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			This is the last volume of a story of enchanters and alchemists and half-gods and, most of all, of dragons and those who ride them. It stands on the shoulders of Dragon Queen, The Splintered Gods and The Black Mausoleum. I cannot promise that it makes sense without them. 

		

		
			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Prologue

			 

			Skjorl

			 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			The tremor woke him up. Hadn’t been asleep for long, so no point smashing down the door yet. He’d had a good look at that as he’d been shoved inside. Strong, but the frame had been wedged poorly and in haste into whatever stone this place was made of. A good charge or two would bring it down.

			The alchemist was crouched over Siff. The shit-eater was still breathing. Wasn’t moving much more than that. Skjorl rolled over and let himself go back to sleep. 

			When he woke again, the room looked exactly the same. Same light. Shit-eater lying sprawled across the floor. Alchemist sitting beside him. He couldn’t tell how long they’d been there. Hours. Could have been the middle of the night; could have been the next morning for all he knew.

			‘Alchemist!’

			Her head jerked. She’d been sleeping. ‘What?’

			‘What’s your plan?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			Skjorl unfolded himself and walked to the door. He peered through the cracks. Two men on guard outside. They looked bored and sleepy. ‘We could leave. If you want.’

			‘No.’

			Hardly a surprise. He sat down again.

			‘Someone has mastered dragons. Whoever that is, I need to talk to them. It doesn’t matter whom they serve. Whether it’s Speaker Lystra or Speaker Hyrkallan, or some other speaker I’ve never heard of, they’ve mastered dragons again.’ She turned to face him. Her eyes were wide. ‘Do you know what that means?’

			‘It means hope, alchemist. I know that.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘I saw Taiytakei as they brought us here. I saw soldiers who are of these realms and others who are not. The Taiytakei brought the disaster on us. It was their making.’ He looked at her. ‘Yet you would help them?’

			‘I saw one Taiytakei,’ she growled at him. ‘One.’ 

			Skjorl lay down and stretched out. The last few days had been long ones, and Adamantine Men learned to catch their rest when they could. Some time later the door opened. Someone threw in a loaf of bread and a skin of water and slammed it shut again. The bread was hard as stone and tasted of mould, but Skjorl couldn’t remember the last time he’d tasted real bread. No one had made it since the Adamantine Palace had burned. He savoured every mouthful, mould or not. The shit-eater was still unconscious. The alchemist was somewhere else, lost in thought. He stared at her for a while, thinking about what he’d do, where he’d be if she hadn’t done her blood-magic to his head. When he was done with that he went back to sleep.

			The door opening again woke him. More soldiers this time. Eight, maybe nine. He didn’t get the chance to count them before they piled into him, ignoring the others. They pinned him down and tied his hands and dragged him out. They didn’t take him far, just to another cell hardly a dozen yards from where they’d started. Empty but for a heavy chair. Took most of them to bind him to it, but they did. When they were done, one stood in front of him and cracked his knuckles.

			‘You’re a spy.’

			He had an accent, this one. Not a strong one, but an accent nonetheless. Familiar. Skjorl grinned at him. ‘And you’re a shit-eater.’

			The man punched him in the face and broke his nose. ‘Your speaker sent you. You’re a spy.’

			Skjorl said nothing. Said nothing when the man punched him again. Said nothing when they held back his head and poured water over his face until he was sure he was going to drown. Said nothing when they told him what else they were going to do, what bones they’d break, what pieces they’d cut off him and how they’d burn and scar him. Men of the Speaker’s Guard took worse from the brothers of their own legion, after all, before they were finally given their dragonscale and their axe and sword. A final test. No one ever said so, but the ones who failed never saw another full year, dragonscale or no. Skjorl’s test had lasted three days.

			The shit-eater grew bored after a couple of hours. When he stopped, Skjorl laughed at him and spat out a tooth.

			‘I’m an Adamantine Man, shit-eater,’ he said, as if that was enough.

			They left him for a while then. He didn’t bother struggling or trying to break free. When they came back, they picked him up, chair and everything, and turned him around so he couldn’t see the door. 

			‘I know about you,’ said a new voice. Heavy accent this one, but the words were careful, shaped with thought and spoken slowly so they could be heard. ‘Adamantine Men. They raise you from the cradle to fight dragons, right?’

			Skjorl said nothing. He was what he was. An Adamantine Man never broke.

			‘I’ve led soldiers in three worlds. I would take your kind over any other. I’m sorry I have to take this from you, but time is pressing.’

			Skjorl waited for the blow, but what came was a tickle in his head, that was all. Like the alchemist’s fingers but infinitely deft. The faintest sense of something taken away, cut with a subtle and expert scalpel. For a moment he thought he saw the flicker of a knife with a golden hilt, reflected in the polished armour of the soldiers around him.

			‘Now,’ said the voice again. ‘Tell me why you’re here. Tell me everything.’

			Skjorl told him. Afterwards, when they took him back to his cell, he sat down and wondered why he’d done that, because it wasn’t like they’d ripped it from him, piece by piece, fighting for every word. More like he’d decided it was right, that was all. Just didn’t know why.

			He watched, strangely detached, as the same soldiers dragged the alchemist away and closed the door behind her. He listened to her shout, and heard the scrape of wood on stone. That would be the chair. Then voices. The man who’d asked him questions, then the alchemist’s reply, and then another one, a new one, a woman he’d heard once before, a long time ago, only now he couldn’t place her. She sounded sharp and angry. There was something about a garden. Something about moonlight, and something about the Silver King. His brow furrowed. He ought to care about these things.

			A tremor ran through the walls. The shit-eater was still on the floor, unconscious or asleep or pretending, one or the other. Down the hall the voices stopped. When they started again they were fast and urgent, words buried once more under strange accents. He caught one clear enough though. Couldn’t miss it. Over and over, shouted like an alarm.

			‘Dragons!’

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Black Moon comes, round and round

			Black Moon comes, all fall down.

			 

			Children’s rhyme, Deephaven, Aria

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Landfall

			 

			 

			 

			There is no warmth in the ancient fortress of the Pinnacles, timeless bastion against the dragons. The dragon-rider Hyrkallan is a harsh king with a loathing venom for all who practise alchemy. His consort is the mad queen Jaslyn, who once woke a hatchling dragon because she thought there could be peace between men and dragons without the poison of alchemy, a madness that came to her after Speaker Zafir beheaded her mother. The union between this king and queen once carried the desert realms of the north to war and victory, but there is neither love nor desire nor affection between them. Hyrkallan dreams of glories he will never see returned. Queen Jaslyn thinks of the simple things she cannot have. To be with her sister Lystra. To be with a dragon and fly once more. To be left alone and never be touched.

			Together and apart Hyrkallan and his queen lay tattered claim to realms now ruled by monsters. They make their home with a thousand souls inside the Moonlit Mountain, above the fire-gutted dragon-wrecked majesty that was once the Silver City. Safe within their fortress they search the endless tunnels for relics of the Silver King, the ancient half-god sorcerer who once tamed dragons. It is said, in whispers, that the old queens of the Silver City were one by one driven mad by the half-god’s Enchanted Palace, whose white stone walls shimmer with their own inner light.

			The last of those queens was Zafir, vanished when the dragons shattered their chains of alchemy.
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			Zafir

			 

			 

			 

			I stand on stone, on the rim of this eyrie. It is mine now. It flies through the air, a half-finished castle made long ago by some half-god craftsman and filled with his spectres. The sea churns and boils below. We are closing on the brooding violet curtain-cloud of the storm-dark. The Black Moon will carry us through, and on the other side is the land where I was born. The Black Moon is a Silver King trapped in the flesh of a man who still wrestles to cast him out, but the man will lose. One does not deny a half-god.

			This Black Moon, though, is not the first half-god to come to my land. Another crossed the storm-dark many centuries before I was born. He was the Isul Aieha, who tamed dragons and gave power over them to men. The same men in turn took his gifts and tore him down. They carried his broken body into a deep cave, drove a spike into his head and drank the silver ichor of the moon that dripped from that wound. They took his power into their blood. They call themselves alchemists, and with the taint of the half-god in their veins their potions kept our dragons dull and made them forget. Clouded by alchemy, the dragons sank within themselves, deep into timeless torpor, forgetting what they were.

			My name is Zafir. I was speaker of the nine realms once, mistress of dragons and keeper of the Silver King’s Spear. With my treacherous lover Jehal beside me and a litter of corpses in our wake, we took the Adamantine Throne for our own. I held the Silver King’s Adamantine Spear, the very spear with which the Isul Aieha slew the Black Moon a thousand years ago, the same Black Moon who stands beside me now. With that blow the Isul Aieha splintered the world, though he never meant such an end nor foresaw it. On the day I took my crown I held his spear in my hand and touched its blade. It drank my blood, and in that moment we claimed one another. All the world was mine to have, but Jehal had taken another queen to be his wife. Lystra, pretty little daughter of the Queen of Stone. He betrayed me for his starling bride, and so our dragons filled the skies with fire and screams, and many men died, and neither one of us cared a whit save that the other should fall.

			Fall we both did.

			I have heard now what happened after I was lost. The dragon Snow woke amid our chaos, an avalanche of rage and memory and flames. The dragons threw the curse of alchemy aside and flew at Jehal to burn his kingdoms to ash. The realms of my birth died in fire, but I saw none of it; by then the Taiytakei had taken me. I was chained aboard a ship bound for another world.

			I did not understand at first why they let me live after what I’d done, but they did, and so I watched these new men who claimed to be my masters, I, a queen of dragons. I watched their schemes. Baros Tsen, dancing on knife blades and weaving his web around those who thought they were his lords and masters. Once-loyal Bellepheros, grand master alchemist, taken a year before me, steepling his fingers and wringing his hands, fretting and pacing and doing nothing to change the cataclysm he saw coming. Not so loyal any more, I fear, besotted with his mistress, the enchantress Chay-Liang, Baros Tsen’s ally and the only one who sees me as I am and fears me as she should. Majestic Diamond Eye, my great dragon, dulled by alchemy and still terrible to all. We bided our time, my dragon and I. We made them pay for their hubris, dear and long and in pain and blood and fire and plague, in glories of vengeance and flames. The skin-shifters of Xibaiya crept from their holes. The arch-sorceress Arbiter passed her judgment. The Elemental Men fell upon us with their murderous knives, but by then the Black Moon had come, the ghost of an echo of a memory carried inside a man of many names, Berren the Crowntaker. He walks with the soul-cutting knife of the stars at his side, the knife of a thousand eyes with a piece of a goddess held within, and with it he enslaves man and monster as the whim takes him. I do not know who set him free, or how or why or what he is. Sometimes I do not think he knows himself; but it no longer matters. A half-god walks in the open once more. The veil is cut from my great dragon Diamond Eye, woken into incandescent fury. In their desperation the Taiytakei hurled our eyrie into the annihilation of the storm-dark, but they forgot – or perhaps they never knew – that the storm-dark was born of the Black Moon’s demise, and could not devour him.

			He is not the Isul Aieha, but he will be our Silver King again. He will tame the skies and dragons will fly with riders on their backs once more. By his side, I am coming home.

			I am Zafir, the dragon-queen.

			 

			 

			Eight days before landfall

			 

			Zafir stood on the eyrie rim, as close to the edge as she could be. The eyrie flew steadily across the sea, towed by dragons, its handful of growing hatchlings soul-cut and enslaved by the Black Moon’s knife. Mighty Diamond Eye laboured beside the other dragons, red and gold scales alight in the fire of the setting sun. Towering clouds lined the sky, a bruise across the horizon, endless into the far distance. The storm-dark. The dragons carried the eyrie straight at its heart, and the dragon-queen Zafir had eyes for nothing else.

			A gale blew from the waiting maelstrom, as it ever did. The dragons fought it. Half a dozen ships followed below. They had towed the eyrie across the ocean, but now they each made their own way, battling alone against the waves. The wind caught Zafir’s hair. Lifted it. Tugged. The slavers of the Taiytakei had cut her plaits into short ragged tufts, but now it was long again at last. Copper in the dying sun. She ached. Two cracked ribs, mostly healed now, but they had left a stiffness inside her, a reminder never to fight with her feet on the ground. She was a dragon-rider, not some lowly knight.

			Her heart sang bright. With every moment the storm-dark inched closer, she soared. The Black Moon would carry them across the void as he’d carried them through the storm-dark of the Godspike in Takei’Tarr. He was taking her home at last, ­taking them to what he desired most among all things across all the worlds: the Earthspear, the weapon of the Silver King which had tasted her blood and had bound itself to her, all so long ago.

			And as she soared with the anticipation of home, she was afraid too. The closer they got, the less she knew what it was, this home, this notion of a place to belong. She yearned for it, and yet she was afraid of what she would see. Burned in dragon-fire, said the merchant-adventurers of Merizikat.

