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For Paul


Now it’s your turn
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‘Nothing is so painful to the human mind as a great and sudden change’


Frankenstein, Mary Shelley


‘In dreams begins responsibility’


W. B. Yeats
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EPILOGUE


GLOSSARY OF PROMINENT STARS




EXCERPTS FROM


The Last Days of Sartya


To understand the Starborn’s role in the downfall of Sartya, it is necessary to understand how she came to find herself in Acre. Raised in rural Rairam, she was, for many years, unaware of her heritage. Taken to the fallen citadel of Naris by Brégenne and Nediah – names now well known to many – she came into contact with the last Starborn, Kierik, who died shortly afterwards. Interested parties may seek out the text, Starborn, the only account she has given of this period.


After restoring Rairam to Acre – an act equal to her father Kierik’s in magnitude – the Starborn gathered a fellowship around her and crossed the border. Much of what happened next is uncertain – the Starborn has not given any official account – but sources describe her journey through Acre as tumultuous. Her slaughter of five hundred Sartyan soldiers did not endear her to the military, and though many see this act as the catalyst of the empire’s fall, cracks had already started to appear in its façade.


The rise of the Defiant, for example, whose consistent sorties chipped away at imperial control. They were too well funded, too well connected; it became clear that their ragtag operation was merely a front for the greater organization known as the Republic, whose network of influence had strengthened invisibly, hidden from imperial spies. When Khronostian assassins began to remove the most prominent nobles in court, Sartya was undermined on all sides. In such turbulent times, defections were inevitable.


Arguably the greatest defection – some have called it betrayal – of all was General James Hagdon’s. It is still unclear how long the commander-in-chief of the Sartyan Fist had held sympathies with the Republic, but with such a powerful man on its side, the clandestine group could finally leave the shadows and declare itself the official opposition to the Fist.


With Hagdon went Relator Realdon Shune, now recognized as a High Wielder of Solinaris. Despite his advanced years, Shune publicly abetted the erstwhile general in his murder of the emperor. The death of imperial rule might have been quick and clean were it not for another key player in the struggle for power: Iresonté, Captain of Sartya’s stealth force. Ignoring the Khronostian threat, she rallied the army around her, promising the conquest long denied Sartya: an invasion of Rairam.


The Starborn’s primary concern, however, was Khronosta and its threat to undo history with the aid of Medavle, one of the Starborn’s companions, and the last living Yadin – that ageless race created by the Wielders of Solinaris. Did the Starborn experience guilt for her role in bringing him to Acre? Or was the danger so great that it transcended all personal sense of obligation? Whatever the case, the Starborn prepared to battle Khronosta, while the Republic confronted Iresonté.


Turbulent historical periods have one overwhelming thing in common: the role of the individual. The Starborn was not the only major player in the downfall of Sartya; indeed, her companions carved out their own paths. What of the former slaver, Char Lesko, revealed as one of the dragon people? What of his guardian, Ma, who turned her back on Khronosta? And what of those who accompanied the Starborn into Acre: the Wielders, Nediah, Kait and Irilin, Brégenne and the man known as Kul’Gareth, about whom such fanciful stories are told? The following chapters will examine each in detail in an attempt to illuminate this tempestuous era.




PART ONE




1


Kyndra


She was a being of light.


Stars in her skin, power in her veins, her mind full of their names. She had but to call, to focus her will, and they would hearken to her. She clenched fists of molten fire and smiled, armoured in Tyr, shielded behind a field of force that clung to her flesh.


She was a being of darkness too.


There were no roads between the stars, only the void, lightless, unchanging. The chill emptiness, numbing her to any feeling, dwelt in the paths of her heart, and she could no more brighten them than she could the void itself. The curse of the Starborn, she thought. The price I paid for my power.


The air rushed past her face; it was much colder up here amongst the clouds. Birds swooped and soared a safe distance away and the ground was a hazy blur.


‘Is this as fast as you go, Boy?’


Kyndra glanced over her shoulder at the woman called Ma. Dark-skinned, dark-eyed, dressed unfamiliarly in fleece-lined clothes to combat the chill, she was looking forward, past Kyndra, towards the horned head of the dragon on which they flew. ‘The eldest will not waste any time.’


In answer, the dragon tipped sharply into a roll and Kyndra’s hands contracted on the black scales. Her stomach swooping, she watched the ground become the sky and then right itself. Ma was swearing. ‘Do you want to kill us?’ she shouted. ‘Fly straight, fool.’


Kyndra half smiled. She leaned forward and scratched the dragon’s huge pointed ear. The scales were thinner there and warm, and she remembered a time when he’d stood close beside her, the rush of a stream in their ears, grass underfoot. He’d been human then.


Not human, Kyndra corrected herself. She felt a faint ache at the memory, a distant regret. But what mattered was that Char – Orkaan – was now his true self, that he could carry them to Magtharda, riding the rising winds of an Acrean winter.


‘I am not a cat.’


Char’s voice was soft thunder; Kyndra felt it rumble through his body. She stopped her scratching.


After a moment the dragon said, ‘Did I ask you to stop?’


‘He’s very bossy now,’ she commented to Ma and the woman snorted.


‘He always was.’ She slapped the dragon’s flank, though Char probably couldn’t feel it.


‘If you’ve finished discussing me, it’s getting dark,’ he said. ‘We should look for somewhere to land.’


‘Go ahead, Boy, your eyes are better than ours.’


They flew for another five minutes or so, while the colour of the sky deepened to purple. And then, without warning, Char tipped into a steep dive. Kyndra heard Ma shriek a curse; the woman had her eyes closed and was desperately clinging to the dragon’s back. The ground was rushing to meet them and it looked sharp. Splinters of rock poked up from the earth like the stony spines of an enormous beast. Char banked again and – not for the first time – Kyndra wondered whether he really had got the hang of flying.


There was a surprised bleat, so loud and close that it made her jump. Char’s muscles bunched; he snatched at something, his sleek head darting out with the speed of a striking serpent. Then they were off, the dragon’s powerful wings sweeping them up and away from the rocks. Ma let out another stream of curses.


Char’s reply was muffled. He briefly turned his head to look at them and Kyndra saw something woolly between his jaws, a goat. They landed on a high plateau, partially sheltered by wind-bent pines. The dragon crouched, letting Kyndra and Ma slide stiffly from his back. A second unfortunate goat was clutched in his front claws. He dropped it and, without further ado, began to crunch up the one in his mouth. Ma winced.


‘That’s yours,’ Char said graciously when he’d swallowed, nudging the bony creature towards them. Then he spat out a slimy, sodden bundle. ‘I hate the wool.’


Ma eyed their evening meal unenthusiastically.


‘I’ll prepare it,’ Kyndra said. ‘We kept them in Brenwym.’


The name of her home might once have stirred in her a surge of longing, but not any more. She’d been to Brenwym, seen the town being rebuilt . . . watched her mother sobbing into her stepfather’s shoulder. Reena missed her. She wanted desperately to know whether her daughter was alive and well. Alive, yes, Kyndra thought, but well . . .


She shook her head, dispelling the image of home. She was better now than she’d ever been. It was a relief not to struggle with her feelings, to rid herself of all that foolishness. She was able to think clearly, to see what must be done.


‘That man – Hagdon,’ Ma said once the goat was spitted over the fire, ‘he is keeping our Wielder safe, I hope.’


‘One of Hagdon’s companions – Amon Taske – is looking after him,’ Kyndra said, picturing the fragile old man. She still had Kierik’s memories of him – when Shune’s hair was brown, his cheeks unlined, facing down a Starborn before the other high Wielders on the eve of Solinaris’s fall. He had somehow defied the passage of time, using the Solar to extend his years.


Prompted by that thought she said, ‘Can you really send me back in time to challenge the eldest?’ The whole idea still sounded outlandish.


‘I can,’ Ma said shortly. Fat dripped into the fire; the flames hissed and spat. ‘But first I need the power the Khronostians used to construct the dragons’ prison.’


‘Why? Will it make a difference?’


‘Yes.’ Ma leaned forward and poked a stray piece of kindling into the fire. ‘That power is drawn from a Khronostian’s own timeline. Once freed from the prison, I believe it can be . . . repurposed.’ She pressed her lips together; for a moment her face darkened with memory. ‘The du-alakat paid a high price for locking the dragons away. Some were disfigured so severely that they could no longer function. I saw enough before I fled.’


Kyndra glanced at Char. The dragon was stretched out across the ground, his head tilted, as if listening closely. It was such a Char pose that she almost smiled. ‘What do you mean a Khronostian’s own timeline?’ she asked Ma.


