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My stars shine darkly over me: the malignancy of my fate might perhaps distemper yours.


Twelfth Night


Shakespeare


A heavy weight of hours has chained and bowed One too like thee: tameless, and swift, and proud.


‘Ode to the West Wind’


Percy Bysshe Shelley




These are the Watchers, Noruri, Soruri, Austri and Vestri: the compass stars of North, South, East and West. As for the countless other stars, it is difficult to assign meaning, at least in human terms. The stars are ancient, everlasting and powerful beyond our comprehension. As their avatar, I can only offer a reader the simplest of labels – language is so unequal to the task.


Sigel – a ruinous star, its name roughly translates to fire and force.


Wynn – Sigel’s sibling, the greater wind.


Lagus – another sibling of Sigel, it has power over all water.


Tyr – relentless, the warrior.


Hagal – the demon star, whose name means shadow.


Isa and Yeras – the bridges over the void.


Ansu – one that listens.


Pyrth – the preserver of secrets.


Thurn – a binding star, it holds, tangles, imprisons.


Fas – unseen, unheard, invisible.


Raad – to move swiftly.


Mannas – the star of finding.


Etoh – cleansing, ending.


Page 3 of an incomplete compendium authored
by Kierik of Maeran, donated to the archives of Solinaris
and preserved after its fall by the Nerian, the people of the Saviour.
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New Sartya, Acre
Hagdon


The emperor’s bedchamber was as lavish as the rest of the palace. Rare black ken – the little stones used as Acrean currency – gleamed from the walls where they had been used as common mosaic tiles. Most people preferred to keep their money in their purses, but the current Davaratch tended towards ostentation. Davaratch was the emperor who’d led Sartya to ascendancy centuries before; now every subsequent ruler took his name as royal title. This Davaratch was the twenty-first in his line and Hagdon found him reclining on top of the vast bed, surrounded by young men – all scions of noble houses. Their painted faces were careful, cautious.


General Hagdon of the Sartyan Fist looked away with a barely concealed grimace. The scene reminded him uncomfortably of his nephew; he couldn’t help but picture the circumstances in which Tristan had died. When he made his report, however, his voice sounded flat and emotionless.


‘Land to the east?’ the emperor asked, sitting up.


‘Uncharted,’ Hagdon said. ‘Our maps are useless.’


The Davaratch grunted and rose, shrugging into a robe. Standing, he towered well over six feet. An irritated flicker of fingers from his single hand sent the semi-clothed boys scurrying out of the door.


‘Have them disposed of, Hagdon.’ The emperor’s dark eyes were chill. ‘You ought to speak more carefully. I deplore the waste of young life.’


Cold gripped Hagdon’s belly. ‘Sire, nothing of import was said—’


‘Was it not?’ Those black eyes seemed to sink deeper into their sockets. ‘I will not permit such news to reach Khronosta.’


‘Our scouts report the land is in eastern Baior, sire,’ Hagdon informed him quietly, ‘on the other side of the hoarlands.’


‘There is nothing on the other side of the hoarlands.’


Hagdon hesitated. ‘You are of course right, sire, but—’


The Davaratch stopped him with a glare. ‘Get Shune. We’ll ask him.’


‘At once.’ Hagdon moved to the double doors, grasped a gilded handle. ‘His Imperial Majesty wishes to see the Relator,’ he barked at one of the red-mailed men standing guard outside. ‘Inform him.’


The soldier smacked his fist to his shoulder and hurried away.


For such a large man, the Davaratch moved softly. He was already poring over the detailed relief of Acre set in a corner of the room. Hagdon joined him, following the curve of the Ak-Taj Desert further east to Baior. It was a poor region of rocky earth where crops regularly failed. Peasants’ country. The hoarlands opened on to Baior’s eastern frontier and Hagdon suppressed a shiver – people tended to vanish there. He’d lost an entire regiment several years ago.


The Davaratch wet the tip of his finger and brushed it lightly across the map. With a fitful flicker, the relief came to life. The grain of the wooden rivers seemed to flow, winds stirring the skeletal leaves of the Deadwood. Sartyan banners flew above cities, marking their allegiance. Hagdon blinked, surprised the map still functioned. The energy that powered it – ambertrix, the lifeblood of Sartya – was nearly spent. Even the palace was subject to rationing.


The eastern end of the hoarlands began to smoke, grey wood dissipating to reveal a rich red hue beneath. Hagdon stared at it, his skin prickling.


‘Impossible,’ the Davaratch breathed, fixing his eyes upon the glittering sands. ‘No one’s seen the Sundered Valley in five hundred years. Why should it appear now?’


‘A question whose answer even you should learn to fear,’ a voice said.


Belying his size, the Sartyan emperor spun round, a black-bladed knife flicking into his hand. Its point arced to rest against the neck of the old man suddenly standing there, scrawny with the years. ‘Do not try your tricks on me, Shune,’ the Davaratch growled. ‘I wouldn’t hesitate to cut the life from you.’


As soon as the knife retreated from Relator Shune’s throat, the old man rubbed at the drop of blood it had drawn and frowned at the smudge on his fingers. ‘Such reflexes stand you in good stead, Majesty, but alone they will not save you.’ His pale, luminous eyes strayed to the map. ‘You are unprepared.’


‘For what?’ the Davaratch asked, irritation tightening the muscles of his face.


‘Change.’


A swift backhand sent Shune crashing to the floor. The Davaratch stood over him, stormy-eyed. ‘I won’t suffer your riddling. You will tell me what you know of this –’ he gestured at the Sundered Valley – ‘or I will find another use for you.’


Hagdon saw a fleeting hatred contort Shune’s face. The man had been Relator longer than he could remember. He’d served the current Davaratch and the one before him – and possibly even the one before that. Hagdon watched as the old man climbed unsteadily to his feet. Ignoring the trickle of blood that ran from his split lip, he said, ‘It’s Rairam.’


The room plunged into darkness. Hagdon’s heart leapt until he realized it was only the ambertrix lights failing once more. The Davaratch let out a grunt of displeasure and Hagdon swiftly searched his pocket for the matches and taper he had taken to carrying around. Once he’d lit the candelabrum on the dresser, he picked it up, spilling its glow across the map. The Sundered Valley caught the flames, held them covetously like red-glass beads.


‘Rairam,’ the Davaratch said finally, his voice hushed.


Shune nodded and looked at the map. ‘So, Kierik,’ he whispered. ‘You could not keep us out forever.’


The door crashed open and Hagdon whirled, a furious reprimand on his tongue, but it died when he saw who stood there, her red gauntleted fist on the handle.


‘Majesty,’ the woman spoke directly to the emperor, ‘we’ve found them.’


Sparks leapt in the Davaratch’s eyes. ‘Have the unit keep a distance,’ he said. ‘Are they aware of you?’


‘No, sire,’ the woman answered. She was clad in the same mail as the guards outside, except that her pauldrons were black and embossed with three hooded greathawks. Stealth Captain Iresonté. Her presence here could mean only one thing: Khronosta was found.


‘The whole damn temple appeared near one of the outposts on the Baioran frontier,’ Iresonté said. ‘It’s been two weeks and they’re still sitting there plain as day.’


‘Hagdon,’ the Davaratch snapped and Hagdon stood up straighter. ‘Choose your best men and accompany the captain into the field. I won’t take any chances.’ His lips thinned. ‘The Baioran frontier. This is not coincidence.’


‘The Defiant also have a base—’


‘The Defiant are a ragtag band of outlaws and the captain here already has a man inside. I doubt they’re foolish enough to meddle but if they do, take care of them.’ The emperor swept them both with his black eyes and Hagdon saw Iresonté flinch. ‘This could well be the day we have waited for. You have your orders.’


James, the Relator whispered in his head and Hagdon had to turn his startled jerk into a salute; he hated when Shune spoke to him this way without warning, the emperor’s obsession with Khronosta is blinding him to the real threat.


And what is the real threat? he answered, uneasy at the mental intrusion.


Rairam, the old man replied. We do not know the truth behind its return. It must be investigated.


I don’t take my orders from you.


No, Shune agreed in his hissing voice, you take them from the man who murdered your kin.


Get out of my head, Hagdon snarled silently, moving to join Iresonté at the door. He could feel the emperor’s eyes like twin blades pressing into his back.


‘General.’


He turned.


