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   Enter the SF Gateway …


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


   

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





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


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


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


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.






 

Chapter 1

 

IUTI squatted motionless near the edge of the reef flat. Restless waves swept across her time after time, soaking her to her shoulders and leaving her shivering in the evening breeze. She wore a faded tan skirt, tucked carefully between her knees, and a long-sleeved man's tunic that blended perfectly with the tumble of coral stones and boulders. 

Only her eyes moved as she searched the incoming swells. 

“Come to me, brothers,” she chanted softly. She didn't use a true beckoning spell—she only said the words in time with the shifting waves. “Come fill my nets before I turn into a cold stone here in the sea.” 

Flickering color caught her attention, and she shifted her gaze to follow the erratic paths of two blue-green parrot fish. They approached the reef in unison and began feeding on the living coral. Iuti watched patiently while they darted here and there among the colorful growths, turning and drifting together through the clear water as if they were one. 

Then suddenly, she dashed forward, leapt a gap in the coral, and scooped the startled fish into her hand nets. As quickly as one touched and tangled itself in the left net, the other did the same in the right. Iuti struggled for footing in the wave's strong backwash while she lifted each of the fish to her mouth. She bit them just behind their eyes, killing them instantly and removing them forever from Pahulu's power. 

The island sorceress was particularly dangerous in and around the sea. Pahulu could send her soul into living fish and other sea-life, enchanting them so that their flesh caused terrible nightmares, even death, for those who ate it. 

Iuti glanced back toward the beach. She saw only sunset-gilded coconut trees and distant firelight from the village, but she knew Pahulu was lurking somewhere in the shadows—watching, waiting for her to break her resolve never to use magic on this isle. 

“It won't happen, witch,” Iuti muttered. “Not tonight or on any other. You've had your last taste of my soul.” 

Iuti had faced many sorcerers during her years as a mainland warrior. Her personal bond with the shark god, Mano Niuhi, had provided her with both the physical and the magical strength to withstand them, even to defeat them. But never in all her travels had she met a witch quite so insidious as Fanape's self-proclaimed protector. 

Iuti had come to Fanape Atoll five months before, tired and sick to death of the endless horrors of the Teronin War. Even with Mano at her side, she hadn't been able to move the southern army toward victory. As soon as one battle was won, the Teronin began another, each time employing ever-darker magic and a seemingly endless supply of empty-eyed warriors. Lately, they had even begun using the demon drums of Losan. 

Finally, it had become too much even for Iuti Mano, the warrior the south depended on most to defend them from the invading Teronin. She had retreated alone to the distant island of Fanape, where she bargained with the island elders, and with their sorceress, for a time of peace far from the constant bloodshed and death. 

During her early days on the island, Iuti had been exhausted; the simple acts of fishing and gathering food for each day's meal left her weak and shaking. Her sleep was restless and filled with dark dreams. At first, she thought her weakness was caused by her healing wounds and overall weariness. But after a time, even without Mano's help, her war-trained senses detected something more. 

She set a careful watch on her mind and discovered that each time she attempted a simple sleep or self-healing spell, each time she sang the fish into her nets instead of simply waiting for them to come near, Pahulu was using the opportunity to drain her strength away. 

“A miscalculation, warrior,” Pahulu had said when Iuti confronted her. “I sought only to test your intentions, to verify that the fish you provide the villagers aren't tainted by any mainland war sorcery.” 

“Aye,” Iuti had replied, “a miscalculation,” and from that day on, she had employed only her physical skills. She lived and fished as she had in her childhood before being bonded with Mano Niuhi and trained to the ways of power and war. She avoided all use of the magic that would give Pahulu entry to her soul. The nightmares had ceased and her strength had slowly returned. 

As she disentangled the fish from her nets, Iuti wondered if the island's permanent residents knew that their sorceress gained her power by draining it from other living creatures. It might explain why so little magic was in evidence here. 

Pahulu's power had surprised Iuti at first: the strength of it seemed out of proportion to the island's size and isolation, and to the sorceress's own lack of repute. The old woman carried the same name as the more notorious southern islands sorceress, but Iuti knew for certain they weren't the same. She had dealt with the southern Pahulu before. Still, this witch's sorcery had the same foul stench. Perhaps they were distant kin. 

