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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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





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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.






Chapter 1

 

 

“The Kanai lagoon lay like a great, gleaming jewel in the afternoon sun. Only the faintest of ocean breezes rippled its calm surface. Coconut fronds whispered softly along the shore while the rich, heavy fragrance of roasting breadfruit and taro scented the air. 

In the shallows, near where Iuti Mano stood, small reeffolk moved among the colorful corals covering the reef flat. A needlefish nosed a sponge coral under the watchful eye of an almost hidden eel, and a tiny clown fish slid through the scarlet folds of a featherlike anemone. A hermit crab, housed in a cracked and fading shell, scuttled across an open spot leaving a small cloud of billowing sand in its wake. 

A flash of blue-green drew Iuti's attention to deeper water. Out where the reef dropped off into the center of the lagoon a pair of parrot fish was feeding on the coral. The shining tip of a sand shark's dorsal fin split the surface near them and its sudden, silent appearance sent the fish streaking away. 

Iuti smiled at that distant display of her clan cousin's power. For just a moment, she let herself wish she could join the shark in the cool lagoon waters. She pictured herself swimming strongly at its side, sharing its ocean-born strength and her human warrior's cunning. 

There was a time when she could have done such a thing. As a young woman, she had swum at the side of Mono Niuhi, the great shark god himself. But that time was long past. It had been more than sixteen years since even the gentle reef sharks would allow her to swim among them. She fingered the jagged scars that lined her right cheek. 

“You haven't the brains of a sea slug, Napu!” 

Iuti's thoughts were startled back to the present by Kaia's shrill cry. 

“You wouldn't even recognize the brains of a slug!” Napu shouted back—and Iuti Mano cursed as the argument that had brought her to this distant atoll began all over again. 

She pushed herself away from the coconut tree against which she had been resting. “Neither one of you has the brains of a slug,” she muttered. 

She straightened her shirt and her sword belt. The fragile morning peace had been shattered. 

Kaia and Napu had been arguing for weeks. They were paramount chiefs on Kanai and they were fighting over which, if any, section of reef should be closed to honor the death spirit of a Kanai child who had drowned some months before. 

Kaia claimed the closure must be made even though no body had been found. She insisted that the girl's spirit had to be respected for at least a brief time, lest her ghost come back to haunt the lagoon. Kaia's younger brother Napu believed the girl's spirit had been stolen by a ghost already resident on the reef. He feared adding to that evil spirit's power. 

In truth, they fought over power of their own—and which of them held the right to wield it. 

It was obvious neither of them cared about the dead girl herself. She had carried no hitgh rank in the clan, and she'd been badly scarred in a cookfire accident the year before. Her ruined looks and her resultant smoldering anger had caused her to be treated as an outsider even while she still lived. Iuti could well understand why Kaia would not want the ghost of such a shunned child to wander freely over the reef. 

Still, it was a family squabble. It would never have been known to the outside world had Kaia and Napu not ordered the lagoon closed to outsiders until their argument was settled. Kanai Atoll was located along the most profitable trade route to the distant western islands, and travelers needed it as a last watering and provision stop before crossing the wide sea beyond. 

Tensions were already running high in the eastern islands, and trouble of all sorts was on the rise, although for no apparent reason. The southern chieftains and the mainland trader's guild had asked Iuti to come to Kanai to settle this dispute before trade and travel wars flared. 

Three weeks, she thought. Three weeks I have wasted, coming here to reason with these folk who do not want to reason. 

Usually, the very presence of a warrior of her status served to cool tempers and bring about peace, but these stubborn atoll dwellers cared not at all that she was there. 

“Mano Niuhi give me patience,” she sighed as she turned away from the quiet lagoon to try reason once again. 

Kaia and Napu stood face to face outside the nearest of the thatched canoe houses. They were shouting and nagging, accusing and threatening, just as they'd done so many times before. They were surrounded by kinfolk—cousins and uncles and aunts, and their younger sister Alama, who was the only sensible one among them. Only a few were trying to calm the feuding pair. 

Suddenly, Kaia screamed an outlander curse. A knife flashed in her hand. Iuti raced forward, thrusting aunties and uncles from her path, but Kaia's knife was into and out of her brother's chest in a move almost too fast to see. The man's eyes opened wide, then fluttered closed. He collapsed to the ground. 

Dead, Iuti knew from the shape of his fall, and she cursed the foul luck of the day. Kaia's wild thrust had found Napu's heart. 

Kaia stared at her brother, then around at their gathered kin. 

Only Alama realized immediately what had happened. She covered her mouth with her hands and began backing away. Finally, one of the aunties began to scream. 

“I didn't mean it!” Kaia cried. Her eyes were wild with pain and abrupt fear. She turned in a circle, still clutching the bloodied knife. “I didn't—” 

She stopped when she saw Iuti. 

“He was a fool, a braggart,” she shouted. “I am the eldest sister. I am the clan leader. This is my reef!” 

“Aye,” Iuti said quietly. “It is yours now, Kaia. Put down the knife.” 

“Take it from me, warrior,” Kaia called. “You came here to do battle. Do it!” She slashed the long knife toward Iuti. 

“Kaia, don't...” Alama began. The auntie's scream trembled into a warbling death wail. 

Kaia moved toward Iuti. 

Iuti took a careful step back. She had no intentions of making war on this poor, sad woman. All she could, do was try to bring Kaia back to calm, then leave her in the hands of her kinfolk. This family had more difficult decisions now than whether or not to set a reef closure for an unloved child. 

“There is no need for further bloodshed,” Iuti said. 

