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CHAPTER 1
FROM THE MOMENT SYLAS STEPPED from the Hermitage tower’s arched doorway, the acrid needles of the Lady’s breath pricked at his eyes. Cloth covered his nose and mouth, yet each inhalation carried the smell of sulphur and smoke and dragged the mountain’s burning anger deep into his lungs.
He was Chesammos, a desert dweller. He should be used to this. But even Chesammos coughed and wheezed and wiped streaming eyes on their sleeves when the air was this foul.
The power of the Lady filled him, and he soaked up the aiea-bar as parched earth absorbs water. He could not use the energy—his use of blood elder to suppress his changing saw to that—but his body craved it all the same.
“Where are we going?”
“Constable’s office.” The guard jutted his chin towards the ash brick building on the other side of the courtyard. The lighthouse tower was ash brick. The walls and store rooms were ash brick. Damn near the whole Hermitage was ash brick—grey and gloomy, like the mood of its inhabitants.
A few reluctant stars clung to the indigo sky, even as pale pink painted the horizon. Redd, the night guard, had brought the summons before dawn—early enough that Sylas, who woke with the sun, was asleep when it came. Sylas stopped at the foot of the stone stairs to glance back up towards where he hoped Jaevan still slept.
He had to be back before Jaevan woke.
Redd walked on two or three paces beyond him, then stumbled to a halt. He was limping again. Sylas would offer to check his ankle later, not that he could be much help. Ayriene, now, she would have fixed the injury straight away. Her talent let her mend bones and heal flesh, but he was no Ayriene. She had been unique. The familiar anguish knotted in his stomach.
Redd reached out, his hand grasping Sylas’s arm through the coarse fabric, fingers like metal hooks pulling him onwards.
“Come on. He’s waiting.”
“I don’t like to leave Jaevan.”
“Someone’s coming to sit with him. Move, by the Creator. I won’t get on Lord Casian’s bad side for you.”
Redd was a soldier, and not one for making idle conversation, but a decent man for all that. Sylas didn’t blame him for being scared of Casian. The Lady knew, Sylas himself just wanted this meeting over. Casian would intimidate anyone.
The first of the day’s gulls circled. It cleaved the air with the “skree-skree” that had been the backdrop to Sylas’s life every day for the past eight years, ever since they had moved here from Casian’s mother’s house a year after the Destruction. Not for the first time he envied them their freedom. He had flown, too. Before.
His eyes stung, irritated by the acid air. He pressed them tight shut, then blinked, dashing the tears away. “It’s bad today.”
Redd grunted, rubbing his own eyes. “It’s getting worse. Your goddess isn’t happy.”
Sylas reminded himself that Redd was as close to a friend as he had here, apart from Jaevan, and concealed his irritation. A casual remark and no offence meant by it, but the Lady was no goddess. She was a mountain. Revered, of course, and the source of the bird changers’ power whether they accepted it or not—and most had not—but she was no goddess. He sketched the sign of the Lady, thumbs and fingertips together to make the shape of the mountain and brought his fingertips to his lips, then let his hands fall to his sides. That would have to do. He doubted Redd would allow him time for a full greeting of the morning—not under these circumstances.
Sylas swayed, his vision blurring. He wished he could have broken his fast before seeing Casian. Just a mouthful of bread or a gulp of ale might have helped with the light-headedness, although his stomach churned at the thought of food. Worse, his palms sweated. He rubbed them on his breeches.
Redd glanced at the door to the constable’s office. He was nervous too, with Casian so close. But Sylas walked in this courtyard every day with no attempt to escape. Why should he try now? And even if he ran, where would he go?
The Hermitage’s only gate led to the ash desert with its poison gas vents and no drinkable water between them and the nearest village two days away. On the tower side was a sheer drop onto rocks, and then the ocean, with nothing between the Hermitage and the Southern Continent but sea and sky. For all it had been intended as a lighthouse and garrison, the building made a formidable prison.
Redd knocked and waited.
“Bring him in. Shut the door when you leave.”
Casian’s voice made Sylas’s heart leap and pulse quicken with equal parts anticipation and dread. Redd pushed the door open, flashed him a sympathetic look and nudged him inside.
Sylas both loved and hated the man who waited for him. He crossed his arms, knowing Casian would notice the defensive gesture and trying not to care. Casian’s smile dried his mouth and set his guts to churning even after all this time, but showing weakness to him was as dangerous as baring your neck to a sand snake.
They could hardly be more different, the golden-skinned, dark-eyed Chesammos and the fair-skinned, green-eyed Irenthi. Warm honey and braele wood. Silver ice and unfurling shoots.
Casian had changed little since they were youths together at the Aerie. His white-blond hair still shone, and the fair, almost translucent skin that marked him as one of the highest born of the Irenthi was clear and unlined. He wore less opulent clothes than his usual, probably borrowed from the Hermitage store room since he had flown here overnight.
As ever, Sylas most noticed his beard. Before the Destruction, Casian had kept himself as smooth of cheek as Sylas, in the style of the Aerie. Now he wore the short-clipped beard of the Irenthi: another reminder of how their ways had parted. It made him look older than his twenty-eight years.
The constable’s office was sparsely furnished, with a large, darkwood desk and chair its most prominent feature. The walls were covered with tide charts and maps, and behind the desk a garish calling bird hopped, whistling, from perch to perch inside a cage woven of willow and rush.
Nausea filled Sylas at the sight of a bird kept captive. To the changers, caging any bird was abhorrent; he had to fight the urge to unclasp the door and set the creature free. Casian paid it little attention, but he was also a changer, or had been. By rights he should be as disturbed by the bird as Sylas. Then again, Sylas was a bird in a cage too.
You should be free, little brother. Assega maisaiea. The Lady be with you.
“Sylas!”
Casian skirted the desk and strode forwards, arms out to greet him, his expression one of genuine pleasure. He stopped a step or two away. His face darkened.
“What’s this? No greeting for your old friend? It’s been…how long? Two months? Three?”
“It has been five months since you last visited, my lord. Eight since His Majesty last saw his son.”
Sylas’s voice stayed level and cool, as he intended. This was his best chance to keep the meeting amicable, for Casian was changeable as fire. Charm and smiles one moment, then a temper like an ash storm in the desert, sudden and furious. Next, penitence and apologies: Sylas knew the pattern. Yet the man had a natural charm—a magnetism that drew people to him, dancing to his will like moths round a fire pot.
“Is it really so long? No wonder you’re cross with me. And since when am I ‘my lord’ to you? You look well, Sylas. Thinner and paler, but well enough.”
Casian’s fingers grazed the day’s growth of stubble on Sylas’s cheek and the touch sucked the warmth from his skin, leaving a chill spreading from cheek to neck to back.
“Still keeping to that Aerie affectation, I see. I had hoped you would be growing your beard like a true Chesammos at last. Come now, sit. Break your fast with me and tell me your news.”
Sylas pulled out a chair and sat, using the movement to conceal the shiver that trickled down his back. The intimacy of the gesture was unnerving. He had to be strong, or Casian would overwhelm him. Casian sat opposite, the table a physical symbol of the distance between them.
The Irenthi lord broke a trail-bread roll in half and pushed a piece towards Sylas. His hands were always so meticulously kept, so slender, so graceful. He poured two cups of small ale, offered one to Sylas. The message was clear. I share my food and drink with you, as I always did, as I would again. Rituals of friendship, albeit between a jailer and his prisoner.
Casian took a bite from the roll, chewed for a moment, then grimaced and washed it down with a mouthful of ale.
“No wonder you are thinner. This is like eating ash.”
He crumbled some of the bread and tossed it into the birdcage, where the bird hopped from the perch to the base and pecked eagerly at the dry morsels. Was he blind, not to see the wrongness of keeping it caged?
Wrong. So wrong. Have strength, little brother.
“The supply wagon comes only once a week. Fresh bread is a luxury. Trail bread serves us well enough.”
Sylas took the bread, steeling his hand to suppress a tremble. He dipped it into the ale; it was more palatable so, and he would not show Casian his distaste for the provisions. He had eaten worse, far worse, back in Namopaia with his family. So many years ago, now. He dared to speak before he was spoken to.
“What brings you here at this hour?”
Casian leaned back in his chair, fingers steepled in front of him. Sylas flinched at the gesture. In years gone by Casian would have been careful not to use the mannerism around his friend. It was too similar to the Lady’s sign for Sylas’s liking. An error, or a calculated insult?
“King Deygan had some business for me to discuss with the constable, and my kye prefers to fly at night. I suspect the constable is sleeping off last night’s wine, as usual, and you were always an early riser, so I sent for you first.”
Early riser? Casian thought he would be more vulnerable roused from his bed and half asleep, more like. Sylas glanced at the trapdoor in the floor. Redd spoke of a prisoner held in an extinct vent below the Hermitage itself, brought out only at night to walk with the constable in the courtyard. Poor bastard, if true. At least Sylas could see the sun and sky.
“What do you want with me?”
“Ever the blunt Chesammos. May I not spend some time with an old friend?” Casian paused, watching Sylas’s face. “Very well. Do you recognise this?”
The parchment he produced was brush-written, changer style, in an ugly if readable hand Sylas’s teachers had despaired of improving. It suited the Irenthi to keep Chesammos ignorant, and despite his mother’s attempts to educate him Sylas had struggled to learn the control needed to shape the letters with the fine brush used at the Aerie.
Anxiety gripped like a noose round Sylas’s neck, and he forced the words out. “My herbals request. King Deygan gave me permission to order such books and supplies as I needed for my studies, and in return I treat the men when needed. You know this.”
“Indeed, and the constable values having a healer on hand, even one as under-trained as you.” Casian ran a long elegant finger down the list. “Blood elder leaves. You still mark, then?”
Sylas’s face grew hot. Casian never missed an opportunity to throw his failure in his face. “Without it I might respond to any call I heard. You know I can’t risk leaving Jaevan alone.”
“Because you never learned to control your changing, yes. But I haven’t heard a call on the island for years. You are perfectly safe.”
Sylas was almost sure he had heard a call a year or so before—at least one. And then another a couple of days ago. It had been strong, so strong that Casian must have heard it, but the blood elder had kept Sylas from responding. But why would Casian lie, unless he didn’t want to consider the prospect that a master still hid somewhere on the island?
“The Lady will punish us all for what you did. The ground shakes and leaks poison, and soon the whole island will be destroyed because of your ambition. You have the blood of our people on your hands, heir to Lucranne.”
Casian laid down the parchment, pressing his fingertips together one by one, the look in his eyes telling Sylas it was indeed a calculated insult.
“So it was I who gave the elder root potion to the crown prince. I who stole his wits from him. I who made the king seek vengeance on the Aerie. You should never have been left to administer a potion to Prince Jaevan. Ayriene must have cursed the day the council saddled her with you.”
Sylas’s head drooped, his resistance weakening. Once Casian had held him and told him it had not been his doing. It was Ayriene’s fault. But it was all true: every word. Yet he must be strong. He knew how Casian could manipulate him if his will faltered.
“I followed Ayriene’s instructions.” To the letter. In the years since, Sylas had read one herbal after another and still had found no error in his actions that day. But Jaevan had been almost destroyed, reduced within hours to an empty, silent shell.
“And Ayriene paid with her life, for your mistake.”
“But you could have done something. Stopped him.”
“Stopped the king from exacting his revenge? Did you see him in those days? I did. He raged at the loss of his son and vowed to eliminate the changer curse from the island forever.”
“But when the changers leave—”
“Yes, I know. Eurna dies.”
Sylas flinched. No Chesammos would say the Lady’s name aloud. Casian did not notice his unease. Or did not care.
“We’ve argued this how many times before? Even if the mountain dies it won’t explode, or make the island sink beneath the waves, or poison us all, or whatever other nonsense your people believe. Your bloody mountain will put up a fight, but it will die nonetheless.”
Casian regained his temper with a visible effort, but his burning cheeks still showed his anger.
“All the mountains on Chandris were once the same, do you know that? They shook and rumbled and blew out fire. And they died, Sylas. They died and Chandris went on. Eurna is no different. They all die, in the end.”
Casian breathed in and out slowly, then when he had regained his composure he returned to the parchment, his finger hovering over the last entry on the sheet. He tapped the page with a fingertip.
“It’s this item concerns me. Kaba sap. Remind me of its uses.”
Sylas’s heart missed a beat. Ordering the kaba had been a risk, but he had picked one of the rarer poisons hoping the name would not be recognised. Casian might have recognised esteia, since it had been used in the attack on Deygan and his sons. He and Ayriene had saved Jaevan’s life that day. But he had thought kaba sap might slip through unremarked.
“King Deygan said I could order what I required.”
“King Deygan has been altogether too indulgent of you. He is grateful for your care of his son, and has supported your studies. And now you show that his trust was misplaced.”
Casian lifted a package onto the table, and withdrew the items Sylas had requested: the needles, three assorted bags of dried leaves, a packet of white powder, and three vials of liquid. He pushed one of the vials a little closer to Sylas.
“If I’m not mistaken, this is enough to poison all the rats in Adamantara. Poison, I notice, but no antidote. And Adamantara has a lot of rats.”
Sylas’s hands trembled and he clasped them in his lap.
“Please, Casian. My studies are all I have left. Please just let me be.”
He hated himself. He was too weak. Whenever he weakened, Casian had an uncanny way of talking him into things he had had no intention of agreeing to. He had to stand firm. But it was so hard.
“So were you going to poison the guards and make your way across the desert? Was it an escape plan?” Casian leaned closer, and Sylas recoiled from the rage he was sure would erupt. “Or did you intend to kill yourself? Yourself and maybe Jaevan too, since you maintain you won’t leave him.”
“Kaba sap doesn’t poison Irenthis. A griping of the bowels, no more.”
The text book response was automatic, the words burned into his memory after so many years of reading them day after long, soulless day. Fixing his gaze on Casian’s face, he said with more assurance than he felt, “I am a healer. I do no harm.”
“I am sure you believe that. But what could you want with kaba sap otherwise? Jacca leaves, maybe, if time hangs heavy on your hands. Ferrica, even. Creator knows you have enough needles here to spend every day in a ferrica stupor. A sedative or a stimulant or a hallucinogen I could have understood. But poison? That attracts my attention. That tells me you’re thinking of doing something very rash indeed. The king decides when you die, not you.”
Sylas held his gaze, every nerve screaming at him to look away. Casian waited for a response, his finger tapping the table, but Sylas wouldn’t grant him the satisfaction. Casian narrowed his eyes, grunted softly.
“Very well. I can make you an offer. Come back with me, willingly, as my manservant, and the king will not be informed of this.”
This again. Every time, the same. The inside of his skull almost itched with the need to agree. It would be easier. He could study and serve Casian at the same time. But no.
“I can’t leave Jaevan. He needs me. It’s my duty to tend to him.”
“It’s your duty to be with me. You promised yourself to me before you ever met your pretty princeling.”
Casian leaned still closer, close enough that Sylas could smell the ale on his breath, see his own reflection in Casian’s eyes. He had to force himself not to shrink away.
“I can’t. I won’t. You can’t ask that of me.”
Casian sat back, a scowl creasing his face and his green eyes darkening almost to emerald.
“Very well. But this cannot go unpunished. You have abused the king’s trust. Your pack and your supplies are forfeit.”
Even an outburst of rage would have been preferable. He could not mean to take everything. Sylas was a healer; he was of no use without his supplies. Was he to be denied even the salves he used when the men burned themselves? Even the tisanes for headaches? Everything?
“But it was Ayriene’s pack. It is all I have of her. Casian, no, I beg you. Not this.”
“I can’t risk you doing something stupid and the king finding me blameworthy. I have my future to consider. And unless you rethink your response by my next visit, this is only the start. Perhaps I would take your books next time.”
Sylas raked his fingers through dark curls damp with sweat.
“But the needles…the marking…”
“I told you. No one has called on the island for years. You can stop marking—should have done so years ago. It’s a bloody barbaric practice.”
This was all he had left to define himself. No longer Sylas the changer, he had transformed over the years into Sylas the healer. He liked to think he would have made Ayriene proud. Now Casian had ripped away his sole remaining purpose. Tossed it aside as if it meant nothing.
“If you try to resist me I will destroy your family, your friends, and all you hold dear. You will give in to me in the end.” Casian turned to the door, a snarl marring his fine features. “Redd! Redd! Damn you, man, I know you are there listening, you slug. Take Sylas back to his room. Remove the healer’s pack and its contents and bring them here. And I’ll have some proper food before I see that fool constable, not this muck.”
Sylas and Redd walked in silence back across the courtyard towards the tower, Redd still limping, Sylas wrapped in the cloak of his misery. When they reached the foot of the stairs, a man’s screams split the air. It was Jaevan.



CHAPTER 2
JAEVAN SHIVERED, A CHILL CREEPING across his shoulder blades although he was snug beneath the bedclothes. Without opening his eyes he knew the room was empty. Eight years here had taught him the room’s resonance, its timbre. He was alone. He rolled over, reaching sleepily across to the room’s second bed. Where Sylas should have been he found nothing but an imprint in the mattress and a lingering warmth in the sleeping furs.
The lighthouse flame blazed overhead, its roar muffled by the floors between. That lullaby had sung Jaevan to sleep every night since they had arrived. No other sound in the room. No Sylas turning the pages of his books or padding softly about trying not to disturb him. He was never left alone. Sylas was too scared he might have one of his fits while unattended.
Snatches of what he had thought to be a dream came back to him. A whisper touch of Sylas’s fingers brushing the hair from his forehead. A few murmured words with an air of farewell about them. The metallic tang of fear flooded his mouth.
Men’s voices drifted up from beneath the window. Wrapping himself in a robe, Jaevan crawled to the foot of the bed and peered out. The window was kept shut while Eurna released her poison fumes through the desert floor, but at best could be opened only a hand’s width. Enough for ventilation when Eurna allowed it, but not enough for escape.
It was early. The sun’s rays had not yet climbed the walls to poke slanting fingers into the courtyard. As he listened, fragments of speech squeezed through cracks in the window.
“Come on. He’s waiting.”
Sylas crossed the courtyard, wiping his eyes on his sleeve. Beside him, Redd clasped Sylas’s arm as if afraid his charge would run. They entered the constable’s room together, Redd reappearing alone moments later. Redd glanced around the courtyard, then propped himself by the door. Standing rigid, he eased closer until his ear was almost pressed to the hinge.
Reasons why Sylas would have been taken to the constable at this hour flitted round Jaevan’s mind. Would they take him away? If they granted Sylas the chance to leave, would he go? A few years ago he would have said his friend would die rather than desert him, but lately Sylas had changed. The realisation of years wasted locked in this room, and the certainty of nothing more than death at the end of those years, had sapped his vitality. Jaevan asked himself if Sylas would take the chance to live out the rest of his days a free man.
The answer came back reluctantly. Perhaps.
No. Sylas was a good friend. He had proved that time and again. Where others would have gone years ago, Sylas had stayed—had carried on looking for a cure. Jaevan had to believe in Sylas. He had no one else to believe in.
His skin crawled with the symptoms that warned of a seeing. He could feel the talent kye’s insistent presence—are you listening, changer?—and with no training in how to resist, he was open to its invasion. His breathing shortened and his palms grew damp. Not now, he begged whatever higher power might be listening to his thoughts, not with Sylas gone. But despite his entreaties his heart raced.
The shriek of the morning’s first gulls faded into the distance until only the thunder of his blood filled his ears. He toppled, clutching at the edge of the desk as he fell. It had begun, and all he could do was let events play themselves out.
He surrendered to the vision.

The kye forced its way into his mind.
Come, changer. There is something you must see.
The bird spirit tugged at his consciousness, pulling him where few could go, even among the changers. Jaevan knew from experience that whatever it wanted to show him would be best left unseen.
His vision clouded; his attempts at resisting the kye were useless. He needed someone to help him—for the love of the Creator, help him—but once the cycle had begun even Sylas could not rescue him from it. He could only be there to comfort when the seeing was over. All Jaevan could do now was endure.
He fell into the icy blackness of the Outlands and asked his first question.
When am I?
Soon, the kye answered, very soon.
It had taken him forwards, to show him a glimpse of what was yet to come. Kye had little concept of time as humans experienced it. They seemed timeless, beyond the normal realms of human experience. Very soon was more precise than he had expected, but might still mean minutes or weeks. Weeks to carry the dreadful burden of foreknowledge. Jaevan could not share the burden, even if he would, for he had not spoken for nine years. Not since his father the king had destroyed the Aerie, the changers’ city, in blood and fire.
Where am I?
Home.
His vision cleared and a sharp pang of heartache stabbed at his chest. He was indeed home.
The grey brick walls and thrusting towers of Banunis Castle stood in the eerie stillness of night, the only sound the rhythmic step of a guard patrolling the ramparts. Stopping, turning, treading the same path he had trodden the previous night and the one before. In the distance the screech of an owl split the darkness and Jaevan shivered. Bad news came by night. Owls were birds of ill omen.
Inside the king’s bedchamber, opulent wall hangings billowed, filling with air from the open window. Night breezes brought a hint of salt air and seaweed from the coast to mingle with the leather and wood smoke of his father’s chamber. Beside the bed, a monkey slept on its perch, one ankle cuffed and chained to the pole. His father always liked to keep the more exotic forest animals as pets. Monkeys, snakes, parrots: he had kept them all at one time or another.
King Deygan slept swathed in linen sheets, his blankets and sleeping furs cast aside. He murmured into his pillow, while a stumpy candle at his bedside burned down to a pool of wax. His hair, blond like all the Irenthi, had become finer and wispier in the years since Jaevan’s exile, and his well-groomed beard grew sparse. The skin on the hands clutching the edge of the sheets was gossamer-thin, veins standing out blue on the pale surface. Jaevan longed to go to him—to kneel beside the bed and rest his head by his father’s—but he was trapped by the seeing fugue.
Why have you brought me here?
Watch, his kye commanded. He comes.
Jaevan watched. The owl screeched again, closer this time. Wings flapped outside and talons scrabbled for a hold on the windowsill. The clouds parted, allowing a shaft of moonlight to illuminate the room. The bird glided through the open window, its plumage dusty white apart from a stripe of black across its back, and stopped by the empty fireplace.
The man it became crouched unclothed on the floor. He had the white skin and hair of a true-blood Irenthi. That was important somehow, and Jaevan’s mind clutched at it, struggling to absorb what he was seeing. The man straightened, unperturbed by his nakedness, and walked to the bedside. Standing motionless at the bedside, the intruder seemed to take in every detail of the sleeping man. He leaned over and whispered in his ear, before lifting a pillow and feeling its weight. Jaevan’s mind screamed a warning.
It will do no good. Nothing you see has yet happened.
Can I stop it?
Maisaiea-yelai. If the Lady wills it so.
That was always the answer, and no answer at all.
The assassin brought the pillow down on Jaevan’s father’s face. The old man put up a fight, bucking and kicking while he struggled for his life, but he was no match for his adversary, strong and in the prime of life. The assassin rested a knee on the bed, bracing himself for a final effort. The body beneath the bedclothes convulsed one last time, then went rigid, relaxing as life departed. Jaevan’s heart ripped like old cloth, edges fraying from top to bottom as he watched his father die.
Bent over the bed, the man checked for a pulse. His posture was achingly familiar, but just beyond the reach of Jaevan’s memory. Then he looked to where the monkey sat quietly on its perch, pausing as if considering doing away with the animal too. The man shook his head and turned away. He crouched again, his body arching as he transformed back into an owl. The bird fluttered to the window ledge, glancing one last time back towards the bed before launching itself, shrieking at the moon as it flew.
Jaevan heard a howl of pain inside his head: a silent scream of anguish in his own useless voice.

Voices babbled far away, garbled and unintelligible. Kye voices. Human voices.
Jaevan fought to stay in the peaceful blackness but it rejected him. Spat him out. He had to return, like it or not. Released by the kye, he swam out of the darkness through a thick fog, away from the quiet towards the noise and confusion.
Strong hands gripped his shoulders and a familiar voice spoke urgently in his ear.
“Jaevan? Can you hear me? Maisaiea-yelai, wake up!”
The fog cleared and he opened his eyes, only for the room to whirl sickeningly about him. He shut his eyes tight, gulping down the waves of nausea that flooded him. Cool water splashed onto his face and down the back of his neck. His throat was raw. Had he been screaming?
“Hush, my prince. I’m here. Can you hear me? I should never have left you alone. Hush now, you’re safe, ashini?”
Do you understand?
As his senses returned he became aware of the comforting warmth of Sylas’s body at his back. Sylas was leaning against the wall, his arms wrapped tightly around Jaevan’s body. Sobs still wracked Jaevan, but Sylas held him close, crooning in his ear and coaxing him back from whatever dark part of his mind he occupied.
“He must have panicked when I wasn’t here. Where did the guard go? Why didn’t he come to him?”
“He went to check the lamp first. Stupid idiot.” The voice muttered a few words that left Jaevan in no doubt what its owner thought of his colleague. “Does he have the attacks often?”
“Rarely the big ones, but this was bad. He’s not come out of one screaming like that before. Ah, Jaevan, what did you see to upset you so badly?”
He watched a man smother his father and could not lift a finger to stop him.
Jaevan had no way of knowing how long they had before the beacons glowed red across the island. Red flames told of death—his father’s death, whom he loved dearly despite his disinheritance. The kye had said ‘soon’, but how soon was that? Another painful sob escaped him and Sylas held him tighter still.
“It’s over. Be peaceful. Redd, would you pass my pack?”
Redd picked up the satchel, its tan leather battered and worn. Holding it by the strap, he looked dubiously at Sylas. “I don’t know. His lordship told me to take this.”
“But he’s bleeding. He must have hit his head on the desk when he collapsed. At least let me tend to him.” Sylas slid out from behind Jaevan and knelt to dab at his face with a cool, damp cloth.
Sylas was right, but Jaevan could not confirm it. The cloth was bloodstained and his jaw ached. He had gone down like a felled tree and his lip was split, at least. A hundred tiny Chesammos mined linandra in his head.
While Redd hesitated, Sylas snatched the pack away and rummaged in the pouch for a jar of salve. With a challenging stare, Sylas took out the tincture of blood elder leaves and the small wallet that contained his last remaining tokai needles and tucked them beneath the furs.
“If he finds out…” Redd’s gaze flickered nervously towards where the forbidden items were secreted.
“He told you to take the pack, not search the room. If they aren’t in the pack when you take it, you’ve still done what he asked. There’s only enough for another two or three markings as it is. Please, Redd, I thought you had some sympathy for me.”
Jaevan sensed Sylas hold his breath waiting for the verdict, then relax as Redd nodded sharply.
When Jaevan was patched up and Redd had gone, it seemed to Jaevan that Sylas crumpled, all the fight gone out of him. He sat slumped over the desk, his head in his hands, looking forlornly out of the tiny window.
“Casian says I can have no more supplies. He has taken my pack. He reminds me I am no healer, only an apprentice. And you—you remind me that I have spent all these years for nothing.” The bitterness flowed from Sylas like poison smoke from desert vents.
Sylas turned tired eyes towards Jaevan. He seemed to have shrunk, and for a moment looked so utterly defeated Jaevan wondered if he had done right years before to save his friend from Deygan’s wrath. This situation was of Jaevan’s making, for all Sylas believed himself at fault.
“I thought I could find the answer—that I could return you cured to your father the king, to take your place as his heir.” Sylas pulled the needles from under the furs. Surely he wasn’t going to mark again? He had only done it—when? Last night? The night before?
Sylas took one of the tokai needles out of the wallet and held it to the blossoming light in the window, checking the point as he always did.
“How he was going to explain away the sudden reappearance of the son he had lost and mourned so publicly I couldn’t imagine, but he was the king; he could do anything he pleased.”
Sylas seemed almost to talk to himself and Jaevan tracked his movements. Sylas tapped the blunt end of the needle on the desk in front of him, and Jaevan willed him not to pull the pot of blood elder out of its hiding place.
“Mistress Ayriene was the most talented healer for generations, and she was baffled. I have studied for nine years, and I am not one hair’s breadth closer to knowing how to cure you. So what is the point of all this?”
He closed the books that lay open on the desk, caressing their finely-tooled leather covers as a man might stroke his lover’s skin. A muscle twitched in his cheek.
“We are in a tower by the sea, but we can’t see the waves or even smell the sea breezes without the taint of the fumes. We are slowly suffocating here, Jaevan. Can’t you feel it?”
Jaevan saw once more his father lying in his bed, the naked man holding the pillow to his face, and he shuddered at Sylas’s choice of words.
Sylas’s face tensed at Jaevan’s reaction. “Was it your father you saw? Sometimes I find myself wondering if it would be better for him to die. Then Casian could do away with us and we could have an end to this.”
Jaevan swallowed hard, scarcely able to comprehend Sylas’s sudden coldness. After seeing Casian, Sylas often spent days behaving erratically, disturbed by Casian’s mind games. Creator, how he hated the bastard! What had Sylas ever seen in him? After all this time, he still had a powerful hold on Sylas’s emotions.
Sylas leaned back in the chair, the books and parchment rolls neatly piled on the desk in front of him. With a sudden harsh cry he reached out an arm and swept them all to the floor, then leaned back, covering his face.
Outside the window, a bird fluttered to the ledge and cocked its head to look in at Sylas. It was an owl, dusty white, with a streak of black across each wing. Sylas stared bleakly out at the bird, and Jaevan watched the dismay on his face turn to fear and then loathing. Bending, Sylas picked up one of the books from the floor and hurled it at the window with all his force, the book thudding dully against the glass and tumbling to the floor.
“Go away!” he cried. “Isn’t it enough that you take my hopes from me? Do you spy on my despair now?” He reached across the desk, pounding with his fists on the window. The owl sat, implacable, its feathers ruffling in the ocean breeze. “Leave me alone, Casian! If you ever loved me, leave me alone!”
The owl launched itself from the windowsill, powerful wings taking it up into the sky above the Hermitage, causing panic among the gulls that soared about the tower. Jaevan watched it go, feeling every bit as much loathing as Sylas, but for an entirely different reason. The shadowy figure had never shown his face. No matter; the owl was the same, white with a black stripe. And there had been only one Irenthi changer in generations, aside from Jaevan.
At the desk, Sylas’s eyes followed the bird northwards, towards Banunis. With an unshaking hand, he drove the needle into his forearm, watching the red blood bead, then run down copper skin. Jaevan feared for him, feared for his father.
Soon. The kye had promised. Very soon.



CHAPTER 3
“SO CASIAN DIDN’T GIVE HIM the kaba sap? Possibly the most sensible thing that man has done since the Destruction.”
Jesely and Redd sat on the floor in Jesely’s house, old friends sharing ale and bread. The dome of the house curved over their heads, its squat, round shape designed to weather the ash storms that often struck the area. Jesely took a sup from his ale, dark eyes thoughtful over the rim of his mug. They sat cross-legged, Chesammos style, on blade-grass mats beside a low table on which Jesely had piled food. He knew the demands changing made on one’s body; the guard would need to eat well before making the return flight to the Hermitage.
“No, but it was risky, leaving it for Casian to spot. Still think I should have altered the sheet.” Redd tore the end off a loaf of bread, and Jesely pushed cheese and cold meats closer to him.
Most of a day had passed since Redd had witnessed Jaevan’s seeing, but this had been Redd’s first opportunity to escape the Hermitage and bring his report.
They had learned to be changers together. Jesely had stayed—mastery and a seat on the council called him—but Redd had chosen a different path. Once he had controlled his changing, Redd returned home to become a soldier. He had joined the king’s guard, as had been his boyhood dream. Recently he had got wind of certain secret prisoners, and who they might be. At Jesely’s suggestion, he arranged a transfer into Casian’s private guard and then to the Hermitage. Neither man was known to be a changer, both hiding their ability in fear of reprisals following the destruction of the changers’ seat of learning. Jesely earned his keep as a wagoner now—a far cry from his life at the Aerie.
“Any alterations would have been spotted,” said Jesely, with the air of one who had already had this argument. “Sylas’s left-handed script, while abominable, is very hard to mimic.” Jesely had been one of those who had taught the young Sylas; he knew all too well what struggles the lad had faced. “It would have revealed that there was someone on the inside watching what he was doing.”
Redd gave an I-suppose-so tilt of the head, and washed down his mouthful of bread with a gulp of strong, dark ale. With a smile he held his mug out for more. Redd was always appreciative of Jesely’s brew, but Jesely kept a careful eye on how much Redd drank, and Redd knew it. The guard had to be able to fly back to the Hermitage and return to the guardroom without his absence being noticed. If he returned drunk, questions would be asked.
“So, how are they?”
Redd set his mug back on the table and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Some good days,” he said, picking his words carefully. “Mostly they go on as always, but…”
“But?”
“I don’t know how to put it. It’s like Sylas is fading. I talk to him when I can. Try to keep his spirits up without attracting attention or making it look like I have a special interest in him. But if he’d been given the kaba, I would have worried about him.”
Jesely sighed and scratched absently at his beard, now flecked with grey as was his wavy hair. The beard was as typically Chesammos as his golden skin, dark brown eyes, and pale green linandra stone on a twisted wire earring. Sylas was even more troubled than he had feared. “You’re sure he meant to use it?”
Redd nodded reluctantly. “Maybe not straight away, but he’s losing hope. Did you get the antidote?”
Jesely produced a small vial of clear liquid from his belt pouch. “You only need a drop or two, but I don’t know how long you have before it’s too late. From what I’ve found out, kaba takes several hours to kill if ingested, considerably less if it gets straight into the bloodstream, although the victim will feel the effects long before that. Not that you need it now, since Casian intercepted the poison.”
Redd rolled the vial between his fingers before putting it in the bag he used to carry small objects while in bird form. “Best I have it, though. Wouldn’t put it past him to try again. We need them out.”
“I agree. And the sooner the better.”
“What about the other prisoner?” Redd asked. “We going to try to get him too?”
“Are you sure it’s Cowin?”
Redd had another sup of ale, buying himself some thinking time.
“Not for sure. Only the constable sees him, and he’s tight lipped. We all have to stay in the guardroom if he’s allowed a walk out with the constable. Not that he gets those walks often, poor bastard. Can’t see who else would be that important, but you seemed pretty convinced Cowin was dead.”
Jesely had been convinced, until rumours arose about the mysterious prisoner a few months before. A year ago, Jesely had run across Cowin’s failed mission to try to placate the Lady by sending a party of changers to absorb some of the energies. That plan had ended with the Lady hardly less angry than before and three good changers dead. Or two, and one a captive of Casian’s, which was scarcely any better. The changer he’d met had mentioned that Cowin was looking for a stormweaver. Jesely wasn’t even convinced that stormweavers existed outside the old tales, but Cowin hadn’t seemed the type to go chasing after children’s stories.
Jesely fiddled with a loose end on his grass mat, worrying the strand free and twisting the frayed fragment between his fingers. “It’s too much to attempt. If we knew for sure it was Cowin, but… No, Sylas and Jaevan only, as we discussed.”
“You think Sylas is important enough to take this risk for? We can’t afford to lose you too, Jes.”
“He is the key to the survival of the changers. I don’t know how, but it was seen when he was a boy. Miralee died before she could realise her full potential, but she predicted the Destruction, and Yinaede saw Sylas as important, somehow. The kye did not, or could not, show Yinaede by what path he will save us, but we must hope that somehow he leads us to the answer.”
Jesely could see in Redd’s face how little the man believed that. Sylas was the last person the changers would have expected to be of any significance, since he had seemed to lack any ability whatsoever during his stay at the Aerie. The academic life Jesely had chosen was not for everyone, but the council had despaired of Sylas learning even enough control to be allowed to return home and resume his normal life. They discussed burning—the last-resort option of using a surge of aiea-bar to destroy his link to the Outlands. Jesely pleaded the boy’s case; cutting anyone off from the kye was almost too brutal to consider.
Privately, Jesely thought the reason may not have been failure to find a kye willing to guide him, but rather so many kye wanting to bind to him that the lad had simply been overwhelmed. Sylas had told Jesely of hearing too many voices, rather than none at all, and Jesely believed him. It was too bizarre a claim for the lad to have made up, and one Jesely had heard once before, when he had been Sylas’s age. Yet still it wasn’t a view that many on the council would readily accept.
“What has Sylas said about Jaevan’s seeing?” asked Jesely, shaking himself from his recollections.
“He’s convinced it was Deygan that Jaevan saw. He flits between mortal terror of being killed when the king is gone and relief it would all be over.”
“Then we can channel his terror—use it to persuade him to escape from the Hermitage.”
“He wouldn’t even consider escape when I mentioned it before. Said he couldn’t find the cure for Jaevan without his books. ‘Couldn’t carry them and wouldn’t leave without them’, he said.”
“But if the king is dead, that will force their hand. He will have to leave, or he and Jaevan will die.” Jesely laughed at Redd’s gaping mouth and wide eyes. “Oh, we’re not going to kill the king, man, just make Sylas think he is dead long enough to get the pair of them out. Even when Sylas finds out the king lives, I doubt he’ll walk back across the desert and demand to be reimprisoned.”
He gave Redd a half smile and his friend chuckled. “Might at that. Sylas is a strange one. A mystery to me. Him and Jaevan both.”
“He’s a mystery to most,” Jesely agreed. “And I say that as one who came to care deeply for him when he was a boy. Here’s what we’ll do. Next delivery night I’ll arrange for someone who owes me a favour to light the red beacon.”
“Red for death,” Redd said. All the islanders knew the significance of a red beacon on the horizon, although one had not been seen for twenty years or more.
“That’s right. After Jaevan’s seeing, Sylas will be more inclined to believe Deygan is dead. As long as it’s not extinguished before Sylas sees it he’ll be open to an escape, I think. We’ll have to move fast, but it’s possible.”
Redd nodded slowly. “Might work. I tell them you are waiting on the wagon—”
“No! They mustn’t know. I don’t know what Sylas is supposed to do, but there was no mention of me in any of the seeings. He must think the escape was his doing alone. Can you do it?”
Redd shrugged. “Think so.”
“Come then, let me see that gull form you have been practising. That would have got you your master’s pipe back when there was an Aerie to be master of.” Jesely slapped his friend across the shoulders, then grew thoughtful. “I doubt you’ll want the Lady’s blessing on your journey, so I’ll ask that your Creator watches over you. Though I confess that a creator who all but abandons his creation is a mystery to me. At least our Lady watches over us.”
Redd snorted. “Threatens you, more like. Stands over the island and puffs poison. You’ll still be praising her when your lungs are in ribbons. And our Creator doesn’t abandon us, he just doesn’t interfere. Big difference.”
This gentle mocking of each other’s beliefs had become something of a game between the two friends, but as Redd flew south back towards the Hermitage, Jesely sighed and leaned on his door frame to watch.
“The Lady be with you anyway, Redd. I think we all need her.”

“I agree that a betrothal to one of the island families is out of the question.” King Deygan sat at a broad darkwood table in his tapestry-lined study, his pet monkey chattering on a perch behind him. “Too many childless marriages and sickly babes that don’t see the year out for my liking. But I don’t see what’s wrong with a wife from Ruenna or Lancis. It was good enough for my father and me. Good enough for your father, too.”
On his return from the Hermitage, Casian barely had time to rest a little and snatch a bite to eat before the king demanded his attention on the matter of Prince Marklin’s betrothal. At least now he wore his court finery, the silks and leather sitting more comfortably against his skin than had the Hermitage’s simple garb.
“And neither you nor my father will see your titles going down your firstborn’s line, Sire.”
A casual observer might have wondered which was the king if he had happened across them that morning. Deygan was casually dressed in linen and wool, his fine silver hair hanging unbound to his shoulders. Casian, in contrast, wore jewel colours to dazzle a peacock, his hair bound with a silver circlet set with a deep green gem that accentuated the colour of his eyes.
Deygan grunted. “He can’t disinherit you. Our laws don’t permit it. That was why we had to hide Jaevan away.”
Only a handful of people knew Jaevan still lived. Deygan, faced with a son clearly unfit to reign, had announced that Jaevan had died of fever, and declared his younger son Marklin his new heir. Even Marklin believed the deception.
“We have come to an agreement, Sire. I do not marry, and the title and the estate go to my brother or his heirs after me. My brother has two sons already, and seems likely to father more.”
This was the story Casian and Garvan had come up with to conceal Casian’s bastardy. Casian would be succeeded as lord holder of Lucranne by his brother Yoran, or Yoran’s heirs if he should die before Casian. In the eyes of the world they were taking sensible precautions to prevent changing among future generations of Lucranne offspring. In reality, Garvan was ensuring the line continued with the true blood of the house of Lucranne, while avoiding scandal and any doubt over Yoran’s legitimacy.
“No changers among them?”
“They are too young to tell yet, Sire, but my brother married a girl from the Southern Continent. As far as we know they are free of the taint, but the next few years will tell.”
Deygan rose from his chair, pacing back and forth, stopping at intervals to scratch the white crest on the monkey’s head and feed the beast tidbits. It struck Casian how like his father Jaevan was. They both had the silver hair and pale skin of the true-born Irenthi, but Jaevan and his father shared pale green eyes, so much less common than the usual Irenthi blue. Those green eyes, flecked with gold, were troubled.
“So you want him to find a wife in the Southern Continent, then? That won’t go down well. You know he’s set his heart on Keand’s girl?”
“Since Duke Rakal has asked about a betrothal between his son and Princess Wenna, it makes good sense to send Prince Marklin to broker the arrangement and let him meet some of the well-born ladies of Rakal’s court. She won’t be of marriageable age for a while yet, but it’s a good match for Her Highness. Maybe Holder Keand’s daughter will be forgotten when Prince Marklin meets the southern ladies. They are highly accomplished, I am told.”
It would indeed be a good match for Deygan’s youngest child, Jaevan’s and Marklin’s eight-year-old half-sister. Although Wenna, to their knowledge, was no changer, she was indisputably Irmos, her mother having proved not to be as true-bred an Irenthi as they had thought. Either that, or Deygan was not her father: a possibility that no one had dared put to the king, though Casian was sure many speculated. Deygan had cuckolded many men in his youth, it was said; it would be ironic if he himself had been cuckolded.
“And he knows that as part of the agreement we require Wenna to set aside any claim to the throne? If Rakal has any motives in mind for requesting the match, we need to squash them before they take root.”
The island had never been invaded, its high cliffs and unpredictable currents providing a useful deterrent, but many of the nobility of the south and west continents cast covetous eyes at its wealth of natural resources, especially the rare linandra stones. The single attempt at invasion had been repelled by the newly-crowned King Deygan before Casian was born. In that attempt, the ships of the Lorandans had been destroyed by fire just off the coast. No one was entirely clear how.
The Irenthi had seized the island centuries before, to be sure, but their coming had fulfilled a prophecy or some such Chesammos nonsense; the Irenthi were all but welcomed with open arms. Chandris would not fall as easily a second time, but there were other ways to win a throne than by conquest.
“Indeed, Sire. That will be made clear to him by your son as part of the negotiations. But that does lead to one small problem.”
Deygan stopped his pacing. “What happens if I die, you mean? Marklin is my heir, accepted by the council. There is no problem in that, as I see it.”
“You have no heir after Prince Marklin, if we accept that Princess Wenna would never be accepted by the assembly. And if you are to send him as your representative, then you need to consider what would happen if he did not return. Even if he does, your line is by no means secure. The prince needs an heir, Sire, and preferably more than one.”
“I could send you in his place.”
Casian had expected that and countered it smoothly. “I have had the honour of representing you many times, Sire. But in matters as delicate as a marriage contract, Rakal would rightly expect an envoy of royal blood. It must be Prince Marklin to make the journey, unless you plan to go yourself.”
Deygan tipped his head at Casian. “And so it comes round again. Are you certain of your facts?”
“The Aerie librarian did extensive research, Sire. He established without doubt that my father was a direct descendant of the old high holders, as indeed my father himself told me when I was a child.”
“And the last high holder was dispossessed because his heir was a changer.”
Casian acknowledged Deygan’s point. “But since you received no challenge over Prince Jaevan, it seems we live in more enlightened times. The stigma is still there, undoubtedly, but the risk of losing one’s crown for it is not.”
It had always been an embarrassment for an Irenthi family to produce a changer child. Although Jaevan had never been officially confirmed as changer, the rumours had spread, nonetheless. He and Casian had shown that no family was immune, however noble. Irenthi families now sought far and wide for untainted spouses of Irenthi blood for their offspring.
“Would the assembly accept you, a known changer, where they would not accept my son? I very much doubt it.”
This was a delicate subject indeed.
“With respect, sire, it was not Jaevan’s changing that made him unsuitable but his other…challenges.”
Deygan’s eyes flashed green fire and Casian’s stomach lurched. Had he gone too far? Jaevan had been the ideal heir—handsome, astute, intelligent—and his mental collapse had caused Deygan much anguish. Even now Deygan visited Jaevan only infrequently, too distraught to see him, but too much the father to pretend he did not exist. If Deygan had cared less, Casian would have had Jaevan disposed of years before, and spirited Sylas away into his own household. Or killed, if he would not comply.
“You were quick enough to have me set him aside,” Deygan said. “We had to go through the charade of the funeral and the mourning. All a sham.”
“And I have been proved right, since he shows no sign of recovery. Marklin is a fine prince, Sire. Truly Jaevan could have been no better.”
Deygan’s shoulders slumped and Casian sensed his opportunity.
“We both intend for Prince Marklin to succeed you, Sire, but since the previous heir presumptive serves as regent in the event of a monarch not surviving to his child’s majority, it would ensure any future infant king would be well served. As it stands, who would be regent to an underage son of Prince Marklin’s?”
Deygan stroked his white beard, considering. “It would go into cousins some distance removed, I fear. It is not clear cut; there would be conflict—bloodshed maybe. And you are a cousin yourself, on your mother’s side. And there are other links too, whether acknowledged or not. Maybe you would be as good as any.” He looked up sharply at Casian. “You would serve my grandchildren well? You swear it?”
“On my honour. I fully expect Marklin to produce a brood of children, but he would have the security of knowing they would be protected by a man who has been like a brother to him since childhood. One who has worked tirelessly in his father’s service. I have taken the liberty of drafting out a document…”
Deygan’s eyes narrowed and Casian stopped, wondering if he had pushed the king too far—if his eagerness would be his undoing.
Deygan lifted the monkey from its perch onto his shoulder and returned to sit at the table, pulling the parchment towards him. Casian tried to edge away from the beast: it had wickedly sharp teeth that it didn’t hesitate to use, and Casian suspected it of harbouring fleas. An itch crawled across his ribs at the thought. Vile creature.
The king scanned the document, Casian watching nervously. “When Prince Marklin has an heir I will renounce any claim to the throne, save serving as regent if needs be. I don’t want there to be any doubt about that.”
“And how does this help? You have sworn not to produce heirs yourself. Surely I should name someone who can secure the succession.”
Casian bowed slightly, drawing on all his courtier’s skills. He summoned aiea-dera and extended his changer’s compulsion talent to touch Deygan’s mind. “I hesitate to remind Your Majesty, but a man may hold only one title. Should I become king, by some mischance, I would remove myself from my father’s succession and, to my mind, from any promise I made to him regarding it. Since one may abdicate, but not be disinherited, that would be entirely legal. I am still a young man. I could marry and have heirs for many years yet, unencumbered by any complication regarding Lucranne.”
And then, by a delicious twist of fate, he would be his father’s king. He allowed himself a moment to gloat over the prospect.
Deygan harrumphed and fretted, quizzing Casian over details until the sweat dampened Casian’s face. He was drained by the time Deygan signed his name with the quill Casian produced, and added his flourish and seal at the foot of the parchment. Casian could barely disguise his triumph as he reached to take the document, but Deygan whisked it away, tucking it into his belt.
“I’ll hold it. You will not need it until my death, and if you give me reason to doubt your intentions I’ll see it destroyed. No one else is to know about this. Do you hear me, Casian?” And with that Deygan left the room, the monkey still chattering on his shoulder.
Casian remained at the table, absently plucking the quill apart a few barbs at a time. He had achieved what he had set out to do, but Deygan still held the will. Casian would have to tread carefully. Very carefully indeed.



CHAPTER 4
BOOKSHELVES LINED ONE CURVED WALL of the tower room in which Sylas and Jaevan lived. Specially made, and installed with the permission of King Deygan himself when Sylas and Jaevan had moved in eight years before after a year hidden away with Lady Boreana, they contained the books which had kept Sylas sane.
Looking at the books, they stood nearly shoulder to shoulder—Sylas tall for a Chesammos, Jaevan average for an Irenthi—but there the similarity stopped. Jaevan had the silver hair and deathly pale skin of the highest born, Sylas the golden-brown skin and dark hair and eyes of his people. Sylas wore loose-fitting Chesammos garb of simple homespun, as was his preference, but Jaevan was always dressed in finer cloth as befitted a prince, albeit a disinherited one.
As usual, on this evening five days after Jaevan’s seeing, Sylas helped Jaevan select a volume to look at while Sylas studied. To Sylas’s relief, his depression had lifted somewhat in the days following Casian’s visit, and he had returned to his work. Surely somewhere in one of the books lay the answer to Jaevan’s continuing problems. Ayriene had failed to cure him, and Ayriene had been the greatest healer in generations. But somewhere, somehow, she had missed something. She must have.
The thought of Ayriene brought the usual twist to his guts, no less painful for its familiarity. They had become close, he and Ayriene, but she was long dead. He still missed her, and the guilt of her passing grew no less painful.
Sylas pulled a volume from the shelf. Leather-bound and nearly a hand’s breadth thick, it was worn from repeated reading, the pages yellowed with age.
“What about this, my prince? A herbal—one of the finest—with illustrations of the plants. See, let me show you.”
One of the finest it might be, but the illustrations were nothing to the drawings in Sylas’s own notebooks. For all he had struggled in his studies, he had proved to be a talented artist, and with Ayriene’s encouragement he had flourished. It had been her dream to recopy the herbals, bringing them up to date with her knowledge and his illustrations—a dream now gone forever.
Jaevan pushed the offered volume aside with a toss of the head that might have been a refusal, and selected one bound in deep russet-brown calfskin. Meeting Sylas’s eyes with a brief glance, he clasped it firmly in both hands and carried it across the room to settle himself in his armchair by the hearth.
Sylas regarded his friend with fondness and a heavy heart. Jaevan showed a marked preference for histories, but Sylas could never make out how much he understood of the books he selected. When he lost the power of speech Sylas had put a quill in his hand to see if he could communicate by writing, but Jaevan just stared blankly at the page as if he had lost all concept of language. Yet, for the past three years or more he had selected a book each evening, and Sylas dared to hope there was more to it than mere mimicry. And those looks—there were times when Sylas could swear his friend was about to speak.
He pulled back the curtains and the tallow candle guttered greasily in the sudden draught. Leaning towards the window, he cupped his hand around his eyes to peer out into the gloom. Darkness was falling across the desert like a blanket, but torches cast a hazy light into parts of the courtyard. The main gate stood on the far side, almost opposite the tower room’s only window. Sylas watched Redd unbar it and swing it open, hinges groaning under the weight. The creak of wheels and harness announced the arrival of the supply wagon, arriving by night to miss the worst of the heat and the venting gases, as was the driver’s practice. The long-legged cheen plodded in and stopped with a lurch beneath Sylas’s window.
“Ho there, Redd. What news?” The wagoner tied the reins to the front of the wagon and jumped down, staggering a little as cramped legs took his weight. He patted the cheen’s neck and it snorted, stamping its wide feet and swishing its scaly ratlike tail.
“Not much. A rumble a few days back. Did you feel it? Eurna’s not happy. Not happy at all.” Sylas flinched at the casual use of the Lady’s name.
“Aye, we felt it. It spread a long way, then. A big one. Not enough changers left for the Lady’s liking.”
The wagoner made the sign of the Lady and Sylas’s hands unconsciously echoed his gesture. The man wore the ash cloak and head-covering caiona of the desert Chesammos. Of course any man venturing into the wastes would be well advised to dress as the Chesammos did, but the hand gesture marked him one of Sylas’s people. Sylas was sure if he had been closer, and the night not so dark, he would have seen the linandra earring that marked the adult male Chesammos.
“Another boy gone too, day or two back—word came from one of the villages. Likely his first change, poor lad. The Lady keeps calling them, but without changers to teach them they have little hope. I doubt he’ll be seen again.” The wagoner sounded genuinely upset. Few enough people these days had any sympathy for changers.
So he had felt a call! Sylas was sure he had. So much for Casian claiming no one called on the island any more. Sylas shivered. He had resisted it, between the blood elder and his distance from the caller, but now that Casian had forbidden him any more supplies the next call might be the one to force the transformation upon him. He could not leave Jaevan. Would not. He clenched his fists.
“Is our other business taken care of?” The wagoner seemed to glance up at the tower rooms, and Sylas shrank back from the window.
“It’s all set. Help me unload.”
Redd and the wagoner lugged the boxes and sacks and barrels into the store house, occasional grunts and muttered curses carrying as far as Sylas at his window. The wagoner unharnessed his weary cheen and led it towards the stable block. “I’ll take her for a rub down and then I’ll turn in. You’ll make sure she’s fed and watered?”
“Don’t I always? There’s food and drink for you in the kitchens and a pallet in the guardroom. I’ll keep watch from the tower.”
“Moonrise, if things have gone to plan. Next time, if not.”
Sylas heard the door at the bottom of the tower open and Redd’s footsteps ring on the stone stairs. As usual, he stopped at the tiny landing outside their door.
“All right in there?”
“We’re fine, Redd. Thank you. Good night to you.”
Redd continued up the spiral steps to the lamp room on the top of the tower. Sylas liked that Redd had taken on the job of tending the lamp; the few words they exchanged on his way up and down the stairs made the loneliness less complete.
Sylas sat at the desk and watched the pinpricks of stars come out, his eyelids drooping. Only moments later, or so it seemed, he jerked awake. The stiffness in his neck and cramps in his shoulder muscles told him he had dozed off at the desk—some time before, by the feel of it. Jaevan had set his book aside and crawled into bed fully clothed without disturbing him, covering himself with furs and blankets.
Redd thundered down the steps and banged on the door. “Sylas! Sylas, wake up!” Jaevan stirred with the noise.
“What is it, Redd?”
“That seeing Prince Jaevan had a few days past? Look out your window.”
Beyond the walls of the Hermitage, where the rolling ocean of ash extended for countless miles and the moon rose silvery in the sky, a glow bloomed on the horizon. One of the beacon fires that criss-crossed the island was lit, and as Sylas watched the flames grew stronger, illuminating the night sky to the north. A beacon was a rare event—most islanders had never seen one—but all knew what they signified. Sylas’s heart seemed to stop in his chest, for the flames he could see on the horizon were blood red: the colour of death.
“No,” he said, chest tightening. “No, maisaiea-yelai! No!”
Jaevan ghosted to his elbow, staring out into the night. His face was paler, if that was possible, and through the faintest contact, arm to arm, Sylas could feel him trembling. He turned Jaevan to face him, hardly able to bear the grief he saw in his friend’s green eyes.
“You saw it, didn’t you? Whatever it is. Is it your father?”
Sylas shuddered. Casian had no need to keep them alive any more. A part of him longed for the release that death would bring, but now faced with its certainty he knew he would do what he could to thwart it, if only for Jaevan’s sake. He crossed to the door, laying his hand on the heavy wood that separated them from Redd and freedom. He spoke urgently, and his voice was gruff with barely-suppressed fear and with grief for Jaevan’s loss.
“If the king is dead, Casian will likely kill us now; you know that. You hinted once that you would help us if we tried to escape. Does your offer still stand?”
There was silence for a moment on the other side of the door and Sylas realized he was holding his breath.
“Yes. For the prince, I would help you.”
“Does anyone else know about the beacon? The constable?”
“Not yet. I was off to raise the alarm. Because of the walls, it is only visible from up here.” Good. Then they still had a chance.
“Can you get the key to this door?”
“No. The constable has it. He’d suspect something if I went for it this early. That time Lord Casian came was an exception.”
Sylas would not have Redd fall under suspicion. If it became known he helped them escape he would be hanged for a traitor for sure, but the door was too heavy to break down, and they’d wake the whole Hermitage if they tried. The ash desert and the soldiers under Casian’s command were the least of his worries, right now. They just needed to be on the other side of that door.
“Fetch food and water. Especially water. As much as we can carry. Don’t tell the constable about the beacon yet. I’ll give him something exceptional to think about.”
Redd’s footsteps thudded away down the stairs. The room was nearly dark (the candle having drowned greasily in its own remains hours before), but in the hearth, a dull redness still lingered among the white ashes.
Fire. That would do it. Even if the constable would risk Jaevan and him, he would not risk the lamp—not with ships rounding the point depending on it to keep them off the rocks.
Sylas dropped to his knees, blowing softly on the embers. The fragments of log crackled as his breath teased them into a warm glow. The size of fire they were normally allowed was no danger to the tower. The fire he was planning, on the other hand… With the thrill of escape in him he felt alive—more alive than he had felt in years.
Jaevan stood fixed to the spot, watching him wide-eyed.
“The flues for the lamp run up through this wall. If the gases get hot enough to burn inside the flue, then the whole tower could go up. That should be enough to bring the constable running.”
Ripping open one of the pillows, Sylas used strips of linen to coax the fire back to life. The feathers were next. Hissing and spitting, they blazed like fireflies, leaving trails of sooty smoke in the air.
“Get your cloak and anything you can’t bear to leave behind. I would wish ash cloaks and caiona for us, but we will have to manage without. We may not make it out of the gate, much less across the desert, but at least we’ll die trying rather than waiting here for Casian like rats in a trap.” He paused, resolve weakening at the fear he saw in the other man’s eyes. “I know fire frightens you, but it’s our best chance. I know more of surviving in the desert than they may credit me with. I was raised here, after all. Trust me.”
The sheets and furs joined the pillows until he had a blaze, the flames from the hearth sending shadows flickering across the wall. When it came to the books he stopped. Sylas ran his fingers lovingly down their spines, opening one and breathing in parchment. He would not sacrifice them; he was not that desperate. The wall-hangings, on the other hand…The fire roared as he dumped a tapestry onto the blaze.
Clouds of smoke billowed into the room. Eyes streaming, Sylas pushed Jaevan to the floor and cleaner air. Taking a chair, he smashed the window and looked out. The beacon had gone. He blinked away smoke tears and looked again. Still no sign. Strange. Whatever, it was too late to back out now.
Jaevan hunched on the floor, eyes glazed. Sylas yearned to give him comfort, but getting the attention of the constable came first. The rest would wait. Covering his nose and mouth with his sleeve, Sylas took the brass candle holder and clattered it against the window surround. “Fire! Fire in His Highness’s room! Save us, maisaiea-yelai, save us!”

Creator, but he hated fire! Forcing his trembling arms and legs to move, Jaevan crawled to the wall and sat hunched over, his cloak drawn close about his shoulders. Heat scorched his face and the harsh smoke rasped in his lungs. The flickering gold of the fire leapt higher, dancing before his eyes, pulling him back to a time before. A time when he was still his father’s heir.
It had been his first seeing.
He had never before experienced that sense of tumbling into oblivion, had never heard the voice of the kye inside his head or felt the bone-snapping cold of the Outlands. It still scared him, many years and many seeings later. That first time he thought he was dying. He had been thirteen years old.
His life had changed. Suspected of being a changer, he was the subject of muttered conversations, of sideways looks, of overheard gossip. Generations had passed since a prince of the blood had been a changer, and that prince’s father had been the last of his house to rule. Speculation spread through the castle like venting gases, polluting and poisoning wherever it reached.
In contrast, the changers were in a state of high excitement, Sylas told him. It would be an honour for the master chosen to take on such an illustrious pupil, and the Aerie council met to discuss the prince’s situation. Sylas was left to administer the drug that would stop Jaevan being called before the changers decided on their course of action. A call now, either by accident or through ambition, and the heir to the throne of Chandris could be bound without the council’s assent.
The potion was a simple enough matter, Ayriene assured him—well within the abilities of even an apprentice. Jaevan had his first seeing the night of the first dose.
Whether the potion weakened his resistance or whether he would have had the seeing anyway, Jaevan would never know, but it had come. As he watched in horror, his kye showed him the Aerie in flames, its city walls crumbling under the onslaught of his father’s ballistas. Changers took to the air, trying to escape the carnage, but they were shot from the sky by archers launching volley after volley towards the birds that flocked in the sky. He saw people on foot cut down, some of them mere children. It was his fault. His father would order this destruction because of him. Because his mind had been ruined by the potion the changers had given him.
He had come out of it crying, his head filled to bursting with the horror, too distressed to speak to anyone of what he had seen. The screams of the dying echoed in his ears and the flames that brought down the once-great changer city stabbed forked tongues at his eyes. Waking, he could think of nothing else. Sleeping, the images haunted his dreams. He refused to talk, even to the young healer who lived in terror that he had somehow brought about this change in the crown prince. How could he explain the horror he had foreseen? Better he never speak again than be forced to recount the abomination his father would perform on his account.
At first it was voluntary—an act of will—but soon he could not speak even when he wanted to. A barrier erected itself in his head. When Sylas was imprisoned for his crime, Casian became Jaevan’s companion in Sylas’s stead. Then his urge to remain silent became stronger still. It was as if his mind had been seared, burning out the part that let him communicate. When a pen was placed in his hand, he froze, unable even to write the words he could not bring himself to say. He became locked inside his own head.
When the young apprentice stood to be executed for Jaevan’s poisoning, he had at last been able to act, still unable to speak but screaming hysterically and refusing to be pacified until finally Deygan let Sylas try. Jaevan had calmed for him; Sylas became accepted as his care-giver.
He had saved one changer’s life, but that could not atone for the rest.
It was Jaevan’s fault.
His heart still broke at the sight of flames.



