


I finally climbed into the culottes and pulled on the shirt. It was uncomfortably rough against my skin. I fumbled with the ties. My arms shot out in all directions and at one stage I managed to entangle myself in one of the hammocks strung across the room.


Kayed shook his head in exasperation, and did the ties up for me. ‘You’re pathetic, you know that?’ he growled. He looked me up and down. ‘You look like a tadpole. And you move like a pond skater, in fits and starts.’


I didn’t know what he meant then. I worked it out later, once I’d seen myself in a mirror. My body may have become that of a man, but it was influenced by the bird it had been. The muscles of my upper torso and buttocks were well developed, and without excess flesh. My neck was thick and short. My head was bald—I grew a good head of hair later on, but right then, my scalp was shiny and quite hairless. My skin had never been touched by the sun: it had the unattractive lividity of a fish’s underbelly. The real problem, however, was with my legs and thighs. My legs were weak, underdeveloped things, painfully, pathetically thin and unable to carry my weight with any ease. He was right, I looked like a tadpole: all top end, trailing away to nothing. Worse, I was unbalanced. Birds are light-boned and almost weightless. When they fly, they are as buoyant as a cork on water. I was suddenly a heavy land-based monster. I could not move my limbs smoothly; I jerked and my arms and legs often seemed beyond my control. I misjudged how much space I needed. I banged into things. I found it hard to move through a doorway without hitting myself on the jamb.


A pond skater shooting jerkily across the surface of the water.


Right then, I had no time to think about such things. I had to speak to this man somehow. I had to tell him that maybe, if Flame knew I was human, I could get through to her. Morthred was dead. It might make a difference… Part of me wasn’t certain of that, but I had to try.


I made a gesture as if writing.


He looked at me doubtfully. ‘You can write?’


I nodded.


‘Well, I don’t have a quill or paper—they’re in my quarters, and it’s more than my life is worth to be found there. I’m just a slave on board my own vessel, no more, no less. It doesn’t matter that Gethelred is dead; those three bitches have me ensorcelled now. The bottom-crawling mudworms! May they drown in their own middens,’ he added, spitting out the last words as if he could make them true. He grabbed a mug from a hook on the wall and filled it with water from the drinking barrel in the corner of the room. ‘Here, write on the boards with a wet finger,’ he said, pointing to the floor. ‘What’s your name?’


I crouched down and dipped my forefinger into the water. I’d learned to write as a fledgling back in Cirkasecastle, using chalk held in my toes. It was harder now. My hand was not cooperative and I nearly spilled the water, but eventually I managed to spell out ‘Ruarth’. Then, clumsily, ‘Aware’. I pointed to my chest with what should have been a wingtip but was now a finger. This was going to take some getting used to.


His look was needle-sharp. ‘You’re Aware?’ The smile he gave me contained too much smug pleasure to be reassuring. ‘Ah, Tadpole, my friend, that’s the best news I’ve had since this nightmare began. Maybe we can get out of this intact after all.’


I shook my head, frustrated. I wrote: ‘Go Lyssal. Friend. ‘


He gave an exasperated grunt. ‘Forget it, Tadpole. She’s no friend to you or anyone any more. She’s a dunmaster, that one. The only thing that matters to her is herself. It’s not Gethelred we obey now, you fool. It’s her. Lyssal.’ He gave me a thoughtful look. ‘There was a bird on the ship between Rattéspie and Xolchas, a dark, purplish thing—was that you?’


I nodded.


‘Ah. There’s a great deal more to this story, then, isn’t there…but there’s no way you should risk your hide telling that dunmagicker who you are. She won’t recognise you, will she?’


I shrugged. I didn’t think it was likely.


He agreed. ‘Shouldn’t think so. You look like a bloody halfwit. Why do you keep moving your head in that funny way?’


Even if I’d known the answer to that one, I didn’t have a chance to reply. A sailor came clattering down the companionway, looking for Kayed. ‘Captain, Syr—the dunmaster wants to see you,’ he said listlessly. The dun-red of the foul coercion drifted over his skin. He smelled. At a guess he had not washed since he had been enslaved. I thought: they are calling her a dunmaster now. My Flame.


Kayed nodded, and turned back to me. ‘Stay here, Tadpole. Or you’re dead, I swear. If one of those bitches comes below, you pretend to be enslaved. Trust me.’


But I didn’t trust him, not at all. Then again, I didn’t trust my own instincts either. It was very hard to believe Flame would kill me, but sometimes it was even harder to believe she wouldn’t.




FOUR: Kelwyn


We had an argument of sorts, Tor Ryder and I, that last day in Xolchas Stacks.