Tears streaked Kaia's face. Her sun-browned skin had turned mottled with grief and anger—and shame. “Do you think I don't know what I've done?” she cried. “Do you think I don't know?” 

Iuti lifted a hand. Kaia slashed at it with the knife and Iuti snatched her hand away. The watching kin edged back. 

“Put down the knife,” Iuti said again. 

“Kaia! Do as she says!” Alama shouted. It was an order. 

Kaia ignored it. 

Her eyes suddenly darkened. Her expression and her hand clutching the knife grew calm. Iuti recognized her decision even as she made it, and cursed again, aloud this time. What dark evil had touched this isle that could make such foolish chaos happen? 

Kaia threw herself at Iuti, knife flashing. 

Iuti's defense was automatic. She slid her sword from its sheath and up into Kaia's chest in a single movement. Iuti shuddered inwardly as her blade passed through the island woman's heart. Ice touched her soul for just an instant. She said a word to protect herself from the killing thrust's chill, then sighed and withdrew her sword. Kaia's bulky body folded gracelessly to the ground. 

Such a waste, Iuti thought, and was surprised by a sudden surge of unexpected anger. She hated killing. She hated even more being made to do it against her will. She forced herself back to calm. 

The islanders stared at her, stunned into silence by this sudden, doubled loss to their family. 

“Did you have to kill her?” a whispered voice asked. Alama, the youngest and now the only remaining direct inheritor to Kanai Atoll, stepped forward. She was no more than twenty years old, yet hers had been one of the few voices of reason during the long argument that had led to this moment. 

Iuti kicked the knife away from the dead woman's hand. The blade was a wicked one, long and strong, honed to a razor's edge where it was not nicked from careless use. It was enough for the rest of them, the aunts and uncles, the cousins. They had all seen Kaia turn on Iuti after murdering her brother. The children had, blessedly, been ordered to the other side of the island before either of the killings took place. 

It was not enough for Alama. 

“Was there no other way? Couldn't you have used some magic—” 

“I know no magic that could have saved your sister,” Iuti said. 

“But Kaia wasn't a warrior. You could have disarmed—” 

“She wanted to die, Alama. If she hadn't, she would never have attacked me.” 

There was a long, painful silence. Alama's look shifted from Iuti's eyes to the scars on her cheek. It lowered to her chest where one of Mano Niuhi's teeth hung heavily from a thick necklace of braided human hair. Alama did not look again at the sword that had killed her sister. 

The terrible sadness in Alama's expression showed that she understood. Kaia had deliberately killed one of her closest bloodkin. In so doing, she had lost more than her place as head of the clan; she had lost her very soul. Alama's protest had been born out of grief—and out of fear for what the future now held for herself and her family. 

“If I had refused to honor her wish,” Iuti said, “Kaia would have forced one of you to kill her and then another Kanai soul would have been lost. Her death touched me, but not as it would have one of you.” 

A soft sound of agreement, a murmur of relief, passed among the onlookers. 

“I didn't come here to do violence,” Iuti said. “I sought to find some peaceful solution to the feud between these two, so that the atoll could be reopened and much larger hostilities averted.” 

“The warrior stood between Kaia and Napu for many days, Alama,” an elderly woman said. 

Another agreed. “She did what she could to avert this end.” 

Yet another muttered, “I told you that cursed child would take her revenge.” 

Alama squatted beside her fallen sister. She picked up the blood-limed knife. Her fist closed tight around its hilt. Once again her kinfolk sucked in tight breaths of concern. 

By the gods, Iuti begged Alama silently. Don't make me kill you, too. There's been waste enough here today. 

Iuti hated family conflicts. She'd never been able to decide which was worse, the great bloody battlefields of open warfare or these tiny pockets of personal strife that, if left unattended, too often led to war. 

Alama shifted the knife to her opposite hand. Blood had beaded like teardrops along the tarnished blade. “I used this knife last evening,” she said softly, “to peel breadfruit for the meal that was to celebrate an end to this foolish feud.” Tears appeared suddenly. Her body spasmed and she bent forward, folded into a moment of tight, personal grief. 

When she moved again, it was to stab the blade into the ground. The blood pooled into small rivulets and drained away into the sandy soil. 

Alama stood and met Iuti's look. “Kanai Lagoon will be reopened,” she said. “Travelers’ truce will be honored without further delay.” 

She glanced once, quickly, around at the others. They replied with a cautious silence that acknowledged her right to make that decision. There were no more direct siblings, and Alama's sensible actions even before this gruesome end had proven her better suited to her new rank than either of her elder siblings had been. 

“Three sections of the northern reef will be closed,” Alama said. “One to honor the spirits of each of our dead kin. The child's will include the place where she disappeared, and it will lie between the two others. The closure will be for three years. At its end, all the evil will be gone and the reef will be rich with sea-life to provide a fitting family feast.” 

Again there came silent agreement. 

Iuti didn't relax; she would not until she had left this place. There was still a heavy air of anger and smoldering resentment lingering among this group of grieving kin. She shifted her stance slightly to encompass comfort along with caution. She hesitated, then pulled a soft length of white cloth from beneath her belt and began wiping the blood from her sword. 

Had she been alone, she would have used the dead woman's already ruined apron, but she doubted even the sensible Alama would allow her that practicality. Economy rarely applied when it came to dealing with other people's dead. Iuti slid her blade into its scabbard and tucked the stained scarf back out of sight. 

“If you will bring my travel bag to my canoe, I'll go now,” she said. 

“You ... you are welcome to stay,” Alama replied. 