Iuti scanned the reef casually as she stuffed the parrot fish into her woven waist pouch and wiped the slickness from her hands. The sun had almost set and the island's shadow stretched toward her across the rippling water. The tide was still low enough for her to make out the wavering shapes of the underlying coral, although their brilliant colors had faded in the dimming light. The ever-present surf on the outer reef edge rumbled quietly, and were it not for Pahulu's evil presence, the approaching night would have been a time of pleasant calm. 

Iuti saw that the girl Tarawe had crept closer while she was busy with the fish, and that made her smile. Her unacknowledged apprentice was lying prone in the water now, with only her head above the shifting waves, no doubt thinking herself well hidden. 

Iuti knew she would have to do something about Tarawe soon. Send her away. Make her angry or afraid enough to stop her spying before the others, especially Pahulu, decided to take notice. It was too bad, for the teenager showed great promise and was obviously interested in learning. Often, Iuti came upon her practicing some water or war skill learned only from distant watching. 

Tarawe was alone among the island's youngsters in defying the elders’ orders to ignore their mainland visitor. Iuti was relieved that the rest kept their distance—she had no wish to explain her daily actions to a gaggle of curious children—but she still found it odd that they didn't come. She had grown up on an isolated atoll much like Fanape, and remembered all too well the excitement any new visitor caused. 

Her own brothers had left her stranded high in a breadfruit tree once, when the call came that an approaching canoe had been sighted. They had been catching birds, and Iuti was the only one light enough to climb in the upper branches where the birds could be snagged with a sap-tipped spear. Because she couldn't climb down alone, she had been forced to stay in the tree until her brothers came back for her many hours later. 

The time had not been entirely lost. Iuti had made the acquaintance of many birds, catching them with the sticky breadfruit sap, then removing a few feathers from each before cleaning them carefully and setting them free. Still, she had been furious with her brothers, because she had missed the arrival of the southern army's envoy. Any distraction to the lonely island life was welcomed, and the story of her imprisonment in the tree had provided the islanders, and their mainland visitors, with laughter for days. 

Until the shark god passed them all by and chose me to carry him onto the human battleground, she thought. There was no laughter then. They'd have been wiser if they'd left me in the tree. 

A change in the air brought Iuti's full attention back to the sea. The rhythm of the waves had not changed, nor had the wind, but something was oddly different. She listened carefully above the rumbling surf, wishing she could call on Mano's power to amplify the sounds. She had lived so long under her family god's protection that now she distrusted her own natural senses. 

Iuti grew taut as she recognized the soft splash of canoe paddles, accompanied by the barely audible cadence of a whispered war chant. Quickly she squatted again and turned her look toward the open sea. 

No islander would be on the ocean at this hour. She herself had stayed out this late only to teach Tarawe a lesson—and to irritate Pahulu. She hoped the girl, at least, would have sense enough to remain hidden. 

The chanting drifted off with the wind for a moment, then returned, just loud enough for Iuti to follow the boat's steady movement toward the island. Through squinted eyes she made out a shadow on the water, then the wavering silhouette of an outrigger paddling canoe. As it neared the breaking waves, the steersman dug his paddle deep into the sea and turned the canoe parallel to the reef's edge. The chanting stopped. 

Then, abruptly, it began again—this time with a strong, powerful beat. Deep male voices rang out over the rumbling surf, and dread crept like mainland cold across Iuti's back. 

“Mano, protect the girl,” she whispered softly. 

The song was a ghost chant, sung only by crews of the dead. 

The canoe moved steadily closer. Iuti could see now that it carried only seven paddlers. The place before the steersman was empty. The ghost canoe would pass just a few arm lengths away from where Iuti hid. She braced herself as best she could against the surge and breathed sporadically between the sweep of deepening waves. The tide was reclaiming the reef. 

The sudden thought that the canoe might have come for her made Iuti shiver again. She tasted brine through inadvertently parted lips. The great warrior Ser Iuti Mano, she thought, one of the Teronin War's bloodiest survivors, dead with a sackful of fish on her back. Now there's a joke to test the gods. 

Iuti had faced death more times than she could count. She had once heard her southern companions boasting that for as long as the shark god swam in Iuti Mano's mind, her body was immune to death. 

I'm not immune now, she thought. She sucked in a slow, deep breath, tucked her chin to her chest, and slid beneath the water. 

As soon as the canoe had passed, she surfaced again. There was something familiar about the ghostly vessel, Iuti studied its shape carefully. Suddenly wood thunked on wood and a muffled curse reached Iuti's ears. She choked in surprise and quickly dropped underwater again. 