‘It is my fault,’ the woman whispered, staring into the flames. ‘As the founder of their order, I taught them how to feel their own time streams, to become aware of the river in which we all stand. With enough practice, enough discipline, it is possible to venture a little way in either direction. But if exercised incorrectly or greedily, as the eldest has done, the power to move through time exacts a price on the body.’ She paused. ‘Eventually, it exacts a price on the mind as well.’


‘Should I call you by another name?’ Kyndra asked.


Ma shook her head. ‘Khronos is long gone. This is no world for a man of peace. He taught through meditation, not violence.’ She retrieved a kali stick from her belt, ran a hand along its length. The smooth wood gleamed in the firelight. ‘I am Ma of the Beaches now,’ she whispered.


‘I don’t understand,’ Char said in his dragon’s rumble. ‘Khronosta was searching for the Kala. You spent twelve years with them – they raised you. Why didn’t they realize who you were?’


‘For those twelve years, I was only Mariana. Unusually gifted, but otherwise unremarkable. I had no memories of my previous life. I grew into them later.’ Ma switched her gaze to Kyndra. ‘Much like you and your memories, Starborn?’


‘Yes,’ Kyndra said. She no longer felt any hostility at the use of the title, remembering the stifling mix of shock, anger and despair it had once caused her. ‘It was around the time I came of age.’


‘But even if you had no memories,’ Char pressed, ‘surely the eldest, or someone else in Khronosta, could have recognized you.’


Ma looked briefly sad. ‘By the time of my rebirth, it was already too late. The eldest had grown unstable. He had founded the du-alakat, given Khronosta a new warlike purpose. Nothing remains of the people they once were.’ She gave a rueful shrug. ‘And I doubt they were looking for a girl-child. Their memories of me are so warped – they had only the story they told themselves and the promise I had made them to return. The eldest played his part in eroding everything I was until all that was left was the image of a man who retired to a stone beneath the ancient sky in sight of water and learned to master time.’


The description had the ring of rote and Kyndra wondered whether it was recited by the children of Khronosta just as the Relic devotion had been recited at the Inheritance Ceremony in Brenwym.


‘How long ago did you live?’ Char asked almost timidly. ‘As Khronos, I mean.’


‘Before the Sartyan Empire when the world was at peace.’ Ma looked at him and then away. ‘For all my mastery, it took me a long time to return. Too long.’


Kyndra was aware of Ansu listening intently, alongside a star she hadn’t spoken with before: Era. The latter shared a constellation with Pyrth and concerned itself with cycles – of life, death, rebirth. It was the star that ensured a Starborn would always walk the lands of Acre. How many had it witnessed come and go in its span?


Many, it answered, but it is not my place to remember them.


Kyndra had a sudden sense of dislocation, as if she were looking back down the ages from a time yet to come. Would her name be noted beside Kierik’s in the pages of Acrean history? Or would she stand always in his shadow? The daughter of the Worldmaker.


‘I don’t know you at all.’ Char raised himself, shaking out the spines of his mane. ‘Everything you told me about yourself was a lie.’


‘And what would you have had me tell you?’ Ma replied, unexpectedly fierce. ‘That I was Khronostian? That I had once lived another life? That I had betrayed my people and fled my home because I could not let them murder an infant?’ She got to her feet and advanced on Char, as if he were still a young man she could slap for his impertinence. ‘That the infant I rescued was not human?’


Perhaps Char momentarily forgot his new shape, for he drew back, cringing slightly in anticipation of a blow. But Ma put her palms on either side of his long, narrow face and looked into his eyes. Her human form appeared fragile against his scales. ‘I am sorry for any pain I caused you, Boy,’ she said softly. ‘I pledge to undo the wrong your people have suffered at the hands of mine.’


They stared at each other a second longer before Ma’s expression clouded and she turned away. ‘I do not know what we will find in Magtharda,’ she said. ‘The Lleu-yelin have been trapped for twenty years.’


Char resettled himself on the bare rock, his spines sleek against his neck once more. ‘Do you think we will find my parents?’ he asked.


Ma avoided his eyes. ‘I do not know.’


‘I wouldn’t know how to speak to them anyway. What would I say?’


Kyndra had kept quiet throughout, only part of her listening to the exchange. The greater part busied itself laying plans for when they reached the dragons’ city. Khronosta had to know that they would seek to release the Lleu-yelin. Now that she’d set herself up as his enemy, the eldest wouldn’t allow Ma to gather the power to oppose him. No, it was almost certain that they would meet resistance. Smiling, Kyndra flexed her fingers. Repelling it would be her job.


‘What are you smiling about?’


She’d been staring into the night. The valley below them was utterly dark; the only light coming from their fire and the stars that shone crisp and clear above. She felt them in her blood. Sometimes she longed to join them, wrapping herself in isolation, removing herself from the world.


‘Kyndra?’


She looked back at the dragon. Char’s yellow eyes met hers unflinchingly and she felt some warmth return. Maybe it was hearing that name – the name her mother had given her, the one she had worn through childhood. Or maybe it was realizing that she couldn’t – and shouldn’t – solve Acre’s problems alone.


‘I think the goat is done,’ she said.


The black dreams began that night.




She stands upon a precipice, a glittering spire. Solinaris, the fortress of the sun, just as it looked before the first ever Breaking – in the days before Kierik’s mind shattered the world. She is not alone. Medavle is there, feet planted on the treacherous glass, his ageless face impossibly aged. And at his back, a figure, one claw-like hand grasping at the last Yadin. When the eldest sees her, a rasping, choking sound escapes his lips. It takes her a moment to realize it is laughter.




Kyndra woke, that laughter in her ears. For once, the stars and the night were equally silent and the hairs on the back of her neck stood up in an echo of fear. She hadn’t seen Medavle since he’d fled their battle, but his parting words were seared into her memory.


‘The last five hundred years were a mistake. They should never have been.’


Now, with Khronostian help, Medavle had the power to erase those years. Kyndra suspected his reason for doing so was very different to the eldest’s.


‘You don’t care about the world.’ Her own response echoed back to her. ‘You’re doing this for the woman you loved. For Isla.’


‘What would a Starborn know of love?’


Kyndra turned her face away from their dying fire. Reasons didn’t matter. All that mattered was stopping Medavle before he and the eldest ruined them all.


As they flew further north, the air became colder. The pattern of foliage below them shifted gradually from orange to brown to bare, skeletal branches. Low cloud hid them most of the time, but occasionally they’d emerge into clear blue, where the clouds were wispy and scudding high over narrow valleys. Mountain goat became a staple, though Char once managed to flush out a deer. Despite his huge wingspan, he was getting better at navigating the rocky gorges.


Every evening, Kyndra would ignite solid stone with a touch and they would sit around the flames, discussing what they might encounter when they reached Magtharda. That the eldest would send du-alakat to stop them was a given, but they could only guess at their numbers. Then there was the time prison itself; Kyndra envisioned it as a vast bubble, its walls invisible to the naked eye.


She caught her first glimpse with the first snow. They’d been flying steadily north-west until the land had pushed itself into peaks around them. Now, wherever Kyndra looked, she saw mountains. Steel-clad, white-capped, they were a line of silent priests, oddly menacing in their stillness. The sky was flat, reducing their world to a palette of greys – they’d left the colourful autumn valleys behind. Char was the only one who looked at home here; his dusky scales could have been sculpted out of the mountains’ hide. Kyndra’s hair was an alien streak of fire on the wind.


Magtharda appeared between one blink and the next. At first, Kyndra thought its towers were merely spires of rock thrusting free of the mountains, but, looking closer, she saw windows cut into them; dark, eye-shaped portals that marched around the outside of each soaring barbican. There were half a dozen, guarding the buildings beyond.


Char made a strange sound in his throat; perhaps he’d attempted to whistle.


They flew beneath a great arch, a portal carved from solid rock. No gate or portcullis hung from its frame; it was unnecessary, Kyndra thought, when only those with wings could reach it. The ground was lost to view.


Magtharda lay on the other side. A tiered city, vast courtyards open to the sky, it rose in levels, keeping pace with the mountains that cradled it. Everything was built of the same greyish rock, left rough to echo the landscape. Waterfalls spilled over stone, falling hundreds of feet into deep channels that bisected the streets. The water was the only thing that moved.


With two quick beats of his wings, Char landed on one of the wider thoroughfares and lowered his head to drink.