For a moment Iuti was afraid Alama would invite her to share in the meal of roasted taro and breadfruit. But the woman said no more. The offer had been merely an expression of formal island courtesy. 

“My work here is finished,” Iuti said, hoping her relief was not too obvious. She did not want to eat again with these people whose clan sister she had killed. “I will go.” 

Alama made no attempt to hide her relief. She immediately ordered one of the younger cousins to the village for Iuti's bag and another to bring water and drinking coconuts. She told the others to begin funeral preparations, then led Iuti away from the death site. 

“You have not seen Kanai Atoll at its best,” she said when they had reached the beach and Iuti's small canoe. It had been covered with cut coconut fronds to keep it from drying out in the hot, summer sun. 

Iuti nodded. 

“Will you need food?” 

“Only water,” Iuti said. “I'll be sailing directly back to the mainland and there are islands enough along my route to keep me supplied. I will fish along the way.” 

For just an instant, Alama looked wistful, as if she wished it was she who was about to sail free of Kanai Lagoon. If she had ever hoped for such a fate, her chance had passed. As clan head and much-needed peacekeeper here on this strategic island, Alama was now tied to this place as surely as if she were a coral stone rooted solidly into the reef. 

“Where will you go now?” she asked. 

“My children await me in Sandar.” 

Alama's wide eyes widened. “You have kin in the river city?” 

Iuti almost smiled. She knew her reputation among the islanders included endless rumors about her kinship with the sharks. During and following the Teronin War, the traveling tale tellers had turned her adventures with the shark god into fables that only occasionally touched on the truth. Few outlanders ever considered that she might have a human family, too. 

“I have a son,” she said, “and a foster daughter.” 

A young man hurried up to them carrying Iuti's bag. She took it from him while he pulled the coconut fronds from the canoe and pushed it into the shallows. There was no need to check her belongings. No one on this island would have touched her things. She shifted her sheathed sword to her back as another of Alama's new wards dropped a stem of green drinking nuts into the hull. 

“Today is the anniversary of my boy's naming day, his fifteenth birthday,” Iuti said. “I promised I would escort him to the summer fair at Manara in celebration.” 

“Ahh,” Alama sighed. “Kanai's quarrels have disturbed lives far beyond its own shores.” 

Iuti did smile then. “My son is a good-natured boy. He'll forgive me the delay. I just hope he hasn't decided to go to the fair without me.” Or if he has, she thought, that Huluhulu will have sense enough to stop him. Kanaka was not particularly adept at recognizing trouble before it happened. He was much like his father. 

Alama's chin lifted. Her tears had dried into gritty trails across her wind-weathered cheeks. “I cannot ... thank you for what you did here,” she began, “but ....” Her look dropped to her hands, to the ground. For an instant, they shifted back toward the death site. The bodies were no longer there. 

“You will do well, Alama of Kanai,” Iuti said. “Your family and your neighbors will prosper under your care.” 

Alama met Iuti's look again and nodded. “I will try.” 

Iuti stepped into the water, welcoming its cool slide around her ankles. She tossed her bag into the canoe and climbed aboard. 

“Warrior.” 

Iuti looked back. 

Alama walked into the water. She pulled a large, ornate comb from her hair and held it out to Iuti. “For your son,” she said. Her thick black hair tumbled down her back. 

Iuti glanced down at the hairpiece. It was made of pearl shell, intricately carved. It looked like a betrothal gift, or an heirloom meant to be passed from generation to generation. It was much too fine to be given to a stranger. She made no move to take it. 

“They say it brings good luck to gift a young man on his naming day,” Alama said. “Take it, warrior. Kanai needs a turn of luck.” 

Iuti agreed with that. She took the comb, tucked it into her belt pouch, and began poling her canoe across the reef. When the water was deep enough, she raised her small sail and turned the outrigger toward the lagoon's single pass. She could taste Kanai's troubled air long after she reached the open sea. 


Chapter 2

 

 

Far across the eastern ocean, many days travel from where Iuti Mano sailed, trouble of another sort trembled on the air. The soft beat of war drums shivered through the Losan jungle. 

Deep in the shadows at the foot of a giant breadfruit tree, a young woman hid and listened. She pressed her calloused palms flat against the cool, moist bark and followed the beat of the drums with almost undetectable movements of her tattooed fingertips. 

The complex cadence was forbidden to her, as it was to all the demon-drummer women, but Vatu was satisfied that she knew it well. 

She stopped when she heard a mistake, a doubled beat where it should have been tripled. She smiled at Maka Uhi's hiss of irritation. 

“You drum like a water slug, Molo! You drum like carrybird shit falling through the trees!” Vatu flinched at the sharp smack of her uncle's palm striking bare flesh. 

“You drum like a woman!” Maka Uhi shouted. 

Vatu bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. It was true. Molo could never maintain the proper cadence of a lengthy and complex war song. His thick fingers wrapped around his drumsticks like grabber vines, tight and awkward. His wrists, when he remembered to move them, were as stiff and inflexible as thornvine. 

Molo yelped as he was struck again. 

“Start over,” Maka Uhi muttered. “Do it, right! A man-killing song is no use if it can't even slow its victim.” 

Vatu blinked. She hadn't realized this was a killing song! No wonder they had come such a distance from the village to practice today. They had come so close to the ocean that the sound of surf breaking on the outer reef flat was like a drumroll all its own. They'd have been smarter, Vatu thought, to go right out onto the beach where I couldn't get close enough to hear them. 