‘This is our chance to end Khronosta. I want the floors of that temple to run red. They will know what it is to stand against me.’


General James Hagdon had commanded the Sartyan Fist for half a decade. His men called him the Hand of Sartya. His enemies – and he’d made many over the years – dubbed him the emperor’s rabid dog. Today, he thought, as he trotted faithfully from the chamber, out to murder a people, the name given him by his enemies was the truer.
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The Hoarlands, Acre
Kyndra


She stood on the black road that ran to the stars and watched him craft a world.


His skin was starlight, his dark blue eyes – so like hers – blazed with the power he bent to his will. He wasn’t the madman here, weighed down with lost centuries, but young, handsome even, and filled with righteousness. She watched him tear at time, twist the dimensions of the earth to his liking, and she screamed at him to stop.


When he turned his head and saw her, she shuddered but didn’t back away. Sigel was in his hands, a torrent of energy. Before she knew it, she reached for the star herself, tried to wrest its power from him. He snarled and fought her and she fought back, the world threatening to split apart under their struggle. She wouldn’t let him win, not when the Breaking would destroy all of Mariar and its people, not when she knew the future.


He faltered and she seized her chance, tearing the power away from him. He cried out, clutched his head, and she used Sigel to incinerate the walls he’d raised between worlds. Acre had to be whole. When he fell to his knees, screaming, she didn’t pause, but tore viciously into his bindings until they snapped and the world sprang back into shape.


The moment she relaxed her will, the power rushing through her began to burn. She tried to hurl it away, but the stars crowded into her head, eroding everything she was. Constellations scored her palms and she gasped as the scars flamed up her arms, over her chest and neck and into her mouth so that it filled with their names. She choked them back, desperate to hide from them. But they were her. She could not fight herself.


Kierik crouched before her, hands fisted against his head, howling like the madman he was. The fire consumed her, rolled out of her, broke like a wave over the lands of Acre and Rairam, burning everything in its path until there was nothing left but ashes and death and darkness.


Kyndra opened her eyes . . . and the fire was real, hot, stellar white. She became aware of her cramped limbs, curled into a ball on the ground. She was the fire; it surged in sheets down her back, rippling out to either side. Voices called her name. Between each wall of flame, she caught sight of familiar faces, lit with fear, alarm, horror.


No.


Kyndra closed her eyes, concentrating, until she could pull herself back from the brink. In her mind, she slammed the dark doorway that led to the stars and their whispers quietened. The fire died, shrinking back into her skin as if it had never been. When she opened her eyes again, it took her a few seconds to remember where she was. Tentative, the faces crept closer. Kait’s was suspicious; she watched Kyndra without blinking.


Medavle, the Yadin, was first to reach her side and then Nediah, who – after the briefest hesitation – dropped down beside her. Worry vied with wariness in the shadows beneath his eyes.


There was a faint chime and Kyndra turned her head to see Irilin, her skin alight with Lunar energy. Filaments clung to the novice’s hands; like cobwebs, they floated gently out to brighten the area. ‘Shielded,’ she said.


‘Kyndra?’ Nediah asked softly.


She sat as if sheathed in stone, staring at a patch of blackness beyond Irilin’s light. ‘Fine,’ she said, hearing her voice break over the lie. ‘I’m fine.’


‘This is the second time,’ Kait said. ‘Irilin can’t shield us all night.’


‘I’m sorry.’ Irilin looked shamefaced. ‘If I’d learned how to tie it off—’


Kait rounded on Medavle. ‘Can’t you help her?’


‘Kyndra has to help herself,’ the Yadin said coldly. ‘She has to stop fighting them.’


‘Never,’ Kyndra growled from between clenched teeth. A headache was pounding behind her eyes. ‘I don’t want them. I didn’t choose this.’


‘Your stubbornness will kill us all,’ Kait said and Nediah laid a reproving hand on her shoulder. She glanced at him irritably, but did not shake it off. ‘We have no idea what we’re walking into.’


‘You’re not in the Deep any more,’ Shika spoke from the shadows. ‘We’re capable of handling trouble.’


Kait glared at the novice. ‘What would you know of it, as well-fed and coddled as you are? Have you failed to notice that only one of us —’ she nodded at Irilin – ‘is a Lunar? And she can’t even tie off a shield.’ Irilin looked hurt. ‘We’re all but defenceless at night,’ Kait continued. She jerked her head at Kyndra. ‘And what help is a Starborn who refuses to use her power?’


‘You don’t understand,’ Kyndra said quietly.


‘Arguing will get us nowhere,’ Nediah headed off Kait’s retort. ‘She does have a point though,’ he said to Kyndra. ‘You’re making it difficult to keep our presence hidden.’


‘I know, Nediah,’ she said in a low voice. ‘It won’t happen again.’


Austri stirred beyond the dark door. It will, if you persist in fighting.


‘It’s not as if we’ve seen a lot of people,’ Irilin said in an obvious attempt to smooth things over. Her Lunar aura limned her hair and skin in silver. ‘I guess this place isn’t popular with the locals.’


Shika shrugged. ‘Would you choose to live out here?’


‘Someone shut the children up,’ Kait said. ‘What did you bring them for, Starborn?’


‘Don’t call me that.’ Kyndra allowed herself to meet each pair of eyes. Except for Medavle’s. She felt his gaze, inscrutable, judging. ‘I’ll stand watch,’ she said, ignoring the fact that she’d barely had any rest. ‘You can go back to sleep.’


She turned away before they could argue and, from the corner of her eye, saw them dropping back into their bedrolls. Kait had dragged hers a little closer to Nediah’s.


Kyndra stuffed her hands in the pockets of her coat. It was to keep them warm, she told herself, aware that it wasn’t really. She didn’t want to look at her palms. She didn’t want to see the terrible patterns that marked her out as someone different . . . as someone dangerous.


She remembered the look of fear on her companions’ faces. To them a Starborn was a thing of horror; inhuman, implacable and uncontrollable. Kyndra thought of the frozen core buried in her chest, just beside her heart. Sometimes it felt larger, as if it would push the red muscle aside and take its place. Instead of blood pumping around her body, it would be power.


Kyndra shuddered. It was worse when she was alone. Then their voices would creep into her mind, echoing from an unimaginable distance. Some stars talked more than others and Austri was the worst. It was strongest at dawn, making it the first thing Kyndra heard upon waking. It called her out of dreams she didn’t want to lose: of her home, Brenwym, before the Breaking, when it seemed her life was full of sunlight and summer.


They had left the Wielder city of Naris yesterday afternoon and instead of letting night catch them halfway across the red valley, they’d camped on its fringes. The valley’s silence disturbed Kyndra. Even the birds were absent from the trees. No cricket chirped, no flies harried the horses. It was unnatural. Where is everyone? she wondered. A month had passed since Acre had returned. Surely Mariar – or Rairam, to give her land its Acrean name – could not have gone unnoticed this long?


Something was wrong. She just wished she knew what it was.


After an hour had dragged past, Kyndra glanced at the huddled forms of Irilin, Shika, Kait and Nediah lying behind her on the flinty ground; none stirred. The western sky was still and dark, but a pale light seeped in from the east. Under that watery glow, Medavle’s open eyes looked all the blacker.


Kyndra started. The Yadin sat with his back against a scraggy tree and she wondered how long he’d been awake. ‘Bad dream?’ she asked.


Medavle did not answer. Perhaps this place was reawakening memories he’d rather forget. Choosing not to probe, she said, ‘We’ll reach the valley floor today. How come we haven’t seen anyone?’


The Yadin regarded her silently for a moment before his eyes flickered beyond her to the valley. In the dim morning, the earth was the colour of old blood. ‘I have not seen this place in five centuries,’ he said softly. ‘Its soil wasn’t always red. So many died here. So many bled.’


A shiver passed across Kyndra’s skin. ‘You’re saying the soil is red because of their blood?’


‘I didn’t say that.’ Medavle paused. ‘But the earth remembers.’


Kyndra looked into his stony face and decided it was safer to retreat to her previous question. ‘Don’t you think it’s strange that no one from Acre has come to investigate?’


Medavle slowly shook his head. ‘Perhaps they’re unaware.’


Kyndra wasn’t sure she believed him. She turned back to the valley. The sun’s first rays spilled rubies across the earth and she found herself transfixed by the sight. Austri’s wordless whispering lessened.


