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1SULPHUR AND STARSTONE

The smell of sulphur was overpowering. Great plumes of it rose into the air, splattering the earth with red and yellow mud. Nothing could live or breathe here, but the two men facing each other were oblivious of this. Acid and water boiled about their feet, and their faces were almost hidden in clouds of the suffocating vapour.

‘You can come to me in any shape you want, Elrai,’ rasped the Hyena-faced One. ‘You can fight endless and bloody battles. But one day, I shall prevail. Not you. And then . . .’

‘Never!’ Elrai bore the scars of this battle all over his body. Blood oozed from gashes over his bare chest, staining the sword belt slung across his chest. The baldric was the only protection his body bore, and loose pants hung slashed and muddied to his sandalled feet. His long hair floated out around his face, whipped into ropes by the wind.

‘Never?’ Edasich whispered. ‘How can you be so sure? Remember, ancient foe, you will have to defeat me every single time. For aeons and millennia. Forever. But I, I only have to defeat you once. Only once. And then,’ he raised his clenched fist dripping with something bright, ‘then I will destroy you, your precious Earth and your precious people. Their souls will be mine.’ His voice dropped so low that Elrai could barely hear it. ‘And then I shall live and I alone. Forever.’

The howling wind was suddenly still inside the giant caldera, the heat shimmering about the rim. The upraised fist glinted and shone. In the silence, Elrai saw the immaculate little man before him, not a scratch on his body from the hundreds of slashings and gougings he had suffered at his hands. The gift of blood was not in him, and he showed no signs of the vicious battle that he had waged.

‘You will live forever, perhaps, Edasich. But not here.’ In a flicker of movement, Elrai snatched the bloody baldric from his chest and flung it in a blazing arc at the raised fist. The fist slashed open, the glowing metals flying out from it. The scream left the Adversary’s stretched mouth and stopped, strangled by the sight of blood spurting from his open fist. The bright red swirled out, spiralling into the glittering spots of light. Molten star metal and the blood of the Adversary mingled, forming a hissing ball that turned in the air, the blazoned red-stained baldric twisting in the centre.

‘Blood!’ screeched the small man. ‘Blood! You have made me bleed!’

Elrai watched the helix of their blood mingling with the molten starstone, now melding with the baldric and fusing with it. ‘No blood is without life,’ he said softly. ‘And no death is without blood.’ He twisted his head at a sharp angle and the rapidly hardening spiral of the belt swung out to grip his Adversary’s neck in its rings. The little body slithered out of its grip, becoming a huge creature coiling and writhing desperately. The baldric caught up the coils of the snake into its spiral again, crushing them in.

With a thunderous crash, streaks of lightning flashed into the darkening skies above the caldera. The huge crater growled awake, sending towering plumes of ash and gas in which the zigzags of electricity zipped and boomed. Elrai glanced once at the trembling ground, then raised his wild head to the skies. Just below the deafening explosions he could still hear the feral shrieks of the creature caught in the coils of the baldric. His arms went out, fingers searching for the slivers of blood and star bones swirling in the volcanic storm. His black eyes reflected the many-coloured spears of lightning crashing through the gas clouds surrounding him; his sandalled feet gripped the ground beginning to melt under them. Vast chasms of fire opened around him, searing the air. Still he stood, silent, searching, searching, until each drop of his own and his Adversary’s blood and each sliver of star bone was found. The baldric would not hold Edasich much longer and the deadly volcano would not wait for him. This he knew.

Arms stretched out, Elrai concentrated on drawing all the blood and star bones together, as if he were trying to crush solid iron in his fist. The ground shook beneath him once, twice, then harder and longer. Now desperation flecked his eyes and his gaze swept the erupting caldera swiftly. He saw the ground open, he saw the lava fly into the air, he saw the gaping maw of the terrified creature as it slid inexorably toward the opening. Still he held his ground, gathering blood and the bones of stars in his hands. Slowly, with infinite care, he brought his hands together above his head. There, sparkling between his hands, each red drop and silver shard hissed and sizzled as it merged, sparks flying.