That, of course, would never happen. No demon drummer ever went near the sea. Vatu's fingers trembled with pleasure at the thought of outwitting her uncle and her foolish brothers once again. She forced her hands to still. The killing song had begun again—so softly she wouldn't have recognized it if she hadn't spent most of the day practicing the cadence herself. It began so insidiously that it might well have caught and killed her if it were being beaten on true war drums. She listened carefully, impressing the rhythms on her mind before allowing her fingertips to echo the beat silently against the soundless tree. 

The practice went on and on. Vatu's fingers stiffened. Her wrists ached and her stomach grew tight with hunger. Sweat ran in sticky rivulets from under her tangled mass of hair and drained down the back of her neck. It pooled in soggy discomfort beneath her shift and the thick paperbark wrappings she wore around her waist. She envied her brothers their nakedness. 

Vatu blinked the sweat out of her eyes and practiced the drumbeats until she could follow the cadence almost without thinking. On another day, she might have stopped at that point and gone in search of food or a cool place to rest. But she'd heard her brothers whispering in the strange tongue the southern warriors used that they were to be shown the remains of the Father Drum today. 

It was rumored among the women that at the end of the Teronin War, the Mother Drum had destroyed her mate so thoroughly that not even a finger drum could be covered with his once beautifully patterned skin. They said there was nothing left of the drum that had once been the great hope of the Losan drummers. 

Vatu rarely believed what the women said—they lived, for the most part, in total ignorance of the men's doings—but still, she wondered. Her brothers spoke in hushed tones of how someday they would make use of the Father Drum's remaining power to bring glory back to Losan. It was for that reason they practiced so long and hard. 

Molo isn't going to bring us much glory, Vatu mused as her eldest brother was chastised once again for missing the beat. While he was being punished, she practiced the offending cadence again herself to be sure her fingers would remember the true song and not the error her brother had made. 

It was almost evening when the practice session finally ended, another sign of how secret this gathering was supposed to be. All of the women would be inside their huts by now, preparing the lamps that would see them safely through the dark night. Even these warriors would take care to return to the village before the sun disappeared entirely from the sky. Only the direst necessity warranted remaining outside with the ghosts that roamed while the sun slept. 

Molo was cuffed one last time for not properly stacking his drumming tools, then Maka Uhi began the soft drummed incantation that heralded the beginning of a most secret warrior's rite. A chill went down Vatu's spine. Any female who heard this sound was expected to make some sound herself, to alert the men that she was inadvertently nearby. She was expected to leave the area immediately. 

That Vatu was kin to the drummers made her violation of their secrecy even more serious. Without conscious thought, her well-practiced fingertips matched the cadence of the prohibited song. 

I shouldn't have to hide behind this tree, she thought, using anger to overcome her fear. I shouldn't have to steal my own birthright. I should be sitting openly in that secret circle, learning the arts of the chase and the hunt and the killing drums along with my brothers. 

Vatu, like her twelve brothers, had been fathered by Risak, the captive southern warrior. She had been conceived the very night the Mother Drum walked freely onto Losan's shores. She should have been born an honored member of the warrior's clan, large and strong and male. 

She could beat a proper cadence as well as any of the men. She was certain of it despite not having touched a true drumface for more than two years. She'd been caught then, practicing a secret hunting song, and had four of her fingers pulled from their joints as punishment. 

Her uncle had smashed her drum as well. The finely polished casing had been wrapped round with her own hair and it had split like a gull's egg under Maka Uhi's swinging war club. Watching her drum die had caused Vatu more pain than her broken fingers. 

“I am Risak's child, too,” she muttered. “These secrets belong to me.” 

A collectively indrawn breath told Vatu that the Father Drum had finally been revealed. She leaned around the breadfruit tree as far as she dared. Molo murmured something and received another quick cuffing. 

“Silence!” Maka Uhi hissed. “Or I'll hide it again until you're old enough to look at it like a man.” His message drum rattled a more serious threat. 

Vatu didn't trust Molo to remain properly respectful for long. She moved slowly, carefully despite her eagerness, to a place from which she could see. She peered through the fringed openings of a tangle of hair moss. 

Her twelve brothers sat with their uncle in a tight circle. Their tattooed bodies glistened from the exertion of their practice and the oppressive heat of their enclosed hiding place. Not a breath of ocean breeze stirred inside the clearing. All but Naigo, whose left leg had once been broken and now did not bend properly, sat cross-legged with their practice drums stacked neatly in front of them. They had restrapped their personal day drums to their waists, wrists, and thighs. 

Only their uncle still held a war drum resting in his lap. His thickly tattooed skin made him almost invisible against the shadows. 

Maka Uhi held up a stiff circle of leather. It was twice the size of a water drum, but obviously not a skin suited for cadenced sound. It was just a patchwork of shredded remnants stitched clumsily together. There were gaps where bits and pieces were missing, and stains that looked like dried blood. 

Vatu pressed her fingertips tight against her knees to keep from drumming her excitement. The tattered, tortured tattoo impressed on the skin created only a mockery of what had once been a magnificent circular drumface. 

The women had been right! The great Father Drum was truly dead. 

Vatu grinned fiercely as she hid in the shadows and stared at the torn remains of the Father Drum. She wanted to laugh at this sorry symbol of the men's lost power. They claimed that Risak's sons would use it one day to recapture the great woman warrior who had agreed to be their Mother Drum. But Vatu knew now that it would never happen. The secret tattoo on her own small back held more power than this foolish remnant. 

Leaves rustled beside Vatu. A carrybird chirped loudly and a gecko scuttled across her foot. The gathered warriors looked up at the sounds. 