The others were finally beginning to stir. When Kyndra glanced round, she saw Nediah sitting up, staring down at Kait, cat-curled beside him. The woman slept with one hand on the dagger in her belt, but despite the pose, her face was peaceful. Sleep softened the lines that cynicism had worn around her lips. Nediah watched her a moment longer and then he turned away, his face carefully blank.


Kyndra busied her hands with breakfast, avoiding the stares she could feel. Her lack of a plan gnawed at her. On the one hand, it was foolish to walk brazenly into the unknown, knowing nothing of Acre’s powers or politics. But staying in Mariar was worse. What if Acre’s idea of a greeting was to invade first and ask questions later? Hundreds of thousands of lives depended on what she did next.


‘How are you feeling today?’


Nediah had come to stand over her, the Solar power glimmering in his eyes. He was dressed for travel, looking much like he had when they’d first met in Brenwym, when all she had to worry about was the coming-of-age ceremony. Kyndra stared at the familiar shape of his face and some of the knots in her stomach loosened. ‘Fine.’ She smiled.


Nediah did not look convinced. ‘You stayed awake most of the night,’ he said reprovingly.


She tried to ignore the tired prickle in her eyes. ‘I don’t know what I’m doing, Nediah,’ she confessed, keeping her voice low. ‘Everyone’s looking at me to decide, but I don’t know the first thing about leading a mission, about armies or politics, or any of that.’ She shook her head. ‘I’m an innkeeper’s daughter, not a strategist.’


Nediah studied her a while before answering. ‘You don’t give yourself enough credit, Kyndra. You worked out how to stop the Madness from killing every Wielder in the citadel. You saved Mariar from the Breaking.’


‘The Madness was my fault,’ she reminded him bitterly. ‘If there hadn’t been two Starborn in the world . . .’


It was Nediah’s turn to shake his head. ‘Don’t blame yourself for existing. You could just as easily blame Medavle for having meddled in your birth. And the Breaking was getting worse anyway. Brégenne and I saw –’ He faltered, as if her name had stolen his words. After a moment he said quietly, ‘It wasn’t your fault.’


‘Heads up, Ned!’


Nediah stiffened and only just turned in time to catch the bread Kait threw at him. He stared at her unreadably, and the hand holding the bread fell to his side. Kyndra looked at them both, feeling how tense the air had become. Finally, Nediah folded himself up to sit on the ground and Kyndra hastily passed him a tin mug full of tea.


Irilin was up and staring out at the valley. She shuddered once and turned away. ‘There’s . . . something down there,’ she said hesitantly. ‘Something doesn’t feel right.’


Kyndra gazed across the red strip of land. Not wide, but long, it tapered to a forested ridge at its western end. Perhaps they could cover it in half a day. She held herself still, blocked out the others’ conversation and listened.


Only eerie silence answered.


Shika came to stand beside them. ‘What do you think Gareth’s doing right now?’


‘It’s barely been a day, Shika.’ Irilin raised an eyebrow. ‘You missing him already?’


Shika flushed. ‘No. Just wondering. I hope Master Brégenne finds a way to remove the gauntlet. Before we left, Gareth said it felt different.’


‘I can’t believe you two were stupid enough to steal it from the archives,’ Irilin said. ‘Didn’t you think it was locked away for a reason?’


‘So we made a mistake,’ Shika retorted. ‘Gareth shouldn’t have to suffer for it.’


‘Kyndra,’ Nediah called and she turned. The others were staring at her expectantly, Kait with her arms crossed, Medavle his dark eyes distant. He seemed changed from the person of a month ago, as if the fire of vengeance that had sustained him for five centuries had died with Kierik. Kyndra didn’t like the way he looked at her now, as if she were a constant reminder that the last Starborn had killed the woman Medavle loved – a Yadin like him. I’m only here because of you, Kyndra thought, I’m here because you wanted Kierik dead.


‘If we’re to construct a picture of Acre’s infrastructure,’ Nediah said, jerking her back to the present, ‘the first thing we need is maps. We have to get an idea of Acrean geography, its major cities. Medavle says his memory won’t suffice.’


Maps. It was the sort of thing she’d have mentioned sooner, if she’d been any real kind of leader. Kyndra felt her cheeks warm. ‘Of course,’ she said.


‘Many of the cities I remember will no doubt be gone,’ the Yadin said, ‘but the region beyond the valley was called Baior. It’s mostly farmland, no large settlements.’


‘We need to know who’s in charge,’ Nediah continued, ‘whether it’s Sartya, or some other power. Do they have use of the technology Medavle remembers? What about Wielders and their role here?’ The Wielder ticked the questions off on his fingers and then spread his hands. ‘We don’t know whether we even speak the same language. If our ultimate goal is to protect Mariar’s interests, we need to know what to bring to a possible alliance.’


Kyndra blinked at him, feeling more stupid by the second. She should be the one asking these questions. It was obvious Nediah would make a better leader; she could see it in the others’ faces. Anger flared in her. Why had they dumped this role on her shoulders?


When it became apparent that they were waiting for her to speak, Kyndra swallowed her feelings and said, ‘Then that’s what we need to do. As long as we can understand each other, the first people we find should be able to answer a lot of our questions.’


‘What will we say when they ask us who we are?’ Irilin said from behind her. ‘If it turns out we don’t speak the same language, they’ll never believe we’re from Acre.’


Kyndra saw Nediah open his mouth and quickly forestalled him. She had to contribute something. ‘Let’s tackle that hurdle when we get to it. Any town or village near here can’t have failed to notice Mariar.’ As she said it, she felt another flutter of disquiet. It was odd that nobody had come to investigate. She wished she knew why.


‘Let’s get started, then,’ Kait said decisively and went to ready her horse.


Before she saw to her own, Kyndra moved to speak with Nediah. ‘Thanks,’ she said, too softly for the others to hear. She stared at Uncle’s flank instead of the Wielder. ‘I’m not very good at this.’


Nediah didn’t ask her what she meant. ‘You’re doing fine,’ he said and Kyndra looked up at him. The morning sun brought out the gold flecks in his eyes and a memory came to her of sitting beside him and Brégenne as he used the Solar power to cook them breakfast. Brégenne, she recalled, had strongly disapproved.


‘I’m sorry for taking you away from Brégenne,’ she said impulsively and then regretted it when Nediah’s expression hardened.


‘Leaving Naris was my decision,’ he said.


There was a lump in Kyndra’s throat. ‘Thank you for coming with me.’


Nediah patted her shoulder, but his answering smile seemed in danger of slipping. ‘You certainly keep life interesting.’


Kait was watching them. She watched Nediah a lot and Kyndra felt a wave of protectiveness. She hadn’t forgotten her promise to Brégenne, the promise she’d made the night she and Nediah had accompanied Kait into the Deep. I will look out for him. And she would, Kyndra vowed, darting an inimical look at Kait before going to her horse.


It took her two attempts to mount, and not for the first time she wondered why Medavle had chosen such a tall horse. The black stallion danced restlessly beneath her. He ought to have a name, Kyndra thought. Perhaps something out of the old stories.


As she led the way down into the valley, talk struck up behind her, lightening the mood. Her companions seemed to have forgotten their near-roasting last night. Kyndra wasn’t sure whether to be grateful or annoyed. What if it happened again, without warning? What if she burned everyone while they slept?


Better you do.


Sigel was a sudden furnace in her head. Kyndra tried to mute the star, but she couldn’t block it out altogether. Shut up, she snapped at it, clenching her fists. Leave me alone.


The trail was wide enough for two to ride abreast and she found herself next to Irilin. The novice’s dappled mare was much better suited to her size. This morning, Irilin’s long blond hair spilled over a leather jerkin and shirt with its sleeves rolled up to her elbows. The glow coming off the earth rouged her pale cheeks.


I should stop thinking of her as a novice. By choosing to leave Naris, both Irilin and Shika had sacrificed the opportunity to complete their training as Wielders. They would never be masters in the eyes of the citadel. Choose carefully, Alandred had said to them upon hearing of their wish to accompany Kyndra into Acre.


Kyndra looked sidelong at her friend. She wasn’t at all sure the novices had chosen carefully, but she couldn’t deny that she was glad of their company.


The sun was fully up by the time they reached the valley floor. Kyndra stared at the forbidding place, Irilin beside her. ‘I don’t like it,’ the young woman said, tugging her sleeves down as if she were cold.


