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But in the process of the centuries the mountain is levelled and the river will change its course, empires experience mutation and havoc and the configuration of the stars varies. There is change in the firmament.


‘The God’s Script’


Jorge Luis Borges


Some say that gleams of a remoter world


Visit the soul in sleep . . .


‘Mont Blanc’


Percy Bysshe Shelley
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EXCERPTS FROM


Acre: Tales of the Lost World


Solinaris is widely regarded as the most magnificent structure in all Acre. It is home to the Wielders, a people able to harness the energies of sun and moon. Such is the power these magic-users have at their command that the glass of their citadel has stood without crack for seven centuries. Human-like servants called the Yadin walk these halls, clothed in purest white. Created by the powers they serve, they would willingly lay down their lives for their masters. Solinaris stands on the western edge of Rairam, a large, varied continent whose natural beauty and resources make it one of Acre’s richest lands.


The Wielders of Solinaris term their power ‘cosmosethic energy’, claiming it derives from the cosmos itself. To the minds of Acrean technicians, this assertion is unverifiable. Their own logic pales against the fearsome power employed by those in Solinaris. How may a Wielder channel the sun’s heat? How access the moon’s reflected glory? These things lie beyond rational comprehension, yet none denies their existence, or their might.


Solinaris is governed by an autonomous group comprising all Wielders who have graduated to full status. This ensures a fair ruling on every issue considered and is widely thought to be among the most advanced political systems in the world.


The Estreyan Mountains are rumoured to be the home of the dragon people, those who call themselves Lleu-yelin. Little is known about this fierce, silent race, from whose wrists and ankles stream the sinuous tendons of their mounts.


Cymenza and the Raucus Cities are famed for their towers, built to withstand any attack – though nothing sharper than the arrows of peace has rained against their stones in all of a hundred years. Under moonlight, they take on the hue of their moats, so that to an easily fooled human eye, they could be mere reflections trapped in the heart of the water.


And those feared most are they whose names are twinned with the stars’, for their grave countenances bear only a semblance of humanity, and in their hands lies the undoing of worlds.




PART ONE
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When Kyndra awoke on the day of the Ceremony, she believed – for one dream-tangled instant – that it was her last.


She sat up, gasping. Beneath her shift, her heart hurtled through its beats, and she pressed a sweaty palm against her chest. She couldn’t remember the dream now. Only the vaguest sense remained; like a threat, urging her to flee.


I don’t run.


Kyndra rubbed the sleep from her eyes. As her blood cooled, so did the sweat on her body, and she pulled the woollen blanket back up. The Ceremony is my Inheritance, she reminded herself. It marked the start of her adult life. She had counted the years until this morning, savoured the ripening sense of anticipation.


But an hour later, returning home from a walk through Brenwym’s muddy streets, Kyndra realized it wasn’t just the cold that peppered her arms in gooseflesh. Each breath took her closer to the Ceremony, closer to her fate. She glanced up. The sky was a mass of dirty white clouds, and the rain flattened both her hair and spirits. She didn’t want to see her mother’s look of strained pride, the sad inflection in her voice that plainly said she was losing her child. Today Kyndra would become a woman and her town would put her to use.


As long as we don’t drown first. She grimaced. The spring blossom had brought only clouds and, two wet weeks later, petals fell to settle like snow on a town underwater. Kyndra thought of being dry with a wistful sigh. Her shirt stuck to her skin and her woollen trousers clung horribly. The rest of her clothes hung from a rafter in the attic at home and were only slightly less damp. She’d have to wear a dress for the Ceremony, she realized sourly. Even in this rain.


Kyndra brushed the wet hair off her forehead and wrinkled her nose. The town smelled of rotten green and people packed into a space too small to contain them. Brenwym provided the only haven within easy reach for families flooded out of their homes in the lower dales. And now of course the rest of the Valleys had arrived for this year’s Inheritance Ceremony.


Kyndra stopped short. Her chosen route home led through the main square, which had become a lake overnight. Its surface mimicked the bloated sky and around its edges, rubbish piled up against cottages and shops. She allowed herself one unenthusiastic sigh before shrugging and wading in. After a moment, the cold water came creeping across her toes and Kyndra gritted her teeth. Her boots would never dry by this afternoon’s Ceremony and she’d outgrown her mother’s. Maybe a walk to clear her head hadn’t been the best of ideas either. She shivered, catching her reflection in a window. The cheap glass blurred her face into a pale, disgruntled oval.


Teeth chattering, Kyndra increased her pace. Her mother’s inn would seem welcoming after this, even filled as it was with the stale smell of drink. The wind picked up, so that she heard the shutters of The Nomos before she saw them. Chinks of firelight spilled out into the street and she fought her way around the side of the building to the back door.


‘. . . Wish you’d make more of an effort, Jarand. Sometimes I don’t think you care.’ Kyndra’s mother, Reena, turned to throw out a sack and caught sight of Kyndra dripping on the step. ‘What are you doing?’ she gasped. Jarand winked at Kyndra over her shoulder.


‘I went for a walk.’


‘I thought you had gone—’ The sack slipped from Reena’s hand. She didn’t seem to notice.


‘Mother?’


Reena stared at her for a few, stunned moments, then swallowed and shook her head. ‘Never mind,’ she said. ‘I . . . I just thought you were upstairs getting ready.’


Kyndra frowned. ‘What’s the matter?’


But Reena stepped back inside and deftly took down a towel. ‘Boots off.’ She thrust the ragged cloth at Kyndra. ‘You’ll have to wear mine.’


Kyndra shook her head. ‘They don’t fit.’


‘I’m not having mud traipsed over everything.’ Reena’s voice hardened and chased some of the blood back into her face. ‘People are paying good money to stay here.’


Irritated, Kyndra rubbed the towel over her head. ‘Is it always about money? Even today?’


Reena tucked a curl of hair more red than Kyndra’s back under her kerchief. ‘You want to eat, don’t you?’


Kyndra didn’t reply, but broke the awkward silence by kicking her boots onto the mat. A thick swell of heat and smoke welcomed her into the hall, and she battled to close the door against the wind that blew through the backstreet.


‘It took the families from Caradan Hill a week to get here,’ Reena said, as she watched Kyndra’s struggle with the door.


‘Really,’ Kyndra said without interest. The door latched shut and she leaned against it. Jarand had disappeared. He always did when a foul mood puffed out Reena’s chest. Kyndra didn’t care. Her wet clothes chafed and all she wanted was to escape upstairs. ‘Why are you so worried about impressing visitors?’ she said. ‘They’ll never come back.’


Her mother’s face darkened. ‘You are about to become a woman of this town, Kyndra. Whatever future you’re shown, you will find it in Brenwym.’ Reena paused. ‘This is your home.’


She was right. Brenwym was her home. Kyndra had never been outside the Valleys. And I’m not likely to either, she thought despondently.


‘Go and clean yourself up,’ Reena sighed. ‘I managed to dry out some of your underclothes. They’re on the bed.’ To Kyndra’s trouser-clad legs, she added, ‘I’ve always thought that blue dress looks nice on you.’


The blue dress was ready and waiting. Kyndra scowled at it. Moving slowly, she filled a basin, peeled off her sodden clothes and scrubbed her skin clean. The water was cold and quickly turned brown. She shivered. The rain sounded more like hammers up here, a relentless pounding that threatened to split the rafters. She shared the garret with Reena and Jarand, her mother’s husband. A thin partition split the space in two.


Once she was dry, Kyndra wriggled reluctantly into the dress. Its tight sleeves stopped her from raising her arms and twice she tripped over the skirt whilst hunting for her mother’s boots. She tugged at it fiercely, but stopped when she remembered that Reena had paid for it. Flushed and ready at last, Kyndra dropped onto the bed and laid the backs of her hands against her cheeks.


What had her mother seen during her own Inheritance Ceremony? Kyndra assumed something to do with an inn, or Reena wouldn’t be here running The Nomos. Jarand was an outsider, from Dremaryn to the south, so he didn’t count. He had only become an innkeeper when he married Reena.


Kyndra let her feet carry her to a small mirror set in the corner of the room. ‘It will be fine,’ she told herself. An uncertain face looked back, framed by dark red hair that ended untidily just above her shoulders.


She picked up a comb and tapped it against her palm. The Inheritance lay at the heart of Valleys life. The first survivors of the Acrean wars to settle here had brought the Relic with them: an artefact that revealed a person’s true name and calling. The Inheritance Ceremony had taken place every year since, five centuries of young people looking into the Relic and seeing their future in its depths.


Kyndra dragged the comb through her hair and then twisted the damp strands into a knot. She had longed for this day as much as her friends had. Now she dreaded it. The full force of those centuries bore down upon her, thousands of lives lived as the Relic intended. Its power reached into your soul, people said. It showed you the truth of yourself. To stray from the calling it gave you was not only unheard of, but it was also a sin.


What if it gives me a future I don’t want?


