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Meet the characters …
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Maia


‘Maia felt the song enter her bones.


She needed to run, to leap, to fly, to be free.


It was singing her name. “Sun Catcher.”’


Maia the flame-haired.


Maia the outsider.


Maia, the stolen princess.


Always an outsider, headstrong Maia longs for life outside the watery world of the Cliff Dwellers. Frightened of the sea, she dreams of training a hunting eagle, but when she is named Sun Catcher she discovers her destiny lies in a distant land.
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Kodo


‘Above him the silk hung waiting.


Kodo grasped a strip, tearing it from the thorns.


The silk was shrieking, commanding him to free it …’


Kodo the lizard boy, dreamer, friend, thief.


longs to leave the stilt village and his life as an untouchable. His friendship with Maia is forbidden. Valiant, loving and true of heart, yet vulnerable to the silk’s power, he will lie, steal and betray to possess it.
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Razek


‘She called me Storm Chaser.


Storm winds destroy the weed beds.


You are the storm I chased, Flame Head.


I can’t go back without you now.’


Razek the Storm Chaser,


the arrogant weed-master. Driven by his love-hate relationship with Maia, he first endangers her by bringing the Wulf Kin to their village, then deserts his people to protect her.
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Tareth


‘A tall dark-haired figure swinging on crutches, as if blown by storm-winds.


A man with eyes of fire and an eagle feather in his hair.’


Tareth, the Warrior Weaver


of the singing silk. An Eagle Hunter driven by his promise to protect Maia.


Maia calls him father, but is he?


His life is not his to give.


Long ago, the mysterious singing silk claimed him.
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Elin


‘A beautiful woman, with eyes like blue ice and red hair that tumbled down her shoulders.


She held herself like a queen, but her robes were worn, the fabric frayed.’


Magnificent. Dangerous. Death Bringer.


Elin is ruthless in her desire to destroy her lost sister and claim the power of the sun-stone. Imperious and corrupt, she believes she can catch the power of the sun, only to find that some things burn even brighter than her hatred.




[image: image]


Caspia


‘Caspia glanced at her, grinned and took hold of the sun-stone. Maia closed her eyes and waited for the scream and the smell of burning.


Nothing happened. She heard the Wulf Kin exhale beside her, as if he too had feared for the girl.’


Caspia, the thought thief.


Raised as a pawn in her parents’ pursuit of power, spoiled, damaged Caspia is no puppet. As duplicitous and ambitious as her mother, she dreams that one day she will seize power, and bend Khandar to her cruel, childish will.
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Var


‘Var hesitated. He wasn’t good with words.


He preferred silence. There had been too much noise in the Sun City.


Things there he would rather forget.’


Var the assassin.


Deadly, silent, secret, relentless. Summoned to kill the Sun Catcher.


Loyal to his master, his knives and his black rat.


Var must choose between light and dark and discover a hidden destiny.




[image: image]


Azbarak


‘He knows where his loyalty lies.


The city is as good as ours once Azbarak sees the Wulf Kin riding with me.


Azbarak does what is best for Azbarak.’


Azbarak the Keeper.


Guardian of the Sun City. A man of many faces, jewels and embroidered coats, with a child army of thieves ready to do his bidding. A servant of the old regime, he will protect the city come what may.




PROLOGUE


It was a good day to die.


Frost glinted in mossy gullies, an eagle soared on the updrafts, bronze leaves trembled on wind-stunted trees. Far below, the river thundered through the gorge, smashing stones and wood and wild water against rock falls. Rainbows arced over the torrent, catching spray that drifted like smoke. She was too late to cross. The ice had vanished with the sun-catch.


She could leap over the edge and it would be over. Dashed against rock, drowned in snow-melt. Her body beached on the gravel beds of the Unending River as it swept towards the Sun City. Her bow shattered. Her spirit in the wind. An ending.


She turned and searched for the hunters and their beasts. They were close. Too close. Beasts maddened by the smell of blood. Killers, frantic to leap and tear, to crush and snap her bones. She had failed. Her message would die with her.


She was afraid.


The large spotted cat panting at her feet staggered upright. She touched the tawny head. She could feel the growl vibrating through his skull into her hand.


‘Travel swiftly, my old friend!’ she whispered.


She would not go lightly into the dark of death. Not without taking them with her.