‘Makes my skin crawl,’ Shika agreed and Kyndra tried not to voice her own misgiving. She wondered what Medavle had meant about the earth remembering. From here, the valley’s many small mounds looked like blood-drenched cairns. Kyndra shook her head, trying to dislodge the image.


Kait snorted at their apprehension, urging her mare on. The horse whinnied as its hooves kicked up the red dirt. Kyndra studied the woman’s back, wondering at her reasons for coming. Was it to forge a new purpose after her master’s death? She’d been Kierik’s protector for fifteen years, ever since she’d sworn an oath to the rebel Wielders, to the Nerian. Now that an uncomfortable peace existed between the two factions, perhaps Kait felt she needed another purpose. Kyndra glanced at Nediah. He was looking at Kait too, his brow deeply furrowed.


They moved further into the valley and conversation gradually died. Something about the place discouraged talk. Like not speaking at burial rites, Kyndra thought with a slight shudder. No wind blew, no animal called. Preceded by the creak and jingle of harness, their little group was the only thing that moved. Clouds seemed nailed to the sky and the sun hung over their heads with a dim, ponderous weight.


Despite their unease, they encountered nothing but the sick, stunted bushes that grew between the mounds. Two hours later, just short of the valley’s lip, Kyndra let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Irilin seemed relieved too and gave Kyndra a weak smile.


Then, up ahead, Kait burst into flame.


Nediah yelled and pushed his horse after her, but when he reached her side, the air around him ignited too. Kait’s mare reared and, as she made a desperate grab for the reins, the animal bucked and threw her. Still burning, Kait rolled away from the dancing hooves, lurched to her feet and snatched at her mount’s bridle before she could bolt.


Shika was the third to become a human torch. He almost fell off his horse in his hurry to dismount and Kyndra saw in his panicked face the same confusion that troubled Kait and Nediah. ‘What’s going on?’ he cried.


If someone were to see them now – three figures wreathed in fire – they could be forgiven for believing that they’d walked into a nightmare, but Kyndra was used to the golden glare of Solar energy. The question was – ‘Why are you drawing power?’ she called.


‘Can’t help it,’ Kait grunted, her face creased. ‘It . . . won’t . . . shut . . . off.’


Nediah’s look changed from confusion to horror. ‘Something’s taking it,’ he said, his green eyes sweeping the empty landscape. ‘I can feel it using me. Like a conduit.’


Irilin sat tensed on her mare, but nothing happened to the slight girl as far as Kyndra could see. ‘I feel something,’ Irilin said. ‘Like hands in my head.’ She shuddered, her eyes widening. ‘I think it knows I can channel the Lunar, but it can’t reach it, not while the sun’s up.’


It was then that Kyndra saw the skull, half hidden by the thorny branches that pushed through eye sockets worn smooth by time. She stared, her gaze raking the ground. After that, it was impossible not to see the others.


They were in the middle of a charnel yard. Half buried and bleached, the flesh long stripped, there were fingers reaching through the sand, tibias, femurs and scapulas strewn about with no sense or order. Kyndra followed the arch of a human spine as it surfaced, curved and dived back into the earth like a sand snake. Cold sweat trickled down her neck.


‘There are bones,’ she said grimly, but Medavle had already seen them.


‘Get out of here,’ he said. ‘Move.’ Kyndra couldn’t miss the warning in his voice. Kait and Shika tried desperately to calm their horses, but the brighter the Wielders burned, the more terrified their mounts became.


‘We’ll have to lead them,’ Kait said from between clenched teeth, as she struggled to hold her horse in check. ‘Perhaps it will stop once we get out of the valley.’


Kyndra’s stallion seemed unfazed by the three burning figures. She patted him gratefully and he broke into a walk without prompting. They managed another half-hour, but their pace was slow and the terrain difficult. They were on the slopes now, pathless and steep. Shika’s breathing grew strained and Kyndra heard him drawing great gulps of the thick air, his face visibly paling. Kait and Nediah were holding up better, but both looked haggard.


‘I can’t take much more of this,’ Nediah rasped after another ten minutes. ‘I’ve never drawn this much power for so long.’


‘Master . . . Master Rush told us we could burn ourselves out by . . . drawing too much,’ Shika panted. ‘That’s not true, is it?’ For the first time, he looked genuinely frightened.


Nediah shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’


Kyndra felt helpless. She glanced at Irilin and saw that her friend’s knuckles were white on her reins. Medavle’s gaze raked the landscape, searching for their invisible assailant.


Then, as if snuffed by a vast hand, the flames died and the three Wielders drooped like cut puppets.


The air burst open.
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The Baioran Frontier, Acre
Hagdon


Remarkable, Hagdon mused, gazing at the distant temple that was Khronosta, its domes and towers looking as fragile as spun sugar. The structure was unfortified, without moat, drawbridge or battlements. In theory, it was a besieging army’s dream. In reality, it had never been captured. There was no point to a moat or reinforced walls when the temple and all its inhabitants could simply move elsewhere at the slightest threat. Or else-when, Hagdon corrected himself.


‘They need time to prepare their ritual,’ Iresonté said, as if reading his thoughts. ‘I don’t intend to give it to them.’


‘Time is their greatest weapon,’ he replied, his eyes still on the temple, wondering what was going on inside. The Khronostians weren’t usually so bold; they never stayed in one place longer than a week. ‘Perhaps they don’t intend to flee,’ he murmured.


‘When has Khronosta ever done otherwise?’ Hagdon heard the sneer in Iresonté’s voice and finally turned to look at her. She was a striking woman, dark-haired with the pale skin and paler eyes common in the north. A cruel woman, too, and not one he wished to make an enemy of, but she seemed to take offence at every word out of his mouth.


‘I wouldn’t be much of an officer if I didn’t consider the possibility.’ He touched the scar on his lip, an uncomfortable reminder of the last time he’d engaged the du-alakat, the assassin-warriors of Khronosta. ‘Perhaps they feel the time has come to fight.’


Iresonté gave a reluctant grunt of agreement and turned away.


‘General.’ Carn, his bondsman and friend, staggered over, balancing a clattering stack of armour.


Hagdon reached out to steady the pile before it fell. ‘Why do you insist on carrying it all at once?’


Carn grinned and might have shrugged save for his precarious burden. He had a pleasing, open face that was just beginning to crease at the corners. His cropped hair was grey; Hagdon couldn’t remember it being otherwise. Carn had served as vassal to his father and was the only person Hagdon could bring himself to trust.


‘Are you sure about this, James?’ Carn asked as he fitted the red plate Hagdon had come to see as a second skin. ‘An assault on Khronosta?’ He glanced darkly in the temple’s direction. ‘It may be a trap.’


Hagdon grimaced, shrugged the left pauldron into a better position. The armour seemed to weigh more every day. ‘It’s possible,’ he said. ‘But orders are orders and they’ve been out in the open for weeks now. We may not get another chance. The emperor believes they’re behind the ambertrix shortage.’


‘How so? Where does ambertrix come from?’


Hagdon shook his head. ‘The best-kept secret in the empire. Only the emperor and his Thabarat technicians know and he’s worked hard to keep it that way.’


Carn secured the cloak to Hagdon’s shoulders and passed him the Sartyan general’s monstrous helm. Hagdon held it between his hands, staring into the eye holes. How many people had he killed while wearing it? Its bloody snarl would have been the last thing they saw in this world. Once, that had meant something to him. Now he felt nothing.


‘Just . . . be careful, James.’


‘Will you ever stop worrying over me?’


‘If you’d only manage to find yourself a partner, I wouldn’t have to.’


Hagdon shook his head. He tucked the helm under his arm and went to brief his officers.


It was a force of five hundred, chosen from the best of the Fist, that he led to the temple after sunset. The terrain favoured them, the rocky Baioran landscape offering cover almost to the foot of the low bluff on which the temple stood, looking incongruous amidst the arid landscape. His soldiers were ranged around the bluff, awaiting his signal, while Iresonté’s agents prepared to scale the walls, using the delicate carvings on the exterior as footholds. Hagdon traced a serpent with his eyes, following its body as it twined around a great wheel. The spokes were numbers, he saw, and each was part of a further wheel and further spokes until he lost sight of where he’d begun.