Kyndra spun away from her reflection, threw open the door and stalked downstairs. Her fear clung as close as her own shadow.


The common room was packed with people and pipe smoke. Dark varnish coated the walls, obscuring the kind of stains an inn racked up over the years. Patrons crowded between tables, idly keeping an eye out for empty places. The spectre of rain hung over everything and Kyndra couldn’t suppress a smirk when she recalled her mother’s words about the floor. Mud smeared the usually spotless boards.


A finger jabbed painfully into Kyndra’s ribs. She flinched and looked down. The woman sitting there studied her crookedly, lips stretched in a leer. ‘So, girl, your day has arrived,’ Ashley Gigg said. ‘But bud or blossom, you’ll always be a chit to me.’


There were stifled guffaws and Kyndra’s face grew hot. Ashley’s rude to everyone, she reminded herself. And you did push that tinker’s weasel through her bedroom window. She probably hasn’t forgotten. Kyndra pressed her lips together. She hadn’t played that trick alone. Her best friend Jhren had been a willing accomplice.


‘Don’t you listen, Kyn.’ Hanna leaned over her bench. She was a plump, fair-haired woman with slightly large teeth. ‘We know how much you’ve looked forward to this day. Me an’ Havan have come up specially to see Jhren’s Inheritance.’ Her dimpled cheeks were flushed with the heat.


Kyndra grinned and muttered thanks. Jhren’s aunt and uncle were traders and Kyndra had sat up many a night, listening to tales of a world beyond Brenwym. Those candlelit evenings seemed far away now. Nodding to Havan, she slipped past, eager to get away.


She pushed through the crowd to an unshuttered window and cleared a patch of condensation with her sleeve. The rain continued to swell the streets into brown rivers. Idly, she drew a pattern on the glass; a star with only three points.


‘Blue suits you.’


She jumped, hearing him laugh softly. Jhren stood behind her, so close she could feel his breath on the exposed skin of her neck.


Kyndra spun and punched him lightly on the arm. ‘It doesn’t. And don’t creep up on me.’


‘Ow,’ Jhren protested. Then, seeing her frown deepen, he added, ‘All right, I take it back. You look awful in blue.’


‘Better.’


Jhren’s bright smile faded a little. ‘It is a nice dress though, Kyn. You should wear it more often.’


‘And what about my dress?’


Colta appeared beside Jhren, arms folded, lips pursed. She looked as lovely as ever. A red ribbon held back her curls and at the same time somehow sent them tumbling over her shoulder. They were dark, like her eyes.


Obediently, Jhren turned to look. Kyndra watched his gaze rake across Colta’s neckline and, despite her best efforts, felt a flash of annoyance. Colta’s dress hugged her form and fell in attractive folds to the floor. Pretty woven sandals peeped from beneath its hem.


A little smile curled Colta’s lips. She laughed. ‘I didn’t sleep a bit last night,’ she told them. ‘I’m just too excited.’


If that were true, Colta showed no sign of it. Her face had none of a sleepless night’s shadows, but was fresh and bright. A scent clung to her. Rose, Kyndra thought.


‘How do you like my outfit, Kyndra?’ Colta asked her. ‘Gerda made it especially for today. The shoes too.’ She eyed Kyndra’s dress with just a hint of disparagement. ‘You should have asked her to make yours.’


‘I know what Gerda charges,’ Kyndra said. ‘Why pay so much for something I’ll only wear once?’


‘She’s the best dressmaker in town.’ Colta stroked her skirt defensively. ‘She can charge whatever she wants.’ Giving up on Kyndra, she said to Jhren, ‘I really wanted the bodice cut lower. But you know Gerda.’ She rolled her eyes and smiled a dimpled smile. ‘She has such old-fashioned ideas.’


‘Shouldn’t you put some boots on?’ Kyndra said a touch more harshly than she’d intended. ‘It’s raining. You’ll spoil those shoes.’


‘I know it’s raining, Kyndra,’ Colta snapped. ‘But we all become adults today and I intend to look the part.’


‘There’s more to growing up than looking the part,’ Kyndra said before she could stop herself. She tried to stuff her hands in her pockets and then realized that she didn’t have any.


Colta gave her a pitying look that made Kyndra grind her teeth. ‘If you’d had some made yourself, you wouldn’t have to be jealous,’ the other girl said sweetly. She turned to Jhren. ‘See you later. I’ve still got lots to do.’ With a bat of her lashes, Colta swept off.


‘Don’t mind her,’ Jhren said. ‘She’s probably nervous.’


‘She really looked it.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


Kyndra waved a hand. ‘Forget it. I’m not in the mood to argue.’


‘Me neither.’ Jhren grinned at her and Kyndra felt her frown disappear.


They stood side by side at the window. Frequent gusts of cold air announced each new patron and lifted Jhren’s blond fringe. ‘Busy,’ Kyndra remarked.


Jhren glanced at her. ‘How many do you think are in town?’


‘I don’t know. Not everyone has come for the Ceremony.’


‘You mean the flood in the lower dales.’


Kyndra nodded. ‘There isn’t enough room here. They’ll have to go home eventually.’


‘It’s weird,’ Jhren said. ‘Aunt Hanna told us the weather’s only bad in the area around Brenwym.’


‘What do you think’s causing it?’ Kyndra watched the points of her star leak, tear-like, down the glass. ‘I can’t remember there ever being a spring this wet.’


Somewhere in the inn, a low bell chimed. ‘Is that the time?’ Jhren gasped, leaping away from the window. ‘I’m supposed to be home for lunch. Mother’s roasted a pig in my honour.’ He grinned. ‘See you on the green, I guess.’ Then his face grew serious. ‘I can’t believe it, Kyn. This is it.’


Kyndra tried to ignore the butterflies in her stomach. ‘I know.’ She watched her friend open the door, coat held over his head as a pathetic shield against the rain. Jhren winked once and then he was gone.


Wondering how Jhren could face lunch, Kyndra headed unobtrusively for her window seat. Hidden by the curtain, she settled herself on a long cushion that ran the length of the casement. It was here that she sat through dark, winter afternoons when Jarand was too preoccupied to find chores for her. She’d read for hours. Her favourite stories were about Acre, a lost world of Wielders and magic, dragon-riders, soaring cities full of people beyond counting.


Acre: Tales of the Lost World were really just that: tales. But, sandwiched between two pages, Kyndra had found a scrap of parchment, badly preserved and almost illegible. On it was an alphabet. And under each letter someone had faithfully transcribed its equivalent in Mariar’s common tongue. The find restored Kyndra’s hope: that once upon a time, Acre had existed.


Kyndra peered around the curtain. Her mother didn’t seem to have noticed her absence. She was probably too busy. Kyndra propped a cushion behind her head and leaned back. The Inheritance was not to begin for another two hours and perhaps she could snatch a few minutes of the rest this morning’s dreams had stolen. With a sigh, she closed her eyes and the clamour of the inn dimmed.




. . . A burning valley spreads at her feet, bloody earth bare of life. A light blazes at one end like noon sun on glass. She flies through the air, its dry pressure hot on her cheeks. Something takes shape within the light: a building, tall as a mountain. The shine she imagines is sun on glass is indeed that: glass so fine, she wonders how the wind doesn’t shatter it. Crystal towers spin dizzily into the sky.


And then she sees the man. Behind him, the glorious building crumbles and falls and all the light is gone. The man’s face beneath his white hood is strong-boned and harsh. His eyes are black like crows’ feathers. His mouth opens, lips start to frame a word: Kyndra . . .




‘Kyndra, wake up!’


Blearily, Kyndra opened her eyes, struggling out of sleep, but it clung to her, weighing her down.


‘Kyndra!’


She realized her eyes had closed again. Fighting the impulse to sleep, she tried to hold them open.


‘What’s wrong?’ Jarand asked, as he held the curtain back. His gaze was worried. ‘You look awful.’


‘I feel awful,’ Kyndra groaned. She raised a hand to her forehead, trying to relieve its throbbing. There was something she needed to remember, but the dream kept getting in the way. Just thinking about it made her eyelids heavy.


‘Kyndra!’


She frowned at Jarand, still massaging her forehead. ‘Stop shouting, Jarand. What is it?’


Jarand stared at her, mouth open. ‘What’s the matter with you? You were supposed to be at the green half an hour ago.’


For a long moment, Kyndra gazed at him. Then, ‘The Ceremony!’ she cried, springing to her feet.


‘Steady,’ Jarand said. He retrieved the cushion that Kyndra had kicked off in her haste. ‘They haven’t started yet. Reena thought you’d already left, but I spotted your coat upstairs.’


‘Thanks, Jarand.’ Kyndra took it and rushed for the door. The common room was all but empty now. How could she have forgotten?


‘Good luck!’


Kyndra waved and bolted outside. Forcing her arms into the coat’s sleeves proved impossible in her dress. She thrust it under her arm and scooped up her skirt to leap puddles and potholes, running as fast as she dared towards the green. She arrived out of breath, ankles spattered with mud.