CHAPTER 5
THE HERMITAGE AWOKE, THE DAY guards roused early from their sleep by Sylas’s din. Outside, voices shouted for the constable, fists banging on the door to his quarters. Sylas dropped to his knees and gathered Jaevan in his arms, murmuring to him. He must be brave; they would soon be released.
Jaevan huddled closer, burying his face in Sylas’s shoulder. If only Sylas could spare Jaevan this, but he was desperate. Even now, Casian might be flying to the Hermitage to order them put to death. They had to escape the tower and hope Redd had played his part.
The door to the tower room flew open. The constable and three guards burst in, one of them Redd. Sylas looked past the constable to Redd, but the guard would not meet his gaze. His face, drawn and anxious, gave Sylas no sign that all was in hand for their escape. Sylas’s spirits fell. What if Redd had let him down? The soldiers snatched the remaining tapestries from the wall and began beating at the flames. The constable strode across the room, dragging Sylas to his feet and shaking him like a dog with a rat.
“What is the meaning of this? You set this fire on purpose. I should leave the pair of you to burn.”
He flung Sylas to one side and Sylas staggered, barely keeping his feet. The constable curled his lip at Jaevan, sitting hunched on the floor. “And if anyone thinks you would still make a fit king, they should see this. It’s a wonder your father lets you live.” He turned and barked at the guards. “One of you take them to the store room and lock them in. Let them stay there until we make sure the pipe is safe.”
“I’ll take them, sir.” That was Redd, first to react, as Sylas had hoped he would be.
The constable addressed Sylas again. “You can count yourself lucky that the cellar is occupied, or I’d leave you there for a day or two to think about what you’ve done.”
Sylas grabbed their cloaks, then he and Redd pulled Jaevan to his feet and bundled him down the stairs, one on either side. Out in the courtyard, the fresh cheen already stood between the wagon traces ready for the return journey, its bridle jingling as it shook its head restlessly at the smell of the smoke. The wagoner would be leaving before long. He only ever slept a couple of hours before setting back out across the desert.
Once inside the storeroom, Redd relaxed a little. He handed Sylas and Jaevan a pack each. “There’s a change of clothes, enough food for a couple of days if you are careful, and water too. A fire steel and a flint and a knife. A little money—all I could lay my hands on.” He stopped and shook his head. “I’m worried about the water. It’s heavy. Enough there for a day, day and a half, but I don’t see how you can carry much more.”
“You’ve thought of everything I would have asked for. Thank you.”
Redd laid a hand on Sylas’s shoulder. “You’ll never make it on foot. Hide under the sacks on the wagon. It will give you a good start and you can slip away if the driver stops anywhere.”
That made perfect sense. “Is he leaving soon?”
“Next few minutes,” said Redd. “You’ll have to move fast. So here’s where you hit me. A weapon of some sort. Maybe that shovel over there.”
What was he talking about? A shovel?
“You can’t just walk out. I need to convince the constable I didn’t help you. Best hit me hard, or he’ll never believe me.”
“But I…” Sylas’s throat felt like a hand had gripped him. Redd could not ask that of him; it went against all his beliefs as a Chesammos and all his vows as a healer. “I don’t hurt people. I’m a healer. I do no harm.” And he would use no weapon. Not even a shovel, by the Lady!
Redd shrugged his shoulders and jangled the storeroom keys, swinging them round his fingers.
“Best I just lock you in then. As much as I love the prince, I won’t die for him. If I let you walk out of here the constable will string me up and feed my remains to the seagulls.” He turned to walk away.
“No. Wait. I…” The emotions warred in Sylas: the desire for freedom against his duty to heal. He drew a shaking hand across his eyes. “I’ll do it. I just… Give me a moment…”
Redd handed Sylas the shovel. “Don’t take too long or the wagon will leave without you. And try not to break my face. Girls used to like me well enough, and I still hope for a wife when I get away from here.”
Sylas had harmed another person in cold blood once in his life and had hoped never to do it again, for it had almost destroyed him. He had to draw on something to make him strong enough. Something to stir his passions.
Casian mocking him in the library, saying Chesammos were not fit to educate. No, Casian had hurt Sylas, but Sylas had never hated him. His father ripping Sylas’s earring from his ear when he refused to become betrothed to Fienne. You are no true man. You are not fit to wear the bead.
Sylas’s blood pounded behind his eyes, fuelled by his hatred for his father. He swung the shovel, catching Redd full in the stomach. The guard doubled over, gasping for breath. A curious thrill of exhilaration swept through Sylas and he swung again. This time the shovel cracked Redd across the back of his head with a dull clang. He crumpled like a cloth doll, face down, a thin trickle of blood running down his cheek.
“Ah, Omena’s wings. What have I done?”
The rush of adrenaline left him shaking and he dropped the shovel as if it were red hot, staring at his hands. He fell to his knees to check Redd’s breathing, letting out a long sigh as he satisfied himself that the guard was alive.
“Stunned, thank the Lady. He’ll have a crashing headache but no worse, maisaiea-yelai. And it should look convincing when he is found.” He drew a trembling hand across his forehead. “Come on, we have to get into the wagon. Like Redd said, it’s our best chance of getting across the desert alive.”
They had just settled themselves under sacks behind half a dozen empty barrels when the wagoner returned. He stopped by the cheen and slapped its broad leathery neck. Leather snapped and harness jingled as he checked it over. “Looks all right,” he muttered. The wagon shifted and creaked as he swung himself up onto the seat. “Now where’s that Redd to open the gate for me? Hey, Redd!”
Sylas held his breath.
“Blast the man, never here when you need him. Just open the gate for myself, that’s what. They can bolt it again once I’m gone.”
“Wagoner, hold up! You can’t go yet.” A voice Sylas didn’t recognise, and footsteps approaching. At the wagoner’s muttered curse Sylas stiffened, his skin tingling, body tensed and ready to run. Surely Redd couldn’t have been discovered already? No, there would have been more of a commotion.
The voice spoke again. “Redd’s dealing with the prisoners, so I went up the tower to check the lamp after the fire and I spotted something.”
Sylas grasped Jaevan’s hand, willing him to stay silent.
“There a problem?” The wagoner’s voice was startlingly close to where they hid beneath the sacks.
“Could say that. There’s a damn great ash storm brewing out there. Looks like it will hit the road you’ll be travelling in two, maybe three hours. Shut the gates, man, and resign yourself to not seeing your family for a day or two. You’ll not be wanting to set off into that.”

Jesely certainly didn’t want to be out in an ash storm, but if he had what he hoped in the back of his wagon, he didn’t want to tarry either.
“Do you think this is the only run I have?” he grumbled at the guard. “You sit out here for weeks on end doing next to nothing that I can see, but some men have to work for a living. If two days a week bringing you food and water would keep me fed, I’d be a happy man. I have other loads to shift—commitments to carry out. I can’t be sitting here, storm or no storm.”
“An ash storm can suffocate you, old man. A really bad one can all but flay the skin from your flesh.”
“I know that, son. Do you think I was born this weather-beaten? Live in the desert and you soon learn what the storms can do, believe me. But I have a customer tomorrow that I can’t afford to let down. Now are you going to open the gates for me, or are you going to keep me here against my will?”
The guard opened the gates, predicting dire outcomes in an undertone. “No doubt we’ll have a different man next week. You’ll be a feast for crows and ash-rats out there in the desert somewhere.”
He could see it—far away yet, but hard to judge distance in the featureless wastes: the smoke-grey column of a developing storm. Despite his brash words to the guard, Jesely knew that setting out in these conditions was nothing any Chesammos should consider. Even a linandra team would dig themselves in and hope for the best, faced with a storm of that size. He hoped he had not made the wrong decision for himself and for his passengers.
Clicking his tongue at the cheen, he muttered, “Ho there, laddie. It’s home for us now, as long as this storm holds off. Stretch out those legs of yours and let’s see how far we get.” He eyed the cloud with the air of a street merchant considering the size of a buyer’s purse. Predicting a storm’s speed and course was largely guesswork. They could come at a man suddenly and with force, melt away into nothingness, or anything between. A cheen’s long stride could eat the miles faster than any horse’s, and they were well suited to desert work with their leathery skins that barely sweated. But Jesely would have to push the animal to the brink of its endurance to keep his cargo safe.
Lulled by the rumbling of the wagon and the swaying of the cheen’s haunches in front of him, Jesely nodded over his reins. He had lain awake at the Hermitage, wanting to be alert when Redd made his move. He had watched the smoke billowing out of the tower window, seen the constable go to investigate and the three figures hurrying into the store room—and only two come out. He could guess the rest.
Even if someone found Redd, and Sylas and Jaevan were missed, the constable would surely search the buildings first, desperate to find them hiding somewhere rather than face Casian’s anger. And how would they send a message, with a storm picking up? An hour or so later he had his answer. The lamp glowed ice-blue—the message carried in its coloured flame. A few minutes later a beacon appeared to the north: another blue flame passing the message on to Banunis Castle and Casian.
He cursed softly. “Right then, laddie, change of plan. Let’s take these rats towards Adamantara. If we have to deliver them right to the gangplank of the first ship off the island and throw money at its master, that’s what we’ll do.”
A gust of wind whirled dust around the wagon, and Jesely drew his caiona up about his face. The ash stank of sulphur, and the dust motes stung at his eyes. The cheen whickered and tossed in its harness. “Yes, it’s getting closer, laddie. Keep moving. We need to get to Adamantara before this hits us, if we can.”
The cheen’s broad hooves pounded drum beats on the ashy ground, Jesely flicking his reins occasionally to urge more speed from his hard-working beast. After the lighting of the blue flame, Jesely had stopped casting anxious looks over his shoulder. With the lamp lit and acknowledged, the garrison had less reason to chase them down, especially with the threat of the ash storm engulfing the desert. Redd and the rest would be staying safely inside, not chasing out after them into the waste.
The Lady grant they had believed Redd’s story. Maisaiea-yelai. If not, the changer-turned-soldier was in as much danger as they. Jesely hoped Redd would fly rather than be taken. Better he was revealed to be a changer and had to go into hiding, than be executed as an accomplice to Sylas and Jaevan’s escape.
The wind whipped up and the ash grew so dense Jesely could barely see the road. Reluctantly, he had to admit that they would not reach Adamantara before the storm hit. In this poor visibility they could wander in circles, straying from the desert road and falling into one of the ash sinks. The ash in the extinct vents was soft like quicksand, and a wagon and driver could sink into an abandoned linandra pit and disappear without trace.
The trouble was, Jesely had no choice but to leave the road before the storm arrived. They were too exposed. He needed to find a hollow, or a rock outcrop—some sort of shelter. The guard might have been exaggerating when he said a dust storm could take the skin from a man’s body, but not by much.
“Damn me, if this isn’t shaping up to be a big one. Easy there, laddie. We’ll find some shelter and sit it out. Don’t you go spooking on me.”
The patter was for Sylas’s benefit as much as the cheen’s. The pair in the back must be scared half to death. Jesely wanted to stop and reassure them they were in friendly company, but the fewer knew his identity, the safer he would be. He had changed in the last few years, time and the desert taking their toll, but danger still threatened the few changers left on Chandris. He faced forward resolutely, eyes to the road.
Giving a couple of clicks of encouragement to the cheen, Jesely guided him off the rutted track and onto the ash plain. He offered up a simple prayer to the Lady; surely she would not have him fall into a vent. Many times over the last year Jesely had wondered if she had deserted him, but even if she had no need for Jesely she still had a purpose for Sylas. At least if Yinaede’s seeing had been right all those years ago.
Sylas had to save them, she had said, and Jesely had taken ‘them’ to mean the changers. When the soldiers had pounded the Aerie with rocks and burning pitch, and changers had fallen from the sky with arrows in their flesh, Jesely had still half-expected Sylas to arrive and set things to rights. Now, with the island itself in danger, some of his faith had been lost; still, he would do what he had to do to keep Sylas safe. The Lady would show what purpose she had for him, in time.
“We know how to survive in the desert at least, eh, laddie? Those swanflower plants are what we need. Food and water in one plant, eh, boy?” Sylas was a desert Chesammos too. He would have learned desert craft from the time he could walk. More even than Jesely, who had been born in the Aerie and sometimes hardly considered himself a true Chesammos at all. No harm in reminding him, though. The man had not lived in the desert for many years. Who knew what he had forgotten.
Jesely stopped the wagon in a hollow surrounded by rocks that would offer them some shelter from the winds whipping overhead. He crawled under the wagon and pulled sacks over his head, clutching them with white-knuckled hands.
His last attempt at changer work had ended in disaster, and Jesely sent a prayer up to the Lady that he hadn’t misjudged as badly this time. The changer who had found him last year had told Jesely that Cowin believed the old stories of stormweavers to be true. That there really were people who could absorb enough of the Lady’s energy to subdue her when she threatened to overflow. That Cowin was hunting for one. Shortly after, the Lady had settled for a time. Coincidence? Maybe.
Jesely regretted that they had found no way to release Cowin from his cellar prison; his experience might be useful in what was to come. If Cowin had found a stormweaver, then maybe Sylas could too. He had to, or they were doomed.
Jesely had done what he could; the next few hours would tell if it had been enough. This hollow and the wagon would protect them from the storm—or be their tomb.

The staff at Banunis Castle knew better than to disturb Casian unnecessarily, but a beacon not of his or Deygan’s ordering was unusual enough to warrant waking him.
“And His Majesty has been checked on, you say?”
“Yes, my lord. He was sleeping. He told us to notify you.”
“No order to attend him? Did he ask for Prince Marklin?”
“No, my lord. He returned to his bedchamber straightaway.” So Deygan was not troubled by this occurrence. Casian wished he could say the same for himself.
“And the beacon?”
“Extinguished, sir, and riders sent out to notify people of the false alarm. The riders carry orders for guards to be placed on the remaining beacons.”
Casian nodded, grim lines at the corners of his eyes. “That’s well done. Find the man responsible. Arrest him and charge him with treason. Whatever his motives, such actions cannot go unpunished.”
Eight paces wide and ten long; Casian had paced his anteroom often enough to know. It was a restless habit, but it helped him think. Not a superstitious man as a rule, he cast a wary glance out of the window towards where Eurna rumbled, coughing smoke and threatening her fury. First Jaevan’s seeing a few days before, and now the lighting of a beacon fire to announce the death of a king. Casian shivered. He knew better than most that prediction and prophecy had their place in the world—seeing was one of the changer talents, after all—but he felt more than a little uneasy at these latest events.
Transforming almost without thought into his owl shape, he took flight from his window and re-entered the tower by Deygan’s: no sense attracting the attention of the castle guards. Sure enough, Deygan slept peacefully, a heavy and easy sleeper despite his age. Casian fluttered to the foot of his bed and considered the man who was his king.
He looked so vulnerable. If Casian were to kill him now, in the morning the castle would wonder at the beacon presaging his death, and talk in hushed tones of destiny and portents. And no one would suspect the loyal Casian of any part in it. His hands ached to lift the pillow and smother the old man, but it was too soon. He was not ready. Not yet. Other parts of his scheme must be set in motion first. Still, Deygan’s days were surely numbered.



CHAPTER 6
WHEN SYLAS WOKE, AN EERIE silence lay over the desert. At its peak, the storm had boomed like the sea on the rocks below the Hermitage, wave upon wave of ash lashing onto the wagon sides. He and Jaevan had crawled inside the sacks while wind tried to rip them from their grasp, to leave them exposed to the rasping dust that threatened to scour their skin. When the wind dropped and they were safe they slept, utterly exhausted.
A dull throbbing in Sylas’s forehead warned of a growing headache—grogginess from lack of sleep, or maybe dehydration. The dryness in his mouth reminded him how long it had been since he last drank. Could he reach the water skin without being spotted by the wagoner? The cheen snorted and got to its feet, restless after being left in harness for hours. Likely it was thirsty too, although the beast was rugged, thick-skinned and adapted to life among the ash. It showed few effects of the pummelling it must have taken, shaking its hide to dislodge the dust that had accumulated as it lay curled in the shelter of the wagon.
Sylas raised himself to one elbow and listened again. From below them came the sound of laboured breathing. Beside him, Jaevan lay face down, breath rasping in his chest. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong.
He reached across to Jaevan and shook him by the shoulder. Ash made a cloud and Sylas coughed, eyes stinging, throat dust-coated. His friend didn’t stir, and Sylas shook harder, calling Jaevan’s name with a voice scratchy and hoarse. Still no response.
Jaevan’s skin had a bluish cast. His pulse thundering in his ears, Sylas tore the sacks away and heaved Jaevan over. A slick sheen of sweat covered Jaevan’s face, his breathing came in erratic gasps, and his legs and arms shook as if from fever.
Sylas’s blood ran cold. Desert sickness. It had to be.
This mysterious ailment loitered in desert hollows, waiting for the unwary traveller. Stealthily it deepened sleep and suppressed breathing, until the sufferer slipped into death. Sylas’s own headache was one of the early symptoms; Jaevan’s deep sleep, a later one. From the sounds of it the wagoner was still more severely affected. He had spent the storm lowest of all, in a situation where being a few steps farther up a slope could mean the difference between life and death.
Sylas lifted Jaevan in his arms and half walked, half staggered with him out of the hollow. Loose ash covered the slopes and he struggled to keep his feet, for every two steps up sliding one painful step back. Sobbing with exertion, chest straining fit to burst, he clambered to the top and laid Jaevan down. He loosened the laces of Jaevan’s shirt and watched, as gradually Jaevan’s breathing steadied, and the deathly tinge left his fair skin. Sylas offered up a quick thanks to the Lady for Jaevan’s safety.
He retraced his steps, slipping and sliding back into the hollow, and stooped to crawl under the wagon, scooping handfuls of ash out of his way. The wagoner was in a desperate state. His mouth was twisted, his eyes stared sightlessly and sweat dampened his dark hair and beard, both threaded with grey. His hands spasmed, his fingers clawlike. Sylas heaved, muscles straining to move the man. The wagoner was stocky, with the broad shoulders and barrel chest of the Chesammos rather than the willowy slimness of the Irenthi. He would not be able to manhandle him as he had Jaevan.
Sylas slumped to the ground and leaned against the wheel. The cheen shifted in the traces, hooves thudding on the ash. Sylas stumbled towards it, clucking his tongue as he had heard the driver do.
“Steady now, laddie. I’ll soon have you out of there.”
He untied a rope that had held the barrels in position, then knotted it under the wagoner’s armpits. The cheen’s harness was next. Sylas loosed the buckles, his fingers clumsy on the unfamiliar fastenings. Leading the reluctant beast to the back of the wagon, he tied the rope to the harness. Urging the cheen onwards, he led it up the slope, its flat hooves making easier work of the slope than Sylas’s feet had done. The wagoner dragged lifelessly behind.
When he reached the top Jaevan’s eyes were rolling under their lids. They flickered open, and Sylas watched as consciousness returned. He slid once more down the slope to bring back their packs and water skins. Jaevan gulped all that Sylas offered him. Sylas drank more sparingly, not knowing when they would find water next. But oh, it tasted so good as it washed the caked ash from his parched throat.
He lifted the wagoner’s head to dribble some water past the man’s lips. Out of the poisonous fumes, the wagoner was breathing steadily, his limbs relaxing as the cleaner air flooded his lungs.
Worried in case the cheen might wander, Sylas returned it to the wagon and tied it as best he could. He smiled to himself, wondering what the wagoner would make of things when he came round. When he returned, legs wobbling from his fourth trip up the ash-covered slope, Jaevan was sitting by the wagoner.
Sylas crouched beside them. “He’ll be fine now. See, he’s breathing more easily already. He’ll likely have a thumping headache, but he’ll live and none the worse for the experience. He’ll know not to shelter so low down the next time.”
The wagoner seemed vaguely familiar under the ash and dust that caked his face. Sylas considered him a moment, but he could not figure whom he resembled. He was older than Sylas—old enough to be Sylas’s father—with calloused palms and the weather-beaten skin of one who made his living in and around the desert. He was like so many men Sylas had once known, with a full beard and a linandra bead on a twisted wire in his left ear. A friend’s brother or cousin or father, perhaps.
Jaevan held his hands palms downward over the wagoner’s face. Sylas recognised the gesture; he had seen it when he saw a talented master showing a talented pupil the flow of aiea-dera between them. Sylas had seen nothing, of course. Mastering aiea-bar caused him enough trouble; the aiea-dera the talents used would always be beyond his reach.
Jaevan was a talent, although he had never changed; his seeings were evidence enough of that. Could he recognise something in this man that Sylas could not? Sylas snorted at the thought. What would a talent be doing delivering supplies to the Hermitage? No, a kinsman of someone he had known, nothing more. After all, the Chesammos were all related somehow, and often many times over for those few who had chosen to keep their bloodlines pure.
“Come on.” He took Jaevan’s hand and pulled him to his feet. “We need to put some distance between us and him before he comes round.”
He looked out into the misty distance. The land out there would eventually change from the featureless ash of the desert into the scrub of the wastelands, from scarcely any vegetation to a few rugged plants clinging to life from one rainfall to the next. Beyond that it would become more fertile still until they reached the lushness of Adamantara and beyond. From there they could take a ship for the mainland, if Redd’s money was enough to pay for their passage.
“Let’s go. He’ll be fine now. The cheen and wagon are still in good shape, so he will get home as long as the cheen can pull the wagon up the slope. And he’s alive. That’s always good fortune when the desert sickness takes you.”
Jaevan came reluctantly, with many a backward glance toward the wagoner. For the first time since boyhood, Sylas began to look out for swanflowers.

The soldier really needed to stop fidgeting. Casian was commander of the king’s guard, and if this was the acceptable standard these days he would need to bring the company captains before him to restate his expectations. The man on the other side of the writing desk became aware of Casian’s scrutiny and snapped to attention, but he still had the air of a man who would shift from foot to foot, given the opportunity. He could probably sketch the hilt of Casian’s dagger from memory, he stared at it so fixedly.
“They escaped in the wagon, you say?” Casian laid his quill beside the letter he had been writing. Drawing his dagger, he placed it on the table between him and the soldier, running his finger along the blade. Sharp enough to split a hair, as it should be. The soldier had clearly heard that Casian had opened the man who brought the news of the escape from the Hermitage from navel to chest with that very dagger. Its jewelled hilt glinted in the sunlight.
“Yes, my lord.” His voice trembled, and a twitch of his throat gave away his attempt to hide a convulsive swallow. “We have search parties out. They overpowered the guard taking them to the store room. They escaped either on foot or on the supply wagon. The storm hit not long after they left. They may not even have survived.”
They must have survived. He hadn’t done with Sylas yet, and Miralee’s seeing had not predicted Sylas’s death in an ash storm. A breeze caught the shutters, banging them against the wall outside, and the soldier started. Casian slapped his palm on the table.
“By the Creator, man, can’t you bloody stand still?”
A mumbled apology. Another anxious glance at the dagger.
“The guard they overpowered—the constable is satisfied of his innocence?”
“He was one of your own men, my lord—fellow named Redd. A reliable man by all accounts.”
“And the beacon?”
“The culprit has not been found, sir.”
Casian realised he was holding the quill again, the feather crumpled in his palm. Damn it! Could these incompetents manage nothing? The soldier paled and licked his lips.
“But it was a plot? Someone trying to create a diversion while they escaped?”
“If so, it didn’t work as intended, my lord. It appears no one at the Hermitage saw the beacon before it was put out. On the face of it, the two events seem to be unconnected.”
That was arrant nonsense. Two events of this magnitude on the same night must be connected. He wouldn’t be surprised if they’d known about the ash storm coming too—used it to cover their tracks.
Outside the Hermitage, the identity of the prisoners was known only to Casian and Deygan, but the Hermitage guards all knew and that worried him. He paid them well for their silence, but only the presence of the one remaining captive kept them alive right now. They had maintained their silence so far; he would trust to their discretion a little longer.
“You closed the port?”
The soldier nodded smartly. “No ships have left since yesterday. And all Chesammos and Irenthi entering the city are being stopped at the gates, as you ordered.”
That should guarantee they stayed on the island. Sylas would be next to impossible to disguise with his pure blood Chesammos colouring, and Jaevan could never leave alone in his present condition.
“You have men searching for the wagoner?”
“Yes, my lord. No luck tracing him so far. I’ve had word that one party has detoured to Olmontano in response to a report of a possible changing, but the rest have orders to search all the Chesammos villages for him. Door to door, if necessary.”
“Not door to door—these must look like regular changer searches. If you locate him, do nothing to alarm him.”
“You still don’t want the prisoners picked up if we find them, sir?” The soldier’s voice told Casian how little he understood that particular order.
“No. Not unless they are trying to leave the island. Otherwise, I want to know where they are and who they are with. If a network of changers is active on Chandris, they may lead me to it.” That last call had been a strong one. Sylas must have heard it all the way south in the Hermitage, for the Creator’s sake! Casian had disposed of the changers who had come to the island a year before. Sylas and Jaevan were ideal bait if something similar was afoot again. “Go now. I want every spare man searching. Even now they could be looking for a ship from Adamantara.”
The soldier bowed himself out. Casian stretched his legs out under the desk, his fingers assuming their habitual steepled position in front of him.
If they tried to leave the island, he would stop them. He would not let Sylas slip through his grasp. And if Sylas tried to hide with his parents he would find no sanctuary there. Sylas’s family had come to Casian’s attention in the events of the previous year; Sylas would find his village much changed, if he returned.
In the meantime, Casian needed to pay a visit to an old friend who might be best placed of anyone to find out what Sylas was up to. Maybe a little reception could be arranged for Sylas, if he tried to go home.
Moments later an owl swooped from the castle, heading for the Aerie.

Grimy and footsore, Sylas and Jaevan arrived on the outskirts of Adamantara. At first glance, no one would have taken Jaevan for a prince, caked as he was in sweat and ash, but no amount of dirt could disguise a true blood Irenthi if anyone looked deeper.
Years had passed since Sylas had been to Adamantara, but he was sure the number of soldiers milling about the city gates wasn’t usual. He hung back, keeping Jaevan behind him, the hoods of their cloaks concealing their faces. The soldiers searched carts and wagons, rooted through people’s belongings, and took some individuals off to one side for further questioning.
Sylas pulled Jaevan off the road. If they were spotted standing there watching the soldiers questioning travellers then sooner or later one would notice and wonder why they made no attempt to pass through the gates.
“I need you to stay here, Jaevan, ashini? Stay here and don’t move. I’ll be back soon.”
He strode towards the guard post, fervently hoping that Jaevan would listen and not have a panic attack in his absence. If there was a problem, Sylas was better placed to handle it alone, and Jaevan’s colouring was too noticeable to risk taking him. Sylas made the Lady’s sign, silently asking her protection for them both, and joined the line.
It seemed to take an eternity. He shuffled forwards with the rest, sneaking as many cautious looks back up the road as he dared in case Jaevan should come looking for him. When he finally reached the front of the line, the guard barely gave him a glance.
“Chesammos? You alone? Wait over there.”
“Sir? Is there some problem? I’ve never seen so many soldiers here before.”
As the man looked him up and down Sylas fought back a sudden wave of panic, arranging his features into the expression of humility expected of his people.
“What’s your business in Adamantara?”
“Looking for work, sir.” His village had barely managed, and that had been years ago. He would wager times were harder for the Chesammos since the failed rebellion that had cost them so dearly. Many of those in line had the look of sons sent to Adamantara in the hopes of earning enough to help out families struggling to eat.
“Got a work permit?”
Work permit? That was new. He knew there had been changes since the rebellion, but he had not heard about permission being needed to look for work.
“Sir.” Noncommittal as possible, he hoped. As likely to be ‘yes, sir’ as ‘no, sir’, if he had got the tone right.
“Then back in line. All Chesammos are to be questioned and searched before they enter the city.”
He considered heading back the way he had come and hoping not to be challenged about why he suddenly did not need the work he had clearly travelled miles for. Many of the soldiers had bows to hand and looked like they knew how to use them. He wouldn’t get beyond arrow range before they had strung, nocked, and loosed, tired as he was. Little help he would be to Jaevan with a shaft through his chest.
Leaving Jaevan alone had been a bad idea. He had planned on leaving him for only a few minutes. Now it looked like that could stretch to hours, assuming he was not detained at the end of it. And the work permit—damn it, all these Chesammos couldn’t have permits, could they? He would have to try to bluff. Play dumb. He smiled to himself; that should be easy enough.
“What’s going on? Do you know?” he whispered to the man beside him when he joined the next line.
“That beacon the other night? Seems it was a Chesammos that lit it. Or they are looking for one to pin it on, more like. We’re Chesammos, so we’re under suspicion straight away. I’ve work to be getting to in the city and I can’t afford to have it given to someone else.”
“A Chesammos did it?” Most Chesammos, at least when Sylas had been free, were careful to stay out of trouble. Punishments always fell harder, lasted longer, if you were Chesammos.
“And an Irenthi,” the man shrugged. “Sounds like someone’s been using ferrica to me. One of ours would never risk something like that. Nor a highborn. Some story they’ve cooked up to make our lives even more uncomfortable.”
So they were looking for him. Him and Jaevan. And the beacon gave them an excuse. No one need know they sought a long-dead prince and his friend, and if he tried to tell them who Jaevan was he would be dismissed as a madman.
People continued to stream in and out of the gate, and now that Sylas was aware of it, he could see that the ones moving around unhindered were Irmos, the people of mixed blood. All Chesammos were being stopped, and even Irenthi were being interviewed briefly. Damn Casian! Just enough time to establish that all the Irenthi could talk, were clearly of sound mind.
“Massos!” A voice rang out across the line of people. “Massos, I need three of your men. Who can you spare?”
One soldier looked up. “Can’t you take someone else’s men? All the Chesammos in Chandris want into Adamantara today, seems to me.”
“No one has anyone to spare. But this is important. They’ve found that sailor up on the hillside.”
“The one off ‘The Serpent’?”
“That’s the one. Children foraging found a body up on the hillside there. Buck naked, they say, and not a mark on him.”
Massos whistled through his teeth. “Changer?”
The other soldier nodded. “Seems like it. First trip here and the taint got him. Shipmates said he’d become unwell soon after they got into port. The master of the ship is planning on leaving, and we need his body brought down. Three men. Two if you’re really short.”
The new arrival cast a dismissive eye over the line. “Did any of these arrive with an Irenthi? If not, how are we meant to know which is our man? They all look the bloody same, anyway. Let them be on their way and get your fellows up that hill. Then we can at least ask Lord Casian to let ‘Serpent’ out and clear one berth at the docks. All well and good closing the port, but it’ll cause chaos in there. There’s already two ships at anchor in the bay waiting to come in. If we can’t keep them moving we’ll have a riot on our hands by the end of the week.”
Sylas was relieved to be allowed to go, more relieved that no one queried that he turned back the way he had come, and positively giddy to find Jaevan quietly sitting where he had left him.
He was left with few options. Adamantara was the only port on the island. There were fishing villages, but no fishing vessel would go as far as the mainland, even if Sylas could talk his way on board. Only one refuge suggested itself and Casian might have anticipated it, if he remembered where Sylas was from.
“We will go to my parents’ house. My mother will hide us until we can figure out what to do, if my father lets her.”
Sylas remembered how he had left home, beaten bloody and with his earring ripped from his ear. He had shamed them, his father said. He was unfit to be called a man. Sylas hated him, and dared not expect a warm reception, but it was their best hope of somewhere to hide. Surely whatever had happened, Chesammos would still help Chesammos?
He wished he believed that, but he had little choice.



CHAPTER 7
THE FINAL FEW MILES OF the journey to his parents’ village were the hardest of Sylas’s life. Both he and Jaevan were fit to drop. Their feet were blistered and bloodied, and their inactivity at the Hermitage followed by days of walking left its mark on battered bodies. Sylas worried that Casian would search farther than Adamantara once it became clear that he had missed them in the desert, and every traveller they saw along the way set his heart pounding. He worried about Jaevan. Most of all, he worried about water.
They had refilled their water skins not far outside Adamantara, but now they were running low again. There was a well in his village of Namopaia, though, and he coaxed Jaevan to keep going with the promise of cool, fresh water at the end of the trail. His tongue felt as dry and cracked as the sole of his boot.
“Just a little farther, I promise. We can rest then. My mother will have food and water for us and my sister… Why, she probably has a whole string of children by now.” He hoped she had, for his mother’s sake. A brood of grandchildren would have raised his parents’ status. It had been pitifully low when Sylas left home, not helped by his brother Lynto having died of a fever shortly after Sylas left for the Aerie.
Sylas had very mixed feelings about returning. He knew his family believed him dead; seeing him again would be a shock. Moreover, harbouring him would put them in danger. He had no doubt about that. His mother would be overjoyed, but his father was another matter entirely.
Sylas had never seemed able to live up to his father’s expectations and, as a child, had felt the weight of his father’s hand many a time. His mother had taught him a little of his letters, but his father had wanted his son to work, not waste his time with a useless education. From an early age Sylas had spent most of his days picking up the trade of the ash-brick maker. The work was arduous, and his scant learning had been done mostly by firelight at the end of the day, when he was so tired he could barely think.
Then Sylas began the change. This could take him away from the village for good, and dealt a heavy blow to Craie’s hopes of many Chesammos grandchildren to raise his status in the village. Sylas studied hard, seeing a chance to take his mother away from her life of poverty and the insensitive brute she had married. His mother understood Sylas like no one else; he was desperate to rescue her.
But Sylas had struggled at the Aerie. His lack of schooling made the formal lessons a trial, and although he showed the signs of changing, the ability eluded him. Being sent home to brick making or linandra digging and an end to his dreams was a very real possibility. But then Jesely, another Chesammos changer and Casian’s master, intervened and secured him an apprenticeship with Ayriene, the master healer.
Becoming a healer had changed his life, but not all of the memories of that time were good ones. Regret hung over them like sea fog over Adamantara.
From a distance, the village looked just as it had when he left. The Chesammos had taken the ash that surrounded them and built with it, raising a village of dome-shaped ash-brick houses that rose out of the desert like insect bites on skin. As Sylas and Jaevan drew closer, it became obvious many of the houses were derelict, their doors hanging off and shutters banging in the wind. Some were past even that stage—bricks crumbling away and not repaired. These houses had been empty for years, reminders of the rebellion and the vengeance wrought by the lord holder on Sylas’s people.
Sylas upped his pace, his weariness forgotten in his sudden urgent need to be home. Were his family safe?
He passed the first few houses, smoke trickling through the chimney holes the only sign of occupation. Suspicious faces peered through windows and mothers pulled their youngsters back inside as they passed. This was no longer the open, friendly Chesammos village of his boyhood. Jaevan seemed to feel the atmosphere too, pulling his hood over his face and sticking close by Sylas’s shoulder.
Within sight of his boyhood home, Sylas slowed. The bricks were soot-blackened and the door frame was charred, its precious wood burned away. The door stood jammed shut, held in place with a lump of rock, and the windows were dark and empty, like two black eyes in a dead face. His throat tightening, Sylas approached the house, his feet growing heavier as he drew closer.
Into the door’s weather-beaten wood was scored a rough impression of a bird, with an oval for a body and crude, arched wings. Sylas reached out, tracing the gashes with his fingers. They were gone, their house abandoned, with the mark of the changer on their door. This too must be his fault, for the etching in the wood left no doubt that the house had been attacked because of their association with changers.
A changer.
Him.
He leaned his face against the wood, legs shaking, fighting the nausea that rose in his stomach. A hand grasped his shoulder and he jumped, wheeling round. An old Irmos man stood behind him, an unusual sight in a Chesammos village. He was small and grey-haired with a straggly beard, and clothes that had once been of good quality but now were patched and faded. One arm was bound across his chest in a sling, the limb withered and the fingers pale. Sylas knocked the man’s hand away, readying himself to grab Jaevan and run.
“What the—”
The man raised his fingers to his lips.
“What do you think you are doing here? Get off the road before someone sees you.” The old man kicked the rock away, dragged the door open against accumulated leaves and dust, and shoved Sylas inside, beckoning to Jaevan to follow them.
Sylas glanced around the wrecked interior, but there was nothing within reach that he could use to defend himself. He balled his fists, bracing with legs apart ready to fight if necessary. The old man scarcely seemed any threat, but the strength of his push had belied his frail appearance. Forcing himself to breathe steadily and keep his voice level, Sylas said, “What do you think you are doing? What happened here?”
“Why did you come here? Are you mad? This is the first place they will look for you.” The old man snorted, a short wheezing sound. “You never did have much sense.”

Jaevan watched Sylas move among the jumble of overturned furniture, pots and bedding, picking things up almost in a daze, examining them and setting them down again. A small loom lay on its end on the floor, the half-woven fabric still in place. An unfinished basket sat by the hearth with the blade grass that would have formed the rest of it in a bucket nearby, the water to soften it long since evaporated. Jaevan lifted the basket and turned it in his hands. It was fine work indeed, and another example of how the people of the desert put their meagre resources to good use. Sylas’s growing agitation was almost palpable, and Jaevan could feel his own anxiety rising.
“Where else would I go? This was my home. Apart from the Aerie, all I had was here.”
“I suppose so. Didn’t expect to see you, no matter what he said.” The old man muttered as if to himself.
Anxiety? No, it was a seeing coming. By the Creator, the basket had triggered something. Jaevan’s eyesight shimmered into whirling spots of light and he slid to the floor. It was better that a seeing should find him sitting than standing: less chance of harming himself that way. The kye led him to the Outlands. Back this time, it said, and Jaevan braced himself for the vision.
A woman sat on a stool beside the empty hearth. She wove a basket like the one Jaevan had picked up, water dripping from the grasses into the bucket at her feet. A lad staggered through the door, stumbled and fell. He wore only the caigani, the Chesammos smallclothes, and he was filthy with soot and ash. A man followed him. He dragged the lad up by his arm, ignoring his yelp of pain.
“He burned them. The whole bloody batch ruined. And what were you doing, boy, when you should have been tending the kiln?”
“You know what I was doing.” The boy spoke Chesammos, yet Jaevan understood every word.
The man backhanded the boy across the face, splitting his lip. Blood welled red against the filthy skin, and the woman raised her hands to her mouth. The boy gave her a look that begged her to stay silent.
“Don’t be smart with me. I can still refuse to let you go to the Aerie, you know.”
“You don’t mean that, Craie. The boy needs training, if he is to control his gift.”
“Gift, you call it? More like a curse, if you ask me. Anything that takes a man away from his duty as a Chesammos is no gift.”
“What were you doing? When you burned the bricks.” His mother spoke more softly than his father had done, and the boy shook his head, wiping a drop of blood from his mouth.
“I was writing. Practising what you taught me. I was concentrating on that and missed that the bricks were done. I’m sorry.”
“You see?” The man jabbed a finger in the woman’s face. “You teach him this nonsense and he costs me more work. They will teach him at the Aerie, if he’s teachable at all. Leave me to teach him what he will need to know when he comes back.”
“I don’t want to come back.” The boy spoke softly, his lip already swelling.
“What’s that?”
“I said I don’t want to come back. I want to stay at the Aerie and be a changer.”
The man’s face reddened with rage. “You’ll bloody well come back. I need grandchildren from you. Full-blooded Chesammos grandchildren. Bad enough Skarai ending up as elder and flaunting his eight brats in my face.”
The lad pulled himself up to his full height. He wasn’t much shorter than his father even now, would likely be taller still, Jaevan thought. “I’ll never come back here, if I can help it. And I’ll take Maisa away with me!”
The man spat in the boy’s face, and unleashed a torrent of curses. Grabbing the switch from a peg by the door, he laid about the boy with blows, the woman sobbing and begging him to stop.
“Craie, don’t. Don’t. Don’t send him to the Aerie with lash marks on his back. What will they think of him?”
The people blurred, fading, and Jaevan was back in the brick house with the basket in front of him. He put out a hand to the floor to steady himself as the kye left him.
“Jaevan? Jaevan, are you all right? Is it another seeing?” Hands held him by his upper arm, shaking him as the man in his vision had shaken the youth. Jaevan shook his head to clear his mind of the vision.
Thank the Creator, this had been an easier seeing than the last. He stared at the basket—not the same one as he had seen, but one very like it—then reached out and touched Sylas’s mouth where the blood had been. The mark of his father’s hand had long since faded, but Jaevan could tell other scars ran deep. Sylas’s own hand came up to rest where the blow had landed. Jaevan scanned the wall near the door. The switch still hung on its peg. Sylas looked to see what had caught Jaevan’s attention, and Jaevan could see the realisation on his face.
“You saw?” Sylas’s voice was husky with embarrassment. “The kye showed you what happened here? Then you know why I was so glad to leave.”

Sylas lashed out at his mother’s stool with a kick that sent it crashing into a splintered heap. He leaned against the wall, his jaw clenched, fist pounding the bricks with an impotent fury. He should never have come here. It held too many memories for him, and yet he had wanted to know his mother was safe—to see her one more time. Now he feared for her.
Behind him, the elderly Irmos cleared his throat. “Not the happiest of returns, I’m afraid.”
Sylas turned, resisting the impulse to take the elderly man by the throat, and drag the answers out of him if needs be. “Tell me what happened. Do you know?”
“Exactly what it looks like. And I ask once more, what are you doing here, loitering outside your father’s house, calling attention to yourself and your companion? Any that look for you will come here soon enough. No need to make it easy for them, heh?” He paused, stroking his beard and looking at Sylas through narrowed eyes. “And why were we all led to believe you died nine years ago, Sylas son of Craie?”
“Do I know you?”
“Has so much time passed that you have forgotten the man who struggled to make your writing legible? Has it got any better, or does it still look like beetle tracks?”
Sylas stared at the man, imagined him years younger, fitter, clean-shaven. As with the wagoner, something stirred in the recesses of his memory. This time it came up with a smell of parchment, fingers stained with ink, hours of frustration trying to master writing with the changer brush. And a name.
“Master Gwysias?”
“They said you were dead of the fever years ago, so unless I’m old and wandering in the head it seems to me that they lied. You called him Jaevan. Careless, in the circumstances. That makes me wonder what else they lied about.”
Master Gwysias had been one of Sylas’s harshest taskmasters. Sylas had often felt the bite of the master’s switch across his palm. Yet he did not resent Gwysias’s punishment as he had his father’s. The joy of seeing another changer was too great to merit bearing grudges. Besides, Gwysias had been trying to make a changer of him—not break his will.
“I thought the changers were all dead, or fled.”
“I’m alive. Others too, I don’t doubt. Not that I know where they went or could get there if I did. Not like this.” He indicated the useless arm lying limply in its sling.
“What are you doing here?” It was unusual for an Irmos to venture into the desert. And he had known which had been Sylas’s house.
“I heard rumours. People will say things around a cripple, you know. They think it makes me deaf, or stupid. So I came to see if anyone here had heard the same rumours. Lucky I did, don’t you think?”
“Where are my parents? What happened here?”
“Well, I don’t know, beyond what we can both see. We can draw our conclusions though, heh?”
“Gwysias? Are you in there? We don’t go in—” The door swung open and a woman of about Sylas’s age stood on the threshold. Chesammos, of course, with the dark hair and eyes of her race, her hair hanging in ringlets past her shoulders. She wore homespuns, like Sylas, her dress cut loose in Chesammos fashion. The veil of her headdress was pulled away from her face. Both male and female Chesammos wore headscarves not for modesty, but for protection from the ash and fumes. Indoors, or when the weather allowed, they would pull them aside or remove them altogether.
Gwysias moved to stand in front of Sylas, but the woman’s eyes flicked to where Jaevan was sitting. An Irenthi in a Chesammos village would never pass unnoticed. Sylas saw her struggle with whether to make some respectful gesture to Jaevan. She bobbed a quick curtsey by way of compromise.
“There are soldiers on the move. You’ll likely see them on your way back to the mountain. I thought you might want to know. Why are you in here? You know we—” Sylas moved from behind Gwysias and the woman stopped, eyes narrowing. “Is everything all right? Is there any trouble? Should I call the elder?”
Sylas noticed her gaze shift to his ear, taking in his lack of earring. He knew her. Then, she would have said “my father” rather than “the elder” but Skarai had perished in the rebellion. So had her brothers, Pietrig and Kavan.
“No trouble, Fienne. I was just talking to an old friend. He might be an old friend of yours too, actually. Sylas, did you know Fienne?”
From the awkward shifting of Fienne’s feet Sylas knew she remembered him, too. He had refused her—embarrassed her deeply in front of the whole village. He had been so adamant about what he would and would not do, so bound up in his dreams of becoming a changer, that he had scarcely given thought to the effect on her life. Childhood friends, he and Fienne had confided in each other, and he had broken that trust. The shame burned deep in his belly.
She clutched at the linandra bead on a thong that girls were given when they came to womanhood and tried to avoid looking at his unpierced ear. He felt the heat rise in his cheeks. What had life brought her? A husband? Children, maybe? If all had gone well, Ayriene had healed whatever had caused her barrenness. She certainly appeared happy enough.
An uncomfortable silence settled and Gywsias looked from one to the other, brows knitted.
“Well, ah, I’ll go and fetch food and drink. I’d imagine you could do with something. You look like you’ve been walking a long way. And it seems maybe you should talk in private.” He slipped out of the door, closing it carefully behind him. Sylas heard the rock being moved back into place and leaves being piled against it. Gwysias was at pains to make the house look as empty as before.
“Fienne.”
“Sylas. Welcome home. We all thought you were dead, but then Master Gwysias came asking after you.” Her golden skin flushed. “I’m sorry. This isn’t much of a homecoming, is it? I— I never got to thank you properly for saving me. For trying to save Pietrig.”
He had nearly died trying to save Pietrig’s life. The soldiers had come, raiding the village in search of hidden linandra stockpiled by the diggers to fund a Chesammos rebellion. A rebellion! The very thought was ridiculous. With the Chesammos numbers falling year by year, none of them trained to a weapon—their very culture forbidding it—and every Irmos and Irenthi on the island prepared to take up arms against them, how had they ever thought to succeed?
“What happened here?”
“The king’s men came. Said they had orders to take anyone with a connection to the changers.”
“When?”
“A year or so ago. Round about when the Lady last threatened.” Sylas remembered it well. There had been tremors, and many days when the fumes at the Hermitage were too bad to go outside. He had been convinced then that the Lady would finally unleash her anger and the island would die, but something had happened. Her fury had abated—for a time. He had never found out why.
“They searched all the houses for niches. Any people in houses where they found one were rounded up and taken away.”
“But we didn’t have a niche.”
Fienne nodded to the hearth, close to where Sylas’s mother’s stool had rested. In the side of the fireplace a small alcove had been scratched out of the brick. Sylas could see the marks where the knife had dug away at the compacted ash. His mother must have sat there, bent over her weaving when his father was there, patiently scratching away a place to remember her son by when he was not. She must have concealed it somehow. His father would never have allowed it.
His fingers traced the blade marks, then felt inside the niche. “No feather. There’s no feather.” He scanned the floor, spotting what he sought by the bucket of blade grass. A feather, grey with dust and ash, lay on the ground. It had once been soft and white and as unlike the feathers of his own crow shape as it was possible to be. He lifted it and smoothed the barbs back into place before replacing it in the niche.
“A feather for a changer,” he said softly. “Oh, Mother, why did you do it? You were in enough danger just because of what I was.” And because of what she had been.
“They took many people that day. Nicol from the dig team, Payton the weaver and his wife, a good few more besides. Some had never even had changers in the family.”
“Did you see them take my family?”
Fienne hesitated. “No. They had gone before. I remember now, because some people were pretty upset. You’d do well not to be seen hereabouts, come to think of it. They might try taking things out on you.”
“What things? Tell me.”
“A man and woman came to the village. They were looking for your mother.”
“Chesammos?”
“Yes, of course. Why wouldn’t they be?” She frowned, forehead creasing as she pieced the story together. “They all left. Your parents, your sister and her husband, their children. The eldest would have been about eight.”
Sylas nodded. “The baby she was carrying when I visited. When the soldiers raided.”
“That’s right. She had that one, then two more. Aithne was expecting again, so I hope they weren’t going far.”
“They left the village? And my father let them?”
Fienne nodded. “He went with them. Everyone thought it was strange at the time. But then when the soldiers came, we all assumed they’d had advance warning. That’s why people are angry. They thought your family left without telling anyone else. It was odd that Aithne and Kael left with the children, though. His family had no changer links at all.”
“My father too?” Sylas could hardly believe it. Craie wouldn’t have wanted to involve himself in changer affairs. He wondered who the two Chesammos strangers had been. His immediate thought had been Cowin, but his wife Elyta was fair Irmos, not Chesammos.
“Aithne’s eldest was an odd little thing. Strange. Peculiar little manners she had. Ways of making you think she knew things she shouldn’t. Then the soldiers came. I don’t remember too much about that, except terror that I’d lose someone else. I was desperate to keep my mother safe. If I’d lost her too…” She scuffed the ground with the toes of one foot. “Sylas, what your father did—what he said—I’m sorry for my part in it.”
“You have nothing to be sorry for. The fault was mine. I was stupid and arrogant. I thought I could change things by wishing it so, and I ignored the hurt I caused to others.”
“So did Pietrig when he hid that linandra for Ilend,” she said sadly. Fixing a smile on her face, she said, “I have a husband now, and two children. Not as many as he would have liked, maybe, but they were a while coming and they are much loved. We have time for more.”
He was truly happy for her, but before he could think what to say, Gwysias returned, hooking his foot around the door to open it. He was laden with a basket of bread and cheese and asamba fruit over his good arm and a pitcher of water in his hand. He waved away Fienne’s attempts to help him. “I manage. I’ve had years enough to learn. So, are you all caught up?”
“I’ve learned enough to know that I put my family in danger just by being a changer,” said Sylas sadly. “Maybe Casian was right. Maybe it is a curse that should be wiped out.”
“And now it’s you in danger, I would hazard,” said Gwysias, making no more response than a raising of an eyebrow to the casual mention of the commander of the king’s guard. “I don’t know what’s going on, and I won’t ask, but when someone comes back from the dead after so long, I’d guess he was in some sort of trouble. Am I right? Then we have to get you away from here and hidden while we decide what to do next. If the Creator brought me here to meet you, He means for me to give you aid.”
“There are soldiers along the Olmontano road,” said Fienne. “Might be nothing, but I figured you’d run into them on your way home, so you might want to watch out, especially if you have Sylas and his friend here with you.”
“So, what are you going to do, Sylas?” Gwysias looked searchingly at him. “You are on the run from men in high places, if I’m right, and Fienne here has seen you. She could probably buy some immunity for her family if she went to the right person with her information. There are those who would say that you couldn’t afford to let her leave here.”
“Kill her? Are you suggesting I should kill her?” Sylas could hardly believe his ears. “I’m a healer. I do no harm.”
“Even a blind man could see that there is some trouble between you—or was. And our silent friend over yonder—I wonder if Fienne has worked out who he is yet? There are those who would betray him, if it brought benefit to themselves.”
“The thing between us is long in the past and forgotten, maisaiea-yelai.” Sylas said, although his spine prickled as if to call him a liar. “Chesammos care for our own. I do not believe she will betray me.”
“In the rebellion they killed my father and two of my brothers. I will not betray you, Sylas, and I pray that the Lady has looked over your family and kept them safe.” She made the sign of the mountain with her fingers to seal her promise, and Sylas made it in return.
“Then let us go, Master. Where do you propose to hide us?”
“Where they will never think to look for changers, and yet the most obvious of places. We will go to the Aerie.”



CHAPTER 8
SURE ENOUGH, FIENNE WAS RIGHT about the soldiers, so Gwysias led them to a path up the steeper side of the mountain. This track was too steep for horses and wagons, and would keep them out of sight from the village below.
“Parts of the path are narrow,” he explained, “and it can be treacherous in bad weather or poor light, but there are still times when it’s useful.”
The path was indeed unnerving in places, with steep drops to one side and tokai bushes on the other, their sharp needles scratching at skin and tearing at clothing. Sylas stopped to gather some of the needles. Ayriene’s pack was gone, but he knew the medicinal herbs. He would fashion a healer pack of his own.
Sylas and Jaevan found the going difficult. Days of travelling had taken their toll on both men, and Gwysias struggled with only one arm to steady himself. He stopped part way up, drew his sleeve across his damp brow, and announced that they would rest overnight and press on in the morning. A night’s sleep and a meal inside them would do them all a world of good, he declared. Sylas was not about to argue. In a competition between his feet and his stomach for which demanded most attention, his feet would win, but only just.
“But where will we stay, Master?” Sylas and Jaevan would cope with sleeping rough, but the elderly master might not handle it as well.
“There is a cave. Only a few changers knew it even existed. Most had no need of it, you see. If you can fly this far it’s little effort to press on to the Aerie with its warm fires and hot food. Those with no option but to make the journey on foot would stop here sometimes, but most would use the road.”
He led them off the path, through tokai and bracken and creepers.
“There it is. Can you see it? Behind those creepers. Well hidden, heh?”
Gwysias pushed through the curtain of vegetation that covered the cave entrance and held it back for the others to enter. They dropped their packs and slumped to the ground, pulling off boots and pummelling aching muscles.
“There always used to be torches and fire bowls here. It was a travellers’ shelter, you see. Blankets, dried food, and so on. Anything of that sort will have rotted away, no doubt, but at least we’ll be able to have a fire here without fear of discovery. Ah, here we are.”
Flint rang on steel, and a torch flared to life in the semi-darkness. The cave smelled damp, but had none of the mustiness Sylas had expected. Either there was a source of fresh air somewhere farther in, or the creepers let in enough to keep it from becoming dank. Hearing a gentle trickling like steady rain from the back of the cave, Sylas suddenly realised how parched his mouth was.
“Is that water drinkable?”
“Try it. There used to be a jug.”
Sylas followed the sound. The cave was tubelike, with almost-smooth walls, extending several paces back into the mountainside. At the rear, a crack in the rock allowed water to seep through. Someone, maybe centuries ago, had fashioned a funnel that channelled the drops. An earthenware jug sat nearby, and Sylas placed it under the trickle, watching the level rise till he could resist it no longer. Raising the jug to his lips, he drank. Gwysias watched him, smiling broadly.
“So, is it drinkable?”
It was the sweetest water Sylas had ever tasted, and not just because of his great thirst. Fighting back the temptation to drain the jug, he passed it to Jaevan, who drank deeply and sighed before passing it in turn to Gwysias.
On the island, water was rarely free of the taint the Lady gave it—a harsh, metallic taste to which all the islanders were accustomed. As Gwysias explained, the water dripping into the cave filtered through so many layers of soil and ash and sand that it lost its bitterness. To an islander’s palate, it tasted almost sweet in its purity.
“They say there are places on the mainland where the water tastes like this all the time. Can you imagine, heh? That would be worth the trip on its own.” Gwysias poked about amongst the abandoned equipment.
“These blankets are fresh,” he said, lifting one up and sniffing at it. “Even wrapped in oiled linen like this, they should be fusty by now, if not rotting away.” He investigated further. “And these jars of dried fruit and nuts are still good enough to eat. I’ve been living up at the Aerie since the Destruction and I never realised anyone was still coming here. I wonder who it could be.”
“You’ve been here all these years?” Sylas asked. “Has no one ever bothered you? Caused you trouble for being a changer, like the raid back in Namopaia?”
“I suppose they think I’m too old to be bothered with,” Gwysias said, sampling some dried figs from one of the jars. “I can’t fly with my arm like this, and I’m not going to be fathering any new changers at my age. It’s not worth them sending soldiers all this way just for me.” His eyes narrowed. “I hope you aren’t going to spoil that for me, young Sylas, but I wouldn’t see a changer without a place to stay while he decides what to do next, heh?”
Sylas drew a small, tightly stoppered bottle containing what looked like deep red ink from his pack. Taking one of the tokai needles he had gathered on the track, he checked the point, holding it over the flame to harden it. Jaevan followed his movements; Sylas turned away from the look of reproach in his eyes.
“I’m sorry,” muttered Sylas. “I need to do this. I can’t take the risk. There was a call a few days ago.” Jaevan turned away, his shoulders tense. Sylas knew Jaevan hated him marking, but he had little choice. It was that or risk being called. “Was it you?” he asked Gwysias, a thought occurring to him.
“Was what me?”
“Calling. A few days ago. I heard a call.”
“I heard it. Wasn’t me. I don’t call nowadays. I couldn’t train anyone even if I wanted to. A master accompanies first flight, you know. I wouldn’t take on a youngster I couldn’t support properly.”
That made sense, even as it made him uneasy. That there were two masters on the island when he had thought all the changers dead or gone was unnerving. If two, then how many others might there be, living quietly, hoping to escape detection?
Sylas took off his tunic and unlaced his shirt. Gwysias stopped his investigation of the back of the cave and whistled through his teeth.
“Well, well,” he said. “You’ve been marking too long, by the looks of that. Never seen anything quite like it.”
Sylas flushed, then pulled the edges of his shirt back over the telltale spots on his skin. “Ayriene had me mark to start with. I hadn’t even changed when I left the Aerie, and when she started teaching me I never got proper control. Then when the Aerie fell I was left stranded in Banunis Castle. I couldn’t risk being called away from Jaevan, so I’ve marked ever since.”
The old changer’s eyes narrowed. “Well, you need to stop. Your body is trying to cast out the poison. You know the other result of marking for so long?”
“Yes, Master, I know.”
The old man grunted. “Maybe had first-hand experience, heh? An embarrassing bedroom failure? Mostly it wears off in a week or two. Sometimes it’s permanent. No way of knowing in advance. Any wife you take might end up disappointed.”
“I won’t be taking a wife.” The words came out more harshly than he intended. He hadn’t wanted Fienne, and he had felt more for her than for any woman. He had wanted Pietrig. Or Casian, the Lady help him.
“No?” Gwysias glanced between Sylas and Jaevan. “So be it.”
Sylas’s nails ground into the palm of his hand. He had never laid so much as a finger on Jaevan inappropriately, yet everyone assumed he had. He selected a spot below one bicep, uncorked the bottle and dipped the needle. Fire arced through his joints as the potion joined his bloodstream, and he tried to breathe through the pain. Each time he marked himself it grew worse, his body testing the limit of what it would endure. Jaevan’s shoulders hunched tighter, his eyes squeezed shut, his fingers flickering restlessly as they often did when he was particularly upset. Sylas gasped, dropping the needle and clutching his arm. Gwysias strode forward. He picked up the bottle and brandished it before Sylas’s face.
“How can you put yourself through this? How long does it last now? Four days? Five?”
“Two. Three at the outside.” Sweat poured into his eyes, and he shuddered. Somewhere in the darkness kye waited, ready to take control of him—to force him into bird form, willing or not.
“Two days? First flight, man! You can’t keep that up.”
“I have to. I could be called. You don’t understand.”
“I understand well enough that you were failed by the Aerie. There’s no way a man should have been let beyond our gates before he could control his changing. They should have burned the ability out of you before that.”
“No, it was I that failed. I couldn’t—” Sylas bit his lip so hard that he tasted blood in his mouth. “Please, Master. You have to let me do this.”
“You had your first flight, yes? I should remember, but it is long ago and I saw many novices come and go. And my memory fails me. I forget what I should remember, and remember what I should forget.”
Sylas nodded, wiping his face with his hands. “Not at the Aerie, but yes, three or four flights in all. And I transformed without a call once—just for a few seconds and in great need.” And with the aid of a linandra bead Ayriene had given him one night beside a camp fire by the road. He pushed the memory away.
“Then I will train you. At your age and with your experience you will pick it up readily enough. You’ll learn control, and then if there is another call you will be able to resist it without this pain. It won’t be like taking on a raw youngster, heh? I won’t need to fly myself.”
“But I—”
“Enough! I will not stand by and watch you torture yourself.” Gwysias threw the bottle against the wall, where it shattered into tiny shards. Sylas stared at the fragments of glass, then picked up the needle and drove it hard into his flesh. All three watched silently as the thin trickle of blood ran down his arm.
Gwysias nodded, his face grave. “So that is how it is. I see. We will make a fine pair, you and I. Who is the more crippled, would you say?”
Sylas stared at Gwysias, not knowing whether he felt anger or relief that the decision had been taken out of his hands, but before he could protest Gwysias raised a hand and turned towards the cave entrance.
“Listen.”
They fell silent. There was no mistaking it. A voice, coming closer.
Sylas rummaged through his pack, pulling out the knife Redd had given him and running his thumb along the blade. It was more of an eating knife than a weapon, but then Sylas wasn’t planning on using it. Chesammos did not use weapons and the mere thought of turning the knife on a person again chilled his blood—but he would defend Jaevan, if it came to it. The Lady willing, the threat would suffice.
Sylas crept to the entrance where the vines would conceal him. He could hear footsteps now, coming closer, and the voice. A girl or young woman, by the sound of it.
“Not much farther. Come on, Rana, you can do it. You can rest at the cave.”
More than one, or one talking to herself? Sylas tightened his grip on the knife. She knew about the cave, yet Gwysias had said it was a secret. A hand pushed the foliage back and Sylas held his breath, eyes flashing a warning to the others.
“Smoke?” said the voice softly, its owner hesitating on the other side of the creepers. “Is there someone—”
Sylas reached out, grabbed an arm and pulled, and the girl half-fell through the entrance. Sylas wrenched her up and against him so that he stood, back to the wall with one arm around her throat and the tip of the knife pressed to her neck.
“Who are you? How do you know about this place? What are you doing here?”

The girl whimpered, trying to pull away from the blade. Jaevan flinched.
“Don’t hurt me! Please don’t hurt me. I didn’t mean any harm. I didn’t think anyone would be here.”
“How did you find this place? Were you following us?”
“There wasn’t meant to be anyone else here. Mother said no one but us knew about it.”
The girl was sixteen or seventeen as far as Jaevan could judge. She scarcely reached Sylas’s shoulder, and her dark brown eyes were wide and fearful. She was Irmos, olive-skinned, her dark blonde hair worn in a long plait down her back. She was striking to look at, the two sides of her heritage combining in a way that caught the eye without being strictly beautiful.
“What’s your name, girl, and how do you come to be here?” Sylas spoke in a low tone, more menacing than Jaevan had ever heard him.
“You’re hurting me. I’ll tell you whatever you want. Just let me go.”
The pain in her voice hurt Jaevan too. He became distantly aware that his hands were moving—his fingers trying to express the distress that his voice could not. He tried to still them, but they refused to respond.
“I do no harm.” Sylas shuddered and released her.
The girl stumbled and nearly fell, catching her balance and leaning against the cave wall. She moved to stand with her back to the rock, watching them like a wild animal brought to bay.
“I asked you a question.”
Tears began to gather in the girl’s eyes. “My name is Rana. Soldiers are coming to our village so my mother sent me here to hide. There’s never been anyone here before. I didn’t think—”
“Did you bring the soldiers? Did they follow you?”
“I left the village before they arrived. Mother told me to run and hide and not to come back until they had gone, no matter what I saw or heard. I don’t know who you think I am, but I’m no danger to you.”
Sylas stood over her, clutching the knife. “How do you know about this place?”
Rana wiped away tears and stood a little straighter. “My mother showed us this cave years ago. She said to use it if ever we were in danger.” She balled her fists and tossed her head. “It’s the truth. If you don’t believe me then let me leave now. I don’t know what else you want me to say.”
She was so brave. Jaevan’s hands ceased their twitching for a moment as he admired her.
“We? Us? Who else knows of this place?”
“Only my brother. He… He’s not here right now. Will you stop asking me all these questions?”
“She is hardly more than a child, Sylas,” Gwysias commented from the far side of the cave.
“I’m seventeen last quarter moon,” said Rana. “I’m no child.”
“When you are as old as I am, seventeen is a child. Think, Sylas. If their mother was at pains to show them the cave, what does that suggest to you? Tell me, girl, are there any changers in your family?”
She hesitated only a moment, but enough for Jaevan to notice.
“Changers? No.” Her face betrayed a mixture of revulsion and something else. Fear? He didn’t want her to be afraid of him.
“Then your house—does it have a niche in it?”
“A what?”
Gwysias sighed softly. “So much knowledge lost. A niche, child. A hole cut into something in the house, maybe in the garden.”
She hesitated a moment, looking from Gwysias to Sylas, then back again. “By the fireside. But that doesn’t mean…”
“And is there anything in it?” Gwysias kept his tone gentle, but Jaevan could see tension in his posture.
“There used to be a feather in it. When Mother married Faeldor he made her throw it away. He tried to fill the hole in, but you can tell where it was, if you know where to look.”
“Do you know what it means?”
She paused again, pulling the braid over one shoulder and fiddling restlessly with the end. “Enough to know it’s dangerous to have one in the house.”
“But you come for sanctuary to the mountain of the bird changers. A strange choice, heh?”
“Mother made us come up here in all weathers—even in the dark—until we could find our way here whenever we needed to. She said if the village was ever raided I should hide here. She said it was safe here—that there was food and water. That no one remembered the place anymore.”
“Is your mother a changer?” asked Sylas. “Your father? This brother of yours?”
“No! Tallon is no changer. He’s not!” She slumped against the wall, her face twisting as she struggled to hold back the tears.
“I’ve heard less convincing denials,” said Gwysias, “but not many. Your father, then, if not your brother.”
“We never knew our father,” said Rana. “He died when I was very young.”
“Heh, changers’ children,” said Gwysias. Rana glared at him and Jaevan wished Gwysias had held his tongue. She would have heard the term many times before. No need for him to throw it in her face.
That name for baseborn children was a joke of sorts, the implication being that the father had ‘flown’. In this case the literal meaning seemed likely, Jaevan thought. In the past many of the young people from the Aerie had flown down the mountain and conducted affairs with the folk of the villages nearby.
Jaevan could imagine the scenario. Her changer father revealing the cave to his sweetheart as a place for secret meetings. The fresh blankets and food they had found here, showing a woman clinging to the belief her lost love would return someday. A forlorn hope, surely, given how few changers survived the Destruction.
“Well, someone close to you knew about the cave, which says changer to me,” said Gwysias. “And in that case you’ll need to be careful. If you have inherited the power they’ll kill you, and there are few enough of us left as it is.”
“You’re a changer?” Rana’s voice trembled. “But changers are—I mean, I’ve always been told…”
Jaevan’s spirits sank a little. Changers had been respected on the island before the Destruction, but evidently that was no longer the case. The girl’s mind had been turned against them. And yet there was something about her—something that had made him hope she was different.
“I can’t stay here.” Rana bolted for the entrance and pulled back the creepers. Outside night was falling, and in the valley below flames coiled up from the village, red-gold in the twilight.
She gasped and Gwysias was at her side in an instant. She clung to his arm, and he pulled her back into the cave.
“The village is burning. They could all be dying down there. Oh, Creator! My mother is pregnant. What if the baby comes?”
“She told you to go—to stay safe,” Gwysias said. “How would she feel if you went back and came to harm? There’s nothing you can do, child. Stay with us.”
“If she wants to go back maybe we should let her,” Sylas said, his arms crossed on his chest, eyes hooded. Jaevan looked at him curiously. Sylas did not want Rana here, but Jaevan could not see what the girl had done to make Sylas feel that way.
Stay with us.
Jaevan’s thoughts echoed Gwysias’s words. With a twist of his stomach he realised that he wanted nothing more than for her to stay. A pang of guilt about Sylas flickered across his mind and was disregarded.
Rana wrung her hands and hovered on the threshold, clearly torn. “But she’s old to be having another child. What if it comes early and I’m not there to help? I should have stayed. I was so selfish to run away. They could all be burning!” She buried her face in her hands, her shoulders shaking in helpless sobs.
Sweat sprang out on Jaevan’s brow and his fingers began to twitch again. The kye began to stir and he rocked feverishly. He would not have another seeing so soon.
Go away, go away, go away, he told the kye. A seeing would frighten her—turn her against him.
“Omena’s wings, now she’s upset him,” Sylas said. He laid a hand on Jaevan’s shoulder and murmured soft words, but Jaevan could scarcely hear him over the enticing sounds of the kye in the distance. He would not see. Would not. His fingers twitched like leaves in the breeze.
Rana lowered her hands. “What’s wrong with him? He’s not said a word. Is he ill?”
Jaevan wanted to talk to her, more than anything. Somehow he felt she would understand. His mind strained to break through the wall he had built around himself, and he rocked with the effort. But the wall held firm; his voice remained resolutely silent. He could have cried with frustration.
“He was sick,” said Sylas curtly. “It makes him behave oddly sometimes. He can’t speak. Leave him be before you upset him.”
But I like it when she talks to me.
Rana knelt beside them and stroked Jaevan’s cheek. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you. Don’t be scared.” Jaevan’s eyes locked onto Rana’s and the itch in his mind that had set his fingers to twitching stopped. She broke the contact first, turning away with a thoughtful look in her eyes.
“How did you do that? What did you just do?” Sylas demanded.
“I don’t know. I seem to have a knack with people. I understand them, I think.” Rana took Jaevan’s hand and his kye recognised another, as he had thought happened close to the wagoner. “Does he never speak? Not at all?”
As he returned her look, the aiea-dera swirled, sending ripples of energy around her. He stared, fascinated. Deep inside he had the feeling that she looked into him—really into him—and knew him in a way no one had known him before.
“He’s nice,” she said. “I like him.”
Ayriene had used a phrase to explain to Deygan that his eldest son was not only a changer, but also a talent. That phrase sprang unbidden to his mind.
Talent knows talent.
The girl was not just a changer’s child, but a changer. And not just a changer, but a talent: a gem among changers. And she didn’t know. And Jaevan couldn’t tell her.