‘Stop,’ Ma said sharply. Both she and Kyndra slid off the dragon’s back, scanning the empty streets. ‘Can you tell if it’s safe?’ the mercenary asked Kyndra. She was frowning at the water, rushing opaque under the dull sky.


Kyndra bent down and scooped up a handful, calling on Lagus. Clean, the star told her. ‘If there was poison in the water, there’s no trace of it now,’ she said.


Char gave a huff of relief and plunged most of his head in.


Ma’s profile was rigid. She watched the streets, as if expecting an ambush, but nothing leapt out to break the city’s stillness. Kyndra, too, stood tensed; something was out of place here, out of step.


‘You feel it,’ Ma said. Her eyes travelled over the high buildings, the large, graceful arches, searching. ‘They are here, the Lleu-yelin, all around us.’


‘What?’ Char shook out his mane, showering them. He scanned the courtyard too. ‘Then where are they?’


‘Frozen,’ Ma said. ‘They are being held.’ She briefly closed her eyes. ‘I can feel the strands of it linking them together.’


‘The strands of what?’ Kyndra asked.


‘A focus.’


Char’s brow bunched. ‘What does it look like?’


‘It might not be an it, but a who,’ Ma said, a touch evasively.


Char took a few clawed steps towards the centre of the city. ‘You mean a Khronostian?’


Ma shook her head. ‘I don’t know. We need to go further in.’


It was an eerie walk, as they crossed Magtharda, their footsteps ringing on grey stone. The wind blew and the water tumbled and still they saw no sign of life. The windows of the buildings they passed stared down at them unblinking, the stone doors closed. With the sky above and the city below, it was a colourless world, save for the hues they brought with them.


Great flagstones paraded up the thoroughfare, bisected by a straight dark line that branched off at ninety-degree angles into smaller lines. These ran to unlit lamps and then onwards into the smaller streets. ‘What are those for?’ Kyndra wondered aloud.


To her surprise, it was Char who answered. ‘Ambertrix.’


She frowned. ‘How do you know?’


‘I feel it,’ the dragon said, swinging his head around to look at her. Grounded, he wasn’t nearly so graceful. ‘There’s none here now, but—’ He broke off and lowered his muzzle to the nearest line. Kyndra watched his belly swell, ribs expanding as he drew in a breath. It emerged again as a thin blue stream, slowly, with none of the force he’d used during their earlier battle with the Sartyans.


‘You’ve been practising,’ she said, pleased.


The stream of ambertrix touched the line and Kyndra heard Ma gasp as the tributary flamed into life, blazing blue. The light spread towards the lamp, igniting it and moving on. Wherever it flowed, more lamps blazed. It touched the doorstep of a house and from inside came a series of clicks and clacks as if some long-dead contraption were groaning to life. Char looked proudly at his handiwork. But then the blue light faded and darkness travelled up the line, dousing lamps, stilling the house until all was silent once more.


Char gave a huff of annoyance and drew in another breath, but Kyndra laid a hand on his flank. ‘There’s no point,’ she said and knelt, tracing the dark line with a finger. ‘The Lleu-yelin must have had another way to keep them alight. Whatever you do will just be temporary.’


‘I wish I knew what this place looked like before the Khronostians came,’ Char rumbled. He turned away. ‘Let’s find this focus.’


The city changed gradually as they moved further in. The buildings became more elaborate, the carvings above their lintels painting a picture of Lleu-yelin life. One house with a wide veranda carried some faintly disturbing images of serpentine creatures intertwined with humans – humanoid, Kyndra corrected herself. Their limbs were too long, their faces too pointed for ordinary people.


The main thoroughfare ended at a triangular archway set into the largest structure they’d seen yet. Several Chars could fit comfortably through with room to spare. Kyndra felt dwarfed as she passed into its shadow and shared a look with Ma. The woman’s face was drawn, as if something she dreaded waited around the next corner. Kyndra summoned a sphere of starlight, which she sent up to hover over their heads.


Under its chill glow, they saw a vestibule. A pair of doors confronted them, their carvings showing a dragon with a figure upon its back. Ribbons streamed from the rider’s wrists, as they held them out to either side, head tipped back in the ecstasy of flight. The dragon’s slitted eyes were rubies, scales picked out in the same topaz as the rider’s shining hair. Kyndra and the others stopped, transfixed by the image. Then Ma stepped forward and laid her ouroboros palm on the door.


‘In here,’ she said.


Without being asked, Char reared onto his hind legs and pressed his front claws against the carving. The doors swung open.


Red suffused the chamber beyond. A vast mandala had been burned into the floor. White sand traced its curving lines, so intricate that it made Kyndra dizzy. They ebbed and flowed around each other, beautiful, deadly, rather like the du-alakat themselves. But they all led, inevitably, to the centre.


‘No,’ Ma whispered in horror.


An ancient dragon towered at the mandala’s heart, blood seeping from dozens of wounds. It ran unerringly into the white sand, turning it black before being absorbed. Little flashes of blue flickered over the dragon’s flesh; its wings were spread wide, cords in its neck straining in evident agony. The chamber was bitter with the stink of blood. Char let out a snarl.


‘Monstrous,’ Ma said, still in a whisper. ‘They have trapped it in the moment they attacked. It will bleed forever, but never die.’


‘Him,’ Char growled. ‘They have trapped him.’


‘How does the prison work?’ Kyndra asked, studying the dragon with interest. A part of her felt queasy upon seeing the injured creature, but Era’s fascination was stronger. They have interrupted the cycle of time, the star said in its echoing way, used the blood to bind the rest of his kin.


‘Then where are they?’ Kyndra asked aloud.


‘We cannot see them,’ Ma answered, as if she had heard the exchange. ‘This one is the focus, so it is visible in the present, but the others are imprisoned in the moment the creature was captured, bound by the mandala and the power of their shared blood. Abhorrent.’ She shook her head. ‘And unbearably clever.’


‘We are glad you think so,’ said a voice.




2


Gareth


The man who was and was not Gareth Ilda-Son craned his neck to watch the airship pass overhead. Torn leaves leapt like sea spray before the keel and whirled down around him – brown leaves, dead leaves. He stood on the fringes of the Deadwood, aptly named, for where the trees had not been reduced to kindling, they loomed around him in seared rows and the sound of leaf against dry leaf was a death rattle.


It was a sound he knew intimately.


Gareth forced the dark smile from his lips. Apart from waking up on the deck of the airship with a heart that no longer beat, he remembered little of preceding events. What he did recall was too unpleasant to dwell upon. The sailors’ whispering on board the Eastern Set had followed in his wake, whispers that spoke of bad luck, of fear, of a dead man walking. They are right to fear me, he thought, and then wondered whether it was his thought.


Gareth looked at the trees surrounding them and flexed his fingers. They opened stiffly, reluctantly. He had to fight the rigor mortis that had set in since that night a week ago . . . the night he’d died. He shuddered and found himself touching his chest again. The flesh was cold and still beneath his hand.


‘Gareth?’ came a voice and, grateful for any distraction, he turned to Brégenne. She regarded him with wary eyes, the plait of her white-blond hair pulled over her shoulder.


‘Yes, it’s me,’ he said.


She seemed relieved. ‘Are you ready? Do you need to rest?’


Gareth glanced at the gauntlet on his arm. He didn’t need to rest, not since awakening to this death-in-life existence. He shook his head.


‘We should wait until dawn,’ Kul’Das said. The woman from Ümvast’s – his mother’s – court carried her usual air of arrogance. ‘My staff does not function at night.’


Brégenne huffed. Gareth knew she’d been trying to convince the shaman that the staff was just an inanimate length of wood, but Kul’Das remained adamant. ‘No,’ Brégenne answered irritably. ‘Until you’re ready to be honest and admit you’re a Wielder, we travel at night.’


Gareth didn’t protest. Although he, too, was a Wielder, the Solar power seemed different now; he hadn’t touched it in a week. Suspecting the gauntlet’s influence, he studied the ebony metal enclosing his right wrist. It left his fingers bare but reached halfway to his elbow, fully part of him now. If only he’d known the danger when he’d stolen it from Naris’s archives . . .


The memory made him think of Shika and Irilin and he wondered where his friends were. Perhaps he should be glad that they couldn’t see what he’d become. Serjo. The thought, not his own, came right atop the other. Once we were friends, Brother.


‘Ben-haugr is west,’ Brégenne said, her voice muffled by the surrounding trees. She gave Gareth a narrow glance. ‘Are you sure you can find it? We might come out too far to the north or south – Kyndra only gave me a rough idea of its location.’