			I was there. Diamond Eye spoke straight into her thoughts. She’d long grown used to his constant presence, and he to hers; and though he was bound to obey her by the Black Moon’s knife, she had long ago released him of that burden and carefully demanded nothing. She asked, that was all, and she wished she could ride him now, straddle him and fly him into the heart of the maelstrom, but it would devour them both. In the end he would come down before the gaping void at the storm’s heart, to prowl restlessly about the dragon yard, grounded until they were through to the other side.

			You were there? Where? He hadn’t been in the dragon-realms when they burned. The Taiytakei had taken Diamond Eye on the day their moon sorcerers had plucked her out of the sky.

			At the end of the world a thousand years ago. When the Isul Aieha faced the Black Moon, we dragons were there. Then as now we flew at the Black Moon’s side.

			Always, when he said such things, came a flicker of doubt. The Black Moon’s first dragon, but Diamond Eye was hers, not his, and now and then a little scorn crept around the edges of the dragon’s thoughts. The loyalty he showed the half-god who had once been his master had frayed of late.

			You knew the Isul Aieha? she asked. The Isul Aieha had built the palace of her home. She’d been born under the soft light of his enchanted stone, and his echoes had wrapped her life. She’d grown up with his creations all around her. Marvellous, bizarre, bewildering.

			Show me, she said; and as the dragon opened his memories she saw seas of armoured men gleaming in silver, sorcerers flinging fire and lightning, dragons in such numbers that they darkened the sky, more even than in her last great battle as a queen of dragons when Jehal and Hyrkallan had driven her from the skies …

			The Pinnacles. Home. Another pang shot through her. Regret. Pain. Longing. I am no longer the person I was that day. For the better, perhaps; yet she would fight again, she knew it.

			The storm-dark came ever closer. The Isul Aieha created monsters. Diamond Eye showed her green birds, flocks of them swarming, falling like arrows into armies of men, striking and turning them into jade glass, shattering them and pecking at the shards.

			The jade ravens of the Taiytakei.

			And more. A creature so vast that it made even dragons into specks. It crawled along the ground like some colossal maggot on a thousand thousand tiny legs, crushing everything in its path. Armoured scales as thick as houses, too deep for even a dragon to pierce. So they’d burned it. A hundred of them together. Wheeling in and wheeling away. Torrents of constant fire driven into a blind face as vast as a mountain.

			The Black Moon. Her thoughts flitted always back to him. To her home and what awaited her, to Diamond Eye and his memories, and back again to the half-god. He divided them. To the Adamantine Man Tuuran, perhaps her only real ally, the Black Moon was a demon, a possessing monster devouring the only real friend he’d ever had. Tuuran would kill the Black Moon without a moment of thought if he could find a way to split him from Berren Crowntaker, the man whose body the half-god had taken, but until then Tuuran was the Black Moon’s murderous guardian. To Chay-Liang the Black Moon had been a demented monster, an arch-sorcerer of darkness. She would have fought him if she could, but she couldn’t, and now she wasn’t with them any more. Bellepheros didn’t like him any better, not really, but he knew more than any of them the terror and horror of dragons unleashed. The Black Moon would tame them, and for that Bellepheros would serve him. For a time, at least.

			But what is this half-god to me?

			They were edging into the fringes of the storm. Strands of black cloud swirled about her. Deep inside she saw flickers of purple lightning. The Black Moon had made the storm-dark, and the Black Moon had set her free. He would be her Silver King, and she would be his Vishmir, the mistress of his dragons, or so he’d promised. But men had promised her many things, and in the end none had ever become more than a translucent shadow, a feeble ghost of the hope she’d held inside her. She’d learned better than to embrace hope or to believe in promises.

			He was taking her home. For now that was all that mattered.

			Let that be enough. I don’t want to think about him any more. Nor the things he’d done.

			I took the spear from him once, said Diamond Eye. I held it in my talons.

			From the Black Moon?

			From your Silver King. From the Isul Aieha.

			She climbed again into his memories and rode them, a thousand years into the past. Dragon after dragon falling upon the Isul Aieha. Each dissolving to black ash as they came close, yet slowly overwhelming his defences. Bathing him in fire, blinding him with flame, until at last a dragon flew close enough to strike. A lash of a tail; the dragon died in an explosion of dark dust, but Zafir was riding in Diamond Eye’s memories, and in them she saw the flicker of glitter as the spear flew out of the Silver King’s hand. Exultant, she swooped and snatched and flew away …

			With a wave of his hand the Silver King stopped time. Every­thing froze. Everything except her and him.

			The spear, little one. The spear in my claw kept his sorceries from me, but the spear was not mine. It was his, bound with his blood as it is bound with yours. He called it to his hand, willed it to return, and so it did. But for a moment he could not touch me.

			The dragon’s memories flickered on to the end. The Silver King, the Isul Aieha, racing, spear raised to strike, hurdling fallen corpses, everything that touched him billowing black into ash, dragons and monsters, swords and lightning. The Black Moon waiting, stood at an altar, a stone pillar summoned to rise from the heart of the earth by the force of his will. He wore a faceless helm, blank and made of ice, as he drew form into the ancient Nothing that had existed long before any creations of the gods.

			I don’t understand. Zafir watched the memories with unease, thoughts too restless for old stories, flickering to the storm-dark as it enveloped them, to what lay beyond, to the here and now and the incipient violence of the future.

			None of us did. Perhaps not even the Black Moon himself.

			She saw herself as Diamond Eye again, screaming through the air, diving towards the Isul Aieha. Other dragons swept ahead, ­talons reaching to snatch the half-god from the field, each vanishing into dust as they touched the Silver King’s moonlight armour. Yet on they came. Why?

			We could think of nothing else.

			The Black Moon never flinched as the Isul Aieha charged, and the Isul Aieha didn’t slow; but at the very last the Black Moon lifted his helm of ice and tossed it aside, and Zafir glimpsed his face, pale as milk, hair like thick snow and two empty holes where his eyes should have been. A darkness shimmered, a flicker for an instant as though the Black Moon drew a veil over the world, and then the Silver King’s spear struck and pierced him through. A dark-light cataclysm burst across the sky as creation shattered. Dragons and stone, sea and cloud, all became dust and vapour as Diamond Eye dissolved into ash …

			The darkness was thick around the eyrie now. The black cloud of the storm-dark. She couldn’t see Diamond Eye any more, tugging at his chains above, but she felt the change in the eyrie as he let go and swirled down. The wind shifted, sucking them on now. The clouds thickened. The glimpses of the sea she saw were a ­tumult of monstrous waves. The sky flashed and blazed with violet lightning.

			We are close now, little one.

			Safer to be down in the tunnels, no doubt. But she didn’t move; and as she sat on the edge of the abyss, she felt another presence closing behind her. Tuuran. She knew him by the tremors of his feet, by the pattern of his stride.

			‘Holiness! You should—’

			‘Don’t even think it, Night Watchman. I will stay and see this darkness for myself, however little you like the notion.’

			Tuuran sat down beside her. ‘When I was a slave I crossed the storm-dark many times. Our galley masters would send us to the hold and seal the hatches so we wouldn’t see. They trapped us in darkness. We could feel our ships toss and heave with the violence of the storm. It broke some. An oar-slave penned like that for the first time, you were certain your ship would break its keel and founder and sink, that everyone would drown, though they never did. When the fear was at its height, then came the silence. Somehow that was even worse.’ He idly picked his nose and flicked a snot at the storm. Zafir tried not to laugh.

			‘You saw it when we left the Silver Sea. I didn’t.’

			Tuuran sniffed. ‘I saw it when they brought old Bellepheros back from Furymouth. I told them he was so frail that the fright might kill him, and so they bolted shut his cabin window and let me sit with him to make sure his heart didn’t stop. Not that there was any chance. Tough as old leather that one.’ He hesitated, and Zafir knew it was because Tuuran had once thought of the al­chemist as a friend when friendship had been thin on the ground. The coming of the Black Moon had changed the first, but not the latter.

			‘I kicked the window open for him,’ Tuuran went on. ‘Let him see what it was. I thought that him being a grand master alchemist with all his lore he might know a thing or two. When we reached land the night-skins set to kill me for showing him that. He stood up for me though, and it was Chay-Liang who spared me. Fat lot of use in the end. Turned out he was as ignorant as the rest of us.’

			The eyrie shivered and shuddered in the storm. Lightning struck one of the low watchtowers on the wall and sparked across the white stone of the dragon yard.

			‘Holiness, maybe we should—’

			‘Stay exactly where we are, Night Watchman?’

			Tuuran growled and mumbled something, but he knew better than to press her. Lightning flashed below, thundering from the underside of the eyrie into the clouds. She’d seen that before, riding Diamond Eye around the Godspike of the Taiytakei, how the eyrie and the storm-dark were somehow alike. Now that same violet lightning rattled back and forth beneath them.

			The clouds ahead became a wall of black that rushed towards them. The lightning stilled, and then the wall hit them, and with it came a silence and a nothingness. They were adrift in a void between worlds.

			‘Count, Holiness,’ murmured Tuuran. ‘Five hundred heartbeats and then a score. It helps. Maybe it’s six hundred now. It’s been getting longer these last few years.’

			I have shown you how it ended, whispered Diamond Eye in her thoughts. But there is more.

			A flicker again. A different memory. The memory given to them both by the hatchling dragon Silence in the moment before Diamond Eye bit off its head. Among the wandering dead, the rip is opened again. Diamond Eye will understand. A mercurial sliver of memory, of moving among the ruins of the place the dragons called Xibaiya, the dead realm through which they slunk from one life to the next. To the edge of a hole and oozing out from that hole a spread of void and chaos. It crept hither and yon, devouring whatever it touched. The Black Moon was once a cage to keep the Nothing at bay, but now he is free and the Nothing grows.

			Neither she nor her dragon had understood, not then. But Diamond Eye had woken now.

			I have seen that cage. A hundred times, between every life. When the Isul Aieha and the Black Moon ripped creation to tatters and cast us into Xibaiya, I roamed the shade-lands. I saw the rip in the world with the Black Moon and the dead goddess entwined about it. A prison, the goddess the lock and bars and walls, the Black Moon its gate and key. Now the Black Moon returns among us, and the shade of the dead goddess is vanished, and where once they stood sentinel, the Nothing unravels creation, slow and remorseless, piece by piece.

			And we are inside that nothingness now?

			Yes.

			Sound and light crashed into life. The wind struck Zafir so hard it almost knocked her down. Tuuran snatched at her, grabbing her with the terror of watching her pitch over the edge, then let go at once as he realised the wind wouldn’t take her over. Zafir caught his hand. She held it and brushed his skin with her fingers. There were rough patches on his knuckles and on the joints, split red and raw beneath in places. Maybe to other eyes they were simply the hands of a soldier, but a dragon-rider knew the signs. The dragon-disease had him. The Statue Plague. Sooner or later, one way or another, dragons would be the death of them all.

			‘Holiness, I beg your forgiveness.’ Because he was her Night Watchman, and she was a queen of queens, and men had died for less; but out here they were neither of those things and there was no one to see, and they could both do with a little comfort. Flame knew they needed it, each fighting their own silent demons and with no end in sight. She held Tuuran’s hand a moment more, and then squeezed and let him go. She touched a finger to her own arm, an unconscious gesture, stroking her own roughness of skin the size of a thumbnail, always kept carefully hidden away; then settled and set her head to the wind until the dark clouds broke into a brilliant sky and they emerged from the storm. She left Tuuran to his thoughts, and crossed the rough mangled stone of the eyrie rim, between the piles and mounds of random debris, the crates and accumulated pieces of this and that piled outside the dragon yard walls. The rim had been a place for dumping anything that might one day be useful even back in Baros Tsen’s day. Chay-Liang had been the worst. There were piles of broken gold-glass from when the Vespinese had come and one of their glasships had crashed.

			Zafir moved among them. She climbed the slope of the dragon yard wall, smooth white half-god stone, and walked down the steep steps set into the other side. Everyone else had had the sense to stay in the tunnels, but the Black Moon sat in the middle of the yard, guiding them through the storm. Zafir carefully didn’t catch his eye. Diamond Eye and the hatchlings perched alert around him; Diamond Eye looked at her and cocked his head as she approached. She could read his gestures now. It was a cock of the head that said Yes, please. She climbed onto his back, and he jumped onto the wall and pulled away into the air and stretched out his wings.

			No more dragging at chains, she said. Let the wind carry them. Let the Black Moon’s hatchlings do his work.

			He soared for her, high and fast, wheeling and diving and spiral­ling for the sheer joy of it, perhaps because he knew this was her homeland where she longed to be, or perhaps because this was his home too, where he had hatched and grown. Zafir looked back once at the eyrie. She watched it draw away from the curtain cloud of the storm-dark stretched like an iron wall across the sea. She watched the five ships that slowly emerged, one after another behind it, watched for long enough to see that the sixth never came. Lost in the silence in the storm-dark’s heart, she supposed. Removed from existence, its slate wiped clean, its memories gone. After that she turned away and didn’t look back.