That's no ghost canoe! she thought. Not unless dead men now curse in the gutter tongue of Teron. She shifted and peered again through the near darkness. The vessel appeared island-made from a distance—and certainly the death chant was authentic enough, it was being sung in Fanape's own dialect—but the decorative prow was slightly higher than the outer island style, and the outrigger was a good deal wider. 

The men aboard that canoe, Iuti wagered, were as alive and warrior-wise as any she had faced on a mainland battlefield. 

She was staring at a Teronin war canoe! 

Iuti whispered a curse of her own, then settled low in the water again. She remained as still as the growing coral while the canoe completed its passage along the windward reef. 

After it had turned back to sea, she slipped across the reef flat. She startled Tarawe from her hiding place and urged the soaking, shivering girl back to the village. Pahulu was already there, talking excitedly to the islanders who had gathered outside the main canoe house at the village center. 

“You must all remain inside tonight,” she called out as Iuti approached, “and for the next two nights, as well. No one should take any unnecessary chances until the ghost canoe completes its third passage. I'll set a protective spell against accidents and illness, and the canoe will be forced to seek elsewhere to fill its vacant seat.” 

Iuti stepped forward, still dripping from the sea. She was much taller than Pahulu and most of the others, and she did nothing to disguise her size. Even the sorceress sidled back as she approached. 

“The only lives that vessel seeks are those too foolish to prepare a defense,” Iuti said. “It's an old Teronin trick. They use some local superstition to frighten their intended victims into huddling together unarmed. Then they attack when you're most vulnerable.” 

“We have no quarrel with the Teronin,” Tarawe's uncle said. He was chief of the leading clan, and in the absence of an elder sister, he spoke for all the others. 

“If you insist on hiding in your homes to avoid a nonexistent ghost canoe,” Iuti said, “Teronin warriors will walk ashore unchallenged two nights from now. They'll slaughter you in your own homes.” 

“These islands are neutral territory,” Pahulu said. “They're more valuable left alone than destroyed by roving warriors. We pay regular tribute to the Teronin to leave us in peace.” 

Iuti wondered, not for the first time, what these small islands had to offer that kept the Teronin away. Perhaps it was only their isolation and their seeming poverty that provided their protection. The islanders owned little more than their thatched houses, a few coconut and breadfruit trees, and the small bit of land upon which they stood. 

“I swear to you,” she said. “Those were real men on a real canoe. If you will allow me, I can show you how to protect—” 

“No, warrior,” Tarawe's uncle said quickly. “That was a true ghost canoe. Pahulu saw it from shore. We all heard the death song right here in the village.” 

“But Pahulu was far up on the beach,” Iuti insisted. “I was at the reef's edge, so close I could have reached out and touched the canoe.” She explained again about the shape of the vessel and repeated the whispered war chant she had heard, and the Teronin curse. She implored them to aid her in preparing for the island's defense. 

But they only murmured and whispered among themselves. 

“Go back to your hut,” Pahulu said finally, “before your foreign ways and tales of bloodshed corrupt our children.” Her black teeth glistened and her eyes flashed triumph. 

Iuti knew that further argument was useless. She could never convince the others while their own sorceress denied her warning. 

“You gave your word not to bare your sword on our soil,” one of the younger men said. 

“Aye, and you killed your own family god to seal the bargain,” another added. “How can you even think of taking up that blade again?” 

Iuti lifted a hand to her neck, where she had once worn a strand of Mano's teeth to signify her shame. The necklace was gone now, but the feel of the shark's lost strength still burned against her skin. 

“We're not interested in war here,” Pahulu said. “Go away and don't speak about it further.” 

Iuti cursed—the islanders for their stubbornness, Pahulu for her duplicity, and herself for having so foolishly accepted the conditions of their peace. She was enraged by the casual reference to her disgrace. She dumped her pouch of fish at Tarawe's uncle's feet and stalked off, taking little satisfaction from the envious comments concerning the size and quality of her catch. She pointedly ignored Tarawe, who had entered the village canoe house and was measuring the height of the largest canoe's prow. 

“Fools,” she muttered. 

“Shark-killer,” she heard one of the women reply. 

 

 

 


 

Chapter 2

 

TARAWE came to Iuti early the next morning. She sat cross-legged just outside Iuti's small, thatched hut. Iuti had built the house herself, in the Western Islands style, with thatch made of woven coconut fronds and the floor raised several hands off the ground so air could flow freely underneath. 