Vatu froze... 

...and knew instantly it was a mistake. She should have ducked back out of sight and let her brothers think her moving shadow had been caused by the carrybird. She should have slipped swiftly and silently away from this dangerous place. 

Instead, she found herself staring directly into her uncle's rage-darkened eyes. 

“Defiler,” he cried. He dropped the Father Drum's skin to the ground and slid his palms over his drums. 

Vatu turned and tried to run, but it was far too late. Her brothers’ shouts to take up the chase were immediately joined by Maka Uhi's battle drum rattling an order to form an entrapment circle. Two of her brothers came crashing through the brush after her while the others spread to each side. 

Vatu cursed her short legs. Strong as they were, she knew she could never outrun Risak's sons. 

Hide! she thought. 

But there was no time, and no place in this jungle where her brothers couldn't quickly find her. Not when they had their drums to control all the sounds in the jungle but her own. All she could do was run. Faster and faster. She stumbled, caught herself, and ran on. She stumbled again, at a place where there was nothing to trip over but her own feet. 

The drums! 

Vatu realized suddenly that it was the beat of her uncle's drums that was making her stumble not her own clumsiness. She had fallen into the cadence of the chase song he was beating and was tripping each time he altered the swift heart-chilling beat. 

“Oh no,” she whispered, again employing anger to overcome fear. “You won't catch me like that.” Deliberately, she slowed her steps. She drummed a strong, smooth running song deep inside her mind and in an instant her steps came under her own conscious control again. 

Behind her, Molo shouted in fury. Another drum sounded, a tinny, high-pitched drum. A message drum sending the news back to her uncle that the chase song had failed to capture her. The cadence of Maka Uhi's drums changed immediately. The chase beat stopped. Vatu's, pursuers were ordered instead to force her onto the beach, to close their circle and take her by physical force. 

Vatu tried to dodge away from her brothers as they converged, but it was no use. She was quicker, but they were many, and much stronger. Molo's huge hand closed around her arm. He swung her up and off the ground until she was certain her shoulder would be wrenched from its socket, then slammed her back. For an instant, she was conscious only of the rough sand under her hands and her face, and the triumphant beat of a message drum sounding word of her capture. 

Then Molo kicked her. She rolled into a ball, trying to protect her hands and her head as the others joined in the beating. 

It will end, she promised herself. They will grow tired and stop, and leave me here alone. It will end. She chanted the promise over and over, fitting it to a calming cadence she'd learned long before—another secret stolen from her brothers’ private lessons. 

Again the drumsound changed. The kicking feet and pounding fists stopped. As the drummed message ended, she recognized the measured beat of her uncle's approaching steps, the faint tap of his fingertips on his chieftain's drum. Quickly, she swallowed her pride. She whimpered and huddled against the ground, groveling as the other women did when faced with male anger. 

Maybe it would be enough. 

She kept her eyes tightly closed, feeling the heat of his run as he stood over her. She flinched at the cold touch of his sweat dripping onto her own hot skin. 

Suddenly, someone grabbed her hands. “You drum!” Maka Uhi cried. “You lie here in the shape of a woman and you dare to drum!” 

In horror, Vatu realized that the beat she had been using to calm herself had escaped from her mind to her fingertips. Maka Uhi must have seen them moving. How could she be so stupid? She tried to turn away from his fist, but her face was already pressed deep into the sand. His blow caught her on her ear and for an instant, she heard only her own racing heartbeat. She choked on a mouthful of salty, bloody soil. 

I won't scream, she swore. I won't give him the satisfaction of making a woman's sound no matter what he does now. 

Maka Uhi twisted her left thumb until it popped from its socket—and she screamed long and hard into the ground. 

She screamed again, and then again, as each joint of each finger was twisted free. It was an eternity before the flashing pains stopped and she was left with only burning agony at the end of each wrist. She shuddered and groaned and tried to melt into the sand. 

“You have drummed your last Losan song, woman,” Maka Uhi growled. Vatu opened her eyes in time to see her uncle's carved warclub smash down onto her crossed hands. The snap and crack of breaking bones made her earlier agony seem like it had never been. 

Vatu knew nothing but pain then. She tried to force it away by forming the Mother Drum's tattoo in her spinning mind. She focused her thoughts on the tiny round eye at the very center of the complex design. Her mother had told her that the true Mother Drum could see through that eye if only she knew how. That was another secret Vatu was not supposed to know. 

Vatu turned her mind along the intricate twists and turns in the tight spiral pattern, silently singing the Mother Drum's cadence to hide from the pain in her hands and her heart. There was no chance now that her fingers would take up the beat. There was no chance now that she would ever achieve her birthright. She sang the Mother Drum's song until long after her uncle and her brothers had left her alone in the sand. 

After a time, the pattern in Vatu's mind faded into silence. 

When she woke, it was dark. The sun and all its trailing light had disappeared. She could hear night ghosts whispering in the trees. Water, cool and caressing, licked at her feet. The sea, she thought, and was chilled by a terror almost as intense as her pain. The sea was crawling up the beach to reach her. 

No drummer ever touched the sea. The ocean was the drummers’ greatest enemy. It was full of silence and darkness and death. The sea controlled the great drumbeat that ruled the world. It stole the life from all who entered its soundless domains. 

Cool water touched Vatu's ankles. It crept toward her calves, tugged gently. 

Vatu turned her look back toward the ghost-filled jungle and the distant darkness where she knew her uncle and her brothers to be. 

“The Mother Drum came from the sea,” she heard her own voice whisper. 