Her hands shook as she fitted an arrow in her bow. The Wulf Kin would pay for this treachery. She must kill again and drag one more of their bestial spirits with her. She heard a howl as her arrow struck. The hunters stooped to release their wulfen.


She should have hidden when she heard the baying in the valley. Should have sent the spotted cat on alone with the silk braid from her bow. A warning. But the Wulf Kin had moved too fast. She had been too tired, too hurt, too slow. Altara would perish. So would she.


She raised her arms. The sun flared in the silver tips of her bow. The silk braid unravelled. The wind sang. A single voice – clear and cold, distant as the spinning stars – chimed, commanding her. Her silk was singing. The river would carry her towards the Sun City.


It was a good day to die.




CHAPTER ONE
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Maia woke suddenly. Beside her Nefrar twitched. His long spotted tail lashed against her boots. She felt the big cat’s claws stretch and retract, raking the earth. A growl rumbled in his chest.


It looked like the cheetah was in the grip of a night-wake. She wondered if the old silk hidden in her back-sack had whispered and disturbed him. Silk dreams had kept her awake despite being tired to the bone after escaping from the Marsh Lord. She touched the bag. The silk was safe.


The hunting cat stirred. She put her hand on his neck. His fur was raised. It was rough to touch. His skin shivered beneath her fingers, rippling like the wind blown shallows of the sun-deeps.


‘What is it? Have they found us?’


Nefrar rolled to his feet and stood, staring into the darkness.


Maia reached for her knife, slipping it from its sheath. She could see two long bundles stretched on the ground. The Watcher, who had promised that she and her crows would guide them across the Vast. And Var, who’d sworn to protect her. Both were asleep. Another shadow crouched close by keeping watch.


‘Kodo?’


‘Did I wake you?’ The lizard boy’s voice was muffled. He swallowed and yawned.


‘Something’s happening,’ said Maia.


Kodo got to his feet. Maia heard a faint clink as he reached for his fishing spear. Felt his warmth as he stood beside her, staring into the darkness.


‘Nefrar woke me. He can hear something.’


‘Has the Marsh Lord found us?’


They listened. The quiet of sun-sleep flowed around them. Tiny pinpricks of light gleamed through the web of branches above her head. She could see the pale tip of the horned moon. Her eyes searched the dark. Nothing.


‘Nothing!’ Kodo echoed her thought.


Maia held her breath, straining to probe beyond the hollow. She heard the slow, soft breaths of her companions. The rustle of feathers as the Watcher’s red-legged crows roosted in the trees. They hadn’t been followed.


Nefrar lowered himself to the ground.


‘Whatever alarmed him has gone,’ said Maia.


She slid her knife into its sheath and lay down beside the big cat, resting her head on her back-sack. She could hear his steady breathing. He was calm. There was nothing to fear.


Nefrar’s snores deepened. He sounded like Azbarak, the fat Keeper. She thought about how Azbarak had taken her to the gates of the Sun City so that she and her companions could make their way to the cliff village and the moth-garden. She must return swiftly. They would leave when it was light. She fell asleep, remembering the sound of the city gates closing behind her.




CHAPTER TWO
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It was hot.


Azbarak the Keeper mopped his sweating forehead. The heat bounced off the sand. The oasis shimmered beyond the dunes, a mirage in the bright sunlight. He urged his horse forward. It slid down the sand, found firmer footing and plodded towards the distant village stronghold.


He wondered if leaving the Sun City had been wise. But there had been no news. Var had vanished. So had the flame-headed Sun Catcher and her friends. And Elin, the defeated Queen, had escaped into the mountains.


Too many unknowns. Too much uncertainty.


He needed runners and seekers to search for the fleeing Queen, he needed to discover her plans while he watched over the sun-stone in the Sun City.


He kicked his horse on, anxious to reach the sprawling holdfast at the edge of the hills. He must know if the Sun Catcher would return with the silk. He hoped that Var had sent a message.


The boy would not fail him. He had found him wandering alone in the desert. Var owed him his life.
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A group of children sat on the high wall. A bright green bird with a long, sweeping tail perched beside them. It screeched an alarm and flew down into the garden as Azbarak trotted past. The children scrambled after it, rushing to the gate, swinging it open and standing aside as he rode into the courtyard.


As he swung from his horse, groaning with the effort, they mobbed him. Swarming over his horse, like a pack of bright-eyed tree rats, they tugged the gaudy bundles from his saddle, pulling them open, spilling the contents across the grass. They patted his clothes, stealing from his pockets, chattering like the pied birds feasting on the apricots in his trees.