			You hatched a few miles from where my mother birthed me, she said to Diamond Eye as they skimmed the sea. The dragon slapped his tail into the wavetops, explosions of spray left in his wake. The eyries of the Silver City. Do you remember?

			I see them through the fog of your alchemists and their poisons. He paused. I have had many hatchings. None were more special than the rest. There were mountains in this world. They were cold, and I like the cold better than desert heat. But I soar for the other dragons I will find here. My brothers and sisters, awake again. I soar with the memories of them as we were long ago.

			The hard truth jolted her again, that everything she remembered was likely gone. Dragons and furious fire. Cities razed, palaces smashed. Do you feel them already? she asked, careful to keep her thoughts in check.

			Distant and muted. It is harder to reach them in this realm. I had forgotten how different the air is here. In that I prefer the other lands, where everything was easier. We have devoured so much of this one. Its weave is weak and dry. His thoughts seemed to wander, kept within himself. I had forgotten, he said again.

			The eyrie was far away now. Zafir rode Diamond Eye far and wide, roaming across the waves for days, searching. There were books and charts in the Taiytakei libraries that might have told her which ways to go, but they were left behind, and the first land they found was an unfamiliar coast hundreds of miles from any place she knew.

			Once she saw a speck in the distance. Too large to be a bird.

			The others know we are here, she thought. Dragons so far out to sea would have told her that something was terribly wrong, if she hadn’t already known it. No one from the other worlds sailed here any more. Have they told you what happened while we were gone?

			Yes.

			Then show me.

			He showed her how the dragon Snow had woken, and the dragon Silence, chained in the eyrie of Outwatch and then set free; Silence who had given Zafir the slow death of Hatchling Disease, and who had tried twice more to kill her until Diamond Eye had bitten off the little dragon’s head, but dragons always came back. He would be here again somewhere; then further into the memories Diamond Eye had seen. The razing of the eyrie at Outwatch, the burning of Sand and Bloodsalt, the siege and destruction of the Adamantine Palace, the murder by poison of a thousand dragons in the eyries outside the Silver City, and the great hatching that followed of a thousand new eggs across the realms. The death and fire and end of everything she knew; and as he roamed the past they flew, following the snaking line of unknown shores until slowly they became places she recognised, until she saw the outline of Tyan’s Peninsula with its dyke a line across its neck, and the miles-wide mouth of the Fury river beyond, and on the far bank, the ruin of what had once been a city.

			Furymouth.

			Memories collided inside her. Of the first day she’d come here, and of the last. The city bright with lights, the air thick with its stink of smoke and rot and the sea. The Sea Kings kept their ­dragons away from their city and their ships, so Zafir had always come by land until her defeat over the Pinnacles. Fleeing here. Flying over the city, looking down at it and burning the traitor Jehal’s Veid Palace in petty vicious vengeance.

			Do you remember? Diamond Eye had been there with her on that day.

			Yes. Fire blossomed in the dragon’s memories. She saw the palace burn, through her own eyes and through his. Such a strange rush of emotion, unexpected and strong. The anger and the pain and the loss and the betrayal, and carrying with them an overwhelming sadness. Nostalgia. The Zafir who’d burned the Veid Palace hadn’t known who she was or what she’d wanted, only that whatever she had was never enough. She wasn’t sure that she knew any better now, but looking back at who she was was like looking at a ­stranger. The Veid Palace at least was much as she remembered it, save that it wasn’t ablaze this time.

			She brought Diamond Eye lower. Most of the palace was built of stone; dousing it in fire hadn’t hurt it much, but time had had its turn too. Weeds grew in the cracks. The black scars she’d left across its gardens were gone, turning into a fairy dust chaos of spring flower colours. Creepers had found purchase in the tower walls. Seagulls cried, squawking danger to each other as they circled. She shivered, spooked. From the air the city looked the same now as it ever had, only quiet and overgrown and empty. The air smelled of the sea. It didn’t smell of people any more, not of shit and rot and smoke.

			I never belonged here. The unbearable stillness shook her. The aloneness. Take me to the palace. I want to see it.

			Diamond Eye swooped. The Veid Palace was a mosaic of narrow towers linked by bridges and walkways, a design that had never made any sense until she’d seen the gold-glass tower-palaces of the Taiytakei. That was where the palace of the Sea Kings had its heart, in the edgy ebb and flow of love and hate between the kings of Furymouth and the night-skinned sea lords. She landed beside the great Veid Dome, the palace’s centrepiece. One of its great brass doors, twenty feet tall, hung open, askew. The other was missing. She slid from Diamond Eye’s back and walked closer, and then stopped and listened. The seagulls had fallen quiet, and the breeze rustling from the sea was the only sound. The sun beat down, warm and caressing. A comfort, unlike the relentless heat she remembered from the Taiytakei deserts.

			The dome’s other brass door lay fifty feet across the yard, half buried in weeds, bent out of shape, a glitter in the sun. The quiet crept inside her. It crawled under her and settled in her heart and belly. She remembered the palace alive and bright with bustle and colour. Servants, soldiers, dragon-riders. Movement everywhere. Commotion. There used to be horses. Sometimes elephants decked with gaudy harnesses, brought in ships from across the sea.

			A lump grew in her throat. She could almost see the ghosts moving about, the lives long lost. She walked into the shadowed dust-veils of the Veid Dome, the palatial hall of King Tyan with its three golden thrones arrayed to face her. A sweep of marble stairs arced behind them, curving to the upper balconies. The walls were black with soot, the floor a litter of ash and charred splinters and rubble; the thrones, when she came close enough to see, were half melted. She clambered past them. There had been a door hidden behind them into the rear arches of the dome once, but both door and wall had been smashed down. She stooped and picked up a fragment of cloth, the charred corner of a tapestry. Her jaw tightened. She remembered it. King Tyan the Fourth burning Taiytakei ships at night as they tried to raid his silk farms. Jehal had brought her here late one night. They’d sneaked away, consumed by the rapture of their nascent passion, and he’d shown it to her. Huddled between thrones he’d murmured the story, his hands on her skin and between her legs, his tongue on her lips.

			His hands. She remembered the touch of him as though it had been that very morning, as though she could still feel him now, some lingering tingle. She shuddered. Bit her lip and moved on, out through the arches into the little courtyard with its apple tree behind the dome, the secret garden where no one ever came except the royal family; and here was Jehal’s ghost again. Sprawled naked, making love, him inside her, their hands clenched and fingers clawed to the very edge. A savagery to them both, clutching at each other as though trying to climb into one another. The world blurred as a thought hit her: He could be alive. Was it possible?

			The loss of him. The betrayal. They were such colossal things. She staggered and held on to the tree and took a long ragged breath. There was no home for her here. There never had been. Perhaps the dragons had done her a favour, burning it all down and putting the truth inescapably before her, a world that was once so familiar now ruin and ash.

			What did you expect, little one?

			Is it all like this? Is there anyone left? The silence taunted her, a thickening of the air around her, stifling motion and thought.

			Yes. But they hide deep, little one.

			Zafir looked at the tree. Jehal had given her an apple from it once, and here and now she could almost taste it. She shook herself, put the courtyard behind her and walked on through colonnades and arches into the feasting hall beyond, into the kitchens and down into the cellars and pantries. Everything had been ransacked, everything that could move taken away, everything too large ­broken into pieces and carried off. The hangings, the wood panels, even patches of tiles from the floors. Just bare stone walls that became bleak shapes of light and dark under the harsh spotlight beam of her enchanted glass torch, colourless and without life.

			The darkness, the stark shadows, the suffocating closeness of stone wrapped about her, they tied her insides into knots. The old fear of being trapped in the dark banged at the cage where she kept it, threatening to break loose. She made herself think of Tuuran, his size and bulk a reassurance wrapped around her, waiting for her. Thinking of him like that helped. She walked on.

			Close now, little one.

			In the deepest cellars she found the ragged handful of men and women left alive, half naked, three-quarters starved, pale-faced, trapped in fright by her light. They looked on her in terror and wonder, and cringed away.

			‘Who are you?’ she asked them. ‘Are there any more of you?’

			She was a stranger, fierce and terrible in her armour of Taiytakei glass and gold. None of them spoke. She took a step closer. They stared and trembled.

			‘Are you all that’s left?’ she asked. She could have wept. A dozen of them. Half dead, thin and hollow. Furymouth: the smelliest, loudest, sprawling hub of life, and this was all that was left, this wretched huddle?

			Another step. They shrank away. She took off her helm so they could see her face. So they might see she meant them no harm.

			‘My name is Zafir,’ she said, her voice broken. ‘I was speaker of the nine realms once.’ How stupid it was, telling them that. The speaker was the guardian of the kingdoms, the keeper of the peace, and she’d done the exact opposite. Great Flame, she’d burned this palace herself! Her arm tensed, half raised. She had two Taiytakei lightning throwers strapped to each forearm on the outside of her gold-glass vambraces. On her hip she carried a pair of bladeless knives, the short glass swords of the Elemental Men of the Taiytakei, blades so thin they were almost invisible, which would slice through stone and iron as easily as they would cut butter.

			No one moved. No flicker of recognition. Perhaps they didn’t remember her.

			‘I’ve come back to …’ To what? To sit on a throne that no longer carried any meaning? To put her old realms back together again? How? To undo the damage she’d done? Prostrate herself? Beg forgiveness from the dead?

			Yes to all of that, and all such impossible things.

			‘To find my home,’ she said at last. ‘To find a place to be.’

			A man stepped closer, watching her with uncertain awe. ‘I remember you, Holiness,’ he said, and bowed and dropped to one knee. ‘I am Vishmir. I am Adamantine.’

			She crouched in front of him and took off her gauntlet and touched a hand to his face. The sight of this soldier, of finding him alive amid the ashes, filled her.

			‘Then get up, Vishmir,’ she said, ‘for we have work to do.’
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			The Fury

			 

			 

			 

			Three days before landfall

			 

			So this was Vishmir’s story: in the last days of the Adamantine Throne Night Watchman Vale Tassan had sent companies of Adamantine Men to every eyrie, armed with hammers and axes to smash all the dragon eggs they could find, and with letters of ­authority written by Grand Master Jeiros commanding his al­chemists to assist them. A last desperate throw of the dice against looming catastrophe. Vishmir and his company had been sent to King Jehal’s eyrie along the coast, Clifftop, but everything had gone to shit before they could reach it, and by this point he didn’t give two hoots for who was speaker and who wasn’t anyway. Anywhere with food and shelter was good enough. 

			Zafir led him back under the open sky. Climbing outside, to space and light, was like bursting from under the sea and being able to breathe again.

			‘What do your company call you?’ she asked. Half the soldiers of the Adamantine Guard had called themselves after the legendary Speaker Vishmir when the time came for them to choose a name. She wondered sometimes if they did it on purpose to make them harder to tell apart.

			‘White Vish.’

			‘Then I have work for you, White Vish.’ She glanced to the skies. Are there any other dragons close by?

			They are all far away, little one, answered Diamond Eye. They know what comes.

			Because you’ve told them?

			He didn’t deny it. Many gather in the Worldspine. They wait there to see what the Black Moon will do.

			Zafir took White Vish through the courtyard with the apple tree and the Veid Dome beyond. They stood in the doorway, its one brass door hanging askew. Vish tensed as he saw Diamond Eye.

			‘The dragon is mine,’ Zafir soothed. ‘Are there others here, ­hiding in the city?’

			White Vish nodded. ‘We see them now and then when we come out to forage. They run from us in case we steal their food.’ 

			‘Then I charge you with this: you have two nights to find them.’ She pointed out to the sea. ‘I have ships coming. On the morning that follows I will bring food and men to help you. I’ll bring you whatever you need.’

			‘Holiness, will you bring an alchemist?’

			‘Not on the back of my dragon, soldier.’ She shook her head. ‘But one comes on my ships. Grandmaster Bellepheros himself, stolen into slavery by the night-skins and now free again.’

			White Vish stared at her in surprise. ‘We heard the alchemists were all dead, Holiness. Murdered by the King of Sand and his mad queen, who hold the Pinnacles.’

			The Pinnacles. Home. Her heart missed a beat. ‘There are people there?’ 

			Vish nodded, though when Zafir pressed him for more he didn’t know who else might be alive. She asked after Zara-Kiam, but he only looked blank, and so she left Furymouth not knowing whether her sister was alive or dead. A part of her hated herself for not having thought of Kiam before. A blind spot, blanked from her mind and pushed away because of all the bitterness between them; now she didn’t fly straight back to the eyrie as she’d planned, but instead rode Diamond Eye deep across the country, as far as Three Rivers in the east and Farakkan in the north, far enough to see the distant outline of three peaks on the horizon.

			The Pinnacles. Home. The one place in all the realms where men could hide and no dragon would ever touch them, with water to last for ever and food for decades.

			There are dragons there, warned Diamond Eye. Waiting for us.