CHAPTER 9
THEY PREPARED TO LEAVE SHORTLY after first light. Sylas fetched dried fruit and water, and offered some to Rana. She stretched out her hand to take it but then recoiled, her face paling.
“Are you… Are you a changer too? Like him?” She glanced across to where Gwysias was breaking his fast on nuts from the stash at the back of the cave.
“I was. Eat something. You’ll regret it later if you don’t.”
“I don’t think… No, I won’t. Thank you.”
“It’s not contaminated. You can’t catch being a changer from me.” Sylas’s jaw tightened.
“I know, but all the same, I’d rather not.”
“Your brother, how old is he?”
She gave him a suspicious look. “Fourteen. Nearly fifteen. Why?”
Male changers showed signs from twelve, usually, but fourteen or fifteen was often the age at which they made first flight.
“He disappeared, didn’t he? Maybe a week or so ago?”
Her eyes widened. “How did you know?” She clapped her hands to her mouth and he felt a sudden rush of pity for her. Her family would be doing all they could to play down his abrupt disappearance. Their neighbours would have guessed by now, although they were probably pretending they hadn’t.
“I heard a call—a strong one. He must have heard it too. Your brother is a changer, Rana.”
“But changers are evil, Faeldor says. He says King Deygan was too soft with them, that they became too strong, and that Lord Casian has the right of it. That we should finish what King Deygan started and wipe them all out.”
“This Faeldor says a lot. Who is he?”
“My stepfather. He says we should hope the Creator makes the mountain give up her power so no more of us will be taken by the changer curse.” She broke off, biting her lip as if fearing she had said too much.
“Stupid, ignorant man! If the Lady dies, we all die, not just the changers.” She shrank away from him. He supposed from her point of view he spoke treason. Or blasphemy. Maybe even both. “I expect you’ve heard all the superstitious rubbish people like him spout.”
He took her chin in his hand, making her look at him. “I can’t make you a changer if you aren’t going to be one, and if you are then there’s nothing either you or I can do to stop it. We don’t mate with birds. We don’t eat carrion, or anything else come to that, while we’re changed. Does that cover the most popular misconceptions? Oh, and I haven’t changed for many years, so I very much doubt if I’ll suddenly do so before our ways part.”
The girl was staring at him wide-eyed, and Sylas let go of her face. So much for stopping her fearing him. He had probably reinforced all she had been told by this Faeldor fellow. He placed the water on the floor by Rana’s feet and went to stand at the entrance, arms folded, glowering down into the valley.
The ground shuddered beneath his feet and Sylas froze, bracing himself against the movement. The tremors came closer together now, each occurrence stronger than the last. He sketched the sign of the Lady with his fingers to avert her displeasure, acutely aware that she was growing angrier by the day.
When the changers leave, the Lady dies.
He was startled from his thoughts by a clearing of the throat. Gwysias stood beside him.
“She’s frightened, Sylas. Don’t take it out on the child.”
“She was talking nonsense. Stupid little girl.” His voice was little more than a growl. It struck him that he must look and sound like a sulky child, and he uncrossed his arms and forced himself to lower his shoulders.
“That’s as may be, but look at what we know. A niche in the house; a brother disappeared to who knows where; a changer for a father like as not, and now her village raided. If I make those connections then others will too. I imagine she may return to find things not as she left them.”
Sylas looked back at Rana to see her eyes filled with apprehension. The girl was frightened, that was true enough. She likely had more to be frightened of than she knew. And he and Gwysias and Jaevan were the only changers left to help her.

They set out along the path with Sylas and Gwysias leading the way, and Jaevan and Rana following behind. The path was barely wide enough for two to walk abreast, and at times Jaevan’s hand or shoulder brushed Rana’s, but she hardly seemed to notice. She showed none of the revulsion towards him that she had to Sylas. Maybe she had not realised he was a changer too.
Jaevan was silent, of course, but Rana chattered away as they walked, quite comfortable in his company. Soon he knew she and her brother had been raised by their mother, who had married Faeldor six years before. Sonja was expecting her long-awaited first child with Faeldor, but Sonja’s excitement had been dampened by Tallon’s disappearance. Faeldor fretted that the shock might bring the baby on too soon.
“Tallon didn’t say anything, or leave a note. He just left,” she said, “But I don’t believe he was a changer. I can’t. Because then I—” She broke off, her lips whitening as she pressed them together.
Because then she might be, too.
Shortly they reached the point at which the path split, one part taking the steep route up the mountainside towards the Aerie and the other continuing down to the village. The past hours had not been without problems—Sylas and Rana still wanted little to do with each other—so a warm farewell seemed inappropriate. Yet so did going on their own ways with no words at all. They exchanged awkward goodbyes and polite, if insincere, good wishes. But when the actual moment of departure came, Jaevan realized he couldn’t leave Rana. For the first time in many years, he had found a person with whom he felt he could hope to communicate, and he was sure she too felt the connection.
She walked away down the slope. Jaevan hurried after her, taking her hand in his. Rana turned, surprised.
“What’s the matter?” She looked deep into his eyes, then tightened her grip on his hand and smiled. “Oh, I’ll miss you too.” She hugged him quickly, and in that moment of contact he did all he could to send a thought to her.
Come with us.
She frowned, her forehead wrinkling. “Did you just say something?” she asked.
Sylas hurried up, leaving Gwysias at the fork of the path. “What’s that? Did he say something? Jaevan, did you speak?”
“No, he didn’t speak,” Rana said, her face still puzzled, “but I thought…” She shook her head. “Never mind. I must have imagined it.” She walked a few paces down the hill.
Come with us.
Rana cast a troubled look back over her shoulder, sighed, and returned to where Jaevan stood.
There! He had been able to talk to her, after a fashion. She knew he was trying to say something to her, at least, and was catching the meaning of the words even if not the words themselves.
“I can’t come with you. I have family down there,” she waved a hand in the direction of the village, “and they may be hurt. You could come with me?”
Jaevan looked imploringly at Sylas. At least, he felt he was. He was never very sure how much of the emotion he felt came out in his face, since Sylas rarely seemed to understand what he was trying to say. Every grain of feeling that he could convey, he sent to his old friend. Her family could be dead or dying down below. They could hardly send her to face that alone.
Please. I can talk to her. I need to be with her.
Sylas took his arm. “We need to go. She doesn’t want us. We’re changers.”
Jaevan saw the look on Rana’s face and died a little inside. She had worked out that Gwysias and Sylas were changers, yet it had not crossed her mind that he might be. Because he was Irenthi? Or because she thought him feeble-minded? Either way, he ached at the thought of her rejecting him.
For nine years Sylas had taken care of Jaevan; had comforted him when he was upset; had seen to his every need. Yet Jaevan was torn between him and this slip of a lass whom he had barely met. With every reluctant step up the path towards where Gwysias awaited them, he felt he left a part of himself behind. If he defied Sylas—if he went with Rana—would Sylas follow him, or go with Gwysias to the Aerie? He didn’t want to have to choose between them. Jaevan dallied as much as he dared, wondering what Sylas would do if put to the test.
Rana shrugged, her eyes sorrowful as she set back off down the hill, her feet kicking up dust from the path. She got a little farther than before, then turned to look back. She felt the connection too. It was as if a cord ran between them, tugging her back. Their eyes met and a shiver ran through him. He had to be with her. There was more here than talent recognising talent. And she could hear him.
Sylas tried to hold him—to pull him back up the path—but Jaevan tugged his arm free from Sylas’s grasp and trotted down the hill towards Rana. She took his hand in hers, and smiling happily, resumed her cheerful chattering as if nothing had happened. Jaevan looked over his shoulder. Sylas’s mouth was a long thin line and his eyes were cold. That look from his best and oldest friend was like a kick in the stomach, but Jaevan kept walking, offering up pleas to the Creator that Sylas would swallow his dislike for Rana and follow.
Before long, Jaevan was aware of two sets of footsteps close behind them. Tears pricked the back of his eyes. His gamble had paid off. Sylas was following.

Gwysias complained to Sylas most of the way down the track and into the village. They should go to the Aerie first, he argued; he had a pot there where they could boil up nut shells to stain Jaevan’s hair and skin to make him less noticeable. Then they could go to the village, if Jaevan insisted, although why he was so intent on going Gwysias couldn’t understand. There was nothing of note there.
Sylas couldn’t explain it either, and was of half a mind to sling Jaevan over his shoulder and carry him to the Aerie if needs be. But in all their years of captivity Jaevan had been so unresponsive that his sudden determination made Sylas reluctant to go against him, even if he was unpleasantly aware of the ugly gnawing of jealousy inside. How had this girl entranced his prince so quickly and so entirely that Jaevan had been prepared to leave him behind?
As they drew closer to the village, his concerns grew. The air hung heavy with smoke, and they were greeted by the familiar sight of beaten-down doors and burned-out houses. Rana uttered a squeak of dread and sped down the road with Jaevan close behind. As she reached the first group of houses she stopped short, confronted by a stocky, Irmos man, his grime-streaked face red with anger.
“Where in the Creator’s name do you think you’ve been?” The man planted himself firmly in front of Rana, blocking her way. His voice had an edge like a chisel. “Ran and hid, did you? I needed you here. All the menfolk out carrying water, trying to save what we could. The women too scared to do much more than hide indoors and shush the children, and no one to sit with Sonja. You knew how upset she was after that good-for-nothing brother of yours upped and left, and you were nowhere to be found.”
“But Faeldor, she—” Rana started to protest, but the man shouted her down.
“I’d have handed you over to them gladly if it would have stopped them.” His face crumpled and he buried his face in his hands. “They were looking for a changer. Someone told them there was a changing here. I give thanks every day that you’re no blood of mine, girl.”
“You don’t care about Mother,” Rana blurted out. “You only care about the child she carries. You scarcely noticed when Tallon disappeared—just worried whether her being upset might make the baby come early.”
“Which this looks like to do. Your mother has pains a full two moons too soon. We have tried so long, and she is old to be bearing, and now we don’t even have a roof over our heads. If those bastards have cost me my son—”
Sylas stepped forward. “I’m a healer. Can I help?” He had little reason to feel kindly towards Rana, but the man haranguing her made him uncomfortable. He had been bullied too often himself in the past to tolerate it against anyone else. Rana gave him a grateful look and scurried off to find her mother before Faeldor noticed she had gone, Jaevan following. “Pains too early, you say? There is a tea I can prepare to make the baby rest easy again. If you can find me some yellow edmea I can make it in no time.”
Faeldor looked him up and down, Sylas feeling uncomfortably like he was being scoured by the disdain in the man’s gaze. “I haven’t seen you before. Your arrival comes in the wake of a raid. Forgive me, healer, but I’d sooner trust the village women to tend my wife.”
“He will give her no healing that is unwanted,” said Gwysias, stepping calmly between the two men. “We found your stepdaughter out on the road in distress and said we’d see her safely home, and that we’ve done. We’ll go and fetch our companion and be on our way.”
“And we must be on our way,” he said when they were out of earshot. “You and Jaevan are too easily identifiable, and there will be someone—maybe not Faeldor, but someone—who will hand you in for a little money or for protection against the next raid. I hope whatever made Jaevan bring us here was worth it.”

Sylas followed the road, past houses burned beyond repair. The villagers in this part of the island used mainly wood for their building, and whereas ash brick resisted attempts by the soldiers to burn it, these houses were charred shells. Along the road, some villagers repaired houses less badly damaged, rehung kicked-in doors, and rescued scattered possessions. Small children stopped to watch Sylas pass, eyes wide in faces pale with shock, and mothers pulled them indoors or hid them behind their skirts, suspicious of strangers.
Rana came to him later, in the garden outside the house that had been her home until the ruin of the previous night. Jaevan was with her, and the three waited there for Gwysias to return with whatever food and drink he could scrounge from an already beleaguered village.
“How is your mother?”
Rana shrugged, and Sylas noticed recent tears on her cheeks. Despite everything, she was a frightened girl who needed their friendship.
“I’m scared for her. The baby seems likely to come, and I’m not sure either would survive if it did. It’s too soon.” She twisted her braid in her hands. “I spoke to the neighbours.”
“And?”
“The soldiers found the niche. Faeldor and Sonja must have fled to another house in time. They would surely be dead already if they’d been at the house when it was found.” Rana looked up at him. “Were they looking for Tallon?”
“I don’t know,” Sylas said. “It could be that they would have come to your house anyway, but it looks to me as though they were given specific ones to search. That niche nearly cost you all your lives.”
A breeze rippled through the garden, tossing the plants and flowers and sending their scents cascading through the air. From the smell, Rana’s mother had kept a well-stocked herb patch. Reaching out to a plant near him, Sylas crushed a leaf between his fingers and sniffed its sap. Honeyleaf. He had thought as much. Many villagers grew honeyleaf. The winds would rarely bring the acid fumes of the Lady’s breath this far inland, but honeyleaf tea would ease painful throats when they did.
In amongst the vegetables, herbs, and fruit bushes, Sylas found many plants with medicinal properties. Eyesease made a soothing wash for eyes affected by the fumes. Lady’s purse would help a fever. He gathered some of each plant—berries, leaves, stems, and roots, each according to its use. Suitably prepared, these could be the basis of a new healer’s pack. He felt happier than he had in a while, squeezing leaves and sniffing flowers and picking the choicest samples of each that he found.
He grinned when he found what he sought. Yellow edmea, which the Chesammos called forsake-me-never, grew abundantly through the herb bed. Ayriene had brought this plant from the mainland. It had likely self-seeded, seeds blown on the wind or carried by birds, judging from the random clumps scattered across the garden. That would explain why the women here seemed not to know of its use. He cut plenty, giving some to Rana with instructions on how to prepare it, and warning her not to let Faeldor know it was he who had sent it. With luck the tea would save both mother and child, unless her labour had started in earnest.
As Rana made to go, Sylas found a plant that brought him up sharp. Could it be? The leaf shape was right. Sylas picked a leaf, squeezing it between his fingers, then ripping a piece away. The red juices leaked like blood onto his skin and he sniffed at his fingers. If he had needed confirmation beyond what he had seen already, the bitter smell would have provided it. Blood elder. Hidden at the back of the bed, away from prying eyes.
“That plant at the back. Did your mother use that one?”
Rana craned her neck to see. “The one that bleeds red when you cut it? Yes, she cooked with it. She said it helped to tenderise meat. All the meat here is pretty tough, so she used it a lot. Why?”
The root was the most potent part of the plant, providing the liquor which had brought about such a devastating change in Jaevan. But the leaves could also help delay the onset of changing and supplied the liquid Sylas used for his marking. In all his years of studying he had never come across any culinary uses of it. If Tallon’s mother had been using it to try to delay the change, it could explain why Tallon hadn’t shown any signs. Most boys had the pains from twelve, thirteen at the latest, although there were exceptions.
Sylas studied Rana under cover of stashing the leaves in his pack. Girls often started changing later than boys.
“How old did you say you were again, Rana?”
“Seventeen,” she replied warily, “why?”
Girls would usually show signs from fifteen or so, but her mother had been feeding her meals laced with blood elder.
“Do you get growing pains? Aches in your arms and legs?”
She shrugged. “Sometimes, I suppose. A bit.”
“Stomach cramps too?”
Rana stiffened. How much did the girl know? She would have shared in the cooking—had she never wondered why her mother used this herb in cooking and the other villagers did not? She fidgeted, not knowing what to say for the best. At last she mumbled, “Some. But so do lots of girls my age. Women’s stuff. You know.”
Sylas moved closer and grasped the girl’s shoulders. “When Tallon disappeared, did you hear it? Did you feel it?” Had the girl felt the first stirrings of her kye?
“No.” The eyes that met his were calm and guileless. He was no empath, as Jesely had been. So why did he have the feeling she was lying?



CHAPTER 10
THE VILLAGERS CAME TOGETHER AT the grave pit to unite in their grief. Five villagers had lost their lives: three at the hands of the soldiers; one saving a child from a burning house; and one old woman whose heart had failed at the sight of her house in flames. Faeldor was there alone, his face etched with worry.
Rana stood in the midst of the crowd, well away from Faeldor. Jaevan, Sylas, and Gwysias loitered near the back, Jaevan and Sylas with the hoods of their cloaks pulled right up to hide their faces. Sylas had intended to stay away from the ceremony, but Jaevan had set off determinedly after Rana, ignoring Sylas’s protests. Rana might need him. A ludicrous thought, when he stopped to consider it, but one that kept him walking to the edge of the crowd gathered round the hole that had been hastily dug that morning.
The smell of moist earth hung heavily in the air. The elder gave an oration, paying tribute to each person lost however old or young, his words punctuated by sobs from the crowd. The village was close-knit and everyone knew the victims. Family members, friends, neighbours—Jaevan mourned with them as each name brought a fresh wave of grief from the gathered people.
The elder closed his speech and one by one the villagers filed past the pit, each stooping to throw a handful of the earth on top of the cloth-wrapped bodies. Some threw other things: mementos to be consigned to the soil with their loved ones. As the crowd dispersed, the elder scanned the faces.
“Ah, Faeldor. A moment, if I may. And Rana, would you join us?”
Jaevan edged closer to the elder.
“First of all, Faeldor, we all want to wish you and Sonja well. How is she?”
Faeldor inclined his head, but whether to show respect or to hide his face, Jaevan couldn’t decide.
“She is a little better, Elder. The women hope that the baby may wait a while yet. It will give him more time to grow, they say.” Jaevan felt a flush of pride for Sylas. Rana had managed to persuade her mother to drink the tea made from Sylas’s herb, and Sonja had begun to improve soon after.
“That is good news. I wanted to talk to you about your request, and I guessed that you would rather I did it away from your wife, to avoid distressing her. It is a most serious thing you have asked, Faeldor. Most serious indeed.”
“There is no room in Mosian’s house for more than Sonja and the baby and me, Elder. I want no changer’s child in my household. Every day we harbour Rana is a day the soldiers might come back, and next time it might be my child in that hole in the ground. I will not risk it.”
“It wasn’t your house!” Rana said, “It was my mother’s house and her parents’ before that. You never wanted Tallon and me, right from the start. You’ve always wanted an excuse to be rid of me, and now you think you have one.”
The elder laid his hand on Rana’s shoulder. “Faeldor is your mother’s husband now, child, and that gives him some rights by our customs.” He turned to Faeldor. “How do you think Rana would manage alone? She has no way of supporting herself. Do you have a husband in mind for her?”
“She says Tallon will come back. If he does, he can care for her. Although I reckon he’s flown and gone. Even if he did come back, no one would teach the lad a trade now. Not with him likely to turn changer at any moment. They won’t train him up and then have Casian take him. And I haven’t noticed anyone rushing to marry the foundling. Why should I support a woman who is likely to go unmarried and stay a burden on me? She’s not even Sonja’s flesh and blood, far less mine.”
“What do you mean, ‘foundling’?” Rana asked, her face shocked at Faeldor’s words. Jaevan craned forward, holding his breath as he listened for the answer.
“Maybe we should continue this conversation another time,” murmured the elder, trying to draw Faeldor away.
“I think this is a perfect time. I want to know what he meant by that.” The girl’s eyes flared, staring Faeldor down.
“Come away, Rana.” Jaevan had not heard Sylas approach and he was surprised at his intervention. Sylas took her arm to lead her away, but she shook him off, glaring at Faeldor.
“I want to hear what he has to say. What he meant by ‘foundling’.”
“The soldiers went straight to our house. Several others noted it too. Straight as an arrow they went and only searched the other houses when they found ours empty.”
“But why would they want our house? And why did you call me a foundling? I’m no foundling. I’m Sonja’s daughter.” She caught the elder’s eye—saw the look of sadness on his face. “Aren’t I?”
“Faeldor, it’s really not the time or the place,” said the elder, making another attempt to lead Faeldor away, but Faeldor shrugged off his hand.
“No, Elder, now is the time. Now is past time. Five dead here last night and a lot of us think it was her they were looking for. Her or Tallon, it makes little difference. I think it’s high time the girl knows what she is.”
People had gathered to hear Faeldor speak and Jaevan could hear rumblings of agreement. Whatever Faeldor knew was known to others in the village, but their anger and resentment at so many dead now outweighed the inclination to protect her. He could tell from her stance that Rana could feel their hostility too.
“Sonja is a good woman, Rana,” began the elder, “but she made some bad choices, starting with the man that fathered Tallon. When a changer had no partner in the Aerie they would often fly to one of the villages and take up with someone there. We were closest. We got our share.”
Rana swallowed hard. “But Tallon is my brother.” Her eyes held such depths of pain and dread Jaevan could hardly bear to look at her. “Isn’t he? Tell me.”
The elder shook his head. “Sonja never gave Tallon’s father’s name, but when the Aerie burned and he never returned, she put that memorial into the fireside. When the soldiers came before, luck favoured her—they didn’t search all the houses—but this time I’m sure they knew. I think someone told them about Tallon, but whoever told them”—he scanned the crowd as if searching for guilt on a face—“would have known about you too.”
“What about me?” Rana whispered. “Please, Elder, I need to know.”
“Do you remember anything of your early life?”
She shook her head, lips pressed tight. “Not until I was eight or so. But many children don’t remember their early years.”
“I remember nothing before three or four, and not much even then,” the elder agreed, “But eight is late for memories to begin, don’t you think?”
Jaevan moved closer. She was so vulnerable there with the hostile stares of the villagers on her. But as if he sensed Jaevan’s mood, Sylas put a hand on his arm and shook his head a little. This was village business. They would do well to stay out of it, if they could.
Faeldor took up the story.
“Sonja was walking on the mountainside after the Aerie burned, looking for any sign of Tallon’s father, when she heard a child crying. She found you there, wrapped up in blankets and abandoned. Only explanation I can see is your parents thought they had no hope of escape and left you, hoping someone would find you. Anyway, she came down from the mountain with a child in her arms and wanted to keep you. We all figured it kept both changer children in the same family, Tallon being still only five. There were many families would have taken you if you’d been left orphaned any other way, but a child of the Aerie was too much risk.”
The cave, Jaevan realised. Rana had been left in the cave. Rana’s mother had known of it—had taught her children. Had she gone up there hoping that her changer lover had managed to hide there from the Destruction, and come down with a child to raise? He risked a glance at Rana. She was ashen-faced, grimly holding back the tears he could see glistening in her eyes.
“Is this true, Elder? Are my mother and brother not my flesh and blood after all?”
“It’s true. Tallon was young enough to forget your arrival and accept you as sister, and you had lost all memory of what you had seen or who you had been. Your mind shut out the horror, some thought. You forgot, as children do, accepting Sonja and Tallon as your own blood, and we agreed to keep your origins a secret for your sake.”
“Not all of us,” a voice in the crowd called out. “Some of us wanted her left on the mountainside to feed the eagles. Look what she has brought down on us.”
“Aye, send her away and her changer brat brother too, if he returns,” said another voice.
Rana swayed on her feet and this time Jaevan went to her, brushing Sylas aside. Sylas followed, muttering curses under his breath, with Gwysias close behind him.
“I’ll take her, if she’ll come with me” said Gwysias, loud enough to be heard above the muttered discussions. “I need someone to help me—this arm troubles me still—and if she’s a changer then maybe I can keep her safer from Lord Casian than you people.”
“You’re the fellow that lives on the Aerie?” said the elder. He considered, looking between Faeldor’s angry set face and Gwysias’s calm one. “Well enough, then, if you’d keep her safe from harm. Will you go with him?”
Jaevan watched Rana, hope rising in him.
“Seems I’m not wanted here. Can I see Mother—Sonja—and the baby from time to time?” she begged Faeldor, whose face darkened, but he gave her a curt nod. “When Sonja recovers she’ll make you call me back, Faeldor, see if she doesn’t. And the rest of you,” she swept the crowd with a scathing look, “shame on you for casting me out. I am Irmos like you, whoever my parents were. You should not do such a thing.”
Jaevan could see her weighing up her options, a little shudder running through her as she realised she was now reliant on people she had hated and feared. As if she felt Jaevan’s gaze she looked towards him, her face pale and drawn. She nodded slowly, considering. “At least I would have food and shelter, and people to be with. Whether human or changer, my parents may still be out there somewhere not knowing I am alive. Maybe someone will come looking, and if they do, they may come to the Aerie.” Her eyes shone with a sudden desperate hope that made Jaevan’s heart break for her. “The best people to find changers are other changers. I’ll go with them, if they will have me.”

Rana had little enough remaining to pack when she left the next morning: just a few garments and trinkets that had survived the flames, and the clothes on her back. She went to say goodbye to Sonja, who knew from the look on the girl’s face what had happened. There were tears on parting, for the years had brought them close as mother and daughter. Faeldor hurried her away, Rana promising to return once the baby was born.
On the way up the mountainside they fell into the same pattern they had taken coming down: Gwysias and Sylas, Jaevan and Rana. Gwysias enjoyed having a changer to reminisce with about the Aerie before the Destruction, and Sylas didn’t have the heart to stop him, but he was aware of Rana walking with Jaevan and of his own deepening jealousy. It should be him with Jaevan, not a waif they had picked up along the way, orphan of the Aerie or not.
When they stopped part way for a rest, Gwysias pulled some food out of his pack.
“I have sold nearly everything I can now—plates and candlesticks and goblets that I’ve dug from the ruins. Most of it has been melted down and sold on, I imagine, but some villagers somewhere eat from dishes that once changer masters feasted from. There’s food up there—fruit trees and so on, fish from the lake—so we’ll not go hungry, but it makes a pleasant change to eat things I can’t make for myself. A loaf of fresh bread and a lump of sharp cheese is a treat for me these days.”
The turf was soft and spongy and they sprawled out, enjoying a rest in the late morning sunshine. Jaevan fell asleep with his head resting on Sylas’s legs, and the intimacy comforted Sylas. It was him that Jaevan returned to, after all. Rana sat a little apart from them, staring down the mountainside towards her old home. Sylas felt a pang of sympathy for her, but soon the warmth lulled him to sleep.
When he woke, Rana had some questions.
“Will I be a changer? If I came from the Aerie is it certain?” she asked, simply. Sylas was disarmed by her directness.
“I don’t know,” he said, “I know of changers whose children never changed. It’s not straightforward. Many of the people at the Aerie weren’t even changers. There were craftsmen and traders and the like. No saying your parents weren’t from among them.”
“You asked about pains. Stomach cramps. Pain in my arms and legs.”
He eyed her. Was this an admission? “They are often signs. But as you said, in young women there are other things they might be.”
“But if they were signs, you know how to stop me changing, right? You said you didn’t change, so there’s obviously a way not to.”
“I wouldn’t do that.” Sylas could hear the strain in his own voice.
“But you have to. Often when youngsters change they disappear. They say Casian takes them. One of the boys in our village vanished last year. They said he’d gone to see the world, but what if he was a changer too, and no one knew or could help him? And now Tallon. He could be anywhere. I might never see him again.”
“This would harm you more than you know. Anyway, you may have time yet. If you are to be a changer, the herbs that your mother—foster mother—gave you will have slowed the process a little. Besides, I have nothing with which to mark you. I have no potion.”
“You gathered some of that leaf with the red juice from Sonja’s garden. You could make the potion if you wanted to. I know you could.”
“I gathered many herbs, for many purposes. But I will not make the one you require of me.”
“Maybe you should show her,” Gwysias said softly. Sylas had hardly noticed him approach.
Sylas clasped the neck of his shirt together, although the laces were tied tightly. It was not shyness. In the Aerie men and women quickly lost their modesty; clothes did not change with a changer. But to show her the marks? Gwysias knew, and Jaevan, but he had no desire to show this girl his shameful secret.
“It would show her what the future holds if she is a changer and refuses to accept her nature. Show her, Sylas.”
From the heat of his skin he knew his face must be burning red. It was bad enough that his skin was riddled with the red marks that showed where he had used the tokai needles to introduce the blood elder potion into his bloodstream, but he had punctured his skin with the needles alone the night before, the compulsion to do it strong even with no potion with which to mark himself. Sometimes he wondered if he did it for the marks, or if he punished himself with the pain.
Sylas considered Rana. He had been like her once—scared of what he was to become. Although Chandris had belonged to the Chesammos, there were far more Irmos than Chesammos on the island now, and that was reflected in the numbers of novices at the Aerie. When he arrived there, he had been set apart by the colour of his skin. By rising at daybreak to touch the ash and greet the sun. By his struggle to understand his studies. No concessions had been made for him. His lessons had been in Irenthi like everyone else’s, although Chesammos was his native tongue.
Rana must feel like that now—cast adrift in a tiny boat on a restless ocean, with no home, no family, and an uncertain future. The resources of the Aerie had supported Sylas. All Rana had was a failed changer and a cripple.
And a mute, he reminded himself. A mute with whom she seemed to find some comfort in all the strangeness. He sighed. He had hoped once they returned Rana to her home that Jaevan would be solely his once more. It seemed that had been a forlorn hope.
Sylas closed his eyes. Reluctantly he unlaced his shirt, pulling it open. He was lean after years of short rations, his ribs still clearly visible under his skin, and a smattering of dark hair covered his chest. But that was not what drew Rana’s gaze.
His torso and shoulders were covered with hundreds—thousands—of tiny red dots. Many changers had a small cluster of these marks on them somewhere, applied when they were discovered to give them short-term immunity to calling. He opened his eyes and looked at Rana, seeing the revulsion on the girl’s face. “See, this is what having to deny what I am for so many years has done to me.”
Sylas slipped the shirt off farther to show his upper arms, freshly marked and covered in bloody wounds where his fingernails had raked at his skin.
“When you mark it burns like fire, but that’s nothing to what comes later. After a few years your body starts to cast it out. Your body knows it is a changer—wants to be so—and tries to reject the blood elder to let the kye through, let the changing happen. At first it’s an itch, annoying but bearable, but then your flesh crawls like hundreds of beetles under your skin. I keep my nails cut to the quick, but many mornings I wake with my fingers bloody from tearing at my own flesh.”
Sylas’s voice cracked as his throat tightened. He held his arms out to Rana, inviting her to take a closer look.
“Do you want this? Would you wake up in the morning with your own blood on your hands? Or would you learn to live with what you were? I’d have escaped all this if I’d been able to learn to control the changing. But I had to mark or risk being forced to change and follow a call against my will.”
“There is an alternative,” said Gwysias quietly. “Did you take the elder root from the garden, or just the leaves?”
“No!” Sylas rounded on the elderly changer. “No elder root. That’s what left Jaevan the way he is. Ayriene said it was impossible, but it happened, and I was the one gave it to him. I have to live with that. Do you want Rana losing her mind too? There are herbs I can give her to help with the fear, but not the elder root. Never again.”
“So there you have it,” said Gwysias. “If it comes to it you learn to be a changer, girl, or you end up like Sylas here. So which is it to be?”
Rana swallowed hard, staring at the bloody scars on Sylas’s skin. “I’d learn, I suppose. But who would to teach me?”
Gwysias smiled at Sylas. “It looks like your need to learn control just got more pressing. I can teach her some of what she needs to know, but you will need to accompany her on first flight, since this broken-winged old bird can’t fly. You think because you failed last time that you are worthless, a hopeless case. Well, this time you have an incentive to succeed—keeping this girl from Casian’s clutches.”



CHAPTER 11
THEY TOOK THE OLD ROAD up to the Aerie. It was easier walking, and the risk of being seen by soldiers had passed. By the time they reached the Aerie, Jaevan was fit to drop, and was only slightly heartened by the fact that Sylas looked little better.
Jaevan had visited the Aerie once, with his father. It was there he had first shown signs of changing. He had not seen it since then—not in real life, anyway.
In his very first seeing, his kye had made him stand shoulder to shoulder with his fathers’ men, watching as they hurled burning projectiles over the city walls. The Aerie had not been built for defence. For as long as the city had stood, the changers had enjoyed a special status on the island: feared by some, revered by others, but never liable to challenge. When the city came under sustained attack from Deygan’s troops, it crumbled with little resistance, leaving the ruin that lay before them.
On the mountaintop a grassy plain stretched out before the blackened remains of the Aerie walls. It was beautiful, in a desolate sort of way, the green of the grass contrasting with the black and grey of the abandoned stonework. Mosses and lichens clung to one side of what little wall remained standing—a reminder that the rains came from the east. And in the crumbling walls, birds had made their nests. Doubtless other small creatures had also found shelter in the countless nooks and crannies.
The air was cooler and fresher than in the valley, almost free from the acridity of the fumes from the ash desert. The shadows were deeper and the few straggly flowering weeds that clung to the crumbling walls were brighter. The remains of one tower still stood, leaning precariously in defiance of gravity and looking like one strong gust of wind would bring it crashing down.
Silence enshrouded the group. Sylas and Gwysias appeared lost in their memories. Rana seemed overawed by the place that had cast a shadow over her whole life, both literally and in ways she was only now discovering, but which she had never before visited.
Sylas broke the silence. “I saw it burn. I was watching from the rooftop walk of Banunis Castle. It lit the sky like a beacon. If I’d been a better changer I’d have been here. It was only because Ayriene took me as a healer apprentice that I was at the castle instead.” He gave a short, bitter laugh. “Being a failure saved my life.”
Jaevan had seen it too, but in a seeing fugue several days before the actual attack.
On the night of his seeing, Sylas had given him the blood elder potion and then returned to the room he shared with Casian. When Ayriene had confirmed that Jaevan was not only a changer, but also a talent, she had sent word back to the Aerie to alert the council of elders that the unthinkable had happened: the heir to the throne was a changer. A summons came back. Ayriene was to return for a council meeting to discuss the situation.
Ayriene left Sylas to administer the dose of blood elder root potion that would suppress Jaevan’s changing. With the Chesammos rebellion growing more dangerous every day, and the king mistrustful of the Chesammos youngster, Sylas was only allowed access to Jaevan in Casian’s company.
Not long after Sylas left (having given Jaevan the medication), Jaevan had felt the blackness engulf him in a way he now recognised as the seeing fugue. Then, it had been entirely new to him, and his palms moistened as he remembered the terror of slipping into darkness, his head spinning and whirling as he tumbled into nothingness.
He had seen it then, the fires that Sylas described—seen it as if actually present. He had stood where they stood now and watched the fireballs fly, had heard the creak of wood and leather and the thunk as projectiles were released, had seen them arcing through the air. The screams of the city people rang in his ears, as walls fell and buildings were engulfed by flames.
“Are you all right?” Sylas’s anxious face peered into his own. Sweat ran down Jaevan’s face, and Sylas’s cool hand brushed damp hair from Jaevan’s forehead. “Gwysias, wait. Jaevan is ill. Take his arm, Rana. Let’s get him into shelter.” With Rana on one side and Sylas on the other, Jaevan staggered through what had once been the main gate and into the city itself.
“This was the great hall,” said Gwysias. “It’s mostly collapsed now, of course, but there is enough still standing to be shelter of a sort. What’s the matter with him?”
“Tiredness, maybe, or too long in the sun,” said Sylas. “We aren’t used to walking so far. He’s clammy, barely conscious.”
Jaevan could feel the kye loitering on the edge of his mind, waiting to step in if his defences should fall. Through eyes that wanted to close with weariness, Jaevan could see the remains of what had once been a vaulted ceiling, now just gnarled fingers of stone and ash brick thrusting into the sky. The four of them picked their way around the remains of fallen roof timbers and long tables, charred and splintered, in the ruins of a grand hall that must have seen many a feast day.
“It was beautiful once,” said Gwysias, taking up his story again, his voice booming in Jaevan’s head. “Such decorations as you have never seen. Fine weavings and paintings and statuary, all gone.” He ran his good hand down the shattered remains of what had once been a stone bust of a man. “Some esteemed master in the past, no doubt. Forgotten now, and the changer lore with him.”
Crushed grass smelled sweet beneath Jaevan as Rana and Sylas lowered him gently to the ground. Water trickled over his lips. He tried to swallow, gagging a little, but some of its cool freshness soothed his dry throat. “Easy. Take it slowly.” More water moistened his lips. Sylas and Rana watched anxiously over him and he tried to smile reassurance. The kye retreated.
“It was over there I was hurt,” said Gwysias, pointing to the back of the hall where a heap of masonry still partially blocked what had once been a grand doorway. “Early in the attack I was running to tell as many changers as possible to take flight and telling those that could not to head for the gate beyond the lake, to try to escape down the pathway that leads past the cave. Master Jesely was seeing to the changers who could fly and Cowin eased the crush at the rear gate—the one that leads to the path down to the cave. The gate was small, you see. People could easily have been trampled in the panic. I was on my way to the door when the world exploded around me. The hall took a hit from a fireball and the wall collapsed.”
Jaevan choked. He had seen it. That had been part of his vision: a fireball crashing through the roof of a big building, the screams of people inside and the crashing of stone and bricks as the whole ceiling came tumbling down.
Sylas pummelled Jaevan’s back. “Slowly. Take it steady there.”
“I must have been caught by it. I came to hours later, covered in blood with an almighty headache and completely alone. A timber had saved me from the worst of the rubble, but my arm was crushed by falling masonry. It could so easily have been my skull instead.”
The story came smoothly, almost emotionlessly, from Gwysias’s lips, as if he had told it many times before. Unlikely, but the man had probably relived it so many times—told himself the tale over and over in his head—that the telling of it came easy. Jaevan wanted to cover his ears—to tell Gwysias to stop, that he couldn’t bear to hear any more. It was too clear in his mind to want to relive it with him. But the old changer carried on with his recounting.
“When I woke it was to the smell of smoke still heavy in the air. They had piled all the bodies they could find onto a pyre and set them alight. By the time I’d dug my way out and crawled outside it was nothing but cold grey ash. At least the soldiers had gone by the time I emerged or they would probably have killed me there and then.”
The kye was there again, forceful, insistent, and nothing would stop it this time. The smell of the pyre filled his lungs, the sickening stench of woodsmoke and burning bodies. The blackness of the vision enveloped him and he crashed into the dark.
All around him, the sounds of battle raged. He stood watching while a fireball hit the great hall. Jaevan looked for Gwysias, but he was not there. Vaguely, Jaevan wondered why—this was where Gwysias said he had been buried—but there were so many people, running and screaming, that maybe he had missed him in the chaos. Parents ran with children crying in their arms. Men and women crouched, rising as crows and swallows and hawks, wings pounding in a desperate attempt to carry them to freedom. Screams rang out as another fireball flashed through the sky, plunging into the roof of the building that held the apprentices’ dormitories. Jaevan heard the sickening thump of arrowhead meeting flesh, and a bird plummeted from the sky, an arrow piercing its breast. It turned into a man as it fell.
And then he was screaming. Screaming.
Jaevan could hear panting and realised it was him. That vision had been just as he had seen it the first time. He couldn’t stay here. He couldn’t.
An ache in his arms told him that Sylas was gripping him, shaking him, begging him to come back. Staring at the friend who had pulled him back so often, Jaevan knew he was teetering on the brink, closer to madness than he had ever come. They thought him lost already, his mind gone. Would it be so very different if he were to let go? To relinquish his last claim on his sanity?
The screams of hundreds of people filled his ears and when he closed his eyes all he saw were birds tumbling, wings churning the air in a desperate attempt to fly; blood flowing from arrow wounds; changers turning back to human form as they died. The flames burned his skin and the smoke filled his chest, and he knew that the vision was calling him—pulling him deeper and deeper.
He took one last look at Sylas, trying to say goodbye with his gaze as he let the madness take him. And then a voice sounded inside his head, speaking softly to him. He didn’t recognise it at first, until Rana’s face came into view over Sylas’s shoulder. She reached out a hand and stroked his cheek.
Stay with me.
He felt her touch on his face instead of the heat of the fire; heard her voice in his mind instead of the screams of the wounded and dying; inhaled her sweetness instead of the choking smell of burning flesh.
One last vision formed insistently in his mind. It was after the Destruction—many years after, if the moss on the fallen walls and pillars was any guide. He was flying, as he had never done in life. Beside him, a crow with a necklace of some sort in its beak, glinting in the sunlight. It landed on a small island in the lake, its shape blurring back into that of a man. The changer had enough time to scrape a message onto the rock before the last of his strength left him, his aiea totally exhausted, and he died.
Jaevan cried, cried for the man he had never known, but had seen die.
Stay with me.
Feeling tears on his cheeks, he squeezed Rana’s hand tight and told her before losing consciousness:
He’s on the island in the lake.

Jesely woke from a fitful sleep to feel the ground shaking beneath him. He couldn’t remember the last time the Lady had let him pass a peaceful night. Pulling on a light robe, he went out into the morning air. Once outside, he stopped to touch his palms to the ash and ran quickly through his morning dedication.
“Source of life, keep me. Source of power, guide me.”
He pressed his fingers and thumbs together in the form of the mountain and kissed his fingertips. The Lady was a constant presence in his life, living in her shadow as he did. Even without being consciously aware of it, he felt for the aiea, feeling it grow and grow daily, a cup filling with wine until nearly brim-full. Last year changers had returned from the mainland to help. He didn’t know how they had done it, but somehow Cowin had found a way to make her safe, at least temporarily. It had only taken a year for the situation to return to desperate, and this time there was no Cowin to pacify her. Should he have concentrated on rescuing Cowin instead of Sylas? But Yinaede’s seeing had been so clear—her instructions to him as the Aerie walls fell, so insistent. Sylas would save them, and Jesely must save him.
Jesely had abandoned the Aerie as the walls crumbled and people died. He had saved himself so he could live to save Sylas. He still felt guilty about that.
Jesely crouched, reaching for his hawk kye. Drawing on the aiea to transform himself, he surrendered to the change. The amount he drew would make next to no difference—it would take more changers than him to leech the energy away—but he did it every morning just the same. A drop taken from an ocean of aiea, and of about as much consequence.
The last he had seen of Sylas and Jaevan, they had been on the path up to the cave with an elderly man. He hoped the man they were travelling with could help them, for time was running short. The Lady would overflow soon with no regard for whether Sylas was ready or not.
A hawk could watch over him where a man could not. He took to the wing.



CHAPTER 12
“WHAT DO YOU MEAN, HE spoke to you? He doesn’t speak. And I was right there. If he had spoken, I’d have heard it, ashini?”
Sylas glared across the cook fire at Rana. Jaevan lay resting after his seeing, watching the others, while Gwysias prepared what remained of the provisions they had bought in the village. Tomorrow they would gather food, or go hungry.
“Just what I told you. ‘He’s on the island in the lake,’ he said, just as clear as I can hear you now.” Rana tossed her braid over her shoulder. “I know you don’t believe me, but it’s true.”
Sylas fumed. If Jaevan was to speak to anyone, then by rights it should be him. “Yet no one heard him but you.”
Rana sighed. “I’ve always had a knack for knowing what people were thinking. I can read little signs. How they stand; how their eyes move when they speak.”
“But he was barely conscious, writhing in terror and screaming at whatever he saw in his head. There were no signs.”
“If he can see things in his head, why do you refuse to believe what I heard in mine? It’s true, whether you believe it or not.”
Jesely had had the empath talent; it was not even certain that the girl was a changer. He would believe her a talent when she could prove it to him, not just prattle about signs.
Rana’s own posture wasn’t hard for Sylas to read, and he had no talent, certainly not empathy. Her arms determinedly crossed and eyes flashing, she defied him to disbelieve her.
“The lake is the one place on the Aerie I’ve not been to since the Destruction,” said Gwysias. “Rowing is hard for an old man with one arm, unless he wants to spend a long time going nowhere but round in circles.”
“So I’ll row you out there,” said Sylas. “When Jaevan wakes we’ll go and look at this island, and there will be nothing to find. Then we’ll know not to listen to her.”
“If we go now we can be back by nightfall,” said Gwysias. “Leave the girl with Jaevan. We know he will be calm for her, if he wakes before we return.”
Sylas was reluctant to leave Jaevan in Rana’s care, but she insisted, telling them to go find the man, whoever he was, and prove she told the truth. They compromised. If Jaevan woke, Rana would bring him to the shore within shouting distance if Sylas was needed.
Gwysias and Sylas walked through ruined streets where hardy plants had found enough soil to grow between the cobbles and the paving stones. Streets which would have been kept clear by horses and wagons and feet were now overgrown and left to run wild. Gwysias kept up a commentary as he went.
“This was the library here. You’ll remember it, I daresay. Novices spent plenty of hours studying in there, and I saw rather more of you than I wanted to. Feeling was probably mutual, heh? And here’s the hall of records. This street was the tradesmen’s row—ironmongers and cobblers and tailors and such, all come to serve the Aerie. All human they were, and most of them died with us. The king’s soldiers drew no distinction; they cut everyone down. They meant to leave no survivors: no witnesses to tell their tales.”
Sylas pictured the city as it had been when he had known it—splendid, bustling with life and people. A whole community dedicated to learning and serving, brought to its knees by the rage and revenge of one man.
Gwysias led them out through a gate which was almost intact. Intended for everyday use by the Aerie’s inhabitants rather than to impress visitors, it was a good deal smaller and less imposing than the main entrance. The view here was so different it took Sylas’s breath away. Lush green pastures, fields which had once been cultivated, and a conduit that had drawn water from a lake. He had almost forgotten how beautiful the lake was.
Rimmed with grey-black sand sparkling in the sun, the lake’s water reflected the blue of the sky, turned to indigo by the black rock beneath the surface. When he first came here, he had been staggered by the expanse of water. His own village had relied on deep wells for drinking water, the desert floor so porous that rivers and streams were unknown there, much less a lake of this size.
Gwysias nodded towards the centre, where a rocky island poked above the surface.
“Did you ever go out there?”
Sylas shook his head. “Never. You?”
“Many years ago. Not since this, obviously,” Gwysias indicated his useless arm, “but I attended many dedications out there. It is a sad place, yet tranquil.”
“Which Jaevan thinks we need to visit,” said Sylas. He didn’t believe that Jaevan could talk to anyone, far less a girl he barely knew, but he would go along with the charade. When she was proved wrong, maybe he could contrive to keep her away from Jaevan somehow.
“Only one way to get out there if you can’t swim, and I never met a Chesammos who could. Can you row?”
Sylas had the desert-dweller’s deep suspicion of water and vessels that travelled on it, but he supposed he would have to try. The boats pulled high up on the shore were double-ended and built of overlapping planks, then lined with pitch to keep them watertight. Several were in various stages of decay, but one was sound enough to his eyes, and he dragged it down the sand to the water’s edge. Sylas helped Gwysias into the boat and saw him safely settled before pushing it out into the water.
Sylas had never rowed a boat. They made slow progress, with much splashing of oars and muttering of curses. Gwysias offered advice, which was of little help, and Sylas was hot and irritable before he drew the boat up onto the shore. He knelt to splash his face, then stood, shaking water from his hands, to await Gwysias’s direction.
Gwysias led him through slender trees that must have been no more than seedlings when the Aerie was destroyed. There were few older ones. The island had been cleared of vegetation, for the most part, and only a rare gnarled trunk spread swooping branches over the rocks to provide shade. The rest of the island was black and grey rock. As in the ruins, stubborn grasses and shrubs were beginning to take hold. Soon, Sylas reflected, the whole mountain top would become wilderness again. All that would be left of the changers would be the crumbling walls that even now the moss and grasses did their best to weaken and the rain and wind to wear away.
Among the rocks, niches dotted every available surface: some high, some low, some no more than tiny crevices where the rock had barely submitted to the metal tools of man. Sylas started towards them, but Gwysias held out his good arm to stop him.
“Wait. If you approach, do so with reverence, for these are the shrines of fallen changers.”
“I’ve seen niches before.”
“Not like these. The common folk try to revere the changers lost to them, but they do not know the proper ritual.”
Sylas shivered. “You mean these are graves? Do they contain ashes, then? Bones?”
“Some may, although generally a changer’s body would be treated in the same way as any other man’s after his death. If not returned to his family, we would treat each according to his custom: burial for Irmos and Irenthi, a funeral pyre for Chesammos. I even saw one burning boat sent out onto the lake for an honoured student from Eventhal. He was no changer, but had been sent by his family for an education and stayed long beyond what they expected of him. He found the life of an academic more to his taste than his father’s merchanting, and contributed much to our libraries. All his work will have gone up in smoke and ash like the rest of our books, I fear.”
“How can this help us?” said Sylas. “There must be hundreds of niches here. Maybe thousands. We can’t possibly look in each one. We don’t even know what we are looking for.”
“What did Rana say? ‘He is on the island’? Sounds to me like we look for a man, not a niche.”
“No one can have lived out here all these years without you noticing him, surely?”
Gwysias shrugged. “If he came and went in bird form a man could stay hidden here well enough, I imagine. But no, I doubt he would have escaped my notice this long. Let us look, and see what we may find.”
They wandered among the rocks, casting glances into niches which caught their eye, but never finding any more than they would have expected: a feather to denote a changer; a pipe to denote a master; a fragment of parchment in a leather tube for a scholar. Then they turned a corner, and there it was.
The body of a man lay on the path between two rows of niches. He lay as he had fallen, one hand reaching out towards the rock face, now moss-covered although obviously once well-tended. The body had been there some time; the flesh had gone from the bones.
“He flew here,” Gwysias commented. “A changer.”
“How can you tell?” said Sylas, his voice trembling despite his best efforts to keep it steady. Had Jaevan really seen this? Could Rana truly communicate with him?
“Even if he’d been here long enough for clothes to rot there would be other signs: a belt buckle, buttons, jewellery, maybe the remains of shoe leather. Nothing here but bones.”
Sylas came closer. Beneath the remains of one hand lay a sharp stone, one end scraped whiter than the rest. Sylas rubbed at the rock wall nearby, green algae and lichens coming away on his fingers. Beneath, the word ‘stormweaver’ was scraped into the rock.
Omena Stormweaver was a character in a Chesammos children’s tale. According to legend she had been one of the first changers and had enjoyed a special relationship with the Lady. As far as Sylas knew, she was no more than that: a fanciful character in a tale his mother had told him. He wiped his hands on his breeches, leaving green smears across his thighs, then stepped carefully round the man, trying not to disturb his final resting place. Something glistening near the man’s foot had caught his attention.
“He was carrying something when he flew in.” The bones of the man’s foot scattered, but Sylas scarcely noticed. He stooped to pick up the object, shaking the dust from it and turning it in his hands.
It was a necklace. Simple enough—no gold clasp or valuable jewels—just a hooked clasp and eight or nine pale green chips of linandra on a waxed cord, but he would have known it anywhere. He and his brother and sister had cut their teeth on these beads. His hand shook as he held it out to show Gwysias.
“He’s not been here that long, then,” said Gwysias. “The cord is still quite sound.”
“I don’t know how this man came to have it,” Sylas said, “but this necklace was my mother’s.” And he had last seen it when he hid it down a well ten years before.

What was taking them so long? Jaevan was getting twitchy. According to Rana, Sylas and Gwysias had left not long before he woke up, but now it felt like they had been away for hours. He had not spent so long away from Sylas in nine years. Even when parted briefly at the Hermitage, Jaevan had known Sylas was within calling distance—if only he could have called.
Over the lake waterfowl came and went, diving for pondweed, the occasional one swooping from a height and entering the water with scarcely a splash to emerge with a wriggling, silver-scaled fish clutched in its talons. He and Rana watched the boat on the distant shore. They sat together propped up against a tree, and gradually she drew nearer until she was so close, her leg touched his all the way down. And yet it felt good. Natural. Like they had known each other for years. He liked that.
“You’re a bit of a mystery, you know,” she said at last. “You’re high-born Irenthi from your looks. It’s possible you could be a fair Irmos who looks Irenthi, but I don’t think you are. I’ve never seen an Irmos with green eyes before. So what would an Irenthi be doing with a Chesammos, and a Chesammos changer at that?”
How many of his thoughts could this girl really read? Did he have to let her, or could she do it anyway? Their closeness, which had been so companionable up to now, suddenly felt intimidating.
“Gwysias knows who you are. I’m sure he does. I’ve seen him watch you with a strange look on his face. And of course Sylas knows, but he wouldn’t tell me. He behaves like you’re his personal property. I’m not sure I like being the only one who doesn’t know your secret, especially when I’m the only one can talk to you.”
She shifted position, so that she could look into his face.
“Would you tell me? If I tried to know? Would you let me?” Rana sighed. “Although if it’s such a big secret, maybe I’m better off not knowing. Look how well the last secret I discovered worked out for me. My mother not my mother, my brother not my brother, and suddenly I’m a foundling from the Aerie and I don’t know who I am any more. At least you know who you are, don’t you?”
Yes, he knew who he was. At least, he knew who he had been; the two things weren’t necessarily the same. He readied himself to open up his thoughts to her. Jaevan wasn’t sure how he had done it before, if indeed he had done anything, but he felt as if relaxing would help.
I’m Jaevan. I was Prince Jaevan of House Banunis, until I became like this.
She showed no sign of having heard him, her eyes fixed once more on the boat pulled up on the shore.
“Don’t you think they should be coming back by now? Do you know what they were looking for, exactly? Did you see it?” She let out a long slow sigh. “I’d never spent a night away from home before the night in the cave. I wonder if Mother…Sonja…has had the baby—if it’s survived. I was looking forward to it so much—having a baby brother or sister. And it’s not my brother or sister, is it? And I may never even see it.”
He squeezed her hand. The baby might not be her brother or sister in blood, but it was the sibling of her heart.
“I’m sorry. I’m talking too much. But it helps a little.”
I’m Jaevan. I had two brothers and a sister, although one brother is dead. I was Prince Jaevan of Banunis, until I became as you see me.
“Can I tell you something? Promise you’ll not tell.” Rana laughed softly. “Of course you won’t. That’s why I’m telling you. I need to tell someone, and normally it would be Sonja, but she’s not here and I don’t know if I’d even tell her this. It would worry her too much.” She lowered her eyes. Jaevan was transfixed by her. Her skin, several shades darker than his, was perfect, unblemished. She had loosed her hair from its braid, and it fell in ringlets round her face. He wanted to stroke her hair, to touch her skin.
“When Tallon left I think I felt it too. The call, I mean. Not like he did, I don’t think. But like a pulling here,” she laid her hand flat on her stomach, “and an ache in my joints like I’d been carrying heavy loads a long way. I told Sylas I hadn’t, but I think he knew I was lying. I’m so scared.” Rana bit her lip, and her eyes threatened to overflow with tears.
“I’ve never even heard of a girl being called, but there must have been women at the Aerie, mustn’t there, if I was taken from there as a child.” Tears gathered, threatening to spill over. “I don’t dare tell Gwysias. He said Sylas could train me, but I don’t think he’s a proper changer, for all he’s so much older. But what if I’m called like Tallon was? What if you wake up one morning and I’m not here anymore? I’m horribly afraid. Will you stay with me? Please? I need a friend so badly.”
Jaevan thought he said it aloud, although he couldn’t be sure. But he saw in her face that she heard him.
I will.



CHAPTER 13
THE FOLLOWING DAY, THE FOUR broke their fast together. The fruit trees behind the Aerie provided a plentiful supply, and Gwysias had nets and lines which yielded fish. After the plain fare in the Hermitage, Sylas savoured every mouthful. Gwysias ate well, it seemed, even when his village-bought provisions ran out, but he still managed to find fault.
“You’ll soon grow tired of it. Fruit and fish, fish and fruit, morning, noon, and night soon becomes tiresome. You’ll hanker after a haunch of lamb or a slice of cured pork soon, make no mistake.” Despite his grumblings, Gwysias ate as heartily as the rest of them. “So, time to think about you starting to fly again.”
Sylas choked down his mouthful. “So soon? I… I had not thought to try so fast.”
“Soon?” Gwysias chuckled. “You last flew when? Nine years ago? Ten? I know you Chesammos don’t rush into things, but there’s cautious and there’s cautious.”
“I mean… What about the marking. Shouldn’t I give it time to wear off?”
“You said yourself you were needing the potion every couple of days. If that is the case, and you haven’t marked since the cave, you’ll be able to change if I call you.”
“But—”
“You said you’d changed before.”
“Three times.” Each one a struggle, and before that there had been many more failures than successes. Throngs of kye in his head demanded to be the one bound to him, although the masters insisted that could not be happening. There was one bird kye for each new changer, they said. It was only later that a changer experienced more than one bird kye. They thought he disguised his failure with outlandish claims.
“So you bound your kye. That link is never broken. Did you try transforming without a call?”
“Yes. It didn’t go well.” Although he had managed it, just once, under desperate circumstances.
“But you changed often enough to know what you’re doing. You remember the rules?”
Sylas nodded. “Take care not to overfly my strength. Stay clear of predators—we look no different than natural birds, and hawks and the like will hunt us given the chance.” His voice took on the sing-song tone of a child repeating his lessons, and truly these lessons had been beaten into his head at the Aerie.
“And the third?”
“Do not fly out to sea. The only reason a changer flies out to sea is to take the long flight. Our power ends out of sight of land.”
“Quite right. We are tied to the island, heh? Chandris is the source of our power. The energy on which we draw comes from here, and the kye’s energy to let them escape the Outlands too.”
Sylas wanted to correct Gwysias, but held his tongue. Changer lore said Chandris was the source of the aiea, but the Chesammos knew it was Eurna, the Lady, that gave the changers their abilities.
“But here, I don’t even know what form you take.”
Sylas lowered his gaze. His form was one of the more common ones, particularly among the Chesammos, but it often drew a hostile reaction when people first found out.
“I am a crow, master.”
Rana nearly choked on her fruit, coughing and spluttering till her eyes watered.
“Say it,” said Sylas, his dark eyes daring the young woman to speak. “Say what you want to say.”
Rana flushed. “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t think.”
“Go on,” Sylas urged her. “I’ve heard it before. I’d rather you said it to my face than muttered it behind my back. Spit it out, girl.”
“Filthy vermin,” Rana muttered.
“That’s not all. You can do better than that. And speak up, I want to hear you say it.”
Rana’s skin reddened further. “But I—”
“Say it.”
“Carrion eater,” Rana waited for Sylas’s response, got none, then continued with more confidence. “Crows eat the eyes of the dead first, then peck the flesh from their bones. They take the spirits of the dead to the Outlands.”
“Do you remember I told you we ate and drank nothing in bird form?”
“Yes,” Rana mumbled, her face sullen.
“So I have never eaten carrion, nor feasted on the eyes of the dead.”
“Yes, but—”
“I take the shape of a crow, Rana. That doesn’t make me one.”
“But I might have guessed,” Gwysias interrupted. “Crowchangers are dark and brooding. Single-minded. Firm of purpose once they make up their minds. Loyal, whatever the cost. Faithful, even when faith is misguided. Do you see yourself in that description, Sylas?”
He supposed he could be seen as dark and brooding, but that was his human nature, not his bird form. Loyal—yes, he could see that. He had stood by Jaevan enough years to earn that description. Faithful, even when misguided—his throat clenched at that one. He had kept faith with Casian, even when all the evidence pointed to him not being the man Sylas thought him to be. But he had broken faith with someone else. The person with the best claim to his loyalty was the one he had let down most grievously.
It ate away at him, but still he kept his secret close.