The islanders had thought the raised floor an extravagance, but in return for a portion of her daily catch on the reef, they had supplied the needed support posts and breadfruit planks for flooring. She had gathered the thatching materials herself, using discarded mangrove poles and coconut fronds that had fallen on their own to the jungle floor. The work of both the building and the fishing had brought a desperately needed quiet back into her mind. 

Tarawe watched in silence while Iuti moved boiled breadfruit from the kettle to the wooden pounding board. Iuti slammed the heavy po down onto the mound of softened breadfruit. 

“What are you going to do?” Tarawe asked after a time. 

Iuti didn't look up. “You can see very well what I'm doing, preparing my breakfast.” She crashed the stone pestle down again and again. Had this been an ordinary day, the sounds of similar pounding would have echoed across Fanape, for boiled and pounded breadfruit was a staple in the islanders’ diets. But the residents of Fanape were performing only silent and safe duties today, those that could be done in or near their homes, and without any possibility of injury. 

“I mean about the Teronin.” 

Iuti slammed the po down with enough force to spatter white breadfruit paste. 

“If you keep swinging like that,” Tarawe said dryly, “you'll bash yourself right in the head. Then a ghost canoe will come for sure.” 

Iuti bit back a sharp reply, then smiled slightly and lightened her strokes. “I'm not afraid of ghosts,” she lied. 

“Are you afraid of the Teronin?” 

Iuti sighed. “Go away, girl. You know I can't talk to you about the Teronin.” 

Tarawe leaned her elbows on her knees, chin on crossed hands. “If they're going to kill us all tomorrow night anyway, what does it matter if you talk to me now?” 

“It matters because I gave my word not to,” Iuti said. She met the girl's frank stare. “I killed my own family's totem, gave up my right to his power and his protection, to prove my word was good and gain your elders’ permission to live here in peace. Do you think I took that oath lightly?” 

Tarawe's look dropped. Iuti returned to her pounding. 

“If what you say is true, my uncle and the others might be eager for your sword arm tomorrow,” Tarawe said after a time. 

Iuti snorted, wondering why the girl was being so persistent. She had never encouraged Tarawe's interest in her warrior's skills—and certainly the islanders had not. More than once Iuti had seen Tarawe scolded for simply watching her while she did her daily chores. 

“Even if I were released from my vow,” she said, “my sword arm would be of little use after the entire Teronin fleet arrives. The Teronin don't engage in contests of honor. They won't stride across the reef one by one tomorrow night to meet your island champion.” 

Tarawe's hesitation was very slight. “Then you should face them tonight,” she said, “when there are only a few.” 

Iuti blinked. She glanced around to be sure they weren't being overheard. The girl was right, of course, that it no longer mattered, but her word had been given and the habit of caution was strong. She sucked a wad of breadfruit from the side of her hand. 

“You could surprise them,” Tarawe said. Her eyes sparked with sudden excitement. “They won't be expecting you on the reef tonight. You could kill them all before they even knew what was happening. My uncle said you once killed three men with a single stroke of your sword.” 

Iuti took a deep breath and resumed her pounding. 

“I'll help you!” Tarawe cried. “I know the reef, and I know how to use a knife.” 

That made Iuti laugh. “You know how to slice breadfruit and gut fish, girl.” 

“I can cut the inner muscle of a giant clam with a single stroke!” 

Iuti rested the po on the edge of the board. “Have you ever cut through human muscle? Killing one of your own kind is not the same as killing a shellfish, girl. It's not easy, nor can it be done with so little consequence.” 

Tarawe pulled back, and Iuti forced herself to speak more calmly. 

“When you take the life of another person, even an enemy,” she said, “you expose your own soul to the evil that surrounds all violent deaths. You become vulnerable to the darkness. Without careful training and the protection of your family gods, even the strongest warrior has little defense against the killing thrusts.” 

“But you've been trained,” Tarawe said. “You've fought the Teronin before. You have a real metal sword and a—” 

“I have a metal sword that I cannot use, girl.” Iuti lifted the po and began pounding again, striking the breadfruit to the beat of her words. “A sword that I will not use even if your elders ask." A gob of sticky paste stuck to the pestle and flew off with the next downward stroke. It splatted on the ground near Tarawe. 

The girl stared at the breadfruit for a moment, then angrily kicked sand over it. 

“I thought you were different,” she said. She stood and settled her fists on her hips. “They told me you weren't afraid of anything, but you're even worse than the others! You just sit here and take what comes. They at least had the excuse of being tricked into giving up their strength before the Teronin came. You're still whole and strong and—” 

“What others?" Iuti demanded. 