She forced herself to stand. Swallowing her terror, focusing on her pain, Vatu took a small stumbling step toward the dreaded ocean. 


Chapter 3

 

 

Iuti's canoe skimmed across the smooth ocean swells. She smiled at the swift sound of water sliding along its sides. 

She'd carved the narrow hull and the outrigger float herself, from the trunk of a storm-fallen breadfruit tree. She had constructed the outrigger platform from bamboo poles and coconut twine, and she had woven the pandanus sail with her own hands. When she used the sail on the open sea, it never failed to catch the wind. 

Iuti held the sail line with one hand while she leaned forward to bail. No matter how tightly she sealed it, the wooden hull always took on some water. When she finished, she stretched her long legs forward into the hull and yawned. 

It had been three days since she left Kanai and two since she'd allowed herself to sleep deeply. There was something vaguely unsettling about the eastern ocean. She had sung a secret warriors’ chant to test for hidden sorcery, but nothing out of the ordinary had appeared. 

Iuti stared out at the dawn-bright water. It was calm, as smooth as glass except where the light wind sent flickering ripples across the surface. She was entirely alone on the quiet sea. 

Something bumped the bottom of the canoe. 

Iuti sat up straight and laid a hand on the hilt of her sword. She let the line go slack so the sail no longer caught the wind and the canoe's forward movement stopped. There was another bump, then the sound of something large scraping along the bottom of the hull. 

Mano! Iuti thought, and felt an unaccustomed shiver of fear. She knew well the sound of a shark's skin scraping across bare wood. She had used strips of her kin's rough hide to polish this very canoe. 

A fin split the water just ahead of the bow. 

“Ayii!” Iuti cried softly. 

It could have been Mano Niuhi himself. 

She knew a moment of joy at the recognition, then a touch of deep sadness, for she knew it was not the shark god. She had killed Mano Niuhi herself sixteen years before; she still carried his soul tied tightly to her own. 

She had expected to die the day she and Mano fought, and because Mano had swum into the dark side of evil, she did not wish to leave him alone and powerful in the sea. She had bound their souls together so that when he killed her, he would destroy his own strength at the same time. 

“When I die, kinsman,” she sang to him that day, “I will take your soul with me to the land of warriors’ dreams.” 

But in the end it had been Mano who died, and Iuti had been left alone in the land of the living to mourn him. She wondered, as she stared at the giant shark now circling her canoe, if she would ever find a way to return the shark god's soul to its rightful home in the sea. 

She held her breath as the shark turned and swept close again. It swam so near she could have reached out and touched it. It was huge. A single flick of its tail could easily capsize her canoe. Its skin was pale gray, almost white in the flashing sunlight. It stared at her through one dark, shining eye. 

Slowly, it twisted until its lower right flank was revealed. A jagged scar stretched along the rough, pale skin—an old scar, one that Iuti knew well. 

She instantly relaxed. 

This was no ghost of the shark god coming back to haunt her. She grinned and called out, “Ho’ oma'eva! Welcome!” She touched her fingertips to her tongue and washed them quickly into the sea. 

The shark circled and swept past again, its wide jaws stretched open to take in her taste. Rows upon rows of teeth glistened in the sun. The largest of them matched the one she wore at her throat. 

As quickly as the shark took in her taste, it began to flicker. It turned and circled back again so that it swam just beside the canoe. Iuti pulled the sail to the wind so the canoe would keep pace while Ho'oma'eva changed into his human form. While he was still dependent on his shark form's gills, he had to keep moving or drown. 

The great gray body began to shorten. The tail split and took on the shapes of two very human legs. Dark brown arms and hands stretched away from pectoral fins and the ebony eyes turned slowly blue. It wasn't until the last that the wide jaws narrowed and flattened and reshaped into the face of a man. 

Ho'oma'eva's perfect, grinning face beamed up at her. He spat out a mouthful of brine and grabbed for the side of the hull. 

“Hoi, mother of my child,” he called. “I thought this tasted like your canoe,” 

Iuti let the sail go slack and helped Ma'eva climb into the canoe. The sea mimic did not need her help—while in his human form he was at least as strong as she—but he always accepted her aid. 

Ma'eva reached out to brush his fingertips across Iuti's cheek. She covered the scar on his right leg with her hand. His skin was warm and wet, dark brown and glistening in the sun. His body was still lean and strong, although like Iuti's, his hair had begun to gray. Only the small tuft surrounding his manhood remained fully black. 

Iuti brought her look back to Ma'eva's face and saw that he had been watching her watch him. His smile turned coy. “I told you you'd come to like this body someday, Iuti Mano.” 

“Are you hungry, friend mimic?” she laughed. 

“Of course. Being a shark always makes me hungry.” 

Iuti slid her sword free of the weapons rack and sliced the top from a drinking coconut. She handed the nut to Ma'eva and watched with pleasure as he tipped his head back and drank. Sweet, clear coconut water ran down his already wet chin and dripped onto the crumpled bag that hung from his neck. 

“What are you doing way out here?” he asked between swallows. “I thought you'd be in Sandar by now.” 

“I was called to Kanai Atoll to settle some trouble there,” she said. “It took longer than I expected. I thought you would be in Sandar by now.” 

He stroked her hand. “There was some trouble among the seafolk at Paiku and Fanape. Settling it took longer than I expected, too.” He offered her a rueful smile. “Our son must be very displeased with us, friend Iuti.” 