‘I can find it.’ As soon as his feet had touched Acrean soil, Gareth had felt a nagging pull to the west, an itch no amount of scratching could relieve. When he closed his eyes, an image came to him of twisting stone, sunken pathways, a labyrinth leading to a vaulted chamber, an occupied throne . . .


Gareth quickly blinked it away. That pull had to be the other gauntlet – once he united the pair, he’d be free of this curse. But he knew it must lie deep inside Ben-haugr, in the tomb of Kingswold, built atop the ruins of an ancient city. The thought of what else he might find there turned him cold.


‘I don’t like this place,’ Kul’Das said. The sun had already fled the sky and the Deadwood lay before them, wreathed in shadows. A cry came and the three of them started. Halfway between owl and wolf, it would have raised the hairs on Gareth’s neck if they still responded to feeling.


‘I don’t like it,’ Kul’Das repeated. Her fingers tightened around the staff, knuckles bone-pale in the fickle moonlight. ‘This forest is wrong.’ She cast Gareth a reproachful look. ‘I still say we should have kept the warriors.’


They’d left the handful of warriors who’d accompanied them from Ümvast aboard the airship. Gareth knew they were there on his mother’s orders; if he’d been himself, he wouldn’t have had the authority to send them away. But he wasn’t himself. They’d seen what he’d done to the bandits who’d attacked the airship. They’d watched living flesh rot before their eyes with a single touch from his hand. They’d witnessed Gareth die and wake again. So when he’d asked them to stay behind, they had stayed and nothing Kul’Das had said could force them to return to their duty.


‘It’s too dangerous,’ Gareth told her now. ‘The warriors will be safer with Argat.’


‘I notice it’s not too dangerous for us, though,’ Kul’Das said with a touch of indignation, but she looked oddly satisfied all the same.


‘Let’s go.’ It came out harsher than he’d intended. Silently, Brégenne took his lead and started out, her eyes glowing silver in the gloom.


Gareth’s senses seemed heightened as he walked. They, at least, still functioned. He could smell charred earth, though whatever fire had swept through here was long extinguished. The rattlesnake leaves blew fitful in the breeze and his footfalls stirred up little puffs of ash. Some trees had weathered the flames, scarred but whole, while others were bent and broken, branches littering the forest floor. Gareth found himself thinking of Vorgarde, the lightless land; warriors of Ümvast believed they would forever roam those dim battlefields after death.


That was how the night passed, with Gareth’s every sense taut, primed for trouble. It was almost a shock to see the sky lighten above them, dawn painting the trunks red. Gareth felt the Solar power wake, a shining golden thread he could follow to the heart of the sun. Except that his connection to it felt strained somehow. The thought of reaching for it wearied him, but he’d put this off long enough.


Wan gold, streaked with shadow, formed in his hands and Brégenne turned sharply to face him. He was aware too of Kul’Das watching. Neither woman totally trusted him. He didn’t trust himself.


Gareth opened his mouth to speak, but the golden light in his hands grew hotter and began to burn. It took him a moment to recognize the feeling as pain – the first pain he had felt since his death. How many times had he held the Solar, feeling that warmth, that life, like the beating heart of the world? Now, weak as it was, it scorched him. He released it with a yelp.


‘Gareth,’ Brégenne said, advancing a step towards him. ‘What is it?’


‘The Solar,’ he mumbled. ‘It hurts to hold it.’


For a moment she seemed speechless. Her eyes moved from his face to the gauntlet and he knew what she was thinking; he was thinking it too. The Solar is life . . . and I am dead. He had to crush his surge of revulsion. Brégenne made to lay a hand on his shoulder, but perhaps she thought better of it, for she drew back.


‘We may as well rest here,’ she said, inspecting their surroundings. There was little shelter – or camouflage – to be had in the Deadwood, Gareth realized. They wouldn’t do much better than the slight hollow they currently stood in; its curving sides offered scanty protection from prying eyes.


‘I will take first watch,’ Kul’Das said, though she sounded weary and leaned heavily on her staff.


‘No.’ Gareth’s voice was quiet. ‘Let me watch. I don’t need to rest.’


Their answering looks said it all. He tried to tell himself he didn’t care whether they trusted him or not, but . . . He glanced at Brégenne. After the months they’d spent travelling together, it hurt to see the doubt in her eyes. He saw himself reflected in them: skeletally thin, waxen, mottle-skinned, his eyes like flat black pools. Gareth looked down at himself. He’d been large all his life, big boned like the rest of his people. Now those bones stood out starkly, the flesh lying slack over his shrunken chest. He felt another wave of disgust; he barely looked human any more. Ghoul-like, the gauntlet had fed on him, stripping away his life, layer by layer, until even his heart stopped beating.


And still it wasn’t finished with him.


As the women slept, or pretended to sleep – he was sure one of them kept an eye on him – Gareth watched the sun slide between the black trunks. Even his friend Shika, who always found something to laugh about, wouldn’t laugh this time. He won’t recognize me.


The day passed as uneventfully as the night. Once or twice Gareth thought he heard a twig snap and he rose to his feet, listening. But nothing disturbed the stillness of the burned-out forest. By the time the moon climbed again, Gareth’s caution was somewhat blunted. ‘So where are these “unsavoury types” Kyndra warned us about?’ he asked Brégenne, as the Wielder swung a cloak around her shoulders. ‘I thought she said people lived in the Deadwood.’


‘Are you so keen to meet them?’


Gareth looked away. ‘No.’


‘Perhaps we’re out of their range.’ Brégenne briefly laid a hand on his arm. ‘Are you sure you don’t need to sleep?’


He nodded, uncomfortable in her presence. Brégenne might have trusted the old Gareth, but she didn’t trust him. He missed the easy friendship they’d struck up along the road to Market Primus. Together they’d escaped the Wielders sent to subdue them. They’d fought back to back against the wyverns attacking Ümvast’s fortress, he with the Solar, she with the Lunar. When he’d . . . when he’d killed those men, she had risked her life to bring him back to himself. Yet now there was a wall between them and he didn’t know how to breach it.


White raises, black fells.


He clenched his hands, the gauntlet a fist of darkness. His other hand looked vulnerable, white knuckled and bare. He wasn’t whole, merely a shadow self. How had this happened? Could Serjo have lied? ‘Ljúga, Serjo,’ his voice sounded strange in his ears, ‘heit vinna einhendr einn.’


Silence brought Gareth back to himself, the strange words tasting like a cold blade on his tongue. Brégenne and Kul’Das were staring at him, the latter with the twist of a frown. ‘What was that?’ she asked.


‘I . . . don’t know.’ Gareth uncurled his fists, finding it difficult to focus. He was afraid of losing himself again, but the echo of the phrase remained, as if a door he’d never seen before had opened and been left ajar. He wasn’t sure what would happen if he went through it.


‘He said it would work on its own,’ he whispered.


‘What would?’


‘The gauntlet.’ Gareth looked at Brégenne. ‘Serjo told him it was safe to wear.’


‘Told who?’ she asked, her silvery eyes sharp on his face.


‘Kingswold.’ Was it his imagination or did the gauntlet contract at the name? ‘Serjo was his brother.’


‘How do you know this?’ Kul’Das demanded.


Gareth knew he was right, in his very bones, he knew it. But that didn’t mean he wanted to voice it aloud. Both women stared at him, their breath steaming gently in the cooling night. He shook his head and started out again.


Brégenne moved to walk at his side. ‘Have you considered that it wasn’t just coincidence that led you to take the gauntlet from the archives?’


Gareth stumbled, grabbed at a tree trunk for balance. When he let go, his left palm was as charcoal-black as his right and he brushed it hurriedly down on his cloak. Brégenne was silent, awaiting his response. ‘What do you mean?’ he asked uneasily, looking around at her.


‘As you no doubt saw,’ the Wielder said, her tone a little wry, ‘there are hundreds of artefacts stored on the seventh level. And yet you found and took the gauntlet.’


‘It . . . called to me.’ Gareth shook his head. ‘But Shika was with me. Later, when the Nerian attacked, he could just as easily have put it on.’


For some reason, Brégenne looked pained, but it vanished a moment later. ‘He didn’t, though,’ she said. ‘You did. And when we learned from Ümvast that Kingswold was of northern blood, I started thinking that your finding the gauntlet wasn’t an accident.’


‘Because I’m a northerner too,’ Gareth said softly.


‘Blood calls to blood. Perhaps it still seeks its master.’