Once Iresonté’s agents were inside, they would open the gates for the rest of them. It would be quick and clean. In and out. Supposedly. But Hagdon hated to rely on stealth. More particularly, he hated to rely on men and women who weren’t his own. The temple’s obvious lack of defences disturbed him. It was almost too obvious.


No matter his disquiet, the attack would go ahead. If it didn’t, if they failed . . . he remembered the emperor’s eyes and suppressed a shiver.


‘There’s no need for you to risk yourself, General,’ Captain Analia whispered, as they awaited the signal. ‘We have our orders and Stealth Captain Iresonté’s agents are the best in the empire. She’s taking the field herself.’


Hagdon stiffened. ‘She is?’ It wasn’t what they’d agreed.


‘Captain Dyen saw her leading the group who’ll scale the walls from the west.’


The unease swirling around Hagdon’s belly grew stronger. While it was common military sense to realize no plan ever survived first contact with the enemy, he always ensured he went into battle with full knowledge of his troop placements, his own strengths and weaknesses – and the enemy’s. There was already too much they didn’t know about Khronosta. He’d have preferred to wait, to gather more intelligence, but the Davaratch was not known for his patience. Khronostian assassins had taken out too many key players in court, not to mention how close they’d come to infiltrating Thabarat, the ambertrix college of research. Hagdon should be relishing this opportunity to even the score. Instead he felt cold all over. This was wrong. And he never ignored his instincts.


‘Captain,’ he said quietly. ‘When we move on the gates, I want you to take half your company round to the south. The other half charges with me.’


Analia gave a single sharp nod. If she wondered why the plan was changing at the last minute, she kept it to herself. ‘Stay out of Iresonté’s sight,’ Hagdon added. ‘If I have need of you, I’ll send up a flare.’


As if to punctuate his statement, a green shower of sparks blazed overhead, burning brightly for a second before fading. ‘Iresonté’s agents are in,’ Hagdon said, nodding at the signal. See you on the other side.’ Analia saluted and turned to pass on his orders.


Hagdon’s troop broke cover, converging on the carved wooden gates just as they began to swing open. The courtyard beyond was more of an open-air passage which circled the inner temple. Pillars marched down its centre and around both corners, adding to the feeling of confinement. Although it looked deserted, the du-alakat were known to strike suddenly and from the shadows. This could be suicide, he thought. Iresonté had estimated their numbers at less than fifty, but one du-alakat was worth five of his elite.


Where was the stealth force? They were supposed to join him here. ‘Spread out.’ Hagdon passed the signal to Lieutenant Tara and in a few moments the passage was filled with red-armoured soldiers. The inner temple was a circular tower, domed, with two spires soaring up on either side. Grains of white sand rasped softly beneath Hagdon’s boots. The orange stone seemed exotic, every inch of it carved with arcane symbols. They pressed in on him, stealing his breath; he had an acute feeling of trespassing in a sacred place.


The soldiers’ mail was muffled; they made hardly a sound as they spread to cover the whole of the open area. Hagdon watched Tara complete a circuit. ‘Nothing,’ her hands said.


The gates banged shut behind them.


Heart pounding, Hagdon whipped round. Those he’d left to guard them lay sprawled, their blood soaking into the porous stone. A bell began to ring somewhere inside the temple and the flash of a yellow flare lit the sky – a signal and not one of his. Moments later, grey-bandaged figures stepped seemingly out of the air itself and into the courtyard, kali sticks held ready in their hands. Each wooden stick measured about two-thirds the length of Hagdon’s sword. They were far lighter, however, and the speed at which the Khronostians swung them was deadly.


Hagdon caught movement atop the gates and saw someone crouched there like a cat. Their face was covered, but they wore the black of the stealth force. He signalled them furiously – ‘Reopen the gates, secure an exit’ – but they slipped down the far side and out of sight. For a moment Hagdon felt only disbelief. Then he had to counter as a kali stick swept towards his neck, too fast for him to block with his shield.


He caught the blow on his sword instead and used the shield to force the Khronostian away from him. Tonight every one of his soldiers fought with a shield. No Sartyan could compete with the speed of the du-alakat. It was far better to focus on defences – heavy armour, tower shields, long swords to keep the Khronostians at a distance. If they got in close, you were dead.


For several frenzied moments, it was all Hagdon could do to hold the warrior off. The bandages were wound thickly, their grey ends blowing free in the Khronostian’s wake as they ducked and wove, making the fight a dance. Hagdon’s attacks felt crude and clumsy by comparison. Eyes gleamed at him from between the face wrappings; the only other part not covered were the soles of the warrior’s feet.


The Khronostian’s speed increased and the figure began to blur. The du-alakat weren’t only superb fighters; their power allowed them to slow time, making it seem as if they moved impossibly fast. Hagdon felt a sudden blow to his calf that staggered him and sent him to one knee. But luck must be smiling on him – another of his soldiers, fighting his own du-alakat, lost his shield. It skidded spike-up across the stone towards Hagdon just as the Khronostian solidified to deal him the final blow. The warrior’s bare foot came down and the sharp point skewered it.


Hagdon moved fast. A thrust and two shield bashes sent the Khronostian tottering backwards, blood streaming from its injured foot. A low moan came from behind the bandages as the figure fell to one knee. Now that their positions were reversed, Hagdon didn’t hesitate – to hesitate with the du-alakat was to die. He plunged his sword into the warrior’s chest.


Those eyes blinked once at the blade as Hagdon pulled it free. Blood swiftly turned the grey bandages arterial red; it bubbled from the Khronostian’s hidden mouth, which seemed to be trying to shape words. Despite himself, Hagdon bent down to hear. ‘Khronos,’ the warrior breathed. ‘Once the Kala is found . . . our people will . . . return from the shadows.’


The head lolled to one side, rasping breath stilled. On a strange impulse, Hagdon reached down and tugged free the bandages around his opponent’s face.


A woman looked up at him blankly, her green eyes fixed. One of her cheeks was liver-spotted with age; the other as smooth and unmarked as an infant’s. Hagdon backed away, stung by the dead gaze, the shocking patchwork of flesh. He scanned the courtyard and saw more red-mailed bodies prone than standing.


‘Tara!’ he yelled and the lieutenant – about to help a fellow soldier – turned instead towards him. ‘Get these gates open,’ Hagdon said, ‘and get our soldiers out. As many as we can save.’


‘The stealth force—’


‘Abandoned us,’ Hagdon snarled, thinking of the black-clad figure perched on the gates. ‘They let us in and left us to die.’


Blood flecked one of Tara’s paling cheeks. ‘What? Why?’ ‘I will know,’ Hagdon vowed, ‘but now we get our soldiers out.’


While Lieutenant Tara sounded a retreat, Hagdon made for the gates, lashing out at those du-alakat battling his forces. A couple he caught off guard with his charge, knocking one unconscious. His intervention was enough to turn one small fight in his soldiers’ favour. Three-on-one, they dispatched the Khronostian with chill efficiency and Hagdon swept them up on his way to the gates.


They wouldn’t open. A simple bar was all that secured them from this side, but it wasn’t lowered. Something on the outside, then – Iresonté had locked them in. Hagdon cursed, thumping his mailed fist on the wood. When he turned to look back at the courtyard, he saw a massacre. A few grey-wrapped bodies lay among the dead, but otherwise the ground was a sea of red. Perhaps thirty Sartyans remained standing – the same number as there were Khronostians. Had the du-alakat routed them with so few?


‘Open these gates!’ Hagdon thudded his fist into the wood again. He wouldn’t die here, wouldn’t let Iresonté get away with treason. She’d planned this out, she must have, and the stealth force she’d brought along tonight would all be implicated in it. The scale of her betrayal was staggering.


‘There’s a bar and chain through the handles of the gates, sir.’


‘Dyen!’ Hagdon called. The captain was one of those he’d left to hold the gates.


‘I’m working to get them free, sir, but . . . I think my arm’s broken. Someone attacked us – from behind. The du-alakat must have had warning.’


Hagdon ground his teeth. His soldiers would not have expected an attack from the rear, not when they knew the stealth force supposedly guarded them.


Analia, he remembered, cursing the panic that fogged his mind. He groped for the flare, but it was gone, ripped from his belt in the melee. ‘Dyen,’ it emerged as a gasp, ‘do you still have your flare? Captain Analia has men to the south.’ If Iresonté hasn’t also ambushed them, he thought.