It looked like everyone in the Valleys was present. Kyndra edged through the crowd and made what she hoped was an inconspicuous dash to the group in the centre. Miraculously the rain had stopped, although vast, murky pools swamped the area. The earth was so wet that water oozed over her cramped boot toes.


‘What kept you?’


Jhren appeared beside her, dressed in his formal clothes. ‘I overslept,’ Kyndra said shortly, ignoring her friend’s startled laugh. She took a quick glance around. The Inheritors’ families stood in a semi-circle surrounding their sons and daughters. There were probably a few curious spectators here too, Kyndra thought, come to witness a local custom. Everyone’s gaze was fixed on a high-peaked tent in the centre of the green. The Relic Keeper stood in front of it, speaking, hands clasped on the waist of his robes.


‘. . . We receive these young people in the Ceremony of Inheritance, gifted us by our most precious artefact, a wonder of the ancient world. In this we honour the Relic!’


Cheers rang out among the watching people, accompanied by clapping and the slushy stamping of children’s feet. As the Keeper hoisted up his sodden robes and disappeared inside the tent, Kyndra’s fellow Inheritors mumbled, ‘We honour the Relic, the illuminator of our paths. We are thankful for its guidance.’ Kyndra opened her mouth to speak the words along with them, but her throat was strangely dry and nothing came out.


A sturdy man, in garb more practical than the Keeper’s, organized the Inheritors into an alphabetical line. Then he stood back and consulted his parchment. ‘Jane Abthal,’ he called.


A nervous girl Kyndra didn’t know shuffled her way to the tent. The man greeted her solemnly. With a last look over her shoulder, she slipped inside. It was only a few minutes before she emerged, pale-faced but smiling. She waved at the crowd. They cheered her, and the girl went to stand with some people Kyndra supposed were her family. She looked relieved.


The Inheritance continued in much the same way. As she moved slowly up the line towards the tent, Kyndra wondered why she hadn’t spoken the devotion. Perhaps Reena had not been as zealous as some parents in her attempts to make her understand the Relic’s importance, but she’d still grown up here. She had watched past Ceremonies with a child’s trusting eyes, standing in the safety of the crowd. She had copied the mumbled devotion out on paper when Jarand had taught her the letters. So why now – on the day it mattered most – had she not been able to speak it?


Kyndra tried to distract herself by searching for Jhren, but the press of Inheritors blocked her view. Glancing over her shoulder, she spotted Colta a few people behind. The girl waved when she saw Kyndra looking, but as the Ceremony progressed, Kyndra noticed that she chewed on her lower lip and her hands trembled.


‘Jhren Farr.’


Kyndra started at Jhren’s name and squinted at the tent just in time to see the blond boy flash an exultant smile. She waited nervously for Jhren to return, twisting one of the buttons on her coat.


The button came away in her hand and Kyndra hastily shoved it in a pocket. The noise of the crowd lifted. She raised her head to see her friend emerging from the tent.


‘I am Huran!’


Jhren yelled out his true name, his eyes brighter than ever, and the crowd shouted their pleasure. Kyndra could see Hanna and Havan right in the front. They stretched out their arms and clasped their nephew’s hands. Jhren met Kyndra’s eyes and Kyndra found she couldn’t bear the look of triumph on her friend’s face. Why did it all feel so wrong? Hadn’t she wanted this as much as Jhren?


With only nerves for company, Kyndra resigned herself to waiting. The Ceremony and the dream fought for dominance in her mind. Her fear might influence the Relic. Dreams were odd creatures, Jarand said; they usually told you things you already knew. Would her mother insist she accept her calling? She looked for her in the crowd. Reena’s red hair stood out against the drab mass of coats, but her face was wan. She looked as worried as Kyndra felt. Her eyes lifted to find her daughter in the dwindling group of Inheritors. She smiled and Kyndra did her best to smile back.


‘Eram Tyler.’


Kyndra found herself at the front of the line and wiped her hands on her coat. There were only nine Inheritors left. She kept her eyes on the tent entrance into which the last boy had just vanished. When the boy returned several minutes later, wearing a rather sick smile, Kyndra tried to slow her thundering heart.


‘Kyndra Vale.’


Kyndra took a deep breath and walked towards the tent. She felt the stares collect on her back. When she reached the entrance, she turned to look over her shoulder. The faces of the crowd merged, until they became a blurred mass of watchers. A strange thrill coursed through her and she looked closer. There was one face that remained separate, one face in the whole crowd whose features were clear. The breath froze in her lungs. Dark, almost pupil-less eyes found hers, burning beneath the shadow of a white cowl. Kyndra stared, mesmerized. None of her limbs would move. The man from the dream smiled then, a surprised stretching of his lips. He nodded once and, between moments, was gone.


‘Girl?’


The Keeper’s assistant was speaking to her. The crowd gazed at her curiously. Kyndra tore her eyes away and stumbled into the tent. Her heart pounded. I must have imagined it, she thought, staring numbly at her surroundings. The tent’s canvas walls stretched up to a pointed dome, supported by poles at each corner. The Keeper sat behind a small table, which held only one object. Kyndra looked at the Relic.


It was a bowl – shallow and wide, as rumour alleged, but nothing like as wonderful. To Kyndra’s eyes, the Relic appeared distinctly ordinary, sitting there full of water.


‘Come, come.’ The Keeper gestured her to the stool in front of the Relic and Kyndra sat down. Sweat slicked her palms, but the tips of her fingers were cold.


‘As I said at the beginning of the Ceremony, I am Iljin, the current Relic Keeper. No doubt you have heard of me . . .?’


Kyndra nodded slowly, throat still too dry to speak.


‘When the Relic senses your approach, its appearance changes,’ the Keeper explained. ‘Through time spent in close proximity, I am able to witness this alteration.’ A pompous light brightened his face. ‘The Relic has been thirty-five years in my keeping and I am considerably experienced in its use. You must place your hands on either side. Do not let go until I tell you. I shall interpret the water’s riddles.’


The Keeper looked from the grey bowl to Kyndra’s eyes. ‘Perhaps it’s a good omen that I have never seen the Relic adopt this likeness before.’


Kyndra frowned. Was that the truth? The dull bowl looked as grim to her as the leaden sky outside and a sense of foreboding arose, so strong that she began to believe she should not touch it. She drew back.


‘There is no need to be afraid,’ the Keeper assured her. ‘You will not be harmed.’ He clasped his weathered hands. There was nothing else to do. Kyndra reached out and took hold of the Relic.


It felt insubstantial and icy cold. She lifted it off the table without meaning to do so. A hum built in her ears, low at first, but growing higher and louder with every second. Was this supposed to happen? She saw the Keeper frown. The bowl darkened, becoming so unbearably cold that she let out a grunt of pain, but when she tried to drop it, she couldn’t pull her hands away. The water inside hissed and for a moment she saw a thousand pinpricks of light reflected in its depths. Then it hardened into crystals of steaming ice.


‘No!’ The Keeper threw himself forward, but it was too late. With a sharp crack, the great Relic shattered. Shards of ice ricocheted off the tent walls.


The pieces fell wetly from Kyndra’s stinging hands. Covered in chill fragments, she stared at them, unmoving. The silence that ensued, when the last reverberation of the hum had died away, stretched for endless moments. Then the old man gave a whimpering cry. His eyes shone with unshed tears.


‘What have you done?’ he wailed at Kyndra. ‘What have you done?’




2


A drum beat steadily in her veins. The Relic had broken into three uneven pieces. One lay in her lap; the other fragments had fallen onto the rush matting. Water had begun to ooze up from beneath and a damp smell filled the tent.


Kyndra felt as if she had been sitting on the hard stool for hours, staring at the remnants of the Relic. She couldn’t hear the crowd and thought for one wild moment everyone had gone. Something moved at the top of her vision. She looked up to see Iljin lowering himself onto hands and knees. Bones clicked and the old man winced. Kyndra watched him gather the two fragments slowly into his arms. Their shallow curves glistened wetly. The old man hugged the pieces, ignoring the moisture that seeped into his robes.


Kyndra slipped from the stool to kneel beside him. Small, half-smothered sobs came from the old man’s throat, his head bowed low over the broken bowl. Kyndra gingerly held out the fragment that had been in her lap. ‘Here,’ she muttered and thrust it forward. ‘I . . . I’m sorry.’


‘You’re sorry?’ Iljin lifted his head. Beneath the tear stains, his skin was corpse white.


Kyndra laid the fragment at the old man’s knees and backed away, hands coming up in front of her. ‘I didn’t mean it.’


Iljin looked from the spilled ice to Kyndra’s face and for a moment his eyes burned with suspicion. Then, ‘Stupid child!’ he cried, breaking the stare. ‘Why should you be sorry? How can I blame you for this?’


Kyndra said nothing.