Tarawe hesitated again. Then she laughed. Her voice became a mocking parody of Pahulu's. “Did you think you were the first to be invited to Fanape, warrior woman? Oh, no, you're not that special despite your great reputation. We offer our hospitality to many—as many as it takes to keep the Teronin recruiting ships filled. They care nothing about prior loyalties, but they prefer those already trained to war.” 

“By the very gods!” Iuti breathed. “The tribute! You buy your freedom by selling human lives!” 

“Not lives,” Tarawe corrected. "Souls! Pahulu strips them of their power while they rest here in ‘peace,’ and then the elders sell their empty shells to the Teronin. Most are here for only a few weeks. You've stayed the longest.” 

Iuti straightened as a shadow, darker than the surrounding shadows, flickered near the edge of the clearing. 

“Go away, girl,” she said very softly. 

“But—” 

“Go away. Don't come near me again!” 

Tarawe stood silently for a moment, then spun and ran off between the trees. Iuti lifted the po high. 

Her next downward stroke split the wooden pounding board in two. The shadow disappeared. 

Late that afternoon, Iuti closed herself inside her sleeping hut and opened her private box. The locking spell wasn't of her own devising, so it had remained safe from Pahulu's influence. Iuti removed her cold-weather cloak from the box. Powdery sprays of mildew blossomed on each of the leather clasps and on the torn leather boots that lay underneath. She sneezed and tossed them all outside. 

Then she lifted her forbidden sword. Rust lined the edges of the scabbard. It pained her to see so ill-kept a weapon, but even if her oath had not been given, she wouldn't bare that blade again. She had used it to kill Mano Niuhi, the great gray shark, protector of her clan and family. It had been the price of her stay on this “neutral” island. 

Iuti had been desperate for a time of peace, for a time away from the blood and horror of the never-ending war. She had fought so long, and killed so many, that the deaths had come to mean nothing to her. She simply fed the bloodied kills to the ever-ravenous Mano, and sealed the rest away at the back of her mind. 

She had known it was a dangerous road she traveled. There was only a short distance between cold acceptance and that place where enjoyment in the killing began. But she had believed that with Mano's help, she would never step over the line. 

A sluggish breeze rustled the thatch over Iuti's head, She glanced up to see a tiny gecko, newly hatched, wriggling through the woven fronds. 

I crossed the line at Kugar Village, she thought. I heard the Teronin retreat whistles. She could admit that now. I heard the southern call to stand, as well—and she had chosen to ignore it. 

Iuti remembered racing after the terrified Teronin warriors, thrilling along with Mano at the taste of their blood. A movement beside a burning hut had drawn her attention. A small, rag-clad figure had stumbled into view, stared at her, and then turned to run. Ignoring the cries of her comrades, Iuti had shouted Mano's name and followed. 

One stroke! she remembered thinking. I will kill this coward with one stroke! A small sweet tidbit to please Mano's palate. She remembered laughing aloud, “Little Teronin, you haven't the strength of an infant compared to mine and my brother Mano's!” 

She had lifted her sword high, plunged it down ... and seen in that instant that it was an infant! A village child, who had run from her for no other reason than fear. 

Iuti had tried to stay her blow. She tried to yank back her blade before it could touch that soft, smooth flesh. But even as she threw herself aside, tripping just as the child had over the body of what might well have been its mother, she felt her sword's tip catch and tear. 

The child screamed sharply once, then began a steady, shrill wail. Mano had thrashed with frustration at the back of Iuti's mind, and she had cried, “Be silent!” 

She whispered the words again, there in the hut on Fanape. “Be silent, brother. I cannot kill again!” But she knew now that she would have to. 

I will never let it become what it was before, she promised. 

A healer had come eventually and taken the bloody infant from Iuti's hands. “It will live, but the scar will mark it forever as a child of war,” the healer said. She spoke in a voice so carefully neutral that Iuti was forced to turn away. 

Later, Iuti sat apart from the others, feeling nothing but the cold touch of death all around. She refused the victory drafts that passed with increasing frequency among the southern warriors. They were celebrating a battle won, even though they all knew it for a hollow victory. Kugar Village remained under southern control, but the farms that had supported it were destroyed. The village would die when the army moved on. 

Late in the night, the healer who had taken the child came back to sit beside Iuti. “You should go away for a time,” she said. 