			Can you see my sister? Zafir pictured Zara-Kiam as she remembered her. Can you see anyone?

			I see a haze of thoughts, little one. The numb dull chattering of your kind. They are unfamiliar. I do not know them and so I cannot name them.

			They circled once more, Zafir’s gaze fixed on the distant peaks, but she’d made a promise to White Vish, and so she turned back and flew the hours across the sea to the eyrie, told Tuuran what she’d found and had a pallet made up with crates and sacks of food taken a month ago from the warehouses of Merizikat. Diamond Eye guided the Black Moon’s dragons towing the eyrie, while Zafir lingered with her handmaidens, Myst and Onyx, and their two babes. She left again without seeing the half-god himself, glad of that and keen to be gone as quickly as she could. She took Tuuran with her. He hated flying on Diamond Eye’s back, but she made him.

			It was almost twilight when they reached the shore and Furymouth again, certainly not the morning as she’d promised, the sun sinking behind a drizzling mist of rain rolling east from the Worldspine and the Raksheh. Zafir flew high, riding over the top of the cloud in brilliant-blue sunshine sky, watching for other dragons, and only dived into damp miserable grey as they reached land. She set the pallet down, dismounted with Tuuran in front of the Veid Dome, and together they built a fire. After Diamond Eye lit it, Zafir sent him away into the cloud, out of sight but ever watchful, and went to look for White Vish. He had more than a hundred men and women gathered in his cellars this time, gaunt and hollow shells but alive.

			‘I was beginning to wonder if you wouldn’t come, rider. If you were an illusion.’

			‘Is this everyone?’

			‘Everyone who would come. There are more, but I couldn’t reach them all. Many would not believe what I told them.’

			Zafir shrugged. Others would come quickly enough when they heard there was food. ‘The ships will reach the shore tomorrow,’ she said. ‘We’ll stay a day or two and then move inland. Come with us or remain. You can all choose.’ She wondered if she should try to explain the flying eyrie, the Black Moon, the hatchling dragons that towed them through the air, but Adamantine Man to Adamantine Man was probably better, and so she left Tuuran with them to tell his tale and walked away through the palace, among towers she’d once known so well, wandering aimlessly until she found herself in the solar where she and Jehal had lain together on the last night before his wedding.

			So what’s she like, this girl you have to marry?

			She could hear his voice as though it was yesterday. She could see him as they were, naked together, side by side under a sun so beautiful and warm instead of this drab grey rain. She smiled, sad and wan, remembering how Jehal had made his nests around the palace. Private places where he could come and go through hidden passages. Solars with tall windows, abundant in light and air.

			The bed was still there. Mouldy and moth-eaten and ragged at the edges. She couldn’t look at it. The last and worst betrayal.

			A girl, as you say. Him stroking her thigh. The air in the solar thick with incense. Stifling midsummer hot. Naive. Full of wonder at the world, and almost completely lacking in any experience of it, I would say. He’d told her a few pretty lies, things he thought she wanted to hear.

			Tell me she’s ugly and deformed.

			I’m afraid I could only say that about her sister.

			Jaslyn. The mad queen who’d come with Hyrkallan and all his vengeance to tear her from the skies over the Pinnacles. Zafir walked to the windows. She looked down, out over the fire ablaze in the palace yard. A murmur of voices reached through the rain. Now and then an outburst of laughter. She’d done some good here then. A little. The start of something.

			You like her, don’t you?

			Jehal’s face hadn’t flickered for a second. I hardly know her, my love. She is a doll. All dressed up to look as pleasing as she can, but still a doll.

			Liar. She’d known even then. The beginning of the end, though everything still lay before them, the climb to the Adamantine Throne. But it was there, in that moment. The betrayal of Evenspire had begun right here. And she’d known it and had looked the other way, because the truth would hurt more than she could bear.

			Where no one would see, Zafir wrapped her arms tight around her shoulders and hugged herself. She should have pushed him out the window that day and been done with it. Instead she’d pulled him closer.

			Rain drummed on the roof above, grey and dour. More laughter rose loud from outside. The first time these people had filled their bellies in a year. The first time in longer still since they’d gathered together under the open sky. Zafir stood, listening to them, ­staring out at the haze, drifting between thoughts that never lingered, and it was dark by the time she snapped herself away; by then some of the men were singing, Tuuran and White Vish leading the songs. They were tipsy. She had no idea where they’d found wine. Tuuran, slipping a barrel of it onto the pallet when he was supposed to bring water, most likely.

			The Adamantine Men looked suddenly awkward as she returned at last. The singing died. Tuuran got to his feet, and then the others did the same. ‘Holiness. We …’ He bowed.

			‘My dragon had to carry that,’ Zafir scolded him. She snatched the wineskin out of his hand and sat down quickly, before they could all start their kowtowing and all manner of other pointless formalities. She didn’t want that now. There would be a time, yes, but not today. Instead she took a long swallow and ordered them to all sit down and get back to their singing, and gradually they forgot who she was. They got quietly drunk together, her and Tuuran and White Vish, sitting in the warmth of their fire while the sun set, while the stars rose and Diamond Eye circled watch in the clouds overhead. The rain dampened nothing except the stones, while White Vish told his story.

			‘We travelled down the Fury by boat,’ he said. ‘It was already too late, but we didn’t know that. Town after town gutted by dragon-fire. We thought it was the war.’ He gave Zafir a mournful look, half sorrow, half accusation. ‘We thought you’d done it, Holiness, scorching the earth in your retreat. Then we came to Hammerford. We found the two stone dragons on the waterfront, colossal statues that had never been there before. We came ashore looking for food, and that was where we heard tell of dragons without riders rampaging across the land.’ Another pause, another look. ‘There had been a great battle at the Pinnacles, we heard, and a massacre of dragons had followed.’ He laughed. ‘The alchemists, Holiness. After your defeat, the alchemists poisoned every dragon they could. Yours, King Jehal’s, King Hyrkallan’s – all of them. When he saw what they’d done, Hyrkallan had every alchemist he could find put to the sword. They were trying to stave off the end, I suppose, but it didn’t do any good.’

			‘That was after they drove me from my home,’ Zafir said. ‘I fled here from the battle. There were Taiytakei ships in the harbour. I knew by then that they were the ones who had made our war. That they had set us against one another to steal our dragons.’ She looked away. ‘I knew what they’d done, but it was too late to make any difference. I tried to burn their ships so they wouldn’t escape with the eggs they’d stolen from Clifftop, but they had sorcerers like the Silver Kings themselves. They took me and my Diamond Eye and made us their slaves.’ She was shaking again. Couldn’t go on. Just looked about at the ragged survivors laughing and joking into the fire. Their numbers were dwindling, men and women slipping away with the dark, taking whatever they could carry back to their hiding places, not trusting the world. And why would they?

			‘The eyrie at Clifftop had already fallen when we reached Furymouth,’ said White Vish. ‘Dragon-riders went and never came back. For a time there was a quiet. The wise and the cowards fled the city, looking for shelter.’ He took another long swallow. ‘I’m sorry, Holiness. We fought as best we could, but Furymouth offers almost nothing, a city on a solitary hill. There’s nowhere much to hide. Hatchling dragons slithered and flew from the eyrie at Clifftop. War-dragons came across the sky. They hunted and killed, and we couldn’t stop them. More than a year ago, that was, and that’s how it’s been ever since. Mostly they leave us alone now, but sometimes another comes.’

			A mournful sadness settled like a thick blanket, full of memories of better times never to be reclaimed. Zafir asked a little more – about the Adamantine Palace, about Jehal and whether he was alive, whether anyone at all had survived. They didn’t know, and the more they talked the more she caught the glances that Vish and his men tried to hide. She felt the air change, pricked by ­needling accusation, by resentment and blame; or perhaps they simply wanted the companionship of their own, free of a dragon-rider outsider. Either way, she knew she wasn’t welcome any more, and so she took another wineskin and left them, stumbled away in the darkness and drank where no one would see until she could barely stand, until she wept for the folly of pride and the hurt of so many long knives driven into her back, and that was how Tuuran found her later, when darkness had long fallen and the fire had died low. She didn’t even see him coming until he loomed over her in the gloom.

			‘Holiness?’

			She struggled to her feet and leaned and staggered into him, and he was drunk too, but big and strong and sure.

			‘Come with me,’ she said, and led him through the towers and up the stairs to the solar where she’d stood before. She tossed her helm aside and stripped away her gold-glass armour and the dragonscale wrapped beneath, and pulled him to her and kissed him. They were drunk and full of need, both of them cut to the quick by their own different hurts, and he wanted her and always had, and it was stupid and dangerous and they’d both regret it desperately, but in the here and now she needed to be touched, to be held, to feel skin on sweating skin. He fumbled with her, uncertain and confused as she took his hand and pressed it to his cheek and kissed his fingers. She pressed his other hand to her heart, to her breast. She heard his breath catch in his throat.

			‘Holiness?’

			‘Not here. Not now. Tomorrow again, yes, but not now. Now I am just Zafir.’

			She ran his hand over her. He reached behind and cupped her and pulled her hard into him and she gasped, and so did he. She tore at his armour, at the buckles and clasps, clumsy and urgent, head fogged by wine and desire. She stripped him naked and kissed him until he growled and tugged at her filthy sweat-stained silks and lifted them over her head and fell on her, fingers and lips, rough and crude. She turned her back to him and pressed against him, running his hands wild over her skin, along her thighs, inside her, across her belly, her breasts, her neck, her face. She arched and groaned and heard him moan: ‘Please, Holiness. Please.’

			She ran her fingers over his brittle places of dead white skin. ‘You have it too, don’t you?’ She needed him to say it. ‘The dragon-disease.’

			‘Yes.’

			And that was the last of her reasons gone. ‘How long?’

			‘Since before Merizikat.’ Dust flew in clouds as they fell onto the mouldy bed together, where she and Jehal had once made love. He drove inside her, harsh and hungry, so different and so much more honest. She came almost at once and so did he, howling like animals, half mad, clinging on, each looking at the other as though at a stranger they’d never seen before, eyes as wide as the world. It wasn’t enough. She coaxed him back and straddled him, demanding him, pulling his hands over her. She felt the dim pain of bruises and half-healed wounds, dulled by lust and wine. She rode him, half blind, half forgetting he was even there, until she stuttered and gasped and arched and cried out again, and even then it wasn’t enough. She lost herself inside him. Exorcising the pain and the old betrayals, though they’d surely be back with the sunrise, burning sharp as ever. Twice more, and then the wine finally took her and she passed into dreamless sleep, a black oblivion as deep and silent as the void of the storm-dark’s heart.

			It was still dark when she woke. Her head thundered. Beside her, Tuuran was snoring, sleeping the sleep of the damned and the just. She looked at him lying there and knew she’d done a terrible and stupid thing. One more to add to the list. She dressed and slipped outside, found a quiet corner to squat and take a piss, and called to Diamond Eye; he came and cocked his head at her, as if to ask what that was all about, and she had no answer but to fly together, soaring to the freedom of the sky, through rain and cloud to the endless blue beyond for hours and hours. She leaned into him and hugged his scales and dozed until her head was clear.

			The ships reached the city later that day, and the eyrie came not long behind. Zafir kept to the skies, high and watching out for other dragons, but swooped beneath the cloud now and then, ­gliding above the steady stream of boats from the ships to the shore, all carrying men and supplies from Merizikat. She watched the cranes on the side of the eyrie with their up and down, over and over all through the day, lifting everything inside, filling it ready to burst. The dragon yard swarmed with men and sacks and crates, and it took the next day and most of the one after before they were done. By then the dragon yard had become a village of tents and shelters strung with ropes and poles as men looked for places to lay their heads. She brought Diamond Eye to land on the rim and surveyed their work. The eyrie was full, every nook and cranny, every room stuffed wall to wall with food and water and ropes and Flame-knew-what, or else strung with hammocks. She sought out Tuuran and told him he’d done well, and if there was any thought in either of them of that night in dead King Tyan’s palace, they both kept it carefully hidden.

			Eventually, because there was no getting away from it, she sought out the Black Moon, sat on the eyrie rim, eyes dim glowing silver, oblivious to the hive of bustle around him.

			‘You know where to go,’ he told her.

			The eyrie left Furymouth that night. It drifted sloth-like north along the course of the Fury towards the Pinnacles, guided by the Black Moon’s dragons. In the morning Zafir found Tuuran with White Vish and his two favoured lieutenants. Halfteeth and Snacksize, born in the Worldspine and sold in the slave markets of Furymouth, both of them, so she wasn’t the only one coming home to find old wounds bleeding again. The Furymouth slave markets were overgrown with weeds now, but Halfteeth was still looking for someone to hurt. He wasn’t much liking White Vish and his Adamantine Men, and there would surely be blood if he ever found himself facing a dragon-rider with no one nearby to keep him in check.