‘Preposterous,’ Kul’Das interrupted. She’d been lagging slightly behind, placing her feet with care on the crunchy layer of twigs. ‘Kingswold has been dead these five hundred years. Nothing of him remains in the world.’


‘Do you exist to refute everything I say?’ Brégenne snapped over her shoulder. ‘I tell you, some part of Kingswold lives on in the gauntlet.’


Kul’Das gave Brégenne a look of deep dislike, but didn’t deny the statement. If Gareth’s heart still beat, it would have been racing. Kingswold. To hear Brégenne voice the name aloud gave it credence and suddenly he remembered how Kyndra described hearing Kierik’s thoughts as her own. At the time, Gareth had struggled to visualize the idea, but was his situation so very different?


They walked by the faint light of a Lunar flame and Gareth gazed into it, silent. Not only because he feared Brégenne was right, but because he might find himself speaking in the unknown language again. He’d already lost his body and health to the gauntlet; he wouldn’t lose his mind.


The ambush came without warning, just before dawn.


Perhaps Brégenne’s senses were dulled by the long, uneventful hours of walking, for she barely threw herself aside in time to avoid an arrow as it streaked through the gloom and thunked into a tree behind her. A warning shot. Kul’Das crouched instinctively and Gareth leapt in front of Brégenne as the Wielder struggled to regain her feet. ‘Stand close to me,’ she said and a shimmering Lunar shield expanded to surround the three of them.


More arrows came, repelled by the shield, but it turned them into an unmissable target. ‘Move,’ Brégenne snapped and Gareth heard the strain in her voice. She jerked her chin. ‘This way.’


‘It’s nearly morning,’ he said, looking at the sky.


Brégenne didn’t reply; the barrier was taking all her concentration. Gareth knew that maintaining a shield while moving was much harder – they’d practised it as novices a few times – and Brégenne was shielding three people.


Dark figures began to circle the barrier. As the sky lightened, he could just about discern them through the translucent walls. Kul’Das had seen them too; white-faced, she clutched her staff tightly to her chest, almost tripping on Brégenne’s heels. They couldn’t go on like this. Gareth squinted at their attackers, feeling the gauntlet grow cold on his arm. No, he thought at it – at himself. He remembered the horror he’d unleashed before, the boiling tendrils of rot that corrupted living flesh. He would not call on that power again.


Something blue and crackling shot inches past his nose. Gareth had only a moment to feel thankful that the projectile hadn’t hit any of them before the Lunar shield shattered into a thousand bright shards.


Brégenne’s eyes widened. She looked at her hands, still glowing with weak moonlight, and then up at the figures surrounding them. Gareth followed her gaze and saw a woman holding a device that resembled a crossbow. Blue energy flickered around two small metal discs fixed to the frame and its holder smiled as she fitted another bolt into place.


A new shield sprang up around them, Brégenne’s fists clenched inside her leather half-gloves with the effort. But the archer fired and, once again, the shield crumbled.


Gareth could feel the chains that bound the Solar power falling away, as the sky rapidly lightened. He studied their attackers; there were about fifteen, clothed in the shades of the Deadwood. They were all women. Each bore two horizontal stripes across her left cheek.


‘Who are you?’ he demanded of them. ‘What do you want?’


The woman with the crossbow gestured it at Brégenne. ‘Take the aberration alive,’ she said in a guttural accent that almost buried her words. ‘The Sartyans pay well for them.’


Kul’Das stepped in front of Gareth, holding her staff at the ready. He was almost knocked back by the blast of heat as fire erupted along its length. ‘You think to stop us?’ she said with a valiant attempt at her usual disdain.


Her display had the opposite effect. Grins spread among the watching women and their leader looked delighted. ‘Someone’s smiling on us, Takendo,’ she said to a hooded woman standing at her shoulder. ‘Two aberrations . . .’ she looked hopefully at Gareth – ‘perhaps three?’


Automatically, he shook his head, but the woman didn’t seem disheartened. ‘That one shouldn’t be a danger,’ she said with a dismissive nod to Brégenne, as if she were speaking of an animal recently subdued. ‘But that one—’ She broke off in a gasp as Kul’Das swung the staff and a sheet of fire blasted across the short distance between them.


Gareth used the distraction to tug Brégenne away from the fighting, pushing her in front of him. ‘Go,’ he said, keeping an eye on their scattered attackers. Kul’Das sent out another wave of fire before turning and fleeing with them. Perhaps, like Gareth, she was wary of the glowing crossbow and what it could do.


They managed about ten yards before a dreadful shriek brought them stumbling to a halt. Kul’Das was on her knees. A bolt pierced the hand holding her staff, pinning her flesh to the wood. Kul’Das wasn’t looking at her hand, however; her eyes were fixed on the staff, on the vertical crack running up and down its length. As Gareth watched, the top piece sheared away, sending the shrivelled raven heads tumbling to the ground.


Kul’Das stared at them. Fingers trembling, she reached out and picked one up. Blood dripped from her other hand onto the feathered head. The remainder of the staff split around the bolt and fell in two pieces, leaving the metal buried in her palm.


Gareth eyed the approaching women. A couple limped along; the leather of their clothes smoking where Kul’Das’s flames had caught them. Others bore scratches on their faces and arms. But most were unhurt, including their leader with the crossbow and the hooded woman at her side.


‘Kul’Das—’


Before he could finish his warning, Kul’Das regained her feet and whirled to face their attackers. Tears glinted on her cheeks – of grief or outrage, Gareth didn’t know. With a snarl, she threw out her hands, the right dripping blood, and a wave of force hit the nearest women, knocking them off their feet.


Kul’Das seemed in shock as she gazed at her own hands. Her eyes travelled from the broken staff back to her palms and she fired a look over her shoulder at Brégenne.


It was the distraction the hooded woman needed. Faster than Gareth thought possible, she darted at Kul’Das, something small clutched in her fist. It was thin and blunt and Gareth couldn’t understand why Kul’Das screamed at its touch, tottering on suddenly unsteady feet. The hooded woman thrust the object at her again and the shaman’s body contorted, knocking her to her knees. The woman raised the device a third time. It was pronged like a fork, blue energy crackling between its metal points. Before she could strike, Gareth leapt in front of Kul’Das and caught the blow on his shoulder.


Expecting pain, he tensed, but nothing happened. The woman looked equally surprised. She raised the device and struck him again. When he didn’t react, her smile slipped and she stumbled back. Gareth didn’t hesitate – he scooped up Kul’Das and turned to run.


He’d gone only a few paces when something heavy struck his back, staggering him. A feathered shaft protruded from his shoulder blade. He spared one glance behind to see another woman, armed with an ordinary bow. Already she’d nocked a second arrow. It took him in the calf.


He ignored it.


Another struck his back, a fourth his thigh, a fifth his arm. He pulled Kul’Das in closer and kept on, feeling the thuds as the arrows hit, but no pain. He glanced over his shoulder again. The archer’s disbelief was swiftly turning to fear. When the hooded woman shouted something, she lowered her bow.


Brégenne’s running feet stirred up the ash. It choked the air; in his arms, Kul’Das began to cough. Despite the arrows, Gareth could have kept up his staggering run until his legs rotted beneath him. But Brégenne, clearly exhausted by a night of walking and shielding them, eventually slowed. There were no signs of pursuit. For now.


‘Kul’Gareth,’ the woman in his arms said faintly. ‘I think you can put me down.’


Gareth did as she asked, steadying her when she seemed about to fall over. Her face was pale; she still clutched a shard of her staff.


Brégenne gasped when she turned and saw him. He would have found it funny once, stuck like a human pincushion, but he couldn’t laugh, not when the reality was so terrible. He wasn’t even human enough to bleed.


‘I’m fine,’ he said shortly. ‘Can you get them out, Brégenne?’


He noticed that she trembled slightly as she approached him, her gaze moving from one arrow to the next. But when she touched his back, her hands were firm. ‘You won’t hurt me,’ he assured her when she hesitated.


‘I don’t want to do more damage,’ she answered. ‘Until you’re back to normal –’ her voice wavered a little – ‘I can’t heal these wounds.’


‘Just work them out carefully, then,’ Gareth said tonelessly. ‘Don’t you think it would look suspicious if somebody saw me?’ He paused. ‘I’m probably the reason those women didn’t come after us.’


Brégenne hesitated a moment longer before sighing. ‘Sit down,’ she said. ‘Kul’Das, come and help me.’