‘What am I supposed to tell everyone? That a girl broke something made with the old powers? The Relic that has weathered five hundred years?’ He stumbled to his feet, cradling the fragments. ‘It’s inconceivable, impossible.’ His nose ran, but the old man didn’t seem to notice. He stared at Kyndra, mouthing uselessly. Then he began to stagger around the tent, until he found a large velvet pouch that had fallen under the table. The mouthing became a barely audible gabble. Iljin placed each piece of the Relic gently inside the bag.


Kyndra’s body began to shake. Her head felt light, just like the time she’d stayed out in the sun too long. She had skipped her chores to play with her friends, splashing in the streams that spilled out of the hills above Brenwym. The memory made her wish for a glass of icy water and she blearily thought of the crystals that had formed in the bowl before it broke. Maybe one was still lying around.


‘You –’ Iljin gripped Kyndra’s arm. The old man was surprisingly strong. ‘You are to say nothing about what happened here. Do you hear me? Not a word.’ He shook Kyndra until she nodded and pulled her arm free. The effort seemed to exhaust Iljin, who swayed then and grabbed at one of the tent poles.


‘I should have known,’ the old man whispered. His face slackened and Kyndra watched the blue eyes turn inward. ‘The Relic was ancient. I should have seen it coming . . . that grey colour a warning, and I missed it.’


She would never receive her life’s calling, Kyndra realized numbly. She would never know her true name. She felt a pang as she remembered Jhren’s happy shouts, Hanna’s wide smile as she welcomed her nephew into adulthood.


Kyndra bit her lip too hard and tasted blood. Roughly, she wiped her mouth on the back of her hand. She’d been so worried about what the Relic might tell her, and now it would never speak again.


There were noises outside the tent. Someone raised their voice in a muffled question and Kyndra remembered the other Inheritors. They’d never receive their true names either. A cold sorrow settled in her stomach. Colta was one of them. Kyndra thought of the other girl’s excitement, of the way she had touched her dress. She thought of the anticipation that had brought light to her dark eyes. Colta could be difficult sometimes, but she was still Kyndra’s friend. She didn’t deserve this. ‘Can the Relic be mended?’ Kyndra asked hesitantly.


Iljin puffed out his chest and she braced herself for another tirade. ‘You can’t,’ the old man began angrily, but then he deflated. ‘I don’t know,’ he confessed in a broken voice. ‘I don’t believe so. Its power has probably leaked away.’


Moments passed in which it seemed to Kyndra that the old man would never move again. He leaned against the tent wall, clutching the velvet pouch, his eyes watery and distant. The noise of the crowd grew louder and finally Iljin straightened. ‘What am I going to do?’ he asked.


Before Kyndra had a chance to answer, the old man began to ramble. ‘I must tell them that the Relic was fragile. Yes. That I could sense its power waning, but didn’t realize it would break so soon. They have to believe there was nothing anyone could do.’


Iljin shuffled to the tent flap. He dragged a hand across his nose and looked at Kyndra. ‘Go out the back way. You must not call attention to yourself.’


‘What about the other Inheritors?’ Kyndra blurted, but Iljin swiftly pulled the canvas aside and stepped out.


Kyndra retreated. She hadn’t noticed the back flap, hidden behind the old man’s chair. She shoved the chair to one side and quickly undid the strings that held the canvas closed. Her fingers fumbled on the knots.


Outside, the sky was forbidding. It began to rain again. Large drops spattered Kyndra’s cheeks, but she ignored them, carefully peering around the side of the tent.


Although most families had left to escape the weather, there were at least fifty people still watching. Iljin seemed to be speaking, but Kyndra was on the wrong side of the wind and couldn’t hear.


Guilt dug at her. She felt its claws despite the old man’s claims about the Relic being old. What ill luck had chosen her to witness its destruction? To be the one holding it when it broke? She began to walk quickly, heading for the line of trees that marked the far edge of the green.


The past week’s anxiety suddenly resembled childish worry. She felt no relief at escaping the possibility of a future she didn’t want. The Inheritance was dead. The young people of the Valleys would have to be content with their birth names. They would have to choose their calling without the Relic’s guidance.


What if it was her fault?


Kyndra had almost reached the trees when a shout went up from the crowd. She quickened her pace. How long would it be before they realized it was her? Would anyone believe Iljin’s claim that the Relic had broken on its own?


It was no drier under the trees. The wind-shaken branches lashed her with old rain. Kyndra ploughed on until she caught sight of the road that curved back to town. Then she sat on a wet log and leaned against the tree behind. Though the wood felt damp through her dress, she dropped her coat on the ground and left it there.


Weeks of rain had melted the road into a wide, muddy track. Kyndra stared at the sodden ruts and felt an awful gloom seep into her. She watched the puddles deepen and let the minutes pass. She didn’t want to go back to the inn. She didn’t want to answer the inevitable questions.


A slapping, sucking sound made her look up. Kyndra wiped the rain from her face and peered through the murk. The sound came again, regular, growing louder. It was hoof beats, she realized. Someone was on the road.


She scrambled off the log and stepped back into the trees, but her movement had caught the rider’s attention. A male voice murmured and the hoof beats stopped. With a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach, Kyndra stepped out onto the road.


Two horses stood side by side. She had only expected one. The riders had their cloaks pulled tight and heavy cowls hid their faces. One of the figures sat lower in the saddle and, after exchanging a whisper with the other, drew back her hood. Her companion threw off his own cowl. He seemed tall, though slightly built, with ragged dark hair.


The woman turned and Kyndra sucked in a breath. Her gaze was blank and unseeing, a winter-sky white. ‘Girl,’ she said imperiously and Kyndra jumped, ‘the town Brenwym is how far from here?’


‘A mile . . . half a mile or so down the road,’ Kyndra stammered. The woman’s answering smile contained little warmth and she continued to pin Kyndra with her white, pupil-less eyes. They seemed to glow against the backdrop of dim woodland.


Then without another word, she heeled her mount, drawing the hood back over her pale hair. The man nodded at Kyndra, whispered a word of command to his own dappled horse and trotted slowly off. Mud sucked at the animals’ hooves, causing the odd sound Kyndra had heard earlier. Uneasily, she watched them leave. It was not a good time for strangers.


The wind wailed, urging her home before the riders arrived in town. Kyndra snatched her coat and picked up her pace, jogging alongside the swollen river and through a curtain of willows. A gloomy twilight shadowed Brenwym. The old boots pinched her toes and the blue dress stifled her like a shroud. Mist crept over the riverbank and Kyndra broke into a clumsy run.


She was soaked by the time she reached the back door of the inn. Kyndra slipped into the hall, hoping no one was there. Water dripped from the hem of her dress. Shivering, she headed for the stairs.


‘Kyndra!’


Kyndra groaned silently. Not Jhren, not now.


‘I’ve been searching all over for you.’


She turned. Jhren looked as wet as she did. Rain beaded on the fine wool of his trousers and his hair lay flat against his head.


‘You were in the tent when it happened,’ he said, as if he couldn’t bring himself to mention the Relic by name.


Kyndra stared at him, wondering what to say. If Jhren told Colta, and he would, then every young person would know within the hour. It was inevitable. She sighed and dropped down to sit on the rough boards of the stairs. Jhren came to sit beside her.


‘There isn’t much to tell,’ she began, avoiding her friend’s eyes. ‘I just did what the Keeper told me to . . . and then it broke.’


‘Surely there’s more,’ Jhren said, and Kyndra caught a strange hint of desperation in his voice. ‘What did it look like? Were there cracks in it?’


‘No.’ Kyndra kept her voice low. ‘It was plain, kind of ordinary. The Keeper told me to put my hands on it, but when I did, I couldn’t let go.’ The memory of that awful hum came back to her and she swallowed, aware that Jhren was hanging on her every word. ‘The water inside turned to ice,’ she whispered, ‘and it broke. The Keeper said it can’t be mended.’


Her hands trembled, perhaps remembering the pain of the chilled Relic. However, they were unmarked. Jhren was very still beside her. She knew he was watching her; she could feel the intensity of his gaze.


‘It broke when you were holding it?’


Kyndra winced. ‘The Keeper thought it was weakening,’ she said quickly. ‘It was just an unlucky coincidence.’


Jhren was silent. She thought she sensed a change in him but when he spoke, his voice was level. ‘So you never received your Inheritance?’


Kyndra glanced at him. ‘No,’ she answered shortly. ‘Listen, Jhren. How many people know it was me?’


Jhren shook his head, as if stirring from a reverie. ‘Everyone started shouting, so it’s hard to say. I saw Reena.’ He paused. ‘It was weird, Kyn, her face. Almost as if she’d expected something to happen – or dreaded it.’


‘Great,’ Kyndra said roughly. She stood, intending to go upstairs, but Jhren caught her hand. Startled, she turned to look at him as he rose.


‘You’ll never know your true name,’ he said with a strange catch in his voice. ‘You’ll never know what you were born to do.’


Kyndra frowned at him. ‘Colta won’t either.’