			‘Farakkan.’ Zafir led Tuuran to the eyrie rim and pointed into the distance. The cloud above and the fields below hazed into a grey fade of rain, but somewhere out there, if they followed the river’s meanders, was a heap of shacks and a mound of mud called Farakkan. A bustling stinking hole of a place that became an island every spring when the Fury burst its banks. Zafir had seen it often enough from above, but she’d never been there. She couldn’t think of a single reason why a dragon-rider would ever want to.

			‘Holiness?’

			‘Survivors, Night Watchman.’

			‘In Farakkan?’ He snorted.

			‘Someone needs to go and look.’ She kept her face a mask.

			‘Right. In Farakkan.’ They both knew she was sending him away to keep them apart, though she might have sent him to do this either way. There probably wasn’t anyone left alive in Farakkan because there wasn’t anywhere deep underground to hide, but what if she was wrong? They should at least look, shouldn’t they?

			‘Yes.’

			To her surprise Tuuran laughed. ‘I suppose anyone who survived living there all their life might survive living anywhere.’

			There wasn’t any more to say, but she couldn’t bring herself simply to turn and walk away. He deserved better than that. On impulse, struggling to find anything else, she saluted him, fist pressed to her breast. ‘Have a care, Night Watchman. Return. I will watch for dragons for you.’

			He grew an inch taller right there in front of her. Pride. Flame, he almost grinned as he glanced at Halfteeth. ‘I’ll take White Vish and the new men, since they know the land. Halfteeth, you’re in charge while I’m gone.’ He bared his teeth, letting that grin out this time, and slapped Halfteeth on the shoulder. ‘Try not to be an idiot.’

			Halfteeth snorted. Snacksize nudged him and gave Tuuran a nod. ‘I’ll keep an eye on him, boss. Bring us back a present, will you? Something nice.’ The three of them laughed while Zafir, suddenly an outsider, stood in awkward silence. If Halfteeth and Snacksize had real names, she’d never heard them, and she never would.

			They passed over Farakkan later that morning, not that there was much left of it. The town had been built of wood, and the only thing that had saved any of it at all from the dragons was the constant wetness there. There were outlines that might once have been houses, but most of it was a black char-smear across the hilltop and sodden fields. The eyrie paused while cranes lowered a pair of cages with Tuuran and White Vish and a dozen other men, and then moved on, stopping again for the night a few miles further north, close to where the Ghostwater emerged from the hidden tunnels of the Silver King’s Ways, which ran all the way under the ground to the Pinnacles. Zafir looked over the eyrie as the sun set, over the dragon yard sloshing with half an inch of water. The rain hadn’t stopped for the best part of three days, and the yard had no drains. They’d have to do something about that before they had rivers running through the eyrie tunnels and people drowning down there. There were too many Merizikat men setting up their tents and shelters too. If the dragons came – and come they would, and soon – everything that wasn’t underground would burn. The dragons loitering about her old home, Diamond Eye told her, were paying attention now.

			She sent for Halfteeth. ‘Set some people to bailing out that water,’ she told him. ‘I don’t want it getting any deeper. And is there really no space below for all these men?’

			Halfteeth looked at her hard. No bowing or kowtowing from this one. He took a breath and nodded. ‘Some of us like it better up here.’ He smiled, half-mocking her. ‘Out under the sky, no roof, no walls. At a guess I might say you do too, your Holiness.’

			So he knew of her fear of small cramped places in the dark? But the eyrie innards weren’t dark at all. The Silver King’s white stone glowed soft as the moon in the night, gentle as an early-morning sun in the day, warm and comforting, and she’d grown up and lived half her life in a place exactly the same; but before she could answer him, his face changed. The smug self-satisfied lurking murderer shifting in an instant to a taut-faced killer cornered by something much bigger.

			She knew that look. The Black Moon was behind her, eyes glowing silver, moonlight bright.

			‘There’s someone on the ground,’ he said to Halfteeth as though Zafir wasn’t even there. ‘Someone curious.’ He pointed to the west. ‘Bring them here.’

			Halfteeth scurried off. He didn’t have a choice, because, like almost all of them, Halfteeth had met the Black Moon’s deadly knife, and the half-god had cut away a piece of his soul and made him into a slave.

			Zafir rounded on him. ‘If you …’ But the Black Moon was already walking away.

			One day, half-god or not, I will make you look at me.

			Have a care, little one, warned Diamond Eye.

			Zafir found Snacksize and told her to deal with bailing out the dragon yard instead, then took herself into the tunnels and to the cell she shared with Myst and Onyx. She curled up with them to sleep, and it was only after the next dawn that anyone bothered to tell her that Halfteeth had come back in the night with an alchemist, and with a couple of others, and that one of them was an Adamantine Man, and that Halfteeth was busy kicking the shit out of him.
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			The Crowntaker

			 

			 

			 

			Three days after landfall

			 

			Crazy Mad, Berren the Crowntaker, the Black Moon, whatever he was today. Not the Black Moon, because his eyes burned with silver moonlight when he was that. The Crowntaker, then. He was already there when Zafir reached the round stone cell. He twirled the Starknife in his hand. It was a strange thing: the blade shone like polished silver and patterns swirled inside it. The shape was odd, more like a cleaver than a knife, while the golden hilt was carved into a pattern of stars that made a thousand eyes. It cut souls, not flesh, cut pieces out of people and made them into what they were not. The Black Moon used it to cut away the will of men and make them into his slaves. His instruments, he said. Extensions of his desire. And Zafir had told him there were to be no more slaves, neither men nor dragons, but he did it anyway when he thought she wouldn’t see. He was as he wished to be, and would not be changed or swayed, and the only thing that struck her as strange was that he bothered to try and hide it from her at all.

			It was a terrible thing, that knife, and so was the Black Moon who held it. But behind his eyes Zafir saw it was the Crowntaker with her today.

			There was a man tied to a chair. The Adamantine Man Halfteeth had found, at a guess. He’d already been beaten half to death.

			‘Where is he?’ Zafir hissed. ‘Where’s Halfteeth? I’ll have him skinned for this!’ She could talk to the Crowntaker easily enough when the half-god inside was asleep or resting or … elsewhere, or whatever it was he did in there. Then the Crowntaker was simply Tuuran’s friend. Which was a shame, because he was doomed, and he knew it, and so did she, and the only one who refused to see the inevitable was Tuuran himself.

			‘His name is Skjorl,’ the Crowntaker drawled. ‘And I sent Halfteeth away before you got here in order to save him from being strung up by his balls. Let the big man deal with it when he’s back from Farakkan.’

			‘And your half-god?’ she asked. The Crowntaker winced as though she’d stabbed him. The look he gave her was half pleading, half sharpened edges.

			‘Not here just now. He’s weak from crossing the storm-dark. But I’m sure he’s watching.’ He spat and turned away and then turned back. ‘This lot think they know something about the Silver King’s tomb. Does that mean anything to you? Because it certainly does to the Black Moon, and if we don’t get it out of them nicely then he’ll wake up again and do it the only way he knows.’ He paused, desolation in his face. ‘This one, Skjorl, he was an Adamantine Man back when that meant something.’ He paused in case she knew the name, but of course she didn’t. A speaker never knew her legions. ‘Anyway, he doesn’t know much. The alchemist’s the one. Skjorl here says her name is Kataros. You heard of her?’

			Zafir shrugged.

			‘He says the third one with them claims to have found this tomb, but he’s not in a good way, and so I was saving him for last. I’m guessing an alchemist might know best anyway.’

			‘Says he’s found the Silver King’s tomb?’ Zafir scoffed. ‘Then he’s a liar. But an alchemist would be useful. Be gentle if you can.’

			She watched the Adamantine Man Skjorl hauled away. Tuuran would have a use for him, if he could be willingly turned – if he could manage to live in the same legion as Halfteeth after what Halfteeth had just done to him. Maybe he could. She was the speaker of the realms, and the Adamantine Men served without question. It was their creed, drilled into them as children. Was that slavery? They could always choose otherwise, couldn’t they?

			She watched as the alchemist Kataros was dragged in and tied to the same chair. She winced at that. Wouldn’t it be better to ask them in a quiet calm? As friends? Feed and water them, shelter them and then get to what mattered? But she could feel the Crowntaker’s impatience, the lurking sense of the Black Moon beneath the surface, and none of them wanted that. She snapped her fingers at one of Halfteeth’s men. ‘Go and get Bellepheros. Quick, now!’ Another precious alchemist. He would thank her for that, and Bellepheros, of any of them, would seem like a friend.

			‘Where is it?’ asked the Crowntaker. He spoke slowly and carefully. Zafir watched, trying to decide whether she remembered this alchemist’s face. Months had passed. Years. It was still a shock to suddenly remember, again and again, that this ash-scarred ruin of a land was her home, that everything she once knew had changed.

			No more slaves. But tell that to the Black Moon.

			‘Where is what?’ The alchemist clenched her fists. ‘Who are you?’

			‘The Silver King’s tomb,’ whispered Zafir, because that certainly did mean something, and possibly everything. ‘That’s what you’re looking for. Where is it?’ Was that where she might find an answer? In the relics of the Silver King, the Black Moon’s half-god brother who had once taught blood-mages how to steal the memories of a dragon and dull them into pliant beasts? The woken dragons remembered him with a simmering fury. The Silver King. The Isul Aieha. Diamond Eye spat fire at his name for what he’d done, a sure way to arouse his ire if ever she needed it.

			She stretched, easing the stiffness out of her aching back and surly bones, the last twinges of that wound from Merizikat that had close to killed her. Perhaps another alchemist would draw Bellepheros from the gloom that had settled over him since the loss of Chay-Liang.

			‘I believe it to be in the Aardish Caves,’ said the alchemist at last. ‘Underneath the Moonlight Garden, where Vishmir always thought it was.’ 

			Zafir tried not to laugh. Vishmir the Magnificent had spent twenty years looking for the Silver King’s Black Mausoleum and had never found it. Hundreds of dragons. Ten thousand men. And now, amid the end of the world, some scrawny alchemist claimed that Vishmir had been looking in the right place all along, and yet had somehow missed it?

			‘Forgive me, Highness, Holiness, lord, lady, but, with the most humble respect, please, who are you?’

			‘Who am I? Who am I?’ Zafir didn’t know whether to laugh or weep or fall into a rage. A little of all three, perhaps. Two years gone and the world turned on its head. ‘I am your speaker. Do you not know me?’ She searched for a glimmer of recognition as the alchemist looked her over, and found nothing. If anyone should remember, surely an alchemist …

			‘Lady Lystra?’

			A torrent of fury tore at her. The frustration of their months in Merizikat bursting its dam, the wounded pain since she’d left, forced to her bed as she healed, unable to fly. The searing sense of loss as she’d circled Furymouth and wandered the abandoned passages of Jehal’s old palace. All this way, all this time, and she was finally home and to what? To nothing. To an alien land where dragons had burned her cities and her people had forgotten her. And Lystra …? She gritted her teeth. Little Lystra. Jehal’s starling bride. Oh, but she was past that now, wasn’t she? Surely she was.

			‘Forgive me, your Holiness.’

			‘Forgive?’ Zafir heard her own voice, hard and cold as ice. Forgive? For what? For not remembering? Wasn’t that perhaps for the best?

			The Crowntaker turned his head. He looked hard at Zafir, straight through her and beyond. There was a glimmer of silver in his eye. Not yet burning bright, but she knew the signs. The Black Moon inside him was on the verge of waking. ‘Do you know these places?’ he asked her. ‘Tell me!’

			‘The Aardish Caves? I’ve been there. Follow the Yamuna river deep into the Raksheh forest towards the foothills of the Worldspine and there’s a waterfall, a cataract. The Moonlight Garden sits atop the bluffs on the south side overlooking the top of the falls. It’s a ruin. Across the river at the foot of the falls are the entrances to the caves.’ The words trotted out of her. She wasn’t really listening to herself but was watching the Crowntaker’s eyes for glimmers of the half-god. Sometimes little hints of desire leaked from his face at times like this. The Adamantine Spear. That, above all else, was why he’d brought them here. But the name of the Silver King stirred him too, the Isul Aieha. When chances came, she looked hard for the tiny tells of his secret avarice. ‘There’s a story about the Isul Aieha,’ she said, ‘that he created a mausoleum for himself before he died. “Made of black marble across the great river from the endless caves,” or so the legend says. Speaker Voranin’s riders thought they’d found it. Vishmir, who followed him, searched the Aardish Caves for nigh on twenty years. It’s not there, Crowntaker, but Vishmir had a mausoleum of his own built in the same place. There’s an eyrie, a small one.’ Or there had been when she was last there. Most likely it was gone now. Abandoned and burned.