‘Enough!’ he bellowed, grabbing the small boy who was slipping the curved knife from his belt. The jewels in the hilt blazed in the sunlight as he held the child aloft and shook him. ‘Is this how I taught you to greet me?’ He glared at the children. ‘Thieves, all of you.’


The children scattered, clutching the booty they had taken from the bundles.


‘They are pleased to see you, Keeper.’ A tall, thin girl, her dark hair in a plait which reached below her waist, caught the horse’s bridle. ‘And the gifts you always bring.’


‘And you, Nimah. What gift do you expect me to bring?’


She flipped her plait over her shoulder as she led the horse towards a building set at the edge of the garden, her strides sure and graceful. The silver discs on her anklet chimed as she moved.


‘Stories, Keeper. Always stories.’


She waited for Azbarak to reach her. ‘And to hear why you have come. Are you returning to the Sun City?’


Azbarak wiped the beads of sweat rolling down his cheeks. ‘I can’t stay long. I will need runners. There are messages to send. Secrets to hear.’


Nimah nodded. ‘They are ready. Though none are as swift as Var.’


‘Has he returned?’


She shook her head. ‘Do you expect him?’


‘He serves another.’


‘The new Queen?’


‘Perhaps.’


Nimah smiled. ‘And this makes you angry.’


‘He is beyond my reach,’ grumbled Azbarak. ‘The old ways are changing.’


‘We heard rumours. Felt the wind change. Grow warm. Heard stories of snow-melt and the thunder of new rivers.’


‘The sun was caught,’ said Azbarak.


He wiped the sleeve of his embroidered coat across his forehead. And realised that his gold thumb ring, with its chunk of amber, bright as an eagle’s golden eye, was missing. He hadn’t felt the theft.


Nimah laughed. She held up her hand. The jewel shone. She tossed it to him. ‘I will keep it the next time I take it.’


Azbarak slipped the ring on his thumb. ‘Has Var sent word?’ he called after her.


‘He will return. He always does. Where else would he go? You are the Keeper.’


Azbarak mounted the steps into the cool shade of the house. The floor was littered with scraps of cloth. On each lay the trinkets he had wrapped in bundles and hung on the saddle or hidden beneath his coat. He smiled as he counted them. The thieves had done well.


The smell of his favourite supper greeted him. The still calm of the house fell about his shoulders. The heat and discomfort of the journey was forgotten. Nimah was right. Var always came back. He had nowhere else to go.




CHAPTER THREE
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Maia wriggled towards the top of the ridge and peered down. Below was their final descent. Beyond stretched the Vast, an endless green plain vanishing into the purple distance. Somewhere far from sight lay Altara, the Warrior Women’s stronghold. She would take the moon-moths’ cocoons and eggs, and the strips of old silk, across the plains to the safety of the holdfast. Once there she must travel swiftly to Tareth in the Sun City. He needed the silk.


Kodo squeezed in beside her, breathless from the last scramble. He pulled out his knife to slash back the tangle of brambles that snagged his tunic. The silk hidden in the sheath sighed.


‘No wonder they say it’s impossible to cross,’ he said quickly, hoping that Maia hadn’t heard the faint whisper.


She hadn’t. She was remembering when she had first seen the never-ending grasslands. She had gone into the Vast with Xania, the Story Singer, running till her feet were raw, fear snapping at her heels, afraid that the Wulf Kin would catch them. She remembered the Singer dying from the Wulf Kin blade. Remembered the snow covered burial mound on the edge of the Cloud Plains. She touched her lips with her fingertips.


‘Xania. Story Singer. Go well, sister.’


She flicked her fingers sending her thoughts into the Vast. With her sister dead, there was no Story Singer to tell the tales of Khandar. Maia blinked away the sudden burn of tears. When the silk was safe she must find a new Singer to wear the story-coat.


‘So that’s the Vast. It’s like the far-deeps,’ said Kodo, his voice husky. ‘It has no end. It rolls and moves like waves.’


‘Until it reaches the mountains,’ said Maia.


‘And the Sun City.’ Kodo licked the scratches on his hands. ‘I’ll be glad to be away from here.’


Maia beckoned to the Watcher.


‘The plains are empty,’ she called. ‘We are alone.’