He heard Dyen’s hiss of pain as he was forced to use both hands to light the flare. Red streaked the sky and, slightly more hopeful, Hagdon turned his attention back to the battle.


Exhausted by the unrelenting speed of the du-alakat, his soldiers were barely holding their own. Hagdon rushed to one group’s aid, laying about him with a fury fuelled by the bitterness of Iresonté’s betrayal. The emperor would hear of this, he vowed, as soon as he returned to camp. The ambertrix receiver had enough power left for one conversation.


He slashed at a grey body, but the Khronostian leapt back, agile amongst the corpses that littered the courtyard. The orange stone seemed thirsty for blood – only stains remained as a patina on its surface. Shouts reached Hagdon and he gave silent thanks when he heard Analia’s voice barking an order. After another second of fierce fighting, hammering began on the gates, the regular thunder and fall of axes biting into wood.


The gates weren’t built to keep out an army – or even fifty soldiers with axes. With a crack, they splintered, shards spraying those closest. Captain Analia’s half-company poured inside, kicking bits of wood out of their way. ‘Injured,’ Hagdon called, ‘get the injured out!’


‘Sir,’ Analia said, ‘you must go. We’ll hold them.’


Hagdon found himself shaking his head, feeling a tickle as blood seeped from one nostril. He wiped it, but the metal of his gauntlet merely smeared it across his skin. ‘Get the injured out,’ he repeated before turning to stalk through the field of his own dead. With a cry, he fell on the du-alakat battling Lieutenant Tara, sweeping his spiked shield down and out to catch the warrior across the hip as they disengaged. The Khronostian staggered and Tara took the chance to stab the bandaged figure through the eye. A moment later, she doubled over, hand to her ribs and Hagdon seized hold of her, draping one of her arms over his shoulder. ‘Cracked,’ she breathed. ‘Damn greyface.’


When he reached the gates and looked back, it was to see Analia’s force making a last stand. Whittled down to twenty, they stood shoulder to shoulder, their shields slotted together to form a wall. ‘Captain!’ Hagdon shouted. ‘Get your men out of there.’ Analia glanced over her shoulder and spared him a grim nod before calling retreat.


Bloodied, beaten, they pulled back from the orange-stoned temple, leaving their dead in the enemy’s care. Hagdon’s nose was still bleeding, but, clutching sword, shield and supporting Lieutenant Tara, he couldn’t spare a hand to wipe it.


Were he the Khronostian commander, he would not have hesitated to send out warriors to nip and harry a defeated foe, but when he glanced back, the ranks of du-alakat merely stood there, stone-still in the splinters of their ruined gates. In their midst was a cowled, bent figure, leaning on a staff. ‘Why?’ Hagdon wondered. ‘Why do they not finish us?’


‘Because they know they can,’ Tara said and he realized he’d spoken the question aloud. ‘Their mercy is nothing more than a message of contempt to the emperor.’


Hagdon grimaced. The Khronostians didn’t fear him; they didn’t fear the might of Sartya and they didn’t fear the emperor. After years of running and hiding, striking, retreating to the shadows, they had come into the open and had held their ground. Something had changed. Again he saw the green eyes of the dead woman. What had she said? Once the Kala is found . . .


As Hagdon stumbled with his wounded comrade into the concealing darkness, a voice called out to them, carried on the hissing wind.


‘Come, Sartya,’ it said, ‘throw your men at our walls. When Khronos, our Kala, arrives to lead us, your time in the light is ended.’
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The Hoarlands, Acre
Kyndra


It seemed as though they were surrounded by people on horseback. But there were no horses; the figures floated, bodiless and indistinct, as if seen through mist. A moment later, Kyndra realized it was mist.


Arms and heads coalesced, faded and coalesced. The figures writhed, unable to hold their forms for long, but more were appearing. They converged on the party from every side. Kyndra dismounted and urged her stallion closer to the others, the six of them backing into a defensive circle, holding tightly to their horses’ reins.


‘I can’t touch the Solar,’ Kait said. She whipped the knife from her belt and slashed at the nearest figure, whose ghostly hands hovered inches from her chest, but the blade passed right through. As she raised her fist again, Medavle caught it.


‘It’s no use,’ he said, gazing at the spectral host.


One of the figures sharpened, leaving the others to fray almost to nothing. A face formed, featureless save for two eyes and a ragged slit of a mouth. The mist shrouded it in pale robes and its voice hissed like wind over sand. The words made no sense to Kyndra, but Medavle’s eyes widened. ‘Acrean,’ he said.


‘Speak words we can all understand,’ Kait growled.


You bring the sun. It is long since we felt it inside us.


Kyndra exchanged a look with the others. ‘Not creepy at all,’ Shika murmured. He was white-faced, as if the wraiths had drained him of blood as well as Solar energy.


‘What do you want?’ Nediah asked.


Life. Substance. Flesh. We want to live again.


Nediah frowned. ‘Only humans can give life.’


A finger-like tendril of mist extended towards Irilin, who flinched away. We are of the moon too.


‘Cosmosethic energy can’t make flesh,’ Nediah insisted. ‘It can heal a body, but not create one from nothing.’


‘It can.’


They all looked at Medavle. He hadn’t stopped staring at the wraiths and now a terrible dread crept over his face. ‘What are you called?’ he asked them.


We are the Servants. We wish to live again. We wish to serve again.


‘No,’ Medavle whispered. His hand closed on the flute at his belt, though he seemed unaware of the fact.


‘Medavle,’ Nediah said sharply. ‘What is it?’


‘It isn’t possible,’ the Yadin said. ‘I saw you die. All of you. The black wind –’


Ahhhh. A sigh ran through the wraiths. The pain.


Medavle staggered. ‘No, this cannot be true. Not after all this time.’


Nediah moved to the Yadin’s side, but didn’t touch him. ‘What are they?’


‘My people.’ Medavle looked up, eyes suddenly blazing. ‘Isla!’ he shouted and they all flinched at the agony in his voice. ‘Isla, are you here?’ His dark gaze swept the mist, but caught on nothing.


You are useless to us.


Medavle’s face twisted. ‘Don’t you remember me? I am your brother.’


You are not human.


‘You have to remember! We are the same.’


‘These are the Yadin?’ Kait asked. ‘I thought you said Lord Kierik killed them.’


Medavle rounded on her with a snarl. ‘He did worse. He doomed them to five centuries of . . . of this. They aren’t alive or dead. They are lost.’ His voice broke. ‘I don’t know how to help them.’


‘I thought I rid the world of you.’


The words were so sudden, so shocking, that Kyndra clamped her hands over her mouth, but it was too late to call them back. Medavle slowly turned to look at her.


‘I’m sorry,’ she blurted, lowering her hands. ‘I don’t know where that came from.’ But she did. Kierik’s memories were massing like storm clouds behind her eyes. She felt his distaste for the Yadin as keenly as if it were her own. The Wielders had created them to act as servants in the golden age of Solinaris. Playing at being gods. The thought reached her like an echo and she tried to push Kierik’s memories aside.


Her outburst had drawn the wraiths’ attention. Kyndra felt their scrutiny as a prickling along her skin. Their response was instantaneous: malice, palpable as thunder, spread through their ranks. More wraiths took shape, their ill-formed faces no longer emotionless, but contorted in hatred.


If they were the Yadin, she wasn’t the real target of their anger. Five hundred years ago, Kierik had stripped them of the energy that gave them form and used it to destroy the Sartyan army assaulting Solinaris. Only Anohin and Medavle had survived. ‘I’m not him,’ she said, taking an automatic step back. ‘I’ve never done anything to you.’ You are a child of the stars.


Before Kyndra could snatch it away, a tendril of mist coiled around her right palm, stroking as a lover might. You share his blood.


Their fury seemed to double. Kyndra felt it like a fistful of hailstones against her skin. ‘He’s dead,’ she cried wildly. ‘Kierik’s dead!’


Then we must be content with you.


‘It’s not her fault,’ Nediah said, but it was no use. Dreadful anger surged through the wraiths and a light took shape in their midst: a lance of Solar energy, the same energy they’d stolen from the three Wielders. Kyndra watched as more wraiths sacrificed their forms to feed the lance and although it looked insubstantial, she knew it could harm her.


Kait’s panicked horse finally broke free of her hold. It reared, white-eyed with fear, and then dashed in front of the group, throwing itself down the slope and into the path of the Solar lance. The bolt took the horse in the chest. One moment it was there, outlined against the mist, the next it was gone and only an imprint remained.