			The veil across the Black Moon was paper thin now, and Zafir desperately didn’t want him to wake, not here and now, not with a second alchemist right here in front of him and the Starknife already in his hand. She poked Kataros. ‘We don’t need this one,’ she said sharply. ‘Get the third one in here, the one who really knows.’ Bellepheros could have her. He’d like nothing better. It might even cheer him up, but either way Zafir decided she’d be damned if she’d sit by and watch as the Black Moon cut this woman and made her his slave. An alchemist was worth too much …

			She turned to Halfteeth’s guardsmen. ‘And get Bellepheros!’ Where was he? Why wasn’t he here already? ‘Is Tuuran back yet?’ Although how could he be?

			‘Bellepheros? He’s here?’ The alchemist looked startled at the name. So she remembered him, at least, did she? 

			The Crowntaker’s eyes flared.

			‘Bring the other one,’ Zafir snapped. ‘Now!’ The one who’d seen the Black Mausoleum with his own eyes. Get this alchemist out of here!

			‘What about her?’ asked the Crowntaker. The Black Moon was a hair’s breadth behind the Crowntaker’s eyes, twirling the knife, and even if the Black Moon was looking elsewhere, the Crowntaker himself knew perfectly well how to use it too.

			‘I’ll get rid of her. And the first one. As you wish.’ She could feel the edge of her own panic.

			‘I suppose we should wait for Bellepheros …’

			‘No. I said get rid of her. Both of them.’ Tuuran could have the first and Bellepheros the second. They’d probably all be very happy together, but not here, not now; now she needed this alchemist away. Safe. She nodded to the soldiers of Tuuran’s guard. They took the alchemist’s arms and held her down while they untied her ropes. Zafir kept her eyes on the Crowntaker. ‘I’ll get her out of here and keep her watched,’ she said. ‘I’ll come for her when I’m ready. It’s the third one who matters, isn’t it? The one who knows where it is?’ Bellepheros! Where are you? As soon as he arrived she could be done with this façade …

			The fortress shuddered. A tremor rippled the walls. The Crowntaker jerked. His eyes burned, and there, for a moment, was the Black Moon, the half-god inside, awake and potent, flaring before simmering back beneath the surface; but before she could say a word more, Halfteeth skidded around the corner and almost fell into her.

			‘You!’ She grabbed at him. ‘I’ll—’

			‘Dragons!’ he yelled, oblivious. ‘Dragons are coming. Dragons!’

			The fear in him spread like plague to the men around her. The room fell into pandemonium. Zafir closed her eyes. Every day since they’d crossed the storm-dark she’d been waiting for this.

			‘Get her out of here and get the other one!’ She rounded on the Crowntaker as Halfteeth’s soldiers bundled the alchemist away. ‘You’re the Bloody Judge,’ she hissed. ‘You deal with them. Wake up your half-god if you must.’ But the half-god wouldn’t help them. He never did. She might watch him burn with silver light and disintegrate anything that came close enough to bother him, but he wouldn’t actually do anything more until the very end, when out would come the knife to cut more slaves to his will. Harvesting the survivors. That was the way of him.

			Halfteeth and his soldiers scattered. Zafir raced to the dragon yard and the shanty town of huts and sailcloth shelters. Grey clouds muted the daylight. It was still raining. There was still half an inch of water underfoot.

			Where are they? She launched the thought to Diamond Eye, high in the sky above, claws wrapped around one of the great chains by which the dragons pulled the eyrie through the air. And why didn’t you warn me before?

			They deceived me, little one. They hid their purpose from me. The rest of the answer came as a storm of wind and flames. A dragon swept over the eyrie, fire pouring out of its mouth, tearing through rain, scorching wood and cloth dry and setting them alight. Plumes of steam rose where the dragon’s breath struck the yard. Zafir ducked back into the tunnel as the wind that followed the dragon’s wings ripped through the remains, sucking the debris into the air, tearing rope and cloth, lifting and scattering them like autumn leaves in a gale.

			Drive them away. When I’m ready, come to me. She wasn’t ­armoured.

			Diamond Eye answered with a familiar scorn, but she knew he would come. Screams followed the fire, men and women caught in the open even though they were told, always, to be close to shelter. Lightning cracked from a Taiytakei cannon mounted on the eyrie walls. A dragon shrieked in pain, and then the first of the Black Moon’s soldiers came running through the steam and fog and hurtled into the tunnel, barging into her and almost knocking her down. Zafir bolted the other way, out into the open, taking her chance, racing across the dragon yard, hugging the wall as fire rained again, as lightning and thunderbolts shook the sky. Clouds of steam scalded her face. She couldn’t see how many dragons had come.

			Are they few or countless? She reached the next tunnel entrance and dived inside with the last handful of soldiers. When it came to dragons, Tuuran had drilled them well: run fast and hide deep.

			Twenty, thereabouts. Diamond Eye was flying free, chasing down the attack. Small and young most of them. Little more than a year. There are many here of that age.

			The first door in the tunnel was hers – a small room because the smaller rooms were the ones close to the dragon yard, and she needed to be close. Myst and Onyx were already laying out her armour, their faith in her bewildering and absolute.

			They are awake. They remember. The reminder chilled her. Proof, as if she needed more, of what had happened after the Taiytakei had taken her to be their slave.

			Drive them away! Zafir stripped off her dress and threw on a thin silk shift. Myst offered her the bandages she used when she flew, more strips of silk to be wrapped around the places that chafed, but Zafir waved her away. ‘No time.’ A dragonscale coat next. She wrapped it around her, and felt a spike of glee from Diamond Eye as he crashed into a dragon somewhere above and brought it down. Curls of smoke and vapour wafted into the tunnels and crept into the room, licking at her feet. She could hear the lightning cannon fire over and over, and then the boom of the black-powder gun, not that it stood much chance of hitting something as fast as a dragon. That had been for Taiytakei glasships, and it had been a long time since any of those had menaced her.

			Onyx pushed Zafir’s gold-glass boots in front of her, offering to buckle her in. Again, Zafir shook her head. ‘Diamond Eye has his war harness on.’ She slipped into the cascade of gold-glass plates that was the bulk of her armour, and held out her arms. Dragon-riders dressed themselves, that was always the way, but there were plenty of old customs she’d discarded these last two years, and more hands made for more speed. Myst took her left arm, buckling gold-glass vambraces and pouldrons. Onyx took the right. They were good at this. Practised. They fitted her lightning throwers, two to each arm; as soon as they were done Zafir snatched up her helm, the beautiful gold-glass helm with its perfect, clear visor that the enchantress Chay-Liang had made so that she might ride again.

			Now. She called Diamond Eye down and ran barefoot outside, splashing through the warm surface water in the yard, half blind in the mist and steam, but she knew her way well enough without needing to see. Up the steps in the eyrie wall as Diamond Eye slammed into the rim and bounded beside her. He gave a familiar cock of his head as he lowered it, and Zafir gripped the mounting ladder. She slipped her foot into the loop at the end of the legbreaker rope and held grimly tight as Diamond Eye tossed his neck and threw her on to his back. As best she knew, no other dragon-rider had ever mounted this way. She and Diamond Eye had learned it together. He launched himself into the air, swooping under the bulk of the eyrie for shelter while Zafir buckled herself into the saddle.

			Dragon facing dragon has not happened for a long time. Diamond Eye rose from under the eyrie and soared high. Dreary sunless sky above, steady rain, dull hazed horizons and a murky patchwork ground, broken by the black winding water of the Fury river. Amid the grey Zafir could see a score of circling dragons.

			They’re small, she thought.

			They are young. Diamond Eye dived. Zafir pressed forward into his scales. Rain lashed her face, smearing across the visor of her helm, blurring everything. She couldn’t see. The Taiytakei dragon armour had been made for riding over a desert, and the best she’d devised for rain was a silk pad tied to the back of her gauntlet. She wiped the visor clear and then watched the world blur again. Thunder pummelled the air and lightning flashed from the cannon below. It caught the dragon ahead of them in the wing; the monster tumbled and tried to catch itself and spiralled down, quickly out of sight as Diamond Eye wheeled and powered after another and then another, chasing them off. The smaller dragons were edging away.

			That one. Zafir watched a great golden war-dragon stoop. She wiped her visor again and … Flame, was that a man standing on the eyrie wall, waiting for the golden dragon with a hefted axe? Idiot. Yet a moment before fire should have come to burn him, whoever he was, one of the Black Moon’s yearlings hit the gold monster from the side. The two twisted through the air and tumbled over the edge of the eyrie, the gold lashing its tail and cracking the wall above the yard. For a moment the two dragons tangled and plunged towards the ground, until the gold war-dragon threw its smaller brother aside. Zafir tensed. Every dragon was precious. Every single one.

			That one brings this to us, said Diamond Eye. Black Scar of Sorrow Upon the Earth was his name in our first lifetime; and Zafir would have dived to bring the golden dragon down, but Diamond Eye shot forward and rolled, curled in the air, upside down, wings flared. Zafir caught a glimpse of shimmering green before another massive adult slammed into them, an emerald war-dragon. Lightning flashed past. The emerald reached to bite at Zafir; Diamond Eye’s teeth closed on the green dragon’s neck, but the emerald still strained for her. Its tail whipped and lashed with enough force to snap her in half. Diamond Eye let go the dragon’s throat and caught its tail instead, but now the emerald’s jaws were free. They were falling together, plunging towards the eyrie, a drop enough to smash all three of them to pieces. Perhaps the emerald didn’t care. The dragons would die and find new eggs and be born again. It didn’t seem to trouble them.

			Zafir raised her arm to the green dragon’s face as it lunged. Lightning flew from the Taiytakei slaver wands set there by the enchantress Chay-Liang, and stung the dragon in the eye; it shrieked and jumped away. Diamond Eye let go its tail and flared his wings, catching their fall, pitching Zafir hard forward and smashing her into the scales between his shoulders. The emerald spread its wings and came again, rising in a tight circle, fire building in its open mouth. The other dragons were scattering now, driven away by the lightning of the Taiytakei cannon. Zafir searched, looking for them through the blur of water across her visor and drawing out their thoughts as Diamond Eye danced through their minds. Confusion. Incomprehension. They didn’t understand this lightning. Dragon servants. A rage that could melt mountains, fill seas and burn skies. Some withdrew. Some did not, could not. They came at the eyrie again. One by one they fell or fled.

			The emerald dragon hurled itself at them, consumed by fury. Her. It wanted her.

			Do I know you? Were you one of mine? Zafir couldn’t see well enough to be sure.

			A bolt of lightning lit the sky. The air shuddered with thunder. The emerald arched and screamed and twisted and fell, one wing stretched out, the other fluttering useless. It spiralled down, spitting fire. Lightning hit it again and then again; Zafir watched as the emerald dragon crashed into the eyrie yard. The mists and steam were clear now, wafted away in what little breeze blew off the Oordish Moors and across the floodplains of the Fury valley. The fight was done, the attacking dragons in retreat, in dismayed disarray.

			Up. She took Diamond Eye over the eyrie. Then higher still, through the rain and the clouds and beyond into dazzling blue sunlight and the huge wild open sky.

			They will come back, she thought.

			Yes.

			She scanned the skies, the cloud below, the old instincts of a dragon-rider driven into her before she was ten years old. Scattered specks moving in the far distance. To the south where the clouds broke she could see the distant sea and the line across the land that was Tyan’s Dyke. To the east the Fury river wound away towards Purkan and all the valley towns that once dotted its shores, Hammerford and Valleyford and Arys Crossing, all burned and gone. To the west the Yamuna wound into the endless dark wrinkles of the Raksheh, wrapped in perpetual mist and cloud. Perhaps in the very distance, groping through a white sea that faded to the far horizon, was a slight dark stain. The mountains of the Worldspine.

			To the north …

			She could see them. The three solitary mountain tops, distant protrusions punching dark through the raincloud. The Pinnacles. So far away they were almost lost in the haze, but they were there. Unmistakable.

			Home.

			Yes.

			Her thoughts were a shoal of fragments. Diamond Eye’s were deep and ancient. He was remembering from a thousand years ago.

			Yes?

			A surge of something ancient burst from the eyrie below. It ­echoed across the plains and faded and died. Diamond Eye felt it. Saw it. Saw the emerald dragon shattered from its fall, one of his own kind he had known for fifty lifetimes lying crippled and broken in the folds of the eyrie’s womb. Saw the dragon cut by the Black Moon’s knife and die at the touch of an old goddess who always took something away.

			Yes, they will come back, Diamond Eye answered, distracted by the death below them. Yes, home. Yes to both of those things and more. His thoughts were far away. He was thinking of the Black Moon. Remembering, and Zafir knew how it troubled him.

			They circled downward. The gold dragon Blackscar was keeping his distance but hadn’t withdrawn like the rest. He was watching. Zafir nudged Diamond Eye closer, but as soon as she did, the gold turned and flew away, hard and fast.

			That one carries a rage that has strength even among dragons. 

			She swooped low again. The emerald lay smashed across the dragon yard, wings broken, its spirit dead and gone. The handful of Adamantine Men they’d rescued from Furymouth swarmed over it now. There were no special rituals for killing a dragon. You took your chances as they came. Mostly you died trying, and even if you managed to kill one you died at the claws of another moments later, or else you burned; and that was the way of being an Adamantine Man.