‘I don’t care about Colta.’


His hand was hot on hers. She shifted uncomfortably. ‘Jhren, I—’


‘I don’t understand you, Kyn. Aren’t you upset? Worried? What are you going to do?’


She stared at him, her frown deepening. ‘I don’t know. Of course I’m worried. But I don’t want to think about it just now. I want to go upstairs—’


‘And do what? Pretend nothing’s happened?’ Jhren’s grip tightened. A flush rose up in his cheeks like flame. ‘I don’t want you to be alone, Kyn. You need people around you at a time like this. You need your friends. You need me.’


Kyndra snatched her hand away. ‘I don’t need you,’ she said fiercely. ‘I don’t need anyone. I’m fine.’


Her rebuff only served to encourage him, for Jhren seized both of her arms and pulled her down a step. Unprepared, Kyndra gasped and fell against him. ‘Shush,’ she heard him say, close to her ear. ‘Just listen a moment.’


‘Let go, Jhren.’


‘Please, Kyn. I . . .’ He released her arms and stood there, breathing heavily. Kyndra retreated, her own wild heartbeat in her ears. What was wrong with him?


‘I’m sorry,’ Jhren said. He took a deep breath. ‘It’s just that . . . I want you to know you can always rely on me, that I’ll always be here for you.’ He made as if to touch her face, but she jerked back. Jhren dropped his hand. ‘You don’t have a name, or a future. I do. I can support us both—’


‘Stop.’ His words woke a cold fury in her. ‘I do have a name. It’s Kyndra. And I have a future. I may not know what it is yet, but an old, broken bowl isn’t going to take it away from me! And neither are you.’


Jhren stiffened. ‘Don’t be stupid, Kyn. I’m not trying to take your future. I’m trying to give you one.’


‘I don’t want your future!’ she shouted at him and watched the words hit like a slap. Without waiting for his response, she turned and ran up the stairs, her dress catching under her heels. Just before she reached the top, the material snagged on a nail and she felt the hem tear. With a dry sob, she hurled herself into the attic. Jhren was still standing where she’d left him when she turned to slam the door.


Clenching her teeth against a howl, Kyndra threw the bolt and then all but ripped off the dress. She yanked a shirt and trousers down from the rafters. They were damp. She put them on and then lay on her bed, fighting the whirl of feelings in her chest. That Jhren could think . . . that he would ask— No, she wouldn’t spend another minute on him. Nostalgia, sharp and wistful, seized her and she yearned for those lost years when they were both just children, running over the fields. How had everything gone so wrong?


She let her thoughts drift to the rhythm of the rain and slowly they calmed. Her clothes warmed. The Ceremony had driven this afternoon’s dream right out of her mind, she realized. Now it rushed back, vivid and compelling. It beckoned. Her eyelids grew heavy. She didn’t want to close them in case the man with the black gaze returned. To think she’d seen him in the crowd . . .


Kyndra struggled to focus on the solid wooden beam above her head. The rain pounded and her heart beat, twin drums whose rhythm set a pace for her walk up the hill.




. . . She doesn’t know where to go. The air is blinding; light shines behind her, above her, all around. She can’t get away from it, so she walks up the hill, watching red earth pass beneath her feet. The light hounds her to the crest and, instead of the village in the next valley, she sees a towering citadel, a fortress of sun. Its spires are bright fingers pointing skyward . . .




‘Kyndra!’


The wooden beam was back. Kyndra jerked upright.


‘Are you up there?’


‘Yes!’ she called and then gasped and clutched her head, trying to halt its spinning. When she heard footsteps on the stairs, she stood up unsteadily and unbolted the door. Jarand came in.


They stared at each other for a few moments before Jarand awkwardly moved to grasp her shoulder. ‘I’m sorry about your Inheritance,’ he said, his voice strained. ‘Reena told me you never left the tent. No one could have guessed that the Relic would fail after all these years.’


The words sounded rehearsed and Kyndra didn’t have a reply. Jarand sighed and took his hand away. ‘It’s going to be crowded tonight,’ he said apologetically. ‘We could really use your help downstairs, but if you need to be alone . . .’


You need people around you at a time like this. You need your friends. You need me –


‘It’s fine, Jarand,’ she said quickly. ‘I’ll only think about it if I stay up here.’


Jarand smiled faintly. ‘I promise we’ll make time to talk. But for now –’ he shrugged – ‘business must go on. I was wondering whether you’d help me bring in those cider casks outside the back door.’


Kyndra pulled on her own high boots, now mercifully drier, and followed Jarand downstairs. He was doing his best to understand, she thought, but she knew he didn’t. No outsider could understand the Relic and what its absence would do to the Valleys. Not even Jarand.


When she reached the bottom, her head swam and she grabbed at the wall.


‘Are you all right?’ Jarand studied her. ‘You’re pale.’


Kyndra nodded. ‘Just overtired, I guess.’


‘We won’t keep you late.’


She went outside, Jarand on her heels. The chill air of evening felt good on her skin and Kyndra slowly exhaled. How much could change in a few hours. Even though she had no true name and no certain path ahead of her, she felt her childhood slipping away.


Wiping the sweat from her forehead, Kyndra shifted the last cask into place and straightened with a groan. She dusted down her hands and climbed the stone steps that led to the brightly lit kitchen. It was heavy with the aroma of roasting meat and her stomach rumbled.


Halfway across the room, one of the two cooks who worked the kitchen on busy nights swooped down on her, an apron dangling from stained fingers. Kyndra sighed and took it. A long evening of waiting tables loomed ahead. So no dinner yet, she thought glumly. She looked through the archway that led into the common room and saw with dread that the place was full.


‘Kyndra.’


Reena stood beside her, balancing a tray on the palm of one hand. She gently touched Kyndra’s face with the other. ‘I am so sorry.’


Kyndra looked away. ‘It’s all right.’


‘No, it isn’t,’ her mother said. Damp strands of hair clung to her cheek. ‘I always hoped this day would turn out right for you.’ Her eyes were distant and Kyndra abruptly remembered Jhren’s words about Reena expecting something to happen at the Ceremony.


‘I hoped . . .’ Reena blinked and shifted her fingers on the tray. ‘We’ll talk about it, you, me and Jarand. We’ll talk as soon as the night is done.’


‘There’s nothing to say.’


Reena’s eyes were kind. ‘Yes there is,’ she said and Kyndra had a sudden urge to bury her face in her mother’s neck, as she had done as a child.


Reena smiled at her. ‘Things will work out.’ She turned away then, but not before Kyndra heard her mutter, ‘Perhaps it’s for the best.’


Before Kyndra could ask what she meant, Reena nodded her head at the common room. ‘I see a few people waiting to order.’ She stepped back to let a cook add another plate to her tray.


Kyndra nodded. Now wasn’t the time to discuss it. Her mother moved off and she followed in her wake, taking orders for food and juggling plates and cups. She immersed herself in the familiar routine and tried to put the Relic from her thoughts.


On top of her serving and clearing duties, Reena encouraged her to sell wine by the cask wherever she could. Over the last few years, Kyndra had developed an eye for spotting likely customers. She remembered one occasion several months ago when they’d over-ordered on Serean Red, a wine made in the sour lands south of the Valleys. Nobody had shown much interest in buying or trading for it, so Kyndra had simply removed its label and pretended it came from somewhere more unusual. Even when customers asked to taste it, the deception had worked surprisingly well.


Although her mother was grateful for the extra coins when business was slow, Kyndra hoped Reena never found out exactly how she’d earned them. Now, as she scanned the heaving room, looking for likely customers, Kyndra spotted her mother returning from a table in the corner. Hands full with steaming bowls, she beckoned Kyndra over with a jerk of her chin.


‘Kyndra, could you serve those people their drinks?’ she said briskly, balancing the food. ‘That small table there. They want wine.’ She paused, eyeing the table she’d mentioned. ‘Fetch goblets,’ she said quietly, ‘and choose something nice. They’re strangers here.’


Kyndra found the goblets and dusted them off. They were cut-glass and only ever used for special occasions. She chose their best white wine from the cold cellar and hurried back to the common room. As she approached the dim table, she noticed that one of the strangers had pulled up their cloak, despite the heat from the fire. The man sitting opposite was uncloaked, but faced away. A prickling began on Kyndra’s skin.


‘Wine?’ Her voice sounded loud in the silence surrounding the strangers.


The man nodded, but didn’t look up. A couple of coins already lay on the tabletop, more than enough to cover the wine. Wondering whether she should just pour it and go, Kyndra’s curiosity got the better of her. She only wanted to see their faces.


Her eyes alighted on the flask she held. It was risky. She couldn’t trust the strangers not to have visited some of the places she usually claimed her wine was from, so she chose another city and smiled, knowing they would not have heard of this one.