The Marsh Lord and his hounds had not crossed this far. The Wulf Kin were not hunting across the grasslands. Only long shadows chased across the grass as tall clouds massed above the hill. They hid the sun. She shivered.


The Watcher joined her.


‘We’ll go down.’


The old woman glanced at the thunderclouds. ‘I will mark your path when we see the stars.’


Maia nodded. She must run under stars and sun. She had to return to the Sun City quickly.


Before the cold of wolf-walk brought the snows she must help Tareth make a new moth-garden. He would tease silk from the cocoons she carried in her back-sack. Set others aside so that the grubs could emerge. By the next sun-catch, moon-moths would fly among the thorn bushes in the silk garden. Her father would grow strong and weave and fly KiKya, the eagle she had stolen from its nest.


She would never fly eagles. That dream was lost. She was the Sun Catcher. Her fire had harmed KiKya. She couldn’t hunt with eagles, but she could find a new Story Singer to carry Xania’s stories across Khandar.


Kodo watched Var push through the trees, picking up speed as the slope grew steeper. He lost his footing and tumbled through the undergrowth, his progress marked by the sound of breaking branches and the clatter of stones.


‘Won’t be anything to hunt,’ Kodo muttered. ‘His noise will scare everything away.’


Maia tightened the straps of her back-sack as a gust of wind tugged at her. She gasped as the skies split open. Sudden rain hammered against her like spears flung from the hands of a screaming army. The Vast disappeared. The wind howled, tearing shallow-rooted trees from the ground.


‘We must shelter,’ she shrieked.


The Watcher’s reply was torn to shreds. Maia reached to help her. The wind knocked her off her feet. The earth seemed to shudder.


The Watcher staggered, her robes filled like the sails of Trader’s boat. Grabbing her as she passed, Kodo was slammed against a tree. Desperately he clung to a branch. Stinging ice stones battered his face. A deluge of rain soaked him.


Maia struggled to her knees.


The sky was dark. The wind roared. One of the Watcher’s crows was blown over the ridge.


The Watcher hauled herself up and hung on to Kodo as the wind tried to tear them from the tree. He and the Watcher flung themselves to the ground as the sapling was uprooted.


‘The Storm Chaser,’ howled Kodo. ‘He’s trying to stop you leaving!’


Kodo had never liked Razek. He had helped save the Weed Master from drowning but he wouldn’t ever call him a friend. The Lizard People didn’t trust the Cliff Dwellers.


‘The Catcher saved his life. Why would the Storm Chaser try to harm her?’ demanded the Watcher. She sat up, water pouring from her sleeves and down her hooked nose.


‘Because!’ shouted Kodo. ‘Because he would! Because he can! Look at the storm clouds. He’s called them.’


Maia shook her head. ‘Razek wouldn’t summon a storm. He can’t.’


‘He can chase storms … send one where he wants it to go.’


‘No!’ cried Maia. ‘Razek wouldn’t.’


‘He may be trying to delay Helmak, the Marsh Lord.’ The Watcher pulled her soaking hood over her hair. ‘When he discovers that you have escaped, Catcher, Helmek will follow to see where the Trader makes a landfall. And if he finds him and discovers that Laya’s story is untrue then he will send his hounds to track us.’


Maia stared at the Watcher. ‘Why will Laya say that we left with Trader?’


The old crone bared her yellow teeth. ‘I told her it was what she saw. She will tell Razek and the Marsh Lord.’


Maia wondered if the Salt Holder’s daughter would have the courage to lie to the Marsh Lord. Laya would be glad that her rival was leaving.


‘Then let’s hope her story is believed,’ she rubbed the fur of the cheetah crouched at her side. ‘Laya is a poor liar.’


As if in reply, the wind tossed the faint sound of a horn above their heads.


‘The Marsh Lord,’ gasped Kodo.


The Watcher called. ‘Come. The storm will hide us and drown our scent.’


And put out the fire Maia had started in the moth-garden, thought Kodo.


A snaking shaft of lightning shot from the sky, blasting the stunted tree beside her. It caught light.


Kodo scrambled to his feet, his face and hair blue in the eerie glow.


‘Come on. It’ll kill us all!’


He grabbed Maia.


The Watcher lifted her arms and faced the storm. Lightning forked towards them, striking the ground, splitting rocks. Flickering light encircled them, tongues of fire spitting and hissing as the rain touched them.