Finally, he held it together high above his head, the sparking mass barely stable. Elrai stood like the still centre of the storm, a needle pointing to the skies. All he needed now was the baldric to bind it, inexorably together, never to be sundered. Where was it, where was it? The lava was almost impossible to stand on now as the ground melted from beneath his feet. There was no time, no time. It would all be lost, everything destroyed after millennia of guarding. Could he release his Adversary from the bonds of the baldric now and consign him to the bowels of the Earth? If it was too soon, it would all have been for nothing. The giving of his blood and the drawing of blood from his brother. All for nothing.

Edasich saw with what eyes he had left. Half of his monstrous body was eaten away by the fire and lightning. For a moment he stilled his struggle, allowing the baldric to bind him tighter and draw him away by inches from the open crater. Elrai felt rather than saw his defeat and a fury shook him to his core. With a wild cry he leaped high over Edasich, still holding the newly created, massing starstone above his head with one hand. With his other hand he drew the baldric towards him. It followed its master, slipping from around the creature and flying to Elrai’s right hand. For the tiniest fraction of a moment the world stood poised on the brink of catastrophe—Elrai with his eyes on the baldric as it bound the new starstone for eternity, Edasich with his eyes on Elrai suspended for a moment over his head.

And then—the ground beneath them exploded. The caldera boomed and the starstone flew high into the air, lightning flashing all around it.

Just before he went under, Elrai looked straight at me and shouted: ‘Tell no-one!’

Then he was gone.


2YVONNE

There was silence. Then—

‘Wow!’

‘Phew!’

‘Wait. What?! He looked at you?’

Yvonne’s head snapped up. ‘What? Me? Of course not!’

Adit looked at her intently. ‘Sure! You said, “He looked at me”.’

Yvonne had the grace to look abashed but recovered instantly. ‘Excuse me. Did someone not hear me say that this had all happened roughly 10,000 year ago? Only the ancient Clovis people were here then. Do I look like an ancient Clovis person to you boys? Did I not mention the words “ancient myth”?’ she glared at them tartly.

Akshat raised an eyebrow. ‘And your point is . . .’

Yvonne eyed the twins warily. ‘Look here, you two. I know that the last few months have been a revelation to you as to other-worldly powers and so on.’

‘You think?’ Adit grinned. He was just getting used to the fact that he and his twin brother shared a bond that went far deeper than anything normal twins were supposed to have. ‘Although it is kind of useful to have an extra set of senses, sometimes I’d really rather not know what Fuzz-face here is thinking!’ He gave his brother a shove.

Akshat leaned out of his way just in time. ‘Oh, really. Well, next time you need to arm-wrestle a zombie don’t come running to me!’

Yvonne shook her head. ‘It’s only been six or seven months and already you guys are so comfortable with all this. That’s the amazing part!’

‘Seriously?’ snorted Akshat. ‘Not the part where we get weird powers, fight monsters and save the world?’

Yvonne threw back her head and guffawed. She was a big woman in her mid-forties and she could laugh from the bottom of her stomach. ‘Now there’s a story I’d like to hear over a beer!’ she gasped, wiping her eyes and laughing some more. Adit and Akshat joined in sheepishly at first and then wholeheartedly. The last many months had been a revelation indeed for the boys and their extended family. As they turned 18 and found to their utter astonishment that they could hear and see through each other’s ears and eyes, they gradually extended these abilities to include all manner of possibilities.

Adit looked down into the mud pools bubbling and boiling under the bridge they all stood upon. Yellowstone Park was spectacular at any time of year, of course, but it spread out in all its glory this July afternoon. The land was stained red, yellow, orange and ochre by the sulphur and minerals that oozed, spouted and gushed out of the earth here. In the distance, a pool of the clearest blue showed just a hint of the hole from which the heated water emerged, a darker smudge of blue close to the surface. India seemed so far away, their home in New Delhi a warm memory. Yet it hadn’t been even a week since they had left.

Adit shook his head lightly, recognizing for the hundredth time how comfortable he had grown feeling his twin’s familiar presence in his head. Growing up identical twins meant that, as a toddler, he had identified his own face in the mirror as his brother’s, but after the last few months the twins were really extensions of each other when they needed to be, functioning as a unit as they fought back to back, slashing and screaming. And when one was grievously wounded, as Akshat had been . . . Adit’s head snapped up as Akshat poked him gently in the ribs. He turned to find his brother’s eyes on him and acknowledged the imperceptible shake of his head. Then they both turned grinning to Yvonne who was gazing thoughtfully at them.