‘We keep a good lot of wine and ale here,’ she said casually, ‘all of which is for sale by the cask.’ She paused, but neither stranger moved. ‘I thought you might be interested in this?’ She proffered the flask. ‘It’s one of our best, distilled in the golden vineyards of Calmarac.’ Calmarac was a city she’d discovered in a book about Acre.


The table’s silence grew to surround Kyndra and so too, it seemed, did its circle of darkness. The cloaked figure looked up and for the second time that day, white eyes pierced her.


The man turned. ‘Calmarac?’ The beginnings of a smile pulled at his mouth.


Kyndra felt like a rabbit caught in a predator’s stare. The blind woman held her and she could not seem to move. ‘Now,’ the man said. He held a shabby volume in one hand and shook it at Kyndra’s canvas-wrapped flask. ‘If that wine were truly Calmaracian, I’d eat this book.’
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Kyndra watched, stunned, as the stranger leaned forward and took the flask from her hands. He popped out the stopper and splashed wine into his goblet.


‘Not bad,’ he said, after a sip, ‘even if it is only Ilbaran.’ His voice was like music, or barely restrained laughter. Kyndra winced, thinking of the Ilbaran stamp on the crate downstairs. She felt her cheeks redden.


‘What is your name, girl?’


The woman’s tone was quiet, but this didn’t disguise the iron that laced it. She placed a hand on the tabletop. Kyndra stared at it in an effort to avoid her gaze. ‘Kyndra,’ she said. The hand was slim without being delicate and the nails bore a peculiar silvery sheen.


‘Kyndra,’ the man repeated and she looked up at him. He had the greenest eyes she had ever seen, like a shady, summer forest. ‘I am called Nediah and the lady you see is Brégenne. We are . . . historians, you see.’ He quirked his lips in a smile.


Historians. Kyndra groaned silently. Just my luck.


‘Will you sit for a few minutes?’ the woman asked politely. ‘We don’t meet many young people interested in Acre.’


Kyndra sat down warily, wondering whether she detected condescension. There was a kind of stern beauty about Brégenne, though her smile barely crinkled her eyes. They glowed faintly too, like snow under night sky. With her white-blond hair, she looked like a ghost.


‘Jarand’s a historian – my stepfather,’ Kyndra said to break the fresh silence. Jarand was an innkeeper, but Kyndra was sure he’d be a historian if he had the means. Acre fascinated them both.


‘Ah,’ Brégenne said, ‘and is he well-schooled in the history of your land?’


She was mocking her. ‘Jarand owns the oldest text anywhere in the Valleys,’ Kyndra said irritably. She didn’t care whether this was true; the strangers wouldn’t know.


‘And that would be . . .?’ the man prompted, peering into her face.


‘My book on Acre.’


‘Your book?’ Nediah raised an eyebrow and Kyndra’s cheeks grew hotter.


‘Well, Jarand doesn’t have much time to read these days, so I do his reading for him.’ When neither stranger replied, she admitted reluctantly, ‘It’s not exactly history. More . . . stories. But a few of the words are in the language of Acre.’


‘Acrean?’ Brégenne sat up straighter. ‘You can read it?’


‘Only a little,’ Kyndra replied. She probably shouldn’t have said anything. She didn’t know these people and she certainly didn’t trust them, yet there was something compelling about Brégenne and her white, haunted eyes.


‘Might I ask a favour?’ Brégenne said, leaning back in her chair. ‘I understand that you do not know us, nor can you place your trust in our discretion. But our principal interest is our work and if you have a remnant of a text, a detail on some part of Acre, we would very much like to see it.’


Kyndra looked from her to Nediah. She’d never spoken to anyone about Acre except Jarand. Nobody was interested. For the first time, she wondered how much her book was worth. It had no value in Brenwym, but she knew next to nothing about the rest of the world. Perhaps it was rare.


‘All right,’ she decided. Her head felt a bit light from all the pipe smoke and it would be good to sit down a while. She rose from the bench.


‘Thank you.’ Nediah smiled at her. ‘I promise we won’t keep you long from your work.’


Kyndra glanced back at their table as she headed for the window seat and saw Brégenne whispering into Nediah’s ear. The man’s eyes widened.


Wondering what they were saying, Kyndra ducked behind the curtain. Her boots snagged on its fraying threads. Muttering, she ripped them free. The cushions were sun-faded and fraying too. She pushed several out of the way to reveal the wood beneath, streaked with old varnish. Shielded by the curtain, she began to brush the tips of her fingers over the seat, searching for the loose panel.


Lifting it up, she fumbled for the book in which she kept the old alphabet parchment. Her hand closed on its spine and she wiggled it free from amongst her other possessions: a smooth black pebble, a bunch of letters from Jhren’s aunt and uncle, an abnormally long feather that Colta had found last year. She cradled the book in one hand and replaced the panel with the other. Then, trying to appear as unobtrusive as possible, she slipped back to the table in the corner.


The strangers watched her come. With a furtive look over her shoulder, Kyndra sat down. She knew she was needed in the kitchen, but curiosity pressed her to stay. Outside, the wind tossed itself against the inn and she imagined dark wings swooping between the chimney pots.


‘This bit is the oldest. It’s an alphabet.’ She opened the book and laid the ancient parchment in front of Brégenne, remembering too late that the woman wouldn’t be able to see it. She shifted uncomfortably as Nediah reached out and scanned the half-faded text. Kyndra expected him to describe it to his companion, but the man continued to read to himself and when he had finished, returned the parchment to the table. He took a sip of his wine.


‘How did you know the vineyards of Calmarac produced golden grapes at the height of their time?’


The sharp question caught her off guard. ‘I must have read a story about them,’ she said, tapping her book, though she couldn’t remember which one. ‘How do you know?’ she asked Nediah.


The man smiled good-naturedly, but another question lurked in his eyes. ‘We belong to a select order. Part of our job is to search out relics of the lost world.’


‘So Acre is real,’ Kyndra murmured to herself. Then, realizing what the man had said, she looked up. ‘There are actually people devoted to finding out about it?’


‘It may seem small compared to the old world, Kyndra, but Mariar is still a very large place. Many others share your interest.’


Although Nediah spoke kindly, the flush returned to Kyndra’s face. She looked down at her knees. Resentment for the Dales flashed through her. Suddenly she hated the inn, the people crowded into it, the small, pointless talk about farms and cattle and bad weather. How she longed, just for a moment, not to be one of them. She wondered where Brégenne and Nediah came from and where they were going.


While the strangers watched her, the noise of the common room rose up around their table. The front door banged against the wall. Kyndra turned to look and a gust of wind lifted the hair off her forehead. Another sodden man stumbled in, quickly swallowed by the crowd.


She looked back at the strangers. They were still silent, still staring. Brégenne hadn’t said anything for a long time.


‘Well.’ Kyndra sought to fill the quiet. ‘I don’t suppose you know why it won’t stop raining?’ She gave a short laugh and quoted, “Water, water, disappear, never bring the Breaking here.”’


Brégenne did not smile. ‘Perhaps you’ve answered your own question.’


‘What?’ Kyndra gaped at her. ‘That’s just a children’s rhyme. And I was joking.’ She tried to suppress that small flicker of superstition.


‘There’s always truth to children’s rhymes,’ the white-eyed woman said. ‘And the Breaking can strike anywhere.’


Kyndra shook her head. ‘Not here.’


‘No one can predict it,’ Nediah said, ‘but excessive rain has long been a warning sign. It might be safest to start moving people out of the town.’


Kyndra glowered at him. ‘Send everyone away who doesn’t live here?’


‘And those who do,’ Brégenne added coolly.


‘You can’t,’ Kyndra snapped. ‘People came here because their own houses were flooded. They’d have nowhere to go. Nor would we!’ Her hands balled into fists on the tabletop. What gave either of these people a right to come here and frighten her town with threats of the Breaking?


‘You don’t understand,’ Brégenne said sharply. ‘If people remain here and ignore the warnings, they could die.’


‘Why are you telling me?’ Kyndra made herself meet the white eyes. ‘If you really believe we’re in danger, why haven’t you told the town elders?’


‘We tried to,’ Nediah said, ‘but they were meeting to discuss a crisis.’ Both strangers studied Kyndra with an intensity that burned. Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth.


A crash shook the common room. Before Kyndra could turn, a gust of cold air hit her, sweeping Nediah’s goblet off the table. A cry rose up above the sound of breaking glass. The inn’s door bounced against the wall, allowing the rain inside. A woman stood in the entrance, water dripping from her clothes. She wasn’t wearing a coat and mud caked her slippers. Her face was red with cold and tears, but Kyndra recognized it. Tessa was one of her mother’s friends.


The nearest townspeople rushed to her side, but Tessa shouted over their heads, reaching towards a large man sitting at a nearby table. ‘Benj!’ The blacksmith leapt to his feet. ‘Help me – my husband, it’s my husband.’ Tessa gulped and swallowed. ‘He was on the roof, and I told him not to go, I said the leak could be fixed in the morning when people would be around to help, when the rain stopped, but he wouldn’t listen to reason—’


‘Where is he now, Tessa?’ The blacksmith kept his voice slow and clear.