Iuti lifted her brows in acknowledgement. “Aye, this is the first time we've both missed his naming day.” But she smiled. They both knew Kanaka would forgive them as soon as they appeared. Kana was not one to carry a grudge. He was very like his father. They even looked the same, although Kanaka was not yet so fully a man. 

“Is he well?” Ma'eva asked. 

“Aye, and as mischievous as ever.” Iuti pulled the sail to the wind and the canoe moved smoothly forward. 

“And his sweet friend Huluhulu?” 

“Hulu is well, too,” Iuti said. “She spends a good deal of her time keeping Kanaka out of trouble.” 

Ma'eva grinned. 

“Hulu's healing powers have grown greatly with Auntie Ola's help, and both she and Kanaka continue to study the warrior's way.” At Ma'eva's raised brow, Iuti laughed. “I said our son was studying the warrior's way, not that he was learning it particularly well. He's still too certain that he can't be seriously hurt and he has the gentle soul of his sea-mimic father.” 

“A gentle warrior,” Ho'oma'eva said. “That would be good. Are you going to Sandar now?” 

She nodded. 

“Ha. Then you've saved me a long swim.” 

“I'm happy for your company, father of my son. If the wind spirit decides to change directions, you can help me paddle.” 

Ma'eva groaned. He was not fond of paddling human canoes. “If the wind spirit changes directions, I will turn into a giant grouper and tow this canoe back to Sandar.” He finished drinking from the coconut and handed it back to her. 

“I've missed you,” she said as she sliced it in half with her sword. It had been almost a year since they'd seen one another. They had been mates since the end of the Teronin War, but Ma'eva's life in the sea and Iuti's on land offered few opportunities for them to spend private time together. 

Ma'eva never stayed in his human form long. He found it difficult to bear the memories that form held. He found it even more difficult to deal with the human emotions that accompanied those memories. 

During these first moments of their reunion, however, he was clearly not being disturbed by thoughts of the past. He took half of the opened nut back and grinned at Iuti as he scooped out the gelatinous coconut meat with his fingers. He slurped at it noisily and laughed when Iuti did the same. 

“Do you suppose our son would forgive us for being a bit later than we already are?” he asked. He held her look as he licked sweet coconut juice from his palm. 

“He is your son, Ho'oma'eva. I think he'll understand.” 

Ma'eva's brows lifted. “Has he become a man then?” 

Iuti laughed and tossed her empty shell into the water. “Not quite. But he likes to think he has. His interest in becoming a man is certainly high.” 

Ma'eva's half of the coconut followed Iuti's with a small splash. “So is mine.” 

With a move much faster than she had expected, Ma'eva tumbled them both into the water. They splashed gracelessly into the warm, welcoming sea and Iuti laughed as Ma'eva slid his strong arms around her. They pulled each other close. 

“I've missed you, too,” he said. 

Iuti sputtered on a mouthful of water. 

There was a flicker at the sides of Ma'eva's neck and gills formed there. He kissed her and as they sank beneath the surface he blew sea-sweet air into her lungs. 

As always when Ma'eva took Iuti into his domain, she was startled by the sea's ever-changing beauty. Beneath the surface, the water was alive with sound and motion and color. The surface itself was like a shining upside-down mirror. Ma'eva pointed toward a flickering school of tiny silverfish. 

He whistled a shrill note and the school shattered. Just as suddenly, it reformed and swept away into the depths. The clattering croak of a mating toadfish brought Ma'eva's delighted look back to Iuti. She laughed and accepted another air-filled kiss. 

Iuti felt a tickling brush across the bottoms of her bare feet, then a feather light touch around her ankles. She thought it was Ma'eva teasing her with some new sea mimic's game, but then she saw his eyes widen. He looked suddenly down toward his own feet. 

When Iuti followed his look, she gaped in surprise, and choked on a mouthful of brine. Ma'eva hurried them back to the surface. 

“What is it?” she spluttered. 

Ma'eva's sea-blue eyes were alight with excitement. “I don't know. Squid, maybe. Wait. I'll go see.” And he was gone. 

Iuti quickly ducked her head beneath the water to watch as Ma'eva dove straight down toward the flickering mass of tiny creatures that had startled them both. He did not have far to go. Whatever the creatures were, they were rising rapidly toward the surface. A glance around showed that the shimmering mass stretched in every direction as far as Iuti could see. The pack was so dense that Ma'eva's dark form disappeared almost as soon as he swam into it. 

Iuti surfaced for air and took a quick look around for the canoe. It was nowhere in sight. It had drifted off on the calm ocean currents. She hoped Ma'eva wouldn't become so involved in exploring these mysterious strangers that he would forget she was there. 

She dipped her head beneath the surface again, wondering if she should set a protective shield around herself before the seething mass reached her. There was a faint taste of sourness in the water, but she felt no sense of menace. A quick search for sorcery once again revealed nothing. 

A small darting figure crossed her vision too fast for her to see clearly, although it did look somewhat like a squid. It was little longer than one of her fingers. Another of the rising creatures spurted toward her and she warded it away with her hand. It struck her palm with the same soft touch she'd felt on her feet before. Another and then another of the squidlike creatures blundered into her, tickling her legs and arms and torso. 

The water shimmered with their swift movements; it flashed wondrous colors in the morning sunlight. The tiny creatures at first looked transparent, they flashed iridescent when they caught the light. They moved so quickly, Iuti found it impossible to follow the movements of any single one. She grinned and held herself still at the center of the magical, sparkling sea. 

Suddenly, Ma'eva was beside her. He slid his arms around Iuti and lifted her until their heads were above the water. 