			They cut off its head. There was no need, but they did it anyway. The corpse would burn from the inside now, getting hotter and hotter for days if not weeks, until flesh and bone crumbled to ash and all that was left were scales and a few scorched bones from its wings. Scales for armour, bones for bows. No one had been able to harvest a dead dragon since the Adamantine Palace had burned, but these men would, and Bellepheros would show them how.

			She roamed Diamond Eye’s memories, rode among his distant thoughts, looking for bitterness or anger or resentment, but as he watched this dead dragon, he felt nothing.

			Sorrow is not for us, he told her. There is no loss. We come again. Always and for ever.

			It troubled him though, that knife, as it troubled her and Tuuran and Bellepheros too. Their journey would be wreathed in bloody fire – that was always going to be true – but Diamond Eye had met the Black Moon’s knife and with furious hostility submitted to its cut. Dragons and men alike, shaped to the Black Moon’s will. He used it over and over without thought, on anyone and everyone who crossed his path. It would have to stop.

			Yes.

			They landed on the rim. Zafir’s armour was starting to chafe where she hadn’t taken the time to bandage herself under the dragonscale. She dismounted from the war harness, the top half of her cased in gold and glass, dragonscale underneath, bare feet and ankles at the bottom where the coat ended.

			Fly free if you wish. Go to them. Tell them what has come. I mean no war against either men or dragon, but I will fight if I must to take back what was mine.

			Diamond Eye might have laughed. They will not care for your ambition, little one, not one whit either way. It is him they watch for. The Black Moon. Diamond Eye jumped to the rim and fell away into the sky. They know he is here. His return spreads among us like fire.

			As Diamond Eye soared away, the Crowntaker climbed the steps from the dragon yard. He stood beside her and watched the dragon vanish into the distance. Berren, Crowntaker, Crazy Mad, the Bloody Judge, all the names he carried around with him like memories of lovers past, clung to despite their betrayals, though they all meant nothing now.

			‘Where is he going?’

			‘Wherever he wants.’ Zafir peered, trying to see how close the Black Moon lurked behind the Crowntaker’s eyes. ‘Why did you kill that dragon? Bellepheros could have used its blood.’

			‘Do you leave a horse with a broken leg to suffer? Bellepheros can have all the blood he wants from the others. The Black Moon will take them with this knife, every dragon that fell and lives. That one I set free because I could.’ He paused. ‘I told you the Black Moon was weak again now. Crossing the storm-dark drains him. Your prisoners are gone, by the way. Fled in the chaos.’

			‘Prisoners?’

			‘The alchemist and that Adamantine Man and the other one.’

			‘They were never prisoners, Crowntaker. We’re not slavers.’

			‘I think maybe they didn’t quite see it the same way. Probably on account of Halfteeth and the whole business of locking them up and tying them to chairs. Anyway, they’re gone. Did a bit of damage on their way out, too.’

			Zafir looked away. They could have done with another alchemist. Bellepheros hadn’t been the same since the last days of Merizikat; frankly he hadn’t been the same since the Black Moon had come and Tuuran had hailed him as the Silver King returned, the saviour who would deliver them all from fire, and Bellepheros had been the first to see how that was a lie, and also the first to be cut by the Black Moon’s knife. Good or ill Zafir didn’t know, but the Black Moon was something else, not the Isul Aieha, and no saviour of anything except himself; and Bellepheros didn’t have to keep their dragons tame now that the Black Moon had woken them, but Zafir still needed his potions for the dragon-disease she carried and for other things too. Another alchemist would have been a boon.

			‘Farakkan,’ she said. ‘We bring Tuuran back to the eyrie. Then the Pinnacles because the Pinnacles were my home and my throne and where I wish to be.’ She watched the Crowntaker carefully, waiting for the Black Moon to come and dismiss her desires. When he didn’t, she went on more softly: ‘Then to the Adamantine Palace to reclaim my spear. And then we deal with the dragons, however it is your half-god means to do that.’ She’d seen it in his head when he’d raged at her once and nearly put an end to her, seen the spear, how badly it mattered, but never the why or what or how, only that it did. The Adamantine Spear. Symbol of the speaker of the nine realms.

			The Crowntaker closed his eyes and clutched his head. ‘I don’t know why either. I don’t know what for. I don’t know what he wants …’ He collapsed and squatted on the wall. Zafir watched him with wary pity. She didn’t know much about the Crowntaker’s past except that Tuuran had known him as a friend, but she never knew which to expect, the man or the monster. The Black Moon could stop time itself. He would stay as long as he wanted, and he only even pretended to listen to her because by sheer chance she had cut herself on the Adamantine Spear on the day it had been given to her, and the spear had drunk her blood, and somehow that mattered.

			‘Tuuran’s in Farakkan, yes?’ The Crowntaker looked despairingly about the eyrie.

			‘You know he is.’

			‘We could …’ He drew the venomous Starknife from his belt. Zafir backed hastily away. The thousand eyes of its golden hilt seemed to watch and follow her. Patterns swirled its ghostly blade into shapes and forms of madness, faces flirting on the edge of recognition and then dissolving into chaos.

			‘No.’ Zafir shook her head. ‘We tried that once. We both know better now.’

			‘But I told you: he’s weak from crossing the storm-dark. Last time … perhaps we waited too long?’ 

			Zafir shook her head. Blind hope was all the Crowntaker had left.

			‘Then tell your dragon to eat me!’

			She kept her distance, watching him, eyes for nothing else, waiting for the first warning of silver light, of the Black Moon inside. ‘My dragon isn’t here, and none of them would dare to touch you. You know that.’

			The Crowntaker came closer. Zafir backed steadily away at first, but he kept on coming. Eventually she stopped and let him close. Too close.

			‘What do you want from me?’ she asked.

			‘I want to be me.’ His hand shot out, snatching for one of the bladeless knives on Zafir’s belt. He was too quick for her to stop him, but she caught his hand as he drew out the blade and clamped his wrist, keeping him from turning its edge on himself. ‘It won’t work,’ she snapped. ‘I already tried that too, don’t you remember? And I don’t want to lose that knife.’ 

			‘I want to be free.’ He was stronger than her. Not by much, but he was, and more desperate too. He turned the blade slowly towards his own throat. 

			Zafir snarled at him. ‘It won’t work!’

			They stared at one another. He wouldn’t back down, so in the end she let go.

			‘You know it won’t work,’ she said again. ‘But if you absolutely must make him angry, be far away from here when you do. I want no part of it.’

			‘You’re the only one he listens to!’ The Crowntaker bared his teeth, and Zafir laughed in his face. The Black Moon pretended to listen but he didn’t, not really, just followed whatever whim of the moment most piqued his fancy. She was so much dust to him, like everyone else.

			The Crowntaker gave back her knife. As she took it, he offered the Starknife too. She took that as well, and watched him pick his way down the gentle outer slope of the dragon-yard wall and out to the eyrie’s rim. He kept on walking, right to the eyrie’s edge and off, vanishing with the falling rain. She watched him go and thought of throwing the Starknife over the edge after him, but she didn’t. There wasn’t much point. They’d danced this dance before, and petulance only made it worse.

			She called to the dragons that remained instead, and told them to take the eyrie’s chains and head for Farakkan. They obeyed her because the Black Moon had told them that they must. She didn’t know what would happen if the Crowntaker did actually die, but she imagined that the dragons would probably eat her the first chance they got. And it didn’t bother her, because the Crowntaker wouldn’t die, not today. The Black Moon wouldn’t let him.

			Over Farakkan Halfteeth lowered cages and hauled Tuuran and his men to the rim. They had a few new faces, a handful of feral survivors of the dragon terror. Farakkan, built on mud and flooded every spring. It was a wonder that Tuuran had found anyone at all; but he had, and he came out of the cages and knelt in front of her, the old rituals kept alive even though they both had more pressing things to do. She patted his shoulder and moved on, and in her face he must have seen the torment the Crowntaker carried to anyone he touched. He winced and asked her with his eyes: What happened, what was it this time?

			‘He’s gone again,’ she said. ‘Over the edge.’ Tuuran simply nodded.

			With the cages empty, Zafir turned for the Pinnacles, for home, while Tuuran set about clearing the dragon yard. There wasn’t much they could do about the headless dragon corpse that now filled a good part of it, but they could clean away the rest. For a while she went to sit with Myst and Onyx, to watch them nurse their newborns, hoping to make all the leaden feelings go away. She played with them a little. Sometimes it helped, seeing the blind hope of new life and the fierce love that surrounded them, but not today.

			Much later, when it was dark, one of the hatchlings landed in the eyrie. Dark meant the dragons would keep to themselves, and so Zafir had changed out of her armour, although queenly dresses hardly suited the wind and steady rain and so she was wrapped in a soldier’s leather coat, up in one of the five watchtowers that ringed the yard. She knew the hatchling as it came down, as she knew each and every one of the eyrie’s dragons – Stars Cascade Over a Dying Mirror Sea in her first life – and Zafir wondered why the half-gods had been so melancholy with their names, but Diamond Eye had no answer to that. Stars Cascade had something in her claws. Zafir watched the something get up, then climbed from the watchtower and walked across the yard through the rain. The shanty-town debris of huts and sails and ropes had been cleared. Everyone would sleep in the tunnels now, and if that meant they were crowded, it was still better than being burned.

			The figure in the dragon yard came towards her, eyes blazing with silver light in the twilight. The face was still the Crowntaker, but behind it seethed the Black Moon.

			‘You have something of mine.’

			Zafir had the Starknife already in her hand. Without a word she offered it. Without a word, the Black Moon took it and walked away.
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			The Moonlit Mountain

			 

			 

			 

			Four days after landfall

			 

			The mountains of the Pinnacles poked from the plains of the Silver City like three thousand-yard fingers, sheer-sided, snub-topped, draped in clinging green veils of vines and stubby thorn trees, whatever could find a crack in which to root. Within them lay the arcane labyrinths of the Silver King’s Enchanted Palace where Zafir had been born. Between their feet sat what remained of the Silver City, once the greatest metropolis of the nine realms.

			Zafir and Diamond Eye plunged out of the cloud towards the sprawl of stone fortress that covered most of the Moonlit Mountain’s flat-topped peak, the tallest of the three giant fingers. There had been scorpions here once, giant crossbows that fired iron-tipped spears with enough force to tear a man in half and sting even a dragon the size of Diamond Eye. The scorpions were gone now, smashed and ripped from their mounts. Where they’d stood, spikes protruded from the ground, ten-foot iron barbs meant to stop a dragon from simply slamming into the walls. Several were bent, and a few were torn away. Ceramic tiles painted with pictograms were scattered and strewn across the ground. Most were broken. Some had been stamped to powder by crushing dragon strides.

			There were men here. Watching. Diamond Eye felt them and plucked at their thoughts. As she punched through the cloud Zafir watched them run. They ran because they’d seen a dragon, and running was what men with any sense would do. And though she told herself over and over that she meant no murder to whoever had taken her home, watching them run she felt her veneer flake, a seething core of vengeful animosity burning it away.

			But I will try, she told herself.

			They wouldn’t let her though, whoever held her palace. Deep down, simple and primitive, she knew it. They would fight her, and she was content with that knowledge. Glad even, because it let her pretend it wasn’t what she wanted …

			She swept Diamond Eye low across the top of the mountain through the ever-present drizzle, scanning the ground. Perhaps there wasn’t any point, but she’d already found one alchemist here, and alchemists were more dangerous than she’d ever imagined. How dangerous, exactly? She didn’t know.

			I feel their thoughts, little one. Hundreds of them teeming through the mountain, but there are no alchemists here. They have a taste to them. It makes them easy to pick out.

			Unless they choose to hide themselves, she reminded him.

			She circled one last time. There had been beauty to the mountain-­top once. The Reflecting Garden was here, a toy of the Silver King, an eternal fountain feeding pools of water that didn’t lie flat but ran along in arcs, tiny flowing rivulets twisting cold through the air, suspended in the last echoes of the Silver King’s sorcery, all of them leading to the glimmer of the Silver Onion Dome, so old that no one could remember its proper name, where the air was bright and fresh and dry and always smelled of spring in defiance of the seasons. Zafir looked at the remains, at the shattered stones and gravel. The Onion had been smashed flat. There was almost nothing left of the Silver King’s water garden except a stream bubbling out of the rubble into a few haphazard pools, with raindrops bounding patterns across them before they drained into the mountain below. That was all.

			What was it for? As a girl she’d played in the water, oblivious to its mystery. She’d taken it for what it was, no sense of wonder at how it had been made, just a simple joy that it had.

			She shuddered. There had been a happiness to the Moonlit Mountain once, but it was so long ago that she doubted she could ever find her way back to it.