There was silence as both sides stared at the place where the horse had been. Irilin gave a strangled whimper and Kait cursed. The wraiths began shaping another lance.


‘Do something!’ Irilin shouted at Kyndra, but Kyndra couldn’t. Her feet felt heavy, rooted to the red earth, and dread lay like ash on her tongue, smothering any words.


Nediah took one look at her face and said, ‘We have to run.’ He seized Medavle’s shoulder. ‘Can’t you do something? A shield at least?’


The Yadin stared back at him, eyes blank. He seemed in shock. Nediah swore under his breath and shook him. ‘I don’t have the strength,’ he said, ‘neither does Kait nor Shika. They’ll kill us.’


Medavle seemed to revive at that. ‘Split up,’ he said. ‘Do not give them such a large target. Each lance burns up more of the energy they took – they won’t use it unless they are certain of a hit.’


‘Reassuring,’ Kyndra thought she heard Shika say as they spread out over the slope, heading for the relative safety of the treeline. She hoped the wraiths were confined to the valley, to the vicinity of Solinaris and the place of their deaths. Could they truly have lingered here for five hundred years, killing anyone unfortunate enough to stray into the valley? Why didn’t the wind destroy them utterly? The last thought seemed to come from Kierik and she strove to push it down.


It was difficult going, what with her horse and the slope and having to look over her shoulder. The wraiths followed, but not swiftly; creating the Solar lance seemed to take all of their strength. When they released the second one, it was aimed at her.


Kyndra had known it and planned for it. There was an outcropping of rock rising from the slope and just as she jerked herself and her horse behind it, she heard the lance shatter against the rock, sending out a spray of stone chips. Some grazed her neck, but she ignored the sting, took a firmer grip on her horse’s reins and ran on up the slope. Little stones rolled beneath her stallion’s hooves.


The six of them were strung out in a staggered line. Kait moved faster without a horse to lead and was almost under the shadow of the trees. Kyndra glanced behind and saw another lance glowing in the mist. None of the wraiths had form now; with any luck, they were nearing exhaustion. All Kyndra needed was a few more minutes. She wouldn’t have to call on the stars, wouldn’t have to speak their names or fear being changed by that terrible power.


You can’t resist us forever, they whispered from the void.


She gritted her teeth, looking for another rock to deflect the lance she knew was coming for her. But this part of the slope was shale, dotted here and there with small boulders, and the trees were still out of reach. Kyndra glanced over her shoulder, breath coming hard in her chest, just in time to see the wraiths hurl the next lance.


It took her a second to realize that it wasn’t aimed at her, another second to spot the wraiths’ real target, and a third to watch the lance hit him.


Shika didn’t even have time to scream. One moment he was there, outlined in fire, and then he was nothing. He was gone. His horse reared and plunged on up the slope.


Kyndra’s heels sprayed up shale as she dug them in, bringing her run to a stumbling halt. Her horse whinnied a protest and she let him go. Irilin was screaming wordlessly, struggling against Nediah’s grasp. The Wielder shouted Kyndra’s name, but Kyndra didn’t listen. She stood still, staring at the space where Shika had just been. Not even a body, not even bones. It was as if he’d never existed.


Dimly she felt her shoulders tighten up, her lips curl back from her teeth in a snarl. And then the surge of shock and guilt and rage carried her to the threshold of the void, where the stars shone coldly, temptingly.


She reached for Hagal, its whisper already in her ears. Sigel wouldn’t do; after all, the wraiths absorbed power and she needed to strip it from them. She needed a force like the black wind – the spell from the Wielders’ book which Kierik had used long ago.


Now that she’d stopped running, the wraiths slowed too. Their hatred washed over her, but it was nothing compared to the absolute ice of the void. She took Hagal into her veins, feeling the star’s power like a thousand cold rivers flowing through her. Her skin had begun to glow with a dark radiance, the constellation of Hagal burning on her wrist.


She flexed her fingers and sent the star’s power into the wraiths. It seeped like a foul oil across the living mist, dissolving it. Screams of agony reached her ears, but she didn’t stop. Hagal left a gritty stain on her skin, but she didn’t relent. Although she grimaced with the strain of holding on to the star, she wouldn’t stop until every last wraith was gone, forms torn asunder. With a guttural growl she didn’t recognize as her own, she drew on Hagal more deeply, reached out with its power and began to rip at the mist, grasping each wraith and pulling it apart.


‘No!’


A horse whinnied and then Medavle leapt from its back to land in front of her. For a moment she thought he was one of the wraiths, his white robes snapping in the wind, dark eyes full of anger and the horror of a memory. ‘Stop it,’ he pleaded.


‘There are more of them,’ she said flatly.


He struck her.


Wreathed in Hagal, she barely felt the blow, but the shock of it was enough to break her concentration and the star slipped from her control. Kyndra gasped as its fire flashed through her, whipping her insides like a lash. With a scream of effort, she tore herself away from the void before Hagal’s power could consume her. Choking back the pain, she seized Medavle by the throat. ‘Never do that again,’ she hissed. ‘You could have killed me.’


He merely looked at her, eyes opaque, and the strength that held him up left her in a rush. Kyndra collapsed to the ground, clutching her stomach against a wave of nausea. The last few minutes were a blur; they felt unreal and she struggled to remember what had happened, what she’d done.


Shika.


Kyndra felt numb. She gazed at her hands, at the constellation dimming on her skin. It hadn’t been enough. She hadn’t done enough. It was her fault.


A voice reached her ears; Irilin was crying for Shika, her throat already raw with his name.


‘Get up,’ Medavle said harshly. He grabbed Kyndra’s arm and she let herself be pulled to her feet. She thought she saw tear stains on his cheeks. ‘What you’ve done —’ He stopped, looked around at the empty landscape. There was no sign of the wraiths. ‘How many did you kill?’


‘I didn’t kill them,’ Kyndra said tonelessly. ‘Just tore their forms apart.’ She squeezed her eyes shut. If only she’d acted sooner, if only she hadn’t been so afraid. But she knew the stars came with a terrible price. If she kept using their power, one day she wouldn’t care if her friends were killed. She wouldn’t be human any more.


She forced her eyes open, forced herself to look at Irilin’s tear-streaked face. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she whispered. ‘I’m so sorry, Irilin.’


The young woman gazed back at her and the look in her eyes said she didn’t know Kyndra at all.





5


The Beaches, Acre
Char


His first name wasn’t Char. That was what the slavers called him. Neither was his second name Lesko: that was Ma’s name. But Ma had raised him, so he had taken her name for his own. In a way, Ma was mother to the whole caravan. We slavers are all Leskos, he thought.


Technically, Ma was nobody’s mother. She was a mercenary, perhaps the finest fighter in the Beaches. No slave escaped on her watch, and when she was present at negotiations, buyers paid the agreed sums and proper courtesies were observed. The slim kali sticks sheathed at her hips were a fierce deterrent to any who thought they could cheat the slaver master, Genge.


Still, if Ma Lesko was anyone’s mother, she was his. She had found him as a baby, after all. And, for reasons known only to herself, instead of leaving him to die by the side of the road, she’d kept him and signed on as a guard with Genge’s caravan. It wasn’t a good life, but they had food and a tent over their heads. Ma had done her best. No matter that the slavers called him Char, saying his dark grey skin looked as if he’d been pulled out of a fire. No matter that they shunned and spat at him when his back was turned. No matter that it was only his relationship to Ma that protected him from a coward’s knife in the back. The slavers were yellow bastards at heart.


And that was why he was going to kill them.


Char eased the kali sticks into his palms. Ma had taught him that, when wielded right, they could break a neck in one strike. It was a quicker death than the slavers deserved and certainly too swift an end for their leader, Genge. But Char was no torturer. He’d settle for justice.


He moved through the camp, a shadow amongst shadows. The night came suddenly in the Beaches. If it caught you unaware on the dunes, you’d never see sunrise. There were worse things out here than slavers.


A voice moaned, loud in the quiet. Char jumped, silently cursing the slave. His fingers slipped on the sticks and he almost dropped them. Concentrate. He tightened his grip. One misstep and it would be his blood soaking the sand. He doubted even Ma could talk Genge down if the slave master discovered him out of bed with drawn weapons in the heart of the camp.