Her blue eyes rather glassy, Kul’Das wandered over and crouched beside Gareth. She followed Brégenne’s instructions in uncharacteristic silence as they removed, with some difficulty, over half a dozen arrows from Gareth’s flesh. No blood dripped from the arrowheads. When he looked at the open wound on his calf, it was surprisingly clean; the blood dry and clotted, his flesh unyielding.


When the last arrow came free with an unpleasant pop, Kul’Das stood up very quickly, her hand over her mouth. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, taking several large strides away. Even Brégenne was looking rather green.


‘Thank you,’ Gareth murmured. He knew his body reeked, the decomposition arrested halfway through its gruesome work by his continued mobility. He wasn’t sure what was keeping him sane when he began each day wondering how much mutilation his body could take before it released him from this nightmare.


‘I think we might be nearing the edge of the Deadwood,’ Brégenne said and Gareth climbed to his feet, trying to shed his dark thoughts. The trees did seem thinner, more widely spaced. Beyond their black trunks, Ben-haugr waited. He was close, so very close. Something stirred behind his eyes at the thought, like a sleeper at the bottom of a well.


I am come home.
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Char


The chamber was full of figures, limbs wrapped in grey bandages. ‘Du-alakat,’ Char heard Kyndra hiss.


‘Where is the eldest?’ Ma’s command echoed in the hollow chamber.


The warrior who’d spoken was unmasked. She stepped forward, shadowed by her brethren. ‘He prepares. He has sent me, my brothers and sisters, in his stead.’


‘A mistake.’ Ma stepped forward too. But not a surprise. He lacks the power to stand against me.’


‘Why do you do this, Mariana?’ One of the Khronostians reached up and unwound their bandages, revealing a woman. Like all du-alakat, time had warped her features. It was impossible to guess her age, but she had the same dark skin as Ma.


‘Jin?’ Ma’s fierce stare wavered.


The woman moved closer. ‘You would fight us? Fight me? We were family once.’


‘You give me no option.’ Ma shook her head sadly. ‘Cousin, the eldest has lost his mind. What he plans to do is an abomination. If he is not stopped, he will tear the fabric of time.’


‘You lied to me, Mariana,’ Jin said, taking another step.


Ma raised a hand. ‘No closer.’


‘I could have helped.’


‘I don’t want to hurt you, Jin.’


‘If you’d been honest with me, told me who you really were, none of this would have happened.’


Ma’s expression grew cold. ‘The only thing my honesty would have earned me is a cage.’


There was a moment as the two women locked eyes. Then they sprang into motion so swiftly that Char couldn’t tell who had moved first. Ma’s ironwood kali sticks met Jin’s and the hollow clack of wood on wood filled the chamber. A flash caught his eye; Kyndra was gone in a swirl of her cloak. She reappeared behind the du-alakat leader, who swept out her own weapons to intercept her strike. Kyndra’s skin was clad in a familiar dark silver – the star Tyr shielding her better than any armour. Kali sticks wouldn’t fell her. As he watched, more du-alakat closed in, hiding her from view.


Others made for him, their strides determined, and Char backed away, trying to keep them all in sight. He was clumsy on the ground, still unused to this new body. Once, he’d have raised his own kali sticks in defence, balanced on the balls of his feet. He’d have sought the calm centre, as Ma had taught him, struggling against the rage that had threatened to tear his soul apart.


And he’d have died. He couldn’t have taken on this many du-alakat.


Now he drew a breath, felt heat in his belly, and let it out as blue-veined force. It knocked a warrior off their feet, but the others avoided it easily. They continued to stalk him and he backed away further. The captured dragon hung above them all, a gruesome totem frozen with wings spread wide, and Char felt a fresh surge of fury.


Hunkering down, he took another breath. It roiled in his belly, desperate to be free, but he was used to that feeling – he’d spent three years resisting it. So he checked it, focused on finding the blue heart of it.


A blow landed behind his ear where the scales were thinner. He gritted his teeth against the pain, screwing his eyes shut. More blows came, more pain. They were clearly familiar with all the most vulnerable parts of his body. He concentrated on the blue force, feeling it tumbling over and over, remembering the effort it had once cost him to control it. The Sartyans called it ambertrix. They’d tamed the energy, forced it to power their crude devices. But in its pure form, it was raw and unbridled; it was wild.


Blood slid down his scales; they’d prised off several sections, revealing the dark flesh beneath. Char snarled. He wouldn’t end up like the dragon that hung, twisted and tormented above. Refocusing on the energy, he changed it. Now the force in his belly was spitting, crackling like lightning. Acting on instinct, he released it upwards and outwards through his scales; it caught those du-alakat whose weapons were in contact with his body, surged into them, and they screamed, burning from the inside out. When he looked around, only one had escaped, staggering and singed. Char’s head darted out, caught the dazed warrior in his jaws and bit down. Hot blood filled his mouth, the Khronostian screamed once and then Char’s teeth sheared him in half.


The moment he paused to take stock, his pain seemed to double. His exposed skin stung and he couldn’t hold back a growl. Although Ma was fighting half a dozen Khronostians, she turned at the sound. On seeing him, she bared her teeth and flung her sticks to the ground. Crooking her fingers, she raked the air in front of her face, the ouroboros on her palms blazing white.


The air solidified around the six warriors. Their movements became slower and slower and consternation showed on every face. ‘What have you done?’ Jin demanded. The question reached Char word by word, each syllable distorted. Ma turned away, dismissing them, and started towards him. Beads of sweat glinted on her brow.


Jin jerked suddenly, as if she’d tried to move and was pulled up short. She grimaced, her body suffused with a whitish light. Stumbling forward, she raised a kali stick, aiming at Ma’s unprotected back.


Before Char could shout a warning, Ma spun. She brought her hands together and then snapped them apart with a strange twisting motion. Jin screamed. The bottom half of her body seemed to shrink, her legs shortening, while the top half sank in upon itself, muscle and flesh mottling, withering as she watched. It was the work of years done in seconds. Jin lay on the floor, the tiny feet of an infant poking out of grey bandages, while the heart of a hundred-year-old woman faltered and died in her chest. Her clouded eyes, when she turned them on Ma, were disbelieving and full of horror.


The remaining warriors looked from Ma to Jin’s crumpled form. They stared at Char, at the bodies of their comrades that lay in a bloodied circle around him. ‘Throw down your weapons,’ Ma told them, breathing hard. Char thought she deliberately avoided glancing at Jin.


The du-alakat looked to their leader, who stood outside the battle surrounding Kyndra. The woman’s eyes were fixed on the Starborn as she turned some object over in her hands. Half a dozen warriors were down, some little more than smoking piles, others literally frozen solid, or bleeding from missing limbs. But Kyndra couldn’t fight forever. Those du-alakat still on their feet were wearing her down second by second, fast enough to avoid many of her attacks, which were growing clumsier. She might have the power of the stars, Char thought, but Kyndra was no warrior. He’d seen that plainly enough when he’d tried to teach her the sticks. And he’d heard the story – Kyndra had told him herself – of the time she lost control, obliterating half a thousand men, rending up the very earth. In such a confined space as this, perhaps she feared to call on Sigel lest she hurt him and Ma.


Instead of throwing down their weapons as Ma had demanded, the du-alakat surrounding them disappeared, rematerializing in the throng around Kyndra. They were fighting on the edge of the mandala. Although their feet touched the pattern of sand, it did not scuff, as if the dragon’s blood somehow fused it to the stone.


Jin’s death had stolen the hard mask from Ma’s face, but now it returned. ‘They have chosen their course,’ she murmured. She looked at Char. ‘We take out as many as we can. Every death weakens the eldest.’


He nodded, and they moved towards the fray. A gap opened up and Char saw Kyndra, her face a grimace of concentration. In her left hand she held ice; in her right, wind, which caught up the nearest Khronostian, hurling him over the heads of his comrades to smash into the chamber wall. Their eyes met in that instant, blue to yellow, and Char knew what was about to happen before it did. He opened his mouth to roar a warning, but the Khronostian leader was already there.


Swift, steady, the woman’s hand flashed out . . . and clamped something on Kyndra’s wrist. Kyndra spared it only a glance before she plunged her own hand into the woman’s chest.


Everything stopped. The battle halted. The Khronostian glanced down at the arm embedded in her flesh and up at Kyndra, who snarled and pulled her hand back, clutching the woman’s heart. Although blood gushed from the wound, the Khronostian’s eyes strayed to Kyndra’s left wrist and she smiled as she toppled backwards.


As if her death were a signal, the du-alakat sheathed their weapons, joined hands and were gone in a wisp of whitish light.