She stepped across the dark ring of singed grass, tugging a bundle of feathers from her sleeve.


She raised her hand. Maia recognised the feathered bag that held the Watcher’s coloured stones. The runes. She could see the Watcher shaking them at the storm clouds, shouting at the sky. She saw a crow fall from her sleeve and watched it tumble away.


The Watcher stumbled after it.


‘This isn’t the Storm Catcher’s doing. Come,’ she called again. ‘Quickly.’


Maia and Kodo plunged over the edge after her.
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They cowered, gasping in the tall grass. Kodo pressed his fist into his side to ease the pain. Maia thought her heart would burst from her chest. The Watcher had collapsed. Var lay his hand on Nefrar’s back. The cheetah gazed back the way they had come. Maia strained to hear the sounds of baying hounds, the call of a horn beneath the distant rumble of thunder.


‘There’s nowhere to hide here,’ she panted. ‘If the hounds and horses find a way down, the Marsh Lord will outrun us.’


‘You go on. I will lay a false trail,’ said Var.


‘And I,’ croaked the Watcher. ‘Two scents will confuse the hounds.’


‘And mine,’ said Kodo as he swayed to his knees.


‘No,’ said Maia. ‘We stay together. Fight together. We have Nefrar. We’re strong. And the Marsh Lord will not dare to follow us into the Vast. He has no one to guide him.’


‘Just our tracks. The way is no longer safe,’ said the Watcher.


‘The birds can guide us. And you can show us how to read the stars so that we can use the darkness.’


The Watcher shook her head. ‘I have failed you, Catcher. I should have sent you across the sun-deeps with Trader. I should have remembered what the stones know. I cannot guide you across the grasslands.’


She stared at the dark clouds. Then she turned her back, ignoring the spectacular light dance in the sky.


‘The storm speaks. I cannot come across the Vast.’


‘Cannot?’ echoed Maia.


‘Nor can I seek a way past the sands if you are to reach the Sun City safely. My crows would die in that arid land.’


‘We’re not going into the Hidden,’ said Maia.


‘I will guide you to the city. You need have no fear,’ Var said.


‘Who are you to tell us what we need? Who made you our guide?’ snapped Kodo.


Var looked at him. ‘I am Var. And I know the way past the Hidden to the city. I will take you to safety.’


Kodo bit back a retort. ‘We should find Trader. He’ll take us to Haddra. He’ll look for a landfall in this storm. We will find him sheltering on the edge of the deeps.’


Maia wasn’t listening. She was staring at the Watcher.


‘The storm speaks?’ she asked.


‘The storm will not let me pass.’ The Watcher glanced at the sky. ‘You and your friends must leave. I can set you on the way. Show you the star path to follow. I must remain.’


‘But we need you to guide us.’


‘The boy and his rat will show you the path. He is your guide.’


‘But …’


‘I am the Watcher. I am needed here. I must watch those who stay. You must take the silk to the weaver. You will be faster without an old woman to slow you.’ She peered at Var. ‘I will teach you the star patterns. And how to use the wind and sun shadows.’


‘I can follow the wind. I can remember star paths. I’ve sailed with Trader. He taught me. Show me the stars and I’ll lead Maia across the Vast.’ Kodo glared at Var, who was using his knife to strip the bark from a short stick. ‘Why should Maia trust him to guide us? What do we know about him?’


Var looked up, his eyes mocking. He stuck his knife in the ground and held the peeled curls of bark for Tiki his rat to nibble.


This fuelled Kodo’s rage. ‘Where did he come from? He’s not a Cliff Dweller, a Lizard Keeper, a Marsh Lord. He has no herds. No goods to trade. He keeps a rat!’


Var ignored him.


Kodo lunged and plucked the black knife from the ground. Tiki bit him. Kodo swore and shook the rat off his hand. He held up the knife.


‘Is this carried by a guide?’


Var’s rat grabbed the flatbread lying by Maia’s back-sack and scurried into the shadows. ‘Even his rat’s a thief!’ Kodo drew back his hand to hurl the knife.


‘Kodo!’ Maia seized his arm.


Kodo wrenched himself free. From the corner of his eyes he saw the tip of the rat’s tail twitch and vanish, felt Var rise into a crouch, saw his fist clench and remembered.


‘It was you!’ he yelled as he launched himself at Var. ‘This was the knife. You tried to kill Maia!’