An hour or so later, Sylas crouched beside Jaevan, worriedly assuring him that he would be quite safe; he wouldn’t leave him. Rana watched the exchange.
“Does he understand?” said Sylas.
She reached to enfold Jaevan’s hand in hers and a smile spread across her face. “I think he does.”
Sylas frowned, cross with himself for asking her. Cross with himself, too, for how he had behaved towards her.
“I’m sorry for earlier,” he said, eyes downcast. Apologies never came easily to him. “I shouldn’t have taken it out on you. I’ve always been judged for one thing or another: my race, my kye, my failure to learn. But I have no more control over which kye chose me than I have over the colour of my skin.”
Rana let go of Jaevan’s hand. “I don’t mean to impose, Sylas. I don’t intend to come between you two, and I never meant to make you feel that way. But sometimes I just understand people better than others do. You must want to spend some time with Jaevan before you fly. I’ll leave you two alone.”
Sylas frowned. She had an uncanny knack for making him feel in the wrong.
“After all,” he grumbled at Jaevan, “what does she know of us? We only just met her.”
But she had known about the man on the island.
Nonsense! That was pure chance. Any changer might have come back to the Aerie if he felt himself close to death, and where better to take himself than the lake island. But why did the dead man have his mother’s beads? Gwysias was openly sceptical that they were his mother’s. Linandra was mined on the island, after all. Many people might have similar necklaces. But Sylas was sure. He had known those beads from birth. He would recognise them anywhere.
Sylas shook himself. He should be concentrating on his imminent flight, not puzzling over mysteries he could not solve. Gwysias emerged from the ruins and beckoned to him.
“Are you ready?”
Sylas nodded, not trusting his voice. Apprehension had him in its grip. He had never thought to fly again, and now that the moment was here his heart hammered in his chest. He pulled his tunic over his head, unlaced his shirt and tugged that off, too. His boots joined the pile of clothing. Then with a look towards where Jaevan and Rana stood watching, he unlaced his breeches and stepped out of them. Rana averted her eyes, her face flushing. She had not known he would do this, he realized, but if she wanted to be a changer, she would have to get used to seeing men in their smallclothes, or less. It gave him a grim satisfaction to have unsettled her.
Wearing only his caigani, he crouched on the ground, arms wrapped round his knees in the posture he had always used as a novice when trying to transform. It seemed to him that making himself more birdlike would ease the transition. Whether that was true or false he did not know, but many changers, Casian included, had used that position when they transformed.
Gwysias regarded him closely.
“This should be straightforward, since you’ve changed before. Good luck.”
The master raised a small pipe to his lips. Changer pipes were carved from linandra, the crystal mined by the Chesammos from the vents of the ash desert. Only a master was allowed to own a pipe, and then only when he had attained sufficient mastery to be able to train a new changer. Sylas didn’t know what magic made the pipe able to call, but he knew what would happen. He braced himself, half unwilling to accept what was about to happen.
When the lilting sound emerged from the mouth of the pipe it was as if it spoke directly to his kye, awakening the store of aiea within him and stirring it into life. A part of him remained unwilling to give itself up to the kye; the memories of failure made him reluctant to fail again. The note hung in the air like a mist. It enveloped him, vibrated deep within him. It was like the warmth of the sun, the touch of a lover, cool water in his mouth on a hot day, and Sylas wondered how he had lived so long without it. He shuddered with the pleasure, a long slow smile spreading across his face. This was what happiness felt like. He remembered now.
Sylas fully expected to be forced into his transformation, and was surprised to find the call a little less urgent, a little less imperative than he had anticipated. He looked up at Gwysias, an unasked question on his lips.
“Can you resist it?” Gwysias asked. “Good! Then you are closer to mastery than either of us imagined. Age makes some things more difficult for a man, heh? But it makes some things easier.”
He could do it. The Lady had made it happen.
“If you can resist a call the only thing left to learn is the transformation at will, and then you have mastery of the gift,” Gwysias said. “This time open yourself to it; don’t resist it.”
Gwysias blew again and the energy inside Sylas surged once more. He relaxed, allowing the threads to take their shape, and reached out to the kye to bring the bird form through the void. It felt so much better this way, choosing to bring the kye through, not having kye pushing and jostling at his mind, confusing and distracting him. Then he felt it: pain lancing through his skin as if all the blood elder marks had turned to tiny points of fire. He lurched forward to land on hands and knees.
Gwysias knelt awkwardly in the dust beside him, grasped his shoulders.
“It was not like this before?”
Sylas managed a terse shake of his head. “Help me,” he gasped, his fingernails grinding into the dirt as another wave of fire coursed through his skin. Rana and Jaevan took a step forward. “Stay back!” he growled. Gwysias was the only one he could bear to have near him.
“It must be the blood elder,” said Gwysias. “You have used it so long. Your body is trying to change and the potion is still trying to stop it.” He blew into the pipe one more time and Sylas collapsed on the ground, his stomach clenching as he felt the almost-forgotten wrench of transformation.
Then he heard the kye clearly inside his head.
You have shut me out for a long time. We fly, changer?
He had the brief sensation of falling, twisting through blackness and then he was launching himself into the sky, cool air rippling through his shiny black feathers. He let out a croak of triumph, his crow voice exultant as he took wing.
Gwysias shouted and waved, joy and relief evident on his face. Rana seemed frightened, awed by her first sight of a changer transformation. It had not been the smooth change he would have wanted her to see, under the circumstances. Even as he powered upwards, Sylas noted Rana’s hands clamped onto Jaevan’s arms, holding him tightly. Her face was deathly pale and she looked close to vomiting. Did he disgust her that much?
Vermin. Carrion eater.
Sylas circled them, finding his wings after too long without flight. This was what he had been born to do; he knew that now. No matter what, no one could take this away from him.
He flew hard to gain height, always aware of the danger of hunters on the ground below. For every man with a bow or a sling who wanted extra meat for his family’s bellies, there was another who would kill a crow just to be rid of vermin. Why had he not been a swallow or a sparrow, or better still an owl like Casian?
The wind streamed along his body and he relaxed, allowing himself to enjoy the sensation. Relaxing too much was impossible, of course. He had to be aware of the kye and of his human body trapped in the Outlands. When the time came to reclaim his body, either voluntarily or because his aiea had run out, he would need to be on or near the ground. Too many changers overflew themselves, lost contact with their kye or exhausted their strength, and tumbled to earth, suffering serious injury or even death. He would not take that risk.
In the years since his last change he had forgotten the clarity of a bird’s sight. Even from up here he could make out the red and blue of berries in the bushes; the glint of light off streams; the furtive movement of mice and other prey in the undergrowth. Prey for others, not for him.
He pulled his attention back to the kye, monitoring the fragile threads of aiea that wove his bird form. This was the danger period. Many new or inexperienced changers grew so addicted to this euphoria that they resisted changing back, remaining so long in bird form that they succumbed to exhaustion and death. Crowchangers tended to be a steadier sort, he remembered being told, much valued for their visual acuity and for their worth as spies and lookouts. It was swallows that most risked exhaustion, swooping and soaring in the aerial acrobatics so characteristic of their kind until tiredness struck them and they plunged to the ground.
Danger above, changer.
A shadow crossed Sylas’s body.
Predator! He instinctively went into an evasive manoeuver to dodge his hunter. The hawk swooped, forcing Sylas to turn away, his wings beating wildly in an effort to outrun the larger bird. He looked down and was startled to see the glitter of water below. The sea? Had he really flown so far already? He must have been away for longer than he thought, lost in the wonder of flight. Stupid, to have risked everything. Gwysias would be worried, and Jaevan—had Jaevan been all right in his absence? His head filled with images of Jaevan in the grip of a fit, crying for Sylas and him not being there.
Have a care, changer.
He twisted and turned, once more aware of the hawk circling above him. Omena’s wings, but that had been close. He had to keep his concentration or risk losing his grip on the kye in mid-flight. He fixed the Aerie mountaintop in his sights. His body would need time to adjust after not flying for many years, and he was shocked when he realised how close he had come to flying out to sea.
Pulling his wings right back and stretching his legs out before him he landed on the ground, hopped once, twice, then stopped on the grass. Feeling the familiar twist and wrench of his kye leaving him and his human body returning from the Outlands, he glanced up to the sky. The hawk still circled ominously. It could have attacked and killed him at any time on his return flight. Not a predator, then. A spy sent by Casian? His blood chilled at the thought. Should he mention it to Gwysias? No. It was his anxiety playing tricks on him. No sense worrying the old master unnecessarily.
His knees buckled under him and he pitched over onto the grassy bank beside the lake, suddenly more tired than he had realised. The last thing he saw as his vision swam was Gwysias leaning over him, eyes full of concern.

Jaevan spotted Rana’s discomfort almost immediately. They had all been watching Sylas’s transformation, Jaevan with a lightness of heart he had not felt for many years. Sylas had been able to control his changing—something that had always eluded him at the Aerie—and Jaevan knew what that would mean to him. But then Jaevan had caught Rana’s eye—had seen in the tightening of her jaw and the strain in her face that she, too, had felt the call of Gwysias’s pipe. Rana managed to conceal her reaction to it until Sylas left, but then she clutched his arm, face ashen grey.
“I can feel it,” she gasped. “It pulls at me.”
Jaevan led her to shelter, Gwysias distracted by watching his new apprentice fly confidently off into the distance. Jaevan was certain now that she was a changer and that it was only a matter of time before she responded to the call. He hovered over her, torn between attending to her and watching for Sylas, but she waved him away. “Go. I’ll be fine. It’s easing. Go and wait for him.”
Rana rejoined Gwysias and Jaevan out by the lake later. She was still pale, although less deathly so, and Gwysias accepted her story of queasiness at seeing her first transformation. He lost all interest in her wellbeing in the excitement of Sylas’s return.
The following morning Rana set a pot of water over the fire for tea. Sylas had spent some time investigating the garden attached to the school of healing. It was overgrown and untended, but many of the herbs had seeded among the chaos, and he had identified several plants good for hot teas, as well as more additions to his healer pack. An assortment of plants now hung to dry in the Aerie ruins, or waited their turn to be boiled into potions.
Jaevan walked out with Sylas and Gwysias, leaving Rana contentedly minding a pot of ralayen-leaf tisane and sniffing the aromatic steam. The Chesammos was in high spirits after his changing the day before, although Jaevan had spotted him rubbing some new-made salve into aching muscles. His body would take time to reaccustom itself to the rigours of flight.
They crossed the black sand beach to check the fishing lines, ducks and geese parting in a cackling throng before them. Jaevan winced as he felt something like a punch—thrown in play, not in anger—to his stomach, not painful, but uncomfortable. Sylas stopped as if he had walked into a wall, taking a long shuddering breath and putting a hand protectively across his abdomen. Gwysias, faster than Jaevan had seen him move before, grasped Sylas’s shoulders, shaking him until Sylas looked into the old master’s eyes.
“Look at me. You mustn’t answer. The kye will plague you but you are stronger. You can resist it. It could be anyone, do you understand?”
A call? But Jaevan had felt it, and he didn’t feel calls. And Gwysias was the only master on the island. No, Jaevan reminded himself, there was Tallon’s caller also. And Tallon had not come back.
“Ashini, Master,” Sylas gasped. “But it’s strong. Far away, but powerful. Stronger than your call for all the distance. I don’t know if I can—” and he groaned, doubling over and clutching at his stomach. Jaevan had never changed, but he could guess what was happening; the kye tried to bind Sylas to the call—to draw him to the caller. And he had felt such pain when Gwysias had called him yesterday.
“You can do it, man. You have to. I’ve heard Casian has a master that he keeps prisoner. If it’s him calling you will just fly back to captivity.”
Sylas took a long shuddering breath. “I think it’s easier now—a little. Ah, by the Lady, here it comes again…”
Again Jaevan felt it, that soft blow to his gut. Sylas sank to his knees in the sand. Jaevan watched numbly as his friend’s hands clenched and low moans escaped Sylas’s lips. Then a chilling cry came from beyond the ruins. Rana’s voice, raised in anguish.
“Jaevan! Sylas! Help me!”



CHAPTER 14
RANA’S WORDS ENDED WITH A gurgling scream and Jaevan sprinted for the ruins. Sylas stayed kneeling on the sand, one hand flat on the ground to steady himself. He could resist it, if only just, but Omena’s wings, how it hurt to do so. He raised his eyes to Gwysias.
“Does it always hurt this way? Resisting it, I mean?”
The old man shook his head. “It should be as the brushing away of a fly. An irritation, no more. As the blood elder leaves you it will be easier, I am sure.”
Sylas shuddered again. Whoever was calling, he wished they would stop.
He raised himself cautiously to his feet, breathing hard through clenched teeth and willing the pain to end. He loped off after Jaevan towards the ruins, Gwysias following more slowly behind him. When Sylas reached their fire Jaevan already stood over the boiling pot, which bubbled away unattended. He held Rana’s clothing to his chest. Silently, he held it out to Sylas.
The girl had changed, then. Sylas scanned the sky, straining to see her. Even now she flew unaccompanied to who knows where. The changers had good reason to insist first fliers had a master accompany them; the skies were full of perils for the inexperienced changer.
Jaevan held Rana’s shift to his face, as if to wipe tears away, then looked imploringly at Sylas. When had Jaevan’s face begun showing emotions, Sylas wondered. He had been unreadable just a few days before. His expression begged Sylas to go after her.
Gwysias wheezed up beside them and took in the scene at a glance. His brows knitted into a scowl.
“No, Jaevan. Only a master can accompany first flight. I know we were planning for Sylas to fly with her, but he simply isn’t experienced enough yet to lead her out of trouble if anything should happen. That was the rule for a very good reason.”
“There is no one else,” Sylas mumbled. “We are fighting to survive, we changers. The rules changed nine years ago.” Like it or not, he felt responsible for the girl.
“But whoever has called her may bind her when she arrives. Then she is joined to that master—you know how it works. She may be lost to us already.”
The look on Jaevan’s face almost broke Sylas’s heart. He was so fond of Rana. She had worked some magic on Jaevan that Sylas had tried for many years to achieve. A stab of envy pierced him. He could leave Rana to whatever awaited her at the call’s end; then Jaevan would be his alone once more. But he shook the thought off, compelling though it was. If she could help Jaevan better than he, then at least he would be helped. He owed it to them both to set envy aside and go after her.
“All the more reason why I should go. If I can stop her being bound to another, then I will.”
He crouched, allowing the call to spread through his body. Enough still lingered in the air to help him, but some of the change came from him. The knowledge gave him little pleasure, but when next he needed to change he was almost certain could do it without a pipe. Sylas reached for the kye and with a sense of relief he felt the lurch as his bird form returned from beyond.
We fly, changer?
Sylas spoke rapidly to Gwysias before he released himself to the change. “If I don’t come back, you must find out where the surviving changers went and take Jaevan there. If they have a healer, they may be able to cure him where I failed. And you may be able to sneak him through Adamantara where a Chesammos could not. Promise me.”
With a final look at Jaevan and a whispered farewell, he let the kye shape his body, his human form slipping into the darkness of beyond in the kye’s place. The next thing he knew, he was flapping his way out of the folds of his shirt (there was good reason why changers normally disrobed before changing) and taking to the sky in the direction of the call, the blue-black wings of his crow form beating hard to carry him after Rana.
Before he had gone far he became aware that he was being observed. Above him, a hawk tracked his flight, and watched, and waited.

“…and moreover, an alliance with Duke Rakal would give us access to the silk trading routes of the south,” Casian said, trying to make it sound as though he had the slightest interest in the bloody silk trading routes. What he wanted was to get Marklin on a ship to the Southern Continent, and fast. “Our fruits could only be traded if dried, of course, given the distance, but the duke has expressed interest in our leather and as much linandra as the Chesammos can mine. It is highly prized in the Southern Continent. Almost as highly as gold and diamonds, I believe, because of its rarity. He—”
Casian stopped abruptly, cocking his head like a dog listening to something beyond human hearing. There it was again. His kye stirred in the Outlands.
We fly, changer?
Not now.
The holders he had been addressing began to exchange wary glances. Casian became distantly aware of feet shuffling uncomfortably, fingers beginning to drum on the table.
“Casian?” King Deygan’s sharp voice cut through his distraction. “Are you unwell?”
He started. The lord holders who had been invited to the assembly to discuss Marklin’s visit south watched him with varying degrees of concern. In one set of eyes, however, there was only contempt: those of Garvan, lord holder of Lucranne. The man everyone believed to be Casian’s father.
Casian sat straighter, licking his lips and glancing around at the lords seated about the long braele wood table in the king’s assembly chamber. He swept his fingers distractedly through his white-blond hair, noting their tremble with irritation. Deygan’s monkey chittered on its perch behind the king, staring at him with beady black eyes set in a red-brown face. That bloody monkey. Given half a chance he would wring its neck.
“Beg pardon, Sire. My lords.” Casian raised his goblet, and on finding it empty, he motioned for the servant standing unobtrusively by the door to refill it. He drank, willing his hand not to shake and his teeth not to chatter on the silver rim.
The wine settled his nerves. He squared his shoulders, addressing the table confidently once more, pausing at the end to allow the lord holders time to pose questions. As always, Lord Garvan had plenty. As lord holder of Lucranne, Garvan still outranked Casian, but Casian was commander of the king’s guard and had the king’s ear in a way Garvan had never managed. That fuelled their animosity. Garvan watched and waited for his declared heir to fall from grace, as other favourites had before him, and Casian protected himself against daggers in the dark. He would not put it past his ‘father’ to have him disposed of.
King Deygan handled many of the questions personally, allowing Casian a few minutes to compose himself. He had thought he heard a call the day before, but he had been drowsing by the fire with a goblet of wine, half dreaming of flight. He had sat there a moment, wondering if he had actually heard a call or if it was merely an echo of his dream. In the end, he had dismissed it as fancy. Cowin had no pipe, deep in his underground prison at the Hermitage. Gwysias had a pipe, but the man was harmless enough.
It had been tempting to take Gwysias’s pipe and try to learn to use it; then he truly would have been able to call new changers to himself, as common folk said he could. But calling when untrained held its own risks, and at present, they outweighed any benefit Casian could perceive. Besides, Gwysias was still Casian’s man, despite Casian maiming his arm to prevent him flying with the rest of the survivors. And Casian had promised the king that he had forsaken changer ways, although he broke that promise when it was expedient to do so.
This call had been louder and clearer than Gwysias had managed even in his prime, and left Casian shaken. He had been in no danger of being forced to transform by it, but he had felt it like a blow to his chest. The lords seemed to sense his urgency to be away and took delight in thwarting him, so by the time he escaped the meeting, the traces of aiea had faded. He knew the general direction of the call, but to fly with no hint of it remaining would be like looking for a black feather on a crow’s back—too many options.
So there was a master unaccounted for, and one with a pipe to boot. That was outside Casian’s plan, and anything outside his plan concerned him greatly.
He wanted this master, whoever he was. He wanted him very much.

Sylas was glad he had flown the previous day. He was still a little tired, but the process came more naturally to him: the change itself; riding the air currents; playing out the threads of energy; and keeping his crow form stable. Already he felt himself a more accomplished changer than he had ever been at the Aerie. Maybe all he had needed was time. The thought amused him. He had taken plenty.
You fly well.
The endorsement of his thoughts from the kye was encouraging. He had been worried that no kye would answer him at all when Master Gwysias called. That would have raised awkward questions he would rather not face.
As best he could judge he had made his way beyond Adamantara and over Banunis Castle, out to the west coast of the island. He gave the castle a wide berth. The chance was small that Casian could detect him amongst all the other crows that flocked around that area to feed off the city’s scraps, but he preferred not to take the risk.
He reached what he had always taken to be a promontory when he had seen it on maps in the king’s library. In reality, it proved to be a tiny island, completely cut off from the main island by a narrow gorge. At its narrowest, two people standing on opposite sides could probably have held a shouted conversation, were it not for the rushing of the wind and the crashing of the waves on the rocks.
He circled. The call had come from here. It was possible that a master had been here all these years, but if he had called before surely Casian would have captured him by now. Sylas reeled at the thought. Casian would have felt the call too. Was he now following the trail even as Sylas was? Sylas was a better changer than he had been, but he was not equal to a confrontation with Casian, not yet, if he ever would be. Owl against crow would never be an even fight.
A flurry of wings and a blow from behind caught him by surprise. The impact stunned him for a moment, and then he was twisting and turning, the crow’s instincts trying to protect him from attack. He half expected to see the snowy plumage of Casian’s owl, but it was a hawk, brown-feathered and yellow-beaked. The same as before, or another? The hawk raked his shoulder with its talons and tried to force him to the ground. He wheeled, wings thrashing in an attempt to escape, plummeting earthward and trusting to the kye to land him safely.
He crashed to the cliff top in a mess of feathers, the hawk still circling above. A natural hawk trying to prey on a lone crow would have sunk its talons into his shoulder, and been feasting on crow flesh by now. He craned his neck to see, but the glossy feathers seemed intact, with no sign of a flesh wound. Some sort of warning?
Sylas remained in crow form. He didn’t want to risk returning to his body and then being unable to take bird form again. If he failed, it would be a long uncomfortable wait with no clothing and no shelter before Gwysias might decide it was safe to recall him. The master would leave it several hours, maybe even a day or two, to allow him time to restore himself after two flights in as many days. The prospect of over-flying always tempered changers’ flying habits, particularly in novice flyers. Gwysias would not hurry him back, however anxious they might be for his safety.
His enhanced sight allowed him to scan the small island across the water, watching for signs of life. He could see no evidence of human habitation, but the call had come from there, he was sure. He feared a trick, but for the life of him Sylas couldn’t think why Casian would call him to this place. If he wanted Sylas, wouldn’t he draw him to the castle? And if Casian had a captive master, why hadn’t he had him call Sylas before?
Sylas took flight again. The wind whistled through the gap, buffeting him as he flew. If Rana had come this way, it had been a rough first flight. And if she had met the hawk she might not have been able to duck the attack as Sylas had. His heart pounding, Sylas flew on. Blast the girl. They had little time for each other, but he did not wish her dead.
Landing on a grassy ledge that his senses screamed at him had been the source of the call, Sylas took stock. He hopped towards the rock face. There was no one there. He cocked his head to look more closely, his beady black crow’s eye taking in every detail. The bruises in the blades of grass were recent; they smelled fresh. Someone had been there, and not long ago either.
For a moment, Sylas considered transforming to continue the search, but discounted the idea, since he was maintaining bird form with surprising ease. His kye sent a wave of encouragement at the thought; it was comfortable in this state. In the meantime, he was warm in his feathers. The way the wind caught the top of the rocky escarpment made the prospect of wandering the island naked most unpleasant. As things stood, if he came across the caller, and that caller proved to be an enemy, he would rather be a crow than a man.
He took to the air again, heading towards the windward side of the island where the prevailing winds and rain had smoothed its profile over the centuries. Scanning for movement he circled lower, looking for signs of occupation. Then he spotted it—a single tiny cottage built into a slope. The angle of the sun had left that slope in shadow, and the cottage was built of the island’s own dark rock—an unintentional camouflage.
Dropping down close by, he hopped onto a window ledge and peeked through a gap in the shutters. People had been there recently. Pots and cooking utensils lay on the rough floor, and smoke from the morning cook fire still hung thickly. He tapped cautiously with his beak. There was no response. He fluttered to the ground and wrenched his human form back from the Outlands. Steadying himself against the momentary nausea of the change, he tried the door. It opened easily and he slipped inside.
The interior was dark. The shutters were part-closed and while the building’s position offered some protection from the elements, at this time of day it deepened the gloom within. It was small—probably a fisherman’s cottage—and it smelled musty, as if it never completely dried between the rains. Like mildew and old nets, damp clothes and a lifetime of open fires.
In the corner of the single room sat a three-legged stool around which lay rushes and sea-grasses. A partly finished basket stood to one side, and beside the small fireplace was a pallet large enough for two adults, their few items of clothing stacked beside it. Hoping the occupants would not begrudge him the loan of some clothing for the duration of his stay, he rummaged through the stack and found a shirt and breeches. Their owner was a little narrower in the shoulder and shorter in the leg than Sylas, but they were cut roomy in the Chesammos style and would serve.
He eased the shirt over his shoulder. It was bruised, but by rights it should have been much worse. As he laced the shirt, the door opened to reveal a small girl standing in the doorway. She was dark like him, a Chesammos, pure blood or nearly so, her face partly covered by long thick hair almost as dark as his own. She could have been a small ten-year-old or a tall eight, but no older or younger, he thought. Sylas looked beyond her for the adult he was sure would follow, but she was quite alone.
The child looked him up and down, her brow puckering as she regarded him. At last she pointed accusingly.
“You’re wearing my grandfather’s clothes!”
The shock on her face was great, but Sylas’s surprise was greater. Not because of the girl’s sudden appearance, nor finding a Chesammos in such a Lady-forsaken place. What struck him was that there, clutched tightly in her little hand, was a changer’s pipe.



CHAPTER 15
“IS HE HERE? YOUR GRANDFATHER?” Was he the master? She had spoken to him in Chesammos and he answered her in the same tongue, the sounds awkward on his lips after almost half a lifetime of Irenthi.
“No. He went away a week ago and he’s not come back. Grandmother’s away too, but I expect she’ll be back soon.”
“So you are alone?” Surely she was too young for them to have left her here with no one to mind her. “Where are your parents?”
She shrugged and tossed her hair off her face in a gesture oddly familiar to him. “Left me, didn’t they? Shomaisa takes care of me now.”
The word she used was the Chesammos term for a mother’s mother. He smiled. It was good to hear his language again after so long.
“So there’s no one else here? Just you?”
“Oh no. I’ve got my friends with me.”
He glanced around. The cottage had definitely been the only one he had seen from the air. Still, she wasn’t the only lonely child to have imaginary friends. “So where is your shomaisa?”
The child clasped her hands behind her back and stared up at the ceiling. “She was going to the mainland. She takes our baskets and lobster traps to sell. I make them too, see.” She held out her hands. They were red and raw from frequent immersion in the water used to keep the rushes pliable, but there was more to the state of her hands than that. Sylas took both her hands in his and studied her palms.
“How did you do this? These scars…”
She pulled her hands away and put them behind her back again. “They were burned. I don’t remember much about it. They worried I’d not use them again, Shomaisa says, but it’s not so very bad. I’m just a little clumsy sometimes when I can’t grip properly.”
“How long ago?”
“A year. Maybe a little more.”
The poor child. The burns must have been bad to have left scars like that. Still, they had been well tended; they had certainly healed well. Sylas didn’t think he could have done any better. Scalding water, maybe. Children were expected to help with chores early, especially among the Chesammos.
“Do you have drinking water?”
The girl dipped him a cup from a bucket near the door and he nodded his thanks. He sipped carefully. He needed food too, after so long a flight, and asked if she had any to spare.
She shook her head. “Shomaisa was going to bring back bread and cheese and a little meat. I get sick of eggs and fish. But she’s not come back yet.”
“Have you seen a girl here today? Nearly a woman, about so tall?” He showed her Rana’s height with his hand against his shoulder.
“I’ve not seen anyone like that.”
“When did your shomaisa leave?”
She hesitated. “This morning, early.”
When the call came. Why would the grandmother call and then leave the island? It made no sense.
“And when will she be back?”
She stared at her feet and shuffled awkwardly. “I don’t know. Who are you? Why are you asking me all these questions? You aren’t him. Why are you here?”
“Him?”
“He said if I needed help I was to blow the pipe and he’d come. And I blew it, and he didn’t. Did he send you instead? Are you here to help me?”
“You blew the pipe?” Sylas’s mind reeled. A child could not command the aiea to call a changer. “That’s impossible.”
“He said if I was in trouble to call him,” she said sulkily, as if caught in some mischief.
“And what sort of trouble were you in this morning?”
She gnawed at her lip, her toes grinding into the dirt floor. “I called twice,” she confessed. “Once when Shofaisa left. He kept fighting with Shomaisa and I didn’t like it. Said it must come from her side of the family and he wanted nothing to do with it. Once he hit her and I told him what I saw. I shouldn’t have, but he was scaring me. He didn’t like what I told him and he left right after. I called then because Shomaisa and I were all alone and I was frightened.”
“What did you see, child?”
“Sooria. My name is Sooria. And I won’t tell you that. I don’t want you to go. You aren’t the right help, but you’re the only help.”
“Did your shomaisa leave too? Did you tell her what you saw?” Whatever she meant by that. He hadn’t much experience with children. Did they all say such impenetrable things?
The child’s grubby face crumpled and tears began to roll down her cheeks. “I’m hungry.”
Sylas sighed. He had no idea what questions would give him the answers he needed. Surely her grandmother would know who had left the child with a pipe. A pipe she could use, he reminded himself, and the thought made him giddy. Many adult changers never mastered the higher energies, and yet here was a child half his size and a third of his age calling as if born to it.
“What have you and your shomaisa been living on here?”
“Eggs. You can eat some of the seaweed that gathers on the beach. There are shellfish and things there too. And I use the fishing lines that Shofaisa used to put out. I know how to bait them and gut the fish and everything. He showed me, before he left.”
More fish. He craved just a taste of meat. “Can we go to the beach? Let’s see if you’ve caught anything.” A change from fish would have been welcome, but fish would be better than nothing. His stomach growled and he chuckled. “Seems like I’m hungry too.”
“I can show you the way,” said Sooria, setting off at a trot that meant Sylas had to lengthen his stride to keep up with her comfortably. His shoulder was stiffening, but there were varieties of seaweed that he could use as a poultice to help keep it safe from infection. She waited for him at the top of the cliff path and held her hand out, smiling at him again now that he had stopped questioning her.
As his hand slipped into hers she gasped, pulling her hand away and staring at him with wide eyes. Her mouth fell open and she pressed her hands over it, muffling a cry of shock.
“What is it? What’s the matter?”
“I saw it! Just like Shofaisa. I was sure I only saw it with him because we were angry and I was shouting at him and I could feel it down here,” she pressed her stomach. “The feeling came like I get when I’m calling and I could see it and… Oh! Now you’ll leave too and I’ll be all on my own.”
Sylas dropped to one knee beside her and looked anxiously into her face. “What did you see, Sooria?”
“I saw you die.”
The words hung between them. She dropped her eyes and her breath quickened, like the beginnings of sobs.
“What did you say?” Sylas steadied himself with a hand on the moss of the cliff top. What sort of child was this? She was too young to be a seer, but then he had thought her too young to use a pipe, too.
“I told Shofaisa I saw how he’d die and he ran away from me back to the mainland. He can’t run away from it. It will happen no matter what he does; I know it.”
“And you saw my death too?” Sylas’s voice trembled.
She nodded, biting her lip hard. “Do you want me to tell you?”
“No!” He leapt to his feet and walked a few paces away, staring out to sea. What a strange and terrible thing to know the nature of one’s own death. Prediction was the most highly-regarded of changer skills, but what mischance had given this child such a terrible ability? No wonder her grandparents had brought her here—isolated her from the rest of their community. A horrible thought crossed his mind and he turned back to where she was watching him intently.
“Did you see your shomaisa’s death too?”
The child twisted her fingers in front of her. “She didn’t die right. She was at the top of the cliff and the moss was slippery and she leaned over to see if the markers on the fishing line had been pulled down—that means there’s something on the line, see—and she slipped. That’s not what I saw. I saw her die of a fever. She wasn’t meant to die that way.”
“And it happened this morning, and then you called for help with the pipe?”
She hesitated, then nodded miserably.
“Are you sure she died in the fall? Did you go and check?”
Sooria blinked at him before replying. “I didn’t go. I’ve not seen a dead person before—not close up. I was too scared.”
“So she could just have been injured? You say it wasn’t supposed to happen that way?”
Sooria looked unconvinced. “She didn’t call out or anything. Not after she screamed going over the cliff. I don’t think—I don’t know now. It was a long way down and she was lying funny.”
Sylas held out his hand to her, then reconsidered and drew it back. He nodded towards the cliff path. “Come on. I think you’d best show me where it happened.”

The wine sat untouched on the table, though the jewel-encrusted goblets were close at hand, and the atmosphere in the king’s informal meeting chamber was dank with hostility.
“And all this was decided without me?” Marklin said, his gold-flecked green eyes regarding his father coldly. He turned them on Casian next, who raised his chin to counter the stare. “I expect you told him it would be better if I was not involved.”
“We expected you might make some opposition, Your Highness,” Casian said. “It would not be seemly for the king and his heir to argue in front of the lord holders.”
“You need a wife,” his father growled, lifting his goblet and tossing a mouthful of wine down his throat, “and Wenna will need a husband. What better way to tie Rakal to us than with alliances between our houses?”
“I had a wife arranged, or so I thought.”
“You had a childhood friend who hoped you would become more than that. And for all he is a good friend of mine, Keand presumes on that friendship if he thinks he can marry you to his daughter. You are a prince—will be king someday—and Keand’s line is failing. Four grandchildren conceived and not one made it to its first nameday. Two never even drew their first breath. I want the line secured, Marklin, and that girl of yours may not do that for you.”
“Does anyone care what I want?”
“You are your father’s heir, my lord. You must marry to benefit your house. You have always known it must be this way.”
Marklin pushed the goblet away, slopping wine across the table, and scowled at the frown on his father’s face. “I know. But I had hoped…”
“Casian has made the arrangements,” said Deygan. “A ship has been sent already with an envoy requesting leave to talk to Rakal and his son. Then when they return, almost certainly with permission for you to attend them, you will go as my representative. I am counting on you to make a good match for your sister, Marklin. And if you find a wife for yourself while you are there, so much the better.”
“To whom will you give the job of nursemaiding me?”
Casian studied the grain of the table. The choice of words was unfortunate, and almost certainly deliberate: Wenna’s mother had been Deygan’s wife’s companion and had cared for his children after his wife’s death, worming her way into Deygan’s affections and then into his bed. Luckily for Marklin, the king chose to ignore his indiscretion on this occasion.
“Why, Casian, of course.”
“If you send me on a ship with that man, one of us will swim home,” Marklin declared. “I’ve not trusted him one morsel since Jaevan died. Choose between us who you would have negotiate for Wenna’s hand, for I will never take ship for the Southern Continent with him on board.”
Deygan’s mouth twisted as if he had sucked something bitter. “If I say you’ll go with Casian, then that’s what you’ll do. I am your king.”
Casian twisted in his chair.
“Sire,” he ventured, “we talked about this, if you recall. We agreed that Prince Marklin was well enough equipped to handle the delegation alone. And the prince and I travelling together might not be entirely sensible, given that we are considering the succession.”
Deygan’s brows knitted in thought. “I suppose both of you on the same ship would negate the precaution we discussed before. Very well. See to it, Casian.” The king rose and swooped out before either man could change his mind.
“Precaution?” The air in the room seemed to chill with the ice in Marklin’s voice.
“Your father did me the honour of naming me his heir after you. As he said, purely a precaution. We both hope you will find a suitable wife and have a brood of sons to succeed you.”
“I don’t know what hold it is you have over my father, Casian. There is something strange about the way he acts around you. If anything happens to him while I’m away, I’ll know who to blame.”
Marklin rose and left, his exit scarcely less abrupt than his father’s had been. Casian raised his goblet and drank deeply, refilled the cup and drained it again. Marklin unnerved him. It was not just his occasional hints that he suspected Jaevan’s death was not as it seemed, but also that Marklin was adept at avoiding Casian’s compulsion. Casian was able to use his talent against the father readily enough, but the son was so averse to anything Casian suggested that Casian could rarely compel him. No matter; soon Marklin would be dead, and his father would not be far behind him.



CHAPTER 16
SYLAS APPROACHED THE CLIFF EDGE, inching towards the place Sooria had pointed out as where her grandmother had fallen. The edge was crumbly, and close by a clump of grasses had been yanked out by the roots where the doomed woman had grabbed for something to save her. He craned his neck over the edge but could see nothing, and he was acutely aware of the child a few paces behind him. The Lady help him, but he couldn’t help wondering if the child was not part mad. She seemed odd, but was she odd enough to have pushed her grandmother over the edge?
He lay on his belly and wriggled forward to look over the cliff. If she had any ill intent toward him she would struggle to tip him over from a prone position, and if more of the cliff gave way he would be safer lying. Clutching at the reedlike grasses, he peered down. There she was. Far below him in a gap between the rocks on the shore lay a woman, face down in the sand and pebbles. She wasn’t moving. From the way she was lying, he found it hard to believe that she could have survived the fall.
Dragging himself back from the precipice, Sylas jerked his head at the path leading down to the shore. “Go on then. Show me the way. I’ll follow you.” He preferred to have this strange child in front of him. She made her way down the path, her feet sure on the loose scree. Sylas proceeded more cautiously, breathing raggedly by the time he got to the bottom. “Sit there,” he told her, pointing at a boulder.
Sooria looked relieved, and Sylas felt a pang of guilt. Why had he brought her? What purpose did it serve to bring her down to see her dead grandmother? But he wanted to keep her in his sight. Young or not, he didn’t trust her.
He approached the body. The ground nearby was rocky, but by chance she had landed on the pebbles that comprised most of the beach. The line of seaweed on the shore showed the usual high water mark, although rotting seaweed on the rocks showed that in stormy weather the water could lash higher. The woman’s body was above high water, or she would have been taken by the afternoon tide.
The body was wearing the same style of simple shift dress that Sylas remembered from the women of his village. He grasped the fabric and heaved her over onto her back. The blood had pooled, mottling her skin, and her limbs were stiff with death, but he knew her. Part of him had guessed. Fienne’s inability to tell him exactly what happened to his family had gnawed at his mind ever since he left his village, and the toss of the head the child had given had been his sister to the life. The woman who lay dead before him, her body already starting to bloat with decay, was his own mother. Zynoa.
Which meant that the man who had left Zynoa and Sooria to try to outrun his fate was his father, Craie, and this child—this eerie and unfathomable child—was his niece. Which death had she predicted to make her parents reject her? Aithne’s? Kael’s? Or maybe one of her siblings’? He realised with a start that he hadn’t even asked Fienne if they had been boys or girls.
He should be feeling more, he thought numbly, yet it was hard to see the woman that had borne him in the body lying there. Sylas reached out and tenderly touched her cheek, his chest tightening at the coldness of her skin. He eased the dress away from her neck. As he expected, it was bare. Her necklace was missing. No, not missing, he thought. It was in his belongings back at the Aerie, where he had hidden it after he and Gwysias had returned from the island. Had Sooria been summoning a dead man? Was the man on the island the one in whom she had placed such trust?
A tuneless humming from along the shore reminded him of the child’s presence. There was nothing more he could do here. He would come back at nightfall and return his mother to the embrace of the Lady. He could cry then, once the reality had sunk in. For now, he felt as if he walked in his dreams. Numb. Nothing felt real. If his niece had called Rana—and her foster brother too, in all likelihood—and they had flown out to sea, or died of exhaustion, what then? She didn’t understand her powers. What would he do with a little niece who had killed, albeit through ignorance?
He had to find Rana, if she still lived. The thought of her made his gut twist. All he could hope was that she had found her own way back. Too many changers were lost on first flight, and Sooria had sent out such a strong, irresistible call that Rana had changed before any of their group had been prepared.
Sooria stared skyward, her hand shading her eyes from the sun’s glare. He followed her gaze up, spotting a hawk circling slowly high in the sky, then gasped as she raised the pipe.
“What do you think you are doing?” Crossing the distance between them in a few long strides he slapped her hand away, sending the pipe tumbling to the ground.
“The man who promised to help me was a hawk,” she faltered. “I just thought…” Her eyes swam with tears and Sylas regretted the harshness of his tone. She was a confused child who had lost her only remaining family. “And if it wasn’t the man, then I could keep it. It could be one of my friends.”
“Your friends?” Sylas asked, trying and failing to keep the horror from his voice.
Her face brightened and she nodded vigorously. “They keep me company when I’m lonely. My pretties. Shomaisa didn’t like me catching them so I hid them.” She looked up at him coyly from under dark lashes. “I’d show you, though. I have a new one. Would you like to see?”

Sylas allowed her to lead him back along the cliff top and down a path that only goats and small children were likely to find; it was narrow, scarcely more than the width of his shoulders. He clutched at grasses that had found a precarious home in crevices along the way, sickeningly aware that should he fall they would offer scant hope of saving him. He was relieved beyond measure when they emerged onto a grassy shelf, at one end of which was the mouth of a cave surrounded by black rock teeth.
“Shomaisa wouldn’t let me keep them, so I hid them here.” Sooria jerked her head towards the cave. “Do you want to see?” She had the air of any child eager to share a precious keepsake.
He stepped inside, blinking to let his eyes adjust to the dim light. The smell of decay assaulted his senses but the girl scarcely appeared to notice. He scanned the ceiling, expecting to see bats. Often, he had heard, they roosted in caves in the mountains and their droppings caused a stench of this sort, but the ceiling was smooth, lacking the cracks that bats would need to cling to. Then he saw them, on the floor at the back: rows of wicker baskets of the sort he had seen part-made inside the cottage.
“I made them,” Sooria said. “Shomaisa said they weren’t good enough to sell yet, because of my hands, you know, so I brought them here to keep my friends in.” She fell to her knees beside one of the baskets, crooning softly. “See, here’s one. Isn’t he beautiful? Can you see his lovely red feathers? We don’t get pretty birds like this in the desert.” Her face fell. “But, oh, I think he’s sick, poor little thing. Didn’t you like the food I left you, my dear?”
Sylas peered between the rushes and into the basket and a wave of nausea swept over him, sending him hot and cold and making him very glad that his stomach was empty. The bird had certainly had pretty red plumage once, but now it was dull, faded by death and bloated with the gases of decay. He looked in the next basket: a thrush, stiff and cold long enough that its body was teeming with maggots that fed on its dead flesh. Sylas gagged, turning away from the baskets. What was the child thinking, to keep birds caged in the dark and damp? He felt a chill as he suddenly knew with absolute certainty where Rana must be.
“Rana! Rana!” He lifted each basket in turn and tried desperately to see inside. Omena’s wings, he didn’t even know what bird form Rana took. He hadn’t seen her transform.
A weak rustling came from one of the baskets and he leapt to untie the leather thongs that bound the lid shut.
“No, you mustn’t. It will escape,” cried Sooria, clinging to his arm, but Sylas shook her off. His fingers fumbled with the thongs; the knots were tight and the leather damp and swollen. Sooria clutched his waist, trying to pull him away. Sylas threw her off again, roaring at her to untie the other baskets—for the Lady’s sake to let them out!
He untied the last knot on the rush prison, and pushed the top to one side. The swallow within took a trembling breath and pitched onto its side. The exertions of making itself known to Sylas had put too great a strain on a body weakened by hunger and exertion. Sylas cupped the tiny bird in his hands and strode out into the sunlight. He placed it reverently on the grass, imploring the Lady, the Creator of the Irenthi, anyone who would listen, to spare the girl. The tiny body spasmed once, twice, then with a blur of motion the swallow form was replaced by Rana, lying naked and motionless on her side in the grass.
“Sooria! Run for water and food and a blanket. Quickly!” This was her fault, meddling with powers she didn’t understand. Whoever had left her with a pipe was equally to blame. There was a reason why masters were not trained until they were able to be responsible for their gifts.
“Is that the girl you were looking for? Where did she come from? Is she dead?”
“She’s alive, but she won’t be for long if you don’t hurry.”
Stripping off his borrowed tunic, he placed it over Rana’s unnaturally still form and crouched beside her, briskly rubbing her hands to try to get the blood flowing. Gradually, Rana’s skin began to regain its healthy pinkness. Wherever was that child with the water?
When Sooria returned, Sylas carefully dribbled a few drops of water into Rana’s mouth. The girl spluttered, coughing back most of it, but that gave Sylas grounds for hope. At least she was responsive. Sylas counted back. Rana would have been in bird form from the early morning and it was now mid-afternoon. That was long enough to have a raging thirst, but not so long that she should come to any harm from it now that she was human again. The swallow, however, would not have survived much longer. Sylas had found her just in time.
Sylas eased Rana’s head up onto his lap. “Easy there. Just a sip at a time.” This time she managed to swallow it, opening her eyes a crack.
“More.” Rana gulped down a mouthful or two, then was revived enough to sit up, take the water skin from Sylas, and drink deeply. She sighed, brushing sweaty, dark blonde hair away from her face, and looked in confusion at Sooria. “Where am I? What happened? Who is she?”
“You were trapped in a basket. Seems as though you couldn’t change back in such a confined space, so you stayed in bird form.”
“What am I?”
She didn’t know what form she had taken. Taken by surprise, she had probably used all her concentration just maintaining her shape and trying to understand her kye without trying to see what bird she was.
“You are a swallow, Rana.”
She frowned. What had she expected? Only masters could change places with hawks and other higher kye, and even then not all of them managed to take a second form. Those who managed a third were rare: one in a generation, if that. Casian’s owl had been remarkable enough. Very few had a first kye as impressive as his, although he had assumed it was his due, as an Irenthi nobleman.
“Swallows were highly prized by the changers. They are swift flyers and often took messages between the Aerie and the king. And at least you aren’t a carrion eater.” Sylas regretted his words as soon as they were out of his mouth.
Rana looked awkward. “You saved me. I’m sorry. Can we forget I said that?” She lay back on the turf.
Sylas squeezed her shoulder. “Stay here. I need to see what’s in these other cages.”
Rana glanced at the child, who crouched near the cliff edge, watching them with almost feral dark eyes. Sylas lowered his voice.
“That’s Sooria. She’s a strange little creature, but I don’t think she’ll do you any harm—not now that you are human and not a ‘friend’ any more, at any rate.” Sylas didn’t know why he didn’t tell Rana of their kinship. It didn’t feel right. He cast one more troubled look at Rana before diving back into the cave, returning with as many cages as he could carry.
Sooria had clearly been adept at catching her friends—some seed and a quick hand to knock a supporting twig out from under the basket had helped, he suspected—and there were several cages containing birds of various shapes and sizes. Many were species whose form changers never took, for which he was grateful; not all were changers called by Sooria’s pipe. All of the occupants appeared to be well beyond help. Some were unrecognizable, the decay process too far advanced for Sylas to be sure what type of bird they had once been, but the inhabitant of one cage sent chills down his spine.
There in the reed basket was a sparrow—a common changer form. It was unmoving, seemingly dead, but in a perfect state of preservation. Either recently dead, or… Sylas shivered. With awkward hands, he undid the clasps on the basket and gently removed the tiny bird. Its body was slack and cold, without even the faintest lingering warmth. Sylas laid it on the grass, as he had Rana’s swallow form. The bird convulsed once, in a sickening parody of life, and a human body replaced it on the grass, wrenched back from the Outlands to the world in which it belonged.
Rana knelt beside him. She gasped as the body appeared, clutching at Sylas’s arm. “But that’s Tallon,” she whispered. “Can you heal him?”
“I can’t heal the dead.” As they watched, his body stiffened, relaxed and began to bloat, before settling into a state of putrefaction that made them gag. The decomposition process had been happening in the Outlands, even while his bird form was trapped in their world.
Rana choked, and Sylas thought she would vomit, but she threw herself to the ground, sobbing helplessly. Until two days before she had thought Tallon her brother. Now she wept beside his days-dead body.
“She killed him.” Rana’s voice was stricken. “She killed him, Sylas, and she would have killed me too. She’s evil.”
Not evil, Sylas didn’t think, just young and lonely and ignorant, but the fact remained that Sooria had been responsible for Tallon’s death. She was the only blood kin that Sylas had left, save his sister, and he had no idea where Aithne had fled. He couldn’t bear to be parted from Sooria so soon, whatever she had done. And who would judge her, with no Aerie council to hear her crimes?
He wouldn’t tell Rana what he had discovered of her identity, he decided. It would come out sooner or later, but he would meet that when he came to it. For now, neither Rana nor Sooria would know he and Sooria were kin. It was for the best.



CHAPTER 17
THE OWL SWOOPED OVER THE ruins of the Aerie in the twilight. Below, the waterfowl had settled for the night, and now the bats emerged from their cracks and crannies. They flitted about him, their shrill squeaks audible to his kye, but not to the human inhabitants of the old stone walls.
Casian knew where to find Gwysias, for he had visited the old man when Sylas and Jaevan had first escaped. When Casian told him to watch out for a Chesammos and an Irenthi travelling together, the old changer guessed the rest. He had always been sharp, and time had done little to dull his wits, whatever he might like to pretend.
Gwysias was known in the surrounding villages, and tolerated as something of an eccentric. Whether he was a changer or not, people would tell Gwysias things that they would not tell a soldier, and he had provided Casian with useful information on more than one occasion. Casian had little doubt that Sylas had followed him readily, trusting the master changer, led easily with the promise of learning to change. Sylas was so predictable.
His kye’s senses picked up the scent of smoke: a torch or fire burning in the ruins of the great hall. Casian twisted the threads that bound him to the Outlands, wrenching his human form back from beyond and consigning his kye once more to the void.
Clothes lay spread out on the stones like fallen banners: robes, shifts, and breeches strewn to dry in the sun and not yet gathered in. He grimaced at the choices, then pulled one of Gwysias’s tunics over his head. It was tattered and stained—a far cry from the opulent garb it had once been—but strangely appropriate for the crazy-hermit persona Gwysias had adopted.
The hem of Gwysias’s garment barely reached Casian’s knees. Feeling faintly ridiculous, he rounded the corner and came into view of the fire. Gwysias and Jaevan sat in flickering firelight, the remains of a meal not yet tidied away beside them. Gwysias dozed, leaning against a wall with a blanket drawn up around his shoulders and his head falling forward onto his chest. Jaevan watched the flames as if entranced by them, his fingers twitching in a bizarre mimicry of the fire’s movement.
They had darkened Jaevan’s skin and hair, and his complexion could now pass for Irmos at a glance, but his hair’s texture and style would still give him away. While the silver-blond hair was now ash brown, it still fell straight and below his shoulders in Irenthi fashion. Casian smiled; that would have been Sylas’s influence. He had a weakness for the silver hair of the Irenthi and would have argued against cutting it into the shorter style favoured by the Irmos.
The ground moved and fragments of wall tumbled about Casian’s feet. Gwysias stirred at the tremor, and Jaevan looked up, his eyes bright in the red glow of the flames. Noticing Casian lurking in the shadows, he tugged at Gwysias’s foot, pointing urgently to where Casian stood. The witless fool could not even cry a warning, and yet Sylas had stuck with him. Well then, Sylas was as much a fool as he.
Casian stepped away from the wall to let Gwysias see him clearly. The changer had snatched up a knife from the ground beside him, and Casian chuckled. He was a trained soldier. Let the old man and the simpleton try to hold him off with a fish-gutting knife between the two of them. But where were Sylas and the foundling girl? This was to be Sylas’s next lesson in what defiance would bring him, and Casian wanted him here. Casian lifted his chin, regarding them with as much disdain as if he were wearing full court robes and not a disreputable rag.
“Where is he?” he asked. “Where is Sylas?”
“He flew, my lord. This morning. We have not seen him since.”
“A shame. This will lose some impact without a first-hand account, since Jaevan here will not be able to tell him anything. Good evening, my prince.” Jaevan stiffened. “That is what Sylas calls you, isn’t it? ‘The prince with hair like the moon.’ Did you know he called you that? Who would have known a Chesammos could be so poetic?”
“A first-hand account, my lord?” The old man was confused, startled from sleep, but still Casian found himself becoming irritated with him. He had always been an annoying man, and he was rapidly outliving his usefulness.
“The girl. She is not here either?”
“You—You know about Rana?”
“I know a great many things. I heard you had acquired some tag-alongs, as I required of you, but the girl wasn’t included in my instructions. Who is she?”
“She was orphaned in the Destruction. Adopted by a villager in Olmontano. That’s all I know. She remembers nothing of her previous life. But she was called, and Sylas went after her.”
She was probably inconsequential, but anything out of the ordinary worried him, especially when she was found to be a changer so soon after meeting Sylas. Things seemed to happen around Sylas in a way that made Casian uneasy. Casian needed to unsettle him. Had to remind him that his continued existence depended solely on Casian; that Casian might swoop for him at any moment.
Gwysias licked his lips, and glanced uneasily at Jaevan. “Lord Casian, can you tell me, what is so important about Sylas? He learns well now—far better than when he was a lad—but being a changer is forbidden. Why am I keeping him here? Why don’t you just seize him?”
“He is mine, Gwysias. Miralee saw us together, and so I am patient, and wait for him to return. He will resent me less if it is his decision. In the meantime, he gathers such interesting people around himself that it amuses me to see what he will do. But it seems he may need a little reminder of his duty to me. A little nudge in the right direction. Give me the knife.”
It was Gwysias’s turn to stare, looking in confusion between Casian and Jaevan. “My lord, I don’t understand.”
“You are not required to. The knife, man. Give it to me.”
Gwysias handed over the knife with a short bow, as if it were some sort of ceremonial dagger and not a mere fish knife. Casian felt the blade. It had been kept well whetted, and the point was sharp enough for his purposes. He returned it to Gwysias.
“I mean to have him back, you know.” His mouth twisted. “He must see that he cannot cross me—that I will have my way in the end. If he persists in resisting, I will kill or destroy anything he cares for. His home, his family, his friends. Even his bloody mountain, if it doesn’t destroy itself.”
Casian pointed the dagger at Jaevan. “What a shame you can’t tell him any of this. Convince him of the error of his ways.”
Jaevan’s hands fluttered and his eyes seemed to be glazing over. Casian frowned. He had seen Jaevan have one of his fits before, many years ago. Was he about to have another? He must do what he had to, then, before the man was too far gone to see it.
“He lost one master, of course: Ayriene the healer. He never has quite got over her death, or his part in it. And now he will lose another. When he comes back, he will find you dead, Master Gwysias.”
“But you cannot kill me. Your kye—it would not come to your call. It would be forced into the darkness.”
“No. I will not kill you. But you will die.” Casian reached for the aiea-dera, the higher energy that fuelled the changer talents. He had compelled Gwysias before, and the man was an easy target. Some he could hardly compel at all, like Marklin, but Gwysias’s will bent like a reed in the wind.
The master’s eyes widened. “No. My lord. Please. My kye—”
“Will be no more, Gwysias. Turn the knife on yourself.”
The old man stared at the knife in his hand, and as Jaevan watched in mute horror, Gwysias plunged the blade into his own neck. His face took on a startled expression, as though he had surprised himself, and he crumpled to the ground. Blood spurted, pumping out with every beat of his heart until he lay in a crimson pool, the firelight reflecting off the surface.
Jaevan groaned. His eyes rolled up into his head, and he pitched forward beside Gwysias, lying as if dead himself.
“Come back soon, Sylas. And then come to me before any more blood is spilt. What a shame your little princeling cannot tell you what happened here, but I’m sure you’ll work it out.”
Discarding the threadbare tunic where he stood, Casian transformed in the firelight. His owl form launched into the sky, through the bats milling around the leaning tower and out into the gathering darkness, back towards Banunis.

Sylas slipped away from the cottage just before nightfall. Rana had fallen into an exhausted sleep with a mountain of fish stew inside her, and Sooria had taken to her pallet soon after, lying with her back to them and humming to herself until she, too, fell asleep.
He lit a torch from the cook fire. Darkness had not yet fallen, but he would need a flame for his task, and the light was fading fast.
The path which had seemed so treacherous in daylight was doubly so in the dark, and his nerves were in tatters by the time he reached the shore. Once safely on level ground, he built a pyre. He stacked firewood from a large basket he had carried from the cottage on his back and such driftwood and dry seaweed as he could find, uprooting small shrubs to add to his meagre collection. Finally, he added the basket itself to the pile, and stepped back to consider it. Even on the edge of the desert they would have found enough to make a fire bigger than this one, he thought miserably, but at least he could send his mother back to the Lady in the way of their people. From ash the Lady made them; to ash they would return.
He placed his mother’s body on the pyre, wishing he had the beads to add to the flames, but they were at the Aerie, taken there by their mystery changer. Who was he, Mother? What did he have to do with you and Sooria? Would he ever know? He paused a moment, making the Lady’s sign over her body. It should have been his father doing this, he thought, but at the same time he was grateful that if it had to be done, Craie had had no part in it. Grasping the torch, he thrust it deep into the wood, leaving it there until the fire took hold deep in the pyre. Then he went to sit on the rocks to watch the fire burn, the torch stuck into the sand beside him.
The wood crackled and spat sparks up into the now-dark sky and he thought of her with fondness, and a little sadness, but none of the all-consuming grief he had been expecting. He was in shock, he supposed. He had seen it in people before: that sense of disbelief, of denial. He had dreamed so long of taking his mother to live in the Aerie. That dream had been shattered by Deygan and his soldiers, but he could still have changed her life. He wanted to cry, but he had so much to do: Jaevan to protect, and Rana, and now Sooria. He wouldn’t let the tears start for fear they would not stop. Sylas dammed them up, shutting his emotions away as he had as a boy suffering another beating at Craie’s hands. They would come, he knew, but not yet. He could not afford to let them fall yet. But he could remember her.
She had been his protector, his shield. When his father’s disappointment at his son had overflowed from cruel words into blows, she had tried to save him, sometimes taking the blows upon herself. When it became clear that he was a changer, Sylas hoped he might win his father round. The blood of the Chesammos had produced few changers in recent years, but Craie’s only care was for his son to return and raise the family’s standing with a string of children. Sylas had done his best at the Aerie, always hoping that if he succeeded in his studies, his father would let him stay. He had done things of which he was not proud. Maybe it was better this way. Better that Zynoa had thought her son dead and could go to her death still believing in him.
He sat on his rock, saying the words of commendation to the Lady over and over and watching his mother return to the ash from which the Lady had made her. The grief sat like a weight on his chest, refusing to be expressed. He wondered where his sister had gone. She should be told their mother was dead. His father too, if he cared.
Sparks lifted into the air on the breeze and danced like fireflies, cracking and popping. Sylas watched the skies for a bird. If anyone should become a kye it was Zynoa, with her support for her changer son, and her connection to the Aerie of which Sylas was aware but only vaguely understood. But the sun rose and no bird appeared to carry her spirit away.
When the pyre was nothing but a smouldering ruin and the sun was fully risen, he made his way back up to the cottage. He had to care for Rana and Sooria now. For their sakes he had to succeed this time. But he would have given anything for the chance to meet his mother again in the Outlands.

He could feel her from inside his seeing fugue. She was safe, thank the Creator.
Find her.
He had never commanded his kye before. He had been led. He had asked questions which the kye had tolerated, but he had never commanded.
Changer?
Find Rana. Show me where she is.
His kye led him through the now and across the miles. Jaevan was only vaguely aware of distance; he could not have guessed how far Rana had travelled. But there she was. He could have cried for joy.
I am alone. Come back to me.
She stirred in her sleep.
Jaevan?
You must come back to me. I am alone.
He should not have been able to do it—a seer could only watch, not influence—but somehow his talent and hers combined to make the impossible possible. His kye reached out to hers and she could hear him.
Is Sylas safe?
He is here. And there is another.
Another? He felt the warmth of dying embers and the sticky wetness of Gwysias’s blood on his cheek. No. He could not come back yet. He wanted to stay with Rana. And then he was awake. And alone.

Jesely’s sleep was punctuated with nightmares of fire and falling buildings and screaming people. He had escaped from the Aerie on the day of the Destruction, but it still haunted his dreams. Ayriene might have said it was a sign that he felt guilty about surviving when so many others had died. Ayriene had been greatly interested in the working of men’s minds, although changer healing could do little for those whose minds had become unhinged.
He rolled over, settling down to sleep once more, although the cold sweat of the last waking still chilled his skin.
“A dreamless sleep this time, maisaiea-yelai,” he murmured, yet as he slipped into unconsciousness he was aware he was once again dreaming. But this one felt different. He could feel his kye in the dream—something that happened only rarely, and only when his empathic skills were somehow being touched. His kye radiated confusion.
Someone comes, changer.
Someone?
That strange mental shrug that his kye so often gave.
Another kye. A new one. I do not know it.
A new kye? A new changer on the island? And one strong enough to invade his dreams? What was this?
Is someone there?
The strange kye was hesitant. A swallow, he thought, with the characteristic flightiness of its type. The presence was so strong he could even form an impression of the human behind the kye. This one had the appearance of a young girl, remarkable enough when so few changers were female.
I hear you.
Please. We are stranded and Jaevan is alone. He needs help.
Jaevan! Jesely sat upright, suddenly awake and felt his kye scream protest in his head for his rapid return. Jaevan in need of help, and a girl calling him from the Outlands to help him? Jesely shook his head. It seemed the kye had decided that he had stood outside events for long enough. He was needed.
He pushed back the bedclothes and stripped off his nightgown, then crouched on the floor by the bed and opened himself to the aiea-bar.
We fly, changer? Those words that his kye always used. Did all kye say that before transformation, or just his?
We fly. To the Aerie.



CHAPTER 18
“YOU ARE SURE THERE WAS no boat?” Sylas flung himself to the floor by the hearth in Sooria’s cottage and sat cross-legged. There were no chairs in the cottage, so he sat Chesammos-style and found that it suited him after years of adapting to Irenthi ways.
He had walked almost the whole way round the island, searching every bay and inlet for signs of the boat he was convinced must be moored somewhere. Without one, how could his mother have got to and from Chandris to buy or barter for provisions and to sell her baskets? Some parts had been too steep or too dangerous for him to search, but then his parents would hardly have kept a boat there. His father could have taken it when he left, but would even Craie leave a woman and child marooned? Sylas didn’t like to think so, but a small part of him believed his father capable of almost anything.
“I told you, we walked across,” Sooria said, holding out a ladle for him to sample the contents of the large pot which hung bubbling over the fire. His stomach rumbled at the smell.
“How is that possible?” Sylas had to admit he was relieved not to have found a boat. He hadn’t been comfortable rowing on the lake at the Aerie and the thought of managing a larger boat in open water terrified him. But he had established that Sooria could not fly, and no call had come from Gwysias to summon Rana back. Sooria could call and force Rana to change, but she would likely just return here. That was the way of the calling.
“We just did.” She raised an eyebrow as he cautiously blew on the food and took a sip.
“It’s good.” Sooria beamed and ladled a generous portion into his bowl. His mother had taught the child well.
It amazed him just how much food Sooria had found on her foraging trip that morning. The island itself was tiny, but many of the lines had yielded fish, and her basket contained several types of seaweed and two large gull eggs from nests on the cliffs. Rana stirred on her pallet on the floor and one eye opened beneath her dishevelled dark blonde hair.
“Do I smell breakfast?” She had slept well, her body restoring itself after the trauma of the long first flight and imprisonment in the basket, but Sylas had heard her muttering in her sleep. She was dreaming of Jaevan. He wondered if Jaevan dreamed of her, too.
“Breakfast was a long time ago, and this is late even for lunch. But it was worth the wait.” Sooria might be a good enough cook, but she was slow, and had wanted to show Sylas that she could manage alone, rejecting his offers of help. And between her scavenging and his boat-hunting, the sun had long passed its highest point. He handed Rana a bowl of soup.
“I need to go out for low tide,” said Sooria. “There are some shellfish beds that I can only get to then.”
“I’ll go with you.” Sylas still hadn’t admitted that Sooria was his niece, but he would have accompanied any child collecting food on the beach. He was no swimmer—had never voluntarily stepped into water deeper than that in the bathtub at Castle Banunis—but if she got into difficulties then he might at least be of some assistance.
When he had eaten, she took a basket—one with a handle, which she carried over her arm—and stood by the door. “You coming?”
He sat in a crouch, palms resting on the dirt floor, and gave silent thanks for the food he had eaten. Even off Chandris he could feel the Lady’s presence, although he knew if he ventured too far away he would lose touch. “Lead the way.”
As before, she led him sure-footed along cliff pathways while he followed cautiously, finding his way along paths covered in loose stones. He stayed clear of the edge, his mother’s fate never far from his mind. She took him to one of the small beaches he had searched earlier and sat on a rock, looking across to Chandris.
“What now?” he asked, coming up behind her.
She shrugged. “We wait. When the tide goes out you’ll see the shells all tangled up together. Then we can pick some. Only take the big ones, Shomaisa says. If you take the little ones then in time there won’t be any big ones. Ashini?”
“Ashini,” he nodded. How his mother knew so much about shellfish husbandry he had no idea. His father had been so domineering that Sylas knew nothing of her life before her marriage. He knew that the Chesammos were not solely a desert people—even now, some Chesammos lived in the upland areas—but when the Irenthi had moved in, they had taken the choicest parts of the island. The Chesammos had been gradually displaced until they were left with none but the harshest environments and the dirtiest, toughest, most dangerous jobs. Had his mother come from the uplands?
He had hardly known her.
Sylas sat cross-legged beside the rock on which Sooria perched. She sat in similar fashion, he observed with a smile, staring intently out to sea. Gradually the waves retreated down the beach, each one cresting a little lower than the one before, and a bed of blue-black shells peeped above the water. Sooria jumped down, lifting her basket down after her and placing it on her arm. “Come on,” she said, “I’ll show you which ones to pick. They need to be longer than this,” she showed him the length of her thumb, “and you need the ones with the brightest shells. They are nice and healthy and will have the best flavour.” She beamed the delighted smile of a child able to teach an adult something.
However had his mother known all this?
Shellfish gathering was an easier job for Sooria than for him. His back soon ached with stooping to sort through the clusters of shells, and on the one occasion when he hunkered down to save bending, a rogue wave swept over the bed, drenching his breeches. Sooria giggled, and he smiled despite the soaking. She was a strange girl, unnerving in some ways yet curiously charming in others, and he found himself relaxing for the first time in months. He could stay here, he thought, if it were not for Jaevan.
He straightened, knuckling the knots that were forming in the muscles of his lower back. The wet sand glowed in the ruddy light from the afternoon sun, glistening like gold. Beyond that the sea sparkled, white crests rising and falling, the gulls swooping and swirling above them. Farther down the beach, a glittering line seemed to join their tiny island to Chandris.
“What’s that?” he asked, shading his eyes with his hand.
“It’s where we walk across,” she said, unconcerned, and bent to her picking again.
A causeway? Was that what she had meant? Why hadn’t the blasted child just said so? He groaned. The trick with children was evidently to ask the right question in the first place.
He crouched, feeling the strength of the Lady coiled deep within him, then reached for his kye. If he could transform, he would see more clearly from above. Even with no call, he was confident he could do it. The certainty felt good after all this time.
“Wait here. I’ll be right back.”
Sooria gasped as he transformed and flew upwards, his clothes left behind in a sodden heap on the sand. Flying high above the waves he could see it clearly: a track wide enough for two to walk abreast, but above the water by barely a hand span. Even as he watched, the sea began to reclaim it, inching back over the sandy path until it was completely hidden from view. It had been exposed for mere minutes at the very lowest point of the low tide. That was their way off, but they would have to time it correctly. If they mistimed their departure, the waves could wash them out to sea or break them on the rocks.
When they returned to the cottage, Rana was fed and dressed, and looking better for it. Sylas looked her over, searching her face for signs of pain or fatigue. Rana was young and fit. She would recover quickly.
He stripped off the clothes that hung in sodden folds around him and spread them to dry.
“Pack up as much food and spare clothing as you can carry,” he said, sitting by the fire in his damp caigani. “We leave the island at low tide tomorrow morning.”