The sudden silence was disorientating. The sharp stink of blood and spilled human offal mingled with the older scent of dragon until Char’s sensitive nostrils could barely stand it. He breathed through his mouth instead, tasting the same blood upon his tongue. Unlike animal blood, it made him feel sick.


Kyndra looked at her wrist where the Khronostian had clamped an ugly iron bracelet. ‘Kyndra,’ Ma said sharply, ‘don’t touch—’


Kyndra gestured; the bracelet glowed yellow-white as if returned to the forge and melted, dripping harmlessly off her Tyr-covered skin.


‘. . . that,’ Ma finished too late. Because there was a pattern hidden in the tarnished metal, a pattern that ominously resembled a Khronostian mandala. It pulsed once before sinking into Kyndra’s wrist.


The effect was immediate. One by one, Kyndra’s fingers began to wrinkle, the skin sagging, the knucklebones standing stark. She gazed at her hand, first perplexed then horrified, suddenly no more than a teenage girl. Ma seized Kyndra’s hand, pressing one of her ouroboros-patterned palms against the Starborn’s. Kyndra gasped, squeezing her eyes shut, while Ma muttered under her breath. When Ma took her palm away, Kyndra’s fingers were still wrinkled and crooked, but the deterioration seemed to have stopped.


‘That was foolish, girl,’ Ma snapped. She looked exhausted. ‘Why don’t you think before you act?’


Kyndra’s cheeks were ashen as she stared at her changed hand. ‘What . . . was that?’


‘They needed you to destroy the bracelet – it was the only way to activate the mandala.’ Ma shook her head, chiding. ‘I should have known the eldest would try to compromise you.’


‘And what has it done to me?’


‘It’s based on the same mandala that binds the Lleu-yelin,’ Ma said with a glance at the dragon behind them. ‘A time trap powered by your own life force.’


‘But you’ve stopped it, haven’t you?’ It was the most emotion Kyndra had shown in weeks, Char thought.


‘Only slowed its progress. It will kill you . . . eventually.’


Kyndra’s dark eyes widened before turning introspective; she must be speaking to the stars. Abruptly her body dissolved into shadow and light, as it had done on the day they’d fought the Khronostians. Even without her flesh, the mandala remained as a serpentine coil, circling her formless wrist. Char and Ma watched silently until she reappeared as herself, the determination fading from her face. She closed her eyes once and opened them slowly. ‘They don’t know what to do,’ she whispered. ‘They do not know this magic.’ She glanced at Ma. ‘It’s as you say – the power is tied to my life. Only death can end it.’


‘Not quite true,’ Ma said grimly. Her eyes strayed to the grey-bandaged bodies that made a bloody battlefield of the chamber. ‘If you can kill the person who created the mandala, it will stop the corruption.’


‘The eldest,’ Kyndra said softly.


Ma nodded. ‘If you needed another reason to oppose him, to follow him into the past, you have it.’


Kyndra turned her palm up, frowning at the crooked fingers of her left hand. ‘How long do I have?’ she asked matter-of-factly.


‘Weeks,’ Ma said. ‘Perhaps a month or two – it depends how potent the binding is.’


Kyndra took the news with equal serenity, but Char saw her swallow as she clenched her fist and lowered it to her side.


‘Are you all right?’


‘Yes,’ she said with a hint of her old defiance, a defiance he was glad to see. It was a foolish thought, but Char missed the other Kyndra, the Kyndra who was unsure of herself, but did what had to be done. The Kyndra who, like him, had struggled vainly against her fate. The Kyndra he had kissed by the little stream, who had told him, fiercely, that he wasn’t a coward.


But that Kyndra was gone. That Char was gone. They were both changed and there was no going back.


‘I don’t feel as if we’ve won much of a victory here,’ Kyndra said, looking around the chamber. Her eyes came to rest on the tortured form of the dragon. ‘Can we free the Lleu-yelin?’


‘If that was the best the eldest could throw at us,’ Ma replied, ‘I fear you were his true target. The return of the dragons isn’t something he would want to see, but if his plan succeeds, this future won’t even exist.’


‘Nevertheless, we are freeing them,’ Char said, unable to keep the growl out of his voice. His wounds itched as they began, slowly, to heal. It would take only a few days for the scales to grow back, but that wasn’t swift enough for him. He rolled his bleeding shoulder at Kyndra. ‘Can you do something about this?’


To his consternation, she shook her head. ‘I’m not Nediah,’ she said. ‘You don’t just need power to heal, you need knowledge. I don’t know the first thing about the body, be it human or dragon.’


‘But surely the stars do.’


‘They aren’t mortal. They have no flesh, no blood, or beating heart.’


‘How do you shift your form back and forth, then?’


Kyndra shrugged. ‘That’s different. It’s a pattern. My pattern. I can always find it. I don’t know anyone else’s though.’ She paused. ‘It’s also why I can’t get rid of the mandala.’ She hefted her wrist. ‘I can’t change my pattern.’


‘So it’s not entirely true about Starborn being all-powerful,’ Char said. ‘The tales people told of Kierik . . .’


Kyndra smiled somewhat bitterly. ‘I don’t know all the tales,’ she said, ‘but I know what Kierik could do. It was far more than I can.’


‘You just need practice, girl,’ Ma said absently. She was kneeling down, fingers stroking the concentric lines of blood and sand.


‘Will you free him now?’ Char asked her.


Forehead wrinkled, Ma moved her gaze to the frozen, spread-winged dragon that filled the chamber and sighed deeply. ‘It is the only way,’ she said after a moment.


‘What is?’ Char recognized her expression; it was the one Ma had worn most often over the years they’d lived and worked as slavers: reluctance, resignation. ‘What’s wrong?’


Ma stood. ‘He is the focus, Boy. It is his blood, his life, which sustains the prison.’ She glanced back at him. ‘The link must be broken.’


‘You’re going to kill him.’ Char felt that familiar rage uncoiling in his belly; little sparks shivered over his scales. ‘I can feel his suffering, and you’re going to kill him.’


‘It is the only way,’ Ma said again; almost a snap. ‘As long as his blood feeds the mandala, the Lleu-yelin will never be free.’


Char turned his back on her, moved to stand before the dragon. His talons left scratches in the stone, but did not disturb the mandala atop it. The trapped Lleu-yelin was larger than he and far older. The mane that lay sleek and full against Char’s neck was a handful of bristles on the ancient dragon. His blue scales had faded, in places, to dun, and blood glistened between the cracks in his skin. The eyes, though, deep and dark, alight with anger kindled in the moment of attack. The mandala was killing him regardless; a slow death, a withering. It was not a death those eyes deserved.


The rumble that left Char’s throat was somewhere between rage at what had been and grief at what had to be. ‘End it, then,’ he heard himself say. ‘End it and be done.’
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Brégenne


That was not an experience she wanted to repeat.


The shock of the Lunar being torn from her grasp stayed with Brégenne, mocking the control she’d worked hard to hone. She’d never heard of a weapon that could counter a Wielder’s power. They had to find out more about it and fast.


She rubbed a weary hand over her face. Her legs ached and her eyes were sandy from lack of sleep. Ash coated her clothes; her hair felt full of the fine dust. Brégenne found herself fervently wishing for a bath.


When she looked round, Kul’Das still stood silently, gripping her broken staff.


‘Are you all right?’ Brégenne asked her.


Kul’Das raised her head, fresh tears on her cheeks. ‘My staff,’ she whispered, turning the shattered piece over in her hands. ‘He told me it was powerful, that it had magic.’ She swallowed and her voice hardened. ‘He lied.’


‘Your mentor?’ Brégenne asked carefully. She’d tried to get this information out of Kul’Das before to no avail.


The blue-eyed woman jerked her chin. She threw down the remains of the staff, its pale wood ill-at-home against the charred earth. Her hand was no longer bleeding, Brégenne noticed. The bolt was gone, but the flesh around the wound was puckered and still seeped red. Kul’Das had clearly tried to heal it herself.


‘I’ll look at your hand later,’ Brégenne promised. ‘As soon as the moon’s up.’


Kul’Das ignored her, staring transfixed at her injured hand. Slowly, as if they were climbing out of her skin, golden flames curled up and filled her palm. A smile split the woman’s usually sour face, a fierce, joyful smile that set Brégenne’s teeth on edge. That was all they needed – an overzealous, untrained Wielder.


‘Those women,’ Gareth said suddenly, ‘who do you think they were?’