Hauling ropes and reefing sails on the trader boat had made him strong. He knocked Var flat as the boy pulled a knife from nowhere and clamped it to the earth. He swung his leg across Var, pinning him down.


‘The knife in the market place. The black knife. It was yours. It’s the same. There was a rat there too.’


Maia took the knife from Kodo’s hand and twitched the second blade from Var’s fingers. Both were black. Both had a design scratched into the handle. They were perfectly balanced throwing knives and she had seen one like them before.


‘And the rat – your rat – bit Zena!’ Kodo accused.


He grabbed Var’s shoulders. ‘You tried to kill Maia in the Sun City. It was your knife.’


Var wriggled and suddenly heaved. Kodo was tipped off balance and Var rolled away. He pulled a third knife from behind his shoulder and held it in front of him.


‘If I had wanted to kill her she would be dead!’ His dark eyes didn’t leave Maia. He stuck the knife into the earth at his feet. Before Kodo could charge at him, he slipped another blade from his boot.


‘And I’d have slit your throat with this, lizard boy!’ The blade quivered next to the first as he flicked it into the ground.


‘And me? Would I be dead too?’ The Watcher hadn’t moved.


Var shrugged. ‘If I wished it.’


The Watcher smiled. ‘And do you wish it?’


‘No.’


Var slowly straightened, the tension draining from his shoulders. Even so, noticed Maia, he was poised, ready to spring. He was watching Kodo from the corner of his eye. Ready to attack.


She flicked her wrists and the knives she held thudded into the ground next to Var’s. She saw the surprise in his eyes. She had been well taught by Tareth and the Warrior Women.


‘You carry many weapons for a guide,’ she said.


‘I … protect,’ he said. ‘There are many dangers.’


‘What dangers?’


Var hesitated. He wasn’t good with words. He preferred silence. There had been too much noise in the Sun City. Things there he would rather forget. He wondered how much of the truth she needed to hear. He wasn’t her enemy. He would keep her safe as Azbarak had commanded. The Keeper didn’t want her dead.


Tiki scurried from the shadows. Var scooped him up and stroked behind his ears. The rat sat in his palm, whiskers twitching. He heard Kodo’s intake of breath and tucked Tiki inside his tunic.


‘I will keep you safe too, brother,’ he muttered. He felt the rat snuggle against his belt.


He looked at Maia. She stood like a spear, slim and straight. The rat didn’t disgust her as it did the lizard boy. His knives hadn’t frightened her. He would tell only what she might need to know. He wouldn’t speak about Elin’s summons or her daughter Caspia and her quest for silk. He wondered if Maia’s back-sack held silk. She never let it leave her sight. But she would not always be so careful. If she carried any silk Tiki would find it. Azbarak would need to know.


‘The Keeper knew. Azbarak sent me,’ he said. ‘He thought you would need protection.’


‘He’s lying,’ said Kodo.


‘Perhaps,’ agreed Maia slowly. ‘But he tried to rescue me. The Watcher sent him to find me.’ She turned to the Watcher who sat, her bird bright eyes watching Var. ‘Is what he claims true?’


The Watcher pulled out her feathered bag.


‘The stones will know. Put your hand into the bag, carrier of many knives. The stones will tell us.’


Var suppressed a shudder as she held it out. It was a bird’s skin. A dead crow. He could see a red jewel where the eye should be. Red legs and claws hung over the Watcher’s bony fingers. She shook the bag. It rattled and chuckled. The Watcher bared her yellow teeth.


‘Are you afraid, boy?’


Var’s hands curled into fists. He wasn’t a boy. Nor was he afraid of an old crone and her skin and stones. He stepped forward and plunged his fist into the bag.


His hand was sucked down into the endless darkness. He cried out. And felt the rest of his body drawn into the stifling, feathered dark.




CHAPTER FOUR


[image: image]


He was falling through heat and darkness. He could hear water below. He had tumbled into a sinkhole. His hands scrabbled against collapsing sand and sharp rock. He choked as he opened his mouth to yell and swallowed sand. He panicked. He would plunge into the watercourse cut into the rocks in the belly of the sand hills and drown.


But water didn’t roar as it flowed slowly beneath the sand. He had seen it trickle in the rock channel in the garden at the edge of the Hidden. Had heard the green bird call as it had spread a tail painted with eyes and lowered its shining head to drink. Watched the jewels on Azbarak’s fingers flash as he tossed seeds to the bird.