Every nerve in Jesely’s body shrieked at him to leave—to call his kye back and fly away to his desert home. Dressed only in the caigani (the simple breechclout that had originally been a Chesammos garment but had been adopted by many changers for ease of carrying), he approached the ruins with his arms raised to show he carried no weapon. Not that he had anywhere to conceal one—not in a caigani.
He would have known Jaevan anywhere, despite their attempts at disguising him. His skin was tinted to pale Irmos and his hair dyed nondescript ash brown, but his eyes were Deygan’s, that gold-flecked green that was unusual among the Irenthi, and his fine features were from his mother, Deygan’s second wife. But his cheeks were sunken and the dark smudges beneath his eyes had nothing to do with the boiled nut shells they had used to stain his skin.
Jaevan sat beside the body of an elderly man. A bloodstained tunic lay nearby. The one the man wore was old and faded, but clean, and the man’s arms were folded across his chest. One of them was still well-muscled for his age, but the other was shattered and withered, the muscles and sinews wasted away from lack of use. Jaevan’s hands and face were grimy, streaked with ash and sweat, and there was blood in his nut-stained hair. A shovel lay beside him. He had been digging a grave.
“Jaevan?” Jesely kept his voice low. Redd had told him about Jaevan’s fits, and Jesely knew they were often triggered by stressful situations or bad news. He walked a few paces closer, but the younger man scarcely reacted. When he saw the wound in the dead man’s neck, Jesely’s stomach turned over. The knife lay on the ground beside the man, blood still coating the blade. But Jaevan had tried to dig a grave, and had changed the dead man’s tunic for a fresh one, if Jesely read the signs right. This was not the unresponsive man of whom Redd had spoken. Could Jaevan be recovering, after all this time?
“Jaevan, do you remember me? It’s Jesely. Master Jesely. Casian’s old master?” Jaevan stared blankly. Surely he would remember Jesely—the master had been one of his tutors as a boy. “It’s Master Jesely, Jaevan. See.” And he brought his hand slowly towards Jaevan’s, watching the aiea-dera swirl between them. Talent knows talent. Whatever else had happened to Jaevan, whatever had happened all these years to stop him completing his change, his link to aiea-dera was intact. Jaevan’s face softened and Jesely relaxed a little. Maybe Jaevan remembered him after all. This was going to sound stupid, but he had to say it anyway. “A girl asked me to help you. In a dream. Do you know who it might have been?”
Jaevan’s expression cleared, some of the tension peeling back from his face.
“Rana,” he said.
He had not expected that. Not at all. The last he had heard from Redd, Jaevan was still totally mute. Something had happened here that he had not anticipated.
“Rana? Is that her name?”
Jaevan smiled and nodded. “Rana.”
Jesely moistened dry lips. “Did Casian do this?”
Jaevan hesitated. He seemed to want to respond, but was unable. Finally he managed a curt nod.
“Is Sylas here?”
“No. Rana.”
“He is with her?” Another nod. It could take a while to extract information from him this way, but it was a lot more than Jesely had been expecting. In his imagination he had seen Jaevan ranting and raving, little short of a madman with no one to calm him. This sombre scarecrow of a man was an eerie contrast.
Jesely leaned over the body. It was the old man with whom he had watched Sylas and Jaevan after their escape. He must have been a master once. Jesely looked more closely at the man’s face. It was older, of course, and pain lines mingled with those of age, but he could see his old friend Master Gwysias in the features. So it was he who had managed to get Sylas flying. Thank the Lady for that.
Jesely had seen Sylas apparently flying out to sea, and had tried to stop him, even clawing at his shoulder to try to get him to turn back. Only then had he realised Sylas did not intend the long flight, but merely to cross to a nearby fisherman’s island, and had let him go. Had he not returned yet? Had something gone wrong?
“Shall we go and find her?”
Jaevan smiled, a light in his eyes that Jesely had never thought to see again.
His kye stirred once more.
We fly, changer?
No. We walk.
But first we bury our dead.

“The last I saw of Sylas he was heading for an island just a stone’s throw off the coast. Barely an island at all, really. Just a lump of rock.” Jesely paused, tightening the straps on his pack. He carried Sylas’s belongings as well as the few things his hawk form had been able to carry back from his house. All except the pouch with Sylas’s mother’s beads. Jaevan had taken charge of those.
“If it was the girl’s first flight then I doubt he’d risk her flying back, even if he could get her to find the kye again without a call. And if they are walking, their route back takes them past Adamantara. So that’s where we’ll go. Head them off. We’re not safe here if Casian has found you. But if they do manage to fly, we’ll need to leave a message with where we’ve gone.” Jesely felt the weight of his pack, and grimaced. “I’ve got a nice, serviceable wagon at home. Shame we don’t have the time for me to bring it back here. Anyway, where would be the best place for a message, do you think?”
The island. Sylas would look on the island. Jaevan took Jesely’s arm and pointed across to the rocky nub in the middle of the lake.
“You sure he’d look there? Seems like an odd sort of place to me. I was thinking around here somewhere.”
No. Jaevan shook his head, pointing again. He was in no doubt. If Casian returned he would find a message left in the ruins as easily as Sylas would.
“Well, all right then. If you’re sure.”
The stately hawk glided the short distance to the island. Jaevan watched the man arranging stones on the shore before transforming to fly back.
They left later, packs of provisions and belongings on their backs. Jaevan patted the pouch at his belt. Sylas loved his mother. Jaevan would keep her beads safe for him.

The owl circled silently, unnoticed by those below. Casian watched them shoulder their packs and walk down the track, pausing once to look back at the ruined gates before hunching shoulders under the weight and trudging on.
So Jesely was alive, and helping Jaevan. Casian was glad. That would make his revenge all the sweeter. His old master would live to see Sylas accept his fate and return willingly to Casian’s side.
When he was sure the pair had gone, he flew over the island shore where Jesely had spent so much time. There on the black sand, picked out in lighter pebbles, lay a single word. Adamantara. Landing, Casian pushed his kye away and transformed back to human form with the ease of experience. He stared at the word, then glanced towards the main gate, through which Jesely and Jaevan had departed. He longed to kick the stones away, scatter them so that Sylas might never know where they had gone—might see the freshly dug earth near the library ruins and wonder if Jaevan were buried there and despair—but he resisted.
At a thought his kye returned, the kye that by rights should have passed to the dark years before. If a changer killed another changer, he had been told, the kye deserted them forever. So Casian had gone to great lengths to avoid killing changers by manipulating and compelling those around him. But it seemed Sylas could still transform, despite changer blood on his hands. That would bear investigation.
Let them come to Adamantara. Having all of them in one place would make his task easier. One by one he would remove everything and everyone from Sylas’s life that he valued until he returned to Casian to stop the killing. And he would. In time, he would.

Sylas, Rana, and Sooria crossed the causeway the following day. Even as they crossed, the sea rose until it lapped over their feet. The ends of Sooria’s shoes had been cut out with a knife, leaving her toes bare where she had outgrown them, and they soon filled with water. Sylas himself had not owned a pair of shoes until he went to the Aerie, having grown up running barefoot with ash caking his feet until his soles were leathery and calloused. He doubted she had owned any either, only needing them once their flight from Namopaia took them across rougher ground than the ashy floor of the desert. Sure enough, once they had scaled the narrow stone steps that led up to the cliff top and the ground was smoother, she slipped the shoes off and popped them into her basket.
“That’s better,” she said, and he saw that her feet were as toughened as his had once been. He noticed, too, how her clothes stretched tight at every seam. They would not last her much longer. It struck him that it was his responsibility now to feed and clothe her. He had no idea what a child would need or how to look after one. He hoped Rana had more experience with such matters.
They must have looked a strange sight, the three of them shambling along the cliff walk with their rush baskets filled with precious provisions. On his flight to the island, the ash desert had lain off to his right. If he was correct, following the coast path as it wound west, then north would bring them to Adamantara. Then it would be west again by the King’s Road to the Aerie and their friends.
He sighed. That would be many days’ walk. He could fly, of course—he was sure he could transform at will now—but that would leave Rana alone with Sooria. While Rana had shown no outward hostility towards Sooria (more a silent indifference), the thought that Sooria had been responsible for the death of Rana’s foster brother nagged in the back of Sylas’s mind. Sooria was family, maybe his only family, and she could call. That made her special to more than him. He needed to get her to Gwysias—maybe even to the surviving masters from the Aerie, if he could find them.
Sylas called a halt and pulled his water flask out of his basket. “Rana, do you think you could transform without a call?” It was a long shot—she had only just had first flight—but who knew what the strength and power of Sooria’s summoning might have done.
Sooria sat on the ground and pulled her own flask out, sipping delicately. Sylas had impressed on both of them the importance of conserving as much water as possible until they could find a fresh supply.
Rana frowned. “I don’t know. I don’t think so, but I could try. Why?”
“One of us needs to get to the Aerie to tell the others what has happened. I’m surprised Gwysias hasn’t called us back yet, and I’m a little concerned about them.”
Her expression told him that she shared his fears.
“So what do I do?”
“You feel the aiea-bar inside you?” Rana laid a hand on her abdomen and nodded. “You need to grasp it, like you are holding ropes in your fist. Then let your mind trace along the threads until you reach the darkness. Follow them into the darkness and your kye will be there. Reach out to it and…” This was the hardest part to explain. Even the masters had struggled to explain it in a way the young Sylas could understand. “Reach out and—” Sylas turned his wrist with a vigorous motion, hoping that the action would convey what his words could not.
Narrowing her eyes, Rana nodded, dropping into a crouch. Sylas held his breath, but nothing happened. After a few minutes, Rana looked up, brushing her hair tiredly back from her face.
“Nothing. I can’t do it. I can find the threads, even follow them a little way, but the darkness is like a curtain I can’t get through.”
Sylas let out a long slow breath. “That’s all right,” he said, “I didn’t really expect it to work.” He had failed often enough. He could hardly expect Rana to manage on her first attempt.
Sooria looked over from where she sat cross-legged on the ground. “I could call her.”
Sylas shook his head. “It wouldn’t work. Calling draws the changer towards the pipe. Even if the kye flies a short distance away, it is drawn back unless it gets beyond the reach of the Lady. And your call is strong. We need Gwysias to call. Then Rana can go back to Gwysias and we can continue on foot.”
“Why can’t you go? You can transform without a call now.”
“I—I don’t like to leave you two alone. Not that I’d be much help if it came to it, but you’d be vulnerable, a girl and a child together. At least with a man with you, people might think twice before—”
Rana laid a hand on his arm. “You really are a shockingly bad liar, you know.” She smiled a little to take the sting out of the words.
“What do you mean?”
“I can hear people’s thoughts sometimes, remember? What you’re saying in your head and what’s coming out of your mouth aren’t the same. Not even close to it.”
“Ah.” He had forgotten that part of her talent. “I’m sorry.”
“No need to be. I’d feel the same if it were me.” She glanced at Sooria, who was sitting examining her feet. If she had blisters now, they’d only get worse over the next few days. “She didn’t mean it. I know I should hate her for what she did, but I don’t. I can feel it in her. She’s sorry for what she did and scared we’ll leave her behind because of it. I’d not leave a child, Sylas, nor do her harm. If she had meant to hurt those birds—hurt Tallon—then it might be different. But she was lonely and ignorant, and I can’t blame her for that.” A look of sadness crossed her face. “Not most of the time, anyway. Sometimes I do, but it doesn’t last long. You’ve got to believe me when I say I’d not hurt her.”
“Then I’ll fly. Make sure Jaevan is well, tell Gwysias what we’re about and that we’re on our way back with a child who can’t change. I can get him to call you if you like, but you’d have to fly alone.” Then she’d have longer with Jaevan, but it was foolish her walking all that way when she could fly.
“No. I’ll walk with you. It will be company for Sooria, and it seems to me we’d be better off not calling if we can help it. Sooner or later Casian will decide to investigate, and I’d rather not be flying alone when he does.”
It made sense. He would fly, then, and let Gwysias and Jaevan know what had become of them. They would all be together again soon, maisaiea-yelai.



CHAPTER 19
THAT FLIGHT FROM THE COAST road to the Aerie seemed to go on forever. All the way back, pictures ran through Sylas’s head of all the things that could have gone wrong in his absence. Jaevan having one of his fits and slipping into madness with neither Sylas nor Rana there to comfort him. Soldiers marching on the Aerie to capture Gwysias and Jaevan. Rana and Sooria left unprotected, discovered by Casian and taken. Let it not be so. Maisaiea-yelai.
The Aerie was perfectly quiet when he arrived. The geese mumbled and muttered on the lakeshore, but nothing struck him as out of the ordinary. He landed in the ruins of the great hall. In the alcove where Gwysias had slept, two tattered garments lay on the ground, one blood-caked down the front. Sylas transformed back to human form, and slipped the clean gown over his head. Blood in that quantity meant death or serious injury. Let it not be Jaevan’s blood. His stomach churned slowly at the thought.
“Anyone here? Jaevan?” Stupid, he thought. Even if Jaevan was here, he couldn’t answer. The silence mocked him.
Proceeding cautiously, expecting to see Casian at every turn, he went outside. Thoughts of Gwysias led him by instinct to the library. There, by what was left of the north wall, was a newly-turned patch of earth and a small cairn. Crouching to examine it, he saw a goose feather from the lakeside, a scrap of mildewed parchment rescued from the ruins, and a linandra pipe smudged with blood.
A master’s niche. Gwysias? By the Lady, what had happened here? Where was Jaevan? A sick feeling rose in his throat.
Sylas tried to work out what might have happened. If Gwysias had died, by accident or violence, then Jaevan—but Jaevan could not have dug a grave unaided. He might have known about the niche (there had been discussion of niches enough at Namopaia and Rana’s village), but would he have known what to put in it, besides a feather? Sylas didn’t think so. All the signs pointed to the niche having been created by a changer. Gwysias for Jaevan? But Jaevan wasn’t a master, and Gwysias wouldn’t have put his pipe in Jaevan’s niche.
Casian? By the Lady, Casian? Panic had him looking round wildly, wanting to run, wanting to find Jaevan, wherever he was. But if Casian had killed Gwysias, he would hardly have spent time building a niche for him. He would have taken Jaevan and returned to Banunis, or killed Jaevan too. Whoever had dug the grave knew of the niches and what they should contain, and had been prepared to spend time giving the master a proper burial.
So where was Jaevan? Sylas took to the wing again, circling the Aerie and looking for any clues, any sign of life. Flying low over the black shore of the island in the lake, he could see white stones set among the black. They spelled out the word Adamantara. The crow flew west, towards the port city, flying low along the road and watching for travellers. Watching for Jaevan. He spotted them maybe half a day’s walk from the Aerie: Jaevan and a Chesammos man, both carrying packs on their backs.
Jaevan seemed happy enough and under no duress, so Sylas was comforted, but the mystery was not yet solved. Sylas flew a little farther along the road and settled in a bush to watch them pass. Hidden by the leaves he could observe undetected, maybe get some clue who the man could be.
They walked side by side. Not talking, of course—Jaevan’s infirmity ruled out any conversation—but seemingly perfectly comfortable in each other’s company. The Chesammos was older than Sylas, closer to his father’s age, with grey in his hair and beard. He had the weather-worn skin of a desert dweller, and Sylas felt sure he had seen the man before. The man turned to Jaevan.
“Shall we rest a while? No sense wearing ourselves out.”
He knew the voice, he thought. It was hoarse with the Lady’s ash, but Sylas had heard it, and recently. It came to him then. An image of the man lying on the desert floor, his breathing ragged, close to death. The wagoner? But why? How?
There was more to this than met the eye. Sylas was of half a mind to change back and confront the man, but a naked stranger suddenly appearing on the road in front of him might prompt a man to defend himself. Chesammos were rarely provoked to violence, but since the rebellion one could never be quite sure. Some of those who had taken up weapons against the Irenthi had killed, and some who had done so would kill again without a thought. But it was inconceivable that a desert wagoner had happened across Jaevan at the Aerie. He had tracked him there. It occurred to Sylas to wonder if the wagoner had played a part in their escape. In any event, it seemed that Jaevan was in no danger. If the man had meant him ill, then there would have been no message on the shore where Sylas would look, unless it was some sort of elaborate trap.
He longed to stay here, to watch over Jaevan. But he couldn’t protect them all, and Rana and Sooria were more in need of him now, for all it tore his heart to leave Jaevan behind. He had to trust that Jaevan was safe in this man’s hands, and guide Rana and Sooria to meet him at Adamantara. With an anxious final glance at Jaevan, at his shining prince, he headed back to where the two girls awaited him.

Since arriving in Adamantara, Jaevan had rarely left the roadside on the side of town from which Jesely assured him Sylas and Rana would come. He sat with his cloak hood pulled up to cover his hair and face. Jesely had not thought much of Jaevan’s disguise, and had taken his knife to Jaevan’s hair after one too many curious looks from passers-by. Now his brown-dyed hair was as short and ragged as any peasant’s, and the nape of his neck felt bare and exposed.
It seemed to Jaevan that the plume of smoke from the mountain’s gaping mouth grew thicker and blacker hour by hour, and a day didn’t pass now without the ground shaking under their feet three or four times at least. Yesterday, one of the inns in the city had been damaged, its side wall sliding away from the rest of the stonework. No one had been hurt, Jesely said, but it was only a matter of time.
It was no longer a battle against Casian, if it ever had been, but a battle against the mountain itself. Sylas called it ‘the Lady’. Jaevan thought it a strange name. There was nothing ladylike about the choking fumes and trembling earth. Sylas was certain that her rage had been kindled by Jaevan’s father’s destruction of the Aerie, but that had been Jaevan’s fault. Would the destruction of the island—of the people who would have been Jaevan’s own subjects—would it all come down to him and his terror at what he had seen? Could he have stopped it?
Jesely got to his feet, shading his eyes with his hand and peering down the road. Jaevan scrambled up, too. There, in the distance, were three figures on foot. Three. Jaevan’s shoulders slumped again. His hopes had been raised for a moment.
“Is that them, Jaevan? There’s a man and a woman for sure, but a child with them. No, must be a family. Just for a minute I thought it was them at last.”
The group came closer. The man was Chesammos from his colouring and build, and the child’s hair was as dark as the man’s. The woman looked to be wearing someone else’s clothes. The dress she wore hung off her slender shoulders which were only partly concealed by her dark-blonde hair.
It was them. It was.
“Rana!” said Jaevan, and took to his heels up the road, leaving Jesely shouting behind him.
“Wait! Jaevan, what if it’s not—”
“Jaevan!” the girl shouted, her pace quickening despite her obvious tiredness. “Sylas! It’s Jaevan!”
And before Jaevan knew it she was in his arms, and they were laughing and crying, and Sylas was slapping him on the back and demanding a hug from him too.
“Rana.”
Jaevan was so happy he felt he could grow wings and fly as she had done.
“Wait, did you speak? Did you hear him, Sylas? Say it again.”
“Rana,” he said, smiling so broadly he thought his face would split.
Then Sylas was holding the tattered ends of his hair in his fingers, his throat working as he swallowed repeatedly.
“Who did this to you? Who cut your hair?”
Jesely stepped to Jaevan’s shoulder.
“It was me.”
“The wagoner. I saw you on the road. But why? What are you doing with Jaevan?”
“He called me,” said Jesely softly. “Told me he was alone and asked me to help him.”
“Why would he ask a wagoner to help him?” said Sylas, his fists clenched by his sides.
“Look again, Sylas. Take the beard and the lines and the long years from me. Go back to your time at the Aerie. To someone who only ever meant you well. Who do you see now?”
Sylas stared, remembering his thoughts in the desert. “Jesely died with the rest of them. And your voice…”
“Did you see my body, Sylas son of Craie? And do you forget the effect that years in the desert can have on a man’s voice?”
Believe him, Jaevan willed him. It is Master Jesely.
“But how could she ask you to help Jaevan? She was on the island.” Sylas touched Jaevan’s shoulder as if to make sure he was really still there.
“Because the girl there came to me in my dreams. Do you know that talent, Sylas?”
“I did what?” Rana said.
“Interesting. Do you remember nothing of the dream?” He didn’t wait for a response. Sylas gaped at him, and Jaevan was uncomfortably aware that he was staring, too. “She can see thoughts as you and I hear spoken words, but I have not heard of it being done in dreams before.”
“An empath?”
Jesely shook his head. “No, rarer than that. I see moods and emotions—can read the cues a person gives out. She sees words and thoughts. Do you believe now that I am who I say?”
“Wait,” said Rana. “That really happened? I remember a dream where Jaevan talked to me. It seemed as though our—” She struggled for the words. “—our talents? I don’t know. They met, somehow, in the dream.”
“Your kye. They met in the Outlands.”
“Jaevan said he was alone. But what happened to Gwysias? Sylas said he found a grave. Is Gwysias really dead?”
For an instant Jaevan was pleased he could not speak, that someone other than him would have to break the news. But he felt Rana’s gaze on him and he knew the answer was written in his eyes. Her brown eyes grew larger, like dark pools in her face and she whispered, “No. I hoped he was wrong. That it was a mistake…”
“I’m sorry,” said Jesely. “It was Casian, he—”
Jaevan couldn’t tell them about the fish knife in his throat; about the pool of blood; about Casian compelling Gwysias to take his own life. And Jesely could only tell what he had seen. What he had assumed.
Jesely drew in a long shuddering breath. “I think Casian killed him.”

Sylas turned away and walked back along the road he had travelled a few minutes before. Stopping at a cluster of stunted trees by the path, he slumped to the ground at their feet. He leaned back against the rough bark, its knobbly surface pressing into his back. Legs drawn up to his chest, he wrapped his arms around them and rested his chin on his knees. Gwysias was dead. Another master lost because of him.
Sooria joined him, sitting cross-legged on the other side of the road. Finding a handful of pebbles of similar sizes she played a game of stones by herself, watching him quietly from behind her curtain of dark hair.
A shadow fell across his face and he looked up. Rana stood there, a hearty lump of bread and cheese and a skin of water held out to him.
“I thought you might want these,” she said. She was like a deer, dark eyes fearful and flitting back towards the others as if on the verge of flight. He nodded to the ground beside him and she sat, folding her too-big dress beneath her.
“Sooria’s scared. I think she’s worried you’ll leave her.”
He shrugged. “She’d be better off with you. What do I know of children? She scarcely spoke to me the whole journey. She was too busy singing songs with you. I didn’t even know any to sing with her.”
It was true. Rana had taught Sooria all the songs she could think of on the journey and even now the child sat humming
“The Heron in the Long Grass” to herself while playing with the pebbles.
“But you are her family.” He shot her a look and she continued hurriedly. “I mean, you are Chesammos. She is in awe of you. You are probably the only adult male Chesammos who has ever been kind to her.”
Sylas snorted. “She is in awe of me? I’m the person least deserving of her admiration. Disaster follows me. That’s two masters I’ve lost now.”
“It wasn’t your fault.”
Sooria’s humming changed from “The Heron in the Long Grass” to “Run, Run, for the Rain Will Come” with no discernible pause between them. At some point she had started tapping two stones together to accompany her humming, and the clack, clack of the stones sounded like the call of some monstrous insect.
“Wasn’t it? I could have flown back from the island. Maybe I could have done something to save him, but I was too busy worrying that you meant to do Sooria harm. Oh, I know you knew, don’t pretend you didn’t. Maybe I should go away before I lose Master Jesely too.”
“But you didn’t know,” she insisted. “You couldn’t have known. Not even seers see everything and even if they did they couldn’t stop it, or nothing bad would ever happen.”
“Why is he here?” He had loved and admired Jesely, and would like nothing better than to hand responsibility over to him, to let him take care of them all. But how had Rana found the one man Sylas trusted above all others? Sylas hated that he even suspected Master Jesely.
“I told you. I asked him to come to help Jaevan.”
“Spoke in his mind? Heard his thoughts, like you do Jaevan’s?”
“Like that, yes.”
“Have you heard mine?”
She hesitated, smoothing the creases in her dress. “A little. Sometimes. Yes.”
“And what have you heard?”
She fell silent. Across the track Sooria sang the chorus in her child’s lilting voice and the clacking of the stones kept the rhythm.
“What have you heard, Rana?”
“You have many secrets that you keep buried deep inside.”
His mouth felt coated with ash. He could barely croak “What secrets?” before out of the corner of his eye he saw Sooria take something from the pouch she wore at her waist. Humming louder than ever she raised her linandra pipe to her lips and blew three short notes in perfect time to the music. Sylas could only stare open-mouthed.
Jesely reacted first, swooping down on Sooria and snatching the pipe from her hand. Turning to Sylas and Rana, his face outraged, he bellowed, “Which of you gave this to a child?”

When Jesely stopped shouting, he took Rana and Sooria to the tent village where he and Jaevan had been staying. Sylas preferred to stay where he was and think. Nothing had gone as he expected. He had not thought Casian would leave him alone—not now, not ever—but he truly had not expected him to kill Gwysias.
He sprawled on the ground, too bone-weary to move. It all seemed too much effort. Why was he even trying to keep moving when it seemed he was just part of Casian’s games?
A horse’s hoofbeats on the dry ash track sent him scurrying behind the trees. Horsemen were not uncommon in Admanantara—soldiers from Banunis up on the hillside, or merchants conducting their trade inland—but lone horsemen were rare. Even merchants rode with a retinue for safety since the Chesammos uprising in the months before the Destruction.
The rider stopped close by, close enough that Sylas could hear the horse’s heavy breathing. It had been ridden hard before reaching the city. The man sat his horse, almost seeming to sniff the air. Sylas froze, blood turning icy cold. Casian searched for the traces of aiea left by Sooria’s call.
The trail stopped here.
Instinctively reaching for the ash by his feet and muttering the ritual phrases under his breath, Sylas sent up a prayer to the Lady, begging her to make Casian give up the chase. She did not listen, or Sylas did not pray devoutly enough, for Casian dug his heels into his horse’s sides and set off in the direction Jesely and the others had taken.



CHAPTER 20
MOST OF THE INHABITANTS OF the makeshift village were Chesammos, driven from their homes by poison fumes or looking for work in the port. But enough were Irmos that Rana and the shorn and dyed Jaevan did not attract unwanted attention. The people sheltered under simple coverings of blankets and tattered old sails brought from the city by well-wishers. Chandris got little rain at this time of the year, so the shelters mainly protected against the sun and wind. Unsecured canvas slapped back and forth in the breeze as if remembering past voyages out to sea.
The refugees scattered when Casian approached. They lived in daily fear of being turned out and sent on their way again, and a lord in their midst was unlikely to bring good news.
Casian saw the group he was looking for as if a beacon shone over them. He rode toward them, erect in the saddle, his sword at his side, every inch the lord. The glow of aiea enveloped them, showing their talent to those who could see, and he resisted the urge to reach out, to see his own aiea merge and blend with theirs. How many talents in one place, to create an effect like that? An older Chesammos stood protectively in front of Jaevan and the foundling girl, his face obscured by a cloak hood pulled close. The girl held the hand of a Chesammos child. If Sylas had ever shown any interest in women, she might just have been of an age to be his bastard. Casian considered the possibility briefly, then rejected it. He thought it very unlikely.
But a child, now, why did that make memories jangle? A Chesammos child. Miralee’s seeing of Casian, Sylas and a Chesammos girl in the assembly hall of Banunis Castle. Casian wearing the crown of Chandris, and Sylas telling Casian that only he could help him secure his throne. It was all coming together.
“I see time has not diminished your taste for the dramatic entrance, Casian Owlchanger,” the older man said, a touch of wry amusement in his voice, a voice unfamiliar, gritty, and hoarse.
“Do I know you?”
“You did,” he answered, “when your ambitions were lower and your voice was higher. You haven’t changed much, but I expect I have.” He threw back the hood of his cloak.
It took Casian a few moments to work it out, during which time the Chesammos’s face took on an expression of tired impatience. That expression gave him away.
“Master Jesely.”
Somehow he wasn’t surprised. And now he thought about it, it made sense that his old master had been involved with Sylas and Jaevan’s escape. It had been too smoothly accomplished to have been managed without outside help. It also accounted for the glow around the group, if a talent like Jesely was with them. Casian knew about Jaevan’s talent, but the foundling was a surprise. Yet there she was, the aiea-dera shining around her. Talent knows talent.
And the child… Did the child have the aiea around her, too, or was she enveloped in the aura from the others?
Some children showed signs of their talent before they could transform, but that was comparatively rare. What had drawn them together, these talents? Could Sylas really be a catalyst for some great event yet to happen, as the seers had hinted?
“Once again, I seem to be missing the one I seek.” Casian drawled his words in an attempt to disguise irritation with nonchalance. Damn the man! Where was he this time?
Jesely shook his head. “Leave Sylas be. For the love of the Lady, Casian, he is no threat to you. Why do you still pursue him? Let him live in peace.”
“He is mine. I have come to claim him.”
“Is he your slave, that you own him? If you have to go to such lengths to claim him back, then he was never yours. You could have been one of the great changers, Casian. Why did you betray us?”
“You betrayed me!” The words ground out from between gritted teeth and his horse skipped a little. Casian forced himself to relax, realising he had transmitted his tension to his steed through hands and knees. “I could have been on the council, but when did you give me any credit for my abilities?”
“I saw the potential in you, whatever you say. The potential—and the danger. You were always ambitious, so I took you as apprentice—bound you to me to keep you close, and still you managed to bring destruction down on us.” Jesely sighed and shook his head, his eyes reproachful. “I should have realised then that I could not change what was to come, only watch as it played out around me.”
“But I had a talent. Sylas had none—couldn’t even transform. Yet you spent all your time cosseting Sylas when you should have been training me.”
“We never knew exactly what your talent was, Casian. It stood to reason it was too weak to be developed.”
Casian smiled. He had concealed it from them all. He had been left free to use it, even against the king and his son. “But I knew what it was, Master. Did you see what happened to Gwysias? Did you work out that he died by his own hand? That I made him do it?” The look of shock and despair on Jesely’s face was worth every plan he had put into place. Let his old master blame himself for Gwysias’s death; that would make what was to come all the sweeter.
“You made him do it? But how?”
“I have the compulsion talent. Some can resist it, but Gwysias always was susceptible. I regretted that your pretty princeling could not tell you the details. I am only glad I can share them with you now.”
“Princeling?” The girl spoke for the first time. She was a scrawny little thing, but not unattractive. She might even have caught Casian’s eye under other circumstances. “He’s a prince?”
It had occurred to Casian that Sylas might have changed his ways and taken her as his woman—many men, including Casian himself, dabbled in both—but the way she looked at Jaevan pushed that from his mind. If Sylas had any designs on her, the shyly adoring look in her eyes when she looked at Jaevan would tell him her interest lay elsewhere. It had crossed Casian’s mind to make her his next target, if there had been any hint of attachment, but it seemed it would not be Sylas he would hurt.
“He was a prince, hidden away by the king on account of his infirmity. He has been dead to the world these nine years past. But Jesely, I need to know: Where is my dear Sylas?”
“Leave him alone,” Jesely murmured. “You have damaged him enough. Leave him be now.”
“But my little pet amuses me. He loves me, did you know that?” A surge of satisfaction flooded him at the shock on Rana’s face, the look of grim resignation on Jesely’s. “Oh yes, I treated him most dreadfully, and still he came back for more. And he will come back to me, in time. But he has a weakness for Irenthi, wouldn’t you say?” He left that statement hanging in the air, satisfaction flooding him as Rana’s face told him she had understood his implication. The sideways look she cast at Jaevan told him that his seeds of doubt had landed on fertile soil.
Jesely grimaced. “Haven’t you caused him enough pain?”
“It was not I caused him pain, Master.” All the bitterness in Casian began to spill out. “It was I that comforted the boy when all others had given up on him, when his father beat him and the changers nearly broke him. I became his family and friend when he had none. Even Ayriene didn’t want him as apprentice, don’t you remember? She felt sorry enough to take him, but she didn’t want him. Imagine how that must have felt.”
“You manipulated him. When you fell out with your father, you tried to influence the council into giving you a place. When that failed, the only one left for you to bend to your will was Sylas.”
“And the king,” said Casian. “Don’t forget the king. But you assume I only wanted Sylas to spite you. That shows how blinkered you were about me. I cared—care—a great deal for him. Why else would I be here now, trying to win him back?
“But you and I have unfinished business, Master Jesely. As a master changer, you are a traitor to the crown, and your life belongs to the king, whom I serve.” He drew his sword and levelled it at the Chesammos changer’s chest. “The only question is whether I take you back to King Deygan for execution, or kill you myself.”
“No. No more killing.”
Casian’s spirits surged with a wave of elation as Sylas stepped out from behind a patched canvas tent, defeat in his face.
“No one else will die because of me.”
“Sylas, no!” Jesely stepped towards him, brown eyes flashing in alarm, and Casian’s sword hovered ever closer to him. “You are the key to us placating the Lady. You must not join with him.”
Sylas stared back, his face weary. “I cannot change what is to come, only watch as it plays out around me. Maybe it will happen whatever I do, but I will not let him take your life.”
“Then you will come?” Casian could hardly keep the triumph from his voice.
“If you let my friends go free, and promise not to pursue them further, I will come.”
Rana gasped and Jesely’s eyes were stricken. Casian held out a hand to pull Sylas up behind him on his horse, but Sylas shook his head.
“Do not shame me by bringing me to the castle like a woman stolen on a raid—have the castle see you treat me like your whore. Leave me a little pride. I will swear to come to you tonight if you will swear to leave my friends alone.”
Casian nodded his head just a fraction. It was worth it. He could deal with them another time. He was not as particular as Sylas about keeping his promises.
“I swear.”
Sylas stooped, pressing his palms to the ground then made the Lady’s sign with his fingers. This was Sylas’s most binding oath—one made in sight of the Lady—and he would not break it willingly. Casian was satisfied he meant it.
“I will come to you tonight. By the Lady I swear it. Watch for me.”

Casian wheeled his horse and rode back towards the castle, leaving them in stunned silence. Sylas slumped to his knees, hands resting on the ground as if in prayer. Rana took Sooria’s hand and led her away. There was venom in the words she spat contemptuously over her shoulder.
“Vermin. Carrion eater.”
Sylas sagged as if a weight had been placed on his back.
Jesely wondered if it what Sylas had said was true. Would it happen as had been seen, no matter what they did, what strategies they employed? Was all their struggling against Casian futile, because what would happen had already been decided?
Sylas would save the changers, Yinaede had said. But time and again, Sylas had shown how unexceptional he was.
And now he was promised to Casian.

He heard the words as if from a distance.
“Help him.”
Jaevan still spoke so infrequently, so painfully, that it seemed the man had almost to wrestle the words out. That he had uttered them for him touched Sylas to his core. But he was unworthy of Jaevan’s concern.
“I don’t know if I can.”
That was Jesely. He had let Jesely down too. All those years of the master speaking up for him, supporting him even against the council, and he had come to this.
Jesely sat down cross-legged beside Sylas, Chesammos fashion. Sylas blocked him out, covering his face with his hands and hunching his shoulders, trying to withdraw from the world. Sylas wasn’t sure if Jesely had called on aiea-dera to extend his empath talent, but it seemed to Sylas that even his presence was a comfort. When Jesely spoke, it was not to reproach Sylas for his weakness as he had expected, but to apologise.
“I failed you. I’m sorry. I never fully appreciated how twisted his interest in you was. I should have put a stop to it sooner.”
Sylas couldn’t speak. A muscle twitched in his cheek and he clamped his jaw shut to try to stop it.
“I knew you were close. Guessed you were lovers. But did you really love him?”
Sylas took his hands from his face and clasped them in front of him to still their trembling.
“You don’t know how it was. I know you are Chesammos, but you were raised in the Aerie, son of a son of a changer. I knew nothing.” He stopped, rubbing his face with his hands as if he could wipe the despair away. “They mocked my speech, my clothes, my slowness of learning. They lay in wait and beat me black and blue. And the masters did nothing. Nothing.”
He could hear the bitterness in his own voice; could hardly believe he was talking about things that had happened almost half a lifetime before. But the feelings were still raw nerves, sending pain into every fibre.
“I was far from the only Chesammos, but it was me they decided to persecute. I don’t know why. Maybe because I made no secret of loving men. Even in the Aerie, with its freedom and its tolerance, there were still those who would hate and fear me. Imagine in that situation being offered the protection of a high-born Irenthi. Wouldn’t you have taken it?”
“Protection, maybe,” Jesely’s voice was unsure, “but he said you loved him.”
“Loved him. Needed him. Worshipped him. Feared him.”
“Do you still love him?”
“He was lost too, like me. His father preferred his brother, just as mine did. The changers feared him and held him back. The other apprentices never accepted him because he was Irenthi. He was never made master, although he was ready. He said that was your doing.” Sylas took in a long, shuddering breath. He needed to ask something that had been troubling him since the last time he saw Ayriene. “Master, Mistress Ayriene said there was a seeing about me—that Miralee and Mistress Yinaede both had seeings. Do you know what they were about?”
“Not details. Just that you were important to us. Are still important to us, Sylas, despite everything.”
“Can you forgive me? I’ve been so weak.”
Jesely squeezed his shoulder. “We don’t forgive people because they are weak. We forgive them because we are.”
Sylas hunched dejectedly in the dirt.
“Did Jaevan bring the beads?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t seen any beads.”
“He will have brought them; he knew they were important to me. Tell him to give them to Sooria. They were her grandmother’s. Tell Rana to take good care of Jaevan. She is good for him—better than I ever was. And Jesely, give Sooria back the pipe. It’s important she has it. Don’t ask me how I know. I just feel it with everything I am.”
“We could take Jaevan to Deygan—try to explain everything.”
Sylas shook his head. “But Casian has the compulsion talent. He would use it—make Deygan kill his own son if he had to, if it suited his purposes. He would enjoy making me watch that, I think. He was always envious of the love I had for Jaevan. No. I must go to him.”
“Sylas, please don’t.”
Sylas straightened, rubbing his ashy palms on his breeches and getting to his feet. “I have to. I will not be forsworn. And I will not have anyone else die for me.” And he turned to leave, walking slowly up the road and watching the skies, waiting for night to fall.



CHAPTER 21
CASIAN PLACED HIS QUILL ON the desk and sprinkled sand over his writing. Ink speckled the fingers of his right hand, and he wiped them absently on his shirt. There it was again: the sound that had disturbed his concentration while he drafted Wenna’s marriage contract. It was late to be working, but Marklin was due to leave in a few days. Even if Casian intended him never to arrive at his destination, he must go through the motions, and Deygan must agree the wording.
“Cark!” A raucous cry echoed around the castle courtyard. “Cark! Cark!” The hills around Banunis were full of wildlife, although generally little entered the castle grounds. The local birds had learned that the hunting hawks kept by the king often flew to a lure in the courtyard, and while taking ripe meat from the glove of a falconer was easy pickings, many would catch mice and birds as well, enjoying the taste of warm flesh. This bird was bolder than most.
Tap! Tap! Tap! Casian opened the shutter and looked out. A crow sat on the ledge outside one of the rooms and used a short stick, maybe a broken arrow from the butts, to tap on the shutters. Casian had been told that crows could use simple tools, although he had never witnessed it himself. Even so, this bird’s behaviour struck him as unusual. He counted windows from the wall’s end. As he suspected, the bird was tapping on the window of the room that had once been his. The room he and Sylas had shared.
“Sylas!” he called softly, and the crow turned its head, its dark beady eye looking sharply up at him. It dropped the stick and flew up to the window, fluttering through the gap as Casian stepped back to let it past. He left the window unshuttered, offering the Chesammos the security of an escape route, though he didn’t intend it to be used.
When he turned back to the room Sylas had transformed back, and was crouched on the opulent Ruennan carpet. Casian chuckled.
“Did you imagine that I was in the same room? Still sleeping in the same bunks we used to have? I am entitled to more lavish apartments now, as you see, and a good deal more comfortable than sleeping under canvas outside Adamantara. Make yourself at home.”
Sylas’s dark, braele-wood gaze followed him, but he remained in a crouch, a slight flush colouring his face. Seeing his embarrassment, Casian snatched up a silk robe from the foot of his bed and thrust it at him, his hand brushing Sylas’s for a fraction of a heartbeat. Sylas flinched but Casian pretended not to notice.
“There was a time when you would not have been as coy around me. I’ve left the shutter open; you are free to leave whenever you wish. I would not have it said that I forced you to stay.”
Although he could, now. That single touch and brief meeting of their eyes had been enough to allow Casian to weave the threads of aiea-dera. Sylas had come voluntarily, entering the room of his own free will; the trap had been sprung.
Sylas shrugged his way into the robe and stood awkwardly, clasping it around himself. He was filling out again, Casian noted with satisfaction. When he had last seen Sylas at the Hermitage he had been thin, his flesh and muscles wasted by long years of captivity. The man standing before him had a healthy glow from better food, fresh air, and exercise. Chesammos men were stockier than Irenthis, and Casian admired the square set of his shoulders, the broad chest and slimmer hips.
He had caught a glimpse of the markings before Sylas covered himself. They had not been there years before, save one or two applied at the Aerie and another one or two done here at the castle under Ayriene’s instruction. A shame to mar that beautiful skin, the warm golden colour of honey slowly heated over a candle flame.
Back then Sylas’s chest had had a youthful smoothness, but Casian had seen dark hair as he donned the robe. The youth was a man now, with a full beard instead of the clean-shaven style of the Aerie. Doubtless he had grown it only to blend in, as Jesely had, but Casian still approved. He imagined his hands stroking that chest, the coarseness of Sylas’s beard on his skin. His mouth dried. Licking his lips, thoroughly discomfited, he turned back to his writing desk. He folded the letter, then tipped the candle to drip wax onto the parchment. His hand trembled and the wax seal smeared. No matter. The device was still recognisable as his, and anyway, Deygan knew from whom the letter would have come.
Drawing on the aiea-dera, he readied his talent, then extended the threads, slowly, cautiously, taking care that Sylas not feel his touch. The man was as skittish as a mare in a field full of stallions, eyeing the open window often, sweat giving a sheen to his skin. Casian knew how that skin smelled; knew how it would taste. Creator send that he need not compel him; he so wanted Sylas to be his willingly. He waved the letter towards Sylas. “Your pretty princeling’s little sister is to wed,” he said, blowing on the wax to cool it.
“Don’t call him that.” Dark eyes glowered out from under unruly hair. Casian had to resist the urge to go to him. His fingers yearned to push the curls back from his face. To take a handful of hair and draw him closer. It had been so long. He ached for him.
“So you can speak. I thought for a moment that you had become as mute as Jaevan.”
Sylas looked around the apartment, his gaze lingering a moment on a leather chair within a step or two of him, then sat cross-legged on the floor. The move was clearly made to remind Casian of the difference between them. Sylas could be quite stubbornly Chesammos when it suited him.
“Can I call for wine? Ale? Have you eaten recently?”
“Nothing. No one is to know I am here.”
The Chesammos set great store by sharing food and drink. Often those with the least made the biggest show of sharing what they had, Casian had noted. Eating together would help break down the barriers Sylas had raised between them. “But I have not eaten. I won’t go hungry because of your bull-headedness.”
Sylas hesitated. “Ale then. And bread. A little cheese maybe.”
Casian smiled as the list of requirements grew longer. As he thought, Sylas and his friends had been living frugally the past few days. Casian went to the door, handing the letter to a page and giving orders for food and drink to be brought, but left outside for Casian himself to bring into the apartment. He added roast meats and fresh fruit to the list. No harm in showing Sylas how much better he could be living if he made the right choice. It was brought with the speed Casian demanded of his staff, and the two settled to eat, Sylas still on the floor, Casian seated a pace or two away.
“I expect your friends are surprised at your decision?”
A strange expression crossed Sylas’s face. It had elements of doubt and sadness in it, and Casian smothered a smile. So he had succeeded in sowing dissent among the group. Sylas lowered his eyes, pulling the robe edges closer about his body.
“Rana called me vermin.”
“The girl?”
Sylas stopped eating, drew his fingers through his hair, and closed his eyes. He looked so vulnerable that Casian wanted to embrace him, but that might scare him away. Casian had to be patient and stalk his prey like a true hunter.
“I can’t be what they need me to be. I can’t lead them. And I have no idea how to care for Sooria.” Sylas spoke in a low voice, almost talking to himself.
“The child I saw? Sooria?”
Sylas nodded, recovering himself and taking a long draught of ale.
“She is an interesting creature. Could she be a changer, do you think? There was something about her.” The dark head sank lower. Casian tried again. “Rana and Jaevan seemed to be becoming close.”
The muscles of Sylas’s cheek twitched and his neck stiffened. That was better. Sylas was easy enough to read, once you found your way past his Chesammos reserve. Casian lowered his voice, lacing it with sympathy.
“So she has displaced you. The lovely Rana has taken your place in Jaevan’s bed.”
“No!” Sylas’s eyes blazed, and he fixed Casian with a dark stare.
The arrow had hit home. “No, she isn’t sharing his bed, or no, she didn’t take your place?”
“It wasn’t like that. He was so young, and he was frightened. I was a friend for him.” Sylas drained his cup and Casian stretched to refill it. Sylas made no move to withdraw. That was better; the distance was closing between them. Casian seized the opportunity and held out the tray of food so that it was midway between them. Sylas reached for a lump of bread and the gap between them seemed to shrink. The barriers were coming down, piece by piece. “He was little more than a boy. What do you take me for?”
“Jaevan has been of age, what? Five years now? Six? There are many degrees of friendship, and not all are chaste.”
“We have never shared a bed. Believe me, or not. It is the truth.”
“The warders at the Hermitage seemed certain you did, but if you deny it who am I to disbelieve you?” Casian shrugged. “So, you have been displaced in his affections by a chit of a girl. If you had stayed with me, I would not have set you aside so easily.”
“I was marking. Even if I had wanted Jaevan that way—which I did not—it had its effects. You know that to be true.”
“I do. Are you marking now? No, you can’t be, if you have flown recently. That’s good. I would hate to think I had gone to the trouble of bringing you here for nothing.” Sylas shivered, and Casian could see gooseflesh rising on his exposed skin. Creator send him patience, but he wanted him, willing or not.
“So what will you do?” Casian prompted. He stood and paced the length of the room, hoping by movement to suppress the urge to push the Chesammos to the floor, to compel him if he had to. “I imagine you feel out of place with them now, so where will you go?”
“I don’t know,” Sylas whispered. “I have no one. Nowhere.”
“Did you dream of me?”
Sylas started at the question, looking up sharply, his dark gaze meeting Casian’s. “What?”
“In the Hermitage. Did you dream of me? If you could not satisfy yourself with Jaevan in the flesh, did your mind at least remember the nights we spent together? Did it give you pleasure? Did it bring release, or add to your frustrations?” Casian crossed the three steps to where Sylas sat cross-legged on the floor, and stood over him. The eyes that looked up were less mistrustful now. Still wary, but no longer with the air of a deer scenting the hunter and about to bolt.
Casian let his voice take on a husky note. “Did I visit you in your dreams? Did I do this?” He tangled his fingers through Sylas’s hair, raking his scalp and drawing a soft moan from Sylas’s mouth. Casian would give good odds that the man burned for him. His intent had been to stir recollections in Sylas of nights of love-making here in the castle. Casian’s own body responded eagerly to the memories, to the musky smell of the man still sitting on his chamber floor.
Casian dropped to one knee. “Stay here. I could keep you in my household. I doubt Deygan would recognise you now as Ayriene’s boy. We could be as we were before. I shall have to take a wife of course, once I am king, but—”
“King?” Sylas’s gaze snapped to Casian’s face.
“Lord holder, I should say.” Damn him for an idiot with his ale-loosened tongue. “We would be together, Sylas. What do you say to that?” Casian risked placing a hand on Sylas’s leg, feeling its bewitching warmth. “Come now, Sylas. Jesely gave you your excuse, but we both know why you came here. Why keep resisting it? You tried to fight it once before, if you remember, and you surrendered in the end. Why not just give in with grace this time?”
Sylas’s eyes narrowed and he glanced meaningfully at the hand on his thigh. “Are you compelling me?”
“You heard that?”
Sylas nodded. Then he knew Casian was responsible for Gwysias’s death, and was still here. Creator! He wanted Casian as much as Casian wanted him. He just needed to be brought to that realisation.
“I can only compel a person who is open to it. I cannot force someone, only make them more willing to do something they are considering anyway.”
He watched Sylas think through the implications of those words. In truth, he was not using compulsion. Not yet. The link was there, ready for use if needs be, and Sylas would not be the first hesitant bed mate on whom Casian had used his talent—but he hoped it would not be necessary.
“Do you want me to? Then you could tell them you came to me unwillingly. That I made you do it.”
Sylas dropped his gaze, clasping and unclasping his hands in his lap. “No,” he said, his voice hoarse.
“Then I will only compel you if you want to deny your part in this. I always said I wanted you to return willingly. Come back to me.”
Sylas’s eyes betrayed his feelings, as they always had. Deep inside the man was the boy still longing for stability—a rock to cling to in the storm. His eyes were deep pools that Casian could drown in, but first he had to coax Sylas into letting go of some of that Chesammos reserve.
Casian grazed his fingertips across Sylas’s cheek. “I always loved the colour of your skin,” he murmured. Sylas seemed to quiver at his touch; he tilted his head and Casian’s fingers trailed down his neck, leaving a trail of gooseflesh behind them.
“I—” Sylas started to speak, but Casian put his hand over Sylas’s mouth.
“Don’t argue. Just accept it.” He slid the hand that had been resting on Sylas’s thigh inside the robe. Sylas’s breathing became ragged, and his dark eyes were darker still, his pupils dilated with desire. Casian released the aiea-dera. Years of abstinence and longing were doing their work; he had no need for compulsion. That thought aroused Casian still more. He drew Sylas towards him, claiming his mouth in a kiss for which he had waited far too long.

Nine years flowed from Sylas’s memory, washed away by a flood of desire. His skin tingled under Casian’s hands. Casian could be so loving, yet so capable of cruelty. Sylas could not reconcile the young man he had known and loved with the feared lord that man had become. Maybe if Sylas had been with him, he could have prevented some of the bloodshed. But Sylas had been responsible for bloodshed of his own, the Lady forgive him.
Nine lost years.
The lean spareness of Casian’s youthful frame had been replaced by the broader muscularity of manhood—a man made strong by riding and swordplay. Sylas swallowed hard, trying to tear his gaze away, but his treacherous eyes were drawn back to Casian kneeling beside him, a smile of triumph on his face.
“I knew you’d come back,” Casian said, pale face flushed from the intensity of that first kiss.
His skin was so fair it seemed any touch must leave a mark, and Sylas wanted to mark him, to bite him, to bruise him, to show that Casian was his alone, knowing that if he did so he would not leave here without marks on his own body. He unlaced Casian’s shirt, his fingers awkward in his haste. Sylas felt clumsy beside Casian’s sleek smoothness. He laid his hands along the taut muscles—soldier’s muscles—with his fingers curving around the contours of Casian’s abdomen. How had he ever thought Jaevan beautiful? Casian was the most stunning man he had ever seen.
He could not say afterwards who made the first move, but then they were entangled, struggling together, hands and mouths owning and consuming each other. Casian’s hands were inside the robe and Sylas’s back was on the Ruennan carpet. And he lost himself in the flood of sensation that followed.



CHAPTER 22
SYLAS WOKE WITH TEARS ON his face.
It had been years since he had dreamt of Pietrig, but his old friend had come to him while he slept. Covered in blood from the gash across his throat, Pietrig had not said a word of reproach, but merely stared with sad, brown eyes while Sylas sobbed and begged his forgiveness.
The window stood unshuttered still, and Sylas’s back was chilled by the breeze rippling across his skin. He lay on a comfortable mattress, soft linens beneath him, though rumpled and ridged. Shivering, he reached out for a blanket and tugged it over his shoulder. Soft regular breathing sighed close by, a warm body next to his. His neck stung. He reached up with tentative fingers, finding a scratch from below his ear almost to the base of his throat. Omena’s wings! Sylas covered his face with his hands. He had saved his friends, but had lost himself.
The motion attracted Casian’s attention. He rolled over, placing a hand on Sylas’s shoulder. He kissed, nipped, licked the skin next to his fingers, and Sylas writhed despite himself. Casian knew him so well—knew how to tease the responses from him. It had been so long. More than a body could bear. They could hardly blame him for it.
Casian’s hand strayed lower, down his chest, across his ribs. Sylas squirmed. Casian remembered his most sensitive spots with uncanny accuracy, as he had demonstrated all too well the night before. Lower still, slapping Sylas’s hand away as he tried to resist Casian’s exploration, chuckling throatily at what he found.
“I see you are awake. I have nothing demanding my attention this morning, other than this.” A gentle squeeze and his body’s reaction told Sylas that Casian had needed no compulsion. Could he sink any lower than this? Lower even than Rana had thought of him.
A knock sounded at the door. Sylas started, beginning to sit upright, but Casian pushed him back. “Ignore it,” he whispered, his hand still working under the covers. Sylas moaned into the crook of his arm, trying to muffle the sound from whoever was outside the door. He doubted anyone would come in. They must have made enough noise last night to make the boy outside wonder if his master was being murdered, yet no one had disturbed them.
They would be worried about him, he realised guiltily. Sooria and Jaevan and Jesely at least, even if Rana’s revulsion for him still held firm. Jaevan would be all right with Rana. He had changed so much since they met her—had developed in ways Sylas had tried and failed to achieve. But Jaevan would still miss him, and he would miss Jaevan. Jesely had believed in him, had assured him he could succeed when Sylas had been close to going home. But other than the ties of one Chesammos to another, what had made Jesely so determined to help Sylas when all others had given up?
Thinking of Jesely and the others had an effect on Sylas, as it transpired. When Casian’s ministrations failed to bring the desired result, he propped himself on one elbow, looking at him with an air of disappointment.
“Too tired? I did work you hard last night, I suppose.”
“Maybe later.” He was so weak. Even as his stomach roiled with nausea, remembering how he had so completely lost himself, he knew that he would do it again. And if not, he had come to the castle of his own accord. Casian could use his talent and Sylas would be his, whatever his own wishes.
“Casian?” Sylas tried to make his voice sound drowsy. He had to make him think he was still half-asleep, instead of lying next to him with his mind racing, trying to comprehend how far he had fallen. “Why me? When you could have anyone? Why were you so set on having me?”
Casian paused a moment and Sylas fought down rising panic. If he let slip that he was having second thoughts, all Casian needed to do was extend his aiea and Sylas would be brought under his control. Sylas turned to him, being careful not to meet his gaze. He was afraid Casian would read the betrayal in his eyes; Casian had always said he could read Sylas without effort. Keeping his eyes averted, hoping Casian would take the look for awkwardness, he slipped his hand down to Casian’s thigh, stroking it lazily, the muscles hard beneath the skin. “Why me?” he asked again.
Another knock at the door. “My lord?” said the nervous treble of a page.
Casian groaned. “Not now,” he called, brushing Sylas’s hair away and letting his fingers trail over Sylas’s neck. Sylas’s skin crawled, but Casian had to believe him to be as wanton as he had been the previous night. He forced out a sigh, licking his lips and arching his back.
“You and I will be together; Miralee saw it. So many of the seeings have come true, and Jesely clearly thinks it’s true, or why did he work so hard to keep us apart?”
Miralee had been Ayriene’s daughter. Had she really had a seeing about him and Casian? “She saw us?”
“In the assembly chamber,” said Casian. “That little girl of yours was there too. That’s why I’ve been so patient with you. We were together, Sylas. There’s no use fighting it.”
“Was that all her seeing?” There had to be more to it than that. Seers would hardly bother recording something so inconsequential, even though Miralee was only learning her gift.
Casian waved a hand. “Oh, Gwysias had some story about a stormweaver, or some such Chesammos nonsense, and I think Jesely thinks you have something to do with that. I don’t know if that was a seeing or not. As to why I want you—I thought I made that abundantly clear last night. But why are we speaking of this when you have come back to me?”
He leaned towards Sylas and kissed him, his tongue forcing itself past Sylas’s lips. Sylas’s stomach churned, but he allowed the entry, submitting to Casian’s rising desire while silently begging the Lady to give him strength. He pushed Casian away. Stormweaver. The word on the rock that the changer had scratched with his last remaining strength.
“But if another Omena Stormweaver should come,” Sylas said, all too aware of the heat in his cheeks, “then the Lady would be gentled and the island saved. Maybe King Deygan might then allow the changers to come home.”
“But I intend your mountain to die, Sylas. Then I will be safe from bloody changers and their retribution. Nine years I’ve lived in fear that they would somehow manage to worm their way back and seek revenge against me. It would be worth being deprived of flight to take away their reason to return, if the mountain is indeed the source of the aiea as you Chesammos believe.”
Another knock rapped on the door, more forceful than the two previous. “Lord Casian?” said a man’s voice from outside. “My lord, the king requests to see you about the wedding contract. He says he will not be kept waiting, my lord.”
“He isn’t going to give up, is he?” Casian muttered. “Rest now. I’ll be back soon. Be ready for me.” He pressed a kiss to Sylas’s forehead, then dressed quickly and left, leaving Sylas alone.

Stifling a groan, Sylas dragged himself to his feet and forced himself upright. He ached. Omena’s wings, but he ached. He tottered to the window and took in deep breaths of air and as much aiea-bar as he could draw in. He had not used much flying from Adamantara to Banunis—the castle lay in the hills just above the port city—but the night’s activities had destroyed his reserves, releasing the aiea back to the Lady, and right now his stores were all but non-existent.
He had failed them. They had looked to him and he had not been the man they needed him to be. They would not trust him again—not when he had fled back to Casian so readily. He was tired. All the changers’ machinations, Casian’s plotting, Rana’s hostility; he was tired of it all. Checking his aiea-bar, he found enough to transform and a little more. Enough to carry him a distance from here, maybe even to the Hermitage where he and Jaevan had been together. Where in a strange way, he had been most content in his life. Had this been the death Sooria had seen for him? Had she seen him making one last desperate flight, then tumbling to earth, returning to human form broken and defeated? He almost wished he could ask her now.
Crouching naked by the window, Sylas channelled most of his remaining aiea into creating his bird form. His luck had held when Casian had been confident enough, or distracted enough, not to lock the shutters before he left. He would return to find his bird had flown.
Sylas reached the edges of the ash desert before he felt his reserves begin to run dry. This was farther than he had thought he might manage, although he was a long way yet from the Hermitage. He reached deep inside himself for more aiea-bar and found nothing. So this was it. This was where his journey would come to an end.
But his body was not prepared to die, even if his mind was. Without knowing what he was doing he reached out to the Lady in search of her sustaining aiea, wings battling desperately to keep him aloft. To his surprise he felt it: a warm flow of her energy into his weakening body.
He regained some height, then caught sight of a man pulling a sling from his belt. No! He would not end up as bounty, sent to King Deygan, the marks on his chest proclaiming him changer for all to see. He reached out to the Lady, sucking in her energy as a drowning man would gasp for water, and felt it flooding into his body.
He should not do this yet. Drawing the aiea in flight was taught to those seeking mastery. But however it was happening, he was drawing directly from the Lady’s deep pool. Exultation flooded him. His tiredness ebbed as the Lady replenished and sustained him.
Pain shot through his shoulder. The slinger had loosed his stone and had found his mark with deadly accuracy. Sylas lost concentration, and with it his contact with the aiea. Suddenly unable to draw more, with his reserves dangerously low, his wings crumpled. But he had just discovered the joy of direct contact with the Lady. One step closer to mastering his talents. He could not die now. He would not.
He flew lower, trying to find somewhere to land safely, but the ground seemed to hurtle towards him. The impact knocked him unconscious and he fell into blackness.