I remember looking at him and wondering if I disliked him because we were both in love with the same woman, who happened to prefer him, or whether I would have disliked him anyway. He was so self-assured, so darned competent at everything he did, that I felt inadequate around him. I was clumsy, a Plainsman with two left feet, wild red hair and freckles, a fact that had not bothered me over much before, but which now—faced with this handsome, lithe Stragglerman who exuded all the allure of male strength yet moved with the grace of a woman—had become an issue. I was quite old enough to be aware my reaction to him was immature and adolescent, but it made no difference. The truth was I was jealous of the man.


I was up on the roof of the Lord’s House in Xolchasbarbican when Tor came and tackled me, again, about finding a cure for magic. I had gone there just to feel the cleansing sea winds through my hair, to rid myself of the horror in my mind. I had been to the hospice again. There was little I could do, little anyone could do. There were too many injured, too many dying, too many simply driven out of their minds, especially the children. Many of them were too young to cope with what had happened, and quite unable even to say who they were. I had been doing my best to match each child with his or her parents, using my skill at recognising residual scents left on the skin. I’d not always been successful. The grief, the terror, the pain of the legacy Morthred left behind with his death: it tore the very heart out of me. And it had been my hand that had wrought this change. It had been necessary, but knowing that didn’t make it any easier to live with. It never has.


Blaze helped me while she waited for the arrival of the ship that would take her after Flame. Xetiana, the Barbicanlord, had sent word to Stabbing Stack asking for a suitable vessel to be despatched from there—they used some kind of trained seabirds to carry messages between the stacks, I believe. Blaze had a tight clamp on her impatience, but I was aware of it nonetheless. She reeked with it. Rather than pace the palace in her agitation, she chose to help me with the Dustel children, which surprised me. I hadn’t thought she would have much patience with the very young. I thought babies would leave her at a loss. It was odd, therefore, to see how moved she was at their plight, and how prepared she was to hold them, rock them, murmur the kind of things mothers whisper to a hurt child. Perhaps the sight of those dispossessed children had plucked her own distant memories into the present, reminding her of a time when she, too, had been an abandoned child, left in a cemetery at the mercy of strangers.


In the end it had been I who’d had to leave the hospice for a while, to gather my tattered emotions. It had been the sight of a child trying to smooth down the feathers she no longer had with a beak she no longer possessed that had finally snared me into a paralytic inability to cope any more. She’d looked up in such bewilderment, whimpering, and then she’d tucked her head under her arm. I had to go outside, to stand in the wind and smell the freshness of sea air. And that was when Ryder sought me out.


He took one look at me, and said, ‘Bad morning?’


‘Aye,’ I said shortly, and wondered what he’d been doing. Flirting with Xetiana, perhaps.


He must have caught a whiff of my disenchantment with him, because he said, ‘I have been talking to the head of the Menod patriarchs here in Xolchasbarbican, getting something organised to help the Dustels.’


‘And catch Dustel souls for the Menod at the same time?’ I asked cynically. I was immediately ashamed of myself; it was not a worthy remark.


He refused to take offence. ‘Well, there is that side of it, too, I suppose. But we are not a faith that thinks we offer the only way to the afterlife or to God. The best way, perhaps, but not the only way. We offer a guide for living—and dying—to those who want a good one, that’s all.’ He smiled. ‘We have never actively tried to convert Xolchasfolk, you know. They have their Wind God, and he serves them well.’ As if in acknowledgement of his words, the wind swirled with renewed strength around us, and we both heard the plaintive notes that echoed from the Wind Temple on the Talon. ‘He must have heard me. Kelwyn, I have spoken to Captain Scurrey: the schooner is ready to leave.’


‘You’re so sure I’ll go with ye.’


‘There’s no point in you going with Blaze. You said yourself that by the time she finds Flame, it will be too late to abort her babe without endangering her life.’


I had to stifle the idea that he just wanted to keep me away from Blaze; he wasn’t so petty. Instead I acknowledged the truth of what he said. ‘Aye. The bairn must have quickened by now.’ A dunmaster’s get, subverting her from within. Morthred’s legacy.


‘Then the only chance for Flame is that we find some way of destroying dunmagic.’


‘Why in all Creation d’ye think I can do anything about that?’


‘You’re a physician, and we now know magic is transmitted in similar ways to certain diseases…from mother to child. From child to mother. You might be able to find the key that explains it—and the medicine that cures it. You may be the one who finds the means to cure Flame.’

OEBPS/Images/9781473222786.jpg
X N v .
o & F .
: 5 ¢ £
¢ N 4

i 7 .
i o 4 g
—J -"J i L .

GLENDA
LARKE
The Qainted






OEBPS/Images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