He tried to keep his breathing even, tried to find the calm centre Ma was always talking about. As usual, he couldn’t sense it. He always felt so full of rage.


Char hissed through his teeth. Concentrate, you idiot. Too many thoughts. He was always thinking too many—


There was a sharp blow to his windpipe. Char choked and clapped a hand to his throat. His sticks tumbled to the sand as an arm encircled his neck and dragged him backwards. He hadn’t even time to reach for the knife in his boot. Struggling to breathe, Char kicked back, hoping to catch his attacker on the shin, but his foot met no resistance and the next moment, pain blazed across his knees. He crumpled.


‘Stupid,’ hissed a voice.


It took Char several seconds to recover his breath. ‘Ma?’


‘Shut up.’


He was dragged through the chilly night sand, back towards the safety of his tent, back towards the life he’d sworn to escape. Anger lent him strength. He felt that she hadn’t used the full lock on his arms. Only one stick held them twisted behind his back. With a growl of effort, Char broke her hold and spun to a standing position.


Her full-armed slap sent him staggering back. He raised a hand to ward off another blow, forgetting too late that he’d dropped his kali sticks. Instead, Ma only looked at him. Her face was a chiselled shadow under the stars. He glanced at a dark smear on one of the elbow-length gloves she always wore. Blood. Char touched his stinging cheek and rubbed the wetness between finger and thumb. Ma’s expression did not waver. In one smooth motion, she sheathed her sticks, seized his arm and hauled him bodily through the flap of his tent.


Char said nothing as she sat him down. He let her clean the cut on his face, ignoring the tincture’s sting. Ma worked in silence. Only when she’d capped the bottle and cleaned her cloths did she reach for the two sticks tucked safely behind her belt.


Char took his weapons back. His throat still hurt from Ma’s jab and he swallowed painfully.


‘When you have surprise on your side, always go for the throat,’ Ma said. ‘With the right speed and pressure, you can close an opponent’s windpipe for a few critical seconds.’


Char rubbed his throat and kept silent. For her, disarming him had been no harder than taking an infant’s toy. It rankled more than he wished to admit and he looked away.


Ma seized his chin, forcing him to meet her gaze. ‘No,’ she said softly and he knew what she saw: his eyes burned, black pupils narrowed to slits like a cat’s. Char tried to breathe deeply, tried to force down the ever-present anger, but spiked with humiliation, it wouldn’t leave.


‘Boy,’ she said. She never called him Char. ‘Let it go.’


He shook her off. ‘Why should I?’ he snarled, as the untempered fury beat at his insides. Tonight it felt like vast, bound wings, straining to open. ‘Why did you stop me?’


Ma faced him calmly. ‘You know why.’


It was too much. Char felt walled in by years of unanswered questions, the same things asked over and over again. Where did Ma come from? Why did they live like this? What stopped them from leaving? Every way he turned, Ma was there with her inscrutable face and her refusal to answer. She was the only person he loved in this cursed world. He would never hurt her. But the rage boiled and writhed and lashed him, so that he almost cried out against the horror of what it could do if it ever got loose. ‘Ma,’ he breathed.


‘I know,’ she said in her husky voice, catching him in a rough hug. ‘I know you hate them. But we must stay. We stay because it’s safe.’


Char pulled away. ‘I wouldn’t call Genge safe.’


‘No.’ She shook her head, brown eyes opaque. ‘But he’s a different kind of dangerous.’


‘How?’


Ma wrapped muscled arms around her midriff, though the tent was well insulated against the cold desert night. She gazed at him a while before answering, as if searching for the right words. ‘Genge is a beast, but a beast we know how to handle. There are other beasts out there, ones I don’t understand, ones I am afraid of meeting.’


Char shook his head. ‘I wish you wouldn’t talk like that.’ His anger had begun to fade, a profound weariness taking its place. ‘Can’t you give me a simple answer for once?’


Ma dropped her arms. ‘There are no simple answers, Boy.’ Her dark face was hard. ‘I’ve told you. I can’t fight the beasts I don’t know.’


‘Then I will fight them,’ Char said impulsively. He knew nothing of Ma’s past, of the time before she rescued him. But it was obvious: she was hiding from something . . . or someone. He grabbed her gloved hands. ‘You needn’t be afraid, Ma. I’ll kill whatever beasts you fear and then you and I will be free to go where we want.’


‘No,’ she said, and he recoiled from the fierceness in her voice. ‘It is not your place.’


But Char had seen all that he needed to. Ma was hiding. And underneath her calm façade, she was terrified.


Char didn’t sleep much that night. When dawn picked out the stitches in the stretched hide of the tent, he knew what he had to do.


He had reason enough to kill Genge, but his goal was manifold: he would do it for Ma. When Genge was dead, she’d have nowhere to hide. Years of running had blown her fear out of all proportion. She had broken her own rule: never turn your back on your demons. Now, when Ma glanced over her shoulder, her demons had become giants. This was the reason why she insisted they stay with Genge – always on the move.


Skin tingling with his decision, Char threw back the tent flap . . . and got a face full of sand. The smoky black lenses he wore to cover his eyes blocked the worst of it. But the fine grains coated his lips and nostrils and stuck to the sweat on his face. Char retched and choked, guffaws ringing in his ears. Ren and Tunser. He spat his next mouthful at their boots.


Tunser let out a growl to match his girth. He was wide, unlike his brother, but with the same pale skin that blistered beneath the unforgiving sun of the Beaches. They hailed from the north, Char knew, up near the borders of Yrmfast, where they were still under bounty. Many of the men Genge hired were criminals in their own lands. But no matter what they’d done, the law wouldn’t pursue them into the Beaches, not when the Beaches were themselves considered a death sentence.


Char straightened. ‘Bastards.’


‘Thought you’d like a blast,’ Ren said, grinning. ‘Scrub some of that dirt off you.’


Char shook the last of the sand from his clothes. ‘Too stupid to think up anything new?’


Ren shrugged off the insult, but Tunser clenched his fists. Char laid a casual hand on the sticks behind his belt. ‘Come on, then, Tun,’ he said invitingly and rolled the night’s stiffness out of his shoulders. ‘Or you’ll be thinking about me all day.’


Ren’s grin disappeared. He grabbed his brother’s wrist, a warning.


Char smiled. ‘Just between you and me, Tunser,’ he said, ‘I think Ren’s worried I’ll hurt you.’


The big man shook off his brother and furiously lunged at Char.


He sidestepped the charge, spun the kali sticks into his hands and cracked one across Tunser’s shoulder blades. That move wouldn’t cause injury, but it would enrage him further. Predictably, Tunser bellowed and swung a meaty fist at Char’s head.


Char ducked it and punched the ends of both sticks into the man’s diaphragm. Winded, Tunser staggered back and knocked over his brother. They tumbled to the sand in a tangle of limbs, and Char threw back his head and laughed.


Like a snake, Ren twisted free of his brother and sprang up, pulling a knife from his belt. He had none of Tunser’s bulk, being spear-thin and half a head taller. Still, he was the more dangerous of the two, quick and vicious.


Darting forward, Char went for his wrist, using the first disarming form Ma had taught him. Ren parried and Char saw his error too late. The scuffle had carried him perilously close to one of the wagons. When Ren lunged back at him, he had nowhere to go. Char got one stick up to block, but the knife shivered along its length and sliced into his forearm.


Several things happened at once. Char gasped as Ren hooted in triumph. He watched as the wound on his arm opened, oozing blood. The pain came a moment later . . . and some restraint broke within him. Ren had only a moment to stare at the blood that ran in black rivulets down Char’s arm before a wind hit him, a wind with all the force of the desert behind it.


Ren flew ten feet to smash against the door of an empty cage. The wind, which had come from nowhere on a windless day, held him there, splayed and defenceless, and his knife dropped from nerveless fingers. Char could see the whites of Ren’s eyes, as the man stared at him, inaudible words forming on his lips.


Rage thundered in Char, boiling the black blood that welled from his slashed arm. The wind roared, filled his whole body with a whirl of air and sky.


‘Lesko!’


Genge. And with his shout, the wind died. Char blinked. For the first time, he saw Tunser, contorted in a ball on the ground. Sand coated everything . . . everything except Char. He looked over his shoulder. The wind had come from the desert, but behind him, nothing was disturbed. Instead, a tumbled trail of debris spread in a rough cone from where he stood backed against the wagon.
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