Iuti sighed and rubbed her eyes. Her hands still smelled of blood. “I have nowhere to go,” she replied. Word of her presence in any isolated place acted like a magnet for troublemakers and Teronin spies eager to test their skill against hers and Mano's. 

“I know of a distant place,” the healer said. “A place where you wouldn't be a danger for those around you. For a small price, you could live there in secrecy and peace for as long as you wish.” 

Now Iuti fingered the edges of her sword's rusty scabbard. “A small price,” she muttered. 

The islanders had demanded that she surrender her most prized possession, her personal bond with the shark god, and because she had known no other way to turn back from the cold evil sucking ever more strongly from her soul, she had agreed. 

Iuti glanced again at the rusty sword, then around at the inside of her sleeping hut, thinking of the strange peace that Fanape had, in fact, brought. Until now... 

She reached into her box again and took up a package wrapped in a finely woven mat. Inside was a wooden club and a shield. She lifted the club in both hands and carefully inspected the double row of shark's teeth that lined the weapon's jagged edges. 

They were Mano's own teeth. 

Iuti ran her fingers along the glistening, white surfaces, testing their settings in the twisted coconut fiber and fire-hardened wood, then laid the club aside and inspected the shield. It, too, was studded with Mano's power. 

She had honored her pledge to set aside her mainland war tools while on Fanape, but no one had suggested she not create new ones with the island's own resources. They assumed that because there was no metal here, there was no way for her to do so—and, Iuti realized now, the islanders had expected her to be helpless under Pahulu's dark influence. 

Iuti remembered how the healer who had told her about Fanape had spoken privately with other injured warriors. Iuti herself had remarked on the woman's kindness when she saw how much time she spent comforting the most seriously battle-scarred among them. 

“Speaking to them as she did to me,” Iuti muttered. “Judging the depth of their despair, and then offering them surcease in some far-off land.” 

Iuti had no doubt there were other “neutral” havens like Fanape. It explained the strange defections of so many southern warriors, the hollow-eyed men she had seen in battle, and the never-diminishing strength of the Teronin army. 

She struck her fist on the support post beside her. The strength of her anger shook the wall. “By the gods!” she promised. “I will bring this to an end.” 

Iuti caught her breath as a tiny gecko, the one she had seen before, dropped from the dry thatch onto the face of her shield. It lay stunned between a row of jutting shark's teeth. Then suddenly it moved. It wriggled through the maze of jagged teeth to the shield's edge where Iuti caught it in the cup of her hand. 

“Tonight,” she promised the tiny creature. “Tonight I will end it for Fanape. And tomorrow I will return to the mainland and finish the work Mano and I began so long ago. This time I will bring an end to it all.” The soft, silent gecko lay like a small piece of magic in her palm. It watched her with jet-black eyes while she set it carefully back into the thatch. 

Iuti hid Mano's weapons under her sleeping mats and set the box and its other contents out to air. Then she walked to Tarawe's uncle's house and, without revealing what she knew, tried again to explain the danger the Teronin canoe posed. 

Pahulu arrived just behind her and whispered into the chieftain's ear. He nodded and whispered back and refused to listen to Iuti's warnings. She called him a fool, him and all his people, and then did what she had really come to do. 

“Keep your niece away from me,” she complained. “I'm tired of her following me everywhere, watching everything I do. She belongs inside with the rest of the children.” It was cruel to shame the girl so, but this wasn't the time to have an untried teenager at her back. Besides, if Pahulu joined in the battle that night, as Iuti suspected she might, Tarawe was safer locked away with her siblings. The sorceress wouldn't hesitate to harm the girl if she thought she could gain power by doing so. 

If by some chance I survive this night, Iuti promised Tarawe silently, I'll take you away from this place and find you a home among people who pay their debts honestly. 

Returning to her own hut, Iuti twisted her long hair into a knot at the back of her neck. She donned her faded brown tunic and pulled on her trousers under the cumbersome skirt the islanders insisted she wear. Finally she hid the war club and shield within the bundle of her fishing nets and set off through the jungle. 

Pahulu met her at the darkest point along the path. “So, warrior,” she said, “you think to defy the gods and fish on the reef despite their clear warning.” 

“If it's only a warning as you claim, I'm in no danger until tomorrow,” Iuti said. 

“A ghost canoe rarely departs without filling its empty place,” the sorceress replied. “You could be injured on the reef today and die on the morrow.” She reached toward Iuti's nets. “Perhaps I can offer a small warding spell...” 