‘I’m more interested in their weapons,’ Brégenne replied. The day was growing warmer; she shrugged out of her cloak, rolled it up and secured it to the pack at her feet. Beneath it she wore scuffed leathers over a shirt and knee-high boots. Still angry at the thought of that strange blue energy, she brushed herself down and then vigorously unbraided and rebraided her hair.


‘As am I,’ Kul’Das said, seeming to break from her reverie. ‘That forked dagger – she didn’t stab me, just rested it against my skin. The pain . . .’ Her eyes clouded. ‘I could not move.’


‘And the same power managed to dispel my shield twice.’ Brégenne frowned, struck by a thought. ‘Could this be the energy Kyndra described – the one the Sartyans use?’


‘But those weren’t Sartyans,’ Gareth said. ‘That’s who they wanted to sell you to.’


‘It did not work on you, Kul’Gareth,’ Kul’Das said abruptly.


Gareth looked uncomfortable and Brégenne remembered the feel of the arrows as they came free of his dead flesh. ‘I didn’t feel anything,’ he said.


‘If it weren’t for you, they’d have captured us.’ Brégenne’s attempt at a reassuring smile did not feel at home on her lips.


‘I ran away,’ Gareth said. His eyes grew unfocused, as if he saw something she and Kul’Das could not. ‘There was little courage in it,’ he added softly.


‘Until we know more about those weapons, it was the right thing to do,’ Brégenne said, suddenly keen to change the subject. Whenever that distance entered Gareth’s eyes, he seemed less . . . himself.


‘I would like to put a little more space between myself and those women.’ Despite the words, Kul’Das looked weary at the thought of more walking and Brégenne didn’t blame her. ‘I’ll not sleep soundly until we’re out of this infernal wood.’


Kul’Das got her wish: by sunset, they’d left the Deadwood and its dangers behind. The trees had continued to thin, eventually petering out into rocky moorland. They’d had only a brief view of the landscape; now it was utterly dark, the moon obscured by dense cloud. No lights flecked the horizon. The only thing moving was the grass, agitated by the wind that swept down from distant hills to the north.


Brégenne had walked a little away from their camp on the pretext of setting wards, but truthfully she wanted some time alone to practise. Now a curving slice of moonlight hung in the air before her. Brégenne frowned at it. I know it’s possible. This would be so much easier if she had Solinaris’s resources, but all the useful texts had long been destroyed.


She sighed, gestured, and the shining curve contracted into a flat disc. It was similar to the supports she’d made to assist with the reconstruction of Naris’s bridge. When the disc measured roughly three feet across, Brégenne stepped onto it. So far so good.


She was three metres off the ground before an audible gasp reached her from somewhere below. Brégenne looked down. Eyesight sharpened by the Lunar, she quickly picked out the shape of Gareth, hiding among some rocks. Feeling a faint flush in her cheeks, she dropped lightly back to earth and the disc vanished.


Gareth climbed sheepishly from his hiding place. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to pry, but I’ve never seen . . .’ He shook his head. ‘Was that levitation? I thought the ability was lost with Solinaris.’


Brégenne folded her arms. ‘It’s not perfect yet.’


‘It seemed pretty good to me.’


In the light of the Lunar, Gareth’s skin looked even more corpse-pale than usual and, though it wasn’t fair to him, Brégenne experienced a fervent desire to be elsewhere. ‘I need to finish the wards,’ she said.


He frowned. ‘I thought you just did them.’


‘A few more won’t hurt.’ She swept off into the darkness, leaving him standing there, perplexed. She rounded a cluster of rocks and sank down on one, biting her knuckle. Gareth’s intrusion had cut short her nightly practice. Practice which served to distract her from a thought that grew stronger with every step she took on Acrean soil.


Nediah was here – somewhere.


She’d worked hard to put him from her mind. She’d had plenty to keep her busy, after all – what with the Trade Assembly, Ümvast and Gareth’s gauntlet. But now, with the end of their journey in sight, Brégenne’s thoughts turned to the future. She and Nediah had parted in such strained circumstances. He’d told her he loved her and she’d told him to leave, while she stayed behind. Brégenne bit harder at her knuckle. She’d stayed and Kait had gone – Kait, who had once been Nediah’s lover. They’d travelled together for months now. Who knew what might have happened between them?


Why should I care? Brégenne threw at the image of Kait’s pleased little smile. It doesn’t make any difference to me.


She stood up and strode angrily back to camp before her own voice could tell her she was a liar.


They had their first sight of Ben-haugr the following morning.


Gareth had led them, his steps unswerving, across the moorland. A herd of wild ponies frisked to the south, legs obscured by the long grasses. The day was as grey as the great stone tors that thrust up from the earth around them.


‘We’re close now,’ Gareth said tensely, clutching the gauntlet. Brégenne noticed little wisps of cold rising from its frozen surface and the strange sigils began to thrum audibly like a low note on a lyre. They climbed a small rise and there, on the other side, lay the overgrown necropolis of Ben-haugr. It was a vast network of grassy mounds, linked by shattered stone. Some of the mounds had shed their green caps, showing bare roofs that curved down beneath the soil. Brégenne was silent. They all were, smothered by the pall of loneliness that hung over it all.


‘It’s huge,’ Kul’Das whispered finally. ‘How many are buried here?’


‘According to Kyndra, Ben-haugr was built on the remains of a city called Kalast.’ Brégenne clasped her elbows, hugging them close to her body. She fancied the cold wasn’t just in the air. It seemed to flow from the very earth. ‘There was a great battle here. The city fell.’


Gareth abruptly began to cough, his left hand raised to cover his mouth.


Alarmed, Brégenne steadied him. ‘Gareth, what’s wrong?’


‘Smoke,’ he said faintly and then he shook her off. ‘I mean . . . I’m fine, Brégenne. It’s this place, the memories. I can see them, smell them.’


Brégenne exchanged a look with Kul’Das. She suspected they shared the same thought: whatever corrupting power was in the gauntlet had grown stronger. They needed to find the other one and free Gareth before it was too late.


‘I’m not mad,’ he said angrily. ‘There’s something here, something keeping the land from forgetting.’


Before Brégenne could reply, he started down the hill. She and Kul’Das followed hastily, slipping on the silky grass. As they lost height, the mounds gained it, until they loomed like slumped giants, mossy chests stilled in death. Brégenne spotted a hint of road here and there, but most of Kalast had been swallowed by the earth, its buildings long since fallen. The silence was extreme; they’d left the wind behind on the hilltop.


‘Can you feel that?’ Kul’Das whispered. ‘There’s something here. Suffocating. I cannot describe it.’


Brégenne couldn’t either. ‘Hard to breathe,’ she agreed, pulling at her collar.


Gareth glanced around. ‘It’s not safe for you,’ he said. ‘Go back.’


‘We’ve come this far together.’ Brégenne tried to ignore how tight her throat felt. ‘I won’t abandon you now.’


‘You don’t understand.’ Gareth held her gaze. ‘This is not a place for the living.’


‘You’re no safer than we,’ Kul’Das said.


He shook his head and a bitter smile pulled at his lips. ‘But I am, Kul’Das. I am.’


‘We’re fine,’ Brégenne said more firmly than she felt. ‘Let’s just keep going.’


Gareth immediately turned westward, crossing over uneven ground that could conceal any number of horrors. The earthworks of the dead towered over them and it was all too easy to imagine their fragile top layer shearing away at the pressure of the bodies packed inside.


Then, without warning, Gareth’s right arm lifted and he broke into a stumbling run. Brégenne heard his hiss of shock and she reached for him, but he was already several metres ahead, his gauntleted arm rigid before him, as if some unseen force had hold of it.


‘Gareth!’


It was becoming harder to breathe. The suffocating presence in the mounds pressed against her chest and Brégenne drew in great gulps of air. ‘Gareth, stop!’ she gasped.


‘I can’t!’ She heard the panic in his voice and willed herself to go faster.


Up ahead, Brégenne caught sight of a much larger mound; long instead of circular, its shallow ends rising to a peak in the middle. She gave a shout of frustration. ‘Do something,’ she shot at Kul’Das.


‘I . . . I don’t know –’ The woman beside her was in no better state. Kul’Das’s brow creased, her hands beginning to glow, but Brégenne could see it in her eyes – she hadn’t the first clue how to wield the Solar.


The walls of the mound loomed larger than ever. Mosses sheathed the stone, their slimy green blanket oddly menacing. Gareth cried out, dug in his heels and slowed just enough for Brégenne and Kul’Das to grab hold of his waist. His arm was scant inches from the wall. Brégenne gritted her teeth, but the gauntlet’s strength was incredible. Her fingers began to slip.
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