“They are new cousins!” he said and laughed aloud. “They've risen from the deep, deep sea to mate here in the sunlight. Come, friend Iuti. They can't stay long. We must swim among them and greet them. We must make them feel welcome.” 

Iuti had time for a single breath before Ma'eva pulled her back down into the teeming mass. She could see Ma'eva's great pleasure in his eyes, she could feel it in his hand, tightly clasping her own. It was a wondrous thing for a sea mimic to discover a new member of his vast ocean family. Iuti wondered where the creatures had come from that he had never seen them before. 

Ma'eva reached out and snagged one of his newfound kin. No, two of them, Iuti saw, as he gently pulled them apart. 

One looked like a tiny squid, with short, curling tentacles. The other was more like a jellyfish, a transparent mushroom with hair-thin tendrils trailing a hand's length behind. Ma'eva grinned, spat a coupling pair away from his mouth, and reunited the two he had parted. They immediately re-entangled their various tendrils and tentacles and spurted away. A tiny puff of blue ink blossomed between Ma'eva's fingers. 

As he and Iuti sank deeper into the flickering, shimmering swarm, he pulled her close again. “I love you very much, Iuti Mano,” he said into her ear. The bubbles formed by his words bumped against Iuti's skin as tenderly as the colliding seafolk. “You have given me a great gift today.” 

Iuti brushed a gentle hand across his perfect face. “This is your gift to me, friend mimic. We are a lucky pair of—” She ran out of air. Ma'eva kissed her. 

Then he kissed her again while they made sweet love among his milling, mating kin. 

It ended too soon. The wondrous sea creatures disappeared as suddenly as they had come. One moment, they were flashing in a great mass in the sunlight. The next, they were gone. They dove as if they were one being back into the depths. Iuti carefully disentangled a lagging pair from her necklace and sent them after the others. She and Ma'eva drifted back to the surface. 

“Ahh, Ma'eva,” she said. “This is a day of great good fortune.” 

“Aye,” Ho'oma'eva sighed. 

Iuti met his look. “Do you want to go after them? I'm sure Kanaka would understand if we were delayed a bit further.” 

Ma'eva laughed. “With that many mating pairs, there will be plenty of those creatures to follow and find later now that I know their taste. I don't want to leave you just now, sweet friend.” 

He ran a smooth hand down her bare back. “Did you know, good mother of my child, that when I look into the eye at the center of your back, I can see all the way to your soul?” 

Iuti meet his look in surprise. She rarely thought of the strangely beautiful tattoo that the demon drummers had impressed on her back so long ago. Ma'eva was one of the few who knew how she had come to have it. 

“And what do you see there, good father?” she asked. 

He held her look, offering her a rare moment of seriousness. “Great love for your family, especially for me. Deep, distant sadness, and"—his eyes sparked with sudden mischievousness—“the magical bonds that hold the shark god's soul.” 

Iuti laughed and flicked water into his grinning face. “You see me too clearly, my friend. Maybe I should hire a tattoo artist to color that eye closed.” 

“Then you wouldn't be able to see what was behind you.” 

He frowned suddenly and glanced around. “I think I'd better go find your canoe.” He flickered and made a slow change into a giant blowfish, which make Iuti laugh. Then he made a somewhat faster change into a sleek barracuda that disappeared the instant it was fully formed. 

While Ma'eva went searching for the canoe and Iuti's scattered clothing, Iuti sang a beckoning spell into the palms of her hands. She washed the call into the sea and waited only a moment before a slim, silver akule swam into her waiting hands. She caught it, bit it over the eyes to kill it bloodlessly, then offered it formally to Ma'eva when he returned with her canoe. 

Ma'eva laughed in delight. “Being with a shark always makes me hungry, too.” 

They helped each other aboard and Iuti pulled the sail to the wind. She donned fresh trousers and a loose tunic to protect herself from the increasingly brilliant sun while Ma'eva opened his bag to add his share of food to their meal. He carried an endless supply of bread and bananas and fresh drinking water in the sack, as well as other more precious magic. It was the bag that allowed Ma'eva to change from one sea creature to the next. 

Ma'eva had been a true sea mimic once. He had needed only his own will to copy any creature in the sea—and many on land as well. But that gift was lost and now the bag alone provided his mimicking magic. Iuti had never understood how the bag worked, but she knew she would never be hungry while in Ma'eva's company. 

As they ate, they shared stories of all that had happened since they'd last been together. Ma'eva spoke wistfully of the other sea mimics. They had chosen as a group to leave the eastern sea and the all-too-frequent human conflicts there. He spoke too, of the flying dolphins who had joined the mimics far out in the Empty Sea. There were few of either of the magical folk left and they had chosen to live together, far from land, to offer each other companionship and protection. 

“They all send their greetings to you and the boy,” Ma'eva said. 

Iuti nodded and they were silent for a time, thinking of all the things that might have been. 

Later, Iuti told Ma'eva of their son's playful antics in Sandar, how he had dressed like a beggar one day and collected a whole basketful of food before Huluhulu found him out. He had laughed at being caught and cheerfully redistributed the ill-gotten goods to the true beggars. 

“The next day he gave Auntie Ola the fright of her life,” Iuti said, “when he hitched a ride on a downriver fishing boat.” 

“What's wrong with riding on a fishing boat?” Ma'eva asked. 

Iuti laughed. “He wasn't riding on it. He was riding behind it on a scrap of board he'd found under the docks. He talked the crew into giving him a tow through their wake, and he almost got run down when they towed him right through the heavy traffic next to the docks.” 

Ma'eva's chest swelled slightly. “My son is a brave human.” 
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