Tessa blinked through a fresh roll of tears. ‘The roof fell in.’


‘Weylan, Drew,’ the blacksmith called. ‘Come with me.’ The two men named jumped from their chairs and followed Benj through the door.


They weren’t the only ones. Most of the inn left their drinks and hurried outside, despite the freezing rain. Kyndra was no exception. As she passed Tessa – in the arms of another woman – she noticed her nails were torn and bleeding. Not only that, but an ugly mark marred her cheek like a spread hand. The sight turned Kyndra cold.


Rain pounded Kyndra’s shoulders, soaking her shirt in seconds. She wrapped her arms around herself and followed the bobbing lanterns that formed havens in a dark sea. The rain became hail. It stung her face, pelting from the sky, as if thrown by some colossal fist. Warmth leaked from her body and the flame in the nearest lamp danced wildly before a gust snuffed it out.


They hurried through the town’s swollen streets. The cobbles were slick beneath Kyndra’s feet and she slipped more than once. With muddy hands, she pushed her fringe out of her eyes, leaving streaks across her forehead.


Faces looked out of windows. Lamps flickered to life in dark rooms and doors creaked open. The people inside reached for coats and boots and then joined the growing crowd. Did they come for Tessa’s husband Fedrin, or just out of curiosity? Kyndra wondered. A silent flash bared the town and thunder arrived a moment later. The houses looked frail beneath the lightning; a toy village ready to be flattened by the wind.


The lanterns were no longer moving, but had congregated in an oily glow some twenty feet in front of her. Another flash of lightning stopped Kyndra in her tracks. A shattered silhouette reared up: a house, its roof gone, the tops of broken walls jagged against the sky.


People gathered around the open door, which, remarkably, was intact. Kyndra caught a glimpse into the rest of the house. It was a mess of broken furniture, beams and plaster. Her boot encountered something soft, a chunk of thatch torn free by the wind.


‘Make way there! Make room!’


Three men staggered out of the front door, carrying a long, coat-wrapped form. They lowered it to the ground and Kyndra recognized Tessa’s husband. Fedrin had taught her how to fish. She remembered sunny days at the stream with Jhren, Colta and the other children, learning how to hold a rod and how to fix the bait.


With a lump in her throat, Kyndra pushed closer. Fedrin’s hands looked worse than Tessa’s. He’d torn his nails, as if he had tried to use them like claws. An awful wheezing came from his throat and when the next flash arrived, Kyndra saw a trickle of blood oozing from the corner of his mouth. It slid down his neck and soaked into his collar.


The scene grew brighter. There were enough lanterns now to illuminate the people gathered in the street, which looked like most of the town. The townsfolk stared at the devastated house and Kyndra could see her own shock reflected in their faces. Blankets were brought and eased beneath Fedrin. People shouted for Ashley Gigg, the bad-tempered herbalist, who seemed to be the only one not present. Kyndra saw everything through a grey haze. Water poured mercilessly from the sky and there was no shelter for anyone. She scanned the crowd for Reena or Jarand, but saw neither.


Perhaps she noticed the strangers because they lurked at the very edge of the light. They stood close together, whispering furiously. Kyndra watched Nediah point repeatedly at Fedrin. He clutched Brégenne’s hands as if in adjuration, but the woman stood adamant. Kyndra used the cover of the crowd to get nearer. Once on the fringes, she left the shelter of people and hid in the shadows. She was as close as she dared go.


‘Listen to me.’ Brégenne ground out each word, her voice like steel. ‘Naris has remained hidden for five hundred years and it is not for us to choose when and where to uncover its secrets.’


‘I’m not saying we should tell them who we are!’ Nediah flung at her. ‘I’m only asking you to help the man.’


‘And you know very well what it will take for me to do that.’


Nediah did not reply. He stared deeply into the eyes that Kyndra could hardly bear to meet. A long moment passed before he straightened and stepped away. ‘Then I shall do it myself,’ he said, his tone so quiet that Kyndra strained to hear him.


Shock flitted across Brégenne’s face. The anger faded. She stared at Nediah and her expression softened. ‘You know you can’t, Nediah. It’s cold and dark. Where is your sun?’


Kyndra’s heart thundered, a counterpoint to the storm above.


Nediah stood looking into the night. His gaze passed over the wreckage and the townspeople gathered around the man on the blankets. His shoulders slumped and his face fell into shadow. ‘Of course. I’m sorry.’


Brégenne nodded and, smiling, laid her hand on her companion’s arm. Nediah turned away from her and looked directly at Kyndra.


Kyndra didn’t know who was more surprised. She saw Nediah’s eyes widen, his mouth opening . . .


She dived into the crowd. She’d heard something she shouldn’t have, of that she was certain. She didn’t care to guess whether the strangers were angry. Who were they, knowing what they did about Acre and the Breaking, about a detail as insignificant as the colour of long-perished grapes? Kyndra wasn’t sure she wanted to find out.


She emerged on the far side of the crowd, close to Fedrin. Ashley Gigg hunched over the man, running her hands across his body, lifting a drooping eyelid, listening to his breathing. She straightened from this last act and turned to face the crowd, holding up a hand for quiet. Beneath the thudding of the rain, Kyndra heard the air gurgling in and out of Fedrin’s lungs, wet as the water that threatened to drown them all.


‘This man has seen his last sunrise.’


There were shouts of protest. Ashley wiped her hands on a rag and simply waited until the noise subsided.


‘He has bruises no salve will mend. His lungs are crushed, perhaps further organs are ruptured, I cannot say. The damage is too serious to rectify.’


Tessa let out a wail and collapsed beside Fedrin. Her knees landed in a puddle inches deep, but she ignored the water welling into her lap. ‘Fedrin, oh no, oh please.’ The last two words were meant for Ashley, who shook her head, her expression not without pity. Tessa’s face crumpled and she laid her arms across her husband, burying her face in his chest. Sobs shook her body.


Some of the women hurried over, but seemed unsure how to console her. One laid a hand on her shoulder. Tessa shrugged it off.


Kyndra became aware of the muttering that filled the night. She heard the word Relic hissed more than once and tried to make herself smaller. The muttering grew. Individual voices piped up amid the general unrest. ‘It’s our punishment,’ one man said. ‘The Inheritance is gone. We have broken the Relic entrusted to us.’


‘Aye, it’s the bad luck. We’ll lose an honest man tonight,’ a woman agreed. Kyndra recognized her. She was in her sixties and often came to her mother for the spirits she favoured. Reena disapproved of her addiction, but not of the coin she received in exchange.


More voices joined the dissent. ‘It can’t be a coincidence,’ added a voice Kyndra knew well. It was Colta. Some people turned to look at her. Kyndra’s friend stood tall, a cloak pulled tight across her shoulders, drenched hair framing her face. ‘The day the Relic breaks, a man dies.’


Why was she doing this? What had Jhren said to her? Kyndra felt the first stirrings of panic. Surely Colta wouldn’t tell everyone, wouldn’t betray her. They’d been friends for years. Distantly she heard the town’s elders trying to restore order, but their commands for silence drowned in the tide of discontent that swept through the Dales folk. Where had this anger come from?


Kyndra blinked rain out of her eyes, no longer on the edge of the crowd. They closed up around her and carried her forward as a shocked cry from Tessa rang through the night. Kyndra saw at once what had caused the commotion. Fedrin was sitting up, supported by Benj.


Before Tessa could fling her arms back around her husband, Ashley Gigg seized them. Tessa tried to shake the woman off, but Ashley held on, her knobbly knuckles white on the woman’s sleeves. ‘Wait,’ she hissed.


Unlike the elders’ shouts, Fedrin’s movement effectively silenced the crowd. They pressed in closer, forcing Kyndra with them. There was something strange about the man’s eyes. They were unfocused, as if staring at the space between raindrops. Words bubbled out of his throat. ‘Breaking,’ he said, unmistakably clear. Nobody spoke, though eyes began to fill with unease.


Fedrin’s gaze shifted and he stared directly at Kyndra. ‘You will destroy us all.’


He died then, eyes still fixed on Kyndra. Slowly, as if in a dream, the townspeople turned to follow Fedrin’s final gaze. A circle cleared rapidly around Kyndra. She watched it happen, her mind as frozen as the dead man’s face. She saw accusation in their stares, even fear.


‘That’s her.’ Colta pushed her way through the crowd. ‘She was the one who broke our Relic.’


‘No!’ And Jarand was there, struggling to reach her too. Unlike Colta, he met a wall of arms. ‘No!’ he shouted again. ‘This is madness. It wasn’t her fault!’


‘She broke it,’ Colta said, and there was a coldness in her tone Kyndra had never heard before. She didn’t understand. What could make Colta hate her so much?