Sylas came to under sacks, his cheek pressed against a wooden surface. Wheels rumbled, leather creaked and the steady thump of a cheen’s hooves echoed the pounding in his head. For a moment, he was back in the wagon escaping from the Hermitage. He reached out a hand to find Jaevan, but there was nothing there: no Jaevan, no barrels—just him and an empty wagon.
He tried to roll over, but fell back groaning at the sharp pain in his shoulder.
The noise told the driver of his waking. Crooning softly to the cheen he pulled on the reins, wrapping them once around the rail and stowing his switch beneath the bench. He turned in his seat, his face obscured by the hood of his cloak.
“You’re alive, then?” Jesely’s voice? But how?
Sylas tried to sit up but the burn of rope round his ankle pulled him back. He reached down. A loosely tied knot secured the rope, yet there was enough there to have bound him hand and foot. Jesely had tied him? Too exhausted to try to work it out, he lay back on the boards.
“A precaution,” said Jesely. “It’s only a simple knot, just to make sure you didn’t leave before I made sure you were all right. I didn’t want to have to transform to catch you if you tried to flee. What did you think you were doing up there?” The man jabbed a thumb skywards. “Tell me you weren’t thinking of taking the long flight. I wouldn’t want to think it of you, but from down here you had the look of a man doing his damnedest to fly himself to death.”
“Master Jesely?”
“You are an impulsive fool, Sylas Crowchanger. You have things to do yet: things only you can do. The hunter did you a favour getting you out of the sky before you could break your idiot neck.”
Sylas reached for his shoulder, expecting his fingers to come away bloody.
“It’s just bruised. He didn’t get much power on it—just enough to shock you. You were lucky. I could have been carving your niche right now.”
“How did you…? Why did the hunter give me up? Wasn’t he after a bounty for me?”
Jesely chuckled. “Not he. He was after a bit of meat for the pot. He’s got a wife and five or six children at home. Chesammos, as you might expect out here—he was devastated when he thought he’d killed one of his own. I came home to fetch the wagon. Thought we might need it. Figured we could use some income, and there’s usually someone wanting goods moved, even with the port quiet. You flew close to where I’ve been living, thank the Lady, and the hunter came looking for someone to help an injured changer. I convinced him I had your best interests at heart and he gave you over into my care.”
“And do you have my best interests at heart?” Years of being manipulated made his words harsher than he intended.
Jesely scowled at his tone. “I invested a great deal of effort getting you trained, Crowchanger. And more still rescuing you from the Hermitage. I tell you that you have a part to play, and yet you run. Do you have so little faith in me? When do I get to stop watching over you? I grow too old for this.”
“Why do you keep calling me that? Crowchanger?”
“Because you need to decide who you really are. If you are Casian’s man, then be that with your heart and soul. Go to him and never mind what others think of you. Love him and stay with him for as long as love lasts. If you are Chesammos above all, I can turn the wagon around, find a village that will take you and we will hide you as long and as well as we can. If we can find a piece of linandra, I can even pierce your ear. I think I hold enough status yet to perform the ceremony. But if in your heart you are a changer, you must do what you can to bring our people home, and to protect the source of our power from any who would see it destroyed. Even Casian.”
“You know I went back to him, and you still believe in me?”
“We can’t help who we fall in love with, even if your judgement does leave a lot to be desired. I’m not going to blame you for not being able to move on. But maybe you should try.”
“He can be so loving and then treat me like a savage—like I’m nothing. I never know where I am with him, and yet I can’t do without him. He calls to me like ale calls to a drunkard.” He looked for blame in Jesely’s eyes but found only pity and understanding. “I’d be a liability, Master. I’d betray you in a heartbeat if he asked me. Especially if he can compel me like he did Gwysias. I don’t dare be around you.”
“You are hard on yourself, as you always were. You aren’t the first person who has behaved stupidly over a lover. But if this love gives you pain instead of pleasure, maybe it is time to decide what is most important to you. So I ask again. Are you a changer, are you a Chesammos, or are you Casian’s lover? What defines you?”
Sylas bowed his head. His heart still yearned for Casian, even though Casian would break him in the end. But he knew what he had to do. No sense being Chesammos or Casian’s lover if the island was lost, and when it came to it the Aerie had been his life and his hope. He had set his heart on being a changer when he was fourteen years old.
Jesely seemed to sense the decision being made. He was an empath, Sylas remembered. Had he known the direction Sylas would take before Sylas himself had?
“Do you have healing salve in your pack?”
“Back at the camp, yes. Why?”
“That shoulder is coming up blue, and there are other marks you might want to attend to before the others see too much.”
Sylas’s hand covered the scratch on his neck, shamefully aware that it was not the only one. “So you believe I am coming back with you then. Coming to be a crowchanger?”
Jesely gave him a quick glance of surprise. “Why yes, of course. Aren’t you? Here, wear this.”
So Sylas rode to Adamantara in the back of the wagon, wearing an old tunic of Jesely’s. And on the way they talked of what his next move should be, and they came to a decision. He would leave the island.



CHAPTER 23
ON THEIR RETURN TO ADAMANTARA, the others had moved a little away from the main camp, out into the straggly woods that bordered one side of the King’s Road.
“Look who I found,” Jesely said, pushing Sylas in front of him. “Now maybe you will let us move before Casian comes looking. I wanted to leave when Casian took you. He knows where we are, knows Jaevan is with us. Who can tell what he might try. But Jaevan would not move without you—he said your name, do you know that? And Sooria backed him up. She’s a mule-headed little thing when she wants to be. We compromised, moving back here where there is more cover, but where we’d still have a chance of finding you if you came back.”
Sylas was touched. Even after his betrayal, Jaevan and Sooria still believed in him. Which meant Rana had probably argued against him. He could hardly blame her for that.
Jesely indicated the flow of people and wagons heading for Adamantara—even more than of late.
“There are a lot of people on the road. What’s going on?”
“Earthquake in the north,” said Rana. “Many are trying to get off the island. They think the mountain will blow soon. There was almost a stampede in the city last night when the food ran out in the markets. It’s getting bad fast, Jesely.”
She glanced at Sylas, but did not greet him, her eyes sliding off him to study the ground at her feet. He could almost hear her thoughts.
Vermin.
Carrion eater.
Whore.
The ground trembled and they all waited anxiously. Sooner or later the Lady would do more than make the earth shake. Sooner or later she would destroy herself, and likely the island with her.
“I’ve brought Sylas back to say goodbye,” Jesely said, and Sylas watched their faces. Surprise and shock on two, relief on the other.
“I’m going to the changers,” Sylas said, voice low but firm. “Master Jesely and I discussed it on the way here and I think it’s the best thing I can do.”
Jesely’s face was clouded. His main objection to Sylas’s plan was a persuasive one. Even if stormweavers existed, and were not just children’s tales, how would the changers be able to find one while they were on the mainland? Jesely worried that Sylas leaving the island would present Casian with the opportunity to seek out any stormweaver from wherever she might be hiding on the island. Or he. The Chesammos stories told of a woman weaving the storm, but there was no reason he knew of that it could not be a man.
“There are lots of good reasons for going,” Sylas said, as much by way of convincing Jesely as explaining to the others. “I can see if they have experienced healers who can cure Jaevan. You’ve helped him a lot, Rana, and I thank you for that, but he has so far yet to go. I want to tell them about Sooria. To the best of my knowledge she is unique in her abilities, and the council should be told. They may wish to send someone to talk to her—maybe even take her back with them. I will ask if they know who the stormweaver is that Master Jesely says Master Cowin was looking for. And I will tell them of the threat Casian poses and ask for their help.”
They shuffled awkwardly at his mention of the name. Yes, that was the crux of it. While he was tied to Casian they would never entirely trust him. He had to try to reassure them before he left.
“I was in love with Casian; I admit it. I was young and vulnerable and he was a good friend to me, or so I thought. If I had had any idea he would bring down this disaster on the changers, I would never have got involved with him. But I am involved. Maybe if I do this you can trust me a little again.”
“So why did you go to him? Do you still love him?” Rana’s eyes challenged him.
He had told himself it was to save his friends, and in part that was true, but there was more than that. It was hard for him to accept that he had been wrong—that the person he thought he would spend his life with was the man they said he was. And a part of him had believed the soft words and caresses; had thought the youth he had known was still there inside the man; and now felt that given the chance he, Sylas, could find him again. That he could save him. But he had woken with Pietrig’s reproachful face seared into his vision. And he very much feared that Casian’s ambitions did not stop with being Deygan’s lord commander. Sylas suspected he meant to depose the king, and that he would not be party to, whatever Deygan had made him do.
He knew Rana would not, could not, understand if he tried to explain.
All he could do was shake his head.
“Will you come back?” Sooria asked, her eyes wide. She wore the beads, Sylas noticed, her scarred fingers twisting and tugging at them as she spoke.
He crouched to talk to her eye to eye. “Of course I will. In the meantime, Rana will take care of you.”
Rana started. She clearly hadn’t expected this, but she nodded, taking the girl by the hand. “We’ll be fine, won’t we, Sooria? Sylas will be back soon, you’ll see.”
He smiled gratefully at Rana and she met his eyes with some reluctance. She had formed an attachment to the child despite her part in Tallon’s death. It was ironic that she could forgive Sooria so much, but have so little forgiveness for him.
“How will you get there?” Rana asked. “Even if we had the money for your passage, they are still stopping Chesammos going into the city. The beard helps disguise you, but Casian just needs to tell the soldiers to check for marks, or a Chesammos with no piercing to his ear, and he will have you. You could fly to a ship, I suppose, but once out of the Lady’s range you would change back and be caught for a stowaway.”
“I will fly,” he said. “I will go to the mainland as a changer.”

It was at times like these that Jaevan most lamented his inability to speak. He wanted to scream at Sylas—tell him that it was madness to try to fly to the mainland, that it was suicide—but all he could do was plead with his eyes. Don’t do this.
Jesely frowned. “You can’t do it. It’s too far. Even among the strongest of us, few could make it as far as the mainland.”
“Maybe we could borrow money,” Rana said. Jaevan wondered vaguely if her main intent was to get Sylas as far away from her as she could, but Sylas seemed to take it as offering help. For the sake of peace between his two best friends, Jaevan hoped that was how it was intended.
“We could bribe the guards,” she continued. “A ship’s captain…” They all knew how hopeless that was. Even if they were not betrayed and arrested, few ships were leaving Adamantara even now. Sylas could wait for days for a ship to leave, and they didn’t have time for that.
“I fly,” Sylas said firmly.
Jesely glowered at him. “Damn stubborn crowchangers. At least Rana is a swallow. They are a little more biddable, at least.” He glared at Jaevan, finger jabbing towards his face. “When you change, you will not be a crow, young prince, do you hear me? Maisaiea-yelai.”

Sylas stood, composing his thoughts and harvesting as much aiea-bar as his body would hold. He would not be able to replenish his energies once he left the island; he would have what he held in his stores, no more. The Lady was full, bubbling over. Soon there would be more than she could contain within her and then… He gasped, energised, feeling more of the Lady’s power than he had ever managed to hold before. He could only trust it would be sufficient to get him to the mainland, although Jesely had told him time and again that he was a fool. That he would die trying to prove himself to them.
Jesely moved silently to stand beside him. “Are you sure about this?”
“I’m sure. It’s something I can do that will be of benefit to us all, rather than just sitting waiting for Casian to find me.”
“I could go. I stand more chance of getting there than you do.”
“But you need to look after the others. And the whole point is to get me off the island, away from Casian.” To redeem myself, he added silently.
He took Jaevan by the shoulders and leaned towards him, his words meant only for his friend. “You know I love you, but I will not keep you like a bird in a cage. If with this girl is where your heart lies, you must cherish her. I wish you both well, truly.” Jaevan’s green eyes met his and for the first time in many years Sylas was sure that his friend understood what he was saying. Impulsively, he drew Jaevan towards him and held him tight. “My prince,” he whispered.
Sylas turned to Rana. “You need to watch Sooria closely. Her mind works in ways that I cannot often understand and she may have powers we have not yet discovered. When Jesely is here, have him work with her.” Jesely would try to find work, but would visit often and leave what money he could for them, although the cost of food in Adamantara rose day by day. People flooded the town looking for food and shelter. The number of ships coming into Adamantara decreased steadily under Casian’s restrictions and the growing threat from the Lady. Soon there would be violence and looting if provisions could not be brought in. He wondered if Casian realised how desperate the situation was becoming.
She nodded, biting her lip. “I understand, you know. About Casian.” Sylas frowned. He hadn’t expected this. “I can read people, remember? And I can’t quite explain it, but the words in your head and the ones coming out of your mouth—they were the same. I believe you. And I’m sorry for you.” And she reached out and squeezed his hand before turning to walk away.
Finally he pulled Sooria to one side, stooping to her level once more. He probably should not ask this of her, but he needed to know if he would survive the journey.
“Back on the island you said you had seen me die.”
She nodded. He held out his hand and she took it, eyeing him doubtfully.
“Do you still see the same thing?”
She swallowed hard and nodded again, her movements jerky and tense.
“What did you see?”
“You said you didn’t want to know.” Her lip trembled. “I don’t want you to die.”
“We all die in the end, Sooria. What did you see?”
She clutched her beads as if for comfort. “I saw the king. He’s going to kill you with his knife.”
He would die at the king’s hand, not by over-flying, maisaiea-yelai. But would it be Deygan or Casian who struck him down?

Sylas tugged off his boots and clothes and crouched, reaching for the energy to trigger the transformation. He found it, deep inside, glowing like the fires at the heart of the Lady. After the gut-wrenching spasm of transformation, he launched himself into flight, powerful wings beating to take him towards the sea.
The water seemed endless, its misty blue-grey meeting the cloudy grey of the sky on the horizon. He found an air current that would help him—give him a tail wind as he crossed—and he settled himself into it, his wings finding their rhythm as he flew.
Seagulls squawked below and around him and he wondered if natural birds could detect the presence of a changer, or if they merely reacted to the wrongness of a land bird in their midst. The white tops of the wave crests made patterns far below, like ripples left by the wind in the ash desert. He watched them, half hypnotised by their changing. He flew over ships and fishing boats, their nets spread out far behind them, and farther out still a school of porpoises leapt, skimming the wave tops.
For a time he felt he could fly forever, the exhilaration of the wind in his feathers giving him strength. Only when there was no land in sight either before him or behind did he begin to feel entirely alone. The first sign that the kye was leaving him was the sudden heaviness in his wings. He wasn’t significantly more tired than a few miles back, but he was sluggish, as if he were flying against a headwind. He could feel the aiea draining away from him, his kye growing more distant and harder to reach.
Few managed to fly all the way to the mainland, Jesely had said. And one as inexperienced as Sylas had no hope. In fact, in a heated exchange he had accused Sylas of still seeking death. A more heroic long flight, maybe, but the long flight nonetheless. It had taken much effort on Sylas’s part to convince Jesely of his motives.
Sylas scanned the horizon, willing the darker grey smudge to resolve into the cliffs of the mainland. Jesely had told him that the fragments of the changers had sought sanctuary in Maldahur. If the hand-drawn map Jesely had sketched to show him where the city lay was accurate, Maldahur should come into sight soon after he made landfall.
Sylas centred his thoughts deep inside as his masters had taught him long ago, shutting out everything but his link to the kye. Would he even have enough aiea left to make landfall? The white tops of the waves went on for miles in all directions below him, with no land apparent on which he could seek refuge. Far in the distance, he could see a small vessel rising and falling with the peaks and troughs: a fishing boat which could only have come from the mainland.
He altered his course to head for the boat, his wings straining with effort. Before he was halfway there he was fighting with every ounce of strength that was in him to stay in touch with the kye. Every motion of his wings drained him further. The Lady was leaving him. He could barely feel her presence at all now, and it left a gaping void, so empty that he could hardly believe he had lived for so long without that feeling of closeness to her.
As the last morsel of energy left him, his fragile control over his altered form crumbled. He returned to his body many feet above the water, crashing and tumbling from the sky and hitting the surface with a crack that tore the breath from him. It stung like the lash of a whip across his skin. Like his father’s blade grass belt.
Sylas was shocked back to his senses by the sudden cold, limbs flailing in a desperate attempt to regain the surface. He had never learned to swim (few Chesammos did) but he thrashed his arms and legs in a desperate attempt to save himself. His lungs burned as his body tried to use its last remaining air. His ears rang with the effort of staying alive. Then even the kicking of his legs and clawing of his arms was prevented, his limbs seeming to be bound and all his struggling to no avail. He couldn’t drown. He was to die at the king’s hand. Sooria had seen it. Sylas strained to breathe. It certainly felt like drowning. Then he was hoisted into the air, gasping and coughing water, wrapped all around in a net.
“Get him aboard, lads,” he heard a deep voice saying, “and let’s see what we’ve caught for ourselves.”
The fishermen dragged the net over the side, easing Sylas on board and then flopping him into the bottom of the boat like a giant, dripping fish.
He peered up through salt-stung eyes, shading them against the glare of the sun. Blurrily, he could make out three heads, silhouetted against the sky. As his eyes adjusted he could make out their shadowed faces: all concerned, if rather surprised to find a naked man in their nets.
The oldest of the three, a grizzled weather-beaten man, grunted and spat over the side. “So,” he said, in a language close enough to Irenthi for Sylas to grasp his meaning, despite his heavy accent, “What sort of fish are you?”



CHAPTER 24
THE NEW AERIE PROVED TO be a row of houses in a back street in Maldahur. Like Adamantara, Maldahur was a port city, but there the similarity ended. Maldahur lay on a river delta, and sprawled across rivers and islands like an ant nest, while people crawled between its outposts. On the bridges, shopkeepers stood outside the rows of shops with the glasses of liqueur for which the city was famous, arguing with their neighbours and urging passers-by to come and see their wares. There would be a glass of masanthos for them, yes, see, if they would only come in. People and shops and houses spread everywhere, and Sylas could hardly take it all in. He had thought Banunis huge when he had first visited with Ayriene, but Maldahur was many times larger.
The New Aerie didn’t offer the lavish lifestyle to which the changers had been accustomed. The houses they now occupied had come to them tumbledown and leaking, but they had at least provided shelter. Those that could earn a living—the healers and tutors, for the most part—did so, and those that could not learned quickly how to mend a roof or hang a door. Those first days were very different from the rarefied academic atmosphere at the Aerie, and some had despaired of the loss of their powers and returned home to whatever fate awaited them. Most were never heard from again.
Others had found their way to Maldahur later, having hidden after the Destruction and later hearing rumours of a new Aerie in exile. Some of them were youngsters, newly emerging into their abilities, but they were few and far between. Without the Aerie dominating Chandris’s skyline, fewer families knew what to do with a newly-turned changer; many were caught and destroyed or never made it past first flight. Even those who found their way to the New Aerie could not be trained, only protected. No link to the aiea meant no changers, old or new.
Soon after his arrival, Sylas found himself before the new council. The council in exile, as they called themselves, was made up of surviving council members plus the most promising changers who had escaped the Aerie. They were wary of him, fearing an infiltrator sent from King Deygan to destroy them once and for all. His known friendship with Casian did little to reassure them.
“You will forgive our suspicions,” said Master Tomas, who sat at the head of the table, in the council leader’s place, “but the last time most of us saw of you, you were keeping company with the man who later led the army against us.”
He should have known this would be held against him.
“I am a changer, Master. I am loyal to you and to the Aerie.”
One of the other council members, an Irmos man Sylas did not know, snorted. “What’s left of it.”
Master Tomas rebuked him with a gesture. “The last we knew you were in the castle in Banunis. Where, incidentally, Casian was also. You have to admit it looks incriminating. Can you convince us you are not a spy, sent by King Deygan or Casian to probe our weaknesses?”
Sylas’s mouth went dry. He was meant to bring back help, maybe get some clues as to who Rana might be, or how Sooria had come into her talent so early, not to be interrogated like a criminal.
“I—I was imprisoned, Master. Prince Jaevan and I have been kept at the Hermitage, in the south of the island. We escaped, with the help of a friend, and we need your help.”
“Jaevan?” said Tomas. “Jaevan is dead these eight or nine years past.”
“He lives, Master, but is afflicted with some illness which made his father pass him over in Prince Marklin’s favour. As I understand it, Jaevan could not be deposed once acknowledged as heir, so King Deygan gave out that he was dead.”
“Why would his father fabricate such a story? That’s ridiculous!” Tomas asked.
“Most of us were young changers then, but I think it was fairly well known that it was a great shock to Deygan to find that his son was one of us.” The speaker was a fair Irmos woman, seated at the far end of the table. Her golden hair was twisted into an elaborate plait and bound on top of her head, and Sylas recognised her as Mistress Elyta, Master Cowin’s wife. She continued, “It is rare within the nobility—think of the stir Casian caused when he refused to stand down as his father’s heir when he changed—and Jaevan was the first changer in House Banunis.”
“And where is Jaevan now?” asked Tomas.
“Outside Adamantara, Master, with Master Jesely.”
“Jesely!” The exclamation came from several of the council.
“Master Jesely lives also. He has been on the island since the Destruction. He rescued us from our captivity.”
Excited glances were exchanged across the table. “So the lad last year was right,” said Tomas. “It must have been Jesely saved him after all.”
“And why are you here?” said Elyta.
“We need your help, Mistress. In several ways.”
“What would you have us do?” she said. “You must realise that our numbers are small, and decreasing.”
Sylas licked his lips. “Mistress Elyta, may I ask, did your husband survive when the Aerie was destroyed?”
A look of anguish crossed her face, but Elyta recovered quickly, looking deeply into his eyes.
“He did. He returned to Chandris a year ago, and we have heard nothing from him since. Nor from his companions.”
“Companions, Mistress?”
“He travelled with a man and a woman. Why? Do you have news of him?” She leaned forward, her body straining towards him in her eagerness for his reply.
“Just rumours,” he admitted. “Guards’ gossip. There was another prisoner at the Hermitage. I heard mutterings that it might be Master Cowin.”
“He’s alive?” Elyta brought her hand to the base of her neck, as if trying to still the beating of her heart. “Did you see him?”
“No, Mistress. As I said, it was only a rumour.”
Elyta shook her head. “Oh, to be able to touch the aiea-dera. I could read the truth of your words, were we on Chandris, but here my talent is utterly useless.”
“Whether the prisoner is indeed Master Cowin, I do not know, and it strikes me that truth-telling would only tell you that I believed what I said, not the truth of the rumours. It would be a miserable existence, if so, since if the prisoner exists, the guards say he is being held in a hole in the rocks beneath the Hermitage.”
Master Tomas cleared his throat and shot a sympathetic look at Elyta. “And those who would wish us harm might think that a man bringing us news of Cowin would be trusted. Be wary of believing him too readily, my dear, even if he seems to bring news of your husband. Though, Creator knows, we all wish him safely home with us.”
Elyta clasped her hands on the table in front of her, and Sylas could see they were trembling. “He has come when I was beginning to lose hope, Tomas. Do not take my hope away from me.”
It struck Sylas that the body on the island was likely Master Cowin or one of his companions. He and Gwysias had not considered the possibility that the skeleton had been that of a female changer, and thinking back, Sylas could not say with any confidence that he was certain it was a man’s body they had found.
One of the other changers, a dark Irmos woman with skin only a few shades lighter than Sylas’s, then spoke. “You said Prince Jaevan had an illness? Were you not a healer apprentice?”
“I was, Mistress. I was apprenticed to Mistress Ayriene.”
The woman deferred to Master Tomas. “If I might ask Sylas some questions?”
Tomas inclined his head. “This is your area of expertise, Aglaia.”
“Sylas, do you remember me?”
He considered a moment, casting his mind back to the Aerie and the healers there. “Yes, Mistress. You were in the infirmary when I was brought in that time Master Jesely found me in the desert.”
She smiled. “Then you know I have been a healer for some time, although I do not have Ayriene’s talent. Can you tell me exactly what is wrong with the prince, and what you have tried so far, since I assume you have tried to help him during your confinement.”
“I have, Mistress. I have studied all the herbals the king provided for me, but none suggest I did anything wrong, far less a cure.”
“You did something to cause his infirmity?”
Sylas wanted to fade away under the scrutiny of all the master changers. No Chesammos faces looked back at him from across the council table. He was suddenly aware that he was not even acknowledged as a full changer, whatever Jesely might say of his abilities. But Jesely had been a councillor, he reminded himself. In the Aerie, Chesammos were as good as anyone, or had been.
Sylas gripped the edge of the table to try to disguise the shaking of his hands. He glanced at Elyta, who nodded her encouragement, taking his reluctance for nervousness. It wasn’t nerves. He would have to admit what he had done.
“When Mistress Ayriene went back to the Aerie for the council to discuss Jaevan—Prince Jaevan, I mean—being a changer, she left me with instructions to carry on giving him doses of a potion made with blood elder root to suppress his changing. When I gave him the potion I had decocted, he reacted badly. Over the next day or two he became more and more withdrawn. He had a fit, or something like it—screaming and sobbing but telling no one what was the matter. He has scarcely spoken since.”
“Scarcely?”
“He hadn’t spoken at all until recently. He says the odd word now, but mostly to one particular person.” It still stung that it was not him. “I must have made up the wrong dosage. I think I poisoned him. I’ve studied every herbal and book of healing I could have sent from the king’s library, and I can’t find any reference to it. I need your help. Is there an antidote, and would it still work after such a long time?”
Aglaia’s face was the picture of confusion. As all eyes turned to her she shook her head, a troubled expression on her face. “I don’t believe I can help you,” she began, silencing Sylas’s protests with a wave of her hand. “Not that I don’t want to help you, but there are no after-effects of an excess of blood elder more serious than a discolouration of the urine. It tends to colour it a most fetching pink.” She smiled and the council members chuckled. “In fact that’s why blood elder is so often used by healers to let their apprentices feel they are being given something meaningful to do—simply because it is impossible to get it wrong. I’m sorry, Sylas, but whatever ails your prince is nothing to do with what you did, or the blood elder root. It must lie with Prince Jaevan himself.”
He slumped forward, nausea roiling in the pit of his stomach. “But that’s impossible. I gave him the potion and he got sick. They are connected. They have to be.”

Sylas sat on a bollard, staring out to sea. The wind was rising and the flags slapped atop the ships moored along the quayside.
“I wondered where you’d got to.” Elyta brushed past him to perch on the next post along. She looked strangely incongruous sitting there, her willowy near-Irenthi frame and colouring in stark contrast to the grime and smells of the city’s dock.
He pushed his hair away from his eyes and rubbed at his beard. Even now he couldn’t get used to it, and had to resist the temptation to borrow a razor and shave it off. Wearing a beard felt wrong, back among changers, but on Chandris a clean-shaven Chesammos would attract too much attention.
“The sea troubles me, Mistress,” he said finally. “I grew up in the desert and then went to the Aerie. It doesn’t seem natural to have so much water all in one place.”
“So why come here?”
He shrugged. “It suits my mood, I suppose. I’ve studied for nine years to set Jaevan to rights, and I was told in a single breath that it was a waste of time: that nothing can be done.”
“I’m not sure she said that, exactly. Just that the cause was not what you thought.”
He shrugged. It came to the same thing in the end. Jaevan might improve gradually, especially under Rana’s influence, but the immediate cure on which Sylas had pinned his hopes now seemed out of the question.
“Did he ever fly?”
“No, Mistress. He showed the signs and Ayriene confirmed that he was talented. They could tell somehow. See the aiea-dera. Something.”
She nodded. “Talent knows talent.”
“Of course, you’d be able to see it, too. You’re a talent.” A truth-teller. Another rare talent, though not as rare as healing.
“Yes, and so is my eldest son.”
He looked up, interested despite himself. “How old is he?”
“Nearly nine. I was expecting him when the Destruction came. The way he felt in my womb, he should have been one of the strongest talents of his age. I could feel it, even then. You should meet him sometime.”
“He has not had first flight then.”
Elyta sighed and bowed her head. “Nor will he, unless we can return to the island. We cannot feel the aiea here, Sylas. None of our children are changing.”
The nagging ache in the pit of one’s stomach from the body learning how to draw the energy from the Lady and store it deep within, and the sudden sharp cramping pain that was the sign of a call: those were the true indicators that a boy was beginning to change. But they would not change here, not even the talented son of a talented councillor.
“Children that were born on the island but came here with the evacuation?” he asked. They would be coming into their teens; they should surely be changing by now.
“Few came across. Many families with small children tried to escape on foot since the children could not change. Most of them were killed like animals in a trap. Two or three families were away from the Aerie at the time and managed to meet us here. None of their children have shown signs of changing either.”
“So we die out?”
Elyta’s face was bleak. “We simply don’t know. If we return, would our powers come back or are we cut off from the Lady forever? If we take our children home, will they start to develop normally again, or have we sacrificed their birthright for safety? And their children”—her face twisted as she fought back tears— “will they even have the chance to be changers, or have we doomed them to being merely human?”
A few months before, Sylas would gladly have traded being a changer for being safe, his memories of flying dulled by time and the fear of being called dominating his life. But he had flown again—had experienced the exhilaration of the wind beneath his wings—and he could better understand Elyta’s desolation at the prospect of a life without flight for herself and her children and her children’s children.
“You have to come back then, Mistress. Maybe it’s just while you are off the island that the magic doesn’t work.”
“And maybe Casian would slaughter us all if we returned. We need you to succeed, Sylas. We need you to find the key to Prince Jaevan’s malady and return him to the throne. If he could be a changer king and represent both peoples we could return in safety and the changers and the island would be safe.” She looked at him closely, her blue eyes scanning for any reaction. “Do you believe in the story of the Lady, Sylas?” A strange thing for an Irmos to ask.
“All the Chesammos are taught the story of the Lady from childhood, Mistress.”
“But do you believe it?”
Sylas paused a moment, wondering if she was trying to trick him. He felt hopelessly inept around her, acutely aware of his ignorance. Would she think him terribly naive if he admitted he did believe it?
“Since I was a child I have been told the story of the first humans: of how the Lady spat the firstborn out,” he said. “How they ran from her, leaving the island as fast as they could, and stayed fair-skinned. So she made more people. These stayed, wishing to stay as close to her as they might, until they were burned brown by her fires. Then she took pity on them and gave them wings to escape her. They flew out of the fire at last, but they stayed on the island to be her true people. I was told that was why it was rare to find a changer among the Irenthi.”
“Rare, but not unheard of, and becoming more frequent as the bloodlines mingle.”
“And they say that the changers were special to the Lady. They could not live without her nor she without them.” He looked out to sea, as if recalling how he had hear the story told. “When the Irenthi returned we did not fight them. They were the firstborn, so we welcomed them, but they conquered us and nearly destroyed my people. And if the changers leave the island, the Lady will destroy it and it will sink beneath the waves.”
“As often with these myths and legends, they have some basis in fact. Oh, we don’t know how people came to the island and these days we certainly don’t believe they were literally spat out of the volcano by some sort of goddess, but the part about the changers being necessary to the island is certainly true.”
Sylas made an effort to unclench his jaw. His people took the ancient stories very seriously, and to hear Elyta—almost an Irenthi—question his people’s traditions was hard for him.
“Why is that part true and not the rest?” he asked.
“Because we draw our energy from the island. Or from the mountain itself, if your stories are to be believed. In the same way as we cannot draw energy to transform while we are here, so the energy cannot be given to anyone or anything in our absence. It builds up like water behind a dam and eventually it will all have to be released. Then who knows what will happen. It could be that your story of the island being destroyed comes true.”
“And the rumbles and the venting, the flames that we see coming from the mountain sometimes?” All too frequent now. Sylas wondered if Elyta knew how unhappy the Lady had become without her changers.
“They are all her trying to release the aiea, but it’s not enough to stop the cataclysm.” Elyta shook her head, looking in the direction where Chandris lay. “We need changers on the island, and lots of them, to try to drain the energy away. And that’s not all. If there is an eruption big enough to destroy the island, or even as big as we fear it may be, it will be enough to send a tidal wave towards the mainland, the like of which hasn’t been seen in centuries.”
“So by destroying the changers…?”
“Casian is dooming the islanders and many thousands of people who live along the coastline. My husband, Cowin, returned to the island a year ago, looking for one he called a stormweaver. He believed this person could calm the mountain. Prevent the eruption. He never returned.”
Sylas remembered Cowin well. The Chesammos master had questioned him about his family, back at the Aerie. He had been particularly interested in his sister—in whether she had children. And she had, and one of them was with Jesely in Adamantara. And could use a linandra pipe.
He stared out to sea, to the direction in which the island lay. “Mistress,” he said, “I think I have found a stormweaver, but I don’t know what to do with her.”



CHAPTER 25
SYLAS LEANED ON THE BOW of the ship, watching the coastline of Chandris come into view. He had only been without the aiea for a few days but he felt empty. He could only imagine how those who had been in exile for years must feel. With every rise and fall, he anticipated the first touch of the Lady; when he felt her he drank in her energies like a man dying of thirst.
It had surprised him when Elyta accompanied him herself. He had attended a second council meeting at which she had argued passionately that the changers were needed on Chandris, that if the island was destroyed their hopes of ever changing again would be gone for good. She had spoken of the changers who had ventured there the year before—of Cowin and Deckhan and Nilay—of their sacrifice and her need to know if any of them had survived.
They had been sympathetic. How could they not be? Cowin was Elyta’s husband and the father of her children. But still they gently but firmly rejected her pleas.
“If Sylas has found a stormweaver then maybe he can have more success than Cowin evidently did,” said Tomas. “The Lady settled for a time after Cowin’s visit, so maybe he did find something. Maybe it just needed the three of them flying to quiet her. Sylas and Jesely and the girl—what was her name again?—can fly. Three of them may be able to do what Cowin and the others did.”
It would not be enough. Sylas knew it and so did Elyta, but still he was surprised when she announced that she would go with him to Chandris. If the mountain was to die, she said, she would find out what had happened to her husband first.
Elyta joined him by the railing, her face showing that she felt the touch of the Lady too.
“I had almost forgotten what it felt like,” she said. Her voice wavered and her eyes glistened with tears. She was, at that moment, quite unlike the image she had projected in her council role. But then he had seen that gentler side already. In the time since Sylas had first faced the council and confessed to Elyta that he thought Sooria was the stormweaver Cowin had sought, they had formed a cautious friendship. Elyta far outranked him, and her poise and assuredness still intimidated him, but she had taken him to meet her three sons. Sylas could see Cowin in the two younger ones, but the eldest was more like Elyta.
They spent much of the voyage talking. Sylas told her of his companions, and Elyta seemed particularly interested in Rana, but of her own life she had shared little. Elyta leaned on the railing, the wind catching strands of hair and sending them whipping around her face. She stared at the horizon, and Sylas knew she was watching Chandris grow in the distance. She seemed troubled.
“Are you all right, Mistress?” he asked.
She closed her eyes for a moment, then turned to him. “There is something you need to know. Something it seems has been kept from you, or you would have mentioned it by now.” She tugged at a strand of hair, tucking it behind her ear.
“Mistress?”
“Do you know why I wanted you to meet my sons, Sylas?”
He had wondered that himself. And they seemed equally baffled as to why they had to greet a Chesammos stranger. “No, Mistress, not really. Although I know mothers are often proud of their sons, and like to show them off.” Might Sylas’s life have been better if Craie had fathered three sons? In Chesammos terms, Cowin was blessed. But then his sons were Irmos, not Chesammos.
She smiled. “I am very proud of my sons, but that wasn’t the reason. I wanted you to meet them because they are your cousins. We are related, if tenuously.”
He stood for a moment, stunned. She saw him trying to work it out, and laid a hand on his arm. “Cowin is your mother’s brother, Sylas. He thought she was dead. The Aerie hid her away, and he was under instructions not to mention her to anyone. He was just a child when he went there—only nine years old—so he did what they told him without question. And then when he began to uncover what had happened, he kept quiet rather than risk her and her family—you and your sister.”
“But—” Sylas’s mind whirled. Cowin had asked him about his family, and Sylas hadn’t understood why. He had told Cowin he was from Cellondora, not Namopaia. Had that set the master back in his journey? Could Cowin have been captured by Casian because Sylas sent him to the wrong place? He wouldn’t think about that now, not when he needed Elyta’s help.
“That doesn’t seem right,” said Sylas. Elyta was a talent and a councillor. Discovering that she was his aunt by marriage was a strange feeling.
“Why? Because you and Cowin are Chesammos and I am fair skinned? Those things didn’t matter in the Aerie. Once at the Aerie, being a changer was more important than the colour of your skin.” She scanned his face thoughtfully. “Or who you loved.”
Sylas’s skin heated. He knew she was trying to reassure him that she thought none the worse of him, but his closeness to Casian seemed to come up at every turn. “You knew, then?”
“I knew you and he were friends, but then thinking over my memories of the time I remembered some talk that Casian was greatly taken with a Chesammos lad. We were surprised. All his previous affairs had been with girls from the Aerie, and mostly fair Irmos. He had never shown interest in men before. We were intrigued, wanting to know what manner of man had won Casian’s heart, or whether this was just a ruse to anger his father. You must have left with Ayriene shortly after.”
“Jesely persuaded Ayriene to take me from the Aerie and away from Casian’s influence for a while. He’d realised Casian was bad for me. I wish I’d paid more attention to him.” Sylas had thought Jesely’s concern ridiculous. He had been a stupid child who thought he knew better than his elders. “Was my mother a stormweaver, too?” The pieces of the puzzle began to click together. They were powerful, these stormweavers. Some sort of threat to the Aerie, maybe.
“I think so. Cowin didn’t tell me the whole story. I don’t think even he knew it all, although since it seems he found your mother, maybe she told him more.”
He surprised himself with how calm he was. He had always known, deep inside, that his mother was a remarkable woman. That there was more to her than could be seen on the surface. If she had been a changer too, that would explain her encouragement of him, and her willingness to let him go so that he could chase his dreams.
“Then we must see that we rescue Master Cowin. If he is my uncle, and can explain these mysteries, we must do whatever we can to see him freed. If Sooria doesn’t know how to be a stormweaver then maybe Cowin can instruct her.”
She gripped his arm. “I would give anything to see him again, to know he is safe. I don’t believe even Casian would harm Cowin. He would be too useful a bargaining tool if things went badly.” She nodded towards Chandris. “We will fly before we come into port. If security is as tight as you say, we would be well advised not to go through the usual channels, and we can go directly to your friends.”
“Won’t the captain wonder where his passengers have gone?”
Elyta smiled, her eyes showing amusement now, not worry. “We have used this ship before. He overlooks such things for a few extra coins in his pouch. He will not betray us.”
“Maybe you can train Rana while you are here,” Sylas said. “Gwysias was to train her, but she has been without guidance since his death. Master Jesely is too busy to help her much.”
“You could train her yourself.”
He flushed, a pink tinge coming to his copper skin. “I am not a master. It would not be right.” And Rana would likely sooner be trained by anyone but him, despite her gentler words to him before he left.
“But you transformed to fly to the mainland, and you’ll do it again today. You say you can resist calls and can draw on the aiea in flight. You have achieved mastery, in all the ways we can measure it now. Before the Destruction, a master would be expected to have learned to use a pipe to call, but now we have so few pipes that we could waive that requirement. You would be the first new master in many years, Sylas, since we have been unable to train and test changers on the mainland. That would be a great joy to us.”
“Sooria has a pipe, and so did Gwysias. I am not sure what happened to Gwysias’s pipe; maybe Jesely took it. I don’t even know if Jesely still had one of his own.”
“And this Rana of yours, this changer’s child, what do you know of her?”
“What I’ve told you. She and Tallon thought they were brother and sister before Tallon’s stepfather told her otherwise. She is a foundling.”
“And does she know where she was found?”
“Yes,” Sylas answered cautiously. Not all the changers knew of the cave. He was unsure whether to mention it to Elyta—whether that would in some way break Gwysias’s confidence.
She noticed his hesitation. “Was she found in a cave on the mountainside?”
Sylas paused, stunned. He nodded slowly, his eyes never leaving Elyta’s face.
“I thought so. I know something more of your mysterious Rana, then. That story can wait until I can tell her in person, but I fear she will not like the telling of it.” She nodded towards the horizon. “If you are ready, we could fly now. The coast is within range and I have more than enough aiea stored. You?”
He nodded his agreement and two birds rose into the sky. Sylas took his crow form, the only form available to him, but Elyta became a falcon: a sign of her mastery. Swooping and soaring, she was clearly revelling in her first transformation for many years. Sylas followed more slowly, wondering grimly what news Elyta had of Rana, and why the young girl would not like what she had to tell.

“You’ve got to understand how it was that night,” said Elyta, speaking so softly that the group had to lean forward to listen. “Even with his army camped outside the gate, most of us didn’t really believe that Deygan would attack. A show of strength, maybe—get the soldiers to rattle their swords against their shields to try to intimidate us. But we had enjoyed such privilege for so long, unchallenged, that we truly didn’t believe he would use force of arms. The leader of the council went out to try to reason with him, but Deygan wouldn’t listen. Then the bombardment started.”
The leader of the council had been Donmar, Jesely recalled. He had been a short man, even by Chesammos standards, but with an air of authority that few would cross. Jesely knew this part of the story. He had been there too, and had barely escaped with his life after helping to organise the evacuation. But he, like the others, hung on Elyta’s words.
“Deygan brought down the walls with ballistas and buckets of burning pitch. Many changers tried to fly for their lives but Deygan had brought archers and slingers. They were killed as they tried to escape. I don’t know what happened to the bodies.”
“They were burned,” muttered Sylas. “Gwysias said there was a funeral pyre outside the ruins of the great hall.”
“So explain why you left me. Why I had come to be in your care in the first place,” said Rana.
Elyta sat, head bowed, then looked up once more and spoke directly to the girl. “Cowin and I weren’t long married. He was the youngest master changer ever and I was one of the talented. We had both been raised to the council, and then I discovered I was pregnant. Life was good for us. We were both in the Aerie when it was attacked. In the midst of the fighting, one of the servants came to me and told me a child had been found and asked what she should do with her.”
“That was me?” Rana’s voice was hushed.
Elyta nodded. “You were quite alone. It seemed someone—your mother or father, I presume—had been trying to take you to the Great Hall for shelter, but was caught in one of the attacks. They found you wandering, dazed and crying.”
Jesely pictured the scene: the missiles flying and a child in the middle of it, lost and alone. He could barely keep the tears from his eyes. So many had been lost that day. But he had seen it, he realised, as from out of the chaotic memories a picture surfaced of Elyta with a child in her arms. She had given the girl to Cowin, and he had carried her towards the small gate that led down the side of the mountain. He had never given a thought to what might have happened to her. He had seen children die, as well as adults. It had been too much to take in, and too painful to wonder what might have happened to the people he had spent those last tumultuous minutes trying to save.
“But you left me behind.” Rana’s voice was dull and disbelieving.
“When the last of us came to escape it was too late to go on foot, especially with a child, and you couldn’t change to fly with us. There was a way down to the cave, but it was rocky and treacherous and Cowin wouldn’t hear of me attempting it, since I was pregnant. He took you to the cave, wrapped you safely, told you to stay where you were, and left you.”
“But I could have died! That path has a sheer drop in places. What if I’d wandered? How could you do that?” Rana began to cry, tears running slowly over her tawny cheeks.
Elyta licked her lips nervously. “Cowin knew that the cave was being used by a woman from the village. She had a changer lover and she kept food and clean clothing there in the hope that he would visit her. There was fresh water. Cowin thought if he left you there, she might find you.”
Rana’s forehead creased. “But the village is less than a day’s walk from the Aerie. Why did this changer need to use the cave?”
“I don’t know. Only your foster mother knows now.”
“He was Tallon’s father?”
“I assume so. I can only think he wasn’t free, or had some other reason why the relationship had to be kept secret.”
“So your husband took me to the cave and then you two flew to safety, is that what you’re saying?”
“Do you really remember none of this? You must have been seven or eight years old.”
“Nothing.” Rana tossed her braid over her shoulder. “Master Jesely thinks the shock made me forget. Like forgetting a bad dream when you wake. Tell me.”
Elyta sighed, her shoulders slumping, and Jesely could see her reluctance to tell the story. He completely understood; they had all seen the most horrific things that day. He almost envied Rana her forgetfulness. He would have given a lot to have had his memories of the Destruction purged from his mind.
“The baby I was carrying was talented. If I could detect his ability even before he was born, he was going to be a powerful talent. Cowin and I made the choice to leave you and give all of us the chance of survival. I still don’t know how we escaped when so many died, but we did. We took a ship for the mainland the next morning.”
“And is he as powerful as you hoped, your son? Was your desertion of me justified?” Rana’s voice was laced with bitterness.
“I don’t know. He is only eight years old, and we are too far from the Lady. If we cannot return my son will never become a changer. As it stands, you are a more powerful talent than he will ever be, Rana.”
“Well, that’s ironic.” Her attempt at a smile was more like a snarl. “Do you know who my parents were?”
Elyta composed herself and then met Rana’s eyes. “I never saw your parents, child. Remember, I only saw you that night. I didn’t know who you were. And I never knew your name. Rana must be the name your foster mother gave you.”
“It’s not even my real name?” Rana’s voice cracked.
Elyta hesitated, the group hanging on her words. “I’m sorry. Your parents might not even have been changers. There were servants and tradespeople there and some of them had families. I can guess how you came to be found by the woman you called mother, but that’s all I can say.”
When Rana had left them to be alone with her thoughts, Jesely grasped Elyta’s arm. “Are you sure there were no clues with her? Nothing that would identify her?”
She stared at him and drew her arm away. “I did what I could for the child, Jesely,” she said stiffly. “She survived where many did not. Be thankful for that.” And she too left the circle.
Sylas had told him of Elyta’s warning that Rana would not like what she would hear. Now Jesely could see why.

“She’s certainly a talent, but she is much too young to change, far less learn to call,” said Elyta, glancing at Sooria.
Rana sat apart, still digesting what Elyta had said. Jaevan dozed, wrapped in a blanket, and Jesely had disappeared altogether. Elyta, Sooria, and Sylas sat together. Sylas coaxed what life he could from the fire with a stick, sitting in his usual cross-legged manner, with a drowsy Sooria tucked in at his side.
“There was no one else on the island, ashini? And she had the pipe. She said she had called us,” Sylas shrugged. “I don’t see who else it could have been.”
“It was me,” Sooria gazed sleepily up at Sylas. “You know it was me.”
After the trauma of Rana’s story, Elyta’s attention had turned to the mystery of Sooria and Sylas’s suspicions that she was the stormweaver Cowin had sought. Sylas had tried to dissuade Elyta from speaking of it with Sooria present. He would have preferred Jesely to be there—he felt rather out of his depth, dealing in council business—but Elyta would not be put off.
“I suppose Cowin changed very young, and she is his great-niece. You say you were given the pipe by the man who took you to the island, Sooria?”
Sylas sighed. He had told Elyta all this on the ship back from the mainland, yet she seemed intent on hearing it from the child’s own lips.
“Think, child, what did he say to you? Can you remember anything? Did he tell you his name?”
“He gave me the pipe and said he was going to hide me. He said if I needed help to blow it and he’d come to me if he could. But he never did.”
“But his name? Was his name Cowin?”
“Not the one gave me the pipe. Shomaisa just called him ‘Master’. Shofaisa didn’t speak to him at all, if he could help it. He didn’t seem very happy that he was there. And Shomaisa cried a lot. Uncle Cowin said we had to do something special to stop the island killing everyone.”
“Wait,” said Sylas. “You knew one of them was our uncle? Why didn’t you tell me?”
Sooria flicked a twig she had been stripping into the fire, and shrugged awkwardly from her place at his side. “You didn’t ask, and Shomaisa said his name was a secret. I’m good at keeping secrets.”
Sylas thought of the child’s “pretties” in their wicker cages, and shuddered.
“And the master who gave you a pipe?” Elyta prompted.
“He called me a stormweaver. He said that meant I could call him.”
Sylas put two fingers under Sooria’s chin, tilting her face until she looked directly into his eyes. “Tell me truly, now. Do you know how to pacify the Lady? Do you know how to weave her power and sing her song?”
She looked back sadly. “I don’t. I’m sorry.”
Elyta shook her head. “And I don’t know enough about stormweaving to know how to spot one, or how they do what they do. Do your people have any legends about them?”
“There is the story of Omena Stormweaver, but that’s a tale for children.”
Sooria smiled up from beneath heavy eyelids. “I like stories. Especially Omena Stormweaver.”
“Is it a long story?” Elyta asked, with a quirk of her eyebrow. “I’m almost as sleepy as Sooria here.”
He shrugged. “It is a story, Mistress. Stories need so many words to be told properly; after that, they are as long as the teller makes them.”
“A typical Chesammos answer.” She smiled, clearly thinking of Cowin. “So keep it to as many words as you need to tell me the basics, and no more.”
He shifted slightly, his back straightening almost unconsciously. “I told you before of the story of how the Lady made the Chesammos and the Irenthi, and how she gave the Chesammos wings and made them her favoured people.”
Elyta nodded. “I had heard that before, or a variant of it.”
“The Lady continued to rage, even after the changers had left her, and it seemed as though the island would be destroyed before Eurna was done creating it. But one of the changers, Omena, used her power and wove it and sang Eurna’s song back at her, and Eurna quietened. Some versions of the story have Omena burned to death in doing it, some have Omena’s wings burned so she can fly no more, but the children’s versions just say her song stilled the Lady. It is said that if the Lady is angry, one has but to weave the storm and sing the Lady’s song and she will be at peace again.”
“But what does that mean?”
He shrugged. “It’s just a story.”
“But you are Chesammos. You believe in the Lady and her power.”
“And we still tell stories to our children, Mistress. I have never been told that Omena Stormweaver was anything other than a fancy.”
Sooria poked Sylas in the ribs. “That’s not the whole story.”
“The mistress wanted a short version, chelai. Just the facts, not all the frills and details that a storyteller would add. Your shomaisa told it better.”
She pouted. “Not Shomaisa. Uncle Cowin told it best of all—better even than her.”
“You heard him tell the story?” said Elyta.
“He told it to Maisa and me. And the little ones too, but they didn’t understand it all, cos they were too little. Then Shofaisa came home and found him there, and they argued a lot. Especially Shofaisa. He shouted. Uncle Cowin told Shomaisa and Shofaisa that he needed their help. He was trying to make the Lady quiet again, like Omena Stormweaver, and a bad man was looking for him to try to stop him.”
Sylas guessed the “bad man” was Casian. Had he been blind all this time? Was Casian really the villain they all made him out to be? He was manipulative and cynical, certainly, but—He shook himself. Now he had to concentrate on saving the island. He could work out his feelings for Casian later.
“So there was another man? The one who took you away? And was there a woman too?” Elyta asked. “Deckhan and Nilay, they would have been called.”
Sooria crinkled her nose, thinking. “Deckhan came later, after we were burned.” She turned her hands palms up and considered her scars thoughtfully. “Shomaisa said she had burns too, when she was young, but a nice lady made them better. We didn’t have a nice lady for my burns, but Shomaisa fixed them as well as she could.”
Elyta paled. “How were you burned? Was anyone else hurt?”
“I don’t remember much. I was littler then,” Sooria’s tired eyes seemed to darken as she tried to think. “And they said I might not remember about it and I don’t. Not really. They gave me stuff to stop it hurting so bad and it made me sleepy and then I forgot. I’m tired now. I think I want to go to bed.” She bit her lip, tears forming in her eyes at the memory.
“Who was burned?”
“I think we should leave her,” said Sylas. “She’s getting upset, and she’s tired.”
“I need to know who was burned. My husband has been missing a year and this child might have been the last person to see him.” Elyta drew closer to Sooria. “Who was burned?”
“Me and Uncle Cowin. I was sick for a long time after. When we left the village to get away from the soldiers they had to carry me, and we had to leave Uncle Cowin. We couldn’t carry him that far, he said, because he was bigger than me. So he told us to go. I don’t remember much else except being tired and hungry and my hands hurting a lot, and Shofaisa shouting at the master.”
“Cowin was hurt? Badly hurt?” Elyta’s composure wavered, her face showing her fear.
“I don’t know. I didn’t see him. That’s what they said when they thought I couldn’t hear.” Sooria’s tears began to flow. “Can I go to bed now, Sylas? Please?”
“Where is your pipe?” Elyta held up her palm to silence Sylas’s protests. “Just this. Then she can sleep.”
The girl produced it and Elyta frowned. “That looks like Deckhan’s—just a regular pipe such as any master might use. And the girl has used it and the mountain still burns. I don’t understand what’s happening here. This is all Chesammos business, and I don’t know how these things work.”
Sylas lifted Sooria in his arms, and took her to her sleeping pallet. Rana spread the blanket and wrapped the child up snugly, whispering to Sylas that she would watch over her. Once Sylas was satisfied that Sooria would settle, and that Rana would mind her, he returned to Elyta.
“I was right. She must be the stormweaver. They wouldn’t have gone to so much effort to hide her if she wasn’t. And if she did it once, she can do it again. We are saved.” Sylas laid his hands on the ground and closed his eyes, offering up a simple prayer of thanks to the Lady.
Elyta waited patiently until he opened his eyes. “It may not be that simple. I don’t know what stormweaving involves, and Sooria says she doesn’t remember anything about it. And if Cowin was badly hurt, he may be dead by now.” Her voice cracked as she choked down tears. “And without him, none of us know what needs to be done to stop the mountain.”
“But if the rumours are correct, he is imprisoned beneath the Hermitage. Your husband still lives, Mistress.”
But Elyta was right. They might have the stormweaver, but none of them had the first idea what to do with her.



CHAPTER 26
SYLAS STUDIED RANA’S PINCHED, ANXIOUS face. Despite their differences he could relate to how she was feeling, having been there himself. “You sure you want to go ahead with this?”
Rana nodded, her movements tight. “I’m tired of being treated like a child. I need to start learning how to control it so no one else can call me before I’m ready.”
“You remember what I told you about the energies? Can you feel them? Get close enough to them that it feels like you could hold them in your hand?”
“I think so,” Rana’s voice was unsure. “Elyta calling will make me change though, right? I mean, I don’t have control, so it will force me to change like Sooria’s call did?”
“Similar, but not as violent a wrench. Elyta knows how to moderate her calls, unlike Sooria.”
“Well that’s good.” She managed a weak smile. “When Sooria called it felt like I was being turned inside out. Elyta’s definitely doing the calling?”
“Jesely isn’t around enough to train you, so Elyta will do it, and then, if you are happy, she will bind you after.” Sylas couldn’t have explained why he felt uneasy about this. Casian had shown no sign of being able to call so far, but they didn’t want to count on that. He had shown an interest in Rana, and Sylas would not put it past Casian to call her just to spite him. He would have been furious when he found Sylas gone, and waiting for his reprisal was like the deepening menace before a storm. Of the two masters, he would have preferred Jesely to bind her—he trusted the Chesammos—but Jesely had declined, pleading his frequent absences from the group.
“But you will fly with me? Please, Sylas, I really want you there.” The subtext of her words worried him; she did not trust Elyta either. Since Sylas’s return from the Aerie, Rana had thawed towards him considerably, and he to her. Even Sylas was preferable company to Elyta. He had not abandoned her when she needed him.
“If Mistress Elyta is agreeable.”
Elyta smiled reassuringly. “I am. From what I have seen of you, we would have raised you to master once you had learned the pipe, with or without a second form. Better there are three of us if the castle throws up any unpleasant surprises.”
This wouldn’t technically be Rana’s first flight; that had been her flight to Sooria’s island. But she would still be unsure and vulnerable, using most of her concentration to maintain bird form, not to watch for danger. Sooria’s call had been so powerful Rana had known little of that flight, her kye following the call blindly, taking all control from her. Sylas and Elyta would be Rana’s eyes and ears.
“I’ll be right at your wingtip,” he said, squeezing Rana’s shoulder and giving Jaevan a reassuring smile. Rana had told him Jaevan was pleased Sylas would accompany her. It still hurt that Rana could communicate with him and he could not, but if they were both to remain close to Jaevan they needed to find some peace between themselves, however delicate.
Rana was already in a loose gown, easy to slip out of in bird form and quick to cover one’s nakedness as a human. Jaevan darted over to give her a quick hug and a chaste kiss, retreating before she could say anything. Her pallor and the clenching and unclenching of her hands betrayed her nervousness. Sylas crouched low, ready to begin his own transformation if Rana’s was successful. Rana raised a questioning eyebrow.
“I just find it’s easier. Do whatever feels natural for you.”
She bent her knees, half crouching. “I don’t know what feels natural. This feels about as unnatural as it gets,” she grumbled, surliness betraying her tension. She glanced across at Elyta. “Blow the pipe, Mistress, before I lose my nerve.”
Elyta raised the pipe to her lips and the aiea-bar surrounded them, mingling with the energies held by the three changers and linking them to the power in the Lady. Sylas shivered as the kye returned to him—we fly, changer?—but he could control it, even at this close range. He watched Rana’s reaction. She could feel it too: the kye reaching through to make the links between her aiea and its own. A shudder ran through her and she dropped to one knee, a groan escaping her lips.
“Does it hurt?” Sylas looked for reassurance from Elyta but found none, only a reflection of his own concern.
“Not hurt, exactly,” she said, her face pressed against her knee. Then the gown rippled and lay softly on the ground, leaving a small bird in its place: a swallow, the messenger of the changers. The bird chirped, its beady eyes seeking out Sylas, and took to the air like a tiny black dart against the sky.
Sylas sat back on his haunches to watch, reaching inside him for the link with the kye that would trigger his own transformation. It all came so much more naturally to him now. With a squawk, his own crow form launched into the air, pursuing the swallow. The little bird hugged the coastline, and he relaxed a little. She had remembered her instructions.
His masters had always said the first danger faced by a new changer was leaving the island and becoming disorientated, so Sylas stayed on the seaward side of Rana, ready to nudge her back inland if she strayed. The second danger was over-flying, becoming so entranced with the joy of flying that the changer exhausted their aiea-bar and, unable to replenish it directly from the Lady, fell to the ground. The third danger was predators. Humans still shot birds for the king’s bounty, and there were always birds of prey looking for easy pickings.
He spotted a falcon flying close by and braced himself to protect Rana, but the bird fell in beside them, and he realised with a sudden surge of relief that it was Elyta. She had taken her higher form in order to catch them, but in doing so had scared him half to death. Rana did not seem to have noticed anything untoward. New changers were so vulnerable.
Sylas scanned the skies for the white owl that was Casian’s form. Casian’s kye preferred to fly after dusk, and he doubted Casian would attack three of them together, but they had left Jaevan alone and Sylas grew anxious to get back to him. He swooped across Rana’s path, attempting to indicate to her that they should turn back, and the swallow banked gracefully to return to the campsite.
Back at the clearing Sylas slipped on his caigani, then went to check on Rana, who sat wrapped in a blanket on the ground where she had landed. Jaevan hovered solicitously nearby. Sylas came closer, touching her shoulder, half expecting her to recoil from his touch, but Rana looked up, her eyes sparkling.
“That was the most amazing experience of my life,” she said, and he noticed the tears coursing down her cheeks. “Last time it was so intense and so unexpected I didn’t get the chance to enjoy it, but that was incredible. I don’t know how I can ever thank you.”
Elyta approached, clad in a silky caigana that was the common garb of the female changer. Approaching a dress, it provided modesty while still being light to carry and quick to put on. “Well done,” she said, smiling warmly at Rana. “You have passed the first hurdle. Now you just need to learn to resist the call and you will be safe—as safe as we can make you, anyway. In the meantime, there is something else we can do to help. Are you ready to be bound to me?”
Rana hesitated, then nodded curtly. “Yes, Mistress, I’m ready.”

Everyone came to the market sooner or later, either to buy or sell, and two Irmos women and an Irmos man with a Chesammos child in tow barely got a second look. The colour of Sooria’s skin might have elicited a nudge here and there, but throwbacks happened in many families.
It began as an instinctive feeling that something wasn’t right, Jaevan’s skin prickling and the hairs standing up on his neck. Others could feel it too. Scanning the crowds he could see the anxious looks being exchanged, and the glances to the east where the mountain was giving one of her ever more frequent warnings. The rumble became audible, the vibrations flowing through Jaevan’s feet and up through his body, rattling his teeth in their sockets. Shutters clattered and the canvas covers of the market stalls flapped; babies cried and small children clung to their mothers’ legs. People came out of their houses and shops in anticipation of an earthquake, but the vibrations faded away, leaving only a palpable feeling of relief. Another reprieve. The town let out an almost audible sigh.
Rana and Jaevan walked together, since despite her binding Rana appeared reluctant to spend time with Elyta. Elyta, on the other hand, seemed to be enjoying Sooria’s company. She was a mother; she was used to keeping up with hopping, skipping, chattering children in a way that Rana and Jaevan were not.
The trembling beneath his feet started again. Jaevan could see from the threads weaving around Rana that she was drawing the energy into herself, reaching out to take the power that the mountain was offering. After years of not feeling the aiea at all, as his mind healed, so the changer part of his own body seemed to awaken; he now felt the aiea flood through him, also. He wondered if Rana could see it. Sooria remained unaffected, at least to his sight. The girl was an enigma. Able to call, yet not to sense the outpouring of aiea from the Lady. A talent, yet not a changer.
Rana made her way into an arcade which housed many stalls. She carried the last of the baskets she and Sylas had brought with them from Sooria’s island: a long, conical basket carried on the back by two shoulder straps. They had less need for the basket than for money for food, and Rana haggled with one of the stallholders to get the best price.
It was good handiwork, Jaevan knew. Some of the Chesammos who had escaped the herding of their people to the desert still worked the traditional crafts, and their work was prized. Sylas’s mother had had her own signature knot that she had always woven around the neck of her baskets: her own symbol of quality. The stall holder noticed it, saw Rana noticing him notice it, and upped his offer by a quarter royal. Rana sighed wearily, shouldering the basket again, and was rewarded by a restraining hand on her arm and a further eighth royal on the price. She paused, as if weighing up his offer, then pointed at a small basket to be carried over her arm, an ideal size for the odd few fresh provisions she fetched each day. That and the money, and they would have a deal.
“What do you think?” she said, rejoining Jaevan. “I got a decent price for the basket and this thrown in as well. It’s not the quality of the other one, but at least I don’t feel like a mule carrying it.” She looked around. “Where are Elyta and Sooria?”
They probably wandered off to look at something while you haggled, he thought, still unsure how much of his thoughts she actually heard, or how.
“Safe.”
She smiled at his new word, then frowned. “Maybe. I don’t entirely trust her though, master changer or not. I’m not sure I even like being bound to her—not that I know what it means, exactly. Sylas just said it would help protect me. That her kye could find mine wherever I was. It doesn’t seem to work the other way, though. At least, it sounds like she can make it that I can’t find her, if she doesn’t want me to. Wherever are they? They can’t have gone far. They wouldn’t have gone out of the arcade, would they?”
Another tremor shook the floor beneath them. Dust fell from above and as Jaevan glanced upwards a crack snaked its way across the ceiling. He didn’t like the look of that. The roof groaned as the ground began to shake again, and shoppers concluded their transactions hastily (or left without purchasing) and headed for the open air. The arcade had been hurriedly built on the ruins of one that had collapsed the previous year, and it seemed likely that this one would meet a similar fate. Plaster crumbled as the paving rocked beneath her feet. People started screaming and running, pushing each other in their haste to be out. Then Jaevan saw her—a small figure at the sweetmeat stand. He pointed, nudging Rana’s elbow.
“Sooria!”
The child turned, licking honey from her fingers. The stall before her stood unattended, the proprietor having fled with the others, and Sooria was taking advantage of the abandoned honey cakes. But where was Elyta? Jaevan would not care to be in her shoes later. Rana took her care of the child seriously and would never knowingly put her in danger. And Sylas was protective of his little niece.
Then Elyta was dodging crumbling masonry, a lump of the ceiling falling to her left as she ran to the child, scooping her up. She turned, waved Rana and Jaevan to go, shouted at them to run, she had the child. The sound of the building cracking echoed in Jaevan’s ears as he fled. As they cleared the threshold, the building creaked ominously. One wall caved in, taking ceiling and parts of the other walls with it. Dust plumed from the doorway as it collapsed.
They waited, watching for two figures to appear from the dust cloud, but everything was still apart from the creak and rumble of the heap of masonry settling.
Part of the building next to where the arcade had stood toppled, and with another crash and scattering of debris it fell onto the arcade site, further obliterating what had stood there. Rana screamed, “Sooria! Sooria!” and made to run back, but Jaevan pulled her away. An arched doorway near them swayed alarmingly; they would not be safe until they were out in the open. They would not help Sooria and Elyta by being buried themselves.
The dust settled, its grey-white powder coming to rest on what remained of the arcade buildings. Survivors wandered dazedly, and before long people were lifting stones and joists, searching in the wreckage for friends and loved ones. Where Jaevan had last seen Elyta and Sooria, the debris lay deepest—and from that area there was no movement at all.