‘Excuse, please, my Brother the Brainless One,’ Akshat bowed ceremoniously. ‘His very few grey cells tend to wander about by themselves if he is not kept in check at all times.’

‘I’ll brain you one,’ snorted Adit, taking a swing at Akshat’s head. Akshat ducked.

Yvonne raised her eyes heavenward. ‘No wonder your parents sent you both far, far away!’ she said. Instantly she bit her tongue. ‘I’m sorry, boys. It turns out I’m the only brainless one around here. I really didn’t mean to bring all that up again. After all, your parents have sent you to America to take a break from the past few months and here I am bringing it up all the time!’ she sighed. ‘Brainless and old!’ She smacked her head. Then she hugged the two tall boys together fiercely, planting a loud kiss on each of their shoulders—which was as far as she could reach.

‘Come on, Yvonne. You? Brainless and old? Heaven forbid!’ The boys squeezed her in a return hug. ‘Besides,’ continued Akshat, ‘it’s OK. We won’t be reduced to drivelling if we talk about this every once in a while. Well, I can’t speak for Our Cerebrally Challenged Friend here . . .’ he broke off with a shout as Adit whacked him smartly on the back of his head.

‘What my Blithering Brother means, Yvonne,’ said Adit, serenely, ‘is that our parents were not so much worried about our rest and relaxation as that they thought we would be safer somewhere very far away, such as another continent altogether. Preferably with someone who would not faint dead away at the mention of evil life forms from dying stars with Feral armies in search of souls to feed on.’

‘I would have actually said all that if you had let me speak instead of trying to kill me!’ growled Akshat good-naturedly. ‘So the real question is, Yvonne, why won’t you faint dead away at the mention of all this evil yackity-shmackity?’

Yvonne looked taken aback only for a moment; then she rallied. ‘Native Americans have a slightly more inclusive view of the “normal” world,’ she said playfully, but the boys could hear the serious undertone there. ‘We don’t discount the existence of various phenomena simply because we can’t see them, or because they would fall outside a very narrow view of “reality”. For instance, that myth that I just narrated to you is entirely plausible as far as I am concerned. So when your Aunt Meera called me and gave me a rough idea of what your family had been through in the last many months, well—who am I to say it hadn’t?

‘Now then,’ she continued, taking advantage of their momentary silence, ‘why don’t we all go get some large steaks or something similar for lunch?’ The boys allowed themselves to be steered back over the bridge towards the trail they had come down earlier that morning. As they turned to go, there was a sound like a loud gasp behind them. Then a gurgle. All heads whipped around. The still blue pool was heaving. It rose suddenly in a surge and then receded, sucked back into the depths.

‘The geyser!’ cried Adit. ‘It’s going to blow!’

‘What geyser?’ The dismay was audible in Yvonne’s hushed question. ‘That’s no geyser. It’s just a hot pool. It’s never been known to blow!’

Akshat slipped his camera strap over his wrist in readiness. ‘Well, we’ll be the first to see it blow for the first time then!’ he exclaimed, excited. He aimed the lens and focused. ‘Gently does it, my pretty,’ he crooned to the heaving pool. ‘You’re on candid camera.’

The lens followed Adit and Yvonne as they walked to the edge of the walkway, and then drew in for a tight close-up of the water. A few minutes of nothing. Not a ripple on the glass face of the pale blue waters. And then, with a suddenness that almost toppled them off the bridge, the geyser blew. A huge translucent bubble the size of a small house trembled perfectly round for a second and then the mighty jet of superheated water came exploding out. Up and up and further up it rose, higher and higher until Akshat’s camera, zoomed all the way out, could not contain the top. He followed the jet up with his lens, thinking with some corner of his mind that this was the wrong colour for a geyser, even one that had never blown before.

‘What in the name of . . .’ Yvonne’s exclamation was cut short as Adit grabbed her and propelled her backwards.

‘Is it supposed to be that colour?’ he panted, as they gripped the railing of the bridge.

‘I’m pretty darned sure it’s supposed to be blue—or some version of bluishness,’ murmured Yvonne slowly. ‘Certainly not bright red.’

‘With all those bright yellow bits in it,’ Adit’s voice was low. His skin prickled. Nonononono. They were supposed to be safe here. The strange empty feeling like a black hole glowing at the edges was simply the after-effect of the unexpected explosion. Nothing more. Then his whole back began to turn cold and he spun around desperate to be proved wrong. But the bridge was empty. Akshat was gone.