“If you touch my nets, sorceress,” Iuti said without moving, “it will be you for whom the ghost canoe comes.” 

Pahulu smiled tightly and refolded her arms across her chest. Her eyes and her very stance pleaded with Iuti to defy her, to use some small spell to set their personal battle in motion. 

Iuti watched her for a moment, then stepped silently around her. She shivered as the old woman's cackling laughter followed her along the path. 

 

 

 


 

Chapter 3

 

IUTI chose a place on the reef near where she had been the evening before. Squatting in waist-deep water, she freed herself of the skirt and anchored it along with the war club and shield beneath the waves. After setting her fish spear atop a coral stone, she dismantled the wooden frames of her hand nets and tied the two nets together. She tested them with a yank before draping them across one shoulder. 

Finally she pulled a leaf-wrapped packet of dark paste from her waist pouch. The dye had been boiled down months earlier from the sack of a giant octopus, and she used it now to draw dark lines along her cheeks. The marks of Mano would provide her no magical protection during the coming battle, for even if the shark still acknowledged her, she dared not use his power while Pahulu was nearby. Still, the Teronin might not know she had forsaken her totem; the marks might slow them at least for an instant. 

As the sun began to set, Iuti listened for the distant beat of the paddlers’ chant. Several times she thought she heard it, then realized it was only the waves or the whispering wind. When the faint sound finally came, she was stiff from not moving, growing cold in the late-evening air. Shifting carefully, she stretched what muscles she could without revealing herself and adjusted her height to the rising tide. 

The whispered war chant stopped sooner than it had the night before, as if the Teronin were taking more care this time not to be overheard. Iuti fingered her nets as the false ghost canoe turned to follow its parallel course along the reef's edge. Even though she was waiting for it, she started when the eerie ululation of the death chant began. The sound was like winter ice slicing through her soul. 

The canoe moved steadily closer. 

Something moved on the reef to Iuti's right. 

Abruptly Iuti sank so that only her eyes and her ears were above the water line. There was a thud and a startled cry from the canoe, then a splash as one of the Teronin toppled into the water. 

The death chant stopped. A man's voice shouted from the canoe, and an instant later, a shrill keening wail answered from the beach. 

“Mano's teeth!” Iuti cursed. The call had been one of question; the wail—Iuti recognized Pahulu's hated voice—was an answering Teronin attack command. The sorceress was giving Iuti's position away. 

The canoe drifted for a moment. Then a frantic, whispered command brought it closer to the reef. Before the Teronin could get near enough to leap directly onto the coral, Iuti jumped up. With a great shout, she slung the fish nets across the front of the canoe and the foremost Teronin. Timing her movements to catch the incoming surge, she yanked hard, bringing the entangled bowman crashing headfirst into the prow and turning the canoe itself into the reef. 

As the canoe lifted on a swell and sped toward her, Iuti threw her spear. Her aim was true, and thanks to endless hours of pounding breadfruit, her arm proved as strong as ever. The thin, wooden spear pierced the neck of the nearest warrior and lodged in the shoulder of the one behind. Two slivers of cold touched Iuti's soul, telling her that the bowman and the first of the speared warriors were dead. 

Pahulu slipped a wedge of darkness into the opening created by the death thrusts. It was a trick Iuti had not thought her capable of. Without calling on her own magic, and without Mano's protection, Iuti had little defense against the intrusion, so she sealed her mind as best she could and scooped up her club and shield. 

“I am Mano!” she cried, and flung herself at the two Teronin warriors now leaping onto the reef. One man stayed on the canoe, trying to save it from the waves. Iuti laughed aloud when the others hesitated before shrieking their own battle cries in reply. 

Even in the growing darkness she read recognition and fear in their eyes. It was clear they hadn't expected a battle on this night, and certainly not one with a fully armed and aware warrior. It was clear, too, that they knew they were facing Iuti Mano. 

She parried a blow from the nearest man's sword, twisting her shield as the blade turned so that Mano's teeth dug deeply into the Teronin's sword arm. He cried out, stumbled. A wave washed away his footing, and instantly Iuti brought him down with the war club. Blood from his arm and the back of his crushed skull stained the twilit water black. 

Warmth swirled at Iuti's ankles while Pahulu's darkness and images of horror forced a deeper wedge into her consciousness. 