When Jesely returned from his wanderings, it was to find Jaevan comforting a distraught Rana as best he could. The others were nowhere to be seen. Although Jesely’s attention was drawn to the girl, he couldn’t help but notice how attentive Jaevan was to her. So it wasn’t his imagination. The man was becoming more responsive—more aware of the world around him and the people who inhabited it.
“What’s happened? Where are the others?”
“It’s Sooria and Elyta,” Rana said miserably. “We think they are dead.”
Jaevan’s arm tightened around Rana’s shoulders as she told Jesely the tale. His heart sank. So many changers lost already and another two gone would be a grievous blow, especially one of Elyta’s calibre. And the child—such a puzzle, and no opportunity to investigate her further.
“…and we think they must have been in the bit that the other building collapsed onto. They were trying to dig people out of the rubble with their bare hands when we left. We came away when it looked hopeless. I just couldn’t watch any more. I don’t know where Sylas is. I don’t expect he will have managed to get into Adamantara, unless he flew in, and then what would he have worn? He was very upset. I hope he’s all right.”
Jesely ground the heels of his hands into tired eyes. The strain of trying to maintain his other life back on the desert edge was beginning to tell, and he was weary beyond belief. Every instinct screamed at him to go to Adamantara himself—to try to find them—but he would have the same trouble getting in as Sylas. Maybe the chaos would let him slip in unnoticed? He would look later, when he had rested a while.
Sylas arrived back later, drawn and tired-looking, with dust in his hair and beard. He threw himself in a heap by the tents, closed his eyes and put his arm across his face, his whole attitude repelling any attempts at communication. He felt responsible for the child, Jesely knew, but there was more to it than that. He sat nearby, inviting Sylas to confide in him but not requiring it. Eventually the younger man spoke, his defensive wall still in place.
“She could have been my last living relative, you know.”
“She’s not lost yet.” Jesely gave his shoulder a comforting squeeze. “Did Rana bind to Elyta? Maybe she could feel her through the kye?”
Sylas shrugged himself free and lay on his back, staring blankly at the sky.
“She tried that; there was nothing. She’s dead or unconscious or blocking Rana out, and the Lady knows she has no reason to block her. She must know we’d be out of our minds with worry.”
He rolled to one side and stared bleakly at Jesely. “I flew over the building. I couldn’t land and help, but I had a look. There’s nothing left, Jesely. Omena’s wings, but the whole place is flattened. They are taking it apart stone by stone, but if they find anyone it’s a corpse they pull out.”
He sighed deeply, raking his fingers through thick, dark hair. “No, she’s gone and Elyta too. Now we’ve lost our best hope of a stormweaver. The New Aerie won’t send anyone else to help; the last four changers they have sent have all died or been captured. We are stuck here with the Lady ready to erupt and no hope of stopping her. It’s wouldn’t just doom us, but thousands of people who live on the mainland. It’s done. We’ve failed.”



CHAPTER 27
MARKLIN PACED THE LENGTH OF his father’s assembly chamber, which was empty save for him and Casian.
“But I can’t possibly leave tonight.”
“It is all arranged, Your Highness. The captain and crew stand ready and failure to depart as arranged would be perceived as a slight by Duke Rakal’s court. We cannot afford for that to happen.”
“My father…”
“Your father wishes you to go. It will be safer for you in the Southern Continent for a time while the mountain continues to be unstable.” Casian considered the prince as he paced. His opposition to Casian was wavering. Could there be a rare chance of compulsion here?
“But my father will need me. There is panic in Adamantara and the sight of the heir to the throne apparently fleeing the island will make things worse. I should be here, being seen, showing that the king cares for the welfare of his people.”
Casian watched the prince’s agitation. Deygan cared little for the people beyond the taxes they brought him, he suspected. The earthquake had caused some localised disruption, that was true, but it was the dock area on which Adamantara depended and that was unaffected. Even now the merchants had found other places to peddle their wares, the sellers lost in the building collapse already replaced.
“The people know you need a wife, my prince,” Casian said, keeping his voice persuasive and extending tendrils of control. “This is not flight; this is the first step to ensuring your succession. How could anyone mistake that? The people will be more heartened when you bring a beautiful wife home than they would be if you dug in the rubble till your fingers bled.”
“I don’t like it, Casian. I should be here—be visible.”
“Will you help dig the graves, my lord? Sit and cry with the women and children? You must do what rulers through the ages have done, and rule those below you. Lower yourself to the level of the common folk and they will have no respect for you.”
“And yet they respected the changers, who did go amongst the common folk. Their healers charged no more than a person could afford and their teachers wrote letters in the dust with the children.”
“And the changers were swept aside with a single wave of your father’s hand,” Casian insisted. Marklin’s altruism was commendable, and remarkably reminiscent of his elder brother, but Casian could not understand a man who would mollycoddle his people instead of governing them.
“What is it like to fly?”
Casian was taken aback by the abrupt change of direction. Marklin had been eleven years old when the Aerie fell. He had never truly known the changers, and his image of them as some benevolent group of philanthropists fell short of the mark by some margin, yet they fascinated him. This rare moment of friendliness gave Casian the opportunity. He reached out with the aiea-dera and planted the seeds of compulsion in Marklin’s mind.
“It is wonderful to be a bird, Highness, but it is more wonderful still to be a king.”
Marklin sighed and rested his forearms on the back of a chair.
“I suppose it must be done as my father commands, then. We leave tonight, you say? Are Rakal and his court expecting me?”
“It is all arranged, my lord. The ship sails with the evening tide and Duke Rakal is prepared to discuss a match for Princess Wenna. I am sure a bevy of suitable young ladies will also be paraded for Your Highness’s benefit. I have taken the liberty of having your servants pack your trunks and had them taken to the ship.”
Yes, it was all arranged, but if Casian had his way, Prince Marklin would never reach the far duchy of Cebadan. He had other plans for the young nobleman. None of which included kingship.

Elyta stood before Casian, as beautiful as she had been as a girl. She held the hand of a child who was not hers, but whom she claimed was some mystical entity revered by the Chesammos. And all he could think of was Miralee’s seeing of Sylas, him, and this girl in the assembly chamber here in the castle. Surely this was the clearest sign yet that his destiny was soon to be fulfilled. That by leaving Sylas alive and free, the rest would fall into place. It had hurt and enraged him to come back and find Sylas gone, but he had brought Elyta to Chandris, and she had brought the child. But she must have no idea that the child was of any interest to him.
“So tell me why I should trade with you? Even if I had any use for her, what makes you think I won’t just take her and throw you in the same cell as your husband?” He threw his head back and sent a challenge with his eyes.
“Because we were friends once. Because there is still a man of honour in you somewhere. He may be hidden deep, but he is there. I can see him.”
“You see nothing but what you wish to see.” His words came out more harshly than he intended and for the first time Elyta looked unsure.
“Casian, please. You can’t be comfortable with how things turned out. Isn’t it bad enough that you sided with Deygan against us? You can put some of it right by letting Cowin go.”
“And that shows my honourable nature, does it? Releasing a man but taking a child instead?”
“She has no one. Sylas says he found her alone on an outcrop with the body of her dead grandmother. He has cared for her because there was no one else to do it, but she lives in a makeshift tent on the outskirts of Adamantara. What life is that for a child?”
Truth-tellers found it hard to lie. Casian had watched her face as she spoke, and was almost certain she had told the truth. And Sylas? Casian had thought him fled. He had flown over the encampment many times watching for him.
“Sylas is back, then?”
She hesitated and he could see the conflict in her face. How many changers would she betray to get her husband back? A child scarcely counted, it seemed. Would she give him Sylas? Jesely?
Casian laughed a short bitter laugh. “Oh, don’t worry, Elyta. If I’d wanted them dead, they would be dead by now. I had my suspicions that Sylas was acting as the hub, drawing other changers to him. I think maybe this is what the seers saw: him drawing the odds and ends of the changers together. You and the girl are the latest he has attracted and possibly the most interesting. She is a talent. I can see it, now that she is away from the others.”
“A talent, and she can call, although she has never changed.”
Casian’s brows drew together. “That’s impossible.”
Elyta shrugged. “Believe it or not, as you will. But what use is Cowin to you? Let me take him home. Let his children know their father.”
“A Chesammos. You would risk all for a Chesammos when you could have had so much more.”
“You found happiness with a Chesammos, for a while,” she said quietly.
He should have guessed she would fling that in his face. He clenched his jaw so tightly he thought it might crack.
“I do have some honour left,” he said, and saw the hope rising in her blue eyes. With eyes like those she could have been Irenthi.
“Leave the child with me. I have business tonight, and then I will see to your husband.”
But not the way you may hope, he thought, as he showed her to the door.

Casian flew silently south, letting the currents guide him to his destination. His talons curved through the straps of a leather harness used by changers to carry small objects. He could carry more than this—his owl form was strong—but the single glass vial he carried was enough for this night’s work.
It was fully dark when he arrived at the Hermitage, having earlier seen Marklin onto his ship at Adamantara. His cache of clothes was in the usual place—at least the incompetents that staffed this place could manage that small thing. He was hungry from his exertions, but food could wait.
He strode into the courtyard and crossed to the small squat building that housed the constable’s quarters. The constable was sound asleep, tunic unlaced and open to the stomach, his feet up on a stool. Casian could smell the polish from the constable’s knee-high boots and the sword oil from the weapon propped up next to him. The man was a puffed-up idiot who cared more for his position than for the security of the prisoners in his care. Time for him to be removed.
The half-empty jug of wine beside him suggested a deeper sleep than was entirely natural, but Casian still took the precaution of removing the man’s sword and belt dagger before kicking the stool out from under his feet. The constable jerked awake, bleary and spluttering. “What? What’s up? Did someone call?” Blinking, he realised there was an intruder in the room and his hand reached to his side, clutching at nothing. In that moment he registered the identity of his unexpected visitor. He leapt to his feet, bowing like a soldier, not a courtier. “Lord Casian!” The constable tugged at the laces of his tunic and ran a hand through sleep-dishevelled hair. “You should have… I mean, I was not expecting you, my lord.”
“Evidently.” Casian’s voice contained all the disdain he could muster. “But I do like to drop in unannounced to see if my staff are maintaining the level of security I would expect. But of course, two of the birds have flown, haven’t they? So maybe you thought it was appropriate to allow your vigilance to fall to an even less acceptable level.”
“I…ah… It was regrettable, my lord. Most regrettable. There was a fire in the tower and with the beacon flame being spotted it all became a bit chaotic. They overpowered one of the guards and…”
“I have had your report, constable. You do not need to make your excuses a second time.”
“Y—Yes, my lord,” the constable swallowed hard, eyeing the dagger. He licked his lips. “The other prisoner is secure, my lord, but the men… Well, the men are asking when they may return to their homes. It hardly seems worthwhile for one…. I mean…begging your pardon, my lord.”
“I will deal with the men. For now though, I think you can assume that you have been replaced.”
Casian buried the dagger deep in the constable’s chest. The man’s eyes widened, his mouth gaping in shock. He raised his hand to the hilt, then took his hand away and stared at the blood that came with it. He dropped to his knees before Casian, then crumpled, blood pooling on the floor beneath him. Casian slid the dagger from the man’s chest and wiped it as clean as he could on the constable’s clothing before thrusting it through his own belt.
“If it’s any comfort to you,” Casian muttered as he left the room, “the others will not long outlive you.”
If he remembered the layout correctly, the common room was the next building along and the storeroom was across the courtyard. He headed towards the latter, keeping to the shadows rather than cutting across the trodden-down ash. Once inside the storeroom, he was plunged into almost complete darkness. He scrabbled around, feeling with his fingertips; there had to be a torch or lamp somewhere.
He found a shelf near the door and, thank the Creator, flint and fire steel next to a fire pot. It flared into life, illuminating a well-stocked room, stacked with barrels and boxes. The ale would be near the front, he was sure, knowing what was of importance to the soldiers. He himself had signed the order allowing them three kegs of ale a week. The Hermitage was a bad enough place to be posted without being able to have a drink once in a while. Maybe he had been too lenient.
Two full kegs rested on the floor to the right side of the room. He rolled one to the front, clear of all the other provisions, then buried the other under sacks of vegetables. The one he had positioned was now the obvious choice for whoever came into the storeroom. Casian tugged the bung free from the cask and held it in his teeth, then pulled the bottle out of the pouch at his belt and tipped half its contents into the barrel. He had known when he intercepted the kaba sap Sylas had ordered that it would come in useful someday. Enough to poison the whole of Adamantara, he had said, and that wasn’t far wrong. A cup of this ale and a man would be going to meet the Creator. And the records still showed that Sylas had received it. Sylas and Jaevan had been brought here after the fire. If anyone discovered that the garrison had been poisoned, it could be passed off as a final act of vengeance by an escaping criminal. Strange, that the ale had not been drunk yet, but not beyond belief that it had sat unopened for a few weeks while other, more recently arrived ale was drunk first.
“I am a healer. I do no harm.” Sylas’s voice seemed to speak in his head and Casian snorted quietly. He knew the truth about that.
Once inside the guardhouse, he saw five figures sprawled sleeping on their bedrolls. All the rest of the garrison, then. Good.
Casian poked the fellow nearest to him with his toes and watched the reaction spread across the room like a ripple on a pond. The man whom he had kicked stirred. His eyes opened a crack and he realised who was standing over him. That man reached over and tugged at the shoulder of the man next to him, and the process repeated, until all five men were awake and upright, feet shuffling, looking guiltily at Casian.
“What is the meaning of this? Why was there no one on watch?”
The men exchanged glances, each waiting for one of the others to answer. “My lord,” one of them ventured, “the constable said…since the prisoners were gone, my lord…” His voice trailed off under Casian’s unwavering scrutiny.
“The constable has been relieved of his duties. I am going to see what damage was done by the fire. When I return I want you all ready to hear what I have to say. One of you may fetch ale from the stores, and I believe I noticed the remains of a jug of wine in the constable’s room. It would be a shame to waste it. One of you bring that through for me. When I return I will tell you my plans.” They would assume they were celebrating going home, no doubt.
He turned on his heels and strode towards the door at the foot of the lighthouse tower. Casian’s nose wrinkled at the lingering smell of smoke. He took the stairs two at a time, emerging onto a small landing. The stairs narrowed as they wound upwards to the lighthouse flame, but at this landing a stout wooden door led to the room Sylas and Jaevan had occupied. Casian grasped the ring-shaped handle and turned it, swinging the door smoothly open.
Casian scanned the room from the doorway. Beneath a hastily laid rug, the floorboards were scorched and blackened. He crossed to the table where books and parchments lay discarded, just as Sylas had left them. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth when he saw the page at which the book lay open. Was that fool still chasing a cure for Jaevan, after all these years?
By habit, he took the brush from the ink pot and laid it on the table. The ink had dried out in the weeks since Sylas escaped, and the hairs of the brush had hardened into a lump. The masters at the Aerie would have punished them for leaving the brush in the bottle and spoiling the delicate tip. Even now Casian winced to see it.
Sylas’s notes lay strewn about, his hand unmistakable. Even after all this time he wrote with an uncultured, childish scrawl, finding it hard to manage the changers’ brush, especially with his left hand. It had been a spur of the moment thing then, their escape. He was sure Sylas would have gathered up his notes to take if he could have.
Casian had hoped to find some insight into Sylas’s plans, but all he could see was scattered clothing, odd personal effects left behind, and books—lots of books. He went to the shelves and ran his fingers over the bindings. Healer texts and herbals mostly, as was to be expected, and histories of the island and the healers themselves. He should have them destroyed—too much dangerous information in some of these.
The soldiers were dressed and ready when he returned, and eyed him warily as he entered. The half jug of wine was standing on top of the opened barrel of ale. Casian could guess which man had been to fetch it. He looked decidedly shaky and there was a greenish cast to his skin. The others would not meet Casian’s eyes. He had told them of the constable’s fate, then. Excellent. Let them fear him.
“Who is most senior of you?”
The men exchanged glances. “We’re all the same rank, my lord,” said one finally.
“Who has served longest then?”
The looks passed between them again. “That would be me, my lord,” said a second, after a moment’s pause.
“So you are acting constable. Let’s celebrate your promotion.” Casian poured himself a cup of wine and raised it in salute. “The new constable.”
The men grabbed cups and filled them from the barrel, offering half-hearted toasts before downing the ale. Casian smiled and sipped his wine. He’d let them each have a couple of cups before telling them what was in it, just to be sure. They thought they had escaped punishment for their incompetence. The new constable probably thought he had been rewarded for it. They would soon learn that Casian didn’t let people fail him without extracting some sort of payment.
Casian’s hand settled on the dagger in his belt. They weren’t going to like what he had to tell them, and while they didn’t seem organised enough to rush him, he didn’t want to be unprepared. Not that it would do them much good. He could become an owl and be far away before they had realised what he had done.
Casian strolled to the window, pushing it wide open and pretending to take in deep breaths of the desert air. The air in the guardroom was close and rank, but the acrid smell from the desert was hardly better. Still, he had his escape route now, should he need it.
He could feel their eyes on him, still supping at their drinks. Was that the second round now? Either way they should have enough of the poison inside them to have sealed their doom. They would probably have had enough from the first mouthful, but in cases like these he was inclined to be thorough.
“You may be wondering why we’re gathered like this,” he began. “It’s certainly not for the pleasure of your company—not when I could be in my bed back at Banunis Castle with a willing bedmate.” A couple of the men chuckled and muttered to each other. Casian couldn’t hear what they said, but he could guess the gist. “I’m afraid I have some bad news for you all. This isn’t a celebration of your friend’s promotion, but a wake. The ale you’ve just drunk contains a poison called kaba sap. Have you heard of it? I give you seven hours, maybe eight.”
The muttering became fully voiced protests; one or two men fingered daggers. He waved for silence.
“I don’t like to take away all hope, so this can be a test of your initiative. If you can find a healer, there is an antidote, so I’ve heard. But I suggest you leave quickly. You do not have much time. Kaba is an old Chesammos poison, so I would suggest a Chesammos village as your starting point.”
For a long moment they waited, and his hand tightened on his dagger. Even now they might try to overpower him. Battle-trained as he was, he still could not take on five at close quarters. He reached out for his kye.
Be ready.
We fly, changer?
Two of the men bolted for the door. The other three stood, dumbfounded. “You aren’t even going to try?” Casian said. “You do disappoint me.”
“Tell us it’s not true, Lord Casian,” one said. “You are only testing us, aren’t you?”
“If that’s what you want to believe,” Casian drew the dagger and began paring his nails. “But in three or four hours your stomachs will begin to cramp, within five or six you will be losing the feeling in your arms and legs, and an hour or two later…” He flicked the dagger across his neck. Shouts came from outside: the sound of a scuffle, grunts and thuds. “It sounds like your friends are fighting over who gets the cheen.”
Two of the remaining three left then, running across the courtyard. The shouts grew louder. There was a sickening thud and a scream cut short. Moments later the sound of cheen hooves headed out of the gate and into the desert.
Casian and the one remaining man went out into the courtyard. Three bodies lay on the ash. One of them would not die from the kaba sap but from the dent the size of a man’s fist in the side of his skull, the bloodied rock on the ground beside him evidence of its cause. One of the others was out cold, breathing but unconscious. The third tottered to his feet and staggered out of the gate, following in the tracks of the cheen that had galloped out into the darkness.
“So,” said Casian. “What is your name, man, and why haven’t you run with the others?”
“My name is Redd, my lord, one of your guardsmen from the castle. Eight hours, you said. The nearest village is ten hours away, even on a cheen. You want no survivors left who know that Prince Jaevan and Lord Sylas escaped, but it amuses you to let us think we can influence our own fates, rather than just slit our throats.”
“You are an astute man, Redd.”
“What about the others, my lord? The ones who were guards here before us? They all know about Prince Jaevan. They can still tell your secret when what happened here comes out.”
“You don’t think they went home, do you? The ones you replaced? The desert is an inhospitable place, Redd, you should know better than that.”
“So we are all dead, one way or another. If you’ll excuse me, sir, I’ll find some way to spend the hours left to me.”
“You are not going to run?”
“No, my lord. I’ll make sure the flame burns brightly before I go. No sense in others suffering because of our failure.”
“That won’t be necessary. Prince Marklin’s ship left Adamantara on the evening tide and I don’t intend him to round the cape successfully. I will douse the lamp before I go.”
Casian watched understanding dawn.
“You mean to kill the prince, my lord?”
“I do. And the king will follow soon after.”
Redd absorbed this information. “My lord, may I tend the lamp one last time? It has been my task for many months now. Even if you mean to put it out, I would like to do my duty.”
A strange request, certainly, but Casian couldn’t see any reason to forbid it. He seemed a decent man, this Redd. It was almost a shame he had to die. Casian always had need of good men. He inclined his head slightly.
“You may.”
Redd bowed and made his way up the steps. His silhouette worked its way around the flame, checking the pipes were clear and that the flame was steady. Then Casian held his breath as the pale blue light of the flame showed him a figure climbing up onto the railings of the tower top and pausing a moment before flinging himself down onto the rocks below.
When Casian left the Hermitage later, the garrison lay quiet; even the gulls slept in their roosts in the cliffs. The lamp in the lighthouse tower was extinguished, and Cowin was still locked in his hole beneath the constable’s office. It amused him to think of Elyta’s husband waiting for the food and water that would never arrive.
And he still had the girl.



CHAPTER 28
THE GULL DID NOT SEEM out of place, here on the coast near Adamantara, but the way it was behaving certainly did. It had started with wide circles beginning almost as a dot on the horizon and gradually came closer and closer until it flew tight circles almost directly overhead. Then it swooped, losing height quickly, barrelling in to land near Jesely in a flurry of feathers. Almost as soon as it hit the ground it changed, leaving a naked Irmos man on the turf before him. The man did not move.
“Sylas!” Jesely shouted, “Bring your pack, quickly!”
He knew only one changer on the island who used the gull form. He rolled the man over. Redd.
“Sylas!”
Sylas emerged from the awning, tousle-headed and rubbing sleep from his eyes.
“What’s happening?” Sylas froze. “Redd? But he’s…”
“From the Hermitage, yes. How do you think I got you out? I needed someone on the inside. Help me with him.”
They wrapped the shivering man as best they could, then persuaded him to take a few drops of water. He drank gratefully, running his tongue over dry, chapped lips.
Sylas grabbed Jesely’s arm.
“Kaba sap. He’s taken kaba sap.”
“Are you sure? How do you know?” Sylas had no reason to know that Jesely was aware of the refused herbals request. That Sylas had volunteered the diagnosis made Jesely inclined to believe him.
“See how swollen and discoloured his tongue is? That’s a sign. Left untreated his mouth and nose will start to bleed and then he’s all but lost. I’ve read the books, Jesely. I know what this is.”
Redd opened his eyes and managed a weak smile.
“Found you. Knew kye would…find you. Binding…useful after all.”
“Redd, listen. Sylas says it’s kaba.”
He nodded. “Knew you…antidote.”
Omena’s wings! It must be in his belongings somewhere still. If it was back at his house Redd was done for. Jesely tore up his pallet, shaking out blankets, opening bags and packets until he found it: the antidote they had acquired when Sylas had first ordered the poison.
“How much?” he asked Sylas, brandishing the bottle in front of him. “Quickly, think! How much?”
“A drop or two should do it. By mouth. It’s bitter, but that’s the least of his worries.”
Jesely dropped the antidote onto Redd’s tongue and had him wash it down with a mouthful of water.
“It’s my fault,” said Sylas. “I ordered kaba. Casian must have kept it. But why do you have the antidote?”
“We saw you’d asked for poison and were worried enough about you to keep it as a precaution in case you tried to use it on yourself and Jaevan. Redd had it at the Hermitage, but when we got you out he gave it to me for safe keeping.”
“It would have been for me,” Sylas whispered, his head hung low. “It doesn’t work on Irenthis. It was for me.” Then his head jerked up. “The others, Redd. The other soldiers at the Hermitage?”
“Some dead, some injured,” Redd croaked. “All poisoned. And Casian…Casian turned the lamp off.” His eyes closed. He had flown himself to near exhaustion, and the poison was taking its toll. Jesely hoped they had got the antidote into him in time.
“Then I must go to the Hermitage,” said Sylas. “If there are people there I can help, then maybe I can put a little of this right. Give me the antidote and let me fly.”

The Hermitage felt wrong when they arrived. Even though Jesely knew what he was likely to find, the place had a strange atmosphere. It was not quiet; the seagulls saw to that, wheeling and squawking and fighting each other for whatever lay in the courtyard. Sylas hovered to one side while Jesely circled the milling mob of gulls, getting in close enough that they registered the presence of a hawk and scattered, some lingering just a moment to rip a last piece from the carrion over which they had been fighting. Jesely’s stomach turned over as he spotted two bodies on the ash, their flesh already pecked and torn. He was glad he had come with Sylas. The healer should not face this alone.
The lighthouse lamp was out. The few ships that passed that way en route to the Southern Continent relied on the lamp to navigate the headland safely. He would have to see if he could relight it. If only Redd had been well enough to give him instructions before they left. He hated to leave Redd with Rana and Jaevan, but Sylas had seemed confident he would recover, and there could be others here that needed their help more.
Jesely waved Sylas down into the courtyard. The gate was open and tracks led out into the desert: fresh tracks, by the looks of them. The guardroom door stood open as did the one leading to the stable. Deserted. All dead? He swallowed hard as nausea hit him once more.
He flew up to the tower and landed on the railings surrounding the lamp room. The scene below made his control waver, and he slipped out of bird form. In the waves below, planks, spars, and sails were dashed over and over against the rocks. And in the surf itself, human bodies tossed like dolls. A few had been washed ashore, but more floated, some lashed to broken spars or lying atop splintered hatches and other wreckage. A shipwreck, by the Lady, and some might still be alive.
Torn between searching for survivors and checking on the garrison soldiers, Jesely fled into the tower and down the stairs. The lingering smell of smoke told him when he passed the room that had been Sylas’s and he stopped to pull out some clothes for the pair of them. They had brought caigani, but the flimsy garments would be no use for dragging men out of the sea and across the rocks.
Sylas could check the soldiers—administer the antidote and tend their wounds if any still lived. Jesely would search for survivors on the shore. And for Cowin.

In the hours that followed, Sylas worked ceaselessly, caring for the one surviving garrison soldier and the five men Jesely pulled living from the water. The soldier died soon after, blood pouring from mouth, nose, and ears, his body too badly affected by the poison for the antidote to have any effect. Two of the shipwrecked also died. A night in the water had done for one, and head wounds had seen off the other. The three remaining men were joined by a fourth: Cowin.
The changer was in a bad way. It had taken both of them to manhandle him—malnourished and wasted, suffering from lack of light and exercise—up the ladder and out of the pit. When they finally succeeded, he was rambling and disorientated; Jesely worried that the experience might have scrambled his mind for good. Sylas and Jaevan had been lucky. At least Deygan had insisted that his son and his friend be held in decent conditions.
While they searched the constable’s office for the trapdoor down into the prison, Sylas had found Ayriene’s healer pack. That gave him basic supplies to work with, including a sedative with which to calm the agitated Cowin. Sylas seemed anxious at the prospect of caring for Cowin, so Jesely decided (for Sylas’s peace of mind) to withhold the identity of one of the wreck survivors, since Jesely strongly suspected the sole Irenthi was Prince Marklin himself. Which meant Casian had gone to great lengths to rid himself of the prince and to make his death seem an accident.
Anything Casian wanted that much, Jesely was going to do his damnedest to prevent.
In the meantime, he would bring his wagon across the desert to ferry the injured to safety. Sylas assured him he would be fine alone, but the dark smudges already forming beneath the healer’s eyes worried Jesely.
“I’ll be back as soon as I can. Remember to eat and sleep. You’ll do them no good if you work yourself to exhaustion.”
Trying to forget his own weariness, Jesely set off back to Adamantara.

Rana clutched at Jesely’s arm, and Redd pushed himself up to sitting to listen. He looked a lot better, Jesely noticed, although still weak from the effects of the poison.
“You found him? Does he know how to find a stormweaver? Did he say why he kept it secret that Sylas was his nephew?”
Jesely sighed and ran his fingers wearily through his hair. He could not remember the last time he had felt as tired. The flights to and from the Hermitage had been bad enough, but his muscles ached from pulling men out of the water and up into the Hermitage, and from dragging Cowin out of the pit. The exhaustion was bone-deep and he had flown back in swallow form, unable to maintain contact with his higher hawk kye.
“He doesn’t know much about anything at the moment,” he said. “If he knows which way is up and which down I’ll be surprised.” He took another gulp of the hot soup Rana had poured for him. It warmed all the way to the bottom of his stomach and helped with the tiredness a little. “I’ll set off with the wagon tomorrow to bring them back—however many are still alive when I get there. Sylas is working hard, but he is one man and only part-trained at best, and some of the injuries weren’t pretty.”
“What can I do to help?” Rana asked.
“Pack me some food. Blankets and clothing we have at the Hermitage, although more wouldn’t go amiss if you can spare them. There is food in the stores, but I’ll need something for the journey. Stay safe while we are away. Sylas has enough with his work and Sooria missing without worrying about you too.”
Jesely could have done with sleeping the clock round rather than retrieving the cheen and wagon from the stables and setting out across the desert. At least once on the desert road the cheen would know the way and he could doze a little. Rana handed him up a pack of food before he left.
“I don’t know if it’s important, but I had a strange dream last night. I dreamed I could feel Elyta somewhere close. I could talk to her—tell her Cowin was at the Hermitage. Do you think it could have been real?”
“It’s possible. You spoke to me that way, after all. You are bound to Elyta, and she has been in your thoughts greatly of late.”
“If she is alive, why doesn’t she come back? Why did she block me when I tried to find her through the bond?”
“Maybe she is injured and is recovering somewhere.”
“But she could send a message.”
The cheen fidgeted and Jesely crooned under his breath to settle it. “She might not want to risk it. Who knows who might be watching her. Or she could have lost her memory. I don’t know, Rana.”
She frowned. “Maybe. I didn’t get a hurt or confused feeling from her. If she is all right then maybe Sooria is, too. I wish they’d come back, if so.” The thought seemed to comfort her and she waved cheerfully as he left, bidding him take their love to Sylas.
The Lady rumbled in the distance, plumes of smoke rising from the gaping mouth.
At least there was a change in Rana’s attitude towards Sylas. That would be one less thing for him to worry about. But if Elyta were truly alive, he thought it likely that Sooria had died in the quake and Elyta was too scared to face them. In truth, he reflected, Rana’s relationship with Sylas was probably the least of his worries. And one day, he thought bitterly, he might be able to stop going back and forth across this accursed desert.

Sylas slumped in a chair. He could close his eyes, just for a minute; just for a minute and then he’d start again, dressing wounds, encouraging the survivors to eat or drink a little, cleaning soiled linens and soiled bodies. Already a mound of filth-covered sheets lay outside the window where he had tossed them out of the way.
Of the three survivors of the wreck, two were Irmos, dressed in the homespun shirt and breeches of common-born men. Their palms were calloused from handling ropes, and the skin of their faces was darkened and dried by sun and salt spray. The third was a young Irenthi, twenty years old or thereabouts, dressed in finer fabrics befitting his station.
One of the sailors had a gash across his chest and a broken rib or two. The other had bruising from head to foot and one corner of his mouth had been caught by something sharp. Sylas had done his best to stitch both open wounds, but the men would have scars, if they even survived. The Irenthi had come into shore lashed to a ship’s hatch, and had a livid purple bruise on his forehead that stood out on his fair skin. It worried Sylas greatly.
Sylas had eaten and drunk little beyond what Jesely had brought for him from the stores—a keg of water, some trail bread, a little dried meat—none of it very palatable or very suitable for invalids. On a brief visit to the guardroom he had found a pot of soup, long cold, and the remains of a jug of wine. There was a keg of ale there too. Once he was sure the men were not too badly hurt—and he was by no means confident he had found all their injuries—ale might be an easier way to get some nourishment into them. In the meantime, he fed them some soup and took some himself, and had a few sips of the wine.
Wine was a rare treat, although this was poor stuff, raw and acidic. It had been common enough for him to drink wine at the castle as an apprentice, but it had rarely passed his lips since and it made him drowsy.
A noise woke him. Woke him? Had he been asleep?
Jesely could not be back so soon, not unless he had set off on his return journey without stopping to rest, and Jesely had been hardly less tired than he. Sylas grasped the hilt of the constable’s sword.
“I am a healer. I do no harm,” he muttered. Maybe a sword would deter…who? No thief or looter would venture this far out and for such slim pickings. The only visitor bar the king himself Sylas had ever known to come to the Hermitage was Casian. Could it be? He gripped the sword hilt tightly and called out.
“Casian? Show yourself.”
A figure moved in the doorway.
“No, not Casian,” a woman’s voice said. “It’s me. Elyta.”
Elyta, but no Sooria, he saw straight away. “Where is Sooria? What have you done with her?” Sylas’s head swam and his legs turned to water. He just managed to sit down before he fell.
“I went to the camp. Just briefly. Long enough to speak to Rana. She said Cowin was here. Have you found him?” She stared past him to the pallets lined up on the floor, then to the constable’s own bed with its single occupant. She made to move to them, but he raised the sword to block her way. The point wavered as his arm trembled with fatigue.
“Where is Sooria?”
He let the sword drop. Tired. So tired. She pushed past him and he made no move to stop her.
“She is safe,” she said, kneeling beside the pallet where her husband lay. “Ah, he lives. He lives.” She kissed Cowin’s forehead. “He is so thin. And he does not wake, but he has no fever. Is he injured? What is the matter with him?”
“I gave him something to make him sleep. He has spent many months imprisoned underground. His is an illness of the mind, I fear, and healer medicine has no way to treat that.”
A sob wrenched from her lips. “One of our changers suffered like that after the Destruction. He became withdrawn, scarcely ate, took no great care of his physical needs or his appearance.”
“What happened to him?”
“He threw himself off the quayside. His body washed up down the coast the following morning. Cowin, my love, please wake up. It’s Elyta.”
“So where is she?” he pressed, then stifled a yawn. “Safe, you say? Did you leave her with Rana?”
“No,” she whispered. “Casian has her.”
Sylas stared at her. He was so tired he must not be hearing right. He could have sworn she just said…
“Casian?”
She nodded. “Oh, Sylas. I’m so sorry.”



CHAPTER 29
SYLAS REACHED FOR AYRIENE’S HEALER pack, savouring the familiar feel of the leather strap in his hand. When Casian had taken the pack from him he had taken a part of Sylas’s identity with it. The new pack he had started was never quite the same. He opened the flap and rummaged inside. Everything seemed to be there. Pulling out a packet of dried leaves, he tossed it to Elyta.
“Two or three pinches of those, boiled in a cupful of water.”
“How long for?”
“Until the liquid is a pale yellow and you can smell it strongly. Five minutes, maybe ten—the leaves are old now. Actually, make it four pinches. Big ones. Let’s see if we can get the bruising down. I’m worried for him. A blow like that could have damaged his brain or cracked his skull and I simply don’t know enough to treat that. I’d be treating symptoms rather than finding a cure.”
Sylas had slept, albeit fitfully, after the shock of finding out that his niece was in Casian’s hands. Despite Elyta’s admission he found he welcomed her company. She could help with cleaning wounds and keeping them all fed, if nothing else, and they could take turns sleeping. Healers, like everyone else, were more prone to error when tired.
“See if you can get some ale into them. There’s a keg in the guardroom. I doubt there’s much in it, so you should be able to lift it without too much difficulty.”
He went back to studying the Irenthi, peeling back his eyelids to study his eyes with concern.
She leaned over his shoulder. “Who is he?”
“I was hoping you might be able to tell me that. Obviously high born. You don’t know him?”
“No. He’d have been only a child when I left the island. People change a lot in that length of time. Green eyes, though. Not many Irenthi have green eyes.”
Except Jaevan, and Casian, and probably hundreds of others.
“Well, I’m going to make sure he survives.” Sylas surprised himself with the bitterness in his tone. “And I hope he’s someone important.”
“Why?”
When he looked at her he no longer saw the stately councillor, nor even the master changer. He saw a woman afraid to lose the husband she loved, whom she had thought lost once already. And she was in the middle of nowhere with a man who had good reason to despise her, and on whom her husband’s life might yet depend. He felt powerful.
They had thought him weak, even as they looked to him for leadership. They had mistrusted his relationship with Casian and had judged him for his mistakes as a youth. Now, with the Lady threatening the destruction of all he had ever wanted, he would show them what he was made of. His jaw was set as he stared down at the young man who looked so vulnerable in the constable’s bed.
“Because if he is important, we can make it known that we have him. And then we use him to get Sooria back. And if Casian won’t give her back, we kill him, and we make sure everyone knows it’s because of Casian.”
And he would do it too, healer or not. He had killed before.

Sylas returned from the guardroom. Omena’s wings, but sometimes clean skin and clean clothes helped almost as much as a couple of hours’ sleep.
Elyta handed him a steaming bowl of something unidentifiable.
“Peace offering?”
Sylas sniffed it. “What is it?”
She shrugged. “A mixture of stuff from the stores. Beans, dried vegetables. A lot unlabelled. A lot I really didn’t want to examine too closely. But we need something hot, and more substantial than trail bread.”
Sylas took a cautious mouthful. It wasn’t as bad as it looked. It was bland, in dire need of seasoning, but certainly better than most of the food the guards had cooked for him. At the thought of the guards he remembered the corpses in the courtyard and set the bowl aside.
“I need to do something about the bodies. They are starting to smell, and with the heat and birds and flies they’ll get nasty pretty quickly.”
“Won’t you eat first? You need to keep your strength up. These men need you. We all need you.”
Sylas shovelled a few more mouthfuls in, then pushed the bowl away. “If I throw it all up when I’m dealing with the bodies, it’s not your cooking, is that clear?”
She smiled weakly. “As day. Could you use a hand? Cowin’s still asleep and the others don’t need me just now.”
He eyed her curiously. She meant it—wasn’t just saying it because she thought she should.
“Come on then, let’s get it over with.”
“You don’t trust me, do you?” she said as they headed for the door.
“No,” said Sylas, “but I understand you.”
She stopped and raised an eyebrow.
“People do stupid things for love. What you did, you did for love of Cowin, not because you wanted to help Casian or harm Sooria. Besides, you hold Rana’s bond. You are linked to us, whatever you did. I did something very stupid not long ago, and the others managed to forgive me, or at least tolerate me. The least I can do is try to forgive you.”
The gulls had been at the bodies again, and Sylas’s stomach turned over at the sight. One man had lost most of his face, and when Sylas rolled him onto his front he could see the blow that had killed him, the back of his head caved in and bloody. The other showed no visible wounds. Sylas fought down his nausea and turned the second man over. He recognised him, even with the face bloody and distorted by death.
“What shall we do with them?” Her face had a greenish tinge and Sylas himself was regretting having eaten Elyta’s concoction—whatever it had been.
“No way to bury them here. I think we should give them to the sea.” The sailors had been taken by the sea and he was reluctant to burn these guards in Chesammos style when they had mocked his ways only weeks before. “I’ll need you to help me—”
He turned to Elyta, freezing as he saw her face. She had doubled over, her hand pressed to her abdomen and her face drawn and pinched with pain.
“Did you eat the soup you made?” he asked, his arm round her, helping her stand.
She shook her head. He felt fine, so it wasn’t the food. Then some intuition made him look in her mouth. Her tongue was swollen.

“And so it seems that Prince Marklin’s ship was indeed lost.” Casian folded his hands on the table in front of him, in what he hoped was the correct attitude of regret. Every nerve tingled with excitement. If any of the assembly of lord holders had any suspicion that he was involved in Marklin’s loss and levelled a challenge it could be all up for him, but he was sure he had covered his tracks. By the time anyone realised that the usual supply wagons were no longer going to the Hermitage he would be king, surrounded by his own supporters and unassailable.
“Have there been search parties? Rescue missions?” Lord Keand asked. His daughter still harboured hopes of a marriage to Marklin, despite the obvious intention behind his trip to the Southern Continent.
Casian lowered his eyes and persuaded his voice to drop a fraction. The tremble in his speech was only partly faked. He hadn’t been this nervous in years.
“Indeed so. It was some time before word was brought of wreckage being spotted along the coast, but I sent a patrol. They found signs of a wreck and two bodies washed up on the shore a few miles east of Vellessan Point.”
“No hint what happened?” Lord Keand again.
“Sadly not.”
“No other ships reported any problems? Bad weather?”
“Nothing.” He would have to get back out to the Hermitage soon to relight the lamp. Thankfully sailings to and from the Southern Continent were rare, which gave him a day or two leeway before he needed to worry. Lord Keand at least was unlikely to ride all the way out to see for himself. The man could not spend long in the saddle, a hunting accident three seasons before having damaged his back. Even sitting in the assembly for any length of time pained him. With luck he would be all for keeping this meeting short.
Lord Garvan spoke next, his mistrust of Casian obvious in every line of his body. “And the king?”
Casian forced himself to unclench his fists and meet his father’s gaze. “He has taken to his bed, sir. The king has taken the news very badly, as you might expect, and his physician prescribed a mild sedative.”
The scowl on his father’s face told Casian what he thought of that. “His Majesty should be here in person. We have to discuss the succession and the nomination of a suitable heir.”
His father hoped he would be that heir, Casian guessed, although that raised the possibility of Casian himself becoming king in due course. Would he risk that, or lower himself to having the embarrassing changer son done away with before that happened? Of all of them, Casian looked forward most to bringing Garvan down. Just as soon as Casian did away with Deygan and produced the document the king had signed declaring him heir after Jaevan, Casian would outrank his own father. Once Casian had wanted to make his father proud. Now, he just wanted to make him regret his attempts to remove Casian from the Lucranne inheritance.
“His Majesty has already made arrangements in that respect,” said Casian smoothly, trying to keep his features neutral despite the urge to smile his triumph. “I have no doubt he will communicate it in person in due course.”
Except that Casian didn’t intend for the king to live through the night. Poor Deygan, shattered at the loss of his last remaining son: his heart was destined to give out. And Casian intended to help it.

Casian could have simply walked to Deygan’s apartments, but that would have been far too suspicious. For one thing, he would never visit the king so late unless expressly commanded, or in the case of some dire emergency that required the king’s attention. And for another, the king dying in the night when Casian had paid such an unprecedented visit—well, it would raise too many questions with the assembly. The guards on the door could be killed, if needs be, but after the carnage at the Hermitage Casian preferred to keep bloodshed to a minimum. Casian had one big advantage over most would-be murderers, however. He could become a bird.
Deygan’s window was open. The night was warm and the sea breezes brought fresh air from off the water rather than the acrid-smelling fumes from the desert when the wind came from the south. Casian approached the window easily enough, but the landing on the window ledge posed more problems. The walls were ash brick and would have been easy enough to dig sharp talons into, but the ledge was polished stone and he slipped and skidded as he landed.
Heart pounding, he pushed his way through the light curtains, a shaft of moonlight accompanying him through the gap. The king lay in his bed, an elegant tapestry-hung affair, and a candle glowed at his bedside. It had almost burned down and sputtered feebly as it drowned in its own wax. Deygan held the edge of his blankets and muttered softly in his sleep.
Casian released his hold on his bird form and transformed, crouching on the floor beside the bed. The king’s damnable monkey eyed him curiously from its perch. It would attack if it could, he was sure, but the metal cuff round its ankle secured it to the post. Now if only it would keep quiet while he did the deed. A shriek from the animal would wake the king and bring the guards running.
He crossed the room to bend over Deygan where he lay sleeping, and wondered for a moment how he had come to this. Elyta had called him a man of honour, and so he had thought himself. He had killed men before, but always with sword or dagger, close enough to see the fear in their eyes as they died. He might be king, but he would be a dishonoured one. If his path to the holding of Lucranne or the council of the Aerie had not been thwarted, who knew what might have happened. Still, what did it matter now? This way he gained the throne.
He lifted the pillow. Such an odd weapon to kill a king. In his prime Deygan would have more than matched Casian, but he was older now: still strong, but Casian was sure he could manage him. He eyed the door. There was a receiving room between the king’s bedchamber and the guards in the corridor. Short of managing to scream for help, Deygan was unlikely to be overheard.
“I killed your son, old man,” he whispered, his mouth close to Deygan’s ear. “How better to show my father that he was wrong to disown me, than to win back the throne his forefathers lost? How many men get to be their father’s king?”
The old man struggled when the pillow came down on his face, and his body continued the fight long beyond the point at which he had any chance of surviving. Casian mounted the bed, bracing a knee on the king’s chest to stop him fending off the attack. Deygan fought hard, but not hard enough, and Casian slipped from the bed and replaced the pillow, looking down at the body with grim satisfaction. He pressed two fingers to the pulse point on the king’s neck. No heartbeat. Drawing his hand over Deygan’s face, he closed the green eyes that stared into nothingness.
“Such a shame. The news of your son’s death must have been too much for you. Who would have thought that the king had such a weak heart?”
The monkey chittered anxiously, its beady eyes bright with alarm. Casian considered breaking its filthy neck, but that would leave evidence that the king’s death had not been natural. He shook his head regretfully. Such an opportunity to rid the world of the bug-ridden beast, and he could not take it. Still, he could have the monkey done away with in due course.
“I’ll deal with you later,” he muttered, and turned away.
Crouching, Casian returned to owl form and fluttered back to the window ledge. He shrieked as he flew back out into the darkness. An owl was the bird of ill omen, they said. Let the guards say they heard an owl announcing the king’s death, while his loyal servant Casian slept nearby.

It was not a problem, Sylas told himself as he helped Elyta inside. He still had plenty of the antidote. She was in no danger.
When he went inside, his blood ran cold. Two of the men, the Irenthi and the Irmos with the chest wound, were showing similar symptoms. The Irmos with the gash to his mouth was in far worse shape, with blood pouring from his mouth and nose and even a little seeping from the corners of his eyes. Sylas tried to remember what he had known about kaba poisoning. Seven or eight hours, he knew that much. He had expected seven or eight hours of torment if he had taken it. But the one whose symptoms were so much more advanced?
Straight into his bloodstream. Of course. It must have got in through the wound in his mouth. He fumbled the stopper out of the bottle and put several drops on the man’s tongue, knowing as he did so that it was futile. The man’s membranes were disintegrating and there was little or no hope of recovery, even with the antidote. He gave two drops to Elyta, then to the other Irmos. He hesitated before using any on the Irenthi. The poison would give him pain, no more, but he wanted his hostage in good condition, and he was a healer, sworn to relieve suffering. Grudgingly he placed two drops on the man’s tongue, in case it would ease his symptoms.
He paused by Cowin. The man slept, as he had on and off for the past day, showing no signs of discomfort.
“The ale,” Elyta said. “I gave them all ale, apart from Cowin, then took some for myself. He was sleeping, so I left him, meaning to give him some later.”
And Sylas had finished the last of the wine and then drunk water, finding himself to have a low tolerance for alcohol from his lack of sleep. That made sense. But he had lost another patient. He cursed himself. Redd must have known it was in the ale. Ill as he was, he hadn’t said, and Sylas hadn’t thought to ask him in his haste to be away. Not for the first time, he wished that he had been apprenticed to anyone but a healer. The responsibility was too great. He felt sick to his stomach that his stupidity had cost another man his life.
Just then the gates rumbled open and Sylas jumped to his feet, sword once again in hand. He stood over Elyta and the four men, preparing to defend them if he had to. The door opened and Jesely entered, his sleeve over his nose and mouth. If he was surprised to see Elyta here, he hid it well. He addressed Sylas.
“Did it not occur to you to do something with the bodies out there? They smell rank.” He picked up a pitcher of water and drained it. “I’ve come to give you and your friends a ride back to civilisation, Sylas Crowchanger. Do you want to stop waving that thing at me? You look ridiculous.”

As soon as Sylas outlined his plan to use the Irenthi to buy Sooria back, and to kill him if necessary, Jesely dashed his hopes.
“He’s Marklin, Jaevan’s brother. Casian wrecked the ship—killed twenty or thirty crew and escort to get rid of Marklin without suspicion falling on himself.”
“Marklin?” Sylas and Elyta both glanced over at where the young man still slept off the effects of his injury. The surviving Irmos (the other had died from the kaba sap shortly after Jesely arrived) called from his pallet to ask for water and Elyta got up to tend to him.
“It makes sense, I suppose,” Sylas nodded slowly. His thoughts were still moving at a crawl. By the Lady, but he was tired. “Come here when he knows Marklin’s ship is on its way, tidy up the loose ends with the men who knew Jaevan was still alive, and wait for the darkness and the wind and the waves to do the rest. There’s a fair chance he’ll be back shortly to relight the lamp and cover his tracks, so we need to get these men out of here.”
“Hence the wagon,” Jesely agreed. “Although it looks like some may not be fit to move for a day or two yet. And your plan to get Sooria back just won’t work. Casian wants Marklin dead. Make your threat and he will keep hold of Sooria and count on you finishing his work for him. And if it becomes known that you killed Deygan’s heir you’ll be the dangerous Chesammos rebel again, and no one will question if Casian kills you outright.”
Sylas’s head sagged.
“So we still have no way of getting Sooria back. Can we go straight to Deygan with what we know?”
“We could try. But Casian has him pretty well isolated. Everyone goes through Casian to get to Deygan now. The only way to get to him would be to fly in when Casian isn’t with him, and even then you’d be cut down as a changer assassin by his personal guard before you got the chance to explain.”
“So, our one chance of a stormweaver, and no way to get her back from Casian.”
“You might be surprised,” said Jesely. “There was another tremor in Adamantara yesterday. Another couple of buildings came down and there was a near-riot on the docks with people trying to get passage off the island. Half a dozen people were trampled to death when a rumour went round that a ship was leaving with space on board. There’s a crack opening near the summit, too. Only a matter of time before lava is flowing towards Banunis, possibly Adamantara as well.”
“And?” Elyta rejoined them.
“And if things get bad enough, Casian may have to accept that a stormweaver is his only chance, even if it means acknowledging that there is something in what we’ve been saying all along and recognising the power of the changers. If he wants to be king he will be relying on popular support and his army keeping the peace. Things aren’t as straightforward for him as he thinks they are, if you ask me.”
“But we can’t count on having Sooria when it comes to it, nor on knowing what to do with her if we have her.” Sylas sat with his eyes closed, knowing what needed to be said but reluctant to say it. Then he fixed Elyta with his calm, dark gaze. “You must bring the changers home, Elyta. That’s the only sure way we know to use the aiea.”
“But even that won’t be enough. She’s spilling over. You can feel it as well as I can.”
“Bring everyone. Trained changers, children who might change, youngsters who have made their way over from Chandris. Anyone who might even stand a chance of making a difference. It’s our only hope.”
“They won’t come. I begged them before.”
“Then beg harder, damn it! Plead with them. Tell them what it’s like here. Tell them what it will be like there if they don’t come. They will be hit by a wall of water if the mountain explodes. It is their duty to the Lady to serve her. She created them. They cannot let her destroy herself.”

Two days later the trickle of lava from the Lady had become a steady flow. Almost completely recovered now, Redd had been flying to monitor it. Sylas had flown back to help him when Jesely set off with Marklin and Cowin in the wagon, and the two changers reported back frequently to Rana and Jaevan.
“There are definite signs of a crack near the top. When that opens fully it will get worse still. All the villages around the mountain have evacuated.”
“And they are all coming to Adamantara,” Sylas said, lying on a blanket on the ground, considering whether food or sleep should be his priority. “Casian has ordered the city gates shut and barred, and inside the city there are food riots. There’s simply not enough coming in from outside to feed everyone. Some people are trying to get out, figuring at least there is game and fruit and such out here, but with the gates barred…” He shrugged. “It’s chaos in there. And up at the castle, people are gathering to demand that Casian do something. It’s only a matter of time before he sends his soldiers to deal with them and then there’ll be deaths by the dozen.” He punched the ground. “Where in the Lady’s name is Elyta?”
Rana laid a hand on his knee. “She could scarcely be back yet. The trip there and back would take this long, and that’s without having to persuade the council and get everyone on a ship. We have to give her time.”
“We don’t have time!” Sylas jumped to his feet and paced agitatedly. “Don’t you see? We may only have hours before the Lady overflows. And with rumours of Deygan’s death, and Jaevan unfit to be king, we need Jesely to get Marklin back here or Casian will secure the throne. All will be lost.”
“But the way the Lady is going,” Rana ventured cautiously, “might it not be as bad as we feared? You thought the whole mountain might explode, but this way, if it’s more gradual…”
“There’s pressure building up there that even this crack won’t help,” said Redd. “Even flying high overhead my kye was filled to bursting. When I transformed back my head was thumping and I felt like I’d been kicked by a horse. There’s more than enough aiea building to cause the sort of explosion Sylas is afraid of. I’m certain of it.”
Sylas crouched by his blanket.
“I’m going up again. I need to watch what’s happening at the castle. If Casian makes a move we need to know about it.”
“But you’re exhausted,” said Rana. “Eat and sleep a little first at least. Or send Redd.”
“Redd is as tired as I am,” said Sylas. “No, I’ll fly once more. I’m not sure I’d sleep anyway.” His body was tired but his mind refused to stop churning, trying to find a way out of the situation. They looked to him, but he was no leader, not really. He pretended to know what he was doing, just to give them hope, but on the inside he was a mess of doubt. Why had Yinaede seen him? Jesely or Elyta or any of the others could have done a better job. Why did she see him?
At least up in the sky he only had the kye in his head. He could be a bird and fly and forget his other problems, just for a while. Just for a little while longer.



CHAPTER 30
REDD JOINED HIM IN THE air, the older changer as restless as Sylas himself.
The shrill sound of a pipe hit Sylas’s ears as they flew over the mountain, keeping track of the size of the crack and the spread of the molten rock. At the current rate, in just a day or two the lava would begin to threaten the homesteads around the city of Banunis.
Could that be Sooria calling? A glance across to Redd’s seagull form flapping steadily at his right wingtip told him that Redd had heard it, too. It was hard not to; Sooria’s call was as strong and insistent as ever. Sylas rocked his wings in the gesture that meant one was going to land, and transformed back to human form in a remote part of the scrubland that formed the boundary between the desert and the plains.
“You heard it?” Sylas spoke the instant he resumed human form, crouched naked among the wispy grass and dry bushes that were all the life this part of the island supported.
Redd nodded. “Sooria?”
“Sounded like it. I’m surprised Casian left the pipe with her. I’d guess she’s in some sort of trouble.” Vibrations through the soles of his feet told him the Lady was awake once more, and even as he looked into the distance at the black smoke covering the mountaintop, the ground shook more forcibly. “This one is going to be big.”
They had all developed a sort of sixth sense over the preceding few days. A minor tremor was barely worthy of mention now; they all took it as part of the daily routine. But a bigger one felt different. Something to do with the aiea-bar, Sylas thought. Changers could sense the pent-up aiea in a way others could not, and the energy in the air prickled his skin. Jagged lines of fire coursed up to the dark clouds over the Lady and forked their way back to earth again, but still she could not rid herself of the accumulating aiea. She was like a young animal, driven to wild excesses of motion because of the energy bound up within her, waiting for that final devastating release.
“Not long now,” he murmured. He reached for the aiea-bar, drawing it into himself to replenish the stores he had used in the journey from Adamantara, and was aware of Redd doing likewise.
The older changer’s face twisted. “Barely makes a difference now, does it? Like taking a drop from the ocean. We might as well not be here. We’re insignificant to her.”
Truly it felt like that. The Lady would take all of them with her in her final explosion, changer and human alike, and would be unaware that she destroyed the only people who could help to contain her: who could use the wonderful gift she offered.
“She will destroy us all.”
Redd grimaced. “Even you Chesammos. You ‘chosen people’. Damn me if the Creator doesn’t seem almost rational now. Create us and leave. Leave us to our own devices and come back only to destroy us if we displease. Or destroy us anyway, however well we serve.”
“You do not serve,” muttered Sylas grimly. “Only the Chesammos still serve. You have forgotten where you came from.”
Redd looked sideways at him and Sylas regretted his unkind words. He truly liked the Irmos changer, but Irmos were raised as if they were Irenthi. It was too late for them to decide they were also the Lady’s chosen. Sylas closed his eyes. The call still hung in the air; he could follow it. A look at Redd and a slight nod was all he needed. He crouched to change once more. If Sooria needed him, he would come.

Casian was with three of his supporters—none of them the lord holder of Lucranne—when the call came. Garvan had taken his eldest son being a changer surprisingly well when Casian was a lad of twelve or thirteen. It was only when Casian decided his future lay in the political intrigue of Banunis that Garvan had begun to oppose him. And had told him that he was in all likelihood not Casian’s father.
He had hoped for Casian to stay closeted away in the Aerie, and stand down in favour of his younger brother. That would avoid all scandal, Garvan said. No shame would be cast on Casian’s mother for her indiscretion with Casian’s unnamed father, and no doubt would overshadow Casian’s younger brother’s legitimacy. With the threat hanging over him that Garvan might decide to rid himself of the cuckoo in his nest, Casian came where he could navigate himself into the most beneficial position: the king’s court.
His supporters could be called upon to back him in the king’s council should there be any doubt or debate about Casian’s right to rule. And if there were any foul play to be engaged in, why, he could exert his compulsion on them and make them act on his behalf. Even Garvan might fall to one of their blades, given the right circumstances and provocation. Casian smiled at the thought.
Casian and his three allies debated the likelihood of Marklin being found alive after all this time. Casian, of course, maintained it was impossible. Even if he had been washed ashore not remembering who he was, it would be clear to anyone finding him that he was of noble blood. Word would have come to Banunis by now. Jaevan was still no threat and would be easily mopped up with the rest of them when Sylas had gathered as many changers as he could about himself.
When it came, the call’s strength and clarity rang through Casian’s head like the clanging of a bell. He excused himself abruptly. Who was calling here, in the castle itself? And who in the world had a call like that anyway? Nearly vomiting from the pressure in his head, Casian found a curtained alcove beneath stone stairs leading up to the royal apartments in which to transform. The pounding lessened in bird form, and he considered staying there, riding out the tail end of the call and then returning to the meeting. But he could not go back without discovering from whom the call had originated.
He waited, sensing the throbbing waves in the aiea-bar begin to diminish to a point where he could hold human form comfortably, without his kye trying to forcibly breach the wall between his world and the Outlands. Dressing again, he found a servant, ordered that refreshments be taken to the lords left in his antechamber and his apologies be sent: that he had been called away unexpectedly but would return shortly.
He made his way to the courtyard, following the rapidly lessening disruption in the aiea like a bloodhound on a scent.

In Banunis, the ground did more than shake; it convulsed in agony. Already many of the buildings outside the castle walls were crumbling. Even the castle itself, many centuries old and having seen many of the Lady’s cycles come and go, began to show signs of damage. An ominous crack wound its way up the inner curtain wall, while some stones from the outer wall had already come crashing down, narrowly missing tradesmen set up along its length.
The call was fading as Sylas and Redd landed in the inner courtyard, but it had come from near here; Sylas would lay money on it. A small figure launched itself from the shadows, hurtling across the ground to wrap her arms around Sylas’s legs.
“Sylas! I knew you’d come! I knew it!” Sooria was trembling and the tracks of her tears had attracted dust and ash from the courtyard floor to leave grubby streaks down her cheeks.
“Sooria! What are you doing out here alone?”
She snuffled a little against his bare leg. “The soldiers started leaving when the castle shook. It made such horrible noises, Sylas, moaning and creaking like the whole place was going to fall. One of them unlocked the door to my room and told me to get out. Get to the open, he said, in case the walls came down. I came out here and then I didn’t know where to go. I was so frightened. And then I remembered the man who told me to call if I needed help. I was scared Jesely might be cross with me for calling, but I did it anyway. And you came. Oh, Sylas, you came for me!”
He looked round; the place was eerily quiet. Where normally Banunis Castle would be bustling with servants and soldiers, the place stood strangely deserted, everyone having left their posts and duties to seek places of safety, well away from Banunis’s straining walls. The Lady could not destroy Banunis, Sylas thought. This was Jaevan’s home, his family’s own castle—the seat from which Jaevan, once restored, would rule the island.
Another rumble shook the ground beneath his feet and masonry fell like ash from the sky. Sylas pulled Sooria away from the wall, and a split second later a brick the size of her head fell where she had been standing. She stared at it and pressed her knuckles into her mouth, suppressing a cry of sheer terror.
“It’s all right,” he said, drawing her closer to him. “We’ll get you out of here.”
Redd gently peeled the child away from his leg. “You might want to put your caigani on. You’ll get enough looks in that, but better that than stark naked.”
Sylas squirmed. Sooria was getting her introduction to the changers’ casual approach to nakedness rather sooner than he would have liked, but children growing up in the Aerie must have encountered it in very similar ways. He supposed if she were to grow up to be a changer, it were better she were used to it than endure the months of awkwardness. If she were to grow up at all. He pulled the sheer fabric from its pouch, winding it around his hips and tying it in a way that was second nature to him.
“Now we need to find a way out,” he said, studying the likely routes. They all took them through parts of the castle that would be busy, under normal circumstances. He did not want to take any internal corridors, not any more than he could help, in case the walls collapsed. It would be risky, whichever way they went.
Two more birds circled the courtyard: a swallow and an owl. Sylas cringed at the sight of the owl. It was inevitable that Casian had heard Sooria’s call. Was that him, watching for his opportunity to attack? Then he noticed the owl’s colouring—similar to Casian’s, yet subtly different—and the way the swallow kept to its wingtip like a master shadowing a first flight. Rana and Jaevan? Could it be? Elation thrilled through him, then a pang of regret that the healing had come from Rana, not him. He shook himself. This was what he had dreamed of all this time. Better that Jaevan be cured by Rana than not cured at all. Could Jaevan recover enough to take his place as king of Chandris, if his father was dead?
The two circled lower and made to land. Sylas waved them away (better they were clear of the buildings if masonry did begin to crumble) but they ignored or did not see, swooping in to land in a cloud of dust beside him. Damn! He and Redd at least had caigani. Rana and Jaevan could not wander the castle unclothed and expect not to be noticed. Redd spotted their dilemma, ducking into the nearest entrance in search of something—anything—that they could wrap themselves in.
“Sooria, you must call again. Rana and Jaevan have to fly to safety.” He turned to the two newest changers, standing sheepishly close by, torn between the elation of flight and the knowledge that they were in the one place they really should not be. “Why didn’t you go when I waved at you?” he asked angrily.
Rana eyed him nervously. “The call was strong, Sylas. Maybe you can resist a call like that, but Jaevan and I can’t. We were in the air and on our way here before we knew what had happened to us.” She flashed a smile at Redd, who had emerged from the castle with what appeared to be bed linens. He wrapped them round their shoulders, doing his best to look anywhere but at Rana.
Sylas grunted. He had more control than Rana, and even he would have found it hard not to respond to Sooria’s pipe. Even if Sooria blew again, Rana and Jaevan would be unable to escape her call. The best he could hope for was to get them back to circling above. He half turned, aware at that instant that Sooria was no longer at his side. Time seemed to stand still. At the same moment he spotted her tracing a crack in the wall with a child’s curious finger, he felt the increasing pressure of the aiea-bar, many kye talking in his head all at once as they had when he first arrived at the Aerie. And then a boom sounded as a shock ran through the ground beneath them like a ripple in a beaten carpet.
“Sooria, no!”
She turned to him, eyes wide at his tone, afraid she had been caught in some unintended mischief. The wall above her crumbled and the bricks and stones began to fall. Sylas’s last sight of her before she collapsed, blood pouring from a wound where an ash brick had clipped the back of her head, was of the fear and shock on her young face. She opened her mouth as if to scream, but no sound came out. And this time the tremor went on. And did not stop.