The roar must be the wind as it blew the towering, suffocating walls of sand across the Hidden. It buried him as it passed. Left him coughing, flailing arms and legs under the weight. He tried to curl away from the sharp stabbing spears that pierced his flesh.


He tumbled into a hunter’s pit. He was skewered on spikes. Lying on the broken sticks that had hidden the pit. He remembered the terror. The loneliness. He could see the sun through the hole he had made as he fell. The light burned his eyes. Scorched his face. Blistered his lips. His tongue swelled. Turned black. Choked him. Silenced him.


The scream wasn’t his. Snapping teeth and clawing talons ripped open his chest. The spotted cat tore at his flesh. Crunched his bones. Crushed his skull. He must call out. Beg the hunters to release him.


But the beast had eaten his tongue. He couldn’t speak.
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He held up his hands and grasped cool stones. Felt the chill of night. Heard the silence. Opened his eyes. And pulled his hand from the feathered bag as the night-wake dissolved.


Var stood, his head drooping, his fists clenched, aware of their eyes watching him. He shuddered.


‘Well?’ asked Kodo. His eyes were wide with shock as he looked from Var to the feathered bag and back again.


The Watcher flipped back her long sleeves, and cast the stones from the bag to the ground. She stirred them with her fingernail and looked up at Var. He made himself stand still beneath the searching gaze. Forced himself to meet her dark inquisitive stare. She had eyes like black beads. Like his rat, he thought.


‘Well?’ he echoed.


‘Open your hand, boy. The stones have decided.’


Var’s fists were clenched so tight he felt the bones grind. He drew a deep breath and opened his right hand. A white stone lay on his palm.


The Watcher nodded. ‘What he told you is true,’ she said slowly.


‘Good,’ said Maia.


Kodo said nothing.


Var knelt to retrieve his knives. His limbs were like water. The Watcher gave him the feather bag. It was all he could do not to hurl it away. ‘Return the stones,’ she said. She swept the scatter of coloured stones towards him. ‘Put them in the bag.’


Var thought about refusing. He never wanted to see or touch the bag of rocks again. It held night-wakes and horror. And fear. He knew he had been too weak to withstand its searching. He glanced at the Watcher. She said he had told the truth. Had the stones told her more? Trying to close his ears to their murmurs, he flipped them into the bag. He heard the cry of birds, the sigh of the sea, the crackle of a fire burning dry sticks, the hiss of hot winds blowing sand, the rattle of bones. He tossed the muttering bag to her.


She caught it, tucked it in her sleeve and rose to her feet.


‘Come. I will show you the star trail.’


As Var followed her he heard Kodo whisper, ‘Surely you don’t believe it? I know he’s lying.’


Maia’s reply was too soft for him to hear.


The Watcher strode away from the camp. Once out of earshot she waited until Var reached her. She grasped his wrist, pulling him close. He could smell age and spices and dusty feathers.


‘The stones know you, stranger. They found the truth. You will guide the Catcher.’


‘Yes.’


‘But they keep your secrets too. You chose the white stone.


But there is another that chose you. It lies in your heart hand.’ Var stared at her. He had flicked them all into the bag. Had wanted nothing to do with them. He would never keep one of the talking stones. Yet the arm she held felt as hollow as the dark sinkhole. Slowly he opened his hand. He was holding a black stone.


‘The keeper of secrets. The stone of darkness. Both the white and the black claim you. You must decide which to follow.’ She dropped the white stone into his palm. ‘You will always have to choose between the dark and the light.’


Var felt a shiver of disquiet. He tried to give her the stone. She pushed his hand aside.


‘The stones are yours. Your truth. Your choice.’


‘Choice?’


Var wondered if he had ever had a choice. He had always answered to others. To Azbrak’s commands, to the summons of Elin, the red witch. He had even listened to the words of the red witch’s daughter, seen her hunger for silk and watched her blood drip from his knife to seal their bond.


She watched him in silence. Finally she answered. ‘The stones don’t always make their understanding clear, even to me. You too have kept many things hidden from me. But the stones don’t speak against you.’


Var dropped the pebbles inside his tunic. He felt Tiki squirm as the stones hit him. He had forgotten the rat was snoozing against his belt. He would hurl the runes away when he was alone on the Vast. He didn’t want to be burdened by them. He wondered if the old woman thought she would be able to use them to tell her his thoughts for as long as he carried them.
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