3THERE WILL BE 
OTHER BATTLES

Gurgaon, India

Harish Chandra woke up with a start. It was pitch dark outside, several hours yet till dawn. Even then, in the middle of the night, he knew with heart-stopping certainty. ‘It cannot be! It cannot be!’ It took him only a moment to recall and discard every possible person he could call upon for help at this hour of the night. He reached for the phone.

‘Hsimah?’

‘I felt it.’ Hsimah was unusually serious and abrupt. The Fang Collector sounded as if he was already on the move. ‘I leave immediately.’

‘Hsimah! He was sent back! It cannot be Edasich again!’

‘Courage, old friend,’ Hsimah’s voice softened for a moment. ‘I will do everything that I can. And you know that is not a small thing. Be strong. And now, I must not delay a moment longer. I will send word. And so, goodbye.’

Harish Chandra remained sitting, turned to stone in grief. How many times, how many times! Was it not enough that his family had already been tested once? The young children grown into battle-weary warriors in a matter of mere months. When they had first begun manifesting strange powers, how hard he had tried to deny their place as his given army! Given, he thought bitterly: not chosen. Who would choose his own grandchildren to fight battles unto the death in the defence and preservation of an ancient power? The pact was his. He had been given the starstone to keep and protect. And just this once, here in the midst of his family, he had hoped that this life would pass without another war, another lifetime of grief and regret.

Harish Chandra shook his head. This was not the time to begin to grieve. Hsimah was on his way and he was a formidable foe. Whoever—whatever—this was, Hsimah would mass his powers against it until he prevailed or—again, Harish Chandra shook his head quickly. The Fang Collector would prevail as he had for centuries. The alternative was unthinkable.

Harish Chandra sighed and picked up the phone again. It rang twice before an anxious voice answered.

‘Dad? What is it?!’

‘Annie.’ Harish Chandra kept his voice firm. ‘Wake up Madhur. I want you to listen to me carefully.’

The conversation was not easy. His daughters had taken remarkably well to the strange manifestations of powers in their children and insisted that they be developed as far as possible. The stronger the powers, the more in control of them the children were, the better warriors they would make and the greater their chance of defending their grandfather and his legacy. That was their logic and, in the end, it had proved correct. Even Harish Chandra could not have foreseen how grave the threat would be and how effective the children would be against it. But after it was all over and the powers had not receded, he had feared that only the battle had been won, not the war. There would be other battles. But so soon?

Scattering the family had seemed the safest precaution to take at the time. After the first of the euphoria, it was clear that the powers of the six children—and his son, Harish Chandra thought with pride—were not going to wane and disappear. And so his youngest daughter, Meera, went with her husband Ragnar and their two girls, Tarini and Noor, to Ragnar’s hometown in Iceland, while the eldest daughter, Annie (‘Mrignaini’—but no-one had called her that since she was ten) and her husband Madhur finally persuaded their twins, Adit and Akshat, to go for a few months to America. Tarini and Noor, four and two-and-a-half, were not really bound by school schedules and the twins had a few months before college. But Amar and Ananya—thirteen and nine— were well settled in their school schedules and their parents, Ali (‘Meghali’) and Samir, thought that they would be best left in whatever stability there still was in their lives. So they stayed on in Gurgaon, picking up their lives where the devastating events of the last few months had left them. Harish Chandra’s son, Harshvardhan, guarded his father zealously and would not leave his side. Or his mother’s. Harish Chandra glanced at his sleeping wife and was glad that she would have a few more hours of peace before he had to break the news to her.

* * *

Persuading Annie and Madhur to stay in India until Hsimah sent some word of what had happened was the hardest part. Meera trusted Yvonne, he kept repeating, and the boys were warriors now, not your average sheltered middle-class 18-yearolds. Their bodies and minds were now fantastically attuned to assault and defence, to the waging of war with the most unpredictable and evil foes imaginable. He thought of the Feral army and shuddered. Without Amar’s metal weapons, could they still fight? Should he warn Ragnar and Meera? After all, the last battle had begun in Iceland. Were they not much more vulnerable there? How could he have agreed to let them . . .

Harish Chandra took a deep breath, trying to still his mind, and settled back to wait for dawn.
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