			To amuse himself. They were all that way. Diamond Eye landed on the stones around the shattered dome. There were no spikes to keep dragons away here, only in the fortress of broken scorpions. Stars Cascade landed beside them, impatient and hostile. The dark shape of the eyrie was coming down from on high now, a sinister blackness laced with purple veins pushing through parting cloud, dropping slowly as the dragons let go their chains. Zafir had made them lift it up above the clouds in the night, sick of rain and wanting to see the stars. She supposed she ought to wait now for Tuuran and his Adamantine Men to march beside her, but she was here, so close, and the urgency to finally see with her own eyes, to know whether her sister or any others lived, to understand how much her world had changed, was impossible to resist.

			She slipped from Diamond Eye’s back. Keep watch, if you will. Give warning of what you can. However hard she kept her expectation in check, however much she quashed the unruly sprouts of hope, both grew virulent like weeds the moment she looked away. Tuuran would be furious with her. Diamond Eye didn’t much like her impatience either, though he tried to hide behind aloof indifference. She didn’t understand him. Stars Cascade simply wanted to eat her. That she understood.

			The entrances into the mountain from the dome were rubble-choked. Zafir climbed to the great Queen’s Gate at the top of the fortress. The gate itself had been smashed to splinters, the Grand Aisle beyond collapsed, the stair to the High Hall below packed tight with shattered marble. Clumps of grass grew in niches of earth. She went to the lower Humble Gate instead. The rubble there was looser – wood, not stone – and when she pulled a fallen door aside she could see the old Servants’ Passage leading down. She smiled to herself. So this was where the watchers had gone, was it? And rightly too, for the Queen’s Gate was for queens alone.

			‘Hello?’

			She lit her torch, as bright as a thousand lanterns. Whoever was here would come up to parley, wouldn’t they? Hidden away in their magical tunnels and caverns, kept alive by the relics of a long-dead sorcerer, trapped in an enchanted cage by rampaging dragons. Perhaps they were all mad by now. Everyone said that about the queens of the Pinnacles. Not right in the head. Her own mother. Her …

			No. Not a time to go to that place. She looked down the steps. They had to talk to her, didn’t they? A rider come down on a dragon for the first time in … she didn’t know exactly, but her old world hadn’t lasted long after the Taiytakei had taken her from it.

			They don’t hear you, murmured Diamond-Eye.

			Zafir called again, louder. The Grand Aisle past the Queen’s Gate was the gate for kings and queens, wide and bright and airy, full of open arches to the world outside. Not so the Servants’ Passage. My mother kept a menagerie of birds up here, and a butterfly garden. Sometimes she let them loose to flutter about the crowns of visiting kings, and the walls were buttered with gold and white marble behind drapes from the silk farms of Tyan’s Peninsula. She shivered, lost in memories, though Diamond Eye likely didn’t care a whit to hear them. She used to let me play with the butterflies when I was small. I squashed one once. I wasn’t looking and I trod on it. She was angry. I learned after that to be so very careful …

			But those days were long gone even when she’d ridden her first dragon. They seemed so distant now that they must surely have belonged to someone else.

			She took a deep breath. The Grand Aisle and the High Hall and the Great Stair were all wide enough for a hatchling, but the Humble Gate had been made with other thoughts. It was the entrance for those who merely served, barely wide enough for an armoured man to squeeze along sideways, carefully and deliberately too small for any dragon to enter. The darkness looked back at her, deep and hostile. The cramped space of it clawed its way inside her until it became almost physical, a barrier against her. And she couldn’t be having that. She closed her eyes for a moment and stood amid the leering demons that haunted her, the fanged glinting creatures of small dark places, and thought of Tuuran, not far behind her now, and shooed the demons away and picked her way down the steps. These fortress parts had been carved by men long after the Silver King had come and gone. They were crude and tight and narrow, their walls plain rough stone. She ran her hand over the stone, remembering the times she’d come this way before.

			‘Is anyone there? Do you hear me?’

			The stair took her into a long straight hall, wider but oppressive in its gloom. Shadows jumped to swallow her light the moment she swung it around. There were sconces in the walls where torches had once burned, but not any more. This was where a visiting queen’s servants mustered with their bags and boxes, but it was also a killing place where defenders could hold off an assault after their dragons had lost the air above. There were murder holes over her head and slits for crossbowmen in the walls. When Jehal’s uncle Meteroa had seized this place, he’d shown how deadly it was. Sadly for him, he hadn’t known about the other entrances, the ones below. Likely as not it would come to those again, but she’d promised herself to give whoever held her old throne a chance, first, to talk.

			‘Hello?’

			Her voice echoed from silent stone. No answer. She could see the iron-bound doors at the far end of the hall. They were closed. They have to be listening, surely! They have to be here.

			They see you, warned Diamond-Eye. They watch.

			‘How many are you?’ she called. Her words rang out in the emptiness. The silence that came after swallowed her. ‘Are you few? Or are you many? I know the secrets of this place. I can help you.’ She took another step. ‘Princess Zara-Kiam? Is she here? She will know me. Does the name matter to you? Is she alive?’ It mattered to her. Her own sister. Of course it mattered.

			The quiet oppression of the walls squeezed tight, squashing the air out of her. The darkness. Her breaths came fast and shallow. She was panting like an animal. She raised her voice and made herself stronger.

			‘I am Zafir of the Silver City, speaker of the nine realms, and this fortress is my home. I bring hope. I bring a half-god. I bring the Silver King’s brother. Is my sister here? Princess Zara-Kiam? Will you not parley with me?’

			Silence.

			‘My dragon sits above. I am alone here but I will not remain so. Speak! I come with an alchemist, and all the martial glory of the Taiytak—’

			The first crossbow quarrel hit her in the head. It glanced off the gold-glass of her helm hard enough to knock her sideways. Perhaps that was what saved her when the second missed her throat as she staggered. It hit the pouldron on her left shoulder instead and shattered it. Zafir stumbled back, head spinning. She raised her arm and loosed a bolt of lightning at the wall, not with any hope of striking anything, but to stun, for in this shallow space the noise was deafening and thundered in her ears. Then she ran, the terror of being trapped in darkness an unruly riot inside her. The iron tip of another quarrel sparked off the steps, and then she was climbing and out of sight of the bowmen below. Step after step, heart thumping, eyes fixed firmly on each footfall while leering fear closed around her, until she pulled herself gasping back into rain and daylight and glorious space. She stopped a moment, bent over, hands on knees, breathing deep until the demons of the dark slunk away.

			Alchemists.

			‘What do you mean, alchemists?’ she snarled, furious at her own frailty. A dragon-queen wasn’t afraid. Never, ever, afraid. Certainly not of the dark. That was for children.

			Alchemists are reviled here. Made into demons. Diamond Eye was almost smiling. Enjoying the sensations. Enjoying her discomfort, perhaps, but then all woken dragons had a special venom in their heart for alchemists.

			The eyrie was almost down now, the black stone of its underbelly not much more than a few dozen feet over her head, laced with glowering veins and flickering with violet lightning. The cages were on their way, winching down over the sides. Zafir pointed her dragons to the Queen’s Gate.

			‘Clear that path,’ she told them.

			The cages reached the ground long before the dragons were done. Tuuran sidled up beside her, watching them at work. ‘Last time I came here was as guardsman to Speaker Hyram.’

			‘And you left as a slave.’ Zafir brushed his arm. A fleeting touch, yet lingering. She didn’t take her eyes off the dragons. ‘Does it feel strange to be back?’

			Tuuran grunted. ‘Like the stab of a knife. Something like that. Don’t know how to put it into better words. A hard pang, and deep, and not what I thought it would be. Everyone gone or ­hiding, everything burned.’ He stared at the dragons, at the colossal bulk of Diamond Eye pulling boulders out of the entrance, flinging them over the side of the mountain. ‘No regrets though,’ he muttered. He glanced at her, dressed in her armour and ready for battle, and chuckled.

			‘Regrets?’ Zafir shook her head. ‘Then I have them for us both, Night Watchman.’ She turned away. ‘I already went inside. I didn’t wait for you.’

			‘I saw.’ She felt the silent admonishment.

			‘I told them who I was. They answered with crossbows.’ She looked to the eyrie. ‘This was my home once. He should be here.’ She didn’t expect an answer. The two of them didn’t talk about the Crowntaker much these days. Not since Merizikat. Neither of them knew what to say.

			After a moment, Tuuran looked her up and down. ‘Are you hurt, Holiness? I don’t see any blood or anything sticking out that shouldn’t.’

			‘No.’ But she was hurting, on the inside, and he wasn’t so stupid as to not see it. Made for two of them. Maybe that was how he knew.

			‘He’s not coming down. He’s gone funny again. Trying to kill yourself would do that, I suppose. Can’t blame someone for feeling a bit funny after that.’ Sometimes Tuuran’s bitterness was enough to burn holes in the rain.

			The dragons had cleared the entrance enough for them to get inside. Zafir picked up a gold-glass shield and started for the hole. Tuuran put a warning hand on her shoulder.

			‘Holiness, you don’t know who’s in there.’

			He gathered White Vish and a few others from Furymouth and Merizikat, a dozen soldiers like him, hard men with hard pasts, in dragonscale and glass and gold, with swords and lightning and the spiked ashgars of the Taiytakei knights. More men were coming down from the eyrie, lowered in the creaking wooden cages they’d built together a blue moon ago when they’d been adrift over the sea, and the cages had been for fishing.

			‘Do you remember the way?’ Zafir asked him.

			‘Do I bloody remember it?’ He scoffed and laughed through the rubble strewn across the Grand Aisle behind the Queen’s Gate. ‘Bright and clear, Holiness, even if it was a decade ago.’ One wall opened to the sky, letting daylight and rain sweep in through carved columns. The rest of the Grand Aisle lay thick with shadow. ‘I remember standing here while Speaker Hyram greeted your mother.’ Zafir didn’t remember it, though she knew she must have been there too, Tuuran at Speaker Hyram’s side, herself lingering reluctantly next to her mother. ‘I can still see the High Hall as it was that day, paintings and statues, layered with rugs and ­tapestries.’ Tuuran looked about as if trying to find them. The statues had survived, blackened and cracked, some of them broken. The rest was gone save a few charred shreds and stains of damp sooty ash. The wind whistled from the open colonnades, fleeting gusts catching Zafir with speckles of rain. Strands of ivy crept between cracks underfoot. In the shadows something skittered away.

			A sudden flutter of wings made her jump almost out of her skin. Two startled pigeons broke from cover and bolted for the open air. No one had been here for months. The Queen’s Gate had been abandoned to the dragons.

			A dozen steps led around the curve of the mountaintop to a second hall lit by shafts of daylight from above, as desolate as the first and damp with puddles of rain. Beyond waited the Grand Stair, and then the Silver King’s gate into the Enchanted Palace and the heart of the Moonlit Mountain; but at the bottom of the stair a block of stone the size of a barn barred their way. Zafir crouched. She took off a golden gauntlet and brushed at the dust with a fingertip.

			‘They must have sealed themselves in a long time ago,’ she said. ‘A small band could live here almost for ever, if they were careful.’

			‘So now what?’

			‘We come from below, Night Watchman, and from the side.’

			She climbed back out and took to the air with Diamond Eye, urging him down to whatever was left of the Silver City. He dropped like a stone while she pressed hard against him, head pushed down, arms spread against his scales. He flared his wings as they neared the ground, crushing the air out of her, settling into a lazy orbit over the ruins. Shapes and outlines resonated with memories sparkling silver in the sunshine and busy with life. The long streets and wide open squares were mottled with weeds and patches of grass now. In places the canals lay choked with rubble or overgrown water plants; elsewhere they still shone with gleaming water. Trees sprouted in the burned shells of houses amid sprawled patches of thorns. The fields and meadows that had made her city rich were gnawing it away. Taking back what had always been theirs.

			‘The Order of the Dragon once ruled here,’ she said as much to herself as to Diamond Eye. ‘There used to be gardens laced with rose bowers and dotted with splashing fountains. Peacocks. I remember there were peacocks.’ It was all gone, everything she’d known. When she touched the dragon’s mind, she found that he too was lost in ancient memories.

			After the Splintering when the Isul Aieha struck the Black Moon down we were cast into Xibaiya. When we hatched and rose anew, all we remembered was gone. Left amid the ruin they made, we searched for the half-gods, lifetime after lifetime, until one by one we abandoned their memory. And now the shadow of the Black Moon comes again, fumbling for what he was, great pieces yet missing, still burning to make the world as he sees it was meant to be. 

			Zafir caught snatches of visions. Spires of stone, dragons filling the sky, and in that sky the darkness of a silver moon, hard and hostile and violent.

			This is how it was, murmured Diamond Eye. That is what he brings.

			Zafir looked at the ruins of her city, grey and dull in the falling rain. ‘And who will stop him, dragon? You? Me?’ She guided Diamond Eye away. ‘There are tunnels under the mountain. This was my home, and I will have it back, and it will be the way it must be, as violent as your remembered moon.’
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