The second warrior's blow caught Iuti as she turned, still disoriented by Pahulu's oily thrust. She deliberately collapsed under the blow to lessen its force, but the Teronin's wide metal blade slid across her shoulder like a branch of fire coral. She fell, rolled painfully, and crouched to meet him again. She called on the honest pain in her shoulder, the true pain of ripped skin and torn muscle, forcing it to take precedence over the growing chaos in her mind. 

She met the Teronin's second thrust with Mano's shield. She raked it down along the man's arm and chest. Then she killed him with a sweeping blow of the mighty war club. 

Iuti staggered under Pahulu's immediate, penetrating attack. Her mind squirmed away from the darkness like an eel tying itself in knots to escape a fisherwoman's hook. Gasping, she slid the back of her hand along her shield's jagged edge and focused on the pain to keep from calling out to Mano. 

There was movement on the canoe. Iuti spun around, loosening the shield so it could be thrown. The canoe had pulled off the coral and was drifting slowly just beyond the line of breaking waves. Two people were on the outrigger platform, facing each other with drawn swords. 

Tarawe and one of the Teronin! 

Of course, Iuti thought, and cursed herself for a fool. It was Tarawe who had downed the first Teronin! With a fish spear, no doubt, thrown from the edge of the reef. Iuti had seen the girl practice the move often enough. But how had Tarawe escaped her uncle's vigilance, and where had she gotten the sword? 

The Teronin crept forward, balancing with practiced ease on the bobbing canoe. Iuti couldn't throw the shield for fear of hitting Tarawe. The girl crouched, waiting, sword arm close to her side. There was a movement behind her as the man Iuti had speared earlier tried to pull the wooden spike from his shoulder. He yanked it free just as the other Teronin lunged at Tarawe. 

The girl dipped neatly beneath the warrior's sword arm, and Iuti sent her shield sailing, knocking the man with the spear into the sea. Again ice grabbed at her soul. Another death. Iuti pushed Pahulu back. 

The last Teronin stumbled as he passed Tarawe, caught himself, then abruptly slumped forward across a blood-soaked hull. Tarawe had killed him, gutting him as neatly as if he were a tuna. 

Tarawe stared at the dead warrior for a moment, then gave a ragged cry and bent to jump into the water. A swift, dark shape slid beneath the drifting vessel. 

“Stay in the canoe!” Iuti cried. 

Another dark form approached the canoe, and another. Mano had come for the taste of blood. 

“Stay in the canoe!” Iuti called again. She could hear panic in her own voice, see it in Tarawe's stance. Pahulu continued ripping at her mind's raw edges. 

Then abruptly the sorceress stopped. She pulled back from Iuti's mind. The darkness faded, disappeared, and the nightmare images ceased. Startled, Iuti turned back toward the beach. 

Pahulu was standing in knee-deep water. As Iuti watched, the sorceress lifted both hands to point at the Teronin canoe. The shrill keening began again, and Iuti heard Tarawe cry out, a long shuddering wail. 

“No!” Iuti shouted. “Let the girl alone!” She turned back to see Tarawe drop her sword and clutch her head in both hands. The girl swayed, stumbled, and reached again for the side of the canoe. 

The sharks circled, waiting. 

“You may not have the girl!” Iuti shouted across the reef to Pahulu. The sorceress's black teeth shone wet in the twilight. She grinned and pointed, and Tarawe screamed again. 

“The girl killed twice,” Pahulu cried with a laugh. “She carries no warrior's training, and she has no family god to offer her protection. She is mine!” 

Tarawe's scream filled the night air. 

“No!” Iuti lifted her own arms and flung a powerful warding spell toward Tarawe. The strength of it knocked the girl back against one of the outrigger struts. 

“Stay still, Tarawe,” Iuti called. Above the rumbling surf, she heard the sorceress shriek with laughter. Inside her mind, rotten black teeth grinned in triumph. The nightmare images swarmed back, filling the gap Iuti's use of the power had provided. Pahulu's shrill voice lifted again over the waves, and Iuti poured more strength into the warding spell. 

Pahulu used her power over the sea creatures then. Small fish thrashed at Iuti's feet, tearing away her trouser legs. Their sharp, poisonous spines raked against her bared skin. Eels and other dark things slid from their holes and sank their teeth into her ankles. Iuti battered them away with the war club, but for every one she killed, a dozen more appeared. The coral itself burned. 

Iuti knew she couldn't maintain the warding spell around Tarawe and fight Pahulu at the same time, not without Mano's help. Her only chance was to swim to the canoe and paddle both Tarawe and herself beyond Pahulu's power. 
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