Colta came right up to her. ‘I will never know my true name because of you,’ she said, but loudly enough that everyone could hear. ‘Because of you, my calling is hidden from me.’ She leaned in closer, so that her next words fell on Kyndra’s ears alone. ‘Jhren was ready to give you everything.’ Her face contorted, as tears and rain gathered in her eyes. ‘Everything. You don’t deserve him. You never did.’ A sob broke from her and she turned, elbowing her way back through the crowd.


‘Colta!’ Kyndra shouted, but the dark-haired girl didn’t look back.


Kyndra swayed, dizzied from the scene. There were torches in the crowd where only lanterns had been before. The noise was rising. ‘Do you deny it?’ someone shouted.


‘No, I—’


A roar rumbled through the people, gaining strength as it swept towards her. ‘I didn’t mean to!’ she cried. ‘I promise I didn’t mean it!’ No one seemed to hear. Jarand screamed her name, but the crowd drowned out his voice.


‘A life for a life!’ It was taken up, chanted, and there was no escape. Kyndra couldn’t focus. Faces she knew, faces which had smiled at her, were contorted with hatred. It could be a nightmare, except for her own panicked heartbeat in her ears. She looked for a way out, but the wall of people stopped her as effectively as it stopped Jarand. They were loath to touch her, though. Their hands pushed at her when she tried to run, but only to keep her penned. The townspeople held her at arm’s length, as if she were a foul thing.


‘She should have been taken instead of Fedrin!’ Tessa’s wild shriek cut through the tide. ‘A life for a life. She destroyed the Relic, destroyed our children’s futures – she’s hidden their true names from them forever!’


‘And do you not believe that is the way it should be?’


Brégenne’s voice boomed in the night like an echo of the thunder. She stood beside Kyndra, hooded, arms spread wide. The crowd blinked at her, stunned into silence.


‘Who are you?’ someone demanded finally. Brégenne turned towards the voice, her white eyes frosty.


‘That is none of your concern. Why are you so ready to persecute this girl?’


‘She destroyed it!’ a man yelled, sharpening the edge of hysteria in the crowd. ‘She brought this doom upon us all. You heard Fedrin. She took away our heritage.’


‘You foolish man. The rain is a warning you have all ignored. The Breaking is here.’


Brégenne’s words drew gasps from the night. Amidst denials and cries of fear, one of the elders shouted, ‘Then it is Reena’s bastard’s doing! Must we all suffer for her crime?’


The insult slammed Kyndra back into her body. At her sides, her hands curled into fists.


‘The Breaking has nothing to do with that,’ Brégenne shouted over the roar caused by the elder’s words. Her icy gaze roamed over everyone gathered. ‘It cannot be stopped or controlled. If you don’t get out of this town, many will perish. Forget this thing you call the Relic. It was recovered from a world you cannot hope to understand.’


‘It was a gift,’ the elder said stoically. Kyndra looked at him. The man’s beard dripped over his chin and his elder’s robes were stained with mud. Still, fervour gleamed in his eyes.


‘It was an abdication of responsibility,’ the blind woman snapped, ‘and is better off destroyed.’


Fury steamed from the crowd. Nediah now stood at Brégenne’s side, exasperation tightening the skin beneath his eyes. The closest townspeople made to charge Brégenne, but the woman raised her arms, threw back her head and screamed.


Kyndra clapped her hands over her ears. People dropped their torches to do the same and the light in the crowd dimmed by half. The scream went on forever, its notes tearing the air above the town. Kyndra thought of a midnight lake and a wilderness beneath an unforgiving sky. Through her palms, she heard other sounds: the cries of black beasts, the paws of a wolf, the triumphant shriek of a hunting owl. Each creature was part of night’s song and behind Kyndra’s closed eyelids, the moon shone.


When she opened them, the moon shone still. It pooled on Brégenne, silent now, in a silver shaft that reached to the parted clouds. The woman was brilliant, a shining pillar of frost. Her skin glowed, as if light welled from beneath it. Her eyes struck Kyndra, blazing white. With a wrench she felt to her bones, Kyndra pulled her gaze away.


The crowd stumbled. ‘Witch!’ someone cried, part-way between accusation and dread. They retreated to a safer distance, leaving Kyndra alone with Brégenne. Nediah stared at his companion. Pride and something that might have been sadness kindled his eyes.


‘They will think you in league with us now,’ Brégenne said to Kyndra and indeed the people pointed as they backed away, hurling accusations of crimes she had never committed.


‘You saved my life,’ Kyndra said. Her voice shook badly. Her own people had turned against her. Her own people wanted to kill her. It was senseless.


The shaft connecting Brégenne to the sky faded. Her skin still glowed, but the wonder she had been was lost. ‘And for that I am sorry,’ she said.


‘I don’t understand.’


Nediah put a hand on Kyndra’s shoulder. ‘Now that the Breaking has begun, there is no hope for this town.’
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‘You’re wrong!’ Kyndra shouted at Nediah. The sympathy in the stranger’s eyes only made her angry. She wouldn’t believe it. She turned her back on them both and had only taken a step when a blinding flash made her stumble and cry out. Fire cracked across the sky and the lightning stabbed the roof of a house. Its thatch burst into flame. Straw fell smouldering to the wet street and part of the roof collapsed with a roar. The mob finally broke and ran, and the night filled with screams.


A man dodged the flaming debris and wrenched open the door of the house. After a few moments, he returned with two children. The little girl at his side dashed to one of the waiting women and threw her arms about her waist. The boy in the man’s arms didn’t move. Small legs hung limply from his body and one of his feet was bare. The man cradled his son to his chest and howled at the black sky.


‘We must leave. I’ll call the horses.’


Kyndra couldn’t take her eyes off the grieving man. The child’s body flopped grotesquely; each flash lit up the pale, smudged skin of his arms and legs.


‘Good. I thought we had more time, but it’s the same here as it was in the Karka Basin. The Breaking is growing stronger and gives fewer warnings.’


The strangers’ words abruptly broke through Kyndra’s shock. ‘You’re just going to leave us?’ she demanded, rounding on them. ‘Surely you can do something!’


Brégenne regarded her coolly. ‘Your town is beyond help.’


‘How can you say that? What have we done wrong?’


The three of them stood in an island of relative calm. People ran haphazardly, crying to one another, scooping children up from the crowd. Lightning struck houses at random; more roofs caught alight. Hail bounced off the cobbles, doing nothing to douse the fires. How could waterlogged wood burn so fiercely? Kyndra thought, feeling the heat of the flames against her face. It wasn’t natural.


‘Not all will perish,’ Brégenne told her. ‘It’s not the Breaking’s way.’


Kyndra stared at her, wide-eyed. Then she gave a strangled cry and darted past the strangers, dashing back towards the burning houses and the inn beyond, smoke thickening around her.


Her body slammed into something. Dazed, Kyndra looked for the obstruction, but there wasn’t one. She put her hands up in front of her, feeling the invisible barrier. ‘Let me go!’ she screamed and pushed forward, kicking and punching. The force captured her limbs and held them, one leg outstretched, arms frozen mid-swing.


‘No,’ Brégenne said. ‘I won’t let you throw your life away.’


‘It’s my home!’ Kyndra yelled. She pushed against the force that held her and felt it give a fraction of an inch. Brégenne grunted, as if in surprise, and Kyndra turned to look at her. The woman’s face was pale and her mouth slightly open. After a snatched glance at Nediah, she waved a hand and the force released Kyndra.


‘You must come with us,’ she said.


Kyndra sucked smoke into her lungs and coughed fiercely. It was getting hard to see. Brégenne moved closer to her and extended a hand. ‘Come with us,’ she said again. ‘We can help you, Kyndra.’


Kyndra stared at that slim, outstretched hand. ‘Never,’ she said and threw herself down the street. She expected to feel the force encircle her again, but it didn’t. She ran into the night, leaving the strangers in the storm.


‘Mother!’ she called. ‘Jarand!’ Her voice joined the chorus of those searching for their families and friends, cries that mingled to become one panicked refrain. Smoke from the burning buildings rolled over the rooftops and Kyndra wiped a sleeve across her watering eyes.


In the hellish light, she ran headlong into Reena. Her mother cried out and threw her arms around her. ‘I found you!’ she choked. Her face was smoke-stained, hair wild and wet on her shoulders.


‘Have you seen Jarand?’ Kyndra shouted over the roar of wind and fire.


Reena shook her head. ‘I saw Tessa,’ she said, and her voice was dazed. ‘She went back into the house, after Fedrin died . . . and she stayed there. It was burning. I couldn’t get her to come out.’ Tears ran down her mother’s face and Kyndra hugged her again. She tried not to think about Tessa’s fate.


‘Why has this happened?’ Reena asked the thick air. ‘What did we do to deserve it?’


‘We need to find Jarand.’


‘I haven’t seen him since he tried to reach you. How could they . . .?’ Her words died, but Kyndra knew what she meant to say. How could the people of Brenwym turn on her? How could Colta betray her after all the years they had been friends?
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