Sylas flung himself to his knees beside Sooria, his body shielding her from any further brick falls. Her eyes were unfocussed. One hand still held the pipe, its green crystal mocking him. So close to the answer, yet so far away.
“Sooria, you must try to channel the aiea. You did it before. You must be able to do it again.” He wiped blood from her face, hating himself. He should be tending her, not pressing her to do what time and again she had said she could not.
“You don’t understand.” She licked her lips, which were covered with a fine dust. “I can’t hear them any more. Only the one that shows me how people will die. How can I bring them through if I can’t hear them?” Her eyelids flickered shut.
“Sooria?” He bent over her, his cheek close to her mouth. She was breathing, but only barely. Omena’s wings! He had to get her away from here to have any hope of saving her. “You can’t die. I won’t let you.”
Sylas turned to Rana. “You must fly. Get airborne at least. You will be safer aloft.”
“What about you and Sooria?”
“I’ll get her out somehow.” Another wave of energy pulsed down the mountainside and the ground shuddered in response. Sylas lifted Sooria and carried her out into the open, away from the walls, then laid her back down. “This is it, I think. This could be the end of it.”
Over the Lady’s summit, red flames leapt skyward, rising almost as high as the plume of smoke hanging ominously in the sky. To one side he could see another cloud, moving fast, darker yet less dense than the other. It looked like—almost like…
“The changers!” he shouted, pointing. “It’s a flock of birds. The changers are answering the call.”
He reached out to the aiea-bar, his senses filled to overflowing by the wave of energy that hit him. The changers were coming, but he feared they would be of little help. As the flock grew closer, he could see it was barely thirty or forty birds, less than a tenth of what the Aerie could have mustered in its prime, and if Elyta had done as he asked her, some of those would be untried youths on first flight, unable to draw the aiea as they flew. They would only be able to draw from the Lady’s energy when they landed, and he was afraid that even then they would make little difference. Thirty or forty. Omena’s wings, they would need twice that to make any impression at all. Three times.
He had to do something. He had to. He could not stand by while all he had worked for—all he cared about—was destroyed in fire and ash. Sylas turned his hands palms up. “How can I bring them through if I can’t hear them?” she had said. Her palms, burned by the weaving; his mother’s palms, cured by a healer.
Jesely, the third in a line of talents.
Changer gifts run strongly in the Chesammos.
He had no talent. Sooria had her strange and terrible gift, and his mother had been an empath, he was beginning to realise. But even without a talent, he would do what he could. Sylas opened himself to the aiea and a tumult of voices sounded in his head. He could hear them, but he did not know what to do with them.
A falcon swooped to the ground beside him, followed closely by three more birds: a blackbird, a sparrow, and a goose. He had never seen a goose changer before. The falcon became Elyta, as he had expected; the blackbird and sparrow two youngsters, and boy and a girl, so young they must have been on first flight. Sylas stooped. Sooria still clutched the pipe. He loosened her fingers and raised the pipe to his lips.
Elyta saw what he meant to do.
“No, Sylas, stop! Using the pipe can kill you until you have mastered the energies.”
“My niece is a stormweaver,” he said, “and so was my mother, I believe. This is why Cowin came back, isn’t it? To see if stormweaver blood still ran in our family. This is what I am meant to do. I know it is.”
He put the pipe to his lips, took a deep breath, and blew as strongly as he was able.



CHAPTER 31
AND NOTHING HAPPENED.
Scarcely a sound came from the pipe. That did not surprise him, since it was not a pipe such as a musician might play. The aiea hardly rippled around him, but the ground still buckled and groaned under his feet. Whatever stormweaving was, it seemed he couldn’t do it, whatever his lineage.
Inside the castle and out, people were fleeing. He could hear the tumult of voices, the occasional scream as a tremor hit or part of a wall gave way.
Around him, changers were landing. He recognised some of the faces: older men and women who would have been masters, or nearly so, before the Destruction; those few of his age who had escaped; youngsters for whom this had been their first experience of changing. They milled about the courtyard, waiting for orders. At first he thought they awaited Elyta’s direction, but then he realised they were focussed on him. He held a linandra pipe—an artefact that probably made him a master changer at least, in the youngsters’ eyes.
“It’s not mine,” he wanted to say, “I can’t make it work.”
Elyta stared deep into his eyes, compassion written across her face. “Changer abilities do not always breed true. A changer couple can have a child to whom the kye will not speak, and we do not know how stormweaving is passed through families. Maybe only women have the gift.”
“I know all that!” he snapped. He had known the chances were slim, yet as he had blown the pipe he had truly believed he would save them. He cried aloud—a shout of pure frustration—and at that moment Casian stepped out of an arched colonnade and into the courtyard.

Casian strode forward, sword in hand.
“So, you have brought the changers to me, Sylas. I thought you might, if I left you to your own devices. It saves me the bother of ferreting them out of whatever bolthole they had found, and the political embarrassment of dealing with them on foreign soil. When one is a new king one must be very careful whom one annoys, after all. This way is so much tidier.”
“You will be the king of a very small kingdom, Casian,” said Sylas. “Your island is shaking itself to pieces. Surely you must believe me now. If the Lady dies, she will take us all with her.”
“You become tedious, Sylas. Indeed I begin to wonder what I ever saw in you. Young Rana there, on the other hand. Is she not luscious? Swelling on the vine, ready for a hand to pluck her”—he smiled slightly at the flush developing on Jaevan’s face, the way the prince moved in front of Rana to shield her from his gaze—“and eat her.” He laughed, a deep throaty sound that would have had Jaevan stepping forward to confront him, sword and all, were it not for Rana’s restraining hand on his arm. “Not as a wife, of course. It would not be fitting for the king of Chandris to marry an Irmos, but as a leman, maybe? She could take the place I intended for you, Sylas, had you not let me down so completely.”
Sylas shuffled uneasily and Casian tried to hide his amusement. It had nearly come to fruition, this plan of his. The changers were all drawn to one place. The seeing had shown Sylas securing the throne for Casian, somehow. Yet Casian had managed it by himself, once the assembly had accepted his right to succeed. If Sylas still would not bow to the inevitable, then Casian would sweep him aside. But before he destroyed the people Sylas loved, Casian thought, he would destroy one more thing that Sylas held dear: his honour.
Rana nursed Sooria’s head, trying to staunch the flow of blood from her forehead. “Sylas,” she said, her voice laced with anxiety. “She’s losing a lot of blood. She needs you to help her. Please.” She cast a nervous glance at Casian, who smiled back at her, showing his teeth. “Luscious indeed. And so caring. Maybe she should have been a healer? Then she could do no harm too. Just like you.”
Sylas’s sharp look made him chuckle.
“Rana, my dear, did Sooria ever tell you what she foresaw for your death?”
Rana ducked her head quickly, refusing to meet Casian’s gaze and murmuring softly to Sooria, who seemed to be drifting in and out of consciousness. “Sylas, please.”
“In a moment, my dear. I’ll let him attend to her in a moment. But first I really do need to know what she saw.”
“Nothing,” she almost spat the words out. “She said she saw nothing. Satisfied?”
“Yes, that’s what she told me. Interesting, isn’t it? Surely that cannot mean you will never die. We all die in the end. Can you guess what she saw for me?”
“I hope she saw me killing you,” Sylas said.
“On the contrary,” Casian said. “She said she saw me smothered to death in my bed.” Jaevan reacted before getting his emotions back under control. So the prince had seen his father’s death. That was good to know.
“Our dear little Sooria is not seeing the future at all,” he continued, his voice silky smooth. He had Sylas where he wanted him now. “She is seeing our pasts. Her seeings are merely accessing our memories—a rare talent for sure, but not unheard of. And she seems only to see memories where we witnessed a death—had a part in it. Rana here has evidently never seen death. Can I hazard a guess at what she saw for you, Sylas? A violent death, maybe?”
Sylas was as taut as a bow string. His hands clenched and unclenched at his sides and Rana, Redd, and Jaevan all fixed their gazes on him, waiting for him to explain Casian’s strange words.
“Sylas?” Jaevan prompted. “What did she see?” Casian shot the prince a curious look. His speech was coming back? That made the man dangerous. He would have to be disposed of soon.
The blood had drained from Sylas’s face.
“She saw the king stab me. I thought it would be Deygan—that he would execute me even after all this time. Then I thought maybe you. That I’d meet my death at your hand.”
“I was outside the throne room,” said Casian. “I heard you and Ayriene had been called to the king and I went, intending to beg for your life. Do you believe I would have tried to save you? That I loved you, despite everything?”
Sylas nodded. He seemed numb, barely registering what Casian was saying to him, but his eyes had grown fearful.
“I heard what happened. It seems you have kept it secret all these years. Do you want to tell your friends, or shall I?”
Rana shifted her attention from Sooria to Sylas. Jaevan licked his lips and shifted his weight from foot to foot. Redd tried and failed to stare Casian down.
“I know,” Jaevan said haltingly. “My father executed her.”
“I am a healer…” Sylas mumbled, swaying on his feet—a swaying that had nothing to do with the new tremors the Lady forced through the island. More debris fell from the wall and Rana screamed. Near the summit the crack had parted, and red lava rolled mercilessly down the mountainside.
“But you were not there for Ayriene’s death, Jaevan. I saw your attendant lead you away once you had secured Sylas’s life. They told you your father executed her and you believed.”
“I am a healer…”
“Tell them, Sylas.” Casian’s voice was quiet and deadly cold. “Tell them or I will.”
Sylas’s face crumpled, and he covered his face with his hands. His world collapsed even as the towers and walls were doing.
“I killed her.”

Rana’s gasp was matched by Jaevan’s, and the changers mirrored their shock. Ayriene would have been known to the older ones, and the younger ones had clearly been taught of the only talented healer in living memory.
“I killed her. I wielded the dagger that killed Ayriene. Deygan demanded recompense for what had happened to Jaevan. He said if I could prove to him that my allegiance was to him and not to the Aerie, that he would spare my life. Killing Ayriene was the proof he demanded.”
“No!” Jaevan rasped the words out. “No! Not true. Casian is making you say it.”
That was the most Jaevan had said in nine years, and it had been in Sylas’s defence. Even Rana seemed unable to believe what she was hearing. Sylas had hidden his guilt for so long. It was almost a relief to unburden himself.
Casian smirked and spread his hands wide. “No compulsion here. Just a man confessing to his friends before he dies. What a shame Jesely could not hear this. He set such great store by you. He was convinced you were destined for greatness,” Casian gestured dismissively, “but all you have done is disappoint these good people. Look at their faces, Sylas. They had come to believe in you.”
Sylas could hardly bear to look. He could guess the expressions on his friends’ faces: disbelief if he was lucky, horror and revulsion if he was not.
“I am a healer,” he repeated, as if only these words could save him. His litany. His apology to Ayriene, who had trained him. “I do no harm.”
The top of the mountain blossomed red like a fiery flower, flames shooting skyward. The faces that had shown horror at Casian’s revelation just moments before now showed fear and dread. When the blast hit, it threw them from their feet, stones clattering about them. Casian crouched, shielding his head with his arms. Rana huddled sobbing over Sooria, and Jaevan did his best to protect them both. Ignoring Casian, Sylas crawled on hands and knees to them, still holding the pipe in one dusty hand.
“You must all fly from here. These walls are unstable now. One more tremor and the whole lot may cave in.”
“Give me the pipe,” said Elyta. “I can make the young ones transform. They may be able to save themselves. Who knows how much longer we will have the aiea to call on if the mountain destroys itself. Creator damn you, Sylas, if you’ve made me bring them back here to die.”
He had the distinct feeling he was damned already.
Sylas dropped to one knee beside Rana. “I will carry Sooria as far from here as I can. You must save yourselves.”
Outside the courtyard the sound of people fleeing the castle faded into the distance. Sylas stood, hefting Sooria up nearly shoulder high, but the necklace of linandra beads about her neck had caught in Rana’s belt buckle. Pulled tight, and frail from years of desert air and lying on the ground on the lake island, the thread snapped and the beads scattered. Sylas grabbed for the thread, managing to catch a few beads before they fell. Rana stooped for the others but Elyta pulled her up. “Leave them!” she said. “We have no time for baubles when the city is falling.”
Sylas stood, frozen to the spot. The linandra beads in his left hand seemed to resonate with the linandra pipe in his right. A clamour of voices started up in his head.
We must come through, changer.
The Lady needs us.
A hundred more kye. A thousand. Enough to calm the Lady?
But I killed Ayriene, he thought at them. How can I even hear you? The punishment for killing another changer is to be cut off from the kye.
You are a stormweaver, changer, how would we desert you?
It was sacrifice, changer. She knew some of what you are and died to save you.
Even though she died by your hand it was her sacrifice, not your crime.
Ayriene had told him to do it, it was true. She had charged Sylas to live and fulfil whatever purpose it was the seers had seen for him. But Sylas had still raised the knife against his own mistress.
No time for guilt, changer. Blow the pipe. We must come through.
He placed Sooria carefully on the ground, vaguely aware of Elyta and Rana shouting at him. Casian watched in silence, deciding what move to make next. It was a game of strategy to Casian: the claiming and ceding of ground. Sylas was a more straightforward man. His friends were in danger and he could save them, even if it cost him his life. As it likely would, he thought, given the amount of aiea he could feel crackling in the air around him. He could atone for Ayriene’s death by saving them. Maybe they would remember the good he did over the bad.
Linandra beads clasped in one hand, he raised the pipe to his lips with the other, and blew again.



CHAPTER 32
SYLAS’S SKIN MELTED AS THE kye channelled through him, his mind filled with the restless shrieking of disembodied voices coming out of the dark. Even in full sun, he was cold—so cold—and he could hear a voice screaming in the distance. It sounded like his.
He tried to drop the beads, to close the door on the kye, but they hammered at the inside of his head. Insistent. Demanding. They would not be shut out. Not again. They would pass, they yelled. Whatever he did, they would pass.
He was being shaken, felt the sharp sting of a slap across his face, tasted blood in his mouth. Blinking, he saw Rana, her face fierce, one fist clenched around the handful of beads she had gathered from the ground. She was trying to take his hand—the one still holding the linandra pipe—and she was shouting at him, her face close to his, trying to make him hear. But he could not…would not…
“Sylas!” Another shake. “Listen to me! You must let me help you. Together maybe we can manage it. Alone you will die.” His face stung with another slap. “Listen to me, Creator damn you! Take my hand!”
The use of the curse caught his attention; Rana had never used such language before. She grasped his wrist and he managed to slide his palm down to meet hers, feeling the beads pressed between their skin. For an instant he had the sensation of her looking into him again, and he tried to snatch his hand away, but she had him, her eyes staring into his. Searching him. Looking for the truth behind what Casian had said. She tore her gaze away from his to draw Redd into the chain, passing him a bead. Even as Redd joined he felt a hand grasp his other wrist.
Jaevan. No, Jaevan must not endanger himself. His friend showed him a bead held between thumb and forefinger, and joined the link with a smile meant to be encouraging but which fell just short. The aiea-bar engulfed them all, but the kye channelled only through Sylas, their voices badgering and chiding and ringing in his ears until he thought he would go insane.
Too long, weaver. It was left too long. But we do what we can.
More changers joined the circle. People he did not know. Old and young, man and woman, all joining hands and sharing his burden. Aglaia was there, he saw with a start. Some from the New Aerie had made it back safely to help them. Sooria lay within the group, sheltered from falling rocks, held within a circle of energy that throbbed and pulsed, aiea rushing through changers who before today had not felt it for many years. Their faces were ecstatic, some of them openly weeping as they were filled and emptied and filled again, and the roar from the Lady muted as she sensed her people. Or so it seemed to Sylas. That was the purpose of the stormweaver, then. And he was one, he realised with awe. His face was wet with tears.
He began to tire, limbs aching and body shaking with the shock. His hands throbbed as he once again became aware of his surroundings.
“Is it done?” he whispered, so low only Rana and Jaevan would have a chance of hearing. “Did we do it?”
“I think so,” she said, squeezing his shoulder.
He took a cautious look around, noting the way the ground stayed steady beneath him and the black smoky plumes from the top of the mountain gradually blew away in fine wisps as the breeze caught them. Great devastation had been caused, but the island was here. Cities could be rebuilt. Homes and businesses too. Life would go on, as it had since the island first thrust its peaks up through the ocean.
Then he looked at Casian, whose smile chilled him.
“Thank you, Sylas,” he said, “Now when I tell the people I pacified the mountain with my magic they will believe me. The assembly will have no choice but to accept me as king. I may still have to worry about the occasional changer coming to light, but I can accept that minor inconvenience.”
“The occasional changer?” Sylas spread his arms wide, encompassing the thirty or so changers in the courtyard. “I think you have more than that to contend with. We can all attest that it was changer magic that prevailed here. A stormweaving, no act of a pretender king. The islanders have not forgotten the changers so completely that they will mistake a weaving for anything else.” He knew he bluffed. He had lived on the island his whole life and had heard no more than children’s stories of such things, but surely the uneasy peace that the Lady had fallen into—the ripples of shock through the ground dying away, the fan of smoke and fire from her mouth gradually subsiding—would be enough to convince most that something incredible had happened.
“And if the people see the changers return, they will know what happened here.” Elyta’s voice was smooth and controlled, a woman used to being listened to. She took the pipe from Sylas’s hand (trust me, her eyes seemed to say) and trilled out a commanding note. The young changers, Rana among them, stirred as they felt the call. “Fly with me, changers. We will show the people of Banunis and beyond who really saved them.”
Around Sylas there was a rush of wings stirring the air as one after another the changers took flight. They formed into a great cloud of wings and set off over the city. In the distance Sylas could hear cheering as they passed.
Redd stood at Sylas’s shoulder. A trained changer, he could resist Elyta’s call.
“I will help you with the child.”
They faced Casian. He was still armed with his sword and they, clad only in caigani. He sneered across the courtyard.
“You think you can defeat me, Sylas Crowchanger. You have won them over for now, but now they know you for what you are. Do you think they will ever trust you in the same way again?”
Sylas stood, his legs shaking and his hands a mass of pain. He had been willing to die when he blew on the pipe. He was willing to die now, if that was what it took.
Casian stepped toward them, sword raised. Redd was a soldier, but unarmed he was no match for a man with a sword. Sylas wondered for a moment if the two of them together could defeat Casian, but the only plans that flitted through his mind all ended in both of them lying in their own blood. He caught Redd’s eye and they both took a step forward regardless.
“Stop!”
Sylas and Redd both stopped as if they had walked into a wall. Damn him, thought Sylas. They had been unsure of their purpose, and that had given Casian the means to compel them both. He tried to take another step but his legs refused to obey him. He had been so stupid. They had let their guard slip, and Casian had used the opening as a lever for his compelling talent. He glanced at Redd and shook his head slightly. All they could do now was wait and see what Casian intended for them.
As if he sensed Sylas’s thoughts, Casian came closer until there was less than a shoulder’s breadth between them. The Irenthi reached out a hand and tangled his fingers in the curls at the back of Sylas’s head, fingertips managing to caress even as they controlled. A shiver ran down Sylas’s back. Even now, after all Casian had done, could he really still crave his touch? It had to be the compulsion, he thought. It had to be.
Casian drew a small vial from his pouch, unstoppered it with his teeth and took a sip from it. He dropped the vial and placed his other hand on Sylas’s hip, the long pale fingers sliding beneath the fine fabric of the caigani. Sylas felt his skin become gooseflesh and hated himself. Casian drew Sylas towards him, and pressed his lips hard against Sylas’s, his tongue probing and insistent. He clasped tighter and Sylas wished he wore more than the caigani. He could smell the leather tunic, feel the belt buckle digging into his belly and the jewels on Casian’s scabbard scratching his skin, and he felt naked. Exposed. He heard a gasp behind him. Redd, he thought. Omena’s wings, but Redd would see his weakness. They would all despise him.
Vermin.
Carrion eater.
But he was drawn to this man. The Lady knew he tried not to be, but Casian still owned him, however much he struggled to resist. Sylas’s lips parted and he tasted bitterness. The warm wetness of liquid stinging as it flowed over the cut on his lip, mingling with his blood.
He coughed, pulling away and spitting out what Casian had forced into his mouth.
“Sylas? What’s happened? What did he—” Redd’s voice, rough with anxiety as Sylas spat, retching with the surprise of the intrusion.
“Kaba sap, soldier. It will take only a drop—a fraction of a drop.”
Kaba sap. The stinging in his mouth told him Sylas he didn’t need to have swallowed any of it; Rana’s blows to bring him back to his senses had given the poison a way into his bloodstream.
Sylas fell to his knees, limp with exhaustion, as Casian released the compulsion. Redd strained to reach him, but was held fast. Casian took hold of Sylas’s hair and yanked his head upward.
“You killed a changer, Sylas. You must pay the price. Loss of a hand or arm was the traditional punishment, I believe. I would spare you your hand, though. It would be a shame to mar your beauty. And it would be apt, somehow, to treat you in the same way I did Gwysias.” He pushed Sylas to the ground and Sylas offered no resistance. The fight had gone from him. He could feel the kaba sap entering his veins already, and Jesely and what was left of the antidote had still not arrived in Banunis.
Casian pushed him, and he sprawled on the ground, utterly spent.
“Lord Casian, no!” Redd said, and at that instant Sylas realised what Casian meant to do. Casian stretched Sylas’s arm across one of the fallen bricks and stamped on the elbow with a booted foot. Sylas screamed. The crack told him it was broken, the pain told him it was badly broken. He faltered at the edge of consciousness, wanting the blackness to take away the pain, but too frightened of what Casian might do if he succumbed.
“I told you I would destroy you if you didn’t come back to me, Sylas. You should have listened.” Casian crouched and the grey-white owl bolted up into the sky and away.
Sylas tried to move, vomited weakly as the wave of pain ripped up his arm. It had blackened already, and shards of bone pierced the skin. His vision wavered once more.
“I can’t believe he did that.” Redd’s voice sounded as if it came from the end of a long tunnel.
When Casian had said he would destroy him, Sylas had thought he meant to kill him. Now, he realised, he had done something much worse. As Sylas stood on the brink of becoming a master changer—for he had blown the pipe and the kye had answered him—Casian had ruined his arm. Now he was no better than Gwysias had been: a changer who could not fly. Had it been Casian’s intention to give him kaba sap knowing, since Redd still lived, that one of them had the antidote? Had he left Sylas to make the decision whether to take it or not? That way Casian would still not have killed a changer. He could keep his kye, leaving Sylas to make the choice.
At that moment, Sylas felt the poison could not work fast enough.

Redd dropped into a crouch, readying himself to go after Casian.
“Leave him,” Sylas said. “He has taken poison too, remember.”
“No,” Redd’s face cleared, the rage on his face gradually being replaced with concern for the Chesammos. “I will find Jesely. He will have what is left of the antidote. I can find him as I did before. But I don’t like to leave you like this. You and Sooria.”
“Just go. I will care for Sooria. Maybe the others will come back soon, maisaiea-yelai.”
Sylas dragged himself across to Sooria. Pain ripped through him with every movement and he had to stop many times, lying on the ground and struggling to retain consciousness. She lay only a few arms’ lengths away from him, yet every inch was gained with pain and sweat. His right arm was useless. He pulled himself along with his left, and pushed with his legs, hearing himself whimper and moan like a child. The dust clung to him and he blinked furiously as the perspiration ran from his hair and carried salt and ash into his eyes.
She had lapsed into unconsciousness now, her breathing shallow and slow. Too slow. He did not even have his healer pack with him. It would have been far too heavy for him to carry in flight, had it even occurred to him that he might need it on his flight over the mountain. He smoothed the hair away from her face.
“Don’t die, chelai. You are all I have left.” She had not heard his confession, and would likely not have minded if she had. To her he was just Sylas, and she loved him. Even when he had revealed their blood relationship, he had stayed just Sylas; any amount of coaxing by Rana to call him “uncle” had fallen on deaf ears. He was all she had left too, but he had nothing more to give.
The cut on her forehead was bad, and she had lost a lot of blood from it, but he feared it was worse. Unless he was much mistaken her skull was broken, and he could not heal that even with his pack. Ayriene had once healed him of something similar, but she had had the healing talent: an ability to see into wounds and make them whole again. The kye showed her what to do, Ayriene had told Sylas once. Not the kye she summoned to fly, but others which only spoke to her in the healing trance. The ones that spoke to her through the aiea-dera, which he could not reach.
His head was getting so heavy, and his body ached. He would lie down a moment. Just a moment, and then he would decide what to do. Yes, that was it. He would know what to do once he had rested a while.

“Sylas! Sylas!” Rana’s voice from far, far away. “Oh, Creator, what did Casian do to you? We should never have left him, Jaevan. I can’t hear him at all.”
Jaevan? Jaevan was here? He struggled to open his eyes, but his body was getting slow, sluggish.
“Give him the beads.”
“They snapped. They… There are a few here…” Rana’s voice trailed off in confusion. Someone fumbled with his hand and he felt the smooth coolness of the linandra against his palm. It hurt. Omena’s wings, but it hurt. The skin was burned and tender where the kye’s energy had released through him, but the linandra felt right.
A vague impression of annoyance formed in his head.
To heal, you must yourself be healed, changer. What is this? Poison? I can slow it, but not stop it entirely, you should know that.
How am I hearing you?
The kye hesitated, not understanding the question.
It is many years since a healer called. I had almost come to believe there were no more.
No, there are no more. Not since Ayriene.
A slow laugh. Kye were impersonal, distant. Why did this one feel different, like a friend speaking in his head?
Then how do I speak with you? Your talent unlocked. Your pathway to the higher kye opened. And not before time; you are old to come into your talent, changer.
“Jaevan?” Rana’s voice had an edge of panic about it. “Jaevan, I think he’s dying. Oh, Creator. Sylas is dying.”
Not dying, the kye reassured him. Not yet.
He wanted to live, he realised. To live and to see Casian brought down.
I am a healer?
Did I not say?
Slowly, tentatively, Sylas transferred his thoughts to Sooria.
Careful, healer. If you use too much energy on her, you will have none for yourself.
Sylas pushed the thought away. He could see her blood pumping more and more weakly, see the energies fade from around her. He reached out with the aiea-dera, letting the kye guide him, show him what he had to do. But it was too late. Sooria’s heart slowed. Slowed, and stopped.
Rana wailed, her tears falling freely. Sylas could scarcely tell where his sweat ended and her tears began.
No! He shouted silently at the kye. This cannot be!
The kye sounded sorrowful. You called on me too late, changer. Now let me keep you alive until help comes.
No! Sooria will not die! He reached out once more, found Sooria’s still heart, used the aiea-dera to reach for it, squeeze it to force the blood through.
I won’t let you die. Not after all this. I won’t let you, do you hear me?
He pushed the aiea into Sooria time and time again, blind instinct guiding him, desperation showing him the way, until at last her heart gave a weak throb of its own. A pulse. Feeble, but there.
You will not die.
Sooria took a fluttering breath. Her heart beat of its own accord now, but there would be nothing for it to pump if Sylas could not stop the bleeding.
Here, and here. The kye said. Thus we knit the tissues of her body back together, skin and bone and muscle alike are done this way. Watch and learn, healer.
It took the last of his strength from him, but he could feel the muscle and flesh knitting under his fingers, sense the heartbeat growing stronger. The bone of her skull slid back into place, fragments bonding to the larger structure, cracks repairing. But the chill of the Outlands held him in his grasp and he grew so cold he could feel nothing else, not even the scream of his burned hands and the agony of his arm. When he slipped into the cold and dark it wrapped around him like a blanket, closed about him like a sigh. And he embraced it, feeling a welcoming presence in the dark, like a returning.



CHAPTER 33
“HE SHOULD BE DEAD BY now, but he’s not. Elyta said he must have used the healer talent, but Sylas isn’t a talent, is he? I mean, you all say ‘talent knows talent’ so one of you would have spotted it before? Although there is definitely something different about him. I mean, I’m learning what to look for and he looks like he might have it, but maybe I just didn’t notice it before.”
The tension was pouring out of Rana in a flood. Jesely ignored her, for now, intent on getting to Sylas. Redd’s frantic words when he found Jesely in the wagon a few miles outside Banunis had left him in no doubt that Sylas was in a bad way. He had expected to be at Banunis long since, but the desert floor had cracked in the eruptions, leaving rifts from vent to vent. These cracks, and ash storms whipped up by the Lady, had hindered his progress. One of the bigger cracks could have broken a wheel or axle if he had tried to cross, and he had driven half a day out of his way to avoid it. Redd now drove the survivors the rest of the way, while Jesely had flown back, carrying the remains of the antidote in his pouch.
They had not moved Sylas and Sooria far, just hastily erected a shelter around them to deflect curious eyes. Elyta knelt beside Sylas, standing up as Jesely approached. “I don’t know what’s happening, Jesely. His arm is badly broken and it was fine when we left. His eyes are bruising like someone hit them. It’s almost like…”
Jesely pushed past her, thumbing the stopper out of the bottle and dripping the remains of the antidote past Sylas’s lips. Sylas had started something when he ordered the kaba sap and no mistake. It was a miracle more people had not died from it, and it remained to be seen whether Jesely had been in time to save Sylas.
“Redd said Casian poisoned him and Sylas, and then flew away. I suppose Casian saw he was defeated and decided to kill both of them.” He frowned. However had Casian got Sylas to take the poison?
“Are we in time?” Rana asked. “Sylas said that the kaba killed one of the sailors even after he gave him antidote, because he figured it out too late. That it worked faster because it went into an open wound. Sylas had a cut on his lip.” She choked back tears. “I gave him that.”
“I don’t know, child,” said Jesely. “We can only wait and hope. What of Sooria?”
Rana’s face filled with confusion. “I don’t know how it’s happened, but when we left she seemed close to death and now she’s—well, you can see for yourself.”
Sooria was still on the makeshift pallet beneath the awning, but she was sitting up, talking to one of the youngest changers: an Irmos lad with a cheeky smile. The two were chattering like old friends, although Sooria was as pale as Jesely had ever seen a Chesammos. From the look of her hair and clothes and the ground nearby she had lost a lot of blood before Sylas had done whatever he had done. Save for that, Jesely would hardly have known she had been close to death not long before. Her skin was unmarked. He had not seen anything like that since—he turned to look contemplatively at Sylas—since Ayriene.
Redd had gabbled of Sylas stormweaving—of releasing kye into the world by the dozens and channelling unheard-of levels of the aiea, aided by the returning changers, and Redd, Rana, and Jaevan too.
Elyta took Jesely’s arm and pulled him to one side. “Do you see what I see? The aiea-dera around Sylas?” Jesely nodded. “Cowin told me Ayriene found a woman once who had been a stormweaver. He said she had received a talent—became an empath. She was able to touch the aiea-dera where she had not before, but—” She bit her lip and glanced towards Sylas. “Jesely, after she did it she couldn’t reach the aiea-bar. She couldn’t hear her bird kye any more.”
Jesely shuddered. If that was the case could a healer talent take the place of flight for Sylas? Jesely feared it would not.
The cheeky-looking boy who had been with Sooria ducked a respectful half-bow at Jesely. “Master Jesely? Mistress Aglaia says she has found an inn for Master Sylas and his niece and a wagon to take them there. She asks if you would care to ride with them.” His speech was oddly formal for his age, but clearly the changers-in-exile had schooled their children in how to speak to their elders.
“Tell her thank you, lad. I will indeed, and then I’ll go out to wait for Redd’s return.” He would not mention Marklin, not yet. With Casian out there still, it would be best to keep news of the prince’s return quiet for now. And since when had Sylas been a master? The lad was so keen not to offend that he was spitting “masters” out like tellonfruit seeds. Not that Sylas did not deserve the title, but would they even award it to him, if he could not change?
“Of course, Master.”
On the pallet beside him, Sylas stirred. He opened his eyes, blinked a few times to focus them, then whispered wonderingly. “Master Jesely? Is that really you?”
Once Sylas and Sooria were settled into rooms at the inn, and Sylas made as comfortable as could be, Jesely went to wait at the city gates. They could probably have taken rooms at the castle with small chance of challenge, but the likes of Garvan of Lucranne might be there and Jesely did not want a confrontation with any of the lord holders just yet, especially not Garvan.
Redd wore the clothes Jesely had left behind when he made his hasty return with the antidote. Some of the crowd looked curiously at the Irenthi propped up on sacks in the back of the wagon, but Marklin was frail, his face bruised and swollen, and he looked little like the young prince who had left a few days before.

Over the next few days, Sylas explored his new abilities. He made a start on mending his arm and hands, but only enough that he might focus on Marklin, Cowin, and city dwellers badly hurt in the earthquake. Jesely insisted he heal himself first, concerned that he would think of others so much that his own injuries would become fixed, but Sylas insisted on doing things his way. He was a crowchanger, he reminded Jesely. He was meant to be stubborn. And although the Lady still emitted the aiea, to all their great relief, healing was still tiring, especially after his own injuries.
Of all his patients, Cowin was the one he could help the least. Malnutrition had wasted the master’s body, and the months of confinement in a dark hole had affected his mind. But with Elyta’s care, Sylas was convinced he could recover, if not to his former condition both mental and physical, then at least close to it.
Garvan, less concerned about his son than Jesely had expected, contacted the council members privately with the circumstances of Casian’s disappearance. With his support, Jesely expected Marklin to be proclaimed king without contest. All assumed Casian to be dead of the kaba sap, and as a mark of respect to Garvan, no announcement was made regarding his supposed treason. Rumours circulated of course, as they do in any city, regarding both Casian and Marklin. Some men swore blind they had seen Prince Marklin ride into town on a tradesman’s wagon a day or two past, but they were clapped across the back, bought another ale, and told they were as good at telling stories as the last storyteller who had come to the inn. And when, landlord, was the next storyteller expected? They hadn’t heard a new tale in months, save this one about Prince Marklin.
Rana washed Jaevan’s hair clean of the nut dye using leaves Sylas purchased from the local apothecary. His hair soon returned to its natural silver-blond, but his skin was another matter. In patches it was pale, in others he would have passed for Irmos. Still, his green eyes left no doubt that he was Irenthi. They tidied his hair up as best they could. It was still scandalously short by Irenthi standards, but it would grow, and at least now it was all of one length.
Jesely told Marklin about Jaevan’s return in private, and, he reported back, the prince seemed genuinely delighted at the news that his elder brother lived. Marklin declared he had always known Casian was up to no good, and at Marklin’s invitation Jesely, Jaevan, Rana and Sylas went to the castle on the morning of the assembly. Their solemn procession attracted many interested onlookers. The return of the changers had been spoken of, after the events on the mountain. Whispers became rumours, which in turn became greatly exaggerated. Soon the stories about how the changers had quenched the fires of the Lady with their outspread wings ran rampant through the city. Changers walked the streets of Banunis openly and without fear.
Sylas fiddled with the ties of his shirt with his good hand as he rode through the city streets, peering out at the curiously quiet crowd through the windows of the carriage he shared with Jaevan and Rana. His broken arm was in a sling. He had moved the bones into place and closed the wound to prevent infection. The worst of the pain was gone, but he found himself almost reluctant to heal it completely. For one thing, he was having to feel his way with the healing power with no one to instruct him. Healing Sooria had left him drained after the euphoria of the weaving. The aiea-dera had been strong then, the air almost thick with it, and he had been moved by desperation to heal recklessly and without heed for the consequences. Now he took it more slowly; a fragment of bone moved here, a piece knitted there. Soon it would be almost as good as new—some residual weakness maybe—but why was he bothering?
Jesely and Elyta had taken him aside the morning after the Quenching, as it had become known. They told him what he had suspected already; the stormweaving had burned away his connection with his bird kye. He felt numb, struggling to take it in. He could still feel the aiea-bar, but when he reached to the Outlands—reached to the kye whose presence had become so familiar to him—there was nothing there. He could scarcely believe after so many years spent struggling to hear that one voice that he would never hear it again.
As he rode, the carriage bumping and jolting over roads pitted and cracked in the eruption, he rubbed his arm in his sling. Once again, he was the changer who could not change. What use was he? The silence of the crowds through which they passed suited his sombre mood. They were sneaking Jaevan into the castle inside a covered carriage like a thief, and Sylas tried to suppress his misgivings. Jaevan trusted his brother, but Sylas had become too acquainted with the machinations of power to believe that Marklin would welcome his brother’s return. He did not entirely trust that the man who had believed himself heir to the throne would stand aside as readily as Jesely believed.
He had been obliged to save Marklin no matter what the implications for Jaevan; his vows as a healer bound him. Nor would he wish the prince ill. But Deygan had left his sons a quandary: how to explain the sudden reappearance of a son dead, mourned, and buried? Jesely and the lords’ council would work out an acceptable solution; he had to believe that, although a part of him screamed that it would remove a problem from Marklin’s first days as king if Jaevan were truly dead. He wondered if he would kill to protect Jaevan, if it came to that.
I am a healer. I do no harm.
He did not believe that any longer, and nor, he suspected, did the others. He was sure Rana had seen many of his hidden thoughts when the kye ripped through him. His stomach churned at the idea.
“It will be all right. It will work out. You’ll see.”
Rana squeezed Sylas’s free hand as she spoke, turning it so she could see the palm. He turned the one in the sling palm up to match it. Both palms were covered with new healing skin, pink and fresh, with just a hint of tightness to show where the burns had been. He had healed Rana’s hand too. The girl’s palm had been blistered from the aiea she had channelled before the others joined the link. Further round the chain, the effects had been less noticeable, and would heal without intervention. Jaevan too had suffered slight burns, and these had been Sylas’s priority, after Sooria. His friend would not suffer because of him. He had tried to heal Sooria’s hands, also, but her injuries were too old for him to help her. She would never change either, if Jesely was correct. At least she would never know what she was missing.
Sylas returned his attention to Jaevan. It would be torture for him, this appearance before the council. His speech was improving day by day but was still halting, especially under stress. The rush of kye through him had cleared much of the block he had built all these years. At least, that was the only reason Sylas could come up with for his friend’s sudden improvement. Maybe that last call of Sooria’s had helped too, since Jaevan could contact his bird kye once more.
Since the Destruction, Sylas had sworn he would return Jaevan to his rightful place and now he was frightened: frightened that his friend, closer than a brother despite their differences, would be made to do something for which he was so clearly unsuited. Marklin had been groomed to the throne since Jaevan’s ‘death’, and to listen to Jesely he was poised, confident, as assured as you would expect of a young man of his position. Jaevan in contrast sat gnawing on a thumbnail, staring out of the carriage at a city he hadn’t seen for nearly half his lifetime. How could he lead an assembly he scarcely knew, be king to a people who had become strangers to him?
Rana’s other hand held Jaevan’s tightly, Sylas noted. The two of them were rarely apart these days, sitting and talking for hours on end, quietly enjoying each other’s company when Jaevan’s voice faltered. Even when they were silent Sylas was sure they were communicating, that odd talent of Rana’s also stronger since the Quenching.
The lord holders had gathered in the assembly hall and Jaevan, Sylas and Rana joined them, Sylas feeling out of place amongst this meeting of the great of the island. Although Sylas had spent some time in Banunis Castle as a youth, he had never seen the assembly and his first sight staggered him. Its vaulted ceiling held more wood than he had ever seen in one place. The clerestory windows along the outer wall were set with coloured glass that cast flickering rainbows of colour on such parts of the walls that were not hung with tapestries.
The high seat was left conspicuously empty, neither brother wishing to claim his father’s chair—not yet. Marklin took the chair at its right hand, Jesely beside him, and Jaevan took a place farther down the table where Rana and Sylas could sit nearby. Sylas was glad Jesely was there. He felt lumbering and out of place amongst the pale, willowy Irenthis, and having another Chesammos in the room was oddly comforting. He sought eye contact with Jesely and received an encouraging half-smile in answer. Jesely had settled back into his role as changer master as if no time at all had passed. Sylas ran a finger round his collar. His mouth was dry, but he would not reach for the jugs in the centre of the table until someone else did. There might well be protocol surrounding anything in the assembly, and he would not be the oaf to break it.
Sylas didn’t know the man who took charge of proceedings, a tall man with a clipped white beard and a precise way of speaking, but he was certain it was not Casian’s father. To hear Casian tell it, his father was second only to the king on Chandris, and Sylas had expected Garvan to take the lead. But maybe Garvan was considered unlikely to be impartial in this case, or perhaps his son’s crimes had resulted in a loss of status within the assembly. Either way, the man who spoke was not Garvan.
“Well, ah…” the man said, scanning the faces round the table to bring them to order, although in truth an expectant silence had settled over the room. “This really is most irregular. We were preparing to confirm Lord Casian as king in accordance with the wishes of the late King Deygan in the event that he died without a living heir. Now we appear to have not just one prince back from the dead but, ah, two,” and he stared down to the end of the table at Jaevan as if to imply that Jaevan had failed to die purely to inconvenience him.
Every gaze turned to the foot of the table and although most stared at Jaevan, Sylas shifted uncomfortably when his gaze met the ice-blue one of Garvan of Lucranne. He could not believe that Garvan had approved of his son’s friendship with a Chesammos. Sylas feared Garvan was unlikely to be an ally.
Marklin bowed slightly to the older lord, deferring to his age and status, but without any hint at all that he intended to defer to his judgement. At that moment, Sylas thought, Marklin was every inch the prince. Jaevan on the other hand, he recognised with a pang of discomfort, looked like he would rather be almost anywhere else.
“My Lord Keand,” Marklin began, his voice firm and strong. “I am sure the whole assembly are grateful that my brother is restored to us. I hope the deceit surrounding his removal from the succession was as much a surprise to you as it was to me. I should hate to think that any of you allowed me to grow to manhood without my brother’s love and support, knowing of the loss my father had forced upon me, however understandable his motives.”
Sylas sat forward, hanging intently on Marklin’s every word. It seemed Marklin was an honourable man. Would Jaevan be restored after all?
Jaevan leaned one arm on the table, looking as if he were relying on it to hold him up. Sylas was as sure as he could be that Jaevan’s other hand held Rana’s. If Jaevan were king, there would be no future for them. He would be required to marry an Irenthi—one who might be able to bear him sons free of the changer taint. The look in their eyes told Sylas both Rana and Jaevan were more than aware of that. He envied them their closeness, but he pitied them too.
Marklin continued. “My brother is two years my elder, my lords, and according to our laws the eldest surviving son inherits the throne of Chandris. I therefore unreservedly set aside any claim I once had to the throne, and ask my brother to take my place at the head of the assembly table, as befits the uncrowned king of Chandris.” He rose and stood to one side. Chairs scraped back, lords preparing to stand as Jaevan moved to the seat beside Jesely. An uncomfortable silence fell.
Go on, Sylas urged Jaevan silently. This is what we have waited for all these years. Go on.
Rana raised their clasped hands above the table and kissed Jaevan’s knuckles, then gently released her fingers from his and nodded her encouragement. Still Jaevan did not move. For a moment Sylas wondered if his wits had left him again—if the improvement wrought by the aiea had been only temporary.
“My lords,” Jaevan said at last in a croaky voice, stopped, cleared his throat and continued more strongly. “My lords, brother. Thank you for the chance to speak.” He stopped again and the lords of the council began to exchange uneasy glances. They would not accept him if he behaved like this. Go on, Sylas thought again. Show them that what they have heard is untrue. Show them you are sound in your mind. Then Jaevan continued more strongly, and Sylas’s throat ached as Jaevan showed he had broken free of whatever had kept him silent all these years.
“I must decline, brother. The throne is yours by right of the years you spent at our father’s side learning statecraft while I was a shadow of myself. The people love you, and I prefer to be a changer. I formally abdicate as king of Chandris, as is my right.”
A slow clapping of hands came from the doorway, and they all turned to see who had entered the closed assembly.
Casian stood at the door, a sword at his hip.



CHAPTER 34
CASIAN LEANED AGAINST THE WOODEN frame, a twisted smile on his lips. Lord Garvan leapt to his feet, his hand grasping at his side for his own sword, remembering too late that only those of royal blood were permitted to bear weapons in the council chamber.
“Very eloquent, Jaevan. To think that until a few days ago I thought you lacking in wits. Forgive me my interruption,” Casian said, a chill edging his voice. “But I appear not to have had my invitation to this meeting.”
“What—? How did you get in? Ah…my lord.” Lord holder Keand seemed unsure as to the intruder’s status and hedged his bets with his title.
“You omitted to give orders regarding me to the guards and servants. They seemed a little surprised at my condition,” Casian gestured eloquently at his grubby and sweat-stained garments, his dishevelled hair. “But I preferred to arrive in some disarray than miss any important decisions. Now, what were we saying?” He moved to lean on the back of the chair at the head of the table. The king’s chair. The assembly held its collective breath, waiting for him to pull it out and symbolically claim the throne of Chandris.
Instead, his gaze swept across the room, pausing momentarily on three of the lords holder: Tramalick of Easthill, Maeus of Redlyn, and Seward of Anthaven. Each man in turn assumed the expression that Sylas had seen before: the gaze of a man under a deep compulsion. One that Casian had set ahead of time and now deepened, all the more significant since each of the men commanded strategic positions. Tramalick was beside Lord Garvan, Maeus next to Marklin, while Seward held the seat beside Sylas, leaving Jaevan and Rana to sit together on the opposite side of the table.
“Do sit, my lord Garvan,” said Casian, and Garvan subsided into his seat. Sylas was unsure whether that also was the result of a compulsion. If Casian had control of his father too, they were in desperate straits.
Casian kept a watchful eye on Lord Keand, who visibly trembled and seemed unlikely to pose a threat. Appearing satisfied that Keand would make no move against him, Casian strode to the far end of the table, trailing his fingers across Sylas’s back as he went. Sylas’s skin went cold, as if he sat in a sudden draught.
“Did you forget that the kaba sap would not affect me, dear Sylas? Or did you remember, but choose to let the others forget? If you let me get away without pursuit, I thank you. Ayriene’s death aside, you never were ruthless enough to be a leader.”
At Casian’s signal the three lords stood, backing away from the table, drawing daggers which had been concealed in boots and tunics. Two produced stilettos from arm sheaths. Almost before Sylas could draw breath, he, Marklin, and Garvan had blades at their throats.
“How do you propose to get away with this?” Garvan asked, his voice admirably cool in the circumstances. “A sudden bloodbath in which two princes and several lord holders are murdered will hardly be expected go unnoticed.” He was not compelled, then, Sylas thought. That was some small hope to cling to.
“The two princes are dead already, to all intents and purposes. Maybe you should have announced Marklin’s arrival—gone for the triumphal parade. As far as most people are concerned he never came back. Jaevan is long dead, as any simpleton in the marketplace will tell you.”
“But the servants…the guards…” Sylas said. “Many of them have seen the princes. You can’t stop people talking.”
“They can be well rewarded. Or persuaded to forget.”
“As you have persuaded these lords? You have them under a compulsion, all three of them. I can tell.”
“Only three?” Casian smiled a vicious smile. “Look around you, Sylas.”
Sylas narrowed his eyes. The three lords still looked as if they were sleepwalking, but he was sure that if Casian ordered them to, they would attack with as much alertness as any soldier. Everyone else looked normal.
Everyone except Jaevan.
Sylas’s heart lurched, and he gave an involuntary gasp, and Casian’s smile broadened, baring teeth until it looked almost like a snarl. Jaevan’s expression had taken on the dull blankness it had worn for nine years.
“Jaevan? Jaevan, are you all right? Speak to me, for the Lady’s sake!”
Jaevan’s eyes held no recognition. Only moments before he had delivered his intention to abdicate to the assembly. Now he was as he had been just after the Destruction. No wonder Casian had not bothered with a knife at Jaevan’s throat. Jaevan was in his thrall already.
Sylas looked up at Casian, anger burning hot through his veins. “A compulsion? Was that it? You let me live all this time thinking…Damn you, man! Did you use him to get close to the king?”
“Of course I did. It was quite entertaining watching you blame yourself. Your slavish devotion to him was quite touching. But when the lovely Rana here began using her talent to break through my suggestions, all I could do was let things take their course. It is most pleasing to see she has not completely eradicated my hold, though. Now I am here in person, I can reestablish my control over our prince. Maybe I should have him kill you.”
“But how did it last so long? Most wear off once you are not there, or only last a short time.”
“Jaevan was such a suggestible lad. And his shock at seeing the Destruction in his dreams, of convincing himself that he would be the cause of it, added to the effect. I believe he might have shut himself away emotionally, for a time at least, even if I had not interfered. But believing that his father would commit this atrocity because of him gave me the leverage I needed to set a deeper-seated compulsion than I have managed before or since. And while you were under suspicion of harming him, I had plenty of access to the boy to deepen it further.”
Jesely groaned. “If I had encouraged you more at the Aerie you would never have been here to meddle in affairs that were no business of yours.”
Casian seemed to notice Jesely for the first time. “I could have died in the Destruction, Master Jesely. Is that what you mean? I’m sure Lord Garvan there would have liked that. But Deygan wanted me close to his son—did not trust him to a Chesammos’s care. Especially one he already suspected of involvement with the rebellion. I would have got to Jaevan eventually whatever you did. But tell me, if you despised me so much, why did you take me as apprentice?”
“To keep you close. Try to limit the damage you could do – much good it did. I saw ambition in you, Casian. Ambition and a ruthless nature. So what are your plans now?”
“Why, I mean to be king. What else should my plans be?”
“By what right?” Lord Keand spluttered from the opposite end of the table.
“By the right of House Lucranne, once the foremost of the houses. If House Banunis may continue with a changer heir, then Lucranne should never have been dispossessed.”
Sylas shivered and the chill that had settled between his shoulder blades melted away.
“The changer heir has already set aside his claim to the throne, as you heard.” Lord Keand tried manfully to reimpose his authority on the meeting.
“But the precedent has been set. Banunis has retained the crown, regardless of the misfortune vested upon it. I demand justice for Lucranne.”
Garvan straightened warily, all too aware of the knife a hair’s breadth from his pale skin. “You are not House Lucranne,” he said, through gritted teeth. “I told you that many years ago, and it is to my shame that I never told this assembly of your bastardy. You are no son of mine. That was why I was glad when you took the Chesammos there as your lover. Glad, because there would be no children to muddy the Lucranne succession.”
Sylas held his breath. Casian held himself rigid, but his calm was that of the sand snake ready to strike. He raised his sword until the tip rested against Jaevan’s neck.
“Think carefully what you say, Father. It would be unwise for you to speak hastily and regret it later.” The three compelled lords mimicked his stance almost exactly, Sylas saw. If he moved, the other three men would copy his movement. A thrust of his dagger and all the most eminent lords of the council would die in the same instant.
“I kept it secret to save your mother’s name, but your actions shame her more than your father ever did. Your mother is dead now, and your father too. There is no one left but me to be shamed by you. I say to these lords here that you are no son of mine. You have no claim to the throne, Casian Owlchanger.”
“Who was he? You never told me. If he is dead then tell me now.” Casian’s voice was steely, and his eyes never left Jaevan’s neck, where a slow drop of blood ran down like molten rock down the mountainside, staining that perfect white skin. Rana grasped Jaevan’s hand. He seemed not even to notice.
Sylas centred himself, felt the kye begin to chatter. Omena’s wings, what was he doing? What was he even thinking of doing?
“Did you never guess? I’m sure he did, and that led him to promote you as quickly as he did.”
“Deygan?”
Garvan nodded. “Those eyes of yours made me suspect, but when Jaevan was a changer too I knew I was right. Your mother confirmed it to me before she died. You have Banunis blood in your veins from both parents, Casian, but you cannot challenge Deygan’s legitimate sons.”
The temperature in the room seemed to drop as those not under Casian’s control took in what had been said. Casian’s hand tensed, and around the table the knives bit deeper. Jesely rose abruptly, transforming even as he stood. His hawk form launched itself at Casian, who wheeled away from Jaevan, slashing the air as the hawk attacked with talon and beak. In a blur of feathers and steel they fought, and the three controlled men sliced at the air around them like deranged marionettes.
One of the two men still loyal to Banunis helped Sylas disarm Seward. Marklin, Garvan, and another lord holder followed their lead, disarming Tramalick and Maeus, while Lord Keand babbled and wrung his hands miserably. Armed with the short sword and stiletto he had removed from Seward’s grasp, Sylas turned to face Casian.
He could not have attacked with Jesely there, but as he turned, he saw the master lying on the ground with blood running from wounds to his chest and arms. Deep wounds, some of them. Sylas could see the aiea-dera gathering around Rana, could see that she desperately sought Jaevan in the husk of a man beside her. Her talent could bring him back, Sylas knew, but what if she did? What if Jaevan came to himself and tried to help? Sylas was no fighter. Jaevan had been trained to arms, many years ago, but to see Jaevan take on his own half-brother? The two men he loved best locked in combat? Sylas did not think he could bear it.
“Rana, no,” Sylas said softly. She glanced up at him, her eyes tear-filled. He shook his head, ever so slightly.
Trust me, he mouthed at her and her arched eyebrows drew together. The Lady knew he had given them little enough reason to trust him. But she let go of Jaevan’s hand, and clasped hers on the table in front of her, staring at them as if daring them to move.
“So, it comes to this.” Casian’s eyes flickered to Sylas’s arm, now out of the sling and holding the stiletto. “It seems I didn’t do as good a job on you as I thought. Maybe I should have taken your hand after all. Or maybe I will now.” He sprang, landing a blow with his sword that Sylas could barely turn. The short sword was fine for close fighting, but no match for Casian’s weapon. It was a light blade, such as a nobleman might wear without attracting attention—Sylas supposed not even Casian could wear a broadsword through the castle without notice—but Sylas had never used a blade before. As soon as he had met Casian’s gaze, he had known he was hopelessly outclassed.
The blades met with a clash of steel, and Sylas’s arm bore the brunt of it. Reeling, he stepped back, aware that Garvan had come closer. Casian struck out fiercely, Sylas scarcely able to fend off the blows as they rained down on him. Sylas could not allow himself so much as a glance to see where Garvan was. If he let his concentration slip even a little, Casian would have him in an instant. The only thing keeping him alive was that Casian was unused to fighting a left-handed man. The dagger was in his right hand—the side that Casian had broken—but the left hand that held the sword was smooth with healed burns.
Sylas’s arm and shoulder began to weaken, his upper arm numbing from the force of Casian’s blows. He could see only one way that this would end, unless…
I am a healer. I do no harm.
At the thought, the healer kye appeared in his head.
We heal, changer?
He would not let Casian beat him. Since they were youngsters, Casian had had the better of things, claiming it as his right as Irenthi highborn and changer talent. Well, he was no highborn now, just Deygan’s bastard son, and Sylas was a talent now. Sylas made sure his contact with the aiea-dera was strong, and sent a message to the kye.
“No. We kill.”
He reached out with the aiea-dera, his talent kye an almost visible presence in his mind. He could visualise it: a spectral shape enfolding Casian with its wings. A shout rang out to his left and then time slowed, Casian’s killing stroke falling almost imperceptibly. Sylas’s vision blurred, sweat stinging his eyes and exhaustion taking him. If he did this—used his talent to kill—they would surely put him out of the Aerie. His kye had argued that Ayriene was an exception, a sacrifice, but for Casian there could be no excuse. Killing another changer was anathema, and to do it with his talent would compound the crime.
But it must be done.
He reached out with his mind to join with the kye and it led him in: let him see and feel the workings of Casian’s body. Casian’s heart had pounded with exertion while they fought, his blood pumping hard. Sylas slowed the heart that thudded in the other man’s chest. Slowed it, and then with a final surge of aiea-dera, stopped it altogether. Casian’s face betrayed his shock and Sylas withdrew, the kye dispersing. Casian clutched at his chest. With a howl, Garvan knocked Sylas to the floor. He landed heavily beside Jesely, a groan escaping him as the impact jarred numb shoulder and healing arm both.
“Lord Garvan, forgive me,” said Sylas, raising both hands before him, expecting the lord’s blade to pierce his chest. Had Sooria been right, after all? Would he die on the end of an Irenthi’s blade? Had she mistaken Garvan for the king? But Garvan wheeled away to lower the point of his dagger to Casian’s chest, stopping in confusion as he took in the sight of Casian sprawled on the floor, unwounded, yet even now paling in death.
Sylas breathed again. Garvan had pushed him from harm’s way, thinking to save him from Casian’s blade. He had been unaware of Sylas’s final intervention in the battle.
“Is he—?” Garvan looked for confirmation to Sylas, who could only lower his gaze, shaking uncontrollably as he realised what he had done. He nodded, and Garvan sighed, dropping the dagger and running his fingers through long silver hair. “He could have done so much, yet he chose this.”
The three lords controlled by Casian were taken by guards, hailed from outside by a shaken Marklin. Sylas stooped to heal Jesely, whose wounds, although serious, were not life-threatening. They would have waited, but he didn’t know how long he had before the kye deserted him for good, and he would heal Jesely while he could. Rana cried softly in Jaevan’s arms, the prince restored to his former state now the source of his compulsion was removed.
And Sylas left the assembly hall and waited for them to come for him.

Jesely and Garvan came to him separately later, in the courtyard of the castle.
Garvan assured him that he bore him no ill will. “I didn’t know until he started to change, although his eyes made me suspect. Deygan may have suspected before I did—the timing, you know. That’s if he paid any attention to such things. My wife confessed to me when Casian was a baby that she thought I might not be his father, but by then I had acknowledged him as my heir. There were no green eyes on either side of the family, but we fabricated a green-eyed grandparent for him and none remembered Boreana’s mother well enough to challenge it. I couldn’t disinherit him without dishonouring her and casting doubt on my other son, and I loved Boreana. I really hoped he would find his place at the Aerie and not want to come home, but his ambition and desire to vex me got the better of him.”
Sylas was embarrassed throughout Garvan’s speech. He had always been in awe of the lord holder and had always been convinced the man disapproved of him, for being Chesammos, and changer, and the rest.
“When rumours began to circulate that Jaevan was a changer, I became convinced Deygan had fathered him. Boreana told me on her deathbed that he had forced himself on her before our wedding. By then Casian was in good standing at court. I hoped the king might honour him with a high position, and that Casian would stand aside and let his brother succeed. But he took pleasure in aggravating me, as you may have noticed. Even lord commander wasn’t good enough for him. He had to push for more.”
Garvan’s parting comment left Sylas thoughtful.
“I thought he might find happiness with you. I may not understand how it was between you, although I know such things were more common at the Aerie, but I hoped he would be content with you. He was always so dissatisfied.”
Jesely came later, and Sylas admitted he could no longer hear his bird kye.
“I don’t think Sooria will change, either,” Jesely said. “Her seeing talent, although not what you thought it was originally, will have been activated by the kye in the same way as your healing talent. It is a true gift, Sylas, although you may not see it as a fair trade.”
All he had wanted was to be a healer, and a changer, and to love Casian and be loved by him. Now he could be a healer—the best of his day, since no other had the talent—but he would never change again. And Casian… He grieved for what he had lost, and found no consolation in what he had gained.
“I must go,” he said. “I could not bear to feel the aiea-bar in me and know that I cannot use it. I must leave.”
“Garvan has given us his wife’s estate to use until we can begin work on restoring the Aerie,” said Jesely. “I know it may hold unpleasant memories for you, but it is a good size for our current number. You are our only healer talent, and there are those who will require your gifts. And Rana and Jaevan will need you for a time.” He squeezed Sylas’s shoulder. “Do not exile yourself. We are grateful for your sacrifice, and there are young ones to train who will benefit from your experience.” He chuckled. “If there is any justice, some of your students may even be as hard to teach as you were.”
Jesely’s final comment left Sylas pondering.
“A stormweaver can use their skill once only, it seems. Sooria could not do it again and I would lay odds that you could not, not with that part of your mind burned. We are still few, Sylas. Not enough to use all the aiea-bar the Lady produces. Without more changers or another stormweaver we will face this crisis again. Maybe not for many years, but it will come.”
Sooria would not produce a family of her own for years yet. Surely he could not mean for Sylas to breed more stormweavers for them, knowing his preferences? If that were the case, he might as well have married Fienne and had done with it. No. Jesely must mean Aithne and Kael. Two more children and another on the way, Fienne had said. Did Jesely mean him to find them, to see if another child of Aithne’s could weave the aiea? But what chance there would be two in one family, where one in each generation had seemed unlikely enough.
Jesely thought Jaevan and Rana needed him. Well, as far as he could see they were managing fine by themselves. Sylas would lay good money down that theirs would be the first changer wedding after the restoration of the Aerie.
Very well, he would stay, for a time. But already Chandris felt less like his home. Maybe he could travel, as Ayriene had done. He was once again a changer who could not change, as he had been as a boy. He had the feeling the changers would struggle to find where he fitted, just as they had before.
He forced a smile to his lips. “Very well. We have an Aerie to rebuild, and a coronation to prepare for.”
But before anything else, he would return to the Aerie’s lake island. He would find a feather on the shore and he would carve Casian a niche. Whatever he had done, he deserved that much.
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GLOSSARY: STORMWEAVER
 
aiea - the energy emitted by the mountain, Eurna (known by the Chesammos as the Lady), and which is used by the changers.
aiea-bar - the lower order energy, used by the changers and their kye to effect the transformation from human to bird form.
aiea-dera - the higher order energy, used by changer talents when accessing their abilities, and inaccessible to those with no talent.
ashini - Chesammos. Roughly translates as “you understand?” or “OK?”
blood elder - plant used by the changers to suppress changing. The root is stronger, and used to delay a youngster coming to the change. The leaf, which gives off a red sap that gives the plant its name, is used for the marks used to prevent changing in those who have already started the change.
caigani - Chesammos. A form of smallclothes made of a light cloth and knotted at the hip.
caiona - Chesammos. A headscarf wound around the head and across the face to protect from ash and fumes in the desert.
Cellondora - one of the desert Chesammos villages. Centre of the Chesammos rebellion.
cheen - a large, flat hooved animal, used to pull wagons across the desert.
Chesammos - the original inhabitants of Chandris. A peaceful people, they are characterised by their golden skins and dark hair, which is often curly or wavy.
esteia - a desert plant. It produces nut-like seeds, which are deadly poison.
Irenthi - the ruling people of Chandris, who invaded the island centuries ago and have ruled there since. Characterised by their blond hair and fair skin, they usually have blue eyes, but occasionally green.
Irmos - any of the race of people who are of mixed Irenthi-Chesammos blood.
kaba - a plant which produces a sap highly toxic to Chesammos and Irmos, but to which the Irenthi are largely immune, although it will make them very sick.
krastos - the curved blade used by linandra diggers to prise linandra stones from the walls of volcanic vents. It has a blunted edge, but a two-pronged tip for gouging the stones free.
kye - the bird spirits which occupy the world known as the Outlands, and which guide the changers in the use of their power.
Lady, the - the term used by the Chesammos for the mountain Eurna, which they revere as the source of life on the island.
linandra - a pale green crystalline rock, formed in volcanic vents in the ash desert. It is used by the Chesammos to denote a marriageable adult, and also by the changers in their pipes. It is very valuable, and one of the main exports from Chandris.
maisaiea-yelai - Chesammos. “If the Lady wills it” or “The Lady grant that it be so” are the closest translations.
medelerinn - a desert plant, used (in a tisane) as a mild analgesic.
Namopaia - one of the desert Chesammos villages, and home to Sylas and his family.
Omena - a legendary figure to the Chesammos, Omena Stormweaver prevented the first threatened eruption of Eurna after the changers came to the island. Her name is used as a mild oath, in the form “Omena’s wings”.
swanflower - a fleshy desert plant with a tap root long enough to reach water, even in the desert. Used by the Chesammos as famine food, emergency water supply, a salve for wounds, and when brewed, as an alcoholic drink.
tokai - a thorny bush, the spikes from which are used as rough needles by the Chesammos, and by the changers to mark the skin of young changers who are suppressing the change.
zacorro - a highly potent alcoholic drink, brewed by the Chesammos and drunk at their major feasts.
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